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“It happens.” This assertion seems all too familiar. Notwithstanding the
empirical circumstances out of which this assertion might arise, and while certainly
meaningful, such an assertion inevitably fails to fix into a knowable object that to which
it refers. In the case of something happening, in its happening, in what does the
happening consist in order for ‘it’ to obtain the status of an object of knowledge? Is
there something about a happening that happens such that it becomes possible to claim
that, ‘it has’ happened, ‘it is’ happening, or ‘it will’ happen? Is there a difference
between a set of related occurrences and the identity of their concept? Is ‘what’ happens
distinct from what precedes it and everything according to which it is codetermined? To
question in this way the certainty of claims about ‘what happens’ is not to blindly
challenge the apparent existence of a possible occurrence. Nor is this line of inquiry a
matter of simply putting into question the practices through which an occurrence is
represented, as with the well-worn debates about the politics of identity. Rather, to
question the difference between an occurrence and its status as an object of knowledge –
to inquire beyond the linguistic form of the assertion itself – is to inquire into the mode
through which an appearance comes to be, as well as the mode through which ‘it’ is
given to thought to think.
The present article considers these questions in terms of the notion of ‘event,’ a notion
which circumscribes the absolute limit of philosophical reflection on the problems of
presence and representation, subjectivity and phenomena, meaning and being. In Part I
of the article, I introduce the notion of event in the recent philosophical works of JeanLuc Marion and Alain Badiou. 1 Despite their investment in radically different
philosophical projects (phenomenology for Marion, emancipatory political theory for
Badiou), I argue that both Marion and Badiou can be understood to approach the event as
a kind of limit, an opening without referent. For Marion, the event offers a measure of
the possibility of all apparent phenomena but itself cannot be seen; for Badiou, the event
cannot be seen from the point of view of a given situation, but as such, holds the
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possibility for the radical reconstitution of its established state of affairs. Together,
Marion and Badiou allow me in Part II of the article to reflect on the notion of the event
in the context of painting, where the event marks a primordial point of invisibility that
allows for the visible to show itself as such. I argue that, on the one hand, while an event
for Marion appears in excess of the Kantian faculty of intuition, and on the other hand,
for Badiou it is practiced through a kind of subjective fidelity, what makes an event
unseen, and therefore poses a limit problem to thought, is the negativity at its heart which
remains more than the different forms of its possible appearance could ever be. The
presentation of an event – the limit it presents for thought to think it in its metaphysical
mode – cannot be shown, but must show itself. The event shows itself, I argue, as the
very limit to – that is, in excess of – all symbolic practices.
As exemplars in the project of thinking at the limit of metaphysics, Marion and Badiou
offer sustained investigations of an opening which exceeds all meaning, being, and
transcendental egoism, rigorous examinations of what Jean-Luc Nancy once called “the
birth to presence”. 2 For scholars interested in theories of culture, communication, and
the arts, the notion of the event offers critical new insight into the central problems of
presence and absence, being and non-being, and the so-called failure of representation.
Looking to the heart of things, we must ask: if the world appears not as it is, but rather, as
it is perceived, then what is the absolute measure of that which can possibly be seen?

Part I: What is an event?
While some of us may feel that an event of some kind may have happened to us –
an accident, a personal revelation, a crisis – a rare few, if any, occurrences can be
ascribed the proper name ‘event.’ An event is not the product of a ready cause, such as
an engine starting with the turn of a key and the sending of an electrical current. It is not
a simple fact, as with this building being no longer present. Nor is an event anything akin
to a unique occurrence, such as being at the right place at the right time. Rather, an event
is that which precedes any determination of its cause. It surges forth without expectation,

3
radically changes the given order of things, then disappears, leaving its mark without
return. An event shows itself as much as it gives itself without recourse to official modes
of representation, exceeding the identity of the concept, while refusing any common
phenomenon claiming heritage to it. In short, the event is not: it has no being, exceeding
the capacity of thought to think it. Accordingly, philosophies of the event are in no way
archival projects which attempt to trace from a set of singularly stamped occurrences the
empirical circumstances under which these occurrences may be said to appear. Testing
the limits of metaphysics, the event poses a problem for thought to think it in ways other
than according to the measure of its visible appearance.
