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INTRODUCTION

Patricia M. Locke

No longer is it a matter of speaking about space and light,
but of making space and light, which are there, speak to us.
There is no end to this questioning, since the vision to which
it is addressed is itself a question. All the inquiries we believed
closed have been reopened. What is depth, what is light, ¢/ #6
év [what is being]?

—NMerleau-Ponty, “Eye and Mind”

Architecture is a place to question and, through questioning our very sense
experiences, to draw back from the forgetfulness that makes us take being
alive for granted. Architecture can, in Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s words,
make “space and light, which are there, speak to us.”' By articulating
light and space, among other factors, architecture reopens thought about
human perception of and relation to how we remake and occupy the world
around us.

Perception undergirds our cognitive and affective schemata, our experi-
ences of simultaneity and disjunctive multiplicity, and our social institutions.
The general theme of Merleau-Ponty: Space, Place, Architecture is the experi-
ence and expression of space on multiple levels, addressing questions central
to the work of philosophers, architectural theorists, and readers in a range of
creative fields. This introduction situates Merleau-Ponty’s thought within an
understanding of lived space and shows how the three sections of the book
contribute to an integrated understanding of spatiality. They transgress ha-

bitual spatial categories to explore darkness, psychological depths, imagined
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landscapes, art’s pliable spatiality, and space’s intertwining with time and
memory or mangled conditions in torture chambers and in prison.

Architecture is a privileged mode of experiencing space, and it acts as
a nonverbal way of knowing. Through the agency of architecture, places
(and human beings) are shaped, confirmed, and questioned. Places ask
questions of Merleau-Ponty: Why does the world appear to us as it does?
How do places show and modify us? If space and light really do “speak”
to us through architecture, how do we enter into the conversation? The
authors of Merleau-Ponty: Space, Place, Architecture respond in a va-
riety of ways, thinking with Merleau-Ponty as well as with some of his
interlocutors.

Architecture, like painting, can serve to show us what it means to be
human. The representation of our experience in painting is akin to place-
making architectural expression. Architecture can support human flourish-
ing by providing the arena in which we act, while at the same time having
a figural prominence of its own. Distinct from the unframed natural envi-
ronment around us, the built world at several scales (home, neighborhood,
city, etc.) offers anchorage for the specifically human activities of the upright
animal. We both sense and come to know ourselves as embodied subjects,
yet intertwined irrevocably with others. Distance highlights the spatial self-
awareness revealed by architecture more than the other arts. Merleau-Ponty’s
late work, The Visible and the Invisible, emphasizes our intimate connections
with the overlapping natural and cultural milieu. Yet we know ourselves also
to be spatially integral wholes (albeit with porous boundaries) analogous to
architectural wholes.

Phenomenology values experience and respects the world’s self-
presentation in the here and now. We don’t need to belabor the point that
Merleau-Ponty and Edmund Husserl made in the 1940s: the world is in a
crisis, its flash points made all the more volatile with the postmodern turn.
Climate change, chronic war, violence in political and social life, and the
widening gap between rich and poor are companion to a felt sense of es-
trangement from one another and the natural world. More recently, critics
such as Paul Virilio would add globalization and virtuality to these all too
familiar problems.

In Phenomenology of Perception, Merleau-Ponty diagnoses our difficul-
ties as rooted in part in misperceptions of the world of space and time that we
inhabit. He values prereflective experience over the sedimented “knowledge”

we’ve been taught about the way things are, and he agrees with Edmund
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Husserl’s critique of contemporary high altitude thinking. “High altitude”
thinking about the world as a map, regularized and spread out below us, of-
fers the illusion of comprehensive sight. We imagine that we simultaneously
can see all spaces, without folds or hidden corners, and can account for them
in a quantifiable manner.

The book of nature, according to Galileo, is written in mathematical lan-

<

guage. Without this language, one “wanders in vain through a dark laby-
rinth.” A mathematizing approach leaves out qualitative experience of world
and expressive responses in art and architecture, ethics, and other value-laden
domains. What we gain in physical predictive power, we lose on the level of
lived experience. Merleau-Ponty might agree that the world presents itself as
a labyrinth, but would claim that our access to it is to follow its twists and
turns as moving, perceptually sensitive beings. The boundaries are felt as
directing or motivating our intentional acts toward goals, in deeply etched
but ineffable patterns, rather than as geometric lines specifying distinct but
homogeneous areas. Likewise, successful architecture supports human inten-
tions, which are many and varied. Building that comes from preconceived
assumptions about function and form will not attain the resonating charac-
teristics of light, built place, and original “speaking” through silent means
that I attribute to the word architecture.

High altitude thinkers impose worldviews, whether historically sedimented
or based on a priori conditions, which obscure our immediate experience. Yet
there are other anthropocentric/patriarchal/Enlightenment attitudes toward
nature, the city, and the wider world that might be invoked as similarly block-
ing our contact with things. Postmodern positions that overemphasize shock,
novelty, or the reduction of material bodies to language also may be too ab-
stract to account for the ways particular human beings, especially those who
suffer, experience life in the world. Merleau-Ponty turns to artists and poets
as well as to philosophers, putting them into dialogue with one another. We
need to return “to the things themselves,” to make the familiar strange again,
in order to overcome our disengagement from the overly determined places
(or the virtual placelessness) around us. Given that Merleau-Ponty draws
often upon scientific studies, especially of the human body and sensory or
cognitive capacities, he is not opposed to science or technological advances
per se. Rather, he brings into question the fantasy of comprehensive knowl-
edge and the presupposition of a world that is more “real” in scientific or

hyperlinguistic, rather than phenomenological, description.
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Merleau-Ponty suspends what we think we know about quantifiable space
and the contents therein to notice what shows up when we attend to partial
perspectival perception. Without constructing a theatrical space based on a
priori conditions for sensing figures against a neutral backdrop, we wake up
already in the world. Merleau-Ponty argues that our perception is inextrica-
bly bound to movement, and we become aware that the horizon moves with
us. This moving horizon displays and occludes various aspects of things, re-
lating them to our own bodies’ intentions in space. Spatial contours can be
described by this prepersonal, lived point of view. Spatial perception is “a
structural phenomenon and is only understood from within a perceptual field
that, as a whole, contributes to motivating it by proposing to the concrete
subject a possible anchorage” (PhP, 293). Contra Newtonian space, which
is infinite in extent and neutral in orientation, the lifeworld offers us finite
reasons to move, or places to stay put, directed by our bodily experience. We
are motivated initially by interconnected aspects of natural topography and
social features such as class, race, gender, and language. Our homes, cities,
and wider terrain are organized in particular ways, and we live in a specific
situation, even as it overlaps others.

Merleau-Ponty is critical of derivative Cartesian or Kantian views that con-
ceive of space as logically and physically neutral and consistent, viewed by an
observer outside the system. He would appreciate certain features of a classical
perspective such as Aristotle’s account, with its emphasis on the qualitative
differences in spatial regions and directed motion toward or away from them.
Yet, neither an absolute outsider’s viewpoint nor an individual human’s lim-
ited perception are important to an Aristotelian who views the cosmos orga-
nized from an earthly center to a celestial periphery. Merleau-Ponty’s critique
of prior understandings of space and place yields positive strategies to over-
come the dualistic split without a return to a classical position.

In Phenomenology of Perception, he argues that “I” am an embodied cen-
ter of both perception and movement, the moving origin point of space, and
where I stand distinguishes all things as partially hidden and revealed, ori-
ented to the left or right, front or back of my own place. I realize that it is
through my body that I have relations to other bodies, other persons. Space
is experienced as having differentiated regions, particular places endowed
with triggers for memory and imagination. I do not sort places according
to the heavy and the light, as an Aristotelian would, but by those that draw

me toward them, or seem threatening, or are barred from my investigation.
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This primary spatiality offers the most significant orienting marker for
the embodied being: depth. Depth registers my relations in terms of distance
and proximity to others, and incorporates qualitative, affective responses to
them. Merleau-Ponty rejects the common height, width, depth parameters
of geometrical space as descriptive of location, and brings forward depth as
the first dimension. He does not mean this metaphorically. When we assume
that height and breadth are primary, and depth is a kind of breadth seen from
the side, we imaginatively shift our perspective in space. We no longer feel
the contours of the presented world. We have abstracted from any particular
viewpoint to claim a constructed array of ideal sights, objects we might see if
we could be in several places at once. On the contrary, Merleau-Ponty argues,
“Depth is born before my gaze because my gaze attempts to see something”
(PhP, 274). This gaze is solicited or motivated by the world, and offers a
horizon to the lifeworld in return. Within a field of presence that is both spa-
tial and temporal, things and the gaze envelop or embrace one another. He
highlights the reciprocity between the spontaneously organized world, which
provides possible anchorage for the moving perceiver, and the intentions of
the embodied being responding to that milieu. We are firmly embedded in a
world, even before we represent it to ourselves through geometrical or sym-
bolic means. The givenness of the anonymous human being, like the field
itself, provides a thick atmosphere within which perception takes place.

[ am geared into this fundamentally intercorporeal world shared with
others who have their own viewpoints and agency. This insight is a mo-
tive for renewed wonder, and brings the authors of Merleau-Ponty: Space,
Place, Architecture to work out the critical and productive implications of
his thought. Phenomenologically based architects, too, explore the conse-
quences of the thinking body by designing on a human scale, highlight-
ing texture, touch, and other sensorial elements, and by emphasizing the
qualitative dimension of experience in their expressions of space. Contem-
porary architects whose built work shows kinship with Merleau-Ponty in-
clude Steven Holl, Maya Lin, Peter Zumthor, Glenn Murcutt, Will Bruder,
Antoine Predock, and Lisa Iwamoto / Craig Scott, among others.”? We can
see in their work attentiveness to site, depth, materials (including light and
volume), and the human experience of inhabiting a particular place over
time. Their projects invite us to a corporeal companionship with Merleau-
Ponty’s embodied phenomenology. Our authors draw out features of his

thought that could support meaningful design practices, while a sensitive
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dwelling with these architects’ projects could make our essays’ implications
more concrete.

Our book spans from Merleau-Ponty’s major work Phenomenology of
Perception to the shift in ontological focus in his uncompleted manuscript,
The Visible and the Invisible. I contend that there are three strands of philo-
sophical thought about place and space in response to Merleau-Ponty’s phi-
losophy that can draw continued intellectual support from it: feminist phi-
losophy (and other cultural critiques), deep ecology or ecophenomenology,
and philosophies of material objects in the wake of Deleuze.

Space is a major theme of Phenomenology of Perception, both in the
chapters on the body and motricity and in the main chapter on space. The
embodied being who experiences himself or herself both as subject and as
an object for others displays this self-understanding in intentions toward
movement and perception. Responsive to others and the general milieu in
the moment of action, the agent’s motives are grounded in and are most
immediately noticeable in body habits and the inhabitation of place. It
is here that feminist criticism finds a foothold, both exploring the possi-
bilities Merleau-Ponty’s view offers and pointing out his culturally bound
limitations.?

Deep ecology, represented in its Merleau-Pontian strand by David Abram’s
writing, thinks about the natural world and humans’ not entirely benign resi-
dence within it.* Parallel arguments to those of ecophenomenology can and
have been constructed to inform our thinking about architecture. Here, too,
ethical concerns can become more prominent than the questions of spatial
knowing and being that underlie them.

In The Visible and the Invisible, Merleau-Ponty observes that we under-
stand “why we see the things themselves, in their places, where they are,
according to their being which is indeed more than their being-perceived—
and why at the same time we are separated from them by all the thickness
of the look and of the body” (135). The distance necessary for sight and
the proximity of touch are our means of communication with things. At
the same time, things in their places continue to interact with one another,
to cohere or to dissolve over time. We can think about things among them-
selves when we aren’t subjects attending to them and accounting for their
histories in purely physical or chemical terms. Or we can emphasize dif-
ference and multiplicity over the preservation of identities, along Deleuz-

ean lines. Among material philosophers, Jane Bennett thinks with both
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Merleau-Ponty and Deleuze, challenging views of physical matter as inert
stuff for human shaping. Rather, she and others claim that “vibrant mat-
ter” has its own effectiveness and agency, qua matter. She cites Merleau-
Ponty as noticing that “objects” are already expressive, and that we know
this when we know our own being as physical, alive, and present.’ This
seems a promising direction for architecture and landscape architecture
to investigate. Our authors comment on the premises of all three of these
fields, especially when they focus on Merleau-Ponty’s later philosophy of
the flesh.

Flesh is an element as fundamental as the ancient Greeks’ earth, air, fire,
and water are in their varied conceptions of matter in time and space. Each
traditional element has two primary meanings: a physical fire burns the cedar
in my fireplace, and, at the same time, fire can be considered as “the dry and
the hot” component of composite beings. For Merleau-Ponty, flesh can like-
wise refer to the thickness of what lies beneath my skin, being of the same
nature as the bodily flesh of others. It can also refer to the zone or straits that
acts as a medium of communication, revealing relations between the human
being and the world that includes latent or “invisible” aspects not fully dis-
closed or even able to be so. He specifies that flesh is an “incarnate principle
that brings a style of being wherever there is a fragment of being. The flesh is
in this sense an ‘element’ of Being” (VI, 139).

The latent features contribute to depth felt as thickness in time and space.
Our own bodies share the world, are objects for others, and change over
time along with them. We bring the past with us, much as a cape streams out
behind in the wind that is the future blowing our way. Thus we are in touch
with the others who inhabit our milieu. Change can be measured only against
a steady ground, but the notion of flesh reimagines what counts as ground.
Taken as the in-between, it allows for us to change direction together, possi-
bly with the recognition of what will support human flourishing rather than
destruction. Merleau-Ponty’s introduction of flesh as an incarnate principle,
visibly allowing the latent to be felt in our experience of space and time, pro-
vides a new conceptual support for acknowledging our intimate weave into
the world that gives itself to us.®

Merleau-Ponty: Space, Place, Architecture is divided into three sections,
grouping essays with similar or complementary foci. Let’s turn to liminal
space, temporal space, and shared space to draw out the implications of spa-

tiality as outlined above.
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PART I: LIMINAL SPACE

By the term “liminal space,” I mean to draw attention to the border regions
or boundaries that allow us to become aware of how we experience space
and time. As dusk disturbs the clear sight of day and offers a progressive
modulation of our perception into the dark, so, too, our act of seeing shifts
and we are aware of these shifts. The “object in space,” taken for granted in
the natural attitude, is destabilized by shifting appearances on the border.
Gestalt psychology influenced Merleau-Ponty’s early understanding of the
figure/ground structures that govern our vision. Visual illusions that oscillate
between figure and ground bring the character of the liminal zone itself into
question. Noticing figural emergence and subsiding as other aspects become
prominent, the perceiver acts as a third party to figure/ground structures.

