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as for the steel ring, it was my very first circle in space with the quality of 
place – what with the seat, warmth from the stove – and the little mystery that 
circles do occasionally provide. […] it’s the ring and the disc i’m particularly 

attracted to – not radials, which is why i draw circles, round odd tins, saucers 
and plates instead of using a compass (the ancient peruvians worshipped  

both the sun and moon, were incomparable highway builders, yet highway 
builders, yet managed without wheels – and that make sense).  

(aldo van eyck, a r C h i t e C t ’s  a pa r tm e n t, amsterdam, 194 8 )

(Co n t ’D  f r o m  pag e  12/12)  of departure for im-
pulses that often attain extraordinary magnitudes in later 
transmission. our lines of communication with the past 
therefore originated as signals which become commotions 
emitting further signals in an unbroken alternating sequence 
of event, signal, recreated event, renewed signal, etc. Cele-
brated events have undergone the cycle millions of times 
each instant throughout their history, as when the life of 
Jesus is commemorated in the unnumbered daily prayers 
of Christians. to reach us, the original event must undergo 
the cycle at least once, in the original event, its signal, and 
our consequent agitation. the irreducible minimum of histori-
cal happening thus requires only an event together with its 
signals and a person capable of reproducing the signals.

reconstituted initial events extracted from the signals are 
the principal product of historical research. it is the schol-
ar’s task to verify and test all the evidence. he is not con-
cerned primarily with the signals other than as evidences, 
or with the commotions they produce. the different com-
motions in turn are the proper territory of psychology 
and aesthetics. here we are interested mainly in the sig-
nals and their transformations, for it is in this domain that 
the traditional problems arise which lace together the his-
tory of things. for instance, a work of art is not only the 
residue of an event but it is its own signal, directly moving 
other makers to repeat or to improve its solution. in visual 
art, the entire historical series is conveyed by such tangi-
ble things, unlike written history, which concerns irretriev-
able events beyond physical recovery and signaled only 
indirectly by texts.•

o p e r a  a p e rta  ( t h e  o p e n  Wo r K )

umberto eco

i n every century, the way that artistic forms are 
structured reflects the way in which science or 
contemporary culture views reality. the closed, 

single conception in a work by a medieval artist reflected 
the conception of the cosmos as a hierarchy of fixed, pre-
ordained orders. the work as a pedagogical vehicle, as 
a monocentric and necessary apparatus (incorporating a 
rigid internal pattern of meter and rhymes) simply reflects 
the syllogistic system, a logic of necessity, a deductive 
consciousness by means of which reality could be made 
manifest step by step without unforeseen interruptions, 
moving forward in a single direction, proceeding from first 
principles of science which were seen as one and the 
same with the first principles of reality. the openness and 
dynamism of the Baroque mark, in fact, the advent of a 
new scientific awareness: the tactile is replaced by the 
visual (meaning that the subjective element comes to pre-
vail) and attention is shifted from the essence to the 
appearance of architectural and pictorial products. it 
reflects the rising interest in a psychology of impression 
and sensation – in short, an empiricism which converts 
the aristotelian concept of real substance into a series of 
subjective perceptions by the viewer. on the other hand, 
by giving up the essential focus of the composition and 
the prescribed point of view for its viewer, aesthetic inno-
vations were in fact mirroring the Copernican vision of 
the universe. this definitively eliminated the notion of 
geocentricity and its allied metaphysical constructs. in the 
modern scientific universe, as in architecture and in 
Baroque pictorial production, the various component parts 
are all endowed with equal value and dignity, and the 
whole construct expands toward a totality which is close 
to the infinite. it refuses to be hemmed in by any ideal 
normative conception of the world. it shares in a general 
urge toward discovery and constantly renewed contact 
with reality.

note
the text here is 

excerpted in two 
pieces and in the 
order it appears 
from chapter 1  

of t h e  s h a p e 
o f  t i m e,  

“the history of 
things,” p. 1–17.
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a circular steel ring with a diameter of just under 5 meters recommends ideal 
gatherings. its height lends itself to sitting and leaning on, but lies above the 

furniture, so that furnishing is possible independently of its shape. as technical 
infrastructure, it offers electric power supply and the flexible attachment  

of lamps, loudspeakers and other objects. Yet as spatial figure, it also produces 
zones of differing expanses and new allocations. the inconsistency between 

the formal idealism of the closed communal circle, the flexible furnishings with 
its dimensions and orientations as well as the overall space extending  

into the front area can be interpreted and appropriated in very different ways. 
(ifau & Jesko fezer, goethe-insitut new York, Wyoming Building,  

new York, 2 0 0 9 )

in its own way, the “openness” that we meet in the deca-
dent strain of symbolism reflects a cultural striving to 
unfold new vistas. for example, one of mallarmé’s proj-
ects for a multidimensional, deconstructible book envis-
aged the breaking down of the initial unit into sections 
which could be reformulated and which could express 
new perspectives by being deconstructed into corres-
pondingly smaller units which were also mobile and re-
ducible. this project obviously suggests the universe as it 
is conceived by modern, non-euclidean geometries.

