Check background / is (was) Major / current studies. 

PP 1 The notion of the “figural” – the theme of today’s workshop – has a short history if we compare it to the other notion from which it is distinguished “figurative” or with another notion that is much more used in art theory at least, namely “figura”. The latter appears in the Renaissance art treaties, especially in Vasari and Alberti, and it denotes the visual means through which the historia is being told. The “figural” is firstly used in a working note by Maurice Merleau-Ponty (a fragment that you can hereby see) but it is employed quite vaguely, almost as a synonym for “figurative”. These notes were written quite late, in 1960, a year before his Merleau-Ponty’s death. However, eleven years later, Jean-François Lyotard – who studied the works of Merleau-Ponty quite well, just as he studied the phenomenology of Husserl – appropriates the notion and turns it into a vague notion into a proper philosophical concept. That happens in his book Discours, Figure (1971), his doctorat d’état, a kind of a post-doctoral degree, the Germans call it Habilitation, under the coordination of Gilles Deleuze who also positively reviews the book. He worked on the thesis for more than ten years and Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology is discussed in the book. And that brings me to the tree basic paradigms at work in Lyotard’s book: first, structuralist linguistics (Saussure); second, psychoanalysis (esp. the debate Freud – Lacan); third, phenomenology (esp. Husserl – Merleau-Ponty). Now you see the embarrassing situation that this book is for any MA or even PhD student because it would any of us also 10 years to specialise in these three paradigms in order to properly evaluate the concept of the “figural” as Lyotard has created it. Now, what I can do is focus on the architecture of the concept itself in the most generic terms, hence bracketing for the time being too many references to these three paradigms. This seems fair not because I too know a little bit of all three, just enough to follow his argument, but because you come from different backgrounds and the nearest task at hand is the structure of the concept itself. 

But first let’s clarify one simple problem: what is the problem to which the concept of the “figural” proposes a solution? Why did it come up? I can think of two answers here: the first is systematic and the second is historical. The systematic answer is that the “figural” concerns the more general problem of representation: how is representation possible and what happens when we represent something (by means of words or lines, colours or musical notes)? This is the perspective from which I would like to discuss this concept today. And if I do this then you’ll understand the second answer, concerning the historical context in which this question is embedded (what is the problem to which the “figural” is a solution?”). 

Now when it comes a systematic answer concerning the “figural”, Lyotard starts from the intuition that representations differ but not so much depending on the material that they are made of (words, lines, colours, sounds) but depending on the way the arrangement of this material. When you use words in a sentence or when you paint a landscape, the page is never blank, you presuppose a syntax or perspective. The meaning of the words you use depends on the way that they relate to each other and the structure of colours and line, too. Hence, all representation depends on a system of rules that keep the terms (words, lines and colour) at regular intervals. For instance, in structuralist linguistics, the meaning of a sign is determined by the relationship between a signifier and a signified but the value of a sign is determined by its negative relation towards its neighbouring signs. So, there is no inherent content of a sign for Saussure – just a value that emerges when a sign is contrasted to neighbouring signs: redouter, craindre, avoir peur, they are synonyms but their value depends on how they differ from one another. Hence, meaning is not external to language but internal – there is only convention and internal negation in language. 
PP 2 Now what Lyotard calls “discourse” is this system of relations that represents an object by subordinating it to an invariable set of rules; this can be the negative relation between signs in linguistics but also perspectival representation where objects are also represented according to calculable proportions taking into consideration 
PP 3 the relation to the vanishing point. The meaning of a word also depends on the relation of opposition amongst its coexisting, neighbouring terms. What does a discourse do? Well it takes an object that density, mass, colour – that can be experienced in the flesh – and subordinates this density to the grid-like structure of language. Any arrangement of things according to a specific syntax is a reductive gesture that is necessary for discursive enunciations; (in a way, Lyotard shows here by means of linguistics a central intuition of Hegel’s concept – basic idea is that nature can only be understood through concepts that provide a perfect unity between the being of an object and its essence – for Hegel, the entire Logic is nothing but a dialectics of concepts that constitute the ultimate structure of reality) 
PP 4 “the tree is green” is a sentence where the value of each term depends on the differential relation to the terms but uttering the sentence, says Lyotard, does not yet but the colour in the text. That’s why he dedicates many pages to analyses of book illuminations, because he interested in how indexes of objects – colours, shapes, non-discursive elements – combine with text. Discourse shows a “immobile dialectics”, a minimal rigidity of rules in order to generate sense. 
