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1. Metaphysical Painting and Nonsense

Giorgio de Chirico painted a series of strange images from 1909 to 1919: places without
people, statues casting long shadows, a series of arches, trains with fumes above their
smokestacks, toys, mannequins, biscuits, and rooms filled with these motifs. These images are
called “metaphysical paintings.”

The following is an extract from one of De Chirico’s theoretical works on metaphysical
painting, “We Metaphysicians...:”

Schopenhauer and Nietzsche indicated for the first time the profound signification of the
nonsense of life and how such nonsense could be transmuted into art, and even construct
the internal frame of a truly new, free, and profound art.

[...] The elimination of sense in art is not an invention of us painters. It is right to admit that
the first discoverer of such nonsense is Nietzsche, who is Polish [1], and that the man who
applied it to poetry for the first time would be Rimbaud, who is French; in painting, the first
one who applied it is I, the undersigned. [...] Cubism and Futurism, though they produce
more or less talented images according to each painter’s capacities, they do not escape from
sense. And even if they transform, shatter, and enlarge the visual aspect of beings and things,
and then offer new sensation and inspire in their works a new lyricism, they do not succeed
in making the things represented trans-human; as a result, they stay within the limits of
common sense. — We metaphysicians have made reality sacred [2].

Painting the “nonsense of life” that Schopenhauer and Nietzsche talked about, was an
innovative aspect of metaphysical painting. The word “nonsense” was already present in
manuscripts, written in French, from when De Chirico was in Paris (1911-1915). Given below,
is an extract from the “Paris manuscripts:”

One of the strangest and most profound sensations which prehistory left us is the sensation
of presage. It will always exist. It is like eternal proof of the nonsense [non-sens] of the
universe [3].

Similarly, in a work from his time in Paris, The Fatal Temple, De Chirico used the word
“nonsense (non-sens),” with others like, “life” (vie), “strange thing” (chose étrange), “enigma”
(énigma), “suffering” (souffrance), “joy” (joie), “eternity of a moment” (éternité d'un moment)
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[sic] [fig.1, 2].
What does De Chirico’s “nonsense” mean?

Maurizio Calvesi says:

The nonsense of which De Chirico speaks is
nothing less than the total absence of sense;
therefore, it is enigma, but enigma without the
possibility of solution [...].

The metaphysical painting of De Chirico,
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so to speak, aims to organize his signs, so as to

According to Calvesi, De Chirico’s “nonsense”
is literally the absence of sense, and what is called
“sense” here is the signifié of the sign, that which is
signified by the sign. In metaphysical painting, the
sign means something, which does not exist, or if it
does, it cannot be ascertained. Thus, the sign
becomes an unsolvable enigma. ;

This does not mean, however, that we cannot Tan e =

identify the things painted. Each element in the [fig.2] Giorgio de Chirico, The Fatal
Temple, 1914 (detail). Written at the

metaphysical paintings can be exchanged for lower left is “non-sens.”
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common names, for example, “mannequin,” “train,”
or “statue.” Therefore, in this plane, the meaning of each sign is clear. The absence of meaning
occurs on the plane in which each sign’s meaning would have normally come together.
Regarding this point, Wieland Schmied asked how De Chirico’s nonsense was “applied to
art,” and proceeded to answer the question himself: “through inconsequentiality of space and
time [5].” Though what each sign indicates is clear in metaphysical painting, the logical and
consistent correlation between time and space is lost. The signs, cut off from the contexts of time
and space, fall into a state that De Chirico called, “solitude of the signs” (solitudine dei segni) [6],
and lose their meaning, which would have been regulated by proper context. The relationship
between signifiant and signifié is neither fixed nor absolute here.
Paolo Baldacci attributes De Chirico’s innovativeness to this recognition of the relativity of

the sign.

He looked at the world of things, not as a universe of forms, but as meanings that reveal
themselves. [...]

With this discovery, which we could be termed “the relativity of meaning.” [...]

When he recognized that it was no longer possible to attribute a truth function to
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language in mimetic or symbolic terms, it was nothing less than a reduction of a meaning of
linguistic and expressive forms to a system of relations devoid of any absolute value [7].

De Chirico paints the world, not as a mimesis of appearance, form, or symbols whose meanings
are fixed, but as a system of signs without absolute meaning.

