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Translator's Introduction

AlI translation is only a somewhat provisional way of coming to
terms with the foreignness of languages.
-Walter Benjamin, "The Task of the Translator"
What is translation? On a platter
A poet's pale and glaring head,
A parrot's screech, a monkey's chatter,
And profanation of the dead.
-Vladimir Nabokov, "On Translating 'Eugene Onegin'"

Jacques Derrida, born in Algiers in 1930, teaches philosophy at the Ecole
Normale Superieure in Paris, His tremendous impact on contemporary
theoretical thought began in 1967 with the simultaneous publication of
three major philosophical works: iA Voix et Iephlnomene (an introduction to
the problem of the sign in Husserl's phenomenology; translated by David

Allison as Speech and Phenomena (Evanston: Northwestern University Press,

1 973) , L'icriture et la difference (a collection of essays on the problematics of

writing in literature, philosophy, psychoanalysis, and anthropology; trans
lated by Alan Bass as Writing and Difference (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1978) , and De la grammatologie (a sustained analysis of the repression
of writing in Western theories of language and culture and a methodologi
cal and theoretical outline of a new "science" of writing; translated by
Gayatri Chakravorry Spivak as OfGrammatology (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press , 1 974J).

Five years later, in 1972, came another tripartite Derridean biblioblitz:

Positions

Positions
Marges: de la philosophie (a

(a collection of interviews; translated by Alan Bass as

{Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 198 11),

collection of essays inion the "margins" of philosophy, linguistics, and
literature (translation in preparation, University of Chicago Press), and iA

Dissemination.
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Since 1972, Derrida's work has continued to proliferate and diversify.

Glas

(a giant montage of textual grafts and hardworking wordplays in

which Hegel and Genet are shuffled into each other from juxtaposed
columns of print) appeared in 1974, followed, among humerous articles
and short works, by a collection of critical essays on painting, La Vlrite en
peimure (1978), and, in 1980, by La Carte Postale: de Socrate a Freud et
au-dela, an intriguing collection of essays that treat the psychoanalytical
writings of Freud and Jacques Lacan, preceded by a pseudo-fictional,

pseudo-autobiographical epistolary preface that hinges on a postcard de
picting Plato dictating behind die back of a writing Socrates.

I. A Critique of Western Metaphysics

Best known in this country for having forged the term "deconstruction,"
Jacques Derrida follows Nietzsche and Heidegger in elaborating a critique
of "Western metaphysics," by which he means not only the Western
philosophical tradition but "everyday" thought and language as well.
Western thought, says Derrida, has always been structured in terms of
dichotomies or polarities: good vs. evil, being vs. nothingness, presence vs.
absence, truth vs. error, identity vs. difference, mind vs. matter, man vs.
woman, soul vs. body, life vs. death, nature vs. c�Iture,-speech v;. writing.
These polar opposites do not, however, stand as independent and equal
entities. The second term in each pair is considered the negative, corrupt,
undesirable version of the first, a fall away from it. Hence, absence is the
lack of presence, evil is the fall from good, error is a distortion of truth, etc.
In other words, the two terms are not simply opposed in their meanings,
but are arranged in a hierarchical order which gives the first term priority, in
both the temporal and the qualitative sense of the word. In general, what
these hierarchical oppositions do is to privilege unity, identity, immediacy,
and temporal and spatial presentness over distance, difference, dissimulation,
and deferment. In its search for the answer to the question of Being,
Western philosophy has indeed always determined Being as presence.
Derrida's critique of Western metaphysics focuses on its privileging of
the spoken word over the written word. The spoken word is given a higher
value because the speaker and listener are both present to the utterance
simultaneously. There is no temporal or spatial distance between speaker,
speech, and listener, since the speaker hears himself speak at the same
moment the listener does. This immediacy seems to guarantee the notion
that in the spoken word we know what we mean, mean what we say, say
what we mean, and know what we have said. Whether or not perfect
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understanding always occurs

in fact,

ix

this image of perfectly self-present

meaning is, according to Derrida, the underlying ideal of Western culture.
Derrida has termed this belief in the self-presentation of meaning "1ogo
centrism , " from the Greek word Logos (meaning speech, logic, reason, the
Word of God). Writing, on the other hand, is considered by the logocentric
system to be only a representation of speech, a secondary substitute designed
for use only when speaking is impossible. Writing is thus a second-rate
activity that tries to overcome distance by making use of it: the writer puts
his thought on paper, distancing it from himself, transforming it into
something that can be read by someone far away, even after the writer's
death. This inclusion of death, distance, and difference is thought to be a
corruption of the self-presence of meaning, to open meaning up to all forms
of adulteration which immediacy would have prevented.
In the course of his critique, Derrida does not simply reverse this value
system and say that writing is better than speech. Rather, he attempts to
show that the very possibility of opposing the two terms on the basis of
presence vs. absence or immediacy vs. representation is an illusion, since
speech is already structured by difference and distance as much as writing is.
The very fact that a word is divided into a phonic

signified,

signifier and

a mental

and that, as Saussure pointed out, language is a system of differ

ences rather than a collection of independently meaningful units, indicates
that language as such is already constituted by the very distances and
differences it seeks to overcome. To mean, in other words, is automatically

not to be. As soon as there is meaning, there is difference. Derrida's word for
this lag inherent in any signifying act is differance, from the French verb
diffirer, which means both "to differ" and "to defer. " What Derrida
attempts to demonstrate is that this differance inhabits the very core of what
appears to be immediate and present. Even in the seemingly nonlinguistic
areas of the structures of consciousness and the unconscious, Derrida
analyzes the underlying necessity that induces Freud to compare the psychic
apparatus to a structure of scriptural

differ-ana,

a "mystic writing-pad . "I

The illusion of the self-presence of meaning or of consciousness is thus
produced by the repression of the differential structures from which they
spri ng.
Derrida's project in his early writings is to elaborate a science of writing
called grammatology: a science that would study the effects of this

differance

which Western metaphysics has systematically repre�sed in its search for
I. See "Freud and che Scene of Writing,·· in Writing and Dif!ermce, crans. Alan Bass
(Chicago: Universicy of Chicago Press, 1978), pp. 196-23 1 .
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self-present Truth. But, as Derrida himself admits, the very notion of a
perfect! y adequate science or -logy belongs to the logocentric discourse which

�
II

the science of writing would try, precisely, to put in questio'l. Derrida thus
finds himself in the uncomfortable position of attempting to account for an
error by means of tools derived from that very error. For it is not possible to
show that the belief in truth is an error without implicitly believing in the
notion of Truth. By the same token, to show that the binary oppositions of
metaphysics are illusions is

also,

and perhaps most importantly, to show

that such illusions cannot simply in turn

be opposed without

repeating the

very same illusion. The task of undoing the history of logocentrism in order
to disinter

diffirance would thus

appear to be a doubly impossible one: on

the one hand, it can only be conducted by means of notions of revelation,
representation, and rectification, which are

the

logocentric notions par

excellence, and, on the other hand, it can only dig up something that is
really nothing-a difference, a gap, an interval, a trace. How, then, can
such a task be undertaken?

II. Supplementary Reading
Any attempt to disentangle the weave of

diffirance

from the logocentric

blanket can obviously not long remain on the level of abstraction and
generality of the preceding remarks. Derrida's writing, indeed, is always
explicitly inscribed in the margins of some preexisting text. Derrida is, first
and foremost, a

reader,

a reader who constantly reflects on and transforms

the very nature of the act of reading. It would therefore perhaps be helpful
to examine some of the specific reading strategies he has worked out. I begin
with a chapter from

Of Grammatology

entitled "That Dangerous Supple

ment," in which Derrida elaborates not only a particularly striking reading
of Rousseau's

Confessions

but also a concise reflection on his own meth

odology.
Derrida's starting point is the rhetoric of Rousseau's discussions of
writing, on the one hand, and masturbation, on the other. Both activities
are called

supplements

to natural intercourse, in the sense both of conversa

tion and of copulation. What Derrida finds in Rousseau's account is a
curious bifurcation within the values of writing and masturbation with
respect to the desire for presence.
Let us take writing first. On the one hand, Rousseau condemns writing
for being only a representation of direct speech and therefore: less desirable
because less immediate. Rousseau, in this context, privileges speech as the
more direct e�pression of the self. But on the other hand, in the actual
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experience of living speech, Rousseau finds that he expresses himself much
less successfully in person than he does in his writing. Because of his
shyness, he tends to blurt out things that represent him as the opposite of
what he thinks he is:
I would love society like others, if I were not sure of showing myself
not only at a disadvantage, but as completely different from what I am.
The part that I have taken of

writing and hiding myself is precisely the

one that suits me. If I were present, one would never know what I was
worth. 2
It is thus absence that assures the presentation of truth, and presence that
entails its distortion. Derrida's summation of this contradictory stance is as
follows:
Straining toward the reconstruction of presence, [Rousseau} valorizes
and disqualifies writing at the same time. .. . Rousseau condemns
writing as destruction of presence and as disease of speech. He rehabili
tates it to the extent that it promises the reappropriation of that of
which speech allowed itself to be dispossessed. But by what, if not
already a writing older than speech and already installed in that place?
(Pp. 14 1-42)
In other words, the loss of presence has always already begun. Speech itself
"r

springs out of an alienation or differance that has the very structure of
writing.
It would seem, though, that it is precisely through this assumption of
the necessity of absence that Rousseau ultimately succeeds in reappropriat
ing the lost presence. In sacrificing himself, he recuperates himself. This
notion that self-sacrifice is the road to self-redemption is a classical structure
in Western metaphysics. Yet it can be shown that this project of reappro
priation is inherently self-subverting because its very starting point is not
presence itse If but the desire for presence, that is, the

lack of presence.

It is

not possible to desire that with which one coincides. The starting point is
thus not a

point

but a differance:

Without the possibility of differance, the desire of presence as such
would not find its breathing-space. That means by the same token that

2.

0/ G,.ammalology (trans. Gayatri Chakravorry Spivak [Baltimore: Johns
1974]), p. 142. Page numbers in brackets folIowing references to
0/G,.ammatology refer to J. M. Cohen's translation of Rousseau's Con/essiOflJ (Penguin, 1954),
Quoted in

Hopkins University Press,

which I have sometimes substituted for the translation used by Spivak.

xii

TRANSLATOR ' S INTRODUCTION
this desire carries in itself the destiny of its nonsatisfaction. Differance
produces what it forbids, making possible the very thing that it makes

impossible. (P. 143)

The same paradoxical account of the desire for presence occurs in Rous
seau's discussions of sexuality. On the one hand, masturbation is con
demned as a means of "cheating Nature" and substituting a mere image
(absence) for the presence of a sexual partner. On the other hand:
.

This vice, which shame and timidity find so convenient, h;;s a particu
lar attraction for lively imaginations. It allows them to dispose, so to
speak, of the whole female sex at their will, and to make any beauty
who tempts them serve their pleasure without the need of first obtain
ing her consent. (P. 15 1 [109J)
It is thus the woman's absence that gives immediacy to her imaginary
possession, while to deal with the woman's presence would inevitably be to
confront differance. Masturbation is both a symbolic form of ideal union,

since in it the subject and object are truly one, and a radical alienation of the

self from any contact with an other. The union that would perfectly fulfill

desire would also perfectly exclude the space of its very possibility.
Just as speech was shown to be structured by the same differance as
writing, so, too, the desire to possess a "real" woman is grounded in
distance, both because the prohibition of incest requires that one's love
object always be a substitute for the original object, and because of the
fundamental structure of desire itself. Rousseau's autobiography offers

us

a

particularly striking example of the essential role of differance in desire.
Faced with the possibility of a quasi-incestuous relation with the woman he
called "Mama"-incest being the very model of the elimination of differ
ance-- Rousseau finds that his desire manifests itself in inverse proportion
to Mama's physical proximity: "I only felt the full strength of my attach
ment to her when she was out of my sight" (p. 152 [107J). Not only does
the enjoyment of presence appear to Rousseau to be impossible; it also could
be fatal: "lf I had ever in my life tasted the delights of love even once in their
plenitude," he writes, "I do not imagine that my frail existence would have
been sufficient for them. I would have been dead in the act" (p. 155).
Presence, then, is an ambiguous, even dangerous, ideal. Direct speech is
self-violation; perfect heteroerotic ism is death. Recourse to writing and
autoeroticism is necessary to recapture a presence whose lack has not been
preceded by any fullness. Yet these two compensatory activities are them
selves condemned as unnecessary, even dangerous, supplements.
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In French, the word

supplimmt

XIII

has two meanings: it means both "an

addition" and "a substitute." Rousseau uses this word to describe both
writing and masturbation. Thus, writing and masturbation may

add to

something that is already present, in which case they are superfluous, AND /OR

replace something that is not present, in which case they are
necessary. Superfluous and necessary, dangerous and redemptive, the supple

they may

ment moves through Rousseau's text according to a very strange logic.
What Derrida's reading of Rousseau sketches out is indeed nothing less
than a revolution in the very logic of meaning. The logic of the supplement
wrenches apart the neatness of the metaphysical binary oppositions. Instead
of "A is opposed to B" we have "B is both added to A and replaces A." A and

B are no longer opposed, nor are they equivalent. Indeed, they are no longer

even equivalent to themselves. They are their own differance from them

•

selves. "Writing," for example, no longer means simply "words on a page,"

but rather any differential trace structure, a structure that

also

inhabits

speech. "Writing" and "speech" can therefore no longer be simply
opposed, but neither have they become identical. Rather, the very notion of
their "identities" is put in question.
In addition to this supplementary logic in the text'ssignijied, the insepar
ability of the two senses of the

word "supplement" renders any affirmation

that contains it problematic. While Rousseau's explicit intentions are to
keep the two senses rigorously distinct-to know when he means "substi
tute" and when he means "addition"-the shadow presence of the other
meaning is always there to undermine the distinction. On the level both of
the signified and of the signifier, therefore, it is not possible to pin down the
dividing lines between eXCess and lack, compensation and corruption. The
doubleness of the word

supplement carries the text's signifying possibilities

beyond what could reasonably be attributed to Rousseau's conscious inten
tions. Derrida's reading shows how Rousseau's text functions

against

its

own explicit (metaphysical) assertions, not just by creating ambiguity, but
by inscribing a systematic "other message" behind or through what is being
said.

III. Deconstruction
Let us now examine more closely the strategies and assumptions involved in
this type of critical reading. It is clear that Derrida is not seeking the
"meaning" of Rousseau's text in any traditional sense. He neither adds the
text up into a final set of themes or affirmations nor looks for the reality of
Rousseau's life outside the text. Indeed, says Derrida, there is no outside of
the text:

'
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There is nothing outside 0/ the text [il n'y a pas de hors-texte} .

And that is

neither because Jean-Jacques' life, or the existence of Mama or Therese

themselves,

is not of prime interest to us, nor because we have access to

their so-called " real" existence only in the text and we have neither any
means of altering this, nor any right to neglect this limitation. All
reasons of this type would already be sufficient, to be sure, but there are
more radical reasons. What we have tried to show by following the.
guiding line of the "dangerous supplement," is that in what one calls
the real life of these existences "of flesh and bone," beyond and behind
what one believes can be circumscribed as Rousseau's text, there has
never been anything but writing; there have never been anything but
supplements, substitutive significations which could only come forth
in a chain of differential references, the "real" supervening, and being
added only while taking on meaning from a trace and from an invoca
tion of the supplement, etc. And thus to infinity, for we have read, in

the text,

that the absolute present, Nature, that which words like "real

mother" name, have always already escaped, have never existed; that
what opens meaning and language is writing as the disappearance of
natural presence. (Pp. 158-59; emphasis in original)
Far from being a simple warning again�t the biographical or referential
fallacy, it

n'y a pas de hors-texte

is a statement derived from Rousseau's

autobiography itself. For what Rousseau's text tells us is that our very

relation to "reality" already functions like a text. Rousseau's account of his
life is not only itself a text, but it is a text that speaks only about the
textuality of life. Rousseau's life does not become a text through his writing:
it always already

was

one. Nothing, indeed, can be said to be

not a

text.

Derrida's reading of Rousseau's autobiography thus proposes a "decon
struction" of its logocentric claims and metaphysical assumptions. Decon
struction is not a form of textual vandalism designed to prove that meaning
is impossible. In fact, the word "de-construction" is closely related not to
the word "destruction" but to the word "analysis," which etymologically
means "to undo"-a virtual synonym for "to de-construct." The decon
struction of a text does not proceed by random doubt or generalized
skepticism, but by the careful teasing out of warring forces of signification

within the text itself.

If anything is destroyed in a deconstructive reading, it is

not meaning but the claim to unequivocal domination of one mode of
signifying over another. This, of course, implies that a text signifies in more
than one way. and to varying degrees of explicitness. Sometimes the

discrepancy is produced, as here. by a double-edged word. which serves as a

hinge that both articulates and breaks open the explicit statement being
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made. Sometimes it is engendered when the figurative level of a statement
is at odds with the literal level. And sometimes it occurs when the so-called
starting point of an argument is based on presuppositions that render its
conclusions problematic or circular.
Derrida defines his reading strategy as follows:
The reading must always aim at a certain relationship, unperceived by
the writer, between what he commands and what he does not com
mand of the patterns of the language that he uses. This relationship is
not a certain quantitative distribution of shadow and light, of weak
ness or of force, but a signifying structure that the critical reading
should

produce.

(p. 158; emphasis in original)

In other words, the deconstructive reading does not point out the flaws or
weaknesses or stupidities of an author, but the necessity with which what he
does see is systematically related to what he does

not

see.

It can thus be seen that deconstruction is a form of what has long been
called a critique. A critique of any theoretical system is not an examination of
its flaws or imperfections. It is not a set of criticisms designed to make the
system better. It is an analysis that focuses on the grounds of that system's

possibility. The.C!:itique reads backwards from what seems natural, o P:. �_

vious, self-evident, or universal, in order to show that these things have
their history, their reasons for being the way they are, their effects on what
follows from them, and that the starting point is not a (natural) given but a
(cultural) construct, usually blind to itself. For example, Copernicus can be
said to have written a critique of the Ptolemeic conception of the universe.
But the idea that the earth goes around the sun is not an

improvement of the

idea that the sun goes around the earth. It is a shift in perspective which

literally makes the ground move. It is a deconstruction of the validity of the
commonsense perception of the obvious. In the same way, Marx's critique
of political economy is not an improvement in it but a demonstration that
the theory which starts with the commodity as the basic unit of economy is
blind to whatproduCeJ the commodity-namely, labor. Every theory starts
somewhere; every critique exposes what that starting point conceals, and
thereby displaces all the ideas that follow from it. The critique does not ask
"what does this statement

mean?" but "where is it being made from? What

does it presuppose? Are its presuppositions compatible with, independent

of, and anterior to the statement that seems to follow from them, or do they

already follow from it, contradict it, or stand in a relation of mutual
depe ndence such that neither can exist without positing that the other is
prior to it?"

'
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In its elaboration of a critique of the metaphysical forces that structure
and smother differance in every text, a deconstructive reading thus assumes:

1. That the rhetoric of an assertion is not necessarily compatible with its
explicit meaning.

2. That this incompatibility can be read as systematic and significant a.r

such.

3. That an inquiry that attempts to study an object by means of that very

object is open to certain analyzable aberrations (this pertains to virtually all
important investigations: the self analyzing itself, man studying man,
thought thinking about thought, language speaking about language, etc. ).

4. That certain levels of any rigorous text will engender a systematic
double mark of the insistent but invisible contradiction or differance (the
repression of ) which is necessary for and in the text's very elaboration.

(
\

But if the traditional logic of meaning as an unequivocal structure of
mastery is Western metaphysics, the deconstruction of metaphysics cannot
simply combat logocentric meaning by opposing some other meaning to it.
Differance is not a "concept" or "idea" that is "truer" than presence. It can
only be a process of textual

work,

a strategy of

writing.

IV. Derrida's Styles
Early in "The Double Session," in the course of a discussion of the possible
Hegelian or Platonic overtones of the word "Idea" in Mallarme's writing,
we read the following warning:
But a reading here should no longer be carried out as a simple table of
concepts or words, as a static or statistical sort of punctuation. One
must reconstitute a chain in motion, the effects of a network and the
play of a syntax. (P. 194)
This warning applies equally well to Derrida's own writing, in which it is
all too tempting to focus on certain "key" terms and to compile them into a
static lexicon:

supplimmt , differance, pharmakon, hymen,

etc. Because Der

rida's text is constructed as a moving chain or network, it constantly

_

frustrates the desire to "get to the point" (see the remarks on the dancer's
"points"in "The Double Session"). In accordance with its deconstruction of
summary meaning, Derrida's writing mimes the

mowment of desire rathe!"

than its fulfillment, refusing to stop and totalize itself, or doing so only by
feint. Some of the mechanisms of this signifying frustration include:

1.

Syntax.

Derrida's grammar is often "unspeakable"-i. e. , it conforms

co the laws of writing but not necessarily to the cadences of speech.
Ambiguity is rampant. Parentheses go on for pages. A sentence beginning

'
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on p. 3 19 does not end until p. 323, having embraced two pages of Un Coup

de dis and

a long quotation from Robert Greer Cohn. Punctuation arrests

without necessarily clarifying.

2.

Allusions.

The pluralization of writing's references and voices often

entails the mobilization of unnamed sources and addressees. All references
to castration, lack, talking truth, and letters not reaching their destination,
for example, are part of Derrida's ongoing critique of the writings of
Jacques Lacan.

3.

Fading in and out.

The beginnings and endings of these essays are

often the most mystifying parts. Sometimes, as in the description of Plato

working after hours in his pharmacy, they are also cryptically literary,
almost lyrical. It is as though the borderlines of the text had to be made to
bear the mark of the silence-and the pathos--that lie beyond its fringes, as
if the text had first and last to more actively disconnect itself from the logos
toward which it still aspires.

4.

Multiple coherences.

The unit of coherence here is not necessarily the

sentence, the word, the paragraph, or even the essay. Different threads of

Dissemination

are woven together through the bindings of grammar (the

future perfect), "theme" (stones, columns, folds, caves, beds, textiles,

(or, d, I), anagrammatica1 plays (graft/graph, semen!
litllire), etc.
5. Nonbinary logic. In its deconstruction of the either/or logic of noncon

seeds, etc.), letters
semantics,

tradiction that underlies Western metaphysics, Derrida's writing attempts
to elaborate an "other" logic. As he puts it in

Positions:

within the text of the
within the so-called literary text . . .
that by analogy ... I have called undecidables, that

It has been necessary to analyze, to set to work,
history of philosophy, as well as
certain marks . . .

is, unities of simulacrum, "false" verbal properties (nominal or semantic) that can no longer be included within philosophical (binary)
opposition, resisting and disorganizing it,

without ever constituting

a

third term, without ever leaving room for a solution in the form of
speculative dialectics (the

pharmakon

is neither remedy nor poison,

neither good nor evil, neither the inside nor the outside, neither speech
nor writing; the

supplement

is neither a plus nor a minus, neither an

outside nor the complement of an inside, neither accident nor essence,
etc. ;
nor difference, neither consummation nor virginity, neither the veil
nor the unveiling, neither the inside nor the outside, etC. .. '.
Neither/nor, that is,

simultaneously

either/or. . .

)

. l

3. Positions, crans. Alan Bass (Chicago: Universicy ofChicago Press, 1981), pp. 42�3.

J.
::?
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Because Derrida's writing functions according to this type of "other" logic,
it is not surprising that it does not entirely conform to traditional binary
notions of "clarity. "

V. Translation
To translate an author so excruciatingly aware of the minutest linguistic
differance is an exercise in violent approximation. On the one hand, one
must try to find an English equivalent not only for what Derrida says but
also for the way in which his text

differs from its own statements and from

standard French usage. But on the other hand, these microstructural
differances cannot be privileged at the expense of the text's power to

intertJe1le

in the history of philosophy and criticism. Nonetheless, since

Derrida's most striking intervention is precisely his way of reworking
writing, I have generally tried to align my English with Derrida's dissemi
native infidelity to French rather than reduce his French to the statement of
- a thought aboul dissemination. Hence, every weapon available--from Latin
to neologisms to American slang-has been mobilized to keep the jug
gling-puns in the air. The normal English equivalent of

n'a1)()ir rim a 1)()ir

avec, for instance, is "to have nothing to do with." But since the literal
meaning of the expression is "to have nothing to

see

with," Derrida

sometimes uses it in the context of a discussion of "seeing. " It was therefore
necessary to resort to the colloquial use of "a damn sight" (meaning "a bit")
and to translate

L'lcrilure . . . n' a rim a y voir. Bile a piulol a (s')y aveugler as

"Writing . . . hasn't a damn sight to do with it. It has rather a blindness to
do with it" (p. 135). Or again

mldusie par ses propres signes

literally means

"mesmerized by its own signs," but the word mldusie, referring as it does to
the Medusa, also implies "being turned to stone. " Hence, the (doubtless
related) contemporary sense of "getting stoned" has been called upon in
rendering

mldusie par ses propres signes as "letting itself get stoned by its own

signs" (p. 105). Or yet again, the expression/rayeravec means "to associate
with," but/rayer alone means "to blaze a trail. " Hence un lexle

il faul frayer

.

.

.

avec lequel

becomes "a text one must make tracks with" (p. 270).

Syntax has been the greatest stumbling block. The "in fact" included in
"nothing was any more, in fact, real" (p. 43), for example, has as its sole
function the creation of ambiguity in the "any more" (which becomes both

Mimique, the comma after qui Ie
IiI serves to problematize the antecedent of qui. Hence, Ie role, qui Ie /il, loul
de suile comprend can mean either "the role, whoever reads it instantly
quantitative and temporal). In Mallarme's

understands" or "the role, which reads him, instantly includes." I have
attempted to render the ambiguity by translating this as "the role, the one
that reads, wilf instantly comprehend. "
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Some justification may be in order regarding my rendering of the title of
·
the opening essay of the book ("Hors livre, prefaces") as "Outwork, Hors
d'reuvre, Extratext, Foreplay, Bookend , Facing, Prefacing" (see p. 1).
Since no perfect equivalent presented itself, and since that essay, in its
complex way of questioning the relations between "prefaces" and "books, "
i s particularly difficult to follow, i t seemed to m e useful to conjugate out
some of the ramifications of this "title" and to open Dissemination with a
kind of miniaturized version of its strange textual logic.
Many of the word plays, alas, have been lost. While fils (threads) is
typographically identical tofils (sons), "threads" does not sound anything
like "sons" (the closest I could get was "filial filaments" (p. 841). Yet it has
been interesting to discover that, while many of these word plays were
disappearing, others, j ust as pervasive, through a strange sort of sympa
thetic ink, kept appearing. One might almost bel ieve, for instance, that,
with its recurring emphasis on weaving and seeding,

Dissemination had been

waiting all along for the English homonymy between "sow" and "sew" to
surface.
There is one passage in the book that I have been sorely tempted not to
tackle: it is a letter written by Philippe Sollers to Derrida between the two
halves of the "Double Session. " The letter plays on Mallarme's

Mimique,

whose text it transforms by twisting its graphic and phonic signifiers in
such a way as to reveal surprising associations and unexpected intersections
with the text of "The Double Session" into which it is inserted . To translate
Sollers' letter, one must find an equivalent not for its words but for its

relation to Mallarme's Mimique.

Hence, the translation is a fourfold process

of transformation: the English version of the letter must relate to the
English version of Mimique as the French version of the letter relates to the
French version of Mimique, but at the same time the transformations wrought
by the English version of the letter must produce results analogous to those
produced in the French. "Meaning" here thus functions not as a primary
focus but as a

constraint

on the translation of textual differance.

This fourfold system of relations is, indeed, paradigmatic of the difficul
ties involved in translating the whole of Dissemination. Just as Sollers' letter
reproduces and �eworks Mallarme's Mimique, so Derrida's writing both
employs and subverts the standard usage of French. In both cases, it is the
transformational work rather than the "ideas" that must be rendered in
translation. In addition, the word "translate" figures prominently within
Mallarme's text, just as the problematics of translation pervade all of
Derrida's writings. I therefore here offer the following parallel texts in lieu
of a theory of translation (see pp. xx-xxiii).
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Mimique

I.e silence, seul luxe apres les rimes, un orchestre ne faisant avec son or, ses fr6lements de
pens� et de soir, qu'en detailler la signification a regal d'une ode tue et que c'est au poete,
suscite par un defi, de traduire! Ie silence aux apres-midi de musique; je Ie trouve, avec
contentement, aussi, devant la reapparition toujours inedite de Pierrot ou du poignant ec
elegant mime Paul Matgueritte,
Ainsi ce PIERROT ASSASSIN DE SA FEMME compose ec redige par lui-meme, soliloque muet
que, tout du long a son arne tient et du visage et des gestes le fancome blanc comme une page
pas encore «rite. Un toutbillon de raisons naives ou neuves emane, qu'i1 plairait de saisir
avec surete: I 'esthetique du genre situe plus pres de principes qu'aucun! rien en cette region
du caprice ne contrariant I 'instinct simplificateur direct. .
I'id�, pas une action effective, dans un hymen (d'ou procede Ie R�e), vicieux mais sacre,
entre Ie desir et I'accomplissemenc, la perpetration et son souvenir: ici devan�ant, la
rememorant, au futur, au passe, SOlIS line apparrncefallSse tkprisml. Tel opere Ie Mime, dont Ie
jeu se borne a une allusion perpetuelle sans briser la glace: iI insta1le, ainsi, un milieu, pur,
de fiction." Moins qu'un miIlier de lignes, Ie role, qui Ie lit, tout de suite comprend les regles
comme place devant un treteau, leur depositaire humble. Surprise, accompagnant I'attifice
d'une notation de sentiments par phrases point proferees--que, dans Ie seul cas, peuc-etre,
avec authenticite, entre les feuilIecs et Ie regard regne un silence encore, condition ec delice
de la lecture.
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Lettre de Sollers
"Ie 12 (minuit).
MIMIQUE, ou plutot mi + mi + que, c·est-a-dire deuxfois les moiti&plus l'indication ou
l"intimation subjonctive de la subordination mim�; mi-mais? mais-qui? mimi 11 que(ue)?
queue de meme?

I.e si lance et de/ie Ie texte en exces comme ce qui succede---dans I'apres mi-dit--a la
repetition du rire en echo mime (rime) I'arriv� dOor etant tout dOabord musique (or-chestre)
et cela fait (si + or)
soi,. au milieu des roles et du lustre qui ment-silence meunrier,
=

silence rue-(synodiqm: temps qui s·ecoule entre deux nouvelles lunes consecutives)---pas tant quoit ne
soient freines-UTIDES (i1 y en a des qui sont dans Ie Iii) (scene primitive) (coup de d&}
queue deliant I'idee-

la scene ne rend pas iIIustre, sous Ie lustre, que lit Ie d& (ir}Ie vice est plus pres des cieux que Ie reve, sac�a c� en cedant au reve--en sOaidant au
reve--pas de cadeau non plus (present) apparent-Ie fanrasme blanc-procedant, procteantplissement du con, petration du pere
(0 pere)
per/pro
foutre futur passe glace opera
mimere--

LOI mene-I.e MIME (neutre) est un demi-moi opere, in/ini borne dans son unique stalle pur de toute
/inion, un demi-lieu et un demi-dieuretour des regles-mime/milieu
moinslmiIlier
(qu·y Ie lit/qui Ie I'y) (lie)
rres tor en depor : s·y taire
=

Iignes : phrases-points, que/con, sur-prise lieeau temps cite, luxe du silence ferre : lin si lana m qll'or---condiction d°helice au regard
(
feuillere : d& Iisses--"
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Mimique
Silence, sole luxury after rhymes, an orchestra only marking with its gold, its brushes
with thought and dusk, the detail of its signification on a par with a stilled ode and which it
is up to the poet, roused by a dare, to translate! the silence of an afternoon of music; I find it,
with contentment, also, before the ever original reappearance of Pierrot or of the poignant
and elegant mime Paul Marguerritte.
Such is this PIERROT MUaOERER OF HIS WIFE composed and set down by himself, a mute
soliloquy that the phantom, white as a yet unwritten page, holds in both face and gesture at
full length to his soul. A whirlwind of naive or new reasons emanates, which it would be
pleasing to seize upon with security; the aesthetics of the genre situated closer to principles
than any!(no)thing in this region of caprice foiling the direct simplifying instinct . . .
This--'"The scene illustrates but the idea, not any actual action, in a hymen (out of which
flows Dream), tainted with vice yet sacred, between desire and fulfillment, perpetration and
remembrance: here anticipating, there recalling, in the future, in the past, IInder Iht false
appearana of a /MImI. That is how the Mime operates, whose act is confined to a perpetual
allusion without breaking the ice or the mirror: he thus sets up a medium, a pure medium, of
fiction. '" Less than a thousand lines, the role, the one that reads, will insrantly comprehend
the rules as if placed before the stage-boards, their humble depository. Surprise, accompany
ing the artifice of a notation of sentiments by unproffered sentences--that, in the sole case,
perhaps, with authenticity, between the sheets and the eye there reigns a silence still, the
condition and delight of reading.
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Sollers' Letter
"the 12 (midnight)

MIMIQUE, or rather me + meek, that is, mimed self-efTacement; mimicry-me, me cry?

crime, me? my mere key? mama's queue?

The sigh lends and dares the text in excess as that which follows-in the after-no one-the
repetition of l'after in a mimed (rhymed) echo, the coming of the golden ore being at first
music (or-chestra), the son or us, and then, amid the roles, the soul luxury ofthe lying lustre,

the sigh node, the sign ode, the synodical stillness, the killed ode-

(synodical: the interval between two successive conjunctions of a planet or the moon with the
sun}-not successive in conjunction with the son-

There are eyes between the sheers, eye-dice, 1.0. 's, i-deas, "I" dies, the eyes dive between
the sheets (primal scene) (throw of (d)ice)

de-tail on a par(ent)
the poignant poll, the elegant pall
the scene makes illustrious, beneath the lustre, only the well red sheets of d's(ire)
(v)ice in the tain, out of the dream Boe no gift (ap)parendy (present) either-the phantasm
whyBowing, foiling
the fillment of the full
father and father in
remembranes
the me( 1)you of fuction
The high men
The 1 menses
the I's orla thou's and
lesson a thousand lies, the one that reads
come, pretend the rules
be for the bored, their hymn bled Poe's Story
sure prize? oh, then tent ciry
between the she and the I, the diction and the light of reading . "

XXIV

'
T R A N S LATOR S IN TRODUCTION

VI. Dissemination
In Dissemination, then, Jacques Derrida undertakes a finely (dis)articulated
meditation on the problematics of presentation and representation in the
history of Western philosophy and literature. The "pre-texts" for this
inquiry are Plato's Phaedrus (in "Plato's Pharmacy"), Mallarme's Mimique
(in "The Double Session"), Philippe Sollers' Nombres (in "Dissemination"),
and an encyclopedic array of prefaces and pseudonyms (in "Outwork").
These, of course, are only the most prominent figures in a text that combs
the history of reading as well as that of writing for the threads with which to
weave its signifying warp.
In the following remarks, I shall attempt to offer not a summary of the
major themes and theses of Dissemination but rather a kind of roadmap that
will detail some of its prominent routes and detours.

A . Plato's Pharmacy, or the Doctoring of Philosophy
"Plato's Pharmacy" takes off from the Phaedrus, a Platonic dialogue in
which the function and value of writing are explicitly discussed. Socrates is
taking a stroll with the handsome young Phaedrus, who holds, hidden
under his cloak, the text of a speech by the sophist Lysias in which it is
demonstrated that One should yield rather to a nonlover than to a lover. In
the course of the dialogue, Socrates listens to Phaedrus read Lysias' speech
and then utters two speeches of his own. This exchange of discourses on love
is followed by a discussion of speech, rhetoric, writing, seed sowing, and
play, in the course of which Socrates recounts the myth of Theuth, the
inventor of writing.
Socrates' condemnation of writing and his panegyric to direct speech as
the proper vehicle for dialectics and Truth have for centuries been taken
almost exclusively at face value. "Platonism" can indeed be seen as another
name for the history of strongly stressed metaphysical binarity. What
Derrida does in his reading of Plato is to unfold those dimensions of Plato's
text that work against the grain of (Plato's own) Platonism. Although
Derrida does not make his procedures explicit, he can be seen to intervene
along the following routes:
1 . Translation. It can be said that everything in Derrida's discussion of
the PhaedrllS hinges on the translation of a single word: the word pharmakon,
which in Greek can mean both "remedy" and "poison." In referring to
writing as a pharmakon, Plato is thus not making a simple value judgment.
Yet translators, by choosing to render the word sometimes by "remedy"
and sometimes by "poison," have consistently decided what in Plato remains
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undecidable, and thus influenced the course of the entire history of "Platon
ism," When one recalls the means of Socrates' death, one begins to see juSt
how crucial the undecidability between poison and remedy might be. But
the notion of translation at work here cannot be confined to the exactitude
or inexactitude of the rendering of a single "word. " By focusing on the
translation of pharmakon, Derrida strikes at the heart of philosophy itself:
We hope to display in the most striking manner the regular,
ordered polysemy that has, through skewing, indetermination, or
overdetermination, but without mistranslation, permitted the render
ing of the same word by "remedy," "recipe," "poison," "drug,"
"philter," etc. It will also be seen to what extent the malleable unity of
this concept, or rather its rules and the strange logic that links it with
its signifier, has been dispersed, masked, obliterated, and rendered
almost unreadable not only by the imprudence or empiricism of the
translators, but first and foremost by the redoubtable, irreducible
difficulty of translation. It is a difficulty inherent in its very principle,
situated less in the passage from one language to another, from one
philosophical language to another, than already, as we shall see, in the
tradition between Greek and Greek; a violent difficulty in the transfer
ence of a non-philosopheme into a philosopheme. With this problem
of translation we will thus be dealing with nothing less than the
problem of the very passage into philosophy (Pp. 71-72).
Plato's "original" text is thus itself already the battlefield of an impossible
process of translation.
2. Anagrammatical textllre. Derived from Saussure's discovery of the
anagrammatical dispersal of certain proper names in Latin poetry, this
expression designates the systematic insistence of the word pharmakon and
its relatives in Plato's text. Beginning with the passing mention of a
mythical figure named "Pharmacia," and continuing through the word
"pharmakeus" (sorcerer, magician), Derrida also notes the absence of the
word "pharmakos," which means "scapegoat." In this way, a signifying
chain belonging neither entirely to Plato's text nor entirely to the Greek
language enables Derrida to reflect on the very relation between individual
discourse and language itself.
3. Lateral association. By following all the senses of the word pharmakon,
Derrida brings into play many other contexts in which the word is used by
Plato, thus folding Onto the problematics of writing such "other" domains
as medicine, painting, politics, farming, law, sexuality, festivity, and
family relations.
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4. Myth. In amassing a detailed account of other Western myths of
writing, Derrida shows the overdetermination of certain structures in the
supposedly "original" Platonic myth of Theuth.
5. Writing: literal andfigurative. Paradoxically enough, Plato resorts to
the notion of "writing in the soul" in order to name the other of writing, the
self-present Truth that speech-not writing-is designed to convey. This
return of writing precisely as what rr!tUrnJ throws the explicit opposition
between speech and writing-and between literal and figurative-askew.
6. Family scenes. The insistence of a paternal and parricidal vocabulary
leads Derrida to reflect both on the relations between paternity and lan
guage and on the ambiguities entailed by the fact that Plato, a son figure, is
writing, from out of the death of Socrates, of Socrates' condemnation of
writing as parricide.

B. The Double Session, or Ma//armi's Miming of Mimesis
Now shall we make use of this

example to

throw light on our

question as to the true nature of this artist who representS things?

We have here three sorts of bed: one which exists in the nature of

things and which, I imagine, we could only describe as a prodUCt of

divine workmanship; another made by the carpenter; and a third by
the painter . . . .

We must not be surprised, then, if even an actual bed is a

somewhat shadowy thing as compared with reality . . ..

Like ourselves, I replied; for in the first place prisoners so confined
would have seen nothing of themselves or of one another, except the

shadows thrown by the fire-light on the wall of the Cave facing
them, would they? . .. And suppose their prison had an echo from
the wall facing them? . . .

Suppose one of them set free and forced suddenly to stand up,
tum his head, and walk with eyes lifted to the light . . . . They would
laugh at him and say that he had gone up only to come back with his
sight ruined; it was worth no-one's while even to attempt the ascent.
If they could lay hands on the man who was ttying to set them free
and lead them up, they would kill him.
-Plato,

The Rtpllb/ic, XXXV, XXV

Yes, Literature exists and, if you will, alone, excepting evetything.
We know, captives of an absolute formula that, ofcourse, there is
nothing but what is. However, incontinent(ly) to put aside, under a
pretext, the lure, would point up our i nconsequence, denying the
pleasure that we wish to take: for that beyond is its agent, and its
motor might 1 say were 1 not loath to operate, in public, the impious

dismantling of (the) fiction and conseq uently of the literacy mechan-
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ism, so as to display the principal part or nothing. But, I venerate
how, by some RimRam, we project, toward a height both forbidden
and thunderous! the conscious lacks in us (00 what, above, bursts
out.
What is that for
For play.
-Mallarme ,

La MIIJiqllt tI les Lellro

In "The Double Session," Derrida executes a kind of "pas de deux"-both a
dance of duplicity and an erasure of binarity-with the history of a certain
interpretation of mimeJis. The classical understanding of mimesis, derived
in part from Plato's examples of the Bed and the Cave (which Derrida here
calls the Antre), is fundamentally ontological: it involves either the self
presentation of a being-present or a relation of adequation between an
imitator and an imitated. Alongside the mimetic hierarchies of Plato,
Derrida has placed a short text by Stephane Mallarme, Mimique, in which,
according to Derrida's reading, what is imitated is not a referent or a reality
but rather the very scheme of mimesis itself.
Simultaneously revealed and concealed behind a vast panoply of erudi
tion, allusion, and wordplay, the following operations can be discerned in
Derrida's text:
1. Sh01'tsheeting Plato's bed. Into Plato's catalogue of variously made
beds, Derrida inserts Mallarme's short account of a Pierrot miming the
murder of his wife. Writ(h)ing upon the conjugal sheets, the Mime plays
both man and woman, pleasure and death, "in a hymen (out of which Bows
Dream), tainted with vice yet sacred, between desire and fulfillment,
perpetration and remembrance: here anticipating, there recalling, in the
future, in the past, under the false appearance of a present. " Through the
syntactical ambiguities of Mimique and the double meaning of the word
"hymen" (both "membrane" and, archaically, "marriage") Derrida man
ages to show that the mime's "operation" is a "perpetual allusion" to
himself on the point of alluding, in which the differance between the
imitator and the imitated is at once preserved and erased. The fact that the
French word for bed, lit, can also mean "reads" is pivotal to this analysis, in
which what Mallarme calls the "desperate practice" of reading is so deeply
e mbedded. "Reading," indeed, is the last word of Mimique.
2. Spelunking in the Antre. Plato's second mimetic paradigm, the cave,
finds itself translated, through the homonymy between ANTRE ("cave") and
ENTRE ("between"), into various figures of penetration and articulation.
The most important of these is the "hymen, " which, in signifying both
membrane and marriage, designates both the virginal intactness of the

xxviii

'
TRANSLATOR S INTRODUCTION

distinction between the inside and the outside and the erasing of that
distinction through the commingling of self and other. Yet that alluringly
foregrounded hymen-like the rest of the Derridean "lexicon" of double
edged words--is not indispensable:
What countS here is not the lexical richness, the semantic infiniteness
of a word or concept, its depth or breadth, the sedimentation that has
produced inside it two contradictory layers of signification (continuity
and discontinuity, inside and outside, identity and difference, etc.).
What countS here is the formal or syntactical praxis that composes and
decomposes it. We have indeed been making believe that everything
could be traced to the word hymen. But the irreplaceable character of
this signifier, which everything seemed to grant it, was laid out like a
trap. . . . It produces its effect first and foremost through the syntax,
which disposes the "entre" in such a way that the suspense is due only to
the placement and not to the content of the words. . . . It is the
"between," whether it names fusion or separation, that thus carries all
the force of the operation. The hymen must be determined through the
entre and not the other way around . . . . What holds for "hymen" also
holds, mutatis mutandis, for all other signs which, like pharmakon,
supplement, differance, and others, have a double, contradictory,
undecidable value that always derives from their syntax. . . .(pp.
220-21)

."
"

The passage from Plato's antre to Mallarme's entre is thus a passage from
ontological semantics to undecidable syntax, from the play of light and
shadow to the play of articulation.
3. A Practice of spacing. One of the first things one notices about "The
Double Session" is its provocative use of typographic spacing. From the
insertion of Mimiqlle into an L-shaped quotation from Plato to the quota
tions in boxes, the passages from Un COIIP tk dis and Le Livre, the reproduc
tion of Mallarme's handwriting, and the pages bottom-heavy with foot
notes, it is clear that an effort is being made to call the reader's attention to
the syntactical function of spacing in the act of reading. Through such
supplementary syntactical effects, Derrida duplicates and analyzes the ways
in which Mallarme's texts mime their own articulation, include their Own
blank spaces among their referents, and deploy themselves consistently
with one textual fold tOO many or too few to be accounted for by a reading
that would seek only the text's "message" or "meaning. " By thus making
explicit the role of the materiality of space within the act of understanding,
Mallarme--and Derrida--demonstrate the untenability of the logocentric

j
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distinction between the sensible and the intelligible, between ideality and
materiality.
4. A critique ofthe dialectics ofreading. The history of Mallarme criticism
prior to Derrida can be grouped into two general moments: the Hegelian!
Platonic and the thematic/formalist. Derrida's reading of Mimique enables
him to work out a far-reaching critique of both momentS. By skewing the
form/content division, tracing the proliferation of plays of the signifier,
problematizing mimesis, and putting the text's materiality to work as an
excess of syntax over semantics, Derrida puts in question the classical
mentalist, expressionist presuppositions and procedures of the act of read
ing itself.

C. Dissemination,

or

the Recounting of Numbers

The ostensible subject of the essay entitled "Dissemination" is a novel by
Philippe Sollers entitled Numbers. The novel presents itself as a series of 100
passages numbered from 1 . to 4. 100, in which the number preceding the
decimal point varies cyclically from 1 to 4 and the number following the
decimal point goes numerically from 5 to 100 after the first group of 1--4.
The text of the novel is explicitly heterogeneous and discontinuous: quota
tions, parentheses, dashes, cutS, figures, and Chinese characters are only the
most visible manifestations of continual textual upheaval. On the jacket of
Numbers, Sollers presents the book in the following terms:
How can the contradiction between discourse and (hi)story be lifted?
unless it be through an exit out of the representational scene that
maintains their opposition? through a text whose orderly permuta
tions open not upon some spoken expression, but upon the constantly
active historical real?
Between the imperfect (sequences 1/2/3) and the present (sequence
4), which make up the square matrix that engenders the narrative and
its reflection , is inscribed the textual work that destroys any spectacu
lar or imaginary "truth." That destruction affectS not only the
hypothetical "subject" of the story-his/her body, sentences, and
dreams--but also the Story itself, which is overturned and gradually
immersed in texts of various cultures. Writing thus begins to function
"outside, " to burn in a self-constructing, self-effacing, self-extending
space according to the infinity of its production. Such a theater, having
neither stage nor house, where words have become the actors and
spectators of a new community of play, should also enable us to
capture, across its intersecting surfaces, our own "time": the advent of

,
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a dialogue between West and East, the question of the passage from
alienated writing to a writing of the trace, through war, sex, and the
mute, hidden work of transformation.
The novel printed here is not a printed novel. It refers to the mythical
milieu that is now washing over you, slipping into you, out of you,
everywhere, forever, as of tomorrow. It attempts to winnow out the
movement of the depths, the depths that follow upon books, the
depths of the thought of masses, capable of shaking the very founda
tions of the old mentalist, expressionist world, whose end, {E)ne takes
the risk of reading, is at hand. (My translation)
Among other challenges is "Dissemination" 's generalized citationality,
which is particularly difficult to render in a translation. In keeping with the
pattern set by the essay in French, "Dissemination" appears without
footnotes. Quotations from Nllmbers are printed both in quotation marks
and in italics. Quotations from other works by Sollers--The Park, Drama,
Logics-are generally identified as such in the body of the text. Other
authors cited but not always identified include such diverse figures as
Claudel, Lautreamont, Robert Greer Cohn, Montaigne, Freud, Heidegger,
Sophocles, Artaud, Hegel, and Marx. 4 Mallarme is a constant presence, but
his texts--often modified before insertion--do not always appear in quota
tion marks. To take JUSt one example: in the opening pages, a discussion of
the word "therefore" is preceded by a modified quotation from Mallarme's
Igitllr ( = "therefore" in Latin), which reads: "The tale is thereby addressed
to the reader's body, which is put by things on stage, itself. " The original
quotation reads: "Ce conte s'adresse a l'Intelligence du lecteur qui met les
choses en scene, elle-meme" {"This tale is addressed to the reader's Intelli
gence, which Pllts things on stage, itself. "}. In changing "Intelligence" to
"body," in making the reader into an object of the activity of things, and in
leaving the word "elle-meme" {"itself"} without a clear antecedent ("body"
is masculine), Derrida gives us a clue to the type of transformation entailed
by "Dissemination. "
The multiplication of sources and the disappearance of proper names is a
literal enactment of Mallarme's insight into the "elocutionary disappear4. I have quoted from the following English translations of textS "cited": Philippe
Sollers, The Park (trans. A. M. Sheridan Smith [New York: Red Dust, 1969»; Martin
Heidegger, The QlleJtion of Being (trans. W. Kluback and J. T. Wilde [New York: Twayne
Publishers, 1958) and Poelry, Langllage, Thollght (trans. Albert Hofstadter [New York:
Harper & Row, 197 1»; Lautreamont, MaltUiror and Poenu (trans. Paul Knight [Penguin,
1978) ; Karl Marx, Capital (trans. Samuel Moore and Edward Aveling [New York:
International publishers, 1967) ; Sophocles, OediplIJ the King (trans. David Grene) and
OediPIIJ al C% nllJ (trans. Robert Fitzgerald) in Greek TragedieJ, vols 1 and 3 (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1960).
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ance of the author, who leaves the initiative to words. " Yet the proper name
does not remain entirely effaced in "Dissemination." It returns through the
mouth of the other, as a textual effect. "Dissemination" cleverly enacts the
nam e' s return in the following passage:

Numbers thus has no proper, unified, present origin; no one, outside
the mask or simulacrum of some very clever pseudonym, is entitled to
the property rights or author's royalties . . . Authority and property
still remain, though, as pretentions of the attending discourse and as
dead surface effects. (Even though, if two specific emblems are taken
into account, while the proper name of the author is disappearing in a
constant equivocal motion of death and safe-keeping or salvation, the
name is only in fact in hiding: it conceals itself behind the screen,
behind "the multiplication ofscreens as emblems ofthis new n!ign" ( 1.25), or
finds refuge, without ceasing to shine, a gem without air at the bottom
of the book, the clasp, or the jewel-case, thanks' to "that writing that

comprises a tangle ofserpents, plumes, and the emblem ofthe eagle, which refers
to the tensedforce ofthe sun-tz preciOIlS stone-a stone that mllSt be reached if
one wishes to go on behind the sun" (2. 34), behind death. A proper name,
then, as it was once penciled at the theater, "always ready to regain
control. An intact jewel (ioyau) beneath the disaster. " All you will
have had to do, once this stone has been thrown out, is to go a bit
further, behind the citing of the solar star [I'astn! solain!)
(sun = death = mirror) in order to glimpse a poisoned ring. Then an
antidote and then the key. Which are all the same.) (pp. 328-29)
The reader has probably divined behind the proliferation of solar imagery
the pseudonym Sollers. But he has probably not seen in the "intact jewel"
from Mallarme a second name ready to regain control. Philippe Sollers'
"real" name is Joyaux.
Both Numbers and "Dissemination" are attempts to enact rather than
Simply state the theoretical upheavals produced in the course of a radical
reevaluation of the nature and function of writing undertaken by Derrida,
Sollers, Roland Barthes, Julia Kristeva and other contributors to the
journal Tel Quel in the late 1960s. Ideological and political as well as literary
and critical, the Tel Quel program attempted to push to their utmost limits
the theoretical revolutions wrought by Marx, Freud, Nietzsche, Mallarme,
LeVi-Strauss, Saussure, and Heidegger.
It is not surprising, therefore, to find that "Dissemination" operates at
t he ve ry limits of intelligibility. Crucial metaphysical guideposts such as
t he notions of "first," "last," "here, " "now," "I," "you," "unique," "re
pe ated," "author," "reader," "matter," "mind, " "beginning," "end," etc.

xxxii
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are fragmented, fictionalized, put in quotation marks. New linguistic and
numerical logics are employed with baffling virtuosity. Through the pun
linking
"Est" ["East") and "est" ["is"), for instance, "Dissemination"
l
� inscribes the West's orientation toward Being as a relation to the Est it both
desires and shuns. And through its insistence upon squares, crossroads, and
. other four-sided figures, "Dissemination" attempts to work a violent but
imperceptible displacement of the "triangular"-Dialectical, Trinitarian,
Oedipal-foundations of Western thought. This passage from three to four
may perhaps be seen as a warning to those who, having understood the
necessity for a deconstruction of metaphysical binarity, might be tempted
to view the number "three" as a guarantee of liberation from the blindness
of logocentrism.

D. OUTWORK,

or

Disseminating Prefacing

This book begins with a denial both of the book and of the beginning. The
opening sentence, "This (therefore) will not have been a book," written in
the future perfect tense, marks itself as presentation ("this"), anticipation
("will"), negation ("not"), recapitulation ("have been"), and conclusion
("therefore"). The juxtaposition of the title (Hors livre, lit. "outside the
book") and the opening sentence is thus designed to map out the play of
anticipatory retrospection and internalized exteriority involved in that
metalinguistic moment of self-reflection traditionally known as the Preface.
Situated both inside and outside, both before and after the "book" whose
"book-ness" it both promotes and transgresses, the preface has always
inscribed itself in a strange warp of both time and space.
In writing a preface that deals with the simultaneous impossibility and
necessity of prefacing, Derrida has raised the prefatory double bind to a
higher degree. The fact that his preface at once prefaces and deconstructs the
preface is perhaps an instance of the "systematic double mark" with which
it deals. While the reader expects to read a preface to Dissemination, what he
finds is the word "dissemination" disseminated here and there within a
preface on prefaces.
"
The Book, the Preface, and the Encyclopedia are all structures of unification and totalization. Dissemination, on the other hand, is what subverts
all such recuperative gestures of mastery. It is what foils the attempt to
progress in an orderly way toward meaning or knowledge, what breaks the
circuit of intentions or expectations through some ungovernable excess or
loss.
The challenge here is to "present" dissemination in a disseminative way.
In a sense, [he very success of such an attempt would be a sign of failure. To
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pe rfectly disseminate the exposition of dissemination would require a kind
of textual mastery that would belong among the recuperative gestures that '
dissemination undercuts. It could perhaps be said, however, that the most
compelling achievement of Dissemination, in the final analysis, lies precisely
in its inscription of the ways in which all theoretical discourse---including its
own-forever remains both belated and precipitous with respect to the
textual practice it attempts to comprehend.
*

*

*

I have attempted to refer to English editions of texts cited whenever
possible. Where no reference to an English translation is given , however,
the translation is my own. Brackets are generally my interpolations unless
they occur within quotations, in which case they are Derrida's (e.g. p. 16).
Footnotes preceded by the abbreviation TN are my translator's nOtes.
I would like to take this opportunity to thank the following for their
support: Yale University, for granting me a Morse Fellowship, which
provided me with the freedom necessary for the completion of this trans
lation; Steven Rendall, for letting me look at his draft of a translation of
"Plato's Pharmacy"; Sheila Brewer , for her superb typing and moral sup
port; Chris Miller, for his help with last-minute bibliographical lacunae;
and Roger Gilbert, for his help with the proofreading.

HORS LIVRE:

OUTWORK
HORS D'OEUVRE
EXTRATEXT
FOREPLAY
BOOKEND
FACING

PREFACING

This (therefore) will not have been a book.
Still less, despite appearances, will it have been a collection of three
"essays" whose itinerary it would be time, after the fact, to recognize;
whose continuity and underlying laws could nOw be pointed out; indeed,
whose overall concept or meaning could at last, with all the insistence
required on such occasions, be squarely set forth. I will not feign, according
to the code, either premeditation or improvisation. These texts are assem
bled otherwise; it is not my intention here to prnent them.
The question astir here, precisely, is that of presentation.
While the form of the "book" is now going through a period of general
upheaval, and while that form now appears less natural, and its history less
transparent, than ever, and while one cannot tamper with it without
disturbing everything else, the book form alone can no longer settle---here
for example---the case of those writing processes which, in praaically
questioning that form, must also dismantle it.
Hence the necessity, today, of working out at every turn, with redoubled
effort, the question of the preservation of names: of paleonymy. Why should
an old name, for a determinate time, be retained? Why should the effects of
a new meaning, concept, or object be damped by memory?
Posed in these terms, the question would already be caught up in a whole
system of presuppositions that have now been elucidated: for example,
here, that of the signifier's simple exteriority to "its" concept. One must
therefore proceed otherwise.
Let us begin again. To take some examples: why should "literature" still
designate that which already breaks away from literature---away from what
has always been conceived and signified under that name---or that which,
not merely escaping literature, implacably destroys it? (Posed in these
terms, the question would already be caught in the assurance of a certain
fore-knowledge: can "what has always been conceived and signified under
3
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that name" be considered fundamentally homogeneous, univocal, or non
conflictual?) To take other examples: what historical and strategic function
should henceforth be assigned to the quotation marks, whether visible or
invisible, which transform this into a "book," or which still make the
deconstruction of philosophy into a "philosophical discourse"?
This structure of the double mark (caught-both seized and entangled-in
a binary opposition, one of the terms retains its old name so as to destroy the
opposition to which it no longer quite belongs, to which in any event it has
never quite yielded, the history of this opposition being one of incessant
struggles generative of hierarchical configurations) works the entire field
within which these texts move. This structure itself is worked in turn: the
rule according to which every concept necessarily receives two similar
marks--a repetition without identity-one mark inside and the other
outside the deconstructed system, should give rise to a double reading and a
double writing. And, as will appear in due course: a double science.
No concept, no name, no signifier can escape this structure. We will try
to determine the law which compels us (by way of example and taking into
account a general remodeling of theoretical discourse which has recently
been rearticulating the fields of philosophy, science, literature, etc. ) to
apply the name "writing" to that which critiques, deconstructs, wrenches
apart the traditional, hierarchic�l opposition between writing and speech,
between writing and the (idealist, spiritualist, phonocentrist: first and
foremost logocentric)' system of all of what is customarily opposed to
writing; to apply the name "work" or "practice" to that which disorganizes
the philosophical opposition praxisltheoria and can no longer be sublated1
according to the process of Hegelian negativity; to apply the name "uncon
scious" to that which can never have been the symmetrical negative or the
potential reservoir of "consciousness"; to apply the name "matter" to that
which lies outside all classical oppositions and which, provided one takes
into account certain theoretical achievements and a certain philosophical
deconstruction belonging to a not so distant time, should no longer be able
to assume any reassuring form: neither that of a referent (at least if conceived
as a real thing or cause, anterior and exterior to the system of general
1. TN . "Logocentric"-that which is "centered" on the "Logos" ( = speech, logic,
reason, the Word ofGod}-is the term used by Derrida to characterize any signifying system
governed by the notion of the self-presence of meaning; i.e. any system strucrured by a
valorization of speech over writing, immediacy over distance, identity over difference, and
(self-) presence over all forms ofabsence, ambiguity, simulation, substitution, or negativity.
2. TN. "Sublation" is the traditional English translation of the German Alljhebllng,
which is Hegel's term for the simultaneous negation and retention ofwhat is being surpassed
by the progress of dialectical thought.
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textuality), nor that of presence in any of its modes (meaning, essence,
existence---whether objective or subjective; form, i. e. appearance, content,
su bstance, etc . ; sensible presence or intelligible presence), nor that of a
fu ndamental or totalizing principle, nor even of a last instance: in short , the
cl assical system's "outside" can no longer take the form of the SOrt of
extra-text which would arrest the concatenation of writing (i.e. that move
ment which situates every signified as a differential trace) and for which I
had proposed the concept of "transcendental signified . " "Differance"J also
designated, within the same problematic field, that kind of economy-that
war economy-which brings the rad ical otherness or the absolute exterior
ity of the outside into relation with the closed, agonistic, hierarchical field
of philosophical oppositions, of "differends" or "difference":4 an economic
movement of the trace that implies both its mark and its erasure---the
margin of its impossibility-according to a relation that no speculative
dialectic of the same and the other can master, for the simple reason that
such a dialectic always remains an operation of mastery. '
To put the old names to work , o r even JUSt to leave them in circulation,
will always, of course, involve some risk: the risk of settling down or of
regressing into the system that has been, or is in the process of being,

deconstructed. To deny this risk would be to confirm it: it would be to see

the signifier-in this case the name-as a merely circumstantial , conven

tional occurrence of the concept or as a concession without any specific

effect . It would be an affirmation of the autonomy of meaning, of the ideal
puri ty of an abstract , theoretical history of the concept. Inversely, to claim
to do away immediately with previous marks and to cross over, by decree,
by a simple leap, into the outside of the classical oppositions is, apart from
the risk of engaging in an interminable "negative theology, " to forget that
these oppositions have never constituted a given system, a sort of ahistorical,
thoroughly homogeneous table, but rather a dissymmetric, hierarchically
ordered space whose closure is constantly being traversed by the forces, and
worked by the exteriority, that it represses: that is, expels and , which
amounts to the same, internalizes as one of

its

moments. This is why

3 . TN. Differanct is a Derridean neologism combining the twO senses of the French verb
diffirer-" to differ" and " to defer or postpone"-i nto a noun designating active non-self
presence both in space and time.
4. Cf. " La differance:' in Thiorie d'enJemble, coil. " Tel QueI" (Paris: I.e Seuil, (968), pp.
58 ff. [Reprinted in Ma,.gn (Paris: Editions de Minuit, (972). Translated as " Differance" by
David Allison in SfJe«h and Phenomena (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, (973).]
5. cf. "De I'economie restreinte 11 I'economie generale," in L'Ecrilllrtel 1a diffimta, coil .
'"Tel Quel, , . Paris: I.e Seuil, 1967. [Translated as " From Restricted t o General Economy," in
W,.iling and Differrnce, trans. Alan Bass (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1978).]
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deconstruction involves an indispensable phase of reversal. To remain con
tent with reversal is of course to operate within the immanence of the
system to be destroyed. But to sit back, in order to go further, in order to be
more radical or more daring, and take an attitude of neutralizing indiffer
ence with respect to the classical oppositions would be to give free rein to
the existing forces that effectively and historically dominate the field . I t
would be, fo r not having seized the means to

intervene,6

t o confirm the

established equilibrium.
These tWO operations must be conducted in a kind ofdisconcerting simul,
in a movement of the entire field that must be coherent, of course, but at the
same time divided, differentiated, and stratified. The gap between the two
operations must remain open, must let itself be ceaselessly marked and
remarked . This is already a sufficient indication of the necessary heter
ogeneity of each text participating in this operation and of the impossibility
of summing up the gap at a single point or under a single name. Responsi

bility and i ndividuality are values that can no longer predominate here: that
is the first effect of dissemination.

There is no such thing as a "metaphysical-concept. " There is no such
thing as a "metaphysical-name. " The "metaphysical" is a certain deter
mination or direction taken by a sequence or "chain. " It cannot as such be
opposed by a concept but rather by a process of textual labor and a different
SOrt of articulation. This being the case, the development of this problema
tic will inevitably involve the movement of differance as it has been
discussed elsewhere: a "productive, " conflictual' movement which cannot
be preceded by any identity, any unity, or any original simplicity; which
cannot be "relieved"

[releve1,8

resolved, or appeased

by

any philosophical

6. On the concepts of ;nltnJtlll;on and paltonYnly, and on the conceptual operation of
reversaUdisplacement (the withdrawal of a predicate, the adherence of a name, the processes
of grafting, extending, and reorganizing), cf. " Positions," in
[Reprinted in

POJ;I;om

Pt'01I/lJJt

No. 30- 3 1 , p. 3 7 .

( Paris: Editions d e Minuit, 1972). Translated as

POJ;I;om

by Alan

Bass (Chicago: Chicago University Press, (98 1).]
7 . "La differance," pp. 46 ff.
8. Allfgehoben (concerning this translation of "aufheben" [to sublate] by "relever" [to
relieve] , cf.

"I.e puits et la pyramide," in Hegel el la ptnsee modmtdParis: P . U . F. , (97 1 )). The

movement by which Hegel determines difference as contradiction ("Der Unterschied
iiberhaupt ist schon der Widerspruch an J;,h," The Science ofLog;, II, I, chap. 2, C) is designed
precisely to make possible the ultimate (onto-theo-teleo-Iogical) sublation [la releve] of
difference. D;.fferance--which is thus by no means dialectical contradiction in this Hegelian
sense-marks the critical limit ofthe idealizing powers of relief [la releve] wherever they are

able, directly or indirectly, to operate. Differance ;nJCr;!JeJ contradiction, or rather, since it
remains irreducibly differentiating and disseminating, contradictioru. In marking the
"productive" (in the sense of general economy and in accordance with the loss of presence)
and different iating movement, the economic "concept" of differance does not reduce all
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dia lectic; and which disorganizes "historically, " "practically," textually,
the opposition or the difference (the static distinction) between opposing
term s.
A preface would retrace and presage here a general theory and practice of
deconstruction, that strategy without which the possibility of a critique
could exist only in fragmentary, empiricist surges that amount in effect to a
non-equivocal confirmation of metaphysics. The preface would announce in
the future tense ("this is what you are going to read") the conceptual
content or significance (here, that strange strategy without finality, the
debility or failure that organizes the

telos or the eschaton,

which reinscribes

restricted economy within general economy) of what will already have been

written.

And thus sufficiently

read to be gathered

up in its semantic tenor

and proposed in advance. From the viewpoint of the fore-word, which
recreates an intention-to-say after the fact, the text exists as something

wricte n-a past-which, under the false appearance of a present, a hidden

omnipotent author (in full mastery of his product) is presenting to the
reader as his future. Here is what I wrote, then read, and what I am writing

that you are going to read. After which you will again be able to take
possession of this preface which in sum you have not yet begun to read , even
though, once having read it, you will already have anticipated everything
that follows and thus you might J USt as well dispense with reading the rest.
The

pre

of the preface makes the future present, represents it, draws it

closer, breathes it in, and in going ahead of it puts it ahead . Thepre reduces
the future to the form of manifest presence.
This is an essential and ludicrous operation: not only because writing as
such does not consist in any of these tenses (present, past, or future insofar as
they are all modified presents); not only because such an operation would
confine itself to the discursive effects of an intention-to-mean, but because,
in pointing out a single thematic nucleus or a single guiding thesis, it
would cancel out the textual displacement that is at work "here. " (Here?
Where? The question of the here and now is explicitly enacted in dissemina
tion . ) Indeed , if such a thing were j ustifiable, we would have to assert right
now that one of the theses--there is more than one--inscribed within
dissemination is precisely the impossibility of reducing a text as such to its
effects of meaning, content, thesis, or theme. Not the impossibility,
perhaps, since

it is commonly done,

but the resistance--we shall call it the

COntrad ictions to the homogeneity of a single model. It is the opposite that is likely to
hap pe n when Hegel makes difference into a moment within general contradiction. The
latter is always ontotheological in its foundation. As is the reduction of the complex general
eco nomy of differance to difference. (Belated residual note for a postface . )
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restance9-of
reduction.

a son of writing that can neither adapt nor adopt such a
,

Hence this is not a preface, at least not if by preface we mean a table, a
code, an annotated summary of prominent signifieds, or an index of key
words or of proper names.
But what do prefaces actually do? Isn't their logic more surprising than
this? Oughtn't we some day to reconstitute their history and their typolo
gy? Do they form a genre? Can they be grouped according to the necessity of

some common predicate, or are they otherwise and in themselves divided?

These questions will not be answered , at least not finally in the declara
tive mode.

Along the way,

however, a certain protocol will have-destroying

this future perfectlO-taken up the pre-occupying place of the preface. II If
one insists on fixing this protocol in a representation, let us say in advance
that, with a few supplementary complications, it has the structure of a magic

slate. 12
9.

TN

The word mtana, coined from the verb mln- (eo remain), means "the fact or act

.

of remaining or of being left over. "

lO. TN . The French designation of the future perfect

tense, ltflllllr anllritllr,

literally

means "the prior future. " Derrida here both plays upon the simultaneous pastness and
futureness of a book with respect to its preface and employs the future perfect tense in the
very sentence in which he speaks about it. In French, the future perfect is often

used

to

express hypothesis or opinion. Although this usage is not common in English, I have
retained the future perfect in such cases whenever its temporal paradoxes are relevant to the
context (cf. the first sentence of the book).

1 1 . The preface does not expose the frontal, preambulary fac;ade of a cerrain space. It
does not exhibit the first face or the sur-face ofa development that can thus be fore-seen and
presented . It is what comes in advance of a speech

(prat!alio, prat-fan).

In place of this

discursive anticipation, the notion of "protocol" substitutes a texrua! monument: the firJI

(prolo-) page gllltJ (kollon) over

the opening-the first page--ofa register or set of records. In

all contexts in which it intervenes, the protocol comprises the meanings ofprioriry, formula

(form, pharmacopoeia), and writing: pre-scription. And through its "collage, " the prolokol

Ion

divides and undoes the inaugural pretention of the first page,

as

of any

inripil.

Every

thing, then, begins-this is a law ofdissemination-doubled by a "facing . " Ofcourse, ifthe
protocol itself amounted to the gluing in ofa simple sheet (for example rhe �tolverso of the
sign), it would become a preface again, in accordance with an order in which one can
recognize the features of the Greater Logic. It avoids this only insofar

as

it forms a block,

magically slated according to the "graphics" of a completely different structure: neither
depth nOr surface, neither substance nor phenomenon, neither in itself no.. for itself.
(This outwork would then constitute-fot example-rhe sketch , according to protocol ,
of an oblique introduction to twO treatises (treatments, rather, and so strangely contempo
raneous: to their own practice), the two most remarkable treatises, indefinitely re-markable,
on the prt mltm
machines,

as

[It pre /cril:

can also mean "the written meadow"): these twO musical

different as they can be-Francis Ponge's Ie Pre [The MMdow) ot fa Fabriqlle du

pre [MMdow Making) and Roger Laporte's FlIgllt. )
1 2 . TN Un bl« magiqllt. Th is is a reference to Freud's comparison of the psychic
apparatus to a "mystic writing-pad , " [Wllnderbl«k) ("Note on the Mystic Writing-Pad, "
.
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Prefaces, along with forewords, introductions, preludes, preliminaries,
preambles, prologues, and prolegomena, have always been written, it
seems , in view of their own self-effacement. Upon reaching the end of the
pre- (which presents and precedes, or rather forestalls, the presentative
production, and, in order to put before the reader's eyes what is not yet
visible, is obliged to speak, predict, and predicate), the route which has
been covered must cancel itself out. But this subtraction leaves a mark of
erasure, a remainder which is added to the subsequent text and which cannot
be completely summed up within it. Such an operation thus appears
contradictory, and the same is true of the interest one takes in it.
But does a preface exist?
On the one hand-this is logic itself-this residue of writing remains
anterior and exterior to the development of .the content it announces.
Preceding what ought to be able to present itself on its own, the preface falls
like an empty husk, a piece of formal refuse, a moment of dryness or
loquacity, sometimes both at once. From a point of view which can only,
ultimately, be that of the science of logic, Hegel thus disqualifies the
preface. Philosophical exposition has as its essence the capacity and even the
duty to do without a preface. This is what distinguishes it from empirical
discourses (essays, conversations, polemics), from particular philosophical
sciences, and from exact sciences, whether mathematical or empirical.
Hegel keeps coming back to this with unflagging insistence in the "fore
word"s which open his treatises (prefaces to each edition, introductions,
etc.) Even before the Introduction (Ein/eitung) to the Phenomenology ofSpirit (a
circular anticipation of the critique of sensible certainty and of the origin of
phenomenality) has announced "the presentation of appearing knowledge"
(die Darstellung des erscheinenden Wissens), a Preface (Vorrede) will already have
warned us against its own status as a fore-word:
It is customary to preface a work (Schrift) with an explanation of the
author's aim, why he wrote the book, and the relationship in which he
believes it to stand to other earlier or contemporary treatises on the
1 925). The "mystic writing-pad, " which I am here calling a "magic slate," is a child's
writing toy composed of a stiffdark waxed surface covered by a thin opaque sheet protected
by a transparent piece of cellophane. Marks are made when pressure is exerred through all
three layers. making the opaque layer take on the dark color of the waxed surface. When the
top two layers are detached from the wax, the mark disappears, but the wax surface retains a
furrow. The "magic slate," like the psychic apparatus, thus exhibits the capacity both to
retain an imprint (memory) and to clear itself for the receipt of new marks (perception).
Derrida has discussed this comparison of the psyche to a writing device in "Freud and the
Scene of Writing" (in Wr;ri"K a"d Dif/tmI(t, pp. 196-23 1 ).
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same subject. In the case of a philosophical work, however, such an
explanation seems not only superfluous but, in view of the nature of
the subject-matter, even inappropriate and misleading (sondern 11m der
Natllr der Sache willen sogar IInpassend lind zweckwidrig ZII sein). For
whatever might appropriately be said about philosophy in a preface--
say a historical statement of the main drift and the point of view, the
general content and results, a string of random assertions and assur
ances about truth-none of this can be accepted as the way in which to
expound philosophical truth. Also, since philosophy moves essential
ly in the element of universality, which includes within itself the
particular, it might seem that here more than in any of the other
sciences the subject-matter or thing itself (die Sache se/bst), even in its
complete nature, were expressed in the aim and the final results, the
execution (Aus/iihrung) being by contrast really the unessential factor
(eigent/ich das Unwesent/iche sei). I �
The preface to a philosophical work thus runs out of breath on the
threshold of science. It is the site of a kind of chit-chat external to the very
thing it appears to be talking about. This gossipy small talk of history
reduces the thing itself(here the concept, the meaning of thought in the act of
thinking itself and producing itself in the element of universality) to the
form of a particular, finite object, the sort of object that determinate modes
of knowledge--empirical descriptions or mathematical sciences-are in
capable of producing spontaneously through their own workings and must
therefore, for their part, introdllce from the outside and define as a given:
On the other hand, in the ordinary view of anatomy, for instance (say,
the knowledge of the parts of the body regarded as inanimate), we are
quite Sure that we do not as yet possess the thing itself, the content of
this science, but must in addition exert ourselves to know the particu
lars. Further, in the case of such an aggregate of information, which
has no right to bear the name ofScience , an opening talk (Konversation)
about aim and other such generalities is usually conducted in the same
historical and non-conceptual (begrifflosen) way in which the content
itself (these nerves, muscles, etc. ) is spoken of. In the case of philoso1 3 . TN .

Hegers Phmommology o/Spi,.il, tr. A. V. Miller (New York: Oxford University
p. I . The translation has occasionally been modified (e.g. the translationofdw
Beg,.if/has been changed from "the Notion" to "the concept, " and that ofdie Sa(he selbsl has
been changed (here and in note 1 5 ) from "the subject matter" or "the real issue" to "the thing
itself") to bring it closer to the French translation Derrida is using. Derrida's interpolations
from the German have been added.
Press , 1 977),
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phy, on the other hand, this would give rise to the incongruity that
along with the employment of such a method its inability to grasp the
truth would also be demonstrated. (Phenomenology, p. 1)
This preface to a philosophical text thus explains to us that, for a
philosophical text as such, a preface is neither useful nor even possible. Does
the preface take place, then? Where would it take place? How does this
preface (the negative of philosophy) erase itself? In what mode does it come
to predicate? A negation of negation? A denial? Is it left high and dry by the
philosophical process which acts for itself as its own presentation, as the very
domestic retinue of its own exposition (Darstel/llng)? ("The inner necessity
that knowing should be science (das Wissen Wissenschaft sei) lies in its nature,
and only the systematic exposition (DarsJel/llng) of philosophy itself pro
vides it. " Ibid. p. 3.) Or is rhe prologue already carried away, beyond itself,
in the movement which is located in/ron! o/it and which seems to follow it
only for having in truth preceded it? Isn't the preface both negated and
internalized in the presentation of philosophy by itself, in the self
production and self-determination of the concept?
But if something were to remain ofthe prolegomenon once inscribed and
interwoven, something that would not allow itself to be sublated [relevil in
the course of the philosophical presentation, would that something neces
sarily take the form of that which /alls away [Ia tombeel ? And what about
such a fall? Couldn't it be read otherwise than as the excrement of philo
sophical essentiality--not in order to sublate it back into the latter, of
course, but in order to learn to take it differently into account?
Yes-if--Hegel writes beyond what he wants to say, each page of rhe
preface comes unglued from itself and is forthwith divided: hybrid or
bi/acial. (Dissemination generalizes the theory and practice of the graft
without a body proper, of the skew without a straight line, of the bias
without a front.) The preface that Hegel must write, in order to denounce a
preface that is both impossible and inescapable, must be assigned two
locations and twO sorts of scope. It belongs both to the inside and to the
outside of the concept. But according to a process of mediation and
dialectical reappropriation, the inside of speculative philosophy sublates its
own outside as a moment of its negativity. The prefatory moment is
necessarily opened up by the critical gap between the logical or scientific
development of philosophy and its empiricist or formalist lag. This,
indeed, is a lesson of Hegel's to be maintained, if possible, beyond Hege
l ianism: the essential complicity between empiricism and formalism . Ifrhe
foreword is indispensable, it is because the prevailing culture still imposes
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both formalism and empiricism; that culture must be fought, or rather
"formed" (gebildet) better, cultivated mOre carefully. The necessity of
prefaces belongs to the Bi/dung. This struggle appears to be external to
philosophy since it takes place rather in a didactic setting than within the
self-presentation of a concept. But it is internal to philosophy to the extent
that, as the Preface also says, the exteriority of the negative (falsehood, evil,
death) still belongs to the process of truth and must leave its trace upon it. 14
Thus, after defining the internal necessity of the self-presentation of the
concept, Hegel identifies its external necessity, the necessity that takes time
into account as the existence (Dasein) of the concept. But it is at first only a
question of the necessity of time as a universal form of sensibility. One must
then go on to recognize the gap between this formal notion of time, the
general matrix in which the concept is present, and the empirical or
historical determination of time, that of our time, for example:
But the external necessity, so far as it is grasped in a general way,
setting aside accidental matters of person and motivation, is the same
as the inner, or in other words it lies in the shape (Gestalt) in which
time sets forth the sequential existence of its moments (wie die Zeit das
Dasein ihrer Momente wrste"t). To show that now is the propitious time
(an tier Zeit) for philosophy to be elevated to the status of a Science
would therefore be the only true justification of any effort that has this
aim, for to do so would demonstrate the necessity of the aim, would
indeed at the same time be the accomplishing of it. (P. 3-4)
But since our time is not exactly, not simply propitious for such an
elevation (Erhebung), since it is not yet quite the right time (an tier Zeit),
since the time, at any rate, is not equal to itself, it is still necessary to
prepare it and make it join up with itself by didactic means; and if one
judges that the time has come, one must make others aware of it and
introduce them to what is already there; better yet: one must bring the
being-there back to the concept of which it is the temporal, historical
presence (Dasein) or, in a circular fashion, introduce the concept into its
own being-there. A certain spacing between concept and being-there,
between concept and existence, between thought and time, would thus
constitute the rather unqualifiable lodging of the preface.
14. ··Against this view it must be maintained that truth is not a minted coin that can be
given and pocketed ready-made. " ··OULof this distinguishing, of course, comes identity,
and this resultant identity is the truth. But it is not truth as if the disparity had been thrown
away, like dross from pure metal . not even like the tool which remains separate from the
finished vessel; disparity. rather. as the negative. the self(S,/bst). is itself still directly present
(lIOf'ha"dm) in the True as such·· (Phmomm% gy, pp. 22-23).
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Time is the time of the preface; space---whose time will have been the
Truth-is the space of the preface. The preface would thus occupy the
entire location and duration of the book.
When the double necessity, both internal and external, will have been
fulfilled, the preface, which will in a sense have introduced it as one makes
an introduction to the (true) beginning (of the truth), will no doubt have
been raised to the status of philosophy, will have been internalized and
sublated into it. It will also, simultaneously, have /allen away of its own
accord and been left "in its appropriate place in ordinary conversation. "u A
double topography, a double face, an overwritten erasure. What is the statllS
of a text when it itself carries itself away and marks itself down? Is it a
dialectical contradiction? A negation of negation? A labor of the negative
and a process that works in the service of meaning? Of the being-abreast-of
itself of the concept?
You do not yet know whether what is written here, had you already read
it, is not just a moment in the Hegelian preface.
Hegel's preface elaborates a critique of prefatory formality as it critiques
mathematism and formalism in general. It is one and the same critique. As
a discourse external to the concept and to the thing itself, as a machine
devoid of meaning or life, as an anatomical structure, the preface always has
some affinity with the procedure of mathematics. ("In mathematical cogni
tion, insight is an activity external to the thing" . . . "Its purpose or
concept" is a "relationship that is unessential, lacking the concept. " P. 25.)
Launched in the Pre/ace to the Phenomenology o/SPirit, the condemnation of
the foreword is redoubled in the Introduction to the Science 0/ Logic. Redou
bled: shall it be said that it comes to repeat the preface to the Phenommology
or that it actually preceded the latter, conditioning it from the very
beginning? Shall it be said-this is the traditional problem-that the
entire Phenomenology o/Spirit is in faCt a preface introducing the Logic? 16 But
1 5 . "From its very beginning, culture (Bi/dlmg) must leave room for the earnestness of
life in its concrete richness; this leads the way to an experience of the thing itself (i" die

Er/ahrlmg dw Sacht st/bst hi"ti,,/iihrt). And even when the thing itself has been penetrated to
irs depths by serious speculative effort, this kind of knowing and judging (Bellneillmg) will
still retain its appropriate place i n ordinary conversation (Kom/f,.satio,,)"· (p. 3).

16. One ought here to reread very rigorously a number of sections from the Greater
Logic: the Pre/act, the I"trodllctio", and from Book One, that unc1assifiable development
preceding Section One called "With What Must the Science begin?" {Hegers Sdma o/Logic,
tra ns. A . V. Miller, London: George Allen & Unwin, 1969. The translation has occasionally
been slightly modified according to the needs of Derrida's exposition, and Derrida's
in terpolations from the German have been added . ] Through the speculative concepts of
met hod, beginning (abstract or concrete), ground, result, and presupposition, etc . , the
rel ations berween logic and the phenomenology of spirit are there reinstalled in their endless
circle. Each of the twO develops and presupposes the other: the example determined by the
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like any preface, this one can rightfully have been written only after the
fact. It is in truth an endless postface; and this can be read especially in the
preliminaries; it is from the end of the line, from the viewpoint of absolute
whole envelops the whole, etc. For example: a) "This spiritual movement which, in its
simple undifferentiatedness, gives itself irs own determinateness and in its determinateness
its equality with itself, which therefore is the immanent development of the concept, this
movement is the absolute method of knowing and at the same time is the immanent soul of
the content itself. I maintain that it is only through this self-construing method (alii diotm
si(h se/bst /eonstnlimulm Wtgt) that philosophy is able to be an objective, demonstrated
science. It is in this way that I have tried to expound (Janllsttllm) consciousness in the
Phenommology 01 Spirit. Consciousness is spirit as a concrete knowing, a knowing, roo, in
which externality is involved; but the development ofrhis object, like the development ofall
natural and spiritual life, restS solely On the nature of the pure essentialities which constitute
the content of logic. (Consciousness, as spirit in its manifestation which in its progress frees
itselffrom its immediacy and external concretion, attains to the pure knowing which takes as
irs object those same pure essentialities as they are in and for themselves. They are pure
thoughrs, spirit thinking its own essential nature. Their self-movement is their spiritual life
and is that through which philosophy constitutes i tself and of which it is the presentation

(Da,.sttllll"g).

"In the foregoing there is indicated the relation of the science which I call the Phmommol
ogy olSpi,.it, to logic. As regards the external relation, it was intended that the first part ofrhe
System 01 Samet which contains the Phenomenology should be fol lowed by a second part
containing logic and the twO concrete (nIIIlm) sciences, the Philosophy of Nature and the
Philosophy of Spirit, which woul d complete the System of Philosophy. But the necessary
expansion which logic itself has demanded has induced me to have this parr published
separately; it thus forms the first sequel to the Phenomenology of Spirit" (Pre/a(t 10 the First
Edition, pp. 28-29).
b) "In the Phenomenology 01 Spi,.it I have exhibited (JargtJItllt) consciousness in its
movement onwards from the first immediate opposition of itself and the object to absolute
knowing. The path (Weg) of this movement goes through every form of the f't/atio" of
(Onsao/IJntJI 10 the objea and has the (Metpt 01 samet for its result (Rollllau). This concept
therefore (apart from the faCt that it emerges (herwr-gtht) within logic itself) needs no
justification here because it has received it in that work; and it cannot be justi fied in any other
way than by this emergency

(HmIOf'bri"gll"g) in consciousness, all the forms of which

are

�Ived into this concept as into their truth. To establish or explain the concept of science in
a ratiocinative {riiso"itm,,:It: the word Hegel regularly uses to define the discursive mode of
prefaces} manner can at most achieve this, that a general idea of the concept is presented to
our thinking (VIW dw Vorsltllll"g) and a historical knowledge (historis(he Km"",is) of it is
produced; but a definition of scienc�r more precisely of logic-has its proofsolely in the
already mentioned necessity of its emergence (HmIOf'ga"gs)" (I"troJlI(fio", pp. 48-49).

c) "Hitherto phi losophy had not found its method; it regarded with envy the systematic
structure of mathematics and, as we have said, borrowed it or had recourse to the method of

sciences which are only amalgams of given material (Stolfo), empirical propositions and
thoughts--or even resorred to a crude rejection of all method. However, the exposition of
what alone can be the true method of philosophical science falls within the treatment oflogic
itself; for the method is the consciousness of the form (Form) of the inner self-movement of
the content of logic. In the Phenomenology 01 Spi,.it I have expounded an example of this
method in application to a more concrete object, namely to consciousness" (I"troJlI(tio", pp.
53-54).

I
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knowledge, that the twO books open and reciprocally envelop each other in
a single volume. The preface to phenomenology is written from out of the
end of logic. The self-presentation of the concept is the true preface to all
prefaces. Written prefaces are phenomena external to the concept, while the
concept (the being-abreast-of-itself ofabsolute logos) is the truepre-face, the
essential pre-dicate of all writings.
The form of this movement is dictated by the Hegelian concept ofmethod.
JUSt as the Introduction (which follows the Preface) to the Phenomenology of
Spirit critiques that critique of knowledge which treats the latter as an
instrument or a milieu, so also the Introduction to the Science ofLogic rejects the
classical concept of method: an initial set of definitions of rules external to
the operations, hollow preliminaries, an itinerary assigned beforehand to
the actual route taken by knowledge. This is a critique analogous to the one
Spinoza addressed to the Cartesian concept of method. If the path of science
is itself science, then method is no longer a preliminary, external reflection;
it is the production and the structure of the whole of science as the latter
exposes itself in logic. Hence, either the preface already belongs to this
exposition of the whole, engages it and is engaged in it, in which case the
preface has no specificity and no textual place of its own, being merely a part
of philosophical discourse; or else the preface escapes this in some way, in
which case it is nothing at all: a textual form ofvacuity, a set ofempty, dead
signs which have fallen, like the mathematical relation, outside the living
concept. Then it is nothing but a mechanical , hollow repetition, without any
internal link with the content it claims to announce. 17
But why is all this explained precisely in prefaces? What is the status of
this third term which cannot simply, as a text, be either inside philosophy or
outside it, neither in the markings, nor in the marchings, nor in the
margins, of the book? This term that is never sublated by the dialectical
method without leaving a remainder? That is neither a pure form, com
pletely empty, since it announces the path and the semantic production of
the concept, nor a content, a moment of meaning, since it remains external
to the logos of which it indefinitely feeds the critique, if only through the
1 7 . This formal repetition without any link with the content. this purely " rhetorical"
ornament. was something condemned by "good rhetoric" well before Hegel . This very
condemnation was already a topos. But the rules of the genre had to reach a cerrai n technical
perfection and a cerrai n procedural absurdity. The Latin authors confected prefaces any of
which could be used to introduce a number ofdifferent book s. Cicero confides to Atticus that
he has set aside a whole collection of preambles. thinking they might come in handy some
day.
How is such a repetition possible? What (is the Story) about this ronai",;k,.? Such is the
question posed in and by the outwork [hors-livrtl.

OUTWORK

16

gap between ratiocination and rationality, between empirical history and
conceptual history? If one sets out from the oppositions form/content,
signifier/signified, sensiblelintelligible, one cannot comprehend the writ
ing of a preface. But in thus remaining, does a preface exist? Its spacing (the
preface to a rereading) diverges in (the) place of the xwpa .
We have come to a remarkable theshold (/imm}of the text: what can be
read of dissemination. Limes: mark, march, margin. Demarcation. March
ing order: quotation: "Now-this question also announced itself, explicitly, as

the question of the liminal. "

(From the Preface to the Phenomenology ofSpirit) It might seem necessary
at the outset to say more about the method of this movement, i .e. of
Science. But its concept is already to be found in what has been said,
and its proper exposition (eigentliche Darstel/llng) belongs to Logic, or
rather it is Logic. For the method is nothing but the structure set forth
in its pure essentiality. We should realize, however, that the system of
ideas concerning philosophical method is yet another set of beliefs that
belongs to a bygone culture. If this comment sounds boastful or
revolutionary (renommistich oder revoilitioniir�d I am far from adopt
ing such a tone (the preface is thus signed "I"}-it should be noted
that current opinion itself has already come to view the scientific
regime bequeathed by mathematics as quite old-fashioned--w ith its
explanations, divisions, axioms, sets of theorems, its proofs, princi
ples, deductions, and conclusions from them. (P. 28)
The fascination exerted by the formal model of mathematics would thus
seem to have guided the classical philosophers in their concept of method,
in their methodology, in their discourse on method or their rules for the
direction of the mind. 18 This ill-arranged formalism would in sum consist
in imposing upon the presentation of truth a set ofepigraphs that are either
intolerable · to truth or that truth should produce on its own; such a
formalism blinds one to the path of truth and to the living historicity of
1 8 . This time the path in question is not only that of Descartes. The critique is also
directed at Spinoza. The l",roJllaio" to Logic makes this clear, referring us to the Pre/act to the

Phmomm% gy 0/ Spirit: " Pure mathematics, tOO, has its method which is appropriate for irs
abstract objects and for the quantitative form in which alone it considers them. I have said
what is essential in the preface to the Phmommoiogy 0/ Spi,.it about this method and, i n
general, the subordinate form o f scientific method which can be employed in mathematics;
but it will also be considered in more detail in the logic i tself. Spi"oza, Wolf. and others have
let themselves be misled in applying it also to philosophy and in taking the external course
fol lowed by non-conceptual quantity (tim a/IJs"./ichm Ga"g dw IMgrifflosm QII4"titiit) for the
course of the concept . a procedure which is absolutely contradictory" (p. 5 3).
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method as it exposes itselfand engenders itself in the Logic. It is there, in the
Logic, that the preface must and can disappear. Hegel had already said as
much in the Pre/ace to the Phenomenology o/Spirit. Why does he nevertheless
repeat it in the Introduction to the Science o/Logic? What can be said here about
this textual "event"? about this digraph?
In no science is the need to begin with the thing itself (von der Same
se/bst), without preliminary reflections (ohne vorangehende Rej/exionen),
felt more strongly than in the science of logic. In every other science
the subject matter and the scientific method are distinguished from
each other; also the content does not make an absolute beginning but
is dependent on other concepts and is connected on all sides with other
material (Stoffi). These other sciences are, therefore, permitted to
speak of their ground and its context and also of their method, only as
premises taken for granted. (Logic, p. 43.)
The Introduction to the Logic is subtitled "General Concept of Logic . .. The
pre/ace must be distinguished from the introduction. They do not have the
same function, nor even the same dignity, in Hegel's eyes, even though the
problem they raise in their relation to the philosophical corpus of exposition
is analogous. The Introduction (Ein/eitung) has a more systematic, less
historical, less circumstantial link with the logic of the book. It is unique; it
deals with general and essential architectonic problems; it presents the
general concept in its division and in its self-differentiation. The Prefaces,
on the other hand, are multiplied from edition to edition and take into
account a more empirical historicity; they obey an occasional necessity that
Hegel defines, of course, in a pre/ace: the Pre/ace to the Second Edition of the
Science 0/ Logic. 19 And yet-this is why the problems are, as we said earlier,
analogous-the Introduction, too, should disappear, should (shall) have dis
appeared, along with the Prefaces, in Logic. The Introduction only remains
19. 183 1 : He reminds us that if Plaro, as word would have it, had ro revise his Rtpllblic
seven times, a modern philosopher, dealing with a more difficult subject matrer, a more
profound principle, a richer kind of material, ought ro revise his exposition seventy-seven
ri mes. Which requires a great deal of leisure. ··However, the author, in face of the
magni tude of the task, has had ro content himself with what it was possible to achieve in
circu mstances of external necessity, of the inevitable distractions caused by the magnitude
and many-sidedness of contemporary affairs·· (Logic, p. 42). Hegel also alludes ro the
··deafening chatter·· that interferes with the work of knowing . But he was never so distracted
by it that he failed ro perceive certain of its effects, for example the fol lowing: "Thus they
have the category in which they can place any apparently significant philosophy, and
through which they may at the same time set it aside; this they call a fashion-phi losophy"
(Hegtfs Leallro 0" tm History 0/ Philosophy, trans. E. S. Haldane and Frances H. Simson,
london: Routledge & Kegan Paul, \892 , p. 42).
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insofar as this absolutely universal philosophical science must provisionally,
considering the prevailing lack of culture, introduce itself as a particular
philosophical science. For the only legitimate place for an Introduction,
within the system, is to open a particular philosophical science, Esthetics or
the History of Philosophy, for example. The Introduction there acts to link
the determinate generality of those derivative, dependent discourses with
the absolute, unconditional generality of logic. Hegel thus by no means
contradicts himself when, in his Lectures on esthetics or on the history of
philosophy, he posits the necessity of an introduction. 20
The liminal space is thus opened up by an inadequation between the form
and the content of discourse or by an incommensurability between the
signifier and the signified. As soon as one tries to reduce its mass (bloc} to a
single surface, the protocol always becomes a formal instance. In all
societies, the chief of protocol is a functionary of formalism. The inadequa
tion between form and content should erase itself, however, in speculative
logic, which, in contrast to mathematics, is at once the production and the
presentation of its own content: "Logic, on the contrary, cannot presuppose
any of these forms of reflection and laws of thinking, for these constitute
part of its Own content and have first to be established within the science.
But not only the account of scientific method, but even the concept itself of
the science as such belongs to its content, and in fact constitutes its final
result" (Logic, p. 43).
20. This involves a certain treatment ofpallO",my: "The circumstance mentioned makes
it in no science so necessary as in the history of Philosophy to commence with an
Introduction, and in it correctly to define, in the first place, the subject of the history about
to be related. For it may be said, How should we begin to treat a subject, the name of which
is certainly mentioned often enough, but of whose nature we as yet know nothing? . . . But
in fact, when the concept of Philosophy is established, not arbitrarily but in a scientific way,
such treatment becomes the science of Phi losophy itself. For in this science the peculiar
characteristic is that its concept forms the beginning in appearance merely, and it is only the
whole treatment of the science that is the proof, and indeed we may say the finding of its
concept; and this is really a result of that treatment.
"In this Introduction the concept of the science of Philosophy, of the subject of its
history, has thus likewise to be set forth. At the same time, though this Introduction
professes to relate to the history of Philosophy only, what has just been said of Philosophy on
the whole, also holds good. What can be said in this Introduction is not so much something
which may be stated beforehand, as what can be justified or proved in the treatment of the
history. These preparatory explanations are for this reason only, not to be placed in the
category of arbitrary assumptions. But to begin with stating what in their justification are
really results, can only have the interest which may be possessed by a summary, given in
advance, of the most general contents of a science. It must serve to set aside many questions
and demands which might, from our ordinary prejudices, arise in such a history·' (Uauro 0"
tht History of Philosophy, p. 4vi). Similar remarks are to be found in the Introduction to the

Leetllm 0" AtJthttics.
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Its content is its final result: logic has as its object nothing other than
scientificity in general, the very concept of science, thought as such
inasmuch as it conceives, knows, and thinks itself. If logic needs no lemma,
it is because, beginning with conceptual thought, it must also end with
conceptual thought, and because it does not at first know all there is to
know about scientificity, the concept of which will also be its ultimate
acquisition. And yet that ultimate acquisition must already be its premise;
it must annOunce from the first, abstractly, what it can only know at the
end, in order that even in its exordium it move already in the element of its
own content and need nOt borrow any formal rules from any other science.
Whence the necessity of setting in motion the following proposition, which
contradicts itself immodiately if it is understood according to a noncircular
linearity:
What logic is cannot be stated beforehand (wrallJsagen), rather does
this knowledge of what it is first emerge as the final outcome (ihr
Letztes) and consummation (Vol/endung) of the whole exposition (ihre
ganze Abhandlung). Similarly, it is essentially within the science that
the subject matter of logic, namely, thought or more specifically
conceptualizing thought (das begreifende Denken) is considered; the con
cept oflogic has its genesis in the course (Verlauj) of the exposition and
cannot therefore be premised (vorallJgeschickt). (Logic, p. 43)
Thus, Hegel must rescind the logical, scientific character ofan Introduc
tion to Logic at the very moment that, within the act of proposing one (but
what is the textual operation of such a proposal?), he advances there that
Logic cannot be preceded by any lemma or prolemma. He denies the logical
character of his Introduction in conceding that it is but a concession, that it
remains, like classical philosophy, external to its content, a mere formality
designed to remove itself on its own initiative:
Consequently, what is premised in this Introduction is not intended,
as it were, to establish the concept of logic or to justify its method
scientifically in advance, but rather by the aid of some reasoned
(rasonierentiem) and historical explanations and reflections to make
more accessible to ordinary thinking the point of view from which this
science is to be considered. (Ibid. , p. 43)
The constraint to which the Introduction yields remains, of course,
accidental: one must correct the historical error into which philosophers of
both former and latter days have allowed themselves to stray. Entering into
conflict with them, Hegel marches out into their territory, which is also
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that of lemmatism, mathematism, and formalism. But this error being a
form of negativity that cannot be avoided or eliminated (like the philo
sophical "conversation" it prescribes), we find it thought out, internalized,
sublated by the movement of the concept, and in its turn negated and
absorbed as an integral part of the logical text. The necessity of this
movement sounds paradoxical or contradictory only if it is observed from
the exteriority of a formalist instance. This contradiction is rather the very
movement of speculative dialectics in its discursive progression. It con
StruCtS the concept of the preface according to the Hegelian values of
negativity, sublation, presupposition, ground, result, circularity, etc. , or
according to the opposition between certainty and truth. The signifying
pre-cipitation, which pushes the preface to the front, makes it seem like an
empty form still deprived of what it wantS to say; but since it is ahead of
itself, it finds itself predetermined, in its text, by a semantic after-effect. But
such indeed is the essence of speculative production: the signifying pre
cipitation and the semantic after-effect are here homogeneous and continuous.
Absolute knowledge is present at the zero point of the philosophical exposi
tion. Its teleology has determined the preface as a postface, the last chapter
of the Phenomenology of Spirit as a foreword, the Logic as an Introduction to
the Phenomenology of Spirit. This point of ontoteleological fusion reduces
both precipitation and after-effect to mere appearances or to sublatable
negativities.
Hegel is thus at once as close and as foreign as possible to a "modern"
conception of the text or of writing: nothing precedes textual generality
absolutely. There is no preface, no program, or at least any program is
already a program, a moment of the text, reclaimed by the text from its own
exteriority. But Hegel brings this generalization about by saturating the
text with meaning, by teleogically equating it with its conceptual tenor, by
reducing all absolute dehiscence between writing and wanting-to-say
(vouloir-dire}, by erasing a ·certain occurrence of the break between anticipa
tion and recapitulation: a shake of the head.
If the preface appears inadmissible today, it is on the contrary because no
possible heading can any longer enable anticipation and recapitulation to
meet and to merge with one another. To lose one's head, no longer to know
where one's head is, such is perhaps the effect of dissemination. If it would
be ludicrous today to attempt a preface that really was a preface, it is because
we know semantic saturation to be impossible; the signifying precipitation
introduces an excess facing (un debord} ("that part of the lining which
extends beyond the cloth, " according to Littre) that cannot be mastered; the
semantic after-effect cannot be turned back into a teleological anticipation
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and into the soothing order of the future perfect; the gap between the empty
"form , " and the fullness of "meaning" is structurally irremediable, and any
formalism, as well as any thematicism, will be impotent to dominate that
st ructure. They will miss it in their very attempt to master it. The
generalization of the grammatical or the textual hinges on the disappear
ance, or rather the reinscription, of the semantic horizon, even when
especially when-it comprehends difference or plurality. In diverging from
polysemy, comprising both more and less than the latter, dissemination
interrupts the circulation that transforms into an origin what is actually an
after-effect of meaning.
But the question of meaning has barely been opened and we have not yet
finished with Hegel. We know, said we, a minute ago. But we know
something here which is no longer anything, with a knowledge whose form
can no longer be recognized under this old name. The treatment of
paleonymy here is no longer a raising or a regaining of consciousness.
No'doubt Hegel, tOO, allows for the insistence2 1 of a certain gap between
the form and content. That is, between what he calls certainty and what he
calls truth. Isn't The Phenomenology 0/ Spirit precisely the history of such
discrepancies? The recital of an infinite preface? While criticizing formal
ism, mathematism, scientism-which are always the errors of a philos
opher-Hegel steers clear of rejecting the necessity for formal, mathemat
ical, or scientific (in the restricted sense of the term) moments. He takes
care not to fall into the opposite errors: empiricism, intuitionism, prophet
ism. The complicity among these symmetrical failings chooses to take up
residence in prefaces as its favorite spot. But it is still up to a preface to
unmask that complicity, according to the overflow of a re-mark (a preface
on prefaces, a preface within a preface) of which dissemination must
problematize the formal rules and the abyssal movement; there occurs a
completely different reinscription of "dead space and the equally lifeless
numerical Unit," altogether other and hence very similar, a reinscription
that redoubles the Preface to the Phenomenology 0/ Spirit:
Truth is its own self-movement, whereas the method just described
(the mathematical method} is the mode of cognition that remains
external to the material (Stolfo). Hence it is peculiar to mathematics,
and must be left to that science, which, as we have noted, has for its
principle the relationship of magnitude, a relati�nship alien to the
concept (begrifflose Verhaltnis der Griisze), and for its material (Stolfo)
2 1 . TN . The word iwisrt1l(t is to be understood in irs etymological sense of "standing

firm in"

(i" + sisterr) .
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dead space and the equally lifeless numerical Unit. This method, too,
in a looser form, i . e. more blended with the arbitrary and the
accidental, may retain its place, as in conversation (Konversation), or in
a piece of historical instruction designed rather to satisfy curiosity
(Nellgierde) than to produce knowledge (Erkenntnis), which is about
what a preface (Vorrede) amounts to . . . . But we have already pointed
out that, once the necessity of the concept has banished the slipshod
style of conversational discussion (den losen Gang der rasonierenden
Konversalion) and along with it the pedantry and pomposity of science,
they are not to be replaced by the non-method (Unmethode) of presenti
ment (des Ahnens) and inspiration (Begeisterllng), or by the arbitrariness
of prophetic utterance, both of which despise not only scientific
pomposity, but scientific procedure of all kinds. (Pp. 28-29)
The speculative dialectic must overcome the oppostion between form
and content, juSt as it must overcome all dualism or duplicity, without
ceasing to be scientific. It must scientifically think out the opposition
between science and its other.
It is not enough to arrive at triplicity in general, however, in order to
attain the speculative element of the concept. Formalism, too, can
accommodate triplicity: corrupt it, fix it in a schema or a table ofterms, tear it
out of the life of the concept. The immediate target here is Schelling's
philosophy of nature:
Of course, the triadic form (Triplicitat) must not be regarded as
scientific when it is reduced to a lifeless schema (Ieblosen Schema), to a
mere shadow (ZII einem eigentlichen Schemen), and when scientific orga
nization is degraded into a table of terms (Tabelle). Kant rediscovered
this triadic form by instinct, but in his work it was still lifeless and
uncomprehended (linbegriffene); since then it has, however, been raised
to its absolute significance, and with it the true (wahrhafte) form
(Form) in its true content has been presented, so that the concept of
Science has emerged. This formalism of which we have already spoken
generally and whose style we wish to describe in more detail, imagines
that it has comprehended and expressed the nature and life of a form
(Gestalt) when it has endowed it with some determination of the
schema as a predicate. The predicate may be subjectivity or objectiv
ity, or, say, magnetism, electricity, etc. , contraction or expansion,
east or west, and the like. Such predicates can be multiplied to
infinity, since in this way each determination or form can again be
used as a form or moment in the case of an other, and each can
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gratefully perform the same service for an other. In this sort of circle of
reciprocity one never learns what the thing itself is, nor what the one
or the other is. In such a procedure, sometimes determinations of sense
are picked up from everyday intuition, and they are supposed, of
course, to mean something different from what they say; sometimes
what is in itself meaningful (Bedelltende), e.g. pure determinations of
thought like Subject, Object, Substance, Cause, Universal, etc.
these are used just as thoughtlessly and uncritically as we use them in
everyday life, or as we use ideas like strength and weakness, expansion
and contraction; the metaphysics is in the former case as unscientific as
are our sensuous representations in the latter.
Instead of the inner life and self-movement (Selbstbewegllng) of its
existence, this kind of simple determinateness of intuition-which
means here sense-knowledge---is predicated in accordance with a
superficial analogy, and this external, empty application of the formu
la (Forme/) is called a "construction" (Konstrllction). This formalism is
just like any other. (Pp. 29-30)
The static classification of dual oppositions and of third terms, taxonom
ical inscriptions, all varieties of anatomical thinking-i .e. the thinking of
the preface, as we now know-content themselves with labeling inert,
finite products. Schelling's philosophy of nature contains only a semblance
of dialectical triplicity. From the outside, in a prefabricated "construc
tion, " such philosophy applies simple oppositions, formulas prescribed
once and for all: somewhat as in a well-kept pharmacyll or grocery :;tore, or
22. A "Chinese" pharmacy , perhaps, such as Mao Tse-tung alludes ro in a very Hegelian
stage of his argumentation against formalism. the "fifth indictment against stereotyped
Party writing": "arrang(ing) items under a complicated set of headings. as if starting a
Chinese pharmacy. Go and take a look at any Chinese pharmacy, and you will see cabinets
with numerous drawers. each bearing the name of a drug-roncal , foxglove. rhubarb.
saltpetre . . . indeed , everything that should be there. This method has been picked up by our
com rades. I n their articles and speeches. their books and reports. they use first the big
Chin�se numerals, second the small Chinese numerals. third the characters for the twelve
l'arthly branches. and then capital A, B, C. D, then small a, b, c, d, followed by the Arabic
numerals, and what not! How fortunate that the ancients and foreigners created all these
symbols for us so that we can start a Chinese pharmacy without the slightest effort. For all irs
\'<:rbiage, an article that bristles with such symbolS, that does not pose, analyse or solve
prnbl<: ms and that does not take a stand for or against anything is devoid of real content and
nothing but a Chinese pharmacy. I am not saying that such symbols as the ten celestial
St<:ms, etc. , should not be used, but that this kind of approach to problems is wrong. The
rn�[hod borrowed from th� Chinese pharmacy, which many of our comrades are very fond of,
IS really the most crude. infantile and philistine of all. It is a formalist method, classifying
things according ro their external features instead of their internal relations. If one takes a
Conglomeration ofconcepts [hat are not internally related and arranges them into an article.
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even in a museum of natural history where one can find collected, classed,
and exhibited all manner of dead limbs and cold bones, skins dried like
parchments, anatomical plates, and other tableaux and displays that pin
down the living to death:
What results from this method of labeling all . . . is a synoptic table
like a skeleton with scraps of paper stuck all over it, or like the rows of
closed and labeled boxes in a grocer's stall (in einer Gewiirzkramerbllde).
It is as easy to read off as either of these; and JUSt as all the flesh and
blood has been stripped from this skeleton, and the no longer living
"essence" (Sache} has been packed away in the boxes (Biichsen), so in the
report the living essence of the matter (W�en tier Sache} has been
stripped away or boxed up dead.
To exhibit the realm of thought philosophically, that is, in its own
immanent activity or, what is the same, in its necessary development,
had therefore to be a fresh undertaking, one that had to be started
right from the beginning; but this traditional material, the familiar
forms of thought, must be regarded as an extremely important source
(Vorlage), indeed as a necessary condition and as a presupposition to be
gratefully acknowledged even though what it offers is only here and
there a meagre shred or a disordered heap ofdead bones. (Logic, Preface
to Second Edition, p. 31 )
In contrast to this triplicity of death, the speculative dialectic favors the
living triplicity of the concept, which remains beyond the grasp of any
arithmetic or of any numerology. "The number three makes its appearance
in a deeper sense in religion as the Trinity and in philosophy as the Concept.
In general, the numerical form of expression is tOO thin and inadequate to
present true concrete unity. The Spirit is certainly a trinity, but it cannot be
added up or counted. Cou_nting is a bad procedure. " (Lectllr� on the History of

Philosophy).

