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“ So may t he r el at i on of  each man be cl i pped. ”  
- -  Wal l ace St evens,  “ Comedi an as Let t er  C”  
 
 
 
 
 “ Thi nk of  t he ear t h’ s hi st or y as dat i ng f r om t he day 

when t wo at oms met ,  when t wo whi r l wi nds,  t wo chemi cal  

dances,  j oi ned t oget her .  When I  r ead Lucr et i us,  I  dr ench 

mysel f  wi t h t hose f i r st  huge r ai nbows,  t hose cosmi c pr i sms,  

t hat  dawn of  manki nd r i s i ng over  t he voi d.  I n t hei r  f i ne 

mi st ,  I  br eat he i n t he new bor n wor l d”  ( Gasquet ,  153) .  Wi t h 

t hese wor ds,  at t r i but ed by Gasquet  t o one of  hi s 

conver sat i ons wi t h Cézanne,  i t  i s  possi bl e t o pur sue a l ong 

and specul at i ve l i ne of  t hought :  gr ant ed t hat  many 

comment at or s have not i ced t he af f i ni t y bet ween Cézanne’ s 

i nt er est  i n Lucr et i us and t he “ at omi c br ushst r oke”  of  hi s 

col or - hat chi ng t echni que,  coul d i t  be possi bl e t hat  Cézanne 

not  onl y accept ed Epi cur ean physi cal  t heor y but  al so t he 

ent i r e syst em of  Epi cur ean et hi cs as wel l ? Coul d a bel i ef  i n 

t he “ day when t wo at oms met ”  al so ent ai l  a bel i ef  i n t he 

Epi cur ean i deal  of  at ar axy? I  woul d l i ke t o pur sue t hi s 

t hought  i n a manner  whi ch i s,  essent i al l y ,  specul at i ve.  



Consi der i ng t he smal l  amount  of  l i t er at ur e on Cézanne and 

Lucr et i us,  t he except i on bei ng Kat her i ne Tuma’ s di sser t at i on 

Cézanne,  At omi sm,  and 19t h Cent ur y Sci ence,  I  have l i t t l e 

choi ce but  t o pr oceed i n t hi s manner .  I  wi l l  t r y t o 

const r uct  a pi ct ur e of  Epi cur eani sm t o show how t hi s i mage 

can be used as a key t o i nt er pr et  some of  Cézanne’ s 

por t r ai t s.  I n so doi ng I  hope t o t ouch on t he f ol l owi ng 

ar eas:  1)  t o show how t he i deal  of  at ar axy and i t s r el at i on 

t o Epi cur ean physi cs and t heol ogy can hel p t o expl ai n t he 

odd compor t ment  and di sposi t i ons of  Cézanne’ s s i t t er s,  2)  t o 

di st i ngui sh a par t i cul ar  k i nd of  Epi cur ean mat er i al i s t  

pr oj ect  at  wor k i n Cézanne’ s pr act i ce of  pai nt i ng f r om ot her  

mat er i al i s t  r eadi ngs of  hi s wor k and,  3)  show how t hese 

var i ous t ypes of  mat er i al i sm ar e embodi ed i n di f f er ent  

pai nt i ngs.  I n no way wi l l  I  t r y t o pr esent  a gener al i zed 

t heor y t hat  account s f or  al l  of  Cézanne’ s var i ous phases and 

pi ct ur es,  r at her ,  t he pai nt i ngs t hat  st r i ke me as 

par t i cul ar l y Epi cur ean pr esent  i nt er est i ng case st udi es 

t hat ,  as I  wi l l  t r y t o show,  pr esent  i mpor t ant  quest i ons 

about  t he f or mal  act  of  pai nt i ng and i t s r el at i on t o t he 

wor l d’ s ont ol ogy.  

 
I  

 
 I n t he chapt er  on “ Cézanne’ s Symbol i sm and t he Human 

El ement  i n hi s Ar t , ”  Kur t  Badt  descr i bes t he at t i t ude of  t he 

“ Ol d Woman wi t h a Rosar y” ,  as “ i mper t ur babl e r epose”  ( 149) .   



Comment i ng on Vent ur i ’ s  obser vat i on t hat  t he ol d woman gi ves 

a “ t r agi c i mpr essi on of  a l i f e i n di ssol ut i on, ”  Badt  

r epl i es:  

But  i n f act  t hi s al l eged “ di ssol ut i on”  t ur ns out  
t o be a uni que f i r mness;  t he ol d woman’ s at t i t ude 
expr esses i mper t ur babl e r epose;  she i s i ndeed 
bowed,  but  t hat  i s  on account  of  t he bur den of  her  
year s,  and i s t her ef or e somet hi ng per manent .  She 
i s not  oppr essed by t he f eel i ng t hat  bodi l y and 
ment al  power s ar e f ai l i ng,  she i s al so not  j ust  a 
good ol d woman who i s uphel d by f ai t h al one and 
babbl es t he r osar y wi t hout  meani ng or  
under st andi ng;  t hat  i s  not  how Cézanne saw her .  We 
may r at her  say t hat  her  essent i al  at t r i but e i s 
t hat  she t oo i s a l onel y per son,  yet  one who 
demonst r at es t hat  she has a bond wi t h t he 
t r anscendent al ,  qui t e candi dl y yet  at  t he same 
t i me wi t h t he deadl y ear nest ness of  an i nf i ni t e 
det achment .  ( Badt ,  149- 150)  

 
Essent i al  l onel i ness,  deadl y ear nest ness,  i nf i ni t e 

det achment ,  a bond wi t h t he t r anscendent al .  I t  i s  obvi ous t o 

any r eader  of  Badt  t hat  t he ol d woman i s a t hi nl y vei l ed 

di sgui se f or  Cézanne hi msel f .  And,  f or  Badt ,  t hi s 

const el l at i on of  at t r i but es i s i next r i cabl y bound up and 

conveyed t hr ough t he ol d woman’ s “ i mper t ur babl e r epose. ”    

 
 But  somet hi ng i n Badt ’ s r eadi ng seems t o be ami ss.  And 

I  wi l l  bl unt l y say what  makes me uneasy:  I ’ m unconvi nced 

t hat  t he ol d woman wi t h t he r osar y i s act ual l y r eposed.  I n 

f act ,  she seems t o be r acked wi t h anxi et y,  especi al l y her  

hands;  her  bowed post ur e seems t o convey none of  t he 

r el axat i on of  r epose;  she seems hi ghl y i nvol ved and 

i nt egr at ed i nt o her  sur r oundi ngs,  havi ng none of  t he 

det achment  of  r epose.  Coul d i t  not  be t he case t hat  Badt  and 

I  mer el y hol d di f f er ent  assumpt i ons about  what  i s or  i s not  



r epose? Possi bl y,  but  we ar e wor ki ng f r om t he pr emi se t hat  

Cézanne was an Epi cur ean,  and Epi cur eani sm i s not  

i ndi f f er ent  t o t he s i gni f i cance of  r epose.  Gi ven Cézanne’ s 

f ami l i ar i t y wi t h Lucr et i us,  I  t hi nk i t  i s  possi bl e t o 

specul at e t hat  Cézanne may have been i nt er est ed i n r epose of  

a f undament al l y di f f er ent  sor t  f r om Badt ’ s.  Mor eover ,  t he 

“ et hi cal  consequences”  t i ed t o t he Epi cur ean concept  of  

r epose have a ver y di f f er ent  t r aj ect or y f r om Badt ’ s 

al i gnment  of  “ i mper t ur babl e r epose”  wi t h “ essent i al  

l onel i ness. ”  

 

 

 How wel l  does t he t er m “ r epose”  descr i be Cézanne’ s 

f i gur es? Accor di ng t o t he Wi nst on Di ct i onar y r epose means:  

“ t o pl ace i n a posi t i on of  r est ;  l ay ( onesel f )  down i n a 

post ur e of  r est :  gener al l y r ef l exi ve.  To l i e at  r est ;  be 

cal m or  peacef ul ;  hence t o s l eep.  Fr eedom f r om anxi et y or  

uneasi ness;  cal mness;  hence,  composur e. ”  The t er m f i t s qui t e 

ni cel y when we choose a f i gur e l i ke t he Osl o “ Seat ed Man” :  

he appear s t o be cal m and peacef ul ,  at  l east  mor e so t han 

Badt ’ s Ol d Woman wi t h her  anxi ous hands cl ut chi ng at  t he 

r osar y.   I n cont r ast ,  t he Osl o man’ s hands ar e f or med i nt o 

r el axed f i st s - -  we can’ t  qui t e cal l  t hem f i st s,  t hey ar e 

comf or t abl y cur l ed i nt o or bs r est i ng on hi s l ap.   Hi s eyes 

l ook s l i ght l y askew,  but  I  t hi nk one woul d be har d pr essed 

t o mot i vat e a deepl y psychol ogi cal  or  physi ognomi c r eadi ng 

f r om hi s gl ance.  Thi s i s i n cont r ast  al so wi t h t he 



Guggenhei m “ Man wi t h Cr ossed Ar ms” ,  whose hands r egi st er  

mor e anxi et y t han t he “ Seat ed Man” :  not  onl y because t he 

r i ght  hand i s deepl y t ucked and cr adl ed i nt o hi s el bow,  but  

al so due t o t he manner  i n whi ch t he r i ght  hand seems t o 

ext end phant asmagor i cal l y f r om t he end of  hi s s l eeve and 

under  hi s ot her  ar m.   The angul ar i t y and di st or t i on of  t he 

“ Man wi t h Cr ossed Ar ms”  i s al so mapped ont o t he mol di ng on 

t he wal l  behi nd hi m,  r epeat i ng t he j ar r i ng r hyt hm of  hi s 

eyes,  f ace and hands.  Af t er  a pr ol onged l ook at  t hi s 

uncomf or t abl e man,  t he Osl o “ Seat ed Man”  seems of  anot her  

wor l d.    

The Wi nst on cont i nues,  “ To l i e or  r est  on a suppor t ,  as 

t he st at ue r eposes on t he pedest al . ”  Wel l ,  t hi s def i ni t i on 

i s l ess appl i cabl e:  what  k i nd of  suppor t  i s  t he Osl o man 

r est i ng upon? He seems t o be secur el y pl aced upon t he seat  

of  a chai r  t hat  possesses no l egs.  And,  i n Cézanne’ s t ypi cal  

manner ,  t he mor e we begi n t o l ook at  t he post ur e of  t hi s man 

t he mor e we begi n t o f i nd i t  i mpossi bl e t o det er mi ne whet her  

he i s st andi ng or  s i t t i ng.  Al t hough many of  Cézanne’ s 

f i gur es may be st at uesque i n t hei r  i mmobi l i t y  and st at ur e,  

none seem t o be r eposed qui t e l i ke a st at ue on a pedest al .  

Exact l y how Cézanne’ s f i gur es f i t  i nt o t hei r  sur r oundi ngs i s 

myst er i ous.  They seem t o be di sconnect ed f r om t he wor l d t hey 

i nhabi t ,  as i f  t hey exi st  somewher e bet ween t he backgr ound 

and f or egr ound.   

 The mi r e begi ns t o gr ow i n ot her  r espect s:  r epose,  

et ymol ogi cal l y,  possesses t wo di st i nct  possi bl e Lat i n 



or i gi ns:  1)  “ r e- ,  back + poner e ( posi t us) ,  t o pl ace. . . t o l ay 

or  pl ace. . . wi t h i n or  on:  as,  t o r epose one’ s f ai t h i n God, ”  

( al so t he r oot  of  t he wor d r eposi t or y) ,  ver sus,  2)  “ r e- ,  

agai n + pausar e,  t o pause” ,  connect ed t o t he wor d “ pose”  and 

meani ng a t empor ar y st oppage of  t i me.  The t wo or i gi ns r ef er  

back t o t wo di st i nct  phenomena - -  one spat i al ,  one t empor al .  

As i f  t hi s wer en’ t  st r ange enough,  t he Wi nst on appends a 

l ar ge par agr aph af t er  t he ent r y wi t h synonyms f or  r epose 

l i ke “ r est ,  s l eep,  cal m,  peace,  r el axat i on. ”  Yet ,  “ r epose”  

shoul d al so be di st i ngui shed f r om “ r est ” :   

Rest  i s a ceasi ng f r om exer t i on,  a st oppi ng of  
t hat  whi ch has wear i ed or  wor n one;  we may cr ave 
r est  f r om soci al  act i v i t i es as wel l  as f r om 
pai nf ul  dr udger y.  Rest ,  t oo,  may be obt ai ned by 
change,  ei t her  f or  mi nd or  muscl es;  one may f eel  
t he r ef r eshi ng r est  t hat  comes when t he mi nd i s 
r el i eved f r om wor r y;  one usi ng hi s eyes on cl ose 
wor k may af f or d t hem r est  by gl anci ng now and t hen 
at  di st ant  obj ect s.  Per f ect  r est ,  l i ke per f ect  
r epose,  i s s l eep;  but  r epose i s a f ar  deeper ,  mor e 
compl et e r el axat i on t han r est .  Repose connot es not  
onl y a ceasi ng t r anqui l i t y  f r om t oi l ,  but  a 
f l oodi ng of  t he bei ng wi t h t r anqui l i t y  and peace,  
r ef r eshi ng and har moni ous i n ef f ect .  Repose i s a 
composur e t hat  spr i ngs f r om an under st andi ng vi ew 
of  l i f e.   

 
By t he end of  t hi s gl oss we begi n t o see t he cont our s of  t he 

concept  of  r epose.  Rest  i s physi cal ,  r epose i s spi r i t ual .  

But  i t  r emai ns obscur e how t hi s concept  of  r epose woul d 

appear  i n a pai nt i ng.  I  assume t hat  on f i r st  v i ew one woul d 

have a di f f i cul t  t i me associ at i ng “ t r anqui l i t y  and peace,  

r ef r eshi ng and har moni ous i n ef f ect ”  wi t h,  say,  t he 

mel anchol i c f i gur e i n Cézanne’ s “ Young I t al i an Gi r l ” .    

 As I  sai d bef or e,  Epi cur eani sm i s not  i ndi f f er ent  t o 

t he concept  of  r epose.  “ Repose”  i s of t en t he used t o 



t r ansl at e t he Gr eek t er m,  at ar axy.  Nor mal l y,  Epi cur ean 

et hi cs i s char act er i zed by i t s ef f or t  t o at t ai n a st at e of  

at ar axy.  A s i mpl e def i ni t i on of  at ar axy i s t hi s:  “ At ar axy - -  

i n anci ent  Gr eek et hi cs - -  t r anqui l i t y .  I n Epi cur ean et hi cs 

- -  t he i deal  of  l i f e;  st at e of  t he sage who has at t ai ned 

i nner  f r eedom t hr ough knowl edge of  nat ur e and del i ver ance 

f r om f ear  of  deat h”  ( Mar x,  736) .  But  t o capt ur e at ar axy’ s 

f ul l  r esonance i t  i s  necessar y t o i nvest i gat e t he 

r el at i onshi p bet ween Epi cur ean at omi c t heor y and et hi cs.   

Epi cur ean at omi c t heor y i s i next r i cabl y t i ed t o t he et hi cs 

of  at ar axy t hr ough a t er m whi ch i nf l ect s i t sel f  i n bot h 

at omi c and et hi cal  di mensi ons - -  decl i nat i on,  or  “ t he 

swer ve” .   

