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Editorial Note

This volume presents an English translation of the complete main text
and notes of a master’s thesis submitted to the University of Copen-
hagen in March 2005. The original English-language abstract has
been omitted as redundant in a fully English edition. The argument,
structure and historical frame of reference belong to the 2005 work
and have not been revised to reflect later scholarship. The purpose of
this edition is to make the original study available to an international
readership.

The typography and pagination are new and do not correspond to
the Danish edition. Obvious typographical errors have been corrected
silently. Titles of works remain in their original language; an English
translation is supplied in a note where it assists the reader. Quota-
tions translated directly from Danish sources are presented in English
in the main text, with the Danish wording supplied in the notes. The
German passages retained in the Danish thesis are treated in the
same way. Where the thesis cited Danish translations of Heidegger,
published English translations have been used where available; other
translations are original to this edition. Martin Aitken’s published
translations of Jgrgen Leth have been consulted where the relevant
text is available; quotations not explicitly attributed to Aitken are
translated for this edition. Existing English quotations have, wher-
ever possible, been checked against the sources cited in the original
bibliography.

Parts of the research were later reworked and expanded in Leth og
kedsomheden (2008), which focuses more directly on Jgrgen Leth and
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includes conversations with him. The thesis is nevertheless a broader
and independent piece of work, bringing Martin Heidegger, Wallace
Stevens and Jgrgen Leth into a single argument about the possibility
of positive boredom.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

“Far from having no content,

boredom is a state of potential richness,
a desert that is now being irrigated
and colonized.”

— Brian O’Doherty?

@ See Healy, p. 43.

Boredom is not bored. Or rather: boredom, in itself, is not boring.
The problem of boredom would thus appear to have been solved at
a stroke: boredom is interesting; we need only direct our attention
towards it. Such a turn is not straightforward, however, and the
solution therefore remains elusive. Or, as Heidegger puts it, it is diffi-
cult “not to resist profound boredom, but to let ourselves be attuned
by its attunement, so that we may hear from it what is essential.”?
Nevertheless, allowing ourselves to be attuned by boredom must be
the starting point of this thesis, particularly if it is subsequently to be
possible to formulate a positive concept of boredom.

1 GM, p. 240. German original: “einer tiefen Langeweile nicht entgegen zu sein,
von ihrem Stimmen sich durchstimmen zu lassen, um von ihr Wesentliches zu
horen.” Translation for this edition.
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Boredom is, in fact, no small matter. Although in its profound
form? it is not a natural given but a specifically modern phenomenon,®
it is more widespread today than ever before.* Boredom covers a
remarkable range. In some literary accounts, it extends from the
beginning of humanity to its end. Kierkegaard claimed that the gods
created humanity out of boredom, while Baudelaire prophesied that
boredom’s “delicate monster” would one day swallow the whole
world in an enormous yawn.®

But what is boredom?® If we are to believe its standard negative
account, boredom is an undramatic absence of meaning: a levelling”

2 A distinction is traditionally drawn between two kinds of boredom: situational
boredom on the one hand, and profound or existential boredom on the other.
Situational boredom is tied to a specific situation, such as waiting in a queue, and
does not appear to warrant closer study: the solution is always straightforward,
since one automatically leaves the boring situation—in this case, by eventually
reaching the front of the queue and being able to move on. Whenever boredom is
discussed in what follows, it is therefore understood to mean profound boredom.
This is characterised by everything appearing boring: a pervasive absence of will
and passion, but also a boredom which, being everywhere, is only rarely noticed
or acknowledged. It is simply difficult to see, which may be the principal reason
why comparatively little has been written about it.

Boredom does, however, have historical precursors, most notably the pre-modern
acedia that afflicted monks from the Middle Ages until the Renaissance. As such, it
was a minor, marginal phenomenon known only within monastery walls. Acedia—
also called the noonday demon, since, curiously, it attacked monks only in the
middle of the day—was a particularly grave sin. It was regarded as evidence of
a deficiency in God, or simply of God’s absence: how could the world appear
empty and meaningless if God were present? Acedia resembles boredom in many
respects; it, too, is characterised by indifference and idleness (Svendsen, p. 51).
Wenzel describes it as “spiritual sloth” (Wenzel, p. vii).

See, among others, Svendsen, p. 28.

Kuhn, p. 4.

Etymologically, both the Danish kedsomhed and the English boredom have their
origin in the French ennui (more on ennui later). When boredom first appeared
in English in the mid-eighteenth century, the word was synonymous with “the
malady of ennui, supposed to be specifically ‘French’, as ‘the spleen’ was supposed
to be English” (Abe, p. 32). Only later did boredom acquire a meaning of its own,
in part through Byron, who wrote: “Society is now one polish’d horde, / Form’d
of two mighty tribes, the Bores and Bored” (Don Juan, XIII) (see Abe, p. 32).
Kierkegaard in particular focused on, and expressed contempt for, levelling—that
is, the dissolution of differences. Johannes Mgllehave, in turn, presents boredom
as a state in which consciousness itself is levelled: the levelling (and the boredom)
is internal, almost invented or imagined: “When I hear people say that they are
bored, I almost envy them and imagine that they feel their consciousness to be

[T BN
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fog® that makes everything—all things and relations—one and the
same. It is satiety with the world of objects, a mental weariness in the
face of multiplicity. In boredom, differences dissolve for the subject
and the world becomes indifferent. In La noia, Moravia describes
boredom “as a disease of objects, consisting in the withering and loss
of vitality, almost with the suddenness of a stroke.”® Schopenhauer
likewise joins the large chorus portraying boredom negatively: the
human being is overcome by “a fearful emptiness and boredom; that
is, his inner nature and his very existence become an intolerable
burden to him.”1°

But is it not possible to see boredom in a different light? Might
boredom even be conceived positively? It can. The Romanian philoso-
pher E. M. Cioran, for example, described boredom as a superior
condition;!! the American cartoonist and artist Saul Steinberg ob-
served that creative artists “are led, directed and controlled by bore-
dom”;'? and the anthropologist Ralph Linton went so far as to regard
boredom as the cause or driving force of human cultural develop-
ment: “It seems possible, that the human capacity for being bored,
rather than man’s social and natural needs, lies at the root of man’s
cultural advance.”'® Paradoxically, however, the seed of a positive
understanding is already present in the negative concept of boredom.
If boredom is characterised first and foremost by an absence—of
meaning, feeling or connection with the surrounding world—then it
is fundamentally neutral. This neutrality gives boredom its potential,
since boredom may thereby be said to become what we make of it.

On this basis, one might argue that the problem is neither boredom
itself nor its apparently increasing prevalence, but what boredom is
made into and understood to be. The problem is not that boredom
exists, but that we do not know what to do with it. Boredom is elusive:
impossible to grasp and impossible to escape. As such, it may feel

like a pavement, or as flat as a pavement” (Mgllehave, p. 9; translated for this
edition).

Boredom is depicted as a fog, for example, in a passage in Ellis’s American Psycho;
see Svendsen, p. 45.

See Svendsen, p. 44.

19 Schopenhauer, p. 464 (Book IV, §57).

11 Svendsen, pp. 19-20.

12 See Healy, p. 43.

' Ibid.
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unpleasant, even oppressive.'* The traditional negative resonance
surrounding boredom is therefore, surprisingly, not grounded in what
boredom is—or is not. Boredom itself lacks nothing. The lack is on
our side: we lack a positive grasp of this state of mind.

The elusiveness of boredom testifies not only to the difficulty of
getting a grasp on it, but also to its being no-thing and, as such,
related to Nothing.!> The problem has its root in our uncertainty
about what to do when faced with this nothingness of boredom. Nor,
therefore, can boredom simply be defined positively from the outset.
The initial task is as much to grasp boredom’s elusive non-grasp as it
is to establish a provisional concept of boredom. How are we to grasp
the ungraspable? What are we to do when confronted with nothing?

Once, by way of a prologue, we have learned to direct our attention
towards boredom itself, the first proper stage on the way towards
a positive redefinition must do more than provide the thesis with a
conceptual ground by presenting a provisional account of boredom.
It must also address the project’s initial and fundamental difficulty:
the question of how no-thing can be made concrete and understood
positively. For this purpose, the path naturally leads through Martin
Heidegger. He is both the modern philosopher who treated boredom
most extensively and the thinker who, through his analysis of anxiety,
developed a positive understanding of the encounter with Nothing.

Heidegger also serves as a kind of springboard, propelling us
into the second stage of the project, which divides into two: the
more concrete literary analyses of poems by Wallace Stevens and
Jorgen Leth, with particular attention to the role of boredom. As
already noted, boredom depends on what is made of it; it may
perhaps even be identical with the way in which it is handled. A

14 Svendsen argues that boredom is more or less indefinable because it lacks the
positivity that characterises most other phenomena. According to Svendsen,
boredom is fundamentally to be understood as an absence—an absence of personal
meaning (Svendsen, p. 45). Yet the case may be exactly the opposite of what
Svendsen proposes: boredom may lack positivity because it is indefinable. If so,
the principal task in making a positive understanding possible must be to gain a
grasp of elusive boredom.

In “An Essay on Nothing” (c. 1742), Fielding writes: “Nothing is the End as well
as Beginning of all Things” (Fielding, p. 187). Boredom is therefore not alone in
occupying the outer limits of time, as Kierkegaard and Baudelaire might otherwise
suggest. Rather, boredom and Nothing form a partnership. Furthermore, if
Nothing existed before everything and will exist after everything, then Nothing
can now—with boredom—also be found in everything.

15
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positive understanding of boredom consequently requires concrete
ways of working with this state of mind. The task of the thesis’s
two literary sections is therefore, in particular, to map what I call
zero-point strategies in the work of Stevens and Leth. Both writers
succeed, in their different ways, in putting boredom to positive use
by incorporating it into their artistic strategies.

For various reasons to which I shall return, literature is the pre-
eminent source of a positive understanding of boredom. One funda-
mental reason should, however, be mentioned at the outset: literary
writers appear to have understood better than anyone else how to
adopt a positive view of boredom.!®

My ambition in relation to boredom is not of the strictest kind. I
do not maintain that the present redefinition is final or definitive; I
do, however, maintain that the inherited, traditional and negative
definition is not definitive either. The immediate task must be to free
boredom from the narrow concept to which it has been confined. I
shall then argue and demonstrate that another, overlooked experience
of boredom exists—and is therefore possible. In other words, the
ways of grasping or working with boredom that I hope to map are
exemplary without being arbitrary: the contrasting character of the
two literary sources is itself significant.

Wallace Stevens and Jgrgen Leth represent two different, positive
ways of working with boredom. They occupy opposite ends of the
seesaw of positive boredom, mirror one another around its midpoint
or fulcrum, and move in opposite directions in relation to the two
poles of boredom’s double bind: subject and world. This requires
closer explanation. Broadly speaking, Stevens initially locates bore-
dom in the external world and consequently withdraws into his own
inner landscape, from where boredom can be put to positive use
through particular techniques. The reverse applies to Leth, for whom
boredom primarily testifies to an inner lack or emptiness: an inability
to apprehend an otherwise singular reality.

In Stevens and Leth, besides a demonstration that boredom can be
worked with positively in several and even opposing ways, we gain a
sense of its range and prevalence across time, space and concrete sit-
uation. We also encounter two literary figures who demand different
forms of treatment. The bodies of work must be approached on their

16 See Healy, p. 43.
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own terms and in a manner appropriate to the overall subject. In the
case of Stevens, this means that both biography and the ambition to
portray the oeuvre as a whole are played down. Instead, the analysis
selects particular points in his writing, especially in order to locate a
number of interesting zero-point strategies. With Leth, by contrast,
the entire body of work is brought into play, and external circum-
stances are allowed a role. As we shall see, this appears to accord
with Leth’s own conception of the relationship between art and life.

This thesis takes its form from its central figures. It falls into three
parts, centred on Heidegger, Stevens and Leth.

As has already been suggested, the concept of boredom is tied to
a corresponding way of grasping boredom: boredom’s what and its
how are connected. Ultimately, however, the question remains: what
is boredom?



CHAPTER 2

The Concept of Boredom

“Boredom (... ) is a hybrid creature, partly objective,
partly subjective.”

— Martin Heidegger®

aGM, p. 132. German original: “Die Langeweile (...) ist ein
Zwitterwesen, teils objektiv, teils subjektiv.” Translation for this
edition.

Boredom is in between. What does that mean? It means that boredom
cannot be located in either the subject or the world alone.! Perhaps
boredom cannot be located at all, but only registered—something,
incidentally, that only human beings are capable of doing. The onset
of boredom reflects a level of consciousness possessed by human
beings alone. Goethe said that if only apes were capable of being
bored, they might perhaps be regarded as human.? This points to
boredom as something that concerns us as human beings, but it does
not mean that it does not at the same time concern the world. As
a specifically modern experience, boredom may naturally also be
connected with the world, or the particular context, in which it arises
or into which it arrives. One might also ask: does boredom come

! The manifestation of boredom concerns both an attunement and a situation; cf.
Clive, p. 359.
2 Cf. Svendsen, p. 9.
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from within or from outside??® Is its source the subject or the world?
Or: is the world boring because I make it boring, as the result of
some inner lack, or simply because the world really is boring per se?
The answer has already been given: neither and both. Boredom is in
between.

Boredom may be described as a limbo: a non-place, a transitional
phase. The term originates in Catholic doctrine, where it denotes the
state of waiting before heaven or hell—or, more precisely, between
heaven and hell. In the same way, boredom is an undecided condition
that may be drawn in two directions, one negative and one positive.
Yet boredom’s position in between, its double bind, concerns more
than this general polarity between negative and positive boredom.
As noted, it also occupies a position between subject and world. This
double bind or division is crucial here, where attention is directed
almost exclusively towards positive, “heavenly” boredom.

The central concern is, as should already be clear, to develop or
present a new, positively oriented concept of boredom: in other words,
to answer positively the question of what boredom is. Yet it lies in the
nature of the subject that boredom in itself is inaccessible. Boredom is
in between,; it arises somewhere between, in the encounter between
subject and world, and this also means that it cannot be grasped in
isolation. If boredom were simply an object, or a faculty of the brain,
it could reveal itself almost directly. Instead, it is a mode: it cannot
be located in itself but is expressed only through or in other things,
and thus indirectly. What boredom is therefore depends decisively
on how it is; the two are inseparable, and the path to the what leads
only through the how.

How, then, should boredom be investigated? Where is it expressed
most clearly and directly? The answer is: in literature. For now, only
the first of two arguments for this claim need be given. Literature,
and lyric poetry in particular, occupies the same position as boredom:
it, too, is in between. Literature inhabits the very field or domain
to which boredom belongs. This becomes especially apparent in the
so-called lyrical I, the traditional point of utterance in modern poetry:
literature spans and positions itself between subject and world. In
general terms, the lyrical utterance is clearly and avowedly subjective,

% In Die Grundbegriffe der Metaphysik, Heidegger divides situational boredom into
two forms, whose decisive difference is precisely whether boredom comes from
within or without; GM, p. 197.
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while the external world, through sensory impressions and the like,
is what both attention and the poem itself are directed towards.

Thus far, the principal effort has been to locate boredom: boredom
is in between, and it appears most clearly in literature. Yet its essence
has by no means been captured. By claiming that boredom arises
in the encounter between subject and world, we place it within a
dynamic. Boredom is not simply as it “is”; it is as it shows itself,
and its essence must therefore concern the way it functions in the
reciprocal encounter between subject and world. But is boredom
dynamic at all? Is it not rather the opposite—static? The scene of
boredom is an encounter that must be regarded as a temporal unit:
the character of the encounter emerges as it unfolds in time, and
a kind of diachronic section attentive to the non-static is therefore
necessary. But can boredom itself be called an encounter? Boredom
arises in the domain of the encounter, yet in itself it is closer to the
cessation of its scene. It marks a crisis in the encounter, in which the
exchange between subject and world is suspended—or reduced to
zero, if you like. Moravia accordingly characterised boredom as a
shield against reality: “Boredom is the suspension of all relationships
with reality.”*

If boredom’s what is identical with its mode, and its mode is to
suspend, to bring about a halt, then boredom is not itself a dynamic.
It may nevertheless help to create a dynamic that goes beyond, or
transcends, boredom. To that extent, boredom is a point in time at
which exchange ceases; as such, it may be regarded as a zero point.
This means both that boredom is not a dynamic and that it unfolds
in relation to a temporal frame. It contains no temporal progression,
but its opposite: it erases the dynamic and acts as a point without
being one in a logical or mathematical sense. Its mode is a halt, and
it must be understood in relation to time. Heidegger examined this
relationship closely and sought to dissolve the distinction between
boredom as a momentary phenomenon and as a constant. It can
perfectly well be both, since it is not absent when it goes unnoticed
but merely asleep.”® Profound boredom is a fundamental attunement,
Heidegger argues,® and as such it is always present; when it makes
itself felt, it does not arrive but awakens. None of this alters how it

4 Moravia, p. 274.
> GM, pp. 89-91.
6 Ibid., p. 116.
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presents itself to human beings. Boredom acts not as a constant but
as a zero point, even though that point may seem long once it is upon
us. Time becomes long in boredom; it is drawn out, as Heidegger
also observed,” and as the German word for boredom, Langeweile,
itself suggests.®

In approaching boredom and its what, we have so far only located
it, determining its place and its time. Its essence has escaped our
grasp, but we have only just completed the preliminary manoeuvres.
The next stage shifts attention from the second to the first element of
the term zero point: from the point to the zero.

2.1 Heidegger and Boredom

The path towards a positive concept of boredom and its zero point
leads through Martin Heidegger (1889-1976). In Was ist Meta-
physik?® Heidegger takes up the question of Nothing. What is Noth-
ing? Nothing is neither an object nor a being of any kind;'® Nothing
is that which does not “exist”, and is therefore fundamentally inde-
terminable. As such, Nothing is the same as Being, which Heidegger
further identifies with time. This is not very concrete and initially
tells us little. More important is that Heidegger does not regard Noth-
ing in isolation: it adheres to beings. Above all, the encounter with
Nothing is the opening that makes authentic existence possible—a
life that does not lose itself in the world of objects. Nothing is thus
positively determined, although it reveals itself directly only in anxi-
ety, an objectless fear: one is anxious not about something but about
no-thing.11

7 1Ibid., p. 118.

8 The fourth chapter of Thomas Mann’s The Magic Mountain (Der Zauberberg, 1924)

includes a long essayistic digression on boredom and time, “Excursus on the Sense

of Time”. One of its points is the strange fact that time drags when one is bored,

while the same span of time appears as an instant when viewed in retrospect. The

novel also presents boredom as a demonic force; cf. Kuhn, p. 351.

Was ist Metaphysik? was Heidegger’s inaugural lecture as professor at the Univer-

sity of Freiburg, delivered on 24 July 1929.

19 1n Heidegger, “beings” means the many things and relations that exist or are
present. Naess, p. 157.

