
OSCILLATION ::: O TEMPO
Festival Reader 
Michel Siffre, Jürg Frey, Margaret Tait, Catherine Christer Hennix, ASUNA, 
Mansur Al-Hallaj, Ursula K. Le Guin, Clarice Lispector, Hildegard of Bingen and Huw 
Lemmey, Clara Lévy, George Woodcock, Rebecca Solnit, Hazrat Inayat Khan, Hito 
Steyerl, Anna Tsing.





A Note from the Organisers . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 5
Julia Eckhardt, Henry Andersen, and Caroline Profanter

Beyond Time  [excerpt]. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 9
Michel Siffre

The Architecture of Silence . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 13
Jürg Frey

Now . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 15
Margaret Tait

(proposed by Mark Vernon)

Poetry as Philosophy  [excerpt] . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 17
Catherine Christer Hennix

doodle art collection . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 21
ASUNA

Sur le discipline de l’arcane . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 25
Mansur Al-Hallaj

(proposed by Younes Zarhoni)

Introduction to ‘The Left Hand of Darkness’. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 27
Ursula K. Le Guin

Água Viva   [excerpt] . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 30
Clarice Lispector

Unknown Language  [excerpt] . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 35
Hildegard of Bingen and Huw Lemmey

(proposed by Clara Lévy)



13 Visions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 36
Clara Lévy

The Tyranny of the Clock . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 37
George Woodcock

A Field Guide To Getting Lost  [excerpt] . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 40
Rebecca Solnit

(proposed by Katherina Ernst)

The Sufi Teachings of Hazrat Inayat Khan  [excerpt] . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 44
Hazrat Inayat Khan

In Free Fall: A Thought Experiment on Vertical Perspective  [excerpt] . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 48
Hito Steyerl

The Mushroom at the End of the World  [excerpt] . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 51
Anna Tsing



Oscillation ::: o tempo is built around the topic of 
time. The memory of a performance which took 
place during the festival in 2019 was one of the in-
centives: Aki Onda, Akio Suzuki, Rie Nakajima, and 
David Toop activated the hangar of La Senne over 
four hours, and the observation of temporal expe-
rience during that afternoon was for many in the 
public extraordinary. As Rie Nakajima expressed 
it: it was an experience of space transforming into 
time. But also in our residency program, we have 
met many artists playing with questions of time, 
experimenting with duration, questioning what is 
a beginning and an end, and how to communicate 
about such questions with their listeners.

While we might think that time and sound are 
almost a tautology, there is a large amount of pos-
sibilities to negotiate the topic in musical creation. 
Rhythm, pulse, silence or repetition, for example, 
have a structuring function for the experience of lis-
tening. Since the advent of technologies which can 
reproduce sound, during the last hundred years, the 
possibilities of musical forms has been extended, 
and the behaviours of listeners have changed with 
them. Lines of temporality have been crossed, such 
as between installation and extended performance, 
or with the active role the audience takes during a 



DJ set – varying the frameworks for spending time 
together under the auspices of music.

As organisers, such reflections confronted us with 
the question how to wrap experiments with tem-
poral elements into the constraints of a festival. We 
have done so along four axes: the outer form of du-
ration and simultaneity; the inner form of structure 
such as rhythm, silence, repetition; the larger tem-
poral arch of memory or projection into the future; 
and the very subjective present moment experi-
enced in improvisation.

The philosophy of time is a very large field of research 
and the rise of post-colonial studies has nourished it 
by putting forward other concepts of time than the 
linear Western model. Time can be understood as 
simultaneous, multi-dimensional, and reversible. In 
music, such models of time get practically exper-
imented with, particularly since the technological 
possibility of “writing” sound which allows to repeat 
what before was ephemeral and existing only in real 
time.

These are dimensions we wanted, together with 
some of the invited artists, to address in this reader, 
with fragments of texts stemming both from music 
and from adjacent fields such as sciences or litera-
ture. They witness time in a historical perspective, in 
other-than-human fields, offer ideas like deep time, 
thick time, losing or wasting time, or non-Western 
approaches to the function of time in music. They 
prove of the malleability of time concepts spanning 
between and over many different fields.



Music can raise questions here: how long is the 
present? What is measure, regularity, repetition? 
What is early, what late? Music has the force of 
bringing back the past or suggesting a leap into an 
unknown future. Sonic and musical approaches to 
the matter of time are generally intuitive and idio-
syncratic. When we listen to music we can some-
times feel like a blind passenger on somebody 
else’s journey. And although there are mostly no 
clear answers to these questions, some of the texts 
in this reader might make the questions richer. We 
are ourselves in a position of marvelling amateurs 
in this large field of phenomenology, and are trying 
with this reader to provide some food for thought, 
alongside the music.