 I ’ l l  s t ar t  at  t he begi nni ng of  t he wor l d.  For  Epi cur us,  

bor r owi ng f r om Democr i t us,  t he wor l d i s composed t wo 

per manent  ent i t i es:  1)  at oms and 2)  t he voi d t hr ough whi ch 

at oms t r avel .  Accor di ng t o Epi cur us,  bef or e t he wor l d came 

i nt o bei ng,  at oms wer e f al l i ng t hr ough t he voi d,  downwar d,  

i n a st r ai ght  l i ne and,  due t o an ut t er  l ack of  r esi st ance,  

at  t he exact  same r at e.  But  t hi s l eads t o a pr obl em:  when 

di d t he at oms f i r st  col l i de,  pr oduci ng t he accr et i ons and 

l umps of  mat t er  t hat  f or m our  wor l d? Thi s i s wher e Epi cur us 

depar t s f r om Democr i t us,  by i nt r oduci ng t he “ swer ve” .  

Lucr et i us wr i t es,  i n book I I  of  De Rer um Nat ur a:  

 
When t he at oms ar e t r avel l i ng st r ai ght  down 
t hr ough empt y space by t hei r  own wei ght ,  at  qui t e 
i ndet er mi nat e t i mes and pl aces t hey swer ve ever  so 
l i t t l e f r om t hei r  cour se,  j ust  so much t hat  you 
can cal l  i t  a change of  di r ect i on.  I f  i t  wer e not  



f or  t hi s swer ve,  ever yt hi ng woul d f al l  downwar ds 
l i ke r ai n- dr ops t hr ough t he abyss of  space.  No 
col l i s i on woul d t ake pl ace and no i mpact  of  at om 
on at om woul d be cr eat ed.  Thus nat ur e woul d never  
have cr eat ed anyt hi ng.  ( Lucr et i us,  66)  

 
So,  nat ur e r equi r es t he swer ve i n or der  t o become nat ur e;  

gi ven t hat  at oms and voi d exi st ,  t he swer ve i s t he necessar y 

t hi r d component  f or  nat ur e t o have pr oduced anyt hi ng 

what soever .  Some at om must  have swer ved of f  i t s  cour se ever  

so s l i ght l y t o have st ar t ed t he concat enat i on of  col l i s i ons 

and r ebounds t hat ,  event ual l y,  sedi ment  i nt o t he wor l d;  but  

r at her  t hen maki ng t he swer ve i nt o a l aw,  l i ke t he l aw of  

at oms and voi ds,  i t s  i ndet er mi nacy i s post ul at ed.  I f  we 

concei ve of  nat ur e as a det er mi ned,  causal  chai n of  event s,  

t hen t he i ndet er mi nat e swer ve i s t he necessar y condi t i on of  

det er mi nat eness.  

 How i s t he swer ve et hi cal l y i nf l ect ed? Just  f ol l owi ng 

t hi s passage Lucr et i us connect s t he swer ve t o f r ee wi l l ,  and 

cr i t i ques det er mi ni sm:  

 
Agai n,  i f  al l  movement  i s al ways i nt er connect ed,  
t he new ar i s i ng f r om t he ol d i n a det er mi nat e 
or der  - -  i f  t he at oms never  swer ve so as t o 
or i gi nat e some new movement  t hat  wi l l  snap t he 
bonds of  f at e,  t he ever l ast i ng sequence of  cause 
and ef f ect  - -  what  i s t he sour ce of  t he f r ee wi l l  
possessed by l i v i ng t hi ngs t hr ough t he ear t h? 
What ,  I  r epeat ,  i s  t he sour ce of  t hat  wi l l - power  
snat ched f r om t he f at es,  wher eby we f ol l ow t he 
pat h al ong whi ch we ar e sever al l y l ed by pl easur e,  
swer vi ng f r om our  cour se at  no set  t i me or  pl ace 
but  at  t he bi ddi ng of  our  own hear t s? Ther e i s no 
doubt  t hat  on t hese occasi ons t he wi l l  of  t he 
i ndi v i dual  or i gi nat es t he movement s t hat  t r i ck l e 
t hr ough hi s l i mbs.   ( Lucr et i us,  67)  

 
Man,  bei ng no mor e t han t he sedi ment at i on of  mat t er ,  shar es 

mat t er ’ s own i nher ent  pr oper t y t o “ snap t he bonds of  f at e”  



and pr oduce f r ee wi l l .  The swer ve of  t he at om,  whi ch 

i ni t i at es cause and ef f ect ,  i s  al so t he way t o exi t  

causal i t y ’ s “ ever l ast i ng sequence. ”  Her e we see t hat  t he 

swer ve,  i n Epi cur ean phi l osophy,  i s not  onl y a pr i nci pl e of  

at omi c mot i on but  al so t he gr oundi ng f or  t he et hi cal  

quest i on of  “ f r ee wi l l ” .   But  “ f r ee wi l l ”  t akes on a wi der  

scope i n Epi cur eani sm t han i t  does i n humani st  et hi cal  

di scour ses,  wher e f r ee wi l l  i s  ascr i bed onl y t o man because 

of  man’ s capaci t y f or  r at i onal i t y.  I n Epi cur eani sm,  bot h man 

and ani mal s ar e accr et i ons of  at oms,  hence bot h ar e subj ect s 

of  “ f r ee wi l l ” .  I n Lucr et i us’  i l l ust r at i on of  “ f r ee wi l l ”  he 

begi ns,  t el l i ngl y,  wi t h a hor se:  

Obser ve,  when t he st ar t i ng bar r i er s ar e f l ung 
back,  how t he r ace- hor ses i n t he eager ness of  
t hei r  st r engt h cannot  br eak away as suddenl y as 
t hei r  hear t s desi r e.  For  t he whol e suppl y of  
mat t er  must  be mobi l i zed t hr oughout  ever y member  
of  t he body:  onl y t hen,  when i t  i s  must er ed i n a 
cont i nuous ar r ay,  can i t  r espond t o t he pr ompt i ng 
of  t he hear t .   ( Lucr et i us,  67- 68)  

 
The vol i t i onal  act  of  t he r ace- hor se char gi ng f or war d begi ns 

when t he movement  of  one at om,  col l i di ng i nt o anot her ,  

i ni t i at es a l ar ger  chai n of  movement s whi ch “ mobi l i zes”  t he 

mat t er  i n t he hor se’ s l i mbs.   Thi s i s Lucr et i us’  i mage of  

f r ee wi l l .  He cont r ast s t hi s wi t h det er mi ni sm:  

Qui t e di f f er ent  i s our  exper i ence when we ar e 
shoved al ong by a bl ow i nf l i c t ed wi t h compul si ve 
f or ce by someone el se.  I n t hat  case i t  i s  obvi ous 
t hat  al l  t he mat t er  of  our  body i s set  goi ng and 
pushed al ong i nvol unt ar i l y ,  t i l l  a check i s 
i mposed t hr ough t he l i mbs by t he wi l l .  Do you see 
t he di f f er ence? Al t hough many men ar e dr i ven by an 
ext er nal  f or ce and of t en const r ai ned i nvol unt ar i l y  
t o advance or  t o r ush headl ong,  yet  t her e i s 
wi t hi n t he human br east  somet hi ng t hat  can f i ght  
agai nst  t hi s f or ce and r esi st  i t .  ( Lucr et i us,  68)  



 
Det er mi ni sm t hen,  i n t he most  l i t er al  sense,  i s havi ng one’ s 

at oms moved by an out si de sour ce r at her  t han i nt er nal l y.  The 

di st i nct i on bet ween f r ee wi l l  and det er mi ni sm boi l s down t o 

a di st i nct i on wi t hi n t he spher e of  at omi c mot i on:  movement s 

t hat  or i gi nat e i ndependent  causal  chai ns ver sus movement s 

t hat  cont i nue pr evi ous causal  chai ns.  Fr ee wi l l ,  unl i ke 

det er mi ni sm,  r equi r es t he swer ve.  Thus “ f r ee wi l l ”  i s  a 

consequence of  t he swer ve,  a qual i t y of  mat t er  i n gener al ,  

and not  speci f i c  t o human bei ngs.  

So al so i n t he at oms you must  r ecogni ze t he same 
possi bi l i t y  [ of  r esi st i ng bl ows f r om out si de] :  
besi des wei ght  and i mpact  t her e must  be a t hi r d 
cause of  movement ,  t he sour ce of  t hi s i nbor n power  
of  our s,  s i nce we see t hat  not hi ng can come out  of  
not hi ng.  For  t he wei ght  of  an at om pr event s i t s 
movement s f r om bei ng compl et el y det er mi ned by t he 
i mpact  of  ot her  at oms.  But  t he f act  t hat  t he mi nd 
i t sel f  has no i nt er nal  necessi t y t o det er mi ne i t s 
ever y act  and compel  i t  t o suf f er  i n hel pl ess 
passi v i t y - -  t hi s i s due t o t he s l i ght  swer ve of  
t he at oms at  no det er mi nat e t i me or  pl ace.  
( Lucr et i us,  68)  

 
The cl ose of  t hi s passage makes t he most  expl i c i t  connect i on 

bet ween t he Epi cur ean physi cs and et hi cs.  The swer ve,  as t he 

i ndet er mi nat e condi t i on of  t he possi bi l i t y  of  det er mi nacy,  

i s bot h t he i ni t i at or  of  det er mi nacy and det er mi nacy’ s 

t r ansgr essor .   The “ mi nd” ,  bei ng not hi ng mor e t han a 

par t i cul ar  k i nd of  accr et i on of  mat t er ,  di scover s t he 

gr oundi ng of  i t s  f r eedom i n t he swer ve of  at oms.  Thus,  t he 

mi nd i t sel f  i s  compel l ed by not hi ng,  suf f er s no i nt er nal  

necessi t y,  so l ong as i t  r emai ns i ndependent  of  ext er nal l y 

gi ven causal  chai ns.  A mi nd,  sel f - cont ai ned i n t he sense 

t hat  i t  det er mi nes i t s own mot i ons and avoi ds t he 



“ col l i s i ons”  and “ r ebounds”  of  ext er nal l y gi ven 

ci r cumst ances,  woul d be i n t he Epi cur ean st at e of  at ar axy.   

 Of  cour se,  “ col l i s i on”  and “ r ebound”  ar e bei ng r ead not  

mer el y as t he “ danci ng of  at oms” ,  but  as t he const r ai nt s and 

bi nds t hat  ar e i mposed upon t he subj ect  by t he wor l d.  For  a 

deepl y Epi cur ean phi l osophy,  t he bi nds and const r ai nt s t hat  

t i e us t o t he wor l d,  whet her  t hey may be soci al  r el at i ons,  

f ear s,  anxi et i es,  or  obl i gat i ons ( t o name a f ew) ,  ar e not  

j ust  met aphor s of  at omi c mot i on;  r at her ,  l i t er al l y,  t hey ar e 

mer el y par t i cul ar  movement s of  at oms wor ki ng on a l ar ge 

scal e.  A par al l el  i s  seen at  t he l evel  of  t he subj ect :  an 

Epi cur ean subj ect  i s ,  l i t er al l y,  “ at omi st i c”  i n t he sense 

t hat  some soci ol ogi st s use t he t er m.  The Epi cur ean i deal  

pr esent s an at omi st i c subj ect ,  avoi di ng t he “ r ebounds”  and 

“ col l i s i ons”  of  t he sur r oundi ng wor l d i n f avor  of  a sel f -

det er mi ned,  t r anqui l ,  and cont empl at i ve at ar axy.  

 The Epi cur ean gods,  f amous f or  t hei r  sel f - absor pt i on 

and di sr egar d of  man’ s concer ns,  r epr esent  t he i deal  of  t hi s 

st at e of  at ar axy.  Rat her  t han act i ng l i ke t he Chr i st i an God,  

who guar ant ees t he di v i ne pr ovi dence and or der i ng of  t he 

wor l d t hr ough bei ng i t s or i gi nat or ,  cr eat or ,  and r edeemer ,  

t he Epi cur ean gods,  “ havi ng a t ot al  af f i ni t y f or  t hei r  own 

vi r t ues. . . ar e r ecept i ve onl y t o t hose who ar e l i ke t hem,  and 

consi der  al i en al l  t hat  i s  not  of  t hat  k i nd. ”  ( Epi cur us,  i n 

Sedl ey and Long,  140)  They do not  pr ovi de r el i ef  t o t he 

i mpor t ant  epi st emol ogi cal  r eal i zat i on t hat  t he wor l d,  bei ng 

gr ounded upon t he swer ve,  i s r eal l y gr ounded upon 



cont i ngency;  r at her ,  t hey ar e an i mage of  t he most  r ef i ned 

et hi cal  compor t ment  possi bl e i n t he f ace of  such 

cont i ngency.  Kar l  Mar x,  i n hi s di sser t at i on,  The Di f f er ence 

Bet ween t he Democr i t ean and Epi cur ean Phi l osophy of  Nat ur e,  

succi nct l y descr i bes t he t i e t hat  bi nds t he at omi c swer ve t o 

human et hi cs,  and t he compor t ment  of  t he gods:  

The decl i nat i on of  t he at om f r om t he st r ai ght  l i ne 
i s,  namel y,  not  a par t i cul ar  det er mi nat i on whi ch 
appear s acci dent al l y i n t he Epi cur ean physi cs.  On 
t he cont r ar y,  t he l aw whi ch i t  expr esses goes 
t hr oughout  t he whol e Epi cur ean phi l osophy. . . The 
pur pose of  act i on i s t o be f ound i n abst r act i ng,  
swer vi ng away f r om pai n and conf usi on,  i n at ar axy.  
Hence t he good i s t he f l i ght  f r om evi l ,  pl easur e 
i s t he swer vi ng away f r om suf f er i ng.  Fi nal l y,  
wher e abst r act  i ndi v i dual i t y appear s i n i t s 
hi ghest  f r eedom and i ndependence,  i n i t s t ot al i t y,  
t her e i t  f ol l ows t hat  t he bei ng whi ch i s swer ved 
away f r om i s al l  bei ng;  f or  t hi s r eason,  t he gods 
swer ve away f r om t he wor l d,  do not  bot her  wi t h i t  
and l i ve out si de i t .  ( Mar x,  50- 51)  

 
The swer vi ng away f r om “ al l  bei ng”  al l ows no pl ace f or  t he 

gods i n t hi s wor l d.  I n t he f amous di al ogue On t he Nat ur e of  

t he Gods,  Ci cer o t r i es t o dr aw out  t he consequences of  t hi s 

bel i ef  i n t he god’ s habi t at i on of  t he i nt er mundi a.   Ci cer o 

put s i nt o t he mout h of  Vel l ei us,  an Epi cur ean,  a di scussi on 

about  t he god’ s unusual  appear ance:  

But  i f  t he human shape i s super i or  t o t he f or m of  
al l  l i v i ng t hi ngs,  and a god i s a l i v i ng t hi ng,  
t hen cer t ai nl y he has t hat  shape whi ch i s most  
beaut i f ul  of  al l .  And si nce i t  i s  agr eed t hat  t he 
gods ar e most  bl essed,  but  no one can be bl essed 
wi t hout  v i r t ue,  nor  can vi r t ue exi st  wi t hout  
r eason,  nor  can r eason exi st  except  i n a human 
f or m,  one must  concede t hat  t he gods have human 
appear ance.  But  t hat  appear ance i s not  [ r eal l y]  a 
body,  but  a quasi - body,  nor  does a god have bl ood,  
but  quasi - bl ood.  ( Ci cer o,  i n I nwood and Ger son,  
40)  

