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!!!!!!!!!!!! ! !
I didn’t come here with the aim of  appearing like a prophet of  spirituality, 
especially before an audience whose spirituality might be higher than my 
own.  I simply wanted to focus your attention on the issue, without which art 
has never and could never exist.  But today it is so often the case that what 
we call art has never really in its essence, been art, and to a much greater 
degree than we think.  This is what I wanted to focus your attention on.  
Otherwise we will soon begin to feed off  of  things that weren’t meant to be 
eaten, even if  simply out of  disgust. 

—Andrei Tarkovsky, Interviews !
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ABSTRACT 

In this thesis, I inquire as to how boredom affects art.  By boredom, I mean the lack of  
attention conducive to self-observation.  I call attention that has the power to overcome 
boredom idle-working.  Idle-working, I argue, has been driven out of  artistic practice by the 
various distractions of  popular culture.  As a result, we witness an increase in boredom.  It 
exists within culture but also spells its ruin.  Although boredom’s advantage over art is 
increasing, the recognition of  boredom can change that advantage.  Art involves both artist 
and audience, and both are affected by boredom.  For boredom dramatically changes the 
artist’s perception of  inner and outer worlds, and perception is an integral part of  art.  By 
drawing on the philosophies of  Andrei Tarkovsky, George Oppen, and Søren Kierkegaard, 
and through the means of  creative research, I examine boredom’s relationship to art and 
humanity to ascertain what is sacrificed by those who are bored and what must be sacrificed 
to overcome boredom.
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Introduction  

!
Is not life a hundred times too short for us—to bore ourselves? 
    
   —Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil !!

Given that the ease and speed of  human productivity has increased, it would be sensible to 

believe that we have more time to spend with ourselves, but this is not the case.  Time is 

rarely spent alone with one’s self.  There are a myriad of  distractions from which to choose, 

and most of  our time is spent in a state of  distraction, whether pleasurable or not.  

Distraction is pleasurable when it provides attention with a place to escape that which does 

not provide pleasure but complaint.  Typically, distraction is thought to provide an escape 

from the bustle and speed of  daily life, but even pleasurable distraction increases and 

contributes to bustle and speed—a paradox pointed out by G. K. Chesterton:  “It is 

customary to complain of  the bustle and strenuousness of  our epoch,”   he notes in his 1

book Orthodoxy.  “But, in truth, the chief  mark of  our epoch is a profound laziness and 

fatigue; and the fact is that the real laziness is the cause of  the apparent bustle.  Take one 

quite external case; the streets are noisy with taxicabs and motorcars; but this is not due to 

human activity, but to human response.”   One human response to time spent with the self  2

without the imposition of  distraction is boredom.  Boredom is not only a difficult 

experience, but it is a difficult experience to tack down, define, describe, and articulate.  The 

task is made more difficult due to boredom’s symbiotic relationship with distraction. 

 Distraction is a byproduct of  media-driven culture; it is increasing, and, by extension, 

so is boredom.  As the amount of  time we spend in states of  distraction increases, chances 

   Gilbert K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy  (Lenoir, NC:  Reformation Press, 2002), 183.1

   Ibid. 2
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are that, without those distractions, boredom has a much higher probability of  ensuing.  

Thus, when distraction increases, so does our propensity to become bored.  Those living in 

contemporary societies have such a vast array of  distractions from which to choose that they 

can easily avoid spending time alone with themselves by constantly distracting themselves.  

Boredom is so easily and painlessly avoided that it is looked upon as unworthy of  serious 

contention.  Almost every discipline of  contemporary culture, has submitted to the lure of  

ease, and ease is considered in and of  itself  a high achievement.  Applying the notion that 

ease is an achievement is not wholly destructive.  For instance, treatments and medicines are 

designed to cure diseases with ease, saving countless human lives. However, ease can cripple 

art.  

 Ease cripples art when the ease is akin to attention, that is, when the price of  paying 

attention is cheap.  Attention is an essential attribute of  perspective, and art is created via  

perspective.  Thus, if  we are living within a culture whose contributing members are easily 

bored, cultural perspectives are affected by boredom as well as the perspectives of  artists 

living within that cultural climate.  Artists should be concerned with how the culture in 

which they live and work affects their perspective.  Paradoxically, to become aware of  

boredom’s effects requires a perspective outside of  distraction—this perspective comprises 

the penultimate stage in the surpassing of  boredom.  For boredom is the founding stage in 

which distraction can prosper.  Distraction can act as a protagonist, slaying boredom by 

playing pretend; similar to the story concerning a knight who pretends to have slain a dragon 

to please the people of  a particular village.  By doing so, the knight cheapens and cheats the 

village, for the village has yet to be saved.  It is easier for the knight to lie about confronting 

the dragon than it is for him to slay it.  Distraction and boredom serve each other by way of  

nonconfrontation and the creation of  ease.  
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 The Western affinity for ease also affects internal perspectives by reducing the strain 

of  mental labor.  In Chesterton’s words, “Most of  the modern machinery of  modern 

language is labor-saving machinery; and it saves mental labor very much more than it 

ought.”   Perception can be a mental labor when clarity of  perception is the aim.  If  artists 3

are valued for their perspectives, what happens to the value of  their perceptions when they 

are easily bored?  In order to address the question of  artists and their relationship to 

boredom, we can turn to artists from the past who were not bored, artists who spoke 

candidly about their methods—the filmmaker Andrei Tarkovsky, the poet George Oppen 

and the philosopher Søren Kierkegaard.  It is by way of  their notions of  art, that boredom’s 

affect on art will be pushed into clarity.  First, we must return to the very beginnings of  the 

word boredom, to an image and a time when we were unable to bore ourselves, alone. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
   Chesterton, Orthodoxy, 183.3
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!
Chapter I:  Boredom and Humanity  

!
 An image:  !

Two poets sit on a park bench in silence, discussing absolutely nothing.  Fruitful 
thoughts begin to line up in abundance. Wistfully they wait to start a discussion; 
none will be entertained with haste.  There is no tension, apprehension, or 
restlessness.  The poets have not convened to quell an argument or resolve a falling 
out.  Their thoughts do not inquire upon a future tense; they do not reminisce.  They 
do not conceive of  a plan for action; they do not desire to leave their current state.  
The amount of  time spent can only be given up to a guess.  The faceted role of  time 
has been relinquished by the idle nature of  the poets.  Yet they are not bored, far 
from it.  The poets have no doubt that their purpose is still preserved and that 
meaning has not fled from their existence.  There are others in the park as well, 
preoccupied by activities.  Previously immersed by recreation, a man’s attention is 
arrested for a moment by the poets, he perceives two idlers, wasting away valuable 
time doing nothing; quickly, the onlooker continues his activity with a sense of  
accomplishment.  Yet unbeknownst to the him, the two poets are far from being 
deprived of  accomplishment.  The poets are acquainted with the act of  doing 
nothing, which is by no means nothing.  Without distraction’s imposition, and 
without time pending, gestation ensues with a provision of  clarity.  The poets find 
desires that are akin to that which is absolute, that which is necessary.  They are able 
to confront what they truly desire after time has been forgotten.  By confronting 
what seems to be nothing, they confront that which is most important of  all, that 
which is necessary.  After a significant amount of  time has been spent, the silence is 
finally broken when one of  the poets utters, “Ninety percent of  poetry is doing 
nothing.” !!

The word boredom inherits meaning from its root, bore:  to remove a material through the 

means of  constructing, forming, or enlarging a hole.  Boring removes a material, a 

substance, by way of  force in order to construct a passage.  As a notion, boredom was 

neither conceived, nor did it begin, as a subsequent or tangential classification of  loneliness.  

Originally, being bored required a secondary element—a someone-else, a certain for-

instance:  a situation was required to bore an individual. When one was bored by an 

interaction, one became figuratively empty.  However, boredom’s function as a term to 

describe a specific kind of  experience has changed over time.  Even though boredom has 

evolved, the original terms of  its definition still apply.  The experience that is boredom has 
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extended itself  and no longer requires the imposition of  specific interactions or instances.  

Boredom has become a state of  being that does not require anything outside of  itself; one 

can be bored alone by one’s self.  

 The state of  being bored induces two principle conditions.  One of  the conditions 

pertains to the passage of  time.  The word “passage” is not without importance:  by way of  

an additive act, one can create a passage of  music or prose.  Ink is added to paper, and the 

paper becomes thick with time.  The construction of  a passage by the removal of  a material, 

always serves speed, reducing time.  The bore of  a gun increases the velocity of  the 

projectile.  Earth was bored away for the Chunnel in order to move people and commodities 

swiftly from the United Kingdom to France.  Formula One cars rely on engines that have 

larger cylinder bores and shorter stroke lengths in order to maximize their performance.  

Time is reduced when it is considered a hindrance.  If  time’s impositions cannot be reduced, 

it is experienced in its raw form.  If  the impositions of  raw time cannot be borne, boredom’s 

other principle condition is evoked:  purpose. 

  Boredom removes the substance of  purpose; thus whatever might happen to matter 

is bored out.  The particular kind of  purpose that is removed derives from the type of  time 

encountered.  One form of  time one encounters when one is bored is time entirely 

unimpeded.  When one has nothing to do, one’s time is purportedly free and, if  it cannot be 

borne, one is bored.  Boredom of  this quality slows time, and one’s awareness of  time 

increases; thus, time begins to take on the attributes of  weight.  Time becomes so heavy and 

so dense that one cannot bear the weight of  the experience.  Momentum is hindered, any 

sense of  productiveness is lost unconditionally, and purpose is relinquished on those terms.  

Linear time, for its own self, obliterates our own.  Time without momentum bores the self ’s 

purpose out of  the world, and one becomes increasingly aware of  one’s self  feeling the 

depravity of  purpose. 
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 Boredom can also be experienced during highly impeded time; when attention is lost, 

the experience is perceived as a waste of  time.  The typical scenario used to describe this 

kind of  boredom is the instance of  a student being bored by a particular class.  Either the 

student finds the class boring due to a lack of  understanding, or the presented material is so 

easily understood that it provides negligible amounts of  resistance.  In either case, the 

experiencing subject calls into question the purpose of  being within a given place and time.  

 The effects of  boredom that arise during unimpeded time are those that tend to be 

the most destructive, and they are symptomatic of  how present-day time is typically spent.  

The concerns of  this line of  inquiry regard what effects arise when time is spent unimpeded 

and boredom nonetheless ensues.  One can learn to overcome boredom’s ruinous effects by 

learning how to spend unimpeded time in a different fashion.  The Russian filmmaker 

Andrei Tarkovsky spoke on this subject during an interview.  He was asked, “What would 

you like to tell young people?”   And he replied,  “Learn to love solitude, to be more alone 4

with yourselves.  The problem with young people is their carrying out noisy and aggressive 

actions not to feel lonely and this is a sad thing.  The individual must learn to be on his own 

as a child for this doesn’t mean to be alone:  It means not to get bored with oneself, which is 

a very dangerous symptom almost a disease.”    5

 One can steer clear of  boredom, but boredom has the ability to become a disease 

when it is merely avoided.  If  one spends time constantly distracted, then time is never spent 

in solitude with one’s self.  Some of  humanity’s most recent accomplishments provide a 

means in which one can avoid boredom.  By creating a plethora of  distractions, avoidance 

allows boredom to thrive.  The afflictions of  boredom are concealed by distraction, and an 

achievement that distraction has obtained:  distraction has become spectacle.  In a society 

   Donatella Baglivo,  Andrei Tarkovsky:  A Poet in the Cinema.  (Rome:  CIAK Italy, 1984) DVD. 4

   Ibid. 5
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indoctrinated by spectacle, one can ostensibly exist in a constant state of  boredom without 

ever becoming aware of  it. 

 To eschew the state of  being bored, attention is abolished and given up to 

distraction.  If  one is already bored, one cannot simply acknowledge the state of  boredom 

and annul it through the act of  recognition.  Boredom is essentially parasitic, and its host is 

the self ’s reflexive nature.  If  one were capable of  embellishing boredom in and of  itself  

through the act of  recognition, one could merely choose whether or not one wanted to be 

bored.  In order to quell the effects of  boredom, to sustain one’s self, one searches for a 

means to re-establish the sense of  attention, any attention.  While bored, the focus of  one’s 

attention is tempered by stimulants that exist outside the self.  Thus, attention turns toward 

any immediate external distraction of  capable influence.  Distraction is sought in order to 

avoid confronting the self, which has become completely preoccupied by its present lack of  

purpose.  The means by which one can avoid boredom’s effects in today’s culture are almost 

innumerable.  Landscapes, images, and objects can be designed to capture attention and their 

value is measured by the speed of  their influence.  Attention has become a commodity, and 

the ability to capture it is profitable.  Yet one does not always profit by the provision of  one’s 

attention.  More often than not, attention is relinquished and given up at a price that the self  

pays for its own survival:  

In a culture in which the capture of  individual attention has become the principle 
means of  coercion and power—computer screens, television screens, windshield 
screens—as earlier the imposed focal points of  the machine age were production 
lines, cinema, winds of  rapidly moving trains—tiny territories in which our attention 
is grabbed—we learn to literally, pay attention.  It is the price of  our political 
survival, survival within a political entity.  Otherwise we are disordered—we suffer 
from the disease of  attention deficit.  6!

   Susan Thackrey, George Oppen:  A Radical Practice (San Francisco:  O Books, 2001), 32.6
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 Attention’s disease is not a consequence of  an impaired ability to remain attentive, 

rather one has no attention left after being distracted.  One could say that living alongside 

boredom has become a prevalent mode of  existence.  If  boredom is constantly avoided, by 

way of  perpetual distraction, boredom will constantly be in tow.  Every attempt to avoid 

boredom, however, is only temporary.  Distractions do not serve as a replacement for 

purpose; and, in terms of  purpose, regardless of  their entertainment value, most distractions 

are unremarkable.  Entertainment is by no means an intrinsically sinister bore that aims to 

remove one’s sense of  purpose.  Yet the use of  external distraction as a means of  avoiding 

boredom has become so prevalent that it is becoming increasingly difficult for one to discern 

whether or not one is, in all actuality, bored.  If  one is easily bored, seeking out distraction 

becomes a habitual reaction to raw time.  Distraction simultaneously keeps boredom at arm’s 

and preserves the potential of  its survival. 

 Overcoming boredom, on the other hand, is an entirely different matter, and one of  

the results is idleness.  Idleness is another way to experience unimpeded time in which one 

does not become bored.  In his essay “The Rotation Method,” Søren Kierkegaard clarified 

the delineations and correlations between those who are bored and those who are idle:   

“Boredom is the root of  all evil, and it is this which must be kept at a distance.  Idleness is 

not an evil; indeed one may say that every human being who lacks a sense for idleness proves 

that his consciousness has not yet been elevated to the level of  the humane.”   Idleness is a 7

type of  consciousness that raises one’s perspective to a humane level.  When one can spend 

unimpeded time in idleness, one takes time to reflect, to observe, to perceive one’s self  in the 

world.  Surroundings do not serve as distraction.  On the contrary, one is entirely conscious 

of  one’s surroundings in relation to one’s self.  The self  can be preserved by a purpose 

   Søren Kierkegaard, Either/Or, Volume I, trans.  David F. Swenson and Lilian Marvin Swenson 7

(Princeton:  Princeton University Press, 1959), 285. 
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found while idle, yet idleness is not acquired through purpose alone.  It is also propagated by 

an awareness of  one’s core desires, which is not an attribute that boredom can provide.  For 

boredom is a “state of  anticipation in which things are started and nothing begins, the mood 

of  diffuse restlessness which contains that most absurd and paradoxical wish, the wish for a 

desire.”   In idleness one does not experience any effects of  anticipation or restlessness.  The 8

experience has nothing to do with time beginning or time ending.  Idleness provides time 

outside of  linear time, in which any call for action, for something to start, is ostensibly an 

impossibility.  Having confronted the desires one already has—one’s core desires—one does 

not need still to wish for a desire:  “there is nothing simpler and more human than to 

desire.”   In idleness, one has a consciousness that is comfortable with the barest sense of  9

being human—even if  only during moments of  unimpeded time. 