In chapter 1, Glen A. Mazis considers the poetic region inscribed by the
effacing of boundaries, the blurring of edges, as night deepens. The presence
and juxtaposition of incompossibles is not as jarring in the softer, more fluid
conditions of the dark. His essay, “Hearkening to the Night for the Heart of
Depth, Space, and Dwelling,” takes descriptive aim at the night itself. Mazis
explores the density of irregular or indeterminate spaces, encroachments of
the inside and the outside, and the resultant closeness to animal inhabitation.
He begins by taking up Catherine Ingraham’s book, Architecture, Animal,
Human: The Asymmetrical Condition, to place his thinking about nocturnal
conditions in the context of explicitly architectural concerns. Mazis argues
that the felt experience of night might lead us to have more depth in our mak-
ing of daytime structures.

We shift from night to shadows with Galen A. Johnson’s essay, “Depth of
Space and Depth of World: Merleau-Ponty, Husserl, and Rembrandt’s Night-
watch on a Modern Baroque.” Johnson analyzes Rembrandt’s painting, fol-
lowing Merleau-Ponty’s suggestion that it shows the liminal nature of shadows
that provide divergent and coexisting perspectives. In the preface to Sense and
Non-Sense, Merleau-Ponty declares his intention to “form a new idea of rea-
son” that “borders on unreason.” On the one hand, Galen Johnson argues,
reason might be construed as widening to include articulation in the arts,
literature, and the psychology of eros and dreams. On the other, Merleau-
Ponty’s philosophy might explore a world prior to reason, the prepersonal ex-
perience of the child, or the wild and brute Being of nature (I’étre sauvage).

The implications of these ways of thinking about reason for Merleau-Ponty’s
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phenomenology of depth perception and spatial depth lead Galen Johnson to
analyze carefully Merleau-Ponty’s use of the term “baroque” beyond an art
historical category that includes Rembrandt’s painting. The term here refers to
the primary spatial perception of an unstable, untamed process on the level of
wild being “that is asked to create culture anew” (S, 181/228). Johnson draws,
too, on Deleuze’s work on Leibniz, and especially on Francis Bacon, whose
painting has some features in common with Rembrandt’s work. The “modern
baroque” is a space of ambiguity, shock, and dislocation.

Boundaries and edges are most emphasized in Merleau-Ponty’s later work,
especially The Visible and the Invisible and “Eye and Mind.” The concept of
chiasmus comes into play, as distinct entities cross over onto one another,
as, for example, in Cézanne’s painting. Cézanne claims that “the mountain

3]

thinks itself in me,” and that thought emerges as artistic expression. The
language of crossing, enveloping, or overlapping rests upon the possibility of
boundaries in the knot or network of human relations with one another and
with the surrounding landscape.

Edward S. Casey’s lifelong exploration of the question of boundaries
comes to bear on his contribution here: an analysis of the iconic Parthenon. It
is an explicitly phenomenological description of architecture, a la Merleau-
Ponty. He points to the clarity and heaviness of the Parthenon’s material
foundation, which moves in graduated steps toward the element of air. This
yields an intensity of sensation and affect that we continue to respond to
today. Casey thematizes different levels of the articulation of interior and
exterior surfaces in domestic architecture as well, since edges that are based
on proportions of the human body help us make sense of our environment.
He is interested in the gestural, narrative, and kinetic boundary conditions
that show us the world and our own selves within it. Casey’s essay, “Find-
ing Architectural Edge in the Wake of Merleau-Ponty,” reminds us that al-
though Merleau-Ponty is rightly regarded as a thinker of deep continuities,
edges are necessary to distinguish figure from ground. In Merleau-Ponty’s
later work, there is an explicit formative presence of edges in linguistic
signs, the folding of flesh, and the active linearity at stake in art. The im-
plications are significant and various, so Casey’s careful descriptive assess-
ment of the edges at work in the Parthenon is a model we might employ in
other contexts.

By contrast, rites of exchange and fluidity are considered in Randall John-

son’s essay, “Liquid Space of Matrixial Flesh: Reading Merleau-Ponty and
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Bracha L. Ettinger Poolside.” Water is the space of immediate contact, as
distinguished from the distance inherent in high altitude thinking. Immersed
in the liquid medium of the swimming pool, we can be open to an affective
sensibility of our very inherence as space. Randall Johnson draws on Bra-
cha L. Ettinger, an artist and psychoanalyst, to speak to the symbolic, real,
and imaginary aspects of the womb-like borderspace of the pool. In both
Ettinger’s art and writing, Johnson notices how space exceeds us, and he in-
troduces the aspect of pleasure. Pleasure is not motivated exclusively by sight
at a distance from the object-of-the-gaze, but includes the pleasure of being
embraced by the proximate milieu of water. Johnson traces thinking from an
abstract space-without-time to an intimate atmosphere, space-with-affect.
This brings us to the threshold of part 2.

PART 2: TEMPORAL SPACE

While time and space may be distinctly thought, they are necessarily inter-
twined in the lived world. Simultaneous and adjacent spatial fields seem dif-
ferent from the succession of temporal events in the now. Yet differentiation
in how we perceive the spatial world, even through sight, is also dynamic and
continuing. This section shows some of the implications of the intertwined
spatiotemporal dimensions of human existence. Merleau-Ponty’s flesh shows
us to be intercorporeally woven together with others, not simply spatially,
but also vertically in time.

While part 1, “Liminal Space,” seeks to think more carefully about the
boundaries between articulated places and the effects of ambiguous borders,
this part emphasizes the continuity provided by temporality in the experi-
ence of the world. Perception of any object in front of me includes the time
it takes to situate it in context and attend to it as figure. The autumn moon,
for example, is enormous, round, and orange on the horizon. Later the same
evening, [ observe that it is smaller away from the framing trees and buildings
at the ground plane. What can account for this? These regions of space show
me a thing, the moon, which I take as the same unmeasured being under dif-
ferent aspects, in a world that emerges over time. Memory acts as a loosening
grasp on the temporal flow, treating features of more or less past experience
(as, for example, tonight’s harvest moon on the horizon, or the full moon

seen from the back of a pickup truck in Idaho long ago), as present to our
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current situation. Thus those memories, which are now present, are of a past
that never was as it is now. The future also bears down upon us, and we in-
tend our movements in space, taking time, in pursuit of our goals.

When we think about time experienced outside of personal perception
and goals, we may think first of geological or archaeological time markers
in the landscape, but Merleau-Ponty points as well to the cultural temporal
traces that are inscribed in our inherence in space. History builds in lay-
ered, elaborated structures for our city dwelling. What happens to places
over time includes changing inhabitants as well as the aging of buildings.
Built memory demonstrates use, paths worn smooth, for example, but also
the disintegration and renewal of articulated places. David Morris’s essay,
“Spatiality, Temporality, and Architecture as a Place of Memory,” offers
a phenomenological account of the way that memory extends far beyond
personal memory. He is concerned with the distinctions between passivity,
marked by embodied habit, and activity, marked by moving perception. A
Merleau-Pontian perspective suggests a peculiar form of passivity outside

3]

of the perceiver, an “I already can move,” embedded in the surrounding
field. Architecture activates this possibility for us and thereby cultivates
memory.

Dorothea E. Olkowski gives more emphasis to the temporal dimension
of the conjunction between being-for-itself and being-in-the-world, which
makes freedom possible. She shows that for Merleau-Ponty, the body is in
space only to the degree that it is an expression of the temporal relations of
a subject that tends toward the future. Her essay, “In Search of Lost Time:
Merleau-Ponty, Bergson, and the Time of Objects,” locates Merleau-Ponty
between Bergson and Husserl in his view of the fundamentally temporal
character of the field in which we act. She argues that time, in “alignment
with the network of relationships that define our acts, acts which are also our
abode, the place within which we dwell,” marks out a territory within which
we are capable of asserting our freedom. Olkowski considers properties of
spatial relations to be secondary to temporal structures that anchor future-
oriented commitments to a coherent past.

But what about disruptions in the spatiotemporal intertwining, or the sus-
pension of motivated goals? Merleau-Ponty’s early work commonly used the
strategy of looking to pathological cases to examine their substitutions for
healthy functioning. By extension, we can question dysfunctional spaces that

suppress senses of time, to see what the impact is upon the individual and



12 PATRICIA M. LOCKE

the community. Lisa Guenther’s essay, “Inhabiting the House That Herman
Built: Merleau-Ponty and the Pathological Space of Solitary Confinement,”
argues that prolonged solitude produces perceptual distortions, hallucina-
tions, and a global deterioration in the ability to think or interact with oth-
ers. Guenther paints a stark picture of the ways in which the prisoner’s own
affective intercorporeality turns against himself or herself in a forced self-
betrayal. He or she finally succumbs to the radical impoverishment of the
spatiotemporal milieu, unless the prisoner can resist through an intention
toward a possible future.

One of the most difficult spatiotemporal distortions to imagine, but un-
fortunately all too topical, is the enclosed world of torture. D. R. Koukal
offers a phenomenological description of torture that goes beyond the ef-
fects on the body. His essay, “Stolen Space: The Perverse Architecture of

]

Torture,” argues that the victim’s experience of the spatiality of torture
leaves him or her irretrievably damaged at the ontological level. Merleau-
Ponty grounds the embodied subject in his or her inherence in space and
time, and thus human life has a meaning as spatial and spatializing. Koukal
shows how that meaning is destroyed, even if the victim survives the ordeal
physically “unscarred.” Can we expand this account to consider other vio-
lent events, such as strategic targeting of monumental religious or artistic
buildings during wartime conflicts, which leave other aspects of the city
intact? What kind of cultural trauma is caused by the permanent eradica-
tion of historical structures that help inhabitants constitute themselves as
a community? Can these violations be repaired, offset, prevented? Koukal
does not ask these questions directly, but they come to mind in the wake
of his analysis of severe degradation of space and time through “enhanced
interrogation techniques.” Recall also the case study of Schneider in Phe-
nomenology of Perception, a wounded war veteran who would like to form
political or religious views, would like to have intimate relationships, but
knows that it is no use. His prospects of experiencing space in the future
are similarly compromised, for he can no longer go for a simple walk with-
out a specific errand to run. His experience of space and time is strictly
of utility, based on deliberate thought-through movements rather than a
natural intention toward his goals. He can no longer play, imaginatively
and flexibly exploring places within his horizon. Koukal’s essay articulates
both individual and communal disruptions in intending a future, given the

radical impact of torture.
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PART 3: SHARED SPACE

The lifeworld is felt as value-laden, both aesthetically and morally. Our in-
tended purposes, whether accomplished or not, govern our activity within
the spatial and temporal horizon. Merleau-Ponty’s term “intercorporeality”
expresses a particular dimension of inhabiting space. Whether we are gra-
cious or resistant, it is clear from natural consequences that we are intimately
and bodily connected to one another—widely construed to include other
people, animals, and our habitat, the earth. In Merleau-Ponty: Space, Place,
Architecture, we are explicitly focused on the relations between human be-
ings and their joining in societal spaces and place-making activities. Part 3
is intimately connected to the earlier sections of the book, since our ways of
sharing space or making place are developed in time and in liminal relations
with one another.

Rachel McCann’s essay, “Through the Looking Glass: The Spatial Experi-
ence of Merleau-Ponty’s Metaphors,” imaginatively explores the metaphors
in Merleau-Ponty’s late work. She holds up images for us, such as Merleau-
Ponty’s famous depiction of intersubjectivity, like color, as a “straits, ever
gaping open” and investigates the philosophical consequences of this kind of
language use. If we are indeed boundary regions ourselves, fields in which the
world comes to play, open to change through simple physiological processes
such as respiration and through sociopolitical processes such as democratic
discourse, we must ask: How does thinking this way permit us to collabo-
rate, to welcome exchange, rather than to imagine that we go it alone? As
an architect herself, McCann takes the uniquely Merleau-Pontian element
of flesh as a bridge from his ideas to the spatially grounded acts of experi-
encing and designing architecture. The flesh, she reminds us, is a domain of
continual self-questioning. The embodied being participates in an ongoing,
transformative exchange as perceiver and as perceived, as experience and as
expressive.

The essays that follow consider the implications of the embodied being
as ethically, physically, and aesthetically intertwined with others, within
a place of exchange. When spatial experience is restricted or radically cut
off, through homelessness or torture, for example, the outcomes operate as
warnings of what is essential to human life. Without privacy and protection
or the ability to gesture toward others across a space that is laced with our

shared intentions, the human being is degraded as a species. There may be
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permanent damage in the capacities to perceive as well as express the inher-
ently embodied character of human life, as we have seen in the essays by
Guenther and Koukal. Suzanne Cataldi Laba’s essay, “Sheltering Spaces, Dy-
namics of Retreat, and Other Hiding Places in Merleau-Ponty’s Thought,”
examines the multiple associations we have with the term “shelter.” On the
one hand, shelter evokes protection, comfort, security, and privacy; on the
other, we think of the shelters for the homeless, placeless, and those lacking
in bodily privacy. Cataldi Laba uses Merleau-Ponty’s understanding of em-
bodiment, movements of withdrawal, and chiasmic intertwining to draw out
existential and political connections to shelter. She questions the adequacy of
Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology to accommodate a worldly sense of interior
space and a domain of the private intrinsic to political freedom, and draws
her own conclusions. We come to the edge of thinking with Merleau-Ponty,
and we continue to develop insights further in the worlds we encounter.

“Dimensions of the Flesh in a Case of Twins with Which I Am Familiar,”
by Nancy A. Barta-Smith, is based on her experience of being a twin. In
Signs, Merleau-Ponty calls others “my twins or the flesh of my flesh. Cer-
tainly I do not live their life; they are definitively absent from me and I from
them. But that distance becomes a strange proximity as soon as one comes
back home to the perceptible world” (15). Barta-Smith explores the impli-
cations of this proximity in the case of identical twins. She argues that an
appreciation of spatial copresence is obscured in the privileging of temporal
frameworks (defined by desire and distance), in contrast to depth and spatial
proximity (implied by affect, sensation, and perception). Her argument has
been influenced not only by Merleau-Ponty’s work, but also by the recon-
sideration of Jean Piaget’s developmental psychology by comparative biolo-
gists and by George Lakoff’s recent discussion of the biology of empathy.
Lakoff’s work also suggests prospects for a progressive moral and political
philosophy. Barta-Smith’s descriptive analysis of the spatial experience of
twins opens this as a human possibility for the singletons among us in our
relations with proximate others.

