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RÉSUMÉ 

A
u vingtième siècle. les sciences humaines ont traversé une crise en raison de 

l'hégémonie postcartésienne de la méthode scientifique et de l'épistémologie 

privilégiée sur laquelle elle se basait. La critique la plus sévère de cette tendance est 

probablement celle de Martin Heidegger. qui essayait de retrouver le sens primordial de la 

signification de !'Être dans la tradition de la métaphysique occidentale. Ce projet de 

réflexion se continue chez Gadamer, lorsqu'il recherche la vérité au-delà des limites d'une 

méthode scientifique épistémologiquement restreinte. Cette thèse examine la réflexion de 

Gadamer sur le jeu et 1 · Art dans Vérité et méthode et dans The Relevance ofthe Beauf ifu/ and 

other Essays. afin d'étudier un aspect de cet effort philosophique majeur. J'y montre 

comment l'utilisation herméneutique par Gadamer de la métaphore du jeu dans la discussion 

philosophique aussi bien que dans l'interaction de la perception esthétique entre l'artiste et 

l'audience suggère la base d'une ontologie de I' Art qui est une ouverture. une percée. pour 

la rencontre entre vérité et véracité. non seulement dans les sciences humaines. mais aussi 

dans la vie. 

En guise de conclusion. je présente une image double de mon acceptation de la méthode de 

Gadamer. Je préfère l'appeler méthodologie car celle-ci n'est pas fermée. Je repère une 

structure tripartite dans la section I du chapitre sur l'Ontoiogie de I' Art: 

I) Structure systématique jamais fermée 

2) Supression de reros; par conséquent, structure non systématique 

3) Assertions indirectes et raisonnement socratique-évocation de la forme dialogique. 

Runhild Shashi Roëder 
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Abstract 

The human sciences in the twentieth century experienced a crisis in relation to the post-Cartesian 

hegemony of scientific method and the privileged epistemology on which it was based. Perhaps 

the severest critic of this trend was Martin Heidegger, who sought to retrieve the primordial sense 

of the meaning of Being behind the tradition of Western metaphysics. Gadamer's quest for truth 

beyond the limitations of an epistemologically narrow scientific method continues this project of 

thought. ln order to investigate one aspect of this major philosophical endeavour, this thesis looks 

in detail at Gadamer's reflections on play and art in Truth and Method and The Relevance of the 

Beautiful and Other Essays. l show how Gadamer's hermeneutic use of the metaphor of play for 

both philosophical discussion and the interaction of aesthetic perception between artist and 

audience suggests a basis for an ontology of art that is an opening out, or ·aperture', for the 

encounter with truth and truthfulness not only in the human sciences, but also in life. 

The introduction begins by discussing the hermeneutic framework of the humanities. 

Gadamer suggests that humanities are to follow a hermeneutic method, not the method of the 

natural sciences. A hermeneutic methodology is appropriate to the human sciences because they 

participate in seeing and not merely observing with an impersonal gaze, for example, in the study 

of the artwork. Seeing involves the whole being. It is not a matter of surpassing but of 

understanding the variety of experiences - aesthetic, historical, religious, and political. 

Such seeing requires more than the aesthetic consciousness put forward by Kant and 

Schiller. Art must be grounded in ontological investigation over and against what in the 

enlightenment project is simply reduced to the aesthetic category. Art reveals one's 'aesthetic 

being'. To see merely through aesthetic consciousness is to be in the grips of a prejudice. The 
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paradigm of play is revealed in the work, which further supports the ontological project in 

perception. This is central to the present work. 

ln the introduction it is asked: Does truth capture the essence of life as a whole? And in 

the conclusion, particularly in a section conceming Gadamer's rhetoric of methodology, we take 

up this question by addressing the meaning ofGadamer's talk ofthese things. 

The introduction is followed by a discussion of play as a mode of being. Play can only be 

play in a true sense if the player loses himself in it; it becomes an end in itself. Being is engaged 

in the play. Play of the being is set in motion with the help of the artwork. Otherwise the element 

of play in the being is hidden from us. This is a state that is not simply aesthetic consciousness. It 

is preconscious and also beyond consciousness; it therefore surpasses and encompasses, white 

also informing, current customs and traditions. lt takes this state to take a leap intellectually and 

emotionally. 

We are lead to consideration of artwork as subject. Truth in artwork has to be understood; 

it is an interpretative activity. It has to do with 'experience·, which is aconceptual. It therefore 

cannot be confined to one aspect of the being and limited to a brand of aesthetic consciousness. It 

affects the whole person, thereby bringing transformation. Artwork is thus what endures, not the 

viewer. The work has the particular truth that is necessary for that particular experience at the 

time. lt is not the artist, not the viewer, but the artwork that is the subject. It needs to be 

understood this way in order to follow the ontological project in Truth and Method. 

The question of seriousness in play is then taken up. The paradox is that there is no play if 

the player is not serious. Seriousness is an essential ingredient of the mode of play. 

The meaning of play for Gadamer is explored in detail. Gadamer reveals that we are not 

aware of the spirit of language, because we concentrate our playing on subjectivity. The spirit of 

language and unstable motion intensify our finite experience and our historical 'givenness'. 

4 



Languages, linguistic play through metaphors, poetic expressions, stimulate imagination and 

perception. Meaning becomes transparent in the play of language if we keep our ""inner ear 

open". 

The whole as a game, as it appears in Gadamer, is expounded. Gadamer attempts to give 

us intimations of infinite play in the world through play in the artwork. The mysterious 

wonderousness encompassing meaning, excluding nothing in its grasp, is reflected in the richness 

of musical compositions (e.g. Bach's Passion of Saint Matthew) and paintings (e.g. Picasso's 

Guernica). One can overcome one's pathos by aesthetic distancing when one views, say, Romeo 

and Juliet, seeing the tragic and comic as a whole. The whole cannot be grasped by any dogma, 

any assertions, but can be felt in a flash (with some luck) when one attends to artworks. 

The concept of wholeness takes secular alongside religious, episteme alongside ontic, and 

ontological science alongside art criticism, illness alongside health. ln other words, it is a 

movement from what one knows towards intuiting the unknown; i.e. one reaches health via 

illness to see what one is lacking when one is ill. lt is the play of opposites. which can be 

followed by a synthesis. lt is seeing what is possible, seeing what is not possible, and 

synthesising the two to assert something and yet keeping an openness. This is Gadamer's 

inclination-bis hermeneutic methodology. 

Lack of a discussion of eros in Gadamer is taken up. We believe that this is an essential 

element of play. lt seems then that Gadamer bas not made an entirely systematic study of play. 

He develops play in nature, play in art, play in language. He hints at ·something' that is there 

forming reality. Play of reality is the play of the artwork. 

Yet somehow the word ·eros' escapes Gadamer even though for the Greeks, for example, 

eros and play were interchangeable (as in the Symposium). Thus it seems that in Gadamer, eros as 

part of play is suppressed in relation to artwork or thought (as well as with Heidegger). Rosen 
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raises this argument upon which we elaborate with reference to the Greeks. We do not. however. 

bring eros to bear in a systematic way on play. following Gadamer·s prudentia. 

This is followed by a discussion of culture and play in Huizinga. We cite passages from 

Huizinga's Homo Ludens which help us to see the sacred play in ancient Hindu mythology, e.g. 

as elucidated in Reg Veda, a major voluminous work that addresses ·being' in the most 

comprehensive manner. 

Next we are lead to Gadamer's concept of padeia. This tenn covers spontaneous 

manifestations of the play instinct (e.g. a cat playing with a ball of wool). Play determines 

structure. Ordering and shaping of the movement of the game is the game's very purpose. 

Caillois is quoted to explain the impulse of ludus, whereby one creates a difficulty deliberately, in 

order to enjoy trying to solve it. 

It is necessary to take up the pathos of tragedy, and of theory, further. When viewing a 

tragic performance, the spectator is in the communion of being present. It is not simply an 

occasion for aesthetic evaluation; this is the main point Gadamer makes about the Play of Fate. 

In the tragic scenario on the stage, one is able to perceive the tragic as an experience of 

the universal. Without aesthetic distancing one carries one's tragic experiences as particular. (lt 

happened only to me.) Particular tragic experiences meet the tragic universal. (We all are in the 

same boat.) One's consciousness is elevated and love for ideality, noble aims, are redeemed. For 

Gadamer, phronesis, virtue on contextual and universal and universal understanding is the truth 

that is important for hermeneutic understanding. 

It may be instructive to add, for Gadamer, that artists create, evoke and connect with 

aesthetic sensibility that ail of us share. (Perhaps some destroy but Gadamer's experience of art 

clearly excludes such an experience.) But art has more than aesthetic sensibility. lt evokes bodily 

or intellectual experience of something that his philosophy of art calls a clue to the play of 
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ontological 'aesthetic being'. Gadamer wants to stress what is an important contribution of Kant 

in this respect. He commends Kant on considering the element of genius in art, rather than 

diminishing it to a judgement of taste. French classicism had established rules which were 

surpassed by Shakespeare, and in that his genius lay. Gadamer along with Kant sees genius as 

•natural power·. A genius creates something without realising the genius in the work, as if he had 

followed a rule. The work is original as a result, and not only in that it can give direction to 

another genius to produce something using one's own movement rather than copying someone 

else's work. Gadamer sees here free play of imagination and intuition and a faculty in intellect 

that synthesises and renders it a unity. For Gadamer and Kant as we see it is once again play at 

work when viewers and the artist commune in the artwork. The work off ers itself to the artist and 

viewer at the same time shares with both its destiny, its own making from a combination of the 

faculties that are involved in illuminating phenomena in a flash. as it were. 

The upshot of this investigation is that we ought to listen with an openness without fear of 

losing a grip on our presuppositions, and be prepared to see something else that would illuminate 

for us what we may need for "bildung· self-understanding which is the root of ail understanding. 

If one is not aware of one's own limits and strengths how can one respect the achievements of 

another and sympathise with the other's limits? That is the question and answer at the same time, 

which Gadamer wants to get across. The wondrous mystery of play that can redeem 

misunderstanding when we are illuminated further about something did not occur to us earlier. 

Art has then the 'transcendental freedom' and play has the power to transcend barriers in our 

mental capacities. Art is the Hermes that bridges the gap between the object and the person by 

playing a neutral subject white speaking to us quietly without the aggressiveness of human 

relationships. Art therefore is the subject. Art endures. ln that viewer and artist commune and are 

redeemed. Art brings together content of feeling, idea and form. lt thereby • increases our being 
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with the intuition of the spiritual'. We are able to escape the labyrinth oflndo-European grammar 

rules and have a breath of fresh air, which is stifled by scholastic constructions of grammar. For 

Gadamer, we do not need these because our language is already constructed. We have to assert 

creative play to find ontological space and true modalities within the lndo-European episteme, 

which is today akin to scientific methodological restraints. 
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Introduction: Art Within the Hermeneutic Framework of the Humanities 

A number of contemporary texts aim at seeking appropriate methods to rescue the reader from 

the trappings of modemity. These trappings involve the confusion of myth with enlightenment. 

The reader's task is seen primarily as being the separation of the two. 

Habermas, Vattimo, Wittgenstein, Dummett, and Desmond. for instance, ail seek new 

ways of speaking, writing, and negotiating agreements between differences of interpretation that 

can grip the movement of the everchanging global economy of human relations across cultures 

and within the various divisions between the arts, the sciences, Art. Philosophy and Religion in 

their multifarious conflicting approaches. Debates between postmodernists and modemists are ail 

concemed with the issue of framing the Truth or truths. There is relativism as well as reactions to 

it. Amidst such disconcerting wrestling, Gadamer's Truth and Method can help to restore ··the 

idealistic echo that lies in the idea of Geist"1 without undermining the importance of tradition or 

working within a given language, texts, and cultures. 

We shall argue that Gadamer's concem is not just for language, for art, for hermeneutics, 

or for method. His concem is these and more. lt is to gain access to the total human experience of 

the world. As Gadamer says: .. The understanding and the interpretation of texts [arts] is not 

merely a concern of science [ ontology ], but is obviously part of the total human experience of the 

world."2 He is concerned that the '"idealistic echo" that inhabits the idea and signs of Geist is 

1 Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method (New York: Crossroad, 1988), p. 5. Ail future references are to this 
edition. 
2Truth and Method, p. xi. 
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concealed when one uses analogies from scientific method. As a result, human experience is 

warped by this concealment. 

Gadamer is critical of the concept of method that deals with the thing but is alien to it. For 

him it is an ••extemal reflection." The true method is to see the thing unfold itself. from within as 

it were. His point here is that '"philosophical cognition" should not be observing something with 

its own fancies at work. He therefore sees the "dialectic" method as the right method, as it would 

assist the thing to unfold itself intemally; and this cannot be done without insisting on the logic of 

the question. He encourages the philosopher to disregard his own ideas and current opinion and 

to follow the Socratic logic of the thought.3 

For Gadamer. the dialectic is negative, so that one·s own wrong opinions are put into 

question. A clarity and awakening follow from this process of recognition. He quotes the Meno to 

illustrate this point. Ali dialectical negativity contains a foreshadowing of what is true. He 

recommends this method not only for pedagogy but for ·'ail thought." Taking a eue from Plato. he 

says that ''things change as one thinks them through logically and become their opposite, that 

thought acquires the power of studying contraries independently of the essence.''°' 

ln hermeneutic experience we are in the centre of language and concemed with the thing 

unfolding itself. We are more attentive, but ''passive," in order to understand the event. The 

logical consequence of which is a hermeneutic experience of ''uninterrupted listening." ln other 

words, Gadamer is encouraging the listener, reader, or viewer to exclude himself from his own 

3 Truth and Method, p. 421. 
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prejudices and also to let the text. the speaker, or the artwork cancel itself out (Aujhebung) before 

it reasserts itself. Only then can the total meaning be captured in the fini te point. 5 

Gadamer does not see language as performing the whole task of explaining the world to us. He 

would like to add prelinguistic experience and the symbolism of mathematics as being helpful in 

getting at the elusive aspects of the world. Prelinguisticality and ex tempore speech acts. facial 

gestures, body movements, and in general human beings' technical ingenuity, ail point to the 

inefficiency of language when it cornes to capturing the whole. For Gadamer, then, what is 

crucial to communication and understanding for philosophy and not just for art is what he calls 

"'heightening of the inward ear." Gadamer has pointed out repeatedly to his students that when 

they hear a word they should try to reconstitute, translate, and reflect on it, for it contains the 

'·whole secret of human understanding, of the world and of social communication. "6 This insight 

allows people to come closer; to speak to and hear each other. 

Gadamer suggests we allow ourselves to go with the word beyond ourselves and trust 

language to do its own task rather than reducing the dialogue to familiar meanings. This 

conclusion is inescapable even for a rationalist like Habermas who says: '·Only a discourse which 

admits this everlasting impurity can perhaps escape the myth, thus freeing itself, as it were, from 

the entwinement of myth and enlightenment." 7 

~ Truth and Method, p. 422. 
5 Truth and Method, pp. 422-23. 
6 Truth and Method, pp. 496-97. 
7 Jürgen Habennas, "The Entwinement ofM}th and Enlightenment," New German Critique 26 (1982): 30. 
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Gadamer's notion of human and linguistic experience corresponds to Wittgenstein's 

understanding of human knowledge in context. As Wittgenstein says: 

Correct prognoses will generally issue from the judgements of those with 

better knowledge of mankind. 

Can one leam this knowledge? Yes; some can. Not, however, by taking a 

course in it, but through ·experience '.-Can someone else be a man's teacher 

in this? Certainly. From time to time he gives him the right tip.-This is what 

'leaming' and ·teaching' are like here.-What one acquires here is not 

technique; one leams correct judgements. There are also rules, but they do not 

form a system, and only experienced people can apply them right. Unlike 

calculating-rules. 

What is most difficult here is to put this indefiniteness, correctly and 

unfalsified, into words. 8 

The message conveyed by both Gadamer and Wittgenstein is that we have to be more 

flexible in making judgements and following through with them in the various contexts in which 

we find ourselves in the world and to which we apply interpretative procedures. Il is quite 

percipient of Wittgenstein to use the word •indefiniteness', for it points to the difficulty in 

expressing exactly this experience in interpreting texts, artworks, or human experience. There is 

always a possibility of falsifying the experience by pretending to know more than we do. 

Art for Gadamer is not simply for intellectual flights. Ultimately, it has to say something 

about ourselves. He does not want to think of artistic work as something that is discontinuous 

8 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, trans. G.E.M. Anscombe (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1958), 
227e. 
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with society. Art already includes in itself the mode of "sharing' and the mode of understanding. 

The concept of play is what allows Gadamer to carry over the objective dimension inherent in 

intersubjective sharing to the structure of understanding in art's historicity. The spectator is 

already included in the work of art. Hence Gadamer' s concem that what bas been known since 

Kant as '"aesthetic consciousness" does not correspond to the real situation. The account he gives 

of it in his own henneneutically circular argument is that aesthetic consciousness is too 

subjective. lt treats the object as something solid and stationary, something fixed. He would 

rather put in a circle the subject and the object, so that the experience of the artwork. which is 

otherwise a commodity possessed by the subject, can be freed from a linear route from subject to 

object in order to appear as the playing back and forth of a de-centred consciousness within a 

larger orb that is felt to encompass ail of the real and the possible. 

For Gadamer art bas a link with life so that, like life, art invokes play. Play bas a to-and

fro movement. lt does not rest with the subject or the object. lt is autonomous. and also tacit. in 

the sense that it cannot be explained away. Gadamer nuances his text in such a way that hein fact 

grips the reader. One bas the experience of being tossed back and forth by the text as though one 

is experiencing a hermeneutic vertigo. Thus, one is forced to take Gadamer's text up to the next 

level up to see what he is doing. Here it functions a lot like a work of art, allowing us to take art 

as a model for the hermeneutical process. He wants to transcend the possessiveness and tendency 

to interpret the phenomenon to fit our pre-existing notions and purposes, which are lacking in 

insight into the thing. To put it differently, with North American clarity of the Davidsonian kind, 

Gadamer appears to mean that the sentence "Snow is white' may be true in a linear sense if it is 
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pointing to the whiteness of the snow outside. However, there is nothing that is just •out there' 

without prejudice. The word •white' bas a history and so does the word •snow', and the same 

applies to the •speaker'. There is no simple sense in which we experience the whiteness of the 

snow. Aesthetic consciousness would grasp the whiteness of the snow to speak about purification 

of the soul, etc.; and yet for another viewer, a skier for example, the texture of the snow would be 

more evident. Hence the need to bring in a wider framework involving the relativity of the 

concept of play in viewing. 