Now the reductive way of explaining the “figural” would be to oppose it to this understanding of “discourse”. Even though it is interesting to do that for pedagogical reason, in order to simplify things, that is not what Lyotard wants to do. He is interested in understanding the working of “discourse” as a structuring function of consciousness. 
And what does he find out? That what any discursive system of representation – a system that keeps the terms at invariable intervals and arranges them according to a syntax – inhibits the referential dimension. In a discourse, the distance between the speaking or drawing body and the objects outside it is inhibited, assimilated. There is no actual distance between me and you in the sentence “I like you”.  There is no “here” and “now” of the desiring body is necessarily inhibited. 
But, and here is where the psychoanalytical element comes in, every repressing of a desire comes back somewhere else in a different form. The figural is the outcome of repressing (inside discourse) this negativity of space – the space between the speaking and moving body and the objects it represents – that is not of the same nature as the negativity of language (which is internal, differential, keeping terms at invariable distances). 
Hence, “figural” effects emerge precisely when on the surface of discourse forms break through that are not recognized by the logic of discourse, non-sensical from the perspective of discourse, “transgressions” is the favourite word of Lyotard, like slip of the tongue (lapsus linguae) or 
PP 5: rebuses that he relates to Freud’s Traumdeutung (1899), the Interpretation of Dreams. What is important to see in these rebuses and in dreams is that there is plastic, visual, sensual order that is non-sensical from the perspective of discourse. The words as they appear in a rebus refer to the visual signs and make no sense from a semantic perspective. What is Lyotard’s observation? Well, there is negation at work in language but also in visual perception (“here” is the opposite of “there”) yet these two negations differ. Both negations are required in order to represent an object but none of them achieves these perfectly – speaking metaphysics there is no complete concept where being and essence fall together without a rest. He says with Georges Braques: la verité n’as pas de contraire – truth has no contrary meaning that in the realm of representation there is always a debatable rest, that no system of representation can generate a concept or image that falls together with its object. 
Again, he does not dramatize as much as his critiques have put it (like Dufrenne or Zima) but he does want to show that the open space of denotation (this distance from me to you) is anterior to the act of signification (the sentence). Writing, picturing, representing is that activity that tries to recuperate the other of language, that which cannot be uttered because it does not belong to the logic of language. 
And here is where Lyotard relies on Freud saying that both types of negation point back to an original phantasmatic split, language struggling in fact with a pre-linguisitc unity. He refers to this game that Freud described in Jenseits des Lustprinzip (1920) where grandson would throw a thread and say Fort / Away and pull it back and say Da! Hier, interpreted as the attempt of the child to represent in language the missing and reappearance of the mother. Analogically, that’s what languages does, tries to recuperate an original lack, a split, Entzweiung. The figural are the traces on the surface of discourse of this tendency to recuperate the designated object. 
PP 6: I like to refer to this image of writing that Cy Thwombly so often represented in order to illustrate the relation of discourse to figure – maybe too abstract, it is discourse reduced to its pure repetitive gesture, obsessional, compulsive.
PP 7: but Lyotard analyses quite in detail Stéphane Mallarmé’s Un coup de dés jamais n’abolira le hazard (1897) in order to argue that the word does not just signal a content but it is a graphic, visual, sensual appearance that actively involves the viewer’s body and shows itself in its materiality. The interval here is not the abstract interval of discourse but a sensitive distance that has to be seen. 