hence, it is not overambitious to detect in the poetics of 
the “open” work – and even less so in the “work in move-
ment” – more or less specific overtones of trends in con-
temporary scientific thought. for example, it is a critical 
commonplace to refer to the spatiotemporal continuum in 
order to account for the structure of the universe in Joyce’s 
works. pousseur has offered a tentative definition of his 
musical work which involves the term “field of possibilities.” 

in fact, this shows that he is prepared to borrow two ex-
tremely revealing technical terms from contemporary cul-
ture. the notion of “field” is provided by physics and 
implies a revised vision of the classic relationship posited 
between cause and effect as a rigid, one-directional sys-
tem: now a complex interplay of motive forces is envis-
aged, a configuration of possible events, a complete 
dynamism of structure. the notion of “possibility” is a 
philosophical canon which reflects a widespread ten-
dency in contemporary science; the discarding of a static, 
syllogistic view of order, and a corresponding devolution 
of intellectual authority to personal decision, choice, and 
social context.

[…]

C learly, the work of James Joyce is a major 
example of an “open” mode, since it deliber-
ately seeks to offer an image of the ontologi-

cal and existential situation of the contemporary world. 
the “Wandering rocks” chapter in u lYs s es  amounts to 
a tiny universe that can be viewed from different perspec-
tives: the last residue of aristotelian categories has now 
disappeared. Joyce is not concerned with a consistent un-
folding of time or a plausible spatial continuum in which 
to stage his characters’ movements. edmund Wilson has 
observed that, like proust’s or Whitehead’s or einstein’s 
world, “Joyce’s world is always changing as it is perceived 
by different observers and by them at different times.”

in f i n n e ga n s  Wa K e  we are faced with an even 
more startling process of “openness”: the book is molded 
into a curve that bends back on itself, like the einsteinian 
universe. the opening word of the first page is the same 
as the closing word of the last page of the novel. thus, the 
work is finite in one sense, but in another sense it is unlim-
ited. each occurrence, each word stands in a series of pos-
sible relations with all the others in the text. according to 
the semantic choice which we make in the case of one 
unit, so goes the way we interpret all the other units in the 
text. this does not mean that the book lacks specific 
sense. if Joyce does introduce some keys into the text, it is 
precisely because he wants the work to be read in a cer-
tain sense. But this particular “sense” has all the richness 
of the cosmos itself. ambitiously, the author intends his 
book to imply the totality of space and time, of all spaces 
and all times that are possible. the principal tool for this 
all-pervading ambiguity is the pun, the calembour, by which 
two, three, or even ten different etymological roots are 
combined in such a way that a single word can set up a 
knot of different sub meanings, each of which in turn 
coincides and interrelates with other local allusions, which 
are themselves “open” to new configurations and proba-
bilities of interpretation. the reader of f i n n e ga n s 
Wa K e  is in a position similar to that of the person listen-
ing to post-dodecaphonic serial composition as he ap-
pears in a striking definition by pousseur: 

since the phenonmena are no longer tied to 
one another by a term-to-term determi- 
nation, it is up to the listener to place himself 
deliberately in the midst of an inexhaust- 
ible network of relationships and to choose 
for himself, so to speak, his own modes  
of approach, his reference points and his scale, 
and to endeavor to use as many dimensions  
as he possibly can at the same time and thus 
dynamize, multiply, and extend to the utmost 
degree his perceptual cues.

nor should we imagine that the tendency toward open-
ness operates only at the level of indefinite suggestion and 
stimulation of emotional response. in Brecht’s theoretical 
work on drama, we shall see that dramatic action is con-
ceived as the problematic exposition of specific points of 

Brass rubbing of a monument to cooperation found on the grounds of seward park housing Corporation  
(corner of montgomery and grand streets on the lower east side of manhattan), Will holder, 2 0 07
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concreteness of an ambiguity in social intercourse, a con-
flict of unresolved problems taxing the ingenuity of play-
wright, actors, and audience alike. here the work is 
“open” in the same sense that a debate is “open.” a solu-
tion is seen as desirable and is actually anticipated, but it 
must come from the collective enterprise of the’ audience. 
in this case the “openness” is converted into an instrument 
of revolutionary pedagogics.

