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Abstract 

Is creation an outburst that is not entirely sensible, or is it an eruption that lights 
up the universe? The relation between creativity and reason made Plato con-
demn the arts, while others have hailed the spark that uncovers hidden truths. 
This volume connects thinking about Being, reason, desire and the arts in ways 
that enable us to imagine how we can be brought into the nearness of truth.  

Calls to subordinate arts to reason and tradition have been countered by 
thinkers and artists that have argued for artistic autonomy. In recent concep-
tual art this claim for sovereignty has gone even further, attempting to sub-
sume philosophical matters within the creative domain. This current culmi-
nates in a vexing question: when art is permeated by purely intellectual con-
cerns, so that the very boundary between philosophy and the arts dissolves, is 
all that remains of the artwork as art an abstract howl of the rock itself?  

The abstraction we find in contemporary arts has a precise correlate in the 
way analysis of desire in art ends in a purely mathematical event where desire 
returns without enjoyment. If it was such an experience of truth and Being 
Socrates cried out against, his trial was an accusation against philosophy 
itself. In Plato’s writing Socrates would be offered up in ironic and evasive 
manoeuvres, so that truth was realised by means of negation. On the other 
side stands John, he who could finally only render Christ through silence. 
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…la felicità umana non possa consistere  
se non se nella immaginazione e nelle illusioni. 

 

Giacomo Leopardi, Zibaldone 
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A Manifesto to Rock Philosophy 

Rock Philosophy – a philosophy of the rock: the indeterminacy embedded in 
this book's name lays open a prepositional ambiguity. Ours is a philosophy 
that concerns the rock; it is about the rock and takes the rock as its subject. 
However, it is also a philosophy that emerges from the rock: it comes out of the 
rock, in much the same manner as the green clad daughter of the Mountain 
King in Henrik Ibsen's Peer Gynt emerged out of and remained intrinsic to the 
rock that had engendered her.  

In so far as the rock is the subject of this volume it is the rock that speaks: we 
are the ones giving it voice. When we regard it as the object of our philosophy 
we entertain two distinct possibilities. We implicate the rock both as an object 
we hold in our hand – a rock that stimulates our tactile and visual capacities, a 
rock we can sense, weigh, carry or throw – and as the rock we walk on and 
that we have come to refer to as our home. On the other hand, “rock” as a 
verb incites us to imagine the power art and poetry have to rock philosophy, a 
ship on a stormy sea, or a tired child that needs sleep.  

When we say that it is time to rock philosophy we acknowledge all these 
senses: this is a philosophy that can be launched as a projectile, and yet it can 
also provide us with a sense of belonging; it is a philosophy that has been 
moved by art and poetry, and it can shift the very grounds of our thought; and 
in the end there is a time for philosophy to close its eyes and avert the light of 
knowledge. There will be a time to rest and sleep.  

This is provisionally a philosophy that is as much about the rock – a rock, any 
rock, our own rock, our planet – as it is about the shape of a voice engendered 
and enveloped by our planet: it is essentially an expression of what the 20th 
century philosopher Martin Heidegger referred to as our thrownness. We are 
hurled into our lives. There are conditions to our existence that are beyond our 
grasp and outside our potentiality of control. And yet we are charged with our 
lives. We do our best to cope with and nurture existence within our capacities. 
We are limited by the conditions of our making and these conditions are not of 
our own making. And in the end, our limitations become our project.  

It is within these bounds that the present volume is laid down. It is an at-
tempt to provide the grounds for a thinking that acknowledges our acts as 
formative for our being and as necessary compliments to our non-acts, our 
meditations and our thinking. 