According to these discussions, the nonsense of De Chirico is the absence of absolute
meaning, the relativity of the sign. This occurs because of the absence of the logical and
consistent contexts of the signs. Of course, in metaphysical painting, I cannot say that the context
among the signs is actually absent. These claims, however, have a certain amount of truth,
because, as mentioned in the “solitude of the sign” above, the exclusion of subject and meaning
is a major motif in De Chirico’s metaphysical painting theory.

In his Paris manuscripts, De Chirico says:

The subject was no longer in my imagination, my compositions did not have sense, and
especially common sense, at all [8].

That which is necessary is the revelation that we get from a work of art, the conception of a
tableau representing such a thing, which has no sense in itself, no subject from the point of
view of human logic nor means anything at all [9].

How can this claim be connected with the “nonsense of life” discussed by Schopenhauer and
Nietzsche?

As De Chirico says in “We Metaphysicians...,” his metaphysical painting theory is mainly
based on Arthur Schopenhauer (1788-1860) and Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900). According to
Gerd Roos, De Chirico read their works with his younger brother, Andrea (Alberto Savinio 1891-
1952), after they moved to Florence from Munich. He also points out that they read Nietzsche in
French translations, which is important to later discussions in this essay [10].

De Chirico often cites Schopenhauer and Nietzsche, and many critics have referred to their
influence on De Chirico [11]. This influence, however, has not been discussed in reference to the
“nonsense of life.”

In this essay, first, I examine what “nonsense of life” means, according to Schopenhauer and
Nietzsche. Second, I examine how this “nonsense of life” can be linked to the absence of context
among the signs, as mentioned above. The purpose of this essay is to corroborate De Chirico’s
claim in his theory, about the exclusion of subjects and sense, through an examination of the
“nonsense of life [12].”

2. The Nonsense of Life

According to Georg Simmel, Schopenhauer and Nietzsche shared the idea that life does not
have an ultimate sense or purpose [13]. Thus, the realization of the “nonsense of life” is also
common to both of them, although the specific content is different.

First, Schopenhauer’s idea of the “nonsense of life” comes from “Will” as a metaphysical
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thing-in-itself. Following Kant’s view, Schopenhauer separates the world into thing-in-itself and
phenomenon, and he calls the former “Will” and the latter “representation.” Man represents the
world in his brain through the forms of the “principle of sufficient reason”: time, space, and
causation. Man only recognizes the world as “representation,” and if that is taken away, what
remains is “Will.”

“Will” has no purpose or reason, which obey the “principle of sufficient reason” and are
only applicable to phenomenon. Fundamental forces like gravity and electricity explain all
phenomena, but we can never explain the cause of the fundamental forces themselves. Similarly,
man always desires some object, but the reason for this desire cannot be explained. These
workings of fundamental forces and desire, which have no possible explanation, are “Will.”

The realization of the “nonsense of life” comes from this. According to Schopenhauer, when
desire does not reach its goal, suffering befalls man. “Will” as thing-in-itself has no base, and the
workings of desire have no limitation. Therefore, man always suffers from unfulfilled desire.
Schopenhauer expresses this as the “nothingness” (Nichtigkeit) of life [14], and based on this,
he preaches salvation through “denial of Will.”

As long as man is prisoner to “Will,” his life will be full of suffering. Therefore, to achieve
true peace of mind, man must negate “Will.” This is the denial of the very workings of desire.
According to Schopenhauer, the realization of the “nothingness” of life is also the moment of
“denial of Will.” Some men who have achieved the “denial of Will,” according to Schopenhauer,
are the saints of Christianity and Buddhism.

Negation of Will, which is called perfect resignation or saintliness, always comes from
overcoming Will and the recognition of conflict within Will itself, and the essential
nothingness [Nichtigkeit] of Will, expressed through the suffering of all life [15].

“Negation of Will” ultimately leads man to nothingness, and the world seen from there becomes
“nothing.”

In this manner, Schopenhauer uses the word “nothingness” (Nichtigkeit), to refer to the
“nonsense of life.” Nietzsche, on the other hand, uses the word “nonsense” for this concept (I
discuss this below). From this, we can surmise that De Chirico adopted the word “nonsense”
from Nietzsche.