And this relation between discourse and figure has different explanations in the book, the best of which go back to Freud’s Traumdeutung. Why? Because the dream for Freud is neither a text not an image but a process of working through one’s desire. We never completely access this desire because it is given though different mechanisms of the dream-work, ie displacement (Verschiebung), condensation (Verdichtung), consideration for representability (Darstelbarkeit) and secondary elaboration (sekundare Bearbeitung). They are all transformative processes and actually what we narrate, tell, or write when we represent a dream is already a structuring of a process that starts with displacing the actual object of desire (because it is unbearable) and its representation as condensed, as a figure, a sea (la mer, la mère) and so on. The dream work distorts desire, it transforms it into a process and never gives it as such, it makes it visible as an emanation of figures, thus pointing to an “irrecoverable otherness”, une alterité irrécuperable.
So you see here how the book is a child of its time because this idea appear in other forms in Derrida, writing does not mean copying or signalling an object but leaves traces of something that escapes abstract signification. The difference is that for Lyotard, the “figural” is an order that radically differs from discourse in the sense that it has to be seen, not read, desire is always displaced. Behind everything that is visible, there is a thickness, épaisseur, that is silent, invisible and escapes conceptual reduction. So, the figural – as a visible sign that precedes discourse – does not point to a conception of desire as a lack (that was the rather unfair criticism of Deleuze or Guattari in L’Anti-Oedipe) but to the contrary to the fact that figures to a surplus of signification, ambivalence and immanence and variety of senses. (very strange that critique of Deleuze & Guattari because the visuality of the figural and the entire book was an open attack against Jacques Lacan – the most influential interpreter of Freud at the time – who considered that the unconscious is structured like a language. Well, the “figural” resists precisely this intuition: language does not make anything visible – it signifies and negates. Figures make visible and show desire as something to be looked at.) 
PP 8: and that is how he redefines the nature of the sign: “The opacity is in the object, not in the word, not in its distance from the object. Words are not signs, but as soon as there is a word, the object designated becomes sing.” So, signs do not simply signal object but partially disclose objects. (a little bit like Husserl denoted as the Abschattung, adumbrations, shadings through which objects are given). 
PP 9: finally, because the figural appears through visual traces but it points back to an irrecoverable desire, it has for Lyotard different dimensions and he distinguishes between: figure-image, figure-form and figure-matrix. The figure-image is the transgression of the outlines, the contour, tracé révélateur, so what is destabilised is the outlines that represents the object. He refers to Picasso’s Etude de nu (1941), the deformation by means of presenting simultaneously different coexisting silhouettes. 
PP 10: the figure-form, on the other hand, transgresses form itself, formlessness, the abject instead of the object. He refers here to Jackson Pollock, where the lines resist any stability but also do not denote anything at all, they do not reveal anything but continuous processes of colour. Finally, there is the figure-matrix which remains on a virtual level because it is nothing but the original desire that emanates figure-images and figure-forms. A typical psychoanalytical strategy, the ultimate phantasm remains unseen, there are only partial description, traces, mappings, yet the matrix is nothing but the contact between the two basic Freudian principles, the death-drive and the pleasure principle. The latter strives toward unity and structure, stabilizing psychical energy. The former tends towards the destruction of the organism. And, for Lyotard, the intensity of the artwork depends on the death drive where he sees a creative principle because it is a free and irregular energy without which the work would turn into a rigid structure. 
PP 11/ The conflict between the two is seen in works like Luciano Berio’s Sequenza III, A Few Words to Sing, a piece where the musical level is quite well organised whereas language is disturbed in its phonetic form. 
PP 12/ or, an image that appears in Discourse, Figure but also in his writings on Valerio Adami, the myth of Orpheus and Eurydice. As you know Orpheus is the greatest artist on Earth but when he descends in the underworld to bring back Eurydice from death, Hades & Persephone impose on him one rule, not to look behind. He does, of course, and loses Euryduce forever. He interprets this gesture – a bit like Blanchot – as a transgression driven by the desire to enter the space of the rule itself, of a rule that is imposed in order to generate sense, order. So, this is a modern Orpheus, avant-gardist, trying to represent the unrepresentable. 