 

Introduction:  
Thinking, knowing, writing  

When the poet Tor Ulven asks how it is that we do not speak up, take to the 
streets, open our eyes, and scream against our misery, his answer is “because I 
am of rock”.1 There is an indeterminacy in the original that translates only 
with some effort: is the poet’s incapacity due to his departure from rock, or is 
it because he is composed of rock? If the former is the case, we could say – 
with an allusion to the Scripture – that his material point of departure carries 
as a seed within it the shape in which he will arrive: as we are formed out of 
dust, so we are destined to return as such. If, on the other hand, the poet is 
made out of rock, he is no longer human, or at least not merely human. He has 
become – as Ulven puts it when he describes to a child what it is like to be no 
longer alive – part of the objects that surround us.  

This threefold consideration of the rock is the concern of the present volume. 
First, the rock is what emerged out of clouds of dust and gas, solidifying into the 
planet we inhabit. It is the ground on which we walk, and our common refer-
ence as habitat and dwelling place. Second, rocks share with us the minimal 
components of our bodies: atoms, quarks, electrons. We are – in this very con-
crete sense – made of rock. The dust we arrived from, and to which we shall 
return, is already part of our very composition. Third, rocks provided us with the 
first moulds and canvases into which we could carve our words and paint our 
sentiments. What connects us to our ancestors is a persistent pondering over 
the conditions of our existence. What does it mean to exist? What are the neces-
sary requirements for a meaningful life? What are the boundaries that separate 
mortals from that which lies beyond our immediate horizon? 

When Ludwig Wittgenstein, in his Philosophical Investigations, asks what it 
is that makes us attribute affects and sentiments to other people, and, to a 
lesser extent, to animals, but not to inanimate objects, such as rocks, his an-
swer brings up questions of the soul. He explains that “only of a living human 
being and what resembles (behaves like) a living human being can one say: it 
has sensations; it sees; is blind; hears; is deaf; is conscious or unconscious”.2 
What complicates matters is that, while we can say that “I” have certain emo-
tions and thoughts about them, how can we be certain of what we are? In a 
thought experiment, Wittgenstein asks us to imagine that when we have a 

                                                 
1 Ulven 2001, 272, author’s translation. 
2 Wittgenstein 1963, 97 [§281]. 
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certain sensation, we close our eyes and imagine being turned to stone. How 
do I know, then, “whether I have not turned into a stone?”3 

If only things that have souls can feel and think, then it seems within the 
realm of reason to be uncertain with regard to what it is that senses in this 
case: a rock, a human being, a soul. The so-called private language argument 
in Wittgenstein is as much about to what extent it is possible to claim emo-
tions to be private as it is an examination of the ways in which we ascribe 
emotions and thoughts to other beings and objects. In so far as reasoning – 
and particularly the ability to reflect on our own conditions of existence – is 
what distinguishes human beings from other creatures, it makes sense to say 
that reason is something we become accustomed to, and as we acquire the 
ability to reason, we can attend to what is universal: truth, beauty, Being. 

In the essay “Building dwelling thinking”, Martin Heidegger holds out the 
prospect of two different kinds of bridges that each traverse a brook. They 
both bring adjacent banks into being, collect the landscapes on each side of 
the stream, making a neighbourhood of meadows and landscapes. The water 
runs its course between the bridge-piers, in quietude or torrents: in either 
case, the bridge allows for the shifts in weather, covering the stream as it 
passes under it, only to release it as it reaches the other side. 

These two bridges are as if made in different epochs. One bridge is made of 
rocks: “the old stone bridge’s humble brook crossing gives to the harvest 
waggon its passage from the fields unto the village and carries the lumber cart 
from the field path to the road”.4 Here, the material of which the bridge is 
composed is connected to the labour that gives it its use: subsidiary farming, 
lumbering, villagers travelling to cross a “humble” stream. The other stands 
against this early modern, archaic or pastoral image. It is a bridge drawn from 
high modernity: “the highway bridge is tied into the network of long-distance 
traffic, paced and calculated for maximum yield”.5 

When Heidegger connects these two epochal views of a river crossing, he does 
so by reference to our mortality: in our lingering or haste across the bridge, we 
forget that we as mortals bring ourselves before the divinities. This is the work of 
the bridge: it gathers those who attend to it, whether they think of it or not, 
before their mortality so that they can give thanks and present themselves. 

