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The Rise of the Cosmic in the 20th Century
Culture: For Cosmic Machines and the

Anthropocene’s Wake

Norihisa KURENUMA

This paper explores the rise of the cosmic in the 20th century culture in order to
overcome postmodernity. It is also a part of reflections on cosmic histories beyond
world histories. One of the most important moments of the 20th century cosmic
culture probably came first in 1911, when Gustav Mahler passed away and his Das Lied
von der Erde (1909) was given its first public performance. Some historical events and
discourses-sounds-images will be gathered and resonated as events-discourses-sounds-
images networks around 1911 and the age of World Wars in the perspective of the rise
of the cosmic. Postmodernity will lead us to a kind of a cul-de-sac. Even if it has some
critical and reflective perspectives, social and cultural problems of postmodernity are
limited to human histories. In the wake of the Anthropocene, we need to go further to
open up the future of Gaia. In 7he Tiwo Sources of Morality and Religion (1932), Henri
Bergson says that the essential function of the universe is a machine for the making of
gods. But gods may be “the concept by which we measure our pain”(John Lennon,
“God,” 1970). We would rather call Bergson’s “gods” just Cosmic Machines. In this
“pluralistic universe” or the “Multiverse” (William James, A Pluralistic Universe, 1909),
we may imagine there’s no countries and no religion too. We just believe in the Cosmic
Machines yet. And that’s reality. Cosmic Machines are not constructed like closed
World Machines, in which technology is mobilized by countries and religion-economy.
After World War I and before World War IT, Walter Benjamin acutely observed the fate
of this closed circuit on the planet earth in his One-Way Street (1928). Searching for
several ways to cut off those closed circuits, this paper introduces, via Torataro
Shimomura’s philosophy of modern machines and world history, Jacob Burckhardt's
notion of three historical powers: nation, religion, and culture. Here a resonance will
occur between Burckhardt's historical vision and Friedrich Nietzsche-Pierre
Klossowski’s “conspiracy”. Then everything gonna change our World Machines, with
“pools of sorrow”, “waves of joy”, “images of broken light”, “sounds of laughter”, and
meandering thoughts “like a restless wind” (John Lennon/The Beatles, “Across the
Universe”, 1969/1970).
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