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Art Today

Jean-Luc Nancy
(Translated by Charlotte Mandell)

Thank you Federico [Ferrari], and thank you to the Accademia di Brera, the Stelline 
Foundation and the French Cultural Centre, not just for inviting me but also for 
organizing this series of lectures on contemporary art and questions linked to 
contemporary art, and thank you for being here. As Federico has just said, I’m not 
going to lecture from a text written in advance; I just have a few notes because 
I want this talk to preserve the advantages of improvisation which, I think, are 
mainly that they allow for a much easier entrance into dialogue and discussion 
after the talk. Another advantage is that of making the simultaneous translation 
easier, and helping those among you who are listening to the translator – if I go 
too fast for the translator, we have agreed that she will signal and I’ll slow down 
so that everyone can understand.

I’ve given the title ‘Art Today’ to this session; I didn’t say ‘contemporary art’ 
precisely because contemporary art is a fixed phrase that belongs in its way 
to art history: there has been, as you well know, the era of impressionism, of 
fauvism, of cubism, of surrealism, of the avant-gardes, and then there were 
those movements that are beginning to form part (or not) of contemporary 
art, l’arte povera in Italy, hyperrealism. And contemporary art is also a strange 
historical category since it is a category whose borders are shifting, but which 
generally don’t go back to much more than 20 or 30 years ago, and hence are 
continually moving. Concerning this category, it can be said that some works of 
art produced today somewhere in the world do not belong to contemporary art. 
If today a painter makes a figurative painting with classical techniques, it will not 
be contemporary art; it will lack the cachet, the distinctive criterion of what we 
call ‘contemporary’.

Right away, then, there follows an open-ended question: how is it possible that 
in the history of art we have come to adopt a category that does not designate 
any particular aesthetic modality the way we could, once, describe hyperrealism, 
cubism, or even ‘body art’ or ‘land art’, but a category that simply bears the name 
‘contemporary’? In other words, it has appeared in the contemporary history 
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of art and the categories that qualify art, or at least a certain number of artistic 
practices essentially in the realm of the plastic arts (we see how that can relate 
to certain aspects of music and cinema, at least experimental cinema, but the fact 
remains that it’s above all in the realm of the plastic arts that this expression is 
used). Yet one has but to say this to touch one aspect of the problem. If I say ‘the 
plastic arts’ referring to contemporary art, I already don’t really know what I’m 
talking about, since the plastic arts are in principle painting, drawing, sculpture, 
engraving, ceramics, but the plastic arts in this ordinary sense must also include 
installation and what is no longer called happenings today, but which still persists 
in the form of performance, event, and so the term ‘contemporary’ is also a term 
that in a way violates, or at least tends to, these categories that are more properly 
speaking aesthetic, or disciplinary, like ‘plastic art’. It is for this reason, for this 
ensemble of reasons, that I have said ‘art today’.

Where does art stand today? What is happening with art today? Firstly, this 
category of ‘contemporary art’ has been created and is being used, and this 
category immediately raises a whole series of problems, for art has always been 
contemporary with its time. Michelangelo was contemporary, Praxiteles was 
contemporary, the painter of Lascaux was contemporary with his contemporaries, 
how could an artist not be contemporary? He or she cannot be so probably only 
if he or she works in some style of art, that is, if today someone executes a 
painting in the style of Poussin or Renoir, he or she will not be contemporary, 
he or she will not even be contemporary with Renoir or Delacroix, he or she 
will be contemporary with no one, he or she will be somewhere in a repetition 
of forms. So we understand that art is always contemporary because it always 
belongs to a creation of forms in the space of the contemporary, in the space of 
an actuality, and that in this actuality art makes us feel, see first of all, if we are 
talking about the plastic arts.

