Introduction
Interpreting Klee:
Fusing the Architectonic and the Poetic

Philosophy, so they say, has ataste for art; at the beginning | was amazed at
how much they saw. For | had only been thinking about form, the rest of it
followed by itself. . . . [But] the formal has to fuse [muss verschmelzen] with the
Weltanschauung.

Paul Klee (D: 374)

Do not define today, define backward and forwards, spatial and many-sided. A
defined today is over and done for.

Klee (M:59)

The empowering experiencing of living experience thar rakes icself along

isthe understanding intuition, the hermeneutical intuition, the originary
phenemenclogical back-and-forth formation of the recepts and percepts from
which all theoretical objecnification, indeed every transcendent positing, falls
out. .. . Life is historical.

Martin Heidegger!

There are, in the flesh of contingency, a structure of the eventand a virtue peculiar
tothe scenaro. These do not prevent the plurality of interprecations burin facr are
the deepest reasons forchis plurality. They make the eventinto a durable cheme of
historical life and have a right [droit] to philosophical status.

Maurice Merleau-Poncy (EM: 179)

PAUL KLEE WROTE IN A 1902 DIARY ENTRY, “Now, my immediate
and at the same time highesr go:ll will be to bring the architectonic and po-
etic painting into a fusion oratleast to establish a harmony between them”
(D¢ 129). I, as he put it elsewhere, “art _phys in the dark with ultimate
rhings and yet it reaches them,” rarely did the results of this synrhesis of
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the architectonic and the poetic achieve such brilliance. No painter of his
time achieved such results more elequentiy or prm-'oearively and always by
means of what he himself termed the experiments of “cool Romanticism”
and his attempts to work his way out of the “ruins” of tradition (D: 314).

The works and writings of Paul Klee have been unique among paint-
ers of the twentieth century for the schoiariy and critical scrutiny they
have sustained by critics and philosophers alike, His theoretical interlocu-
tors read like a lir:my of nvenrierh—cenrury aesthetics itself: ﬁgures as di-
verse as Heidegger, Adorno, Gadamer, Benjamin, Sartre, I\-‘Ierieau—Ponry,
Lyomrd, Foucault, Derrida, Deleuze, Klossowski. All of these thinkers
privileged his “censtructive—impressive” venture in their :maiyses of art
and phiiosophy', in some cases, rhey constructed their own phiiosoph}' on
its basis (Figure I-1). Thus, ascertaining Klees influence on these think-
ers is not oniy a historical matter but alse a Phiiesophicaii}' signiﬁcant
task. Indeed, the sequence of these phiieso_phers’ interpretations of Klee
reads like the descent of rwenrierh—cenrury philosop hy itself. In the same
way, critics readings of Klee's work reflect the hisrory and permutations
of medern criticism.

While commentators have focused on Klee's art, little attention has
been P:lid to their commoen interpretive project, the relarionships between
them, the differences constituted in their midst, and the philosophic:li
im_piicatiens of the enterprise that is divided between them. Insisting on
such differences has led often eneugh instead to skepricism and claims
of textual incommensurability. Where in this multiplicity of interpretive
standpoints would the facts lie? What could be more problematic than to
enter into this piumiity, to insist on several paths into a history in which
they ultimately diverge?

Still, intertwined in the pluraliry of these theoretical positions is
something of the history or tradition they articulate, not simply in their
texts but _preciseiy in the event and the scenario ei"inter_premtien itself, truiy
a theatrum Pf?ifasapf?icnm. >We are reminded that the history at stake here
involves not only the tradition of Klee interpretation and criticism butalse
the contested issues of rwenrierh—cenmry phiiosophy, in both cases inter-
nally divided. Martin Heidegger read Klee to be thinking something sim-
ilar to his Denkweg In 1954 Will Grohmann, Klee's friend and interpreter,
agreed, claiming that Klee's 1923 Wege des Naturstudinms, a Bauhaus book
charrering a p:lrhw:ly beyond the oprical, had articulated the “qu:lrrering”
of artist and object, earth and cosmos * ieng before Heidegger.”:" Had Klee
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arrempred this, and was it the same? Heidegger recognized the importance
of Klee; he reportedly stated in 1959 that “in Klee something has happened
that none of us grasps as yet” (P: 150). But Heidegger continuaii}' invoked
the limitations of abstract or rechnoiogicai art He would not be alone in
this condemnation. On the other hand, no less a Klee historian than Otte
Werckmeister claimed that Walter Benjamin was close to Klee's account
of abstraction in associating his own undersmnding of the tmgedy of mes-
sianic hisrory with Klee's 1920 watercolor Arz_gffm Novis, indeed, “Benj a-
min was able to g:lrher Klee’s fundamental idea soieiy from his picture, as
he related the picture to his own thinking.”4