4,

,
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Another way of working with nllmber � issemination, Sl:ts up a pharmacy
in which it is no longer possible to countl5'y'Ones, by twOS, or by threes; in
which everything starts with the dyad. The dual opposition (remedy/
poison, good/evil, intelligible/sensible, high/low, mind/marrer, life/
speech or report simply according [0 the external features of things, then one is juggling
with concepts and may also lead others to indUlge in the same sort of game, with the result
that ·they do not use their brains to think over problems and probe into the essence of things,
but are satisfied merely to list phenomena in ABCD order. What is a problem? A problem is
a contradiction in a thing. Where one has an unresolved contradiction, there one has a
problem . " Sneeted Works 0/ Mao Tse-lImg (Peking: Foreign Languages Press, 1 967), I I I ,

60--6 1 .
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death, inside/outside, speech/writing, etc . ) organizes a conBictual, hierar
chically structured field which can be neither reduced to unity, nor derived
from a primary simplicity, nor dialectically sublated or internalized into a
third term . The "three" will no longer give us the ideality of the speculative
solution but rather the effect of a strategic re-mark, a mark which, by phase
and by simulacrum, refers the name of one of the two terms to the absolute
outside of the opposition, to that absolute otherness which was marked
once again- in the expose of differance. Two/four, and the "closure of
metaphysics" can no longer take, can indeed never have taken, the form of a
circular line enclosing a field, a finite culture of binary oppositions, but
takes on the figure of a totally different partition. Dissemination displaces
the three of onrotheology along the angle of a certain re-folding (re
ploiement}. A Crisis of verSIlS:H these marks can no longer be summed up or
"decided" according to the twO of binary oppositions nor sublated into the
three of speculative dialectics (for example "differance," "gramme,"
"trace," "broach/breach" (entamer}, "de-limitation, " "pharmakon," "sup
plement," "hymen," "mark-march-margin," and others; the mo,:ement of
these marks pervades the whole of the space of writing in which they occur,
hence they can never be enclosed within any finite taxonomy, not to speak of
any lexicon as such);24 they destroy the trinitarian horizon. They destroy it
textually: they are the marks of dissemination (and not of polysemy) in that
they cannot be pinned down at any one point by the concept or the tenor of a
signified. They "add" a fourth term the more or the less. "Even though it is
only a triangle open on its fourth side,the splayed square loosens up the obsid
ionality of the triangle and the circle which in their ternary rhythm (Oedipus,
Trinity, Dialectics) have always governed metaphysics. It loosens them up; that is,
it de-limits them, reinscribes them, re-cites them. " The writing of such a Story

belongs neither to the inside nor to the outside of the tri�ngle; this is
something the consequences of which we have hardly begun to measure.
The opening of the square, the supplementary four (neither a cross nor a
closed square), the more or less which disjoins dissemination from
2 3 . TN. C,.ise dll l!et'slIS is reminiscent of Mallarme' s C�is� de I!et'S (C,.isis o!Vwse). which
Derrida will discuss at length in "The Double Session. "
24. TN. Because Derrida's discourse operates a displacement o f traditional binary
log ic. it tends to amass and foreground a series of terms like those listed here which contain
within themselves skewed contradictions and which render undecidable any proposition in
which they occur. It is therefore tempting for translators and other prefacers to try to
facilitate the reader's entrance into Derrida's writing by constructing a "lexicon" of such
ter ms. Derrida is here both inviting and warning against such a procedure. which. while it
points up Derrida's neologistic innovations. reinscribes the effects of those innovations
within a finite. pointil1 istic topology.
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polysemy, are regularly and explicitly associated with castration ("castra
tion-always at stake-"): but with a certain olltside of castration (a fall with
no return and with no restricted economy) which could no longer be taken
up and comprehended within the logocentric, sublimating field of talking
truth, law, signification, full speech, the symbolic order, the intersubjec
tive dialectic, or even the intersubjective triad. 2) If dissemination cannot
simply be equated with the castration it entails Or entrains (one should soon
become (en)trained in reading this word), this is not only because of its
"affirmative" character but also because, at least up to now, according to a
necessity that is anything but accidental, the concept of castration has been
metaphysically interpreted and arrested. The lack, the void, the break,
etc. , have been given the value of a signified or, which amounts to the same,
of a transcendental signifier: the self-presentation of truth (veiled/unvei led)
as Logos.
It is here that the question of psychoanalysis comes into play: it tests
itselfpractically against a text which, able to "begin" only with four, can no
longer, anywhere, except by simulacrum, be closed, mastered, encircled.
Dissemination endlessly opens up a snag in writing that can no longer be
mended, a spot where neither meaning, however plural, nor any form of
presence can pin/pen down (agrapher} the trace. Dissemination treats
doctors-that point where the movement of signification would regularly
come to tie ekJwn the play of the trace, thus producing (a) history. The
security of each point arrested in the name of the law is hence blown up. It
i s-at least-at the risk of such a blowup that dissemination has been
broached/breached. With a detour through/of writing one cannot get
over. 26
25. TN. The reference here is ro the psychoanalytical theories ofJacques Lacan, whose
writings Derrida has discussed at length in "Le /aCltIl" de 14 l!et'itr (Pottiqlle 2 1 , 1 975;
reprinted in La Cane postale, Paris: Flammarion. 1980; translated as "The Purveyor of
Truth" by Willis Domingo, James Hulbert, Moshe Ron, and Marie-Rose Logan in Yale
FmKh StllditJ 52 , 1975). For a detailed analysis ofthe encounter between Lacan and Derrida,
see my "The Frame of Reference: Poe, Lacan. Derrida," in Tht C,.itical Dif!tmlte (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press. 198 1).
26. TN. This paragraph-one of the most untranslatable in the entire book-both
proposes and enacts the dif/",a"ce wrought by dissemination. The original French is: "La
dissemination ouvre, sans fin, cet a«P"Of de I'ecriture qui ne se laisse plus recoudre, Ie lieu ou
ni Ie sens, fUt-il pluriel, ni allclI"e/o,.",e de prismce n'agraphe plus la trace. La dissemination
traite--sur lit-Ie poi"t ou Ie mouvement de la signification viendrait regulierement Ii", Ie
jeu de la trace en produisant ainsi I'hisroire. Saute la securite de ce point af/ite au nom de la
loi. Cest-du moins--au risque de ce fa ire sauter que s'entamait la dissemination. Et Ie
derour d'une ecriture dont on ne revient pas," Behind the word "point" lies Lacan's notion of
the point de capito" [in upholstery or quilting. a stitch], by which he translates the Greek
word Itkto". which he is substituting for the Saussurian notion of the "signified . " (See Lacan's
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This question can no longer be dissociated from a restaging of arilhmos
and of "counting" as a "bad procedure. " Nor from a rereading ofthe rylhmos
of Democrirus, which stands as a kind of writing that philosophy has never
been able to reckon with, since it is rather 0111 0/ the prior existence and
restless exteriority of that writing that philosophy is able to arise and
account for itself: it forms a written preface, in a sense, and one which
discourse as such can no longer envelop in its circulation, in that circle
where the speculative impossiblity and the speculative necessity of the
prolegomenon meet.
The written preface (the slate (bloc} of the protocol), the outwork, then
becomes a fourth text. Simulating the postface, 27 the recapitulation and
presentation to the first volume of his Ecrils republished by Seuil in a collection called,
interestingly enough, " Points. ") While Lacan's theory, according to Derrida, aims to "pin
down" the history of a subject, dissemination is what produces an irreducible snag in that
project.
27. According to the logic of sublation, the postface ptovides the truth both of the
preface (always stated after the fact) and of the entire discourse (produced out of absolute
knowledge). The simuiamnn of a postface would therefore consist of feigning the final
revelation of the meaning or functioning of a given stretch of language.
This operation can be dragged out in laboriousness and impatience whenever he who,
havi"g wril, SlOpS writi"g, and forces himself to adequately rejoin the fact of his past text so as
to unveil its underlying procedure or its fundamental truth. Witness the boredom experi
enced by Henry James while writing the prefaces to his complete works at the end of his life.
Witness Theophile Gautier's exclamation: "For a long time now people have been in
veighing against the uselessness of prefaces-yet they keep on writing them." Witness
Flauberr's irritation toward his "three prefaces" in which he could see nothing but the
unproductive hollowness of criticism. And it is indeed true that, according to its classical
conception, the preface represents the crilical instance of the text, wherever it may operate
("How eager I am to be finished with BOfIary, A"ubis, and my three fwt!a(tJ , so that I can
plunge into a new period, and thtow myself into 'pure beauty'!" (to Louis Bouilhet, August
2.� , 1853). "Ah! how impatient I am to be rid ofBovary, Anubis, and my three prefaces (that
is to say the only three times, which really amount to one, I will ever write criticism)! How
eager I am to be done with all this so I can throw myself into a subject that is vaSI and
d&m-Cul" (to Louise Colet, August 26, 185 3). (Pr//are a i4 vie d'krivai" [Prqa(t 10 lhe lift o/a
U.,.iltr) , a selection of letters presented by Genevieve Bolleme».
But the simulacrum can also be play-acted: while pretending to turn around and look
backward, one is also in fact starring over again, adding an extra text, complicating the
scene, opening up within the labyrinth a supplementary digression, which is also a false
mirror that pushes the labyrinth's infinity back forever in mimed-that is, endless
speculation. It is the textual rola"a of an operation, which can be neither opposed nor
reduced to the so-called "principal" body of a book , to the supposed referent of the postface,
nor even to irs own semantic tenor. Dissemination would propose a cerrain theory-to be
followed, also, as a marching order quite ancient in its for�f digmsio", written for
example in the margins of A Tale 0/ a Tub, or taking up where the "trap" described by the
Second Preface to La Nouvtlle Hi/oise leaves off.
(Outwork would then, for example, be the hystero-colic sketch of an appmdix, highly
differentiated in its structure (dissemination describes or-to be more precise--illuslraltJ
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recurrent antICipation, the auto-motion of the concept, it is another text
entirely, but at the same time, as an "attendant discourse, " it is the
"double" of what it goes beyond.
Speculative philosophy thus proscribes the preface as empty form and as
signifying precipitation; it prescribes it, on the other hand, insofar as it is in
the preface that meaning announces itself, philosophy being always already
the act of appending, from one end to the other) to all possible treatises (treatments, rather,
and so strangely contemporaneous to their own practice) on the post-scriptllm: the P.S.·s to
Commmt j'ai krit certaiw de flUS livm, to E«e Homo (Why I Write Such Good Books, which
intersects with the "belated preface" to The Dawn of Day or with a certain foreword to The
JOY/III Wisdom ("Perhaps more than one preface ("imt "1I,. ti"e Vormit) would be necessary for
this book ; and after all it might still be doubtful whether any one could be brought nearer
(TJijhe,- gebt-acht) to the exptrim(tJ (Erlelmisse) in it by means of prefaces, without having himself
experienced (wlebt) something similar (etwaS Ah"liches)" [trans. Thomas Common (New
York: Russel l & Russel l, 1964), p. I», to the Conclllding UwnmlijK Postscripts 10 the
Philosophical F,.agmmls, A Mimic-Pathetic-Dialectic Compositi01l, A" Existmlial C01It,.ib",io", by
"Johannes Climacus" [So Kierkegaard, trans. David S. Swanson (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1944»), to his foreword and to his inlf'oml(fio" ("You will perhaps
remember, dear reader, that near the end of the Philosophical F,.agmmls there appeared a
certain remark which might look like the promise of a sequel. Viewed as a promise, indeed,
the remark in question ["ifl ever write a sequel") was in the highest degree tentative, and at
the farthest possible remove from a solemn engagement . . . . Such being the nature of the
promise, it seems quite suitable that its fulfillment should be relegated to a Postscript. The
author can scarcely be charged with having indulged in the feminine practice of saying the
most imporrant thing (if there is anything important in connection with the whole matter)
as an after-thought, in a note at the end . . . . For it is ridiculous to treat everything as if the
System were complete, and then to say at the end, that the conclusion is lacking. If the
conclusion is lacking at the end, it is also lacking in the beginning . . . . But in a scientific
structure the absence of a conclusion has retroactive power to make the beginning doubtful
and hypothetical, which is to say: unsystematic. So at least from the standpoint of dialectical
fearlessness. But our dialectician has not yet acquired it . . . . The scholarly introduction
draws the attention away by its erudition . . . . . . The rhetorical address serves to distract by
intimidating the dialectician" [pp. 1 3- 18]), and finally to his "Appendix" (where it is
explained that thus "the book is superfluous, " that "the book has not only a Conclusion but a
Revocation. More than that no one can require, either before or after" [pp. 546-47) and that
"to write a book and revoke it is something else than not writing it at all" [po 548», and to
his "First and Last Declaration" (which relates the problem of the pstlldo"""iry or polY"Ymiry
to that of "the author of the preface of the book" [po 5 5 1 », to the "Appendix" to Der
JlIlMlsmior by Jean-Paul (who hardly needs to be identified as the master of the double)
(ProJl'OmIIJ Galeatlls [in Werke, Munich: Carl Hanser Verlag, 1962]. "A preface should be
nothing but a longer title. The present one should in my opinion confine itself to an
elucidation of the word Appendix, nothing more" [po 3 1 1] . . . "The first and oldest
Appendix mentioned in literary history is found at the end of my Biog,.aphischm BelllStigm; it
is commonly known that this was written by the creator of this literary genre himself,
namely myself. The second Appendix that our I iterarure has produced is printed in this book
and appears immediately following this Preface. Now, since I have furnished the example of
the Appendix, and since I remain like the Academy and the living model laid out on the
table, the estheticians have an easy task drawing a theory, a salutory order and a useful
formula for this genre out of existing Appendices; they can model their legislativt domain
.
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engaged in the Book.28 This "contradiction" necessarily leaves protocolic
traces, blocks of writing in the Hegelian text, for example the whole
scriptural apparatus that opens the chapter on sensible certainty and whose
strange functioning we shall analyze elsewhere. But the contradiction is

di � sipated when, at the end of the preface, which is also the end of history

and the beginning of philoso�hy, the domain of conceptual apriority no
longer knows any bounds. It is at the end of a famous preface that Hegel
describes the strange "after-ness" of the concept and of philosophical
a priority, the belatedness that succeeds in effacing itself as
after my matiw power . . . " [pp.

4 12- 13J . .

.

il poses ilJe/f:

"Digressions are never of [he essence in [he

novel, but [hey should never be created as inessential in the Appendix. In [he former [hey are
stagnant refuse; in the la[[er [hey

are

a mosaic in [he floor, a poetic Asaroton; thus the

Ancients PUt s[raw, bones and such-like in [he mosaics; in a word, [hey had the room for [he
sake ofpuning refuse [here" [pp.

4 13- 14J), and after [his "hasty poetics of the appendix,"

which is also an analysis ofexcrement, after all the "promised digressions," to [he "Appendix

to [he Appendix or My Christmas Eve" ("I do not believe [hat an author writes anything
more willingly [han his preface and his postscript: [here he can write on and on about

himself, which pleases him, and about his work, which delights him above all else. Ou[ of
[he prison and slave-galley of his book he has leap[ into these two pleasure camps, these two
recreation places . . . . Is [hat not [he reason why [he book-binders put a blank sheet before
[he preface and one after [he end, like vacancy signs on a door, indicating [hat [he next page

is also unoccupied and open

to

whatever scribbling comes along. However, these empty

spaces enclosing the garden of [he book are also [he wilderness which must separate one book
from ano[her-as great empty expanses separate [he realms of [he TeutOns, or [hose of the
North Americans, or the solar systems. Also, no one will find fault with me if I save my
preliminaries and my conclusions--for I sharpen myself in preparation for these from the
moment I write [he title---ifI save [hem for certain days, utOpian days" [po

545J . . . "Many
.

arguments could be PUt forth supporting and strengthening [he view [hat I had set aside [his
Appendix to [he Appendix, like a preserved fruit, for [he firs[ holiday. In particular it could

be said [hat I had cleverly waited for Christmas Day, so as to have my Christmas joy, as if I
were my own son . . . " [po 546J)).
28. Cf. Kojeve, InlrrHiuai01l a fa Itaim de

Hegel; J . -M.

Rey, "Kojeve ou Ia fin de

I'histoire," Critique No. 264; and E. Clemens, "L'histOire (comme) inachevement,"
R.M.M. No. 2 , 197 1 . I[ should be specified [hat Feuerbach had already examined in [enns

of writing [he question of [he Hegelian prtsupposition and of [he [ex[ua1 residue. An entire

Zur Kritik der
Htgtlschtn Philosophie ( 1839) [Kleinert Schriftm ll, (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 1970, pp .
.� 2-33 ) . . . "[he exposition was supposed to prtsuppose nothing, [hat is, to leave no residue
systematic and differentiated reading would be necessary of his whole

inside us, to empty us and drain us out comple[ely . . . " [po

22J. Since [hat cannot be

effected, Feuerbach in his [urn, as if expecting [he favor to be returned, accuses Hegel of
"speculative empiricism" and offormalism, [hen even of"pre[ense" and of "game-playing. "
What is of interest here, beyond each of these terms, is [he necessity of [he exchange and of
[he opposition. "Bu[ precisely for this reason with Hegel a1 so-as ide from [he wonderfully
scientific rigor of his development-[he proof of [he absolu[e has in essence and in principle
only a/ormal significance. Hegelian philosophy presents a contradiction between [ruth and
scientific spirit, between [he essential and [he formal, be[ween thought and writing. Formal/y,
[he absolute idea is certainly not presupposed, but in essence i[ is" [po 29J . . . . "The
estrangement (Entiiusstrllng) of the idea is, so to speak, only apmmst; i[ makes believe , but it
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One word more about giving instructions (tiaJ

Belehren) as to what the

world ought to be. Philosophy in any case always comes on the scene

tOO late to give any. As the thought

(Gedanke) of the world,

it appears

only when actuality is already there Cut and dried after its process of
formation has been completed. The teaching of the concept , which is
also history's inescapable lesson, is that it is only when actuality is
mature that the ideal first appears over against the real and that the
ideal apprehends this same real world in its substance and builds it up
for itself into the shape of an intellectual realm. When philosophy
paints its grey on grey , then has a shape of life grown old. By
philosophy's grey on grey it cannot be rejuvenated but only under
stood. The owl of Minerva spreads its wings only with the falling of
the dusk.
But it is time to close this preface

(aIJ Vorwor/),

(Vorwor/).

After all, as a preface

its only business has been to make some external and

subjective remarks about the standpoint of the book it introduces. If a
topic is to be discussed philosophically, it spurns any but a scientific
and objective treatment, and so too if criticisms

(Widerrede)

of the

author take any form other than a scientific discussion of the thing
itself, they count only as a personal epilogue

(Nachwor/)

and as a

capricious assertion, and he must treat them with indifference. 29
The end of the preface, if such an end is possible, is the moment at which
the order of exposition

(Darslellung)

and the sequential unfolding of the

concept, in its self-movement, begin to overlap according to a sort of a
priori synthesis: there would then be no more discrepancy between producis not in earnest; it is

playing.

The conclusive proof is the beginning of the

ugic,

whose

beginning should be the beginning of philosophy in general. Beginning as it does with
Being, is a mere formalism, because Being is not the tcue beginning, the tcue first term; one
could JUSt as easily begin with the absolute Idea, for even before he wrote the Logic, that is,
even before he gave his id� a scientific form of communication, the absolute Idea was
already a cerrainty for Hegel, an immediate truth. " . . . "To Hegel the thinker the absolute
Idea was an absolute cerrainty; to Hegel the

writer,

it was a flW71l41 uncerrainty" [po

30].

What wouldprohibit-for such is the question-reading the Hegelian ttxt as an immense
game of writing , a powerful and thus imperturbable simulacrum, yielding the undecidable
signs of its pretence only in the sub-text, the floaring fable of irs prefaces and irs footnotes?
Hegel in person, after all, could have let himself get caught up in this. By inversion and
chiasmus from here on, Feuerbach curs across Hegel and summons him back, unseasonably,
to

the gravity of philosophy and history: "The philosopher must bring into the

ttxt

philosophy that which Hegel relegates to footnotes: that parr of man which does

of

not

against philosophy and mists abstract thought" [po 254].
29. TN. Hegel's Philosophy of Right, trans. T. M. Knox <Oxford: Clarendon Press ,
1942), pp. 12- 1 3 . The translation has been slightly modified , and Derrida·s interpolations

philosophize, which is

from the German have been added .
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tion and exposition, only a presentation of the concept by itself, in its own
words, in its own voice, in its logos. No more anteriority or belatedness of
form, no more exteriority of content; tautology and heterology would be
coupled together in the speculative proposition. The analytic procedure and
the synthetic procedure would.mutually envelop each other. The concept is
then enriched a priori by its own determination without going outside of
i tself, or through perpetual returns to itself, within the element of self
presence . The effect ive determination of the " real" unites with " ideational"
reflection in the immanent law of the same development .
I f Marx found himself obliged to defend himself from the Hegelian
apriorism and idealism his critics were quick to aCcuse him of, it was
precisely because of his

method 0/presentation.

His defense has an essential

relation to his concept and practice of the preface.

Let us recall the explanation he gives in the Afterword (Nachwort) to the

second German edition of Capital (January 1873). It is hardly insignificant
that it should be just before his most famous paragraphs on the reversal of
Hegelian dialectics that Marx proposes what he considers to be the decisive
distinction between method 0/presentation and method 0/inquiry. This distinc
tion alone would disrupt the

resemblance

between the form of his own

discourse and the form of Hegel's presentation, a resemblance that had led
certain reviewers who "shriek out at 'Hegelian sophistics' " astray. But one
cannot undo this resemblance without transforming�long with the
oppositions form/matter or content

(ldeelle/Materielle}--the

(Form/Stoll>

and ideality/materiality

concepts of reflection and anticipation, i.e. the

relation between the beginning and the development, between introduc
tion and process. This relation is not the same in discourse as it is in the real;
it is not the same in the discourse of research as it is in the presentation of the

result after the faCt .

It is around this valuation of the result (the "ground" is

the "result" for Hegel)30 that the entire debate revolves.

The European Messenger of St.

Petersburg, in an article dealing exclu

sively with the method of "Das Kapitar (May 1972 issue, pp. 427-

26), finds my method of inquiry (Forschungsmethode) severely realistic,

(Darstellungsmethode), unfortunately,
German-dialectical (deutsch-dialektisch). It says: "At first sight, if the
j udgment is based on the external form of the presentation (Form tier
Darstellung) of the subject , Marx is the most ideal of ideal philosophers
(tier griisste Idealphilosoph), always in the German, i . e . the bad sense of
but my method of presentation

30. Cf. [he beginning of the ··Theory of Being" in [he Grea[er Logic . On [his problem
and on [he ··Ieap" involved in [his result, cf. also Heidegger. Identity and Differma.
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the word. But in point of fact he is infinitely more realistic than all his
fore-runners in the work of economic criticism . He can in no sense be
called an idealist . "
. . . Whilst the writer pictures what he takes to be m y actual
method

(wirkliche Methode),

in this striking and (as far as concerns my

own application of it) generous way , what else is he picturing but the
dialectic method? Of course the method of presentation (Darslel/ung
sweise) must differ in form C/orme{/) from that of inquiry (Forschung
sweise). The latter has to appropriate the material (Stoff) in detail , to
analyze its different forms of development, to trace out their inner
connection. Only after this work is done, can the actual movement

(wirkliche Bewegung) be adequately described. If this is done successful
ly, if the life of the subject matter (Stoff> is ideally reflected as in a
mirror (spiegelt sich ideel/ wider), then it may appear as if we had before
us a mere a priori construction (Konstruktion).
My dialectic method is not only fundamentally (der Grundlage nach)
different from the Hegelian, but is its direct opposite (direktes
Gegenteil). To Hegel, the life-process of the human brain, i . e . , the
process of thinking (Den/eprozesz), which, under the name of "the
Idea," he even transforms into an independent subject (in ein selbststan
diges subjekt), is the demiurgos of the real world, and the real world is
only the external, phenomenal form of " the Idea. " With me, on the

(ideel/e) is nothing else than the material world
(Materiel/e) transposed (umgesetzte) by the human mind, and translated
(iiberselzte) into forms of thought. I I
contrary, the ideal

If, instead of engaging our steps toward

the fundamental debate

in its

classical form (What can be said here of the concepts of method, reflection,
presupposition, ground, result, the real world, etc. ? From a Hegelian point
of view, is the

Afterworas

argumentation the

Widerrede

of an empirical

realism that, in positing the absolute exteriority of the real to the concept,
of effective determination to the process of presentation, would necessarily
end up as a formalism, or even as an idealist criticism indefinitely confined
to its own preface? etc. ), we appear to be limiting ourselves to " textual"
indications, it is because we have now arrived at the point where the relation
between the "text"-in the narrow, classical sense of the term-and the
3 1 . Capital, trans . Samuel Moore and Edward Aveling (New York: International
Publishers, 1967), pp. 17-19 [with Derrida's interpolations from the German]. What
follows these remarks in Marx's text is well known. Cf. also Althusser's Alltrlimmml in the
Garnier-Flammarion edition (Paris, 1969), esp. pp. 18-23, and Philippe Sollers, "Lenine et
Ie materialisme philosophique ," in Ttl QIRI 43.
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"real" is being played out, and because the very concepts of text and of
extratext, the very transformation of the relation between them and of the
preface we are engaged in, the practical and theoretical problematic of that
transformation, are at stake. The new kind of text that retains and seems to
limit us here is in fact the infinite excess facing

[debord}

of its classical

representation. This lining fringe, this extra edge, this de-limitation ,
invites a rereading of the form of our relation to Hegel's logic and to all that
can be subsumed therein. The breakthrough toward radical otherness (with
respect to the philosophical concept--of the concept) always takes,

philosophy,

within

the form of an a posteriority or an empiricismY But this is an

effect of the specular nature of philosophical refle�tion, philosophy being
incapable of inscribing (comprehending) what is outside it otherwise than
through the appropriating assimilation of a negative image of it, and
dissemination is written on the back-the tain --of that mirror. Not on its
inverted specter. Nor in the triadic symbolic order of its sublimation. The
question is to find out what it is that, written under the mask of empiri

also does something else and renders a
[releve) of the preface impracticable. This question calls

cism, turning speculation upside down ,
Hegelian sublation

for prudent, differentiated, slow, stratified readings. It will have to concern
itself, for example, with the motif of the "beginning" in Marx's text. While

Logic, the fact that "every
(Preface to the first edition of

Marx recognizes, as does Hegel in his Greater
beginning is difficult, holds in all sciences"

Capital, 1867),

he has an entirely different relation to the writing of his

introductions. What he seeks to avoid is formal anticipation. So does Hegel ,

o f course. B u t here, the expected "result , " which must precede and condi
tion the introduction, is not a pure determination of the concept, much less
a "ground. "
Is this simply because of its status as what Hegel would have called a

particular science?

And is political economy a "regional" science here?ll

In any event, the prefatory form can no longer easily be internalized in the
logical apriority of the book and in its

Darstellung.

The present part consists of the first two chapters. The entire material
lies before me in the form of monographs, which were not written for
32. On empiricism 3$ [he philosophical form or mask of [he he[erological breaching
Vrayage], cf. for example Writing and Difference pp. 1 5 1 IT; 0IGrammatolog;-, "The Exorbi
[am: Ques[ion of Me[hod" pp. 162 ff; and "La Diffirana" in Thiorie d'en.rtmblt, coli. "Tel
Quel" p. 4 5 .

33. Bu[ i[ i s [he whole scheme of [he subordination of [he sciences, and [hen o f [he
regional oncologies, co a general or fundamemal omo-Iogic that is perhaps here being
thrown inco confusion. Cf. 01 grammatolog;-, p. 2 1 .

34

OUTWO R K

publication but for self-clarification at widely separated periods; their
remoulding into an integrated whole according to the ploo

I have

indicated will depend upon circumstances.

A general introduction (allgemeine Einleitung), which I had drafted,
is omitted, since on further consideration it seems to me confusing to
anticipate results which still have to be substantiated, and the reader
who really wishes to follow me will have to decide to advance from the
particular to the general.

A few brief remarks regarding the course of

my study of political economy may, however, be appropriate here . . . .
These studies led partly of their own accord to apparently quite remote
subjects on which I had to spend a certain amount of time. But it was
in particular the imperative necessity of earning my living which
reduced the time at my disposal . My collaboration, continued now for
eight years, with the

New York Tribune

.

. . J4

The development is so little modeled upon a law of conceptual imma
nence, so hard to anticipate, that it must bear the visible marks of its

revisions, alterations, extensions, reductions, partial anticipations, plays of

footnotes, etc. The

Preface to

the first edition of Capital ( 1 867) exhibits,

precisely, the work of transformation to which the earlier "presentation of
the subject-matter" has been submitted, the quantitative and qualitative
heterogeneity of the developments, and the entire historical scene in which
the book is inscribed. I)
Thus is sketched out the dissymmetrical space of a postscript to the Great
Logic.

A space at once general and infinitely differentiated. No doubt as

apparently dependent and derivative as a postscript can be, it is nonetheless
34. TN. Preface to A Contriblltion to the CritiqIR of Political Economy, [[ans. S. W .
Ryazanskaya (New York: InternarionaJ Publishers, 1970), pp. 19, 23. Derrida's interpola
tion from the German has been added .
3 5 . "The work, the first volume of which I now submit to the public, forms the
continuation of my ZlIr Kritik . Politischen Otkonomit(A Contriblltion to the CritiqlltofPolitical
Economy) published in 1859. The long pause between the first parr and the conrinuation is
due to an illness of many years' duration that again and again interrupted my work.
"The substance of that earlier work is summarized in the first three chapters of this
volume. This is done not merely for the sake of connexion and completeness. The presenta
tion of the subject-matter is improved (Dit Darsttllllng ist wrbtsstrt). As far as circumstances
in any way permit, many points only h inted at in the earlier book are here worked out more
fully, whilst, conversely, points worked out fully there are only tOuched upon in this
volume. The secrions on the histOry ofthe theories of value and of money are now, of course,
left out altogether. The reader of the earlier work will find, however, in the nores to the first
chapter addirional sources of reference relative to the history of those theories.
"Every beginning is difficult, holds in all sciences (all" Anfang is/ schwer, gil/ in it.
Wissmftha/l)" (p. 7).
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a force of historical no-return, resistant to any circular recomprehen
sion within the anamnesic domesticity

(Erinnerung)

of Logos , which

wo uld recover and proclaim truth in the fullness of its speech.
We are in an uneven chiasmus. In Hegel's reason for disqualifying the
preface (itS formal exteriority, its signifying precipitation, i ts textuality
freed from the authority of meaning or of the concept, etc. ), how can we
avoid recognizing the very question of writing, in the sense that is being
analyzed here? The preface then becomes necessary and structurally inter
minable, it can no longer be described in terms of a speculative dialectic: it
is no longer merely an empty form, a vacant significance, the pure empiric
ity of the non-concept , but a completely other structure, a more powerful
one, capable of accounting for effects of meaning, experience, concept, and
reality, reinscribing them without this operation's being the inclusion of
any ideal

"begreifen."

Inversely, isn't the type of preface that always in fact

imposes itself on Hegel (that movement through which the concept already
announces i tself, precedes itself in its own

telos, establishes the text within

the element ofits meaning from the outset), isn't this what in our eyes today
makes those prefaces appear archaic, academic, contrary to the necessity of
the text, written in an outworn rhetoric suspect in its reduction of the chain
of writing to its thematic effects or to the formality of its articulations? If
dissemination is without a preface, this is not in order that some SOrt of
inaugural production, some self-presentation can be opened up; quite the
contrary, it is because dissemination marks the essential limits shared by
rhetoric, formalism, and thematicism, as well as those of the system of their
exchange.
On the one hand, the preface is ruled out but it must be written: so that it
can be integrated, so that its text can be erased in the logic of the concept
which cannot

not presuppose

itself. On the other hand (almost the same),

the preface is ruled out but it is still being written in that it is already made
to function as a moment of the relaunched text, as something that belongs
to a textual economy that no concept can anticipate or sublate. "Moment"
and "to belong" therefore can no longer designate here a simple inclusion
within some ideal i nteriority of writing. To allege that there is no absolute
outside of the text is not to postulate some ideal immanence, the incessant
reconstitution of writing's relation to itself. What is in question is no
longer an idealist or theological operation which, in a Hegelian manner,
would suspend and sublate what is outside discourse, logos, the concept , or
the idea. The text affirms the outside, marks the limits of this speculative
operation, deconstructs and reduces to the status of "effects" all the predi
cates through which speculation appropriates the outside. If there is no-
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thing outside the text , this implies, with the transformation of the concept
of text in general, that the text is no longer the snug airtight inside of an
i nteriority or an identity-to-itself (even if the motif of "out side or bust" may
sometimes play a reassuring role: a certain kind of inside can be terrible),
but rather a different placement of the effects of opening and closing.
In either case, the preface is a fiction ("Here is the cynical Alcidamas,
writing this preface for laughs"). But in the first case, fiction is in the service
of meaning, truth is (the truth of) fiction, the fictive arranges itself on a
hierarchy, it itself negates and dissipates itself as accessory to the concept .
In the other case, outside of any mimetologism, fiction affirms itself as a
simulacrum and, through the work of this textual feint, disorganizes all the
oppositions to which the teleology of the book ought violently to have
subordinated i t .
Such would be, for example, the play o f the "hybrid preface," the
"renegade's preface" to the

Songs of Maldoror.

Through a supplementary

simulacrum, the sixth Song presents itselfas the effective body of the text, the

real

operation for which the first five Songs would only have been the

didactic preface, the "synthetic" exposition, the "frontispiece, " the fa�ade
one sees from the front before penetrating further, the picture engraved on
the cover of the book, the representative forefront giving advance notice of
"the preliminary explanation of my future poetics," and the "statement of
the thesis. "
Where, i n the topography of the text, can we situate this strange
declaration, this performance that has already ceased being part of the preface
and

doesn't yet belong to the "analytic"

part that seems to be getting under

way?
The first five songs have not been useless; they were the frontispiece to
my work, the foundation of the structure, the preliminary explanation
of my future poetics: and l owed it to myself, before strapping up my
suitcase and setting off for the lands of the imagination, to warn
sincere lovers of literature with a rapid sketch, a clear and precise
general picture, ofthe goal I had resolved to pursue . Consequently, it
is my opinion that the synthetic part of my work is now complete and
has been adequately paraphrased. In this part you learnt that I had set
myself the task of attacking man and Him who created man. For the
moment , and for later, you need to know no more. New considera
tions seem to me superfluous, for they would only repeat, admittedly
in a fuller, but identical, form, the statement of the thesis which will
h..ave its first exposition at the end of this day. It follows from the
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preceding remarks chac from now on my intention is co scare upon che
analycic parc; so crue, indeed, is chis chac only a few minuces ago I
expressed che ardenc wish chac you should be imprisoned in che
sudoriferous glands of my skin in order co prove che si ncericy of whac I
am scacing wich full knowledge of che faccs. It is necessary, I know, co
underpin wich a large number of proofs che argument of my cheorem;
well, chese proofs exisc and you know chac I do noc accack anyone
wichout good reason. I howl wich laughcer. 16
All chis is going on precisely ac che end of a preface, in che cwilighc,
between life and deach, and che final Song will scill rise up "ac che end of chis
day. " And will consticuce che "firsc developmenc" of a scaced "chesis. " In
resorting co che cwo modes ofmachemacical proof, analysis and synchesis, in
order to spore wich che opposicion, Laucreamonc parodically swicches chern
around and, grappling wich chern in che manner of Descarees, 17 rejoins che
36. TN. Comre de Laucreamom, Maldoror and PoemJ, rrans. Paul Knighr (Penguin,
1978), p. 2 1 2 .
.� 7. The following rexr by Descanes can be compared nor only ro rhe sixrh Song, bur also
[0 rhe discinccion drawn in rhe posrscripr of Capital, berween rhe method of inqlliry and rhe
method of prtsmtation: "The merhod of proof is rwo-fold, one being analyric, rhe orher
synrheric. Analysis shows rhe rrue way by which a rhing was merhodically derived , as ir were
effen from cause, so rhar, if rhe reader care ro follow ir and give sufficiem arremion ro
everyrhing, he undersrands rhe marrer no less perfecrly and makes ir as much his own as ifhe
had discovered ir himself. Bur ir conrains norhing ro inc ire belief in an inarremive or hosrile
reader; for if rhe very leasr rhing broughr forward escapes his norice , rhe necessiry of rhe
conclusions is losr. . . . Symhesis comrariwise employs an opposire procedure, one in which
rhe search goes as ir were from effecr [0 cause (rhough ofren here rhe proof irself is from cause
[0 effect ro a grearer exrem rhan in rhe former case). Ir does indeed clearly demonsrrare irs
conclusions, and ir employs a long series of de6nirions, posrulares, axioms, rheorems, and
problems, so rhar if one of rhe conclusions rhar follow is denied, ir may at once be shown ro
be comained in whar has gone before. Thus rhe reader, however hosrile and obsrinare, is
compelled to render his assem. Yer rhis merhod is nor so sarisfacrory as rhe orher and does
nor equally well conrem rhe eager learner, because ir does nor show rhe way in which rhe
marrer raughr was discovered . " [" Reply ro Objecrions II," in PhilOJophical Works ofDtscants,
rrans. Elizaberh S. Haldene and G. R. T. Ross (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1 9 1 1 , 1977), II, 48-49 . ]
The syntheric parh, a didactic procedure and secondary preface, i s enforced ooly ro
overcome rhe "presupposir ions . . . to which we have since our earliesr years been
acc ustomed . . . . This is why my writing rook rhe form of Medirarion rarher rhan rhar of
Phil osophical Dispurarions or rheorems and problems of a geomerer; so rhat hence I mighr
by this very fact testify that I had no dealings except wirh those who will nor shrink from
joining me in giving the marter arrentive care and medirarion . . . . And yer . . . I append
here somerhing in the synrhetic sryle . . . . " [Ibid. pp. 50-5 1 ] .
Unlike rhe Meditations, the Principlts of Philosophy follow the synrhecic order. Irs Preface
C · Aurhor's Lerrer to rhe Translator limo French , the Abbe Claude Picot] of the book , which
may here serve as Preface") recommends thar rhe book "firsr of all be run rhrough in irs
enrirery like a novel," bur a roral of rhree rimes [ibid. I, 207-209].
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constraints and che topO$ of che "vicious circle. " The preface, a synthecic
mode of exposition, a discourse of chemes, cheses, and conclusions, here as
always precedes che analycic cexc of invention, which will infact have come
before ic buc which cannoc, for fear of remaining unreadable, presenc or
ceach icself on ics own. Yec che preface chac musc make che cexc intelligible
cannoc in curn offer icself co che reader wichouc his having firsc made his
accual infinice way chrough che desolace swamp ("his rugged and treacher
ous way across che desolace swamps of chese sombre and poison-filled
pages, " p. 29). The preface can become a discourse on mechod, a creacise on
poecics, a sec of formal rules, only afcer che forging of che irrupcive crack of a
mechod chac is accually put in practice as a pach chac breaks ground and
conscruccs icself as ic goes along, wichouc a predecermined icinerary.
Whence che arcifice of a preface "which will noc perhaps appear nacural
enough" (p. 2 1 3) and which in any evenc will never be simply crossed ouc. 18
Racher, ic launches (inco) anocher preface co a new novel:
I shall noc recracc one of my words; buc, ceiling whac I have seen, ic
will noc be difficulc for me, wich no ocher objecc chan cruch, co juscify
chern. Today I am going co fabricace a licde novel of chirey pages; che
escimaced lengch will, in che event, remain unchanged. Hoping co see
che escablishment of my cheories quickly accepced one day by some
licerary form or anocher, I believe I have, afcer some groping accempcs,
ac lasc found my definicive formula. Ie is che besc: since ic is che novel!
This hybrid preface has been sec ouc in a fashion which will noc
perhaps appear nacural enough, in che sense chac ic cakes, so co speak,
che reader by surprise, and he cannoc well see quice whac che auchor is
crying co do wich him; buc chis feeling of remarkable asconishment,
from which one musc generally endeavor co preserve chose who spend
cheir cime reading books and pamphlecs, is precisely whac I have made
every effore co produce. In facc , I could do no less, in spice of my good
intencions: and only lacer, when a few of my novels have appeared, will
you be beccer able co underscand che preface of che fuliginous ren
egade.
Before I begin, I musc say chac I find ic absurd chac ic should be
necessary (I do noc chink chac everyone will share my opinion, if I am
wrong) for me co place beside me an open inkscand and a few sheecs of
unspicballed paper fPapier non mache1. In chis way I shall be enabled co
38. "Alexander Dumas the younger will never, absolutely never, make a speech at a
school prize-day. He does not know what morality is. It makes no compromises. Ifhe did, he
would have to cross out, in a single stroke, every word he has written up to now, starring
with his absurd prefaces" (Poems , p. 257).
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begin the sixth song in the series of instructive poems which I am
eager to produce. Dramatic episodes of unrelenting usefulness! Our
hero perceived that by frequenting caves and taking refuge in inac
cessible places, he was transgressing the laws oflogic, and committing
a vicious circle. {Pp. 2 1 2- 13; translation slightly modified)
The demonstration will follow: Maldoror escapes the circle by emerging
from a certain cave, from "the depths of my beloved cave" (p. 40), no longer
toward the light of truth, but according to an entirely other topology where
the outlines of the preface and of the "main" text are blurred. Propagating
the poisons, reconstructing the squares, analyzing the stones, passing
through the columns and gratings,l9 forks and trellises of the Songs of

39. Gratings: "In the wall that enclosed the yaed, on the west side, diverse openings had
been parsimoniously CUt OUt and closed off by gratings . " . . . " From time to cime the grate of
an opening would rise up with a creak, as if by the ascending impetus of a hand doing
violence co the nature of the iron . . . while his leg was scill caught in the rwists of the grate
· . ."
.. . . . a few minutes later, I aerived in front of a grate whose solid bars were cighrly
criss-crossed. I wanted to peep inside through this thick screen. At first I could see nothing
· . . " " . . . sometimes it would try, showing one of irs tips in front of the grating . . . " ... . .
And I glued my eye to the grate more intensely than ever!" (repeated seven times) "He said I
had to be attached co a trellis , , . " Etc.
Coillmm: "My magnificent palace is built with walls of silver, columns ofgold . . . " " . . .
They flutter about the columns, like thick waves of black hair." "Oon't speak of my spinal
column, since it's a sword. " " . . . I would feel sorry for the man of the column. " Etc.
Squaro: "The froth from my square mouth" " . . . But the order that surrounds you,
represented notably by the perfect regularity of the square, the friend of Pythagorus, is even
grander. " ... . . Two enormous cowers could be seen in the valley; I said so at the beginning.
Ifyou multiplied them by tWO, you cacne out with four . . . but I could never quite make out
the necessity for this aeithrnetic operation. " " . . . That is why I no longer go back through
that valley where the tWO units of the multiplicand are standing!" " . . . I core out a whole
muscle from my left aem, for I no longer knew what I was doing, I was so moved by that
quadruple misforrune. I , who thought that that was excremental matter. " " . . . This bed,
which draws co irs breast the dying faculties, is but a comb composed ofsquared pine planks
· . . Finally , f
our enormous Stakes nail the sum of all the members co the mattress." " . . . The
squares are formed and immediately fall, never to rise again. " " . . . It is nonetheless true that
the crescent-shaped draperies no longer get the expression of their definitive symmetry from
the quaternary number: go and see for yourself if you don't want co believe me." Etc.
Stones: "The scone would like to escape the laws ofgravity. " " . . . You, rake a scone and
kill her. " " . . . I took a large scone . . . the scone bounced up as high as six churches. " " . . .
When I'm on the prowl . . . lonely as a scone in the middle of the road . " " . . . When the
shepherd boy David struck the giant Goliath on the forehead with a scone flung from his
sling-shot . . . " " . . . The scone . unable to disperse its vital principles, shootS irself up into
the air as if by gunpowder, and falls back down co sink solidly into the ground. Sometimes
the peasant dreamer spotS an aerolith verrically cleaving through space, heading downward
toward a field of corn. He doesn't know where the scone comes from. You now possess, clear
and succinct, the explanation of this phenomenon . " " . . . He is not resigned, and goes co get.
from the parvis of the miserable pagoda, a flat pebble with a sharp, tapered edge . He pitches
it forcefully into the air . . . the chain is CUt through the middle, like grass by a scythe, and
the cult object falls to the ground. spilling itS oil on the flagscones . . . " " . . . shoving the
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Maldoror, dissemination also displaces a whole ontospeleology, another
name for mimetology: not mimesis, an enigma of redoubtable power, but
an interpretation of mimesis that misapprehends and distorts the logic of
the double and of all that has elsewhere been called the supplement to (at)
the origin, underivable repetition, duplicity with nothing coming before
immovable granite with my foot , I defied death . . . and threw myselflike a cobbles cone inco
the mouth of space. " " . . . At night, with its propidous darkness, they leaped from the
porphyry-crested craters of the underwater currenrs, leaving far behind them the pebbly
chamber pot where the constipated anus of the human cockatOOS bestirs itself, until they
could no longer make out the suspended silhouette of the filthy planet." " . . . Nude as a
scone, he threw himself upon the girl's body and lifted up her dress . . . " " . . . The children
pelted her with scones as though she were a grackle . " " . . . Irs effarrs were useless; the walls
were built with freestone , and, when it hit the wall, I saw it bend back like a steel blade and
bounce like a rubber ball . " " . . . his face, condemned by the circumstances co an absence of
natural expression, looked like the scony concretion ofa sra\acti te. " " . . . What I have left co
do is break this mirror, co shatter it with a rock . . . . . " . . . I had fallen asleep on the cliff . . . "
" . . . that woman . . . so as co drag her, with your tarsi , through valleys and roadways, over
brambles and scones . . . " " . . . Do you know t hat, when 1 think of the iron ring hidden under
the stone by the hand of a maniac, an invisible shiver runs through my hair?" " . . . I went co
bring back the ring I had buried beneath the stone . . . " " . . . If death arresrs the fantastic
leanness of my shoulders' rwo long arms, engaged in the lugubrious crushing of my literary
gypsum , 1 would at least like the mourning reader co say co himself: 'I have todo him justice.
He has greatly cretinized me' " " . . . the morning apparition of the rhythmic kneading of an
icosahedral sack against irs chalky parapet!" Etc.
Poisom: "The desolate swamps of these sombre, poison-filled pages . . . " " . . . my breath
emirs a poisonous exhaladon . . . " " . . . With this poisoned weapon you lent me, I brought
down off his pedestal, built by the cowardice of man, the Creator himself!" " . . . for lack of a
type of sap fulfilling the simultaneous conditions of nurriciousness and absence of venomous
matter. " " . . . VictOrious, 1 beat off the ambushes of the hypocritical poppy. " " . . .
Recognidon had entered like a poison into the hearr of the crowned madman!" Etc. [All
transladons of passages qUOted in this nOte are mine.-Trans. }
And if one later sought t o understand this nerwork in the form o f a "this is that , " one
would lose JUSt about everything in the expectation: neither a pre-face nor a pre-dicate . A
toothing stOne, cornerstOne , stumbling block, all, in the very vesdbule of Dissemination, but
also even before that, will have proviSioned the trap, glutting the gorgonized reader's
examinadon. So many stOnes! But what is the stone, the stOniness of the stone? StOne is the
phallus. Is this any answer? Is this saying anything if the phallus is in fact the divestment of
the thing? And what if, occupying no center, having no natural place, following nopath ofits
own , the phallus has no meaning, eludes any dialectical sublimation (Alljbebllng), extracrs the
very movement of signification, the signifier/signified reladon, from any Allfhebllng, in one
direction or the other, borh types amounting ultimately to the same? And what if the
"assumpdon" or denial of castration should also, strangely enough, amount to the same , as
one can affirm? In that case, apotropaics would always have more than one surprise up its
sleeve. In this connection, it would be well to slate for a rereading Freud and the scene of
writing, the procedure that opens and closes it, the signification of the phallus, the shorr
analysis of Das Medllsmhallpi ("To decapitate = to castrate . The terror of Medusa is thus a
terror of castration that is linked to the sight of something . " Freud goes on co explain that
what turns to stone does so for and in front of the Medusa's severed head , for and in front of
the mofher insofar as she reveals her genitals. "The hair upon Medusa's head is frequently
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it, etc. ("Imagine that mirrors (shadows, reflections, phantasms, etc.) would no
longer be comprehended within the structure of the ontology and myth of the
cave-which also situates the screen and the mirror-but would rather envelop it
totally, producing here and there a particular, extremely determinate effect. The
entire hierarchy described by the Republic, in its cave and in its line, would once
again find itself at stake and in question in the theater of Numbers. Without
occupying it entirely, the Platonic moment inhabits the fourth surface.")
Dissemination question: what "is going on, " according to what time,
what space, what structure, what becomes ofthe "event" when "I write," "I
place beside me an open inkstand and a few sheets of unspitballed paper," or
"I am going to write," "I have written": about writing, against writing, in
writing; or else, 1 preface, 1 write for or against the preface, this is a preface,
this is not a preface? What's the story with this autography of pure loss and
without a signature? And how is it that this performance displaces such
force in going without truth?
The structure of the feint describes here, as always, an extra turn.
The sixth Song would thus seem to push the preceding Songs back into
the past of a discursive preface (ars poetica, methodology, didactic presenta
tion). The first five Songs would not be part of the generative text, the text
that is at once practical and "analytical. " But in thus reversing itself, this
schema also, according to the same logic, displaces the opposition between
pre-text and text. It complicates the boundary line that ought to run
represemed in works of art in the form of snakes. and these once again are derived from the
castration complex. It is a remarkable fact that. however frightening they may be in
themselves, they neverrheless serve actually as a mitigation ofthe horror, for they replace the
penis, the absence of which is the cause of the horror (dtssen Feh/en die UnarM des GratmlS ill).
This is a confirmation of the technical rule according co which a multiplication of penis
symbols signifies castrarion (Vtrl/ie/fa/ligllng . Penirrymbo/e btJmlel KaJlra,ion). The sight of
Medusa's head makes the spectacor stiff with terror, turns him co scone. Observe that we
have here once again the same origin from the castration complex and the same transforma
tion of affect! For becoming sriff (dar Slarrwtrdm) means an erection. Thus in the original
situation it offers consolarion co the spectacor: he is scill in possession of a penis, and the
stiffening reassures him of the fact . . . . If Medusa's head takes the place of a represemarion
(Damtllllng) of the female genitals, or rather if it isolates their horrifying effectS from their
pleasure-giving ones, it may be recalled thar displaying the genitals is familiar in other
connections as an apotropaic act. What arouses horror in oneself will produce the same effect
upon the enemy against whom one is seeking co defend oneself. We read in Rabelais of how
the Devil took co flight when the woman showed him her vulva. The erect male organ also
has an aporropaic effect, but thanks co another mechanism. To display the penis (or any of its
Surrogates) is to say: '1 am not afraid of you. I defy you. I have a penis. ' Here, then, is another
way of imimidating the Evil Spirit" [Standard Edition, XVI I I , 273-74J>, and the reSt. In
lapidary fashion, one could lay out the infinitely opened and turned-back series of these
equivalents: scone--comb--erect-5tiff--dead, etc. Dissemination would always arrive on
the scene co threaten signification.
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between the text and what seems t o lie beyond its fringes, what i s classed as
the real. Along with an ordered extension of the concept of text , dissemina
tion inscribes a different law governing effects of sense or referente (the
interiority of the "thing," reality, objectivity, essentiality , existence, sensi
ble or intelligible presence in general , etc. ), a different relation between
writing, in the metaphysical sense of the word, and its "outside" (historic
al , political, economical, sexual, etc. ). The sixth Song is not presented
merely as the long-awaited text of the real analytical discovery, the record of
the real investigation. It also gives itself as the exit from a certain text into the

real.

At the end of the fifth Song, this breaking through, this risky

protrusion of the head from its hole, from its corner, is prescribed by the
spider sequence: "We are no longer in the narrative . . . Alas! We have now
come to reality . . . " It is an instance both of death and of awakening. The
very place marked off for the preface. The exit from the narrative is
nonetheless inscribed in a corner of the narrative and forecasts the coming
novel. The text of the irruption out of writing at the end of the sixth Song

("Go and see for yourself . . . ") repeats, one through the guise of the other,

the instant ofdeath and the instant of awakening. Let us return to the spider
without a web (to spin):

Every night, at the hour when sleep has reached its highest degree of
intensity, an old spider of the large species slowly protrudes its head

from a hole in the ground at one of the intersections of the angles of the
room . . . . He is hoping that the present night (hope with him !) will
see the last performance of the immense suction; for his only wish is
that his torturer should put an end to his existence; death, that is all he
asks. Look at this old spider of the large species, slowly protruding its
head from a hole in the ground at one of the intersections of the room.

We are no longer in the narrative. It listens carefully to hear if any
rustling sound is still moving its mandibles in the atmosphere. Alas!

We have now come to reality as far as the tarantula is concerned and,
though one could perhaps put exclamation marks at the end of each
sentence; that is perhaps not a reason for dispensing with them
altogether! (Pp. 202-3, 204)
A spider emerging "from the depths of its nest , " a headstrong dot that
transcribes no dictated exclamation but rather intransitively performs its
own writing (later on, you will read in this the inverted figure ofcastration),
the text comes out of its hole and lays its menace bare: it passes, in one fell
swoop, to the "real" text and to the "extratextual" reality. Within the
encompassing tissue of the Songs (you are reading a piece of writing here
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and a l l this i s producing (itself in) a text), two exteriorities heterogeneous to
each other seem to succeed each other, to replace each other, but finally they
end up covering the entire field with marks.
The staging of a title, a first sentence, an epigraph, a pretext, a preface, a

single germ, will never make a beginning. It was indefinitely dispersed.

It is thus that the triangle of texts is fractured.
Out-text, the whole of the first five Songs, followed by real text.

Out-text , the sixth Song, even the Poetry; exit

into

the real . There is

nothing but text, there is nothing but extratext , in sum an "unceasing
preface"40 that undoes the philosophical representation of the text, the
received opposition between the text and what exceeds it. The space of
dissemination does not merely place the plural in effervescence; it shakes up

an endless contradiction, marked out by the undecidable syntax of more In
.

practical terms, we might perhaps now reread the "nothing was real

any

morel any more real. " ("When I awake, the razor, making its way through the
neck, will prove that nothing was any more, in fact , real. ")

This is the protocol indispensable to any reelaboration of the problem of
"ideology, " of the specific inscription of each text (this time in the nar
rowest regional sense of the term) within the fields commonly referred to as
fields of "real" causality (history, economics, politics, sexuality, etc. ). The

theoretical elaboration,

at least , if one could remain within such a circum

scription, ought to suspend or at any rate to complicate, with great caution,
the naive opening that once linked the text to its thing, referent, or reality,
or even to some last conceptual or semantic instance. Every time that , in
order to hook writing precipitously up with some reassuring outside or in
order to make a hasty break with idealism, one might be brought to ignore
certain recent theoretical attainments (the critique of the transcendental
signified in all its forms; deconstruction, the displacement and subordina
tion of effects ofsense or reference along with all that would preside over any
logocentric, expressivist, mimetological concept and practice of writing;
the reconstruction of the textual field out of the workings of intertextuality
or of infinite referral from trace to trace; the reinscription, within the
differential field,., of the spacing of theme effects, substance effects, content
40. " Indeed , the scriptural function is now going co appear to be capable of conrrolling
both the body and the ouuide world in which that body appears; immediately announcing
the retroactive, encompassing effect of the Poetry, it will apparenrly be written immediately
into the three dimensions of a volume linked co the furure (and it will already become what it
is: the "preface co a future book , " a book projected forward in time as an unceasing preface, a
non-book preceding any book whatever, indefinitely put off, a definitive departure from the
book , that prison of the speaking era)." Sollers, "La science de Lautreamonr," in Logiqllts,
pp. 279-80.

I
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effects, or effects of sensible or intelligible presence, wherever they might
intervene , etc. ), one would all the more surely regress into idealism, with
all of what, as we have just pointed out, cannot but link up with it,
singularly in the figures of empiricism and formalism .
In the reediting of the Book.
As a double derived from some primal unit, as image, Imitation,
expression, representation, the book has its origin, which is also its model ,
outside itself: the "thing itself' or that determination of what exists that is
called "reality, " as it is or as it is perceived, lived, or thought by the one
who describes or inscribes. Reality present, then, or reality represented,
this alternative is itself derived from a prior model. The Model of the Book,
the Model Book, doesn't it amount to the absolute adequation of presence
and representation, to the

truth (homoiosis or adaequatio) of the thing and of

the thought about the thing, in the sense in which truth first emerges in
divine creation before being reflected by finite knowledge? Nature, God's
Book, appeared to the medieval mind to be a written form consonant with
divine thought and speech, true to God's attentive understanding{entende

ment,

lit. "hearing") as Logos, the truth that speaks and that hears itself

speak, the locus of archetypes, the relay point of the topas

ouranios.

noetas or the topas

A writing that was representative and true, adequate to its model

and to itself, Nature was also an ordered totality, the volume of a book
weighty with meaning, giving itself to the reader, which must also mean
the hearer, as if it were a spoken word, passing from ear to ear and from
mind to mind {aentendement a

entendement).

"The eye listens" (Claudel)

when the book has as its vocation the proffering of divine logos.
This reminder-this quotation--ought simply to reintroduce us into
the question of the preface, of the double inscription or double-jointedness
of such a text: its semantic envelopment within the Book-the representa
tive of a Logos or Logic (ontotheology and absolute knowledge)-and the
left-overness

{�tance]

of its textual exteriority, which should not be con

fused with its physical thickness.
This reminder ought also to introduce us into the question of the preface
as sud. According to the X (The chiasmus) (which can be considered a quick

thematic diagram of dissemination), the preface, as semen, is just as likely to
be left out, to well up and get lost as a seminal differance, as it is to be
reappropriated into the sublimity of the father. As the preface to a book, it
is the word of a father assisting and admiring41 his work, answering for his

4 1 . For this reason it is considered seemly in classical rhecoric co advise against prefaces,
with their conceit, their complacency; the narcissistic admiration of the father for the son.
"PrrJacei are another stumbl ing-block; the leI/ is detestable , " said Pascal . . . . "Your book
will have co speak for itself, if it comes co be read by the masses " (Voltaire). Writing on the
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son, losing his breath in sustaining, retaining, idealizing, reinternalizing,
and mastering his seed. The scene would be acted out, ifsuch were possible,
between father and son alone: autoinsemination, homoinsemination, rein
semination. Narcissism is the law, is on a par with the law. It is the paternal
figure of the Platonic

boitheia

that will still lord it over the stage: the

prolegomenon will present itselfas a moral instance and will be written only
so as to resuscitate a spoken word. �2 One that proclaims and manifests itself
presently. Prefaces have often served as manifestos for various schools.
The effacement or sublimation of seminal differance is the movement
through which the left-overness

{rertance) of the outwork gets internalized

and domesticated into the ontotheology of the great Book. The point of
general resistance, marked here, for example, by the name "Mallarme, " can
always be retrospectively carried off in the guise of homonymy . Once again
we confront the business ofthe old name, ofonymism in general , ofthe false
identity of the mark, all of which dissemination must disturb at the root.
What Mallarme was still projecting under the old name of Book would
have been, "had it existed"

{existat-i/J, entirely different .

Out (of the) book

Didanic Gmrr. Condillac, in De fart tllerirr. describes the "abuse of prefaces": "Prefaces are
another source of abuses. There all the ostenrariousness of an author reveals itself. as he
ridiculously exaggerates the worrh of his subject. It is quite reasonable co describe the poinr
at which those who have written before us have left a science on which we hope co shed new
light. But talking on ofone's work . ofone's sleepless nighes, of the obstacles that had co be
overcome; sharing with the public all the ideas one has had; not conrenring oneself with a
first preface but adding another co every book , co every chapter; giving the scory of all the
attemprs made without success; indicaring numerous means of resolving each quesrion.
when there is only one which can and will be used: this is the arc of fattening a book co bore
one's reader. If everything useless were removed from these works. almost nothing would
remain. It is as though these authors wanred co write only the prefaces to the subjects they
proposed co examine: they finish having forgotten co resolve the questions they have raised"
[Omms rompletes (Paris: Lecointe et Durey, 182 n, pp. 446--47 J. Condillac then proposes
"pruning back prefaces and all the "words which are dispensable . " Pruning, trimming: if
dissemination also CIiIS inro the text, it is rather to produce forms which would often rtStmble
those which Condillac--and all of the rhecoric and philosophy that he represenrs here
wishes co cut back so severely. And what of grafting-by-quotation in this French-style
garden: Is it prohibited? Is it co flourish ? Should the topos be pruned ? Is classicism merely a
branch of the baroque without knowing it? Condillac repeaes La Bruyere who himself repeaes
someone else . . . "If one removes from many moral works the foreword, the dedicarion, the
preface, the table of conrenrs, the acknowledgemenrs, there are scarcely enough pages left co
be called a book " (La Bruyere , Us Caracleres, "Des ouvrages de I'esprit"). Etc.

42. But it would be even better--and these twO wishes are not conrradictory-for the
spoken word co resuscitate itself, for discourse, as is stated in the Phaedrlls, co answer itself,
to answer for itself. It would thus become its own father, and the preface would become
useless: "It is quite useless for an author co defend in his preface a book which cannot answer
for ieself co the public" (Locke). One notices the extent co which the essenrial didacticism of
the classical preface mainrains a moralistic discourse. "My sole fault," Baudelaire was co say,
"has been co count on universal inrell igence, and not co write a preface setting OUt my
literary principles and dealing with the very imporrant question of Moraliry."
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{Hors-livrel. Nevertheless Claudel came afterward. The play of dissemina
tion, as one might have suspected, often has occasion to call upon him . And
here we find grouped together everything of which dissemination will ,
word for word, have changed the sign:
We have come out of that fatal torpor, that downtrodden attitude of
spirit faced with matter, that fascination with quantity. We know
that we are made to dominate the world and not the world to dominate
us. The sun has come back to the sky, we have stripped off the curtains
and thrown the padded furniture, the white elephants, and the "pallid
bust of Pallas" out the window. We know that the world is indeed a
text and that it speaks to us, humbly and joyously, of its own absence,
but also of the eternal presence of someone else, namely, its Creator.

Not only the writing, but the writer, not only the dead letter, but the
living spirit, and not a magic cryptoglyph, but the Word in which all

God! We know from the Writ-that is, Writing
a certain creaturely begin
ning, that we see aI/ things darkly, as in a glass (Igitur's mirror, to be
exact) , that the world is a book written inside andout (that book of which
Igitur sought to make a facsimile) and that visible things are made to lead
us to the knowledge of invisible things. With what attention shouldn't we
things are proffered.

par excellence, the Holy Writ-that we are

therefore not only look at them but also study and question them! And

how thankful we should be to philosophy and science for having
placed at our disposal so many admirable tools to that end! Nothing
can now stand in the way of our pursuing, with infinitely multiplying
means, one hand on the Book of Books , the other on the Universe, that
great symbolic inquiry that was for twelve centuries the occupation of
the Fathers of Faith and Art.4�
Thenceforth all finite books would become opuscules modeled after the
great divine opus, so many arrested speculations, so many tiny mirrors
catching a single grand image. The ideal form of this would be a book of
total science, a book of absolute knowledge that digested, recited, and
substantially ordered all books, going through the whole cycle of knowl
edge. But since truth is already constituted in the reflection and relation of
God to himself, since truth already knows itself to speak, the

cyclical book

will also be a pedagogical book. And its preface, propaedeutic. The authority
of the encyclopedic model , a unit analogous for man and for God, can act in
very devious ways according to certain complex mediations. It stands,
moreover, as a model and as a normative concept: which does not, however,

43� POJi,iom tI Propoli,iom (PariS: Gal limard,

1928), pp. 205-7 (emphasis in original).
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exclude the fact that, within the practice of writing, and singularly of
so-called "literary" writing, certain forces remain foreign or contrary to it or
subject it to violent reexamination. And this since time immemorial,
although the modalities of such subversiveness are always different and
cannot be reduced to the same. As for the encyclopedic enterprise, as it is
explicitly formulated in the Middle Ages after a long history of preparatory
work (Vitruvius, Seneca, Posidonius, etc. ), it is thoroughly theological in
essence and in origin, despite the fact that a group of so-called atheists
participated in one great Encyclopedia that was particularly ignorant and
unconscious of its roots.
Hegel declares the completion of philosophy. He writes a Science ofLogic
(the Greater Logic), the production of absolute knowledge, preceded by
two Prefaces and an Introduction in which he explains the uselessness, even
the danger, of forewords. But he also writes an

Encyclopedia of Philosophical

Sciences that coordinates all regions of knowledge. Of which, part, but the
first part , is made up of a Science of Logic (the Lesser Logic), substantially
identical to the Greater Logic which it thus inscribes within the ordered
writing of the encyclopedic volume. The latter is no doubt the last of its
kind in history to deserve the name; the philosophical encyclopedia, which
conveys the organic and rational unity of knowledge, is not, in contrast to

what is sold today under that title, an empirical aggregate of contents.

Enriched with three prefaces (of which the second was of particular impor

tance), Hegel's Encylopedia opens with an Introduction that explai ns-once

again-that philosophy "misses an advantage enjoyed by the other sci
ences. It cannot like them rest the existence of its objects on the natural
admissions ofconsciousness, nor can it assume that its method of cognition,

either for starting or for continuing, is one already accepted. " It must
therefore produce, out of its own interiority, both its object and its method.
"Such an explanation, however, is itself a lesson in philosophy, and proper
ly falls within the scope of the science itself. A preliminary attempt to make
matters plain would only be unphilosophical, and consist of a tissue of
assumptions, assertions, and inferential pros and cons, i .e. of dogmatism
without cogency, as against which there would be an equal right of
counter-dogmatism . . . . But to seek to know before we know is as absurd as
the wise resolution of Scholasticus, not to venture into the water until he
had learned to swim . ·'l
..

44. Hegel's Logic: Being Part One of the Encyclopedia of lhe Philosophical Scimw, trans.
William Wallace (Oxford: Oxford University Press , 1975), pp. 3, 14. The same [heme
returns a[ [he beginning of the Logic: [he "preliminary no[ions" (Vorbegriffe) are as good as
dejiniliom "derived from a survey of the whole system, [0 which accordingly [hey are
subsequen[" (ibid. p. 25).
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If the preliminary explanation is absolutely prior to the encyclopedic
circle, then it stays outside it and explains nothing. It is not philosophical
and in the extreme remains impossible. If on the other hand it is engaged
within the philosophic circle, it is no longer a pre-liminary operation: it
belongs to the actual movement of the method and to the structure of
objectivity. Engenderer and consumer

of itself,

the concept relieves {releve)

its preface and plunges into itself. The Encyclopedia gives itseifbirth. The
conception of the concept is an autoinsemination. 4)
This return of the theological seed to itself internalizes its own negativity
and its own difference to itself. The Life of the Concept is a necessity that, in

including the dispersion of the seed, in making that dispersion work to the
excludes by the same token all loss and all haphazard

profit of the Idea,

productivity. The exclusion is an inclusion.46 In contrast to the seminal
differance thus repressed, the truth that speaks (to) itself within the
logocentric circle is the discourse of what

goes back to the father. 47

4 5 . Lift. the essential philosoph ical determination both of the concept and of the spirit.
is necessarily described according to the general traits ofvegetal or biological life. which is
the particular object of the philosophy of nature. This analogy or this metaphoricity. which
poses formidable problems. is only possible following the organicity of encyclopedic logic.
From this perspective one can read all the analyses of the "return-into-self" of the "seed " (§
347 and § 348). of the "internal chance" ("The animal is able to IfUWt itul/co a certain extent.
because like light. which is ideality severed from gravity. its subjectivity is a liberated time.
wilich as it is removed from the real nature of externality. spontaneously det_inti its plaa
[according co an internal chance). The animal's fIOC'41faCility is bound up with this. for as the
aaual ideality ofSOliI. animal sllbjtaivity dominates the abstract ideality of time and space. and
displays its autonomous movement as a free vibration within itself' (§ 3 5 1 ) . ). of "lack" and
"generation" (§ 369). and in general of the syllogism of life. the life of the spirit as truth and
death (termination) of the natural life that bears within itself. in its finitude. "the original
disease . . . and the inborn germ of death . " "Subjectivity is the Concept. and implicitly
therefore. it constitutes the absolute bting-in-sel/ofactuality. as well as concrete universality.
Through this sublation of the immediacy of itS reality. subjectivity has coincided with itself.
The last sel/-tXtmtality of nature is sublated. so that the Concept. which in nature has
implicit being. has become for itself" (§ 375 and § 376) [Hegel's Philosophy ofNatllrr. trans.
M. J. Petry (London: George Allen Be Unwin. 1970). III . 8 3 . 9 1 . \02. 1 7 2 . 209- 1 I . }
Is the preface the natllrr of logos? The natural life of the concept?
46. The primal division of the self-judging of the Idea (das Sich-Urttilm der Idee) occurs
(third sy 1I0gism) as a Being-with-the-self and for-the-self of the Idea as absolute Mind. The
latter "eternally sers itself co work. engenders and enjoys itself . . . " (sich . . . bttatigl. trUllgt
lind gmim/). like the God of Aristotle in the final epigraph of the Encyclopedia (AriStotle.
Metaphysics. X I . 7) (Hegel's Philosophy of Mind. trans. William Wallace. Oxford: Oxford
University Press . 1 894. p. 197).
47. (The) Logic (is part ofwhat) goes back to the (dead - more than ever) father. as well
as to law and to logos: sublation itSelf. Logic is trllt and constitutes the truth oflogocentrism.
of iogOcentric culture and ofthe logocentric concept of culture. I have demonstrated (cf. . . te
Puirs et la pyramide. Introduction II la semiologie de Hegel" [ 1 968). in Hegel el la Pmsle
modernt. Paris; P. U. F. • 197 1 ) how sublation organizes. effecting itself therein. the relarions
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This is why Hegel never investigates in terms of writing the living
circulation of discourse. He never interrogates the exteriority, or the repeti
tive autonomy, of that textual remainJerA8 constituted for example by a
preface, even while it is semantically sublated within the encyclopedic
logic. He problematizes the preface along the lines of the meaning of the
word: the will-to-say, pre-diction, fore-word (pre-fari) of the prologue or
prolegomenon, which is conceived (like a living thing) and proclaimed from
out of the last act of its epilogue. Within discourse, logos remains abreast of
itself. What ought , however, to prohibit considering writing (here the
pro-gramme, the pre-scription, the pre-text) as the simple empirical husk
of the concept is the fact that this husk (for it is not a question of raising it
from that condition but of questioning it otherwise) is coextemive with the
whole life of the discourse. But above all , this coextension does not amount
to some sort of equivalence or pair of doubles. Or at least the structure of
such doubling can no longer be taken for granted . A certain exteriority

between signifier and signified in Hegelian dialectics. The signifier is sublated (all/gehobm) in
the process of meaning (the signified). To stand this AII/htbllng of the opposition signifierl
signified on its head would be [0 leave or put back in place the truth of the phallocentric
dialectic: the very rightness of reason which it is cenainly not a question here of proving
wrong. Nor is there any question of disproving Freud when he profoundly states that there is
only one libido (why not?) and that it is then/orr masculine (from then on, why? a question of
shared common sense). On this subject, see the Errits ofJacques Lacan (passim and especially
pp. 554, 692-95 , 7 32 , [Paris: Seuil, 1966}), [trans. Alan Sheriden, New York: Nonon,
1977, pp. 197, 287-9 1 ,-}.
As for "feminine sexualiry·· (and not just the problem posed in those terms, with irs
evident link [0 the problem of phallocentrism, and its less evident relation [0 the problema
tics of that metalanguage which becomes possible again and reoccupies the position that
had, through feint, appeared to have been abandoned, from the moment one signifier finds
itselfprivilegtd there), dissemination reads, if one looks closely, as a sort of womb (and, what
is more, a theoretical one, JUSt [0 see) . JUSt beyond this anatomy of the preface, it will
perhaps be perceived that the SlIme denial is at work when the Gl'tllter Uigi( places prefaces in
parentheses as when, in psychoanalytic phallocentrism, the same is done with anatomy. A
very specific interest continues [0 instill or to find in these things what it claims to be able [0
do without.
48. How is one to account for the fact that Hegel"s prefaces - the philosophical "more"
and ··Iess" --are repeatable, and mnain l'tlldable in themselves up [0 a certain point, even in
the absence of that logic from which they are supposed to derive their status? What would
happen if one were [0 publish all of Hegel"s prefaces together in a separate volume, like
James·s in The Art 0/ the Novtl? what if Hegel had wrinen nothing but prefaces? or what if,
instead of placing them outside the work as an hors d·reuvre, he had insened them here or
there, for instance in the middle (as in Tristram Shandy) of the Gl'tllter Uigi(, between objKlivt
101(i( and slIbje(livt logic, or anywhere else? The fact that all readability would not be thereby
destroyed or all meaning-effects cancelled out ··means,·· among other things, that it is pan of
the mnainder-structure of the lener, which has no path of its own, [0 always be capable of
missing its destination.
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repeats itself in it, insists, plays beyond the bounds of any speculative
syllogism, gets set on all its marks.
It is with an

Encydopedia49

almost

identical aim and result that Novalis, in his

(is it meaningless that his enterprise should have remained

scattered in its first fruits? shredded around its pointed seeds?), explicitly
poses the question of the form of the total book as a

written

book: an

exhaustive taxonomical writing, a hologram that would order and classify
knowledge, gillingplace to literary writing. "Everything must be encyclope

dized . " "Encycloped istics" will be "a kind of scientific grammar" [IV-8 1 7]
written according to a plurality of modes, "fragments, letters, poems,

rigorous scientific studies" [IV -948J, each piece of the book to be dedicated

to friends. The literal, the literary, and even the epistolary will find their
lodging and their order of production in the biological body of this
romantic encyclopedia ("Goethean manner of treating the sciences-my

project" [IV-968J). For the order of the book, in the eyes of the author of
"Pollen," must be at once organicist and tabular, germinal and analytical.
The question of the genetic pro-gram or the textual preface can no longer
be eluded. Which does not mean that Novalis does not

in thefinal analysis

reinstall the seed i n the logos sptrmatikos50 of philosophy. Post face and preface
alike will return to the status of Biblical moments. Comprehended a priori
within the volumen. Thus:

49. Fragmems published [in French] under the tide L "Enrydopidit (trans. Maurice de
Gandillac. Paris: Minuit. 1966). [The figures in brackets are Gandillac's references: the
roman numeral refers to the Wasmuth edition of Novalis's Fragmmlt (vol. 3 of Wtrkt. Brit/t,
Dokllmmtt, Heidelberg. 1957); the arabic numeral refers to the system used in the K1uck
holm edition (Leipzig: Bibliographisches Institut A.G. , 1929).]
50. "Poetry is part of the philosophical technique. The philosophical predicate expresses twrywhtrt ipso-jina/ization - and indirect ipso-finalization" [IV - 892]. "Philoso
phy is righdy nostalgia - the aspiration to beat homttwrywhtrt [IV -566]. It is for this reason
that the philosophy 0/ the Jttd, conceived as an enrichment in the return-to-self, is always
substamialist, and also derives from a romamic metaphorism and a myth of semamic depth.
from that ideology which Bachelard analyzes (when he isn't giving in to it himself) in La
Formation tit /'tJprit Scit1ltifo/llt [The Formation 0/the Scit1ltijU Spirit] , in reference [0 sperm and
to gold. (A seminal dif/tranct: not only the seed . but the egg. ) The treatmem which they
undergo in dissemination should break away from all mythological panspermism and all
alchemical metallurgy. It is rather a question of broaching an articulation with the
movemem of genetic science and with the genetic movemem of science. wherever science
should take imo accoum. more than metaphorically, the problems of writing and difference,
of seminal differance (cf. 0/Grammat% gy. p. 9). Elliptically, we cite this sentence by Freud,
which should always be kept in mind: "All our provisional ideas in psychology will
presumably some day be based on an organic substructure" ("On Narcissism: An Imroduc
tion .... in Standard £d;,ion, trans. James Strachey, [London: Hogarth Press, 1 957], XIV,
78).
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Table of contents-index of names-the outline is also an i ndex.
Does one begin with the index? [IV -790)
Relations between the title, the outline, and the table of contents.
Necessity of a post/ace. [11-336)
ENCYCLOPEDISTICS.

How will the philosophical copperplate tables

be constituted? Therein already belong the table of categories
Fichte's theoretical system-Dyanology-the tables of the logic of
Maas-Bacon's table of the sciences, etc. Tabulations, etc .
a

=

a

+ a II - a
+ a =11= - a
Geographical-geognostic-minerological-chronological-math
ematical-technological-chemical-economic [CameralistischeJ
political-galvanic-physical-artistic-physiological-musical
herald ic-numismatic-statistical-philological-grammatical
psychological-literary-philosophical copperplate tables. The Out
lines that precede some books are already a kind of table-
(Alphabets}-Indexes are specialized dictionaries and encyclopedias.
(Geometry , for example, set out in huge tableau-arithmetic--algeb
ra, etc.) Any possible literary, artistic, and world history must be
capable of being expressed in a series of tables. (The less a book is fit to
be put into a table, the less it is good . )
PHILOLOGY.

[lV-244)

What should a pre/ace, a title, an epigraph, an outline-

an introdudion--a note,--a text, an appendix (tables , etc), an index,
be--and how should they be ordered and classified? The outline is the
combining formula of the index-the text is the execution. The
preface is a poetic overture----or a notice to the reader, as well as to the
binder. The epigraph is the musical theme. The usage of the book-the
philosophy of its readi ng is given in the preface. The title is the name.

A doubled and clarified title. (History of the title. ) Definition and
classification of the name. [IV -75 1)
ENCYCLOPEDISTICS.

My book must contain the critical metaphys

ics of the review, of l iterary writing, of experimentation and observa
tion, of reading, speaking, etc.

[lV-758)

History itself is prescribed. Its development, its violence, even its d iscon
tinuities should not disconcert this musical volume, this encyclopedia which
is also a "general bass or theory of composition . " And in the general
organization of this writing, the "literary. " too, is assigned a province and a

OUTWORK
genesis of its own. It is a Bible, then, as tabular space but also as seminal
reason explaining itself, ambitious to render an exhaustive account, one with
nothing left out, of its own genetic production, its order and usage.
(Dissemination also explains itself ("the apparatus explains itself ") but quite
differently. As the heterogeneity and absolute exteriority of the seed ,
seminal differance does constitute itself into a program, but it is a program
that cannot be formalized . For reasons that

can be formalized.

The infinity

of its code, its rift, then, does not take a form saturated with self-presence in
the encycloped ic circle. It is attached, so to speak, to the incessant falling of

a supplem�nt to the code. Formalism no longer fails before an empirical richness
but before a queue or tail. Whose self bite is neither specular nor symbolic . )
-

But what does the non-completion of Novalis's Encyclopedia signify
about completeness as such? Is it an empirical accident?
My book should become a scientific Bible--a model both real and
ideal-and the germ of all books.

[lV-758J

PHILOLOGY. The index and the outline should be worked out
first-then the text-then the introduction and preface--then the
title.- All the sciences make up one book . Some belong to the index,
some to the Outline, etc .
. . . The description of the Bible is properly my undertaking ---or
better, the

theory 0/ the Bible--the art

of the Bible and the theory of

nature. (The raising of a book to the level of the Bible . )
The fully executed Bible i s a complete, per/ectly organized library- the
plan {SchemaJ of the Bible is at the same time the plan of the library.
The authentic plan-the authentic /onnula-indicates at the same
time its own genesis-its own usage, etc. (complete file concerning
the use of each item-along with its instructions and description)

[lV-77 IJ
Perfectly finished books make courses unnecessary. The book is
Nature inscribed on a staff (like music) and

completed. [lV-784J

The last word is underlined by Novalis. The book is nature inscribed on a
staff: there is a total overlap between nature and the volume, a musical
identity of the whole of being with the encyclopedic text. This proposition
seems at first to draw on the ancie.nt resources of the traditional metaphor
("reading the great book of the world , " etc . ). But this identity is not given:
nature without the book is somehow incomplete. If the whole of what

is

were really one with the whole of the inscription, it would be hard to see
how dley would make two: nature and the Bible, being and the book. It
would be particularly hard to understand the possibility of adding them
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together or the place where they might be conjoined. Wouldn't we have to
choose here between the is [ert) as copula (the book is nature) and the and ret)
as conjunction? And in order that the predicative coupling be possible, a
mute conjunction must enable us to think conjointly, together (cllm) as set,
the book and nature. That the sense of this coupling by the is should be one
of fulfillment, a fulfilling productivity that comes not to repeat but to
complete nature through writing, would mean that nature is somewhere
incomplete, that it lacks something needed for it to be what it is, that it has
to be supplemented. Which can be done by nature alone, since nature is all.
The book comes to add itself to nature (an additive supplement translated
by the conjunction and), but through this addition it must also complete
nature, fulfill its essence (a complementary, vicarious supplement [ = that
which supplants) expressed by the copula is). The closure of the library
articulates itself and turns on this hinge: the logic, or rather the graphics, of
the supplement.
With the appearance of a book that, even if it passes for nature's double,
is added to it in that duplication of the simulacrum, there is broached or
breached a scientific or literary text that goes beyond the always-already
constitutedness of meaning and of truth within the theo-Iogico
encyclopedic space, of self-fertilization with no limen. Dissemination,
solicitingphysis as mimeris, places philosophy on stage and its book at stake [en

jellVI
5 1 . And through another literal permutation of the signifier (the likes of which one
must here begin ro practice), at the srake [en/m]. The process of consuming or consummat
ing, as through the hymen, never begins nor ends. Which makes its idemiry Row out
ex-ptnliwly [luli-pense). "The library at Alexandria can be burnt down. There are forces above
and beyond papyrus: we may temporarily be deprived of our ability ro discover these forces,
but their energy will not be suppressed " (Antonin Anaud, The Theattr and III DOllble, trans.
Mary C. Richards [New York: Grove Press, 1958], p. 10).
Festivals and fireworks, expenditure, consumption and the simulacrum; one would be
quite naive to anribute to these, with a passion already speaking of itself, the innocence,
srerility, and impotence of a/orm. At the end of MlIlic and Ulltrl, which constanrly brings
literature back to the festival, is it the simulacrum that must rise up from the ground, or the
ground itself that must be changed imo a simulacrum? There would be no festival, no
literature, no simulacrum, if we could in all security answer that question: " Go and mine
rhese substructions, when obscurity offends their perspeCtive, no - line up rows oflanterns
there, in order ro see: the poim is that your thoughts demand of the ground a simulacrum"
Cp. 654).
And in order to propagate this;
"What is that for "For play [a lin jelll.
ooln view that a superior anraction as of a void , we have the right, drawing it from
ourselves through boredom with respeCt to things if they were to be established solid and
preponderam - should dememedly detach them to the poim of filling itself with them and
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The adventurous excess of a writing that is no longer directed by any
knowledge does not abandon itself to improvisation. The accident or throw
of dice that "opens" such a text does not contradict the rigorous necessity of
its formal assemblage. The game here is the unity of chance and rule, of the
program and its leftovers or extras. This play will still be called

book only when

literature or

it exhibits its negative, atheistic face (the insufficient but

indispensable phase of reversal), the final clause of that age-old project,
which is henceforth located along the edge of the closed book: the achieve
ment dreamed of, the conflagration achieved. Such are Mallarme's pro
grammatic notes in view of the Book. The reader should now know as of this
manifesto that those notes will form the object of the present treatise.
To recognize the fullness and self-presence of nature: "We know, cap
tives of an absolute formula that, of course, there is nothing but what is . . . .
Nature takes place; it can't be added to. " If one confined oneself to this
captivity, a captivity of formulas and absolute knowledge, One would be
incapable of thinking anything that could be added to the whole, whether

to fulfill it or to think it as

such,

not even its image or mimetic double,

which would still be part of the whole within the great book of nature.
But if the formula for this absolute knowledge can be thought about and
put in question, the whole is treated then by a "part" bigger than itself; this
is the strange subtraction ofa remark whose theory is borne by dissemination
and which constitutes the whole, necessarily, as a totality-e!!ect.
On this condition, "literature" comes out of the book. Mallarme's Book
issues from

The

Book. It is possible to discern without any doubt the

features of the most visible filiation marking it as a descendant of the Bible.
A diagram, at least, of Nova lis's. But by affirmed simulacrum and theatri
cal staging, by the break-in of the re-mark, it has issued out of the book: it
escapes it beyond return, no longer sends it back its image, no longer
constitutes an object finished and

posed,

reposing in the boola:ase of a

bibliotheque.
also endowing rhem wirh resplendences, across rhe vacant space, in fesrivals solirary and ar
will" (p. 647).
These nores, in a posrscripr ro rhar lecture, and even on rhe genre of rhe lecture:
" . . . In view rhar a superior anracrion .
"Pyrorechnical no less rhan meraphysical, rhis point of view; bur a SOrt of fireworks, ar
rhe heighr and on rhe example of rhoughr, makes ideal enjoyment lighr up wirh bloom" (p.
655).
A supplementary reading would make ir apparent: rhe point is ro work ro ser up or
dismamle a scaffold, a scaffolding. We will need one in order ro subsrirure, for rhe rime of a
lapse� Mallarme's lusrre for Plaro's sun.
The beyond of lirerarure - or norhing.
.

.
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Any decipherment must be redoubled thereby. For example, consider
these medallions, which have already been in circulation a long time:
At bottom , you see, the world is made to end up as a beautiful book

[p 872) . .
o

.

. I have always dreamed and attempted something else,

with an alchemist's patience, ready to sacrifice all vanity and satisfac
tion, just as , long ago, they used to burn their furniture and the beams
from their rafters to feed the furnace of the Philosopher's Stone [Grand

Oeuvre).

What? it's hard to say: a book, plainly, in many volumes, a

book that would truly be a book, architectural and premeditated, and
not a collection of chance inspirations, no matter how marvelous . . .
I'll go even further and say: the Book, convinced that at bottom there is
but one, attempted unaware by whoever has written, even the
Geniuses. The Orphic explanation of the Earth, which is the poet's
sole duty and the literary game par excellence; for the very rhythm of
the book, which then would be impersonal and alive right down to its
pagination, juxtaposes itself with the equations of this dream , or Ode
. . . I am possessed by this and perhaps I will succeed ; not in
composing this work in its entirety (one would have to be I don't know
who for that!) but in showing one fragment of it executed , in making
its glorious authenticity at some point scintillate, and in pointing to
the whole of the rest, for which one life is not enough. Proving by the
portions accomplished that this book exists , that I have known what I
haven't been able to do. (Letter to Verlaine, November

16, 1885. The

same letter speaks of "anonymous . . . work, " " in wh ich the Text
would be speaking of itself and without the voice of an author").
Or this, which will have preluded, in passing, according to the logic of
the

corner and

the

veil,

the improbable place of dissemination:

I believe that Literature, recaptured at its source which is Art and
Science, will provide us with a Theater, whose shows

[representations)

will be the true modern cult; a Book, an explication of man, adequate
to our loveliest dreams. I believe all this is written down in nature in a
way that allows only those interested in seeing nothing to close their
eyes. That work exists; everyone has attempted it without knowing it;
there is not a single genius or clown that has not recovered a trace of it
without knowing it. To demonstrate this, to lift a corner of the veil
from off what such a poem can be, is, in an isolation, my pleasure and
my torture. (Pp.

875-76)

My torture, my pleasure.
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In the book, "seeing nothing , " "without knowing it," "without know
ing it" (twice). A unilateral interpretation would conclude that Nature (the
world in its entirety) and the Book (the voluminous binding of all writing)
were one. If this oneness were not a given, it would simply have to be
reconstituted. Its teleological program, internalized and reassimilated by
the circle of its unfolding, would leave for a prefatory aside only the place of
illusion and the time for provisions. As though-right here-the preface
could be calmly installed in the ample presence of its future perfect, in the
mode of that attending discourse whose definition you will have read later on.
And yet, beneath the form of its protocolic block, the preface is every
where; it is bigger than the book. "Literature" also indicates-practical
ly-the beyond of everything: the "operation" is the inscription that
transforms the whole into a part requiring completion or supplementation.
This type of supplementarity opens the "literary game" in which, along
with "literature, " the figure of the author finally disappears. "Yes, Litera
ture exists and, if you will, alone, excepting everything [a rexception de tout).

An accomplishment, at least, for which no name could be better chosen" (p.

646).
This accomplishment or fulfillment operates a shift in Novalis's ency
clopedic complement. No doubt literature, too, seems to aim toward the
filling of a lack (a hole) in a whole that should not itself in its essence be
missing (to) itself. But literature is also the exception to everything: at once the
exception in the whole, the want-of-wholeness in the whole, and the
exception to everything, that which exists by itself, alone, with nothing
else, in exception to all . A part that, within and without the whole, marks
the wholly other, the other incommensurate with the whole.
Which Cuts literature short: it doesn't exist, since there is nothing
outside the whole. It does exist , since there is an "exception to everything,"
an outside of the whole, that is, a sort of subtraction without lack. And
since it exists, all alone, the all is nothing, the nothing is all ("nothing was
any more, in fact, real"). This extra nothing, this nothing the more, or
more the less, exposes the order of meaning (of that which

is),

even

polysemous meaning , to the disconcerting law of dissemination. It gives

place,

out of the protocol of " literary" practice, to a new problematics of

meaning and being . )2

52. ··lr is, yes, relative to this very word, ;1 ;J . . . '. (Lerrer [0 Viele-Griffin, August 8,
189 1 ). Once again, [0 muffle the blow that follows, the question of the preface is indeed the
question of being, set on stage on the scaffold or the " planks of the prefacers" (p. 364). A
question of the Nature-Book as Logos, the circle of the epilogue and the prolegomenon. The
Preface [0 "Vathek": " . . . causesone not to want to hear another word ofrhe Preface, eager ro
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The beyond o f the whole, another name for the text insofar as i t resists all
o ntology (in whatever manner the latter might determine that which is
(/'itant) in its being [etre) and presence), is not a primum mavens. Neverthe
less, from out of the "inside" of the system where it marks the effects of an
empty inscribed column, it imprints upon the whole a movement offiction.
It beats out the rhythm of both pleasure and repetition, according to a
multiple

cut

or

cup [coupe).

What should be read through this syntagm: the mark "cuts"; or the
cut/cup of "Mallarme"?
Dissemination produces (itself in) that: a cut/cup of pleasure.
To be obtained in the break between the two parts of each of the three
texts.
And, right here, all pretext aside:

a
which exists, for example equal to the text

But there is, here I intervene with assurance, something, very little,
mere

nothing,

let's expressly say,

. . . (p. 638, Mallarme's italics).
We know, captives of an absolute formula that, of course, there is
nothing but what is. However, incontinent(ly) to put aside, under a
pretext, the lure, would point up our inconsequence, denying the
pleasure that we wish to take: for that beyond is its agent , and its motor
might I say were I not loath to operate, in public, the impious
dismantling of (the) fiction and consequently of the literary mechan
ism, so as to d isplay the principal part or nothing. But, I venerate
how, by some flimflam, we project, toward a height both forbidden
and thunderous! the conscious lacks in us (of) what, above, bursts out.
What is that for
For play. (P. 647)
Without that nothing, which especially is equal to the text , a pleasure is
denied or put aside in the cut/cup we wish to take. But in that nothing the
cup is once again unfit to drink. Where does pleasure take place if it is
practically literary in essence? If the foreplay, the "bonus of seduction , " the

find out for oneself. . . . But srop. and I deny that right . . A halt precipitated by your
wishes. which would perhaps be the naturalization of the book. would notably be lacking the
prolegomena needed ro add pomp. if you do not wait" (p. 55 5). The Preface to Un collp dulh:
··1 would prefer that this Note be nor read at all or that. once read. it be forgonen; it teaches
the skill ful Reader little that lies beyond his penetration: but it might disturb the newcomer
obliged ro apply his eye to the first words of the Poem so that the following words. disposed
as they are. carry him on to the last the whole without newness except a spacing OUt of
.
reading . "
No more than Igilllr. then. Un COIlP tU dis will not have been a book .
.

.
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"preliminary pleasure"

(Vorlust),

the formal moment of literature, reaches

satisfaction only at the end of pleasure, then the climax of pleasurable
fulfillment

[jouissance) would

never be anything but the i nstance of seduc

tion, the supplementary bonus of nothing else. Pleasure would always be a
formal, threshold phenomenon. Null and endless, a repression both lifted
and maintained . The graphics of the hymen, comi ng back to questio n all
couples, all conceptual oppositions, particularly those that Freud has just
held out to us.
The "conscious lacks" (there is an indefinite oscillation here, fit for its
system , though always leaning a bit to one side: the noun can become an
adjective and the verb a noun) come(s) extra. Between the same, the lack of
excess, the recoupment, the supplement and/or complement:
should know that

verse would not exist:

"Only,

we

it, philosophically remunerates the

(de)fault of the existing languages, a superior complement" (p. 364).
The necessity of the "well-meditated cut . " "With free verse (toward it I
won't repeat myself) in prose with well-meditated cuts" (p. 65 5).
To break off here, perhaps, for the "external seal" and the "final kick [coup

finaIJ", the kick-off [couP d'enllOl1 .
Coupe riglle: " A regularly repeated sampling. " Coupe sombre ou d'ensemence
ment: "An operation consisti ng in the removal of some of the trees from a
grove so that the remaining trees can sow the ground with the seeds they
produce and which disseminate themselves naturally. "
The coupe claire, the coupe difinitive, and the coupe a tire et a aire will also be
practiced . H
To break off here, clear-headedly and for kicks. The preface then in
scribes the necessity of the figures of its face, its cut-off, its form , and the
power of metaphorical representation that one would be quite imprudent to
attribute to it . )4

53. TN . These expressions, along with many of those in the preceding paragraphs, are
found in Lime's definitions of the word {Ollpe (and the word (OIlP). The {Ollpe dairr is "an
operation that consists of removing some of the standing trees from a forest so that the young
saplings will gradually adjust to the light." The {Ollpe dIji"ililJe is "an operation that consists
of removing the last remaining old trees when the new planting is vigorous enough to
withstand the rigors of the weather.'· The {Ollpe a lirr tl a airr is '·an operation that removes
everything, without leaving anything behind."
54. For example: "Love before marriage [I·hymen] is like a much too shon preface at the
head of an endless book" (Petit Senn).
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A putting in play and at stake without prelude, of what remains to

be

prepared for a

coup.

Then if one went to see for oneself, one would run across by chance,
enmeshed in some corner, the lowdown about

la coupe orllivre. ))

5 5 . TN . The expression fa (Ollpt orI/ilJrt plays on the following expressions: ( I ) fa {Ollpt
d'or: a gold cup, a sportS trophy (cf. the expressions "final kick" and "kick-ott,'· above, and
Mallarme's frequent use of the word jIll: "game" or "play" ); (2)the homonym Hon /ilJrt:
Outwork, etc. , the "title" of this "preface" ; and (3) the words or and /ilJrt, "gold" and
"book ," both of which will figure prominently in "The Double Session . . .

Plato's Pharmacy

First version published in Tel Qllel,

nos

32 and 33, 1968.

Kolaphos: blow ro rhe cheek, knock, slap . . (kolaptO). Kolaplo: I . ro
go imo, penerrare, esp. , saido/birth, ro peck . . . mce, ro slash open
wirh rhe beak . . . by anal. , said 0/a horu llriking 1m grollnd wilh hiJ
hoof. 2. by exlmsion, ro norch, engrave: gramma til aigeiron (poplar]
Amh. 9, 34 1 , or kAlaphloioll (bark], Call. fro 10 I , an inscriprion on
a poplar or on rhe bark of a rree (R. Klaph; d. R . Gillph, to hollow
our, scrarch).
I

.

A text is not a text unless it hides from the first comer, from the first glance,
the law of its composition and the rules of its game. A text remains,
moreover, forever imperceptible. Its law and its rules are not, however,
harbored in the inaccessibility of a secret; it is simply that they can never be
booked , in the

present,

into anything that could rigorously be caUed a

perception.
And hence, perpetually and essentiaJly, they run the risk of being
definitively lost. Who will ever know of such disappearances?
The dissimulation of the woven texture can in any case take centuries to
undo its web: a web that envelops a web, undoing the web for centuries;
reconstituting it too as an organism, indefinitely regenerating its own
tissue behind the cutting trace, the decision ofeach reading. There is aJ�ays
a surpri�J��to.�e. f!lethe.anatomy or physiolesy ofany �riticism that might
think it had mastered the game, surveyed all th� threads at once, deluding
itself, too, in wanting to look at the text witbout touching it, without
laying a hand on the "object, " without risking-which is the only chance of
entering into the game, by getting a few fingers caught-the addition of
some new thread . Adding, here, is nothing other than giving to read. One
must manage to think this out: that it is not a question of embroidering
upon a text , unless one considers that to know how to embroider still means
to have the ability to follow the given thread . That is, if you follow me, the
hidden thread . If reading and writing are one, as is easily thought these
days, if reading is writing, this oneness designates neither undifferentiated

I . TN. It should be nored rhar rhe Greek word KO'�acpo.. , which here begins rhe essay
on Plato, is rhe lasr word primed in Linrc's long definirion of rhe French word {OIlP. wirh
which rhe HOrl-lilJrt has jusr playfully lefr otT.
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(con)fusion nor identity at perfect rest; the

is

that couples reading with

writing must rip apart.
One must then, in a single gesture, but doubled , read and write. And

that person would have understood nothing of the game who, at this [du
coup), would feel himself authorized rri'ere1y to add on; that is, to add any old
thing. He would add nothing: the seam wouldn't hold. Recipr()Cally, he

who through "methodological prudence, " "norms of objec tivity , " or "safe
guards of knowledge" would refrain from committing anything of himself,
would not read at all . The same foolishness, the same sterility, obtains in
the " not serious" as in the "serious. " The reading or writing supplement:

must be rigorously prescribed, but by � he necessities of a glme, by the logic
ofpt:y, signs to which the system ofall textual powers must be accorded and

attuned .

I
To a considerable degree, we have already said all we meanl 10 say. Our

lexicon at any rate is not far from being exhausted . With the exception of
this or that supplement, our questions will have nothing more to name but

the texture of the text, reading and writing, mastery and play, the para
doxes of supplementarity, and the graphic relations between the living and
the dead : within the textual , the textile, and the histological. We will keep
within the lim its of this tissue: between the metaphor of the histosl and the
question of the hislos of metaphor.
Since we have already said everything, the reader must bear with us if we
continue on awhile. If we extend ourselves by force of play. Ifwe then wrile a
bit: on Plato, who already said in the Phaetinn that writing can only repeat
(itself), that it "always signifies (semainei) the same" and that it is a "game"
(paidia).

1. Pharmacia
Let us begin again. Therefore the dissimulation of the woven texture can in
any case take centuries to undo its web. The example we shall propose of
this will not , seeing that we are dealing with Plato, be the Stalel1nan, which
will have come to mind first, no doubt because of the paradigm of the
weaver, and especially because of the paradigm of the paradigm, the
example of the example--w riting-which immediately precedes it. l We

1

I
l'

will come back to that only after a long detour.
2. "Hislos: anything set upright, hence: I. malt. II. beam of a loom, which stood upright,
instead of lying horizontal as in our looms (except in the weaving methods used by the
Gobelins and in India) to which the threads of the warp are attached , hence: I. loom; 2. the
warp fixed /0 the 100111 , hence, the uw/; 3. U!fWt1l c/oth, piece 0/ canvas; 4 . by anal. sPitkr web; or
honf')'comb 0/ hm. I I I . rod, wand, stick. IV. by anal. shinbone, leg . "
.� . "Strang": I t i s difficult, m y dear Socrates, t o demonstrate anything o f real importance
without the use of examples. Every one of us is like a man who sees things in a dream and
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We will take off here from the Phaedrus. 4 We are speaking of the Phaedrus
that was obliged to wait almost twenty-five centuries before anyone gave up
the idea that it was a badly composed dialogue. It was at first believed that
Plato was too young to do the thing right, to construct a well-made object.
Diogenes Laertius records this "they say"

(logos [sc. elli), legelai) according

to which the Phaedrus was Plato's first attempt and thus manifested a certain
juvenile quality

(meirakiodis Ii).) Schleiermacher thinks this legend can be

corroborated by means of a ludicrous argument: an aging writer would not
have condemned writing as Plato does in the Phaedrus. This argument is not
merely suspect in itself: it lends cred it to the Laenian legend by basing itself

thinks that he knows them perfectly and then wakes up, as it were, ro find he knows nothing.
YOllng Socrates:' What do you mean by this? Strangtr: I have made a real fool of myself by
choosing this moment to discuss our strange human plight where the winning of knowledge
is concerned. YOllng Socrates: What do you mean? Strangtr: Example, my good friend, has
been found to require an example. YOllng Socrates: What is this? Say on and do not hesitate for
my sake. Strangtr: I will-in fact, I must, since you are so ready to follow. When young
children have only JUSt learned their leners . . (botan aYli grammaton tmpeiroi gignonta; . . )"
(277H, trans. Skemp). And the description of the interweaving (slImploM) in writing
necessitates recourse ro the paradigm in grammatical experience, and then progressively
leads ro the use of this procedure in its "kingly" form and to the example or paradigm of
weaving.
4. TN. The basic English-language of Plaro's dialogues ro which I shall refer is The
Col/Kled Dialoglles 0/ Plato (ed. Edith Hamilron and Huntington Cairns), Bollingen Series
'
LXXI (Princeton, N.J . : Princeton University Press, 1961). The dialogues have been
translated by the following: Hugh Tredennick (Apology, Cnto, PhatdfJ); Benjamin Jowen
(Cha,.",ides, Laches, Menexenlls, LtsStr Hippias, Craryills, Timatlls, Gl'tllttr Hippias); J . Wright
(Lysis); Lane Cooper (Ellthyphro, Ion); W. D. Woodhead (Gor-gias); W. K. C. Guthrie
(ProtagOf"as, Meno); W. H. D. Rouse (Ellthydtmlls); R. Hackforth (Phaedl'llS , Phileblls);
Michael Joyce (Symposillm); Paul Shorley (Repllblic); F. M. Comford (TheatItlIlS, Pa�ides,
Sophist); J . B. Skemp (Statesman); A. E. Taylor (Cntias, Laws, Epinomis); L. A. Post (LtlltrS).
I have also consulted and sometimes partially adopted the renditions given in the
following: PhaedYIIS , trans. W. C. Helmbold and W. G. Rabinowitz (Indianapolis: Bobbs
Merrill Educational Publishing, The Library of Liberal Arts, 1956); Gor-gias, trans. W.
Hamilton (Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1960); Apology, Cnto, PhatdfJ, Symposillm, Repllblic,
trans. BenjaminJoweu, in DialoglltJ 0/ Plato (New York: Washington Square Press , 195 1 );
Repllblic, trans. F. M. Cornford (New York & London: Oxford University Press, 194 1); The
Laws, trans. Trevor J . Saunders (New York: Penguin Books, 1970).
In addition, I have occasionally modified the wording or word order of the Platonic textS
in order to bring them into line with the parenthetical Greek inserts. Some minor
adjustments have also been made when it seemed necessary ro achieve a closer parallel ro the
French version with which Derrida is working.
The paranthetical numbers given after the quotations are the standard references ro the
Stephanus edition of Plato's works, traditionally reproduced in all translations.
5 . On the history of interpretations of the PhaedYIIS and the problem of irs composition, a
rich, detailed account can be found in L. Robin's La Thirwie platonicienne tit I'amollr, 2d ed.
(Paris� Presses Universitaires de France, 1964), and in the same author's Introduction ro the
Bude edition of the PhaedYIIs.
.
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on a second legend. Only a blind or grossly insensitive read ing could indeed
have spread the rumor that Plato was

simply

condemning the writer's

activity. Nothing here is of a single piece and the Phaedrus also, in its own
writing, plays at saving writing-which also means causing it to be
lost-as the best, the noblest game. As for the stunning hand Plato has thus

dealt himself, we will be able to follow its incidence and its payoff later on.
In

1905,

the tradition ofDiogenes Laertius was reversed , not in order to

bring about a recognition of the excellent composition of the

Phaedrus but

in order to attribute its faults this time to the senile impotence of the
author: "The

Phaedrus

is badly composed . This defect is all the more

surprising since it is precisely there that Socrates defines the work of art as a
living being. But the inability to accomplish what has been well conceived
is precisely a proof of old age. "6
We are no longer at that point. The hypothesis of a rigorous, sure, and
subtle form is naturally more fertile. It discovers new chords, new concor
dances; it surprises them in minutely fashioned counterpoint, within a
more secret organization of themes, of names, of words. It unties a whole
sumplokipatiently interlacing the arguments. What is magisterial about the
demonstration affirms itself and effaces itself at once, with suppleness,
irony, and d iscretion.
This is, in particular, the case--and this will be our supplementary
thread-with the whole last section (274b ff. ), devoted , as everyone knows,
to the origin, history, and value of writing. That entire hearing of the trial

0/ writing should

some day cease to appear as an extraneous mythological

fantasy, an appendix the organism could easily, with no loss, have done
without. In truth, it is rigorously called for from one end of the Phaedrus to
the other.
Always with irony. But what can be said of irony here? What is its major
sign? The d ialogue contains the only "rigorously original Platonic myths:
the fable of the cicadas in the Phaedrus, and the story ofTheuth in the same
dialogue. " 7 I nterestingly, Socrates' first words, in the opening lines of the
conversation, had concerned "not bothering about" mythologemes

230a).

(229(-

Not in order to reject them absolutely, but, on the one hand , not

bothering them, leaving them alone, making room for them, in order to
free them from the heavy serious nai'vete of the scientific "rationalists , " and

6. H. Raeder, P/alom phi/oJophiJche Enlwicke/llng (Leipzig, 1905). A critique ofrhis view,
"Sur la composition du Phtdrt,"' by E. Bourguet, appeared in the Rtllltl de MilaphyJiqllt tl de
MfWale, 19 19, p. 335 .
7 . P. Frutiger, IA Myllm de PIa,on <Paris: Alcan, 1930).
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on the other, not bothering with them, in order to free onese/ffor the relation
with oneself and the pursuit of self-knowledge.
To give myths a send-off: a salute, a vacation, a dismissal; this fine
resolution of the

khairein,

which means all that at once, w ill be twice

interrupted in order to welcome these "two Platonic myths," so "rigorously
original . " Both of these myths arise, moreover, in the opening of a question
about the status of writing. This is undoubtedly less obvious-has anyone
ever picked up on it ?-in the case of the cicada story. But it is no less
certain. Both myths follow upon the same question, and they are only
separated by a short space, just time enough for a detour. The first, of
course, does not answer the question; on the contrary, it leaves it hanging,
marks time for a rest, and makes us wait for the reprise that will lead us to
the second.
Let us read this more clos� ly. At the precisely calculated center of the
d ialogue--the reader can count the lines-the question of /ogography is
raised (2 57(). Phaedrus reminds Socrates that the citizens of greatest
influence and dignity, the men who are the most free, feel ashamed

(aiskhunonta/) at "speechwriting" and at leaving sungrammata behind them .
They fear the judgment of posterity, which might consider them "sophists"

(2 57d). The logographer, in the strict sense, is a ghost writer who composes
speeches for use by litigants, speeches which he himself does not pro
nounce, which he does not attend , so to speak, in person, and which
produce their effects in his absence. In writing what he does not speak, what
he would never say and, in truth, would probably never even think, the
author of the written speech is already entrenched in the posture of the
sophist: the man of non-presence and of non-truth. Writing is thus already
on the scene. The incompatibility between the written and the true is clearly
announced at the moment Socrates starts to recount the way in which men
are carried out of themselves by pleasure, become absent from themselves,
forget themselves and die in the thrill of song (259().
But the issue is delayed . Socrates still has a neutral attitude: writing is
not in itself a shameful, indecent , infamous

(aiskhron)

activity. One is

dishonored only if one writes in a dishonorable manner. But what does it
mean to write i n a d ishonorable manner? and, Phaedrus also wants to know,
what does it mean to write beautifully (ka/os)? This question sketches out
the central nervure, the great fold that d ivides the d ialogue. Between this
question and the answer that takes up its terms in the last section ("But
there remains the question of propriety and impropriety in writing, that is
to say the conditions which make it proper or improper. Isn't that so?"

