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Abstract 

Speaking about the way we perceive the world and relate to it, how flexible is 
the line between knowledge (something we possess) and non-knowledge (something 
that escapes us)? Marking this question a point of departure,  I set off  to explore 
possible ways of not knowing. Assuming that the “unknown” is a significant part of 
our life which we often neglect or avoid contact with, I believe, that recognizing and 
finding the right attitude to the “unknown” will provide us an expanded insight into 
the world and our place in it. 

The  structure  of  this  research  is  based  on  approaching  the  topic  from 
different perspectives. I start with speculating about the nature of the “unknown”, 
assuming it is the third fundamental principle on a par with being and non-being. 
Then I proceed with tracing the “unknown” in everyday life and exploring the ways 
how we recognise and interact with it. In this sense, I consider the “unknown” as a 
method of questioning and a reason for constant transformation: it always forms new 
way forward and helps us to disclose the future.

Further, I expand the notion of the “unknown” by observing it through the 
perspective of Chinese culture. It allows me to acquire another set of tools for the 
research and takes the discourse further. Referring to the “Study of the Profound” 
Xuanxue ⽞學, concepts of wuwei 無為 and fengliu ⾵流 I explore the “unknown” as 
an important feature of the “Way” Dao 道, its secrecy, and try to find out what are 
the practical means to reveal it. 
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Next,  I  approach  the  field  of  aesthetics,  studying  manifestation  of  the 
“unknown”  through  the  concept  of  “blank-leaving”  liubai  留⽩ .  Its  broad 
understanding implies the ideas of non-duality of opposites, emptiness, knowledge 
through non-knowledge and self-actualization through self-loss, that, in my opinion, 
constitute important features of the “unknown”. Through the revelation of the blank 
space, it appears as a bonding force that permeates “being” you 有 and “non-being” 
wu 無. I see the “unknown” as the realm of constantly unfolding perspective of the 
vague image that blurs the border between distinct and indistinct,  appearing and 
disappearing, full and empty, and reveals a path to new horizons - recognition of all 
kinds of possibilities.

I conclude this journey with a Breath Out part, where I publish thoughts and 
reflections  on  the  “unknown”  from my  conversations  with  friends  and  personal 
experience.

 

Keywords: unknown, being, non being, blank-leaving, sublime, Chinese culture, 
aesthetics, Xuanxue, emptiness, vague image 
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INTRODUCTION

“The art of living is, in this sense, the capacity to keep ourselves in 

harmonious relationship with that which escapes us”.

 Giorgio Agamben 1

The following experience is a wandering initiated in pursuit of something that 

doesn’t “exist”. It cannot be comprehended or given a distinct form due to its nature. 

Indefinable and unrepresentable, it has no shape and no limits. Scattered and mute, 

distant and vague, too vast and obscure to be caught or grasped. It is a field of pure 

latency, a vessel of never answered questions (if we expect answers to come in the 

form of evidence). Something that we encounter, but leave aside, lest we fall into an 

abyss trying to conceive its “essence”.

Studying at the ViCCA program, I have discovered a variety of forms and 

methods of transdisciplinary research, and I have learnt to experiment and explore 

the world more freely, but responsibly, by using this broadened set of tools.

 8

  Giorgio Agamben, “The last chapter in the history of the world,” in Nudities (Stanford University 1

Press, 2010), 113. 



I  consider  my final  work to  be,  not  a  conclusion,  but  a  reflection on the 

experience I have gained at Aalto University. The main motivation for writing this 

work is an attempt to articulate, connect and bring to an academic format the range 

of interests, knowledge, skills and inspiration, that I encountered while studying at 

Aalto University. I would like to show how all of this has enriched my background, 

deepened my reflective understanding of the self in the world and has become a part 

of  my artistic  practise.  However,  in  this  work I  aim not to build upon a  certain 

knowledge or to come to an academic conclusion, but rather to draw a thread, to set 

off on a journey.

There are some subtle, but intriguing connections between the different fields 

of my interests, knowledge and experiences, which I would like to establish. Could 

they be a departure platform for this journey, or a theoretical frame? Accepting this 

assumption, I would like to navigate my way through a certain range of issues and 

approaches, I wonder where can it lead.

The way I conceive the world, the uncertainty in everyday life, wondering, 

seeing  beyond the  established,  constant  becoming,  the  unspoken,  love,  the  place 

where possibilities originate from, Russian philosophy, vague image, emptiness, non-

duality of opposites, Chinese tradition, hue, not-yet-existant. To be sincere, it was a 

challenging task to find a visible thread that would connect all these things. I have 

understood that I am looking for something that fills the gaps between them and is 

also one of the reasons for their existence. 

Finally,  my  research  came  in  the  form of  a  discourse  shaped  around  the 

question: “what are the ways in which we do not know things?”. When we reflect on 

our perception of the world, about the assumptions we make about it, or the process 

required  for  building  knowledge  about  it,  how flexible  can  the  line  be  between 

knowledge (something that  has  happened)  and non-knowledge (something that  is 

about to happen)? Do we underestimate the importance of being ignorant, making a 

contact with the unknown? Can we systematize the ways of not knowing? If it can be 

assumed  that  the  way  we  do  not  know  something  can  become  an  important 

condition of our knowledge, which dictates a way we are able to know something, 

may this be an inspiration and a starting point for this research? 
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In Chapter 1, I will give a more detailed reasoning of these questions. I will 

point out the main fundamental discourses related to the “unknown” represented by 

works of the selected authors whose thoughts I find the most relevant to my topic. 

Furthermore, I will delve into the question of the “unknown” through the following 

perspective: having a sinological background and a long-term relationship with the 

Chinese culture,  I follow the constant pursuit of a conceptual “window” between 

Western and Chinese traditions. Even though there are few things that would seem 

“similar”, I try to avoid the comparative method. The “window” for me rather refers 

to a “point of contact” between two different ways of approaching the world, which I 

find in the notion of the “unknown”. 

In Chapter 2 I will explore how the notion of the “unknown” is reflected in 

the philosophical tradition of Chinese culture. Considering the broadness, and the 

problematic complexity and heterogeneity of this topic, I do not pretend to give an 

all-encompassing survey of the topic, which is hardly possible. I rather wish to sketch 

a field of knowledge,mark the outlines so that afterwards one could dive into them.

Following  the  flow of  my research,  I  came upon a  significant  idea  in  the 

Chinese tradition related to the “unknown”,  called “blank-leaving”  liubai  留⽩.  In 

Chinese philosophical and aesthetic traditions it appears as an important technique 

or approach   . In Chapter 3 I will attach a great importance to this term. The term 2

“blank-leaving” indicates blank or “negative” space left intentionally in a work of art 

(painting,  theatre  play,  music,  poetry  etc.),  which  reveals  another  level  of 

understanding, hidden behind the solid text. Here “blank” doesn’t mean empty, it is 

not a synonym of void or nothingness. Blank space delivers information by a lack of 

image,  an  absence  of  content,  which  itself  creates  rhythm,  leaves  a  space  for 

possibility,  imagination  and  interpretation.  This  idea  had  a  profound  impact  on 

Chinese traditional aesthetics and philosophy. 
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  Evgeniya Zavadskya, Esteticheskiye problemi starogo Kitaya [Aesthetic Problems of the painting of Old 2

China] (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1995), 28.



I  approach  the  concept  of  “blank-leaving”  in  my  research  through  three 

conceptual blocks:

• The interaction between being and non-being.

• Emptiness.

• The idea of the Vague Image xiangwang 象罔.

All of them emphasize the importance not only of visible elements, but also 

the importance of the blank space between (and beyond) them.

Finding the right methods, exploring uncertain waters, I might end up in an 

unknown place. By doing this I would like to push forward the understanding of pos-

sible ways to perceive, to get to know, to interpret and relate to the world. What kind 

of approaches and tools should I use working with phenomena from different tradi-

tions or disciplines? What are the possible forms of a final result? An academic re-

search? A piece of art? Life experience? All these questions are valid. An important 

point here is not to melt into nothingness, but to reach an articulable, complete form 

in the end, which has its own value. This is why I think of my final thesis as a journey, 

balancing between academic work and post-dramatic play. My personal affection for 

post-dramatic  theatre  here  is  caused  by  its  self-manifestation  through  a  state,  a 

process, a ceremony valuable by itself, instead of a dramatic action oriented to the 

perfection and completeness of the final form. As Hans-Thies Lehmann said on post-

dramatic theatre: “It becomes more process than product, more manifestation than 

signification, more energetic impulse than information”. 3

 11

  Hans-Thies Lehmann, Postdramatic Theatre, trans. Karen Jürs-Munby (New York:Routledge, 2006), 85.3
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THE WAY 
IN WHICH WE DO NOT KNOW

This chapter is an attempt to trace the ways of not knowing.

It is not a research, or a scientific inquiry in the way that we are used to. The 

main goal for this chapter is to refuse the dominance of “knowing” as a primary mode 

of our attitude to the world: the idea that the world is what we know, and what we 

know is the world.

We live surrounded by the ocean of the “unknown”, unthinkable in size and 

depth,  indefinite,  outside  and  inside  us,  it  affects  our  thoughts  and  actions,  our 

everyday life and the way in which we belong to the universe; it delights and scares, 

attracts and repels, inspires and suppresses. Although we may unconsciously feel and 

recognize the “unknown” around us every day, the practice of our life, guided by the 

need of keeping a sense of strength and security, forces us to leave this dark abyss un-

noticed. Staying afloat requires self-limitation. This kind of unconscious behaviour is 

our routine, our ignorant, but cautious existence on the border of the abyss. In other 

words, we embody the “unknown”, we live inside it, while it lives inside us in an un-

known way.
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But if we would courageously attempt to step forward, to find different ways 

to recognize it, to make contact with the actuality of the “unknown”, it might open 

up a myriad of possibilities or at least shed more light on its essence.

As this discussion can become too extensive and tangled: a variety of interpre-

tations of each term can easily lead to a bed of thorns, I have to limit myself to sever-

al tasks:

1. I wish to develop a notion of the “unknown” as a complex phenomenon, 

understood via different modes of existence, and show that it is not equivalent to 

“failing to know”, at least not in a sense with emphasis on knowledge;

2. I would like to discover possible ways to recognize, define, and interact with 

the “unknown” through its manifestations and borderline areas related to it.

I would like to notice, that in this work I don’t appeal to ignorance, which is 

also an important subject of study. My focus is on the “unknown” as such.

As main sources of reference in this chapter, I appeal to a research experience 

of the “unknown” in works of several philosophers such as Valery A. Kuvakin  , Semy4 -

on L. Frank  , Lev I. Shestov   and Willi Baumeister  .5 6 7

However, the “unknown” is a rather marginal subject of philosophical reflec-

tion.  There is  no systematic explanation or canonical  definition of the word “un-

known”. Why are there so few attempts to consistently and systematically compre-

hend this fundamental phenomenon? Was the problem of the “unknown” (in the light 

of positivism and pragmatism) not as acute as it is nowadays, so that researchers did 

not deliberately engage in the search for a systematic approach to it? Valery Kuvakin 

believes that with the current level of knowledge, amount of information, dynamics 

of communications, instability and pace of changes we come into closer contact with 

 15

  Valeriy Kuvakin, “Neizvestnost” [The Unknown], in Regulyarnaya i haoticheskaya dinamica (Izhevsk: 4

IKTM, 2006). https://web.archive.org/web/20101122154148/http://www.humanism.ru/neizvestnost/ 

  Semyon Frank, Nepostizhimoe [The Unfathomable] (Moscow, Berlin: Direkt-Media, 2017). 5

  Lev Shestov, Collection of Essays in Two Volumes (Moscow: Nauka, 1993).6

  Willi Baumeister, The Unknown in Art,  trans. Joann M. Skrypzak (Stuttgart: Willi Baumeister 7

Stiftung, 2013). https://issuu.com/archivbaumeister/docs/issu_baumeister_the_unknown_in_art .



the “unknown”, and the “unknown” comes closer to us.    This is one of the possible 8

reasons for a demand for developing new approaches to the “unknown”.

In many cases, I will need to go beyond the limits of the historico-philosophi-

cal discourse, relying not only on scientific inquiry, but also on subjective experience. 

I will make many assumptions and take a little bit more freedom than it is usually al-

lowed for this kind of research. It may easily happen that the results of my experi-

ments will be refuted on the paths to scientific knowledge and will not turn into a 

basis for a remarkable academic attainment. Carrying out my research, I encountered 

this phrase by Wili Baumeister and found it appropriate to quote it here: “Goethe is 

to have said of himself that he thought better than he spoke, and spoke better than 

he wrote. Analogously, we would have to preface this by saying that he perceived and 

dreamt better than he thought. There are comparative stages on a continuous path 

from amorphous to consolidated form. In art there is nothing to lose on the path to 

becoming a form.”    I truly believe that my train of thoughts can spark some interest 9

in the questions directly and indirectly raised by my “journey”. Thus, going through 

different approaches, theories and partly relying on my own intuition, step by step, I 

will try to find the right way to approach the “unknown” from afar. 

Now, after making first preparations, let’s take a deep breath and set out on 

the journey. 

Making the first step towards the destination, obscure and vague, infinitely 

distant and infinitely close, I must determine the modality of my path and outline 

what is the “unknown” at least roughly by agreeing on the etymology of the term.

There is a number of terms, which seem identical or related to the term “un-

known”: uncertain, obscure, unidentified, incomprehensible, unknowable, invisible, 

inaudible, intangible, unpredictable, inexpressible, untold, dark, void. Some people 

would say that all these words refer to the same sort of things. However, they carry 

quite  different shades of  meaning.  Generally  speaking,  these “terms” indicate the 

“realities” corresponding to them, but they also deliver a more complete notion of 

 16

  Kuvakin, “Neizvestnost”, 11.8

  Baumeister, The Unknown in Art,, 84.9



other realities designated and contained in them virtually. This “virtuality” can pro-

vide us with some unique opportunities for cognition (or for another type of experi-

ence) by hinting at something that is not given on the very surface of word’s meaning.

I came to the conclusion that on this stage there is no need to describe these 

subtle differences between the meaning of these terms. None of those “names” can 

embrace the wholeness of  what we agreed to call  the “unknown”,  however,  these 

terms help us to illuminate different features of its nature. Thus, I will not refer to 

linguistic analysis, since these “notions” will be used not to distinguish, but rather to 

identify the “unknown” by grasping its features. In any case, the “unknown” is name-

less.

