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“The heaviest weight. What if some day or night a demon were to steal into your loneliest loneliness and say to you: ‘This life as you now live it and have lived it, you will have to live once again and innumerable times again; and there will be nothing new in it, but every pain and every joy and every thought and sigh and everything unspeakably small or great in your life must return to you, all in the same succession and sequence - even this spider and this moonlight between the trees, and even this moment and I myself. The eternal hourglass of existence is turned over again and again, and you with it, speck of dust!’ Would you not throw yourself down and gnash your teeth and curse the demon who spoke thus?...Or how well disposed would you have to become to yourself and to life to long for nothing more fervently than this ultimate eternal confirmation and seal?”

So asks Nietzsche in his treatise The Gay Science. His assertion that the question would lie on one’s actions as the heaviest weight is debatable, as is the importance of a question based outside the realm of possibility. As Nietzsche acknowledged, the concept of eternal recurrence was nothing more than a “thought experiment” designed to examine human ethics and consider chronological and historical time in a new way. Although the concept can be attributed to thinkers prior to Nietzsche, it is with him that eternal recurrence is most often associated and he who most thoroughly explored its implications. Attempting to prove this hypothesis has most often been approached as a philosophical game, its tenets surveyed on a theoretical basis and its limitations exposed. Yet it remains an influential idea and continually finds its way into contemporary literature and culture. It could be argued that the improvability (and impossibility) of the concept has had no impact on its pervasiveness, that there is no correlation between its popularity and its probability. In fact, the nature of Nietzsche’s question and its basis in a new understanding of time is exactly what makes it so intriguing, especially to modernists. An original approach to eternal recurrence demonstrates its functionality and its importance to the project of modernism, specifically relating to a new concept of the past and progressive time.    


In order to examine eternal recurrence in an innovative way one must first attempt an explanation of the idea and explore its importance in its traditional context. What could be so unbearable a weight that H.L. Mencken would call it “the most hopeless idea, perhaps ever formulated by man”?
 Nietzsche felt that to examine one’s every action by asking, “Do I want this again and innumerable times again?” would be a tremendous burden. Many individuals would, without much thought, find bliss in the prospect of reliving a “tremendous moment” or experiencing life’s pleasures again: All joy seeks eternity. Nietzsche, however, begins by focusing on the gloom of the prospect. In living this life again, innumerable times, one would encounter nothing new. Along with every joy, every pain must return and in the same sequence. Due to the inherent connectivity of events, all of life’s horrors and its inevitable destruction must return as well. One would be, as Nietzsche was, overcome by the smallness and meaninglessness of existence. 


But for Nietzsche, the eternal return offered an important experiment in ethics as well—one’s willingness or reluctance to live this life again innumerable times is indicative of the kind of life one has led. As William Salter asserts, “It’s weight depends on us: if recurrence is a forbidding thought, is it not because our life has failed to satisfy us, has been unworthy, or full of pain, or at best commonplace—so that we want no more of it?”
 Could we endure our own immortality? Nietzsche’s solution to this was for one to live as if his actions were to recur endlessly. Rather than focus, as Christianity does, on a heaven that rewards moral behavior, one should behave as if he were required to relive his actions and experience their consequences eternally. Nietzsche believed that in order to subscribe to the idea of eternal recurrence, one’s outlook and ethics must be established first, providing a foundation for the theory and one’s approach to it. One must not simply be content with oneself, but with the world as a whole—if we wish to have one moment again, we must wish for all. By this, one is able to accept hardships and failures as necessary to the fulfillment of his desires. The idea of living well for its own sake finds its roots in eastern philosophy and religion, specifically Buddhism. The divergence from this ethical ideal occurred at a turning point in history, when western thought began to place emphasis on an afterlife based on rewarding the actions of an individual in the present life. Eternal recurrence was Nietzsche’s way of returning to a life philosophy based on the earthly and urging a moral existence for its own sake. 


There was, and continues to be, a tremendous amount of value in his query. One must review and evaluate history in order to judge whether or not the positive outweighs the negative—is our present state worth all of the destruction and pain that has led up to it? In order to face that great question, one must have an awareness of everything that has led to the “now;” all the events and actions, individual and collective, good and bad, that brought us to the achievement and realization of the things we currently value. The notion forces us to come to terms with our actions and with history, both individually and as a collective society. Rather than veil the world and bury our transgressions, we must find the value in truth and accept the world as it is—this is the remedy. Contrary to the heaviest weight he suggests it to be in The Gay Science, in Ecce Homo Nietzsche refers to eternal recurrence in a positive light. He offers it as a solution to an ethical dilemma, providing it as the answer to the question of how one should live: “My formula for greatness in a human being is amor fati: that one wants nothing to be different, not forward, not backward, not in all eternity.”
 