The bridges are associated with two kinds of thinking: their work of gather-
ing together disparate landscapes, connecting meadows and villages into 
neighbourhoods, and as cover and guide for the flow of water is turned into a 

                                                 
3 Ibid., 97 [§283]. 
4 Heidegger, Building dwelling thinking 2008, 248. 
5 Ibid., 248-249. 
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question of usage, and, in particular, the value that can be associated with its 
utility when the bridge is no longer an archaic site of agrarian labour, but a 
sign of high modernity. The landscapes are transformed from fields into cities, 
tied together not so much by a modest river crossing, as by a highway with an 
intermittent bridge, and the river, all but forgotten, seems almost out of place 
in the contemporary scene: it is not part of the network of long-distance traf-
fic – incapable, as it is, of carrying loads of goods or passengers on its waters – 
and it lies beyond the sphere of computable utility generated by the standard-
ised, automatized domain of maximum efficiency. 

The modern bridge and its attendant technological epoch  

is the mark of all thinking that plans and investigates. Such thinking 
remains calculation even if it neither works with numbers nor uses an 
adding machine or computer. Calculative thinking computes. It com-
putes ever new, ever more promising and at the same time more eco-
nomical possibilities. Calculative thinking races from one prospect to 
the next. Calculative thinking never stops, never collects itself.6  

In distinction to calculative thinking, Heidegger proposes what he calls “medita-
tive thinking”. It is a thinking that concerns itself with meaning, that is disposed 
to a calling, and that finds itself in the neighbourhood of Being. Our technologi-
cal epoch, Heidegger claimed, is in flight from thinking: since meditation cannot 
yield economic profit, it is worthless for conducting current business and practi-
cal affairs. The issue, for Heidegger, was how to keep meditative thinking alive.7 

These bridges and their epochal situation stand for disparate approaches to 
knowledge and truth. Calculative reasoning has put into use a model of ra-
tionality that elevates utility and maximum efficiency as its primary goalposts. 
What the rational agent of contemporary science gains in calculability and 
predictability, it relinquishes in human values and matters of the soul. What 
counts as knowledge are those pieces of information that can be put into use 
in the computational model of rationality. 

As the computer puts to us a claim for ever more digestible bits of infor-
mation that it can process as knowledge, our two ways of crossing the bridge 
become ever more disparate. This quest for ever more information, ever more 
research is assimilable to the psychoanalytic drive: it continues its accumula-
tive project until it reaches its own extinction. This is why knowledge and 
research occupy a domain that should not be confused with philosophy’s: as 

                                                 
6 Heidegger, Discourse on Thinking 1966, 46. 
7 Ibid., 56. 
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lovers of wisdom, philosophers know the soul, and to know someone is to 
know when to say no. 

Between knowledge and truth stands the phallus. In this sense, the modern 
bridge that collects vastly disparate landscapes is nothing but our most base 
linkages wrapped in the latest dress since it feeds our perceived and real 
needs for gratification. What is done just as well with the bridge of the agrari-
an epoch is to bring together beings that make meaning, so that they can 
gather expressions in a common culture. It is this effort to make meaning 
from our existence, to question the borders that separate us as mortals and 
our brief glimmer of light from the vast darkness that surrounds us, that gives 
us distinction as humans.8 And it is these kinds of interrogations that presents 
our true being to ourselves. As Schopenhauer noted, this is a being that is 
indestructible, so that, even as our individuality perishes as we pass away, our 
true being persists, and it to this being that mortals – whether they are cogni-
sant of it or not – bring their being into nearness. 

Is there something supernatural about scripts? The ancients thought that 
those who were able to carve signs into rocks somehow performed a magical 
rite as they wrote. In the Bible, God speaks through the medium of writing and 
provides Moses with the tablets on which were written the law for all his follow-
ers. In Plato’s myth of Thamus, script is rejected as technology on the basis that 
it would serve to limit the declarative powers of the king, since it would make it 
possible for his subjects to bring any new command into view of a record. 