 Ultimately, the idle and the bored are differentiated by how they confront 

unimpeded, linear time.  Those who are easily bored will often look toward the future— 

irritated by time spent waiting, fantasizing ensues, and the experience of  the given moment is 

relinquished.  Without fantasy, one is indifferent to the given moment and cannot wait to be 

rid of  it; external distractions are allowed to take hold.  In order to pass the time, one 

searches for anything to occupy the mind.  Meaningless distractions suffice.  Both reactions  

defend against the experience of  raw, linear time, relying on boredom for support.  Here is 

“boredom as a defense against waiting, which is, at one remove, an acknowledgment of  the 

possibility of  desire.”   If, in waiting, a desire is discovered that one was previously unaware 10

of, that desire has the ability to invoke fear.  While waiting for a desired future to arrive, one 

can certainly fear desiring a different future, for one has waited for a future in vain.  

   Adam Phillips, On Kissing, Tickling, and Being Bored:  Psychoanalytic Essays on the Unexamined life 8

(Cambridge:  Harvard UP, 1993), 58.

   Giorgio Agamben, Profanations (New York:  Zone Books, 2007), 53.9

   Phillips, On Kissing, 69.10
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Furthermore, if  one discovers that nothing is desired, one may fear waiting for desire 

perpetually, of  being forever bored without a purpose.  One fears a confrontation with the 

self, which has proclaimed “two assumptions two impossible options:  there is something I 

desire, and there is nothing I desire.”   Distractions can act as a safe haven, edging out the 11

possibility of  confrontation with desire, or even an assumptive position.  In either case, 

whether it be fantasizing about the future or becoming completely indifferent, one’s purpose 

is oriented externally, defined by the terms of  progress.  The world bereaved of  attention is 

perceived as a boring binary of  loss and gain.     

 To be capable of  idleness, one must desire to spend time with the world, with one’s 

self  in the world, without distraction.  The purpose of  one’s self  is not relinquished and with 

this sense the world is constantly fulfilling, which is a perspective that is precisely pantheistic.   

Kierkegaard links pantheism to boredom in the following manner:  “Pantheism is, in general, 

characterized by fullness; in the case of  boredom we find the precise opposite, since it is 

characterized by emptiness.”   Given that forms of  distraction are innumerable and almost 12

immutable, boredom’s effects go on uncontested.  As boredom increases, it propagates 

emptiness, a lack of  meaning and purpose in general, which extends beyond internal 

struggles.  Boredom’s unhindered ability to survive creates an imbalance within human 

perception.  Shrouded by distraction, one’s lack of  desire and lack of  purpose goes on 

unacknowledged and is eventually projected upon one’s surroundings.  One begins to see the 

world as empty, aimless, and incredibly boring; boredom begets boredom.  By unconsciously 

avoiding one’s own internal dialogue with reality by becoming distracted, one finds a sense 

for nothingness.  According to Kierkegaard:  “Boredom depends on the nothingness that 

pervades reality; it causes a dizziness like that produced by looking down into a yawning 

   Phillips, On Kissing, 69.11

   Kierkegaard, Either/Or, 287.12
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chasm, and this dizziness is infinite.”   The nothingness is provided by current forms of  13

external distraction, which are not based in reality whatsoever.   

 Almost every form of  modern distraction mimics a form in reality.  One’s 

perspective is distracted by nondescript representations of  reality, not reality itself.   As 

distraction’s resemblance to reality increases, reality’s ability to hold attention subsequently 

diminishes to the same degree.  Kierkegaard continues to speak on boredom by touching on 

distraction:  “The eccentric form of  diversion noted above sounds forth without providing 

an echo, which proves it to be based on boredom; for in nothingness not even an echo can 

be produced.”   One cannot have a dialogue with distraction if  it remains external, and the 14

cultivation of  distraction by way of  boredom inhibits the possibility of  an unimpeded 

perspective to exist as a form of  internal fulfillment.  If  one considers the possibility that 

“[w]e have only our practice of  perception, . . . only truth in that sense.”   One will find the 15

unequivocal validity of  Kierkegaard’s statement:  “Boredom is ruinous for humanity.”   As 16

perspective becomes deranged by boredom’s effects, so does whatever truth and purpose 

can be found within existence. 

!
!
!
!
!
!

   Kierkegaard, Either/Or, 287. 13

   Ibid.14

   Thackrey, Radical Practice, 32.15

   Kierkegaard, Either/Or, 281. 16
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Chapter II:  Enter the Artist, Bored or Not 

!
Indeed, in the art of  the latter half  of  the twentieth century, mystery has been 
lost.  Today artists want instantaneous and total recognition—immediate 
payment for something that takes place in the realm of  the spirit.  . . .  What 
passes for art today is for the most part fiction, for it is a fallacy to suppose 
that method can become the meaning and the aim of  art.  Nonetheless, most 
modern artists spend their time self-indulgently demonstrating method.  !
     —Andrei Tarkovsky, Sculpting in Time !

If  the concerns of  humanity are concomitant with the concerns of  art, then boredom is 

ruinous for the arts.  Artists who are easily bored do not necessarily consider purpose, as a 

trait, to be synonymous with their practice:  They use art as a means to search for purpose.  

Bored artists can certainly take advantage of  boredom and profit from its effects.  In this 

case, their practice of  art is a distraction that can avoid the sensation of  boredom.  Through 

the means of  creative practice, providing that art is a pleasurable distraction, artists can 

manipulate a boring subject matter to such a point that it may be perceived as compelling.  

The method of  capitalizing on creativity in order to take advantage of  boredom is a reaction 

to being bored.  Measures taken to avoid boredom that stimulate creativity are unequivocally 

liberating; they can act as a life support system for artists working within a political entity. 

Boredom’s ability to relinquish purpose as an attribute intrinsic to creative practice provides 

artists with an overwhelming amount of  freedom.  By disturbing external forms of  

distraction that capture attention, artists become akin to anarchists.  Artists who persevere by 

taking advantage of  boredom run the risk of  only being able to survive by way of  boredom’s 

affliction, possibly contributing to it.  A work of  art produced by boredom runs the risk of  

becoming nothing more than another form of  distraction.  The work could either serve to 

cultivate boredom and reinforce it or become boring and “fall out of  time.”   The work may 
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be interesting, it might entertain, it might educate, but the work and its creator have not 

overcome the ruinous effects of  boredom. 

 Artists with a bored perspective see the matter of  their subjects as empty, and they 

use art as a means to imbue those subjects with new meaning and alter their purpose.  It is as 

if  meaning can only be constructed, instilled, or inserted into a subject that has been bored 

out and emptied.  By removing predetermined purpose from the practice of  artists, 

boredom also removes the purpose of  the subjects that are chosen by bored artists.  They 

can feel free to pick out any subject matter, without regard to its purpose whatsoever and 

manipulate it to serve a purpose that suits their own needs.  Yet the freedom artists are 

provided by their anarchic reaction to boredom is inherently deceitful, as G. K. Chesterton 

elucidated in the essay “The Manic” from his book Orthodoxy:  

Indeed anarchism adjures us to be bold creative artists, and care for no laws or limits, 
but it is impossible to be an artist and not care for laws or limits.  Art is limitation; 
the essence of  every picture is the frame.  If  you draw a giraffe, you must draw him 
with a long neck.  If, in your bold and creative way, you hold yourself  free to draw a 
giraffe with a short neck, you will really find that you are not free to draw a giraffe.  
The moment that you step into the world of  facts, you step into a world of  limits.  17!

Artists can be interested in creating an image of  a giraffe with a short neck, if  only to see it.  

While artists can profit by creating an image of  a giraffe with a short neck,  they cannot by 

any reputable means or with any honesty state that the primary aim of  their work holds any 

concern for the giraffe.  By shortening the giraffe’s neck, the purpose of  the giraffe is 

obliterated and replaced with a different purpose altogether.  Artists have the ability to free a 

giraffe from being a giraffe, but the giraffe did not ask to be thus freed.  In order to make his 

point, Chesterton continues by quipping:  “Do not free a camel of  the burden of  his hump; 

you may be freeing him from being a camel.”   Without laws and limits, artists have the 18

   Chesterton, Orthodoxy, 67.17

   Ibid.18
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freedom to do whatever they want.  Yet that same artistic freedom is capable of  freeing 

artists from being artists—they are bored being artists.  To paraphrase Chesterton:  Do not 

free artists of  the burden of  art’s purpose; you may be freeing them from being artists—but 

boredom does exactly that.  

 Artists who find their creative practice to be synonymous with their purpose have 

difficulty taking advantage of  boredom’s effects in order to create.  However, those who are 

not easily bored are capable of  idleness.  Idle artists are concerned with a perspective that is 

provided during the experience of  spending unimpeded time with the world, and how the 

time spent affects them.  Their practice of  perception increases their awareness of  the 

world, of  art, and of  their selves.  This requires an ability to pay attention, which is not an 

inborn talent.  One of  Tarkovsky’s favorite philosophers was Georges Gurdjieff, who stated:  

“There is no attention in people.  You must aim to acquire this.  Self-observation is only 

possible after acquiring attention.”   The attention to which Gurdjieff  is referring cannot 19

possibly be acquired while bored.  For boredom indicates a lack of  attention, and attention 

can never be acquired through distraction.  Thus, self-observation cannot be obtained, by 

nature, through boredom; it is developed in idleness.  Idle artists do not simply pay attention 

to their selves exclusively, but rather to their selves within an experience that is exclusive.  

Paying attention in this manner does not provide survival within a political-entity.  It is not a 

donation, it is not taken lightly.  The price of  idle attention is a provision for time spent 

beyond boredom’s afflictions—outside of  linear time, outside of  progress. 

  Idleness provides artists with the possibility of  confronting self-constraints that can 

become part of  their purpose.  Wherein “the most intricate, burdensome, punishing aspect 

of  [their] work lies strictly in the domain of  ethics: what is demanded of  [them] is total 

   Georges Gurdjieff, Views from the Real World (New York:  E. P. Dutton, 1975), 90.19
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honesty and sincerity towards [their selves].”   Very little attention is payed to the 20

uninteresting self, which impairs its sincerity.  The most sincere perspective of  the self  

maybe acquired in idleness, and “since some people believe that the end and aim of  life is 

work, the disjunction, idleness-work, is quite correct [for idle-working artists].”   They work 21

towards acquiring self-observation through attention in order to remain sincere.  Thus, the 

acquisition of  time spent unimpeded is the work and the burden of  idle artists, not the act 

of  producing work.  

 Artists who have fondness for idleness and the perspective that it provides are not 

without compromise.  Certain external gains must be depreciated in order to create artworks 

in this fashion.  Kierkegaard admitted that:  “[i]dleness may indeed cause the loss of  [their] 

fortune, and so on, but the high-minded [artists do] not fear such dangers; [they] only fear 

boredom.”   Artists who have had their attention arrested by distraction can end up 22

compromising their art works unconsciously.  Obviously, works can also be compromised 

consciously for specific external gains—for purse, for social adherence, for particular style, 

for an audience, etc.  In any case, the work of  art is compromised by external factors that do 

not necessarily correlate with the inner world of  human beings.  Tarkovsky believed that 

artists may certainly exist within a world, in which “it is impossible to make a living on 

noncommercial art, that is, art focused on the inner world of  human beings.”   Focus on 23

the inner world shifts by way of  distraction, and distraction has a unique ability to execute 

the shift seamlessly.  When distraction places focus upon the exterior world, the inner world 

is left behind, and boredom makes distraction more amenable.  When attention is habitually 

   Andrei Tarkovsky, Sculpting in Time:  Reflections on the Cinema (Austin:  University of  Texas Press, 20

1987), 96.
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and severely arrested, the prospect of  unimpeded time becomes repulsive.   Thus, time is 

always spent doing something, anything, in order to remain productive.  Although, according 

to Kierkegaard, work does not overcome boredom, it merely evades the possibility of  

acknowledging it:   

To say that boredom is annulled by work betrays a confusion of  thought; for idleness 
can certainly be annulled by work, since it is its opposite, but not boredom, and 
experience shows that the busiest of  workers, who’s constant buzzing most 
resembles an insect’s hum, are the most tiresome of  creatures; if  they do not bore 
themselves, it is because they have no true conception of  what boredom is; but then 
it can scarcely be said that they have overcome boredom.   24!

 To overcome boredom’s effects, artists cannot simply labor away their time.  This is 

especially true for artists who find idleness a necessity.  Artists do not find a practice that 

provides purpose to be laborious.  Yet, if  idle-working artists cease enjoying getting to know 

their selves, their practice will be laborious in nature.  Nevertheless, they will continue to 

labor over their work for the sake of  their purpose, the work’s purpose.  If  their practice 

becomes a tiresome labor, and additionally their practice relinquishes its purpose, boredom 

will take the place of  idleness, and rear its demonic head.  Then, “when their boredom 

reaches its zenith . . . they either die of  boredom (the passive form) or shoot themselves out 

of  curiosity (the active form).”   The morbidity of  Kierkegaard’s statement about 25

boredom’s zenith is not without consideration.  

 If  boredom is a cultural disease, it has the ability to kill, both literally and figuratively.  

Boredom disfigures idleness; it relinquishes the care for a sense of  self  and it obliterates 

pantheistic perspectives.  Pantheism is a doctrine in which all things are considered 

indistinguishably divine.  In a religious sense, all things are God.  In spite of  that, regardless 

of  its religious properties, if  all things are divine, they cannot be diminished by terms of  

   Kierkegaard, Either/Or, 286.24

   Ibid., 285.25



!17

purpose.  That which is divine has purpose.  To perceive of  everything as having a purpose, 

with purpose, is precisely pantheistic.  Thus, if  boredom removes purpose, it is precisely 

pantheism’s infernal cousin.  As Kierkegaard puts it:  “Boredom is the daemonic side of  

pantheism.”   Pantheism is acquired through idleness, attention, and observation.  A fit of  26

boredom that renounces idleness, results in pantheism’s disappearance.  

