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One of the main lessons of Gadamer's Truth and Method is that works of meaning can only 
be understood rightly in their contexts. Applying this to Gadamer's own statements, we must 
begin by asking, What kind of project do his statements belong to? I think the project can be 
described summarily as an attempt to counter the imbalancies of the hermeneutic tradition in 
Germany, especially in the writings of Wilhelm Dilthey. Gadamer accuses Dilthey of 
subjectivism, and sees only one way out of this, viz. phenomenological and ontological analy- 
ses in a style inspired by Martin Heidegger, supplemented with historical analyses of the deve- 
lopment of the concepts we use to talk about such things as art and history. Conceptual histo- 
ries form a large share of Truth and Method (for instance, notes on the history of such con- 
cepts as taste, Bildung and Erlebnis, the central concept in Dilthey's aesthetics and hermeneu- 
tics). Analysis of the notions of aesthetic experience and historical experience is the leading 
motive of the whole book. And the whole of aesthetics and hermeneutics is founded on a kind 
of ontology a la Martin Heidegger's Being and Time. 

The core of Dilthey's aesthetics can, I think, be summed up in the form of a simple model: 
The artist, considered as a genius both in the field of human experience and in-the art of 
expressing human experience, makes his experiences of life (his "Erlebnisse", in Dilthey's ter- 
minology); he then expresses this in the form of publicly available works of art, which are 
finally recreated into subjective experiences, viz. the recreated experiences which arise in the 
beholder's mind when he is confronted with the work of art, given that a number of conditions 
conductive to this result happen to be fulfilled. Goethe is one of Dilthey's paradigms. Through 
his incomparably rich experiences of life and through his unique gift of rendering his experien- 
ces in words, we have received works of art which have taught us what man is in more depth, 
purity and truth ("Goethe und die dichterische Phantasie", in Das Erlebnis und die Dichtung, 
v. 165ff.). 

Gadamer does not disagree with the view that through art we learn what man is in more 
depth, purity and truth. This is precisely the view of art that Gadamer propagates in Truth 
and Method. But he wants us to dissociate ourselves from the experience-expression-re-
experience mode1 of aesthetic communication, particularly the version of the model which 
regards works of art as empty formulas which can be filled in ad libitum by the beholder. 
Works of art have got a deeper function than that of expressing the subjective experiences of 
certain individuals, according to Gadamer, and therefore works of art make demands upon 
the beholder who is not free to interpret the work of art in any way which pleases him. 

This applies as much to history as to art. Gadamer's critique of Dilthey's Erlebnis-aesthetics 
is followed by a similar critique of subjectivistic approaches to historical understanding. Gada- 
mer's topic is not the methodology of history and the rest of the humanities. His topic is the 
contribution that art and history can make to the formation of humanitas. He  sees himself as 
a carrier of the European humanistic tradition, and indeed he is one. 

So much for the general setting of Gadamer' treatment of things aesthetic (roughly the first 
third of Truth and Method). 



Given the aim of vindicating the humanistic tradition and given the methods of analysis at 
Gadamer's disposal (conceptual histories, attempts to elucidate the nature of our experiences 
of art, for instance, and attempts to elucidate the essence of art and other things), given this 
we can hardly expect to find detailed examinations of the on-goings in such disciplines as the 
history of art and literature and dance in Gadamer's text. If we do, we will get disappointed. 
But we do find a doctrine of what the essence of art is, in the first part of Truth and Method. 

Gadamer approacl~es art through a comparison with games. This is a common-place in aes- 
thetics and in the humanistic tradition (cf. e.g. Schiller and Huizinga's Homo ludens), and has 
little to do with Wittgenstein's use of the game analogy in the Philosophical Znvestigations. 
There are no references to Wittgenstein and no signs of influence from Wittgenstein's writings 
in the main text of Truth and Method. In the foreword to the second edition, Gadamer empha- 
sizes that his analyses of play and language are intended in a purely phenomenological sense, 
and adds in a footnote, "Wittgenstein's concept of 'language games' seemed quite natural to 
me when I came across it" (note 12 to the Foreword to the 2nd edition). The side of Wittgen- 
stein's language game philosophy which seemed familiar to Gadamer was probably the prag- 
matic one, those aspects of the Philosophical Znvestigations which have to do with everyday 
experience in what the phenomenologists call the "life-world". But Gadamer seems to be 
completely unaffected by Wittgenstein's attempts to undermine essentialistic .thinking. 

The analogy with games may, indeed, be a good way of preparing us for the idea that works 
of art cannot be reduced to the subjective experiences of the producers and consumers of art. 
A game is more than the consciousness of those who play, as Gadamer stresses. Games have 
"their own proper spirit", as he puts it (p. 96), and by this he means that the nature of a game 
is determined by the particular rules and structures which determine the game. But in addition 
to this Gadamer claims that there are certain general characteristics which belong to all 
games. It is true of all games, he claims, that they have no exterior aim or purpose (p. 94). 
Rather, the point of playing a game is to go up in it: "The attraction of a game, the fascination 
it exerts, consists precisely in the fact that the game tends to master the players" (p. 95). The 
individual players have to subordinate themselves to the game. This is the analogy which 
Gadamer exploits to elucidate the essence of art. Like games and plays (there is only one word 
in German, "Spiele"), works of art make demands upon the "participants". Gadamer, indeed, 
wants us to look at works of art as processes analoguous to play processes. This is an idea 
which comes more naturally to the mind for certain kinds of art than for others, and Gadamer 
has to begin with the clearest cases. 