\
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274b), the thread remains solid, if not easily visible, all through the fable of
rhe cicadas and the themes of psychagogy, rhetoric, and dialectics .
Thus Socrates begins by sending myths off; and then, twice stopped
before the question of writing, he invents two of them-not, as we shall
see, entirely from scratch, but more freely and sponraneously than any
where else in his work. Now, the khairein, in the PhaedrlJj' opening pages,

takes place in the name 0/ truth.

We will reflect upon the fact that the myths

come back from vacation at the time and in the name of writing.
The

khairein

takes place

in the name 0/ truth:

that is, in the name of

knowledge of truth and, more precisely, of truth in the knowledge of the
self. This is what Socrates explains

(230a).

But this imperative of self

knowledge is not first felt or dictated by any transparent immediacy of
self-presence. It is not perceived. Only interpreted , read, deciphered. A
hermeneutics

assigns

intuition. An inscription, the

Delphikon gramma,

which is anything but an oracle, prescribes through its silent cipher; it
signifies as one signifies an order-autoscopy and autognosis. The very
activities that Socrates thinks can be contrasted to the hermeneutic adven
ture of myths, which he leaves to the sophists

(229d).

And the khairein takes place in the name of truth. The topoi ofthe dialogue
are never indifferent. The themes, the topics, the (common-)places, in a
rhetorical sense, are strictly inscribed, comprehended each time within a
significant site. They are dramatically staged, and in this theatrical geogra
phy, unity of place corresponds to an infallible calculation or necessity. For
example, the fable of the cicadas would not have taken place, would not
have been recounted, Socrates would not have been incited to tell it, if the
heat, which weighs over the whole dialogue, had not driven the two friends
out of the city, into the countryside, along the river Ilissus. Well before
detailing the genealogy of the genus cicada, Socrates had exclaimed, "How
welcome and sweet the fresh air is, resounding with the summer chirping of
the cicada chorus"

(230c).

But this is not the only counterpoint-effect

required by the space of the dialogue. The myrh that serves as a pretext for
rhe

khairein and

for the retreat into autoscopy can itself only arise, during

the first steps of this excursion, at the sight of the Ilissus. Isn't this the spot,
asks Phaedrus, where Boreas, according to tradition, carried off Orithyia?
This riverbank, the diaphanous purity of these waters, must have welcomed
rhe young virgins, or even drawn them like a spell, inciting them to play
here. Socrates then mockingly proposes a learned explanation of rhe myth in
rhe rationalistic, physicalist style of the sophoi: it was while she was playing
with Pharmacia

(sun Pharmakeiai paizolJjan)

that the boreal wind

(pneuma
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Boreou)

caught Orithyia up and blew her into the abyss, "down from the

rocks hard by, " "and having thus met her death was said to have been seized
by Boreas . . . For my part, Phaedrus, I regard such theories as attractive no
doubt, but as the invention of clever, industrious people who are not exactly
to be envied"

(229d).

This brief evocation of Pharmacia at the beginning of the Phaedrus-is it

� accident? An hors d'reuvre? A fountain, "perhaps with curative powers , "

notes Robin, was dedicated to Pharmacia near the Ilissus. Let us i n any case
retain this: that a little spot , a little stitch or mesh (1TIaCII1a ) woven into the

back of the canvas, marks out for the entire dialogue the scene where that

virgin was cast into the abyss, surprised by death while playing with Pharma
cia. Pharmacia (Pharmakeia) is also a common noun signifying the adminis
tration of the pharmakon, the drug: the medicine and/or poison. " Poison
ing" was not the least usual meaning of "pharmacia. " Antiphon has left us
the logogram of an "accusation of poisoning against a mother-in-law"

(Pharmakeias kala lis mitryias).

Through her games, Pharmacia has dragged

down to death a virginal purity and an unpenetrated interior.
Only a little further on, Socrates compares the written texts Phaedrus has
brought along to a drug (pharmakon). This pharmakon, this "medicine, " this
philter, which acts as both remedy and poison, already introduces itself into
the body of the discourse with all its ambivalence. This charm , this
spellbinding virtue, this power of fascination, can be---al ternately or
simultaneously-beneficent or maleficent. The pharmakon would be a sub
slance--w ith all that that word can connote in terms of matter with occult
virtues, cryptic depths refusing to submit their ambivalence to analysis,
already paving the way for alchemy-i f we didn't have eventually to come
to recognize it as antisubstance itself: that which resists any philosopheme,
indefinitely exceeding its bounds as nonidentity, nonessence, nonsub
stance; granting philosophy by that very fact the inexhaustible adversity of
what funds it and the infinite absence of what founds it.
Operating through seduction, the pharmakon makes one stray from one's
general, natural , habitual paths and laws. Here, it takes Socrates out of his
proper place and off his customary track. The latter had always kept him
inside the city. The leaves of writing act as

a pharmakon to push or attract

out of the city the one who never wanted to get out, even at the end, to
escape the hemlock. They take him out of himself and draw him onto a path
that is properly an

- Phaedrus:

exodus:

Anyone would take you, as you say, for a foreigner being

shown the country by a guide, and not a native--you never leave
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town to cross the frontier nor even, I believe, so much as set foot
outside the walls.

Socrates: You must forgive me, dear friend; I'm a lover of learning, and
trees and open country won't teach me anything, whereas men in
the town do. Yet you seem to have discovered a drug8 for getting me
out

(dokeis moi tis

emis

exocou to pharmakon heurikenai).

A hungry

animal can be driven by dangling a carrot or a bit of greenstuff in
front of it; similarly if you proffer me speeches bound in books

bib/iois)

(en

I don't doubt you can cart me all round Attica, and

anywhere else you please. Anyhow , now that we've got here I
propose for the time being to lie down, and you can choose whatever
posture you think most convenienr for reading, and proceed

(230d-e).
It is at this point , when Socrates has finally stretched out on the ground
and Phaedrus has taken the most comfortable position for handling the text
or, if you will, the

pharmakon,

that the discussion actually gets off the

ground . A spoken speech-whether by Lysias Or by Phaedrus in person-a
speech proffered

in thepresent I in thepresence of Socrates, would not have had
/ogoi en bib/iois, only words that are deferred ,

the same effect. Only the

reserved , enveloped, rolled up, words that force one to wait for them in the
form and under cover of a solid object, letting themselves be desired for the
space of a walk, only hidden letters can thus get Socrates moving. If a speech
could be purely present, unveiled , naked , offered up in person in its truth,
without the detours of a signifier foreign to it, if at the limit an undeferred

logos were possible,

it would not seduce anyone. It would not draw Socrates,

as if under the effects of a pharmakon, out of his way. Let us get ahead of
ourselves. Already: writing, the

pharmakon,

the going or leading astray.

In our discussion of this text we have been using an authoritative French
translation of Plato, the one published by Guillaume Bude. In the case of
the

Phaedrus,

the translation is by Leon Robin. We will continue to refer to

ie, inserting the Greek text in parentheses, however, whenever it seems
Opportune or pertinent to our point. Hence, for example, the

kon.

word pharma

In this way we hope to display in the most striking manner the regular,

ordered polysemy that has, through skewing, indetermination, or overde
eermination, but without mistranslation, permitted the rendering of the
same word by "remedy, " "recipe , " "poison, " "drug , " "philter, " etc. It will
also be seen to what extent the malleable unity of this concept, or rather its
rules and the strange logic that links it with its signifier, has been dis-

8. TN. Hackforth translates "recipe"; Helmbold & Rabinowitz, "remedy."
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persed , masked , obliterated , and rendered almost unreadable not only by
the imprudence or empiricism of the translators, but first and foremost by
the redoubtable, irreduci ble difficulty of translation. It is a difficulty
inherent in its very principle, situated less in the passage from one language
to another, from one philosophical language to another, than already, as we
shall see, in the tradition between Greek and Greek; a violent difficulty in
the transference of a nonphilosopheme into a phi losopheme. With this
problem of translation we will thus be dealing with nothing less than the
problem of the very passage into phi losophy.
The biblia that will draw Socrates out of his reserve and out of the space in
which he is wont to learn , to teach , to speak, to dialogue--the sheltered
enclosure of the city-these

biblia contain a text written by "the ablest
(deinotatos on ton nun graphein). His name is Lysias.
Phaedrus is keeping the text or, if you will, the pharmakon, hidden under

writer of our day"

'
his cloak. He needs it because he has not learned the speech by heart. This
point is important for what follows, the problem of writing being closely

linked to the problem of "knowing by heart. " Before Socrates had stretched
out on the ground and invited Phaedrus to take the most comfortable
position, the latter had offered to reconstitute, without the help of the text,
the reasoning , argument, and design ofLysias' speech , its dianoia. Socrates
StOPS him short: "Very well, my dear fellow, but you must first show me
what it is that you have in your left hand under you cloak, for I surmise that
it is the actual discourse

(ton logon auton)" (228d). Between the invitation
and the start of the reading, while the pharmakon is wandering about under
Phaedrus' cloak, there occurs the evocation of Pharmacia and the send-off of
myths.
Is it after all by chance or by harmonics that, even before the overt
presentation of writing as a pharmakon arises in the middle of the myth of
Theuth, the connection between

biblia

and

pharmaka

should already be

mentioned in a malevolent or suspicious vein? As opposed to the true
practice of medicine, founded on science, we find indeed , listed in a single
stroke, empirical practice, treatments based on recipes learned by heart,
mere bookish knowledge, and the blind usage of drugs. All that, we are
told, springs out of mania: "I expect they would say, 'the man is mad; he
thinks he has made himself a doctor by picking up something out of a book

(ek bibliou),

or coming across a couple of ordinary drugs

<pharmakiois),
(268c).
This association between writing and the pharmakon still seems external ;

without any real knowledge of medicine' "

it could be judged artificial or purely coincidental . But the intention and
intonation are recognizably the same: one and the same suspicion envelops
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i n a single embrace the book and the drug, writing and whatever works in
an occult, ambiguous manner ��n to empiricism and chance, governed by
che ways of magic and not the laws of necessity. Books, the dead and rigid
knowledge shut up in

biblia,

piles of histories, nomenclatures, recipes and

formulas learned by heart, all this is as foreign to living knowledge and
dialectics as the pharmakon is to medical science. And myth to true knowl
edge. In dealing with Plato, who knew so well on occasion how to treat
m ych in its archeo-logical or paleo-logical capacity, one can glimpse the
im mensity and difficulty of this lase opposition. The extent of the difficulty
is marked out-this is, among a hundred others, the example that retains
us here--in that the truth-the original truth-about writing as apharma

kon will at first be left up to a myth.

The myth ofTheuth, to which we now

curn.
Up to this point in the dialogue, one can say that the pharmakon and the
grapheme have been beckoning to each other from afar, indirectly sending

back to each other, and , as if by chance, appearing and disappearing
together on the same line, for yet uncertain reasons, with an effectiveness
chat is quite discrete and perhaps after all unintentional . But in order to lift
this doubt and on the supposition that the categories of the voluntary and
the involuntary still have some absolute pertinence in a reading-which we

don't for a minute believe, at least nOt on the textual level on which we are
now advancing-let us proceed to the last phase of the dialogue, to the
point where Theuth appears on the scene.
This time it is without indirection, without hidden mediation, without
secret argumentation, that writing is proposed , presented , and asserted as a

pharmakon (274e).

In a certain sense, one can see how this section could have been set apart

as an appendix, a superadded supplement. And despite all that calls for it in

the preceding steps, it is true that Plato offers it somewhat as an amuse
ment, an hors d' reuvre or rather a dessert. All the subjects of the dialogue,
both themes and speakers, seem exhausted at the moment the supplement,

wricing, or the pharmakon, are introduced: "Then we may feel that we have
said enough both about the arc of speaking and about the lack of art (to men

tekhnis te kai atekhnias logon)"9 (274b). And yet it is ac this moment ofgeneral

exhauscion that the question of writing is sec out. 10 And , as was foreshad9. Here. when it is a question of logos. Robin translates Itkhni by "art. " Later. in the
course of the indictment. the same word . this time pertaining to writing. will be rendered
by "technical knowledge" [connaissanrt Itchniqlle].
10. While Saussure. in his COIlYU in General Lingllislirs. excludes or settles the question
of writing in a sort of preliminary excursus or hors d'oeuvre. the chapter Rousseau devotes to
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owed earlier by the use of the word

aiskhron (or

aiskhros), the
It is truly morality that

the adverb

question of writing opens as a question of morality.

is at stake, both in the sense of the opposition between good and evil , or
good and bad, and in the sense of mores, public morals and social conven
tions. It is a question of knowing what is done and what is not done. This
moral disquiet is in no way to be distinguished from questions of truth,
memory, and dialectics. This latter question, which will q uickly be en
gaged as

the question

of writing, is closely associated with the morality

theme, and indeed develops it by affinity of essence and not by superimposi
tion. But within a debate rendered very real by the political development of
the city, the propagation of writing and the activity of the sophists and

speechwriters, the primary accent is naturally placed upon political and
social proprieties. The type of arbitrnion proposed by Socrates plays within
the opposition between the values ofseeml iness and unseemliness (euprepeial

aprepeia):

"But there remains the question of propriety and impropriety in

writing, that is to say the conditions which make it proper or improper.
Isn't that so?"

(274b).

Is writing seemly? Does the writer cut a respectable figure? Is it proper to
write? Is it done?

Of course not. But the answer is not so simple, and Socrates does not

immediately offer it on his own account in a rational discourse or logos. He
lets it be heard by delegating it to an

akoi,

to a well-known rumor, to

hearsay evidence, to a fable transmitted from ear to ear: "I can tell you what
our forefathers have said about it, but the truth of it is only known by
tradition. However, if we could discover that truth for ourselves, should we
still be concerned with the fancies of mankind?"

(274c).

The truth of writing, that is, as we shall see, (the) nontruth, cannot be
discovered in ourselves by ourselves. And it is not the object of a science,
only of a qistory that is recited,

a

fable that is repeated. The link between

writing and myth becomes clearer, as does its opposition to knowledge,
notably the knowledge one seeks in oneself, by oneself. And at the same

time, through writing or through myth, the genealogical break and the
estrangement from the origin are sounded . One should note most especially

that what writing will later be accused of-repeating without knowing
here defines the very approach that leads to the statement and determinawriting in the Elsay 1m lhe Origin ofLangllagts is also presented, despite its actual importance,
SOrt of somewhat contingent supplement, a makeup criterion, "another means of
com paring languages and of judging their relative antiquity, .. The same operation is found
in Hegel's Encyclopedia; cf, "I.e Puits et la pyramide," 0- 1968) in Hegel el la pemle modtrne,
(Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1970, colI. "Epimeth�, .. ) ,

as a
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tion of its status. One thus begins by repeating without knowing-through
a myth-the definition of writing, which is to repeat without knowing.
This kinship of writing and myth, both of them distinguished from

logos

and dialectics, will only become more precise as the text concludes. Having
j ust repeated without knowing that writing consists of repeating without
knowing, Socrates goes on to base the demonstration of his indictment, of
his

logos,

upon the premises of the

akoi,

upon structures that are readable

through a fabulous genealogy of writing. As soon as the myth has struck the
first blow, the

logos

of Socrates will demolish the accused .

2 . The Father of Logos
The story begins like this:

Socrates:

Very well . I heard , then, that at Naucratis in Egypt there

lived one of the old gods of that country, the one whose sacred bird
is called the ibis; and the name of the divinity was Theuth. It was he
who first invented numbers and calculation, geometry and astron
omy, not to speak of draughts and dice, and above all writing

(grammala).

Now the King of all Egypt at that time was Thamus

who lived in the great city of the upper region which the Greeks call
the Egyptian Thebes; the god himself they call Ammon. Theuth
came to him and exhibited his arts and declared that they ought to
be imparted to the other Egyptians. And Thamus questioned him
about the usefulness of each one; and as Theuth enumerated , the
King blamed or praised what he thought were the good or bad

points in the explanation. Now Thamus is said to have had a good

deal to remark on both sides of the question about every single art
(it would take too long to repeat it here); but when it came to
writing, Theuth said, "This discipline (to mathima), my King, will
make the Egyptians wiser and will improve their memories

Let

(sophoterous kai mnimonikOterous): my invention is a recipe <pharma
kon) for both memory and wisdom. " But the King said . . . etc.
(274c--e).
us cut the King off here. He is faced with the pharmakon. His reply

will be incisive.
Let us freeze the scene and the characters and take a look at them.
Writing (or, if you will, the pharmakon) is thus presented to the King.
Presented : like a kind of present offered up in homage by a vassal to his lord
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(Theuth is a demigod speaking to the king of the gods), but above all as a
finished work submitted to his appreciation. And this work is itself an art, a
capacity for work,

a

power of operation. This artefactum is an art . But the

value of this gift is still uncertain. The value of writing-or of the
pharmakon-has of course been spelled out to the King, but it is the King
who will give it its value, who will set ,the price of what, in the act of
receiving,

he constitutes or institutes.

The king or god (Thamus

represents II Ammon, the king of the gods, the king of kings, the god of
gods. Theuth says to him:

6 basileu) is thus the other name for the origin of

value. The value of writing will not be itself, writing will have no value,
unless and to the extent that god-the-king approves of it. But god-the-king
nonetheless experiences the pharmakon as a product, an ergon, which is not
his own, which comes to him from outside but also from below, and which
awaits his condescending judgment in order to be consecrated in its being
and value. God the king does not know how to write, but that ignorance or
incapacity only testifies to his sovereign independence. He has no need to
write. He speaks, he says, he dictates, and his word suffices. Whether a
scribe from his secretarial Staff then adds the supplement of a transcription
or not , that consignment is always in essence secondary.
From this position, without rejecting the homage, the god-king will
depreciate it, pointing out not only its uselessness but its menace and its
mischief. Another way of not receiving the offering ofwriting. In SO doing,

god-the-king-that-speaks is acting like a father. The pharmakon is here
presented to the father and is by him rejected , belittled, abandoned ,
disparaged . The father is always suspicious and watchful toward writing.
Even if we did not want to give in here to the easy passage uniting the
figures of the king, the god , and the father, it would suffice to pay
systematic attention-which to our knowledge has never been done--to
the permanence of a Platonic schema that assigns the origin and power of
speech , precisely of logos, to the paternal position. Not that this happens
especially and exclusively in Plato. Everyone knows this or can easily
imagine it. But the fact that " Platonism , " which sets up the whole of
Western metaphysics in its conceptuality, should not escape the generality
of this structural constraint , and even illustrates it with incomparable
subtlety and force, stands out as all the more significant.
1 1 . For Plato. Thamus is doubtless another name for Ammon, whose figure (that ofthe
sun king and of the father of the gods) we shall sketch out later for its own sake. On this
question and the debate to which it has given rise, see Frutiger, Mylhes, p. 2 3 3 , n. 2 . and
notably Eisler, "Platon und das iigyptische Alphabet, " Archill Iii,. Gtschichle tier PhilOJophie,
1 922'; Pauly-Wissowa, Rtal-Encydopiidie tier daJJischm AllerlllmJwimnschaft (art. Ammon);
Roscher, Lexikon tier g,.i«hischm lind riimiJchm Mylhologie (art. Thamus).
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Not that logos is the father, either. But the origin of logos is

its Jather.

One could say anac hronously that the "speaking subject" is theJather of his
speech. And one would quickly realize that this is no metaphor, at least not
in the sense of any common, conventional effect of rhetoric.

Logos is a son,

then, a son that would be destroyed in his very presence without the present

attendance of his

father. His father who answers. His father who speaks for

him and answers for him. Without his father, he would be nothing but, in
fact , writing. At least that is what is said by the one who says: it is the
father's thesis. The specificity of writing would thus be intimately bound to
the absence of the father. Such an absence can of course exist along very
diverse modalities, distinctly or confusedly, successively or simultaneously:
to have lost one's father, through natural or violent death, through random
violence or patricide; and then to solicit the aid and attendance, possible or
impossible, of the paternal presence, to solicit it directly or to claim to be
getting along without it, etc. The reader will have noted Socrates' insis
tence on the misery, whether pitiful or arrogant, of a

logos committed

to

writing: " . . . It always needs its father to attend to it, being quite unable to
defend itself or attend to its own needs"

(27Se).

This misery is ambiguous: it is the distress ofthe orphan, of course, who
needs not only an attending presence but also a presence that will attend to
its needs; but in pitying the orphan , one also makes an accusation against
him, along with writing, for claiming to do away with the father, for
achieving emancipation with co�placent self-sufficiency. From the posi
tion of the holder of the scepter, the desire of writing is indicated,
designated , and denounced as a desire for orphanhood and patricidal
subversion. Isn't this pharmakon then a criminal thing, a poisoned present?
The status of this orphan, whose welfare cannot be assured by any
attendance or assistance, coincides with that of a

graphein

which,

�ing

nobody's son at the instant it reaches inscription, scarcely remains a son at

recognizes its origins, whether legally or morally. In
COntrast to writing, living logos is alive in that it has a living father (whereas
the orphan is already half dead), a father that is present, standing near it,

all and no longer

behind it, within it, sustaining it with his rectitude, attending it in person
in his Own name. Living logos, for its part , recognizes its debt, lives off that
recognition, and forbids itself, thinks it can forbid itself patricide. But
prohibition and patricide, like the relations between speech and writing,
are structures surprising enough to require us later on to aniculate Plato's
[ext between a patricide prohibited and a patricide proclaimed . The de
ferred murder of the father and rector.
The

Phaedrus would already be sufficient to prove that the responsibility

\

l

;\
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for

logos,

for its meaning and effects, goes to those who attend it, to those

who are present with the presence of a father. These "metaphors" must be
tirelessly questioned. Witness Socrates, addressing Eros: "If in our former
speech Phaedrus or I said anything harsh against you, blame Lysias, the
father of the subject

(ton tou logou patera)" (27 5b).

Logos-"discourse"-has

the meaning here of argument , line of reasoning, guiding thread animating
the spoken discussion (the

Logos).

To translate it by "subject"

{sujet],

as

Robin does, is nOt merely anachronistic. The whole intention and the
organic unity of signification is destroyed . For only the "living" discourse,
only a spoken word (and not a speech's theme, object, or subject) can have a
father; and , according to a necessity that will nOt cease to become clearer to
us from now on, the

logoi

are the children. Alive enough to protest on

occasion and to let themselves be questioned ; capable, too, in contrast to
written things, of responding when their father is there. They are their
father's responsible presence.
Some of them, for example, descend from Phaedrus, who is sometimes
called upon to sustain them. Let us refer again to Robin, who translates logos
this time not by "subject" but by "argument, " and disrupts in a space of ten
lines the play on the

tekhne to logon.

(What is in question is the

tekhne the

sophists and rhetors had or pretended to have at their disposal, which was at
Once an art and an instrument, a recipe, an occult but transmissible
" treatise, " etc. Socrates considers the then classical problem in terms of the
opposition between persuasion

fpeith01

and truth {aletheia]

{260 a]. )

Socrates: I agree--i f, that is, the arguments (Iogoi) that come forward to
speak for oratory should give testimony that it is an art (tekhni).
Now I seem , as it were, to hear some arguments advancing to give
their evidence that it tells lies, that it is not an art at all, but an
artless routine. "Without a grip on truth ," says the Spartan , "there
can be no genuine art of speaking

(tou de legein) either now or in the

future. "

Phaedrus: Socrates, we need these arguments (Touton dei ton logon, a
Sokrates). Bring the witnesses here and let's find out what they have
to say and how they'll say it (ti kai pOI legousin).
Socrates: Come here, then, noble brood (gennaia), and convince Phae
drus, father of such fine children (kallipaida te Phaidron), that if he
doesn't give enough attention to philosophy, he will never become
a competent speaker on any subject. Now let Phaedrus answer
_

(260e-26 1a).
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It is again Phaedrus, but this time in the Symposium, who must speak first
because he is both "head of the table" and "father of our subject"

(pater tou

logou) ( I77d).
What we are provisionally and for the sake of convenience continuing to
call a metaphor thus in any event belongs to a whole system . If logos has a

logos only when attended by its father, this is because it is
always a being (on) and even a certain species of being (the Sophist, 260a),
more precisely a /it/ing being. Logos is a zoon. An animal that is born, grows,
belongs to the phusis. Linguistics, logic , dialectics, and zoology are all in
father, if it is a

the same camp.
In describing

logos

as a

ziion,

Plato is following certain rhetors and

sophists before him who, as a contrast to the cadaverous rigidi ty of writing,
had held up the living spoken word , which i nfallibly conforms to the
necessities of the situation at hand , to the expectations and demands of the
interlocutors present, and which sniffs out the spots where it ought to
produce itself, feigning to bend and adapt at the moment it is actually

achieving maximum persuasiveness and control. 12

Logos, a living, animate creature, is thus also an organism that has been
engendered . An

organism:

a differentiated body proper, with a center and

extremities, joints, a head , and feet. In order to be "proper, " a written
d iscourse

ought to submit to the laws of life just as a living discourse does.
(anangke logographiki) ought to be analogous to

Logographical necessity

biological, or rather zoological, necessity. Otherwise, obviously, it would
have neither head nor tai l . Both
the risk run by

Socrates:

logos of losing

structure and constitution are

in question in

through writing both its tail and its head :

And what about the rest? Don't you think the different parts

of the speech (ta tou logou) are tossed in hit or miss? Or is there really .
a cogent reason for starting his second point in the second place?
And is that the case with the rest of the speech ? As for myself, in my
ignorance, I thought that the writer boldly set down whatever
happened to come into his head. Can you explain his arrangement
of the topics in the order he has adopted as the result of some
principle of composition, some logographic necessity?
1 2 . The association logos-ziion appears in the discourse oflsocrates Aga;nsl lheSophiJlJ and
in that of Alcidamas On IheSophiJlJ. Cf. also W. Suss, who compares these two discourses line
by line with the Phaed,.lIs, in Ethos: SllIdim ZII" iiltmn g,.iechisrhm Rhetorik (Leipzig, 19 10),
pp. 34 m and A. Dies, "Philosophie et rherorique." in Alllol/r de Plalon (Paris: Garbriel
Beauchesne, 1 927) I, \ 0 3 .
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Phaedrus: It's very kind of you to think me capable of such an accurate
insight into his methods.

Socrates:

But to this you will surely agree: every discourse (logon), like a

living creature

(asper zOon),

should be so put together

(sunestanai)

that it has its own body and lacks neither head nor foot , middle nor
extremities, all composed in such a way that they suit both each
other and the whole

(264b-c).

The organism thus engendered must be well born, of noble blood:

"gennaia! , "

we recall , is what Socrates called the

logoi,

those "noble crea-

, tures. " This implies that the organism, having been engendered , must have
a beginning and an end. Here, Socrates' standards become precise and
insistent: a speech must have a beginning and an end, it must begin with
the beginning and end with the end: "It certainly seems as though Lysias, at
least , was far from satisfying our demands: it's from the end, not the
beginning, that he tries to swim (on his back!) upstream through the
current of his discourse. He starts out with what the lover ought to say at
the very end to his beloved !"

(264a). The implications and consequences of

such a norm are immense, but they are obvious enough for us not to have to
belabor them. It follows that the spoken discourse behaves like someone

Logos: "Sermo tanquam persona ipse
loquens, " as one Platonic Lexicon puts it. 13 Like any person, the logos-zOon has

attended in origin and present in person.
a father.
But what is a father?

Should we consider this known, and with this term-the known
classify the other term within what one would hasten to classify as a
metaphor? One would then say that the origin or cause of logos is being
compared to what we know to be the cause of a living son, his father. One
would understand or imagine the birth and development of logos from the
standpoint of a domain foreign to it, the transmission of life or the
generative relation. But the father is not the generator or procreator in any
"real" sense prior to or outside all relation to language. In what way,
indeed , is the father/son relation distinguishable from a mere cause/effect or
generator/engendered relation, if not by the instance of logos? Only a power
of speech can have a father. The father is always father to a speaking/living
being. In other words, it is precisely

logos

that enables us to perceive and

investigate something like paternity . If there were a simple metaphor in the

1 3 . Fr. Ast, uxiqllt plalonicim. Cf. also B . Parain, Elsai slI,. le logos plalonicim (Paris:
Gallimard, 1942), p. 2 1 1 ; and P. Louis, Us Milaphores de Pia/on (Paris: I.es Belles I.ettres,
1945), pp. 43-44 .
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expression "father of logos, " the first word, which seemed the more
familiar, would nevertheless receive more meaningfrom the second than it
would transmit

to it.

The first familiarity is always involved in a relation of

cohabitation with logos. Living-beings, father and son, are announced to us
and related to each other within the household of logos. From which one does
not escape,

in spite of appearances , when one is transported ,

by

"metaphor, " to a foreign territory where one meets fathers, sons, living
creatures, all sorts of beings that come in handy for explaining to anyone
that doesn't know, by comparison, what

logos,

that strange thing, is all

about. Even though this hearth is the heart of all metaphoricity, "father of
logos" is not a simple metaphor. To have simple metaphoricity, one would
have to make the statement that some living creature incapable oflanguage,
if anyone still wished to believe in such a thing, has a father. One must thus
proceed to undertake a general reversal of all metaphorical directions, no
longer asking whether

logos can have a father but understanding that what

the father claims to be the father of cannot go without the essential
possibility of logos.
A

logos indebted to a father,

what does that mean? At least how can it be

read within the stratum of the Platonic text that interests us here?
The figure of the father, of course, is also that ofthe good (agathon). Logos

represents

what it is indebted to: the father who is also chief, capital , and

good(s). Or rather the chief,

the capital, the good(s). Pater in Greek means all

that at once. Neither translators nor <;ommentators of Plato seem to have
accounted for the play of these schemas. It is extremely difficult, we must
recognize, to respect this play in a translation, and the fact can at least be
explained in that no one has ever raised the question. Thus, at the point in
the

Republic where Socrates backs away from speaking of the good in itself
506e), he immediately suggests replacing it with its ekgonos, its son, its

(VI,

offspring:
. . . let us dismiss for the time being the nature of the good in itself, for
to attain to my present surmise of that seems a pitch above the impulse
that wings my flight today. But what seems to be the offspring

(ekgonos) of the good and most nearly made in its likeness I am willing
to speak if you too wish it, and otherwise to let the matter drop.
Well , speak on, he said, for you will duly pay me the tale of the
parent another time.
I could wish , I said , that I were able to make and you to receive the
payment, and not merely as now the interest

(tokous). But at any rate
(tokon te kai ekgonon

receive this interest and the offspring of the good

aulou tou agalhou).
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Tokas,

which is here associated with

ekgonos,

signifies production and the

product, birth and the child, etc. This word functions with this meaning in
the domains of agriculture, of kinship relations, and of fiduciary operations.

None of these domains, as we shall see , lies outside the investment and
possibility of a
As product,

logos.
the tokas is the child,

the human or animal brood, as well as

the fruits of the seed sown in the field, and the interest on a capital
investment: it is a

return or revenue.

The distribution of all these meanings

can be followed in Plato's text. The meaning of pater is sometimes even
inflected in the exclusive sense of financial capital. In the Republic itself, and
not far from the passage we have just quoted . One of the drawbacks of
democracy l ies in the role that capital is often allowed to play in it: "But
these money-makers with down-bent heads, pretending not even to see the
poor , but inserting the sting of their money into any of the remainder who
do not resist , and harvesting from them in interest as it were a manifold
progeny of the parent sum

(tou patras ekgonous tokous po//aplasious),
(555e).

foster the

drone and pauper element in the state"

Now, about this father, this capital, this good, this origin ofvalue and of
appearing beings, it is not possible to speak simply or directly. First of all
because it is no more possible to look them in the face than to stare at the
sun. On the subject of this bedazzlement before the face of the sun, a
rereading of the famous passage of the

Republic (VII , 5 15c ff)

is strongly

recommended here.
Thus will Socrates evoke only the visible sun, the son that resembles the
father, the

analogon

of the intelligible sun: "It was the sun, then, that I

meant when I spoke of that offspring of the Good (ton tou agathou

ekgonon),

which the Good has created in its own image (han taga/hon egennisen analogon

heautoi), and which stands in the visible world in the same relation to vision

and visible things as that which the good itself bears in the intelligible
world to intelligence and to intelligible objects"

(508c).

How does Logos intercede in this analogy between the father and the son,
the

nooumena

and the

horiimena?

The Good , in the visible-invisible figure of the father, the sun, or capital,
is the origin of all

onta,

responsible for their appearing and their coming

into logos, which both assembles and distinguishes them: "We predicate ' to
be' of many beautiful things and many good things, saying of them
severally that they are, and so define them in our speech

(einai phamen te kai

diorizomen toi logoi)" (507 b).
Thr: good (father, sun, capital) is thus the hidden i lluminating, blinding
source of logos. And since one cannot speak of that which enables one to
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speak (being forbidden to speak of it or to speak to it face to face), one will
speak only of that which speaks and of things that, with a single exception,
one is constantly speaking of. And since an accOunt or reason cannOt be
given of what logos (account or reason:

ratio) is accountable or owing to, since

the capital cannot be counted nor the chief looked in the eye, it will be
necessary, by means of a discriminative, diacritical operation, to count up
che plurality of interests, returns, products, and offspring: "Well, speak on

(lege),

he said, for you will duly pay me the tale of the parent another

time--I could wish, I said, that I were able to make and you to receive the
payment, and not merely as now the interest . But at any rate receive chis
interest and the offspring of the good. Have a care, however, lest I deceive
you unintentionally with a false reckoning

(ton logon)

of the interest

(tou

tokou)" (507a).
From the foregoing passage we should also retain the fact that, along
with the account

(logos)

of the supplements (to the father-good-capital

origin, etc . ), along with what comes above and beyond the One in the very
movement chrough which it absents itself and becomes invisible, thus
requiring that its place be supplied , along with differance and diacriticity,
Socrates introduces or discovers the ever open possibilicy of the

kibdilon,

that which is falsified, adulterated, mendacious, deceptive, equivocal .
Have a care, he says, lest I deceive you with a false reckoning of the interest

(kibdilon apodidous ton logon tou tokou). Kibdileuma is fraudulent merchandise.
The corresponding verb (kibdileuO) signifies "to tamper with money or
merchandise, and , by extension, to be of bad faith. "

This recourse to logos, from fear of being blinded by any direct intuition

of the face of the father, ofgood , ofcapital , of the origin of being in itself, of
che form offorms, etc . , this recourse to logos as that which protects us/rom the

sun,
the

protects us under it and from it, is proposed by Socrates elsewhere, in

analogous order of the sensible or

the visible. We shall quote at length

from that text. In addition to its intrinsic interest, the text, in its official
Robin translation, manifests a series of slidings, as it were, that are highly
sign ificant . 14 The passage in question is the critique, in the

Phaedo,

of

" physicalists ":
Socrates proceeded :-I thought that as I had failed in the contempla
cion of crue existence (ta onta), I ought to be careful thac I did nOt lose
the eye of my soul; as people may injure their bodily eye by observing
14. I am indebted to the friendship and alertness of Francine Markovits for having
brought this to my attention. This text should of course be placed alongside those of books
VI and VII of the Rtpllblic.
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and gazing on the sun during an eclipse, unless they take the precau
tion of only looking at the image

(eikona) reflected

in the water, or in

some analogous medium. So in my own case, I was afraid that my soul
might be blinded altogether if I looked at things with my eyes or tried
to apprehend them with the help of the senses. And I thought that I
had better have recourse to the world of idea (en logois) and seek there
the truth of things. . . . So, basing myself in each case on the idea

(logon)

that I j udged to be the strongest .

.

.

" (99d- lOOa).

Logos is thus a resource. One must turn to it, and not merely when the solar
source is present and risks burning the eyes if stared at; one has also to turn
away toward logos when the sun seems to withdraw during its eclipse. Dead ,
extinguished , or hidden, that star is more dangerous than ever.
We will let these yarns of suns and sons spin on for a while. Up to now we
have only followed this line so as to move from logos to the father, so as to tie
speech to the kurios, the master, the lord , another name given in the Republic
to the good-sun-capital-father (50Ba). Later, within the same tissue, within
the same texts, we will draw on other filial filaments, pull the same strings
once more, and witness the weaving or unraveling of other designs.

3 . The Filial Inscription:
Theuth, Hermes, Thoth, Nabu, Nebo
Universal histo£}' continued to unroll, the a11-too-human gods
whom Xenophanes had denounced were demoted to figures of
poetic fiction, or to demons--although it was reported that one of
them, Hermes Trismegistus, had dictated a variable number of
books (42 according to Clement of Alexandria; 20,000 according to
lamblicus; 36,525 according to the priests ofThoth-who is also
Hermes) in the pages of which are written all things. Fragments of
this iIIuso£}' libra£}', compiled or concocted beginning in the third
centu£}', go to form what is called the CM'fJIIS Hermeticllm . . .
-Jorge Luis Borges, "The Fearful Sphere of Pascal"
A sense of fear of the unknown moved in the heart of his weariness, a
fear of symbols and portents, of the hawk-like man whose name he
bore soaring out of his captivi£}' on osier woven wing, ofThoth, the
god of writers, writing with a reed upon a tablet and bearing on his
narrow ibis head the cusped moon.
-James Joyce, A Portrait of the Art;st as a YOllng Man
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Another school declares that allliflll has already transpired and that
our life is only the crepuscular and no doubt falsified and mutilated
memory or reflection of an irrecoverable process. Another, that the
history of the universe--and in it our lives and the most tenuous
detail of our lives-is the scripture produced by a subordinate god
in order to communicate with a demon. Another, that the universe
is comparable to those cryptographs in which not all the symbols
are valid . . .
-Jorge Louis Borges, "Tlon, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius"
Our intention here has only been to sow the idea that the spontaneity,
freedom, and fantasy attributed to Plato in his legend of Theuth were
actually supervised and limited by rigorous necessities. The organization of
rhe myth conforms to powerful constraints. These constraints coordinate as
a system certain rules that make their presence known, sometimes in what
is empirically partitioned off for us as "Greek language" or "culture , " and
sometimes, from without, in "foreign mythology. " From which Plato has
not simply borrowed , nor borrowed a simple element: the identity of a
character, Thoth, the god of writing. One cannot, in fact , speak-and we
don't really know what the word could mean here anyway-of a borrowing,
that is, ofan addition contingent and external to the text. Plato had to make
his tale conform to structural laws. The most general of these, those that
govern and articulate the oppositions speech/writing, life/death, father!
son, master/servant, first/second, legitimate son/orphan-bastard , soul/
body, inside/outside, good/evil, seriousness/play, day/night, sun/moon,
erc. , also govern, and 'according to the same configurations, Egyptian,
Babylonian, and Assyrian mythology. And others, too, no doubt, which we
have neither the intention nor the means to situate here. In concerning
ourselves with the fact that Plato has not merely borrowed a simple element,
we are thus bracketing off the problem of factual genealogy and of the
empirical , effective communication among cultures and mythologies. '5
What we wish to do here is simply to point to the internal , structural
necessity which alone has made possible such communication and any
eventual contagion of my themes.
1 5 . We can here only refer the reader to all the existing studies of the communications
between Greece and the East or Middle East. Such scholarship abounds. On Plato, his
relations with Egypt, the hypothesis of his voyage to Heliopolis, the testimony ofStrabo and
Diogenes Laertius, one can find the references and essential documentation in Festugiere's
Revelation d'Hermts TriJmigiJlt (Paris: J. Gabalda, 1944-54), vol. I ; R. Godel's Plalon a
HiliopoliJ d'Egyple (Paris: I.es Belles I.ettres, 1956); and S. Sauneron's Us Pritres de fancimne
ElOpte (Paris: I.e Seuil , 1957).
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Plato, of course, does not describe Theuth as a character. Not a single
concrete characteristic is attributed to him, neither in the
the very brief allusion in the

Phi/ebus.

Phaedrus nor in

That is at least how things appear.

But in looking more closely, one comes to recognize that the situation he
occupies, the content of his speeches and operations, and the relations
among the themes, concepts, and signifiers in which his interventions are
engaged , all organize the features ofa strongly marked figure. The structur
al analogy that relates these features to other gods of writing, and mainly to
the Egyptian Thoth, can be the effect neither of a partial or total borrowing,
nor of chance or Plato's imagination. And in the simultaneous insertion, so
rigorous and closely fit, of these traits into the systematic arrangement of
Plato's phi losophemes, this meshing of the mythological and the philo
sophical points to some more deeply buried necessity.
No doubt the god Thoth had several faces, belonged to several eras, lived
in several homes. 16 The discordant tangle of mythological accounts in which
he is caught should not be neglected . Nevertheless, certain constants can be
distinguished throughout , drawn in broad letters with firm strokes. One
would be tempted to say that these constitute the permanent identity of this
god in the pantheon, if his function, as we shall see, were not precisely to
work at the subversive dislocation of identity in general , starting with that
of theological regality.
What then, are the pertinent traits for someone who is trying to
reconstitute the structural resemblance between the Platonic and the other
mythological figures of the origin of writing? The bringing out of these
traits should not merely serve to determine each of the significations within
the play of thematic oppositions as they have been listed here, whether in
Plato's discourse or in a general configuration of mythologies. It must open
onto the general problematic of the relations between the my themes and the
philosophemes that lie at the origin of western

logos.

That is to say, of a

history- or rather, of History-which has been produced in its entirety in
the philosophical difference between

mythos and logos,

blindly sinking down

into that difference as the natural obviousness of its own element.
In the

Phaedrus,

the god of writing is thus a subordinate character, a

second , a technocrat without power of decision, an engineer, a clever,
ingenious servant who has been granted an audience with the king of the
gods. The king has been kind enough to admit him to his counsel. Theuth
presents a tekhneand

apharmakon to the king, father, and god who speaks or

commands with his sun-filled voice. When the latter has made his sentence
Ill. Cf. Jacques Vandier, La Religion igyplimne (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France,
1949>, esp. pp. 64-65.
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known, when he has let it drop from On high, when he has in the same b/()UI
prescribed that the pharmakon be dropped , Theuth will not respond. The
forces present wish him to remain in his place.
Doesn't he have the same place in Egyptian mythology? There too,
Thoth is an engendered god. He often calls himself the son ofthe god-king,
rhe sun-god , Ammon-Ra: "I am Thoth, the eldest son ofRa. " I ' Ra (the sun)

is god the creator, and he engenders through the mediation of the word . 18
His other name, the one by which he is in fact designated in the Phaedrus, is
Ammon. The accepted sense of this proper name: the hidden. 19 Once again
we encounter here a hidden sun, the father of all things, letting himself be
represented by speech.
The configurative unity of these significations-the power of speech, the

creation of being and life, the sun (which is also, as we shall see , the eye),

rhe self-concealment-is conjugated in what could be called the history of
the egg or the egg of history. The world came out of an egg. More precisely,
the living creator of the life of the world came out of an egg: the sun, then,
was at first carried in an eggshel l . Which explains a number of Ammon
Ra's characteristics: he is also a bird, a falcon ("I am the great falcon,
harched from his egg"). But in his capacity as origin of everything,

Ammon-Ra is also the origin of the egg. He is designated sometimes as the
bird-sun born from the primal egg, sometimes as the originary bird , carrier
of the first egg . In this case, and since the power of speech is one with the
power of creation, certain texts speak of "the egg of the great cackler. " It
would make no sense here to ask the at once trivial and philosophical

1 7 . Cf. S. Morenz, La Re/igion Igypt;mne (Paris: Payot, 1962), p. 58. This formulation is
noteworthy, according to Morenz, through its use of the first person. "This rariry seems
remarkable to us because such formulae are common in the hymns composed in Greek which
involve the Egyptian goddess Isis ("I am Isis," etc.); there is thus good reason to wonder
whether this does not point to some extra-Egyptian origin of these hymns . "
18. Cf. S. Sauneron , p. 1 2 3 : "The initial god had only tO Jptak t o create; and the beings
and things evoked were born through his voice," etc.
19. Cf. Morenz, p. 46, and S. Sauneron , who provides the following account: "What his
name signifies exactly, we do not know. But it was pronounced in the same way as another
word meaning 'to hide,' 'to conceal oneself,' and the scribes played on that assonance so as to
define Ammon as the great god who masks his real countenance before his children . . . .
Some went even further than that: Hecataeus of Abdera records a sacerdotal tradition
according to which this name (Ammon) is supposed to be the expression used in Egypt to call
someone. . . . It is indeed true that the word amo;n; means 'come,' 'come to me'; it is a fact,
furthermore, that certain hymns begin with the words Amo;n; AmoNn . . . 'Come to me,
Ammon . ' The similarity of sound alone between these two words made the priests suspect
that there was some intimate link between them-to see therein an explanation of the divine
name: thus, in addressing the primordial god . . . as an invisible, hidden being, they invite
and exhort him, calling him Ammon, to show himself to them and unmask himself' (p.
1 27).
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question of "the chicken or the egg, " of the logical, chronological, or
ontological priority of the cause over the effect. This question has been
magnificently answered by certain sarcophagi: "0 Ra, who art in thy egg . "

I f we add that this egg i s also a "hidden egg, " 20 we shall have constituted
but also opened up the system of these significations.
The subordination of Thoth, the ibis, eldest son of the original bird, is
marked in several ways: in the Memphitic doctrine, for example, Thoth is
the executor, through language, of Horus' creative project. 2 1 He bears the
signs of the great sun-god . He interprets him as a spokesman , a standard
bearer. And like his Greek counterpart, Hermes, whom Plato moreover
never mentions, he occupies the role of messenger-god, of clever intermedi
ary, ingenious and subtle enough to steal, and always to steal away. The
signifier-god. Whatever he has to enounce or inform in words has already
been thought by Horus. Language, of which he is depositary and secretary,
can thus only represent, so as to transmit the message, an already formed
divine thought, a fixed design. 22 The message itself is not, but only
represents, the absolutely creative moment. It is a second and secondary
word . And when Thoth is concerned with the spoken rather than with the
written word , which is rather seldom , he is never the absolute author or
initiator of language. On the contrary, he introduces difference into lan
guage and it is to him that the origin of the plurality of languages is
attributed . 2� (Later, we will ask, turning back to Plato and to the

PhileblJJ ,

whether differentiation is really a second step and whether this "secondar
ity" is not the emergence of the grapheme as the very origin and possibility
20. Cf. Morenz, pp. 232-33. The paragraph that is about to end here wiII have marked
the fact that this pharmacy of Plato's also brings into play [mtra;ne] Bataille's text, inscribing
within the story of the egg the sun of the accursed part [fa part mal/dite]; the whole of that
essay, as will quickly become apparent, being itself nothing but a reading ofFinnegan.r Wake.
2 1 . Cf. Vandier, p. 36: "These two gods Horus and Thoth were said to have been
associates in the creative act, Horus representing the thought that conceives and Thoth the
speech that executes" (p. 64). Cf. also A. Erman, La Religion tkJ Egyptims (Paris: PaYOt), p.
1 18.
22. Cf. Morenz, pp. 46-47; and festugiere, pp. 70-73. As a messenger, Thoth is
consequently also an interpreter, hermintl/s. This is one, among numerous others, of the
features of his resemblance with Hermes. Festugiere analyzes this in chapter 4 of his book .
23. ) . Cerny cites a hymn to Thoch beginning in the following terms: "Hail to thee,
Moon-Thoth, who made different the tongue of one country from another, " Cerny had
thought this document unique, but soon discovered that Boylan (Thoth: The Hmnn of Egypt
[London, 1922]) had quoted (p. 184) another analogous papyrus ("you who distinguished
[or separated] the tongue of country from country") and stiII another (p. 197) ("you who
distinguished the tongue of every foreign land"). Cf. ) . Cerny, "Thoth as CreAtor of
Langl/ages, "jol/rnal ofEgyptian Archatology 34 ( 1948): 1 2 1 ff; S. Sa':lnerson, La Diffirmciation
des IlIngl/ages d'aprls fa tradition igyptimne, Bulletin de I'lnstitut franc;ais d 'Archeologie
orientale du Caire (Cairo, 1960).
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o f logos itself. In the Philebm, Theuth is evoked indeed as the autho r of
d ifference: of differentiation within language and not of the plurality of
languages. But it is our belief that at their root the twO problems are
i nseparable . )
As the g od o f language second and of linguistic difference, Thoth can
become the god of the creative word only by metonymic substitution, by
h istorical displacement, and sometimes by violent subversion.
This type of substitution thus puts Thoth in Ra's place as the moon takes
t he place of the sun. The god of writing thus supplies the place of Ra,
supplementing him and supplanting him in his absence and essential
disappearance. Such is the origin of the moon as supplement to the sun, of
night light as supplement to daylight. And writing as the supplement of
speech . "One day while Ra was in the sky, he said:

'Bring me Thoth, ' and

Thoth was straightway brought to him. The Majesty of this god said to

'Be in the sky in my place, while I shine over the blessed of the lower
regions . . . You are in my place, my replacement, ant/you will be called thm: Thoth,
he who replaces Ra. ' Then all sorts of things sprang up thanks to the play of
Ra's words. He said to Thoth: 'I will came you to embrace (ionh) the two skies
uJith your beauty and your rays'-and thm the moon (ioh) was born Later,
Thoth:

.

alluding to the fact that Thoth , as Ra's replacement, occupies a somewhat

subordinate position: 'I will came you to send (hOb) greater ones than yourself
and thm was born the Ibis (hib), the bird of Thqth. "24
This process of substitution, which thus functions as a pure play of traces

or supplements or, again, operates within the order of the pure signifier
which no reality, no absolutely external reference, no transcendental sig
nified, can come to limit, bound, or control; this substitution, which could
be judged "mad" since it can go on infinitely in the element of the linguistic
permutation of substitutes, of substitutes for substitutes; this unleashed
chain is nevertheless not lacking in violence. One would not have under
stood anything of this "linguistic" " immanence'" if one saw it as the
peaceful m i l ieu of a merely fic tional war, an inoffensive word-play, in

I

�

contrast to some ragingpolemos in "reality. " It is not in any reality foreign to
the "play of words" that Thoth also frequently participates in plots,
perfidious intrigues, conspiracies to usurp the throne. He helps the sons do
away with the father, the brothers do away with the brother that has become
ki ng. Nout, cursed by Ra, no longer disposed ofa single date, a single day
of the calendar on which she could give birth. Ra had blocked from her all
time, all the days and periods there were for bringing a child into the world .
Thoth , who also had a power o f calculation over the institution of the

24 .

Erman, pp. 90-9 1 .
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calendar and the march of time, added the five epagomenic days. This
supplementary time enabled Nout to produce five children: Haroeris, Seth,
Isis, Nephtys and Osiris, who would later become king in the place of his
father Geb. During the reign of Osiris (the sun-king), Thoth , who was also
his brother,zs "initiated men into arts and letters , " and "created hiero
glyphic writing to enable them to fix their thoughts. "26 But later, he
participates in the plot led by Seth, Osiris' jealous brother. The famous
legend of the death of Osiris is well known: tricked into being shut up in a
trunk the size of his body, he is dismembered , and his fourteen parts are
scattered to the winds. After many complications, he is found and reassembled by his wife Isis, all except for the phallus, which has been swallowed by
an Oxyrhynchus fish. 27 This does not prevent Thoth from acting with the
cleverest and most oblivious opportunism. Isis, transformed into a vulture,
l ies on the corpse of Osiris. In that position she engenders Horus, "the
child-with-his-finger-in-his-mouth , " who will attack his father's murderer. The latter, Seth , tears OUt Horus' eye while Horus rips off Seth's
testicles. When Horus can get his eye back, he offers it to his father-and

this eye is also the moon: Thoth, if you will-and the eye brings Osiris back

to life and potency.

In the Course of the fight, Thoth separates the combatants and , in his role
of god-doctor-pharmacist-magician, sews up their wounds and heals them
of their mutilation. Later, when the eye and testicles are back in place, a
trial is held, during which Thoth turns on Seth whose accomplice he had
nevertheless once been, and confirms as true the words of Osiris. 28
As a substitute capable of doubling for the king, the father, the sun, and
the word , distinguished from these only by dint of representing, repeating,
and masquerading, Thoth was naturally also capable of totally supplanting
them and appropriating all their attributes. He is added as the essential
attribute of what he is added to, and from which almost nothing distin
guishes him. He d iffers from speech or divine light only as the revealer from
the revealed. Barely. 29
25 . Ibid. p. 96.
26. Vandier, p. 5 1 .
27. Ibid. p. 52.
28. Erman, p. 1 0 1
29. Thus ic i s chac che g od of writing can become che g od of creacive speech. This i s a
scruccural possibilicy derived from his supplemencary scacus and from che logic of che
supplemenc. The same can also be seen co occur in che evolucion of che hiscory of mychology.
Fescugiere, in panicular, poincs chis ouc: "Thoch, however, does nO[ remain concenc with
chis- secondary rank. Ac che cime when che priests in Egypc were forg ing cosmogonies in
which che local clergy ofeach area soughc co give che primary role co che god ic honored, che

_
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But before, as it were, his adequacy of replacement ana usurpation ,
Thoth is essentially the god of writing, the secretary of Ra and the nine
gods, the hierogrammate and the hypomnetographer. 1O Now, it is precisely
by pointing OUt, as we shall see, that the pharmakon of writing is good for
(re-memoration, recollection, consignation) and not for the

hypomnesis

mnimi (living, knowing memory) that Thamus, in the

Phaedrus,

condemns

ir as being of little worth .
In later episodes of the Osiris cycl� , Thoth also becomes the scribe and
bookkeeper of Osiris, who, it should not be forgotten, is then considered
his brother. Thoth is represented as the model and patron of scribes, so
important to the chancel leries of the Pharaohs: "while the sun god is the
universal master, Thoth is his top functionary, his vizir, who stands near
him in his ship in order to submit his reports. ")1 As "Master of the books, "
he becomes, by dint of consigning them, registering them, keeping
account of them, and guarding their stock, the "master of divine words. ")2
His female counterpart writes, too: her name, Seshat, doubtless means

she-who-writes.

"Mistress of l ibraries , " she records the exploits of the kings.

The first goddess versed in the art of engraving, she marks the names of the
kings on a tree in the temple of Heliopolis, while Thoth keeps account of
the years on a notched pole. There is also the famous scene of the royal
intitulation reproduced on the bas-reliefs of numerous temples: the king is
seated beneath a persea-tree while Thoth and Seshat inscribe his name on
the leaves of a sacred treeY And also the scene of the last judgment: in the
underworld, opposite Osiris, Thoth records the weight of the heart-souls of
rhe dead . M
For it goes without saying that the god of writing must also be the g od of
death . We should not forget that, in the

Phaedrm,

another thing held

theologians of Hermopolis, who were competing with those of the Delta and of Heliopolis,
elaborated a cosmogony in which the principal share fell to Thoth. Since Thoth was a
magician, and since he knew of the power of sounds which, when emitted properly,
unfail ingly produce their effect, it was by means of voice, of speech, or rather, incantation,
that Thoth was said to have created the world. Thoth's voice is thus creative: it shapes and
creates; and, condensing and sol idifying i nto matter, it becomes a being. Thoth becomes
identified with his breath; his exhalation alone causes all things to be born. It is not
impossible that these Hermopol itan speculations may offer some similariry with the ugos of
the Greeks--at once Speech, Reason, and Demiurge--and with the Sophia of the AJexan
drian Jews; perhaps the Priests of Thoth even underwent, well before the Christian era, the
inll uence of Greek thought, but this cannot be sol idly affirmed" (p. 68).
Ibid. ; d. also Vandier, passi m , and Erman, passim .
Erman, p. 8 1 .
Ibid.
Vandier, p. 182.
34. Vandier, pp. 1 3 6-37; Morenz, p. 173; Festugiere, p. 68.
30.
3 1.
32.
33.
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against the invention of the pharmakon is that it substitutes the breathless
sign for the living voice, claims to do without the father (who is both living
and l ife-giving) of logos, and can no more answer for itself than a sculpture or
inanimate painting, etc. In all the cycles of Egyptian mythology, Thoth
presides over the organization of death. The master of writing, numbers,
and calculation does not merely write down the weight of dead souls; he first
COUnts out the days oflife,

enumerates history.

His arithmetic thus covers the

events of divine biography. He is "the one who measures the length of the
l ives of gods and men. ,,�) He behaves l ike a chief of funereal protocol ,
charged in particular with the dressing of the dead .
Sometimes the dead person takes the place of the scribe. Within the
space of such a scene, the dead one's place

[Ia place du mort;

also

=

the

dummy , in bridge] then fal ls to Thoth. One can read on the pyramids the
celestial history of one such soul: "

'Where is he going?'

asks a great bull

threatening him with his horn" (we should note in passing that another
name for Thoth, Ra's nocturnal representative, is the "bull among the
Stars").

Ra, '

" 'He's goingfull ofvital energy to the skies, to see hisfather, to contemplate

and the terrifying creature lets him pass. " (The books of the dead ,

placed in the coffin next to the corpse, contained )n particular formulas
enabling him to "go out into the light of day" and see the sun. The dead
person must see the sun: death is the prerequisite, or even the experience, of
that face-to-face encounter. One thinks of the

Phaedo. ) God

the father

welcomes him into his bark, and "it even happens that he lets off his own
celestial scribe and putS the dead man in hisplace, so that hejudges, arbitrates,
and gives orders to one who is greater than himself. " 16 The dead man can also
simply be identified with Thoth: "he is simply called a god; he is Thoth, the
strongest of the gods. "�7
The hierarchical opposition between son and father, subject and king,
death and l ife, writing and speech, etc. , naturally completes its system
with that between night and day, West and East, moon, and sun. Thoth,
the "nocturnal representative of Ra, the bull among the stars ,"�8 turns
toward the west. He is the god of the moon, either as identified with it or as
its protector. )9
The system of these traits brings into play an original kind of logic: the
figure of Thoth is opposed to its other (father, sun, life, speech , origin or
35.
36.
37.
�8.
39.

Morenz, pp. 47-48.
Erman, p. 249.
Ibid. p. 250.
Ibid. p. 4 1 .
Boylan, pp. 62-7 5 ; Vandier, p. 65 ; Morenz, p. 54; Fesrugiere, p. 67.
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orient, etc . ), but as that which at onCe supplements and supplants it. Thoth
extends or opposes by repeating or replacing. By the same token, the figure

of Thoth takes shape and takes its shape from the very thing it resists and
substitutes for. But it thereby opposes itsel/, passes into its other, and this

messenger-god is truly a god of the absolute passage between opposites. If
he had any identity-but he is precisely the god of non identity-he would

be that coincitientia oppositOJ'um to which we will soon have recourse again. In

distinguishing himself from his opposite, Thoth also imitates it, becomes
its sign and representative, obeys it and

conforms

to it, replaces it, by

violence if need be. He is thus the father's other, the father, and the
subversive movement of replacement. The god of writing is thus at onCe his
father, his son, and himself. He cannot be assigned a fixed spot in the play of
differences . Sly, slippery , and masked , an intriguer and a card , like
Hermes, he is neither king nor jack, but rather a sort ofjoker, a Boating

signifier, a wild card , one who puts play into play.

This god of resurrection is less interested in life or death than in death as a
repetitiqn of life and life as a rehearsal of death, in the awakening of life and
in the recommenCement of death. This is what numbers, of which he is also

the inventor and patron, mean. Thoth repeats everything in the addition of
the supplement: in adding to and doubling as the sun, he is other than the
sun and the same as it; other than the good and the same, etc. Always taking

a place not his own, a place one could call that of the dead or the dummy, he
has neither a proper place nor a proper name. His propriety or property is
impropriety or inappropriateness, the Boating indetermination that allows

for substitution and play. Play, of which he is also the inventor, as Plato
himself reminds us. It is to him that we owe the games of dice (kubeia) and

draughts

(petleia) (274d).

He would be the mediating movement of dialec

tics if he did not also mimic it, indefinitely preventing it, through this
ironic doubling, from reaching some final fulfillment or eschatological
reappropriation. Thoth is never present. Nowhere does he appear in person.
No being-there can properly be

his own.

Every act of his is marked by this unstable ambivalence. This god of

calculation, arithmetic, and rational science40 also presides over the occult

sciences , astrology and alchemy. He is the god of magic formulas that calm
the sea, of secret accounts, of hidden texts: an archetype of Hermes, god of
cryptography no less than of every other -graphy.
40. Morenz, p. 95 . Anocher ofThoch's companions is Maac, goddess ohruch. She is also
"daughcer of Ra, miscress of che sky, she who governs che double councry , che eye of Ra
which has no macch. " Erman, in che page devoced co Maac, noces: " . . . . one of her insignia,

God knows why, was a vulcure feacher" (p. 82).
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Science and magic, the passage between life and death, the supplement
to evil and to lack: the privileged domain of Thoth had , finally, to be
medicine. All his powers are summed up and find employment there. The
god of writing, who knows how to PUt an end to life, can also heal the sick.
And even the dead . 4 1 The steles of Horus on the Crocodiles tell of how the
king of the gods sends Thoth down to heal Harsiesis, who has been bitten
by a snake in his mother's absence.42

The god of writing is thus also a god of medicine. Of "medicine": both a

science and an occult drug. Of the remedy and the poison. The god of
writing is the god of the pharmakon. And it is writing as a pharmakon that he
presents to the king in the Phaetirus, with a humility as unsettling as a dare.
4 1 . Vandier, pp. 7 1 ff. Cf. especially Fesrugii!re, pp. 287 ff. where a number of rexrs on
Thorh as rhe invenror of magic are assembled. One of rhem, which panicularly inreresrs us ,
begins: " A formula ro be recired btfrwr IIN slln: 'I am Thorh, invenror and crearor of philrers
and lerrers, erc . ' " (292).
42. Vandier, p. 230. Cryprography, medicinal magic, and rhe figure of rhe serpenr are
in facr inrerrwined in an asronishing folk rale rranscribed by G. Maspero in fA ConIes
POPIII4;res tM rEgyplt "nriennt (Paris: E. Guilmoro, 19 1 1). Ir is rhe rale ofSami-Khamois and
rhe mummies. Sami-Khamois, rhe son of a king, "spenr his days running abour rhe
merropolis of Memphis so as ro read rhe books wrirren in sacred scripr and rhe books of rhe
DOllblt Houst of Lift. One day a nobleman came along and made fun of him. -'Why are you
laughing ar me?' The nobleman said: - 'I am nor laughing ar you; bur can I help laughing
when you spend your rime here deciphering wrirings rhar have no powers? Ifyou really wish
ro read effecrive wriring, come wirh me; I will send you ro rhe place where you will find rhe

book which Thorh himself has wrirren wirh his own hand and which will place you jusr
below rhe gods. There are cwo formulas wrirren in ir: if you recire rhe firsr, you will charm
rhe sky, rhe eanh, rhe world of nighr, rhe mountains, rhe warers; you will undersrand whar
rhe birds ofrhe sky and rhe repriles are all saying, as rhey are; you will see rhe fish, for a divine
force will make rhem rise ro rhe surface of rhe warer. If you read rhe second formula, even if
you are in rhe grave you will reassume rhe form you had on earrh; even shall you see rhe sun
rising in rhe sky, and irs cycle, and rhe moon in rhe form ir has when ir appears. ' Sarni cried;
'By my life! ler me know whar you wish and I will have ir granred you; bur rake me ro rhe
place where I can find rhe book !' The nobleman said ro Sarni: 'The book in quesrion is nor
mine. Ir is in rhe hean of rhe necropolis, in rhe romb of Nenoferkeprah, son of king
Minebprah . . . . Take grear heed nor ro rake rhis book away from him, for he would have you
bring ir back, a pirchfork and a rod in his hand, a lighred brazier on his head. . . , . Deep
inside rhe romb, lighr was shining our ofrhe book . The doubles of rhe king and of his family
were beside him , 'rhrough rhe virrues ofrhe book of Thorh. ' . . . All rhis was repearing irself.
Nenoferkeprah had already himselflived Sami's srory. The priesr had rold him: 'The book in
quesrion is i n rhe middle of rhe sea of Copros, in an iron casker. The iron casker is inside a
bronze casker; rhe bronze casker is inside a casker of cinnamon wood; rhe casker of cinnamon
�ood is inside a casker of ivory and ebony. The casker of ivory and ebony is inside a silver
casker. The silver casker is inside a golden casker, and rhe book is found rherein. [Scribe's
error? rhe firsr version I consulred had consigned or reproduced ir; a larer edirion ofMaspero's
book poinred ir our in a nore: "The scribe has made a misrake here in his enumerarion. He
sh.ould have said: ;ns;tM rhe iron casker is . . . erc . " (hem lefr as evidence for a logic of
inclusion).} And [here is a schoene [in Prolemy's day, equal ro abour 1 2 , 000 royal cubirs of

4 . The Pharmakon
This is che malady in chem all for which law musc find aphaf11kllum .
Now ic is a sound old adage chac ic is hard co fighc againsc cwo
enemies ac once--even when chey are enemies from opposice quar
cers. We

see

che cruch of chis in medicine and elsewhere.

Let US l"eturn to the text of Plato, assuming we have ever really left it. The
word pharmakon is caught in a chain of significations. The play of that chain

seems systematic. But the system here is not, simply, that of the intentions
ofan author who goes by the name of Plato. The system is not primarily that
of what someone

meant-to-say [un tIOuloir-direl.

Finely regulated com

munications are established, through the play of language, among diverse
functions of the word and, within it, among diverse strata or regions of
culture. These communications or corridors of meaning can sometimes be
declared or clarified by Plato when he plays upon them "voluntarily, " a
O. 52m) of serpencs, scorpions of all kinds, and repciles around che caskec in which che book
lies, and chere is an immonal serpenc coiled around che caskec in quescion. ' " After chree
cries, che imprudenc hero kills che serpenc, drinks che book dissolved in beer , and chus
acquires limidess knowledge. Thoch goes co Ra co complain, and provokes che worsc of
punishmencs.
Lec us noce , finally, before leaving che Egypcian figure of Thoch, chac he possesses , in
addicion co Hermes of Greece, a remarkable coumerpan in che figure of Nabu, son of
Marduk. In Babylonian and Assyrian mychology, "Nabu is essemially che son-god and, jusc
as Marduk eclipses his facher, Ea, we will see Nabu usurping Marduk's place . " (E. Dhorme,
Les Rtligiom tM Babylonit tl " Assynt [Paris: Presses Universicaires de France), pp. 1 5 0 fr.)
Marduk, che facher of Nabu, is che sun-god . Nabu, "lord of che reed , " "creacor of wricing , "
"bearer of che cables of che faces of che gods," sometimes goes ahead of his facher from whom
he borrows che symbolic i nscrumem, che marrtl. "A vocive objecc made of copper, uncovered
in Susa, represencing 'a snake holding in ics mouch a son of pall; was marked wich che
inscription 'che marru of che god Nabu' " (Dhorme, p. 1 5 5 ) . O. also M. David, Les DiUIX tl
It Deslin en Babylonit (Paris: P . U . F. , 1949), pp. 86 fr.
One could spell ouc one by one che poincs of resemblance becween Thoch and che biblical
Nabu (Nebo).
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word we put in quotation marks because what it designates. to content
ourselves with remaining within the closure of these oppositions . is only a
mode of "submission" to the necessities of a given "language. " None of
these concepts can translate the relation we are aiming at here. Then again.
in other cases. Plato can

not see the links.

can leave them in the shadow or

break them up. And yet these links go on working of themselves. In spite of
him? thanks to him? in his text?

oNtside his

text? but then where? between

his text and the language? for what reader? at what moment? To answer
such questions in principle and in general will seem impossible; and that
will give us the suspicion that there is some malformation in the question
itself. in each of its concepts, in each of the oppositions it thus accredits.
One can always choose to believe that if Plato did not put certain possibili
ties of passage into practice, or even interrupted them , it is because he
perceived them but left them in the impracticable. This formulation is
possible only if one avoids all recourse to the difference between conscious
and unconscious, voluntary and involuntary, a very crude tool for dealing
with relations in and to language. The same would be true of the opposition

between speech-or writing-and language if that opposition, as is often
the case, harked back to the above categories.

This reason alone should already suffice to prevent us from reconstituting
the entire chain of significations of the pharmakon. No absolute privilege
allows us absolutely to master its textual system. This limitation can and
should nevertheless be displaced to a certain extent. The possibilities and
powers of displacement are extremely diverse in nature, and , rather than
enumerating here all their titles, let us attempt to produce some of their
effects as we go along, as we continue our march through the Platonic
problematic of writing .4�
We have juSt sketched out the correspondence between the figure of
Thoth in Egyptian mythology and a certain organization of concepts ,
phiIosophemes. metaphors, and my themes picked up from what is called
the Platonic text. The word pharmakon has seemed to us extremely apt for
the task of tying all the threads of this correspondence together. Let us now
reread . in a rendering derived from Robin. this sentence from the PhaedrNS :
"Here, 0 King, says Theuth , is a discipline

(mathima) that will make the

Egyptians wiser (sophOteroNs) and will improve their memories (mnemonikOter4 3 . I cake che libeny of referring che reader, in order co give him a preliminary,
indicative direction, co che " Question of Mechod" proposed in De 14 grammalO/ogie [crans
laced by Gayacri Spivak as Of Grammal% gy (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University
Press, 1976)]. W ich a few precautions, one could say chac pharmakon plays a roleana/ogolls, in
chis read ing of Placo, co chac of slIpp/imenl in che read ing of Rousseau.
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OIlS): both memory (mnimel and instruction (sophia) have found their remedy
cpharmakon). "
The common translation of pharmakon by remedy [remide}-a beneficent
drug-is not, of course, inaccurate. Not only can pharmakon really mean
remedy and thus erase, on a certain surface of its functioning, the ambiguity
of its meaning. But it is even quite obvious here, the stated intention of
Theuth being precisely to stress the worth of his product, that he turns the
word on its strange and invisible pivot, presenting it from a single one, the

lVs

most reassuring, of its poles. T

medicine is beneficial; it repairs and

produces, accumulates and remedies, increases knowledge and reduces
forgetfulness. Its translation by "remedy" nonetheless erases, in going
outside the Greek language, the other pole reserved in the word pharmakon.
It cancels out the resources of ambiguity and makes more difficult, if not
impossible, an understanding of the context. As opposed to "drug" or even
"medicine , " remedy says the transparent rationality of science, technique,
and therapeutic causality, thus excluding from the text any leaning toward
the magic virtues of a force whose effects are hard to master, a dynamics that
constantly surprises the one who tries to manipulate it as master and as
subject.

Now, on the one hand, Pla�o is bent on presenting writing as an occult,

and therefore suspect, power. JUSt like painting, to which he will later
compare it, and like optical illusions and the techniques of mimesis in
general . His mistrust of the mantic and magic, of sorcerers and casters of
spells, is well attested . 44 In the Laws, in particular, he reserves them terrible
punishments. According to an operation we will have cause to remember
later, he recommends that they be excluded-expelled or cut off-from the
social arena. Expulsion and ostracism can even be accomplished at the same
time, by keeping them in prison, where they would no longer be visited by
free men but only by the slave that would bring them their food; then by
depriving them of burial: "At death he shall be cast out beyond the borders
without burial, and if any free citizen has a hand in his burial , he shall be
liable to a prosecution for impiety at the suit of any who cares to take
proceedings" (X, 909b-c).

On the other hand, the King's reply presupposes that the effectiveness of
the pharmakon can be reversed : it can worsen the ill instead of remedy it. Or
rather, the royal answer suggests that Theuth, by ruse and/or naivete, has
exhibited the reverse of the true effects of writing. In order to vaunt the
44 . Cf. in particular Repllblic II. 364 ff; Lemr VII. 3 3 3e. The problem is raised wich
copious and useful references in E . Moucsopoulos . La MlIliqlle dam /'lZlIvrt de PI4,on (Paris:
Presses Universicaires de France. 1959). pp. 1 3 ff.
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worth of his invention, Theuth would thus have denatured

thepharmakon,

said the opposite (loNnanlion) of what writing is capable of. He has passed a

poison off as a remedy. So that in translating pharmakon by remedy, what one

respects is not what Theuth intended , nor even what Plato intended, but

rather what the King says Theuth has said , effectively deluding either the
King or himself. If Plato's text then goes on to give the King's pronounce

ment as the truth of Theuth's production and his speech as the truth of

writing , then the translation

remedy

makes Theuth into a simpleton or a

BimBam artist, from lhe sNn's point ofview. From that viewpoint, Theuth has

no doubt played on the word , interrupting, for his own purposes, the
communication between the two opposing values. But the King restores
that communication, and the translation takes no account of this. And all
the while the two interlocutors, whatever they do and whether or not they
choose, remain within the unity of the same signifier. Their discourse plays

�

within it, which is no longer the case in translation.

Remedy is the rendition

that, more than "medicine" or "drug" would have done, obliterates the
virtual, dynamic references to the other uses of the same word in Greek. The
effect of such a translation is most importantly to destroy what we will later
call Plato's anagrammatic writing, to destroy it by interrupting the rela
tions interwoven among different functions of the same word in different

places, relations that are virtually but necessarily "citational. " When a

word inscribes itself as the citation of another sense of the same word, when
the textual center-stage of the word pharmakon, even while it means remedy,

cites, re-cites, and makes legible that which

in lhe same word signifies,

in

another spot and on a different level of the stage, poison (for example, since

that it not the only other thing pharmakon means), the choice of only one of

these renditions by the translator has as its first effect the neutralization of
the citational play, of the "anagram, " and, in the end, quite simply of the

very textuality of the translated text. It coulcLmuloubtk shown, and we

will try t�_�2.. !()_whe� the time comes. tha� . !!!is blpck�ge of th�

��pposing

valu�s-'i;' itself

Pllsas ge

aii-eaclY ";n effect .of '�Pla[Qnis�,::�

consequence of something already at work in the translated cext,. in..the
relation betw�n �Pl�to" . and his. '.'!lI-nglJ3ge. " There is no contradiction

between this proposition and the preceding one. Textuality being consti
tuted by differences and by differences from differences, it is by nature
absolutely heterogeneous and is constantly composing with the forces that

tend to annihilate it.

One must therefore accept, follow, and analyze the composition of these
two forces or of these two gestures. That composition is even, in a certain
sense, the single theme of this essay. On the one hand Plato decides in favor
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of a logic that does not tolerate such passages between opposing senses of the
same word , all the more so since such a passage would reveal itself to be
something quite different from simple confusion, alternation, or the dialec
tic of opposites. And yet, on the other hand, the pharmakon, if our reading

confirms itself, constitutes the original medium of that decision, the

element that precedes it, comprehends it, goes beyond it, can never be
reduced to itt and is not separated from it by a single' word (or signifying

apparatus), operating within the Greek and Platonic text. All translations
into languages that are the heirs and depositaries of Western metaphysics
thus produce on the pharmakon an effect 0/analysis that violently destroys it,

reduces it to one of its simple elements by interpreting it, paradoxically

enough, in the light of the ulterior developments it itselfhas made possible.
Such an interpretative translation is thus as violent as it is impotent: it
destroys the

pharmakon

but at the same time forbids itself access to it,

leaving it untouched in its re'serve.
The translation by "remedy" can thus be neither accepted nor simply
rejected . Even if one intended thereby to save the "rational" pole and the
laudatory intention, the idea of the correct use ofthe science or art ofmedicine,

one would still run every risk of being deceived by language. Writing is no
more valuable, says Plato, as a remedy than as a poison. Even before
Thamus has let fall his pejorative sentence, the remedy is disturbing in
itself. One must indeed be aware of the fact that Plato is suspicious of the

pharmakon

in general, even in the case of drugs used exclusively for ther

apeutic ends, even when they are wielded with good intentions, and even
when they are as such effective. There is no such thing as a harmless remedy.

The pharmakon can never be simply beneficial.

For two different reasons, and at two different depths. First of all because

the beneficial essence or virtue of a pharmakon does not prevent it from

hurting. The

Protagoras classes the pharmaka among the things than can be
both good (agatha) and painful (aniara) (3S4a). The pharmakon is always
caught in the mixture (summeikton) mentioned in the Phi/ebus (46a), exam
ples of which are hubris, that violent, unbounded excess of pleasure that
makes the proBigate cry out like a madman (4Se), and " relieving an itch by
rubbing, and anything that can be treated by such a remedy (ouk aI/is
dernnena pharmaxeos). " This type of painful pleasure, linked as much to the
malady as to its treatment, is apharmakon in itself. It partakes of both good

and ill , of the agreeable and the disagreeable. Or rather, it is within its mass
that these oppositions are able to sketch themselves out.

Then again, more profoundly, even beyond the question of pain, the
pharmaceutical remedy is essentially harmful because it is artificial . In this,

'
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Plato is following Greek tradition and, more precisely, the doctors of Cos.

The pharmakon goes against natural life: not only life unaffected by any
illness, but even sick life, or rather the life of the sickness. For Plato believes

in the natural life and normal development, so to speak, of disease. In the

Timaem,

natural disease, like

logos

in the

Phaedrm,

is compared to a living

organism which must be allowed to develop according to its own norms and

forms, its specific rhythms and articulations. In disturbing the normal and
natural progress of the illness, the pharmakon is thus the enemy of the living

in general, whether healthy or sick. One must bear this in mind, and Plato
invites us to do so, when writing is proposed as a pharmakon. Contrary to
life, writing-or, if you will, the

aggravate the ill .

pharmakon-can

only

displace

or even

Such will be, in its logical outlines, the objection the king

raises to writing: under pretext of supplementing memory, writing makes
one even more forgetful; far from increasing knowledge, it diminishes it.
Writing does not answer the needs of memory, it aims to the side, does not
reinforce the mnimi, but only hypomnisis. And if, in the two texts we are now

going to look at together, the formal structure ofthe argument is indeed the
same; if in both cases what is supposed to produce the positive and eliminate
the negative does nothing but

displace and

at the same time

multiply

the

effects of the negative, leading the lack that was its cause to proliferate, the
necessity for this is inscribed in the

sign pharmakon,

which Robin (for

example) dismembers, here as remedy, there as drug. We expressly said the

sign pharmakon, intending
indissociably a signifier and
A) In the

Timaem,

thereby to mark that what is in question is
a concept signified .

which spreads itself OUt, from its opening pages, in

the space between Egypt and Greece as in that between writing and speech
("You Hellenes are never anything but children, and there is not an old man

among you, " whereas in Egypt "everything has been written down by us of
old" : panta gegrammena [22b,

23a]), Plato demonstrates that,

among all the

body's movements, the beSt is natural motion, which spontaneously, from

within, "is produced in a thing by itself":
Now of all motions that is the beSt which is produced in a thing by
itself, for it is most akin to the motion of thought and of the universe,

but that motion which is caused by others is not so good, and worst of
all is that which moves the body, when at rest, in parts only and by
some agency alien to it. Wherefore of all modes of purifying and
reuniting the body the best is gymnastics; the next best is a surging

motion, as in sailing or any other mode of conveyance which is not
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fatiguing; the third sort of motion may be of use i n a case of extreme
necessity, but in any other will be adopted by no man of sense--I
mean the purgative treatment (tis pharmakeutikis

leatharseos) of physi

cians; for diseases unless they are very dangerous should not be

irritated by medicines (ouk erethisteon pharmakeiais), since every form of
d
_ is.easc: j� in Jl manner akin to the living be�ng (tii ton zoon phNSei),
who��complex frame

(sNStasis) has an .appoi�ted term of life.

h

For not

the whole race only, but each individual- arriiigiie
i vitable acci
dents-<omes into the world h,aving a fixed span . . . . And this holds
also of the constitution of diseases; if anyone regardless of the
appointed time tries to subdue them by medicine

Cpharmakeiais),

he

only aggravates and multiplies them. Wherefore we ought always to
manage them by regimen, as far as a man can spare the time, and not
provoke a disagreeable enemy by medicines

Cpharmakeuonta) (89a-d)

The reader will have noted that:
1. The noxiousness of the pharmakon is indicted at the precise moment the

entire context seems to authorize its translation by "remedy" rather than
poison.

2. The natural illness ofthe living is defined in its essence as an al/ergy, a

reaction to the aggression of an alien element. And it is necessary that the
most general concept of disease should be allergy, from the moment the
natural life of the body ought only to follow its own endogenous motions.

3.

Just as health is auto-nomous and auto-matic, "normal" disease

demonstrates its autarky by confronting the pharmaceutical aggression
with

metastatic

reactions which displace the site of the disease, with the

eventual result that the points of resistance are reinforced and multiplied .

"Normal" disease defends itself. In thus escaping the supplementary con

straints, the superadded pathogeny of the pharmakon, the disease continues
to follow its own course.

4.

This schema implies that the living being is finite (and its malady as

well): that it can have a relation with its other, then, in the allergic reaction,
[hat it has a limited lifetime, that death is already inscribed and prescribed
within its structure, in its "constitutive triangles. " ("The triangles in us are

originally framed with the power to last for a certain time beyond which no
man can prolong his life. " Ibid . ) The immortaliry and perfection of a living
bei ng would consist in its having no relation at all with any outside. That is

[he case with God (cf. Republic II, 38 lb-c). God has no allergies. Health and
virt ue (hugieia leai areti), which are often associated in speaking of the body

and, analogously , of the soul (cf.

Gorgias, 4 79b) ,

always proceed from
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within. The pharmakon is that which, always springing up from without,
acting like the outside itself, will never have any definable virtue of its own.
But how can this supplementary parasite be excluded by maintaining the
boundary, or, let us say, the triangle?
B) The system of these four features is reconstituted when, in the

phaetirus, King Thamus depresses and depreciates the pharmakon ofwriting,
a word that should thus not too hastily be considered a metaphor, unless the
metaphorical possibility is allowed to retain all its power of enigma.
Perhaps we can now read the King's response:
But the king said , "Theuth , my master of arts (0 lekhnikolale Theulh),
to one man it is given to create the elements of an art, to another to
judge the extent of harm and usefulness it will have for those who are
going to employ it. And now, since you are father of written letters

(paler on grammalon), your paternal goodwill has led you to pronounce
the very opposite (Iounanlion) of what is their real power. The faCt is
that this invention will produce forgetfulness in the souls ofthose who
have learned it because they will not need to exercise their memories

(Ii/hen men en psuchais parexei mnimis amelelisial),

being able to rely on

what is written, using the stimulus of external marks that are alien to
themselves

(dia pislin graphis exolhen hup' al/olrion lupon)

rather than,

from within, their own unaided powers to call things to mind

endolhen auloNS huph' haulon anamimniskomenoNS). So

it's not a remedy

for memory, but for reminding, that you have discovered

mnimis, aI/a hupomniseOs, pharmakon hiures).

«()Ilk

(oukoun

And as for wisdom (sophias

de), you're equipping your pupils with only a semblance (doxan) of it,
not with truth

(alilheian).

Thanks to you and your invention, your

pupils will be widely read without benefit of a teacher's instruction; in
consequence, they'll entertain the delusion that they have wide
knowledge, while they are, in fact, for the most part incapable of real

judgment. They will also be difficult to get on with since they will be

men filled with the conceit of wisdom (doxosophoi), not men of wisdom

(anli sophon). " (274e - 27Sb)
The king, the father of speech, has thus asserted his authority over the
father of writing. And he has done so with severity, without showing the
one who occupies the place of his son any of that paternal good will
exhibited by Theuth toward his own children, his "letters . " Thamus
presses on, multiplies his reservations, and visibly wants to leave Theuth no
hope.
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In order for writing to produce, as he says, the "opposite" effect from
what one might expect, in order for this pharmakon to show itself, with use,
to be injurious, its effectiveness, its power, its dunamis must, of course, be
ambiguous. As is said of the pharmakon in the Protagoras, the Phi/ebus , the
Timaeus. It is precisely this ambiguity that Plato, through the mouth of the
King, attempts to master, to dominate by inserting its definition into
simple, clear-cut oppositions: good and evil, inside and outside, true and
false, essence and appearance. If one rereads the reasons adduced by the
royal sentence, one will find this seri�s ofoppositions there. And set in place
in such a way that the pharmakon, or, if you will, writing, can only go
around in circles: writing is only apparently good for memory, seemingly
able to help it from within, through its own motion, to know what is true.
But in truth , writing is essentially bad, external to memory, productive not
of science but of belief, not of truth but of appearances. The pharmakon
produces a play of appearances which enable it to pass for truth, etC.
But while, in the Phi/ebus and the Protagoras, thepharmakon, because it is
painful , seems bad whereas it is beneficial , here, in the Phaetirus as in the
Timaeus, it is passed off as a helpful remedy whereas it is in truth harmful.
Bad ambiguity is thus opposed to good ambiguity, a deceitful intention to a
mere appearance. Writing'S case is grave.
It is not enough to say that writing is conceived OUt of this or that series of
oppositions. Plato thinks of writing, and tries to comprehend it, to
dominate it, on the basis of opposition as such. In order for these contrary
values (good/evil, true/false, essence/appearance, inside/outside, etc.) to be
in opposition, each of the terms must be simply external to the other, which
means that one of these oppositions (the opposition between inside and
outside) must already be accredited as the matrix of all possible opposition.
And one ofthe elements ofthe system (or ofthe series) mus!��o st�nd � the
very-poss��ir��Y-.of�yg"e"�a.ti�J_i:I-=-C?j_s!r�IJ!Y. fu �eneral . And if one got to
thinking that something like the pharmakon-or writing-far from being
governed by these oppositions, opens up their very possibility without
letting itself be comprehended by them; if one got to thinking that it can
only be out of something like writing-or the pharmakon-that the strange
difference between inside and outside can spring; if, consequently, one got
to thinking that writing as a pharmakon cannot simply be assigned a site
within what it situates, cannot be subsumed under concepts whose contours
it draws, leaves only its ghost to a logic that can only seek to govern it
insofar as logic arises from it-one would then have to bend [p/ier] into
strange contortions what could no longer even simply be called logic or
discourse. All the more so if what we have JUSt imprudently called a ghost
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can no longer be distinguished , with the same assurance, from truth,
reality, living flesh, etc. One must accept the fact that here, for once, to
leave a ghost behind will in a sense be to salvage nothing.
This little exercise will no doubt have sufficed to warn the reader: to come
to an understanding with Plato, as it is sketched out in this text, is already
to slip away from the recognized models of commentary, from the
genealogical or structural reconstitution of a system, whether this recon
stitution tries to corroborate or refute, confirm or "overturn, " mark a
return-to-Plato or give him a "send-off" in the quite Platonic manner of the
khairein. What is going on here is something altogether different. That too,
of course, but still completely other. If the reader has any doubt, he is
invited to reread the preceding paragraph. Every model of classical reading
is exceeded there at some point, precisely at the point where it attaches to
the inside of the series--i t being understood that this excess is not a simple
exit out of the series, since that would obviously fall under one of the
categories of the series . The excess--but can we still call it that?-is only a
certain displacement of the series. And a certain/olding back [repli}-which
will later be called a re-mark-of opposition within the series, or even
within its dialectic. We cannot qualify it, name it, comprehend it under a
simple concept without immediately being off the mark. Such a functional
displacement, which concerns differences (and , as we shall see, "simulac
El...J.more
..
than -any-conceptuar Ktenritienignifiea, is a real and ��
sary
challenge. It writes itself. One must therefore begin by reading it.
If writing, according to the king and under the sun, produces the
opposite effect from what is expected , if the pharmakon is pernicious, it is
because, like the one in the TimaeNS, it doesn't come from around here. It
comes from afar, it is external or alien: to the living, which is the right-here
of the inside, to logos as the ziion it claims to assist or relieve. The imprints
(tupoi) of writing do not inscribe themselves this time, as they do in the
hypothesis of the TheaetetNS, in the wax of the soul in intaglio, thus
corresponding to the spontaneous, autochthonous motions of psychic life.
Knowing that he can always leave his thoughts outside or check them with
an external agency, with the physical , spatial, superficial marks that one
lays flat on a tablet, he who has the tekhniofwriting at his disposal will come
to rely on it. He will know that he himself can leave without the tupoi's
going away. that he can forget all about them without their leaving his
service. They will represent him even ifhe forgets them; they will transmit
his word even ifhe is not there to animate them. Even ifhe is dead , and only
a pharmakon can be the wielder ofsuch power, over death but also in cahoots
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with it. The pharmakon and writing are thus always involved in questions of
life and death .
Can it be said without conceptual anachronism-and thus without
serious interpretive error-that the tupoi are the representatives, the physical
surrogates of the psychic that is absent? It would be better to assert that the
written traces no longer even belong to the order of the phusis, since they are
not alive. They do not grow; they grow no more than what could be sown,
as Socrates will say in a minute, with a reed (/ealafTl()s). They do violence to
the natural , autonomous organization of the mnimi, in which phusis and
psucheare not opposed . If writing does belong to thephusis, wouldn't it be to
that moment of the phusis, to that necessary movement through which its
truth, the production of its appearing, tends, says Heraclitus, to take
shelter in its crypt? "Cryptogram" thus condenses in a single word a
pleonastic proposition.
If one takes the king's word for it, then, it is this life of the memory that
the pharmakon of writing would come to hypnotize: fascinating it, taking it
out of itself by putting it to sleep in a monument. Confident of the
permanence and independence of its types (tupoi), memory will fall asleep,
will not keep itself up, will no longer keep to keeping itself alert, present,
as close as possible to the truth ofwhat is. Letting itselfget stoned [mia'usle]
by its own signs, its own guardians, by the types committed to the keeping
and surveillance of knowledge, it will sink down into lethi, overcome by
non-knowledge and forgetfulness.4) Memory and truth cannot be separated .
The movement ofaletheia is a deployment ofmnimithrough and through . A
deployment of living memory, of memory as psychic life in its self
presentation to itself. The powers of lethi simultaneously increase the
domains of death, of nontruth, of nonknowledge. This is why writing, at
least insofar as it sows "forgetfulness in the soul ," turns us toward the
inanimate and toward nonknowledge. But it cannot be said that its essence
simply and presently confounds it with death or nontruth . FC?r writing has no
essence_or-value.9fj�s_ o��� \\,h�ther-POsi�j\,e_o_r: lleg!l�ive. _It plays within the
simulacrum. It is in its type ,the,m.ime-of memory, of knowledge, of truth,
etc. That is why men of writing appear before the eye of God not as wise
men (sophoi) but in truth as fake or self-proclaimed wise men (doxosophoi).
4 5 , We would here like [0 refer the reader in parcicular [0 the extremely rich text by
Jean-Pierre Vernant (who deals with these questions with quite differem intentions):
"Aspens mythiques de la memoire et du temps, " in Mythe et Pensle (hez It] Grres (Paris:
Maspero, 1965). On the word tllpoS, its relations with perif,l'aphi and paraMigma, cf. A. von
Bl umemhal, Tllpos lind ParaIMif,ma, quoted by P. M . Schuhl, in Plalon tt /'art 1M son temps,
( Paris: Presses Universi taires de France, 1952), p. 18, n. 4 .
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This is Plato's definition of the sophist. For it is above all against
sophistics that this diatribe against writing is directed: it can be inscribed
within the interminable trial instituted by Plato, under the name of
philosophy, against the sophists. The man who relies on writing , who brags
about the knowledge and powers it assures him, thi�sjmw.�tor. unmasked
by Thamus has all the features of a sophist: "the imitator of him who
knows, " as the Sophist putS it (mimitis tON sophON , 268 c). He whom we would
ca l t e � ra!'���t �� as much i e the sophist Hippias as a brother. Like the
HlpplaS we see In the Lesser HIPPlas, he boasts about knowing and doing all.
And mainly-which Socrates twice, in two different dialogues, ironically
pretends he has forgotten to include in his list-about having a better
understanding than anyone else of mnemonics and mnemotechnics. This is
indeed the power he considers his pride and joy:

� �

"�

Socrates: Then in astronomy also, the same man will be true and false?
Hippias: It would seem so.
Socrates: And now, Hippias, consider the question at large about all

the sciences, and see whether the same principle does not always
hold. I know that in most arts you are the wisest (sophOtatos) of men,
as I have heard you boasting in the Agora at the tables of the
money-changers , when you were setting forth the great and envi
able stores of your wisdom . . . . Moreover, you told us that you had
brought with you poems, epic, tragic, and dithyrambic, as well as
prose writings of the most various kinds, and you said that your
skill was also pre-eminent in the arts which I was JUSt now mention
ing, and in the true principles of rhythm and harmony and of
orthography. And, if I remember rightly, there were a great many
other accomplishments in which you excelled . I have forgotten to
mention your art of memory, which you regard as your special
glory, and I dare say that I have forgotten many other things, but,
as I was saying , only look to your own arts-and there are plenty of
them-and to those of others, and tell me, having regard to the
admissions which you and I have made, whether you discover any
department of art or any description of wisdom or cunning,
whichever name you use, in which the true and false are different
and not the same. Tell me, if you can, of any. But you cannot .
Hippias: Not without consideration, Socrates.
Socrates: Nor will consideration help you, Hippias, as I believe, but
then if I am right, remember what the consequence will be.
Hippias: I do not know what you mean, Socrates.
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Socrates: I suppose that you are not using your art of memory . . .
(368a-d).
The sophist thus sells the signs and insignia of science: not memory itself

(mnime"), only monuments (hypomnimata), inventories, archives, citations,

copies, accounts, tales, lists, notes, duplicates, chronicles, genealogies,
references. Not memory but memorials. He thus answers the demands of
the wealthy young men, and that is where he is most warmly applauded .
After admitting that his young admirers cannot stand to hear him speak of
the greater part of his knowledge (Greater Hippias, 28Sc-d), the sophist
must tell Socrates all:

Socrates: What then are the subjects on which they listen to you with
pleasure and applause? Pray enlighten me; I cannot see.

Hippias: They delight in the genealogies of heroes and of men and in

stories of the foundations of cities in olden times, and, to put it
brieB y, in all forms of antiq uarian lore, so that because of them I
have been compelled to acquire a thorough comprehension and
mastery of all that branch of learning.
Socrates: Bless my soul, you have certainly been lucky that the Lace
daemonians do not want to hear a recital of the list of our archons,
from Solon downward ; you would have had some trouble learning
it.
Hippias: Why? I can repeat fifty names after hearing them once .
Socrates: I am sorry, I quite forgot about your mnemonic art . .

(28Sd-e).

In truth, the sophist only pretends to know everything; his "polymathy"
(The Sophist, 232a) is never anything but pretense. Insofar as writing lends a
hand to hypomnesia and not to live memory, it, tOO, is foreign to true
science, to anamnesia in its properly psychic motion, to truth in the process
of(its) presentation, to dialectics. �l!.gobmime.them. (It could be
shown, but we will spare ourselves the development here, that the prob
lematic that today , and in this very spot, links writing with the (putting in)
question of truth-and of thought and speech, which are informed by
it-must necessarily exhume, without remaining at that, the conceptual
monuments, the vestiges of the battlefield (champ de batai//e), the signposts
marking out the battle lines between sophistics and philosophy, and, more
generally, all the buttresses erected by Platonism. In many wa� , and from
- a viewpoint that does not cover the entire field, we are-�od.aY on �·h� e�e of
Platonism . Which can also, naturally, be thought of as dle mo;�·ing a(ter
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Hege!i�.'!l�!1J.- At that specific point, the philosophia, the epistimi are not
-'-'oV-erturned , " "rejected , " "reined in," etc. , in the name of something 1ike
writing; quite the contrary. But they are, according to a relation that
philosophy would call simulacruTrb._ according to a more subtle excess of
truth, assumed and at the same time displaced into a completely different
field, where one can still, but that's all, "mime absQlute kn�.d8.e," to use
an expression coined by Bataille, whosename will enable us here to dispense
with a whole network of references.)
The front line that is violently inscribed between Platonism and its
closest other, in the form of sophistics, is far from being unified, con
tinuous, as if stretched between two homogeneous areas. Its design is such
that, through a systematic indecision, the parties and the party lines
frequently exchange their respective places, imitating the forms and bor
rowing the paths of the opponent. These permutations are therefore possi
ble, and if they are obliged to inscribe themselves within some common
. territory, the dissension no doubt remains internal and casts into absolute
shadow some entirely-other of both sophistics and Platonism, some resist
ance having no common denominator with this whole commutation.
Contrary to what we have indicated earlier, there are also good reaso
or
thinking that the diatribe against writing is not aimed first and foremost at
the sophists. On the contrary: sometimes it seems to proceed from them.
Isn't the stricture that one should exercise one's memory rather than entrust
traces to an outside agency the imperious and classical recommendation of
the sophists? Plato would thus be appropriating here, once again, as he so
often does , one of the sophists' argumentations. And here again, he will use
it against them. And later on , after the royal judgment, Socrates' whole
discourse, which we will take apart stitch by stitch , is woven out ofschemes
and concepts that issue from sophistics.
One must thus minutely recognize the crossing of the border. And be
fully cognizant that this reading of Plato is at no time spurred on by some
slogan or password of a "back-to-the-sophists" nature.
Thus, in both cases, on both sides, writing is considered suspicious and
the alert exercise of memory prescribed . What Plato is attacking in sophis
tics, therefore, is not simply recourse to memory but, within such recourse ,

�

,.

\

"

the substitution of the mnemonic device for live memory, of the prosthe�s
for the organ; the perversion that consists of replacing a limb bya thi�g,
here, 's�bstituting the passive, mechanical "by-heart" for the active
reanimation of knowledge, for its reproduction in the present. The bound
ary (between inside and outside, living and nonliving) separates not only
speech from writing but also memory as an unveiling (re-)producing a
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presence from re-memoration as the mere repetition of a monument; truth
as distinct from its sign, being as distinct from types. The "outside" does
not begin at the point where what we now call the psychic and the physical
meet, but at the point where the mnimi, instead of being present to itself in
its life as a movement of truth, is supplanted by the archive, evicted by a
sign of re-memoration or of com-memoration. The space of writing, space

as writing, is opened up in the violent movement of this surrogation, in the

difference between

mnimi and hYP()TTlnisis.

The outside is already

within the

work of memory. The evil slips in within the relation of memory to itself, in
the general organization of the mnesic activity. Memory is finite by nature.
Plato recognizes this in attributing life to it. As in the case of all living
organisms, he assigns it, as we have seen, certain limits. A limitless
memory would in any event be not memory but infinite self-presence.
Memory always therefore already needs signs in order to recall the non
present, with which it is necessarily in relation. The movement of d ialectics
bears witness to this. Memory is thus contaminated by its first substitute:

hypomnisis. But what Plato dreams of is a memory with no sign. That is, with
no supplement. A mnimi with no hypomnisis, no pharmakon . And this at the
very moment and for the very reason that he calls dream the confusion
between the hypothetical and the anhypothetical in the realm of mathema
tical intelligibility

(Republic, 533b)

.

Why' is the surrogate or supplement dangerous? It is not, so to speak,

dangerous in itself, in that aspect of it that can present itself as a thing, as a
being-present. In that case it would be reassuring. But here, the supple
ment

is not ,

is not a being

(on).

It is nevertheless not a simple nonbeing (mi

on), either. Its slidings slip it out of the simple alternative presence/absence.
That is the dii'ig!r.Anctdtlf'tr what enabiesdte "tYpe always to pass"for the

originar." " As-soon "as the supplementary outside is opened , its structure
implies that the supplement itself can be "typed , " replaced by its double,

and that a supplement to the supplement , a surrogate for the surrogate, is
possible and necessary. Necessary because this movement is not a sensible,
" empirical" accident: it is linked to the ideality of the eidos as the possibility
of the repetition of the same. And writing appears to Plato (and after him to
all of philosophy, which is as such constituted in this gesture) as that
process of redoubling in which we are fatally (en)trained: the supplement of
a supplement , the signifier, the representative of a representative. (A series
Whose first term or rather whose first structure does not yet-but we will do
it later-have to be kicked up Vaire sauter) and its irreducibility made
apparent . ) The structure and history of phonetic writing have of course
played a decisive role in the determination of writing as the doubling of a

'
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sign, the sign of a sign. The signifier ofa phonic signifier. While the phonic
signifier would remain in animate proximity, in the living presence of

mnimi or pSI/chi,

the graphic signifier, which reproduces it or imitates it ,

goes one degree further away, falls outside of life, entrains life out of itself
and puts it to sleep in the type of its double. Whence the pharmakon's two
misdeeds: it dulls the memory, and if it is of any assistance at all, it is not for

mnimi but for hypomnesis. Instead of quickening life in the original, " in
person, " the pharmakon can at best only restore its monuments. It is a
the

debilitating poison for memory, but a remedy or tonic for its external signs,
its

symptoms,

with everything that this word can connote in Greek: an

empirical, contingent, superficial event, generally a fall or collapse, dis
tinguishing itself like an index from whatever it is pointing to. Your
writing cures only the symptom , the King has already said, and it is f1'9m
him that we know the unbridgable difference between the essence of

��

symptom and the essence of the signified ; and that writing belongs to the
order and exteriority of the symptom.

Thus, even though writing is external to (internal) memory, even though
hypomnesia is not in itself memory, it affects memory and hypnotizes it in
its very inside. That is the effect of this pharmakon. If it were purely
external , writing would leave the intimacy or integrity of psychic memory
untouched . And yet, just as Rousseau and Saussure will do in response to

other relations between the
both the exteriority of writing and

the same necessity, yet without discovering
intimate and the alien, Plato maintains

its power of maleficent penetration, its ability to affect or infect what lies
deepest inside. The pharmakon is that dangerous supplement46 that breaks
into the very thing that would have liked to do without it yet lets itself at
once be breached, roughed up, fulfilled, and replaced, completed by the very
trace through which the present increases itself in the act of disappearing.
If, instead of meditating on the structure that makes such supplementar
ity possible, if above all instead of meditating on the reduction by which
"Plato-Rousseau-Saussure" try in vain to master it with an odd kind of
" reasoning," one were to content oneself with pointing to the "logical
contradiction, " one would have to recognize here an instance of that kind of
46. TN. The expression "that dangerous supplement , " used by Rousseau in his Confu

liom to describe masturbation, is the title of that chapter in 0/ G,.ammatology in which
Derrida follows the consequences of the way in which the word lllppilment"s tWO meanings in
French - "addition" and "replacement" - complicate the logic of Rousseau's treatment of
sex, education, and writing. Writing, pedagogy, masturbation, and thephat71lako" share the
properry of being - with respect to speech, nature, intercourse, and living memory - at
once something secondary, external, and compensatory, and something that substitutes,
violates, and usurps.

III
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in order to
illustrate the logic of dreams . In his attempt to arrange everything in his

"kettle-logic" to which Freud turns in the

Trallmdelltllng

favor, the defendant piles up contradictory arguments: 1 . The kettle I am
returning to you is brand new; 2 . The holes were already in it when you lent
it to me; 3 . You never lent me a kettle, anyway. Analogously:

1 . Writing is

rigorously exterior and inferior to living memory and speech . which are
therefore undamaged by it.

2.

Writing is harmful to them because it puts

them to sleep and infects their very life which would otherwise remain
intact.

3 . Anyway , ifone has resorted to hypomnesia and writing at all,

it is

not for their intrinsic value, but because living memory is finite, it already
has holes in it before writing ever comes to leave its traces. Writing has no
effect on memory_
The opposition between mnimiand hyp()TTlnisis would thus preside over the

\

,

meaning of writing. This opposition will appear to us to form a system with
all the great structural oppositions of Platonism. What is played OUt at the
boundary line between these two concepts is consequently something like
the major decision of philosophy, the one through which it institutes itself,
maintains itself, and contains its adverse deeps.
Nevertheless, between

mnimi and hYP()TTlnisis,

between memory and its

supplement, the line is more than subtle; it is hardly perceptible. On both
sides of that line, it is a question of

repetition.

Live memory repeats the

presence of the eidas, and truth is also the possibility of repetition through
recall . Truth unveils the eidos or the ontos on, in other words, that which can

be imitated, reproduced, repeated in ·its identity. But in the anamnesic
movement of truth, what is repeated must present itself as such , as what it
is, in repetition. The true is repeated; it is what is repeated in the
repetition, what is represented and present in the representation. It is not
the repeater in the repetition, nor the signifier in the signification. The true
is the presence of the

eidos signified.

Sophistics-the deployment of hypomnesia-as well as dialectics-the

deployment of anamnesia-both presuppose the possibility of repetition.

But sophistics this time keeps to the other side, to the other face, as it were,
of repetition. And of signification. What is repeated is the repeater, the
imitator, the signifier, the representative, in the absence, as it happens, of

the thing itself,

which these appear to reedit, and without psychic or mnesic

animation, without the living tension of dialectics. Writing would indeed

be the signifier's capacity to repeat itself by itself, mechanically, without a
living soul to sustain or attend it in its repetition, that is to say , without
truth's presenting itself anywhere. Sophistics, hypomnesia, and writing
wo�ld thus only be separated from philosophy . dialectics. anamnesis. and

.I"
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living speech by the invisible, almost nonexistent , thickness of that leaf
between the signifier and the signified. The "leaf": a significant metaphor,
we should note, or rather one taken from the signifier face of things, since
the leaf with its recto and verso first appears as a surface and support for
writing. But by the same token, doesn't the unity of this leaf, of the system
of this difference between signified and signifier, also point to the insepar
abil ity of sophistics and philosophy? The difference between signifier and
signified is no doubt the governing pattern within which Platonism insti
tutes itself and determines its opposition to sophistics. In being inaugu
rated in this manner, philosophy and dialectics are determined in the act of

r

I

determining their other.
This profound complicity in the break has a first consequence: the
argumentation against "Yriting in the PhaedrllJ is able to borrow all its
resources from Isocrates' or Alcidamas at the moment it turns their own
weapons, "transposing" them,47 against the sophists. Plato imitates the
imitators in order to restore the truth of what they imitate: namely , truth
itself. Indeed, only truth as the presence

(ollJia) of the present (on) is here

discriminative. And its power to discriminate, which commands or, as you
will, is commanded by the d ifference between signified and signifier, in any
case remains systematically inseparable from that difference. And this
discrimination itself becomes so subtle that eventually it separates nothing,
in the final analysis, but the same from itself, from its perfect, almost
indistinguishable double. This is a movement that produces itself entirely
"'within the structure of ambiguity and reversibility of the pharmakon

.

•

How indeed does the dialectician simulate him whom he denounces as a

simulator, as the simulacrum-man? On the one hand, the sophists advised,

as does Plato, the exercise of memory. But, as we have seen, it was in order
to enable themselves to speak without knowing, to recite without judg
ment, without regard for truth, in order to give signs. Or rather in order to
sell them. Through this economy of signs, the sophists are indisputably
men of writing at the moment they are protesting they are not. But isn't
Plato one, tOO, through a symmetrical effect of reversal ? Not only because
he is actually a writer (a banal argument we will specify later on) and
cannot, whether

de facto

or

de jure,

explain what dialectics is without

recourse to writing; not only because he judges that the repetition of the
same is necessary in anamnesis; but also because he judges it indispensable
as an inscription in the type. (It is notable that

IUpoS

applies with equal

47. We are here using Dies·s word , referring [0 his study of La t,.ampOJitior/ plalo"icien""
more precisely [0 his first chapter, oola Transposi tion de la rherorique . . · in Alltollt"rk Plato" II,
400.
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pertinence to the graphic impression and to the eidos as model. Among
many other examples, cf. Repllblic, 402d). This necessity belongs to the
order of the law and is posited by the Laws. In this instance, the immutable,
petrified identity of writing is not simply added to the signified law or
prescribed rule l ike a mute, stupid simulacrum: it assures the law's perma
nence and identity with the vigilance of a guardian. As another sort of
guardian of the laws, writing guarantees the means of returning at will , as
often as necessary , to that ideal object called the law. We can thus scrutinize
it, question it, consult it, make it talk, without altering its identity. All

boitheia),
PhaedrtlS.

this, even in the same words (notably
opposite, of Socrates' speech in the

Clinias:

is the other side, exactly

And, mark you, such argument will be a most valuable aid to

intelligent legislation

tagmata),

(n()TTlothesia), because legal prescriptions (pros
(en grammasi tethenta), remain always

once put into writing

on record , as though to challenge the question of all time to come.
Hence we need feel no dismay if they should be difficult on a first
hearing, since even the dull student may return to them for reiterated
scrutiny. Nor does their length, provided they are beneficial , make it
less irrational than it is impious, in my opinion at least, for any man to
refuse such discourse his heartiest support

logois).

