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Abstract  

 

 

 

This thesis articulates a tropology of the line, when presented in the singular, 

across theory, literature and visual art. It articulates and tests the singular line’s 

rhetoric and associated values exhibited in these modes of cultural production, 

suggesting that they cross-refer in light of Agamben’s arguments put forth in his 

Signature of All Things (2009), using a discourse following Lyotard’s concept of 

‘drift’ put forth in his Driftworks (1984), and addresses the question of how such a 

study might be written from within the locus of the subject matter itself. 
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1. Introduction 

 

This study coalesced as a topic around my own experience as an artist, curator and 

researcher. I had been lucky to receive quite a traditional foundation in drawing that 

bore remnants of the grand academy tradition, of copying forms geometric, still, nude 

and canonical. Yet this seemed, under the scrutiny of practice and research, to bear 

only a tangential relation to a way of thinking through drawing in the art of the 

twentieth century and beyond. Drawing might best be understood like many such 

taxonomies of media in art practice as being something like the sum total of all that has 

gone before under the same name, with all of its critical and practical associations, that 

are there on site when the work is being made and there when it is being received. 

 

In 2004 I founded the Centre for Recent Drawing (C4RD) in London as a social 

practice project that was, for all its rough and ready quality, styled as a museum space: 

that is, to undertake examination of and research in drawing (broadly conceived) by 

exhibition – a museum without collection. The collection, rather, was perhaps all of 

those associations that fall under the experience of drawing. The by-line of the space has 

remained from the first ‘mind on line’, not only for the obvious internet reference 

(online residencies are a key feature of the space), but because it seemed to me that one 

of the key associations in drawing has consistently been the nexus between the mind or 

presence (or lack of it) that created the work and the exercise of the linear (by which I 

don’t mean straight lines) as a function. 
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From there it was a small step to ask what then might line itself be, at one remove from 

the drawing context. There was something of a zeitgeist in this interest in line in the 

drawing context. MOMA’s (and formerly the Drawing Center, New York’s) Catherine 

de Zegher, with Cornelia Butler, produced a broad survey exhibition and catalogue On 

Line: Drawing through the Twentieth Century (2010); the clue is in the title. The 

accompanying catalogue to the Hayward Gallery’s travelling exhibition The End of the 

Line: Attitudes in Drawing (2009/2010) curiously did not address line (or its end) in its 

discussion much at all, apart from Brian Dillon’s comment in the catalogue essay that 

‘line is the most fundamental of the classical elements [of drawing]’ (Dillon, 2009, p.13). 

The catalogue does reference Michael Craig-Martin’s South Bank exhibition ‘Drawing 

the Line’ (1995). In his introduction to this catalogue Craig-Martin cites, as part of his 

inspiration in the exhibition selections, the linear aspect of his own work (inspired itself 

by his Yale drawing course written by ex-Bauhaus artist and teacher Josef Albers). He 

isolates in his discussion a scrutiny of line: ‘these drawings encourage and reward close 

scrutiny of line as line’ (Craig-Martin, 1995, p.7). He suggests this is not without its 

rewards: ‘[l]ine drawings often reveal an immediacy and directness bordering on 

rawness … [and] … manifest a particular rigour and economy. Line on its own seems 

capable of acquiring a quality of timelessness’ (Craig-Martin, 1995, p.10). 

 

There are also books concerned with the world of line itself. Gordon Shrigley, who was 

an early exhibitor at C4RD, introduced me to his volume Spatula: How Drawing Saved the 

World (2003), which had a strong emphasis on line in the drawing context and, 
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importantly, beyond it. A few years later Tim Ingold published his popular Lines: A Brief 

History (2007), which takes lines as artefact; what is expanded is not so much historical 

sweep as an attempt at anthropological classification. It followed earlier works that fit 

more closely the fine arts/humanities frame of this study such as Shrigley’s volume, or 

Hillis Miller’s Ariadne’s Thread: Story Lines (1992) in the consideration of the complex 

intersection of line, culture, critique and creative works. These stand somewhat alone in 

their particularity as addressing an undeveloped field.  

 

There is within this context a case to be made for line when it appears in the singular in 

the creative context (including that of theory or speculative writing). Traditionally, 

within the drawing context and other art forms a line keeps company usually with many 

others, that collectively, with other elements, fall under the rubric of ‘composition’ or 

‘design’; of reticulation. There is an uneasy tension between the consideration, or 

recognisability, of individual elements and the apprehension of a whole. Thomas 

Puttfarken’s thoughts on Modernity and the rise of composition as a concern are 

relevant here: without a sense of composition, and of wholeness or unity with respect to 

that composition, constituent elements may not have arisen as part of the modern 

glossary. Puttfarken highlights Heffner’s notes on Wassily Kandinsky: ‘a unison of a 

quite immediate kind, which transcends matters of content or of human or objective 

nature, a unison between line and line, between plane and plane, between colour and 

colour’ (Puttfarken, 2000, p.11).  
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What strikes the reader here is not limited to the rise of structural reasoning within art 

critique – the pursuit of the articulation of constituent elements (like line) in order to 

reason towards the proof of the whole (or wholistic). Such critique is not limited to the 

modern art for which it might be suited. Giotto di Bondone was a favourite for this kind 

of analysis; for example, ‘a structure […] which has a beginning, a middle and an end, 

rhythmic order and coherence, and it thus achieves a new notion of wholeness of 

pictorial affect’ (Puttfarken, 2000, p.11). What is entangled in the history of the rise of 

this kind of reasoning is a question as to whether, as a way of thinking it follows from 

work such as Kandinsky’s (or any work that explicitly exploits clear structural elements), 

or if art such as Kandinsky’s results from a building discourse that is an attempt to 

understand earlier work in terms of constituent elements. 

 

What is also of interest, and perhaps the subject of an equally long study as this one, is 

the relationship between the revival of teaching rhetoric in (especially American) 

universities around the start of the twentieth century, which lends itself to consider the 

formal power of constituent elements, and the rise of this tendency towards structuralist 

reasoning within art criticism. Rhetoric itself is discussed further below as part of the 

method of this study. 

 

What, though, is a line when it is on its own: when it isn’t keeping company with other 

lines? That lines converge, intersect, diverge and generate collective complexity is a 

familiar enough setting as much in the contemporary period as previous historical 

periods. On their own, however, lines have a disruptive presence, or at least a presence 
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as a form of event. Of course lines are never ‘on their own’; in the shadow life of the 

singular line there is a penumbra of historically contingent and referential cultural 

meanings. Yet when lines present as singular, there are values that can be distinguished 

as tropology, identifiable in the rhetoric that accompanies them, either as explicit 

ekphrasis or the critique that can reasonably be concluded from works that use them. 

These works might include any form of creative media, including text.  

 

The reader will notice a transfer between the worlds of the visual and the textual. This 

elision is meaningful; for what is a line if not an easy slippage between the word, the 

abstract geometric figure, this figure figured, the experience of lining. As with any act of 

slipping, the ground inhabited at any moment is uncertain. That line can find itself in so 

many contexts, even when only considering the creative context, is a testament to its 

power of cross-reference. Can one refer to line without including all lines, or at least our 

experience of them? 

 

That line might occur as a subject for examination within fine arts and humanities 

research (the context of this study) is inspired by precedents beyond the publications just 

discussed. Popular historical works that engage with a singular object on which can be 

hung an historical sweep are familiar within publishing: Henry Petrovski’s The Pencil 

(1989), Longitude (Sobel, 1995), Mauve (Garfield, 2000) and The Tulip (Pavord, 1999). 

Additionally, the line itself is not unfamiliar as an image used in historical research. It is 

an important image used by the historian Carlo Ginzburg in his manifesto on micro-

historical investigative method; for Ginzburg, a singular linear image is associated with 
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the naming of the sovereign individual. For Ginzburg it is the ‘thread of Ariadne in the 

archival labyrinth’ (Ginzburg and Poni, 1991, p.5), one that can be traced via the name 

of the individual in records to recover the history of the individual’s life – ‘the guiding 

thread is the name’ (Ginzburg and Poni, 1991, p.6). The Ariadne image is not the 

simple ‘way through and the way back’ – of exhaustive search method in logic and 

computer science (the Ariadne clew algorithm); rather for Ginzburg the recovery of the 

specificity of these examples is in itself transformative – the reader returns transformed 

from the labyrinth of the archive. The historian discovers not the grand narrative of 

macro-history; what is recovered are lives that collectively convey important historical 

truths. These individual narratives sit as elements in a broad historical recovery; threads 

of historical tapestry, if you will. Whilst some literature is reserved for this introduction, 

there is much literature at large that is evidential to this study as primary material, and 

is included in the larger argument within the progress of the thesis. Intimated here is the 

multiple valency of the use of line, and the complexities of examining a subject bound as 

image in the very structures of cultural critique. 

 

The identification of the line as a distinct interest comes partly from the articulation by 

practitioners of their subject, which lends itself, for the purpose of analysis and 

communication, to the breaking down of their subject into its constituent parts. Paul 

Klee regarded the line as one of drawing’s ‘pure elements’; his statement of a ‘line going 

for a stroll’ (Klee, 1964, p.105) relies on the capacity to envisage the line as a singular 

entity and marks one of those significant points where the singular line itself emerges 

enduringly as something of interest. Leon Alberti proposes that ‘a point is a sign which 
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one might say is not divisible into parts [...] Points joined together continuously in a row 

constitute a line’ (Alberti, 1991, p.37). Leonardo Da Vinci tells us that ‘[t]he line has in 

itself neither matter nor substance and may rather be called an imaginary idea than a 

real object; and this being its nature it occupies no space. Therefore an infinite number 

of lines may be conceived of as intersecting each other at a point’ (da Vinci, 2004/1888, 

section 47); and Klee’s friend and colleague Kandinsky writes that the geometric line ‘is 

an invisible thing. It is the track made by a moving point; that is, its product. It is 

created by movement’ (Kandinsky, 1923, p.57).   

 

Whilst this study uses examples from the history of drawing, it is chiefly interested in the 

reference to the line as a supra-figure within the arts and humanities as a whole, and 

how the rhetoric and values might cross-refer between different modes and contexts of 

production. Drawing itself has ‘expanded’, a paradigm borrowed from Rosalind 

Krauss’s essay ‘Sculpture in the Expanded Field’, in which Krauss suggests a way of 

testing thinking in fine art media to see how it might fit within post-modern art 

production and reception. The paradigm’s usefulness as a ‘discovery principle’ for 

mapping new possibilities, following Fredric Jameson (Jameson, 1987, p.vi), can be 

applied to drawing by examining the historical associations of drawing that have 

become familiar to us as drawing practice and the ways we might recognise that 

practice as drawing. 

 

Those unfamiliar with writing on drawing might be struck by the poetic and abstruse 

comments that it attracts, and that form part of this study. For example, here are some 
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thoughts on drawing, compiled by Jean-Luc Nancy in a recent volume, where drawing 

itself is credited with: ‘exchanges between the inanimate and the living, the near and far, 

the minuscule and the immense’ (Nancy, 2013, quoting Richir, p.72); ‘an exchange of 

gentleness, like a caress or a taking flight’ (Nancy, 2013, quoting Richard, p.35); ‘that 

where there best arises the rapid trajectory of thought and blindness unified’ (Nancy, 

2013, quoting Saura, p.4); ‘this presence of the extraordinary in the ordinary’ (Nancy, 

2013, quoting Dastur, p.72); and ‘the respectful observance of a commandment, the 

acknowledgement before knowledge, the gratitude of receiving before seeing’ (Nancy, 

2013, quoting Derrida, p.79). Nancy himself is not immune to such phraseology on the 

subject of drawing, but plainly there is a poetics that is attracted to and attempts to 

grapple with something very particular (if not slippery) in respect of drawing. 

 

There are theorists who could be said to figure (following Jean-François Lyotard) the line, 

whose thoughts can be considered as latter-day extrapolations from Klee’s, coexistent 

with the work of drawing, such as Deleuze and Guattari. It is perhaps, given the subject 

matter, difficult to structure thoughts on a topic where so many things at once are linked 

one to each other as loomed in the cultural fabric; the sensibilities of Walter Benjamin 

and Aby Warburg are never far away from such an enterprise. As method, there is 

much to be garnered from Lyotard’s formulations of drift, detailed in the following 

section dealing with methodology. We are, though, stuck with page-by-page, and do not 

have the advantages of digital hypertext. Rather than trying the reader’s patience, 

however, and considering the advice and principles of A Thousand Plateaus (Deleuze and 

Guattari, 1987), the reader might consider reading many chapters in any order desired. 
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It is part of the proposition of this study that Klee’s stroll is not, as with Hubbard’s joke 

about life (as history) – ‘one thing after another’ (White, 2010, p.100), but rather that 

part of the force of Klee’s statement lies in the stroll being a larger embodiment of 

experience that collapses time, rather than articulating or simply recalling, those 

footsteps one foot after another. Perhaps in the spirit of Benjamin we can stroll amongst 

the artefacts of the line’s historical passage to allow the clarity of the rhetoric and values 

that attach to the singular line to emerge; not from one foot to another, but to hold each 

footfall, each to each. 

 

Any linear passage is also made complex by Jacques Derrida’s consideration of trace, 

where the trace is not conceived as being able to be followed back through any singular 

linear projection, but by those accompanying and intersecting processes, visible and 

invisible, that allow a construction that can be conceived as an emergent passage of the 

trace at hand. Instructive for the methodology of this work, Derrida reminds us in Of 

Grammatology (1967, p.86) that the 

possibility [of the line] has been structurally bound up with that of economy, of 

technics and of ideology. This solidarity appears in the process of thesaurization, 

capitalization, sedentarization, hierarchization, of the formation of ideology by the 

class that writes or rather commands the scribes. 

 

The anxieties in Derrida’s words here are partially bound with those of the ethics that 

attach to singularity itself, which is engendered in the always-bound always-relative 

position paradox in which something can be held (or holds itself) to be singular.  
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Whilst this study is interested in identifying instances of the singular line, it is important 

to emphasise that this in no way represents an ethic bound to singularity, if singularity 

carries with it associations of the divine, of a point of origin, of essence, or stability of 

meaning. As method, part of what it is that instances of the singular line throw up as 

questions rests in their contradistinction to the plural use of lines, the philosophical 

parallel being discussion on the one, as with the singular, and the many.  

 

What may be developed in this study then is both a topology of the singular line – its 

instances, uses, their relation and tropology, an inquiry into the density of meanings that 

may occur in each instance, and the resonance of these in culture. Bringing potentially 

disparate instances into relation holds possibilities as historical and speculative method. 

Warburg’s words are apposite here:  

to treat the ancient, medieval, and modern worlds as a coherent historical unity - an 

analysis that can scrutinise the purest and most utilitarian documents of expression 

[to] […] cast light on […] evolutionary processes in all their interconnectedness 

(Warburg, 2006, p.586). 

 

Ryan McDermott provides a useful way into understanding the full implications of 

tropology:  

In classical Greek, the root, tropos, means a turn or a way of life. The first sense –

turn” – is poetic or rhetorical, in a manner familiar to modern literary critics: a trope 

was a turn of phrase, and “tropology” treated any use of figurative language 

(McDermott, 2016, p.1). 

 

McDermott provides a useful focus on the ethical action that follows from tropological 

formation and articulation: 
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Early Christians capitalized on the term’s double meaning of ‘turn’ and ‘way of life’ to 

name the sense of scripture that involves the conversion or turning around of life, the 

moral sense […] interpretation is never complete without action, and that action can 

take the form of writing. Tropology, in other words, is never simply an analysis of one 

text. It is also an invention of another (McDermott, 2016, p.1). 

 

This is a neat encapsulation of one of the aims of this study. By identifying tropes that 

attach to the singular line, it is possible to provide a tool for further interpretation and 

encounter with line; a live, active and developing text of line in the world. 

 

Benjamin (2015) asserts that the singularity on which much metaphysics and 

epistemology works is unsustainable. Instead of a singularity that is originary (before 

meaning enters the chain of being), Benjamin posits an originary, relational ontology (or 

being). His concern therefore is not the originary so much as (in his terminology) the 

anoriginal, given that it does not ‘arise’ from a singularity. At the very start of things, 

there are things in relation, from which all else proceeds. As a foundational ontology, 

then, this accords a special status to instances of ‘the one’ as it arises in this study as the 

singular line. These instances may be predicated on or signpost a Messianic/Creation 

point, but these instances are pursued by the shades of relations from which they arise. 

It may be that these chthonic relations are the ones obscured by the obliterating 

rhetoric of ‘the one’, and as such form the central tension of the instances of their 

arising. The anoriginal is bound in the terminology of line itself. Klee uses the German 

eine Linie, a line, in his ‘line going for a stroll’. Etymologically this is bound to a chain of 

being, not a singularity: ‘the word line comes from a root lino, meaning linen, flax’ 
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(Hillis Miller, 1992, p.7) – the spun plant as thread that becomes the woven surface. 

Before the line, there was its relation. 

 

Singularity also carries with it certain associations:  

[t]o treat something as singular is to move towards the idea of seeing something as 

irreplaceable, sole witness of what it says, an example of itself, and thus ‘free’ in the 

sense of not being fully intelligible in the broadly deterministic categories of 

culturalism (Clark, 2005, p.12). 

 

Timothy Clark is at pains to point out the bias in the instance of the singular as above, 

that it must necessarily reflect a bound notion of Western liberal identity politics – the 

assertion of identity within or against the social, of the self-legislating Kantian liberal 

subject that can accede to the aesthetic (disinterested) realm (Clark, 2005, p.16). Clark 

cautions against such automatic assumptions, suggesting they recite 

the notion of freedom as the realisation of a suppressed or distorted essence, affirmed 

against kinds of inhibition to it, whether these be the power of tradition, social 

oppression, the ideological connotations of the medium or systematic prejudice. That 

is to say, the text is seen in terms of the self-assertion or contestation of identities, 

understood as part of the impulse to self-realisation of a group, class or nation (Clark, 

2005, p.17). 

 

How is it possible then, to examine critically the role of the singular in our historical 

moment of theory heavily influenced by an anthropological turn, without enacting 

bourgeois notions of the self?  

 

Clark allows a way forward in his definition of what he calls, following Paul Patton, 

critical freedom; critical in the sense of the point or crisis ‘at which some state or 
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condition of things passes over into a different state or condition of things’ (Clark, 2005, 

p.12). This allows a construction of singularity not as one readily absorbed back into a 

known (and possibly reactionary) system of thought – one must be ‘wary of the reductive 

violence that always lurks in the need to categorise or to conclude’ (Clark, 2005, p.28). 

This approach allows instances of singularity a connotation that might be roughly 

appropriated from physics – that is, as occurring where variables reach the 

unmeasurable. This is the language of rupture: ‘inherent in the idea of the singularity is 

the possibility of a radical break or rupture from the past. To be singular is, by 

definition, to refuse to be fully intelligible through heritage or environment’ (Clark, 

2005, p.28). 

 

These instances of the singular line might be thought historically visible not because 

they reinforce liberal constructions, but because they mark moments of change that 

might approach the definition and status of an event. Whilst there is an 

acknowledgement of a certain state of exception in the instance of the singular, this 

must be tempered by a larger context of understanding in order that this study be 

meaningful. 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.2 not an affair of forms but a relation of forms, 2015. Graphite, ink, collaged print on simili japon paper. 21 x 

29.7cm [overleaf]  
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2. Introduction to Method 

 

The contemporary period is familiar with the relational in a variety of forms – the 

control group of the scientific test, the political matrix, social digital networks, 

comparative anthropology, and flat ontologies.  

 

This study recognises within itself the context of its construction. As research in both 

critical historical studies and fine arts scholarship, it draws necessarily on established 

and developing ways of thinking and modes of writing within these fields. There is debt 

in these pages to post-war scholarship in cultural studies, humanities, and theory, 

especially that which is associated with intellectuals such as Martin Heidegger, Walter 

Benjamin, Michel Foucault and Warburg.  

 

This study attempts a discovery principle in its own writing-out, a wandering that is 

appropriate and indebted to the subject matter itself, particularly to that found in the 

discussion in the chapter immediately following, of the line and thought of Paul Klee. 

Sequential in its delivery for the reader, there will be found links between A and B, from 

B to C; the linkage between A and C can be found in proximity and intuitive inclusion. 

At heart is the possibility of speculation and a certain resistance to the strictures of the 

totalising grid or network. Speculation and resistance is present also in various 

interludes, of writing and the graphic. What follows can be considered methodological 

elements that produce a network; a constellation. 
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2.1 Rhetoric  

 

Implied in the central aim of this is study is a question on the nature of rhetoric. The 

kinds of works under discussion (where the rhetoric of the singular line can be found) 

rely on a form of presentation that is powerful and itself full of content. ‘Empty rhetoric’ 

is a commonly used phrase; it betokens a ‘discourse that is devoid of content, empty, 

trivial, deliberately confusing, manipulative, misleading, deceptive, or biased’ (Fredal, 

2011, p.256). Yet the qualifier ‘empty’ in the phrase is potent precisely because it 

reverses an underlying recognition regarding rhetoric: that rhetoric is not only a 

(persuasive) vessel, but that it also carries within it a je ne sais quoi that will perform work. 

 

It is necessary to examine the way commentary and creative work on line is structured 

as persuasive, and to examine the play of content and meaning. This content and its 

rhetoric is received as a conjunction of form and idea through time and experience; it is 

a basic supposition of this study that conclusions can be made in the constellation of 

instances of the singular line, whether they might ostensibly appear ‘on the same page’ 

or not. 

 

Paul de Man allows a formulation of rhetoric closer to the purpose of this study: rhetoric 

not so much in the derived sense of persuasion and eloquence as that of the study of 

figures and tropes (de Man, 2010, p.1368). De Man finds value in Charles Peirce’s 

interpretation against the decoding of signs in favour of a reading in which ‘a sign has to 

be interpreted into another sign, ad infinitum […] by which “one sign gives rise to 
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another” [as] pure rhetoric’ (de Man, 2010, p.1370). A productive reading can be found 

in addressing figures and identifying in work what de Man calls the metafigural, to 

articulate ‘figuratively about figures’ (de Man, 2010, p.1374). De Man favours a 

‘rhetorically conscious reading […] [that examines ] […] syntagmatic structure based 

on contingent association’ (de Man, 2010, p.1375). This kind of reading, in keeping with 

larger aims of deconstruction,  

puts into question a whole series of concepts that underlie the value judgements of our 

critical discourse: the metaphors of primacy, of genetic history, of the autonomous 

power to will of the self (de Man, 2010, p.1375). 

 

This is in line with the hopes of this study: focusing on rhetorical structures opens up a 

productive reading otherwise obscured by the apparent content. 

 

Ginzburg, referring to Aristotle on rhetoric, tells us ‘that the discourses analysed by 

rhetoric … refer to a specific community, not to men as rational animals. Rhetoric 

moves in the realm of the probable, not in that of scientific truth’ (Ginzburg, 1999, 

p.22). Note this formulation of the operation of rhetoric: 

not only to shape and influence the speaker, the listener, their relationship, and their 

shared world, but to construct each of these elements from moment to moment 

through the ongoing negotiation of each encounter (Fredal, 2011, p.245).  

 

There are great (and historically bound) similarities here between a broad conception of 

rhetoric and Giorgio Agamben’s operation of the paradigm below.  

 

The rhetoric of history activates such thinking. Returning to Ginzburg’s thread, 

Ginzburg distances himself from history as a through-line of grand narrative in the use 
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of the thread/line in Ludwig Wittgenstein’s work on Francis Galton’s resemblances and 

classification. He ascribes Wittgenstein’s use of the image ‘running like a red thread’ 

(Ginzburg, 2012, p.136) as being borrowed from Johann von Goethe. Goethe speaks of 

the ropes of the (English) Royal Navy, where ‘a red thread runs through them from end 

to end, which cannot be extracted without undoing the whole; and by which the 

smallest pieces may be recognized as belonging to the Crown’ (Goethe, 1872, p.163). It 

is interesting to note the proprietary note (Crown property) that is struck in this image of 

the continuous or stable through-line. Ginzburg (following British anthropologist R. 

Needham) notes that in his late work Wittgenstein turns from this metaphor to 

something more complex, towards something more ‘polythetic’ (Ginzburg, 2012, 

p.136). This is a method relevant to that of this study: where resemblances or traits are 

more of the order of ‘aba, bcb, dcd … In a case of this sort, the first and last elements in 

the series do not have any trait in common’ (Ginzburg, 2012, p.136).   

2.2 The Paradigm 

 

The central figure of this study, the singular line, not only forms a topic but also exerts a 

paradigmatic force as method, following Agamben’s refinements of Foucault’s 

treatment of paradigm. Recalling the ‘singular historical phenomena that Foucault 

treats as paradigms’ (Agamben, 2009, p.17), Agamben distinguishes paradigms in their 

capacity to ‘establish a broader problematic context that they both constitute and make 

intelligible’ (Agamben, 2009, p.17). Given the valencies (semiotic and ontological) of 

which ‘the line’ is capable, a viable method by which this study can function is 

articulated here by Agamben:  
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more akin to allegory than to metaphor, the paradigm is a singular case that is isolated 

from its context only insofar as, by exhibiting its own singularity, it makes intelligible a 

new ensemble, whose homogeneity it itself constitutes (Agamben, 2009, p.18). 

 

Proceeding from Aristotle, Agamben distinguishes the paradigm as outside the 

relationship of the part to the whole, working from the particular to the particular   

rather than as a relation between the part and the whole (Agamben, 2009, p.19). 

Dispensing as analogy/paradigm does with the dichotomies of logic, it is impossible to 

‘separate an example’s paradigmatic character – its standing for all cases – from the fact 

it is one case among many’ (Agamben, 2009, p.19). Drawing on the work of Victor 

Goldsmith on Plato’s use of example, Agamben tells us ‘the paradigm is never already 

given, but is generated and produced’ (Agamben, 2009, p.23). He sees a genealogy of 

method in this through Goethe to our present period – ‘Goethe writes of the “pure 

phenomenon” that it “can never be isolated, since it shows itself in a continuous set of 

appearances”’ (Agamben, 2009, p.30). 

 

So it is that this study proceeds from the particular to the particular, setting up as it does 

analogous relations, not a final proof that is part of faith structures more appropriate to 

science. Line is not just, as Kandinsky says, ‘one of drawing’s basic elements’, it is one of 

the basic elements by which we find an analogous comprehension of the world. As such 

this study is bound with the very element it is seeking to discuss. The line is itself 

between the sensible and the mental; following Agamben, it is itself a paradigm: 

even though it is a singular sensible phenomenon, the paradigm somehow contains 

the eidos, the very form that is to be defined. It is not a simple sensible element that is 

present in two different places, but something like a relation between the sensible and 

the mental, the element and the form (Agamben, 2009, p.23). 
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So this study seeks to bring it into relation with itself: ‘producing it by means of an 

operation … the paradigm is never already given, but is generated and produced’ 

(Agamben, 2009, p.23). 
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2.3 Lyotard and Drift 

 

Structurally, and as a discovery principle, this study draws upon Lyotard’s formulations 

on drift. Efficacious as method, Lyotard’s ideas on drift contain apposite qualities for the 

subject at hand. The motif of the line strolling, central to the following chapter on Klee, 

sets the structure for the unfolding of the study at large. The ideas discussed in that 

chapter, particularly with reference to the line’s symplectic state between object and 

agency, sets the model for study at large ‘going for a stroll’ (noting the relation here 

between agency and discovery, perhaps ‘looking back’ at the author). 

 

As with Klee’s line, Lyotard conceives of a similar complexity of agency in mental 

inquiry: ‘thoughts are not our own. We try to enter into them and belong to them…’ 

(Lyotard, 1988a, p.6). Of note is Lyotard’s ambiguity of agency with respect to thought, 

which is conceived in terms of lines:  

[there are] poles to which I have always been attracted in this inquiry into thoughts … 

sometimes when I seem totally committed to a line of force coming from any one of 

these poles […] I am also looking to the other side at the other lines (Lyotard, 1988a, 

p.6). 

 

The ‘line of force’, as an adaptation from Michael Faraday’s theory of charged particles, 

is connective, charged, and oriented along a vector. This sits in contra-distinction to 

those ‘other lines’; in his Discourse, Figure (Lyotard, 2011), lines most often sit within a 

larger matrix or network of Freudian desire: ‘forms, […] the rhythms of sounds, the 
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correspondences of timbres, the rhymes of colours and luminous values, the 

compounding of lines, surfaces, volumes, and writing as an art’ (Lyotard, 1988a, p.11) .  

Lyotard formulates thought as a passage closer to his initial interest (his MA thesis) on 

indifference, to formulate the phrase ‘indifference is nothing other than the 

groundlessness of being which constantly exerts a fascinating threat over thinking and 

writing’ (Lyotard, 1988a, p.9); and quoting a Zen treatise by Dōgen Zenji: ‘[p]lace 

oneself in the flood of clouds, disappoint the call for knowledge, disavow the desire to 

grasp and appropriate thoughts’ (Lyotard, 1988a, p.10). In musing on drift, Lyotard 

conjures ‘an aimless voyage, a collection of fragments impossible to unify for it drifts 

with the ship […] in accordance with the times and sceneries wafted through’ (Lyotard, 

1984, p.10). 

 

The reader will detect in these sentiments a resistance to grand narratives – within 

psychoanalytics, history, or art critique. These activities are self-defeating if subsumed 

by the system under which they are written. Critical activity, according to Lyotard: 

is deeply rational, deeply consistent with the system. Deeply reformist: the critic 

remains in the sphere of the criticised […] the critical relation still falls within the 

sphere of knowledge […] Critique must be drifted out of. Better still: Drifting is in 

itself the end of all critique (Lyotard, 1984, p.13).  

 

So this study, too, does not seek to reveal grand narratives and a unified field of 

symbology or meaning; as Lyotard would have it, ‘the absence of a judge […] allows for 

the construction of a body of knowledge’ (Lyotard, 2011, p.11). This connective drift 

seeks to link phenomena connected by rubric produced in productive proximity. Drift 

as method ‘does not seek to build a unitary theory […] it is like a dislocated body of 
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knowledge’ (Lyotard, 2011, p.13). This sits historically within a recognition of the 

productive capacity of reading and intuition following the method, or sensibility, of 

Warburg’s Mnemosyne project. Yet there are constraints, as discussed previously in 

delivering the study at hand: ‘speech impresses fragments that in principle can be 

rearranged […] the constraints imposed by typographic composition […] force to 

present in an immutable order’ (Lyotard, 2011, p.13). Hillis Miller suggests a ghost 

in/from the machine, suggesting that the typographic difficulty in ordering such a study 

can be overcome by ‘methods of association, “paths”, or Boolean search techniques 

difficult to reproduce on the printed page […] [by] a new electronic region, a region of 

interrelated signs’ (Hillis Miller, 1992, p.xiii). Short of this, the demand of the subject 

might be met in figuring the structure and within the writing of the study.  
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2.4 Lyotard and Figure  

 

There is the semiosis of the line’s signatures, those cross-referrals of direct lineage and 

distant cousins by which an encounter might come preloaded with other experiences of 

line. There is also, in work that presents itself through the visual, that visual encounter 

with the line that must be considered. As Lyotard would have it, ‘the position of art 

indicates a function of the figure, which is art signified’ (Lyotard, 2011, p.7). Here we 

might learn from Michael Polanyi’s musings on the tacit, for what is our experience of a 

particular line, having encountered many others? What is the tacit force, our tacit 

reckoning of line, that talks not (only) between different experiences of meaning in the 

line, but those direct experiences that lie in parallax to formulations of meaning 

triggered around the line? 

 

Lyotard remarks that the ‘true symbol gives rise to thought, but not before lending itself 

to sight’ (Lyotard, 2011, p.7). This perhaps is also key to examining a subject – the line 

– which resists the possibility of the complete accounting that the (art) historian might 

seek. Where examination of the line intersects with aesthetics we might encounter a 

discipline conceivably more comfortable with a gesture that opens out than the illusion 

of an accounting which closes down its subject. Considering the word ‘line’, we are 

impacted at a level of non-language – that tacit experience of line – apart even from the 

visual aspect of the word, which itself as figure has a linear aspect, and perhaps is 

difficult from the organisation and diction in the term ‘written lines’.  
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This world by which we might access meaning ‘is a store of sights’ (Lyotard, 2011, p11) 

Lyotard tells us; an interworld (the term is Paul Klee’s) ‘that is a store of “visions” […] 

every form of discourse exhausts itself before exhausting it’ (Lyotard, 2011, p.11). Even 

in respect of those works examined that derive from text, Lyotard’s point stands – 

although with particular relation to meaning: ‘[t]he written letter acts as a link to 

meaning […] [n]otwithstanding, and unlike speech, writing institutes a dimension of 

visibility, of sensory spatiality’ (Lyotard, 2011, p.63). 
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2.5 Speculation 

 

Van Eck suggests that the continued power of Warburg’s thought rests in its capacity to 

envisage the experience of art as in part one of ‘a loss of rational consciousness […] the 

vivid resurgence of past art disrupts the normal linear unfolding of artistic chronology 

[…] and a space between us and the world is created […] a space to reflect and 

represent’ (Van Eck, 2015, p.203). It is, she says, precisely these ‘artistic phenomena 

that are most disruptive of the basic elements of any historical discipline, the rationality 

of the viewer and historian, and the linear unfolding of time’ (Van Eck, 2015, p.203). So 

in such a study as this those aspects that require a form of historical recovery must be 

recovered in a way that circumvents the strictures of history-as-rationality, and 

addresses time and the relation of forms as more than simply ‘one thing after another’.  

 

So it may be possible to think line through Agamben’s conjectures on paradigm – single 

line as paradigm – in order to bring those cases of (historical) particularity into relation, 

as (aestheticised) speculation. As disclosed in the logic of Warburg’s Mnemosyne 

project, the interconnectedness of particulars may be only partially articulated in 

genealogical terms; meaning may cross-refer horizontally as much as vertically (or 

generationally) between phenomena with similar linguistic roots or usage; these are 

then, as in Warburg’s lectures with his panels, performed (by the writer, by the reader). 

Particular instances of line (its use, its descriptors, its rhetoric) may carry echoes, sub-



 

 36 

vocal referential transfers to other uses and their reception, as a genealogical or a 

sympathetic kinship. 

Georges Didi-Huberman emphasises that in Warburg’s Mnemosyne work: 

 It would be even more accurate to speak of “constellations” in the sense in which 

Walter Benjamin used the term, provided one emphasizes that each of the 

configurations obtained is always subject to permutation [emphasis original] […] each 

interpretation is always theoretically modifiable, awaits the surprise of a new datum, 

and thus can never lead to any “unity” […] Thought is a matter of plasticity, of 

mobility, and of metamorphosis (Didi-Huberman, 2017, p.301). 

 

Similarly, for this study the capacity to gesture speculatively with a view to mutability, 

and to address issues of how this might be written, is paramount to an effective and 

activated discovery principle. Rodolphe Gasché’s observations on the closeness of 

theory to theatre are apposite here. Reminding the reader that the Greek term thea 

derives from seeing or looking at, Gasché tells us that 

 

theoria evokers the gaze of the mind, and, accordingly, signifies observation, 

speculation, intuition, contemplation […] In modernity theory directs a focused beam 

upon objects under investigation in order to dissipate the darkness that surrounds it, 

and the lighting effects in the theater […] highlights this conception (Gasché, 2006, 

pp.199-200). 

 

Thus Gasché reinforces for our purposes the productive possibilities of writing as 

speculation and as performative form. 
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2.6 Signature 

 

Whilst there are long-established elements to be employed from rhetoric as it pertains to 

speech, the rhetoric that has built up around the use of line is not deployed with such a 

stable taxonomy. Rhetoric here partially is a function of historical use, and the weight of 

that use. This is not a project pursuing any ‘essential’ capacity of line. Here it is apposite 

to continue with Agamben, in thoughts from the same volume that follow close upon his 

thoughts on paradigm. For Agamben the popularly glib phrase ‘empty rhetoric’ is not a 

possibility, for whilst in this construction rhetoric is cast as the vessel that bears content, 

there can be no free-floating signification: ‘language is the place of signatures, without 

which no sign would be able to function’ (Agamben, 2009,p76). Thus rhetoric’s power 

may well have a basis on the strength or sophistication of construction; rhetoric in itself 

can be seen as a bearer of signature. 

 

For Agamben, signature is that which bears the stamp of all that places the sign in a 

discourse that opens it to interpretation; without this signature, this mass of historical 

referral, the sign would not be operable, and as such meaning could not be arrived at. 

Rhetoric itself can be cast as a signature; it relies on an authority of usage that presages 

an idea that can be little resisted. So whilst rhetoric itself may be able to be cast in a way 

as a vessel, vessels themselves, pursuing the analogy, hold a certain historical authority, 

if not water. Agamben is building on Foucault in this: 

the archive of signatures that in The Archeology of Knowledge gathers the non-semantic 

mass that is inscribed into every signifying discourse […] also defines the whole set of 

rules that determine the conditions of existence and operation of signs, how they make 
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sense and are juxtaposed to one another, how they succeed one another in space and 

time. Foucauldian archeology never seeks the origin or its absence […] On the 

contrary it means keeping events in their own proper dispersal, lingering on the 

smallest deviations and aberrations (Agamben, 2009, p.79). 

