
The Transfiguration Of The Commonplace

Downloaded from ges.cursor.cl by Harley & Carmelo • Explore the unseen. • Page 1

The Transfiguration Of The Commonplace

Introduction: The Magic Hiding in Plain Sight

We live  in  a  world  obsessed  with  the  new,  the  rare,  and  the
spectacular. We scroll through feeds of exotic travel destinations,
gourmet meals,  and celebrity lifestyles,  often feeling a pang of
inadequacy when our own lives seem, well, ordinary. We wake up
to the same coffee mug, commute on the same road, and sit at the
same desk. In this relentless pursuit of novelty, we risk becoming
blind to the profound beauty and meaning that sits right under our
noses. This is where the powerful concept of The Transfiguration
Of The Commonplace comes into play.

Far from being a simple philosophical abstract, the transfiguration
of the commonplace is a vital, life-affirming practice. It is the art of
seeing the extraordinary within the ordinary, the sacred within the
secular, and the profound within the mundane. It is the moment
when a chipped teacup becomes a vessel of memories, a morning
fog transforms a familiar street into a mystical landscape, and a
simple gesture of kindness becomes a beacon of hope. This article
will explore the depths of this concept, examining its philosophical
roots,  its  psychological  benefits,  and,  most  importantly,  how  you
can actively cultivate this transformative lens in your own life.

The Philosophical Roots: From Danto to Daily
Life

The  phrase  "The  Transfiguration  of  the  Commonplace"  was  most
famously popularized by the philosopher and art critic Arthur C.
Danto. In his seminal 1981 book of the same name, Danto grappled
with a fundamental question in aesthetics: Why is Andy Warhol's
Brillo Box considered art, while the identical cardboard boxes in the
supermarket  are  not?  Danto  argued  that  art  is  not  defined  by  its
physical properties alone, but by an "atmosphere of theory" and a
conceptual  framework  that  transfigures  an  ordinary  object  into
something  with  meaning and significance.  It  ceases  to  be  a  mere
container  for  soap  pads  and  becomes  a  commentary  on
consumerism,  mass  production,  and  the  very  nature  of
representation.

However,  the  power  of  this  concept  extends  far  beyond  the
confines  of  art  galleries  and  philosophical  debates.  The
transfiguration  of  the  commonplace  is  a  fundamental  human
capacity. It is the cognitive and emotional alchemy that allows us
to invest an ordinary object, event, or person with deep, subjective
meaning. A child's crayon drawing on the refrigerator is not just
paper and wax; it is a masterpiece of love and creativity. A worn-
out recipe card in a grandmother’s handwriting is not simply a list
of ingredients; it is a tangible link to heritage and family. This act of
transfiguration  is  what  elevates  our  experience  from  mere
existence  to  a  life  rich  with  narrative  and  value.

Beyond the Art World: A Universal Human
Experience

While  Danto  focused  on  the  institutional  context  of  art,  the
psychological  and  spiritual  core  of  the  transfiguration  of  the
commonplace is universally accessible. It is the engine of poetry,
the heart of ritual, and the source of everyday epiphanies. When
the poet William Blake spoke of seeing "a world in a grain of sand,"
he was describing this very process. The grain of sand, the most
common of objects, is transfigured into a symbol of the infinite. The
practice is not about ignoring reality,  but about seeing it  more
deeply, more fully, and with a sense of wonder.

The Art of Seeing: A Shift in Perception

At its core, the transfiguration of the commonplace is a radical shift
in perception. It requires us to move from a mode of viewing to a
mode of seeing. Viewing is passive, functional, and habitual. You
view the street to navigate it. You view your to-do list to complete
tasks.  Seeing,  on  the  other  hand,  is  active,  intentional,  and
appreciative.  You  see  the  way  the  afternoon  light  casts  long
shadows on the pavement. You see the texture of the paper and
the flow of the ink on your list.

Viewing is about utility: "What is this for?"
Seeing is about presence: "What is this?"

This  shift  is  the  first  step  in  the  transformative  process.  It  is  the
decision to stop and pay attention. The Japanese aesthetic concept
of  wabi-sabi  is  a  perfect  example  of  this.  It  finds  beauty  in
imperfection,  impermanence,  and  incompleteness.  A  cracked
ceramic bowl repaired with gold lacquer (kintsugi) is not discarded;
it  is  cherished.  The  crack  is  not  a  flaw,  but  a  unique  part  of  the
object's history, transfiguring it from a broken vessel into a work of
art.  This  is  the  transfiguration  of  the  commonplace  in  action,
finding  profound  beauty  in  the  ordinary  traces  of  time  and  use.

The Transfiguration in Everyday Life:
Practical Examples

The beauty of this concept is that it is not a distant, abstract ideal.
It is a tangible practice available to everyone, at every moment.
Here  are  a  few  examples  of  how  the  transfiguration  of  the
commonplace  might  manifest  in  daily  life:

The Morning Commute: From Drudgery to
Discovery

Instead  of  seeing  your  daily  commute  as  lost  time,  transfigure  it
into  a  period  of  observation  and  mindfulness.  Notice  the
architecture of the buildings you pass. Watch the rhythm of the city
waking up. Observe the play of light through the train window. The
familiar route becomes a living, changing landscape. The driver
next to you is no longer an obstacle, but a person with their own
story, their own destination. A simple act of letting someone merge
into your lane becomes a moment of human connection.

The Home Cooked Meal: From Fuel to Ritual

A simple meal of rice and beans can be experienced as a chore or
as a ritual.  The transfiguration of  the commonplace invites you to
be present with the process: the feel of the rice grains, the scent of
the beans simmering, the steam rising from the pot. This is not just
food for the body; it is sustenance for the soul, a connection to the
earth and to the generations that have prepared this same meal.
Setting  a  nice  table,  even  for  yourself,  transfigures  the  act  of
eating  into  an  act  of  care.