in all the phenomena we have so far examined, i have 
em-ployed the category of “openness” to define widely 
differing situations, but on the whole the sorts of works 
taken into consideration are substantially different from 
the post-Webernian musical composers whom i consid-
ered at the opening of this essay. from the Baroque to 
modern symbolist poetics, there has been an ever-sharp-
ening awareness of the concept of the work susceptible to 
many different interpretations. however, the examples con- 
sidered in the preceding section propose an “openness” 
based on the theoretical, mental collaboration of the con-
sumer, who must freely interpret an artistic datum, a 
product which has already been organized in its struc-
tural entirety (even if this structure allows for an indefinite 
plurality of interpretations). on the other hand, a com-
position like s C a m B i , by pousseur, represents a fresh 

tension. having presented these tension points (by follow-
ing the well-known technique of epic recitation, which does 
not seek to influence the audience, but rather to offer a 
series of facts to be observed, employing the device of 
“defamiliarization”), Brecht’s plays do not, in the strict sense, 
devise solutions at all. it is up to the audience to draw its 
own conclusions from what it has seen on stage. Brecht’s 
plays also end in a situation of ambiguity (typically, and 
more than any other, his ga l i l e o ), although it is no 
longer the morbid ambiguousness of a half-perceived  
infinitude or an anguish-laden mystery, but the specific  

advance. somebody listening to a work by Webern freely 
reorganizes and enjoys a series of interrelations inside the 
context of the sound system offered to him in that particular 
(already fully produced) composition. But in listening to 
s C a m B i  the auditor is required to do some of this orga-
nizing and structuring of the musical discourse. he collab-
orates with the composer in making the composition.

none of this argument should be conceived as passing an 
aesthetic judgment on the relative validity of the various 
types of works under consideration. however, it is clear that 
a composition such as s C a m B i  poses a completely new 
problem. it invites us to identify inside the category of 
“open” works a further, more restricted classification of 
works which can be defined as “works in movement,” 
because they characteristically consist of unplanned or 
physically incomplete structural units.

in the present cultural context, the phenomenon of the 
“work in movement” is certainly not limited to music. 
there are, for example, artistic products which display an 
intrinsic mobility, a kaleidoscopic capacity to suggest them-
selves in constantly renewed aspects to the consumer. a 
simple example is provided by Calder’s mobiles or by 
mobile compositions by other artists: elementary struc-
tures which can move in the air and assume different spa-
tial dispositions. they continuously create their own space 
and the shapes to fill it.

if we turn to literary production to try to isolate an example 
of a “work in movement,” we are immediately obliged to 
take into consideration mallarmé’s l i v r e , a colossal and 
farreaching work, the quintessence of the poet’s produc-
tion. he conceived it as the work which would constitute 
not only the goal of his activities but also the end goal of 
the world: “le monde existe pour aboutir a un livre.”  
mallarmé never finished the book, although he worked on it 
at different periods throughout his life. But there are sketches 
for the ending which have recently been brought to light 
by the acute philological research of Jacques schérer.

etienne Boulée, plan of newton’s C É n ota p h ,  
ink and Wash, 178 4lászló moholy-nagy, diagram of f i n n e ga n s  Wa K e, from v i s i o n  i n  m ot i o n, Chicago, theobald, 194 6

mark for the site of future reading or the primary node of a  
cybernetic network by stephen Willats from  

the cover of Co n t r o l  m aga z i n e, issue 1, 196 5



6 / 1 2     C o m m o n  C i r C u l a r  2     D e x t e r  s i n i s t e r  p r e s e n t s  C o m m o n  r o o m  p r e s e n t s  D e x t e r  s i n i s t e r 7 / 1 2     C o m m o n  C i r C u l a r  2     C o m m o n  r o o m  p r e s e n t s  D e x t e r  s i n i s t e r  p r e s e n t s  C o m m o n  r o o m

t h e  s h a p e  o f  t i m e 

r e m a r Ks  o n  
t h e  h i s to rY  o f  t h i n g s

george Kubler

the history of things

l et us suppose that the idea of art can be ex-
panded to embrace the whole range of man-
made things, including all tools and writing in 

addition to the useless, beautiful, and poetic things of the 
world. By this view the universe of man-made things sim-
ply coincides with the history of art. it then becomes an 
urgent requirement to devise better ways of considering 
everything men have made. this we may achieve sooner 
by proceeding from art rather than from use, for if we 
depart from use alone, all useless things are overlooked, 
but if we take the desirableness of things as our point of 
departure, then useful objects are properly seen as things 
we value more or less dearly. 