Helen A. Fielding reads Merleau-Ponty with an inflection, through Luce
Irigaray. Fielding is thinking about the ways in which the sexed body moves
through and senses space. Walking and looking become, as it were, “think-
ing on your feet.” But further, she wants to consider the expression of space,
grounded in the embodiment Merleau-Ponty describes in Phenomenology
of Perception. She draws as well on the Institution lectures to show how

art institutes shared perceptual traditions and thus shared ways of thinking.
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Richard Serra’s Tilted Spheres, found in Toronto’s Pearson International
Airport, offers travelers an experience of modulated space. Fielding walks
through, goes around, and sits with this large sculpture, giving a detailed
phenomenological description of its enhancement of our depth sensitivity.
Tilted Spheres becomes a companion in the hurried, transitional space of an
airport. In her essay, “Dwelling and Public Art: Serra and Bourgeois,” Field-
ing also describes Louise Bourgeois’s Maman with similar goals and deft
description. She argues that we bring to the public world different interior
worlds, which allows for the intertwining of different relational possibili-
ties. I would add that respect for these differences supports the continued
flourishing of artworks on a grand scale that intend communal experience.
Fielding’s thought resonates with Galen Johnson’s descriptions of depth in
Rembrandt’s painting and Bracha Ettinger’s unusual expressivity in paint-
ing, as described by Randall Johnson. Chapter 12 also is companionable
with Ed Casey’s analysis of Frank Gehry’s Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao,
Spain. As a counterpoint in scale and mass, Maman (cast 2003) inhabits the
Guggenheim Bilbao’s plaza, while Serra’s Snake, created especially for the
museum, resides inside it along with major Serra works (such as Torqued
Spiral [2003—2004]) cleatly related to Tilted Spheres. The section “Shared
Space” comes to a close as a conversation among the authors, with different

interior worlds opening onto this book.

CONCLUSION

Merleau-Ponty: Space, Place, Architecture traces its own intentional arc in
thinking with Maurice Merleau-Ponty. It ranges from an articulation of fig-
ures and ground, both in space and in time, toward descriptions of intimate
intertwining between the human being and the milieu taken widely to en-
compass not only other humans, animals, and built structures, but the land-
scape itself. The “total situation” in which we find ourselves rests on the
latent deep structures that support us as sensitive, motile, but also thoughtful

beings. Merleau-Ponty argues:

It is a question not of putting the perceptual faith in place of reflec-
tion, but on the contrary of taking into account the total situation,
which involves reference from the one to the other. What is given is

not a massive and opaque world, or a universe of adequate thought;
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it is a reflection which turns back over the density of the world in
order to clarify it, but which, coming second, reflects back to it only

its own light. (VI, 35)

When we consider the different reflections on lived spatiality presented by
the authors of Merleau-Ponty: Space, Place, Architecture, we can see possi-
bilities open up both for further philosophical questioning and for architec-
tural construction.” Maurice Merleau-Ponty has a deep understanding of the
ways that time and space are bound together, the ways that human beings
make place even as they are responsive to their own shaping by the multiple
dimensions of those places, and the ways that architecture creates an atmo-
sphere that we inhabit. Architecture and landscape architecture are arguably
the most spatial arts, and enact questions about spatial existence in creative
ways. As a vital interlocutor and guide for our own work, Merleau-Ponty

stands as a major thinker with whom to face twenty-first-century challenges.

NOTES

1. Maurice Merleau-Ponty, “Eye and Mind,” in The Merleau-Ponty Aesthetics
Reader: Philosophy and Painting, ed. Galen A. Johnson, trans. Michael B. Smith
(Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1993), 138. All subsequent references
to Merleau-Ponty’s work in this volume will be keyed to the list of abbreviations.

2. See these architects” websites and monographs for projects and bibliography.
Steven Holl: http://www.stevenholl.com. See especially Steven Holl, Juhani Pallas-
maa, and Alberto Pérez-Gomez, Questions of Perception: Phenomenology of Ar-
chitecture (San Francisco: William Stout, 2006); Steven Holl, Color, Light, Time,
with essays by Jordi Safont-Tria and Sanford Kwinter (Zurich: Lars Mueller, 2012).
Maya Lin: http://www.mayalin.com; and Boundaries (New York: Simon and Schus-
ter, 2006). See her latest multimedia project, What Is Missing, at http://www.whatis
missing.net. For Peter Zumthor: http://zumthor.cumblr.com; Thinking Architecture,
3rd ed. (Basel: Birkhduser Architecture, 2010); and Atmospheres: Architectural En-
vironments, Surrounding Objects (Basel: Birkhauser Architecture, 2006). On Glenn
Murcutt: Glenn Murcutt: Thinking Drawing | Working Drawing (Tokyo: TOTO,
2008). Will Bruder: http://willbruderarchitects.com. With regard to Antoine Predock:
Christopher C. Mead, Roadcut: The Architecture of Antoine Predock (Albuquerque:
University of New Mexico Press, 2011). Lisa Iwamoto / Craig Scott: www.iwamoto
scott.com.

3. There are a variety of feminist critiques of Merleau-Ponty, some focused pri-
marily on the embodied subject of PhP; others think through his concept of flesh.
Works by Luce Irigaray, Gail Weiss, Kirsten Jacobson, Shannon Sullivan, Sara Ahmed,
and Elizabeth Grosz are particularly relevant to spatiality and architecture. Irigaray’s
The Way of Love, trans. Luce Irigaray, Heidi Bostic, and Stephen Pluhadek (New
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York: Continuum, 2002); and Sharing the World (New York: Continuum, 2008) con-
sider visibility and irreducible invisibility, as well as healthy ways of encounter in a
world we construct together. Weiss’s essay “Urban Flesh” takes a clear-eyed look at
the implications of a generalized flesh, cautioning us to refuse to privilege unity over
difference, or to give preference to difference, in the context of the city. Gail Weiss,
Refiguring the Ordinary (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2008), 127—43. Ja-
cobson analyzes spatial dysfunctions that tend to affect women more often and more
intensely, such as agoraphobia. Kirsten Jacobson, “Embodied Domestics, Embodied
Politics: Women, Home, and Agoraphobia,” Human Studies 34, no. 1 (2011): 1—2T.
Sullivan suggests an amendment to phenomenological intentionality, “hypothetical
construction.” A hypothetical interpretation of the world is offered in a provisional
manner that invites a response that she terms “building-with,” a corrective offered by
the world. Thus the emphasis is more heavily on the intercorporeal end of the spec-
trum than the motile, seeing subject. See Shannon Sullivan, “Domination and Dia-
logue in Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception,” Hypatia 12, no. 1 (1997):
1-19, and responses in following issues. One might argue that Merleau-Ponty himself
heads in that direction in his last works. However, his anonymous, prereflective body
that subtends our interactions in the world may still be open to question, as having his
own culturally European white male characteristics. Sara Ahmed, in Queer Phenom-
enology: Orientations, Objects, Others (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2006),
takes up orientation in spatial and social aspects, to both critique and make more
nuanced Merleau-Ponty’s work. In Architecture from the Outside: Essays on Virtual
and Real Space (Boston: MIT Press, 2001), Elizabeth Grosz argues for the significance
of the temporal and sexual dimensions of architectural space.

4. David Abram, Becoming Animal: An Earthly Cosmology (New York: Vintage
Books, 2011). See also Ted Toadvine, Merleau-Ponty’s Philosophy of Nature (Evan-
ston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 2009), for a clear and specific account of
Merleau-Ponty’s foundational work useful for this area. Suzanne L. Cataldi and Wil-
liam S. Hamrick edited another useful volume, Merleau-Ponty and Environmental Phi-
losophy: Dwelling on the Landscapes of Thought (Albany: State University of New
York Press, 2007). David Ruy, in his essay and editing of Tarp: Not Nature, Architecture
Manual (Spring 2012), offers a critique of taking field relations among humans, the
natural world, and building too far. He does not refer directly to Merleau-Ponty, but
this issue highlights for me the continuing relevance of the two main phases of Merleau-
Ponty’s thought. Both the Gestalt-based figure/ground spatial awareness in his earlier
work and the late ontology of flesh can be pertinent to architectural practice and our
thinking about the serious environmental challenges we face today.

5. Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things (Durham, NC: Duke
University Press, 2010). See the speculative realists, who have a strong critique of phe-
nomenology yet are interested in the life of things outside human surveillance. Bruno
Latour, An Inquiry into Modes of Existence: An Anthropology of Moderns, trans.
Catherine Porter (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2013); and the exhibi-
tion catalog: Latour, Making Things Public: Atmospheres of Democracy (Boston:
MIT Press, 2005). See also object-oriented ontology as, for example, Graham Har-
man, “Non-Relationality for Philosophers and Architects,” in Bells and Whistles: More
Speculative Realism (Winchester: Zero Books, 2013). Merleau-Ponty’s articulation of
figure/ground shifts in PhP can support the object-oriented architect. There is a surplus
of meaning in the architectural object, even as it may be ground for other figures. We



18 PATRICIA M. LOCKE

can draw as well on Merleau-Ponty’s late ontology to respond to the various objections
to human-centered approaches to philosophy and architecture.

6. Gail Weiss summarizes Luce Irigaray’s critique of flesh as follows: “Oppos-
ing Merleau-Ponty’s ‘elemental’ logic of generality, a generality that she claims is at
odds with the ongoing, polymorphous sex-specific differentiation that distinguishes
feminine flesh, the sex ‘which is not one,” Irigaray is nonetheless clearly indebted
to Merleau-Ponty’s insight that the flesh functions as an ‘incarnate principle that
brings a style of being wherever there is a fragment of being.” Indeed, I would argue,
Merleau-Ponty’s provocative understanding of how the flesh stylizes being suggests
an ongoing process of differentiation that cannot be reduced to sameness. And yet,
insofar as it stylizes, the flesh also unifies, weaving together disparate gestures, move-
ments, bodies, and situations into a dynamic fabric of meaning that must be con-
tinually reworked, made and unmade.” Weiss, “Urban Flesh,” 128—29.

7. Finally, a word or two about Merleau-Ponty’s style is in order. He is a generous
reader of the tradition, as evidenced by his presentation and critique of thinkers like
Descartes and Kant in Phenomenology of Perception. He is as well actively engaged
with contemporary sciences, arts, and philosophies, as can be seen in his lectures and
the attention paid to Sartre in The Visible and the Invisible. In many cases, one must
read quite carefully to determine where his assessment of another’s thought leaves
off and his own reckoning with the question begins. In this respect, Merleau-Ponty
encircles and is encircled by the attitudes and views of his interlocutors. He finds him-
self at home in conversation about the things that matter most to human beings, who
continue to live amid intellectual and practical problems that are difficult to solve.
Merleau-Ponty: Space, Place, Architecture means to take up his generosity, rigor, and
sensitivity to spatial concerns, and to invite the reader to do likewise.
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CHAPTER ONE

HEARKENING TO THE NIGHT FOR THE HEART OF DEPTH,
SPACE, AND DWELLING

Glen A. Magzis

I. SPACE AND DEPTH IN THE INTERRELATEDNESS
OF BODILY SITUATION VERSUS THE
HIGH ALTITUDE SPATIAL GRID

The work of Merleau-Ponty subtly shifts the sense of our perceptual rela-
tions with the world into another key, so the space we inhabit comes to ap-
pear anew. As if in hearing a symphony we were used to hearing, we are
startled with new pacing, intonation, and by being transposed into another
key. Merleau-Ponty takes our experience of depth, the night, and dwelling,
as well as other aspects related to the sense of space, and articulates them in
startlingly transposed ways. In Merleau-Ponty’s work, space becomes con-
tinually dynamic, alive with tensions, and reciprocally open among what had
seemed sealed boundaries in such a way that architecture, as described by
Catherine Ingraham, which “has always required something like a free pas-
sage between inside and outside; some vital movement from protected to
open air,” is given new philosophical ground for understanding and explor-
ing possibilities.'

Most original and transformative of our sense of space in Merleau-Ponty’s
work is his reworking of the notion of depth. Additionally, depth, as Merleau-
Ponty articulates it, opens a bridge from its spatial sense toward integration
within a nexus of relations among persons with nature, culture, things, and
animals. Merleau-Ponty discovered that by articulating another sort of depth
in perception, a displacement occurs of the traditional philosophical and cul-
tural understandings of the ontological, epistemological, and ethical status
of the many types of beings of the world. Space is a bodily space for Merleau-
Ponty. Space emerges through the way the body inhabits the world, lodged
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within the many vectors of activity that surround it continually. Within this
lived, bodily space of interrelation, depth for Merleau-Ponty is manifest be-
yond subject-object dualisms and beyond linear time and space. Depth is the
phenomenon that opens up “the flesh of the world.” As Merleau-Ponty says
in a “working note” of The Visible and the Invisible: “It is hence because
of depth that the things have a flesh” (219). Depth allows flesh to become
manifest, and, in doing so, depth is reciprocally intensified in its sense. This
means, as Edward Casey points out, that “built places, then, are extensions
of our bodies.”” Architecture becomes an art of this fleshly enmeshment of
body and world.

Merleau-Ponty’s “indirect ontology,” as he called it, articulates a space of
envelopment in which perceiver and perceived fold back within each other
as they unfold and intertwine, undercutting traditional dualisms of subject/
object, self/other, mind/matter, and passivity/activity. This notion of depth
has another kind of logic as a “dehiscent inclusiveness” that preserves dual-
ity while simultaneously overcoming dichotomy. In turn, this sense of phe-
nomena can emerge only from a striated space that folds back into itself
from myriad discrete vectors, as they become situated in that space but si-
multaneously loop back into its ongoing originary sense, rather than a tradi-
tionally conceived homogeneous space. This makes manifest another kind of
space, which might be used to undergird architecture’s reckoning with space.
Depth in Merleau-Ponty’s sense is equally about time. The depth of time
contains myriad interplays among its varied times that burst forth to enfold
one another in manifesting an ongoing becoming. It is not a linear, progres-
sive becoming, but rather a riddled becoming of a primordial depth where
all particular spaces and times are enjambed. This sense of time also gives
another dimension to the dwelling that architecture can employ.

Depth as understood by Merleau-Ponty is not one dimension of space,
but rather the dimension of dimensions. In other words, “if [depth] were a
dimension, it would be the first one,” as stated by Merleau-Ponty in “Eye and
Mind” (180). In the philosophical tradition that he confronted, depth is the
“third dimension,” after length and breadth, a rational and linear concept
built up from simple givens in order to complete a rationally determinate and
quantifiable grid of location and orientation (180). The title of Kandinsky’s
1926 book, Point and Line to Plane, about a very different sense of space
of relations than the traditional progressive building up of space, neverthe-
less expresses well the traditional sense of the genesis of space. Using the

Cartesian method of thought that starts with the most simple constituents,
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space was seen as the progressive adding from the simple spatial given of a
point, to connecting them to form lines, to then projecting lines into planes,
and yielding a uniform space and sense of depth that not only can be plot-
ted on a Cartesian grid as projected into a third dimension, but renders a
certain intelligibility to depth that erases its most ontologically significant
sense, according to Merleau-Ponty—the going together of incompossibles.
Depth, for Merleau-Ponty, calls for a new logic of relations. This is why
Casey warns in Getting Back into Place that “finding ourselves in built places
is no straightforward matter.”® Casey warns, “The thoughtful architect or
builder is aware of these diverse modalities of the in-out relation.”

The traditional notion of depth expresses several errors at once, all of
them being examples of the “experience error,” as Merleau-Ponty phrased
the tendency to posit the outcome of rational analysis and reconstruction as
being the source of phenomena and their central sense (PhP, 5). One might
at first think the rearticulating of the traditional notion of depth is chiefly
another example of Merleau-Ponty’s undermining the atomism and intel-
lectual constructionism that has plagued Western thought, in order to re-
place it with a more Gestaltist one. Although Merleau-Ponty’s conception
of depth does achieve this, it is more about taking on a style of thinking that
in the first place is a “survey from above” in the sense of a “second order”
rational reconstruction of a determinate world that forgets its natality in the
shifting ambiguous way that things, events, and meaning come to announce
themselves in embodying being.’ In terms of painting, sculpture, film, and
other arts, and certainly in terms of architecture, the traditional conception
harbors a palpable detachment that influences the style of the work to be
achieved. In other words, depth as traditionally conceived is an abstraction
“away from” the teeming matrix of perception and concrete existence.