As these names and dates attest, at stake is not sim_piy a metahis-
tory rheorericaiiy constructed but, between them, hisrory itself In their
piumiiry rhey articulate and differentiate the events of their mutual his-
tory. Tt is this history, the history that conhjoins phiiosophy to its timein a
mise-en-scene that often belies it, that conjoins thinkers too often distin-
guished. Hisroricaii}' this is true of both common and viclent ex:lmpies,
as is testified by such notorious agonistics as those, for ex:impie, dividing
Husserl and Natorp, or Heidegger and Carnap—or more recentiy, Der-
rida and Searle. In the case of Klee’s interpreters, there are sufficient is-
sues ciphering differences between thinkers less remote: the differences,
for ex:impie, between the interpretations oi:p henomenoiogisrs and critical
theorists, existentialists and surrealists, hermeneuts and _poststructumiists,
neo-Marxists and nec-Thomists.

In Klee’s case, this piuraiiry reflects less the failure of transcenden-
tal necessities than the force of circumstance, the sirnpie ernpiric:li facts.
Tndeed, Klee's interpreters emerge from all of these positions and more.
Perha_ps no painter of the twentieth century provoked such a piumiity of
voices (“entrictiens. to invoke Blanchot’s term) or revealed such perspective
muiripiiciry. Moreover, Klee himself beiongs here, in seeking a fusion be-
tween the architectonic and the poetic, he looked to phiiosoph}' itself when
attempting to transcend the formal. Not enly was his self-interpretation up
to his inrerrog:u:ors’, :lrgu:lbiy emerging from and rransforrning the same
aesthetic archive in classical German rhoughr, but these thinkers them-
selves he:wiiy relied on its transformation in Klee's own writings, >V hatever
else one wants to say about the relation between phiiosophy and painting,
Klee's work reminds us that phiiosophers and painters, knowingiy or not,
do not lead separate lives. Historians and phiiosophers, artists and critics
find themselves sharing a similar lot, their mutual expertise a_iways at risk.
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As a result, no one-sided :ldjudic:lrive perspective will suffice. The
hepe for a successor theory that might unite o reject all these competitive
positions in revea.iing the meaning of Klee's work is internaiiy undone:
gr:mred the differences out of which such claims would emmerge, which
mighr be held to deﬁnirively survive the agon of refutation unscathed?
The hepe for sirn_pie rational anaiysis or resolution seems to have waned.
Against this there seems to be oniy the melancholia of withdrawal, to cite
the title of a 1925 work by Klee, a Crescent Moon over the Rational (see the
cover of this book). Here the constructivist requisites of the Bauhaus are
ern_pieyeci to articulate their own incompleteness, limit, and finitude, once
again a synthesis of the poetic and the architectonic that cernpiicates in-
terpretation whenever it arises.®

Such complic:lrions have led many to abanden the task ofinrerpre—
tation for the high greund of pragmatic or received _proi"essionai wisdoem
or disciplinary standards.” Such reductions seem equaiiy irn_piausibie
however—and in any case not sirnply a matter of pragmatics, Here too,
observations remain rheory—i:lden. The leading critics are evidence that the
separation of the critical historical and the phiiosephicai task is rnythicai.
Even were we to limit the argument to formal standards (or, to speak the
language of neo-Kantianism on which it relies, the “form” of received
knowledge), the results would remain raurologicai and leave the question
of interpretation begging. 8