Art, then, makes us feel. What? A certain formation of the contemporary world, 
a certain shaping, a certain perception of self in the world. The man of Lascaux 
presents himself to himself, he presents to his contemporaries the form of their 
world, Giotto presents himself and presents to his contemporaries a form of the 
world. What does ‘world’ mean? ‘World’ means a certain possibility of meaning, of 
circulation of meaning. I am referring here implicitly to a definition by Heidegger, 
who says that the world is a totality of ‘significabilities’, that is of possibilities 
of meaning, not a totality of given significations, but a totality of possibilities of 
signification. Hence Giotto, Poussin, Delacroix, Picasso, Warhol present and give 
a form to a certain possibility of circulation of meaning, of signification, not in the 
sense that this meaning comes to rest in verbal significations, which would not 
be an attribution of meaning (as when sometimes philosophy, but more often 
ideology, says ‘the meaning of the world is this’, the meaning of the world is a 
story that goes towards a humanity, or else the meaning of the world is precisely 
leaving the world to go to another world, or else the meaning of the world is 
that there is no meaning). The meaning I’m talking about is the meaning that art 
shapes, the meaning that allows for a circulation of recognitions, identifications, 
feelings, but without fixing them in a final signification. Never does art say to 
us ‘the meaning of the world, the meaning of life, is this’, even when art was 
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completely imbued with religion: for instance, when art ceaselessly portrayed 
crucifixions, entombments, resurrections and nativities, art gave shape to 
something other than to Christian truth; similarly, the most remarkable thing 
in all of Christian art is that Christian art gives shape to something other than 
Christianity alone. In all the forms of Christianity it is enough to recite the credo, 
for the credo has no need of images or of art in general. When, this morning, 
Federico took me to see the Pietà Rondanini, I thought how remote this Pietà is 
from the Christian message; obviously, it fashions its material from the Christian 
message, but what does it say? It says something else entirely, it says many things 
that I am incapable of saying, and what’s more, in the state it is in, whether this 
state is due to the death of Michelangelo or to a desire of his, or to a difficulty 
that he might have had in producing the form of this Pietà over 10 years, it says 
nothing, actually, it does not speak. It causes a form to arise in which there is put 
into play … what? A certain possibility of signifying, pain, suffering, the human 
body and also the gesture of the artist himself.

So if that is what is at stake in art, that raising of forms that give a possibility of 
world, where the world in an ordinary, everyday way, is either limited to ready-
made and indefinitely repeated significations, like elementary significations 
(living, surviving, earning a living, also slowly losing your life by leading life 
towards death, making or producing this or that, making objects, making 
exchanges, making children, learning something, forgetting, etc.), or else, on 
the contrary, to an absence of significations, in which case, onto what does 
it open, the world? Onto other possibilities of worlds. I would say that art is 
there every time to open the world, to open the world to itself, to its possibility 
of world, to its possibility thus to open meaning, while the meaning that has 
already been given is closed. And it is also for this reason that we always say 
that each artist has a world, or one could almost say that each artist is a world: 
Michelangelo, Picasso, Cézanne, Brancusi, and one could say it about all the 
others, like Beethoven, Verdi or Proust, each of them is a world, a possibility of 
significations that is in a way closed upon itself but at the same time opening the 
possible, opening the possible especially by opening the mind, the sensibility of 
people, us, by opening our sensibility to a new possibility of forms of which it 
was unaware until then. As Proust says, a writer shapes his audience, which did 
not exist when the writer began and only begins to exist under the effect of the 
work. You know that when Proust began to publish À la recherche du temps 
perdu, just as when Caravaggio began to paint, no one understood, and often 
that lasts for quite some time, as when Poussin says that Caravaggio came into 
the world in order to destroy painting: he cannot understand him.

I’ll return to the question of art today and to the contemporary. What is happening 
with contemporary art? What are the forms, the formations of forms to which 
contemporary art gives rise? You know as well as I, and perhaps this is more 
perceptible in France than in Italy, that contemporary art gives rise to a great 
dispute about art: the space of signification that so-called contemporary art gives 
rise to is a space of contradiction, quarrel, at times very violent, in the centre of 
which there is the question of art, because you are well aware that many people 
are ready to say, if you talk to them about contemporary art, that it’s not art 
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(I won’t bother citing works that you all have already in your heads). What’s 
more, I would say that it’s not entirely today that this began, but we can say that 
what is very striking is that contemporary art could be defined as the opening 
of a form that is above all a question, the form of a question. Perhaps a question 
does not entirely make a world, or a world in which the circulation of meaning 
is solely an interrogative and anxious circulation, sometimes anguished; it’s a 
difficult world, a fragile world, an unsettling world.