In the second place, the notion of depth that emerges from this abstracted
understanding is at the same time a felt spatial trajectory inscribed in our
sense of the world, as are all our understandings of the world once we grasp
Merleau-Ponty’s sense of space. It is literally a kind of aerial perspective, a
privileging of vision from “on high” and a hovering in the impossible and
thus illusory infinitude of everywhere and nowhere “outside” an anchorage
in lived space. To say this sense of space is illusory as an originary descrip-
tion of the world is not to say that it is not vital for certain purposes, nor
is it to deny that through sedimentation it shapes the sense of what we as-
sume of the orientation of our world. Yet, there are consequences of dwelling

within a “high altitude” culture, especially for practices such as architecture
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or painting, that might be based upon this assumed mode of spatiality as the
primordial one.

The arts have been in this quandary since Leon Battista Alberti’s treatise
On Painting, which gave a set of imperatives and a method for the rational
construction of depth and space for Renaissance painting that paradoxi-
cally expressed the aim of achieving both a “high altitude” perspective in its
rational abstraction away from the indeterminately lived experience of the
painter, and a way to render the concrete things, people, and scenes around
the artist. This method attempts to achieve this rendering by a literal placing
of a grid of uniform spatial elements upon what is seen before the painter,
who must screen himself or herself from his or her envelopment in what is
being painted. It is also the assertion of the dominance of a certain kind of
airy, floating, capacious, and yet thoroughly civilized, tamed, orderly kind of
space. The lines of force that move within this space conflate the height of
transcendence taking up the depth that animates primordial perception that
is at the heart of our lived sense of the world. It is as if one sort of space can
be fully encompassed by the other.

This coming to space from above, however, precedes Enlightenment and
Renaissance thought in the medieval relationship with space as embodying
the spiritual sense of the human place on earth. Yi-Fu Tuan says in Topo-
philia: A Study of Environmental Perception, Attitudes and Values: “Medie-
val ideals in Europe find their most exalted architectural expression in the
cathedral. The vertical cosmos of medieval man is dramatically symbolized
by pointed arches, towers and spires that soar.”® Roland Recht suggests that
the urgency of this need to ascend to another realm has a dramatic effect on
architecture: “The unceasing emphasis on verticality in the architecture of
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries taken to the point where the material
is close to disintegrating . . . is the concrete and measurable expression of
a world ordered bottom upwards.”” The towering interiors of some of the
great churches of Europe are a kind of verticalized depth, a depth projected
upward and outward to become permeated with expansiveness in order to
open the space of a vision to the enclosed mortals below. The mortals experi-
ence both this subjugation to the power on high of a divinity looking down
upon them potentially from everywhere and also their emplacement within
the rationalized world of progressively unfolding dimensions that echoes his
power and order, including emanations from those who are his representa-
tives on earth within these churches. However, the subjects to this divinity

also are granted the promise of simultaneously elevating themselves through
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a limited or asymmetrical reversibility felt in the uplift of identifying in the
most blessed portions of their being, their immortal souls, with the ascen-
dant all-seeing eye above.® This partial identification is with an “essence”
within them, a soul, whose true home is on high, escaping from the existence
that is mired in history in the struggle to survive and caught within social
oppression and foreclosed economic possibilities. The depth of the soul and
spirit within this world rebounds from its material depths toward a release
in the immaterial, infinite heights suggested by the architectural lines of the
majestic churches.

This sort of architectural space, however, instantiates Merleau-Ponty’s
notion of space as expressing the cultural and historical tensions of the time.
It is a “motivated sense of spatiality,” in Merleau-Ponty’s use of that term
(PhP, 270),’ as a trajectory of flight away from their embodying being caught
in onerous circumstances and as being offered an avenue of escape from the
life of the painful sensation, of suffering emotions, and of crushed imagina-
tion experienced in witnessing dying offspring, the vexing struggle for bread,
the weary muscles of overwork, and the cramped feeling within the dingy,
dark, smoke-filled quarters with no change in life circumstances that could
be envisioned. It is offered to the population by the powers of that time as a
compensation for their oppressed existences and therefore as a way to main-
tain the status quo. As Merleau-Ponty’s analysis reveals, this sense of space,
as any sense of space, is inseparable from the political, historical, and social
structures of that time and cannot be taken as a universal sense of space to
ground architecture or any other of the arts.

The formal structure of this notion of spatiality is appropriated by the
Renaissance in its assumption of the place of power formerly granted to di-
vinity as usurped by humanity through the power of science. Space is “first
captured by the grid in the Renaissance,” says Ingraham.'” It moves into the
vacated space above the everyday, embodied, enmeshed space, but trans-
formed from realm of spirit to realm of mathematical precision: “Architec-
ture captures ‘objects in the world’ in the Renaissance by means of spatial
coordinate systems . . . in a way that accounts for almost everything about
architectural objects: their meaning, construction, placement on a site, de-
sign, authority as artistic objects, and status as theoretical objects. Part of
the claim of the object in the Renaissance is to be mathematically ‘known’ in
space.”! The Albertian or Cartesian space that emerges in this transition re-
mains the commonsense conception of the American and European cultures,

where space is conceived of as the emptiness between things the container of
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isolated objects, the measurable “span” among discrete beings, the infinite set
of points demarcating possible locations in a grid of projected orientation.
This sense of space leads to architectural structures replete with right angles
and rectilinear spaces, expressing the regularity of mathematical reason’s
progress in the logical mastery of the world. Ingraham asserts that archi-
tecture since the Renaissance has been captured by the grid of a rationalized
Renaissance sense of visual and mathematical space, which she asserts still
makes its presence felt in the tendency of architecture to create what she calls

“space-box and perspectival cages.”'?

II. PULSING SPACE AND AN ENJAMBED TIME AS THE
DEPTH OF INHABITATION

The Enlightenment “high altitude” approach to space, as Merleau-Ponty
called it, is an intellectual screen analogous to the physical screen Alberti
imposed between painter and what is being painted. This notion of space
screens out the primordial, perceptual sense of depth as enveloping and also
screens away that space is equally “existential” in being “a direction of sig-
nificance,” and therefore has cultural and personal sources of its seeming
natural sense. In the “Space” chapter of the Phenomenology of Perception,
Merleau-Ponty notes that being downcast and a slumping of our posture,
or aspiring for something seemingly “above us” and a gesture upward, or
dreaming about falling and then experiencing a downturn in the well-being
of affairs, is not just an associational or symbolic connection of meaning,
but rather that the direction in space and the sense we feel affectively about
varied aspects of our lives are interwoven senses. Directions in space “genu-
inely contain their sense,” as they are equally an “existential tide that runs
through” space as the “pulsation of my existence” (PhP, 298). Space is pri-
mordially these pulses of direction, connection, and dwelling, affect-laden
and having its layers of imaginal, memorial, and other senses, which have
both personal and cultural sources.

Space is a matrix of sense that led Merleau-Ponty to “rediscover beneath
depth as a relation between things or even between planes (which is an ob-
jectified depth, detached from experience, and transformed into breadth) a
primordial depth that gives the former one its sense” (PhP, 278). Space as the
directedness, the rootedness, the expansiveness, the belonging, the interest,

the desire, and all the relational modalities of how we and the world have
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become entwined in our mutual unfolding is first of all a depth that comes
from the taking to heart of embodying concern such that there is “a mythical
space in which directions and positions are determined by residence in it of
great affective entities” (298). Rather than a neutral and universalizing space
being the foundation of existence, which then might accrue other meanings
from the associations of accidental—in the sense of cultural, historical, or
personal—significances, for Merleau-Ponty, space becomes manifest from
within the nexus of lived relations of situation. This means that creating
trajectories in space, shapes in space, and the overall space for architecture is
equally an expression of affect and the imaginal, which allows for different
sorts of inhabiting that built space.

Despite the prevalence of the Enlightenment notion of space, these force
field lines of relation running through space as described by Merleau-Ponty
persist and are not severed by moving to render space from an ascendant
God’s-eye perspective, “beyond space” and looking down upon it from ev-
erywhere and nowhere, since the existential space remains as the fundament
of this space, and not vice versa. Merleau-Ponty accounts for the cultural
tradition of flight to the heights as being the trajectory toward which per-
ceptual faith tends to lead us in its drive to explore ever more perspectives in
venturing into the richness offered by any perception. However, the God’s-
eye perspective is a projected impossible outcome of an infinite being and
not the foundation of our finite experience of a space riddled with existential
tides of affect, memory, kinesthesia, and other felt relations (PhP, 70—71).

Merleau-Ponty’s work takes seriously the original project of phenomenol-
ogy as he understood it, which proceeds in the direction of finding how the
contingent, the accidental, and the historical become the structure of our
lives and give a varied sense to differing lives and to both space and depth.
Merleau-Ponty defines existence as “the perpetual taking up of fact and
chance by a reason that neither exists in advance of this taking up, nor with-
out it” (PhP, 129). Space is not an a priori of universalizable and formal
structures; rather, its structure emerges from the interweaving of all the re-
lationships that emerge in the historical and idiosyncratic unfolding of lives
thrown into situations such that “there is no longer any means of distinguish-
ing a level of a priori truths and a level of factual ones” (229). This sense of
spontaneous coming together of the accidental to give space a sense is akin to
the idea of “bricolage” in the arts and allows another sense of the space of in-
habitation that can be drawn upon by architecture. Rather than architectural

structures that seem to have been arrived at as essences of the mathematically
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formal to be used throughout—the rectangle, the circle, the square, the right
angle, and so on, now with Merleau-Ponty’s insights there is a philosophical
ground for using the irregular, the angled, the undulating, the “smashed in,”
and other structures expressive of the coming together of the accidental that
can be seen to express the rhythms of inhabiting space.

The space that Merleau-Ponty articulates, striated with existential tides
of affect, the imaginal, felt kinesthetic rhythms, and at odds with itself in
a multiplicity of beckonings, repulsions, and belongings in depth, suggests
building spaces as varied and irregular as our existence woven of chance
circumstances that emplace us. Rather than thrusting upward in a linear
trajectory that expresses reason’s transcendence and its containment of our
life and its activities, Merleau-Ponty’s description of primordial space would
lead to an architecture of varied spaces that have folds and inclusions of var-
ied affective vectors of energies pulsing that demarcate the varied places of
different felt relations to aspects of felt concerns and desires that are nested
within any expanse of space. Equally important is the presence of an open-
ness to the outside from the inside and reciprocally so, and also an enjamb-
ment into a depth of space that has seemingly incompossible senses of direc-
tion and volume interwoven with one another. Finally, this new architectural
space would also express differing times resonant within one space.

For Merleau-Ponty, the phenomena of space and its unfolding in time
that give it depth are multiplied indefinitely, for there are many ways to be
a body, a perceiver, a person, a thinker, a feeler, a language user, and many
ways for others, the material world, the natural world, cultural world, and
so on to be manifest as what they are, rather than traditional European phi-
losophy’s search for a firm and absolute foundation (PhP, 303—5). If one
can allow these nuances to come forth, then there are myriad spaces that
can become manifest through Merleau-Ponty’s manner of articulation. As
Merleau-Ponty explains, “Thus, we are forced to broaden our research: once
the experience of spatiality has been related to our being firmly set within
the world, there will be an original spatiality for each modality of this an-
chorage” (296). This sense of the multiplicities of the ways the body uncov-
ers varied types of space in the world frees architecture to be experimental,
daring, and expressive in finding new ways to bend, fold, connect, open, and
shape built spaces.

Space is emergent through an ongoing forging of relationships with all
things within the field of perception (or within the thickness of the flesh,

using the vocabularies of earlier and later articulations) through “the
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originary experience of space prior to the distinction between form and con-
tent” (PhP, 259). Space and depth were reified as functions of the external re-
lations among substances understood from the aerial perspective of nowhere
and everywhere, and as witnessed from above in a Zenonian stasis of clearly
and distinctly grasped instants in a linear succession. In this model of space,
since the experience of depth is dependent upon an observer being located
somewhere and having things occluded from his or her perspective, requir-
ing a moving through obstacles within the spatial grid, this working through
and among things is seen as inessential to the essence of the things them-
selves, since this being caught in a location would disappear when the subject
gained the God’s-eye perspective of objectivity. Depth, then, is counted as
mere epiphenomenon, a product of the subjectivity of experience that can
be surmounted. Merleau-Ponty concludes that this tradition cannot fathom
depth, given its perspective on the world: “Thus, depth cannot be understood
as the thought of an a-cosmic subject, but rather as the possibility of an
engaged subject” (279). This means that depth will disappear not only for
a philosophy that seeks to ascend to a God’s-eye perspective, but also for an
architecture or for a visual artist who does not render space as it is lived from
within some particular situation with its accidents of history, its rhythms of
moving in concert with the moving natural world, its loves and hates of those
events and people who have coexisted at different vectors within differing
pulsations of connection, and with a host of other sorts of interrelations.
Merleau-Ponty’s sense of space as rendered by architecture would be a space

that is irregular, mobile, and inclusive.

III. THE DARKNESS WITHIN LIGHT
AND THE INCOMPOSSIBLE

There is an interesting ambivalence toward the phenomenon of light in the
tradition of philosophy from Plato through Hegel that is interrogated by
Merleau-Ponty. On the one hand, Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy stands apart
from how philosophy has been pursued in Western culture as an ascent toward
the light, first symbolized by Plato as the ascent of reason toward the sun as
symbol of the source of its intelligibility and being. This represents one side
of the traditional relationship between philosophy and light. It is the side that
valorizes illumination and takes the everyday phenomenon of light metaphysi-
cally and symbolically as standing for the highest truth—a transcendent truth.
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However, the actual play of light in the lived world is ignored by traditional
philosophies as merely an accidental and merely empirical feature of existence.
For Merleau-Ponty, the phenomenon of light as it appears in perceptual situa-
tions is a key to their sense and to the phenomenological truth he seeks to ar-
ticulate. In the beginning of the Phenomenology of Perception, Merleau-Ponty
states, “The red patch I see on the rug is only red if the shadow that lies across
it is taken into account; its quality only appears in relation to the play of light,
and thus only as an element in a spatial configuration” (5). The play of light is
inseparable from how qualities appear and what sense they have, and it is also
inseparable from the structure of the space and its sense. Also, Merleau-Ponty
recognizes that qualities such as color have a sense that is inseparable from “a
certain organization of color itself, the establishing of a lighting/object-il-
luminated structure, which we must describe more closely if we want to under-
stand the constancy of the thing’s ‘own’ color” (320). These insights are part of
the ongoing practice of architecture, which continually uses the created play of
lighting to sculpt spaces and the qualities of aspects of built structure; but now
in Merleau-Ponty’s analyses, there is a way of understanding philosophically
the aspects of embodied space revealed through perception that are the sources
of these practices.