Jean-Luc Marion’s investigations into the notion of the event mark a rigorous effort to
expand the method of phenomenology such that it may encompass not only what is given
in the fullness of intuition but also that which gives itself without the completion of
signification. In order to receive phenomena purely as they give themselves, Marion
develops a radical third reduction beyond Husserl’s transcendental reduction (to objects)
and beyond Heidegger’s existential reduction (to Being). Suspending all horizons or
conditions of phenomenality, Marion’s reduction extends all the way to what he calls
“givenness,” the primordial ground of all and any horizon of meaning, being, or
visibility. Marion’s primary principle, “so much reduction, so much givenness”, 3
accomplishes a purification of the method of phenomenology, allowing for unconditioned
and irreducible phenomena to show themselves only as much as they give themselves to
be seen. The key here is givenness: the fact that a phenomenon “shows itself first insofar
as it is given, before possibly being qualified as a being or as an object”. 4 With his focus
on givenness, Marion demonstrates how neither objectness nor beingness exhausts
phenomenality, and therefore, how his radical new reduction allows phenomena to show
themselves as themselves, thus realizing the primary goal of phenomenology.
Insofar as the rational possibility of phenomenality is traditionally ordered as an index of
knowing – a measure itself measured by the scope of what it renders visible – the
intervention central to Marion’s phenomenology is his illustration of an intuition for
which no adequate concept can be found in experience. 5 In opposition to both “poor”
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and “common” phenomena (phenomena whose weakness in intuition is compensated by
the strength of the concept to fill it out), Marion describes phenomena that are “rich” in
intuition (phenomena without concepts, the intuition of which surpasses intention). He
calls these phenomena “saturated phenomena,” where in “intuition sets forth a surplus
that the concept cannot organize, therefore that the intention cannot foresee”. 6 According
to Marion’s phenomenology, such phenomena are no abnormality. 7 Rather, appearances
which show themselves as much as they give themselves (in a saturating excess of both
concept and intention) are the only true measure of phenomenality. That is, the saturated
phenomenon renders givenness – its “own-most property” – the absolute measure of
manifestation. 8 With Marion’s meditation on givenness, the pure phenomenality of
phenomena, “what metaphysics rules out as exception (the saturated phenomenon),
phenomenology here takes for its norm”. 9
In his efforts to expand the method of phenomenology, Marion demonstrates how the
event, privileged in its status of indicating the very possibility of phenomenality, exceeds
or saturates the formal conditions of experience outlined by Kant. 10 The event saturates
the category of quantity insofar as it gives itself. By showing itself (without recourse to
any measure of visibility) as much as it gives itself (without recourse to any horizon of
meaning or being) the event ensures for itself a quantity, the quantity of givenness as
measure of its own phenomenality. The event saturates the category of quantity by
giving too much, more than could ever be measured, its parts infinitely exceeding their
sum by continually being given. While for Kant knowledge of “extensive magnitude” is
achieved through reconstruction – the successive representation of a whole by adding up,
one at a time, each of its previously given parts – an event, according to Marion, exceeds
this category. The intending function of “successive synthesis” outlined by Kant is
rendered impotent by the event, a phenomenon which is unknowable in all of its parts,
and thus immeasurable in its magnitude. By imposing itself or giving itself absolutely –
landing by surprise – the event cannot be anticipated, thus cannot be aimed at, measured,
nor intended. As such it is “unforeseeable” according to quantity.
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Consider the phrase, “the snow caught us by surprise.” What is the surprise? It was
December in New England and had been snowing all month; thus, there was time enough
to plan, to predict, to prepare for the snow. The barometric pressure can be measured, the
degree of intensity of the oncoming weather system can be determined, and the potential
accumulation of precipitation can be predicted. In this sense, no surprise seems possible.