! Heidegger derives this aspect of anxiety from Kierkegaard. The relation between
fear and anxiety resembles that between situational and profound or existential
boredom. As Doehlemann notes, situational boredom is object-related, whereas

10



Positive Boredom

What matters here is that boredom may fruitfully be compared
with Nothing. Both offer a form of resistance to beings, introducing
an emptiness; neither can be detached from beings, to which both
may be said to return—or rather, towards which they point back.!?
Boredom, however, is more worldly than Nothing. Boredom arose in
a particular cultural context, whereas Nothing truly has always (not)
been there.

Before considering the relation between Nothing, anxiety and
boredom more closely, we must briefly review several other basic
ideas and concepts in Heidegger’s thought that bear on the present
subject.

Heidegger’s fundamental project is to dissolve the somewhat rigid
and over-intellectualised distinction between self and world. This is
expressed above all in the concept of Dasein, which he proposes in
place of the tradition-laden “I”.!3 Dasein is defined by going beyond
itself, so to speak, in relating to the fact that it exists.'* Human beings
are at once part of beings and different from them; they distinguish
themselves from other beings.'> Through Dasein or consciousness,
the human being has a privileged status among beings and is able to
understand Being, the ground of beings.!® In relating to Being—not
through reason but either through a particular language connected
with Being,!” or through a pre-linguistic, bodily disposition'8—the
human being goes beyond itself as a being. Dasein is therefore
characterised by transcendence.

With his concept of Dasein, Heidegger brings into play the very
field in which boredom may also be said to reside: between subject

in profound boredom the whole world, rather than a particular “something”, is
boring; Doehlemann, p. 46.

12 The idea of Nothing depends on there being something at all; what is not is
unthinkable without what is. Per Hgjholt likewise argued that we give nothingness
a punctual existence in language and art by calling it something, for example
“nothingness”. In placing this word in the world, the world—“everything”, and
thus the opposite of “nothing”—is also created; cf. Birkvad (1992), p. 37.

13 Neess, p. 163.

14 1bid., p. 164.

15 Ibid., p. 157.

16 Vagn Andersen, p. 238.

17 As Heidegger himself may be said to demonstrate.

18 This bodily, almost intuitive disposition reflects our “thrownness”, the fact that we
are thrown into the world: we already understand Being before we understand it,
so to speak.

11
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and world, and between Being and beings. As noted, Being is the
ground of beings—the unifying dimension “behind” beings, like the
root of a tree or the source from which everything springs. Such a
ground creates unity and coherence among beings, and thus meaning.
Heidegger’s diagnosis, however, is that Being has been forgotten
in the logocentric, scientific, ontological and reason-based tradition
founded by the Greeks.!? The distinction between beings and Being
has disappeared, so that Being is treated as a being.?° Heidegger
therefore asks not only about the Being of beings but about Being
itself. He calls the distance between Being and beings the ontological
difference; it is this difference that has evaporated.?!

This also sketches a historical development. We have moved away
from a world in which beings had a ground, in which a deeper,
invisible, non-physical, metaphysical meaning lay behind beings, and
in which existence thus possessed transcendence. We have moved
towards a world which, after the collapse of metaphysics, is what
appears. In other words, the modern world and life within it have
become objectified and finite: they are surface. Meaning is no longer
to be found elsewhere, in a higher order, but—if anywhere—in beings
and thus in what human beings create. Indeed, meaning may not so
much be found in what humanity has created as be something human
beings must create again and again.?? With this turn into modernity,
boredom seems to gain a foothold.

After the collapse of metaphysics and the dissolution of the on-
tological difference, everything that is not has become Nothing.??
The incomprehensible or unthought no longer refers to an underly-
ing invisible order but is simply zero. As Being is forgotten, beings
lose their substance: objects and relations are without authenticity.
Beings are no longer in themselves, but can only be as themselves,
since the source of authenticity was lost in the forgetting of Being.
All that remains are human judgements, which prove inadequate

1 Heidegger draws a dividing line at Socrates, regarding the thought and speech
of the pre-Socratics as close to, or even reflecting, a primordial relation to Being.
WM, pp. 17-18.

20 Hass, p. 24.

! Ibid.

22 A crisis of metaphysics must also testify to a suspicion of earlier belief in higher
orders: these orders are regarded as pure invention, in reality illusions rooted in
humanity itself.

3 WM, pp. 39-40.

12
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because beings appear to human beings only as they appear, not as
they are. Essence disappears: beings do not exist; they are as they
are. Understanding something as something is what Heidegger calls
interpretation’s as-structure (Als-Struktur).?* For Heidegger, boredom
is a sign of inauthenticity, a lostness among beings, and therefore part
of the world governed by the as-structure.

Although the forgetting of Being prevails, Being has not disap-
peared; from a human perspective it has merely taken up residence
in beings. In its authentic form, however, Being appears as Noth-
ing, which adheres to beings.?> Dasein’s encounter with Nothing
re-establishes the ontological difference: the movement from beings
through Nothing unfolds their authentic meaning anew, restoring
authenticity and meaning to beings.?® At the same moment boredom
dissolves—or, more precisely, falls asleep again. The encounter with
Nothing brings beings back to life. Out of Nothing arises wonder at
beings and an interrogative attitude. At the close of Was ist Meta-
physik?, Heidegger thus poses Leibniz’s question anew: “Why are
there beings at all, and why not rather Nothing?”%’

The movement from beings in their as-structure, through Nothing
and back to a new and more authentic relation to beings, may be
described as a journey through the ontological difference and at the
same time as its revival. But does boredom not also play a role here,
making it more than a possible mode of inauthentic Dasein? Heideg-
ger says that Nothing adheres to beings—but is this not precisely a
description of boredom? When boredom sets in, beings lose their
significance. They cease to be something for the subject; at best,
they are merely as they are. Boredom may therefore be said to carry
Nothing or nothingness into beings. It is not Nothing but rather
Nothing’s envoy or representative, dwelling among beings: unlike
Nothing, boredom does not merely adhere to beings; it “is” in them.?®

The notion that boredom is Nothing’s envoy plainly contradicts Hei-
degger’s assertion that Nothing reveals itself directly only in anxiety.

24 Hass, p. 28.

B WM, p. 35.

%6 Heidegger writes: “Human existence can relate to beings only if it holds itself
out into the nothing.” WM, p. 41; established English translation in What Is
Metaphysics?.

7 WM, p. 42.

8 This is supported by Heidegger’s claim that boredom is a fundamental attunement
alternating between sleep and wakefulness.
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In Was ist Metaphysik?, Heidegger attributes to boredom the capacity
to reveal beings as a whole. This is connected with its dissolution
of differences: everything, all differences, becomes one. Boredom is
therefore not assigned a transcending role; it binds the subject more
firmly to the world of objects and does not unfold the ontological
difference anew. Heidegger writes: “The more we turn toward beings
in our preoccupations, the less we let beings as such slip away, and
the more we turn away from the nothing. All the more certainly
do we drive ourselves into the public surface of existence.”?® But
is boredom not precisely what contradicts this? Boredom is satiety
with beings, with the “public surface”, and it permits the opposite
position: the more we turn towards beings, the more we let them slip
away. The arrival of boredom suggests that one has done too much
rather than too little. As Geoffrey Clive puts it: “Man is bored not
only when there is nothing to do, but also when there is too much, or
when everything waiting to be done has lost its luster.”*°

Nor is boredom straightforwardly a force that creates an inauthen-
tic totality among beings, as Heidegger proposes in Was ist Meta-
physik?. Any totality boredom produces comes only later, after a
journey through the ontological difference. Initially, boredom does
not unite or assemble the fragmentary; its levelling is instead a disso-
lution, a destruction of differences among beings, or a banishment of
the particular. Boredom is therefore negative in the first instance. Yet
rather than destruction, we should speak of and focus on deconstruc-
tion, in a somewhat different sense from the usual one.?! Boredom
marks a crisis in the encounter between self and world as Nothing
is carried into, or becomes visible among, beings; subsequently, a

2 WM, p. 36; translation checked against the established English version of What Is
Metaphysics?.

30 Clive, p. 360.

31 This is a different deconstruction from Derrida’s. For Derrida, deconstruction
is the work of difference; here almost the reverse is true. Boredom’s possible
construction follows an in-difference: creation comes after a difference-less zero.
The contemporary Italian philosopher Mario Perniola similarly emphasises the
possibility within the undifferentiated, particularly in The Sex Appeal of the Inor-
ganic (2000). There he articulates a new experience, a new sexuality: traditional
organic sexuality, based on sexual difference and governed by desire and plea-
sure, is replaced by a neutral, inorganic and artificial sexuality liberated from
differences—or, rather, liberated by thought from nature. This is the ground of
possibility, founded partly on the human being’s regarding itself as a thing, an
object.
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new and more authentic relation to beings may be established. Like
anxiety, boredom thus functions as a revelation of Nothing: boredom
is a mini-Nothing.

It would, however, be incomplete and misleading to invoke Hei-
degger only for the conception of boredom expressed in Was ist
Metaphysik? A few months after the lecture on which that text was
based, Heidegger began the lecture course collected in Die Grund-
begriffe der Metaphysik.>> Something seems to have taken shape for
Heidegger during those few months. In Die Grundbegriffe, boredom
is given a greater role as it receives extended treatment. With appar-
ently greater clarity, Heidegger argues that boredom is a fundamental
attunement, and that fundamental attunement is the fundamental
way in which Dasein is Dasein. This also means that it is as it shows
itself.33 Moreover, Heidegger now traces a connection between Da-
sein and boredom: Dasein reveals itself in boredom,?* owing not
only to the relation to fundamental attunement but also to boredom’s
kinship with Nothing. In boredom, we are bound by—nothing.3>

This also suggests boredom’s double character: it is tangible and
intangible at once, a non-physical presence within the concrete. It
is therefore related to the metaphysical and to the higher orders
that, before secularisation, gave meaning, including through their
derived physical forms such as rituals and symbols. This kinship is
striking given that boredom is traditionally regarded as an absence
of personal meaning.3® Being has truly become Nothing. Heidegger
also describes boredom as a no-thing among beings: what bores us
cannot be nothing, but must be something present at hand if it is
to bore us. In other words, boredom does not arise because there
is nothing around us.?” He adds that being left empty means being
offered nothing by whatever is present at hand.?® Boredom thus
resides midway between beings and non-being; it belongs to both
domains.

32 The lectures were held at the University of Freiburg in the winter semester of
1929-30.

3 GM, p. 101.

34 Ibid., p. 101.

35 Ibid., p. 146.

36 Svendsen, p. 45.

57 GM, p. 154.

%8 Ibid., p. 155. “Being left empty” (Leergelassenheit) is, for Heidegger, one of the
ways boredom operates in human beings.
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Perhaps boredom is the most widespread and at the same time
the least utilised connection with the primordial, the original ground
of beings. Being is Nothing: the ground of beings is not itself a
being but Being, which may accordingly be described as non-being,
no-thing or Nothing.?? Hegel could thus say with good reason, as
Heidegger quotes him: “Pure Being and pure Nothing are therefore
the same.”*® But can Nothing be the ground of everything? If so,
boredom—as Nothing’s worldly envoy, carrying Nothing into beings—
may be regarded as a revelation of the unthought ground of beings,
of the primordial, of Being. Boredom is potentially a return to Being
born of satiety with beings. Boredom is also a mini-Being.

2.2 Finitude and Openness

How can a mini-Nothing and a mini-Being be brought together?
The answer is: boredom is an openness. What does this mean?
Boredom withdraws beings from Dasein, which may then encounter
the world anew in its primordiality. It gives the human being another
perspective, enabling an authentic relation to the world that looks
towards its essence. Boredom is a plateau on which new life may
arise.

Engaging with boredom constructively is therefore not merely a
matter of making the best of an undeniable, and for most people
troublesome, part of life. Boredom is an opening towards Being and
must as such be considered attractive, a privilege.*! It is not only un-
avoidable but necessary for Dasein. Boredom creates transcendence
by disentangling Dasein from what merely is; through this transcen-
dence it confirms the distinctive character of Dasein. Boredom may
thus be said to draw its nourishment from human self-consciousness
and to be unthinkable without it, while through transcendence it
confirms and sustains that same consciousness.

39 Cf. Jgrgen Hass, p. 36. One might add that if beings truly are without ground and
metaphysics has therefore rightly been banished, then the ground of beings must
surely be Nothing.

40 Cf. Heidegger, WM, p. 40. Heidegger explicitly agrees with Hegel on this point.

41 Svendsen likewise calls boredom a privilege of modern humanity, partly because
it presupposes a material basis (Svendsen, p. 23). Qvortrup notes that boredom is
no longer an attraction, as it was for Kierkegaard, but a condition to be avoided
(Qvortrup, p. 28).
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We began with boredom’s place and time. If one considers the
genesis both of time and of the world, it becomes clear that they
arise together, and that everything finite is temporal.#> There is
therefore a clear connection between time and world; neither can
be, or be thought, without the other. When time drags in boredom,
when boredom draws time out, the parallel with the world and its
finitude is evident. Might great finitude lead to long time, and thus
to boredom? The connection is plausible. Boredom is a halt in
the subject’s relation to beings, satiety with the world, an effect of
excessive objecthood—the result of too much finitude. Finitude is
in one sense the same as a lack of transcendence, and in that light
boredom becomes the saving force: it arises in finitude as a reaction
and is at the same moment the solution to the problem. Boredom is
not a problem but both the symptom of the problem and its solution.

How does boredom solve finitude? By creating the transcendence
it lacks. In Heideggerian terms, boredom arises when the as-structure
of beings has been pushed to its limit, and in that moment Nothing
appears in derivative form, allowing the journey through the onto-
logical difference to begin. This journey unfolds Being anew and
re-establishes an authentic relation to Being.

2.3 Freedom and the Subject

Historically, boredom arises alongside, and is even released by, a
process of liberation. This contains an ironic element if boredom
is regarded as a bond that turns everyday life, and thus the whole
world, into a prison.*? Closer attention reveals that boredom is in fact
part of this freedom, not its opposite. It may even express a greater
freedom than the traditional kind, which remains unable to free itself
from the world of objects. Boredom is an averting gesture towards
beings: they become one and then disappear for the subject, after
which a new openness may arise.

A new, positive concept of boredom must therefore originate with
the subject. It is for the subject to handle boredom as well as possible.
Boredom arises with the subject, not in it, and it is on the side of
the subject, not the world, that a response must begin. Heidegger

“2 GM, p. 121.
*3 Svendsen, among others, describes boredom as a prison; Svendsen, p. 28.
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supports this argument. If boredom is a fundamental attunement,
then when something is boring, it is because we make it boring.** As
a fundamental attunement, even if from another perspective it is a
cultural phenomenon, boredom is rooted in the subject. It is there
before it appears, and calling something external boring therefore
involves a fallacy: we transfer an effect and its characteristics to
what immediately appears to cause it.*> The solution to oppressive
boredom does not seem to be an increase in entertainment,*® but, as
a first step, simply not fleeing from it. This requires recognising its
non-oppressive potential and learning how to make use of it. Here
we may speak of zero-point strategies, and these are precisely what
occupy the literary analyses in this thesis.

2.4 Being, Boredom and Poetry

As we have seen, boredom is intricately connected with an under-
standing of Being;*’ it may even be regarded as a mini-Being. This
connection provides another argument for literature as the principal
access to boredom. Heidegger repeatedly stresses that language and
art—and therefore, at best, verbal art—may serve as a refuge for
Being, where reason and logic fall short.*® Wallace Stevens appears
to be on the same wavelength when he inscribes a concept of Being
into his aesthetics: poetry is, for Stevens, “as an unofficial view of
being”.4°

Stevens emphasises that where the philosopher seeks epistemolog-
ical certainty, the poet seeks only to express an individual feeling or

* GM, p. 127.

%5 Ibid., p. 131.

6 Boredom and the entertainment industry have in fact grown large together; they
have gone hand in hand in the same time and place (cf. Spacks, pp. 18-19).
Boredom is also closely connected with modernity’s abundance of information, a
relation examined in depth by Orrin E. Klapp in Overload and Boredom (1986).

47 Heidegger can therefore extend Goethe’s observation that boredom distinguishes
us from animals. Animals may perceive and “understand” beings, Heidegger says,
but only Dasein can experience beings in their Being; cf. Vagn Andersen, p. 238.

*8 This account of art as connected with Being, even as revealing Being, has clear
Romantic overtones. The same may be said of the emphasis on language as the
“house of Being”. Hass, p. 38.

4 WS, “The Noble Rider and the Sound of Words”, in The Necessary Angel, p. 40; cf.
Hines, p. 28.
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sense of Being.”® This corresponds to Heidegger’s idea that Being
must be experienced through a form of pre-conceptual awareness: an
intuitive approach explained by how, rather than what or why.>!>2
Moreover, according to Heidegger, it is precisely the processual char-
acter of Being that appears in the subject’s, or Dasein’s, fundamen-
tal attunement or attunedness, to which boredom belongs.>® In
other words, Being reveals itself in a fundamental attunement, in a
profoundly subjective relation, and can therefore be captured only
through a subjective and non-static description. The understanding
of Being that initially lies only latently within boredom thus requires
a particular grasp or way of working with it, and this grasp must
itself be capable of containing or attending to Being. We are left with
the conviction that literature is the privileged opening onto boredom.
Literature itself must now be allowed to speak.

>0 Ibid.

°L Cf. Hines, p. 119.

52 This approach to Being through how agrees to some extent with traditional
ontology, in which Being appears as indeterminate: we cannot say what Being is.
Cf. Hass, p. 36.

>3 GM, p. 102.
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CHAPTER 3

Wallace Stevens—Boredom
and Imagination

“It is the celestial ennui of apartments
That sends us back to the first idea”

— Wallace Stevens?

aCp, p. 381.

The American high-modernist poet Wallace Stevens (1879-1955)! is
known above all for his humorous verbal tone? and his great confi-

Like Kafka, Stevens did not live as a professional writer, but worked as a lawyer
for the Hartford Accident and Indemnity Company—a position he did not give up
even when, at the age of seventy-five, he was offered a professorship in poetry at
Harvard. Stevens was forty-four when his first collection, Harmonium, appeared
in 1923, and there were long periods in which he was literarily inactive. After
the birth of his daughter, he wrote almost nothing for more than five years and
devoted much of his spare time to gardening. His biography presents a picture of
bourgeois solidity: a permanent job, a settled home and a settled family life in
Hartford, Connecticut.

2 The comic element is evident in a number of Stevens’s titles, including “The
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dence in the imagination as a synthesising, even redemptive force.3
Another characteristic is his markedly philosophical approach to po-
etry: philosophy seems incorporated into his verse. It is probably no
exaggeration to say that Stevens builds a bridge between philosophy
and literature in his poetry, yet in the final analysis he remains an
aesthete through and through. Stevens may be a philosophical poet,
but he is not a poetising philosopher.*

As discussed in the preceding chapter, Stevens inscribed a concept
of Being into his aesthetics, and this is essential in relation to boredom.
Boredom is connected with Being and may therefore be said to call for
a literary approach. At the same time, Being may be said to condition
boredom, since, according to Heidegger, Being reveals itself in the
fundamental attunement that boredom also is. A more extensive
connection now comes into view: not only is there an intuitive, almost
sensory and unofficial connection between literature and Being, as
Stevens saw it; this connection may be expanded to include three
elements: poetry, boredom and Being. The three are interwoven
and mutually conditioning, forming a fabric or relationship to which
Stevens scholarship has paid little sustained attention.>®

This also reveals Stevens’s kinship with the Romantic tradition. The Romantic
poets in particular placed great hope in the poetic imagination, regarding it as a
faculty situated between body and consciousness and between subject and world,
from where it might unite opposites and thus prevent division.