Philosophy understood as the ascent toward the highest realm of illu-
mination pursues a place that basks securely in the glare of the noonday
vision, the revelation of the absolutely clear and the distinct. The time of
noon illumination is also the time of finding the center, the unbounded vista,
sharply delimited outlines, light and dark in sharp opposition, self-identity,
and the power and praise of Apollo’s reasoned mastery. Yet, as Nietzsche
has Zarathustra discover, at noon there is a soporific quality, like the air of
all those who are certain of what they believe. The sun shining down induces
Zarathustra to drift off into a nap that is like a “strange drunkenness.”’
Whereas from the deep midnight resounds a wisdom that Zarathustra will
repeat several times: “I was asleep—From a deep dream I woke and swear:
“The world is deep, deeper than day had been aware,””' there is kinship
of depth and night with a special insight or wisdom also recognized by Ni-
etzsche and Bachelard,” which runs through Merleau-Ponty’s work. There
is a sensitivity of vision that can discern the power of a darkened space and
how its shadow lingers even in the midst of brightly lit space and gives it a
deeper sense.

This evocation of the power of the play of light and of the dark forgot-

ten by the philosophical and cultural noontime focus is powerfully expressed



HEARKENING TO THE NIGHT FOR THE HEART OF DEPTH, SPACE, AND DWELLING 33

by Merleau-Ponty in his discussion of the schizophrenic’s “deviation” of his
sense of space in the Phenomenology of Perception. This altered sense of
space and a revelation of another kind of depth in its appearing are intro-
duced by Merleau-Ponty immediately after he has given his reader a novel
definition of depth as union of incompossibles and right after he has spoken
of the power of night to yield humanity’s experience of pure depth. Merleau-
Ponty relates how a patient with schizophrenia sees a black sky at the heart
of the open blue sky. The patient pauses before a mountain landscape
and feels a threat somehow hanging over him: “Suddenly the landscape is
snatched away from him by some alien force. It is as if a second sky, black
and boundless, were penetrating the blue sky of the evening. This new sky is
empty, ‘subtle, invisible and terrifying.” Sometimes it moves in the autumn
landscape and at other times the landscape too moves” (PhP, 300). It may
seem distinctive to the schizophrenic’s perceptual deviation to see the black
sky at the heart of the blue sky, but this is not the case. Merleau-Ponty sug-
gests we understand it in a wider frame as “this second space permeating
visible space,” as part of the experience of all humanity (300). Merleau-Ponty
states that the schizophrenic has come to dwell in a private world, carving
out a “space of the landscape” in which he or she remains instead of moving
within a larger shared “geographical space” of which this is one space of var-
ied contents among an indefinite number of possible spaces (300). The only
difference between the ordinary perception of the sky and the terror of the
patient’s perception is that others allow other skies to interplay with this one
and temper its force, whereas the patient has retreated to this one fragment,
the landscape space beneath the black sky.

Yet, Merleau-Ponty contends that without understanding this “landscape
space” as part of our shared space, our assessment of our sense of the blue
sky of the bright day and our sense of the space enveloping us becomes im-
poverished, because it is rendered too bright and too clear. Our space is in-
formed by these black spaces, related to the shadows of the night, which lin-
ger long after daybreak. In granting philosophical attention and significance
to what moves in the shadows, in the background, in the juxtaposing dimen-
sions of space, time, and world in embodying being, Merleau-Ponty opens
a philosophical way of hearkening to the shifting, unfolding heart of our
experience. With this careful hearkening, Merleau-Ponty opens an ontology
of that which is fragile but strongly meaningful. Indirect ontology requires
an attention to the shadows, nuances, and the other sides of things often lost
in the glare of the full sun.
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The unsituatedness of the tradition of Western philosophy’s perspec-
tive from Plato onward makes it insensitive to depth, and it forecloses see-
ing a dark logic of compossible incompossibility that comprises depth. In
the Phenomenology of Perception, Merleau-Ponty introduces his notion of
depth in explicating how the vision of the sides of the road as they sweep
before me toward the horizon are given to me as neither parallel nor as
convergent, but as both simultaneously in the sense of manifesting that
“they are parallel in depth” (272). Similarly, he describes how the sides of
a cube are neither given to me as six equal squares facing each other at six
equal right angles nor as obliquely skewed parallelograms trailing off from
the side directly facing me, but as both in an enjambed sense that manifests
depth (276). In each case, to see the road or the cube in the manner of either
of these two alternative schemas of traditional analyses is not to capture
the phenomenon of depth.

To switch back and forth between the two alternatives would also mean
that the perceiver would lose the phenomenon of depth. This alternation
would accord with the traditional binary logic that we can see only one thing
or another, but not two differing entities in the same place and time. Yet
depth is precisely the case within perception in which two possible but dis-
tinct moments that differ in their nature are “enjambed” or piled into each
other in one instant of perception. They are distinctly registered but only
within the seemingly logically impossible “co-givenness” of a single percept,
which is not one or the other but instead is both alternatives and also their
combination as given in the single phenomenon of depth. Each conflicting
aspect of the phenomenon lacks the sense of the overall experience that
emerges only within the temporal unfolding of the sensed unity in disunity.
Depth becomes manifest as the felt tension of what can’t go logically to-
gether, but does, and by the coming together of a space that wouldn’t be so
in a linear side-by-side layout.

Far from being successive and rationally progressive as the traditional
notion builds up depth, Merleau-Ponty’s notion of depth embraces a logic

of ambiguity or encroachment'

as a positive phenomenon within percep-
tually grounded sense, in which space and time are enfolding, transgress-
ing themselves as their very way of being: “This simultaneous presence
to experiences that are nevertheless mutually exclusive, this implication
of the one in the other, and this contraction into a single perceptual act
of an entire possible process are what make up the originality of depth;

depth is the dimension according to which things or the elements of things
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envelop each other, while breadth and height are the dimensions according
to which they are juxtaposed” (PhP, 276). As manifesting depth, the fact
is that the sides of the square are neither equal nor unequal and the sides
of the road are neither parallel nor convergent. They are both at once as
having depth. Depth is this phenomenon of experiencing the going together
of what should otherwise be incompossible, whether right-angled squares
are also simultaneously parallelograms or nonconvergent lines are also si-
multaneously convergent lines. It seems that rationally, within temporal
unfolding, things should be linear and successive as logically discrete mo-
ments, yet they are within a space and time of impaction and contraction.
Space and time have other more dense and complex senses than the logi-
cally progressive one, and would lose their sense if transparent. They are

instead darkly suggestive.

IV. NIGHT, PURE DEPTH, AND CONTINGENCY

Late in the “Space” chapter of the Phenomenology of Perception, Merleau-
Ponty asserts that we will never understand how we perceive space if we take
it as a “state of consciousness,” but rather need to understand the differing
modalities of space that “always express the total life of the subject” (296).
Space is not uniform and is not separable from the energies enmeshing some-
one in a specific situation “through his body and the world.” An ongoing,
dominant aspect of our embodied situation is our perceptual being in the

night, described by Merleau-Ponty:

When, for example, the world of clear and articulated objects is
abolished, our perceptual being, now cut off from its world, sketches
out a spatiality without things. This is what happens at night. The
night is not an object in front of me; rather, it envelops me, it pen-
etrates me through all of my senses, it suffocates my memories, and
it all but effaces my personal identity. I am no longer withdrawn
into my observation post in order to see the profiles of objects flow-
ing by in the distance. The night is without profiles, it itself touches
me and its unity is the mystical unity of the mana. Even cries, or a
distant light, only populate it vaguely; it becomes entirely animated;
it is a pure depth without planes, without surfaces, and without any
distance from it to me. (PhP, 296)
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Night has a different spatiality from the space of the daylight world, or even
from the altered world that is darkened by night but whose sense has been
dispersed and dispelled by being saturated with light by artificial means. In
looking into the heart of the night or enough of the surrounding black to
retain its distinctive sense, pure depth emerges and enfolds us.

Night’s sense of depth has been one of those topics about which phi-
losophy has not much to say, and its enveloping power has been avoided in
favor of the rational construction of depth of the sort like Alberti’s model of
depth—an ordering of the world according to grids and manageable spaces,
a rationally constructable horizon that would place us at a distance from
ourselves and the interrelating nuances of the world. The depth of night is
an overcoming of structures, an envelopment, an infiltration, a blow to our
secure sense of ourselves, and a transgression of boundaries—this power of
the depth of night, however, even if avoided, remains as a reverberation,
as a stratum of sense. An analogy might be drawn to the lingering sense of
indivision with the world of infancy within the experience of the adult that
in “The Child’s Relations with Others” Merleau-Ponty calls an “abiding ac-
quisition,”"” but here, in an analogous way, it is the sense of the night that
remains abiding within the light of day.

In the next sentences after the passage describing night as pure depth,
Merleau-Ponty describes a distress felt by those who are psychologically off-
balance, brought on by the night, which “comes from the fact that the night
makes us sense our contingency, that free and inexhaustible movement by
which we attempt to anchor ourselves and to transcend ourselves in things,
without there being any guarantee of always finding them” (PhP, 296).

In the depths of the night, the order of things is experienced as suddenly
precarious. It is an order that easily could be otherwise given different ac-
cidents of history and an unfolding of relationships. This lack of rational
foundation palpable within the night strikes us on a lived level. If already
off-balance, people can become dislocated by this precarious sense. The spa-
tial sense of their lives could easily differ. They might not be drawn into the
particular depths that envelop their existence. For example, one might not
have been born in Paris, France, and may not have become entwined with the
darkened city streets, with their intrigue of hustlers and historical echoes of
the Nazi occupation, that still also resound with the desperate revolution of
peasants against the crushing power of the royals, but also buoyancy of the
visions of artists, the liveliness of markets, the earnest discussions in cafés,

the romantic couples by the Seine, and many other rhythms and forces; or,
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for another example, one may feel bodily rooted in the sense of space of
one’s upbringing in Topeka, Kansas, with the wind-whistling desolation of
the icy plains and echoes of hardy pioneers enduring hardships. The alliance
of depth, night, and the obscure coming together of events means the space
of the world will always be haunted by, streaked with, and enveloped by
each person’s own particular lines of force of a history, culture, geography,
biology, and a host of contingently given dimensions of existence. The night
announces their fragility.

These obscure depths silently beckon to be fathomed, if one wants to
make these webs of relationships more deeply felt and registered, but remain
nevertheless always as a night shadow to our day reasonableness. We can’t
escape these shadows of our situatedness, but, as with other dimensions of
perceptual being, they also escape us. Our rootedness is always an unfinished
task, but never finally achieved, or, as Merleau-Ponty aptly put it, we find
ourselves with the “inexhaustible movement by which we attempt to anchor
ourselves and to transcend ourselves in things” (PhP, 296). The ordered day
view will always be transgressed by night’s envelopment and infiltration by
what could be called a more “wild space,” akin to Merleau-Ponty’s sense of
“wild being” in the late work. The night of contingency besieges always our
more ordered day world and threatens it, something we feel sometimes in
the middle of the night, but its shadows in the day world give the day more
flow, a more obscurely felt sense of underlying meanings, more imaginal and
affective paths of enlacement, and deepen the space of our lives.

It is for this reason that Merleau-Ponty had declared earlier in the work,
toward the conclusion of his description of spatiality, that “the fantasies of
dreams reveal even more clearly the general spatiality in which clear space
and observable objects are embedded” (PhP, 297). It is not only the surround-
ing space of the night, but also the psychic space of the night in dreams high-
lighting those imaginal, affective, and idiosyncratically important vectors
within space, that provides a background of sense in which the day world of
the more rational sense of things finds its place. An expressive rendering of
human space and a practice that seeks to use space creatively need to come to
terms with this “underside” or “other side” of depth and space as compris-
ing a vital dimension of the sense of embodying being. For architecture, this
means that the overly lit spaces of linear arrangement can be expressions of
our fear of the depth of the night or at least testimony of our failure to heark-
en to its rich sense. Houses and buildings designed with irregular spaces,
with their dim nooks and the varying degrees of light and shade that can be
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allowed to dapple the overall space of a structure, may be vital at times for
creating a building attuned to our vital rhythms and to allow us to encounter
what is particular about ourselves at our own depths. Structures that express
the specifics of the historical and cultural events and values of those who will
use them bring into expression the contours of their lived space. Structures
that find a way to echo the rhythms, the shapes, and the lines of force of
the peculiarities of the natural surround to the building help us express the
sense of our embodying being living or working in that setting. Buildings that
express a sense of fragility, of hazard, of idiosyncrasy and yet given modern
materials are secure in their structure, are expressive of the depths of our

existence, and are vital to feeling at home or dwelling.

V. THE DEPTH OF INCOMPOSSIBILITY IN
MODERN ARCHITECTURE

Last, there is the enjambment of the varied perceptual avenues of sight, hear-
ing, smell, touch, and kinesthesis that also engenders depth. A powerful ex-
ample offered by Merleau-Ponty of the impact of such vectors in perceptual
space is his description of leaving the concert hall: “In the concert hall, when
I reopen my eyes, visible space seems narrow in relation to that other space
where the music was unfolding just a moment ago, and even if I keep my eyes
open during the performance of the piece, it seems to me that the music is not
truly contained in this precise and shabby space” (PhP, 230—31). Not only is
space not unified in differing cultural, topographical, historical, and other
pulses at any moment, but the modalities of differing perceptual accesses
to the world are themselves incompossibles that, despite going together as
depth: “the spatial domain of each sense is, for the other senses, an absolute
unknowable” (230—31). This means that to construct a space that allows the
full richness of the existential tides running through it entails constructing
a space such that “the unity of space can only be found where the sensory
domains gear into each other” (230—31). The transgressive nature of each
sensory realm can be overlooked with the dominance of the visual paradigm
used in the rationalization of high altitude space. However, like the shadows
of the night, incompossibilities of inside/outside, or the play of lighting, the
spatiality given by each sense transgresses and transforms the spatiality of
the others: “Music is not in visible space, music erodes visible space, sur-

rounds it, and causes it to shift, such that these overdressed listeners—who
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take on a judgmental air and exchange comments or smirks without notic-
ing that the ground begins to tremble beneath them—are soon like a ship’s
crew tossed about on the surface of a stormy sea” (234). Visual space, tactile
space, aural space, and the space of other senses differ in their dimensions yet
come together in depth.