(to me all boithein tOlltois tois

(X , 89 1a. I am still quoting from an authorized translation,48

including the Greek where pertinent , and leaving the reader to
appreciate the usual effects of translation. On the relation between
written and unwritten laws , see notably VII,

7935b-c).

The italicized Greek words amply demonstrate it: the prostagmata of the
law can be

posited

only in writing

(en grammasi tethenta). Nomothesia

is

engrammatical . The legislator is a writer. And the judge a reader. Let us
skip to book XII: "He that would show himself a righteously equal judge
must keep these matters before his eyes; he must procure books (grammata)
on the subject, and must make them his study. There is, in truth, no study
whatsoever so potent as this of law, if the law be what it should be , to make
a

better man of its student"

(957c).

Inversely , symmetrically, the rhetors had not waited around for Plato in
order to tramlate writing into jlldgment. For Isocrates,49 for Alcidamas,

logos

48. TN . Derrida is quocing from Dies; I am quoting from A. E . Taylor. Interestingly,
another of these "effects of translation" is precisely the difficulty involved in translating a
discussion of effects of translation.
49. If one holds. as does Robin. that the Pbaed,.IIJ is. despite certain appearances. "an
indictment against the rheroric of lsocrates" (Introduction ro the PhaedrllJ. Bude edition. p.
c1xxiii) and that the latter is more concerned . whatever he may say. with doxa than with
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was also a living thing (zOon) whose vigor, richness, agility, and flexibility
were limited and cqnstrained by the cadaverous rigidity of the written sign.
The type does not adapt to the changing givens of the present situation, to
what is unique and irreplaceable about it each time, with all the subtlety
required . While presence is the general form of what is, the present, for its
part , is always different. But writing, in that it repeats itself and remains
identical in the type, cannot flex itselfin all senses, cannot bend with all the
differences among presents, with all the variable, fluid , furtive necessities
of psychagogy. He who speaks, in COntrast, is not controlled by any
preestablished pattern; he is better able to conduct his signs; he is there to
accentuate them, inflect them, retain them, or set them loose according to
the demands of the moment, the nature of the desired effect, the hold he has
on the listener. In attending his signs in their operation, he who acts by
vocal means penetrates more easily into the soul of his disciple, producing
epislimi (p. c1xviii), one will not be surprised by the tide of his discourse, "Against the
Sophists. " Neither will one be amazed [0 find, for example, this passage , whose formal
resemblance with Socrates' argumentation is blinding: "But it is not these sophists alone
who are open [0 criticism, but also those who profess [0 teach political discourse (tOIlS
polilikollS logolll). For the laner have no imerest whatever in the truth, but consider that they
are masters of an art if they can anract great numbers of studems by the smallness of their
charges . . . [One should note that (socrates charged very high fees , and know what the price
of truth was when it was speaking through his mouth] . . . For they are themselves so stupid
and conceive others [0 be so dull that, although the speeches which they compose are worse
than those which some laymen improvise, nevertheless they promise [0 make their stl,ldems
such clever ora[Ors that they will not overlook any of the possibilities which a subject affords.
More than that, they do not anribute any of this power either [0 the practical experience or [0
the native abiliry of the studem, but undertake [0 transmit the science of discourse (lin 10"
logo" epislimin) as simply as they would teach the leners of the alphabet . . . . But ( marvel
when ( observe these men sening themselves up as instruc[Ors of youth who cannot see that
they are applying the analogy of an art with hard and fast rules [0 a creative process. For,
excepting these teachers, who does not know that the art of using leners remains fixed and
unchanged, so that we cominually and invariably use the same leners for the same purposes,
while exacdy the reverse is true of the art ofdiscourse? For what has been said by one speaker
is not equally useful for the speaker who comes after him; on the comrary, he is accoumed
most skilled in this art who speaks in a manner worthy of his subject and yet is able [0
discover in it [Opics which are nowise the same as those used by others. But the greatest proof
of the difference between these twO arts is that ora[Ory is good only if it has the qualities of
fitness for the occasion, propriety of style , and originality of treatment, while in the case of
leners there is no such need whatsoever. " The conclusion: one ought [0 pay in order [0 write.
Men of writing should never be paid. The ideal would be that they would always put their
pockets on the line. That they would pay, since they are in such need of the help of the
masters of logol. "So that those who make use ofsuch analogies epa,.adeigmali,,: letters) ought
more jusdy [0 pay out than to accept fees , since they anempt [0 teach others when they are
themselves in great need of instruction" (Kala IOn lophillO" XIII, 9, 10, 1 2 , 1 3 [trans. George
Norlin, in IllKTaltl, Loeb Classical Library ( New York: G. P. Putnam's Sons, 1929) II,
169-7 1 . ] .
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effects that ate always unique, leading the disciple, as though lodged
within him, to the intended goal . It is thus not its pernicious violence but
its breathless impotence that the sophists held against w �iting. In contrast
to rRis blind servant with its haphazard , clumsy movements, the Attic
school (Gorgias, Isocrates, Alcidamas) extolled the force of living logos, the
great master, the great power:

Encomium of Helen.

logos dunastis megas estin, says Gorgias in his

The dynasty of speech may be JUSt as violent as that of

writing, but its infiltration is more profound, more penetrating, more
diverse, more assured. The only ones who take refuge in writing are those
who are no better speakers than the man in the street . Alcidamas recalls this
in his treatise "on those who write speeches" and "on the Sophists. "
Writing is considered a consolation, a compensation, a remedy for sickly
speech.
Despite these similarities, the condemnation of writing is not engaged in
the same way by the rhetors as it is in the

Phaedrus.

If the written word is

scorned , it is not as apharmakon coming to corrupt memory and truth. It is
because logos is a more effective pharmakon. This is what Gorgias calls it. As
a pharmakon, logos is at once good and bad ; it is not at the outset governed
exclusively by goodness or truth. It is only within this ambivalence and this
mysterious indetermination of logos, and after these have been recognized,
that Gorgias determines truth as a world, a structure or order, the counterpatt
(kosmos) of logos. In so doing he no doubt prefigures the Platonic gesture. But
before such a determination, we ate in the ambivalent, indeterminate space
of the pharmakon, of that which in logos remains potency , potentiality, and is
not yet the transparent language of knowledge. If one were justified in
trying to capture it in categories that are subsequent to and dependent upon

the history thus opened up, categories atising precisely in the aftermath of
decision, one would have to speak of the " irrationality" of living logos, of its
spellbinding powers of enchantment,

mesmerizing fascination, and

alchemical transformation, which make it kin to witchcraft and magic.
Sorcery (goiteia), psychagogy, such ate the "facts and acts" of speech, the
most fearsome of pharmaka. In his Encomium of Helen, Gorgias used these
very words to qualify the power of speech.
Sacred incantations sung with words

(hai gar entheoi dia logon epoidai)

are beaters of pleasure and banishers of pain, for, merging with
opinion in the soul , the power of incantation is WOnt to beguile it

(ethelxe) and persuade it and alter it by witchcraft (goiteiai).

There have
been discovered tWO arts of witchcraft and magic: one consists of errors

of soul and the other of deceptions of opinion. . . . What cause then
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prevents the conclusion that Helen similarly, against her will, might
have come under the influence (hNmnos) ofspeech, just as if ravished by
the force of the mighty? . . . For speech constrained the soul,
persuading it which it persuaded, both to believe the things said and
to approve the things done. The persuader, like a constrainer, does the
wrong and the persuaded , like the constrained , in speech is wrongly
charged. )0
Persuasive eloquence

(peithii)

is the power to break in, to carry off, to

seduce internally, to ravish invisibly . It is furtive force per se. But in
showing that Helen gave in to the violence of speech (would she have
yielded to a letter?), in disculJSating this victim, Gorgias indicts logos in its
capacity to lie. "By introducing some reasoning

logol),"

(Iogismon)

into speech

(toi

he wishes "to free the accused of blame and, having reproved her

detractors as prevaricators and proved the truth, to free her from their
ignorance. "
But before being reined i n and tamed by the kosmos and order of truth,

logos

is a wild creature, an ambiguous animality. Its magical "phar

maceutical" force derives from this ambivalence, which explains the dis
proportion between the strength of that force and the inconsiderable thing
speech seems to be:
But if it was speech which persuaded her and deceived her heart, not
even to this is it difficult to make an answer and to banish blame as
follows. Speech is a powerful lord, which by means of the finest and
most invisible body effects the divinest words: it can stOp fear and
banish grief and create joy and nurture pity.
Such persuasion entering the soul through speech is indeed apharmakon,
and that is precisely what Gorgias calls it:

(tON logON dunamis) upon the condition of the soul
(pros tin tis pSNchis taxin) is comparable (ton aNton de logon) to the power
of drugs (ton pharmakon taxis) over the nature of bodies (tin ton somaton
phusin). For j ust as different drugs dispel different secretions from the
The effect of speech

body , and some bring an end to disease and others to life, so also in the
case of speeches, some distress, others delight, some cause fear, others

make the hearers bold, and some drug and bewitch the soul with a
kind of evil persuasion

(tin pSNchin epharmakeNsan kai exegoiteusan).

50. [English translation by George Kennedy, in The Older Sophim, ed. R. K. Sprague
(Columbia, S.C . : University of South Carolina Press , 1972), pp. 50-54 . ] On this passage of
the En(omillm, on the relations of thelgo and /HitbO, of charm and persuasion, on their use in
Homer, Aeschylus, and Plato, see Dies, pp. 1 16- 1 7 .
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The reader will have paused to reflect that the relation (the analogy)
between the logos/soul relation and the pharmakon/body relation is itself
designated by the term logos. The name of the relation is the same as that of
one of its terms. The phannakon is comprehended in the structure of logos. This
comprehension is an act of both

domination and decision.

5 . The Pharmakeus
For if chere were noching any more [0 hurt us, we should have no
need whacever of any assiscance. And chus you see ic would chen be
made appacenc chac ic was only on accouO[ of evil chac we felc regard
and affeccion for good (/agathon), as we considered good [0 be a
medicine (pharmakon) for evil, and evil [0 be a disease. Buc where
chere is no disease, chere is, we are aware, no need of medicine (oudm

de; pharmakoll). This, chen, ic appears, is che nacure of good .
.

-Yes, he said, chac would

seem

[0 be crue .

.

.

LyliJ , 22Ck-d

-

But if this is the case, and if logos is already a penetrating supplement, then
isn't Socrates, "he who does not write," also a master of the pharmakon? And

in that way isn't he the spitting image of a sophist? a

pharmakUlS?

a

magician? a sorcerer? even a poisoner? and even one of those impostors
denounced by Gorgias? The threads of these complicities are almost im
possible to disentangle.
Socrates in the dialogues of Plato often has the face of a pharmakeus. That
is the name given by Diotima to Eros. But behind the portrait of Eros, one
cannot fail to recognize the features of Socrates, as though Diotima, in
looking at him, were proposing to Socrates the portrait of Socrates (Sympo

sillm, 203c,d,e).

Eros, who is neither rich, nor beautiful, nor delicate,

spends his life philosophizing (philosophon dia pantos tall bioll); he is a
fearsome sorcerer (deinos goes), magician (pharmakeus), and sophist (sophistis).
A being that no "logic" can confine within a noncontradictory definition,
an individual of the demonic species, neither god nor man, neither immor
tal nor mortal , neither living nor dead , he forms "the medium of the
prophetic arts, of the priestly rites of sacrifice, initiation, and incantation,
of divination and of sorcery (thllsias-teletas-epOdas-manteian)" (202e).
In that same dialogue, Agathon accuses Socrates of trying to bewitch
him , to cast a spell over him (Pharmattein bOlllei me, 0 Sokrates, 194a). The
portrait of Eros by Diotima is placed between this exclamation and the
portrait of Socrates by A1cibiades.

I
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Who reminds us that Socrates' brand of magic is worked through logos
without the aid of any instrument , through the effects of a voice without
accessories, without the flute of the satyr Marsyas:
And aren't you a piper as well? I should think you were--and a far
more wonderful piper than Marsyas, who had only to put his flute to
his lips to bewitch mankind . . . . His tunes will still have a magic
power, and by virtue of their own divinity they will show which of us
are fit subjects for divine initiation. Now the only difference, Socrates,
between you and Marsyas is that you can get just the same effect
without any instrument at all (antu organon}-with nothing but a few
simple words

(psi/ois logois)I). . . . " (2 15c-d)

When confronted with this simple, organless voice, one cannot escape its
penetration by stopping up one's ears, like Ulysses trying to block out the
Sirens

(2 1 6a).

The Socratic pharmakon also acts like venom , like the bite of a poisonous
snake

(2 17- 18).

And Socrates' bite is worse than a snake's since its traces

invade the soul. What Socrates' words and the viper's venom have in
common, in any case, is their ability to penetrate and make off with the
most concealed interiority of the body or soul. The demonic speech of this
thaumaturge (en)trains the listener in dionysian frenzy and philosophic

mania (2 18b).

And when they don't act like the venom of a snake, Socrates'

pharmaceutical charms provoke a kind of narcosis, benumbing and paralyz
ing into aporia, like the touch of a sting ray

(narki):

Meno: Socrates, even before I met you they told me that in plain truth
you are a perplexed man yourself and reduce others to perplexity. At
this moment I feel you are exercising magic and witchcraft upon me

and positively laying me under your spell until I am JUSt a mass of

(goeteueis me leai pharmatteis leai atekhnos katepaideis, haste
meston aporias gegonenai). If I may be flippant, I think that not only in
outward appearance (eidos) but in other respects as well you are exactly
like the flat stingray (narki) that one meets in the sea. Whenever

helplessness

anyone comes into COntact with it, it numbs him, and that is the sort
of thing that you seem to be doing to me now. My mind and my lips
are literally numb, and I have nothing to reply to you . . . . In my

opinion you are well advised not to leave Athens and live abroad . If

5 1 . Bare, ungarnished voice, eec . ; psilOJ logOJ also has ehe sense of abserace argumem or
simple affirmaeion wi ehoue proof (cf. Thea,ItIIIS, 165,).
..

..
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you behaved like this as a foreigner in another country, you would
most l ikely be arrested as a wizard

(goes). (Meno, 80a-b)

Socrates arrested as a wizard (goes or pharmakeus): that will have to wait.

analogy that
pharmakon and,

What can be said about this

pharmakon

to the sophistic

ceaselessly refers the socratic
proportioning them to each

other, makes us go back indefinitely from one to the other? How can they be
distinguished?
Irony does not consist in the dissolution of a sophistic charm or in the
dismantling of an occult substance or power through analysis and question
ing. It does not consist in undoing the charlatanesque confidence of a

pharmakeus from the vantage point of some obstinate instance of transparent
reason or innocent logos. Socratic irony precipitates Out one pharmakon by
bringing it in contact with another pharmakon. Or rather, it reverses the
pharmakon's powers and turns its surface over52-thus taking effect, being
recorded and dated , in the act of classing the pharmakon, through the fact
that the pharmakon properly consists in a certain inconsistency , a certain
impropriety, this nonidentity-with-itself always allowing it to be turned
against itself.
What is at stake in this overturning is no less than science and death.
Which are consigned to a single type in the structure of the pharmakon, the
one and only name for that potion that must be awaited. And even, In
Socrates' case, deserved .
52. Alternately and/or all at once, the Socratic pharmako" petrifies and vivifies anesthe
tizes and sensitizes, appeases and anguishes. Socrates is a benumbing stingray but also an
animal that needles: we recall the bee in the Phaedo (9 Ie); later we will open the Apology at the
point where Socrates compares himself precisely ro a gadBy. This whole Socratic configura
tion thus composes a bestiary. Is it surprising that the demonic inscribes itself in a bestiary?
It is on the basis of this zoopharmaceutical ambivalence and of that other Socratic analogy
that the conrours of the a"thropos are determined.

I

iI

II
pharmakon does not have as its goal the
pharmakells' power. The technique of infiltration or

The use Socrates makes of the
guaranteeing of the

paralysis can even eventually be turned against its user although one must
always, in the symptomatological manner of Nietzsche, be careful to
diagnose the economy, the investment and deferred benefit behind the sign of

bidding of disinterested sacrifice.
The nakedness of the pharmakon, the blunt bare voice (psi/os logos), carries

pure renunciation or the

with it a certain mastery in the dialogue, on the condition that Socrates
overtly renounce its benefits: knowledge as power, passion, pleasure. On
the condition, in a word, that he consent to die. The death of the body , at
least: that is the price that must be paid for aletheia and the episteme, which
are also powers.
•

The fear of death is what gives all witchcraft, all occult medicine, a hold .
The pharmakeus is banking on that fear. Hence the Socratic pharmacy, in
working to free us from i t , corresponds to an operation ofexorcism, in a form
that could be envisaged and conducted from the side and viewpoint ofGod .

After wondering whether some God h ad given men a drug t o induce fear

(phoboll pharmakon),

the Athenian of the

Laws

dismisses the idea: "Let's

repeat the point we were making to the legislator: 'Agreed then: there is
probably no such thing as a drug (pharmakon) to produce fear, either by gift
or human contrivance (I leave quacks (goetas) out of account: they're beyond
the pale). But is there a drink that will produce a lack of fear (aphobias) and
stimulate overconfidence about the wrong thing at the wrong moment?
What do we say to this?'"

(649a).

It is the child in us that is afraid . The charlatans will all disappear when
the "little boy within us" no longer fears death as he fears a mormolllkeion, a
scarecrow set up to frighten children, a bogeyman. And incantations must
be redoubled daily in order to free the child from this fantasy :

"Cebes:

Probably even in us there is a little boy who has these childish terrors. Try to
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persuade him not to be afraid of death as though it were a bogey .-What
you should do, said Socrates, is to say a magic spell over him every day until
you have charmed his fears away.-But, Socrates, said Simmias, where
shall we find a magician (epodon) who understands these spells now that you
are leaving us?" (Phaedo, 77e). In the Crito, too, Socrates refuses to give in to
the people who "conjure up fresh hordes of bogeys to terrify our childish
minds, by subjecting us to chains and executions and confiscations of our
property"

(46c).

The counterspell, the exorcism, the antidote, is dialectics. In answer to
Cebes, Socrates recommends seeking not only a magician but also--the
surest incantation-training in dialectics: "Seek for him among all peoples,
far and wide, sparing neither pains nor money; for there is no better way of
spending your money . And you must seek among yourselves, too; for you
will not find others better suited for the task"
To seek

"among yourselves" by

(Phaedo, 78a-b).

mutual

questioning and self

examination, to seek to know oneself through the detour of the language of
the other, such is the undertaking presented by Socrates, who recalls the
Delphic inscription (tOil Delphikoll grammatos), to Alcibiades as the antidote

(alexipharmakon),

the counterpotion. In the text of the Laws which we left

off quoting earlier, when the necessity of the letter has been firmly laid
down, the introjection or internalization of the grammata into the judge's
soul-their most secure dwelling-place--is then prescribed as an antidote.
Let us pick up the thread of the text again:
He that would show himself a righteously equal judge must keep
these matters before his eyes; he must procure books on the subject ,

and must make them his study. There is, in truth, no study whatsoev

I

I
,

er so potent as this of law , if the law be what it should be, to make a
better man of its student-else 'twould be for nothing that the law
which so stirs our worship and wonder bears a name so cognate with
that of understanding

(nomos/nolls) .

Furthermore, consider all other

discourse, poesy with its eulogies and its satires, or utterances in
prose, whether in literature or in the common converse of daily life,
with their contentious disagreements and their tOO often unmeaning
admissions. The one certain touchstone of all is the writings of the
legislator (ta tOil nomothetoll grammata). The good jlldge will possess those
writings within his own so1l1 (ha dei kektimenon en halltoi) as antidotes
(alexipharmaka) against other discollrse, and thus he will be the state's
preserver as well as his own. He will secure in the good the retention
and increase of their recti tude, and in the evil , or those of them whose

, !
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principles admit remedy, will promote, so far as he can,

conversion from folly, from profligacy, from cowardice, in a word,
from all forms of wrong . As for those who are fatally attached to such
principles, if our judges and their superiors prescribe death as a cure
(iama) for a soul in that state, they will, as has been more than once
said already, deserve the praise of the community for their conduct
(XII,

957c-958a;

emphasis mine).

Anamnesic dialectics, as the repetition of the

eidos,

cannot be distin

guished from self-knowledge and self-mastery. Those are the best forms of
exorcism that can be applied against the terrors of the child faced with death
and the quackery of the bogeyman. Philosophy consists of offering reassur
ance to children. That is, if one prefers, of taking them out of childhood , of
forgetting about the child, or, inversely, but by the same token, of
speaking first and foremost/or that little boy within us, of teaching him to
speak-to dialogue--by displacing his fear or his desire.
,

One could play at classifying, within the weave ofthe Statesman (28Oa ro,
that species of protection

(amllntirion)

that is called dialectics and

apprehended as a counter-poison. Among the things that can be called
artificial (manufactured or acquired), the Stranger distinguishes those with
the function of doing something (tending toward poiein) and those, called
defenses

(amllntiria),

(tOil me
one can distinguish ( 1) antidotes (alexipharma

with the function of preventing suffering

paskhein). Among the latter,
lea), which can be either human

or divine (and dialectics is from this

perspective the very antidoteness of the antidote in general , before any
possibility of dividing it up between the human and the divine. Dialectics
is precisely the passage between the two) and

(2) problems Cprobllmata): what

stands before one--obstacles, shelters, armor, shields, defenses. Leaving
antidotes aside, the Stranger pursues the division of the problemata, which
can function either as armaments or as fences. The fences

(phragmata) are
screens or protections (alexttiria) against storm and heat ; theseprotections can
be housings or coverings; coverings can be spread below (like rugs) or
wrapped around, etc. The process of division goes on through the different
techniques for manufacturing these wraps until it reaches the woven

garment and the art of weaving: the problematic space of protection. This art

would thus rule out, if one follows the divisions literally , all recourse to
antidotes, and consequently, to that species of antidote or inverted pharma

kon constituted by dialectics.

The text excludes dialectics. And yet, it will

nevertheless be necessary later to distinguish between two sorts of texture,
if one bears in mind that dialectics is also an art of weaving, a science of the

sllmplokl.
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The dialectical inversion of the pharmakon o r of the dangerous supple
ment makes death both acceptable and null. Acceptable because it is
annulled. In making us welcome death , the immortality of the soul, which
acts like an antibody, dissipates its terrifying fantasy. The inverted pharma

kon, which scatters all
epistimi, the opening

the hobgoblins, is none other than the origin of the
to truth as the possibility of repetition and the

submission of that "greed for life"

(epithllmein zen, Crito, 53e)

to law (the

good , the father, the king, the chief, the capital , the sun, all of which are
invisible). It is the laws themselves that , in the Crito, urge one not to "cling
so greedily to life, at the price of violating the most stringent laws. "
What indeed does Socrates say when Cebes and Simmias ask him to
provide tqem with a magician? He urges them to practice the philosophic
dialogue and seek its most worthy object: the truth of the eidos as that which
is identical to itself, always the same as itself and therefore simple, incom
posite

(asllntheton),

undecomposable, invariable

(78c,e).

The

eidos

is that

which can always be repeated as the same. The ideality and invisibility of the

eidos are its power-to-be-repeated.

Now, law is always a law of repetition,

and repetition is always submission to a law. In the personification of the
Laws in the

Cnto,

Socrates is called upon to accept both death and law at

once.

He is asked to recognize himselfas the offspring, the son or representa

tive

(ekgonos) or even the slave (dolllos) of the law that,

in uniting his father

and mother, made possible his birth. Violence is thus even more sacrile
gious when it offends the law of the mother/country than when it wounds
the father and mother (5 Ie). This is why, say the Laws, Socrates must die in
conformity with the law and within the confines of the city-Socrates, who
was (almost) always reluctant to go outside:
Are you so wise as to have forgotten that compared with your mother
and father and all the rest of your ancestors your country is something
far more precious, more venerable, more sacred , and held in greater
honor both among gods and among all reasonable men? . . . Violence
is a sin even against your country. . . . Socrates, we have substantial
evidence that you are satisfied with us and with the state (polis). You
would not have been so exceptionally reluctant to cross the borders of
your country (polis) if you had not been exceptionally attached to it.
You have never left the city to attend a festival or for any other
purpose, except on some military expedition. You have never traveled
abroad as other people do, and you have never felt the impulse to
acquaint yourself with another country or constitution. You have been
content with us and with our city (POlis). You have definitely chosen
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us, and undertaken to observe us in all your activities as a citizen.

(S la,c-S lb-c)
The Socratic word does not wander, stays at home, is closely watched:
within autochthony, within the city , within the law, under the surveillance
of its mother tongue. This will take on its full significance further on, when
writing will be described as errancy as such, mute vulnerability to all
aggression. In nothing does writing reside.
The eidos, truth, law, the

epistimi,

dialectics, philosophy-all these are

other names for that pharmakon that must be opposed to the pharmakon of
the Sophists and to the bewitching fear of death. It is pharmakeus against

pharmakeus, pharmakon against pharmakon.

This is why Socrates heeds the

Laws as though, through their voices, he were under the power of an
initiatic spell, a sonorous spell, then, or rather, a phonic spell, one that
penetrates and carries away the inner courts of the soul. "That, my dear
friena Crito, I do assure you, is what I seem to hear them saying, just as a
Corybant seems to hear the strains of music, and the sound of their
arguments (he ekhe touton ton logon) rings so loudly in my head that I cannot

(S4d). Those Corybants, that music, are evoked by
Symposium in his efforts to "describe the effects of the

hear the other side"
A1cibiades in the

Socratic utterance: "the moment I hear him speak I am smitten with a kind

of sacred rage, worse than any Corybant , and my heart jumps into my
mouth"

(2 1Se).

logos as an antidote, as a force
inscribed within the general a/ogica/ economy ofthe pharmakon is not something
The philosophical, epistemic order of

we are proposing here as a daring interpretation of Platonism. Let us,
rather, look at the prayer that opens the Critias: "I call on the god to grant

(pharmakon te/eotaton), that best of all
medicines (ariston pharmakon): knowledge (tpistimin). " And one could also
consider the astonishing dramatic staging of the first act of the Charmides. It
us that most effective medicine

should be followed moment by moment . Dazzled by the beauty of Char
mides, Socrates wants above all to undress the soul of this young man who
loves philosophy. Charm ides is sent for so that he can be presented to a
doctor (Socrates) who can relieve him of his headaches and his weakness.
Socrates accepts to pass himselfoff as a man who knows a cure for headaches.
There then ensues a "cloak" scene similar to the one in the

Phaedrus,

involving a certain pharmakon:
When Critias told him that I was the person who had the cure (ho to

pharmakon epistamenos),

he looked at me in an indescribable manner,

and made as though to ask me a question. And all the people in the
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palaestra crowded about us, and at that moment, my good friend, I
glanced through the opening of his garment, and was inflamed by his
beauty . Then I could no longer contain myself. . . . But still when he
asked me if I knew the cure for the headache (to ti.r kephali.r pharmakon)
.

. . I replied that it was a kind of leaf, which required to be

accompanied by a charm

(epodi de tis epi toi pharmakoi),

and if a person

would repeat the charm at the same time that he used the cure, he
would be made whole, but that without the charm the leaf would be of
no avail . -Then I will write out the charm from your dictation, he
said

( l 55d - 156a.

Cf. also

175 - 176). "

But the head cannot be cured separately. Good doctors take care of "the
whole, " and it is by caring for the whole that they have been inspired by a
Thracian physician, "one of the physicians of the Thracian king Zalmoxis
who are said to be able even to give immortality , " Socrates shows that the
whole of the body can only be cured at the source--the soul-ofall its goods
and evils. "And the cure of the soul, my dear youth, has to be effected by the
use of certain charms (epodais tisin), and these charms are fair words, and by
them temperance (sophrosllnin) is implanted in the soul , and where temper
ance comes and stays, there health is speedily imparted, not only to the

057a). And the discussion turns
best pharmakon, the capital cure.

head , but to the whole body"
essence of temperance, the

to t�e

Philosophy thus opposes to its other this transmutation of the drug into a
remedy , of the poison into a counterpoison. Such an operation would not be
possible if the

pharmako-Iogos

did not already harbor within itself that

complicity of contrary values, and if the pharmakon in general were not,
prior to any distinction -making, that which, presenting itself as a poison,
may turn out to be a cure, may retrospectively reveal itself in the truth of its
curative power. The "essence" of the pharmakon lies in the way in which,
having no stable essence, no "proper" characteristics, it is not , in any sense
5 3 . The reader will have noted that this scene makes a strange, inverse and symmetrical
pendant to the one in the Pha,drtlJ. It is inverted in that the unit which, under the cloak,
al lowed a text and aphamklko" to (e)merge is prri"JCribed in the Pha,drllJ (the phamklko" is the
text already written by .. the ablest writer of our day" ), and only prtJcribed in the Cha,.",ideJ
(the prescription for the pharmako" Socrates recommends must be taken down under his
dictat ion). The Socratic prescription here is oral, and speech accompanies the pharmako" as
th e- condition of its effectiveness. Within the thickness and depth of this scene, one should
n:read . from the middle of the StattJma". the critique of the written medical prescription.
the " hypom"imala graphti"" whose rigidity does not allow it to adapt to the specificity and the
prog ress of the disease: this is an illustration of the political problem of written laws. Like the
doctor who comes back to visit his patient, the legislator must be able to modify his initial
pre-scriptions (294a-297b; see also 298d-e).
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(metaphysical, physical, chemical , alchemical) of the word,

pharmakon

a substance. The

has no ideal identity; it is aneidetic, firstly because it is not

Phaedo speaks of the eidos as
monoeides). This "medicine" is not a
simple thing. But neither is it a composite, a sensible or empirical suntheton
monoeidetic (in the sense in which the

something simple, noncomposite:

partaking of several simple essences. It is rather the prior medium in which
differentiation in general is produced, along with the opposition between
the

eidos

and its other; this medium is

analogous

to the one tha� will,

subsequent to and according to the decision of philosophy, be reserved for
transcendental imagination, that "art hidden in the depths of the soul,"
which belongs neither simply to the sensible nor simply to the intelligible,
neither simply to passivity nor simply to activity. The element-medium
will always be analogous to a mixed-medium. In a certain way , Plato
thought about and even formulated this ambivalence. But he did so in

passing , incidentally, discreetly: in connection with the union of opposites
within virtue, not the union of virtue with its opposite:

Stranger:

But in those of noble nature from their earlie�t days whose

nurture too has been all it should be, the laws can foster the growth
of this common bond of conviction and only in these. This is the
talisman

(pharmakon)

appointed for them by the design of pure

intelligence. This most godlike bond alone can unite the elements
of virtue which are diverse in nature and would else be opposing in
tendency .

(Statesman,

3 10a)

This pharmaceutical nonsubstance cannot be handled with complete
security, neither in its being , since it has none, nor in its effects, the sense of
which is always capable of changing. In this way, writing, touted by
Theuth as a remedy , a beneficial drug, is later overturned and denounced by
the king and then, in the king's place, by Socrates, as a harmful substance, a
philter of forgetfulness. Inversely, and although in a less immediately
readable manner, the hemlock, that potion which in the

Phaedo

is never

called anything but apharmakon,)4 is presented to Socrates as a poison; yet it
is transformed, through the effects of the Socratic
philosophical demonstration in the

Phaedo,

logos

and of the

into a means of deliverance, a

way toward salvation, a cathartic power. The hemlock has an

ontological

54. The opening lines of the dialogue are: "Ec/mraltJ: Were you there with Socnues
yourself, Phaedo, when he drank the poison (pharmako,,) in his cell?" (57a).
Near the end of the dialogue: "SocraltJ: . . I prefer [0 have a bath before drinking the
poison (pharmako,,), rather than g ive the women the trouble of washing me when I am dead"
( l 1 5a). Cf. also' 1 1 7a.
.
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effect: it initiates one into the contemplation of the eidos and the immortal
ity of the soul . ))

That is how Socrates takes it.

ls this crossed connection-making the result of mere artifice or play?
There is certainly play in such a movement, and this chiasmus is authorized,

even prescribed, by the ambivalence of the

pharmakon.

Not only by the

polarity good/evil, but by the double participation in the distinct regions of
the soul and the body, the invisible and the visible. This double participa
tion, once again, does not mix together two previously separate elements; it
refers back to a

same that

is not the identical, to the common element or

medium of any possible dissociation. Thus, writing is given as the sensible,
visible, spatial surrogate of the

mnimi;

it later turns out to be harmful and

benumbing to the invisible interior of the soul, memory and truth. Inverse-

I y. the hemlock is given as a poison that harms and benumbs the body. But
it later turns out to be helpful to the soul . which it delivers from the body
and awakens to the truth of the eidos. If the pharmakon is "ambivalent. " it is

/

because it constitutes the medium in which opposites are opposed. the

movement and the play that links them among themselves. reverses them

or makes one side cross over into the other (souJ/body. good/evil. inside!

f

outside. memory/forgetfulness. speech/writing. etc.). It is on the basis o

\

this play or movement that the opposites or differences are stopped bY\
Plato. The

pharmakon

is the movement. the locus. and the play: (the

production of) difference. It is the differance of difference. It holds in

reserve. in its undecided shadow and vigil. the opposites and the differends
that the process of discrimination will come to carve out. Contradictions
and pairs of opposites are lifted from the bottom of this diacritical .
differing. deferring , reserve. Already inhabited by differance . this reserve.
even though it "precedes" the opposition between different effects. even
though it preexists differences as effects. does not have the punctual
simplicity of a

coincidentia oppositorllm.

It is from this fund that dialectics

draws its philosophemes. The pharmakon. without being anything in itself,
always exceeds them in constituting their bottomless fund

Vonds sans/ond].

It keeps itself forever in reserve even though it has no fundamental pro5 5 . One could therefore also consider the hemlock as a sore ofpharmakon of immortality.
Such an interpretacion is invited by the ritual, ceremonial form with which the phatJg closes
( I 1 6b--<) . In his "FtJtin tlimmortaliti" (Elqllim tiline itllde de mythologie (omparit indo-ellropln",e
1924), G. Dumezil refers [0 certain "traces, in Athens, of a cycle of Theseus correlated with
the Tha,.gelia" (we will later have occasion [0 speak of a certain relation between the
Thargelia and the birth and death of Socrates), and notes: "Neither Pherecydes nor
Appollodorus has set down the rites that must have corresponded , in a certain district of
Greece , to the s[Oty of the pharmakon of immortality desired by the Gianll, and [0 that of the
'artificial Goddess, ' Athena, who caused the Giants [0 lose their immortality" (p. 89).
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fundity nor ultimate locality. We will watch it infinitely promise itselfand
endlessly vanish through concealed doorways that shine like mirrors and
open onto a labyrinth. It is also this store of deep background that we are
calling the

pharmacy.
6. The Pharmakos

It is part of the rules of this game that the game should seem to stop. Then the
pharmakon, which is older than either of the opposites, is "caught" by
philosophy, by "Platonism" which is constituted by this apprehension, as a
mixture of twO pure, heterogeneous terms. And one could follow the word

pharmakon as a guiding thread within the whole Platonic problematic of the
mixture. Apprehended as a blend and an impurity, the pharmakon also acts
like an aggressor or a housebreaker, threatening some internal purity and
security. This definition is absolutely general and can be verified even in
cases where such forced entries are valorized: the good remedy, Socratic
irony, comes to disturb the intestinal organization of self-complacency.
The purity of the inside can then only be restored if the charges are brollght
home against exteriority as a supplement, inessential yet harmful to the
essence, a surplus that ollght never to have come to be added to the
untouched plenitude of the inside. The restoration of internal purity must
thus reconstitute, recite--and this is myth as such, the mythology for example
of a logos recounting its origin, going back to the eve of the pharma
kographic aggression-that to which the pharmakon should not have had to
be added and attached like a literal parasite: a letter installing itself inside a
living organism to rob it of its nOllrishment and to distort [like static, =

"bruit parasite"} the pure audibility of a voice. Such are the relations
10gos-zOon. In order to cure the
latter of the pharmakon and rid it of the parasite, it is thus necessary to put

between the writing supplement and the

the outside back in its place. To keep the outside out. This is the inaugural
gesture of "logic" itself, of good "sense" insofar as it accords with the
self-identity of that which is: being is what it is, the outside is outside and
the inside inside. Writing must thus return to being what it shollid never
have ceased to be: an accessory, an accident, an excess.
The cure by logos, exorcism, and catharsis will thus eliminate the excess
But this elimination, being therapeutic in nature, must call upon the very
thi ng it is expelling, the very surplus it is plltting Ollt. The pharmaceutical
operation must therefore excillde itselffrom itself.
What does this mean about what (it is) to write?
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Plato does not make a show of the chain of significations we are trying
progressively to dig up. If there were any sense in asking such a question,
which we don't believe, it would be impossible to say to what extent he
manipulates it voluntarily or consciously, and at what point he is subject to
constraints weighing upon his discourse from "language." The word "lan
guage, " through all that binds it to everything we are putting in question
here, is not of any pertinent assistance, and to follow the constraints of a
language would not exclude the possibility that Plato is playing with them,
even if his game is neither representative nor voluntary. It is in the back
room, in the shadows of the pharmacy, prior to the oppositions between
conscious and unconscious, freedom and constraint, voluntary and involun
tary, speech and language, that these textual "operations" occur.
Plato seems to place no emphasis on the word phar1fl4kon at the point
where writing's effects swerve from positive to negative, when poison,
under the eyes of the king, appears as the truth of the remedy. It is not said
that the

phar1fl4kon

is the locus, the support, and the executor of this

mutation.Later-we will come to this--while expressly comparing writ

ing to painting, Plato will not explicitly put this judgment together with
the fact that elsewhere he refers to painting as

phar1fl4kon

a phar1fl4kon.

For in Greek,

also means paint, not a natural color but an artificial tint, a

chemical dye that imitates the chromatic scale given in nature.
Yet all these significations nonetheless appear, and, more precisely, all
these words appear in the text of "Plato. " Only the chain is concealed, and,
to an inappreciable extent, concealed from the author himself, if any such
thing exists. One can say in any event that all the "pharmaceutical" words
we have been pointing out do actually make an "act of presence," so to
speak, in the text of the dialogues. Curiously, however, there is another of
these words that, to our knowledge, is never used by Plato. If we line it up
with the series phar1fl4keia-phar1fl4kon-phar1fl4keus, we will no longer be able
to content ourselves with reconstituting a chain that, for all its hiddenness,
for all it might escape Plato's notice, is nevertheless something that passes
through certain discoverable points

0/presence that

can be seen in the text.

The word to which we are now going to refer, which is present in the
language and which points to an experience that was present in Greek
culture even in Plato's day, seems strikingly absent from the "Platonic
text. ..
But what does

absent

or

present

mean here? Like any text, the text of

"Plato" couldn't not be involved, at least in a virtual, dynamic, lateral
manner, with all the words that composed the system of the Greek
language. Certain forces of association unite--at diverse distances, with

I
I

I
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different strengths and according to disparate paths--the words "actually
present" in a discourse with all the other words in the lexical system,
whether or not they appear as "words, " that is, as relative verbal units in
such discourse. They communicate with the totality of the lexicon through
their syntactic play and at least through the subunits that compose what we
call a word . For example, "pharmakon" is already in communication with
all the words from the same fami ly , with all the significations constructed
out of the same coot , and these communications do not stop there. The
textual chain we must set back in place is thus no longer simply "internal"
to Plato's lexicon. But in going beyond the bounds of that lexicon, we are
less interested in breaking through certain limits, with or without cause,
than in putting in doubt the right to posit such limits in the first place. In a
word , we do not believe that there exists, in all rigor, a Platonic text, closed
upon itself, complete with its inside and il:s outside. Not that one must
then consider that it is leaking on all sides and can be drowned confusedly in
the undifferentiated generality of its element. Rather, provided the artic
ulations are rigorously and prudently recognized , one should simply be able
to untangle the hidden forces of attraction linking a present word with an
absent word in the text of Plato. Some such force, given the

system of the

language, cannot not have acted upon the writing and the reading of this
text. With respect to the weight of such a force, the so-called "presence" of
a quite relative verbal unit-the word-while not being a contingent
accident worthy of no attention, nevertheless does not constitute the
ultimate criterion and the utmost pertinence.
The circuit we are proposing is, moreover, all the more legitimate and
easy since it leads to a word that can, on one of its faces, be considered the
synonym, almOSt the homonym, of a word Plato "actually" used . The word
in question is pharmakos (wizard , magician, poisoner), a synonym of phar

makeus

(which Plato uses), but with the unique feature of having been

overdetermined, overlaid by Greek culture with another function. Another

role,

and a formidable one.

The character of the pharmakos has been compared to a scapegoat. The wi!

and the outside, the expulsion of the evil , its exclusion out of the body (and

out} of the city-these are the two major senses of the character and of the
ritual .
Harpocration, commenting on the word pharmakos describes them thus:
,

"At Athens they led out two men to be purifications for the city; it was at
the Thargelia, one was for the men and the other for the women. "'6 In
56. The principal s<A.lrces chac enable us co describe che ricual 'of che pharmakoJ are
collecced in W. Mannhardc's MYlholog;JdJt Foruhungm ( 1 884 ) . These sources are chemselves
referred co in particular by J . G. Frazer in The Goltim Bough (New York: S. G. Phillips.
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1959), pp. 540 ff; by J. E. Harrison in Prolegomma to tht Study ofGmk Religion (New York:
Meridian, 1903), pp. 95 ff, and in ThtmiJ, a Study ofthtSlKial Origim o/Gmk Religion 0 9 12,
p. 4 16); by Nilsson in History ofGmk Religion ( 1925), p . 27 ; and by P . M . Schuh! in Essai sur

Ia fonnation de Ia pens. grnque ( 1934), pp. 36-37. One can aJso consult the chapter Marie
Delcourt devotes to Oedipus in her Ugendeut CIIlte des hiros tn Gria ( 1942), p. 10 I ; see also by
the same author, Py,.,.hos et Py,.,.ha: RtKhtrrhts sur les flalturs du feu dam les ligendes htllmiques
( 1965), p. 29, and especially Otdipt ou fa ligende du ronquit-ant ( 1944), pp. 29-65.

This i s doubtless the moment t o point OUt, in connection with the clear necessity of
bringing tOgether the figures of Oedipus and the pharmakos, that, despite certain appear
ances, the discourse we are holding here is not in a strict sense a psychoanalytical one. This is
true at leaSt to the extent that we are drawing upon the same textual StOres (Greek culture,
language, tragedy, philosophy, etc . ) which Freud had to begin by tapping and to which he
never ceased to refer. It is precisely these stOres, this fund, that we propose to inrertogate
here. This does not, however, mean that the distance we have thus taken with respect to a
psychoanalytical discourse which might evolve naively within an insufficiently deciphered
Greek text is of the same order as that maintained for example by Delcourt,

Ugendes,

pp.

109, 1 1 3 , etc . ; or J. P. Vemant "Oedipe sans complexe, " in Raison pmtnte ( 1967).
After the first publication of this text, there appeared the remarkable essay by J. P.
Vemant, "Ambiguite et renversement: sur la structure enigmatique d'Oedipe-Roi" in

Echanges et Communiratiom, milanges ol/em a Claude Uvi-Strauss (The Hague: Mouton, 1970)
[translated by Page du Bois as "Ambiguity and Reversal: On the Enigmatic Structure of

Oedipus Rex",

in

New Literary History 10,

no. 3 ( 1978)]. One can read , in particular, the

following passage, which seems to confirm our hypothesis (cf. note 52): "How could the city

admit into itS heart one who, like Oedipus, 'has shot his bolt beyond the others' and has
become

isothtos?

When it establishes ostracism, it creates an institution whose role is

symmetrical to and the inverse of the ritual of the Thargelia. In the person of the ostracized ,

the city expels what in it is tOO elevated , what incarnates the evil which can come to it from

above. In the evil of the pharmakos, it expels what is the vilest in itself, what incarnates the
evil that menaces it from below. By this double and complementary rejection it delimitS
itself in relation to what is not yet known and what transcends the known: it takes the proper

measure of the human in opposition on one side to the divine and heroic, on the other to the
bestial and monstrous" [Eng. trans. pp. 49 1-92]. See also (notably on thepoikilon which we

will mention later) "La metis d'Antiloque,"

Rflllel des Etudes grnques,

January/December

1967, and "La metis du renard et du poulpe," ibid. JulylDecember 1 969. An additional
confirmation can be found in the Oeuvr-ts of Marcel Mauss, which appeared in 1 969. One can
read the following:

"Moreover, all these ideas are double-faced . In other I ndo-European languages, it is the
notion ofpoison which is not certain. Kluge and the etymologists are right in comparing the

POtio,

"Poison, " series with

gift, gift

["gift , " which means "present" in English, means

"poison" or "married" in other Germanic languages .-Trans . ] . One can also read with

interest the lively discussion by Aulus-Gellius ( 1 2) on the ambiguity of the Greek pharmakon .

Cornelia de Sirariis et vtnefids, of which Cicero has
vtnenum malum ( 1 3). The
the delectable charm ( 14), can be either good or bad. The Greek philtron is not

and the Latin

vtnenum.

Indeed , the Lex

fortunately preserved for us the actual "recitation, " still specifies
magic brew,

necessarily a sinister word , either, and the potion of friendship or love is only dangerous if
the enchanter so desires. "

( 1 2) 12, 9, with apt quotations from Homer.
( 1 3) Pro Clutntio, 148. In the Digesta, it is still recommended that one specify what sort
of "venenum ," "bonus sive malum , " is intended .

( 14) If the etymology linking vtnenum (see Walde, Lat. etym. Wort. ) with Venus and

flan, flaMti is correct , which seems probable.
("Gift-gift" ( 1924), first published in Milanges ol/erts a Charles Andlerpar StS amis tt "eves,
Istra, Strasbourg ; in Oeuvres Ill, 50 (Editions de Minuit, 1969). )

the skr.
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general , the pharmakoi were put to death. But that, it seems, �1 was not the
essential end of the operation. Death occurred most often as a secondary
effect of an energetic fustigation. Aimed first at the genital organs. �H Once
the

pharmakoi

were cut off from the space of the city, the blows�9 were

designed to chase away or draw out the evil from their bodies. Did they
burn them , too, in order to achieve purification? In his

ThoNsand Histories,

The Gifl [L'E.rsai sur Ie don], which refers to the above anicle:
"(Gifl, gif/: Milanges. Ch. Andler, Strasburg, 1924 . ) We asked why we do not examine
the etymology of gift as coming from the Latin dosis, Greek &sa�o;, a dose (of poison). It
This bri1l8s us to

would suppose that High and Low German had retained a scientific word for a common
event, and this is contrary to normal semantic rules. Moreover, one would have to explain
the choice of the word Gifl. Finally, the Latin and Greek dosis, meaning poison, shows that
with the AncientS as well there was association of ideas and moral rules of the kind we

are

describing.
"We compare the uncertainty of the meaning of Gift wid"! that of the Latin

wnmum and

the Greek tt>(�TPOV and <!IaPfUlKOV. Cf. also wnia, wnus, wnmum--vanali (Sanskrit , to give
pleasure) and gewinnm and win . " [trans. Ian Cunnison (Glencoe,

1 27 . ]
57.

Cf. Harrison, p .

111. :

Free Press,

1954),

p.

104

58. "Similarly, the object of bearing the human scapegoat on the genital organs with
squills [a herbaceous, bulbous plant, sometimes grown for its pharmaceutical , esp. diuretic,
properties] must have been to release his reproductive energies from any restraint or spell
under which they might be laid by demoniacal or Other malignant agency . . . .. Frazer ( 1954

54 1 .
59. W e recall the presumed etymology ofpharmakonlpharmakos, detailed i n E. Boisacq.
Diaionnaire etymologique de Ia langue grnque. "Pharmakon: charm, philter, drug . remedy,
poison. Pharmakos: magician. wizard, poisoner; the one sacrificed in expiation for the sins of
a ciry (cf. Hipponax; AristOphanes), hence, rascal;- pharmasso: Attic, -110, WOrk on oralter by

ed .), p.

means of a drug.

-Havers, Indogmnanis(he Fors(hungm XXV, 37 5-92, on the basis of the relation pamn
pharaklos: parakekommmos, derives pharmakon from pharma: "blow,"' and the larrer from R.
"her: to strike, cf. Lith. "uriu. so that pharmakon can be said to signify: "that which pertains
to an attack of demonic possession or is used as a curative against such an attack," given the
common popular belief that illnesses

are

caused by the doings of demons and cured in the

same way. Kretschmer Glotta 111, 388 ff, objects that pharmakon , in epic, always designates
a substance. an herb. a lotion, a drink, Or other marrer, but not the act ofheali1l8. charmi1l8.
or poisoniIl8; Havers' erymology adds only One possibiliry among others, for

example

the

pherO, phmna, "quod terra ferl. .
Cf. also Harrison, p. 108: " . . . pharmakos means simply 'magic-man: Irs Lithuanian
cognate is burin, magic; in Latin it appears asforma, formula, magical spell; our formulary
retains some vestige of itS primitive connotation. Pharmakon in Greek means healing drug,

derivation from

,

poison, and dye, but all. for berrer or worse, are magical. "

Analomy of Crili(um (New York: Atheneum, 1970), Northrop Frye sees i n the
pharmakos a permanent archerypal structure in Western literature. The
exclusion of the pharmakos. who is, says Frye, "neither innocent nor guilty" (p. 4 1), is
repeated from Aristophanes to Shakespeare. affecting Shylock as well as Falstaff. Tanuffe nO
less than Charlie Chaplin. "We meet a pharmakos figure in Hawthorne's Hester Prynne, in
Melville's Billy Budd, in Hardy's Tess, in the Septimus of Mrs. Dalloway. in stOries of
I n his

figure of the

•

persecuted Jews and Neg=, in stOries of artists whose genius makes them Ishmaels of a
boUrgeOis society" (p. 4 1 . cf. also pp. 45--d8, p. 148-49).

THE PHARMA KOS

Tzetzes gives the following account, based on certain fragments by the
satirical poet Hipponax, of the ceremony: "The (rite of the) phar1fl4kos was a

purification of th is sort of old . If a calamity overtook the city by the wrath of

God , whether it were famine or pestilence or any other mischief, they led

forth as though to a sacrifice the most unsightly of them all as a purification

and a remedy to the suffering city. They set the sacrifice in the appointed
place, and gave him cheese with their hands and a barley cake and figs, and
seven times they smote him with leeks and wild figs and other wild plants.
Finally they burnt him with fire with the wood of wild trees and scattered
the ashes into the sea and to the winds, for a purification, as I said, of the
suffering city . "
The city's bod y proper thus reconstitutes its unity, closes around the
security of its inner courts, gives back to itself the word that links it with
itself within the confines of the agora, by violently excluding from its
territory the representative of an external threat or aggression. That repre
sentative represents the otherness of the evil that comes to affect or infect
the inside by unpredictably breaking into it. Yet the representative of the
outside is nonetheless

constituted,

regularly granted its place by the com

munity, chosen, kept, fed, etc. , in the very heart of the inside. These
parasites were as a matter of course domesticated by the living organism
that housed them at its expense. "The Athenians regularly maintained a
number of degraded and useless beings at the public expense; and when any

calamity, such as plague, drought, or famine, befell the city, they sacrificed
tWO of these outcastS as scapegoats. "60

The ceremony of the phar1fl4kos is thus played out on the boundary line
between inside and outside, which it has as its function ceaselessly to trace

Intra 11luros/extra 11luros.
phar1fl4kos represents evil both

and retrace.

The origin of difference and division,

the

introjected and projected . Beneficial

insofar as he cures-and for that, venerated and cared for-harmful insofar

as he incarnates the powers of evil-and for that, feared and treated with

caution. Alarming and calming. Sacred and accursed. The conjunction, the

(oincirientia oppositoru11l, ceaselessly undoes itself in the passage to decision or
crisis. The expulsion of the evil or madness restores sophrosune.
These exclusions took place at critical moments (drought, plague,
famine).

Decision was then repeated .

But the mastery of the critical instance

requires 'that surprise be prepared for: by rules, by law, by the regularity of
repetition, by fixing the date. This ritual practice, which took place in
Abdera, in Thrace, in Marseilles, etc. , was reproduced every year in Athens.
60, Frazer, ( 1954 ed. l , pp, 540-4 1 . Cf. also Harrison, p. 102.
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And up through the fifth century. Aristophanes and Lysias clearly allude to
it. Plato could not have been unaware of it.
The date of the ceremony is noteworthy: the sixth day of the Thargelia.
That was the day of the birth of him whose death--and not only because a

phar1fl4kon

was its direct cause---resembles that of a

phar1fl4kos

from the

inside: Socrates.
Socrates, affectionately called the phar1fl4keNS in the dialogues of Plato;
Socrates, who faced with the complaint (graphel lodged against him , refused
to defend himself, declined the logographic offer of Lysias, "the ablest
writer of our time , " who had proposed to ghost-write a defense for him;
Socrates was born on the sixth day of the Thargelia. Diogenes Laertius
testifies to this: "He was born on the sixth day of Thargelion, the day when
the Athenians purify the city. "

7 . The Ingredients:
Phantasms, Festivals, and Paints
The rite of the phar1fl4kos: evil and death, repetition and exclusion.
Socrates ties up into a system all the counts of indictment against the

phar1fl4kon of writing at the point at which he adoptS as his own,

in order to

uphold it, interpret it, and make it explicit, the divine, royal, paternal,
solar word , the capital sentence of Thamus. The worst effects of writing
were only predicted by that word . The king's speech was not demonstra.
tive; it did not pronounce knowledge---it pronounced itself. Announcing ,
presaging, cutting . It is a manteia, Socrates suggests

(275c).

The discourse

of Socrates will hence apply itself to the task of translating that manteia into
philosophy , cashing in on that capital, turning it to account, taking
account of it, giving accounts and reasons, upholding the reasoning of that
basileo-patro-helio-theological d ictum . Transforming the mythos into logos .
What indeed would be the first thing a disdainful god would find to
criticize in that which seems to lie outside his field of effectiveness? Its
ineffectiveness, of course, its improductiveness, a productiveness that is
only apparent, since it can only repeat what in truth is already there. This is
why-Socrates' first argument-writing is not a good tekhni, by which we
should understand an art capable of engendering , pro-ducing, bringing
foith: the clear, the sure, the secure (saphes kai bebaion). That is, the alitheia
of the

eidos.

the truth I)f being in its figure. its "idea." its nonsensible

visibility. its intelligible invisibility. The truth of what is: writing literally
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hasn't a damn sight to do with it. It has rather a blindness to do with it.
Whoever might think he has pro-duced truth through a grapheme would
only give proof of the greatest foolishness

(euitheia).

Whereas the sage

Socrates knows that he knows nothing, that nitwit would not know that he
already knows what he thinks he is learning through writing, and which he
is only recalling to mind through the types. Not remembering, by anamne
eidos contemplated before the fall of the soul into the body, but

sis , the

reminding himself, in a hypomnesic mode, of that of which he already has
mnesic knowledge. Written logos is only a way for him who already knows

(ton eidota) to remind himself (hupomnisat) of the things writing is about (fa
gegrammena) (275ti). Writing thus only intervenes at a time when a subject
of knowledge already possesses the signifieds, which are then only given to
writing on consignment.
Socrates thus adopts the major, decisive opposition that cleaves the

manteia of Thamus: mnimilhupomnisis, the subtle difference between knowl
edge as memory and nonknowledge as rememoration, between two forms
and two moments of repetition: a repetition of truth

(alitheia)

which

presents and exposes the eidos; and a repetition of death and oblivion (Iithi)
which veils and skews because it does not present the eidos but re-presents a
presentation, repeats a repetition.61

Hupomnisis,

which is here what forecasts and shapes the thought about

writing, not only does not coincide with memory, but can only be con
StruCted as a thing dependent on memory. And consequently, on the
presentation of truth. At the moment it is summoned to appear before the
paternal instance, writing is determined within a problematic of knowing
remembering. It is thus from the Start stripped of all its own attributes or
"J>ath-breaking powers. Its path-breaking force is CUt not by repetition but
by the ills of repetition, by that which within repetition is doubled,
redoubled , that which repeats repetition and in so doing, cut off from
"good" repetition (which presents and gathers being within living mem
ory), can always, left to itself, Stop repeating itself. Writing would be puce
repetition, dead repetition that might always be repeating nothing, or be

spontaneously to repeat itself, which also means
anything but itself: a hollow, cast-off repetition.
unable

unable to repeat

This pure repetition, this "bad" reissue, would thus be tautological .
Written

logoi "seem

to

talk to you as though they were intelligent, but if

6 1 . It could be shown that aU of Husserl"s phenomenology is systematically organized
around an analogous opposition between presentation and re-presentation (Gegmwiirtigungl
Vergegmwiirtigung), and berween primary memory (which is part of the originary "in an
extended sense") and secondary memory. Cf. IA Voix ,t l, phinomm, (SptKh and Phmomma).

,
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you ask them anything about what they say, from a desire to be instructed,
they go on telling you juSt the same thing forever (hen ti simainei monon
tauton att)" (275d). Pure repetition, absolute self-repetition, repetition of a
self that is already reference and repetition, repetition of the signifier,
repetition that is null or annulling, repetition of death-it's all one.
Writing is not the living repetition of the living.
Which makes it similar to painting. And juSt as the

Republic,

in its

condemnation of the imitative arts, links poetry and painting together; just
as Aristotle's Poetics associates them under the single heading of mimesis; so
tOO Socrates here compares a piece of writing to a portrait, the graphima to

the

zographima.

"You know, Phaedrus, that's the strange

(tieinon) thing
(homoion zo

about writing, which makes it truly analogous to painting

graphiai). The painter's products stand before us as though they were alive
(hos zanta), but if you question them, they maintain a most majestic (semnOs)
silence. It is the same with written words
. . " (275d).
.

.

The impotence to answer for itself, the unresponsiveness and irresponsi
bility of writing, is decried again by Socrates in the Protagoras. Bad public
speakers, those who cannot answer "a supplementary question, " are "like
books: they cannot either answer or ask a question on their own account"

(329a).

That is why, says the Seventh Letter, "no intelligent man will ever

be so bold as to put into language those things which his reason has

contemplated , especially not into a form that is unalterable--which must
be the case with what is expressed in written symbols"

(343a; cf.

also Laws

XII, 968d).
What, in depth , are the resemblances underlying Socrates' statements
that make writing homologous to painting? From out of what horizon arise
their common silence, their stubborn muteness, their mask of solemn,
forbidding majesty that so poorly hides an incurable aphasia, a stone
deafness, a closedness irremediably inadequate to the demands of logos? If
writing and painting are convoked together, summoned to appear with
their hands tied , before the tribunal of logos, and to respond to it, this is
interrogated: as the presumed repre

quite simply because both are being

sentatives of a spoken word, as agents capable of speech , as depositaries or
even fences for the words the court is trying to force out of them. If they

should turn out not to be up to testifying in this hearing, if they turn out to

be impotent to represent a live word properly, to act as its interpreter or
spokesman, to sustain the conversation, to respond to oral questions, then
bam! they are good for nothing. They are mere figurines, masks, simulacra.
Let us not forget that painting is here called

zographia,

inscribed repre

sentation, a drawing o/the living, a portrait of an animate model. The model
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for this type of painting is representative painting, which conforms to a live
model. The word zographema is indeed sometimes shortened to gramma
(Cratylus, 430e and 43 lc). Similarly, writing was supposed to paint a living
word. It thus resembles painting to the extent that it is conceived-in this
whole Platonic problematic, this massive and fundamental determination
can be stated in a word--on the basis of the particular model of phonetic
writing, which reigned in Greek culture. The signs of writing functioned
within a system where they were supposed to represent the signs of voice.
They were signs of signs.
Thus, JUSt as painting and writing have faithfulness to the model as their

model, the resemblance between painting and writing is precisely resem

blance itself:

both operations must aim above all at resembling. They are

both apprehended as mimetic techniques, art being first determined as
mimesis.
Despite this resemblance of resemblance, writing's case is a good deal
more serious. Like any imitative art, painting and poetry are of course far

away from truth

(Republic X, 603b).

But these two both have mitigating

circumstances . Poetry imitates, but it imitates voice by means of voice.
Painting, like sculpture, is silent, but so in a sense is its model. Painting
and sculpture are arts of silence, as Socrates, the son of a sculptor who at first
wanted to follow in his father's footsteps, very well knows. He knows this
and says it in the Gorgias (450

r-d>. The silence of the pictorial or sculptural

space is, as it were, normal. But this is no longer the case in the scriptural
order, since writing gives itself as the image of speech. Writing thus more
seriously denatures what it claims to imitate. It does not even substitute an
image for its model . It inscribes in the space of silence and in the silence of
space the living time of voice. It displaces its model, provides no image of
it, violently wrests out of its element the animate interiority of speech. In so
doing, writing estranges itself immensely from the truth of the thing itself,
from the truth of speech , from the truth that is open to speech .
And hence, from the king.
Let us recall the famous indictment of pictorial mimetics in the Republic
(X ,

597).62 First,

it is a question of banning poetry from the city, and this

time, in contrast to what occurs i� books II and III , for reasons linked
essentially with its mimetic nature. The tragic poetS, when they practice

(tis ton akouonton dianoias) if
<phar1fl4kon, 595a). This counterpoison is
of things" (to eidenai auta hoia tungkhanei

imitation, corrupt the minds of the listeners
l,hese do not possess an antidote
"knowledge of the real nature

62. I shall scudy chis passage from anocher viewpoint in a fonhcoming cexc, "Entre deux
coups de des . "
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onta).

If one considers that imitators and masters of illusion will later be

presented as charlatans and thaurnaturges (602d)--species of the genus

pharmakellS-then

once again ontological knowledge becomes a phar

maceutical force opposed to another pharmaceutical force. The order of

knowledge is not the transparent order of forms and ideas, as one might be
tempted retrospectively to interpret it; it is the antidote. Long before being
divided up into occult violence and accurate knowledge, the element of the

pharmakon

is the combat zone between philosophy and its other. An

element that is

in itself,

if one can stiII say so,

undecidable.

Of course, in order to define the poetry of imitation, one has to know
what imitation in general is. This is where that

most/amiliar of examples

comes in: the origin of the bed. Elsewhere, we will be able to take the time
to inquire about the necessity governing the choice of this example and
about the switch in the text that makes us slide insensibly from the table to
the bed. The already made bed. In any case, God is the true father of the
bed, of the clinical eidos. The carpenter is its "Demiurge. " The painter, who
is again called a zoographer, is neither its generator

<phutourgos:

author of

the phllSis---as truth-ofthe bed), nor its demiurge. Only its imitator. It is
thus by three degrees that he is separated from the original truth , the phllSis
of the bed .
And hence, from the king.
"This, then, will apply to the maker of tragedies also, if he is an imitator

and is in his nature at three removes from the king and the truth, as are all
other imitators" (597e).

As for couching this eidolon in written form, writing down the image that
poetic imitation has already made, that would be equivalent to moving to a

fourth degree of distance from the king,

or rather, through a change of order

or of element, wandering into an excessive estrangement from him, if Plato
himself did not elsewhere assert, speaking of the imitative poet in general ,
that "he is always at an infinite remove from truth" (tou de alithollSporropanu

aphestota) (605c).

For in contrast to painting, writing doesn't even create a

phantasm. The painter, of course, does not produce the being-true but the
appearance, the phantasm ( 598b) , that is, what is already a simulation of the
copy

(Sophist, 2 3 6b) .

translated as "simulacrum. "61

phantasma

(the copy of a copy) has been
He who writes with the alphabet no longer

In general ,

63. On the place and evolution of the concept of mimiJis in Pia co's thought, we refer [he
reader primarily co V. Goldschlhidt's Essai sMr le Cralyle ( 1940) (esp. pp. 165 ff). What is
made clear there is the fact that Pia co did not always and everywhere condemn mimiJis. But
One can at any rate conclude this: whether or not Placo condemns imitation, he poses [he
question of poetry by determining it as mimiJ;s, thus opening the field in which Ariscode's
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even imitates. No doubt because he also, in a sense, imitates perfectly. He
has a better chance of reproducing the voice, because phonetic writing
decomposes it better and transforms it into abstract, spatial elements. This

de-composition of the voice is here both what beSt conserves it and what best
corrupts it. What imitates it perfectly because it no longer imitates it at all.
For imitation affirms and sharpens its essence in effacing itself. Its essence is
its nonessence. And no dialectic can encompass this self-inadequation. A
perfeCt imitation is no longer an imitation. If one eliminates the tiny
difference that, in separating the imitator from the imitated , by that very
fact refers to it, one would render the imitator absolutely different: the

�

il

imitator would become another being no longer referring to the imitat

� itation does not correspond to its essence, is not what it is -imitation

,

I'

1 '1

unless it is in some way at fault or rather in default. It is bad by nature. It is

only good insofar as it is bad. Since (de)fault is inscribed within it, it has no
nature; nothing is properly its own. Ambivalent, playing with itself by
hollowing itself out, good and evil at once--undecidably ,

mimisis is akin to

the phar1fl4kon. No "logic, " no "dialectic, " can consume its reserve even
though each must endlessly draw on it and seek reassurance through it.
And as it happens, the technique of imitation, along with the production
of the simulacrum, has always been in Plato's eyes manifestly magical ,

,

thaumaturgical:
And the same things appear bent and straight to those who view them
in water and out, or concave and convex, owing to similar errors of
vision about colors, and there is obviously every confusion of this sort
in our souls. And so scene painting (skiagraphia) in its exploitation of
Poetics,

entirely subsumed under chac cacegory , will produce

the ronapt

of licerarure chac

reigned undl che nineceemh cemury, up to buc noc including Kanc and Hegel (noc
including chem ac leasc if mimisis is cranslaced as

imitation).

On che ocher hand, PlatO condemns under che name phantasm or simulat:rum whac is being
advanced coday, in ics mosc radical exigency, as wridng. Or ac any race chac is whac one can
call,

within

philosophy and "mimecology, " chac which exceeds che concepcual oppositions

wichin which Pia co defines che phancasm. Beyond chese opposidons, beyond che values of
cruch and nomruch , chis excess (00 wricing can no longer, as one mighc guess, be qualified
simply as a simUlacrum or phamasm. Nor can ic indeed be named by che classical concepc of
wricing.

64 . "Lec us suppose che exiscence of cwo objeccs

(pragmala).

One of chem shall be

Cracylus, and che ocher che image of CraryIus, and we will suppose, funher, chac some god
makes noc only a represemadon such as a paimer would make of your oucward fonn and
color, buc also creaces an inward organizacion like yours, having che same warmch and
sofeness, and imo chis infuses modon, and soul, and mind, such as you have, and in a word
copies all your qualicies, and places chem by you in anocher form. Would you say chac chis
was Cracylus and che image ofCracylus, or chac chere were cwo Cracyluses? eratylus; I should
say chac chere were cwo Cracyluses" (432b-c).

1
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this weakness of our nature falls nothing short of witchcraft (thaumato
many other such contrivances.

poia), and so do jugglery (goiteia) and
(Republic X, 602c-ri; cf. also 607c).6)

The antidote is still the epistimi. And since hybris is at bottom nothing
but that excessive momentum that (en)trains being in(to) the simulacrum,
the mask, the festival , there can be no antidote but that which enables one
to remain measured. The alexipharmakon will be the science of measure, in
every sense of the word . The text goes on:
But satisfactory remedies have been found for dispelling these illu

(metrein), counting (arithmein), and weighing
(histanal). We are no longer at the mercy of an appearance
<phainomenon) of difference in size and quantity and weight; the faculty
sions by m�uring

which has done the counting and measuring or weighing takes control
instead. And this can only be the work of the calculating or reasoning
element

(Iou logislikou ergon)

in the soul. (The word translated as

" remedies" is the word used in the Phaetirus to qualify the attendance,
the assistance (boitheia} that the father of living speech ought always to
provide for writing, which is quite helpless in itself. )
The illusionist, the technician of sleight-of-hand , the painter, the writ

pharmakeus. This has not gone unnoticed: " . . . isn't the word
pharmakon, which means color, the very same word that applies to the drugs
er, the

of sorcerers or doctors? Don't the casters of spells resort to wax figurines in
pursuing their evil designs?"66 Bewitchment
effect of a

representalion,

(fenvoutement}

is always the

pictorial or scriptural, capturing, captivating the

form of the other, par excellence his face, countenance, word and look,
mouth and eye, nose and ears: the

tlultus.

The word pharmakon, then, also designates pictorial color, the material
in which the

zographima is

inscribed. Turn to the eratylus: in his exchange

with Hermogenes, Socrates examines the hypothesis according to which
names imitate the essence of things. He compares, in order to make a
distinction between them, musical or pictorial imitation, on the one hand ,
and nominal imitation, on the other. What he does then is interesting to us
not only because he refers to the

pharmakon

but also because another

necessity imposes itself on him, one on which we will henceforth progres
sively attempt to shed some light: at the moment he takes up the question
of the differential elements of nominal language, he is obliged, as is
•

65 . On all these themes, see esp. P. M. Schuhl, Plalon el l'Arl de son lemps.
66. Schuhl , p. 22. cr. also l'Essai sur la formalion de Ia pens. gr«que, pp. 39 fT.
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Saussuce after him, to suspend the insistence on voice as sonority imitative
of sounds (imitative music). If the voice names " it is through the differences
and relations that are introduced amollg the stoikheia, the elements or letters
(grammata). The Same word (stoikheia) is used for both elements and letters.
And one ought to reflect upon what here appears to be a conventional or
pedagogical necessity: phonemes in general, vowelrr-phonienta67 -and
consonants, are designated by the letters that inscribe them.
Socrates: . . . But how shall we further analyze them, and when does the
imitator begin? Imitation of the essence is made by syllables and
letters. Ought we not, therefore, first to separate the letters, juSt as
those who are beginning rhythm first distinguish the powers of
elementary sounds (stoikheion) and then of compound sounds, and
when they have done so, but not before, proceed to the considera
tion of rhythms?
Hermogenes: Yes.
Socrates: Must we not begin in the same way with letters-first
separating the vowels <phonienta), and then the consonants and
mutes (aphona kai aphthonga), into classes, according to the received
distinctions of the learned , also the semivowels, which are neither
vowels nor yet mutes, and distinguishing into classes the vowels
themselves. And when we have perfected the classification of
things, we shall give their names, and see whether, as in the case of
letters, there are any classes to which they may all be referred , and
hence we shall see their natures , and see, too, whether they have in
them classes as there are in the letters. And when we have well
considered all this, we shall know how to apply them to what they
resemble, whether one letter is used to denote one thing, or
whether there is to be an admixture of several of them, just as , in
painting, the painter who wants to depict anything sometimes uses
purple only, or any other color (allo ton pharmakon), and sometimes
mixes up several colors , as his method is when he has to paint flesh
color or anything of that kind-he uses a particular color <pharm4kou) as his figures appear to require it. And so, tOO, we shall apply
letters to the expression of objects, either single letters when
required, or several letters, and so we shall form syllables, as they
are called , and from syllables make nouns and verbs, and thus, at
last, from the combination of nouns and verbs arrive at language,

67. Cf. also Philebus , lBa-b.
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large and fair and whole, juSt as the painter used his paint

graphikii)

to reproduce a living creature

(Iii

(ziion). (424b - 425a)

And further on:

Socrales: Very good,

but if the name is to be like the thing, the letters

out of which the first names are composed must also be like things.
Returning to the image of the picture, I would ask how anyone
could ever compose a picture which would be like anything at all, if
there were not pigments

<phar1fl4keia)

in nature which resembled

the things imitated , and out of which the picture is composed .

(434a-b)
The Republic also calls the painter's colors phar1fl4ka (420c). The magic of
writing and painting is like a cosmetic concealing the dead under the
appearance of the living. The phar1fl4kon introduces and harbors death. It
makes the corpse presentable, masks it, makes it up, perfumes it with its
essence, as it is said in Aeschylus.

Phar1fl4kon is also a word for perfume.

A

perfume without essence, as we earlier called it a drug without substance. It
transforms order into ornament, the cosmos into a cosmetic. Death, masks,
,
makeup, all are part of the festival that subverts the order of the city, its
smooth regulation by the dialectician and the science of being. Plato, as we

shall see , ·is not long in identifying writing with festivity. And play. A

. certain festival , a certain game.

8 . The Heritage of the Pharmakon:
Famil y Scene
We have now penetrated into another level of the Platonic reserves. This
pharmacy is also, we begin to perceive, a theater. The theatrical cannot here
be summed up in speech: it involves forces, space, law, kinship, the
human, the divine, death, play, festivity. Hence the new depth that reveals
itself to us will necessarily be another scene, on another stage, or rather
another tableau in the unfolding of the play of writing. After the presenta
tion of the phar1fl4kon to the father, after the put-down of Theuth , Socrates
takes the spoken word back to his own account. He seems to want to
substitute

logos for myth,

discourse for theater, demonstration for illustra

tion. And yet, within his very explanations, another scene slowly comes to
light, less immediately visible dian the preceding one, but, in its muffled
latency, just as tense, just as violent as the other, composing with it, within

r I
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the pharmaceutical enclosure, an artful , living organization of figures,
displacements, repetitions.
This scene has never been read for what it is, for what is at once sheltered
and exposed in its metaphors: its family metaphors. It is all about fathers
and sons, about bastards unaided by any public assistance, about glorious,
legitimate sons, about inheritance, sperm, sterility. Nothing is said of the
mother, but this will not be held against us. And if one looks hard enough
as in those pictures in which a second picture faintly can be made out, one
might be able to discern her unstable form, drawn upside-down in the
foliage, at the back of the garden. In the garden of Adonis,

eis AdOnidru

kepollS (276b).
Socrates has JUSt compared the offspring (ekgona) of painting with those of
writing. He has ridiculed their self-satisfied unsatisfactoriness, the solemn
tautological monotony of the responses they give whenever we interrogate
them. He goes on:
And once a thing is put in writing, the composition, whatever it may
be, drifts all over the place, getting into the hands not only of those
who understand it, but equally of those who have no business with it;
it doesn't know how to address the right people, and not address the
wrong. And when it is ill-treated and unfairly abused it always needs
its parent to come to its aid, being unable to defend itself or attend to
irs own needs.

(27Se)

The anthropomorphic or even animistic metaphor can doubtless be

explained by the fact that what is written down is speech (logos gegrammenos).
As a living thing,

logos issues from a father.

There is thus for Plato no such

thing as a written thing. There is only a logos more or less alive, more or less
distant from itself. Writing is not an independent order of signification; it
is weakened speech , something not completely dead: a living-dead, a

tbe ,
(eidOlon, 276a) of livi.!Yt.9i!�Q.WR�..lUltinaW

reprieved corpse, a deferred life , a semblance of breath . The phantom
phantasm, the simulacrum

riiate;it'is noHnslgiiificant; ·if·�§1.iiigpj.6-;J.ittle; -and-alw. the same
thlOg. TIiiS'signifier onrttle; th is discourse that doesn't amount to much , is
liKea11 ghosts: errant. It rolls

(kulintieilai) this way and that

like someone

who has lost his way, who doesn't know where he is going, having strayed
from the correct path, the right direction, the rule of rectitude, the norm;
but also like someone who has lost his rights, an outlaw, a pervert, a bad
seed, a vagrant, an adventurer, a bum. Wandering in the streets , he doesn't
even know who he is, what his identity-if he has one--might be, what his
name is, what his father's name is. He repeats the same thing every time he

(
I
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is questioned on the street corner, but he can no longer repeat his origin.
Not to know where one comes from or where one is going, for a discourse
with no guarantor, is not to know how to speak at all, to be in a state of
infancy. Uprooted , anonymous, unattached to any house or country, this
almost insignificant signifier is at everyone's disposal, 68 can be picked up by
both the competent and the incompetent, by those who understand and
know what to do with it [ceux qui entendent et s'y entendentl (tois epaiousin), and
by those who are completely unconcerned with it, and who, knowing
nothing about it, can inflict all manner of impertinence upon it.
At the disposal of each and of all, available on the sidewalks, isn't writing
thus essentially democratic? One could compare the trial of writing with
the trial of democracy outlined in the

Republic.

In a democratic society,

there is no concern for competence: responsibilities are given to anyone at

all. Magistracies are decided by lots (557a). Equality is equally dispensed to

equal and unequal alike (558c). Excess, anarchy; the democratic man, with

no concern for hierarchy, "establishes and maintains all his pleasures on a
footing of equality, forsooth, and so lives turning over the guardhouse of his
soul to each as it happens along until it is sated, as if it had drawn the lot for
that office, and then in turn to another, disdaining none but fostering them
all equally . . . . And he does not accept or admit into the guardhouse reason

(logon) or truth (alithi) when anyone tells him that some pleasures arise from
honorable and good desires, and others from those that are base, and that we
ought to practice and esteem the one and control and subdue the others, but
he shakes his head at all such admonitions and avers that they are all alike
and to be equally esteemed"

(56 1b---c).

68. J . P. Vernant calls accention co such " democratization" of and through writing in
classical Greece. ''To this importance assumed by speech, which from that time forward
became the instrument par excellence of politica1 life, there also corresponds a change in the
social sig nificance of writing. In the kingdoms of the Neat East, writing was the privilege
and specialty of scribes. Writing enabled the royal administration co control the economi c
and social life of the Srate by keeping records of it. 1[5 purpose was co constitute archives
which were always kept more or less secret inside the palace . . . . " In classical Greece ,
" instead of being the exclusive privilege of one caste, the secret belonging co a class of scribes
working for the palace of the king, writing becomes the 'common properry' of all citizens, an
instrument of publicity . . . . Laws had co be wriccen down . . . . The consequences of this
change in the social status of writing will be fundamental for intellectual hiscory" (Vernant,
Mylhe tl Pensle, pp. 1 5 1-52; cf. also pp. 52, 78, and Ln Originn de fa pensle gr«qUt, pp.
43-44). Could it not be said, then, that Piaco is continuing co think of writing from the
viewpoint of the king, presenting it within the outmoded structures of the basil,ia?
Structures which no doubt adhere co the my themes informing his thought? But on the other
hand, Placo believes in the need for written laws; and the suspicion against the occult virtues
of writing would be aimed rather coward a non-" democratic" politics of writing. One must
untangle all these threads and respect all these strata and discrepancies. In any event , the
'
development of phonetic writing is inseparable from the movement of "democratization. "

�, : .f ,-. ·
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"

This errant democrat, wandering like a desire or like a signifier freed
from logos, this individual who is not even perverse in a regular way, who is

ready to do anything, to lend himself to anyone, who gives himself equally

to all pleasures , to all activities-eventually even to politics or philosophy
("at another time seeming to occupy himself with philosophy , and fre
quently he goes in for politics and bounces up and says and does whatever
enters his head" 56 1d}--this adventurer, like the one in the

Phaedrus,

simulates everytlljng at random and is really nothing. Swept
off by every
- ---..... - - -

- .-

.

.

.

stream, he belongs to the masses; he has no essence, no truth, no patronym,

no constitution of his own. Moreover, democracy is no more a true constitu
tion than the democrat has a character of his own: "I certainly think, said I ,
that h e i s a manifold man stuffed with the most excellent differences, and
that like that city he is the fair and many-colored (poikilon) one whom many
a man and woman would count fortunate in his life, as containing within
himself the greatest number of patterns of constitutions and qualities"
(56 Ie). Democracy is orgy, debauchery, flea market, fair, "a bazaar

<pan

topalion) of constitutions where one can choose the one to make one's own"
(5 57d).
Whether it is seen as graphics or as politics, or, better---1lS the whole
eighteenth century in France will do, especially Rousseau---1lS pol itico
graphics, such degradation can always be explained in terms of a bad

relation between father and son (cf. 559a-560b). Desires, says Plato, should

be raised like sons.
Writing is the miserable son.

categorical and

Le miserable.

Socrates' tone is sometimes

condemnatory--denouncing a wayward , rebellious son, an

immoderation or perversion-and sometimes touched and condescend
ing-pitying a defenseless living thing, a son abandoned by his father. In
any event the son is lost. His impotence is truly that of an orphan69 as much
69. �e orphan is always, in [he [ext of Pla[o--and elsewhere--[he model of [he
persecUted creature. We had begun by stressing [he affinity between writing and mylhol
created by [heir commOn opposition to logos. Orphanhood is perhaps anOther side of [heir
kinship. Logos has a father; the father of a myth is al most impossible to find . Hence the need
for assistance (hoilheia) mentioned by the Phaull'lls in connection with writing as an orphan.
This also appears elsewhere: "Socrates: . . . And nO one was left co tell Protagoras' [ale, or
yours either, aboUt knowledge and perception being the same ching. ThMtltlllJ: So it
appears . Socrates: I fancy it would be very different if the author of the first scory were still
alive. He- would have PUt up a good fight for his offspring. But he is dead, and here we are
trampling on [he orphan. Even itS appointed guardians, like Theodorus here, will nOt come
co the rescue (boilhein). However, we will step inco the breach ourselves and see tha[ it has fair
play (hoilhein). ThtrxkwllJ: . . . I shall be gra[eful for any succor (hoilhiis) you can give him.
Socrates: Very good, Theodorus. You shall see what my help (hoilheian) will amount co . . . "
(ThMtltlUS, 164d- 165a).

t
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as that of a justly or unjustly persecuted patricide. In his commiseration,
Socrates sometimes gets quite carried away: alongside the living discourses
persecuted and deprived of the aid of a logographer (this was the case with
Socrates' own spoken words), there are also half-dead discourses-writ
ings-persecuted for lack of the dead father's voice. Writing can thus be
attacked , bombarded with unjust reproaches

(ouk en dikii loidoritheis)

that

only the father could dissipate---thus assisting his son-if the son had not,
precisely, killed him.
In effect, the father's death opens the reign of violence. In choosing
violence---and that is what it's all about from the beginning-and violence

against the father, the so�r patricidal writing--<annot fail to expose
himself, too. All this is done in order to ensure that the dead father, first

victim and ultimate resource, not be there. Being-there is always a property
of paternal speech. And the site of a fatherland .
Writing, the outlaw, the lost son. Plato, we recall , always associates
speech and law,

Crito,

logos and nomos, and laws speak.

In the personification in the

they speak to Socrates directly. And in the tenth book of the Republic,

they address themselves precisely to the father who has lost his son, they
console him and urge him to resist his grief:
When a good and reasonable man, said I, experiences such a stroke of
fortune as the loss of a son or anything else that he holds most dear, we
said , I believe, then tOO, that he will bear it more easily than the other
sort . . . . Now is it not reason and law (logos kai nomos) that exhorts him
to resist, while that which urges him to give way to his grief is the bare
feeling itself (auto

to pathos)?

. . The law declares

(Iegei pou ho nomos)

that it is beSt to keep quiet as far as possible in calamity . .

.

.

(603e-604a-b)
What is the father? we asked earlier. The father is. The father is (the son
lost). Writing, the lost son, does not answer this question-it writes
(itself): (that) the father

is not,

that is to say, is not present. When it is no

longer a spoken word fallen away from the father, writing suspends the
question

what is,

which is always; tautologically, the question "what is the

father?" and the reply "the father is what is. " At that point a flap is
produced that can no longer be thought about within the familiar opposi
tion of father to son, speech to writing.
The time has come to recall the fact that Socrates, in the dialogues, plays

the role of father, represents the father. Or the elder brother. We will see in a
minute what the story is with the elder brother. And Socrates reminds the
Athenians, like a father speaking to his children, that in kill ing him it is
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themselves they will hun mOSt. Let us listen to him in his prison cell. His
ruse is infinite--and therefore naive or null (keep me alive--since I

am

already dead-for you):
Remember my request to give me a hearing without interruption . . . .
I assure you that if I

am what I claim to be, and you put me to death,

you will harm yourselves more than me . . . . If you put me to death,
you will not easily find anyone to take my place. It is literally true,
even if it sounds rather comical, that God has specially appointed me
to this city, as though it were a large thoroughbred horse which
because of its great size is inclined to be lazy and needs the stimulation
of some stinging fiy. It seems to me that God has attached me to this
city to perform the office of such a fiy, and all day long I never cease to
settle here, there, and everywhere, rousing, persuading, reproving
every one of you. You will not easily find another like me, gentlemen,
and if you take my advice you will spare my life. I suspeCt, however,
that before long you will awake from your drowsing, and in your
annoyance you will take Anytus' advice and finish me off with a single
slap, and then you will go on sleeping till the end of your days, unless
God in his care for you sends someone to take my place (epiptmpseie). If
you doubt whether I am really the sort of person who would have been
sent to this city as a gift from

God

,

you can convince yourselves by

looking at it in this way. Does it seem natural that I should have

'!

neglected my own affairs and endured the humiliation of allowing my
family to be neglected for all these years, while I busied myself all the
time on your behalf, going to see each one of you privately like a father
or an elder brother (hOsperpatera i adelphon presbuteron), and urging you
to set your thoughts on goodness?

(Apology, 30c-3 1b).

And what pushes Socrates to take the place [supplelr] of the father or elder
brother toward the Athenians-a role in which he, too, will have to be
replaced-is a certain voice. Which forbids, moreover, more than it bids;
and which he obeys spontaneously, like the good horse in the Phaedrus, for
whom the commands of the voice, of

logos,

suffice:

The reason for this is what you have often heard me say before on many
other occasions--that I

am subject to a divine or supernatural experi
(phoni), which Meletus saw fit to travesty in his indictment (ho de
kai en tii graphii epikamoit!On Meletos egrapsato). It began in my early
childhood-a SOrt of voice (phone) which comes to me, and when it
comes it always dissuades me from what I am proposing to do, and
never urges me on. (3 1c-d)
ence

I
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As the bearer of this sign from God

daimonion simeion, Republic

(to tou theou simeion,

40

b, c ; to

VI , 496c) , Socrates thus takes voice from the

father; he is the father's spokesman. And Plato writes from

out ofhis death.

All Plato's writing-and we are not speak ing here about what it means, its

intended content: the reparations of and to the father made against the

graphi that decided his deat�is thus, when readfrom the viewpoint ofSocrates'
death, in the situation of writing as it is indicted in the Phaedrus. These
scenes enclose and fit into each other endlessly, abyssally. The pharmacy has
no foundation.
Now, what about the accused ? Up to now writing-written speech-has
had no other status, as it were, than that of an orphan or moribund
parricide. And while it becomes perverted in the course of its adventures by
breaking with its origin, nothing has yet indicated that that origin was
itselfalready bad. But it now appears that written discourse, in its "proper"

meaning-that which is inscribed in sensible space---is deformed at its very
birth. It is not well born: not only, as we have seen, because it is not entirely
viable, but because it is not of good birth , of legitimate birth. It is not

gnisios.

It is not exactly a commoner; it is a bastard. By the voice of its father

it cannot be avowed , recognized . It is outside the law. After Phaedrus has
agreed , Socrates goes on

Socrates:

(276a-b):

But now tell me, is there another sort of discourse, that is

brother to the written speech, but of unquestioned legitimacy

(adelphon gnision)?

Can we see how it originates, and how much

better and more effective it is than the other?

Phaedrm: What sort of discourse have you now in mind, and what is its
origin?

Socrates: The sort that goes together with knowledge and is written in
the soul of the learner (hos met'epistimis graphetai en tii tou manthanon
tos PSUChi,), that can defend itself (dunatos men amunai heautol), and
knows to whom it should speak and to whom it should say nothing.

Phaedrm: Do you mean the discourse of a man who really knows (IOU
eitiotos logon), which is living and animate (zonta kai empsukhon) ?
Would it be fair to call the written discourse only a kind of ghost

(eidolon) of it?
Socrates: Precisely.
In its content, this exchange has nothing original about it. Alcidamas70
said more or less the same thing. But. it marks a sort of reversal in the

70. Cf. M. J. Milne, A study in Akidamas andhis relation 10 (ontemporary sophistic ( 1924)
and P. N. Schuhl, Platon tt l'Art de son temps , p. 4�.
There is another aJlusion to the legitimate sons in 27&. On the opposition between
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functioning ofthe argument . ���
.fulse brother.
.
. to
ulacrum_ Socrates is for the first
fidel, and

�

envision the

rother of this brother, the legitimate one, as

ti;;;erecrro

another sort 0/

writing: not merely as a knowing, living, animate discourse, but as an
inscription of truth in the soul. It is no doubt usually assumed that what we
are dealing with here is a "metaphor. " Plat�why not and so what?
thought so, too, perhaps , at the moment the history of this "metaphor"
(inscription, imprint, mark, etc. , in the wax of the mind or soul) was being
engaged, or even inaugurated; a "metaphor" philosophy will never thereaf
ter be able to do without, however uncritical its treatment might be. But it
is not any less remarkable here that the so-called living discourse should
suddenly be described by a "metaphor" borrowed from the order of the very
thing one is trying to exclude from it, the order of its simulacrum. Yet this
borrowing is rendered necessary by that which structurally links the intel
ligible to its repetition in the copy , and the language describing dialectics
cannot fail to call upon it.
According to a pattern that will dominate all of Western philosophy,
good writing (natural, living, knowledgeable, intelligible, internal, speak
ing) is opposed to bad writing (a moribund, ignorant , external , mute
artifice for the senses). And the good one can be designated only through the
metaphor of the bad one. Metaphoricity is the logic of contamination and

the contamination of logic. Bad writing is for good a model of linguistic

designation and a simulacrum of essence. And if the network of opposing
predicates that link one type of writing to the other contains in its meshes
all the conceptual oppositions of "Platonism"-here considered the domi
nant structure of the history of metaphysics-then it can be said that
philosophy is played out in the play between two kinds of writing. Whereas
all it wanted to do was to distinguish between writing and speech.
It is later confirmed that the conclusion of the Phaedrus is less a condem
nation of writing in the name of present speech than a preference for one sort
of writing over another, for the fertile trace over the sterile trace, for a seed
that engenders because it is planted inside over a seed scattered wastefully
outside: at the risk of dissemination. This, at least, is presumed by that.
Before trying to account for this in terms of the general structure of
Platonism, let us follow this movement.
The entrance of the pharmakon on the scene, the evolution of the magic
powers, the comparison with painting, the politico-familial violence and
bastards and well-born sons (nolhoilgnisioi), cf. notably, RepubliC (496.t: " sophisms" have
nothing " gnesion" about them), and the S,aleSman (293e: " imitations" of constitutions are
nOt "well born") Cf. also Gtwgias, 5 J 3b; Laws, 74 1 a, etc .
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perversion, the allusion to makeup, masks, simulacra-all this couldn't not
lead us to games and festivals, which can never go without some sort of
urgency or outpouring of sperm.
The reader will not be disappointed, provided he accepts a certain
scansion of the text and agrees not to consider as mere rhetorical contingen
cies the terms of the analogy proposed by Socrates.
Here is the analogy: simulacrum-writing is to what it represents (that is,
true writing-writing which is true because it is authentic, corresponds to
its value, conforms to its essence, is the writing of truth in the soul of him
who possesses the epistime) as weak, easily exhausted, superfluous seeds
giving rise to ephemeral produce (floriferous seeds) are to strong, fertile
seeds engendering necessary, lasting, nourishing produce (fructiferous
seeds). On the one hand, we have the patient, sensible farmer (ho noun ekhan

geargos); on the other,

the Sunday gardener, hasty, dabbling, and frivolous.

On the one hand, the serious (spoutk); on the other, the game (paidia) and
the holiday (heorti). On the one hand cultivation, agri-culture, knowledge,
economy; on the other, art, enjoyment and unreserved spending.

Socrates:

.

.

.

and now tell me this. If a sensible farmer71 had some seeds

to look after

(han sptrmatiin kedoito)

and wanted them to bear fruit,

71 .
ff); it is caught in a similar problematic, in the middle of the extraordinary defense Socrates
are

puts in Protagoras' mouth, making him sound off about his four (non)truths, which

of

the utmost importance to us here: it is a point at which all the corridors of this pharmacy
intersect.

"SocraltJ: No doubt, then, Protagoras will make all the points we have put forward in our
attempt to defend him, and at the same time will come to close quarters with the assai lant,
dismissing us with contempt. Your admirable Socrates, he will say, fi nds a little boy who is
scared at being asked whether one and the same person can remember and at the same time
not know one and the same thing. When the child is frightened i nto saying no, because he
cannot foresee the consequence, Socrates turns the conversation so as to make a fi gure of fun
of my unfortunate self. . . . For I do indeed assert that the truth is as I have written (hOs
Each one of us is a measure of what i s and of what is not, but there is ail the

gegrapha).

difference in the world berween one man and another (mNrion menlo; diaphm;n htleron httmu
• • . . In this statement ( logon), again, don't set off i n chase of words (/0; rhimati),

anlo; /011/01)

but let me explain still more clearly what I mean. Remember how it was put earlier in the
conversation. To the sick man his food appears sour and is so;

to

the healthy man it is and

appears the opposite. Now there is no call to represent either of the tWO as wiser-that
cannot be--nor is the sick man to be pronounced unwise because he thinks as he does, or me

healthy man wise because he thinks differently. What is wanted is a change (me/abli/ton) to
the opposite condition, because the other srate is. better.
"And so tOO in education a change has

to

be effected from the worse cond ition

better; only whereas the physician produces a change by means of drugs

to

Cpharmako;s)

Sophist does it by discourse (Iogo;s). . . . And as for the w;� (sophous), my dear Socrates,

the
the

so

far
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would he with serious intent (spolldii) plant them during the summer
in a garden of Adonis,72 and enjoy watching it produce fine fruit
within eight days? If he did so at all wouldn't it be in a holiday spirit

(heortis

.

•

.

Kharin)

j ust for fun

Cpaidias)?H

For serious purposes

wouldn't he behave like a scientific farmer, sow his seeds in suitable
soil, and be well content if they came to maturity within eight
months? . . . And are we to maintain that he who has knowledge of
what is just, honorable, and good has less sense than the farmer in
dealing with his seeds? . . . Then it won't be with serious intent

(spolldii)

that he will "write them in water" (en

hlltiali grapsei,

an

expression equivalent to "writing in sand") or in that black fluid we
call ink, using his pen to sow words (melani speiron dia kalatnoll meta
logon) that can't either speak in their own support (boilhein) or teach the
truth adequately. (276b-c)

from calling them frogs, I call them, when they have to do with the body, physicians, and
when they have todo with plants, husbandmen . . . . In this way it is true both that some men
are wiser (sophOtmll) than others and that no one thinks falsely . . . . ..
72. "At the feasts ofAdonis," notes Robin, "it was customary to grow, out ofseason , in
a seashell, in a basket, in a vase, certain short-lived plants: offerings that symbolized the
premarure end of Aphrodite's beloved. " Adonis, who was born in a t ree--a metamorphosis
ofMyrtha-was loved and pursued by Venus, then hunted by Mars, who, jealous, changed
into a boar, killed him with a wound in the thigh. In the arrns of Venus who arrived too late,
he became an anemone, an ephemeral spring Bower. Anemone: that is, breath.
The opposition farmer/gardener (fruits/Bowers; lasting/ephemeral; patience/haste;
seriousness/play, etc.) can be juxraposed to the theme of the double gift in the Laws:
"As to the fruit harvest, there must be an accepted general understanding to some effect
as this. Two gifts are bestowed On us by the bounty of the goddess of harvest, one the
·ungarnered nursling of Dionysus' fJ!aidian DionllIiada), the other destined for storage. So
OUI law of fruits shall impose the following rules. If a man taste the commOn SOrt of fruit,
whether grapes or figs, befure Ascturus have brought round the season ofvintage . . . he shall
incur a fine in honor of Dionysus, of fifty drachmas" (VIII, 844d-e).
Within the problematic space that brings together, by opposing them, writing and
agriculture, it could easily be shown that the paradoxes of the supplement as pharmakon and
as writing, as engraving and as bastardy, etc. , are the same as those of the graft (grtffiJ, of the
operation of grafting (grtff".J (which means "engraving"), of the grafter {grtf/elll'J , of the
gl't/fi". (a clerk of the court; a registrar), of the grafting-knife (grtffoi,.J, and of the scion
[gl'tjjon J. [The sense of··graft" in English as political or financial corruption is not irrelevant
here, either.-Trans.J It could also be shown that all the most modern dimensions
(biological, psychical, ethical) of the problem of graft, even when they COncern parts
believed to be hegemonic and perfectly "proper·· to what One thinks belongs to the
individual (the intellect or head, the affect or heart, the desires or loins) are caught up and
constrained within the graphics of the supplement.
7 3 . Alcidamas, tOO, had defined writing as a game fJ!aidia). Cf. Paul Friedlander,
Pia/on: Seinswahrhti/ llnd LelNnswi,.klichkei/, part I , chap. 5 , and A. Dies, p. 427.

I

I

PLATO ' S PHARMACY

Sperm , water, ink, paine, perfumed dye: the pharmakon always pene
trates like a liquid; it is absorbed, drunk, introduced into the inside, which
it first marks with the hardness of the type, soon to invade it and inundate it
with its medicine, its brew, its drink, its potion, its poison.
In liquid, opposites are more easily mixed. Liquid is the element of the

pharmakon.

And water, pure liquidity, is most easily and dangerously

penetrated then corrupted by the

pharmakon,

with which it mixes and

immediately unites. Whence, among all the laws governing an agritultural
society, comes the one severely protecting water. Principally against the

pharmakon:
Water, above all things, is exceptionally necessary for the growth of
all garden produce, but is easily corrupted. It is not easy to affect the
other contributory causes of the growth of products of the ground
the soil, the sunlight, the winds-by doctoring

(pharmaieeusesin),

diverting, or intercepting the supply, but water can be tampered with
in all these ways and the law must accordingly come to the rescue. So

we shall meet the case by enacting as follows. If one man intentionally

tampers V{ith another's supply, whether of spring water or standing
water, whether by way of drugging

(pharmakeiais),

of digging, or of

abstraction, the injured party shall put the amount of damage on
record, and proceed at law before the urban commissioners. A party
convicted of putting poison

(pharmakeiais)

in the waters, shall , over

and above the payment of the fine imposed, undertake the purification
of the contaminated springs or reservoir in such fashion as the canon
law may direct this purification to be performed in the individual case.

(Laws VIII, 845d-e)
Writing and speech have thus become two different species, or values, of
the trace. One, writing, is a lost trace, a nonviable seed, everything in
sperm that overflows wastefully, a force wandering outside the domain of
life, incapable of engendering anything, of picking itself up, of regenerat
ing itself. On the opposite side, living speech makes its capital bear fruit
and does not divert its seminal

pOtency toward

indulgence in pleasures

without paternity. In its seminar, in its seminary, it is in conformity with
the law. In it there is still a marked unity between logos and nomos. What is
the law in question? Here is how the Athenian states it:
That was exactly my own meaning when I said I knew of a device for
establishing this law of restricting procreative intercourse to its natu
ral function by abstention from congress with our own sex, with its
deliberate murder of the race and its wastilig of the seed of life on a
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stony and rocky soil, where i t will never take root and bear its natural
fruit, and equal abstention from any female field whence you would
desire no harvest. Once suppose this law perpetual and effective--Iet
it be, as it ought to be, no less effective in the remaining cases than it
actually is against incest with parents-and the result will be untold
\,

good. It is dictated, to begin with, by nature's own voice, leads to the
suppression of the mad frenzy of sex, as well as marriage breach of all
kinds, and all manner of excess in meats and drinks, and wins men to
affection of their wedded wives. There are also numerous other bless
ings which will follow, if one can only compass the establishment of
such a law. Yet should some young and lusty bystander of exuberant

virility

(pol/ou SpermalOS mesloS) overhear us as we propose it,

he might

,'

probably denounce our enactments as impracticable folly and make
the air ring with his clamor.

(Laws

VIII,

1

83&-839b)

1

One could cite here both the writing and the pederasty of a young man
named Plato. And his ambiguous relation to the paternal supplement: in
order to make up for the father's death, he transgressed the law. He repeated
the father's death. These two gestures contradict each other or cancel each
other out. Whether it be a question of sperm or of writing, the transgres
sion of the law is a priori subject to a law of transgression. Transgression is
not thinkable within the terms of classical logic but only within the
graphics of the supplement or of the pharmakon. Of that pharmakon which
can equal/y well serve the seed of life and the seed of death , childbirth and
abortion. Socrates was well aware of that:

SfXrales:

Moreover, with the drugs (pharmakia) and incantations they

administer, midwives can either bring on the pains oflabor or allay
them at their will, make a difficult labor easy, and at an early stage
cause a miscarriage if they so decide.(TheaeleltlS,

149c-d)

The scene becomes more complicated: while condemning writing as a
lost or parricidal son, Plato behaves like a son wriling this condemnation, at
once repairing and confirming the death of Socrates. But in this scene where
we have remarked the apparent absence of the mother, Socrates is not really
the father, either; only the

surrogale

father. This

accoucheur,

the son of a

midwife, this intercessor, this go-between is neither a father, even though
he takes the father's place, nor a son , even though he is the son's comrade or
brother and obeys the paternal voice of God. Socrates is the supplementary
relation between father and son. And when we say that Plato writes/rom oul
of the father's death, we are thinking not only of some event entitled " the
death of Socrates" which , it is said , Plato did not attend (Phaedo ,

59b:

"I

I

i

I
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believe that Plato was ill" }; but primarily of the sterility of the Socratic seed
left to its own devices. Socrates knows that he will never be a son, nor a
father, nor a mother. The knowledge the go-between needs for matchmak
ing should have been the same as the knowledge the midwife needs for
delivering ("Consider the know ledge of that sort ofplant or seed that should
be sown in any given soil . Does that not go together with skill in tending
and harvesting the fruits of the earth?"

Theaelelus, 14ge), if prostitution and

transgression of the law had not kept them separate. If Socrates' art is still
better than that ofa matchmaker-midwife, it is no doubt because his task is
to distinguish between apparent or false fruit

(eidolon leai pseutios) and

true

living fruit (gonimon Ie leai alilbes). But for the essential , Socrates shares the
lot of the midwife: sterility. "I am so far like the midwife that I cannot
myself give birth to wisdom . . . . Heaven constrains me to serve as a
midwife, but has debarred me from giving birth. " And let us recall the
ambiguity of the Socratic pharmakon, both anxiogenic and tranquilizing:
"My art has power to bring on these pangs or to allay them"

( 1 50a- 1 5 1b).

The seed must thus submit to logos. And in so doing. it must do violence
to itself, since the natural tendency of sperm is opposed to the law of logos:
"The marrow . . . we have named semen. And the semen, having life and
becoming endowed with respiration, produces in that part in which it
respires a lively desire of emission, and thus creates in us the love of
procreation. Wherefore also in men the organ of generation becoming

(tou logou),
and maddened with the sting of lust, seeks to gain absolute sway" (Timaeus,
9 1b).
rebellious and masterful , like an animal disobedient to reason

One must here take care: at the moment Plato seems to be raising writing
up by turning live speech into a sort of psychic graphi, he maintains this
movement within a problematic of

trulh.

Writing en

Iii psuchii

is not

pathbreaking writing, but only a writing of transmission, of education, of
demonstration, or at best, of dis-covering, a writing of alilheia. Its order is
didactic, maieutic, or at any fllte elocutionary. Dialectical. This type of
writing must be capable ofsustaining itself in living dialogue, capable most
of all of properly teaching the true, as it is

already

constituted.

This authority of truth , ofdialectics, of seriousness, of presence, will not
be gainsaid at the close of this admirable movement, when Plato, after
having in a sense reappropriated writing, pushes his irony-and his serious
ness-to the point of rehabilitating a certain form of play. Compared with
other pastimes, playful hypomnesic writing , second-rate writing, is prefer
able, should "go ahead. " Ahead of the other brothers, for there are even
worse seeds in the family. Hence the dialect-ician will sometimes write,
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hupomnimala, just for fun. But he will do so
while still putting his products at the service of dialectics and in order to

amass monuments, collect

leave a trace (ikhnos) for whoever might want to follow in his footsteps on the
pathway to truth. The dividing line now runs less between presence and the
trace than between the dialectical trace and the nondialectical trace, be
tween play in the "good" sense and play in the "bad" sense of the word.

Socrales:

He will sow his seed in literary gardens, I take it, and write

when he does write by way of pastime (paidias kharin), collecting a
store of reminders (hupomnimala) both for his own memory, against
the day " when age oblivious comes, " and for all such as tread in his
footsteps

(Iaulon ikhnos), and he will

take pleasure in watching the

tender plants grow up. And when other men resOrt to other
pastimes, regaling themselves with drinking parties and suchlike,
he will doubtless prefer to indulge in the recreation I refer to.

Phaedrus: And what an excellent one it is, Socrates! How far superior to
the other sort is the recreation that a man finds in words (en /ogois),
when he discourses about justice and the other topics you speak of.

Socrales: Yes indeed,

dear Phaedrus. But far more excellent, I think, is

the serious treatment

(spoudi)

of them , which employs the art of

dialectic. The dialectician selects a soul of the right type, and in it
he plants and sows his words founded on knowledge (phulellei Ie leai

speirii met' epislimis /ogollS),

words which can defend O(boilhein) both

themselves and him who planted them, words which instead of
remaining barren contain a seed whence new words grow up in new
characters (en al/ois elhesi), whereby the seed is vouchsafed immor
tality, and its possessor the fullest measure of blessedness that man
can attain unto.

(276d-277a)

I:
I

!�

'I
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9. Play: From the Pharmakon to the Letter and from
Blindness to the Supplement
"Kai rei res spoudes adelphei paidiai"

-Ult". VI , 323d
"Logos de ge en he res ses diaphororeros hermeneia"

-TheatltlllS, 209a

It has been thought that Plato simply condemned play. And by the same
token the art of mimiJis which is only a type of play. 74 But in all questions
involving play and its "opposite," the "logic" will necessarily be baffling.
Play and art are lost by Plato as he saves them, and his logos is then subject
to that untold constraint that can no longer even be called " logic. " Plato
does very well speak ofplay. He speaks in praise of it. But he praises play " in
the beSt sense of the word," if this can be said without eliminating play
beneath the reassuring silliness of such a precaution. The best sense of play
is play that is supervised and contained within the safeguards of ethics and
politics. This is play comprehended under the innocent, innocuous cate
gory of "fun. " Amusement: however far off it may be, the common
translation ofpaidia by pastime {divertissement] no doubt only helps consoli

date the Platonic repression of play . .

The opposition spoudi/paidia will never be one ofsimple symmetry.
play is

nothing

(and that is its only

chance);

Either

either it can give place to no

activity, to no discourse worthy of the name--that is, one charged with
truth or at least with meaning-and then it is alogos or atopos.
begins to

be something

Or else play

and its very presence lays it open to some sort of

dialectical confiscation. It takes on meaning and works in the service of
seriousness, truth, and ontology. Only logoi peri onton can be taken serious
ly. As soon as it comes into being and into la!lguage , play erases itselfas such.
JUSt as writing must erase itself as such before truth, etc . The point is that
74 . Cf. Repllblic, 60a-b ff; Slawman, 28&-d; Sophill, 234 b-<; Laws I I , 667e-668a;
Epinomis, 975d, erc.

.

,
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there is no as such where writing or play are concerned. Having no essence,
introducing difference as the condition for the presence of essence, opening
up the possibility of the double, the copy , the imitation� .�h� simulacrum

� they go along. They
cannot, in classical affirmation, be affirmed without being negated .

g

the game and the grapne are co�stantly disappearin

Plato thus plays at taking play seriously. That is what we earlier called
the stunning hand Plato has dealt himself. Not only are his writings defined
as games, n but human affairs in general do not in his eyes need to be taken
seriously. One thinks of the famous passage in the

Laws.

Let us reread it

despite its familiarity, so as to follow the theological assumption of play
into games, the progressive neutralization of the

singularity

of play:

To be sure, man's life is a business which does not deserve to be taken
too seriously (megalis men spoudis ouk axia); yet we cannot help being in
earnest with it, and there's the pity. Still, as we are here in this world,
no doubt, for us the becoming thing is to show this earnestness in a
suitable way

(hemin summetron).