The clearest cases, for Gadamer's purposes, are to be found in those aesthetic activities 
which most resemble taking part in a game. Ideal cases for Gadamer would (I presume) be 
such things as rites, dances and other performances where we find no distinction between per- 
formers and onlookers. At several places in Truth and Method he compares the experience of 
art with the participation in holy rites. "It is not accidental that religious terms seem appro- 
priate when one is defending the particular level of being of works of fine art against an aes- 
thetic levelling out" (p. 132); "The spectator does not hold himself aloof at a distance of aes- 
thetic consciousness enjoying the art of representation, but in the communion of being pre- 
sent" (p. 117); "The tragic affirmation . . . has the character of a genuine communion" (p. 
117); to give three examples only. 

There are at least three claims which are being made in these comparisons between works 
of art, on the one hand, and games and rites, on the other hand. The first claim is that partici- 
pation is an essential aspect of a work of art, just as it is an essential aspect of a game, a com- 
munion or any other religious rite. "The spectator is an essential element of the kind of play 
that we ca11 aesthetic" (p. 114). The second claim is that a work of art has a peculiar character 
which, like a religious rite, sets it apart from the profane world. "A work of art always has 
something sacred about it" (p. 133). The third claim (which helps to explain the semi-sacred 
character of works of art) is that works of art, like religious rites. have to do with truth, in 



some sense which has to be explained. "An aesthetic consciousness, however reflective, can 
no longer consider that only the aesthetic differentiation, which sees the aesthetic object in its 
own right, discovers the true meaning of the religious picture or the religious rite. No one will 
be able to hold that the performance of the ritual act is unessential to religious truth" (p. 104). 

The three claims obviously require some elaboration. It is not immediately obvious that 
participation is an essential aspect of all works of art. This may be true of theatre and dance 
and other so-called performing arts, but does the same hold for poems and pictures and sta- 
tues? And it is not immediately obvious that all works of art have something sacred about 
them which sets them apart from the profane sphere. Does the same hold for say Donald 
Duck films and the kind of pictures which hang around in most people's sitting-rooms? And, 
again, it is not immediately obvious in which sense art-works are essential to truth. And 
behind all these questions there lurks a question which concerns the whole attempt to charac- 
terize the essence of art: What are we to do if we encounter things which we want to ca11 works 
of art but which don't seem to fulfill the claims that Gadamer makes for the essence of art? 
Should we conclude that we have been mistaken in thinking that this is art, or should we con- 
clude that there is something wrong with some of Gadamer's claims? 

Gadamer couches his elaborations of the participation claim, the sacredness claim and the 
truth claim in a Heidegger-inspired language which makes it difficult (at least for me) to 
understand exactly what the claims amount to. Hence, it becomes difficult to evaluate the vali- 
dity of the claims and to give a clear answer to the last question about what we should do if we 
encounter "works of art" which do not fulfill the three demands. But let us try, considering 
the three claims in the revers order. 

If you want to say something in general about how art is related to man and the world, 
within a limited space, without going through a great number of cases from different art-forms 
in different times, you have to place yourself on a very abstract level. Gadamer places himself 
on a very abstract leve1 when talking about truth in art. When Gadamer talks about truth, he 
seems to presuppose Heidegger's distinction between the kind of truth which is ascribed to 
statements ("Richtigkeit") and the kind of truth which is a characteristic of the world itself 
("Wahrheit"). (Cf. Heidegger's Vom Wesen der Wahrheit.) To see the world in its truth is to 
see it as it is. And the world here is the human world and not the thing-world which is pres- 
ented to us in abstraction from all human concerns in the natural sciences. The kind of know- 
ledge we can get through experiencing art is therefore self-knowledge as much as knowledge 
of the world. Classical Greek tragedies are good examples for Gadamer's purposes. He talks 
about "the ecstatic self-forgetfulness of the spectator" in the tragic experience, and continues: 
"The tragic emotion flows from the self-knowledge that the spectator acquires. He finds him- 
self in the tragic action, because it is his own world, familiar to him from religious or historical 
tradition, that he encounters" (p. 117). But it is not a question of presenting the familiar world 
just as it is, in the familiar ways. The function of art that Gadamer stresses is its ability to 
clarify the world of human being, and this is precisely what he means by saying that art pre- 
sents the world in its truth. Through art we can get experiences which change ourselves and 
our world. The world can e.g. become clearer, more transparent, more perspicuous. In Gada- 
mer's language, this is expressed by saying that art-works are ontological processes which 
involve an increase in being (p. 124). And here one can think Wittgenstein's notion of perspi- 
cuous representation: "The concept of perspicuous representation is of fundamental signifi- 
cance for us. It earmarks the form of account we give, the way we look at things" (Philosophi- 
ca1 Znvestigations, O 122). The emphasis that Wittgenstein gives to perspicuous representation 
does indeed make it justified to say that for him philosophy was an art form. (Cf. Viggo Ross- 
vax, "Philosophy as an art form", in Johannessen & Nordenstam, eds., Wittgenstein-Aesthe- 
tics and Transcendental Philosophy.) 