 When a subject holds a pantheistic view of  the world, the experiencing subject is 

included within the perspective; when the perspective is lost, the subject is included in the 

loss.  In this procedure “to speak of  boredom as a pantheistic conception is to talk in a full 

blown Hegelian manner . . . Since every concept contains its own opposite, we may say that 

pantheism lies hidden in boredom.”   Thus, once pantheism is relinquished, the self  is 27

allowed to be bored.  Idleness is akin to pantheism, for “it is a truly divine life, provided one 

is not . . . bored.”   Boredom and idleness can both manifest during unimpeded time, but it 28

will be either one or the other.  Whether it is boredom or idleness that manifests is 

dependent upon perspective.  Art relies on perspective and would not exist without it.  Thus, 

the importance of  what perspective manifests.  

 Artists exist within a society, and how they spend their time in relation to that society 

influences their art.  It is impossible to create works of  art that are devoid of  influence.  By 

adjusting how they live, artists can make a conscious attempt to manage what influences 

their works of  art.  Artists do not live and create in a vacuum.  Attention is always paid in 

general; to what entity that attention is paid is the question.  If  artists fall prey to the 

distractions of  society, those distractions influence the work.  On the other hand, if  artists 

are selective with their attention, they can temper their influences.  Tarkovsky understood 
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that art and society are intertwined:  “Since art is an expression of  human aspirations and 

hopes it has an immensely important role to play in the moral development of  society—or at 

any rate this is what it is called to do; if  it fails, it can only mean that something is wrong 

with society.”   This is precisely the reason why paying attention to the way time is spent, in 29

relation to society, is of  the utmost importance.  If  a society has a propensity for boredom 

and distraction, which is ruinous for humanity, then artists in such a society must be 

increasingly cautious of  how they spend their attention.  

 Acquiring a taste for idleness is becoming increasingly difficult, especially when 

artists must survive within a society and a political landscape that serves distraction.  It is 

much easier to accept a cultural normative, than it is to fight shy of  it.  Artists who work 

within a society of  people who feel comfortable with boredom can easily communicate via 

distraction.  While it is interesting that distraction can provide an escape from a society that 

is boring, it is boredom that makes distraction appealing.  So increases boredom’s influence 

within the arts, compromising art’s purpose as well as its subjects.  Thus, searching for 

purpose and searching for subjects has become a standard method for artists.  Artists 

predisposed to this method not only implement it before the production of  their work but 

also during production.  Their entire practice becomes much more about method than 

expression.  Idle-working artists demonstrate a different method.  Instead of  using method 

as procedure for accomplishment, method is used as a procedure for approach.  

  Idleness is the method by which artists can find their subject matters, without 

having to undergo a search.  This is a method of  confrontation as opposed to a method of  

escape.  Via confrontation with their self, artists are able to make the attempt to represent 

what happens to appear to be most central to their being in the society.  They are 

approached by their subject matters by paying attention to the substance of  their selves.  

   Tarkovsky, Sculpting, 182. 29



!19

Working in this fashion does not annul boredom, for boredom never began. That is, if  

artists are capable of  bearing the purpose of  their subject.  Artists who have difficulty 

spending time unimpeded will find, if  they spend enough time idle, a self  with a purpose 

that is so incredibly foreign to them that they cannot bear it. 

 In the same Hegelian manner mentioned before, the defining terms of  idleness lie 

hidden within the etymology of  boredom.  The present tense of  boredom’s root, bore, is bear, 

that is, to bear a child; to bear down and to bear up; bear out, bear off, bear with, bear 

witness, bear fruit, and bear arms, and so on.  Artists who require idleness in order to create 

bear the weight of  their time, their purpose, their self, and their desires; all of  which affects 

their work.  They bear the weight of  their self  within the world without compromising the 

purpose of  their practice for the sake of  external progress.  Idle-working artists extend a 

respect and awareness toward their subject by doing so.  Their intent is not manipulative, 

subject matter is not twisted to suit their own needs, and they respect the purpose of  their 

subjects.  Tarkovsky spoke on the respect for subjects in the following manner:  “In fact, the 

subject grows within [them] like a fruit and begins to demand expression.  It is like 

childbirth.  …  [They are] not master of  the situation, but a servant.  Creative work is [their] 

only possible form of  existence, and [their] every work is like a deed [they have] no power to 

annul.”   This is what Tarkovsky believed.  What grows within artists is germinated by what 30

their attention consumes, how they live their lives.  

 Gianvito, Interviews, 140.30



!20

Chapter III:  Tarkovsky and Oppen:  An Interlude in Conversation  

!
The subject matters that Andrei Tarkovsky concerned himself  with always had moral and 

ethical significance.  His work was intended for the betterment of  humankind by way of  

spiritual enrichment.  He refuted materialist perspectives and focused his attention upon the 

inner world of  human beings.  Themes such as human mortality, the experience of  time, 

ethics, and morals were never taken lightly.  Interestingly enough, subjects of  such weight are 

not particularly entertaining and, without embellishment, can be considered exceptionally 

boring.  Tarkovsky’s films have very little embellishment; they are composed of  very long 

shots, very few cuts, and meticulously crafted dialogues, practically without small talk. 

Tarkovsky expounded on the length of  his shots stating:  “‘If  you extend the normal length 

of  a shot, first you get bored; but if  you extend it further still you will become interested in 

it; and if  extend it even more a new quality, a new intensity of  attention is born.’”   This was 31

Tarkovsky’s method of  perception, which blatantly attempts to extend perception beyond 

boredom.  However, by today’s standards a viewer would most likely find his works boring, 

yet those with a particular taste will find them tremendously rewarding.  I like to believe that 

those with a proclivity for reading poetry will certainly enjoy his films.  

 George Oppen was a poet who lived during the same time as Tarkovsky, and he also 

held his work to the highest standards, in regard to moral and ethical value.  Oppen’s poetry 

is sparse, his every word is extremely exacting.  He regarded his poetry as a practice of  

perception.  By focusing on clarity it served an ethical functionality.  Oppen also believed in 

the notion that perspectives could be extended, and through extension, ethical regards are 

established; even while perceiving simple forms.  In Oppen’s own poetic terms:  “look at a 

   Robert Bird, Andrei Tarkovsky: Elements of  Cinema (London: Reaktion Books, 2008), 197. 31
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flower in a crannied wall—if  there’s one to be found, or such as one can find—and look 

further, with all we know, with all that has happened.”   To look at a flower and consider its 32

existence in relation to all that has happened is not a small task in terms of  method, and akin 

to Tarkovsky’s intensity of  attention.  Tarkovsky and Oppen considered the practice of  art a 

very serious matter, and as artists usually do, wondered about the definition of  art in and of  

itself.  Both wrote extensively on art in general, holding the purpose of  art above all else.  

Oppen held his practice of  poetry under such an extreme degree of  ethical scrutiny that he 

didn’t write poetry for two decades while he was working for the United States Communist 

party.  He believed that he could not accurately push the political conditions of  his present 

into clarity with poetry.  Whether Oppen ever watched Tarkovsky’s films, or Tarkovsky ever 

read Oppen’s poetry, is unknown, but possible. 

 Both Oppen and Tarkovsky were incredibly candid about their artistic methods, and 

their concerns about human mortality and spirituality run parallel to each other.  Given that 

the primary subjects of  their works are concerned with the betterment of  humanity, they 

approached such themes very carefully.  During the course of  researching this thesis, I did 

not want to take an assumptive position regarding their views, out of  respect for their work.  

Thus, in order to better understand my own methods, an extension of  perception was 

required.  Although Tarkovsky and Oppen never conversed with one another, a conversation 

between the two can be imagined, and a dialogue between the two can help us understand 

how their philosophical dispositions align.  As creative individuals who were not bored with 

themselves, Tarkovsky and Oppen’s dispositions can help us better understand boredom in 

relation to art in general.  The content of  this chapter is composed almost entirely of  

quotations, which creates a space for that conversation to take place.  The dialogue revolves 

   George Oppen, Selected Prose, Daybooks, and Papers, (Berkeley:  University of  California Press, 2008), 32
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around highly sensitive topics, such as mortality verses immortality, the purpose of  existence,  

and the experience of  living in relation to art in general.  In order to clearly conceive of  

boredom, a consideration for the exhaustive metaphysical themes of  Tarkovsky’s and 

Oppen’s work can provide a clarity through its context.  The conversational manner in which 

the text is presented is not without importance; it attempts to respect the subjective nature 

of  spiritual positions by removing didactic query.  This chapter not only provides a larger 

grounded acuity of  both Tarkovsky’s and Oppen’s perspectives, but also provides a candid 

transparency of  my research method.  The citations for this chapter can be found in the 

appendix. 

!
Andrei Tarkovsky:  Before defining art—or any concept—we must first answer a far broader 

question:  What is the meaning of  man’s life on earth? 

!
George Oppen:  If  life is a search for advantage.  At whose behest does the mind think? 

!
Tarkovsky:  In accordance with my definition of  life, maybe we are here to enhance 

ourselves spiritually.  If  our life tends to this spiritual enrichment, then art is a means to get 

there.  Art should help a man in this process. 

!
Oppen:  But art is also not good for us, unless like the fool persisting in his folly.  It may 

rescue us. 

!
Tarkovsky:  Some say that art helps a man to know the world like any other intellectual 

activity.  I don’t believe in this possibility of  knowing.  I am almost an agnostic.  Knowledge 

distracts us from our main purpose in life.  The more we know, the less we know; getting 

deeper our horizon becomes narrower. 

!
Oppen:  Certainly, it is impossible to doubt the world:  It can be seen and because it is 

irrevocable it cannot be understood, and I believe that fact is lethal. 

!
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Tarkovsky:  Yes, but to me death does not exist.  There is a painful act, that portrays man as 

suffering.  Man often mixes up the concepts of  suffering and death.  The latter doesn’t exist 

for me. 

!
Oppen:  And if  a man loses his dear friend by his accidentally falling from a plane.  The man 

spends the time during which his friend is falling pleasantly enough, perhaps in reading, and 

breaks abruptly into lamentation only after his friend has hit the ground. 

!
Tarkovsky:  Once I dreamt I was dead.  It was very similar to reality.  I experienced a feeling 

of  freedom and lightness that convinced me I was actually dead, that I had severed all ties 

with this earth.   

!
Oppen:  Since one does not live forever, and since the furthest possible extremes of  age may 

not be a desirable experience, it is entirely reasonable to risk one’s life for a purpose, far 

more reasonable than people say.  But since one can give his life only once, it is true that he 

must be guided simply by his feelings, by what happens to matter to him.  

!
Tarkovsky:  No, I don’t believe in the existence of  death:  Only pain and suffering and man 

confuses the two, that’s that I believe. 

!
Oppen:  And hope in death?  So that if  a man lived forever he would outlive hope.  Do you 

think you are immortal?  

!
Tarkovsky:  For sure. 

!
Oppen:  It does not seem that the human should, could sustain eternity.  Are you conceited? 

!
Tarkovsky:  I don’t think so, I’ve always thought and felt that what I do is somebody else’s 

decision.  Even as a child.  Strange, but true.  So, I can’t be conceited about my work either. 

!
Oppen:  Came, therefore, teleology the unspeakable name. 

!



!24

Tarkovsky:  I don’t know . . . maybe when one day I look into death’s eyes, I’ll get scared and 

I’ll talk differently.  It’s hard to say.  

!
Oppen:  Yes—but I don’t search for unexplained events.  I think about what we know.  That 

is the place.  That there are things in it.  That nothing enters it and nothing leaves it.  That it 

is either infinite, or it ends somewhere.  That it is either eternal, or it began sometime.  If  I 

wanted to write about the movement of  tables, I would write a Physics. 

!
Tarkovsky:  We can assess the results of  scientific progress, but science doesn’t depend on 

man.  It’s hard to say whether science is good or bad.  Certainly after a long historical 

process our civilization has arrived at a stage of  conflict within man due to the huge gap 

between the scientific and the spiritual progress of  man and we go on widening this gap. 

Which is the cause of  our present dramatic situation:  Our civilization is on the brink of  

atomic destruction because of  this gap between these two spheres in man.  

!
Oppen:  But can the survival or humanity, the continuation of  humanity, be the highest 

good?  Not very high then, for the meaning of  the word “forever” is an impossibility. 

!
Tarkovsky:  I am convinced that life is only the beginning.  I know that I can’t prove it, but 

instinctively we know that we are immortal.  It’s hard for me to explain because it’s very 

complex.  I just know that a man who ignores death is a bad man. 

!
Oppen:  Then man’s tragedy is his awareness of  good and evil—it seems a more accurate 

statement of  the causes of  human happiness and of  the evolution of  man than the 

Buddhist.  The tree “desires” to reach the sunlight.  There does not seem any justification 

for thinking of  it as “unhappy” if  it is frustrated, it merely acts as it is constituted to act and 

continues to try. 

!
Tarkovsky:  But man, who can choose between evil and good, learns how to lie because he 

thinks he’ll be happier and richer this way.  He starts out with diplomacy and then moves on 

to real lies.  Children and animals are closer to truth, I like them.  I believe all of  us like 

children more than adults. 

!
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Oppen:  For the child, love means that he cannot despair while he believes in his parents. 

But for most adults love, tho it exists, is idle, non operative.  It is very much like a longing, a 

nostalgia. 

!
Tarkovsky:  Nostalgia is not the same as a longing for the past.  Nostalgia is a longing for the 

space of  time that has passed in vain. 

!
Oppen:  Which is Aquinas’ Veritas sequitur esse rerum.  A statement which seems to me, by 

a kind of  poetic process, a process of  remembering one’s own experience, inescapable. 

!
Tarkovsky:  We naturally use our immediate impressions of  life in our work, since these, alas, 

are the only ones at our disposal. 

!
Oppen:  We have only our sight. 

!
Tarkovsky:  But even when we borrow moods and plots directly from our own lives, it still 

hardly ever means that the author could be said to be the same as his subject.  It may be a 

disappointment to some to realize that an author’s lyrical experience seldom coincides with 

what he actually does in life.  

!
Oppen:  It seems clear that I inherit my father’s life—therefore, the lives of  all ancestors.  It 

can be said that I am my ancestors. 

!
Tarkovsky:  It’s impossible to pass on experience to others or learn from others.  We must 

live our own experience, we cannot inherit it.  People often say:  use your fathers’ experience! 

Too easy:  each of  us must get our own. 

 
Oppen:  Not that I was my ancestors, or will be my descendants.  The product of  process:  I 

was not until I was created by that process. 

!
Tarkovsky:  But once we’ve got it, we no longer have time to use it. 

!
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Oppen:  But one cannot lead a life preparing for life, practicing life, as for a football game. 

For games—one sits down to a game, and emerges, when it is finished, into the same world 

one sat down in, having passed some time.  The game must finally have a purpose other than 

to succeed it in.  

!
Tarkovsky:  Of  course, and the yardsticks by which art is distinguished from non-art, from 

sham, are so relative, indistinct and impossible to demonstrate, that nothing could be easier 

to demonstrate, that nothing could be easier than to substitute for aesthetic criteria purely 

utilitarian measures of  assessment, which may be dictated either by the desire for the 

greatest possible financial profit or from some ideological motive.  Either is equally far from 

the proper purpose of  art. 

!
Oppen:  But the one thing which belongs to art is its ability to communicate the reality of  

experience, or the possible reality of  experience.  It is that which art does, it is that which is 

the purpose of  art.  I do not think that a poem can be filled with meaning by being filled, 

like a bag or a jug, with words.  On the contrary is the poem, the structure of  meaning which 

restore the words to clarity.  The word is the burden, the words are the burden, of  the line 

which it must lift up into meaning. 