 



I nhabi t i ng t he i nt er mundi a,  t he Epi cur ean gods ar e f or ced 

i nt o a par adoxi cal  posi t i on of  bei ng bot h ar e human and not -

human.  I t  i s  pr eci sel y t hi s char act er i zat i on t hat  i nf ur i at es 

Ci cer o:  

You Epi cur eans do t hi s al l  t he t i me!  You say 
somet hi ng i mpl ausi bl e and want  t o avoi d cr i t i c i sm,  
so you adduce somet hi ng whi ch i s absol ut el y 
i mpossi bl e t o suppor t  i t ! . . . For  exampl e,  when 
Epi cur us saw t hat  i f  t he at oms moved by t hei r  own 
wei ght  st r ai ght  down not hi ng woul d be i n our  
power ,  s i nce t he at oms’  movement s woul d be cer t ai n 
and necessi t at ed,  he f ound a way t o avoi d 
necessi t y  -  a poi nt  whi ch had escaped Democr i t us’  
not i ce.  He says t hat  an at om,  al t hough i t  moves 
downwar d i n a st r ai ght  l i ne because of  i t s  wei ght  
and heavi ness,  swer ves a l i t t l e bi t .  Thi s c l ai m i s 
mor e shamef ul  t han t he i nabi l i t y  t o def end t he 
poi nt  he i s t r y i ng t o suppor t .  He does t he same 
t hi ng i n hi s debat e wi t h t he di al ect i c i ans.  They 
have an accept ed t eachi ng t o t he ef f ect  t hat ,  i n 
al l  di s j unct i ons whi ch have t he f or m “ ei t her  t hi s 
or  not  t hi s” ,  one of  t he t wo di s j unct s must  be 
t r ue;  but  Epi cur us was af r ai d t hat  i f  a st at ement  
such as “ Epi cur us wi l l  ei t her  be al i ve t omor r ow or  
he wi l l  not ”  wer e admi t t ed,  t hen one of  t he t wo 
di s j unct s woul d be necessar y.  So he deni ed t hat  
al l  st at ement s of  t he f or m “ ei t her  t hi s or  not  
t hi s”  wer e necessar y.  What  coul d be mor e st upi d 
t han t hi s?. . . He does t he same t hi ng wi t h t he 
nat ur e of  t he gods.  Whi l e t r y i ng t o avoi d sayi ng 
t hat  [ t he gods ar e]  a dense compound of  at oms,  so 
t hat  he wi l l  not  have t o admi t  t hat  t hey per i sh 
and di ssi pat e,  he says t hat  t he gods do not  have a 
body,  but  onl y a quasi - body,  and t hat  t hey do not  
have bl ood,  but  onl y quasi - bl ood.  ( Ci cer o,  i n 
I nwood and Ger son,  42)  

 
Ci cer o,  by poi nt i ng t o t he i mpossi bi l i t y  of  t he Epi cur ean 

posi t i on has managed t o pl ace hi s f i nger  on t he ner ve of  t he 

Epi cur ean phi l osophy.  Bot h t he swer ve of  t he at oms and t he 

par adox of  t he gods i n t he i nt er mundi a ar e,  f or  Ci cer o,  

i nst ances of  t he Epi cur ean deni al  of  di s j unct i on:  i nst ead of  

accept i ng t he consequences of  a l ogi cal  di l emma,  and 

gr ant i ng t hat  onl y one si de of  t he di s j unct i on can be t r ue,  



t he Epi cur eans cont i nual l y mai nt ai n a posi t i on of  “ bot h/ and”  

i n t he f ace of  cont r adi ct i on.  I t  i s  pr eci sel y t hi s 

“ bot h/ and”  t hat  char act er i zes what  i s par t i cul ar l y 

Epi cur ean.  When Mar x st at es t hat  t he swer ve i s no acci dent al  

char act er i st i c of  t he Epi cur ean physi cs and,  i n f act ,  r uns 

t hr ough t he whol e of  t he Epi cur ean phi l osophy,  I  t ake i t  t o 

mean t hat  t he ent i r e Epi cur ean phi l osophy i s,  i n a deep 

sense,  t he pr oj ect  of  mai nt ai ni ng t he deni al  of  di s j unct i on.  

Mor e speci f i cal l y,  t he “ bot h/ and”  char act er  of  Epi cur ean 

phi l osophy can be devel oped i n a f ew speci f i c  r egi ons t hat  

have be pr evi ousl y ment i oned but  st i l l  need t o be 

consol i dat ed.   

 1)  What  I  have cal l ed t he “ bot h/ and”  char act er  of  

Epi cur eani sm i s an expl i c i t  deni al  of  t he necessi t at ed 

di s j unct i on of  t he “ ei t her / or ” .  Ci cer o,  i n hi s di sgust ed 

exasper at i on wi t h t he Epi cur eans,  r ecoi l s f r om t he f or ce 

wi t h whi ch t hi s deni al  of  necessi t y i s enact ed.  Repeat i ng 

Epi cur us,  Di ogenes Laer t i us st at es,  “ Necessi t y,  i nt r oduced 

by some as t he absol ut e r ul er ,  does not  exi st ,  but  some 

t hi ngs ar e acci dent al ,  ot her s dependent  on our  own ar bi t r ar y 

wi l l .  Necessi t y cannot  be per suaded,  but  chance i s unst abl e.  

I t  woul d be bet t er  t o f ol l ow t he myt h about  t he gods t han t o 

be a s l ave t o t he hei mar mene [ dest i ny]  of  t he physi c i st s.  

For  t he f or mer  l eaves hope f or  mer cy i f  we do honor  t o t he 

gods whi l e t he l at t er  i s  i nexor abl e necessi t y”  ( quot ed i n 

Mar x,  42 43) .  Expl i c i t l y  f ocusi ng upon t he di st i nct i on 

bet ween “ necessi t y”  and “ chance, ”  Mar x di f f er ent i at es t he 



Democr i t ean and Epi cur ean syst ems,  whi ch ar e i dent i cal  i n 

many ot her  r espect s.  The goal  of  at ar axy i s t o mai nt ai n an 

et hi cal  posi t i on such t hat  “ t o l i ve i n necessi t y i n not  a 

necessi t y”  ( Mar x,  43) .  Mor eover  “ chance, ”  i n t he nar r ow 

sense,  har dl y cover s t he ent i r e r eal m of  necessi t y ’ s 

ant i t hesi s:  “ chance”  her e must  be seen i n a br oader  cont ext ,  

whi ch i ncl udes i n a const el l at i on of  t er ms l i ke 

i ndet er mi nacy,  cont i ngency,  t he swer ve and f r ee wi l l :  

“ chance”  i s t he Epi cur ean “ bot h/ and” .   

 2)  Thi s i s r ei nf or ced at  t he l evel  of  t he at om:  as 

Cat her i ne Anne Tuma has ar gued i n her  di sser t at i on on 

Cézanne,  Lucr et i us and Lat e 19t h Cent ur y Cr i s i s i n Sci ence,  

Lucr et i us desi gnat es t he at om by t he t er m “ f i gur a” ,  r at her  

t han by a t r ansl at i on of  t he Gr eek wor d f or  at om.  Fr om t hi s 

evi dence,  i n conj unct i on wi t h an i nvest i gat i on of  t he r ol e 

of  t he at om i n 19t h cent ur y sci ent i f i c  di scour se ( and 

especi al l y i l l ust r at ed wi t h t he or i gi ns of  moder n 

chemi st r y) ,  she ar gues f or  an under st andi ng of  t he at om as 

“ t he f i gur at i ve at om” ,  “ as t he unsubst ant i al  f i gur e of  

subst ant i al i t y  whi ch suppor t s t he mat er i al  wor l d,  of  t he 

at om whi ch,  i n i t s i nvi s i bi l i t y ,  i nf or ms t he vi s i bl e. ”  I n 

ot her  wor ds,  Lucr et i us,  l i ke sci ent i st s who r el y on a 

pr esupposi t i on of  at omi c act i on and i nt er act i on t o expl ai n 

physi cal  phenomena,  v i ew t he at om as bot h l i t er al  and 

met aphor i cal .  Thi s same phenomena of  t he “ unsubst ant i al  

f i gur e whi ch suppor t s t he mat er i al  wor l d” ,  of  “ i nvi s i bi l i t y  



whi ch i nf or ms vi s i bi l i t y”  i s  al so t he i ndet er mi nacy at  t he 

hear t  of  det er mi nacy,  r eveal ed by t he swer ve.  

 3)  The swer ve i s r esponsi bl e f or  bot h or i gi nat i ng 

det er mi nat e causal i t y,  and f or  gr ant i ng t he escape f r om i t .  

I  have t r i ed t o ar gue t hat  “ f r ee wi l l ”  i s ,  basi cal l y,  a 

pr oper t y gi ven t o at oms,  namel y t he pr oper t y of  swer vi ng 

ever  so s l i ght l y at  an i ndet er mi nat e t i me and pl ace.   “ Fr ee 

wi l l ” ,  whi ch i n humani st  phi l osophi es i s v i ewed as t he 

hi ghest  r esponsi bi l i t y  of  act i ng,  r at i onal  subj ect s,  i s  her e 

gi ven t o mat t er .  Mat t er  i t sel f  i s  gi ven a st r ange ki nd of  

subj ect i v i t y -  a k i nd of  subj ect i v i t y wi t hout  subj ect s.   

 4)  Fi nal l y,  t he gods pr esent  t he cul mi nat i on of  t he 

r ej ect i on of  l ogi cal  di s j unct i on:  t hey ar e bot h human and 

not - human.  Under  t he aspect  of  humani t y,  of  gods of  Epi cur us 

r epr esent  t he hi ghest  i deal s of  at ar axy.   

They spend t hei r  t i me i n such a manner  t hat  
not hi ng can be concei ved whi ch i s mor e bl essed or  
bet t er  suppl i ed wi t h al l  k i nds of  good t hi ngs.  For  
a god i s i dl e,  i s  ent angl ed wi t h no ser i ous 
pr eoccupat i ons,  under t akes no t oi l some l abor ,  but  
s i mpl y r ej oi ces i n hi s own wi sdom and vi r t ue,  
bei ng cer t ai n t hat  he wi l l  al ways be i n t he mi dst  
of  pl easur es whi ch ar e bot h supr eme and et er nal .  
( Ci cer o,  I nwood and Ger son,  41)  

 
For  t he gods t o be so,  t hey must  c l i p al l  const r ai nt s t o t he 

wor l d;  t hi s “ swer vi ng away f r om al l  bei ng” ,  connect ed t o t he 

supr emacy and et er nal i t y of  t he gods,  t akes t hem al most  

ent i r el y out  of  t he mat er i al  wor l d.  The mat er i al  t hat  

compr i ses t he gods i s composed of  a f i ner  at om t han our  

wor l d;  t hese r ar i f i ed at oms ar e l i ke t he ones whi ch,  f or  

Lucr et i us,  compose t he human soul ,  penet r at e t he ent i r e 



human body,  and ar e r espi r ed out  of  t he human body at  i t s  

f i nal  br eat h.   

 Thi s pi ct ur e of  t he gods dwel l i ng i n t he i nt er mundi a 

wi t h quasi - body and quasi  bl ood r est s on mor e t han t he mer e 

di smi ssal  of  t he necessi t y of  di s j unct i ve j udgement .  Ci cer o,  

al most  get s i t  on t he head when,  speaki ng about  t he gods’  

quasi - cor por eal i t y,  says:  “ I  coul d under st and what  t hi s 

woul d be l i ke i f  we wer e t al k i ng about  waxen i mages and 

ear t henwar e f i gur i nes.  But  I  cannot  under st and what  quasi -

body and quasi - bl ood ar e supposed t o be i n t he case of  a 

god.  And nei t her  can you,  Vel l ei us,  but  you don’ t  want  t o 

admi t  i t ”  ( I nwood and Ger son,  42) .  Wher e Ci cer o goes wr ong 

i s i n t hi nki ng t hat  t he gods ar e di st i nct  f r om aest het i c 

i mages and f i gur i nes.  Quasi - cor por eal i t y i s embodi ed 

pr eci sel y i n t he Gr eek wor k of  ar t ,  i n par t i cul ar  scul pt ur e.  

Mar x,  i n t he di sser t at i on,  r esponds t o Ci cer o:  “ These gods 

have of t en been r i di cul ed. . . and yet  t hey ar e no f i ct i on of  

Epi cur us.  They di d exi st .  They ar e t he pl ast i c gods of  Gr eek 

ar t ”  ( Mar x,  51) .  Thi s v i ew echoes Wi nkel mann’ s i deas 

r egar di ng t he r el at i on of  Gr eek scul pt ur e and t he Epi cur ean 

gods i n hi s Hi st or y of  Anci ent  Ar t :  I n descr i bi ng scul pt ur es 

of  t he Gr eek gods,  Wi nkel mann wr i t es:  

The beaut y of  t he dei t i es i n t hei r  v i r i l e age 
consi st s i n t he combi nat i on of  t he st r engt h of  
mat ur e year s and t he j oyf ul ness of  yout h,  and t hi s 
consi st s her e i n t he l ack of  ner ves and si news,  
whi ch ar e l ess appar ent  i n t he f l ower i ng of  t he 
year s.  But  i n t hi s l i es al so an expr essi on of  
di v i ne sel f - cont ai nment  whi ch i s not  i n need of  
t he par t s of  our  body whi ch ser ve f or  i t s 
nour i shment ;  and t hi s i l l umi nat es Epi cur us’  
opi ni on concer ni ng t he shape of  t he gods t o whi ch 



he gi ves a body,  whi ch l ooks l i ke a body,  and 
bl ood,  but  whi ch l ooks l i ke bl ood,  somet hi ng whi ch 
Ci cer o consi der s obscur e and i nconcei vabl e.  
( Wi nkel mann,  quot ed i n Mar x,  736)  

 
The cl ai m t hat  t he quasi - cor por eal i t y of  t he gods i s equal  

t o t he quasi - cor por eal i t y of  ar t wor ks has dr amat i c 

consequences.  Wor ks of  ar t ,  no mat t er  how cl osel y t hey 

r epr esent  r eal i t y,  ar e,  ont ol ogi cal l y,  bot h cor por eal ,  i . e.  

t hi ngs amongst  t hi ngs i n t he wor l d,  wi t h t hei r  own 

mat er i al i t y ,  as wel l  as r epr esent at i ons of  cor por eal i t y.  