— Julia Eckhardt, Henry Andersen, and 
Caroline Profanter





from Michel Siffre, Beyond Time. Translated and edited by Herma Brif-
fault (New York, Toronto, London: McGraw Hill Book Company, 1964)









There is a music in which the time-space of sound and the time-space of silence 
appear in their own particular realms. Even when the sounds are often very soft, 
the music is not about falling into silence. The sounds are clear, direct, and precise. 
Because they have left musical rhetoric behind, there is instead a sensitivity for 
the presence of sound and for the physicality of silence. There are long time spans 
for the presence of sound, and long time spans for the absence of sound. The two 
together form the “time present” of the piece.

In the silence a space is opened which can only be opened with the disappearance of 
sound. The silence which is then experienced, derives its power from the absence of 
the sounds we have just heard. Thus the time-space of silence comes into being, and 
then comes the physicality of silence.

Permeability, which is the physicality of silence itself, consists of the impossibility of 
saying anything about its content. Sounds can approach this permeability, but cannot 
achieve it. Sounds always occur as a formation or a shaping. They come into being 
by crossing a border which divides them from all others. At this border, everything 
formed becomes particular. Silence does not know this border. There is no silence 
through production. Silence is just there, where no sound is.

There are pieces in which the absence of sound has become a fundamental feature. 
The silence is not uninfluenced by the sounds which were previously heard. These 
sounds make the silence possible by their ceasing and give it a glimmer of content. 
As the space of silence stretches itself out, the sounds weaken in our memory. 
Thus is the long breath between the time of sound and the space of silence created. 
Silence can also be present in the sounds. In order to have silence in sounds, one 
must let go of everything which gets in the way of this silence. This sound is a sound 
without the idea of what it can mean or how it should be used. This sound achieves 
a hint of permeability, which otherwise belongs only to silence. This sound is the 
Da-sein (being there) of sound. Its presence and charisma make themselves felt in 
the composition. Silence requires one decision: sound or no sound. Sound requires 
a great many more decisions. These shape the sound and give it its quality, feeling 
and its content. Thus silence, in its comprehensive, monolithic presence always 
stands as one against an infinite number of sounds or sound forms. Both stamp time 
and space, in that they come into appearance, in an existential sense. Together they 
comprise the entire complexity of life.

Jürg Frey, “The Architecture of Silence”. Translated by Michael Pisaro.
https://www.wandelweiser.de/_juerg-frey/texts-e.html



This is the poem ‘Now’ by 
Scottish filmmaker Margaret 
Tait. I came across it in the 
context of the recent film 
homage to her life and work 
by Luke Fowler, Being in a 
Place. This verse seemed to 
sum up something for me 
about time as we experience 
it versus recorded time per-
ceived through the ‘lens’ of 
another medium. Something 
that holds equally true in the 
realm of sound.

— Mark Vernon



I used to lie in wait to see the clover open
Or close,
But never saw it.
I was too impatient,
Or the movement is too subtle,
Imperceptible
And more than momentary.
My five-year-old self would tire of waiting
And when I looked again
– All closed for the night!
I missed it
Once more.

Cinematographically
I have registered the opening of escholtzia
On an early summer morning.
It gave me a sharp awareness of time passing,
Of exact qualities and values in the light,
But I didn’t see the movement
As movement.
I didn’t with my own direct perception see the petals
moving.
Later, on the film, they seemed to open swiftly,
But, at the time,
Although I stared
And felt time not so much moving as being moved in
And felt
A unity of time and place with other times and places
Yet
I didn’t see the petals moving.
I didn’t see them opening.



They were closed,
And later they were open,
And in between I noted many phases,
But I didn’t see them moving open.
My timing and my rhythm could not observe the
rhythm of their opening.

The thing about poetry is you have to keep doing it.
People have to keep making it.
The old stuff is no use
Once it’s old.
It comes out of the instant
And lasts for an instant.
Take it now
Quickly
Without water.

There!

Tomorrow they’ll be something else.

Margaret Tait, “Now” from Margaret Tait: poems, stories and writings, edited 
with an introduction by Sarah Neely (Carcanet Press, 2012). Originally 
published in origins and elements (1959)
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I scanned some image here. 
This is just a small part of my 
doodle art collection. You 
know how stationery stores 
often have a lot of pencils & 
marker with test papers to 
check their inks? I have been 
collecting them for over 20 
years now, and it is already 
quite a huge collection. 