!
Tarkovsky:  This is the law of  life, its real meaning:  We cannot impose our experience on 

other people or force them to feel suggested emotions.  Only through personal experience 

do we understand life. 

!
Oppen:  And there are risks one must take if  he wishes to write poetry—They are very 

considerable risks.  The risk of  exposing the mere self, to being with, that is the first hurdle, 

and most never surmount it.  And the risk of  facing what we know, what really we all know, 

of  parting with new statements, including those of  the avant-garde of  the moment. 

!
Tarkovsky:  So the poet has nothing to be proud of:  he is not the master of  the situation, 

but a servant.  Creative work is his only possible form of  existence? 

!
Oppen:  But that is seldom the case.  It can happen in effect that one says, I cannot anyway 

live in a world in which such things happen, or in which that has happened.  Therefore with 
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any odds against this would be a form of  suicide, or suicide barring some slight hope of  

success.  No.  What is thought of  is an eventual success, which will not take place, or is less 

likely to take place without his sacrifice, and if  no effort is made, if  the greatest possible 

effort is not made, he doesn’t wish to live—or doesn’t want to be human. 

!
Tarkovsky: I am interested above all in the character who is capable of  sacrificing himself  

and his way of  life—regardless of  whether that sacrifice is made in the name of  spiritual 

values, or for the sake of  someone else, or for his own salvation, or of  all of  these things 

together.  Such behavior precludes, by its very nature, all of  this selfish interests that make 

up a “normal” rationale for action; it refutes the laws of  a materialistic world view. 

!
Oppen:  It is disheartening to suppose the time will never come when everyone is materially 

right, well-off.  But if  that day does arrive, the human race will be ethically and intellectually 

unemployed—there will be no “higher values.”  Is that right?  Is that what one thinks? 

!
Tarkovsky:  Of  course sociological factors come into play here.  Why else would some 

groups of  people turn to art only for entertainment, while others look for an intelligent 

interlocutor?  Why do some people only accept as real what is superficial, allegedly 

‘beautiful,’ but in fact vulgar, tasteless, inferior, hack—while others are capable of  the most 

subtle, genuinely aesthetic experience?  Where should we look for the causes of  the aesthetic

—sometimes, indeed, moral—deafness of  vast numbers of  people?  Whose fault is it?  And 

is it possible to help such people to experience inspiration and beauty, and the noble 

impulses that real art touches off  in the soul? 

!
Oppen:  Thus the primordial intuition of  being is the institution of  solidity and inexorability 

of  existence; and second, of  the death and nothingness which MY existence is liable.  And 

third, in the sane flash of  intuition, which is but my becoming aware of  the intelligible 

existence, perceived in anything whatsoever, implies.  I do not yet know in what form, 

perhaps in the things themselves, perhaps separately from them—some absolute, irrefragable 

existence, completely free from nothingness and death. 

!
Tarkovsky:  Alas, the tragedy is that we do not know how to be free—we demand freedom 

for ourselves at the expense of  others and don’t want to waive anything of  our own for the 
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sake of  someone else:  that would be an encroachment upon our personal rights and 

liberties.  All of  us are infected today with an extraordinary egoism.  And that is not 

freedom; freedom means learning to demand only of  oneself, not of  life or of  others, and 

knowing how to give:  sacrifice in the name of  love. 

!
Oppen:  I suppose the reconciliation, finally, even to death in amor fati, the love of  fate.  It is

—even—an important love, like all love.  Like all love expressed in events; it requires 

occurrences.  

!
Tarkovsky:  But it’s not a question of  mutual love:  what nobody seems to understand is that 

love can only be one-sided, that no other love exists, that in any other form it is not love.  If  

it involves less than total giving, it is not love.  It is impotent; for the moment.  

!
Oppen:  And the gallows speech:  a few years’ difference for us . . . 

!
!
!
Epilogue:  George Oppen passed away in 1984 at the age of  76.  Andrei Tarkovsky passed at 

the age of  54 in 1986.  The two never met.  33

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
   See the appendix on page 71 for citations. 33
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Chapter IV:  Having Advantage, Taking Advantage  

!
Art ennobles man by the mere fact of  its existence.  It creates those intangible 
bonds which draw mankind into a community, and that moral atmosphere in which, 
as in a culture medium, art will once again germinate and flourish.  Otherwise it will 
degenerate into a wildling like an apple-tree in an abandoned orchard.  If  art is not 
used according to its vocation it dies away, and that means that nobody has any need 
for its existence. 

    
     —Tarkovsky !!

In “From Virgil,” the fifth section from his poem “Five Poems About Poetry,” George 

Oppen poses a question: 

If  ‘life is a search 
For advantage.’ !
‘At whose behest  !
Does the mind think?’  34!!
Words lucky enough to make it into Oppen’s poems were chosen with vicious specificity. 

The notion of  advantage is a tricky one, loaded at best, but of  the utmost importance.  

Oppen’s decision to use the word search is indicative of  his method.  Susan Thackrey 

expounds on Oppen’s method in A Radical Practice, where she writes, “In his practice Oppen 

simply refused a poetics that was based anywhere other than in this present experience.”   35

Searching for an experience that is not present implies that the present experience is 

deficient; the same applies to advantage.  Typically, for a subject to have or take advantage, a 

superior position is required.  Considered in terms of  vantage point, advantage pertains to 

perspective and is a matter of  attention.  Given that boredom is associated with attention, it 

must also be associated with a kind of  advantage.  While bored, an experiencing subject who 

   George Oppen, New Collected Poems, ed.  Michael Davidson (New York:  New Directions, 2002), 104.34

   Thackrey, Radical Practice, 11.35
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cannot pay attention to the self  in relation to others, allow their self  to be bored out by 

others.  In order to protect the self  from others, they effectively become selfish.  The 

procedure of  selfishness is exploitation; in an instance of  boredom, distractions are 

exploited to annul boredom.  Advantage can also indicate exploitation.  A condition or 

situation is perceived and, through exploitation, an advantage can be taken.  Boredom is a 

condition that can be exploited. 

 That which is not possessed cannot be exploited.  If  one is not bored, one cannot 

take advantage of  boredom.  Yet, one can have the advantage of  idleness.  Providing further 

clarification of  Oppen’s practice, Thackrey writes,  “Certainly each one here knows and 

inhabits various moments of  past experience, seemingly consequential or inconsequential, 

that arise as terms of  the present, as does each person at that moment.”   Attention is 36

required in order to inhabit past experiences during a present moment, that is to say, 

idleness.  To have the awareness of  a present experience that past experiences have shaped is 

to have an advantage of  presence at its most absolute.  This type of  advantage does not 

need to be taken, for it is an awareness that can become an intrinsic characteristic of  every 

individual if  time is spent properly.  Idleness provides a superior internal perspective in 

relation to the world, constituting the grounds for moral regard.  Morals and ethics are an 

intrinsic characteristic of  advantage.  Taking advantage of  a condition or situation is a 

question of  morals.  

 An investigation of  the phrase “take advantage of  the fact” can be used to illustrate 

the distinction between having and taking advantage.  Consider two subjects and a fact:  

Each subject’s perception and attention to the fact changes the implications of  advantage.  

First, having an advantage occurs when each of  the subjects is aware of  the fact; each of  

them has the same advantage if  the fact is relatable.  If  the fact is not taken advantage of, the 

   Thackrey, Radical Practice, 10. 36
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advantage is held.  If  one of  the subjects takes advantage of  the fact, it might be considered 

a selfish act.  Not taking the advantage is the presentation of  a specific moral regard.  It is a 

presentation of  already having an advantage that does not require taking.  Second, the fact 

can be taken advantage of  when one of  the subjects is unaware of  the fact or unable to see 

it; in this case,  the sheer perception of  the fact provides the advantage.  The fact could, 

indeed, pertain to the subject who cannot see it.  Thus, one subject takes advantage of  the 

other by way of  exploitation.  This is the typical procedure.  Third, if  the fact cannot be 

known, there is no advantage, and nothing can be taken.    

 Regardless of  the kind of  advantage, the question of  advantage can be extended to 

include artists asking, in turn, what advantage they seek, on behalf  of  whom, and for what?  

The continuation of  Oppen’s “From Virgil” also questions art:  

!
Does the mind think?’ Art  
Also is not good !
For us 
Unless like the fool !
Persisting  
In his Folly  !
It may rescue us  
As only the true  !
Might rescue us, gathered  
In the smallest corners  !
Of  man’s triumph.  37!!
 Resisting a cultural system makes survival within it much more difficult.  By today’s 

standards, artists who do not take advantage of  boredom, given its abundance, can be 

considered foolish.  Artists who take advantage of  boredom do so in a broader economical 

   Oppen, Collected Poems, 104. 37
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sense, and are not foolish.  They believe that they have conquered boredom, that they have 

overcome it.  Since boredom is abundant, taking advantage of  it is not necessarily 

economical in a monetary sense; it is advantageous and economical to use that which is not 

scarce.  Thus, it is not foolish to be economical.  By entertaining themselves with their work, 

they entertain others; they fulfill a cultural desire for entertainment, which can also be a 

desire to avoid boredom.  All this is fine and dandy.  However, the result in and of  itself  

does not serve art or its purpose.  If  the current normative vocation of  artists lies outside 

art’s purpose, then Gurdjieff  is correct in saying, “Present-day art is not necessarily creative. . 

. . Art [has become] not an aim but a means.”   The act of  taking aim requires a focusing of  38

attention.  Focusing of  attention takes time, and is a form of  idleness.  A means to an end is 

an entirely different matter.  Means is indicative of  action, and an end can only be 

manifested in time.  To adhere to the aim of  art, the concept of  an end must be abandoned.  

For the subjective nature of  art protects its aim from the possibility ever reaching a solidified 

end.  The aim of  art cannot be replaced in the same manner as the rotary phone was 

replaced by the dial and the dial was replaced by the touchscreen.  However, art that 

functions as a means aspires to achieve an end, the end and aim being to take advantage of  

external situations for the sake of  progress.    

 If  art is used as a means for progress, artists can create work with an external goal in 

mind.  They might seek an advantage of  purse, of  fame, of  politics, of  pedagogy, and so 

forth, which are all desires for an external advantage.  Artists who desire to achieve fame or 

political influence will make work that is concerned with that subject.  If  fame is desired, 

artists will create works of  art that are designed to help them achieve that goal.  If  they 

desire political influence, the work is politically tempered.  That which is political and that 

which is concerned with fame have little to do with the inner world of  the self.  They are 

   Gurdjieff, Real World, 184. 38
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merely external constructions, surfaces that conceal deeper desires.  “If  our bodies are not 

profited by treasures or titles or the majesty of  kingship,”  writes Roman philosopher and 39

poet Lucretius, “we must go on to admit that neither are our minds.”   The inner world of  40

the self  is not capable of  possessing fame, becoming precisely political, or acquiring 

monetary wealth.  Fleeting distractions and external goals are never the catalysts that truly 

propagate the creativity of  artists for whom art is the aim.   

 Artists who require idleness-work find subjects that happen to occur spontaneously 

within their selves and attempt to exalt those subjects via their art.   That which occurs 

spontaneously presents itself  as part of  the self, stemming from experience.  This is in 

accordance with Tarkovsky’s philosophy of  art, in which he states that artists’ “influences 

come into being somewhere in the deepest recesses of  [their] ‘I’”   In order to perceive 41

what exists at the deepest recesses of  their “I,” idleness is required.  A perspective without 

derangement that finds art to be a necessity and an aim allows for the possibility that a 

creative action may be sincere.  Artists who can maintain a sensibility for idleness take 

advantage of  their ability to pay attention and are bound to their view of  the world.  

Therefore, they must place their self  within the world in order to create.  Artists who are 

bored take advantage of  the desire to change the way in which their position in the world is 

perceived, and they use their art as a means to accomplish that goal.  Idle observation, on the 

other hand, provides clarity to the placement of  the self  in the world, having the advantage 

of  attention.   Bored observation places the self  at a distance from the world and can take 

advantage of  distraction and abstraction in doing so.  

   Lucretius, On the Nature of  the Universe,  trans.  R. E. Latham (New York:  Penguin Books, 1994), 3939

   Ibid. 40

   Tarkovsky, Sculpting, 188. 41
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 Methodologies of  idleness are concerned with a sense of  inner truth.  An 

unimpeded observation informed by attention, which affects the inner-world, provides that 

truth.  Artists that recognize their truth are affected by it, and they find subject matters that 

cannot be communicated without the assistance of  art.  The finding of  their subjects in this 

manner is their ultimate desire.  That which requires art’s form to function and cannot 

function without it serves art’s purpose in and of  itself.  This is a component of  art as an 

aim.  According to Tarkovsky,  “If  it is anything less, then it is doomed from the outset to be 

artistically void and sterile.  It is perfectly possible to be a professional . . . and not be an 

artist, merely an executor of  other peoples ideas.”   Professionals in various fields require 42

texts and images to communicate their ideas, and the creation of  texts and images is an art.  

Artists are appointed to increase the clarity of  those ideas, since it is a part of  their 

profession.  By doing so, artists can become professionals within a field of  inquiry that is 

outside of  art’s conventional realm.  Artists who use art as a means to become professionals 

within a particular field can do so without actually having to belong to that field.  To a 

certain extent, that field usually bores them, and because of  that they take advantage of  it in 

order to produce.  The title of  artist is maintained in order to work within a field of  inquiry 

while at the same time is used to maintain a distance from it.  Maintaining distance eschews 

the possibility of  taking responsibility for any negative attribute of  a field.  If, for instance, a 

group of  artists create work promoting a political agenda that results in the suppression of  

the rights of  other human beings, the political agenda is expected to claim responsibility, not 

the artists.  The artists merely took advantage of  the political agenda in order to create work, 

yet were not part of  the political agenda per se.  By allowing external goals to have an effect 

on their art, artists can become professionals within a given field, freeing themselves from 

the responsibility of  being artists.  The title of  artist provides that allowance of  deceitful 
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artistic freedom, which I elucidated earlier via Chesterton’s quips.  Even though the field of  

inquiry in which they work provides their work with a purpose, they are not inherently 

indebted to it. 

 Art used as a means to progress within an external structure risks becoming entirely 

pragmatic.  If  pragmatism takes over, the search for an advantage becomes the primary 

objective, and art becomes utilitarian.  For Tarkovsky, in order for art to be the aim, “[i]t 

cannot be given purely utilitarian and pragmatic objectives.”   When art becomes 43

unapologetically pragmatic and is a utilitarian tool, we call it design.  Design is exploratory and 

searches for a solution.  Here is the dilemma:  As other forms of  representation increase the 

use of  art as a means to make a point, the point that art has the ability to be an aim, 

decreases.  The moniker “art” is used to describe the increasingly widespread and extensive 

array of  creative efforts that use art as a means.  Those who use art as a means and debate 

what is and is not art are essentially having a conversation about taking advantage of  a 

moniker.  

 In order to preserve the use of  art as a moniker, those who use art as a means to an 

end construct dramatic explanations.  The creative endeavors, projects, and works of  these 

artists may require dramatically complex explanations in order to maintain the moniker.  

