
tions governing work on postwar poetics: concrete/ab-
stract, but also animate/inanimate, organic/inorganic,
and, following from the last, organic form/procedural or
constraint-based. Brown’s work here opens many prom-
ising new paths to follow. But it’s also important to stress
Brown’s emphasis on the concept of ‘limit’ itself, some-
thing to which he turns in his conclusion. There, Brown
harps on ‘fabrication’ as artifice,whichmeans it will ‘ruin’
Heideggerian positings of authenticity, among others:
‘My claim is that the essence of both techne and poiesis
is fabrication and that the “human” is inessential, a fab-
rication’. This ‘rigorously materialist’ (original italics)

position leads Brown to conclude on the non-contingent
role of accident and error in the history of the invention
of the ‘new’, and one of the great virtues of this book
is that, in addition to its theoretical sophistication, it
consistently foregrounds the pragmatic moments where
texts are constituted, with differing investments in ideal
finality, by authors, readers and critics. This itself is a
form of materialism, and also, a form of limit. Within a
book which, in all its rigour, forces us to think the ‘rigor-
ously materialist’ as another fabrication itself.

Daniel Katz

Rhythm is rhythm
Janina Wellmann, The Form of Becoming: Embryology and the Epistemology of Rhythm, 1760-1830, trans. Kate Sturge (New
York: Zone Books, 2017). 424pp., £27.00 hb., 978 1 93540 876 5

Janina Wellmann’s ambitious, cross-disciplinary book,
first published in German in 2010, sets out to achieve two
main aims. First, it attempts to retell and reframe the
emergence of a somewhat neglected discourse around
rhythm, form and becoming as it appears in the history
of science (and embryology specifically) from around the
late eighteenth century. Second, it seeks to bring out the
broader epistemological implications of this discourse
as it emerges from within philosophy, literature, aes-
thetics and musicology. Wellman organises this project
by analysing the emergence of the rhythmic episteme
from three perspectives: early German romanticism (in
which post-Kantian literary and philosophical critique
produce a ‘new epistemology of rhythm’); the emergent
biological and scientific focus on life and becoming (‘bio-
logical rhythms’); and the subsequently transformed ob-
servational and instructional modes of visuality (‘serial
iconography’).

In contextualising her project,Wellmann argues that,
in exploring the rhythmic episteme, her book can help
us see how a new epistemology of rhythm and becoming
emerged long before critical theories of becoming were
employed specifically to destabilise the history of ideas
by later nineteenth- and twentieth-century thinkers.
So, for example, whilst the young Nietzsche may have
sketched out, around 1870, a ‘theory of quantitative
rhythm’ that sought to investigate how the human body

is restructured by the rhythmical movement of music
and poetry operating upon it, one of Wellman’s key argu-
ments is that rhythm thus conceived was an emergent
category in the history of ideas much earlier. Other – al-
beitmore speculative–claims to contemporary relevance
are that the project may help us to contextualise more
historically the radical temporalisations and spatialisa-
tions which occur in modern philosophy (epitomised by
Derrida’s différance) or the novel bodily and aesthetic
demands of ‘new media’ also. In a book that already
covers so much historical ground, however, it would no
doubt be impossible to explore these contemporary deriv-
ations of becoming across philosophy and visual culture
in any substantial detail. Instead,Wellmann circumvents
this issue by carefully delimiting her project to a specific
period: 1760 to 1830.

The Form of Becoming traces the emergence of the
‘embryological and rhythmic episteme’ across those do-
mains of knowledge which became focussed on the ‘tem-
poralisation’ or ‘dynamisation’ of observable phenomena
from the second half of the eighteenth to the early nine-
teenth century. One of the key achievements of Well-
mann’s project is its tracking of the sheer amount of
iconographical and conceptual attempts at representing
‘rhythm as becoming’ from multiple texts in different
disciplines. Unsurprisingly, the acknowledgements ref-
erence a dazzling range of academic and scientific insti-
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tutions, across a number of specialisms and territories.
Looming over this encyclopaedic landscape, perhaps in-
evitably, stands Goethe, whose simultaneously literary-
scientific obsession with becoming and metamorphosis
could be seen to act as a model for the ambitious cross-
disciplinary sweep of Wellmann’s book itself.

Nonetheless, Wellmann tames a potentially sprawl-
ing project by clarifying that the intention is not to
identify any single field of knowledge in which the
concept of rhythm originated, and she is equally dis-
missive of any attempt to address ‘migrations, adapta-
tions or mutual influence’ across disciplines. Rather, the
methodological intent is to trace the changing meanings
of the concept as they were formed in the experimental
systems, research practices and technologies of observa-
tion of the period: the ‘numerous theatres’ attempting to
capture rhythm and becoming running simultaneously.
This is therefore as much a book about a certain moment
in visuality and iconology as it is a history of science
or ideas: ‘Observation and experiment, text and image,
concepts and material objects are all part of this under-
standing of how a concept is constituted as a category.’