Written words are something more and different than mere transcriptions of 
speech. Today, when we are brought in to culture, this entails learning to read 
and write for most of us, and it is through such a technology that we are able 
to participate in universal culture. In this sense, culture and the languages in 
which it is communicated, have a life that far extends our very limited tempo-
rality, and it is likely to continue long after we have departed. From the per-
spective of culture, our most base needs are governable. It is when we have 
acquired culture that we are in a position to regard the drive for knowledge as 
something that must at some point come to an end, so that wisdom and phi-
losophy can affirm its ground. 

Where science becomes philosophy is when the transversal is made from 
how we claim something to exist to what gives us ground for existence. For 
instance, in his 1927 paper on the uncertainty that arises from attempts at 
measuring the position and momentum of sub-atomic particles, Werner Hei-
senberg notes that in so far as causality means that we are able to make a 
prediction of the future based on the state of the present, quantum mechan-

                                                 
8 Nabokov 2000, 5. 
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ics disproves the theory of causality.9 As we move beyond the mechanics of 
measurement – where is a particle located? in what direction and at what 
speed does it move? etc. – we find that our uncertainty that arises from the 
aporia in which precision with regard to the position of a particle is covariant 
with a diffuse rendering of its momentum is not a technical matter, but, as 
Heisenberg put it, a question of definition. In other words, the uncertainty we 
have with the reading sub-atomic particles is an ontological question. 

A similar aporia is given by Albert Einstein’s notion of spacetime, in which 
time is reduced to a fourth dimension of space. As we distribute fields of mat-
ter and spacetime over a manifold of events, we are faced with renderings that 
are incommensurable on the literal level. In so far as we allow for volumes 
that exceed our current Hubble-determined line of vision, we are given to 
renderings of universes that are governed by statistical measures: in a 
spacetime where light has not yet reached, we cannot use empirical tools to 
determine which events have occurred. It is here that we arrive at a notion of 
the universe in which our rock is embedded that is decidedly mathematical. 

If we are in a world that is wholly governed by arithmetic, mathematics, 
and what the psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan referred to as mathemes, are we 
not in a world where it is the ideal that takes precedence? Plato, our com-
mon point of reference both as founder of our philosophical tradition and 
as a decidedly idealist thinker, argued that the limitation of art, and particu-
larly the kind of art that seeks popular appeal, is that it is wholly derivative: 
while we can say that the shoe-maker relies on the ideal shoe to make his 
craft, the painter who paints shoes depends on the shoe-makers rendition 
of this ideal, so that the painter’s work is twice removed from the sphere of 
ideals, and thus secondary to craftsmen. 

However, against this derision of the artist, there is a passage in the Symposi-
um – aptly quoted by Hans Trausil in his introduction to a translation of Rainer 
Maria Rilke’s Poems in 1918 – that seems to indicate a different perception of the 
artist.10 While we should cherish those who make businesses, families and 
states, Diotima interjects, is there not another kind of creativity involved in the 
artist’s work. Their souls “conceive those things which are proper for soul to 
conceive and bring forth; and what are those things? Prudence, and virtue in 
general; and of these the begetters are all the poets and those craftsmen who are 
styled ‘inventors’”.11 In the end, she is able to convince Socrates that “all crea-
tion or passage of non-being into being is poetry or making, and the processes 

                                                 
9 Heisenberg 1927, 197. 
10 See Trausil 1918, xiii, Plato, Symposium 1925. 
11 Plato, Symposium 1925, 209a. 
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of all art are creative; and the masters of arts are all poets or makers”. True art-
ists, then, are those who engender ideas, turn that which does not yet exist into 
existence, and admonishes us with visions of wisdom and virtue. 