Gadamer speaks about scientific method as being quite superficial because it commonly 

works with unexamined premises. Understanding for Gadamer involves circularity in reasoning 

where, for instance, the artist and the viewer are already in communion at some level. The 

speaker and the hearer do not stay frozen in their positions. There is a movement back and forth. 

A subject-object exchange takes place. Boundaries between the two blur. He feels that the work 

invokes such a movement. The work is an instrument that explains the structure of understanding. 

Quite simply, the play of consciousness is there where the artwork speaks to one, and one speaks 

back to the artwork, so that there is a transformation in one's outlook. The form of ideational 

thinking is changing as one looks at an artwork. Of course, Gadamer does not want to simply re

enact the 'bourgeois religion of culture' of the nineteenth century, but to recapture its symbolic 

'truth' in unity with the present.9 

There is a message here for the human sciences. Gadamer is concemed that they lack this 

insight. He would like them to take into consideration this mode of thinking, so that as we 

9 Truth and Method, p. l O. 
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observe something, we start to change, or the object starts to take on a different shape in our 

minds. A certain fusion occurs between the two sides. We are into a hermeneutic phenomenon, a 

bridge-building that opens from both directions at once. Observation is not a one-way route. Such 

understanding cornes to the surface from a direct encounter with the work. 

ln short, Gadamer would like a new framework to allow broader understanding. ln the 

nineteenth century the way of dealing with the need for a new framework was to invoke the idea 

of the artistic genius who has to invent in isolation and then bring her creations to the public as a 

kind of messiah. Gadamer may not exclude the artistic genius doing just that, in view of his 

references to Mnemosyne. His essay, ··Tue Relevance of the Beautiful'' 10 also points to the role of 

the artist as the messiah of our time. The reason the artist has something that could be seen as a 

symbolic ·messianic' rote is that he already has the spectator in view and realises what the 

spectator Jacks and needs to heal himself from the world of the machine, where the matrix of 

input/output operates. The subject position is a one-sided position. lt cannot stand on its own 

without the co-operation of the object. We have to construct an inner dialogue when we view the 

artwork. And this is a pointer to the way we should be living. The idea is to recognise that we 

cannot reduce anything to a neutral object, calculate input and output and finally conclude that 

we can see things as they are. That would be a naïve objectivism that misses the truth just as 

much as subjectivism does. 

For Gadamer a word does not have a one-to-one correspondence with the thing it refers 

to. Unlike a logician, who would say the sentence •snow is white' is true if and only if snow is 

10 Hans-Georg Gadamer, "The Relevance of the Beautiful," in The Relevance of the Beautiful and Other Essays. ed. 
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white, Gadamer takes language to be complex and too opaque to allow for such one-to-one 

correspondence of thing and concept. ln contrast to logical reductionism. Heidegger in The 

Essence of Truth presents an idea of truth as revelatory disclosure-a/etheia. This is also central to 

Gadamer's project. The transparency of meaning is not neatly captured by method of any kind. 

Only attending to the many-layered disclosure of the truth of being. a "dunamis' of the thing. is 

necessary: 

If we want to know what truth in the field of the human sciences is, we shall 

have to ask the philosophical question of the whole procedure of the human 

sciences in the same way that Heidegger asked it of metaphysics, and that we 

have asked it of aesthetic consciousness. But we shall not be able simply to 

accept the human sciences· own account ofthemselves, but must ask what their 

mode of understanding in truth is. The question of the truth of art in particular 

can serve to prepare the way for this wider-ranging question, because the 

experience of the work of art includes understanding, and thus itself represents 

a hermeneutic phenomenon-but not at ail in the sense of a scientific method. 

Rather, the understanding belongs to the encounter with the work of art itself, 

so that this connection can be illuminated only on the basis of the mode of 

being of the work of art itself. 11 

It is thus on the inherently hermeneutic experience of the artwork that Gadamer founds 

his attempt to do for the hurnanities what Kant meant to do for the ··pure human sciences": ·10 

justify their transcendental possibility." This means that one has to go beyond one's pre-existing 

mental representations. ln responding to a critique of Truth and Method by the legal historian and 

Robert Bemasconi, trans. Nicolas Walker(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993). 
11 Truth and Method, pp. 89-90. 
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philosopher Emilio Betti, Gadamer maintains that •10 think beyond the concept of method in the 

human sciences, as my book attempts, is to ask the question of the ·possibility' of the human 

sciences (which certainly does not mean what they really ought to be)."12 This means that truth is 

contextual, otherwise infinite, and it therefore cannot be contained in or reduced to any method. 

Words function in variant ways. Nothing is explained away once and/or ail. We should avoid 

ignoring the ••negativity of absence" implied by disclosure into presence of a certain being by a 

given word in a certain context. This is why Gadamer's hermeneutics tends to ignore the French 

tradition in hermeneutics as too Cartesian. He finds it fails to link the self-understanding of 

sciences humaines with philosophy and literature, whereas in Germany this is combined in the 

tradition of Geisteswissenschaften to which Gadamer lays claim. 

Gadamer·s primary concem with the relation between truth and method can best be 

understood in this light. Truth can only be arrived at from an inner sense-through an ontological 

encounter. Thus. as for the later Heidegger. poetry provides a paradigm for both philosophy and 

art. Gadamer follows Johan Huizinga, however, in maintaining that ail three have their origin in 

play. Huizinga's Homo Ludens13 will therefore be frequently referred to, not only to show 

Gadamer's debt to this pioneering work, but as further illustration of his concems, such as ··the 

play-element in culture" as it pertains to his own ideal of Bildung (self-education. self-formation, 

which is linked with the wordformatio~ounded in the Greek concept of paideia. To give a 

general view from the outset of this cultural continuum from play through art to philosophy in 

Gadamer's thought, we may say that, having to do with representation, art is a form of play 

12 Truth and Method, p. 466. 
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involving recognition by humans of the essence of some process or being of their world. initially 

the divine as imitated in sacred dance, 14 and eventually knowledge as such. ··Toerefore the idea of 

imitation was able to continue in the theory of art for as long as the significance of art as 

knowledge was unquestioned," that is until, from the nominalism of modem science: ··Kant drew 

the conclusion that aesthetics bas nothing to do with knowledge. " 15 Yet art, as a form of play that 

is meant to be grasped as a whole by someone other than the players, rests upon grasping the 

dialectical ··dunamis" of the negative-of the possibility of losing a certain wager that could 

involve existence itself and thus its meaning, so that it cannot help having about it features of 

deep significance for philosophy. 

Furthermore, in approaching Gadamer's concept of play as the due to ontological 

explanation and the hermeneutic process, one has to take into account that philosophical truth is 

truth about /ife for Gadamer. lt is an investigation into the aesthetic being as lived experience. lt 

is not the objectification of being by applying some pre-existing notion of aesthetic 

consciousness. Being is not static. On the contrary, it is always in the process of becoming. The 

problem of art is linked to the problem of life. and life itself is always in the process of becoming. 

Knowledge has to keep up with the mode of life. Life is change, it is not static. Ontological 

knowledge has to consider this fact. It cannot therefore have a dogmatic and narrow framework. 

·•we shall not be able to do justice to the problem of art from the point of view of 

aesthetic consciousness, but only within this wider framework," linking ail the human sciences, 

13 Johan Huizinga, Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play-Element in Culture (Boston: Beacon Press, 1955). 
14 Truth and Method, pp. 89-90. 
15 Truth and Method, p. l06. 
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says Gadamer. ••for they do not seek to surpass, but to understand the variety of experiences

aesthetic, historical, religious or political consciousness-but that means that they anticipate truth 

in them."16 Not unlike Martin Heidegger in The Origin of the Work of Art, he seeks to ground art 

ontologically, over against the modem project of the Enlightenment. His own way of going about 

this task brings him beyond the individual subjectivity in which, according to him, modem 

philosophies of art have been caught since Kant and Schiller. He seeks to go into the larger 

hermeneutic territory that lies ""between Hegel and the self-understanding of the human 

sciences." 17 

If Gadamer wants to bring together the sciences humaines with Geisteswissenschaften to 

explore the mode of being of the artwork and the truth that lies within it, it is because the 

paradigm of play that he uncovers there in tum provides ontological support for his whole 

hermeneutic project. With respect to art, play takes us beyond aesthetic consciousness by making 

the particular work the subject of its own experience, rather than the extemal observer with his 

preconceived and predetermined psychological attitudes. For play has its own relation. This fact 

grants art its autonomy as something serious for its own sake, once play has established its own 

relation to what is serious and what is not. The meaning of play is inherently relational, or more 

precisely ""media(", a word used by Gadamer to refer to the to-and-fro movement brought out in 

metaphors of play that take it beyond games and even the human realm to reveal its essence as 

what I would call a cosmic process. As such, Play seems to take a capital P, as it gains ultimate 

meaning by touching everything and nothing and especially the in-between. 

16 Truth and Method, p. 88. 
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If Johan Huizinga takes into account a wider range of cultural manifestations of play, 

Roger Caillois18 brings precision to the categorisation of game structures. However what interests 

Gadamer is the progression of the autonomy of play from unconscious natural processes through 

human games to representation in art that transforms it into a permanent structure over time that 

remains dependent on being played out at this and that particular point intime. Tragedy provides 

the type of aesthetic experience as a whole, as the rapture of an encounter with the truth of being 

in Fate's very disregard for human purposes, comparable as such to theory as contemplation, 

which also entails leaving behind one's personal viewpoint to gain insight into the Bigger Picture. 

Y et what imposes itself here as something larger than us is not a deterministic uni verse to be 

described in fixed linguistic connections, but an indeterminate interplay of forces in constant flux 

that is best evoked by art because of the autonomy that makes it into a microcosm, as well as the 

true model of how language works. 

Having gone over these themes on the broad canvas of a reading of the first chapter ··Play 

as the clue to ontological explanation" of the second section in the first part of Truth and Method: 

''The Question of Truth as it Emerges in the Experience of Art," I will then be in a position to 

assess critically .. The Ontology of the Work of Art and its Hermeneutical Significance" within 

and beyond Hans-Georg Gadamer's particular attempt to elucidate the ·•possibility" of evaluating 

truth in the framework of the humanities. 

17 Truth and Method, p. 88. 
18 Roger Caillois, "Structure et Classification des Jeux," Diogène. Revue internationale des Sciences humainesa no. 
12 (October 1955): 72-88. [My translation] 
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Does this truth in art capture the essence of life as a whole? If so, what propaedeutic is 

best suited for such an investigation into play as a clue to ontological truth? 
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Play as a Mode of Being 

Chapter I 

Play, Being, and Art 

How does the nature of art relate to the nature of play? Gadamer leaps from the nature of play to 

the nature of art and makes them practically synonymous without precisely explaining the 

connection at tirs~ if at ail. Gadamer is aware that the play of the artwork is tied to play in a way 

that is indescribable. Y et he never for once admits openly to this. It seems that he himself is 

carried away with the spirit of a positive capability of the word, of the artwork. 

Gadamer attempts to do the opposite of what the French poststructuralists do. If the latter 

appeal to the failure of the word, Gadamer points to the success of the word. but he explains this 

by saying that each speech act or each utterance or each interpretation cannot be the final one. 

The negativity surrounding it is not so mucha lack, or even an endless lateral slide like Denida's 

différance, as it is the openness of a resonating space that encompasses the wholeness of 

experience and its expression. Gadamer places his confidence in reaching out to the other with a 

certain give-and-take in language, a creative speech act that has an ··esprit de finesse" rather than 

a ••geometric spirit," to use Pascal's categories, which is obsessed with the ·•facticity of signs". 

Each utterance leads to another and another. For it bas to remain in the mode of openness, 

in the mode of sharing, as though there is always another moment in time, another space to fill 

and share with the other. It is unfinished. No viewer can extinguish the play. ln Gadamer's 

words: 
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Just as the parousia, absolute presence, describes the ontological mode of 

aesthetic being, and a work of art is the same wherever it becomes such a 

presence, so the absolute moment in which a spectator stands is at once self

forgetfulness and reconciliation with self. That which detaches him from 

everything also gives him back the whole ofhis being. 19 

If we keep in mind that what Gadamer wants to do is to free the concept of art from the 

subjective meaning it has in Kant and Schiller, and if we know exactly what he means by this, 

things become a lot clearer. Gadamer says this "'subjective meaning [ ... ] dominates the whole of 

modem aesthetics and philosophy of man."20 He says and means that play in art is not about the 

artist, nor about the viewer. nor even the playfulness expressed in the artwork, but rather about 

the actual linguistic structure of the artwork. Or even better, about the ··mode of being" of the 

work. What is this mode of being? How is art linked with the mode of being of play? Does he 

mean that we surpass our subjectivity if, instead of limiting our focus on the work, we go further 

and try to look at the mode of being of the work of art? We would then surpass aesthetic 

consciousness, which did not put us in touch with what is really going on. For, as Gadamer says: 

"Play fulfils its purpose only if the player loses himself in the play."21 

If we were to contrast this view with its opposite, it may become clearer. Let us suppose 

that the player does not Jose himself in the play; then what would happen? Would the play be 

tumed into a means to an end? If it is, perhaps it could not function even as a means. Gadamer 

does not try to see the flipside of this argument. If he did, 1 wonder whether he would have said 

that the play ceases to be play. lt then becomes boring, a suffocating closure which stifles truth, 

19 Truth and Method, pp. 113-14. 
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since truth is always given afresh to our •aesthetic being.' ln other words, time is not related to 

space in the manner in which it is supposed to be for that player due to his lack of commitment 

to the present and his subjectivity getting in the way. 

The important thing for Gadamer is not the attitude of the player. Therefore, aesthetic 

consciousness is irrelevant. We have to reduce our enquiry to the mode ofbeing of the play itself. 

Beyond Aesthetic Consciousness: The Artwork as Subject 

Gadamer argues that if we place art within aesthetic consciousness, it becomes a closed question. 

The truth of the artwork cannot be enclosed within a delimited field of investigation, within any 

methodological framework. For simply being involved in the aesthetic consciousness is far from 

being realistic about what this experience itself involves. There is an elusive aspect of the artwork 

which cannot be captured in any one interpretation. When we speak of art, we are speaking about 

·•experience". This means that we are not simply dealing with analytical consciousness. We are 

actually speaking about horizons that interact when encountering one another-much as in any 

other question of interpretation. This new situation brings about a fundamental transformation in 

the viewer of a work of art. lt is this aspect of transformation, related to dialogue with a text but 

still more elusive, that is involved in the encounter with and knowledge of artworks for Gadamer: 

The work of art has its true being in the fact that it becomes an experience, 

changing the person experiencing it. The subject of the experience of art, that 

•o - Truth and Method, p. 91. 
21 Truth and Method, p. 92. 
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which remains and endures, is not the subjectivity of the person who 

experiences it, but the work itself.22 

Here, Gadamer argues that the work itself is the subject, not the viewer. In other words. the work 

is not exhausted by the viewer. The work continues to have a life of its own, as it were. It already 

existed be fore the viewer encountered it and it continues to exist. 23 This does not in volve 

transcending persona( experience in abstract concems. but actually staying with the artwork as 

though going to the things themselves. In this. for Gadamer, the viewer of a work of art is like a 

player who is so full y engaged in a game that be loses himself in it. The mode of the work of art 

bas nothing to do with the attitude of the player or bis or ber intention in a particular game. It has 

also little to do with freedom of expression in the work. The game that the work of art draws us 

into generates its own rules with whatever elements, or clumps of meaning, happen to corne into 

play. Switches of direction in meaning contain apertures that lead to sudden illumination beyond 

what we already know in a given context, irrespective of the specific intentions or impulses of 

either the artist or the viewer in their individual life-worlds. 

Gadamer does not want to look at the viewer's response, his thoughts. He switches the 

focus instead onto the work of art. The explanation for this is that focus on the artist or bis own 

projections is a subjective stance. Gadamer does not claim to go as far as to claim objectivity, but 

this is the strain behind his attempt. He wants to make central the work of art itself, its active role 

in aesthetic experience. We usually see the viewer as thinking that he is the subject assessing the 

21 Truth and Method, p. 92. 
23 Another student of Heidegger's, Hannah Arendt, also detines the work of art by this trait in the chapter on work in 
The Human Condition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958): "lt is as though worldly stability had become 
transparent in the pennanence of art. so that a premonition of immortality, not the immortality of the soul or oflife 
but of something immortal achieved by mortal hands, has become tangibly present, to shine and to be seen, to sound 
and to be heard, to speak and to be read" (p. 168). 
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work, and that the artwork is a passive object. But here, the work as a whole is the "'subject" and 

it is the intimations one receives through the work as a whole that is the truth and it is this that is 

enduring. The argument that even the consciousness of the viewer is not relevant is qui te radical. 