So, how can we try to grasp this phenomenon? For now, I would be tempted to 
say that in the centre of contemporary art there is precisely the question of art. 
Art today is an art that, above all else, asks ‘what is art?’; consequently it is an art 
that asks how it is possible and how it is desirable to give a form to the world. 
There are several, perhaps many, works, creations of contemporary art that 
specifically pose the question of art – and that’s not new, it’s been going on for a 
long time. It is usually taken, and rightly I think, to date back to Duchamp. You 
are well aware that the day Duchamp exhibited an ordinary factory-made urinal, 
giving it the name Fountain, in New York, he performed a decisive and very 
complicated act, since he declared ‘this is art’ and that thing had nothing to do 
with any creation of artistic forms known till then. And, starting from that point, 
Duchamp would often define art as the fact of a ‘rendezvous’, but a rendezvous 
that in a way is without a rendezvous, a rendezvous, an encounter between the 
one who is called the artist and something that at a given moment he or she will 
choose and read as a form; one time it’s a urinal, another it’s a bicycle wheel, etc. 
The question of art is obviously posed as the question of a formation of forms for 
which no preliminary form is given. I would say it with the words and concepts 
of Kant that are useful here: I would say that it is a question of forms for which 
there are no preliminary schemas (you know that Kant calls ‘schema’, as he says, 
a non-sensible image that precedes the possibility of sensible images). Perhaps 
the task of art today is that of having to proceed without any schema, without 
any schematism. There is nothing that contains a pre-donation, a pre-disposition 
of possibilities of forms – but I say ‘forms’ in a very, very general sense, not just 
visual forms, but also sonorous forms, verbal forms.

What were the schematisms of art before? It’s very simple, it goes back to 
what I was saying just now about Christian art: Christianity, religion, provided 
a great schematism starting from which there was the possibility of creating 
forms, you know all the mysteries of religion and you paint a crucifixion, a 
resurrection, a virgin with child, etc. There was also the whole summoning of 
ancient mythology, and then of the great scenes and events of history with, in 
the background, politics, the glory of cities, of princes, etc, and then there were 
also the human figures themselves, man as a figure of meaning, as a heroic or 
passionate figure, even on the brink of tragedy, as in Géricault’s The Raft of the 
Medusa, or Picasso’s Guernica. Guernica is a painting with a striking meaning 
since it is perhaps one of the last great paintings in history, in what used to be 
called by former classifications historical painting. You are well aware that, after 
a certain time, which cannot be given a precise date but which could be defined 
after Guernica, that whole ensemble of possible schematisms disappeared, even 
the schematism of man himself, of different figures of man and humanity. This 
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disappearance of schemes, figures, as supports for possibilities to create forms, 
this disappearance is what characterizes the present world, which causes us to be 
in a world that is in a way at a loss for world, at a loss for meaning, in the absence 
of great schemas, great regulating ideas, whether they be religious, political and 
hence also aesthetic, and so one could start by saying that contemporary art 
gives an account of the self, of this shapeless state of self.

That is also why contemporary artists often want to characterize themselves as 
witnesses, even sometimes instead of as artists. If we hear in the word ‘artist’ 
someone who creates for socio–economic–political reasons, then the word 
‘creation’ has become both suspect and overvalued – as nowadays in France, 
with the defence of art schools which are so threatened, or with the difficult, 
complicated defence of those institutions that ensure some possibility of 
financing or public support for artists’ work: I won’t go into this aspect now, 
important as it is, but we can talk about it afterwards, if you like, in the discussion. 
‘I am not an artist or a creator, I bear witness’: one bears witness, then, one has 
only to give an account, to attest to the fact that there is no possibility of giving 
form, or of creating meaning. So you give meaning that’s ready-made, very clear, 
without mystery. And to that extent, whereas I myself am, like, I think, a great 
majority of us, from a European and in part American society, I am often very 
offended by works of contemporary art, and not only do I not say that I do not 
understand them, but I often have to say that I understand them too much. I see 
works that shoot a big block of significations at me, which say to me ‘here you 
are, this is war.’