. . . I mean we should keep our

seriousness for serious things, and not waste it on trifles, and that,
while God is the real goal of all beneficent serious endeavor (makariou
spoudis), man, as we said before,'6 has been constructed as a toy
(paignion) for God and this is, in fact, the finest thing about him. All
,

I

of us, then, men and women alike, must fall in with our role and spend
life in making our play as perfect as possible-to the complete inver
sion of current theory . . . . It is the current fancy that our serious work
should be done for the sake of our play; thus it is held that war is
serious work which ought to be well discharged for the sake of peace.
But the truth is that in war we do not find, and we never shall find,
either any real play or any real education worth the name, and these are
the things I count supremely serious for such creatures as ourselves.
75. Cf. Parmmitki, 1 37b; Statesman, 26&1; Timatlls, 59c-d. On the context and histori
cal background of this problematic of play, cf. notably Schuhl, pp. 6 1-.Q3.
76. Cf. Laws I , 644d-e: "Let us look at the whole matter i n some such light as this. We
may imagine that each of us living creatures is a puppet made by gods, possibly as a
plaything (hos paignion) or possibly with some more serious purpose (hOJ spowi I;n;). That,
indeed, is more than we can tell. but One thing is certain. These interior states are, so to say,
the cords, or strings, by which we are worked ; they are opposed to one another, and pull us
with oppOs ite tensions in the direction of opposite actions , and therein l ies the d ivision of
virtue from vice. In fact, so says our argument (logos) a man must always yield to one of these
tensions without resistance, but pull against all the other strings-must yield, that is, to
that golden and hallowed drawing of judgments (lin 1011 logismoll agOgin khrllsin kAi hiwan)
which goes by the name of the public law of the city. The others are hard and ironlike, i t soft ,
as befits gold, whereas they resemble very various substances. "
Let us henceforth keep hold of this rein called khrtlslls or chrysology.

"

I

I
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Hence it is peace in which each of us should spend most of his life and
spend it best. What, then, is our right course? We should pass our
lives in the playing of games--certain games, that is, sacrifice, song,
and dance--with the result of ability to gain heaven's grace, and to
repel and vanquish an enemy when we have to fight him . . . (803b-e)
.

Play is always lost when it seeks salvation in games. We have examined
elsewhere, in "Rousseau's era,"n this disappearance of play into games.
This (non)logic of play and of writing enables us to understand what has
always been considered so baffling:78 why Plato, while subordinating or
condemning writing and play, should have written so much, presenting his
writings, from

Ollt of Socrates , death, as games, indicting writing in writing,
(graphi) whose reverberations even today

lodging against it that complaint
have not ceased to resound.

What law governs this "contradiction, " this opposition to itself of what
is said against writing, .of a dictum that pronounces itself against itself as
soon as it finds its way into writing, as soon as it writes down its self
identity and carries away what is proper to it against this ground ofwriting?
This "contradiction, " which is nothing other than the relation-to-self of
diction as it opposes itself to scription, as it

chases itself (away) in hunting

down what is properly its trap--this contradiction is not contingent. In
order to convince ourselves of this, it would already suffice to note that what
seems to inaugurate itself in Western literature with Plato will not fail to
re-edit itself at least in Rousseau, and then in Saussure. In these three cases,
in these three "eras" of the repetition of Platonism , which give us a new
thread to follow and other knots to recognize in the history ofphilosophia or
the epistimi, the exclusion and the devaluation of writing must somehow, in
their very affirmation, come to terms with:
l. a generalized sort of writing and, along with it,

2. a "contradiction": the written proposal of logocentrism; the simul
taneous affirmation of the being-outside of the outside and of its injurious
intrusion into the inside;

3 . the construction of a "literary" work . Before Saussure's

Anagrams,

there were Rousseau's; and Plato's work, outside and independent of its
logocentric "content, " which is then only one of its inscribed "functions,"

can be read in its anag rammatical texture .

Thus it is that the "linguistics" elaborated by Plato, Rousseau, and

Saussure must both put writing out of the q ?estion and yet nevertheless

77. cf. 0/ Grammatology.
78. The principal references are collected in Robin's Ld Thiorie platonidenne tk i'amolil',
pp. 54-59.
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borrow from it, for fundamental reasons, all its demonstrative ·and theoret
ical resources. As far as the Genevans are concerned, we have tried to show
this elsewhere. The case is at least equally clear for Plato.
Plato often uses the example of letters of the alphabet in order to come to
grips with a problem . They give him a better grip on things; that is, he can

use them [0 explain dialectics-but he never "comes to grips with" the
writing he uses. His intentions are always apparently didactic and analogi

cal. But they conform to a constant necessity, which is never thematized as
such: what always makes itself apparent is the law of difference, the
irreducibility of structure and relation, of proportionality, within analogy.
We noted earlier that

tupos

can designate with equal pertinence the

graphic unit and the eidetic model . In the Republic, even before he uses the
word tupos in the sense of model-form

(eidos) Plato finds it necessary to turn

to the example of the letter, still for apparently pedagogical ends, as a
model that must be known before one can recognize its copies or icons
reflected in water or in a mirror:
It is, then, said I, as it was when we learned our letters and felt that we
knew them sufficiently only when the separate letters did not elude us,
appearing as a few elements in all the combinations that convey them,
and when we did not disregard them in small things or great and think
it unnecessary to recognize them, but were eager to distinguish them
everywhere, in the belief that we should never be literate and letter
perfect till we could do this . . . . And is it not also true that if there are
any likenesses of letters

(eikonas grammatiin)

reflected in water or

mirrors, we shall never know them until we know the originals, but
such knowledge belongs to the same art and discipline?

(402a-b)

�

I

II

We have no doubt already been warned by the Timaeus: in all these
comparisons with writing, we are not supposed to take the letters literally.
The stoikheia tou pantos, the elements (or letters) of the whole are not
assembled like syllables (4&). "They cannot reasonably be compared by a
man of any sense even to syllables. "'9 And yet, in the Timaeus, not only is
the entire mathematical play ofproportionalities based on a logos that can do
without voice, God's calculation (Iogismos theou) (34a) being able to express
itself in the silence of numbers; but, in addition, the introduction of the

different and

the

blend (35a),

the problematic of the

moving cause

and the

place--the third irreducible class-the duality of paradigms (49a), all these
things "require"

(49a) that we define the origin o.f the world as a trace,

that

79. As for "the use of Ietters, i n the COntext ofa comparison berween the TimatMJ and the
lair, the Islamic science of letters as a science of "permutation," cf. notably H. Corbin ,
His/Dirt tk /a philosophit is/amiqlle, (Paris: Nouvelle Revue Ftant;aise), pp. 204ff.
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is, a receptacle. It is a matrix, womb, or receptacle that is never and
nowhere offered up in the form of presence, or in the presence ofform, since
both of these aJready presuppose an inscription within the mother . Here, in
any case, the turns of phrase that are somewhat awkwardly called "Plato's
metaphors" are exclusively and irreducibly scriptural. Let us, for example,
point to a sign of this awkwardness in a certain preface to the

Timae/lS:

"In

order to conceive ofplace, one must always, through a process of abstraction
that is almost unrealizable in practice, separate or detach an object from the
'place' it occupies. This abstraction, however difficult, is nevertheless
imposed upon us by the very fact of change, since two different objects
cannot coexist in the same place, and since, without changing place, a same
object can become 'other . ' But then, we find ourselves unable to represent
'place' itself except by metaphors. Plato used several quite different ones,
which have gready confused modern readers. The 'Place, ' the 'locus , ' 'that
in which' things appear, 'that upon which' they manifest themselves, the
'receptacle,' the 'matrix, ' the 'mother,' the 'nurse'-all these expressions
make us think of space, which contains things. But later on it is a question
of the 'impression-bearer, ' the formless 'base,' the completely inodorous

substance on which the perfume-maker can fix the scent, the soft gold on

which the jeweller can impress many diverse figures" (Rivaud, Bude
edition, p. 66). Here is the passage beyond all "Platonic" oppositions,
toward the aporia of the originary inscription:
. . . Then we made two classes; now a third must be revealed. The two
sufficed for the former discussion. One, we assumed, was a pattern

(paratkigmalos)

intelligible and always the same, and the second was

only the imitation of the pattern, generated and visible . There is also a
third kind which we did not distinguish at the time, conceiving that
the twO would be enough. But now the argument seems to require
that we should set forth in words another kind, which is difficult of

explanation and dimly seen. What nature are we to attribute to this

new kind of being? We reply that it is the receptacle, and in a manner
the nurse

geneseos) .

(hupodokhin aulin hoion lilhinin),

of all generation (pasis

. . . (This nurse] must be always called the same, for,

inasmuch as she always receives all things, she never departs at aJl from
her own nature and never, in any way or at any time, assumes a form
like that of any of the things which enter into her; she is the naturaJ

(ekmageion), and is stirred and informed by
'
them, and appears different from time to time by reason of them . But

recipient of all impressions

the forms which enter into and go out of her are the likenesses of

odeled within her after their

eternal realities (ton onton aei mimimata) m
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patterns (tu/JOthenta) i n a wonderful and mysterious manner, which we

will hereafter investigate. For the present we have only to conceive of
three natures: first, that which is in process of generation; secondly,
that in which the generation takes place; and thirdly, that ofwhich the
thing generated is a resemblance naturally produced. And we may
liken the receiving principle to a mother, and the source or spring to a

father, and the intermediate nature to a child, and may remark further
that if the model is to take every variety of form, then the matter in
which the model is fashioned will not be duly prepared unless it is
formless and free from the impress of any of those shapes which it is
hereafter to receive from without . . . . Wherefore the mother and

receptacle of all created and visible and in any way sensible things is
not to be termed earth or air or fire or water, or any of their com
pounds, or any of the elements from which these are derived , but is an
invisible and formless being which receives all things and in some

partakes of the intelligible, and is most incompre
(48e-5 1b; The khOra is big with everything that is dissemi

mysterious way
hensible

nated here. We will go into that elsewhere).
Whence the recourse to dream a bit further on, as in that text of the

Republic (533b)

where it is a question of "seeing" what cannot simply be

conceived in terms of the opposition between sensible and intelligible,
hypothetical and anhypothetical , a certain

bastardy

whose notion

was probably not unknown to Democritus (cf. Rivaud;

devenir et la notion tk Ia matiere .

. . p.

3 10,

n.

744):

(nothos)
I.e Probleme du

And there is a third nature, which is space and is eternal , and admits
not of destruction and provides a home for all created things, and is

I '

I

,�

apprehended, when all sense is absent, by a kind of spurious reason

(logismOi tini nothOi: bastard reasoning), and is hardly real-which we,
beholding as in a dream , say of all existence that it must of necessity be
in some place and occupy a space, but that what is neither in heaven
nor in earth has no existence. Of these and other things of the same

kind, relating to the true and waking reality of nature, we have only
this dreamlike sense, and we are unable to cast offsleep and determine
the truth about them.
Inscription is thus the

(52b-c)

pret/uction of the son

and at the same time the

constitution of structurality. The link between structural relations of pro

portionality on the one hand and literality on the other does not appear only
in cosmogonic discourse. It can also be seen in political discourse , and in the

discourse of linguistics.

,)
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In the politicaJ order, structure is a sort of writing. At the moment of
ultimate difficulty, when no other pedagogicaJ resource is available, when
theoretical discourse cannot find any other way of formulating the order,
the world, the

cosmos

of politics, Socrates turns to the grammatical

"metaphor . .. The anaJogy of the " large letters" and "small letters" comes up
in the famous text of the Republic (368c-e) at the point where "keen vision" is
necessary, and where it seems to be lacking. Structure is read as a form of
writing in an instance where the intuition of sensible or intelligible
presence happens to fail.
The same thing occurs in the domain of linguistics. As in Saussure's

Course in General Linguistics,

the scriptural reference becomes absolutely

indispensable at the point at which the principle ofdifference and diacritic
ity in general must be accounted for as the very condition of signification.
This is how Theuth comes to make his second appearance on the Platonic
scene. In the Phaedrus, the inventor of the pharmakon gave a long speech in
person and presented his letters as credentiaJs to the king. More concise,
more indirect, more allusive, his other intervention seems to us just as
philosophicaJly remarkable. It occurs in the name not of the invention of
graphics but of grammar, of the science of grammar as a science of
differences. It is in the beginning of the Philebus: the debate is open on the
relations between pleasure (khairein) and intelligence or prudence (phronein)

( l Id). The discussion soon founde� on the problem of limits. And hence, as
in the

Timaeus,

on the composition of the same and the other, the one and

the multiple, the finite and the infinite. " . . . . the men of old, who were
better than ourselves and dwelt nearer the gods, passed on this gift in the
form of a saying. All things, as it ran, that are ever said to be consist ofa one
and a many, and have in their nature a conjunction (en hautois sumphuton) of
limit and unlimitedness (peras tk leai apeirian). Socrates opposes diaJectics,
"

(ta mesa), [0 eristic, which
immediately leaps toward the infinite ( 16c- 17a). This time, in contrast to
what happens in the Phaedrus, letters are charged with the task of introduc
ing clarity (saphineia) into discourse:

the art of respecting the intermediate forms

Protarchus:

I think I understand, more or less, part of what you say,

Socrates, but there are some points I want to get further cleared up.

Socrates:

My meaning, Protarchus, is surely clear in the case of the

alphabet; so take the letters of your school days as illustrating it.

Protarchus: How do you mean?
Socrates: The sound (phOn/) that proceeds

.
through our mouths, yours

and mine and everybody's, is one, isn't i�, and aJso an unlimited
variety?
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Protarchus: To be
Socrates: And we
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sure.

have no real understanding if we stop short at
knowing it either simply as an unlimited variety, or simply as one.
What makes a man " lettered" is knowing the number and the kinds
of sounds.

( 17a-b)

Mter a detour through the example of musical intervals

(diastemata),

Socrates goes back to letters in an effort to explain phonic intervals and
differences:

Socrates:

.

.

. We might take our letters again to illustrate what I mean

now . . . . The unlimited variety of sound was once discerned by
some god , or perhaps some godlike man; you know the Story that
there was some such person in Egypt called Theuth. He it was who
originally discerned the existence, in that unlimited variety, of the
vowels (ta phOneenta)--not "vowel" in the singular but "vowels" in
the plural-and then of other things which , though they could not
be called articulate sounds, yet were noises of a kind. There were a
number of them, too, not just one, and as a third class he discrimi

(aphOna). Having done that, he
divided up the noiseless ones or mutes (aphthonga leai aphona) until
nated what we now call the mutes

he got each one by itself, and did the same thing with the vowels
and the intermediate sounds; in the end he found a number of the
things , and affixed to the whole collection, as · to each single
member of it, the name " letters"

(stoikheion).

It was because he

realized that none of us could get to know one of the collection all by

itself, in isolation from all the rest, that he conceived of "letter" as a
kind of bond of unity

(tiesmon)

uniting as it were all these sounds

into one, and so he gave utterance to the expression "art of letters , "
implying that there was one art that dealt with the sounds.

( 1 8b-d)

The scriptural "metaphor" thus crops up every time difference and
relation are irreducible, every time otherness introduces determination and
puts a system in circulation. The play of the other within being must needs
be designated " writing" by Plato in a discourse which would like to think of
itself as spoken in essence, in truth, and which nevertheless is written. And
if it is written/rom Ollt of the death

of Socrates,

this is no doubt the profound

.reason for it. From out of Socrates' death-that is, it would here be just as
well to say, from out of the parricide in the

Sophist.

Without that violent

eruption against the venerable paternal figure of Parmenides, against his
thesis of the unity of being; without the disruptive intrusion of otherness

and nonbeing, of nonbeing as other in the unity of being, writing and its

,

'; .
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play would not have been necessary. Writing is parricidal. Is it by chance
that , for the Stranger in the

Sophist,

the necessity and inevitability of

parricide, "plain enough, as they say, for even the blind (tuphlol) to see" (one
ought to say,

especially for the blind to see), are the condition ofpossibility of

a discourse on the false, the idol , the icon, the mimeme, the phantasm, and
"the arts concerned with such things"? And thus, of writing? Writing is
not named at this point but that does not prevent--on the contrary-its
relation with all the aforementioned concepts from remaining systematic,
and we have recognized it as such:

Stranger:

We shall find it necessary in self-defense to put to the

question that pronouncement of father Parmenides

(Ton tou patros

Parmenidou logon), and establish by main force that what is not (mf
on), in some respect has a being, and conversely that what is (on), in
a way is not.

Theaetetus:

It is plain that the course of the argument requires us to

maintain that at all costs

logois).
Stranger: Plain enough even

(Phainetai to toiouton diamakheteon en tois

for the blind to see, as they say. Unless

these propositions are either refuted or accepted, anyone who talks
of false statements or false judgment as being images or likenesses
or copies or semblances, or of any of the arts concerned with such
.
things, can hardly escape becoming a laughingstock by being
forced to contradict himself.

Theaetetus: Quite true.
Stranger: That is why we must now dare to lay unfililial hands on that
paternal pronouncement (toi patrikai logoi), or else, if some scruple
holds us back , drop the matter entirely.

Theatetus: As for that,

we must let no scruple hinder us.

(24 1d-242a)

This parricide, which opens up the play of difference and writing, is a
frightening decision. Even for an anonymous Stranger. It takes superhu
man strength. And one runs the risk ofmadness or of being considered mad
in the well-behaved, sane, sensible society ofgrateful sons. 80 So the Stranger
80. It would be interesting to articulate with this analysis that passage from the LawI
(VIII , 836b-<), in which a pharmakon is sought as a "protection (diaphllgin) against this
peril," namely, pederasty. The Athenian wonders, without holding out much hope, what
would happen "were One to follow the guidance of nature and adopt the law of the old days
before Laius (Iii phliIti lhilti Ionpro 1011 Laioll nomon'r-I mean, to pronounce it wrong that male
should have to do carnally with youthful male as with feTale . . . . " Laius, to whom the oracle
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is still afraid of not having the strength, not only to play the fool , but also to
maintain a discourse that might-for real-be without head or tail; or, to
put it another way, to set off on a path where he might not be able to avoid
ending up walking on his head. In any event, this parricide will be just as
decisive, cutting, and redoubtable as capital punishment. With no hope of
return. One lays one's head, as well as one's chief, on the line. Thus, after
having begged Theaetetus, without illusions, not to consider him a patri
cide (palraloian) , the Stranger asks another favor:
Slranger: In that case, for the third time, I have a small favor to ask.

Theaelelus:

You have only to mention it.

Slranger: I believe I confessed just now that on this point the task of
refutation has always proved too much for my powers, and still does
so.

Theaelelus:

You did say that.

Slranger: Well , that confession, I am afraid, may make you think me

(manikos) when at every turn I shift my position
(para pada melabalon emaulon ana Ieai Ieala). (242a-b)

scatterbrained
and fro

The discourse, then, is off. Paternal

logos

to

is upside down. Is it then by

chance if, once "being" has appeared as a lrilon Ii, a third irreducible to the

dualisms of classical ontology, it is again necessary to turn to the example of
grammatical science and of the relations among letters in order to explain
the interlacing that weaves together the system of differepces (solidarity
exclusion), of kinds and forms, the

sumploki Ion

eidon to which "any

discourse we can have owes its existence" (ho logos gegonen hemin) (25 ge) ? The

sumploki,

too, of being and nonbeing

(24Oc)? As far as the rules of concor

dance and discordance, of union and exclusion among different things are
concerned, this

sumploke "might

be said to be in the same case with the

letters of the alphabet" (253a; cf. the Slalesman where the "paradigm" of the

sumploki is

equally

literal, 278a-b). 8 1

had predicted that he would be killed by his son, was also the representative of unnatural
love. Cf. Otdipe;· in Delcourt, p. IO.� .
We also know that accordi ng to the Laws, there is nO greater crime or sacrilege than the
murder of the parents: such a murderer should be put to "repeated deaths" (IX, 869b). And
even receive punishment worse than death, which is not the ultimate chastisement. "Hence
we must inake the chastisements for such crime here in this present life, if we can, no less
stern than those of the life to come" (88 Ib).
8 1 . On the problem of the letters of the alphabet, particularly as it is treated in the
Statesman, cf. V. Goldschmidt, Lt Paradigme dans fa diaftctiql4 Platonicienne ( Paris: Presses
Universitaires de France , 1947), pp. 6 1�7.
..
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Grammatical science is doubtless not in itself dialectics. Plato indeed
explicitly subordinates the former to the latter

(253b-c).

And, to him, this

distinction can be taken for granted; but what, in the final analysis, justifies
it? Both are in a sense sciences oflanguage. For dialectics is also the science
that guides us
ments

(253b).

"dia Ion logon, "

on the voyage through discourses or argu

At this point, what distinguishes dialectics from grammar

appears twofold: on the one hand, the linguistic units it is concerned with
are larger than the word

(eratylm, 385a-393d); on the other, dialectics is
truth. It can only be satisfied by the

always guided by an intention of

presence of the eidos, which is here both the signified and the referent: the
thing itself. The distinction between grammar and dialectics can thus only
in all rigor be established at the point where truth is fully present and fills
the logos. 82 But what the parricide in the Sophist establishes is not only that
any full,

absolute presence of what is (of the being-present that most

truly

"is",: the good or the sun that can't be looked in the face) is impossible; not
only that any full intuition of truth, any truth-filled intuition, is impossi
ble; but that the very condition of discourse--true orfalse-is the diacritical

principle of the sumploki. If truth is the presence of the eie/os, it must always,
on pain of mortal blinding by the sun's fires, come to terms with relation,

nonpresence, and thus nontruth. It then follows that the absolute precondi
tion for a rigorous difference between grammar and dialectics (or ontology)
cannot in principle be fulfilled. Or at least, it can perhaps be fulfilled at the

root ofthe principle, at the point of arche-being or arche-truth, but that point
has been crossed OUt by the necessity ofparricide. Which means, by the very
necessity of logos. And that is the difference that prevents there being infad
any difference between grammar and ontology.
But now, what is the impossibili ty of any truth or of any full presence of

being, of any fully-being? Or inversely, since such truth would be death as

the absolute form of blindness, what is death as truth? Not what is? since the
form of that question is produced by the very thing it questions, but how is
82. The structure of this problematic is entirely ana/ogoMJ in the Logica/ lnlltJligalions of

H usser! . See SJHKh and Phmomma. One will also reread in a new way, since it is a matter of

slImp/oki and pharmakon, the end of the 51a1eSman. In his work of weaving (slImp/oki), the royal

weaver will be able to interweave his web through the joining of the opposites of which
virtue is composed. Literally, the slImp/oki, the weaving, is inlrigued with the pharmakon:
"But in those of noble nature from their earliest days whose nurture tOO has been all it should
be, the laws can foster the growth of this commOn bond of conviction (kala phllsin monois dia
nomOn emphlleJlha,). This is the talisman Cpharmakon) appointed for them by the design ofpure
intell igence. This most godlike bond alone can unite t'he elements of goodness which are
diverse in nature and would else be opposing in tendency. " (3 lOa).
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the impossible plenitude of any absolute presence of the onlOs on written?
How is it inscribed? How is the necessity of the multiplicity of genres and
ideas , of relation and difference, prescribed? How is dialectics traced?
The absolute invisibility of the origin of the visible, of the good-sun
father-capital , the unattainment of presence or beingness in any form, the
whole surplus Plato calls epekeina lis ousias (beyond beingness or presence),
gives rise to a structure of replacements such that all presences will be
supplements substituted for the absent origin, and all differences, within
the system of presence, will be the irreducible effect of what remains

epekeina lis ousias.
Just as Socrates supplements and replaces the father, as we have seen,
dialectics supplements and replaces the impossible

noesis, the forbidden

intuition of the face of the father (good-sun-capital). The withdrawal of that
face both opens and limits the exercise ofdialectics. It welds it irremediably
to its "inferiors ," the mimetic arts, play, grammar, writing, etc. The
disappearance of that face is the movement of differance which violently
opens writing or, if one prefers, which opens itself to writing and which
writing opens for itself. All these "movements, " in all these "senses, "
belong to the same "system. " Also belonging to that same system are the
proposition in the Republic, describing in nonviolent terms the inaccessibil
ity of the father

epekeina lis ousias, and the patricidal proposal which,
logos. And which by the

proffered by the Stranger, threatens the paternal

same token threatens the domestic, hierarchical interiority of the pharma
cy, the proper order and healthy movement of goods, the lawful prescrip
tion of its controlled, classed, measured, labeled products, rigorously
divided into remedies and poisons, seeds of life and seeds ofdeath, good and

bad traces, the unity of metaphysics, of technology, of well computed
binarism. This philosophical, dialectical mastery of the pharmaka that
should be handed down from legitimate father to well-born son is constant
ly put in question by a family scene that constitutes and undermines at once
the passage between the pharmacy and the house. "Platonism" is both the
general rehearsal of this family scene and the most powerful effort to master
it, to prevent anyone's ever hearing of it, to conceal it by drawing the
curtains over the dawning of the West. How can we set off in search of a
different guard, if the pharmaceutical "system" contains not only, in a
single stranglehold , the scene in the phaedrus, the scene in the Republic, the
scene in the Sophisl, and the dialectics , logic, and mythology of Plato, but
also, it seems, certain non-Greek structures of mythology ? And if it is not
certain that there are such things as non-Greek "mythologies"-the

-;)
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opposition

mYlhOl/logos

\

.

being only authorized fol/()UIing Plato-into what

general, unnamable necessity are we thrown? In other words, what does
Platonism signify as repetition?
To repeat: the disappearance of the good-father-capital-sun is thus the
precondition of discourse, taken this time as a moment and not as a
principle of generalized writing. That writing (is)

epekeina lis ousias.

The

disappearance of truth as presence, the withdrawal of the present origin of
presence, is the condition of aJl (manifestation of) truth. Nontruth is the

truth. Nonpresence is presence. Differance, the disappearance of any origi
nary presence, is

al once the

condition of possibility and the condition of

impossibility of truth. At once. "At once" means that the being-present

(on)

in its truth, in the presence of its identity and in the identity of its

\ presence, is doubled as soon as it appears, as soon as it presents itself. It

appears, in ils essence, as the possibility of its own most proper non-truth, of
its pseudo-truth reflected in the icon, the phantasm, or the simulacrum .
What is is not what it is , identical and identical to itself, unique, unless it

adds 10 ilself the possibility of being repealed as such. And its identity is

hollowed out by that addition, withdraws itself in the supplement that

presents it.
The disappearance of the Face or the structure of repetition can thus n<?
longer be dominated by the value of truth. On the contrary, the opposition
between the true and the untrue is entirely comprehended,

inscribed, within

this structure or this generalized writing. The true and the untrue are both
species of repetition. And there is no repetition possible without the

graphics of supplemenlarily,

which supplies, for the lack of a full unity,

another unit that comes to relieve it, being enough the same and enough
other so that it can replace by addition. Thus, on the one hand, repetition is
that without which there would be no truth: the truth of being in the
intelligible form of ideality discovers in the

eidos

that which can be re

peated , being the same, the clear, the stable, the identifiable in its equality
with itself. And only the

eidos can give rise

to repetition as anamnesis or

maieutics, dialectics or didactics. Here repetition gives itself out to be a
repetition of life. Tautology is life only going out of itself to come home to
itself. Keeping close to itself through

mnimi, logos,

and phOne. But on the

other hand, repetition is the very movement of non-truth: the presence of
what is gets lost, disperses itself, multiplies itself through mimemes, icons,
phantasms, simulacra, etc. Through phenomena, already. And this type of
repetition

is

the

possibility

of becoming-perceptible-to-the-senses:

nonideality. This is on the side of non-philosophy, bad memory, hypomne-
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sia, writing. Here, tautology is life going out of itself beyond return. Death
rehearsal . Unreserved spending. The irreducible excess, through the play of
the supplement, of any self-intimacy of the living, the good, the true.
These two types of repetition relate to each other according to the
graphics of supplementarity. Which means that one can no more "separate"
them from each other, think of either one apart from the other, "label"
them , than one can in

Ihe pharmacy

distinguish the medicine from the

poison, the good from the evil, the true from the false, the inside from the
outside, the vital from the mortal , the first from the second, etc. Conceived
within this original reversibility, the pharmakon is the

same precisely

be

cause it has no identity. And the same (is) as supplement. Or in differance.
In writing. If he had

meanl

to say something, such would have been the

speech ofTheuth making of writing as apharmakon a singular present to the
King.
But Theuth, it should be noted, spoke not another word .
The great god's sentence went unanswered.
After closing the pharmacy, Plato went to retire, to get out of the sun.
He took a few steps in the darkness toward the back of his reserves, found
himself leaning over the pharmakon, decided to analyze.
Within the thick, cloudy liquid, trembling deep inside the drug, the
whole pharmacy stood reflected, repeating the abyss of the Platonic phan
tasm .
The analyst cocks his ears, tries to distinguish between two repetitions.
He would like to isolate the good from the bad , the true from the false.
He leans over further: they repeat each other.
Holding the

pharmakon

in one hand, the calamus in the other, Plato

mutters as he transcribes the play of formulas. In the enclosed space of the

pharmacy, the reverberations of the monologue are immeasurably am

plified. The walled-in voice strikes against the rafters, the words come
apart, bits and pieces of sentences are separated, disarticulated parts begin
to circulate through the corridors, become fixed for a round or two,
translate each other, become rejoined , bounce off each other, contradict
each other, make trouble, tell on each other, come back like answers,
organize their exchanges , protect each other, institute an internal com
merce, take themselves for a dialogue. Full of meaning. A whole story·. An
entire history . All of philosophy .

"hiikhi IONlon Ion logon . . .

the sound of these arguments rings so loudly in

my head that I cannot hear the other side . "

I

.
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In this stammering buzz ofvoices, as some philological sequence or other
Boats by, one can sort of make this OUt, but it is hard to hear:

{Ie logos s'aime lui-mime

=

sow, as in a flower bed.-Trans. } . . . pharmakon means

pharmakon

logos beds itself

logos loves itself; s'aime is a homonym for seme: to

coup .

. . "so that

will have meant: that which pertains to an attack of demoniac

possession (un coup dbnoniaque} or is used as a curative against such an attack"

. . . an armed enforcement of order (un coup deforce} . . . a shot fired (un coup
lirij . . . a planned overthrow (un coup montij . . . but to no avail (un coup pour
rien} . . . like cutting through water (un coup dans feau} . . . en udali
grapsei . . . and a stroke of fate (un coup du sort} . . . Theuth who invented
writing . . . the calendar . . . dice . . . kubeia . . . the calendar trick {le coup du
calendrier} . . . the unexpected dramatic effect {Ie coup de theatre} . . . the
wri ting trick {lecoup de ficriture} . . . the dice-throw {le coup de dir} . . . twO in
one blow {Ie coup double} . . . kolaphos . . . gluph . . . colpus . . . coup . . . glyph
. . , scalpel . . . scalp . . . khrusos . . . chrysolite . . . chrysology . . .
Plato gags his ears (Platon se bouche les oreilles; boucher = to plug up; bouche
=

mouth. -Trans. } the better to hear-himself-speak, the better to see, the

better to analyze.
He listens , means to distinguish, between two repetitions .
He is searching for gold .

Pollakis de legomena kai aei akouomena

.

. . "Often

repeated and constantly attended to for many years, it is at last with great
effort freed from all alloy, like gold . . . " and the philosopher's stone. The
"golden rule . "
One ought to distinguish, between tWO repetitions.
-But they repea! each other, still; they substitute for each other .
-Nonsense: they don't replace each other, since they are added . . .
-Precisely . . .
One still has to take note of this. And to finish that Second Letter: " . . .
Consider these facts and take care lest you sometime come to repent of
having now unwisely published your views. It is a very great safeguard to
learn by heart instead of writing .

. . 10 megraphein alfekmanthanein .

. . . It is

impossible for what is written not to be disclosed. That is the reason why I
have never written anything about these things . . .

Platonos ouden oud'estai,

and why there is not and will not be any written

work of Plato's own. What are now called his

neoN gegonotos . .

oud'estin sungramma

.

. .

Sokratous min kalou kai

. are the work of a Socrates embellished and modernized.

Farewell and believe. Read this letter now at once many times and burn it
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-I hope this one won't get lost. Quick, a duplicate . . . graphite . . .
carbon . . . reread this letter . . . burn it.
distinguish, between two repetitions . . .

II y a la cendre.

And now, to

The night passes. In the morning, knocks are heard at the door. They
seem to be coming from outside, this time .

.

.

Two knocks . . . four . . .
-But maybe it's j uSt a residue, a dream , a bit of dream left over, an echo
of the night . . . that other theater, those knocks from without . . .

I .

I,

TRANCE PARTITION (1)

"In regard to Nature, it is agreed that philosophy
ought to know her as she is, that if the philosophers'
stone (der Stein der Weisen) is hidden anywhere, it must
at any rate be within Nature herself, that she contains
her own reason within her. . . . the ethical world (die
sittliche Welt), on the other hand, the State. . . "
"Innocence, therefore, is merely nonaction, like the
mere being of a stone (das Sein eines Steines), not even
that of a child."
Hegel

"The Moravian brothers put people to death by tick
ling. A somewhat similar torture was tried on women:
they were polluted to death. . . .
" 'Mo&t adorable philosopher!' I cried, throwing my
arms around Braschi's neck, 'No one has ever given an
explanation like yours of this important matter . . '
" 'Let's go; it's late: didn't you say that the dawn must
not find us in the midst of our impurities?' . . .
"We went into the church."
Sade
.

" . . . Gullibility whipped up with blasphemy, this
wordly bld'tk magic spreads, indeed, to literature, an
object of study or criticism.
"A certain deference, better, toward the extinct
laboratory of the philosophers' elixir, would consist of
taking up again, without the furnace, the manipula
tions, poisons, cooled down into something other than
precious stones, so as to continue simply through
intelligence. Since there are only, in all, two pathways
open to mental research, into which our need bifurcates
- namely, esthetics on the one hand and political
economy on the other - it is principally of the latter
that alchemy was the glorious, hasty, and trou
bling precursor. Everything that once J3tood out, pure,
for lack of meaning, prior to the current apparition
of the crowd, should be restored to the social realm.
The null stone, dreaming of gold, once called
philoso,

{aJ1l,i""td ." p. 286}

The Double Session

First version published in Tel Quel, nos. 4 1 and 42, 1970. The text
was there accompanied by a preliminary editorial note, which we
here reproduce:
·'The tide has been proposed by the editors. For reasons that will
become clear in the reading, this text did not present itself under
any title. It formed the occasion for cwo sessions (February 26 and
March 5 , 1969) of the Groupe d·Eludes thioriques. The reader should
also know that at that time only the first part of··La Dissemination··
had been published (C,.itique, no. 26 1 , February 1969).
"Each participant had been handed a sheet on which a passage
from Plato·s PhilebuJ (38e-3ge) and Mallarm�·s Mimiqut (Plt!iade, p.
3 1 0) had been printed. We are reproducing here the typography and
the topography of that handout. Is it pointless to add that a
blackboard stood covered with a series of framed and numbered
quotations? And that the room was lighted by a sumptuous, old
fashioned lustre?' (Ediror·s nOter·

1 . TN. LUJt,.e: ··A decorative object,
Heritage Dictionary).

as

a chandelier having glass pendants·· (American

Ii
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SOCRATES: And ifhe had someone with him. he would put what he said to himsdfinto actual speech
addressed to his companion. audibly urrering those same thoughts. so that what before we called
opinion (80�av) has now become as�rrion (Aayoo;).-PROTARCHUS: Of cou�.-SOCRATES:

Whereas if he is alone he continues thinking the same thing by him�If. going on his way maybe for a
considerable time with the thought in his mind .-PROTARCHUS: Undoubtedly.-5OCRATES:
Well now. I wonder whether you share my view on these marrers.-PROTARCHUS: What is
it?-SOCRATES: It seems to me that at such times our soul is like a book (4oxd j.LO� TOTE 1)f.UI>V 1)

;iroxi) �L6A£Ij) TLVl'lrpo<TEO�xtva�).-PROTARCHUS: How so?-5OCRATES: lr appears to me that

the conjunction of memory with �nsations. together with the feelings consequent upon memory and
�nsation. may be said as it were to write words in our souls ('YpaCPELV 1)f.UI>v tv Tato; ""'xato; TOTE

Aayouc;). And when this experience writes what is true. the result is that true opinion and true �rrions
spring up in us. while when the internal scribe that I have suggested writes what is faI� (IJIEVIlf) 3 OTav

o TO\OOTOo; 'lrap 1)j.l.tv 'Ypa ....JUlTEV<; 'YpallrQ). we get
the opposite sorr of opinions and �rrions. -PROTARCHUS: That cerrainly seems to me right. and I
approve of the way you put it-5OCRATES: Then
please give your approval to the presence of a second

MIMIQUE

artist (61J ....LOUp"fov) in our souls at such a time.

Silence, sole luxury after rhymes, an
orchestra only marking with its gold. its
brushes with thought and dusk. the detail
of its Signification on a par with a stilled ode
and which it is up to the poet. roused by a
dare, to translate! the silence of an afternoon
of music; I find it. with contentment. also.
before the ever original reappearance of
Pierrot or of the poignant and elegant mime
Paul Marguerirre.
Such is this PfERROT MURDERER OF
HIS WIFE composed and �t down by him
�If, a mute soliloquy that the phantom.
white as a yet unwrittep page. holds in both
face and gesture at full length to his soul. A
whirlwind of naive or new reasons ema
nares. which it would be pleasing to �ize
upon with securiry: the esthetiCS of the
genre situated closer to principles than any!
(no)thing in this region of caprice foiling
the direct simplifying instinct . . . This "The scene illustrates but the idea. not any
actual action. in a hymen (out of which
flows Dream). tainted with vice yet sacred.
between desire and fulfillment. perpetra
tion and remembrance: here anticipating.
there recalling. in the future. in the past,
II"," 1m false apptara"a ofa prr!ml. That is
how the Mime operates. whose act is con
fined to a perpetual allusion without break
ing the ice or the mirror: he thus �tS up a
medium. a pure medium. of fiction. " Less
than a thousand lines. the role. the one that
reads. will instantly comprehend the rules
as if placed before the stageboards. their
humble depository. Surpri�. accompany
ing the artifice of a notation of �ntiments
by unproffered �ntences - that. in the sole
c�, perhaps. with authenticity. between
the sheets and the eye there reigns a silence
still. the condition and delight of reading.

PROTARCHUS: Who is that?-5OCRATES: A pain

ter (Zw-ypacpoV) who comes after the writer and paints

in the soul pictures of these �rrions that we make.
PROTARCHUS: How do we make Out that he in his

rum acts. and when?-5OCRATES: When we have got
those opinions and �rrions clear of the act of sight

<'OIJIECIlo;) or other �nse. and as it were see in ou�Ives
pictures or images (dxovao;) of what we previously
opined or �rred. That does happen with us. doesn·t
it?-PROTARCHUS: Indeed it does.-5OCRATES:
Then

are

the pictures of true opinions and �rrions

true. and the pictures of fal� ones faI�?-PROTAR
CHUS: Unquestionably.-5OCRATES: Well. if we
are right so far.

for

us

to

here is one more point in this connection

consider.-PROTARCHUS:

What

is

that?-5OCRATES: Does all this necessarily befall us

in respect of the present (Tci)JI OVTCIlV) and the past (Tci)V

'YE'YOvOTCIlV). but not in respect of the future (Tci)V
.... £AMVTCIlV)?-PROTARCHUS: On the contrary. it
applies equally to them a11.-5OCRATES: We said
previously. did we not. that pleasures and pains felt in
the soul alone might precede those that come through
the body? That must mean that we have anticipatory
pleasures and anticiparory pains in regard to the fu
ture.-PROTARCHUS:

Very true.-5OCRATES:

Now do those writings and paintings ('Ypa ....JUlT6 TE
xa� �CIl'Ypacp1)JUlTa). which a while ago we assumed to

occur within ou�lves. apply to past and present only.

and not to the future?-PROTARCHUS: Indeed they

do.-5OCRATES: When you say ·indeed they do·. do

you mean that the last sorr are all expectations con
cerned with what is to come. and that we are full of

expectations all our life long?-PROTARCHUS: Un
doubtedly.-5OCRATES: Well now. as a supplement
to all we have said. here is a furrher question for you to
answer.

I
>

"exit in the
midst of the session

I where it seems

-Such is the double session" [( 192A»)

I feign ro carry off
the l 60---the play
-I bring it back
and return it
ro the cubbyholes
the other way around
only when it has become
a book again'"

II

. . which
thus gives fWO sessions" [9I(A»)

"If it please some one. surprised by the scope. ro incriminate . . . it will be (the) Language
whose gambol this is.
-Words. of themselves. are exalted on many a facet known as the rarest or having value for
the mind. the center of vibrarory suspense; whoever perceives them independent of the
ordinary sequence. projected. on the walls of a cave. as long as their mobiliryor principle lasts.
being that which of discourse is not said: all of them quick. before becoming extinct or
extinguished. ro enter into a reciprociry of fires that is distant or presented on the bias as some
contingency.
The debate--which the average necessary obviousness deflects inro a detail . remains one for
grammarians. " (O.C. p. 386)
"In shorr

I
III

IV

in place of.� page that each would have-
he will not
have it; I will keep all . . . " [ 1 2 1(A»
"identiry between
place and page
session and volume . . . " (p. 1 38)

[94(A»)

"He has set foot in the antre; extracted the subtle remains" (O.C. 407).
"What inevitable treachery. however. in the fact of an evening of our existence lost in that
antre of cardboard and painted canvas. or of genius: a Theater! if nothing is worrh our taking
an interest in it . . . The one. wholly intimate solemnities: to place the ivory knife in the
darkness made by two joined pages of a volume: the other. luxurious. proud. and so specially
Parisian: a P"",im in any spot at all . . . " (O.C. pp. 7 17- 18).
"He finds himself in a place--C ity-where
Th

V

I is this beginning
by the end? I

The deed that ought ro have brought him glory
time in this Operation;" . . . [ 1 69(A)]

of which he would have set up the
festival--(wedding)
Dr
is a crime: he stops in

operation
"-the Hero
extricates -the Hymn
(the maternal one) that creates him. and is
restored ro the Th it was--" [4(A»

2. Lt "LillYt" de Mal/ann! [Mallannis "Book·l. edited by Jacq ues Scherer ( Par i S: Galli·
mard. 1 957), p. 1 82 . [Page numbers following q uotations from Mallarm� refer e ither ro Lt
"LillYt" (generally recognizable by an accompanying (A) or (B). which. in Scherer's code.
indicates the size of the manuscript page) or ro the OeuvrtJ (omplileJ (PariS: Pleiade. 1945).
Because of the care with which Derrida examines the detailS of Mallarme's writing. existing
translations of MaJJ arm� have proved unusuable. Moreover. many of the texts cited have
never. to my k n OW ledg e. been translated . For these reasons. all translations ofMallarm�'s
works are my own . -Trans . l
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These quotations on the blackboard are to be pointed to in silence. So that,

while reading a text already written in black and white, I can count on a

certain across-the-board index, standing all the while behind me, white on
black . In the course of these crossings, it wiII always be a certain way of
writing in white that should be remarked .
The double session (figure I), about which I don't quite have the gall to
say plumb straight out that it is reserved for the question what is

literature,

this question being henceforth properly considered a quotation already, in
which the place of the what is ought to lend itself to careful scrutiny, along
with the presumed authority under which one submits anything whatever,
and particularly literature, to the form of its inquisition-this double
session, about which I will never have the militant innocence to announce
that it is concerned with the question

what is literature, will find its corner
(ENTREJ literature and truth , between literature and that by
question what is? wants answering.

BETWEEN
which the

This double session will itself have been picked up on a corner, in the
middle or the suspense of the two parts of a text, of which only one is
visible, readable for having at least been published, and of which the whole
is grafted onto

Numbers

which will have to be counted in. In the eyes of

some, the reference to this half-absent text will be obvious. In any case, it
can be taken for granted that the session and the text are neither absolutely
separate nor simply inseparable.
The place of interest, then, this corner between literature and truth, will
form a certain angle. It will be a figure offolding back, ofthe angle ensured
by a fold .
And now there is the

question 0/ the title.

This , among others that are JUSt as decisive, is an extremely profound
question raised by Goux, concerning "The still unthought thought about
the network, a polynodal , nonrepresentative organization, a thought about
the

text

.

.

. the text which nothing can

entitle.

Without tide or chapter;

without head(ing) or capital . '"
Mallarme knew this. Indeed , he had constructed this question, or rather
undone it with a bifid answer, separating the question from itself, displac
ing it toward an essential

indecision that leaves its very

tides up in the air.

Which introduces us (in)to the corner that interests us:

Mallarme prescribes a

suspension

on the one hand,

of the tide, which-like the head , or

capital , or the oracle--carries its head high, speaks in too high a voice, both

3. Jean-Joseph Goux, "Numismatiq ues II," in Tel Qllel .�6 , p. 59.
1 77
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because it raises its voice and drowns out the ensuing text, and because it is
found high up on the page, the top of the page becoming the eminent
center, the beginning, the command station, the chief, the archon. Mal
larme thus urges that the tide be stilled. A discreet injunction, found in the
burst of an active fragment, upon a certain short, sharp ridge. From this we
will also retain evidence of a certain hymen, to which the fact of indecision
wiII later cause us to return:

"I prefer, faced with aggression, to retort that contemporaries don't know how to
read-

Unless it be in the newspaper; it .dispenses, certainly, the advantage of not
interrupting the chorus of preoccupations.
To read
That practiceTo seek support, according to the page, upon the blank space, which inaugurates
it, upon oneself, for an ingenousness, forgetful even of the title that would raise its
voice too high: and, when, in a break-the slightest, disseminated-chance is
aligned, conqliered word by word, indefectibly the white blank returns, a moment
ago gratuitous, certain now, to conclude that nothing beyond and to authenticate the
silenceVirginity which solitarily , before a transparency ofthe adequate eye, has, itself,
as it were divided itself into itsfragments of candor, the one and the other, nuptial
proofs of the Idea.
The air or song beneath the text, conducting divinationfrom here to there, applies
its motif in the form of an invisible jkuron or tailpiece" (p. 386-87).
What resists the authority and presumption of the tide, the plumbline
and aplomb of the heading, is not merely the invisible tailpiece

lampe}

(cul-de

which, at the other extremity, and according to its definition in

typographical terms, "serves to fill in a blank space on a page. " What ruins
the

"pious capital Ieller"

of the tide and works toward the decapitation or

ungluing of the text is the regular intervention of the blanks, the ordered
return of the white spaces, the measure and order of dissemination, the law
of spacing, the pu6IJ.OC;4 (written character and cadence), the "punctuation
which, disposed upon white paper, already produces signification there" (p. 655 ).

The unfailing return, the periodic regularity of the white in the text

("indefectibly the white blank returns

.

. . ") is re-marked in the

"virginity," the

4. On the meaning and tbe problemarics of this word, see Emile Benvenisre, "The
Nodon of 'Rhythm' in Irs Linguistic Expression,"' in probltmJ in General Linguislirs, rrans.
Mary E. Meek (Coral Gables, Fla: University of Miami Press, 197 1); and K. Von Fritz,
Philosophit untisprachlicM Austin/ck her Dmwkril. plaID untiA,.isloltlts (Darmstadr, 1963), pp.
25 fT.

----- -
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"candor, " and the "nuptial proofs ofthe Idea. " Through these words, and the
whiteness of a certain veil that is interposed or torn, we have already been
introduced, gently, into a certain angle in which we are interested.
To

smpend

X

the title, then, is necessary, considering what the title

dominates.
But the function of the title is not merely one of hierarchy. The title to
suspend is also, by virtue of its place, suspended, in suspense or in
suspension. Up above a text from which it expects and receives all--or

I

nothing. Among other roles, this suspension occurs in the spot where
Mallarme has disposed the Imtre, the innumerable lustres that hang over the
stage of his texts .
The entitled , then, does not assign the capital of a type of writing; it
ensures its suspense, along with its COntours, its borders , its frame. It
provides a first fold and draws a sort of womblike matrix of whiteness.
Whence not only the painstaking care involved in the choice of titles (of
which we will see several examples), but also, as far as the ungluing or
decapitation is concerned, the "semantic reversal'"

for which we will

determine the law of indecision. Mallarme recommends, then, that silence
be imposed on the title but also that one draw upon it as upon the resources
of a germinal or seminal blank. The function of the title sentences or
generative sentences for Mallarme has been recognized before. Robert G.
Cohn devotes twO chapters to it using the example of th�

Throw of Dice. 6

Writing to Maurice Guillemot, 7 Mallarme dacribes the suspensive value of
the title, or more precisely of the empty space it marks out at the tOP of the
page. This letter has a claim on our interest for other motifs as well: for
example, the motif of the singular practice of a dacription which is nothing
less than a

representation,

notably when what seems to be in question is

furniture, decor, and atmosphere (the description is of a kind of writing
that describes itself, de-inscribes itself as it goes along, marking the angles
and

"coj/ings"

or

"reprises"

that bring it back to itself; it is never simply a

5. In a d ifferent context. apropos of other examples. Jean-Pierre Richard analyzes what
he calls precisely the "semantic reversal"' of the theme of Ia tlkollation [ungluing/decapita
tionl. in L"Unilltrs
196 1). p. 199.

imaginai" de MAllarmi [MAllar",h Imaginary UnilltrseJ (Paris: Seuil.

6. L'Otllvre de MAllarmi: Un roup de dis. Librairie des Lerrres. 195 1 . [Because R. G.
Cohn's tWO book s publ ished in English on Un roup de dis (MAllarml's Un roup de dis: An Exegesis
and MAllarmi's Masttrwork: Ntw Findings) do not exactly correspond ro this book originally
publ ished in French. I have translated the quotations from the French. using Cohn's
corresponding English terminology where possible.-Trans. J
7 . QUOted b y Jacq ues Scherer, L'Expression lillirai" da ns (Oeuvre de MAllarmi [Literary
ExprtsJion in the Works of MallarmlJ (Paris: Droz, 1 947), p. 79.

I

�
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description of things); the motif too of a word I have never encountered
anywhere else, not even in Mallarme: syntaxer

{syntaxier}. '"There is at
Versailles a kind ofwainscolling in scrollwork tracery, pretty enough to bring tears to
the eyes; shells, coilings, curves, reprises ofmotifs. That is how the sentence I toss out
on the paper first appears to me, in summary iksign, which I then review, purify,
reduce, and synthesize. Ifone obeys the invitation proffered by the wide white space
expressly left at the top of the page as if to mark a separation from everything, the
already read elsewhere, if one approaches with a new, 'virgin soul, one then comes to
realize that I am profoundly and scrupulously a syntaxer, that my writing is entirely
lacking in obscurity, that my sentence is what il has to be, and to be forever . . .
"

The title will thus remain suspended, in suspension, up in the air, but

/..

<.

glittering like a theater lustre of which the multiplicity of facets (fig ure II)
"Sole principle! andjust as the lustre g/istens,

can never be counted or reduced:

that is to say, itself, theprompt exhibition, under all itsfacets, ofwhatever, and our
adamantine sight, a dramatic work shows the succession of exteriorities of the act
without any moment's retaining any reality and that in the final analysis what
\..
happens is nothing . . . the perpetual suspense of a tear that can never be entirely
formed norfall (still the lustre) scintillates in a thousand glances
. " (p. 296).
.

.

Since we will later find ourselves bolstering up this absence of event, the
imminent, visible configuration of its non(taking)-place ("without any
moment's retaining any reality and that in the final analysis what happens is
nothing"), in the syntax of the curtain, the screen, the veil , let us recall , from
among the Services {Offices}, the Sacred Pleasure {Plaisir sam}. The bow or
baton of the conductor---of the orchestra-waiting, depending, like a
lifted quill, can also be illuminated by some such suspension or lustre "

. .
when the curtain is about to rise upon the iksert magnificence of autumn. The
imminent scallering ofluminousfingering, which thefoliage suspends, mirrors itsel/,
then, in the pit of the readied orchestra.
The conducting baton waits for a signal.
Never would the sovereign bow fall, beating out the first measure, if it were
necessary at this special moment of the year that the lustre in the hall represent, with
its multiplefacets, any lucidity in the audience as to what they were doing there" (p.
388).
.

There might perhaps be suspended, over this double session, a title faceted
thus

fpronounce without writing,}
Vour times8

THE

that is,

THE

"
"

INTO

"

INTER

OF MALLARME
"
OF MALLARME

MALLARME

that is,

THE ANTRE OF

that is,

THE IN-TWO OF

"MALLARME"9.

It is written as it is pronounced.

And the first of the twO subtitles would then be suspended by twO dots,

according to the syntax that is written thus

{write, this time, }
{without pronouncing

Hymen: INTER Platonem et Mallarmatum'o•

"The speaker takes his seat""·
•

Notes 9- 1 1 appear o n page 1 8 2 .
8. Triumphantly, the opposition rushes in here with a n objection, mobilized and

marching forth in columns ofpmsing busintJJ : they will say lIOiilz!, here is a play of the signifier
that cannot be effected without being said aloud. Therefore it is no longer confind ro the sole
medium of that u.,.iling that has recently been grating on our ears.
For those who, lackini\the ability to read , would be simple and hasty enough ro content
themselves with such an ob jection, let us very briefly go back over this: what is being
pursued in the light of this lustre (and is indeed, in a sense, designed ro grate on the ear) is a

certain displacement of writing, a systematic transformation and generalization of irs
··concept. ·· The old opposition between speech and writing no longer has any pertinence as a
way of testing a text that deliberately deconstructs that opposition. Such a text is no more
"spoken" than it is "written," no more agai,m speech than/or writing, in the metaphysical
sense of these words. Nor is it/or any third force, particularly any radicalism of the origin or
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of the cenrer. The values ofarrhi and It/OJ, along with the hisrory and transcendenrality rhat
are dependeOl upon rhem, constiture precisely the principal objects of rhis deconsrructive
critique. To repeat: "That is why it has never been a question ofopposing a graphoceOlrism
ro a 10goceOlrism, nor, in general, any cenrer ro any orher cenrer. . . . And even less a
rehabilitation of what has always been called writing. It is not a question of returning to
writing irs rightS, irs superiority or irs digniry . . . " [POJiliom, trans. A. Bass (Chicago:
Chicago Universiry Press, 1 98 1 ), p. 1 2 . 1 . And, since it is necessary ro insist: ... . . which
amouOls, of course, to reform ing the concepr of writing . . . oral language already belongs ro
this [general ized1 writing. But that presupposes a modification of the concept of writing .
. . . Phonologism does nor brook any objections as long as one conserves the colloquial
concepts of speech and writing which form the solid fabric of its argumentation. Colloquial
and q uoridian conceptions, inhabited besides-uncoOl radicrorily enough-by an old his
rory, limired by fronriers rhat are hardly visible yet all the more rigorous by that very facr"
W!G,.ammal% gy, trans. Gayatri Chakravorry Spivak (Baltimore:)ohns Hopkins Universiry
Press, 1976), pp. 55, 561.
Ir is thus an old word and an old concept of writing, along with all that is invested in it,
that periodicals of every srripe have been claiming ro tum against this critique, nor without
borrowing cerrain resources from it in their confusion. These reactions are obviously
sympromaric and belong ro a cerrain type. Freud recouols that when he was having rrouble
gaining acceptance for rhe possibility of ma&culine hysteria, he encounrered, among those
primary sorrs of resistance which do nor reveal mere foolishness or lack of culture, the
resistance of a surgeon who txprtJs/y rold him: " But, my dear colleague, how can you
pronounce such absurdities?

Hysltl'On (sic) signifies 'uterus . ' How then can a man be

hysterical?"
This example is not insignificant. But orhers could be cited as well: the presumed origin
of a concept or the imagined erymology of a word have often been held up againsr the process
of their transformation, without any regard for the fact that what was being utilized was
precisely the vulgar sign most heavily overladen with hisrory and unconscious morivations.
This nore, this reference, the choice of this example are placed here merely ro herald a
cerrain oUI-o!-p!armtss of language: we are thus iOlroduced inro what is suppruul ro be found
behind the hymen: rhe hysrera (iKrrt pa), which exposes itself only by rransference and
simulacrum-by mimicry.
9. TN. In French: L'ANTRE DE MALLARMti [Mallarm�'s aOlre1
L' "EN TRE" DE MALLARMti [Mallarme's "berween" or "eOler"1
L'EN TRE-DUEX " MALLARME" [The go-berween "Mallarm�" or
"Mallarm�" berween two, neither fish nor fowl]
10. TN. In French: L'hymen: EN TRE Plaron et Mallarm�. [The Hymen or marriage:
BETWEEN Plaro and Mallarm� . J Why Latin? On the one hand, the Latin makes it clear thar
the word "hymen" is ro be read both as "membrane" and as "marriage. " It also establishes
the word "inrer" as a pivot for wordplays in which "berween is nor playful enough. Then

again, what

is "berween Plato and Mallarm�" if nor precisely Latin? In using Latin ro weasel

OUt of a difficulry in translation, we thus, inadverreOlly but perhaps inevitably, find
ourselves caught in one of the crucial hinges of Western philosophy: the textural rifts and
drifts produced by the process of I,.am!alion of rhe Greek philosophers, precisely, inro Latin.
1 1 . TN. In French: "Le raustu,. s'assiul. " This is a quoration from a lecture by Mal1arm�

composed in memory ofVilliers de I 'Isle-Adam . The leCture begins: "A man accusromed ro
dreaming has come here ro speak of anorher, who is dead.
Ladies and Genrlemen,

The Speak". lakes his Stal.
Does anyone really know what writing is? . . . "

THE DOUBLE SESSION

On the page that each ofyou has (see figure III), a short text by MaJlarme,

Mimique, ll

is embedded in one corner, sharing or completing it, with a

segment from the

Philebm, ll

which, without actually naming

mimesis,

illustrates the mimetic system and even defines it, let us say in anticipation,
as a system of

il/mlralion.

What is the purpose of placing these two texts there, and of placing them
in that way, at the opening of a question about what goes (on) or doesn't go
(on)

belween {enlre]

literature and truth? That question will remain, like

these tWO texts and like this mimodrama, a SOrt of epigraph to some future
development, while the thing entitled surveys (from a great height) an
event, of which we will stiII be obliged, at the end of the coming session, to
point to the absence.
Because of a certain fold that we shall outline, these texts, and their

commerce, definitively escape any exhaustive treatment. We can neverthe
less begin to mark out, in a few rough strokes, a certain number of motifs.
These strokes might be seen to form a sort offrame, the enclosure or borders

of a history that would precisely be that of a certain play between literature
and truth . The history of this relationship would be organized by-I won't
say by

mimisis,

a notion one should not hasten to translate (especially by

imitation), but by a certain interpretation of mimisis. Such an interpretation
has never been the act or the speculative decision ofany one author at a given
moment, but rather, if one reconstitutes the system , the whole of a history.

Inler P/alonem el Mal/arma/um, between Plato and Mallarme--whose proper
names, it should be understood , are not real references but indications for
the sake of convenience and initial analysis-a whole history has taken
place. This history was also a history of literature if one accepts the idea that
literature was born of it and died of it, the certificate of its birth as such, the
declaration of its name, having coincided with its disappearance, according
to a logic that the hymen wiII help us define. And this history, if it has any
meaning, is governed in its entirety by the value of truth and by a certain
relation, inscribed in the hymen in question,

between literature and truth.

In

saying "this history , ifit has any meaning , " one seems to be admitting that
it might not. But if we were to go to the end of this analysis, we would see it
"',

1 2 . TN. Mimiqut: " I . Adj. (a) Mimic. Langll4gt mimiqut. , (i) sign language; (ii) dumb
show. (b) Z[oology): M imetic. 2. Subsr. fern . (a) Mimic an; mimicry. (b) F[amiliar): Dumb
show . " (Mansion's Shoner French and English Dictionary . )
1 3 . TN. Phi/thus, trans. R . Hackforrh, in The Col/t(fu/ Dialogut1 0/ Plalo, ed . Edirh
Ham ilton and Hunringmn Cairns, Bollingen Series LXXI (Princeron, N .J . : Princeron
Universiry Press, 1 96 1 ), pp. 1 1 1 8- 1 9.
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confirmed not only that this history has a meaning, but that the very
concept of history has lived only upon the possibility of meaning, upon the
past, present, or promised presence of meaning and of truth . Outside this
system , it is impossible to resort to the concept of history without reinscrib
ing it elsewhere, according to some specific systematic strategy.
True history , the history of meaning, is told in the PhilebllJ. In rereadi,ng
the scene you have before your eyes, you will have remarked four facets.

I. The book is a dialogue ora dialectic. At least it should be. The comparison

of the soul to a book

(biblioi) comes up in such a way that the book appears
(logos), namely , stilled, silent,

only as a mode or instance of discourse

internal discourse: not any "stilled ode" or "silence of an afternoon of
music, " as in

Mimique,

nor the "stilled voice," as in MlIJic and Letters, but

internalized speech. That is, in a word , thinking (dianoia) as it is defined in
the

TheaetetllJ and the Sophist:

"Well, thinking and discourse are the same

thing, except that what we call thinking is, precisely, the inward dialogue
carried on by the mind with itself without spoken sound"
" 'How do you describe that process of thinking

(Sophist, 263e).
(dianoeisthai)?' 'As a

discourse that the mind carries on with itself about any subject it is
considering. You must take this explanation as coming from an ignoramus,
but I have a notion that, when the mind is thinking, it is simply talking to
itself, asking questions and answering them , and saying yes or no' "

(TheaetetllJ, 18ge). According to the reasoning of the PhilebllJ, first there was
the doxa, the opinion, feeling, or evaluation that sprang up spontaneously
within me and pertained to an appearance or semblance of truth, prior to
any communication or discourse . Then when I proffered that

doxa aloud ,

addressing it to a present interlocutor, it became discourse (logos). But from
the instant this

logos can have been formed, when the possibility of dialogue

has come into being, it might happen, through an accident of circum
stance, that I wouldn't have a partner handy: alone, then, I address this
discourse to myself, I converse with myself in a sort of inward commerce.
What I then hold is still a discourse but it is soundless, aphonic, private-
which also means deprived: of its mouthpiece, its voice. Now, it is in
connection with this deficient

logos,

this blank voice, this amputated

dialogue--amputated of its vocal organ as well as of its other-that Socrates
resorts to the "metaphor" of the book. Our soul then resembles a book not
only for the obvious reason that it is a kind of logos and dialogue (and the
book is thus only a species within the genus "dialogue"), but particularly
because this reduced or mumbled conversation remains a false dialogue, a
minor interchange, equivalent to a loss of voice. In thi ! dialogue that has
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run out of voice, the need for the book or for writing in the soul is only felt
through lack of the presence of the other, through lack of any employment
of the voice: the object is to reconstitute the presence of the other by
substitution, and by the same token to repair the vocal apparatus. The
metaphorical book thus has all the characteristics that, until Mallarme,
have always been assigned to the book, however these might have been
belied by literary practice. The book, then, stands as a substitute for
dialogue, as it calls itself, as it calls itself alive.

2. The truth ofthe book is decidable.

This false dialogue constituted by the

book is not necessarily a dialogue that is false. The psychic

fJOlumen,

the

book within the soul, can either be true or false according as the writer in us

(parhimin grammateNS) says and, as a direct consequence, writes down things
that are true or false. The value of the book as Battened-out logos is a function
of, in proportion to, in a ratio (also logos) with, its truth. "When the
internal scribe that I have suggested writes what is false we get the opposite
sort of opinions and assertions. " Psychic writing must in the last instance
appear before the tribunal of dialectics and ontology. It is only worth its
weight in truth, and truth is its sole standard of measurement. It is through
recourse to the truth of that which is, of things as such, that one can always

decide whether writing is or is not true, whether it is in conformity or in
"opposition" to the true.

3.

The value ofthe book (true/false) is not intrinsic to it. A span of writing is

worth nothing i n itself; i t is neither good nor bad , neither true nor false.

)C. 1

This proposal of neutrality (neither/nor), when exported outside the Pla
tonic COntext, can have some surprising effects, as we shall see in a moment.
But as for the Platonic book, its truth or falsity only declares itself at the
moment the writer transcribes an inner speech, when he copies into the
book a discourse that has already taken place and stands in a certain relation
of truth (of similarity) or falsity (dissimilarity) with things in themselves. If
one steps outside the metaphorical instance of the book, one can say that the
writer transcribes into the outer book, into

d� book in what is called its

" proper" meaning, what he has previously engraved upon his psychic shell .

It is with respect to that primary engraving that it is necessary to divide
between the true and the false. The book, which copies, reproduces,
imitates living discourse, is worth only as much as that discourse is worth.
It can be worth less, to the extent that it is bereft of the life oflogos; it can't be

worth more. In this way, writing in general is interpreted as an imitation, a
duplicate of the living voice or present

logos.

Writing in general is not, of

... ·rk

,.

J
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course, literary writing. But elsewhere, in the Republic, for example, poetS
are only judged and condemned for being imitators, mimes that do not
practice "simple diegesis . " The specific place of the poet can as such be
judged according to whether or not he makes use, and in this or that way , of
mimetic form. 14 The kind of poetry whose case is thus being heard cannot,
14. It is not possible for us ro examine here the extremely complex system of Plaro's
concept of mimesis. We will anempt elsewhere (""Berween Two Throws of Dice") ro
reconstitute its nerwork and irs "logic" around three focal points.
a. The d6ubleparricide/The parricidal d6uble. Homer, roward whom Plaro directs numerous
signs of filial respect, admirarion, and gratitude, is casr OUt of the city, like every Other
mimetic poet, with aU honors due ro a being who is "holy and wondrous" (himm ltai

lhaumaslon) (Republic, 39&), when he isn't being asked ro "erase" from his text all rhe
politically dangerous passages (386c). Homer, the blind old father, is condemned because he
pr«lias mimesis (or mimetic, rather rhan simple, diegesis). The Other farher, Parmenides, is
condemned because he ntglt(/s mimesis. If violence must be done to him, it is because his
logos, the "paternal thesis , " would prohibit (one from accounting for) the proliferation of
doubles ("idols, icons, likenesses, semblances"). The necessiry for rhis parricide, we are rold
in this very connection (Sophisl 24 1 d-t) , oughr ro be plain enough for even the blind (Iuphlol)
ro see .

b. The d6uble inscriplion 0/ mimesis. It is impossible ro pin mimesis down ro a binary
classification or, more precisely , ro assign a single place ro the lechni mimiliki wirhin the
"division" set fonh in the Sophisl (at the point at which a method and a paradigm are being
sought in an elTon ro hunt down the Sophist in an organized manner). The mimetic form is

bolh one of tbe rhree forms of "productive or creative an" (Iechnipoiilike1 anti, on the orher
'
branch of the fork, a form or procedure belonging among rhe acq uisitive ans (klilikn
(nonprodUCtive, nonpoetic) used by the Sophist in his hunt for rich young men (2 I Bd233bff). As a "wizard and imiraror," the Sophist is capable of "producing" "likenesses and
homonyms" of everything that exists (234b-235a). The Sophist mimes the poetic, which
nevenheless itself comprises the mimetic; he produces produCtion's double. But juSt at the
point of capture, the Sophist srill eludes his pursuers through a supplementary division,
extended roward a vanishing point, berween rwo forms ofthe mimetic (2 35d): the making of
likenesses (rhe eikaslic) or faithful reprodUCtion, and the making ofsemblances (the/anlaJlic),
which simulates the eikastic, pretending ro simulate faithfully and deceiving the eye with a
simulacrum (a phanwm), which constitutes "a very extensive class, in painting (zog,.aphia)
and in imirarion of all sons. " This is an aporia (236t) for the philosophical hunter, who
comes ro a StOP before this bifurcation, incapable of continuing ro track down his quarry; it is
an endless escape route for that quarry (who is also a hunter), who will turn up again , after a
long derour, in the direction ofMallarme's Mimiqut. This mimodrama and the II6ublt scitnC't
arising from it will have concerned only a cenain obliterated hisrory of rhe relations between
philosophy and sophistics.

c. Mimesis, guillY or '101 guilty. If we go back ro mimesis "prior" ro the philosophical
"decision , " we find that Plaro, far from linking the destiny of an and poetry ro the srructure
of mimesis (or rather ro the structure of all of whar people today often translare--i n order ro
rejecr it--as re-presentation, imitation, expression, reprodUCtion, etc.), disquaJifies in

mimesis everything that "moderniry" makes much of: the mask, the disappearance of the
author, the simulacrum , anonymity, apocryphal textuaJity. This can be verified by reread
ing the passage in The Republic on simple narration and mimesis (393a ff). What is imponant
for our purposes here is this " internal" duplicity of the mimeislhai that Plaro wants ro CUt in
tWO, in order to separate good mimesis (which reproduces faithfully and truly yet is already
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ofcourse, be simply identified with what we call "literature. " If, as we have
precisely been tempted to think, literature is born/dead of a relatively
recent break, it is nonetheless true that the whole history of the interpreta
tion of the arts of letters has moved and been transformed within the diverse
logical possibilities opened up by the concept of mimisis. These are numer
ous, paradoxical, and disconcerting enough to have unleashed a rich system
of combinations and permutations. Here is not the place for us to demons
trate this. Let us retain the schematic law that structures Plato's discourse:
he is obliged sometimes to condemn

mimisis

in itself as a process of

duplication, whatever its model might be, " and sometimes to disqualify

mimisis

only in function of the model that is "imitated, " the mimetic

operation in itself remaining neutral, or even advisable. 16 But in both cases,

mimisis

is lined up alongside truth: either it hinders the unveiling of the

thing itself by substituting a copy or double for what is; or else it works in
the service of truth through the double's resemblance

(homoiiisis). Logos,

which is itself imitated by writing, only has value as truth ; it is under this
heading that Plato always interrogates it.

4.

And finally , a fourth trait, to finish out the frame of this text: the

element of the thus characterized book is the

image in general (the icon or

phantasm), the imaginary or the imaginal. If Socrates is able to compare the
silent relation between the soul and itself, in the "mute soliloquy"

(Mimi-

threatened by the simple fact of irs duplication) from bad, which must be contained like
madness (39611) and (harmful) play (39M.
Here is an outline of this "logic": I . Mimisis produces a [hing's double. If the double is
faithful and perfectly like, no qualitative difference separates it from [he model. Three
consequences of this: (a) The double--the imitaror-is norhing, is wonh norhing in irself.
(b) Since the imitator's value comes only from irs model , [he imitator is good when the
model is good, and bad when the model is bad. In itself it is neutral and transparent. (c) If

mimisis is norhing and is worth norhing in itself, then it is norhing in value and being-it is

an itself negative. Therefore it is an evil: ro imitate is bad in itself and not JUSt when what is
imitated is bad. 2. Whether like or unlike, the imitaror is something, since mimisis and
likenesses do exist. Therefore this nonbeing does "exist" i n�me way (The Sophist). Hence:
(a) in adding ro the model , the imitaror comes as a supplement and ceases ro be a norhing or a
nonvalue. (b) In adding ro the "existing" model, the imitaror is nor the same thing, and even
if [he resemblance were absolute, the resemblance is never absolute (Craty/us). And hence
never absolutely true. (c) As a supplement that can take the model's place but never be irs

equal, the imitaror is in essence inferior even at the moment it replaces the model and is thus
··promored . " This schema (tWO propositions and six possible consequences) forms a kind of
logical machine; it programs the prororypes of all the propositions inscribed in Plaro's
discourse as well as those of the whole tradition. According to a complex but implacable law,
[his machine deals OUt all the cliches of criticism ro come.
1 5 . Republic, 395b-< and passim.
16. Ibid. 396r-J.
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que), to a book,

it is because the book imitates the soul or the soul imitates

the book, because each is the image or likeness of the other ("image" has the
same root as

"imitari").

Both of these likenesses, even before resembling

each other, were in themselves already reproductive, imitative, and picto
rial (in the representative sense of the word) in essence.

Logos must indeed be

shaped according to the model of the

eidos;" the book then reproduces the
logos, and· the whole is organized by this relation of repetition, resemblance
(homoiasis), doubling, duplication, this SOrt of specular process and play of
reflections where things (onta), speech, and writing come to repeat and
mirror each other.
As of this point, the appearance of the painter is prescribed and becomes
absolutely ineluctable. The way is paved for it in the scene from the

Philehus.

This other " demiurge," the zographos, comes after the grammateNS:

"a painter, who comes after the writer and paints in the soul pictures of
these assertions that we make. " This collusion between painting (zographia)
and writing is, of course, constant. Both in Plato and after him. But
painting and writing can o�ly be images of each other to the extent that
they are both interpreted as images, reproductions, representations, or
repetitions of something alive, of living speech in the one case, and of
animal figures in the other (zographia). Any discourse about the relationship
between literature and truth always bumps up against the enigmatic
possibility of repetition, within the framework of the portrait.
What, in faCt, is the painter doing here? He tOO is painting metaphor
ically, of course, and in the soul, just like the

grammateNS.

But he comes

along after the latter, retraces his steps, follows his traces and his trail. And
he il/ustrates a book that is already written when he appears on the scene. He
"paints in the soul pictures of these assertions . " Sketching, painting, the

art of space, the practice of spacing, the inscription written inside the

outside (the outwork

(hors-livre)},

all these are only things that are added,

1 7 . After showing in the C,.arylus [hat nomination excluded mimisis, that the form of a
word could nor , mimelike, resemble the form of a thing (42341 ro, Socrates nevenheless

maintains that , through anorher son of resemblance, a non-sensible son, the right name
could be taken as an image of rhe thing in its "[ruth" (439a ro. And [his thesis is nor carried
off in the ironic oscillations of [he C,.alylus. The priority of what is, in its truth, over

language, like the priority of a model over its image, is as unshakable as absolute cenainty.
"Le[ us suppose that ro any extent you please you can learn things through the medium of
names, and suppose also that you can learn them from the things themselves. Which is likely
ro be the nobler and clearer way-ro learn of the image (tit lis tiltonOJ), whether the image and
the truth of which the image is the expression have been rightly conceived , or ro learn of the
truth (tit liJ alilMias) whether the truth and [he image ofit have been duly executed? . . . We
may admit so such, that the knowledge of things is nor ro be derived from names. No, they
must be studied and invest igated in themselves" (trans. B. Jowerr).
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for the sake of illustration, representation, or decoration, to the book of the
discourse of the thinking of the innermost man. The painting that shapes
the images is a portrait of the discourse; it is worth only as much as the
discourse it fixes and freezes along its surface. And consequently, it is also
worth only as much as the

logos capable of interpreting it,

of reading it, of

saying what it is-trying-to-say and what in truth it is being made to say
through the reanimation that makes it speak.
But paiitting, that degenerate and somewhat superBuous expression ,
that supplementary frill of discursive thought, that ornament ofdianoia and

logos. also plays a role that seems to be just the opposite of this.

It functions

as a pure indicator of the essence of a thought or discourse defined as image,
representation, repetition. If logos is first and foremost a faithful image of
the eidos (the figure of intelligible visibility) of what is, then it arises as a sort
of primary painting, profound and invisible. In that case painting in its
usual sense, a painter's painting, is really only the painting of a painting .
Hence it can reveal the essential picturality, the representativity, of logos.
That is indeed the task assigned by Socrates to the

zographos-dimiourgos

in

the Philebus: "How do we make out that he in his turn acts, and when?" asks
Protarchus, and Socrates replies, "When we have got those opinions and
assertions clear of the act of sight (opseOs), or other sense, and as it were see in
ourselves pictures or images of what we previously opined or asserted . .. The
painter who works after the writer, the worker who shapes his work after
opinion and assertion, the artisan who follows the artist, is �ble, through an
exercise of analysis, separation, and impoverishment, precisely to purify the
pictorial, imitative, imaginal essence of thought. The painter, then, knows
how to restore the naked image of the thing, the image as it presents itself to
simple intuition, as it shows itself in its intelligible eidos or sensible boraton.
He strips it ofall that superadded language, of that legend that now has the
status of a commentary , of an envelope around a kernel, of an epidermic
"
canvas.

So that in psychic writing, between the zographia and the logos (or dianoia)

there exists a very strange relation: one is always the supplement of the
other. In the first part of the scene, the thought that directly fixed the
essence of things did not essentially need the illustrative ornament that
writing and painting constituted. The soul's thinking was only intimately
linked to

logos

(and to the proffered or held-back voice). Inversely, a bit

further on, painting (in the metaphorical sense of psychic painting, of
course, just as a moment ago it was a question of psychic writing) is what
gives us the image of the thing itself, what communicates to us the direct
intuition, the immediate vision of the thing, freed from the discourse that
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accompanied it, or even encumbered it. Naturally, I would like to stress
once more, it is always the metaphors of painting and writing that are linked
in this way back and forth: we recall that, on another plane, outside these
metaphors, Plato always asserts that in their literal sense painting and
writing are totally incapable of any intuition of the thing itself, since they
only deal in copies, and in copies of copies.
If discourse and inscription (writing-painting) thus appear alternately as
useful complements or as useless supplements to each other, now useful,
now useless, now in one sense, now in another, this is because they are
forever intertwined together within the tissue of the following complicities
or reversibilities:

1 . They are both measured against the truth they are capable of.
2 . They are images of each other and that i s why one can replace
[supplier) the other when the other is lacking.
3 . Their common structure makes them both partake of mnimi and
mimesis, of mnimi precisely by dint of participating in mimesis. Within the
movement of the mimeisthai, the relation of the mime to the mimed, of the
reproducer to the reproduced, is always a relation to a past present. The
•

imitated comes before the imitator. Whence the problem of time, which
indeed does not fail to come up: Socrates wonders whether it would be out of
the question to think that grammata and

/
�

zographemata might have a relation

to the future. The difficulty lies in conceiving that what is imitated could be
still to come with respect to what imitates, that the image can precede the
model , that the double can come before the simple. The overtures of " hope"

(elpis), anamnesis (the future as a past present due to return), the preface, the
anterior future (future perfect), all come to arrange things. 18

It is here that the value of mimesis is most difficult to master. A certain
movement effectively takes place in the Platonic text, a movement one
should not be too quick to call contradictory. On the one hand, as we have
18. Nothin8 in the above-mentioned 108ical pr08ram was to chan8e when, followin8
Aristotle, and particularly durin8 the "a8e of classicism, " the models for imitation were to
be found not simply in nature but in the works and writers of Antiquity that had known how
to imitate nature. One could find a thousand examples up w the Romantics (incl �din8 the
Romantics and often those well after them). Diderot, who nevertheless so powerfully
solicited the mimetol08ical "machine," especially in Lt Pa,.adoxt SII" It Comidim, confirms
upon the analysis of what he calls the "ideal ima8ined model" (supposedly non-Platonic) that
all manner of reversals are included in the pr08ram . And, as for the 108ic of the future
perfect: "Antoine Caypel was certainly a man of wit when he recommended to his fellow
anisrs: 'Let us paint, if we can, in such a way that the fi8ures in our painrin8s will be the
Iivin8 models of the ancient statues rather than that those statues be the ori8inals of the
fi8ures we paint.' The same advice could be 8iven to literati" ('"Pen�es detachees sur la
peinture , " in Otlll'rn esthitiqlles, Garnier, ed. Verniere, p. 8 16).
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just verified, it is hard to separate

mnimi from mimesis.

But on the other

hand, while Plato often discredits mimesir and almost always disqual ifies the
mimetic arts, he never separates the unveiling of truth,

alitheia,

from the

movement ofanamnesia (which is, as we have seen, to be distinguished from

hypomnesia).
What announces itself here is an internal division within

mimesis,

a

self-dupl ication of repetition itself; ad infinitum, since this movement feeds
its own proliferation. Perhaps, then, there is always more than one kind of

mimesis; and perhaps it is in the strange mirror that reflects but also displaces
and distorrs one mimesir into the other, as though it were itself destined to
mime or mask itself, that history-the history of literature--i s lodged,
along with the whole ofits interpretation. Everything would then be played
out in the paradoxes of the supplementary double: the paradoxes of some
thing that, added to the simple and the single, replaces and mimes them,
both like and unlike, unlike because it is-in that it is-like, the same as
and different from what it duplicates. Faced with all this, what does
"Platonism" decide and maintain? ("Platonism" here standing more or less
immediately for the whole history of Western philosophy, including the

\
/

anti-Platonisms that regularly feed into i t . ) What is it that is decided and ..,
maintained in ontology or dialectics throughout all the mutations or
revolutions that are entailed ? It is precisely' the

ontological:

the presumed

possibility of a discourse about what is, the deciding and decidable logos of
or about the

on

(being-present). That which is, the being-present (the

matrix-form of substance, of reality, of the oppositions between matter and '
form, essence and existence, objectivity and subjectivity, etc . ) is distinguished from the appearance, the image, the phenomenon, etc. , that is,

from anything that, presenting it a.r being-present, doubles it, re-presents
it, and can therefore replace and de-present it. There is thus the

1 and the 2,

the simple and the double. The double comes after the simple; it multiplies
it as a follow-up. It follows, I apologize for repeating this, that the image
supervenes upon real ity, the representation upon the present in presentation ,
the imitation upon the thing, the imitator upon the imitated. First there is
what is, "reality," the thing itself, in flesh and blood as the phenomenologists say; then there is, imitating these, the painting , the portrait, the
zographeme, the inscription or transcription of the thing itself. Discernability, at least numerical discernability, between the imitator and the
imitated is what constitutes order. And obviously, according to "logic"
itself, according to a profound synonymy, what is imitated is more real,
more essential, more true, etc . , than what imitates. It is anterior and
superior to it. One should constantly bear in mind, henceforth , the clinical

.'

\
\.
/

\
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paradigm of mimisis, the order of the three beds in the Republic X (596a ff):
the painter's, the carpenter's, and God's.
Doubtless this order will appear to be contested, even inverted, in the
course of history , and on several occasions. But never have the absolute
distinguishability between imitated and imitator, and the anteriority of the
first over the second, been displaced by any metaphysical system. In the

domain of "criticism" or poetics, it has been strongly stressed that art, as
imitation (representation, description, expression, imagination, etc.),

should not be "slavish" (this proposition scans twenty centuries of poetics)
and that consequently, through the liberties it takes with nature, art can
create or produce works that are more valuable than what they imitate. But
all these derivative oppositions send us back to the same root. The extra
value or the extra-being makes art a richer kind of nature, freer, more
pleasant, more creative: more natural. At the time of the great systematiza
tion of the classical doctrine of imitation, Desmaret, in his

Art of Poetry,

translates a then rather common notion:
And Art enchants us more than nature does. . . .
Not liking what is imitated, we yet love what imitates.
Whether one or the other is preferred (but it could easily be shown that
because of the nature of the imitated/imitator relation, the

preference,

whatever one might say, can only go to the imitated), it is at bottom this
order of appearance, the precedence fJwi-siance) of the imitated , that governs
the philosophical or critical interpretation of "literature, " if not the opera
tion of literary writing. This order ofappearance is the order ofall appearance,
the very process of appearing in general. It is the order of truth. "Truth" has
always meant two different things, the history of the essence of truth-the

/

truth of truth-being only the gap and the articulation between the two

)

interpretations or processes. To simplify the analyses made by Heidegger--
but without necessarily adopting the order of succession that he seems to
recognize, one can retain the fact that the process of truth is on
the unveiling of what lies concealed in oblivion
raised

rreleve:J

(alilheia),
is

from the thing itself, from that which

the one hand

the veil lifted or
insofar as it is,

presents itself, produces itself, and can even exist in the form of a determin
able hole in Being;

on the other hand (but this other process is prescribed

in

the first, in the ambiguity or duplicity of the presence of the present, of its
appearance--that which appears and its appearing-in thefold ofthe present
participle), '9 truth is agreement

(homoiosis

19. Cf. Heide88er, "Moira," in Ea,.ly Gmk
Capuzzi (New York: Harper '" Row, 197:5).

or

adaequatio),

a relation of

Thinking, trans. D. F. Krell and F. A.
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resemblance or equality between a re-presentation and a thing (unveiled ,
present), even in the eventuality of a statement of judgment.
Now, mimesis, all through the history of its interpretation, is always
commanded by the process of truth:

1.

either, even before it can be translated as imitation, mimesis signifies

the presentation of the thing itself, of nature, of the physis that produces
itself, engenders itself, and appears (to itself) as it really is, in the presence
of its image, its visible aspect, its face: the theatrical mask, as one of the
essential references of the mimeislhai, reveals as much as it hides. Mimesis is
then the movement of the phmis, a movement that is somehow natural (in
the nonderivative sense of this word), through which the phmis, having no
outside, no other, must be doubled in order to make its appearance, to
appear (to itself), to produce (itself), to unveil (itself); in order to emerge
from the crypt where it prefers itself; in order to shine in itsalilheia. In this
sense, mnimi and mimesis are on a par, since mnimi too is an unveiling (an
un-forgetting), alilheia.

2.

or else mimesis sets up a relation of homoiiiIir or adaequatio between

two (terms). In that case it can more readily be translated as imitation. This
translation seeks to express (or rather historically produces) the thought
about this relation. The two faces are separated and set face to face: the
imitator and the imitated, the latter being none other than the thing or the
meaning of the thing itself, its manifest presence. A good imitation will be
one that is true, faithful, like or likely, adequate, in conformity with the
phmir (essence or life) of what is imitated; it effaces itself of its own accord i n
the process o f restoring freely, and hence in a living manner, the freedom of
true presence.
In each case, mimesir has to follow the process of truth. The presence of the
present is its norm, its order, its law. It is in the name of truth, its only
reference--reJerence itself-that mimesis is judged, proscribed or prescribed
according to a regular alternation.
The invariable feature of this reference sketches out the closure of
metaphysics: not as a border enclosing some homogeneous space but
according to a noncircular, entirely other, figure. Now, this reference is
discreetly but absolutely displaced in the workings of a certain syntax, ,,,
whenever any writing both marks and goes back over its mark with an
undecidable stroke. This double mark escapes the pertinence or authority of
truth: it does not overturn it but rather inscribes it within its play as one of
its functions or parts. This displacement does not take place, has not taken
place once, as an

event.

It does not occupy a simple place. It does not take

place in writing. This dis-location (is what) writes/is written. This redou-
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bling of the mark, which is at once a formal break and a formal generaliza
tion,

is exemplifod by the text ofMallarmi, andsingularly by the "sheet " YOIl have

before your eyes (but obviously every word of this last proposition must by the
same token be displaced or placed under suspicion) .
Let us reread

Mimique.

Near the center, there is a sentence in quotation

marks. It is not a citation, as we shall see , but the simulacrum of a citation
or explicitation:-"The scene illustrates but the idea,

not any actual action . . .

"

This is a trap: one might well be tempted to interpret this sentence and
the sequence that follows from it in a very classical way, as an "idealist"
reversal of traditional mimetology. One would then say: of course, the
mime does not imitate any actual thing or action, any reality that is already
given in the world, existing before and outside his own sphere; he doesn't
have to conform, with an eye toward verisimilitude, to some real or external
model, to some

nature,

in the most belated sense of the word. But the

relation of imitation and the value of adequation remain intact since it is
still necessary to imitate, represent, or " illustrate" the idea. But what is the
idea? one would proceed to ask. What is the ideality of the idea? When it is
no longer the

ontos on

in the form of the thing itself, it is, to speak in a

post-Cartesian manner, the copy inside me, the representation of the thing
through thought, the ideality-for a subject-of what is. In this sense,
whether one conceives it in its "Cartesian" or in its "Hegelian" modifica
tion, the idea is the presence of what is, and we aren't yet out of Platonism.
It is still a matter of imitating (expressing, describing, representing,
illustrating) an

eidos or idea,

whether it is a figure of the thing itself, as i n

Plato, a subjective representation, as in Descartes, or both, as in Hegel.
Of course. Mallarme's text can be read this way and reduced to a brilliant

literary idealism. The frequent use of the word ldea-often enlarged and

hypostatized by a capital letter-an d the story of the author's supposed

Hegelianism tend to invite such a reading. And that invitation has rarely
gone unanswered. But a reading here should no longer be carried out as a
simple table of concepts or words, as a static or statistical sort of punctua
tion. One must reconstitute a chain in motion, the effects of a network and
the play of a syntax. In that case Mimique can be read quite differently than
as a neo-idealism or a neo-mimetologism. The system of

illustration

is

altogether different there than in the Philebus. With the values that must be
associated with it, the

lustre

is reinscribed in a completely other place.

There is no imitation . The Mime imitates nothing. And to begin with,
he doesn't imitate. There is nothing prior to the writing of his gestures.
Nothing is prescribed for him. No present has preceded or supervised the
tracing of his writing. His movements form a figure that no speech
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anticipates or accompanies. They are not linked with logos in any order of
consequence. "Such il thil PIERROT MURDERER OF HIS WIFE ComPOled

and let down by himself, a mute IoliloqNy .

.

.

"

"Composed and set down by himself . . . " We here enter a textual
labyrinth panelled with mirrors . The Mimefollowl no preestablished script,
no program obtained elsewhere. Not that he improvises or lets himself go
spontaneously: he simply does not obey any verbal order. His gestures, his
gestural writing (and Mallarme's insistence on describing the regulated
gesture of dance or pantomime as a hieroglyphic inscription is legendary),
are not dictated by any verbal discourse or imposed by any diction. The
Mime inaugurates; he breaks into a white page:

. . . a mute Ioliloquy that
the phantom, white al a yet unwritten page, holds in both face andgesture at full
length to hil Ioul. "
"

The blank-the other face of this double session here declares its white
color---extends between the candid virginity

(''fragmenII of candor" . . .
"nuptial proofs oft� Idea") of the white (candida) page and the white paint of
the pale Pierrot who, by simulacrum, writes in the paste of his own

make-up, upon the page he is. Through all the surfaces superimposed white
on white, between all the layers ofMallarmean make-up, one comes across,
every time, on analysis, the substance of some

"drowned grease paint" (The
Chastired Clown [Le Pitre ciJati{j). One can read , each within the other, the
Pierrot of Mimique and the "bad Hamlet" of the Chastiled Clown ("Eyes, lakes
with my Iimple intoxication ofrebirth / Olher lhan as the hillrion ffho with a gesture
evoked / AI a quill the Imoking lampI' ignoble 1001, / I pierced a window in the
canvas wal"). Pierrot is brother to all the Hamlets haunting the Mallar
mean text. If one takes account of the crime, incest, or suicide in which they
are all simultaneously engaged, then it is, in the form of an I or A , the ghost
of a castrated point, quill, or stick that lies therein whetting its threats. To
prove this, one must go through several relays, that of all signifiers
containing -lQUE, for example, and this we shall not fail to do.
The Mime is not subjected to the authority of any book: the fact that
Mallarme points this out is all the more strange since the text called

Mimique

is initially a reaction to a reading. Mallarme had earlier had the

booklet of the mimodrama in his hands, and it is this little work that he is at
first commenting upon. We know this because Mallarme had published the
first version of this text, without its title, in the November 1886 issue ofLa
Revue indipendanle. In place of what was to become the first paragraph of
Mimique, one could read this in particular: "A type ofluxury not inferior to
any gala seems to me to be, during the treacherous season all with its calls to
go out, the setting aside, under the first lamp, of an evening at home for

THE DOUBLE S E SSION

reading. The suggestive and truly rare booklet that opens in my hands is
none other, in sum, than a pantomime booklet: Pierrot Murderer 0/his
. . . " (Published by Calmann-Uvy, new edition, 1886).20

Wife

It i s thus in a booklet, upon a page, that Mallarme must have read the
effacement of the booklet before the gestural initiative of the Mime. That,
20. The editors of the Pleiade edition ofMallarme's works have not deemed necessary to
point out, in their ""Notes et Variantes,"' that the cexc printed in La RMlt indipmdantt, which
was pan of a much longer sequence, did not carry the tirle Mimiqllt, and that the paragraph
we have just qUOted and broken off at the same point as che Pleiade editors was followed by a
paragraph which, both in vocabulary and syntax, was quite different from the second
paragraph of Mimiqllt. Contrary to the rule observed for other texrs, those edicors have not
included the varianrs from the second version, published in Pages (Brussels, 189 1) in the
chapter called "Le Genre ou des Modernes," still without a tirle. Mimiqllt is a third version,
published under that tirle in Divagalions ( 1897), in the series called C,.ayonnl all IhMm.
When the Pleiade editors, after quoting two paragraphs from the RMlt indlpmdantt (up to
PitmJt MII,.a".". ofhis Wife . . . ), go on co add: ""These twO paragraphs, in Pages ( 189 1), were
parr (p. 13:5-36) of the chapter 'Ie Genre ou des Modernes. ' They also appeared in
Divagations, p. 186,"" this description is both incomplete and inexact. If we have chosen to
reproduce here the two earlier versions, it is because the transformation of each paragraph (in
cerrain of irs words, its syntax, its punctuation, irs play of parencheses and italics, etc.)
displays the economy of the "syntaxer"" at work; and also because, at the proper momenc, we
will draw from them cerrain specific lessons.
a. La RMlt indipmdantt ( 1886) (immediately following the passage we have qUOted in the
body of the texc) . . . ""a pantomime booklet: PitmJt MII,.a".". ofhis Wife, composed and set
down by M. Paul Marguericre. A monomime, rather, I would say along with the author,
before the tacit soliloquy that the phantom, white as a yet unwritten page, holds in both face
and gesture at full length to himself. A whirlwind of delicate new thoughrs emanates, which
I would like to seize upon with securiry, and say. The encire esthetic there of a genre situated
closer to principles than any other! nothing in this region of fantasy being able co foil the
direcc simplifying instinct. This: 'The scene iIIustrares but the idea, not any actual action,
through a hymen out of which Rows Dream, tainted with vice, yet sacred, between desire
and fulfillment, perpetration and remembrance: here anticipating, there recalling, in che
future, in the past, under the false appearance of a present. This is how the Mime operates,
whose act is confined to a perpetual allusion: not otherwise does he set up a pure medium of
fiction . ' This marvelous bit of nothing, less than a thousand lines, whoever will read it as I
have just done, will comprehend the eternal rules, just as though facing the stageboards,
their humble depository. The surprise, which is also charming, caused by the anifice of a
notation of sentimenrs by unproffered sencences, is chat, in this sole case perhaps with
auchenticicy, becween che sheers and the eye silence is established , the delight of reading."
b. Pages ( 189 1). ""Silence, sole luxury after rhymes, an orchestra only marking with irs
gold, irs brushes with dusk and cadence, the detail of irs signification on a par wich a stilled
ode and which it is up to the poet, roused by a dare, to translace! the silence that I have
sought ever since from afternoons of music, I have also found with concentment before che
reappearance, always as original as himself, of Pierrot, that is, of the bright and sagacious
mime, Paul Legrand . [This paragraph can now be found in C,.ayonnl all thMm , in OtIlVnS
complttes, p. 340. }
""Such is this PitmJt Mllrrkrofhis Wife composed and set down by M. Paul Margueritte, a
tacit soliloquy that the phantom, white as a yet unwritten page, holds in both face and
gesture at full length to himself. A whirlwinc:i of naive or new thoughrs emanates, which ic
WQuld be pleasing to seize upon with security, and say. The entire esthecic of a genre sicuated
closer to principles than any other! nothing in this region of fantasy being able to foil the
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direct simplifying spirit. This: 'The scene illustrates but the idea, noc any actual action,
through a hymen (out of which Rows Dream), tainted with vice yet sacred, berween desire
and fulfillment, perpetration and remembrance: here anticipating, there recalling, in the
fucure, in the past, IInMr thefalse appea,.ance ofa prrsmt. That is how the Mime operates, whose
act is confined to a perpetual allusion: noc ocherwise does he set up a pure medium of fiction. '
This role, less chan a thousand lines, whoever reads it will comprehend che rules as if placed
before the stageboards, their humble depository. The surprise, too, accompanying the
anifice of a notacion of senciments by unproffered sentences, is that, in this sole case perhaps
with authencicity, between the sheets and the eye is established this silence, the delight of
reading. "
On comparing chese three versions, we can draw a first conclusion: the sentence in
quotation marks is indeed a simulacrum of a citation-an expli-citarion, rather--an
impersonal, concise, solemn statement, a kind of illustrious rule, an anonymous axiom or
law of unknown origin. Aside from the fact that such a "cicacion" is nowhere to be found
(particularly among the different booklets, prefaces, and notes), the fact that it changes
slightly in the course of the three versions would suffice to prove that we are dealing with a
Mallarm6in fiction. Its syntax should already have suggested as much.
It is not impossible that, several years earlier, Mallarme had also acrended a performance
by this PitmJt. The second edition, the "rare booklet" to which Mimiqllt is responding, was
indeed accompanied by the following Notice, signed by Paul Margueritte himself: "In
188 1 , che amusement afforded by a theatrical performance in the councry, an unexpected
success in the role of Pierrot, beneath che white mask and in Deburau's costume, made me
suddenly become enamoured of pantomime, and write and acc ouc, among other scenarios,
this one: PIERROT MURDERER OF HIS WIFE. Having never seen a mime, Paul Legrand or
Rouff, or read anything concerning chis special an, I was ignorant of all traditions. I chus
came up with a personal Pierrot, in conformiry with my innermost esthetic self. As I sensed
him and translaced him, it seems, he was a modem being, neurotic, tragic, and ghostly. For
lack of the proper sideshow stage, I was prevented from going on with chis eccentric
vocation, this veritable anistic madness that had gripped me, co which l owed certain
singular personaliry-sheddings, strange nervous sensations, and, on the mornings mer,
some cerebral intoxications like chose one gets from hashish. Unknown, a beginner in che
world of letters, wichout any supporting casc or Columbine, I modesdy performed a few
monomimes in drawing-rooms and for the general public. Poets and anists judged my
attempts curious and new: MM. Leon Cladel, Stephane Mallarme, J. K. Huysmans, and M.
Theodore de Banville, who, in a letter sparkling with wit, tried co dissuade me, alleging that
the worldly public was too . . . witry, and that the heyday of pantomime had past. Amm. If
anything is left of my mimic efforts, it is the literary conception of a modem, suggestive
Pierroc, donning at will the Rowing classical coscume or the tight black suit, and moving
about in uneasiness and fear. This idea, set down in a Iitde pantomime, - was one I later
developed in a novel, -- and I intend to use it again in two volumes chat will be: a study of
anistic sensations, and a collection of pantomimes. Hmaforth I shollid be allowed to emphasize
the dates ofmy works. My cup is small , but I drink it all. It would be unjust ifmy forthcoming
books should seem to be inspired by someone else, and if I should be accused of imitation or
plagiarism. Ideas belong to everyone. I am convinced chat ic is by mere coincidence that
following PIERROT MURDERER OF HIS WIFE there should have appeared a work with a
similar tirle and that after the character of Paul Violas in Au. FOUR there should follow a
Pierrot reminiscent of him. I am just affirming my prioriry and reserving it for the future.
This granted, the affeccion I feel toward the precry art of pantomime, for Piecrots
Willette's Album, Huysmans' Skeptical PitmJt, and Hennique--induces me co applaud any
effort that will ressuscitate, on stage or in a book , our friend Pierrot." (-PitmJ/ Mllrdmrofhir
Wife, 1882, Schmidt, Printer. --All FOIl", a novel, 188:5 , ed. Giraud. )
This lengchy quocacion i s also of inreresc i n chat it marks the historical complexity of the
cextual nerwork in which we are already engaged and in which Marguericre declares his claim
to originaJiry.
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in fact, is a structural necessity, marked in the text of Mimique. Whether
Mallarme ever did actually go to see the "spectacle"

too is not only hard to

verify but irrelevant to the organization of the text.
What Mallarme read, then, in this little book is a prescription that effaces
itselfthrough its very existence, the order given to the Mime to imitate nothing
that in any way preexists his operation: neither an act ("the scene illustrates but
the idea, not any actual action") nor a word ("stilled ode . . . mute soliloquy that
the phantom, white as a yet unwrilten page, holds in both face and gesture
at full length to his souf').
.'

In the beginning of this mime was neither the deed nor the word . It is
prescribed (we will define this word in a moment) to the Mime that he not
let anything be prescribed to him but his own writing, that he not
reproduce by imitation any action

(pragma: affair, thing, act) or any speech
(logos: word, voice, discourse). The Mime ought only to write himselfon the
white page he is; he must himself inscribe himselfthrough gestures and plays
of facial expressions. At once page and quill, Pierrot is both passive and
active, matter and form, the author, the means, and the raw material of his
mimodrama. The histrion produces himself here. Right here--"A

histrion

was

I of myself!"

(p.

veracious

495).

Before we investigate this proposition, let us consider what Mallarme is

doing in Mimique.

We read Mimique. Mallarme (he who fills the function of

"author") writes upon a white page on the basis of a text he is reading in
which it is written that one must write upon a white page. One could
nevertheless point out that while the referent indicated by Mallarme is not a
spectacle he actually perceived, it is at least a "real" object called a booklet,
which Mallarme could see, the brochure he has before his eyes or in his
hands (since he says so!:

hands"),

"The suggestive and truly rare booklet that opens in my

which is firmly maintained in its self-identity.

Let us see, since we must see, this little book. What Mallarme has in his

hands is a second edition, issued four years after the first, five years after the
performance itself. The author's Note has replaced the Preface by a certain
Fernand Beissier. The latter had described what he had seen: in the barn of an

old farm, in the midst of a crowd of workers and peasants, a mimodrama
with no entry fee--of which he gives an outline after having described the

setting at length. An inebriated Pierrot, "white, long, emaciated , " enters

with an undertaker. "And the drama began. For it truly was a drama we
attended , a brutal , bizarre drama that burned the brain like one of Hoff
mann's fantastic tales, atrocious at times, making one suffer like a veritable
nightmare. Pierrot, who remains alone, tells how he has killed Columbine
who had been unfaithful to him . He has just buried her, and no one will
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ever know of his crime. He had tied her to the bed while she was asleep, and
he had tickled her feet until a horrible, ghastly death burst upon her
amongst those atrocious bursts of laughter. Only this long white Pierrot
with his cadaverous face could have come up with the idea of this torture fit
for the damned. And, miming the action, he represented before us the

j

whole scene, simulating the vict m and the murderer by turns. "
Beissier describes the reaction of the audience and wonders what sort of
reception Paris would give this "bizarre, tormented , bony Pierrot who
seems to be slightly neurotic" ("This destroyed all my ideas about that
legendary Pierrot who once made me laugh so hard . . . "). The next day, he
tells us, he meets the Mime who has "become a man of the world again": it
is Paul Margueritte, the brother of Victor Margueritte, the SOn of the
general, Mallarme's cousin . He asks Beissier to write a Preface to the
booklet of Pierrot Murderer of his

Wife which he,

Paul Margueritte, intends

to write and publish. That is exactly what has happened. The Preface is
dated "Valvins [where Mallarme had a vacation house.-Trans. ) , Septem
ber

1 5 , 1882":

it is thus not improbable that Mallarme, linked to the

enterprise in all these ways, might have attended the performance and read
the first edition of the booklet.
The temporal and textual structure of the "thing" (what shall we call it?)
presents itself, for the time being , thus: a mimodrama "takes place, " as a
gestural writing preceded by no booklet; a preface is planned and then
written after the "event" to precede a booklet written after thefact, reBecting
the mimodrama rather than programming it. This Preface is replaced four
years later by a Note written by the "author" himself, a sort of Boating
outwork

[hors-livre) .

Such is the object that is supposed to have served as Mallarme's supposed
"referent . " What was it, then , that he had in his hands, before his eyes? At
what point? in what now? along what line?

We have not yet opened the booklet " itself. " The textual machination
derives its complexity first of all from the fact that this little book, a verbal
text aligning words and sentences, describes retrospectively a purely ges
tural , silent sequence, the inauguration of a writing of the body. This
discrepancy or heterogeneity in the signifier is remarked upon by Mar
gueritte in an N . B . After the physical presentation of Pierrot in which
white predominates ("in a white surtout . . . " " . . . with head and hands as
white as plaster . . . " " . . . a white kerchief . . . " " . . . hands of plaster, too
. . . ") : "N. B. -Pierrot seems to speak? -A pure literary fiction! -Pierrot
is mute, and the drama is, from one end to the other,

mimed. "

These

words--" pure , " "fiction, " "mute"-will be picked up again by Mallarme.
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Within this literary fiction whose verbal writing supervenes after the
occurrence [couP) of a different sort of writing, the latter-the gestural act of
the mimodrama-is described as anamnesis. It is already the memory of a
certain past. The crime has already taken place at the moment Pierrot
mimes it. And he mimes--" in the present "

under lhefalse appearance ofa

"

the perpetrated crime. But in � iming the past in the present, he
reconstitutes, in the said "present," the deliberations through which he

present, "

prepared the murder, when , examining all possible means to be used, he
was still dealing with a crime to come, a death to give. Pierrot has sent the
undertaker away; he stares at Columbine's portrait and "points at it with
a mysterious finger. " "I remember . . . Let's close the curtains! 1 don't
dare . . . (He backs up and, without looking behind him, pulls the drapes shut. His mouth
trembles and then an invincible force wrenches from him the secret that has risen to his lips.
The MUSIC scops, Iisrens.)

Here [large letters, the discourse of the mute mime) :
Columbine, my charming wife, the Columbine in the portrait, was
sleeping. She slept over there, in the big bed: 1 killed her. Why? . . . Ah,
here is why! My gold , she filched; my best wine, she drank; my back, she
beat, and hard , too: as for my forehead, she decorated it. A cuckold, yes,
that's what she made me, and exorbitantly, but what does that matter? 1
killed her-because 1 felt like it, 1 am the master, what can anyone say? To
kill her, yes . . . that pleases me. But how shall 1 go about it? (For Pierrot, like a
sleepwalker, reproduces his crime, and in his hallucination, the past becomes present.)

[a sleepwalker: all this is happening, if one can still say, between sleep and
wakefulness, perception and dream ; the words

''Past''

and

"present"

are

underlined by the author; we encounter them again, underlined differently,
in Mimique. Thus, in the apparent present of his writing , the author of the
booklet, who is none other than the Mime, describes in words the past
present of a mimodrama which itself, in its apparent present, silently
mimed an event-the crime--i n the past-present but of which the present
has never occupied the stage, has never been perceived by anyone, nor even,
as we shall see, ever really been committed. Never, anywhere, not even in
the theatrical fiction. The booklet reminds us that the mime "is reproduc
ing his crime, " miming what he remembers, and in so doing is obliged to
begin by miming, in the present, the past deliberations over a crime yet to
be committed) "Of course, there's the rope--pull it tight and blam! it's
done! yes, but then the tongue hanging out, the horrible face? no--the
knife? or a saber, a long saber? zap! in the heart . . . yes, but then the blood
Bows out in torrents, streaming.-Ugh! what a devil of a . . . Poison? a
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little tiny vial, quaff it and then . . . yes! then the cramps, the runs, the
pains, the tortures, ah ! how awful (it would be discovered, anyway). Of
course, there's the gun, bam! but bam! would be heard . -Nothing, I can
think of nothing . (He paces gravely back and forth. deep in thought, By accident, he
trips.) Ow! that hurts! (He strokes his foot. ) Oof! that hurts! It's not serious, it's

better already. (He keeps on stroking and tielding his foot . ) Ha! hal that's funny!
Ha! Ha! No, it makes me laugh. Ah! (He abruptly lets go of his foot. He slaps
himself on the head . ) I've got it! (Slyly:) I've got it! I'm going to tickle my wife to

death. There!"
Pierrot then mimes all the way to the "supreme spasm" the rising of
ecstatic hilarity. The crime, the orgasm, is mimed doubly: the Mime plays
the roles of both Pierrot and Columbine alternately. Here is simply the
descriptive passage (in parentheses and in roman letters) in which the crime
and the orgasm (what Bataille calls dying laughing and laughing [at)
dying) take place such that in the final analysis what happens is nothing, no
violence, no stigmata, no traces; the perfect crime in that it can be confused
only with the heights of pleasure

fjouissance)

obtainable from a certain

speculation. The author indeed disappears since Pierrot also is (plays)
Columbine and since at the end of the scene he dies, too, before the
spectacle of Columbine, who suddenly comes to life and, inside her por
trait, bursts out laughing. Here, then , is the apparent production of the
spasm or, let us already hazard the word , of the hymen: "And now, let's
tickle: Columbine, it's you that will pay for this . " (And he tickles wild. he tickles

fierce. he tickles again, he tickles without mercy. then throws himself on the bed and

becomes Columbine. She [he) writhes in horrible gaiery. One of the arms gets loose and frees
the other arm , and these cwo crazed arms starr fulminating against Pierrot. She [he} bursts

out in a true, strident, mortal laugh; sits bolt upright; tries to jump out of bed; and still her
[his} feet are dancing, tickled, tortured, epileptic. It is the death throes. She [he} rises up

once or cwice--supreme spasm!--opens her [his} mouth for one last curse, and throws back.

out of the bed, her [his} drooping head and arms. Pierrot becomes Pierrot again. At the foot
of the bed. he is still scratching, worn out, gasping. but victorious . . . )

After congratulating him(her)self for having, through this nonviolent
crime, through this sort of masturbatory suicide, saved his (her) head from
the "chopper's blow [couP de couperet1" of the guillotine ("I wash my hands of
it, you understand"), the androgynous mime is overtaken, incoercibly, by
"Columbine's tickle, like a contagious, avenging ill . " He tries to escape it
by what he calls a "remedy": the bottle with which another erotic scene
concludes in a "spasm" and a "swoon. " After the second lapse, a hallucina
tion presents him with a Columbine who has become animate in her

202

THE DOUBLE SESSION

portrait , bursting out in laughter. Pierrot is again overcome by trepidation
and tickling, and finally he dies at the feet of his "painted victim laughing
still. ..
With all its false bottoms, its abysses, its trompe-loeil, such an arrange
ment of writings could not be a simple pretextual referent for Mallarme's

Mimique.