 

In reading lines (and therefore between them), we are not only confronted by their 

figured presence (and perhaps in this a passing glimpse); we are also in the presence of 

their history, as a hybrid, mutating, incestuous genus. Agamben tells us that for Walter 

Benjamin, ‘history is the proper sphere of signatures’ (Agamben, 2009, p.79), and from 

Benjamin’s Arcades Project (fragment N3,1): ‘images […] attain to a legibility only at a 

particular time […] each now is the now of a particular recognizability […] image is 

that wherein what has been comes together in a flash with the now to form a 

constellation’ (Agamben, 2009, p.72). Agamben reads Benjamin’s process of recovery as 

one of signatures, where the  

historical object is never given neutrally; rather it is always accompanied by an index 

or signature that constitutes it as image and temporally determines and conditions its 

legibility. The historian […] follows the subtle and obscure thread of signatures that 

demand to be read here and now (Agamben, 2009, p.73). 

 

Again, apposite for this study, it is a question of constellation; to be  

‘able to read the signatures of the time only if he instead of entirely placing himself in 

the past or coinciding wholly with the present, lingers in their constellation, that is, in 

the very place of signatures’ (Agamben, 2009, p.73).  

 

Between signature and speculation, this study seeks a tropological articulation, a 

constellation (itself a form of linear image) of signatures that allow instances of the line 

to be read, and to articulate the signature that in a way allows them to be legible.
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2.7 One Liners 

 

Aesthetically this study is aware of is own development as an act of writing, by which it 

is inferred that there is a discovery principle and transmission of knowledge that is 

embedded in aesthesis, or poesis, that can perform work that a more scientific 

construction of writing may not. So it is hoped that demonstrated in the structure and 

enfolding of the content is a communication of the core of the questions under 

discussion. As Douglas Hofstadter (2013) has recently put it, where our processing of 

world and thought is via a process of analogy rather than allegory, then the demand to 

find a way of writing suitable to the subject is more pressing. Where the subject itself, 

such as line, is supra-figural – that is, one that is incorporated into or regulates the 

meaning, presence or definition of other figures – in the way that it can operate, and its 

analogous relations are the subject of the study, then finding a way of writing becomes 

more pressing still.  

 

The reader will notice the odd intrusion of graphic works made by the author in the 

course of this study. These One Liners (as the series is called) are presented as interludes – 

that is, either between play or as play that is between – though they should be 

considered integral to the whole work. They interrupt the writing, seeking as they do to 

broaden, embody, expand and conduct knowledge production. The collaged line of text 

within these is excised from an existing source which is itself defined within the 

limitation of the printed, published, bound page; so they are lines extruded from lines 
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that are functions of print distribution. To an extent the text might be thought a form of 

riposte to Wittgenstein’s aside (ventured by Hubert Damisch) that ‘words are points, 

while propositions are arrows that have meaning, which is to say direction’ (Damisch, 

1994, p.446); though as to what they may be proposing is an open question. The comic 

implication of the term for the series, ‘One Liners’, is not (merely) glib; the tone of these 

works is intended as playful commentary, and the dislocated collaged line figures a 

graphically alternate way of considering ‘a line of text’.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 3 portion out one's experiences for sooner or later one arrives, 2015. Graphite, ink, collaged print on simili japon 

paper. 21 x 29.7cm [overleaf] 
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3. Strolling 

 

Klee’s utterance on a ‘line going for a stroll’ - ‘Eine aktive Linie, die sich frei ergeht, ein 

Spaziergang um seiner selbst willen, ohne Ziel’ [an active line, moving freely, goes for a stroll 

on its own, without destination] (Klee, 1964, p.105) is a key statement for the study of 

line. It is one of the strongest enduring statements on line which still holds sway in 

specialist discussion of drawing in the contemporary context. The phrase’s uneasy 

difference from itself when repeated and translated is partly responsible for this. This 

uneasy difference can be ascribed to line’s capacity as a transitional or uncertain object. 

In its endurance and continued circulation is the significant mis-repeating in English as 

‘taking a line for a walk’, which illuminates the significant tension encoded in Klee’s 

words, and accounts for part of the phrase’s power. These mis-speakings are repeated in 

very recent years by significant contributors to an understanding of line in a 

contemporary context. 
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3.1 Klee’s Line  

 

Klee’s phrase is made in the context of drawing. Historically, it marks a point where the 

line is no longer necessarily a tool of description, of drawing the observable, and the 

statement opens up the possibility that the line might not be put to any instrumental 

use. Instead, an indeterminate space of play, free and investigative, focused on a 

singularity of presence is articulated, which reflects a fertile historical practice of and 

reflection on the line. 

 

The difference alluded to above from the statement to the mis-referenced ‘taking a line 

for a stroll’ throws up a tension that also binds to the actual statement and enlarges the 

scope of this study. This ‘mistaking’ enables us to ask how it is exactly that a line might 

‘go’ anywhere without the agency of the draughtsperson directing it. So at the heart of 

the statement there is a significant (signifying) unease around agency and object; around 

improvised and determined form; around embodiment and subjectivity that amplify the 

tension in the continued circulation of the statement. 

 

Klee’s phrase is an act that organises history; it produces possibilities of action and 

interpretation. With its emphasis on strolling, it historically marks a point where the line 

(and Klee’s drawing context), is no longer there to describe what might have been 

observed in the building of an image, and is not there so that something can be built in 
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the real world, as with a plan or graph or an architectural design, or an instruction 

manual.  

 

This phrase is an event; it changes what then can follow. Like all events it is worth 

asking how it was possible for Klee to conceive of such a thought, and having done so, 

how it is that it continues robustly to the present day. There is a tropology here, 

occurrences and meanings relevant to Klee’s time, which endure as a set, or para-

memes, which have a history appreciated and condensed here by Klee. As Klee says, 

‘before the first line is drawn, there lies a whole prehistory’ (1964, p.99); this prehistory 

can show how dense and vital Klee’s statement is. So it is worth asking what possibilities 

in 1925 allow this phrase to be formulated, as well as Klee’s watershed work for the 

Bauhaus on drawing and the line: Pedagogical Sketchbook. What other forces of the period 

allowed Klee to think this; who else was thinking these things and what else do these 

historical ‘co-movers’ enable?  

 

Klee speaks in elemental terms about the line, ‘a point that is set in motion’ (1964, 

p.105) with the rhetoric of the ur-history: ‘at the dawn of civilization, it was the most 

primitive of elements’ (1964, p.103). It is formational in human development for Klee: 

‘as a rule our children begin with it; one day they discover the phenomenon of the 

mobile point [...] the pencil moves with extreme freedom, wherever it pleases’ (1964, 

p.103). For Klee this drawing, made by a child, is significantly the first ‘play-drawing’ 

(1964, p.103). Here within his reckoning of the line going ‘wherever it pleases’ 

[emphasis mine] is amplified by the suggestion that the line walking ‘on its own’ is not 
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merely solo, but seems to act independently, somehow free from the draughtsperson or 

any overdetermined aim by the artist.  

 

So for a larger discussion of line and of Klee’s particular attachment to it, the following 

should be considered: line arises from a single point, which is given mobility; motion 

itself is important; children’s intersection with drawing is meaningful for Klee; freedom 

of movement and of choice is significant in forming the resulting line, and there is a 

displacement of agency to do with the line itself encapsulated in the sentiment as it 

pleases. These all assist in unpicking how it is that Klee can think through line, and the 

way he provides a statement on it of such resonance. 
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3.2  Klee’s Metaphysics and Education 

 

Klee’s statement is given in the historical context specifically as a communication within 

Bauhaus education. It occurs as performative rhetoric in an educational setting that 

admits the metaphysical. Klee is speaking from within his own practice; there is a 

pressure to perform in the educational context, and Klee speaks also from the point of 

view of his own exposure to educational ideas and context that inform and structure his 

way of speaking. The name of his work, the Pedagogical Sketchbook (1925/1973), says as 

much by its title. Klee’s role as educator and the inventive demands of the Bauhaus 

produce in him a reflexive quality whereby his tacit experience as an artist is borne into 

and nurtured by his public pedagogical role. 

 

Klee was born in 1879 in Bern, Switzerland to a Swiss German family. In early 

adulthood he travels considerably, exposing himself to other currents in the European 

culture. He studies drawing and painting in Munich from 1898 to 1902. On returning 

to Munich in the period 1906-8, he is struck by the work of Goya, of van Gogh, of 

Ensor. In Ensor’s work he is said to discover ‘a fantastic super-reality and mysterious 

communications from an inner self profoundly buried in the rhythm of the linear 

network’ (Haftmann, 1967, p.40). He returns again to Munich in 1911 having spent 

time in Paris, where he becomes interested in the work and ideas of Der Blaue Reiter (The 

Blue Rider), the Expressionist group founded by Franz Marc and Wassily Kandinsky, 

but doesn’t join the group officially. Klee keeps a diary from at least 1898, in which he 
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records his observations of this period, and he continues in his travels to Tunisia in 

1914. By 1915 Klee is recording more and more an interest in drawing from nature. 

Walter Gropius asks him in 1920 to join the Bauhaus, where he teaches, first in 

Weimar, then in Dessau, when the Bauhaus moves there in 1925.  

 

Klee consciously drew on popular ideas from the pedagogical theory of Friedrich 

Fröbel, crystallographer and educationalist, who heavily influenced the Bauhaus in 

general as an educational project. In the syllabus of the Bauhaus, Fröbel’s ideas play 

their part in the context of drawing education and Klee’s writing from the period. 

Beyond the Bauhaus programme it is important also to recognise the porosity, the 

leakiness, of Fröbel’s views in their capacity to transfer easily from the educational 

context to that of the creative arts. Fröbel is credited with the invention of the 

kindergarten, and he could be said to have articulated the concept of early childhood. 

Beneficiaries of Fröbel’s emphasis on the importance of play in educational 

development include the Chicago Kindergarten Institute and alumni: the early 

sociologist Neva Boyd who was inspired by Fröbel in her theoretical and practical 

attachment to play; and Boyd’s pupil, Viola Spolin who, inspired by Boyd’s techniques 

using improvisation and play to assist immigrant children, went on to formalise a not 

insignificant American tradition of improvisation theatre – what has come to be called 

Theater Games (Bowman, 2010). 

 

In Fröbel can be seen Klee’s theoretical attachment to childhood and the attraction of 

universals. An introduction to Fröbel’s work from 1912 notes Fröbel’s ‘passionate love 
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of childhood and a lost love of childhood which continually merge into an equally vague 

pantheism’ (Fletcher and Welton, 1912, p.1). Klee himself in his educational writings 

used the image of the artist at the root of the tree: an artist is shaken by nature’s energies 

as if standing by the root of the tree, the sap rushing past with elemental energy (Klee, 

1966, p13). This owes its lineage to the educational theories of Fröbel’s mentor Johann 

Pestalozzi, who followed Jean-Jacques Rousseau in maintaining the mind as the seed of 

a tree which grows to extend itself in all directions of knowledge (Brosterman, 1997, 

p.24). 

 

Fröbel’s debt to Hegel, Schelling, Fichte and Goethe is apparent in his words ‘[n]ature 

is visible spirit and spirit invisible nature; that matter is only an appearance of which the 

reality is spirit’ (Fletcher and Welton, 1912, p.1). This phrase appears in later forms as 

Fromentin’s ‘Art is the expression of the invisible made visible’ (Speed, 1917/1972, 

p.23) and another of Klee’s famous statements that art makes the invisible visible (Klee, 

1920/1968). Klee followed Fröbel’s interests beyond the educational to the metaphysics 

of the crystalline, which endures still in our own period, where the mathematisable 

universe meets drawing, in Badiou’s ‘[p]ure drawing is the material visibility of the 

universe’ (Nancy, 2013, p.78).  

 

Klee’s close examination of natural forms suggests that he saw a relationship between a 

self-enclosed hermetic quality of crystalline structure and, following Fröbel, the macro-

organisation of the natural world. In the inspiration of Klee’s detailed studies of natural 

biological formation there may be found an equivalence between this specific thinking 
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on the natural world and the drawing at hand; the visual structure of individual 

biological and artistic forms is not contained merely as depiction, but reflect the larger 

workings of each. Christian Weiss, Fröbel’s mentor in crystal studies in Berlin, linked 

the exterior geometric symmetries of a form to its internal structure ‘allowing 

crystallography to be reconsidered in terms of rational systematic geometric analysis’ 

rather than German Naturphilosophie (Brosterman, 1997, p.24). Following Weiss, Fröbel 

discovered ‘forms of symbolic unity that could, with pencil and straightedge, be 

transferred to paper and bound in books’ (Brosterman, 1997, p.25). Klee’s earlier 

experimentation in visually copying natural structures hoped to reflect Fröbel’s monistic 

ideas on crystallography. These detailed drawings reflect Fröbel’s emphasis on a 

consideration of the metaphysical import of line itself, and allow drawing and the act of 

art-making a capacity to mirror deep structures of the organisation of the universe. 

 

Klee’s rhetorical structuring of his statements bears the influence of the educational 

theory of his period as it extends towards epistemology and metaphysics, but a line and 

a stroll is something quite different, and it is the quality of the radical break it represents 

that establishes part of the phrase’s power. Whilst in Klee’s rhetoric the capacity for 

consideration of larger metaphysics is an established habit, the phrase may be 

considered as marking a radical break from the metaphysics of the monad inherited 

from Fröbel et al and one shared in the thought and work of Kandinsky. With this major 

statement, Klee leaves behind the confines of the monad both in the importance of play 

at a metaphysical level and in the employment of the line.  
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3.3 A Space Playful and Free 

 

Part of the potency of Klee’s statement is the image of strolling. The word ‘strolling’, 

coupled here with ‘without destination’, demands us to ask ourselves what relevance this 

might have to art production. Here it is possible to conceive of the activity as fruitful 

within itself, rather than focused on a result that lies ‘down the track’. It can be read as 

resistant to an overly determined way of working, and one that finds an equivalence in 

play. Play was an important part of the pedagogical framework of the Bauhaus, 

informed as it was by the educational play theory of Fröbel. Play is also present in 

Klee’s emphasis on the child-like mode as supplying vitality in creative output.  

 

Roger Callois’ formulations of play (following Johan Huizinga) is illuminating: for 

Huizinga play is not only free, but ‘in fact freedom’ (Huizinga, 1955, p.8). It is 

‘disinterested’ – that is it ‘interpolates within’, as interlude; and is secluded – it ‘contains 

its own course and meaning’ (Huizinga, 1955, p.9); a statement such as this about play 

as a voluntary activity in a partitioned space sounds like a statement from Klee’s pen. 

Callois’ typologies of play assist in teasing out the particular qualities of the central 

statement of this study. According to Callois (2001, pp.9-10), play is: 

 1. Free: in which play is not obligatory; if it were, it would at once lose its attractive 

and joyous quality as diversion; 2. Separate: circumscribed within limits of space and 

time, defined and fixed in advance; 3. Uncertain: the course of which cannot be 

determined, nor the result attained beforehand, and some latitude for innovations 

being left to the player’s initiative [...] 6. Make Believe: accompanied by a special 

awareness of a second reality, as against real life. 
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Callois distinguishes these typologies of play from that of the game, or the structures 

that surround play. His qualities of the game are as follows: Agon (competition), Alea 

(chance), Mimicry (simulation), Ilinx (vertigo). Of these, qualities of Alea and Ilinx would 

seem to be most apparent in the work Klee was making in the period of his Sketchbook, 

and to our examination of his thoughts on line.  A ‘line going for a stroll’ might fit most 

squarely in this typology with qualities of Ilinx – ‘whirling, swinging, waltzing, tightrope 

walking, mountain climbing’ (Callois, 2001, p.10). 

 

Privileging the play of children in creative production is one thing, but as Karl Marx 

asks of an adult: ‘does he not find joy in the child’s naïveté, and must he himself not strive 

to reproduce its truth at a higher stage?’ (Nancy, 2013, p.72). Klee had maintained a 

very close relationship with Kandinsky at important points in his early life, yet over time 

distance emerges in Klee’s thinking from Kandinsky’s monadic spiritualist aesthetics, 

marked in Klee’s interest in Voltaire’s Candide. Klee’s attraction to working from Candide 

may have been due not only to the peripatetic nature of the narrative, but also to the 

rumination on the capacity of free will in a determined universe, especially the absurdity 

of the values expressed contra Gottfried Leibniz’s best of all possible worlds. Leibniz 

contended, in order to account for evil in the world, that an omniscient god is under a 

moral obligation to create the best of possible worlds – the world as we know it –and 

that while individual acts or events might seem monstrous, on balance they are part of 

the plan of a firm guiding hand that, taken as a whole, add up to the best possible (good) 

outcome (Murray and Greenberg, 2013). 
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It is possible to detect a critique in Klee’s work of the Leibnizian view, in the 

entertaining of the compossible (that is of a world of multiple possible outcomes) and the 

absurd in Klee’s work both at the thematic level (such as the Candide pictures), and in his 

teachings on, and deployment of, line. This is also contra Kandinsky’s interest in 

monadic unity. Klee’s work is closer to, and possibly helped to inspire, Deleuze’s 

deconstruction of Leibnizian incompossibility:  

There is a cryptic dissonance in the monad, cause by “incompossible worlds” [...] 

Deleuze employs a more modern conception of harmony [...] in which several 

divergent series, or incompossibles can be traced within the same chaosmos (Lambert, 

2002, p.43). 
 

There is no narrative crescendo in Voltaire’s Candide – it is structured as a chain of 

episodes with scant regard for the internal logic of the mise-en-scène – witness the casual 

resurrection from death of a main character. Episodes could be said casually to occupy 

points along a pathway. Each point is in a flat relation to other points to the extent that 

they could be rearranged; from each point on that pathway the universe is considered, 

and found wanting.  

 

As with the mind or pencil strolling, the sense as to where Candide might travel next in 

the story seems not overly determined; there are parallels in Klee’s linear sensibility, the 

diagrammatic and cartographic meets a venturing out. It is possible to detect, as the line 

goes on a stroll, the Caspar David Friedrich god’s-eye view meeting the temporally 

dislocated, episodic nature of the Odyssey; there is no here to there of the line, but 
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pinpoints fallen into a sequence of retelling. Publishing in print produces a sequence of 

necessity that can play against the spirit of the telling. 

 

Klee’s exploration of Candide consolidates the view of Huizinga that play is, in fact, 

freedom – what Peter Sloterdijk, who takes Diogenes as his model, calls a certain kynical 

reasoning, can be found both in Klee’s sense of play in the Candide works and in 

Voltaire’s original text. The relativisation and ironic treatment key to Sloterdijk’s 

cognitive kynicism map easily onto Klee’s departure from the strictures of the monad:  

whereas “high theory” from Plato on irrevocably cuts off the threads to material 

embodiment in order to draw the threads of argumentation all the more tightly 

together into a logical fabric, there emerges [in kynicism] a subversive variant of low 

theory (Sloterdijk, 1988, p.102). 

 

 
 

Fig. 3.1.1 Paul Klee: Candide 1. Cap., 1911, Zentrum Paul Klee, Bern. 
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Klee’s investment in the Candide works and later the strolling line could be said to speak 

truth to the power of the monad – ‘the process of truth splits into a discursive phalanx of 

grand theory and a satirical troupe of skirmishers’ (Sloterdijk, 1988, p.102). The 

appearance of the kynical to be found in the Candide works will be important when it 

comes to consider what it is that is being played out in the line on a stroll.  

 

The point at which strolling intersects with freedom is resonant in Klee’s utterance. 

Thoreau, in his Walking (1862/2012) attaches himself to sauntering in its etymology of sans 

terre, by which he means ‘without a land or a home, which, therefore, in the good sense, 

will mean, having no particular home, but equally at home everywhere’ (1862/2012, 

p.117). There are echoes here of Candide’s episodic wandering and Klee’s points along a 

line, but also shades of John Donne’s ‘one little room, an everywhere’ (Donne, 2000, 

p.90). Sans terre –  without a place on the earth – is not liberating for Agamben’s (1998) 

figure of homo sacer, whose home is no where and who is consequently not as free as 

others, and it is perhaps useful to recall that Thoreau’s free expression of the human in 

Walden was made possible by the well-bounded piece of property lent him by his friend 

Ralph Waldo Emerson. All of which returns us to circumscription of time and place in 

Callois’ play – that it is separately circumscribed within limits of space and time (Callois, 

2001, p.10), given limitations on freedom in the presumptions of the stroll.  

 

In accounting for the question of agency in Klee’s statement – as to what/who exactly is 

going for a stroll  – in Klee the space of play, following Callois, can be considered an 

ecological field; here is line’s capacity to act within an autopoetic system. The field of an 

autopoetic system, following Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela’s (1980) 
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conception, ‘cannot be described by using dimensions that define space’ (Maturana and 

Varela, 1980, p.78). Maturana and Varela envisage instead a unity (an autopoetic 

machine) which: 

i) through their interactions and transformations continuously regenerative and realise 

the nature of processes (relations) that produced them; and ii) constitute it (the 

machine) as a concrete unity in the space in which they (the components) exist by 

specifying the topological domain of its realisation as such a network (Maturana and 

Varela, 1980, p.135). 

 

Following Callois’ typology, the paper or ground of Klee’s work (bounded in material, 

rectilinear terms) can be considered the sacred space of play/ritual. Thus, whilst Klee 

develops inspiration from nature’s structures in a more literal sense in his 

experimentations, the ultimate fruition of his following of Goethe’s fusion of art and 

nature may be expressed in Klee’s development of a hermetic system that achieves its 

own ecology. Huizinga’s words echo again, where play ‘contains its own course and 

meaning’ (Huizinga, 1955, p.9). If Klee in his drawing appropriates glyphs of geometry 

or cues from diagrams (such as his use of the arrow borrowed from Brownian motion), it 

is done within the page as a space of play; the limits of the paper, the ground, act as a 

boundary that introduces a rule-bound quality that takes the play towards thresholds 

associated with Callois’ qualities of the game.  

 

Does Klee’s line then achieve play in its own course and meaning; how free is this 

strolling? When strolling, perhaps, there is always the idea of return, something 

domesticated in the idea that at some point in strolling one might have to turn for 
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home, and yet Klee’s use of ‘without destination’ suggests that the route is by no means 

certain, and that perhaps the final destination, of home, is also uncertain.  

 

Perhaps one always strolls with questions that mitigate against the presence of wholly 

inhabiting one’s present – of just being there; the anxieties of ‘will I get lost, will I lose 

the light?’ The strictures on freedom that pertain to any definition of strolling echo 

strictures experienced in the production of line – questions of the edge of the page as 

limitation, but also deeper questions of the maintenance of bodily action without 

maintaining an overdetermined outcome. So in this way there is perhaps implicit in 

Klee’s key statement a sense of gestalt whilst strolling; not being able to inhabit solely the 

mobile point without some attention as to how the lines are distributed on the page; to 

maintain the tension of where the diagrammatic meets the pictorial – and how, with 

regard to both, the image might be read. Perhaps what is implicit in the domestication 

of the diction is embedded in a history of ‘free’ line’s uneasy relation to overall design 

and the long shadow of the copy-book. 

 

Pre-Renaissance drawing is dominated by the copy-book, which involved the copying of 

an overall design or template adapted to a particular task; that is, the drawing follows a 

(pre)determined way. Whilst the line in template drawing relies fundamentally on 

repetition and its accompanying problematics, ‘of returnings, knottings, recrossings, 

crinklings to and fro, suspensions, interruptions’ (Hillis Miller, 1992, p.17), it does not 

provide for the line itself as a discovery principle, or isolate any singular line as of 

interest. The apocryphal break with this tradition is Michelangelo’s collector asking for 
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something ‘in the artist’s hand’ (Franklin, 2001, p.76), rather than any particular 

drawing, or singular image. This story perhaps demonstrates a desire for a relic of the 

experience, of the passing-by, of Michelangelo himself, through his hand, and marks a 

beginning of different interests in a period that had previously been wholly concerned 

with following an established design in the copying of templates. The moment of 

Michelangelo’s collector presumably marks a point of interest with the actual time of 

making the line by ‘the master’ (in the turn of the line in a sketch proximal to a moment 

of observation or experience). It also marks an interlude in copying. When 

Michelangelo lowered himself into Nero’s Domus Aurea to observe and copy the Greco-

Roman forms and learn how classical artists achieved in their drawing techniques such 

as the ‘turn of a form’ in the drawing, there exists in that observational moment an 

emphasis on rich discovery, of new experience, that sits fused, almost paradoxically, 

within the context of copying. 

  

Klee’s statement makes problematic within a history of drawing what might be thought 

of as the gestalt (a word with its own aesthetic etymology in Goethe’s harmonic universe) 

– that there is a tension between a free mobile point that yet exists in a larger design or 

composition – a design perhaps that emerges from a constant, contiguous and consistent 

problem-solving of the appearance of the whole. So at heart the statement of the line on  

a stroll is a (problematic) release from the subsumption of the line to the demands of the 

larger design; it marks a point that cements the demand for a material line that tracks 

the artist’s own experience in the (strolling) enjoyment/experience of the time spent in 

the journey.  
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3.4. Thinking Line from Klee 

 

A large question arises as to how it is that a line emerges in Klee’s mind as thought of in 

the singular, and how it might be thought of as being capable of acting with any 

singularity. Much has been made of the possibilities of musical equivalence to be found 

in Klee’s work, and the parallels to a contemporary mind between the stroll of the 

pencil and musical improvisation might be immediate to a contemporary audience. 

Klee’s relation to music provides an insight into the possible transferability of a musical 

model into the drawing context that Klee himself may have performed. Whilst 

principally concerned with Klee’s painting and colour, Andrew Kagan (1983) 

nevertheless uncovers aspects of Klee’s biography that may pertain also to Klee’s 

relationship to line. Klee read and re-read van Gogh’s letters in 1908 and 1911. Klee 

perhaps had warmed to van Gogh’s ideas, when he notes, echoing van Gogh, that 

painting ‘promises to become more subtle – more like music and less like sculpture’ 

(Kagan, 1983, p.36). In respect of drawing, the relevance of polyphony to Klee is most 

apposite, and Kagan provides a particular sense in which Klee might have used it – 

‘derived from its application in late eighteenth century music, where separate voices are 

often fully independent, rather than imitative and convey independent thematic 

content’ (Kagan, 1983, p.100).  

  

So it is possible to conclude that when Klee regards the line in drawing it is 

accompanied by a parallax from the musical context – the musical line – which allows 
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Klee to focus particularly on the role of a singular line rather than its subordination to 

an overall design. If the correspondences are as strongly felt by Klee, as Kagan suggests, 

then perhaps musical structure is one of the chthonic presences in Klee’s rhetoric. A 

pedagogic illustration of Klee’s from 1921/22 (Kagan, 1983, p.46, Fig.16) that 

articulates a polyphonic ‘drawing in two voices’ suggests that a traditional musical line is 

being fused by Klee’s line in a drawing context. Whilst this example part-informs, it 

does not fully account for the ways in which Klee goes on to employ his line; nor does it 

particularly expand on Klee’s ‘line going for a stroll’. 

 

 

Fig. 3.4.1 Klee’s interpretation of a three-part passage of J.S. Bach from Klee’s Bauhaus notes 1921-22. 

 Zentrum Paul Klee, Bern. (Kagan, 1983, p.44). 

 

 

 

Fig. 3.4.2 Klee’s ‘Drawing in Two Voices’ illustration. Bauhaus notes 1921-22.  

Zentrum Paul Klee, Bern (Kagan, 1983, p.44). 

 

 

In these two diagrams Kagan concludes a focus by Klee that moves away from using 

line in closed forms to ‘relationships between lines as distinct individual entities’ (Kagan, 
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1983, p.44). The lines here are in a sense considered as isolated elements, but instances 

of Klee’s use of imagery from music demonstrates not the individuation of the line, but 

rather the use of line in a larger (musical) structure; that is, not as an ambitious and 

problematic setting out of the line for a singular distinction, but rather considered as 

locked in the supervening structure of musical interpretation of the period. This is music 

as polyphony, rather than a later twentieth-century musical definition of cacophony that 

incorporates more individual elements. In fact, Klee’s musical tastes were somewhat 

conservative; Hajo Düchting (Düchting, 1997, p.9) notes that for Klee late nineteenth-

century music was a music in decline, and that he considered the modern contemporary 

music of his period too academic. 

 

The graphical examples above demonstrate more than an affinity that Klee was 

exploring between art and music. The interpretation above from Bach demonstrates a 

re-plotting of musical understanding away from conventional musical notation. The 

second example, ‘Drawing in Two Voices’, demonstrates a graphing from musical 

notation that relies on graphic idioms from music: the use of numbering combined with 

the bolder lines familiar when joining quavers with the parentheses of musical phrasing; 

this use of a borrowed graphic idiom is one that Klee would develop in his oeuvre, most 

memorably in his use of arrows.  

 

Pianist in Distress, whose subtitle is A Satire: Caricature of Modern Music, a work in 

watercolour and pencil by Klee from 1909, indicates, as suggested above, Klee’s idea of 

the distress caused by modern music in the character’s slavery to following the score. 
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What is possibly more of interest in the development of Klee’s line is the rendering, in 

his sketch, of the score itself. The playfulness in the attempt at satire has allowed a 

playfulness in the rendering of the musical score that anticipates the ‘expanded’ scoring 

of music prevalent in more experimental contemporary music. In the development of 

Klee’s use and thinking on the line, the importance of his experience of practice with 

respect to these three examples is demonstrable.  

 

Fig. 3.4.3 Klee, P., 1909. Pianist in Distress, courtesy Paul Klee Zentrum. 

 

These works represent a passage in drawing experience and practice for Klee that he 

later uses as a reservoir of drawing possibilities in the execution of line. His satire here 

allows an opening up of more directly employed drawing notation. As hermetic practice 
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these discoveries cannot be underestimated as a discovery principle of development. 

The question following this is to ask: at what point do such lines cease to function as 

representation or instruction and take on a quality privileging that of the experience of 

the line itself over that of any referent? Whilst musical notation and an understanding of 

the melodic line might inform part of Klee’s thinking on line, there is in the musical 

world an equivalence akin to Klee’s segue from moving a pencil to strolling: Klee was 

interested in the movement of the hand of the conductor, which provided for the drawn 

line both an architecture relating to time and a quality of gesture (Shaw-Miller, 2004, 

p.160). The synthesising quality apparent in Klee’s sensibility, having produced his own 

notation of time and gesture, is then free to fuse this experience of notation into that of 

action: this same sensibility might express, or experience, strolling as drawing, or vice 

versa.  

 

The tone of drawings such as Pianist in Distress (1909) is carried into many of Klee’s 

drawings of the 1920s, though not with as explicit a humorous intent and as obvious an 

illustration. Klee had a broad early interest in comic illustration, from which it is 

possible to conclude something of Klee’s familiarity with the possible force of a singular 

line. The deliberately ‘squiggly’ line used in his ‘Pianist’ illustration can be regarded as a 

well-established ‘satiric line’ where the ‘wayward’ (that is, not direct, or dedicated in its 

vector) line is an established cue for humorous content.   

 

Certain strictures are encoded in a historical understanding of the line against which 

Klee’s line could be said to play. Where line is thought of as contained within a linear 
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figure  –  the serpentine, the zig-zag, the spiral, the association of the figure supersedes 

that of the singularity of line. Linearity is more often than not suggestive in the first 

instance of a straight line, that shortest distance between two points that accompanies 

the geometrical presence of line. So part of the power of Klee’s phrase is the conjuring 

of that which is constantly suppressed  –  the unstraight line of the stroll. This tension 

between an historic line held in the ideal and the line of suppressed possibility, or in 

psychoanalytic terms the disavowed, ensures the continued circulation of Klee’s phrase.
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3.5 The Peripatetic and Peripateia 

 

The peripatos, the most famous example of which is the walk around the Acropolis in 

Athens, is both a place to walk and a place appropriate to thoughtful or serious 

discussion, after which the ancient peripatetic school of philosophers was named. The 

peripateia is known from classical dramatic models as the pregnant point, at which a 

reversal or resolution of action occurs. Klee’s statement invokes the long shadow of this 

tradition, and throws up questions of mindfulness and strolling.  

 

Klee had been particularly attached to the wanderings of Goethe throughout Europe, 

and echoed them in his own journey diaries (Klee, 1992). Goethe’s thoughts on Ancient 

Greek culture and the relationship between art and the natural world resonated for 

Klee. There is also in Goethe’s Italian journeys a great sense of motion and discovery, 

and the romance of the great presence of Goethe moving across the map of Europe may 

not have been too far from Klee’s mind in retracing his path. Inherent also in this is a 

sense of discovery: that strolling leads to encounters of the novel experience.  

 

Close examination of what it is that Klee attaches to when he talks about strolling 

illuminates the context of the statement. In Klee’s diaries to 1918 he mentions strolling 

several times. In at least half of these entries, either in the sentence itself or in one 

preceding or following it, is a mention of seeing  –  such as: ‘strolling around, I saw little 

spring flowers that don’t exist at home’ (Klee, 1992, p.95); or ‘[a] stroll at twilight along 
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the harbour front. Looked for our ship’ (Klee, 1992, p.284). From this it is reasonable to 

assume that Klee connected at some level strolling and the experience of looking. So in 

the central statement it is possible to infer in the line travelling/strolling a chthonic 

presence of an act of observance and experience. Klee’s line strolling holds scopic 

attachment not in the line as mimetic from an act of observation, but in the act of 

inscription, of lining, itself. Strolling here is an act of moving, seeing and experience. 

 

Perhaps there is only an operational difference between observations recorded in the 

purportedly objective language of map-making and those of a line at play, where both 

nonetheless code experience. In terms of travellers’ records, Klee’s sentiments might be 

found in those descriptions of romanticised personal observation during a journey  –  

the intimate travel diary that combines the document-confessor with spatial history. 

Again Klee’s use of ein Spaziergang, a stroll  –  a casual walk  –  conjure not a grandiose 

exploration but a journey less epic in scope and, like the travel journal, one can return 

to any point, paginated, on the way to re-experience something of the journey encoded. 

 

The capacity to inhabit the mobile point as a continuous stream of consciousness can be 

found elsewhere  –  in Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s ‘meandering with a mazy motion’ 

from his Kubla Khan  –  where the success of the poem’s pathetic fallacy relies on an easy 

transferability between the river’s qualities of motion and that of the wandering mind 

that puts forth the imaginings of the entire poem. It is a popular, enduring poem, and 

yet, as with the aims of Klee’s strolling, similarly without apparent aim. Pathetic fallacy 

might well provide a key to this discussion  –  a rhetorical device that allows an easy 
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passage between objects (often of nature) and human consciousness. Haftmann remarks 

of Klee that, like Goethe, he had experienced ‘an intensified vision of the object’, ‘a 

humanization of the object’ (1967, p.157); but what is the nature of the object that the 

line constitutes in Klee’s statement? 

 

Romantic English poet William Wordsworth made a virtue in his poetry  –  with lofty 

thoughts  –  of wandering: ‘lonely as a cloud’, which Graver suggests is somewhat 

inspired by Wordsworth’s elevated reading of Virgil’s Georgics (Graver, 1991, p.137) 

strongly echoed in Wordsworth’s An Evening Walk. Jean-Jacques Rousseau, in his Reveries 

of the Solitary Walker (1782/1992), similarly provided the Romantic poets with a template 

for the walk as mindful poesis, as encounter  –  as meditation on the natural and human 

world, and the self. The link is established strongly by Wordsworth, after the antique, 

between virtuous thought and walking. Virgil reinforces the noble pursuit of strolling in 

Roman culture. The Roman elite (male) culture combined walking with philosophical 

conversation, in the defined spaces of their domestic spaces, perhaps the origins of the 

monastic cloister; in this the architecture was secondary  –  the opportunity was also 

taken where there was no architecture available (O’Sullivan, 2011, p.58). Strabo 

remarks on the bafflement caused to Iberians by two Roman generals taking a stroll, 

walking up and down the road occupied in lofty conversation; thinking them struck 

mad, perhaps by the sun, the tribesman try to get them to rest awhile (Beard, 2012). 

O’Sullivan points out that for high-caste Romans, walking was as much performative as 

contemplative; to be seen comporting oneself well in high-minded perambulation was as 

important as what thought or discussion might arise. Notably, O’Sullivan remarks also 
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on the Roman first century BC frescoes of the ‘Odyssey landscapes’ now in the Vatican 

museum, speculating that these were themed to encourage thoughtful perambulation 

(O’Sullivan, 2011, p.10). This might be an ‘uncomfortably reductive interpretation’ for 

Mary Beard (Beard, 2012), but it is interesting to note for the purposes of this study how 

wilful and persistent theories that link mindfulness and walking can be; Odysseus is the 

most mindful, if the most peripatetic, of heroes. Klee’s line strolling is not the unmindful 

act of automatic writing but of a line imbued with presence. 

