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Melancholia as Destinerrance. On Resolution 
in Discontinuity and an Art That Could Come After Evil

Abstract: This article is concerned with art’s exploration through melancholia of a world in disaster. 
We will investigate how art as a form of melancholia – akin to Derrida’s concept of destinerrance – is not 
only testifying to its limits, but employing its limits, denouncing and performing its border (as in parages). In 
relation and in dialogue with Adorno’s negative dialectics, we investigate the possibility of non-dialectical 
art as a non resolving discourse speaking through its melancholia. We will question whether Godard’s 
famous announcement of the end of cinema, Wagner’s Tristan chord or Parsifal’s much debated ending 
are a monument to what Adorno would call impossible openness, if they are subjected to closure or, on the 
contrary, they are rather a melancholic assignable nonplace, both necessary and impossible to find, which 
enables art to speak of its own impossible closure. How does the end of Wagner’s Ring cycle announce 
and contain the end of the world in Lars von Trier’s Melancholia? Does The Turin Horse end the world in 
a melancholia of waiting in vain? Is the continuous flow of water in Marguerite Duras’s film Aurelia Steiner 
speaking of an impossible arrival? The letter the narrator is reading to us opens up and remains hanging in 
this liquid and seemingly calm environment. How does filming the waters of the river Seine relate to Bill Viola’s 
statement that true art cannot separate life from death? Why 
is Auschwitz a border stone for how we understand and make 
art today? And how is Penderecki putting the pieces together 
in deconstructing both silence and sound? By raising all 
these questions this article reprises Badiou’s interrogation 
of the ethical possibility of art in a context of reparations 
prescribed by Adorno to a post-Auschwitz world, through 
exploring a fundamental non-violence on the part of identity 
towards what is different from it in order to cause a difference 
to begin. Can art be a locus of making reparations? Our 
thesis is that through exploring discontinuity, dissonance or 
silence a place is being constructed for an art that is possible 
after Auschwitz.
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‘The earth is bad, life in this planet is horrible. 
There’s nothing to grieve for’ 

Justine, Melancholia

Derrière les choses, ça brille

In August 1952 pianist David Tudor sat at the piano before a wide cross-section of 
New York’s classical music community to perform a work John Cage was premiering 
– provisionally entitled Four Pieces –, where the pianist’s only gestures involved setting 
a timer, closing the lid of the piano and then resetting the timer two more times, for a 
total duration of four minutes and 33 seconds of silence. His performance consisted in 
never playing a note. Was the audience subjected to music or silence? While influenced 
by Robert Rauschenberg’s white paintings and an encounter with an anechoic 
chamber, the silent composition prompted the music but also the visual art that came 
after it to further explore the infinite possibilities of sound. In an interview conducted 
by Christian Lund in London in 2011, American artist Bill Viola talks about the 
importance of sound in his art. He evokes a childhood memory when his grandfather 
made him aware of the constant motion of everything around him making sound 
which amounts to a sort of background noise for the world, not a sound in particular, 
pertaining to a certain event, rather the sound of nothing going on, constant sound that 
underlies and absorbs all the other sounds. Bill Viola talks in terms of this undersound, 
as a tone of being, that guides his visual installations (Lund 2011). Sound permeates the 
visual layer of his installations like an element that can cross between the physical and 
the non-physical world. It is this undersound that Cage’s silent composition strived 
to bring out from beyond the silence. In the composer’s view when music (sound) is 
silenced a different music is allowed to resurface. Is John Cage’s 4’33’’ composition 
an exploration of music and the absence of music in one impossible, undecidable 
gesture, a postponed music, always in the future, haunted by a melancholia that is yet 
to come, yet already there? Could melancholia be a form of exploration, of openness, 
through which art breaks away from Adorno’s negative dialectics injunction against 
anything asserting the positivity of existence after Auschwitz? At this point we 
should emphasize the complex semantics of ‘Auschwitz’ which, as Badiou observed, 
while encompassing the empirical facts of the extermination, it also becomes “a 
philosophical name in its own right, a proper name with its own essential place in 
thought, in philosophy” (Badiou 2010, 46). A paradoxical place, observes Badiou, 
since “any philosophical thinking must be consonant with the measureless measure 
represented by Auschwitz, while at the same time ‘Auschwitz’ names what is forever 
external to philosophy: philosophy’s relationship with what is utterly different from 
it” (Badiou 2010, 46). A position that art finds itself in when dealing with the memory 
of the catastrophe. In the aftermath of trauma art attempts, in its turn, to name what 
is utterly different from it, external, yet, as we have pointed out elsewhere, it is the 
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only ethical way of dealing with the catastrophe. Hence a melancholia of the artistic 
discourse, not pertaining to a feeling of nostalgia, but akin to Derrida’s notion of 
presence and absence, melancholia as an undecidable place in relation to an end to 
(a way of making) art, that announce and perform both the transgression and the 
affirmation of its own limits? To extrapolate Jacques Aumont’s view on cinema and 
to apply it on a more general level to our question of art, any work of art – worthy 
of the name – is primarily a means of exploring and questioning the very idea of art. 
Cinema, writes Aumont, is not an object you come across, a found object which would 
be self-evident. The explorations and questionings of the medium mean that it must 
be constantly redefined and rejustified (Aumont 1999, 27). The case studies this text 
is concerned with stem from this common concern of questioning and redefining 
art in order to find new justifications for (rather than against) it. And if we chose 
to tackle and pursue the melancholic dimension of art it is because in this constant 
self-questioning and inquiry that art submits itself to by its own means, something 
is always amiss, impossible to attain. It is this spectrality of something that remains 
out of grasp at the very heart of every redefinition and newly found justification that 
accounts for the haunting melancholia which is inherent to art. In his plea against art, 
Adorno sees in such continuous requestionings and repositionings of art a dialectical 
process asserting a positivity of existence that engulfs all that is particular into one 
unifying dominant identity which he holds to be inherently murderous. Hence his 
view that music would have to nullify any form of identity while philosophy should 
be a negative dialectics, dealing with what is not thought, thus with something that is 
different from itself (Badiou 2010, 47). His mistrust and rejection of Wagner’s music 
stem in our view from an approach that strips art from its haunting melancholia. In his 
excellent book, Badiou (2010) revisits the accusations brought against Wagner’s music 
and the arguments that deny the composer’s impactful innovative role in the history of 
music belittling his formal innovations and, after playing the devil’s advocate, he does 
an exquisite job taking apart all these accusations and reopening the case of Wagner. 
Wagner’s place in the question of explorations and interrogations necessary to art is 
essential as, according to Badiou (2010, 56), “Wagner created a new situation with 
respect to the relationship between philosophy and music”, because the philosophical 
debate he instituted about himself cannot be carried out without a more extensive 
debate about music, and, we must add, without a broader debate about art.