Stevens has in fact been called both a philosophical poet and a poetic philosopher.
His poems are not philosophy, however, since, according to Stevens himself, poems
are not about reality: they do not comment on reality, but form part of it and
contribute to it; cf. Kermode, p. 83. His ambition to unite literature and philosophy
is nevertheless evident and again reveals his debt to Romanticism: Romantic poets
and philosophers displayed a pronounced tendency not to recognise the boundary
between literature and philosophy; cf. Gulddal, p. 8.

Masahiko Abe is almost alone in pursuing the motif of boredom, but his account
tends continually towards biographical matters, such as the weariness with things
found in Stevens’s childhood journals or the likely boredom of his working life in
insurance.

Much of the now extensive Stevens scholarship found it difficult to write ade-
quately about this body of work. Almost no significant study appeared during
Stevens’s lifetime; interest spread only with the linguistic turn of the 1960s. In his
pioneering Wallace Stevens: The Poems of Our Climate, Harold Bloom calls Stevens
modern poetry’s most advanced rhetorician. This may explain both why Stevens
is so difficult to grasp or take at his word and why scholarship tends to lose itself
in textual analysis without moving beyond the poems’ rhetorical plane.
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3.1 The Boredom of Separation

At one point in “Like Decorations in a Nigger Cemetery”, from Ideas of
Order (1936), we find the phrase “the gross tedium of being rare” (CP
155).7 This expresses the slightly surprising idea that boredom does
not necessarily arise from being like everyone else, but rather from
being an exception, a rarity.® Boredom is perceived negatively here,
since Stevens is consistently attracted to the common or ordinary life
with which he seeks union. In what is perhaps his best-known poem,
“Notes toward a Supreme Fiction” (1942), included in Transport to
Summer (1947), “major man”'? is therefore said to be “more than
an exception, part, // Though an heroic part, of the commonal” (CP
388). This also points towards the ideal poetic situation and position:
one in which the poetic speaker is both singular and part of what is
shared—an exception that is not isolated.

Yet a genuine union with the common does not appear to be
available to Stevens. “Major man” is not Stevens himself, but rather
an heir born of Stevens’s dreams and hopes. Boredom is therefore
not a fleeting condition. In Stevens’s poetry, final and lasting union is
apparently never achieved; it is only outlined and, at times, attained
momentarily.!! The creative field does not consist of an already
achieved union and fullness. It is instead an in-between field in

“Tedium” (and “tedious”) is one of many words related to “boredom”. According
to O’Connory, it denotes above all a mental rather than physical pain, especially
associated with a protracted sense of time: “[it is] said of anything occupying
time, as a task or journey, a speech or narrative” (O’Connor, p. 385).

Stevens’s roots in Romanticism, traced especially by Frost and Bornstein in relation
to “Notes”, appear here. He partly shares the Romantic image of the poet as a
chosen figure in an ivory tower, remote from the common. Yet isolation is not
desirable for Stevens, and boredom becomes crucial: an unavoidable condition
in the tower, but also, in collaboration with imagination, a lifeline capable of
reuniting the poet with the common.

Hereafter “Notes”.

“Major man” is Stevens’s figure for the future, ideal and redemptive poet, and a
recurrent motif throughout his work.

Towards the end of Stevens’s career, however, a more lasting union and an
experience of continual fullness can be discerned, connected with a dismantling
of longing already at work in “Notes”: “I have not but I am” (CP 405) and “there
is an hour / Filled with expressible, in which I have // No need, am happy” (CP
404-5). Longing is far from positive; it is almost ridiculous, although part of the
poetic circumstances. As Robert Rehder observes, longing is nothing: it can never
transform itself into the object towards which it is directed (Rehder, p. 227).

10
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which the constant is a search for union. In other words, Stevens’s
poetic speaker is almost always isolated at the outset, and boredom
is therefore never far away. Boredom marks a crisis between subject
and world and is thus connected with isolation. But which comes
first: isolation or boredom?

In “Notes” we may find the answer. Early in the long poem, we
read: “It is the celestial ennui of apartments / That sends us back to
the first idea” (CP 381).1213 The striking word “apartments” names
what brings boredom about, and it must be understood as deliberately
carrying several meanings and pointing in several directions. Most
obviously it refers to flats, which may be seen as isolated spaces in
which people are separated from, or held at a distance from, one
another. A characteristic piece of Stevensian wit thus appears: all our
“apartments” keep us physically “apart”.

The wordplay extends further, since this “apart” is set against “a
part”, to be part of something, a phrase that occurs several times in
“Notes”.'* The poem thereby suggests the hair’s-breadth boundary
between being part of something (“a part of”) and being separated
from it (“apart from”). Linguistically, the difference is no more than
a single space.

The meaning of “apartments” reaches further still. In relation
to “Notes” and its other themes, we may speak of apartments as
the separations produced by reason. Reason is characterised by
distinction and division—or, more precisely, by rigid categorisation—
and it is reason, above all, that comes under attack in “Notes”. From
its opening, the poem unfolds an I-you relation between an “I” and
an “ephebe”.!®> This forms the poem’s outer frame, within which

12 Gaylin, who sees ennui as descending directly from pre-modern acedia and modern
melancholy, contrasts it with boredom: “Boredom moves to defeat that which
ennui accepts. Boredom is a call to action; ennui is resignation” (Gaylin, p. 116).
Spacks notes that ennui carries greater dignity or prestige: “If only because
it seems more dignified, many people would rather suffer [from] ennui than
boredom, despite its presumably greater misery” (Spacks, p. 12).

13 The first idea is an imagined origin: the idea that came before all others and did
not arise from another idea or anything else. It therefore also represents purity,
the world seen clearly before and without human influence. The following section
considers the first idea and especially its relation to boredom in greater detail.

14 Compare, among other instances, the formulation “part, / Though an heroic part,
of the commonal” cited above.

15 In ancient Athens, the ephebe was an eighteen- or nineteen-year-old newly entered
on the citizen roll and belonging to the two youngest classes of military service:
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a process of instruction takes place. The initial tone is therefore
didactic. Ironically, the ephebe receives instructions in how to rid
himself of reason: an “unreasoning” (CP 398) is necessary if authentic
life is to become accessible (CP 380):

You must become an ignorant man again
And see the sun again with an ignorant eye
And see it clearly in the idea of it.

Perception can give the subject access to impressions that reason
cannot comprehend, and perception is accordingly identified as the
starting point when the poem opens: “Begin, ephebe, by perceiving”
(CP 380). But what is to be perceived? What is to replace reason?
What can be encountered through this unreasoning, presupposition-
less approach? According to the lines just quoted, the answer is “the
sun”, or rather the idea of the sun, “the idea of it”. It is therefore not
actual, manifold life that is to be sensed or perceived, but the idea
behind it all: the idea of the life-giving sun, the origin of life itself.
Elsewhere in “Notes”, this idea is called the first idea, and it is “the
celestial ennui of apartments / That sends us back to the first idea”.
Separation—including the rigid categorisations of reason—and the
boredom that follows are thus what cause and enable the encounter
with the first idea. But what is the relation between boredom and the
first idea?

3.2 Boredom, Imagination and the First Idea

Only a few lines after the description of boredom as a point of depar-
ture towards the first idea, that description is revised, and boredom’s
role appears more significant than first assumed: “May there be an
ennui of the first idea? / What else, prodigious scholar, should there
be?” (CP 381). Through this rhetorical question, boredom becomes

both a beginning citizen and a beginning soldier. This accounts for the figure in
the final canto who says “Civil, madam, I am” (CP 406), and for the soldier of
the coda (Cook, p. 215). Stevens’s ephebe is also a beginning poet (La Guardia,
p. 74), apprenticed in “Notes” and expected one day to create “a Supreme Fiction”.
Addressed as “prodigious scholar” (CP 381), he participates in the poem’s theme
of learning: the poem begins in the learned world, as “notes”, with an especially
didactic tone in its first two parts, before “We” finally move beyond “the lecture”
(CP 406) into Stevens’s golden city and world, his “mundo” (CP 407).
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almost identical with the first idea; it is simply all that there is in the
first idea. “The first idea” is therefore crucial to an understanding of
boredom in Wallace Stevens. But what is the first idea?

As already noted, the first idea concerns not reason but perception;
encountering it requires an attitude not borne by reason. Naming
and denotative language are consequently suspended. Stevens notes
this, contradictorily and humorously, in relation to the sun, an image
of the first idea: “The sun / Must bear no name, gold flourisher” (CP
381).16

The first idea must also be regarded as the opposite of manifold life:
it is an imagined origin, a zero point gloriously liberated from beings—
“The first idea is an imagined thing” (CP 387). The ephebe must not
merely see the sun “in the idea of it”, but see it “with an ignorant eye”.
He must first of all look away: away from every concept, all history
and all beings.!” Only in this way can he encounter the non-existent
first idea, which may simply be Being. Boredom’s line of connection
to Being reappears here in the form of the first idea: boredom either
is, or leads to, a point behind beings.

It is also clear that perception is not enough. Perception alone
cannot provide access to the first idea. The manoeuvre of “seeing” it
is bound to perception but is equally an abstraction.'® For Stevens,
abstraction is a way of passing behind the world’s appearance to

16 The relationship between passivity and activity, silence and speech, is also at issue
here (Abe, pp. 209-10). One might add: the relationship between the first idea
and the poem, or, as “The Man Whose Pharynx Was Bad” from Harmonium (1923)
puts it, “new orations of the cold” (CP 96).

Carter Wheelock traces a similar tendency in Jorge Luis Borges. By shaking the
hypostasis, the denotative meaning of words, Borges undermines the history of
thought and returns us to a primordial chaos, a non-conceptualised world, the
uncreated and amorphous (Wheelock, p. 22). Borges’s work thus also contains a
critique of reason and an emphasis on the creative zero point not unlike Stevens’s
first idea. Wheelock accordingly distinguishes “thinking” from “not thinking”: in
Borges—and apparently also in Stevens—thinking is synonymous with imagina-
tion, whereas not thinking means possessing knowledge used uncritically and
automatically, without metaphysical questions (Wheelock, p. 31). Imagination
may therefore be opposed to concrete knowledge, and thinking testifies to an
absence of knowledge. This critique may be related both to Valéry’s statement
that to name an object is to kill it (Wheelock, p. 4) and to Schiller’s dictum that
knowledge equals death (Wheelock, p. 31).

18 The first of the three parts of “Notes” is itself entitled by the imperative addressed

to the supreme fiction: “It Must Be Abstract”.

17
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reach a point at which reality is not changing.!® We are therefore
dealing with a perception-bound abstraction capable of establishing
contact with an origin or zero point in the form of the first idea.
Ultimately, this first idea must be imagined: one cannot see the first
idea, or nothing, but must picture it.

In this way boredom, in the form of the first idea, is connected
with imagination. Yet the distinction between the first idea and imag-
ination must be kept in view. The first idea is marked by absence and
purification; more specifically, it expresses the activity of abstraction.
Imagination, by contrast, is present and above all makes concrete—
though it is not itself concrete, being intangible; its product is, or
appears to be, concrete. Despite these oppositions, the first idea and
imagination enter into one another. First, the absence of all things,
including the absence of images, must itself be imagined: “the ab-
sence of the imagination had / Itself to be imagined” (CP 503).%°
Second, the first idea prepares the ground for imagination and, con-
sequently, for the supreme fiction. This latter relationship requires
further comment, not least because it concerns what must be called
Stevens’s principal zero-point strategy.

In “Notes”, Stevens undertakes what is perhaps his most ambitious
project.?! He seeks to write his way towards the outline of a supreme
fiction capable of replacing the fictive non-fictions of earlier ages,
such as the Bible. The “Supreme Fiction” must itself be knowingly
fictive and must not conceal its fictionality, since whether it is true is
not decisive for the experience of fullness.?? In the process leading
towards the supreme fiction, boredom occupies an essential point.
The first manoeuvre—a zero-point strategy—is the return to the first
idea, the imagined origin, and it is “the celestial ennui of apartments
/ That sends us back”. The separations of reason produce not merely

19 Cf. Riddel, p. 167.

20 Quoted from “The Plain Sense of Things”, from the collection The Rock (1954).

21 Stevens himself described “Notes” as his “imaginative high-water mark” (cf. Born-
stein, p. 17); the poem may thus be regarded as an imaginative culmination of
his work.

22 In a letter to Henry Church dated 8 December 1942, Stevens writes: “There are
things with respect to which we willingly suspend disbelief; if there is instinctive
in us a will to believe, or if there is a will to believe, whether or not it is instinctive,
it seems to me that we can suspend disbelief with reference to a fiction as easily
as we can suspend it with reference to anything else...” (The Letters of Wallace
Stevens, p. 430).
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boredom but a celestial boredom. This does not mean the boredom
traditionally attributed to Heaven.?? It is a purified but worldly state,
closer to a terrestrial heaven,?# and in this respect boredom resembles
the first idea (CP 381):

How clean the sun when seen in its idea,
Washed in the remotest cleanliness of a heaven
That has expelled us and our images ...

Before anything fulfilling, the supreme fiction, can be set in mo-
tion, we must free ourselves from beings, inherited forms and all the
rigid categories and concepts of reason, and thus arrive—or rather
return—at an origin. This origin is triggered by boredom, but it is
also imagined and therefore the work of imagination: as “The Man
with the Blue Guitar” from Ideas of Order (1936) puts it, “The world
washed in his imagination” (CP 179). Crucially, however, the origin
or zero point does not merely follow the activity of imagination; it
calls that activity forth. Boredom’s zero point can activate imagi-
nation, and the truly imaginative activity is precisely what comes
afterwards.?> Through the first idea, boredom is thus put to positive
use and becomes part of a zero-point strategy.

At this stage we can say that boredom and imagination in Stevens
accompany one another for part of the way and share certain fea-
tures. Both keep the world of objects away from the life of the subject,
allowing a purified, almost paradisal state to arise. The subject is
separated from everything except itself by reality’s flat insistence. Ev-
erything becomes Nothing, and this Nothing is positively determined
as a liberation. By leaving the subject to itself, this condition gives
imagination favourable circumstances: it supplies a clean slate and
refrains from interfering with imaginative production.

2 The refrain of Talking Heads’ “Heaven”, for example, runs: “Heaven is a place
where nothing ever happens.” Only an unconventional, positive understanding of
nothing or Nothing would permit heavenly boredom to be understood positively.

24 Stevens remarked that weather is both abstract and concrete, internal and ex-
ternal: “The ‘ever jubilant weather’ is not a symbol. We are physical beings in a
physical world; the weather is one of things that we enjoy, one of the unphilo-
sophical realities. The state of the weather soon becomes a state of mind” (Letters
of Wallace Stevens, pp. 348-49).

% A dip into the first idea sets the poet in motion: the first idea produces a leap into
multiplicity, described as the poem’s “late plural” (CP 382); Patke, p. 138.
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For Stevens, boredom is therefore not simply a point to be left
behind. It is much more: ultimately, it is a condition of poetry,
perhaps its very source. The poem as a “Supreme Fiction” is not
opposed to the world. The world is as fictive or non-fictive as fiction,
a parallel between poem and world sustained from the beginning of
“Notes”. The first idea is both an imagined worldly origin and the
origin of the poem itself, as the first canto of the first section stresses
(CP 380):

Begin, ephebe, by perceiving the idea
Of this invention, this invented world,
The inconceivable idea of the sun.

As noted, boredom is connected with and almost identical to the
“inconceivable” first idea, and boredom’s zero point may be called
equally inconceivable. Boredom in Stevens is an imagined origin
arising outside or before every formation of concepts. This place
of boredom and of the first idea therefore appears not as part of
a sequence determined by what preceded it, but as precisely the
first thing there is. A poem born from and reflecting the first idea
acquires a freshness produced by belief in and encounter with a new
beginning, which should also be seen in the light of Heideggerian
wonder (CP 382):

The poem refreshes life so that we share,
For a moment, the first idea ... It satisfies
Belief in an immaculate beginning

The union around the first idea is momentary: “we share, / For a
moment”. Boredom is not a freshness to which we have permanent
access, but depends on its opposite, beings, and on the inertia that
periodically arises there. Although the first idea belongs to a process
of liberation and acts as nothing, this absence of beings depends
upon beings having come before.?® Yet that condition is invisible:
the preceding beings are annulled and do not enter as a manifested

26 Reality cannot be avoided. As one of Stevens’s adages puts it: “The real is only
the base. But it is the base” (Opus Posthumous, p. 32). Many of the statements in
“Adagia” found their way into the poems in altered or unaltered form; Kermode,
p. 81.
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precondition of the first idea. Boredom, viewed as the first idea, thus
contains an openness or transcendence within this world.?” It offers
only intimations of “the celestial”. This is compatible with Stevens’s
boredom being celestial in essence; the difficulty is that we do not
have permanent access to that essence.

This zero-point strategy does not allow boredom to stand alone:
one cannot make a home in celestial boredom. The force?® that
boredom sets in play?® arises against the background of beings. In or
by itself, boredom is nothing, and can therefore appear only through
other things. It penetrates the surroundings from which it emerges
but which it emphatically is not, and can show them in a new light.
In this sense one may speak of decreation as a creative principle in
Stevens.3? The entire zero-point strategy expresses the fact that the
world as it appears in itself is not sufficient in this poetry and requires
a detour through the subject’s mind, especially imagination.3!

Boredom’s role in Stevens extends beyond the first idea. Other
domains and techniques also testify to an underlying positive concept
of boredom. These will be examined next.

27 Whether Stevens’s zero point, the first idea, is transcendent or immanent is open
to discussion. It is in one sense pure immanence, a withdrawal into a domain over
which the poet has almost complete command. Yet it resembles and functions as
transcendence by exceeding the concrete present through a return to an imagined
origin, the unthought world. A transcendence-like condition may be said to arise
within immanence.

28 In “Notes”, this force is also described as “An elixir, an excitation, a pure power”
(CP 382).

2 In collaboration with the first idea, abstraction, the poem and, above all, imagina-
tion.

%0 Hines, p. 26n.

31 After “Notes”, a change of direction can be traced in Stevens’s work. He sought to
come “as close to the ordinary, the commonplace, and ugly as it is possible for
a poet to get” (Letters of Wallace Stevens, p. 636). “A Quiet Normal Life” states:
“There was no fury in transcendent forms, / But his actual candle blazed with
artifice” (CP 523). Art is placed among beings, and boredom’s role as creator
of transcendence recedes. Bloom accordingly reads the poem as a rejection of
transcendentalism (pp. 365-66). In his later work, Stevens sought a centre of
Being within every particle of what exists—a centre at once in everything and
nothing (Hollingworth, p. 39), as in “The River of Rivers in Connecticut” (1954).
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3.3 Perspectivism, Condensation and Reality

The most obvious subject of Stevens’s famous early poem “Thirteen
Ways of Looking at a Blackbird”32 from Harmonium?3? (1923) is cer-
tainly not boredom. Its central concern is rather the relation between
perception and object>*—the blackbird—and change as it occurs in
the mind, or what might be called imagination’s associative capac-
ity.3> The poem consists of thirteen haiku-like stanzas, each marked
by purity in its description of an encounter between a subject and
a blackbird, or, as La Guardia puts it, thirteen “instant fields of the
present”.36

Yet the poem does concern boredom. Two of its explicit methods
may be understood as belonging to boredom, or more precisely as its
aftermath. The first is the shift in perspective from stanza to stanza.
The second is a technique that might be called “super-position”:3”
everything except the relation between two poles, subject and black-
bird, is removed from play, producing a condensation.38 I shall return
to both shortly.