Thr ough a r ef i nement  of  mat er i al  and t echni que,  wor ks of  ar t  

can begi n t o appr oxi mat e cor por eal i t y.  They pr esent  i deal  

i mages of  how we desi r e t he mat er i al  wor l d t o be.  Yet ,  t hi s 

i nf i ni t esi mal  cal cul us of  appr oxi mat i on and r ef i nement  wi l l  

al ways announce i t s own l i mi t  condi t i ons:  wor ks of  ar e bot h 

mat er i al  ( and t hus,  non- i l l usor y and sel f - cont ai ned)  and 

t r anscendent .  Ar t wor ks at t empt  t o t r anscend t hei r  mat er i al  

condi t i on by becomi ng mat t er ’ s ot her  – r epr esent at i on.  As 

r epr esent at i ons,  ar t wor ks ar e pr oduct s of  “ aest het i c 

i mpul se” ,  r edempt i ve and i l l usor y.  But  not  onl y ar e t he gods 

of  Epi cur us aki n t o wor ks or  ar t ,  wor ks of  ar t  ar e aki n t o 

t he gods of  Epi cur us:   

I nher ent l y ever y ar t wor k desi r es i dent i t y wi t h 
i t sel f ,  an i dent i t y t hat  i n empi r i cal  r eal i t y i s 
v i ol ent l y f or ced upon al l  obj ect s as i dent i t y wi t h 
t he subj ect  and t hus t r avest i ed.  Aest het i c 
i dent i t y seeks t o ai d t he non- i dent i cal ,  whi ch i n 
r eal i t y i s r epr essed by r eal i t y ’ s compul si on t o 
i dent i t y.  Onl y by v i r t ue of  separ at i on f r om 
empi r i cal  r eal i t y,  whi ch sanct i ons ar t  t o model  
t he r el at i on of  t he whol e and t he par t  accor di ng 
t o t he wor k’ s own need,  does t he ar t wor k achi eve a 
hei ght ened or der  of  exi st ence ( Ador no,  4) .  

 



Thi s passage f r om Ador no’ s Aest het i c Theor y,  on t he r el at i on 

of  t he wor k of  ar t  t o soci et y,  emphasi zes t he pecul i ar l y 

Epi cur ean f eat ur es of  ar t ’ s  l i keness t o t he gods.  The wor k 

of  ar t  t r i es t o avoi d t he compul si on t o i dent i t y t hat  

i nher es i n r eal i t y,  i n f avor  of  exi st i ng i n a sel f - i dent i cal  

and di st i nct  r eal m,  whi ch i s mor e r ef i ned and hei ght ened 

t han r eal i t y.  Yet ,  Ador no al so c l ai ms t hat ,  “ Ther e i s no 

aest het i c r ef r act i on wi t hout  somet hi ng bei ng r ef r act ed, ”  

meani ng t hat  wi t hout  r eal i t y t her e can be none of  t he sel f -

i dent i cal  and cr i t i cal  di st ance of  ar t wor ks.  Ar t  i s  bot h a 

pr oduct  of  t he compul si on of  r eal i t y and t he at t empt  t o 

i mage t he escape f r om t hi s compul si on:  ar t wor ks ar e quasi -

cor por eal  i mages.  

 At  t he end of  a l ong decl i nat i on t hr ough Epi cur ean 

phi l osophy,  we have suddenl y r et ur ned t o t he quest i on of  

ar t wor ks.  Gi ven Cézanne’ s f ami l i ar i t y wi t h Lucr et i us and 

Ci cer o,  gi ven t he l ong passage i n Gasquet  on t he “ chemi cal  

dances”  and “ cosmi c pr i sms r i s i ng over  t he voi d, ”  we ar e now 

i n a posi t i on t o l ook at  some of  Cézanne’ s por t r ai t s,  and 

di scer n t he l i neament s of  Epi cur eani sm i nhabi t i ng t hei r  

physi ognomi es.  

 
 

I I  
 
 
 
On At t i c st el es,  di d not  t he ci r cumspect i on  
of  human gest ur e amaze you? Wer e not  l ove and f ar ewel l  
so l i ght l y l ai d upon shoul der s,  t hey seemed t o be made  
of  ot her  st uf f  t han wi t h us? Remember  t he hands,  
how t hey r est  wi t hout  pr essur e,  t hough power  i s t her e i n t he t or sos.  
The wi sdom of  t hose sel f - mast er s was t hi s:  we have got  so f ar ;  
our s i s t o t ouch one anot her  l i ke t hi s;  t he gods 
may pr ess mor e st r ongl y upon us.  But  t hat  i s t he gods’  af f ai r .  
 



Ri l ke,  Dui no El egi es,  Second El egy 
  
 

The f i gur e i n t he “ Woman wi t h t he Cof f ee Pot ”  has al l  

t he char act er i st i cs of  r epose:  mor e i mpor t ant  t hen bei ng 

r est f ul  per  se,  she seems sel f - cont ai ned or  hel d wi t hi n.  As 

ar gued pr evi ousl y,  t he Epi cur ean concept  of  r epose i s 

di st i ngui shed f r om mer e r est f ul ness as a deeper  k i nd of  

sel f - cont ai nment  and t r anqui l i t y .  The expr essi on on her  f ace 

seems t o be a subl i me,  unr eadabl e i ndi f f er ence.  Her  gl ance 

gi ves us no i ndi cat i on of  t he r evel r y of  sel f - absor bed day-

dr eami ng,  nor  i s i t  a scor nf ul  gl ance.  She appear s as 

nei t her  pl eased nor  anger ed,  r at her ,  she seems obser vant  of  

somet hi ng.  At t ached t o her  ar ms,  her  hands show none of  t he 

anxi et y of  t he Ol d Woman wi t h t he Rosar y;  t hey r est  

comf or t abl y i n her  l ap,  nei t her  c l enched nor  spl ayed but  

r at her  suppl e and cal m.  But ,  at  t he same t i me,  t he hands 

appear  r ubber y and i nhuman,  havi ng none of  t he r ef i nement  of  

mot i on of  t he hi ghl y devel oped,  expr essi ve human hand.   The 

cl ot hi ng suppor t s t hi s r eadi ng;  i t  encl oses her  body,  

l eavi ng onl y openi ngs f or  her  head and hands t o pop out  

t hr ough t hi s “ body ar mor ” .   But  t he c l ot hes i mpl y a k i nd of  

i nhuman r i gi di t y,  cont r adi ct ed by t he dangl i ng ar ms.  The 

pai nt i ng pr oduces none of  t he myst er i ous f asci nat i on bef or e 

one of  Degas’  s i t t er s wi t h i t s f r ee pl ay of  met aphor i cal  

suggest i veness;  st i l l ,  we f i nd t he pai nt i ng f asci nat i ng not  

because of  t he et er nal  myst er y of  i t s  subj ect ,  r at her  

because of  t he uneasy cont r adi ct i ons we exper i ence i n f r ont  

of  i t .  Vi ewi ng t he ease wi t h whi ch t hi s pai nt i ng appear s t o 



have been pr oduced,  we must  assume t hat  Cézanne i nt ended t he 

pr of ound “ nei t her / nor ”  we r ecei ve f r om t hi s f i gur e.  The 

det er mi nat i on wi t h whi ch t hese var i ous at t r i but es cont r adi ct  

and negat e each ot her  pr oduce not  a sadl y medi at ed and 

unsuccessf ul  wor k;  r at her ,  t he pai nt i ng seems t o r evel  i n 

i t s abi l i t y  t o pr oduce such di al ect i cal  ext r emes and 

ambi val ences.  Cézanne,  compl et el y i n cont r ol  of  t he mot i f ,  

shows no t r aces of  ef f or t ,  no bui l dup of  pai nt  on t he 

sur f ace as i n some of  hi s ear l i er  st i l l  l i ves and por t r ai t s.   

 For mal l y,  t he woman i s t i ght l y i nt egr at ed i nt o a i r on 

syst em of  near l y ver t i cal  l i nes.  Thi s emphasi s on 

ver t i cal i t y st r uct ur es t he pai nt i ng i n bot h f or m and 

cont ent .  The t abl et op i s f l at t ened out  so as t o be near l y 

par al l el  t o t he pi ct ur e pl ane.  The r uddy br owns and r eds of  

t he t abl ecl ot h ar e a subst i t ut e f or  t he pai nt er ’ s pal et t e – 

a f ant ast i c s i t e of  pur e pi gment ,  conj ur i ng t he sheer  

pot ent i al i t y  of  i mage- maki ng.  We see t hi s pot ent i al  

myst er i ousl y r eal i zed i n t he “ panel l i ng”  i mmedi at el y behi nd 

t he woman,  whi ch can nei t her  be secur el y i nt er pr et ed as 

panel s,  nor  as pai nt i ngs,  nor  wi ndows.  I n t he r ect angl e t o 

t he r i ght  of  t he woman’ s head we see a t r i angul ar  mass t hat  

coul d j ust  as easi l y wel l  be an i mage of  Mont .  Sai nt e 

Vi ct oi r e,  as of  a shi p.  The panel  i mmedi at el y above t hi s one 

has a l ar ge br own st r i pe at  t he bot t om t hat  coul d be one of  

Cézanne’ s “ ent r y- del ayi ng”  wal l s ( emphasi zed by Wol l hei m i n 

hi s account  of  Cézanne’ s l andscapes)  or ,  consi der i ng t he 

l i ght  bl ue i mmedi at el y bel ow t hi s br own st r i p,  t he pr ow of  a 



l ar ge boat .  I t  al so has a myst er i ous t r i angl e t hat  i s as 

easi l y a mount ai n as i t  i s  a sai l .  I n ei t her  case,  a 

def i ni t i ve r eadi ng i s i mpossi bl e;  t he panel s ar e,  par don t he 

pun,  bot h el usi ve and al l usi ve.  They evade t he cl osur e of  

syst emat i c i dent i f i cat i on,  l eavi ng cont i nual l y open t he 

endl ess possi bi l i t y  of  i ndet er mi nacy.   

 These panel s ar e st acked up i n t hr ees,  t hei r  edges 

pr oduci ng anot her  near l y ver t i cal  l i ne,  par al l el  t o t he l i ne 

t hat  r eaches f r om t he t op of  t he canvas down t o t he woman’ s 

l ef t  shoul der .  The edge of  t he t abl e cont i nues t he l i nes 

f r om t he panel s on t he r i ght ,  t hen cur ves i n t owar d t he 

bot t om r i ght  cor ner  of  t he canvas.  To t he woman’ s r i ght ,  a 

ser i es of  pai nt ed r oses ar t i cul at e t he same downwar d r hyt hm 

t hat  i s capt ur ed i n t he l i ne of  panel s,  and t he edge of  t he 

t abl e.  Of  cour se,  t he most  pr omi nent  ver t i cal  i s  dar k bl ack 

l i ne of  t he dr ess,  spl i t t i ng t he woman i n hal f ,  and 

cont i nui ng i t s pat h t hr ough t he dr amat i cal l y l i t  hal ves of  

t he woman’ s f ace and t he t i ght l y par t ed hai r .  Thi s bi sect i ng 

l i ne i s i dent i f i ed wi t h t he ver t i cal  of  t he cof f eepot  and 

t he spoon i n t he cup,  bot h of  whi ch i mpossi bl y s i t  on t he 

t abl e.  Al l  t he st age pr oper t y col l udes t o emphasi ze t he 

st r i ct  ver t i cal  syst em.  

 A t i ght  spat i al  conf i gur at i on encl oses t he woman:  t he 

deep cont our  ar ound her  body det aches her  f r om t he panel ed 

backdr op whi l e t he ext r emel y bl ack,  t hi ck cont our  emanat i ng 

f r om t he t abl e keeps t he woman f or ci bl y r ecessed f r om t he 

f or egr ound.  I n f act ,  t he spat i al  syst em of  t he pai nt i ng 



seems ver y much aki n t o a puppet  t heat er :  a r ow of  cut out s 

i n f r ont ,  a pai nt ed backdr op behi nd,  whi l e t he act i on t akes 

pl ace i n bet ween.  The upr i ght ness of  t he woman,  and her  

pecul i ar  post ur e al so convey t he i mpr essi on t hat  she i s a 

mar i onet t e.  The pecul i ar i t i es of  her  post ur e can be 

expl ai ned away i f  we i magi ne a ser i es of  st r i ngs hol di ng her  

up i n space:  a st r i ng at t ached t o her  head account s f or  t he 

st r ange way i n whi ch she i s s i t t i ng and st andi ng at  t he same 

t i me,  t r ansf omi ng her  l egs i nt o dangl i ng or nament s.  Her  ar ms 

ar e moved at  t he hands,  causi ng t he st r ange bend i n her  

el bow.  I n f act ,  t he st r ong ver t i cal  l i nes coul d be r ead 

l i t er al l y as t he st r i ngs t hat  move t he woman wi t h t he cof f ee 

pot .   

 But  t hese st r i ngs ar e not  qui t e ver t i cal ;  i n f act ,  t hey 

swer ve ever  so s l i ght l y f r om l ef t  t o r i ght  as t hey descend.  

And t hi s swer ve makes al l  t he di f f er ence:  t he woman i n bl ue 

pr esent s,  at  t he same t i me,  r epose and r i gi di t y.  To 

i nt egr at e her  i nt o a compl et el y i r on syst em of  st r i ct  

ver t i cal  l i nes woul d t i p t he scal e of  t owar d t he 

det er mi nat e,  mechani cal ,  and puppet - l i ke.  Yet ,  t he hands and 

t he count enance of  t he woman ar e t oo convi nci ng as l oci  of  

expr essi on and subj ect i v i t y t o be mer el y t he appendages 

st uck ont o a mar i onet t e’ s body – t hey count er bal ance t he 

r i gi di t y of  t he body ar mor .  Whol l y wi t hi n t he f i gur e of  t he 

woman we ar e gi ven t wo cont r adi ct or y phenomena pl aced 

t oget her  whi ch,  much t o our  amazement ,  pr oduces a convi nci ng 

and l egi bl e f i gur e.  The l i nes or  st r i ngs of  t he backgr ound 



swer ve ever  so s l i ght l y,  epi t omi zi ng and,  i n a sense,  

embl emat i z i ng t he uni on of  cont r adi ct or y phenomena – 

l i t er al i z i ng a “ bot h/ and” .  The sl i ght  swer ve of  t he l i ne 

gi ves i t  a dynami c and subj ect i v i zed aspect ,  whi ch i s al most  

negat ed by t he near  ver t i cal i t y of  i t s  pl acement .  The 

asser t i on of  bot h s i des of  t he cont r adi ct i on pr oduces t he 

bi zar r e doubl eness f el t  bef or e t he canvas.  Even t hough 

di s j unct i ve j udgment  woul d l i ke t o f or ce a concl usi on,  we 

can nei t her  assent  t hat  t he woman i s human nor  i nhuman.  

Subj ect i v i t y,  hel d i n t he gr i ps of  st i l l ness,  r adi at es f r om 

some myst er i ous pl ace i n t he pi ct ur e,  whi ch cannot  be 

l ocat ed def i ni t i vel y i n her  hands,  nor  f ace,  nor  body.  She 

appear s t o be par t l y subj ect i ve and par t l y obj ect i ve.  The 

“ swer vi ng ver t i cal s”  whi ch pour  downwar d “ l i ke r ai ndr ops 

t hr ough t he voi d”  ar e not  mer el y t he st r i ngs of  t he puppet ,  

t hey l i t er al i ze t he descendi ng and swer vi ng at oms,  

“ subj ect i v i t y wi t hout  a subj ect ” ,  whi ch have accr ued and 

sedi ment ed i nt o t he woman.  The downwar d moment um of  t he 

descendi ng l i nes i s opposed t o t he upwar d mot i on of  t he 

woman,  who r i ses up sl owl y,  l i ke a pi l e of  sand.  The upwar d 

mot i on i s r e- enf or ced by her  s i t t i ng/ st andi ng post ur e,  and 

t he br oad base of  her  dr ess upon whi ch her  t or so secur el y 

r est s.   