The spectrality that connects art to its melancholia is both a testimony to that 
which escapes art in its endeavour to question, redefine, and rejustify itself – in the 
sense suggested by Aumont that of creating new concepts – and a constant wound 
that attests to its impossibility. It is as in Derrida’s definition of parages “what situates, 
very close or from afar, the double movement of approaching and distancing, often 
the same step, singularly divided, older and younger than itself, always other, on the 
verge of the event, when it happens and does not happen, infinitely distant from the 
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approach of the other shore” (Derrida 1986, 15). A metaphor borrowed from maritime 
language, parages “names a vicinity at a distance that is difficult to measure: that 
which is neither near nor far. There is an attraction there, a kinship, a proximity, but 
without the one reaching the other” (Derrida 1995, 373). Remaining on the threshold 
– sur le seuil – parages testifies to an impossible cartography that calls into question 
any simplification of the idea of border (Saghafi 2010, 104) as a limit meant to delimit 
and tell things apart, as it is at the border that everything arrives, happens or fails to 
happen: “C’est au bord que tout arrive ou manque d’arriver, on pourrait parfois dire 
manque le bord d’arriver. Il n’y a pas de bord en soi, et qui ne manque la limite d’une 
approche, c’est-à-dire d’un é-loignement, d’un pas” (Derrida 1986, 95). It is with a sea 
voyage that the drama of Tristan and Isolde begins and also ends, placing the entire 
story of the two lovers in the undecidability of life and death, blurring the contours of 
time and space.

Le jeu de la mélancolie

To the purpose of this text it is Derrida’s definition of parages that best describes 
how Wagner’s music, despite many accusations in this regard, in no way comes 
across as resolutive, as Badiou has already pointed out, but instead reveals a haunting 
“broken-heartedness in its innermost core” (Badiou 2010, 61). But what is this broken-
heartedness Badiou is talking about if not the very assignable nonplace of melancholia. 
It is precisely for this that Wagner’s use of chromatic dissonance, suspension, tonal 
ambiguity, orchestral colour and texture “serve to produce a genuine music of 
suffering, not just a set of gestures or a theatricalization of suffering.” (Badiou 2010, 
61). In a parallel gesture the cinematic prelude to Melancholia, where the motifs 
permeating the film are introduced to the viewer as careful visual compositions 
resonating to the musical score in slow motion, aesthetically build the space of (and 
for) Justine’s melancholia, which is also a melancholia of a world which was left to its 
own resorts. But we will return to this. 