But despite the (structural , temporal, textual) complexity of this

booklet-object, one might have been tempted to consider it a system closed
upon itself, folded back over the relation, which is certainly very tangled,
between, let us say, the "act" of the mimodrama (the one Mallarme says
writes itself upon a white page) and the retrospectiveness rlapres-coup) of the
booklet. In this case, Mallarme's textual play of reference would be checked
by a definite safety-catch .
But such is not the case. A writing that refers back only to itselfcarries us

at the same time,

indefinitely and systematically, to some other writing. At

the same time: this is what we must account for. A writing that refers only
to itself and a writing that refers indefinitely to some other writing might
appear noncontradictory: the reSecting screen never captures anything but
writing , indefinitely, stopping nowhere, and each reference still confines us
within the element of reSection . Of course. But the d ifficulty arises in the
relation between the medium of writing and the determination of each
textual unit. It is necessary that while referring each time to another text, to
another determinate system, each organism only refer to itselfas a determi
nate structure; a structure that is open and closed

at lhe same time.

Letting itself be read for itself, doing without any external pretext,

Mimique

is also haunted by the ghost or grafted onto the arborescence of

another text. Concerning which, Mimique explains that that text describes a
gestural writing dictated by nothing and pointing only toward its own
initiality, etc. Margueritte's booklet is thus, for

Mimique,

both a sort of

epigraph , an hors d'reuvre, and a seed, a seminal infiltration: indeed both at
once, which only the operation of the graft can no doubt represent. One
ought to explore systematically not only what appears to be a simple
etymological coincidence uniting the graft and the graph (both from

graphion:

writing implement, stylus) , but also the analogy between the

forms of textual grafting and so-called vegetal grafting, or even, more and
more commonly today, animal grafting. It would not be enough to com
pose an encyclopedic catalogue of grafts (approach grafting, detached scion
grafting; whip grafts, splice grafts, saddle grafts, cleft grafts, bark grafts;
bridge grafting, inarching, repair grafting, bracing; T-budding. shield
budding. etc. ); one must elaborate a systematic treatise on the textual graft.
Among other things, this would help us understand the functioning of
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footnotes, for example, or epigraphs, and in what way, to the one who
knows how to read, these are sometimes more important than the so-called
principal or capital text. And when the capital title itself becomes a scion,
one can no longer choose between the presence or absence of the title.21
We have pointed out just about all the structural elements ofMarguerit
te's book. We know what its themes and title are. What is left? On the title
page, between the author's proper name and the tide on the one hand, and
the name of the writer of the preface on the other hand , there is an epigraph
and a third proper name. It is a quotation from Theophile Gautier:
The story of Pierrot who tickled his wife,
And thus made her laughingly give up her life.
Now we know. This whole mimodrama refers back one more step,

through the incision marked by the epigraph, to another text. At least one, r"l4....�
and whatever Margueritte may have said in his Note. An eye graft, a text
extending far out of sight.
Out of sight-you are here slowly coming back to the hymen and
dissemination-for there would be a certain imprudence in believing that
one could, at last, stop at a textual seed or principle oflife referring only to
itself in the form of Gautier's

Pierrot Posthume. zz A

notch is marked there,

2 1 . For the reasons being set forch here, this concept of the texrual graft would be hard
to confine simply to the field of a "human psychology" of the imagination, as Bachelard
defines it in the following beautifully written passage from L'EaIi et les Rillfs [Wat". anti
Dtum.r}: "What we love above all in man is what can be written about him. Does what can't
be wrinen deserve to be lived? We have thus been obliged to content ourselves with the
",afttd material imagination, and we have almost always confined ourselves to the srudy of
the different branches of the materializing imagination found abovt the ",aft whenever any
culrure has put its mark on any nature.
"Moreover, this is not, for us, a simple metaphor. On the contrary, the ",aft appears to us
to be a concept essential to the undeestanding of human psychology. It is, in our view, the
human sign as such, the necessary sign for specifying human imagination. For us, humaniry
imagining is something that lies beyond nature naturing. It is the graft that can really give
the material imagination the exuberance offorms. It is the graft that can transmit the variety
and density of maner to the formal imagination. It forces the seedling to Rower and gives
maner to the Rower. In a completely nonmetaphorical sense, the production ofa poetic work
requires that there be a union between a dreaming activiry and an ideating activity. Art is
grafted nature" (pp. 14- 1 :5 ; original emphasis). These statements are disputed, from a
"psychocritical" point of view, by Charles Mauron (Des Milaphores obsidantes all mythepersonnel
[From Obsess;w Metaphors to Pmonal Myth), pp. 2(r27 ).
22. A HarIequinade in one act and in verse (done in collaboration with P. Siraudin), fiest
performed on the Vaudeville stage on Ocrober 4, 1847. Margueritte was much later to write:
"The perusal of a tragic rale by Commander Riviere along with tWO lines by Gautier, 'The
stoty of Pierrot who tickled his wife, And thus made her laughingly give up her life,'
determined my Satanic, ultraromantic and yet vety modern conception: a refined , neurotic,
cruel yet ingenuous Pierrot in whom all possible contrasts were alloyed, a veritable psychic

204

THE DOUBLE SESSION

one that again opens onto another text and practices another reading. The
analysis of all this would be infinite. Harlequin offers a mouse to Columbine
under the pretext that "A woman's a cat holding us in her claws; / A mouse
is the right gift to place in her paws. " To which Columbine replies: "A
jewel-box is nicer than thirty mousetraps. " All this at the moment that
Pierrot's death in Algiers is being announced by Harlequin ("Bah! noth
ing's surer: his obituary, / On the opening pages of each dictionary, / Is
visibly written with paraphs profuse, / Just under a Pierrot attached to a
noose. "). Pierrot returns, and is summoned to testify to his own death: "I
can rejoice no longer in seeing myself, " and he wanders about like a
phantom . Mistakenly, he drinks a philter of resurrection and swallows the
mouse Harlequin has surreptitiously introduced into the botde. He begins
to wiggle and laugh, "mad and wild-eyed" ("If I only could slip down a
tomcat inside!"), and finally decides to kill himself. And in the course of a
soliloquy, as he deliberates over the various ways of putting an end to his
life,

he remembers something he has read: "Let's go commit suicide once and for

all . / Hm, what about rope? No, that's no solution: / Hemp doesn't go with
my soul's constitution

.

. . / Jump off a bridge? cold water's too chilling . . .

/ Smother myself in a bed with down filling? / Fi ! I'm too white to be aping

Othello . .

.

/ Not feathers, nor water, nor rope for this fellow . . . / I have it:

I've read in an old-fashioned story / The tale of a husband who tickled his

wife, / And thus made her laughingly give up her life . . . He cickles himself.

Ha! hal I shall soon leap about like a calf/ IfI don't . . . Let's go on . . . How
this does make me laugh! / I'm bursting! and now to move down to the feet.
/ I'm fainting, I'm crawling , I'm in a fire's heat! / How the universe opens

before my dazed eyes! / Ho! ho! I am fainting and cannot arise. " Columbine:
"Who's this idiot pinching himself just for fun?"

dying . "

Columbine:

Pierrot:

"A ghost who is

"Say that again?"

After a number of other episodes (scenes of poisoning, Pierrot as a
vampire figure, etc . ) , Pierrot turns to address the audience. This time we do
not have a Mime-librettist attributing fictional status to a booklet of words
Proceus, a bic sadistic, quice willingly a lush, and a perfecc scoundrel . Thus ic is chac wich

Pierrot MllrrJenr ofhiI Wift--a cragic nighcmarea fa Hoffmann or Edgar Allan Poe, in which
Pierroc makes his wife die laughing by cickling che boccoms of her feec-I was a precursor in
che revival of pancomime back in 188 1 ; I mighc even say the precursor." (Nos TrittAlIX [Our
Stage), 19 10). Marguericce seems noc co be familiar wich all che back corridors and
genealogies of chis scene. For example, deach by foor cickling occurs in LeI rolltries de T,.ia/ph,
Nom cOlltempora;n avant son Silicide [Tria/ph's T,.ick!: 011,. Contemporary prior to his SII;C;de} by
Lassailly ( 1833); cickling ro dearh is already found in The Whitt Devi/ by Webster ( 16 12):
"He rickles you ro death, makes you die laughing" (V, iii), rhe whole rime, ofcourse. in rhe
inrerval and already. 50 ro speak, in rhe English language.
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being substituted for a mute mimic. We have a Pierrot who, while
speaking upon the stage, begs forgiveness for having done so, the entire
thing being enclosed within the writing of a booklet: "Pardon Pierrot for
speaking, please. Most of the time / I play my part only through grimace
and mime. / I silently move like a phantom in white, / Always fooled,
always beaten, and trembling with fright, / Through all the imbroglios
traced out in bold / Brush-strokes by the Comedy dreamed up of old. /

Comedia de" ane was once this art's name, / Where actors embroidered their
role as it came. "
One could g o on at great length i n order to find out where this Pierrot
had read the exemplary story of this husband who tickled his wife and thus

made her laughingly give up her life. With all the threads provided by the

comedia de" arte,

one would find oneself caught in an interminable

network. 2� Bibliographical research, source studies, the archeology of all
Pierrots would be at once endless and useless, at least as far as what interests
us here is concerned, since the process of cross-referencing and grafting is

remarked inside Mallarme's text,

which thereby has no more "inside" than it

can properly be said to be by Mallarme.
The moment at which we appeared to take leave of that text was marked
by the proposition I shall here recall: setting down and composing by
himself his soliloquy, tracing it upon the white page he himself is, the
Mime does not allow his text to be dictated to him from any other place. He
represents nothing, imitates nothing, does not have to conform to any prior
referent with the aim of achieving adequation or verisimilitude. One can
here foresee an objection: since the mime imitates nothing, reproduces
nothing, opens up in its origin the very thing he is tracing out, presenting,
or producing, he must be the very movement oftruth. Not, ofcourse, truth
23. Among other intersections, one would encounter a PitmJ/ Dud andAlive, a Pierrot
Valet of DUlh (with a review by Nerval , who had combed all of Europe in order to study
pantomime), a Pierrot Hang" (by Champfteury) in punishment for the theft of a book , a

Pierrot disguised as a mattress on which his Colombine more or less makes love with
Harlequin, after which they make a hole in the mattress cover and card the wool, which
promprs Theophile Gautier to write: "A moment later some woolcarders appear and subject
Pierrot to a painful quarter-hour (qllart tfhtllrr-cartitll" (carder)); to be carded, what a fate!
ir"s enough to take your breath (/'haleine-/a laille (wool)) away. Please excuse these puns,
which cannot occur in panromime, which proves the superiority of those sorrs ofworks over
all others. " Elsewhere, Gautier notes that "the Origin of Pierrot," "the symbol of the
proletarian , " is just as " interesting" as those enigmas "that have aroused the curiosiry of
the . . . Father Kirchers, the Champollions, etc . " This is a lead to follow. I would like to
thank Paule Thevenin for helping me in this l ibrary of Pierrors, who are all, including
Margueritte's, at once living and dead , living more dead than alive, bttwtm life and death,
taking into consideration those effecrs ofspecular doubling which the abundant literature of
the time associates with Hoffman, NervaI . and even Poe.

\
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in the form ofadequation between the representation and the present of the
thing itself, or between the imitator and the imitated, but truth as the
present unveiling of the present: monstration, manifestation, production,
alilheia. The mime produces, that is to say makes appear in praestntia,
manifests the very meaning of what he is presently writing: of what he
performs. He enables the thing to be perceived in person, in its true face. If
I ;;ne followed the thread of this objection, one would go back, beyond
imitation, toward a more "originary" sense of alitheia and of mimeisthai.
One would thus come up with one of the most typical and tempting
metaphysical reappropriations of writing, one that can always crop up in
the most divergent contexts.
One could indeed push Mallarme back into the most "originary"
metaphysics of truth if all mimicry fmimiqueJ had indeed disappeared, if it
had effaced itself in the scriptural production of truth.
But such is not the case. There is mimicry. Mallarme sets great store by it,
t along with simulacrum (and along with pantomime, theater, and dance; all
these motifs intersect in particular in Richard Wagner, Reverie d'un Poete
jrant;ais, which we are holding and commenting upon here behind the
scenes). We are faced then with mimicry imitating nothing; faced, so to
speak, with a double that doubles no simple, a double that nothing
anticipates, nothing at least that is not itself already double. There is no
simple reference. It is in this that the mime's operation does allude, but
alludes to nothing, alludes without breaking the mirror, without reaching
beyond the looking-glass. "That is I»w the Mime operates, whose act is confined
to a perpetual allusion without breaking the ice or the mirror. " This speculum
reBects no reality; it produces mere "reality-effects. " For this double that
often makes one think of Hoffmann (mentioned by Beissier in his Preface),
reality, indeed, is death. It will prove to be inaccessible, otherwise than by
simulacrum, just like the dreamed-of simplicity of the supreme spasm or of
the hymen. In this speculum with no reality, in this mirror of a mirror, a
difference or dyad does exist, since there are mimes and phantoms. But it is
a difference without reference, or rather a reference without a referent,
without any first or last unit, a ghost that is the phantom of no Besh,
wandering about without a past, without any death, birth, or presence.
,
Mallarme thus preserves the differential structure of mimicry or mimesis,
but without its Platonic or metaphysical interpretation, which implies that
somewhere the being of something that is, is being imitated. Mallarme
even maintains (and maintains himself in) the structure of the phanlaSma as
it is defined by Plato: the simulacrum as the copy of a copy. With the
exception that there is no longer any model, and hence, no copy, and that
_

\
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this structure (which encompasses Plato's text, including his attempt to
escape it) is no longer being referred back to any ontology or even to any
dialectic. Any attempt to reverse mimetologism or escape it in one fell
swoop by leaping out of it with bothfeet would only amount to an inevitable
and immediate fall back into its system: in suppressing the double or
making it dialectical, one is back in the perception of the thing itself, the
production of its presence, its truth, as idea, form, or matter. In comparison with Platonic or Hegelian idealism, the displacement we are here for
the sake of convenience calling "Mallarmean" is more subtle and patient,
more discreet and efficient. It is a simulacrum of Platonism or Hegelianism,
which is separated from what it simulates only by a barely perceptible veil,fc-
about which one can just as well say that it already runs-unnoticed
between Platonism and itself, between Hegelianism and itself. Between
Mallarme's text and itself. It is thus not simply false to say that Mallarme is
a Platonist or a Hegelian. But it is above all not true. 24
And vice versa.
What interests us here is less these propositions of a philosophical type ,
than the mode of their reinscription in the text ofMimique. What is marked
there is the fact that, this imitator having in the last instance no imitated,
this signifier having in the last instance no signified, this sign having in the
last instance no referent, their operation is no longer comprehended within
the process of truth but on the contrary comprehends it, the motifofthe last

>
I

>

24. Just as the motif of neutrality, in irs negative form, paves the way for the most
classical and suspect attempts at reappropriation, it would be imprudent just to cancel out
the pairs of metaphysical oppositions, simply ro ma,.k offfrom them any text (assuming this
to be possible). The strategic analysis must be constanrly readjusted . For example, the
deconstruction of the pairs ofmetaphysical oppositions could end up defusing arid neutraliz
ing Mallarme's text and would thus serve the interests invested in its prevailing traditional
interpretation, which up to now has been massively idealist. It is in and against this context
that one can and should emphasize the "materialism of the idea." We have borrowed this
definition from Jean Hyppolite (" . . . within this materialism of the idea he imagines the
diverse possibilities for reading the text . . . " "Le coup de des de Srephane Mallarme et Ie
message, " in leI Etlldes philosophiqlleI, 1958, no. 4). This is an example of that st,.ategic
aissymmttry that must ceaselessly counterbalance the neutralizing moments of any decon
strucrion. This dissymmetry has ro be minutely calculated, raking into account all the
analyzable differences within the ropography of the field in which it operates. It will in any
case be noted that the "logic of the hymen" we are deciphering here is not a logic of negative
neutrality, nor even of neutrality at all. Let us also stress that this "materialism of the idea"
does not designate the content of some projected "philosophical" doctrine proposed by
Mallarme (we are indeed in the process of determining in what way there is no "philosophy"
in his text, or rather that that text is calculated in such a way as no longer to be situated in
philosophy), but precisely the form of what is at stake in the operation of writing and
"Reading-That practice-," in the inscription of the "d iverse possibilities for reading the
text. "

.:x
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instance being inseparable from metaphysics as the search for the arkhe, the

eskhaton,

and the

te/oJ. 21

If all this leaves its mark upon

Mimique,

it is not only in the chiseled

precision of the writing, its extraordinary formal or syntactical felicity; it is
also in what seems to be described as the thematic content or mimed event,

, •

\

r

and which in the final analysis, despite its effect ofcontent, is nothing other
than the space of writing: in this "event"-hymen, crime, suicide, spasm
(oflaughter or pleasure�in which nothing happens, in which the simulac
rum is a transgression and the transgression a simulacrum, everything
describes the very structure of the text and effectuates its possibility. That,

I
\

at least, is what we now must demonstrate.
The operation, which no longer belongs to the system of-truth, does not
manifest, produce , or unveil any presence; nor does it constitute any
conformity, resemblance, or adequation between a presence and a repre
sentation. And yet this operation is not a unified entity but the manifold
play of a scene that, illustrating nothing-neither word nor deed-beyond
itself, illustrates nothing. Nothing but the many-faceted multiplicity of a
lustre which itself is nothing beyond its own fragmented light. Nothing
but the idea which is nothing . The ideality of the idea is here for Mallarme
the still metaphysical name that is still necessary in order to mark non
being , the nonreal, the nonpresent. This mark points, alludes without
breaking the glass, to the beyond of beingness, toward the epekeina tis ollIia.r:
a hymen (a closeness and a veil) between Plato's sun and Mallarme's lustre.
This "materialism of the idea" is nothing other than the

-I

,

st�,

the

theater, the visibility of nothing or of the self. It is a dramatization which

il/lIItrates nothing,

which illustrates the nothing, lights up a space, re-marks a
spacing as a nothing, a blank: white as a yet unwritten page, blank as a
difference between two lines. "I am for-no illustration. .

.

. "26

25 . For the reasons indicated in the preceding note, the simple erasing of the mera
physical concept of last instance would run the risk of defusing the necessary critique it
permits in certain determinate contexts. To take this double inscription of concepts inw
account is to practice a double Icience, a bifid, diIIymTlUt,.ical writing. Whose "general
economy, " defined elsewhere, does indeed constitute, in a displaced sense of the words, the
last instance.
26. The context of this quotation should here be restituted and related back to what was
said, at the stan of this session, concerning the book , the extra-text [horI-liwtl, the image,
and the illustration; then it should be related forward to what will be set in motion, in the
following session, between the book and the movement ofthe stage. Mallarme is responding
to a survey: "I am for-no illustration; everything a book evokes should happen in the
reader's mind: but, if you replace photography, why not go straight to cinematography,
whose successive unrolling will replace, in both pictures and text, many a volume,
advantageously" (p. 878).
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This chain of terms, Theater-Idea-Mime-Drama, can be found sketched
out in one of the fragments from the unpublished plans for the

"The summary of the theater
as Idea and hymn
whence theater = Idea"

Book:

+-

And, a bit further on, off to one side:

"Theater
Idea
Drama
Hero
Hymn
dance"
mIme
The stage

[scene] thus illustrates but the stage, the scene only the scene;
theater and idea, that is (as these two

there is only the equivalence between

names indicate), the visibility (which remains outside) of the visible that is
being effectuated . The scene illustrates, in the text of a hymen-which is

[hymne]-"in a hymen (out of which flows
Dream), tainted with vice yet sacred, between desire and fulfillment, perpetration
and remembrance: here anticipating, there recalling, in thefuture in thepast, under
the false appearance of a present. "
more than an anagram of " hymn"

p

"Hymen" (a word, indeed the only word, that reminds us that what is in

question is a "supreme spasm") is first of all a sign of fusion, the consummation of a marriage, the identification of two beings, the confusion between
two.

Between the two,

there is no longer difference but identity. Within this

fusion, there is no longer any distance between desire (the awaiting of a full
presence designed to fulfill it, to carry it out) and the fulfillment of
presence, between distance and non-distance; there is no longer any differenCe between desire and satisfaction. It is not only the difference (between
desire and fulfillment) that is abolished , but also the difference between
difference and nondifference. Nonpresence, the gaping void of desire, and
presence, the fullness of enjoyment, amount to the same. By the same token

(du mime couP],

there is no longer any textual difference between the image

and the thing, the empty signifier and the full signified, the imitator and
the imitated, etc. But it does not follow, by virtue of this hymen of
confusion, that there is now only one term, a single one of the differends. It
does not follow that what remains is thus the fullness of the signified, the
imitated, or the thing itself, simply present in person. It is the difference
between the two terms that is no longer functional. The confusion or
consummation of this hymen eliminates the spatial heterogeneity of the
tWO poles in the "supreme spasm , " the moment of dying laughing. By the

I

'
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same token, it eliminates the exteriority or anteriority, the independence,
of the imitated, the signified, or the thing. Fulfillment is summed up
within desire; desire is (ahead of) fulfillment, which, still mimed, remains
desire, "withoNt breaking the mirror. "
What is lifted, then, is not difference but the different, the differends,
the decidable exteriority of differing terms. Thanks to the confusion and
continuity of the hymen, and not in spite of it, a (pure and impure)
difference inscribes itself without any decidable poles, without any inde
pendent, irreversible terms. Such difference without presence appears, or
rather baffles the process of appearing, by dislocating any orderly time at
the center of the present. The present is no longer a mother-form around
which are gathered and differentiated the future (present) and the past
(present). What is marked in this hymen between the future (desire) and the
present (fulfillment), between the past (remembrance) and the present
(perpetration), between the capacity and the act, etc . , is only a series of
temporal differences without any central present, without a present of
which the past and future would be but modifications. Can we then go on
speaking about time, tenses, and temporal differences?
The center of presence is supposed to offer itself to what is called
perception or, generally, intuition. In Mimique, however, there is no
perception , no reality offering itselfup, in the present, to be perceived . The
plays of facial expression and the gestural tracings are not present in
themselves since they always refer, perpetually allude or represent. But they
don't represent anything that has ever been or can ever become present:
nothing that comes before or after the mimodrama, and, within the
mimodrama, an orgasm-crime that has never been committed and yet
nevertheless turns into a suicide without striking or suffering a blow, etc.
The signifying allusion does not go through the looking-glass: "a perpetual
allusion withoNt breaking the ice or the mirror," the cold, transparent, reflective
window ("without breaking the ice or the mirror" is added in the third
version of the text), without piercing the veil or the canvas, without tearing
the moire. The antre of Mallarme, the theater of his glossary: it lies in this
suspension, the "center 0/ vibratory suspense, " the repercussions of words
between the walls of the grotto, or of the glottis, sounded among others by
the rhymes "hoir" (heir], "soir" [evening], "noire" [black], "miroir" (mir
ror], "grimoire" (wizard's black book ], "ivoire" (ivory], "armoire" [ward
robe), etc. (see figures II and IV).
What does the hymen that illustrates the suspension of differends
remain , other than Dream? The capital letter marks what is new in a
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concept no longer enclosed in the old opposition: Dream, being at once
perception, remembrance, and anticipation (desire), each within the
others, is really none of these. It declares the "fiction," the "medium, the
pure medium, of fiction" (the commas in "milieu, pur, defiction" also appear
in the third version), a presence both perceived and not perceived, at once
image and model, and hence image without model, neither image nor
model, a medium (medium in the sense of middle, neither/nor, what is
between extremes, and medium in the sense of element, ether, matrix,
means). When we have rounded a certain corner in our reading, we will
place ourselves On that side of the lustre where the "medium" is shining.
The referent is lifted, but reference remains: what is left is only the writing
of dreams, a fiction that is not imaginary, mimicry without imitation,
without verisimilitude, without truth or falsity, a miming of appearance
without concealed reality, without any world behind it, and hence without
appearance: 'false appearance . . " There remain only traces, announcements
and souvenirs, foreplays and aftereffects (avant-coups et apm-coups} which no
present will have preceded or followed and which cannot be arranged on a
line around a point, traces "here anticipating, there recalling, in the future,
in the past, under the false appearance of a present. " It is Mallarme who
underlines (as of the second version, in Pages) and thus marks the ricochet of
the moment of mimed deliberation from Margueritte's Pierrot : at that
point-in the past-where the question is raised of what to do in the future
("But how shall I go about it?"), the author of the booklet speaks to you in
parentheses, in the "present": ("For Pierrot, like a sleepwalker, reproduces
his crime, and in his hallucination, thepast becomes present. ") (U nderlined
by the author.) The historial ambiguity of the word appearance (at onCe the
appearing or apparition of the being-present and the masking of the
being-present behind its appearance) impresses its indefinite fold on this
sequence, which is neither synthetic nor redundant: "under thefalse appear
ance of a present. " What is to be re-marked in the underlining of this
circumstantial complement is the displacement without reversal of Platonism and its heritage. This displacement is always an effect of language or y
writing, of syntax, and never simply the dialectical overturning of a concept
(signified). The very motif of dialectics, which marks the beginning and
end of philosophy, however that motif might be determined and despite the
resources it entertains within philosophy against philosophy, is doubtless
what Mallarme has marked with his syntax at the point of its sterility, or
rather, at the point that will soon, provisionally, analogically, be called the
undecidable.
.
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Or hymen.
The virginity of the "yet unwritten page" opens up that space. There are
still a few words that have not been illustrated: the opposition vicious/sacred
("hymen (out ofwhichflows Dream), tainted with vice yet sacred"; the parentheses
intervene in the second version to make it clear that the adjectives modify
"hymen"), the opposition desire/perpetration, and most importantly the
syncategorem "between " {entre].
To repeat: the hymen, the confusion between the present and the
nonpresent, along with all the indifferences it entails within the whole
series of opposites (perception/nonperception, memory/image, memory/
desire, etc.), produces the effect of a medium (a medium as element
enveloping both terms at once; a medium located between the two terms).
It is an operation that both sows confusion between opposites and stands
between the opposites "at once. " What counts here is the between , the
in-between-ness of the hymen. The hymen "takes place" in the " inter-," in
the spacing between desire and fulfillment, between perpetration and its
recollection. But this medium of the entre has nothing to do with a center.
The hymen enters into the antre. Entre can just as easily be written with
an a (see figures II and IV). Indeed, are these two (e) (a)ntres not really the
same? Littre: "ANTRE, s.m. 1 . Cave, natural grotto, deep dark cavern.
'These antres, these braziers that offer us oracles,' Voltaire, Oedipe II, 5. 2 .
Fig. The antres of the police, of the Inquisition. 3. Anatomy: name given to
certain bone cavities. -Syn: Antre, cave, grotto. Cave, an empty, hollow,
concave space in the form of a vault, is the generic term; antre is a deep,
dark, black cave; grotto is a picturesque cave created by nature or by man.
Etym. Antrum , 'QVTpoV; Sanscrit, antara, cleft , cave. Amara properly
signifies 'interval' and is thus related to the Latin preposition inter (see entre).
Provenc. antre; Span. and Ital. antro. " And the entry for ENTRER ["to
enter") ends with the same etymological reference. The interval ofthe entre,
the in-between of the hymen: one might be tempted to visualize these as the
hollow or bed of a valley (val/is) without which there would be no mountains, like the sacred vale between the two flanks of the Parnassus, the
dwelling-place of the Muses and the site of Poetry; but interval/um is
composed of inter (between) and val/us (pole), which gives us not the pole in
between, but the space between two palisades. According to Littre.
We are thus moving from the logic of the palisade, which is always, in a
sense, "full," to the logic of the hymen. The hymen, the consummation of
differends, the continuity and confusion of the coitus, merges with what it
seems to be derived from: the hymen as protective screen, the jewel box of
virginity, the vaginal partition, the fine, invisible veil which, in front ofthe
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hystera, stands between the inside and the outside of a woman, and conse
quently between desire and fulfillment. It is neither desire nor pleasure but
in between the two. Neither future nor present, but between the two. It is
the hymen that desire dreams of piercing, of bursting, in an act of violence
that is (at the same time or somewhere between) love and murder. If either
one did take place, there would be no hymen. But neither would there
simply be a hymen in (case events go) no place. With all the undecidability
of its meaning, the hymen only takes place when it doesn't take place, when
nothing really happens, when there is an all-consuming consummation
without violence, or a violence without blows, or a blow without marks, a
mark without a mark (a margin), etc. , when the veil is, without being, torn,
for example when one is made to die or come laughing.
"y 1..t:fW designates a fine, filmy membrane enveloping certain bodily
organs; for example, says Aristotle, the heart or the intestines. It is also the
cartilage in certain fish, the wings of certain insects (bees, wasps, and ants,
which are called hymenoptera), the foot membranes in certain birds (the
hymenopoda), a white pellicle over the eyes of certain birds, the sheath
encasing the seed or bean of plants. A tissue on which so many bodily
metaphors are written.
There exist treatises on membranes or hymen% gies; descriptions of mem
branes or hymenographies. Rightly or wrongly, the etymology of "hymen" is
often traced to a root u that can be found in the Latin suo, suere (to sew) and in
huphos (tissue). Hymen might then mean a little stitch (s1uman) (syuntah,
sewn, siu/a, needle; schuh, sew; suo). The same hypothesis, while sometimes
contested, is put forth for hymn, which would thus not be a merely
accidental anagram of hymen (hymne/hymenJ (see figure V). Both words
would have a relation with uphaino (to weave, spin-the spider web-
machinate), with huphos (textile, spider web, net, the text of a work
Longinus), and with humnos (a weave, later the weave ofa song, by extension
a wedding song or song of mourning). Littre: . . . "according to Curtius,
·Uj.Lvoc; has the same root as 'uct>aw, to weave, ''''P'fl , 'lKpOC;, textile; in that
long ago era when writing was unknown, most of the words used to
designate a poetic composition were borrowed from the art of the weaver,
the builder, etc . "
The hymen i s thus a sort of textile. Its threads should be intetwoven with
all the veils, gauzes, canvases, fabrics, moires, wings, feathers, all the
curtains and fans that hold within their folds all-almost-of the Mallar
mean corpus. We could spend a night doing that. The text ofMimique is not
the only place where the word "hymen" occurs. It appears, with the same
syntactical resources of undecidability, handled more or less systematically,
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in the Cantate pour /a Premiere Communion [Cantata lor the First Communion]
composed by Mallarme at the age of sixteen ("in this mysterious hymen /
Between strength and weakness"), in L'Apris-midi d'un Faune [The Afternoon
0/a Faun} ("Too much hymen hoped for by him who seeks the /a"), in the
Ollrandes a divers du Faune [Gifts o/ the Faun to a Few] ("The Faun would
dream of hymen and of a chaste ring"), and especially in Richard Wagner,
Reverie d'un Poete /ranfais, where all the elements of the constellation are
named over two pages (pp. 543-45): the Mime, the hymen, the virgin, the
occult, the penetration and the envelope, the theater, the hymn, the "folds
i of a tissue," the touch that transforms nothing, the "song, spurting out of a
ri1!,:' the "fusion of these disparate forms of pleasure. "
A folding back, once more: the hymen, "a medium, a pure medium, of
fiction," is located between present acts that don't take place. What takes
place is only the entre, the place, the spacing, which is nothing, the ideality
(as nothingness) ofthe idea. No act, then, is perpetrated ("Hymen . . . between
perpetration and remembrance"); no act is committed as a crime. There is only
the memory of a crime that has never been committed, not only because on
the stage we have never seen it in the present (the Mime is recalling it), but
also because nO violence has been exerted (someone has been made to die of
laughter, and then the "criminal"-bursting with hilarity-is absolved by
his own death), and because this crime is its opposite: an act ofIove. Which
itself has not taken place. To perpetrate, as its calculated consonance with
"penetrate" suggests, is to pierce, but fictively, the hymen, the threshold
never crossed. Even when he takes that step, Pierrot remains, before the
doors, the "solitary captive of the threshold" (Pour fJOtre chere morte [For your
dear departed]).
To pierce the hymen or to pierce one's eyelid (which in some birds is
called a hymen), to lose one's sight or one's life, no longer to see the light of
day, is the fate of all Pierrots. Gautier's Pierrot Posthume succumbs to it,
prior to Margueritte's. It is the fate of the simulacrum. He applies the
procedure to himself and pretends to die, after swallowing the mouse, then
by tickling himself, in the supreme spasm of infinite masturbation. This
Pierrot's hymen was perhaps not quite so subtly transparent, so invisibly
lacking in consistency, as Mallarme's. But it is also because his hymen
(marriage) remains precarious and uncertain that he kills himself or passes
himself off as dead. Thinking that, ifhe is already dead in others' eyes, he,
would be incapable of rising to the necessary hymen, the true hymen,
between Columbine and himself, this posthumous Pierrot simulates
suicide: ''I'll beat up on Harlequin, take back my wife . . . / But how? and
with what? my sours all my life, / I'm a being of reason, I'm all immaterial.
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/ A hymen needs palpable things, not ethereal. . . / What a puzzle! to settle
these doubts, let's not stall: / Let's go commit suicide once and for all. "27
But suicide being still another species of the genus "hymen," he will never
have finished killing himself, the "once and for all" expressing precisely
that which the hymen always makes a mockery of, that before which we
shall always burst out laughing.
Qllant au Livre [As for the Book] : The structures of the hymen, suicide,
and time are closely linked together. "Suicide or abstention, to do nothing,
why? Only time in the world, for, due to an event that I shall explain,
always, there is no Present, no--a. present does not exist . . . . For lack of the
Crowd's declaration, for lack-of all. Ill-informed is he who would pro
nounce himself his own contemporary, deserting, usurping, with equal
imprudence, when some past has ceased and a future is slow in coming or
else both are perplexedly mixed with a view to masking the gap" (p. 372).
A masked gap, impalpable and insubstantial, interposed, slipped be- ,
tween, the entre of the hymen is reflected in the screen without penetrating
it. The hymen remains in the hymen. The one--the veil of virginity where
nothing has yet taken place--remains in the other-<onsummation, re
lease, and penetration of the antre.
And vice versa.
The mirror is never passed through and the ice never broken. At the edge
of being.
At the edge of being, the medium of the hymen never becomes a mere !
mediation or work of the negative; it outwits and undoes all ontologies, all
philosophemes, all manner of dialectics. It outwits them and--as a cloth, a
tissue, a medium again-it envelops them, turns them over, and inscribes
them. This nonpenetration, this nonperpetration (which is not simply ,l
negative but stands between the two), this suspense in the antre of perpenetration, is, says Mallarme, "perpetllaf': "This is how the Mime operates,
whose act is confined to a perpetllal allusion without breaking the ice or the mirror: he
thus sets up a medium, a pure medium, offiction. (The play of the commas

I

"

27. The word " Hymen," sometimes allegorized by a capital H, is of course pan of the
vocabulary of " Pierrots" ("Harlequin and Polichinelle both aspire to a glorious hymen with
Colombine," Gautier), just as it is included in the "symbolist" code. It nevertheless
remains--and is significant-that Mallarme with his syntactic play remarks the undecidable
ambivalence. The "event" (the historical event, if you wish) has the form of a repetition, the
mark-readable because doubled---of a quasi-tearing, a tkhisctnct. "DEHISCENCE: s.f.
Botanical term. The action through which the distinct pans of a closed organ open up,
without tearing, along a seam. A regular predetermined splitting that, at a certain moment
in the cycle, is undergone by the closed organs so that what they contain can come out . . . E.
Lat. Dthislm, to open slightly, from tk and hisctrr , the frequentative of hiarr (see hiatlls)."
Linre.

,
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(virgulae) only appears, in all its multiplicity, in the last version,

inserting a

series of cuts marking pauses and cadence, spacing and shortness of breath,

\

within the continuum of the sequence). 28 Hymen in perpetual motion: one
can't get out of Mallarme's antre as one can out of Plato's cave. Never
min(e)d

[mine de rien};29 it requires an entirely different kind of speleology

which no longer searches behind the lustrous appearance, outside the
"beyond , " "agent, " "motor," "principal part or nothing" of the "literary
mechanism"

(Music and Letters,

p.

647).

" . . . as much as it takes to illustrate one of the aspects and this lode of

406).
"That is how the Mime operates": every time Mallarme uses the word
"operation," nothing happens that could be grasped as a present event, a
reality, an activity, etc. The Mime doesn't do anything; there is no act
language" (p.

(neither murderous nor sexual), no acting agent and hence no patient.
Nothing is. The word

is does not appear in Mimique, which is nevertheless

conjugated in the present, within and upon the 'lalse appearance ofa present, "
with one exception, and even then in a form that is not that of a declaration
of existence and barely that of a predicative copula ("It is up to the /JOet,

by a dare, to translate!").

roused

Indeed , the constant ellipsis of the verb "to be" by

Mallarme has already been noted . 1O This ellipsis is complementary to the
frequency of the word

jeu

[play, game, act}; the practice of "play" in

Mallarme's writing is in collusion with the casting aside of "being . " The

casting aside [mise a Ncart} of being defines itself and literally (im)prints itself
in dissemination, as dissemination.
The play of the hymen is at once vicious and sacred, "tainted with vice yet
sacred. " And so, too, is it neither the one nor the other since nothing
happens and the hymen remains suspended

entre,

outside and inside the

antre. Nothing is more vicious than this suspense, this distance played at;
nothing is more perverse than this rending penetration that leaves a virgin
womb intact. But nothing is more marked by the sacred, like so many
Mallarmean veils, more folded, intangible, sealed , untouched . Here we
ought to grasp fully the analogy between Mimique's "scenario" and the one
that is spottily sketched out in the fragments of the Book. Among them,
these:
28 . .. . . . I prefer, as being more to my taste, upon a white page, a carefully spaced
pattern of commas and periods and their secondary combinations, imitating, naked, the .
me1ody---over tbe text, advantageously suggested if, even though sublime, it were not
punCtuated" (p. 407).
29. TN. In French, mint tk rim means, in its colloquial sense, "as though it were of no
importance;' but literally it can mean " a mine full of nothing . "
3 0 . cr. Jacques Scherer, l'Expression lil/lrain da ns l'OtlllM tk MAllarml, pp . 142 ff.
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A
the electrical arabesque
lights up behind-and the two
veils
--a sort of sacred rending of the
veil, written there----or rendsand two beings at once bird
and scent-like the two in a
pulpit
high (balcony) com
the egg

church

22 A

There, that is all the echo says
double, lying, questioned
by the wandering spirit (of the wind)

24 A

-During that time--the curtain
of the diorama deepened--shadow
more and more pronounced,

as

though hollowed

out by it-by the mysteryThe blinds have rendered themselves null .

169 A

[in the corner of a page]
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crime
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The Mime is

acting
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from the moment he is ruled by no actual action and

aims toward no form of verisimilitude. The act always plays out a difference
without reference, or rather without a referent, without any absolute
exteriority, and hence, without any inside. The Mime mimes reference. He
is not an imitator; he mimes imitation. The hymen interposes itself
between mimicry and mimisis or rather between mimisis and mimisis. A copy
of a copy, a simulacrum that simulates the Platonic simulacrum-the
Platonic copy of a copy as well as the Hegelian curtainJI have lost here the
lure of the present referent and thus find themselves lost for dialectics and
ontology , lost for absolute knowledge. Which is also, as Bataille would
literally have it, "mimed. " In this perpetual allusion being performed in
the background of the entre that has no ground, one can never know what
the allusion alludes to, unless it is to itself in the process of alluding,
weaving its hymen and manufacturing its text. Wherein allusion becomes a
game conforming only to its own formal rules. As its name indicates,

allusion plays. But that this play should in the last instance be independent
of truth does not mean that it is false, an error, appearance, or illusion.
Mallarme writes "allusion, " not "illusion. " Allusion, or "suggestion" as
Mallarme says elsewhere, is indeed that operation we are here

by analogy

calling undecidable. An undecidable proposition, as GOOel demonstrated
in 193 1 , is a proposition which, given a system of axioms governing a
multiplicity, is neither an analytical nor deductive consequence of those
axioms, nor in contradiction with them, neither true nor false with respect
to those axioms.

Tertium datur,

without synthesis.

3 1. As for the hymen between Hegel and Mallanne, one can analyze, for example, in the
Phenummology olSpirit, a certain curtain-raising observed from the singular standpoint of the
we, tbe philosophic consciousness, the subject of absolute knowing: "The twO extremes
. . . , the one, of the pure inner world, the other, that of the inner being gazing into this pure
inner world, have now coincided, and just as they, q/l(l extremes, have vanished, so tOO the
middle term, as something otber than these extremes, has also vanished . This curtain
lVorhang) hanging before the inner world is tberefore drawn away, and we have the inner
being . . . gazing into the inner world-the vision of the undifferentiated selfsame being,
which repels itself from itself, posits itself as an inner being containing different moments,
but for which equally these mOments are immediately not different-selj-(onsaollsness . It is
manifest that behind the so-called curtain which is supposed to conceal tbe inner world,
there is nothing to be seen unless we go behind it ourselves, as much in order that we may see,
as that there may be something behind there which can be seen. But at the same time it is
evident that we cannot without more ado go straightway behind appearance·· [trans. Miller,
p. 103) . I would like to thank A. Boutruche for recalling this text to my attention.
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�.ndecidability" is not caused here by some enigmatic equivocality,
some inexhaustible ambivalence of a word in a "natural" languageJ and still
less by some "Gegensinn tier Urworte" (Abel). \2 In dealing here with hymen, it

is not a matter of repeating what Hegel undertook to do with German
words like

Aujhebung, Urteil, Meinen, Beispiel,

etc. , marveling over that

lucky accident that installs a natural language within the element of
speculative dialectics. What counts here is not the lexical richness, the
semantic infiniteness of a word or concept, its depth or breadth, the
sedimentation that has produced inside it two contradictory layers of
signification (continuity and discontinuity, inside and outside, identity

1

and difference, etc . ). What counts here is the formal or syntactical praxis

that composes and decomposes it. We have indeed been making believe

that everything could be traced to the word

hymen.

But the irreplaceable

character of this signifier, which everything seemed to grant it, was laid out
like a trap . This word , this syllepsis,H is not indispensable; philology and
etymology interest us only secondarily, and the loss of the "hymen" would
not be irreparable for

Mimique. It produces its effect first
.9.i§�th��. in such a

through the syntax, k'�ch

1

- '

r: I,

.-

I

way that the

suspense is due only to the placement" and not to the content of words.
.
; Through the "hymen" one can rema k only wha the pla e of the word entre
�
v/
already marks and would mark even If the word . hymen , were not there. If

�

-

and foremost

�

we replaced "hymen" by "marriage" or "crime," "identity" or "difference, "
etc. , the effect would be the same, the only loss being a certain economic
condensation or accumulation, which has not gone unnoticed . It is the
,'OetWeen /' whether it names fusion or separation, that thus carries all the
force of the operation . The hymen must be determined through the

entre

and not the other way around. The hymen in the text (crime, sexual act ,

3 2 . We are referring less t o the text in which Freud is direcdy inspired by Abel (9 10)
than to Das Unhtimlicht ( 19 19), of which we are here, in Sum, proposing a rereading.
e
find ourselves constandy being brought back to that text by the paradoxes of the double and
of repetition, the blurring of the boundary lines between " imagination" and "reality,"
between the "symbol"' and the "thing it symboli
("The Uncanny , " tranS. Alix Stracbey,
in On ClYalillity and Iht UnconsciollJ [New York: Harper & Row, 1958J, p. 1 52), the
references to Hoffman and the literature of the fantastic, he considerations on the dollble
meaning of words: "Thus htimlich is a word the meaning of which develops towards an
ambivalence, until it finally coincides with its opposite, IInhtimlich. Unhtim!ich is in some
way or other a sub-species of htimli(h" (p. 1 3 1) (to be continued) . :,
33. "The mixed tropes called Syllepm consist of taking one aridthe same word in tWO
different senses, one of which is, or is supposed to be, the original, or at least the li,tral,
meaning; the other, thejiglll'alive, or supposedly figurative, even ifit is not so in reality. This
can be done by melonymy, synecdocht, or metaphor" (P. Fontanier, Lu Figllres dll discolll's,
introduction by G. Genette, Flammarion, p. 105 . ) [This figure is more commonly called a
zellgma in English.-Trans . }

�

�

t
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221

TH E DOUBLE S ESSION

incest, suicide, simulacrum) is inscribed at the very tip of this indecision.
This tip advances according to the �ibl� !!�ce� of the syntacti�-

the semantic. The word "between" has no full meani � �{i ts own . Inter
acting forms a syntactical plug ; not a categorem, but a syncategorem; what

g

philosophers from the M iddle Ages to Husserl's Logical

Investigations have

called an incomplete signification. What holds for "hymen" also holds,

l

mutatis mutandis, for all other signs which, like pharmaleon, supplbnent,
differance, and others, have a double, contradictory, undecidable value that
always derives from their syntax, whether the latter is in a sense "internal, "

articulating and combining under the same yoke, huph' hen, two incompati- J, Yl' "'- �

,

ble meanings, or "external, " dependent On the code in which the word is

made to function. But the syntactical composition and decomposition of a
sign renders this alternative between internal and external inoperative. One
is simply dealing with greater or lesser syntactical units at work, and with
economic differences in condensation. Without reducing all these t o the
same, quite the contrary, it is possible to recognize a certain serial law in
these points of indefinite pivoting: they mark the spots of what can never be
mediated, mastered, sublated , or dialecticized through any

Au/hebung.

Erinnerung or

Is it by chance that all these play effects, these "words" that

'j

�,
ij

f.�
\.!
:

escape philosophical mastery, should have, in widely differing historical
contexts, a very singular relation to writing? These "words" admit into
their games both contradiction and noncontradiction (anel the contradic
tion and noncontradiction

between

contradiction and noncontradiction).

Without any dialectical Aufhebung, without any time off, they belong in a
sense both to consciousness and to the unconscious, which Freud tells us can
tolerate or remain insensitive to contradiction. Insc:>far as the text depends
upon them , bends to them (s'y plie], it thus plays a double scene upon a double
stage. It operates in two absolutely different places at once, even if these are
only separated by a veil, which is both traversed and not traversed ,

intersected {entr'ouvert].

Because of this indecision and instability, Plato

theaters the name

rather than

would have conferred upon the double science arising from these two

doxa

epistimi. Pierrot Murderer 0/ His Wife

would have reminded him of the riddle of the bat struck by the eunuch. H
34 . "And again , do the many double things appear any the less halves than doubles?
None the less.-And likewise of the great and the small things, the light and the heavy
things-will they admit these predicates any more than tbeir opposites?-No, he said , each
of them will always hold of, partake of, both.-Then each ;s each of these multiples ratber
than it ;s not that which one affirms it to be?-They are like those jesters who palter with us
in a double sense at banquets. he replied. and resemble the children's riddle about the
eunuch and his hitting of the bat-with what they signify that he struck it.· For these
things tOO equivocate. and it is impossible to conceive firmly any one of them to be or not to

•
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Everything is played out, everything and all the rest-that is to say , the
game--i s played out in the entre, about which the author of the Essai Sur /a
connaissance approchie, who also knew all about caves, �5 says that it is "a
mathematical concept" (p.
re-marked in

writing,

32).

When this undecidability is marked and

it has a greater power of formalization, even if it is

"literary" in appearance, or appears to be attributable to a natural language,
than when it occurs as a proposition in logicomathematical form, which
would not go as far as the former type of mark. If one supposes that the
distinction, still a metaphysical one, between natural language and arti
ficial language be rigorous (and we no doubt here reach the limit of its

pertinence), one can say that there are texts in so-called natural languages
whose power of formalization would be superior to that attributed to certain

apparently formal notations.
One no longer even has the authority to say that "between" is a purely
syntactic function. Through the re-marking of its semantic void, it in fact

;:.!

begins to signify . 16 Its semantic void

signifies,

but it signifies spacing and

articulation ; it has as its meaning the possibility of syntax; it orders the play
of meaning.

Neither purely syntactic nor purely semantic,

it marks the articu

lated opening of that opposition.
The whole of this dehiscence, finally, is repeated and partially opened up
in a certain

"lit" ["bed , " "reads"], which Mimique has painstakingly set up.
"Ie lit" reproduces the stratagem of

Toward the end of the text, the syntagm
the hymen .

be or both or neither . . . . But we agreed in advance that if anything of that sort should be
discovered , it mUSt be denominated opinable, not knowable, the wanderer between being
caught by the faculty that is betwixt and between" (the Repllblic V, 479 b, c, d, trans. Paul
Shorey, p. 7 19). [·Francis M. Cornford, in his edition of tbe Repllblic (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1945), glosses the riddle as follows (p. 188): "A man who was not a man
(eunuch), seeing and not seeing (seeing imperfectly) a bird that was not a bird (bat) perched
on a bough that was not a bough (a reed), pelted and did not pelt it (aimed at it and missed)
with a stone that was not a stone (pumice-stone). "-Trans . }
3 5 . The chapter o f La TtrTt ti les riwritJ du rtpos [Earth and Dl'ramI of Res/] which deals
with ram does not, however, mention Mallarme's in its rich survey of various "caves in
literature." If this fact is not simply insignificant, the reason for it may perhaps appear later
in the course of our discussion of Mallarme's "imaginary."
36. From that point on, the syncategorem " between" contains as its meaning a semantic
quasi-emptiness; it signifies the spacing relation, the aniculation, the interval, etc. It can be
nominalized, turn into a quasi-categorem, receive a definite article, or even be made plural.
We have spoken of "bet weens, " and this plural is in some sense primary. One "between" does
not exist. In Hebrew , min can be made plural : "In truth this plural expresses not the relation
between one individual thing and another, but rather the intervals between things (lOla aliis
inlmnttiia'r-in this connection see chapter to, verse 2, of Ezechiel--or else, as I said before,
this plural represents preposition or relation al>stractly conceived . " (Spinoza, Abtigl tk
g,.ammain blhraiqlle [Vrin, 1968J, p. 1 08.)
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Before we come to that, I would like to recall the fact that i n this

Mimique,

which is cannily interposed between two silences that are

("Silence, sole luxury after rimes . . . there reigns a
silence still, the condition anddelight 0/reading. "), as a "gambol" or "debate" of
breached or broached thereby

"language" (figure II), it has never been a question of anything other than
reading and writing. This text could be read as a sort of handbook of
literature. Not only because the metaphor of writing comes up so often ("a

phantom . . . white as a yet unwritten page"�which is also
Phi/ebus-but because the necessity of that metaphor,

the case in the
which

nothing

escapes, makes it something other than a particular figure among others.
What is produced is an absolute extension of the concepts of writing and
reading , of text, of hymen , to the point where nothing of what is can lie
beyond them. Mimique describes a scene ofwriting within a scene ofwriting
and so on without end, through a structural necessity that is marked in the
text. The mime, as "corporeal writing"

(Ballets),

mimes a kind of writing

(hymen) and is himself written in a kind of writing. Everything is reflected
in the medium or speculum of reading-writing,

mirror. "

"without breaking the

There is writing without a book , in which , each time, at every

moment , the marking tip proceeds without a past upon the virgin sheet;
but there is also,

simultaneously,

an infinite number of booklets enclosing

and fitting inside other booklets, which are only able to issue forth by
grafting , sampling, quotations, epigraphs, references, etC. Literature voicTs
itself in its limitlessness. If this handbook of literature meant to

say

I

something , which we now have some reason to doubt, it would proclaim

first of all that there is n<r--or hardly any, ever so Iittle--l iterature; that in

any event there is no essence of literature, no truth of literature, no
literary-being or being-literary of literature. And that the fascination
exerted by the " is," or the "what is" in the question "what is literature" is
worth what the hymen is worth-that is, not exactly nothing-when for
example it causes one to die laughing. All this, of course, should nen

prevent us--on the contrary- from attempting to find out what has been
represented and determined under that name--" literature"-and why.

Mallarme reads. He writes while reading; while reading the text written
by the Mime, who himself reads in order to write. He reads for example the

Pierrot posthume so as to write with his gestures a mimic that owes that book
nothing, since he reads the mimic he thus creates in order to write after the
fact the booklet that Mallarme is reading .
But does the Mime read his role in order to write his mimic or his
booklet? Is the initiative of reading his? Is he the acting subject who knows
how to read what he has to write? One could indeed believe that although he
is passive in reading , he at least has the active freedom to choose to begin to

I
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read, and that the same is true of Mallarme; or even that you, dear
everyreader, retain the initiative of reading all these texts, including
Mallarme's, and hence, to that extent, in that place, you are indeed
attending it, deciding on it, mastering it.
Nothing could be less certain . The syntax of Mimique imprints a move
ment of (non-Platonic) simulacrum in which the function of "Ie

lit"

(,·the

bed , " "reads it , " "reads him"] complicates itself to the point of admitting a
multitude of subjects among whom you yourself are not necessarily in
cluded . Plato's clinical paradigm is no longer operative.
The question of the text is-(for whom are) / (for whoever reads) these
sheets.

(La question du texte est-pour qui Ie lit; literally, can mean both: "The

question of the text is for the one who reads it (or him)" and: "The question
of the text is: whom is the bed for?"-Trans. ]
Among diverse possibilities, let us take this: the Mime does not read his
role; he is also ready by it. Or at least he is both read and reading, written
and writing, between the two, in the suspense of the hymen, at once screen
and mirror. As soon as a mirror is interposed in some way, the simple
opposition between activity and passivity, between production and the
product, or between all concepts in -er and all concepts in -ed (signifier/
signified, imitator/imitated , structure/structured , etc .), becomes imprac
ticable and too formally weak to encompass the graphics of the hymen, its
spider web, and the play of its eyelids.
This impossibility of identifying the path proper to the letter of a text, of
assigning a unique place to the subject, of locating a simple origin, is here
consigned, plotted by the machinations of the one who calls himself
"profoundly and scrupulously a syntaxer. " In the sentence that follows, the
syntax--and the carefully calculated punctuation-prevent us from ever
deciding whether the subject of " reads" is the role ("less than a thousand lines,

the role, the one that reads . . ") or some anonymous reader ("the role, the one
that reads, will instantly comprehend the rules as ilplaced belore the stageboards
. ") Who is "the one?" "The one" (,·qui"] may of course be the indefinite
.

.

.

pronoun meaning "whoever , " here in its function as a subject. This is the
easiest reading; the role--whoever reads it will instantly understand its
rules. Empirical statistics would show that the so-called "linguistic sense"
would most often give this reading.
But nothing in the grammatical code would render the sentence incor
rect if, without changing a thing, one were to read "the one" (subject of
"reads") as a pronoun whose antecedent was

"role. "

Out of this reading

would spring a series of syntactic and semantic transformations in the
function of the words "role, " "Ie (it or him] , " "placed , " and in the meaning
of the word "comprehend . " Thus: "Less than a thousand lines, the role

THE DOUBLE SESSION

the one (referring back to "role") that reads {the one that
reads "him," not "it"] (referring to the Mime, the subject of the preceding
sentence), will imtantly comprehend (embrace, contain, rule, organize: read)
the rules as ifplaced be/ore the stageboards (the role is placed facing the stage,
(subject, not object),

either as the author-composer, or as the spectator-reader, in the position of
the "whoever" in the first hypothesis),

their humble depository. "

This reading is possible. It is "normal" both from the syntactic and from
the semantic point of view. But what a laborious artifice! Do you really

believe, goes the objection , that Mallarme consciously parceled out his
sentence so that it could be read two different ways, with each object
capable of changing into a subject and vice versa, without our being able to

"alternative
sail, " to decide whether the text is "listing to one side or the other" (A Throw 0/
Dice). The twO poles of the reading are not equally obvious: but the syntax at
arrest this movement? Without our being able, faced with this

any rate has produced an effect of indefinite fluctuation between two possi
bilities.
Whatever might have been going on in Mallarme's head, in his con
sciousness or in his unconscious, does not matter to us here; the reader
should now know why . That , in any event, does not hold the least interest
for a reading of the text. Everything in the text is intetwoven, as we have
seen, so as to do without references, so as to cut them short . Nevertheless,
for those who are interested in Stephane Mallarme and would like to know
what he was thinking and meant to do by writing in this way, we shall
merely ask the following question. But we are asking it on the basis of texts,
and published texts at that: how is one to explain the fact that the syntactic
alternative frees itself only in the third version of the text? How is one to
explain the fact that, some words being moved , others left out , a tense
transformed, a comma added, then and only then does the one-way reading,
the only reading possible in the first two versions, come to shift , to waver,
henceforth without rest? and without identifiable reference? Why is it that,
when one has written, without any possible ambiguity, this: "This mar
velous bit of nothing, less than a thousand lines, whoever will read it as I
have just done, will comprehend the eternal rules, just as though facing the
stageboards, their humble depository" ( 1 886),
and then this: "This role, less than a thousand lines, whoever reads it will
comprehend the rules as if placed before the stageboards, their humble
depository" ( 1 89 1 ) ,
One should finally write this, with all possible ambiguity: "Less than a
thousand lines, the role, the one that reads, will imtantly comprehend the rules as if
placed be/ore the stageboards, their humble depository" ( 1 897)?
Perhaps he d idn't know what he was doing? Perhaps he wasn't conscious

>
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of it? Perhaps, then, he wasn't completely the author of what was being
written? The burst of laughter that echoes deep inside the antre, in

Mimique,

is a reply to all these questions. They can only have been

formulated through recourse to certain oppositions, by presupposing possi
bilities of decision whose pertinence was rigorously swept away by the very
text they were supposed to question. Swept away by that hymen , the text
always calculates and suspends (figure I) some supplementary "surprise" and

"delight. " "Surprise, accompanying the artifice 0/ a notation 0/ sentiments by
unprof/ered sentences-that, in the sole case, perhaps, with authenticity, between the
sheets and the eye there reigns a silence still, the condition and delight 0/ reading. "
Supplement, principle, and bounty. The baffling economy of seduction.
enter . . . between . . . a silence

"Each stJsi07l or play being a gaTlU, a
fragmentary show, bill slI/ficiml al lhal
IInto ilself. . ...
[Lt "Livrt , " 93 (A »

II
Like

Mimique,

the double session has no middle. It is divided into two

ha1ves�7 only through the fiction of a crease. Yet each session by itself is no
more whole or symmetrical for all that, being but the rejoinder or applica
tion of the other, its play or its exercise. Together they are neither more nor
less than two hemitropic crystals; never, in sum, a finished volume. Never
making a complete turn, for lack of presentation.
Mallarme indeed brought the Book he was turning out back to the
" necessity of folding":
37. Between the tw O sessions the foUowing letter from Philippe SoUers is--neces
sarily-inscribed:
"'Ie 1 2 (minuit).
MIMIQUE, ou plutot mi + mi + que, c·est-a.-dire deux fois les moiti� plus !"indication ou
!"intimation subjonctive de la subordination mimee; mi-mais? mais-qui? mimi a. que (ue)?
queue de meme?
I.e si lance et defie Ie teJ(te en eJ(ces comme ce qui succede--dans l"apres mi-dit--a la
repetition du rire en echo mime (rime) l"arrivee d'or etant tout d'abord musique (or-chestre)
et cela fait (si + or) = soi,. au milieu des roles et du lustre qui ment-synode meurtrier,
silence tue-(synodiqllt: temps qui s'ecoule entre deux nouveUes lunes consecutives)--pas tant qu'il ne
soient freines-LIT/DES (il y en a tits qui SOnt dans Ie Iii) (scene primitive) (coup de d�)-- queue deliant
l"idee--.
la scene ne rend pas illustre, sous Ie lustre, que lit Ie d� (ir)-
Ie vice est plus pres des cieux que Ie reve, sacre�a cree en cedant au reve--en s'aidant au reve-pas de cadeau non plus (present) apparent-Ie fantasme blanc-procedant,
.
procrc!antplissement du con, petration du pere
(0 pere)
per/pro
foutre futur passe glace opera
mimere-L'I mene-I.e MIME (neutre) est un demi-moi opere, infini borne dans son unique stalle pur de toute
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read from the bottom
and have the book
present itself
.v

thus

and

v.

[77(8)J

�urn

I end

of the same--b ut almost other

[78(8)]

serialfolds on each side
and because of that
the addition of a
tucked in, at the cleft

sheet the other way around
against
death

�one never rediscovers

rebirth?

for +

a fold in the opposi te

-there is another sheet

sense

L

to (cor)respond to the possibility
of that other sense.

the fold that on one

series of folds
gilt edge--

side alone-Stops the glance-
and masks

a cardboard box
in (as in the old days
on the binding)

[44(A)]

fiction, un demi-lieu et un demi-dieu
retour des reglesmime/milieu
moinslmillier
(qu'y Ie lit/qui Ie l'y) (lie)
tres tOt en depot : s'y taire
!ignes : phrases-poinrs, que/con, sur-prise !iee-au temps cite, luxe du silence ferre : lin si lance m qll'(W
condiction d·helice au regard feuillete : dc!s lisses-"
[For a translation of this letter, see "Translator's Introduction"-Trans. )
=
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The necessity of folding the page of the hymen does not involve, after the
fact, a secondary procedure. You will not have been required to flex back
upon itself a surface that was at first smooth and flat. The hymen, "at the
cleft," does not come to adopt, here or there, some fold, indifferent as to
whether you are imposing it or refusing it. In the morgue of all Pierrots,
you have been able to read that the folding was being marked in the hymen,
in the angle or cleft, in the entre by which, dividing itself, it related back to
itself. Yet neither (is it) a fold in the veil or in the pure text but rather in the
lining which the hymen, of itself, was. But by the same token is not: the
fold in a lining by which it is, out of itself, in itself, at once its own outside
and its own inside; between the outside and the inside, making the outside
enter the inside and turning back the antre or the other upon its surface, the
hymen is never pure or proper, has no life of its own, no proper name .'y
Opened up by its anagram, it always seems torn, already, in the fold
through which it affects itself and murders itself.
Along the undiscoverable line of this fold, the hymen never presents
itself. It never is-in the present-; it has no proper, literal meaning; it no
longer originates in meaning as such, that is, as the meaning of being. The
fold renders (itself) manifold but (is) not (one).
In the title spot of this session, if you suspend the/old, you will find a use
for some such epigraph as this:
"To detach myself from the idea of being - would that make me one or
would I still be outside? I think it would be to stay outside inside, by being
there, and to be there is to remain not above Evil but rather inside, and to be
Evil itself, the kind ofevil it takes God to satiate, the hymen of the Morgue, /
which is the fact that the fold has never been a fold .
As in The Murders in the Rue Morgue, which begins with a theory of games
and an encomium of the "analyst" who "is fond ofenigmas, of conundrums,
hieroglyphics"-all of this merits rereading-it is a matter of operating
along the fold, by displacing the final quotation in the story: "de nier ce qui
est, et d'expliquer ce qui n'est pas [in French in Poe's text; it means "denying
what is, and explaining what is not"-Trans.}" Edgar Allan Poe: Mallarme
called him "the absolute literary case. " His is also the only proper name, it
seems, to appear in the notes toward the "Book." Is this without signi
ficance? On a sheetl9 on which every word is crossed out, we find:
.

. .

38. Antonin Artaud (J une 1945).
39. l r is the first sheet.
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finish
conscience
And pains

+
+
rue

+
childhood
double
their
crowd +
+

a - crime - sewer

And on the following page:
I revere Poe's opinion, no vestige of any philosophy,
ethics or metaphysics, will pierce through;
I would add that it is necessary, enclosed and latent.
Further on, on the same page:
The intellectural armature of the
poem, conceals itself and-takes place---holds in the space that
isolates the stanzas and
among the blankness of the white paper; a significant silence that it
is no less lovely to compose than
verse.
To deny what is, to explain what is not, cannot here

be reduced to some

dialectical operation; at most, it constitutes mimed dialectics. The intermis
sion or interim of the hymen does not establish time: neither time as the
existence of the concept (Hegel), nor lost time nor time regained, and still
less the moment or eternity. No present in truth presents itself there, not

'it even in the form of its self-concealment. What the hymen undoes, outwits,

under the rubric of the present (whether temporal or eternal), is the

assurance of mastery. The critical desire---which is also the philosophical
desire---can only, as such, attempt to regain that lost mastery. That desire
tends to read the hymen alternately according to this or that species of
presence: the work of writing against time or the work of writing effected by
time.

T H E DO U B LE SESSION

Working against Time. According to Jacques Scherer, the 'false appearance
0/a present" amounts to the granting of a greater degree of presence or reality

to a future present or a past present, or even to an eternal present:
Another essential element of dramaturgy that Mallarme rejects is
time. He praises a pantomime in the following unexpected terms:
"The scene illustrates but the idea, not any actual action
. . . here anticipating, there recalling, in the future, in the past, under
the /alse appearance 0/ a present. " His elimination of action necessarily
entails an elimination of time, and, denying the temporal reality of
theater, which he calls a false appearance, he is led to grant a less
illusory reality, paradoxically enough, to the future and the past.
Elsewhere in his work it is Villiers de l'Isle-Adam who appears as the
hero of atemporal theater. Mallarme describes in the following terms
the effect produced by the prestigious narrator called Villiers: "Mid
nights thrown off with indifference by a man standing next to himself
at his own wake; time became null, those nights. " Villier's talent thus
enables him to cancel out not only his own existence, but time itself:
theater takes us out of the temporal flow by introducing us into time
regained, or eternity.40
Work Effected by Time. If the interim ofthe hymen differs (defers) from the

present, or from a present that is past, future, or eternal, then its sheet has
neither inside nor outside, belongs neither to reality nor to the imaginary,
neither to the original nor to its representation. The syntax of its fold makes
it impossible for us to arrest its play or its indecision, to fix it on any one of
its terms, to stop, for example, as Richard has done, on the mental or the
imaginary. Such a stopping of the works would subsume "Mimique" within
a philosophical or critical (Platonico-Hegelian) interpretation of mimlsis. It
would be incapable of accounting for that excess of syntax over meaning
(doubled by the excess of the "'entre" over the opposition syntactic!
semantic); that is, for the re-marking of textuality. Interestingly, it is now
to the workings of time itself, and not to atemporality, that Richard
attributes the process of unrealization designed to return writing to its
proper element: the mental or the imaginary. Those are his words:
40. Lt "Livrr ' · MMal/armi, p. 4 1 . In citing)acques Scherer or, ina momenr, )ean-Pierre
Richard, I wanr ro srress what should in fact be obvious: rhat whar I am doing is marking the
most rigorous need for rhe "crirical" operarion and nor launching some polemic, or even less
seeking to discredir, however slightly. some admirable pieces of work. Every reader of
Mallarme roday knows whar he owes such work.
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If we seek a still more perfect phantom. we encounter the mime: "a
phantom white as a yet unwritten page." a smooth stonelike figure
whose only expression is silence. Far from interposing itself between
the real and the mental. his body. which is entirely negative. will
/ serve as a free field for the play of imaginary transcription. There are no
� longer any signs imposed here: this face is indeed only half there; it
, remains neutral. malleable. hypothetical. It is not transparent-that
would eliminate the possibility of reading-but it is not opaque.
either. since that would arrest the flight of the fiction; it succeeds .in
being perfectly here and elsewhere. now and then: "hymen (out of which
flows Dream). tainted with vice yet sacred. between desire and fulfill
ment. perpetration and remembrance: here anticipating, there recall
ing. in the future, in the past, under the false appearance ofa present. "
What the theater indeed aims to abolish in each of its creations is
actuality as well as materiality. The work of unrealization and vapor
ization is henceforth entrusted to time itself: like the woman in the
Phlnomine Jutur and so many other Mallarmean creations, the mime
oscillates within a double call to the imagination, a call both from the
future and from the past.41
The demonstration of this point is developed and explained further: the
work of the temporal fiction, the "d reamed-of crossing of an interval, .. the,
"lie," have as their aim the "playing" of some "imaginary being,"' the
"rediscovery of the transcendence of the great yonder," in order that "we
may aesthetically rejoin our
transcendental truth . . . .
own

'

And the mirror, too, reverses its dreamlike function: while once it
bespoke the painful inaccessibility of being,. now it serves to play a
being that is inaccessible but nonetheless real, an imaginary being.
Out of the here and now, objectified in flesh that is both opaque and
contingent, theater and pantomime claim to rediscover the transcen
dence of the great yonder . . . . The theatrical world's existence is solely
mental: under that heading one can only gain access to it by detaching
oneself from the everyday world, through the dreamed-of crossing of
an interval. In the form of a theatrical body. a mime's white face. or
vaporous coatings of music. this interval naturally finds its model in
the Mallarmean epitome of all intervals, the windowpane. Everything
is thus turned upside down. yet everything remains the same. Trans
parency once signified "the azure." but barred access to it. It is now
4 1 . Richard . pp. 406-7 .
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what supports, or better, gives life to, introduces among things, a new
dream of Beauty. But this beauty is also nothing other, as we know,
than a glorious lie, a pure creation of the mind. It is this lie that art
attempts to render true, and for that it must, theatrically or artisti
cally, put it underglass. The mirror henceforth constitutes the sensible
field of illusion; it calls us toward it, makes us glide toward a mirage.
No longer an obstacle, transparency has now become an instrument:
the god it points to is within ourselves, not outside us in some celestial
yonder, but imaginarily this makes little difference. If theater vitrifies
its characters, if art puts the world under glass, if literature works
toward the bleaching and airing of the object by means of language, it
is nonetheless still in order that, through all this, we may aesthetically
rejoin our
transcendental truth; in order that, in short, we may
inject into all this the necessary dimension of the beyond. (Pp. 407-8;
Richard's italics)
own

This "under glass" structure cannot be described, only interpreted.
That, at least, is the interpreta't ion with which we will henceforth be
concerned, no doubt distractedly, from digression to digression, but with
out letup.
Who would think of denying the evidence of this "work of unrealization
and vaporization," this idealization of "actuality" and "materiality" in
Mallarme's text? With the proviso, that is, that one read it under glass.
And that one take into account the process of vitrification and not discount
the "production" of the glass. This "production" does not consist-any
more than does the hymen-simply in unveiling, revealing, presenting;
nor in concealing or causing to disappear all at once; nor in creating,
inventing, or inaugurating. If the structure of this glass has anything in
common with that of the hymen, then its role is to dislocate all these
oppositions. The glass must be read as a text, or, as it would have been
called not long ago, as an undecidable "signifier." It will soon be proven
that the effect of the signifier
(glass) is almost indistinguishable from
that of the signifier vers (verse).
Who would think of denying the evidence that for Mallarme the world of
theater is a mental world? With the proviso, of course, that one read it
under glass. Mallarme does indeed speak of "the mental medium identify
ing stage and house" (p. 298). And isn't the book the internalization of
theater, the inner stage? In any such "ideal performance," "a theater,
inherent in the mind, whoever has looked at nature with a steady eye carries
it within him, a compendium of types and concordances; just as these are
verre
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confronted by the volume that opens its parallel pages" (p. 328). These
propositions-and the long series of their equivalents42 -mime the interna
lization of the theater in the book and of the book in the "mental medium. "
The mimed operation does not, however, sum up the outside inside the
inside; it does not plant the theater inside the enclosure of a mental
hideaway nor reduce space itself to the imaginary. On the contrary, in
inserting a sort of spacing into interiority, it no longer allows the inside to
close upon itselfor be identified with itself. The book is a "block" but it is a
block composed of sheets of paper. Its "cubic perfection" is open.4l This
impossibility of closure, this dehiscence of the Mallarmean book as an
"internal" theater, constitutes not a reduction but a practice of spacing.
Staked on the structure of the fold and of supplementarity, this practice
puts itself into play.
And hence it has to be set back on the track of its own movement: it has,
literally, to be quoted. To write the word insertion----a word that here operates
with all its energy according to all its possibilities ("To place within. To
insert a graft JUSt under the bark . . . . By extension, to introduce into a text
or register. " Littre)--so as to mark the breaking through of theater into the
book, of spacing into interiority, while a certain mimic inscribes a graft in
one corner, holding the antre open, "at the cleft," in the intimate recesses of
a volume coiled around itself and henceforth disemboweled by "the intro
duction of a weapon or paper-cutter" just as it is parted from itself; to write
the word insertion is, literally, to quote: "Another, the art of Mr. Maeter
linck who also inserted theater into the book!" (p. 329). To write the open
antre [antre ouvert} of the stage by the book is, literally, to quote: " . . . now
the book will attempt to suffice, to open into [entr'ouvrir} the interior scene
and whisper its echos" (p. 328). To write that such a movement plays along
a structure of supplementarity, surplus, and vicariousness is, literally, to
quote: "With two'pages and the verses they contain, I, and the accompani
ment of all myself, make up for the world [supplle au monde}! or I perceive,
discreet, its drama" (ibid.). Here, supplementarity is not, as it apparently
or consciously is in Rousseau, a unilateral movement which, falling from
inside to out, loses in space both the life and the warmth of the spoken
42. One could cite the whole ofCrayonnlali thlatrr. This, for example: "A work of rhe

genre of the one our Theodore de Banville has offered in all his vigor and wisdom is lirerary in

essence, but does not entirely espouse all rhe folds involved in rhe play of thar mental
instrument par excellence, the book !" (p.

33�). Or this: " .

. . delighrful ambiguiry berween

rhe written and the acred , neither quite one nor quire the orher, which pours forth, rhe
volume bei ng almosr ser aside, rhe impression rhar one is nor alrogerher in fronr ofrhesrage"
(pp. 342-44).

43.

Jean-Pierre Richard, pp. 56� ff.
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word ; it i s the excess of a signifier which, i n its own inside, makes up (for)
space and repeats the fact of opening . The book , then, no longer repairs,
but rather repeats, the process of spacing , along with what plays, loses, and
wins itself in it. This, too, is literally to quote:

" A book, held in our hand, if

>

it enunciates some august idea, makes up for all theaters, not by casting
them all into oblivion, but by imperiously calling them to mind, on the
contrary" (p. 334). Far from replacing the stage or substituting a perfectly
mastered interiority for the slipping away ofspace, this suppliance [addition!
representation} implacably retains and repeats the theatrical stage within
the book. Such is the relation of Planches et/euil/ets

Paper:

[Stageboards and Sheets 0/

title of Mallarme's essay from which most of the preceding quota

tions are taken.-Trans.}44
One would clearly find no lack of references and documents to support
the claim that the theatrical world is a mental world, or even an imaginary
representation. With the proviso that , in quoting this proposition, one set it
in motion, that one space it out in order to deploy what is implicit in it,
displacing it and turning it around so as to let its pivot show: the mental

world is already a stage; the inside of the mens, like the intimacy of the book

that is folded back on itself, has the structure of a spacing. The spaciousness

of writing, provided one takes into account the hymen of the act of miming,
prohibits the ranking of the Mallarmean

fiction

in the category of the

imaginary. For that category is in fact constructed out of the

ontological

interpretation of mimisis. This is what we found in the course of the other
session. But for that same reason, one cannot simply replace the values of
the imaginary or the mental with those of actuality, reality, or even
materiality, at least not if one does so by symmetrical inversion or by a
simple reversal of the asymmetry.
44. It can only be a graphics of supplementarity, as we have anempred to show
elsewhere, that can account for the relations between the concepts of Literarure and Narure,

between the "beyond" or rhe " norhing" and rhar ro which it is added , rhe sum rotal ofwhar
is, or Nature. "Yes, Literature exists and, if you will, alone, excepring everything . . . . We
know, caprives ofan absolute formula that, ofcourse, rhere is norhing bur what is. However,

incontinent(ly) ro put aside, under a pretext, the lure, would point up our inconsequence,
denying rhe pleasure rhar we wish to take: for rhac beyond is its agent, and its moror might I
say were I nor loarh to operare, in public, the impious dismantling of (the) ficrion and

consequently of the literacy mechanism, so as to display rhe principal pan or nothing . . . .
What is rhar for
For play . . . .
For my parr, I ask nothing less of wriring and am going ro prove rhis postulare.
Narure rakes place; it can'r be added ro . . " (La Musiquett Its Ltttm, pp. 646-47). For a
reading of rhis rexr as well as an interpretarion of rhe enrirety of Mallacme's writing, see
Philippe Sollers, "Lirrerarure er [Ora1ire" (in Logiquts) and Julia Krisrev8, " Poesie er
negarivire" (in ITJJLEWTLXt) .

.
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This chain ("fiction, " "hymen," "spacious," etc.), itself both spacious
and mobile, gets caNght in, but thereby disorganizes, the whole ontological
machine. It dislocates all oppositions. It carries them off, impresses upon
them a certain play that propagates itself through all the text's moving
parts, constantly shifting them, setting them out of phase, more or less
regularly, through unequal d isplacements, abrupt slowdowns or bursts of
speed, strategic effects of insistence or ellipsis, but always inexorably. It is
in this way that the "Book," the "Mind, " the "Idea"-the most spectacular
examples of this grand scene---begin to function like signifiers unhooked,
dislodged, disengaged from their historic polarization. "The book, the
total expansion of the letter, must draw from it, directly, a kind of mobility
and, spacious, through correspondences, institute a play, one doesn't
know, which confirms the fiction.
"Nothing fortuitous there, where chance seems to capture the idea, the
machinery is the equal: not to judge, in consequence, these words
industrial or having to do with materiality: the manufacture of the book, as
a whole about to issue forth, begins, as of one sentence. From time
immemorial, the poet, concerned with the place for this line, in the sonnet
that inscribes itself for the mind or upon pure space" (p. 380).
The letter, and what this spaciousness draws from it, through folding,
flexing back, deploying, expanding, must now be considered , contem
plated, and have its design retraced. We must determine the structure of
Mallarme's spacing, calculate its effects, and deduce its critical conse
quences. The pivoting of the proposition ("the mental world is already a
theatrical scene") does not exempt us from-on the contrary requires of
us-the posing of this question: "when," "how," "why," is that scene
played oNtside, outside the mind , in the form of "theater" or "literature" ? In
order to set this question into its entire stratified network (following the
classical distributions under "history, " "economics, " "psychoanalysis, "
"politics," etc. ), it is necessa.ry{i rst to make clear the specific law governing
this " theatrical" or "literary" effect. It is this (pre)liminary question that
retains us here. But this question has also, explicitly, presented itself as the
question of the liminary. And since this question, at least in the scene in
which it is being treated here, engages and interrogates along the couplings
of its concepts the very syntax of its pairs of opposing terms, the ground of
its presuppositions, the entirety of the discourse in which one could
articulate the question of the "entire-field" (as a question, and hence as a
discourse, if one were to assume that it has any real margins), one can already
sense that a crisis is on the march as of the very first step. One must deduce
its critical consequences: those that would affect Mallarmean criticism , and
eventually criticiSM in general , which is linked, as its name indicates, to
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the possibility of decidability, to the KP'VELV; but also the critical effects
that a certain re-mark or re-tempering of spacing produces upon literary
operations, upon "literature," which thereby goes into crisis.
That the blanks of this spacing and the crisis of literature are not foreign
to the writing of a certain hymen (the feint of a veil in its fictive tear or fold)
is set out by Crise de vers [Crisis of verse} for uS to read and to traverse. That
text, which exhibits a modernity that could be judged untimely, putS the

dots on the i's. With its little suspended dot, the

i continually pricks and

rips through-or almost-the veil, reaches a decision-or almost-about
the text, as do so many Mallarmean i's. Witness:

"Our phase, of recent times, is, if not closing, reaching a stop or perhaps

an awareness: some attention sifts out the creative and relatively certain
will.
"Even the press, whose information is usually twenty years old, is
suddenly, on the correct date, busying itself with the subject.
"Literature is here undergoing an exquisite crisis, down to its very
foundation.
" He who grants a place, or the primary place, to this function can
recognize therein the current event: we are witnessing, as the century nears
its finale, not as it was in the previous one, an upheaval ; but, far from the
public square, a certain disquiet stirs the veil in the temple with significant
crinklings {pIn} and , a little bit, its rending" (p. 360).
With its critical, pointed , sharpened dot , the i here sig·ns the exquisite
crisis "literature" is going through with signi ficant crinkles and folds
which-the hymen again-tear it "a little bit" without tearing it, fasten
ing down the tissue. Beneath the fictive letting go of its highest point,
suspended in the air (r [pronounced "air"-Trans. } is another seminal letter
in Crise de vers), as if cut off from itself, the i draws its slash , applies its quill

or its wing, its penna; it needles and scratches, assigns a place for criticism
in the folds of writing, in "literary" writing or in the writing-so often
called hieroglyphic-of dance, ballet, and theater.
Let us pretend to take leave of Crise de vers in order to read two other texts,
to do no more than read them, for lack of the infinite amount of time one
would need (but we will try to formalize this demand for infinite process),
doing no more than recognizing the i as their "subject. "
They are from Crayonni aN theatre [Penciled at the Theater}, one page apart:
(we will call them

Rejoinder 1

and

Rejoinder 11).

Rtjoinder I. "Criticism, in its integrity , is only, can only have value or
stand almost equal to Poetry to which it contributes a noble complementary
operation, if it aims, directly and superbly, also toward phenomena or the

T H E DOUBLE S ESSION

universe: but, in spite of that, despite its status as a primordial instinct
placed in the secret folds of our deepest inner recesses (a divine malaise), it
gives in to the attractions of a theater that shows a mere representation, for
those who are not meant to see things in themselves! of the play inscribed in
the folio of the sky and mimed, with the gesture of his passions, by Man"
(p. 294).
What will always defy and baffle criticism
is this effect of being a
---...
supplementary double. There is always one extra rejoinder, one recess or
representation too many, which also means one too few. The "recess": the
Mallarmean fold will always have been not only a replication of the tissue
but also a repetition-toward-itself of the text that is a re-folding, a re
plying, a supplementary re-marking of the fold. "Re-presentation": theater
does not show "things in themselves," nor does it represent them; it shows a
representation, shows itself to be a fiction; it is less engaged in setting forth
things or the image of things than it is in setting up a machine.

(

Rejoinder II. The reader is now invited to count the dots, to follow the fine
needlepoint pattern of i's and ique's [-ic or -ical} which are being sprinkled
rapidly across the tissue being pushed by another hand. Perhaps he will be
able to discern, according to the rapid, regular movement of the machine,
the stitches of Mallarme's idea, a certain instance of i's and a certain
scattering of dice [a"s}:o
"Ballet gives but little: it is an imaginative genre. When some sign of
scattered general beauty-some flower, wave, cloud, jewel, etc.-is iso
lated for the eye, if, for us, the exclusive means of being sure of it consists in
juxtaposing its appearance with our own spiritual nudity so that we can feel
whether it fits and whether we can adapt it in some exquisite confusion of
our nudity with that analogous form in flight-if only through the rite,
there, the affirmation of the Idea, doesn't it seem as if the ballerina appears,
part the element in question, part humanity eager to be one with it, in the
floating of a reverie?"
A "floating," among the texts: the aerial suspension of the veil, the
gauze, or even of gas (this is being written in the margins of the Adaptation
ofDutchjewish Lamps to Gas)46 evolves according to the hymen. Each time it
45.

TN .

The word idle [idea] is composed of rhe rwo syllables in quesrion here:

[de = rhe lener "d" and rhe word "dice"].

i and til

46. Thar page, in which ir is possible ro derecr a warermark of all, or almosr all, rhe

orher reJ(rs, is from La Demim Mode (p. 736). The semanric condensarion, like rhe index of a
glossary, which goes along wirh rhe semblance of a descriprion, collecrs irself of irs own
accord, i ncomparable in rhar ir keeps adding ro irself one applicarion afrer anorher; rhar is, ir
produces irs own fold , rhe fold of a wriring <>r wharever one henceforrh wanes ro call ir.
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appears, the wordjloating suggests what Mallarme calls suggestion: barely
revealing at all, on the point of disappearing, the indecision of that which
remains suspended, neither this nor that, between here and there, and hence
between this text and another, along with their ether, a "gas . . . both
invisible and present" (p. 736). Between this and that hovers a penna, "the
ballerina, part the element in question, part humanity eager to be one with
it . . . " Between the two, there is both confusion and distinction ("exquisite
confusion"), hymen, the dance of the penna, the flight of the Idea, confusion

exquise d'elle (d'aile)

[exquisite confusion of it (of the wing)} "with that

analogous form in flight-if only through the rite, there, the affirmation of
the Idea, doesn't it seem as if the ballerina appears, part the element in

question, part humanity eager to be one with it, in the floating ofa reverie."

This floating, within the text, recalls "many an undecided floating of an
idea deserting accidents . . . " (p. 289). The hesitations of the "veil" [voile},
the "flight" [vol}, the "leap"

[voltige},

as they condense down toward the

point of an idea or of a dancer's toe (one should here reread the opening lines
of Crayonni au

theatre),

are

always,

in addition,

descriptions/inscriptions of

the structure and movement of the literary textile, a "hesitation" turning
into writing. In folding it back upon itself, the text thus

parts

(with)

reference, spreads it like a Y, a gap that pivots on its point, a dancer, flower,

or Idea. "One of them divulges his intuition, theoretically and , it may well
be, vacuously, as of this date: he knows that such suggestions, touching on
the literary art, ought to proclaim themselves firmly. The hesitation,
however, to uncover everything abruptly ofwhat does not yet exist, weaves,
for modesty'S sake, out of the general state of surprise, a veil.
Again, ir is a quesrion of luminaries: even rhough rhe l usrre is nor named, ir is possible [0

follow, wirhin rhe infinire word-for-word play, "a horizonral srream of lighr" concerning
which ir is impossible ro decide wherher ir should be considered wrirren or spoken,
proceeding as ir does from a mulrirude of pens or mourhs, rhar is, produced by bNJ [bees

" beaks , " "pen nibs," and "gas burners. "-Trans.] (" . . . six copper 6«s, each projecring a
=

horizonral srrearn of lighr . . . rhar objecr, six rongues of flame held rogerher by meral,

suspends a merry Penrecosr-no, a star, for in rcurh any impression of Judaic rima! has

disappeared . " Among rhe "differenr applicarions of rhis luminary," which illusrrare

again rhe quesrion ofwriring,

onet

we find rhe "work cable" or rhe "srudy . . . where rhe masrer

would linger during rhe premarure Seprember evenings").
Now [Or}-rhis gas[lighr], so ro speak, does nor cross rhe rhreshold; ir remains, veiled,

on rhe doorsrep: "Gas does nor penerrare furrher, in our inreriors, rhan rhe scairway or

somerimes rhe landings: ir can

pass

rhrough rhe door of rhe aparrmenr ro lighr up rhe

anrerooms only in a vague, sofrened form, veiled by rhe rransparenr paper of a Japanese or
Ch inese lanrern . "·
Richard, roo, examines, from anorher viewpoinr (p. 502), rhe rheme of elecrriciry, "gas
and rhe sun" in La Derniire Mode (p. 825). On rhe phallic symbolism of pulley lamps, cf.
Freud , A General Introduction to Psychoanalysis, rrans. Joan R iviere (New York: Liverighr
Publishing Co, 1920), p. 1 38 .
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"Let US ascribe to daydreams, before the start of the reading, in an

audience, the attention solicited by some fluttering white butterfly, at once
everywhere, nowhere--it vanishes; yet not without leaving a bit of sharp,
ingenuous nothing, to which I just reduced the subject , which has passed
and re-passed , insistently, before the general astonishment" (p. 382).
Ever marking the threshold, this hesitation, suggestion, flotation, with
its bit of sharpened nothing , this operation is about to break through-the
hymen . Sewing the text together, here is what, with the i's and the ique of

Mimique,

the subject is reduced to:

... . . in the floating of a reverie? The operation or poetry, par excellence
and theater. Immediately the ballet turns out allegorical: it will enlace as
well as animate, so as to mark each rhythm, all correlations or Music, latent
at first, between its postures and many a type, to such an extent that the
figurative representation of earthly accessories by the Dance contains a test
relative to their degree of esthetic quality; a consecration occurs therein,
giving proof of our Treasures. To deduce the philosophical point at which
the dancer's impersonality is located, between her feminine appearance and
some mimed object, for what hymen: she sticks it with a confident point
and setS it down; then unrolls our conviction in a cipher of pirouettes
prolonged toward another motif .

.

.

"

Let us freeze for a moment, just at this point, these cinematographic

acrobatics. This entire paragraph is woven like a textile, a copious veil, a
vast and supple fabric being spread out before us, but also being regularly
stitched down. In the play of this tacking , there is nothing but text; the
histological operation treats a tissue with the point of a sewing instrument
that at once pierces and joins, strings together. The text-for what hymen
is at once cut through and gathered up. The "cipher of pirouettes prolonged
toward another motif" is, like the whole of the text, ciphered to the second
power. This is remarked by its"cipher in that, while designating the
dancer's pirouette as a cipher or hieroglyphic, it also enciphers the sign
"pirouette, " which it causes to pirouette or turn upon itself like a top, this
time designating the movement of the sign itself. The cipher of pirouettes
is also the pirouette as a cipher, as the movement of the signifier that refers ,
through the fiction of this or that visible dancing pirouette, to another
pirouetting signifier, another "pirouette. " In this way, the pirouette, like
the dancer's pointed toe, is always just about to pierce with a sign, with a
sharp bit of nothing, the page of the book or the virginal intimacy of the
vellum . And hence, the dance of the signifier cannot be said to confine itself
simply to the interior of a book or an imagination. Cf. Le

modernes [Genre, or Concerning Certain Moderns}:

"

Genre ou des

. . . its ill-concealed
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gaslights immediately lighting up, in various general postures of adultery
or theft, the imprudent actors in this banal sacrilege.
"I understand.
"Dance alone, from the fact of its evolutions, along with mime appears to
me to necessitate real space, or the stage.
"Strictly speaking, a piece of paper would suffice to evoke any play: with
the aid of his own multiple personality anyone could play it inside himself,
which is not the case where pirouettes are concerned" (p. 3 15). As a
pirouette, the dance of the hieroglyph cannot be played internally in its
entirety. Not only because of the need for "real space, or the stage"; not only
because of the point that pierces the page or the plate of the book; but most
especially because of a certain lateral movement: in turning incessantly on
its point, the hieroglyph, the sign, the cipher moves away from its "here
and now," as if it were endlessly falling, forever here en route between here
and there, from one here to the other, inscribing in the stigmi of its "here"
the other point toward which it continually drifts, the other pirouette that,
in each vaulting spin, in the whirls of flying tissue, is instantly remarked.
Each pirouette is then, in its twirling, only the mark of another pirouette,
totally other and yet the same. The "cipher of pirouettes prolonged toward
another motif" thus suggests the line-which unites but also divides
between two "words" or "signifiers," for example between the two occur
rences of the signifier "pirouette" which, from one text to the other and first
of all in the blank space of the inter-text, entrain, entail, and encipher each
other, moving about like silhouettes, cut out like black shadows against a
white background, profiles without faces, sketches forever presented
askew, turning around the shaft of a wheel, the invisible axis of writing, a
potter's wheel endlessly spinning away.
This mute writing, like that of a circling bird,47 rises up, removes its
point at the very instant it jabs. On the page facing Mimique,48 Mallarme
names "Dance . . . that subject, virginal as muslins . . . " He speaks of
"living folds. " The graphics of the hymen will perhaps nowhere have been
so strongly stressed as here: "A certain framework, belonging to no woman
4 7 . For all rhis [pirollttle, silhollette, mlle"e (mure), erc.-Trans.] will have been calcu
lared ro suggesr rhe wing sweep or pen sweep of rhe signifier ette, which is ro be found in rhe
unmarked inrertexr or else in rhe or her rexr, marked; for example--a ll geared ro rhyme wirh
sOllhaire [wish] - find (hollttle [owl], alollette [skylark] ,follette [whip], girollettt [wearhercock],
and even rhe 1 irde wheels of rhe Mollette [wheelbarrow], sprinkled rhrough rhe occasional
verse (pp. 1 1 8 , 1 1 9 , 1 20, 1 2 2 , 1 37). So many pennas ro keep rrack of. Rhyming wirh rhe
"wish [SOllhait] ro see roo much and nor enough. "
48. (P. 3 1 1 ) . "We have no informarion on rhe origin ofrhis fragmenr,'· nore rhe edirors
of rhe OelllMJ Completes.

. )�.'
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in particular, whence its instability, through the veil of generality, exens
an attraction toward this or that fragment of form revealed and therein
drinks the flash that renders it divine; or else exhales, in return, through an
undulation of tissues, floating, palpitating, diffuse, this ecstasy. Yes, the
suspense of the Dance, a contradictory fear or wish to see too much and not
enough, requires a transparent prolongation . . . for some spiritual acroba
tics ordering that one follow the slightest scriptural intention, exists, but
remains invisible, in the pure motion and displaced silence stirred by the
dance. The next-to-nudity, apart from a briefradiating of skirts, whether to
muffle the fall or, inversely, to heighten the lifting of the pointed toes,
reveals, first and last, two legs-bearing some other than personal significa
tion, like a direct instrument of an idea."
While literature, theater, drama, ballet, dance, fable, and mimicry are
all forms of writing that are subject to the law of the hymen, they
nevenheless do not all form one and the same text. There is more than one
kind of writing: the different forms and genres are irreducible. Mallarme
has sketched out their system. What these types of writing have in common
i has been propounded here as the rule of the (ast..aride.-� the being
aside, or the hymen. The range of differentiation within this common rule
could not have been better demonstrated than on the occasion of the Two
Pigeons, apropos of which M8Jlarme distinguishes between Drama, Ballet,
and Mime. But only' after recapitulating the generality of writing: the
hymen, reference cast aside by difference (the double show and the differ
ence between the sexes), the play of the penna (bird, wing, feather, quill,
beak, etc.), and the process of metaphorical production incessantly being
relaunched by the gap, or the setting-aside, of being. And this generality of
writing is nothing other than the production, by writing, of generality: the
weaving, along the gap of the referent, oftbis "veil of generality" "belong
ing to no woman in particular. " Witness, in the case of the Two Pigeons, the
syntax of the point ( = "point" or "not"} and the pas [ = "not" or "step"}:
"Such, a reciprocity, from which results what is lin-individual, in the prima
donna and in the whole company, about the dancing being, never anything
but emblem not someone . .
"The judgment or axiom to affirm when it comes to ballet!
"That is, that the dancer is not a woman dancing, for these reasons
juxtaposed that she is not a woman but a metaphor summing up one of the
elementary aspects of our form (sword , cup, flower, etc.) and that she is not
dancing, suggesting, through a marvel of short cuts or surges, with her
bodily writing what it would take paragraphs of prose dialogue or descrip
tion to express on paper: a poem freed from any scribe's equipment . . . . The

<
)

.
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dance is wings; it concerns birds and takeoffs into the ever-after, along with
returns as vibrant as an arrow. . . . One of the lovers shows them to the
other, then shows himself, an initial language, comparison. Little by little
the couple's demeanor turns, under the dovecote's influence, to a series of
little pecks or leaps, swoons, until an invasion of aerial lasciviousness slips
over them, with breathless resemblances. Once children, here they are
birds, or the opposite, from birds they have become children, according to
how one wishes to view the exchange in which forever after, he and she,
would have to express the double game: perhaps the whole adventure of
sexual difference! . . . with the intercalation of a celebration toward which
everything will turn under a sudden storm, and then the anguishing lovers,
one ready to flee and the other to forgive, will unite: it will be . . . You can
imagine the hymn of the final triumphal dance in which the space put
between the fiances by the necessity of their journey diminishes down to the
source of their joyful exhilaration!" Each pair in the circuit will always have
referred to another pair, signifying in addition the very operation of signify
ing, the " initial language, comparison, " the "double game" of the sig
nifier, and "sexual difference" each indefinitely proposing itself as an
example with respect to the others. Hence the dancer "sums up the subject
through her divination mingled with pure, disturbing animality, designat
ing at every turn uncompleted allusions, just as she invites, before any step,
with two fingers, a quivering fold of her skirts and simulates an impatience
of plumes toward the idea. . . . Then, through a kind of commerce whose
secret her smile seems to pour forth, without delay she imparts to you,
through the last veil that remains forever, the nudity of your own concepts,
and silently proceeds to write your Vision in the manner ofa Sign, which she
is . ..
While this difference opens up the common play of all types of writing,
one neither can nor should erase the rigorous distinctions between the
genres. One instance of "cheating" has already been denounced: the im
portation of Fable into Ballet: "With the exception of a distinctly perceived
relation between the habitual demeanor of flight and many a choreograph-

ical effect, and then the importation, not without cheating," of Fable into .f"

Ballet , there remains a certain love story. .

. . "49

All the "genres" of this generalized writing, including Fable, which '
actually tells a story , are distinguished by trace effects whose structure is in
each case original. The different "silences , " for exampie, never merge. "An
ar� holds the stage, a historical one in the case of Drama; with Ballet, on the
49. Pp. 305-7. Cf. also Richard, pp. 409-36.

,\

_
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other hand , it is emblematic. To be allied but not confused; it is not from
the outset and by treating them as the same that one ought to join two
attitudes jealous of their respective silences, mime and dance, suddenly
hostile if forced into too close proximity. For an example illustrating this:
while it might have been tempting, a moment ago, in order to render one
and the same essence---that of a bird-through two performers, to imagine
placing a mime beside a dancer; this is to confront too much difference! . . .
The distinct trait of each theatrical genre that is brought into contact or
opposed finds itself commanding the work, which employs the discrepancy
in its very architecture: what remains is to find the communications among
them. The librettist ordinarily does not know that the dancer, who ex
presses herself by means of steps, understands no other form of eloquence,
not even gesture" (p. 306). "Always, theater alters, toward a special or
literary point of view, the arts it adopts: music cannot contribute to it
without losing some of its depth and shadow, nor song, its solitary
lightning, and, strictly speaking, it is possible not to grant to Ballet the
name of Dance; which latter is, in a sense, hieroglyphic" (p. 3 1 2).
The different genres, which do not fuse into a total art (an indication of
Mallarme's discreet, ironic, but insurmountable qualms about Wagner),
nevertheless exchange properties according to the infinite circulation of the
scriptural metaphor; they are congeneric in that they do not actually show
anything at all, and are conjoined around an absent focus: the lustre again,
from Rejoinder II: " . . . for what hymen: she sticks it with a confident point
and sets it down; then unrolls our conviction in a cipher of pirouettes
prolonged toward another motif, given the fact that everything, in the
evolutions through which she illustrates the meaning of our ecstasies and
triumphs sounded by the orchestra, is, as,.art itself demands, in the theater,

fictive or momentary.

"Sole principle! and just as the lustre glistens, that is to say, itself, the

prompt exhibition, under all its facets, of whatever, and our adamantine
sight, a dramatic work shows the succession of exteriorities of the act
without any moment's retaining any reality and that in the final analysis
what happens is nothing.

1

"Old-fashioned Melodrama, occupying the stage, conjointly with
Dance, and also under the management of the poet , fulfills this law. Moved
to pity, the perpetual suspense of a tear that can never be entirely formed

�

�

nor f l (still th lustre)

�� intillates in a thousand glances, now, like gold , an

ambIguous smIle. . . .
Now, once the crisis of literature has thus been remarked , would any
'

criticism whatsoever--as such-be capable of facing up to it? Would such
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cntlclsm be able to lay claim to any

object?

Doesn't the project of the

XPLVELV itself proceed precisely out of the very thing that is being
threatened and put in question at the focal point of this remodeling, or, to
use a more Mallarmean word, this re-tempering of literature? Wouldn't
" literary criticism" as such be part of what we have called the

>

ontological

interpretation of mimesis or of metaphysical mimetologism?

)

It is in this de-limitfltion of criticism that we will henceforth be interested .
If we take into account a certain time lag and some signi ficant historical
developments, it can be said that the elements in Mallarme's text that
re-mark these "critical" boundaries have now been recognized . But this
recognition cannot be reached by one viewer alone or in one fell swoop. It
must be something other than mere recognition, and it must entail a certain
stratified repetition. On the one hand, "contemporary criticism" has now
recognized , studied, confronted, and

nifieds

thematized a

certain number of sig

that had long gone unnoticed , or at least had never been treated as

such, systematically, for more than half a century of Mallarmean criticism . "i . r
And on the other hand , the whole formal crafting of Mallarme's writing has
!

/'

.

'

.

.

\

f

•

II' "

recently been analyzed in detail . But never, it seems, has the analysis of the

way the text is assembled seemed to block access to the thematic level as
such, or, more broadly, to meaning or the signified as such . Never has an
overall meaning system or even a structural semantics seemed to be
threatened or thwarted by the very progression or onward

march

'"

'

of the

Mallarmean text, and this according c,o the workings of a regular law. That
law does not apply only to the text of "Mallarme," even though he
" illustrates" it according to a "historical" necessity whose entire field needs
to be mapped out, and even though such an illustration entails a general
reinterpretation of everything.
What we will thus be concerned with here is the very possibility of
thematic criticism, seen as an example of modern criticism, at work
wherever one tries to determine a meaning through a text, to pronounce a
decision upon it, to decide that this or that

is

a meaning and that it is

meaningful, to say that this meaning is posed , posable, or transposable as
such: a theme.
It is obvious-and this will later receive further confirmation-that the
fact that we have chosen to focus on the "blank" and the "fold" is not an
accident. This is both because of the specific effects of these two elements in
Mallarme's text and precisely because they have systematically been recog
nized as

themes

by modern criticism. Now, if we can begin to see that the

"blank" and the "fold" cannot in fact be mastered as themes or as meanings,

\

)
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if it is within the folds and the blankness of a certain hymen that the very
textuality of the text is re-marked , then we will precisely have determined
.
the limits of thematic criticism itself.
Is it necessary to point out that

[Mallarme's Imaginary Universe}

rUnivers imaginaire de Maliarme

( 196 1 ) remains the most powerful of all

works of thematic criticism? It systematically covers the whole of the
textual field of Mallarme; or at least, it

would do

so if the structure of a

certain crisscrossed groove (the blankness of a fold or the folding of a blank)
did not turn the "whole" into the

too much or the too little of the

text. And

vice versa. Thus, let us say, the whole of Mallarme's textual field would be
covered.
The questions we will ask of this book, for the same reason, will not be
directed toward it as a "whole , " the "whole" being the imaginary version of
a text. They will be addressed to a certain determinate part of its procedure,
particularly to the theoretical and methodological formulation of its pro
ject: its thematicism. In this, we will be dealing with the book on a level
that is still tOO thematic. But on,.e would not be able to redirect our own
critique against us in the end without confirming its legitimacy and its
principle.
At the point at which the theoretical project of the book is stated in the

Preface, it is explained by means of two examples. Although these are given

as twO examples among many, and although what is exemplary or excep
tional about them is never rigorously examined by Richard, it is not

'

I
f -1

without cause that they have found their way to such a key position. The
examples in question are precisely the "themes" of the "blank" and the

"fold . " We must here quote a long and beautifully written page of'the
Preface. Inquiring into "the very notion of a

theme,

on which [our} whole

� the "strategic value" or the

enterprise is based, "'0 Richard has just not

"topological quality" of the theme. "Any thematics will thus derive both
'" from cybernetics and from systematics. Within this active system, the
themes will tend to organize themselves as in any living structure: they will
combine into flexible groupings governed by the law of isomorphism and
by the search for the best possible equilibrium. This notion of equilibrium,
which first arises out of the physical sciences but whose crucial importance
in sociology and psychology has been demonstrated by Claude Levi-Strauss
50. I shall nor go inro rhe seemingly very panicular problem posed by rhe rransference of
rhe word theme, in rhe sense in which Mallarme indeed reproduces rhe definirion in La Mots
anglais, ro irs convenrional rechnical and grammarical sense (p. 962). For all sorrs ofreasons,
is ir nor hard , "in applying ir ro fields orher rhan philology" (R ichard, p. 24), ro consider
oneself aurhorized ro do so by Mallarme?
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and Jean Piaget, seems to us to be of considerable utility in the understand
ing of the realms of the imaginary. One can indeed observe how themes
arrange themselves into antithetical pairs, or, in a more complex manner,
into multiple compensating systems. In his dream of the idea, for example,
Mallarme appeared to us to oscillate between the desire for an opening (the
idea bursting apart, vaporized into suggestion or silence) and a need for
closure (the idea summoned, summed up in a contour or a definition). The
closed and the open, the clear and the fleeting, the mediate and the
immediate, these are a few of the mental pairings whose presence we believe
we have discerned On a number of very diverse levels of the Mallarmean
experience. The important thing is then to observe how these oppositions
are resolved , how their tension is eased into new synthetic notions or into
concrete forms that realize a satisfactory equilibrium. The opposition
between the closed and the open thus engenders certain beneficent figures in
which both contradictory needs can be satisfied, successively or simul
taneously: for example the/an, the book , the dancer . . . The essence succeeds
at Once in summoning and in vaporizing itself in a synthetic phenomenon:

music. At other times the equilibrium is established in a static manner,
through a play offorces very precisely pitted against each other, whose total
balance amounts to the euphoria of a 'suspension . ' It is thus that Mallarme
himself indeed envisioned the internal reality of a poem and the ideal
architecture of the objects the poem must reorder within. itself: grottos,
diamonds, spiderwebs, rose wi ndows, kiosks, shells, all stand as so many
images which translate the search for a total correlation of nature with itself,
a perfect equalization of all things. The mind or spirit then becomes the
keystone of this architecture, functioning as the absolute center through
which everything communicates, balances out , and is neutralized (Mal
larme adds 'is annulled' . . . ). Thus Mallarme's thematics itself provides us
with the technical tools needed for its own elucidation. What we have tried
to do is to see how the profoundest tendencies of reverie succeed in going
beyond their inherent conflict toward some state of equilibrium. To that
end it was in fact enough to reread the most beautiful of the poems, where
that balance is achieved effortlessly and spontaneously, poetic felicity
what is called 'felicity of expression'-being doubtless nothing other than
the reflection of lived felicity, that is, a state in which a being's most
contradictory needs are all satisfied at once, and even satisfy each other, in a
harmony composed of connections, oscillations, or fusions" (pp. 26-27).
Let uS interrupt the quotation for a moment. Not in order to ask--as
Richard does not, throughout the length of the book-what "the most
beautiful of the poems, where that balance is achieved effortlessly and
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spontaneously" might be, but in order to point out a coherent group of
concepts: "living structures, " "law of isomorphism , " "best possible
equilibrium, " "mental pairings, " "beneficent figures," "synthetic phe
nomenon," "euphoria of a suspension , " "total correlation of nature with
itself, " "happy states of equilibrium , " "felicity of expression," "reflection

of lived felicity , " etc. These concepts belong to a critical "psychologism. "

Gerard Genette has analyzed the transitive character of this approach , along
with its "sensualist" and "eudaemonist" postulates.'1 Using this concept of
"reflection" (of " lived felicity"), so loaded with histoty and metaphysics,
such a representative psychologism makes the text into a form of expres
sion, reduces it to its signified theme/2 and retains all the traits of
mimetologism. What it retains in particular is that

dialecticity that has

remained profoundly inseparable from metaphysics, from Plato to Hegel:H

'v

� I . Bonhtur M Mallarmi? [Mallamzlan Felicity?] ,in Figllm (Seuil, 1966), pp. 9 1 fr.
� 2 . We will arrempr ro show elsewhere rhar rhis rype of rhemaricism has as irs very

vocarion ro be eudemonisric or hedonisric (and vice versa), and rhar ir is nor in principle
incomparible wirh Freud's psychoanalysis of rhe work of an, ar leasr in rhe guise in which ir

The Uncanny ( 1 9 19) and Btyond the PltaSllre Principle ( 1 920),
Trall_lItllng ( 1 900), Der Witz . ( l90�), Gratliva ( 1 906), Der
Dichter IInarJas Phantasierm ( 1 907), Introdllaion to Psychoanalysis ( 1 9 16). Freud acknowledges
rhar he is going beyond rhe formal lim irs of rhe rexr roward rhe rheme (Stof/), or rhe aurhor,
operares in rhe essays prior ro
rhar is, parricularly in rhe

.

.

and rhar rhar enrails a number of inconsisrencies. He analyzes rhe work as a means in rhe

service of rhe pleasure principle alone: siruaring ir berween a prel iminary pleasure (VorlllSt) or
bonus of seducrion

(Verl()(kllngspramie)

produced by rhe formal achievemenr and a final

pleasure linked ro rhe releasing of rensions (Der Dichter . , . in fine). This does nor mean rhar
after 19 19-20 such proposirions will be enrirely superseded, bur rhey nevertheless will seem
ro circulare wirhin a modified frame of reference. The problemarics of rhis displacemenr srill
remains ro be consrirured.
Among rhe valuable biographical and orher elemenrs collecred by Jones relaring ro rhis
problem

(The Life ana Work ofSigmllna Frella) , I will cire only a lerrel-(rom 19 14.

This rime

Freud seems ro be purring all pleasure on rhe side of foren. And he berrays a surprising
irrirarion roward rhose he caregorizes rarher srrangely as "given up ro rhe pleasure princi
ple" : " Freud remarked once in a lener ro me describing an evening he had spenr wirh an
anisr: 'Meaning is bur Iinle ro rhese men; all rhey care for is line, shape, agreemenr of
conrours. They

are given

up ro rhe

ustprinzip. '

..