 But  t he woman i s not  t he onl y sedi ment at i on of  mat t er ;  

she shar es t hi s wi t h t he cup,  spoon and cof f ee pot ,  whi ch 

s i t  at  her  s i de and shar e her  r i gi di t y.  Rat her  t han vi ew 

t hi s compar i son of  subj ect  of  obj ect  as a cyni cal  cr i t i que 



of  t he woman – namel y,  t hat  her  obj ect - l i ke r i gi di t y i s t he 

r esul t  of  her  mechani zed,  r epr essed and vent r i l oqui zed 

act i v i t y – I  t hi nk Cézanne mi ght  be maki ng a di f f er ent  poi nt  

ent i r el y.  The pai nt i ng suggest s a way i n whi ch bot h obj ect  

and subj ect  ar e s i mi l ar ,  namel y,  an at t empt  by Cézanne t o 

pi ct ur e t he “ non- sensuous si mi l ar i t y”  of  t he mi mesi s bet ween 

subj ect  and obj ect .  I n ot her  wor ds,  based on t he Epi cur ean 

pr esupposi t i on t hat  bot h t hi ngs i n t he wor l d and t he peopl e 

who i nhabi t  t he wor l d ar e mer el y sedi ment at i ons and 

accr et i ons of  at oms,  t he r i gi d pol e bet ween “ subj ect ”  and 

“ obj ect ”  i s  shown t o be not  an i r r esol vabl e ant i nomy,  r at her  

a ser i es of  gr adat i ons.  What  we have come t o t hi nk of  as t he 

pr i st i ne subj ect ,  i s  mer el y a hi ghl y r ef i ned,  

di f f er ent i at ed,  and devel oped obj ect ,  who has l ear ned t o 

mast er  t he swer vi ng “ f r ee wi l l ”  i mpl i ed i n t he mat er i al i t y  

of  t he at om.   

 The wor k of  ar t ,  even r epr esent at i on i n gener al ,  has 

been concei ved as t he s i t e wher e mi mesi s can unabashedl y 

show i t s f ace.  How much mor e expl i c i t  must  Cézanne be f or  us 

t o get  t he poi nt  when he has sur r ounded t hi s woman wi t h 

i ndi cat i ons of  ar t wor ks? These i ncl ude t he f l ower s behi nd 

her  ( ei t her  pr i nt ed on wal l paper  or  pai nt ed di r ect l y on t he 

wal l  and baseboar d) ,  t he odd panel s t hat  obvi ousl y suggest  

f r amed pai nt i ngs ( especi al l y t he one i mmedi at el y behi nd t he 

cof f eepot ) ,  and t he t abl ecl ot h r esembl es a pai nt er ’ s 

pal et t e.  However ,  t he most  st r i k i ng mi met i c moment  i s t he 

cor r espondence of  t he woman wi t h t he cof f eepot ,  cup and 



spoon.  Thi s spoon,  whose r ounded handl e copi es t he woman’ s 

head even down t o t he par t  i n her  hai r ,  i mi t at es t he woman©s 

upr i ght  compor t ment .  The cof f eepot ,  wi t h i t  dar k ver t i cal  

shadow and wi de hor i zont al  band posi t i ons i t sel f  l i ke t he 

dar k ver t i cal  l i ne of  t he woman’ s dr ess,  i ncl udi ng t he 

i nt er sect i on of  her  bel t .  Far  f r om bei ng a cyni cal  met aphor ,  

t he “ puppet  t heat er ”  opens up an i nt er mundi a bet ween 

f or egr ound and backgr ound,  wher e subj ect s and obj ect s r eveal  

t he char act er i st i cs t hey shar e.  

 Ot her  canvases of  Cézanne’ s handl e at omi c mat er i al i t y  

i n di st i nct  ways.  For  exampl e,  i n t he Osl o “ Seat ed Man”  t he 

most  ext r aor di nar y f eat ur e of  t he pi ct ur e i s t he st r ange 

t r i angul ar  pi ece t hat  cut s acr oss t he upper  r i ght  hand 

cor ner .   Medi at i ng t he connect i on bet ween t he monument al  

f i gur e of  t he man and t he st r ange cor ner ,  hangs a pi ece of  

decor at i ve dr aper y i n t he backgr ound.  The dar k l i nes t hat  

ost ensi bl y r epr esent  t he f ol ds i n t he dr aper y per f or m a 

si mi l ar  r ol e t o t he swer vi ng ver t i cal s of  t he “ Woman wi t h a 

Cof f ee Pot ” .  Fal l i ng t hr ough t he voi d i n t he cor ner ,  t he 

at oms pour  i nt o t he f i gur e of  t he man;  hi s body,  even mor e 

t han t he r i gi d woman,  appear s l i ke a sedi ment ed pi l e of  

at oms bui l t  f r om t he bot t om up,  r eposi ng comf or t abl y.  The 

man i s bot h st r ongl y associ at ed wi t h,  and demar cat ed f r om,  

t he dr aper y:  t he cur ved l i ne above t he man’ s head 

ar t i cul at es t he cur ve of  hi s skul l ,  t he l i nes whi ch al most  

t ouch hi s ear  ar e cont i nued i n t he man’ s r i ght  shoul der ,  t he 

ext r eme l ef t  edge of  t he dr ape i s pi cked up by t he cont our  



of  t he man’ s r i ght  s l eeve agai nst  hi s coat .  At  t he same 

t i me,  t he st r ongl y ar t i cul at ed,  br oken cont our  t hat  

sur r ounds t he man pul l s hi m away f r om t hi s backgr ound and 

set s hi m squar el y i n t he i nt er mundi a.  The monument al i t y of  

t hi s f i gur e,  l oomi ng so l ar ge i n t he canvas yet  ent i r el y 

i ndi f f er ent  t o hi s set t i ng,  has al l  t he t r appi ngs of  a god:  

t he l i ne above hi s head i ndi cat es a hal o and t he one t hat  

emanat es i nt o hi s ear  t ur ns hi m i nt o a St .  Gr egor y,  a 

r ecei ver  of  some di v i ne annunci at i on f r om out  of  t he voi d.  

The dr aper y,  i n addi t i on t o cont ai ni ng t he swer vi ng l i nes,  

met aphor i cal l y bi nds t he decl i nat i on of  at oms t o t he i dea of  

cont i ngency.  The car pet ,  symbol i cal l y,  i s  an i mage of  

cont i ngency;  i t s t hr eads,  woven t oget her ,  pr esent  t he 

c l assi c i mage of  t he weavi ng of  f at e;  i t s  decor at ed sur f ace,  

and pat t er ni ng,  i mages t he vei l  of  appear ance begun at  t he 

i ni t i al  col l i s i on of  t he at oms,  and per pet uat i ng i t sel f  

t hr ough i nexor abl e causal i t y.  The meani ngl ess sensuous 

par t i cul ar i t y of  sheer  decor at i on pr esent s t he per f ect  f oi l  

f or  t he r eposed det achment  and i ndi f f er ence of  t he man,  who,  

i n t ur n,  mel anchol i cal l y l ooks upon t he wor l d’ s cour se as a 

mer e concat enat i on of  par t i cul ar i t i es wi t hout  dept h.   

The “ Woman i n Bl ue”  goes even f ur t her  i n i t s 

r epr esent at i on of  t he swer ve,  causal i t y and r epose.  Her e t he 

woman,  who si t s at  t abl e cover ed by a gar i sh and unusual  

t abl ecl ot h,  i s  pl aced bet ween t he f or egr ound and backgr ound 

l i ke t he “ Woman wi t h t he Cof f ee Pot ” .  Agai n,  we have t he 

decl i nat i on of  t he at oms gi ven i n t he near l y ver t i cal  l i ne 



of  t he wal l  behi nd her ,  as wel l  as an i magi nat i ve,  f ant ast i c 

space,  musch l i ke t he panel s of  t he “ Woman wi t h a Cof f ee 

Pot , ”  i n t he hol l ow ar ea t o t he l ef t .  The decl i nat i on of  

at oms and t he symbol i zat i on of  cont i ngency ar e,  i n t hi s 

pai nt i ng,  separ at ed i nt o t he wal l  and t he t abl ecl ot h.  The 

st r ong ver t i cal s i nt er sect  t he body of  t he woman,  who i s 

di st i nct l y det ached f r om bot h t he backgr ound and t he t abl e 

by a t hi ck,  dynami c cont our .  I n mul t i pl e ways,  t he woman 

medi at es t he ext r emes of  backgr ound and f or egr ound:  al t hough 

t he t abl e phant asmagor i cal l y st r et ches and t r ansf or ms i nt o 

t he backgr ound behi nd t he woman’ s r est i ng ar m,  t he ar m 

i t sel f  connect s t he t abl et op t o t he backgr ound.  Acr oss t he 

woman’ s body di agonal l y,  t he gar i sh t abl ecl ot h and t he 

hol l owed- out  space behi nd and t o t he l ef t  of  t he woman have 

an af f i ni t y wi t h one anot her .  I f  we see t hi s voi d as a space 

of  i magi nat i ve aest het i c pr oj ect i on,  l i ke t he panel s i n t he 

“ Woman wi t h a Cof f ee Pot ” ,  t hen t he t abl ecl ot h,  whi ch act s 

as a pal et t e i n t he pr evi ous pi ct ur e,  i s  act ual i zed as 

col or ,  t he pur e mat er i al  of  pai nt i ng.  I n f act ,  t hi s 

t abl ecl ot h i s bal anced bet ween t wo di st i nct  or der s:  on one 

hand i t  i s  c l ear l y l egi bl e as a t abl e cover ed by a 

t abl ecl ot h.  Al t hough i t  i s  t ypi cal l y di st or t ed by i t s cur ve 

i n t he back and a odd sl opi ng f or war d i n f r ont ,  i n t er ms of  

i t  phenomenal i t y,  t he t abl e and cl ot h ar e r el at i ve sol i d and 

l egi bl e as a speci f i c ,  i dent i f i abl e obj ect s exi st i ng i n 

space al ongsi de ot her s.  On t he ot her  hand,  i t  pr esent s a 



si t e f or  Cézanne t o r evel  i n t he sheer  mat er i al  of  pai nt ,  t o 

pr esent  expl osi ve decor at i on and col or .  

 I f  t he “ Woman i n Bl ue”  emphasi zes t he t abl ecl ot h’ s 

phenomenal i t y,  t he same t abl ecl ot h,  as pai nt ed i n t he “ Young 

I t al i an Gi r l ”  emphasi zes i t s mat er i al i t y .  Her e t he gi r l  

l eans on somet hi ng much l ess sol i d and i dent i f i abl e as a 

speci f i c  obj ect  i n space.  I n a di scussi on i n f r ont  of  t he 

pai nt i ng,  t he suggest i on was put  f or t h t hat  t he gi r l  i s  

l eani ng on t he back of  a smal l  couch,  or  chai r .  Al t hough I  

do not  agr ee wi t h t hi s i nt er pr et at i on,  i t  c l ear l y shows t hat  

t he l egi bi l i t y  of  t he c l ot h i s f ar  l ess c l ear  as compar ed 

wi t h t he ot her  canvas.  The “ Young I t al i an Gi r l ”  seems t o 

emphasi ze t he sheer  sensuous par t i cul ar i t y of  mat er i al i t y ,  

over  some easi l y l egi bi l e,  st abl e phenomenal  syst em of  

or gani zat i on.  Wher e t he “ Woman i n Bl ue”  secur el y suppor t s 

her  wei ght ,  t he “ Young I t al i an Gi r l ”  r est s her  body i n a 

l ess secur e f ashi on.  For  al l  t he wei ght  and sol i di t y of  her  

body,  especi al l y i n t he c l ear l y ar t i cul at ed head whi ch r est s 

on her  r i ght  ar m,  t he l i mbs don’ t  act ual l y appear  t o pr ess 

down on t hi s t abl ecl ot h.  Whet her  we l ook at  her  r ubber y 

f l i pper  of  a l ef t  hand,  whi ch r est s on t he al r eady obscur ed 

edge of  t he t abl ecl ot h,  or  at  t he r i ght  el bow,  obscur ed by 

t he bi zar r e uni on of  her  whi t e shi r t  and t he pat t er n of  t he 

t abl ecl ot h,  t her e i s no easy way t o i magi ne how t hi s gi r l  

s i t s i n space.  She exi st s i n t he i nt er mundi a,  but  her e wi t h 

a di f f er ence:  i nst ead of  pl aci ng t he f i gur e squar el y i n t he 

f r ont  and usi ng a t hi ck cont our  t o set  i t  of f  f r om t he 



backgr ound,  t he “ I t al i an Gi r l ”  i s  ost ensi bl y i nt er act i ng 

wi t h her  sur r oundi ngs,  l i ke t he “ Woman i n Bl ue”  and t he 

“ Woman wi t h a Cof f ee Pot ” .  But ,  unl i ke t hose t wo pi ct ur es,  

t he “ I t al i an Gi r l ”  i s  not  pl aced bet ween f or egr ound and 

backgr ound,  r at her ,  she l ooms so monument al l y i nsi de t he 

f r ame t hat  she begi ns t o over shadow bot h t he f or egr ound and 

backgr ound,  f or c i ng t he wal l  behi nd her  t o bar el y cont ai n 

her  f i gur e and cr ushi ng t he t abl e i nt o a mass of  decor at i on.  

I f  t he phenomenal  or der i ng i s r educed i n or der  t o emphasi ze 

t he i nexor abl e par t i cul ar i t y of  t he t abl ecl ot h’ s 

mat er i al i t y ,  t hen we f i nd t he same t r oubl e i n t he body of  

t he gi r l .  How exact l y ar e we t o under st and t he bl ue mass of  

t he gi r l ’ s  ski r t ,  or  t he l ar ge hump of  f abr i c on her  back i n 

r el at i on t o t he t i ny f r ame of  t he gi r l ’ s  t or so? The t ypi cal  

s i t t i ng/ st andi ng post ur e of  Cézanne’ s por t r ai t s i s even 

har der  t o di st i ngui sh her e,  consi der i ng we ar e gi ven what  

coul d be t he t i ny back of  a chai r  behi nd t he gi r l  but  no 

sense at  al l  of  wher e her  l egs mi ght  be i n space.  Al t hough 

t he “ I t al i an Gi r l ”  absor bs so much mor e r oom t han t he “ Woman 

i n Bl ue”  – bot h canvases ar e al most  i dent i cal  i n s i ze ( 35 

3/ 8 i n.  X 28 3/ 4 i n.  vs.  36 1/ 4 i n.  X 28 3/ 4 i n. )  – t he gi r l  

i s  much l ess sel f - absor bed i n her  expr essi on.  She seems t o 

l ook on at  somet hi ng out si de t he canvas as a mel anchol i c 

obser ver  r at her  t han a vacant  par t i c i pant .  Her  gl ance 

emanat es f r om out  of  her  l ar ge eyes l i ke t he i cy bl ue 

col or i ng t hat  emanat es f r om t he cont our s of  her  f ace.  Can i t  

be possi bl e t hat  t hi s I t al i an gi r l ,  f i xed i n her  post ur e of  



r epose and f i l l ed wi t h at ar axy,  l ooks on at  t he pr ocessi on 

of  appear ances wi t h a mel anchol i c gl ance? Feel i ng t he 

cont our s of  cont i ngency and l i t er al l y r est i ng upon a 

f oundat i on of  sheer  mat er i al i t y ,  coul d she be t he embl em of  

an et hi cs of  count er act i ve r esi gnat i on? 

