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EXISTENTIALISM

The Poet’s Invocation of Essence

Human existence involves the engagement in the question of the sense of being.  The difficulty in the asking of this question is that its sense can only be manifested separate from the area of everyday words, in the realm of the poet or thinker.  Heidegger describes the relationship of the poet and the thinker to the Word of being, and raises the distinctions present in the two:

Obedient to the voice of Being, thought seeks the Word through which the truth of Being may be expressed.  Only when the language of historical man is born of the Word does it ring true.  But if it does ring true, then the testimony of the soundless voice of hidden springs lures it ever on.  The thought of being guards the Word and fulfills its function in such guardianship, namely care for the use of language.  Out of long-guarded speechlessness and the careful clarification of the field thus cleared, comes the utterance to the thinker.  Of like origin is the naming of the poet. But since like is only like insofar a difference allows, and since poetry and thinking are most purely alike in their care of the word, the two things are at the same time at opposite poles in their essence.   The thinker utters Being.  The poet names what is holy.  (3/p. 360)

The difference here between that which is said, or the “utterance” and that which is the Word of being is obviously immense.   For it is the Word which is the question of man’s own existence which is not  easily understandable in language, because it is guarded so carefully by the thought of being.  This thought implies an origin, that being the thinker, who can arrive at an utterance of being only through his separation from and clarification of the common speech.  


Similarly, the poet transcends the everyday speech to arrive at a sense of being, yet his essence is presented as different from that of the thinker.  How, if they both end up in revelation of the essence of the Word, is the poet’s essence therefore different than the thinker’s?  How can the statement that “Poetry creates its works in the realm and out of the ‘material’ of language,” (1/p. 273) not be a paradox?  The poet’s utterance of the Word occurs within language, as their poetry conveys the sense of being through language.  Their language is however different from the everyday language because it is outside the resemblances upon which the latter’s materiality exists.


The poet’s way of discovering essence is one that is essential in realizing their actual relation to the Word.  Heidegger had a sense of the poet’s discovery as relating to the naming of gods:

...when the gods are named originally and the essence of things receives a name, so that things for the first time shine out, human existence is brought into a firm relation and given a basis.  The speech of the poet is establishment not only in the sense of the free act of giving, but at the same time in the sense of the firm basing of human existence on its foundation.  (1/p. 281)

This founding of existence comes as the poet finds essence and gives it through the language.  Yet the distinction lies in that the essence cannot be defined in language; it can only exist in sense.  


How does the poet manage to bring this sense through language, which, in itself as purely words, lacks in actually explaining existence?  Heidegger claims that:

The pure and the ordinary are both equally something said.  Hence the word as word never gives any direct guarantee as to whether it is an essential word or a counterfeit.  On the contrary--an essential word often looks in its simplicity like an unessential one.  And on the other hand that which is dressed up to look like the essential, is only something recited by the heart or repeated. (1/p. 275)

There are then both essential and counterfeit words that are elusive at times, and show how language can function or exist in two different ways.


Heidegger makes this problematic duality of the nature of language clear:

Language has the task of making manifest in its work the existent, and of preserving it as such.  In it, what is purest and what is most concealed, and likewise what is complex and ordinary, can be expressed in words. (1/p. 275)

When words can be both “complex and ordinary,” they have a double quality of being able to both relay information of what-is and to reveal the essence of being.  Because poetry does work within the confines of language, it must define that which exemplifies the complex and hidden manifestations of words.  This therefore raises poetry above the usual language, as it brings its actual essence into view, as the language which can reveal the essential.


The poet is the reflector of essences.  He both works with language and rises above it into the real to reveal the sense of being:

Poetry rouses the appearance of the unreal and of dream in the face of the palpable and clamorous reality, in which we believe  ourselves at home.  And yet in just the reverse manner, what the poet says and undertakes to be, is the real.  (1/p. 286)

This striking description of poetry’s dream invocation calls back to the strange “uncanniness” that humans experience when they encounter Nothing, and which causes them to continually question their existence.  Poetry that makes life seem unfamiliar because of its heightened language is therefore the real, as it resonates the question of existence.