The reason I am interested 
in collecting these papers is 
that the drawings on these 
test papers are very interest-
ing in that they are written by 
the unconscious scribblings 
of many people. The collec-
tive unconsciousness of these 
many people creates one 
great drawing. This is a per-
spective that also applies to 
my musical works.

—ASUNA









Mansur Al-Hallaj (c.858 
— March 26, 922) was a 
Persian mystic, writer and 
teacher. His full name was 
Abu al-Mughith al-Husayn 
ibn Mansur al-Hallaj. He 
was born around 858 in Tur, 
Iran to a wool seller. Al-Hal-
laj’s grandfather may have 
been a Zoroastrian. This 
is an ‘alchemical’ poem of 
his that I have often re-
worked in my compositions.

— Younes Zarhoni
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Science fiction is often described, and even defined, as extrapolative. The science fiction 
writer is supposed to take a trend or phenomenon of the here-and-now, purify and intensify 
it for dramatic effect, and extend it into the future. ‘If this goes on, this is what will happen.’ 
A prediction is made. Method and results much resemble those of a scientist who feeds large 
doses of a purified and concentrated food additive to mice, in order to predict what may 
happen to people who eat it in small quantities for a long time. The outcome seems almost 
inevitably to be cancer. So does the outcome of extrapolation. Strictly extrapolative works of 
science fiction generally arrive about where the Club of Rome arrives: somewhere between 
the gradual extinction of human liberty and the total extinction of terrestrial life.

 This may explain why many people who do not read science fiction describe it as ‘es-
capist,’ but when questioned further, admit they do not read it because ‘it’s so depressing.’ 

Almost anything carried to its logical extreme becomes depressing, if not carcinogenic. 

Fortunately, though extrapolation is an element in science fiction, it isn’t the name of the 
game by any means. It is far too rationalist and simplistic to satisfy the imaginative mind, 
whether the writer’s or the reader’s. Variables are the spice of life. 

This book is not extrapolative. If you like you can read it, and a lot of other science fic-
tion, as a thought-experiment. Let’s say (says Mary Shelley) that a young doctor creates a 
human being in his laboratory; let’s say (says Philip K. Dick) that the Allies lost the second 
world war; let’s say this or that is such and so, and see what happens… In a story so con-
ceived, the moral complexity proper to the modern novel need not be sacrificed, nor is there 
any built-in dead end; thought and intuition can move freely within bounds set only by the 
terms of the experiment, which may be very large indeed. 

The purpose of a thought-experiment, as the term was used by Schrodinger and other 
physicists, is not to predict the future—indeed Schrodinger’s most famous thought-exper-
iment goes to show that the ‘future,’ on the quantum level, cannot be predicted—but to 
describe reality, the present world. 

Science fiction is not predictive; it is descriptive. 
Predictions are uttered by prophets (free of charge); by clairvoyants (who usually charge 

a fee, and are therefore more honored in their day than prophets); and by futurologists (sal-
aried). Prediction is the business of prophets, clairvoyants, and futurologists. It is not the 
business of novelists. A novelist’s business is lying. 

The weather bureau will tell you what next Tuesday will be like, and the Rand Corpora-
tion will tell you what the twenty-first century will be like. I don’t recommend that you turn 
to the writers of fiction for such information. It’s none of their business. All they’re trying to 
do is tell you what they’re like, and what you’re like—what’s going on—what the weather 



is now, today, this moment, the rain, the sunlight, look! Open your eyes; listen, listen. That 
is what the novelists say. But they don’t tell you what you will see and hear. All they can tell 
you is what they have seen and heard, in their time in this world, a third of it spent in sleep 
and dreaming, another third of it spent in telling lies. 

‘The truth against the world!’—Yes. Certainly. Fiction writers, at least in their braver 
moments, do desire the truth: to know it, speak it, serve it. But they go about it in a peculiar 
and devious way, which consists in inventing persons, places, and events which never did 
and never will exist or occur, and telling about these fictions in detail and at length and with 
a great deal of emotion, and then when they are done writing down this pack of lies, they 
say, There! That’s the truth! 

They may use all kinds of facts to support their tissue of lies. They may describe the Mar-
shalsea Prison, which was a real place, or the battle of Borodino, which really was fought, 
or the process of cloning, which really takes place in laboratories, or the deterioration of a 
personality, which is described in real textbooks of psychology; and so on. This weight of 
verifiable place-event-phenomenon-behavior makes the reader forget that he is reading a 
pure invention, a history that never took place anywhere but in that unlocalisable region, the 
author’s mind. In fact, while we read a novel, we are insane—bonkers. We believe in the 
existence of people who aren’t there, we hear their voices, we watch the battle of Borodino 
with them, we may even become Napoleon. Sanity returns (in most cases) when the book 
is closed. 