The interpretive pretecois of thinkers no less contested than Heideg—
ger and Benjamin have :llre:ldy intervened against such attempts to puriicy
or professionalize the standards or form of knowledge. There would be
others. Gadamer would argue for the renewal of the classical aesthetic
tradition in Klee’s work, while Adorno would find in it evidence for the
neo-Marxist criticism of moderniry. Sartre, on the other had, :11igning
Klee with the surrealism Klee influenced, would see in his work the failure
of artistic medernity to engage its own history. Merleau-Ponty would in-
voke the corn_piicateci relation between the poetic and the architectonic in
Klee's work as a model for enriching the phenomenolog}' and the imagi-
nary syrnbolics of embodied experience, Deleuze instead invokes Klee's
ironies to contest such self-sufhcient “organics,” while Lyemrci focused
on what he called the ﬁgure—matrix in Klee's work, whose exhibitions of
the unconscious contested the imaginary symbolics of Phenomenolog}"s
lingering Romanticism. And Foucault invoked Klee's work to contest the
similitudes of classical resemblance in genera_i.
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The list obviousiy could be extended. Heidegger :1pp:1renr1y found
Klee's writing toe neo-Kantian. If neo-Kantians or positivists themselves
seemed too disconnected from “particuiarism” to be concerned with a
painter such as Klee, even these found effect in such critics as Herbert
Read and Clement Greenberg. Read, on the one hand, emphasizing
Klee’s formalism, compareci Klees writings to Newton's accom_piishments
in physics and referred to them as the Principia Aesthetica of a new era”
On the other hand, if Greenberg i::lmousiy understood modern painting
rhrough the tenets of purity, abstraction, and the scientific, he claimed
that one has to bring in “the history of German idealist phiiosophy. .. in
order to account for him. Multum in parve: Klee is a beautiful exam_pie
to refute those who talk about modern art’s poverty of content.”'® As will
become evident, Klee refused to choose between form and content, the
architectonic and the poetic, As a result, it is astounciing how so many ﬁg—
ures, with so many theoretical protocois and agenda, would invoke Klee
on their behalf

In the specter of contemporary debates, the interpretation of Klee’s
work thus must embrace both this piumiity and the concrete, denying
the antinomies of form and content, universal and particuiarism outright
Such antinomies miss the compiexiry of the probiem raised by the inter-
pretation of the works of art. Among other rhings, some will argue, this
overlooks the signiﬁcance of the materiaiity or sensucushess on which it
relies. The probiem of the sensuous cannot be mistaken for the instan-
tiation of a concept, token of some type; ci:lssic:iiiy understood, the link
between the mimetic and the sensuous remains more compiex, overde-
termined not oniy by history and concept but by power and desire. The
probiem inherent in art’s sensuaiity thus cannot be divorced from all that
remains uns:lyabie in such rationalist reductions, nor from the viclence
that seemed to accompany them. This was Klees expiicir undersranding
of abstraction, iinking it (as had Worringer before him) to the “ruins” of
history: “The more horrible this world (as tociay, for instance), the more
abstract our art” (D 313).

The task of interpreting Klee thus relies, as did many of the these f'ig—
ures for whom Klee became so signiﬁcant, on the difference and the virtue
of the particuiar. & Beyonci the antinomies of the universal and the particu-
lar or form and content, this task relies on the particular notin order to de-
rive what the former account seeks, nameiy decidabiiiry and obj ectivity, to
the extent that we can have it. Moreover, it does not deny that the concrete is
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contestable and underdetermined, that is, muitiple, as these interpretations
bear witness. Nor, finally, should such appeals to the concrete be confused
with the myth of the given, to immediacy—or even Phenomenoiogy’s
die Sache selbst. Doubtless the phenomenology of lived experience, how-
ever necessary for understanding the art work, involves an appeal to the
concrete, The contrast is that not oniy are such matters not intuited but
interpreteci', they are muitipie and historicaiiy divergent and constructed.
But what does this entail?

Undermking an :1n:11ysis of Klee'’s work in isolation becomes as futile
as attempting to find a successor theory or final interpretation, To read
Kles oniy through Benjamin, or oniy through Heidegger, or Adorno or
any one perspective, would be insufhcient. As 1‘\'.iffittgenstein f:imously put
it, “interpretations by themselves do not determine meaning.”"* Think-
ing so ignores the multiplicity out of which each author writes, thoughts
encroach on one another, contest one ancther, and respend to one an-
other, knowingly or not. In this encroachment they echo or refute, extend
and deepen each other, :1dding new insight and chalienge to one another’s
view points, Like any iinguistic expression, such encroachments in this
way link them to meanings beyonci their initial context, even beyonci their
initial natural l:ingu:ige or cognitive grasp. In this respect, the p:irticuiar
and the concrete are never isolated, nor given independentiy or uncon-
ditionaiiy, an abstractiuwm. The particuiar is never particuiar simpficirfr—
even when the universal is probiematic. To isolate ﬁgures, to subsume
Klee beneath the unity of an senvre, is no less mythic than to isolate facts.
With Klee's musicoiogic:ii tropes in mind, granted his denial of painting
asasp atial art, the task at stake inveolves less the construction of a timeless
propositionai space than the articulation of the history and the muitipiic—
ity constituted in these ﬁgure’s “interludes.”"?