Their explanations consistently take a defensive position as to why the aim of  art is achieved 

in their case.  They search for the advantage of  an explanation as to why “art” has been 

achieved.  Searching for an explanation requires artists to call upon a vast amount of  

historical and external references.  Yet, that which must be sought out, searched for, does not 

serve the aim of  art.  Tarkovsky spoke about this sentiment in relation to experiments: 

!
Nothing could be more meaningless than the word ‘search’ applied to a work of  art.  
It covers impotence, inner emptiness, lack of  creative conscience, petty vainglory.  

   Tarkovsky, Sculpting, 188. 43
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An artist who is seeking—these words are merely a cover for a middle-born 
acceptance of  inferior work.  Art is not a science, one can’t start experimenting.  
When an experiment remains on the level of  experiment and not a stage in which 
the artist went through in private—then the aim of  art has not been attained.  44!

 The artistic process certainly can be implemented as a method in which an 

experiment takes place; however, it will be an experiment, just that, and only that, 

and not art.  Experimentation has the ability to take a creative form via art; however, 

the experiment’s concerns do not serve procedures in which art becomes the aim.  

There is nothing horrid, negative, or intrinsically manipulative in the act in which art 

is used as a means to achieve an end, to experiment, or to rectify a state of  boredom.  

Tarkovsky understood, “[o]f  course . . . an artist can lose his way; but even his 

mistakes are interesting provided they are sincere, for they represent the reality of  his 

inner life, of  the peregrinations and struggle into which the external world has 

thrown him.”   Maintaining sincerity when experimenting, unfortunately, is a 45

struggle.  Artists can take advantage of  subjects that happen to matter within a 

society, and implement experimentation to create spectacular works of  art.  Yet, the 

work created is only capable of  taking advantage of  what happens to matter, while it 

matters—Oppen, being a poet, describes it poetically:  “Like a bull in a china shop:  

it is striking for a while.  After that the china shop becomes a bull pen, and the bull is 

an ordinary bull.”   Due to its relationship to time, the work of  art is unable to stand 46

the test of  time.  

  Artists who attempt to take advantage of  timing constantly reinvent 

themselves through the act of  experimentation in order to remain expressive.  A 

   Tarkovsky, Sculpting, 95.44
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work of  art with the advantage of  timing “becomes dated as a result of  the 

conscious effort to be expressive and contemporary; these are not things to be 

achieved:  they have to be in you.”   Regardless of  whether or not artists are bored 47

or idle, the conception of  a method in which they could be perpetually aware of  how 

their time is spent would be a mistake, and utterly ridiculous.  No human being could 

sustain the bearing of  such a weight, which would be attention at its most absolute.  

Yet, this extreme should be of  no concern, for attention must be acquired first, 

which is difficult and an advantage most do not acquire.  Unimpeded time is hard to 

acquire, and every type of  time has specific effects.  Thus, it is of  the utmost 

importance that artists take the time to become aware of  what they take advantage 

of, how that affects their work, and what modes of  perception are most important to 

them.   

 Artists using art as a means to progress can fear making that attribute of  

their practice a point of  public discussion in order to maintain the distinction of  

being an artist.  They consider how they are perceived as a matter of  business.  If  it 

is made clear that such artists measure the value of  their work in an entirely external 

way, and the work was simply created for the sake of  an external gain, it risks 

becoming boring.  For, if  their works do not make any attempt to speak to the gamut 

of  human existence, or to reality, for that matter, then it can only be a matter of  

boredom and a matter of  business.  Business is not boring for those who find 

purpose in business; it is their purpose and they can bear it.  The purpose of  artists 

should not be business, but art.  Artists with the purpose of  business in mind use art 

as a means to be professionals in the art of  business, not art in and of  itself.  The 

matter of  business was also a concern of  Kierkegaard:  

   Tarkovsky, Sculpting, 99.47
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There are [those] who have an extraordinary talent for transforming 
everything into a matter of  business, whose whole life is business, who fall in 
love, marry, and admire a picture with the same industrious zeal with which 
they labor during business hours.  The Latin proverb, otium est pulvinar diaboli, 
is true enough, but the devil gets no time to lay his head on this pillow when 
one is not bored.   48!

In boredom, there is no room for the spectrum of  experience, or distinction; there is 

only the work required to achieve a goal oriented toward progression:  It is a matter 

of  business.  The worldview of  bored artists is extremely narrow; the only possible 

observable point is that of  the perfection of  advantage, of  whatever happens to 

provide them with progress.  

 Artists who take advantage of  boredom, with a consideration for business, 

can indeed become an abundantly powerful social force.  Their power is sustained so 

long as they are perceived in a positive light, which conceals their flaws.  Idle artists, 

however, find power via their ability to remain attentive and observant of  their 

selves, including their flaws.  For a perspective that has the clarity of  attention is 

capable of  noticing every minute flaw as well as every perfection.  By holding the 

advantage of  perspective above all else, the artist can preserve a relationship with the 

world akin to that of  the poet.  Nietzsche was well aware that the poet, “like so many 

[others], exercises a higher charm by his imperfections than by all that is rounded off  

and takes perfect shape under his hands—indeed, he derives his advantage and 

reputation far more from his actual limitations than from his abundant powers.”   49

Artists who derive their powers from their limitations are capable of  doing do 

because they are not bored.  Their primary desires are not synonymous with external 

gains.   

   Kierkegaard, Either/Or, 285.48

   Friedrich Nietzsche, The Gay Science, trans.  Thomas Common (New York:  Barnes and Noble, 49
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 Idle-working artists do not seek the achievement of  advantage via the act of  

taking advantage.  Although they avoid taking advantage, if  it happens that they 

acquire an advantage of  external gain, they will not disavow it, so long as it is 

achieved on their terms.  They stubbornly proceed avoiding advantages, in order to 

avoid compromising their selves, their time, their perspective, their work; yet they still 

have confidence that their attempts will be accepted and profitable, though profit is 

not the goal.  By limiting themselves, they limit the possibility of  external profit, but 

by doing so, they also allow the fertility of  their purpose to prosper.  Kierkegaard 

also believed in limitation:  “Here we have at once the principle of  limitation, the 

only saving principle in the world.”   He writes in Either/Or:  “The more you limit 50

yourself, the more fertile you become in invention.  . . . How close an observer one 

becomes under such circumstances, when not the least noise nor movement escapes 

one’s attention.”   Currently, the question of  attention is most assuredly the question 51

of  what escapes it.  

 Taking advantage is a prominent aspect of  today’s society; most attempts at 

obtaining advantage correlate with an ideology of  external progress.  In spite of  that, art 

cannot function within its own aim when it is conceived of  in terms of  progress.  The 

reasoning behind this is that art’s aim cannot function within an external executor of  

progress due to the effects of  the executor upon artists and their art.  One of  the effects is 

the provision of  a purpose.  Artists provided with a purpose that did not grow within their 

selves believe that they have freedom.  They are misguided.  Purpose provides a sense of  

freedom, but even purpose is limited, and limitation can be both positive and negative in 

quality.  Limitation at its most terminal and absolute negative is limitation disguised as 
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freedom.  External provisions that provide purpose create limitations with the false 

appearance of  freedom.  Internal limitations created by the self  serve moral and ethics, 

providing a freedom of  purpose.  Therefore, “[t]he creation of  a human subject with a 

specific work and goal-intended actions is [provided with] a limited countervailing power to 

sovereignty because it is inherent to the structure it tries to abolish.”    Consider this passage 52

from Anke Snoek’s book Agamben’s Joyful Kafka:  Finding Freedom beyond Subordination in the 

same Hegelian manner mentioned before by Kierkegaard.  The purpose with which artists 

are provided via a field in which they work can decimate their purpose of  being artists.  

Artists who act as subjects within a given field are not capable of  creating works of  art 

uninhibited or unaltered by the field of  inquiry in which they practice.  If  artists wish to 

make works that are not uninhibited by specific social, political, or economic structures, they 

must avoid taking advantage of  those structures.  If  artists take advantage of  a structure and 

attempt to change it, they will be limited to the power of  that structure, not the power of  

their own resolve.  However, if  art can be considered a structure in and of  itself, should not 

art be the structure that artists work under?  If  it is not, then artists have been forsaken by 

art, as well as from art’s audience.  

!
  !!

!
!
!
!
!
!

   Anke Snoek, Agamben’s Joyful Kafka (New York:  Bloomsbury, 2012), 97. 52
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Chapter V:  Audience and the Aristocracy:  A Question concerning  
Genius 

!
There is no contradiction in the fact that I do nothing in particular to please an 
audience, and yet hope fervently that my picture will be accepted and loved by those 
who see it. The ambivalence of  this position seems to me to be at the very heart of  
the problem of  artist and audience—a relationship fraught with tension. !

      —Tarkovsky !
One of  the most fundamental attributes of  audience is attention.  In a society with a 

propensity for boredom, attention is in rare supply.  Art that can retain the attention of  

audiences who are easily bored is typically not very demanding.  In Tarkovsky’s opinion:  

“Anybody capable of  appreciating art will naturally limit the range on his favorite works 

according to his deepest inclinations.”   Boredom by nature avoids deeper inclinations, 53

which can be demanding.  Bored audiences are more inclined to appreciate immediate 

gratification, due to the restlessness that boredom creates.  To please an audience with a 

propensity for boredom, artists create works that are easily accessible.  Audiences that have 

an ability to remain idle have vastly different inclinations from those that are bored, but since 

attention has become a rare provision, the same can be said in regard to idleness.  Today, the 

largest available audience is composed of  those that are easily bored and thus they are 

distracted by particular aesthetics. 

 Artists can take advantage of  an audience by producing works that aim to please, in 

lieu of  being overlooked, of  being demanding, of  being perceived as boring.  Artists require 

a particular perspective in order to create works of  art that please audiences that are easily 

bored.  The artists acquire an attention for established preferences.  Artists working in this 
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fashion will align their work with forms of  distraction that aim to capture attention, such as 

entertainment.  Artists will compromise their works by pandering to particular tastes and 

preferences of  an audience.  Yet, it is not necessarily the audience’s tastes and preferences 

that compromise the work, but rather the forms of  distraction that have established those 

preferences.  Both audiences and artists are affected by distractions and the industry of  

entertainment. 

 Modern distractions are almost entirely external and to enjoy them other aspects of  

life must be compromised, such as idleness.  The aesthetics of  distraction are pleasurable to 

most audiences, regardless of  the consequences and the compromises that effect their sense 

of  self.  Artists who do not aim to please an audience do so to avoid the consequence of  

compromise, not to avoid an audience.  It is difficult to acquire someone’s attention without 

the overwhelming force of  distraction.  The etymological explanation of  idleness, elucidated 

at the end of  the second chapter of  this thesis, can also be used to describe an idle audience.  

To a certain degree, when viewing a work of  art,  audiences that can remain idle are 

“bearing” witness to an act of  artistic expression.  On the other hand, audiences that are 

bored spectate expressions.  Spectating and witnessing are used to describe a polarity in 

perception, and comparing the two words is not merely a question of  formal semantics.  

 The differentiation between a witness and a spectator is elucidated by the 

etymological lineage of  each word.  Spectator derives from the Latin spectare, which is akin to 

spectacle, which, in turn comes from the spectaculum “public show,” also from spectare, and a 

frequentative of  specere, “to look.”  The etymological root of  witness is wit, as in “sense,” 

“wisdom,” and “mind,” derived from the Sanskrit veda “knowledge,” as well as the Latin 

videre “see.”  The difference between looking at a work of  art, and seeing a work of  art, is 

colossal.  To see something clearly can be demanding, and looking can be accomplished with 

ease.  A quirky example of  the delineation between looking and seeing can be found in 
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clouds.  Those who are capable of  sitting idle for some time, paying attention to the 

oscillation of  a cloud, will begin to see the cloud take the form of  an image.  From the same 

perspective, those who are simply passing by will look at the cloud as only a cloud, merely 

another component of  the weather.  Talking about the weather is euphemism that can be 

indicative of  boredom, if  the weather is unremarkable on that particular day.  Art has the 

ability to exalt an unremarkable day but, currently, art is rarely used in this manner.  If  art is 

becoming a form of  distraction, artists who are bored will use art to avoid idling away their 

time on an unremarkable day, and by extension will create art works akin to their desire to 

become distracted. 

 Becoming distracted while bored is far too easy, and distracted artists typically create 

distractions, and see nothing clearly.  The aim of  art is to see something clearly that cannot 

be seen without the aid or art, and this is no small task.  Yet, smaller tasks provide effortless 

procedures, and using art as a means can reduce the amount of  effort required to create.  

Using art as a means to create distractions is a form of  entertainment, and creations that are 

akin to spectacle almost assuredly entertain.  Spectacles can provide audiences with 

something to look at, and demand nothing else.  The goal of  works made in this fashion is 

exposure, which is a procedure of  thought that takes advantage of  distraction:  the greater 

the exposure the higher the value.  Tarkovsky did not want art to develop into mere 

entertainment.  He believed “[a]s soon as artists begin to cater expressly for the auditorium, 

then we’re talking of  the entertainment industry, show business, the masses, or what have 

you, but certainly not of  art which necessarily obeys its own immanent laws of  development 

whether we like it or not.”   Although, art has not undergone a development that exclusively 54

obeys its own immanent laws, it has always been accompanied by the laws of  secondary 

interlocutors.  At its highest manifestations, art caters to an elite:  galleries, benefactors, 
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collectors, curators, patrons, donors, organizations, etc.  All are interlocutors of  art, and 

those with influence are generally aristocratic by nature.  Kierkegaard made a fascinating 

point, in which “[t]hose who bore themselves are the elect, the aristocracy; and it is a curious 

fact that those do not bore themselves usually bore others, while those who bore themselves 

entertain others.”   If, while bored, a person seeks entertainment, and the aristocracy bores 55

themselves, then artists who are bored, who make entertaining art, have an advantage over 

artists who do not bore themselves, by pleasing the desires of  the aristocracy.  This is, 

however, an advantage in entertainment, not in art.  Artists who do not bore themselves, 

bore the aristocracy, due to the fact that their art is not necessarily entertaining.  Even if  the 

aristocracy bores themselves, they do not want to be bored and thus they take advantage of  

artists who are entertaining, and bored artists take advantage of  that fact.  

 Artists who establish a relationship with art’s aristocracy enter into a mutual 

agreement, which allows each side to take advantage of  the other.  Of  course, not all 

relationships between artists and aristocratic interlocutors are set in motion because of  

boredom.  The advantages of  the relationship can be mutually beneficial.  Be that as it may, 

the typical goal of  the relationship is to turn a profit and profit becomes the aim.  For profit 

to be the aim the of  art, aspects of  entertainment are required today, and the artist's work, 

not their relationship with the aristocracy, is compromised.  Artists who profit from art’s 

aristocracy are well versed in how to compromise their works in order to maintain the 

relationship.  What aspects of  their work are bartered obviously vary, but the conversation 

typically revolves around the work’s ability to turn a profit.  The aim is to please an audience 

and thus collect their money; the more effortless the transaction, more successful the work is 

considered.  For Tarkovsky, aristocratic methods of  sale not only disrespect art, but art’s 

audience as well: 
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If  you try to please audiences, uncritically accepting their tastes, it can only mean that 
you have no respect for them:  that you simply want to collect their money; and 
instead of  training the audience by giving them inspiring works of  art, you are 
merely training the artist to ensure his own income.  For their part, the audience will 
continue, their contentment unalloyed, to feel they are right—seldom a well-founded 
conviction.  The failure to develop the audience's capacity to criticize our own 
judgements is tantamount to treating them with total indifference.  56!

