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:Lchapter 5

Tout et N’importe Quoi
The Total Artwork and the Aesthetics of Chance

danielle follett

This chapter tells the story of the introduction of a simple trick into
creative work, a little moment of folie utile (“useful madness”), that

allows or is intended to allow for the exponential opening up of an art-
work toward infinity, that is meant to extend the capacity, compass, and
grasp of a given creation and permit a work to transcend itself and its phys-
ical or perceptual boundaries.1 It recounts the perhaps surprising relation
of two aesthetics — that of the total artwork and that of chance — in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries and argues that the adoption of chance
methods in creative activity is inseparable from the continued late- and
postromantic desire for infinity, if not totality. 

That is, one can make out two general artistic paths taken to reach in-
finity and totality: the direct road and the indirect road. The direct path
aspires to the real manifestation of a synthetic overcoming of alienation
through art, whether the disunity be found in the separation of the arts,
societal division, or metaphysical loss and disenchantment. The indirect
path, while aiming for the same resolution, the healing of the fragmenta-
tion of modernity, begins with the more or less painful recognition that to-
tality is impossible to attain within the scope of a finite artwork, that in-
finity by definition lies outside of art’s and perhaps life’s real grasp and is
in fact incompatible with unity, and that disjunction and chance can never
be abolished. However, a measured dose of discord and fragmentation,
paradoxically, may perhaps catapult the work closer to its goal of attain-
ing infinity. This chapter proposes to follow the development of this logic.

The total artwork should be considered an aesthetic project whose aim is
transformative, and even redemptive, on the individual, collective, and
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metaphysical levels. It is perhaps the most developed version of the ro-
mantic aspiration to overcome through art the division and alienation of
the human and natural condition. To generalize, the fundamental dynamic
within romantic philosophy, from Schiller to Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel,
is a myth of lost innocence and search for redemption through a new syn-
thesis. The profound feeling of loss that motivates this movement contrasts
sharply with earlier philosophies of preestablished harmony; for the ro-
mantics, harmony, if it can exist, must be created. For certain thinkers,
such as Friedrich Schlegel, Novalis, and Schelling, who were friends in Jena
during the years around the turn of the century, the means to this unity is
art. The idea of the Gesamtkunstwerk, the artistic project par excellence
whose goal is to repair the divisions between humanity and nature and
within the self and society, far from constituting an aesthetic of simple and
direct unity, totality, or synthesis, is born of a deep original experience of
alienation and disintegration. Its motivating discord is inseparable from
its unifying grasp. 

This felt disunity exists on several levels that mirror one another: con-
tradiction between free subjectivity and determined objectivity, tension
within the self between intellect and feeling, societal alienation due to the
division of labor, specialization, exploitation, and competition, profound
separation between humanity and nature because of what is seen as ra-
tionality’s deadening domination. Again generalizing, the idealist approach
to healing these multiple forms of alienation lies in a free consciousness
or subjectivity that transcends divisive rationality and is capable of en-
compassing its opposite, objectivity or nature, in such a way that both will
be redeemed through the unification. It may be argued that in regard to
this drama, which posits a present fissure and future (possible) seam, two
general attitudes prevail: one that posits the possibility of the creation of
real unity through art and strives toward this full resolution even when the
pain of the division be acutely felt, and one that accepts and to a certain
degree embraces the unmistakable discord of actuality, recognizing that
totality and unity will never be fully achieved, though without renounc-
ing the quest for redemption. The embrace of the broken becomes a sort
of aesthetic version of the Christian myth of the fortunate fall. The con-
scious invitation of a degree of fragmentation and disharmony that ensues
from accepting the impossibility of closed and total synthesis may thus
serve as a powerful tool, driving toward the manifestation or at least the
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suggestion of an open totality and all-embracing infinity. Often, these two
tendencies, the search for a closed totality and the search for an open to-
tality, intermingle in varying proportions. And generalizing further, we can
trace through the nineteenth and twentieth centuries a distinct shift from
the former to the latter.

The first approach, that of seeking ultimate total synthesis, can be read
clearly in Schelling’s System of Transcendental Idealism, in which art is
portrayed as the conscious activity into which nonconscious nature is re-
solved. The idealist equilibrium of this activity remains very abstract:

[What] has been postulated so far is simply an identity of the non-

conscious activity that has brought forth nature, and the conscious ac-

tivity expressed in willing, without it being decided where the princi-

ple of this activity belongs, whether in nature or in ourselves. But now

the system of knowledge can only be regarded as complete if it reverts

back into its own principle. Thus the transcendental philosophy

would be completed only if it could demonstrate this identity— the

highest solution of its whole problem — in its own principle (namely

the self). It is therefore postulated that this simultaneously conscious

and non-conscious activity will be exhibited in the subjective, in con-

sciousness itself. There is but one such activity, namely the aesthetic,

and every work of art can be conceived only as a product of such ac-

tivity. . . . The objective world is simply the original, as yet uncon-

scious, poetry of the spirit; the universal organon of philosophy — and

the keystone of its entire arch — is the philosophy of art.2

In asserting that “this simultaneously conscious and non-conscious activ-
ity will be exhibited in the subjective, in consciousness itself,” Schelling
posits a process that would lead to the ultimate synthetic resolution of
the original divide. He goes on to argue that “art . . . opens . . . the holy
of holies, where burns in eternal and original unity, as if in a single flame,
that which in nature and history is rent asunder, and in life and action,
no less than in thought, must forever fly apart.”3 Art’s redemptive power
unifies conscious and unconscious activity, humanity and nature, subject
and object by bringing all ultimately within the compass of subjective con-
sciousness. It is important to note that, for Schelling, without this unify-
ing ideal creation, without art’s “single flame,” nature, history, life, ac-
tion and even thought are “rent asunder” and scattered. 
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A less abstract formulation is found in Schiller’s On the Aesthetic Ed-
ucation of Man, which gives perhaps the first romantic statement of the
aesthetic path toward overcoming the fragmentation and alienation of the
self and of society. He makes an argument against the specialization of
human faculties; left to itself, reason leads to the domination of nature and
thus only further alienates humanity. On the other hand, nature on its own
is characterized by disorder, which must be overcome by a higher human
function, one higher than reason, the aesthetic: “It must be false that the
cultivation of individual powers necessitates the sacrifice of their totality,
or however much the law of Nature did have that tendency, we must be
at liberty to restore by means of a higher Art this wholeness in our nature
which art has destroyed.”4 Only creativity can resolve the divisions within
the individual and, by extension, within society, because it is alone capa-
ble of uniting both the sensuous (objective) and intellectual (subjective)
sides of the self: “Though need may drive Man into society, and Reason
implant social principles in him, Beauty alone can confer on him a social
character. Taste alone brings harmony into society, because it establishes
harmony in the individual. All other forms of perception divide a man, be-
cause they are exclusively based either on the sensuous or on the intellec-
tual part of his Being.”5 Despite his emphasis on the need for the unity of
the Stofftrieb (sometimes rendered as “sense impulse” or “sensuous drive”
but better translated as “material drive”) with the Formtrieb (“form im-
pulse” or “formal drive”), and his insistence on the “reconciliation of
becoming with absolute being, of variation with identity,” Schiller main-
tained that disharmony and conflict may constitute an essential “instru-
ment” in attaining final unity: “The antagonism of powers is the great in-
strument of culture, but it is only the instrument; for as long as it persists
we are only on our way towards culture.”6 The role of discord here is
rather limited, but it does have a part to play.