This is not to claim that such a history is devoid of formal implic:i—
tion. Thinkers from Husserl to Badiou have insisted that such muitipiicity
becomes a formal or structural matter As will become further evident,
humanists’ models of di:ilogue consequently would be as inc:ip:ibie of
capturing this structural difference as scientists’ models of reduction or
explanation." Both realms deodge the problem of the plural as well as its
adjuciic:ltion. Tnstead, it would be necessary to articulate a concrete and
structural plurality originating in the very diversity and contest:ibility
itself. To use Klee’s language, rather than simpiy isolatable individuals,
we will need to articulate such a muitipiicity through the tension (Span-



Interpreting Klee 7

niing) of its “dividuals” (N: 239)."% In doing 50, to return to a term of
Klee's Romantic predecessors, we will confront the Wechsel or series of ex-
changes that Klee’s work outlines in its interpreters, one to which it is not
only (legirimarely) susceprible but also uniquely sustains.'® In this regard,
Klee's work exempliﬁes what I‘v’[erleau—Ponry, f:ollowing Kant'’s account of
aesthetic experience lf_provoking thought without culminaring in a final
determination), sought to justif:y.'?

As for the history of arc works, if they are grear, the sense we give to them later on
has issued from them. It is the work itself that has opened the field from which it
appeats in another lighl:. It ch:lngcs .t'lsc'{f:lnd becomes what follows, the interminable
reinterpretations to which it is legitsmarely susceprible change it only in itself And
if the historian unearths bencath its manifest content the surplus and thickness of
meaning, the texture which held the promise ofa long hisl:or_y, this active manner of
bcing, then, this possibilir}r he unveils in the wotls, this mohogram he finds there—

all are grounds for a philosephical meditation. (EM: 1709)

Such assertions wax rneraphysic:ll. Stll, what Adorne :1pr1y calls the
hieroglyphic character of Klees work, one he in turn generﬂized to charac-
terize all works of art, justiﬁes at least an instance for such characterization,
the rnulrip liciry it entails and the hisrory that opens and develops rhrough
it (AT 124). The Wechsel such a developmenr presupposes was never very
far from the interpretive renderings (and the problem of reading itself) in
many of Klees interpretets, A_rguably, their various claims concerning the
interpretation of Klees art continuously depended on it. The remnants
of this Wechsel can be seen in claims such as that regarding the circular-
ity of intuition and concept, or the Foreh:wing (Vorbabe) of tradition and
its reinterpretation. But it can perhaps still be found more remotely in
discussion of Klee’s art in the issues of the withdrawal and p:lrricul:lriry of
the sensuous in relation to the abstractions of instrumental r:lrion:l.liry in
Heidegger or Adorno, or the “oscillation” that Lyotard claimed takes place
in Klee's work between the_primary processes of the unconscious and their
artistic exhibition. The ﬁgumrion and deciphermenr of such contextual
interdeterminations is a task that is critical both to art and philosophy.

This bock thus ap_proaches its task within a certain _polyvalence of
both ﬁgures and levels, the texture of its subject matter is thus structured
and divided between the hisrory of concepts and facts, There is the task
of interpreting Klee himself There is the task of diﬁerenriaring the diver
sity of voices, or “_p olylogue,” to use Julia Kristeva’s term, in which Klee’s
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works became inteiiigibie. Finaiiy, there is the very probiem of interpreta-
tion, which subtends and outlines the task of adjudication. None of these
take piace in :maiytic isolation. Tt emerges less, as is stanciarciiy thought, as
a matter of the :m:liysis oi:probierns and ﬁgures than as a different history,
an operative history that emerges in and through ﬁgures as historical as
Klee himself Logicaiiy, it means we cah no more rest easiiy with the his-
tory of ideas than we can with the factual history oi:p ainting or thinking.
While we do not, for example, usually think of figures such as Adorno and
I\-‘[erieau—Ponty together, we discover after reading their mutual :m:liyses
of Klee that we should. The same is true of thinkers equaiiy thought to be
distinet: Gadamer and Benjamin, Heidegger and Deleuze, or Sartre and
Bataille. Such considerations reveal a genemi phenomenon concerning the
difference between the rationaiity of our ideas and the history of ideas;
our phiiosophicai attempts to carve up the history of twentieth—century
philosophy by i"igures, schools, and nations or continents makes for stable
bur incornpiete history. Klee's various interpreters reveal that too, Their
mutual works do not reveal the simpie facts and categories of historical
anaiyses but (again to cite I\"[erieau—Ponty’s terms) outline an encounter
and a reiationship of “thicker” icientity. Ciarii:ying or acij udicating the dif-
ferences at stake requires, to use Klee's own terms, preciseiy the interpi::y
of the poetic and the architectonic. And perh:lps we would do well to let
the probiem that Klee’s work itself opens sustain us here too.