Furthermore, I must notice that in my investigation, by the term “unknown” I 

will understand both the actuality of the “unknown” and its reflection in our con-

sciousness, feelings and emotions, i.e. two kinds of its fundamental “existence” and 

approaches to it: as interaction with knowing subject and as its manifestation besides 

it as such.

In other words, the “unknown” can be discussed in the context of cognition, 

epistemologically,  and metaphysically  -  in  terms of  making assumptions  about  its 

manifestations as some kind of substantial reality. So that I can make a distinction 

between the “unknown” as “incomprehensible to us” and as “incomprehensible in es-

sence”. This assumption taken in relation to the “unknown” will form a basis for a 

structure of this chapter and frame the initial direction for the investigation.

Undoubtedly, there are also ways to approach the “unknown” from other per-

spectives.  For example,  Semyon Frank in his  work “Nepostizimoe” (“The Unfath-

omable”) emphasizes the connection between the “unknown” and the sublime  ; Willi 10

Baumeister in “the Unknown in Art” considers the “unknown” in terms of artistic 

creation (the process of creation as a process of interaction with the “unknown”).   In 11

this work, I am going to combine different concepts and approaches to create my 

own outlook on this problem.

 17

  Frank, Nepostizhimoe, 2-7, 261.10

  Baumeister, The Unknown in Art, 33.11



I consider the “unknown” not only as epistemological and ontological, but also 

as actually the “unknown”, i.e. not reducible to either knowledge (cognition), nor to 

being or non-being, which is “always something else”. It appears to me as a certain 

actuality (almost in the Kantian sense, as a thing-in-itself); as a special state of con-

sciousness and imagination, rational thinking and emotions, both a method of think-

ing and an existential state. Nevertheless, the nature of this actuality is unknown, and 

perhaps this is its “nature”: the nature of the “unknown” is the unknown.

The first way to approach the “unknown” is to consider it as a metaphysical 

substance. This approach appeals to the most fundamental categories of philosophy: 

being and non-being. If metaphysics is the doctrine of fundamental principles and 

their interaction, and the “unknown” can be counted as one of them, then meta-

physics is also the doctrine of the “unknown”. It may seem quite audacious, but let us 

assume that the “unknown” is the third fundamental principle along with being and 

non-being. Looking from this angle, let us describe and characterize possible ways of 

interaction and integration of these three fundamentals.

First, I will shortly define the concepts of being and non-being (nothing) for 

an easier understanding of their semantic relationships with the “unknown”.

Being is a category that captures and unites everything that exists. It is one of 

the broadest categories, therefore, it almost completely devoid of concrete character-

istics. Being indicates the property of existence of objects. Absolute and eternal, be-

ing embraces everything that “is”, gives shape to it and prevents it from turning into 

chaos. Therefore, being as one of the basic characteristics of existence, in general, 

must remain stable even when moving, and persistent even when transforming.

The category of non-being is another fundamental concept that is difficult to 

understand. It appeared as the opposite to the category of being in Parmenides’ doc-

trine about the ways of inquiry (“what is is and what is not cannot be”)   . However, 12

Parmenides denied the existence of non-being (“it has no place in the world”)   . If 13

there were non-being, then being could take the place of non-being.

 18

  John Burnet, Early Greek Philospophy, 3rd edition (London: A & C Black, 1920), 174. 12

  Ibid., 238.13



Democritus and Plato gave an ontological status to non-being, and Plato in-

troduced not only differences between being and non-being, but also between being 

and super-being, which somehow predetermined the main aspects of the study of 

non-being in the history of philosophy. Non-being was considered as something neg-

ative, as the absence of being, or positively, as the source or mode of origin of being. 14

Regarding non-being, it seems that we can only say that if it “is”, then it “is” 

only in-itself and for-itself, and never for anything else. Non-being cannot be consid-

ered neither as a real subject nor as a real predicate, it “is” in-itself nowhere and in no 

way, without requiring a reason for its “existence”. It is self-sufficient because it mani-

fests itself in the form of nothing - the absence of any ontological certainty in gener-

al, the absence of any something.    Here I must notice that the “unknown” is often 15

instinctively associated with non-being. I guess this confusion comes from instinc-

tively bundling them together under similar connotations: they are all about shape-

lessness, incomprehensible, not-yet-existant. Analogously, I assume that being is of-

ten confused with “known”. However, I believe it is important not to get disoriented. 

Being is full of the “unknown”, although we think we possess it, it is not confined to 

“known”, as “known” belongs to another ontological status. 

Thus, I would like to distinguish three fundamental categories: being, non-be-

ing and the “unknown”. 

First of all, I must notice that, we often confuse the “unknown" with non-be-

ing in our minds, which is absolutely incorrect,  in my opinion. Meanwhile, we pay 

more interest to being rather than to non-being and to the “unknown”. The reason 

for it remains not absolutely clear. 

It might relate to the fact that non-being and the “unknown” are often associ-

ated with death, deprivation, suffering and other concepts, that we are afraid of, or at 

least avoid thinking about. Admittedly, this way of thinking is nevertheless natural 

and reasonable. Humans are beings. And it is being, especially one’s own, that we val-

 19

  Harold J Johnson, “Three Ancient Meanings of Matter: Democritus, Plato, and Aristotle,” Journal of 14

the History of Ideas Vol. 28, No. 1 (Jan. - Mar., 1967), 5.

  Frank, Nepostizhimoe, 58.15



ue the most. But at the same time we ourselves represent not only being, but also 

nothing and the “unknown”. 

I believe that we come to a deeper understanding of the world and ourselves, 

when we somehow realise that non-being and the “unknown” are standing nearby, in-

comprehensible and scary. 

“Only because nothing (non-being) is manifested at the heart of existence can 

the full alienating strangeness of being come over us”.   16

In this research I do not adhere to any philosophy that supports the primacy 

of one category over the other. I would rather like to focus on the role of the “un-

known” in relation to being and non-being, which in my point of view is a mediating 

in-between them. Departing from Hegel’s statement that becoming is the unity of be-

ing and non-being, I would say that becoming is the “unknown”. 17

Russian theorist S.L. Frank wrote several works dedicated to the investiga-

tion of being, non-being and the “unknown”. His description of the actuality of the 

“unknown”, it’s “ontologism”, is particularly delicate. In his works he considers the 

“unknown” closely connected to non-being (“negative being”)  as a metalogical and 

transrational reality. However, he strives not to distinguish the “unknown” but to syn-

thesize it, to delicately melt it with being. 18

Frank argues that the connection between being and non-being in the sense of 

fusion and unity is obvious. They turn into each other , becoming “opposites”. The 

essence of being is to unite the definite and the indefinite. Being as a unity contains 

everything that is definite - and thereby, the very beginning of the indefinite. 19

Regarding this  idea,  he assumed that  through knowledge,  we can only  ap-

proach the non-being as an indefinite substance, during the first moment of our pos-

 20

  Martin Heidegger, What is Metaphysics?, trans. Miles Groth, 57, https://wagner.edu/psychology/files/16

2013/01/Heidegger-What-Is-Metaphysics-Translation-GROTH.pdf 

  Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, The Science of Logic, trans. George Di Giovanni (Cambridge Univer17 -
sity Press, 2010), 59.

  Frank, Nepostizhimoe, 11, 14, 27.18

  Ibid., 17.19



sessive-cognitive approach to the world, which consists of a movement from the un-

known-nothing to knowledge-definite-being. 20

Here the “unknown” as the guise for non-being is precisely the very first (al-

ways elusive) contact of sensation-consciousness with being, when being is still totally 

unknowable, unimaginable, intangible, inaudible and unpossessable. 

Frank believed that our real task is not to neglect the existence of what “does 

not exist”, but to overcome this unconsciously negative attitude towards non-being, 

rising above it to see its true meaning, which is a constitutive principle of being. This 

overcoming could open our eyes to the “unknown” as a highly significant and valuable 

reality. 21

Thus, speaking about the “unknown” as the third fundamental category (along 

with being and non-being), I can make the metaphysical assumption, that it is not 

opposite to being and non-being, but substantially separates from them. The “un-

known”  interacts  with  them,  as  with  the  transcendent-immanent  actualities,  in  a 

process of partial mutual integration.

Continuing to move towards the “unknown” as a metaphysical substance, I 

cannot evade the philosophical tradition developed by Immanuel Kant.  

 As Valery Kuvakin noticed, the category of the “unknown” inevitably refers to 

the Kantian judgments about the transcendental and transcendent: “The doctrine of 

thing-in-itself can be represented as the doctrine of the unknown”  . 22

As we know, the starting point of Kant’s transcendental idealism is the asser-

tion that, before knowing the world, it is necessary to find out whether it is “know-

able” and establish the boundaries of the possibilities of our knowledge. 

Distinguishing  things-in-themselves  from  phenomena,  Kant  underlines  a 

metaphysical difference between the intrinsic and the relational properties of sub-

stances, which is of fundamental importance in his doctrine. According to it, meta-

 21

  Frank, Nepostizhimoe, 147.20

  Ibid., 86.21

  Kuvakin, “Neizvestnost”, 22.22



physical knowledge is understood as judgments that are not based on sensory data, 

that we receive passively through our senses. Along with the epistemological inter-

pretation, there is also an ontological interpretation of reality, evaluated as a primary 

one, which defines the world of sensory phenomena, things as we know them, while 

things-in-themselves turned out to be metaphysical phenomena - noumena. In other 

words, the phenomenal world consists “entirely of relations”, and the noumenal world 

that affects our sensuality remains incomprehensible both to the senses and to the 

theoretical mind. So, the essence of things-in-themselves remains dark and shapeless, 

something-we-know-not-what. 

Appealing to one of the interpretations of Kant’s philosophy, I can say that 

the “unknown”, although it affects our senses, remains unattainable, it does not fall 

into the sphere of theoretical knowledge. Although there are numbers of other inter-

pretations that would put into question the ontological status of the Kantian ap-

proach to the “unknown”, I would assume, that Kant - willingly or unwillingly - raised 

the question of the actuality of the “unknown” as a thing-in-itself. The “unknown” 

has an ontological status, manifesting itself as a particular actuality, while its episte-

mological status is reduced to the role of a trigger for cognition, a catalyst which 

doesn’t take part in the cognitive process.

Building on this idea I can assume that the “unknown” motivates cognition in 

the most obvious way. Not manifesting itself as a part of the cognitive process, not 

providing it with any content to become “known”, it nevertheless influences cogni-

tion by its “presence” (presence, in an unknown place, in an unknown way, what Kant 

called “affection”)   . Affection acts as a connecting moment between our perceptions 23

and the “unknown” (as thing-in-itself). Our entire cognitive apparatus is already em-

braced by the “unknown”, motivating, exciting us as thinking beings, triggering the 

mechanism of cognition. “The unknown as such appears not as something epistemo-

logical, but as an act of substantial reality, remaining beyond sensations or thinking, 

i.e. not entering them, but acting on their outer borders”. 24

 22

  Frank, Nepostizhimoe, 207.23
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Surrounded and inspired by the actualities of things-in-ourselves, we appeal to 

them, willing to grasp them, but what we get instead is only knowledge (pieces of be-

ing or not-being) and not the “unknown” as such, while its actuality remains tran-

scendent  (“going  beyond”).  Could  I,  according  to  Kant,  come closer  to  the  “un-

known” or seize a thin layer of it by going beyond (or above) the boundaries of theo-

retical reason and “possible experience” to a transcend reality? What are the possible 

methods to achieve this mysterious target and appeal to this kind of supernatural re-

ality? The answer, offered by Kuvakin, is “metaphysical assumption”.   Having the sta25 -

tus of “just an assumption” it possesses a high level of discretion, by being “metaphys-

ical” it doesn’t pretend to achieve a fully objective, scientific, rational validity, on the 

contrary, it points to the impossibility of such foundation. Therefore, without deny-

ing its metaphysical nature, an assumption possesses a legitimate right to discuss and 

solve issues and principles of fundamental, possible and not possible, immanent and 

transcendent, absolute and unattainable. But at the same time, it limits the status of 

the knowledge it offers, that is what we call an assumption, hypothesis or question-

ing. Abstract guessing? Nevertheless, that is what we can use as an instrument to in-

vestigate the “unknown”.

Undeniably, since the 18th century, Kantian transcendental idealism became a 

subject of polemics, raising a number of questions about the nature of phenomena, 

the nature of things-in-themselves and the relation between them. There are many 

theorists, who debated about the essence of this doctrine, and developed quite dif-

ferent interpretations. Some of them understand transcendental idealism as a form of 

phenomenalism, and others believe that it is not a metaphysical theory at all. This is 

apparently one of the most controversial questions in Kant’s thought, on which there 

is a little agreement.

For  example,  some  contemporary  theorists,  like  Rae  Langton,  supporting 

Kant’s arguments that we do not know things-in-themselves, claim that this kind of 

obscurity is not idealism, but epistemic humility: we do not know the intrinsic prop-

erties of things. In her work “Kantian Humility:  Elusive Knowledge of Things-in-
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Themselves”, she states that “the thesis about the limits of knowledge is not mind-

dependance of the known”   . The fact that we do not know the intrinsic properties 26

of substances doesn’t prevent them from affecting us perceptually, and also from af-

fecting other things, that then affects us. Thus, the main problem here is knowing 

nothing about the causal powers (relational properties) of substances, and for that 

reason, the intrinsic properties of things-in-themselves remain hidden. 

Lucy Allais suggests another understanding of our inability to know things in-

trinsically. She distinguishes two ways of knowing things: concerning their effects on 

other substances, and independently as they are. She argues that knowing things is 

knowing how they affect other things, which makes it impossible to know them as 

they are in themselves. 27

There are countless philosophical debates and interpretations of the Kantian 

doctrine exist, in this work, I mentioned just few of them. 

Another fundamental question concerning the “unknown”, which is also relat-

ed to these debates, is its  epistemological  status. In this part, I will  examine it 

more  closely,  and  will  try  to  discover  possible  ways  of  interacting  with  the 

“unknown”. This is my attempt to clarify the relationships between the “unknown” 

and consciousness, as two compatible and interpenetrating actualities, since their in-

teractions form one of the important aspects of our life.

What is the “unknown” as a “subject” of knowledge? If it affects our senses or 

cognition and enters our consciousness, can we say that it is accessible to knowledge? 