The equilibrium of such abstract formulations of reconciliation as may
be maintained in theory becomes somewhat less tenable when one directly
involves the aesthetic materials in question, which are necessarily related
to the sensuous, material, “becoming,” nonconscious, and objective side
of the equation. In the romantic dualism that posits harmony in subjec-
tivity and consciousness, objective nature is necessarily understood as
chaotic and disharmonious, since on some level it needs redemption. This
is true even if it has its own logic, for that logic is likewise understood as
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mechanistic and materialist, and therefore nature is as random in its empty
automatism as it is in its chaos and discord. However, an acceptance and
even limited embrace of its chaos, which is a step in the direction of achiev-
ing open totality, is already present in the aesthetic and poetic philosophy
of Friedrich Schlegel and Novalis. Accompanied by the feeling that ideal
unity or totality may not be ever fully attainable and that every attempt
to achieve it must remain unfinished, this acceptance is expressed in the
omnipresent fragment. Fragmentation, variation, and individuality are felt
to be inseparable from the whole that is sought, expressive simultaneously
of the disunity to be overcome and the path to take to overcome it, even
if the goal be unrealizable. A fragment, understood as a fragment of a bro-
ken whole and not as a simple object, symbolizes the absent totality. When
the disorder of natural reality is faced and not immediately synthesized
into its opposite, then it displays its infinite diversity in constant becom-
ing and is as chaotic as “absolute being” is calm. Chaos is for Schlegel
and Novalis inseparable from the romantic aspiration toward totality,
since it embodies infinity. This includes not only everyday variation but
also aberrant monstrosity, as Schlegel wrote in one of his Athenaeum frag-
ments of 1798: “From the romantic point of view, even the vagaries of
poetry have their value as raw materials and preliminaries for universal-
ity, even when they’re eccentric and monstrous, provided they have some
saving grace, provided they are original.”7 Like the conflict that is an “in-
strument” for Schiller, here vagaries and monstrosities have a useful “value
as raw materials and preliminaries for universality.” An expression of open
totality via infinity as opposed to a closed equilibrium of opposites need
not, perhaps, synthesize its diverse elements but rather only somehow sim-
ply bring them together, offer them in list form, as permutations and vari-
ations. Such is the goal of the romantic fragment, reflected, for example,
in Novalis’s Notes for a Romantic Encyclopedia. This tendency can be said
to represent the shifting of weight from the “formal drive,” in Schiller’s
terms, to the “material drive,” from conscious forming to the expression
of natural or unconscious contents.8

Now, the works and writings of Richard Wagner have often been con-
sidered to represent an aesthetic of centered or centralized totality, closed
on itself, absolute in its aspiration to unity, and even perhaps violent in
its megalomaniacal and dictatorial attempt to force the unification of its
elements; thus in this reading he would seem to participate unmistakably
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in the first, direct avenue toward totality. Theodor Adorno, for example,
argued that far from expressing a free synthesis of diverse arts and ele-
ments, Wagner’s music allows no place for the particularity of its individ-
ual components, as it is overdetermined by the egotistical subjectivity of
the author, and any diversity is forcibly harmonized into an all-encom-
passing, unifying wash. In this interpretation, the total artwork ultimately
fails because it negates particularity:

The Wagnerian totality, the Gesamtkunstwerk, is doomed to failure. . . .

The whole no longer achieves unity, because its expressive elements

are made to harmonize with each other according to a pre-arranged

design, possibly of a conventional nature. Instead, the different arts

which are now alienated from each other and cannot be reconciled by

any meaning, are yoked together at the arbitrary fiat of the isolated

artist.9

Adorno indicts Wagner for offering the promise without the real possi-
bility of revolution. His influential criticism is related to his general con-
demnation of fulfilled totality and unity, which he associates with ration-
ality, the supposedly deadening and protofascist force of the Enlightenment:
“[Wagner’s techniques] prepare the ground for the technical, rational work
of art.”10 The accusation here is essentially that Wagner’s unity is dic-
tated by divisive rationality that dominates the object, disingenuously
claiming but unable to achieve a higher subjective synthesis. Note that this
reading of rationality is purely romantic and thus quite similar to Wag-
ner’s own. Adorno — and his followers — retrospectively projects the con-
cerns of the 1930s and 1940s on the Third Reich hero and takes Wagner
quite out of his historical context, which was much more complex than
the Hitlerian caricature of romantic ideology. Rather than standing as an
instance of an aesthetics that enforces unity and synthesis at any cost, Wag-
ner’s aesthetics — with Baudelaire’s — constitutes the first major example
of an insecure combination of closed and open form, reflecting thereby a
properly modern indecisiveness between the two roads to totality, if you
will: the yearning for manifest resolution of disunity and the simultaneous
sincere acceptance and direct expression of the inevitable dissonance and
disjunction of the world. 