First, however, we should consider “Thirteen Ways” on its more
traditional terms. Its world is thoroughly cleansed and contains very
few elements. The reader is not distracted by, or lost among, objects;
attention is held upon a particular thought or relation between subject
and blackbird. Like many poems in Harmonium, it opens with an
entirely simple image.3? The purity, scene and motive of the poem
are established in the first stanza (CP 92):

32 Hereafter “Thirteen Ways”.

33 “Thirteen Ways” first appeared in the December 1917 issue of the literary magazine
Others; Litz (1972), p. 64.

34 The poem may be regarded as an epistemological tour de force; Riddel, p. 87.

% According to Hines, the poem’s subject is not the blackbird seen in thirteen
different ways, but the process by which imagination changes its perspective;
Hines, p. 78.

36 La Guardia, p. 8.

%7 Litz (1972), p. 19.

%8 Ibid.

39 Rehder, p. 58.
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Among twenty snowy mountains
The only moving thing
Was the eye of the blackbird.

The whole theme appears already to have been presented: per-
ception. Both the poem and we, its readers, look out, and the only
thing we see is the blackbird’s eye. Moreover, the eye is the only
thing moving: perception is what changes. This stanza efficiently
introduces the positioning, sustained throughout the poem, between
the eye that sees and the blackbird that also sees.

The poem comprises thirteen such instantaneous images, though
some are more complex than the first, and the connection between
them is blurred. Its discernible structure is not consistently main-
tained, especially because some scenes deprive the poem of a contin-
uous thread.*® “Thirteen Ways” must therefore be seen as a series
of variations on an epistemological theme. Ultimately, however, its
true value lies not in a perceptual argument but in its moods and
sensations.*! As Stevens himself said a little more than a decade after
composing it, the poem was not “meant to be a collection of epigrams
or of ideas, but of sensations”.*2

If we nevertheless follow the epistemological theme and its asso-
ciated development, the first stanza presents a clear image of the
poem’s object, but also an image of isolation: the blackbird is the only
presence in an enormous scene, and its eye is positioned so effectively
against the poem’s gaze. The blackbird is the poem’s object and
initially stands opposed both to its speaker and to the poem itself. Yet
a development occurs on precisely this front. The distinction between
subject and poem on one side and blackbird on the other is partly
dissolved as the poem proceeds.

The blackbird does not appear as a constant and completed entity.
It takes form according to its context and is subject to the poem’s
thirteen perspectives, which are fundamentally works of imagina-
tion. The distinction between subject and object is being dissolved by
imagination’s synthesising power. Already in the second stanza the
blackbird enters the subject’s interior, albeit as a metaphor: “I was

0 The relation between the stanzas does not appear over-designed; it is primarily a
result of associative movement; cf. La Guardia, p. 44.

41 Cf. Litz (1972), p. 65.

*2 Quoted in Litz (1972), p. 65.
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of three minds, / Like a tree / In which there are three blackbirds”
(CP 92).% In the third stanza the blackbird becomes part of some-
thing larger and silent, in contrast to the isolation of the first: “The
blackbird whirled in the autumn winds. / It was a small part of the
pantomime” (CP 93). By the fourth, complete union appears to have
been achieved, and the blackbird is part of human reality: “A man
and a woman / Are one. / A man and a woman and a blackbird / Are
one” (CP 93).

According to Litz, the interaction between mind and landscape
culminates in stanzas VI and VII,** but this seems loosely judged. The
first four stanzas, among much else, portray a union, while the rest
are variations on the epistemological theme rather than its further
development. The last nine nevertheless keep the union achieved in
the first four in view. Several of them—V, VI, VIII, X and XI—explore
the blackbird’s effect upon the subject once it has become an image
of humanity itself. Its presence is almost uncanny: “Once, a fear
pierced him, / In that he mistook / The shadow of his equipage / For
blackbirds” (CP 94). In stanza VIII the epistemological theme takes
an additional and surprising turn. The question is no longer merely
how certain our knowledge of something can be, but whether the
boundary between the “I” and that something can be located at all.
The blackbird now permeates consciousness: “But I know, too, / That
the blackbird is involved / In what I know” (CP 94).

As noted, boredom plays a largely underlying, invisible yet deter-
mining role in “Thirteen Ways”. It does so in two ways, both of which
may be regarded as positive ways of working with boredom. The first
is the change of perspective itself. Perspectivism is both made possible
by boredom and a means of avoiding it. Boredom provides its basis
because, as Chapter 2 showed, boredom is also freedom—more pre-
cisely, freedom of movement for gaze and imagination. In boredom,
the subject is not bound to a particular vantage point among beings
from which everything must be seen. It stands at a distance and

* Notice the wordplay, or internal relation, among the stanza’s few words: “three”,
“tree”, “there” and “three” again are visually almost confusingly similar. “Minds”
and “blackbirds” are also aligned at the ends of the first and third lines, almost
mirrored around the second line, “Like a tree”, which introduces the metaphor;
their plural, or threefold, s further connects them.

* Litz (1972), p. 65.
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can freely choose where, from which perspective or point of view, to
approach beings again.

Boredom may thus produce the fragmentary but also the experi-
mental and playful subject. “Thirteen Ways” reflects both: “I was of
three minds” (CP 92), while the possibilities of multiple perspective
unfold throughout the poem. In relation to these possibilities, per-
spectivism becomes a way of avoiding boredom. Like imagination
emerging from boredom’s zero point, it is a way of handling boredom
and, in the same movement, eliminating it. It counters monotony by
moving the gaze continually to a new scene and the instantaneous
image that scene provides. Perspectivism thereby intensifies beings,
much as the first idea did.

Boredom may be understood as the consequence—the after—of
the monotony of always encountering reality and its objects from the
same perspective, at the same eye level. Reality is ultimately more
than it appears to us through habitual thought. Our perception is
limited to our perspective, while what exists may in principle be per-
ceived from infinitely many perspectives.*> A change of perspective
need not merely mean moving around an object; it may concern the
distance between perceiver and perceived, zooming in or out. In
Stevens, these perspectives are products of imagination. “Thirteen
Ways” is a fan of mental images, each a way of seeing the blackbird.
The shifts or leaps between its stanzas are essential: sensation arises
from the absent or loose connection between the images, and the
lack of a narrative thread gives the visual priority.

The second way in which boredom can be sensed “behind” the
poem connects with the first idea. It concerns the imaginative conden-
sation, or “super-position”, that follows boredom’s zero point. The
purified scenario of “Thirteen Ways” bears the mark of decreation,
in which boredom plays the central role described above. With its
sensory orientation, the poem expresses a vitality granted to imag-
ination after the slate has been washed clean. Very few elements
and relations enter its universe, and those remaining—principally
the speaker and the blackbird—therefore have room to condense and

4 Leibniz’s monadology, and especially the famous image of the fishpond in section
69 of the Monadology (1714), makes clear that human beings are confined to
a single field of perception, while reality can be perceived from infinitely many
perspectives, from the lower monads’ petites perceptions to a universal perspective.
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become interesting. The poem possesses a new sensuousness, as after
a rebirth: its emphasis is descriptive, and it has no discursive unity.

For all this, “Thirteen Ways” is not an expression of pure solip-
sism. Its primary mode is not to create a self-sufficient imaginary
world but, with imagination’s aid, to reach towards a tangible and
familiar reality.*®4” The object of description is unambiguous; the
blackbird may even be seen as the source in reality from which the
poem springs.*® References to the local place names Haddam and
Connecticut likewise incorporate reality into the poem’s universe, or
the reverse.

Imagination therefore enters into a relation with the external world,
and this is a broader way of putting boredom to use. Boredom is a
levelling fog and a “final slate” (CP 96), but thereby also an openness,
transcendence or renewed receptivity.*? It makes possible a new and
more direct encounter with reality, though in Stevens this seems to
require that imagination and fiction be included in the structure of
reality. A synthesis of subject and world arises from this handling
of boredom because reality is as the subject experiences it.”° World
and subject are not two opposed points; they flow into one another
and may be difficult to separate: “the blackbird is involved / In what
I know” (CP 94). Imagination dissolves the distinction and creates
coherence, union and fullness. Boredom itself thus helps eliminate
the crisis between subject and world of which it was originally a

symptom.

 Litz (1972), p. 69.

47 Imagination has a genuinely social purpose, visible, for example, in empathy. It
does not merely retreat into and fortify the subject, but enables the subject to
attempt to go beyond itself. This is strongly thematised in “Notes”, where near
the end the speaker finally becomes “a part of” reality’s structure through a figure
of identification, the necessary angel, “The old seraph” (CP 389). Imagination
thus overcomes the modernist division and can function as a synthesising, even
redemptive force.

8 Cf. Hines, p. 78.

49 The blackbird may even be regarded as Stevens’s first thinker of the first idea;
Bloom, p. 105.

%0 One of Stevens’s adages reads: “Things seen are things as seen” (Opus Posthumous,
p. 162). The crucial term—not without the influence of Vaihinger’s The Philosophy
of As If’ (1911), a debt Stevens openly acknowledged—is “as”. In perceiving an
object, we do not perceive it as it is independently of perception, but precisely as
we perceive it.
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Imagination and reality are being placed side by side; imagination
is not unreal, nor is fiction.’'*? Stevens writes in “Three Academic
Pieces”: “What our eyes behold may well be the text of life but one’s
meditations on the text and the disclosures of these meditations are
no less a part of the structure of reality”.>® Yet the fulfilling contact
with reality portrayed here, brought about principally by imagination,
is only momentary, as the changes of perspective themselves attest.
The subject inevitably alternates between isolation—or disjunction®*—
and union. Repetition is therefore the fundamental structure of the
creative subject, and this alternation must be mastered: “The man-
hero is not the exceptional monster, / But he that of repetition is most
master” (CP 406).>°

3.4 The Fullness of Repetition and the Play of Language

At this second stage boredom is once again central. Does this alterna-
tion, this endless repetition, never itself become boring? Apparently
not for Wallace Stevens. After the first decreation, the first encounter
with the first idea, a gaze or sense for the authentic in the Heidegge-
rian sense seems to have been established. The boredom produced
by separation brings the subject into contact with Being and the first
idea. The subsequent disappearance of the union with the world
need not result in another forgetting of Being.

This is illustrated in “Notes”, where repetition finally ceases to be a
problem although at first, and for much of the poem, it seems almost

51 At one point in “Notes” we read: “as I am, I am” (CP 405). Being-as is a
fundamental condition in Stevens. Once reality and imagination are placed on
equal terms, imagination may be preferred: being as the angel near the end of
“Notes” is as genuine as, and more felicitous than, being as oneself. The phrase
later becomes “I have not but I am and as I am, I am” (CP 405), one of Stevens’s
refined variations within repetition; cf. Litz (1993), p. 166, and Vendler (1993),
p- 160.

%2 One may also say that consciousness is connected with the world because their
transformations are identical. This is the primary generic resemblance between
inner and outer in Stevens; Doggett, p. 25.

%3 Cf. Kermode, p. 89.

54 Harold Bloom identifies “disjunction” as the overarching theme of “Thirteen
Ways”; Bloom, p. 105.

> “The man-hero” is another name for “major man”, Stevens’s ideal and hoped-for
future poet, capable of writing the “Supreme Fiction” to which Stevens has written
only the notes.
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an affliction. Viewed negatively, repetition simulates a lack of change,
although this is not truly the case. If nothing else, imagination is
changeable, as “Thirteen Ways” demonstrated,® and the repetitive
pattern is consequently both false and inadequate as a means of
disclosing reality. Early in “Notes”, a chorus of birds is described
irritably as “One voice repeating, one tireless chorister, / The phrases
of a single phrase, ké-ké, / A single text, granite monotony” (CP 394).

Later, repetition is seen in a different and positive light. Fiction and
reality have been placed on equal terms in the wake of boredom’s zero
point, and the distinction between them has disappeared. Repetition
no longer appears as an irritation but as a source of fullness.

The speaker in “Notes” achieves union with the world and with
nature’s repetitions; experiencing them becomes a reminder of that
union. Repetition no longer marks separation but becomes a line
of connection to Being. In a circular understanding of existence,
purpose and meaning do not lie ahead, after something, but always
here and now. Towards the end of “Notes”, the birdsong is therefore
described in these terms (CP 405):

“(...) These things at least comprise / An occupation, an
exercise, a work, / A thing final in itself and, therefore,
good: / One of the vast repetitions final in / Themselves
and, therefore, good, the going round / And round and
round, the merely going round, / Until merely going round
is a final good (...)”

The title of an earlier poem from Ideas of Order (1936) bears
witness to the same, distinctly pleasurable aspect of repetition: “The
Pleasures of Merely Circulating”.>’

A connection between literature, repetition and boredom has grad-
ually emerged. Boredom arising from the direct encounter with
beings marks separation, whereas the boredom Stevens encounters
as an after-effect of creation, associated with repetition, is connected
with Being and fulfilment. Boredom is therefore bound to a play
between variation and repetition: some variations are aimless and

%6 The supreme fiction must itself be capable of change; compare the second impera-
tive, and title of the second part of “Notes”: “It Must Change”.

57 Pleasure is essential to the supreme fiction; compare the third and final require-
ment in “Notes”: “It Must Give Pleasure”.
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inauthentic, others life-giving; some repetitions monotonous and
lifeless, others connected with Being.

Repetition also operates at another level, together with variation,
as part of Stevens’s concrete play with language. He is not marked by
the crisis of language that shaped much twentieth-century modernist
literature.”® Words proliferate everywhere in Stevens. Language
occupies so much space that its material level almost becomes the
main concern and the place towards which the reader’s attention is
directed.

Paradoxically, his repetitive linguistic patterns are linked not to
conservatism but to a hunger for sensation and an ambition con-
tinually to make it new. Repetition is never complete, but always
accompanied by variation; what variation introduces is intensified
against the background of repetition. Stevens’s verbal vigour may be
seen as the result of a restless, vibrating condition in which the desire
for new formulations, images and sensations seems constant.

At the same time, Stevens’s entire body of work resembles a fabric
whose parts connect with one another, held together above all by
a distinctive verbal tone. Language provides a fixed point in the
search for the new, a guarantee of continuity amid upheaval. Yet it
never becomes final, because a destruction resembling the movement
towards the first idea continually intervenes, and the supreme fiction
remains deferred. One of Stevens’s stylistic features is therefore
constant self-correction.>”

This testifies both to a reflective, self-conscious poetry and to the
absence of a single fundamental principle. If such a principle exists,
it exists paradoxically as nothing, as the zero point—in reality, by
not being there. The ground is groundlessness: “From this the poem
springs: that we live in a place / That is not our own and, much more,

58 The so-called crise de vers is pronounced in writers such as Rilke, Hofmannsthal,
Beckett, Ionesco and Celan. Stevens’s career includes periods of silence, and
silence and speech form a recurrent motif, but the poems themselves show no
difficulty in speaking. Silence may instead be the occasion for verbal eruption, in
a relation resembling that between the first idea and imagination.

% This almost Kierkegaardian self-correction is shared with Romantic irony, the
continual alternation between self-creation and self-annihilation: “We move
between these points: / From that ever-early candor to its late plural” (CP 382).
In “Notes”, it is both necessary and impossible to articulate the absolute; irony, as
continual self-correction, becomes a way through the paradox. It is a defiantly
self-reflexive utterance, commenting upon itself and conscious of its limitations.
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not ourselves” (CP 383). The poem springs not from one source but
from a fundamental yet groundless situation, perhaps from boredom
itself, which may be said to have taken the place of Being within the
metaphysical structure of thinking about Being.

Stevens’s linguistic play between repetition and variation is a way
of placing poem and reality on equal terms. Language becomes a
substitute for reality as nature’s “going round / And round and round”
(CP 405) is incorporated linguistically. Since reality cannot be grasped
directly, it becomes crucial that language should suffice. Language
becomes self-sustaining, alive in itself, “a vigor” (CP 533). It lives
between subject and world. Its playful, liberated and pleasurable
use must be understood not only as repeated attempts to eliminate
boredom, but as a positive result of boredom’s presence: another way
of working with boredom.°

3.5 Stevens and Heidegger

For much of the way, Stevens may be regarded as a literary exponent
of Heidegger’s thought. He calls both for a break with the inherited
logocentric tradition and its division between subject and object, and
for a concept of Being within poetry. Like Heidegger, Stevens insists
upon the necessity of a metaphysical dimension in and for existence:
a higher meaning remains necessary, and beings alone are, at least
initially, insufficient.

Stevens seeks this higher meaning above all in language, as in the
ambition to write a “Supreme Fiction”. As in Heidegger, there is a
persistent idea that language and art may provide a refuge for Being,
and that Being appears “concealed” in speech whenever we speak of
beings.®! One final connection should be noted: Stevens’s primary
zero-point strategy, the first idea, resembles a journey through the
ontological difference, from the inauthentic and its as-structure to
authenticity and a fullness of Being.

0 Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi identifies play as the best remedy for boredom and
anxiety through the concept of flow. People absorbed in an enjoyable activity
focus upon a limited field, lose their sense of time and self, feel competent and
in control, and experience harmony and union with their surroundings; Beyond
Boredom and Anxiety, p. 181.

61 Cf. Hass, p. 50.
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The correspondence is not complete. First, the kind of metaphysics
Stevens wishes to introduce may be called the metaphysics of fiction:
awareness of everything’s fictionality produces depth and fullness by
allowing imagination to unfold freely and colour the encounter with
reality. Stevens thus finds the authentic within the inauthentic and,
unlike Heidegger, remains within the as-structure.

A second divergence is that, despite his rejection of tradition and
his advocacy of a return to “the first idea”, Stevens cannot wholly
free himself from that same tradition. He remains rooted in the lin-
guistic and philosophical inheritance Heidegger opposes.®? Stevens’s
break takes place against the background of what has been handed
down and with that inheritance as a precondition. He therefore does
not resemble Heidegger’s favoured poets,®® who share the ability to
bring pre-linguistic fundamental experiences into speech rather than
reducing them to concepts.®*

3.6 Summary—Wallace Stevens

For Wallace Stevens, boredom is initially an external concern. Its
consequence is that the subject must first withdraw into the purely
subjective and from there establish a synthesis: a valid contact with
the world capable of transcending the division between self and world
of which boredom is itself a symptom.

As we have seen, an intricate connection between Being, boredom
and poetry runs through Stevens’s work. It is especially relevant to
his primary zero-point strategy and most explicit way of grasping
boredom: the first idea.

