Merleau-Ponty and Modernist Sacrificial Poetics: A Reponse to Richard Kearney
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Perhaps a footnoted reference to MP’s discussion(s) of Proust?
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Big claim! Can you say more? To suggest that an artist can impose a style at will – with this “extreme freedom” as you put it – seems indeed quite un- Merleau-Pontian.   At the same time, it’s not a Sartrean freedom tat leads to committed literature … merely a freedom for artist.

At the same time, isn’t Joyce’s style unmistakable and distinct? Is he as free as he might think?
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see Merleau-Ponty in The Metaphysical in Man: something like “religion is but a cry: this seems an important parallel to uncover


Cite: is this from Kearney 2010 (i.e., Richard’s article for this volume), as I think it is?


A quotation from Everywhere and Nowhere on the influence of Christianity on Western thought as a whole might be useful here.

by Joseph S.O’Leary

I should like to meditate from a Merleau-Pontian perspective on certain processes of transformation at the heart of Modernist writing, and to assess the spiritual or religious bearing of these processes. Merleau-Ponty’s sustained engagement with the art of painting, with its deep foundations in his studies of perception, makes him a major figure in esthetics and art criticism. Though he made no comparable explicit contribution to the study of literature, his ideas on modern art can shed light on the radicality of vision and style in Proust, Rilke and Joyce. This will clarify the objective correlative of the religious metaphors he sometimes uses, showing that they lend themselves to a non-theistic reading.

A Triple Sacrifice: of Self, World, and God

It may seem, initially, that literature, because of its irremediable disembodiment, would be a less serviceable ally in Merleau-Ponty’s struggle to overcome idealism, including the residual idealism of his phenomenological predecessors, than was painting. But upon reflection this is not so obviously the case, as even Cézanne created a world of idealized things, things reduced to their essence through a concentrated recreation of their multiple aspects and relations [K4]. Thus, what Merleau-Ponty says about the sacrificial dynamics of art, as exemplified by Cézanne’s painting, should resonate with key concerns of Modernist writing as well.

Merleau-Ponty finds a sacrificial dynamics in modern artistic creation, one that concerns both the artist and the work. The individual who creates a work of art dies to himself or herself and is reborn as an artist; meanwhile the material of art, i.e., the data of experience, is transmuted in the artist’s vision, a vision taking actual shape only in the process of composition, and embodied in the artist’s style; thus ‘the vision of the painter is a continual birth’ (Merleau-Ponty 1964e, p. 32).  ‘It is by lending his body to the world that the painter changes the world into painting’ (Ibid., p. 16), a double transformation that Merleau-Ponty refers to as ‘these transubstantiations.’
 They are ‘without remainder’ [sans reste] just as eucharistic transubstantiation is a total conversion of the substance of bread and wine into the substance of the body of Christ.
 The resultant transformation or revelation effected by style replaces the substance of the things painted or the experiences narrated with the substance of the artwork, be it painting, poem or novel, which simultaneously transcends the world by its singularity and perfection and lights up the world from within. The religious and quasi-religious terminology used here is chosen for its aptness in naming the phenomena in question. 
We must dwell on these on their own terms before going on to raise questions about their possible religious significance or about a possible religious dimension in Merleau-Ponty’s thought. But let me note that the crisis in self-identity and the break with conventional visions of the world characteristic of modernist creators seems naturally to entail a crisis in their idea of God as well, and a sacrifice of inherited ideas of God. 

We must dwell on these on their own terms before going on to raise questions about their possible religious significance or about a possible religious dimension in Merleau-Ponty’s thought, In order to understanding painting in its own terms, we must consider how painting is born from perception.  Merleau-Ponty finds an analogy for the interchange between artist, subject-matter and art-work in ordinary perception, following the principle that ‘painterly expression reprises and surpasses the mise en forme of the world that began with perception’ (Merleau-Ponty 1969, p. 86). As Kearney observes: ‘Each sensory encounter with the strangeness of the world is an invitation to a “natal pact” where, through sympathy, the human self and the strange world give birth to one another. Sacramental sensation is a reversible rapport between myself and things, wherein the sensible gives birth to itself through me’ (Kearney 2010, p. ??? ). In a sense this would make nascent artists of all perceivers. 