In Lars von Trier’s film Melancholia (2011), the planet which threatens Earth – and 
which gave the movie its title –, engages in a dance of life and death with the planet 
it is eventually going to destroy. It plays and announces the disaster that it brings, 
yet that is already there. We know what the outcome will be from the very first 
chords which are depressed and play on a continuously unresolved ambiguity 
which creates tension. Yet, this tonal ambiguity is rendered not only through a 
means of creating tension by harmonic suspension which happens in the music, but 
also through the painterly montage that unfolds in slow motion in a hauntingly 
beautiful depiction of an apocalyptic catastrophe. The montage of the slowly 
disintegrating image of Hunters in the Snow by Pieter Bruegel the Elder (1565), or the 
cinematic rendition of Millet’s Ophelia (1851), in a modified bird’s eye view 
perspective that matches a similar perspective in Bruegel’s painting, the birds falling 
out in the sky, or electricity raising from Justine’s fingers employs a masterful 
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rendition of as many time-images that are contained in Wagner’s musical score and 
produce it in its both optimistic and melancholic range. As philosopher Slavoj Žižek 
pointed out in a brief comment on von Trier’s movie, Melancholia is profoundly 
optimistic and beautifully poetical through the attitude of Justine’s inner peace in 
accepting the catastrophe (Žižek 2012). The acceptance of the end, explains Žižek, 
can be a deep experience strengthening a certain ethical involvement that would 
also help to avoid all totalitarian traps. Rejecting as superficial the preconceived idea 
that pessimism would necessarily prompt a reactionary attitude or social position 
and that one can be socially engaged only by showcasing an optimistic view of trust 
in human nature, Žižek holds that true ethical engagement is actually linked with 
pessimism. On a side note, he claims all leftists were very dark pessimists, invoking 
the example of Brecht who denounced the human being as evil, and impossible to 
change. Justine’s depression seems to stem similarly from a very dark pessimism: 
“The Earth is evil” – she calmly retorts to her sister’s increasing anxiety in the face of 
the menacing outcome of planet Melancholia looming large – “We don’t need to 
grieve for it. Nobody will miss it (...) life on Earth is evil” (von Trier 2011). The fact 
that the most apparently helpless (and pessimistic) character in the film turns out to 
be the strongest and most ethically responsible in the face of the catastrophe is not 
by pure chance, nor is it due to the fact that – in a rather limited interpretation of the 
film –, she is the one that draws through her depression the planet which would 
eventually wipe out any life on the planet in a self-fulfilling prophecy that would be 
the mere realization (or materialization) of her own death drive. There is a scene in 
the movie where the two sisters discuss the supposed trajectory of the ominous 
planet. Claire (who fears a catastrophic turn of events and desperately seeks all 
reassurance that there will be a fly-by just as predicted by science, although she 
seems incapable to ignore the alternate predictions of the collision, despite her 
husband’s repeated attempts to dispel her fears) is trying hard to remain calm and 
gives Justine the arguments she was given herself by her husband who, she says – in 
a genuine Marcellus complex –, “studies things, he always has” (therefore he is the 
scholar that has all the answers) and is calm about the planet’s trajectory which will 
pass the Earth by, thus placing her trust in an external fantasy while doubting the 
evidence she is perceiving herself. By invoking and relying on the infallibility of 
science she merely transfers all personal responsibility (even the responsibility 
towards her child, whom she realizes that in such a bleak scenario she has no means 
to protect, as all their wealth and social status is wiped out and rendered useless in 
the face of utter destruction), in a pathetic gesture of self-disempowerment, on the 
firm ground of science in one last desperate attempt for regaining control. But the 
apparent control of knowledge, certainties, and educated (stable and final) answers 
guaranteed by a regulatory science (in a similar way to that of a wealthy secured 
social status regulated and guaranteed by money) is a mere construct, which 
implodes when its very fictional foundation is called into question or rendered 
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ineffective in the context of a larger than life situation that brings together in a non-
differentiated common narrative and denouement all walks of life, regardless of 
class or social status. This is why the apparently most stable person in the film, 
Claire’s husband, is the one who commits suicide when things turn out to evolve 
against his better calculations, being incapable to face the scenario of a scientific 
error but also to deal with a rearrangement or redistribution of values which 
imminent destruction brings forth. The aim in science (is science turning into a new 
mythology?) is to always establish a clear trajectory, but even John knows there is 
still room for parages or destinerrance. When at first planet Melancholia moves 
away from the Earth his relief prompts a toast to life, admitting for the first time to 
his wife his uneasiness that when dealing with science and calculations at such 
magnitude one has to account for a margin of error. What he calls error (from a 
scientific approach) is actually the fragility and unpredictability of things. There is 
no solid ground and final answers surrounding the question of life. In Žižek’s view 
it is this awareness of our ultimate powerlessness that renders palpable our fragility, 
and thus it is Justine’s accepting this fragility that which enacts an implicit negation 
of the standard Hollywoodian formula, where the catastrophe is – in a metaphorical 
extension of the problems of a couple – just “an external presentation of a usually 
Oedipal libidinal deadlock” (Žižek 2017). To sum up, in von Trier’s film the end of 
the world is not a melancholic projection of a domestic/personal crisis, but it is rather 
the melancholy of a world aware of its moral bankruptcy. Justine is in a way the 
materialization of this awareness, hence – maybe – her depression. Despite her 
clearly privileged status, which could (mis)lead the viewer into pitying her since she 
seems incapable to enjoy what looks like a fully fulfilled and successful life, both 
professionally and on a personal level (the film does begin with her wedding), she 
appears to place little value on any of these things, as if she were carrying an 
impossible numbing burden, that of knowing, as she tells her sister, that we are 
alone, that life is only on Earth, and not for long. As Wagner’s tetralogy ends with 
the destruction of Valhalla and its gods while humanity, stripped of all transcendence, 
is left to its own devices (Badiou 2010, 101), Von Trier’s Melancholia reveals to us a 
mercantile humanity that is still regulated by wealth and diseased by lack of love 
under the guise of socially acceptable conventions (in this respect the entire wedding 
episode is a symptomatic narrative of a society devoid of humanity). According to 
Badiou, it is not Alberich and his renouncing love in favour of gold/power the source 
of all evil in Wagner’s Ring, since “long before this event took place, Wotan broke 
the natural balance, succumbing to the lure of power, giving preference to power 
over love (...) if anything, Wotan’s choice was ethically worse than Alberich’s: 
Alberich longed for love and only turned towards power after being brutally mocked 
and turned down by the Rhine Maidens, while Wotan turned to power after fully 
enjoying the fruits of love and getting tired of them (Badiou 2010, 197).” After the 
demise of gods, the spectre of Wotan’s moral fiasco seems to have continued to 
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haunt humanity. Von Trier’s Melancholia ushers us into a similar world devoid of 
values – to reprise Chereau’s account of Götterdämmerung –, a world in which it is 
difficult for anyone to believe in anything any longer.

What did Justine know?