The impetus of the "'experience" of art for Gadamer is in the power of the play at hand in the 

work as a whole, as it reveals its essence therein precisely as a whole: 

The mode of being of play does not allow the player to behave towards play as 

if it were an object. The player knows very well what play is, and that what he 

is doing is ••only a game", but he does not know what exactly he ··knows" in 

knowing that. 2" 

Getting Serious About Playing 

"'Thus it can be said that for the player play is not serious: that is why he plays. "25 Why does 

Gadamer want to define the concept of play from this point of view? If the player does not take 

the play seriously. then why does he play? Does he mean that playing with the physicality of the 

work leads to frivolity? He maintains that the attitude of the player who knows that he is not 

being serious ··betongs with other attitudes of his subjectivity." He plays because he leaves them 

aside, no longer taking them or himself seriously. But then again, it may be that the concept of 

play is about seriousness after ail. For if play is merely play, then it is not serious. If play is play 

and more, then it is serious. What is this more? Gadamer twists and tums between play as 

frivolity or seriousness to tease out the meaning of play in the work. Play seriously engaged in 

detaches us from our closed mind, which inhabits a narrow sphere we dub as seriousness. Such 

seriousness is not eamestness. lt is just dullness. Gadamer cites Aristotle to this effect: "'Play has 

24 Truth and Method, p. 92. 
25 Truth and Method, p. 91. 

28 



its own relation to what is serious. lt is not only that the latter gives it its ·purpose': we play for 

the sake of recreation, as Aristotle says. "26 

To be meaningful, play does not grip us when it is not related to an appropriate space. 

Play has to have its 0\\11 contextuality, its 0\\11 contact with the "'serious". The essence of play 

and the essence of the serious may just be two sides of the same coin. Therefore, it is not only 

that play has a relation with a more serious side, but that it has a purposiveness in itself: it lets us 

experience its own being, its essence, which in tum stretches our imagination, in the way we 

appropriately call re-creation. It generates energy and so increases our being! Perhaps I am saying 

more here than what Gadamer wants to say. Gadamer stays with Aristotle and tells his imaginary 

interlocutor that .. play itself contains its o\\11, even sacred, seriousness. "27 It is striking that 

Gadamer uses words such as ·even sacred' for seriousness in play. After taking our attention 

away from the player and his reaction to the game and his attitude to the game, Gadamer 

expresses enormous respect for play. In quoting Aristotle, he rescues an autonomous ground for 

play and even compares it to the sacred. 

Play is its own ground in that it is fully engaging in its own movement. Play transforms 

the player who indeed then sees ail his other purposeful activities in a different relation. Play in 

other words alters his mental chemistry; the relations between himself and his tasks are altered. 

He feels more rejuvenated and liberated from the burden of life. 

Gadamer's claim, I think, is that the player sees play as play, but also that he is unaware 

of the repercussions in seriousness of his intent to continue this play. There is therefore tension, 

an ambivalence, a back-and-forth movement-precisely a play between being serious and yet 

26 Truth and Method, p. 91, citing Aristotle, Politics VIII 3 1337 b 39 and Nicomachean Ethics x 6 1176 b 33. 
'7 - Truth and Method, p. 91. 
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always assuming that bis playful attitude is simply not meant to be more than what playfulness 

can offer. He does not see how his other relations are affected when be does not take bis play 

seriously. Once be takes bis play seriously, bis life is transformed. ln this case the nature of play 

achieves its own goal, its own seriousness and so it fulfils itself. It engages the player in its own 

essence. The player is in the grip of the play. Play is then the subject and is not simply objectified 

into mere pretext for something. 

Gadamer says that the player does not know what is packed into the knowledge of play. 

This means that the player bas no knowledge of bis own being as part of this process, and of how 

it has subtly acquired a certain gift be did not have an experience of prior to the commitment he 

made to be fully engaged in the 'thrownness· of the play itself. Perhaps he discovers his own 

essence-bis original dunamis-which he could not have been separated from but which he 

might have felt only inchoately that be had. ln Gadamer's words: 

For play bas its own essence, independent of the consciousness of those who 

play. Play also exists, indeed. exists properly, when the thematic horizon is not 

limited by any being-for-itself of subjectivity, and where there are no subjects 

who are behaving 'playfully'. [ ... ] The players are not the subjects of play: 

instead play merely reaches presentation through the players. 28 

The emphasis here faits clearly on the "presentation'' (Schauspiel). Gadamer stresses that 

play can actualise itself fully only when the players do not have pre-existing expectations of it, 

when they do not use play as a pretext for another aim. lt is not the player that uses the play as a 

pretext. Rather, the essence of play is that the play uses the player as a pretext to actualise itself. 

28 Trulh and Method, p. 92 
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Who are these players? Since Gadamer portrays them thus in setting forth his assumptions 

at the beginning of his chapter on the ontology of the work of art, I suppose he means, beyond 

bridge players and athletes, people who are looking at artworks, who are attending an opera. who 

are listening to poetry, watching a film, participating in a festival, or who are reading a novel. 

Play is seen seriously in opera performances and art exhibitions in which hard work has gone into 

connecting each move with ail the others to produce a meaningful whole. We have the feeling we 

have a wider or deeper glimpse into a life that otherwise seemed either dull or chaotic. We see 

rather that life is ail those things and so we gain a greater acceptance of it. When we see Romeo 

and Juliet kill themselves, we realise that the meaning of a tragic play lies simply in truth and not 

in any outcome one would fantasise or anticipate. The contrived tragedy in opera helps us to 

transcend trauma we may experience from actual tragic episodes in our own lives. One cornes to 

see that in life, forces at play have their way in spite of us and despite the artist in relation to his 

work. Art softens the impact of everydayness and illuminates the factor of instability of the real 

for us. 

Play is present when its pretext disappears and the play is there for itself atone. We then 

experience a certain intimation of play in life as a whole. Play has various metaphorical 

representations. The concept of play has been described by F. J. J. Buytendijk in his 1933 Wesen 

und Sinn des Spiels, whose title translates as ··The Essence and Meaning of Play," an author 

commented on by Gadamer. This philosophy of play is in fact the consequence of a thorough 

analysis and synthetic account of reality, seen from '"a thousand eyes at once", not from just one 

aspect of the thing. Gadamer would therefore like us to pay attention to the word 'play' and its 
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meaning, with its multifarious forms, which structures much of our world. Play in its essence 

evokes pleasure and gives us an experience of truth which opens us to the universe, so that we 

can see the diversity in unity and corne to appreciate it. We see such a unity of expression 

between what is said and the way it is said. Artistic expression is a free construction. It is not 

predetermined. Its spontaneity gives it its charm, because we know it is not contrived. It returns 

freely to its original source. 

The Meaning of Play 

Gadamer says that we ought to think through language with language and about language. In 

other words, each word bas its history and bas therefore already formed our thought in a way that. 

if recognised, can advance the task of conceptual analysis. The same. he says, is the case with 

etymologies, though to a lesser degree. For be tells us these are ''performed by linguistic science 

not by language itself," that is by the actual usage of a word. They are abstractions that are 

conceptually decided, and therein lies their dogmatism, which limits their proof value. He 

proceeds to analyse the history of the word '"play". This is quintessentially important for our 

purposes. Gadamer focuses on the following metaphors: play of light, play of the waves. the play 

of a component of a bearing-case. the interplay of limbs, the play of forces, the play of gnats, 

even a play on words: 

In each case what is intended is to-and-fro movement which is not lied to any 

goal which would bring it to an end. This accords with the original meaning of 
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the word spiel as ••cfance" which is still found in many word forms (e.g. in 

Spielmann. jongleur).29 

Gadamer further states: .. lt is the game that is played. it is irrelevant whether or not there 

is a subject who plays. The play is the performance of the movement as such." He means here: 

the game has the player. The subject becomes the pretext for the game. Something is playing on 

my mind. I do not know what it is. but something is going on. For Gadamer. this is ··the most 

original sense of playing''. which he calls ;•the medial one''. exemplified by the way ··we say that 

something is ;playing' somewhere or at some time. that something is going on (sich abspielt. im 

Spiele ist)." Gadamer further illustrates what he means with more direct relevance to aesthetics 

by saying that 

we speak of the play of colours and do not mean only that there is one colour. 

that plays against another, but that there is one process or sight, in which one 

can see a changing variety of colours. 30 

Here Gadamer appears to be linking play with cosmic play and cosmic game. T o stay close to the 

text here is important. We are asking the question of the extension of the notion of play in 

Gadamer·s thought. It is our hypothesis that this notion may have some greater, even cosmic 

proportions. The gist of the above argument is a building up of ail the possible meanings of play: 

play we are engaged in and play that is part of the larger picture. play with a capital ·p·. 

Having no goal to bring it to an end, the movement of the game-play simply begs to 

repeat itself. Gadamer now tries to develop an elaborate argument to describe the ··process", 

which is quite Heideggerian of course: ··the play itself' is then at the heart of it. He laments that 

one relates to the subject when there is a question of playing. Gadamer sees that the meaning of 

the play is clearer when one abuses the word "play' by applying it out of the context of a game. If 

29 Cf. J. Trier, Beitraege zur Geschichte derdeutschen Sprache und literatur 67, 1947. 
30 Truth and Method, p. 93. 
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we say of someone that he is playing with opportunities, and does not make a decision, we say he 

is 'playing with life'. That is because he enjoys the freedom to go either one way or another at bis 

discretion. Curiously, non-purposiveness where purposiveness is necessary is called 'playing 

with life'. 

In jigsaw puzzles or games of patience the game has the player in its hold. ln such cases, 

it is especially clear that the player does not rule over the game. He bas to follow its rules, 

however arbitrary they may seem to be, to make the best of limited options in a situation. dictated 

each time anew by blind chance, competing with himself to perform a non-purposive task for the 

sheer pleasure of it. By the same token, there is always a risk involved when one plays any game, 

even if it is benign in these particular examples. But it is the game for its own sake that attracts 

the player and sustains him through its vicissitudes. lt is not the player who is the master of the 

game, but he allows himself to be subjected to its power. perhaps to find release from care for 

himself as subject. This is not unlike the first meaning of the word verspielt, which, instead of 

Gadamer's elaborate paraphrase or the translator·s ·playing with life', means having spent one's 

time and resources away at agame like gambling, and from this core it can support a range of 

metaphors. But verspielt refers to having toyed with the risks of a game and lost, before toying 

with the possibilities of life. Gadamer says: 

The metaphorical usage has here, as always, a methodological priority. If a 

word is applied to a sphere to which it did not originally belong, the actual 

'original' meaning emerges quite clearly.31 

31 Truth and Method, p. 92. 
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Metaphorical usage succeeds because of a strange use of a word in a context one does not 

expect. bringing out its essential meaning independently of its immediate denotation. What 

Gadamer wants to tell his interlocutor, who he assumes may be too methodologically oriented in 

the conventional sense. is to appreciate that the picturesque word, the metaphor, has such a 

structure that it produces a hermeneutic experience which, in tum, recreates the original meaning 

of the word. Modem artists have of course often used this effect by deliberately taking it too far. 

coupling strangeness with familiarity to heighten the familiar in a new way. On the other hand, 

Gadamer will insist in the conclusion of Truth and Method that ""the fundamental hermeneutical 

experience was articulated for us not merely by the tension between strangeness and familiarity, 

misunderstanding and correct understanding. [ ... ] If we start from the linguistic nature of 

understanding, we are emphasising, on the contrary, the finiteness of the linguistic event, in 

which understanding is constantly concretised" in ·"the language that things have-of whatever 

kind the things may be [ ... ) . •·32 

This is not only true of the language of the texts, but ••it is as true of the experience of art 

as of the experience of history; in fact, the concepts of 'art' and "history' are modes of 

understanding that emerge from the universal mode of hermeneutical being as forms of the 

hermeneutic experience.''33 For Gadamer, the nature of the thing itself. as revealed in the 

language it uses to corne to our knowledge, makes for universal and total understanding, and this 

understanding, which he calls hermeneutical, precedes and makes modem science, or any form of 

understanding for that matter, possible and intelligible. Hermeneutics aims for reaching the 

32 Truth and Method, p. 433. 

35 



source of understanding the thing itself, the original point in the circle. The thing unfolds 

through dynamic movement of everydayness, at each instant, in each circumstance, on each 

occasion. lt is no casuistry. Each occasion is linked and connected to each other occasion and 

manifests itself in the background. If we stay related to our own nature truly, we corne to see the 

thing itself in bits here and there. 

Such a confrontation with words and things in the mode of this universal experience 

intensifies our fini te, historical ••givenness" by virtue of the instability of a metaphor that reverses 

the dynamism of a word's meaning to its original relation to things and makes it come alive in 

our current context. Our own subjective experience of a word when played upon by 

strangeness-whereby it does not quite fit-heightens the original usage of that word. Perhaps it 

is the very playfulness of a daring metaphor, oscillating to-and-fro between several contexts for 

one meaning, that can best reflect-be it in stock expressions or in poetry-the nature of 

language as a universal, yet effectively historical play of meanings, using speakers to come to 

presence. Johan Huizinga seems to have already seen it in this light. This is very much what 

Wittgenstein also shows in his Philosophica/ Investigations; the word from the blue illuminates 

meaning. The expected form does not awaken us in this way. One of the women characters in 

Italo Calvino's If on a Winter 's Night a Trave//er, for example, calls the body another •·uniform". 

This is rather illuminating. lt takes a word unconventionally placed, not fixed, and sets our 

imagination going. 

According to Huizinga, sounding much like Gadamer: 

33 Truth and Method, p. 433. 
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ln the making of speech and language the spirit is continually 'sparking' 

between matter and mind, as it were, playing with this wondrous nominative 

faculty. Behind every abstract expression there lie the boldest of metaphors, 

and every metaphor is a play upon words. Thus in giving expression to life man 

creates a second, poetic world alongside the world of nature. 34 

lt is no coïncidence that in support of this view, Huizinga could claim the authority of a thinker 

who happens to be a model for Gadamer in his recovery of humanistic wisdom: ··Nobody bas 

grasped, or expressed, the primordial nature of poetry and its relation to pure play more clearly 

than Vico, more than two hundred years ago."35 Gadamer on bis part, however, can lament: 

Only we are so used to relating a phenomenon such as playing to the sphere of 

subjectivity and its attitudes that we remain closed to these indications from the 

spirit of language. 36 

Assuming that language goes ahead of thought and that the concept is already formed in advance 

when a word such as ·play' represents it. Gadamer used to ask bis students to keep their inner ear 

open, so as to grasp the original meaning-which in this case is presented as a universal. perhaps 

an ultimate meaning. a meaning to give an elemental experience of life, stripping it of ail the 

superficial layers which act as uniforms that disguise the ideal manifesting itself in the real. Of 

course, this does not mean that we should become neo-Platonists, taking our bodies for merely 

uniforms disguising our spirit. Such a direct. univocal reading would make the play of metaphor 

'uniform' for a descriptive statement with a decidable truth value, as in contemporary logic. 

3 
.. Johan Huizinga. Homo ludens: A Study of the P/ay-E/ement in Culture. Boston. Beacon Press, 1955, p. 4. 

35 Homo ludens, p. 119; c.f. Erich Auerbach, "Giambattista Vico und die ldee der Philologie", in Homentage a 
Antoni Rubià i l/uch (Barcelona, 1936), (, p. 297ff. 
36 Truth and Method, p. 93. 

37 



Chapterll 

The Whole as a Game 

Ali the sacred games of art are only remote intimations of the infinite play of 

the world, etemally self-creating work of art.37 

Gadamer takes this statement from Friedrich Schlegel. What is Gadamer saying here? He 

is reversing the position of a self-contained neutral thinker who is a rationalist or a determinist, 

who believes he is in control and is making his own life through an instrumental, industrious 

discipline. He is opposing the view that everywhere a mathematical system prevails and that 

everything can be explained in geometrical terms. Gadamer states, on the contrary, that there is 

an infinite play going on. This may seem to be a bit far fetched, but nevertheless it will help to 

bring out what he has to say. For Gadamer sacred art gives honour to the infinite play instead of 

reducing it to the ••1 think"-world. Gadamer would say rather ··1 am" than ··1 think", in contrast to 

the epistemological a priori of the Cartesian outlook. This should be taken as Gadamer's 

assertion that the world is not a mechanistic clock. The real is the ·thisness' in things. It is 

spontaneous, and therefore a spontaneous response to its play is more appropriate. Play is a 

genuine resonance to the "real'. It can be manifested more fully in a spirit of trust and simplicity 

(but not in the simplistic or oversimplified, i.e. ideological systems). 

Perhaps if one did not lose oneself in play, one would feel the burden of one·s being, or of 

Being. If one did not have a relation to Being independent of subjectivity to get lost in, one would 

experience a 'deficit', a limit or nothingness. It may help to bring out the sense of play with 

37 Truth and Method, p. 94; c.f. F. Schlegel, Gespriich über die Poesie (Friedrich Schlegels Jugendschriften), ed. J. 
Minor, 1882, Il, p. 364. 
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greater clarity if we look at other scholarly positions on subjects akin to it. Levinas says: ··Fear of 

nothingness is but the measure of our involvement in Being. Existence of itself harbours 

something tragic which is not only there because of its finitude. Something that death cannot 

resolve."38 According to Levinas, it is tragic in its essence.39 

Gadamer seems to think that existence can appear comic or tragic as a whole from the 

perceptual distance created by art's overcoming of personal subjectivity. in a way that is not 

merely negative for human consciousness: "The tragic affirmation is an insight which the 

spectator has by virtue of the continuity of significance in which he places himself. ·""'0 Perhaps 

play is able to suspend this experience of tragic finitude, either by making us appreciate its beauty 

as tragedy independently of the pain it causes, or simply by offering comic relief from its 

heaviness. ln either case, subjectivity recedes before the encompassing sense that. regardless of it. 

there is an ·u y a'. ln Sartre's terms: .. The waiter is never there.·· The Heideggerian notion of fear 

of nothingness may be withheld by Gadamer by not being foregrounded as implicit in the move 

towards play. Later Heidegger in Der Satz vom Grund talks about God playing while the world 

makes itself.41 

The quote from Schlegel, along with trends in Gadamer's work that we have noted. force 

us to consider the extension, at the ontological level, of his notion of play. This raises further 

questioning. With Gadamer we realise, with every new answer. a new question arises. That is 

hermeneutics as philosophy. i.e. a rigorous scientific, but not scientistic, inquiry, of the 

multifaceted phenomena. 

