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Abstract

This article intends to establish a possible connection be-
tween the philosophy of  will, developed by Artur Scho-
penhauer in “The world as Will and Representation” 
(1819) and the view that the director John Boorman had, 
concerning the Arthurian issue on the movie Excalibur 
(1981), in which he includes the music by Richard Wagner.
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 I - The concept of will in Arthur Schopenhauer

The pain doesn’t torture me anymore, I’m happy.

I believe in God, in an Other-Life, beyond the Air.

I sold my books, burned my philosopher.

Now, I wear a medal on my chest

And I talk to it, at night, before going to sleep.

(Ao canto do Lume, António Nobre)



José Manuel Marques140

The Prussian philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer (Danzig, 22nd 
February 1788 - Frankfurt, 21st September 1860) lived in the golden 
age of the Industrial Revolution and, because of that, he witnessed 
the beginning and the development of capitalism. On those recent-
ly industrialized cities the families of workers were living in terrible 
conditions, where poverty, misery and even promiscuity, ruled. We 
know that, in the beginning of the XIX century, with eighteen years 
old, the future philosopher left his homeland, Prussia, to start a 
tour around the industrialized Europe. His aim was to become a 
trader, informed about the reality of his time. However, the con-
sequence was him being transformed in a systematic observer of 
the world that he soon classified as a place of pain and injustice. 
That impression was worsened when he visited the French city of 
Toulon, in 1804, where he saw the human misery of a marginalized 
group of people. The examples of cruelty and despotism are, after 
all, abundant in the romantic literature of that time: we can find 
an example of that in the novel “The Miserables” by Victor Hugo, 
where the character Jean Valjean was, himself, a member of those 
kind of groups. His contact with the Hindi philosophy and the Bud-
dhist thought, around the year of 1813, was definitely an important 
contribution for, finally, mitigating the oppressive sensation of pain 
that would always be with the young thinker in his first analysis of 
the world. Quoting his words: As a pessimist I’m the needed op-
posite of Leibniz, while an optimist, and that is deduced from the 
circumstance of Leibniz living in an age full of hopes while I live in 
a desperate and disgraced time. If I had lived in 1700, I would be a 
Leibniz, refined and optimist and that would be me If I lived now.1 
     In opposition to his compatriots of the Germanic culture, Karl 
Marx and Friedrich Engels, the author of The world as Will and 
Representation, he doesn’t understand capitalism as the corollary 
of the society of exploration of the man by the man, but as one 
more opportunity of exposing violence, pain or injustice. Thus, the 
capitalist regime, so vilified by the intellectuals of his time, is not, 
according to Schopenhauer, better or worse than any other that 
intends to replace it. 
The Buddhism resonances are revealed in this interesting concep-

1.   Schopenhauer in Loewith, De Hegel a Nietzsche, Ed. Sudamérica, Buenos Aires 
1968, p. 255 
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tion, absolutely disbelieving any idealism or any other society pro-
ject, being this one utopian or not.2

After the defeating of revolutionary projects, more or less inher-
ited by the French Revolution, the sad and misanthrope Schopen-
hauer became the educator 3 of the post revolutionary generation, 
which is going to be committed to the irrational tendency, when stat-
ing that every political effort is vain, since the evilness of capitalism 
is going to be reproduced in any other system, once they are part 
of the human species. And why? Because any progress can arrive 
for humanity…in which the same evilness is reborn incessantly.4

Towards this evident triumph, concerning Lukács point of view, 
there’s only the absence of hope in an individualized type of life, 
that can be seen in an isolated and antisocial Schopenhauer, who 
is fearing the loss of his little fortune, according to Nietzsche5. His 
pessimism comes from the disbelief in great political transforma-
tions that swept Europe when the century of the Industrial Revo-
lution replaced the Century of Light. It also comes from the feel-
ing of impossibility of changing, actually, whatever that is worthy, 
recalling Lukács in his masterpiece The Destruction of Reason6. 
Consequently, we are left with the affirmation of the individual and 
his virtues, taken as absolute in himself, as stated by Nietzsche.7 