 

Klee made a special visit to Paris in order to expose himself to the avant-garde 

movements there, and perhaps it is the flâneur as a figure that is refracted in the prism of 

Klee’s strolling. What characterises the flâneur from an ordinary walker is the emphasis 

on the experience of the journey; but what allows Klee’s statement to resonate 

powerfully, and dissonantly, is that the nature of the experience is not centred in the 

artist’s experience, but rather in the line that does the strolling. It is the line, not the 

artist, that goes for a stroll. What is it then, that inhabits this experience of strolling, and 

is the inner experience of strolling in the Western tradition? 

 

In this Klee’s words enact one of the major tropes of Modernity  –  the particular 

character and employment of movement through space. As part of their new-found 

sense of Modernity, the more radical boulevardiers of the nineteenth century formulated 

storming down the boulevards as a counter-cultural act against a well-worn track –  that 

of the fashionable boulevards of Saint-Germain-des-Prés; against the well-rehearsed 

pathways of the bourgeoisie in their ritual acts of display and consumption. To walk at 
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pace down the boulevards, shoving out of the way any bourgeois enacting their elegant 

perambulation, was to employ Modernist tropes of speed and vector as a weapon.  

 

The flâneur is a trope of the modern, and a popular topic for the generation of casual 

text in the critical studies context, but one memorable characteristic of the flaneur not to 

be passed over is that the figure is the embodiment of contingency and discovery within 

Modernity. Returning to the source, the epicentre of early Modernist Paris in Émile 

Zola’s Belly of Paris (2009), the painter Claude is the metropolitan artist-for-arts-sake and 

modern subject: ‘Madame Francois’ brief introduction was enough for him, and he 

began to talk … with the easy familiarity of a flâneur accustomed to all sorts of chance 

encounters’ (p.17). Claude’s aesthetic sense sits uneasily in realism; Zola anticipates 

Jean-Louis Comolli’s frenzy of the visible, where ‘all analogical representation is false, 

and not reduplication’ (Comolli, 1980, p.136):  

the hungry early-morning crowd of the markets, eating, scalding their mouths, and 

sticking out their chins … Claude blinked, delighted with the sight, trying to position 

himself so as to get the best perspective, trying to compose the scene into a satisfactory 

group. But the cabbage soup gave off a terrible smell (Zola, 2009, p.23).  

 

As an instance of the complications of happenstance and agency of the wandering line, 

Claude’s vision is that of a wandering eye, but his vision is (always) already the 

apparatus of the self-conscious aesthete; in the smell of the cabbage soup, he tries to 

enthuse with the frenzied visible, but it is undercut by what is there. 

 

These acts form part of the genealogy of the later motion and tactics of the Situationists, 

led by Guy Debord, who used the constructions and counter-culture of the boulevardiers 



 

 69 

to remake the vectors enacted cartographically in bourgeois habits and central 

governance, and remake these constellations. 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 3.5.1 Guy Debord, Guide Psychogéographique de Paris: Discours Sur Les Passions D'Amour, 1957. 

 

 

In the Situationists’ remaking of the map of the city along personal lines of experience 

(rather than the Cartesian points of the centrally administered city) we can recognize 

the playful concentration of experience of Klee’s words. Klee talks not (teleologically) of 

arriving at a to-be-arrived-at-point, but rather ‘without destination’. Klee focuses on 
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experience-in-action at a point in the line: this focus on being and what will become a 

new cartography based on experience bears obvious correspondence to Situationist 

action. The Situationists, however, like those who drew maps before them, interested 

themselves in an intersection of geography and power. As with their predecessor map-

makers, their nodalities within any map, rearranged Situationally or not, remained 

privileged points on any line. 
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3.6 The Uneasy Object  

 

Don Quixote’s horse Rocinante sits in this field as one of the ur-texts of the unease 

between our own action and object that Klee’s statement opens up. Regarding the 

hapless wandering line of the central character and story, the picaresque mode 

exemplified in Miguel de Cervantes’ Don Quixote entertains qualities of happenstance 

and its intersection with choice-making; clearly in part an inspiration for Voltaire’s 

Candide. This is first encountered in Chapter 2 of Don Quixote, where the eponymous 

hero, having determined that he should set out adventuring, sets out on his way ‘which 

in reality was none other than the way his horse chose to follow, for he believed that in 

this constituted of the essence of adventure’ (Cervantes, 2003, p.30). Again, after a 

couple of adventurous episodes, Don Quixote comes, as he self-consciously remarks, to 

‘one of those crossroads where knights errant would pause to consider which way to go’ 

(p.45) and resolves this situation only by means of the horse Rocinante: ‘after a careful 

thought he let go of the reins, surrendering his will to that of the nag, which followed its 

original inclination – to head for its stable’ (p.45). Don Quixote is a character obsessed 

with setting himself in motion; he does not lack the motive force, only the direction, and 

the story ranges far and wide with happenstance and episode where will sits 

counterposed to contingency. 

 

Happenstance is a key feature of the picaresque mode. The challenge of direction and 

choice is here deferred to an object, or animal as a co-dependent quasi-object, which 

will open up the potential for hasard, or chance. So it is that Klee’s statement hits a nerve 
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in this respect in the European imagination of the unease not only of the object, but the 

object that plays its part in the expression of the playing out of the determination of 

action of the Subject. Hasard is a key feature of a strand of Modernism, perhaps at its 

most refined in Stéphane Mallarmé’s poem Un Coup de Dés Jamais N’Abolira Le Hasard 

which is framed around the chance of the dice throw.  

 

Unease with maintaining a more accurate translation of the statement when used in 

English tells us (at least) two things in the first instance: that the line (from Klee) has an 

ambiguous place as object, and that there is a significant unease in the English-speaking 

world (of drawing) in its relation to objects. Fundamental to the tension in Klee’s 

statement is a problematic conception of the line as a geometrical figure separate from 

the agency of the artist.  

 

Klee’s friend and translator for the English edition of the Pedagogical Sketchbook, Sybil 

Moholy-Nagy, translates Klee’s phrase as a ‘line on a walk’ (Klee, 1973, p.63). Knowing 

Klee, and being in full command of faculties of translation, this translation provides a 

useful guide, and her English production of Klee’s work forms the basis of its reception 

in the English-speaking world. Yet there are so many instances of slippage, in 

translation in English, so many mis-repeatings, from significant contributors in the field 

of contemporary drawing:  ‘to take a line for a walk [...] [t]he line is not an object or an 

image we leave behind’ (Ingold, 2011, p.17); ‘taking a line for a walk’ (Butler and de 

Zegher, 2010, p.38); Ray Lucas’ ‘Taking a Line for a Walk: Walking as an Aesthetic 

Practice’ (Lucas, 2008, p.169); ‘reflecting on the way in which a point might become 
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first a line and then a plane [...] in Klee’s famous phrase “take a line for a walk’” (Fer, 

2004, p.122) and ‘Paul Klee’s “taking a line for a walk” is the most famous description 

of drawing ever made’ (The Big Draw, 2012). 

 

It is clear from these examples that the wilful translation of Klee’s statement in the 

English context as ‘taking a line for a walk’ reattaches the line as object to the agency of 

the Subject (or in this case the draughtsperson). Ownership is inferred here not only of 

the line itself, as in ‘walking the dog’. Additionally, inferred here is an ownership of the 

territory through which the draughtsman has passed which echoes the marking of 

boundaries and the proprietary –  behaviours not unknown in the dog being taken for a 

walk. Strabo makes the remark that going for a walk is something specific to humans 

(O’Sullivan, 2011, p.2); perhaps a sense of the proprietary in our own agency is also 

specifically human. 

 

So this reassertion of the statement in English returns in its repressed form. It may be 

that part of the wilful mistranslation into English belongs to that element of drawing in 

the etymology of the English word; ‘drawing’ comes from the Old English draġan: to 

draw, drag. This itself is from the Proto-Germanic draganą: to draw, to pull (OED). In 

speaking of the materiality of writing within a broader discussion of lines, Hillis Miller 

envisions it as ‘a cursive line of characters stamping, cutting, contaminating, or 

deflowering the virgin paper, according to a not very “submerged” sexual metaphor’ 

(1992, p.7). This sits uncomfortably close to John Ruskin’s Elements of Drawing (2007), a 

quotation from which informs a recent title by London’s Rootstein Hopkins Chair of 
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Drawing –  Dirtying the Paper Delicately (Farthing, 2005) –  which seeks to continue the 

deflowering sexual metaphor.  

 

Thus drawing/dragging in the contemporary English world emphasises marking; to 

mark out the territory, mark the boundary. The use of the diction ‘marking’ is prevalent 

in discussion of drawing in English, and marking is etymologically bound to the 

articulation of territory (OED). By marking (dragging) the place where you have been, 

an ownership is declared –  perhaps historically bound in the British subconscious to the 

enclosures or the Highland clearances. Where marking and dragging/drawing hold 

sway the material quality of the line as record and action are emphasised; this is made 

explicit in Maryclare Foa’s work Drawing your Desire (2006), where the artist drags (or 

takes for a walk) a large block of chalk, marking the literal territory as she goes. 

 

 

Fig. 3.6.1 Maryclare Foa, Drawing Your Desire, 2006 (video; 3.44 min) [film still]. 
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In taking the line for a walk, the line is made an object of dependency on the agency of 

the artist. The correspondence with taking a dog for a walk has some relevance here, 

animals being those uncertain objects with respect to both the world of the human and 

the world of the object. As Derrida, on the status of animals, would have it: 

Being after, being alongside, being near [pres] would appear as different modes of 

being, indeed of being with. With the animal [...] it isn’t certain that these modes of 

being come to modify a pre-established being, even a less primitive “I am”. In any 

case, they express a certain order of being-huddled-together [etre-serre][...] the being 

with as being strictly attached (2013, p.391).  

 

A kōan is a statement that expresses a problematique in action or thought which is 

provoking and enlarging or productive in terms of contemplation. One of the more 

famous kōans in the Zen tradition is one that is called the Mu kōan, or The Conduct of Zen 

Monks. Here is its key statement with commentary: ‘A monk asked Zhaozhou, “Does a 

dog have buddha nature or not?”. Zhaozhou replied, “Mu”. This mu is often regarded 

as a complete denial of dualistic interpretations’ (Tanahashi, 1995, p.311). There are 

many and various interpretations of this kōan, but many arise through Japanese 

translation. The original transcription from Master Dōgen is in Chinese, and the 

response is the Chinese . Phonetically this is Wu, with a rising inflection of classical 

Chinese’s second tone; as in Wu Wei - to do nothing, or inaction.  
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Fig. 3.6.2 Tintin and Snowy. Les Bijoux de la Castafiore (Hergé, 2013, p.16). 
 

 

Let us return to the dog we are walking. There is surely a pun here in this famous kōan, 

for the sound of Wu is that closest to the imitation of a dog barking, as in the English 

woof (Chinese has no sounds that end in ‘f’), or in the French ‘wouah’, or in the English 

edition, ‘Woah’ uttered by Hergé’s dog Snowy, Tintin’s longtime companion (Hergé, 

2013, p.16). So there is a joke by the Zen master here surely (although it isn’t 

appropriate to pretend to a definitive reading of a Zen kōan). At the same time that 

there is a reply of ‘not doing’, there is the sound of the dog barking, which is to say 

something happens, but, and this is key, not in terms we can understand, in its relation 

to human agency. Klee’s statement entertains a certain comfort with unknowing –  the 

kind of not-knowing that accompanies the thing as object. It allows us to form questions 

as to what the line, and the experience of the line, might be to itself, outside of the 

circuit of human agency and acknowledgement and reflection on that agency. 
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The qualities of gesture linked to the material quality of the mark that becomes 

important in expressionism and its antecedents is not a concern in Klee; it is not 

demonstrably important in the kinds of marks made to be able to state for instance as 

one might of Expressionism –  that a stylus was materially present and developed along 

the passage of the line in a way that is materially evident. It is not evident in Klee’s work 

that the materiality of the mark can be read as that of the Expressionists’ might be, 

which cues a correspondence with the internal state at the time of making. The witness 

to this is Klee’s distinctive method of transfer, where any action and physical touch of 

the stylus is obfuscated by the use of transfer, or his working on glass, which does not 

physically record the pressure of the gesture. We are left viewing the subtleties not of the 

passage of that which makes the mark, but of the passage of the line itself, retreating 

from its material instance of making. His work in pencil, similarly, is of an even pressure 

with a fairly hard lead that leaves no cues to strength or speed (ie passion) of the making. 

These kinds of concern often coincide with the language of the ‘mark’. 

 

The uncertainty of the object and the line feature in Winnicott’s extensions of play in 

the therapeutic psychoanalytic context. Winnicott conceives of a transitional object, 

which belongs ‘to the realm of intermediate experience’ (Jacobs, 1995, p53) and serves 

roughly as a substitute for the presence of the mother. The object ‘has some warmth 

and vitality of its own, and it neither comes from without or from within’ (Jacobs, 1995, 

p54). To return also to the previous consideration on play, Winnicott regards play as 

significant in consideration of the transitional object: ‘[d]id you conceive of this [object] 
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or was it presented to you from without? The important point is that no decision on this 

point is expected. The question is not to be formulated’ (Winnicott, 2005, p.17). The 

point where the transitional object is most observable is the play space: ‘the place where 

cultural experience is located is in the potential space between the individual and the 

environment (originally the object). The same can be said of playing’ (Winnicott, 2005, 

p.135).  

 

The line has in Winnicott a particular proponent. One of Winnicott’s techniques in 

understanding his child patients was to play what he termed the Squiggle game, where 

the child is invited to make completely unstructured lines, or squiggles, in order that the 

drawings might serve as the basis of an insight between the analyst and analysand 

(Jacobs, 1995, p53); it is apposite that there is an emphasis on the unstructured, or play 

circumstance that is the most productive in this context. One of Winnicott’s famous 

cases involves the constricting line and the use of string –  the materialised line –  where 

the patient’s disturbance was indicated in squiggles that were associated with a lasso, a 

string in a knot, a yo-yo, amongst others, and tying pieces of furniture together; all 

indications for Winnicott of the patient’s separation anxiety (Winnicott, 1960, p.49). So 

the transitional object, and, I would suggest, Klee’s conception of the strolling line, can 

be considered as situated between subject and world, analysand and analyst, and viewer 

and artist. If a play object can be said to function as a transitional object, then it is 

possible that part of the force and endurance of Klee’s statement is that it articulates a 

function between viewer and artist through the line as transitional object, and allows the 

possibilities of mediation between artist and viewer through the line as object. 
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Returning to Klee’s Bauhaus context and the influence of Fröbel, the Bauhaus 

education contains explicit markers, almost as a commonplace, of the material building 

blocks of form.  These building blocks are concerned with potential beyond the material 

and the sensible to the metaphorical that raise questions of the nature of the object. By 

example, a form of play Kandinsky was known to use, inspired by Fröbel’s theories, was 

to set a task for students that involved their selecting from a triangle, a square and a 

circle, and which colour, from red, blue and yellow, might be appropriate to each. By 

this Kandinsky hoped to test the possibilities of a universal constant in the student’s 

choices. For Fröbel ‘[t]he short segments of line and simple geometric shapes were [...] 

symbolic building blocks of the actual universe’ (Brosterman, 1997, p.23); this echo of 

Platonic form can be traced from here to the contemporary period, in the interest in 

Quentin Meillassoux (2009) and the speculative materialist interest in the truth of the 

mathematisable universe. In an echo of Winnicott’s transitional objects, Fröbel’s 

theories are prominent for their emphasis on ‘Fröbel-gifts’, educational toys that 

become in our context an intermediary object between the material thing, the symbolic 

and the mathematisable universe.  

 

Fröbel’s ideas – metaphysics and imagery – form a coherent genealogy for Klee’s words 

embodied in the central statement on strolling and the quasi-independent status of the 

line. Beyond this, it is possible that Fröbel’s ideas in the Bauhaus, and his toys in 

particular, constitute a major stimulus for conceiving of the art object in the twentieth 

century. Fröbel’s mentor Pestalozzi conceived a favourite neologism, Anschauung, for an 
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understanding of ‘things before words, concrete before abstract’ (Brosterman, 1997, 

p.23). It is entirely possible to entertain a genealogical connection here in the suspension 

of determined meaning that might occur in going for a stroll; in the privileging of the 

line first as a thing before image or meaning. If Fröbel’s education brought the subject 

‘closer to forms before things before words’ (Brosterman, 1997, p.23), then Klee’s line, 

both material and abstract, is always a bridge between the invisible and the visible. 

Foundational for ‘thinking the line’ in the twentieth century, this relation between the 

abstract and the concrete presence of the line endures. 

 

What is the nature of the object that is the line? As to the line as thing, Haftmann 

suggests that Klee’s work at large is concerned akin to that of the imago – ‘the likeness of 

the relationship between man and his world’ (Haftmann, 1967, p.161-162); ‘an imago is 

the heart of a picture [that] [...] carries us beyond objective representation into another 

dimension’ (Haftmann, 1967, p.164). If a picture might be capable of acting as imago, 

as Haftmann suggests, why not line itself? Is this not the core of Klee’s statement of the 

line on a stroll? The line functions as an imago of journey, contingency and 

consciousness, that, as imago, is bound fundamentally with an identificatory object-

expression of being in the world. Here the line holds an indeterminate, intermediary 

status as thing, imbued with presence – of mind or being. 

 

 

Fig. 4 sheer monument of intellectual self-reliance, 2015. Graphite, ink, collaged print on simili japon paper. 

[overleaf] 
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4. Reduction, Purity, Authority 
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Part of the context of Klee’s ‘free’ and playful line is an attempt at emancipation – of 

himself and his art from the strictures he saw in Kandinsky’s programme, as much as 

any strictures he saw in more traditional art. The use of line as a cipher (and more) for 

ideological resistance in Klee is clear, but there is an aspect of Modernism that hankers 

for stricture and purity, for which deployment of the line also serves. This rhetoric of 

purity is one of the driving forces of early twentieth-century art, and appears again in 

the formal experiments of post-war Minimalism. Klee’s attempts to free the line as such 

are an operation from within a schema that cuts to the very definition of the linear: the 

relation between the linear and the straight line. If Klee’s wandering line can be thought 

an image of freedom, the straight line might be interpreted as one of stricture, but it also 

holds associations of truth, both in the world and its representations and the world or 

worlds beyond. 

 

The Futurists produce a reductive image of the singular line as vector for their 

machines. This lone vector is conjured by Filippo Tommaso Marinetti as an image of 

the line as passage (at speed) that is purifying: ‘the beauty of speed […] a roaring motor 

car, which seems to race on like machine-gun fire […] whose sleek shaft traverses the 

earth’ (Marinetti, 2011, p.5) and the direct exhortation to ‘favour the straight line’ 

(Bohn, 2006, p.209) of the machine when composing Futurist Aeropoesia. Whilst part of 

the larger (diverse) output of Modernism, in terms of line the purities engaged by post-

war Minimalism do not exactly align with the imagistic impulses of Futurism, the 

metaphysics of Suprematism or the purist ideology of Constructivism. Yet the concrete 
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presentation of reductive form that appears in Minimalism is itself a rhetoric of purity: 

of the purist presentation of form in clear material substance. 

 

It is worth returning to Clark’s consideration (discussed in the Introduction) of the 

essential incomparability of the singular in light of Modernism’s employment of line. 

The Futurist sensibility places itself beyond the social in the sense of Nietzsche’s Thus 

Spake Zarathustra; if Marinetti’s line is the superman’s expression of the singular, the work 

of Debora Silverman presents the contradistinction from which Marinetti’s impulses 

might be considered to arise. Instances of singularity of the line in the European early 

twentieth century could be said to arise against a backdrop of a burgeoning ‘network 

culture’ or aesthetic that emerges in the nineteenth century. 

 

Silverman’s book Art Nouveau in Fin de Siècle France (1992) suggests it is possible to 

construct a view that the lines expressed in the plastic language of the Art Nouveau 

period carry in their inter-relation, in their capacity to act as a network and with a 

strong association with the social and the systemic. The botanically inspired curlicues in 

the Art Nouveau period are for Silverman a revival of the Goncourt brothers’ revival of 

the swirling Baroque line. As writers, critics and taste-makers, the Goncourt brothers, 

Silverman suggests, whilst acting as a source of encouragement for an upper class 

seeking enclosed insulation, nonetheless were concerned with a beauty focused on the 

interior space which was reflective of an entire ecosystem – ‘a private space conceived as 

an ensemble’ (Silverman, 1992, p.25). There is perhaps a rehearsal also of a 

metaphysical poetry of the self here – as outside so inside – of one world corresponding 
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with another. Silverman makes the point that the Goncourt brothers had ‘absorbed 

from medical psychology ideas concerning the human mechanism’ (Silverman, 1992, 

p.36); she ventures that their ‘absorption of a  particular kind of psychology radically 

altered the meaning of their ensemble … that the external world acted directly upon the 

internal world of the nerves’ (Silverman, 1992, p.36).  

 

The nervous system here is not just a cipher for a poetic interior of inner experience; it 

is worth recalling that the nervous system as a linear network had been known 

anatomically since the nineteenth century, and since the 1860s scientists Bois-Reynaud 

and Müller had shown the link between nerve impulses and electrical state change on 

the nervous system (Singer, 1998, p.365). Following the inspiration of the Goncourts, 

Silverman suggests that a figure such as glass artist Émile Gallé in the Art Nouveau 

period c.1896, concerned with the revival of the Goncourt spirit, employed a supple or 

undulating line, inspired by nature, which ‘included not only the outer world of organic 

life but also the inner world of the psyche’ (Silverman, 1992, p.234). This interest in 

organics as a system cannot be divorced from their political context; Silverman 

explicitly links the interest in the organic to the doctrine of Solidarisme – French Prime 

Minister Leon Bourgeois in 1895 ‘discovered in organicism the most profound and 

indisputable vision of harmony with which to negate … discordant social reality’ 

(Silverman, 1992, p.49).  

 

Émile Zola, a correspondent with the Goncourt brothers, wrote ‘scientific’ naturalist 

novels that drew on the latest scientific discoveries, especially those concerned with 
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physiology and heredity. Zola’s The Kill (1871/2008) provides an apposite episode of the 

link between the interior of the nervous system and social reality. Here, in a verdant 

display of organicism, the main character Renée is swept up in a passionate embrace in 

the glass plant hothouse with her lover-stepson Maxime: 

‘The hothouse loved and burned with them […] they saw the strange world of plants 

moving confusedly around them, exchanging embraces […] At their feet the tank 

steamed, full of a thick tangle of plants […] the tornelias let their bushy tendrils hang 

down like the hair of water-nymphs […] Maxime and Renée, their senses perverted, 

felt carried away in these mighty nuptials of the earth […] They joined the copulation 

of the hothouse […] All the natural growth that surrounded them, the teeming tank, 

the naked immodesty of the foliage […] in the depths of this glass cage […] they 

relished their incest, as if it were the criminal fruit of an overheated soil (Zola, 

1871/2008, pp.158-160). 

 

Here is the language of collapse, transfer and equivalence between human experience, 

the natural world and the interior and technology of the greenhouse; here is the 

organicism and aesthetic correspondence of which Silverman speaks, and which is 

played out in the organicism and the linear networks of the Art Nouveau style. 

 

Aligned with Silverman’s work is Hannah Higgins’ The Grid Book (2009). Higgins 

examines the organisational principles (broadly conceived as grid form) at work in 

technology, and their impact on society: ‘every grid form described in this book […] is 

reconfiguring society in its own image’ (Higgins, 2009, p.255). She suggests that these 

organising principles are synonymous with the rise of civilisation and very much a 

feature of contemporary life: 

not merely in terms of spaced, parallel bars with their attendant penal codes and social 

regulatory systems […] Each grid organizes the experience of a particular human 
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sense […] if by grid we mean systematic, modular, communicable, and adaptable 

system (Higgins, 2009, p.276-277) 

 

Adaptable perhaps, but possibly only within its own logic. Rosalind Krauss argues that 

for twentieth-century art, ‘certain conditions combined to precipitate the grid into a 

position of aesthetic preeminence […] once the grid appears it becomes quite resistant 

to change’ (Krauss, 1979, p.64). There is not the same level of tacit acceptance for the 

grid in Krauss’ commentary as there is in Higgins’; for Krauss the grid conjures  

the formation of the neurotic stricture […] one of the most modernist things about … 

[the grid] […] is its capacity to serve as a paradigm for the antidevelopmental, the 

antinarrative, the antihistorical (Krauss, 1979, p.64). 

 

Silverman, Higgins and Krauss taken together chart the rise of (linear) grids in a 

modernising Europe. It is against this employment of line as part of a system that the 

instances and ethical deployment of the single line sit in contradistinction: a 

contradistinction from which these instances draw their power. 
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4.1 Hegel’s Best Lines 

 

Hegel proposes to bridge the distinction between the ideal and the stuff of the world. 

The reader might note the use of the straight line in his words: 

the notion of science as having for its function the discovery and exposition of facts is 

not true of any science that deserves the name. To take a familiar instance, the science 

of geometry is so far from being a statement of facts, that it is a direct contradiction of 

them. For it is of the very essence of the fact not to present us with absolute circles, or 

absolute straight lines, or absolute equality of magnitudes (Macran, 2015, p.12). 

 

Hegel casts a long shadow on, amongst other things, thinking on creativity and the 

ontological status of the artwork and its reception. His consideration of the line in his 

writing reinforced particular ways of thinking the line. In employing the straight line in 

his writing as a form of pure case, he did much to reinforce the ‘correctness’ of the 

straight line. Here, stability of the straight line, in that it always in principle occurs, or 

recurs, as the same, attracts Hegel: 

Understanding has for its principle abstract sameness and identity, not determined in 

itself. So, for example, among lines the straight line is the most regular, because it has 

only one direction, abstractly continually the same  (Hegel, 1823/1998, p.134). 

 

Conformity is highly valued by Hegel in the accession to beauty, and forms a bridge 

from the purely regular to the higher-minded ‘freedom of life’: 

connection remains as a secret bond which for the spectator is partly something to 

which he is accustomed, partly the foreshadowing of something deeper (Hegel, 

1823/1998, p.138). 
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For Hegel, whilst Hogarth’s famous contribution to aesthetic thinking, his ‘line of 

beauty’, is not so regular as to be straight, it does maintain a conformity that is to be 

valued by Hegel: the line ‘which Hogarth has called the line of beauty […] [where] […] 

the lines of the arm wave differently on one side from the other. Here is conformity to 

law without mere regularity’ (Hegel, 1823/1998, p.140). Hogarth’s serpentine line is 

also referred to as the line of grace; divinity or the Sublime is not far behind. Hogarth 

here articulates a line that carries not only a level of affect, but also various complexities 

and mysteries:  

the serpentine line, by its waving and winding at the same time different ways, leads 

the eye in a pleasant manner along the continuity of its variety [...] may be said to 

inclose (tho but a single line) varied contents; and therefore all its variety cannot be 

expressed on paper by one continued line (Paulson, 1997, p.41). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Fig 4.1.1  William Hogarth, Analysis of Beauty, Plate 1 (detail). 

 

 

Hogarth’s claim is that this line might imbue a picture, inspired by a conversation with 

Michelangelo reported by di Sciena, with ‘the greatest grace and life that a picture can 
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have’ in its expressive capacity of motion (Hogarth, 1753, p.3). Here again is the 

ouroboros of line and motion, a seemingly bound pair, yet Hogarth’s statement’s loftiness 

is radically undercut when placed next to the comparatively gentle and wayward 

strolling of Klee’s lines.  

 

Hegel sought for art a purity that conveys truth whilst accommodating its sensuous 

aspect in the world. To achieve art in-the-world, Hegel recommends a refinement 

towards clarity and the use of simple elements that might easily reflect this. Again the 

consideration of the straight line’s features: 

In this connection the abstract purity of the stuff, in shape, colour, note, etc., is the 

essential thing at this stage. Absolutely straight lines which go on undifferentiated, 

swerving neither hither nor thither, polished surfaces, and the like, satisfy us by their 

fixed determinacy and their uniform homogeneity (Hegel, 1823/1998, p.141). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4.1.2 Oechslin, W., 1847/2010. Oliver Byrne. The First Six Books of the Elements of Euclid.  

Cologne: Taschen, pp.226-7.
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Hegel goes on to recommend pure unmixed colours in the same spirit; an 1847 popular 

volume on Euclid similarly reflects this zeitgeist; it looks as if it had been art-directed by 

Hegel himself, or a cabal of Pythagoreans (Fig. 4.1.2). Its clarity of colour and form 

place it as a precursor to Bauhaus and de Stijl design. 

 

Hegel’s influence on aesthetics and the elements of beauty persists as an enduring 

presence into the twentieth century. The Hegelian purist strain and its favouring of 

pared-back, basic elements favours conditions for the emergence of abstract art. This is 

a context which begs the inclusion of line, tending as this impulse does towards an 

extremity of refinement to the simplest element. Hegel’s emphasis on the straight line as 

the purest order of the line has heavily influenced definitions of the linear, where 

linearity is read not in all possible permutations and referents of the line, but rather as 

superficially pertaining to the straight line. 
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4.2 Line as Noêton 

 

The line is supra-figural. It is, following the neo-Platonist philosopher Proclus, both 

noêton – an object of intellectual intuition, and part of the armamentarium of intelligising 

(noêron); as such it can be thought to belong to Proclus’ intermediary distinction noêton- 

noêron (Helmig and Steel, 2015). Not only is it possible for line to be intermediary in this 

way, line also functions in the realm of the visible. Proclus is following Socrates’ division 

between the visible world (horaton) and the intelligible (noêton) (Parry, 2014), which occurs 

specifically in the context of line in Plato’s accounts of Socrates, in the ‘Analogy of the 

Divided Line’: 

students of geometry and reckoning […] make use of the visible forms and talk about 

them, though they are not thinking of them but of those things of which they are a 

likeness, pursuing their inquiry for the sake of the square as such and the diagonal as 

such, and not for the sake of the image of it which they draw (Plato, 1969,510d). 

 

The line here is employed within a rhetoric of ultimate reductive purity. Here is the 

core of Plato’s linear image: 

Represent them then, as it were, by a line divided into two unequal sections and cut 

each section again in the same ratio (the section, that is, of the visible and that of the 

intelligible order) (Plato, 1969,509d). 

 

‘The ‘Analogy of the Divided Line’ is unarguably a watershed in human thought, where 

a new vocabulary is introduced […] the conception of knowledge has changed in a 

fundamental way’ (Parry, 2014). It is bound in the rhetoric of the line; our capacity to 

be able to theorise a fundamental truth of experience in this way is made possible by the 
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power of the line’s valency – as something in the world as both object and tool, visible 

and invisible.  

 

In his critique of the Elements of Euclid, Proclus points out a duality in the nature of the 

line following Euclid: ‘the line he explains by affirmation and negation. The line is 

length, and in this respect it goes beyond the undividedness of the point, yet it is also 

without breadth’ (Proclus, 1992b, p.79). He goes on to discuss how the line is both of 

this world and without. The line, Proclus says, comes directly after the point in the 

order of elements, being, following Aristotle, an extension of the point, ‘magnitude 

extended in one direction’ (Proclus, 1992b, p.79). Thus the line is second only to the 

point, which is unity itself; line ‘is one-dimensional, the surface two-dimensional, and 

the solid three-dimensional’ (Proclus, 1992b, p.80). He goes on:  

in imagined and perceived objects the very points that are in the line limit it, but in 

the region of the immaterial forms the partless idea of point has prior existence […] in 

[sensible] likenesses the points that constitute the extremity and beginning of a line are 

said to bound it […] [these forms] […] in giving themselves to their participants, take 

on an existence after their kind, becoming plural and divisible as their subjects are, 

and enjoying their diversity (Proclus, 1992b, p.83). 

 

Hence line here is explained in terms of metaphysics; it is both of one world of its own 

nature, and also that of the world:  

‘In the realm of immaterial forms and partless ideas the line, being uniform in its 

forthgoing, bounds and contains the varied activity of the surface and immediately 

unifies its boundlessness, while in the realm of their (sensible) likenesses the limiting 

factor belongs to the very thing that is limited and in this way furnishes it with its 

boundary’ (Proclus, 1992b, p.93). 
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In Proclus’ Commentary on Plato’s Parmenides, the line of thinking that is seen in his account 

of Euclid is evident, but is closer to the core of his interest in explicating, following 

Plato, the divine first principles that theologically constitute all things through his 

discussion of the One and the Many (that is, the unity of the universe, Being or Form 

versus differentiation that arises within, or as challenge to unity):  

the point is said to be in the line […] for the point is one thing, and the line is another, 

and yet just because it is in something else it is not this reason contained by the line, 

nor does it touch the line at its many parts […] the point is merely a limit, whereas the 

line is both a limit and something besides that, being a length without breadth 

(Proclus, 1992a, p.84).  

 

Despite the various uses to which lines can be put, Proclus concludes that these 

variations do not contribute to an understanding by which line can be understood in 

terms of points, but rather urges a purifying principle of an emergent line: ‘[p]erhaps, 

then, we should understand line only insofar as it is a line’ (Proclus, 1992b, p.84). Here 

also is the conjunction of the line (and its parts) with the rhetoric of passage as seen in 

Klee: 

souls participate in the straight and the circular, as they proceed forward in a line … 

in the straight [line] one may see in the procession of each thing from its birth to its 

decline […] how else could one come (from one) end of life to the other (than through 

the middle)? So then these qualities penetrate down from the intellectual realm to the 

realm of generated things, the straight becoming the cause of procession (Proclus, 

1992a, p.84).  

 

Line, for Proclus, was, as part of geometry: not merely an element by which the world 

could be measured, but a fundamental element by which, or in which, the world was 

constituted metaphysically. 
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4.3 The Centric Ray of Truth 

 

Associations with purity (as truth) are also borne out in the trope of the centric ray. The 

centric ray, or the prince of rays, is that which is the direct (straight) line of sight from 

the subject/viewer’s assumed eye and the mid-point of the object viewed, or constructed 

as central within the composition. 

 

Fig 4.3.1 ‘Optics’. 1882. Popular Encyclopedia or Conversations Lexicon. London: Blackie and Son, Plate 138. 
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If observation is assumed to bear a relation to truth, then ideas about seeing encompass 

also ideas about the truth-revealing of sensory experience. When we see objects, we 

think they have a truth value in the world – that they are actual or real. This is an 

association clearly marked out by Alberti, in his discussion of the value of perspective: 

[i]f the analysis of vision […] [can] provide the ingredients for construction of 

perspectival pictures,  [then] […] seeing pictorial worlds thus constructed should be in 

no way different from seeing objects in, or aspects of, the real world around us 

(Puttfarken, 2000, p.71). 

 

The construction of perspective following Alberti and Brunelleschi also reinforces the 

truth value of the straight line. Straight lines are intrinsic as the main element by which 

the ‘truth-seeing’ principles of perspective operate. Friedrich Kittler points out that 

Greeks assumed that light rays travel in straight lines, but significantly these lines did 

not merely receive the truth of the illuminated world, but rather the eye and its ‘visual 

rays’ illuminated the world: the eye ‘thus functioned like a spotlight, whose beams 

encountered or edited the visible world and then registered this information in the 

mind’ (Kittler, 2012, p.50). Thus the line of the visual ray made (truth of) the world. 

 

The centric ray is the ray of authority (the prince of rays’), the episteme that constructs, 

for Foucault, the world and the relation to power of the participant viewer’s place in it. 

Foucault’s panoptic architecture, too, is relevant here. Commenting on Jeremy 

Bentham’s design for a prison architecture with a central observation and radiating cells 

around it where all prisoners can be seen from the centre, Foucault’s visual ray radiates 

out, but never back to the source: 
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The Panopticon is a machine for dissociating the see/being seen dyad: in the peripheric 

ring, one is totally seen, without ever seeing; in the central tower, one sees everything 

without ever being seen (Foucault, 1977, p.202). 

 

In the panoptic vision the ray of seeing is placed centrally, and from the centre radiates 

the direct straight line of authority, looking to enforce the institution and its own 

centrality. These rays are a single line of authority, but are supported by an institutional 

scientific matrix, and this play between the singular line of vision produces anxiety. To 

return to Krauss: ‘I do not think it is an exaggeration to say that behind every twentieth 

century grid there lies – like a trauma that must be repressed – a symbolist window 

parading in the guise of optics’ (Krauss, 1979, p.59). 

 

It is perhaps the authority of this visual ray, this line, that is foundational of, and 

displaced by, psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan’s theory of the gaze. Lacan’s theory is a 

reversal of the visual rays centred in the Greek individual illuminating the world in the 

act of seeing, but also in the central ray’s capacity to construct for us the truth of an 

objective eye. In the section ‘The Line and the Light’, in his The Four Fundamental 

Concepts of Psycho-Analysis (2004) Lacan does this in one way by displacing the ‘line of 

light’ itself: ‘light may travel in a straight line, but it is refracted, diffused, it floods, it fills’ 

(Lacan, 2004, p.94).  