And if so, what form does it take after being caught by the act of knowing? 

We always strive to know about the structure of the universe, its qualities, 

properties and principles, etc. However, the “unknown” constantly slips away from 

us, paying us off with knowledge in the form of being (something “concrete”) or igno-

rance, but not with “pieces” of itself. In a special, “miraculous” way it reveals to us 

not as itself, but as something else, like being or non-being.
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If I assume that epistemological status of the “unknown” is determined by its 

effect on our cognitive apparatus, then its status is also unknown, the “unknown” acts 

on our cognitive organs in an unknown way. It enters our cognition, but in a manner 

that is unknown to consciousness. I also assume that after the first effect the “un-

known” might remain in our consciousness as an unreflected, “dark” matter of expe-

rience, or even as a miracle, discovery, etc.

We are connected to the “unknown” in infinitely diverse and intricate ways. 

This, in particular, is a bodily, intellectual (cognitive), psychological, existential and 

aesthetic interaction. Although, each of them requires individual consideration, none 

of them can be explained by a particular discipline.

Does it mean that all knowledge of the “unknown” is impossible? Apparently 

not, since acquiring knowledge by rational and empirical tools, fortunately, is not the 

only way of interacting with the world (and with the “unknown”). Here, it will be use-

ful to mention the concept of “recognition”, introduced by Kuvakin, who takes the 

“unknown” not as an object of cognition, but as an object of “recognition”. 28

Recognition is a kind of cognition, in which we guess something that is not 

fully given (not explicit and exhaustive). Here I can trace elements of the concepts of 

clue, insight, intuition, fantasy, imagination, etc. When recognizing the “unknown” 

we might encounter luck, clue and mystery more than in the “normal” act of cogni-

tion. I imagine that in the process of recognition, we partially enter “the shadow 

parts of the unknown”, through uncertainty, doubt and fear. In this sense, recognition 

of the “unknown” is also associated with irrationality, as we cannot fully comprehend 

it, but can vaguely capture its traces in some borderline states. Borderline states ap-

pear on the points of fracture of everyday life.

Frank also mentions the concept of recognition. He believes that it is an im-

portant feature of everyday life to encounter with the “unknown”.    In his opinion, 29

since the world consists of an infinite diversity of elements and their variations, then 

our experience, our acquaintance with reality would not have any sense if we were 
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not able to capture already familiar elements in the new or changing. Despite this di-

versity and complexity, there are still similarities, repetitions, and patterns. That is 

why  we  can  “recognize”  the  old  and  habitual  in  the  new and  unfamiliar.  In  this 

process we always learn something new, enhancing the awareness of what we call “fa-

miliar”. To a certain degree, rationality and order give us the opportunity to familiar-

ize ourselves with the “unknown”, “bring” it “into concepts”, conditioning our way of 

rendering the world habitual. 

If I consider the “unknown” an independent actuality, then could it be recog-

nized by the ways it affects objects, including us? And if I appeal to non-rational ways 

of recognition, can one of them be the psychology of perception and the experience 

of the “unknown”?

At this point, I can roughly define two fundamental “reactions” that the “un-

known” provokes in us: attraction (interest, passion, curiosity), and in opposition - 

repulsion (fear and horror).

Attraction taking the form of curiosity or interest often triggers in us a practi-

cal action: the aspiration to experience, to make contact with the “unknown”, to cog-

nize it. Here it declares itself as a need, a lack of something, a desire for filling gaps. 

It is a state of love with the “unknown”   . Is the reason for this closely associated 30

with the kinship between the “unknown” as such and our chaotic nature and irra-

tionality (our inner “unknown”)? Or is it the “unknown” that reaches out to us?

This attraction is impulsive and spontaneous desire to bring the “unknown” 

closer, merge with it or conquer it by cognizing.   However, we are in a constant state 31

of not recognizing it: we look at it, but we do not see it, we listen to it, but we do not 

hear it, we feel its presence, but we cannot directly approach it, if we come into con-

tact with it, we mistake it for something else. For us, the “unknown” may appear as a 

mask, a state of transition from one “known” to another. Therefore, we often very 

naturally and spontaneously avoid it, at the same time wishing to grab and possess it. 

In the end the only thing we can get is something else under its guise.
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Alienation or avoidance is another natural reaction to the “unknown”, which 

reflects the “beingness” of our nature  . In this sense, it is a kind of self-preservation, 32

as the initial imperative of being is "to be". Thus, I assume that our initial reactions 

to the “unknown” are dictated by the properties of our own nature, such as irrational-

ity, the inner “unknown” and an orientation to “beingness”.

According to Frank there are traces of the “unknown” in experiencing some-

thing inexpressibly immense, great or mysterious, incomprehensible in its beauty or 

size,  like  natural  disasters  or  social  catastrophes,  natural  phenomena or  shocking 

events, that evoke in us a feeling of some mysterious forces that suddenly capture our 

familiar, habitual world.   And no matter how firmly we are attached to the system of 33

everyday life, no matter how rational we are, no matter which social role we play, we 

all are prone to this feeling. Frank states that the real experience of the “unknown” 

comes when we face something, that falls out of the habitual order of things, some-

thing completely different, that does not match what we call “normal”. In this case, 

the “unknown” manifests itself as the feeling of incomprehensible and mysterious, as 

something that stays behind the entire objective world.   Although its manifestations 34

seem infinitely distant from us, they somehow touch us on a very intimate level.

At this point, it seems that one can easily succumb to the temptation to con-

fuse the “unknown” with the concept of the sublime, which also refers to a greatness 

beyond all  measurements and evokes feelings of inaccessibility,  immensity,  amaze-

ment, associated with awe or fear. In my opinion, these concepts should be consid-

ered separately, although they share similar features and areas. In this research, I will 

not delve into this question, but I will keep it in mind as something that gives us a 

deeper understanding of the “unknown”.

Now let’s proceed to one of the clearest and most important manifestations of 

the “unknown” in us, which is freedom. Another Russian existentialist philosopher, 

Lev Shestov, whose ideas influenced both Kuvakin and Frank, considers freedom as a 
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universal possibility, a clean energy of all-encompassing openness towards the world, 

the omniscience of the God enclosed in us.    For him, freedom is complete indepen35 -

dence from both external and internal rules, it leaves space for a miracle that breaks 

the laws of nature. “The main feature of life is boldness, life is a secret, and therefore 

it is an eternal mystery, not reducible to comprehensibility.    According to Shestov, 36

infinite freedom is the main principle of our existence, in the form of revelation it 

allows us to break out from necessity and to gain the right to arbitrariness, which we 

lose by relying on reason. This is how Shestov sees the process of cognition.   37

In my opinion, freedom can be considered as a reliable tool for recognizing 

the “unknown”. Those who are committed to the values of humanism would exclaim 

that freedom is the essential feature of a human being, the nature of mind is free-

dom: the freedom to express one’s will, to value, to create, to preserve and to give 

meaning. But if I define the initial state of freedom as an unilluminated and bound-

less  field  of  potentiality  and uncertainty,  then speaking  of  the  “unknown”  as  the 

source of freedom, I mean something not yet taken place, unfinished, baseless, i.e. 

potentiality, that lacks support or a determined foundation, groundlessness. I can say 

that here the “unknown” makes up the unbridled, anarchistic essence of freedom. For 

this reason, we experience the “unknown” through freedom in different ways. It can 

be anxiety, excitement, attraction, burden, fear, even neglect or escape. 

Therefore, the “unknown” can be considered an essential subsoil that carries a 

potential for everything: being and nothing, good and evil, creation and destruction, 

responsibility and arbitrariness, every “yes” and every “no”, it is a freedom for every-

thing and freedom from everything. It pre-exists every becoming, forming or estab-

lishing, and serves as one of the conditions for it. Staying behind or in-between being 

and nothing, as a shadowy realm, it manifests itself through freedom as a transra-

tional matter. In other words, it exists in a condition that can only be expressed anti-
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nomically - as something that simultaneously “is” and “is not”, “yes” and “no”, “not 

yes” and “not no”. That is why its peculiar way of existence remains “mysterious” and 

cannot be fully captured by our consciousness, which is set to criteria of clarity and 

certainty.

This leads us to the following manifestation of the “unknown” that comes 

from its interaction with us, which is risk. Risk always goes together with the “un-

known”,  drawing its  power  from it.  And our  freedom,  needs,  and purposefulness 

make up essential components of a risky situation. Risk is a kind of existential situa-

tion, that puts us in a special condition of fearless openness to the world. Awarding us 

with a sense of transcendence, it pushes us to cross the borders of ordinary, to make 

decisions and face an unbridled field of possibilities and probabilities, that can give 

rise to unpredictable results, success or failure. Thus, allowing us the possibility to 

decide,  the “unknown” can encourage and empower us to conquer a piece of the 

world, make it “more immanent”, possess it and merge with it through the risk, or on 

the contrary, risk turns us away from this action. 

And if risk can be counted as a characteristic of contemporary life, meaning 

constantly dealing with the “unknown” on different levels, then it adds importance to 

the detailed study of the “unknown” and its recognition. In other words, mastering 

ways of understanding the world better on the level of merging with it, requires an 

appeal to the “unknown”.

It  is  the  “unknown”  that  expands  our  inner  space  and  gives  us  boundless 

openness to the world, what allows us to merge with the world as much as we are 

open to allow it, as much as we are sincere, as much as we are not afraid to leave be-

hind the learned knowledge.

In works of all Russian philosophers mentioned above (Shestov,    Frank    and 38 39

Kuvakin   )  I  can find an assumption that  it  is  possible  to  achieve  this  openness 40

through transcending,  which is  the  ability  to  cross  our  own borders,  penetrate 
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realms  of  external  reality  and  merge  with  them,  immanentizing  the  world,  while 

keeping our own identity. However, this kind of dissolving, when we are extremely 

interested  in  or  concentrated  on something,  can  lead  to  a  complete  loss  of  self-

awareness. I think, this state can be associated with both the highest level of experi-

ence that enriches our existence in the world (and with the world) and deconstruc-

tion, mundanity and the feeling of missed opportunities when we feel stuck doing 

unimportant things.

This conversation brings up a concept of the Other. Frank describes the in-

teraction with the “unknown” as  communication between “me” and “you”,  where 

“you” is the Other and the “unknown”.   This idea implies a dialectical approach, the 41

existence of two poles put in a relation of opposition. The real transcendence of one’s 

self-existence (“me”),  its connection and merging with a superior reality, is accom-

plished only when it meets the reality of another self-existence (“you”), with which it 

can somehow merge and rely on its inner being. This interaction leads to the acquisi-

tion of a stable ground for one’s being and, thereby, a real overcoming of one’s subjec-

tivity.

Frank distinguishes two types of relationships between two existentialities, 

“me-you”. The first one is when “me” experiences “you” as something alien, some-

thing that threatens “me” precisely because it exists on the same level with me, simi-

lar or equal to me, but different from “me” in content. That’s why it is taken as an 

alien “second self ”, which contradicts the uniqueness of existence of “me”. Another 

attitude derives from the first one, when “me”, on the contrary , recognizes “you” as 

some kind of familiar, akin existentiality. In this sense, “me” does not lose its unique-

ness, but finds a sameness in the Other that does not frighten, but reassures it and 

eases the feeling of loneliness.   42

This sensitive and careful diffusion of “me” into “you”, which fully reveals the 

“me-you” relationship, as an intercommunication with the Other, is one of the mys-
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terious revelations of the “unknown”, “unity of the secret of fear with the secret of 

love”. 43

Let’s follow this thread and develop the idea of this revelation as the essence 

of love: the self (“me”) disappears and establishes itself for the Other and in the Oth-

er. But “me” in the Other, nevertheless remains in the form of “I am”, which, accord-

ing to Frank, is the first true manifestation of “me”, enriched through the existence 

of “you”. It is as if “you” burdened with “me” would give “me” a true justified, posi-

tive, rich understanding of “I”. So being in love, “me” acquires a deeper and enriched 

understanding of itself, that “begins to truly be” through the Other. This mystery of 

love unfolds “you” as the “unknown”. Manifested in love, the “unknown” acts as a 

benchmark, a method and a mediator at the same time. It is a perpetually evolving 

movement, from here to beyond, allowing mutual transmutation, by which the dif-

ferences between the two poles are resolved.

References to love as a principle of dialectical method, as a mediating sub-

stance, can be found in Luce Irigaray’s essay “Sorcerer Love: A Reading of Plato's 

Symposium, Diotima's Speech”.   And I find her notion of love and its mediating role 44

related to my understanding of the “unknown”. In this essay she gives an analysis on 

the account of love introduced by Diotima in Plato’s “Symposium”. She argues that 

Diotima’s speech introduces a unique dialectic, in which love is an intermediary, a 

third that is “already there” in between dialectical oppositions, that permits a passage 

between them. As Eros, it conditions their mutual attraction: a guide, a way, a media-

tor. “If we did not, at each moment, have something to learn in the encounter with 

reality, between reality and already established knowledge, we would not perfect our-

selves in wisdom. And not to become wiser means to become more ignorant”; “<…> 

between knowledge and reality, there is an intermediary which permits the meeting 

and transmutation or transvaluation between the two. <…> The mediator is never 

abolished in an infallible knowledge. Everything is always in movement, in becoming. 

And the mediator of everything is, among other things, or exemplarily, love. Never 
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completed, always evolving”   . This “movement” is seen as love or as a philosophy, in 45

which love is the condition of passion for inaccessible immortality and the only agent 

to achieve it.

In my opinion, this special dialectic of the unity of the way and mediator, 

condition and agency as a ceaseless movement, which Irigaray calls “sorcerer love”, is 

analogue to a principle of relations in which the “unknown” involves us. 

Now, keeping in mind the concepts of love, risk, fear, freedom and transcend-

ing, presented above, let’s return to the question of how we can come closer to the 

“unknown” in practice. One of the possible answers would be: through living experi-

ence. Frank claims that when we enter the area of the “unknown” we must not rely 

on the mind because the “unknown” always easily escapes from it, avoiding our cog-

nitive ambitions. Thus, one of the most important and efficient approaches to the 

“unknown” would be to refuse a “cognitive” attitude to it and to appeal to contem-

plation, as a more reliable tool.    Contemplation is a “motionless knowledge”, while 46

contemplating we are staying still, quite, breathless, motionless, laying low, waiting, 

not touching or disturbing anything. In this point of view, cognition is considered to 

be a sort of enslaving mechanism with its permanent and clear principles.  It also 

evades falling into the hidden, intuitive, elusive, mysterious experience of the “un-

known”. Contemplation is a constant “not knowing yet”, a possibility in its inaction. 