This tendency to view eternal recurrence in a positive light is employed extensively in modern literature, and often the concept is portrayed optimistically by focusing on it in relation to the negative aspects of a transitory life. For Milan Kundera, the most dire prospect is a fleeting life, for it is meaningless: “A life which does not return is like a shadow, without weight, dead in advance. Its horror, sublimity and beauty mean nothing.”
 Not only does Kundera maintain that the weight of die ewige Wiederkehr is a good thing, he advances the idea of “einmal ist keinmal,” or “What happens but once…might as well not have happened at all. If we have only one life to live, we might as well not have lived at all.”
 Kundera echoes Walter Benjamin’s third thesis on the philosophy of history in which he asserts that mankind has no way of judging its actions or decisions because it lacks an awareness of “the fullness of its past.” Only in viewing life in its entirety can one make a judgments about whether or not decisions and actions were the correct ones. In the same section, Benjamin argues for the probability of the Nietzschean theory: “nothing that has ever happened should be regarded as lost for history.”
 

This idea forces modernists face a question of mythic proportions: is it better to bear the weight that accompanies eternal recurrence or to face the meaninglessness of a life of simple passing? Die ewige Wiederkehr places value on life, contending that “things are too great to be fleeting.”
 Nietzsche found a solution in what he originally saw as the problem: eternal recurrence “redeems us from a sense of transitoriness of life.”
 And it is this redemption, to which Benjamin refers in his Theses on the Philosophy of History, that allows mankind to receive the fullness of its past. 

But making a judgment on the value of eternal recurrence implies its possibility. Do all the writers and thinkers who refer to it believe that one’s life is repeated eternally? Modernists, specifically, utilize the concept of eternal recurrence, not as an improbable ethical question but as a way to relate to important ideas of time, memory and consciousness. The traditional explanation of Nietzsche’s great question is convoluted, but Salter offers an admirable and lucid account of the basis for eternal return. Nietzsche, he contends, believed in the reality of time: there was a beginning and there will be an end. He subscribed to St. Augustine’s theory that between nothingness and the “something” there was a formless matter—of which the world was made—and believed it was to this chaos that we would return. He felt that there were a finite number of forces in the world and infinite amount of time and space. At some point, every possible combination of forces will have occurred and the only possible outcome that remains will be to repeat a sequence of events. Salter, in order to simplify the concept, compares it to the rolling a pair of dice: if one rolls the dice enough times, every possible combination will occur, leaving no new permutation. The only possible roll then is one that has already been rolled. This theory confirming the reality of eternal recurrence depends upon and is stuck within the traditional sense of time and holds no promise for modernism.  Instead, one must turn to the idea of eternal recurrence as a way to relate to memory and time.

Essential to the project of modernity is a new approach to traditional ideas and investigating new ways to experience and explain temporality. In his critique of Marshall Berman’s All That is Solid Melts into Air, Peter Osborne writes that, whereas Berman reduces modernity to the homogenization of historical time, “there is a differential character of the temporality internal to modernity itself, which is established by its qualitative distinction between chronological and historical time…The next is not necessarily the new.”
 The human mind is programmed to accept a “wholly concordant structure of time” and has “a need in the moment of existence to belong, to be related to a beginning and to an end.”
 As such, we create fundamentally arbitrary divisions of time and view events in a strictly chronological manner. But as Frank Kermode argues in The Sense of an Ending, “to see everything as out of mere succession is to behave like a man drugged or insane.”
 The only accepted alternative to this structure is the Aristotelian concept of an eternal world without beginning or end. This theory is based on the idea that God is not temporal, and therefore has always existed and always will exist. But there is another way to view time that makes sense of the idiosyncrasies that fit in neither the temporal nor the eternal world, and it is the idea of eternal recurrence.

This third option is based on the ideas of Thomas Aquinas, who, struggling to explain the existence of angels (who could neither be temporal, as humans, nor eternal and formless, like God) turned to St. Augustine’s theory of the formless matter, between the nothing and the something. Aquinas’s concept, which he called aevum, is, as Kermode explains, an “unusual variety of duration—neither temporal nor eternal, but…participating in both the temporal and the eternal. It does not abolish time or spatialize it; it coexists with time and is a mode in which things can be perpetual without being eternal.”
 It is in this fashion that die ewige Wiederkehr exists.