38 Emmanuel Lévinas, "The Relationship with Existence and the Instant", in Existence and E:cistents, trans. Alphonso 
Lingis (The Hague & Boston: Martinus Nijmoff, 1978), p. 20. 
39 ··The dialectic ofbeing and nothingness continues to dominate Heideggerian ontology where evil is always defect, 
that is deficiency, lack ofbeing: nothingness." .. The Relationship with Existence and the Instant", p. 20. 
40 Truth and Method, p. 117. 
41 Emmanuel Lévinas, "The Relationship with Existence and the Instant", in Existence and E:cistents. trans. Alphonso 
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lt encompasses the mystery of the beginning and the end. of being and nothing. 

of birth and death. and above ail of good and evil. These are enigmatic 

questions which do not appear to have any answer that would constitute 

knowledge. 42 

With Gadamer. as seen in chapter 1. it is impossible to consider seeing the buman picture 

as a whole as constituting knowledge in epistemological terms. lt is an intuitive. or mythical. way 

of seeing the whole as play. or as game; as something •ungraspable with certainty'. 

We no longer know wbat it is that so clearly seems to govem the entire order of 

our existence and yet seems quite independent of our own actions ... Modem 

science bas contributed to the dissolution of the various religions and so created 

a vacuum. This can be clearly seen from the few utopian attempts to organize 

the social and political order in a supposedly ·scientific' manner. sometbing 

wbose breakdown we are witnessing today.43 

Here we see bow on the one band, Gadamer lets us see the sacred play. and on the other end of 

the spectrum. does not lose sight of the social systems that are now affected adversely with their 

delusion of ·scientific' certainty. ln reference to thinking about the whole. we see that Gadamer is 

not being casual. He is indeed taking the entire human life into consideration in bis benneneutics. 

Eros as Silent Partner in the Play or Art and Thought 

We are led to wonder wbether Gadamer really means that play is always independent of 

any directed intention that would put an end to it. of any ""dark object of desire", of the incursion 

of nothingness into being. The question that needs to be asked here is: ··What about pre-

Lingis (The Hague & Boston: Martinus NijmotT, 1978), p. 20. 
42 Gadamer, The Enigma of Health, p. 167 (chapter: ··Henneneutics and Psychiatry"). 
43 The Enigma of Health, p. 160. 
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philosophical silence?" This is the silence that is already defined by speech. ls not silence often 

there to keep the play-of-love going on unacknowledged desire? 

The question that needs to be posed to Gadamer is: Why does be write about play but not 

about eros? Play is impossible without eros ( desire ). lt would be strange to have on the one side 

cosmic extension of the notion of play, only to discover on the other side a negation of the most 

basic form of play, that is eros itself. The movement of play is the movement of eros. Why talk 

about forces and omit Cupid's attempts? Are not art and eros closely connected? Speech rises 

within eros and so does art. Huizinga notes that Buytendijk calls love-play the most perfect 

example of ail play because it exhibits the essential features of play in the clearest form.44 

Huizinga himself prefers to view the .. erotic use of the play-term, universally accepted and 

obvious though it may be, as a typical and conscious metaphor. ''°'5 But precisely this 

metaphorical divergence from proper context should bring out the original meaning of play if we 

follow Gadamer's logic and bis example of the play of natural phenomena. 

The long tradition of the connection between eros and paideia in Platonic philosophy, and 

especially in the Phaedrus, may nonetheless form an appropriate background for discussing the 

role of culture and play in both Huizinga and Gadamer, regardless of Gadamer's qualifications in 

relation to Plato. 

In the chapters to corne we will see that with the notion of play, art is interpreted in a way 

that gives a specific ontological extension to the work of art. lt bas more to do with the fluidity of 

""Homo ludens, p. 43. 
45 Homo ludens, p. 44. 
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the relationship with the artwork, between player and audience, than with a •cosmic' 

interpretation of play - that would be a somewhat too strong gesture for our purposes. 
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Chapter III 
Paideia and Paidia: Culture and Play in Gadamer and Huizinga 

When one looks at Johan Huizinga. one finds that he gave himself to the research on play so full y 

that he forgot to situate himself as a Westemer. For someone like George Steiner, editing 

Huizinga's Homo ludens, this was uncomfortable. He wished Huizinga had read Strauss, Freud 

and Tarski. But herein lies the charm of reading Homo ludens. Gadamer's main source when it 

cornes to the concept of play is Paul Deussen, the first Western philosopher seriously to study 

lndian philosophy, and who, ··not without justice, calls the tenth hymn [ of the Rig-veda. 129] 

probably the most admirable piece of philosophy to have corne down to us from ancient 

times." That hymn reads as follows: 

Being then was not, nor not-being. The sir was not, nor the sky above it. What 

kept closing in? Where? And whose the enclosure? And was the plunging 

abyss ail water? 

Death then was not, nor not-death, and there was no distinction between day 

and night. Nothing breathed save That, windlessly of itself; there was nothing 

beyond That anywhere. 46 

As Huizinga writes: '"Ali we can say ofthese venerable texts is that in them we are witnessing the 

birth of philosophy, not in vain play but sacred play.''°'7 

Now the interesting thing is that we have here a prime example of the play that is 

extremely serious. The riddle is sacred, it is a question that is supposed to be answered in a 

manner that bas grasped the mystical power in the question and in answering. The interpretation 

of the riddle is left open to invoke intellection of a certain mystical nature, which brings about 

ultimate illumination. The main point for Huizinga is that .. it is accounted the highest wisdom to 

46 Homo ludens, p. 106, citing P. Deussen. Allgemeine Geschichte der Philosophie, 1 (Leipzig, 1894), p. 120. 
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put a riddle nobody can answer." The punishment was death for someone who failed to answer 

the riddle properly. The play character of these questions is evident from the speech by the wise 

Yajiiavalkya (Brhadaranyaka-Upanishad, iii, 1-9): --Reverend brahmins, if any of you wishes to 

ask any questions let him do so, or ail of you if you like, or let me ask a question of any of you, or 

ail of you if you like!°' 

Here one is at the heart of the play motif in ancient Hindu culture: ··Tue degree of 

seriousness with which the story was accepted in the sacred canon is as indefinable and in the last 

resort as immaterial as the question whether anybody really lost his head for being unable to 

answer a riddle. That is not the most curious thing about it. The chief, the really remarkable thing 

is the play-motif as such." 48 

Huizinga points to the fact that the answer to the enigmatic question does not corne from 

logical reasoning or by abstract reflection but as a sudden answer, an event in a concrete and 

finite dialogical encounter. This also clarifies how the question and answer game we play in 

philosophy has a deeper and earlier root. Even today in lndia most of philosophy is written in 

dialogue form and is left open to interpretation that reflects not only accuracy but fecundity. 

Understanding these texts implies that one grasps the spirit behind the word, not just its logical 

meaning, and therefore has not missed the play of the intellect, which is considered sacred. Play 

and seriousness are originally combined. 

41 Homo ludens, p. 107. 
48 Homo ludens, p. 109. 
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Rosen too bas noticed the melange of play and seriousness in Greek philosophy.49 It is not 

surprising that Gadamer attempts to bring this focus back into modem philosophy. Before him 

Heidegger raised a problem conceming the motives of play. After discovering that there is play at 

the heart of reality, how does one sustain this insight and go on in life? ··La question demeure de 

savoir si et de quelle manière. en entendant les thèmes et motifs de ce jeu. nous entrons dans le 

jeu et jouons le Jeu. "50 And this is indeed the question for Gadamer as it was for Heidegger-a 

matter of allowing oneself to hear and become attuned to this playing in such a way that we are 

drawn into it and are one with it. He says that the being of play is such that there is no subject. ln 

other words, there is only a game being played. No one knows who is playing it with whom or 

why. '·Something is going on." So Gadamer's proposition matches Heidegger's. 

Gadamer insists that this '"something" cannot be located in self-reflection, aesthetic 

experience, mathematical abstraction, or in the absolute knowledge of philosophy. lt is derived 

frompaideia, the Greek equivalent of the Germans' humanistic Bildung: 

Everything that is not part of the necessities of life, but is concemed with the ··how", the 

eu zen, i.e. everything that the Greeks reckon part of paideia. is called kalon. Beautiful 

things are those whose value is of itself apparent. Y ou cannot ask what purpose they 

serve. They are desirable for their own sake ( di hauto haireton) and not, like the useful, 

for the sake of something else. Thus even linguistic usage shows the special status 

accorded to what is called kalon.51 

lt is perhaps no wonder then that paideia has much in common with the word paidia, referring 

first to the carefree, joyful and boisterous activity ••of children" (its etymology, unrelated to that 

49 Stanley Rosen, The Quarre/ between Poetry and Philosophy (New & London: Routledge, 1993). 
50 Martin Heidegger, le Principe de raison, trans. André Préau (Paris: Gallimard, 1992), p. 243. 
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of paideia, even though good education primarily concems them). The same connection between 

Bildung and play might be inferred when Gadamer, discussing Schleiermacher's hermeneutics, 

takes as an example of the .. element of rule-free genius" always at play in individuality precisely 

.. children, who grow into a language.''52 For paidia ··serves to denote ail kinds of play, even the 

highest and most sacred, as we have seen from the passage in Plato's Laws"53 (vii, 796) where he 

says ""life must be lived as play, playing certain games, making sacrifices, singing and dancing," 

because .. God alone is worthy of supreme seriousness. but man is made God' s plaything, and that 

is the best part of him."54 This good life of beautiful pursuits is that fostered by paideia in the 

young, as if to discipline, refine and thus heighten as culture the quality of play they first knew 

naturally as paideia. There is no mistaking the close similarity between the one and the othcr. as 

between art and play. from Huizinga's following general definition of play, if we compare it to 

Gadamer on the beautiful as cited above: 

Summing up the formai characteristics of play we might call it a free activity 

standing quite consciously outside ··ordinary" life as being ··not serious", but at 

the same time absorbing the player intensely and unerly. lt is an activity 

connected with no material interest, and no profit can be gained by it. lt 

proceeds within its own proper boundaries of time and space according to fixed 

rules and in an orderly manner. lt promotes the formation of social groupings 

which tend to surround themselves with secrecy and to stress their difference 

from the common world by disguise or other means. 55 

51 Truth and Method, pp. 434-35. 
5, 
• Truth and Method, p. 166. 

53 Homo ludens, p. 30. 
54 Homo ludens, pp. 18-19. 
55 Homo ludens, p. 13. 
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Following the associations that Gadamer creates, we can see that the deconstructive 

exercise of the observing the usage of words is very useful for our understanding of how the 

idea of the good was closely linked to the idea of the beautiful, .. insofar as it is something to be 

chosen for its own sake, as an end that subordinates everything else toit as a means. For what is 

beautiful is not regarded as a means to something else:'56 If we trace the words further, we see 

how the word 'beautiful' (ka/on) and the word ·good· (agathon) overlapped in Greek thought, 

where they referred to the invisible as well as the visible realm. Plato defines the beautiful in 

terrns of precision and appropriateness. The order of heavens and the measure in mathematics 

were seen as linked. The beauty of nature surpassed that of art. This was probably because it 

appeared as a supremely unselfconscious and ail the more graceful form of play. As Huizinga 

notes: 

The profound affinity between play and order is perhaps the reason why play 

[ ... ] seems to lie to such a large extent in the field of aesthetics. Play has a 

tendency to be beautiful. lt may be that this aesthetic factor is identical with the 

impulse to create orderly form, which animates play in ail its aspects. The 

words we use to denote elements of play belong for the most part to aesthetics, 

terms with which we try to describe the effects of beauty: tension, poise, 

balance, contrast, variation, solution, resolution, etc. Play casts a spell over us; 

it is ••enchanting", "captivating". It is invested with the noblest qualities we are 

capable ofperceiving in things: rhythm and harmony.57 

The ancient definition of the beautiful is a universal, ontological one. We have some 

trace of it left in eighteenth-century attitudes, but we still live under the influence of the turn 

S6 Trulh and Melhod, p. 435. 
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taken in the nineteenth century. With nineteenth century classicism, the idea of the beautiful no 

longer had the same status. Y et the expression • fine arts' still refers to those arts that are 

concemed with that exclusive focus on the aesthetic realm. 

Gadamer shows us how Greek words constitute Western thought, and in tum have 

influenced German words and thereby German thought, in a fortuitous cultural overlap. 

Furthermore, we can see how historical consciousness and effective historical consciousness both 

operate on the meaning we lend to our words, or rather how they play on our minds, bringing 

with them historicity. If we seize on the meaning they present to us, as philosophers of language 

attempt to do, we can grasp what they are saying to us. Gadamer says that when something 

presents itself to us and we seize it and know what we have seized. we can then embark on 

scientific enquiry. 

ln the foreword to Truth and Method, Gadamer makes this argument clear by equating 

effective historical consciousness with the "'Thou".58 This is very important for Gadamer; 

effective historical consciousness is what, over and above our historical consciousness, lends us 

understanding of ourselves and the other. So for Gadamer, if we take our own limits of 

understanding seriously when we confront the other, ·•reality, resistance, the absurd. the 

unintelligible, assert themselves. If one takes this finiteness seriously, then one must also take the 

reality of history seriously." The historical tradition and the effective historical consciousness 

intermix past with present and produce a new understanding. In respecting the effective 

historical consciousness, we corne to a fuller understanding in the context in which we find 

S7 J Homo luuens, p. 1 O. 
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ourselves and so we find less resistance. However, Gadamer does not let us off the book in 

trying to find truth through speculation. He wants us to listen to the "Thou'' and see what it has 

to say to us. He asserts that the ··one truth I refer to is the truth that becomes visible to me only 

through the 'Thou' and only by letting myself be told something by it."59 Hermeneutic 

understanding then does not stop at linguistic usage. 

Over against the primacy of a controlling agent through the grammatical device of the 

verb, Gadamer points to a certain kind of openness so that we recognise that ·•something'' 

happens to us despite ourselves. We discover "something" beyond what we expect from our 

subsequent readings of the text, our dialogue with others. The inner ear and the inner eye carry 

on an interior hermeneutic search which leads to a different place. The Greeks, according to 

Gadamer, possessed a sense of being that had little use for the determinability of facts. Gadamer 

is influenced by this mythical consciousness that tends to Being an elasticity for a higher and 

different understanding than that govemed by fixed concepts. This for him is paideia, and a 

leaning towards this dialectic and ever higher contextual understanding leads to the permanence 

of a more amiable model of existence. Had we maintained the nurturing of this ideal, we would 

not have become caught up in "the ebb and flow of human history,'.60 he seems to contend. 

Herein lies the paradox of Gadamer's position. For this ideal of culture and civilised life 

would then point to an ahistorical, even prehistoric state of affairs! 

ss Trurh and Method, p. xxiii. 
s9 Trurh and Method, p. xxiii. 
60 Trurh and Method, p. 481. 
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Gadamer sees the main achievement of Huizinga' s investigation of the element of play in 

ail cultures inasmuch as be bas ••worked out the connection of children's and animal play with the 

•sacred plays of the religious cuit"'. That led him to recognise the curious lack of decisiveness in 

the playing consciousness, which makes it absolutely impossible to decide between belief and 

non-belief.'-6 1 For Gadamer the issue in Huizinga that is important is that he helps us to see how 

being and playing could not be distinguished in the mind of the savage who ·• ... knows nothing of 

'identity', 'image' or 'symbol". Hence it remains an open question whether we do not corne 

nearest to the mental attitude of the savage performing a ritual act, by adhering to this primary. 

universally understandable term 'play'. ln play as we conceive it the distinction between belief 

and non-belief breaks down. '"62 

But does the civilised person know this distinction at all times? Gadamer's case for the 

possibility of experiencing art beyond aesthetic consciousness rests on Huizinga·s demonstration 

that "genuine, pure play is one of the main bases of civilisation'"63
; for in its highest 

manifestations. just as for the savage, "the concept of play merges quite naturally with that of 

holiness. Any Prelude of Bach, any line of tragedy proves it. ,.64 

61 Truth and Method, p. 93. 
62 Cited in Truth and Method, p. 94, in wording translated from a German version of Homo ludens; the wording 
rendered here is from the standard English translation cited directly elsewhere, p. 25. 
63 Homo ludens, p. 5. 
64 Truth and Method, p. 25. 
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Chapter IV 
The Structure of Play and the Play of Structure 

An important feature of play is that it is effortless; and what is more, that it bas no goal. --It 

happens, as it were, by itself.',65 One experiences lack of strain if one lets the game do its thing. 

Effort is involved, yet one does not suffer from the effects of effort in the normal sense of the 

word. Gadamer's argument is that play is the subject; and if one recognises this, then the ··burden 

of the initiative"66 disappears. The reason is that the structure of play guides us to go in a certain 

direction. There are no decisions to be made. Things seem to happen by themselves. One notices 

then the repetition that arises in the player, and it affects in tum the mode of playing. 

Gadamer says that the mode of being of play represents the '·mobile form of nature."67 

For him it is not correct to say that animais too play, nor can we say about water and light that 

they a/so play. lt is the other way around: the play of animais, like the play of light and the play 

of the waves, occurs before man and independently of him. lt is nature's play which provides the 

yardstick of culture·s games. as Gadamer insists: ··Rather on the contrary, we can say that man 

too plays. His playing is a natural process. ,,6S 

As Gadamer says, if man plays, it is as part of nature. This play is therefore pure self-

representation. 

That one cannot have a game by oneself is another point that relates play to the game, 

where we see a distinction between the game and play. ln tennis one does shadow practice; in a 

65 Truth and Method, p. 94. 
66 Truth and Method, p. 94. 
67 Truth and Method, p. 94. 
68 Truth and Method, p. 94. 
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sense one has a game by oneself, but actually with oneself. So does someone who throws the ball 

up and tries to catch it in different positions. The point Gadamer wants to make here is that in 

order for there to be agame there has to be something you are doing that finds a response. The 

emphasis is on the fact that something either resonates with you or makes a countermove. 