(III, 4 1 2),

On rhis problem cf. also Sollers, "La Science de Laurreamonr , " in LogiqlleJ (Paris: Seuil,

1968) and Baudry, " Freud er la crearion Iineraire" in ThIoriea'tnsemble CParis: Seuil, 1968).
5 3 . Ifone wishes ro idenrify rhe specificiry of rhe wriring operarion or of rhe operarion of
rhe rexrual signifier (rhe graphics of supplemenrariry or of rhe hymen), one musr focus one's
cririque on rhe concepr ofAllfhebllng or sublarion [relivt], which, as rhe u1rimare mainspring
of all dialecriciry, srands as rhe mosr enricing, rhe mosr sublaring, rhe mosr "relevanr" way
of(re)covering (up) rhar graphics, precisely because ir is mosr similar ro ir. This is why ir has
seemed necessary ro designare rhe Allfhebllng as rhe decisive rarger (cf,

O/Grammatology,

p.

2�), And since rhemaricism presenrs irself nor only as a dialecric bur also, and righrly so, as a
"phenomenology ofrhe rheme" (p. 27), ler us here recall by analogy rhe facr rhar ir was rhe
possibiliry of "undecidable" proposirions rhar presenred phenomenological discourse wirh
such redoubrable difficulries (Cf. my Inrroducrion ro
(Presses Universiraires de France, 1962), pp. 39 ff).

L'origine de la giomitrie, M HlISserl,
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we have already shown in what way the dialectical structure is incapable of
accounting for the graphics of the hymen, being itself comprehended and
inscribed within the latter, almost indistinguishable from it, separated
from it only by itself, a simple veil that constitutes the very thing that tries
to reduce it to nothing: desire.
This dialectical intention animates the whole of Richard's thematic ism,
reaching its fullest expansion in the chapter entitled "The Idea" and in its
subsection "Toward a dialectics of Totality . " This dialectics of totality
intervenes in the Preface j ust after the passage cited above, precisely in
connection with the examples of the "blank" and the "fold": "If one wishes
to approach the psychological reality of the theme from another angle, one
can do so through that other product of the imagining function: the
symbol. In a recent study of the work of M. Eliade, Paul Ricoeur gives an
excellent analysis of the different modes of comprehension at our disposal
for dealing with the symbolic world: his remarks could be applied with
little modification to a phenomenology of the theme. The theme, tOO,
'makes us think'. To understand a theme is also to 'deploy [its} multiple
valences': it is, for example, to see how Mallarme's dream of the

blank can

incarnate now the ecstasy of virginity, now the pain of an obstacle or of
frigidity, now the happiness of an opening, of a liberation, or of a media
tion, and then to connect these diverse nuances of meaning into one single
complex. One can also, as Ricoeur suggests, understand a theme through
another theme, progressing from one to the other following 'a law of
intentional analogy' until one has reached all the themes linked by relations
of affinity. This would involve, for example, moving from the azure to the
windowpane, to the blank paper, to the glacier, to the snowy peak, to the
swan, to the wing, to the ceiling, not forgetting the lateral branchings that
occur at each point in this progression (from the glacier to the melted water,
to the blue eyes, and to the amorous bath; from the white paper to the black
marks that cover and divide it; from the ceiling to the tomb, the priest, the
sylph, and the mandolin). And finally, one can show how the same theme
'unifies several experiential and representational levels: the internal and the
external, the vital and the speculative. ' The Mallarmean figure of the Jold,
for example, enables us to join the erotic to the sensible, then to the
reflective, to the metaphysical, and to the literary: the fold is at once sex,
foliage, mirror, book, and tomb--all are realities it gathers up into a

certain very special dream of intimacy" (pp. 27-28).

This passage (in which each connotation calls for analysis) is flanked by
two brief remarks. One cannot, it seems, subscribe to it without acknowl
edging two objections in principle to the phenomenological, hermeneutic,
dialectical project of thematicism . The first involves the differential or

)
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diacritical character of language: "Then another difficulty arises: to con
struct a lexicon of frequencies is to suppose that from one occurrence to
another the meaning of words remains fixed . But in reality, meaning varies;
it is modified both within itself and according to the horizon of meanings
that surround , sustain, and create it. Languages, as we now know, are
diacritical realities; each element within them is in itselfless important than
the gap that distinguishes it from other elements . . . . Neither a mathema-

,

tical study nor even an exhaustive list of themes can therefore ever account

\

\\

for their intention or their richness; what will above all be left out is the
original relief of their system" (p. 25). Out of this fundamental diacriticity

whose design should also be funher complicated, we will later draw another
consequence: a certain inexhaustibility which cannot be classed in the

categories of richness, intentionality, or a horizon, and whose form would
not be simply foreign to the order of mathematics. Nevenheless, it can be
seen that even in the eyes of Richard himself, diacriticity already prevents a
theme from being a theme, that is, a nuclear unit of meaning, posed there
before the eye, present outside of its signifier and referring only to itself, in
the last analysis, even though its identity as a signified is carved out of the
horizon of an infinite perspective. Either diacriticity revolves around a
nucleus and in that case any recourse to it remains superficial enough not to
put thematic ism as such into question; or else diacriticity traverses the text
through and through and there is no such thing as a thematic nucleus, only
theme effects that give themselves out to be the very thing or meaning of the

<>->r:

present
text. If there is a textual system, a theme does not exist ( . . . "n
does not exist . . . "). Or if it
exist, it will always have been unreadable.

�

This kind of nonexistence of the theme in the text, this way in which
meaning is nonpresent or nonidentical with the text, has in fact been .
recognized by Richard , however-this is the second of the tWO remarks
mentioned above--i n a note dealing with the problems of ordering and
classifying themes. These problems are by no means secondary: "We cannot
help admitting, however, that this order is far from satisfactory. For in faCt
it is actually the multiplicity of lateral relations that creates the

essence of

meaning here. A theme is nothing other than the sum, or rather the putting
in perspective, of its diverse modulations" (p. 28. Similar remark on p.
555).

This concession still allows for the hope, the "dream, " of reaching a sum
and of determining a perspective, even if these are infinite. Such a sum or
perspective would enable us to define, contain, and classify the different
occurrences of a theme .
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To this we would oppose the following hypotheses: the sum is impossible
to totalize but yet it is not exceeded by the infinite richness of a content of
meaning or int�ntion; the perspective extends out of sight but without
entailing the depth of a horizon of meaning before or within which we can
never have finished advancing. By taking into account that "laterality"
Richard mentions in passing, but by going on to determine its law, we shall
define the limit otherwise: through the angle and the intersection of a
re-mark that folds the text back upon itself without any possibility of its
fitting back over or into itself, without any reduction of its spacing.
The fold, then, and the blank: these will forbid us to seek a theme or an
overall meaning in an imaginary, intentional , or lived domain beyond all
textual instances. Richard sees the "blank" and the "fold" as themes whose
plurivalence is panicularly rich or exuberant. What one tends not to see ,
because of the abundance of his sample, is that these textual effects are rich

with a kind of poveny, I would even call it a very singular and very regular
monotony. One does not see this because one thinks one is seeing themes in
the very spot where the nontheme, that which cannot become a theme, the

very thing that has no meaning, is ceaselessly re-marking itself-that is,
disappearing.
All this in the movement of a fan. The polysemy of "blanks" and "folds"
both fans out and snaps shut, ceaselessly. But to read Mallarme's eventail

{fan} involves not only an inventory of its occurrences (there are hundreds, a
very large but finite number if one sticks to the word itself, or an infinite
number of diverse possibilities if one includes the many-faceted figure of
wings, pages, veils, sails, folds, plumes, scepters, etc. , constituting and
reconstituting itself in an endless breath of opening and/or closing); it
involves not only the description of a phenomenological structure whose
complexity is also a challenge; it is also to remark that the fan re-marks
itself: no doubt it designates the empirical object one thinks one knows
under that name, but then, through a tropic twist (analogy, metaphor,
metonymy), it turns toward all the semic units that have been identified
(wing, fold , plume, page, rustling, flight, dancer, veil, etc . , each one
finding itself folding and unfolding, opening/closing with the movement of
a fan, etc . ); it opens and closes each one, but it also inscribes above andbeyond
that movement the very movement and structure of the fan-as-text , the
deployment and retraction of all its valences; the spacing, fold, and hymen
between all these meaning-effects, with writing setting them up in relations
of difference and resemblance. This surplus mark, this margin of meaning,
is not one valence among others in the series, even though it is inserted in

,1 C
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there, too. It has to be insened there to the extent that it does not exist
outside the text and has no transcendental privilege; this is why it is always
represented by a metaphor and a metonymy (page, plume, pleat). But while
belonging in the series of valences, it always Occupies the position of a
supplementary valence, or rather, it marks the structurally necessary posi
tion of a supplementary inscription that could always be added to or
subtracted from the series. We will try to show that this position of the
supplementary mark is in all rigor neither a metaphor nor a metonymy even
though it is always represented by one trope too many or too few.
Let us set the fan down here as an epigraph at the edge of the demonstra
tion.
The "blank" appears first of all, to a phenomenological or thematic
reading, as the inexhaustible totality of the semantic valences that have any
tropic affinity with it (but what is "it"?). But, through a reduplication that
is always represented, the "blank" inserts (says, designates, marks, states
however one wishes to put it, and there is a need here for a different "word")
the blank as a blank between the valences, a hymen that unites and differenti
ates them in the series, the spacing of "the blanks" which "assume impor
tance. " Hence, the blank or the whiteness (is) the totality, however infinite,
of the polysemic series, plus the carefully spaced-out splitting of the whole,
the fanlike form of the text. This plus is not just one extra valence, a
meaning that might enrich the polysemic series. And since it has no
meaning, it is not The blank proper, the transcendental origin of the ser .

ies

This is why, while it cannot constitute a meaning that is signified or
, represented , one would say in classical discourse that it always has a
delegate or representative in the series: since the blank is the polysemic
totality of everything white or blankplus the writing site (hymen, spacing,
etc . ) where such a totality is produced , this plus will, for example, find one
of these representatives representing nothing in the blankness or margins of
the page. But for the reasons JUSt enumerated , it is out of the question that
we should erect such a representative--for example the whiteness of the
page of writing-into the fundamental signified or signifier in the series .
Every signifier in the series is folded along the angle of this remark. The
signifiers "writing , " "hymen, " "fold ," "tissue," "text," etc. , do not escape
this common law. and only a conceptual strategy of some son can tempor
arily privilege them as determinate signifiers or even as signifiers at all, which
strictly speaking they no longer are.
' I This non-sense or �on-theme of the spacing that relates the different
meanings to each other (the meaning of "blank" or "white" along with the
others) and in the process prevents them from ever meeting up with each
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other cannot be accounted for by any description. It follows, then, firstly ,
that there is no such thing as description, particularly in Mallarme's work:
we have already shown through one or two examples that while Mallarme
was pretending to describe "something," he was in addition describing the
operation of writing ("there is at Versailles a kind of wainscotting in .
scrollwork tracery . . . "). It follows, secondly, that any description of
"themes," particularly in Mallarme's work, will always run aground at the
edges of this greater or lesser extent of theme which makes it possible that
"there is" a text, that is, a readability without a signified (which will be
decreed to be an unreadability by the reflexes of fright): an undesirable that
throws desire back upon itself.
If polysemy is infinite, if it cannot be mastered as such, this is thus not
because a finite reading or a finite writing remains incapable of exhausting a
superabundance of meaning. Not, that is, unless one displaces the philo
sophical concept of finitude and reconstitutes it according to the law and
structure of the text: according as the blank, like the hymen, re-marks itself
forever as disappearance, erasure, non-sense. Finitude then becomes in
finitude, according to a non-Hegelian identity: through an interruption
that suspends the equation between the mark and the meaning, the "blank"
marks everything white (this above all): virginity, frigidity, snow, sails,
swans' wings, foam, paper, etc. , plus the blankness that allows for the mark
in the first place, guaranteeing its space of reception and production. This
"last" blank (one could equally well say this "first" blank) comes neither
before nor after the series. One can JUSt as easily subtract it from the series
(in which case it is determined as a lack to be silently passed over) or add it as
an extra to the number, even if the number is infinite, of the valences of
"white," either as an accidental bit of white, an inconsistent discard whose
"consistency" will show up better later, or else as another theme which the
open series must liberally embrace, or else, finally, as the transcendental
space of inscription itself. As they play within this differential
supplementary structure, all the marks must blend to it, taking on the fold
of this blank. The blank is folded , is (marked by) a fold. It never exposes
itself to straight stitching. For �he fold is no more of a theme (a signified)
than the blank, and if one takes into account the linkages and rifts they
propagate in the text, then nothing can simply have the value of a theme any
more.
And there is more. The supplementary "blank" does not intervene only
in the polysemous series of ··white things," but also between the semes ofany
series and between all the semantic series in general . It therefore prevents any
semantic seriality from being constituted, from being simply opened or

I
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closed. Not that it actS as an obstacle: it is again the blank that actually
liberates the effect that a series exists; in marking itself out, it makes us take

agglomerates for substances. If thematic ism cannot account for this, it is
because it overestimates the word while restricting the lateral.
In his taxonomy of "whites," Richard indeed distinguished the principal
valences, which he designated by abstract concepts or names of general

essences ("the ecstasy of virginity, the pain of an obstacle or of frigidi ty, the
happiness of an opening , of a liberation, of a meditation"), and the /ateral
valences exemplified by material things, enabling one to "move from the
azure to the windowpane, to the blank paper, to the glacier, to the snowy
peak, to the swan, to the wing, to the ceiling, not forgetting the lateral
branchings . . . from the glacier to the melted water, to the blue eyes and to
the amorous bath; from the white paper to the black marks that cover and
divide it; from the ceiling to the tomb, the priest, the sylph, and the
mandolin"). This leads one to believe that some sort of hierarchy lines the
lateral themes up with the principal themes and that the former ate but the

sensible figures (metaphors or metonymies) of the latter, which one could

properly conceive in their literal meaning. But without even resorting to the
general law of textual supplementarity through which all proper meanings
are dislocated, one has only to tum to one of Richard's own lateral remarks
("In fact it is actually the multiplicity of lateral relations that creates the

essence of meaning , " [po 28n}) in order to undercut such a hierarchy. And
since there is never, textually, anything but a silhouette, one can hold up
against any frontal conception of the theme the way in which Mallarme
writes on the bias, his doubleplay ceaselessly re-marking its bi/ax. Once more:
" . . . it will be (the) language whose gambol this is .
"Words, of themselves, are exalted on many a facet known as the rarest or
having value for the mind, the center of vibratory suspense; whoever
perceives them independently from the ordinary sequence, projected, on
the walls of a cave, as long as their mobility or principle lasts, being that
which of discourse is not said: all of them quick, before becoming extinct or
extinguished, to enter into a reciprocity of fires that is distant or presented
on the bias as some contingency.
"The debate--which the average necessary obviousness deflects into a
detail, remains one for grammarians. " Elsewhere translated as "there is a
double-faced silence" (p. 2 1 0).

�

�

�

The grammar of th b
and of contingency is not only conceme with
treating lateral assOCiatIOnS of themes or semes whose constituted,
smoothed, and polished unit would have as its signifier the form of a word.
I
; And in fact, the "relation of affinity" which interests the thematic critic

I
I,
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only brings together semes whose signifying face always has the dimensions
of a word or group of words related by their meaning (or signified concept).
Thematicism necessarily leaves out of account the formal , phonic, or
graphic "affinities" that do not have the shape of a word, the calm unity of
the verbal sign. Thematicism as such necessarily ignores the play that takes
the word apan, cutting it up and putting the pieces to work "on the bias as
some contingency. " It is certain that Mallarme was fascinated by the
possibilities inherent in the

word, and Richard is right in emphasizing this

(p. 528), but these possibilities are not primarily nor exclusively those of a
body proper, a carnal unit, "the living creature" (p. 529) that miraculously

unites sense and the senses into one vox; it is a play of aniculations splitting
up that body or reinscribing it within sequences it can no longer control.

That is why we would not say of the word that it has "a life of its own"
(ibid . ) ; and Mallarme was just as interested in the dissection of the word as
in the integrity of its life proper. It is a dissection called for by the consonant
as much as by the vowel , the pure vocable; called for no less by the
differential skeleton than by the fullness of breath. On the table or on the
page, Mallarme treats the word as something dead just as much as something
living. And how is one to separate what he says of the science of language in

Us MOls anglais {English Words] from what he does elsewhere:

"Words, in the dictionary, are deposited, the same or of diverse date,

like stratifications: in a moment I will speak of layers . . . . Akin to all of
nature and hence comparable to the organism that stands as the depository
of life, the Word presents, in its vowels and diphthongs, something like
flesh; and , in its consonants, something like a skeleton delicate to dissect.
Etc . , etc. , etc. If life feeds on its own past, or on a continual death, Science
will uncover this fact in language: which latter, distinguishing man from
the rest of things, will also imitate him in being factitious in essence no less
than natural; reflective, than fated ; voluntary, than blind" (p. 90 1).
This is why it is difficult to subscribe to the commentary Richard offers
on the sentence from Us Mots anglais ("the Word presents . . . to dissect") at

the very moment he recognizes that thematicism stOps shon before Mal
larme's formal analyses, here his work with phonetics: "If one wishes to
know completely the profound orientation of a poet, one must perhaps
attempt a phonetic phenomenology of his key words. In the absence of such
a study, let us at least recognize in the word the mystery of the flesh joined
with the felicity of structure: a union that suffices to make the word a
complete, closed system, a microcosm" (p. 529). It is difficult to subscribe
to this: ( 1 ) because such a phonetic phenomenology would always, as such,
have to lead back to plenitudes or intuitive presences rather than to phonic

(
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differences; (2) because the word cannot be a . complete system or a body
because, as we ha�et'ried to show, the
not De-any such thi�

p�)

r;c�;:}

g

as key words; (4) because Mallarme's text works with graphic differences (in
the narrowest ordinary sense of the term) as much as with phonic differ
,
ences.
While it is far from being the only example, the play of rhyme is doubtless
one of the most remarkable instances of this production of a new sign, a
meaning and a form, through the "two-by-two" (cf. Richard , passim) and
the magnetization of two signifiers; it is a production and a magnetization
whose necessity imposes itself against contingency, arbitrariness, and
semantic, or rather semiological , haphazardness. This is the operation of
verse, whose concept Mallarme, as we shall see, extends and generalizes; it
is not limited to rhyme ("Verse, which, out of several vocables, remakes a total
new word foreign to the language and as if incantatory, achieves that
isolation of speech: negating , in a sovereign stroke, the haphazardness
remaining in each term despite the artifice of its alternate retempering in
sense and sound . . . " [po 858}). Mallarme's bias is also worked out with a
file [a la lime; rhymes with a la rime, "at the rhyme"} . )4

'the "total new word

foreign to the language": through this (signifying) difference, it is truly the
effect of a transformation or displacement of the code, of the existing
taxonomy ("new, foreign to the language"); and it is also, in its newness, its
otherness, constituted out of pans borrowed from the language (the "old"
language), to which, however, it cannot be reduced ("total"). But no
astonishment at this poetic production of new meaning should make us

forget--and to read Mallarme is to be suffic iently reminded of it-that '
while it works

upon the language, the total new word foreign to the

language also returns to the language, recomposes with it according to new
networks of differences, becomes divided up again, etc. , in shon, does not

f

become a master-word with the finally guaranteed integrity of a meaning or
truth . )) The "effect" (in the Mallarmean sense of the word: "to paint not the
54. "Limt: from Lat. lima, related to limNS, oblique, because of the obliquiry or
curvature of the teeth of a file" (Littre, from whom we are asking for anything but an
etymology here).
5 5 . This at least is the hypothesis on the basis of which we would question certain
formulations in the remarkable analyses Richard entitles FIW'mtS tl 1lWJtnS tit fa lilltralNrr [The
Forms and MUIRS ofLiItr'aINrr) (chap. 10). Formulations like these, for example, concerning
the "new word": "this word is new because it is total , and it seems foreign to our language
because it has been restored to that primordial language of which ours is but a fallen echo_ .
. Ntw, that which is of the order of the recreated original, that is, no doubt, of the eternal"
(p. 537). "The pessimism of the word thus gives way in Mallarme to a marvelous optimism
of verse or sentence, which indeed is but a kind of confidence in the inventive or redemptive
powers of the mind" (p. 544)_ " What pours forth here in the form of flowing fabric or a
half-open spiritual strongbox is indeed the certain revelation of meaning" (p_ 546).

-
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thing but the effect it produces"»)6 of totality or novelty does not make the
word immune to difference or to the supplement; the word is not exempt
from the law of the bias and does not present itself to us squarely, with its
own singular face.
In the constellation of " blanks," the place of the semic content remains
practically empty: it is that of the "blank" meaning insofar as it refers to the
non-sense of spacing, the place where nothing takes place but the place. But

>
L

that "place" is everywhere; it is not a site fixed and predetermined; not only,
as we have already noted, because the signifying spacings continually
reproduce themselves ("Indefectibly the white blank returns") but because
the semic, metaphoric, or even thematic affinity between "white" [blanc]
and "blank" [blanc] (spacing, interval , the enlre, etc. ) means that each

Since the value of virginity (newness, wholeness, etc.) is always overlaid with irs
opposite, it must ceaselessly be subjected-and would indeed submit of irs own accord-to
the operation of the hymen. The ·'presence" of words like "wholeness," "nativeness,"
"ingenuousness," etc . , in Mallarme's text cannot be rraJ as a simple or simply positive
valorization. All evaluations (optimism/pessimism) immediately pass into their opposite
according to a logic that Richard describes elsewhere in irs greatest complexity--at least up
until the moment when, by a regularly repeated decision, what is undecidable or unpre
cedented in this logic, in this "almost impracticable" (p. 5 52) poetics, is reconstituted as a
dialectical contradiction that must be gone beyond (p. 566), that Mallarme would have
wished to overcome through "a perfect synthetic form" (The Book) (p. 567); through the
affirmation, produced by the space of its own absence. of a center of truth; through an
aspiration toward unity. truth. "the happiness of a truth that is both active and closed" (p.
573). etc.

56. From a letter to Cazalis ( 1 864. ClJITtSponJancr, p. 1 37): ("I have finally begun my
Htrodituk-in terror, for I am inventing a language that must necessarily arise from a highly
new poetics. which I could define in the following rwo words: To paint, not the thing. Imt the
t//ta itprodNm. The line ofverse should not then be composed ofwords but of intentions, and
all speech should efface itself before sensation. " At that date. the first interpretation of the
"highly new poetics" is formulated in a language that is naively sensualist and subjectivist.
But the exclusion is clear: poetic language will not be a description or imitation or
representation of the thing itself, of some substantial referent or of some primal cause. and it
should not be rompostd of words taken as substantial or atomic units that are precisely
undecomposable or uncompoundable. This letter (which should of course be interpreted
with the utmost caution. without falling into retrospective teleology. etc.) seems at any rate
to proscribe, under the terms of this new poetics. that a thing or cause in the last instance be
what is signified by a text. ("There is no such thing as the true meaning of a text . " said
Valery; of Mallarme. he wrote: "But what one finds pronounced there on the contrary is the
most daring and sustained attempt ever made to overcome what I shall call naive intuition in
literature. ") But it could be asked whether ·'sensation" or "intention" are not here simply
occupying the place vacated by the referent. and are now to be exprustd rather than described.
This is no doubt the case, except if. in being placed in radical opposition to the thing with all
its predicates. which is what Mallarme is doing. they are in effect being displaced otherwise
by a discourse. a practice. a wriring.
Like almost all the texts l cite (and rhis is why I do nor mention ir each time). this letter is
given a different commentary by Richard (p. 54 1).

)
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"white" in the series, each "full" white thing in the series (snow , swan,
paper, virginity, etc.), is the trope of the "empty" white space. And vice
versa. The dissemination of the whites (not the dissemination of whiteness)
produces a tropological structure that circulates infinitely around itself
through the incessant supplement of an extra turn: there is more metaphor,
more metonymy. Since everything becomes metaphorical, there is no longer

j

\
I

,I

any literal meaning and , hence, no longer any metaphor either. Since
everything becomes metony.mical, the part being each time greater than the
whole and the whole smaller than the pan, how could one arrest a metony
my or a synechdoche? How could one fix the

margins of any rhetoric?

If there is no such thing as a total or proper meaning, it is because the

blank/olds otIer. The fold is not an accident that happens to the blank. From

the moment the blank (is) white or bleaches (itself} out, as soon as there is
something (there) to see (or not to/�ee) having to do with a mark (which is
the same word as

margin or march), whether the white is marked (snow,
entre,

�

swan, virginity, paper, etc . ) or unmarked, merely de arcated (the

the void, the blank, the space, etc . ), it re-marks itself, marks itself twice. It
folds itself around this strange limit. The fold does not come up upon it
from outside; it is the blank's outside as well as its inside, the complication
according to which the supplementary mark of the blank (the asemic
spacing) applies itself to the set of white things (the full semic entities), plus
to itself, the fold of the veil, tissue, or text upon itself. By reason of this
application that nothing has preceded , there will never be any Blank with a
capital B or any theology of the Text. )7 And yet the structural site of this

[Ie supple
ment de marque] produced by the text's workings, in falling outside of the

theological trap is nevertheless prescribed: the mark-supplement

text like an independent object with no origin other than itself, a trace that
turns back into a presence (or a sign), is inseparable from desire (the desire
for reappropriation or representation). Or rather, it gives birth to it and
nourishes it in the very act of separating from it.

[

The fold folds (itself): its meaning spaces itself out with a double mark,
in the hollow of which a blank is folded . The fold is simultaneously
5 7 . If the blanc extends both the marks and the margins of the text, then there is no
reason to give any special status to the whiteness of what we think we know literally under
the namepagt or paper. The occurrences of this type of white are less numerous (examples are
found in Mimiqut and Dtuil andon pp . 38, 523. 872, 900, etc . ) than others, the white of all
the fabrics, the /lying wings or foam, the sobs, fountains, /lowers, women, or nudes in the
night, the agonies, etc. The white involved in spacing slips in between all the others and can
be remarked in the word spadONJ, whether it intervenes directly ("what leaps and if more
spacious . . . . . p. 3 1 2; ·· here the spacious illusion intervenes;· p. 4 1 4; cf. also pp. 37 1 , 404,
649. 859, 860, 868 , etc . ), or figuratively.
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the other and both at once, undecidable, remains as a text, irreducible to J

virginity, what violates virginity, and the fold which, being neither one nor

either of its two senses . "The act of folding . . . with respect to the page
printed large," the " intervention of folding or rhythm, that which initially
causes a closed page to contain a secret; silence remains in it," " the folding
back of the paper and the undersides this installs, the shadow dispersed in
the black lettering" (p. 379), "the virginal folding back of the book" (p.

38 1),)8 such is the closed, feminine form ofthe book, protective of the secret
of its hymen, the "frail inviolability" preceding "the introduction of a
weapon, or letter opener, to mark the taking of possession, " before "the
consummation of any encroachment. " We have never been so close to

Mimique, and the femininity of the virgin book is surely suggested by the
place and form of the verb "prete" [as a verb, it means "lends, " as an
adjective, it means "ready" or "willing" in the feminine.-Trans. }, clearly
ready to offer itself as an adjective with the copula understood ("The
virginal folding-back of the book, again, Willing/lends for a sacrifice from
which the red edges of the books of old once bled"). The masculine is turned
back upon the feminine: the whole adventure of sexual difference . The

secret angle of the fold is also that of a "minuscule tomb. "

But in the same blow, so to speak, the fold ruptures the virginity it
marks as virginity. Folding itself over its secret (and nothing is more
virginal and at the same time more purloined and penetrated , already in and
of itself, than a secret), it loses the smooth simplicity of its surface. It differs
from itself, even before the letter opener can separate the lips of the book. )9 It
is divided from and by itself, like the hymen. But after the fact, it still
remains what it was, a virgin, beforehand, faced with the brandished knife
("the fact is, in the actual case, that, for my pan, however, on the subject of
pamphlets to be read according to common usage, I brandish a knife, like a
cook slaughtering fowls"). After the consummation, more folded up than
ever, the virginity transforms the act that has been perpetrated into a
simulation, a "barbarous simulacrum. " What is intact is remarked by the
mark that remains intact, an immarcescible text, at the very edge of the
margin: "The folds will perpetuate a mark, intact, bidding one to open or
close the page, according to the master" (p . 38 1).
58. Emphasis mine. "Yes, the Book or that monograph it becomes o f a type (the
superimposition of pages as in a jewel case, defending an infinite. intimate. tucked-in
delicacy of (the) being in itself against bruni space) is sufficient with many a truly new
procedure analogous in rarefaction to the subtlest features of life" (p. 3 1 8).
59. On the (anagrammaric, hymenographic) play between liIM [book ] and IMrs [lips].
read over the development opened up in Crayon,,'aN lhiall't on the House, the Stage, and the
"absent mime" (pp. 334-35).
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Perpetual, the rape has always already taken place and will net/trlheless
never have been perpetrated. For it will always have been caught in the
foldings of some veil, where any and all truth comes undone.
Indeed: if all the "whites" accrue to themselves the blanks that stand for
the spacing of writing-the "blanks" that assume imponance--i t is always
by way of a signifying relay through the white canvas or sail, a cloth that is
folded and stitched, the surface on which all marks apply themselves , the
sheet of paper where the pen or the wing comes to propagate itself (""Our
triumphal frolic, so old, out of the crypt-book / Hieroglyphics that so exalt
the multitudes /Propagating with the wing a familiar shiver!" [po 7 1 ] ) 60
.

The blanks are always applied , directly or indirectly, to something woven:
whether it be "the white solicitude of our canvas" (Salu/), "the banal
whiteness of the curtains" (Les Pentlres), the white in the
"white reflection" rhymes with "simulation") or in the

Albums (where

t:n poems (" . . .

wool / . . . white flock"), the white of the bed sheet or the pall, the shroud

(extending through a number of texts

between the "sole fold" in the Homage

to Wagner and the vellum in the Overture to Hirodiade ("She sang out,
sometimes incoherently , a lamentable / Sign! the bed with the vellum

pages, / Such, useless and so cloistral , is no linen! / Which no longer keeps
the cryptic folds of dreams, / Nor the sepulcral canopy's desened moire"» in
which the book is wound ("The lovely paper of my ghost / Together
sepulcher and shroud / Thrills with immortality, a tome / To be unfurled for
one alone" (p. 179» or in which the Poet is draped ("The flash of a sword,

or, white dreamer, he wears a cope, . . . Dante, in bitter laurel, in a shroud is
draped , / A shroud . . . " (p. 2 1», icy like the paper, or frigid (which
rhymes, in one dedication, with "Gide": "Awaiting what he himself will
add / You sheets of paper now so frigid, / Exalt me as a great musician / For
the attentive soul of Gide" (p. 1 5 1) . These veils, sails, canvases, sheets,
and pages are at once the content and the form, the ground and the fig ure,
passing alternately from one to the other. Sometimes the example is a figure
for the white space on which they are inscribed, that which stands out, and
sometimes it is the infinite background behind. White on white. The blank
is colored by a supplementary white, an extra blank that becomes, as in

Numbers, a blank open on all four sides, a blank that is written, blackens
itself of its own accord, a false true blank sense [sens blanc], without a blank
[sans bland, no longer countable or totalizable, counting on and discount
ing itself at once, a blank that indefinitely displaces the margin and undoes
60. "So;s, LolIYs, I'ailt quipropages I A qutlqutallillUlues Pages" ['·Louys, be the wing that
propagates I To some altitude these Pages"] (p. 1 5 1).
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what Richard calls "the unitary aspiration of meaning" (p. 542) or the "sure
revelation of meaning" (p. 546). The white veil that slips berween the
blanks, the spacing that guarantees both the gap and the contact, enables us
no doubt to see the blanks; it determines them. It could therefore never be
lifted without blinding us to death, either by closing or by bursting. But
inversely, if it were never lifted, if the hymen remained sealed , the eye
would still have no greater capacity to open. The hymen, therefore, is not
the truth of an unveiling. There is no alitheia, only a wink of the hymen. A
rhythmic fall. A regular, (w)inclined cadence.
The dream of the "sure revelation of meaning" proposed to us by

L' Univers imaginaire de Mal/am thus appears to be a hymen without a fold,
a pure unveiling without a snag, a "felicity of expression" and a marriage
without difference. But in this wrinkle-free felicity, would there still be
such a thing as an "expression, " not to speak of a text? Would there be
anything beyond a simple parousia of meaning? Not that, in the absence of
such parousia, literature would be an infelicity of expression, a romantic
inadequacy berween expression and meaning. What is in question here is
neither a felicity nor an infelicity of expression--because there is no longer
any expression, at least in the ordinary sense of the word . No doubt the
hymen, too, would be one of those "beneficent figures" engendered by "the
opposition between the closed and the open, " "in which both contradictory
needs can be satisfied , successively or simultaneously: for example the jan,

the book , the dancer . . . "(pp. 26-27). But such dialectical happiness will
never account for a text. If there is text, if the hymen constitutes itself as a

textual trace, if it always leaves something behind, it is because its unde
cidability cuts it off from (prevents it from depending on) every-and hence
any--signified , whether antithetic or synthetic .61 Its textuality would not
be irreducible if, through the necessities of its functioning, it did not do
without (deprivation and/or independence: the hymen is the structure of
and/or, between and and or) its refill of signified, in the movement through
which it leaps from one to another. Thus, strictly speaking, it is not a true
sign or "signifier. " And since everything that (becomes) traces owes this to
the propagation-structure of the hymen, a text is never truly made up of
"signs" or ··signifiers. " (This, ofcourse, has not prevented us from using the
word " signifier" for the sake of convenience, in order to designate, within

6 1 . It would be useful to quote in their entirery-and perhaps discuss some of the
speculative moments-t he analyses put forth by R. G. Cohn concerning what he calls
Mallarme's "antisynthesis" and "dual-polarity" (L 'OnIwe de Mallarmi, pp. 4 1-42 and
Appendix 1 ).

)

T H E DO UBLE SESSION

the former code, that facet of the trace that cuts itself off from meaning or
from the signified . )
And now we must attempt to write the word dissemination.
And to explain, with Mallarme's text, why one is always at some pains to
follow.
If there is thus no thematic unity or overall meaning to reappropriate
beyond the textual instances, no total message located in some imaginary

/

order, intentionality, or lived experience, then the text is no longer the
expression or representation (felicitous or otherwise) of any trut}) that would
come to diffract or assemble itself in the polysemy of literature. It is this
hermeneutic concept of polysemy that must be replaced by

dissemination.

According to the structure of supplementarity, what is added is thus
al ways a blank or a fold: the fact of addition gives way to a kind of multiple
division or subtraction that enriches itself with zeros as it races breathlessly
toward the infinite. "More" and "less" are only separated/united by the
infinitesimal inconsistency, the next-to-nothing of the hymen. This play of
the integral unit excrescent with zeros, "sums, by the hundreds and
beyond , " is demonstrated by Mallarme under the title of Or [this word is
both a noun signifying "Gold" and a conjunction marking a turning point
in an argument.-Trans. } (expen as he was in alloying-in the literal
alchemy of such an ironic, precious, and overinflated signifier-the sensir

ble, phonetic, graphic, economic, logical, and syntactical vinues of this
stone in which the "two ways, in all, in which our need is bifurcated:
esthetics on the one hand and also political economy" intersect (p. 399; cf.
also p. 656»:

"OR
. . . The currency, that engine of terrible precision, clean to the
conscience, smooth to consciousness, loses even a meaning .
. . . a notion of what sums, by the hundreds and beyond, can be . . . . The
inability of numbers, whatever their grandiloquence, to translate, here
arises from a case; one searches, with the indication that, when a number is
raised and goes out of reach toward the improbable, it inscribes more and
more zeros: signifying that its total is spiritually equivalent to nothing,
almost. "62
62. OR, which is condensed or coined without counting in the illumination of a page.
The signifier OR (0 + R) is distributed there, blazing, in disks of all sizes: "outdoORs··

[dehORs] "fanrasmagORical "· ··stORe" [lrbOR] "hORizon:· "mORe·' [majORe], ··ex
teriOR·· [hORs], not counting the 0'5, the zeROs, the null opposite of OR, the number of
,

round, regular numerals l ined up "coward the improbable. ·· Referring by simulacrum co a
fact--everything seems to turn around the Panama scandal (""Those are the facts,·· affirms the
first version, which has not yer erased irs referent, ··[he collapse of Panama.·· I will study
elsewhere [he rextual operations involved here}-rhis page, less rhan [hiery-cwo lines, seems
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at least to retain gold as irs principal signified, irs general theme. 0,., through a clever
exchange, it is rather the signifier that this page trears, the signifier in the full range of irs
registers, whose orchestration Mallarme illustrates here and elsewhere. For even the theme,
were it present as such, is but another addition to the order of the signifier: not the metallic
substance, the thing itself involved in "'phraseless gold , " but the metal as a monetary sign,
the "currency,"' "'signifying that irs total is spiritually equivalent to nothing, almost, " and
which "loses even a meaning" (p. 398).
The whole is mounted in a picture frame, the semblance of a description, a fictive
landscape of "fantasmagorical sunsers" whose play of lighrs would already, indefinitely,
arrest the eye on the shadow of irs ores. Such "avalanches of gold"' (p. 33) methodically defy
any phenomenology, any semantics, any psychoanalysis of the material imagination. They
systematically outwit and undo the oppositions between the syntactic and the semantic,
between form and content, ground and figure, figural and literal, metaphor and metonymy.
The demonstration must be announced under the tide ofkhrysis and threads (sons) of gold.
0,., igilU,.'s ascendancy comes, logically, btlort the consequence [lgilU,. in Latin means
"therefore"; thus this adverb-name has grammatical affinities with tw.-Trans.], but it also,
through irs etymological ascendanrs, marks the hou,. (bora, which would give a reading not
only of all the "hours" and "tws" in igilu" but also of all Mallarme's mror(es), whether or not
they rhyme with or. hanc boram): .. . . . an eclipse: tw, the hour has come, for here is Pierrot
. . . "' (p. 7 5 1). Or, that substantive noun, that adverb of rime {tw also, archaically, means
"today," "presendy. "-Trans. ] , that logical conjunction, a veritable throw of linguistic
dice--Mallarme's syntax organizes not only irs polysemy, irs polygraphy, and irs orchestral
polyphony, but also, most panicularly, irs out-of-Iine ex-centricity and its brilliant suspen
sion. I have chosen three examples among many. From the first version: "tw, because he
would not understand, it will be deferred forever. " From C,.ayonniau IhiJll't: "Moved to piry,
the perpetual suspense of a tear that can never be entirely formed nor fall (still the lustre)
scintillates in a thousand glances, tw, an ambiguous smile unpurses the lip . . . throughout
the labyrinth of anxiety led by an-really not in order to let myselfbe overcome as if my fate
were not enough, a spectator attending a gala; but in order to plunge, in some way, back into
the populace . . . "' (p. 296). From the Qllanl aN Livr't (the book being always, as we shall see in
a moment, associated with gold): "Or-"'The act offolding is, with respect to the page printed large, an indication . . . " (p. 379).
The Iimirs of thematicism, as one could once again verify text in hand (I will not do so
here), have never been so striking as in the case of"tw," and not only because dissemination

stands confirmed through the affinity between the seed sown and that very precious
substance, because dispersal is goldenly consumed in the Book ("ashes-total-gold-" 32 (A]),
but first and foremost because that signifier "loses even a meaning , " becomes extenuated,

devalued, mined out. Names no longer.
In another vein-to be looked int!r--6r" colors the bedtime hour of all sunsers, beside all
ofMailarme's "beds"; he also plays on all irs tunes: "the golden hues of sundown , " from Pelil
Ai,., .. . . . a gold / 1s dying according perhaps to the dectw I Of unicorns . . . I . . . once more . .
. " from the Sonnel in --yx (in which the folds of irs rhyme alternate with those of the pryx),
the end of the "afternoons of music,"' "an orchestra only marking with irs gold, irs brushes
with thought and dusk . . . " from Mimique. At the end of the sun's course, after-noon, gold
repears and (re)doubles, after midnight, the horror and the aurora. It always serves as their
rhyme (through rhythm or through number). "'This gold moon-rise . . . " (p. 109) always
serves as the closing for--a march. A book : "0 golden clasps of olden missals! 0 hieroglyphs
inviolate in papyrus scrolls!" (p. 257). A mine or a tomb: ... . . by the pearly star of their
nebulous science held in one hand, and by the golden spark of their volume's heraldic clasp in
the other; of the volume of their nights" (/gilu,., p. 437).
Or---i n irs impurity-will never simply have been either the dense fullness of sensible
marrer (or even of music or rays of light, "shafrs of vibratory gold , " (p. 334», nor the
transparent alloy of a logical conjunction. Molten or. Golden time, neither -sensible nor
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intelligible, not even a sign, then, or a signifier or signified; at least as much "/I Signor, " "qui
s'ignore" ["who does not know himself'] (which, in the T,.ioltlS, rhymes with "signe, or"

[" sign, gold"]) as it is a sign --61", this or is consistently mounted according to the double
syntax of the goldsmith and the watchmaker, in the golden antre of a glottis (glossa can once
have had the meaning goldingol, and Lirrre notes that "the once-held erymology that derives
lingol [ingot) from the Latin linglla, because of irs form, still remains possible"). Hearing ,
seeing, reading: "A hundred posters soaking up the uncomprehended gold of days, a
betrayal of the lerrer . . . " (p. 288).
Has it everbeen noted ("buried / Endlessly in blinding scholarly abysses / Unknown gold
. . . " p. 470) that the first paragraph oflgilu" Vhe Midnigh/) links the words "hour," "or," aqd
"gold work," and rereads "the infinite accident of conjunctions"? "Certainly there subsis� a
Midnight presence . The hour has nOt disappeared through a mirror, nor has it buried irself in
drapes, evoking furniture through its vacant sonority. I remember that its gold [son or] was
about to feign in absence some null jewel of reverie, something rich and useless that had
survived , unless it was that upon the watery and starry complexiry of a work of gold the
infinite accident of conjunctions could be read .
"This revealer of the Midnight has never before indicated such a conjuncrure, for this is
the one unique hour . . . I was the hour that has to make me pure. "
"Son or" follows right after "vacant sonoriry." "Or" i s more than once preceded by the
possess ive adjective Son [his, her, irs]: which in effect gives ussonore ["sonorous"], and which,
through an unconscious lateral pressure, transforms the possessive adjective into a noun, It
SON or ["the sound, 'or' "] and the noun into an adjective, Ie son OR ["the sound or"].
The "sound or" re-marks the signifier or (the phonic signifier: ofthe conjunction or of the
noun, which latter is also the signifier of the substance or of the metallic signifier, etc. ), but
it also re-marks music. Which is to be expected si,Rce music, for Mallarme, is almost always
golden, while or is reduced by this play to the vacant sonoriry-with irs chance decor--of a
signifier. Thus; "On the credenzas, in the empry parlor: no pryx, / Abolished bauble of
sonorous inaniry, / (For the Master has gone to fetch tears from the Sryx / With that object
alone that is the pride of Nothingness [donI IeNlanl s'honort])/ But near the casement vacant
to the north, a gold / Is dying according perhaps to the decor / Of unicorns . . . ," or Mimique
again: " . . . an orchestra only marking with irs gold [son or], irs brushes with thought and
dusk, the detail of irs signification on a par with a stilled ode . . . "

One can also bring in the diverse or's from the text on Villiers de l'lsle-Adam: the "gold
shield" and the "thread of gold" are spread out under the "heraldic sunset, " and strange
conjunctions overlay the "jewelry": "or such a childlike and powerful amalgam . . . " (p.
483), "or here it is, so overwrirren it has become a palimpsest, or, I have to say, excessive
wear has obliterated the tenor, so that it does not present anything decipherable" (p. 486, cf,
also pp. 497-500). In the same vein, in the Chewltm, which announces the "jewel of the eye"
and the "exploit / Of sowing rubies": "But without or sighing that this lively cloud . . . " (p.
53). How could the categories of classical rhetoric possibly account for such displacemenrs?
[Not to speak of the categories of translation.-Trans.]
Corresponding to the Oedipal hymen, to the "infinite accident of conjunctions" and of
the "conjuncture" in IgilU,.'s or, there is "that supreme conjunction with probabiliry" in the
51 ["if, " "whether," "yes"] or r he Comme SI ["as IF"] in the Coupdtdls. Hence-if, in one fell
swoop, the plays of 0,. and Done are constellated with the powerful positioning of the
Mallarmean 51, an infinite sentence unfolds, suspending itself among 51, OR, DONe, in
which the order can as well be reversed from IgilU" to the Coupdtdls. (Can one then conclude,
as does J. Scherer (in the course of a chapter of his thesis devoted to The Conjunction in which
none of these three " words" are named) that "conjunctions seldom attract his [Mallarme's]
attemion", (p. 127) or "play a role of little importance" (pp. 287)?)
Or--that singular plural, such is the ring of hour and species set in the balance of
Mallarme.

T H E DOUBLE SESSION

Why does this almost-nothing lose the glint of a phenomenon? Why is
there no phenomenology of the hymen? Because the antre in which it folds
back, as little in order to conceal itself as in order to denude itself, is also an

)

abyss. In the recoiling of the blank upon the blank, the blank colors itself,
becomes-for itself, of itself, affecting itself ad infinitum-its own color-

less, ever more invisible, ground . Not that it is out of reach, like the
phenomenological horizon of perception, but that, in the act of inscribing
itself on itself indefinitely, mark upon mark, it multiplies and complicates
its text, a text within a text, a margin in a mark, the one indefinitely
repeated within the other: an abyss.
Now

[Or}, isn't it precisely such writing en aby11llf>3 that thematic criti

cism-and no doubt criticism as such-can never, to the letter, account

for? The abyss will never have the glint of a phenomenon because it becomes
black. Or white. The one and/or the other in the squaring of writing. It
whitens (itself) in the incline of A

Throw of Dice.

EVEN WHEN TOSSED UNDER
ETERNAL CIRCUMSTANCES
FROM THE DEPTHS OF A SHIPWRECK
WHETHER

the Abyss
whitened
spreads out
furious
under an incline
hovers desperately
on the wing
its own
10

advance fallen in its pains to straighten its flight
and covering the upbursting swell
leveling off the surging leaps

63 . TN. The expression en abymt, popularized by Gide, was originally used in heraldry
ro designate the status of the figure of a smail shield used ro decorate a shield. Now used
whenever some parr of a whole can be seen as a representation of that whole, often ad
infinitum, as in the Quaker Oars box on which a man holds up a Quaker Oars box on which a
man . . . etc.

.

>
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very inwardly sums up
the shadow buried in the deeps by this alternative sail
to the point of adapting
to the span
its gaping depth as the hull
of a structure
listing to one or the other side . . .
Thus reconstituted in each of its stitches, the hymen still echoes from
every side. Reflecting, for example, A la nue accablante tu (To the crushing
nude cloud silenced). If one repeats a fragment here and there, hearing what
resonates from one side to the other, counting the A's, as white as foam,
here perhaps is what the hymen will always have disseminated ("tossed
under . . . "): SPERM, the burning lava, milk, spume, froth, or dribble of the
seminal liquor . I shall now underline a number of letters, reserving the A 's
and the Tu's, along with the sonnet's form, for some future reading:
To the crushing nude cloud silenced

lava
Even through the slavish echoes
By a trumpeting sans virtue

Basal t base of bass and

What

�al shipwreck

sepu

(you do

Know it, spumy depths, but drivel)
One supreme between the flotsam
Can abolish the bare masthead

(de)/ault furious
high perdition
All the vain abyss unfolded

Or this that in

Of some son of

so white that straggles
drown the
Childlike haunches of a siren. 64
In the hair

Avariciously will

64. TN. The original French text with Derrida's emphasis is:
A LA NUE accahlante tu
Basse de basalte et de lam
A meme les khoJ esclaves
Par une h'OIn/Jt saRS ""tN

QNe! si/Jllkra! naN/rage (ru

I.e sais, kll1M, mais y bam)

Supreme Nne mlrt! les epaves
Abo!it Ie mal dhi,IN

\'

r
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While it is not exhausted by it, no more than is the affirmation of any
text, this sonnet articulates both the scenography and the syllabary of the
double session. Which is condensed there, and indefinitely displaced ,
much more than is required by the efforts of any "commentary . .. Dissemi
nation skims and froths the flight and theft of the seminal: a vain, blank loss
in a wet dream in which the masthead , pour qui Ie lit ffor the one that reads /for
which the bed exists}, blots itself into abysses of lost veils, sails, and children.

A

bo / lit.6) The "so white. "
In a demonstration that leaves no room for doubt, Roben Greer Cohn has
reconstituted the links in the chain that unites the white with the seminal ,
«

both through direct attribution and through the semic constellation of
milk, sap, stars

[ttoiler} (which

so

often rhyme with

sail / veil [voile}) or

through the milky way that inundates Mallarme's "corpus. "66 And let us
reread once more: "to seek suppon, according to the page, upon the blank
space, which inaugurates it . . . for an ingenuousness . . . and, when, in a
break-the slightest, disseminated--chance is aligned, conquered word by
word, indefectibly the white blank returns . . . . Virginity . . . divided into
its fragments of candor, the one and the other, nuptial proofs of the Idea"
(p. 387). And reread the letter to Cazalis ( 1864): " . . . terror, for I am
'

inventing a language that must necessarily arise from an extremely new
poetics" but then funher on: "I would never touch my quill again if I were
floored . . . . Alas! the baby is going to interrupt me. I've already been

p

interru ted once by the presence of our friend-toward whom, even, the
.imp of perversity pushed me to act very bitter, I don't know why-. And
·then the weather is so sad and grey, a time when
,, '

the drtn.ll1led poet dreams of obscene liner.
�
"I've even written some, but I won't send them to you, because the
nightly emissions of a poet ought to be milky ways, and mine are JUSt

shameful stains. "

Ou cela que fu,.ibond faule
De quelque perdilion haule
Tout I"abimt vain 'Ployl
Dans Ie si blanc cheveu qui traine
Avarement aura noyl
I.e flanc enfanl d'une sirine

65 . TN. A/bol/il. The word abolit means '·abolishes. " A homonym would be a btau IiI,
("with/to a beautiful bed"). A related expression would be (i/) a btau lin, ("he reads in
vain"). Again, a certain obliteration marks the bed and the page, sleeping and reading ,
copulation and interpretation.
66. See Cohn , L'Otuvrr de Mallanni, esp. pp. 1 37-39,

'>
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And to Regnier, in September 1893, he writes: . am also reworking my
deepest stores and whitewashing, by drinking milk, my inmost cell . "
"

Appearances to the contrary, the endless work of condensation and /
displacement does not end up leading us to dissemination as its ultimate
meaning or primary truth. The emission here is not that of a message:
Mallarme's dispersal. Following a pattern we have already experienced in the
"enlre," the quasi-"meaning" of dissemination is the impossible return to

/

\.

the rejoined , readjusted unity of meaning, the impeded march of any such

reflection. But is dissemination then the loss of that kind of truth, the negative
prohibition of all access to such a signified

\

?\lar from presupposing that a

virgin substance thus precedes or oyersees it, dispersing or withholding
itself in a negative second moment, dissemination affirms the always already

� Dissemination-spills it in advance.

divided generation of meanin

,., �'.\ 61.

\

� No more than can castration, dissemination-which entails, ep'rains, "inscribes, "
and relaunches castratio�an never become an originary, ceiuraJ , or ultimate signified,
the place proper to truth tOn the contrary, dissemination represents the affirmation of this
nonorigin, the remarkablFempry locus of a hundred blanks no meaning can be ascribed co,
in which mark sUJWlements and substitution games are multiplied ad infinitum. In The
Uncanny, Freud� more than ever attentive to undecidable ambiv,.lenc� to the play of
the double, to the endless exchang�rween the fantastic and the rea1(!�e "symbolized" and
the "symbolizer, " to the process of interminable substitution+-<an, without contradicting
this play, have recourse both to castration anxie
hind which no deeper secret (kein tit/em
Gthtimnis), no other meaning (keineandwe BNieutung) would lie h idden, and to the substitu
tive relation (E,.satzbniehNng) itself, for example berween the eye and the male member.
Castration is that nonsecret of seminal division that breaks into substitutio�
Ir should not be forgonen that in Das Unheimliche, after having borrowed all his material
from literature, Freud strangely sets aside the case of literary fictions that include sup
plementary resources of Unheimlichkeit: "Nearly all the instances which contradict our
hypothesis are taken from the realm of fiction and literary productions. This may suggest a
possible differentiation between the uncanny that is actually experienced (das man erlebt), and
the uncanny as we merely picture it (das man sich blOJs f)(WStellt) or read about it (von dem man
liest)" [Freud , On Cr't4tivity and the Unconscious, ed. Benjamin Nelson (New York: Harper &
Row, 1958) p. 1 5 5] "The Uncanny as it is depicted in literalun. in stories and imaginative
productions (Oas Unheimliche tier Fiktion-der PhanlaSie, tier Dichtung-) merits in truth a
separate discussion" (p. 1 57). " . . . fiction presents more opportunities for creating uncanny
sensations than are possible in rea1 life (die Fiktion ntNe Moglichkeitm des unheimlichen Geftihls
erschafft, dit in E,.lehtn wegfal/m wii,.dm). . . . Ir is clear that we have not exhausted the
possibilities of poetic license and the privileges enjoyed by story-writers in evoking or in
excluding an uncanny feeling" (p. 160). (To be continued)

�

"Appearing there then as half
two halves of a troop"
[ 1 7(A)]

"hemisphere
--and the monster eye
that looks at them
but something still they
lack" [ 18(A)].
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We will therefore not return to dissemination as if it were the center of
the web. We return to it, rather, as to the fold of the hymen, to the somber
white of the cave or of the womb, to the black-on-white upon the womb,68
the locus of scattered emissions, of chances taken with no return, of
separations. We will not follow up the "arachnoid thread. "
Like Mallarme (pp. 308-82 and elsewhere), Freud encountered the riddle of the

butterfly. Let us pin it down with a couple ofindications, in order to be able to reread it later ,

perhaps. It is in WolfMan: " His fear of the butterfty was in every respect analogous to his fear .. '
of the wolf; in both cases it was a fear of castration . . . . He was also informed that when he

himself was three months old he had been so seriously ill . . . that his winding-sheet had been

got ready for him . . . . The world, he said, was hidden from him by a veil; and our
psychoanalytic training forbids our assuming that these words can have been without

significance or have been chosen at haphazard . The veil was tom, strange to say, in one

situation only; and that was at the moment when, as a result ofan enema, he passed a motion
through his anus. He then felt well again, and for a very short while he saw the world clearly.

The interpretation of this 'veil' progressed with as much difficulty as we met with in clearing

up his.feacoftbe butterfly. Nor did he keep to the veil. It evaporated into a sense of twilight,

into 'Iinlbns,' and into other impalpable things. It was not until JUSt before taking leave of

the treatment that he remembered having been told that he was born with a caul. . . . Thus

the caul was the veil which hid him from the world and hid the world from him. The

complaint that he made was in rea1iry a fulfilled wish-phantasy: it exhibited him as back once
more in the womb . . . . But what can have been the meaning of the fact that this veil, wh ich

was now symbolic but had once been real, was torn at the moment at which he evacuated his

bowels after an enema? . . . If this birth-veil was torn, then he saw the world and was re-bom.

. . . The necessary condition of his re-birth was that he should have an enema administered to

him by a man . . . . Here, therefore, the phantasy of rebirth was simply a mutilated and

censored version of the homosexual wish-phantasy . . . . The tearing of the veil was analogous

to the opening of his eyes and to the opening of the window . . . . The wish to be born of his

father . . . , the wish to present him with a child--and all this at the price of his own

masculiniry- . . . in them homosexuality has found its furthest and most intimate

expression . " And this note: "A possible subsidiary explanation, namely that the veil

represented the hymen which is torn at the moment of intercourse with a man, does not

harmonize completely with the necessary condition of his recovery. Moreover it has no

bearing upon the life of the patient, for whom virginity carried no significance. " (A rather

strange remark, when we are talking of someone who wanted to "return to the womb, " at
least.) [Freud,

Three Cast SlliaitJ,

ed. Philip Rieff (New York: Collier Books, 1963), pp.

288-94 . ]

From the butterfly's wing to the hymen, via the head hooded with a caul. In the

meantime, one can refer to the "veil of illusion" and the "hood" ["coiffi"] from the

COIIP tk

dis-and elsewhere--to the "hymen" from POu,.lIn lombtall a'Analolt [FOr' Analolt's Tomb] (ed.

). P. Richard, Paris: Seuil, 196 1): to the son: .. . . . to us I twO, let us make I an alliance I a

hymen, superb I - and the life I that remains in me I I will use it for- I no mother I then?
. . . . . (leaves 39-40) "child, seed I idealization" ( 1 6) " the double side I man woman I -

sometimes for I profound union l one, for the other. whence I and you the sister I .. (56-57).

68 . Follow for example the play ofthe "finger" (the die, riallim or aigilllm) in the ProSt tks
foIlS (Mystic is Umbraculis) which "trembled" next to the "navel , " "and her flesh seemed like
snow on which , I While a golden ray lit the forest, I The mossy nest of a gay goldfinch had
fallen" (p. 22).

)
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As soon as one has recognized, from all the disseminated webs, the fold of

at'

the hymen-with all that this supplement is henceforth woven of--One h
read not only the "nubile folds" in the Tombeall de Verlaine but also the

endless multiplication of folds, unfoldings, foldouts, foldures, folders, and '
manifolds , along with the plies, the ploys, and the multi-plications. Every

determinate fold unfolds the fig ure of another (from the leaf to the sheet,
from the sheet to the shroud, from the bed to the book, from the linen to the
vellum, from the wing to the fan , from the veil to the dancer, to the
plumes, to the leaBet, etc . ) and of the re-mark of this fold-upon-itself of

<
.

writing . It would be easy to verify the preceding demonstration for the
polysemy

of the

fold:

under the constraints

of the differential

supplementary structure, which constantly adds or withdraws a fold from
the series, no possible theme of the fold would be able to constitute the
system of its meaning or present the unity of its multi}Sricity. If there were

no fold, or if the fold had a limit somewhere--a limit other than itself as a

mark, margin, or march (threshold, limit, or border�there would be no

text. But if the text does not, to the letter, exist, then there is perhaps a text.

--.

!

A text one must make tracks with.
If there were no text, there

�ld

perhaps be some unimaginable

"felicity of expression , " but there would no doubt be no literature. If

)

literature--the literature Mallarme still produces under that name, allow
ing for the reservations set forth above concerning "literarity" (the essence
or truth of literature�is engaged in this fold of a fold, then it is not a mere
subsection of foldedness: it can give its name to anything that resists,
within a given history , the pure and simple abolishing of the fold. Any
thing that resists being used as an example:
The Mallarmean figure of the/old, for example, enables us to join the
erotic to the sensible, then to the reBexive, to the metaphysical , and to
the literary: the fold is at once sex, foliage, mirror, book, and
tomb--all are realities it gathers up into a certain very special dream of
intimacy. (Richard, p. 28)
But the fold is not a form of reBexivity. If by reBexivity one means the
motion of consciousness or self-presence that plays such a determining role
in Hegel's speculative logic and dialectic, in the movement of sublation

(Allfhebllng) and negativity (the essence is reBection, says the greater Logic),

then reBexivity is but an effect of the fold as text. In a chapter called

Reflexivity,

Richard analyzes the fold along the dialectical, totalizing,

eudemonistic lines we have already questioned. He turns the fold, so to
speak, only in the direction of the "very special dream of intimacy, " toward
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the reserved, protected, "modest" insides of self-consciousness ("Conscious
of itself, intimacy becomes reBexivity"):
To reBect intellectually is already to fold in upon oneself. . . The �
folding-back also protects a secret dimension of the object; it reserves .7
an inside for being . . . . The fold is perfect then because intimacy can
dwell there in both the security and the equality of the exact adequa
tion of twO sames, and in the shimmering, the active consciousness,
born of the encOunter between two others. Each self possesses itself in
an other it nonetheless knows to be only another self. At the farthest
reach of Herodiade's narcissism, and doubtless even more perfect than
that because it would introduce into the reBexive circuit the exciting
presence of pseudo-otherness, there exists perhaps in Mallarme the
temptation, entirely on the mental level, of what would elsewhere be
called homosexuality . . . . Within the folded object-book, bed,
wing-the intimate space annuls itself with so much intimacy: the
self and its image are no longer separated, as in a mirror, by any
distance. (Pp. 177-78)
Even supposing that the mirror does unite the self with its image, this
analysis, while not in truth unjustifiable, deliberately and unilaterally
closes the fold, interprets it as a coincidence with self, makes opening into
the precondition of self-adequation, and reduces every way in which the fold
also marks dehiscence, dissemination, spacing, temporization, etc. This
confirms the classical reading of Mallarme and confines his text within an
atmosphere of intimism, symbolism, and neo-Hegelianism.
Dissemination in the folds of the hymen: that is the "operation. " Its steps
allow for (no) method: no path leads around in a circle toward a first step, nor
proceeds from the simple to the complex, nor leads from a beginning to an
end ("a book neither begins nor ends: at most it pretends to" [the "Book"
1 8 1 (A))). "All method is a fiction" ( 1869, p. 85 1).
We here note a point/lack of method [point de mithode}: this does not rule
Out a certain marching order.
Which does not get under way without our investing, at the risk of
losing it, a pretty penna.69 If--as a folded sail, candid canvas, or leaBet
the hymen always opens up some volume of writing, then it always implies
69. We ought doubtless to have untangled the threads of this penna (pm",] sooner: it is
also, as we shall see , a term used in weaving. We turn again to Littre, from whom we have
never, of course, been asking for the Irtllh:
·· 1 . PENNE, s.f. I . The name given to the long wing- and tail-feathers ofbirds. The wing
pennae are called remiges and the tail pennae, rectrices, on account of their particular

)
,
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and implicates the pen

[pillme}.

With the range of all its affinities (wing,

bird, beak, spear, fan; the form sharpened into an i of all the points: swan,

dancer, butterBy, etc . ), the quill brings into play that which, within the
operation of the hymen, scratches or grafts the writing surface--plies it,
applies it, stitches it, pleats it, and duplicates it. "Your act is always
applied to paper" (p. 369). It would be difficult to count Mallarme's
changes of pen, from writing quills to ostrich plumes , from the "feathered
[Thejinx}, the histrion's quill which in the Pitre Chatii

cap" of Le Gllignon

[Chastised Clown} "pierced a window

in the canvas w�l" ("As a quill . . . I

pierced"), the feather in Hamlet's toque (p. 302), all the feathers, wings,
plumages and ramifications in

Hirodiade, the "feathery candor" in rApres
midi d'lIn Fallne [Afternoon 0/a Falin}, the " instrumental plumage" in Sainte,
all the way to the "solitary erratic quill" in A Throw 0/Dice, standing alone,

except for "except, " on one page facing the following, in which we have
lined up the words, Battening the typographical syntax ("solitary erratic
quill /except / if a midnight toque me� or brushes it / and immobilizes / in
the velvet rumpled by a somber chuckle / this rigid whiteness / laughable /
in opposition to the sky / tOO much / not to mark / exiguously / whichever
one / bitter prince of the reef/ covers his head with it as if donning the heroic
/ irresistible but contained / by his little virile reason / thunderstruck '''),
along with all the swords, wings, daggers, stems, etc. 70 Turn to Hirodiade
functions; the former execute the flight, the latter direct it . . . . 2. A term offaJconry. The
large feather of birds of prey. 3 . Pmnt mari"" a species of zoophyte also called "sea feather." .
4. (Heraldry) . . . Sometimes said of the feathers of an arrow. E . . . . from the Latin
,
feather, wing . . . . In French there is another pm", signifying cloth, from the Latin panr/llJ .
"2. PENNE, s.f. 1 . Weaver's cerm. The beginning, the head ofthe chain. Penne threads:
threads that remain attached to the loom after the cloth has been removed . . . . 2. A thick
wool cordon fixed as a tassel at the end of a baton. E. Lower Breton, pm, end, head .
"3. PENNE, s.f. 1 . Name of a type of
. 2. Nautical term. One of the two rods
composing the lateen yard or the main yard . E. Probably same as pmnt 2; that is, from the .
Celtic pm, head , end . "
To this we will add not the definition o fpmis but that of"PENIL, s.m. AlI4lomy. The part
in front of the pubic bone, the lowest part of the abdomen . . . . 'The bone called in Latin os
pllbis is called in French the os a'lIpinil or os bam: (Pare, IV, 34). In Proven�l , pm(hmilh. The
Proven�l word undoubtedly comes from a form derived from the Latin ptam, which, in
addition to signifying "comb," also has the sense of pllbts. But through the form panil it
tended to become confused with the common word pannt or pm"" meaning cloth, rag. This
can also be seen in pmilim, which signified both thepinil and a type of clothing. In Brittany,
pinillt signifies the frayed edges of a piece of worn clothing: 'please cut off these pinilltS. ' ..
70. For a list of all these pltmltS and an analysis of this plumage or pen-box, cf. R. G .
Cohn, pp. 247 ff. As far as its further implications are concerned, let us merely note that the
raising of the quill always marks the imminence or the occurrence of its fall. We have the
"terrible struggle against that mean old plumage now fortunately laid low:
" from ,he
famous letter to Cazalis, the "faithful plumage" in the Sonrltllr [Btll Ringer] (" . . . worn out

pn",a

beam

God

f
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and reread how much writing i s gathered up, i n its vicinity, by " Une d'elles"
{"one of these"} p. 42. Elle, aile, L: masculine/feminine.
In the Notes and Docllments that follow the chapter entitled Toward a
Dialectics of Totality, Richard fans out the array of feathers (including the
fan) in a series ofpages of great beauty, moving from their angelic (seraphic)
value to their "Luciferian, or at least Promethean, signification" (p. 445).
Near the end of this extensive note (which is almost four pages long),
following a parenthetical remark concerning the "phallic allusion" that
Robert Greer Cohn "sees in the feather," Richard expresses some mistrust
of a certain extension of polythematicism . Here is his justification: "For the
word pillme {feather} has also been understood to be the plume [pen} of the
writer, and it is particularly upon this analogy that R. G. Cohn has founded
his whole exegesis. This relation, which is certainly possible, appears to us,
however, to remain unproven: the analogy seems excessively conceptual,
both in its origin and especially in the details of its consequences. It seems
to me diffic ult, and contrary to the genius of Mallarme, to read A Throw of
Dice as a literal allegory (even if, as Cohn would have it, that allegory is
charged with spontaneous echoes and more or less conscious ambiguities).
On this double meaning of pillme, however, see the following text from
from having pulled in vain

I0

Satan, I shall move the stone and hang"), the "heraldic

plumage" and "black plumage" in HeroJiatk; beside the "naked gold" a�d "Aurora," there

are "my twO featherless wings

At the risk of falling for all eternity?" in

Us Fmitm
I Through the glass burnt with
incense and gold, I Through the icy panes, alas! mournful still I The dawn threw itselfon the
angelic lamp. I Palms! . . . " (Don till Pobne [Gift ofa Potm», " . . . the plumage is caught" (Le
viergt, It vivaa . (The virgin, vWaciollJ . . . », the hat "without feathers and almost without
ribbons" of "my poor wandering beloved" (La pipt), " . . . the expected interval, having,

[Windows];

I

-

"Black, with a pale bleeding wing, deplumed ,

.

.

indeed, the double opposition ofthe panels as its lateral panitions, and, facing Out, in front
and in back, the null-doubt opening reflected by the extension of the sound of the panels,
where the plumage escapes, and doubled again by the explored equivocity . . . "
There is an opposition between black and white: jtl (and its homonyms glAi
[water spout] ,

jai

(Igillw).
[jay] jtl
,

[I have» is a black substance or glass that can be painted white. The

evening gown is a vision of plumes and jet ("Evening gowns . . . trimmed either with gauze

or with embroidered tulle, and then with borders of white jet and feathers, with jet fringes,

indeed with evety possible trimming for a ballroom gown: can be worn at the theater, at a

Grand Dinner, at an Intimate Evening,

blil Opm in a SqllllrtlW qlliluqllllrtly, ntvtr deeolltll" (p.

78 1 , emphasis Mallarme's); but the bridal gown is featherless, there is only a "veil of
generality, " l ike the dancer's hymen (Rtjoinder 11): " . . . the ancient custom offeminine attire
par excellence, white and vaporous, as it is worn at a Wedding . . . . It is not loud, a Bridal

Gown: it is remarked , as it appears, mysterious, following and not following the fashion . . .

with brand new details enveloped by generality as by a veil . . . . A veil of fine tulle [/lIlIt
and orange blossoms skillfully woven into the hair. The whole is worldly and

ililision]

virginal . . . . Your ringlets will drop their curls in the space between two wings. A brilliant
conception, isn't it?"" (pp. 763-64).
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'

.

. I am very tired of work, and the nightly plumes I pull out of

myself every morning to write my poems with do not grow back again by
afternoon' (Corr. p. 2 19). "
Why should a "literal allegory" be "contrary to the genius ofMallarme"?
What

is Mallarme's

genius? Does the idea of a "literal allegory" imply a

monosemy that would reduce all quills to the writer's pen? But Cohn is
conducting a completely different operation: he is establishing a network
that also passes through the "phallic allusion. " (Interestingly, despite the
proximity of his references, Richard dissociates theJ"phallic allusion" by
putting it in parentheses, and dissociates furrher from that "allusion" the
critical paragraph we have JUSt quoted . ) Then, tOO, what is an "excessively
conceptual analogy" ? Why should what is "possible" be improbable? What
is the nature ofa proofof thematic affinity? Even without quoting the whole
textual mass whose network Cohn displays (and which would provide us
with quasi-cerrainty if recourse

� such norms had any pertinence here),

why wouldn't the text cited as a "however"-which confirms at least once71
the possibility in question-give us reason enough to suppose that the
writer's quill is always, on however virtual a level, implied and implicated
in the cloth, wing , or tissue of every other kind of feather? This letter of

1866 (to Aubanel), juxtaposed with the one to Cazalis, will not fail to
produce cerrain grotto effects. "Nightly emissions" and "nightly plllrms":
the solitary quill errs through a semblance of milky ways. 72 An operation ( 1

\

+ 0 + 0) in which i t expands its identity to exhaustion.

These grottal effects are usually also glottal effects, traces left by an echo,

imprints of one phonic signifier upon another, productions of meaning by
reverberations within a double wall.

]

\t

Two with no one. Always one extra, or

one tOO few . The decisive, undecidable ambiguity of the syntax of "any
more" [pIllS de] (both supplement and lack).
Are we letting go of the pen?
In the final paragraph ofthe same note, which is just as isolated as the one
we have JUSt cited, from which it is separated by a whole development,
7 1 . Other examples can be found in the Alilobiogl'aphit (p. 66 1) and in the Bib/iogl'aphit
to the 1 898 edition of the poems ("studies with an eye toward something better, as one
might try out the nibs of one's pen £plllmt)"), etc.
7 2. TN. A number of wordplays are lost here. The original sentence--La p/llmt so/itain
tI (tSt) ptl'dllt dam II" sembla,,1 tk fIOit ladlt--l iterally means: "The solitary (lost) quill (is lost)
in the semblance of a milky way. " Behind the sentence stands its homonym, pilimt solitain
iperrillt ["solitary erratic quill"] from the COIiP tk db. In addition, the idea of loss is lost when
pmtS rHKIlirntS [literally, "nocturnal losses"] is translated, as here, "nightly emissions. " In
this text in which what is added is zeros, it is perhaps no accident that what is lost in
translation is, precisely, losses.

27 5
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Richard adds a "phonetic" detail. Everything would lead one to believe that
he considers it a purely accessory curiosity: "And finally, phonetically, the
word 'plmne' seems to have lent itself to a very rich play of imaginary
associations in Mallarme's mind. A few pages of notes included by Bonniot
in his edition of 19itllr (Paris: N. R. F. , 1925) reveal that this one word was
linked to a reverie on the personal pronouns (and thus associated with the
dream of subjectivity) and to the related image of the upward surge ("pillS
j�pl1l1lU--plllme j�plllme jet" ["more I-quill-quill I-quill jet of
water"}. Pillme is also a cousin ofpalm" (p. 446). These notes published by
Bonniot are also quoted by Cohn (p. 253).
We include here a reproduction of that page. 7} Even assuming, which we
do not, that only a secondary, reserved attention need be paid to the
,
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7 3 . This page makes apparent, among other things, the beveled construction of Igilll,.,
in which the Il!'agrammatical calculus of forms ending in -URE Cp/illr't [fold], dtchit'llr't
[tear], r'tlillr't [binding]) is even more condensed than elsewhere. This is the grating sound of
the file of erasure. E,.lIsl1r't belongs to littr'1I111r't and even rhymes with it {pp. 73, 109, 1 19,

\
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"spontaneous echoes" and "more or less conscious ambiguities"--do we
find many of those in this play of the plume?
I also recall here the "pillme . . . jai trolle' {"quill-I pierced"; "j'ai"
sounds like "jet. "-Trans.} in the Chastised Clown, and the cluster com
posed ofjs, jet, echo, more, plume, and wing, turning like a gull, carried
along on a play of the

winds:

Her American lake where the Niagara winds,
The winds have been frothing the sea-grass, which pines:
J
"Shall we any more mirror her as in times past?"
For juSt as the seagull, o'er waves it has passed,
Enjoins joyous echoes or drops a wing feather,
She left her sweet mem'ry behind her forever!
Of all, what remains here? What can one show?
A nam� !

. . . (Her graflt is closed, 1959, p. 8). 74

�

298), as well as with Igilll" (which plays on ci-gil ere lies] combined with doorr-flWS
[outside] , lxws Til,. [outside the door], the "sepulchral door," the enclosure of tombs and of
sleep, of sommn ["'(we) are , " "sums, " "naps"], "it was the scansion of my measure, a
reminiscence of which came back to me prolonged by the noise in the corridor of time at the
door of my sepulcher, and by my hallucination . . . " (p. 439), and including the words
"luminous suture," "hour," "former, " "grandeur;' "pure"-"I was the hour that has to
make me pure," "furniture," hell,., ["bump"] (at least six times), "endure," "pallor,"
"aperture, " "future," "aura," "superior, " "pasture," etc , ). An anagrammatical hallucina
tion, delirium, folly Volit], an anagram of phial (fiolt] ("the empty phial, folly, all that is left
of the castle?"). A crisis ofthe phial, but, it is worth remembering, also a phial ofverse [vm]
("The Dream has agonized in this phial of glass [vtr'r't] . . . " p, 439). The seminal play of
COllptJ ["cuts/cups"] (pp. 27 and 178): phial, vial, violate (p. 59), veil, fIOl [flight], col {neck]'
("Would sow upon my veil-less neck [col Jam fIOiltS] ! More kisses than thereare stars [eloiltS] !
Than there are stars in the sky!"). Voile-eloiltS-fIOit laclle-fIOilt: masculine! feminine. {Voilt can
either be masculine, meaning "veil," or feminine , meaning "sail." The milky way (fIOit ladle)
can also be seen as both masculine (scattering of starry sperm) and feminine (milk). -Trans. ]
DOr'lIn (gilding]. [The word "dtmln," which combines both 0" and lin, thus punctuates these .
word plays as a superbly condensed anagram for what is going on in footnotes 62 and
n.-Trans. ]
74 . "W ing feather £plllmt tk failt] . . . her memory [sollvt"i,. J'tllt]" ["aile" (wing)
rhymes with "elle" (she, her).-Trans. ] . The unfolding of this aviary ana of this fan is
perhaps infinite. JUSt to give an Idea of this difi tlaiitS ["challenge of the wings"; ailtS also.
sounds like fs. -Trans.]: there is always a supplementary I. One I too few (produces a fall) or
one I too many forms the fold, "a spacious writing . . . folds back the too-much-wing" (p.

859), guarantees the flight of the "winged writing" (p. 173), ofthe "Wing that dictates his
verses" (p. 15 5). The wing, which can be "bleeding" (blank sense) and "featherless" (p. 40),
can also at times be held as a quill ("Hold my wing in your hand , " p. 58), "in the event that
the written word be threatened, and [it] summons the literary Supremacy to erect in the
form of a wing, with forty courages grouped into one hero, your brandishing offrail swords"
(p. 420). And eventually, later on, to conjugate i with I. Henceforth he [i/J will have,
himselfllit up [/11/1 , gathered up his powers. I:i-. [IiI = "reads, " "bed. "-Trans.]
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These plays (on "plume, " on "winds, " etc . ) are anathema to any lexi
cological summation, any taxonomy of themes , any deciphering of mean
ings. But precisely, the crisis ofliterature, the "exquisite crisis, down to the
foundations , " is marked in a corner of this cast-off excess . The figure of the
corner [Ie coin}, with which we began, would testify to this in all the
recastings and retemperings that have marked its course (an angle, an open
recess, a fold, a hymen, a metal , a monetary signifier, a seal , a superimposi
tion of marks, etc . ). The coin-entre. If this crisis is indeed one of verse, it is
first and foremost because the formal structure of the text, which is called

verse in Mallarme's logical generalization of it,

is precisely what historically

organizes , with the omission of the author (pIllS je), juSt such a form of
excess. It has often been said that Mallarme, without apparently having
made many actual innovations in this domain, constructed his entire

literary praxis out of the necessities of verse and rhyme: that is, once these
two concepts have been transformed and generalized, upon repercussions

set off among signifiers, which are in no way dictated or decided in advance

by any thematic intentionality. Rhyme--which is the general law of
textual effects--is the folding-together of an identity and a difference. The

raw material for this operation is no longer merely the sound of the end of a
word: all "substances" (phonic and graphic) and all "forms" can be linked
together at any distance and under any tule in order to produce new versions
of "that which in discourse does not speak. " For difference is the necessary
interval , the suspense between twO outcomes, the "lapse of time" between
two shots, twO rolls, twO chances. Without its being possible in advance to
decide the limits of this sort of propagation, a different effect is produced
each time, an effect that is therefore each time "new" [nelljl , a game [jell} of
chance forever new, a play of fire Ifill} forever young [jellne}-fire and games
being always , as Heraclitus and Nietzsche have said, a play of luck with
necessity , of contingency with law. A hymen between chance and rule.
That which presents itself as contingent and haphazard in the present of
language (this is a question raised by English

WfWds:

"Beforehand, we must

define this point: the Present of Language" [po l049}) finds itself struck out
anew, retempered with the seal of necessity in the uniqueness of a textual
configuration. For example, consider the duels among the moire [watered
silk} and the mimoire {memory}, the grimoire [cryptic spell book} and the
armoire {wardrobe}: while they might function in one singular way and have
only one textual outcome in the

Homage to Wagner,

they are nevertheless

ooen to a whole chain of virtualities including miroir {mirror},
soir {evening], noir {black}, voir {to see}, etc .

hoir [heir},
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These spacings and repercussions are put forth by Mallarme both as
contingency ("a reciprocity of fires that is distant or presented on the bias as
some contingency") and as "chance conquered, "" as the interlacing, by
verse, of the necessary with the arbitrary . And we find ourselves back in the

Crise

de verI ("Now, a subject, fated . . . "): "The pure work implies the

elocutionary disappearance of the poet . . . . The makeup of a book of verse

�

occurs innate or everywhere; it eliminates chance; it is still needed in or er
to omit the author; now , a subject, fated, implies, among the assembled
pieces, a certain accord concerning the spot in the volume that corresponds.
There is a susceptibility rationally proportional to the fact that each cry
possesses an echo--the motifs belonging to the same movement will
75. We refer the reader here to the last two pages ofQII4"l ali Livrt(pp. 38�7). These
pages are inexhaustible; one should return to them again and again. The scattered quotations
we have cited ought now to be gathered together. But we have not yet even pulled out this
one, which conducts them, to be seen, or heard , or read: "Th�abrupt, high plays of the
wing, will be mirrored, too; the one that conducts them, perceives an extraordinary
appropriation of structure, in its limpidity, in the primal cataclysms of logic. A stuttered
utterance, as the sentence appears to be, here ploughed down beneath the use of subordinate
clauses, is multiplied, composed, and lifted into some superior equilibrium, where planned
inversions balance each other out . .. JUSt above, we find the statement of the law of pivoting
or undecidability, the " alternative that is the law . " "What pivot, I understand , in these
contrasts, for intelligibility? A guarantee is needed" Syntax-"
To guarantee intelligibility is not to assure univociry. It is, on the contrary, to
calculate-through simple syntactic linkages--the precise play ofan indefinite theft, flight,
fluctuation, or acrobatics of meaning . E"tre, hymm, and It IiI are far from being the only
exam ples of this play. Jacques Scherer (pp. 1 14- 16) has pointed out many words that can .
alternately take on different grammatical functions within the same sentence, sometimes
verb and adjective (ro"li"lIt ["continues" or "continuous"]), sometimes verb and noun
("offer"). I would add that Mallarme himself has stated the law governing this procedure.
That statement occurs in connection with the interjection, which Mallarme so often employs
to well-calculated effect. The monosyllabic qr is an example of this rich alloy. While
postponing the study of what Us MOls a"glais still owes to hisrorical linguistics, let us lift out
this quotation (in which Mallarme defines a law of three states): "Primordial laws . . . Here
they are . The Aryan, Semitic, or Turanian involve the genetic distribution of Language, but
another one, which models its phases more directly 'upon the development of forms
themselves, would be: Monosyllabism, like Chinese, which is certainly a primitive stage,
then Agglutination, or that j unction analogous to what juxtaposes two Compound Words
among themselves or adds Affixes to the Body of a Word almost without alteration, and
finally Flexion, or the elimination of certain intermediary or final letters in contractions or
case declensions. Whether it be this isolation pure and simple of the unalterable Word, or
this copulation of several Words whose meanings are still discernible; everything down to
the very disappearance of meaning, which leaves only abstract, empty vestiges to be accepted
by thought, is but an alloy of life with death, a double means, both facticious and natural ; qr,
to each of these Ihree SlattS, rich with all their consequences, there corresponds some aspect of
English. It is Monosyllabic in its original vocabulary, which takes on that status in the
passage from Anglo-Saxon to the King's English; one could even call it interjectional. the
same identical word often serving as both verb and noun" (pp. 1052- 1 05 3).
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balance each other out, reaching, at a distance, their equilibrium, neither
the incoherent sublime of Romantic verses on the page, nor that artificial
unit once measured into the book as a block. Everything becomes suspense,
fragmentary disposition with alternation and face-to-face, concurring in
the total rhythm, which would be the poem silenced, in the blanks; . . . "
(pp. 366-67).
It is neither the natural arbitrariness nor the natural necessity of the sign,
but both at once, that obtains in writing. It must be written. And some
times the very gambols of Language itself bring this to the attention of the
poet "or even the canny prose writer" (p. 92 1). Just before wondering
whether "strict observance of the principles of contemporary linguistics
will yield before what we call the literary point ofview . . . " Mallarme had led
up to the question of alliteration via onomatopoeia: "A bond so perfect
between the meaning and the form of a word that it seems to produce a
single unified impression, that of its success, on both mind and ear, is
frequent, but occurs especially in what is called ONOMATOPOEIA. Would
one believe it: these admirable words, all of a piece, find themselves placed,
relative to others in the language (we shall make exception for words like TO
WRITE, which imitates the scratching of a pen as far back as the Gothic
WRITH) , in a condition of inferiority" (p. 920).
Hence, the practice of versification is coextensive with literature, which
"goes beyond genre" (p. 386) and exceeds, in its effects and in its principle,
the bounds of the vulgar opposition between prose and poetry: " . . . the
form called verse is simply in itselfliterature; there is verse as soon as diction
is accentuated, rhythm from the moment there is style" (p. 36 1). " . . . in
Verse, the dispenser and organizer of the play of pages, the master of the
book. Visibly, if its integrality appears, among the margins and the blanks;
or else it is dissimulated, call it Prose, nevertheless it remains, if there is any
secret pursuit of music in the reserve of Discourse" (p. 37 5).
( ,
The crisis of verse (of "rhythm, " as Mallarme also putS it) thus involves
all of literature. The crisis ·of a rylhmos76 broken by Being (something we

oJ .

76. In thus carrying the conjoined question of rhythm, rhyme, and mime to the limits of

both the philosophical and the critical, one ought to include the lateral approaches provided

by the following associations:

( 1) the definition of the literary, or more exactly, of verse, by

rhythm ("" . . . the literary game par excellence; for the very rhythm of the book , which then

would be impersonal and alive right down to its pagination, juxtaposes itself with the
equations of this dream, or Ode," (p. 663). "Verse is everywbere in language where there is
rhythm, everywhere, except on postets and on the fourth page of newspapets. Within the

genre called prose , there are lines of verse, sometimes admirable lines, ofall rhythms. But in

truth, there is no such thing as prose: there is the alphabet and then there are verses that may
be more or less finely wrought . . . " (p. 867); (2) the relation between the rhythmic

)

;-
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began by spinning off in a note toward Democritus) is "fundamental . " It
solicits the very bases of literature, depriving it, in its exercise, of any
foundation outside itself. Literature is at once reassured and threatened by
the fact of depending only on itself, standing in the air, all alone, aside from
Being: "and, if you will, alone, excepting everything . "
Thus: rhythm, decline, inclined cadence, decadence,

fall and return:

"For, ever since that white creature ceased to be, strangely and singularly, I
have loved everything summed up in the word: fall . Thus, in the year, my

favo�ite season is the very last languid days of summer that come im
mediately before autumn, and, in the day, the time I choose for walking is
the moment when the sun rests juSt before sinking, when there are rays of
yellow copper on the grey walls and of red copper on the windowpanes. In
the same way, the kind of literature in which my spirit looks for pleasure
will be the dying poetry of Rome's final hours, as long, however, as it in no
way breathes with the rejuvenating approach of the Barbarians and does not

stammer out the childish Latin prose of the early Christian� (Plainte

d'Alltomne [Alltllmn Lament} p. 270).

Literature, all along , in its exquisite crisis, shivers and Raps its wings,
and goes trembling through the great divestment of a winter. I found
myself wondering at first what might have prompted a title as strange as

Crise de verso Sensing that it harbored other virtual associations, I varied or
toyed with certain elements. Unfailingly, the i and the r remained: crise de
nerfs or hystere [hysterics}, "bise d'hiver" or "brite d'hiver" [winter winds} (cf.
the play on "winds" and the winter atmosphere in Sa fosse est fermie [Her
Grave is Closed}), added to "bris de verre" [sliver of glass}, which retains a
glint of so many other Mallarmean "brisllres" [breaks}, reRecting a certain
"bris de mystere" [whiff of mystery} ("Yes, without the folding back of the
paper and the undersides this installs, the shadow dispersed in the black
lettering would present no reason to emanate like a whiff of mystery , on the
surface , in the parting prodded by the finger" [pp. 379-80}).
These associations are consonant with the first paragraph of Crise de verso

Like Mimiqlle, like Or, that essay begins with the simulacrum of a descripcadence--or case-- and all the falls, including the silent fall of the pen ("'memorable
rhythmic case," p. 328). "There falls I the pen I the rhythmiC suspense of the sinister I to
become buried I in the original spume I not long ago from which delirium with a st� leaped
to a peak I withered I by the identical neutrality of the gulf I NOTHING I of the memorable
crisis . . . " (pp. 473-74); (3) the play between rhythmic suspense and mimic suspense,
between rhythm and laughter ("or, the hour has come, for here is Pierrot . . . the Verse
which, always clownish, exquisite, sonorous, splits into a moon from ear to ear or withdraws
back i nto a rosebud, what with each smile or laugh contained in its syllables alone, moves the
mouths of Mimes delighted to speak; and to speak with rhythm" [po 7 5 1]).

...
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tion, a scene without a referent. In all three cases, moreover, the music
reserved for that opening spot consists in preparations for a fin ale: the
evening in

Mimiqlle ("Silence,

sole luxury after rhymes, an orchestra only

marking with its gold, its brushes with thought and dusk . . . "), the
"sunsets" in

Or,

and the winter afternoon in

Crise

de vers, spent in a

glassed-in library with its closed bookshelves from which one has read all

the books, shelf after shelf of old-fashioned literature, a "swishing of
brochures" in a wintry atmosphere of icy paper and of open tombs, during a
storm perceived through the pane of a window, a tempest seen from inside a
glass:
"JUSt now, letting myself go, with the lassitude produced by one
dispiriting afternoon of bad weather after another, I let drop, without

curiosity seemingly having read everything twenty years ago, the fringe of

multicolored pearls that smooths the rain, again, upon the swishing of
brochures in the library. Many a work, beneath the beaded glass curtain,
will line up its own scintillation: I love to follow, as in a ripened sky,
against the glass, the play of lights of a storm" (p. 360). In an illusion of
lights and swishings, you will almost have seen, in a burst of lightning,
what a scintillation has Bashed by-by him who seems to have read it all.
Unless it (he) has rained (reigned).
Like

Mimiqlle ( 1886- 189 1-1897) and like Or, Crise de vers composes its

transformations in three beatS ( 1886-1892- 1 896). Among the three after
noons, the fabric is very tightly woven. In Pages ( 189 1), what is to become
the first paragraph of Mimiqlle follows two other paragraphs beginning thus:
"Winter is for prose.
"With the splendor of autumn, verse ceases. . . .
"Silence, sole luxury after rhymes. . . . " (P. 340)
In this atmosphere bespeaking the end of history, the exhausted library
plays out, swishing, all its scales; during the Bood, it is swept away and yet
protected by the thin transparent casing of a pane of glass
fortunes of a verse

[vers} or

{verre} ,

by the

hymen; it is threatened with being eaten away

from the inside. 17 The pane of glass, which serves as both an insulator and a

77. The opposition between metaphor and metonymy . which is an entirely semantic
opposition. is deconstructed in practice by the superficial. profound, that is, abyssal
operation of wrsijical;o" (wr [worm] -fltrS [toward1-vtrs [verse]---«rslls----t-'tffl [glass», a
constant process of fragmentation and reconstitution (hiwr [winter}--perverse--reverse-
vel"S()-traverse--venigo--reverie). All possible condensations and displacements are tried
out by "Mr. Mallarme. Who quite perversely ! Left us for a breath of woodland charm ! My
lener, do not follow him aversely ! To Valvins, near Avon , in the Seine-et-Marne:· The
network of these effects of versification would necessarily include the translation of Poe·s
"Conquerer Worm·· [It Vtr vai"qlltlW] ("' An angel throng, bewinged, bedight in veils . . . Sit
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contact between the library and the turmoil, reRects all Mallarme's other
windows and mirrors, and affords a view, inside, of "many a work, beneath
the beaded glass currain . " Beads [verroterie]: little bits of minutely worked
verre (or vers) strung together like fragile poems, a "fringe" of "multicolored
pearls, " like a work that "will line up its own scintillation. " Abolished
baubles. A ptyx.
A sampling of feathers (and) of glass in la Derniere Mode [The Latest
Fashion] will retemper the swishing alloy made out of winter and glass:
"Breastplates, braces, corselets, etc. , the whole charming, defensive getup
that has long pervaded feminine attire will not discontinue the use of jet,
with its steely scintillations, nor abandon steel itself, either. While not
neglecting the rich array of feathers: natural rooster, peacock, and pheasant
feathers along with ostrich plumes sometimes dyed blue or pink, we hav-e-
continued to believe (here our predictions differ from those of others) that
t

for the length of the winter the use of sequins, beads, and metal will go on"

"

(p. 832).

All this intimate space, however, seals itself off only so as to remark a
cerrain historical storm-the crisis--the final inanity ofthat of which there
will never again be quite so much. It is the end and repetition of a year, a
cycle, a ring. And the return of a rhythm: "Chimera, to have thought of
---

that attests, through the reRection of its scales, to what extent the present
cycle or last quarrer century is undergoing some absolute strike of light
ning-whose d isheveled showers running down my windows wash across
the stream ing turmoil, until it illuminates this--that, more or less , all

books contain the fusion of a few numbered rephrasings: and there might

even be but one--i n the world its law-bible as it is simulated by each
nation" (p. 367).
I thus began to sprinkle the crisis of verse with splinters diverse: with
slivers of glars, with bits ofpearl, with "�hiffs of mystery , " with icy "winds"
and dispiriting weather, with libraries and rain in winter [hiver}-hilver,
win/ter, the sounds reRect, repeat, and condense the opposition in which

they are found (IIR [Crise de Vers)), the function of the descriptive back-

in a theater I . . . Mimes, in the form of God on high . . . The mimes become its food, I And
the angels sob at vermin [(!)--Trans.] fangs l in human gore imbued "[Greal TaltJ and Poems
ofEdgal' Alia" Poe {New York: Pocket Books, 1956), pp. 397-98]), the rhyme between 11m
and J1mIm (p. 20), tmIm (""itl'gt IItI'S I . . . a ftmltl's [po 27]), lI'allm (pp. 29 and 1 5 2), and
hilltl's (pp . 128 and 750). One can also follow that "luxury essential to versification, which
enables it, in certain places, to space itself out and disseminate itself" (p. 327) in "SIII'gi tk Ia
O'rIIIJlt tl rill bond I D'II", IItI'I'trit iphtmen I . . . I . . . "i rna mm . . . " and in "U", dmltlk s'abo/itl

. . . I QII'absmct tl"."tllt tk lit I . . . I Ttllt qllt IItI'S qlltlqlltfmill't I Stlo" "lIl l1t11m qllt It sim I
Filial 0" alll'ait PII naim" (pp. 74 and 333).

T H E DOU B LE SESSION

ground periodically becoming an element in the abyss, a decor made to be
carried away by repetition, made to engage there the whole of the library ,
the literature of yesteryear [hier}, missing the V of the hymen.
In order to set up the library behind Crise de verI, the "author" has offered

us its "bibliography. " The

Bibliographie appended to Divagations notes:
"Crise de vers, a study from the National Observer, reincluding some passages
omitted from Variations: the fragment 'An undeniable desire in my time
. . . ' appeared separately in Pages. " The Pleiade editors add: "The first three
paragraphs of Crise de vers reproduce: 1 . the opening lines of one of the

Variations on a Subject, which appeared in the September 1 , 1895, issue of

La Revile blanche under the title: VIII, Averses 011 Critiqlle [Downpollrs
Criticism} . . . . "
The word Averses thus operates like a hidden line linking the crisis

or

of

literature to the crisis of criticism , to rain, to winter, to the storm, to the

reversal of the golden age. A seasonal cycle with seasonable weather. Winter
facts Vails d'hiver: sounds likejaits divers, "news items, " the title of another
of Mallarme's series of articles.-Trans. } . Mallarme was unlikely to miss
the channel running between

averse and

the English word

verse,

not only

because that second language is always superimposed in some way on his
syntax and vocabulary78 but also because
lished in the

Items}

(in

National Observer.
which Or is found).

Like the

Crise de vers was originally pub
Grands Faits Divers [Great News

The crisis of the alternative, of the binary opposition, of the versllS (V), is

thus inscribed in an atmosphere of death and rebirth, an atmosphere both
funereal and joyous . It is a moment of wakefulness
dead, an awakening of birth, a watch

[vei/le}, a wake for the
[vei/le} and an eve [vei/le}, a hymen

between yesterday and tomorrow , a waking wet79 dream on the eve of now.
78. This is not JUSt a biographical fact. Witness the author's view of the subject in a
context in which he discusses the theoretical question: "First and foremost, where are we
French situated, when we undertake to srudy English? . . There is a difficulty both here and
there for anyone not gifted with universal knowledge, or not English; or, what should one
do? Study English simply from out of French , since one has to stand somewhere in order to
cast one's eyes beyond; but nevertheless check first whether this vantage point is a good one .
. . . Reader, you have before you this, a piece of writing . . . " (Les MOlsa"glais, p. 902). " You
have seen announced in our Preliminaries the third case of linguistic formation, which is
neither artificial nor absolutely natural: the case of a quasi-formed language poured into an
almost-formed language, a perfect mix occurring between the two . . . . Grafting alone offers
an image that can represent the new phenomenon; indeed, French has been grafted onto
English: and the two plants have, all hesitation past, produced on the same stalk a
magnificent and fraternal generation" (p. 9 1 5), born of an "indissoluble hymen" (p. 9 14).
79. Vtil/t molli/lle: again, we encounter Les MOls a"glais, and are forced to begin
rereading. "There is not one consonant in French , nor even any vocal gesture of greater
complexity, that is not represented. by one or several letters. in English: except the L _i/lle
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[palatalized]. Should we JUSt change the pronunciation of a large number ofour vocables by
saying the two LL's as one, emitted in its ordinary way? that is too easy a subterfuge: for
while our case consists in the modulation of a very weak, invisible I after the single or double
L, the fact is that the said I always appears in writing befllrt. Read tmtta-i-I, vt-i-lIt,fam-i-/lt,

and

dipoll-i-llt.

Three solutions offer themselves to the recalcitrant foreign organism: to

eliminate the I, as in APPAREL, CORBEL, COUNSEL, and MARVEL, for E; and MALL (a mail),
MEDAL, PORTAL, RASCAL (from

I'acai/lt),

c..

REPRISAL with A: or to join the I , making a

diphtongue, to the preceding vowel, as in DETAIL, EN TRAILS, etc. (prounounced ai-I). And

if one language gives in and bends to imitate the other, it will be, precisely, by moving the

same ; from before to after, that is by offering an image of our pronunciation, as we have
analyzed it above: MEDALLION, PALLIASSE (apai/lasst), PAVILION, VALIANT, and VERMILION.

There is a toral indifference to the number of L's, both there and in our case, the question

focusing where I have placed it: on the I. It can nevertheless be said, to the detriment of the

terminal

mIIlt E and to the benefit of this

fundamental I, that while the latter is necessarily

kept and the former sometimes dropped, the simple IL does not remain without some

reminiscence of the pafata/iud SOli"" [SO" -iIIl]" (pp. 98 1-82). And, as close as can be to

the L, SO" mOlli/ll, is the M, an upside-down double V ("you have before you this, a piece of
writing"), of which all the examples, without exception, bend to the law of the hymm and of

mimiqllt.

We shall cite not the examples but only the statement of the law: "A letter which,

while it can precede vowels alone or indeed the full range of diphtongues, begins as great a

num ber of English words as any other, M translates the power to make or do, hence a joy at

once male and matetnal ; next, according to a signification springing from the distant past, it
indicates measure and dury, number, meeting, fusion, and the middle term; and finally,

through a change that is less abrupt than it appears, it can imply inferioriry, weakness, or

anger. AU these meanings are very precise and do not group a multiple commenrary around
the

mOO

(p. 960).

We had earlier, interrupting the flight of the dancer (Rtjoinder II), suspended the case of

the i. It must have appeared daring and risky-indeed , wasn't it?-to read the little point

cut off-decapitated, unglued-from the body of the i, from the jabbing, dancing pointed

toe, right beside the castrated pike or pointer, above. Since it is now possible to glimpse

what goes (on) between the pen and its head, nib (bee) , or end (pm), it is time to clarify this

point. The rule is that nothing be touched on the spot [siann

question is

o",......body

proper.

Might Mallarme not have been blind to what cuts the

Itna"lt].

Since what is in

i off from what

is proper to it?

Perhaps; although the question of "eliminating the I," of the "benefit of this fundamental I,"

"the question focusing where I have placed it, " would seem t o indicate some attention o n his

part. In any event , he did not neglect the reverse of this figure: the sub-scribed point of
exclamation! His syntax so often plays with it, interrupting the flow of a sentence with this
strange pause, this disconcerting hiatus. He preferred it, in its verticality, to suspension
points. And he saw in it the scanned agitation of a quill, head down:
About the exclamation point.

"Dujardin, that point is drawn

So as to imitate a plume . " (p. 168)

And finally, the capital 1 - isn't it the English jt, the ego (echo and looking-glass of the

self)? Us MOls a"gfais: "I, jt, Lat.
Igillir. kho - ego - plllS-jt, etc.

ego; ice,

glact;

.

.

."

(p. 925). And the extra-text from

The I (capitalized) disseminates in advance the unity of meaning. It - multiplies it,

deploys it, fans it out in the rainbow of the signifier,

irieksro

it. Instead of wondering

whether the I of Idea is hypostatized in the orbit of Plato or Hegel, one ought to take into
account its literal ( I + De) il'nali01l ("the capaciry of certain minerals to become iridesent, "
Lime).

A filing question [QlltJlio" tk fa lime]: ldie rhymes, cross-grained (or-referenced), with
Of'(hidie, which rhymes with t/kidie (pp . 92 and 1 7 1 ) . Gloin all lo"g disil', ldies ["Glory of the

"
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The Homage to Wagner is teetering there, too. Here, the mortal remains are
those of Victor Hugo. But in both texts we find the same structure, the
same words, the same veil and fold and "a little bit, its rending . " The same
underside worn through, traversed, reversed, versified, diversified .
In a hymen depending on the verse, blank once more, composed of
chance and necessity, a configuration of veils, folds, and quills, writing
prepares to receive the seminal Spurt of a throw of dice. If-it were,
literature would hang-would it, on the suspense in which each of the six
sides still has a chance although the outcome is predetermined and recog
nized after the fact as such. It is a game of chance that follows the genetic
program. The die is limited to surfaces. Abandoning all depth, each of the
surfaces is also, once the die is cast [apres coup}, the whole of it. The crisis of
literature takes place when nothing takes place but the place, in the
instance where no one is there to know .
No one--knowing-before the throw-which undoes it (him) in its
outcome--w hich of the six-{die falling).

long desire, Ideas"] rhymes with La/amil/uks iridits ["The iris family"] (p. 56). The iris, the
flower absent from all bouquets, is also the goddess of the rainbow and a membrane in the eye
[(!) -Trans. ] ("The conjunctiva extends over the white ofthe eye up to the circle called the
iris;' Pare), etc.
Or how is a reading decided?
Displaced almost at random - but that is the law, for along with delirium one wa"IS
writing - dislocated, dismembered, the "word" is transformed and reassoc iated indefinite
ly. Le Jilil l'id«, It riais, dtl tk IiI, pia/OM tIIombtall, Jia colian lOlIS ItS lisSllS, wiltS, gaw, araps

tl li"CtII/s tk lOllS ItS lils tk MallarmJ, "IiI allx pagtS tk viii"," "absmct Ittmtlk tk IiI" ("IiI vitk,"
"mstfltli;' "aboli," "Iiligt," etc . ). 1/I /it. 1/ 1 /'1. 1/ St ,.""",.StriarlS (It) IiI. 1/stSlpanriarlS 1'1 " . . .
a'oil SIlt'S4I1W SO" Jilin jllSqll'a lint rime IJIIlnt I par Ia _Iralill idmliqllt all gOIl//n I RIEN tk Ia
mlmorablt crist . . . "

TRANCE PARTITION (2)

phal: but it foreshadows, in financial terms, the future
credit, preceding capital or reducing it to the humility of
small change! With what disorder are such things pur
sued around us, and how little understood! It is almost
embarrassing to proffer these truths, which imply neat,
prodigious dream transfers, thus, cursively and at a

1088."
Mallarme
"The words of Harlequin, introducing himself, are as
follows:
"I HAVE COME

Increasing the silence

TO HAVE THEM EXTRACT after each segment of
FROM ME THE LAPIS
the sentence . . .
PHILOSOPHALLUS."
A short pause after: I
have come--a long one
after: from me--a still
longer one, indicated
by a suspension of ges
tures on: -phallus."

Artaud
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Dissemination

First version published in Cril;qllt (261-62), 1969. The text was
there accompanied by a prelimirwy editorial note, which we here
reproduce: "The 'present' essay is but a tissue of'quotations. ' Some
are in quotation marks. Generally faithful, those taken from Nom
brts [Nllmhfrs] by Philippe Sollers are written, unless otherwise
indicated, both in quotation marks and in italics (Editor's note). "

I

not so mIlCh
that it does not enumerate
upon some vacant superior surface
the successitlt bumping
siderea//y
of a total account in process offormation

Some such other enumeration, altogether squarely writ
ten, would nevertheless remain undecipherable.
This is a question we are posing, knowing it-were it
not already repeated from further away and from later
on-to be yet unreadable, protruding like a toothing
stone, waiting for something to mesh with. And like a
cornerstone ,

as

it can, by chance or by recurrence, be

gathered from the registering of certain trade-marks.

1 . The Trigger {Le declenchement}
D�CLENCH EMENT, n. 1 . The automatic release of a mechanism.

2.

Any device in a position t o engage o r t o stop the moving pans o f a
machine. 3. The act oftriggering the motion of a machine by means
of such a device.
D�CLENCHER, v. tr. 1. To lih the latch of a door in order to open

2 . To trigger; to effect a dkltn(htmmt . R. Sometimes written
dklanchtr. which is an error since the verb derives from the noun
it . . . .

cimcM [latch}. In lower Normandy, popularly used to mean: to
speak. "1/ est

rut/ lint MIII't sans didmchtr" ("He stayed for an hour

without unclenching his teeth").

Littri
These Numbers enumerate themselves, write themselves, read themselves.
By themselves. Hence they get themselves remarked right away, and every
new brand

[marque] of reading

has to subscribe to their program.

The text is remarkable in that the reader (here in exemplary fashion) can
never choose his own place in it, nor can the spectator. There is at any rate
no tenable place for him opposite the text, outside the text, no spot where
he might get away with

not writing

what, in the reading, would seem to

him to be given, past; no spot , in other words, where he would stand before
an already

written text.

Because his job is to put things on stage, he is on

stage himself, he pu ts himself on stage. The tale is thereby addressed to the
reader's body , which is put by things on stage , itself. The moment
"therefore" is written, the spectator is less capable than ever ofchoosing his

place. This impossibility-and this potency, too , of the reader writing
himself-has from time immemorial been at work in the text in general.

What here opens, limits, and situates all readings (including yours and
mine) is hereby,

this time at last,

displayed: as such. It is shown through a

certain composition of overturned surfaces. And through an exact material

mise en scene.

THE TRIGG E R

Or rather-since this sort of exhibition and the "as such" of phenomena
are no longer in the last instance in control here, but are rather being
maneuvered as inscribed functions and subordinate mechanisms-what is
in question here, this time at last, finds itself not displayed but given play,
not staged but engaged , not demonstrated but mounted. Mounted with a
confectioner's skill in some implacable machinery, with "consummate
prudence and implacable logic. "
Mounted: not i n a mechanism that has this time at last become visible
but in a textual apparatus that gives way, gives place, and gives rise, on only
one of its four series of surfaces, to the moment of visibility, of the surface as
what is facing out, of presence as what is face-to-face, thus calculating the
opening, counting Out the phenomenon, the in-person-ness, the being-in
flesh-and-blood, in a theater that takes the un-representable into account
this time and
"The Read.
or

each term
concealing and revealing
pages] Theater . . . . .

.

that, with the help of the Book
The whole thing modernized . . . .

according to Drama . . . , " which is something that can be exhausted
neither in the presentation nor in the representation of anything whatsoev
er, even though it a/so opens up the possibility and formulates the theory of
such presentations and representations. And it does so in one single
movement that, however highly differentiated, is unified and unique.
This time at last. "This time at last" does not mean that what had always
obscurely until now been sought has finally, in a single blow-a stroke of
the pen or a throw of dice--been accomplished. Nothing could be more
foreign to any eschatology, particularly any e$Chatology of or by way of
literature, than the finite-infinite seriation of these numbers. What is being
effected is on the contrary a generalized putting-in-quotation-marks of
literature, of the so-called literary text: a simulacrum through which
literature puts itself simultaneously at stake and on stage.
"This time , " as the reader has already been able to gather, expressly

stands for the multiplicity-the entirely intrinsic multiplicity�f an

event that is no longer an event since its singularity, from the word go, is
doubled, multiplied , divided, and discounted, immediately concealing

DISSEMINATION

itself in an unintelligible "double bottom" of nonpresence, at the very
moment it seems to produce itself, that is to say, to present itSelf.
Because it begins by repeating itself, such an event at first takes the form
of a story. Its first time takes place several times. Of which, one, among
others, is the last. Numerous and plural in every strand of its (k)nots (that
is, (k)not any subject, (k)not any object, (k)not any thing), this first time
already is not from around here, no longer has a here and now; it breaks up
the complicity of belonging that ties us to our habitat, our culture, our
simple roots. "In our country," says Alice, "there's only one day at a time. "
Hence, it would seem that what is foreign would have to reside in repeti
tion.