Let us focus a little bit more closely on the irrationalism in which 
Schopenhauer is a pioneer. This irrationalism will consist on re-
nouncing the conceptualism as a philosophical system and, from 
that moment on, philosophy itself will be some kind of existentialist 
impulse, avant la letre, against the schematic and abstract thought 
that structured the idealist philosophies from Kant to Hegel.8

2.  George Lukács, El Asalto a la Razón,  Fondo de Cultura Económica, Buenos Aires, 
1959, p. 47 
3.   “…I don’t know anything better than to return to the educator, to the one who trained us…
Schopenhauer… my trust in him was sudden. Nietzsche, Schopenhauer, Educador, in Obras 
Completas, Aguilar, Buenos Aires, 1966,  p. 105 e 108.
4.  Émile Bréhier, Histoire de la Philosophie, volume III, Quadrige, PUF, Paris, 1981, 
p. 715
5.  Nietzsche, Consideraçiones  Intempestivas,Obras Completas, Aguilar, Buenos Ai-
res, 1966, p. 110 
6.   Note 2.
7.   Note 4, p. 128.
8.  “ to think is easier than to exist”  Kierkegaard, Post Scriptum aux Miettes Philos-
ophiques,  Gallimard, Paris, 1949,  p. 205.
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“The unilateral way of living the concrete without elevating it to 
the universal level…defines the decisive characteristic of the irra-
tionalism” as M. Pereira states. 9

Then, the domain of the individual prevails, stating, in a subtle 
way, the predestined will, the will for power that comes from Ni-
etzsche, moving the energy of the exceptional men like Siegfried or 
Arthur of Pedragon. 

On the other hand, the abstract thought will be unable to cap-
tion the experience of existing, stating it as an unpredictable pathos, 
darkening the identification of the essential string that connects the 
History of each human being. The irrationalism also prefers the in-
dividual instead of the multitude. That’s why Kierkegaard claims 
an existence full of passion.10  Nietzsche also claims a heroic life, 
seeking the value of existence in the “ability to print a path of eter-
nity in life”.11 

In conclusion, in the gnoseological domain, the irrationalism 
doesn’t value the understanding or the reason, glorifying the in-
tuition or the faith as an alternative to the classical instruments of 
Philosophy.12 

The main target is, as one can see, Science itself, just like a 
Maya veil. Science, just like all the conceptual thought, will be re-
placed by the artistic expression, common denominator of that new 
way of perceiving the world.13 A blind and unsuppressed artistic ex-
pression, characterized by some sort of will that manifests itself 
with the strength of a massive wave or a torrent of lava, embody-
ing an imperious satisfaction, urgent and unexplainable, not being 
conscious about what is going to be found but whose presence is 
immensely evident. However, let us not think that the will is only 
connected to the organic or not organic world, showing an absence 
of consciousness that also influences the conscious action of each 
human being, different in the manner, but not in its essence. Thus, 
the experience of will can help us comprehend a world that seems 
closed to one’s intellect, placing itself beyond the principle of indi-

9.  M. Pereira, Ser e Pessoa, I.E.F., Coimbra, 1967, p. 29.
10.   Ibidem, p. 209.
11.  Nietszche, La Naissance de la Tragedie, Ouvres Complètes, Gallimard, Paris, 1977,  p. 
149.  
12.  G. Lukács, El Asalto a la El Asalto a la Razón, p. 9.
13.   Ibidem, p. 108.
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viduation or of plurality, beyond space and time, eternal; nothing 
can change or extinguish it. It’s free, enough for itself. However, it’s 
not only free but also strongly omnipotent, placing the world in a di-
mension of absolute contingency, since this one can be originated 
by the will or not 14.This idea takes us to one of the most interesting 
questions in “The World as Will and Representation” which is the 
idea of a true pessimism and of an absolute absence of meaning 
that characterizes the human being; this is far from being a miracle 
or a gift, it’s not more than an expression of an extreme misery, 
of a brutal and absurd suffering; life is understood as a big debt 
to be paid in the temporal agony of the immediate desires, never 
fulfilled, torturing emergent projects and plans that are never ac-
complished15: Death, as a redemptory entity, will come to ask for 
what one didn’t pay and will bring suffering as an inevitable conse-
quence.