Gadamer tries to show in .. The Concept of Play" (pp. 92-118) how play is indeed a 

subject. When one is contesting or involved in the activity it is not clear to the contestant that he 

is playing. It is the experience of the play that denotes the play for the player. The game, if it is 

going to be there, bas to involve something, if not someone. The game is what is the subject. 

wherever it is realised by the human being that play itself should be master and not someone. The 

player is attracted to the game and so gets captivated by it. ln this captivation. he submits himself 

to the game. The game itself helps him to lose himself in it. So much so that the winning or the 

losing does not have as much hold over him, as muchas the pleasure of the playing itself. The 

structure of the game decides how the game is played, what the rules are and what must be done. 

A cat chooses to play with the ball of wool because the wool responds to it. 1 believe this is an 

excellent argument and fits in with what Gadamer is saying better than even an artwork. Anyone 

who loves cats has seen how the argument works. Gadamer is right in saying that the cat chooses 

the ball because it responds. This is why according to Gadamer ""ball games will be with us 

forever because the ball is freely mobile in every direction, appearing to do surprising things of 

its own accord."69 

69 Truth and Method, p. 95. 
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Gadamer himself is a tennis player, and thus has first-hand experience of a ball game. 

This example is a ground metaphor for how he views "hwnan subjectivity' that adopts an attitude 

of play. Like the ball that is freely mobile in every direction, for hwnan subjectivity when it is 

open and lets itself be carried away, the "primacy of the game"70 will become quite visible. In 

other words, it will become clear that we are ail being played upon. We are not directing the play. 

Play is directing us. 

Gadamer is also revealing here another aspect of this movement of openness. If one plays 

with possibilities, there is a chance that this could perhaps be destructive. This, of course, is the 

other side of play as perfection or order: when one does not perform one's role in it-one's 

duty-with seriousness and plays with what is there. This is the negative side of the spontaneity 

which would otherwise have had a positive meaning. Playing is at the heart of existence. Y et 

playing with time that ought to be used carefully is not the sort of thing Gadamer means by play. 

That would be to confuse life as the game of games with just another game: "'This suggests a 

general characteristic of the way in which the nature of play is reflected in an attitude of play: ail 

playing is a being-played. The attraction of a game, the fascination it exerts, consists precisely in 

the fact that the game tends to master the players."71 

Gadamer here cautions that, even in the game where in fact we try to get things done, we 

are not certain whether we will 'succeed'. This could be interpreted as fate, like the throw of the 

dice (Latin alea), which even competitions based on skill will corne to resemble if the contenders 

are fairly matched; hence the possibility of betting on the outcome. In any case, Play with a 

70 Truth and Method, p. 95. 
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capital P, the Game with a capital G, will succeed regardless ofhow things tum out for those who 

submit to the blind justice of its decrees. It is the Game (Fate) that mesmerises the player and the 

spectator. 

But Gadamer says that different garnes are played differently. This bas nothing to do with 

the temperament of the player. The way each game is played depends on the structure of the 

garne. The rules of the game follow that structure. The structure of the game. in tum, depends on 

the nature of the game. Gadamer is quite precise here. But we may use another source to make 

what he says still clearer by resorting to Roger Caillois' categorisation of games according to 

their structure in a 1955 article for his human sciences review Diogène. He modifies Huizinga's 

generalisations, such as an exaggerated focus on merit-based competition known in Greek as 

agon: 

ln agon, the player counts only upon himself, and he strives and persists; in 

alea, be counts on everything, except on himself, and he abandons himself to 

powers that are beyond bis control; in mimicry, he imagines that he is someone 

other than himself, and he invents a fictitious universe; i/inx, a fourth basic 

tendency, answers the need to see momentarily break down the stability and 

balance of the body, to escape the tyranny of perception, to put consciousness 

into disarray.72 

Ali four categories are traversed in tum by different proportions and combinations of two 

polar dimensions of the playing impulse. One is paidia-a ""term covering spontaneous 

manifestations of the play instinct," a cat playing with a ball of wool being the first example that 

71 Truth and Method, p. 95. 
72 Roger Caillois, "Structure et Classification des Jeux", Diogène: Revue internationale des Sciences humaines no. 
12 (October 1955): 88. 
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cornes to Caillois' mind to illustrate it,73 which is also a favourite of Gadamer's. However, for 

him, ·"the child gives itself a task in playing with the ball, and such tasks are playful ones, 

because the purpose of the garne is not really the solution of the task, but the ordering and 

shaping of the movement of the game itself:'7~ This is precisely the point where Caillois says 

there ··atso intervenes the pleasure we feel in resolving a difficulty created on purpose, arbitrarily 

defined, such, then, that the fact of succeeding in doing it brings no other advantage than the 

inward contentment of having resolved it. This impulse, which is properly ludus, may also be 

detected in the different garne categories, except in those wholly depending on a decision of 

chance. lt appears as the complement and the education of paidia, which it disciplines and 

enriches."75 

lt could be argued that ·"the education of paidia" is the very idea of paideia, or education 

as the Greeks understood it. For Huizinga, it is those same Sophists whose practical wisdom or 

phronesis Gadamer is trying to recover with Bildung who ··were responsible for the milieu which 

gave rise to the Hellenic idea of education and culture. Greek knowledge and Greek science were 

not products of the school as we understand it'', i.e. "designed to train the citizen for useful and 

profitable occupations. For the Greek, the treasures of the mind were products of his leisure

scho/i-and for the free man any time that was not claimed by State service, war or ritual counted 

76 

as free time." At least the latter two occupations can be described in tenns of play, as agon and 

mimicry structured by ludus, whereas: 

n ··Structure et Classification des Jeux", p. 82. 
1
~ Truth and Method, pp. 96-97. 

75 "Structure et Classification des Jeux", p. 82. 
16 Homo ludens, p. 147. 

55 



The word ··school" has a curious history behind it. Meaning originally ""leisure" 

it has now acquired precisely the opposite sense of systematic work and 

training. as civilisation restricted the free disposai of the young man's time 

more and more and herded larger and larger classes of the young to a daily life 

of severe application from childhood onwards. 77 

Ludus. taking itself too seriously, has corne to ignore paidia. But it surely belongs to the playing 

spirit of proper paideia that the player should freely decide how to separate his playing time from 

the rest of time. To Gadamer's mind. the player chooses the movement that the game has: ""He 

chooses this game and not that. It accords with this that the movement of the game is not simply 

the free area in which one ·plays oneself out', but is one that is specially marked out and reserved 

for the movement of the game. The human game requires its playing field.·· The playing field is 

set apart from the world of aims and purposes-•·just like that of sacred precincts, as Huizinga 

rightly points out.''78 As in a ri tuai, the player has to have a certain attitude, even if he has to relax 

in the end and get rid of ail anxiety, pretence. etc. He has to see the game as the focus and to put 

aside purposiveness. There has to be a transformation of goal-oriented behaviour in order for the 

player to be able to enjoy the freedom of playing himself out. If he starts to relax, it is of course 

the result of having achieved a certain ease with the task. Generally speaking, 

••to perform a task successfully •represents it' ." But in particular, being free of ·•any purposive 

context ... Play is limited to representing itself."79 

Gadamer is, in a nutshell, saying that Play is self-representation. lt does not have any 

purpose but to be present as itself, as play. Self-representation is part of nature. lt is a universal 

77 Homo ludens, p. 148. 
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aspect of reality and. according to Gadamer, precisely the one to which Bildung grants us access, 

insofar as "'it is not a question of the procedure or attitude, but of what has corne into being. •• 

Gadamer explains the Hegelian-inspired concept of Bildung as follows: 

... to keep oneself open to what is other, to other, more universal points of 

view. It embraces a general sense of proportion and distance in relation to 

itself, and hence is capable of being raised above itself to universality. To 

distance oneself from oneself and from one's private purposes means to look at 

these in the way that others see them. This universality is by no means a 

universality of concept or understanding. 80 

And further: •• Cultivated consciousness goes beyond each of the natural senses in that the latter 

are limited to one particular sphere at a time, whereas it is active in ail directions. lt is a universal 

sense. "81 

As art, the closed world of play allows this awareness of the universal to seep in. as it 

were, for Gadamer, through the fact that just as there always has to be a reader of the text. it calls 

for the witness of a viewer of a painting, a listener to a concerto, a spectator of an opera-

someone to see the dancer·s dancing as the dancer disappears in his own disowned dance. We see 

the dance as it were. Play with capital P takes over the spirit. Gadamer argues: 

Play here is no longer the mere self-representation of an ordered movement, 

nor mere representation, in which the playing child is totally absorbed, but it is 

71 Truth and Method. p. 96; c.f. Homo ludens, p. 1 O. 
79 Truth and Method. p. 97. 
80 Truth and Method. p. 17. 
81 Truth and Method. p. 18. 
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"representing for someone··. This assignment in ail representation cornes to the 

fore here and is constitutive of the being of art. 82 

The artwork as the play for Gadamer is not finished. ln fact the audience is part of the 

play. The players play their part, but the play ••as a whole" includes players and spectators. lt 

goes beyond the representation of the players to the one who is watching; for it is in him that the 

game of acting, the play, fulfils itself. lndeed, quoting Rudolf Kassner. he tells us, ··as in a 

religious rite'", ''it is precisely this fourth wall of the audience that closes the play world of the 

wor/d of art."83 

We must not forget Gadamer's beautiful metaphor of colours. whereby the whole sight is 

what is beautiful, not simply one colour or the other colour, but how the whole spectrum of 

colours of a rainbow is that what makes a rainbow beautiful. lt is not one colour. it may even be 

another thing for a natural scientist, but for Gadamer it is the whole sight of the rainbow that 

constitutes a rainbow and therefore would have the symbolic meaning of Hope. 

Beyond natural phenomena and their extension in human games, Play reaches its ideal 

state only through development. when it transforms itself into a structure of its own. Theo and 

only then does Play have an absolute autonomy. This transformation implies that play reaches its 

ideality, ··so that it can be intended and understood as a play." When play reaches this absolute 

autonomy, it is transformed into a ••structure": 

Only now does it emerge as detached from the representing activity of the 

players and consist in the pure appearance of what they are playing. As such 

the play-even the unforeseen elements of improvisation-is fundamentally 

82 Truth and Method, p. 97. 
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repeatable and hence permanent. lt has the character of a work, of an ergon, 

and not only of energeia. ln this sense I call it a structure.84 

Being art, it now has something to which it can refer as ·true'. But this truth still needs to be 

played out in real time in order to be experienced as such: 

Play is structure-this means that despite its dependence on being played it is a 

meaningful whole which can be repeatedly represented as such and the 

significance of which can be understood. But the structure is also play, 

because-despite this theoretical unity-it achieves its full being only each 

time it is played. lt is the complementary nature of the two sides of the one 

thing that we seek to underline, as against the abstraction of aesthetic 

differentiation. 85 

83 Truth and Method. p. 510 note 13, quoting Rudolf Kassner, Zah/ und Gesicht, p.161 f. 
114 Truth and Method. p. 99. For Hannah Arendt, too, it is crucial that the free play of vital energy be tumed into 
something more pennanent, like a work, that captures its essence independently of life processes such as work. Art is 
the supreme instance where "a human capacity which by its very nature is world-open and communicative 
transcends and releases into the world a passionate intensity from its imprisonment within the self. ln the case of 
artworks, reification is more than mere transfonnation; it is transfiguration, a veritable metamorphosis in which it is 
as though the course of nature which wills that ail tire bum to ashes is reverted and even dust can burst into flames" 
(The Human Condition. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1958, p. 168, paraphrasing Rilke's poem "Magic" on 
art). Arendt also frequently uses the Gospel topos of the living spirit rekindling the dead letter of the text, in what can 
only be described as a henneneutic process. 
85 Truth and Method, p. 105. 
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Chapter V 
The Pathos of Tragedy and Theory 

As far as Gadamer is concemed, '"the Aristotelian theory of tragedy may serve as an example for 

the structure of aesthetic being as a whole," because "'there the attitude of the spectator is 

expressly included in the definition." Moreover, for Gadamer, '"the spectator is an essential 

element of the kind of play that we call aesthetic." He further states in relation to the work as 

representation: "The dependence of aesthetic being on representation does not mean any 

deficiency, any lack of autonomous determination of meaning. It be longs to its essence. '"86 

These comments tie in with other hermeneutical issues insofar as what is true of beauty is 

also the beauty about truth, since Gadamer would have it that the viewer is being acted upon by 

the work of art in the same way that for the Greeks philosophical contemplation (theoria) was 

'"not something active, but something passive (pathos), namely being totally involved in and 

carried away by what one sees." ln this sense, •· the religious background of the Greek idea of 

reason" is related to that of tragedy, as a demand to forget oneself when one watches something, 

so as to be wholly present to what one sees. This is of course an ancient propaedeutic, but Plato 

already missed the connection and its implications, for as Gadamer mentions, in his Phaedrus he 

mistook this "ecstasy of being outside oneself" for ·"the mere negation of being within oneself, 

i.e. as a kind of madness," instead of ··the positive possibility of being wholly with something 

86 Truth and Method. p. 114. 
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else." For Gadamer, this self-forgetfulness is nota primitive condition, but one that ••anses from 

the attention to the object, that is the positive act of the spectator." 87 

Gadamer takes exception to Eugen Fink's emphasis on the forces of "'rapture" and 

••enthusiasm" in the Phaedrus as a way of man's being outside himself. ln Gadamer's view the 

forms of purely human rapture that Fink describes are modes of ••finite self-transcendence of 

finiteness" only if they are not .. narcissistically and psychologically misinterpreted."88 

In a way. Gadamer is concemed with the work of art more than with the viewer by 

demanding that the work of art be observed with full attention. Only then can it transform the 

viewer. However, it does not achieve this by merely transporting the viewer to some altered state 

of consciousness, but by allowing him or her to experience cognitive insight into the very process 

of being, into the fate of ail beings, ail selves, not by the mere substitution of oneself with another 

non-human self, be it a god or an id of some kind. Gadamer seems to suggest that Aeschylus had 

something other than sheer enthusiasm in mind when he spoke of ··1earning through suffering" 

(pathei mathos). He takes this formula to mean that ··what a man has to leam through suffering is 

not this or that particular thing, but the knowledge of the limitations of humanity, of the 

absoluteness of the barrier that separates him from the divine. It is ultimately a religious insight

that kind of insight which gave birth to Greek tragedy."89 

In essence, the tragic emotion responds first and foremost to ··the metaphysical order of 

being that is true for ail." Thus it extends beyond the course or events or the fate of the tragic 

87 Truth and Method, p. 111. 
88 Truth and Method, p. 512 note 35, citing Eugen Fink. Vom Wesen des Enthusiasmus, especially pp. 22-25. 
89 Truth and Method, p. 320. 
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hero. The revelation to the spectators of .. this is how it is" induces in them a kind of self

knowledge that tends to dispel the illusions of their lives.90 

Gadamer argues that the tragic work of art is not merely aesthetic. It is an encounter with 

oneself ultimately. One cannot stand separately at a distance from the tragic play and experience 

aesthetic differentiation. The work seeps into the consciousness of the spectator and sweeps him 

away with phobos. The spectator does not have a choice. He or she cannot say: '"I will not 

respond to this. It is only a play. It is only happening on the stage. What does it have to do with 

me?" How often have we caught ourselves experiencing this mixture of '"curious pleasure and 

pain," bringing resolve to face life in its finitude? Now ail this is common knowledge. 

The tragic, however. is a basic phenomenon, a meaningful structure. which does not exist 

only in tragedy, the tragic work of art in the narrower sense, but can have its place also in other 

artistic genres, especially the epic. Gadamer says that tragedy has a structure that is also 

meaningful for life. If this made the tragic something extra-aesthetic for modem thinkers, such as 

Max Scheler, who in this showed themselves still indebted to a limited, subjective understanding 

of the aesthetic, it proves to be the ideal illustration of Gadamer's wider, ontological conception 

of art. Gadamer is not discouraged by what modem scholars think. He considers the aesthetic as 

play and he wants to see if the tragic is an aesthetic phenomenon in this sense. 

Gadamer tells us that Attic tragedy is unique, but he does not say why. Aristotle 

considered Euripides as ••most tragic."91 Aeschylus says something else about the tragic. Tragedy 

in Shakespeare is different once again. Kierkegaard speaks about Antigone in such a way that 

90 Truth and Method. p. 117. 
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Gadamer believes he would not even have considered ber fate tragic if he had rewritten the story. 

I wonder if the fate of Tristan and Isolde is tragic if we compare it to the inability on the part of 

us modems who have to find a good gestalt therapist at Big Sur (Califomia) in order to scream 

our primai scream. We have lost touch with our feelings. possibly due to excessive 

instrumentalism as well as other things. Is that tragic? It is quite obscure what is tragic. Could 

the tragic include events or attitudes arising from instrumentalisation? 

Like Aristotle. Gadamer daims that representation in a tragic art form has to elicit e/eos 

and phobos. Eleos is an emotion that sweeps us away if the event is too much to bear; phobos is 

the chill or foreboding that one feels when one sees someone heading towards self-destruction. 

Representation. needless to say. has to invoke distress and a chill. a feeling of foreboding 

and fear. when one sees someone playing dangerously or disastrously with his or her life. These 

can be powerful emotions that make us feel something that is greater than ourselves. 