This ambivalence, which in part explains the continuing fascination of
Wagner’s music, can be seen in the fact that the sheer quantity of music
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and other elements brought together in his works as well as their over-
whelming temporal duration are not an expression of “totality” or syn-
thesis as such but rather one of longing. His embrace of harmonic disso-
nance, the natural discord within the materials of his art, reveals his true
“revolutionary” importance, which lies beyond his theorization of the total
artwork. In contrast to contemporaries such as Chopin, Berlioz, and Liszt,
whose musical experimentations introduced lovely but comparatively tame
harmonic and structural innovations, Wagner clearly favors the “mater-
ial drive” (Stofftrieb) over the “formal drive.” His structuring of his op-
eras by way of the extramusical drama translated through leitmotifs is
comparatively a rather weak formal musical device, as Adorno does not
hesitate to remind us, but their structure is also determined by the appar-
ent need for continuous internal harmonic driving. This seemingly per-
petual structural extension is essential to the goal of allowing the chaotic
musical matter to take priority. Most important to Wagner is the chro-
matic writhing toward an ever-postponed cadence, refusing resolution
when it could be achieved, leaning into the discord through a series of
unresolving apoggiaturas, augmenting the tension that is produced by the
difference between halftones, or two adjacent but not identical tones, when
heard simultaneously. The particularity of the individual tones and har-
monies is not in fact subsumed into a simple, ambiguous flood — as inat-
tentive listeners may think or as Adorno believed because the operas lack
a “properly musical” structural principle — in that the dissonance between
them is emphasized at every turn, resolving only into new dissonance.
The final cadences, coming at times after hours of music, do indeed occa-
sionally feel somewhat arbitrary; his is very much an art of longing and
nonresolution, a yearning for infinity, rather than the realization of syn-
thesis. 

Wagner’s compositional technique, of course, leaves nothing to chance;
all is planned in advance by a rather exacting master. But we should see
this predetermination in the context of his era, when this sort of author-
ial “domination” was simply standard practice. The fact that he uses a
highly determined compositional strategy to express the immolation of
consciousness in the unconscious, has led critics like Adorno to accuse him
of disingenuity and hypocrisy and of creating a bourgeois phantasmago-
ria that dissimulates its nature as a product of consciousness and work.
Adorno seems to scold Wagner for not having accomplished the Schoen-
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bergian atonal emancipation of the dissonance — a revolution only made
possible because of Wagnerian chromaticism.11 The indictment of course
is not fair, since it disregards the historical context of late romanticism in
which Wagner was working.

Thus, far from dictatorially and overhastily synthesizing difference into
a subjectively forced identity, as Adorno and his followers believe, Wag-
ner in fact puts much more emphasis than any of his predecessors on what
the romantics considered as the direct expression of objective nature in
all its chaos and dissonant particularity. Rather than imposing a closed to-
tality, he stretched and expanded the traditional Western closed-form work
to its utmost point, almost breaking it open, in his desire to encompass
infinity. His music represents the opposite of a subjective mastery over
nature; rather it is a romantic drowning of the conscious subject in what
is felt to be the overwhelming, seething, tumultuous sea of discordant
nature and a prioritizing of the sensuous, the object, the nonconscious
(Schelling), the Stofftrieb (Schiller), or above all, the Wille, as expressed
by a thinker who influenced him greatly, Schopenhauer. 

Wagner himself desired his music to be the direct expression of spon-
taneous and instinctive nature, the Schopenhauerian Wille, or thing-in-
itself. For Schopenhauer, music “is as immediate an objectification and
copy of the whole will as the world itself is.”12 Wagner’s conception of na-
ture, like Schopenhauer’s, is based in an extension of romantic meta-
physics. On this view, the objective and natural world is ruled by neces-
sity and stands opposed to subjective freedom; for Schopenhauer this
powerful unconscious force strives blindly in constant, chaotic, involun-
tary becoming. The reflecting and choosing mind, alienated from nature,
is capable only of caprice and arbitrary division, not even dominance; how-
ever, in the experience of aesthetic contemplation, the subject may lose it-
self and cease to feel its separation with the world. In a variation of the
romantic drama of redemption of alienation through art, the estrangement
between subject and object is overcome in the aesthetic experience, where
the mind is engulfed in the movement of natural force. For Wagner, then,
the very loss of self within the ocean of music that he intended to provide
for his audience constituted a means toward metaphysical reconciliation. 

But this redemption is not, at least for the young Wagner, an individ-
ual experience; rather it is possible only in the context of a communal
creation porously open unto life itself. Acquaintance with the Schopen-
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hauerian terminology about nature that Wagner appeals to helps us un-
derstand his rather cryptic description of the Gesamtkunstwerk: 

In common, too, shall we close the last link in the bond of holy Ne-

cessity; and the brother-kiss that seals this bond, will be the mutual

Art-work of the Future. But in this, also, our great redeemer and well-

doer, Necessity’s vicegerent in the flesh, — the Folk, will no longer be a

severed and peculiar class; for in this Art-work we shall all be one,—

heralds and supporters of Necessity, knowers of the unconscious,

willers of the unwilful, betokeners of Nature, — blissful men.13

In the artwork of the future, participants will be “knowers of the uncon-
scious, willers of the unwilful,” who unite conscious subject with uncon-
scious nature and willful creative action (as “willers”) with the sponta-
neous, involuntary force of nature (the “unwilful,” an awkward translation
of the original unwillkürlich, or “involuntary, necessary,” which refers to
Schopenhauerian nature that contrasts with arbitrary choice). In this early
essay of 1849, “The Artwork of the Future,” as well as in “Art and Rev-
olution” from the same year, written just after participating in the Dres-
den uprisings, Wagner lays out his revolutionary aesthetic project, which
has come to be known as the Gesamtkunstwerk and can be understood
as a late-romantic concretization of the abstract formulations of aesthetic
redemption theorized by his predecessors. He clearly sketches art’s im-
portance in the future overcoming of present disunity and adds to this a
revolutionary socialist desire to surmount the alienation of the division
of labor through the free and communal activity of art. 