Yet, this is precisely how art’s aristocracy functions:  it provides a means for artists to ensure 

their income.  In most cases, to ensure income based solely on the creation of  art works, 

artists require the assistance of  an aristocratic representative.  

 According to Tarkovsky, regardless of  how necessary it may be for artists to establish 

a relationship with the aristocracy, the relationship does not relinquish the responsibility that 

artists have to their audience.  He believed that the works of  artists should serve a public 

good: 

The aristocratic nature of  art, however, does not in any way absolve [artists] of  
[their] responsibility to [their] public and even, if  you like, more broadly, to the 
people in general.  On the contrary:  because of  [their] special awareness of  [their] 
time and place and of  the world in which [they live], [artists become] the voice of  
those who cannot formulate or express their view of  reality.  In that sense [artists 
are] indeed vox populi.  That is why [they are] called to serve [their] own talent, which 
means serving [their] people.  57!

This is unfortunate, for boredom is an annulment of  purpose and artists acting as 

the vox populi for bored peoples void their purpose by doing so.  Moreover, if  the 

purpose of  an artist is to distract an audience from being bored, then it is much 

more so a form of  entertainment than it is art.  Furthermore, artists who are not 

bored are boring to a bored audience.  Again, boredom begets boredom, and 

boredom’s process makes its full circle.   
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 It is peculiar to consider that the established doctrine of  art functions primarily as a 

flippant means for shedding the burden of  bearing an authentic perception of  the self, yet 

this is increasingly the case.  Art’s aristocratic interlocutors pander to an audience with a taste 

for boredom by affectively advocating for a cultural climate that suits their own aristocratic 

affinity of  boring themselves.  Tarkovsky was well aware of  this dilemma, and he believed: 

Those responsible for cultural policy should be concerned with creating a certain 
climate, a certain standard of  artistic production, instead of  fobbing audiences off  
with stuff  that is so blatantly phony, and unreal, and so corrupting their taste 
irrevocably.  However, that is not a problem to be solved by [artists].  Unfortunately, 
[artists are] not responsible for cultural policy.  [They] can answer only for the 
standard or [their] works.  [Artists] will talk honestly about all that concerns [them], 
holding nothing back, if  the audience finds the topic of  conversation truly relevant 
and important.   58!

In a culture afflicted by boredom, what is truly relevant and of  the utmost importance might 

demand attention.  Avoiding boredom is easy, given that distraction is abundant, and ease 

typically takes preeminence over that which is demanding.  Thus, the increased desire for 

entertainment and the aristocracy’s propensity for pilfering it.  Kierkegaard continued his 

rant on the aristocracy by focusing on entertainment, writing:  “As noted above, they 

generally entertain others—in a certain external sense the mob, in a deeper sense only their 

fellow initiates.”   Bored artists maintain their relationship with their aristocratic fellows, as 59

well as audience, which Kierkegaard called the mob, by shying away from the creating of  

works that are demanding.  Thus, idle-working artists who create works that express a 

demand in one way or another are not attempting to entertain and require the same idle-

work from their audience.  

 Tarkovsky regarded his audience as his equal, and thus did not attempt or intend  to 

take advantage of  them.  His perspective and consideration for audience can be described as 
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pantheistic.  In fact he believed that it was impossible to create his films by taking advantage 

of  an audience.  In 1984, during an interview conducted by Irena Brezna, Tarkovsky spoke 

candidly about his viewership:  

I have never thought of  the viewer. How could I?  What should I think?  Should I 
educate them?  Or will I find out what one John Smith in London or Vassil Ivanov in 
Moscow thinks?  I would be the biggest phony to pretend that I know what 
someone else thinks, what his world is.  If  I want to do anything at all, I can only do 
it my way and take the viewer as my equal.  So I don’t compromise.  If  I am 
uncertain about something, I believe that the viewer feels the same way and I try to 
clarify it in a film for myself  and the viewer.  I am neither smarter nor stupider than 
my viewer.  My dignity can be harmed as well as the viewer’s.  Of  course, one can 
make films with the consideration of  the purse.  Nothing is easier.  But that is not 
my profession.  I will never concern myself  with that.  60!

Consideration for viewership implies an attempt to please, which can compromise an art 

work’s ability to be demanding.  Tarkovsky’s work is certainly demanding, and his 

consideration for audience is antithetical to how audiences are typically taken into 

consideration.  The majority of  contemporary artists target specific audiences and make 

assumptions based off  of  specific sociological factors, such as boredom.  Artists that take 

advantage of  the fact that a particular audience is easily bored place themselves above that 

audience, for advantage is characterized by positionality.  The establishment of  a hierarchy 

between artists and audiences downplays the principles of  Tarkovsky’s equalizing 

consideration for audience.  

 Tarkovsky wanted his films to have ethical significance, yet his works are not as 

commercially successful in contrast to other forms of  cinema.  One of  the reasons for 

Tarkovsky’s lack of  commercial acceptance is due to the ethical weight of  his material, which 

people can easily avoid by turning him into a genius.  Kierkegaard elucidated this conception 
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of  a genius by asking the question,  “Why did Socrates compare himself  to a gad-fly?”  61

Kierkegaard answered the question thus:  

Because he only wished to have ethical significance.  He did not wish to be admired 
as a genius standing apart from others, and fundamentally, therefore, make the lives 
of  others easy, because they could say, “it is all very fine for him, he is a genius.”  No, 
he did only what every man can do, he only understood what every man can 
understand.  Therein lies the epigram.  He bit hard into the individual man, 
continually forcing him and irritating him with his “universal.”  He was a gad-fly who 
provoked people by means of  the individual’s passion, not allowing him to admire 
indolently  . . .  but demanding his self  to him.  If  a man has ethical power people 
like to make him into a genius, simply to be rid of  him; because his life expresses 
demand.  62!

To call someone a genius is to have not the slightest conception of  what genius is, and how 

it functions.  Turning another human being into a genius eschews the possibility that he who 

did the naming has the capability of  expressing equal demands of  his life.  Artists who 

accept the title of  genius can believe it to be a personal point of  pride, and the acceptance 

of  such a title can distance them from their audience.  Accepting the title of  genius, and 

pleasing an audience to the point of  becoming widely accepted are both rewarding in their 

own rights, but both most assuredly reward the ego.  Yet, according to Giorgio Agamben, 

genius is impersonal and ego is personal:  genius and ego do not coincide. 

 Artists who live a life that expresses demand will create demanding works if  their 

practice is transparent and sincere, and they understand that it is genius that makes demands, 

not their ego.  In Agamben’s words:  “Suppose the ego wants to write—not to write this or 

that work, but simply to write, period.  This desire means:  I (Ego) feel that somewhere 

Genius exists, that there is in me an impersonal power that presses toward writing.  But this 

Genius, who has never taken up a pen (much less a computer)—has no inclination to make 
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work.”    The work of  genius is idleness-work, and its demands will only emerge through 63

idle self-observation.  It is genius that presses demand upon the ego, and it is genius who can 

turn art into calling.  Artists have no right to change what genius calls them to do in attempt 

to reward their ego.  For, as Agamben states, “[e]very attempt by ego, by the personal 

element, to appropriate genius, to force [it] to sign in one’s own name, is necessarily destined 

to fail.”   The failure is due to the fact that the ego must first testify to demands of  the 64

genius in order for the true inclinations of  the self  to become clear.   

 To illustrate this conundrum, we can return for a moment to Oppen’s method.  That 

primary aspect of  Oppen’s method of  perception, which pertains to the occurrences of  past 

experiences that arise in the mind in terms of  the present moment, corresponds with 

Agamben’s conception of  genius:  

Comprehending the conception of  [artists] implicit in genius means understanding 
that [they are] not only an ego and an individual consciousness, but rather that from 
birth to death [they are] accompanied by an impersonal, pre-individual element. 
[Artists are] thus a single being with two phases; [they are] a being that results from 
the complex dialectic between a part that has yet to be individuated and lived and 
another part that is marked by fate and individual experience.  But the impersonal, 
nonindividual part is not a past [they] have left behind once and for all and what 
[they] may recall in memory; it is still present within [them], still with [them], near to 
[them] and inseparable from [them], for both good and ill.  65

  
Oppen’s occurrences are the nonindividual parts of  a past recalled in memory, which 

Agamben calls genius, and idleness is required for occurrences of  the past to inhabit a self  in 

the present.  By way of  distraction boredom avoids the self, depriving the self  of  its 

occurrences and its genius, which can make a life miserable according to Agamben:  “In 

latin, Genium suum defraudare, to defraud one’s own genius, means to make one’s life miserable, 
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to cheat one-self, in Latin.”   Boredom certainly cheats the self  of  attention, occurrences, 66

pantheism, idleness, and genius; it cheats audiences out of  finding a taste for art that speaks 

to their inner world.  For boredom cheats the self  out of  inner-sense in general.  

 There is beauty in the notion that genius is not a personal element, for if  genius is 

truly impersonal, then each and every human being, be they artist or not, is capable of  

discovering the demands of  a genius if  they so choose.  To observe the demands that occur 

spontaneously within the self  is to understand genius in its entirety.  Genius, however, albeit 

impersonal, cannot turn away from the internal, and thus the demands of  genius will forever 

be internal.  Boredom is also an internal but is acquiesced to externally, and it demands that 

the self  turn away from itself, to become a self  distracted by externals.  Thus, discovering 

Agamben’s notion of  genius overcomes boredom by providing the self  with a set of  internal 

demands, which entails attention and idleness.  However, even Kierkegaard himself  admitted 

that “the most completely developed theory is poverty-stricken compared with the fullness 

which the man of  genius easily discovers in his ubiquity.”   This was the last sentence 67

Kierkegaard wrote in conclusion to his essay on boredom.  However poverty-stricken 

Kierkegaard believed his theory to be, his theory attempts to provide each and every 

individual with the possibility of  obtaining a perspective, a perspective that provides a love 

for the self  as well as its fate, outside of  ego. 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Chapter VI:  Never Forgetting to Remember:  Amor Fati 

!
Time is necessary to man, so that, made flesh, he may be able to realize himself  as a 
personality.  But I am not thinking of  linear time, meaning the possibility of  getting 
something done, performing some action.  The action is the result, and what I am 
considering is the cause which makes man incarnate in a moral sense. !

—Tarkovsky !!
Idle-working artists who discover the extent of  the ubiquity of  the self  do not do so 

through the production of  their art but rather through their relation to how they encounter 

the world before production.  This is the province of  a poet.  Oppen “entailed the 

recognition of  boredom as an absolutely crucial mood or feeling—because out of  it comes 

the indifference (that is, literally, lacking differentiation) in which the habitual and conventional 

networks of  perception and thought disintegrate, permitting the perception of  a new 

perspective.”   The recognition of  boredom does not abolish boredom, but it is the first 68

measure required to overcome it.  Wherein, if  idleness is achieved, the perspective of  

indifference is pantheistic.  Idleness does not rely on physical displacement in order to see 

the world anew.  The motion of  idleness lies inside the self.  It moves infinitely within a self, 

removed from linear time, although the self  retains the ability to perceive motion.  Boredom, 

on the other hand, is characterized by the desire for external motion, and the desire for the 

possibility of  motion.  In The Sickness Unto Death, Kierkegaard wrote on the concept of  

despair in relation to the self.  The text is thoroughly religious and much of  the discussion 

revolves around the concept of  original sin.  Yet, in the sections on the despair of  possibility, 

he elucidates a correlation between necessity and possibility.  Kierkegaard pinpoints the 

concept of  motion in idleness and boredom by illustrating what occurs during an 

overindulgence of  possibility:   
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Now if  possibility outruns necessity, the self  runs away from itself, so that it has no  
necessity whereto it is bound to return—then this is the despair of  possibility.  The 
self  becomes an abstract possibility which tries itself  out with floundering in the 
possible, but does not budge from the spot, nor get to any spot, for precisely the 
necessity is the spot; to become oneself  is precisely a movement at the spot.  To 
become is a movement from the spot, but to become oneself  is a movement at the 
spot.  Possibility then appears to the self  ever greater and greater, more and more 
things become possible, because nothing becomes actual.  At last it is as if  
everything were possible—but this is precisely when the abyss has swallowed up the 
self.   69!

Today, the abyss is distraction, dilated by boredom, and boredom operates precisely within 

the possible.  If  a myriad of  different actions are possible, it is difficult to discern what is 

necessary.  Given the enormous power of  distraction, attentions often cannot be held by 

what is necessary, and the distractions of  what is possible, alongside boredom, are given an 

ability to thrive.  

 To remain at Kierkegaard’s “spot,” idleness is required and perpetuated by, in the 

words of  Susan Thackrey:  “Thoughts, in the sense of  whatever might arise in one—

sensations, cognitions, feeling, percepts, memories, and not least, words—are part of  what is 

perceivable, part of  world, in which the mind is.  It is a shift of  perceptual focus.”   Artists 70

who enjoy themselves within the world look upon every passing detail in relation to their 

selves with undivided attention, which provides for the occurrence of  creative thought to 

take place.  Looking upon the self  only in terms of  a physical relation to reality can result in 

the creating of  boring movements.  The necessity for idleness, which is suggestive of  a lack 

of  physical movement, can be productive.  The mind’s occurrences, stemming from 

attention paid to reality, can be one of  the purest manifestations of  enjoyment.  Kierkegaard 

believed, “[i]f  we remain in boredom as such, it becomes an evil principle; if  we annul it, we 
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posit it in its truth; but we can only annul boredom by enjoying ourselves—ergo, it is our duty 

to enjoy ourselves.”   The point is the enjoyment of  getting to know the self.  71

 The self  in idleness can only be enjoyed if  the self  is not perceived as a singular 

entity of  personal invention.  Idle enjoyment is procured from the awareness of  what has 

occurred throughout a history of  experience, which ultimately constructs the self  in a 

heterogeneous manner.  It is the culminated perspective of  how, at any given moment, the 

self  actually appears in the world.  Understanding a history of  experience is an awareness of  

how fate has occurred “and a love of  fate, to where we have come—not excluding from 

awareness the cruel, the manipulations of  power.”   Amor fati is Latin for “love of  fate.”  72

The term “‘[a]mor fati’ is Nietzsche’s term, where it refers to the absolute necessity for  . . .  

human [beings] to love [their] own fate, all that has come before the present moment.”   73

Whatever perceptual notions happen to occur in idleness—be they memories, words, images, 

feelings, and so on, all affect the perception and observation of  reality.  The relation of  idle 

occurrences in relation to reality provides new perspectives.  Therefore, according to Oppen:  

“the eye with which we look at reality is constantly . . . changed.”   Regardless of  whether or 74

not perspective is established by boredom or idleness, it is always changed, by way of  their 

influence.  Changes in perception are dependent upon how perception is established. 