Not knowing is the opposite of knowledge, not as in “failing to know”, but as 

a condition of attentive openness, search, anticipation, and even creation of the “un-

known”. How is it related to our everyday life? In my point of view, the “unknown” is 

associated with endless possibilities, it is a fantasy, an absurd, in a sense, while every-

day life, which is mostly built on experience, is a necessity driven by probabilities. 

The “unknown” is not directly opposite to everyday life, however, in an attempt to 

recognize it we have to look beyond the surface of mundane tasks. Keep eyes unfo-

cused, contemplating as if the gaze could partly cover and glide over the surface of 

what we could call “normal reality”. Blurring its borders, we, in a way, enter a border-
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line state, open ourselves to every pre-conscious possibility, and thus, let the “un-

known” appear on this surface rarefied by our unfocused gaze. Like a ghostly dream, 

an absurd, a hallucination, we will never be able to truly catch its essence with our 

cognition.

Now I come closer to another important aspect related to the “unknown”, 

which is the act of creation. In my point of view, every act of creation is a creation 

both from something and nothing, that happens on the border between being and 

non-being against the backdrop of the “unknown” . The act of creation has the ability 

to release the possibilities of life, and the “unknown” in this context plays the role of 

an encouraging force, a field of potential; its blankness, constant transition between 

being and non-being, freedom, contemplation, uncertainty, risk - all of it can be relat-

ed to a free act of creation. Isn’t it a source for inspiration?

As creators we might often find ourselves in an inactive state of ambiguity and 

confusion, when we loose the edges of “normal reality”, stepping out of the borders 

determined by cognition, we open ourselves to new experience suggested by the “un-

known”. The “unknown” partly reveals us its existence, makes us feel it, but does not 

let us possess it. Therefore, in a pursuit of the “unknown” derived from this substan-

tial gap, we might gain the direct impulse to act. For Shestov,, the state of mind of 

creator  can be described as  uncertainty,  suspense,  even anxiety and despair,  from 

which a deep feeling and deep thought should begin.    The act of creation does not 47

make the “unknown” entirely  resolved and exhausted in itself,  since it  cannot be 

completely captured. However, what we grasp under the guise of ghostly images de-

termines the act of creation, transcends it above the rigid structure of “normal reali-

ty”. As a constant under-completeness, delightful under-perfection, a hint, the “un-

known” keeps imperfections (not-yet-knowledge) in a perfect form.

Through the context of artistic creation, the “unknown” inevitably touches 

upon the question of inexpressibility.  Inexpressibility can be considered both as a 

characteristic of the “unknown” and as a manifestation of it. Broadly speaking, the 

“unknown” can be traced in the inexpressible, and at the same time, it is difficult, if 
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not impossible, for the “unknown” itself to be expressed. It happens in both situa-

tions, when we recognize the experience of the “unknown” and when we try to trans-

late this experience to somebody else. So many inexpressible things can be related to 

the “unknown”: not only fundamental metaphysical questions, but also very casual 

things that we experience in our everyday life, like thoughts, feelings, sensations, and 

the “unknown” of the world that surrounds us - generally speaking, everything that 

falls out of our possibility to embrace, comprehend and express. However, I believe 

that we are able to break into the inexpressibility of the “unknown” through what we 

are able to comprehend and express.  Through the language,  aesthetic perception, 

empathy and many other things that allow us to approach the inexpressible, we can 

come into contact with it by hinting at something that is not given on the very sur-

face of a comprehensible and expressible reality. All of these have a hue of inexpress-

ibility.

Recognition as an attempt to express the “unknown” might be just a subtle 

action towards it, like a hint, a cue, a push. However, I believe, that this approxima-

tion to the “unknown” is an important step that I take during the process of creation. 

Driven by the feeling of inexpressibility I go into the “unknown”, leaving behind my 

knowledge, I do not negate it, but slightly deviate from it. This allows me to go be-

yond a controlled framework, to rise above the comfort of custom and familiar. In 

this condition, I find myself in the area that appears on the extended borders of what 

is already known; I am open to every possibility, and I can never foresee what will 

come as a result.

However, in this context the “unknown” is not only a state that I experience 

as an artist, it is also a particular actuality of becoming a “self-renewed value”, that I 

wish to translate or introduce through the artwork. Thus, the viewer can move along 

an offered path by collecting clues and hints and can penetrate the similar reality, en-

ter the field, where the “experience” of the viewer is left behind.

What is the “unknown” in the end? Making an attempt to outline the “un-

known”, I not only appeal to traditional philosophical knowledge, but also rely on an 

intuitive recognition of the “unknown” outside and inside us. I am thinking about my 
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own role in this process. How do I interact with the unknown as an observer? How 

should I act, when I try to analyse or describe it? I imagine that I am standing far be-

yond, keeping distance, not looking directly but seeing out of the corner of my eye.

I discovered that the “unknown” captures, terrifies and delights with its mag-

nificence,  infinity,  massiveness,  spontaneity,  uncontrollability.  It  makes  us  feel  im-

mense delight or utter horror. It hides under the veil of being, and when we try to 

grasp it, it transforms into something else - knowledge as a reflection of being. The 

“unknown” can be understood, but not as a concept or an object of knowledge, since 

we are not able to reach the place from which it could be known. In other words, the 

“unknown” can be understood through the comprehension of its incomprehensibility.

The “unknown” is not a rigid “problem”, it is a constantly renewed action, or 

rather an interaction with us. It manifests itself in us through many forms such as: 

freedom, love, risk, fear, the aesthetic experience, and even as a need, longing, care, 

sadness and boredom, directionless, causeless. I also distinguished fear and curiosity 

as “attitudes” related to the “unknown”. I admit that all of them are some kind of 

“symptoms” of the “unknown” and not the essence of its immediate presence as such. 

That is why I believe that to recognize the “unknown” in these “symptoms” we have 

to overcome them, standing beyond attraction and repulsion, horror and curiosity, 

transcending above them. I proposed that this is possible through entering a con-

templative state of existence, sliding on the very surface of the “known” reality. Then, 

who knows, maybe if we stop the intentional chase, stay still and open, then we will 

be able to swing across the line that separates the “unknown” from us in one sudden 

move. 

Learning this openness is, among other things, to engage creatively, but con-

structively with those levels of reality (or its perception), which allow us to get deeper 

into things by blurring their borders and to open up all kinds of possibilities. 

 The “unknown” is a recognition of all kinds of possibilities.
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IN/ 
BETWEEN 

Taking the notions and problems discussed in the previous chapter,  now I 
would like to expand the understanding of the “unknown” by approaching it through 
another perspective. In this chapter I will  focus on the transitional nature of the 
“unknown” as a borderline state, it’s “in-betweenness”. In my understanding, it refers 
to a special type of interrelation/interaction, which implies a simultaneous separation 
and  conjugation,  a  conditional  distinction  and  a  mutual  allowance,  the  state  of 
constant  transformation,  as  a  bonding  force  that  blurs  the  distinctions  between 
nominal  oppositions.  “In/between”  not  only  illustrates  an  attempt  to  define  the 
processual nature of the “unknown”, but also refers to a method that brings together 
different approaches and traditions of knowledge. 

As the next step in the attempt to shape such a vague and elusive concept as 
the “unknown”, I will turn towards the Chinese tradition. In my opinion, it will help 
me to acquire another set of tools to understand the phenomenon of the “unknown”. 
Moreover,  it  may  open  up  new  areas  of  discussion  and  reveal  another  field  of 
experience which may be complementary to the ideas discussed before. 

My decision to continue the journey through Chinese tradition here is  an 
attempt to appeal to things that have remained unthought, to trace another path, 
taking the discourse further, broadening its outlines.

While tracing the “unknown” among the concepts of Chinese culture, I fell 
into a diversity of definitions, related to different approaches and fields of studies. It 
appears as a fundamental concept, plays the role of a cosmological principle, touches 
upon the paradigm of social development, permeates the whole Chinese aesthetic 
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tradition,  appears  in  poems,  paintings,  calligraphy  and  manifests  itself  as  spaces 
intentionally  left  blank.  My interest  is  mainly  in  the  doctrine  of  “dark  learning” 
xuanxue ⽞學, a philosophical ground for understanding the “unknown”, and the ideas 
of  wuwei  無為  and  the  movement  fengliu  ⾵流  that  offers  “practical”  ways  of 
recognizing  and interacting  with  it.  All  these  ideas  directly  or  indirectly  refer  to 
several fundamental concepts that form the basis of the Chinese philosophy. And 
before proceeding to the doctrine of “dark learning” xuanxue, I will shortly describe 
them as they are essential for my subject.

you 有 and wu 無 

You  有  and  wu  無  are  probably  the  most  important  antonymic  pair  of 
fundamental  categories  in  the  Chinese  tradition.    They  are  often  translated  as 48

“being/presence/deterministic”  and  “non-being/non-presence/indefinite”  and  are 
functionally  analogous to the European opposition “being -  non-being”.  However, 
they  are  considered  to  refer  to  more  narrow  concepts:  “presence  -  absence  of 
differentiated  being”  or  “not-yet-present  being”.  Etymologically  you  means  “right 
hand holding meat”, and wu - “dancer with oxtails in hands”, so lexically they relate to 
the sphere of  possession -  “to  have”  and “not  to have”.  You  also  has  an intrinsic 
meaning  of  value  -  “property,  wealth,  value”,  it  is  the  totality  of  all  objects  and 
phenomena in the world or an all-encompassing realm, called “ten thousand things” 
or “myriad of things” (wan wu 萬物).  Wu in Chinese tradition does not refer to a 
radical  nothingness,  it  is  rather  a  subsoil  of  the  origin  of  the  universe,  “non-
specificity”, which doesn’t have a material manifestation. As philosophical categories, 
you  and  wu  first  appeared  in  the  Taoist  “Dao De Jing”  (VI century  BC),  where, 
however, their relationship is contradictory: “Ten thousand things (wan wu) are born 
of being (you), the being is born of the non-being (wu)”; “Being and non-being give 
birth to each other”.   49
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Another  foundational  Taoist  text  is  “Chuang-tzu”  (IV century  BC),  in  the 
chapter called “Discussion On Making All Things Equal”, these terms are presented 
as levels of reality: “There is being ( you you 有有). There is nonbeing (you wu 有無). 
There is a not yet beginning to be nonbeing. Suddenly there is being and nonbeing. 
But between this being and nonbeing, I don't really know which is being and which is 
nonbeing”.   The usage of phrases such as “presence of presence” (you you), “presence 50

of  absence”  (you  wu),  “absence  of  presence”  (無有  wu  you)  and  “absence  of 
absence” (無無 wu wu) by other Chinese philosophers indicates that the concepts of 
you and wu are not put in the direct opposition to each other.

The question of correlation between you and wu was later brought up during 
penetration  of  Buddhism  into  China  and  became  the  central  problem  of  ⽞學 
Xuanxue  the  “Doctrine  of  the  Mysterious  /  Hidden”  (in  other  translations  “Dark 
Learning” or “Learning of the Profound”). Xuanxue is a school of Chinese philosophy, 
prevalent  in  China  of  the  early  Middle  Ages  (III-IV centuries  AD).  During  that 
period it served as a bridge between the traditions of classical Confucian philosophy 
and  Taoist  mystical  metaphysics  that  brought  together  the  notion  of 
incomprehensibility  of  the  “Way”  Dao  and  Confucian  understanding  of  ineffable 
nature  of  virtues.  Being  often  called  Neo-Taoism or  Metaphysical  Taoism,  it  is 
considered  not  a  simple  teaching,  but  rather  an  intellectual  front,  that  played  a 
significant role in philosophy of China and changed its intellectual landscape. In my 
opinion, this doctrine provides the most interesting accounts of the “unknown” in 
terms of Chinese tradition.  51
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Xuanxue 
⽞學  

The  category  of  ⽞  xuan  (profound,  arcane,  abstruse,  mystery,  hidden, 
incomprehensible, darkness, blue-black), which gives the name to this doctrine, is a 
fundamental concept of the Chinese philosophy. Many scholars propose their own 
translation  of  xuan,  emphasizing  a  certain  feature  of  the  term.  However,  in  my 
opinion,  it  is  better  to  leave  it  untranslated,  because  its  implicit  meaning  is 
“unexplainable nature”. 

Xuan literally denotes a shade of black or blue-black. Its extended meaning 
refers to a sense of the hidden and unreachable, the sublime and profound, like a 
secret knowledge of absolute truth,  which is  beyond the ordinary comprehension 
(incomprehensible to ordinary mind) and thus is described as dark or mysterious. 

In the first paragraph of the “Dao De Jing”, it is used as a metaphor for the 
one of the most important features of the “Way” Dao 道 - it’s incomprehensibility 
(Dao can be only depicted through mysterious and hidden xuan), and thus refers to 
the sphere of the ontological secrecy of the world.    In the ancient medical treatise 52

related to early Taoism, “Canon of the Yellow Emperor” huang di nei jing ⿈帝內經 
(III-I  centuries  BC),  the  processual  nature  of  xuan  is  emphasized:  “Changes  and 
transformations  are  an  active  manifestation.  In  the  [sphere]  of  heaven  it  is 
mysterious (xuan),  in the [sphere]  of man it  is  Dao, in the [sphere]  of earth it  is 
transformation”.    Afterwards, Yang Xiong 楊雄 (53 BC - 18 AD) put the category of 53

xuan in the centre of his philosophical text “Canon of the Supreme Mystery” taixuan 
jing 太⽞經 (2 BC), a universal theory of the world and its processes. In this doctrine 
xuan  is  described as “empty form, determining the “Way” Dao” and “the limit of 
active manifestation”. 54

Furthermore, in the binomial xuantong ⽞同 “mysterious unity”, xuan reveals 
another  manifestation  of  Dao  as  an  undifferentiated,  objectiveless  and  shapeless, 
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hollow and all-encompassing unity, containing all things wu 物, phenomena xiang 像, 
and pneuma qi ⽓. It unifies you and wu, which give birth to one another.   In this 55

context, xuan has a sense of “something that comes before any division”. Xuan also 
appears in other stable concepts of Chinese philosophy: xuanmiao ⽞妙 “innermost 
refinement”  -  the  sphere  of  profound  refined  processes  and  functions  miao  妙 
(“wonderful Essence”, “ultimate”, “esoteric truth”), subsequently associated with the 
concepts of “voidness” xu 虛 and non-presence wu 無.