Yet, the surprise is not that ‘it snowed,’ that there was ‘too much snow’ after it snowed,
or that ‘we did not expect’ it to snow. Rather, the surprise is the sheer arrival, that it
snows, the unpredictable landing of ‘it’ when ‘it snows.’ What snows, exactly? The ‘it’
that snows cannot be explained since it is unforeseen, unexpected, and above all else,
unwelcome. Many things can be said after the fact, after the fall, after the event: for
example, what time the snow started to fall and for how long, the total amount of
accumulation, which locations were most affected, and so on. What cannot be measured
or expected, however, is the coming, the happening, the sheer imposition of it when ‘it
snows.’ Arriving unexpectedly at the limit of what is predictable and what cannot be
foreseen, we are necessarily caught by surprise every time ‘it’ snows. 11
Transcending any measure and all understanding, the event exhibits three general
characteristics. First, the event is unrepeatable. According to Marion, “[i]f it comes
from itself and without precedent, the event of unknown cause remains a found event,
absolutely unique”. 12 An event comes upon us only once, without sufficient antecedents
and without recurrence. To be sure, there are circumstances that may have led up to the
event. But, as we have already made clear, the event stands out from whatever came
before it; hence its second characteristic, excessiveness. The event stands out, posits
itself at a distance from all possible causes – “ex-sists,” in the Heideggerian sense – gives
itself in excess of all possible attributes. For example, the historic event, as epochmaking in time, overflows any instant, locale, or individual, exceeds a region in such a
way that no single gaze can seize it in its entirety. 13 Giving too much ever to conceive
the whole in terms of the sum of its parts, the event is excessive, and as such,
unrepeatable.
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The final characteristic of the event is its possibility. In metaphysics, what is possible is
that whose concept includes an essence (or existence) already awaiting actualisation, for
example, as with a new product conceived for the market. The event, however, is
impossible from a metaphysical point of view. Its possibility is not exercised in relation
to any essence (the event ex-sists outside of all that precedes it), nor can it be actualized
according to a concept which allows us to foresee it, study it, submit it to ‘market
research’ (the event is unrepeatable). The metaphysical impossibility of the event,
however, does not rule it out. Rather, it points paradoxically to the absolute possibility of
it as given (that is, as a saturated phenomenon). Giving itself without cause, concept, or
essence other than itself, the event is possible in as much as it shows itself by imposing
itself on a gaze which receives it. The givenness of the event testifies to its most radical
possibility: “[s]ince it exceeds the preceding situation, the event not only is not inscribed
therein, but in establishing itself, redefines a partially or entirely different situation”. 14 It
is this final characteristic – the possibility of the event – that connects Marion’s
phenomenology, in the strictest of terms, to the thought of Alain Badiou.
In Badiou’s philosophy, the event figures as a key concept for understanding the
circumstances of a specific situation and the possibility for its radical transformation. 15
At the core of his philosophical project – one part attack on liberal humanist discourse,
two parts emancipatory political thinking – is the notion of “truth-process.” The truthprocess consists of three main elements: (1) the event, that which inaugurates something
new from within a given situation (Badiou identifies four possible situations: love,
science, art, and politics); (2) fidelity, the nature of a commitment made to what the event
brings into view (the subjective act of transforming the state of affairs of a given
situation); and (3) the truth, that which is universal to each element of a given situation
(but cannot as yet been seen from the perspective of the situation). 16 These three
components hold together to form what Badiou calls an “ethic of truths,” a principle of
the universal capacity for the transformation, through subjective fidelity to the truth of an
event, of the state of affairs in a given situation. The event, in short, enables what could
not have been seen, thought, or practiced prior to its eruption. “Eureka!”
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As a break or rupture in the state of a situation, Badiou defines an event as a “totally
chance, incalculable, disconnected supplement to the situation”. 17 It is both situated and
supplementary to a unique and particular “void,” that which is excluded, subtracted from,
or not allowed to be seen under the laws of a situation. 18 As “the real and absent cause of
a truth,” this void, at the edge of which an event “takes place,” is what delimits a specific
situation. It is that on top of which a situation is structured. 19 For example, in politics,
the void in the situation of citizenship is designated by residents who have no official
status (e.g. the “sans papiers” or “illegal immigrants”); an event in this situation would be
the breakdown of rules and conventions according to which all members are counted, that
is, included as citizens or not. In music, the emergence of the classical style was an event
to the void of the baroque situation, the consequences of which were a wholly new way
of musical notation (the twelve tone scale). In love, the event is the chance encounter
between two beings, the situation being designated by the void of one from the life of the
other. The truth inaugurated by a love event is what must be produced by each subject, a
process in which each lover remains faithful by living their lives from the perspective of
their initial encounter. Finally, in the situation of science, it is the axiom of the empty set
(a void which conditions the possibility of all sets) which constitutes an event in
mathematics for theorizing infinity. In each example, we see how an event has no
objective or verifiable content: it has no being, other than being only to disappear. 20
Vanishing once it appears, the event “punches a hole” in the prevailing knowledge of a
given situation. 21 Never fully seen, known, or proven, the event as such can only be
affirmed or proclaimed.
