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Writing on Art (Case Study: The Buddhist Puja )
Simon O’Sullivan

As for painting, any discourse on it, beside it or above, always strikes
me as silly, both didactic and incantory, programmed, worked by the
compulsion of mastery, be it poetical or philosophical, always, and
the more so when it is pertinent, in the position of chitchat, unequal
and unproductive in the sight of what, at a stroke [d’un trait], does
without or goes beyond this language, remaining heterogeneous to it
or denying it any overview.1

Like Derrida, I  nd the talking, and writing, about painting – visual art in general
– silly. Why write about an object – or experience – which, in itself, is alien to
discourse? What could motivate such a project besides a desire for colonization, or,
more speci cally, a desire for meaning? Indeed one of Derrida’s intentions in The
Truth in Painting – from where the above quotation is taken – is precisely to
demonstrate that such a desire has motivated and animated the discourse of aesthetics
from its inception. Aesthetics here understood as a discourse on (beside, above?) the
art experience. It is not my intention to rehearse Derrida’s argument. SuYce it to
say aesthetics, at least as Derrida reads it, involves, as its animating force, a desire
for meaning, ultimately a desire for self presence. It is, of course, also Derrida’s point
that the object frustrates this desire. Art outruns any discourse on it.
So much for the deconstructive project. But what about something more aÝ rmative?
A kind of writing that does not seek to colonize, but instead parallels in some way
the ‘work’ of the art object. A kind of writing – or intervention – which does not
reduce or seek to limit the art experience, but rather opens it up to further adventures.
What would this kind of writing look like? What would its relation be to that object/
experience which has, at least in some senses, motivated it?
What we are interested in, you see, are modes of individuation beyond
those of things, persons or subjects: the individuation, say, of a time
of day, of a region, a climate, a river or a wind, of an event. And
maybe it’s a mistake to believe in the existence of things, persons, or
subjects.2
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From Derrida to Deleuze – and to a diVerent project altogether. No longer a reading
of preexisting objects but an attempt to rethink the object, the thing, itself.3 Art then
as a kind of event. And writing (on art) as another kind of event. In this place the
problems of the determinate relation between art and writing disappears (it was a
 ction anyway). The distinction (or binary) between presentation and representation
is  attened; art, like writing, becomes, as Lyotard might say, just one more adventure
on the skin drive. At stake here is more than just a novel way of approaching art.
Rethinking the art object means rethinking the subject (rethinking representation).
Indeed, art looked at (interacted with) in this way implicitly calls for a new kind of
subject – or proto-subject; in fact, in this place, discrete boundaries are blurred –
between object, writing and subject. Each become haeccities, moments of intensity,
in a process with no origin nor telos.
So no ‘apparatus of capture’, no colonization, but a shared project of deterritorialization. Art, and the writing on art, as a line of  ight away from rigid strati cation.
These escape routes/roots will take diVerent forms. Writing on conceptual art might
involve itself in the co-project of active concept creation ( problem solving).4 Writing
on painting, on the other hand, might involve itself in a kind of co-project of
becoming; an aYrmation of the non-human becomings which painting has always
been about (the production of aÚ ects).5 Such writing might involve the unravelling of
the knot that art is; a mapping of the ‘past’ (art history) and ‘future’ (virtual)
potentialities of the object. Meaning, if this is still a useful term, would be a diagram
of these movements. 6
But this is still to approach the art object through, in this case, Deleuzian terminology.
Which is to say there is still a determinate relation at work (the ‘application’ of theory
to art). In some senses there is no way out of this inherent paradox (indeed what
follows is, at least in one sense, a Deleuzian ‘reading’ of its object). Writing on art
is not art production.7 Each has their own speci city (their own codes, their own
aÚ ects). The relation between the two will always be fraught and unequal. But there
might be a way of lessening this inevitable friction – not only through a celebration
of the latter as a productive friction but also by appreciating the work the art object
is already doing – and somehow paralleling this work, which might mean writing in
a diVerent, seemingly tangential manner (no reading of objects) and on an apparently
unrelated subject (no art object at all).