Overall, this profound unknown xuan is associated with the incomprehensible 
and imperceivable  light  (guang  光)  that  lays  beyond the sphere  of  sensations  and 
ideas.

Within  the  xuanxue  tradition,  different  scholars  have  focused  on  different 
issues. However, all of them were united by the same aim: to unlock the “unknown” 
as the secret ground of Dao, to understand its relations to the concrete realm of 
experience,  to reveal  its  functions and nature,  which appear dark and hidden.  To 
achieve  this  aim,  an  important  emphasis  was  put  on  exploring  the  fundamental 
relationship between “presence/being” you 有 and “absence/non-being” wu 無. These 
nominal  antinomies  became the  central  issue  of  the  Xuanxue,  giving  rise  to  two 
different positions: the philosophy of “absence/non-being” or “emphasis on absence” 
guiwu lun 贵無論 (sometimes considered as meontology by Western scholars) and the 
philosophy of “being/presence” or “emphasis on presence” guiyou lun 贵有論.  56

 
Confucius Visits Laozi 57
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According to the philosophy of “absence”, developed mainly by He Yan 何晏 
(195-249 AD) and Wang Bi 王弼 (226–249 AD), the “Way” Dao is directly identified 
with the formless and sensually imperceivable potentiality of “absence/non-being”. It 
is  characterized  as  an  absolutely  simple  and  homogeneous  substance,  an 
undifferentiated  wholeness,  which  is  primary  to  “presence/being”.  Thus,  in  this 
context, only wu provides a true possibility to penetrate into the “unknown” xuan, 
while you  is  considered a secondary,  functional  and incidental  manifestation of it. 
Because there is a beginning of wu in every single manifestation of you, a “perfect 
sage” sheng 聖 in pursuit of comprehending the xuan of the Dao aims to embody the 
“absence” wu, enclosed in every “presence” you through intuitive comprehension. It 
was believed that a sage can only achieve this state by practising “returning to the 
foundation”  (fan  ben  反本),  “spontaneous  naturalness”  (zi  ran  ⾃然)  and  “non-
action” (wu wei 無為), and thus, be empowered to control the cosmos on the basis of 
the “true” knowledge xuan, the mysterious “unknown”. 58

The philosophy of “presence”, represented by works of Pei Wei 裴頠 (267-300 
AD), on the contrary, recognises the existence only of “presence” you (“things”), when 
“absence” wu was considered as a temporal manifestation of you. The main thesis “wu 
is born of you” means the capacity of things for self-generation: “things” are generated 
from “things” themselves, and not from another external substance. In this context, 
“things”  are  considered  to  be  independent  entities,  complete  and  unchanging  in 
nature. Each existing “thing” possesses an individual inherent nature that follows the 
principles of the transformations of the Dao. At the same time, the Dao is seen not 
as a simple combination of “things”, but as a structured system, the unity of being. 59

Thus, according to the philosophy of presence, the “unknown” xuan manifests 
itself in “presence” you through the process of its constant transformation. So that a 
“perfect sage” aiming to conceive the “unknown” is called to act according to his own 
inherent nature and follow the process of transformation concealed in the nature of 
other  “things”  on  the  basis  of  “spontaneous  naturalness”  ziran  and  “non-action” 
wuwei.

In both cases, xuan is intrinsically linked to you and wu, but it appears as a 
separate substance. No matter which is considered primary, you or wu, xuan is the 
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indirect cause of their existence and can only be fathomed throughout their mutual 
transformation, manifested in “spontaneous naturalness” and nature of things. 

There is an interesting fact, that gives an additional meaning to Xuanxue: it 
happened  when  Xuanxue  became  a  part  of  “the  debate  about  science  and 
metaphysics”  kexue yu xuanxue lunzhan 科學與⽞學論戰 in the beginning XX century 
in China, that had a noticeable impact on the subsequent evolution of socio-political 
thought in China. The subject of the dispute was the dichotomy between “Western 
science”  kexue  科學,  characterized  by  logic,  objectivity,  causality,  the  analytic 
approach, and “Chinese metaphysics” under the name of Xuanxue, that referred to 
the subjective,  intuitive,  synthetic,  and was  based on “free  will”.  This  distinction 
established an opposition between Western scientism and pragmatism, which was 
identified with the concept of “westernization”, and “metaphysics” (Xuanxue),  that 
represented  the  Chinese  way  of  thinking.  Those  who  supported  westernization, 
advocated the need of  adopting a  development in accordance with the European 
standards; supporters of the “Chinese way (of ethical metaphysics)”, astounded by the 
consequences of the First World War, announced that the “materialistic” Western 
culture was in crisis and advocated prioritizing the “spirituality” and spontaneity of 
the East. One of the representative thinkers of the “Chinese way of metaphysics” was 
Zhang  Junmai  (1887-1969),  who  in  contrast  to  the  Western  rationalist  “sciences” 
introduced the doctrine of  renshengguan “⼈⽣觀”  “contemplative outlook on life”, 
which was an alternative view to the proposition that everything can be explained 
and  controlled  by  science.  According  to  this  doctrine,  Xuanxue  was  seen  as  a 
representation of the Chinese outlook on metaphysics, development and knowledge, 
promoting human spiritual life and spontaneity over the scientific approach, “that 
keeps human being trapped in the web of material causality”. 60

In summary, scholars of Xuanxue, took the “unknown” as the pivotal object for 
study and developed a coherent doctrine that became a solid base for a profound 
understanding  of  the  world  and  its  processes.  According  to  this  doctrine,  the 
“unknown” refers to the darkness around the way of knowing the Dao and serves as 
the space where potentiality arises. It acknowledges you and wu and plays a key role 
in the creation process of myriads of things, which carry a remnant of this profound 
mysteriousness xuan. One can grasp its secrecy by practicing self-cultivation, which 
refers to the potentiality of one’s inherent nature, the natural spontaneity enclosed in 
things (being) and the wuwei attitude. I will pay more attention to this issue later. 
Wuwei is also seen as an effortless contemplative way to fathom the “unknown”, or in 
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other  words,  to  establish  the  right  harmonious  contact  with  it.  The  main  ideas 
developed within the Xuanxue tradition reflect the indivisibility of outer and inner, 
objective and subjective, spirit and matter, nature and self, and brings us closer to the 
understanding of the nature of the “unknown”.

wuwei  
無為 

What are the practical ways to establish a contact with the “unknown” 
xuan  offered  by  the  Xuanxue  tradition?  On the  one  hand,  the  majority  of 
Xuanxue  scholars  claimed  that  the  Dao  cannot  be  brought  to  human 
understanding or be expressed by any means due to its nature: its ontological 
superiority and universality deny any possibility of naming or defining it, it has 
no constant frame. On the other hand, there was a tradition developed by 
another  Xuanxue  thinker,  Guo  Xiang  郭象  (252-312  AD),  who  stated  that 
although xuan is beyond the capacity of the human mind and sensations, it can 
be conceived through practices of self-cultivation. It is noteworthy that self-
cultivation as an essential element of Chinese tradition is not only inherent to 
the  Xuanxue  doctrine.    However,  from  my  point  of  view,  this  practice 61

perfectly  illustrates  the  “not  knowing”  as  one  of  the  possible  strategies  of 
recognizing and knowing the “unknown”. 

Speaking about self-cultivation, there is a distinction made between different 
models of practice: those, which emphasize the importance of passive cultivation - 
appealing  to  spontaneity  as  a  natural  form of  being,  and  those  which  focus  on 
transcending one’s limits through active cultivation -  technical practices. Although 
the  differences  between these  two models  were  one  of  the  central  topics  in  the 
debates  of  Xuanxue,  Guo  Xiang  found  the  right  balance  and  dismissed  the 
controversy  between  them.  He  claimed  that  artificial  “outer”  practices  are  not 
opposed,  but  complementary  to  the natural  spontaneity  ziran  ⾃然.  According to 
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him, the main idea of self-cultivation is based on the possibility of transcending the 
limitations  by  following  one’s  inherent  nature  and  reorganizing  consciousness. 
Because the outer wai 外, is derived from the inner nei 內, seeking xuan directly as an 
outer knowledge would lead to falsity, it cannot be revealed as an external object of 
desire. Thus, it has to be done through realizing the potentiality of one’s individual 
inherent  nature  and  the  nature  of  things  by  achieving  a  state  of  psychological 
emptiness and unselfconsciousness through the practices of non-action wuwei 無為 
and non-mind wuxin 無⼼, minimizing the yearning and excessive desire for external 
things.    In other words, appealing to natural spontaneity, enclosed in oneself and 62

things, leads to transcending beyond the limits to embody the “unknown” xuan.

Wuwei 無為 is a well-known principle of non-interference in the natural order 
of things and the course of events. It literally means “without doing exertion”, and is 
often called “the art of contemplative passivity”, “non-action” or “effortless action”. 
Wuwei reflects the Taoist rejection of a purposeful activity in achieving an exhaustive 
“knowledge” of the “Way” Dao and its principles, and the appreciation of living in 
accordance to one’s own inherent nature, which has the same root with “the nature 
of things”. The principle of wuwei was the main impulse for developing an escapist 
tradition of the free and distant wandering xiaoyao you 逍遙遊, however, it doesn’t 
mean that  everyone who tends to practice wuwei  has  to escape from or reject  a 
normal life in society. 63

Wuwei is understood as a special method of cognizing the world, a state of 
mind, which has been thoroughly transformed in accordance with spontaneity or the 
objective order, so that there should be no need to make any subjective effort to act. 
It is a model of achieving knowledge as a special skill, fully performed by the one who 
embodies the Dao. In this context, it should be mentioned that spontaneity in the 
Chinese tradition refers to the unity of the subjective and objective orders (subjective 
intentions  merging  with  nature).  Thus,  attaining  the  state  of  wuwei  is  seen  as  a 
spiritual ideal, that allows a person to penetrate the secrecy of the world and realize 
his  individual  place  in  the  cosmos.  It  is  assumed that  every  human by  nature  is 
sufficiently  enabled  to  attain  the  perfected  state:  it  is  only  needed  to  reveal  the 
potential enclosed in our inherent nature and allow it to manifest itself. Only the 
person who has risen above the level of ordinary concerns and problems, who has 
abandoned the fuss and focused his attention on conceiving the “unknown” secrecy 
of the Dao and on perfecting himself can carry out wuwei. It is an interesting fact 
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that this principle was also extended to the social and political spheres of traditional 
China, considering the emperor to be a receptive-passive conductor of the general 
cosmic impulses into the social sphere. 64

Although  wuwei  無為  is  often  bluntly  translated  as  “non-action”  or  “non-
doing”, I support Edward Slingerland´s assumption, that this term does not refer to 
refusing  activity  as  such,  but  rather  to  effortlessness,  absence  of  exertion  as  its 
distinctive attributes. Here wu 無 can be understood as “absence” or “lack” and wei 
為  -  as  “intentionally  initiated  action”.  It  is  an  act  committed  naturally,  that 
penetrates into the universal order harmoniously, imperceptibly. It does not violate 
the established order of things and contributes to the preservation of harmony in 
human reality. In the text of “Dao De Jing” wuwei is under special focus, and it is 
interpreted  by  Xuanxue  scholars  as  a  lack  of  motivation  caused  by  desires,  will, 
ambition, knowledge, society. If we eliminate these motives, our actions will comply 
with the natural principles and happen spontaneously, “by themselves.”   In “Chuang-65

tzu” wuwei appears as an unintentional, reflexive reaction or response to a situation, 
empty of any human conscious element, that conforms the natural processes, as if we 
reflexively  dodge  a  fallen  stone.  According  to  “Chuang-tzu”,  learned  knowledge 
opposes and interferes with life, while perfected unmotivated action brings us closer 
to the Dao, which is outside of knowledge. When practising wuwei achievements, 
knowledge  and  self-cultivation  are  attained  indirectly,  not  forced  by  any  learned 
experience.   66

It is noteworthy that Chuang-tzu does not advocate an anti-rational position 
as such, he rather argues that rational thought makes the way to the secrecy of the 
Dao wordy and intricate, so that not everyone can follow. His suggestion is not to 
abandon rationality, but to use it cautiously.
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feng liu 
⾵流 

Above  all,  the  influence  of  Xuanxue  as  a  comprehensive  doctrine  of  the 
“unknown”  influenced  other  spheres  of  Chinese  culture.  Developed  within 
aristocratic circles, it was also associated with the tradition of speculative debates 
about philosophy and metaphysics, called “pure conversations” qing tan 清談 and the 
concept  of  “wind  and  stream”  feng  liu  ⾵流.  The  latter  took  the  notion  of  the 
“unknown” as the central point. It became an aesthetic canon, a lifestyle, a way of 
thinking and creating and had a significant influence on the Chinese tradition, in 
particular, and the development of East Asian classical aesthetics as a whole. 67

The period of the Six Dynasties in China (220-589 AD), during which feng liu 
gained popularity, was characterized by a difficult historical situation: the country had 
lost its unity, the north was ruled by barbarians. In times of instability, the intellectual 
elite, who received a classical Confucian education, but followed the principles of 
Xuanxue,  tried  to  refute  the  classical  dogma  and  its  strict  ethical  standards  by 
appreciating inner freedom and the possibilities of spontaneous self-expression.   For 68

example, it was a widespread practice for people to adhere to different traditions at 
the same time: acting as a Confucian while on state service, after work translating 
and commenting on Buddhist literature, and on holidays performing Taoist practices.