in effect, the only tokens of history continually available to 
our senses are the desirable things made by men. of course, 
to say that man-made things are desirable is redundant, 
because man’s native inertia is overcome only by desire, 
and nothing gets made unless it is desirable. such things 
mark the passage of time with far greater accuracy than 
we know, and they fill time with shapes of a limited vari-
ety. like crustaceans we depend for survival upon an outer 
skeleton, upon a shell of historic cities and houses filled 
with things belonging to definable portions of the past. 
our ways of describing this visible past are still most awk-
ward. the systematic study of things is less than five hun-
dred years old, beginning with the description of works of 
art in the artists’ biographies of the italian renaissance. 
the method was extended to the description of all kinds of 

D e x t e r  s i n i s t e r  p r e s e n t s 
Co m m o n  r o o m  (C i r C u l a r ) 

Co m m o n  r o o m  p r e s e n t s 
D e x t e r  s i n i s t e r  (C i r C u l a r )

Circular designed by geoff han

thanks to Dominique perret (up-r i te)

this circular is published on the occasion 
of “Dexter sinister presents common 
room / common room presents Dexter 
sinister,” thursday, June 2 5, 2 0 0 9, 
which involves a circular walk between 
the two to witness the installation of 
common room’s steel ring at Dexter 
sinister and Dexter sinister’s contract 
plaque at common room.

the metaphysical premises for mallarmé’s l i v r e  are 
enormous and possibly questionable. i would prefer to 
leave them aside in order to concentrate on the dynamic 
structure of this artistic object which deliberately set out 
to validate a specific poetic principle: “un livre ni com-
mence ni ne finit; tout au plus fait-il semblant.” the l i v r e 
was conceived as a mobile apparatus, not just in the mo-
bile and “open” sense of a composition such as u n  Co u p 
D e  D è s , where grammar, syntax, and typesetting intro-
duced a plurality of elements, polymorphous in their inde-
terminate relation to each other.

however, mallarmé’s immense enterprise was utopian: it 
was embroidered with evermore disconcerting aspirations 
and ingenuities, and it is not surprising that it was never 
brought to completion. We do not know whether, had the 
work been completed, the whole project would have had 
any real value. it might well have turned out to be a dubi-
ous mystical and esoteric incarnation of a decadent sen-
sitivity that had reached the extreme point of its creative 
parabola. i am inclined to this second view, but it is cer-
tainly interesting to find at the very threshold of the mod-
ern period such a vigorous program for a work in move- 
ment, and this is a sign that certain intellectual currents 
circulate imperceptibly until they are adopted and justi-
fied as cultural data which have to be organically inte-
grated into the panorama of a whole period.

[…]

B y now it should be fairly obvious why the for-
mal structures of contemporary art keep chal-
lenging our language as well as other  

traditional systems. if it is at all possible to speak of the 
emergence of the open work in painting as well as in 
poetry, in cinema as well as in theater, it is because cer-
tain artists acknowledge the new vision of both the physi-
cal and psychological universes proposed by contemporary 
science, and realize that they can no longer speak of this 
world in the same formal terms that were used to speak 
of an orderly cosmos.

at this point, however, the critic of contemporary poetics 
might suspect that such undue attention to formal struc-
tures means contemporary art is much more interested in 
abstractions and abstract speculations than in man. this 
misunderstanding would be merely another expression of 
the belief that art can speak of man only in a traditional 
form – which essentially means that art can speak only of 
yesterday’s man. to speak of today’s man, however, art 
has no choice but to break away from all the established 
formal systems, since its main way of speaking is as form. 
in other words – and this amounts to an aesthetic princi-
ple – the only meaningful way in which art can speak of 
man and his world is by organizing its forms in a particu-
lar way and not by making pronouncements with them. 
form must not be a vehicle for thought; it must be a way 
of thinking. a few years ago, sidney finkelstein, a British 
music critic, published a little book in which he set out to 
tell the public at large “how music expresses ideas.” most 
of the book dealt with the possibility that Brahms, because 
of his interest in the seventeenth century, was a “reaction-
ary” musician, and that tchaikovsky, because of his inter-
est in popular issues, was a “progressive” musician. no 
need to resort to aesthetics to discuss such a point. suffice 
it to say that, despite tchaikovsky’s popular concerns, 
highly melodic compositions have never been able to 
change the viewpoint of the bourgeoisie who favored 
them, whereas Brahms’s “return” to the seventeenth cen-
tury may have been crucial in giving music the direction 
it took at the end of the century. But Brahms notwithstand-
ing, a musician can be considered “progressive” to the 
extent he manages to translate a new vision of the world 
into new musical forms. schönberg, in his Wa rsaW 
s u rv i vo r, is able to express an entire culture’s outrage 

at nazi brutality: having worked on forms for a very long 
time, he was able to find a new way to look at the world 
musically. had schönberg used the tonal system he would 
have composed not the Wa rs aW  s u rv i vo r  but the 
Warsaw Concerto, which develops the same subject ac-
cording to the most rigorous laws of tonality. of course, 
addinsel was not a schönberg, nor would all the twel-
vetone series of this world suffice to turn him into one. on 
the other hand, we cannot attribute all the merit of a com-
position to the genius of its creator. the formal starting 
point of a work often determines what follows: a tonal 
discourse dealing with the bombing of Warsaw could not 
but lapse into sugary pathos and evolve along the paths 
of bad faith.