The agent of this aesthetic redemption is “the Folk,” and much ink has
been spilled discussing Wagner’s Germanic nationalism. Later in life, Wag-
ner certainly became a rabid nationalist, but in these early essays he is
distinctly internationalist, and “the Folk” refers to class and not race: “The
idea of ‘the People’ has so far broadened out, or even evaporated, that we
may either include in it mankind in general, or, upon the arbitrary politi-
cal hypothesis, a certain, and generally the propertyless portion of the
Commonwealth.”14 He romanticizes the working class as the sponta-
neous, direct agent of instinctive nature in its will to liberation, for it is
the working class who feels collective “want” and “need,” and thus “it is
the Folk alone that acts according to Necessity’s behests, and therefore
irresistibly, victoriously, and right as none besides. Who now are they who
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belong not to this People, and who are its sworn foes? All those who feel
no Want; whose life-spring . . . is artificial, untrue, and egoistic.”15 In his
unique socialist rereading of Schopenhauer, he looks back to “the great
unitarian Art-work of Greece,” following classical tradition, and to the
Greek embodiment of free humanity, although not without criticism, be-
cause that freedom was not universal: 

The Slave, by sheer reason of the assumed necessity of his slavery, has

exposed the null and fleeting nature of all the strength and beauty of

exclusive Grecian manhood, and has shown to all time that Beauty

and Strength, as attributes of public life, can then alone prove lasting

blessings, when they are the common gifts of all mankind. . . . When

all men cannot be free alike and happy— all men must suffer alike as

slaves. . . . If the Grecian Art-work embraced the spirit of a fair and

noble nation, the Art-work of the Future must embrace the spirit of a

free mankind, delivered from every shackle of hampering nationality;

its racial imprint must be no more than an embellishment, the individ-

ual charm of manifold diversity, and not a cramping barrier. We have

thus quite other work to do, than to tinker at the resuscitation of old

Greece.16

The “people,” the agents of revolutionary change who usher in a society
freed from both economic slavery and political nationality, are said to act
both spontaneously and necessarily, as the direct expression of nature’s
“will.” Nature’s movement is antithetical to that of “culture,” which is di-
vided arbitrarily and serves only commerce and the caprice of those who
have no “common need”:

In the man-destroying march of Culture, however, there looms before

us this happy result: the heavy load with which she presses Nature

down, will one day grow so ponderous that it lends at last to down-

trod, never-dying Nature the necessary impetus to hurl the whole

cramping burden from her, with one sole thrust; and this heaping up

of Culture will thus have taught to Nature her own gigantic force.

The releasing of this force is — Revolution. . . . It is for Art therefore,

and Art above all else, to teach this social impulse its noblest mean-

ing, and guide it toward its true direction. Only on the shoulders of

this great social movement can true Art lift itself from its present state

of civilised barbarianism, and take its post of honour. Each has a
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common goal, and the twain can only reach it when they recognise it

jointly.17

For the purposes of the present chapter, these passages serve less to bring
out several largely misunderstood political elements of Wagner’s thought
— although that is certainly useful — than to elaborate on Wagner’s no-
tion of nature. Nature’s movement is unwillkürlich: nonarbitrary, spon-
taneous, instinctive, involuntary, automatic, and necessary, as opposed to
willkürlich, or arbitrary, haphazard, random, and “willful” in the sense of
capricious choice. Nature is understood as both “necessary” and liberat-
ing, in the progressive, unstoppable, and unconscious movement of hu-
manity away from the alienation and oppression of rationality, the divi-
sion of labor and the slavery of the working class. In his preface to his
collected works published in 1872, Wagner apologized for the commu-
nism, among other embarrassments, of his early writings. He referred to
his confusing use of Schopenhauerian terms as an “impassioned tangle of
ideas.”18 Notwithstanding the truth of this admission, his use does reveal
an interesting development in the drama we are sketching, for Wagner
clearly participates in the Schillerian and romantic project of human re-
demption through art, and yet in his version it is the objective, not the sub-
jective, element that takes the active role. Resolution lies in the synthesis
of subject and object, but here it is not the discordant unconscious world
that needs to be surmounted, but rather alienated consciousness, which
can only be accomplished by the loss of itself within the dynamic “neces-
sity” of nature. It should be remembered that the earlier romantics dis-
tinguished two subjective elements, the lower and the higher: rational
choice (“understanding” [Verstand ]) and consciousness itself (“reason”
[Vernunft]). In early Wagner and Schopenhauer, consciousness is reduced
to rationality and arbitrary caprice; the redemptive and liberating force is
not found in consciousness but in unconscious, infinitely diverse, and dis-
sonant nature. Wagner, then, is one of the first artists to seek the direct
artistic expression of nature and the unconscious, as a means not only of
encompassing infinity but also of redeeming humanity.

We will return to this, after examining Stéphane Mallarmé’s response
to Wagner and his own late theorizing and sketching of a total artwork,
for Mallarmé (with Baudelaire and others, it may be argued) contributed
a key element to this history: the role of chance. His work known as The
Book, a project that he left unfinished at his death, sustains a more or less
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explicit, more or less tense relationship with Wagner’s Gesamtkunstwerk
and constitutes his response to what he called the “challenge . . . inflicted
on poets, whose duty is usurped, with the most candid and splendid
bravura, by Richard Wagner!”19 Wagner’s project provided a fertile ten-
sion for Mallarmé: “The feelings — transports, veneration — grow com-
plicated toward this foreigner, also uneasiness that everything has been
done.”20 For him, though, the “totality” sought by Wagner is undermined
by his choice of legend, the limited and rather quaint particularity of the
Wagnerian drama of gods and heroes, which certainly do not evoke in him
the deep mythical and universal resonance that they were intended to in-
spire in a German audience; he calls them “woodsmen,” and the legend
itself “anecdote.” Although Mallarmé admires Wagner’s music, the Wag-
nerian artwork remains for him only a pleasant rest stop “halfway up the
sacred mountain.”21 The goal, however, that of an aesthetic performance
with communal and metaphysical significance, bringing together the to-
tality of human experience in a redemptive act, converges with Mallarmé’s
own. Mallarmé proposes rather a sort of poetic, civic, and religious the-
ater: “The City, which gave, for this experience of the sacred, a theater,
imprints on the earth its universal seal.”22 This experience “require[s] the
ministry of the poet,” and the theater in which it is enacted should not be
the Parisian or the Wagnerian kind, with specific stories and actors, whose
vulgarity expresses the opposite of totality.23

The theater institutes prominent characters who act and are seen so as

to block metaphysics, just as the actor makes one not see the presence

of the lustre [stage lamp]. They will not turn toward anything outside

themselves except through the elemental and obscure cry of passion.