Boredom in Stevens results from a lack of connection, from objects,
self and world being held apart. Yet boredom, as the first idea, is
the solution to its own problem because it is itself a connection: an

62 Cf. Hass, p. 53.

% Among them Hélderlin, Stefan George, Trakl, Rilke and Celan. A crisis of language
is especially pronounced in the last two. Biographically, Stevens read and appears
to have been influenced by Heidegger, whom he encountered through an interest
in Holderlin (Abe, p. 33). If a crisis of language is to be located in Stevens, it
lies not in the words themselves but in the long silences, particularly between
Harmonium (1923) and Ideas of Order (1936).

64 Cf. Hass, p. 53.
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imagined origin in which everything becomes one® and in which
imagination can flourish. Imagination appears as a synthesising,
almost redemptive force, capable of establishing fulfilling contact
with reality and inserting the liberating space that makes us not
“apart” but “a part”.

Boredom’s zero point also gives rise to other strategies. First, it
provides freedom to choose a perspective, making changes of per-
spective both possible and effective, as in “Thirteen Ways”. Second,
this freedom enters language itself. Stevens’s extensive, living and hu-
morous verbal fabric, shaped by the pleasure of reading and writing,
bears no sign of a crisis of language.

Linguistic play relates to boredom because at times it becomes suf-
ficient unto itself: living language substitutes for reality, and poetic
activity becomes a way of eliminating boredom. Yet a substitute for
reality is far from necessary. When fiction and imagination succeed,
when the first idea fulfils its purpose, the result and ultimate destina-
tion is an actual, fulfilling encounter with reality, enveloped in the
“fictive covering” (CP 396) that in fact characterises every encounter.

At the end of “Notes”, the speaker can relinquish the isolated
domain of consciousness, home to both imagination and reason,
represented by the Sorbonne, and enter and invoke his golden city
(CP 406-7):

They will get it straight one day at the Sorbonne.

We shall return at twilight from the lecture

Pleased that the irrational is rational,

Until flicked by feeling, in a gildered street,

I call you by name, my green, my fluent mundo.

You will have stopped revolving except in crystal.

It may therefore be clear that reality, encountered in the right,
unreasoning light, can be sufficient. As we shall see, this experience
is almost a premise of Jorgen Leth’s work—and thus of the following
chapter.

% The first idea illustrates that boredom can also be a unity and thus supports
Heidegger’s thought that boredom gathers beings into a whole. My criticism of
Heidegger on this point must therefore partly be withdrawn. Attention should
instead be directed towards a decisive connection between destruction and unity,
between zero and one.
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CHAPTER 4

Jorgen Leth—Boredom and
the World

“I am at a loss, blank. That is what I want to make
interesting and entertaining.”™

— Jgrgen Leth?

a Leth, Det er ligesom noget i en drom & Filmmaskinen, p. 99.

¢ Danish original: ‘Jeg er pd bar bund, blank. Det er det /
jeg vil gore interessant / og underholdende.” Translation
for this edition.

The move from Wallace Stevens to Jgrgen Leth may seem abrupt;
and in one sense it is, since the two writers are very different and
occupy almost opposite ends of the poetic spectrum, a point to which
I shall return. Yet it is important to keep in mind that this very
divergence helps substantiate the formulation of a positive experience
of boredom. More fundamentally, it suggests that the understanding
of boredom as something positive does not belong only to a small,
isolated corner of world literature. The positive concept of boredom is
not anchored in one specific situation and one corresponding artistic
device, and its use is therefore not reserved for a select few. In other
words, the breadth and difference of these bodies of work support
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the argument that boredom should be capable of being worked with
positively—in one way or another—by everyone. This study thus has
a broader aim than merely illuminating a marginal poetic theme.

Before approaching boredom’s role in Jgrgen Leth’s work, there is
reason to consider more generally not only the work itself but Leth as
a figure, and to map the differences between Leth and Stevens that
constitute this divergence.

4.1 Around Jgrgen Leth

In literary history, Jorgen Leth (b. 1937) is almost always associ-
ated with so-called attitude relativism, a tendency related to system
poetry.! The term attitude relativism contains several implications.
First, it stresses the exemplary nature of expression: the attitude
is a point of reference without substance,? as opposed to a unified,
cohesive self. At best, the “I” is an entire succession of selves. Second,
relativism indicates a side-by-side or non-hierarchical structure in
which everything has equal validity and any attitude may therefore
be freely chosen. At least in theory, attitude relativism consequently
tends towards play—or perhaps towards making life a game. It is
marked by a freedom based on regarding all inherited bourgeois
and modernist conventions as invalid or unnecessary. The artist has
thereby set himself free, producing a light or almost irresponsible
treatment of the material.?

Complete freedom, however, does not seem worth very much. It
is therefore characteristic of Leth, too, that a set of rules for artistic
activity becomes necessary. In order to begin the work of art and
the expression it contains, one needs a way of systematising chaos.
Attitude relativism shares this feature with system poetry more gener-
ally.* The linguistic artwork is a thing on a par with all other things.

1 Birkvad (1992), p. 9.

2 Ibid., p. 12.

® One might say that play allows a person to say one thing at one moment and
something entirely different the next—or, as Leth himself puts it: “One need not
feel bound by what was the truth the day before yesterday” (Leifer, p. 52). Danish
original: “Man behgver ikke at fgle sig forpligtet over for det, som var sandheden
i forgars.” Translation for this edition.

Another important common denominator between system poetry and attitude
relativism is their emphasis on the linguistic artwork’s concrete, physical nature.
A poem is not merely an opening towards something else that can be appropriated
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It should therefore approach reality not by describing it, but by being
self-sufficient.” The former project—approaching reality by describ-
ing it—is impossible because language already marks the distance
between self and world and may even be said to increase it. The
demand that the linguistic artwork be self-sufficient also means that
poems tend to close around themselves, to turn back upon them-
selves, as it were: they become self-reflexive and metapoetic, and
repetition plays a significant role here.® In system poetry, according
to Birkvad, everything begins and ends with language.” Poems—and
poets—must therefore find a new way of reaching beyond themselves.

This is a traditional account of the artistic conditions surrounding
Jorgen Leth, and he has indeed been read in this light before.® Yet it
does not map what is distinctive about Leth’s own body of work. In
the Danish public sphere of 2005, Jorgen Leth is known chiefly as a
filmmaker and as a sports commentator, especially on cycling, and
these aspects are also worth keeping in mind when approaching his
writing. It is characteristic of Leth that different areas of existence
are not kept separate but allowed to flow into one another. His third
collection, Sportsdigte (1967), is an obvious example of art and life, or
high and low culture, being mixed: sport can serve as poetic material
or subject matter as readily as anything else.

This tendency is inspired, among other things, by pop art and
concretism,? and at first glance Leth’s poetic tone is not elevated but
simple and accessible.!? A defining feature of his work is the appar-

by translating or transcending its character as paper and letters in the act of

reading. A poem is also its physical appearance, which is neglected neither by

Leth nor by Guillaume Apollinaire, the father of concrete poetry.

Hgjholt (1986), p. 13.

Cf., among others, Leifer, p. 130.

Birkvad (1992), p. 9.

Birkvad in particular appears to rely heavily on these categories—system poetry,

attitude relativism and related concepts.

Pop art itself is often highly concrete: experiencing the confusingly divided world

at close range, through its parts or individual details, belongs to its aesthetic

(Gustava Brandt and Schnack, p. 146). Leth was strongly influenced by pop art,

and Andy Warhol was one of his artistic models. Warhol appears, for example,

in one of Leth’s pseudo-documentary films, 66 scener fra Amerika (1981), while

the title of Leth’s poetry collection Glatte hdrdtpumpede puder was inspired by a

Warhol exhibition (cf. Hejlskov Larsen, p. 33).

10 At the same time, Leth is far from straightforward: the poems experiment with
form, and metapoetry, among other things, becomes an important feature.

®w N oy w»n
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ent dissolution of boundaries between genres, allowing the forms
and aesthetics of mass media to enter the poems. The aesthetics
of advertising, for example, intrude in many places. Yet the most
important connection between genres in this respect is undoubtedly
the almost symbiotic relationship between film and poetry. Dan Turell
observed that ‘Jgrgen Leth is as cinematic a poet as he is a poetic
filmmaker.”''12 In many of Leth’s poems the gaze is indeed cine-
matic; elsewhere the poems resemble screenplay notes. Throughout
the work, this reciprocal movement, a constant crossing between
language and film, is both evident and deliberate.!3

4.2 Leth versus Stevens

One might say that film is to Leth what philosophy is to Stevens.
Otherwise, however, this very area—the mixing of genres—is one
of the places where the difference between these two poetic figures
becomes visible. As we saw earlier, the poet or poetic speaker in
Wallace Stevens is initially an isolated figure, almost a resident of an
ivory tower. Isolation is a fundamental condition, and union with
the surrounding world is a goal not easily attained; Stevens’s work is
therefore marked throughout by a continual search for union. In line
with this, Stevens represents a high-modernist, difficult and exclusive
poetry. He masters classical literary devices and techniques while
giving them new life through humour and playfulness. Ultimately,
Stevens is a high-literary poet who preserves and upholds traditional
poetic conventions, so that from the outside art and life appear
incompatible.'4

In Jgrgen Leth, by contrast, genres flow together, generic conven-
tions are not respected, and every aspect of reality appears capable of
becoming poetic material. In this way, Leth’s work contains a break
with modernism and its elevation of art, through which a distinc-

! Danish original: “Jgrgen Leth er s filmisk en digter som sa digterisk en filmer.”
Translation for this edition.

12 Quoted from the editorial note in Filmmaskinen (1979).

13 1 eth himself stresses this relation in “Tilfldets fantastiske foraeringer”, p. 43.

14 The union that is nevertheless achieved in Stevens, if only momentarily, is based
in part on the poem’s resemblance to life: there are generic similarities between
poem and reality. The union is therefore not so much a matter of poem and
reality intervening in one another or becoming inseparable as of the two worlds
appearing parallel.
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tion between art and life had been introduced.'®> More generally,
Leth does not accept thinking in differences as a point of departure.
There is no serious division or gulf between self and world, and the
widespread modernist spleen therefore seems not truly to apply to
him, although one should not overlook “the costs entered in the ac-
counts”'® in the poetry collections. With a somewhat problematic
label, Leth should thus be characterised as postmodern rather than
modern. In his view, the world is correspondingly flat or levelled in
a postmodern fashion, which means that anything whatsoever!” can
become the object of the poem’s gaze.

The final difference between the two poets to be mentioned here
follows directly from this. Unlike Stevens, Leth entertains no hope of
a synthesis'®!® or a “Supreme Fiction”—or, as Hgjholt writes: “There
is no poem to end all poems.”?° Poems are instead examples of lan-
guage, or rather examples of poems. Leth underlines this, among
other ways, by giving different poems the same title, as in Lykken
i Ingenmandsland (1967), where five successive poems are entitled
“Om et gjeblik i himlen”. This also brings the relation between repeti-
tion and variation into focus, but what matters here is the idea of the
poem as example. The poem is not a synthesis that gathers or unites

15 Cf. Leth, “Tilfzldets fantastiske foraeringer”, pp. 38-39.

16 Leth, “Tilfzldets fantastiske forzeringer”, p. 39. Danish original: “de bogfarte
omkostninger”. Translation for this edition.

17 The Danish original uses the compressed form hvadsomhelst, rendered throughout
this edition as anything whatsoever.

18 In “Tilfzeldets fantastiske forzeringer”, Leth writes: “I am genuinely opposed to all
that business of writing things together, creating synthesis, making them flow into
one another. (...) I have written notes, point observations, out of an inspiration
that suddenly came” (p. 42). Danish original: ‘Jeg er virkelig imod alt det der med
at sammenskrive, lave syntese, f& det til at flyde sammen. (...). Jeg har skrevet
notater, punktnedslag, ud af en inspiration som pludselig kom.” Translation for
this edition.

1 The ending of “Jeg bruger kun klare ublandede farver” reads: “it becomes / blank,
stimulating the senses / I shall say no more now / my island / my radiant world
/ with which I am never / really finished” (SD 224). Danish original: “den blir
/ blank sansepirrende / mere siger jeg ikke nu / min ¢ / min strélende verden /
som jeg aldrig rigtig / blir faerdig med”. Translation for this edition. A parallel
with Stevens’s “fluent mundo”, which appears in “Notes”, may be discerned here.
Unlike Stevens, however, Leth does not hope for synthesis or completion: his
“radiant world” is something with which he is “never / really finished”.

%0 Hgjholt (1986), p. 63.
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the parts of a fragmented world, but is itself a part or object: a thing
on a par with all other things.?!

Such an attitude also testifies to a “cheerful” nihilism,?? for if there
is no serious division to be dissolved, if the division is simply artificial,
then synthesis is not relevant at all and the poet need not have a
higher, deeper or almost metaphysical order in view.?® This already
indicates where Leth stands in relation to Heidegger: the depth of
the thinking of Being, the metaphysical aspect, is not truly in play.
There is no need to transcend beings.

4.3 The Appearance of Boredom

Although boredom is here claimed to be a decisive factor in Leth’s
artistic production and writing, it must initially be observed that
boredom as such is rarely described directly. Almost in keeping with
its nature, it appears only indirectly; we encounter only its effect.
It plays its part before or behind what is written, and thus almost
invisibly. Boredom seems to be a fundamental condition rather than
a concrete, momentary source of inspiration.

The positive concept of boredom is therefore not immediately easy
to locate in Leth. On the occasions when being bored is mentioned
in the poems, it in fact carries a predominantly negative tone. In
‘Jeg snakker”, from Det gar forbi mig (1975), we read: “I cannot be

21 In Leth, the example becomes part of the juxtaposition not only of different
poems, or of poem and world, but ultimately of all things. It therefore serves
a different function from the classical example. Plato saw the example as a
model or standard related to the world of ideas within a deductive structure.
Aristotle’s more rhetorical concept is in many respects the opposite and has an
inductive character: the example serves as a vector pointing towards a principle or
conclusion (Gelley, p. 1). Leth’s use of the example reflects the attitude-relativist
(non-)position while also drawing attention to a problem of representation: no
statement can definitively represent Leth’s “I”.

2 Birkvad (1992), p. 7.

2 A lightness thereby enters. The relation between Heidegger and Stevens’s weight
and depth on the one hand, and Leth’s freer, lighter trot on the other, might be
viewed through Dario Fo’s words: “Light words glide silently on the water; heavy
words drown in it” (Fo, p. 19). Danish text cited in the original thesis: “De lette
ord glider lydlgst pa vandet, de tunge ord drukner deri.” Translation for this
edition.
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bothered to think. It bores me, and it makes me uneasy”?* (SD 272).
Boredom is, in this sense, something to be avoided. Elsewhere in
the same collection, in one of many poems entitled “Forbrydelse”,
boredom is even presented as the background to malicious acts: “I
commit a crime because I am bored”2® (SD 293). A little later, these
two aspects of boredom are joined in a single utterance: “He is the
avenger, the mysterious man who is bored / and will do anything to
avoid being bored any longer”?® (SD 294). More stark and direct still
is the image of boredom in “Det er et hardkogt &g”, from Hvordan de
ser ud (1987): “I hate being bored”?” (SD 319).

This final statement in particular must be treated with caution,
since Leth cannot simply be identified with the poem’s position. Its
“I” may represent a possible attitude towards existence, a role, rather
than Leth himself. In the poem “Forbrydelse” mentioned above (SD
293-94), the attitude towards boredom belongs to “the avenger”, a
piece in a role-play or a persona. In the next poem in the collection,
also entitled “Forbrydelse” (SD 294-95), we finally encounter a more
nuanced picture of boredom and its after-effects. Boredom is marked
here by a doubleness (SD 295):

I am bored

therefore I smile
therefore I shave
therefore I visit the tailor
therefore I spend money
therefore I surrender

to the sweetness of crime28

Leth thus enters boredom after all, although the boredom at work
here is not entirely bright or positive. Its extent is striking: boredom

i

24 Danish original: “Jeg gider ikke taenke. Det keder mig, og det ggr mig urolig.’
Translation for this edition.

% Danish original: “Jeg begér en forbrydelse fordi jeg keder mig.” Translation for
this edition.

26 Danish original: “Han er haevneren, den mystiske mand som keder sig / og vil
gore alt for at undgd at kede sig mere.” Translation for this edition.

7 Danish original: “jeg hader at kede mig.” Translation for this edition.

28 Danish original: ‘Jeg keder mig / derfor smiler jeg / derfor barberer jeg mig /
derfor gér jeg til skraedderen / derfor bruger jeg penge / derfor overgiver jeg mig
/ til forbrydelsens spdme.” Translation for this edition.
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is by no means insignificant, but permeates or determines every
choice and action of the “avenger”, his entire existence. In one sense,
boredom can bring about everything or anything, including joy: “I
am bored / therefore I smile.”??

Boredom is thematised more or less directly throughout the poetry
collections, not least in Det gdr forbi mig, but its true scope and signif-
icance do not readily appear at first sight. In an interview, however,
Jorgen Leth speaks about the subject with complete precision and
even connects boredom to a poetics. Boredom is a zero point that
gives rise to the need to fill the resulting void;*°3! more happily still,
boredom’s zero point contains a receptivity, a new sensitivity towards
the surrounding world.?? In Jgrgen Leth, as in Wallace Stevens, bore-
dom is thus connected with the zero point. It becomes part of the
creative principle and of a poetics that begins at point blank, with the
blank sheet of paper as inspiration.?

In one interview, Jgrgen Leth spells out what can cause boredom
for him personally—a condition by which he acknowledges having
been troubled.* He says (Leifer, p. 46):

% Danish original: ‘Jeg keder mig / derfor smiler jeg.” Translation for this edition.

30 Leifer, p. 99.

31 In this respect, Leth is very far from Heidegger. In Leth, the void is a quality of
the world of objects, and one can immediately grasp it or do something about it.
Heidegger, by contrast, is deeply rooted in the metaphysical tradition: there is
depth in his universe, and the void cannot simply be filled. His project is marked
by tremendous seriousness, perhaps above all by a longing for Being that produces
a contrast between a deep ground and a vulgar surface—including, and again in
contrast to Leth, a revulsion towards idle talk.