 Ther e must ,  obvi ousl y,  be an obj ect i on t o t hi s k i nd of  

descr i pt i on:  has al l  t hi s t al k of  Epi cur eani sm l ed us mer el y 

t o t hi s -  t o an i conogr aphy of  Epi cur eani sm i n Cézanne? Do I  

r eal l y expect  t o convi nce anyone by l ooki ng f or  al l  t he 

possi bl e i nst ances of  Lucr et i an i mager y i n t hese pi ct ur es?  

Of  cour se,  t he answer  i s no.  But  I  want  t o pur sue t hi s l i ne 

of  t hought  a bi t  f ur t her ,  i n hopes t hat  i t  may l ead t o a 

mor e i mpor t ant  concl usi on.  What  I  have been i dent i f y i ng her e 

as t ypi cal l y Epi cur ean i cons obvi ousl y f or ces t he quest i on 

of  Epi cur eani sm on t he pai nt i ng’ s cont ent  as a k i nd of  

t hought - exper i ment .  But  i n movi ng f r om t he “ Woman wi t h t he 

Cof f ee Pot ”  t o t he “ I t al i an Gi r l ”  an i mpor t ant  

t r ansf or mat i on has occur r ed:  we have moved f r om i dent i f y i ng 

and l abel i ng par t s of  t he canvas as “ t he voi d”  or  “ t he 

swer ve”  t o t he quest i on of  mat er i al i t y  and cont i ngency i n 

pai nt i ng,  and I  woul d ar gue t hat  t hi s i s a move f r om t he 

l evel  of  cont ent  t o t he l evel  of  f or m.  I f  I  can be i ndul ged 

f or  a f ew mor e pages of  specul at i on about  Epi cur ean 

epi st emol ogy,  by cent er i ng on t he quest i on of  cont i ngency,  I  

wi l l  t r y t o make t hese consi der at i ons bear  on a s i ngl e,  

cr uci al  f eat ur e i n Cézanne’ s syst em:  t he cont our .   

 
 



I I I  
 
 
. . . And shal l  t he ear t h 
Seem al l  of  par adi se t hat  we shal l  know? 
The sky wi l l  be much f r i endl i er  t hen t han now,  
A par t  of  l abor  and a par t  of  pai n,  
And next  i n gl or y t o endur i ng l ove,  
Not  t hi s di v i di ng and i ndi f f er ent  bl ue.  
 
- -  Wal l ace St evens,  “ Sunday Mor ni ng”  
 
 
 Can we possess secur e knowl edge of  a wor l d const r uct ed 

upon a cont i ngent  f oundat i on? Can epi st emol ogi cal  c l ai ms 

have any wei ght  i n t he f ace of  such subl i me,  and t ot al  

cont i ngency? I s t her e a pat h beyond skept i c i sm wi t hout  

under mi ni ng t he cr i t i cal  i nsi ght s t hat  skept i c i sm pr oduces? 

The phi l osopher  Geor ge Sant ayana wr ot e Skept i c i sm and Ani mal  

Fai t h,  i n 1923,  as an answer  t o such quest i ons,  and as t he 

i nt r oduct i on t o a syst emat i c phi l osophy gr ounded upon 

cont i ngency.   

 Sant ayana,  i n a sense much l i ke Badt  and Mer l eau- Pont y,  

begi ns wi t h a skept i cal  cr i t i que of  bel i ef  and convent i on,  

t o ar r i ve at  a pr i ma phi l osphi a based on i nt ui t i on,  

i mmedi acy and i ndubi t abl e pr esence.  I nt ui t i on,  suspendi ng 

i t s bel i ef  i n t he act ual  exi st ence of  ext er i or  ent i t i es,  

comes t o t he concl usi on t hat  “ not hi ng gi ven exi st s. ”  

Sant ayana ar gues:   

I n t he cr i t i c ,  as i n t he pai nt er ,  suspensi on of  
bel i ef  and of  pr act i cal  under st andi ng i s f avor abl e 
t o v i s i on;  t he ar r est ed eye r ender s ever y i mage 
l i mpi d and unequi vocal .  And t hi s i s not  mer el y an 
ef f ect  of  physi ol ogi cal  compensat i on,  i n t hat  
per haps t he ner vous ener gy wi t hdr awn f r om 
pr epar at i ons f or  act i on i s al l owed t o i nt ensi f y 
t he pr ocess of  mer e sensat i on.  Ther e ensues,  a 
l ogi cal  c l ar i f i cat i on as wel l ;  because so l ong as 
bel i ef ,  i nt er pr et at i on,  and si gni f i cance ent er ed 
i n,  t he obj ect  i n hand was ambi guous;  i n seeki ng 



t he f act  t he mi nd over l ooked or  conf used t he 
dat um.  ( Sant ayana,  67- 68)  

  
For  Sant ayana,  “ br acket i ng”  bel i ef  i n t he exi st ence of  

gi vens pr oduces t he l ogi cal  c l ar i f i cat i on of  ent i t i es gi ven 

i n i nt ui t i on:  t he “ l i mpi d and unequi vocal ”  pr esence of  

phenomena.  I nt ui t i on,  unconcer ned wi t h t he r eal  exi st ence of  

i t s  obj ect s,  i s  qui t e happy t o deal  i n dat a,  r at her  t han 

f act s.  

 Badt  and Mer l eau- Pont y ascr i be a s i mi l ar  oper at i on of  

br acket i ng and r educt i on t o Cézanne when t hey t r y t o 

descr i be t he pr of ound ont ol ogi cal  and epi st emol ogi cal  

pr oj ect  cont ai ned i n Cézanne’ s pr act i ce.  For  Badt ,  sol i t ude 

i s t he condi t i on of  moder n man,  and t he pr oj ect  of  pai nt i ng 

depends on t he r educt i on,  and cl ar i f i cat on,  of  obj ect s 

appr ehended by t he l onel y ar t i st :  “ Cézanne was t he onl y 

moder n ar t i st  who exper i enced l onel i ness t o t he ul t i mat e 

dept h and t ast ed i t  t o t he f ul l  and so. . . at t ai ned a new 

i nsi ght  i nt o t he nat ur e of  t he appear ance of  obj ect s such as 

can emanat e onl y f r om t he accept ance of  l onel i ness”  ( Badt ,  

144) .  The t r ue ar t i st  exper i ences t he ul t i mat e l onel i ness,  

and accept s i t ,  and i t s deat hl y consequences,  r at her  t han 

f l eei ng l onel i ness by r et r enchment  i nt o t he “ busi ness”  of  

“ soci et y” .  Lonel i ness,  f or  Badt ,  pr oduces t he mel anchol i c 

gaze t hat  pi er ces and exposes t he cont i ngent  r el at i ons of  

t he wor l d and i t s r ei f i ed t empor al i t y;  l onl i ness r educes t he 

wor l d t o i t s meani ngf ul  and ont ol ogi cal  cor e,  wher e 

t empor al i t y,  and i t s f at al i st i c gr i p on man,  becomes t he 

sheer  pr esence and t r anscendence of  Bei ng.  Badt  i l l ust r at es 



hi s concept  of  t he r educt i on t o Bei ng,  a t r i al  by f i r e t hat  

pr ogr essi vel y r eaches i t s goal ,  by movi ng f r om I mpr essi oni sm 

t o Van Gogh,  and cul mi nat i ng i n Cézanne.  Recoi l i ng f r om t he 

ego- dest r oyi ng t hr eat  of  sol i t ude,  

 
The i mpr essi oni st s escaped i nt o t he shor t est  
per i od of  t i me t hat  coul d be exper i enced,  i nt o t he 
moment ,  whi ch t hey i l l umi nat ed and i mmor t al i zed.  
They t r i ed t o di sgui se t he t r ue nat ur e of  t i me 
wi t h t hei r  cr y:  ‘ How beaut i f ul  i s  t he shor t est  
moment ! ’  Al r eady Van Gogh coul d no l onger  br i ng 
hi msel f  t o do t hi s.  Hi s ar dent  nat ur e pi ct ur es,  
hi s gl owi ng col or s show t he wor l d on f i r e wi t h i t s 
own t r ansi ence and at  t he same t i me gi ve voi ce t o 
hi s cr y of  f ear  at  t he t hought  of  sol i t ar i ness.  
Once Cézanne had successf ul l y passed t hi s most  
cr i t i cal  st age wi t hout  ei t her  f l eei ng [ i . e. ,  
I mpr essi oni sm]  or  bei ng af r ai d [ i . e. ,  Van Gogh]  
and had submi t t ed wi t h r esi gnat i on,  he was no 
l onger  f i l l ed wi t h f ear  at  t he t hought  of  t i me 
r ol l i ng away,  he was l i ber at ed f r om t he i nf l uence 
of  t i me and he per cei ved t he t i mel essness of  t he 
wor l d,  i t s  deeper  i ndependence of  al l  associ at i on 
wi t h t i me. . . He had a r evel at i on of  t he wor l d i n a 
st at e of  t i mel essness and unchangabi l i t y ,  f or ever  
exi st i ng and pr eser vi ng i t sel f  i n exi st ence,  and 
par adoxi cal l y enough,  he saw i t  i n phenomena whi ch 
r eason had no di f f i cul t y i n pr ovi ng t o have come 
i nt o exi st ence and be dest i ned t o per i sh.  ( Badt ,  
145)  

 
I n sacr i f i c i ng hi msel f  t o t he essent i al  sol i t ude,  Cézanne i s 

abl e t o capt ur e and pi ct ur e Bei ng.  Cézanne i l l umi nat es t he 

deep ont ol ogi cal  st r uct ur e of  t he wor l d,  wi t hi n t he mi dst  of  

t he ont i cal l y t empor al .  The pr esence and t r anscendence of  

Bei ng ar e r ecover ed i n t he sacr i f i ce t o sol i t ude.   

 For  Mer l eau- Pont y,  i n hi s essay “ Cézanne’ s Doubt , ”  a 

s i mi l ar  achi evement  occur s.  Af t er  descr i bi ng Cézanne’ s 

i nt er est  i n t he pai nt i ng of  geomet r i c f or ms,  of  t he 

l andscape’ s geol ogi cal  st r uct ur e,  of  anat omy and desi gn,  

Mer l eau- Pont y wr i t es,   



But  what  mot i vat es t he pai nt er ’ s movement  can 
never  be si mpl y per spect i ve or  geomet r y or  t he 
l aws gover ni ng col or ,  or ,  f or  t hat  mat t er ,  
par t i cul ar  knowl edge.  Mot i vat i ng al l  t he movement s 
f r om whi ch a pi ct ur e gr adual l y emer ges t her e can 
onl y be one t hi ng:  t he l andscape i n i t s t ot al i t y 
and i n i t s absol ut e f ul l ness,  pr eci sel y what  
Cézanne cal l ed a ‘ mot i f ’ .  ( Mer l eau- Pont y,  17)  
 

What  l eads Cézanne t o t he cor e of  hi s pai nt i ng,  t o t he 

t ot al i t y and f ul l ness of  t he mot i f ,  i s  t he br acket i ng of  

“ par t i cul ar  knowl edge” .  Mer l eau- Pont y el abor at es on t hi s 

t heme:   

The t ask bef or e hi m was,  f i r st  t o f or get  al l  he 
had ever  l ear ned f r om sci ence and second,  t hr ough 
t hese sci ences t o r ecapt ur e t he st r uct ur e of  t he 
l andscape as an emer gi ng or gani sm.  To do t hi s,  al l  
t he par t i al  v i ews must  be wel ded t oget her ;  al l  
t hat  t he eye’ s ver sat i l i t y  di sper ses must  be 
r euni t ed;  one must ,  as Gasquet  put  i t ,  “ j oi n t he 
wander i ng hands of  nat ur e. ”  ( Mer l eau- Pont y,  17) .   

 
I n opposi t i on t o mer e sci ence,  Mer l eau- Pont y posi t s 

Cézanne’ s “ i nt ui t i ve sci ence. ”   

Bot h Mer l eau- Pont y and Badt  shar e a t hr ee- par t  schema 

of  sacr i f i ce and r ecover y:  f or  Badt ,  1)  t he subj ect  i n t he 

gr i p of  ont i c t empor al i t y,  2)  sacr i f i ces hi msel f  t o sol i t ude 

i n or der  t o,  3)  r ecover  and pi ct ur e ont ol ogi cal  Bei ng i n t he 

mi dst  of  t he ont i c.  For  Mer l eau- Pont y,  1)  sci ence,  as 

“ par t i cul ar  knowl edge” ,  2)  i s  sacr i f i ced t o t he i nt ui t i on of  

“ t ot al i t y and absol ut e f ul l ness” ,  al so cal l ed t he “ mot i f ” ,  

and 3)  r ecover ed and r econst r uct ed vi a a new sci ence,  now 

“ i nt ui t i ve” .  The l andscape i s r econst r uct ed “ al l  at  once”  i n 

i t s f ul l ness and pl eni t ude.  Mer l eau- Pont y descr i bes t hi s 

f i nal  st ep as such:   

For get t i ng t he v i scous,  equi vocal  appear ances,  we 
go t hr ough t hem st r ai ght  t o t he t hi ngs t hey 



pr esent .  The pai nt er  r ecapt ur es and conver t s i nt o 
v i s i bl e obj ect s what  woul d,  wi t hout  hi m,  r emai n 
wal l ed up i n t he separ at e l i f e of  each 
consci ousness:  t he v i br at i on of  appear ance whi ch 
i s t he cr adl e of  t hi ngs.  Onl y one emot i on i s 
possi bl e f or  t hi s pai nt er  - -  t he f eel i ng of  
st r angeness - -  and onl y one l yr i c i sm - -  t hat  of  
t he cont i nual  r ebi r t h of  exi st ence. ”  ( Mer l eau-
Pont y,  18)  

  
Li ke Badt ’ s t hr ee- par t  schema,  Mer l eau- Pont y bel i eves t hat  

t he r ecover y of  t he “ v i br at i on of  appear ance” ,  or  what  i s 

el sewher e cal l ed “ pr i mor di al  per cept i on” ,  capt ur es t he 

f ul l ness and pl eni t ude of  t he ont ol ogy of  obj ect s.  The 

f eel i ngs associ at ed wi t h t hi s ont ol ogy,  bur i ed deep i n t he 

subj ect ,  ar e r eveal ed i n Cézanne’ s st r ange l yr i c i sm.  I n bot h 

Badt  and Mer l eau- Pont y,  at empor al ,  ont ol ogi cal  Bei ng i s 

r eveal ed as t he f undament al  t r ut h- cont ent  of  Cézanne’ s 

pr act i ce.  Pai nt i ng i s an i nvest i gat i on of  t he deep 

ont ol ogi cal  st r uct ur e of  t he wor l d as i t  i s  exper i enced by 

human subj ect s.  

 I s t he i mmedi acy of  pr i mor di al  per cept i on,  or  sol i t ude,  

absol ut el y and ont ol ogi cal l y cer t ai n? I s Cézanne’ s pr act i ce 

r eal l y a sor t  of  gr i m exi st ent i al  cel ebr at i on of  t he sheer  

pr esence of  Bei ng,  shi ni ng f or t h i n t he mi dst  of  an 

ar bi t r ar y,  cont i ngent ,  par t i cul ar ,  and ont i cal  wor l d? 