The theory and practice of rhythm became a famil-
iar issue in early twentieth-century modernist aesthetic
discourses, particularly in the visual, musical and poetic
realms. However its epistemological roots, Wellmann
argues, actually lie in the history of science, and the de-
velopment of embryologymore particularly. Embryology,
understood as the transformed sense of the relationship
between time, rhythm and becoming, is foundational
for the critical developments in time and temporality
which took hold across human knowledge around 1800
- what Reinhart Koselleck calls the Sattelzeit period of
European modernity. Wellman makes an explicit con-
nection here by acknowledging Koselleck’s studies of the
transformation and secularisation of western concepts of
temporality in relation to progress, history and culture.
However, Wellmann wants to show here not only that
rhythm as a concept has a history, but that the impact
of temporalisation on the nascent scientific discourse of
biological development as becoming – and most specific-
ally embryology – created a wholly new episteme and
iconography of form and rhythm.

This striving for the ‘form of becoming’ manifested
itself most immediately in new scientific conceptions of
life. Wellmann cites the Haller-Wolf debate of the 1760s,

the roots of modern embryology. Swiss naturalist Al-
brecht von Haller observed that organic life emerges out
of pre-formed germ cells, whilst the German physician
Caspar Friedrich Wolff argued, based on observation and
– more importantly – schematic and visual interpreta-
tion, that development is a process of the gradual emer-
gence of forms. Whilst, ultimately, the Wolffian theory
of epigenesis dominated and survives in embryological
discourse to this day, what is as important here is the
employment of new modes of visual interpretation at a
certain moment and the novel understanding of rhythm
and temporalisation that embryology demanded. The be-
coming of form emerges as a scientific issue at the level
of observation, and so is as much about iconography and
visual interpretation as it is about concepts.

To this end,Wellman describes in detail some fascin-
ating observational experiments, revealing their formal
particularities and the ways in which each attempt to
visualise becoming entailed a transformation of the prob-
lem as it moved between concept and image. So, we
range from incubated chick eggs (the urtext of embry-
ology) via the knotting of a fishing net (captured for the
Encyclopédie) to the various choreographies of dancing,
fencing and military manoeuvres. These alone make
the book fascinating, revealing how seriality and trans-

102



formation were a formal issue outside of and prior to the
emergence of a modernist visual culture.

ForWellman, however, the scientific transformations
of the iconography of temporality and becomingmanifest
themselves in other visual discourses after 1800 largely
unconsciously and intermittently. Furthermore, explicit
reflection on the development and nature of these con-
nections has been neglected. This is in stark contrast
with the plethora of early to mid-modernist cultural dis-
courses around rhythm, which tend to frame it in terms
of avant-garde aesthetic reorientations (art nouveau, ex-
pressionism,dada,Bauhaus experimentalism) or, sociolo-
gically, as the specific articulation of a cultural moment
(where for example rhythm signifies a historical response
to the demand for ‘vitality, order and unity’ in the Fascist
worldview). Where writers have tried to focus explicitly
on rhythm and its mediating role between biology and
culture, such as is the case in Ludwig Klage’s 1933 On the
Essence of Rhythm, they have tended to retain a dualism
between rhythm as a principle of blind ‘life’, on the one
hand, and meter/cadence as a human act of rationality.
By returning to the pre-modernist sources of rhythm as
episteme,Wellmann intends to place the origins of this
debate a century earlier.

For Wellmann, it is in musicology around 1800 that
these theoretical reflections on rhythm become most
evident, as the discipline expands into generalised con-
cerns with meter, measure (Takt) and accent (Akzenthe-
orie) as the keys to an aesthetics of musical form and
beauty. Coupled with the physiological disposition of
the human as ‘rhythmic being’, which both romanticism
and musicology inherit from contemporary science, a
more philosophically systematic account of nature and
becoming is revealed. As such, what was new in 1800
was not the musical concept of rhythm itself, but that
the changed ‘vision of rhythm in both music theory and
biology had – unconsciously – reordered knowledge in
each domain. Rhythm became understood as the under-
lying structure of flowing movement, ‘development’ in
both aesthetic and organic meanings of the term. This
is important not least because this places rhythm back
into its truly multi-disciplinary origins: the category of
rhythm for Wellmann indicates a lost unity of cultural
and natural thought, which existed before nineteenth-
century academic and scientific specialisation split them
into separate and distinct spheres.