32 Cf. Leifer, pp. 59-60.

33 Leifer, p. 90, and Birkvad (1984), p. 32.

34 In Ogsd i dag oplevede jeg noget, Jorgen Leth says of the actor Claus Nissen: “Claus
Nissen is very easily bored—something I understand extremely well, because I am
too—so he simply has a natural interest in filling the void” (Leifer, p. 99). Danish
original: “Claus Nissen har meget let ved at kede sig — hvilket er en ting, jeg
enormt godt forstar, for det har jeg ogsé selv — sd han har simpelthen en naturlig
interesse i at fylde tomrummet ud.” Translation for this edition.
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When I lie in my room with the television on and watch
some film or other, I fall asleep, because practically
everything one sees is about absolutely nothing on that
scale. It is only about people saying things to one another
and perhaps shooting one another. Things that are not real.
Simply a mass of conversations and discussions or situations
that are empty. It is so boring, boring, boring to me. Very
often they become zero for me, and I fall asleep.3®

Boredom thus arises in the encounter with things “that are not
real”. Unreal fictions in the form of arbitrary films do not fill Leth
with hopes and dreams, for example, but instead widen the distance
between the “I” and what is seen. These fictions are alien to reality;
in Heidegger’s terms, they are marked by inauthenticity, and they
attempt to provide an unnecessary consolation. It is unnecessary
because reality is exciting in itself; it is sufficient. It is merely a
question of being able to see this. This is one of the principal themes
of Leth’s work, and it emerges most clearly in the very title of the
poetry collection Eventyret om den sadvanlige udsigt, which is in
fact one long poem, a suite in fifteen parts with the subtitle “15
indstillinger”. Already in the title we may discern the ambition to
make the trivial—the ordinary view—singular, to turn everyday life
and banality into an adventure,3® while connecting this ambition
with the visual. The adventurous quality of reality requires that one
have an eye for it, and having an eye for it means, among other
things, being able to vary the position of one’s gaze towards beings:
to change perspective or shot.3”

Triviality or boredom is therefore not an expression of reality and
everyday life being inherently trivial and boring, as is largely the case
in Stevens, but of our experiencing them as such. This must be seen

% Danish original: “Nér jeg ligger pd mit vaerelse og har tzndt for fijernsynet og
ser pé en eller anden film, s falder jeg i sgvn, fordi stort set alle de ting, man
ser, de handler jo ikke om noget som helst, i dén malestok. De handler kun om
folk, der siger noget til hinanden og eventuelt skyder hinanden. Ting, der ikke
er virkelige. Simpelthen bare en masse samtaler og diskussioner eller situationer,
som er tomme. Det er sé kedeligt, kedeligt, kedeligt for mig. Meget ofte bliver de
til nul for mig, og jeg falder i sgvn.” Translation for this edition.

%6 Gustava Brandt and Schnack, p. 147.

37 Here there is a pronounced correspondence between Leth and Stevens; compare,
for example, the latter’s “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird”.
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as the result of an inner deficiency: we do not always manage to see
reality in a shot that brings out its unique character. In the case of
Leth and the films he finds boring, one must therefore also say that
boredom is partly imposed upon him from outside, because another
director chooses the shots for him, so that the possibility of varying
them or changing perspective disappears, at least to some degree.3®

In an interview with Ole Michelsen in the film journal Kosmorama,
Leth also circles around boredom. Here he discusses other conditions
that provoke it, and not an entirely undramatic form of boredom.
Describing part of the process in a pseudo-ethnographic film project,
where he had to create order from working notes, he says: “But when
I sit writing that kind of thing, I experience some fairly violent crises.
I become too bored when I write. That is my great problem. (...)
It bored me senseless to have to transform my notes into a sensible
description that could be used and read by anyone other than myself
(...).”® The rational, disciplined and perhaps protracted writing
process is thus associated with boredom. This also has to do with
the genre in question, which indirectly postulates coherence in the
world. That is far from how Leth experiences reality: “For me, the
world is fragmentary. I become bored if I have to understand larger
contexts.”*0

This may seem somewhat surprising, since a lack of coherence
would normally be characterised as an absence of meaning, and,
as noted earlier, the absence of meaning has even been made the
very definition of boredom.*! For Leth, however, it is the grand
order, reason’s categories and the Aristotelian, logos-based narrative
thread—rather than the fragmentary, for example—that produce
boredom. In other words, Leth wishes to encounter the world in
another, perhaps more direct way than reason permits. This does not,

38 It remains possible, after all, to change one’s attitude or perspective towards the
film.

39 Michelsen (1975), p. 138. Danish original: “Men nér jeg nu sidder og skriver den
slags ting, har jeg nogle ret voldsomme kriser. Jeg keder mig for meget, nar jeg
skriver. Det er mit store problem. (...) Det kedede mig helt afsindigt at skulle
transformere mine notater til en sddan fornuftig beskrivelse, der kunne anvendes
og laeses af andre end mig selv (...).” Translation for this edition.

40 Ibid., p. 142. Danish original: “For mig er verden fragmentarisk. Jeg keder mig,
hvis jeg skal forsté stgrre sammenhenge.” Translation for this edition.

#! Svendsen, p. 45.
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however, imply an empirical or research-based method: “It bored me
enormously to encounter reality entirely concretely.”#?

At this point we can note that boredom in Leth appears to be a
fundamental condition and hence a constant; that it can lead to a
zero point but is not, strictly speaking, identical with it; and that
boredom, though perhaps an underlying and unavoidable factor, can
make itself felt to varying degrees and be more or less present. We can
therefore speak of triggering mechanisms. Several conditions seem
capable of provoking boredom: (a) fictions remote from reality, such
as certain films, which increase the distance between self and world;
(b) reason—the rational and disciplined—and the resulting desire to
perceive and postulate coherence in the world; and (c) the immediate
encounter with concrete reality. In the literary analyses that follow,
all three areas will remain in the background as a framework of
understanding, but they will not determine the course of the analysis
as it turns to Leth’s writing and the role boredom plays within it.

Broadly speaking, boredom does not appear directly in Leth be-
cause the fundamental undertaking of his entire body of work is
already a way of handling boredom: both a reaching beyond it and a
means of exploiting its potential. By the nature of the case, one there-
fore cannot investigate boredom directly in Jgrgen Leth. The poems
are already one step beyond boredom—ways of handling it—and
what boredom is consequently appears only indirectly. Once boredom
is a fundamental condition, its origin is far from decisive; ultimately,
one can no longer speak of an origin of boredom at all. With Leth,
boredom now appears to be a permanent element of existence, so
that boredom itself is the origin rather than a curious phenomenon
worthy of study. What matters is therefore what is made of it, and this
is what we must map if we are to learn from Leth and his positively
oriented grasp of boredom.

4.4 Notes on the Fragmentary World

In one sense, Jgrgen Leth’s entire body of work is marked by a tension
between order and chaos; more precisely, by an urge to find order in

42 Danish original: “Det kedede mig helt enormt at mgde virkeligheden helt konkret.”
Translation for this edition. Leth is referring to approximately a month of interview
visits with a cassette recorder to different families; Kosmorama, no. 126, p. 138.
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chaos, simply to put chaos in order.*®> A large proportion of Leth’s
poems appear as notes made on the immediately available reality. As
“Ingenting er der”, from Billedet forestiller (2000), puts it: “I can see
what is happening. / I write down every detail. / I have been out to
make notes on the sky. / Two things are one too many”** (SD 380).
Every phenomenon is in principle worthy of a note, and the poem’s
time follows that of its speaker in this recording of the surroundings,
where each individual thing—and hence each individual note—stands
by itself: one thing at a time. The subsequent lines of “Ingenting er
der” read: “A man walks away. / The water strikes softly against the
edge. / The gulls cry one by one”* (SD 381).

In his notes, the poetic speaker remains at the denotative level of
language. The world of objects is encountered partially, through its
individual details, and no attempt is made to connect the objects to
a larger context through metaphor or symbolism, for example. No
larger coherence of meaning or metaphysics is at work; meaning
lies in the encounter with the separate, detached parts themselves.
Heidegger would presumably say that in Leth’s poetic universe we are
witnessing a capitulation to beings, and thus an inauthentic existence.
What exists is only what can be sensed, as the opening of “Der er ikke
andet”, from Det gar forbi mig (1975), spells out: “There is nothing
other than what there is / and there is nothing to say about it”#® (SD
275).

The encounter with reality in its concreteness cannot lead to a
genuine statement, because such a statement by its nature contains a
claim of coherence. It can produce only the note. The statement is
reserved for the self and its capacity to collect and compress impres-
sions, and it thus expresses both a withdrawal from the encounter
with reality and some degree of the formation of experience. The

43 Leth’s order must not be confused with synthesis or structure. It is another kind
of order—and a self-appointed one—in the form of cataloguing, a collection of
elements of equal value.

* Danish original: “Jeg kan godt se hvad der sker. / Jeg skriver alle detaljerne ned.
/ Jeg har veeret ude for at notere himlen. / To ting er én for meget.” Translation
for this edition.

% Danish original: “En mand gér vak. / Vandet slar svagt mod kanten. / Magerne
skriger enkeltvis.” Translation for this edition.

46 Danish original: “Der er ikke andet end det der er / og det er ikke noget at sige.”
Translation for this edition. The poem is published in Martin Aitken’s translation
under the title “There Is Nothing Else” in Trivial Everyday Things (2011).
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remainder of “Der er ikke andet” reflects precisely this relation, and
an awareness of it (SD 275-76):

(...) therefore

I say instead that today I

exchanged caresses with my beloved

and took part in two meals

with my children and moved my body

back and forth through these rooms, and that I

today sat motionless for a long time

and watched people move and speak

in image after image, and that I have now

placed myself alone in the midst of silence

to let the life from the television flow

through my brain and out into the emptiness

on this sheet of paper.#’

Although the poem assumes the character of a statement by moving
into the first person, its style remains notational or recording. There
is a distance between what happened and is described and the poem’s
“1”. This distance is undramatic; it is in fact based on the undramatic,
on an equal validity or indifference. One event is no more or other
than the next, and the world therefore flows past. An image of the “I”
as a detached observer comes into view, a relation already thematised
in the collection’s title, Det gar forbi mig. The poetic speaker stands
in a kind of opposition to the surroundings: a motionless point facing
a world in motion—“T / (...) sat motionless for a long time / and
watched people move and speak / in image after image.”

Characteristically, the utterances are not portrayed as a continuous
linguistic discourse but as a random succession of images. Both
the visual and the fragmentary are emphasised, while the exhausting
character of this tireless or endless succession can be sensed in “image
after image”. In the service of boredom, we should also note the
speaker’s indication of elapsed time: “a long time”. Traditionally,
time drags when one is bored. Concerning the distance from things,

47 Danish original: “(...) derfor / siger jeg i stedet at jeg idag har / udvekslet
kaertegn med min elskede / og deltaget i to méltider / sammen med mine bgrn
og beveaget min krop / frem og tilbage i disse stuer, og at jeg / idag har siddet
ubeveegelig i lang tid / og set mennesker bevage sig og udtale sig / i billede efter
billede, og at jeg nu har / placeret mig alene midt i stilheden / for at lade livet fra
fijernsynet flyde / gennem min hjerne og ud i tomheden / pé dette stykke papir.”
Translation for this edition.

53



Jonathan Wichmann

moreover, it is essential that it is not truly based on a division between
self and surroundings, but rather on a general distance from both
self and surroundings. The television’s artificial life can therefore
flow unobstructed “through my brain and out into the emptiness /
on this sheet of paper.” This is not spleen or drama, but indifference
and boredom. It is also, in fact, a connection between poem, self
and world, though one that does not necessarily generate meaning
or elevate any of the three.

In Leth, the meaning—or rather the intensity—capable of penetrat-
ing this blasé attitude or state of mind, which is not unlike boredom,
has nothing to do with coherence or Being. It must be found in the
parts themselves, in individual details, for there is no synthesis, no
final, overarching coherence, and in Leth there is certainly no unified
self to create one. The self is not a unity capable of gathering the frag-
mented world, but a thing or point on a par with all other things. The
television’s life therefore flows unobstructed and unchanged through
it. And “there is nothing other than what there is”, so when what
exists is nothing to the subject, there is nothing; emptiness is present,
and it is this emptiness that passes through the subject and seeps out
into the poem.

For the bored self, emptiness surrounds what exists. This can in
fact be understood as an opening rather than necessarily as inertia:
as emptiness, life can be transferred directly into the domain of art.
Life itself becomes like an empty stage or the blank sheet of paper, a
before for the artistic act. In the midst of this emptiness, “in the midst
of silence”, the subject is set free and released from responsibility, and
can therefore begin again and stage itself and its surroundings anew.
The individual staging is not bound by an external order, such as an
obligation towards social reality. Everything is equally good, equally
valid or relative, as poetic material, and the poems themselves are
marked by the same relativity. Each poem is therefore above all an
example. This is signalled already at the beginning of the recording
of the day’s events in “Der er ikke andet”: “therefore / I say instead”.
The phrasing suggests that much else could have been said instead of
this “instead”.

To return to the subject’s blurred gaze in “Der er ikke andet”,
Leth broadly proposes two positive ways out of it. We have already
touched on the first, which is indicated in the poem itself. It rests
on understanding this fog—the levelled, undifferentiated reality—as

54



Positive Boredom

an opportunity to begin again, since from this perspective the entire
world becomes zero and therefore also one. Paradoxically, the world
is dissolved into so many parts that it can ultimately be gathered in a
single image: the zero point or point blank.*® We have also briefly
considered the second way out: in boredom’s fog, reality is out of
focus, and one must therefore try to focus on its individual details, as
happens in “Ingenting er der”.

This latter approach brings us back to the device that, on the
linguistic plane, is characterised by the note. Recording the world
and putting chaotic reality in order becomes a way for the poet to
handle his situation, though the “I” thereby risks becoming a more
fixed point of reference than it is portrayed as in “Der er ikke andet”.
Although these attempts to catalogue the world must be regarded as
provisional, they nevertheless produce a distinction between subject
and world. Even if artificial and temporary, this distinction, grounded
in an urge for order, becomes a problem by making the world appear
grey and meaningless. This is thematised in “Der er et rod udenfor”,
from Glatte hdardtpumpede puder (1969) (SD 225-26):

There is a mess outside

some houses that disfigure one another

a sky not worth speaking of

birds flying to and fro

a meaningless section of a mountain

a jumble of human voices

that have nothing to do with one another

sounds of every kind of activity

whose nature I cannot be bothered to know

only in here is there order

music that can be replaced

a lamp casting an even light

on these words I place in line.

A distinction between outside and inside is the poem’s fundamental
axis. In the end, the subject and the poem itself become the only order,
while the poem is also the only thing to possess an aesthetic quality:.
Reality’s problem is not merely that it appears random and chaotic,
but that it is ugly: the houses “disfigure one another”, and the sky is
not “worth speaking of”. Yet the image of the relation between poet

“8 In this way—as we also saw in Heidegger and Stevens—boredom may be said to
be a whole, or more precisely to create a whole.
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and surroundings that emerges here is not representative of Leth’s
work. The scenario in “Der er et rod udenfor” chiefly indicates the
pitfall of cataloguing and of thinking in differences: the risk inherent
in the method. The distinction devalues the external world and
prompts a withdrawal into autonomous and isolated art. As we shall
see, Jorgen Leth solves this problem of the urge for order by learning
to reverse it, adopting a new and more visually oriented perspective
on chaos so that the chaotic or accidental—the fragmented world’s
“jumble”—is put to use in a distinctive artistic strategy, through which
reality once again becomes “worth speaking of”.

4.5 The Point-by-Point Encounter with Reality

The relation between self and surroundings in Leth is largely deter-
mined by what might be called a point consciousness: the subject is
aware of encountering reality point by point, and in each moment is
placed in a new position of utterance.*® Leth’s poems thereby express
the opposite of a unified self. Nor is identity something to be pursued;
it is instead discomforting. In ‘Jeg snakker”, from Det gdr forbi mig,
we read: “I have an identity I would prefer to shake off”>? (SD 274).

Point consciousness also entails self-staging, as formulated, for
example, in ‘Jeg veelger et punkt”, from Lykken i Ingenmandsland. Its
first four lines read: “I choose a point in this landscape. / Here is
my point. Around my point / a thousand foreign points move. / I
add grass and then Music™! (SD 186). This is far from a naturalistic

% Such a point consciousness stands in contrast to the idea of apperception, a
concept introduced by Leibniz, which designates the inner coherence among
all impressions and situations possessed by human beings alone. The concept
emphasises that, from the subject’s point of view, there is nevertheless a course
or continuity for which the subject itself serves as guarantor. The subject is a
fixed point of reference that effortlessly gathers fragmentary reality simply by
existing in relation to it. Coherence arises because it is the same subject that
encounters divergent and incoherent reality. The idea of apperception is therefore
also the idea of identity: of a unified self encountering the world from its single
perspective. Cf., among others, Liibcke, Politikens filosofi leksikon (Copenhagen:
Politiken, 1994), pp. 24-25.

Danish original: ‘Jeg har en identitet som jeg helst vil ryste af mig.” Translation
for this edition.

Danish original: ‘Jeg valger et punkt i dette landskab. / Her er mit punkt.
Omkring mit punkt / beveeger tusind fremmede punkter sig. / Jeg satter graes pa
og derefter Musik.” Translation for this edition.

50

51

56



Positive Boredom

description of a landscape, and it is not the Romantic’s inward, ani-
mating encounter with nature. It is instead a staging on the subject’s
terms. The poet nevertheless faces the world, but in such a way that
reality and its objects serve primarily as props subject to the poet’s
desire and will. There is no landscape until the “I” adds grass.

In other words, there is nothing until the poetic speaker commands
it. The fundamental condition is point consciousness, which may be
understood as a way of staging emptiness.>> On the blank paper,
the tabula rasa, one may freely choose any point of departure, van-
tage point, starting point or zero point and then make it one’s own:
“Around my point / a thousand other points move.” Reality is there-
fore not valid or interesting in itself; left alone, it is simply boring. Yet
the same could be said of both subject and poem: at a distance from
the world of objects, they become zero. This zero can nevertheless be
put to positive use, since contact with reality can be re-established on
the empty stage, even with greater intensity. Boredom thus creates
an opportunity to sort, to clear away what is ugly—or perhaps more
accurately to create the world in one’s own image.

In ‘Jeg bruger kun klare ublandede farver”, from Glatte hardtpum-
pede puder, the disgust with ugliness produces a need not merely to
create from the zero point or emptiness, but first of all to create “the
white world” itself.>3> The poem reads: “I use only clear unmixed
colours / do not want all that mud and grime / under my fingernails
/ the world is radiant / I put up a white surface here™* (SD 223).

None of this means that Leth adopts an idealist position remote
from the world. The central matter is neither subject and poem
nor reality, but the encounter between the two domains. Reality
may therefore be said to be sufficient, not in itself, but when it is

52 Birkvad (1992), p. 25.

53 In ‘Nielsen’ og den hvide verden (1968), Hans-Jgrgen Nielsen—who formulated the
theory of attitude relativism while himself being an important artist—describes
his encounter with the contemporary world: “It is a feeling of walking around in
a zero point. Some distant voice over a loudspeaker has counted down to zero”
(p. 135). He shortly afterwards explains his understanding of white: “The sum of
all colours is white. A great absence of colour. That is also how the world appears
to me. It becomes white if one adds together the entire spectrum into which it
has been divided” (p. 136).

% Danish original: ‘Jeg bruger kun klare ublandede farver / vil ikke have alt det
mudder og grums / op under neglene / verden er strilende / jeg satter en hvid
flade op her.” Translation for this edition.
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encountered in the right way. In principle, every piece of reality is
equally interesting. Leth and Stevens agree on the primacy of the
encounter; their disagreement concerns how one should encounter
the world and, consequently, how boredom should be handled.

4.6 Zero Point and Catalogue

So far, the zero-point strategy on the one hand and the cataloguing
of reality on the other> have been treated more or less directly
as two different devices. In fact, the two can be united; they are
simply two sides of the same strategy. In “Sminke”, from Det gar
forbi mig, we read: “Something and someone against / a background
of nothing”>® (SD 306-7). The encounter with reality through its
individual parts is therefore not a method distinct from putting the
zero point and boredom to positive use. On the contrary, emptiness
frames “Something and someone”, allowing the detail to stand alone
and become visible.

