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1. Across the works of philosopher Mikel Dufrenne, the category 
of intimacy occurs reasonably often – especially in Phénoménologie 
de l’Expérience Esthétique1 and in the three tomes of Esthétique et 
Philosophie2 –, almost always as a way to heighten the attributes of 
reciprocity, sharing, close friendship and communion of feelings which 
shape the bond between spectator and aesthetical object or artwork at 
the core of the aesthetic experience.

In this sense, intimacy is a reticular concept, interchangeable with 
“profoundness”, “interiority”, “connaturality”. Hence, the aesthetic 
experience is, in a way, a zenith of intimacy, a paradigm of “intimate 
life”, namely, the moment where spectator, artist and the work disrobe 
and reveal themselves – in other words, when they mutually share the 
complicit removal of the veils concealing them.

However, contrary to what such openness could suggest, the in-
timacy experienced herein does not designate a secret event, not even 
a private slice of the above actors’ hidden life. Intimacy is not placed 
in the domain of “intimism”, of particular affection, which a certain 
psychoanalysis tends to highlight. Mikel Dufrenne is keen to warn us 
against this possible misunderstanding – writing about the evocative 
and expressive power of a work of art’s originary speech, he asks us 
not to see it as a token private affair: «Do not believe that this speech 
voices its author and that, for example, it reveals its ghosts: the true 
work is not a symptom and should not be treated as such; J. F. Lyo-

1. Dufrenne, Mikel. Phénoménologie de l’expérience esthétique. Tome I: L’objet es-
thétique. Tome II: La perception. Paris: PUF, 1953.
2. Dufrenne, Mikel. Esthétique et Philosophie. Tome I, II, III. Paris: Éditions Klincks-
ieck, 1967, 1976, 1981.
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tard illustrated this quite well»3. Converting intimacy into a pretext or 
grounds for a clinic, psychoanalytic function is of no interest to Mi-
kel Dufrenne, as it corrupts the very aesthetic process. Otherwise, art 
would be no more than a therapeutic instrument for artist and spectator, 
a mere opportunity to mentally diagnose both, leading to the loss of the 
most pertinent meaning of its profundity4.

,Q�WKLV�LQWHUSUHWDWLYH�FRQWH[W��ZH�LQWHQG��¿UVW�DQG�IRUHPRVW��WR�FRQ-
sider the theoretical implications of Mikel Dufrenne’s proposal about 
the theme of intimacy. We also intend to demonstrate that, by shielding 
the category of intimacy from the quite frequent risks of instrumentali-
sation, intimacy becomes available to assist in renovating the meaning 
of overarching phenomenological themes, such as intentionality and 
constitution. We also aim at illustrating how the aesthetic experience 
is a naturally intimate relationship, bestowing it with an ontological 
dimension from the very beginning. Following on this interpretation, 
quite beyond what the author made explicit, we wish to contribute to 
the proper critical appraisal of the thought of one of the greatest aes-
thetic philosophers since the second half of the 20th century: Mikel 
Dufrenne. 

2. We will begin by exploring this issue in the context of the dis-
cussion on intentionality and aesthetic experience. Dufrenne changed 
the concept of intentionality by determining that this category can only 
properly qualify the relational experience –  intimacy only achieves 
true meaning as part of a relationship, as no one is intimate to oneself 
but rather to someone else –, which the aesthetic experience allows a 
glimpse at if it encompasses the “common substract” between subject 
and object/work. A common substract, originary Urstoff which the true 
a priori of aesthetics is deeply rooted in; to wit, the affective qualities 
that, even though experienced by the spectactor subject and which sha-
pe the existence of the artwork, seem to be pre-existing to both subject 
and object, endowing them and being generously shared between them. 
Let us take particular notice of this topic, since it is the cornerstone of 
this essay on intimacy: the philosophical reasoning, via phenomenolo-
gy, that utmost intimacy resides in the sharing of the affective qualities 
unveiled by the aesthetic experience, and which «FRPSULVH�VSHFL¿F�a 
priori(s)»5.