The term feng liu  “wind and stream” symbolizes the inconstancy, variability 
and  flexibility  of  natural  processes.  According  to  this  philosophy,  a  person  who 
follows the spontaneous naturalness ziran of things and practices wuwei, comes into 
the right contact with the “Way” Dao and reveals  his  own inherent nature.  As a 
lifestyle  and  philosophy  of  the  literati,  feng  liu  was  orientated  towards  the 
development  of  a  free-spirited  and  extravagant  mind,  an  openness  towards 
naturalness as a field of potential, and towards spontaneity and true creativity driven 
by natural  processes.  This  particular  attitude was  applied to  politics,  society,  and 
everyday life,  elevating them to the aesthetic plane,  to the realm of art.  For this 
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reason,  the  feng  liu  tradition  is  often  seen  as  “the  aesthetic  way  of  life”  or  an 
“aesthetic consciousness”. 69

 

 
Seven Sages of the Bamboo Grove (with the addition of an anachronistic or immortal Rong Qiqi) 70

Aptly observing and sharply articulating the connection between the realm of 
human sensations and actions, and the natural world, scholars of the feng liu tradition 
engaged in a discussion regarding new aesthetic categories. A new discourse of beauty 
together with a free spirit and a new way of thinking was developed into a form of 
elevated aesthetic awareness, which appraised the human character, our actions and 
emotions through the prism of nature. The incomprehensible mysteriousness of the 
Dao was recognized in a harmonious unity between nature and human beings, that 
was  manifested  in  physical,  spiritual,  intellectual,  and  moral  beauty  and  the 
connection  between  them.  Poetry,  painting  and  calligraphy  became a  widespread 
practice among the feng liu literati elite. Thus, during the flourishing of the feng liu 
movement,  numerous  theoretical  works  on  aesthetics  were  created  based  on  the 
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principles of Xuanxue. It formed the basis for the tradition of interpreting aesthetic 
problems in the context of general philosophical ideas relevant to a certain period of 
time. This tradition became intrinsically integrated into the Chinese culture, and was 
applied to all artistic practices. It became an important stage in the formation of 
aesthetic thought, its conceptual apparatus, theoretical principles and canons. 

The  aesthetics  of  the  feng  liu  tradition  implied  a  connection  with 
philosophical thought and the idea of the ontological status of “culture” wen ⽂ and 
its phenomena. In this tradition, artistic creation was praised as a direct embodiment 
of  the  “truth  /  authenticity”  of  existence  zhen  真,  manifested  in  the  natural 
spontaneity of the creative impulse. According to the feng liu philosophy, a piece of 
art (a result of artistic creation)  was seen as a unique manifestation of “the Great 
Principle”,  the  Dao,  it  was  supposed to  animate  the  individuality  of  its  creator’s 
inherent  nature,  in  its  connection to  the  universal  natural  processes,  and also  to 
reveal the “unknownness” of the Dao in a sensitively comprehensive way.  71

Following this path, I am inevitably approaching the field of aesthetics, since 
as  the  Chinese  tradition  of  aesthetic  thought  provides  the  most  extensive 
compendium of the main Chinese philosophical and spiritual thoughts, among which 
we can find what are probably the most interesting and important notions of the 
“unknown”. 
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BLANK LEAVING 

The clearest  manifestation of  the “unknown” in Chinese aesthetics,  in  my 
opinion, is embodied in the theory of “blank-leaving” liubai  留⽩  or the theory of 
empty  space  kongbai  空⽩.  Originated  as  a  special  technique  in  the  painting  and 
calligraphy traditions, it became a method of artistic creation and a philosophical 
theory,  that  greatly  influenced  Chinese  classical  aesthetics  and  was  inherited  by 
contemporary practice.

Let’s  turn  back  to  the  category  xuan,  based  on  the  opposition  of  you 
“presence/being” -  wu  “absence/non-being”. Applied to the field of aesthetics, it is 
meant to refer to both “present” and “absent”, for this “semiotic gaps” or the “blank-
leaving”  technique  were  used:  an  empty  space  in  a  painting  or  architectural 
composition,  a  pause  in  a  musical  or  poetic  text.  In  the  semantic  aspect,  xuan 
correlates  with  such  concepts  as  “dark”  (xuan)  and  “blank”  (bai  ⽩),  it  eventually 
turned into independent aesthetic concept liubai, which occupied an important place 
in the theory of painting. 72

As a painting technique it requires the visual presence of unfilled blank space. 
Distinguishing itself from “solid” elements, blank space refers to incompleteness - it 
surrounds “filled” space or flows through it. Usually, it is a space where the material 
support of the painting is intentionally left untouched or seemingly empty.

Using  absence  and  incompleteness  as  a  strategy  entails  the  right  balance 
between clarity and obscurity,  the idea of “blank-leaving” builds on the suggestive 
power of the empty space, which acts as a substantial extension of the “presented” 
space. My main idea is not to leave a space for viewers to recreate an image in their 
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own way, but rather to indicate that what is unseen or untold is as important as what 
is seen or being told. It deploys an extended art form that manifests the indivisibility 
of presence and absence, the unity of constantly interbecoming being and non-being.

“Blank-leaving”  also  called  “emptiness”,  “gap”,  “lacunae”,  incorporates  a 
combination of different fundamental aspects of the Chinese philosophical outlook 
and aesthetics. In this chapter I will trace the “unknown” among them.

Before I begin, I would like to say that speaking about “blank-leaving” is not 
only appealing in terms of Chinese aesthetics, but also as it extends to the general 
tradition of Chinese thought , where it inevitably raises the question of perception. 
In  this  research  I  understand  perception  in  its  broad  sense.  Undeniably,  in  the 
context of my subject a significant emphasis is put on the act of “seeing”, “seeing” 
before thinking, as a pre-reflexive and irreducible experience, a unique way of being-
in-the-world.  Vision in this  sense is  not  the perception of  distinct  objects,  but  a 
perception of the entire “horizon” of the visible and of something beyond it. These 
horizons,  however,  appear  incomplete  and  ambiguous,  mysterious  and  uncertain, 
their edges are seen not as boundaries, but as invitations for us to unfold, to extend 
them to other horizons. In this sense, the world always appears as ambiguous and 
incomplete.

Now let us proceed to studying the context from where the idea of “blank-
leaving” comes.

In my opinion, the Chinese aesthetic tradition is probably the most credible 
and  complete  expression  of  the  foundations  of  the  Chinese  philosophical  and 
spiritual thought.

As François Jullien states in his book “The Great Image Has No Form”, using 
a  historical  perspective  to  think  about  the  Chinese  art,  one  may  come  to  the 
conclusion that Chinese art strived for consistency and stability, unfurling in a linear, 
submissive  and  monotonous  way.    However,  if  we  try  to  approach  it  with  a 73

retrospective look, it turns out that it went through many radical transformations, 
but this gradual evolution and appearance of new forms was not accompanied by 
revolutions  and  can  be  characterized  by  seamlessness  and  contiguity.  Taking  the 
history of painting as an example, we can see that along with the mural paintings of 
temples and palaces, commissioned for monumental or decorative purposes, there 
was a tradition of small paintings on silk or paper, and artists could improvise, lead by 
inspiration  and  for  their  own  pleasure;  the  art  of  painting  as  a  craft  used  for 
perpetuating people’s appearance for their descendants was followed by a tradition of 
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landscape painting, which, in fact, did not intend to describe or copy reality but, to 
actualize the energy of the Great Principle. One of the most notable transformations 
was largely inspired by the Buddhist and Taoist doctrines developed on the basis of 
the principles of Xuanxue. This occurred during the reign of the Tang Dynasty (VI-
IX centuries),  when  Wang  Wei  王維 
(699–759  AD),  a  prominent  Chinese 
painter and poet,  advised “depicting” 
the phenomena “whether they exist or 
not”.  He  himself  fully  reflected  this 
idea  in  his  paintings  through  the 
depiction  of  emerging  or  vanishing 
peaks.  Another  artist  and  theorist, 
Zhu Jinxuan 朱景⽞ (841-846 AD), in 
his  work  “the  Record  of  Famous 
Painters  of  the  Tang  Dynasty”  (tang 
c ha o  m i n g  h u a  l u  唐朝名畫錄 ) 
proclaimed the painter a sage    due to 74

his  ability  to  unite  in  his  creations 
everything that “cannot be embraced 
by  the  Heaven  and  the  Earth,  and 
cannot be illuminated by the Sun and 
the Moon”.    It means that a painter 75

has the same aim as a sage - to deploy 
the  Dao.  The  art  of  painting  is 
involved  with  the  invisible  and 
profound side  of  the  great  course  of 
things and it is endowed with the same 
significance.  It  is  important  to  notice  that  artistic  practices  were  mainly  the 
  prerogative of officials, scholars or literati. Art was highly valued, it was thought 76

that through the artistic practice one can penetrate deep through the bowels of the 
world and into its imperceivable profound side.  
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The picture of the world presented in a piece of art was understood not as a 
reflection of  some “objective  reality”,  but  rather  as  an indication of  the invisible 
depths of the world manifested through artistic experience. These ideas, which are 
fully  reflected  in  the  theory  of  “blank-leaving”,  marked  the  beginning  of  drastic 
changes. They did not only affect the whole artistic approach but radically changed 
the position of artist and the ontological status of art. This attitude is seen in this 
statement of Zhu Jinxuan on artistic creation: “When the artist introduces the spirit, 
giving  outlines  to  things,  then  that  what  obtains  the  shape  youxiang  有象  is 
established,  and  that  what  has  no  form  (formless)  wuxing  無形  is  thereby 
generated”. 77

 
Wang Wei, Autumn in the Mountain 78

In this sentence two basic concepts of Chinese art,  opposite and mutually 
complementary, make up a pair: “that what has shape” (youxiang 有象) and “that what 
has no form: (wuxing  無形),  in other words,  the visible and the invisible,  what is 
present  and  what  is  not  present.  That  what  has  shape  manifests  itself  as  an 
“establishment” (physically, perceptually). Formlessness manifests itself as a “bodiless” 
generation. It helps to understand the most general “function” carried out by artistic 
creation  -  the  affirmation  of  “established”  images/phenomena  youxiang,  that  are 
actualized and originate from the secrecy of the formless Profound. In this sense, 
“that  what  has  shape”  on  an  artistic  piece  constantly  appeals  to  the  formless, 

 57

  Ibid., original text: “有象因之以⽴，無形因之以⽣”.77

 Wang Wei, Autumn in the Mountain. https://kknews.cc/zh-my/culture/ebv6vkq.html .78



“follows”  the  formless,  which  serves  as  its  active  generative  basis,  from which  it 
“constantly becomes”. 79

What is the nature of the interrelation between the established shape, which 
is present, and the formless, which is not seen? What is the nature of the “bonding 
force”, between them, which is only visible to the attentive eye? The status of this 
interrelation is hard to identify, it is neither being or non-being, but is the unity of 
their mutual transformation. Cannot we assume that it is in the vagueness of this 
“constantly becoming” unity, the secrecy, the “unknown” manifests itself and can be 
recognized?  Not-yet-being and not-yet-non-being:  the  theory  of  “blank-leaving”  in 
aesthetics, in my opinion, is the clearest representation of the “unknown” as an actual 
“bond force” between them. 

My further investigation will be divided into three conceptual blocks 
constituting  the  theory  of  “blank-leaving”:  “presence-absence  |  appearing-
disappearing”,  “full-empty”  and  “vague  image”  (the  idea  of  xiangwang  象罔).  By 
developing these ideas I would like to outline three features of the “unknown” that 
can  be  recognized  through  them:  an  intermediate  position,  constant  becoming-
transitioning, in/between being and non-being; emptiness as a driving force, a field of 
potential,  a  reason  of  continuous  movement;  vagueness,  ambiguity,  which 
encompasses the unity of natural and supernatural. 

presence-absence 
 appearing-disappearing  

Now I  am going  to  outline  the  main  features  of  the  “unknown”  through 
examining  the  “blank-leaving”  technique  used  in  traditional  Chinese  landscape 
paintings,  starting  with  the  relation  between  the  pair  of  opposites  “presence-
absence”.  Wang  Wei  said  the  following  about  some elements  of  landscape:  “The 
pagoda reaches the Heaven, no need to show its spire, upper or lower levels are both 
present and absent”. 80
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Looking closely at Chinese landscape paintings immersed in indistinctness, 
we observe how they appear and disappear at the same time, half present and half 
absent (perceptually):  steep hills and lofty mountains shrouded by layers of clouds 
and mist, lines of rivers and streams meandering through the valley concealed and 
continued again.  Parts  of  landscape are intentionally  left  undepicted (blank),  that 
illustrates  that  for  Chinese  artists  it  is  less  important  to  depict  certain  states  or 
phenomena, recognizable and clear, than to capture the change, the essence of the 
world, hidden behind distinct features - a transition between them. 

 
Huang Xigu, Enjoying the secrecy on journey through mountains and streams 81

In many paintings we can see two opposite states, for example, when rain and 
clear  weather  are  depicted  one  through  another.  Opposites  do  not  exclude,  but 
support each other: when one is fully established, the other is transparently present 
as well. Like the rays of the sun breaking through heavy clouds presage the end of the 
rainy weather; likewise, a clear day cannot last long without a single sign of change. 
We see that the landscape is not depicted in the middle of the day, when the light is 
even, contours and shadows are contrast, and all the smallest details are revealed to 
the eye; it would signify the stability and clearness of the order of things. But in the 
artistic  creation,  on  the  contrary,  it  is  a  revelation,  when  opposite  states 
simultaneously but gradually melt one into another, when rising vapours smooth out 
the edges of objects and the whole landscape becomes uncertain. These “appearing-
disappearing” forms disassociate themselves from their certainty in order to ascend 
to the “undifferentiated fundamental principle of things”. Going beyond the external 
appearance of things and phenomena, this kind of artistic creation captures reality in 
a state where it, losing its certainty, allows the background, uncertainty, to manifest 
itself. Through the indistinctness of this transition, it abandons the ability to point 
out  and  demonstrate:  instead  of  looking  closely  into  things,  it  focuses  on  their 
appearance and disappearance.    The presence is diluted, permeated by absence, and 82
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vice versa, things are no longer represented or even present. The world is not stable, 
but simultaneously appearing and disappearing, between you and wu. In this context, 
presence-being  and  absence-non-being  do  not  directly  contradict  each  other,  but 
echo one another, engage in dialogue, in a process of constant transformation.