It was actually very hard to find a way or a solution, even in a 
political point of view, to the problem of inequity or injustice that ex-
ists among human beings. The philosopher reaffirms, on the other 
hand, the useless political analysis, frequently ignored. There is 
no solution for pain, since the origin of cruelty or violence, is in the 
guilty nature of our existence: “The major crime of the human being 
is to be born”.16

We stated previously that the Buddhist or Brahmanic tenden-
cies were evident. It’s Schopenhaeur who states that, identifying a 
strong concern with the problem of suffering but adding the dimen-
sion of culpability to it, metaphorically represented in the original 
sin, noticed in Christianism, in the pietistic conception, which is so 
important to Kierkegaard and to many other thinkers of the North 
of Europe at that time. Let us slightly disagree with Schopenhauer, 
concerning this question. It’s true that, in Buddha’s case, the factor 
that motivates their paths of illumination is the discovery of suffer-
ing, illness or death. There is, then, an undeniable pessimism. It 
subsists, however, some difficulty in subscribing the pessimism of 
the oriental philosophy as guilt or expiation. When talking about 
the Christian, Jewish or Islamic, this pessimism goes against life, 

14.   Ibidem, p. 347.
15.  Ibidem, p. 1330 a 1343.
16.   Ibidem, p. 1370.
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not only as Maya, veil that hides and eludes, but classifying it as 
something mean that needs to be haunted through the sugges-
tion of guilt and expiation. It seems to us that in the Dharma do 
bhodisatva, more than expiation, one is talking about a path of 
illumination, of a progressive release of the samsaras towards 
the Nirvana
     In opposition to what was defended by Shopenhauer, when stating 
that “one cannot attribute other reason for existence but the purpose 
of teaching us that, for us, it would be better not to exist” 17, the oriental 
traditions were built not around one guilt but as a way of reaching self 
perfection, able to bring meaning to an existence that was once con-
fined to the kingdom of shadow.
     When exposing pessimism so clearly it is understood that we are 
facing a devaluation of History and, consequently, of politics, confined 
to a disbelief and lack of confidence. At the end of the day, the problem 
of the human beings is that the fact that they are, indeed, human. It’s 
their existence.18

II- The concept of Will on the movie Excalibur by 
John Boorman 

We live as fog and we exist as iron.

Life is a volatilized existence…a vapour of metals elevated to the tempera-
ture of Delusion… 

But life will get cold; the fog on the Infinite will be condensed and it will be-
come brute weight – stone and iron. 

(O bailado, Teixeira de Pascoaes)

When adapting the texts about the legend of King Arthur by Sir 
Thomas Malory (1405-1471) to the cinema, John Boorman will give a 
significant relevance to the concept of will, even being prudent that the 
spectator is attentive in order to detect that presence. The first scenes 
of the movie will occur in confusing and trembling scenery, remember-
17.   Ibidem, p. 1373.
18.  “ History  is, after all, always the same thing with ministers, diplomats  or peasants, 
always the same hopes and aspirations” Schopenhauer, in Jean Bourdeau, Pensées 
et Fragments, p. 18. 
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ing the way of the medieval cavalries. Men and horses make a great 
effort, clenching and puffing while listening to the noise of guns and ar-
mours fighting. Once in a while, the deaf sound of a blade that, finally, 
manages to penetrate flesh, provoking a scream and the bleeding of 
the warrior, moribund.

In this first battle Uther Pendrágon is the winner, claiming his vic-
tory loudly. He’s strong, the winner, the king. Merlin, the druid, tries to 
convince Uther to behave as a king: the one who wins the battle must 
bring the peace. However, as a disgrace to the Bretons, Uther is bet-
ter killing men than ruling them. There is a will in Uther, just like in the 
other Knights, Gwain, Bors, but that is a blind will, of pure domain, in-
stinctive, like the alpha wolf in a wolf pack. Nevertheless, they haven’t 
got the skills that make the alpha wolf a respectful entity.