Emptiness entails both crisis and curiosity. As we saw in Heidegger,
the encounter with the Nothing can produce wonder at beings. Such
wonder is very much at work in Leth,>” where the world of objects
often becomes the object of study. Both as an imperative and as a
mapping of a method, Leth writes twice in Det gar forbi mig: “Find an
area, delimit it, examine it, write it down”>® (SD 297). Det gode og det
onde (1975), one of Leth’s most acclaimed films, begins with a similar
statement: “Life is interesting. We shall examine it.”>® This wonder
and absorption in life are simultaneously connected with distance,
with portions of life viewed from outside or above. We encounter this

> The desire to create a catalogue of life must be regarded as a fundamental theme
in Leth (Leifer, p. 122).

> Danish original: “Noget og nogen p4 / en baggrund af intet.” Translation for this
edition.

57 Nothing is even associated with joy and happiness. Compare the title of Leth’s
collection Lykken i Ingenmandsland (1967), which also contains this optimistic,
though perhaps lightly ironic exclamation in the title poem: “Look up—nothing
to see, take pleasure in it!” (SD 179). Danish original: “Se op - ingenting at se,
gleed Dem over det!” Translation for this edition.

8 Danish original: “Find et omrade, afgreens det, underspg det, nedskriv det.”
Translation for this edition.

% Danish original: “Livet er interessant. Vi vil underspge det.” Translation for this
edition.
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attitude or tone, for example, in “Nat i troperne”: “Here is a hotel,
here one can enter, live for a night”®® (SD 299).

Against its “background of nothing” (SD 306-7), Jgrgen Leth’s
work is permeated by openness in its conception of art.®® Anything
whatsoever may become the object of art, while everything appears
possible. Initially, however, it is not beings but the opposite of ev-
erything that creates interest: “‘nothing’ is interesting / the image
dissolves into / nothing”%? (“Pas de deux”, SD 407, from Billedet
forestiller) .63

Nothingness is not solely a matter of the external world. It also
takes up residence within the subject, so that the subject’s inner empti-
ness partly frames the individual object in the act of perception. In the
midst of a longer enumeration or recording of the objects surrounding
the poetic speaker in ‘Jeg snakker”, a reference to inner emptiness
therefore arises naturally: “I have a head bulging with emptiness”®*
(SD 274). In Leth there is thus a connection between cataloguing and
nothingness, and a relation of power is also suggested. The curious
gaze upon the world emerges from the zero point, which is therefore
indispensable. As “Samtale om poesi”, from Lykken i Ingenmandsland,
puts it: “Silence is simply necessary. / Without silence, no Music”®®
(SD 161).

Leth’s inner emptiness—and boredom—may be regarded as a
result of the fragmented self, that is, of point consciousness. Since

%0 Danish original: “Her er et hotel, her kan man komme indenfor, leve en nat.”
Translation for this edition.

®1 This resembles John Cage, one of Leth’s artistic models and, according to Leth
himself, a central exponent of “the position of openness” (Leifer, p. 58). This
position gives rise to a faith in chance—the so-called aleatory principle—in both
Cage and Leth (Leth (1999), p. 36).

62 Danish original: “‘ingenting’ er interessant / billedet glider over i / ingenting.”
Translation for this edition.

3 In this connection, Leth has said of his poems: “I often write them from a concrete
point of departure that is nothing, and would rather describe a view from a
window than write about something morally edifying” (Leifer, p. 79). Danish
original: ‘Jeg skriver dem ofte pé et konkret udgangspunkt, der er ingenting, og
beskriver hellere en udsigt fra et vindue end at skrive om et eller andet moralsk
opbyggeligt.” Translation for this edition.

%4 Danish original: “Jeg har et hoved der bulner ud af tomhed.” Translation for this
edition.

% Danish original: “Stilheden er simpelthen ngdvendig. / Uden stilheden ingen
Musik.” Translation for this edition.
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the self is not a fixed point of reference, the formation of experience
takes place under difficult conditions.®® Yet this inner emptiness also
produces wonder, since each moment is experienced almost as if it
were the first. A fulfilling encounter with reality thereby becomes
possible, although point consciousness permits it only on particular
conditions and through particular devices. One of these devices, the
note, has already been considered. The other is the focus of the
following section.

4.7 Framing Life So That It Can Be Seen

As we have seen, inner emptiness and the wonder that follows it
result in point consciousness: a distinctive perspective is continually
and freely adopted towards beings—and towards nothing—and is not
maintained longer than necessary. Every perspective is provisional,
allowing perspectives to be treated lightly and the subject to leap
from one point to another. Against this background, one of Leth’s
preferred attitudes—the self as a curious film camera®”—becomes
particularly useful and representative of the entire attitude towards
existence, as in ‘Jeg veelger et punkt”.

As already touched upon, Leth’s lyrical film camera does not merely
record but produces to an equal degree: “I press the button for the
colour blue / and it glides out into the landscape”®® (SD 187). Leth
is thereby both stage-manager and staged, director and his own actor.
In the first-person poems, where he records his surroundings and the
scene in which he finds himself, he stages himself—or perhaps more
precisely his own inner emptiness. The result is a strong identification
with the film camera, which encounters everything with newborn
wonder, as though it were the first scene and as though every detail,
even the trivial, mattered.

Through this device—the perspective of the point-conscious film
camera against a background of nothing—Leth also makes himself

% Existential boredom has previously been connected with a poverty of experience
(Svendsen, p. 46).

67 Birkvad (1992), p. 25.

% Danish original: ‘Jeg trykker p& knappen til den blj farve / og den glider ud i
landskabet.” Translation for this edition.
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omnipotent in relation to his surroundings.®® He can encounter and
portray them as he wishes, from wherever he wishes and as imagina-
tively as he wishes. Through this free position without responsibility,
existence—and not least the poem—becomes like a child’s game, in
which reality and fantasy are interwoven in the same moment: “Then
I order my helicopters / to scatter silver and gold over everything”’?
(SD 187).

The film camera’s perspective is not merely an opportunity to
construct an artificial or purely subjective world. On the one hand,
awareness of the subjective character of every utterance and experi-
ence, even in cataloguing, is unavoidable and fundamental in Leth:
“that is precisely the challenge: / subjective, note-like description””!
(“Udforskningen af ‘verden som er til’ 7, SD 326). On the other hand,
the simultaneous ambition of the work is to encounter the world, or,
as Leth writes in an essay: “Art should be an exercise in framing life
so that it can be seen.””?

Life is therefore not located in the frame itself, but in what is
framed. A mobile perspective is consequently not essential for the
method of framing to work. As is particularly evident in Leth’s films,
a more sustained image of a piece of reality can also bring out the
significance of minimal action and thereby, indirectly, the adventurous
quality of everyday life.”®

In any event, whether the perspective is mobile or immobile, the
subject matter is delimited by means of a frame. This testifies to

6 Sgren Birkvad writes: “By virtue of its language, the ‘I’ [the empty, unaccountable
self] is (...) more omnipotent than even the most godlike Romantic poet, for
against a background of nothing, as we know, anything can happen” (Birkvad
(1983), p. 179).

7 Danish original: “Derefter giver jeg mine helikoptere ordre til / at strg sglv og
guld ud over det hele.” Translation for this edition.

7! Danish original: “det er netop udfordringen: / subjektiv notat-agtig beskrivelse”.
Translation for this edition.

72 Leth, “Tilfeldets fantastiske foraeringer”, p. 37. Danish original: “Kunsten skal
veere en gvelse i at indramme livet, s& det kan ses.” Translation for this edition.
73 Leth himself has pointed to the avant-garde composer John Cage as a model for
this method and more generally. He says of Cage that “he was preoccupied with
the extension of time, and (...) might leave things completely open: by framing a
stretch of time, he could in a sense electrify it, create an intensity out of emptiness”
(Leifer, p. 58). Danish original: “han var optaget af tidens udstrekning, og (...)
han kunne finde pé at lade tingene sta helt dbent: Ved at indramme et stykke
tid, sd kunne han ligesom elektrificere det, skabe en intensitet ud af tomheden.”

Translation for this edition.
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the visually grounded character of the project, while the frame must
also be understood as a means of exploiting the chaos of the external
world. Within the frame—where reality is encountered piecemeal and
on its own, and where clarity or order initially prevails—chance, the
undirected, can appear and be put to artistic use.”# In other words,
the system or clear frame allows uncontrollable, unconstructed life
to be captured. Capturing life artistically is essential because trivial
reality becomes singular only through and with form, or the shot. The
singular is not disconnected from order or method; artistic order is
necessary for it to unfold. This is largely what writing poetry is about,
as a passage in Det gdr forbi mig also observes: “It is very difficult to
put in order. It orders itself / as it becomes form””> (SD 298).7°

Reason may thus be called a necessary evil in Leth. Framing
and delimiting are necessary if the singular is to appear, just as the
nothingness of the zero point—itself perhaps a clarity of perspective—
is necessary. Although framing is based on reason, this does not mean
that reason forms the outer frame of the entire artistic activity. First,
framing is merely a method, a means on the way to another end.
Second, the method is self-appointed: it belongs to a self-created and
self-sufficient system, a set of rules that Leth has established for poetic
activity. It is therefore not an inherited, objective and conventional
governance by reason.

The ultimate purpose of framing is to release the material, the
individual parts of the world of objects, perhaps above all to make
existence interesting and entertaining for the subject himself. The
ambition in this respect is to free oneself from conventions and thus
encounter reality purely and on the subject’s own terms.””

74 In an interview, Leth says: “chance is the best stage-manager, and I am its humble
assistant” (Michelsen (1983), p. 138). Danish original: “tilfeeldet er den bedste
iscenesaetter, og jeg er dets ydmyge assistent”. Translation for this edition.

75 Danish original: “Det er meget svzrt at f orden pa. Det ordner sig selv / idet det
blir til form.” Translation for this edition.

76 One may therefore say that meaning and coherence exist in artistic form and the
will to form (Johs. H. Christensen, p. 353).

’7 Concerning the perspective in many of his poems, Leth says: “I look at what is
nearest and am convinced that in this way one learns something about life. The
methodological secret is therefore that there are not a mass of opinions standing
in the landscape, blocking the view and already explaining what one is supposed
to see” (Leifer, pp. 279-80). Danish original: ‘Jeg kigger pa det neermeste og er
overbevist om, at man derved far noget at vide om livet. Den metodemassige
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It is nevertheless important to emphasise continually that beings
are not interesting in themselves. They become interesting when
viewed through an optic that has the zero point, and thus nothingness,
as its background. The zero point belongs not least to the subject.
As Leth’s credo for Filmmaskinen (1979) puts it: “I am at a loss,
blank. That is what I want to make interesting and entertaining.”’®
The zero point thereby becomes creation’s groundless foundation.
This zero point is to be regarded as profound boredom: emptiness
causes the surrounding world to be enveloped in fog; reality does
not stand forth clearly or sharply of its own accord; and a mediated,
methodical approach becomes the only way to establish presence or
valid, authentic contact with the surroundings.

Boredom’s fog does not lift by itself. It requires conscious effort
and a particular method. As ‘Jeg vil elske dig gennem prismer”,
from Hvordan de ser ud, expresses it: “I will love you through an
optic / that frames points in a fog”’? (SD 320). These points are
closely related to the zero point. Initially, it is not the external flux of
existence that must be framed, but nothingness—or rather, insofar as
inner emptiness is to be made interesting and entertaining, the same
applies to the emptiness that clings to beings and which, according to
Heidegger, testifies to the arrival of boredom. Boredom’s zero point
or emptiness is in one sense both internal and external. It flows out
of the subject and permeates everything, so that the frame concerns
both inner and outer conditions. In ‘Jeg ser en lysergd tage”, from
Hvordan de ser ud, “nothing” may therefore be assigned to either
domain: “Then there is an outer frame / around a nothing, a sucking
hole.”80

hemmelighed er alts§, at der ikke er en masse meninger, som stir og speerrer i
landskabet og allerede forklarer, hvad man skal se.” Translation for this edition.

78 Leth, Det er ligesom noget i en drom & Filmmaskinen, p. 99. Danish original: ‘Jeg
er pa bar bund, blank. Det er det jeg vil ggre interessant og underholdende.”
Translation for this edition.

79 Danish original: “jeg vil elske dig gennem en optik / som indrammer punkter i en
tage.” Translation for this edition.

80 Danish original: “S4 er der en ydre ramme / omkring et ingenting, et sugende
hul.” Translation for this edition.
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4.8 The Aesthetician, Freedom of Movement and Perspectivism

Boredom has its cause or origin in the fixed perspective that, visu-
ally or biologically, is a fundamental human condition. This fixed
perspective tends almost by nature to postulate coherence and epic
order, whereas according to Leth the opposite is in fact the case:
the world is fragmented and therefore requires an anti-epic form of
representation. The solution to this problem, which is also a possible
solution to boredom and a way of putting it to positive use, lies in
shifts of perspective—or more precisely in varying the way the world
is experienced.8!

All this may initially resemble an epistemological concern, but
there is a decisive difference: Leth apparently has no hope of arriving
at knowledge or a final truth about anything. His ambition is simply
to experience the world at the proper intensity. Leth’s portrayal of,
or encounter with, reality is therefore not that of the scientist but of
the aesthetician.3 This follows both from Leth’s own attitude and
from the constitution of the world as he sees it. There is no core or
essence in beings;®* the world is surface, “blank”, and the world’s
appearance is all there is. If one is to speak of an essence at all, it
must therefore be located in the surface itself, in the aesthetic—or
perhaps more precisely in the aesthetic mode of experience. Thought
can consequently surrender itself to the world of objects without
aspiring towards anything higher or deeper than mere appearance:
“How they look / not how they are”®® (“Hvordan de ser ud”, from the
collection of the same title, SD 333).8¢

81 In an interview, Leth says of the relativism of methods as an opportunity for
variation: “I believe it is important to follow one’s own boredom™®? (Leifer,
p- 168). Relativity is therefore not a reason for boredom in Leth, but a route out
of it.

83 Cf. Leth himself in Michelsen (1975), p. 140.

84 Any talk of a “core” is polemically rejected, especially in the early poetry col-
lections, so that the system and method—what might be called the zero-point
strategy—become ends in themselves. Birkvad (1983), p. 179.

8 Danish original: “Hvordan de ser ud / ikke hvordan de er.” Translation for this
edition.

86 A critical response to Leth should note that although he does take hold of boredom,
the aesthetic attitude towards existence also makes it difficult to leave boredom’s
domain at all, since boredom is a fixed part of that attitude rather than something
one can choose or reject. From a purely aesthetic perspective, where only surface
exists, the decisive question becomes whether that surface is interesting. This
leads to a growing need for stimulation and increased intensity (Svendsen, p. 29).
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The cinematic approach is decisive to Leth’s aesthetic mode of ex-
perience. This is stressed in the poem following “Hvordan de ser ud”,
where Leth becomes still more metapoetic. “Man kan opleve verden”
opens: “One can experience the world in beautiful sections / or in
ugly crops®” (...) some random things / in random sections” (SD
333), after which the cinematic shot becomes even more pronounced:

for example experience it very close and at a distance

and alter every shot by means of zoom

for example slowly from extreme close-up to very far away

in an instant from macro to micro

or faster than thought from one view to a new view

The continual reciprocal movement “between overview and sharp-
ness”® (SD 334) encourages intensity, an experience of the world
capable of making boredom’s fog lift. Although the world is regarded
as being without essence—beings without Being—it is not devoid
of meaning; it is in fact singular. In Heideggerian terms, one might
say that according to Leth the ontological difference has dissolved
into the world, so that Being is either absent or simply present within
beings. Once this difference has disappeared, the insurmountable
division between subject and world has likewise been overcome. The
speaker in “Der er ikke andet” can therefore “let the life from the
television flow / through my brain and out into the emptiness / on
this sheet of paper”®® (SD 276).

Boredom’s fog is thus the fundamental difficulty Leth attempts to
overcome. The world flows or “passes me by”; it is elusive. Boredom,

The aesthetic attitude may therefore ultimately prove problematic, since it cannot
overcome a boredom it itself creates. At worst, we return to where we began: the
flight from boredom that fails to take hold of it. As Lars Fr. H. Svendsen writes:
“It is worth noting, however, that the aesthetic gaze always tends to fall back into
boredom, a boredom that defines the entire content of life negatively because it is
what must be avoided at all costs” (Svendsen, p. 29). In Leth’s defence, however,
it is crucial both that he turns towards boredom—*“it is important to follow one’s
own boredom” (Leifer, p. 168)—and that through his devices, especially the note
and the frame, he attempts to deal with boredom and put it to positive use rather
than flee from it.

8 Danish original: “Man kan opleve verden i smukke udsnit / eller i grimme
beskeringer (...) nogle tilfeeldige ting / i tilfeeldige udsnit.” Translation for this
edition.

8 Danish original: “mellem overblik og skarphed”. Translation for this edition.

8 Danish original: “lade livet fra fjernsynet flyde / gennem min hjerne og ud i
tomheden / pé dette stykke papir”. Translation for this edition.
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rather than alienation, is at work. Nor does this boredom arise
because the world is boring. Encountered in the right way, the world
is instead unique, and the crisis or zero point is therefore ultimately
a purely personal concern: the subject is not always capable of
absorbing and appreciating life. The mode of experience—the zoom
method, for example—is thus decisive. This unique world must be
rediscovered through particular shots.

This final, liberating consequence and use of boredom appears in
“Man kan opleve verden”, which describes how the subject is under
no obligation to anything, except perhaps his own pleasure, and can
therefore change scene or shot at will: “choose / to choose oneself
out of and into worlds / which, like fantastic flowing water music,
/ continually come into being and disappear”® (SD 334). On the
basis of the cinematic shot, which both frames and shifts perspective,
the subject can now transform fluid, fleeting reality into a source of
pleasure, rather than merely experiencing reality as passing by and
life as not being lived.

The priority given to pleasure and play should not be understood as
an irresponsible treatment of existence. The poem speaks of “choosing
to choose” this approach, and the aesthetic attitude is therefore itself
a choice.”! Nevertheless, the play is light, and its presence shines
through in several respects, including the emphasis on the provisional
or exemplary, as in the repeated “for example”. There is no imperative
or dogma, but rather an almost Sartrean freedom to choose. What
matters throughout is that “one can”. Boredom is not a confinement
but a liberation, and thereby announces or produces an enormous
space of possibility: the entire world becomes a playground. In this
playful and liberated encounter with reality, intensity or fullness
appears momentarily as the individual part—or the specific area

% Danish original: “vaelge / at veelge sig ud af og ind i verdener / der som en
fantastisk strgmmende vandmusik / hele tiden blir til og blir veek.” Translation
for this edition.