 Perception, especially when applied to memory, lives within the mind alongside 

imagination.  Memories are altered by imagination, and are a subjective form of  truth.  Yet, 

idle-working artists are concerned with an honesty toward their selves, which can become 

personal truth.  The only way to establish personal truths is through the acquisition of  self-
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observation.  For a practice to become a purpose, personal truth must proceed it.  Artists 

who establish an idle method that precedes their practice are provided with an obstinate 

admission and admiration of  purpose.  According to Oppen,  “[a]dmitting and permitting, 

acknowledging what is actually appearing as most central, also constitute the ground of  

truthful action.”   The centrality is the self, and the truthful action is the establishment of  a 75

practice with ethical and moral regard that is constituted by perspective, so long as it remains 

sincere.  Even if  external distractions manipulate the perception of  artists, they can remain 

truthful so long as the distortions are disclosed.   

 Nondisclosure can become advantageous.  Having an advantage for truthful action, 

idle-working artists are unwilling to compromise their perception for external gain.  To a 

certain degree, they understand Agamben’s perspective on desire:  “Whatever [they] have 

imagined [they] have already had. There remain the (unfulfillable) images of  what is already 

fulfilled. With fulfilled desires, [they will construct] a hell; with unfufillable images, limbo and 

with imagined desire, with the pure word, the beatitude of  paradise.”   Progress is linear, 76

and when goal-oriented, demands fulfillment.  Imagined desires that do not adhere to the 

disposition of  progress can be preserved as images, so long as desires are already fulfilled.  

They have not been bored out and emptied.  To join fulfillment to imagination and “to apply 

it to art would be to accept the idea of  progress in art; and though progress has an obvious 

place in technology—more perfect machines, capable of  carrying out their functions better 

and more accurately—how can any one be more advanced at art?”   Artists can advance in 77

terms of  technique:  color theory, concept, composition, craft, execution, representation, 

design, and so forth.  However, it is possible to acquire a more advanced perspective by 
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obtaining an increased attention through idleness, providing a more advanced awareness of  

the desires of  the self.  To be more advanced at art, as a progress, is impossible.  To become 

more advanced in the enjoyment of  understanding the self  without progress is possible.   

 Idle perspectives can constantly shift, which maintains imagination and desire outside 

of  the fulfillment disposed to progress.  Here we find the reasoning behind the title of  Søren 

Kierkegaard’s “Rotation Method” in which he discussed boredom, stating:   

Here, as everywhere, however, it is necessary to give the problem calm consideration 
… driven by the demonic spirit of  boredom deeper and deeper into the mire in 
every effort to escape.  Everyone who feels bored cries out from change.  With this 
demand I am in complete sympathy, but it is necessary to act in accordance with 
some settled principle.  My own dissent from the ordinary view is sufficiently 
expressed in the use I make of  the word, “rotation.”  This word might seem to 
conceal an ambiguity, and if  I wished to use it as to find room in it for the ordinary 
method, I should have to define it as a change of  field.  But the farmer does not use 
the word in this sense.  I shall, however, adopt this meaning for a moment, in order 
to speak of  the rotation which depends on change in its boundless infinity, its 
extensive dimension, so to speak.  78!

 Artists will be constantly bored by the reality that surrounds them if  they are 

incapable of  this method of  rotation.  Boredom exhausts the value and purpose of  a 

perceived environment, and once bored, artists can simply move on to another, and another.  

Examples of  this movement have extensive range, from conversation to conversation, room 

to room, city to city, country to country, and so on and so forth.  The effect of  boredom in 

this instance at it zenith “finally . . . indulges in a sentimental hope of  endless journeyings 

from star to star.”   Regardless of  how extreme Kierkegaard’s example of  boredom’s 79

creating of  a desire to leave the earth is, it certainly illustrates how boredom can obtain the 

upper hand over humanity.  
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 G. K. Chesterton’s book Orthodoxy contains a chapter titled  “Introduction in 

Defense of  Everything Else,” in which he uses an allegory that provides an elegant example 

of  Kierkegaard’s rotation method.   

I have often had a fancy for writing a romance about an English yachtsman who 
slightly miscalculated his course [after setting sail from England] and discovered 
England under the impression that it was a new island in the South Seas.  . . . There 
will probably be a general impression that the man who landed (armed to the teeth 
and talking by signs) to plant the British flag on that barbaric temple, which turned 
out to be the Pavilion at Brighton, felt rather a fool.  . . . But if  you imagine that he 
felt a fool, or at any rate that the sense of  folly was his sole or his dominant emotion, 
then you have not studied with sufficient delicacy the rich romantic nature of  the 
hero of  this tale.  . . . What could be more delightful than to have in the same few 
minutes all the fascinating terrors of  going abroad combined with all the humane 
security of  coming home again?  . . . The general proposition that we need this life 
of  practical romance; the combination of  something that is strange with something 
that is secure.  We need to combine an idea of  wonder with an idea of  welcome.  We 
need to be happy in this wonderland without once merely being comfortable.   80!

Not only does the English yachtsman experience a change of  perspective, which in turn 

changes the way he perceives his own home, but he also experiences an important 

disposition of  memory. 

 Idleness does not turn into boredom so long as a true sense for a method of  

rotation is maintained, which is, as Kierkegaard put it:  “the art of  remembering and 

forgetting.”   This art is only acquired via an amor fati.  Even the simple act of  paying 81

attention to what is remembered and why, what is forgotten and why, is enough to annul 

boredom for quite some time.  Whatever is remembered, appears by way of  memory and 

imagination via the virtue of  idleness, has not actually been forgotten.  If  an occurrence in 

life is truly forgotten, it cannot be recalled at all.  Kierkegaard also says that the art of  

memory does not cater only to that which is pleasurable and is not one-sided:  “This art does 

not consist in permitting the impressions to vanish completely; forgetfulness is one thing, 
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and the art of  forgetting is something quite different.  It is easy to see that most people have 

a very meager understanding of  this art, for they ordinarily wish to forget only what is 

unpleasant, not what is pleasant.  This betrays a complete one-sidedness.”   Idleness, unlike 82

boredom, does not seek an escape from experiences of  cruelty, and does not provide those 

experiences with additional pleasantry or weight.  To remember and forget with poetic 

recollection is a precise understanding of  amor fati in its entirety, and this is pantheistic.  If  

everything has a purpose, it must have the capability of  affect; if  nothing has a purpose, it 

can be brushed off  and cannot maintain the capability of  affect.  Artists can certainty hope 

that their work is not limited by what they remember and what they forget.  They might 

hope that their work can exist in any form that they choose, beyond their own limits.  Yet, it 

is impossible for any human being to cease remembering, or to cease forgetting.   

 According to Kierkegaard, hope outside of  memory should be abandoned:  “Life in 

its entirety moves between these two currents, and hence it is essential to have them under 

control.  It is impossible to live artistically before one has made up one’s mind to abandon 

hope; for hope precludes self-limitation.”   Only through limitation can boredom be 83

abolished, and through limitation is attention acquired, henceforth idleness can be acquired.  

This is of  the utmost importance for the perception of  artists who wish to create work 

outside of  boredom’s afflictions.  Artists that allow what happens to occur spontaneously to 

become the subject of  their work, without distraction, permits whatever truth is found to be 

expressed.  For “truth in perception, informed by feeling, permits ethics and art to not split 

from one another.”   Thus, the artists of  an idle conception portray obstinacy at its finest 84

and willing sacrifice aspects of  their life for their practice.  Their practice, their purpose, is 
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not necessitated by the creation of  images, but by the means through which they can remain 

at Kierkegaard’s spot and find the creation of  images a necessity.  

!
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Chapter VII:  Yearning for Sacrifice:  Conclusion  

!
The advice I can give to beginners is not to separate their work, their movie, 
their film from the life they live.  Not to make a difference between the 
movie and their own life.  Because a director is like any other artist:  a 
painter, a poet, a musician.  And since it is required from him to contribute 
his own self, it is strange to see directors that take their work as a special 
position, given to them by destiny, and simply exploit their profession.  
That is, they live in one way, but make movies about something else.  And 
I’d like to tell directors, especially young ones, that they should be morally 
responsible for what they do while making their films.  Do you understand?  
It is the most important of  all.  . . .  It requires sacrificing yourself.  . . .  
This is what I’ve been thinking lately about my profession. !

         —Tarkovsky !!
For Tarkovsky, cinema was the medium that he found best conveyed his poetic expressions.  

He stated the following in Sculpting in Time:  “I have always considered myself  a poet rather 

than a cinematographer.”   Tarkovsky certainly believed and spoke in a poetic manner, 85

which is exemplified by a statement he made pertaining to the practice of  art:  “You should 

belong to it, it shouldn’t belong to you.  Cinema uses your life, not vice versa.”   Tarkovsky 86

did not contradict his poetics; his films were not separate from the life that he lived.  His life 

corresponded with his work to such a degree that he died in a Paris hospital bed shortly after 

the completion of  his film tiled Offret, which translates from Swedish into the much more 

common English title, Sacrifice.  Tarkovsky most assuredly would not advocate a notion in 

which artists place their creative practices over their own morality.  He was well aware of  the 

seriousness of  his illness before the production of  Sacrifice began, and thus did not separate 

the film from his life, which was ending.  Yet, his advice about the sacrificial nature of  art 

still holds true, but as a fact upended.  Today, a great many artists do sacrifice their selves but 

their selves are sacrificed to distraction by boredom, not necessarily to their artistry.  Given 
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that art can be used as a means to become distracted, it can still be tied to the sacrificial, for 

it avoids acknowledging what is being sacrificed—which is the self  to boredom.  Yet, this is 

opposed to Tarkovsky’s belief:  “You should sacrifice yourself  to the art.”   What form 87

sacrifice takes and what that sacrifice serves, is precisely what Tarkovsky’s self  was 

concerned with during the production of  his last film.   

 If  artists sacrifice their selves to boredom, they can use art as a means to avoid 

boredom, which, at one remove, allows them to believe that art belongs to them.  By 

possessing art, artists are able to sell it like a commodity and sacrifice art’s aim.  The reverse 

is true for idle artists:  idle-working artists are not bored with their selves, and thus have self  

to sacrifice to art.  This speaks to Tarkovsky’s point:  “Artists ought to be distinguished by 

selfless devotion to duty; but we forgot about that along time ago.”   The Slovenian 88

philosopher Slavoj Žižek investigated Tarkovsky’s notion of  sacrifice and how it functioned, 

in a section titled “The Traps of  Pure Sacrifice,” from his self-proclaimed opus The Parallax 

View: 

Among film-makers, Andrei Tarkovsky focused on [the] act of  meaningless sacrifice as 
the ultimate guarantee of  sense—his last two films, Nostalgia and Sacrifice, are deeply 
Kierkegaardian.  . . .  Tarkovsky was well aware that a sacrifice, in order to work and be 
efficient, must be in a way “meaningless,” a gesture of  “irrational,” use-less expenditure 
or ritual (like traversing a pool with a candle, or burning down one’s own house)—the 
idea is that only such a gesture of  just “doing it” spontaneously, a gesture not covered by 
any rational action, can restore the immediate faith that will deliver us and heal us from 
our modern spiritual malaise.    89!

Attention paid to the self  in idleness is the ultimate guarantee of  sense, even though it might 

be difficult to bear.  In a modern, economical sense, idleness is a meaningless and irrational 

endeavor.  It is a path composed of  resistance, in which the result produces not a single 

material gain.  To sacrifice the self  to boredom if  the self  cannot be borne is a rational 
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measure.  For it is not required for the self  to be borne, in order for a human being to 

survive in a world of  such vast distraction—a world measured by material gain.  

 A sacrificial ritual that Žižek does not mention in the quotation above frames 

Tarkovsky’s last film.  Sacrifice begins and ends with the irrational gesture of  watering a dead 

tree.  The deed of  watering the tree is presented in the form of  a tale, which the protagonist 

Alexander tells to his son, Little Man.  While the tree is being prepared, Alexander speaks of  

an old Orthodox monk named Pamve who plants a barren tree upon the side of  a mountain.  

Pamve then addresses his pupil Kolov, and instructs him to water the tree every day until it 

comes to life.  Kolov does just that, going out every morning to water the tree for three 

years.  Then, one day Kolov sets out to water the tree and discovers that the entire tree is in 

full bloom, completely covered in blossoms.  Alexander explains to Little Man:  “You know, 

sometimes I say to myself,  if  every single day, at exactly the same stroke of  the clock,  one 

were to perform the same single act, like a ritual, unchanging, systematic, every day at the 

same time, the world would be changed.  . . . One could wake up in the morning, let’s say, get 

up at exactly seven, go to the bathroom, pour a glass of  water from the tap, and flush it 

down the toilet. Only that!”   The notion is that every undertaking, regardless of  how 90

meaningless it may seem, has the ability to change the world—to change history.  

 The watering of  a dead tree is an additive undertaking upon a physical entity 

recognized as having already passed.  That which has passed can be described as a part of  

history.  Yet if  past experiences can arise and inhabit the present, history cannot be 

considered inert.  In addition, history not only affects the present, but every moment comes 

to pass and contributes to history.  Thus, to have concern for how a present is lived is to 

have a concern for history.  Tarkovsky established the function of  his practice with the same 

mentality:  “In order to define my own tasks, not only as an artist but, above all, as a person, 
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I found myself  having to look at the general state of  our civilization and the personal 

responsibility of  every individual as participant in the historical process.”   Tarkovsky’s 91

sentiment presents us with the possibility that regardless of  how a life is led it will contribute 

to history, in one way or another.  No matter how significant or insignificant a life led may 

be, it is impossible to avoid participating in history, and thus ultimately impossible not to 

contribute to it.  Yet, what a life contributes to history depends on how it is led.   

 The creation of  an art work is a conscious attempt to contribute to the present, and 

to history.  Oppen wrote the following in the Daybooks:  “Art is as old as civilization.  If  one 

can add one thing to so long a history, one color or shape or tone, one perception to so long 

a history, that is a great deal to do.  If  [one] tries to do a great many things [one] will  

probably be repeating what has been done better.”   It is not imperative that every artist 92

become an idle-worker, however, if  art’s history is to have a kinship for its own immanent 

laws, we must remember that boredom flounders within all that is possible.  Artists who are 

bored certainly repeat what has previously been done better, which is not a horrible fact.  

Yet, if  bored artists are merely creating distractions, their contribution to history is that of  

distraction, mimicking not art but other forms of  media.  The attempt to contribute to the 

history of  art is certainly a daunting task, but it should not be abandoned.  

 The artistic disposition of  artists such as Tarkovsky and Oppen do not represent a 

pinnacle that must be equaled in order to make art.  However, their dispositions certainly 

illuminate a lack of  harmony within the arts, which will continue to tip in boredom’s favor 

unless such dispositions survive.  If  boredom continues to prosper, the temperament 

required for the creation of  works that do not serve as a form of  distraction, will be be 

abandoned to the past.  Unless boredom is recognized and overcome by artists working in 
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today’s society, artworks similar to Tarkovsky’s and Oppen’s will only exist historically, 

struggling to make it into present.  For, if  art becomes nothing more then a material 

distraction it will only serve boredom, not the self—the inner-world of  human beings.  