 

He goes on to relate his encounter with Petit-Jean, the fisherman who says, pointing to a 

sardine can floating on the water: ‘you see that can? Well it doesn’t see you!’ [italics original] 

(Lacan, 2004, p.94). In this joke Lacan recognises the displacement of the view of the 
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controlling individual or Subject; the Subject at the centre of the panopticon is not 

looking and illuminating, but being looked at and being illuminated – ‘[i]t was looking 

at me at the level of the point of light, the point at which everything that looks at me is 

situated’ (Lacan, 2004, p.94). Thus the centric and visual ray, the linear projection of 

the controlling individual, is reversed. 
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4.4 A Minimal Turn 

 

This machinic refinement, or perhaps zen-like purification depending on where the 

engine/way of history is located, can be seen expressed in the tendency that loosely falls 

under the rubric of Minimalism. The logic in this historical motion (the descriptor 

movement perhaps being too authoritative) lends itself to formulations of the singular; if 

line is considered a basic element in formal construction, then an art that seeks to pare 

back expression could be expected to fall back on the single line. The Primary Structures 

exhibition at the Jewish Museum in New York (1966) was considered in its time as one 

of the major exhibitions of the period to introduce Minimalism (also known as ABC Art 

or reductive art) to the public. Clean, large-scale design and the simplicity of the 

elements allow the staging of it to look to a contemporary eye like a stage set for a 

Constructivist opera. 

 

It is worth entertaining the question of whether part of the Minimal impulse relates to 

the Futurist interest in the machined purity of a more mechanical age. These anxieties 

are evident in the repeated machinist mathematical form of Robert Smithson’s 

Cryosphere, 1966. There is a tension here between the machined form and mathematical 

abstraction. In a commentary printed next to an image of his work in Harper’s Bazaar 

(July 1966), Smithson declares that this new art, of which his is an example, 

shares with the new math the ability to manifest number relationships […] addition, 

subtraction, multiplication and division […] Concepts such as mathematical crystal 

structure, set theory […] disclose to the new artist uncharted, abstract territories of the 

mind that he explores in terms of concrete structure (Smithson, 1996, p.25). 
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Fig.4.4.1 

Willys de Castro 

Active Object 

1961 

Oil on canvas mounted on wood  

92.1 x 2.2 x 11.1 cm 

Gift of Patricia Phelps de Cisneros, through the Latin American  

and Caribbean Fund, in honour of Estrellita Brodsky.  
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The Minimalist impulse was not confined to the island of Manhattan. Willys de Castro, 

who had previously studied in Paris, in 1959 joined the Grupo Neoconcreto artists in Brazil, 

where he worked on a series of what he called ‘active objects’. Active Object, 1961 (Fig 

4.4.1) projects 11 centimetres from the wall; as such it problematises notions of painting 

and flatness – it is less wide than it is deep. Yet it is painting on canvas. A long vertical 

shaft, it holds the presence of the singular line, or a line and its shadow, but is 

interrupted by squares - the white section shifts sideways in the black. Great claims have 

been made for it; the gallery label in 2007/8 when it was exhibited at MOMA asserts 

that the work is a ‘striking precedent’ to Minimalism and ‘a landmark in the connection 

of art to phenomenology – the study of objective reality as experienced by the 

individual’ (Pérez-Orama, 2007) because the viewer passes from one side to the other, 

with the implied duration this might take. Quite so, but it is unclear how this experience 

might differ terribly from that of other art. Similarly, the label’s claim to explore 

‘tension between formal stability and instability as an agent of perceptual activation of 

the borders and volumes of the visual field’ (Pérez-Orama, 2007) does not distinguish it 

from the experience of many art objects. 

 

What is perhaps of more interest here is its adventure in the linear. It is a less fleshy 

cousin of a typical Barnett Newman ‘zip’ work; it is all line, no width. It has something 

of the surveyor’s stick to it, the square shift in the middle evoking some function for an 

optical process obscured from the viewer. It is a line interrupted, and this seems a not 

inconsiderable thing in the lore of the line. When is a line interrupted, and why? There 

is disconcerting knowledge that plays against our experience of line that asserts the 
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autonomy of the work. The hygienic sharpness of the work portends some higher realm 

of the abstract or illusive scientific or mathematical truth. In terms of its depth, it is 

more productive when read in terms of the linear than of painting. It is the line’s lack of 

alternate dimension other than length that sets up desire around the ‘restoration’ of 

other dimensions; bringing it from its world into ours. 

 

The spiritual heights to which Newman’s zips might be gesturing are not as prevalent 

here; de Castro engenders something much more embodied. The depth here is the 

point. In playing against an understanding of the line’s historically understood lack of 

depth de Castro’s work embodies the line. With the authority of the straight line, but 

with an uncharacteristic depth, we can add to this combination the feature of 

singularity. This is the authority of the masterpiece. Hanging at a height that maps the 

scale of the human figure, the bold stroke with its singular authority echoes the language 

of Winckelmann’s description of the Belvedere Torso, ‘the most beautiful of its kind’ 

(Winckelmann, 1759/2013, p.144), despite being ‘stripped of its twigs and branches and 

boughs … its head, breast, arms and legs are missing’ (Winckelmann, 1759/2013, 

p.144). His observations on the sculpture, the fragment made whole – the reduced, 

ruined aspect lends it greater flights of purity for Winckelmann – sound like a battle cry 

for the aura of the purity of Minimalism: ‘[i]t is no longer the body that has still to fight 

against monsters … [i]t is the one who was purified on Mount Oeta of the detritus of 

humanity, which … had cut itself off from its similarity to the father of the gods’ 

(Winckelmann, 1759/2013, p.147). So ideality trumps verisimilitude; the singularity of 

this piece proclaims that it is enough unto itself. De Castro’s lending of depth to ideality 
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(the line) is bluff; in gesturing to the depth of corporeality he allows ideality to stand 

autonomous. 

 

Less portentous by comparison are the sticks of André Cadere, whose work plays 

against the rhetoric of purity invoked in the de Castro work. Cadere referred to these as 

Barres de Bois Rond; simple plain-speaking that follows the logic of the literalist strand of 

Minimalist art – the sticks are coloured (painted) cylinders pierced by a central 

organising pole. Cadere would carry one of his sticks around in public, to art gallery 

openings, to pubs, and lean them against walls when he himself was not carrying them. 

A form of performance, intervention or provocation (yet light-hearted and understated): 

‘nobody needed to pay to see it, or go to a sacred gallery. He was against the ridiculous 

reverence and self-love of the art world’ (Cumming, 2013). Here is the resistant 

reasoning, the free-wheeling of the line going for a stroll, if only to the pub. This is a 

line, which, whilst Minimalist in appearance, plays against a rhetoric of purity, 

dependent as it is on Cadere’s physical presence for its activation; entirely contingent on 

his appearance rather than holding a status as an autonomous Modernist object. 
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4.5 Sandback: a Minimal Gesture 

 

 

 

Fig 4.5.1 

Fred Sandback, Untitled (Broken Line Diagonal) 

c. 1994 

Painted acrylic yarn (single strand) 

77.5 x 17.8 x 39.4 cm 

© Estate of Fred Sandback. 



 

 104 

Fred Sandback’s work stands firmly within a dialogue between the rhetoric of purity 

and the line. In a work such as Untitled (Broken Line Diagonal) c.1994 (Fig. 4.5.1) it is 

possible to see how Sandback makes complex the relation between purity and the 

singular line. 

 

The first thing that might be evident to the viewer is the colour: paint on acrylic yarn. 

Immediately we are confronted with paint practice, and of painting’s thinking through 

the ‘mise-en-panneau’, or through (give or take) the demands of the rectangle, then the line 

here functions to achieve and amplify a violence done to the practice of painting. It 

draws heavily on the geometric line’s ‘length without width’ in the absence of painting’s 

usual width. The use of colour functions as a retreat from any purity of the abstract line, 

emphasising the specificity and contingency of this line, in this space. Sandback has said 

of the colour that it also makes it less reflective, and therefore more present (Fisher, 

Harrison, Cooke and Sandback, 2005, p.4). 

 

There is a play, also, in this work with the rhetoric of line’s (geometric) continuity. The 

title is layered. ‘Broken Line’ as subtitle may engage with the continuity of line. The 

straight line (as this is) may geometrically be considered as extending in both directions 

for ever, but is marked within a contingency between two points that gives it specificity. 

Part of the illusion for the viewer here may be that the line continues through the walls, 

so that the sense in which it is broken may be only true in that the part we are 

perceiving is that part which is visible to us; that is, that part that passes into the room in 

which we are standing. There is something here also of a ‘bringing into being’ in the 
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making concrete of the abstractions that pursue line. The singular minimal presence 

maintains an oscillating thought of line and its appearance as object in the world. 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.4.5.2 Optical diagram showing light being refracted by a spherical glass container full of water.  

Roger Bacon, from De Multiplicatione Specierum, courtesy British Library 
 

 

Sandback’s work depends on the contingencies of installation: whilst each work may be 

considered transferable to different spaces and situations, the contingencies of each 

installation/display are carefully considered.  Here, in Untitled (Broken Line Diagonal), in 

addition to the illusion of the line breaking through into the room and then out is a 

thought that can be held in parallax: that this line is not in fact broken at all – that there 

is irony in the title. Here the line joins with itself, is coincidental with its shadow, to 

produce a continuous line that forms a triangle. It creates a sensation for the viewer not 

unlike that of light bending, as in the famous example by Roger Bacon (Fig. 4.5.2). That 

is to say, there is play with the diagramming of light as there is a play with light in the 

encounter with this work.  
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In Sandback’s work we recognise the installation of a form at once material and 

dematerialising, one whose presence is felt not in the mass of material but in the force of 

the delineated geometric form that, as in the line, refers at once to this triangle and 

somehow also to all triangles. We are reminded again of Agamben’s sense of the 

signature – that we can know this form since we know the signature of the form that 

precedes it. With respect to Untitled (Broken Line Diagonal), it is the signature that 

accompanies a lived experience of line that opens up the complexities in encountering 

this work.  
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4.6 Magritte’s Pipe 

 

 

 

Fig. 4.6.1 René Magritte  

The Treachery of Images (This is Not a Pipe) (La Trahison des Images [Ceci n'est pas une pipe]) 

1929 

Oil on canvas 

60.33 x 81.12 x 2.54 cm 

Collection: LACMA. Purchased with funds provided by the Mr. and Mrs. William Preston Harrison Collection 

(78.7), courtesy © C. Herscovici, Brussels / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York 

 

 

René Magritte’s work La Trahison des images (Ceci n’est pas une pipe) (The Treachery of images 

[This is not a pipe]), 1929, is one of the more recognisable images of the twentieth 

century. When confronted, as the viewer is, by the clear rendering of the tobacco pipe 

accompanied by the legend ‘Ceci n’est pas une pipe’ (this is not a pipe), the reaction might 

be one at least of questioning why there is a disjunction between image and description. 
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Further, the question might arise: if it is not a pipe, what is it? In the simplicity of the 

presentation is a form of reduction – a metonymy that should stand for something larger 

- but what? 

  

Of course it isn’t a pipe, it is a picture of a pipe, the similitude of the picture to 

something seen presenting the association which the statement then seeks to rescind. 

Magritte’s alignment with Surrealism and his interest in the life of the mind, particularly 

the psychoanalytic, behoves the reader to read through the psychoanalytic lens. The 

basis of the sexual drive, and love of symbol and interpretation with respect to that 

interest, allows a simple reading between the action of sucking on a pipe and the French 

slang for fellatio - faire une pipe. So we are invited to let ordinary association, encouraged 

and fed through the linguistic by the painting’s play between word and image, slide 

towards an interpretation that everything is not (simply) as it seems, and that the 

psychoanalytic (sexual) reference in the icon of the pipe is sought. 

 

So far, so surreal. The Surrealists are characterised by an intense interest in the 

mysteries not only of the psyche but also of play, and here is an example of a playful 

joke, and the play of meaning. Yet it is worth examining what else here is at play, reliant 

as this work is on the nexus between picture and written text, on the role of the visual 

and the iconographic: let the play continue. The basic shape of the pipe is that of the 

male genitalia: the bulk of the pipe’s pot as testicles, the extension that rests in the 

mouth, the penis. The hand gripping the pipe-pot completes the action of sucking on 

the pipe, and of oral sex. At another level of refinement of the basic shape of the object 
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in the picture, it is possible to detect the serpentine line. This is the same line that is 

repeated twice in the ‘p’s in the script pipe, so: 

 

 

 

Fig. 4.6.2  René Magritte  

The Treachery of Images (This is Not a Pipe) (La Trahison des Images [Ceci n'est pas une pipe]) [detail] 

1929 

Oil on canvas 

60.33 x 81.12 x 2.54 cm 

Collection: LACMA. Purchased with funds provided by the Mr. and Mrs. William Preston Harrison Collection 

(78.7), courtesy © C. Herscovici, Brussels / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York. 

 

The script is cursive, connective, repeated. This is not a pipe, it is a conjunction. Closely 

examined through the rhetoric of the line, this reading allows the extension of a work 

playing with the interruption and play of image and interpretation in a psychoanalytic 

chthonic to include one that plays within the script as figure. Thus the work’s capacity 

for play and signification is amplified, the signifiers not confined to a determined, or 

limited, final reading. This infinite extensibility of the serpentine is anchored visually in 

the repetition of the form – a signifier of that linear journey, the connective tissue (as 

lines are often thought of) between signifiers. 
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If the basic shape of the pipe is read as that of the serpentine line, we are (again within a 

reading through the line’s rhetoric) then challenged to entertain the position of the 

values expressed in Hogarth’s thesis. Are we here, in Magritte’s image, challenged to ask 

of its presentation of the prosaic object: is beauty present (even) here, in the simple 

presentation of the serpentine line? Hogarth was keen to impress upon his reader that 

the line of beauty was ubiquitous, and that we should seek to employ it even in the turn 

of a chair leg (Hogarth, 1753, p.15). Whilst Magritte has supplied it in the turn of a 

pipe, it is difficult not to read it as Hogarth’s line made problematic by the intersection 

of image, language, script and repetition. 
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4.7 Metrics 

 

Arte Povera artist Mario Merz’s repeated use of the spiral reconciles the generative 

mathematical sequence from Fibonacci with its use as a graphic code for capitalism’s 

proliferation and self-sustaining reinforcement of itself as an all-devouring system: 

Proliferation has destroyed a certain balance which existed before … Above all where 

day-to-day life is concerned. So I said to myself: This is a progression, and because it is 

an elementary progression it is absolutely clear that proliferation is contained within it, 

and demonstrated with great simplicity. It’s not a multiplication, but the proliferation 

of a single unit (Tisdall, 1976, p.11). 

 

Merz’s thoughts are bound up with many theorists or practitioners of the line in this: the 

single unit or measure of the point, as in Klee’s Pedagogical Sketchbook, proliferates to 

becomes a line. Yet it is organised here as spiral, a motif that carries for Merz a specific 

meaning. While for Smithson the spiral connects with cosmic organisation or 

progression, Merz applies this to an artificial system – that of the operation of capital – 

which is in itself a challenge to the cosmos, or the ‘proper’ order of all things. Yet Merz 

also shares with Cy Twombly an alignment with the line as a passage of experience, 

whilst also entertaining the retreat of the self: the line as a generality of human, rather 

than individualistic, passage through the experience of being. Merz reduces any egoistic 

observation of the artist to a position more akin to a Romantic view of the artist as 

worked on by nature; a cipher for the experience of the cosmos rather than merely his 

own: 

I never once removed the pencil from the paper. I stopped towards sundown, and the 

fact that I had spent all day drawing that endlessly convoluted line, like a tangle of 

intestines, and never lifted the pencil, allowed me to think. I had spent the whole day 
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thinking, following my thoughts and everything happening around me - for example, 

the twittering birds, the falling leaves, the distant rumble of a van. All these things 

entered the drawing, not in a natural way, of course, but as time, as a recording, as if 

the pencil lead were the point of certain instruments registering on a sheet of paper: 

the point keeps rotating, it records the humidity, the temperature, the noises, the 

sounds (Celant, 1989). 

 

Here Merz’s line is also a proliferation, in this instance of time, which conflates the 

execution of the line as an embodiment of thought (as passage/time), not so far from 

that at the kernel of Roman walking, as discussed earlier, with that of Klee’s conflation 

of line and experience.  

 

 

 

Fig. 4.7.1 Robert Rauschenberg, Automobile Tire Print, 1953. Paint on 20 sheets of paper mounted on fabric, 41.91 x 

671.83 cm; Collection SFMOMA. © Robert Rauschenberg Foundation. 

 

 

Robert Rauschenberg’s Automobile Tire Print (1953) (Fig. 4.7.1) was made by 

Rauschenberg in collaboration with John Cage. Cage drove his car through a puddle of 

black paint and over joined-together blank typewriter paper for three revolutions of the 

wheels. Significantly, Cage’s car was a Ford Model A: Cage’s work has been 

characterised by Rosalind Krauss as a move against commodity fetishism  – ‘against a 

situation in which painting and sculpture have been absorbed within a luxury market’ 

(Krauss, 2010, p.18) – so it is a small leap from here to wonder whether the simplicity of 
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the act and the quality and the ‘moving assembly line’ of the vehicle is not a poke at 

Fordism on Rauschenberg’s part. The print is indexical of the tyre’s contact with the 

ground over three revolutions – including the interesting prospect of a line that is 

continuous, yet within it contains its own repetition. There is also the intersection of the 

time implied in the record left of the act of rolling over the paper; the horizontal format 

echoes traditional timeline mapping formats, as well as (time-based) musical scores. 

Krauss again argues generally for Rauschenberg’s work that ‘he wishes to pit the 

temporal values of consciousness against the stasis of the commodity fetish’ (Krauss, 

2010, p.18). Here this single horizontal line, best experienced by walking its length (to 

take it all in in a single view is problematic or impossible in a small gallery space), maps 

both the familiar temporal format and an example of the line taking the viewer for a 

temporal and an actual walk. 

 

 

 

Fig 4.7.2 Piero Manzoni 

Line 1000 Meters Long, July 24, 1961 

Chrome-plated metal drum containing a roll of paper with an 

ink line drawn along its 1000-meter length 

51.2 cm x 38.8 cm diameter 

Gift of Fratelli Fabbri Editori and purchase 

© 2017 ARS, New York / SIAE, Rome. 
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For Arte Povera artist Piero Manzoni, his works Line 12.40m, 1959 through to Line 1000 

Meters Long, July 24, 1961 (Fig. 4.7.2) demonstrate the pursuit of Minimalist reduction. 

They provide a space where line, as a reductive or atomistic element of form, can be 

configured self-consciously as a subject in itself, which Manzoni then flips into a 

conceptual spin. Originally these were conceived as an act of manual marking where 

length can be read as an equivalent to time; the scroll format is one of revelation (the 

Torah, the scrolls of ancient Greece, the cylinder seals of Persia); the extended 

horizontal format is one that marks time as much as it records marking.  

 

The marking is reduced from expression to process: to complete the line marking from 

beginning to end rather than any act of description or expression of the internal state of 

the artist. Yet the work as initially conceived can be read as reconfiguring consumption 

and display in the art exchange. The works were originally meant to be shipped to their 

collectors, who were then free to unwrap them in a private act of reverence, rather than 

being able to be seen on display by all (or non-purchasers) in the gallery. The next 

development in this series of works for Manzoni would be a re-conceiving of these 

objects in a conceptual turn, and in doing so Manzoni brings to the fore qualities 

particular to the line.  

 

In moving to exceptionally long lengths such as 7200 metres long, 1960, Manzoni relied 

on the machine assistance of a newspaper mill, yet he still held the brush (ingeniously 

rigged to be supplied continually with ink). By this time he had begun issuing 

instructions that the cylinders should no longer be opened. Here the exchange has gone 
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from one between the artist and the collector, in which the collector is privileged in 

having purchased the right to possess and view the work, to one in which submission by 

the collector to the instruction of the artist is paramount. The labour exchange, of 

Manzoni’s extraordinary effort in producing such works for the purview of the collector, 

has now turned to a conceptual enjoyment. This effort, whilst being able to be 

possessed, makes no appearance – it is present without appearing. It is an act of 

conceptual faith that the work does contain what the label says on the cylinder in which 

it is packed (or at least conceptual enjoyment for the viewer that the cylinder might 

contain the work). 

 

It is no accident of studio process that this work hinges on the line. Manzoni has chosen 

here an element employed with a lack of expressivity (in its flourish or gesture) which 

suggests a resistance to the long shadow of expression or technique in the drawn line’s 

history. More powerfully, the invisible presence of the line in the sealed container raises 

the spectre of our unease with the line’s abstract resonance: it is both here and not here, 

as applied on paper and not seen, as a line might be seen but also accompanied by its 

conceptual mathematical or abstracted grounding. The line can be thought of as a 

measure. Specifically for Manzoni, this work is part of an unfinished project consisting 

of lines in cylinders buried around the world, doubly hidden from view; the sum of the 

lengths of the cylinders would have, had the project not been cut short by Manzoni’s 

death, added up to the circumference (line) around the earth. As with a line produced 

by gravity, as is the case when William Anastasi (Fig. 4.7.2) draws on the authority of 

gravity, both referential and actual, so Manzoni plays with the authority of a major 
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constant – the size of the earth – an authority made problematic by the non-appearance 

of these works. This is a non-appearance they share with the authoritative assertion of 

the measure of our planet’s circumference – something actual which does not make an 

appearance to us, despite its constant presence; yet the circumference is an abstracted 

fact (and line) of our lived experience. 

 

Fig 4.7.3 William Anastasi, Untitled, 1966. One gallon of high gloss enamel, poured. 
 

 
 

mind made visible, the very mirror, 2015. Graphite, ink, collaged print on simili japon paper. 21 x 29.7cm [overleaf] 
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5. Visible Beyond Itself 

 

Visible/invisible and the binary material/immaterial are related characteristics that 

form part of the signature of the line. Just as Plato relied on the valency of the line to 

chart the unseen worlds of the pure and the visible world of the physical, Klee 

articulated the line’s capacity to operate both as invisible and to be acted upon by the 

invisible. Returning to Klee’s statement quoted above from his Pedagogical Sketchbook, the 

line:  

‘acquires polarity [...] even leaves room for the expression of psychic elements [...] the 

active line becomes imaginary: it exists as an “idea” underlying the secondary lines, is 

the effective power, yet it is not itself present’ (Haftmann, 1967, p.94). 
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5.1  Line and Affect 

 

 

A comparison with Klee’s contemporary Harold Speed, albeit across the Channel in 

Britain, illuminates an historical equivalence to Klee’s statements regarding the trope of 

visibility and the invisible. The singular line itself is brought into visibility by Speed, as 

with Klee, as a pedagogical act. Speed has in common with Klee, within the same 

period, a position as an artist who sets out to publish and to organise his thoughts in the 

pedagogical context as a public act, and articulates thoughts on the line as an isolated 

element, and the effects that it can produce. 

 

What Speed provides is the view not of an educationalist in general but of an artist with 

a view to education. Speed’s The Practice and Science of Drawing, first published in 1913 

(Speed, 1972), is a book for practitioners of drawing; for students by a practitioner. In 

his preface, Speed addresses the modern demands of his period, compared to those of 

the academy, where ‘[w]hat was taught was the faithful copying of a series of objects’ 

(Speed, 1972, p.v). He addresses his book to ‘working students’ (Speed, 1972, p.v), and 

the demands of the present: ‘to many such in this country modern art is still a closed 

book’ (Speed, 1972, p.vii). Speed felt keenly the revolutionary quality of the period: ‘we 

have no set traditions to guide us [...] The time when the student accepted the style and 

tradition of his master and blindly followed them […] are gone’ (Speed, 1972, p.viii). 

What Speed provides by comparison is an educational context for setting out thoughts 

on drawing in the English context, and of the line as an articulated element. 
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In a sentiment that illuminates something of the forces that were conceivably felt by 

Klee and his milieu, Speed gives an almost sociological account of the forces that were 

acting on Klee and his contemporaries, such as Kandinsky, in their spiritual or 

Formalist quests. Speed discusses his topic in the context of the heady onrush of 

globalisation, and represents an early articulation of global forces acting on aesthetic 

consideration. He resists the trope of the Modernist avant-garde – the wholesale 

fracturing of a golden historical thread of artistic enterprise. Speed prefers instead, in 

parallel with Carl Jung’s ideas on collective memory, to seek commonality in the 

chthonic, below that of superficial difference, to attempt to find a kernel of the aesthetic 

beyond unthinking tradition:  

the complexities of modern art may make it necessary to call attention to the primitive 

influences of expression that should never be lost sight of in any work [rather than] 

[...] flout the heritage of culture and attempt a new start (Speed, 1972, p.ix).  

 

So Speed continues to explicate ‘principles that may be said to be at the basis of all 

nations’ (Speed, 1972, p.ix). What can be seen in Klee as an attempt to find a primitive 

vitality in following the drawings of children, or Kandinsky’s Platonist revival, is 

articulated in the English context as a search for a universalising formalist aesthetic 

‘baseline’.  

 

The line serves a universal communion, an almost empirical accounting, in the face of 

the cacophony of available art and influence of globalising culture. What is sought here 

in the face of competing divergences and difference can be conceived as a humanist 

internationalist cause, not dissimilar perhaps to the ethical imperative to be found in 

Structuralist attempts at grounding a universal mental structure. Here it is possible to 
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view the rise of Formalism and Formal elements in the early twentieth century as a 

reactive assertion driven by the economic and technological forces of globalisation – ‘of 

quick means of transit and cheap methods of reproduction’, as Speed says in 1913 

(Speed, 1972, p.viii).  

 

What follows from this for Speed is an articulation of the line as a singular element. As 

with Klee, Speed as pedagogue and theorist is attempting to articulate scientifically 

various elements of a subject, which allows rumination on the line itself; but this is 

enquiry and pedagogy driven by a belief in the power of formal elements, of Formalist 

tendencies. Therefore explication on the line is loaded with an extra dimension of 

attribution beyond mere description. Contra any drawing history that privileges the use 

of outline and representation, Speed dismisses outline as ‘boundaries of masses [...] a 

poor thing [...] not always clearly defined’ (Speed, 1972, p.50). The outline, for Speed, 

has ‘a relationship with visual appearances [...] not sufficient to justify the instincts for 

line drawing’ (Speed, 1972, p.50). For Speed, the use of the line may diverge from its 

capacity for mimetic image-making. 

 

The value of the line for Speed, in respect of the reception of the work by the viewer, is 

felt where the 

emotional stimulus given by fine design is due to line work [...] the power a line 

possesses of instinctively directing the eye along its course is of the utmost value also, 

enabling the artist to concentrate the attention of the beholder where he wishes 

(Speed, 1972, p.50-51).  
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To be clear, historically at this point the line is credited by Speed with a capacity for 

emotional affect and for concentrating the viewer’s experience along its course, and for 

having a quality of instinctive identification for the viewer. 

 

This ‘invisible affect’ in the line was well established in Speed and Klee’s period in the 

satiric ‘disembodied’ line. As an example from a slightly earlier period shows (Fig. 5.1.1  

Busch, 1865), a drawing where lines that do not correspond exactly to the static 

observable world is a convention in newspaper/journal comic illustration which is well 

established and presumably well understood. There are lines that denote the passage of 

movement, or of light, but also disembodied lines, whose role is less certain. Wilhelm 

Busch’s comic has lines mimicking the after-images of the candle as it rocks, uses a 

convention of light ray lines emanating from the candle flame, and the shorthand 

squiggles of the mess left near the fork in the last frame. Most obscure, and most 

interesting for this discussion, are the vertical lines rising above the couch in the last 

frame.  
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Fig. 5.1.1 Wilhelm Busch, 1865. Der Vergebliche Versuch [the Unsuccessful Attempt]. 
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Presumably these indicate something of the unobservable – the heat of exhaustion of the 

man’s exertions, a conclusive exhalation pictorially and semiotically not too far from the 

exclamation mark, or possibly lines whose sole purpose is to direct the eye down to the 

figure on the couch. It is clear that by Klee’s period there is a well-established tradition 

regarding the potential affect of a well-placed line, albeit perhaps within a larger 

composition, which is capable of referring pictorially to the non-material or the 

unobservable. That this affect is not only possible but effective operationally embodies 

the compacted historical meanings and supra-mimetic capacities established with 

respect to line. 
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5.2 Richard Long’s Absence/Presence 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 5.2.1   

Richard Long   

A Line Made by Walking 

1967 

Photograph and graphite on board 

Image: 375 x 324 mm 

Tate.
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Richard Long has said: ‘I really like the notion of the visibility or invisibility of the work 

as well as the permanence and transience’ (O’Hagan, 2009). One of his best-known 

works, and a well-known work that engages with the singular line, is his work A Line 

Made by Walking, 1967 (Fig. 5.2.1) where we see these polarities at play. The work is 

made by walking back and forth in a straight line to leave an impression in the grass. 

This line is then photographed, captioned, and printed. In the field where the 

photograph was taken it presumably was invisible at most angles other than along the 

line of view in the photograph. 

 

Long’s work is not walking for discovery, of pure contingency, as with Klee’s line on a 

stroll; it is one that chimes with the line as stricture. Nicholas Serota (2013) makes the 

point that there is an element of rule, system and process to be considered in Long’s 

walk. It is likely that Johnny Cash’s song I Walk the Line (1956) was echoing in Richard 

Long’s ears (he was aged 22 at the time):  

 

I find it very, very easy to be true 

I find myself alone when each day is through 

Yes, I’ll admit that I’m a fool for you 

Because you’re mine, I walk the line. 

(Cash, 1956) 

 

Cash had toured the UK – London, Liverpool, Birmingham, Cardiff, Sheffield and 

Belfast – to much acclaim in May 1966, a year before Long created this work. Cash’s 

song’s lyrics are fashioned after a mode of the linear as necessarily straight, purified: 

morally strict. Long admits to being a fan of Cash: ‘I tried to go see him at the Grand 
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Ole Opry in Nashville, but it was full’ (O’Hagan, 2009). Cash was not unfamiliar with 

being arrested for public drunkenness (McGasko, 2013); one of the tests in the USA still 

carried out by police to assess sobriety is to be able to walk a (straight) line. This and 

Cash’s periodic struggles to stay out of jail (‘to stay on the straight and narrow’) inflects 

the pitch of Richard Long’s straight lines. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 5.2.2 

Daniel Spoerri  

Le Tiroir de ma Mère, 1960 

Objects on wood 

15-7/16 x 15 x 5-1/8".  

Niki Charitable Art Foundation. 
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Fig. 5.2.3 

Richard Long 

A Square of Ground 

  1966 

  Painted plaster on plywood base 

  95 x 320 x 270 mm 

  Collection: Tate 

  © Richard Long. 
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Whilst Long’s piece can potentially be read as having something of the absurd and the 

minimalist about it, this is not the freewheeling chance operation or indeterminate 

procedure of John Cage. In fact, Long’s early work may have more in common with the 

work of Daniel Spoerri; it is worth noting the similarity in their rule-bound 

documentary process, and the similarities in dimensions between Spoerri’s Le Tiroir de 

ma Mere, 1960 (Fig 5.2.2) and Long’s  A Square of Ground, 1966 (Fig 5.2.3). 

 

Long’s A Line Made by Walking sits in contradistinction to Nietzsche’s apothegm on the 

necessity of walking for thinking quoted earlier. Rather, another of Nietzsche’s 

apothegms comes to mind: ‘[F]ormula for my happiness: A yea, a Nay, a straight line, a 

goal … (Nietzsche, 2000, p8). Here is a goal determined to effect an outcome. Here is 

the straight line bound to rule. Serota’s post-hoc Murcuttian rendering of Long as 

‘touching the earth lightly’ (Serota, 2013) seems misplaced. Perhaps Long’s work is a 

blank enough canvas on which to project neo-Romantic longing. Long himself has said 

that the  

idea of ephemerality was never my main interest, though. It’s important to say that 

[…] the reason I made the work has really nothing to do with that. It is simply about 

making a line […] in a particular place at a particular time (O’Hagan, 2009). 

 

Rather than ephemerality, then, we are left with particularity, intervention and 

performance as two keys to the apprehension of A Line Made by Walking. Performatively 

the work is presented in an archival mode, as a record of an event we have missed, to be 

rehearsed, perhaps revisited by the viewer. The additional framing of the passe-partout 

and the caption in capitals written on it, ‘A LINE MADE BY WALKING, ENGLAND 

1967’, only adds to this quality. It is the visual language of scientific recording and 
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taxonomy, and authority. Perhaps Long was attracted to the bathetic note struck 

between authoritative schemata and the ephemeral quality of the impression. 

 

The straight line sits at odds with the Romantic wanderings from which Long distances 

himself: ‘what I do is not Wordsworthian’ (O’Hagan, 2009). The straight line, in the 

lore of the linear, is a powerful intervention in a (Romanticised) landscape; see Emerson 

quoting William Blake, for example: ‘Line in Nature is not Found’ (Emerson, 2006, 

p.436). Whilst he might want to resist the pull of monumental sculpture, and whilst he 

recognises questions of permanence and transience as quoted above, Long’s interest in 

the specifically linear works seems to be one of intervention, albeit mitigated through 

the media of photography, printing and text. Certainly with respect to his work more 

widely there is a clear design imperative (be it graphic formatting or the clear 

arrangement of stones). So with the linear there is a specific attachment to this as formal 

element. 

 

Walking a Line in Peru, 1972, (Fig. 5.2.4) made by disturbing the light gravel floor of the 

Peruvian plain, is a similar work of scarification and selfhood; singularly heroic. Both 

these examples rely on a certain apparatus for their viewing – the camera/photograph. 

The physical ‘event’ of Long’s walking in the initial action (and much has been said of 

the measure of his body (Serota, 2013)) gives way to a view that is accessible as recorded 

by a camera, which is then reproduced/distributed in print. There is an elision here; 

this is not the body that asserts its presence, but the authority of the camera. It may be 

said here that the more elusive experiences of art or practice can be viewed from a 
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single angle, one that is perhaps ‘awry’, or ‘at an angle’ in the Žižekian sense. As Slavoj 

Žižek, after Jacques Lacan, would have it, the object  

assumes clear and distinctive features only if we look at it “at an angle” ie with an 

“interested” view; supported, permeated, and “distorted” by desire […] an object that 

[…] posits retroactively its own cause […] an object that can be perceived only by a 

gaze “distorted” by desire (Žižek, 1992, p.12). 

 

How is it that we ‘see’ this work of Long’s, and the line it entails? Its passe-partout is so 

present that we cannot be unaware, following The Truth in Painting (Derrida, 1988) of the 

semiotic framing, the mediating factors in our access to ‘the work’. A simpler 

presentation of a photograph might allow us more access to the action that gave rise to 

it; but this picture is so framed, it is almost enshrined. A supposedly ephemeral passing is 

not just stabilised by the photograph, but also enshrined by the machinery of framing. 

Perhaps then what we see is the desire for us to see a holy act, one ready to take its place 

in a pantheon. We might desire to see this, yet, awry, we see the anxiety of the 

presentation of the holy object. A line is a difficult thing. How can it be presented, in its 

visibility/invisibility, its abstract/concrete state, without provoking, especially though 

the medium of photography, both a passing, our finitude, and a throwing forward to a 

future we are not in? The object distorted by desire is not necessarily a pleasant one. 

 

At a simpler level we are constructed as the viewer by the technology, in the same way 

Jan van Eyck has positioned us in The Arnolfini Portrait, 1434. The privileged angle of 

view has been found for us by Long and the camera; it is through a considerable, 

mediated apparatus that the view is delivered to the viewer. There is a strong hand, and 

tone, of didacticism here as a result. We submit ourselves to the authority of the camera 
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by which the line is able to be seen as such. The camera/shutter action here is accepted 

as a shutter capture from the observable world. The work requires that the viewer 

accepts the truth-value of this; this despite misgivings that even in the period of the 

work’s inception the capacity of photographs to be manipulated to serve state apparatus 

had been long established. 

 

This all has a considerable effect on the way line can be read in this context, as well as a 

good example of an analytic arrived at through the consideration of line that can affect 

the reception of work as a whole. It may be that a single line is the central feature of the 

work, but this photograph’s construction of the viewer brings us quickly to the 

perspective constructions of Brunelleschi’s famous camera obscura-derived trompe l’oeil 

painting at the Florence Baptistery. In Long’s photographic construction of the work we 

have in the pictured line a collapse at the centre of the view. We are boxed in by the 

perspective of van Eyck or Brunelleschi that constructs for us our world-view at the 

centre of Long’s image. There is very little in his line to allow the maintenance of 

perspective other than the line’s swelling, provoking another anxiety around line – line’s 

improbable width: how does it indicate/implicate me? It projects towards/pierces the 

viewer: as puncture, as wound. 

 

Friedrich Kittler, echoing the work of Paul Virilio, reminds us that ‘the painters who 

made essential contributions to the theory and practice of the camera obscura […] at 

the same time also made essential contributions to the construction of fortresses’ 

(Kittler, 2012, p.58). Kittler’s point is not just guilt by association, but that these 
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technologies are bound as part of state apparatus. The development of perspective is 

bound in the study of ballistics (Kittler, 2012, p.58). More than that, we are constructed 

here as Subject; invited to walk the line in the photograph’s perspective if we sign up to 

the authority of the visual schema. More than that we are bound, following Kittler’s 

logic, as viewers at an exact position by the machinery of the camera and the very 

central view by which Long’s line must be experienced. We are subjected. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Fig 5.2.4 

Richard Long 

Walking a Line in Peru  

1972 

Photograph and text on board 

64 x 87.7 cm. 