°! In an interview, Leth says: “What I advocate as an attitude towards life is really
the aesthetician, in the Kierkegaardian sense, and that is a moral choice” (p. 140);
and shortly afterwards: “I play the voyeur and display a voyeuristic relation to
existence, and I know exactly what that attitude entails ethically” (p. 141). Danish
originals: “Det som jeg promenerer som livsholdning er sddan set estetikeren
(i Kierkegaardsk forstand), og det er jo et moralsk valg”; ‘Jeg leger voyeur og
fremviser et voyeuristisk forhold til tilveerelsen, og jeg ved ngjagtigt, hvad den
holdning indeberer etisk set.” Translation for this edition. Cf. Michelsen (1975).
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under examination—is placed within a random context in a structure
that is both point-like and serial. In this respect, the visual effect is
decisive: it makes it possible to experience teeming life as interesting
rather than trivial.

4.9 The World of Sport—Construction and Reality

Although the anti-epic style and perspective predominate in Leth’s
work, examples of the opposite also occur: reality appearing in
rounded and coherent sequences. Such sequences belong especially
to the world of sport and its heroes, who in some cases are almost
mythologised in Leth’s universe. Crucially, the story is virtually a
gift to the poet, who can assume the reporter’s role and simply
record or report.®? This strategy is most pronounced in Sportsdigte
(1967), where “Det skete ved Ballerup”, for example, portrays a
bicycle race that actually took place. The poem’s style is denotative
and objective,”® but its focus is not the race as a whole; it is the role
played by Fausto Coppi. Coppi is the poem’s mythical figure, the
incomprehensible presence that fascinates: “the flat terrain offered
no possibilities / for the strangest man of the road fausto coppi / he
was really there only for appearance’s sake”* (SD 116).

The world of sport is an example of a piece of staged reality, a
constructed and real drama for which a frame already exists. Sporting
experiences can therefore work immediately and directly. In particu-
lar cases, sport—and hence the external world—is simply sufficient
in itself, and the encounter with a piece of life can occur without a
zero-point strategy or similar device. The mediating circumstances
may be said already to have taken place, through the staging and
preparation of the event, before the observer witnesses the contest.
The conditions are in order, and one may therefore surrender without
reservation to the drama on a sensory level.

According to Leth, sport delivers: it can produce experiences that
are fulfilling and have eliminated boredom from the outset. This is
not especially surprising, since sport may be said to preserve precisely

92 Cf. Erik Nielsen, p. 178.

%3 Ibid., p. 179.

% Danish original: “det flade terrzen frembgd ingen muligheder / for landevejens
meerkeligste mand fausto coppi / han var egentlig bare med for et syns skyld.”
Translation for this edition.
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the balance Leth himself seeks between construction or staging on the
one hand and reality and chance on the other. As noted, Leth’s poems
and films establish a set of rules, for example by framing anything
whatsoever, within which reality is allowed to appear. Sport thus
reflects an unstrained relation between order and chaos, between
rule and reality. Play is given room within rules that are not the work
of pure reason, but of the game.

The sporting event can also be seen as a compression of existence.
Beginning, middle and end are played through in a short period,
so that sport attempts to imitate life’s great drama while remaining
strangely silent. It seeks to explain nothing larger than itself; it
merely wishes to appear or exist.”> By virtue of this silent language,
the sporting event becomes the object of a production of meaning
that follows no actual laws but is instead produced by spectators or
participants themselves. There is no author or director seeking to
persuade through a personal point of view; there is no synthesis, but
pure experience.

A final striking characteristic concerns the time of the sporting
event. Everything takes place in the present, or more precisely in
simultaneity. In these situations, which are both real and constructed,
the time of narration equals the time narrated: things and situations
appear as they are, in their own time.?® Leth consequently appears
no longer compelled to describe in a point-like present. The sporting
event is portrayed as a sequence in the past: “Fausto coppi rode as if
he were alone / without noticing kiibler and van steenberghen / who
sat on his wheel”” (SD 116-17). One might say that simultaneity or
intensity is already present, and Leth need only convey it as purely
as possible. The apparent consequence is that a more traditional,
coherent narration becomes valid.

5 Unlike, for example, coherent epic works that are remote from reality and perhaps
even moralising.

% This may again be understood in relation to a classical epic device, in which a
long period is written down into very little.

7 Danish original: “Fausto coppi kerte som var han alene / uden at znse kiibler og
van steenberghen / som sad i hans baghjul.” Translation for this edition.
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4.10 Language and Art

A decisive feature in Leth is the emphasis on language’s inadequacy.
Language has no direct relation to what it describes, or to the non-
linguistic, an objection nourished by Saussure’s demonstration of the
arbitrary relation between sign and signified.”® Language is therefore
initially a fragile foundation for an encounter with the world. It tends
to become self-sufficient, an isolated world in dissolution. This is
thematised most directly in “Min pakleedning” and the accompanying
poem that follows it, “Min pékleednink”, from Sportsdigte. The second
poem is a poor reproduction of the first: the original order is not
respected but treated with a frivolity that ends in humorous gibberish.

The central point, however, is that language, and hence the poem,
cannot mirror reality but can only be part of it, a thing among other
things. In Leth, the recognition of the arbitrary relation between
sign and signified may be said to result in a preoccupation with the
poem as part of the world of objects. The poem is not experienced
as elevated above objects or as a superstructure imposed upon them.
This may be literature’s only way of being reunited with beings.””

This recognition also means that the poet apparently has no control
over linguistic expression: in popular terms, the author is dead, to
which the almost anarchic “Min pékleednink” particularly testifies.
A poem can therefore only be an example of a poem; there is no
definitive poem. Life consists of arrivals and departures; one state
or situation replaces the next, and they are not strongly connected,
which gives rise to point consciousness. At best, life flows “like
fantastic flowing water music / [that] continually comes into being
and disappears”'%° (SD 334).

The poet is not master of the poem or of his own artistic production,
and distrust of language produces a purified tone. This tone also has
the quality that the poems do not seek to be sufficient in themselves,
but point beyond themselves towards the things with which they are
level and of which they form a part. None of this means that the
poem is not maintained as an art object. It is maintained through
devices other than linguistic stylisation, especially the cinematic or

%8 Cf. Birkvad (1992), pp. 14-15.

% Hgjholt (1986), p. 51.

19D anish original: “som en fantastisk stremmende vandmusik / [der] hele tiden blir
til og blir vaek”. Translation for this edition.
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visual: the poem as a frame around a piece of reality. Art, and the
artistic mode of experience, is therefore not diluted but preserved;
aestheticisation is necessary and quite simply decisive.

At best, the aesthetic devices described sharpen the sense of the
unique within the trivial, or simply the miraculous in everyday life.
“At every moment anything can happen”1°! (SD 189), as ‘Jeg bevaeger
min hand og min fod”, from Lykken i Ingenmandsland, declares at its
opening.

4.11 Leth and Heidegger

In many respects, Leth is miles away from Heidegger. As noted, there
is no depth and no core in Leth. In principle, anything whatsoever
can be interesting in a world without coherence or a ground of Being,
which stands in sharp contrast to Heidegger’s project of fundamental
ontology. As mentioned earlier, Heidegger would presumably say that
in Leth’s poetic universe we are witnessing a capitulation to beings:
an inauthentic existence governed by an as-structure.

What matters here, however, is not the disagreements but the
similarities, and these can indeed be discerned. At the most funda-
mental level, boredom appears in both as a result of inauthenticity,
although the background of that inauthenticity differs: in Leth, it
concerns the unreality of synthesis; in Heidegger, the forgetting of
Being. Heidegger’s later concept of the clearing, die Lichtung, also has
a kind of counterpart in Leth. The clearing points to the miraculous
character of every human moment of understanding, since every
encounter with something illuminates that thing at the expense of
everything else, which is thereby consigned to darkness.!? Leth’s
method of framing a piece of reality “so that it can be seen”'?? reflects
the same visual attitude. It may also be said to draw sustenance from
phenomenology'®* and to resemble Leibniz’s petites perceptions.

In both Leth and Heidegger, the tradition-laden self has more or
less dissolved. Leth by no means presents a unified self, and thinking

1%1Danish original: “Hvert gjeblik kan alting ske.” Translation for this edition.

19%yagn Andersen, p. 240.

103 eth, “Tilfzeldets fantastiske foreringer”, p. 37.

194Hysser!’s intuition of essences entails, among other things, a belief that an object’s
essence will reveal itself when the gaze is held exclusively upon it rather than
upon its context. In Husserl, Heidegger and Leth alike, intuition is given priority.
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in differences therefore never comes into play. There is no notion of
an original coherence and, from Leth’s perspective, no division has
ever truly existed. In Heidegger, the development of the concept of
Dasein must be seen in part as an attempt to dissolve the subject—
object division. Finally, both Leth and Heidegger are sceptical of
reason: reason appears to be under attack from every direction.

4.12 Summary—Jgrgen Leth

Fundamentally, boredom in Jgrgen Leth is an inner matter, an inner
lack; conversely, reality is potentially interesting and therefore suf-
ficient. The crucial question in Leth, and in relation to boredom, is
how one encounters the world: which device is capable of making
reality interesting. In this connection it is clear which approach must
be discouraged. Reason produces boredom when it manifests itself
as a constant ambition to perceive coherence and create synthesis.
The origin of boredom in Leth is thus highly untraditional. Boredom
results not from a lack of coherence and meaning, but from too much
coherence that does not in fact make sense. Accordingly, there is no
Being in Leth and no essence, only what exists: only surface.

As noted, boredom and emptiness are primarily inner conditions
in Leth. This testifies to the presence of point consciousness, in which
the self carries nothing with it into each moment. Yet Leth—who
in this respect is not incompatible with Heidegger—knows how to
exploit emptiness and thus boredom’s zero point, since reality appears
vivid and interesting against a background of nothing. Emptiness is
therefore not merely a crisis; it also produces wonder.

Leth’s form or style, which mirrors his image of the world, may
be characterised as anti-epic. It consists of fragments, parts without
any coherence beyond the context in which they appear. The physical
form of the poems is itself a way of piecing reality together and
making it tangible to the subject. Leth is at once subjective and close
to reality. The consequence of recognising the world’s fragmented
constitution and the subjective character of every interpretation is not
a retreat into an idealist universe isolated from the external world
and governed by imagination, but continual attempts to approach
reality by methodical means.

In this respect, the “note” and the “frame” become central devices.
The linguistic and the visual respectively have priority in these two de-
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vices, which are also Leth’s two fundamental ways of putting boredom
to positive use: his two decisive zero-point strategies. The connection
between point blank and boredom is a precondition of both. Boredom
is a zero point, but as such also a unity, a point of departure for
creation and self-staging. In addition to these two devices and their
shared premise, a pronounced freedom of perspective constitutes a
third positive use of boredom. Under particular conditions, boredom
can also be resolved from outside: sport is of such a nature that in
some cases boredom does not come into play at all.
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Conclusion

What is the meaning of all this? Where do we now stand? The answer
is: with the certainty that a positive experience of boredom is possible.
How, then, should this concept of boredom be formulated? What is
boredom? From one perspective, the answer remains that boredom
is in between. I shall return to this shortly.

Before doing so, it is time to recapitulate. We have seen that
boredom is intricately connected with the Nothing, and may even be
regarded as the Nothing’s messenger. It is not least this affinity that
has helped define boredom negatively. Boredom is a nothing; it is
elusive and may, as such, feel unpleasant. Yet this negativity works in
our favour, first, because we traditionally define the Nothing nega-
tively, although there is in fact no reason to do so. As Heidegger has
shown, the Nothing can be understood positively, not least because an
encounter with it can occasion wonder at beings—or, more explicitly,
a sense of life’s miraculous character. In the wake of Heidegger, it
became clear that boredom, partly through its affinity with the Noth-
ing, can be regarded as openness and freedom. Properly understood,
boredom may be said to contain the solution to its own problem: it is
capable of freeing the subject from the excessive objecthood of which
boredom itself is a result; boredom creates the very transcendence
it lacks. It is therefore also clear that the time belonging to positive
boredom amounts to more than a single point. Although boredom
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appears as a zero point, it unfolds a dynamic, a sequence with several
phases.

The negative concept of boredom is, second, an expression of our
lack of a way of grasping boredom. This, too, is connected with
boredom’s elusive character: with its being a no-thing. Boredom
does not appear directly, in itself, but only derivatively, when it finds
expression. One might say that boredom’s what is identical with
its how. It is therefore essential to examine boredom’s expressions,
and literature has proved to offer a privileged approach. Through
literature in particular, it is possible to map various ways of working
with boredom. This in itself gives boredom a positive turn, simply
because it finally identifies ways of handling its elusive nothingness.

At a purely provisional, though exemplary, level, Wallace Stevens
and Jogrgen Leth have shown us two fundamental directions in which
boredom may be put to positive use. Stevens uses boredom above
all by turning it into fertile ground for the imagination and linking
it with the first idea. Boredom thereby becomes part of a strategy in
which the subject or poetic speaker initially withdraws into an inner
landscape of imagination. Leth, by contrast, turns directly towards
reality, but does so in a new and unconventional way. He encounters
reality point by point, on the basis both of an experience of reality
and subject as fragmented entities—and of coherence or connected-
ness as boring—and of a belief that the fog of boredom can thereby
be dissolved, allowing reality once again to appear with stimulating
intensity. This entails the conviction that life is fundamentally inter-
esting and that it is merely a matter of recognising this fact. It should
therefore be sufficient, for example, to zoom in on or frame a piece
of reality so that it can be seen.

In Leth, boredom is in this way primarily an inner matter. Empti-
ness belongs above all to the bored subject, not to the reality that at
first appears empty. Reality is instead in-different: in principle, any-
thing whatsoever may constitute a fulfilling object, a fulfilling piece of
reality, for consciousness. The reverse applies to Stevens, in whom
boredom is attributed chiefly to the world of reality. The external
world becomes worth encountering only after a detour through the
imagination and on the basis of a recognition of the fictionality of
everything. In other words, fiction is essential to the dissolution of
boredom: reality must be encountered, and union must take place,
in the light of fiction and its attendant imaginative activity.
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Other features also contribute to Stevens’s and Leth’s ways of
working with boredom—their so-called zero-point strategies. A pro-
nounced freedom of movement and perspectivism is a recurring
feature in both writers, as is the centrality of play. In Stevens, play
chiefly belongs to language, taking the form of a linguistic virtuosity
that is by no means devoid of humour. In Leth, it lies above all in the
free and light attitude towards both subject matter and the writing
of poetry itself. This is particularly evident in his constant urge, fol-
lowing the suspension of conventions, to play with the medium or
media.

It seems necessary to dwell further on the more general characteris-
tics of these zero-point strategies. In Stevens, we saw how boredom’s
zero point, closely connected with the first idea, not only contains
an element of imagination in its own right but is above all a point
of departure for the imagination. The imagination is a redemptive
force for the poet because it is capable of entering into a relation
with the external world, as it does in “Thirteen Ways”. This relation
both produces and reflects the idea of the fictionality of everything:
that one should, and indeed can only, encounter the world as it is by
recognising that every encounter with reality is marked by fictionality.
The sublime use of boredom—at least according to Stevens—is there-
fore the one that results in the encounter between subject, world and
poem portrayed at the end of “Notes”, where the poetic speaker steps
out into his mundo.

If this is decisive in Stevens’s positive use of boredom, Leth’s prin-
cipal approach is more straightforward and concrete. It divides into
two forms, one linguistic and one visual, which I have chosen to
call the “note” and the “frame” respectively. Yet in Leth, too, the
encounter with reality must contain a layer of fiction: an unmedi-
ated encounter with reality is boring in the negative sense. Leth’s
work thus involves an extensive self-staging that is also a staging of
emptiness, an exploitation of boredom’s point blank.

Wallace Stevens and Jgrgen Leth are two literary figures who are,
on the one hand, very different—Ilike a large, heavy film apparatus
compared with a handheld camera—but who, on the other hand,
share an ability to put boredom to positive use. In both cases, this
is linked quite closely to the poetic, or perhaps more accurately
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to an aestheticisation of the surrounding world.! The approaches
to boredom mapped here all involve encountering the world in an
attitude not governed by reason, one that thinks of reality as fiction.

The difference between Stevens and Leth nevertheless remains
pronounced, and in the final analysis neither writer locates boredom.
In Stevens, boredom is brought about by “separation”; in Leth, by
“coherence”—but boredom cannot be rooted in both. The preced-
ing discussion has therefore not located boredom once and for all.
Boredom really is a hybrid; perhaps it can be located only in the
unlocatable: boredom remains in between.

At this late stage, it is worth noting that our positive grasp—and
concept—of boredom has largely been developed through two poets
who may both be said to remain within Heidegger’s as-structure,
where play, imagination and reality can meet. Perhaps this very fact—
despite Stevens’s metaphysical inclination and his inscription of a
concept of Being into his poetry—testifies to the source of boredom’s
problem. Could it be the demand for metaphysical depth in a world
where shared human metaphysical orders have collapsed that gives
rise to boredom? Or, more precisely, is it the demand for metaphys-
ical depth that turns boredom into a problem, because in such a
context boredom bears witness to an almost blasphemous attitude
towards higher or deeper concerns?? Perhaps negative boredom is
a symptom of our being marked by a mistaken attitude towards the
modern reality surrounding us. Perhaps positive boredom will quite
automatically gain ground as we gradually learn to view the world
through a new lens: in a world so constituted that transcendence
cannot be conceived without immanence.

One possible direction for further research into positive boredom
has thereby been indicated, but other aspects of the subject also
require closer attention. First, it would be useful to map and formu-
late a series of more enduring ways of working with boredom. The
approaches I have outlined here are predominantly momentary in
character—the principal exception being the idea of the fictionality

! Or perhaps, more precisely, to an aestheticisation of existence, as the later Michel

Foucault formulated it. The idea that we ourselves are marked by fictionality
brings unity, freedom and a heightened sense of the significance of everything;
we must see our “propre vie comme une ceuvre d’art personnelle”—our own life
as a personal work of art (Foucault, p. 1550).

Such an attitude may be said already to have been at work in boredom’s historical
precursor, the premodern acedia.
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of everything—and their meaning or force does not increase through
repeated use. The approaches described may even be characterised as
situational and, ultimately, merely as ways of varying the experience
of existence. When repeated, they risk becoming boring themselves.

Second, a crucial question concerning these zero-point strategies
is whether they are too narrowly tied to an aestheticisation of the
surrounding world and thus belong primarily to the artist, not least
the poet, or whether positive boredom can genuinely be shared by
everyone. The question of the relation between art and reality—or
perhaps more precisely between art and everyday life—therefore
becomes pressing: how can aesthetic experiences be transferred to
daily life?

A possible solution has its roots in thinking about the problem
differently, in reversing the question. As we have seen, boredom
is many things. It may be regarded as receptivity, a privilege, an
attraction, a possibility and even an opening within finitude. This
positive boredom is also connected with the presence of a number
of features that intervene in and colour its concept: a positive un-
derstanding of the Nothing; wonder; the de-creative; imagination;
liberation; perspectivism; playfulness; and, not least, fiction being
allowed to penetrate reality. By virtue of this final feature, perhaps
we already possess a liberating solution to the problem just raised.
Positive boredom, hatched as an artistic experience, is not to be trans-
ferred to everyday life. Positive boredom is itself an enlargement of
its own realm in between—an expansion that takes place at precisely
the moment when boredom succeeds in turning the whole of life into
an artistic circumstance.
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