Merleau-Ponty connects the incompossibility of the senses that neverthe-
less go together with the sense of darkness and night that we have discussed,
comparing this transgression to the landscape sky and space of that same
patient. As he declares of the difference of a tactile space to visual space:
“Music insinuates a new dimension across visible space where it unfurls just
as, for persons suffering hallucinations, the clear space of perceived things
is mysteriously doubled with a ‘dark space’ where other presences are pos-
sible” (PhP, 231). An architectural practice that attempts to utilize all of the
rich sense of space and to bring to the fore its manifold aspects of dwelling
would have to strive to bring forward into visual space the sense of the tex-
tural, its communion and reciprocity into an interplay with the visual space,
as well as with the varying senses of the spatiality of the other sensory mo-
dalities, whether it be interpersonal interpenetration of the aural space or the
infiltration of the things of the world into our body in olfactory space. An
architecture would have to have inscribed within its openness to a variety of
textures, the differing aural ambiences, the funneling of differing kinds of air
flows, the channeling of water flows to create differing sounds as they move,
and also to have varied colors and lighting that resound with differing senses
of hush or noise, the sense of movement in the sweep of banisters or stairs or
hallways that give the sense of varied rhythms of life’s differing motions, and
so on in many other ways of suggesting how the sensual registers interweave
and move in myriad currents as part of a deeper space that has the myriad
senses of the dynamic of life.

Merleau-Ponty’s articulation of inside and outside as being in a recipro-
cal but asymmetric relationship requires a more imaginative architectural
relationship between the inside of the building and its overall shape with
surrounding contours and features of its landscape environment than a kind
of seamless “fitting” between as might be deemed by a rational approach
to dwelling. The more imaginative approach would have to understand the
écart or gap that Merleau-Ponty always finds between inside and outside,
that despite palpable difference go together. The imaginative and affective
expressiveness of forms and structures of such a kind of reciprocity is what

we find in the architectural work of Frank Gehry, who uses more playful,
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spiraling, and painterly flowing lines of design. He is not afraid to design a
building that appears whimsical in contrast with the angular standards of
linear rationality, nor does he shy away from constructing extravagantly de-
hiscent structures. Yet, even though the varied vectors of parts of the build-
ing express divergent force flows, unlike the monolithic force of the space
boxes, they find a rhythm that, like having differing melodic lines never-
theless join in a concerted movement, forms a depth like that described by
Merleau-Ponty. If we take his art museum at Bilbao, Spain, as one example,
the blades and flows of the roof and the layers of the walls evoke lines of en-
thusiasm and energy, the kind of creative movement out of oneself into the
world by taking up its variety of rhythms that are at the heart of the artist’s
endeavor. In addition, the sense of streaming energy and turbulence of the
cascading parts of roof and walls and their curving momentum also picks up
the energy of the flow of the Nervion River running by the museum.

There is a reverberation with the complexity of the space of art and with
its relationship to the natural world and also with the revolutionary fits and
starts of the unfolding of the modern art world. Even when Gehry designs a
building that at first blush might seem to be more angular and linear, made
of boxes, it does not fit together as a massive, logical whole, but is splintered
and open, drawn into myriad lines of force among its parts and with the out-
side of its walls that do not form a unitary solid facade. The Gehry house in
Santa Monica, California, uses the areas that seem linear or equiangular reg-
ularities, yet the gaps among them, the differing planes on which they are set,
the variety of textures and materials, undermine the geometricity and make
these shapes seem in their interplay almost biomorphic and at one with the
constant back-and-forth of energy with the surroundings. Gehry, then, used
glass and open spaces to create an interior that seems to be utterly open to the
exterior and vice versa, whether it is the entranceway that seems both inside
or outside simultaneously or the kitchen, which, unlike kitchens with an open
glass wall on one side, has open glass walls above, beside, and around. Since
the glass walls are at odd angles, there is a further play of “inside’ and “out-
side” that Gehry himself describes: “The windows . . . I wanted to make them
look like they were crawling out of this thing. At night, because this glass is

tipped, it mirrors the light in. . . . So when you’re sitting at this table you see
all these cars going by, you see the moon in the wrong place . . . the moon
is over there but it reflects here . . . and you think it’s up there and you don’t

»18

know where the hell you are.”'® There is an openness and reversibility that

make Gehry’s house an inhabitation in a way that echoes Merleau-Ponty’s
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sense of the body inhabiting space. There are other architects at work today
who, like Gehry (and in their unique ways), create a depth that enjambs the
differing, the seemingly opposed but expressive shapes, flows, and senses of
our deeply felt past relations with the world that have emerged through cul-
ture and history, while giving room for newly imagined flourishes that play-
fully continue a responsive dialogue with the surround. Merleau-Ponty, I be-
lieve, would be pleased to see architects “muse” with buildings, as he said of
Klee that he “let a line muse” (EM, 183), or, in other words, that Klee could
let himself become encompassed by the varied rhythms in the body’s dancing
with the world that were expressed by his line in drawing. Architects would
express a motion by vibration that expresses an affective and imaginal depth
of incompossibilities. A building would encompass night in the midst of day,
opposing lines of force that nevertheless mesh, and shades of shifting light-
ing and the spiraling of inside and outside. These tensions would emerge in a
rhythm that expresses how the body weaves a coherent inhabitation from the
jarring accidents of history, whether personal or collective, to form its unique

dwelling in existence.

NOTES

1. Catherine T. Ingraham, Architecture, Animal, Human: The Asymmetrical Con-
dition (New York: Routledge, 2006), 7.

2. Edward S. Casey, Getting Back into Place: Toward a Renewed Understanding
of the Place-World (Bloomington: University of Indiana Press, 1993), 120.

3. Ibid., 120.

4. Ibid., 123.

5. Tuse the phrase “embodying being” instead of the more common term “embodi-
ment,” for there is a continual movement, a dynamism, of the becoming of embodied
relations. The sense of the body should not be taken as a description of “the body”
as a noun, nor should “embodiment” be taken as the embodying of “something,”
but rather embodying is gerundial—in the way that Heidegger’s use of Sein is about
the be-ing, the worlding of the world, without anything underlying as a foundation.

6. Yi-Fu Tuan, Topophilia: A Study of Environmental Perception, Attitudes and
Values (New York: Columbia University Press, 1990), 137.

7. Roland Recht, Believing and Seeing: The Art of Gothic Cathedrals, trans. Mary
Whittall (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008), 312.

8. Casey discusses how this impact of the spiritual cosmos upon architectural
space continued in the Italian Renaissance, commenting how Bramante’s design for
Saint Peter’s Basilica in Rome “shows the dome not only rising skyward but resem-
bling the vault of the sky itself. Here the human spirit rises up even as the divine es-
sence is lured down” (Casey, Getting Back into Place, 134).
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9. “This means that the journey has its origin in certain given facts, not that these
facts by themselves have the physical power to produce the journey, but insofar as
they offer reasons for undertaking it. The motive is an antecedent that only acts
through its sense” (PhP, 270).

10. Ingraham, Architecture, 62.

11. Ibid., 82.

12. Ibid., 164.

13. Friedrich Nietzsche, The Portable Nietzsche, ed. and trans. Walter Kaufmann
(New York: Penguin, 1977), 387—90.

14. Ibid., 339—40.

15. Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Reverie: Childhood, Language, and the Cos-
mos, trans. Daniel Russell (Boston: Beacon Press, 1971), 113—14.

16. Emmanuel de Saint Aubert articulates in great detail how this “logic of en-
croachment” is the key to understanding Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy in Du lien des
étres aux éléments de ’étre: Merleau-Ponty au tournant des années 1945—1951 (Paris:
Vrin, 2004).

17. Maurice Merleau-Ponty, “The Child’s Relations with Others,” in PrP, 138.

18. Adelyn Perez, “Gehry Residence / Frank Gehry,” Arch Daily, July s, 2010,
http://www.archdaily.com/67321/gehry-residence-frank-gehry.
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CHAPTER TWO

DEPTH OF SPACE AND DEPTH OF WORLD:
MERLEAU-PONTY, HUSSERL, AND REMBRANDT’S
NIGHTWATCH ON A MODERN BAROQUE

Galen A. Johnson

For Rembrandet, flesh is so much mud redeemed by the gold
of light.

—~Paul Valéry, “Degas, Dance, Drawing”

I would like to explore the development and progress of Merleau-Ponty’s concept
of spatial depth, both pictorial depth in paintings and the spatial depth of the
world. [ am particularly interested in the dramatic conclusion of “The Philoso-
pher and His Shadow,” in which Merleau-Ponty refers to earth, space, and outer
space as “this baroque world” (ce monde baroque). We will be able to augment
this published text with two unpublished passages (inédits) that further develop
the meaning of “this baroque world” that Merleau-Ponty discovers.

The philosopher’s phenomenology of depth began rather tamely in Phe-
nomenology of Perception, it seems to me, influenced by the Gestalt psychol-
ogists and Husserl’s notion of horizon, but as it matured in the later writings,
it grew into a philosophy of ontological depth or the depth of the world that
is much bolder, inflicted with rivalry, edges, trespass (empiétement), incom-
possibility, and the baroque. We will see this especially in the account of
depth in “Eye and Mind,” and of earth and untamed Being (I’étre sauvage) in
“The Philosopher and His Shadow.” Both of these works belong to the same
period in Merleau-Ponty’s development. “The Philosopher and His Shadow”
dates from October 1959, and the third and last draft of “Eye and Mind”
was completed in the summer of 1960. Both works were developed in the

sixteen-month hiatus between chapters 1—3 of The Visible and the Invisible,



44 GALEN A. JOHNSON

beginning in June 1959, and Merleau-Ponty’s writing of the important chap-
ter 4, “The Intertwining—The Chiasm,” in the fall and winter of 1960—-19671.
Thus, both of these works make crucial innovations with respect to Merleau-
Ponty’s central ontological ideas of depth and Flesh.

Most of the painters that Merleau-Ponty cites as pioneers in experiments
with pictorial depth are moderns: Cézanne, Giacometti, Delaunay, Matisse,
and Klee. It comes as a surprise, therefore, that the one painting he cites
explicitly by title in “Eye and Mind” for its success in rendering depth is a
baroque work, one of the most famous paintings in the history of Western
art, Rembrandt’s Nightwatch (1642). Therefore, we will want to spend some
time with Merleau-Ponty’s interpretation of this artwork by Rembrandt in
“Eye and Mind.” We will enrich and extend the lines of that interpretation
through related texts from Claudel, Valéry, and Deleuze, in this way contrib-

uting to our understanding of the experience and expression of space.

FROM SPATIAL DEPTH TO ONTOLOGICAL DEPTH

In “Eye and Mind,” following artist Robert Delaunay, Merleau-Ponty ar-
gues, “Depth is the new inspiration.” Giacometti said, “I believe Cézanne
was seeking depth all his life” (EM, 140/64)." Four centuries after the
perspective “solutions” of the Renaissance and three centuries after Des-
cartes—and in our day we could add another half-century to these—“depth
is still new” (140/64). There is a sustained argument over the course of all of
Merleau-Ponty’s writings that there is a way to get space wrong;: this is the
way of detached survey (le survol), construing space as everywhere homo-
geneous, as if viewed from an airplane flying above the panorama or from
a God’s-eye view. Descartes’s Optics treated depth as if it were a “natural
geometry” of lines, angles, and triangles measured by the “mind’s eye” con-
strued as a camera obscura performing a mental calculation of apparent
size based upon the convergence of lines and triangles striking the eye and
resulting in mental measurement of distance. This optic is the philosophy
of perception that stands behind fixed single-point perspective drawing,
painting, and architecture: no movement in the visual field, no movement
in the artist’s perspective, and no movement in the eyes and bodily position
of the viewer. If there is one thing to say above all about Merleau-Ponty’s
search for depth, it is that he seeks living space in movement, “by vibration
or radiation” (144/77).
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Marey’s photographs, the cubists’ analyses, Duchamp’s La Mariée
do not move; they give a Zenonian reverie on movement. We see a
rigid body as if it were a piece of armor going through its motions;
it is here and it is there, magically, but it does not go from here to
there. Cinema portrays movement, but how? (EM, 144/78)

Philosophers have been as forgetful as everyone else of the “originality of
depth,” which is literally the “phenomenon of the world, that is, its birth
for us” (PhP, 267), the mountain making itself mountain before our eyes
(EM, 128/29). Depth is an envelopment and voluminosity experienced from
the inside, but this envelopment is hard-won because the things stand forth,
each with their stubborn, insistent autonomy. They “eclipse one another,”
they are “rivals before my sight” (EM 140/64). Space as a placid, geometri-
cal “shell” cannot convey this struggle toward a coherent visual field: “That
shell of space must be shattered—the fruit bowl must be broken.” Things
move one against the other in the struggle for the birth of a world that is only
achieved out of and after the “deflagration of Being” (140/65). This word
deflagration refers to a violent explosion together with its aftershocks.

We are now very far from that space surveyed from the outside (/e survol),
in which space had been taken as self-evident and “the question of where
was not to be asked” (EM, 141/68). We are now at the birth of a world as
expression in which there is a convergence between perception and desire. In
the well-known sentence from The Visible and the Invisible, Merleau-Ponty
wrote that “henceforth movement, touch, vision, applying themselves to the
other and to themselves, return toward their source and, in the patient and
silent labor of desire, begin the paradox of expression” (144/189).

There are only hints of this struggle, labor, and desire in the philosopher’s
analysis of depth in Phenomenology of Perception, where we find a more
placid, peaceful, or tamed philosophy of space. There Merleau-Ponty offers
us two sustained examples of the organization of visual depth as a field, the
first being the well-known Necker cube Gestalt studies by Kurt Koffka, in
which one of the faces of the cube moves into the foreground or retreats into
the background. The second is the problem in depth perception of gauging
the size of a man two hundred yards away in comparison with the same man
at five yards away. Merleau-Ponty argues that the constancy of the apparent
size of the retreating man or the approaching man is not a function of some
mental image of the man nor of a measuring instrument, such as if I shut

one eye and hold out a pencil at arm’s length. Rather, the man two hundred
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yards away is the same man as a much less distinguishable figure, he presents
fewer identifiable visual features, he is less geared into my powers of visual
exploration, and he less completely occupies the visual field (PhP, 272—73).
Merleau-Ponty’s account here refutes both mentalist and mathematical ac-
counts of visual constancy in favor of a phenomenological one. Yet it still op-
erates within the parameters of “convergence, apparent size, and distance,”
even while showing how these are “read in each other, symbolize or signify
each other naturally” (273).

In the Phenomenology’s work on depth perception and spatial depth, we
do find important precursors of the later more radical view. That work con-
tends that the comprehensive organization of the visual field arises out of a
play of differences between things as “my gaze attempts to see something,”
which means that space is not alien to time, but space and time “belong to
the same temporal wave” (PhP, 274). Merleau-Ponty argues that it would
be better to avoid the Kantian language of “synthesis” of perspectives, but
in the language of Husserl, we can say that depth perception is a temporal
“transition synthesis” (PhP, 277). Apparent size does not vary proportion-
ately to the retinal image: for example, the train rushing toward us in the
cinema increases in size much more than it would in its natural environment.
Merleau-Ponty also moves his phenomenology of depth toward desire and
affect. Space becomes sacred place, as it is for the augur of aboriginal peoples.
He argues that the organization of the visual field in daytime space is like the
visual organization of dream space and mythical space, which are expres-
sions of “what our desire moves toward, what strikes fear in our hearts,
and upon what our life depends. Even in waking life, things do not proceed
otherwise” (298—99).