Without this rule, one would succeed too easily, through scholastic or

analytical illuminations, in naming the absolute: the invocation ad-

dressed to it by the woodsmen seems to me to proceed too directly.24

The simple and direct particularity of the legend and its characters vul-
garly attempts to name the absolute. Wagner, with his sumptuous har-
monies and decorations, is “blinded by such cohesion or a whole art-
form.”25 What poetic theater should do, in contrast, is invite all of the arts
and human experience into the “inner stage” of a book, to be read aloud
in a sort of ceremony that does not attempt to secure absolute cohesion
or a “whole artform.” Mallarmé elaborates his conception of this event
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in direct counterposition to Wagner’s musical dramas: “Does this mean
that the traditional writer of verse, he who works with the humble and
sacred artifices of language alone, will try, crowned somehow by those very
constraints, to compete? Yes, like an opera without orchestra or song,
just spoken; at present now the book will try to suffice to open up the inner
stage and whisper echoes into it.”26

The Book was to constitute a series of readings organized via a com-
plex ceremony. A certain musicality and plasticity is seen by Mallarmé to
be inherent in poetry’s sonority and imaginative value, and this interior-
ized synesthesia is consistently evoked as superior to the outward, vulgar
sort. The only way to totality and true infinity is not via the turbulent and
ever-shifting harmonic colors and characters that pretend to universality
but rather through emptiness, virginity, openness, allowing for the possi-
bility of the realization of multiplicity, of absolutely anything — and there-
fore everything. 

The Fable — virgin of anything: place, time, or known characters. . . .

What! The century or our country, which exalts myths, dissolved

them through thought, in order to make them anew! Theater calls for

them — no! not fixed ones, neither ancient nor famous, but one,

stripped of all personality, for it is based on our multiplicity [il com-

pose notre aspect multiple]. . . . A type without prior designation

[dénomination], so that it can provoke pure surprise.27

The overdetermination of Wagner’s production and of his drama of na-
tionally grounded gods and heroes, even in a myth of archetypal preten-
sions, is a too rude prima materia. Mallarmé’s critique of determinacy is
made on the grounds that such determinacy does not sufficiently allow
for ideality, totality, infinity. Hence he introduces indeterminacy. 

Mallarmé answers Wagner’s “singular challenge” through the creation
of a new theater, The Book. Mimicking the structure of Wagner’s tetral-
ogy, The Book was to be composed of many loose pages, collected into
four sections, each of which were to have had five volumes or acts whose
pages’ order would have been interchangeable, to be read aloud by an “op-
erator,” whose identity is not presented as that of an author but an anony-
mous reader, during a ceremonial in multiple sessions. The work contained
a latent redemptive function in its masslike event; Mallarmé often spoke
of the religious function of poetry and is reported to have said that the
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world would be saved by a better literature.28 The content is archetypal
and universal without being based in legend and personality — references
are made to the drama of “soi, foi, loi, moi, roi, toi” or “self, faith, law,
myself, king, you,” invoking an emptiness of particularity, so to speak,
that then is intended to become all-encompassing. A work with preten-
sions of anonymity and a certain ghost of synesthesia, a civic performance
with religious overtones, it clearly relates to the tradition of the total art-
work. However, it opens onto totality or infinity in a markedly different
way from Wagner’s works.

The interchangeability of the pages incorporates a certain limited dose
of indeterminacy or chance into the work, thus “foreseeing” the unfore-
seen, allowing for surprise, and triggering infinity. Mallarmé’s tangled em-
brace of chance late in his life, which finds its clearest expression in A
Throw of the Dice Will Never Abolish Chance, suggests that although he
recognizes that chance cannot be abolished, he does not intend to open the
door wide to it either; far from it. Only a small amount of indeterminacy
is necessary to invite an infinity of possibilities. In the administering of a
homeopathic dose of chance, as is recounted in the tale of “Igitur,” per-
haps infinity and totality may be attained. Mallarmé began “Igitur,” also
an unfinished work, in 1869 in order to help him overcome a major per-
sonal and poetic crisis. It is the story of man (Igitur) who casts dice, within
a mythological and fantastic decor, in an effort to vanquish chance itself
and somehow arrive at the absolute: a “useful madness” (“folie utile”).29

This folly, or insanity, refers to the use of chance to attain chance’s oppo-
site, as in the homeopathic formula, similia similibus, which Mallarmé
mentions in a letter at that time describing the tale.30 There are indications
— but it remains unproven — that Mallarmé was reading Hegel during this
time, in which case he would have internalized some of the German tra-
dition of the unification of opposites that we are tracing. It is possible to
read the story of Igitur as a thesis (the character of Igitur, or that which
follows necessarily) embracing an antithesis (chance, or that which has
no antecedent) in order to overcome it in a new synthesis (poetic freedom).
But even if he had read Hegel, his idea of the deploying chance as a spring-
board to infinity and the absolute is much more irrational and uncertain
than the early German romantics’ synthesis of opposites. The admission
of chance into the artwork, although utilitarian in a sense, is considered
truly mad. Mallarmé put this into artistic practice only in his plans for The
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Book. The logic is that the interchangeability of the pages allows for a mo-
bile structure, which “absorbs” chance rather than abolishing it (“the dice
— chance absorbed”).31 By inviting a limited amount of inadvertence into
the work, the artist opens the scope of the work and its possible signifi-
cations exponentially. Jacques Scherer, who in 1957 first published Mal-
larmé’s fragments of a total artwork, writes: “[This is] a theater emptied
of concrete reality and is nothing but allusion to the totality of the world.”32

Thus The Book importantly contributes both to the history of the total
artwork and to the history of the arts in being perhaps the first alterna-
tive theater project that intentionally incorporates chance procedures. 

As elements of chance are invited and increasingly shoveled into art in
the twentieth century, especially through avant-garde theater experiments,
they remain very often inextricably related to the aspirations we have been
describing toward totality and toward a form of societal change, if not
human redemption. We should at this point define chance procedures and
what we are calling the aesthetics of chance, for the concept may cause
some confusion. Chance in art is the intentional use of unintentionally or
randomly produced aesthetic elements. As in every human activity, artis-
tic work always and inevitably contains elements or moments that are
uncontrolled — as Mallarmé put it, chance will never be abolished. How-
ever, these fortuitous or unfortunate unsolicited happenings are not what
is designated here by the idea of aesthetic chance. Rather, aesthetic chance
refers to the conscious invitation of the unforeseen, the planned incorpo-
ration of unplanned elements, or the advertent use of inadvertence. The
methods used toward this end are many and various, and involve differ-
ing degrees of randomness, from slacking on the reins a bit — such as giv-
ing a wider than usual interpretive/creative latitude to musicians, a strat-
egy used by Pierre Boulez and others — to creating musical scores by tossing
coins, as practiced by John Cage and his followers. 