Is it any wonder that no truly respectable society has ever trusted its artists? 

But our society, being troubled and bewildered, seeking guidance, sometimes puts an 
entirely mistaken trust in its artists, using them as prophets and futurologists. 

I do not say that artists cannot be seers, inspired: that the awen cannot come upon them, 
and the god speak through them. Who would be an artist if they did not believe that that hap-
pens? if they did not know it happens, because, they have felt the god within them use their 
tongue, their hands? Maybe only once, once in their lives. But once is enough. 

Nor would I say that the artist alone is so burdened and so privileged. The scientist is 
another who prepares, who makes ready, working day and night, sleeping and awake, for 
inspiration. As Pythagoras knew, the god may speak in the forms of geometry as well as in 
the shapes of dreams; in the harmony of pure thought as well as in the harmony of sounds; 
in numbers as well as in words. But it is words that make the trouble and confusion. We are 
asked now to consider words as useful in only one way: as signs. Our philosophers, some 
of them, would have us agree that a word (sentence, statement) has value only in so far as it 
has one single meaning, points to one fact which is comprehensible to the rational intellect, 
logically sound, and—ideally—quantifiable. 

Apollo, the god of light, of reason, of proportion, harmony, number—Apollo blinds 
those who press too close in worship. Don’t look straight at the sun. Go into a dark bar for a 
bit and have a beer with Dionysios, every now and then.

I talk about the gods, I am an atheist. But I am an artist too, and therefore a liar. Distrust 
everything I say. I am telling the truth. The only truth I can understand or express is, logically 
defined, a lie. Psychologically defined, a symbol. Aesthetically defined, a metaphor. 



Oh, it’s lovely to be invited to participate in Futurological Congresses where Systems 
Science displays its grand apocalyptic graphs, to be asked to tell the newspapers what Amer-
ica will be like in 2001, and all that, but it’s a terrible mistake. I write science fiction, and 
science fiction isn’t about the future. I don’t know any more about the future than you do, 
and very likely less. 

This book is not about the future. Yes, it begins by annnouncing that it’s set in the ‘Eku-
menical Year 1490-97,’ but surely you don’t believe that? 

Yes, indeed the people in it are androgynous, but that doesn’t mean that I’m predict-
ing that in a millennium or so we will all be androgynous, or announcing that I think we 
damned well ought to be androgynous. I’m merely observing, in the peculiar, devious, and 
thought-experimental manner proper to science fiction, that if you look at us at certain odd 
times of day in certain weathers, we already are. I am not predicting, or prescribing. I am 
describing. I am describing certain aspects of psychological reality in the novelist’s way, 
which is by inventing elaborately circumstantial lies. 

In reading a novel, any novel, we have to know perfectly well that the whole thing is 
nonsense, and then, while reading, believe every word of it. Finally, when we’re done with 
it, we may find—if it’s a good novel—that we’re a bit different from what we were before 
we read it, that we have been changed a little, as if by having met a new face, crossed a 
street we never crossed before. But it’s very hard to say just what we learned, how we were 
changed. 

The artist deals with what cannot be said in words. 
The artist whose medium is fiction does this in words. The novelist says in words what 

cannot be said in words. 

Words can be used thus paradoxically because they have, along with a semiotic usage, 
a symbolic or metaphoric usage. (They also have a sound—a fact the linguistic positivists 
take no interest in. A sentence or paragraph is like a chord or harmonic sequence in music: 
its meaning may be more clearly understood by the attentive ear, even though it is read in 
silence, than by the attentive intellect). 

All fiction is metaphor. Science fiction is metaphor. What sets it apart from older forms 
of fiction seems to be its use of new metaphors, drawn from certain great dominants of our 
contemporary life—science, all the sciences, and technology, and the relativistic and the 
historical outlook, among them. Space travel is one of these metaphors; so is an alternative 
society, an alternative biology; the future is another. The future, in fiction, is a metaphor. 

A metaphor for what? 

If I could have said it non-metaphorically, I would not have written all these words, this 
novel; and Genly Ai would never have sat down at my desk and used up my ink and typewriter 
ribbon in informing me, and you, rather solemnly, that the truth is a matter of the imagination.

from Ursula K. Leguin, The Left Hand of Darkness (New York: Ace Books, 
1969). The introduction was added to the second edition in 1976.









From Clarice Lispector, Água Viva. Translated by Stefan Tobler. 
(London: Penguin Books, 1973/2012).