this brings us closer to the heart of the matter: it is impos-
sible to describe a situation by means of a language that 
is not itself expressed by that situation. all language 
reflects a system of cultural relationships with its own par-
ticular implications. i cannot, for instance, translate the 
french word esprit from a positivist text as the english 
word “spirit,” whose implications are profoundly idealis-
tic. this also applies to most narrative structures. a novel 
that begins with the description of a place or a situation, 
followed by the physical and psychological description of 
the main characters, automatically implies that its author 
believes in a certain order ( Co n t ’D  o n  pag e  7/12)

(Co n t ’D  fro m  pag e  6/12)  of things – in the objec- 
tivity of a natural setting in which human beings move 
and act, in the psychological and ethical dimension of 
physiological traits, and, finally, in the existence of pre-
cise causal relationships that will allow the reader to 
deduce – from the nature of the context, the peculiarities 
of the characters, and other concomitant factors – the 
univocal sequence of events that is most likely to follow.

the moment an artist realizes that the system of commu-
nication at his disposal is extraneous to the historical situ-
ation he wants to depict, he must also understand that the 
only way he will be able to solve his problem is through 
the invention of new formal structures that will embody 
that situation and become its model.

the real content of a work is the vision of the world ex-
pressed in its way of forming (modo di formare). any 
analysis of the relationship between art and the world 
will have to take place at this level.

art knows the world through its formal structures (which, 
therefore, can no longer be considered from a purely for-
malist point of view but must be seen as its true content). 
literature is an organization of words that signify differ-
ent aspects of the world, but the literary work is itself an 
aspect of the world in the way its words are organized, 
even when every single word, taken in isolation, has 
absolutely no meaning, or simply refers to events and 
relationships among events that may appear to have 
nothing to do with the world.•

note
in a spirit of 

openness, the 
various excerpts 
here have been 
cut-and-pasted 
from two chap-

ters, “the poetics 
of the open 

Work” and “form 
as social Commit-

ment,” hence 
some disorienting 

clauses and 
absent references.

from the title page of mesoamericanist george Kubler’s self-described “little 
book”, t h e  s h a p e  o f  t i m e  (1962). inside, Kubler proposes a realignment 

of art history based not on chronological procession (with one work follow- 
ing, updating and replacing the previous), but rather multiply-streamed parallel 

progressions moving through a constellation of distinct formal problems.  
one work does not necessarily exist at a fixed point in time, but rather connects 

to one or more formal problems that may also have jumbled chronologies.  
With this rearrangement, he suggests that time moves not forward in a straight 

line, but intermittently and coincidentally in retreating and recursive loops – 
“more knot than arrow.”

umberto eco, t h e  o p e n  Wo r K , Cambridge m a , harvard university 
press, 19 89  (translation of o p e r a  a p e r ta , 1962; revised 19 76)
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each culture stresses specific aspects – fundamental solutions – which are universally relevant but which, for various reasons, particular and random, are emphasized 
whilst others are repressed. ultimately man suffers from these limitations, from what is overemphasized at the cost of what is omitted and often forgotten. now,  

today, what is specific, what gives meaningful identity, should no longer depend on what is thus arbitrarily omitted or stressed, but on how these specific aspects are 
absorbed, adapted and combined for the sake of more inclusive solutions which can respond to the nature of the human person as a whole instead of in part.  

(aldo van eyck, t h e  ot t e r lo  C i r C l es , second version of the original design for the C i a m-congress, otterlo, 1959 )

things only after 175 0 . today archaeology and ethnol-
ogy treat of material culture in general. the history of art 
treats of the least useful and most expressive products of 
human industry. the family of things begins to look like a 
smaller family than people once thought. 

the oldest surviving things made by men are stone tools. 
a continuous series runs from them to the things of today. 
the series has branched many times, and it has often run 
out into dead ends. Whole sequences of course ceased 
when families of artisans died out or when civilizations 
collapsed, but the stream of things never was completely 
stilled. everything made now is either a replica or a vari-
ant of something made a little time ago and so on back 
without break to the first morning of human time. this con-
tinuous connection in time must contain lesser divisions. 

the narrative historian always has the privilege of decid-
ing that continuity cuts better into certain lengths than 
into others. he never is required to defend his cut, because 
history cues anywhere with equal ease, and a good story 
can begin anywhere the teller chooses.