These inscriptions – scientific, artistic, and cosmological – make sense of 
and give meaning to our existence in distinctly different ways. The rigour of 
science strives for precision and a relation to the medium of communication 
that poetic uses of language would find limiting. The way our world is put 
together according to the cosmological accounts of origin from the earliest 
times have some striking similarities to our contemporary language of the 
composition and nature of the universe, even if the apparatuses in which the 
cosmos is conveyed tend to have attained a much more restrictive standardi-
sation in our technological era. 

How we write about our world and the place of the figure of the writer in 
that world are questions that cannot be entirely disentangled from our con-
ception of the world. Is the world essentially a unity – one, single entity or 
core that only appears to us as a multitude – or is it more like a river, floating, 
drifting, changing in shapes and substance? Are continuity and change relat-
ed in a way that positions them homologously to the earth below our feet and 
the sky above us, so that the most basic components to our existence are not 
one or two, but four? Such questions have informed cosmological speculation 
from the beginning of our philosophical tradition. 

And their answers continue to elude us. In a little known story by the writer 
and critic Tor Ulven the cosmological question is set in an underground 
world. Echoing the story of Empedocles – the philosopher and cosmologist – 
who is assumed to have thrown himself into the volcano Etna to demonstrate 
his immortality, Ulven describes a subterranean landscape of tropical islands 
surrounded by a vast ocean.12 The centrepiece of the group of islands is the 
volcano “Turdus Musicus”.13 There are a great many creatures in this world 
that are unknown to us ordinary mortals. Strangest of all, however, is the ef-
fect of a volcanic outburst: as the innards of the planet ushers out through the 
top of the volcano, it is not lava that pours down the mountain-side, but beau-
tiful birds of all imaginable shapes and colours that fly off in every direction. 

                                                 
12 One of Ulven’s first published texts – written when he was 19 and published in the 
fanzine Dikt & Datt’s inaugural issue in 1972 – “Turdus-øyene” [The Islands of Turdus] 
is a tour de force of surrealist creativity. It was republished by the literary journal Vin-
duet in 1990 (Ulven, Samlede dikt [Collected Poems] 2001, 231-232). 
13 Turdus musicus is the now outdated scientific name for the red-wing bird. It was sup-
pressed by International Commission on Zoological Nomenclature in 1895 and replaced by 
Turdus iliacus. It is a thrush with a red flank, described by Carl von Linné in 1758. 
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This unexpected and completely secretive eruption of imaginary creativity is 
a picture of what the arts bring to our existence. 

This study is composed of five chapters and an afterword. Whether we re-
gard creativity as an outburst that is not entirely sensible, as Plato did, or as an 
excessive eruption that lights up our universe, as Heraclitus held, the ability 
to regard the source of knowledge and creation as a symbol is what distin-
guished advanced religions from its primitive ancestors. The first chapter 
discusses how the new order of monotheism dissociated natural phenomena 
from their symbolisation. This emergent order is what psychoanalysis refers 
to as the phallic function: the call for order and love. The sense in which the 
entirety of Being is one is a key to understand Parmenides’ poem on nature – 
one of our oldest extant sources of Western philosophy. A central concern is 
the question of whether creativity and reason are commensurate. Plato 
warned that poets and artists are closer to automatons than sensible beings 
and that their work can be detrimental to the well-being of their audiences. 

In chapter two, the time of the rock is our concern. As Benedict Anderson 
has shown, our common reference to clock and calendar as the ground to 
determine what time it is was occasioned by the spread of nationalism in the 
early modern period. Guy Debord is even more derisive in his critique of this 
notion of temporality. In his view, it is due to the spread of global capitalism 
and its dependence on standardisation – including the ability to divide time 
into segments that could be commodified – that unified, irreversible time has 
become our common denominator. Other temporalities are possible: as Hegel 
showed, the cycles of agrarian life were conducive to a notion of temporality 
that emphasised recurrence and prefiguration. In the philosophy of Martin 
Heidegger, time is intimately associated with a division in our thinking. While 
calculative thought relies on clock and calendar, meditative thinking brings us 
into the nearness of Being. 