Not only the subject and the material, but the artist himself or herself is therefore sublated without remainder in the art-work. This Merleau-Pontian idea is attested in several major Modernist writers: Mallarmé, for example, talks of the disparition élocutoire du poète,
 meaning that the poet as individual vanishes into the voice that utters the poem, or is transubstantiated into that voice.
 This death of the poet is associate with an experience of the death of God: Mallarmé speaks of ‘ce vieux et méchant plumage, terrassé heureusement, Dieu’ (that old and wicked plumage, happily overthrown, God).
 Rilke underwent a similar travail, which also altered his thinking about God. He was disturbed by Paula Becker-Modersohn’s uncanny portrait of him, which catches the poet latent in the man, a somewhat frightening figure, dehumanized, an oracular mask.
 The Author who writes À la recherche is no longer the living fleshly Marcel but his ghost.

Cézanne is no doubt the painter who best realizes and exemplifies the ‘sacramental’ rapport wherein things impress themselves on the perceiver in their vibrant life, indeed authoritatively claiming the perceiver’s participation or communion.  This sacramental quality of his work struck not only Merleau-Ponty but Rilke as well.  Rilke used similar language to describe Cézanne’s painting: ‘The color dissolves [geht auf] completely in its realization; no residue remains.’
 It is by the perpetual sacrifice of conventional securities that the artist pursues the development of the singular idiom that is his identity as artist. Rilke found himself claimed and challenged by Cézanne in 1907, visiting the Salon d’Automne again and again and sometimes spending hours before a single painting. He saw that the turn or transformation [Wendung] effected by Cézanne was the same as lay at the heart of his own project as poet.
 

Given the intersection of Merleau-Ponty’s and Rilke’s readings of Cézanne, one might wonder if Merleau-Ponty saw the congruence of their readings or if he saw similar tendencies in Rilke’s poetry itself.  Merleau-Ponty was more familiar with the accessible Proust than with the arcane Rilke,

 but the latter is in fact closer to Merleau-Ponty’s concern, exemplified in Cézanne, with ‘the visible and the invisible.’ Of course Proust, too, was fascinated with perception and its transformations in memory and imagination, but he does not have Cézanne’s urge to ‘break through to the essence of things.’
 Monet and Renoir merit three references each in Proust’s great novel, Cézanne none. Rilke prized Cézanne’s Sachlichkeit (sense for reality, matter-of-factness),
 and saw his world of perception as conveying a renewed, authentic grasp of Nature. One is not tempted to say of Proust what Rilke said of Cézanne: ‘Here all of reality [Wirklichkeit] is on his side.’
 Jean Beaufret used to tell how Heidegger, having read some Proust in response to the pressure of French disciples, murmured: ‘Balzac is closer to the Greeks’ – no doubt in virtue of a similar concern with the actuality of being.

But does this mark a failure of Proust, an author so close to the heart of Merleau-Ponty’s work? In fact, Proust and Rilke’s differences point to an underlying difference of emphasis on the natural and the cultural. Proust, and in a more advanced fashion Joyce, are involved in an enterprise of transformation that works not on the secret rhythms of Nature but on the complexities of human behavior in a modern city. The rhythm they take up is the voracious dynamism of consumption that keeps the modern city ticking– something Cézanne shunned. Their urban novels are peopled by consumers of all kinds: the snobs and culture-vultures, sexual prowlers and mercenary lovers in Proust, and the drinkers and commercial travelers in Joyce, are part of a vast capitalist machine. Capitalism reaches its tentacles even into the intimacy of perception in Proust’s dizzying analyses; for instance in the slow Wagnerian introduction of three personages, Madame de Villeparisis, Saint-Loup, and Charlus (at Balbec, where they can be observed at leisure), each of them is as it were x-rayed in capitalist terms; their clothes, behavior, accent are appraised; their social value and its signs are registered, with comic errors, by the hotel staff, Françoise and the Blochs.
 Proust and Joyce build on Balzac, Flaubert and Zola in laying bare the social mechanisms, but they also make the artistic recreation of the city a glorious feast of words and images. Their novels are organs of vision, revealing the ‘truth’ of their experience and their epoch and enhancing the experience of future readers, giving it insight, depth and form. In both cases we are dealing with a remembered city, made malleable to poetic transfiguration. Like Musil’s Vienna or Kafka’s Prague the pre-World War I city, viewed across the gulf of the Great War, becomes a precious relic as it glows in its novelistic shrine.
 