Since the event inaugurates a new way of being according to a truth which, before the
event, remained impossible to see, Badiou argues that any attempt to name the void
according to prevailing knowledge of the situation – to block the real and absent cause of
a truth – is what, formally speaking, should be understood as “Evil”. 22 Naming the truth
or the void of a situation is evil, according to Badiou, because such an act amounts to
renouncing or repressing the emancipatory possibilities it affords. 23 It is this that makes
Badiou’s writings – developed with a view to engaging the real political problems of a
given situation without any prescribed ideological affiliations – precisely a philosophy of
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ethics. The ethic of truths consists in a decision, by a subject, either for or against the
truth that the event opens up. In this way, ethics are beyond both good and evil. 24
Now, while it may strike one as odd to see Marion and Badiou discussed together in the
same article (since Marion is a philosopher in the phenomenological tradition, a tradition
for which Badiou the Maoist has nothing but contempt), they nevertheless share at least
one major point of influence. Indeed, while Badiou’s philosophy is developed against the
moralizing tendency of current ethical discourse, his thinking nevertheless remains
Catholic in nature. Like Marion, whose phenomenology has been berated for its
theological dimensions, 25 Badiou’s work is pregnant with theological imagery: the event
consists as the “unnameable” that enables the emergence of the truth of a given situation;
it is this unnameable to which a subject must maintain “fidelity” in order for the truth to
fully come to light; the event appears as a kind of “revelation,” a birth of the Real that
induces a subject to do its work, to carry out its truth, whether in painting or in poetry, in
science or in politics. For Badiou, the event par excellence is the crucifixion of Christ, its
subject is St. Paul, and its truth-procedure is crusade. 26 Ironically, the event par
excellence for Marion, who cares not one whit about politics, is the Battle of Waterloo. 27
Although a reader may have misgivings about the employment of theological metaphor,
these are irrelevant to the insights that Marion and Badiou offer into the dilemmas of
presence and representation, identity and subjectivity, essence and determination. 28
Notwithstanding their philosophical differences, and if we can ignore for a moment the
theological allusions within their work, Marion and Badiou can each be read as attending
to a limit that circumscribes metaphysical thinking, a closure that is also an opening. In
theorizing the event, Marion and Badiou offer us a productive new figure through which
to think about this limit as the structural discontinuity or dislocation – a ‘hole in a whole’
– that gives us the space to act, the freedom to be, and the network of symbols necessary
to communicate. This notion of discontinuity has had many faces in 20th century thought:
an “opening” in time from which ontological differences obtain (Heidegger); 29 the “play”
within structure that enables the movement of its different parts (Derrida); 30 the “subject”
of a signifier which is always another signifier (Lacan); 31 the kernel of “antagonism”
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which prevents society from ever being a unified whole (Laclau and Mouffe), 32 and so
on. The notion of the event can be read as a version of this dislocation, as that which
poses an absolute limit to all modes of representation. For both Marion and Badiou, the
event brings into the open what cannot be seen to exist from the perspective of current
measures of phenomenality (objectivity, meaning, transcendental egoism), cannot be
captured by current modes of symbolisation (ideological, scientific, artistic, and so forth).
It overcomes the capacity of metaphysics to think it, radically undermining the unified
wholeness depicted by a given situation. A key figure of structural discontinuity, the
event puts into sharp relief the limits of representation. To illustrate the implications of
Marion and Badiou’s work for the question of representation, let us turn to the realm of
painting.

Part II: Heart of the event
What lies at the heart of the visual field? Consider the paintings of Derek
Brunen. 33 In his “Untitled” works, solid tones of blue, red, pink, green, orange, white,
black are featured on wood panels. 34 There is no figure to be discerned in any of the
paintings; rather there are patterns, lines, and waves, which, through the various colour
combinations, impress on us with a sense neither of randomness nor of geometrical
determination. We expect to see something; but this? Each work is therefore quite
imposing. Releasing themselves upon us, each work bears down on our gaze, arrests us,
demands that we regard it in the splendour it affords. At the same time, each painting
also offers a kind of release or escape from it, if only for a time, since each painting
shows more than could ever been seen, too much for one sitting – a promise held out of
something more. As much as each painting shows, no painting shows anything other
than itself. Each of Brunen’s works shows itself and itself alone, accomplishing nothing
less than an event of visibility. That is to say, each work brings to visibility the unseen
enslaved in the visual field.