There is a wonderful theatrical gesture, as Badiou observed, closing the Ring 
production directed by Patrice Chéreau and conducted by Pierre Boulez at Bayreuth 
in 1979. As Valhalla and the mythology surrounding it is destroyed, the crowd of 
men and women on stage (who have witnessed Valhalla disappearing in flames and 
the ring being retrieved by the Rhine Maidens) stand up one by one and turn around 
to face the audience in an interpellating gesture, extending the moral responsibility to 
us: “The only thing left, then, is humanity’s gazing out over the scene of destruction, 
over the end of mythology. Everything will have to be begun anew starting from 
this gaze. This is how I interpret the fact that the only musical theme remaining is 
effectively the theme that has been called redemption through love, although, frankly, it 
is impossible to see what the figure of redemption is in any of this business. All there 
is is human solitude, nothing else. So it is actually the theme of love – let’s call it that 
– that provides the only clue, the only injunction. Humanity remains, and so does the 
possibility for love that hovers above it” (Badiou 2010, 105). If we were to read the 
ending of Von Trier’s movie through a similar love-related motif, then the redemption 
of humanity is made possible through its extinction around the figure of the child 
whose protector becomes Justine. Facing imminent destruction (which even the child 
understands), Justine builds a magic hut that, far from implying a salvation in terms 
of a symbolic return to mythology, is an ultimate act of true ethical engagement. The 
only relevant and ethically correct gesture in the face of disaster is the concern for 
the other. Claire’s suggestion that they should await the end of the world sipping 
wine on the terrace and listening to the 9th Symphony is met by Justine with cynical 
contempt. The only possible attitude is that of candidly accepting our ultimate frailty 
and powerlessness. This ethical engagement was already contained in Justine’s gaze 
during the festivities of her wedding, afloat beyond everything around her, almost as 
a hauntingly disruptive consciousness which we understand that it is moving towards 
an elsewhere of which it has no representation, except that it escapes the superficiality 
of this world represented by the banality of the wedding ritual. The melancholic is 
thus removed from the affairs of the world that cannot, in any case, compete with 
what shines behind reality: “le mélancolique s’extrait des affaires du monde qui ne 
peuvent, en aucun cas, rivaliser avec ce qui brille derrière la réalité: celle-ci remplit 
ainsi une fonction d’écran, cachant précisément ce vers quoi continue de tendre le 
désir du sujet mélancolique” (Lambotte 2011, 43). It is this figure behind things which 
in the movie orchestrates the visual composition of planes and the filming options, 
the warm tones used at the beginning of the film and the cold bluish tones which 
become predominant by the end. The handheld camera that moves around the actors 
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is giving a certain vibration which is more in tune with the life that it creates. The 
director’s option to make operational the faults and mistakes in the movement of the 
handheld camera turns the camera itself in a participant, acting as a distinct gaze, 
making its way through a common space that is constantly reconfiguring itself. The 
camera also operates what Jacques Rancière would call a distribution of the sensible 
which contains in a single gesture both the conditions for sharing which delineates a 
collectivity and that which separates or disrupts that same order. The opening images 
– where the limousine is going back and forth, uselessly struggling to take a turn and 
finally giving up – echoes the very dance of life and death planet Melancholia engages 
in with the Earth, the unsteady image produced by the camera instilling a feeling of 
dislocation. The camera hence prescribes an assignable nonplace for melancholia but 
also for the Real, exploring its parages and acting as parages, it creates the space it 
occupies while being at the same time in it and outside it, both exploring and rendering 
it: “Derrière le formalisme banal de la réalité quotidienne, duquel le mélancolique 
se détourne faute de pouvoir y trouver un quelconque intérêt, se tiendrait la ‘vraie 
réalité’ enfin dépourvue d’illusion trompeuse, tout comme la planète Melancholia, 
au début du film, se tient derrière Antares, ne laissant paraître à travers celle-ci 
qu’un rougeoiement remarque par Justine dès son arrivée chez sa soeur” (Lambotte 
2011, 43). The overture to Tristan and Isolde plays an immersive role in the film, as it 
opens up the space following (into) the melancholic gaze of ultimate annihilation. 
The gaze without a fixed content hovering above the destruction of everything that 
according to Badiou (2010, 106) ends the Ring cycle is also Justine’s melancholic gaze, 
the gaze of the father in Béla Tarr’s The Turin Horse (2011) or the gaze of the boy, János 
Valuska, as well as of the stuffed whale in Werckmeister Harmonies (Béla Tarr 2000), 
a force that shatters the appearance of identity and establishes non-identity as telos, 
as Adorno’s negative dialectics actually prescribes. In all these apocalyptic scenarios 
what would be different has not begun as yet, “we are on the edge of disaster without 
being able to situate it in the future: it is rather always already past, and yet we are 
on the edge or under the threat, all formulations which would imply the future – that 
which is yet to come – if the disaster were not that which does not come, that which 
has put a stop to every arrival” (Blanchot, 1995, 1-2). Thus the closure to Von Trier’s 
Melancholia announces – as it recalls (and returns to) the opening scenes which show 
from outer space the actual impact of the two planets – a disaster in parages, both past 
and future, blurring the sequence of time on an equally melancholic note. As cinema 
critic Stéphane Delorme noted, the incredible light of the opening images brings to 
mind Nerval’s black sun of melancholy, as it is a “paradoxical light illuminating the 
darkness, overthrowing the solar sundials and carrying the shadows on all sides” 
(Delorme 2011, 32). The haunting effect is produced by a powerful force of suggestion 
that casts the whole film in the shadow of this black hole, and, as the French critic 
observed, it is the images which, long after seeing the film, remain somehow 
ingrained in the brain. As the director pointed out in an interview (Delorme 2011, 
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39), the monumental treatment of all the natural disorders in the prologue – like the 
birds that fall from the sky or the outer space view of the planets drawing closer and 
closer – is counterpointed in the second part by mere evocations of these disorders on 
a very small scale, everything happens on a very personal, intimate, sensorial level, 
we suddenly see snowflakes falling in full summer, or we hear a bird singing only 
to emphasize the ominous silence of impending disaster. The disaster continues to 
approach in a strange slowness which situates it in both past and future at the same 
time and makes it impossible for it to conclude: “Aborder, c’est interpeller ou faire 
signe de loin; c’est ainsi appeler la distance à distance et dépendre de l’initiative et 
de la place de l’autre qui, pour être provoqué, ne se laisse pas forcément aborder” 
(Derrida 1986, 96). The way Von Trier’s Melancholia seizes the end of the world in a 
most intimately approach of the whole world is truly timeless, a way of being both in 
memory and in disappearance.