[…]

the historian’s commitment

t he historian’s special contribution is the discov-
ery of the manifold shapes of time. the aim of 
the historian, regardless of his specialty in eru-

dition is to portray time. he is committed to the detection 
and description of the shape of time. he transposes, re-
duces, composes and colors a facsimile, like a painter, 
who in his search for the identity of the subject, must dis-
cover a patterned set of properties that will elicit recogni-
tion all while conveying a new perception of the subject. 
he differs from the antiquarian and the curious searcher 
much as the composer of new music differs from the con-
cert performer. the historian composes a meaning from a 
tradition, while the antiquarian only re-creates, performs, 
or re-enacts an obscure portion of past time in already 
familiar shapes. unless he is an annalist or a chronicler the 
historian communicates a pattern which was invisible to hi 
subjects when they lived it, and unknown to his contempo-
raries before he detected it. for the shapes of time, we 
need a criterion that is not a mere transfer by analogy 
from biological science. Biological time consists of uninter-
rupted durations of statistically predictable lengths: each 
organism exists from birth to death upon an expected life-
span. historical time, however, is intermittent and vari-
able. every action is more intermittent than it is continuous, 
and the intervals between actions are infinitely variable in 
duration and content. the end of an action and its begin-
ning are indeterminate. Clusters of actions here and there 
thin out or thicken sufficiently to allow us with some objec-
tivity to mark beginnings and endings. events and the 
intervals between them are the elements of the patterning 
of historical time. Biological time contains the unbroken 
events called lives; it also contains social organizations by 
species and groups of species, but in biology the intervals 
of time between events are disregarded, while in historical 
time the web of happening that laces throughout the inter-
vals between existences attracts our interest. 

time, like mind, is not knowable as such. We know time 
only indirectly by what happens in it: by observing change 
and permanence; by marking the succession of events 
among stable settings; and by noting the contrast of vary-
ing rates of change. Written documents give us a thin re- 
cent record for only a few parts of the world. in the main 
our knowledge of older times is based upon visual evi-
dence of physical and biological duration. technological 
seriations of all sorts and sequences of works of art in 
every grade of distinction yield a finer time scale overlap-
ping with the written record. 

now that absolute confirmations by tree-rings and earth-
clocks are at hand, it is astonishing in retrospect to dis-
cover how very accurate were the older guesses of relative 
age based upon seriations and their comparisons. the 
cultural clock preceded all the physical methods. it is 
nearly as exact, and it is a more searching method of mea-
surement than the new absolute clocks, which often still 
require confirmation by cultural means, especially when 
the evidence itself is of mixed sorts. 

the cultural clock, however, runs mainly upon ruined frag-
ments of matter recovered from refuse heaps and grave-
yards, from abandoned cities and buried villages. only the 
arts of material nature have survived: of music and dance, 
of talk and ritual, of all the arts of temporal expression 
practically nothing is known elsewhere than in the mediter-
ranean world, save through traditional survivals among 
remote groups. hence our working proof of the existence of 
nearly all older peoples is in the visual order, and it exists 
in matter and space rather than in time and sound. 

We depend for our extended knowledge of the human 
past mainly upon the visible products of man’s industry. let 
us suppose a gradient between absolute utility and abso-
lute art: the pure extremes are only in our imagination; 
human products always incorporate both utility and art in 
varying mixtures, and no object is conceivable without the 
admixture of both. archaeological studies generally extract 
utility for the sake of information about the civilization: art 
studies stress qualitative matters for the sake of the intrinsic 
meaning of the generic human experience. 

the divisions of the arts

t he seventeenth-century academic separation be-
tween fine and useful arts first fell out of fashion 
nearly a century ago. from about 18 8 0  the 

conception of “fine art” was called a bourgeois label. after 
19 0 0  folk arts, provincial styles, and rustic crafts were 
thought to deserve equal ranking with court styles and met-
ropolitan schools under the democratic valuation of twenti-
eth-century political thought. By another line of attack, “fine 
art” was driven out of use about 19 2 0  by the exponents of 
industrial design, who preached the requirement of univer-
sal good design, and who opposed a double standard of 
judgment for works of art and for useful objects. thus an 
idea of aesthetic unity came to embrace all artifacts, instead 
of ennobling some at the expense of others. 

this egalitarian doctrine of the arts nevertheless erases 
many important differences of substance. architecture and 
packaging tend in the modern schools of design to gravi-
tate together under the rubric of envelopes; sculpture ab-
sorbs the design of all sorts of small solids and containers; 
painting extends to include flat shapes and planes of all 
sorts, like those of weaving and printing. By this geomet-
ric system, all visible art can be classed as envelopes, 
solids, and planes, regardless of any relation to use, in a 
classing which ignores the traditional distinction by “fine” 
and “minor,” or “useless” and “useful” arts. 