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The unseen, from which springs all visibility, shows itself as much as it gives itself in
excess of all concepts and any aim, beyond the horizons of being and objectivity. The
unseen is not seen, but only for a time. Provisionally invisible, the unseen “always exerts
its demand for visibility in order to be made to irrupt, sometimes by force, onto the
scene”. 35 In Brunen’s paintings, what gives itself to be seen is the absolute surface of
painting, the condition of possibility for the rendering of all images. Previously unseen,
the surface of painting in Brunen’s work comes to visibility in the form of the wood grain
of the panels. This grain is given the privileged of appearing in place of any content with
which such a surface could possibly be endowed. Through the trace of the wood grain
surface, what each work shows is what shows itself; not this particular combination of
oils, here, on this particular surface; but rather, the pure surface that renders painting as
such visible – the heart of the visible that awaits to be seen. By showing itself as much as
it gives itself, each of Brunen’s paintings “abandons itself to sight,” appears on the basis
of nothing other than itself. 36
As we know from recent psychoanalytic theory, all symbolic practices are conditioned by
a structural discontinuity, the gap which remains between an object, and the image or
symbol used in its place. As Slavoj Žižek famously put it, it is precisely around this gap
or discontinuity that a network of signifiers may accumulate, covering the gap, filling it
with content, and in so doing, accomplish an act of symbolisation. 37 The proof of the
possibility of this gap, unseen within any chain of signifiers, is found in the sheer
plenitude of images: without a gap to be filled, there would be no symbolic processes, no
meaningful images, no need to signify. 38 Approached from this angle, Brunen’s work
can be regarded as having accomplished nothing less than the liberation of the unseen
from the depths of the invisible. 39 Opening the scars which cover the hole in the visual
field – revealing not simply this surface, here, on wood panel or canvas, but the absolute
unseen surface of all painting, the ground that wells up from the invisible – each
“Untitled” work “opens up a possibility to that point not anticipated, unthinkable,
impossible”. 40 Unseen and unforeseeable, the surface of each “Untitled” painting
bridges the distance separating the visible and the invisible. Once uncovered, this
absolutely new appearance imposes itself independently, without discussion and by force,
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with the “authority of the evidence of the unseen that has become visible”. 41 In Brunen’s
work, the coming to form of the unseen of visual representation marks nothing less than
an event of visibility. What Marion says about great paintings applies no less to Brunen:
“the painting is not visible; it gives the visible”. 42
Yet, are we not in danger of arguing that the act of tracing the grain of wood panels
amounts to a rendering that is nothing short of evental, even miraculous? In the strictest
sense, the answer is that we are not. Any idiot can trace, of course. However, the true
painter traces nothing. “He pinpoints,” Marion says. “He guesses, in a way that is better
than the blind daily march of observers, what claims to reach the visible by virtue of the
pressure of the unseen”. 43 Like the weight of time pushing down on us, wrinkling us
under its unrelenting force, the unseen bears down on the painter until one day, at last, it
explodes into form. Giving itself according to no form previously recorded, the unseen,
however, cannot simply be presented, let alone re-presented. It must be received. “To
paint,” Marion says, “means to await a donation”. 44 To put this in Badiou’s terms, the
event of the unforeseen happens to the painter, seizes him, and carries him away. It must
therefore be proclaimed. 45 In the event, the painter does not know what he has painted;
he is surprised by the discovery of what he had dared not to foresee. In the case of
Brunen, the painter becomes the work of the painting, and not the other way around. 46
Abandoning in favour of the event those techniques which he knows only too well, those
forms which he could replicate ad nauseam, the painter becomes subject to its truth.
Maintaining fidelity to the event in painting, Brunen allows “something that resembles
nothing else suddenly to appear, something that has neither meaning nor the slightest
utility: a new view, a new coming in the visible recovered from the unseen”. 47 Each
“Untitled” work fulfils what is expected neither by the painter nor the spectator; they
fulfil the unexpected. In its ascent from the invisible to the visible, the unseen surface of
the painting catches everyone by surprise. “We expected to see something; but this?” If
there is truth in painting – if there could be such a thing – this would be it.