3.  Dufrenne, Mikel. Esthétique et Philosophie. Tome II. Paris: Éditions Klincksieck, 
1976, 166.
4. Cf. Dufrenne, Mikel. “Le beau”. In C. Grégory (dir.), Encyclopaedia Universalis, 
Éditeur à Paris, Vol. 3, 1977: 486 b.
5. Dufrenne, Mikel. Esthétique et Philosophie. Tome I. Paris: Éditions Klincksieck, 
1967, 60.
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Hence, the intentionality that operates in the aesthetic experience 
provides us with the evidence that “something” of an affective nature 
is previously present across the entire relationship between a subject 
and an object; a foundational feeling, a structural intuition of Es gibt, 
that ‘something is’, ‘something exists’. “Something” which is expe-
rienced in a relationship of originary indistinction, a community life of 
sorts, a form of immediacy. We say “indistinction” because it precedes 
all ontological and epistemological dualisms, something truly «prior 
to explicit, formal divisions between “what is is”, “what is known or 
desired” and “one who knows or desires”; even though these three 
elements are clearly present already and more or less conscious in its 
indistinction.»6 In other words, what is “given” is certainly so thanks 
to a “feeling” implying it appears to someone. Thus, «the conscience 
of to appear also occurs as a conscience of a feeling of unity or union 
– all of it spontaneously.»7�2QO\�ZKHQ�V\VWHPDWLF�UHÀHFWLRQ�WDNHV�SOD-
ce – combined with the process of rationalisation via the exercise of 
understanding – will the multiple planes integrated in the whole of the 
originary relationship of this “something prior” be distinguished from 
one another: 

- the plane of to appear,  of “existing as something”
- the plane of conscience to whom it appears as such: subjectivity
- the plane of the correlation between cognizant subject and its 

object.
But what is the true relationship meaning of this link between 

intentionality and the experience’s a priori? And what does it tell us 
about intimacy? Consider: if the affective qualities aesthetically expe-
rienced are previously present in the spectator subject (receiver, reader, 
creator), similarly to the artwork (aesthetic object, expressive object), 
the mutual openness from one to the other is then assured: «the rela-
tionship betweeen subject and object pressuposes not only that the sub-
ject is opened to the object or transcends into it, but also that something 
of the object is present in the subject prior to the entire experience and 
that, in turn, something of the subject belongs to the object’s structure 
prior to any project of the subject.»8

Summing up: if intentionality shows us the originary communica-
tion between subject and object, something in common must exist as 
the ultimate foundation of such communication; this is the very a prio-
ri, the substratum that both share. Hence, communication lies in the 
fact that both subject and object carry the a priori which, while keeping 
WKHLU�VSHFL¿FLWLHV��WKH\�VKDUH�DQG�LQWHUDFW�ZLWK�DW�WKH�VDPH�VWUXFWXUH�RI�
6. Ibidem.
7. Ibidem.
8. Ibidem.
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aestheticity.
This point is of particular interest to us in order to shed a different 

light onto the issue of intimacy, since it establishes that the intentional 
analysis is in no way unidimensional, as occurred in traditional pheno-
menological versions; its starting position can either be the subject or 
WKH�REMHFW��DV�ERWK�¿QG�WKHPVHOYHV�DW�WKH�VDPH�FRQYHUJHQFH�SRLQW�RI�
the affective a priori9. That is to say, the relationship of intentionality 
between subject and object accepts reversibility of movement. Starting 
from one or the other, it is always strictly noetic-noematic, excluding 
any primacy or seniority from whatever side of experience.

7KLV�PHDQV� WKDW� WKH�PRYHPHQW�RI�DI¿QLW\�RU� LQWHQWLRQDOLW\�IURP�
both subject-to- object and object-to-suject empowers the work of art 
with the ability to immerse the spectator into a «different world, com-
pletely unlike the objective world the spectator is placed in»10, which 
surprinsingly allows it to appear as if endowed with the «virtue of a 
to-itself» or, as Dufrenne likes to say, allows it to emerge as “a quasi-
-subject”11.

This is crucial to predicate intimacy not only as a characterising 
property of the aesthetic experience, but also as its actual realisation. 
As mentioned above, the category of intimacy designates a mode of 
relationship. This implies an alterity “in synch”, that is, a subjectivity 
in deep communion of feeling, as when one states: «I’m close with so 
and so». It thus becomes “sine qua non” that such alterity is something 
substantially different from a mere “thing”. It would be odd – qui-
WH�RGG�LQ�IDFW�±�WKDW�WKH�YLYL¿FDWLRQ�RI�RXU�DIIHFWLYH�VWUXFWXUHV�XQGHU�
the aesthetic experience would amount to an asymmetric “me-this” or 
“me-thing” relationship, without the true alterity of subjectivity. Mikel 
Dufrenne wards off such “thing-esque” danger from the artwork by 
reasoning it as an “analogon” of the animated subject; more precisely, 
a “quasi-subject”.

This focus prompts us to advance an hypothesis which, while not 
VXI¿FLHQWO\�H[SOLFLW�LQ�'XIUHQQH¶V�WKRXJKW��ZH�¿QG�WUXO\�JHQXLQH��WKH�
aesthetic experience as a relationship of intimacy takes on additional 
meaning when analysed under a set of ontological references, namely 
an ontological aesthetic.

Let us outline it.