The first general movements that incorporated chance into art were of
course Dada and surrealism, whose experiments in alternative perfor-
mances and events show some similarities with total art. They attempt to
abolish the distinction not only between the arts but between art and life
and often carry an underlying metaphysical signification, despite the ten-
dency toward destruction. It could be argued that the violence of the de-
struction is proportional to the desire to express or experience a totality
that goes beyond traditional unity or synthesis. These movements privi-
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lege the truth of nature and the unconscious, linking mythology to mad-
ness and randomness, often through artistic practices involving chance,
such as automatic writing. This constitutes an effort to access a deeper
truth and even unity of nature beyond the dissonance and to transform life
as well as, or rather than, art. Jean Weisgerber explains: 

Mining, in its own way, the age-old vein of original unity, a large part

of the avant-garde sees these polarities and contradictions in a unitary

and totalizing perspective, which is rather surprising at first glance.

Totality is the matrix where dualities appear and disappear in the inte-

rior of a unity that is always remaking itself, the nodal point of diver-

gences and convergences, source of every virtuality. . . . Dada was the

first to discover the idea of a return, after the destruction of existing

forms, to the amorphous state before creation . . . where “all is uni-

fied,” where all is still possible, and where we can envision a new syn-

thesis. . . . The restorative “totality” that follows the final debacle pre-

occupies, among others, Tzara, and above all surrealism.33

The surrealists joined the idea of the synthesis of opposites, now regarded
as a very irrational idea, even though it was inherited from their Hegelian
Marxism, with a Dadaist sense of the violent discord of the opposites to
be unified. Weisgerber continues: “Two contradictory attitudes confront
one another, in an extreme tension whose abolition requires an equal sign,
and hence unity.”34 He evokes Breton’s frequent references to “primordial
unity,” which, especially in his Marxist phase, “rest upon the principle of
‘contradictory complementarity,’ beyond any idea of non-contradiction.
It is the product of a real reconciliation between antinomies. . . . The (log-
ical) notion of contradiction is thus liquidated and the universal identity
of opposites is finally established.”35 Objects are equalized through the
simple annulling of the contradiction or dissonance between them, and
thus a new and more profound kind of “unity,” transcending order or
coherence, is imposed. Martin Jay observes that “instead of a dialectical
interplay of mediations culminating in a final synthesis of contradictions,
the surrealists argued for an inmediated juxtaposition of seemingly dis-
cordant elements. Through such an unexpected convergence of the dis-
similar, they argued, a new whole, what Breton called the ‘marvelous,’
would be revealed.”36

These elements help establish the logic of what we have been calling the
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“indirect” path by which to reach totality and infinity. We can witness this
logic more directly by turning to Antonin Artaud’s “theater of cruelty,”
since it perhaps most concretely illustrates the relationship between sur-
realist-inspired creations and the Gesamtkunstwerk. Artaud envisions a
theater that brings together simultaneously

cries, groans, apparitions, surprises, theatricalities of all kinds, magic

beauty of costumes taken from certain ritual models; resplendent

lighting, incantational beauty of voices, the charms of harmony, rare

notes of music, colors of objects, physical rhythm of movements

whose crescendo and decrescendo will accord exactly with the pulsa-

tion of movements familiar to everyone, concrete appearances of new

and surprising objects, masks, effigies yards high, sudden changes of

light, the physical action of light which arouses sensations of heat and

cold, etc.37

He continues: “Practically speaking, we want to resuscitate an idea of
total spectacle by which the theater would recover from the cinema, the
music hall, the circus, and from life itself what has always belonged to
it.”38 The invitation to everything, everything possible, in its utmost ex-
tremity seeks a form of totality precisely through dissonance and violence.
No physical shock, no glorious or inglorious surprise, no unconscious
content is unwelcome. He writes that “there is an idea of integral spec-
tacles which must be regenerated. The problem is to make space speak,
to feed and furnish it; like mines laid in a wall of rock which all of a sud-
den turns into geysers and bouquets of stone.”39 In the dominance of
dissonance, and in “the power which nature has of suddenly hurling
everything into chaos,” we can witness the supremacy of Schiller’s Stoff -
trieb (material drive) over Formtrieb (formal drive) as well as echoes of
Wagnerian and Schopenhauerian Wille.40 Artaud’s rock walls themselves
release geysers of stone, in a demonstration of the irrational power of
nature’s own movement. This involves the ultimate rejection of the Wag-
nerian indecisive double path to totality, through infinite longing for a de-
layed but final harmonic synthesis. While Wagner could be said to com-
bine the two paths — the one that aspires to a unified harmony between
subject and object and the one that embraces the true dissonance, irra-
tionality, and conflict within the objective or natural side of the equation
— surrealism and Artaud renounce the hope for harmony entirely in favor
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of a disunified, but no less redemptive, totality. “To link the theater to
the expressive possibilities of forms, to everything in the domain of ges-
tures, noises, colors, movements, etc., is to restore it to its original di-
rection, to reinstate it in its religious and metaphysical aspect, to recon-
cile it with the universe.”41

In its privileging of dreams and the unconscious, surrealism considers
these “random,” which challenges both Freud’s view as well Wagner’s
Schopenhauerian understanding of nature and the unconscious as moti-
vated by necessity. Although Wagner’s and Artaud’s aesthetics appear very
different on the exterior, there are in fact many more similarities than
Adorno, for example, would be willing to acknowledge. One may argue
that Wagner’s “necessity” is in fact closely related to the surrealists’
“chance,” perhaps paradoxically, for both are opposed to the same other
pole: human intellect and rational choice. The key common term is de-
scribed by the German unwillkürlich, which for Wagner and Schopenhauer
refers to nature and the Wille. Wille is spontaneous, instinctive, involun-
tary, automatic — hence necessary and thus the opposite of rational choice.
For the surrealists and Cage after them, as we shall see, nature can be de-
scribed with the same set of adjectives: spontaneous, instinctive, involun-
tary, automatic; it is hence random and thus equally opposed to rational
choice. The change in nature’s valency from necessary to random, in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, participates in a general shift from a
stoic to an epicurean view of nature that we can witness also in contem-
poraneous science and philosophy. 