This excerpt is from Hildegard 
of Bingen and Huw Lemmey’s 
novel Unknown Language. I 
came across this book while I 
was doing research for ‘13 Vi-
sions’. This apocalyptic novel 
integrates Hildegard of Bingen’s 
visions in a way it’s hard to 
tell who is actually writing. 
This is what I tried to do for 
‘13 Visions’, merging Pauline 
Oliveros and Hildegard of 
Bingen’s idioms in a way you 
can’t distinguish their inputs. 
This paragraph adresses the 
difficulties met with verbal 
language to convey the sub-
lime. It seems to me that both 
Hildegard of Bingen and Paul-
ine Oliveros found with music 
an adequate way to share the 
non-relatable in an universal 
way.

On the next page, a specula-
tive dialogue between Pauline 
Oliveros and Hildegard of Bin-
gen. Olivero’s score ‘Thirteen 
Changes’ is intertwined with 
chosen monodies from the 
mystic.

— Clara Lévy



Hildegard of Bingen and Huw Lemmey, Unknown Language  
(Ignota Books, 2020).



1. Standing naked in the moonlight—Music washing the body
And so his garments were washed and cleaned.

2. Atomic imagery—Rotating molecules—Instantaneous particles dancing— 
Vanshing

O bloody red that flowed from up that height.
3. Solar winds scorching the returnings comet’s tail.

From the rising of the sun to the ends of the earth,
4. Elephants mating in a secret grove.

Upon a daughter’s beauty gazed—an eagle turns his eye into the sun,
5. Airborn carriers of transparent seedlings. 

the life that’s all things moving, the root in all created being
6. Song of ancient mothers among awesome rocks.

O voice of ruminating fire, forerunner of the whetstone, the Rock that over-
throws th’ abyss

7. A single egg motionless in the desert. 
Love abounds in all

8. Rollicking monkeys landing on Mars.
as heaven gleams with rubied light and echoes gladsome shouts of praise.

9. A singing bowl of perfect soup.
To pilgrims lend your aid.

10. Tiny mites circling one hair of a polar bear.
where too you are the lushest garden, the fragrances of all its ornaments.

11. A solitary worm in an empty coffin.
yet from it gleams within the dawn

12. A sip of midnight well water. 
For that golden troop so chaste has crossed the sea with virgin tresses.

13. Directionless motion—Unquiet stillness—A moment with millions of people—

	 —Calming the waters—The aura of a black bird.
you are a brilliant light within the darkest shadows







G
eo

rg
e 

W
oo

dc
oc

k,
 “

T
he

 T
yr

an
ny

 o
f t

he
 C

lo
ck

” 
in

 
G

eo
rg

e 
W

oo
dc

oc
k 

(e
d.

) T
he

 A
na

rc
hi

st
 R

ea
de

r (
G

re
at

 
Br

it
ai

n:
 F

on
ta

na
 P

ap
er

ba
ck

s,
 1

97
7)



Getting lost is as important as 
staying focused. For me, this 
is a clear vital principle. Good 
music, or any art, is able to do 
both, simultaneously, to itself 
and to the people involved. 
In ‘The Blue of Distance’, Re-
becca Solnit speaks about 
the beauty of scattered light 
getting lost, the tremendous 
longing that a colour can 
produce, ‘the next beyond’ 
that we are trying to address, 
of love, distance, and desire. 
All that, including the quality 
of ‘blue’ itself is somehow so 
familiar to my solo le temps, 
that I chose this excerpt as my 
selection for the reader. In my 
solo, however, these elements 
are put together totally differ-
ent from Rebecca’s sentences, 
and do take on other perspec-
tives.

— Katharina Ernst







Rebecca Solnit, “The Blue of Distance”, from A Field Guide to Getting Lost 
(New York: Viking Press, 2005).



CHAPTER VI
RHYTHM

Motion is the significance of life, and the law of motion is rhythm. Rhythm is life dis-
guised in motion, and in every guise it seems to attract the attention of man; from a child who 
is pleased with the moving of a rattle and is soothed by the swing of its cradle, to a grown 
person whose every game, sport and enjoyment has rhythm disguised in it in some way 
or another, whether it is a game of tennis, cricket or gold, as well as boxing and wrestling. 
Again, in the intellectual recreations of man, both poetry and music, vocal or instrumental, 
have rhythm as their very spirit and life. There is a saying in Sanskrit that tone is the mother 
of nature, but that rhythm is its father. An infant once given the habit of a regular time for his 
food demands it at that time, although he has no idea of time. This is accounted for by the 
fact that the very nature of life is rhythm. The infant begins his life on earth by moving its 
arms and legs, thus showing the rhythm of its nature, and illustrating the philosophy which 
teaches that rhythm is the sign of life. The inclination to dance shown by every man illus-
trates also that innate nature of beauty which copses rhythm for its expression. [ ... ]