Art is dealing with its own otherness

As the visual prologue of the film walks us through – in the manner of an opera 
overture – the main themes up to the denouement, the music and those first depressed 
chords, through their achingly troubled dissonance, set the pace for the visual planes 
that unfold in slow motion in an intertextual montage citing paintings and affects in a 
series of visual syncopations which ensure that (just as it happens with the music) the 
cinematic compositions do not resolve consonantly either. Each image resolves on an 
equally ambiguous, lingering, and equally tense image/narrative. There is a double 
movement here, hence the unresolved tonal ambiguity, on the one hand an upward 
almost ethereal dimension (sustained by the violins in rendering the themes built 
around the love motif) on the other hand an underlying weight (of the cellos and 
woodwinds) that drains and pulls down the harmony through suspension and 
dissonances, depleting the energy of the harmonic movement. Von Trier’s choice for 
the prelude1 to Wagner’s Tristan and Isolde to accompany the visual montage opening 
the film not only does justice to Wagner’s composition, by beautifully articulating 
and responding to the themes elaborated in the prelude to the opera, capturing the 
slow and yearning tempo prescribed by the composer, but also builds an unstable 
topology of the themes in the movie – in a manner akin to Derrida’s idea of 
destinerrance – that both displaces and performs its own dance of life and death in 
parages. As Badiou pointed out, by pushing the bounds of chromaticism to the limit in 
tonal discourse, turning it into tonal uncertainty, Wagner introduced a new way of 
treating difference in music as “he creates a feeling of absence that is waiting only 
because we are left waiting for a resolution that is withheld from us until the curtain 
finally falls” (Badiou 2010, 59). But the resolution is left just as hanging, lingering in 
the air in an openness produced by the melancholia of the first depressed chord (the 
famous Tristan chord) resolving only in the death of the two lovers. The Tristan chord 
introduces a dance of life and death from the outset, as it creates a depression and 
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further resolves, without an arrival, to something equally off balance and hanging in 
the air. There is no closure in the terms suggested by Adorno where all differences 
and discontinuities would be merely subjected to an affirmative finale which would 
be the be-all and end-all of such a claimed dialectical strategy, in the sense of a 
resolution that artificially unites and reduces the melodic line (and the narrative) to a 
principle of continuity where everything is undifferentiated in the concept of endless 
melody (Badiou 2010, 76, 78). Rather than dwelling on the continuity of the narrative 
and of a comprehensive melodic line punctuated by leitmotifs, the music of Tristan 
and Isolde builds on an underlying discontinuity. An equally important role in the 
music is that of the silence that comes after it, which, as conductor Antonio Pappano 
observes, seems an eternity, as the silence contains other secrets which are never 
revealed, nor resolved: “Wagner wants the music never to resolve, the love is never 
ending, the pain is never ending, there is no resolution” (Pappano 2014). The leitmotif 
has a twofold role in Wagner according to Badiou, in that – besides its theatrical 
articulation which opened Wagnerian composition to heated criticism on account of 
the narrative (i.e. mythical, nationalistic) function it retains –, there is a non-descriptive, 
internal musical development devoid of and separated from any dramatic or narrative 
connotation. Boulez’s take on Wagner’s leitmotif as a musical gesture connected to 
the narrative – which is not exclusively unique to Wagner’s music – emphasizes “an 
uncertainty in the leitmotifs, a blending of one leitmotif with another [...] because 
they themselves depend on transformable harmonic or diachronic cells that are like 
musical modules of sorts” (Badiou 2010, 20). These musical modules, insists Badiou, 
are discontinuous at the cellular level as their transformative principle structures the 
musical discourse,2 so that the effect of a systematic labelling of the leitmotifs in 
Wagner reduces transitions to a one-dimensional functionality serving the 
advancement of the plot. This is a crucial issue to Badiou as Wagner’s proper 
innovation in the use of leitmotifs lies in precisely this (spatial and temporal) 
ambiguity that emerges from the fabric of leitmotifs producing a stratified postponed 
unresolved weaving of the narrative which we think befits the Derridean notion of 
destinerrance: “Destinerrance is spatiotemporal because, like many of Derrida’s key 
terms, it is a spatial figure for time. It names a fatal possibility of erring, by not 
reaching a predefined temporal goal, in terms of wandering away from a predefined 
spatial goal. Destinerrance is like a loose thread in a tangled skein that turns out to 
lead to the whole ball of yarn. It could therefore generate a potentially endless 
commentary” (Miller 2009, 29). It is in this sense that we must consider the notion of 
endlessness in connection to Wagner’s pursuit of an endless melody, hence the 
haunting melancholia of a continuously postponed destiny/closure through erring 
and wandering: “Destinerrance is connected to différance, that is, to a temporality of 
differing and deferring, without present or presence, without ascertainable origin or 
goal [...] to “l’impossible possibilité de [...] mort” (Miller 2009, 29). Isolde’s so much 
awaited arrival turns for the dying Tristan into a gesture of both destiny and 
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wandering, she never really arrives so that when she does arrive Tristan dies in these 
parages of Isolde’s arrival à venir. Isolde’s death and the harmonic conclusion of the 
Tristan chord at the end of the opera – in one of the most beautiful arias ever composed 
(Liebestod) –, is in our view, not a resolution, in the way Adorno interpreted it, but 
rather an arrival continuously haunted by its capacity not to arrive, thus an ending 
that is rather forever open and tormented. Is this internal drifting not a melancholic 
distance in what both arrival and the impossibility to arrive negotiate, postpone and 
announce at the same time? On the problem of arriving and resolving, Derrida speaks 
of a letter’s destiny to wander and to err: “a letter does not always arrive at its 
destination, and from the moment that this possibility belongs to its structure one can 
say that it never truly arrives, that when it does arrive its capacity not to arrive 
torments it with an internal drifting” (Derrida 1987, 489). It works in a similar way for 
Parsifal’s ending when Parsifal finds his way back to the realm of the Grail and heals 
Amfortas’ wound. Since the possibility of a redeemer to fail to arrive – in a genuine 
destinerrance – is contained in the promise of any prophecy, for Amfortas too one can 
say that redemption never truly arrives, so that when it does arrive in the figure of 
Parsifal, the healing of his wound is both a promise of life and death. The theme of 
the arrival is not unrelated to that of the character who cannot stay put, who cannot 
remain in one place. The figure of the wanderer that traverses Wagner’s compositions 
is “a being-between-two-worlds that constitutes subjectivity as a split and is 
constantly expressed as a tearing apart or essential suffering” (Badiou 2010, 95), an 
undecidable figure like Kundry whose undecidable vocal range speaks of a constant 
split that situates her on a permanent threshold between life and death, between 
memory and amnesia, and of the exhaustion of being torn between two worlds. 
Destinerrance implies wandering as well as erring, combining in the same word the 
idea of destiny and of wandering: “Destinerrance is connected to différance, that is, to a 
temporality of differing and deferring, without present or presence, without 
ascertainable origin or goal.” (Miller 2009, 29). Here time becomes space,3 Gurnemanz 
answers young Parsifal’s confusion and struggle to grasp the meaning of everything 
he sees in the realm of the Grail (I hardly tread, – though it seems I already have come far4). 
This undecidable moment in the narrative is itself situated on a threshold. Parsifal 
seems to match the description of the prophecy (the “innocent fool”5), yet, as 
Gurnemanz watches him throughout the ceremony of uncovering the Grail, he 
remains outside, in parages, seemingly moved by Amfortas’ suffering, yet incapable 
to understand anything. Parsifal’s further wandering until he finds his way back to 
the realm of the Grail negotiates (like parages does) a certain relationship with the 
surrounding space and with his own memory/identity. J. Hillis Miller calls 
destinerrancy spatiotemporal as it is a spatial figure for time: “it names a fatal 
possibility of erring, by not reaching a predefined temporal goal, in terms of 
wandering away from a predefined spatial goal” (Miller 2009, 29).
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A doing that is at the same time an undoing. 
Waiting in vain