Nietzsche’s French translations of the time corroborate this. De Chirico wrote “We
Metaphysicians...” just before he declared his “Return to the Craft” and changed his artistic
orientation. However, the main theoretical motif of his metaphysical painting theory had already
appeared in the Paris manuscripts, in which the citations of Schopenhauer and Nietzsche were
from the French translations of their works. We can surmise from this observation, that when
De Chirico formed his metaphysical painting theory, he mainly referred to the French
translations. Additionally, the first appearance of “nonsense” is found in the Paris manuscripts.
Therefore, the source of the word “nonsense” must be the French translations.

Two French translations of Schopenhauer’s representative work, The World as Will and
Representation, were published in 1886 and between 1888 and 1890, but the translation by
Auguste Burdeau was more prevalent [16]. Another representative work, Parerga and
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Paralipomena, was translated mainly by Auguste Dietrich [17], and one of its essays, Essay
Concerning the Apparitions and Diverse Essays, was owned by De Chirico [18]. The works of
Nietzsche were popularized after 1889, when he fell into madness in Torino. The editing of his
complete works began in 1893, and after many twists and turns, it was completed in 1912 [19].
The French translation, by Henri Albert, was available by the 1910s [20].

In these French translations, Schopenhauer’s “nothingness” (Nichtigkeit) is translated as
“vanité [21]” or “néant,” and Nietzsche’s “nonsense” (Unsinn, Sinnlos), is translated as “absurde”
or “non-sens.” In other words, we can find the word “non-sens” in the translations of Nietzsche,
but not in those of Schopenhauer.

Additionally, in contrast to Schopenhauer, Nietzsche’s “nonsense of life” means the absence
of the metaphysical thing-in-itself. The three citations below are translated from French. The
original French texts are provided in the notes. Unless specified otherwise, “nonsense” is the
translation of “non-sens” and “sense” is the translation of “sens”.

For example, a passage from Human, All Too Human:

HISTORIA IN NUCE. —— the most serious parody, which I have ever heard is this: In the
beginning was the nonsense, and the nonsense was, by God! and God (divine) was the
nonsense [22].

This is a parody of “In the beginning was the word” from the Gospel of St. John, and was
articulated by Nietzsche’s friend, Karl Fuchs. Instead of the word (logos), nonsense is the root of
the world. The meaning of this, however, differs from that of Schopenhauer’s, where “Will” as a
thing-in-itself is without base. Nietzsche had already denied metaphysics in the first volume of
Human, All Too Human. Therefore, “In the beginning was the nonsense” means that a
metaphysical thing-in-itself does not exist by nature, and if it did, it would be mere nonsense.
For Nietzsche, the one true sense could never exist, and within this context, a bare state of the
world is a being without sense.

Additionally, a passage from On the Genealogy of Morality:

The nonsense of suffering, and not suffering itself, is the curse, which has been put on
humanity until now, — however, the ascetic ideal gave him a sense! [...] man had a sense,
from then he was no longer a leaf falling in the wind, a sacrifice of the absurd hazard, of
“nonsense” [...] [23].

The naked world is nonsense, but man cannot bear it. Thus, the ascetic ideal as morality,
gives sense to the nonsense. This is to say that “the true (God’s) world (thing-in-itself)” is built
behind the world by religion and metaphysics. Hence, the world is grounded in an imaginary
“true world.”

Finally, a passage from Nietzsche’s posthumous manuscripts, The Will to Power:

Nihilism appears now, not because the displeasure of existence is greater than it was in the
past, but because, man became distrustful of the “signification” which could have been
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present in evil, or even in existence. One interpretation has been spoiled; but because man
considered there to be only one interpretation, it would seem that existence has no
signification and that all things were in vain. [...]

Imagine this idea in the most terrible form: such an existence without signification and
purpose, but returns inevitably without stop, without conclusion in the nothing: “the Eternal
Return.”

That is the extreme form of nihilism: the eternal nothing (“nonsense”)! [24]

Religions and metaphysics built the “true world,” but as they aim for the “true thing,”
ultimately they will reveal themselves as untrue. Thus, the death of God is announced, and
nihilism appears. Just one interpretation of the world is ruined, but because man mistook the
world as having only one interpretation, he thinks that all things have been ruined. Here,
Nietzsche does not choose to hide nihilism with another “meaning.” Rather, he introduces the
recognition of the “eternal return” as an extreme form of nihilism. By affirming this “eternal
nothing (nonsense)”, he sought to guide man to the superman [25].