It is not, as was traditionally assumed, towards the external world that eternal recurrence is applied, but in the realm of the unconscious that it finds its function. In his book Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Freud refers to what he calls a “perceptual system” that is composed of the conscious and the unconscious and that envelops all other physical systems. This mental apparatus, he claims, while turned toward the external world, exists on the border between inside and outside and “yields perceptions and emotions of excitation coming from the external world and of feelings and pleasure and unpleasure which can only arise from within the mental apparatus.” 
 Most excitation processes or events that occur leave behind permanent traces that form the “foundations of memory.”
 If these traces remained in the conscious, its storage would soon reach its capacity and be unavailable for to receive new excitations. Instead, while most events or excitations occur in consciousness, they leave their trace in the unconscious. These two realms are fundamentally different from each other. While the conscious mind exists within the traditional context of chronological time, the unconscious is timeless and does not order things temporally. Bergson maintains that time is a medium where feelings, impressions and emotions are ordered sequentially, as in space, but asks “Does the multiplicity of our conscious states bear the slightest resemblance to the multiplicity of the units of a number?”
 Since there is no need for its entire inventory to be accessible at all times, the unconscious is able to store all the events, actions and excitations of one’s past in an unlimited space that is not organized chronologically. There, life as one lived it is being lived again and innumerable times again. In one’s unconscious “every pain and every joy and every thought and sigh and everything unspeakably small or great in your life” is recurring, and will recur, eternally. Nietzsche’s assertion that each event will return “in the same succession and sequence” is possible (and irrelevant) because the unconscious sees time as it truly exists, and not as an arbitrary ordering of events in chronological sequence. The eternal recurrence is not only real, but ongoing and continual, existing in the unconscious that Freud called the “primary psychical process” as opposed to his “secondary” process that we consider our normal, waking lives. We become aware of its existence only when we recall a memory. It is the eternal recurrence that makes Proust’s mémoire involuntaire possible.

The curse of eternal recurrence is that it is not available to the conscious. It is only, as Proust suggests, by accident that one is able to relive an experience or recover the memory trace left by an excitation process. One can remember things, but is not able to experience mémoire involuntaire, or what Bergson calls “true memory,” at will. The difference is that remembrances are regulated by the conscious, which can have its continuity disrupted by spontaneous recall and are available only when they have registered in the conscious mind. True memories, on the other hand, are ‘often most powerful and most enduring when the incident which left them behind was one that never entered consciousness.”
 Eternal recurrence, therefore, contrary to its traditional characterization, is subject to not only to events and actions, but smells, sights and sounds that one experiences in the unconscious. As has been suggested, the conscious world has nothing to do with die ewige Wiederkehr. Spontaneous memory is more real than the remembrance—imagination, passion, and desire all affect mémoire voluntaire and “only in reliving experiences of the past detached from these forces can we touch real existence.”
 Memories contained in the unconscious are more accurate, more real, and can only be exactly re-experienced once they have been stored away. As Klossowski contends, “forgetting is the source as well as indispensable for eternal recurrence.”
  

The connection between the unconscious, true memory and eternal recurrence has significant implications for the discernment between chronology and more substantial forms of temporality. The combination of mémoire involuntaire and die ewige Wiederkehr allows one to achieve Benjamin’s fullness of the past. Chronological time, or chronos, as it is experienced by humans, is simply ‘passing time,’ that, when it has elapsed, according to the book of Revelation, “shall be no more.”
 The alternative, kairos, is what Benjamin suggests—it is a point in time filled with significance and meaning derived from a relationship to a beginning and end. Kermode describes this as a form of temporal integration, “our way of bundling together perception of the present, memory of the past, and expectation of the future, in a common organization.”
 Essentially, the mémoire involuntaire (through eternal recurrence) has put events that were previously thought of as merely successive, into context with a full knowledge of their implications to the past, present and future that is not possible at the time of their original occurrence.  

The question of eternal recurrence also provides significant insight into Nietzsche’s philosophy on time, specifically, his theory of the past. His attempt to establish a concept of non-transitory time is important to the project of modernism and particularly revealing when examined in a contemporary context, particularly in relation to Freud’s theory of the death instinct and Baudelaire’s idealism of the past.