 

Glen Murcutt’s expression ‘one must touch the earth lightly’ (Drew, 2003, p.7) expresses 

a sensitivity between the built and natural environment. Serota’s reference to this in 
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respect of Long’s work begs a question as to whether this is indeed an ethic to be 

gleaned from Long’s linear works under discussion. With A Line Made by Walking, 1967 

there is certainly the intimation of the ephemeral imprint in the landscape, but this 

quality is much less discernible in Walking a Line in Peru, 1972. Long links visibility and 

invisibility in his work with an anti-capitalist stance:  

‘[my] making art both visible and invisible, using ideas, walking, stones […] was the 

antithesis of so-called American Land Art, where an artist needed money to be an 

artist, to buy real estate to claim possession of the land, and to wield machinery. True 

capitalist art’ (Andrews, 1999, p.215). 

 

Yet Long’s is a language of inscription, of destruction-to-create. He has said a ‘walk is 

just one more layer, a mark […] My work has become a simple metaphor for life. A 

figure walking down his road, making his mark’ (MacFarlane, 2009). This is the 

language of the bourgeois sovereign individual; a construction of capital. As capitalism 

employs ownership, so there is a level of the proprietorial at work in these works. This is 

not to suspect Long of disengenuity; it is more a reflection of the desire of others to read 

a particular sentiment onto Long’s work. It is a long way from Klee’s sentiment of 

strolling, of the line itself free in the meandering motion; Long’s is as anti-

Wordsworthian as he would have it. What we are left with is the rhetoric of lining as 

marking, of the proprietorial, of the assertion of the lone heroic Romantic self amongst 

nature welded to the strong geometries of the controlling of the environment of the 

Enlightenment gardener. 

 

Nor is this the juxtaposition that illuminated utopian possibilities for architecture 

collective Superstudio, so effective in the same period, who in strong linear works 
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superimposed on nature such as The Continuous Monument: On the River, project (Perspective), 

1969 (Fig. 5.2.5), ‘saw this singular unifying act, unlike many modern utopian schemes, 

as nurturing rather than obliterating the natural world’ (Riley, 2002, p.72); as a 

collective social good, rather than the work of a despoiling heroic individual. 

 

 

Fig 5.2.5 

Superstudio (Cristiano Toraldo di Francia, Gian Piero Frassinelli, Alessandro Magris, Roberto Magris, 

Adolfo Natalini) 

The Continuous Monument: On the River, project (Perspective), 1969 

Cut-and-pasted printed paper, colored pencil, and oil stick on board  

43.8 x 40 cm 

Courtesy MOMA (Gift of The Howard Gilman Foundation). 
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In Long we invest something of our viewing pleasure in the despoliation; the crushed 

grass or disturbed plane of Peru. Yet the line here is not merely a cipher for the assertive 

colonising individual. The line operates as Roland Barthes’ classic punctum; an ‘element 

which rises from the scene, shoots out of it like an arrow, and pierces me’ (Barthes, 

1985, p.26). It wounds us as unnameable figure; not because we can enter into Long’s 

narrative space, but because we can’t. We might yearn for the absurd ‘freedom’ of 

Long’s action, but the body is absent, we can only invest in the binding – our 

submission to the image. 
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5.3 Smithson’s Fugitive Fugue 

 

One figure to whom Long sits in contra-distinction is Robert Smithson – outlaw, 

fugitive, bad-boy artist – who stands for everything epic in the American Land Art 

movement. His Spiral Jetty, 1970 (Fig. 5.3.1) is an outlandish presence on the edge of Salt 

Lake in Utah, USA, the scale and ambition of which sets up productive possibilities as a 

gesture of the singular line. Visible/invisible rhetoric is also present in the appearance 

and non-appearance in this work, and in Smithson’s statements which form part of its 

framing. At base the rising and falling of the levels of the lake make it appear and 

disappear, seen and unseen. Yet there is also in Smithson’s statements on the project the 

expansive language of a bringing-forth into the visible. 

 

 

Fig 5.3.1 Robert Smithson, Spiral Jetty, 1970. DIA Art Foundation. 
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We have seen above where Long’s work might sit in contradistinction to Smithson’s –

Smithson is not ‘touching the earth lightly’. Yet despite its scale and materials it shares a 

sense of the fugitive in relation to line as discussed in Long’s works above, though it 

plays out very differently here. Where Long’s documentation of the ephemeral 

interruption has the quality of the viewer having missed it, expressed through the 

various prisms of display and image reproduction, Smithson intended his line to be 

participated in; to be actively walked by the viewer. He explained how the visitor’s 

experience of space shifts as one walks through the work: a ‘constriction or 

concentration exists within the inner coils […] whereas on the outer edge you’re kind of 

thrown out, you’re aware of the horizons and how they echo through the Jetty’ (Baker, 

2005, p.158). This is not the illusory line experienced through the photograph, but a 

more holistic experience offered in keeping with a history of line and walking. 

 

Smithson’s statements on selecting the site are rich in themselves: 

As I looked at the site it reverberated out to the horizons only to suggest an immobile 

cyclone while flickering light made the entire landscape appear to quake. A dormant 

earthquake spread into the fluttering stillness, into spinning sensation without 

movement. This site was a rotary that enclosed itself in an immense roundness. From 

that gyrating space emerged the possibility of the Spiral Jetty (Smithson, 1996, p.146). 

 

This suggests something immanent in the place and the encounter, brought to fruition 

in Smithson’s mammoth gesture. That ‘spinning sensation’ referred to here forms part 

of the compacted quality of the work, which invokes an association of vertigo. In a 

previous essay, written two years before the creation of Spiral Jetty, Smithson tells us0 
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(apropos also of the above where he talks of being thrown out from the outer edge), 

‘[t]he mind is always being hurled towards the outer edge into intractable trajectories 

that lead to vertigo’ (Smithson, 1996, p.94). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 5.3.2 

Vertigo 

1958 

Director: Alfred Hitchcock 

Courtesy Paramount Pictures Corporation 

incorporating artwork by Saul Bass. 
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It is worth imagining what it might be to travel this line of Smithson’s. Smithson 

connected walking the spiral with vertigo. The viewer/participant might also view the 

figure of the spiral, apprehending it in a gestalt grab; presumably the graphic signature 

of Alfred Hitchcock’s Vertigo, 1958, the spinning spiral forms (Fig. 5.3.2), was never far 

from the public imagination when Smithson’s work was unveiled. Smithson’s film Spiral 

Jetty, 1970 (32 minutes; colour) combines lyrical voiceover with washed out solar-flared 

camera shots of the jetty from a helicopter, evoking entoptic phenomena of the visual 

field. To hold the figure of the spiral in the mind whist traversing it provides a 

parallactic experience of the physical force of the spiral with our recognition of the 

(spiral) figure. These further enhance the lyrical metaphysical possibilities of cosmic 

collapse: ‘the edge of the suns, a boiling curve … Matter collapsing into the lake 

mirrored in the shape of a spiral’  (Smithson, 1996, p.146). 

 

Coleridge’s meandering motion shadows Smithson’s work. Smithson’s Jetty project 

required ‘securing a lease on the meandering zone’ (Smithson, 1996, p.146) as it is 

called; this is the official way to reference the change of shape in the shoreline that 

occurs as the lake rises and falls, and the zone in which it occurs. This represents an 

apposite attempt by administrative necessity to quantify a protean place. Smithson felt 

the need to list in his notes this attempt, of which what follows is a small portion: ‘800 

feet from the Northeast Corner of Section 8, Township 8 North, Range 7 West; thence 

South 45º West 651 feet’ (Smithson, 1996, p.153). Whilst the experience of his spiral 

doesn’t lend itself to meandering, within a year Smithson produced a work, Wandering 

Canal with Mounds, 1971 (Fig. 5.3.3), in which the land and sea were reversed (the water 
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this time, not the earth, travelled the line); it also bears a close resemblance to the river 

Meander, in Turkey, itself (Fig. 5.3.4), from which English takes the term for this form 

of wayward motion. Here again is Winckelmann’s voice, with a similar sense of 

metaphysical referral and collapse: ‘so the swelling hills […] rise in various forms, 

splendid and beautiful, around which often imperceptible valleys curve like the river 

Meander, valleys that reveal themselves less to sight than to feelings’ (Winckelmann, 

1759/2013, p.146). 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 5.3.3  

Robert Smithson  

Wandering Canal with Mounds, 1971   

courtesy the Estate of Robert Smithson 

(From Smithson, 1996, p.154). 
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Fig. 5.3.4  

Meander, Turkey.  

Image courtesy/© DigitalGlobe/Google/Basarsoft (via Google Earth). 

 

There is in Smithson’s language something of Klee’s early investigations into forms in 

nature that resonated with cosmic macro/micro changes in scale, or the above-so-below 

of metaphysics, and his focus on crystal formation is key in this. Here is Smithson:  

each cubic crystal echoes the Spiral jetty in terms of the crystal’s molecular lattice. 

Growth in a crystal advances around a dislocation point, in the manner of a screw. 

The Spiral jetty could be considered one layer within the crystal lattice, magnified 

trillions of times (Smithson, 1996, p.146). 

 

In this Smithson is tapping into a long history of interest of artists and scientists in the 

life of crystals. Esther Leslie here gives a pithy account:  
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Schelling’s study of 1798, On The World Soul, categorised rock crystals and ice crystals 

as nature’s first form of developing individuality […] Out of the first crystals will grow, 

in unfurling variety, plants, animals and humans […] Crystals are life itself, the 

transformation of shapeless energy into rigid structure (Leslie, 2016, p.36). 

 

This fascination endures into the twentieth century. Klee had previously attempted in 

his drawings in part a playing-out of a fascination with crystalline structures, the 

structures that for him had underpinned the structures of the universe. By 1915, 

however, he expresses in his diary a view that then resists the crystalline (as something 

akin to Platonic form, and therefore fixed form) in favour of something more kynical, or 

fluid. As a result of the shattering experience for him of the First World War, he asks 

himself: ‘“am I turning into the crystalline type?” but then the whole crystal cluster once 

bled […] But how can I die, I who am crystal. I, crystal’ (Klee, 1992, p.313). As 

discussed earlier, this period marks a turning point for Klee from an art that attempts a 

reckoning with the universe’s mysteries towards one of humanist free play, but the 

impulse towards the crystalline remains throughout his life in his use of line within 

composition. 

 

There is a similar interest between line and cosmos expressed in Philip Ball’s Branches 

(2009). Ball explores in detail the linear patterning that occurs in nature. The formation 

of the salt crystals that form part of Smithson’s cosmos can also be described 

scientifically as diffusion-limited aggregation (DLA), and as such are fractal objects, the 

articulation of which, even by a scientist, can sound like metaphysical poetry, and plays 

also into the signature of line: ‘a DLA cluster is neither like a piece of string nor like a 

sheet of paper: it is neither one dimensional nor two-dimensional, but 1.71- 
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dimensional’ (Ball, 2009, p.37). Ball also invokes the rhetoric of boundlessness that is 

apparent in Smithson’s statements: 

[the DLA object] challenges the notion that the object has a boundary in any 

meaningful sense  […] [i]f you’re right at the “edge” of such an object, you can never 

be sure whether you are actually standing inside it or outside, because there is no edge 

as such (Ball, 2009, p.37). 

 

By some strange workings, the witness on the Special Use Lease Agreement No.222 that 

forms the original lease to Smithson of the Spiral Jetty area is Mr Mark Crystal. At first 

glance it seems like an insider’s art joke, but Crystal did indeed work for the 

Department of Natural Resources in the period of Spiral Jetty’s inception (Loe, 2014). 

 

This interest in the crystalline for Smithson is an influential trope in his work, and an 

acknowledged personal interest. In his written piece ‘The Crystal Land’ Smithson 

recalls: ‘talking to Judd, I found out we had a mutual interest in geology and 

mineralogy, so we decided to go rock hunting’ (Smithson, 1996, p.7). Its presence can of 

course be detected in works such as Untitled 1964-65 (Fig. 5.3.5), but the kind of 

destabilisation of such structures is apparent in accompanying texts such as that of Spiral 

Jetty. Like Klee, this uneasy relation between forms in the crystalline universe and the 

world of the human experience is apparent early in Smithson’s work; in Untitled 

(Hexagonal Center), 1963 (Fig. 5.3.6), for example. As Jones reads it, ‘[t]he controlling 

geometry in Smithson’s polygonal forms is seemingly affected by the echo of eroticised 

margins and contents’ (1996, p.209). 
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Fig. 5.3.5  

Robert Smithson 

Untitled 

1964-5  

Metal and plexi-mirrors 

205cm x 89cm x 25.5cm. 
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 Fig. 5.3.6 Robert Smithson, Untitled (Hexagonal Center), 1963. Mixed media with collage. 57cm x 48.5cm.  

Estate of Robert Smithson, James Cohan Gallery, New York 

 

 



 

 147 

There is also a sense in Smithson’s writing of a mind that moves seamlessly between the 

physical world of observational experience, topological geometry, and geology: ‘Fracture 

and faults spilled forth sediment, crushed conglomerates […] An infinity of surfaces spread in 

every direction. A chaos of cracks surrounded us’ (Smithson, 1996, p.9). 

 

Smithson’s language is couched in terms of line and its signatures: ‘I took my chances 

on a perilous path, along which my steps zigzagged, resembling a spiral lightning bolt’ 

(Smithson, 1996, p.148). Smithson also draws on signatures of the line to transpose the 

abstract straight line with the non-straight line of experience. Smithson is keen to point 

out the opposition of experience in the world to that of the nebulous authority of the 

map’s grid, ‘[t]he flowing mass […] could be trapped by a grid of segments [of] the 

mind or paper’ (p.147). The jetty leads from the ‘logic to the “surd state”’ (p.147), the 

quantifiable quality of the stairs – ‘measurable steps’ (p.147) that lead to the jetty give 

way to an architecture of presence; the surd state as a privileged site of being – ‘the 

alogos undermines the logos’ (p.147). It is this surd state that exerts itself for Smithson: ‘in 

the Spiral Jetty the surd takes over and leads one into a world that cannot be expressed 

by number or rationality’ (p.147). 

 

For Smithson the jetty accommodates ‘dialectics of site and nonsite’ (Smithson, 1996, 

p.146), and it is possible to align site with the visible and non-site with the invisible 

world of the abstract; these can be read as signifiers of the tension of the visible/invisible 

in line. In his accompanying notes on the jetty Smithson equates the values of the 

abstract non-site to include ‘Closed Limits … Contained Information’ (Smithson, 1996, 

p.152) as opposed to the site’s ‘Open Limits … Scattered Information’ (Smithson, 1996, 
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p.152). Here a bringing into visibility, into appearance, is equated with freedom and 

play. It is not, however, a rejection of one in favour of the other, as absence/presence is 

as much productive as it is symptomatic of a use of line: ‘[b]oth sides are present and 

absent at the same time’ (Smithson, 1996, p.153).  

 

Smithson does not shy away from the metaphysical, from the invisible and visible 

realms. He has a clear interest in mathematics; his interest in the spiral itself has a basis 

in his work both of the sensory and the geometric. The conceptual art publishing event 

titled ‘The Domain of the Great Bear’  in Art Voices (Fall 1966), a collaboration between 

Smithson and Mel Bochner, demonstrates an affectionate interest in rhetoric of the 

hieratic mysteries of the cosmos: ‘infinity is the planetarium, a frozen whirlpool at the 

end of the world, a vast structure of concentric circles’ (Smithson, 1996, p.26). 

 

Here many of the tropes of the line under examination are present – visibility, the 

labyrinth, edges and outlines, pathways and walking. The leading page of ‘The Domain 

of the Great Bear’ has an illustration of the (linear) constellation of the Great Bear 

(Smithson, 1996, p.26). Collapse, as with Smithson’s writing on the Jetty, is the leading 

structural device. The abstract or structural world of architecture and science is 

transposed with the sense impressions of the space the writing frames for the visitor 

‘overcast […] decadent […] impenetrable […] deadened […] claustrophobic’ 

(Smithson, 1996, p.28). The visitor and the written piece are, as it remarks of the Viking 

rocket, ‘caught between the old humanism and the new technologism’ (Smithson, 1996, 

p.28). 
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Though it is difficult to separate Bochner’s voice from that of Smithson, there is a strong 

echo of Smithson’s other writing. Of interest is the following statement, which 

illuminates a way in which Smithson may be thinking through the singular line, and 

which fuses signatures of the line:  

Borges speaks of a labyrinth that is a straight line, invisible and unceasing […] the 

planetarium is more labyrinthian […] it renders the mind itself invisible […] it 

conforms to no outer necessity. Edges blur as one tries to distinguish an outline. The 

ambulatories become vast, interminable spaces (Smithson, 1996, p.27). 

 

The line for Smithson unites these two worlds, in the ‘labyrinth of inefficient senses and 

circular reasons’ (Smithson, 1996, p.28). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 6 An amusing way out of the circus, 2015. Graphite, ink, collaged print on simili japon paper. 21 x 29.7cm 

[overleaf] 



 

 150 



 

 151 

 

6. Line as Boundary 

 

Boundaries can be articulated as line in cartography, but when encountering the 

territory concerned it is rarely, if ever, experienced as anything resembling that of the 

appearance the territory might have on a map. It may be a concrete wall, or the 

boundary may have no physical expression at all, but it rarely expresses itself as the 

figure of the line as expressed cartographically. The tension discussed in the last chapter 

with respect to visibility and the line exists also in that which attaches to the linear 

boundary. Drawing is bound in boundary. To return to an earlier discussion, to mark 

the bounds, and therefore territory, is one of the originary forms of marking and 

delineation. Marking (of drawing, of land) is proprietary, as is the boundary. 

 

Outline might be considered the boundary of figure. Yet there is a curious non-

correspondence between in-line and outline. In-line can refer to points or incidents 

which together conform to a line (eg ‘in-line’ skates), but outline is no such conceivable 

companion to this. To outline something is quite close in meaning to to in-line: to 

produce marked incidents that together form an efficiently conveyed structure that 

references a larger whole; something close to a sketch, as model, in drawing. Yet in 

drawing, the outline is the boundary of a shape perceived from a particular viewpoint. 

What is inside the outline, or the view from inside, is not known as in-line. 

 

One of the ur-stories of representation and outline is that of Pliny’s account of Boutades, 

who traced likeness via shadows cast on a wall, and whose story carries as an echo in the 
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feature-length animated film Snow White (1937). In one sequence, Snow White is playing 

with a bird in the forest, little realising the huntsman is creeping up behind her to kill 

her at the queen’s behest. As the huntsman arrives, Snow White is asking the bird where 

its parents are, but it could be as if she is talking to her shadow (Snow White is herself 

an orphan). She is placed in the sequence very close to a rock wall talking to a bird 

whilst the huntsman creeps up with his knife to kill her. Her shadow, her outline, is 

sharply delineated on it. It is as if at one point she will reach out and touch her outline, 

collapsing the chain of projection, representation, being and boundary.  

 

 

 
 

 
 

Fig. 6.1 Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (1937) The Walt Disney Company.
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She is fused with her shadow when confronted with the huntsman’s knife, as she backs 

to the wall. The threat of the knife, which would puncture the field of Snow White’s 

outline, recedes as the huntsman’s resolve fails, and she runs off to be lost in the forest, 

which is all shadow. 

 

It would seem the artist-animators of Disney knew their Pliny. Here is the tale of 

Boutades from Pliny: 

Boutades, a potter of Sikyon, discovered, with the help of his daughter, how to model 

portraits in clay. She was in love with a youth, and when he was leaving the country 

she traced the outline of the shadow which his face cast on the wall by lamplight. Her 

father filled in the outline with clay and made a model; this he dried and baked […]  

Since the time of Boutades artists who worked in clay have been called modellers 

(Pliny, 1896, pp.175 -177). 

 

The outline in this sense is considered indexical in the spirit of a silhouette. What is 

inside a silhouette is blankness, the ‘substance’ of the void. The Boutades story is a story 

born of loss, or impending loss (of the daughter’s lover), salved by a form of likeness that 

can be ghosted, retained and possessed. The outline, the shadow, restores the absence of 

that which it indexes. This is also the ur-story of art history’s modellers (of plastice, those 

for whom the plastic is their domain), who create the projection of likeness (or 

correspondence) that models achieve. As likeness the visual outline stands somewhere 

between fulfilled representation and the abstracted but sufficient equivalent. The view 

from outside, the particular viewpoint, is defining for the outline. Where outline is 

concerned, otherness is not outside, it is in; what is inside, is beyond the demesne of 

outline.  
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The line of the outline is that of the boundary, that separator between in and out, but 

seen from the outside. The delineator in the Boutades story, which brings coherence to 

the whole, is that line. It is a line that could be said to have one edge, or side, rather 

than the two normally associated with the material line: inside is all one substance; the 

edge gives way to the outside. These stories, as in the story of Apelles discussed in 

Chapter 8 (and similarly involving outline) are shot through with absence and presence, 

and linked by line’s aspect as boundary and outline. 
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6.1 Heidegger’s Invisible Transversal 

 

Heidegger’s philosophy is principally concerned with the nature of being. As part of this 

project, he examines a work by Ernst Jünger, Über die Linie, and seeks to enrich Jünger’s 

use of the line by bringing it into proximity with his own, so that they might illuminate 

each other. Ultimately, Heidegger hopes to advance his excursus on nihilism in relation 

to being, for which the line is the vehicle. In doing so he expands a tropology of line that 

encompasses the border, outline, boundary and threshold with respect to the line, 

amongst other aspects of line under discussion in this study. What follows here is not an 

assessment appropriate to philosophy, but one that examines the mechanisms of the 

important use to which line is put in Heidegger’s essay. 

 

Now entitled ‘The Question of Being’, Heidegger’s essay was originally entitled 

Concerning ‘the Line’ (Über ‘die Linie’) which as a title addressed directly Jünger’s work Über 

die Linie (Across the Line). The line does not recede in importance with the change of title; 

the line retains its presence as the figure by which Heidegger’s central relation, of 

nihilism and being, is negotiated. Heidegger, in response, hopes to create another 

position which belongs together with Jünger’s, thereby raising ‘into a higher ambiguity 

the title ‘Über die Linie’ (Heidegger, 2010b, p.320). ‘Your … trans lineam’ says Heidegger 

‘and my discussion locating the line under the title de linea belong together’ (p.294). He 

reads Jünger’s use of the line in the sense of crossing, or moving over beyond, the line. In this 

dialogue on the application of the line to being and nihilism, Heidegger’s attempts at 

clarity (he suggests) might prove inadequate (p.321). He seeks to emphasise his method 



 

 156 

of discursive speculation, and the way in which his method ‘seeks to tend to reflection’ 

(p.322) as a principle of proceeding. His discussion of line explodes the possibilities of 

language and experience which 

resides in a play that, the richer it unfolds, remains all the more rigorously maintained 

in a concealed rule […] [which] frees us for the ever playful jointure of never resting 

transformation (p.320).  

 

Here again, as with Klee, is the alignment of play and line; a line as appropriate to a 

tropos that encourages play. 

 

There is also a trope of visibility and the line addressed here. Heidegger emphasises 

Jünger’s use of line as invoking a trope of the trans linea. The boundary line, or outline, 

implies the enclosing of a territory or field. The border (-line) is bound to a particular 

part of, or proximity or approach to, the boundary. Heidegger’s discussion mines the 

slippage between the line and the field/enclosed territory. Boundary coheres around a 

sense of the whole (of the field); so the line-as-border may be constructed as part of the 

sequence this field | line |that field. It is a divider that marks a state change. This is 

Heidegger’s construction of Jünger’s line – the trans linea. It is here that it is possible to 

conceive of another invisible line – the shadow-line of the border. 

 

There is a line invisible in (or not borne out by) Heidegger. Entelechy forms a core part 

of Heidegger’s (following Leibniz’s) thinking; entelechy as involving ‘“an intrinsic 

comatus, a seeking” [as Leibniz says] […] a capacity, but not a capacity at rest’ 

(Heidegger, 2010a, p.65). There is in the quality of border an entelechy, a potential for 
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action, that completes it. It can be argued, then, that the border is nothing without the 

crossing, or the imagined/potential crossing. That is, there is always, already, a trans 

(linea). Therefore it is possible to find in Heidegger here an (invisible) transversal line of 

sorts (or, more mathematically correctly, an intersection to be performed) that completes 

the possibility of the border. This is the line of passage, the line to be taken to cross the 

line, which is always present, invariably invisibly, in the border-line. This intersection is 

definitional to Heidegger’s calling upon the use of the line. The border-line itself recedes 

in visibility in Heidegger’s use, as the possibility of the trans linea fails. Heidegger poses 

that ‘the more we think about “the line” the more this immediately persuasive image 

disappears’ (Heidegger, 2010b, p.311). This is because, according to Heidegger, 

the human being stands within the zone of the line […] in no case does the line, 

thought of as a sign of the zone of consummate nihilism, lie before the human being in 

the manner of something that could be crossed. In that case the possibility of a trans 

lineam and of such a crossing collapses (Heidegger, 2010b, p.311). 

 

So the characteristics of line that can signal separation, but also as a boundary or border 

to be crossed, if considered essential attributes of the line, cause its presence to recede in 

Heidegger’s discussion. 

 

Heidegger’s engagement with the line in his essay demonstrates a depth of 

apprehension of the line’s history and possibility, associations and rhetoric (is it perhaps 

possible here to speak of the being of line?). In speaking of being he requires a 

terminology that addresses being in its turning towards nihilism (that is, in the 

movement near this line/boundary). The realm of nihilism, by definition, for 

Heidegger, is one of difference to the language of being, and therefore ‘demands a 



 

 158 

different saying’ (Heidegger, 2010b, p.310). So Heidegger’s solution here is to suggest 

that ‘a thoughtful look ahead into this realm can write “being” only in the following 

[…] way: ’ (Heidegger, 2010b, p.310). ‘The crossing out of this word … 

embraces the object relation’ (Heidegger, 2010b, p.310); between the human being and 

‘being’ for Heidegger. This is not simply sous rature, as it would become in the work of 

Derrida (for whom Heidegger was an early influence); for Heidegger this is not ‘the 

merely negative sign of crossing out’ (Heidegger, 2010b, p.310) (though of course here 

Heidegger recognises something in the action potential reading of crossing out). Rather 

this is a sign that addresses, through a complex linear and graphic understanding, a 

quality appropriate to the demands of Heidegger’s point. It gestures rather toward ‘the 

four regions of the fourfold and their being gathered in the locale of this crossing out’ 

(Heidegger, 2010b, p.311).  

 

So it could be a gathering of these threads held taut at the centre – the locale of the 

crossing out as with Heidegger’s zone of the line above; more the crossing is a graphic that 

entertains a four-sectioned unity. Taking Heidegger’s fourfold to a level of the literal, 

these folds are as a paper page that has been folded on one diagonal, then on the other, 

thus producing quadrants each separated by a fold line. Heidegger’s folds reflect his 

four aspects of the fullness of dwelling, Earth, Sky, Mortals and Divinities, perhaps a 

nod to Immanuel Kant’s four antinomies or Arthur Schopenhauer’s fourfold of 

sufficient reason (willing, being, knowing, becoming). 
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Here the image of the line has moved from the action of crossing-out as gesture/action, 

to the relation of line traversing the other (translinea), of passage as with Jünger, to one of 

zone (of the line; of the four; of the whole). Here Heidegger has shown us line as both 

single and as multiplicity, and as total. It recalls Kant’s one, many and all; or unity, 

multiplicity and totality as categories of quantity. It is also, as Heidegger has been 

discussing in respect of being, a playing out through an intimate acquaintance with line, 

a demonstration of nihilism. The nothing of the crossing-out is in fact bound with 

presence and possibility (the unity of the four) and the always-inhabited zone of (always 

already) crossing. 
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6.2 The Green Line: Eyal Weizman 

 

As boundary, the Green Line – the notional line of division between the Israeli state and 

the Palestinian people – exerts a productive presence for projects that use as a starting 

point the distance between the line’s clarity as an image and the reality of the political 

and territorial situation in the region. 

 

An anxiety around the rhetoric of the line exists in Eyal Weizman’s project concerning 

what he terms the ‘forensic architecture’ of the Green Line. Within this project can be 

seen the tension between the line as abstraction and the line being played out in the 

world – specifically that of territory and politics. A broader anxiety is played out 

specifically to do with the nature of the line, in that it has length but no thickness. 

Weizman’s archeological recovery of the line restores the nebulous width to the line, 

and in doing so achieves an historical and political recovery that acts forcefully in the 

ongoing struggle for territory and nationhood that the Green Line articulates. 

The fetishism of the Green Line has a dialectical dynamics. It purifies the occupation, 

reorganises and elevates it to channels that deny the intensity and injustices of the 

Israeli occupation machinery. This fetishism allows the artificial separation between 

the ‘good guys’ and the ‘bad guys’; it creates a moral indifference and hides the fact 

that the Israeli colonial occupation is found everywhere, not only over the Green Line 

(Shenhav, 2006 quoted in Cunningham, 2008). 

 

Yehouda Shenhav’s point here is that the line has become a dark attractor of 

obfuscation rather than the use that such a line (and the use of such lines) might 
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normally provide – clarity and organisational simplicity. It is these last qualities 

themselves that allow the possibility of the fetish, as there is here an organised 

understanding around an object that is sufficiently clear to be held worthy of projection 

or investment; easy enough with one of Winnicott’s transitional-object blankets, but 

perhaps more difficult when the object has an abstract origin, as in the Green Line. The 

transfer from geometric simplicity to desktop planning, to territorial inception in itself, 

provides a ‘disorganised’ object that complicates the holding of the fetish, let alone the 

reality of living alongside the territorial line. 

 

The green-ness of the line refers to the colour of the markers used in the Arab-Israeli 

War in November 1948 by the Commanders of the Israeli and the Jordanian forces, 

whose signatures are on the map (Fig. 6.2.1) to mark ceasefire lines behind which their 

respective forces would be kept: Israeli forces behind a line marked in green and 

Jordanian forces marked in red, with a no-man’s land in between (Fig. 6.2.2). This 

demarcation was then used in the February 1949 Armistice Agreement. It is this line 

that has become of international interest over its recognition and the binding agreement 

(or otherwise) that it might represent as territorial legality under international law. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 6.2.1 ‘Palestine’, British Palestine Survey 1944 (detail). [additions by Moshe Dayan and Ahmed  

Sudki El Jundi] source: http://www.palestineremembered.com/Acre/Maps/Story582.html.
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Fig 6.2.2 ‘Palestine’, British Palestine Survey 1944 (detail). [additions by Moshe Dayan and Ahmed Sudki El Jundi] 

source: http://www.palestineremembered.com/Acre/Maps/Story582.html. 
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Weizman employs a note of grim humour in playing between the line as abstraction, as 

line on map, as notional border, and then as enacted territory. By materialising the line, 

where archeology is not just a process of critical or historical archeology, Weizman 

enhances the evidence base from which politics might be tested. Again this is grounded 

in signatures of the line as immaterial (and possibly immanent) and as a historical 

marker of many forms of authority. 

 

Weizman is keen to point out not only the disparity between the illusion of clarity and 

probity that the simple image that a line might represent, but also the inverse function it 

has in reality to achieve anything like a resolution for the parties concerned: 

we must also remember that the wall is not a single object. It was never able to 

translate the contradictory forces acting on it into linear geometry. From being a 

singular, contiguous object it shredded into separate fragments […] a sequence of 

fortifications similar to the main part of the wall. In some paradoxical instances the 

closer the international community placed the linear component of the wall to the 

international border of the Green Line, the more depth barriers were planned and 

built on its eastern side, the more fragmented the terrain became (Meissen, 2005). 

 

There is a further complication with respect to framing the line as a political 

convenience: what Weizman calls ‘the politics of verticality’ (Meissen, 2005). Like width, 

line geometrically considered also has no associated height. Again, rather than the line 

producing a clarity of partition, the Green Line partition has also produced vertical 

fragmentation which grates against the fiction of the line as border:  

the 1993 Oslo Accord […] enclosed territorial islands with Israel controlling the sub-

terrain (the aquifers) under them as well as the electromagnetic fields and the airspace 

above them. In this strange logic of partition, the horizon formed a national boundary 

by separating air from ground and the terrain from sub-terrain (Meissen, 2005). 
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It is against this backdrop that the line as rhetoric, rather than an agent of clarity in 

regards to boundary, can act as an agent of convenience where obscuration might be 

politically expedient. Weizman has used the same signatures that accompany the line to 

explode political possibilities. 
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6.3 The Green Line: Francis Alÿs 

 

Francis Alÿs responded to the Palestinian/Israeli Green Line with a similar sense to that 

of Weizman; to the need to make or identify materially with the ghosting abstractions of 

the line as boundary. It also bears a relation to the line-in-landscapes of Richard Long 

and their combination of performativity and documentation necessary to engage with 

the work. 

 

In Alÿs’ case he makes more explicit than Weizman the absurd relation (in the cultural 

historical sense) within which a border that is operationally potent is detached in its 

connection to the bureaucratic historical relations that created it. One starting point 

might be to examine the colour of Alÿs’ line. Observing as discussed above the absurd 

historical contingencies behind the colour which is bound to this line, and by laying this 

colour materially along the boundary, Alÿs lays bare the action of contingency, history 

and transparency. A long, complex and painful playing out of history that resulted in a 

border to be observed that affects greatly the daily life of two peoples is exposed in a 

simple bathetic action. In literalising the colour, historical causation is called into 

question. Partially there is a play on the suggestion that historical causation as determined 

(history favours the blessed) – which might loom large in the faith-based project of two 

peoples and their bond with territory – does not sit well with an alternate view of fate as 

bound in contingency and happenstance of history. That the line is green in colour is 
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the least of anyone’s concern; in highlighting the colour the artist lays bare the power of 

rhetoric and the accretions of history. 

 

Here is Alÿs’ action, walking the line and literalising where it might lie. The 

complications of the line’s being and not-being apparent from Weizman’s work are 

addressed here with artistic absurd humour. The viewer observes the video document; 

there are numerous bit-players captured on screen who observe the action and amplify 

the distance between what seems like an impudent but impotent act and the personnel 

and material fortifications that Alÿs passes casually amongst. Here is line as walking, as 

boundary, and as a certain kynical reasoning – a freewheeling snub to authority. This is 

also an act of painting, and were that the filter through which the viewer looks, the tzim-

tzum of Newman might not be far behind. Yet this is precisely not the painted line of 

metaphysics, it is a materialist, concrete line of the here and now, an event which brings 

into play specific political contingencies. 

 

As lining/drawing and marking, it literalises not a line in relation to free strolling, but its 

opposite: the taking of a line for a walk. This is the language of marking, of 

proprietorship. This is entirely appropriate, for what is the Green Line as political 

reality if it is not about property?  There is however a double bind in Alÿs action, for 

whilst it would seem to be the action of the free artist, the path he takes is determined by 

elaborate forces of history. There is at play an oscillation from signature as ground 

(following Agamben) and the signature as vested in the identity and bona fides of an 

individual. Here it is possible to recognise the linear trope of beating the bounds, of 



 

 167 

making property; in this it is signalling a competition, as perhaps is true of all property, 

of the competing claim. There is an agency here, but not necessarily his own; if nothing 

else the agency here in his act is one of ethical demand. The agency of a work such as 

Richard Long’s A Line Made by Walking, 1967 strikes quite a different note – it holds a 

level of indeterminacy as action and document (why this patch of grass?) which lends it 

quite a different sense of play; Alÿs’ work is circumscribed by an ethic that demands that 

he walk the line. 

 

There is the line itself, green paint dribbled on the road. An action is figured, nesting in 

the capacity of a single act as an ethical action for all. Whilst this appears steeped in a 

heroic mode of the one acting for all against great structures of power, there is also here 

the irruptive power of the figural that asserts its presence, and doing so whilst 

questioning the meaning, or the capacity to hold meaning, of boundary-drawing and 

property. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 7 in relation to their time and through their time in relation, 2015. Graphite, ink, collaged print on simili japon 

paper. 21 x 29.7cm [overleaf] 
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7. Suspension, Time, Event, [Singularity] 

 

Recalling Huizinga’s remarks on play as interlude (Huizinga, 1955, p.9) – literally, 

‘between games’ – suggests a state of suspension. If a line is conceived in part as 

between points, then in this it evokes a suspension of sorts between those points. This 

suggestion, that the singular line might also be ‘out of time’, or time suspended, is 

recalled in Deleuze and Guattari: ‘this primacy of the line of flight must not be 

understood in chronological sense, nor in the sense of eternal generality. Rather, it 

points towards the “untimely” aesthetic principle of time without rhythm’ (Deleuze and 

Guattari, 1987, p.92). So despite, or rather in parallel with, the well-established graph of 

the time-line, there is also its shadow, that of the time-less line. 