3. Dufrenne assigns the «aesthetic object’s in-itself a “to itself” 

9. Dufrenne, Mikel. Esthétique et Philosophie. Tome II. Paris: Éditions Klincksieck, 
1976, 29.
10. Dufrenne, Mikel. Esthétique et Philosophie. Tome I. Paris: Éditions Klincksieck, 
1967, 58.
11. Ibidem.
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which realises its assumption and elevates it into a “quasi-subject”»12. 
It is true that Dufrenne gets to liken the aesthetic object to a being with 
body and soul, matter and shape: «the meaning expressed (by the aes-
thetic object) towards it is the shape of its body: a soul answering to 
ours, requesting it, “grabbing our soul and calling it on (forcing it) to 
love”.»13 By revealing the object to us as its own “world”, gifted with 
a sensible-affective structure, we can establish with this object, this 
work, an empathic, intersubjective relationship, in every way analo-
gous to the one developed at an interpersonal level, as equated by A. 
Pinotti14.

Under this conception of aesthetic object, important links can be 
made to the ontological rehabilitation of the sensible brought about by 
Merleau-Ponty and V. Basch’s theory of empathy. In contrast, it is not 
surprising that following on the doctrine of M. Dufrenne’s “quasi-sub-
ject”, many other authors expanded on this process of the artwork’s 
“antropomorphic” autonomisation, as seen, with some radicalism, 
among Murielle Gagnebin’s research, which reinstates the work’s au-
tonomy, proposing to «acquire it as a psychic functioning in itself». 
The work becomes an instance-person assuming a drama, where a si-
multaneously psychic and morphologic game converge and which is 
WKH�RULJLQ�RI�HYHU\�DUWLVWLF�KDSSHQLQJ��0RUH�VSHFL¿FDOO\�� WKH�SV\FKLF�
FRQÀLFW�ZKLFK�JHQHUDWHV�FUHDWLRQ�LV�WUDQVIHUUHG�IURP�WKH�GRPDLQ�RI�WKH�
author’s personality deep into the work’s heart, turning it into an indi-
YLGXDO�EHLQJ��©,�SODFH�WKLV�FRQÀLFW�inside WKH�ZRUN��GH¿QLWHO\�VHHQ�DV�D�
living creature. An organised individual, possessing a precise psychic 
structure, the artwork behaves, in my view, as a person with fortune 
(a fate), a destiny even»15. Morpurgo-Tagliabue, when referring to M. 
Dufrenne’s concept of a work as a “in-itself-to-us” or “quasi-subject”, 
considered that, although such a concept was not rigorously phenome-
nological, «it glimpses at an ontology between rationalism and perso-
nalism (the two opposite ends of existentialism), and encourages meta-
physical perspectives»16.

The above extrapolations help us understand the virtualities of 
the doctrine put forward by Mikel Dufrenne, especially regarding the 

12. Giovannageli, Daniel. Écriture et répétition - Approche de Derrida, Paris: U.G.E., 
1979, p. 85.
13. Dufrenne, Mikel. Esthétique et Philosophie. Tome I. Paris: Éditions Klincksieck, 
1967, p. 58.
14.  Quoted by Carbone, Mauro. “Carne.” Aut aut, 304 (2001): 114.
15. Gagnebin, Murielle. Du divan à l´écran. Montages cinématographiques, mon-
tages interprétatifs. Paris: PUF, 1999, 20, 36.
16. Morpurgo-Tagliabue, Guido. L’Esthétique Contemporaine. Une enquête. Transl. 
by Marcelle B. Serre, Milan: Marzorati, 1960, 465.
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anthropological and ontological potential of the aesthetic object as a 
“quasi-subject”, as posited in La notion d’a priori.17

The status of this “quasi-subject” provides it with an expressive 
potency, likening it to a subjectivity while still remaining a fabricated 
reality or a natural product18. This ability of the work to manifest a 
“quasi-subject”, to express its inside by showing it as is, is turned into 
something of an indelible heritage passed down from the human being 
who created it19.

7KH�FORVH�DI¿QLW\�DW�SOD\�EHWZHHQ�WKH�EHLQJ�RI�WKH�TXDVL�VXEMHFW�
and the spectator   is something already on the threshold of an ardent 
affective relationship, as it allows us to «listen to the language of the 
aesthetic object, read the expression informing it», leading us to «plun-
ge deeper into its intimacy.»20 Dufrenne emphasises this passing into 
into the aesthetic object’s inner space as a very singular process of 
knowledge – not just knowledge mediated by understanding, but rather 
a co-birth, as so aptly evoked by the French language: «connaître, ici 
c’ést vraiment co-naître»21.

We refer to the aesthetic object as a “quasi-subject” because it is 
endowed with affective-sentimental expressiveness: a “quasi” which 
«underlines the anthropological capacity of the work and how it was 
built, which shows the dialogue, which places it at the end of a genesis 
of meaning radicated in the aesthetic, which would rather underline the 
LQ¿QLWH�LQ�WHUPV�RI�SUHVHQFH��«��WKDQ�LQ�WHUPV�RI�³QRWKLQJ´ª��DV�SRLQ-
ted out by phenomenologist Elio Franzini22.