Freud explains the compelling force towards death, or “death drive,” in the framework of instinct, which he describes as “the representatives of all the forces originating in the interior of the body and transmitted to the mental apparatus.”
 In Beyond the Pleasure Principle he asserts that humans have a repetition compulsion that drives us to seek experiences and emotions that we have previously achieved. Freud maintains that a living entity has no wish to change, and as such, our entire life is spent pursuing a “restoration of an earlier state of things.”
 The ultimate goal is to return to the “inanimate matter” from which we came. Since it is impossible for us to live backwards, we seek to return by living forward. The motivation for life is not to experience the new, but to achieve the initial state of being. The only motivation for living forward and seeking new experiences is the hope that they may have the power to return feelings of the past. Freud uses biology and psychology to justify Nietzsche’s desire for the eternal return and writes, “if conditions remained the same, [a living entity] would do no more than constantly repeat the same course of life.”
 We are programmed from the beginning to desire the past, and nowhere is this yearning for the past more apparent than in Baudelaire’s Les Fleurs du mal.

Among the many critics who argue that Les Fleurs du mal has a secret architecture that utilizes the notion of progressive time both Bersani and Benjamin point out that Baudelaire puts forth a great effort to maintain a traditional structure complete with beginning, middle and end. The middle, or present, which he describes in his spleen poems as boredom and cruelty, is symbolic of the misery that the poet felt towards his presentness and the transitory nature of life. The spleen, writes Benjamin, “exposes the passing moment in all its nakedness.”
 One of Baudelaire’s chief goals in this collection is to offer an alternative to the Christian notion that portrays the spiritual future, or heaven, as the ideal. In his mind, as demonstrated through his poetry, the ideal is to be found in the past, and the only way to experience it is through spontaneous recall. 

The function of memory in achieving the ideal is best illustrated in La Vie Antérieure. Evoking Freud’s death drive, Bersani asserts that Baudelaire offers in this poem the “possibility of an escape into the somber tableaux of death and time…[It] provides the first suggestion in Les Fleurs du mal of the atemporal nature of Baudelairean memory.”
 The poet is providing an alternative to progressive time while repatriating the ideal from the heaven and assigning it to an earthly immanence. The idyllic scenes he describes are from memory and are sense-oriented, evoking Proust’s mémoire involuntaire and Freud’s pleasure principle. Whether based in reality or not, the poet is stimulated by an idealized past. The fact that the memories are not of events that actually occurred in the external world is irrelevant—they exist and are eternally recurring in the poet’s unconscious, where time is not subject to the same ordering principles. In La Vie Antérieure, the poet exists outside of time—what he describes is not simply memory, but some part of his inmost self, escaping from his unconscious. 

His last lines reveal the nature of true sadness and misery—that the luxury he describes is available only to his memory: “They were my slaves—the only care they had/To know what secret grief had made me sad.” The secret grief is not important, instead, the last lines remove the reader from the “voluptuous calms” of unconscious memory to the harsh truth of consciousness. Significantly, the poet longs for his former life, eschewing the sadness of the present for some alternative, either the past, or death.

The death drive is central to the preceding poem, Le Guignon, as well. In it, Baudelaire evokes Sisyphus and his task to describe the hopelessness of trying to locate the ideal in the present time. Sisyphus virtually reaches the top of the hill, but the flash of recollection we obtain through the madeleine is transitory by nature. As much as we try to retain it, we are destined to have our boulder, our ideal, slip away, only imparting the hope that it can be obtained again. We are left, in the second stanza, solely with our effort to regain past experience by living forward:

“Far from the famed memorial arch

Towards a lonely grave I come.



My heart in its funeral march

Goes beating like a muffled drum.”
     

In the next lines, the poet describes the memories that await recall:




“—Yet many a gem lies hidden still




Of whom no pick-axe, spade or drill




The lonely secret invades”

That stanza seems to be the basis for Proust’s experience with mémoire involuntaire: “The past is hidden somewhere outside the realm, beyond the reach of the intellect, in some material object (in the sensation which the material object will give us) which we do not suspect. And as for that object it depends on chance whether we come upon it or not before we ourselves must die.”
 In that encounter with the past, one will realize the true significance of the experience only when he is able to put it into the context of integrated temporality.


