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In Der Ursprung des Kunstwerkes, Martin Heidegger attempts to account for and justify the 
phenomenon of modern art. While maintaining his own somewhat conservative tastes, he claims 
that modern art possesses autonomous value—despite its production requiring no evident skill or 
virtuosity, despite its challenge to conventional aesthetics pushing it into the realm of outright 
ugliness, despite its lack of any identifiable object of representation, despite it being entirely counter 
to the prevailing contemporary sensibility. This is, he concludes, because it contains an element of 
aletheia: clearing, or unconcealment; it is unpopular in the present because it speaks to the future; it 
has its origin in its own future. We are now in Heidegger’s future—Der Ursprung des Kunstwerkes was 
first published in 1950—and his prediction seems to have manifested itself. The challenges of 
modernism have become the dogmas of postmodernism; what was revolutionary has become 
institutionalised; what was vital has ossified. Artists parade an unending succession of mundane 
objects in front of us—is this art? Is this art? How about this?—and with every degree of separation 
from Duchamp the question steadily loses its power. Art has become solipsistic. And while 
Heidegger could see an unknowable future prefigured in art’s setting-into-work of Truth, the 
postmodern bonfire of the metanarratives has obliterated the future, replacing it with a terminal self-
reference. Something, somewhere, has been lost. 

1.1 There’s a simple answer to Heidegger: he’s ignored the position of art in the commodity market. 
Contemporary art is given value not because of its intrinsic qualities but precisely because anything 
that calls itself art is a good store for value. Art is an excellent investment, its use-value hovering in a 
zone of indistinction between infinity and zero, its exchange-value untouched by the turbulence of 
the market. Unlike oil or wheat or subprime mortgage derivatives, the price of art is invulnerable to 
fluctuations in supply and demand. Some of the greatest works of art ever produced lie unseen in 
safety deposit boxes; meanwhile, subjecting art to the cold logic of the commodity, corporate 
investors ensure the production of facile, anodyne artworks of ever-increasing value and ever-
decreasing worth. 

1.2 I find this line of argument entirely unconvincing. Before the age of corporate-funded art, it was 
financed by usurers and robber barons; before that by monarchs and aristocrats, before that by the 
Church, before that by the temple-State complex. Shakespeare called his group of actors the King’s 
Men for his patron, James I. Virgil’s Aeneid was a paean to Augustus. (While in Broch’s The Death of 
Virgil his dying command to burn the manuscript is the basis for a denunciation of State art, there’s 
little to suggest that such concerns were particularly prevalent at any time before the 19th Century, 
let alone the classical period.) Because the work of art tries to touch on something essential and 
immutable outside of the relations of production, because its value is distinct from that of the 
money-economy, it is always forced to parasite itself off the exploiters of those same social relations. 

1.2 Art and money are more than just joined at the hip: they’re joined at the anus. Freud famously 
formulated the equation money = shit, with miserliness being a mature manifestation of infantile 
anal eroticism; meanwhile, the production of shit is the first expression of creativity, the first 
instance of the subject creating something external to themselves to be admired. The anus is a 
Deleuzian machine, channeling and cutting off a single flow: a flow that appears as money on one 
side of the anus-machine and as art on the other. 



1.3 The intimate connection between art and money is demonstrated by their shared origin. Marx 
notes that the currency-form has its root in ‘the sensuous splendor of precious metals.’ It is from 
this sensuousness that money develops the fetishistic power to transform ‘imagination to life, 
imagined being into real being’—in Heideggerian terms, to effect the self-disclosure of Being. In 
other words, money performs the exact same function as art. Wherever the currency-form arises, the 
money-commodity is always something possessing a sensuous beauty: gold and silver, cowrie shells, 
beads, brass rods, sandalwood. It’s not just their value was seen to inhere because of their beauty: 
the money-commodity was always that which was used to adorn the body—a practice universal in 
human cultures and unique to them. Here is where the rupture between money and art can be 
found: the raw material of money is spectacular and beautiful, while art, by contrast, is built out of 
the base and the mundane. Early painters used pigments made from mud, blood and shit. Sculptors 
used rock, earth and bone. Poets and playwrights, mere words. Heidegger is correct when he 
identifies as an essential element of the work of art its thingliness, its grounding in the Earth, its 
existence as an object known to ‘cargo-carriers or cleaning ladies in the museum.’ The work of art is 
not the beautiful object; it never has been. Money is that which is used for adornment and 
enjoyment; the foundational purpose of art is entirely distinct from any sense of the aesthetic. In 
producing art that contradicted the prevailing sense of the beautiful, the Modernists weren’t defying 
art’s conventions but reaching back to its roots.  Money with its baseness doesn’t disturb the 
spirituality of art; rather with its spirituality it disturbs art’s baseness. 

2.1 If art isn’t the beautiful, if the beautiful is disruptive to art, what differentiates it? It could be 
argued that the purpose of art is to be a ‘mirror held up to nature;’ that the present condition has its 
roots in the movement of the Impressionists away from a truthful representation of the thing as it is 
towards the thing as it is perceived. A piece of art that doesn’t form an image of something isn’t an 
artwork at all. It’s just pigment of a canvas or a heap of atoms, as useless as it is meaningless. 

2.2 I don’t think this is the case either. Modernism’s deliberate abstraction and rejection of the 
representational isn’t really anything new at all. When medieval artists depicted soldiers standing as 
tall as the walls they laid siege to, when they placed human figures in a spatial field without regard 
for pose or perspective, when they depicted Christ being crucified by Roman soldiers in knightly 
armour, it wasn’t from any lack of knowledge or skill. Much of the fiercely naturalistic art and 
sculpture of the classical period was still around: medieval art is deliberately stylised, its ultimate 
point of reference being not the external world but artistic conventions. Medieval art abounds in mise 
en abyme, representations of the work of art within the work of art itself, generally in a highly stylised 
form: artists of the period might not have produced works that were directly representative, but they 
were keenly aware of the question of representation and its problems and opportunities. 

2.3 In fact, art itself implies self-reference. Pure representation has always had a magical quality to it: 
early drawings of animals were believed to summon the game to the hunting-grounds or functioned 
as objects of worship. In monotheism, the act of representation, as a sort of second-order creation, 
is a blasphemy. The image always threatens to come alive: it is for this reason that the God of the 
Old Testament forbids the creation of ‘any likeness of anything that is in heaven above, or that is in 
the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth.’ Only when the image is tempered with 
self-reference and self-consciousness of its position as a piece of art does this magical power dissipate. 
Pure abstraction is not therefore the antithesis of art, but art in the fullest sense. 



3.1 This primordial magical quality is essential, however, if art is to find its way out of its current 
situation. In a sense, Plato’s assertion that art is a second-order imitation is correct, but it’s not the 
natural world that art refers to. In The Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche describes how the theatre of ancient 
Greece has its origins in Dionysian rites later softened by the influence of the Apollonian Kunsttrieb. 
This principle holds true for all forms of art: sculpture and painting originally provided objects of 
ecstatic religious veneration, music and song were used to induce frenzy. The art of today is a 
shadow of these practices, but some of its power is retained. Schopenhauer’s belief in the power of 
art to suspend the rotation of the wheel of Ixion is well-founded, but this requires not individual 
contemplation but communal transcendence. It is precisely this quality that is missing in 
contemporary art. To reinvigorate art it is not necessary to reintroduce standards of aesthetic beauty, 
nor to return to the principle of artistic self-expression, nor to reconnect it with the natural world as 
opposed to the artistic milieu. Art needs to return in some way to the communal. 

3.2 As for how this is to be done, we’ll have to wait and see. 
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