One example that comes to mind is that of a French artist, Sylvie Blocher, who 
exhibits a combat uniform, parachutist’s camouflage, with an imitation of a 
woman’s head of hair nailed above it, and I’m not sure if the title was Rape in 
Bosnia or if it had no title, but somewhere there was a commentary that said 
Rape in Bosnia, so, if you like, an image of ethnic purification where there was 
the idea of rape. I’m not saying this work was completely stripped of form, even 
of a vague form, which is the virile, combatant, military form of a parachutist’s 
uniform, but obviously it’s one example among millions where signification takes 
precedence, and so I am, like many of us, uncomfortable in front of works that 
offer a surcharge of significations; it’s signification that’s complete, full, ‘rape is 
shameful, ethnic rape is even more shameful, for you are well aware what the 
consequences of the rapes were during the war in ex-Yugoslavia.’ I know that, 
in the first lecture of this series, Georges Didi-Huberman spoke to you about the 
work of art by taking the example of a funeral scene of mourning from the war 
in Yugoslavia and in the case he discussed, I understand that some possibility of 
form was found by an artist working from a photograph, but there was precisely 
the question of the original situation, the situation of horror and infamy which 
is that of rape. Yes, there is form in these works, but a message precedes it and 
dominates it.

So, I find myself embarrassed and sometimes even simply greatly disapproving 
of certain artistic gestures which are almost exclusively gestures of signification, 
which usually mean to be political gestures, whereas it should be said that the idea 
of art as directly, immediately, as such, political, is truly an entirely contemporary 
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idea, it’s an idea that is even remote from the idea of the engagement of the 
artist. It’s one thing, for instance, for Picasso to be an engaged artist on the side 
of the communists, but Guernica is another thing entirely, for Guernica is not a 
‘communist painting’. On the other hand, we know that the paintings engaged 
on the side of socialist realism are not at all Guernica and they’re not at all art 
precisely because they’re pure signification. So if I am offended by that, if I think 
in fact very often that there is testimony there, and not only testimony about 
the state of the world, but testimony of a great poverty of artistic possibility, a 
poverty that is not the poverty of arte povera, although this term arte povera, 
‘poor art’, is extremely rich in suggestions in relation to the context that was 
contemporary then but that is for us already a little historical; so, if I am so 
offended by that, if I see that there are many reasons to make a battlefield out of 
contemporary art (it seems to me that in Italy it’s less the case than in France, 
because in France the battle of contemporary art has been taking place, perhaps 
a little less now, but for 10 years every day, without stop, in the newspapers, in 
the magazines, in books — it’s an open-ended question, really. There are fierce 
condemnations, even stronger boasts, and this battle, or this quarrel, is not of 
the same order as aesthetic quarrels, not entirely, not only of the same order as 
the aesthetic quarrels that have taken place all throughout the history of art, for 
instance what I recalled just now about Caravaggio judged by Poussin, but one 
could say the same for the romantics, the impressionists, the cubists, etc.). If 
I understand all that and I think we shouldn’t hesitate simply to say ‘yes, that’s 
true, that’s the situation of contemporary art’, one shouldn’t make a mistake by 
saying ‘yes, but that’s an art that is political, it’s an art that is testimony’ because, 
by saying that, we would forget the question ‘what is art?’ and transform art into 
some kind of production of signification.

On the other hand, at the same time, I also truly think that, through this poverty, 
through this contradiction, and through these impasses that are sometimes, not 
always, artistic works or undertakings, there is something that gives us food 
for thought and this food for thought is precisely the question ‘what is art?’. 
If at least we agree to think that each manifestation of contemporary art is an 
occasion to ask the question ‘what is art?’, then already we shift the arrangement 
a little bit, that is, we aren’t going to judge all of contemporary art, either for or 
against, and so we distance ourselves from the attitude that sometimes seems to 
govern certain art events in the biennales, whether in Venice or Lyon, so much 
difficulty do we sometimes have in discerning what discriminating judgement it 
is that presides over the choice of works, or if there isn’t precisely a principle 
of non-discrimination (a principle that we could understand, if there are no 
schemas, if there are no given criteria).