Although boredom’s etymological root describes the removal of  a material, it is unfortunate 

that boredom in and of  itself  removes the ultimate guarantee of  inner sense, and turns our 

attention towards that which is material.  For boredom is indicative of  external material 

desires:  the acquisition of  the material, the distraction of  material, the longing for the 

material, and that which is material are all certainly external in a spiritual sense.  Tarkovsky 

was concerned with the material balance of  art, and it is harrowing that even he conceived 

of  art’s balance in the past tense: 

I think that art was always man’s weapon against the material things which threatened to 
devour his spirit.  . . .  Art embodied an ideal; it was an example of  perfect balance 
between moral and material principles, a demonstration of  the fact that such a balance is 
not a myth existing only in the realm of  ideology, but something that can be realized 
within the dimensions of  the phenomenal world.  Art expressed man’s need of  harmony 
and his readiness to do battle with himself, with his own personality, for the sake of  
achieving the equilibrium for which he longed.   93!

Combating the self  and its desires is only embraced through idleness and idle-working time.   

Thus, the imbalance within art, and the lack of  equilibrium between external and internal 

value, is due to the heavy hand of  boredom’s influence, which abolishes symmetry.  

Boredom’s propagation of  material distractions has become so thoroughgoing that it is 

increasingly difficult to establish control over our own attentions; thus the need for idle-

work.  

 Idle-working artists understand the sentiment that we are living within a “[l]ife [that] 

has escaped our control.”   Idleness is an attempt to re-establish control, and to understand 94

the self.  Living a life under control is limiting, yet it is a self  that is not bored that can 
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provide limitation.  Idle artists allow their selves to belong to art by limiting themselves to 

art.  As previously mentioned, limitation is bound to freedom, wether it be a deceitful 

freedom, or the freedom of  being limited to purpose.  Tarkovsky believed the following:  

“Freedom is not something that can be incorporated into a man’s life once and for all:  it has 

to be constantly achieved through moral exertion.  In relation to the outside world, man is 

essentially unfree because he is not alone; but inner freedom he has from the start, if  only he 

can summon the courage and resolution to use it, accepting that his inner experience is of  

social significance.”   The bored man turns away from his self, for he can neither bear nor 95

accept the significance of  his inner world.  The attempt to achieve and lay bare inner clarity 

is not to turn away from the self, and boredom in and of  itself  ruins the possibility of  clarity, 

by way of  distraction.  An idle perspective, on the other hand, provides clarity.  The 

acquisition of  an idle-working perspective requires only a diminutive sacrifice.  In a 

contemporary sense, it is meaningless to spend time doing nothing, which also implies that is 

it meaningless to spend time idling.  In accordance with the ideologies of  modern society, it 

is rational to create ease in terms of  accessibility:  “the faster the better” has become a 

modern mantra, and accomplishments that are easily obtained take little time.  In order to 

see things clearly, which exist only in the mind, larger amounts of  time must be sacrificed to 

the self.  Still, one may fear that the self, its purpose, and its true desires, might be too lofty 

or heavy to bear.  Yet, to quote George Oppen once more:  “To think of  no thing clearly, to 

perceive no object simply, is to avoid fear.  But any experience of  art consists in not doing 

that.”  96

!!
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Appendix  

!!
Tarkovsky:  “Before defining art—Or any concept—We must first answer a far broader question: 
What is the meaning of  man’s life on earth?”  97

   
Oppen:  “If  ‘life is a search 
   For advantage.’ !
   ‘At whose behest  !
   Does the mind think?’’”  98!
Tarkovsky:  “In accordance with my definition of  life . . . Maybe we are here to enhance   
ourselves spiritually.  If  our life tends to this spiritual enrichment . . . then art is a means to get there. 
Art should help a man in this process.”  99

  
Oppen:  (Does the mind think?)“Art  
 Also is not good !
 For us 
 Unless like the fool !
 Persisting  
 In his Folly  !
 It may rescue us”    100!
Tarkovsky:  “Some say that art helps a man to know the world like any other intellectual activity.  I 
don’t believe in this possibility of  knowing, I am almost an agnostic.  Knowledge distracts us from 
our main purpose in life.  The more we know, the less we know; getting deeper our horizon becomes 
narrower.”  101

!

   Donatella Baglivo,  Andrei Tarkovsky:  A Poet in the Cinema.  (Rome:  CIAK Italy, 1984) DVD. 97

   Oppen, Collected Poems, 104. 98

   Bablivo, A poet in the cinema, 00:40:99

   Oppen, Collected Poems, 104.100

   Bablivo, A poet in the cinema, 00:39:15.101
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Oppen:  “Impossible to doubt the world:  it can be seen and because it is irrevocable It cannot be 
understood, and I believe that fact is lethal.”  102

!
Tarkovsky:  “To me death does not exist.  There is a painful act, that portrays man as suffering.  Man 
often mixes up the concepts of  suffering and death.  The latter doesn’t exist for me…”  103

!
Oppen:  “A man loses his dear friend by his accidentally falling from a plane.  The man spends the 
time during which his friend is falling pleasantly enough, perhaps in reading, and breaks abruptly into 
lamentation only after his friend has hit the ground.”  104

!
Tarkovsky:  “Once I dreamt I was dead.  It was very similar to reality.  I experienced a feeling of  
freedom and lightness that convinced me I was actually dead, that I had severed all ties with this 
earth.”   105

!
Oppen:  “Since one does not live forever, and since the furthest possible extremes of  age may not be 
a desirable experience, it is entirely reasonable to risk one’s life for a purpose, far more reasonable 
than people say.  But since one can give his life only once, it is true that he must be guided simply by 
his feelings, by what happens to matter to him.”  106

!
Tarkovsky:  “No, I don’t believe in the existence of  death:  Only pain and suffering and man 
confuses the two, that’s that I believe.”  107

!
Oppen:  “…and hope in death.  So that if  a man lived forever he would outlive hope.”  “Do you 108

think you are immortal?”  109

!
Tarkovsky: “For sure.”  110

!
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   Bablivo, A poet in the cinema, 01:23:40.103

   George Oppen, Daybooks, 85.104

   Bablivo, A poet in the cinema, 01:27:41.105

   Oppen, Daybooks, 95. 106

   Bablivo, A poet in the cinema, 01:28:19.107

   Oppen, New Collected Poems, 103.108

   Bablivo, A poet in the cinema, 00:29:29.109
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Oppen:  “It does not seem that the human should, could sustain eternity.”   “Are you   111

conceited?”  112

!
Tarkovsky:  “I don’t think so, I’ve always thought and felt that what I do is somebody else’s decision. 
Even as a child. Strange, but true.  So, I can’t be conceited about my work either.”  113

!
Oppen:  “Came, therefore, teleology the unspeakable name.”  114

!
Tarkovsky:  “I don’t know… Maybe; when one day I look into death’s eyes.  I’ll get scared   
and I’ll talk differently.  It’s hard to say.”   115

!
Oppen:  “Yes, but I don’t search for unexplained events.  I think about what we know.  That is the 
place.  That there are things in it.  That nothing enters it and nothing leaves it.  That it is either 
infinite, or it ends somewhere.  That it is either eternal, or it began sometime.  If  I wanted to write 
about the movement of  tables, I would write a Physics.”  116

!
Tarkovsky:  “We can assess the results of  scientific progress, but science doesn’t depend on man.  It’s 
hard to say whether science is good or bad.  Certainly after a long historical process our civilization 
has arrived at a stage of  conflict within man due to the huge gap between the scientific and the 
spiritual progress of  man and we go on widening this gap.  Which is the cause of  our present 
dramatic situation:  our civilization is on the brink of  atomic destruction because of  this gap between 
these two spheres in man.”  117

  
Oppen:  “But can the survival or humanity, the continuation of  humanity, be the highest good?  Not 
very high then, for the meaning of  the word ‘forever’ is an impossibility.”  118

    
Tarkovsky:  “I am convinced that life is only the beginning.  I know that I can’t prove it, but 
instinctively we know that we are immortal.  It’s hard for me to explain because it’s very complex.  I 
just know that a man who ignores death is a bad man.”  119

!
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   Oppen, Daybooks, 156. 114
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Oppen:  “[Then] man’s tragedy is his awareness of  good and evil—it seems a more accurate 
statement of  the causes of  human happiness and of  the evolution of  man than the Buddhist.  The 
tree ‘desires’ to reach the sunlight.  There does not seem any justification for thinking of  it as 
‘unhappy’ if  it is frustrated, it merely acts as it is constituted to act and continues to try.”  120

!
Tarkovsky:  “But man, who can choose between evil and good, learns how to lie because he thinks 
he’ll be happier and richer this way.  He starts out with diplomacy and then moves on to real lies. 
Children and animals are closer to truth, I like them.  I believe all of  us like children more than 
adults.”  121

!
Oppen:  “For the child, love means that he cannot despair while he believes in his parents.  But for 
most adults love, tho it exists, is idle, non-operative.  It is very much like a longing, a nostalgia.”   122

!
Tarkovsky:  “Nostalgia is not the same as a longing for the past.  Nostalgia is a longing for the space 
of  time that has passed in vain.”   123

!
Oppen:  “Which is Aquinas’ Veritas sequitur esse rerum. A statement which seems to me, by a kind 
of  poetic process, a process of  remembering one’s own experience, inescapable.”   124

!
Tarkovsky:  “We naturally use our immediate impressions of  life in our work, since these, alas, are the 
only ones at our disposal.”   125

!
Oppen:  “We have only our sight.”   126

!
Tarkovsky:  “But even when we borrow moods and plots directly from our own lives, it still hardly 
ever means that the author could be said to be the same as his subject.  It may be a disappointment 
to some to realize that an author’s lyrical experience seldom coincides with what he actually does in 
life…”  127

!
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   Robert Bird, Andrei Tarkovsky: Elements of  Cinema (London: Reaktion Books, 2008), 87. 123
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Oppen:  “It seems clear that I inherit my fathers life—therefore the lives of  all ancestors.   
It can be said that I am my ancestors.”  128

!
Tarkovsky:  “It’s impossible to pass on experience to others or learn from others.  We must live our 
own experience we cannot inherit it.  People often say:  use your fathers’ experience!  Too easy:  each 
of  us must get [our] own.”  129

!
Oppen:  “Not that I was my ancestors, or will be my decedents.  The product of  process:  I was not 
until I was created by that process.”   130

!
Tarkovsky:  “But once we’ve got it, we no longer have time to use it.”   131

!
Oppen:  “But one cannot lead a life preparing for life, practicing life, as for a football game.”  “For 132

games—one sits down to a game, and emerges, when it is finished, into the same world one sat down 
in, having passed some time.”   “The game must finally have a purpose other than to succeed it 133

in.”  134

!
Tarkovsky:  “Of  course, [and] the yardsticks by which art is distinguished from non-art, from sham, 
are so relative, indistinct and impossible to demonstrate, that nothing could be easier to demonstrate, 
that nothing could be easier than to substitute for aesthetic criteria purely utilitarian measures of  
assessment, which may be dictated either by the desire for the greatest possible financial profit or 
from some ideological motive.  Either is equally far from the proper purpose of  art.”  135

!
Oppen:  “I do not think that a poem can be filled with meaning by being filled, like a bag, or a jug, 
with words.  On the contrary is the poem, the structure of  meaning which restore the words to 
clarity.  The word is the burden, the words are the burden, of  the line which it must lift up into 
meaning.”  136

!

   Oppen, Daybooks, 222.128

   Bablivo, A poet in the cinema, 00:43:39.129

   Oppen, Daybooks, 222.130

   Bablivo, A poet in the cinema, 00:44:14.131
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   Ibid., 109.133
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Tarkovsky:  “[So] The poet has nothing to be proud of:  he is no the master of  the situation, but a 
servant.  Creative work is his only possible form of  existence[?]”  137

!
Oppen:  “There are risks one must take if  he wishes to write poetry—They are very considerable 
risks.  The risk of  exposing his mere self, to being with, that is the first hurdle, and most never 
surmount it.  And the risk of  facing what he knows, what really we all know, of  parting with new 
statements, including those of  the avant-garde of  the moment.”   138

!
Tarkovsky:  “This is the law of  life, its real meaning:  We cannot impose our experience on other 
people or force them to feel suggested emotions.  Only through personal experience [do] we 
understand life.”   139

!
Oppen:  “But [that] is seldom the case.  It can happen in effect that one says, I cannot anyway live in 
a world in which such things happen… or in which that has happened. Therefore with any odds 
against this would be a form of  suicide, or suicide barring some slight hope of  success.  No.  What is 
thought of  is an eventual success, which will not take place, or is less likely to take place without his 
sacrifice, and if  no effort is made, if  the greatest possible effort is not made, he doesn’t wish to live
—or doesn’t want to be human.”  140

!
Tarkovsky:  “I am interested above all in the character who is capable of  sacrificing himself  and his 
way of  life—regardless of  whether that sacrifice is made in the name of  spiritual values, or for the 
sake of  someone else, or for his own salvation, or of  all of  these things together.  Such behavior 
precludes, by its very nature, all of  this selfish interests that make up a ‘normal’ rationale for action; it 
refutes the laws of  a materialistic world view.”  141

!
Oppen:  “Disheartening to suppose the time will never come when everyone is materially right, well-
off.  But if  that day does arrive, the human race will be ethically and intellectually unemployed—there 
will be no “higher values.” Is that right?  Is that what one thinks?”   142

!
Tarkovsky:  “Of  course sociological factors come into play here.  Why else would some groups of  
people turn to art only for entertainment, while others look for an intelligent interlocutor?  Why do 
some people only accept as real what is superficial, allegedly ‘beautiful’, but in fact vulgar, tasteless, 
inferior, hack—while others are capable of  the most subtle, genuinely aesthetic experience?  Where 
should we look for the causes of  the aesthetic—sometimes, indeed, moral—deafness of  vast 
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numbers of  people?  Whose fault is it?  And is it possible to help such people to experience 
inspiration and beauty, and the noble impulses that real art touches off  in the soul?”  143

!
Oppen:  “Thus the primordial intuition of  being is the institution of  solidity and inexorability of  
existence; and second, of  the death and nothingness which MY existence is liable.  And third, in the 
sane flash of  intuition, which is but my becoming aware of  the intelligible existence, perceived in 
anything whatsoever, implies.  I do not yet know in what form, perhaps in the things themselves, 
perhaps separately from them—some absolute, irrefragable existence, completely free from 
nothingness and death.”  144

!
Tarkovsky:  “Alas, the tragedy is that we do not know how to be free—we demand freedom for 
ourselves at the expense of  others and don’t want to waive anything of  our own for the sake of  
someone else:  that would be an encroachment upon our personal rights and liberties.  All of  us are 
infected today with an extraordinary egoism.  And that is not freedom; freedom means learning to 
demand only of  oneself, not of  life or of  others, and knowing how to give:  sacrifice in the name of  
love.”     145

!
Oppen:  “The reconciliation finally even to death in amor fati, the love of  fate.  It is—even—an 
important love, like all love.  Like all love expressed in events; it requires occurrences.”  146

!
Tarkovsky:  “It’s not a question of  mutual love:  what nobody seems to understand is that love can 
only be one-sided, that no other love exists, that in any other form it is not love.  If  it involves less 
than total giving, it is not love.  It is impotent; for the moment.”  147

!
Oppen: “[And] The Gallows speech: a few years’ difference for us.”   148

!!
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