In the Afterword to Badiou’s Five Lessons on Wagner, Žižek picks up on the fate of 
humanity following the event of Valhalla’s destruction noting that “everything now 
rests on them, without any guarantee of God or any other figure of the big Other” 
insisting that the “Event is a pure empty sign, and we have to work to generate its 
meaning” (Žižek 2010, 224). The authentic openness, according to him, is not the 
gesture of not closing or not concluding but that of “living in the aftermath of the 
Event, of drawing out the consequences [...] of the new space opened up by the 
event” (Žižek 2010, 224). Going back to the well known story of Nietzsche’s breaking 
down and sinking into madness after seeing a horse flogged by his owner, Béla 
Tarr’s last film, The Turin Horse (2011) seems to reprise this same question Žižek was 
talking about, of living in the aftermath of the Event, which is masterfully rendered 
here as a pure empty sign as we are given no details whatsoever to what kind of 
world the characters of the film are living in. A father, who is partially debilitated by 
a paralysis that prevents him from using his right hand, leads a meagre existence 
attended to by his daughter and earns their living as long as they have a horse. The 
question that the film is concerned with in relation to Nietzsche’s story was what 
happened to the animal, further extending it to how people and animals live together 
(equally famished) in a post-apocalyptic world where each element in this father-
daughter-horse trio is vital for the survival of all of them. The space opened up by 
the apocalyptic event is a barren landscape – a valley and a solitary tree – that, 
according to Béla Tarr, is itself one of the main characters in the film, emphasizing 
the heaviness of human existence, the tediousness of the everyday gestures and 
routine of the father, daughter and horse, the monotony: “We didn’t want to talk 
about mortality or any such general thing. We just wanted to see how difficult and 
terrible it is when every day you have to go to the well and bring the water, in 
summer, in winter... All the time. The daily repetition of the same routine makes it 
possible to show that something is wrong with their world. It’s very simple and 
pure” (Petkovic 2011). The deserted space is swept by a strong wind that blows 
unremittingly, taking away everything. If there is a biblical undertone to all this it is 
in the way the film mirrors in an inverted gesture the creation of the world in six 
days, showing how the human life is both extremely complex and simple and “how 
everything collapses in six days [...] how father, daughter and horse have to stay 
together in order to survive. If one disappears from this triangle the entire world 
collapses” (Adler 2011). While the film explores the idea of wandering in a world 
devoid of divinity, it is also a film on the impossibility of wandering that ends on a 
resigned note of waiting in vain, while the image is gradually going from bright 
light to total darkness. We thus see the father and daughter pack their belongings 
and leave an infertile land out only to see them returning in the evening against the 
same horizon line where we saw them walking away. In a Derridean sense, their 
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failure to arrive anywhere and their return is only a return to aimless errance. The 
battle against death is lost from the outset, but there is also a shared burden or 
common responsibility for the apocalypse: “The key point is that the humanity, all of 
us, including me, are responsible for the destruction of the world. But there is also a 
force above human at work – the gale blowing throughout the film – that is also 
destroying the world. So both humanity and a higher force are destroying the world” 
(Petkovic 2011). The film ends as father and daughter are left waiting, engulfed in 
darkness, a waiting that is always in the present – not dependent on what comes 
after the waiting – which, in Adorno’s terms, makes it not metaphysical because it 
retains no other meaning than the fact that it might be waiting in vain. Béla Tarr, 
observes Jacques Rancière, makes the same film over and over again, speaking of the 
same reality, about the history of a deceived promise, of a journey that returns to the 
departure point. No explanation of an external factor is brought into or entailed by 
the scene of father and daughter returning to the very home they abandoned in the 
morning: “C’est seulement le même horizon, balayé par le vent, qui pousse les 
individus à partir et les renvoie à la maison. Passage du social au cosmique, dit 
volontiers le cinéaste. Mais ce cosmique n’est pas le monde de la contemplation 
pure. C’est un monde absolument réaliste, absolument matériel, dépouillé de tout ce 
qui émousse la sensation pure telle que le cinéma seul peut l’offrir” (Rancière 2012, 
10). As Rancière pointed out, in Béla Tarr’s films the vector of the relationship 
between the individual and the world that surrounds him is inverted: “ce ne sont 
pas les individus qui habitent des lieux et se servent des choses. Ce sont d’abord les 
choses qui viennent à eux, qui les entourent, les pénètrent ou les rejettent” (Rancière 
2011, 33-34) which makes all his stories into stories of a disintegration. The typical 
character for Béla Tarr watches the world sitting by a window, his back turned to the 
viewer, looking at things coming towards him, and to look at things in such a 
manner, observes Rancière, is to allow oneself to be invaded by them, since they 
cease to constitute a trigger, there is no impulse for action because there are no 
foreseeable ends anymore (Rancière 2011, 39). There is a sense of equality that 
defines Bela Tarr’s cinema which comes from paying equal attention to each element 
and to the way in which it is part of a composition. While cinema cannot show us – 
as literature can – the inner thoughts of the characters, what it does instead, observes 
Rancière, is render something that is more essential, the duration of things happening 
and affecting people, the suffering of going through the same motions, of repetition 
and monotony of daily life and gestures (Rancière 2011, 74-75). It is rather in this 
passiveness of the monotony that the apocalypse creeps in with The Turin Horse. 
With Béla Tarr, the end of the world is not a huge event, on the contrary, it is very 
silent, very weak: “the end of the world comes as I see it coming in real life – slowly 
and quietly. Death is always the most terrible scene, and when you watch someone 
dying – an animal or a human – it’s always terrible, and the most terrible thing is 
that it looks like nothing happened” (Petkovic 2011). This indomitable disintegration 
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we witness in Béla Tarr’s films is what Badiou would refer to as a gesture of 
disuniting what falsely appears to be united or unified, which in turn prompts an 
aesthetics of a “process of formal ‘doing’ that is simultaneously the undoing of form” 
(Badiou 2010, 50). Adorno opposes what he calls waiting in vain to any possibility of 
salvation or reconciliation. In the absence of any hope for an ultimate salvation or 
reconciliation justice must be awaited, yet it can never be regarded as ‘having already 
come’, justice is always on the way, à venir, ‘it is going to come, but it has never yet 
come’. This is why Adorno asks of music – and art altogether – to produce something 
akin to an unresolved waiting “wherein no real outcome of what is awaited ever 
occurs” (Badiou 2010, 50). An unresolved waiting suspends any conclusion, which 
means that openness is preserved and negation is thus neither forgotten nor 
eradicated. There are similar ways in which, despite an ending that might seem to 
bring a resolution in the narrative – be it through salvation or death –, the case 
studies we chose for this text answer the question of unresolved waiting speaking 
through a melancholia which is aware that life (or anything asserting the positivity 
of existence) already contains the impossibility for reconciliation or salvation. It is 
also in this sense that Auschwitz, in its complex semantics, names an assignable 
nonplace for art’s relation with the memory and history of humanity, testing and 
questioning its limits and accounting for its historical melancholia, which is a note on 
which The Turin Horse ends (both in the narrative outcome and in the director’s 
personal decision to make it his last film), but also one that accompanies Godard’s 
Histoire(s) du cinéma, as Jacques Aumont observes, questioning how a poetic work 
regarding the history of an art could include or retain a melancholic dimension 
otherwise than in a meditative attitude (Aumont 1999, 186). This meditative attitude 
of Histoire(s) du cinéma is yielded by montage which resurfaces (in flashes) both the 
breaking and articulation points of history, the disruptions and displacements in the 
real and in the memory (which brings together both visually and from a narrative 
point of view the histori(es) of cinema with the histories of humanity). With Wagner, 
the problem of suffering and of telling time in the present maintains an openness 
there where Adorno sees dialectical resolution. According to Badiou, Wagner creates 
suffering in the present by creating the present of subjective splitting as such in the 
music. The suffering subject is a split that cannot be made dialectical, that cannot be 
healed, hence always in the present (Badiou 2010, 91). It is a similar gesture that 
Godard performs in/through his Histoire(s) du cinéma, where the montage of images 
and texts opening up the histories of (and told by) cinema becomes the place of a 
split that cannot be made dialectical, of a suffering (of the entire humanity and its 
memory) that is always in the present. 
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A place is being constructed for a music 
that might be possible after Auschwitz