In addition to temporal wave, affect, and desire, the Phenomenology also
knew about an alien and resistant element in spatial depth perception, for in
its chapter “The Thing and the Natural World,” the philosopher says that
ordinarily we do not notice the “non-human element” in things because our
perception in the context of our everyday concerns “bears upon the things”
only “enough to rediscover what of the non-human is hidden within them”
(PhP, 336). In contrast, primary perception exports us out of everyday sec-
ondary perception into a world beyond the safety of personal history and
subjectivity, into a world that is a stranger, “foreign, it is no longer our inter-
locutor, but a resolutely silent Other.” This is why the paintings of Cézanne
are “those of a pre-world where there were still no men” (337). In “Cézanne’s
Doubt,” Merleau-Ponty says that the painter’s vision “penetrates right to the
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root of things beneath the imposed order of humanity” (SNS, 16/28). In Cé-
zanne’s late paintings of Mont Saint-Victoire, the visual field breaks up into
patches of blues, purples, and greens. Even the stable, stony mountain is a
becoming, a process. This primary perception bears many features of the
Kantian sublime: the inhuman, awe and respect, yet risk and threat to per-
sonal safety and everyday preoccupations. Primary perception is a character-
istically “baroque” perception of the world in which meaning is not a stable
given but a process, even a struggle, toward meaning and structure.?

Time, desire, and an alien, inhuman preworld: in “The Philosopher and
His Shadow,” 1 would say that Merleau-Ponty radicalizes these into a no-
tion of an ontological depth, a sublime point and sublime moment within
Being itself. In this text, Merleau-Ponty is inspired by Husserl’s discussion
of flight in outer space in the then unpublished Umsturz text (“Overthrow
of the Copernican Theory”), now published under the title “Foundational
Investigations of the Phenomenological Origin of the Spatiality of Nature.”
This text contains Husserl’s famous provocation that “the earth does not
move,” for a rigorously phenomenological philosophy, which is to say it
does not move from its central position in our perceptual worldview. The
earth is our horizon, our “root-body,” the “basis-body,” that anchors all
perspectives and points of view. Merleau-Ponty comments that the earth is
the “soil” or “stem” of our thought and our life: “We shall certainly be able
to move it or carry it back when we inhabit other planets, but the reason is
that then we shall have enlarged our native soil” (S, 180/227). In the words
of Valéry quoted in “Eye and Mind,” “We always take our bodies with us”
(123/16), and, therefore, “the Earth is the matrix of our time as it is of our
space” (S, 180/227).

The world is not the “well-behaved” world imagined by classical rational-
ist philosophy and science; rather, there is an uncanny “back side of things.”

]

Though “we Copernicans,” as Husserl says, conceive the earth in motion
in our scientific idealizations and objectifications, we must understand,
Merleau-Ponty comments, that “the Earth is not in motion like objective
bodies” (S, 180/227). He adds that it would equally be an error to speak of
the earth as at rest, for this would be another variant of the idealizing error,
as if we were not of the earth and were viewing it and making judgments
from an outside detached survey (un survol). Today we have the moving
photographs of the beautiful blue and white “ball” of the earth taken from
outer space, yet we must recall that these are photographs taken by humans

with instruments created by humans. Our being is “being-in-the-world”
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(I"étre au monde), and neither the human side nor the world side of things is
detachable the one from the other. It is important to stress that this resistance
to objectification of Nature does not in any sense “subjectivize” it, for earth,
space, and outer space equally over and over again disclose an uncanny, wild
“back side.” This is Nature as untamed being (/’étre sauvage) and brute mind
(Pésprit brut) that Merleau-Ponty refers to as the “irrelative.” Regarding
Schelling, he wrote: “What resists phenomenology within us—natural being,
the ‘barbarous’ source Schelling spoke of—cannot remain outside phenom-
enology and should have its place within it” (S, 178/225). And from the Na-
ture courses, Merleau-Ponty speaks of Schelling regarding “this barbaric
principle, the source of all grandeur and all beauty” (N, 38/62).

Precisely here, with this thought of an irrelative of wildness, Merleau-
Ponty brings “The Philosopher and His Shadow” to its dramatic conclusion
by speaking of this perceptual and ontological depth as a rivalry between

things that is “flaying our glance with their edges” and a “baroque world”:

Willy-nilly, against his plans and according to his essential audac-
ity, Husserl awakens a wild-flowering world and mind (un monde
sauvage et un esprit sauvage). Things are no longer there simply ac-
cording to their projective appearances and the requirements of the
panorama; but on the contrary upright, insistent, flaying our glance
with their edges, each thing claiming an absolute presence which
is not compossible with the absolute presence of the other things,
and which they nevertheless have all together by virtue of a configu-
rational meaning which is in no way indicated by its “theoretical
meaning.” . . . This baroque world is not a concession of mind to
nature. . . . This renewal of the world is also mind’s renewal. (S,
180—81/228)

This remarkable account attempts to set forth a renewal of our understand-
ing of Nature as untamed by our sciences. When Merleau-Ponty speaks of
the “absolute presence” of things, he means to express, I would want us to
understand, their monumentality, their “thingliness,” rather than some more
Cartesian and foundationalist construal of absolute presence. The things are
stubborn, recalcitrant, and edgy, not easily assimilated into a relaxed Renais-
sance perspective panorama or algorithmic mathematization of topological
space. Other persons are part of these flaying, absolute, and incompossible

presences as well, not as minds or “psychisms,” but “as we face them in anger
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or love.. . . each one of us pregnant (prégnant) with the others and confirmed
by them in his body” (S, 181/228). Merleau-Ponty had already signaled this
imposition of each upon others in his account of empietement—encroach-
ment, trespass—in human relations.” To give but one passage, we read the
following in the last chapter of the published version of The Prose of the
World on “Dialogue and the Perception of the Other”: “We shall completely
understand this trespass (empiétement) of things upon their meaning, this
discontinuity of knowledge which is at its highest point in speech, only when
we understand it as the trespass (empiétement) of oneself upon the other and
of the other upon me” (133/185). On these bases, Merleau-Ponty arrives at a
very rare appellation. This world is a “baroque” world, which is “rediscovery
of that brute mind which, untamed by any culture, is asked to create culture

anew” (S, 181/228). Let us now think further about this “baroque.”

“THIS BAROQUE WORLD”: REMBRANDT’S NIGHTWATCH

This word baroque is so unusual in Merleau-Ponty’s oeuvre that its use
here signals something important and very deep. Of course, it brings into
view the artwork of Rembrandt as historically situated within the period
of Western art history that we have come to designate in twentieth-century
periodization as the baroque, the period of the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries that included the revolutionary school of the “golden age” of
Dutch painting with masters such as Rembrandt, Vermeer, Frans Hals, Jan
Steen, and so many others. Nevertheless, Merleau-Ponty signals that this
word baroque carries much more meaning for him than that of a histori-
cal school, for he uses it, as he says, to refer to that “brute mind” that is
“untamed by any culture,” the “irrelative” of all cultures” (S, 181/228). He
refers, in fact, to that older sense of the term “baroque” meaning bizarre,
shocking, strange, eccentric, unusual or unexpected, irregular, singular,
even grotesque and burlesque. In Le Baroque dans le théitre de Paul Clau-
del, Tricaud cites Wolfflin in defining the baroque: “Le Baroque recherche
le mouvement, le changement; au lieu de ce qui est limité et saissable, il
recherche Pillimité et colossal” (The Baroque seeks movement, change; in
place of what is limited and comprehensible, it seeks the unlimited and
colossal).® Tricaud also cites the dictionary of the Academy from 1690,
which adds the meanings “bizarre, d’étrange . . . gothique au XVII¢ siecle,

pour designer un art qui échappe aux canons classiques” (bizarre, strange
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. . . gothic of the seventeenth century, to designate an art which escapes
classical canons).” One thinks, for example, of gargoyles stretching across
Western architecture from ancient Egypt and Greece to Gothic and even
nineteenth- and twentieth-century facades: devils, monsters, serpents,
lions, dogs, eagles, wolves, and so forth.

In such ways, the meaning of the “baroque” is clearly linked with the
experience of the sublime. Within Kant’s own dual analysis of the sublime
feeling as the experience of either great might or great magnitude, he char-
acterizes the sublime feeling as a torsion of pleasure and displeasure. The
agitation of soul that occurs in the experience of both great magnitude and
great might may be compared, Kant tells us, with a vibration that is a rapid
alternation of repulsion from and attraction to one and the same object.
Kant’s text on this emotional tension, or emotional dissonance, is highly

engaging:

If a thing is excessive for the imagination and the imagination is
driven to such excess as it apprehends the thing in intuition, then
the thing is, as it were, an abyss in which the imagination is afraid
to lose itself. Yet, at the same time, for reason’s idea of the supersen-
sible, this same thing is not excessive but conforms to reason’s law
to give rise to such striving by the imagination. Hence the thing is
now attractive to the same degree to which formerly it was repulsive

to mere sensibility.®

Respect, admiration, and awe, on the one hand, in tandem with fear on the
other, even fear of an abyss—these are the emotions of the Kantian natural
sublime, both pleasant and unpleasant, discordant yet held in a simultaneous
unity. Kant included the “monstrous” within the meaning of the sublime as
immensity of magnitude: An object is monstrous “if by its magnitude it nul-
lifies the purpose that constitutes its concept.” The colossal “borders on the
relatively monstrous.”' We will leave to one side here further elaboration of
these Kantian definitions.!!

Two unpublished writings (inédits) by Merleau-Ponty confirm and re-
inforce the interpretation of the baroque we are suggesting. They have been
communicated to me by Emmanuel de Saint Aubert.!? The first passage dates
most probably from the end of 1957, taken from the unpublished La na-
ture ou le monde du silence, known to be the first ontological manuscript of

Merleau-Ponty, in which he extends his debate with Descartes:
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Ainsi il y a eu un homme pour former cette pensée extraordinaire:
la figure de ce monde, telle que nous la voyons en ouvrant les yeux,
n’est pas a expliquer. Il n’y a pas a se demander pourquoi un ciel,
pourquoi un soleil et des étoiles, pourquoi la Terre, - et non pas
un monde autrement fait. Tout cela est tel par définition. Tout ce
monde baroque est I’exacte expression, la seule expression pos-
sible du surgissement de I’étre en général. Le monde est ce qu’il est

parce qu’il est monde.

[So there was a man forming this extraordinary thought: the figure
of this world, such as we see it in opening our eyes, is not for us
to explain. It is not for us to ask why a sky, why a sun and stars,
why the earth—and not a world made otherwise. All that is such by
definition. All this baroque world is the exact expression, the only
possible expression, for the upheaval of Being in general. The world

is what it is because it is the world.]*

This statement is very strong: “this baroque world” is the exact expression
and the only possible expression to capture Being in its surging forth.

In the second inédit, which dates from December 1960, Merleau-Ponty
criticizes “la tentative hégélienne pour rendre le temps rationnel” (the Hege-
lian attempt to render time rational): “Montrer au contraire le temps comme
scandale, comme baroque, comme étre sauvage ou barbare. |. . .] Montrer
dans le temps une de ces essences sauvages que j’ai essayé de dévoiler avec
Proust.” (To show, on the contrary, time as scandal, as baroque, as untamed
or barbarous being. [. . .] To show in time one of these untamed essences that
I have tried to disclose with Proust.)!

These two passages situate the meaning of the baroque in Merleau-Ponty
as part of his lifelong debate with classicism in the large sense of rational-
ism, arguing against the absolutist prerogatives of Reason. From the time
of Merleau-Ponty’s lecture on “The Classical World and Modern World”
(Monde Classique et Monde Moderne) in Causeries 1948, Merleau-Ponty
customarily drew the important opposition between the classical world of
rationalism initiated by Descartes and sustained in philosophy through much
of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries as opposed to what he names
the “modern world,” a term whose vagueness he apologizes for. “Modern
thought displays the dual characteristics of being unfinished and ambigu-
ous” (WP, 106/63—64). The baroque world in Merleau-Ponty’s sense, then,
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does not designate another historical world or period of history different
from the classical and the modern; rather, it designates one of the ways in
which Being, space, and depth show themselves within the “modern” in phi-
losophy, science, and art as ambiguous and unfinished. Therefore, we are
now compelled to speak of a “modern baroque” or a “baroque reason” and
“baroque space” within the modern. This will be a reason and space of am-
biguity and incompletion, therefore, of rivalry, interruption, and dislocation
rather than a reason and space of the subject, consciousness, intention, and
continuity.

In developing her own parallel concept of the “modern baroque” in Ba-
roque Reason: The Aesthetics of Modernity, Christine Buci-Glucksmann
goes even further toward shock, catastrophe, melancholy, and ruin, which
she finds in the sensibilities of Walter Benjamin, Kafka, Klee, Baudelaire,
and more. She writes: “Where there is shock—historical trauma—interpreta-
tion can therefore appear. . . . Any dialectical philosophical study therefore
demands that due account should be taken of the privileged baroque mo-
ment of modernity.”" Buci-Glucksmann is influenced, perhaps above all, by
Walter Benjamin’s Origin of German Tragic Drama. She writes it was in this
work that “Benjamin fully comes to terms, philosophically and historically,
with the relationality of Power, as ‘power of the King,” which always tends
towards a state of emergency, and with an allegorical imaginary of a time of
ruin and dislocation.”'® We lack any explicit link between Merleau-Ponty and
Benjamin, to my knowledge, yet the influences of Proust’s Search for Lost
Time and Klee’s artwork are profoundly in play for each thinker. Klee’s draw-
ings of angels, intermediate beings in between animal/human being and fully
spiritual being, express this dislocation, internal conflict, and the shock of
time and history. Among these, Angelus Novus (1920) is emblematic, which
presents a young novice angel, wings upraised against what appears to be a
windstorm. Benjamin purchased this Klee work around 1921 and displayed it
in his Munich apartment."” Benjamin saw in the work the angel of history at-
tempting to hold back a history that “piles wreckage upon wreckage,” which
the angel is unable to prevent because “a storm is blowing from Paradise.”!®

With these thoughts and context in mind, we now turn our attention to
Rembrandt’s “baroque” artwork, Nightwatch (la Ronde de Nuit), a work
that has fascinated and puzzled viewers and scholars on many levels of feel-
ing, thought, and historical meaning. It is at once vivid and at the same time
ambiguous and enigmatic. Nightwatch is the popular title for the group
portrait completed by Rembrandt in 1642 at age thirty-six under the full
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FIGURE 2.1. Rembrandt van Rijn, Nightwatch, 1642. Oil on canvas.
Photo credit: Album / Art Resource.

historical title, Officers and Men of the Company of Captain Frans Cocq
and Lieutenant Wilbem van Ruytenburgh.” This more prosaic title gives the
subject of the painting. Placed front and center is Captain Frans Banning
Cocq, dressed in formal black, lace collar, gold brocade, and red sash, rapier
at his side. His left hand and arm are thrust forward and his mouth appears
open, giving the order for the militia to “fall in” and march. Alongside him
and sharing the place of honor is Lieutenant van Ruytenburgh. His face is
shown in profile looking toward Captain Banning Cocq, and he is dressed in
a bright yellow costume with boots, bluish-white sash, and steel sword fully
visible. Finally, gathered around and behind the two officers appear sixteen
additional militiamen of Amsterdam. Their names are inscribed on a shield
placed above and center on the archway through which they are marching.
One source says that the inscriptions on this shield were added later by an
unknown artist, since several of the militiamen are shown in half shadow

and a few heads are obscured to such an extent that their status as portraits
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is doubtful.?® Prominently painted to the captain’s right in red costume and
large brimmed hat, so prominent, in fact, as nearly to rival the captain and
the lieutenant, a musketeer loads his musket, preparing to fire. In the upper
right, also gesturing with outstretched hand and arm, appears a sergeant
wearing the traditional garb of a philosopher—black, belted robe; white
ruffle collar; and black, brimmed hat—although he, too, shoulders a musket.