Sant ayana gi ves us a s l i ght l y di f f er ent  concept i on of  t he 

wor l d:  a nat ur al i sm t o count er act  t he exi st ent i al i sm of  Badt  

and Mer l eau- Pont y.  Al t hough Sant ayana goes t hr ough a pr ocess 

of  r educt i on and br acket i ng t o ar r i ve at  t he r eal m of  

i nt ui t i on ( wher e ever y i mage i s “ l i mpi d and unequi vocal ” ) ,  

i nt ui t i on i s onl y t he par t i cul ar ,  i mmedi at e,  subj ect i ve 



absor pt i on i n cont i ngency phenomena of  t he wor l d mot i vat ed 

by t he i nt er est s of  t he “ ani mal  subj ect ” .  I n hi s concept i on 

of  t he r el at i on of  i nt ui t i on and essence,  Sant ayana 

descr i bes a nat ur al i st  epi st emol ogy wi t hout  t he r ecuper at i ng 

pr esence as t he ont ol ogi cal  f oundat i on.   

 Cl ear  and unequi vocal  i nt ui t i on of  t hi ngs comes onl y at  

t he apex of  scept i c i sm:   

I t  was t he f ear  of  i l l usi on t hat  or i gi nal l y 
di squi et ed t he honest  mi nd,  congeni t al l y dogmat i c,  
and dr ove i t  i n t he di r ect i on of  skept i c i sm;  and 
i t  may f i nd t hr ee ways,  not  equal l y sat i sf y i ng t o 
i t s honest y,  i n whi ch t hat  f ear  of  i l l usi on may be 
di spel l ed.  One i s deat h,  i n whi ch i l l usi on 
vani shes and i s f or got t en;  but  al t hough anxi et y 
about  er r or ,  and ever  posi t i ve er r or ,  ar e t hus 
dest r oyed,  no sol ut i on i s of f er ed t o t he pr evi ous 
doubt :  no expl anat i on of  what  coul d have cal l ed 
f or t h t hat  i l l usi on of  what  coul d have di ssi pat ed 
i t .  Anot her  way out  i s by cor r ect i ng t he er r or ,  
and subst i t ut i ng a new bel i ef  f or  i t :  but  whi l e i n 
ani mal  l i f e t hi s i s t he sat i sf y i ng sol ut i on,  and 
t he ol d habi t  of  dogmat i sm may be r esumed i n 
consequence wi t hout  pr act i cal  i nconveni ence,  
specul at i vel y t he case i s not  as al l  advanced;  
because no cr i t er i on of  t r ut h i s af f or ded except  
cust om,  comf or t ,  and t he acci dent al  absence of  
doubt ;  and what  i s absent  by chance may r et ur n at  
any t i me unbi dden.  The t hi r d way,  at  whi ch I  have 
now ar r i ved,  i s t o ent er t ai n t he i l l usi on wi t hout  
succumbi ng t o i t ,  accept i ng i t  openl y as an 
i l l usi on,  and f or bi ddi ng i t  t o c l ai m any sor t  of  
bei ng but  t hat  whi ch i t  obvi ousl y has;  and t hen,  
whet her  i t  pr of i t s me or  not ,  i t  wi l l  not  decei ve 
me.  ( Sant ayana,  72- 73)  

 
What  we hol d bef or e us i s t he r eal m of  i nt ui t i on:  by 

suspendi ng al l  j udgement s and pr esupposi t i ons r egar di ng 

obj ect s i n t he wor l d,  openl y ent er t ai ni ng t he i l l usi on as an 

i l l usi on,  we ar r i ve at  i nt ui t i ons t hat  can be posi t ed no 

ext er i or  exi st ence beyond t he sheer  i mmedi acy wi t h whi ch 

t hey pr esent  t hemsel ves t o us.  They cannot  be sai d t o exi st  



nor  not  t o exi st ;  t hey ar e whol l y par t i cul ar ,  l uci d and 

unequi vocal ;  t hey ar e whol l y subj ect i ve and unabl e t o be 

shar ed;  t hey wi t hout  s i gni f i cance f or  t he c l ai ms of  

“ t r ansi t i ve knowl edge” ;  t hey ar e ent i r el y “ sur f ace” .   

The scept i c,  t hen,  as a consequence of  car r y i ng 
hi s scept i c i sm t o t he gr eat est  l engt hs,  f i nds 
hi msel f  i n t he pr esence of  mor e l umi nous and l ess 
equi vocal  obj ect s t han does t he wor ki ng and 
bel i evi ng mi nd;  onl y t hese obj ect s ar e wi t hout  
meani ng,  t hey ar e onl y what  t hey ar e obvi ousl y,  
al l  sur f ace.  They show hi m ever yt hi ng t hi nkabl e 
wi t h t he gr eat est  c l ear ness and f or ce;  but  he can 
no l onger  i magi ne t hat  he sees i n t he t hese 
obj ect s anyt hi ng save t hei r  i nst ant  pr esence and 
t he f ace- val ue.  Scept i c i sm t her ef or e suspends al l  
knowl edge wor t hy of  t he name,  al l  t hat  t r ansi t i ve 
and pr esumpt i ve knowl edge of  f act s whi ch i s a f or m 
of  bel i ef ;  and i nst ead i t  best ows i nt ui t i on of  
i deas,  cont empl at i ve,  aest het i c,  di al ect i cal ,  
ar bi t r ar y.  ( Sant ayana,  70)  

 
The pai nt i ng of  pur e pr esence,  f or  Sant ayana,  woul d be 

mer el y t he r epr esent at i on of  a chai n of  di sconnect ed 

sensuous par t i cul ar s,  ar bi t r ar y and cont i ngent ,  wi t hout  

r el at i on t o one anot her  and wi t hout  s i gni f i cance as a whol e.  

I n t he r eal m of  i nt ui t i on t her e can onl y be a ser i es of  

par t i cul ar  i nt ui t i ons t hat  f ol l ow one anot her ,  each 

r epl aci ng t he l ast  wi t hout  connect i on and each bei ng onl y 

pr esent  and t hen vani shi ng wi t hout  a t r ace – esse est  

per ci pi .  The pr esence of  par t i cul ar s i n i nt ui t i on cannot  

guar ant ee t hei r  t r anscendence i nt o Bei ng.  But  t he pr esence 

of  par t i cul ar s,  when skept i c i sm has t ouched bot t om,  r est s i n 

t he i ndubi t abi l i t y  of  i nt ui t i on.  When i nt ui t i on i s 

ent er t ai ned mer el y as i nt ui t i on,  as sur f ace,  and as 

appear ance,  t hen,   



The uni nt el l i gi bl e acci dent  of  exi st ence wi l l  
cease t o appear  t o l ur k i n t hi s mani f est  bei ng,  
wei ght i ng and cr owdi ng i t ,  and t hr eat eni ng i t  wi t h 
bei ng swal l owed up by nondescr i pt  nei ghbour s.  I t  
wi l l  appear  dwel l i ng i n i t s own wor l d,  and shi ni ng 
by i t s own l i ght ,  however  br i ef  may be my gl i mpse 
of  i t :  f or  no dat e wi l l  be wr i t t en on i t ,  no f r ame 
f ul l  or  of  empt y t i me wi l l  shut  i t ;  not hi ng i n i t  
wi l l  be addr essed t o me,  nor  suggest i ve of  any 
spect at or .  I t  wi l l  seem an event  i n no wor l d,  an 
i nci dent  i n no exper i ence.  The qual i t y of  i t  wi l l  
have ceased t o exi st :  i t  wi l l  be mer el y t he 
qual i t y whi ch i t  i nher ent l y,  l ogi cal l y and 
i nal i enabl y i s.  I t  wi l l  be an ESSENCE.  ( Sant ayana,  
74)  

 
 Essences,  f or  Sant ayana,  ar e t he f i x i ng of  i nt ui t i ons 

i n memor y and cogni t i on;  t hey ar e t he par t i c l es used i n 

t r ansi t or y knowl edge.  I n or der  t o r ebui l d t he edi f i ce of  t he 

wor l d upon a f oundat i on of  mer el y pr esent  par t i cul ar s,   

essences,  hol di ng f ast  t o t hese par t i cul ar s,  become t he 

par t i c l es f r om whi ch t he chai n of  t r ansi t i ve knowl edge i s 

const r uct ed.  

I  ant i c i pat e t he next  quest i on:  af t er  cr i t i qui ng Badt  

and Mer l eau- Pont y f or  t hei r  sacr i f i ce of  par t i cul ar i t y i n 

or der  t o r ecuper at e Bei ng,  why i s t he r eal m of  essence not  

j ust  anot her  r ecover y of  uni ver sal  knowl edge,  based on 

sacr i f i ce of  par t i cul ar  knowl edge t o ul t i mat e skept i c i sm? 

The di f f er ence i s t hi s:  i f  i nt ui t i ons ar e mer el y i ndubi t abl e 

par t i cul ar s t hat  ar e whol l y ar bi t r ar y,  cont i ngent ,  and 

i nt er est ed,  t hen t he r eal m of  essence,  bui l t  on t hese 

i nt ui t i ons,  suppor t s no uni ver sal  cogni t i ve c l ai ms,  and 

acknowl edges i t s cont i ngent  f oundat i on.  Fur t her mor e,  t he 

connect i ons f or med wi t hi n t he r eal m of  essence know 

t hemsel ves t o be mer el y ar bi t r ar y,  i nst r ument al  t ool s f or  



concept ual i z i ng wi t h t he wor l d.  The “ t r anscendence”  of  t he 

r eal m of  i nt ui t i on t o t he r eal m of  essence i s f ounded upon 

t he “ ani mal  f ai t h”  of  a subj ect ,  who i s i nt er est ed i n t he 

wor l d,  const ant l y al t er i ng and mani pul at i ng i t s 

concept ual i zat i ons t o accommodat e and assi mi l at e t he shocks 

and r upt ur es of  t he wor l d.   

Of  cour se,  t he choi ce and t he i nt er est  of  essences 
come ent i r el y f r om t he bent  of  t he ani mal  t hat  
el i c i t s t he v i s i on of  t hem f r om hi s own soul  and 
i t  advent ur es;  and not hi ng but  af f i ni t y wi t h my 
ani mal  l i f e l ends t he essences I  am abl e t o 
di scer n t hei r  mor al  col our ,  so t hat  t o my mi nd 
t hey ar e beaut i f ul ,  hor r i bl e,  t r i v i al  or  vul gar .  
The good essences ar e such as accompany and 
expr ess a good l i f e.  I n t hem,  whet her  good or  bad,  
t hat  l i f e has i t s et er ni t y.  Cer t ai nl y when I  cease 
t o exi st  and t hi nk,  I  shal l  l ose hol d on t hi s 
assur ance;  but  t he t heme i n whi ch f or  a moment  I  
f ound t he f ul f i l l ment  of  my expr essi ve i mpul ses 
wi l l  r emai n,  as i t  al ways was,  a t heme f i t  f or  
consi der at i on,  even i f  no one el se shoul d consi der  
i t ,  and I  shoul d never  consi der  i t  agai n.  
( Sant ayana,  76)  

 

Bui l t  on t he f oundat i on of  t he whol l y cont i ngent ,  i mmedi at e,  

i nner - subj ect i ve,  i nt er est ed par t i cul ar s of  t he r eal m of  

i nt ui t i on,  essence pr oj ect ed and const r uct ed t he f ai t hf ul  

ext ensi on of  t hese par t i cul ar s i nt o abst r act  medi at i on,  

ut i l i t y ,  and t r ansi t i ve knowl edge:  i n ot her  wor ds,  t he 

“ sur f ace”  of  t he r eal m of  i nt ui t i on i s ext ended i nt o t he 

“ dept h”  of  t he r eal m of  essence.  Thi s move i ni t i at es t he 

pr ocess of  f i l l i ng out  a phi l osophy whi ch Sant ayana cal l s 

Nat ur al i sm.   

Nat ur al i sm i s a phi l osophy of  obser vat i on,  and of  
an i magi nat i on t hat  ext ends t he obser vabl e:  al l  
t he s i ght s and sounds of  nat ur e ent er  i nt o i t ,  and 
l ed i t  t hei r  di r ect ness,  pungency,  and coer ci ve 
st r ess.  At  t he same t i me,  nat ur al i sm i s an 



i nt el l ect ual  phi l osophy;  i t  di v i nes subst ance 
behi nd appear ance,  cont i nui t y behi nd change,  l aw 
behi nd f or t une.  I t  t her ef or e at t aches al l  t hose 
si ght s and sounds t o a hi dden backgr ound t hat  
connect s and expl ai ns t hem.  So under st ood,  nat ur e 
has dept h as wel l  as sur f ace,  f or ce and necessi t y 
as wel l  as sensuous var i et y.  ( Sant ayana,  Thr ee 
Phi l osophi cal  Poet s,  38- 39)  

  
 Her e i s t he cr ux:  wher e Sant ayana cl ear l y demar cat es 

t he r eal m of  i nt ui t i on f r om t he r eal m of  essence,  ar gui ng 

f or  t he per si st ence of  t he cont i ngent ,  and i nt er est ed 

par t i cul ar  wi t hi n t r ansi t i ve knowl edge,  hol di ng t he t wo 

r eal ms i n a t ense,  st at i c and dual i st i c r el at i on t o one 

anot her ,  Mer l eau- Pont y and Badt  conf l at e t he t wo,  col l apsi ng 

of  i nt ui t i on’ s i mmedi acy wi t h essence’ s per manence,  and 

pr omot i ng t he v i r t ues of  pr eser vat i on i n exi st ence,  and 

i nt ui t i ve sci ence.  

 I n cont r ast  t o Badt  and Mer l eau- Pont y’ s,  account s of  

Cézanne’ s pr act i ce,  Sanat ayana’ s nat ur al i sm enhances mor e 

r ecent  account s of  Cézanne’ s pr act i ce t hat  cent er  ar ound t he 

r est i t ut i on of  al l egor y i n aest het i cs t hr ough an anal ysi s of  

ar t wor ks i n t er ms of  t hei r  phenomenal i t y and mat er i al i t y .  

“ Sur f ace”  and “ dept h” ,  whi ch al i gn wi t h t he r eal m of  

i nt ui t i on and t he r eal m of  essence,  ar e al so Sant ayana’ s 

t er ms f or  mat er i al i t y  and phenomenal i t y:   mat er i al i t y  her e 

under st ood as t he concat enat i on of  whol l y i mmedi at e sensuous 

par t i cul ar s upon whi ch t he wor l d of  t r ansi t i ve phenomenal  

r el at i ons ar e bui l t .  These r el at i ons medi at e t he mat er i al  

or der  and gi ve i t  meani ng,  t hey ar e t he ar chet ypes bui l t  

upon i nscr i pt i ve mat er i al i t y .   