They say that water has memory. I believe it also 
has a voice. If we were to get very close to it, we’d 
be able to hear the voices of (...) the disappeared.

Patricio Guzmán, The Pearl Button

1395 days without red (2011), a film by artist Anri Sala, revisits the 1395-day siege 
of Sarajevo in the early 1990’s without representing it, dwelling on this margin of 
undecidability as to whether we are there or not. Revisiting Adorno’s phrase on the 
impossibility of art after Auschwitz, Rancière observes that the reverse is true, in 
that after Auschwitz art is the only thing that can render Auschwitz visible because 
it “entails the presence of an absence [...] And since it is a matter of art more than 
anything else, the issue is not one of ruling out any kind of representation, but of 
knowing which modes of figuration are possible and what place direct mimesis can 
have among them” (Rancière 2012, 49-50). Instead of building a setup to grasp the 
horrors of the Shoah, Claude Lanzmann placed his witnesses in certain situations 
connected to a memory that called them to make certain gestures which, observes 
Rancière, “mark the process of human beings becoming inhuman” (Rancière 2012, 
50). There is an undecidability in the time and space of Anri Sala’s film, as we watch 
a young woman making her way through the city, finding herself in the situation of 
making a decision at each crossing, whether to wait or to run, and this traversation 
brings forth the (experience of the) past – when people in the city during the time 
of the siege were advised not to wear bright colours that could draw the attention 
of snipers – without telling it. There are no visual details of the siege which, in this 
revisitation of a space that has erased all traces of the deaths and violence, reserves 
“for the rigour of art the power of representation, which is the power of the muthos 
appropriate for inscribing the annihilation in our present” (Rancière 2012, 51). There 
is no dialogue in the film, only the musical passages from Tchaikovsky’s Symphony 
No 6 (Pathétique) relating to the idea of the transformational capacity of music. There 
is an orchestra rehearsing elsewhere in the city, repeating different sections as if 
answering the movements of the people through the city, suggesting that changes 
actually emerge in the music or, maybe, that they become visible in the music. In 
an interview conducted by Marc-Christoph Wagner for the Louisiana Museum of 
Modern Art in Denmark in 2012, Anri Sala explains the role of sound and music 
in his art – on the account of an increasing mistrust in language – in investigating 
how our bodies remember and how this memory creates gestures, but also how the 
memory of our bodies can be different than what our mind remembers. If “sound 
produces a choreography instead of producing a verbal discourse” it can also open 
up a different temporality and a different memory of events with the effect of creating 
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in an audience “doubts where there are too many certainties or to create a moment of 
certainty where there are too many doubts” (Sala 2016).

With Wagner it is through music that dramatic possibilities are created. As Badiou 
put it in relation to Wagner’s music, all dramatic consequences are drawn from the 
fact that “the figure of the emotion as a dramatic possibility is built right into the 
music” (Badiou 2010, 88). This is what Bill Viola tuned into with his staging of a Tristan 
and Isolde production which was premiered at the Opéra de Paris in 2005, directed 
by Peter Sellars, for which the artist created an installation of mesmerising images 
that unfold on a huge screen integrating both music and characters, slowing down 
time and creating time, just like Wagner’s music does. As Badiou observed, there is 
a remarkable temporal creation in Wagner’s music which is present even on a local 
level, within a single measure, which accounts for the music’s resistance to being cut 
(Badiou 2010, 80). Bill Viola’s using video technology opens up time, manipulating the 
flow of time through the impactful visuals attached to it, yet his images do not replicate 
or illustrate the story of the opera per se, but they rather create a parallel memory of 
affects and gestures. The Liebestod aria brings together fire and water elements in a 
montage where images are moving in time themselves. The characters are all dressed 
in black – except for the last act – almost lost against a dark minimalist setting in an 
aquatic-themed montage that is not separated from the foreground, but overflowing 
and permeating the music. In an interview conducted by Heidi McKenzie, Bill Vola 
admits to always being drawn to things you can’t see and that despite the fact that he 
uses a video camera in his work, his primary source of images comes from an invisible 
world of energies and forms. Using the camera to him is trying to touch those invisible 
things, the unfathomable depth underneath the surface.