Figures in addition to the members of the militia have been added by
Rembrandt to support the action. A drummer boy and a barking dog appear
in the lower right; a dwarf on the lower left appears to be running out of the
scene. The flag is unfurled, and just behind and to the right of the captain a
young girl in gold and blue dashes laterally into the picture. Just behind her,
we see part of the face of a second girl, who is also dashing in accompanying
the first, although she remains rather indistinct. To the front of the painting
between the girls and the captain, a boy in old-fashioned military costume
strides in almost opposed to the forward movement of the militia, partially
disappearing behind Banning Cocq. A musket has emitted a white puff of
smoke around Van Ruytenburgh’s hat, making it clear that the boy has just
fired his musket, to the alarm of a man who wards off the gun with his hand.
The remaining “extras” also include the partial face of a man peeking out
from the rear center of the company, wearing a beret and identity unknown,
perhaps a self-portrait of Rembrandt himself. All together, thirty-four fig-
ures appear in the painting, eighteen of them the officers and members of the
militia of Captain Banning Cocq, their position and prominence in the work
relative to the commission they paid to be included in the portrait.

All in all, this stunning group portrait participated somewhat in the
tradition of militia portraits representing a civic guard wearing the regalia
of their company arranged in formation or at annual banquets. Yet Rem-
brandt was the first to organize a group militia painting as an action paint-
ing with a pronounced theatrical character, stage-like space, and choreog-
raphy organized around the captain’s dramatic step and forward gesture
offset by the lateral countermovement of the girl in gold and the nearly
backward, counterposed movement of the boy shooting the musket. The
scale of the painting is colossal at 363 cm x 438 cm (1427 x 172% inches).
There had been nothing like it previously, and while its immediate recep-
tion was reserved and even critical, particularly among the sitters who ex-
pected something more traditional by way of legible and celebratory por-
traits, it represented a leap forward. In the assessment of Westermann, in
Nightwatch, “Rembrandt pushed the synthesis of portrait and narrative,
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first explored in The Anatomical Demonstration of Dr. Tulp (1632), as far
as a group portrait could bear.”?' In his “Introduction to Dutch Painting,”
Paul Claudel writes: “All across Holland and in the center of Amsterdam,
surrounded by all the paintings of the Golden Age which receives its re-
flection from it, this was what [ had promised myself to visit a long time
before.”*

What Merleau-Ponty finds interesting in this painting is the play of light,
dark, and shadow. This is not surprising, for from Claudel to Valéry and so
many more, the remarkable golden light that sends its shafts through these
otherwise dark, chiaroscuro figures inevitably strikes the viewer. Valéry ex-
pressed it perfectly: “For Rembrandt, flesh is so much mud redeemed by the
gold of light.”” What Merleau-Ponty says about Nightwatch in “Eye and
Mind” is quite brief but further illuminates his philosophy of spatial depth

and the incompossibility of things and persons:

The painter’s gaze asks them [the things] what they do to suddenly
cause something to be and to be this thing, what they do to com-
pose this talisman of a world to make us see the visible. The hand
pointing toward us in The Nightwatch is truly there only when we
see that its shadow on the captain’s [sic: lieutenant’s] body presents
it simultaneously in profile. The spatiality of the captain lies at the
intersection of the two perspectives which are incompossible and
yet together. (EM, 128/29)

Merleau-Ponty points out that the viewer is presented with two incompos-
sible perspectives rather than one fixed point of view: While the captain
faces us and thrusts his hand directly forward, the shadow of his arm falls
in profile on the jacket and body of his lieutenant. The source of the light
on the captain’s hand comes from above, but its origin is ambiguous and
not shown. The light strikes directly on the captain’s arm, backlighting
the hand and creating the receding shadow cast on the lieutenant that es-
tablishes the depth in the front of the picture and the difference between
the positions of the captain an his lieutenant. The lieutenant stands to the
captain’s side, but his position is clearly behind the forward thrust of the
captain’s arm.

Merleau-Ponty adds that a “profane” sense of the visible forgets all of this
as its premises and rests upon a false sense of “total visibility.” The Night-

watch returns us to place as sacred rather than profane. Merleau-Ponty writes
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of light, lighting, shadows, reflections, and color in the work of the painter
as “not altogether real objects; like ghosts. . . . In fact they exist only at the
threshold of profane vision; they are not ordinarily seen” (EM, 128/29). He
adds: “Everyone with eyes has at some time or other witnessed this play of
shadows, or something like it, and has been made by it to see things and a
space. But it worked in them without them; it hid to make the object visible.
To see the object, it was necessary not to see the play of shadows and light
around it” (128/29—30).

Shadows are a liminal space, meaning a space of transition that seems
incidental, marginal, or insignificant on the way to the lighted space out
in front of our gaze or movement. Merleau-Ponty and Rembrandt want us
to dwell in these spaces of transition, neither dark nor light, but “on the
way.” Plato’s allegory of the cave interpreted the space of the cave dwellers
as mere appearance, unreality, and urged liberation into the clarity of light
and Forms that are pure, perfect, and permanent. Merleau-Ponty stresses the
porosity, pregnancy, and promise of liminal spaces and dwelling with shad-
ows. Rather than the brightness and heat of the sun, and also rather than the
darkness and coolness of moonlight, Merleau-Ponty finds the intensity of
Being in that in-between space of process, promise, movement, and things
becoming, what he names the dehiscence of Being. He pursues the shadows
into his interpretation of the meaning of philosophy as well. What he sought
in the philosophy of Husserl was its “unthought-of element,” and he com-
pared the “unthought” in a work of philosophy that creates its richness with
perceptual shadows that create depth:

Just as the perceived world endures only through the reflections,
shadows, levels, and horizons between things (which are not things
and are not nothing, but on the contrary mark out by themselves
fields of possible variation in the same thing and the same world),
so the works and thought of a philosopher . . . are not objects of
thought, since (like shadow and reflection) they would be destroyed
by being subjected to analytic observation. (S, 160/202)

Later in the essay, he adds, “The philosopher must bear his shadow, which
is not simply the factual absence of light” (S, 178/225). Another philoso-
pher in another context wrote, “Dusk is the time of philosophy.”** Percep-
tion, like philosophy, is born from the play of light and shadow, depth and

desire.
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There is more that Merleau-Ponty might have developed about spatial
depth and the sublime in Nightwatch. For one thing, he might have dwelt
upon the theatricality of the work with its action, choreography, movement,
and dissonances, for his philosophy of depth stresses its birth from the move-
ment or vibration between things. In Phenomenology of Perception Merleau-
Ponty had connected life with rhythm: “My life is made up of rhythms which
do not have their reason in what I have chosen to be, but rather have their
condition in the banal milieu that surrounds me. A margin of almost im-
personal existence thus appears around our personal existence, which, so
to speak, is taken for granted, and to which I entrust the care of keeping
me alive” (86). Merleau-Ponty names this “almost impersonal existence”
our “anonymous” body or self that keeps us alive without and beyond our
choosing; it is the beating of our heart, diastole and systole, the rhythm of
breathing, inhalation and exhalation. “Eye and Mind” stresses, particularly
in its interpretation of cinema and the sculpture of Rodin, how movement is
born from time, from the “mutual confrontation of incompossibles,” mean-
ing that arms, legs, trunk, and head are each taken at a different instant, and
thus, the sculpture “portrays the body in an attitude which it never at any
instant really held” (145/79). It is important to stress that this does not mean
that the psychology or imagination of the viewer completes the movement
of a represented moment; rather, movement is immanent to the gesture and
expression. Georg Simmel’s Rembrandt: An Essay on the Philosophy of Art
complements Merleau-Ponty on this point. For the artwork of Rembrandt,
Simmel writes, “perception here is distinct from the perception of real move-
ments only through its intensity and compression, the pictorial gesture is im-
mediately charged with movement.” The viewer does not supply the move-
ment by “adding in” time before and time after. The artist, he concludes,
“brings movement to its climax by knowing how to bind movement into a
factually static painting.”>

Gilles Deleuze has taken up precisely this point about movement in terms
of the rhythm we find in Nightwatch. In Francis Bacon: The Logic of Sensa-
tion, Deleuze argues that the painter seeks to make visible a kind of “original
unity of the senses” in a multisensible Figure such as we find in Bacon’s trip-
tychs. This is possible, Deleuze argues, “only if the sensation of a particular
domain (here, the visual) is in direct contact with a vital power that exceeds
every domain and traverses them all. This power is Rhythm. . . . Rhythm
appears as music when it invests the auditory level, and as painting when

it invests the visual level.”?® Deleuze stresses the work of Bacon, Cézanne,
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and Klee for their rhythmic qualities: “To put time inside the Figure—this is
the force of bodies in Bacon.”” Deleuze finds three different rhythms in the
triptychs of Bacon: an “active” rhythm, which carries with it an increasing
variation or amplification; a “passive” rhythm, with a decreasing variation or
elimination; and an “attendant” rhythm that is something like the observer
of the active and passive rhythms. Deleuze does not hesitate to extend this
analysis back in time precisely to Rembrandt’s Nightwatch. He writes: “For
in Rembrandt’s still lifes or genre paintings, but also in his portraits, there is
first of all a disturbance or vibration: the contour is in the service of vibra-
tion.” He continues: “And even more, there is what Claudel described, this
amplitude of light, an immense ‘stable and motionless background,’ that will
have a strange effect, assuring the extreme division of Figures, their distribu-
tion into active, passive, and attendant Figures, as in Rembrandt’s Night-
watch.”*® Applying this analysis to Nightwatch, we might surmise that the
central captain in black gestures as the active figure, adjacent to his listening,
passive lieutenant, with the entire company as attendant figures, especially
the remarkable, unusual figure of the little girl to the left in gold costume.
Yet, here is exactly where the analysis of rhythm, movement, and ac-
tion in the picture as a triptych of captain, lieutenant, and militia runs into
trouble. Who is that young girl and why is she so brilliantly illuminated? The
light striking this young girl’s face and costume seems even to exceed the
light striking the arm and hand of the captain. Is it she who is the central sub-
ject of this work, overthrowing the centrality of the captain? Renoir has said
he would discard the rest of the painting while keeping her, and though this
is extreme, she is a center of light and action surprising and mysterious.” The
central action of the painting seems to be the militia’s march under the arch-
way toward a horizon not shown, led by the captain and his lieutenant, and
it is probably a mistake to search for the actual historical event and action
being depicted.*® Yet the girl in gold dashes into the scene from the left side
of the painting, cutting obliquely against the grain of the march, seemingly
determined to interrupt its straightforward movement. The line of the long
lance of one of the actors on the right, if extended, points directly downward
toward the girl in gold, and so does the pole of the flag on the left, further
stressing her centrality in the scene. Mystery is heightened by the large white
fowl hanging upside down by its claws and attached to her waistband. She
also carries what appears to be a large drinking horn with a silver rim. There
were three civic militia guilds of Amsterdam, and a common reading would

be that she is a sutler who supplies provisions to the troops and that the
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claws of the fowl identify the militia, for the claw of a bird of prey was the
emblem of this particular marching militia, the Kloveniers.*!

Paul Claudel, for one, remained puzzled about the significance of these
two girls. Deleuze had already interjected Claudel into this discussion
through Claudel’s remarkable account of the gold and amplitude of light.
About the girl in gold, Claudel writes: “She, too, is going up-stage and
by the strange look she directs toward us while on the way—for it is evi-
dently with us that she is angry—one would say that she has something to

”32 It is true, she looks directly out at us: Claudel sees anger;

explain to us.
one might equally see determination and destination. As Claudel says, she
cuts a “fissure” right out of the scene and the action. A critic such as Peter
Greenaway has even gone so far as to argue that Nightwatch gives us the
secret message of a murder that has been committed by a member of this
militia.® If that be speculation that takes us beyond the surface of the work
itself into the secret personal lives of its sitters, there is no denying that the
girl in gold adds an element of the bizarre, unexpected, and shocking, all
these features of the baroque. So does that grotesque dwarf, front and left,
running away from the boy’s musket fire. Claudel finds him to be a “queer
gnome” (ce gnome bizarre) with a “remarkable costume.”?* In his defini-
tive work, Haverkamp-Begemann concludes that the action distinguishes
Rembrandt’s group portrait from earlier militia portraits, and “by making
those figures that are purely symbolic—the musket-shooting boy and the
girls in yellow—perform their own act among the citizens, he made them
their equals,” thereby intensifying the symbolic and bizarre character of
the scene.’ Rembrandt’s baroque work, in the sense of periodization, also
shows us a baroque world filled with the grotesque, even burlesque part of
the wildness of untamed nature and mind, surging forth with the mysteri-
ous and awe-inspiring feeling of the sublime.

Paul Valéry comments on the paintings of Rembrandt precisely in terms

of this sublime:

It can even happen that the poet comes late to birth in a man who,
until then, was simply a great painter: Rembrandt, for instance,
after attaining perfection in his early works, rises, later on, to the
sublime level, to the point where art itself grows imperceptible, and
is forgotten: having attained its supreme object without any appar-
ent transition, its success absorbs, dismisses, or consumes the sense

of wonder, the question of how it was done.*
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Rembrandt’s Nightwatch attained that sublime level of which Valéry speaks,
and the philosophy of Merleau-Ponty leads us as well in the direction of a
sublime and baroque world, a “modern baroque” or a “baroque reason” and
“baroque space” within the modern. This is a reason and space of ambiguity
and incompletion, therefore of rivalry, interruption, and dislocation rather
than a reason and space of the subject, consciousness, intention, and conti-
nuity. This is a theatrical or dramatic space: whose narrative is Nightwatch,
that of the captain and his lieutenant ordering the militia’s forward move-
ment, that of the girl in gold cutting obliquely against the grain of the march,
or that of the boy striding in countermovement against the action of the mi-
litia, dangerously firing his musket? It is the theatrical narrative, space, and
choreography of them all, though not harmonized, rationalized, or “well-
behaved,” as Merleau-Ponty wrote, a “baroque world” that is “rediscovery
of that brute mind which, untamed by any culture, is asked to create culture
anew” (S, 181/228). Though the pictorial space of Nightwatch is that of a
regiment, it is far from regimented but in motion, odd, surprising, still “on

the way,” along with modern life, the modern world, and Being itself.
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