Though these modernists authors differ in the ‘food’ of their art – nature or culture – they share with Cézanne the impulse to use art as a way of consuming and transubstantiating this food
. Where Cézanne feeds on natural things, birthing them anew in the idealized medium of art, Proust and Joyce have consumed their cities, having first been consumed by them, and after long digestion in memory they rebuild their cities in the medium of style and according to an elaborate literary architecture. Both writers evoke Eucharistic symbolism, not only for the mutually nourishing relationships between the characters (the mother’s or Albertine’s kiss in Proust, the prostitute’s kiss in Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man), but for the way their art is nourished by the reality of experience and in turn nourishes its consumers. Composition become the confection of a sacred food of which the reader is welcomed to partake. One of Proust’s admiring readers compared his novel to a rich cake.


Merleau-Ponty sees artists as nourished by their own individual styles as they advance to further stages in exploring the vision that their style yields. Painting, like language, has a self-referential, monologal character,
 and becomes an organ of vision only by cultivating itself: 'Style is what makes any significance possible' (Merleau-Ponty, 1969, p. 81). As the artist perfects his style and lives totally in his style, it begins to feed on and nourish itself. Artists, feeling ‘the excess of what is to be said over their ordinary powers, are capable... of going “further” in the same direction, as if nourishing themselves from their own substance... as if every successful expression prescribed to the spiritual automaton another task’ (Ibid.). 

Similarly, À la recherche du temps perdu 
and Ulysses are self-nourished, at least in the sense that later parts feed off the earlier ones, so greedily that readers may fear that not a crumb will remain for themselves. The web of motival connections is so thickly spun that the novel absorbs the readers’ energies, or consumes them, and thus lays claim to the reader as Cézanne lays claim to the viewer through the multitude of relations that he establishes within his paintings. ‘The relations of the reader with the book resemble those loves where first one of the two dominate, because he has more pride or petulance, but soon all this breaks down and it is the other, more taciturn and discreet, who rules’ (Ibid., p. 20).

Proust recruits our imaginations into the service of his labyrinthine rumination, and Joyce’s ever-multiplying enigmas grip the resources of our minds. Readers of Proust are likely to find that their everyday life takes on a dreamlike hue as if it were an extension of his novel, and readers of Joyce will find that the conventional continuities of their everyday life have been sapped and that their perception has become more pluralistic and relativized.  Thus these novels take revenge on centuries of casual novel-readers, by being texts of which one cannot blithely say, ‘Oh, I've read that.’ Instead they are novels that read their readers
, as Cézanne’s paintings view their viewers. This change in the relation of art to its consumers is probably only bringing out what was implicit in the great art of the past
, but the explicit emergence of this identity of art and literature as events of sacrificial communion does mark an epochal turning-point, and Merleau-Ponty is the philosopher who was most alert to the implications of this.

Like Husserl, Proust and Joyce perform a ‘bracketing of all previous presuppositions—in this instance, everything we thought we knew about the flesh’ (Kearney, 2010, p. ???). 
 This is not to say that they ignore previous tradition; indeed, they are steeped in intertextuality. Rather, their forte is the radical rewriting of that tradition, in an overcoming of the implicit metaphysics of Western literature that could be paralleled with Heidegger’s retelling of the history of Western philosophy.  For the great Modernists intertextual allusion was never an idle game; it was a struggle to appropriate and surpass what humanity had allowed itself, up to that point, to see and to say. Of them, as of Husserl, one might say that their ‘suspension of received opinions ran all the way down from the heights of metaphysics to the most basic prejudices of common sense’ (Ibid., p. ???), 
 and that they wrote at every step against the grain of the ‘natural attitude.’ As Kearney acutely notes, this natural attitude is in reality an ‘acquired mind,’ holding consciousness in thrall. ‘Husserl wagered that the phenomena themselves would be allowed to speak for themselves in their simple, ordinary everydayness’ (Ibid., p. ???).
 Merleau-Ponty alerts phenomenology to the impossibility of rendering its linguistic medium innocuous and transparent, as language has inbuilt opacities, and is used clearly only when it becomes style.
 Likewise, the ‘epiphanies’ of Joyce and Proust are not simple data but elaborately staged phenomena; their experiential basis is thoroughly recreated as fiction, thoroughly filtered through the medium of imagination.