In the view of Gianni Vattimo, Dufrenne’s concept of “quasi-
-subject” allows us to understand Heidegger’s notion of an artwork as 
“openness in the world”, as an “other” offering me an interpretation 
of the world which I see as a call I should face: «A “quasi-subject” 
LV�DQ�³REMHFW´�ZKLFK�¿QGV�LWVHOI�LQ�WKH�ZRUOG�DQG�ZLOO�QRW�OHW�LWVHOI�EH�
regarded as a pure object. A work of art is a vision on the world, not a 
piece of the world. A novel, a painting, a symphony are not mere thin-
gs adding to each other; they always contain the call to reinterpret the 

17. Cf. Dufrenne, Mikel, La notion d’a priori, Paris: PUF, 1959, 219.
18.  Golaszewska, Maria. “La conception du quasi-sujet chez Mikel Dufrenne”. Revue 
d’Esthétique 21 (1992): 195-196.
19. Cf. Barcia González, Javier. “La condición expresiva del objeto estético. Una re-
ÀH[LyQ�HQ�WRUQR�D�0LNHO�'XIUHQQH�´�Taula, quaderns de pensament 38 (2004): 258.
20. Dufrenne, Mikel. Esthétique et Philosophie. Tome I. Paris: Éditions Klincksieck, 
1967, 58.
21. Ibidem.
22.  Franzini, Elio. Il mito di Leonardo. Sulla fenomenologia della creazione artistica, 
Milano: Unicolpi, 1987, 366.
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world somehow»23.
The relationship of intimacy arises from accepting this provoca-

tion, with subject and object mutually challenging each other to a game 
where each shall be revealed through the other. The evidence is in the 
fact that conscience and object transcedentally co-imply themselves in 
a reciprocal assembly of feeling. Indeed, none of them is offered fully 
UHDG\�DQG�¿QDOLVHG��EXW�DFWXDOO\�DV�WKH�RIIVSULQJ�RI�WKH�«act common 
both to the person who feels and to what is felt»24 – an expression whi-
ch became paradigmatic in the work of Dufrenne. Subject and object 
are, at once, mutually forged and differentiated in this common act 
which still confounds them – where their co-birth presupposes their 
FRQQDWXUDOLW\�� ©)OHVK� RQ� ÀHVK�� WKH\� DUH� RQH� VLQJOH� ÀHVK�� DQG� LQ� WKLV�
ÀHVK�D�VXEWOH�PRYHPHQW�RI�GHKLVFHQFH�LV�ZKDW�OHDGV�LW�WR�DSSHDU�ª25

We are thus immersed in an aesthetic experience retaking us to the 
originary event, the moment when something – to feel and be felt, body 
and shape – arrives  in the time and place where «WKH�ÀHVK�RI�WKH�ZRUOG�
trembles and turns at once sensible and sentient so as to be felt: so that 
something appears to become image»26. A movement of “apparition”, 
ZKHUHE\�WKH�EDFNJURXQG�LV�UHYHDOHG�LQWR�¿JXUH��6XFK�LQWLPDWH�OLIH�LV�
witness to the unfathomable depth, the dynamism of Nature expressed 
into what emerges as sensible and felt.

It then becomes clear that the intimacy of the aeshtetic experience 
LQYLWHV�XV� WR�DOVR� UHGH¿QH� WKH�QRWLRQ�RI�³FRQVWLWXWLRQ´�� UHIRFXVHG�RQ�
this point where object and subject merge and co-determine themsel-
ves; and where consequently the subject is not so immediately “cons-
tituting” and sovereign, as is often the purpose of other sorts of expe-
riences. The “constitution” occurring here happens in the subject as a 
movement away from itself and into the object’s other, «where it will 
QRW�¿QG�LWVHOI�XQOHVV�LW�ORVHV�LWVHOI��ZKHUH�LW�ZLOO�QRW�SRVVHVV�LWVHOI�XQ-
less being taken possession of»27. Maximum complicity, just like man 
and woman see themselves «in the intimacy of a common act where 
the frontiers of individuality are experienced.»28 At such involvement 
23.  Vattimo, Gianni. “Poesia e ontologia” / Interviste, Enciclopedia Multimedia-
OH� GHOOH� 6FLHQ]H� )LORVR¿FKH� �� 85/�� KWWS���ZZZ�HPVI�UDL�LW�LQWHUYLVWH�LQWHUYLVWH�
DVS"G ���� �������������� 85/�� KWWS���ZZZ�¿ORVR¿FR�QHW�LQWHUYLVWDYDWWLPR�KWP�Q��
(25/02/2019).  
24. Dufrenne, Mikel. “Phénoménologie et esthétique” Anal. Husserliana 5 (1976): 
243-244. E também Dufrenne, Mikel. Esthétique et Philosophie. Tome I. Paris: Édi-
tions Klincksieck, 1967, 56. 
25. .Dufrenne, Mikel. “Phénoménologie et esthétique” Anal. Husserliana 5 (1976): 
244.
26. Ibidem.
27. Ibidem.
28. Dufrenne, Mikel. Esthétique et Philosophie. Tome I. Paris: Éditions Klincksieck, 