So much for a manifesto. What about the writing on art itself ? One thing is certain:
such a meeting – between art and writing – must, if only as a  rst gambit, involve
a description – a ‘conjuring up’– of its object, in this case a kind of installation. And,
to circumnavigate, as Lyotard might say, you westerners (read semioticians),
something from the east, something pagan: the Buddhist Puja.
The Puja
Ritual practices within the Buddhist tradition are referred to as Puja,
which means ‘devotional worship’ [...] These practices are usually
performed with a number of people in a room which is focussed on
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the beauty of a ‘shrine’, with its Buddha image,  owers,  ickering
candles, and fragrant incense. 8
The puja is a Buddhist ceremony centred on the shrine, itself an arrangement of
objects centred – more often than not – on a rupa; the  gure of the Buddha.9 But
the puja is also an experience, a ritual, in which words are spoken, actions are
performed, and other realities are accessed. The puja is then an immersive space, one
in which all the senses are engaged (albeit some of them in a micro fashion). As such
the puja is not representational but something altogether diVerent: a summoning of
other beings – a space – and a practice of incarnation – in which the invisible (that
which lies outside the human register, outside ‘the fantasies of realism’,10 outside
‘mundane time’11 ) is made visible.1 2 The puja operates as a portal into/onto these
other worlds – precisely as a kind of space-time machine.
And the experience of the puja is not a singular thing, but involves complexes of
sensations and becomings. As such the puja – like any ritual activity – has diVerent
moments of intensity. For example: The rupa, which is not a representation of the
Buddha (not, strictly speaking, an image) but an announcement of the Buddha’s
presence (the Buddha as omnipresent). Here, the Buddha works as border guard/guide
between worlds and also as a manifestation of the possibility of moving into those
other worlds. Here the Buddha is an ally and an anomaly; a  gure located at the
edge. A sorcerer and shaman.1 3 Traditionally the  gured Buddha, the Enlightened
one, is Shakyamuni – the historical Buddha. But such a  gure is, in essence, all
Buddhas of past, present and future. ‘He’ is also an incarnation of reality; a
multiplicity, a vortex of energy, a ‘region of  re’.1 4 The Buddha then is the possibility
of what we can become (a vision and aspiration). An intense, and alien  gure. The
face in the  re, the  gure in the trees. The cusp. Human but also transhuman.
And then there is meditation: a focused state of listening, of waiting, for moments of
intensity (a trembling).15 The suspension of usual sensory distractions; a preparation
and an intense threshold. Traditionally, and speci cally within the puja, this space
is a ground for the arising of the Bodichitta – ‘the will to Enlightenment’ – a kind of
transpersonal consciousness which we might characterize as aesthetic. Such self
overcoming is the goal of the puja. The puja does not, in this sense, transport, or
promise to transport us to some ‘Other’ place – rather it activates an awareness of
that which accompanies, and has always accompanied, our sense of self; not a preOedipal chora but our ‘experimental milieu’, the smooth space upon which the ‘I’ is
a mere striation. In fact, in building our shrine, we are assembling our Body without
Organs; and in participating in the puja we are allowing intensities to  ow across our
body-shrine assemblage; intensities – or aÚ ects –which are of an asignifying and
speci cally nonhuman nature.
Another component: mantras. ‘Lines of sound’, signifying but also, and at the same
time, manifesting aÚ ects. Mantras, in this sense, are ‘beings of sensations’; the sounds
vibrate, resonate together and move apart from one another. Mantras (refrains) build a
house – a territory – but only so that this territory can be deterritorialized; a line of
 ight out into the cosmos/Universe.1 6 And the recitation of the Heart Sutra; the
experience – the percept – of an Enlightened being. A sermon, a spell, spoken by
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someone, something, not of this world. A fragment of insight into a reality beyond
the ego.