In the Hindu science of music there are five different rhythms which are generally de-
rived from the study of nature;

1. Chatura, the rhythm of four beats, which was invented by Devas or divine men.
2. Tisra, the rhythm of three beats, invented by Rishis or saints.
3. Khanda, the rhythm of five beats, invented by the rakshasas.
4. Misra, the rhythm of seven beats, invented by the people.
5. Sankrian, the rhythm of nine beats, invented by the commercial class.

Mahadeva, the great Lord of the Yogis, was the dancer of Tandeva Nrutya and his con-
sort Parvati danced the Lassia Nrutya.

The traditions of the Hindus have as a most sacred record the mystical legend of Shri Kr-
ishna dancing with the Gopis. The story relates how Krishna, the charming youthful Lord of 
the Hindus, was moving among the dwellings of the cowherds, and every maiden attracted 
by his beauty and charm asked him to dance with her. He promised every maiden that asked 
him to dance with him that he would dance with her on the full moon. On the night of the full 
moon there assembled sixteen hundred Gopis, and the miracle of Krishna was performed 



when he appeared as a separate Krishna to each Gopi and all of them danced with their 
beloved Lord at one and the same time.

There is a tradition in Islam, where music, dancing, and all amusements and light oc-
cupations are strictly prohibited, that on one occasion, it being a holiday, the Prophet called 
his wife Ayesha to look at the dance and listen to the music of some street musicians. In the 
meantime his great Khalif happened to come by and was shocked to seeing the Prophet who 
had prohibited such things himself permitting music in front of his house. When he stopped 
the music of the street players, pointing out to them that it was the house of the Prophet, 
Mohammad requested that they might continue, saying that it was a holiday and that there 
is no heart that does not move with the motion of rhythm.

In the traditions of the Sufis Raqs, the sacred dance of spiritual ecstasy which even now 
is prevalent among the Sufis of the East, is traced to the time when contemplation of the 
Creator impressed the wonderful reality of his vision so deeply on the heart of Jelal-ud-Din 
Rumi that he became entirely absorbed in the whole and single immanence of nature, and 
took a rhythmic turn which caused the skirt of his garment to form a circle, and the move-
ments of his hands and neck made a circle; and it is the memory of this moment of vision 
which is celebrated in the dance of dervishes. Even in the lower creation, among beasts and 
birds, their joy is always expressed in dance; a bird like the peacock, when conscious of his 
beauty and of the beauty of the forest around him, expresses his joy in dance. Dance arouses 
passion and emotion in all living creatures.

In the East, and especially in India where the life of the people for centuries has been 
based on psychological principles, in the royal processions or at Durbars an impression of 
kingly grandeur is made upon the minds of people by the beating of drums; and the same 
beating of drums takes place at wedding ceremonies and at the services in the temples.

Sufis, in order to awaken in man that part of his emotional nature which is generally 
asleep, have a rhythmic practice which sets the whole mechanism of body and mind in 
rhythm. There exists in all people, either consciously or unconsciously, a tendency toward 
rhythm. Among European nations the expression of pleasure is shown by the clapping of 
the hands; a farewell sign is made by the waving of the hand which makes rhythm.

All labor and toil, however hard and difficult, is made easy by the power of rhythm in 
some way or other. This idea opens to the thinker a means for a still deeper study of life.

Rhythm is every guise, be it called game, play, amusement, poetry, music or dance, is the 
very nature of man’s whole constitution. When the entire mechanism of his body is working 
in a rhythm, the beat of the pulse, of the heart, of the head, the circulation of the blood, hun-
ger and thirst, all show rhythm, and it is the breaking of rhythm that is called disease. When 
the child is crying and the mother does not know what ails it, she holds it in her arms and pats 
it on the back. This sets the circulation of the blood, the pulsation’s and the whole mecha-
nism of the body in rhythm; in other words sets the body in order, and soothes the child. [ ... ]

Rhythm plays a most important part not only in the body, but in the mind also; the change 



from joy to sorrow, the rising and fall of thoughts and the whole working of the mind show 
rhythm, and all confusion and despair seem to be accounted for by the lack of rhythm in 
mind.