Cézanne created paintings that view their viewers, an effect Merleau-Ponty found in everyday perception: 'The seer is caught up in what he sees… the vision he exercises, he also undergoes from the things, such that, as many painters have said, I feel myself looked at by the things, my activity is passivity’ (Merleau-Ponty, 1968a, as cited in Kearney, 1986, p. 88).
 A similar experience pervades Rilke’s poetry, as it attempts to establish ‘the pure relation’ [der reine Bezug] or ‘the known figure’ [die gewusste Figur] that holds the world together, and that is something like the law that presides over Cézanne’s painting, the inner rhythm or secret harmony of things.
 Rilke speaks of the Weltinnenraum, the world as relived and reshaped in memory and imaginative recreation, so vivid to Rilke that he could speak of trees as growing in him. This is not a merely a modern metaphysics of subjectivity, as Heidegger thought,
 but is more like the breaking down of the opposition of self and world, subjective and objective, that Zen Buddhism aims at. Approximating to this realm as a philosopher, Merleau-Ponty ‘descends, in a final return, a last reduction that suspends all previous reductions, to the incarnate region of the “element”’ (Kearney 2010, p. ???). It is a re-duction to where one always already is, as in Heidegger, but with a precise taking into account of the fleshly and visible world, seen as Cézanne teaches us to see it.  In 1937 Fritz Novotny used the term ‘reduction,’ in opposition to the willful and distorting associations of ‘abstraction,’ to denote ‘a distillation of the essential or the elemental.’
 The essential is never a brute given [donnée], but has to be brought to light, just like the phenomena in phenomenology. Imagination is intrinsic to the perception of it, and technique is intrinsic to imagination. We are far from the extrinsicism of a mimesis that is mere copying, spiced up by imagination, and given polished packaging by technique.



Joyce subverts the residual essentialism of Proustian ideas of style, and perhaps of Merleau-Ponty’s outlook too, by demonstrating that any harmonious and necessary connections between the realities of experience and the texture and structure of art are illusory. Thus the characters metamorphose before our eyes as the styles used to describe them whisk us through the whole history of English language and literature in the parodies of ‘Oxen of the Sun,’ while the frozen objective scientific language of ‘Ithaca’ shows that the effort to get beyond the arbitrariness of style and subjective perspective results in the strangest distortions of all. The ‘odyssey of style’ though the eighteen episodes of Ulysses reveals an endless variety of ways in which the data of experience can be portrayed and processed, an extreme freedom of language and perception. The age of Cézanne has yielded to that of Picasso. 

We can see a related but distinct post-Cézanne move in Proust as in Joyce. When 
Proust identifies hidden liaisons between one thing and another, and sees these as enabling the writer to translate the book of life into the book of art, he is also exploring the Bezug,
 transferring time to Proustian space [l’espace proustien],
 but not in the sense of the spatial flattening of time denounced by Bergson, for the space is structured by temporal relations, as in Rilke. Joyce shows us Stephen in the act of willfully creating liaisons – notably in the library scene in Ulysses. The imposition of Homeric myth on a Dublin day might seem a formula for generating artificial relations rather than breaking through to the ‘pure connection’ envisaged by Cézanne and Rilke. Density of significance is not brought out of the depths of the object through the magic of style, but resides rather more in the free play of linguistic creation for its own sake.
 Dublin in 1904 offered Joyce an immense lump of material, a found object [objet trouvé] untouched by other artists. It was his motif, his Mont Sainte-Victoire. The barrage of techniques he brings into play are up to a certain point at the service of seeing this object and recreating it in the space of fiction, in which its inherent relations are clarified. The Dublin of 1904 is focused from the distance of exile, and in the long perspective of memory. 