 

Pestalozzi’s neologism Anschauung, discussed in Chapter 3 – an understanding of ‘things 

before words, concrete before abstract’ (Brosterman, 1997, p.23) – is played out in the 

suspension of determined meaning conjured in Klee’s line going for a stroll. It also 

conjures the habitation of something like a hypnogogic state – supposed to be generative 

or creative; it is that alternate state experienced between waking and sleeping in which 

any conscious determining of action or thought is held in suspension. 
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7.1 Red 

 

All over the world the beautiful red breezes 

went on blowing hand 

in hand. 

Anne Carson, Autobiogrpahy of Red (1999) 

 

The ‘thin red line’ is a cipher for a famous stand by the British in the Crimean War (and 

the eponymous 1881 painting of the same by Robert Gibbs). Its relation to Goethe’s 

image of continuity of the red thread is uncertain. It is perhaps an illustration of the 

fecund ground on which the use of the line cross-pollinates. There are also an 

overwhelming number of popular contemporary references to Ariadne’s thread being 

red, which has no basis in any classical sources. The British action in Crimea is an 

example of the red line (literally the red coats of the soldiers) as a barrier that cannot be 

crossed, now beloved in political rhetoric to replace the similar linear rhetoric, the ‘line 

in the sand’. This is the transversal line, of history in section, rather than plan. 

 

The descriptor ‘thin’ that is bound in the phrase is part of the anxiety of the lore of the 

line; how can we hold in our mind something has length but not width? It is transposed 

here with the necessity for the strength of that line – the necessity of holding the border 

of the British Empire; both thin yet strong. In line with the signal sent from Nelson’s 

flagship in the battle of Trafalgar – ‘England expects that every man will do his duty’ 

(Mostert, 2008, p.483), it is the image of the dutiful yet autonomous subject of the 

Empire. In Gibbs’ painting the line of men is two deep; the rhetoric is such that only the 

courage of vested individuals (the British subject) will hold this line.  
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Fig 7.1.1  The Thin Red Line, oil on canvas, Robert Gibbs, 1881 

courtesy the National War Museum, Edinburgh. 

 

 

Recall Goethe’s excursus as referred to earlier on the (English) Royal Navy’s rope. 

Wittgenstein’s expression (as previously) denotes, as does Ginzburg’s reference to 

history’s red thread, line as a recognisable historical continuity.  Hence the logic also of 

the All Red Line as the British Empire’s telegraph system was called, and the British 

Empire being ‘held together by a thin red line’ can be re-thought both as telegraph and 

as the logic of the military formation of red-coated soldiers. 
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Fig. 7.1.2  ‘1902 British All Red Line map’. Johnson’s The All Red Line – The Annals and Aims of the Pacific Cable Project 

(1903). Image in the public domain (Bruton, 2014). 

 

 

 

Belnap and Green problematise Ginzburg’s red line as a philosophical historical line 

and its relation to the compossible in ‘Indeterminism and the Thin Red Line’ (1994). 

They construct Ginzburg’s thin red line as ‘the one and only actual history in all of Our 

World’ (Belnap and Green, 1994, p.379); that is, as ontic and complete, rather than that 

which is privileged by historians fond of a grand narrative or particular prejudice. This 

does not mean for them that indeterminism is not possible: ‘one of those lines 

[possibilities] is the course along which history will go, and it is both thin and red’ 

(Belnap and Green, 1994, p.366). They are at pains, however, to resist a determinism 
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that this might connote; their argument is for a local concept of indeterminism. It is 

unclear how they get to thinking line as a through-line of history by using the example 

of the ‘British Empire […] maintained by a thin red line of soldiers’ (Belnap and Green, 

1994, p.366), even going so far as to quote from the London Times from 1954 – ‘that 

red-line tipped with a line of steel’ (Belnap and Green, 1994, p.386).  As discussed, this 

steel-tipped image might have maintained through time the continuity of the British 

Empire, but this is a linear image that is ultimately transversal (that is, a line to be 

potentially crossed), not one that is through-time. This unfortunate example aside, they 

do manage to maintain, at least as a schema, the rhetoric of history as a linear image for 

a collection of events as continuity-through-time. 
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7.2 Event | Line of Flight 

 

Contemporary thinking on the line owes a debt to Deleuze and Guattari. Their 

rhetorical articulation of the line has had considerable impact. Yet their contribution to 

the line as a talking point in critical theory has at the same time made problematic its 

articulation with any clarity and stability. This study sits at some level in 

contradistinction to the contributions of these theorists. Their contribution is subsumed 

as part of a much larger system, and to an extent submerges the presence of the line and 

its capacity to be maintained with any sense of singularity and unity. 

 

Whilst a basic conception of the line is its mathematical aspect (of a distance between 

two points or as having length but no width) easily held in the mind of the reader, it 

remains to ask what is it they conceive of when they conceive of the line. Examination 

of individual statements taken in the context of the wider work of the contributors, and 

from the informal interpreters, assists with this. Particular attention here is given to 

examination of a work dating from the period of Deleuze’s work when he was writing 

with Guattari. 

 

The publication in French in 1980 of Deleuze and Guattari’s Mille Plateaux stands as a 

prominent instance of the line as image in critical theory. A publication in English 

followed closely – significantly titled On the Line (Deleuze and Guattari, 1983), consisting 

of two sections: ‘Rhizome’ and ‘Politics’. This extract from the larger work focusing on 

the line, released in English before the publication of the whole volume, is a testament 
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to its pithy presentation of the core ideas in the larger piece, and how thinking on the 

line is bound within the thought and method of Deleuze and Guattari. So it is worth 

examining how it is that the line serves the articulation of their thoughts, and how this 

sits in the larger context of thinking on the line. 

 

To orient the reader in Deleuzian/Guattarian structures, it is valuable to start with 

those areas of stabilisation, ‘vibrant and continuous areas of intensity’ (Deleuze and 

Guattari, 1983, pp.49-50), from which other terminology can be appreciated. This is 

the Deleuzian/Guattarian plateau. The structure of these (thousand) plateaux is that of 

the  rhizome – key to Deleuzian/Guattarian ways of thinking of experience. The 

rhizome is a structure ‘made of plateaus each communicating with the other through 

tiny fissures in the brain’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1983, p.50), where the brain is ‘neither 

rooting nor branching matter […] the brain is much more like grass’ (Deleuze and 

Guattari, 1983, p.34). Significantly this rhizomatic structure is ‘made only of lines: lines 

of segmentation and stratification as dimensions, but also lines of flight or of 

deterritorialisation’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1983, p.48). 

 

As method the Deleuzian/Guattarian glossary resists definition, is uncomfortable with 

it, sits alongside it. Part of this discomfiture is the clamour for multiplicity that is neither 

the One or the many; yet the question remains, why rely on lines at all for expectation? 

Partly the answer lies in the genealogy of knowledge and its representation. This 

image/structure of the rhizome is laid against a long traditionalist view: 

there is no departure from the representative model of the trace or root … concerning 

the genetic axis or deep structure we say they are before anything else principles of 

tracing (calque), reproducible to infinity. The logic of the tree is a logic of tracing and 
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reproduction … of tracing something given as already made … the tree articulates 

and establishes a hierarchy of tracings (Deleuze and Guattari, 1983, pp.24-25). 

 

So the tree represents for these writers a centralising authority structure (the operation 

of these structures articulated in various fields by Deleuze’s former colleague Foucault). 

Yet it is worth noting Deleuze’s own genealogy, working within/beside the disciplines of 

philosophy and psychiatry; how far he is working within, and without, the historical 

disciplines is worthy of consideration. The arborescent as epistemological 

structure/image dates in French thought at least to René Descartes’ image of the tree of 

philosophy. Similarly Denis Diderot, the exemplary encyclopaedist, cast knowledge in 

branch structures. Readers wanting to pursue study of this imagery will find Manuel 

Lima’s The Book of Trees: Visualising Branches of Knowledge (2014) useful. 

 

So to lines: the tree (and for Deleuze and Guattari, the alternative rhizomatic plant 

structure) provides a biological underpinning that combines connective structure with 

historical organic growth. Trees and rhizomes, of course, draw on the linear for their 

organisation. The biological motif, however, is not just a way of rendering visual 

complexity – as rhetoric it carries the authority of the biology of the real; that is, as a 

referential form of truth. In the work of Deleuze and Guattari this creates a tension 

between the referential truth (and the bounded properties of rhizomatic plants) and the 

work of open possibility they would like their imagery to perform. Deleuze and Guattari 

are not content with ‘shoots’ as a consistent image of resonating connectivity – the 

capacity to ‘connect semiotic chains, organisations of power, events in the arts sciences, 

and social structure struggles’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987, p.25) that forms part of the 

work the imagery and structures are expected to perform. It is worth examining what 
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role the line can perform with respect to this connectivity; it is the more abstracted sense 

of line they draw upon as basic unit to articulate their ideas, and their desire to use line 

to do this, that begs enquiry. 

 

Partially it is a question of mapping. For Deleuze and Guattari, the rhizome is thought 

of ‘as a map and not tracing […] the map is opposed to the trace […] because its whole 

orientation is towards establishing contact with the real experientially’ (Deleuze and 

Guattari, 1983, p.25). Yet here is a paradox; whilst ‘the map is open, connectable to all 

dimensions and capable of being dismantled […] reversible and susceptible to constant 

modification’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1983, p.26), mapping is also susceptible to 

convention, to an established understanding of what it is that mapping does, and the 

representation, and rewriting, of experience, that might follow. The line is part of the 

convention of mapping, of diagramming, despite the authors’ protestations to the 

contrary: ‘quite unlike graphs, graphics, drawing or photography, unlike tracing, the 

rhizome refers to a map that must be produced and constructed, detestable, 

connectable, reversible and modifiable’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987, pp.48-49). 

 

It is this preference for connectivity, networks, of diagrams, that culturally mitigates 

against the preserve or the circulation of the singular line, these being larger structures 

that incorporate many lines. Yet even the inclusion of lines as units is suppressed: ‘the 

rhizome doesn’t allow itself to be reduced to the One or the many […] it is not a 

multiple derived from One […] not made of units but as dimensions, or rather of 

shifting directions’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1983, p.47). Yet the primary relation in 

which the system might function is a particular line: the line of flight. 
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Deleuze and Guattari’s line of flight is one of motion following Kandinsky’s mobile 

point, and echoing also the emphatic qualities of Marinetti’s Futurism: ‘form a line, 

never a point! Speed transforms the pointing to a line’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1983, 

p.57). ‘Line of chance, line of hips, line of flights’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987, p.69), 

this movement is known by transitions, some segmentary molar: ‘family/then 

school/then army/then factory’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987, p.69); or more molecular 

‘becomings, micro-becomings that don’t have the same rhythm as our “history”’ 

(Deleuze and Guattari, 1987, p.69); and another line, the line of flight, that is of primary 

interest: ‘the study of these lines is something to groups, that is the goal of schizo-

analysis, micro-politics, pragmatics, diagrammatics, rhizomatics, cartography’ (Deleuze 

and Guattari, 1987, p.72). 

 

These lines that constitute rhizomatic action are ‘the lines of the deterritorialisation 

along which it endlessly flees’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1983, p.18), this rupture ‘each 

time the segmentry line explodes into line of flight […] is part of the rhizome’ (Deleuze 

and Guattari, 1987, pp.18). This deterritorialisation is defined in the instance of 

rupture, of the line of flight where there is:  

deterritorialisation of one of the terms and the re-territorialisation of the other, the 

two becoming intertwining and relaying each other in a circulation of intensities that 

always pushed the deterritorialisation further along […] The explosion of two 

heterogeneous series in a line of flight consisting of a common rhizome (Deleuze and 

Guattari, 1983, p.19-20). 

 

We must ask, if this is a charting of experience, what this experience of the primary line 

of flight is. Deleuze and Guattari provide very little on this; one of the few passages that 
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addresses this is couched in the language of the Sublime: the line of flight, compared to 

the other lines, is ‘stranger still, as if something were carrying us away […] toward an 

unknown destination neither foreseeable nor preexistent’ [emphasis mine](Deleuze and 

Guattari, 1987, pp.70-71). This line ‘always comes from elsewhere and disrupts the 

binary nature of the two […] Tracing another line […] that carries them away 

according to speed in the movement of flight’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987, p.82-83). It 

is worth asking more generally if there is the hangover of Romantic Sublimity 

(conceivably via Nietzsche) at work here: ‘this line seems to surge up afterwards […] this 

line has been from time immemorial, although it is the opposite of destiny’ (Deleuze and 

Guattari, 1987, p.71). Like the sublime, it is a moment ‘out of time’: 

this primacy of the line of flight must not be understood in chronological sense, nor in 

the sense of eternal generality. Rather, it points towards the ‘untimely’ aesthetic 

principle of time without rhythm (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987, p.92).  

 

Like the Sublime, there is danger in this line: ‘Lines of flight to turn out badly […] 

cannot only because they are short-circuited by the other two lines, but because they 

secrete danger’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987, p.100). 

 

The experience of being, therefore, whilst on the line of flight itself, is cloaked in mystery, 

and seems to retreat at the attempt at mapping, of self-knowledge:  

the marginals are not the ones who create the line; they install themselves on them 

[…] perfect when they have the curious modesty of “men of the line” and the 

prudence of an experimenter, but a catastrophe [in] the micro-fascist speech of their 

eddying dependency: we are avant-garde! or “we are the marginals!” (Deleuze and 

Guattari, 1987, p.98).  
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Unlike the line of flight, the first two more everyday lines of segmentation and 

stratification are marked by moments or thresholds understandable in terms of life 

passage. Deleuze and Guattari refer to real nomadic flights – ‘flights conceived after the 

nomadic flights of Egypt etc.’ (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987, p.90) but this 

historical/geographic lens is limited in the scope of their discussion. Yet the reader is left 

to wonder the way in which the line of flight, the key to their mechanism (of 

diagrammatics, schizo-analysis, the rhizomatic) is constituted as a line.  

 

The passage of experience around the line of flight is cloaked in curious modesty and 

prudence, where there is no chronology, no identifiable ‘presence-in-flight’, or way to 

inhabit or experience this passage. There is flux, there is shift from one state to another, 

but what signifies passage? If there is speed, then along what distance? Where is this 

line? What is the experience of this line? There is a before and afterwards by which a 

state change might be known, but what of its passage? What re-inscriptions occur in its 

discovery? Is it the line of Romantic discovery, of breaching the unknown, the virgin 

territory, of thresholds of discovery? Is it a line at all, or the fantasy of teleportation - 

I/we was/were there, and now am/are here? To examine Deleuze and Guattari’s line 

of becoming is fraught; how might we know the time of it? As Gaston Bachelard has it, 

‘the memory of duration is among the least enduring memories?’ (Bachelard, 2011, 

p.19). If the line is indeed borrowed from Heidegger’s essay ‘Über die Linea’ (and perhaps 

this is the only way to read this peculiarly framed experience-meets-cartography) then, 

following Heidegger, what is it to know such dramatic change of state, when we must 

surely be re-inscribed by the language that lies beyond the threshold? Similarly, 
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following Heidegger, the line of flight is more easily imagined as the border-line that is 

crossed than the transversal line of passage. 

 

The difficulty here is that the attempt to provide a cartography of experience that lends 

itself to the imagery of passage is one that sits ill with that of the nature of the Event. 

This strange privileging of the event that is the line of flight posits that ‘[f]lat, n-

dimensional multiplicities are a-signifying and a-subjective’ [emphasis supplied] (Deleuze and 

Guattari, 1983, p.9). This privileging of this line of passage, of becoming, sits at odds 

with rise of the relation, the networked, and the flat democratic ontologies in the work 

of Deleuze and Guattari. How can the privileging of the line of flight sit with the ethics 

of multiplicity? How is it singular as event – Bachelard’s words are apposite here: ‘[n]o 

matter how small the fragment we considered, a microscopic examination sufficed to 

reveal a multiplicity of events teeming within it’ (Bachelard, 2011, p.18-19). How can it 

be other than post hoc or historical as a construction of experience? To allow its futural, 

thrown-forward capacity (that a line of flight arises) is not politically hopeful in the way 

the authors might hope; to imbue it with Messianic possibility imbues it with an element 

of opium, of the fantastic, and renders it therefore politically inert. 
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7.3 Dostoevsky’s Suspender 

 

The Karamazov Brothers (1879) sits in an established literary canon as a powerful work of 

European literature that challenges an idea of humanity’s capacity for goodness and 

self-knowledge, of basic precepts of humanism. One of its key scenes (considered 

dramatically and thematically) is included here: 

The leg was clothed in a long white stocking and a slipper. Taking his time, 

Smerdyakov undid the suspender and inserted his fingers right down inside the 

stocking. Ivan Fyodorovich stared at him and suddenly was shaken by a spasm of fear.  

 

“You’re mad!” he yelled, and, jumping back against the wall, he staggered backwards, 

hitting his back against the wall with such force that he seemed suspended there like a 

plumb-line. Transfixed with fear, he looked at Smerdyakov. The latter, quite oblivious 

to Ivan’s terror, went on digging in his stocking, still apparently struggling to get hold 

of something and pull it out. At last he got hold of it and started to pull (Dostoevsky, 

1994, p.783).                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

 

This quotation provides a sufficient view of the rhythmic change Dostoevsky achieves in 

advance of each sentence of this important revelatory episode from The Karamazov 

Brothers, where the often self-inflicted frenetic egotistic state of Ivan Fyodorovich is 

penetrated by Smerdyakov’s (erotic) revelation of the true circumstances of Ivan’s 

father’s murder. The slow, intimate action of Smerdyakov and his stocking provide 

framing for the frenzied, then arrested, interlude that constitutes Ivan Fyodorovich’s 

response, a horrified observance that parallels the reader’s own experience of the event. 

Ivan’s singular moment of stillness in the entire lengthy novel is compacted in the use of 

line as image; the suspension of Ivan’s frenzied delusional state is reinforced in the 
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image, by none other than the use of the plumb-line, suspended. The image emphasises 

not only suspension, but verticality – Ivan’s ‘bolt-upright’ physical arrest, and singularity 

(of line, of event) matching the particular importance of this as revelation (not only of 

the truth of the murder but of Ivan’s own possible complicity in it). This is the line by 

which Fyodorovich’s character is drawn, akin to Cennino’s advice, that a ‘vertical line 

can be established by a snap line with a piece of plumb on the end […] [which] would 

then provide a central axis around which the figure can be drawn’ (Puttfarken, 2000, 

pp.50-51). 

 

This image-line is provided as a ‘perpendicular’, if you will, to the line of the event that 

stretches between the frame of Smerdyakov’s slow, strange action and Ivan 

Fyodorovich’s revelation. It is a plumb-line that arises again in the work of Barnett 

Newman – the break, the gravity, the suspended state. Yet the plumb-line itself is a 

marker of truth. What could be more true than the scientific demonstration of gravity? 

What is more true than gravity? It is a constant of a universal law (of gravity); a state 

that is unchanging – of great stability. Pondering the stabilities of such law, how can the 

‘event’ of Deleuze and Guattari’s ‘Line of Flight’ – a marker of change; of state change; 

of radical change, emerge when there are universal laws? Ivan Fyodorovich’s moment 

of clarity is not a release to a radical possibility, but more a revelation of the reassertion 

of the constants of the universe. 

 

This is precisely the question Epicurus asks when he arrives at an image that forms a 

powerful part of the lore or signature of line. His question is one contrary to the stability 
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of the plumb-line, of the structures of the straight line; against the straight line which is 

Aristotle’s line of gravitational pull, the gravitational line towards the centre of the 

planet. For Epicurus, some atoms will accidentally deviate, which will produce change 

states, or variation. Marx, whose birth and death maps that of Fyodor Dostoevsky’s 

within two years of each other, finds a political necessity in following Epicurus in the 

theory’s possibility for new movement (the swerve) – in the atom, so in politics – over 

Aristotle’s determinism. Marx sees in Epicurus the possibilities of self-sufficiency and 

abstract individuality (McCarthy, 2012, p.19). Epicurus’ swerve is an event of 

possibilities; for Marx ‘each body in a straight line motion surrenders its freedom and its 

independence to the laws of gravity and nature, thereby surrendering its individuality 

and distinctiveness’ (McCarthy, 2012, p.19). Ivan Fyodorovich’s clarity is also a 

surrender to the operation of the universe beyond his clamorous individual will.  
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7.4 Uncle Toby’s Stick 

 
 
As with Don Quixote, at the inception of the modern novel in English a work was written 

that remains unsurpassed in its quixotic experimental plumbing of the possibilities of the 

form, Laurence Sterne’s Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman. It is relevant here 

not for its broad quality or its impact on later narrative production, but for its ability 

within itself to mark the inadequacy of words on their own to complete a circuit of 

meaning; this with an address to a larger reflexive sense not only of the reading process, 

but of those elements of a novel which mark either the absence of words or elements 

that are not words at all. It is a novel that incorporates all sorts of reading complexities 

that might productively be considered gesture, the consideration of which would 

constitute a digression at least as long as this entire study. In one particular example 

relevant here, we are left suspended in another form of the vertical line, in a scene that 

involves the figure of Uncle Toby’s servant Trim demonstrating to the chambermaid 

Susannah the frailty of life and the fickleness of fortune. This scene provides an elegant 

segue from Dostoevsky’s plumb-line, but it importantly establishes the stick as an 

instrument with which Sterne ventures important discourse in his novel.  

 

Trim’s ‘striking the end of his stick perpendicularly upon the floor, so as to give an idea 

of health and stability’ (Sterne, 2010, p.377) is juxtaposed with the fall of his hat – ‘gone! 

in a moment!’ (Sterne, 2010, p.377) – marking death. Sterne continues: ‘Twas infinitely 

striking! Susannah burst into tears’ (Sterne, 2010, p.377). The repetition of ‘striking’ not 
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only makes word-play (variation on repetition), but combined with ‘infinitely’ reinforces 

the metaphysics of his statement (on mortality, finitude), combined with the figural 

gesture. Here is an instance of what James Swearingen reasonably regards as an inquiry 

into meaning and language that permeates Sterne’s novel – the narrator Tristram 

‘makes himself a master of what may be called the nonword – the expression of 

meaning in gesture, pose, even silence’ (Swearingen, 1977, p.164). Gesture is also a 

target for the reflexive Sterne, at least insofar as it may presage depth of character. 

Following the bathos of Tristram’s call for us to meditate on sentiment of mortality in 

Trim’s action with his hat, Sterne demonstrates ‘that minute preoccupations with 

gesture lead to absurd characterisations’ (Somerville, 1996, p.38). 

 

Examining what other kind of rhetoric is at play in the figural elements sheds a light on 

what it is that the verticality of the stick adds here. The imagistic distance between the 

controlled action of the stick and the ‘abandoned’ action of the hat (that is, once it was 

falling it would continue until stopped by the contingency of the ground) is further 

emphasised by the verticality of the stick. It stands vertical as we stand, until we fall in 

death; to keep a stick vertical is a controlled gesture, a maintenance of will. The 

verticality of the stick, then, is a cipher for being. The moment is percussive, the hard 

plosive consonance between ‘striking’ and ‘stick’ conjuring the rapping on the floor. The 

line itself appears in so many modes in the novel, it is not too great a leap to see the stick 

as yet another. Trim is Corporal Trim, and for Sterne and his readers familiar with the 

excessive play in language, it surely registers that Trim’s bodily (corporal/corporeal) 



 

 187 

presence is brought into that play. It is a corporal motion with the stick, an all too 

bodily gesture, and the line too here is made corporeal; made flesh. 

 

Fig. 7.4.1 Laurence Sterne, 1793. The Life of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman, pp.26-27. 

 

 

The line’s constant presence in the novel is bound with the passage of narrative – the 

‘story line’ – ‘I shall be able to go on with my uncle Toby’s story, and my own, in a 

tolerable straight line’ (Sterne, 2010, p.485). This is of course a joke, for in the 

picaresque mode that Sterne is exploiting to maximum effect, the way is anything but 
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straight. This story line is turned from figure of speech to the graphic figural on the 

page. The sequence is this: ‘in a tolerable straight line. Now,’ (Sterne, 2010, p.485) 

which is then followed by a sequence of squiggly lines placed somewhat laterally on the 

page (Fig. 7.4.1). This is followed by  ‘[t]hese were the four lines I moved in through my 

first, second and fourth volumes – In the fifth volume I have been very good – the 

precise line I have described in it being thus:’ (Sterne, 2010, p.488), followed by another 

lateral squiggly line. 

 

Digression is that which is indicated by the departures from the straight lines above, 

each digression marked with letters – ‘A, where I took a trip to Navarre […] the 

indented B, which is the short airing when I was there with the Lady Baussiere’ (Sterne, 

2010, p.488), and so on. Digression is presented ironically as that which ought to be 

resisted in favour of straightforward presentation: 

In this last volume I have done better still […] I have scarce stepped a yard out of my 

way.  

 

If I mend at this rate, it is not impossible […] but I may arrive hereafter at the 

excellency of going on even thus; 

_______________________________________________________________ 

           (Sterne, 2010, p.489) 

 

 

Readers may note that this is followed on the page by the graphic insertion of a 

completely straight line laterally on the page. There is method here: digression is part of 

an ironic distance from authoritative authorial forms, forming a sympathetic pact with 

the reader: ‘through the endless displacement of seeing the word through another’s 
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hobby-horse [...] one is brought closer to the things themselves, to the finally laughable 

enigma of ordinary life’ (Critchley, 2002, p.22). 

 

Following Somerville’s suspicion that Sterne is not merely reflexive on writing but 

scornful of the demand to be systematic in writing, this is an instance of resistance to 

any received idea in literature that a story ought to be told ‘straight’ – perhaps with the 

maximum efficiency the strictures of Aristotle’s poetics demands. Certainly here is an 

instance of the straight line being aligned with authority. Sterne’s response chimes, then, 

with the kynical (following Sloterdijk) response discussed in Chapter 3 – the wayward line 

as one of critique and resistance. Continuing his excursus of resistance, Stern then falls 

into a reverie on line – one of the first instances of addressing line (in this instance the 

straight line) as a subject in itself. He continues, referring to the straight (graphic) line 

across the page:  

which is a line drawn as straight as I could draw it, by writing-master’s ruler, 

borrowed for that purpose turning neither to right or to the left. 

 

This right line - the pathway for Christians to walk in! say divines -  

 

- the emblem of moral rectitude! says Cicero - 

 

- the best line! say cabbage-planters - is the shortest line, says Archimedes, which can be 

drawn from one given point to another. - 

 

…         

 

Pray can you tell me, – that is without anger, before I write my chapter upon straight 

lines – by what mistake – who told them so – or how it has come to pass, that your 
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men of wit and genius have all along confounded this line, with the line of G R A V I 

T A T I O N (Sterne, 2010, p.490). 

 

 

We can assume gravitation is here as an unarguable standard following Isaac Newton’s 

law of universal gravitation from his Philosophiæ Naturalis Principia Mathematica (1687), in 

which the gravitational line and linear inertia are pivotal. The line of gravity is that 

which describes the gravitational pull of an object to the earth in a straight line 

trajectory. Sterne here suggests that Newton’s law carries stronger authority than the 

more arbitrary presumption of authority that holds to be good, straight lines should be 

written upon, or straight (plainly, truthfully, sequentially told) story lines are to be 

favoured. This forms part of a larger schema within the novel; the knowability (or lack 

thereof) of things within the reach of (flawed) human agency, as part of Sterne’s larger 

kynical or skeptical reasoning: 

Mr Shandy, sir, would see nothing in the light in which others placed it; he placed 

things in his own light […] Knowledge, like matter, he would affirm, was divisible ad 

infinitum; - that the grains and scruples were as much a part of it, as the gravitation of 

the whole world […] The laws of nature will defend themselves, but error […] error, 

Sir creeps through the minute holes and small crevices which human nature leaves 

unguarded (Sterne, 2010, p.145-146).  

 

The use of the line is one method (apart from startling his audience with its graphic 

intrusion) by which Sterne distinguishes (and punctures) authoritative pomposity (the 

straight line) with that of sympathetic (in the literary sense) human understanding and 

lively narrative (the wayward line).  The way his prose tumbles over itself, and chiefly in 

his use of digression, of not coming straight to the point, plays a great role in the 
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sympathies exacted from the reader (there is very little of the life of Tristram Shandy 

and his opinions in The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman).  

 

To return to Trim’s stick, linear itself but it is soon transformed into an instrument with 

which to sketch a condensed image of the passage of the novel. The graphic glyph 

introduced with the corporal ‘giving a flourish with his stick, thus’ (Sterne, 1793, pp.50-

51). The sentence is completed not by type-set lettering but by a switch into a ‘flourish’ 

of visual form, thus: 

 
Fig. 7.4.2 Laurence Sterne, 1793. The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman, pp.50-51). 

 

 

This is the most famous singular line of the novel; conceivably the best known printed 

line of all literature. Ingold refers to it as ‘intrinsically dynamic and temporal’ (Ingold, 
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2008, p.72), though this isn’t clear how he might distinguish it from any other 

experience; a duration ‘like any gesture’ (Ingold, 2008, p.72). Ingold suggests that ‘the 

eyes follow the same path as did the hand in drawing it’ (Ingold, 2008, p.72). He links 

this line to the free play of Klee’s line, suggesting Sterne ‘took [sic] his line for a walk’ 

(Ingold, 2008, p.73). Ingold then more correctly sees Sterne’s as an example where 

Klee’s ‘line goes out for a walk’ (Ingold, 2008, p.73). By generalising from the broad 

culture around line, though propter hoc (and possibly teleological) in the anticipation of 

Klee’s free line, Ingold places these as part of a culture of ‘wayfaring’.  

 

Certainly Sterne introduces the singular graphic squiggle with Trim’s reference to 

freedom – ‘[w]hilst a man is free’ (Sterne, 2010, p.636) except that like all things 

Sternian we might expect a degree of complexity. As a process of reading there is a 

great ambiguity here, given the (English) reading practice of Sterne’s novel, of reading 

left to right from top to bottom. Sterne’s line is oriented not as one reads a page, from 

top left to bottom right, but from bottom left to top right. As such, we can not so easily 

travel along the line, as Ingold asserts, as perhaps we could in the earlier lines discussed 

above, where we can read laterally (reinforced in following the sequence of letters).  

 

Sterne is nothing if not concerned with the act of reading; and not reading per se, but 

reading this volume, printed and bound this way, with its manifold reflexive printed 

curiosities, too various in number to enumerate here. It is important, here, to attend to 

the paradigmatic particular. This is printing. This is the stamp of character on the page; 

from a press. If as character in the sense of Chinese ideogrammic character, the 
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ambiguity of this glyph defies any stable meaning. This is an interpellation in the act of 

reading, so it is necessary to consider what it does as an act of reading, of a line in a 

highly crafted context, given how concerned Sterne is with the meta-experience, of the 

experience of and thinking about that reading whilst reading that Sterne exploits to 

maximum effect. 

 

In examining this line in detail, let us start with the printed glyph. As originally printed 

in the first edition and in most subsequent editions, the line has variations or swellings in 

its thickness consistent with having been drawn with an inked quill. This need not have 

been the case. In preparing the printer’s block the line could easily have been rendered 

consistent throughout. So we are left with a line redolent not of the flourish of a stick, 

but of a quill. The variations in thickness allow an intimation of the dynamic sweep of 

the instrument, lending the line a certain animation. Sterne has an intense interest in 

playing with conventions of writing and publishing; meta-writing references ‘and so I 

went on with the twelfth chapter’ (Sterne, 2010, p.580); the punctuation – the endless 

asterisks, for instance (Sterne, 2010, p.184, p.485); or with conventions of a novel (some 

chapters have no words or marks at all) or with the physical nature of the book – the 

folded page with diagonally laid words that accommodate the fold (Sterne, 2010, p.19). 

So the singular line functions easily as the passage of Trim’s stick. Yet to leave it at that 

would not do it critical justice. At the very least the rendering of it as a pen stroke brings 

to the fore the reflexive reading that this is, as with the examples above, an act of 

writing (in this case with the quill). 
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This sets up a confusion, or at the very least a parallaxic relationship between the 

mapping of a flourish within a fiction and the expressive gesture of a pen as an act of 

writing; that is, a demand is placed on the reader that we entertain both within the 

moment of reading. We have again the presence of the unstraight line; Sterne sets the 

previously established social strictures of the straight line against the ‘freedom’ or 

resistant qualities of the unstraight line.  

 

The stick has met the reader previously in its incarnation as ‘life’ transposed with the 

dying fall of Trim’s hat, as above. This vital quality carries into the stick’s next role as 

the instrument with which the line of freedom is drawn in the air – the line of life versus 

the alternative with which it is transposed: ‘[n]othing, continued the corporal, can be so 

sad as confinement for life – or so sweet, an’ please your honour, as liberty’ (Sterne, 

2010, p.635).  

 

This is all in the context of Trim and Uncle Toby rushing to Mrs Wadham’s house in 

order that Uncle Toby might express his love for her. In the pell-mell to get to this point 

outside Mrs Wadham’s house, the interpellation of the squiggle on the page is not a 

flight of wayfaring but a brake on and a break in, in the action. It is the weaving of a 

spell; not the duration of travel along the line, but the suspension of duration. It is also a 

contraction of time, a communication and compacted understanding: ‘a thousand of my 

father’s most subtle syllogisms could not have said more for celibacy’ (Sterne, 2010, 

p.637). Time is suspended in this spell: Trim ‘had unwarily conjured up the spirit with 

his wand’ (Sterne, 2010, p.637).  
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This returns us to Lyotard’s text|image relation, the figure and the discourse: ‘a text 

should be able to be read not only according to its signification – a matter of linguistic 

space – but actually according to its configuration, upheld by the sensory-imaginary 

space in which it is inscribed’ (Lyotard, 2011, p.60). The line in Sterne has the effect of 

shifting the consciousness of the reader to a realm of difference consistent with the spirit 

of the text, and producing a duration and experience of an entirely different order to 

that of the language. 
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7.5 Newman and the Messianic 
 

 

Barnett Newman’s essay ‘The Sublime is Now’ is one of the canonical statements of 

post-war (Western/globalised) art. It rests particularly on his paintings, and one painting 

in particular that he frames as an irruptive event for his output. This painting is Onement, 

I (1949) (Fig. 7.5.1). Its distinctive feature, repeated by Newman often and much 

commented upon for the duration of his working life and afterwards, is the appearance 

of a singular line that appears to bisect the canvas. 

 

This vertical line would be repeated in other works with variations on the geometries it 

activates – not necessarily symmetrically. The line coincides (appears? starts/finishes?) 

with the edge at the top and the bottom, and is strictly perpendicular to the top edge 

and bottom. Singularity itself is part of the resonance of ‘onement’ and its descendants, 

and engenders a paradoxic quality of both suspension and event.  

 

Richard Schiff emphasises the impact on Newman of a visit to ancient American Indian 

earthworks in Ohio; Newman left unpublished notes that reveal a reverence and 

revelation. At these sites, says Newman, can be found ‘the self-evident nature of the 

artistic act, its utter simplicity. There are no subjects […] The sensation is the sensation 

of time […] Space is common property. Only time is personal, a private experience’ 

(Schiff, 2002, p.101).  
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Fig. 7.5.1 

Barnett Newman  

Onement, I  

1948  

Oil on canvas and oil on masking tape on canvas  

27 1/4 x 16 1/4" (69.2 x 41.2 cm)  

Gift of Annalee Newman . 

© 2016 Barnett Newman Foundation /(ARS), New York 
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There is the quality of freedom in these sites for Newman; a quality that ‘makes the 

whole area sort of freestanding […] multiple feelings vanish like the outside landscape 

[…] the feeling is that you’re here and out there is chaos’ (Schiff, 2002, p.102). So there 

is a kind of sheltering, of dwelling, in this experience for Newman. There is also the 

mark of the Kantian Sublime here, of the reconstitution of the (moral) individual in the 

face of the Sublime. This is the rhetoric of singularity, of the possibility of the self 

without others, of the singular outside of relation. Schiff is keen to point out that 

Newman’s thought is not entirely without a social imagination: 

I hope my painting at least has the impact of giving someone, as it did me, the feeling 

of his own totality, of his own separateness, of his own individuality, and at the same 

time of his connection to others, who are also separate (Schiff, 2002, p.104). 

 

This fits with a form of American libertarianism, of a society built on individual selves 

that at least have this in common; with Thoreau’s individual, alone in the world; of the 

American Sublime.  

 

Lyotard’s interpretation binds Newman’s line to the rhetoric of the singular, and to 

singularity as a point of origin or Event: 

[the subject matter of] […[ Newman’s work is ‘artistic creation itself, a symbol of 

Creation itself […] the titles [..]. suggest that they should be interpreted in terms of 

a[n] […] idea of beginning. Like a flash of lightning in the darkness or a line on an 

empty surface, the Word separates, divides, institutes a difference […] and therefore 

inaugurates, a sensible world (Lyotard, 1988b, pp.81-82). 