Now, Artaud’s writings on theater had a great influence on the artists
involved in the first “happening” at Black Mountain College in 1952.
In this forty-five minute event, Merce Cunningham, Robert Rauschen-
berg, David Tudor, M. C. Richards, Charles Olsen, John Cage and an
anonymous dog simultaneously projected films and slides, read poetry,
played music, danced, shouted, ran around, and barked, among other
things. The event brought avant-garde theater experimentation into the
postwar American context and initiated an entirely new practice, the hap-
pening. Although Cage remained principally a composer throughout his
life, he created many theatrical works and events and at times described
his entire creative activity as happenings or “theater.” In a 1968 inter-
view, he stated that after the Black Mountain experience, “I have been
doing nothing else since.”42 Like Artaud, Cage often followed the pro-
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cedure of inviting everything possible into the scope of his compositions.
He introduced chance methods into almost every piece he wrote after
1950, even those that used traditional instruments, techniques such as
determining the parameters of a sound by tossing coins, superposition-
ing star charts onto a blank score, placing notes on imperfections in the
paper of the score, and allowing the performers a great autonomy of in-
terpretation, which effectively served as a randomizing technique. In-
creasingly Cage incorporated other media into his compositions — film,
visual arts, dance, poetry. Along with many other artists in his circle
and in the generations he influenced, such as his students who became
Fluxus, he explicitly sought a collapse of the boundaries between art and
life. According to Cage, his art assumes the function of ameliorating the
world: by allowing the world to speak in its own, raucous, dissonant
voice, his music will make us better hear and appreciate the beauty of
the real and thus redeem both the world and alienated, overreflective
mankind. 

Clearly, Cage’s multimedia spectacles — HPSCHD and Musicircus, for
example — follow along the lines of the “total spectacle” described by Ar-
taud. HPSCHD was a five-hour performance of slides, films, strobe and
colored lights, fifty-eight simultaneous sources of taped sound material
of varying volume (each based in a different microtonality), and seven am-
plified harpsichordists, at a sports arena at the University of Illinois in
Urbana, in May 1969. Musicircus consisted in a group of composers per-
forming amplified sound creations simultaneously, alongside dance and
theater performances, films, slides, and colored lights, accompanied by
popcorn, doughnuts and cider, and a construction on which the audience
could make amplified sounds, also at Urbana in 1967. But Mallarmé
showed that a total artwork need not be maximal or chaotic, and Cage’s
most indeterminate works may also be said to participate in this tradi-
tion. 4�33� is a “piano” work dating from 1952 consisting in four min-
utes and thirty-three seconds of silence, in which a performer sits before
a piano, raising and lowering the keyboard lid at set intervals suggesting
three movements, and in which, Cage repeatedly asserted, the real music
arises from the ambient noises perceived by the audience in the silence. In
this silence, the voice of the world and nature itself is said to speak. 0�00�,
dating from 1962, is a score consisting of the sentence “In a situation pro-
vided with maximum amplification (no feedback), perform a disciplined
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action.” This “work” takes part in the practice of event-score happen-
ings associated with Fluxus and others at this time.

While they do not involve the chaotic totality of Artaud’s theater, these
minimal pieces clearly take aesthetic “indeterminacy” far beyond the home-
opathic dose of chance prescribed by Mallarmé. Like Mallarmé in his search
for the purity of the ideal work, Cage rejects determinacy but not to a mit-
igated degree: Cage, like Mallarmé, envisions “a type without prior desig-
nation [dénomination], so that it can provoke pure surprise.”43 In Cage’s
critique of determinacy one can hear an echo of Mallarmé’s, in which de-
terminations cannot yield (enough) ideality. No embrace is more totaliz-
ing, that is, has more potential for the realization of totality, than one en-
tirely empty, open to absolutely all things. In 4�33�, the car horns and
sneezes heard during the four minutes and thirty-three seconds of the per-
formance symbolize all other possible sounds that could have but did not
arise. The means toward this form of totality is the “liquidation” (in Weis-
gerber’s terminology) of the contradiction between juxtaposed elements
through the imposition of a simple equal sign — an equalization that is re-
lated to randomization. Aesthetic chance is the result of the conscious act,
in the context of either composition or performance or both, of neutral-
izing the values and the particular identities of the elements that may ap-
pear in the work, making them interchangeable and replaceable with oth-
ers. In even the slightest open potential may reside infinity, if one wants,
and the unification of opposites may thus be achieved through simply an-
nulling their contradiction. 

This dynamic may allow us to understand how aesthetic chance is in-
herently related to the romantic search for totality, infinity, and human
redemption through art. Through the use of chance, a work embraces to-
tality symbolically, that is, “anything” stands for “everything.” There is
no more economic way of attaining infinity than by saying that “anything
is possible” and therefore “everything is possible” or that “since this could
be otherwise, then all possibilities are already present virtually.” Between
omnipossibility and omnipotence is but a slight step. This process follows
the logic of ritual, in which a concrete object substitutes for an absent ab-
solute, to an extreme: in aesthetic chance, symbolic substitutions devolve
into a state of absolute interchangeability, and the identity of the objects
is liquidated entirely — the better to manifest totality. As in 0�00�, if an in-
finite number of actual and disparate eventualities can count as instanti-
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ations of a particular score or performances of a particular work, the re-
sult is a work that reaches symbolically toward infinity. Chance then is a
powerful tool, a magic trick that makes an object signify much more than
itself, a lever for reaching the absolute, its opposite. It is a homeopathic
or large dose of folie utile— or, as Schiller said, the “instrument” of an-
tagonism that allows the possibility of final unity, or in Schlegel’s terms,
the “value” of “eccentric and monstrous vagaries of poetry,” as the “raw
materials and preliminaries for universality.”44 Postwar experiments in
absolute randomness, or as close as one may come to it, such as in 0�00�,
participate in the same romantic search for the realization of totality. It is
the dose of discord that has changed, not the medicinal logic. 