stage, the constituting activity does not lie in producing or determining 
meaning, but rather in welcoming it, for it has been offered deep from 
within the vital pact established between subject and object. This acti-
vity is no longer subsidiary to a formal subject or an “otherness” seen 
as a separate, transcendent instance. It is the expression of a concrete 
WRWDOLW\��RI�D�EHLQJ�LQ�WKH�ZRUOG��LQFDUQDWHG�LQ�WKH�ÀX[�RI�WHPSRUDOLW\��
Essentially, an intimacy which no longer staggers along the idealism 
of the traditional phenomenological constitution, since it «discovers a 
subject deeply submerged in a primal world to which it grants an ori-
ginary pact.»29

4. Having thus explained the conditions and meaning of an aes-
thetical experience under the rubric of intimacy, it becomes key to look 
into its breadth. Given the structure and processuality of the aesthetic 
livingness, one wonders: is this an intimate relationship on the whole 
or just part of it? Is there any moment from which one can presume 
WKH� LQWHQVL¿FDWLRQ� RI� WKH� DHVWKHWLF� DWWLWXGH�� RI� WKH�ZRUN¶V� SHUFHSWLRQ�
or its «iconic increase»30, legitimising the aesthetic experience as a re-
lationship of intimacy? This question is truly relevant, all the more 
so given that Mikel Dufrenne completed a very detailed explanation 
on the aesthetic experience’s own dynamism for three core moments: 
the moment of presence, the moment of representation and, lastly, the 
moment of feeling. Do they all follow the same pattern of intimacy or 
simply a few of them? Will some of them be more auspicious to this 
state of livingness? We are not aware that the author ever wondered 
about such matter, but we consider it of utmost importance, especially 
because it makes it possible to illustrate the originality of the author’s 
plausible theoretical view. 

As such, let us posit the following hermeneutical hypothesis: if 
the aesthetic experience is a triadic, increasingly complex process, it 
would stand to reason that its “modus intimus” only occurred at a very 
DGYDQFHG� VWDJH�� HYHQWXDOO\� DV� D� ¿QDO�� FOLPDWLF� ³DFPp´� RI� WKH�ZKROH�
process... In our view, this is not Mikel Dufrenne’s aesthetic option. On 
the contrary, we are led to believe that the aesthetic experience is, from 
its most inchoative moment and already at the minimum threshold of 
VLJQL¿FDQFH��IXOO\�VRDNHG�LQ�WKH�FR�UHODWLRQVKLS�RI�LQWLPDF\�H[SODLQHG�

1967, 61.
29. Dufrenne, Mikel. “El arte” in Bottomore, Tom (coord.). Interdisciplinariedad y 
ciencias humanas, trad. de Jesús G. Pérez Martín, Madrid: Editorial Tecnos-Unesco, 
1983, 270.
30. Ricoeur, Paul. La critique et la conviction. Entretien avec F. Azouvi, M. de Launay. 
Paris: Calmann-Lévy, 1995, 267.
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above. Namely, we intend to sustain the thesis that the aesthetic ex-
SHULHQFH�LV��IURP�LWV�YHU\�¿UVW�PRPHQW�RI�presence, a wholly intimate 
experience. 

5. We will now lay out how Mikel Dufrenne asserts, in truly ori-
ginal fashion, this intimate sharing of “to be” and “to be felt” which 
unites subject and object under a relationship of presence – phenome-
QRORJLFDOO\��WKH�¿UVW�PRPHQW�RI�WKH�DHVWKHWLF�H[SHULHQFH�

Dufrenne conceives the aesthetic experience as a sui generis re-
lationship between the object (artwork) and the subject (spectator, re-
ceiver, reader) who perceives it. A relationship where each participant 
prepares the other while simultaneously pressuposing it. Hence, the 
aesthetic object prepares perception at the same time it pressuppo-
ses it by creating the conditions required by perception to realise it, 
while implicitely recognising it as the instance it itself will realise its 
existence as an aesthetic object. In other words, the aesthetic object 
“behaves” as if it was already “aware” that the activity of such percep-
WLRQ� LV�FUXFLDO� WR� LWV�RZQ�UHDOLVDWLRQ�� MXVWL¿FDWLRQ�DQG� OHJLWLPDWLRQ�DV�
an aesthetical object. In turn, aesthetic perception readies itself for the 
aesthetic object it always pressupposes, lending it its best attention and 
assuming an attitude of deferential recognition, knowing that without 
its presence’s prior calling, perception would turn out to be nothing 
but pure fantasy. Likewise, perception also “behaves” as if it was pre-
viously aware that it does not possess absolute, sovereign constituting 
power over the object, but rather the knowledge that it exists to answer 
the object’s requirements31. This experience thus emerges as a whole, 
a complex unitary phenomenon, comprised of the co-implication be-
tween the multiple facets of the subject’s livingness and the correspon-
ding scopes of the aesthetic object.