 

That this should resonate in such a fashion belongs not just to the Judeo-Christian 

tradition’s originary Event. There is a distinctive resonance with Plato’s Republic, in 
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which a heightened state of being is arrived at in the following description, dependent as 

it is on the presence of the singular (linear) column: 

and they came in four days to a spot whence they discerned, extended from above 

throughout the heaven and the earth, a straight light like a pillar, most nearly 

resembling the rainbow, but brighter and purer (Plato, 1969, 616b). 

 

Here is the point of arrival, the point that stops time, and arranges the universe around 

itself, just as in Lyotard’s terms on Newman: 

Chaos threatens, but the flash of the Tzim-tzum, the zip, takes place, divides the 

shadows, breaks down the light into shadows […] arranges them across the surface 

like a universe. Newman said that he was primarily a draughtsman. There is 

something holy about line itself (Lyotard, 1988, p.86). 

 

The title, Onement, I points towards singularity itself as the hinge, the punctum of the 

work, outside time, end of time. 

 

As genealogy it is also possible to point to Goethe, and beyond him to the rhetoric of the 

cathedral as a form, where verticality combined with scale forces the viewer’s gaze to 

ascend to the heights of heaven. David Wellbery argues convincingly on genius in 

Goethe’s early writing: ‘the topography of the sublime introduces into the discourse on 

genius a semantics of verticality [by which] through his sublime ascent, the genius 

attains … [the] standpoint of God’ (Wellbery, 1996, p.127). A useful guide to the figure 

of the genius following Goethe could well apply to Newman himself, as a sublime genius 

with his vertical lines occupying the sublime/divine punctum of creation and event. 

According to Wellbery, this figure ‘occupies the origin […] engenders by virtue of its 

unfissured, unifying procreative power […] supplants the divine Father […] identifies 
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with the phallus’ (Wellbery, 1996, p.130); this last Freudian turn by Wellbery is to 

equate verticality with a (divine, creating) phallus: ‘his tower, his tree […] the genius is also 

the existence who identifies with – who is – the phallus’ (Wellbery, 1996, p.128). Extending this 

to Newman, in his comments on Onement, I (in meeting his creation as if a newly created 

being) collapses the nexus creator/created and phallus in a form of originary event. 
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7.6 Vertical Mysteries 

 

It is possible to trace in the use of the vertical line a strong association with mysticism 

and revelation. It is strong, for instance, in the theory of the early twentieth century’s 

famous Russian mystic George Gurdjieff, in whose works similar borrowings from 

Judeo-mystic origins to those of Newman can be identified. The vertical line in 

Gurdjieff is dislocated from ordinary (horizontal) time. It is a cipher for the action of 

self-development (the work) meeting metaphysical change (concerned as it is with the 

heights of heaven): where ‘the aim is to ascend the vertical line [...] this is his hidden 

meaning – ie man can rise in the vertical scale […] the vertical line represents 

inexhaustible meaning […] the life aim represents the line of transformation’ (Nicoll, 1957, 

p.105). Such description is helpfully accompanied by a similarly vertical diagram, 

mapping ascent from the Level of our Moon, accompanied by the musical tone Re to 

the Level of the Absolute – musical tone Do (Nicoll, 1957, p.122). This dizzying poetry 

of unseen powers and achievement draws on the mystic rhetoric of the vertical line,  

rhetorically to reinforce Gurdjieff’s revealed truths. These truths, outside of time, lie in 

vertical ascent along a line.  

 

Roberto Calasso, in pursuit of such chthonic truths, provides mystical insights into 

Giambattista Tiepolo’s mysterious etchings, the Scherzi. As Calasso asks, on behalf of 

almost all Tiepolo scholars ‘what on earth is going on?’ (Calasso, 2009, p.85); ‘… [l]ike 

all esoteric beings, Tiepolo said nothing about his secret’ (Calasso, 2009, p.89). Despite 
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the myriad of mysterious beings that populate these esoteric works, Calasso is most 

mystified by the verticals: ‘a long bare trunk […] [t]hat long, sharp, oblique line is like 

[a] […] signature everywhere in Tiepolo’s compositions we encounter an unreasonable 

number of poles […] long segments, preferably parallel or undulating, oblique and 

irregular lines’ (Calasso, 2009, p.102-3). Calasso’s explanation is that these verticals 

serve as ‘tokens of the momentary, fleeting order […] in order to make a lucky escape 

from the terror of that which contains within itself infinity […] [a]nd this is exactly what 

space is’ (Calasso, 2009, p.106).   

 

 
Fig. 7.6.1 Giovanni Battista Tiepolo, The Happy Satyr and His Family, Plate 10, from Scherzi di Fantasia. 
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These verticals provide pause, suspension, and metaphysical import: ‘[e]very place is fit 

to be divided, wounded, etched by what […] we might call poles […] never as in the 

idolatrous high ground of the Scherzi does it take on so many new meanings’ (Calasso, 

2009, p.108). This mysterious ground constitutes the ‘repetitions of an obscure scene 

always connected to the same place […] [l]ike the primal scene of painting’ (Calasso, 

2009, p.132). If this is a primal scene for the artist, bound to be re-enacted as traumatic 

repetition, it remains, like the island of the lotus-eaters, a place of both dramatic event 

and suspension. Calasso leaves us with a warning for those who observe the Scherzi:  

groups of people merely loafing around or cautiously devoting themselves to 

something that is unclear […] conversation pieces where all seems suspended, but 

perhaps something dreadful is happening […] [if] the Scherzi are Tiepolo’s secret, 

then it must be admitted that it is a well-protected one (Calasso, 2009, p.146). 

 

Whatever mysteries have been performed on the viewer, they are not ones of revelation; 

perhaps these shadowy magical figures are red herrings, a distraction whilst the real 

magic acts upon us. We are privy to the action of the rhetoric of line, its figuring acting 

on us as viewer in a rehearsal of the mysteries. 
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7.7 Conrad’s Shadow Line 

 
Joseph Conrad’s novella The Shadow Line (1917/1999) presents a semi-autobiographical 

account of Conrad’s first command of a sailing vessel; it is a piece of writing absolutely 

bound within the lore of the line. First Command was the initial title that Conrad had 

fixed on for the piece. However, during the writing of the work he recalls pondering an 

alternative title, ‘The Shadow Line’, on which he would eventually settle. In his author’s 

note attached to the work he is mysterious: ‘I will not consider here the origins of the 

feeling in which its actual title, “The Shadow Line” occurred to my mind’ (Conrad, 

1917/1999, p.6). In various letters on the novella Conrad remarks that ‘the title will be: 

The Shadow Line it having a sort of spiritual meaning’ (Larabee, 2011, p.135) and 

‘[t]his story had been in my mind for some years […] I turned to this subject as the 

easiest. But in consequence of my changed mental attitude to it, it became The Shadow 

Line’ (Larabee, 2011, p.135). Clearly the title is one that exerted its own power of 

persuasion in the writing out of the piece.  

 

The line clearly exercised a power over Conrad, to become a central image and 

structuring principle of the book. Conrad’s tale is of a ship that mysteriously fails, that 

cannot proceed beyond a certain latitude, invisible but knowable to all. This (invisible) 

line is haunted by the spectre of the previous captain, who exerts a psychological power, 

or perhaps the spiritual power of the poltergeist – Conrad leaves metaphysics and 

agency deliberately unknowable for the reader. This unknowable power is exerted on 

the crew and the ship’s progress. The particularly haunted first mate Mr Burns insists 
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that ‘the great thing is to get the ship past 8 d 20' of latitude. Once she’s past that we’re 

all right’ (Conrad, 1917/1999, p.168). The narrator tells us ‘it was not comforting in the 

least to hear him begin to mutter crazily about the late captain, that old man buried in 

latitude 8 d 20', right in our way – ambushed at the entrance of the Gulf’ (Conrad, 

1917/1999, p.160).  

 

The line is also the liminality of an accession to adulthood, which in Conrad’s reckoning 

is the accession to making morally responsible decisions for the good of those under his 

command: 

It is the privilege of early youth to live in advance of its days in all the beautiful 

continuity of hope which knows no pauses and no introspection […] Yes. One goes 

on. And the time, too, goes on – till one perceives ahead a shadow-line warning one 

that the region of early youth, too, must be left behind (Conrad, 1917/1999, p.12).  

 

Here it is evident that the line – in respect of the conflation of the progression of time 

and the self – acts as limiting, restricting, a liminal zone. The quest of selfhood for the 

narrator is collapsed between ‘the test of manliness, of temperament, of courage and 

fidelity - and of love’ (Conrad, 1917/1999, p.82). 

 

There is a haunting here by the former Captain: his cruelty, his corruption, his vice. It is 

this that is linked with the inability to move forward to a position of moral apprehension 

of the world, and command (of oneself and others). The narrator hankers to be the 

heroic sovereign self which must be free to command:  

I was already the man in command. My sensations could not be like those of any 

other man on board. In that community I stood, like a king in his country, in a class 
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all by myself […] I was brought there to rule by an agency as remote from the people 

and as inscrutable almost to them as the Grace of God (Conrad, 1917/1999, p.124). 

 

Structurally there is a different power that the line exerts within the text, and it is one of 

suspension. There is very little movement of the vessel towards its destination, and there 

is little development of the characters whilst the line/former captain holds sway over the 

vessel and crew. Time seems out of joint:  

The word “Delay” entered the secret chamber of my brain, resounded there like a 

tolling bell which maddens the ear, affected all my senses, took on a black colouring, a 

bitter taste, a deadly meaning (Conrad, 1917/1999, p.130).  

 

This inability to move beyond the line is also marked by a near fatal sickness among the 

entire crew bar one, Ransome, the ship’s factotum, who himself is already struck by a 

congenital condition by which he carries near-death, or immanent death, within.  

 

This suspension of time and motion sits at odds with tales of seafaring derring-do. The 

entire central bulk of the novella is set in this suspended state: ‘my command seemed to 

stand as motionless as a model ship set on the gleams and shadows of polished marble. 

It was impossible to distinguish land from water in the enigmatical tranquillity of the 

immense forces of the world’ (Conrad, 1917/1999, p.150). This suspension is linked 

directly with the lack of any accession to heroism for the narrator:  

There is something going on in the sky like a decomposition; like a corruption of the 

air, which remains as still as ever. […] the trouble is that the ship is still lying 

motionless, not under command […] It seems to me that all my life before that 

momentous day is infinitely remote, a fading memory of light-hearted youth, 

something on the other side of a shadow. […] what appals me most of all is that I 

shrink from going on deck to face it (Conrad, 1917/1999, p.206). 
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Face it the narrator eventually does, at the instigation of Ransome. Ransome’s devotion, 

his exertions in the face of death, become a moral standard by which the narrator can 

move forward. Ransome’s name conflates handsome and ransom; he is noted 

continuously by the narrator as attractive –  ‘his attractive, intelligent, quick glances’ 

(Conrad, 1917/1999, p.202). It is Ransome who indeed pays the price: it is through his 

near-death exertions that the ship and crew survive, but he is never sailing again (he 

resigns exhausted and fearful). The narrator, erotically and vampirically in his turn, 

takes this moral force demonstrated by Ransome to move beyond that limiting line, to 

his own moral selfhood:  

I could hear him panting close to me and I avoided turning my eyes his way for fear of 

seeing him fall down and expire in the act of putting forth his strength – for what? 

Indeed for some distinct ideal. The consummate seaman in him was aroused. He 

needed no directions. He knew what to do. Every effort, every movement was an act 

of consistent heroism (Conrad, 1917/1999, p.246 ). 

 

The narrator’s accession to selfhood (albeit of the sovereign Romantic variety) takes the 

form of ceaseless activity, of meeting the requirement of action, a marked juxtaposition 

with the suspension, delay and inactivity associated with the line:  

“What did you expect? That I would want to take a week ashore for a rest?” I said, 

irritated by his tone. “There’s no rest for me till she’s out in the Indian Ocean and not 

much of it even then.” […] “Yes. That's what it amounts to” […] “Precious little rest 

in life for anybody” (Conrad, 1917/1999, p.258). 

 

This is the battle-cry of Modernity, the ceaseless motion of the new world and the new 

individual. The Shadow Line thus performs line as plucked out of the grid of cartography 
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and made particular and personal (as line) by an instance of loss and the afterlife of the 

character of the former Captain. In addition to the prominent trope of line, here 

marking suspension (of time and passage), the liminal is also present as transition, 

boundary and threshold. 
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7.8 Time | Event | History 

 

Line’s intersection with time, event and history is played out in Martin Amis’ Time’s 

Arrow (2003). Amis borrows the eponymous image from a paradox articulated by Zeno 

of Elea, who appears in Plato’s Parmenides, concerned as this volume is with flux versus 

point. Redolent of Duchamp’s stoppages, Zeno ventures that any given moment in an 

arrow’s travel, released in flight, will be still – lacking in motion – if any segment or 

point in time is observed singularly. The paradox is then posed of how these segments, 

all lacking motion, might then contribute to motion (Huggett, 2010). History, posed as 

‘linear’, is not necessarily the one-thing-after-another; writing and conceiving of history 

does creatively engage the lore of the line. 

 

Segmented time is discussed by Barry Dainton in his paper ‘Line and Reality’, which is 

included in Shrigley’s Spatula: How Drawing Saved the World (2004). Addressing an 

historically analogous relation between time and line, Dainton is keen to stress he is not 

concerned with resemblance, but rather the nature of space and time in its relation to 

line. He points out that in considering time a succession of moments, it is one 

dimensional and close to that of line. He continues:  

although different global topologies for time have been proposed, they can all be 

captured by line-structures of one kind or another. If time is infinite – has no beginning 

or end – then it has the topology of a line of infinite length; if time has a beginning but no 

end, or an end but no beginning, it has the topology of a line with similar properties […]  

Clearly, it is not for nothing that we speak of the “time-line” (Dainton, 2004, p.40). 
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It may be an inadequate question as to why line is a convenience on which to hang 

ideas of time. If line is so bound in our experience, the separation between conceptions 

of time and line at some levels would necessarily be quite difficult. Dainton is concerned 

with the explication of B-theory, a form of conceiving of time where: ‘appearances are 

deceptive, for time does not pass, the present does not move; all moments, all things, all 

events – past, present and future – are equally real’ (Dainton, 2004, p.43). In this he 

could be seen to align himself with flat ontologies familiar in the object-oriented 

philosophy of theorists such as Graham Harman. Important for this study is the collapse 

of a time/line separation: 

For the B-theorist […] time not only has the topological properties of a line, in a key 

respect it also has the same ontic properties, the same mode of being: just as all points 

on a line are equally real, so too are the moments of time.  And what goes for the 

moments of time goes for what they contain: the future parts of your life are just as 

real as the present and past parts (Dainton, 2004, p.43). 

 

A common conception of experienced time may be closer to the drawing of a 

continuous line on a page with a pencil, but this is also a conception that influences and 

constructs our reflections on experience with the force of its paradigmatic power. As 

Dainton remarks, ‘a succession of moments has the local topological properties of a 

succession of points in a line is comparatively uncontroversial, whereas the idea that 

time could have the ontic properties of a line seems absurd’ (Dainton, 2004, p.47). 

 

Dainton’s thoughts on the ontic properties of line and time and Zeno’s paradox are 

central to the experience of Amis’s protagonist in his Time’s Arrow (2003). That the 



 

 211 

protagonist’s experienced time(line) is reversed is the central conceit of the novel; yet 

there is also a tension between what might constitute motion: 

The stars, to me, are like pins and needles, are like the routemap of a nightmare. 

Don’t join the dots […] Of the stars, one alone can I contemplate without pain. And 

that’s a planet. The planet they call the evening star, the morning star. Intense Venus 

(Amis, 2003, p.23). 

 

What is evident here is that the line is imaged as a multiplicity, its singularity impossible. 

What is possible is only the point, and that point is, as above, love, and it can only be 

successful in that moment of suspension: ‘[m]aybe love will be like driving. When 

people move – when they travel – they look where they’ve come from, not where 

they’re going’ (Amis, 2003, p.30). As with Cy Twombly’s loops, there is a similar 

conflation of painting and text: ‘[l]ike writing, paintings seem to hint at a topsy-turvy 

world in which, so to speak, time’s arrow moves the other way’ (Amis, 2003, p.94); and 

with finitude, duration and endurance: ‘I am familiar with the idea of suicide. But once 

life is running, you can’t end it […] We’re all here for the duration’ (Amis, 2003, p.95). 

 

The duration in the case of Amis’ main character is one that takes us, reversing time as 

writing and painting can do, against the grain of the inevitability of history as it has 

played out; the narrative occurs backwards, history reversed. In doing so it annihilates 

the compossible as it goes (the point of origin, or in this case destination, assured), and 

the destination on the journey from an old man’s sick bed in New York to his role as a 

Nazi doctor in Auschwitz. The novel plays out its rhetoric of time and history through 

the linear.  
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Here is history as technic, hanging a schema of understanding on the linear image. 

There is a cruelty in Amis’ scheme: delivering us inevitably, breathlessly to the ovens of 

Auschwitz; appropriate to questions of how the Shoah might be written, or of the 

possibility of art after the Event of it. A companion image might be one from Lars von 

Trier’s Zentropa [Europa], the central montage of a clock and the camera rushing along 

the railway lines, Max von Sydow voicing the refrain ‘you are on a train in Germany’ 

(von Trier, 1991) ringing in the audience’s ears. The movie concerns amongst other 

things war guilt and the special role the German railway companies might hold with 

respect to this, and the larger question of German collaboration under Nazi 

Gleichschaltung policies – that is, the ‘bringing into line’ of all aspects of society and 

production. The railway line literally ends in the Nazi death camps, and this central 

image on screen that the viewer careens along carries the same quality of us as captives 

along the line to historical disaster. It is an image of the authority of the straight line, 

and the totalising, technically efficient disaster, death and teleology this straight line 

brings. 
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7.9 Duchamp Stops Time  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 7.9.1 

Marcel Duchamp 

3 stoppages talon (3 Standard Stoppages) 1913-14,  replica 1964 

Mixed media 

400 x 1300 x 900 mm 

Collection/Photograph: TATE. 

 

 

As an interpretation of Duchamp’s 3 Standard Stoppages (1913-1914) with respect to the 

line it is difficult to move beyond Herbert Molderings’ excellent study Duchamp and the 

Aesthetics of Chance (2010), which both makes cogent argument and provides many useful 
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insights drawn from Duchamp’s own words. Duchamp speaks of ‘de-personalising 

straight lines’ (Molderings, 2010, p.20) in respect of other works of the period, of ‘a ruler 

instead of the hand, a line directed by the impersonality of the ruler … I unlearned how 

to draw’ (Molderings, 2010, p.20). In 3 Standard Stoppages Duchamp moves away from 

the line associated with drawing, so the line ‘is no longer a means of expressive value; an 

expression of the état d'âme of the artist, but rather as a precise, object-defining form 

(Molderings, 2010, p.112). Molderings also argues convincingly that the choice of three 

stoppages is bound in the history of the materiality of the line with respect to seeing and 

representation, in the technology of perspective. Albrecht Dürer, in his treatise on 

perspective, tells us ‘you can correct anything in perspective by means of three threads’ 

(Molderings, 2010, p.24). 

 

Duchamp gave an account of the work much later after its creation, and perhaps with 

hindsight following its interpretation and reception by others. In this account, published 

in 1967, it is chance operation that Duchamp names as one of his chief interests in the 

work (Molderings, 2010, p.2). The action by which this work is created becomes a 

necessary part of its interpretation; it is activated at its most complex by the viewer 

when its creation-story is considered. Duchamp tells that he dropped the threads which 

are a metre in length (or close to) from a height of a metre onto three narrow canvases. 

The threads were then fixed in place with varnish. 

 

In the work there is a clear rhetoric of experiment; of a string dropped three times, with 

different results, and displayed in the sort of material presentation that is also part of the 
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scientific rhetoric, what Michael Serres and Bruno Latour name as the scientisitic, a term 

which questions that part of the authority of science which relies on its framing and is 

ultimately an act of faith rather than entirely testable or unrefutable in the demands of 

science’s own terms. Duchamp was well aware of the lack in his efforts in ‘pure’ 

experimental terms: ‘[i]n fact in a turn of phrase that could easily have inspired Serres’ 

entire oeuvre, Duchamp remarked “[w]e should not strive for absolutes [...] [but rather] 

recognise that we play the game according to rules and we see them all now”’ 

(Moulderings, 2010, p.111). The stoppage, or the halting, of the strings in encountering 

the ground also is standard. The experiment itself has been standardised in the 

repetition of the action and the method itself. 

 

Duchamp’s piece was produced at a time of great anxiety and lack of certainty that new 

developments in physics generated in the period. This new physics was based ‘on the 

new four-dimensional and non-Euclidean concepts that were among the most talked-

about questions […] around 1910’ (Molderings, 2010, p.10). Duchamp, too, was one of 

those artists who ‘talked urgently about the fourth dimension’ (Moulderings, 2010, 

p.11); not time, as is commonly thought, but other dimensions of space. It is this direct 

relation the work bore to developments in science (rather than more traditional 

inspirations) that is part of what marks it out in the period. 

 

The question that has entertained critical discussion around this work of Duchamp’s is 

the extent to which it might serve as a riposte to scientific method. What is more 

interesting in terms of this study is what might be concluded when this work is 
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examined through the lens of the line. If we accept at face value that the outcomes – 

that is, the way the threads have fallen – and the shapes they assume in the final work 

are a function of this, or even if we accept it as fiction rather accepting it was as 

Duchamp has told it, the viewer is still left with an impression of coded, or recorded, 

action. Each represents a slice of time and action, of event, and it is the line that 

Duchamp has chosen to embody this.  

 

It is worth asking what is standard, and what is stopped, in this work. The metre of 

thread is of course a standard measure, but its acting in the world produces difference: ‘I 

keep the line, but I have a deformed metre’. There is also irony here, in that the 

stoppage is caused by the action of standard physics, of gravitational pull arrested by the 

object hitting the ground’s surface. Each moment of arrest is a piece of frozen time. The 

standard unit of measure is not negated by Duchamp, but conceived as one of 

possibility, of existing in a different way (Molderings, 2010, p.124). 

 

It is interesting to note that we see again in the context of line an interest in play. The 

line here is a useful foil for Duchamp’s purposes. To suggest that Duchamp’s work is 

summed up by a simple riposte to the scientific is to deny the work’s complexity. Only 

by sympathetic reference to science can its other also be employed. Duchamp sought 

here ‘to ironise all axiomatic concepts’ (Molderings, 2010, p.112); ‘pure chance 

interested me as a way of going against logical reality’ (Molderings, 2010, p.119). The 

line is employed here to reference both science and its opposite – not the anti-scientific, 

but rather the alogic of poesis and the operation of art. There are also in this, notable for 



 

 217 

our purposes, values employed of productive indifference in the spirit (post hoc) of 

Lyotard: ‘[i]rony is a playful way of accepting something – mine is the irony of 

indifference’ (Molderings, 2010, p.124). In this, Duchamp’s work is part of the long 

history of indifference that informs Lyotard’s method. 

 

Whether it is a giving-over of chance as the ultimate determination of reality (as 

Meillassoux’s interpretation of Mallarmé’s Hasard would have it) or chance as a 

bringing-into-being of possibility that Molderings favours (Molderings, 2010, p.130), it is 

satisfying not to conclude. It is enough to remain ambivalent, indifferent and productive 

in embodying pressing questions of the shape of human thought, culture and 

experience. Most interesting is the work’s intersection with singularity. Duchamp 

remarked that ‘this experiment was made […] to imprison and preserve forms made 

through chance […] through my chance’ (Moulderings, 2010, p.139); an equivalence of 

Henri Bergson’s individuated ‘experienced time’ rather than Albert Einstein’s time as a 

universal condition. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 8 These are the lucky interludes one enjoys, 2015. Graphite, ink, collaged print on simili japon paper. 21 x 29.7cm 
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8. Singularity | Signature 

 

 

There is another, more readily arrived at sense of the signature than that of Agamben’s. 

Where Agamben would have the signature as the stable backdrop against which the 

sign might strut its stuff – allowing for a context or referral for interpretation – the more 

usual sense of the signature is particularly apposite for this study. What is the scribbled 

sign by which we establish our bona fides, as a singular line? This is a timely question, at a 

time when the signature as inscribed by a (usually linear) instrument, by the hand, is at 

an end. Digital bona fides are replacing our hand-scribbled proofs. Our own line 

disappears into the zeros and ones of the digital plane.  

 

The handwritten name – the sign that we are present as true – dates at least from the 

time of El Cid, whose signature is the earliest known of its type (Paul, 2010). 

 

 

Fig. 8.1.1 El Cid, signature (source: Camino del Cid). 

 

 

Richard Fletcher, in The Quest for El Cid (2008) points out that the origin of the words 

diplomatic/diplomacy derive from Dom Jean Mabillon’s work of 1681 (after the Latin 
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diploma) that establishes the study of documents; ‘that authentic documents might be 

distinguished from spurious ones by painstaking scrutiny of such features as their script’ 

(Fletcher, 2008, p.102). Thus the individuated (by hand) signature and the script that 

comes to denote the stamp of authenticity and is witness to the individual becomes 

important not just for the contemporary life of the document, but also for its historical 

movement through time. 

 

Mabillon might also claim, thanks to his efforts, the dubious title of the father of 

graphology, the pseudo-science particularly popular in France – designated a science by 

the Congress of the Sorbonne in 1886 (Thornton, 1998, p.132) – that finds elements of 

a person’s character legible through the analysis of their handwriting. For the 

graphologist, the intricacies of line were a key to the interior of the writer: ‘[a] rising line 

of script signified ambition […] because the writer hoped for his fortunes to rise in the 

same manner’ (Thornton, 1998, p.98). Yet perhaps this pursuit is not so different to the 

legacy that attaches to assumptions of the legibility of the work of art and artistic 

intention in following a brush-stroke or making assumptions of the energy or speed of a 

drawn line betrayed in the quality of the mark. 

 

Whilst Michelangelo is thought of as the artist of whom a collector first requested 

something ‘in his hand’ that perhaps kicked off the romantic cult of the celebrity 

autograph (Unger, 2015, p.262), graphologists tended towards a more democratic 

instinct. Graphologist von Hagen, revelling in the modern age of liberal individualism, 

remarked that ‘[h]andwriting of laborers or plain every-day men are for the 
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graphologist of as much importance as those of bankers or merchants’ (Thornton, 1998, 

p.125). Louise Rice, the great proponent of modern graphology, introduces the 

complication of performativity into the reading of a signature: ‘the signature, as the 

element of handwriting that was consciously composed and presented to an audience, 

represents personality, while the body of writing expresses character’ (Thornton, 1998, 

p.132). Character meant something stable and anchored in an individual’s being – ‘not 

a mirage or mask but solid and real and one’s very own’ (Thornton, 1998, p.132); 

personality was considered a social projection, and only through the study of longer 

passages of the less performative body of a script could character be found. 

Tropologically this establishes a link between performativity and the instance of single 

line, bound as it is with the singularity of the individual. 

 

What is being performed, however, is not just the authentic individual, but that 

individual consistent over time, so that each time the signature (be it style or proper 

name) is performed, it demonstrates consistency. This then produces a problematic 

within Modernity: how it is possible then to maintain the consistency of signature if a 

Modernist ideology of break and flux holds sway? Pablo Picasso’s ‘signature’ of flux, in 

his tireless movement through different modes of working, or periods, perhaps is the 

answer. Picasso’s strategy engages a conception of freedom where freedom exists at the 

point of the possibility of change, rather than as consistency (that is, structured 

ossification). 
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8.1 Pliny and Presence 

 

One of the earliest recognitions of the line as an isolated element in a drawing context 

appears in Pliny’s Natural History, Book 35. The account carries with it an identification 

of signature and character, of presence with that of the line; it does so without being 

bound to any intimation of mimesis. 

 

Pliny tells the story of Apelles arriving at Protogenes’ house whilst Protogenes is 

elsewhere. Apelles leaves a drawing using pencil (possibly brush, possibly stylus as we 

might understand it) to indicate, with some skill consonant with his reputation, that it is 

he who had been there. Protogenes adds to the design, in a different colour, attempting 

to prove his superiority by answer. Apelles returns, responds again in the drawing in a 

third colour, and is accounted the superior talent. The drawing is assumed to be that of 

a single outline: ‘Abrepto Pencillio Lineam duxit summae per tabulum’ (Pliny, 1991, xxxv, 10-

12), but it is not clear, beyond this, what it is that the outline delineated; what it was that 

was represented. The fact that Pliny does not bother to tell us, or possibly even did not know 

what was depicted, reinforces something of the particular quality of the drawing by 

Apelles in Pliny’s telling – a particular quality beyond the drawing’s capacity to 

represent.  

 

So why is it that no depiction is named? It may then have been a perfect circle, as Prion, 

after Léon Perrault, suggests (Mason, 1811, p.191). A circle, though, would have been 

an easy figure to name. If the figure was in fact geometric, but a more complex 
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geometrical figuring than a simple circle, this might be the reason that the shape was 

not given a name. Possibly Perrault had collapsed his reckoning of the Apelles story with 

Giorgio Vasari’s account of Giotto sending to Pope Benedict IX a ‘perfect’ hand-drawn 

circle following the Pope’s request for a demonstration of his skill for a fresco 

commission (Vasari, 1999). These stories might easily be conflated as they both involve 

a demonstration of skill, but more importantly both involve a relatively simple figure 

using only a single line, and the figure’s representational aspect is of lesser importance 

than the skilful execution of line. 

 

Mysterious also is Pliny’s phrase ‘tres lineas visum effugientes’ (Pliny, 1991, xxxv, 10-12): 

‘three lines, faint or disappearing’. William Mason argues that this is a reference to 

foreshortening, given the skill required to do so, and links it to a similar phrase of Pliny 

heavy in the implication of foreshortening (Mason, 1811, pp.191-2). Although if no 

likeness is noted, it is hard to see how any prominence of foreshortening could be 

brought to bear without discussion by Pliny (via hearsay) of the larger composition. 

Mason also puts forward Roger du Piles’ conjecture, suggesting that Pliny’s use of 

Subtilitas and Tenuitas might be conflated, and significantly that these words ‘relate not so 

much to the lines themselves, as to the intelligence with which they were traced’ [emphasis 

mine] (Mason, 1811, p.192). Indicated in this is an implication of an event that at once 

connects the viewer from the drawing to qualities of mind, and dematerialises – or 

diminishes – the material presence of the line in the drawing context. Does this retreat 

from the materiality of the line relate to Mason’s nineteenth-century interpretation or is 
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it true to the line of 430 BCE? Either way, there sits between them a connection to the 

preoccupations of this study. 

 

The meaning of this episode is further obscured by the meaning of Pliny’s phrase Tertio 

colore lineas secuit nullum relinquens subtilitati locum, or ‘the third colour cuts the others with 

ultimate refinement’, or conversely the third colour applied by Apelles splits the one by 

Protogenes, which had in turn split the previous one by Apelles. This can be taken as a 

tracing over, somehow with greater elegance, although Mason suggests, following his 

foreshortening argument, that it involves superposition of design over another, easily 

achieved with three colours, cutting across the line, each time with greater refinement 

(Mason, 1811, p.192). This ‘splitting’ or ‘cutting’ may refer to an incision within an 

incision if the tablet were made of wax – which is unknown. What it is possible to find in 

the mysterious ‘cuts/splits’ is an invocation of the peculiar metaphysics of line, that the 

applied line is accompanied by its invisible double, the geometric figure, which, in 

having no width, cannot be split down its length. Hence part of the binding, enduring 

mystery of the Apelles story is the impossible presence of the line’s metaphysical 

qualities. 

 

Three superpositioned designs might account for the subtlety (subtilitati) of the 

vision/imaginings of the artist, but there is more that supports an argument for the 

distinction of the quality of the application of the line. The passage is often interpreted 

as the skill of using a hair-line brush, in regards to its faintness or thinness of application. 

Richard Greswell, in attending to the word secuit, focuses on a possibility of each line 
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being drawn within the former, hence the subtle control in the application of the line is 

the skill foregrounded in this interpretation (Greswell, 1844, p.10). 

 

Greswell’s interest in the Apelles story is by no means casual; it appears in his paper On 

Education in the Principles of Art (Greswell, 1844). It is significant that Greswell’s focus on 

the line, like that of Klee, Speed, or Hogarth, does not emerge out of the practice of line 

– that is, as a practitioner – but rather as a pedagogue; in the case of the latter three 

artists, neither does it emerge purely out of practice. What becomes significantly in 

evidence here is, as with Klee, a performativity – the public demand, related to 

pedagogy that facilitates a focus on the line. In the case of the artist/practitioners 

mentioned here there is a transfer between isolating the line as an element, in parallel 

with their being able to isolate it within their practice, and to move forward on this basis 

in their studio work.  

 

The interdependency between pedagogy and artistic practice proves productive for the 

capacity to focus on the line as an isolated element in both. Greswell also tries clumsily 

to articulate analogies between painting and music in order to reinforce the claim that 

music is an art – to find that sympathy between media, as Klee and Kandinsky would 

do later. Those who are interested in cross-media parallels demonstrate curiosity in 

examining the possibilities of singular elements of form (in an examination of the line); 

perhaps this is related to line’s ready capacity to be employed across many avenues of 

human endeavour. Here a pedagogue writing in the 1840s continues Hogarth’s 
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fascination with the isolated line at a time when Fröbel is developing his theories, 

perhaps evidence of a thread of interest that takes us to Klee’s ruminations. 

 

Greswell begins his discussion with the German Ausführung – ‘the carrying out of an 

internal operation by means of form, tone, or the living word’ (Greswell, 1844, p.8); thus 

the execution of line is linked, as discussed in Chapter 1, explicitly with internal process. 

Following the inspiration of Hogarth, Greswell nominates the line as being capable of 

gnomic aesthetic qualities: ‘Why one line, or one combination of lines, is so much more 

beautiful than another, is a mystery’ (Greswell, 1844, p.8); and ‘how much meaning 

may be contained in a single line, is evident’ (Greswell, 1844, p.9). How it is that 

‘meaning’ attaches to line (for Greswell) approaches opacity for the modern reader, but 

what is clear is Greswell’s interest in the gnomic attraction that a line might hold.   

 

Robert Griffiths, commenting on a lecture by Thomas de Quincey for the Royal 

Academy, provides this translation from Pliny’s account of the Apelles/Protogenes work 

installed in Caesar’s Palace: ‘the whole surface containing nothing but lines almost 

impalpable to sight, so as to resemble a vacant canvas placed among the finest 

productions of other artists: a circumstance which increased its attraction, and gave it a 

superiority to everything else’ (Griffiths, 1824, p.523). Here is a very palpable example 

of the mythos of the isolated line – ‘we conceive that the concluding passage in Pliny 

evinces that mere lines were all that was depicted’ (Griffiths, 1824, p.523). So Greswell 

affirms a superior interest in the presence of line itself, rather than the service towards 

depiction, or idea, it might offer. In contradistinction to the idea of a finished work, an 
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utterance which privileges line stands out; empty space, or perceived lack, surrounding 

or distinguishing the line, forms part of the attraction. 

 

What is the nature of exchange evidenced in Pliny’s tale? There is a seeking out 

between the two men founded in their reputed skill. Ultimately it is a tale of domination 

by Apelles and acquiescence of Protogenes. There is, for Greswell, a forcefulness in its 

lack of assertiveness – the power of its lack of completeness and descriptive capacity. For 

Mason, the material presence that approaches dematerialisation, the subtlety of the 

line’s presence, is its force. What is recognised by each competitor is the deferred 

presence of the other through the medium of the line. There is a recognition, in the 

particular skill (of which few were capable) of signature, which returns us to the previous 

discussion of line as an imago of being in the world. 

 

The focus on the subtlety of the application of the line conjures thoughts on marking, 

where drawing/dragging and the material interruption of the surface in an attempt at 

marking territory were touched on. In the Apelles story, singular presence is asserted 

through the singular line not with the force of the mark, but with its opposite; a retreat 

from presence that asserts an identity, a sensibility and presence – a conjunction that 

would become a drawing trope in Twombly’s work.  

 

The visual apprehension of the physical, almost haptic qualities of the application 

becomes a way of marking territory, and perhaps it is this that has consequences for a 

conception of outline: not an outline that requires the necessity of mimetic recognition 
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of the figure, but an outline of territory. It is not just the assertion of the presence of 

each that is completed in this story, but marking the outline of the territory as to who is 

the superior in skill. Ruskin’s ‘dirtying the paper delicately’ is recalled, but the less ‘dirty’ 

of the two, the one most approaching de-materialisation, asserts the most presence. 
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8.2 Signature and Character 

 

A common phrase in the discussion of art is one that refers to an artist’s distinctive ‘line’. 

While not referring to a line in a particular work of an artist, this carries the inference 

that there is a generalised/generalisable quality of line that is recognised as belonging in 

particular to a single artist. 