But what I want to say is something else: I want to say that all the time, ceaselessly, 
contemporary art allows us to put to rest the question of art, or obliges us to put 
to rest the question of art. And what I want to try to say, as the last theme of 
this talk, is this question: What remains of art despite everything, in an artistic 
act that we can assess or overload with significations that doesn’t open up a 
world, but rather simply gives an account of a closed world, a closed-in world, 
a world without any opening? At least two things remain that are very, very 
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important. First the gesture remains, and second, I don’t know what the right 
word is, I would say that there remains, at the end of the gesture, the sign, but 
it’s a sign that does not signify. So the gesture remains: every work of art implies 
something other than signification, it implies an act, a gesture. Sylvie Blocher 
hangs this parachutist’s uniform on the wall, she nails it up in a certain way, she 
nails a head of hair over it: of course, there is the excess of signification I spoke 
of, but there is also the gesture, her artist’s gesture.

What is a gesture? A gesture is neither a movement nor the outlining of a form. 
A gesture, generally speaking, I mean in life, is the accompaniment of an intention 
but one that, in itself, remains foreign to the intention. When we speak, we are 
making gestures, just as I am doing now, the Italians are famous for making a lot 
of gestures as they speak, much more than the French, as we speak we make 
gestures and these gestures are sometimes expressive and sometimes not: you 
can’t link them to the meaning of the words they’re accompanying. Gesture 
is a sensible dynamism that precedes, accompanies or succeeds meaning or 
signification, but it is sensible sense [sens sensible]. Thus if I say ‘hello’ while 
smiling, I slightly change the signification of ‘hello’, but above all I change 
the sensibility, hence the sensible meaning of the word ‘hello’. I think we can 
say that’s what gesture is, which perhaps today can become perceptible, like 
a minimum requirement of art: in art, it is first of all a question of a gesture. 
I am increasingly sensitive to the idea that for us the ‘birth of art’ according to 
Georges Bataille’s expression, the title of his book on Lascaux, the ‘birth of art’, 
is a gesture on the walls of the caves of Lascaux or elsewhere (now we are aware 
of even older caves). And what gesture? Blanchot, in an essay on Bataille’s ‘birth 
of art’, has a very beautiful way of thinking about this gesture. Blanchot speaks 
of the first man who discovered the pleasure of making flint spark in order to 
make it spark, instead of making himself a dagger or a razor, and Blanchot says 
this in order to liken the gesture of the painter of Lascaux to this gesture of pure 
pleasure (although certainly it is not simple to analyse what it is as pure pleasure, 
but in any case one can say that it is something that goes beyond any finality).