Perspective, triangulation, is also provided by the places and the traumatic historical caesura referred to in the last words of the text: ‘Trieste-Zürich-Paris, 1914-1921.’ But mid-way through the novel the rules of the game of mimesis have changed. The motif becomes subject to free variation, and its development is dependent less on considering the original, the historical Dublin, than on consulting the earlier pages of the novel, now become a self-consuming artifact, especially when earlier episodes are replayed, varied and inverted in the phantasmagoria of ‘Circe.’ The imaginative digestion of the city is complete when it is offered to the world as a self-contained city of words, when the realistic mimesis of its first half is redigested in the verbal fantasia of its second.  Recall the observation of Claudel taken up by Merleau-Ponty: ‘Often in Dutch painting… an empty interior is “digested” by “the round eye of the mirror.” This pre-human gaze emblematizes that of the painter.’
 ‘Circe’ has a similar role in Ulysses, for the day just chronicled in various novelistic styles now looks at itself in the distorting but all the more revealing mirror of dream. But the verbal mirror represents not a pure seeing but a pure saying, so pure that its author and its subject matter seem to have disappeared, or sacrificed themselves to the self-creation of language.  That it, the many words and images encountered in the novel seem to take on, as recycled here, a new surreal life of their own, the humble task of the author being to facilitate their free play, while assuring the formal felicity of these acrobatics.

Is the high ontological and existential gravity, or better, the radical play, of Modernist art, with its aforementioned Merleau-Pontian overtones, aptly described as religious? The willingness of the artist to undergo a radical transformation at the service of poetic vision could of course be seen as fulfilling the Gospel imperative, ‘Those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for the sake of the gospel will save it’ (Mk 8:35). The language of grace and rebirth fits their experiences well, especially in the sublime self-stagings of Rilke and Proust. These experiences are also laced with the terror of sacrifice, as the Eucharist is.  Thus, whether or not Joyce himself intended to enact or to disrupt a truly religious moment, he may have nonetheless performed something akin to the religious: This is Kearney’s polemic. 

Let us consider the potential and risk of this wager.  Note that if we can think of art in eucharistic terms, the Eucharist itself can be thought of as a work of art. Jesus at the Last Supper is a creative artist, who takes an element of everyday experience – a meal – and transforms it into something rich and strange, just as a Van Gogh painting elevates the peasant shoes and makes of them an Ins-Werk-setzen der Wahrheit,
 a durable epiphany of the unconcealedness of Being
. In doing this, Jesus draws on a variety of Jewish ritual traditions and symbolic representations, reimagining them in light of the present eschatological situation and his own coming death as a key event within that situation.
 In light of modernist intertextual practice, we can reread the creative performance of Jesus with new insight.

Should we say, then, that modernist artists offer ‘strange signs of the divine beyond the dichotomy between theism and atheism’ (Kearney 2010, p. ??? )? If we choose to call their dedication religious, we stumble on the difficulty that it is very much a religion without God. If the great Modernists brought about something like a phenomenological turn within literature, one hesitates to call it a sacramental turn, because their affirmation of the texture of worldhood is prima facie at the expense of God, whom they, like Nietzsche and like Merleau-Ponty, see as incompatible with fidelity to the phenomenological depths of the world. Proust, Joyce and Merleau-Ponty use religious diction in a thoroughly secularized sense, disabling its original theistic reference. When Stephen Dedalus says that God is ‘a shout in the street’ (Ulysses 2.386) or ‘God: noise in the street’ (9.85-6) 
he is probably not working up a vision of God immanent in creation, but rather affirming worldly reality over against the phantasmal God.  

Kearney argues that Joyce has ‘an artistic imagination that has lived through the agnostic “disenchantment of modernity” before daring to recover anew the sacred in the secular’ (Kearney 2010, p. ???? ). How does a sacral effect emerge in Ulysses? The ‘mythic method,’ as T. S. Eliot christened it, lends depth and mystery to the three protagonists and to the city and the mass of its denizens. It might lead the reader to exclaim, ‘here too are gods!’, but it is calculated to discourage the response, ‘God is here!’. It is the style, or styles, above all, that open up the streets of Dublin as a numinous landscape, and eventually a mindscape, a constellation of mutually interacting motifs. The book becomes the astral body of the city.  