$V� WKH� WHUP�VXJJHVWV�� WKH�¿UVW�PRPHQW¶V�SUHVHQFH� LV�GH¿QHG�E\�
being present to an object, with no interposition of conceptual sche-
mes. This relationship is a straight match to the immediate direct ac-
quisition of this sensitive presence endowed with meaning. This way 
of livingness matches the most pressing call addressed by the object 
of aisthesis to the spectator: establishing a no-distance relationship, 
treating it as something with the same idiosyncrasy belonging to the 
same nature.

This is in truth an encounter-based relationship corresponding to 
the ideal of a pure proximity relationship grounded on purely immedia-
te contact, as part of an almost physical, organic relationship with the 
object. Being under the presence carries the following connotation: to 
31. Cf. Dufrenne, Mikel. Phénoménologie de l’expérience esthétique. Tome II: La 
perception. Paris: PUF, 1953, 419.
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simply be present to the sensitive object calling to me, as I am, opening 
myself to it without the enclosures often cloaking us, with no concern 
other than to attend. This is why I do not worry about empowering 
myself with knowledge, wisdom, information, but simply becoming 
available and open to the meaning offered by this sensible.

It is via the subtle and extremely sensitive skin membrane that this 
exchange and reciprocity takes place, unmediated between subject and 
object. This is a «covering for the individual and a place of exchange 
between him and the medium; it is deep because it wears the profound 
and puts it in contact with the outside.»32 The skin is «the juncture be-
tween the bottom of the body and the bottom of the world.»33

7KH�¿UVW�UHFRJQLWLRQ�RI�WKLV�FRPPRQ�HPPHUJHQFH�IURP�WKH�VDPH�
depths is described by Dufrenne as the happening par excellence, the 
¿UVW�WLPH�RQH�LV�EHIRUH�WKLQJV��LQ�FRPSOHWH�LQWLPDF\��©PRPHQW�RI�WKH�
immediate, of a proximity wedging no distance, where no mediation 
LQWHUYHQHV�EHWZHHQ�ZKDW�DSSHDUV�DQG�ZKRP�LW�DSSHDUV�WR���«��PRPHQW�
RI�WKH�FRQWDFW�ZLWK�WKH�RULJLQDU\��«��JRLQJ�EDFN�WR�ZKDW�LV�D�UHWXUQ�WR�
the source.»34

,W�LV�FHUWDLQO\�GLI¿FXOW�WR�FRQFHLYH�D�UHODWLRQVKLS�RI�SXUH�LPPHGLD-
cy, as the human being almost always interacts with the world under 
multiple mediations – language, institutions, culture. Such constructs 
all make us distrust the possibilities of an originary experience. Is it 
not true that we are so often splintered, fractured, chiseled by the logic 
of dualisms, of dichotomies interfering with our relationship with the 
world, preventing us from a direct relationship with things? These me-
GLDWLRQV�SUHMXGLFH�XV�DQG�FUHDWH�LGROV«�'XIUHQQH�GRHV�QRW�GHQ\�WKHVH�
circumstances, but admits and argues for an experience prior to the 
birth of these mediations, a direct, “per contact”35 experience. In his 
last work, Dufrenne posits the same question precisely: «It is in it [the 
sensible] that proof is made of the presence, though a presence still wi-
thout distance, where contact is driven to fusion (...). This immediacy 
does not support any mediation, or, rather, any difference. A borderline 
situation, because the separation between subject and object is always 
initiated already. Only the aesthetic experience (...) can lead us closer 

32. Idem, 90.
33. Idem, 91. 
34. Idem, 91-92.
35. 6LPLODUO\��FRPSDUH�WKLV�ZLWK�WKH�FRPPHQW�E\�1HO�5RGUtJXH]�5LDO��©QHYHUWKHOHVV��
he [Dufrenne] believes that, in the very root of everything that allows man to distan-
ce himself, there is an experience without distanceª��5RGUtJXH]�5LDO��1HO��³+DFLD�DV�
fontes da Natureza... A fenomenoloxía arqueolóxica de Mikel Dufrenne: do home a 
utopía” Agora 5 (1985):120. 