 This continuous change does not open access to the essence of objects or 
phenomena as they are “in-themselves”, but unveils a process of constant hiding and 
revealing.  In my opinion, this process,  the perpetual  in/betweenness,  is  the place, 
where the “unknown” manifests itself. Enveloping the intended forms and blurring 
the contours that limit them, the “unknown” gives things an ambiguity and enables 
their transformative power. It tends not to present things and phenomena to the eye 
as they are, but to eliminate their exceptional certainties, or rather their “expected 
specifications”.  Therefore,  nothing  coincides  entirely  with  “oneself ”.  In  general, 
there  is  no  such  complete  “self ”  identity;  things  or  phenomena  are  only  formed 
through  the  involvement  of  another  entity  -  something  is  fully  manifested  only 
through the Other, like presence through absence. 83

 
Li Zheng, Fishing Boat near Misty Riverbank 84

Blank  space  blurs  the  borders,  creating  an  indecisive  state  out  of 
presence  and  absence,  making  them  “appearing-disappearing”.  Like  a 
breathing technique, breathing in and breathing out, inner nei 内 and outer wai 
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外, are always cross-connected, shifting one into another. Presence does not 
strive to distance itself from absence, but in contrast, it becomes unveiled and 
enriched through absence.  This  continuous transformation slowly unfolds a 
perpetually renewed landscape. As if unrolling a scroll. 85

  
Dai Jin, Traveling in Spring Returning at Night 86
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In this sense, blank space in artistic creation is not used just as an eloquent 
gap or means of expression, but is rather intended to deprive of triviality, manifesting 
the “unknown” as a continuous communication between “appearing-disappearing”, 
creating the endless world. In the influential treatise “Philosophy of painting” huayulu 
華語錄  a  famous  Chinese  landscape  painter  and  theorist  Shitao  ⽯涛  (1642-1707) 
states: “Gaps: they cut away the mundane; mountains, waters and trees should be left 
uncompleted,  with every  line breaking off”.    In the text  of  another  painter  Yun 87

Shouping 惲壽平 (1633 – 1690) we read: “When using a brush, what is to be drawn is 
the empty space. Empty space signifies the spirit, spirit signifies the absence of signs 
of  stagnation.  If  there is  no stagnation,  the picture is  fully  complete -  the brush 
riches the limits and indicates inexhaustibility, this is the essence of empty space”.   88

Thus, ascending the value of artistic creation, which is intended not to make 
something  more  visible,  but  to  hide,  to  conceal,  the  “blank-leaving”  approach 
demonstrates  that  the  external  expression  of  objects  and  phenomena  should  be 
diverged from their “trivial specifications”. 

By concealing, blank space appeals to indeterminate an endless “invisible”, the 
“unknown” implicated in every presence and every absence. It is a presence that is 
not fully given, it hides in the absence and fragmentarily reveals itself through its 
evasiveness.  The artist has to pay special attention to these indistinct, “half-clear-
half-cloudy” in/between states and uncertain spaces and leave blank spaces unfilled, 
showing  that  in  every  certainty  there  is  the  beginning  of  something  else,  the 
possibility for transformation. The blank space, indefinitely extending the limits of 
the  art  piece  and questions,  “to  what  extent  do  we  know the  knowledge?”;  as  a 
medium it opens up the access to what is considered evasive and infinite, bonding 
together  presence  and  absence,  things  in  their  transition,  the  background  of  all 
knowledge, the “unknown”. “Expecting gaze [at it] does not capture the form, but 
careful look reveals the bonding principle”. 89
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full-empty 

In this part I will  look into another pair:  “full-empty”,  and explore how it 
relates to the “unknown”.

Talking about blank space, full or empty space, we have to examine the notion 
of space in the Chinese tradition. The way in which space was constructed in Early 
China  applied  to  every  unit  of  the  human  world  and  formed  the  basis  for  the 
perception of space in aesthetics. As Mark Edward Lewis aptly observed, the space 
has a merely relational nature, in terms of possibility it refers to an order of things 
that exist and not exist at the same time. This originates from cosmogonic discourse, 
that  describes  a  formless  chaos  at  the  beginning  of  time,  and  then  explains  the 
emergence of objects through a process of “sequential division”. “While the primal 
chaos  had vanished,  it  survived as  a  permanent  back-ground condition to  human 
existence. It formed a constant reservoir of infinite potentiality accessible to the sage 
who thereby obtained power to alter the spatially structured present”.    The main 90

feature of construction of space can be described through relations between things, 
expressed by pairs: being-non-being, inside-outside, full-empty, vague-clear etc. Space 
unfolds due to the tension inside these pairs.

The  fifth  chapter  of  “Dao  De  Jing”  contains  extremely  important  for 
aesthetics of painting idea of what is the function of emptiness between Heaven and 
Earth (it is this space that appear on paintings):

Stephen  Mitchel’s  translation:  “The  Tao  is  like  a  bellows:  it  is  empty  yet 
infinitely capable. The more you use it, the more it produces; the more you talk of it, 
the less you understand.” 91

James Legge’s translation: “May not the space between heaven and earth be 
compared to a bellows? 'Tis emptied, yet it loses not its power; 'Tis moved again, and 
sends forth air the more. Much speech to swift exhaustion lead we see; Your inner 
being guard, and keep it free.” 92
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This idea was embodied in one the emphasis on hint and understatement, 
space as an infinite emptiness; monochrome, restrained language; creativity appears 
as revelation and influx; the artist is not a creator of art, but only an instrument by 
which the “self-creation" of art is carried out. 93

The first visual connotation of the blank space, usually seen as negative space 
or gap, is emptiness. However, the emptiness indicated by blank space is not a void or 
complete nothingness. In the Chinese language, emptiness is mainly designated by 
two terms:  kong  空  and xu  虚.  Kong  空  is  “the  Great  Emptiness”,  a  fundamental 
category in Taoist and Buddhist traditions, it is understood as that which precedes 
the world, and comes before any distinctions. Xu 虚 is translated as “empty”, it refers 
to “cavities” or “unfilled”, the opposite to xu is shi 实 (“full/ filled”). In the context of 
Chinese  painting,  the  emptiness  of  blank  space  is  referred  to  as  xu  虚  “empty/
unfilled”, which is the opposite of “full”. In the same way as with “presence-absence”, 
the interaction between “full” and “empty” is called to actualize the “unknown” in 
artistic creation, as a vital force, that extends its borders and deploys its profound 
depth. 

 
Shi Tao, Zhuxi Pavilion 94
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The “full” as a philosophical category in Chinese aesthetics is understood as 
“wallowed in presence”, without emptiness it risks becoming self-enclosed, merging 
with itself, like a flat monument, isolated, barred and impenetrable.[35] According to 
the Chinese classical tradition, overdecorated spaces, like an interior brimming with 
opulent decoration filling every gap, which does not offer any blank space to rest the 
eye, is meant to demonstrate, display, manifest. A minimally decorated room extends 
beyond the boundaries of its space, giving freedom for spirit to travel. The fullness 
impedes “completion” (in a sense of giving another dimension), it rather locks than 
reveals a presence, rather blocks than shows, rather places obstacles than opens the 
way to the “unknown”. On the contrary, “empty” perceived as a lack of something, 
actively  captivates  and  involves  into  its  indefiniteness,  opens  itself  to  merging.  95

However, in my opinion, perceptually “full/filled”, something rich on manifesting the 
presence, does not completely lack emptiness and is closed to the “unknown”. Here 
another question arises - recognizing empty in full and full in empty, therein lies the 
path to the “unknown”.

As a technique, the empty designated by the blank space 
in  a  picture  is  associated  with  a  specific  drawing 
technique ganbi ⼲笔  “dry brush” (brush slightly soaked 
with ink leaves blank spaces between the strokes during 
drawing).  These  gaps  intentionally  left  blank  by 
movements  of  a  brush  are  called  feibai  ⾶⽩  “flying 
blank”.  In  painting  and  calligraphy  traditions  they  are 
intended to “relieve” an image from the excessive weight 
of fullness to “enrich” it, so that the fullness is laced with 
emptiness.  “Full”  and  “empty”  weave  the  image,  and 
release  the  tension  between  its  elements.  Thus,  the 
“unknown” revealed as internal energy, liberates an image 
from its isolation and flows through it deploying it. Thus, 
the  empty  space  is  not  just  some indistinct  “beyond”, 
where forms lose their shape or fade away, it is a power 
that permeates forms from the inside to appear, releases 
them and makes them evasive for the “unknown”.    96 97
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As a category of Chinese philosophy, emptiness has a significant position, and 
possesses a variety of characteristics and interpretations depending on the field of 
study. Here I would like to draw attention to the aspects of emptiness that I find 
related to my research of “blank-leaving” - it is “efficacy” or practical use. 

Lao Tzu said about the emptiness in terms of profit that comes from it in a 
process of our interaction with things:

“Thirty spokes of a wheel share one hub;

In its emptiness exists the usefulness of the cart.

Mix water with clay thus making a vessel;
In its emptiness exists the usefulness of the vessel.

Cut out doors and windows thus making a room;

In their emptiness exists the usefulness of the room.

Therefore: what exists thus makes a thing profitable;

Emptiness thus makes it useful”. 98

Emptiness  here  is  understood as  a  source  of  possibilities.  In  this  context, 
emptiness refers to another pair of concepts: yong  ⽤  “function” and ti  体  “body”. 
Emptiness is a manifestation of yong ⽤ “use” or “function”, inherent to every thing 
according to its nature, that ensures the efficacy or usefulness of the thing. The walls 
of  a  vessel  make it  hollow, wide and open,  so it  serves a  vessel.  Its  emptiness as 
hollowness-openness  (it’s  yong)  defines  it  as  a  vessel.  The  body  of  a  vessel  is 
understood as ti 体 “body” or “substance”. Ti is often used to denote the fundamental 
nature  of  a  thing,  and  can  also  mean  to  “embody”  or  “instantiate”  a  given 
characteristic of a thing that corresponds to its “function” yong.  99

From this perspective, “blank-leaving” is like piercing a hole in a hub, sculpting 
a vessel or cutting out windows, it activates the potential for an action inherent in 
emptiness. This reveals an interdependent status of “full” and “empty”: not only “full” 
is  actualized by  “empty”,  but  at  the  same time only  through the  mediumship  of 
“empty” it can achieve its “fullness”. Therefore, “empty” and “full” do not contradict 
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each other, they actualize each other. “Empty” derives from a “rarefaction” of “full”, 
and “full” exceeds its borders through empty. 

The all-encompassing emptiness does not determine specific forms of relating 
to the world, it only creates the conditions for it, revealing the space, “pointing” to 
the self-exclusion of “full”.  It  establishes new connections between elements,  and 
formulates the language of artistic creation.

For the artist,  it  is  important to find the “full”  within the “empty” and to 
induce the “empty” within the “full” to action, in other words, not to allow the visible 
elements “that have shape” to stick to their present, but to remain full of an active 
impulse and vitality. This vitality comes from painting techniques, from the action of 
creation  as  such:  desaturating-hollowing-rarefying.  Full/filled  breathes  because  of 
empty. Empty unfolds the field of action. So the elements of artistic creation are not 
enclosed within themselves, but are constantly involved in fundamental principles. 

The  interaction  between  full  and  empty  introduces  one  of  the  ways  to 
encounter the “unknown” as the undifferentiated potentiality of things: not locking 
on  existing  forms  but  not  breaking  away  from  them,  neither  “quitting,  nor 
sticking”. 100

vague image

While exploring possible ways to approach the “unknown” through the idea of 
“blank-leaving”,  I  encountered  the  idea  of  the  “Vague  Image”,  which  for  me  is 
embodied by the term xiangwang  象罔.  This is what I am going to explore in the 
following section.

Xiang  象  signifies both the image and the phenomenon, it is the object of 
depiction and its  representation at  the  same time.  There  is  no  distinction made 
between  the  fact  of  a  phenomenon  and  the  fact  of  its  representation,  the 
indivisibility of those concepts lies in the very foundation of Chinese thought.    It 101

denies the mimetic conception of images (and characters) and declares the unity of 
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natural and supernatural.  Xiang  is a “contour” that shapes things and phenomena. 
Wang 罔 connotes “tangled”, “vague”.

The most exhaustive notion of xiangwang 象罔 appears in the outer chapters 
of Chuang-tzu:

“The Yellow Emperor went wandering north of the Red Water, ascended  the 
slopes of K'un-lun, and gazed south. When he got home, he discovered he had lost 
his Dark Pearl (xuan), the symbol of the mysterious way. He sent Knowledge to look 
for it, but Knowledge couldn't find it. He sent the keen-eyed Li Chu to look for it, 
but Li Chu couldn't find it. He sent Wrangling Debate to look for it, but Wrangling 
Debate couldn't find it. At last he tried employing xiangwang 象罔 (Vague Image), and 
xiangwang  found  it.  The  Yellow  Emperor  said,  “How  odd!  -  in  the  end  it  was 
xiangwang who was able to find it!”   102

 
  Wu Wei (1368–1644), Yangtzi River        103

In  this  passage  Chuang-tzu  points  out  that  the  dark  and  mysterious 
“unknown” xuan of the Dao cannot be conceived by reason, but only through the so-
called  Vague  Image  xiangwang.  There  are  different  translations  of  xiangwang 
introduced  by  scholars:  “shapeless  image”,  “abstraction”,  “amorphous”  and  even 
“purposeless”.  Although,  there  is  no  certain  evidence  that  xiangwang  is  directly 
opposite to a rational inquiry, but, most likely, it represents a spontaneous intuitive 
approach,  that  was  later  applied  to  the  sphere  of  aesthetics.  Xiangwang,  is  often 
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interpreted  as  the  image  of  the  traceless,  imperceptible  and  elusive,  a  zone  of 
indetermination.

Going through ideas of “appearing-disappearing”, “full-empty” I arrive at the 
“vague image”.  This  journey enabled by  indistinctness,  ambiguity  and uncertainty 
reflects  the  continuous  pursuit  of  the  Chinese  spirit  (in  the  context  of  “blank-
leaving”) to unlock and deploy the opposition between presence and absence, being 
and non-being, subject and object in order to recognize, and activate the “unknown” 
as a vital force, bring it to action. By actualizing appearing-disappearing (half-present, 
half-absent),  “blank  space”  in  the  artistic  creation  is  intended  to  disconnect  the 
viewer from his “subjectness” and acquire independence from the consistency of its 
elements. It thereby encourages the viewer to open his individual existence to the 
“unknown” and, in some sense, to comprehend his existence as an indistinct part of 
the world process. All parts of the landscape are equally mixed into it, nothing stands 
out on its surface or attracts the attention. This is what constitutes “vague images”, 
in my opinion. 