In ancient times healers in the East, and especially those in India, when healing a patient 
of any complaint of a psychological character, known either as an obsession or an effect of 
magic, excited the emotional nature of the patient by the emphatic rhythm of their drum and 
song, at the same time making the patient swing his head up and down in time to the music. 
This aroused his emotions and prompted him to tell the secret of his complaint which hith-
erto had been hidden under the cover of fear, convention, and forms of society. The patient 
confessed everything to the healer under the spell produced by the rhythm and the healer 
was enabled to discover the source of the malady.

The words ‘thoughtful’ and ‘thoughtless’ signify a rhythmic or unrhythmic state of the 
mind; and balance, which is the only upholding power in life, is kept by rhythm. Respira-
tion, which keeps mind and body connected and which links the mind and soul, consists 
in keeping rhythm every moment when awake or asleep; inhaling and exhaling may be 
likened to the moving and swinging of the pendulum of a clock. As all strength and energy 
is maintained by breath, and as breath is the sign of life, and its nature is to flow alternately 
on the right and left side, all this proves rhythm be of the greatest significance in life. [ ... ]

A keen observation shows that the whole universe is a single mechanism working by 
the law of rhythm; the rise and fall of the waves, the ebb and flow of the tide, the waxing 
and waning of the moon, the sunrise and the sunset, the change of the seasons, the moving 
of the earth and of the planets, the whole cosmic system and the constitution of the entire 
universe are working under the law of rhythm. Cycles of rhythm, with major and minor 
cycles interpenetrating, uphold the whole creation in their swing. This from the motionless 
life, and that every motion must necessarily result in a dual aspect. As soon as you move a 
stick, the single movement will make two points, the one where it starts and the other where 
it ends, the one strong and the other weak; to these a music conductor will count ‘one, two,’ 
‘one, two,’ a strong accentand a weak accent: one motion with two effects, each distinct and 
different from the other. It is this mystery that lies hidden under the dual aspect of all phases 
and forms of life; and there reason, cause, and significance of all life is found in rhythm.

There is a psychological conception of rhythms used in poetry or music which may be 
explained thus: every rhythm has a certain effect, not only upon the physical and mental 
bodies of the poet, on him for whom the poetry is written, on the musician, or on him to 
whom the song is sung, but even upon their life’s affairs. The belief is that it can bring good 
or bad luck to the poet and musician or to the one who listens. The idea is that rhythm is 
hidden under the root of every activity, constructive or destructive, so that on the rhythm of 
every activity the fate of the affair depends. Expressions used in everyday speech such as, 
‘he was too late’, or, ‘it was done too soon’, or ‘that was done in time’, all show the influence 
of rhythm upon the affair. Events such as the sinking of the Titanic, and the amazing changes 
that took place during the late war, if keenly studied can be accounted for by rhythm work-



ing in both mental and physical spheres.

There is a superstition among Indians that when somebody yawns, someone else who 
is present must either snap his fingers or clap his hands. The hidden meaning of this is that 
a yawn is significant of the slowing down of rhythm, and that by clicking the fingers or 
clapping the hands one is supposed to bring the rhythm back to the original state. A Muslim 
child when reading the Qua’an moves his head backwards and forwards; this is popular-
ly supposed to be a respectful bow to the sacred words that he reads; put psychologically 
speaking it helps him to memorize the Qua’an by regulating the circulation and making the 
brain a receptive vehicle, as when filling a bottle one sometimes shakes it in order to make 
more room. This also may be seen when a person nods the head in accepting an idea when 
he cannot take it in.

The mechanism of every kind of machinery that works by itself is arranged and kept 
going by the law of rhythm; and this is another proof of the fact that the whole mechanism 
of the universe is based on the law of rhythm.



Imagine you are falling. But there is no ground.

Many contemporary philosophers have pointed out that the present moment is dis-
tinguished by a prevailing condition of groundlessness. We cannot assume any stable 
ground on which to base metaphysical claims or foundational political myths. At best, we 
are faced with temporary, contingent, and partial attempts at grounding. But if there is no 
stable ground available for our social lives and philosophical aspirations, the consequence 
must be a permanent, or at least intermittent state of free fall for subjects and objects alike. 
But why don’t we notice?

Paradoxically, while you are falling, you will probably feel as if you are floating—or 
not even moving at all. Falling is relational—if there is nothing to fall toward, you may not 
even be aware that you’re falling. If there is no ground, gravity might be low and you’ll 
feel weightless. Objects will stay suspended if you let go of them. Whole societies around 
you may be falling just as you are. And it may actually feel like perfect stasis—as if history 
and time have ended and you can’t even remember that time ever moved forward.