Aristotle says that the tragic play uses eleos and phobos in order to purify us of them. But 

Gadamer has a problem accepting Aristotte·s argument that tragic play purifies us. In his 

discussion with Aristotle, he says there is a mixture of pain and pleasure. This in tum divides the 

person. The tragic play resolves the division by taking the spectator to another point. a point 

where he sees the hand of Fate at play. Once he sees his finitude. he is no longer bound by the 

illusion that the tragedy could have been avoided. In a sense, he is awakened from the illusion 

that one is in control of one·s destiny. Gadamer's words are notably striking and human. At the 

end of a tragedy, .. the heart is freed from constraint. We are freed not only from the spell in 

which the painful and horrifying nature of the tragic destiny had held us. but at the same time we 

91 Aristotle, Poetics 13, 1453 1 29. 
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are free from everything that divides us from what is."92 This •-iragic pensiveness"-reflection on 

the tragic-purifies one of Angst, which is otherwise there grating on one's nerves. It may also 

allow us by the same token to do better against the odds. By accepting one·s fate, one reposes a 

little and in that repose self-confrontation and self-persecution vanish, bringing in the sunlight, as 

at the end of Oedipus at Colonnus. This sunlight is not pointing to ··an is perfect," but to an 

egoless self-affirmation in the face of having gone through the worst of situations, as we have 

seen in the lives of our great heroes, e.g. Gandhi or Martin Luther King. Why do these persons 

have a glimmer on their faces? Why the joy of resurrection? Gadamer says it is not because ·•guilt 

and expiation correspond to each other." His point is rather that ··the excess of tragic 

consequences is typical of the nature of the tragic.''93 A horribly negative thing has a positive 

reaction. The answer is in the realisation on the part of the spectator that there is no exemption 

from finitude and the power of fate. Hence. no doubt, the captivation of world attention by what 

spontaneously was called "the JFK Jr. tragedy' and described even by the most sober-minded 

commentators in classic terms of family curses and the blows of jealous fate against the darlings 

of the gods. This only goes to show that both off and on stage. '"what happens to the great ones of 

the earth has an exemplary significance" and has the character of a genuine communion."94 This 

becomes more clear if we contrast it with its opposite. To see his point, we need to consider that 

to succeed during normal times or more than others does not necessarily bring happiness on ail 

accounts. lt may invoke a certain competitiveness in others. A demand is made on those who are 

less fortunate to transcend their own feelings of finitude to meet those who seem more 

competent. On the other hand, one experiences a continuity with oneself and with others. One 

9' - Truth and Method, p. 116. 
93 Truth and Method, p. 116. 
94 Truth and Method, p.117. 
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sees, for example, how a sudden death in the family brings siblings together who might 

previously have been competing for attention from their parents. 

When viewing a tragic performance, ""the spectator does not hold himself aloof at a 

distance of aesthetic consciousness enjoying the art of representation, but in the communion of 

being present."95 The argument here is that although the tragic experience of the tragic art form is 

within the category of aesthetic experience, it is distinct from subjective aesthetic experience. In 

the latter, one is attracted due to an abstract aesthetic difference and so is able to experience this 

with detachment as a play of forms in one's consciousness. On the contrary, in the experience of 

the tragic one finds a communion of being there. One does not really have a choice to make here 

about whether or not one feels it along with the other. One just does. 

When Gadamer maintains that in the tragic we experience a basic phenomenon. he means 

that the spectator simply ••finds himself in his own world, familiar to him from religious or 

historical tradition. "96 Gadamer tells us that even if the modem tradition of tragic literature 

falters, the communion between viewer and drama is already there. contrary to what some 

modems, such as Brecht. assume. Gadamer wants to say that in the experience of art. it is not 

simply a question of the subjectivisation of aesthetics. but of knowledge of one's position in 

society, one's position vis-à-vis fate, which links the artwork with real existence in a meaningful 

way. Much more is involved than the modem concept ofmethod realises. 

Likewise, the genius does not simply invent new genres from his or her head and play the 

messiah out of the blue. He is part of society. As William Desmond says: ··one is already always 

9s Truth and Method, p.117. 
96 Truth and Method, p.117. 
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part of the community. One does not decide to join the community." Gadamer is saying just that 

also: that it does not matter if genius is, in Fink's tenns, about enthusiasm, an actual participation 

in God or ·•purely human rapture," or a rapture the artist himself induces if he bas the superior 

power to do so. These are not cases of narcissism, of isolated bad or good madness, but rather 

situations where the artist or writer is well aware of the truth that binds him while it is also 

binding on the community of spectators whom be addresses. He or she lives amongst us, suffers 

amongst us, even though he may at times frighten us with a power to live with discontinuity in 

continuity, inconsistencies, better than others at times. He or she is far from narcissistic, just more 

concemed perhaps, gifted (according to Kant) yet suffering, caring to express and share his 

burdens through art forms in order to experience a feeling of communion with the community of 

persons be admires, likes, cherishes. Kant's •·free play of the imagination" is not so far from this 

as one might think, but springs from this source of common knowledge and flows back into it. 

refreshing and fertilising it. Kant would have it that it is the aesthetic experience that sets the 

imagination free from the constraints of the rules of cognition. ln other words, intuition does not 

have to have a one-to-one correspondence with the object. ln fact, another relation can be quite 

fitting if it appeals to the faculty of imagination, which in turn quickens the cognitive powers. 

The aesthetic experience could be pleasant or unpleasant, yet it arouses certain emotions that 

touch one and increase one's being. One feels a greater continuity with oneself. 

Hence, there is a certain correspondence between Gadamer's views on tragedy and Kant's 

understanding of the role of genius and of the imagination as artistic power: 
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For the writer, free invention is always only one side of a communication 

which is conditioned by what is pre-given as valid. He does not freely invent 

his plot, however much he imagines that he does. Rather there remains up to 

the present day some of the old basis of the mimesis theory. The free invention 

of the writer is the presentation of a common truth that is binding on the writer 

also.97 

The writer belongs to the same tradition as his public. There is a shared basis of cultural 

understanding that transcends the individual impetus towards magic or dream, but rather 

his own world to which he cornes to belong more fully by recognising himself 

more profoundly in it. There remains a continuity of meaning which links the 

work of art with the world of real existence and from which even the alienated 

consciousness of a cultured society never quite detaches itself.98 

Gadamer suggests elsewhere that Kant was aware of this dimension of genius: 

Kant's great achievement, however, lay in his advance over the mere formalism 

of the ''pure judgement of taste" and the overcoming of the "standpoint of 

taste" in favor of the ··standpoint of genius". lt was in terms of genius that the 

eighteenth century experienced Shakespeare·s work and its violation of the 

accepted rules of taste, which had been established by French classicism. ( ... ] 

And in fact, Kant too understood genius as a natural power. He described the 

genius as a "favorite of nature" who thereby, like nature, creates something that 

seems as though it were made in accordance with rules, although without 

conscious attention to them. Furthermore, the work seems like something 

unprecedented, which has been produced according to still unformulated rules. 

Art is the creation of something exemplary which is not simply produced by 

97 Tru1h and Me1hod, p. 18. 
98 Tru1h and Me1hod, p. 18. 
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following rules. Clearly this definition of art as the creation of genius can never 

really be divorced from the con-geniality of the one who experiences it. A kind 

of free play is at work in both cases. 99 

Free play is not Gadamer·s last word on this complex issue in art. However, for present 

purposes it is sufficient to conclude that truth in art for Gadamer as for Kant is in the final 

analysis captured both by the artist and the viewer through a common free play. The artist having 

lived with a commitment and a .. natural power·· creates the work as though he is following a 

certain structure and it receives a ··con-genial" response from the viewer. Gadamer quotes Kant 

as saying that "it allows us to think much that cannot be said," so that ··in the presence of the 

particular work concepts corne to reverberate." 

Gadamer would like to caution the philosopher not to rush in and start categorising a 

particular work under a universal in order to file it away; he would rather see the philosopher 

spend energy wisely pondering on it and letting the truth corne to him in its own time. One should 

not automatically apply previously leamt concepts to the work. Or as Gadamer puts it, ""this does 

not mean that we simply project concepts onto the artistic representation." 100 Gadamer wants to 

allow the work to retain its irreducibility to any concept or any idea. The artwork retains its 

syntactic and semantic density, as Nelson Goodman puts it in his languages of Art. 101 Gadamer 

prefers to emphasise the play involved on both sides and makes it clear that the work is 

completed only when the viewer sees in it something that speaks to him and makes him wonder. 

He points out that .. Schleiermacher takes full account of this difference" between the mechanical 

99 
.. The Relevance of the B~autiful", p. 21. 

100 
.. The Relevance of the Beautiful", p. 21. 

101 Nelson Goodman, languages of Art: An Approach 10 a Theory of Symbols (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1976). 
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following of pre-existing rules on the one band and on the other the original creation of genius 

and the work of interpretation as its re-creation, as it equally applies to hermeneutics: 

Corresponding, in herrneneutics, to the production of genius, is divination, the 

immediate solution, which ultimately presupposes a kind of corresponding 

genius. But if the frontier is fluid between non-artistic and artistic, mechanical 

and genial production, insofar as an individuality is always expressed and 

hence an element of rule-free genius always at work-as with children, who 

grow into a language-so it follows that the ultimate ground of all 

understanding must always be a divinatory act of corresponding genius, the 

possibility of which depends on a pre-existing connection between ail 

individualities. w2 

Gadamer thinks that Schleierrnacher saw the ••mystery" of individuality as an element that 

could never quite be grasped, but he thinks that it is not insuperable: ·•1t is to be overcome by 

feeling, an immediate, sympathetic and conatural understanding. Hermeneutics is an art and not a 

mechanical process. Thus it brings its work, understanding, to completion like a work of art."103 

Or as Hegel would have it, art presents us to ourselves. Therein lies the communion 

between the artist and the viewer through the play of art which is closely linked with the play of 

human fate, and finds a parallel in the play of discourse and interpretation. Art is the method by 

which one can transcend that which cannot otherwise be transcended. 

Gadamer does not believe that we can reach a state where there is no conceptual 

prejudice-a state of tabula rasa. He would say ••1et us start wherever we are." Y et he seems to 

object to Kant's starting with subjectivism. He has the object in mind. The artwork has the 

102 Truth and Method, p. 166. 

69 



message of the real, the truth, if only one can negate or bracket one's subjectivism and look at the 

artwork not with caprice or fantasies, but to see what the structure in the artwork reveals, the 

picture as a whole, each part conveying something that relates meaningfully to the whole, 

however shakily or tentatively. 

103 Truth and Method, p. 168. 

70 



Chapter VI 
Art, Truth and Beauty Within and Beyond Gadamer's Hermeneutics 

Listed below is an epitome. in outline fonn. of philosophical investigations of Gadamer in his 

chapter in Truth and Method on "Play as a Clue to Ontological Explanation .. : 

(A) The Concept of Play: 

1) Play. as experience of art. refers to the mode of being of the artwork itself. The concept of 

aesthetic consciousness does not give the real situation. 

2) Play and seriousness are interlinked. The flipside of play is seriousness. Art is both play and 

seriousness. 

3) The player sees play as play, little realising his play is connected to seriousness, to serious 

purposes. 

4) Play is full y serious when there is seriousness in playing. 

5) A work of art changes the person viewing it. This is the true being of artworks. 

6) Play is the subject. lt discloses itself, its true being to the players. when they respect it as 

such. 

7) Language is already an achievement. lt has already done its conceptual task. 

8) The true sense of playing is the medial one, i.e. something is going on. 

9) The movement of play is effortless when one is doing what one ought to be doing. One has 

thus understood both play and its flipside, seriousness. in the medial sense. 

10) Nature as "'constant play", as self-renewal, is a model for the work of art. ··AU the sacred 

games of art are only remote imitations of the infinite play of the world, the etemally self 

creating work of art" (Friedrich Schlegel). 

11) Play reaches its own essence only when the players are seriously doing their task. 

12) Following Huizinga, you choose agame in which there is the satisfaction of a resonance in 

the to-and-fro movement. 
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13) The player still bas the freedom to decide one way or another, to switch back and forth. 

14) Ali play is being-played. 

15) The game tends to master the players. 

16) Garnes differ in spirit. Structure determines the game, not what cornes up against it. 

17) Playing, man takes up an attitude, even if it is "to get rid of tension" eventually. 

18) Play represents itself only, it serves no function. 

19) Play as art is ·"representing for someone". lt is not the self-representation of an ordered 

movement. 

20) Openness to the spectator in art marks a closedness of play. 

21) The player experiences the game as surpassing him. Someone who watches the game 

understands what is going on. ··Perfection.·· 

22) Even when artistic life is closed off from someone, it is open to .. sounding well'". 

(8) Transformation into structure and total mediation 

23) Even unforeseen elements have a forestructure. 

24) lfyou take transformation seriously, the nature of art emerges. 

25) Transformation is more than a change that is especially far-reaching, since a change always 

means that what is changed also remains the same and is held on to. 

26) Transformation means something is suddenly and as a whole something else, that the other, 

transformed thing bas become its true being. Transformation into a structure means the 

previous thing is not there. 

27) The joy of knowledge and the meaning of the game unfold before one. Superior truth speaks 

for transformation. 

28) Transformation is transformation into the true. 
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29)"· 'Reality' always stands in a horizon of the future of observed and feared or, at any rate. still 

undecided possibilities. Hence it is always the case that mutually exclusive expectations are 

aroused, not ail of which can be fulfilled." 104 

30) Reality itself is like an artwork when no fines of meaning scatter in the void. When reality is 

seen thus in a drama, '"there emerges what the reality of play is, which we call the play of 

art."IOS 

31) "The being of ail play is always realisation, sheer fulfilment. energeia which has its telos 

within itself." 106 

The above considerations lead to the following conclusions: 

We ought to listen without pre-existing notions or be at least aware of our pre

existing notions, aims and desires, so that they do not obstruct knowledge that 

is there in life and in artworks especially. The structure of play is the structure 

in art and in life. But art best points to it and we even find there is a finer 

structure in art than in real life. We are not the dancers-the Dance is going on 

· · f 107 m sp1te o us. 

This is what Gadamer means when he sums up as follows .. the ontological tum that our 

hermeneutical enquiry has taken ": 

Self-presentation and being-understood belong together not only in that the one 

passes into the other, and the work of art is one with its effective-history, the 

tradition one with its present experience of being understood. Speculative 

language, distinguishing itself from itself, presenting itself, language which 

expresses meaning, is not only art and history but everything insofar as it may 

be understood. The speculative character of being that is the ground of 

hermeneutics extends as universally as does reason and language. 108 

1°"' Truth and Method, p. 10 l. 
ios Truth and Method, p. 101. 
106 Truth and Method, p. 101. 
107 Gadamer. persona! communication, 1999 (seminar, Heidelberg for occasion ofhis 100th birthday). 
108 Truth and Method, p. 434. 
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The hidden understanding behind the hermeneutic disclosure of the world, of art, of a text, 

lies according to Gadamer in the ability there is in the faculty of imagination. lt bas a synthetic 

function which Kant realised, without taking the step of applying it to art: 

ln retrospect, despite differences of time, taste, conceptuality, and approach to 

problems separating Kant and ourselves, bis contribution to the clarification of 

things appears to be truly relevant in one respect. This is in his development of 

the temporal structure that belongs to the concept of intuition. Of course, he did 

not really utilise it in his theory of art. ln the Critique of Pure Reason we find 

the famous remark: 

Psychologists have hitherto failed to realise that imagination is a 

necessary ingredient of perception itself. This is due partly to the fact that 

this faculty has been limited to reproduction, partly to the belief that the 

senses not only supply impressions, but also combine them so as to 

generate images of objects. For that purpose, something more than the 

mere receptivity of impressions is undoubtedly required, namely, a 

function for the synthesis of them (A l20n). 109 

Furthermore, Gadamer's clarity on the intuition arising in metaphor is crucial. Wherever there is 

not an precise. preplanned relation in absolute correspondence (input = output, P = Q), then there 

is room left for spiritual intuition. This means there is room for a different concept formation to 

which the previous intuition could not correspond. Herein lies the movement of play in art that is 

so precious for Gadamer. If one misses this point of the dysjunction between the word and the 

thing, one has missed the most vital contribution that this opening makes to a dialectic, a 

philosophical discourse, to an artwork, to a piece of music, to anything that opens itself up to 

109 Gadamer, "Intuition and Vividness", trans. Dan Tate, appendix to The Relevance of the Beautifu/, p. 169. 

74 



interpretative activity. ls there any human activity that is not the task of henneneutics, i.e. open 

for interpretation? 

For Friedrich Schleiermacher a work of art loses its meaning when it is wrenched from its 

soit. To grasp is significance, one has to reestablish in a sense this original world. 110 "The circular 

movement is necessary because •nothing that needs interpretation can be understood at once. "'111 

Taking a eue from Schleiermacher on this point, Gadamer believes that "fundamentally, 

understanding is always a movement in this kind of circle, which is why the repeated return from 

the whole to the parts, and vice versa, is essential. '' Not only is it play at its most basic as to-and

fro movement between the parts and the whole, but it is also art, representing this speculative 

process as a meaningful whole in itself. '"Moreover, this cycle is constantly expanding, in that the 

concept of the whole is relative, and when it is placed in ever larger contexts the understanding of 

the individual element is always affected." In this fashion, "the inner provisional and infinite 

nature of understanding" can be based on '"the old henneneutical principle of the whole and the 

parts."112 The nature of language is intrinsically open to this constructive activity on our part, 

"insofar as utterance is not merely an inner product of thought, but is also communication and 

has, as such, an externat form," so that texts '"are always presentation through art. But where 

utterance is an art, so is understanding. Thus ail utterances and ail texts are basically related to the 

art of understanding, henneneutics, and this explains the connection between rhetoric (which is a 

110 c.f. Truth and Method, p. 148. 
111 Truth and Method, p. 169, citing F. Schleiermacher, Werke 1, 7, p. 146f. 
112 Truth and Method, p. 167. 
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part of aesthetics) and hermeneutics."113 Herein lies the magic in language and its relation to 

thought. on which the various languages of art are even more clearly based. 