Chapter three interrogates notions of truth, how they relate to meaning and 
knowledge, and the experience of being in the nearness of truthfulness. In so 
far as we can say that we are released into truth, this releasement, what Mar-
tin Heidegger referred to as Gelassenheit, opens up a clearing that enables us 
to wonder and question. Truth, in this sense, arrives as an uncovering, and it 
is in the arts and with artists that we find what Wolfgang Schirmacher has 
called a hyperperception of this clearing. What is required of the hyperper-
ceiver is to return to the domain beyond the clearing through an experience 
of covering and forgetting so as to regain sense and reason. 

While Plato held that art should be subordinated to reason, Renaissance writ-
ers such as John Dryden argued for a degree of freedom for poetry. Chapter four 
revisits this debate through its succinct expression in the work of Czesław 



xx   Introduction 

 
Miłosz and Tor Ulven: while the former gave voice to the orderly and ritualised 
cultural encounters that flourish through institutions and traditions, the latter 
held that there is no purpose for art outside art itself. The question of whether 
art has a tradition of its own, or if art is nothing but a particular form of intellec-
tual inquiry becomes acute with a number of conceptual artists from the 1960s: 
the boundary between art and philosophical concerns melts away, and the 
artwork itself seems to vanish into thin air, as is the case with some of Robert 
Barry’s projects. Art reduced to its bare minimum culminates in Ulven’s reduc-
tion of our biological drive to a howl of the rock. In this sense, art elevates our 
experience into what Hegel referred to as a sculpted form, enabling us to en-
counter the tragic and unavoidable universality that governs our existence. 

Is there life “out there” – on other rocks? In infinite space such a prospect is 
not only possible, but unavoidable. Somewhere in space, we have a twin that we 
can distinguish from ourselves only at the moment when we make different life-
choices. Chapter five shows how a metaphoric approach to the relation between 
fields and astronomical events envelops the decidability of astrophysics in 
speech marked by figures that are possible only to subjects of sexuation. At the 
end of psychoanalysis, there is a passage where the analysand transforms into 
analyst. The experience is one of anguish and despair: desire manifests itself as 
events with a mathematical objectivity that is rendered without enjoyment. If it 
was such a state of affairs that Socrates cried out against in his speech, his death 
warrant constitutes a murder of philosophy as such. How do we give voice to the 
end of philosophy? While Plato depicted a hero that could only be shown 
through negation, John rendered Christ through silence. 

In the end, what we are facing is the question of how we are to make mean-
ing of our lives. History has written the last few centuries in the script of na-
tions, and while it is certainly true that nations exist so as to render death, 
and, by implication, life, meaningful, how, in a more abstract sense, is mean-
ing something that occurs on a non-subjectivised level?  

When Wittgenstein asked whether it is false or nonsense to say that a rock 
has feelings he urged us to ponder what it is to have an emotion, who or what 
we can consider to have emotions, and how we ascribe emotions to things 
and people. Through the “private language” argument Wittgenstein arrived at 
a kind of collective sensorium that reminds us of Hegel’s Spirit, and this kind 
of knowledge is given the precise description in Freud as events or, as Witt-
genstein would have it, emotions, that do not (yet) have a proper ascription. 

Does it matter whether our interlocutor – the one to whom events happen, 
or the one who harbours an emotion – is a person or a rock? A soulless object 
is certainly able to grant meaning to our existence, not in the least when we 
associate it with archaeological, ritual or even astrophysical knowledge. What 
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Tor Ulven showed in his poetry was that through art we are able to endure our 
rock-like context a little longer. 

While art can make the rock speak, it is nevertheless true to say that the rock 
has the potentiality for absolute silence. It is posited at the end of the drive: 
beyond it there is nothing, there is emptiness itself. 
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