Thus “open totality,” if we may call it that, takes two forms, the max-
imal and the minimal: the extremely loud and chaotic and the extremely
quiet and empty. Mallarmé criticized what he felt was Wagner’s use of
the maximal sort, since as far as he was concerned it resulted only in rather
arbitrary manifestations of Germanic heroes, and it is true that without
knowing Wagner’s theories, one would not immediately recognize in such
a work an attempt to achieve infinite totality, except perhaps in its sheer
length. Minimal “totality” is perhaps most closely approximated in 4�33�

and 0�00�, for they consist almost entirely of “a type without prior desig-
nation,” inviting surprise. The aesthetic use of chance functions like an
open and empty frame, a void consciously posited the better to welcome
everything. Jacques Scherer’s description of Mallarmé’s Book also quite
aptly describes Cage’s minimal work: “[This is] a theater emptied of con-
crete reality and is nothing but allusion to the totality of the world.”45 In
relation to a certain finite object or structure, such as that of the work of
art, “anything” slips into “everything”: the real and open omnipossibil-
ity of life is relayed into the symbolic, but concretely bounded, omnipo-
tence offered by the artwork. In the collapsing of art and life, the totality
sought by the work exists as virtual and uncoalesced, slipping insensibly
between the real infinity of life and the finitude of art. 

But neither kind of dice-throw — the maximal or the minimal — will ever
abolish determinacy. For we cannot forget the other element of artworks
that can never be annulled: their real boundedness, their inescapable de-
termination in time and place, no matter how much we are fascinated by
the homeopathic magic of the folie utile that seems to reveal infinity within
the most common object. Absolute chance and “indeterminacy” is im-
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possible in a work that carries the determination of a title and that is con-
cretely manifested in actual performances. There is a tension within the
total artwork between the inevitable finitude of human creation and the
apparently infinite world, with which it would like to unite. The Gesamt -
kunstwerk is an artwork that denies its own frame, rejects its own nature
as an artwork, and aspires to the framelessness of life — just as Cage and
others avoid determinacy by way of elaborate chance procedures. This
frame-denial facilitates the slippage from anything to everything, from ran-
dom found object to totality. Yet the frame is necessary and inescapable,
as it is the sine qua non of art. One may argue that art is fundamentally,
before it is other things, the posing or the positing of a “frame.” It is the
frame that permits, in this case, the very illusion of totality within its em-
brace, by offering a site or a situatedness that may enter into tension with
the infinite. The total artwork is in fact a frame on the edge of explosion,
unable to attain its impossible ambition of both containing everything and
eliminating itself as an obstacle between art and life. Thus Cage’s most
open pieces inevitably retain a certain essential or nominal self-identity
or frame, which, after the late fifties when he often dropped the practice
of giving a specific time frame to his works, becomes sometimes almost lit-
erally nominal, in that the title given to the piece constitutes almost its only
determinate or iterable element. This nominal and inescapable self-iden-
tity still keeps the work a “work,” a “creation,” and prevents it from slip-
ping into the wash of life, in which case it would no longer be capable of
containing life and totality or of redeeming what it aspires to embrace. In
attempting to deny the frame, aesthetic chance posits a frame only to empty
or overfill it, that is, allow it only minimal real relation with its contents.
In this aesthetic chance actually isolates the frame. Indeed, Cage would
be a rather more realistic target for Adorno’s accusation against Wagner
that his music dissimulates the human effort and work that went into it.
Cage wrote: “My composing is actually unnecessary. Music never stops,
it is we who turn away. . . . All that’s needed is a frame, a change of men-
tal attitude, amplification. Waiting for the bus, we’re present at a concert.
Suddenly we stand on a work of art, the pavement.”46 Far from losing or
exploding the frame it denies, the indeterminate total artwork actually
comes to exist almost as nothing but a nominal frame, since its contents
are entirely exchangeable, through the “amplification” of anything, with-
out regard to object. As Mallarmé wrote, referring to the roll of the dice,
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“Nothing will have taken place but the place” (“Rien n’aura eu lieu que
le lieu”).47

This unavoidable and unabolishable place, site, frame, or situatedness
is in fact related to the same “subject,” or consciousness, that the Ger-
man romantics called on to serve as the agent for the unification of dis-
cordant opposites. To return to Schelling’s words, “It is therefore postu-
lated that this simultaneously conscious and non-conscious activity will
be exhibited in the subjective, in consciousness itself.”48 Although twen-
tieth-century artworks have significantly upped the dose of dissonance,
its role remains the same as in romanticism, functioning as the noncon-
scious element necessary for a higher, redemptive unity. And indeed, we
can even see in the current aesthetic proclivity for “recuperating” trash
and lost materials that then become “found” objects, and in the invita-
tion into art of the most alienated elements of our world, the desire to bring
them into the fold, so to speak, and redeem them by allowing them the
place provided by the simple consciousness of an audience’s attention. Even
outside of museums and concert halls, in informal happenings or one-time
events, where the work intends to fuse as fully as possible with life, it is
the simple fact of human attention that seems to allow for a transforma-
tion. And ultimately it is the idealistic yearning for transformation that
seeks “discordant” objects to redeem, defining them as random in order
to invoke the magic of the folie utile.

From early romanticism on and especially around the mid-nineteenth
century, a sense of the unqualified interchangeability of things began not
only to be felt and experienced with modernity but also aesthetically cul-
tivated, invited, provoked. This phenomenon must be understood in light
of the relation of chance to romantic idealism. Chance may be seen to op-
erate as a proxy absolute, the immanent infinite. It is a tool that facili-
tates our attempt to attain infinity, after the death of God, without leav-
ing the material world. As Mallarmé put it succinctly, “As for the Act [of
rolling the dice], it is perfectly absurd: but infinity is finally grasped
[fixé].”49 Baudelaire as well had both longed for a higher unity and had
sought it in “modernity”: “Modernity is what is transitory, fugitive, con-
tingent.”50 But modernity, and especially postwar modernity (often called
postmodernity), is very romantic and changes the means but not the goal
of the romantic drama of redemption through art. 

In guise of conclusion, we quote Pierre Boulez. At the time quite influ-
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enced by Mallarmé’s notes for The Book that had just been published
posthumously, he discusses in his 1957 essay “Alea” his generation’s “ob-
session” with chance. He asks,

introduce chance into composition? Is this not madness, or at best a

vain endeavour? Madness, perhaps, but useful madness [folie utile]. . . .

I offer this passage from “Igitur”: “[Chance] . . . contains the Absurd

— implies it, but latently, while preventing its existence: which permits

the Infinite to exist.”. . . 

But is that not the only way to grasp the Infinite?51
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