for our purposes two urgent distinctions should be added. 
in the first place a great difference separates traditional 
craft education from the work of artistic invention. the for-
mer requires only repetitious actions, but the latter depends 
upon departures from all routine. Craft education is the 
activity of groups of learners performing identical actions, 
but artistic invention requires the solitary efforts of indi-
vidual persons. the distinction is worth retaining because 
artists working in different crafts cannot communicate with 
one another in technical matters but only in matters of 
design. a weaver learns nothing about his loom and threads 
from study of the potter’s wheel and kiln; his education in 
a craft must be upon the instruments of that craft. only 
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when he possesses technical control of his instruments can 
the qualities and effects of design in other crafts stimulate 
him to new solutions in his own. 

the second, related distinction touches the utilitarian and 
the aesthetic nature of each of the branches of artistic prac-
tice. in architecture and the allied crafts, structure pertains 
to traditional technical training and it is inherently rational 
and utilitarian, however daringly its devices may be applied 
to expressive ends. in sculpture and painting likewise, every 
work has its technical cookery of formulas and craft prac-
tices upon which the expressive and formal combinations 
are carried. in addition, sculpture and painting convey dis-
tinct messages more clearly than architecture. these com-
munications or iconographic themes make the utilitarian 
and rational substructure of any aesthetic achievement. thus 
structure, technique, and iconography all belong to the 
non-artistic underpinning of the “fine” arts. 

the main point is that works of art are not tools, although 
many tools may share qualities of fine design with works 
of art. We are in the presence of a work of art only when 
it has no preponderant instrumental use, and when its 
technical and rational foundations are not pre-eminent. 
When the technical organization or the rational order of 
a thing overwhelms our attention, it is an object of use. 
on this point lodoli anticipated the doctrinaire function-
alists of our century when he declared in the eighteenth 
century that only the necessary is beautiful. Kant, how-
ever, more correctly said on the same point that the nec-
essary cannot be judged beautiful, but only right or 
consistent. in short, a work of art is as useless as a tool is 
useful. Works of art are as unique and irreplaceable as 
tools are common and expendable. 
 

the nature of actuality

l e passé ne sert qu’à connaître l’actualité. mais 
l’actualité m’échappe. Qu’est-ce que c’est donc 
que l’actualité?” for years this question – the 

final and capital question of his life – obsessed my teacher 
henri focillon, especially during the black days from 
194 0  to 194 3  when he died in new haven. the ques-
tion has been with me ever since, and i am now no closer 
to the solution of the riddle, unless it be to suggest that 
the answer is a negation. 

actuality is when the lighthouse is dark between flashes: 
it is the instant between the ticks of the watch: it is a void 
interval slipping forever through time: the rupture between 
past and future: the gap at the poles of the revolving 
magnetic field, infinitesimally small but ultimately real. it 
is the interchronic pause when nothing is happening. it is 
the void between events. 

Yet the instant of actuality is all we ever can know directly. 
the rest of time emerges only in signals relayed to us at 
this instant by innumerable stages and by unexpected 
bearers. these signals are like kinetic energy stored until 
the moment of notice when the mass descends along some 
portion of its path to the center of the gravitational sys-
tem. one may ask why these old signals are not actual. 
the nature of a signal is that its message is neither here 
nor now, but there and then. if it is a signal it is a past 
action, no longer embraced by the “now” of present being. 
the perception of a signal happens “now,” but its impulse 
and its transmission happened “then.” in any event, the 
present instant is the plane upon which the signals of all 
being are projected. no other plane of duration gathers 
us up universally into the same instant of becoming. 

our signals from the past are very weak, and our means 
for recovering their meaning still are most imperfect. 
Weakest and least clear of all are those signals coming 

from the initial and terminal moments of any sequence in 
happening, for we are unsure about our ideas of a coher-
ent portion of time. the beginnings are much hazier than 
the endings, where at least the catastrophic action of ex-
ternal events can be determined. the segmentation of his-
tory is still an arbitrary and conventional matter, governed 
by no verifiable conception of historical entities and their 
durations. now and in the past, most of the time the 
majority of people live by borrowed ideas and upon tra-
ditional accumulations, yet at every moment the fabric is 
being undone and a new one is woven to replace the old, 
while from time to time the whole pattern shakes and 
quivers, settling into new shapes and figures. these pro-
cesses of change are all mysterious, uncharted regions 
where the traveler soon loses direction and stumbles in 
darkness. the clues to guide us are very few indeed: per-
haps the jottings and sketches of architects and artists put 
down in the heat of imagining a form, or the manuscript 
brouillons of poets and musicians, crisscrossed with era-
sures and corrections, are the hazy coast lines of this 
dark continent of the “now,” where the impress of the 
future is received by the past.

to other animals who live more by instinct than do hu-
mans, the instant of actuality must seem far less brief. the 
rule of instinct is automatic, offering fewer choices than 
intelligence, with circuits that close and open unselec-
tively. in this duration choice is so rarely present that the 
trajectory from past to future describes a straight line 
rather than the infinitely bifurcating system of human 
experience. the ruminant or the insect must live time more 
as an extended present which endures as long as the 
individual life, while for us, the single life contains an 
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infinity of present instants, each with its innumerable open 
choices in volition and action.