If the unseen gives itself to be seen, commanding the painter to bring to the level of the
visible what awaits to be seen, from whence, exactly, does the unseen arise? The
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crossing of the unseen into the visible must be understood in the context of a “fund” that
is at once a ground as well as a reserve. 48 The fund is why the artist, as poor as he always
appears to be, is, in fact, the richest of us all: he has been given the ability (the gift) to
draw upon a resource that, for the rest of us, remains hidden in reserve, untapped,
unexploited. His wealth comes not from the market (just take a look at his clothes); but
rather, from the fund that gives itself to the artist, and to him alone. The painter is
supported by this fund, put to work by it and it alone (this is why painters do not usually
have ‘jobs’ – they are already employed full-time). The painter invents nothing because
he submits himself to what imposes itself without concept; the painter receives the wealth
that this fund imposes on him, putting him in its service to bring to visibility the unseen
concealed in its depths. In this sense, the painter is never in debt. He is paid from a
reserve for his work in bringing to visibility the unseen of the visual field. The painter is
never in debt to the fund because the fund gives itself to him, and the painter, in turn,
submits to its giving intuition (to its donation). Bringing to visibility the unseen held in
reserve, nothing is ever on loan, not even the painting. 49 The authentic painting does not
belong to the painter, for once he has finished the work (and here we get the precise sense
of ‘work’ in “the work of art”), the work takes on a life of its own – a monstrosity. 50 At
most, the painter owes his life to the fund, for if he gets out alive – if he does not go mad
from the donation that bears down on him, if he escapes the monster he has assisted in
coming to form – then the painter owes a debt of gratitude to the gift given by the giving
intuition, the fund at the heart of painting that gives to visibility what has yet to be seen. 51
Let us leave the realm of painting in order to push the notion of event to its logical
conclusion. Recall the assertion which began this essay: “it happens.” I have argued that
what an event shows most is that which remains impossible to see: the negativity (limit,
void, truth, unseen) in any phenomenon that forever exceeds any of its positive
attributes. 52 In the case of the happening, consider how there must necessarily be a
consequence, a second happening, for any happening to be named an “event.” It is only
on account of this second happening that the first obtains its priority as “first,” preceding
or coming before the second. While this second happening is antecedent to the first, this
second happening must accompany the first as the necessary condition for apprehending
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the first as logically prior. According to this differential logic, the second moment – a
consequence in its own right – effectively renders the first moment no longer first but
third. 53 A happening seemingly first in priority, this ‘first’ is reconstructed in the here
and now as a happening which has ‘already happened,’ a third count made possible only
with the hindsight of the second moment. With respect to the event in question, it is this
third moment which is knowable, in all of its ‘first-ness,’ as a ‘first moment’ which
actually happens third, and is thereby misrepresented as ‘it happens,’ as ‘event.’ In other
words, an event acquires the status ‘event’ only retroactively, only once it has passed,
once the traces of this previously meaningless happening are gathered into a network of
signifiers through which ‘it’ acquires the identity of a meaningful happening.
Singular, unforeseen, and unexpected, the event as such cannot be governed by the laws
of cause and effect. 54 First, the event precedes its cause. Any knowledge of the event
begins first with the arrival, the brute imposition, of the effect. Without effect, there
would be no reason to investigate the cause. Causes may serve the role of explaining
effects, but it is the effect which stands as proof of the cause. The effect must impose
itself first, before the cause, in order for a cause to even be a question. As Marion puts it,
“the cause remains an effect of meaning, assigned to the effect by the will to know, or
rather, imposed on the event to compensate for its exorbitant privilege”.55 Second, the
event does not have an adequate cause. To be sure, it is not a matter of any shortage of
causes attributed to the event, but rather, an overabundance of them. For example, in the
historic event, there are an infinite number of local and national circumstances, an infinite
number of witnesses, an infinite number of interpretations – in short, an overabundance –
which prohibits fixing any single cause, or even a combination of causes, to the event.
Giving itself, what qualifies event as event is the fact that “these causes themselves all
result from an arising with which they are incommensurable”. 56 The academic
legitimacy of departments of History, curators of social ‘facts,’ testifies to the absence of
an adequate cause of the event: were it not for an endless output of new findings, new
details, and new witnesses of the open totality of the event, the historian would surely be
out of work.