PP 13/ and because it concerns an attempt to grasp a place that escapes representation, Lyotard can only dramatize it and describe it as a theatre scene. That’s what Orpheus does: “I would like to say: a suitor, after one year of clever and crafty courtship, when the object is about to give itself, he moves it away. He liked to be seduced. He draws it back or it draws itself back. If you want her, Orpheus is told, do not look at her. He turns back to see her. This look is being ostracized. Orpheus, called from behind by sighs and moans that are a thousand short lines coming from Eurydice’s bosom, turns back and deafens them with a glance. The gaze of the draughtsman freezes the profusion. He opens the space of a possible work, of a form. Allow me to betray you, said the final line to the possible lines. It is about a prudish civility (asceticism would be emphatic), but arrogant.”
The figural is the notion that justifies artistic creation as resisting unity, as impossible to synthetize in a concept, an attempt to represent the desire at the core of mankind, the variations of these desire. And this resistance towards this Hegelian idea that concepts points to a unity between the essence and the existence of things that sublated and presented to consciousness, this you could say that it is the matrix itself of many post-WWII French philosophers. And that brings me to the second answered that I have promised. The second answer pertains to the historical environment of post-WWII France and from this perspective the figural belongs to a broader series of concepts invented in the ‘60s and the ’70 by the so-called “post-structuralist” French philosophers, like deconstruction of Derrida, discourse of Foucault, difference and repetition of Deleuze . And all of these concepts are variations on one goal (which will become clear after I present my systematic perspective on the figural), namely resisting the Hegelian concept as pure thinking that subsumes all reality gradually, dialectically, in history. This conception of self-consciousness as a process of Aufhebung or Sublation and reaching a totality in history is the subject that this entire school debates. 
PP 14: it is in this context, years after I have left Lyotard behind, that I thought about him in relation to conceptual arts. Terry Atkinson and Michael Baldwin, representatives of conceptual art movements like Art and Language, included wind while experimenting with the complete eradication of the sensible aspects of art. Their Air Show (1966-1967) consists of collection of texts and investigations concerning air. The writings concern the quality of an air conditioner as an invisible and immaterial sign. Instead of showing or feeling the cold air, the artists describe its properties. Terry Atkinson responded to this notion of dematerialisation by closely analysing the notion of matter. If understood as a mass of energy extending in time and experienced by a sensitient body, then the dematerialisation of art should not just mean that art distances itself from the visual medium but that it has become completely unperceivable, a “non-entity. An artwork can be in a solid state but also consist of gas or liquids. Further, an equation can also have aesthetic qualities depending on “how effectively the written format expresses the information relevant to the state, situation, etc. it is seeking to describe/ explain. Beauty depends on whether the beholder is trained in detecting it; a scientist can “read-look” (the term belongs to Atkinson) the beauty of an equation only if he can comprehend it. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]PP 15: The American artist is interested in the relationship between humans and the environment that they interact. There is a great difference between her “conceptual” approach and the formalist intellectual games of the conceptual art from the ‘60s and ‘70s. Amy Balkin’s work consists of concrete analyses – in images and words – of how humans affect Earth’s atmosphere. Wind is a force that influences the quality of life. Breathing makes air an indisputable common that we cannot sell and purchase like any other material. In this context, Amy Balkin has created a work that consisted of a proposal urging UNESCO to include Earth’s atmosphere on the organization’s World Heritage List. In August 2012, fifty thousand copies of this proposal were singed and sent to the German Minister of the Environment. Another forty thousand copies followed in September 2012 and in November the Minister declined the invitation. As with many works of public art, the exhibition constitutes just one part of an activity that includes the broader global community. Exhibited at the Documenta 13, the project Public Smog displayed a series of reactions to Amy Balkin’s proposal, other diplomatic rejection letters. However, in her plea, she argues that the atmosphere complies with the criteria for selection established by the UNESCO. These criteria include the object’s “natural beauty and aesthetic importance” or the fact that the Earth is the central memory of life’s cycles. Aesthetic and historical values are mentioned in the UNESCO criteria that are to be considered in the artist’s plea for the protection of Earth’s atmosphere. The question is whether UNESCO is capable of conceiving beauty as a global instead of a fragmented reality. 
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