This is what allows Gadamer to look upon the artwork as a text open for interpretation. ln 

crude terms. one has to go around it in circles a few times until one• s consciousness expands and 

inner and outer relations are affected. One' s understanding is altered as one finds a new relation 

at certain tums. One goes beyond contradictions when suddenly one sees ·in a flash' something 

hitherto hidden. The whole expands for us as our minds expand. lndeed. if we take the place of 

the proverbial blind men inspecting the elephant each from his own end and each describing a 

different animal, we may instead describe circles around the elephant as a metaphor for the 

artwork, to the point where in experiencing it we become as one with the elephant and even grow 

a trunk. Or at least, we will think and feel trunkwise. But actually, both the ·real' and the ·virtual' 

elephant require context. For just as ··aesthetic experience'' is not a given. independent state of 

mind that just happens to be triggered by the appropriate stimulus: 

ln art, it is never a question of isolated sensible existents which taken by 

themselves, do not grant an intuition of the spiritual. ln fact, the methodological 

preeminence that thus belongs to poetry over ail the other arts, and that by no 

means diminishes their rank or human significance, lies simply in the decisive 

way in which poetry takes its stand upon the "intuition of the spiritual''. 114 

Art has this '"transcendental freedom", says Gadamer, quoting Kant to make this point, 115 

in that it may give displeasure or pleasure, but nevertheless ·•e(evates us", to take us above the 

mundane and the ordinary, i.e. the Enlightenment's mechanical universe. ln other words, art takes 

113 Tn,th and Method, pp. 165-66. 
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us above the reducible, predictable relation of things insofar as they are interchangeable in a 

homogeneous space. lt points in the direction of truth, where one does not have to be a slave in 

order to obey a rule; one is able to make a new, more appropriate rule, if the existing rule happens 

not to take extenuating circumstances into consideration. 

Gadamer reconciles with Kant on this important issue of imagination, following in the 

footsteps of Heidegger who in Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics restored it to its original 

primacy as the synthetic power of the human mind in Kant's initial project of the Critique of Pure 

Reason. Without the faculty of imagination there would hardly be life. This is where computers 

fall short. We do need machines that do not break down, but let us retain our right to imagine, to 

think and to synthesise, to see the parts in their relation to the whole. This is where Gadamer is 

attempting to lead us. 

Gadamer is saying that there is no prescription for truth. The method for arriving at truth 

and then finding a way of expressing the truth cannot be methodologized. ls he really saying 

anything different than what Kant says in the Critique of Judgement? 

Y et Gadamer may be making a serious mistake in speaking about art with constant 

reference to the standards of Kant and Schiller. lt is not sound to get into Kant and Schiller and 

then try to get out on the other side by trying to show that the experience of an artwork is 

ontological. If the experience of art is ontological, then a subjectivistic reading cœnot be ruled 

out at the outset. For proceeding from Gadamer's assumptions, subjectivistic prejudice cannot be 

just bad prejudice to hold on to, especially if that is ail you have as a starting point. Gadamer tries 

114 "Intuition and Vividness", p. 170. 
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to disclose how to enter into a consciousness of play in order to get towards the objectivistic side 

of viewing. But again Gadamer does not succeed in showing the reader how to see what he sees. 

The reason is that he is caught in the web of German idealism and especially in the inheritance of 

the Kantian framework. Perhaps he should have ignored Kant and spoken from bis own position 

directly. 

Gadamer is historically bound and he keeps thinking the reader is also. How can someone 

who is caught free another? Artworks cannot be viewed from objectivistic or subjectivistic points 

of view. The study of art is as large as life. Art has come to be recognised now as having its own 

autonomy. Yet art has always been there before even the Greeks recognised art as mimesis or 

representation. Pictures, images were there when human lif e began, as we know from the 

stupendous cave drawings that appear as soon as any trace of homo sapiens emerges. To ask 

""What is the correct reading of an artwork?" is to ask the wrong question. Art is not a map. 1t 

cannot be subjected to a reading that is objectivistic or subjectivistic. 

Finally, what is truth and what is beauty? Art need not even be limited to being a 

conveyer of truth or beauty, as beauty and truth are not imprisoned in artworks. Locating truth 

and beauty in artworks is a social convention. Truth and beauty are autonomous qualities that are 

present or absent of their own accord. Furthermore, there is not a structure that is so certain that 

we can capture truth and beauty in it. 

Aristotle tells us that a play has to have a beginning, a middle, and an end. If I make up a 

story that bas these three qualities, does it mean I have a play? Maybe, or maybe not. Of course 1 

,,s "Intuition and Vividness", p. 168; c.f. Kant. Critique of Judgment, trans. J.H. Bernard (New Yorlc: Hafuer, 1951 ). 
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could call my broken cup a work of art, sign it Roeder and place it in a museum. If I have a friend 

in the museum who already knows I am an artist of some repute, he will let me have a space in 

the museum. Can anyone declare himself as an artist and sign and place the same cup in the 

museum? Weil, I believe most of the readers would agree with me that anyone could do that. 

What this points to is that, in the final sense, truth and beauty are not so evident and. furthermore, 

that it is not evident that artworks have truth. We have leamt to place truth in the artwork. 

I think Gadamer ought to have addressed such possible objections. He is naïvely dogmatic 

about truth in artworks being present for everyone, and bis argument about Kant and Schiller 

being subjectivistic can also be easily problematised. If you claim that you are not the subject and 

that subject and object fuse in one another when looking at something, then it does not hold that 

you can really distinguish between a subjectivistic viewing as opposed to an objectivistic one. Let 

us suppose I have never been exposed to abstract art; how am I to find truth in an abstract 

artwork? Furthermore if I do respond to the colour red in the artwork. how do I know that I am 

not responding favourably to the colour red just because I know that my favourite artist Luciano 

Marcello has put it there? This argument may or may not work, but without going too deeply into 

the philosophy of mind, I find it quite problematic when we become very certain about 

subjectivistic and objectivistic readings of artworks. When we are relating to an artwork, we are 

not working on a theorem in geometry. The whole idea of art is that it points to something that is 

beyond subjectivistic and objectivistic understanding. It points to the unexpected, immeasurable, 

irreducible something. Therefore, the subject of art cannot be explained within philosophically 

normative linguistic, or even hermeneutic, terms. As sometimes a person sees the truth 
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immediately in the work, because he/she already has realised what it is to be in truth, another 

person can miss it every time, despite going around in circles and finally retuming the work to 

the gallerist at any price. Art can best be explained when shown; the artwork is its O\\TI best 

explanation. It points beyond truth as we k.now truth in philosophy. It could very well point to a 

complete breakdown of any interpretation. And if it does, it bas succeeded in being art and 

therefore it cannot be discussed in philosophical terms. If this is what Gadamer is getting at 

through bis hermeneutic investigations, then it might have been better if be had made a few 

artworks and exhibited them. and that would have been the right method for bis truth. But as he 

says. we ail choose the game we like to choose. He also dares to ask: ··How can we attain to that 

perfect ideal of speech when one bas the rare feeling of having said what one wanted to sayT116 

ln reference to the fullness. "perfection," of the speech act completed in writing, Gadamer 

says: 

As for language, so for the rest of living: a world conventionally pre-formed 

becomes familiar, and the question is to know whether or not, in our 

understanding of ourselves, we can ever arrive at that point to which, in those 

rare cases of perfect speech to which I have just now referred, we think we 

have come; namely when we really say what we want to say. Analogously, we 

may ask whether or not we ever arrive at the point where we understand what 

really is. 117 

This scepticism about writing of course starts with Plato, as Gadamer points out: 

lt would be fascinating to investigate the Greek beginnings of the essential 

116 The same goes for the anwork; "When is the painting finished?" is an important question in the world of art for 
such anists as Cezanne, Motherwell, Klee, and Kandinsky. Also for Magritte, who wonders when the title should be 
chosen: before or after one decides to stop painting? 
117 Truth and Method, p. 493. 
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connection between hermeneutics and writing. It is not just that both Socrates 

and bis opponents, the sophists, pursued the interpretation of poets, according 

to Plato; it is more important that the whole of Platonic dialectics is explicitly 

related by Plato himself to the problems of writing, and that even within the 

dialogue it often explicitly assumes a hermeneutical character, whether the 

dialectical dialogue is introduced by a mythical tradition through priests and 

priestesses. by an instruction from Diotima, or simply by the observation that 

the ancients did not worry at ail that we should understand them, and hence left 

us as helpless as if we were dealing with fairy-stories. We will also have to 

consider the reverse situation, namely the extent to which Plato' s own myths 

belong to the dialectic and hence themselves bear the character of 

interpretation. 118 

In the same supplement on ''Hermeneutics and Historicism;· Gadamer characterises the 

dialogue form of Platonic writing ··as an artistic creation··. He takes it to be ··half-way between 

the variety of characters of dramatic writing and the authenticity of the pedagogical work:0119 By 

contrast. for Schleiermacher, oral ··dialogue is nothing but the mutual stimulation of thought 

("and has no other natural end than the graduai exhaustion of the process described'), a kind of 

artistic construction in the reciprocity of communication " 120-or at least a good example of play 

as ··sheer fulfilment, energeia which bas its telos within itself.''121 However, such indifference to 

objective contents and exclusive emphasis on the ••free production" of subjective expression 

make for ··Tue questionableness of romantic hermeneutics" criticised by Gadamer in the first 

section of the second part of Truth and Method, which is devoted to .. The extension of the 

question of truth to understanding in the human sciences". In this sense, Gadamer's magnum 

118 Truth and Method, p.487. 
119 Truth and Method, p. 487. 
120 Truth and Method, p. 165; c.f. F. Schleiennacher, Diale/cJik (Odebrecht. ed.), p. 572. 
121 Truth and Method, p. 101. 
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opus is closer to Platonic fonn in being dramatically pedagogical, drawing on a ••cast of 

thousands" from the entire history of Western thought to stage his own reflections. He is not 

inclined to argue in a formai. analytical manner. His commitment to the hermeneutical task is 

quite evident. 

Gadamer goes a long way with the Greeks and Gennan idealists. but he also sees beyond 

the Greek rationalistic enterprise and the Gennan idealist aim of placing art within aesthetic 

consciousness and the idea of a philosophical framework above art. ··Tue metaphysics of the 

beautiful is not, in fact, identical with this application of aesthetic rationalism. The retum to Plato 

brings out qui te a different aspect of the phenomenon of the beautiful." namely its ••specific 

advantage .. over ··the absolutely intangible good, in that it can be laid hold of'. whereas .. the 

intangibility of the good in the beautiful, i.e. in the harmoniousness of being and its attendant 

disclosure (aletheia). involves a resemblance. in that it also has an ultimate sublimity." This is 

why ··the beautiful reveals itself in the search for the good. This is its distinguishing mark for the 

human soul. That which manifests itself in perfect form draws towards it the longing of love."122 

Gadamer gives precedence to beauty over truth (aletheia). For him, beauty is visible, and reveals 

itself tangibly when it looks for truth, which as the good remains hidden. except inasmuch as 

beauty embodies it. ln view of this. it becomes apparent to Gadamer that ··the weakness of 

idealistic aesthetics lay in its failure to appreciate that we typically encounter art as a unique 

manifestation of truth whose particularity cannot be surpassed."123 

1n 
- Truth and Method, p. 437. 

123 "The Relevance of the Beautiful", p. 37. 
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Even if '"the play of art is not as transcendent of space and time as aesthetic consciousness 

maintains," ··for the play itself there is no antithesis of time and art, as Schmitt assumes" in 

isolating the politics of Shakespeare breaking through the plot of Ham/et. ··Rather the play draws 

time into its play. This is the great power of literature which makes it possible for it to belong to 

its own time and through which its own time listens to it."124 Gadamer would not have any 

problem with an indefinite area left around the theme, whereas the jurist and political scientist 

Carl Schmitt, bis interlocutor, would have difficulty with leaving the Queen's guilt open, as not 

only Shakespeare, but not only Shakespeare, but for instance a contemporary like E. M. Forster 

could do in A Passage to lndia by leaving the guilt of the doctor open. So neither A Passage to 

lndia nor Ham/et can be read as a roman à clef according to Gadamer. As a ··fruitful fable'· from 

the Late Middle Ages, the story of Dr. Faust bas the same quality of"open indeterminacy", ''with 

the thematic horizon coniinuously shifting in different directions," which is why new 

interpretations could be made: ··we need only think of the many attempts to treat the Faust 

theme, from Marlowe right up to Paul Valéry.''125 

Gadamer is not speaking of ideal types or of a history of styles that can be constructed, 

because something meaningful is there which cannot be written off as a representation of this or 

that type of input/output formula. lt is more than that, something tacit, not explicit, which can 

leave itself open for the play of imagination on the part of the viewer/reader/spectator. Herein lies 

its beauty: that it can lend itself to a variety of interpretations. Precision and closure, where 

everything is structured according to a plan, denotes craft, not art: 

m Truth and Method, p. 453. 
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A play where everything is completely motivated creaks like a machine. A 

false reality would be presented if the action could ail be calculated out like an 

equation. Rather, it becomes a play of reality when it does not tell the spectator 

everything, but only a little more than he customarily understands in his daily 

round. The more that remains open, the more freely does the process of 

understanding succeed, i.e. the transposition of what is shown in the play to 

one's own world and, of course, also to the world of one·s own political 

experience. 126 

Thus there is no final interpretation. Life is indeed ·•inexhaustibly creative" even though it may 

be dull at times. If we attempt to link our philosophical task to life. then neither the Greeks nor 

the German idealists have the last word. Gadamer never mentions Borges. But I am certain he 

would have found support in Borges in saying no truth can be captured by method in philosophy, 

life or art; witness the following argument from his short story .. A Lottery in Babylon .. in 

Labyrinths. 

If the lottery is an intensification of choice, a periodical infusion of chaos in the 

cosmos, would it not be right for chance to intervene in ail stages of the 

drawing and not in one alone? Is it not ridiculous for choice to dictate 

someone's death and have the circumstances of that death, secrecy, publicity, 

the fixed time of an hour or a century, not subject to chance?... In reality the 

number of drawings is infinite. No decision is final. Ali branch into others. 

Ignorant people suppose that infinite drawings require an infinite time; actually 

it is sufficient for time to be infinitely subdivisible, as the famous parable of the 

contest with the tortoise teaches. 127 

125 Truth and Method, p. 454. 
126 Truth and Method, p. 454. 
127 Jorge Luis Borges, "A Lonery in Babylon", in labyrinths (London: Penguin Books, 1981 ), p. 59. 
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What Gadamer is trying to convey is not easy to put into other words. The reason is that 

to attain an experience where ail our faculties and powers of mind work together in harmony 

requires a certain mental attunement. The force that is required in order to attain certain insights 

into the relations ofthings cannot be turned on and mobilised at will. Truth cornes tous suddenly 

and disappears suddenly. As manifested in beauty according to Plato, ·•it appears suddenly, and 

equally suddenly, without any transition, disappears again:'128 To grasp it quickly requires years 

of training, but then again it may just require one's natural capacity to be so attuned as to require 

no labour to receive it and to convey it to others through an art form or in a text. The faculties 

involved are, according to Kant, the faculty of imagination, together in synthesis with another 

faculty called the faculty of understanding, that fleshes out the received image in adequate form. 

Gadamer attempts to convey how artworks invoke powers of the mind of the viewer to receive 

truth, because he feels that the artwork has the structure of play, and that play. in tum, has the 

structure to recite life' s playfulness in the human mind as art. 

ln Truth and Method, as we have said, Gadamer finds Kant too subjectivistic, and yet 

Kant argues in the Critique of Pure Reason that whatever knowledge we have requires our ••inner 

sense" to recognise it. So it is difficult to see how Gadamer could sustain his thesis of 

objectivism. In an appendix to The Relevance of the Beautiful, however, he seems to go halfway 

back on his position, by saying that Kant understands the faculty of imagination but does not 

include it in his theory of art. 1 think that Gadamer just bas to read the passage on genius in Kant 

and he would recognise that Kant very much brings together the faculty of imagination with that 

1'8 - Truth and Method, p. 438. 
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of understanding. I therefore do not see that much difference between Kant and Gadamer at the 

end of the day on the structure of art in relation to imagination and understanding. It should 

suffice to say for now that they both agree that method and truth cannot be arrived at will, since it 

is largely a matter of luck that one is able to bit upon truth and method, with or without the 

artwork. The faculty that recognises and receives truth and method with the courage it requires, 

which Gadamer would call play in the artwork. Kant calls the faculty of a genius. The passage 

from Kant will be cited at length: 

ln a word, an aesthetic idea is a presentation of the imagination which is 

conjoined with a given concept and is connected, when we use imagination in 

its freedom, with such a multiplicity of partial presentations that no expression 

that stands for a determinate concept can be found for it. Hence it is a 

presentation that makes us add to a concept the thoughts of much that is 

ineffable, but the feeling of which quickens our cognitive powers and connects 

language, which otherwise would be mere letters, with spirit. 129 

So the mental powers whose combination (in a certain relation) 

constitutes genius are imagination and understanding. One qualification is 

needed, however. When the imagination is used for cognition, then it is under 

the constraint of the understanding and is subject to the restriction of adequacy 

to the understanding's concept. But when the aim is aesthetic, then the 

imagination is free, so that, over and above that harmony with the concept, it 

may supply, in an unstudied way, a wealth of undeveloped material for the 

understanding which the latter disregarded in its concept. But the understanding 

129 This translation does not work. The Gennan text says: " ... und mit der Sprache. ais blossen Buchstaben, Geist 
verbindet." ln the English translation it should be clear that feeling. which quickens and connects language to spirit, 
would not be there if imagination did not have free play. See 1. Kant, Kritik der Urteilslcraji (Hamburg: Felix Meiner 
Verlag), p. 171 [par. 49, p. 197]). 
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employs this material not so much objectively, for cognition, as subjectively, 

namely, to quicken the cognitive powers, though indirectly this does serve 

cognition too. Hence genius actually consists in the happy relation, one that no 

science can teach and that cannot be leamed by any diligence, allowing us, 

first, to discover ideas for a given concept, and, second, to hit upon a way of 

expressing these ideas that enables us to communicate to others. as 

accompanying a concept, the mental attunement that those ideas produce. The 

second talent is properly the one we call spirit. For in order to express what is 

ineffable in the mental state accompanying a certain presentation and to make it 

universally communicable, whether the expression consists in language or 

painting or plastic art, we need an ability [ viz. Spirit] to apprehend the 

imagination's rapidly passing play and to unite it in a concept that can be 

communicated without the constraint of rules (a concept that on that very 

account is original, while at the same time it reveals a new rule that could not 

have been inferred from any earlier principles or examples ). 