Hardly recognized by his peers, claims his ending when betray-
ing his most powerful vassal, since he wishes his wife, Igrayne, the 
duchess of Tintagel of Cornwall. There isn’t will that can be able to 
cut the desire root since this is as free as the wind, because it’s free! 
The strength of that Will, will make him ask for Merlin’s help in order 
to be closer to Igrayne. Merlin is convinced but obligates the impulsive 
Uther to promise the following: giving him the fruit of that relationship. 
Merlin is also will, but a universal will, with greater purposes: to look af-
ter the future. Arthur will be born as a consequence of those wills, the 
young Knight that will take Uther’s sword; a sword that Uther put on a 
rock when he was nearly dying on the hands of his vassals. (As Merlin 
would say: Uther will never be able to read men’s hearts). Arthur’s will 
is innocent. He just wants to be a knight and recover the sword that 
his knight had lost. However, once revealed his faith by his prodigious 
action, Arthur’s will evolutes in a compassionate sense, when bringing 
justice to the devastated kingdom. The people suffers, one could hear.

If it’s true that Merlin is responsible for that turning in his will, the 
needed availability is Arthur’s responsibility  in the exercise of his pre-
destination. Let us not forget that one can only follow his predestina-
tion if he accepts it, just like it will happen with the young monarch.

The will of Arthur and Merlin, together, originate the edification 
of the kingdom, centred in a Camelot of sortilege, where the wish of 
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knowing and doing the best for each human being is materialized. The 
period of peace and prosperity that follows, almost makes us forget 
the precedent chaos. But the principle of individuation didn’t disappear 
and the suspicion installs itself in leisure, making Arthur question Mer-
lin about the neutralization of evil. Merlin, wisely, denies it and states 
the unpredictability of its emergence. The disaster is announced, by 
the evidence of betrayal, whose face is the will of passion between 
Lancelote and the inspiring Guinevere: the Arthurian edification is, 
now, becoming a ruin. Let us remember Schpenhauer who stated that, 
regardless the direction of the exercise of will, it may fall in the same 
kind of problems, the same disastrous options, in a cyclic and incur-
able closeness to the abyss. 

In fact, chaos will return to the old Britain and Arthur will be ill, 
apart from his loved ones, his wife and his friend Lancelote. Even Mer-
lin disappeared. Persival or Parsifal will keep on being by his side and 
he will be the only one who will succeed when looking for the Graal, 
following the dreaming request of his King and his Knights: look for 
presages, sortileges. Only the pure Percival, free from his armour, in 
a symbolic nudity, purified by the water, almost drown, in an altered 
state of consciousness, will manage  to find the precious object, offer-
ing his king the opportunity of a last confirmation of compassion and 
abnegation, recovering the old brotherhood and its will, that states 
when postponing death. 

Not having children with Guinivere, Arthur will conceive one, during 
his long lethargy, in the womb of his half-sister, the dark fairy Morgana. 
That child is Mordred who is destined to steal Arthur’s throne. This is 
the final battle of the wills, of the different principles of individuation 
that, on Artur’s side, will present as the persistence of an idea, whose 
memory contrasts as an evanescence of his material participation. Ar-
thur and his followers, who will join Lancelote in the final battle, write 
the memory of an idea, a dream that one can barely recall but that can 
be a future matter: Boorman breaks with Shopenhaeur. It is now time 
to explain this constant correlation between Boorman’s movie and the 
philosopher of will. Being the concept of will the key for Schopenhau-
er’s proposal, even without a fore coming ending, one cannot escape 
from pain and suffering; nothing or anyone can escape. Everything is 
will. Having said this, the characters of any myth or saga are, at first, 
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moving will, in materialization. That’s what happens with Uther, Gwain, 
Bors and others. They are the lords of the war. They want power, they 
want domain, they want to perpetrate their names and blood, in a way 
that can be compared to the wolfs and their wolf packs? The lords are 
characterized by a dynamism that blinds them and shortens their im-
mediate fate, without sight.