 

In what way is gesture conflated with the ‘distinctive line’ of an artist? It is a 

commonplace that the artist’s line represents a distinctive ‘gesture’ of the artist, yet this 

compacted ‘truth’ is belied by the capacity of the viewer to ‘read’ anything singular in 

this that is not part of an established language (that is, as established by and pertaining 

to others). Agamben (2013, p.14) reminds us of Warburg’s essay on the gestural 

language of Dürer (Warburg, 1905/2006), and it is interesting to note the readable 

quality of gesture from Dürer’s period (established in theatre as much as iconography) 

that becomes in the modern period a term of the singular character of an artist, of the 

artist’s ‘line’. 
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8.3 Cy Twombly: Loopy 

 

Cy Twombly has been hailed as one of the major figures in Western art of our recent 

period, and stands as an example for whom line constitutes an important part of his 

oeuvre. More apposite for this study is a particular use of line in one of his modes of 

working, which throws light on values attached to an artist’s distinctive line. Twombly’s 

line brings this into sharp focus as problematic parallaxic states of signature identity and 

vacated meaning. Codes, script and meaning are brought into play, possibly a gestation 

from his oft-repeated time as a cryptographer during World War Two, and the 

interpretative leap to calligraphy in Twombly’s expression is a critical commonplace 

(Barthes, 1985, p.158). At a certain point in the development of Twombly’s practice, the 

marks, dashes, words and graffiti-like scrawls of previous years become stripped out, 

appearing as calligraphic loops, seen first in the late 1960s. They are stripped of 

lettering, of the usual legibility that words can carry, and instead carry the definitive 

interconnected quality of cursive script with a cursory nod to lettering. 

 

Several paintings known as Untitled 1967 (Figs. 8.3.1 and 8.3.2) are a case in point: is this 

one line, or several, or both? Certainly each line might be said to have the same 

character, but as we might infer from Duchamp’s standard stoppages, each repetition of 

this line lies differently. The context of ‘calligraphic’ looping from which these works of 

Twombly might be considered to borrow suggests a continuity of action, recorded as 

line; ‘from Pollock he has adapted the use of rhythmic gestures emanating from his 
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body’ (Larrat-Smith, 2014, p.17); an analogue, then, of the body’s presence and echo of 

action in the language of post-war American painting.  

 

There is a question here as to whether line as supra-figural carries the capacity to stand 

for all lines; there are not many lines, there is only line. Shrigley remarks ‘the line I draw 

is exactly the same as all lines I have ever drawn or will draw […] one and all lines are 

one’ (Shrigley, 2004, p.5). So the ‘line’ of an artist stands as metonymic not only for the 

artist’s work in general but also for the artist’s identity. In this usage – ‘the line of the 

artist’  – line is both singular and inclusive of a greater multiplicity-as-unity. Here is a 

rhetorical trope of line – many lines collected under the one.  

 

The first example, for ease of reference from the Los Angeles MOCA collection (Fig. 

8.3.1), has a series of looping lines interspersed around the rectangle of the canvas. The 

second example, from the Guggenheim collection (Fig. 8.3.2), has more consistent 

looping carried to the edge of the canvas and repeated, again with a degree of sameness 

of expression, to the level (line) below. 

 

These loops sit within the context of Twombly’s wider painting and drawing practice – 

one that engages an element of frenzy – of mess, of quickly dashed-off forms and loose 

diagrammatic sketching. So despite seeming to have their legibility interrupted, they can 

be read within his larger context of historical allusion and elusive retreat, as experience, 

of history, memory and action. When using words, there is often an explicit allusion – to 

Apollo, to Bacchus, to Venus, etc. – but without a guiding hand for interpretation; what 
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of Apollo, Bacchus, Venus? The lettered scrawl – which alludes to all sorts of letter 

systems – Twombly has referred to as a ‘garbled form of Japanese writing  […] pseudo-

writing […] a take-off on Arabic’ (Serota, 2008). 

 

This slippage, this retreat, addresses the core of Twombly’s use of what might be 

supposed to be ideograms. A kinking line is a stair, is ascent; a penis shape is a penis; 

words, or script-like forms, might be a cipher for language; it would be too simple to say 

there are direct equivalences here. It is a gesture, a direction – ‘the penis makes a 

direction, and that’s used in the painting to force you one way’ (Serota, 2008); perhaps 

towards meaning, but not necessarily the delivery of meaning – ‘[c]ertain things are just 

the moment you do them, and sometimes it’s the message’ (Serota, 2008). Twombly’s 

views on graffiti illuminate what it is that he invests in the line:  

Well graffiti is linear and it’s done with a pencil, and it’s like writing on walls. But [in 

my paintings] it’s more lyrical. And you know, in those beautiful early paintings like 

Academy, it’s graffiti but it’s something else, too […] in the totality of the painting, 

feeling and content are more complicated, or more elaborate than say just graffiti’ 

(Serota, 2008). 

 

This emphasis on feeling, that there is feeling through the form rather than the explicit 

communication of the text, even when it is legible, indicates we should look farther than 

any easy delivery of meaning.  
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   Fig. 8.3.1 

Cy Twombly 

Untitled, 1967 

Oil and crayon on canvas, 6'7"x8'8" 

(201 x 264 cm) 

Collection MOCA, LA 

The Barry Lowen Collection. 

 

With his loops, Twombly has emptied out his script of any capacity to be read with any 

immediacy. Where automatic writing might then be reread for content, Twombly’s 

obsessive repetition of the loop in a continuous line is empty of this level of reading, 

even in some works robbing the reader of gaps which, following Modernist or 

Derridean thought, might themselves generate meaning. So here is human action, 

following the most basic attempt at writing – of communicating, of recording, of making 

sense, yet making none. The sensation for the viewer can be one of the human 

continuity of action, of intent, without apparent cause connected to meaning; of 

carrying on, of going through the motions; of being an empty vessel running on empty. 
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Fig. 8.3.2 

Cy Twombly 

Untitled 1967 

Oil and crayon on canvas 

127 x 170.2cm 

Solomon R. Guggenheim Foundation  

Hannelore B. and Rudolph B. Schulhof Collection, bequest of Hannelore B. Schulhof, 2012. 

 

 

In the Guggenheim example (Fig. 8.3.2), does the edge of the rectangle of the canvas 

suggest a field of infinite and continuous regress, where as the eye passes (following 

Western writing’s left to right) out of the rectangle the viewer is instantly teleported to 

the line below; or, borrowing from calligraphy and therefore written language, is this 

the line-break known to poetry? Do we accede here to a poesis via poetry’s graphic 

presence? Are we then also poetically end-stopped, producing a caesura in this 
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language; or is this poetry’s enjambment, where we must continue to the line below? 

Twombly allows us to entertain, but not conclude, our options. This is part of his play. 

Twombly has reduced writing, written utterance, to a simplicity that plays on a 

complexity of reading and experience. 

 

To what extent is it possible to treat this repetition as a singular line? Here is both a 

singular line, possibly broken, or the same line repeated as different. Twombly makes 

complex not only our capacity to read the work, but also to conjure a problematic of 

line. As a form of utterance, of recognisable (yet distinctive) gesture, we are led by 

Twombly to bring all we know of the appearance (and circulation of the rhetoric) of line 

to the experience of the work. What are we to make of the reductive loops, the repetitio ad 

absurdum; of a repetition from which no learning, only raw experience, comes. In leaving 

the sense of language behind, is the implication here that there are no words adequate 

to painting or drawing – that there are no words adequate to experience? 

 

Da Vinci on painting is felt here: ‘words are less noble than deeds […] do you not copy 

with your hand, rendering what is in your mind?’ (Da Vinci, 1998, p.35); yet in 

Twombly’s loops we have deed, the action of writing, without the words. We are left 

with the ‘nobility’ of action; an ethic to continue as words fail. Again, perhaps it is the 

mind that fails (to provide articulation, sense), yet the hand carries on. Twombly 

describes the line in terms of immediacy, affect, presence, becoming and experience: 

The line is the feeling, from a soft thing, a dreamy thing, to something hard, 

something arid, something lonely, something ending, something beginning. It’s like 

I’m experiencing something frightening. I’m experiencing the thing and I have to be 

at that state because I am also going (Sylvester, 2002, p.179). 
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Here is line as passage, but it is the passage of the interior. This action of writing 

without articulate communication is one pursued by Nancy on Bataille; this is ‘the pain 

and pleasure that result in communicating anything at all without touching the limit 

where all meaning (sens) spills out of itself, like a simple stain on a word, on the word 

“meaning”’ (Nancy, 1993, p.319). Nancy here, like Twombly, is concerned with the 

nexus of being and writing; that there is something essentially phatic in Twombly’s line: 

‘The “fact” that there is being […] this is what provokes all possible meanings, this is the 

very place of meaning, but it has no meaning’ (Nancy, 1993, p.338). What is repeated in 

the signature of Twombly’s loops is the ‘I am’ without showing the why:  

The painter reproduces the discretion of presence because he imitates it, because he 

repeats it, and because these gestures are one and the same; [presence] […] imitates 

the line drawn by withdrawal, the silent coming and going in which exchanges itself 

ceaselessly with its own disappearance (Nancy, 1993, p.348). 

 

It is possible to track this looping motif through Twombly’s oeuvre, to follow their 

internal logic with each permutation, beginning with the white crayon on black of the 

late 1960s that has clear resonances with a classroom blackboard. Is this the blackboard 

of pedagogy? The ennui of nothing to say and nothing to teach? Is this a history of art 

passed on to each student-artist, an archive running dry? Twombly is content to leave 

behind the blackboard-like appearance whilst maintaining his interest in the looping, 

more often than not carrying it to the edge of the canvas or panel and therefore 

suggestive of the continuous line. The sequence (and associated exhibition) Letter of 

Resignation from 1967 (Del Roscio, 2014, pp.132-139) illustrates a part of the genealogy 

of the loops. Three works from this sequence of thirty-eight works on paper were started 
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in 1959; these do not contain loops. Significantly there are no works in this sequence 

with loops starting at one side of the page and continuing to the other side, as with Fig. 

8.3.2 above. There are several works in the sequence of 38 works, with a format 

resembling Fig. 8.3.3 (Del Roscio, 2014, p.138).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 8.3.3 

Cy Twombly 

XXVI (of 38  parts) from Letter of Resignation, 1959-67 

pencil, wax crayon, oil based house paint 

24.8 x 24.8 cm 

© Cy Twombly Foundation. 

 

Heiner Bastian, in the introduction to the published sequence, casts the sequence as a 

farewell to ‘the visible order of the Mediterranean world’ (Bastian, 1991, p.194) begun 

with Twombly’s series Discourse of Commodus, 1963. Bastian links the ‘energetic bundled 
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movements’ of the tight loops to a dissolving of writing redolent of Da Vinci’s Deluge 

studies (Bastian, 1991, p.194).  

 

Dissolution functions as a recognition in Twombly’s work generally as a retreat from 

legibility, but the particularity of these loops is worth noting; the context illuminates the 

work of loops in Twombly in general. They originate here (originated in the same year 

as the looping paintings) as serving to obliterate the content that would otherwise be 

here in this format; organised, scientific. They are not the quick, strong to-and-fro of the 

crossings-out that occur throughout the sequence, that might be read as fierce and wild. 

The loops here are almost meditative, concentrated and concentrated-upon; there is 

care here to ensure the destruction of what serves to communicate and organise (in the 

numbered sequences or lists). Other scribbled script in the sequence is ‘written’ too 

quickly to be legible; in the loops here is made explicit a substitution, or another form, 

of writing. These papers (perhaps deliberately) are not the proportion of a typical page; 

together do they add up to (note the singular) a letter of resignation? Twombly mines 

here the anxiety between text and form, between seeing and reading. He is an artist 

interested in the work that words do – and don’t do. Letter as written communication 

(problematised) perhaps, but also ‘to the letter’, ‘the letter of’ – as the expression of 

exactitude and correctness. Resignation, or a resignation, is not merely a putting aside, 

or farewell, as Bastian suggests. There are words at play here. To leave off one’s 

associations or work is one thing, but to be resigned is quite another. It is a giving over 

of the self. 
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Giving over to what? As an act of speculation or historical recovery, it is worth 

considering Twombly’s rector at Black Mountain College, Charles Olson, who was no 

small influence on Twombly (Masters, 2011), and whose echoes can be felt in 

Twombly’s work. Poet, educator and essayist, Olson had been working on his last, late 

poetic sequence, The Maximus Poems, which begins as a series of letters. Like Twombly, 

Olson had a similar interest in the mythic and the ancient world, and the central 

character of this poetic sequence, being made at the same time as Twombly’s series 

Discourse 0f Commodus, 1963, is Maximus of Tyre, a philosopher who lived during 

Commodus’ reign.  

 

excerpt from  I, ‘Maximus of Gloucester, to You’ By Charles Olson 

 

4 

one loves only form, 

and form only comes 

into existence when 

the thing is born 

 

                           born of yourself, born 

                           of hay and cotton struts, 

                           of street-pickings, wharves, weeds    

                           you carry in, my bird 

 

                                                            of a bone of a fish    

                                                            of a straw, or will    

                                                            of a color, of a bell    

                                                            of yourself, torn 

 

         (Olson, 1960, p.3) 

Somewhat of an adherent to Alfred Whitehead’s theories, Olson had a late turn 

between Objectism (his spin on Whitehead’s theories) and mysticism: the human being’s 

soul can only finally be reconciled as and with matter if it leaves the particularity of 
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mind behind – ‘the mind refuses the soul any further progress’ (Olson, 1968). Here is a 

form of resignation, perhaps close to Martin Luther’s resignatio ad infernum, the demand 

that self-love (or the self’s demands) be given over; submission is all.  

 

This cuts to the quick of Twombly’s play between form, or figuring, and the self. The 

loopy lists of the Letter of Resignation give over in the larger and later works to the 

continuous loopy line; the redacted lists, numbered sometimes, give over to the line that 

just keeps going.  

 

excerpt from ‘Keeping Going’ 

 by Seamus Heaney 

 

I see you at the end of your tether sometimes, 

In the milking parlour, holding yourself up 

Between two cows until your turn goes past, 

Then coming to in the smell of dung again 

And wondering, is this all? As it was 

In the beginning, is now and shall be? 

Then rubbing your eyes and seeing our old brush 

Up on the byre door, and keeping going.  (Heaney, 1996, p.16) 

 

 

This fumbling between things, be they brushes, histories or gesture, is a mark of 

Twombly’s. If there is a signature here, it isn’t in pressure of the mark or the turn of the 

pencil, but in a projected character, the stamp of looping on when all else fails. There 

are other forms of line-making in Twombly that he cycles through including returning 

again and again to the loops, and which form part of the relational context for the 

loops: the notations and doodled scrawls of work such as Untitled 1972 (Fig. 8.3.4), the 

signature-like script, endlessly repeated as in Untitled 1971 (Fig. 8.3.5). This returning, 
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the cycling through, of the cyclical, has a larger context within his work. Motifs of the 

turn of seasons of the series Quatro Stagione, 1993/1994 are a case in point, or the wheel 

(of fortune?) of Anabasis, 1985.  

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 8.3.4 

Cy Twombly 

Untitled, 1972 

Rubber stamp, crayon, graphite, and ink on paper    

156.2 x 199.4 cm 

MOMA: Partial and promised gift of UBS 

© Cy Twombly Foundation. 
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Fig. 8.3.5 

Cy Twombly 

Untitled, 1971 

Oil, wax crayon and pencil on paper  

70.3 x 100.1 cm  

© Cy Twombly Foundation. 

 

History, the collapse of the archaic into the arcane, the complexities of time passing, 

memory and presence are grand themes for Twombly. That we might be constituted in 

and by the authority of History is decentered in Twombly’s lines; scrawled lines, half 

erased, of subjects that blur the line between fact and myth – his Fifty Days at Ilium, 1978 

for instance.  His looping lines evoke play and buoyancy, a striving, a stunt – our stunt – 

our fretting upon the stage – whilst History is elusive, fading from us. It is an authority 

impossible to live within; the line might not be broken, but it sits awry, or in 

fragmentary retreat from our grasp of the present. In Twombly’s absurd continuity of 

his loops is a resistance to the trace – the reproduction of order is emptied, made 

nonsensical. Yet Giambattista Vico’s cycles of history – his ricorso – surely are part of the 
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diagesis for the viewer of Twombly’s looping action. For Vico, civilisation is achieved by 

cycling around to civilised heights, only to collapse into new barbarism from which 

another cycle, slightly higher in this idealised history, may begin (Vico, 1999, p.19). 

Read through Twombly’s loops, we are left wondering what ground has been gained in 

each loop, other than the line as a grand cipher of the unintelligibility of historical 

advance. Our presence, Twombly’s presence, is set awry to History. 

 

Concerning history and its presence/retreat, the Nietzschean eternal return can also be 

cast in Twombly’s pageant as thematic near neighbour. If there is a tragic hero to be 

found here (and the scale of Twombly’s paintings are hero-scale) it is the hero of an 

eternal return that engages Critchley’s interpretation of the same. As Critchley would 

have it, Nietzsche’s eternal return can be interpreted as follows: 

What would it be to fully affirm the fact that God doesn’t exist? To fully affirm the 

complete meaninglessness of the universe? And to be able to do that again and again 

and again. If you’re capable of that thought, of affirming that this universe is not for 

us, that we’re just here by sheer chance, and you can do that again and again, then 

you’re equal to the force of eternal return. It’s a sort of moral test (Critchley, 2012, 

pp.98-99). 

 

This is the language of the epistemological break. If Twombly’s loops enact a kind of 

traumatic repetition, or resistance, it is one grounded in this break: 

if the work of the break is fully accomplished once and for all, at a precise point in the 

history of knowledge, nevertheless theoretical practice can never have done with the 

effort of transforming the ideology that haunts it […] Structurally, the best definition 

of the break would no doubt be that it substitutes for figures of repetition (combined 

with any number of displacements) of ideology, an authentic procedure of 
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transformation-exposition, through rearticulation (Wahl, 1968, pp.381-382 quoted in 

Hallward, Kerslake, Peden, 2011). 

 

Twombly’s loops, reflected through this prism, affirm again and again an absurdity of 

logos, of an inscription of law, of meaning, of gods. Yet the force with which he returns 

to these loops, to affirm a form of nihilism, is an heroic mode. The aestheticism and 

athleticism – the forceful presence – of these loops is redolent of Critchley’s Nietzsche: 

‘It’s an almost physical practice: to be able to physically withstand that vertigo of 

meaninglessness and then transfigure oneself in relationship to that’ (Critchley, 2012, 

pp.98-99).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 8.3.6 

Cy Twombly 

Untitled VII from Bacchus Series, 2005 

Oil on canvas 

Courtesy Gagosian Gallery  

© Cy Twombly Foundation 
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Fig. 8.3.7 

Cy Twombly 

III Notes From Salalah (Note I), 2005-07 

acrylic on wood panel 

243.8 × 365.8 cm 

Courtesy Gagosian Gallery 

© Cy Twombly Foundation. 

 

 
 

Fig. 8.3.8 

Cy Twombly 

The Rose (III), 2008 

Acrylic on plywood 

99 3/16 x 291 5/16 inches (252 x 740 cm) 

Courtesy Gagosian Gallery 

© Cy Twombly Foundation.
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The loops are then a form of regeneration of the self, of art, of lack. Concerned with the 

ancient Greek world, Twombly would have been familiar with regeneration and return 

motifs in Anaximander, Heraclitus, Empedocles and Archytas of Tarentum (Gendron, 

2008). Flowers and seasons recur through his work. In work from the last years of his 

life, 2003 to 2011, it is possible to see a rapid cycling through of script, loop and flowers 

(e.g. Figs. 8.3.6, 8.3.7 and 8.3.8). The scale of these works seems to defy old age and the 

illness that had beset Twombly by this point. The loops in Fig. 8.3.6 have departed 

from the lengthening cursive to something more recursive, going over and over each 

other, bunching up.   

 

This bunching up, and the quick messy frenzy of the paint/line, hurried rather than 

deliberately de-schooled, suggests something of the Bacchic strain – ‘the conjoined 

opposites of ecstasy and rage’ (Cullinan, 2011, p.57) well established in Twombly’s 

work. The cycling through of form ends in the works of the ‘Late Paintings’ exhibition 

in the year of Twombly’s death. These last loops allow a (conceivably post hoc ergo propter 

hoc) reading of these paintings as emphasising the importance of looping. Twombly 

presumably was very aware as he was making them that these paintings were some of 

his last. If not a summation of his oeuvre, then they at least constitute dramatically an 

end-of-life sequence that is noteworthy for its rehearsal of long performed actions and 

motifs. 
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Fig. 8.3.9 

Cy Twombly 

Untitled (Camino Real), 2011 

Acrylic on wood panel 

252.7 x 187.3 cm 

Courtesy Gagosian Gallery 

© Cy Twombly Foundation. 
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Fig. 8.3.10 

‘Cy Twombly: The Last Paintings’  

Gagosian Gallery NY 

November 1 - December 22, 2012 

Installation view 

Photo by Rob McKeever 

Courtesy Gagosian Gallery. 

 

 

Here we can see the circular dripping bright yellows of the recent flower paintings 

collapsed over some quasi-script and loops; a conflation, or subsumption, of other motifs 

into the looping line. Out of the great variety in the arc of Twombly’s production, it is 

the loops he chooses to end on. It is the action of carrying on, beyond the meaning of 

words, to a presence in action and line. Here in Untitled (Camino Real), 2011 (Fig. 8.3.9) 

we see the yellow blotches that have also been flowers which have also been ciphers for 

the turn of seasons interposed with the dogged continuity of looping the loop. Like 
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aeronautical acrobatics, the loops defy the gravity of the drips that try to pull them back 

to earth.  

 

The scale again attracts large statement and association; not only death-defying as 

performance/action, they evoke the stuff from which gravity itself is made. The theory 

of Loop Quantum Gravity is apposite here; its mesh of loops – matter constituted in ‘the 

twisting and braiding of space-time’ (Economist, 2006). Twombly’s loops might also 

constitute a theory of everything, obliterating specific meaning in the act of existing by 

movingly keeping moving. The problematique of Twombly’s loops is established: how it is 

they can both belong specifically to his point of view and action, and can function as 

language stripped of information yet generalisable as human experience; it is a line that 

belongs both to him and to us all. To this extent these loops can be considered one of 

Warburg’s denkraum (van Eck, 2015, p.183) – image as figured space that allows ‘space 

for thinking’ between the viewing subject and the cause of fear – in this case the primal 

fear of finitude.  

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.9 intense heat is still illuminating and fusing the art of our time, 2015. Graphite, ink, collaged print on simili 

japon paper. 21 x 29.7cm [overleaf] 
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9. Conclusions 

 

 

my free drift 

Halts not particularly, but moves itself 

In a wide sea of wax: no levell’d malice 

Infects one comma in the course I hold; 

But flies an eagle flight, bold and forth on, 

Leaving no track behind. 

 
Shakespeare, Timon of Athens, Act I Scene I. 

 

 

 

This is a poet talking to a painter from William Shakespeare’s Timon of Athens (1607). 

The rhetoric here could not be more apt. It is written by one steeped in the lore of the 

(text’s) line; full of the ground travelled in this study. If the reader has drifted, following 

Lyotard’s methods thus far (and the poet here is alluding, as Lyotard does, to a certain 

indifference as method), then reading these words might conjure the passage of Klee’s 

stroll, the point which ‘moves itself’, in Shakespeare’s words. Pliny’s competitors in wax 

are here (Shakespeare’s dialogue here holds a similar competition not between artists, as 

in Pliny, but of arts, redolent of the famous paragone argument of the Renaissance). This 

voice of the poet in the dialogue, whose passage (as with the epitaph centuries later on 

Keats’ grave) is writ in water; the materiality of the trace, in wax, of presence, and skill, 

of Pliny’s tale is left behind. The line as despoiler, as marker, as with Richard Long, or 

in the irony of Alÿs, or Weizman’s despoiling architecture, is resisted. The line here 
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continues under Shakespeare’s pen, like Rocinante, Don Quixote’s horse, or Klee’s line, 

‘an eagle flight, bold and forth on’. 

 

Ephemerality and continuity are part of Shakespeare’s thinking through line.  

 

Sonnet XVIII 

Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day? 
Thou art more lovely and more temperate: 
Rough winds do shake the darling buds of May, 
And summer’s lease hath all too short a date: 
Sometime too hot the eye of heaven shines, 
And often is his gold complexion dimm’d; 
And every fair from fair sometime declines, 
By chance or nature’s changing course, untrimm’d: 
But thy eternal summer shall not fade, 
Nor lose possession of that fair thou ow’st; 
Nor shall Death brag thou wander’st in his shade, 
When in eternal lines to time thou grow’st: 
  So long as men can breathe, or eyes can see, 
  So long lives this, and this gives life to thee. 

Shakespeare (1609)   

 

Shakespeare’s Sonnet XVIII here again is dependent on the signature of line to achieve 

a complexity of reading. As is typical of his writing, the play of language operates as a 

vehicle through which to convey his larger concerns. Concerned as this poem is with 

decline and finitude (‘every fair from fair sometime declines’), it is line here that 

continues. The line is of course the written line that endures beyond death, and this is 

conjoined with the sense of the time-line – and perhaps the physical line of wrinkles – 
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(‘in eternal lines to time thou grow’st’). It is the rhetoric of energeia and the line. There is 

vitality here; not only do these lines defy finitude (‘shall not fade’), they also bestow life 

(‘this gives life to thee’). There is meaning here, and poesis. What is this experience, to 

hold all these aspects of line, and our experience of it, as we encounter this poem? 

Animation, or mirroring processes with animatable matter, is present in rhetoric that 

attaches to line. It is this aspect that sits as part of the uneasiness about Klee’s line going 

(not being taken) for a stroll. 

 

The drawn line in its initiation is always new, and therefore to be discovered during its 

production. The more intriguing part of Klee’s thought, perhaps, is the question of how 

it is that subject might ‘discover’ something that has been produced (determined being 

perhaps too strong a term) by its own hand. Nancy follows in the legacy of Klee’s ‘line 

on a stroll’, amplifying the qualities of being that might attach to the line: 

in the idea of drawing there is the singularity of the opening – the formation, impetus, 

or gesture [...] Drawing is not a given, available, formed form. On the contrary it is 

the gift, invention, uprising [surgissement], or birth of form’ (Nancy, 2013, p.3). 

 

It is this that can lead us to a central question of this enquiry as to what kind of being, 

what kind of habitation, might occur at any point along the line. 

 

Klee’s line is always that of at least a dual nature. In his Pedagogical Sketchbook, which is 

after all ostensibly a practitioner’s guide rather than a work of philosophy, the 

instruction on the development of a student artist’s line is never just the realm of the 

material. The line  
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acquires polarity [...] even leaves room for the expression of psychic elements [..]. the 

active line becomes imaginary: it exists as an “idea” underlying the secondary lines, is 

the effective power, yet it is not itself present (Haftmann, 1967, p.94). 

 

This echoes the thought of da Vinci as quoted previously, when he emphasises the line’s 

indeterminate status in saying ‘[t]he line has in itself neither matter nor substance and 

may rather be called an imaginary idea than a real object; and this being its nature it 

occupies no space’ (Da Vinci, 1998, section 47). Klee’s close friend Sybil Moholy-Nagy, 

paraphrasing Novalis, says that Klee’s line was ‘a trace of infinity to the temporal’ (Klee, 

1973, p.63). Klee’s ‘line on a stroll’ is not to be confused with a reduced metaphysics of 

hapless doodling.  

 

When Homer’s Ulysses returns home, finding he must prove his identity to his wife 

Penelope, there is in this a recognition that he has changed through time and 

experience since she last saw him, that he has become in a sense his journey, that it is 

through his journey, or as a journeyman, that we comprehend him. His self outside of 

his journey is a mystery for us, yet Penelope must take him back through her riddling to 

a point in his life where he has constructed his wedding bed in order to assert the truth, 

for her, of him: ‘[t]here’s our secret sign [...]/Does the bed my lady, still hold firm?’ 

(Homer, 1996, bk.23, l.226/7, p.462). It is this happenstance, the contingencies of the 

moment of the building of the bed, an infinite number of lines of possibility connecting 

at this point, that settles his identity for her.  

 

This settling of Ulysses’ identity is not necessarily a home-coming for him, for the strong 

implication that he will keep travelling, a mobile point, is an identification in the earliest 
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Western literature of a singular consciousness aligned with a character, the most 

mindful Odysseus, who is also identified by his motion. As an encoding of human 

experience, Ulysses’ tale is not one of one foot after the other, but rather each episode in 

the tale is revisited in a private order of the teller, not in the sequence in which it occurs. 

Time here is displaced by play. Klee’s statement taps major tropes of Western culture in 

his regard for strolling.  

 

 

 

Fig. 9.1.1  Paul Klee,  Angelus Novus, 1920. Oil transfer and watercolor on paper. 31.8 × 24.2 cm. 
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It is perhaps no coincidence that Walter Benjamin uses a work by Klee to make a point 

about singularity and history in his famous remarks regarding the ‘angel of history’. He 

says:  

[a] Klee painting called Angelus Novus shows an angel looking as though he is about 

to move away from something he is fixedly contemplating [...] This is how one 

pictures the angel of history [..]. Where we perceive a chain of events, he sees one 

single catastrophe (Benjamin, 1990, p.294).  

 

The angel is of course the pivot (angelpunkt in German), the point at which any 

contingency is possible, and chimes with da Vinci’s proposal, mentioned previously, that 

on any line ‘an infinite number of lines may be conceived of as intersecting each other 

at a point’ (Da Vinci, 1998, section 47). The angel’s fixed contemplation presumably is 

always on that fixed point at which he sits; that fixed point within a stream of being. 

 

Da Vinci and Klee, both practitioners and theorists of the line, of line as thing, could 

both entertain the line as not only a material record, but also as a living stream of the 

decisions made in the path travelled, and also as an object; an object that collapses time 

by maintaining in concert all alternate possibilities through any single point along the 

line; on the line that is. It maintains both the peripatetic record and the peripateia, the 

turning point of the compossible/incompossible. From Klee’s famous statement we 

conclude that these possibilities are available both in the making of, and to be revisited 

in, the regarding of the work. It is this aspect that is intimated, and accounts for the 

force of Klee’s line going for a stroll. Lyotard notes Klee’s use of his linear-medial, that 

hybrid of line and surface ‘building up surface through linear circumscription […] the 

line produces man, the city, the discontinuous, shock’ (Lyotard, 2011, p.229). Lyotard 
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elsewhere refers to the plane on which these signs sit as ‘the emblem of contingency’ 

(Lyotard, 2011, p.63). 

 

What is also emphasised in Klee’s words is strolling as a construction of continuous 

experience, not a set of geometric points but one of constant decision and experience in 

seamless contiguity. There is no privileging of one part of the experience over another - 

there is no ‘hierarchy’ in the drawing incidents across the page, as in the psycho-

geographic reordering of points for the Situationist. As Hillis Miller has it, a ‘[c]hallenge 

to belief in fixed substantial selfhood has been a persistent topic of post-Renaissance 

thought’ (Hillis Miller, 1992, p.34) – a challenge to the I was there – ‘there is only I was’ 

(Hillis Miller, 1992, p.34); the peripatos from Cervantes is part of a journey that puts the 

united self in question. As part of the challenge to the historical sovereignty and 

hierarchies of the Western mind, Klee’s assigning of uncertain agency to the line is a 

resonant statement. If all the contingencies of where it is that the line might wander are 

in a flat relation one with each other, to be revisited, re-presented along that line, then 

Klee’s statement is a heady summation that combines invested presence and deferred 

sovereignty. 

 

This is a presence of immediacy, not of narrative. It is possible that the English-speaking 

world’s resistance to Klee’s sentiment by restoring human agency in the taking a line for 

walk is also a restoration of narrative, that a journey can be mapped, that there are clear 

relations between the actors in the drama. In the restoration of the narrative the Subject 

is restored as an actor in the drama; the narcissism of identification completed as circuit 
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where the story can be told. Hence the challenging obverse of Klee’s statement, of the 

Mu/Wu of not-acting in the drama, yet something is present. 

 

Klee himself articulates elsewhere the possibility that the line can be lived as re-

presentation: 

we lack the means of discussing in its constituent parts, an image which possesses 

simultaneously a number of dimensions [...] [t]o each dimension, as, with the flight of 

time [...] we should say: now you are becoming Past. But perhaps later at a critical – 

perhaps fortunate – moment we may meet again on a new dimension, and once again 

you may become present (Klee, 1950, p.50). 

 

Brian Massumi links Klee to ideas on relational events of lived abstraction: ‘Klee’s 

reference to art and nature in this connection implies that they are both compositional 

realities, that their compositions involve a diagrammatic experience of becoming, and 

that this becoming of experience is aesthetic in its multidimensionality’ (Massumi, 2011, 

p.25). Here the line holds an indeterminate, intermediary status as thing, imbued with 

presence, and at play. 

 

Klee’s statement holds considerable force and has endured because it is a proposition of 

line as necessarily being ‘at play’, in its capacity to occupy space as a transitional object 

of lived abstraction. The statement activates the unease of the object with which the 

Subject is interdependent; it is neither one thing nor another, summed up in the 

displacement of agency in the its going for a stroll, and the quasi-free, semi-determined 

play of strolling. As a statement it produces an irruption of that which is suppressed 

under the terminology of linearity – of the straight line.  
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Whilst embodying Modernist tropes of movement, direction and singularity, it carries 

also the accompanying shadow of Modernity – fragmentation, refraction, disavowal. 

Above all it emphasises line’s trace and re-presentation of the contingencies of its own 

making, the infinite possibilities not taken but revisitable along its length, and the 

mindful presence of that path.  

Man is also primed to attribute life to inanimate objects, because it is safer […] than 

on the opposite assumption, that living beings are dead objects and cannot harm us 

(van Eck, 2015, p.208). 

 

Van Eck is concerned here with vitality in the artwork. Having traced a history of 

likeness and sympathy, she wonders at our capacity to imbue objects with life given they 

do not present the existential threat that other animate objects pose. Yet the opposition 

here is not a clear piece of logic; surely a more scientific Darwinian reasoning (following 

her cue) is that inanimate objects may indeed be harmful, and so should be contended 

with consciously (in this case, as animate). In any case, in the examination of the art 

object we are not wholly in the realm of the rational; Aristotle contends in On the Soul 

that whilst we are the only beings capable of rational thought (Aristotle, 350 BCE, Book 

I), we are also capable of the kinds of thought and non-thought that the world of objects 

also shares. Given this, is it so hard to read the world of objects as mirroring states or 

principles we experience?  

 

Humanism assumes a hierarchy of Being – that something created (by an artist, or 

other) is not of a similar order of being as the principle, or the artist, attributed to its 
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generation. If one of the qualities for Aristotle is that something imbued with life must 

be able to sustain itself and reproduce others like itself (Aristotle,  350 BCE, Book I), 

then objects such as line may indeed be able to do this, parasitic as they may be; in a flat 

ontology, it could be said that lines continue on their way with humans as host. Whilst it 

is possible to extend such discussion with a nod to the satirical mode, it is worth making 

the point that it is not necessary to look for easily apparent likeness in order for mimetic, 

lifelike or analogical, identificatory relations to be established. It may be that form, such 

as line, exhibits enough lifelikeness in its recurrence to be convincing as animated; or 

similarly as a set of relations that has so grown to map fundamentals of our experience 

or passage of thought, that a certain collapse between their lives and ours might occur. 

 

To repeat Clark’s use of Patton’s definition of critical freedom – critical in the sense of 

the point or crisis – ‘at which some state or condition of things passes over into a 

different state or condition of things’ (Clark, 2009, p.12), it is possible to read a 

tropology of the singular (unstraight) line through the lens of freedom. This is a freedom 

that does not exist as bound to ideas of bourgeois sovereignty and becoming. Rather it 

can be considered as a potential or ideal condition for change: a condition disposed to 

flux. Singularity is part of the point here (to repeat): ‘inherent in the idea of the singularity 

is the possibility of a radical break or rupture from the past. To be singular is, by definition, to 

refuse to be fully intelligible through heritage or environment’ (Clark, 2009, p.28).  

 

This core condition of flux is key in understanding Deleuze and Guattari’s Line of 

Flight, which is most unline-like, except in its ability to act as a cipher for the event of 

change. 



 

 261 

 

Here, too, is Da Vinci’s ‘infinite number of lines [that] may be conceived of as 

intersecting each other at a point’ (da Vinci, 1998, section 47). The compossibility of the 

line as condition of its playing out, can then be read/experienced by the viewer. Each 

point on the line is a potential turning point, each point disposed to flux, to a change of 

direction or decision. Perhaps in this we read line’s capacity to be more free than 

ourselves. Perhaps it is that we project flux and potential onto line, as a wish-fulfilment 

of our own freedom, or that freedom itself may exist in a determined world. 

 

The line is a site of possibility, and its beginnings, if we might end on this note, 

complicate determination and telos. A final trope to note is its intersection with 

beginnings. Nancy notes the nature of setting out, possibly following Klee’s going out 

for a stroll: ‘opening in the sense of a beginning, departure, origin, dispatch, impetus’ 

(Nancy, 2013, p.1). Its entelechy, the line’s capacity to engender, like Newman’s godlike 

procreative phallus of a line, or Alÿs’ politics of the first step (if not me then who?), its 

signature, is a vital part of its play. 
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