3. Nonsense in Painting

How did De Chirico apply this “nonsense of life” to painting? Is it possible to trace
theoretically, the absence of the context among the signs in metaphysical painting?

First, Schopenhauer’s “nothingness” (Nichtigkeit) is connected to De Chirico’s metaphysical
painting theory through Schopenhauer’s art theory. Schopenhauer’s “nothingness” of life is an
opportunity for man to negate “Will,” and art can cause a temporary liberation from “Will.”

Art in Schopenhauer’s philosophy is the recognition of the “Idea.” When the world is
recognized by man as a “representation,” “Will” becomes a source of objectivity in the face of
man’s subjectivity. The purest, most direct form of the objectivity of “Will” is the “Idea.”
Moreover, “Idea” is essentially thing-in-itself, although it is in the form of representation [26].

This recognition of the “Idea” becomes possible by recognizing things individually,
independent of the “principle of sufficient reason,” which refers to the relationship among things
upon recognition of their representations. This is the first theoretical base for the absence of the
context among the signs.

According to Schopenhauer, man usually recognizes the world in correlation to time, space,
and causation, and he recognizes objects as individual things within this web of correlation. This
web is the embodiment of the “principle of sufficient reason [27].” Schopenhauer says, however,
that to recognize the world through the “principle of sufficient reason” only means to recognize
the world in relation to “Will” (one’s own desire). That is to say, a man imprisoned by “Will”
cannot depart from the recognition based on the “principle of sufficient reason.”

On the other hand, some geniuses have exceptionally well-developed abilities of recognition.
Through this, they can liberate their recognition from servitude to “Will” and can recognize the
world independently. Thus, the genius becomes able to recognize things purely, and by absorbing
these things, his entire consciousness matches the representation of the object. Thereby, the
subject coincides with the object, and the recognition of the “Idea” occurs.
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De Chirico adopts this method of liberation from the “principle of sufficient reason.” In the
Paris manuscripts, he cites a passage from Schopenhauer’s Parerga and Paralipomena:

To get original, extraordinary, and maybe immortal conception, separate from the world
and things momentarily, and through it, most ordinary things and phenomena appear as
new and unknown, and reveal their essences [28].

To be separated perfectly from the world and all things, means to grasp the world liberated from
the “principle of sufficient reason.”

The same method is found in one of De Chirico’s texts, “Concerning Metaphysical Art.” In
it, De Chirico cites Schopenhauer’s remark on madness: madness is to lose memory. De Chirico
gives an example: In a room, there is a man sitting on a chair, a canary in a birdcage hung from
the ceiling, a painting on the wall, and books in a bookshelf. This ordinary scene does not leave
any impression or feeling of surprise, but

[...] in a moment, by inexplicable, unintentional reason, this thread of memory is cut, who
knows how I might see the sitting man, the birdcage, the painting, and the bookshelf. [...]

The scene, however, does not change, because it is I, who sees this scene from another
angle. That is a very metaphysical aspect [29].

Usually, in human recognition, the logical relations among things are stored in memory.
When, however, these threads of memory are cut, though its visual aspect does not change, the
world reveals a very different, unknown aspect, a “metaphysical” aspect. Though the above
remark was on madness, according to Schopenhauer, there is a similarity between genius and
madness at the point of deviation from the “principle of sufficient reason [30].” The cutting of
the threads of memory implies the disappearance of the “principle of sufficient reason.” This
disappearance leads to “metaphysical solitude,” or “the solitude of the signs.”

All profound works of art contain two solitudes: one can be called plastic solitude, that
contemplative beatitude, which shows us the construction and combination of genius (dead-
alive or alive-dead materials or elements; the second life of still life [nature morte], here,
still life does not refer to the subject of a painting, but a spectral aspect, which can be an
aspect of a figure that is supposed to be living). The second solitude is that of signs,
eminently metaphysic solitude, and for this reason, all logical possibility of visual or
psychological education is excluded a priori [31].