For Kearney, a Merleau-Pontian view of these texts would suggest not a dispersal of the sacred into immanent gods, but a reinterpretation of God. Merleau-Ponty ‘offers an intriguing phenomenological interpretation of eucharistic embodiment as recovery of the divine within the flesh, a kenotic emptying out of transcendence into the heart of the world’s body, becoming a God beneath us rather than a God beyond us’ (Kearney 2010, p. ???). But need Merleau-Ponty or his interpreters use the word ‘God’ at all in this connection? If they do, their use of the word may betoken not the kenosis or condescension of a gracious God, but a recuperation of ideas of divinity to designate the ontological depth of the perceived world. Merleau-Ponty does refer to a version of kenotic incarnationalism: ‘There is a sort of impotence of God without us, and Christ attests that God would not be fully God without becoming fully man… Transcendence no longer hangs over man; he becomes, strangely, its privileged bearer’ (quoted in Kearney 2010, p.??? ). But it seems clear that the meaning of this is the replacement of God with an inner-worldly sacredness: ‘Christianity consists in replacing the separated absolute by the absolute in men’ (Merleau-Ponty, 1964a 27f.). Merleau-Ponty is first and foremost a worldy philosopher: he cannot advocate for an other-worldly religion. 

Merleau-Ponty seems to me to be a rather sturdy atheist, jealous of the reality and splendor of the world. If ‘he objects to any theism which takes God out of the world’ (Kearney 2010, p. ???? ), it is because of the deleterious effects of such ‘acosmism’ on this-worldly perception, its devaluation of Nature and earthly existence, and not because he yearns for a God more involved with the world.
 The mentality that thinks of sacrificing the world to God is at the antipodes of the sacrifice implicit in art, and it goes hand in hand with a eucharistic theology stressing immolation rather than transformation.
Merleau-Ponty salutes the corrections of this acosmism in the Christian tradition, for instance in Thomas Aquinas, for whom ‘the totality of the world is the first truth,’ starting from which one seeks to ascend to an invisible and uncertain God (Merleau-Ponty 1995, p. 179). This is not because he seeks a more incarnate understanding of God; rather ‘there is an atheism in Christianity, the religion of God made man, where Christ dies abandoned by God… Thus the doctrines pass into their contrary’ (Ibid., p. 184-185). Christian readers of this philosopher may be challenged by him to refashion God-language, taking the cue from the incarnate condition of the human Jesus rather than from a metaphysics of Being. Thus, while we need not abandon the use of Merleau-Ponty’s thought in Christian thought, we cannot mistake Merleau-Ponty himself for a Christian.  If there is a transcendent orientation in Merleau-Ponty's musings on truth and on being, it derives from the conatus of the artist and of the phenomenologist, as they strive to dwell at the heart of perception – perhaps attaining by the same token a rather godlike sovereignty or freedom. He did not seek a revealed religion. 

Merleau-Ponty attacks Judeo-Christian ontology as a whole, not some later Cartesian rationalism. Kearney counters that this is just ‘a particular metaphysical account of the divine, and its relationship to nature, which became dominant in western philosophy and theology’ (Kearney 2010, p. ???). But the metaphysics in question goes back to the Alexandrian Bible, which translated Exodus 3:15 with the words, ‘I am the one who is’ [ego eimi ho ôn]. Kearney sees Merleau-Ponty seeking to overcome this metaphysics in the name of ‘the original message of Incarnation—the logos becoming flesh and entering into the heart of suffering and acting humanity,’ recognizing ‘a genuinely a-theistic moment in the Christian story of incarnation and crucifixion where Christ experiences a radical abandonment before the father,’ and lauding ‘sacramental engagement with the world—an engagement epitomized by the Worker-Priest movement’ (Kearney 2010, p. ???). However, Kearney admits that Merleau-Ponty’s rather off-the-cuff remarks could also be seen as a skeptical view of Christianity as collapsing back into immanentist, this-worldly vision such as atheist thought explores. 

Sartre takes Merleau-Ponty’s ecumenical outreach as a sign of crypto-Catholicism: ‘In one of his articles, he congratulates a mystic for having written that God is below us, and Merleau added, in so many words, “why not?” He dreamed of this Almighty who would need men’ (Sartre, 1998 p. 617).  A delicate retrieval of a certain sense of the divine is neatly sketched by Sartre: ‘He lets transcendence flow into immanence, there to be dissolved at the same time as it is protected against annihilation by its very impalpability. It will be only absence and supplication, deriving its all-encompassing power from its infinite weakness’ (Sartre, 1998, pp. 617-618).  That might be a good characterization of the God of Rilke as well.