With Arthur, it is different. The will emerges, timidly, at the begin-
ning and then with a crescent consistency. Arthur contributes to erase 
the rooted wills, mobilizing them, with his example and leadership, 
in a common project. Arthur is also unaware of the consequences of 
his action. Merlin doesn’t know it either. Or Percival. But there is an 
adjustment of will into a path of hope, even quite mysterious, allow-
ing their owners an intuition for the essence of life that is not seen by 
everyone else and that will made these men greater, able to guarantee 
the edification of their legendary icon. Beings that definitely broke the 
principle of individuation that bended them and erase their selfish will 
in order to maintain the redemptive universalism of seeking the Graal.

II - The music of Wagner and the concept of will on Excalibur 
by John Boorman

The music is, on the words of the author of “The World as Will and 
Representation”, an elevated and admirable art, truly able to move our 
deepest feelings… it’s an intuition”.19

We believe that intuition is responsible for the musical selection by 
Boorman for the film Excalibur. On several scenes, the same musical 
snatch by Wagner is repeated, the mournful march by Siegfried, to be 
more precise. On the chaotic scenes of the battles, among the lords 
of the war. In the duel between Artur and Lancelote and mainly at the 
final scene: Arthur’s death. There, the play grows in intensity, ascend-
ing, while the body of the king smoothly navigates towards Avalon, 
kept by the three graces. The dead hero, on the contrary, is immortal-
ized when dying just like the meaning of that event, the generous intre-

19.    Ibidem
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pidity or the visionary action that is projected in the future. Postponed, 
that’s right, but not less real. The referred snatch allows us to recog-
nize, intuitively, the hero’s dimension, in his fragility and in his strength. 
The hero that is in danger of dying, contrasting with the gods, the hero 
who is a future matter. The most surprising consideration is the one of 
“the music being independent from the phenomenal world, being able 
to exist without this.”20 In opposition to other arts, the music expresses 
not only the shadows but an inferior being on its most acute sounds. 
“It is expression of will”.21

The death of Arthur, as imagined by Boorman, plastically and mu-
sically set, transports us to a joy that can’t be confined to the judge-
ment of a subjective taste, leading us to a greatness that can’t stop 
including all the subjects that can be influenced by that greatness.22 As 
a result, there is the great involvement that one feels as a spectator. 
Arthur’s death is not only the death of a hero in a medieval story, it’s 
the death of each one of us as fighters for a dream that, right now, we 
can’t see, but that always waves us as a project to a near future.

Siegfried’s death is, as well, the death of all heroes, all the Ger-
manic gods that can’t escape the destruction that chaos brings. One 
is left with the consolation that the gods fall is not but an episode of a 
cycle that is not closed and remains alive in the survivors. In Excalibur, 
it’s Arthur who dies but his sword his given to his magical guardian, 
the lady of the lake. The pure and loyal side of Percival remains, who 
obeying the last command of his king, builds hope on top of the ruins 
of a cycle that closes when stating a will that erases the individua-
tion of some, few, chosen to be followers of compassion and love. As 
spectators, more than a graphical logic, picture of the several events, 
it’s music, with its powerful involvement, that will transport us to a state 
of exception that announces a man beyond himself, breaking the prin-
ciple of individuation and all the other insolent restraints, allowing a 
reconciliation with others and with Nature. The Übermensch 23 of Ni-
etzsche is happening. Siegfried, Percival or Arthur are his heralds. 

20.    Ibidem, p. 482.
21.     Ibidem, p. 495
22.   Kant, ,Critique de La Faculté de Juger, Vrin, Paris, 1968, p. 95  and ss.

23.   Nietzsche, Asi Habló Zaratustra, Obras Completas, Aguilar, Buenos Aires, 1961, 
p. 244 to 251.
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Since we are discussing the future, let us stay with the intuition of how 
strong was the music of Wagner for those characters.
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