It is  evasiveness,  dissolving the opposition of presence-absence, one of the 
main  characteristics  of  the  “unknown”.  It  serves  as  a  mechanism  of  mediating 
continuous appearance-disappearance of things. In this context, the “unknown” can 
be understood as the vaguest form of uncertainty “as if ”, “as if it would exist”, “it 
almost exists”. In my imagination it appears as the muddy bed of a deep pond, which 
is barely visible, and there is no certainty that we actually see it.

I would not say that “vague image” comes from some supersensible reality, it 
rather rests on the border of sensory perception, between visible and invisible, where 
every distinction is blurred and elusive for seeing. This is something invisible and 
incomprehensible, which, in essence, is an extension of visible and comprehensible. 
This  invisibility  is  the  “unknown”  that  serves  as  a  source  of  all  possible  forms, 
because even though a vague image does not present any certain form to our vision, it 
unveils a “bond force” to the attentive eye, herein lies the power of the boundless 
image. 

At  this  point  the  question  changes  from “how to  recognize?”  to  “how to 
depict this elusive, indistinct characteristic of the “unknown?”. How to depict this 
indistinctness, which is a constant source of every possible distinction? It only could 
be done by the means of a hint that avoids characterization, a definition that avoids 
certainty. To convey the vagueness of the “unknown”, in which presence and absence 
merge one into another, it is needed to show things or phenomena and their features 
barely outlined, deterred from complete appearance, on the verge of appearance and 
disappearance. An attempt to characterize the “unknown” is only possible if this act 
is the opposite to “characterization”, the only way to depict it is “de-piction”. 
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Qiu Ying, Sea of Clouds on the Mountain of Immortals 104
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This can be achieved by means of the “vague image”. Blank space here is used 
for finding these anti-features of things that hint at the “unknown”. It should be 
understood not as an attempt to “disfigure” an image, but as an act aiming to quiet 
down its power to depict. If the brush and ink can depict only that what has a form, 
so leaving blank is drawing without brush, de-picting an image, rarefying it, balancing 
between form and formless.

Francois Jullien, speculating on the Cartesian idea “all  the things which we 
clearly and distinctly conceive are true”    and the Hegelian account of the Absolute 105

as “the very naiveté of emptiness of knowledge”, raises a question :  does it mean 
then,  that  “vague”  and  “indistinct”  are  necessarily  false?  Does  it  mean  that  only 
making distinctions, recognizing distinct things out of indistinct can lead us to clarity 
and certainty leaving aside the intuitive knowledge? 106

Jullien says that in this sense Chinese tradition tends to “indistinctly conceive 
the indistinct”. Appealing to eternal Absolute Chinese philosophy tends to think it 
within  abstract  terms  minimizing  making  distinctions,  always  returning  to  broad 
definitions, not trying to tell more than this indistinctness, achieved by cutting off 
what is redundant. 107

 
Li Zai, Mi family Cloudy Mountain 108

Even though it is impossible to imagine or to convey the “unknown” without 
the risk of losing it, it is rather possible to depict it by the means of artistic creation: 
leaving blank space, concealing forms, letting them achieve their complete revelation. 
“Drawing without brush and ink” going through the “vague image” to depict the 
“unknown”.
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Applying the broad understanding of the “blank-leaving” concept, taken from 
Chinese aesthetics,  that  implies  the ideas  of  non-duality  of  opposites,  emptiness, 
knowledge through non-knowledge and self-actualization through self-loss,  to  our 
creative process and direct experience of the world, leads to recognition of “being” as 
ambiguous, incomplete and not amenable for elucidation part of the “unknown”. It is 
the realm of constantly unfolding perspective that blurs the border between distinct 
and indistinct and reveals a path to new horizons. When we know something, we 
always  keep  in  mind  that  there  is  something  hidden,  waiting  to  be  unveiled 
intuitively.  It  is  a  way  of  questioning,  as  a  reason  for  constant  transformation 
(establishing and plunging into nothingness),  leading forth the experience through 
which we educe a future. It is a way of seeing that provides an expanded insight into 
“reality” and our place in it, and forms always a new way ahead.
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CONCLUSION      
               BREATH  OUT

Summarizing the path I went through and proceeding to the last part, I would 
like to share some pieces of my conversation with Zhao Chuan 赵川, the director of a 
small  Shanghai  theatre  group  caotaibanzi  “草台班⼦”  (“a  low-performance  group, 
performing on the grass stage”) and a friend of mine. We have discussed the concept 
of  “blank-leaving”  in  terms  of  post-dramatic  theatre  and  made  some  interesting 
conclusions. 

At the beginning we have agreed to consider “blank-leaving” as a technique 
used to guide a viewer into the space of drama through something which is “absent”. 
In  this  sense,  “absent”  is  the  “blank”,  that  constitutes  a  missing  discourse  in 
aesthetics or in a structure of drama: as a “gap”, “missing part”, “absence”, it can be 
embedded into the fabric of time, space, sound, characters, text, plot etc. 

We also agreed that, on the aesthetic level, blank space in drama has the same 
aesthetic value as blank space in Chinese painting. It appears to me as a mist over a 
dark lake that extends the horizon with its far-reaching perspective. In relation to the 
viewer,  it  evokes  emotional  resonance,  offers  particular  answers  or  a  space  for 
imagination.

  Zhao Chuan expressed an interesting opinion, distinguishing between two 
types of blank: “open blank” an “closed blank”.
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“Open blank” is a blank space that offers freedom of interpretation, it is left 
to  a  viewer  to  reason  freely  and  reconstruct  an  invisible  space  introduced  by  a 
“missing” element. In this sense, a variety of interpretations from different viewers 
makes drama a rich multi-voice act and infinitely extends its depth. 

“Open  blank”  is  also  a  transitional  space  which  is  essential  for  actors  to 
communicate with viewers and their “virtual” identities, passing them an infinitely 
open space for imagination. Blank can also be counted as an important feature of the 
third space - its uncertainty, as we assumed that the discourse of the third space is a 
process,  a  debate  without  conclusion,  a  silent  flow.  In  essence,  “open  blank” 
determines incompleteness as the nature of the drama language, because the meaning 
of the drama is an endless process, and conclusions are never final.

Another type of blank is “closed blank”. Compared with indistinct open space 
suggested by the “open blank”, the absence represented by the “closed blank” has a 
clearer meaning and a certain role in a play. “Closed blank” creates a tension that 
becomes a driving force for the drama, and also raises a problem for the audience to 
judge  and  choose  their  position.  Of  course,  “closed  blank”  presumes  that  the 
audience's guess or interpretation has a certain orientation, and all the answers have 
the  same  direction.  But  in  the  same  way  as  the  “open  blank”,  because  the  play 
deliberately avoids a subjective narrative, the viewer is doomed to the uncertainty of 
the conclusion.

_____________________________________________________________________

Another  conversation  with  Chen  Ran  陈然,  performer  and  theater 
director, founder of the performance group “Stage No More” 舞台不在, was 
devoted to blank-leaving in everyday life:

- What is blank-leaving in everyday life?
- What I can think of now is  this kind of blank that I have encountered 

recently: for example, not buying too much food so that you don´t fill up 
the  fridge,  not  covering  the  entire  sofa  with  clothes,  not  finishing  an 
interesting book all at once, not filling up all the spare time, listening to 
music, looking at the sky, clouds and birds, chewing a fig and letting time 
pass.  
我现在想到的是最近⽇常⽣活中的留⽩：⽐如不买太多⾷物将冰箱的空间
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完全填满，不⽤⾐服把整个沙发覆盖住，好看的书不⼀次性读完，不把所
有时间填满，听听⾳乐，看看天空、云和鸟，细嚼⼀颗⽆花果，让时间流
过去

- You always "know" the point. There is always freedom, curiosity, dreams and 
openness in this kind of blank.

- I felt a bit guilty in fact…
- Why? 
- For me, blankness is not only about “absence”, but also about “presence”. 
留⽩对我来说，不仅是关于“⽆”，也是关于“有”

- Yes! I think it is the key point. For me, it is the substance, allowing both 
“absence” and “presence” to co-exist.

- Only after challenging and effective work, you can suddenly look up to the 
sky, feel a breeze, notice a flower that you have never seen before ,  or a 
cloud, enjoy a glass of beer or a fig, All these small things are about “blank 
leaving”. 
只有充实有效的⼯作之后，忽然抬头看天，⼀阵清风，⼀朵从没注意过的
花，⼀朵云，⼀杯啤酒，⼀颗⽆花果，才是“留⽩”

- Why is it that only after a challenging and effective work you can recognize 
the “blank”? 
为什么 只有充实有效的⼯作之后, 才能识别留⽩呢？

- “Work” here means any kind of labor, physical or mental activity, everything 
that makes you produce some value.  
这个⼯作的意义是任何⼀种形式的劳动，体⼒的、脑⼒的，⼀切使⾃⼰产
出价值的事情.

-  In other words, is it so that only after producing some value you can enter 
the wuwei state of mind? For me, “blank leaving” is providing space and 
possibility to the “unknown”.  
也可以说只有产出价值的⼯作以后，才能进⼊“⽆为”状态,  才使你发现像
新的可能性，是⼀种⽇常⽣活中的⼩奇迹带来的娱乐。留⽩是⼀种⽅式，
对unknown提供体现⾃⼰的空间和可能性，对我来说.
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- It can also be the possibility given by time. For example, Xie Deqing ’s work 
is about leaving his life blank.  
也可以是时间的可能性。⽐如谢德庆的作品，就是给⾃⼰的⽣命留⽩.

_____________________________________________________________________

This conversation inspired the following thoughts:

 In previous chapters I discussed the meaning of blank-leaving in art, but 
what is blank-leaving when it comes to everyday life? If I think about the art of 
living, I attach great importance to blank-leaving and keeping a harmonious 
relationship with the unknown.

Consequently, speaking about presence and absence in everyday life, I 
assume, that we are focussing on what we possess as much as on what we miss. 
Some people  pursue perfection and completeness  in  everything,  striving to 
“fill”  every  gap  properly  so  that  nothing  is  missed  or  lost.  I  feel,  on  the 
contrary, that a touch of incompletion, something that is “roughly made” but 
keeps its efficacy reveals the true beauty of life. It reflects the idea that life is 
not perfect, it’s never completed. It cannot be totally known or possessed, that 
is why instead of pursuing perfection, we need to be gentle.

 Nevertheless, I often find myself anxious or depressed, when thinking 
about missed opportunities. Small interest and excitements lit a spark in me 
for a while,  but then disappeared .  Although I work very hard, meet many 
people, travel to many places and do a lot of things, I always feel a loss. I feel 
guilty that I am not doing enough and I’m always missing something. I think it 
does not even matter, how much I actually do, but it is the constancy of daily 
routine that makes me feel indifferent and boring.

  I  can  say  that  this  attitude  changed  drastically  with  a  sudden 
coronavirus  outbreak.  After  my  plans  and  arrangements  were  postponed 
indefinitely,  I  completely  rethought  my  relationship  with  everyday  life. 
Honestly speaking, I always had some time for “doing nothing”, but because of 
this unexpected shift from the habitual I was pushed to accept the freedom 
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and relieved from the pressure of pursuing “efficiency ”. The unknown that 
appeared in this suddenly opened unfilled space made me calm, made me enjoy 
everything  I  do  and  pay  more  attention  to  my  thoughts  and  feelings.  It 
brought me insights, excitement and a feeling of being attached to the world. I 
realized how much it is important to keep an effortless attitude and to leave 
some free space intentionally in everyday life.

  

  In fact,  blanks and the unknown,  that  unveil  possibilities,  inspire  or 
surprise  us,  are  always  present  in  our  lives.  But  what  we need to  do is  to 
recognize them and to keep the right degree of openness towards them .

   In some sense, this is what I mean under the wuwei attitude to everyday 
life. For me, it is also connected to “diffused thinking” opposite to “focused 
thinking”. So that, when I do not focus on solving problems, I enter a “diffused 
mode of thinking”, which is a source of creativity for me.

     In  this  state  of  mind  all  my  life  experience  unfolds  in  the  present 
moment:  my  sensory  awareness,  reminiscences  from  the  past,  aspirations 
towards the future, all intertwine into “here and now”.

However, it is also important to leave blanks intentionally. Sometimes, doing 
something without expectations, not pursuing any profit, something seemingly 
useless, like having a small talk, walking an unknown path, gazing into the sky, 
wearing clothes in a new combination etc, is an attempt to transcend beyond 
the known and habitual. Some amazing changes in life may come from such 
moments.  And  these  small  moments  of  blank  leaving  actually  create 
opportunities for us to change ourselves.

Going back to blank-leaving in everyday life,  in my opinion,  it  can be also 
applied to the sphere of emotions and relationships between people.

     I  believe that leaving some room for the “unknown” in relationships 
allows us to be more open and to understand others better.

     Love or friendship, for me, are like a stream of water, whose flow can be 
maintained  for  a  long  time  simply  and  naturally:  neither  detaching,  nor 
sticking, filling every gap, or distancing too far. Not leaving empty space makes 
it  possible  to  empty  each  other.  Without  space  and  freedom,  there  is  no 
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breathing. Leaving blank in love, for me, is wisdom, trust, respect, and broad-
mindedness.

 

     Continuing to reflect on the “unknown” in my everyday life,  I asked 
myself , which of its manifestations is particularly acute for me?

     Memories. Uncontrolled and formless, they are ghostly imprints of the 
past, that we already do not possess. If I consider the unknown as something 
always  transitional  between  being  and  non-being,  it  is  what  the  nature  of 
reminiscence is about. Memories are a stream of becoming, that enhances and 
conditions the present, and in return, the present conditions memories.

     The past  in  the  form of  memories  has  no power  by  itself,  but  only 
through  being  actualized  by  the  present  moment.  It  is  this  kind  of 
unintentional recalling, that catches me by surprise and plunges the reality of 
the present into the “unknown”. When it comes to memories, I am always very 
cautious.  I  feel  that  it  is  highly  important  to  develop  a  harmonious 
relationship  with  memories,  as  this  kind  of  unknown  can  be  particularly 
destructive.

  At the same time, the “unknownness” of memories,  the flexibility of 
their matter, blurs the borders between the past and present, which brings me 
unexpected  insights  and  a  deeper  self-awareness.  Every  stripe  of  memory 
unfolds itself as the vague image inviting to merge with the vulnerable matter 
of its unknown reality. 
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