As you are falling, your sense of orientation may start to play additional tricks on you. 
The horizon quivers in a maze of collapsing lines and you may lose any sense of above 
and below, of before and after, of yourself and your boundaries. Pilots have even reported 
that free fall can trigger a feeling of confusion between the self and the aircraft. While 
falling, people may sense themselves as being things, while things may sense that they 
are people. Traditional modes of seeing and feeling are shattered. Any sense of balance is 
disrupted. Perspectives are twisted and multiplied. New types of visuality arise.

This disorientation is partly due to the loss of a stable horizon. And with the loss of 
horizon also comes the departure of a stable paradigm of orientation, which has situated 
concepts of subject and object, of time and space, throughout modernity. In falling, the 
lines of the horizon shatter, twirl around, and superimpose.

A Brief History of the Horizon

Our sense of spatial and temporal orientation has changed dramatically in recent years, 
prompted by new technologies of surveillance, tracking, and targeting. One of the symp-
toms of this transformation is the growing importance of aerial views: overviews, Google 
Map views, satellite views. We are growing increasingly accustomed to what used to be 
called a God’s-eye view. On the other hand, we also notice the decreasing importance of 



a paradigm of visuality that long dominated our vision: linear perspective. Its stable and 
single point of view is being supplemented (and often replaced) by multiple perspectives, 
overlapping windows, distorted flight lines, and divergent vanishing points. How could 
these changes be related to the phenomena of groundlessness and permanent fall?

First, let’s take a step back and consider the crucial role of the horizon in all of this. Our 
traditional sense of orientation—and, with it, modern concepts of time and space—are 
based on a stable line: the horizon line. Its stability hinges on the stability of an observer, 
who is thought to be located on a ground of sorts, a shoreline, a boat—a ground that can be 
imagined as stable, even if in fact it is not.

The horizon line was an extremely important element in navigation. It defined the 
limits of communication and understanding. Beyond the horizon, there was only muteness 
and silence. Within it, things could be made visible. But it could also be used for determin-
ing one’s own location and relation to one’s surroundings, destinations, or ambitions.

Early navigation consisted of gestures and bodily poses relating to the horizon. “In 
early days, [Arab navigators] used one or two fingers width, a thumb and little finger on an 
outstretched arm, or an arrow held at arm’s length to sight the horizon at the lower end and 
Polaris at the upper.” The angle between the horizon and the Pole star gave information 
about the altitude of one’s position. This measurement method was known as sighting the 
object, shooting the object, or taking a sight. In this way, one’s own location could be at 
least roughly determined.

Instruments like the astrolabe, quadrant, and sextant refined this way of gaining orienta-
tion by using the horizon and the stars. One of the main obstacles with this technology was 
the fact that the ground on which sailors stood was never stable in the first place. The stable 
horizon mostly remained a projection, until artificial horizons were eventually invented in 
order to create the illusion of stability.

The use of the horizon to calculate position gave seafarers a sense of orientation, thus 
also enabling colonialism and the spread of a capitalist global market, but also became an 
important tool for the construction of the optical paradigms that came to define modernity, 
the most important paradigm being that of so-called linear perspective.

As early as 1028, Abu Ali al-Hasan ibn al-Haytham (965–1040), also known as 
Alhazen, wrote a book of visual theory, Kitab al-Manazir. After 1200, it became available 
in Europe and spawned numerous experiments in visual production between the thirteenth 
and fifteenth centuries, which culminated in the development of linear perspective.

In Duccio’s Last Supper (1308–1311), several vanishing points are still evident. The 
perspectives in this space do not coalesce into a horizon line, nor do they all intersect in one 
single vanishing point. But in Miracle of the Desecrated Host (Scene I) (1465–69), painted 
by Paolo Uccello, who was one of the most ardent experimenters in the development of 
linear perspective, the perspective is aligned to culminate in one single vanishing point, 
located on a virtual horizon defined by the eye line.

Linear perspective is based on several decisive negations. First, the curvature of the 
Earth is typically disregarded. The horizon is conceived as an abstract flat line upon which 



the points on any horizontal plane converge. Additionally, as Erwin Panofsky argued, the 
construction of linear perspective declares the view of a one-eyed and immobile spectator 
as a norm—and this view is itself assumed to be natural, scientific, and objective. Thus, 
linear perspective is based on an abstraction, and does not correspond to any subjec-
tive perception. Instead, it computes a mathematical, flattened, infinite, continuous, and 
homogenous space, and declares it to be reality. Linear perspective creates the illusion of a 
quasi-natural view to the “outside,” as if the image plane was a window opening onto the 
“real” world. This is also the literal meaning of the Latin perspectiva: to see through.
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