Why should actuality forever escape our grasp? the uni-
verse has a finite velocity which limits not only the spread 
of its events, but also the speed of our perceptions. the 
moment of actuality slips too fast by the slow, coarse net 
of our senses. the galaxy whose light i see now may have 
ceased to exist millennia ago, and by the same token men 
cannot fully sense any event until after it has happened, 
until it is history, until it is the dust and ash of that cosmic 
storm which we call the present, and which perpetually 
rages throughout creation. 

in my own present, a thousand concerns of active busi-
ness lie unattended while i write these words. the instant 
admits only one action while the rest of possibility lies un-
realized. actuality is the eye of the storm; it is a diamond 
with an infinitesimal perforation through which the ingots 
and billets of present possibility are drawn into past 
events. the emptiness of actuality can be estimated by the 
possibilities that fail to attain realization in any instant: 
only when they are few can actuality seem full. 

of arts and stars

K nowing the past is as astonishing a perfor-
mance as knowing the stars. astronomers 
look only at old light. there is no other light 

for them to look at. this old light of dead or distant stars 
was emitted long ago and it reaches us only in the pres-
ent. many historical events, like astronomical bodies, also 
occur long before they appear, such as secret treaties; 
aide-mémoires, or important works of art made for ruling 
personages. the physical substance of these documents 
often reaches qualified observers only centuries or mil-
lennia after the event. hence astronomers and historians 
have this in common: both are concerned with appear-
ances noted in the present but occurring in the past. 

the analogies between stars and works of art can profit-
ably be pursued. however fragmentary its condition, any 
work of art is actually a portion of arrested happening, or 
an emanation of past time. it is a graph of an activity now 
stilled, but a graph made visible like an astronomical body, 
by a light that originated with the activity. When an impor-
tant work of art has utterly disappeared by demolition and 
dispersal, we still can detect its perturbations upon other 
bodies in the field of influence. By the same token works of 
art resemble gravitational fields in their clustering by 
“schools.” and if we admit that works of art can be ar-
ranged in a temporal series as connected expressions, their 
sequence will resemble an orbit in the fewness, the regu-
larity and the necessity of the “motions” involved. 

like the astronomer, the historian is engaged upon the 
portrayal of time. the scales are different: historic time is 
very short, but the historian and the astronomer both 
transpose, reduce, compose, and color a facsimile which 
describes the shape of time. historical time indeed may 
occupy a situation near the center of the proportional 
scale of the possible magnitudes of time, just as man him-
self is a physical magnitude midway between the sun and 
the atom at the proportional center of the solar system, 
both in grams of mass and in centimeters of diameter. 

Both astronomers and historians collect ancient signals into 
compelling theories about distance and composition. the 
astronomer’s position is the historian’s date; his velocity is 
our sequence; orbits are like durations; perturbations are 
analogous to causality. the astronomer and the historian 
both deal with past events perceived in the present. here 
the parallels diverge, for the astronomer’s future events are 
physical and recurrent ones, while the historian’s are human 

and unpredictable ones. the foregoing analogies are nev-
ertheless useful in prompting us to look again at the nature 
of historical evidence, so that we may be sure of our ground 
when considering various ways of classing it. 

signals

p ast events may be regarded as categorical 
commotions of varying magnitudes of which 
the occurrence is declared by inbuilt signals 

analogous to those kinetic energies impounded in masses 
prevented from falling. these energies undergo various 
transformations between the original event and the pres-
ent. the present interpretation of any past event is of 
course only another stage in the perpetuation of the orig-
inal impulse. our particular interest is in the category of 
substantial events: events of which, the signal is carried by 
matter arranged in a pattern still sensible today. in this 
category we are interested less in the natural signals of 
physical and biological science, than in the artifact signals 
of history, and among artifact signals we are concerned 
less with documents and instruments than with the least 
useful of artifacts – works of art. 

all substantial signals can be regarded both as transmis-
sions and as initial commotions. for instance, a work of art 
transmits a kind of behaviour by the artist, and it also  
serves, like a relay, the point (Co n t ’D  o n  pag e  1/12)
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