Through the theories of Nietzsche, Freud and Baudelaire, one is able to grasp a concept of temporality dissimilar to the sequential, progressive time that is commonly accepted in the external world. Each offers a distinct approach to establishing kairos as a superior way to view the past, but all focus on judging experience not as a passing moment which will not return, but in relation to the past and omnipresent, awaiting recall. Freud, while perhaps the closest in philosophy to the traditional sense chronological time, still presents it as a modified cycle—we return whence we came, along the way seeking to regain the pleasures of the past. He also diverges from the norm by asserting, with certainty, that the propensity for a living entity is to compulsively seek repetition and return to the past. Nietzsche’s eternal recurrence enables one to view his past with an awareness of its “fullness” and provides for the ideal by allowing spontaneous recollection. Baudelaire eschews the spleen of Erlebnis, and argues for unity and interconnectivity of experience. This rejection of a fleeting moment, isolated from the past, is embedded in Correspondances. The “familiar eyes” that watch the man attest to a previous knowledge that could only be gained by experience. Baudelaire, in the second stanza, significantly brings together the idea of a second experience and the unity of the past:



“Like dwindling echoes gather far away



Into a deep and thronging unison



Huge as the night or as the light of day



All scents and sounds and colors meet as one.”
  

The poet’s recollection of the past is then made significant because of its connections to all other experience. One cannot view the past in its nakedness, it only gains meaning because of its relation to other things. In Correspondances, the unity and interrelation of experiences give them importance in the earthly world, rather than imbuing worth through transcendence. Finally, Baudelaire focuses on the senses to convey ideas about memory. By making nontraditional correlations that utilize different senses (“Perfumes there are as sweet as the oboe’s sound/…fresh as a child’s caress), he asserts that one cannot control true memory or the manner in which it occurs. It is not always a sight that allows one to achieve a spontaneous recollection of a sight, for in the unconscious, just as time is not necessarily sequential, experiences do not always correspond in a singular way. Baudelaire makes it clear that the past is never lost, it is available primarily through recollection using the senses, and it gains meaning in relation to itself and the present.


There appears to be common purpose for Freud, Nietzsche and Baudelaire. Through psychology, philosophy and poetry, they are grappling with the idea of progressive time and attempting to give it significance. None of the three believe that time is simply chronological and transitory; rather they seek to hold on to the past and represent it as, in Baudelairean terms, the ideal. Their argument is made by denying significance to event that “happens but once” and endowing it upon its recurrence through memory. Freud implies in The Dynamics of Transference that no emotion is felt for the first time. The initial experience does not necessarily register in the conscious, but leaves a trace in the unconscious. It is only when encountering it again that one truly understands it and is able to give it meaning. In his discussion of Benjamin and the reproduction of art, Leo Bersani asserts that the “value of the original is inseparable from its immersion in a history that may in fact make its uniqueness problematic.”
 An original, whether art, emotion or experience, only obtains value through its relation to integrated time. 


This leads to a fundamental question that modernism seeks to address: “Can there be such a thing as a ‘naked’ passing moment?”
 Or, in other terms, is time simply progressive and transitory? It is to this inquiry that Freud, Nietzsche and Baudelaire direct themselves. The cyclical death drive, eternal recurrence and the ideal past are offered as alternatives to the habitually accepted concept of progressive temporality. It is a uniquely modern concept connected to another principle of significance to this movement, the tendency towards and aversion to loss. Accepting an ephemeral, chronological temporality inevitably involves loss. Their strategies to retain the past through memory are with the singular intention of stopping progression. Employing repetition and recollection, they hoped, in Benjamin’s words, “to interrupt the course of the world.” The modern triumvirate achieved what Thomas Aquinas had set out to do by creating a sense of time that was perpetual and existed inter aeternitatem et tempus. It was not simply advancing time but time that has meaning and is available even after it has passed. In order to fight loss and explain a world where experience was viewed as a moment isolated from the past, they created an integrated and interconnected form of time that would be available eternally; placed value on the past; and advocated a life guided by a new morality based on the earthly. The concepts of time offered by Freud, Nietzsche and Baudelaire have not only opened the world to new ideas and engaged critics and philosophers, they have established an original relationship to temporality and the past that has been a remarkable influence on modern literature. Their theories have enabled writers to create characters that exist both temporally and also outside of time, who explore their relationship with the past and who have significance for modern readers. The concept of eternal recurrence has provided an innovative way to relate to time, memory and conscious, and acts much like “imaginary numbers in mathematics, something we know does not exist, but which helps us to make sense of and to move in the world.”
 While its significance is often overlooked, it has, along with mémoire involuntaire and the death drive, become an organizing principle for modernism and its practitioners.   
    

� Die ewige Wiederkehr is Nietzsche’s term for the eternal recurrence. Medium inter aeternitatem et tempus is Kermode’s way of referring to aevum, St. Thomas Aquinas’s belief that there exists an “unusual variety of duration—neither temporal nor eternal, but…participating in both…It does not abolish time or spatialize it; it co-exists with time, and is a mode in which things can be perpetual without being eternal. (Kermode, 72.) 
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