 As Paul  de Man has ar gued,  t he at t empt  t o pr oduce t he 

symbol ,  whi ch i dent i f i es t he phenomenal i t y of  meani ng wi t h 

t he mat er i al i t y  of  st uf f ,  pr oduces a cont i nual  al l egor i cal  

“ f l i ght  and r et ur n”  ( de Man,  159) :  phenomenal i t y,  never  

qui t e abl e t o t ot al i ze and domi nat e i t s mat er i al  

count er par t ,  wi l l  pr oduce cont i nual l y at t empt s t o 

c i r cumscr i be i t s ot her ,  and pr oduce t he t r ansf or mat i on of  

quant i t y i nt o qual i t y,  t ext ur e i nt o st r uct ur e.  The 

r epet i t i on of  t hi s f l i ght  and r et ur n can be r ead as t he 

al l egor i cal  nar r at i ve of  t he ever - f r ust r at ed at t empt  at  

domi nat i on.  For  Cézanne cr i t i c i sm,  t he st akes of  t he game 

ar e such:  we can under st and t he doubl eness pr oduced by 

Cézanne’ s pi ct ur es i n t wo near l y i dent i cal  yet  f undament al l y 

di f f er ent  manner s.  1)  The at t empt s by Badt  and Mer l eau- Pont y 

t o ar gue f or  t he per manence of  i mmedi acy can onl y account  

f or  t he cont r adi ct i ons i n Cézanne’ s pr act i ce t hr ough t he 

t empor al i t y of  t he al l - at - once.  The f l i ght  and r et ur n 

bet ween phenomenal i t y and mat er i al i t y  i s f or c i bl y hal t ed i n 

t he cont r adi ct or y descr i pt i ons i nt ui t i ve sci ence,  or  

pr eser vat i on i n exi st ence.  These t er ms ar e i nt ended t o 

embody doubl eness al l - at - once,  i n a s i ngl e bl ow,  by 

combi ni ng t he cont r adi ct or y or der s of  “ i nt ui t i on”  wi t h 

“ sci ence”  or  “ pr eser vat i on”  wi t h “ exi st ence. ”  2)  On t he 

ot her  hand,  t he Epi cur ean “ bot h/ and”  i s a deni es t he 

necessi t y of  t he al l - at - once,  pr esent i ng t he v i c i ssi t udes of  

doubl eness i n a di f f er ent  manner .  I nst ead of  f or c i ng t he 

uni on of  i mmedi acy and medi at i on,  Epi cur eani sm di st i nct l y 



di v i des i nt ui t i on and essence,  mat er i al i t y  and phenomenal i t y 

i nt o t wo non- i dent i cal  r eal ms;  nei t her  i mmedi acy nor  

medi at i on i s deni ed,  r at her  t he r el at i on bet ween t he t wo i s 

expl i c i t l y  t hemat i zed.  An or der ed syst em of  r el at i ons i s 

bui l t  f ai t hf ul l y upon t he f oundat i on of  i mmedi at e,  and 

meani ngl ess,  sensuous par t i cul ar s,  whi ch der i ve t hei r  val ue 

sol el y f r om t he ar bi t r ar y i nt er est  of  t he subj ect .  Mor eover ,  

t he sensuous par t i cul ar s t ake on none of  t he meani ngf ul  

wei ght  of  mat er i al i t y ,  t he f or ce of  t he l et t er ,  unl ess a 

syst em of  phenomenal  r el at i ons has al r eady been st r uct ur ed.   

Epi cur ean et hi cs t r i es t o t r ansl at e t hi s epi st emol ogi cal  

posi t i on i nt o a physi cal  compor t ment ,  by acknowl edgi ng t he 

cont i nual  pul sat i on of  t hese t wo non- i dent i cal  r eal ms.  

Cézanne’ s pr act i ce of  pai nt i ng,  wi t h i t s deepl y posi t i v i st  

commi t ment  t o t he i nvest i gat i on of  obj ect s,  at  i t ’ s  ver y 

best  capt ur es expl i c i t l y  t hi s knowl edge and r esi gned at ar axy 

t owar ds t he wor l d.  

 I n a br i l l i ant  descr i pt i on of  cont our  i n Cézanne’ s 

“ Compot i er ” ,  Roger  Fr y shows exact l y how di f f i cul t  i t  can be 

t o di st i ngui sh bet ween t he symbol i c “ al l  at  once”  and t he 

al l egor i cal  pul sat i on of  “ f l i ght  and r et ur n” .  The cont our ,  

r epr esent i ng a ser i es of  pl anes so ext r emel y f or eshor t ened 

so as t o be “ r educed t o a l i ne, ”  causes a “ cer t ai n anxi et y” :   

The pl ane whi ch has no ext ensi on on t he sur f ace of  
t he canvas has yet  t o suggest  i t s f ul l  ext ensi on 
i n t he pi ct ur e- space.  I t  i s  upon t hat  t hat  t he 
compl et e r ecessi on,  t he r ot undi t y and vol ume of  
t he f or m depends.  The ver y f act  t hat  t hi s edge of  
t he obj ect  of t en appear s wi t h an except i onal  
c l ear ness compl i cat es mat t er s by br i ngi ng t he eye 



back,  as i t  wer e,  t o t he sur f ace of  t he canvas.  
( Fr y,  50)   

 
The cont our  i s exact l y t he l ocat i on wher e t he var i ous or der s 

must  come t oget her  – wher e t he c l ear  edge of  a obj ect ,  

emphasi z i ng t he l i t er al  sur f ace of  t he canvas,  pushes i t sel f  

back i nt o t he pi ct ur e- space t o cr eat e dept h.  We ar e t r apped 

bet ween t he ar t i cul at i on and cont i nui t y of  obj ect s,  and t he 

cont our  must  act  as t he t r anscendent  pr i nci pl e of  bot h 

sur f ace and dept h.  To say i t  i s  t he cause of  a “ cer t ai n 

anxi et y”  i s  t he under st at ement  of  t he year .   

For  t he pur e I mpr essi oni st s t hi s quest i on of  t he 
cont our  was not  so i nsi st ent .  Pr eoccupi ed as t he 
wer e by t he v i sual  wef t ,  cont our  had no speci al  
meani ng f or  t hem;  i t  was def i ned mor e or  l ess -  
of t en vaguel y -  by t he sum of  t he i ndi cat i ons of  
t one.  But  f or  Cézanne,  wi t h hi s i nt el l ect ual  
v i gor ,  hi s passi on f or  l uci d ar t i cul at i on and 
sol i d const r uct i on,  i t  became an obsessi on.  ( Fr y,  
50)   

 
To r econst r uct  and ar t i cul at e t he r eal m of  essence,  and i t s 

f oundat i on upon t he vi sual  wef t  of  i nt ui t i on,  i s  pr eci sel y 

Cézanne’ s t heme;  t he ent i r e quest i on of  an Epi cur ean 

pai nt i ng r est s upon exact l y how f ar  t hi s doubl e ar t i cul at i on 

goes.  Fr y cont i nues:   

He act ual l y dr aws t he cont our  wi t h hi s br ush,  
gener al l y i n a bl ui sh- gr ey.  Nat ur al l y t he 
cur vat ur e of  t hi s l i ne i s shar pl y cont r ast ed wi t h 
hi s par al l el  hat chi ngs,  and ar r est s t he eye t oo 
much.  He t hen r et ur ns upon i t  i ncessent l y by 
r epeat ed hat chi ngs whi ch gr adual l y heap up r ound 
t he cont our  t o a gr eat  t hi ckness.  The cont our  i s 
cont i nual l y bei ng l ost  and t hen r ecover ed agai n.  
( Fr y,  50)  

  
Her e Fr y has r eached t he pul sat i on of  al l egor y.  I t s “ f l i ght  

and r et ur n”  i s expl i c i t l y  char act er i zed:  we r ead t he 

al l egor i cal  nar r at i ve of  t he “ l oss and r ecover y”  of  



phenomenal i t y,  cont i nual l y t r y i ng t o c i r cumscr i be 

mat er i al i t y ,  i n t he pi l e- up of  pai nt  at  Cézanne’ s cont our s.  

Thi s al l egor i cal  pul sat i on i s exper i enced vi sual l y i n f r ont  

of  t he pai nt i ng:  

At  f i r st  s i ght  t he vol umes and cont our s decl ar e 
t hemsel ves bol dl y t o t he eye.  They ar e of  a 
sur pr i s i ng s i mpl i c i t y,  and ar e c l ear l y 
appr ehended.  But  t he mor e one l ooks t he mor e t hey 
el ude any pr eci se def i ni t i on.  The appar ent  
cont i nui t y of  t he cont our  i s i l l usor y,  f or  i t  
changes i n qual i t y t hr oughout  each par t i c l e of  i t s  
l engt h.  Ther e i s no uni f or mi t y i n t he t r aci ng of  
i t s  smal l est  cur ve.  ( Fr y,  51)   

 
The smal l est  negot i at i ons of  pai nt i ng ar e a st r uggl e bet ween 

cont i nui t y and ar t i cul at i on,  bet ween sur f ace and dept h,  

bet ween cont i ngency and per manence,  cont i nual l y pl ayed out  

bet ween mat er i al  and phenomenal  or der s.  At  t hei r  best ,  

Cézanne’ s pai nt i ngs,  ar t i cul at e t he i nabi l i t y  of  t he 

phenomenal  or der  t o phenomenal i ze mat er i al i t y .  They ar r i ve 

at  t he uneasy posi t i on of  af f i r mi ng a st r ange Epi cur ean 

“ bot h/ and” :  pai nt i ng i s bot h t he r e- const r uct i on of  a 

c l ear l y appr ehended wor l d,  and t he acknowl edgement  of  t hi s 

wor l d’ s cont i ngent  f oundat i on.  I f  Fr y wer e onl y t o st op her e 

i n hi s descr i pt i on we mi ght  t oo cal l  hi m an Epi cur ean but ,  

l i ke Badt  and Mer l eau- Pont y,  r ecoi l s f r om hi s own 

obser vat i on of  al l egor i cal  f l i ght  and r e- ent r enchs hi msel f  

back i n t he comf or t abl e wor l d of  t he symbol :  

By r eason of  t hese i ncessant  af f i r mat i ons and 
cont r adi ct i ons s i mi l ar  r esul t s f ol l ow f r om qui t e 
di f f er ent  condi t i ons.  We t hus get  at  once t he 
not i on of  ext r eme si mpl i c i t y i n t he gener al  r esul t  
and of  i nf i ni t e var i et y i n ever y par t . . . I n spi t e 
of  t he aust er i t y of  t he f or ms,  al l  i s  v i br at i on 
and movement . ”  ( Fr y,  51)  
  



The si mul t anei t y of  aust er i t y and var i et y seen t oget her ,  one 

shot  t hr ough wi t h t he ot her ,  cont r adi ct s Fr y’ s own 

al l egor i cal  descr i pt i on of  t he al t er nat i on and pul sat i on of  

cont i nui t y and change.  But  we cannot  bl ame Fr y t oo much;  

even Cézanne has t r oubl e mai nt ai ni ng t he di f f i cul t  t ask of  

keepi ng t he r eal m of  i nt ui t i on di st i nct  f r om t he r eal m of  

essence.  

 Compar i ng Badt ’ s bel oved “ Woman wi t h a Rosar y”  wi t h t he 

“ I t al i an Gi r l ”  r eveal s t he di f f i cul t y of  t hi s t ask.  The 

f or mer  pr esent s a compl et el y c l osed phenomenal  syst em of  

s i gni f i cat i on t hat  goes so f ar  as t o r ecuper at e i t s own 

mat er i al i t y  i n t he name of  met aphor .  Badt ’ s descr i pt i on of  a 

woman who hol ds her sel f  at  t he pr egnant  moment  bet ween t he 

t r avai l s and mut i l at i ons of  t he past ,  and t he i mpendi ng 

r esi gnat i on t owar ds deat h,  i s  embodi ed i n her  hands,  whi ch 

c l ut ch at  t he r osar y,  pul l i ng i t  i n t wo opposi t e di r ect i ons.  

Her  bl ue dr ess,  f or mi ng an ar r ow- head poi nt s t o t he spot  

wher e t he r osar y bi nds t oget her  t he f or ces of  t he cont i ngent  

wor l d and deat hl y t empor al i t y i nt o an i con of  per manence and 

pr esence.  Her  post ur e i s hunched over ,  a t hi ck bl ack smear  

of  pai nt  pr essi ng down on her  back and neck.  I t  ver ges on 

over whel mi ng her  t i ny f r ame and f or eshadows her  i mpendi ng,  

unassai l abl e f at e.  She si nks i nt o t he backgr ound,  whi ch 

shar es t he same pal et t e as her  upper  body,  wi t h onl y her  

head and hand st r uggl i ng agai nst  t he succumbi ng t o deat h.  

But  even wi t hi n t hi s head t he l i neament s of  deat h ar e 

v i s i bl e:  her  headdr ess i s t he col or  of  bl eached bone,  her  



vacant  eyes ar e l i ke t he hol l ows of  a skul l  and t he 

emaci at ed ski n r eveal s a deat h’ s head under neat h.  Even t he 

bui l d- up of  pai nt  ar ound her  head and hands becomes a 

met aphor  i n t hi s pi ct ur e:  t he dab of  pai nt  i s  pul l ed back 

i nt o t he phenomenal  or der ,  met aphor i z i ng her  f ur r owed and 

weat her ed ol d age,  s i gni f y i ng deat h.  The syst em of  

s i gni f i cat i on i s unst oppabl e.  I t  r ut hl essl y sur pr esses any 

possi bl e r upt ur e of  pur e mat er i al  i nscr i pt i on.  Badt  i s 

cor r ect  when he says:  

Compl et el y pr i soner  of  her  sol i t ude,  t hi s woman 
r epr esent s what  i s per manent  and et er nal ;  a human 
bei ng who i s mor e t han a human bei ng because,  
bel i evi ng i n her  l onel i ness,  she exper i ences her  
ul t i mat e uni on wi t h God.  Thi s woman i s not  
obsessed by t he di ssol ut i on of  her  l i f e;  she 
obsesses us by t he myst i cal  wi t hdr awal  whi ch i s 
snat chi ng her  away f r om al l  t hat  i s  t empor al .   

 
Badt  cor r ect l y i nt er pr et s t hi s pi ct ur e a symbol .  

 But  t he “ Young I t al i an Gi r l ”  i s  anot her  st or y.  Thi s 

pai nt i ng f unct i ons al ong t he l i nes of  t he deni al  of  

di s j unct i ve j udgement :  never  has t her e been such a 

det er mi nat e f i x i ng of  t he par t s of  a pai nt i ng i nt o t hei r  

speci f i c  and ar t i cul at ed posi t i ons,  yet  never  has t he 

r el at i on of  t hese par t s been mor e pr obl emat i zed.  I n f r ont  of  

t he canvas,  we move f r om t he ext r emes of  t he phenomenal  

or der i ng of  t he r eal m of  essence ( as we t ot al i ze and f or ce 

t he pai nt i ng i nt o per spect i val  and r ecogni t i ve st r uct ur es) ,  

t o t he concat enat i on of  t he sensuous mat er i al  par t i cul ar s of  

t he r eal m of  i nt ui t i on ( as we f ocus i n on t he unr ecogni zabl e 

masses and shapes i n t he t abl ecl ot h) ,  and back agai n.  Never  

has t he cont our  wi t h i t s emanat i ng bl ue,  t o par aphr ase 



Hegel ’ s r emar k on al l egor y,  been mor e “ i cy and col d” .  I f  

Badt ’ s “ Ol d Woman wi t h a Rosar y”  i s a t hi nl y vei l ed di sgui se 

f or  Cézanne,  t he l onel y ar t i st  her oi cal l y r esi gned t o be t he 

mast er  of  deat h,  t he “ Young I t al i an Gi r l ”  pr esent s t he ot her  

s i de of  t hi s mask:  a f i gur e r eposed and i n t he st at e of  

at ar axy,  f i l l ed wi t h t he mel anchol y t r anqui l i t y  of  a 

knowl edge bot h commi t t ed t o t ot al i zed r ecogni t i on of  t he 

wor l d,  and t he cont i ngent  f oundat i on of  knowl edge’ s own 

pr oj ect .  
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