A Walk in the Neighborhood: From Familiar to
Fraught with Meaning

You have walked the same route a hundred times. But have you
seen it? Stop and look at the gnarled roots of  a tree breaking
through the sidewalk. Notice the different colors of the front doors
on your street. Read the faded inscription on an old building. See
the way a child's  bike is  left  in  a  yard,  a  symbol  of  play and
freedom. The neighborhood is transfigured from a simple backdrop



to your life into a rich text full of stories and details.

The Role of Mindfulness and Presence

The  practice  of  the  transfiguration  of  the  commonplace  is
inextricably linked to mindfulness. Mindfulness is the quality of
being fully present and engaged in the moment, without judgment.
It  is the foundational skill  that allows the shift  in perception to
occur. You cannot transfigure what you do not notice. Mindfulness
quiets the constant mental chatter—the planning, the worrying, the
judging—and opens a space for pure, direct experience.

When you wash the dishes mindfully, you feel the warmth of the
water, the texture of the sponge, the smooth surface of the plate.
The chore is transfigured from a tedious task to a moment of tactile
awareness.  When  you  drink  your  morning  coffee  mindfully,  you
taste its bitterness, its richness, its warmth. The ordinary act of
drinking  coffee  is  transfigured  into  a  small,  daily  ceremony.
Mindfulness  is  the  key  that  unlocks  the  door  to  seeing  the
extraordinary within the ordinary.

Creativity and the Commonplace

Artists, writers, and musicians have always understood the power
of  the  transfiguration  of  the  commonplace.  The  greatest  works  of
art  are  often  born  from  the  most  humble  materials  and
observations. A still life painting of a bowl of fruit is not just about
fruit;  it  is  about light,  form, mortality,  and abundance. A poem
about a red wheelbarrow is not just about a farm tool; it is about
the power of imagery and the dependence of life on simple tools.
These creators practice a form of attention that is a gift to the rest
of us. They show us how to see.

You do not need to be a professional artist to cultivate this creative
gaze. Creativity is not just about producing art; it is a way
of engaging with the world. How can you arrange the objects
on your desk in a more pleasing way? How can you present a
simple  snack  as  a  beautiful  composition?  How  can  you  use
language to describe a common feeling in a fresh way? Every act of
thoughtful arrangement, of intentional description, is a small act of
transfiguration.

The Science Behind the Shift: Psychology and
Neuroscience

This is not just poetic, feel-good philosophy. Modern psychology
and neuroscience are beginning to explain why this practice is so
beneficial.  The  human  brain  has  a  powerful  negativity  bias—it  is
wired to  scan for  threats  and problems.  This  was essential  for
survival, but in a modern world of relative safety, it can lead to
chronic stress, anxiety, and a feeling of dissatisfaction. Our brains
conserve  energy  by  creating  mental  shortcuts,  leading  to  the
routine "viewing" of the world that we discussed earlier. This is
called habituation.

Novelty, Attention, and Wellbeing

The  transfiguration  of  the  commonplace  is  a  powerful  antidote  to
habituation. By actively seeking out new details and finding novelty
in the familiar, we stimulate the brain's reward system. The release
of  dopamine,  a  neurotransmitter  associated  with  pleasure  and
motivation, is triggered not just by new experiences, but by the
perception  of  novelty.  When  you  find  something  beautiful  or
interesting in your familiar environment, you are, in effect, creating
a "reward" for yourself. This process increases feelings of gratitude,
contentment, and wonder.

Studies  in  positive  psychology  have  shown  that  practices  like
gratitude  journaling—a  form of  transfiguration  where  you  actively
reflect  on  positive  aspects  of  your  day—significantly  boost
happiness and life satisfaction. Cognitive reframing, a core tool in
therapy, is structurally similar: it is a deliberate act of changing
your  perspective  on  a  situation  to  find  new  meaning,  even  in
hardship.  The  transfiguration  of  the  commonplace  is  a  proactive,
daily application of these powerful psychological principles. It is a
gradual  training  of  the  mind  to  find  meaning  and  beauty  as  a
default  setting,  rather  than  a  rare  exception.

How to Cultivate the Transfiguration Mindset

If this concept resonates with you, the good news is that it is a skill
that can be learned and strengthened. It is a muscle of attention
that gets stronger with use. Here are several practical, actionable
strategies to begin cultivating this transformative lens in your own
life.

Begin a Daily "Attention" Practice: Set aside 5 minutes a1.
day to look at one ordinary object with fresh eyes. It could be
a leaf, a coffee cup, or a spoon. Try to see it as if for the first
time. Describe its color, texture, shape, and light. Notice its
flaws and its history.
Embrace "The One New Thing" Rule: Each day, make a2.
conscious effort to notice one thing you have never seen
before on your regular commute or in your home. It could be
a crack in a wall that looks like a map, a bird you haven't
noticed, or a book on your shelf you've never read.
Create Small Rituals: Transfigure a routine act into a3.
ceremony. Before you eat, take a moment to appreciate the
colors and smells on your plate. Before you sleep, take a
deep breath and note one beautiful thing you saw or felt that
day.
Keep a "Commonplace Book" or Journal: This is an old4.
practice of keeping a collection of quotes, observations, and
ideas. It is a physical space to record your moments of
transfiguration—a striking image, a poignant conversation, a
beautiful line from a book. This act of recording deepens the
experience.
Adopt an Artist's Constraint: Challenge yourself. For a5.
week, try to take one photograph a day of something in your
home that you normally ignore. Or write a haiku about a
piece of trash. These constraints force you to look harder and
find the beauty