If. after analysis. we look back to the above explication of what we call 

genius, we find: first, genius is a talent for art, not for science, where we must 

start from distinctly known rules that determine the procedure we must use in 

it. Second, since it is an artistic talent. it presupposes a determinate concept of 

the product, namely, its purpose; hence genius presupposes understanding, but 

also a presentation (though an indeterminate one) of the material, i.e., of the 

intuition, needed to exhibit this concept, and hence presupposes a relation of 

imagination to understanding. Third, it manifests itself not so much in the fact 

that the proposed purpose is achieved in exhibiting a determinate concept, as, 

rather, in the way aesthetic ideas, which contain a wealth of material [suitable] 

for that intention, are offered or expressed; and hence it presents the 

imagination in its freedom from any instruction by rules, but still as purposive 
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for exhibiting the given concept. Finally, fourth, the unstudied, unintentional 

subjective purposiveness in the imagination's free harmony with the 

understanding' s lawfulness presupposes such a proportion and attunement of 

these powers as cannot be brought about by any compliance with rules, whether 

of science or of mechanical imitation, but can be brought about only by the 

subject' s nature. 

These presuppositions being given, genius is the exemplary originality 

of a subjecfs natural endowment in the free use of his cognitive powers. 

Accordingly, the product of a genius (as regards what is attributable to genius 

in it rather than to possible learning or academic instruction) is an example that 

is meant not to be imitated, but to be followed by another genius. (For in mere 

imitation the element of genius in the work, what constitutes its spirit, would be 

lost.) The other genius, who follows the example, is aroused by it to a feeling 

of his own originality, which allows him to exercise in art his freedom from the 

constraint of rules, and to do so in such a way that art itself acquires a new rule 

by this, thus showing that the talent is exemplary. But since a genius is nature's 

favourite and so must be regarded as a rare phenomenon, his example gives rise 

to a school for other good minds, i.e., a methodical instruction by means of 

whatever rules could be extracted from those products of spirit and their 

peculiarity; and for these [followers] fine art is to that extent imitation, for 

which nature, through a genius, gave the rule. But this imitation becomes aping 

if the pupil copies everything, including even the deformities that the genius 

had to permit only because it would have been difficult to eliminate them 

without diminishing the force of the idea. This courage [to retain deformities] 

has merit only in a genius. A certain boldness of expression, and in general 

some deviation from the common rule, is entirely fitting for a genius; it is 

however not at ail worthy of imitation, but in itself always remains a defect that 
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[any]one must try to eliminate, though the genius has, as it were, a privilege to 

allow the defect to remain [anyway], because the inimitable [element] in the 

momentum of his spirit would be impaired by timorous caution. 130 

This extended passage from the Third Critique should be read in conjunction with the following 

statement in the First Critique: 

Whatever the source of our representations may be, whether they are produced 

by the influence of externat things or by inner causes, whether they arise a 

priori or empirically as appearances. still they belong, by virtue of being 

modifications of the mind, to inner sense, and as such ail our knowledge is 

ultimately subject to time, the formai condition for inner sense, in which the 

representations must ail be ordered, connected and brought in relation to each 

other. 131 

One does require an element of objectivism to be able to see the nuances. It is this nuanced seeing 

that Gadarner would like to pay attention to in the artwork. This, he feels, subjectivism or 

psychologism would prevent, much as Husserl and Frege did not want to subject logical 

sentences to such notions to secure the scientific method and not to use a naïve scientific analysis 

as psychologists would. Edmund Husserl had realised that sense experience was not dissimilar 

from mathematics and logic, and that to reach objectivity he had to come to see mathematical and 

logical objects as given to consciousness, in the sense that experience can be given to 

130 lmmanuel Kant. Critique of Aesthetic Judgment, 49, trans. W. S. Pluhar (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing 
Company, 1987), pp. 185-88. 
131 lmmanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, A98, trans. Meiklejohn, ed. V. Politis (London: Everyman, 1993), p. 
122 To be precise, in the English translation it is marked as A98, but when we consult Kant's German text, we tind 
that it refers to A98 and A99 (lmmanuel Kant, Kritik der reinen Vernunfi, ed. Raymundt Schmidt [Hamburg: Felix 
Meiner Verlag, 1956), A98-99, pp. 142a-143a). 
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consc1ousness. As has been remarked on this: "'The thing itself was preserved by the 

intentionality of consciousness."132 

lt seems to me that Gadamer intends the same consciousness when he cites Heidegger in 

order to appropriate his idea of the hermeneutic circle: 

ln the circle is hidden a positive possibility of the most primordial kind of 

knowing. To be sure, we genuinely take hold of this possibility when. in our 

interpretation, we have understood that our first, last and constant task is never 

to allow our fore-having, fore-sight, and fore-conception to be presented to us 

by fancies and popular conceptions, but rather to make the scientific theme 

secure by working out these fore-structures in terms of the things themselves. 

(Being and Time, p. 153)133 

We have enough evidence in academic philosophy (not to mention historical 

anthropology like that of Huizinga in Homo Ludens) to support Gadamer in his emphasis on play 

of art being the subject of objectivistic seeing. What Gadamer is after is what Husserl has already 

sought in his project. to secure objectivity in the scientific method. ln order to cure subjectivism 

in art reading, Gadamer asks us to train ourselves in suspending the attitude of the artist and of 

the viewer, her/his historical attitudes towards the work, and the artist's own identity; to place 

them in suspension and let the artwork emerge as it were alone in clarity as a finished work, 

waiting to be seen by the spectator. The openness of the work to the spectator is its closure. lt 

stands to reason that it applies the other way around as well, i.e. the spectator's openness to the 

work is a prerequisite to locating the truth therein. 

132 Forrest Williams, "Cézanne, Phenomenology, and Merleau-Ponty," in Michael B. Smith, ed .• The Merleau-Ponty 
Aesthetics Reader (Evanston: Northwestem University Press, 1996), p. 171. 
1·3 , Truth and Method, p. 236. 
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Maurice Merleau-Ponty has linked the task of phenomenological description of human 

experience to the work of writers and painters like Balzac, Proust, Valéry, and Cézanne. For him, 

both phenomenology and painting exhibit ·"the same kind of attentiveness and wonder, the same 

demand for awareness," 134 and in this way phenomenology ·•merges into the general effort of 

modem thought."135 What is interesting is that as early as 1945. long before Gadamer wrote Truth 

and Method and The Relevance of the Beautifu/, Merleau-Ponty published .. Cézanne's Doubt" in 

the December issue of Fontaine, a monthly review of poetry and French letters. 136 In the preface 

to Sense and Non-Sense, he situated the significance of ··cézanne's Doubt'' within the context of 

the philosophical problem of the boundary between reason and unreason. ··We must fonn a new 

idea of reason," he wrote. one not restricted to logic and mathematics. but wide enough to 

comprehend the meanings expressed in novels, poems and paintings. even in political actions. 

While Joseph C. McLelland calls Picasso's Guernica a religious work, Merleau-Ponty considers. 

in language similar to that of Paul Ricoeur. the acts of institution of artistic geniuses like Cézanne 

and Matisse as an advent, a promise of events, the breaking forth of a new world that is carried 

forward in human interchanges in time: ··Tous painting, and painting alone, makes it manifest to 

us that "different' beings, •extemal', foreign to one another. are nevertheless absolutely together, 

in 'simultaneity'. " 137 

13
" Galen A. Johnson, "Phenomenology and Painting: 'Cézanne's Doubt,"' in The Merleau-Ponty Aesthetics Reader, r- 4, c.f.. Merleau-Ponty, Phénomenologie de la Perception, p. xxi. 

35 Johnson, p. 4, c.f. Merleau-Ponty, Phénomenologie de la Perception, p. xxi. 
136 Johnson, p. 3. 
137 Alphonse de Waelhens in "Merleau-Ponty", Phénomenologie de la Perception, p. 179, continues the argument 
against the Cartesian vision. Merleau-Ponty himself equates the visionaries with the painters when he writes: "Vision 
alone teaches us, that different beings, ·externat', foreign to one another, are nevertheless absolutely together, in 
'simultaneity'." ("Eye and Mind", in Phénomenologie de la Perception, p. 146). 
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Such a .. pre-existing connection between ail individualities" as "'manifestations of 

universal life" was also ··schleiermacher·s presupposition" in relating hermeneutic understanding 

to the production of artistic genius, according to Gadamer. 138 What then is this kind of 

encompassing meaning that art alone can convey? ln what way does it •·increase our being", as 

Gadamer puts it? How does the play of art link up with life? Ail these questions had already been 

raised by Merleau-Ponty in the years leading up to the publication of Truth and Method. The 

reader may wonder after going through Gadamer why be never bothers to mention this eminent 

French phenomenologist who was working on some of the same issues as he was. This reveals a 

certain inconsistency in his propaedeutic towards the ·•poetry'· of philosophical thought on the 

one hand and the sociopolitical ·•prose" of the world on the other. 

Be that as it may, Gadamer does explain in The Relevance of the Beautiful how the poet 

knows about spiritual intuition. lt is play in the artwork that widens the scope of reason beyond 

logic and mathematics without falling into subjectivistic distortions. lt presents itself by making 

its appearance as unity in the unsurpassable plenitude of the artwork. opening itself up to the 

spectator, and only then closing the circle, in that it opens up itself for infinite interpretations 

within its finite frame. This disclosure speaks for itself. and is itself the truth for which no 

method can vouch--only the witness can do so. And ·-who will give witness to the witness?" 

('"Wer zeugt für den Zeugen?'"), asks Paul Celan, a poet commented upon by Gadamer as well as 

Derrida. as an instance of truth that cannot be surpassed and is good enough to stand any legal 

scrutiny. 

138 Truth and Method, p. 166. 
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Conclusion 

I hope that in this thesis a certain light has been thrown on Gadamer·s thought as it is developed 

in two of his texts, Truth and Method and The Relevance of the Beautiful and Other Essays. To 

this end, we have argued extensively with Kant' s critiques. We have referred also to Plato, 

Aristotle, Heidegger, Arendt, and Derrida. My focus bas been on the chapter on .. Play as the Clue 

to Ontological Explanation·· in the former, but this chapter needs to be situated in a broader 

context, i.e. ·•in its own soi 1, ·• as Schleiermacher puts it. I have attempted thereby to reconstruct 

Gadamer·s discourse on the ontology of the artwork. What I have disclosed, 1 suppose. will have 

to speak for itself and to you, the readers, who are now the witnesses to witness to my 

interpretations of Gadamer·s texts. ln so doing you will be entering in to the realm of 

hermeneutic play, of the to-and-fro movement between the object of interpretation and the 

interpreter. 

A suspicion may arise that even though Gadamer stresses the play element as constitutive 

to the ontology of art, his allegiance to a tradition of hermeneutical understanding might set 

bounds to the free play of thought. The point is to understand how this tension works and how the 

circular movement of play in creation and interpretation can create a space in which encounter 

and interchange become possible. It can be argued that Gadamer as well as Derrida draws 

inspiration for this particular kind of play from Plato. As Oxenhandler says: 

Gadamer's notion of art as play is, once again, a point shared with Derrida, for 

whom the disseminative play of the text is valorised by its appearance in Plato: 

''Plato thus plays at taking play seriously. That is what we earlier called the 

stunning hand Plato has dealt himself. Not only are his writings defined as 
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games, but human affairs in general do not in his eyes need to be taken 

seriously" (D 181/157). Gadamer sees aesthetic consciousness as infonned 

through the play of the work: " ... it is part of the event of being that occurs in 

representation and belongs essentially to play as play" (quoted in GH 

[ Gadamer 's Hermeneutics] 1120. But whereas for Gadamer the play of the 

work, in manifesting a way of being. conveys ""truth'', for Derrida there is no 

closure beyond the ceaseless play of dissemination. 139 

To recapitulate what we have said, the "true" work of art elevates us not necessarily by 

pleasing us, but also by displeasing us. lt does not blend neatly into the context of life as mere 

furniture. lt can create an awakening by rupturing continuity. lt points to a leap in understanding, 

which is not possible without a sporting spirit that involves a courage for ··being .. over and above 

our previously held foundations. 

With due respect for Gadamer. his Truth and Method might have been easier to read if he 

had been less gracious and more outspoken by emphasising that the imagination and the 

••intuition of the spiritual"140 are necessary ingredients in perception itself. lt is a synthetic 

function that is required in observing a work of art. lt shows more clearly than texts do that there 

is a different sort of work required for understanding. lt is to perceive. as Kant says in his theory 

of metaphor, that when a word corresponds to an intuition other than that which arises from the 

object we are reflecting upon, things become clearer. 

The faculty of understanding always has to go beyond what is at hand and see things in 

tenns of their relations in particular and in general. The effort of understanding has to go beyond 

our traditional ways of comprehension and our linguistic habits and customs in order to make 

139 Neal Oxenhandler, "The Man with Shoes of Wind: The Derrida-Gadamer Encounter," in Diane P. Michelfelder 
and Richard E. Planter. eds., Dialogue and Deconstruction: The Gadamer-Derrida Encounter (Albany: SUNY Press, 
1989), p. 266. 
140 "'Intuition and Vividness" 

94 



room for the new. This is nature. Things change and our perceptions must be aided by the 

imaginative function to perform the task of seeing and hearing with an inner vision and audition, 

not just by cognitive means and through pre-given concepts. Concepts and tradition, as well as 

our linguistic habits, may have to be changed. This is bard work, but it can be done if one looks at 

artworks and sees how they provide this kind of understanding. 

Whatever the consequences might eventually be forthcoming for philosophy of art could 

be informed by this theoretical investigation. There are affinities between philosophy and art that 

are deep, as we see from looking at Gadamer. Both are wrestling with platitudes, truisms, 

conventions, tradition and meaning. Both aim at clearing up our ontological perceptions and 

understanding that bas to do with our seeing and being: ontology and the ontic, ·eye and the 

mind'. 

Epistemological insight can only show us that aesthetic experience cannot be determined 

in any definite terms. as art involves the whole of our being and intellect. Gadamer bas shown us 

that we do not have to do away with science or our traditional ways of looking at things, art, life, 

or our history. We can work with tradition by creating a space for the other. By trusting the word, 

as we must trust the artwork to speak to us beyond aesthetic hierarchy. (As Gadamer says, a 

student who says intelligent things during the exam instead of repeating what bas been said 

before is doser to what should be expected.) The message is that we must not rush in with our 

preconceptions and instead exercise prudence, pay attention to the historicity of the word, and 

then we will be reminded of something. We may be able to locate the signifier which would 

reveal the mode of being of the word, the artwork, or of ourselves. We are not to expect a 

complete disclosure of the thing. The metaphor of the sailor is useful here. After reaching the 

shore, the sailor does not give up the idea of sailing. By dissolving the bard edge of positivity, 

one reconciles with oneself. '"The historical attitude of the mind is neither self-reflection, nor the 
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mere formai dialectical evolution of the self-alienation that it has undergone, but an experience, 

which experiences reality and is itself real."141 So the life of the mind is extremely important to 

cultivate for it consists rather in ·•recognising oneself in other being." 142 lt should be now quite 

clear from our thesis that the main trust of Gadamer's work is to cultivate the life of the mind 

until it leams to recognise it' s true nature c·recognising oneself ... ") and that of the artwork. This 

is what he implies by the intuition of the spiritual. 

Gadamer is deeply interested in the art of dialectic, which involves the art of asking 

questions in order to seek truth. He says that in the process of dialectic, one could lose the 

argument if one is true to the dialectical method. This is because only someone who knows how 

to ask a question and what the issues are is able to ask the pertinent question. The art of thinking 

and the enterprise of the search for truth have to go beyond aesthetic consciousness and beyond 

one·s history. ln the case of art. one must go beyond art history. For Gadamer the art of 

conversation takes primacy over winning arguments. Tact would be more important for Gadamer. 

not the facts necessarily, although he would not be so intensely involved in the search for 

meaning and truth in art or life, if he also did not want facts. But he would not sacrifice his 

graciousness in conversation at any cost. 143 

Gadamer's Rhetorical Methodology (Not Method) 

ln concluding, it is useful to break up Gadamer's methodology in three movements: 

1) While one thinks through Gadamer's understanding of philosophical investigation of play as 

ontic and ontological, one might run into a difficulty if one tries to propose a closed structure; it 

is not a poker game he is suggesting we play. The very structure of play in itself is open-ended. lt 

1
"

1 Truth and Method, p. 310. 
I.J' - Truth and Method, p. 31 O. 
1
"
3 Truth and Method, p. 330, in which Gadamer derives the above understanding of the dialectic and the art of 

96 



has to have an openness to the variations of modalities of ·aesthetic being' (let alone aesthetic 

consciousness, which he wants to bracket). 

2) The fact that Gadamer is not treating eros as a dimension of play hints at a non-systematic 

treatment of play. 

3) The rhetorics of Gadamer comprise mainly indirect asserting. hinting, asking questions, 

systematically treating the question historically, relating the word ·philologically' to its origin 

and seeing its relation to the context of the object in view. He does this quite skilfully, as he never 

fails to leave the question open when necessary. He uses, for example. the quote of Schlegel (see 

p. 38) in relation to the play as it relates to the whole, as a rhetorical way of hinting at greater 

numbers of possibilities without asserting this relation. For, to assert such a relation would be a 

fault in Gadamer's methodology when he is describing play, which in itself can never be posited 

in a closed structure. To go against the nature of the object. for Gadamer. would be to miss the 

truth in the particular and therefore to miss the relation between the uni versai and the particular in 

that situation. The normative ground of Gadamer is that we cannot explain the whole uni verse by 

constituting an ontological system. This project bas failed time and again as we have seen with 

Heidegger also. But Gadamer does not give up the project as he feels that if one left the 

possibilities open and saw the part and the whole at the same time. in relation, as religious and 

secular, art and science, ontologically and epistemologically, always being sensitive to the nature 

of the object, there is a better chance of doing justice to the object in view. This is phronesis and 

prudence, which he emphasises again and again, whether this relates to moral knowledge, legal 

hermeneutics, or viewing artworks. In short, any truth and any method bas to take into account 

the mode of being which is always in the becoming and evokes new reflections upon itself. 

questioning, in discussing Plato's seventh letter. 
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