It will be no surprise to anyone familiar with the
all-encompassing cross-disciplinarity of German roman-
ticism that thinkers such as Hölderlin, Schelling, Novalis
and the Schlegel brothers play such a crucial role in this
story. Romantic conceptions of poetic form and becom-
ing, and their crucial role in re-unifying imagination and
understanding, place issues of language, and rhythm and
meter, at the centre of poetic theory. It was Klopstock,
with his long-term involvement in developing a theory
of ‘versification’ and ‘co-expression’ of motion and syl-
lables, who paved the way. Poetry might be raised to
a form of knowledge in itself, or may even become, in
Hölderlin’s phrase, a ‘better philosophy’, and it is the
latter who will attempt to marry language as acoustic
event with the ‘calculable laws’ of poetic theory. Issues
of literary rhythm,most notably the ‘counter-rhythmic
rupture’ or the caesura, are its most famous moments
for Wellmann. Hölderlin’s conception of tonal/rhythmic
alternation and temporal interruption places him at the
heart of contemporary physiological debates on the al-
ternation of matter, wherein the continuing oscillation
of organic matter between solid and liquid states is seen
as the definitive quality of organic existence itself. The
physiology of the body is constituted by transitional mat-
ter, ordered according to particular rules. It is the search
for these rules of development and transformation which
unite romanticism and science at this time, the search for
a teleological principle or drive behind ‘becoming’ itself,
which will motivate later contributions to romanticism
such as those of Novalis. Wellmann focuses upon August
Wilhelm Schlegel’s historical exposition of Urlanguage
and shows how its emergence from the corporeality of
the human being (in his 1795 Letters on poetry, poetic
meter and language) speculatively extend romantic prin-
ciples into cultural history itself. In his later Jena lectures
on the history of poetic form, art history thus becomes
natural and biological history, centred around the under-
standing of ‘humanness’ as rhythmical organisation and
expression.

With Schelling, the claim became even stronger:
rhythm, reconceived systematically via language, philo-
sophy of nature and theories of artistic form, opens up a
path to the absolute itself. Music is the art form of the
‘informing [Einbildung] of unity into multiplicity’ as it
brings together individual tones and the plurality of their
sequences and permutations. Rhythm –which Schelling
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did not conceive of as a property specific to musical rep-
resentation alone–is primal to nature and the universe it-
self, ‘pure movement, separated from the object’ making
visible the original identity of the absolute. Wellmann
briefly describes how Schelling’s Naturphilosophie fulfils
this philosophical task. However, she ultimately stops
short of expounding the fuller epistemological and crit-
ical implications of this development in the history of
ideas. There is, for example, only a passing reference to
how Hegel’s subsequent Phenomenology of Spirit ‘over-
shadowed’ Schelling’s work at this point.

Perhaps inevitably for such a wide-ranging pro-
ject, the philosophical considerations are often handled
briefly, and, read from a contemporary perspective, may
beg more questions than they can possibly answer. The

reflections on the inheritance of German romanticism,
for example, stop short of any detailed discussion of dia-
lectical philosophy, or any prolonged consideration of
how this new episteme may actually have been picked
up by other radical or scientifically-minded philosophies
of temporality from the mid twentieth century onwards.
Overall, one should treat this fascinating project as a
philosophically-cognisant and visually-literate history
of ideas rather than a work of philosophy per se. It will
be up to others to capitalise on its historical foundations,
particularly the multidisciplinary connections it makes
and the close visual analysis it offers of early iconograph-
ical experiments in capturing becoming.

Nick Lambrianou

Kojève’s death
Jeff Love, The Black Circle: A Life of Alexandre Kojève (New York: Columbia University Press, 2018). 376pp, £30.00 hb., 978 0
23118 656 8

In the notebooks Alexandre Kojève wrote on his way to
Germany, he sketched a structure of all relevant fields
of knowledge, with each field labelled ‘bolshevism in
…’: ‘politics’, ‘religion’, and so on. This is a particularly
interesting series of notes for Kojève to have written,
given that he was himself heading from Soviet Russia to
Germany to pursue his intellectual path. Evidently Ko-
jève attributed a central importance to the revolutionary
events in Russia. Yet, it is difficult to ascertain from this
outline whether he saw bolshevism as particularly relev-
ant to his own intellectual development as someone of
Russian origin, or took bolshevism as a phenomenon of
world-historical significance, or whether, indeed, he had
totally different aims. The inscrutability of Kojève’s rela-
tionship to Lenin’s leadership certainly seems apparent
in the fact that he was not able to identify in his note-
books a theorist for ‘bolshevism in politics’. (It seems
that Kojève did not intend to take up that role for him-
self, since the last entry in his scheme was ‘bolshevism
in philosophy = me’.)

Later in life, Kojève declared himself to have already
been a convinced revolutionary by the time he left Russia.
Yet, while it is clear that Russia played a central role in
the early Kojève’s stance towards his own time, it remains

difficult to discern his specific position towards the re-
volution. It is particularly surprising, then, that most of
the secondary literature on Kojève’s work has paid little
if any attention to his Russian context, especially given
his later propensity to refer to himself, according to Ray-
mond Aron, as a ‘Stalinist of strict observance’. Similarly,
little attention has been paid either to his upbringing in
Russia prior to the revolution, nor to his regular contacts
with some prominent figures in the Russian diaspora.
Jeff Love’s new book The Black Circle: A Life of Alexandre
Kojève is welcome, then, in so far as it promises to begin
the work of engaging with a key aspect of Kojève’s Rus-
sian background and influences, namely his interest in
Russian literature and theology. While this limited scope
has its drawbacks, there is little doubt that several of
the figures to which Love refers possessed a considerable
importance for Kojève. However, the Russian context
of The Black Circle is not as clear-cut as one might as-
sume. As such, Love’s book also promises to become a
controversial one.

The subtitle of the book is A life of Alexandre Kojève,
but, in fact, there is little discussion of Kojève’s own life-
time. (Marco Filoni has already provided what is likely
to remain, due to the reduced availability of sources, Ko-
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