In metaphysical painting, however, what appears through the disappearance of the
“principle of sufficient reason” is not the “Idea” of the metaphysical thing-in-itself. This is
because, De Chirico applies the word “nonsense” from Nietzsche, which implies the absence of
such a thing-in-itself. According to Schmied, what De Chirico paints is “the world as appearance”
without the metaphysical “true world [32]”; art creating appearance is the fundamental form of
life.
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We can understand, in this context, “the method of Nietzsche” to which De Chirico refers in
the Paris manuscripts.

[...] exclude completely, the human as an index point, as a way to express a symbol, a
sensation, or a thought: liberate yourself once and for all from what still binds sculpture:
anthropomorphism. To see all, even the man, as thing. This is the method of Nietzsche.
Applied to painting, it could produce extraordinary results [33].

“The method of Nietzsche” implies the exclusion of the human. According to Nietzsche,
man, unable to bear the “nonsense” of life, created a “true world” behind the world, to give sense
to nonsense. The metaphysical “true world” is not a transcendental one that exists by itself, but
an interpretation. From the beginning, a will to the “true world,” or a will to the “truth” is an
artificial construction by man, who cannot bear “nonsense.” “The method of Nietzsche,”
therefore, is to nullify the metaphysical “true world” by disclosing its origin, which is “human,
all too human.”

De Chirico has already described here, the same content that he will later write in “We

13

Metaphysicians....” To apply Nietzsche’s “nonsense” means to apply “the method of Nietzsche”
that excludes man from the painting. Therefore, it can be said that being “trans-human” is the
criterion that separates metaphysical painting from cubism and futurism [34]. Furthermore, De
Chirico says that the discoverer of “the elimination of sense in art” is Nietzsche, because in
Schopenhauer’s metaphysical thing-in-itself, human “sense” remains; there, art is the “Idea” of
the thing-in-itself.

Nietzsche’s “nonsense” also leads to the destruction of logical and causal context among
things, similar to Schopenhauer’s method of separation from the “principle of sufficient reason,”
because the metaphysical “true world” is considered the ultimate convergence point of all logical

and causal relationships. Schopenhauer says:

The foundation of all our perceptions and science is inexplicable. Accordingly, all
explanations arrive at this inexplicable thing, through a more or less intermediary zone. [...]
This inexplicable thing belongs to metaphysics [35].

For Christianity, it is God. For Kant, it is the unknown X. For Schopenhauer, it is “Will.” For
Nietzsche, it is “nonsense”; namely, “In the beginning was nonsense.” Alternatively, there was
nothing. As Nietzsche denies the existence of the metaphysical world, the point of convergence
of all causality is lost. Consequently, the order of relationships among things that would have
been maintained by such a convergence, is also lost. This is another theoretical base for the
absence of the context among the signs in metaphysical painting.

Thus, the world of De Chirico becomes a system of relativity without an absolute base (thing-
in-itself). For both Schopenhauer and Nietzsche, despite conflicting specifics (existence versus
absence of thing-in-itself), the common concept of “nonsense of life” forms the theoretical base
for the absence of contexts. Additionally, to consider the world as an image without the context
among the signs is, as De Chirico claims in “We Metaphysicians...,” to make reality “sacred.”
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As mentioned previously, for Schopenhauer, the saints of Christianity and Buddhism are
examples of men who have achieved “negation of Will.” The saints see the sacred world, the world
liberated from “Will” and the “principle of sufficient reason.” On the other hand, Nietzsche
discards the metaphysical “true world.” Until this discarding, the world, which men recognize,
can only be scorned as a mere representation of the “true world.” However, when the absence of
the “true world” (God’s world) is revealed, “the world of representation” itself becomes sacred.

The Fatal Temple [fig.1] illustrates in practice, the metaphysical painting theory we have
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discussed thus far. On the lower right panel of this canvas are the words: “life,” “nonsense,”
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“strange things,” “enigma,” “suffering,” “joy,” and “eternity of a moment.” These words can be
arranged thus: the world, which loses its relationships among things, by recognition of the
“nonsense” of “life,” becomes an “enigma” filled with “strange things.” For Schopenhauer, who
turns to negation of life, “nonsense” leads to “suffering.” On the other hand, for Nietzsche, who
turns to affirmation of life, “nonsense” leads to “joy.”