I think that the whole history of art and of reflection about art, especially since 
the time when there was a reflection about art, as such, because you are well 
aware that art is a very late, modern concept, no older than the 18th century, 
which received its first philosophical analyses essentially from Kant, all the 
philosophies of art, from Kant down to our day, including Hegel, Nietzsche, 
Kierkegaard, Adorno, Heidegger and our contemporaries, Derrida for instance, 
all the reflections about art agree in one way or another, in terms that are similar 
or different, that in art there is a question of something like what I am calling 
a gesture. So I think that the situation of art today allows us, or forces us, to 
become attentive to this gesture which is not only the minimum for art, but also 
perhaps the essential thing. And then, at the end of the gesture, even if there 
is no end of gesture, because the gesture doesn’t really end, it doesn’t come to 
an end as if I were making the gesture of picking up my glass, my gesture stops 
when I’ve picked up the glass, I would say that we should think of the gesture 
as a model of one of the arts, which is dance, in dance it is a question of nothing 
but gestures …
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… at the end of the gesture, then, at the endless end of the gesture, there is not 
entirely a pure nothingness of signification, there is a sign, but a sign in the sense 
of a signal, a signal of something, a sign in the sense of a German word that is 
untranslatable into French and also I think into Italian, it’s the word wink which 
in German designates a gesture like a little signal, as if to say hello, a gesture of 
intelligence, like a wink of the eye, but a signal of what? Maybe on the order of 
recognition, but not any meaning that is given, or settled. I think of this German 
word wink because Heidegger speaks of an ultimate god whose entire function, 
but not just function, whose entire being consists in winken. But I’m not going 
to enter now into Heidegger’s problematic when he speaks of wink, which is a 
problematic linked to the question of a god or a divine being, but obviously for 
me that means something of a convergence, perhaps ad infinitum, between a 
question of art, of the artistic gesture, and a question of the divine, perhaps, but I 
don’t know if this word should be used. But without going into all that, I would 
simply say that the wink, the signal that makes the artistic gesture, is a signal of 
what? I think it’s important to say two things: first, it’s a signal towards a beyond 
of the work of art; never is a work of art made for itself, on the contrary its being 
as work, its character as work always consists of pointing outside the work. The 
idea of art for art’s sake is the falsest idea of art, just as the idea of art for a 
signification is, whether religious, political or ethical: that’s the other extreme 
of two wrong ideas about art. A sign beyond the work itself, and that’s what 
makes the work of art – because a technical work is there for itself, it has its own 
function, its own usefulness, it bears its finality along with it, this bottle bears its 
finality as a container of liquid, of allowing one to pour liquids. But if I act like 
Duchamp and if I say ‘this is a work of art’, it no longer serves any purpose, but 
it doesn’t serve itself either, it becomes a signal. And I would say a contemporary 
signal is a signal towards this: there is always, again, as before, there is always 
the possibility of making a world, it opens up a world to us. When we talk about 
mondialisation, for in French we say mondialisation and not ‘globalization’,
I like to think that there is the idea and possibility of a world, that is, a circulation 
of sense. If we are involved in mondialisation, it’s also because we have to find, 
to invent a form of world, and a form of world, that is to say, a form of possible 
circulation of sense, but such that this sense is not captured by just anyone, that 
it is not, in short, signified.

I will end by taking a final example from a contemporary work, and as an homage 
to Italy and to a friend, I’ll take the example of a work by Claudio Parmiggiani. It’s 
a glass labyrinth, made up of big, thick plates of glass which was first constructed 
or which was perhaps constructed more than once, I don’t know, in any case at 
least one time in France, in Fresnoy. And in this labyrinth of thick plates of glass, 
the artist to finish the work returns wearing a protective suit and breaks the glass 
with a big hammer so afterwards shards of glass are left scattered everywhere. 
It becomes an impassable place. I would say that the spectacle of the work, 
its photography, is pure, pure even in the classic and ordinary sense, because 
there are these transparencies, a transparency repeated ad infinitum, and at the 
same time it is quite unsettling because the glass is broken, the pieces cover 
the ground and you can’t penetrate this labyrinth. I would say that this work 
illustrates that there is a gesture, in this instance a gesture of breaking, hence a 
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violent gesture, a gesture of destruction and also the destruction of transparency, 
of meaning communicated, and at the same time a sign without signification, 
beyond the work and beyond destruction, but not towards a new construction, 
for it is not a social, political or ethical statement. A gesture that is even more 
than a gesture, beyond, and at the same time a gesture concerning something 
that was such a great preoccupation of the most classical painting, namely glass, 
the transparency of glass and the art of capturing the transparency of glass. Think 
about the countless arrays of glasses, bottles, crystals that have passed through 
the whole history of painting and knowledge down to Morandi, for instance, 
for the glasses of Morandi are not crystal-clear. We can write a whole history of 
glass, of bottles and also windows. What is at play in glass? In glass, transparency 
and luminosity are at play, but also the possibility of capturing light, making the 
light play, and when you make light play on a glass, through a glass, you are 
precisely in the process of giving a form to the world, to the material world, 
to the world of light, to the world of the sun, or to the world of candles, of all 
the other lights. You are in the process of giving a form which is nothing other 
than a new play of light, or nothing other than making light shine, but one can 
also say that ‘nothing other than making light shine’ means in Latin going from 
lumen, the light that has settled on things, to lux, which is the original light, 
the light that illumines, not the one that is settled on things, the light of fiat lux, 
hence it goes back to the creation of the world. I’m not saying that Parmiggiani 
puts us in direct communication with the creation of the world, but I simply 
want to suggest that every artistic gesture has something like that in its sights.
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