93Towards an Aesthetic of Intimacy

to it and maybe awaken nostalgia.»36

(YRNLQJ�QRVWDOJLD�LV�TXLWH�VLJQL¿FDQW�EHFDXVH�LW�VXJJHVWV�WKH�SHU-
sistence of this memory – reactivated by the aesthetic experience – si-
multaneously happy and painful, – i.e., truly nostalgic – of the embrio-
nary melding between the entity and the being, beyond any intelectual, 
sensory, existential, cosmological differentiation. It is this golden age, 
in its images of symbiosis of intrauterine life, of the paradisiac Eden 
of infancy, that art and the aesthetic experience wish to feel again, in 
order to usher us in an intimacy of the actors amongst themselves and 
the “horizons of the originary”.

Such statement should not be read as a mere anachronic attempt to 
preserve an existential state, more or less psychological, typical of chil-
dhood. As pointed out by Maryvonne Saison, this mythical reappraisal 
through the theme of Eden or golden age «is less about reuniting with 
the memory of a dateable, countable initial happiness than, from ghost 
WR�¿FWLRQ��EXLOG�WKH�P\WK�RU�XWRSLD�RI�XQLW\�WRWDOLW\�DQG�V\PELRVLV»37. A 
“wild” reinvention of an archetypal unity in constant realisation is what 
we gather from this experience of the presence. What draws us in is the 
call of the originary, a presence to the sensible within a zero-distance 
merging, even though only the duality of subject and object can in fact 
«be thought and lived.»38

In the moment of the presence, perception does not resort to con-
cepts, does not possess the judgement of understanding in its rela-
tionship with the sign nor any learning which guides it; it derives from 
an ancestral pact between man and world», it derives from a «percep-
tive faith»39��'XIUHQQH�SURYLGHV�DQ�H[DPSOH��WKHUH�DUH�©FHUWDLQ�VLJQL¿-
cations which seem to be immediately understood under an immediate 
experience: children  adapt to the world, understand the other’s gestures 
or language as soon as they are capable of certain behaviours and much 
earlier than repetition can elaborate and set stable associations»40. Ob-

36. Dufrenne, Mikel.  L’oeil et l’oreille, Montréal: L’Hexagone, 1987, 71.
37.  Saison, Maryvonne. “Le tournant esthétique de la phénoménologie” Revue d’Es-
thétique 36 (2000): 136. We thus understand the comment by Daniel Giovannangeli, 
when he invites us to see that in the heart of the whole of the presence’s symbiotic 
state there is hardly any place to an authentic founding alterity: «in the plane of the 
SUHVHQFH�>«@�IDLWKIXOQHVV�WR�WKH�VHQVLEOH�IRUELGV�IRXQGDWLRQ�LQ�D�WUDQVFHQGHQW�DOWH-
rity», OHDGLQJ�WR�D�©UHÀX[�WRZDUGV�SHUFHSWXDO�LPPDQHQFH�ª�LQ�Écriture et répétition 
- Approche de Derrida. Paris: U.G.E., 1979, 84-85.
38.  Dufrenne, Mikel.  L’oeil et l’oreille, Montréal: L’Hexagone, 1987, 74.
39. %DULOOL��5HQDWR��Per un’estetica mondana. Bologna: Il Mulino, 1964, 271.
40. Dufrenne, Mikel. Phénoménologie de l’expérience esthétique. Tome II: La per-
ception. Paris: PUF, 1953, 422. David Gordon Allen already questioned the plausi-
bility of this sort of demand which Dufrenne assigns to certain meanings, allowing 
them to be immediately understood in the spontaneous contact with the object, requi-



YLRXVO\��WKH�UDWLRQDO�DQG�DQDO\WLFDO�HODERUDWLRQ�RI�VLJQL¿FDWLRQV�ZKLFK�
can later be done will certainly require the subject to gradually move 
and grow away from the lived object. Still, it originally pressupposes 
WKDW�SULPDO�HQFRXQWHU��WKH�OLYLQJQHVV�RI�WKH�SULPRUGLDO�VLJQL¿FDWLRQ��$V�
VXFK��DQ\�DQG�DOO�GHFLSKHULQJ�RI�VLJQV�±�VFLHQWL¿F��ORJLFDO�� WHFKQLFDO��
semiological, psychoanalytic, etc. – can only be done if those signs 
ZHUH�¿UVWO\�OLYHG�LQ�DQ�LQWLPDWH�H[SHULHQFH�RI�VLJQL¿FDWLRQ�

The conviction that there is an immediate livingness granting us 
direct access to the intimacy of the meaning present in the aesthetic ob-
ject, even «EHIRUH�WKH�FRQVWLWXWLQJ�UHODWLRQVKLS�RI�VLJQL¿FDWLRQ�KDV�EHHQ�
understood and explained»41, is also reinforced by the psychology of 
IRUP��'XIUHQQH�UHDSSUDLVHV�LW��LGHQWL¿\LQJ�LW�ZLWK�WKH�©H[LVWHQWLDO�SODQH�
of perception where the presence is realised before the world»42, the 
plataform for an «existential collusion of the body with the world»43; 
it is the plane of the pure lived, prior to dualism, to representation, to 
a deciphering, intellectualist reading. Perception as a “presence” assu-
mes things as realities penetrating directly into us, given that «there is 
no “screen” between them and us; they are from the same race as us»44. 
We are thus at the most archetypal plane of intimacy, when the gesture 
VWLOO�KDV�QRW�DFFHVVHG�WKH�ZRUG�QRU�IHHOLQJ�KDV�DFFHVVHG�UHÀHFWLRQ��$�
SODQH��PRUH�SUHFLVHO\��RI�WKH�SUH�UHÀH[LYH�

$W� WKLV� SODQH�� VLJQL¿FDWLRQV� FRPH� IRUZDUG�ZLWK� WKH� VWUHQJKW� RI�
their immediacy, suffused with need and urgency, determining an 
answer from the receiver, not of intellectual nature or abstract kind, 
but rather an answer rendered into a behaviour assumed by the body. 
6XFK�DI¿UPDWLYH�SRZHU�RI�WKH�SUHVHQFH�GHQRWHV�WKH�SHUFHLYHG�REMHFW�DV�
something which shares the weight of an irrefusable nature or gravity, 
making it closer, more familiar than any other object.

)XUWKHUPRUH��SUH�UHÀH[LYH�LQWLPDF\�DOORZV�IRU�WKH�JHQHUDWLRQ�RI�
chiasmatic complicities – I live the other’s life as my own and the other 
lives mine as theirs – «forming an object-subject totality where object 
and subject are still indiscernible»45, completing one prior to its slicing 
ring no prior experience, such as when a child understands the mother’s gestures or 
IDFLDO�FRQ¿JXUDWLRQV�DV�DQ�H[SUHVVLQJ�NLQGQHVV��DQJHU��VDGQHVV��HWF��Cf.: “Aesthetic 
Perception in Mikel Dufrenne’s Phenomenology of Aesthetic Experience” Philoso-
phy Today 22 (1978): 63, nt. 9. 
41.  Dufrenne, Mikel. Phénoménologie de l’expérience esthétique. Tome II: La per-
ception. Paris: PUF, 1953, 422.
42. Ibidem. 
43. Taminiaux, Jacques. “Notes sur une phénoménologie de l’expérience esthétique” 
Revue Philosophique de Louvain 55 (1957): 98. 
44. Dufrenne, Mikel. Phénoménologie de l’expérience esthétique. Tome II: La per-
ception. Paris: PUF, 1953, 423.
45. Idem, 425.
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into two. Consequently, its encounter assumes the shape of “absolute” 
and “totality”, for at this level the spectator is not only completely en-
gaged, moving inward and even lost�LQ�WKH�ZRUN�WR�¿QG�KLPVHOI�WKHUHLQ��
but the actual work also lives fully in the subject’s life. This is why we 
say there is no distinction between subject and object, between a pre-
sent body and presence of meaning. 

&RQFOXGLQJ��DV�GHPRQVWUDWHG��ZH�FRQVLGHU�WKDW�WKH�¿UVW�PRPHQW�RI�
the aesthetic experience can never by synonym to a prolegomenon or 
antechamber of the profound relationship of intimacy. On the contrary, 
LQ� LW�ZH� ¿QG� WKH� FUXFLDO� DPELWLRQ� RI� WKH� DHVWKHWLF�DUWLVWLF� SKHQRPH-
non already made explicit, which poses, in our view, the leit motiv of 
aesthetic intimacy in its fullness: to realise the perfect convergence of 
subject and object, desideratum of the intersubjective intimacy.

An exciting, meaningful desire, prompting our piercing eyes to 
look deep into the most intimate of the real, until it becomes one with 
it, free from emptiness, free from caesuras, free from cisions, into a 
parmenidian contiguous unit. But which can also transform into its 
own risk, its ambition, its phantasmatic denegation46.

At heart, this aesthetic version of intimacy brings to light its own 
mysterious nature. And this is where its greatest philophical interest 
resides.

46. �7KH�IDFH�DQG�WKH�UHYHUVH�RI�WKLV�H[SHULHQFH�DUH�VXEWO\�UHÀHFWHG�LQ�WKH�WH[WV�RI��
Marc Le Bot. “D’une folie ordinaire” in Mikel Dufrenne et les arts, dir. de Maryvon-
ne Saison, Paris: Université Paris X, 1998, 79. António Pedro Pita. A experiência 
estética como experiência do mundo. A estética segundo Mikel Dufrenne. Porto: 
Campo das Letras, 1999, 110. 
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