Merleau-Ponty may have projected a dim divine horizon to which this striving tends or which lies beneath the grace of vision that the artist knows and shares. Less emphatically than Heidegger, he may have retained in his philosophy a residual notion of the divine, a divine whose ‘existence’ is not particularly urgent. He may have expected this to make itself clearer as he pursued his phenomenological path, and may have posited a divine realm as an ultimate horizon of his thinking. But like Heidegger his primary concern is with being, with the texture of the world, to be defended against its metaphysical obscuration at the hands of  Descartes, but far more significantly Platonism and classical Christian metaphysics. Kearney, by contrast, views Merleau-Ponty less as an ontologist and more as a crypto-theologist.  He argues that in ‘overturning the Cartesian ontology, Merleau-Ponty effectively returns God to this world, a transcendence in immanence’ (Kearney 2010, p.??? ). But this seems to be only a possible hermeneutic meaning artfully built on Merleau-Ponty’s thought, not a meaning inherent to his work in and of itself.  To the Christian gaze, this must perhaps be the ultimate positive significance of Merleau-Ponty’s thought, but Kearney is aware that such an interpretation requires a revision of standard Christian ideas of divine transcendence. It is easier to see Merleau-Ponty as ridding this world of God, retaining at most a fragile perfume of transcendence. Kearney sees the ridding a prophetic iconoclasm, overturning a false God, and finds in the philosopher’s resolute fidelity to the world as lit up by art not a resistance to the divine but the dawn of a new understanding of the divine. Here the Christian interpreter has to do most of the work, for Merleau-Ponty seems never to have placed at the forefront of his attention the potential religious overtones of his passion for art and for understanding art. Rather he foregrounds the atheistic: ‘When atheist thought causes to live anew the works that believed themselves to be in the service of a sacred or absolute... it restores them to themselves, confronting them with the questioning that gave them birth’ (Merleau Ponty 1969, p. 98). Here he does not speak even of a this-worldly ‘absolute’; instead the questioning of art is the primary reality.
Merleau-Ponty in his meditation on art is not moving in an agnostic ‘cloud of unknowing’ that ultimately demands a religious reading. Rather, his vision is assured and self-contained, even though its texture is one of endless exploration. Similarly, the vision of Proust, like that of Cézanne, is a masterful account of a world he knows intimately; there is no residual fringe of agnosticism at the end. Joyce plays with uncertainty, to be sure, but in order to open up room for experimental variation; reveling in the pluralism of experience and art he does not bend his efforts to seek an ultimate unitary sense of things. Kearney sees these writers, like Merleau-Ponty himself as stepping beyond the confines of truth confessions: ‘By allowing us to attend to the sacramental miracle of the everyday, without the constraints of particular confessional truth-claims, Merleau-Ponty offers fresh insights into the eucharistic character of the sensible’ (Kearney 2010, p. ???).
 But those alleged constraints do not seem particularly pertinent here. 

bother Merleau-Ponty at all; he would never advocate the attempt to escape tradition or historical situation in order to be “unconstrained” by history
.  It is rather the Cartesian or rationalistic distortions of perceptual and esthetic experience that he is overcoming, in order to bring the rich texture thereof to light.

Has then the sacrificial, transformative, and ‘eucharistic’ adventure of modernist art and literature no clear religious upshot? I would say that, like the world of modern science, it can instill a sense of wonder, a mute awe. But the more radically the arts and sciences develop, the less their ‘revelation’ allows itself to be retrieved and categorized in the terms of traditional theology, including biblical theology. They present to theology above all a challenge, calling on theology to match them, if it can, in the rigor and depth of its explorations. Theology must undergo a radical self-sacrifice in order to find the place where it can speak to modern experience in depth. Richard Kearney speaks of that place as incarnational and ‘ana-theistic,’ using both a very ancient and a very modern word to describe it.  His project is a useful challenge to contemporary theology and an innovation to philosophy of religion, but we need not assume that Merleau-Ponty himself advocated an identical return to God.  At the same time, theology and philosophy of religion would do well to take up the site of intersection between artistic, literary and theological sacrifice and sacramentality.  Merleau-Ponty’s transmutation of ancient artistic and philosophical values in the crucible of modern doubt – ‘Cézanne’s doubt’ – is an example that theological rethinking will do well to bear in mind. 

� Merleau-Ponty did not write any essay on Proust, but the writer is a pervasive presence in his thought, in connection with the themes of perception, the body, temporality and language; see Mauro Carbone, La visibilité de l'invisible (Hildesheim: Olms, 2001). 
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