Additionally, Schopenhauer says that if the “Idea” is recognized, the world becomes the
“eternal now” (nunc stans) [36]. Liberated from the “principle of sufficient reason,” time no
longer has meaning for recognition. The past and the future disappear, and only the present
remains, like the “everlasting noon [37].” On the other hand, Nietzsche understood “eternal
return” as taking “nonsense” to its extreme form. In time, which returns eternally, the past and
the future are equal, and converge in the present. The recognition of “nonsense” converges time
in the “eternity of the moment.”

This is illustrated by the figure in the center of
the canvas [fig.3]. A straight line is drawn to a circle
from the brain of a man who has his eyes closed. The
brain represents Schopenhauer’s view of the world,
in which the world the man recognizes is merely a

representation in his brain. The circle connected to

the brain represents Nietzsche’s moment of “eternal

el

return.” Schopenhauer also likens time to an ever- [fig.3] Giorgio de Chirico, Te Fatal
cycling wheel, and the point of contact of the top of Temple, 1914 (detail).

the wheel and the line, represents the present [38].
In this “nonsense” world of ever-cycling time, the future is, at once, the past, which has already
occurred. Therefore, according to the Paris manuscripts, “the sensation of presage” is “eternal
proof of the nonsense of the universe.”

Therefore, according to Nietzsche, the world of nonsense, without any “sense,” which is
considered the only truth, is open to infinite interpretations at the same time.

Our new eternity —— how far does the perspective character of existence extend, or does
existence have some other character, or could existence without interpretations and “sense
[Sinn]” become “nonsense [Unsinn],” or could all existence by its very nature be
interpretational? [...] rather the world has become “infinite” for us once again. Being that
way, we cannot deny that the world is composed of infinite interpretations [39].
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We cannot state with certainty that the world is “nonsense,” or that it is interpretable by an
unlimited number of perspectives. Such a statement is, in itself, already a perspective. Although
the world gains sense each time it is interpreted, since it is only an interpretation, the world is
ultimately nonsense. Nonsense and infiniteness are the same, like nonsense and “eternal return.”
As De Chirico says in the Paris manuscripts, in “prehistory,” which is prior to any constructed
sense, the “true world,” is full of “presage,” or possibility for interpretation.

*

In “We Metaphysicians...,” De Chirico claims that the innovativeness of his metaphysical
paintings lies in the application of the “nonsense”-s of Schopenhauer and Nietzsche, to painting.

Schopenhauer and Nietzsche share a starting point in the recognition of the “nonsense of
life,” in that life has no ultimate purpose or sense. Schopenhauer calls this “nothingness,” and
Nietzsche “nonsense” of life. The first implies that “Will” is a metaphysical thing-in-itself without
a base. The second implies the absence of a metaphysical thing-in-itself. Thus, although they
have conflicting characteristics, they are linked by the absence of context among the signs.

Schopenhauer’s recognition of “nothingness” is an opportunity for humans to reject “Will.”
The rejection of “Will” liberates men from the “principle of sufficient reason,” which refers to the
different contexts that connect things within man’s recognition. Meanwhile, Nietzsche’s
“nonsense” implies the absence of any metaphysical “true world,” which is defined by the
ultimate converging point of all causality and logic. When this converging point is lost, the order
of things that it was to maintain, is also destroyed.

De Chirico’s standpoint, however, is fundamentally the same as Nietzsche’s, because the
source of his “nonsense” is Nietzsche’s works, and because, in “We Metaphysicians...,” he says
that the discoverer of “the elimination of sense in art” is Nietzsche. De Chirico draws on
Nietzsche’s “nonsense,” which indicates the absence of a metaphysical “true world.” He then
applies Schopenhauer’s theory to explain his images, brought about by the recognition of this
“nonsense.” Since liberation from the “principle of sufficient reason” is considered a creative
method, it is not necessarily premised on the existence of a metaphysical thing-in-itself.
Therefore, it does not contradict Nietzsche’s theory of the absence of the metaphysical “true
world.”

Additionally, this does not reject the reading of De Chirico’s images. As The Fatal Temple
was read in this essay, it is possible to read metaphysical paintings to some extent. According to
Nietzsche, nonsense and infiniteness are one. Therefore, the metaphysical painting that portrays
the nonsense of the world awakens the viewer’s presage of different interpretations. Thus,
metaphysical painting lies between sense and nonsense, anxiety and expectation.
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