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If the heart of an event may be understood in terms of the non-visible, non-substantive
discontinuity around which any sensible totality accumulates, then the question remains
as to what takes place in an event. To ‘take place’ means to connect representations of
what came before and what is yet to come, to gather them together into the void that
structures the present, the void of absolute separation that “marks out the location of
existence as such”. 57 In this sense, an event can only be reflected on after the fact, once
all the evidence has been gathered together. And yet, this is precisely what makes an
event elusive, unknowable: in the present, ‘it’ becomes knowable as, or in terms of, that
which has already taken place, after ‘it’ has happened. Knowledge of an occurrence is
constituted retroactively since the future of an event nullifies the possibility of it ever
being known here and now, in the present, as it happens. The present, for its part, is not a
point of origin. The present ‘is’ what it is only after the fact, only in the arrival of the
second moment. In this sense, the very presence of an event is nothing but its future, its
coming-to-be, a future which renders knowledge of it in the present impossible (‘it’ has
not yet arrived), a presence which unfolds on to the present only in its passing (once ‘it’
has arrived). The ‘it’ recalled in declarations such as ‘it happened’ is therefore not the
event. This ‘it’ is a reconstruction, a misrepresentative cover made after the fact on
account of happenings previously made meaningful. 58
In light of the above analyses, let me now summarise. Everything I have argued up to
this point can be reduced to the following statement: the unity of the identity of what may
properly be called “event” depends on something that exceeds its different symbolic
representatives, something within it that, paradoxically, will always remain the same.
What remains the same in every event is the structural dislocation which at once permits
as well as limits the possibility of all signifying practice. Call it lack or absence, excess
or surplus, distance or separation, it is on account of the ‘missing link’ between word and
object (what Laclau describes as the negativity latent in the structure of objectivity) that
the event will, at best, appear only as a partially affirmed identity. 59 Whether in form of
the painting, or in the everyday practice of naming an occurrence, while we may attempt
to specify ‘what happened’ at a particular time, to explain the rupture of a particular
appearance, all such attempts will inevitably fail: the ‘it’ that happens can never be fully
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fixed by any symbolic act. An event properly so called is thus only the coming-to-be of
the not yet: sheer unfolding. It forever remains more than the different forms of its
possible appearance could ever be. 60
Is this to arrive at a rather mundane conclusion, namely, that a thing becomes a thing only
once it is so named? The answer is no. To such an obvious conclusion has been added
the more radical insight that a thing always remains more than itself. What remains the
same after every failed attempt to synthesize the impressions made on us by the
phenomenon, the failure to fully signify the features of any apparent identity, is the
dislocation in the very structure of objectivity, the heart which beats in the coming-to-be
of any identity whatsoever. Apropos of the philosophical perspectives discussed above,
an event is thereby a mark of the limit of representation, a locus of thinking about the
singularity of occurrence which fails to be expressed in all metaphysical language. At the
heart of things (the painting, the image, subject and object, and so on) is the birth of brute
being – the event. Giving itself, the event stands at the threshold of metaphysics with no
heritage, origin, or reference other than itself alone. ‘It’ opens onto and crosses the
absolute limit of what can been seen, anticipated, and symbolized.
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to the philosophies of Marion and Badiou. In their work we find some of the most sustained, rigorous,
cogent, and thus helpful examinations of the structure of the event available to date.
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Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: towards a radical democratic
politics (London and New York: Verso, 1996), 95.
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Marion, The Crossing of the Visible, trans. James K. A. Smith (Stanford: Stanford University Press,
2004), 26.
“The painting does not live in a peripheral section of the phenomenal universe, rendered secondary by
some function of imitation; it appears by right in the region of privilege reserved for phenomena par
excellence – those that appear in terms of their own proper distance, out of the confrontation
[antagonism] within them between the unseen and the visible. The painting does not amuse or
entertain, does not decorate or embellish, and shows nothing – it shows itself, from itself and for itself.
And thus, in this self showing on its own terms alone, it shows us above all what this is – to show
itself, to appear in full authority, full glory, like the dawn of a new day.” Marion, Crossing the Visible,
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does not mean that there are no longer others funds, given to other painters, to release from their hold
the visible as yet unseen. Finally, nor does this mean that there is only one fund per painter; if that
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same in all possible worlds.” Žižek, Sublime Object of Ideology, 95. This is of course the same real
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exchange (Minneapolis and London: University of Minnesota Press, 1996), 159.
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