In a somewhat similar gesture Marguerite Duras’s camera fathoms the surface 
of waters in her 1979 film Aurélia Steiner (Melbourne) to interrogate a muted past of 
violence (the deportations of Jews, the 1961 massacre of Algerian protesters in Paris) 
and our shared responsibility towards the memory of these histories. Duras explores 
how a space can turn silence into loudness, how a place (despite its lack of humanity) 
retains the traumas of (hi)story beyond the apparent mutism of a landscape that 
has erased all traces of the annihilation. Overlapping images of this landscape with 
testimonies of the massacres that populate our past, but also interrogate our present 
provides a memory to these silenced histories. In his documentary film The Pearl 
Button (2015), Chilean film director Patricio Guzmán approaches the shared trauma 
of distant and more recent past interrogating the silent testimony of water, reprising 
and continuing the scope of his 2010 documentary film, Nostalgia for the Light. A 
pearl button found encrusted in a steel rail on the bottom of the ocean resurfaces the 
memory of a shared historical trauma and also constitutes a testimony as well as an 
interrogation of a traumatic political heritage. While in Nostalgia for the Light Guzmán 
focused on the arid wastes of the Atacama desert where the victims persecuted by the 
Pinochet regime were tortured and killed and buried without trace, The Pearl Button 
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focuses on the disappeared prisoners that were discarded in the sea by agents of the 
same dictatorial regime. The accounts of violence go back to the European settlers 
wiping out the indigenous tribes of Patagonia and a question remains lingering 
as to how long can this history of violence perpetuate itself. The journey of the 
documentary film setting out from the abstract idea of time and matter – measured 
against the vastness of the universe – and settling on a particular time and history 
(rather particular times and histories which, though they might seem unrelated, are 
bound by a common history of extermination) of Chile does not bring conclusions, but 
rather ends on an interpellative note which not only leaves the ending open to further 
inquiries into our past (and also future) but also becomes a form of responsibilization 
towards the memory of this violent heritage. To Adorno, the danger of ‘identity 
thinking’ is a non-ethical imposition of a universal norm which reduces everyone to 
the same. What art is able to do (as opposed to the historical archiving and indexation 
of facts and numbers) is to retrieve the individual and particular histories of people 
rather than reduce its scope to the larger scale of a bird’s-eye view event. Guzmán’s 
approach is a singular account of a shared history, which assumes an implicated 
position in a visual essay that turns into a personal meditation on memory with the 
effect that what it grasps in a flash of lightning is the universal singularities of history. 
It’s through the engaged subjectivity of art that difference – which is not merely what 
was repressed by identity (Badiou 2010, 33), but an expression which we don’t know 
yet – can begin, because “what would be different has not begun as yet” (Adorno 
1973, 145). In giving a voice to the traumas of history art must be the locus of making 
reparations “because it is the very job of art to reveal something that is invisible, 
through the controlled power of words and images, connected or unconnected; 
because art alone thereby makes the inhuman perceptible, felt” (Rancière 2012, 50).

Since Wagner created a new situation in the relationship between music and 
philosophy, and as Adorno – preserving from Kant the notion of critique – prescribes 
that philosophical thought must integrate the question of its limits in order to 
be able to determine what is different from itself, then music (and art in general) 
today cannot happen (authentically) outside the question of its own limits. Hence a 
melancholy that is not a Romantic reminiscence of Sehnsucht, but a manner of living 
in a post-catastrophic time that retrieves and gives a voice to a memory of the trauma 
in the parages of disintegration, fracture, silence, or dissonance. Art speaks of (or 
on behalf of) the traces of these lives, if not otherwise than but only by admitting 
to their absence/void. What is that remains in the end, when everything has been 
said and done if not the void of Laura Palmer’s scream haunting the narrative of the 
remote little town of Twin Peaks – which David Lynch managed so well in his Twin 
Peaks: The Return TV series of 2017 – but also the narrative of humanity altogether? 
“The fission episode, which goes to the very heart of image, sound and meaning 
runs through Twin Peaks both before and after the ‘event’, and feeds or destroys the 
entire story at will, letting the shapes come together as a chain reaction that cannot 
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be stopped” (Manzanera 2018, 62), so that the final scene leaves the narrative in an 
impossibility to arrive or a possibility not to arrive when the two characters reach the 
place they were travelling to only to understand the spatial and temporal parages of 
being there, yet not having arrived there yet. As the outstandingly creative episode 
8 of the series traces back all the violence of a dislocated present to the evil which 
was unleashed in the world in the fission of the atomic bomb in a visual montage 
accompanying the Threnody for the Victims of Hiroshima by Polish composer, Krzysztof 
Penderecki, Laura Palmer’s haunting scream still audible beyond the blackout of 
the last frame is reminiscent of the poignant screams of violins in their uppermost 
register, glissandos and pitch meanderings (so shocking at the time of composition in 
1960) in Penderecki’s Threnody. A benchmark for contemporary music, Penderecki’s 
composition retains a dislocating gesture through its extreme registers marked by 
diversity of colours and textures and unconventional articulations. Composed at 
the same time as Threnody, Dimensions of time and silence explores the limits of sound 
in a sequence of sound images that remain equally hanging in the air both as an 
interrogation and as an assertive resonance of how a place can be constructed for an 
art that can speak about Auschwitz.

Endnotes
1 Prelude to Tristan und Isolde is interpreted by City of Prague Philharmonic Orchestra, conducted 

by Richard Hein
2 In answer to French philosopher Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe who ascribes Wagner’s use of 

leitmotifs to constituting the mythological dictates in the very fabric of music.
3 Richard Wagner, Parsifal, Act I: “Du siehst, mein Sohn,/ zum Raum wird hier die Zeit”.
4 Ibid.: “Ich schreite kaum, /doch wähn’ ich mich schon weit”.
5 Ibid.: “Der reine Tor”.
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