Lastly there is the business of making oVerings to the Buddha (and to all Buddhas),
to this individual who is not only an individual. These oVerings are complex.
Fragments of our own reality but also of reality in general. These oVerings are not
signs – or at least they do not only signify. They are bundles of energy which incarnate
around themselves the world (they work metonymically). As such what the oVering
is, is less important than our involvement (our awareness) of it; everything can operate
as an oVering in this sense. This oVering, this ‘giving up’, involves a letting go of
part of ourselves, a surrendering of possessions (traditionally, a ‘breaking of fetters’).
In making our oVering we access that ‘incorporeal universe’ beyond the known.
Such a process involves a devotional aspect (worship creates a sacred space-time).
The ‘breaking down of the ontological iron curtain between objects and things’
(Guattari) entails a certain surrendering of one’s self to that which lies beyond oneself;
the latter thought not as transcendent but as immanent. These other worlds are not
possible but virtual; it is not a question of realizing them – but of actualizing them.1 7
The puja performs precisely this actualizing function. This surrendering also involves
gratitude. Indeed from another perspective, one without this feeling of gratitude, the
transhuman experience is one of anxiety and fear (fear of the loss of the self ). The
puja instead celebrates this line of  ight from the self as an aYrmation of the
potentiality of all beings to become more than what they already are (to transform
themselves). In the puja, as in Buddhism itself, expansiveness replaces negation. Art
here is no longer an (always already frustrated) defence mechanism against the
temporality of the world (de Man) 18 but an access point into/onto this reality.
Celebrated in the puja is not the precarious victory of immortality but the reality of
impermanence, insubstaniality and interconnectedness. Art here is no longer a
reassuring mirror of our own subjectivity, but an experiment in exploring what lies
beyond our subjectivity. The puja is then a zone of transformation. An aesthetic zone
in which discrete boundaries between subjects, and between subjects and objects
are blurred.
As such we could describe the puja, following Felix Guattari, as a machinic assemblage,
in which the shrine, oVerings, participants, space – and time – of the ceremony are
all components.1 9 As such the puja machine requires a certain kind of subject machine,
hence the importance of the confession of faults (the clearing of blockages and
resistances). Hence also the fact that the puja is not to be taken in isolation, but is
rather part of an integrated programme of meditation, ethics and other devotional
practices – all aimed, ultimately, at replicating the Buddha’s experience of
Enlightenment (insight into reality). Indeed, ideally, as Buddhists (or, as pagans) we
relate to the world as we do the puja; the border between ritual practice and life
blurs. In such a machinic model we are interested in aÚ ects rather than meanings. In
experience rather than understanding. And in transformation rather than representation.
At stake here is a recon guration of subjectivity (a resingularization as Guattari would
say). 2 0 We return from the puja diVerent from when we entered that sacred space.
And so we can understand the puja, like all art, as operating on diVerent registers.
It contains moments of  guration – of representation – but this is not its point (there
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are always those who will interpret dreams just as there will always be those who gure
art as text). These moments are also access nodes into/onto something else (the molar
aggregates that mask the molecular (the realm of aÚ ects)). Like the Buddha himself
the experience of the puja is in this world but not of it.
The puja as access point onto other worlds might not be a bad model for all art.
For all art is ritual in this sense. It may invite a reading. Indeed it may invite a
deconstruction. But to remain solely within this remit is to miss what art does best:
eVects a transformation. As such art, like the puja itself, calls for a diVerent mode
of interaction: participation. To miss – or elide – this magical – and immanent –
function is to remain unaVected by art. To remain within one’s own boundaries –
to remain within one’s own, known, world. In this latter place art might still have a
role; as self contemplation and shield from mortality. But it is a role at once fascistic
and conservative. It restricts the possibilities of life and rei es the notion of what art
is. As such art becomes a machine for increasing alienation rather than the means
with which to overcome it.
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