" 1 . . . . Air I « Because of something said in another language, accentuated,
repeated, sung-and straightway forgollen-, I knew that a new story had been
triggered off How many times had that happened?"
The story that seems to be thus triggered off-for the first, but innumer
able, time--then begins to function according to modalities in which death
is affiliated with the (metaphor of the) textual machine in which ultimately

"4. 92.( . . . all is effaced before this flolume, this functioning without a past,
without a body. . . All is lost and nothing is lost,· you find yourself back without
anything, yet steadier, quickened, cleansed, irrigated, changed, and deader )
. . .

Born of repetition

("something said. . . repeated. . .

..

) even in its first occur

rence, the text mechanically, mortally reproduces, ever

deader

"

,"

the process of its own triggering.

"

"steadier'

and

LN0 one is allowed on these

�nd ifhe still believes that literature, and

prerrii�jfhe is afraid of machin

perhaps even thought, ought to exorcise the machine, the twO having

nothing to do with each other. This technological "metaphor"-technicity
as a metaphor that transports life into death-is not added as an accident,
an excess, a simple surplus, to the living force of writing. Or at any rate it is
necessary to account for the possibility of-what comes to inscribe itself here
as an extra, a supernumerary that, instead of falling outside of life or
perhaps in its very act of falling, provokes these

Numbers,

deploys that

"living force" by dividing it, making room for it, enabling it to speak.
Plugging it in and triggering it off:

"3 . . . . . . . and this game was using me as one figure among others . . . the
operation of which I was the object . .
.

"
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"4. ( . . . the text is interrupted, folds back upon itself, lets the voices come back like
an endless recording- . . . )"
"2. 10. . . . just as I knew that something had gotten underway that I could no
longer stop . . . "
"4. 12. (for as soon as thefirst propositions are introduced into the mechanism, as
soon as the minimum program is decided upon andplugged into you, nothing is going
to remain motionless, nothing is going to be spared, avoided, concealed. . . Everything
repeats itselfand returns, repeats itselfand still returns, and you are entrained in
this chain ofearth andair andfire and blood andstone; man and woman alike, you
are all caught in these deranged permutations . . . )-"
"4. 16. ( . . . This is evidently what the mechanism is trying to say, what the
machine wants to show in its changes, without any need to decipher the story or the
interpretation it cancels out in its way ofbeingat every moment andall at once. . . It is
a funaioning difficult to grasp in its way of sliding. breaking off, and bringing
together, in its lack of a center or goal, in its rami/id tissue of laws)-"
"2. 18 . . . . All that was necessary was to be plugged into it through her. . . "
"4.20. ( . . . the peak ofthe effect triggered of!when , after having located the three
animate surfaces, you turn toward the fourth. is thus charaaerized by multiplied
violence . . . )- "
"3 . 43 . . . . . . Nothing could resist the story thus triggered off . . "
"2.46 . . . . . . . What was opening up by means of me thus remained nameless,
threatened, and yet more and more assured, pushing, growing, alld triggering fear
within fear and at the same time a global distancing, a new beginning. . . Upon
questioning and, on the level oftime, rediscovering certain living terms like so many
germs, there was thus a beating envelope and I was on its border. one ekad person
among many that designated their deaths by all the disjoined bodies on the living
sur/ace on which death inscribes itself. . . That indication could be presented simply:
for the future, a detour through the imperfect'-but it was most particularly a
mailer ofa needle, a dull ray going directly through each organ. at thepoint at which
each is necessarily glued to its own explosion. which is directly plugged into the
outside. . . "
"2.62. . . . Those among us who had disappeared could nevertheless be detected in
the overall productivity; they held onto their active, diffuse position and that indeed
was the political reality ofthe operation that had been triggered off, the side where
nothing could be isolated. where nothing could cross the crumpled flange . . .
"4. 64. ( . . . The orient thus slipping underneath the page. being there in the
beginning. . . you yourselfcaught up in a rotation that is, as it were historical; sent
back upon the appearance of reports and relations summed up on the page but which
immediately trigger offits bashing-in. the arrival ofnewforces bearing the reasonfor
inequalities in development. . . )-- "
.

I

'1

I
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4 . 76. ( . . . All ofthat being thought out in an ever more active retreat, a black,
thoughtless, dreamless retreatflowing out of the depths of the tissue where each face
appears directly plugged into the utilization ofthe volumes, in the crucible that, in
sum, becomes generalized: . . . . )"
II

Et CDetera,

for everything in this text is generalized in sum. The

triggering

(which unclenches the teeth of discourse, loosens the teeth of the machine,
allows the face to speak, feigns a frontal exposure, a face-to-face view,
whereas it simultaneously entrains the face toward enumeration by plugging
it [en

Ie branchant) into the numbers tree and

the square roots) takes place

much more often, at stages that are much more numerous.

�ou will be

'+.-let us mark it here in the hollow of a mute, invisible angle
(about w� ich more later� measure, to sum up, in a statistical accumula
expected

tion of "quotations, " the well-calculated, rhythmically regulated effects of

']Like the constraints of that angle, this accumulation will be

a recurrence

the only means, not of presenting, but of feigning to present the text that,
more than any other, writes and reads

itself,

presents its own reading,

presents its own. self-presentation, and constantly deducts this incessant
operation. We will hence be inscribing-simultaneously-in the angles
and corners of these

Numbers,

within them and outside them, upon the

stone that awaits you, certain questions that touch upon "this" text "here,"
the status of its relation to Numbers, what it pretends to add to "that" text in
order to mime its presentation and re-presentation, in order to seem to be
offering some sort of review or account of it. For if Numbers offers an account
of itself, then "this" text-and all that touches it-is already or still "that"
text. Just as

Numbers calculates and feigns self-presentation and

inscribes

presence in a certain play, so too does what could still with a certain irony be
called "this" text mime the presentation, commentary, interpretation,
review, account, or inventory of Numbers. As a generalized simulacrum,
this writing circulates "here" in the intertext of two fictions, between a

so-called primary text and its so-called commentary-a chimera, as it
would have been called by the disappearing author ofthat Mimique in which

the "idea" is .certainly not what one thinks, nor is its illustration: "The

scene illustrates but the idea, not any actual action, in a hymen (out of
which Bows Dream), tainted with vice yet sacred , between desire and
fulfillment, perpetration and remembrance: here anticipating, there recall
ing, in the future, in the past,

under the false appearance ofa present.

That is

how the Mime operates, whose act is confined to a perpetual allusion
without breaking the ice or the mirror: he thus sets up a medium, a pure
medium, of fiction. "
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The mirror in which these Numbers are read, in its capacity for seeing you,

will of course be broken, but it will reflect that breaking in a fiction that
remains intact and uninterrupted .
If "this" moment in the fiction comes back to itself, asks itself about its
own power, and attempts a passage toward the other, it can therefore only

do so by fitting itself into the angles between the surfaces of Numbers, along

the line of an opening/closing (since angles open and close at once), in the

inter(sur)face of the spaces that are already filled and prescribed by Numbers,
in (the) place of the articulation between one surface and another, one tense
and another. Not that the angle of articulation itself is an absent or invisible
theme, far from it. It is in fact, in

Numbers,

quite insistent and blue, of a

0eliberately distributed chromatic syste� It

blue that is illegible outsid

is a "night" that "was nothing other than this insistent, blue passage ofall the tenses
into each other, the twist, for example, through which the present and the imperfect
communicate among themselves without remarking each other. . . " ( 1 . 5).
Hazarding themselves out into that night, pressing into the corners that
squarely relate the three surfaces of the imperfect to the single surface of the
present, our superadded inscriptions will only, in the end, have succeeded
in re-marking the passage itself in its own insistence, repeating the square
by the closing of the angle, fictively loosening the rigor of the text through
the opening of another surface of writing to come, in a certain play of the
cardinal points or the hinges

(cardo = hinge)

that has been triggered off.

What SOrt of angle is this angle writing? concave? projecting? an angle of
reflection? Because we cannot yet know what that will all have meant, let us
put "this" writing forth as a kind of angle
broken.

(We

remark; considering

@atistical

all lines

l
concerned, that such a reading[
has already bee.n thoroui�ly authorized by
thereby remark, as far as the

the text itseffi these

Numbers,

reading jus.t outlined is

with intended frequency, proclaim them

selves the contemporaries and inhabitants of "cities-where the mute machines

are henceforth capable of reading, deciphering, counting, writing, and remember
ing-. . . " "We are living in this city (this book)" (Drama).
As a way of introducing this book of self-rejoining, self-escaping repeti

tion, as a way of designating the strange logic that will be articulated in it,
"this time at last" thus does not point to some unique ultimate accomplish
ment but also to a displacement and a rift, to the open system consisting of ·
the repetition of rifts.
Whence the continued impossibility of choosing one's place and the even
greater difficulty of getting one's bearings in it. Yet the impossibility thus
mounted is never simply stated, no more than it was ever simply shown. It is

..

.
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not declared merely as a

theorem,

even though, on occasion, in the form of

reinscribed logicomathematical statements (Hilbert, Frege, Wittgenstein,
Bourbaki , etc . ) , the latent proposition is sometimes roused through the
enormous, condemned margins of our domestic library (Islamic, Mexican,
and Indian mythologies , the Zohar, the Tao To King; Empedocles, Nicho
las of Cusa, Bruno, Marx, Nietzsche, Lenin, Artaud, Mao Tse-tung ,
Bataille, etc. ; and within another margin, more internal or l�ss visible,
effaced: Lucretius, Dante, Pascal , Leibniz, Hegel, Baudelaire, Rimbaud,
and others). The impossibility is

practiced.

What is to be said about this praxis? If to produce is to draw out of
darkness, to bring to light, to unveil or to manifest, then this "practice"
does not content itself with the act of making or producing. It cannot be
governed by the motif of truth whose very horizon it frames, for it is just as
rigorously accountable for nonproduction, for operations of nullification and
deduction, and for the workings of a certain textual zero.

2 . The Apparatus or Frame
"It is these weights and measures. these frames, these meridians.
and these mificial horizons which, in their very construcrion,

possess a kind of rigor that is absolute and general, mathematical. "

Within the system of this strange countable practice, the one who is
ultimately accountable, the single, unique accountant, will be no less than
the reader, or even the author, whom you will not be in a position to name.
Numbers-in which the weakness that would consist in the naming of works
and authors (as you have JUSt done for a moment as a concession) is
prohibited-Numbers begins by putting the signer's name in an umbra,

the

column of numbers, of names

in the umbra" (4 . 52).

"in

The old theatrical

organization has become unjustifiable, is no longer answerable to anyone;
the old phantoms called the author, the reader, the director, the stage
manager, the machinist, the actor, the characters, the spectator, etc. , have
no single, unique, fixed place (stage, wings, house, etc . ) assigned to
themselves by themselves, except in the representation they make of it to
themselves, of which an account must be given. That is where the story
(history) will have taken place, if it takes place, where something will have
been seen, recounted , summed up as the meaning or presentable substance
of the book.
But these Numbers dismantle such a representation; they take it apart as
one deconstructs a mechanism or as one disconcerts the self-assured preten-
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sions of a claim. At the same time, in this very gesture, they assign a
determinate place to what they take apart, granting it a relative position
within the general movement of the apparatus. Classically speaking, this
place would be that of illusion and error, about which Spinoza and Kant
have demonstrated, along paths that are as different as one could wish, that

it is not enough to become aware of them in order for them to cease to
function. Such moments of awareness belong in the category of theatrical
effects. One might even, prudently, take the analogy further, whether in
the direction of the illusion necessary for perception, inherent in the very
structure of sensible presentation, or in the direction of a transcendental
illusion at play within the very law that constitutes the object, that presents
the thing as an object, as that which stands opposite me, facing me.

e In theframe of the text, one side of the square, one surface of the cube will

J

represe� this nonempirical error, this transCendental illusion More simply
put, it will

represent:

it will be the opening to the classical representative

scene. In representing representation, it will reBect and explain it in a very
singular mirror. It will speak representation, proffering its discourse
through a kind of "square mouth, " "oblivion closed by the frame. "
You will ceaselessly be required to take this structural illusion into
account. You should remark here only that it does not arise as an aberrant
error, an uncontrollable disorientation, or a capricious contingency of
desire. On the contrary, it has to belong to a necessity inscribed

in situ,

within the overall organization and calculable functioning of the topogra
phy, so that the theater can finally succeed in being cruelly generalized , so
that no nonplace whatsoever is left out of it, so that no pure origin (of
creation, of the world, of the word, of experience, of all that is present in
general) can stand guard over the stage as if derived from the intactness of
some absolute opening. If that which, once it is framed , appears to be an
element or an occurrence of opening is no longer anything but an aperture
effect that is topologically assignable, then nothing will indeed have taken
place but the place.
Out. Any attempt to return toward the untouched, proper intimacy of
some presence or some self-presence is played out in illusion. Because
illusion, as its name already implies, is always an effect of play; and also
because illusion entails a theater in which a certain definite relation between
the unrepresentable and representation is engaged. And lastly because the
whole of the text, as in

Drama,

is through and through put into play,

powerfully reinstituting the square horizontality of the page, of the "check
erboard serving as a figure for time , " of that "invisible chessboard, " within
the theatrical volume ofa certain cube. Within this hanging-in-the-balance
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with its numerous intersecting planes, he who says I in the present tense, in

the so-called positive event constituted by his discourse, would be capable

r

of only an illusion of mastery At the very moment he thinks he is directing

�the

the operations, his plac

opening toward the present assumed by

whoever believes himself capable of saying

I, I think, I am , I see, I feel, I say

� constantly and in spite of him being

(you , for example, here and now

� Dldenchement:

decided by a throw of dice whose law will subsequently be. developed
inexorably by chanc

a release, an opening , the unlatching of

a door, which has a lock, a padlock, and keys that from now on you ought
not to forget; and

cadre

[frame]: an inscription in a square; hence, an

opening comprehended and reBected in a quadrangle, a squared opening, a
certain singular mirror, which awaits you . Once again it is the city, with its
doors and mirrors, the labyrinth:

" 1 . 1 7 . . . . AndjllSt as one might in darkness approach the bllSy night life ofa city
surrounded by nothing, jllSt as one mightfind oneselfwilled by a throw ofdice into
one of the bad squares of the forgotten game, jllSt as some combination of numbers
chosen at random might open this or that armored door, jllSt so did I enter back into
my own form without hafling foreseen what awaited me. . . The frame in which I
found myself was of course impossible to fill ifone efIOked only the millions ofstories
that were in the process ofunfolding. . . the millions ofsentences spoken, transmitted,
or fleetingly at work in the process . . . This was a new form of torture raised to the
second degree, which traflersed all the lifling inhabitants of that time, opened up the
possibility of their eyes and their words. . . "
And , in order that you not lose all trace of the key nor of a certain clasp
toward which you are being led, behind a "black mirror":

"3 . 15 . . . Also saying: 'the palace is furnished with fifty doors. These are open
upon allfour sides, forty-nine in number. The last door is not on any sideandit is not
known whether it opens upward or downward. . . All these doors haw a single lock
and there is only one little opening into which the key can be introduced, and that spot
is indicated only by the trace of the key . . . ' "
"3 .35. . . . and once again I found the key, and each time it was with the same
surprise at discOflering how to walk and knowing how to walk . . . "
.

The illusion-that is to say, the truth, of that which seems to present
itself as the thing itself, facing me, in the entirely "natural , " ceaselessly
self-regenerating opening of my face or of the scene on stage--will therefore
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have been only an effect of what is often called the "apparatus"

("a comlantly

active, distorting apparatllJ. " 3 . 43).
" . . . That device was me, it is that device which jllJt wrote this sentence. "

Not

that the apparatus can be considered my self or my property, but it stands in
my place and

I

is only the differentiated structure of this organization,

which is absolutely natural and purely artific ial, differentiated enough to
count within its structure the moment or the place of the autarchic illusion
or the sovereign subject.
This apparatus explains itself. Its self-explanatoriness does not imply,
however, that one can explain it, that it can be comprehended by an outside
observer: rather, it itself explains itself and already comprehends any
observer whatever. It becomes more explicit as it multiplies,

unfolding the roots of its slightest sigm"

(ibid . ). The

Numbers

'folding and
thus explain

themselves-whence the contortions with which you are pretending to
grate, scratch, or graft some supplement in the corner-up to a certain
limit which does not bound all the text's powers from the outside but
rather, on the contrary, through a certain folding-back or internal angle of
the surfaces, conditions their envelopment and development in the finite!
infinite structure of the apparatus.
The latter does not merely explain itself; it also reads its explanation,
which is not some discourse emanating from somewhere else that would,
outside the text, come to comment , interpret, decipher (you are beginning
to understand why this text is undecipherable), teach, or inform about the
technical secrets of its assemblage. These explanatory discourses spring up
regularly, engendered in the course ofsequences that are themselves part of
the quadrature of the text, belonging precisely to one of the four faces, the
one that seems to be open for the perception of the spectacle, for the "now"
of consciousness faced with its object, for the present tense of discourse-
belonging, in a word , to the face as what one faces, a surface of envisaged
presence. This face--thefrom scaenae of classical theater-also contemplates
itself as the originary, immediate, unconditioned opening ofappearing, but
it explains itself as an

apparent opening,

a conditioned product, a surface

effect. The explanation of "illusion" is being offered to you in the present,
in the tense of the "illusion" thus reflected; and it is always a partial
explanation that must forever be started anew, prolonged , tied together; its
importance arises more from the pressures it exerts on the general text than
from any "truth" it is supposed to reveal, its conveying of information or
deformation. Although it passes itself off as the hearth or focal point where
the overall story gathers itself together, it has its own particular history just
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like each of the other surfaces. The specific logic of its unfolding should be
followed. Every term, every germ depends at every moment on its place and
is entrained , like all the parts of a machine, " into an ordered series of
displacements, slips, transformations, and recurrences that cut out or add a
member in ever:y proposition that has gone before.

3 . The Scission {La Coupurel
... . . forever rhis margin, rhis scission, rhis slim and larenr im
mensiry. . .
H e wrires:
'Never rhe problem direcdy .. " The funcrioning of rhe general
organizarion prevenrs us from posing ir . . . '

.. (Drama).

"The virginal folding-back of rhe book. again, willing/lends for a

sacrifice from which rhe red edges of rhe books of old once bled; rhe

inrroducrion of a weapon, or lerrer-opener, ro mark rhe raking of

possessi on. How much more personal and forward would con
sciousness be wirhour rhis barbarous simulacrum: when ir will
become parriciparion, in rhe book raken from here, from rhere,
varied according ro differenr airs, divined like

an

engine--a1 mosr

remade by oneself. The folds will perperuate a mark . . ...
"There is a knife rhar I do nor forger. "

Clip out an example, since you cannot and should not undertake the infinite
commentary that at every moment seems necessarily to engage and im
mediately to annul itself, letting itself be read in turn by the apparatus
itself.

So make some incision, some violent arbitrary cut, after you recall that

Numbers

actually prescribes such scissions, and recommends "beginning"

with one. It is of course a beginning that is forever fictional, and the
scission, far from being an inaugural act, is dictated by the absence--unless
there exists some illusion to discount-of any de-cisive beginning, any pure
event that would not divide and repeat itself and already refer back to some
other "beginning , " some other "event, " the singularity of the event being
more mythical than ever in the order of discourse. Scission is necessary
because of the fact (or as a consequence of the fact, as you will) that the
beginning is plied and multiplied about itself, elusive and divisive; it

" 1 . 9 . . . . there was thus,
in the beginning, what ] am obliged to call 'the leap, ' the scission one can get across
only by leaping. . . "
begins with its own division, its own numerousness.

Within what you will provisionally call the general polysemy ofNumbm,
this "scission" marks the text'S interruption

("when the text is interrupted,

...
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folds back on itself' . . ) and also marks
.

the arbitrary insertion of the letter

opener by which the reading process is opened up indifferently here or
there, the cutting edge of writing which begins with the reading of some
sentence clipped out from there or here, the chancy but necessary repetition
of the already-thereness of some (other) text, the sharp blade of decision in

general, of decided decision, of decision undergone as well as decision
deciding ("3 . 1 1 . . The great decision was swooping down on me now, andfear
was gnawing into every sign . . "), the passage from nothing to "here , " from
here to "there , " "a detonation and break in which the body is shot like a shellfrom
out of the absence of range, " the violent decision explosively projecting the
shell-body, which is as sharp-edged as a knife ("she was groaning, twisted, as
though night were flowing out ofher throat, as though she were no longer anything
but this emission of night opened up with a knife in the full mass of the afternoon,
keeping that darkness in her mouth. "J.
.

.

.

. .

Such a decision is a castration, at least acted out or feigned , or a

circumcision. This is as it always is, and the knife that with obsessive
frequency slashes the tree of Numbers hones itself as a phallic threat: the
phallus is both threatening and threatened by the very instrument it is. The
"operation" of reading/writing goes by way of

"the blade of a red knife. "

The castration that is at stake must be read as indistinguishable from the
detonation or projection of the shell. In their alliterations and permuta
tions, the associations

"term/germ" (2. 46) or "deader/steadier" (4.92),

which

you have already encountered, never mark an opposition but rather a
co-implication that is utterly internal and irreducible. The threat of the
letter-opener from which the red edge bled opens or erects, hence broaching
or breaching (the) decision in its present with one stroke; that is how the
teeth become unclenched, the sewn-up mouth opened:

" / .29. meanwhile / found my body mutilated and one would have said that the
flesh had been plowed, and the sex was sewn together and upright like an ear ofgrain
hardened and closed, and / looked at this first model from before the fall enclosed
inside a narrow cell into which the sun penetrated. . . This first copy, wounded but
more sexed. . . /t was me, / was sure, / had been waitingfor my sleep. . . There, / was
coming out of the earth, / was coming back disfigured but speaking, isolated but
strong enough to go on to the end, in the egg. . . More precisely, there were two ofus,
now: the one whose intact skin could be shown to everyone, the one whose outer envelope
did not immediately provoke horror, and the other riddled with gashes and holes, the
flesh cut to the quick, crimson and purple, skinned like a steer. . . ..
The severed head: these Numbers are written in red, the red of the coming
revolution . "We are dancing on a volcano" ( 1 . 29): this was spoken during a
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ball given by the Duke of Orleans for the King of Naples, on the eve of one
revolution. In

Numbers,

this anonymous quotation must be placed in

relation to the regular cadence or fall of a severed head, the "operation. "

" 1 . 5 . . . . And there was the echo or rather the incision or rather thefallout connected
with this unit: fait' {last syllable of"impar/ait" ( 1/imperfect"); also means "done, "
I/makes, " and 'fact. "-Trans}: the blood doesn't gush out instantaneously . . . I saw
the head, severed but still alive, the mouth open upon the only word tbat cannot be
pronounced or captured. . . Upon touching this sequence, I understood that a single
murder was constantly in progress, that we were coming/rom it only to return to it via
this detour. . . " . . . 1/2. 14 . . . . Similar, now, to that engraver who, a hundredyears
ahead oftime, represented the king's execution on the chopping block even though the
mechanism had not been produced. . . I, in my turn, was entirely able to relive the
scene. . . The drumroll thatfinally covers this fIOice before the blade has dispatched the
organ ofthis fIOice into the basket, not without the head's having been brandished as
proofofa sacrilegious, dirtied reduction. . . A unique ad, which is equaled only by
the massacres ofpriests finally permitted or again by the parading of that skinned
head on the end of a pole all through the cries-"
You are beginning to follow the relation between a certain brandished

erection and a certain head or speech that is cut off, the brand or the pole
rising up in the manifestation of the scission, unable to present themselves
otherwise than in the play, or even the laughter-the display of sharply
pointed teeth-of the cut. To be presented, that is, to stand upright.
Uprightness always announces that a single murder is in progress.

"2. 66 . . . She, rising upright-the laugh, the riaus-the lips, tensing up and
exposing what it is that cuts (the teeth) . . . The head seen severed and she carrying it
off, and I unbalancing her and holding her tight while motIing, and I again urging '
her on to the finish, and leaping-"
.

Castration-always at stake-and the self-presence of the present. The

pure present would be the untouched fullness, the virgin continuity of the .
nonscission, the volume that, not having exposed the roll of its writing to
the reader's letter-opener, would therefore not yet be written on the eve of
the start of the game. But the pen, when you have followed it to the end,

will have turned into a knife. The present can only present itself as such by
relating back to itself; it can only aver itself by severing itself, only reach

itself if it breaches itself, (com)plying with itself in the angle, along a break

[brisure] (brisure:

"crack" and "joint," created by a hinge, in the work of a

THE SCISSION

locksmith.

Lillri): in the release of the latch or the trigger.

Presence is never

present. The possibility--or the potency--of the present is but its own
limit, its inner fold, its impossibility--or its impotence. Such will have
been the relation between presence and castration in play and at stake.
What holds for the present here also holds for "history, " "form, " the form
of history, etc. , along with all the signific ations that, in the language of
metaphysics, are indissociable from the signification: "present. "
The presence of the present only forms a surface, only enters squarely on
stage, only institutes itself as something face-to-face--something pre
sent-, only triggers off discourse--speech in praesentia-, only unclenches
its teeth, in the play of this cut, this scission.

"4. 44. ( . . . history then takes this form: the mmcle rising upright, showing its
red swollen head, and her hand closed around it, her lips approaching its blood and
her teeth gently seizing what is called present)-"
"What is called present"-that which erects itself freely before me,
upright, close at hand, that which is appearing--can be given as such, as a
pure upsurge owing to nothing, only in a mythical discourse in which
difference would be erased. If account be taken of what divides it, cuts it up,
and folds it back in its very triggering, then the present is no longer simply
the present. It can no longer be named "present" except through indirect

discourse, in the quotation marks of citation, storytelling: fiction. It can
only go out into language by a sort of ricochet. Transformed here into a
regular device, this ricochet confers a quality of indirection, a detour or
angle upon every so-called simple, natural, obvious evidence of presence in
itself. Already

Drama

had confined within the angle of these quotation

marks "my life, " "alive , " "my life before birth"; "the brief silence of the 'I
live, you live, we live' " ; and elsewhere " 'living' is manifested in the
following manner . . . .. ; or again: .. 'His life' coming toward him from the
facades, the deserted sidewalks-passing near him, brushing against him,
going off into the distance . . . In a few seconds, under the rain, the city
becomes another city, vaster, Boating . . . As though nothing had yet be
gun . . . "

Numbers: "1 .29 . . . . Not only 'me' and 'my whole life' . . . Not only that,
but also the set ofwhich I was a member, in which I will be without knowing what I
am in reality, exactly as at this moment when 'I am' does not signify anything
precise. . . The set, the long accumulation without a look, the weight of what is,
con.ftructs, moves, manufactures, transmits, transports, transforms, and des
troys. . . " "2. 94. . . . what is still called life. . . . "
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\...These
.
privileged examples form an organic serici) Presence and life, the

presence of the present and the life of the living, are the same thing here.

The exit out of the "primitive" mythical unity (which is always reconsti
tuted retrospectively in the aftermath of the break [dam raprls-coupure]), the

scission, the decision-which is both deciding and decided-, the shot/

throw/blow {Ie coup] partS the seed as it projects it. It inscribes difference in

the heart of life ("it is that very difference {'that implacable difference']
which is the condition for their operation. No thing is complete in itself,

and it can only be completed by what it lacks. But what each particular
thing lacks is infinite; we cannot know in advance what complement it calls
for. We can thus only recognize by the authority of fact and by our spirit's
secret taste when the effective harmony, the essential, generative mother
difference, had been found . . . A difference: the cause is radically that. It is

not a positive difference, nor is it one included within the subject. It is what
the subject is essentially lacking. "); numerical multiplicity does not sneak
up like a death threat upon a germ cell previously one with itself. On the
contrary, it serves as a pathbreaker for "the" seed, which therefore produces
(itself) and advances only in the plural. It is a singular plural, which no
single origin will ever have preceded . Germination, dissemination. There
is no first insemination. The semen is already swarming. The "primal"
insemination is dissemination. A trace, a graft whose traces have been lost. ,
Whether in the case of what is called "language" (discourse, text, etc . ) or in
the case of some "real" seed-sowing, each term is indeed a germ, and each
germ a term. The term, the atomic element, engenders by division,
grafting , proliferation. It is a seed and not an absolute term . But each germ

is its own term,

finds its term not outside itself but within itself as its own

internal limit, making an angle with its own death. It would be possible to
reconstruct the network through which Numbers is infiltrated by references

[
� through the vocabulary of germination or
dissemination, \:by the word "group"-the set of elements dispersed.
Swarm. Numbers are caught ! n a mathematicogenetic theory of groups .)
.
to all kinds of at�mistic theories, which are also theories of sperm Let
yourself be guided, in

Number

If this in itself were intended to mean something, it would be that there

is nothing prior to the group, no simple originary unit prior to this division
through which life comes to see itself and the seed is multiplied from the
Start; nothing comes before the addition in which the seed begins by taking

Drama announced as "a proliferation which would
Logics set down as a swarm of bees, a
"Language becomes that state of beginning speaking up

itself away, before what

never have begun," before what
division at work:

T H E SCISSION

from all sides whose soundless effects are immediately going to reverberate
on that linguistic hinge or pivot: comparison. Just so, the bees in the
temple of Denderah: . . . ..
It is proliferation, furthermore, because the disappearance, or rather the
substitution of the unit that adds and effaces itself--counts itself out-of
its own accord in the moment of triggering ( 1 . 4 1 . . , . we were participating
in the calculation that effaced us and replaced us-" . . . "4. 84. ( . . . 'the rod he is
holding in his hand represents the central square, the unit that does not count but that
equals and makes the whole set-the distributor, thepit/ot' I 'the unit is not added on
but simply produces a mutation and becomes indistinguishablefrom the whole thing,
the total within which the mutations operate' I
And thus, the atom ']' . . .-")
engenders in one blow both number and the innumerable. Germs seeds
sown in innumerable number. . . .. . . . "Seminaque innumero numero summaque
profunda . "
"

' "

"

,

A fictive beginning, a false entrance, a false exit, a kind of writing of
innumerable number-these will still have to be reread by you .
You are authorized to do so by the law of the cut; it is henceforth
prescribed that you clip out an example, and dismember the text:

"4. (but since there is this scission, and this recoil, which are constantly present
and at work,' since the lines disperse themselfIeJ and sink down before they appear
turned back on the dead surface where you see them, the imperfect prOf/ides the motion
and the unreachable double bollom-and that all dies and comes back to life in a
thought that in reality belongs from the beginning to no one, a transparent column
where what takes place remains suspended at a greater or lesser height, and when you
wake up you say to yourself: 'hey, I was there, ' but nothing comes to explain that
sentence, and that is what regards you. . . That column does not leatle you any
distance,' it keeps watch while you are asleep; it is slipped in between you andyou. . .
Less and less suspected, less and less remembered where you are walking without seeing
me . . . It is only for us, howetler, that night is turning andfonning itself abOtle the
cities-where the mute machines are henceforth capable of reading, deciphering,
counting, writing, and remembering-- , and one sets a contlersation break off, its
gestures stand still, here, among thefabrics, the objects assembled, 'something has not
been said. ' They are talking, now, but s01Tl(thing of their silence subsists; they are
represented here by a mist, a rejkction, 'no, no, it's just the opposite, ' 'I do indeed
think that that can be affirmed': I am tleritably writing what is going on, and of
course it is impossible to be there totally, it is done sideways, on the bias, without
stopt)ing-but after all we are together, no reason to wait or to stop-it is hard to accept this intertlal, this blank intact; it is netlertheless tier') hard to
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confirm without this forgetting which comes back andforces one's hand--when the
text is interrupted, folds back upon itself, lets the voices come back like an endless
recordingeach time necessary not to listen, 'what are you talking about, ' 'be more precise'
since they come from an infinite series of rotten, cleansed, burned, canceled,
accumulated elements, whereas up ahead others are already searchingfor their words
and will cwer what is said today again ,-and I am like them, among them, among
you, in the operation, in the number, 1 + 2 + 3 + 4 10-)"

=

Here, then, is the 4.

4. The Double Bottom of the Plupresent
"The four volumes

are

one

lj:� �

e

presenred cwice inasmuch as irs cwo halves,

rhe firsr of one and lasr of rhe orher juxraposed ro
lasr and firsr of one and rhe orher: and lirde by
lirde irs uniry is revealed , wirh rhe help of rhis work

/

of comparison

showing rhar ir makes a whole

in cwo differenr senses, inasmuch as a fifrh
parr, formed of rhe ser of rhese four fragmenrs,
apparenr or cwo repeared:

rhis will rhus rake place :5 rimes

or 20 fragments grouped rogerher
in 2(3) by 10, found idenrical

[. . . . . . . . J
[. . . . . . . . J
Thus one has 4 volumes, :5 rimes

i.e. once (quadriga) rhe 4

or ro begin

firsr volumes

by rhe middle

concurrendy, of rhe four
books rhar are each in
five volumes: and so forrh,
inasmuch
as a quadruple Play juxraposed
in five acrs, unril rhe exhausrion of rhe whole. Whereas rhen ir
rums our rhar rhere

are

four

books (from four conresranrs)
Each in [2J5 volumes . . . ··

,
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You had just recognized, crowning the formula 1 + 2 + 3 + 4

=

10 (si in

its phonetic transcription), the Chinese ideogram for 4. The text's card had
been played, was beginning to sketch out its outlines.
You did not in fact cut j ust anything or juSt anywhere. The sequence you
cut is the " first" in a series of 25 sequences bearing the number 4. It is the
fourth in a set containing 100: the "operation" as it is called by the
disappearing author of the text cited above as an epigraph, the operation of
reading-writing, with no subject or object but the book.
The text's chart will have been played. It will have stated the present as a
cut, a scission, an interruption of the text put into play in the text. But it is
in the present that it will have stated the presentness of the scission. For
nothing says the present better, it seems, than there is. But what there is here
is a scission ("there is this scission"), and what is

work"

is a

"constantly present and at

"recoil. "

Which is also to be understood as the recoil of a firearm and the
possibility of its triggering.
Like all the sequences that begin with the number 4, the one you have
j ust read is placed in parentheses, its tense is the present, and it is addressed
to "you. " Constituting one of the faces of the 25 squares (which are doubly
numbered: in periodic fashion, from 1 to 4, and in linear fashion, from 1 to

100), it is the opening carved out in the form of a scene that is at this very
moment visible and vocal , speaking to the spectator-reader: "you. " You:
reading, seeing, speaking.

Numbers,

reading you , seeing you, speaking to

you, in the process of reading, seeing, speaking; "in the process" here
meaning "at the moment in which presently" you read , see, speak, etc. You
live in the present, in "what is called present, " in consciousness; you

witness what seems to be in front of you, what is upright before you ,
advancing toward you, what stands out against the very horizon of the
world, becomes a fig ure against that ground, takes shape as it faces you,
exposed and examinable before your eyes, your brow, your mouth, your
hands. You are receiving or upholding in the form of what is called present,
i . e. according to consciousness or perception, a certain discourse.
This opening of presence is surf.tce number four. Claiming to be origin
ary, wild, and irreducible like the incessant, ever-virginal arising of the
world, it has its own "history" or rather it is plunged by that "history" into
a limitless time that is neither a "present" nor a "history. " According to the
history of this present, the fourth surf.tce is affiliated with the stage of the
old representative theater. This surface is therefore a

"dead surface":

it is

dead like the structure of that old-fashioned theater, and, too, it is dead
because the consciousness that stands as spectator and consumer of the
represented present or meaning-"you"-believes itself to move in the
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freedom of pure appearing, while it is only an effect. the drifting, reverber
ating, transported, cast-off effect forever turned back or thrown away, the
crust or the shell shed by a force or a "life" that does not present itself, has
never presented itself. What is invisible in this scene of visibility is its
relation to the ciphered and seminal production that organizes it.

"4 . . . . since the lines disperse themselves andsink down before they appear turned
back on the dead surface where you see them. . . "
This scission, this opening,

[tIi is pure appearance of appearing through
�

which the present seems to free itself from the textual machin ("history,"

{!f

�

numbers topology, dissemination, etc . ) in fac
enounces itsel at every
..?
moment. The operation puts "illusion" into play as an effect or product.

J

!T

"Presence, " or "production, " is but a product. he product of an arithmetic
operation� The apparent immediacy of what seems to be given to present

)

perception in its original nakedness, in its nature, is already shed as an
effect; it falls:

G"nder the sway of a machinated stru�tur�that never gives

itself away in/to the present. which has nothing to do with it.

Nor should the imperfect, the tense of the other three series of sequences

( 1 , 2 . 3), be read as an other present, a modified present, a past present, the

past of what once at least was present, upon some other surface one might

once have seen arising before one, and which one might still be able to see if

one were to make the rounds of the theater or of one's memory. of the
theater of memory (one should read within the layers of

Numbers

the

sedimentation of all sorts of arts of memory, of all the "theaters of memory"
and all the plans that designed them, from the Ad Herennium to the Ars

memoriae

by Robert Fludd, including the projects of Giulio Camillo,

Giordano Bruno, etc.). The imperfect is therefore not another present, a
has-been-present; it is another thing entirely than the present; it has no

essence. That is why it

"provides the motion and the unreachable double bottom. "

The present presents itself as the simplicity of a bottom or ground. A past
tense that would mark only another present would assure itself of the
grounding of a simple foundation, hidden behind the surface of present
appearances. What the double bottom of the imperfect summons up, here
at least, is a time without grounding . foundation, or limit, a tense that
would no longer be a

tempus;

it is a presentless time, the total account

depriving the square of its ground. leaving it suspended in the air. As soon
as there is a double bottom. there is no bottom or ground at all in process of
formation, and this law will not cease to confirm itself from now on.
The imperfect will have provided the motion. The illusion of the
present, the illusion which, playing upon the dead surface, makes us
believe in the secure foundation of an originary donation or providence, is

TH E DO UBLE BOTTOM OF T H E PLUPRESENT

309

also denounced, as you can see, and set in motion by the touch of a whip
"with thongs of steel. .. But that denunciation takes place in a sequence that
is itself written in the present.
What about this new present? Why and how is this fourth sequence at the
same time a "presentation" and a critical discourse, a summons addressed to
"you" concerning the presentation? Why does this convocatory interpreta
tion, which constantly refers back to the imperfect, remain in the present?
And what is its relation to the imperfect which provides the motion?
Perhaps it has to do with some unknown mirror. You are getting hot as
you approach that icy looking glass and the key to a certain clasp.
This new present is more perceptible in the opening of the Drama. Its
Story was apparently written in the present. Of course. In that way , too, it

can be found reinserted, transplanted, re-cited, with all the effects of
textual transformation this implies, within the more encompassing set and
the more complex temporality of Numbers. You will have many a chance to
verify this. But the Drama's present was never in fact simple. In the
structure of the

I Ching, on the checkerboard, between the present outside

the quotation marks and the present of what "he writes, " a disjuncrure
creeps in, a duplicity in which something abysmal happens to the founding
present, to what is called present. Following this "duality triggered off by
writing , " there is thus already , on the same page, a simple present, the
effect produced by what provides the motion, and the present that enounces
or denounces its relation to the other tenses in a "scientific" discourse,
"scientific" in its presentation, which tells, in the present, the truth (about
truth as a naive present). Just as in sequence four of Numbers.
This total , differentiated, equivocal present, which must not be reduced
to the simple present it violently throws into question; this structured,
bottomless present, which is related to the double bottom that compre
herids but is not the present, is called, in Drama, the "plupresent" ["plm

que-present"} .
Although it is neither squarely the imperfect in Numbers, nor the double
or dialogic present of the fourth interpellation, the plupresent will have laid
the groundwork for both of these: it will , through a kind of future perfect

fiutur antirieur}, have lodged itself in the one and in the other, or rather in
the very exchange through which they were supposed to "remark" each
other. Such a future perfect, always making one text circulate inside
another, excludes any and all eschatology merely by dint of being the future
perfect of an innumerable imperfect, an indefinite past that will never have
been present .
Even before the confirmation brought by other parentheses, this se
quence of parentheses, in Drama, will have prescribed that thought for you:
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" . . . But on this side of 'speech, ' he discovers an absence oflimits: this can
be endlessly described, this can be endlessly described in the process of
being described, etc. (The sign 'etc. , ' moreover, is ludicrously inadequate
here; one ought to invent something that would signify the incessant or the
innumerable, something that could serve as an abbreviation of vertigo
within the general dictionary). His method nevertheless allows for access at
all times to the entire set of declensions, agreements, figures, persons-
taking them so to speak the other way around . A story of thought contained
in words and vice versa. An ablative absolute. That does not happen in time
but on paper, where one can make use of tenses. A page present for the
plupresent. 'The past is not behind us but beneath our feet. ' The page is
white but it has been written on from time immemorial ; it is white through
forgetfulness of what has been written , through erasure of the text on which
everything that is written is written. And yet nothing is truly written, all
this can change at every moment, and it is still and interminably the first
time (one ought to write 'the first time'). (He sees himself again seeing the
ocean for the first time: grey at the end of a street, the effect was null. It
seemed to him only later that the sea on the shore immediately represented
sound and consequently an explanation of the horizon which does and does
not exist. ) Here is how he goes about it: he calls up a simple possibility of
image, a prior bit of speech isolated in that un locatable country which is at
the same time what he sees, thinks, has seen or dreamed, could have
thought or seen, etc. , a limitless and yet available country, which makes a
screen. "
You have just, through this quotation, through this motiffrom Drama,
come within sight of a "horizon which does and does not exist," and then of
a certain "screen. " You are almost there.
So one ought to have invented "something that would signify the
incessant or the innumerable. " Inventing it, of course, in the interval.

Inventing the sign for this "being-in-the-process-of, " for a movement that
is at once uninterrupted and broken, a continuity of rifts that would
nevertheless not flatten out along the surface of a homogeneous, obvious
present. Our language always takes up this movement in the form of a
becoming-present: to become present, a present in the process of becoming,
the becoming of the present, a reprise of the movement of writing in the
tense of "living" speech: a self-proclaimed traceless present. It was therefore
necessary to turn to what is outside

our language in order to signify that

incessant extrapresent. And what is outside speech, too. Two "Chinese"
c
acters mark that "something comtantly reanimated and unappea.red( 1 . 3 7), that incessant movement of the "being in the procm ofand
precisely
-" (2.62).

�
�h

-"
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The plupresent in sequence four thus envelops both the present ("lived,"
by you, in the " illusion" of one who lives, reads, speaks in the present, your
eyes riveted to the classical scenario) and its violent reinscription in the
theatrical, arithmetical machine: Nllmbers, read, see, and speak, you, in the
process of reading yOIl, seeing YOII, speaking (to) YOII, "in the process" here
meaning at the moment that, non-presently, you are being read , seen,
spoken, etc. This reinscription takes place; there is its violence. This "there
is" of the "taking place" is in the present only through the "illusions" of
statement or utterance. The content and act of this speech are immediately
open upon the extrapresent. What takes place, what there is, is writing,
i.e. a machination in which the present is no longer anything but a
whirligig. Thus it is that Drama will have put the present in place in
writing, in the taking-place of the place, in the ex-centered composition of
the plupresent: "His story is no longer his story, but simply this statement:
something takes place. He tries to become the center of this new silence,
and indeed everything comes up and becomes hesitant and unbalanced in
his vicinity . . . Spoken words and gestures (beside him, outside) rediscover
their geometric roots: he enters into a generalized graph. "
The machination of tenses, i n NllmberS, merges with the distribution of
persons. For example (what else can you do here but pick an example out of
the innumerable or draw a lot?), the "we" will no more have been just a
person among others than the imperfect a simple past present . The "we" is
the nonpresent, nonpersonal, imperfect, limitless element in which the
personal present, the properness of the persons yOIl,

I, he, we are cutting out,

cut themselves out. The "we" is but the place of the permutation of persons.
Hence it takes place as the "dawning indication of an unsituated-unsitu
able--presence, but which remains and reconstitutes itself irresistibly.
There is doubtless nobody there, but the roles are permuted . . . " That is why
the other persons present themselves, frontally so to speak, and can be
faced, counted, discounted; the "we" is never presented full face: the
imperfect or plupresent: " 1 . . . Yet meanwhile, there was a 'we. ' This 'we' got
lost, came back, trembled, and kept coming back . " Everything has thus
.

. .

"begun" by that "we" and yet it is never representable at the front of the
scene. It is enlisted like an oblique force in a war without a front , like this
numberless group. . .

" 1 . 80 . . . 'Thefinite and the infinite are inseparable'/ . . . Comingfrom the rotation
and breaking ollr jOllrney for a moment in the sign 'liS' inscribed within lIS in
profile. . . Thlls taking theform ofa whole people animated and grollped arollnd its
articlliations, its voice ofsex and exchange, becoming the movingforce oftranslations
and divisions . All that, stirring by liS and throllgh liS now, seeming to arise Ollt of
.

. .
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an acceleration ofsleep, to issuefrom the current and to deposit by IIJ and through IIJ
its past and future germs. . . Germs, grouped and disseminated. . . ..

"By us" and "through us. " In the "us," the function of the personal agent
is opened, traversed by the anonymous force, the proliferating, working
imperfect of the swarm.
The edges of the chart are appearing more dearly to you. "And in that

way he finds the turning plate of his present again, where he has at his
disposal all tenses , persons, verbs (he reviews his cards and his charts), in a

(Drama).
Make another cut through Numbers and skip to the second of the

SOft

of navigation or aerial view . . .

..

sequences numbered four. That is where a representation of the machine is
feigned in its first approximation:

"4.8. (and since it is impossible to communicate to those of long ago orfar away
that the operation is unfolding both on the ground on which they move and beneath the
depths they could not fail to see if they but raised their eyes, the construction is
presented thllJ: three visible sides, three walls ifyou like, on which the sequences are in
reality inscribed-transitions, articulations, intervals, words-, and one absence
ofside or wall defined by the three others but enabling one to obsertle them from their
,
point of view.
2

This fourth surface is in a sense carved out of the air; it enables speeches to make
them.reltleS heard, bodies to let them.reltleS be seen; consequently, it is easily forgotten,
and that is doubtless where illllJion and error lie. Indeed, what is thllJ too easily
taken to be the opening of a stage is nonetheless a panel that distorts, an invisible,
impalpable, opaque tleil that plays toward the other three sides the role ofa mirror or
reflector, and toward the outside (i.e. toward the possible but consequently always
repelled, multiple spectator) the role ofa negatitle tietJeloper on which the inscriptions
simultaneously preduced on the otherplanes appear intJerted, righted, fixed. As ifthe
hypothetical actors came and traced or pronounced their text backwards, in front of
you, without your being aware ofit-nor they, either-by virtue ofthe apparatllJ in
question. Whence the impression ofwitnessing a projection, whereas it is ultimately a
matter ofthe very product ofthe surfac�fthe darkroom transformed into a surface.
Whence the tendency to imagine that something is happening in three-dimensional
space, whereas, initially and in closing, there are only two dimensions: neither stage
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nor house bllt on the contrary, enveloping both stage and house, a single sheet capable
ofgiving at once the sensation ofdepth, representation, andrefl«tion: thepage,/or the
moment, stands as an indication of that sheet, its most obvious envelope, the place
where, for that which appears andfor him to whom it appears, the very passage of
time IIpon bodies is played. Bllt this must be added: this envelope is the epitome of
flatness and depth, ofplatitllde and profllndity,' it corresponds to YOllr life throllgh
and throllgh, in its slightest details; it is the reason for space in its mllititllde of
grains falling in the night; it cOtJerS the slim total ofYOllr acts as of right now; it is
very precisely, here, what makes a sign to yOIl, poorly perhaps, withollt lying and
withollt telling the truth, bllt with the distinct desire to destroy YOIl and live in the
heart of Ihis stroke�"
The chart sketched out in this "second" of the fourth sequences (4. 8) will
henceforth continually be filled in, made more complex, shifted regularly
about, through a process of transformation you will be able to follow, which
stops to explain itself periodically, from quarter to quarter, sometimes
fixing its mutations and reversals in some new schema (4. 52; 4.48 . . . ).

5 . wriTing , encAsIng, screeNing
"What! perfect writing rejects even the slightest adventure, so as to
delight in its chaste evocation, on the tain of memories as dtawn by
some extraordinary figure, both the eternal ghost and the hreath!
when nothing immediate or outward is happening, in a present that
plays (at being) effaced so as to cover some more hybrid undersides.
If

our

external agitation is shocking, on the screen ofprinted pages,

all the more so on the stageboards, a materiality upright in gta
tuitous obsttuction. Yes, the Book or that monogtaph it becomes of
a type (the superimposition of pages as in a jewel-case, defending an
infinite, intimate, tucked-in delicacy of (the) being in itself against
btutal space) is su(ficient with many a ttuly new procedure analo
gous in tarefaction to the subtlest features of life. ..
"Parenthesis. In the margin. Blank. Title. Contact . . . It would only
take one of those short theatrical productions that seem to perform
the opetation of exttacting themselves from themselves for me to be

are

led here, to the edge . . . this veil passes over everyone's vision-a
white film covering the eye of birds that

... . (Drama)

still warm and

stiff-with a kind of discretion, a hesitation, scarcely tainted with
disgust

:::-What

.

J

gives the structural necessity to "illusion , ' "error, " and "for
getting, " s thus the strange "opening" of this quadrang
its missing side.
The opening already goes unnoticed as opening (aperity, aperture), as a
diaphanous element guaranteeing the transparency of the passageway to

([

§
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whatever presents itself. While we remain attentive, fascinated, glued to

what presents itself, we are unable to see presence as such, since presence does
not present itself, no more than does the visibility of the visible, the
audibility of the audible, the medium or "air," which disappears in the act
of allowing to appear.
But it is not enough to call presence to mind, to make the air itselfappear,
supposing that to be possible, in order to erase forgetfulness, illusion, or
error. For not only is the air not a simple medium-nor is the "air" (this
will be remembered since one can only say it, not see it) a univocal
signification-but the opening carved out of it is in fact a closed opening,

Ut is � false exit. A § irroy
It sllould be added that this mirror will

neither quite open nor quite closed.
And it is not just any mirror.

have been turned toward the back of the stage, "toward the other three
sides," offering uS only the sight of its tain, in sum.
Which would (not) be

anything if the tain were not also transparent, or

rather transformative of what it lets show through. The tain in this mirror
thus reflects--imperfectly-what comes to it-imperfectly-from the
other three walls and lets through-presently-the ghost of what it
reflects, the shadow deformed and reformed according to the figure of what
is called present: the upright fixity of what stands before me; "the inscriptions

. . . appear i1l1ltrted, righted, fixed. "
Once this ether, the presence of the present, has been called to mind, it is
necessary to mark the fact that the plupresent is not merely presence, but also
a kind of deformation irreducible to any form-and hence to any present-a
transformation based on no original form, no raw material, no first matter
in the last instance. To mark this is to remark that the alleged simplicity of
the opening, of the aperity-the letting-be, the truth that lifts the veil
screen-is already regulated according to a mirror, and in particular a
tainless mirror, or at any rate a mirror whose tain lets "images" and
"persons" through, endowing them with a certain index of transformation
and permutation.

Numbers are of such a cast: their ink is drawn from this tain, a sort of metal
covered with liquid mercury (the 10 = 1 + 2 + 3 + 4 , which is the
number of the letter in the Kabbalah and of the Sphinx in Tarot, is also the
number of Mercury in astrology and these Numbers filled with "quasi stellar

source$" could be read, will soon begin to be read, as an astrographical
constellation). The mercury, the tain of this ink, forms a screen . It shelters
and conceals. Holds in reserve and exposes to view. The screen: at once the
visible projection surface for images, and that which prevents one from
seeing the other side. The structure of this screen-mirror, this tain, this
"stray verso lined with metaf' (4 . 100), entails that it give itself out-this is
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the case in Numbers-as something that must be broken, absolutely gone
through en route to the true source, toward which it lures you, for

"3 . 95 . . . .

I

'A mirror is not a source'

I . . . ..

The mirror takes place--try to think out the taking-place of a mirror-as
something designed to be broken. "Since I am feigning not to know that
my look can put even the planets turning in space to death, he who claims

that I do not possess the faculty of memories will not be wrong. What
remains to be done is to smash this mirror to smithereens" (quoted in

Logics).
It is hard to know whether such a mirror is the space of the classical stage
or the generalized space, irreducible and plupresent, in which the old
theater is inscribed, dismantled, and denounced. This uncertainty should
not be dispelled. The mirror and the extramirror, the implication and the
issuance, are together prescribed by the structure of this uncertain specu
lum . Such is the obligation that

Numbers will have made such a case out of.

"2. 70 . . . . Hence, obliged to tear the veil again and to attack again the plane of
sleeps, tearing the screen anew, breaking the mirror, the error. . . "
"3 . 79 . . . . She was thw obliged to seek supportfrom what made her into one value
among others, one nerve in the constant networkforcing its way to knowledge; she was
forced at a certain point to sell her rhythm, her gestures-seeking the mirror,
necessarily summoning the opposite ofwhat was becoming dead in all the mirrors . . .
"

You will have begun, but not finished, pinning down the above allusion
to "value" only in the mirror in which we in turn quote a quotation from

Numbers. Before 3 . 79, in 3 . 67 , you had read, for example: "By means,
therefore, of the value-relation expressed in our equation, the bodily form of
commedity B becomes the value-form ofcommodity A , or the body ofcommodity B acts
as a mirror to the value of commodity A . . .
"

Not a single atom of Numbers escapes this play of recurrences, as one can
well sus�ct, and as one can indeed unceasingly verify . o statement can be
sheltere like a fetish, a commodity invested with value, even potentially
"scienti " value, l!fr
" om these mirror effect �<hrough which the text quotes,
--/: I
quotes itself, sets itself in motion of i.ts own accord, through a generalized '.
'
�! T'
graph that undoes all certainty derived from the oppositions between value
I ft,., J" .
and nonvalue, respectable and nonrespectable, true and false, high and low,
inside and outside, whole and part All these oppositions are thrown out of
whack by the simple "taking-place" of the mirror. Each term takes over the
other and excludes itself from itself; each germ becomes steadier and deader

�
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than itself. The element envelops and deducts itself from what it envelops.
The world comprehends the mirror which captures it and vice versa. In the
whole of what it captures , and because it can capture the whole, each part of
the mirror is larger than the whole; but then it is smaller than itself. The
fourth surface is the paradigm of this relation, which does not prevent it
from being caught in it itself; as the mirroring effect of the whole, as
present, it re-forms, in the indefiniteness of the plupresent, all possible
deformations. "3 .35. . . For here, the text wasflattened out, and the whole could
.

at ewry moment be lesser than one of its parts . . . ..
And since nothing has preceded the mirror, since everything begins in
the folds of citation (you will later learn how to read this word), the inside of
the text will always have been outside it, in what seems to be serving as the
"means" toward the "work. " This "reciprocal contamination of the work
and the means" poisons the inside, the body proper of what was once called

the "work, " just as it poisons the texts which are cited to appear and which

one would have liked . to keep safe from this violent expatriation, this
uprooting abstraction that wrenches them out of the security of their
original context. Interestingly enough, in Numbers, poison is affirmed. The
mercury in its tain is a poison. It is mentioned by name, a name whose
frequent occurence you will have been able to follow: "dry poison, " "subtler

poison, " "methedicalpoison, " "a more secret, morepoisoned blow, " "thepoison I had
recognized in my veins, " "letting the opposite of the metal come back, something
poisoned andslowed down, " "the orient. . . transformed by its occident, but in turn not
leaving the latter intact, infiltrating it and poisoning it in its sentences, " etc.
The relation between opposing terms, between contrary germs, is thus
one of venomous tain. Metals of course can well be, and be termed,
"venomous. "
To try t o resist the removal of a textual member from its context i s to
want to remain protected against this writing poison. It is to want at all
costs to maintain the boundary line between the inside and the outside of a
context. It is to recognize the legitimacy of the relative specificity of each
text , but it is also to believe that any system of writing exists in itself, as the
relation of an inside to itself, particularly when it is "true. " This amounts
above all to an imposition of fundamentally classical limits upon general
ized textuality. It is a kind of discontinuity prompted by resistance and

rg

p!otectionism.
,
Everything "begins," then, with citatio in the creases f/aux plis} of a
ven the model itself is not exempt
certain veil, a certain mirrorlike scree
from this rul For example, in describing the composition of mirrors,
.
screens, and walls in Numbers, in delineating the general structure of the

�
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machine, one is already anchored in the citation or pre-scription of another
"book , " which thereby finds itself reinscribed in these Numbers, preventing
them by the same token from closing around their own order. The mirror of
a mirror. Wi tness this description, already , in Drama, and store up in your
memory each one of its details , for instance those columns of white smoke
rising above the factories. Later, you will already have read:
"There is a tranquillity there composed of words that are false and
lacking in importance, a frozen rotation in which, while I am asleep, I live
through my own disappearance (and I am sorry, I insist: about the total
destruction of my hand and the precisely symmetrical destruction of your
eyes and mine). On the page. . . A white screen spewing out of a factory
located far from the city , in the midst of the forest that burns almost every

summer, a factory with its putrid smoke (one drives past it hurriedly,

keeping the car windows shut) spreading a grey area around it, a factory in

which wood is precisely turned into paper . . . Sometimes the fire is at the
gates of the city, day is no longer day, everything is swept by a dry storm,
and ashes fall slowly , at random, so that there drops for example upon one's
plate a charred bit of fern carried there by the wind . . . Black afternoons, red
evenings . . . All this can be found in the word 'fern' if one really Stops to
think about it . . . And that is where the problem lies: how is one to follow
the solicitations , the appeals, the diagonal lines of such rapid visions ('fern'
is also the presence of the hidden sun, the carpet of luminous patterns in
which all autumns come to be imprinted), unless it be through a system of
reflection and fram ing which makes the rest exist and which, in its
repetitions and closures, sets it free? This system, perha

ps[:a succession of

�t always parallel lines that come back to meet themselves at
right angles.� jW hich defines and opens each fresco, isolating it, allowing it

crisscrossed

to take place).nd be seen, but which also limits it, wipes it out, or rather
recalls its origin and end . . . (I am writing this legibly , it seems to me?) A
wall and a mirror. (And if you write next to the looking glass, your right
hand is writing no less truly than your left , in front of you, and the shock
can be as self-evident as you please; it still in your eyes lags behind your
incomprehensible and ever-changing self. )"
You would be mistaken to think that the matrix of Numbers is merely
outlined in

Drama,

barely sketched out by that "screen, " those "diagonal

lines , " that "system of reflection and framing which makes the rest exist
and which, in its repetitions and closures, sets it free, " that "right angle, "
that "wall , " that "mirror, " that "lag. " You would be mistaken to think

Drama, and only once at that, one
proclaims itself only "as if for the first

that that matrix is merely outlined in
"first time. " Everything in

Drama
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time": "then the curtain rises, he recovers his sight, escapes, watches
himself struggle with the spectacle that is neither inside nor outside. And
then he enters on stage as if for the first time. Hence, it is a matter of
theater: everything begins again. " In the passage quoted above concerning
the "page present for the plupresent" and the "first time," this procedure
was already, there too, written. To repeat: "Here is how he goes about it: he
calls up a simple possibility of image, a prior bit of speech isolated in that
unlocatable country which is at the same time what he sees, thinks, has seen
or dreamed, could have thought or seen, etc . , a limitless and yet available
country, which makes a screen. "
The screen, without which there would be no writing, is also a device
described

in writing.

The writing process is reflected in what is written.

And here is another scree" , a "provisional screen, " another matrix of the
"operation , " caught in another of Drama's textual refractions, another
citation you will have read all the way down to the citation of another mirror
within it: "He lives in this country, this city . . . His face raised, he feels
more and more replaced, dilated, by the night, tries to become its mirror

and direct reflection . . . And ever so slowly, his eyes regain their autonomy

and , as though filling with tears, they cause the whole extent of space to
well up and drift about, spreading over and through it in a traceless,
borderless flow. His sight, however, is not altered; it remains sharp, precise
(making out the scattering of stars more and more clearly, seeming to
multiply them, to raise them to a cold incandescence, a kind of calculus
with principles and laws unknown to him), but it now secretes its own
milieu in which distances become equalized and lost-in which the absence

of direction (of sense) is at once unveiled and seized . . . He is in the midst of
the night he is. He is holding it out, reduced, before his eyes-but he
himself has disappeared in it (he verifies in sum the fact that there is no
'subject'-no more than on this page). Thus, from time to time, motionless
before the band of yellow sky that unfurls the horizon, he takes careful stock
of his position, his limitations. The furthest point he is able to see or
imagine coincides with the one that is most 'withdrawn' (in virtual space,
which also represents the future}--and , between the two, there is this
provisional screen on which the operation depends . . . A suspended, free
floating sphere is constituted in silence, half visible if one looks through
him . . . The word he can pronounce here will also be the thing that is
furthest away, and the thing that is nearest at hand will be an existing but
absent word . . . 'Each substance, moreover, is like an entire world, a mirror
of the whole universe, which is expressed by each substance in its own way ,
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somewhat as the selfsame city is variously represented according to the
different positions occupied by the person observing it' . . . "
JUST AS the city here mentioned refers back to what you will later refuse
to call a "thematics" of the city ("We are living in this city (this book) . . . "),
which permeates and virtually encompasses the entire architecture of

Drama and Numbers, their common yet different design; JUST AS this latest
mirror captures in its "citation" the most powerful and most arithmological
thought about the mirror or echo as the universal characteristic; JUST AS
that "scattering of stars" raised to a "cold incandescence, a kind of calculus
whose principles and laws would be unknown to him" implicates an entire
textual constellation (from Drama again: "while the mass of stars invades
the nocturnal void . . . " . . . "always the same fixed star endlessly in the midst
of falling to the keenest limit of the fixed eyes. . . "), a whole magnetic field
from which you are here choosing to detach this diamond, which is more
than fragmented by the arbitrary violence ofabstraction, being compared to
another diamond extracted from a box of writing and d ream , of silence and

death or, if you prefer, from a clasp or jewel-case you will encounter later
on:
after "the sky is not sowing fewer stars across her shadow"

closed')
there will have been

"IF [SI]

(Her grave is

IT WAS
Sltlla,. Olllgt"OWlh

IT WOULD BE
worSt
not
indifferently bllt jllJI as mJ«h

NOTHING

EXCEPT
at the altitude

PERHAPS
as
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far

as

one location

THE NUMBER
WERE IT TO EXiST
otherwise than as a scattered hallucination of agony
WERE IT TO COMMENCE AND CEASE
welling up yet denied and closed when in view
at last

through some widespread profusion of rarity
WERE IT TO BE CIPHERED
evidence of the sum if only there is one
WERE IT TO IU-UMINATE

CHANCE
WILL HAVE TAKEN PLACE
BUT THE PLACE
fuses with beyond

outside the interest

indicated as far as it is concerned

in genetal

according to such-and-such obliquiry by such-and-such decliviry
of fices
toward

it must be

the Septentrion just as North
A CONSTEllATION
cold with oblivion and disuse
not so much
that it does not enumerate
upon some vacant superior surface
the successive bumping
sideteally
of a total account in process of formation

32 1

32 2
«

DISSEMI NATION

ql/elle n'mumere

[that it does not enumerate}:

The constellation is not so cold that it does not give any sign of life in the

number of stars that compose

it; this sense of the continued fertility of the

mother-site (an androgynous mixture of stars and sky:

con

[female sexual

parts} and st [testes?}) is borne out by the elements mere [mother}, elle [she},

qu'elle [ef. queue, tail, male organ}, the link ne [born}, and the
nu [nude} recalls the nudity of procreation (both on the physical
and on the mental level), and this is in line with another usage of mere: 'pure
fern. adj . ' (Larou.rse). The unit mere is being used consciously , as is shown by
the rhyme between 'mumere' and 'mere' (,On trouve ici, bonhellr.f quejinumere /
La grande mer avec petite mere' ['One finds here, joys that I enumerate / The
huge sea along with little mother'} On sorm pebbles from Honjkur), and the
expression 'Ia Mu.re nue et mere' [,the nude mother Muse' ; 'nue et mere' is a
permutation of the syllables in 'mumere. '-Trans. } (from the preface to Le.r
Raisins bleu.r et gris [Blue and Grey Grapes}) provides an excellent indication of
the caudal

element

"

one of the levels of signification . . . Childbirth, the final Throw of Dice,
comes from an androgynous procreator: nature, summed up in the constel
lation; its products are later stages of itself in the process of becoming
symbolized by the garland of individual stars in the Dipper; these stars are
products that are ambiguously male: sperm; and female: eggs; or both at
once: children, and all three ideas are summed up in the word 'seed': the
letter

m

in

mumere

is thus a good example of 'M translates the power to

make, hence a joy that is both male and maternal . . . number .

Worth")

.

.

. ' (English

. . The idea of stars as seeds is a traditional one in poetry, ef. 'your

conversation sows jewels into my inner winter' (letter to Cazaiis, December

4, 1 868). The star-seeds will be linked with male and female milk in
association with the milky way; see

Ie heurt successij [the

succe.r.rif,

below . . .

successive bumping}

This is the 'supreme game' itself, the act, or its products, its children,
the stars of the constellation

in process 0//ormation,

with an eye to the

total

account.
This erotic bump intended toward consummation is amply confirmed by:
'the mechanical salutation inflicted by the way the tool bumps, incessantly,
toward the Sum'

(Con/rontation),

particularly if we recall 'that shovel and

that pick, sexual tools--whose metal, epitomizing the pure force of the
worker, fecundates the terrain'

(Conflicts). The 'disseminating' power of the

's' is entirely appropriate here; successive is used in the literal sense of
dissemination [having successors}: to sow [semer} seeds: note the word ' inces-
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sandy' in the passage just quoted and the word 'incessant' in 'the incessant,
successive coming-and-going'

(As for the Book) . . . "

SO TOO, then , does each sequence of the text, through this mirror-effect

that germinates and deforms, comprehend some other text each time, which
by the same token comprehends

it, so that, in one of these parts that are

smaller than themselves and greater than the whole they reflect , the
theoretical statement of this law is guaranteed a housing. That statement
would moreover not itself be exempt from the law of recurrence and
metaphorical displacement in which, in elementary fashion, being both
end and middle, term and milieu, it expropriates itself:
Drama: ' " "but it now secretes its own milieu . . . .. . . . ... . . He is in the
midst of the night he is . . . ..

Numbers: "3 . 1 9 . . . . It was a more and more differentiated, acidic material that
kept biting into its fnJ)TJ fire-"
" 1 . 77. . . . I could nevertheless tramform what was happening since I was no
longer stuck upon a single sur/ace, able on the contrary to see the organisms comtantly
functioning on several levels, as ifleafed through and superimposed upon themselves,
recharged like batteries immersed in their fnJ)TJ acid, which has been elaborated or
neutralized, traversing and being traversed, modifying and being medifod. . . "
Do not try your hand at temporal " intuitions" or impracticable

variations; you will perhaps have better declined this double-bottomed,

plupresent imperfect by drawing the figure of a quadrangle complicated by
the structure of a very strange mirror. A mirror which, despite the
aforementioned impossibility, does indeed come to stand as a source, like
an echo that would somehow precede the origin it seems to answer-the
"real, " the "originary, " the "true," the "present, " being constituted only
on the rebound from the duplication in which alone they can arise. This is
why the "echo" is an "incision" ( 1 . 5). The "effect" becomes the cause. A word
that would not be repeated, a unique sign, for example, would not be one. A
sign becomes what it is only through the possibility of its reissue.

" 1 . 77. . . . each word found the echo that was its calISe. "
What has become of the present here? the past present? the future
present? "You"? "Me"? "Us" will have been in the imperfect of that echo.

6 . The Attending Discourse [Le discours d'assistance]
" . . . The sound box, the vacant space in front of the stage: the
absence of anyone, where those attending are held back, and which
the character does not cross" . " "Let a critic plant himself in front of
the gaping stage!"

Imagine Plato's cave not simply overthrown by some philosophical move
ment but transformed in its entirety into a circumscribed area contained
within another-an absolutely other-structure, an incommensurably,
unpredictably more complicated machine. Imagine that mirrors would not
be in the world, simply, included in the totality of all onta and their images,
but that things "present," on the contrary, would be in them. Imagine that
mirrors (shadows , reflections, phantasms, etc . ) would no longer be compre

hended within

the strucrure of the ontology and myth of the cave--which

also situates the screen and the mirror-but would rather envelop it in its
entirety, producing here or there a particular, extremely determinate effect.
The whole hierarchy described in the Republic, in its cave and in its line,
would once again find itSelf at stake and in question in the theater of

Numbers.
Without occupying it entirely , the "Platonic" moment inhabits the
fourth surface. But the fourth surface also comprehends, as you know, the
discourse that dismantles the " Platonic" order of presence (present speecn
leading us to the visibility of the phenomenon, to the visibility of the eidos,
of what

is, in its truth, behind the veil or screen, etc . ).

That which , on this stage, plupresently, proffers itself in the present, so
as to deconstruct the " illusion" or "error" of the present, will be named the
"attending discourse. " It unites the motif of presence (the presence, the
pressing solicitude of the interlocutory voice that calls you "you , " thus
invoking the presence of the reader-spectator who attends the spectacle or
.
discourse while it is happening) with the motif of the auxiliary (a discourse
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of aid, of indefatigable attentiveness , of vigilant prevention, a kind of
Platonic

boetheia that supports with its speech-its present speech-the

faltering and frightened infirmity of an ekgonos, a dispossessed son, a stray
product, a seed exposed to all the violence of writing: you).
The attending discourse--which is proliferating here--is addressed to
the spectator (who attends the spectacle and is carefully attended in his
attendance) and assists him in his reading of the moving Structure of the
play as a whole in all of its four faces, in its generalized writing and its total
account in process of formation.
But who is it that is addressing you? Since it is not an "author," a
" narrator, " or a "deus ex machina, " it is an "I" that is both part of the
spectacle and part of the audience; an "." that , a bit like "you , " attends
(undergoes) its own incessant , violent reinscription within the arithmetical
machinery; an "." that, functioning as a pure passageway for operations of
substitution, is not some singular and irreplaceable existence, some subject
or "life , " but only, moving between life and death, reality and fiction, etc. ,
a mere function or phantom. A term and a germ , a term that disseminates
itself, a germ that carries its own term within it. Strengthening its breath
with its death. The seed is sealed; the sperm, firm.

"3 . 1 1 . . . . becoming like you: not knowing who I am. But retaining what permits
me to say '1', this sudden start, thisflaw in the syllables at the moment they are all at
once there. . . I woke up talking, like a bolt of lightning slipping into a blackened
whirlwind of words, I had Ihu.r been talking forever before finding myself among
you . . . In the bloody knot ofspace, myselfand all those who couldsay myself, all ofu.r
found ourselves caught in this implacable numeration, both the living and the dead,
straining, lifted above the ritlers, the cold tlertiginou.rness ofwater and windows, all
of u.r who are thu.r turning about inside the cage, with this learned new change, are
cea.relessly placed in echo-positions, with these letters that approach, only by falling
back, the cry felt from on high . . . "
Turning about inside the frame, the cage, or the park,

"I" catches-two

sequences later, coming from the wall across the way-the distorted
repercussions of its language. "I" is caught in the violent impact of those
repercussions as of the very first redoubled blow:

" 1 . 13 . . . . The tale had begun abruptly when I decided to change languages
within the same language . . . , when repetitions began to invade all their traits . . .
That, howetJer, did not inllOltJe any doubling . . . . . . When the operation-during
which I hadpassed through mounds ofdisfiguredfte.rh, skinless andspeaking, as well
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as throllgh the retchings and chllrnings of neroe.r and blood tllrned into ciphers
detached and lost in the exchang�had reached its term, I became that reversal. . . I
opened my eyes, I saw coming toward me what wollid in slimforce me to say '1' . . . "
Being but "reversal, " repercussive percussion, a passing passageway for
permutation, subject to the violence of the blow and the "operation , " this

"I, " which is forced to be said in sum, and which serves as your attendant ,
attends your attendance, and leans o n its attending presence,
"4 . 28 . ( . . . YOII open YOllr eyes, YOIl enllmerate what passes before them . . . ForYOIl
there is always something to see, something that fills the day in which YOII find
YOllrselfand the night in which YOII think YOII are sleeping andforgetting yourself. . . I
am passing throllgh here as that which marks andstrikes the tale inprogress, making
it derive from itself, giving it the vertigo in which YOII were born . . . ), "

this "I" is the name of the full force of writing which, in one blow [d'lIn
COIIP}, triggers off the tale and keeps it in progress; but it is above all the
simulacrum-and that simulacrum must be understood as a force--of an
identity that is ceaselessly dislocated, displaced, thrown outside itself,
precisely by this kind of writing by force,

"3 .47 . . . . 'myself, ' however, more and more lost in the text, posed, arrested in a
corner of the text and no longer really doing anything bllt passing throllgh, still
detecting myselfeverywhere and in everything bllt to the point where everything was
growing dark with the motion of its force. . . "
This is the darkroom of that writing force where we developed pictures
that "I" and "you" will never have had anything but the negatives of. The
simulacrum of attendance would therefore require that the discourse of the
"I" (which serves as your attendant and attends your attendance) be diffe

rent , in writing, from what it says it is: proclaiming itself true instead of
stating the truth of the story in progress, it is a simulation, and it delud�
"you" by feigning to transform the imperfect point by point into the
present, an operation it knows is impossible (4. 48). In this duality trig
gered off by writing, it pretends to account-and to give a reason-for
what you are seeing , feigning to tell you the presence of your present,
whereas this pretense is itself part of a writing process. That is to say , a
process of de-presentation and expropriation. And you are sucked into a
new form of dizziness: in what does the present consist? Does it comist at all,
since it divides itself thus in its attendance

[assistance}? What would
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standing upright on stage amount to for something that is not consistent
with itself?
While it is feigning to speak to you, to assist you, the "I" that passes
through requires, as a surface vacant of itself, that something supplement

it, and this in that very simulacrum of attendance. By ruse, it foments the
cruel dispossession through which you will be dragged into the writing of
the red tale. Preparing new reports for the red moment ("3 . 83 . . . . I was

there, though breathing in the depths . . . Preparing new reportsfor the red moment . .
. , desiring the massive ascent of the East, the orient finally forced to show its
color. . . "), the "I" foments against you; it foments, i.e. prepares a substance
felt to be injurious-a poison-which makes the story redder and redder,

carrying you off in the movement of its dispossessive writing until it reaches
the simulacrum point at which it can both stain the tissue and feign to tell
you about it in truth, in the form of attendance or, in a face-off, in the form
of a barefacedly threatening provocation or summons. Go on reading, but

watch out for this, which should already have started to make your head
spin: that each separate fragment is only readable within the well-calculated
play of an extremely numerous recurrence and an innumerable polysemy .

Here, for example and at least, it is of the kind that affects the words
"column," "frame"

["cadre" also = an executive}, "blow" ["couP"},

"poisoned , " "products, " "squares," "red , " etc. , and transforms them,
throughout the length of

Numbers, in the most baffling and necessary,

surprising but obsessive ways. Hence you might see the "present" passage
"quoted" as though it referred only to itself:

"4. 40. ( . . . Here, however, the tale continues, and it is like an empty column, a
series ofempty cadres designed to help the enemy in depth, to deliveryou a more secret,
more poisoned blow intended to deprive you of the we of your products and of the
mastery ofyour discourse whosefunction is to mask everything, to arrange everything
into neat, regular formulas . . . As though you were passing, with your eyes closed,
from one square to another, from some decorated land to a land that has been bombed,
with respect to which you are already beginning to spin. . . The red tale. . . �"
Such a simulacrum of attendance only operates within parentheses. The
twenty-five occurrences of sequence four are in parentheses, which signifies,
in its duplicity, at once:

1 . that a (present) discourse is claiming to go outside the text, to
interrupt the (written) tale, through the rectitude of frank speech and the
explanations of an accomplice, as if the discourse presently being held owed
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nothing to anyone in its immediate, frontal disclosure, proffering itself of
its own accord in all consciousness and without prior history;

2. that it nevertheless returns to writing, that the irreducibly graphic
function of parentheses belongs within the general fabric of the tale just as
the extratextual claims are really a form of dreSSing-room gossip, now being
unmasked by the attending voices, or rather restored to their masks and
theatrical effectiveness:

"4. ( . . . it is hard to accept this interval, this blank intact; it is nevertheless very
hard to confirm without this forgetting which comes back and forces one's hand
when the text is interrupted, folds back upon itself, lets the voices corm back like an
endless mording-. . . )
If there is no extratext, it is because the graphic-graphicity in gener
al-has always already begun, is always implanted in "prior" writing. You
have i ndeed read

implanted here, and with the sowing of this allusion to

grafting, transplantation, and emphyteosis, you can premeditate the idea of
seeing it bud somewhere later on.
There is nothing before the text; there is no pretext that is not already a
text. So that, at the moment the surface of attendance is broached and the

opening opens and the presentation is presented, a theatrical scene was.

In the imperfect. Was already in place, even though presently invisible,
at work without letting itself show, without being spoken by any present
statement, prior to the "first" aCt. "It was/stellar outgrowth/the number/. "

Numbers thus has no proper, unified, present origin; no one, outside the
mask or simuJacrum of some very clever pseudonym , is entitled to the
property rights or author's royalties . . . Authority and property still remain,
though, as pretentions of the attending discourse and as dead surface
effects. (Even though, if two specific emblems are taken into account, while
the proper name of the author is disappearing in a constant equivocal
motion of death and safekeeping or salvation, the name is only in faCt in

"the multiplication of
screens as emblems ofthis new reign" ( 1 . 2 5), or finds refuge, without ceasing to
hiding; it conceals itself behind the screen, behind

shine, a gem without air at the bottom of the book, the clasp, or the

"that writing that comprises a tangle of s;,.pents, plumes,
and the emblem of the eagle, which refers to the tensed force of the sun--a preciow
stone-a stone that mwt be reached if one wishes to go on behind the sun" (2. 34),
jewel-case, thanks to

behind death. A proper name, then, as it was once penciled at the theater,
"always ready to regain control . An intact jewel

[joyau} beneath the
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disaster. " All you will have had to do, Once this stone has been thrown out,
is to go a bit further, behind the citing of the solar
death

=

[solaire]

star (sun

=

mirror) in order to glimpse a poisoned ring. Then an antidote and

then the key . Which are all the same.)
What will already have begun its play in the imperfect (or in a certain
aorist, a certain unlimitedness in which the very horizon is lost, and which
can also be confused with a future that will never become present ("2 . 6 . .
.

.

As though I were able for a moment to grasp myselffrom the viewpoint ofan empty
future, without any bounds (� ), as though the play, the crowd, the sky which were
now comprehended in the present-there I am-were comingfrom a past I hadyet to
go through . . . " )); what will have been written-the past of an anterior future
or the future of an anterior past-in the "unreachable double bottom, "
which i s itself neither anterior nor ulterior; what constantly returns to that
imperfect

does not belong.

But nOt because it has been wrested from some

primal presence or state of belonging. What is in question here is nOt a
thing-a "reality" or "meaning"-that would come to achieve inscription
as an extra option, after its original "production" or first marketing. This
non-belonging-textuality as such-intervenes, i . e. interrupts, as of the
very "first" trace, which is already marked by duplication, echoes, mirrors,
presenting itself something like "the trace of its reflection"

(Drama), always

at least geminated into cwo parts, each one greater than the whole.
«

it is only by virtue of two texts

being repeated that one can enjoy
any one part whole
or by virtue of
the turning around
of the same text
- of a second way
of rereading
that allows for having
the whole
successively . . . . . .

J-Until that moment
I print on quality paper
or edit separately
seek.

.

.

•

»
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7 . The Time before First
" . . . However, sOffUbody killed sofflt/hing: rhar's clear, ar any rare--"
"Bur oh!" rhoughr Alice, suddenly jumping up, "ifl don'r make
hasre, I shall have ro go back rhrough rhe Looking-glass, before I've
seen whar rhe resr of rhe house is like! !.er's have a look ar rhe garden

[It parr} 6rsr!"
You are retracing your steps, The last vestiges lead you deeper into the park;
you are advancing backward, toward it natively, "The triangle with its
point downward, the lower part of Solomon's seal , is a traditional symbol of
the feminine principle, exploited extensively in

Finnegans Wake. It goes

without saying that the value of the letter V is more justly derived from a
vague. vast group of associations. The classic Mallarmean example is found
in 'Herodiade' . . .

"

All oppositions based on the distinction between the original and the
derived. the simple and the repeated . the first and the second. etc

. •

lose

their pertinence from the moment everything " begins" by following a

I.e. a certain repetition or text . Better than ever you will have
Numbers.
Everything there goes On beyond the opposition between one and two (etc. );

vestige.

understood this in reading

everything plays itself out despite or against the distinction between
perception and dream . perception and memory, consciousness and the
unconscious, the real and the imaginary , story and discourse, etc. Beyond
these oppositions or

between
Two

different distribution.

these terms, but not in total confusion. In a
is nO more an accident of

one than one is a

secondary surplus of zero (or vice versa), unless we reconsider our whole

notion of the values of accident. secondariness. and surplus: the sole

condition for being able at last to consider the text, in the movement of its
constellation. which always proceeds by number.
Far from being simply erased. the oppositions deactivated by this arith
metical theater are, in the same blow, reactivated, thrown back into play ,
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but this time as effects, not rules, of the game. Since the trace can only
imprint itself by referring to the other, to another trace ("the trace of its
reflection"), by letting itself be upstaged and forgotten, its force of produc
tion stands in necessary relation to the energy of its erasure. The power of
expropriation never produces itself as such but only arises through an
alteration of the effects of property. Upon the historical stage of the fourth
surface, disappropriation is misapprehended , and necessarily so

("4.52 . . .

There is a law for this misapprehension"); it is violently confiscated within the
domestic organization and representative economy of property. Coming to
terms with desire (the desire for the proper), and taking into account the
contradictions among its forces (for properness limits disruption, guards
against death, but also regards death closely ; absolute property, one's
undifferentiated proximity to oneself. is another name for death; the space
of property thereby also coincides with the "dead surface"), the text, quite
squarely, makes the stage spin. Expropriation operates by violent revolu

"dies and comes back to life in a thought that
in reality belongs from the beginning to no one" (4 and 4. 100); it modulates
tion. Writing lays bare that which

expropriation, repeats it, regularly displaces it, and tirelessly enumerates
it, .. . . . and I was thus one mark among other marks. . . . . . But no one was any rmwe
myself; what was going to happen, infact, happenedforno one," there was nothing but
this series ofciphers counting and recording and voiding the whole ofthe outsiek-"
(3.7).
Other suns, another revolution, a different arithmetic: "Something
COunts inside me, adds 1 , rounds out the critical number which the chariots
of the sun are waiting for in order to fill up the harness. I know that I have
been constructed in order to measure . . .

"

Expropriation is not ciphered merely by the mark of numbers, whose
nonphonetic operation, which suspends the voice, dislocates self
proximity, a living presence that would hear itself represented by speech.
The "stilled melodic encipherment"-as

Music and Leiters puts it-is the

violent death of the subject, the reading subject or the writing subject, in
the mute substitution of Numbers, in the dream of its fastened clasp, in its
silent strongbox. Your own. ("1 . 5 . . . . Upon touching this sequence, I under
stood that a single murder was constantly in progressI that we were comingfrom it
only to return to it via this detour. . . ") But this encipherment is melodic; a kind
of chant or song beats out the measures of all the marks in Numbers. In all
senses of the word, it is a cadence that you must follow.
The "stilled ode, " in Mimique, seals only the decease of a certain voice, a
particular function-the representative function--of speech. the reader's
voice or the authorial voice that would be there only for the purpose of
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re-presenting the subject in his inner thoughts, so as to designate, state,
express the truth-or presence-of a signified, to reflect it in a faithful
mirror, to let it show through untouched, or to become one with it.
Without any screen, without any veil, or with excellent tain. But the death
of that representative voice, that voice which is already dead, does not
amount to some absolute silence that would at last make way for some
mythiCal purity of writing, some finally isolated graphy . Rather, it gives
rise to an authorless voice, a phonic tracing that no ideal signified or
"thought" can entirely cover in its sensible stamp withl:)ut leaving some
thing out. A numerous pounding here subjects all representative outcrop
pings to the effects of its rhythm; and that pounding is itself adapted to the
cruel, ordered deployment and theatrical arithmography of a text that is nO
·
more "written" than "spoken" in the sense of "the alphabet henceforth

outmoded for us" (2. 22). The disappearance of the "authorial voice" ("The
Text speaking there of itself and without the voice ofan author," as Verlaine
was told) triggers off a power of inscription that is no longer verbal but
phonic. Polyphonic. The values of vocal spacing are then regulated by the
order of that tainless voice, not by the authority of the word or the
conceptual signified, which the text, moreover, does not fail to utilize, too,
in its own way .
A "poem silenced, " following those

Variations on a subject ("Everything

becomes suspense, fragmentary disposition with alternation and face-to
face, concurring in the total rhythm, which would be the poem silenced, in
the blanks"),

Numbers is also a poem in a fully raised voice. Try it. Note its

broad yet controlled, tense, restrained, yet pressing clamor. It is the clamor
of a song that puts the vowel on stage, along with the articulation whose
prior echo it precipitates ontO the wall surfaces, reflecting, from one panel
to the other, in hundredfold repercussion, each bounce. This occurs in a
different metal each time; it is the sculpting of another liquid, the
traversing of some unheard-ofmaterial . An authorless voice, a full-throated
writing, a song sung out at the top of the lungs:

"3 . . . and the voice was saying so, now, and it really was my voice being raised
from the colored vision or ratherfrom the burning background ofthe colors; it was my
voice I heard modulating a pressing, fluid conspiracy in which the vowels lined up,
changedplaces, and seemed to apply themselves to the text through my breath. Their
sequence acted directly on each detail, repulsed the hostile elements, formeda rhythmic
chain, a specter that collected and distributed the roles, thefacts, and this game was
using me as one figure among others; I was for it simply a grain picked up and
hurled. . . The vocal reliefofthe leiters insertedinto the detached inscription--which,
.
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without them, would have remained stable, opaque, undecipherable--; the activity
ofthese atoms which thllS enabled me to intervene by reversing the operation ofwhich I
was the object; the emission and projection whose discreet power I had returned in
mid-ftight; all that was opening up the distance, the outsilk-and I can again see the
sounds penetrating the purple sky down to the bottom ofthe eyes. Theformula could be
stated thllS: l-O-U-I-A-l provided one straightway impresses upon it a kind of
constant undulation, something that sounds drunk. . . . . . -And that is how my
.
1, r. me. . . . . . "
voIce It.Jt
This loss of voice is sung elsewhere in the transformed recurrence of the
same sequence, following a ''partition ofwater" and a "sun that comes to set it on

fire," "and there was this moment before the collapse, this moment that takes offin the
song: a pressing conspiracy in which the vowels lined up, changedplaces; a formula
that could have been Slated l-O-U-I-A provided one straightway impresses upon it a
kind ofconstant undulation, something that sounds drunk, precipitollS . . " (3 .55).
.

You will have remarked the cadence, and, in the second occurrence, the
dropping of the I at the end,

"the last note held for a long time" in the first

occurrence; where you would see the announcement ofa certain dismember
ment if you went back to look, just before the mark according to which the
organ of "my

voice left me. "

" . . . red I , etc . . . . of course, one can't attribute colono a consonant . But
isn't it obvious that each of them , and each letter in genera1-, has a different
dynamism , that each one does not

work in the same way , that it can be

compared to a mechanical device which, having a single form, can never. the less be used in all sorts of different ways? ' " Just recently I was reading
in a book. . . that.c:he letter D, the Delta (�), is, according to Plato, the first

and most perfect of all the letters in the alphabet, the one out of which all

the others are born, since it is composed of equal sides and angles. And we
are also told that in the Law the Savior did not come in order to remove that
dot, that apex, which is located on the top of the I. "
Expropriation thus does not proceed merely by a ciphered suspension of
voice, by a kind of spacing that punctuates it or rather draws its shafts from
it, or at it; it is also an operation

within voice. Mainly, if thought belongs

from the beginning to nO one, if"impersonification" is what is initial, then
this is quite simply because

�e text never in fact beginSJ Not that its rifts

are erased or its "positive" ruptures blurred and blended into the con
tinuum of something always-already-there. But precisely because

[he rifts

in it never stand as origins: they always transform a preexisting text . No
archeology of Numbers is possible from the moment they are read. You find
yourself being indefinitely referred to bottomless, endless connection and

�
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to the indefinitely articulated regress of the beginning, which is forbidden
along with all archeology , eschatology, or hermeneutic teleology. All in the
same blow. "The new text without end or beginning" (3.99) can be neither
maintained nor contained in the clasp of a book. The text is Out of sight
when it compels the horizon itself to enter the frame of its own scene, so as
to "learn to embrace with increased grandeur the horizon of the present
time. "
Thus, for example:

Numbers does seem to begin at the beginning: with

the one of the first sequence. Yet on the eve of this opening:

1. the initial capital letter is suspended by the three dots that precede it;
the origin is suspended by this multiple punctuation and you are im
mediately plunged into the consumption of another text that had already ,
out o f i t s double bottom, set this text i n motion. I t is a citation, an
inchoative in-citation, which gets the organization of everything cited [de

chaque cite, also

=

"of every city"} moving again;

2 . this cited text, this prior past that is still to come, isn't it precisely
itself not only consumed but indeed the consummate statement of con
sumption or consummation as such? Its theoretical statement, as they say?
and quite expert at that? For example: the "beginning" of Numbers is but a
propagation, rolled up in the same flame, of the last burning page of

Drama. You can read: "1 . . . . the paper was burning, and it was a matter ofall
the sketched andpainted things being projected there in a regularly distorted manner,
while a sentence was speaking: here is the outer surface. ' Before the eyes or ratheras if
retreating from them: this page or surface of browned wood curling up consumd. "
The "last" page of Drama:
•

"thinking that he will still have to write:

'one ought to be able to consider that the book is washed up here-

(burns) (erases itself) (in a thought that has no last thought-"more
numerous than the grass"-"the agile one, the one most rapid of all , the
one that leans upon the heart"}- . ' "
Writing, fire, erasure, the "without end," the number, the innumer
able, the grass, are all citations and cited statements about the necessity of
these citational effects. These effects do not describe the line of a simple
relation between cwo texts or two fiery consumptions; they carry you off in
the displacement of a constellation or labyrinth. They no longer fit " inside
the frame of this piece of paper. " Not only are the references infinite, but
they conduct you through texts and referral-structures that are heter
ogeneous to each other. Sometimes the citations are "quotations" of" quota-
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tions" (you are still reading this word in quotation marks before subjecting
it, when the time comes, to a thorough eXamination); the references can be
lateral or direct, horizontal or vertical; they are almost always doubled , and
most often presented on the bias. One example from Out of the number: the

=

fire in this paper does not spread merely from Drama to Nllmbers; it has as
one focus Voyer, also
"hearth"}, a focus more virtual than real, another
such "burning paper" yearning for dawn [en mal d'aurore, cf. "Maldoror"},
which is in turn consumed-"cited"-("symbolic figures traced upon
burning paper, like so many mysterious signs living with latent breath") in

Logics, which, in a mode that is no longer simply theoretical but perhaps
repeats the attending surface of the tetralogy (Le Pare, Drame, Nombres,
Logiqlles), sets forth the "transfinite" motion of writing: the "generalized
putting-in-quotation-marks oflanguage" which, "with respect to the text,
within it . . . becomes entirely citational. "
No event, then, is being recounted; everything happens i n the intertext;
only One principle is observed: that "in the final analysis, what happens is
nothing. " There is always another book beginning to burn at the moment
"he closes the book-blows Out the candle with that breath of his which
contained chance: and, crossing his arms, he lies down on the ashes of his
ancestors. "
The duality between original text and quotation is thus swept away. In

.

the process ofsquaring. And as of the second square, you have been warned:

"1 . 5 . . . something had begun, bllt this beginning in turn revealeda deeper layer of
beginning; there was no longer any before or after; it was impossible to tllrn arollnd
. . .-

"

Any statements about the pre-beginning, about the fiction of the origin,
about the indeterminacy of the seminal imperfect into which the pluperfect
of some event without a date, of some immemorial birth, is inserted
("something had begun . . . ") cannot themselves escape the rule they set
forth. They recite themselves, leading you back for example to the native
enclosure of the Park: " . . . read the beginning of a sentence: 'The exercise
book is open on the table, ' make quite sure that it contains nothing that I
wanted to give it (nothing that might be compared with the original
project), that one word is not enough to save the rest , that this whole
complacent, numbing succession of words must be destroyed; tear it up,
tear it up, throw it away, make a clean sweep, recreate the space that will
gradually extend and expand in every direction. "
This "beginning of a sentence" creates a relation of attraction between a
certain piece of paper and a certain "surface of browned wood" on which
Nllmbers will be tabled. But they have already followed a path marked above
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in The Park: "The exercise-book is open On the table of brown wood feebly
lit by the lamp. The cover is already a bit torn and the pages, covered one
after another by small , fine handwriting in blue-black ink, follow each
other slowly, progress over white squared [quadrilll] paper, making it
impossible to go back, to begin again this meticulous and useless work that
demands to be completed to the yet distant final page, where one day it will
stOP of its own accord. "
Like this graph paper i n The Park, the checkerboard i n Drama houses,
from the very outset of the game, the impossibility of beginning, which is
also the impossibility of "turning around" (Numbers), of "going back" (The
Park): "All contaminated, significant. No beginning can provide the
necessary guarantees of neutrality . " This contamination of origins will also
have been indicated by the "poison" in Numbers.
From where you stand, please note, in an angle of the graph paper (The

Park), in the checkerboard squares (Drama), in the squares or cubes (Num
bers), this opening paradoxically wrought like a thing that closes, the one
playing itself off against the other. The necessary exit lays siege; it sur
rounds the text indefinitely, and also imperfectly, by referring-by exit
ing-toward another text. A false exit extends out of sight. The mirror is
shown the door. Or squared. The enclosure--the grille--i n The Park,

Drama, and Numbers, is shaped like an opening, a little opening where the
key can be inserted, an innumerable opening since it is but a grid (a relation
between the lines and angles in the network). It is therefore both necessary
and impossible. Urgent and impracticable, literally obsessive, as this will
already have been situated and reserved in the Park: "Flat on my belly, my
face buried in the pillow, I must attempt the experiment again. All the
elements, if I wish, have been known for all time; I know, I can know; I
could get out, find the imperceptible crack, the way out that nobody before
me has been able to attempt. "
Further on , still i n the Park, you will have trodden On the numeroUS
grass from Drama and Numbers as you plunge deeper into the place beyond
the mirror which divides up the entire geometry of the text to come: "Quite
near, behind me, beyond the mirror where, when I lower my eyes, I can see
myself sitting on this chair, the grass is thick in spite of the pebbles, the
dead leaves , and the twigs; in spite of the winter and cold, the grass is
unalterably green, barely a tad less green. "
This text full of keys harbors no secret. Nothing in sum need be
deciphered except the sum the text itself is. There is nothing inside the
clasp. Nothing behind the mirror. The obsessive quest for the way out is
due, all other motivation being excluded , particularly that of some "au-
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thor, " solely to the structure of the text. And co that bunch of keys it
provides, which you don't know what to do with. The obsession will always
have been a textual one. "He said it was necessary to tie me to a fence. "
Textuality is obsidional . I t is an undecidable process of opening/closing
that re-forms itself without letup. Under orders and in order (arithmos).
It will be said-but things are not so certain if One takes a good
look-that this minute, useless, obstinate, tireless composition of uneven
squares that don't mean anything, that don't show anything but their
regular irregularity, their frames and their colors, doesn't make up a very
jolly world. This may be, but it is not a matter of psychology here, or of an
author's world, his "world view" (or yours), or of some "experiment" to be
performed , or of some spectacle to be described or recounted. Not a sight to
do with it.
Such will have been the fence in this undecipherable text. A text latticed
in the mirror. There are still other grille designs made to foil all deciphering
and keep you constantly sidetracked by throwing switch after switch. The
geometry of this text's grid has the means, within itself, of extending and
complicating itself beyond measure, of its own accord, taking its place,
each time, within a set that comprehends it, situates it, and regularly goes
beyond its bounds after first being reflected in it. The history of the text's
geometries is a history of irrefutable reinscriptions and generalizations.
An example, once again from among so many others: The Park "began"
thus, with a blue that was later to clear up: "The sky above the long,
gleaming avenues is dark blue. " In the curling in which the volume of

Nllmbers is consumed , you will have read: "3 . 1 5 . . . . Also saying: 'thepalace is
fllrnished with fifty doors. These are open llpon allfOllr sides, forty-nine in nllmber.
The last door is not on any side and it is not known whether it opens IIpward or
downward. . . All these doors have a single lock and there is only one little opening
into which the key can be intredllced, and that spot is indicated only by the trace ofthe
key . . . It contains, opens, and closes the six directions ofspace'. . . ThllS IInderstand
ing that we wollid have to go throllgh a goodly number of series before directly
reaching the retllrn ofthe architectllre into the medillm from which it had arisen. . .
With its terraces, its domes, its gardens, its inhabitants, its ceremonies . . . 'The sky
abrwe the long, gleaming avenlles is dark bllle': that, in Slim, was the sentence from
which I took off- . "
In the same way, the " first" sentence of Drama is reconstituted in one of
the fourth sequences in Nllmbers, where you will have been able to read it, in
the present , without knowing where it comes from: "4.32. ( . . . 'Firstly (first
draft, lines, engravings, the game begins) it is perhaps the stablest element that is
concentratt:d behind his head and forehead. . . ' . . . ). " The text thus trussed up
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(twisted, bent inward) always leads you back to the whole bundle, stringing
you along in its ring of keys.
3. The first sequence of Nllmbers is not merely older than itself, like the
wake of a prior text (which already, itself, etc.). If it is straightway plural,
divided or multiplied, this is also because of its power of germination or
seminal differentiation, which will proceed to engender or will have given
birth to a whole chain of other sentences that are both similar and dissimi
lar, sentences that reflect and transform each other in a regularly irregular
way , throughout the length of the text to come, separated each time by the
mark or margin of some small difference. In 4. 1 2 , for example, the entire
first sequence is modified by a preceding "as if. " The "Grand space already
extending beyond measllre" has become, in another key, a "Grand harmony
already extending beyond measllre. " The "Grand object dropped and IIndone" has
been changed to a "Grand voillme dropped and IIndone. " These "numbered
rephrasings" could be multiplied indefinitely.
What you have thus ascertained about the "first" or "last" sentences can
also be demonstrated of the pre-first words of the text, the epigraphs or
dedications, those fictive extratexts which also come to be violently rein
scribed within the system of Nllmbers. The epigraph, a sentence from
"Lucretius" (quoted in his originally foreign language: Seminaqlle innllmtrO
numero sllmmaqlle profllnda), ceases to be a quotation, pinned or glued to the
superficial front of the book, from the moment it is worked over and itself
sets to work inside the very body of the text ("4.BO. ( . . . / 'Desire appeared
first, wandering abollt over everything. It already existed before the germ of any
thollght' / . . . Germs , seeds sown in innllmerable nllmber, and the slim of which
reaches the depths in which the word 'yolI' and the thollght 'yolI' are carving Ollt a
passageway throllgh chance toward yOIl�. . . " 1 . B 1 . . . .past andflltllre germs. . .
Germs, grollped and disseminated, formlliae that are more and more derivative. . .
The epigraph does nOt stand outside the text [hors d'oellvre]. Neither does
"

the dedication, even though it presents itself as a proper name ["for

I-OA III 5=1 "] (marked in its originally foreign writing, brought in from
the East, like the Chinese characters sown throughout the text) whose

vowels compose an ideogrammatic formula which Nllmbers will in several
senses decompose and recompose, impressing a kind of constant undulation
upon it, by expropriation and anagrammatical reappropriation , translating
it, transforming it into a common noun, playing with the vowels that
compose it (and "4. 32 ( . . . 'Consonants are heard only throllgh the air that makes
the voice, or vowel' / �"), marking the color of each one, insisting on the I,
which is red like the "red moment ofhistory. " But these writing-effects, which
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will henceforth be called paragrammatical effects, are much more numerous
than these examples might lead one to believe.
4. The "first" sequence, therefore, is not a discourse, a present speech (in

the beginning

WaJ

the number, not the word, nor, in what presently

amounts to the same, the act); or rather the apparently "present" statement
is not the statement of any present, not even of any past present, of any past
defined as having taken place, as having been present. Far from any essence,
you are straightway plunged by the imperfect into the already opened
thickness of another text. And what is said or written (the "signified") is
already the performing of a cut within a graphic substance that retains and
distorts traces of all sorts: forms, sketches, colors, half-silent ideograms and
spoken words, etc. :

" 1 . . thepaper WaJ burning, and it WaJ a mailer ofall the sketchedandpainted
things being projected there in a regularly distorted manner, while a sentence WaJ
speaking: 'here is the outer surface. ' Before the eyes or rather aJ if retreating from
them: this page or surface of browned wood curling up consumd. "
.

.

Just as in The Park, the total milieu in which the book is written (the
bedroom, the "former room" that keeps reappearing, the table, the exer
cise-book, the ink, the pen, etc . ) is constantly being reinscribed and
thrown back into play in Drama and Numbers. Each time, writing appears as
disappearance, recoil, erasure, retreat, curling-up, consumption. This is
how The Park closes (you will note the reflection of the trace of the key):
"dark; while another day , with the exercise-book on a table in the sun or,
this evening, taken out of the drawer of which she alone has the key, the
exercise-book will be read for a moment, then closed ; the exercise-book
with the orange cover, patiently filled , heavily written over with regular
handwriting and leading to this page, this sentence, this period , by the old
pen frequently and mechanically dipped into the blue-black ink. "
There remains this column of ink, after, before the fi nal period. Dipped
mechanically , ready to light into another text.
Drama, which ends where Numbers begins, nevertheless begins at the
same point ("and we can say that he begins in fact at the point where he
ends"), with the already-there-ness of a text that also carves out the space of
a game: "Firstly (first draft , lines, engravings-the game begins) . . . ..

8 . The Column
"As for rhe rexrual morion (which carries off rhe whole of rhe Songs).
ir is of rhe sorr rhar becomes 'accelerared wirh a uniform rorarion in
a plane parallel ro rhe axis of rhe column . '

" (Logics)

"A dream comes and reminds him rhar he is ro consrrucr obelisks.
which is ro say solar rays of srone. on which he is ro engrave lerrers
rhar are said ro be Egyprian."
"00 you know rhar according ro Arisrorle a person who dies crushed

by a column does nor die a rragic dearh? And yer here is rhar
nonrragic dearh hanging over you . "

"Ir w as necessary r o find a formarion rhar would make use of rhe
masses . and rhis was discovered in rhe

ro/"mn."

"The column of faeces. rhe penis. and rhe baby are all rhree solid
bodies; rhey all rhree. by forcible enrry or expulsion. srimulare a
membranous passage . . . ..

Thus, in the indefiniteness of a past that has never been present, at the
moment a scission triggers off the game and lights into the text, "a sentence
was speaking. " Further on : "3 . 1 1 . . . I woke liP talking, like a bolt of lightning
slipping into a blackened whirlwind of words" . . . Just before this: "1 . 9 .
. . . Dollbtless I had awakened; bllt this awakening was bllt a delayed effect, a
germination . . . "
It is always a matter of waking up, but never of somefirst awakening. My
Own presence to myself has been preceded by a language. Older than
consciousness, older than the spectator, prior to any attendance, a sentence
awaits "you": looks at you, observes you, watches over you, and regards you
from every side. There is always a sentence that has already been sealed
somewhere waiting for you where you think you are opening up some virgin
territory, "4 . ( . . . -and that all dies and comes back to life in a thollght that in
340
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reality belongs from the beginning to no one, a transparent coilimn where what takes
place remains SllSpended at a greater or lesser height, and when YOII wake up you say
to YOllrself: hey, I was there, ' bllt nothing comes to explain that sentence, and that is
what regards yOII . . �"
•

.

The text occupies the place before "me"; it regards me, invests me,
announces me to myself, keeps watch over the complicity I entertain with
my most secret present, surveys my heart's core--which is precisely a city,
and a labyrinthine one--as if from the tOP of a watchtower planted inside

me, like that "transparent column" which, having no inside of its own, is
driven, being a pure outside, into that which tries to close upon itself. The

column puts space into time and divides what is compact. Its transparence
is also reflective. Imagine that you have swallowed a cylindrical mirror.
Upright, bigger than you are. "4. ( . . . that collimn doei not leave YOII any
distance,· it keeps watch while YOII are asleep; it is slipped in between YOII and YOII. . .
Less and less SllSpected, less and less remembered whereYOII are walking withollt seeing
me. . . ) "
.

This glass column traverses, dominates, regulates, and reflects, in its
numerous polysemy, the entire set of squares.
It is a Tower of Babel in which multiple languages and forms of writing
bump into each other or mingle with each other, constantly being trans
formed and engendered through their most unreconcilable otherness to
each other, an otherness which is strongly affirmed, too, for plurality here is
bottomless and is not lived as negativity, with any nostalgia for lost unity.

It engages on the contrary both writing and song. "1 . . . Air / / BecallSe of
something said in another language, accentuated, repeated, sllng-andstraightway
forgotten-, I knew that a new story had been triggered off" (also in 2 . 90).
.

The Tower of Babel, the text's spinal column, is also a phallic column

woven according to the thread of the work. "In place of phalli, says
Herodotus, they came up with other objects about a cubit long, which had a
thread attached ; these were carried by women who, by pulling on the
threads, were able to make the objects stand upright, a reproduction of the

male genital organ, almost as big as the rest of the body . "

"4. 56. ( . . . YOII are able, following this rhythm, to stand liP slowly, to gather lip
YOllr patch ofspace, to feel the coilimn of bones become moreflexible inside YOII while
YOllr hands recover theirfingers . � " "2. 6 . . . a syllable that does not exist in any
other known language . I was then almost at the top ofa cylinder whose extension I
cOlild not control, its base rooted in the heaviest ofmetals. We were thlls going liP, by
the thousands, toward the white opening. . . " "1 .49 . . . . not succeeding in grasping
. .

.

.

.
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the reason for this trip through the mirror, for this double uprooting, and why it WaJ
doneprecisely with her, her eyes, her tapered end, the sword hidden in the column that
enveloped her. . . "
Isn't this "transparent cylinder going through the worlds and their eraJ" (2. 38)

.

also the ungraspable column of air in the Zohar (3.43 . . . "he engraved great

ungraJpable columns of air" / . . . )? These mirror-columns, these columns of
mercury, these "physical and atmospheric columns" ( 1 . 85) indeed reach into
the Kabbalah in that they also involve a "column of numbers" (4 . 5 2), "1 . 45 . '
. . . in the dissemination with no images and no earth, the leap out of the marked,
accumulated pain--which is luminous, though, and dry and contoured; successions
of proofs {'the minimum number of rows-lines or columns-that contain all the
zeros in a matrix is equal to the maximum number ofzeros located in any individual
line or column') . . . , " and the columns of numbers are, there too, trees ( 1 . 45
and "3 . 1 5 . . . . Asidefrom thefour naked walls and the tree that went through the
room , there WaJ thus nothing there besides the hidden outside's insensible respiration,
turning red . . .
of which, joined to the authority of the number 10 ( 1
+ 2 + 3 + 4), might) if such a privilege were not too richly polysemous to
be mastered in one fe ef swoop, �present the tree of the ten sephiroth which
correspond to the ten archetypal names or categorie Safar means "to
count, " and sephiroth is sometimes translated "numerations. " The tree of
the sephiroth, an engraving of the whole, reaches down into the En Sof, "the
root of all roots" ; and this structure is entirely recognizable in Numbers.

").0.11

�

rThat would be only one of the numerous textual grafts through which the

Kabbalah is reproduced there; numerous: plural , disseminated, and also

9

suffused with rhythm and cadence, measured, calculate

arked on "the
entire reach" (2. 74), falling in time, like heads on the chopping block, like
voices in endless recordi ngs, in "the motionless fall of the numbers" ( 1 . 33).
A marching column, a column of numbers, a mirror-column, a colUmn
of air, a column of mercury, a column ofgold: gold in fusion, a name brand
alloy, "My magnificent palace is built with walls of silver, columns ofgold .
. . " The column is nothing, has no meaning in itself. A hollow phallus, cut
off from itself, decapitated (i), it guarantees the innumerable passage of
dissemination and the playful displacement of the margins. It is never
itself, only a writing that endlessly substitutes it for itself, doubling it as of
its very first surrection: "Two columns, which it was not difficult, much
less impossible, to take for baobabs, could be seen in the valley, bigger than
cwo pins. In fact, there were cwo huge towers. Now although, at first sight,
cwo baobabs do not look like cwo pins, or even like cwo towers, neverthe
less, by adroit use of the strings of prudence, one may affirm, without fear of
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error (for if this affirmation were accompanied by the least scrap of fear, it
would be no affirmation; although a single name expresses these two
phenomena of the soul whose characteristics are sufficiently well-defined as
not to be easily confused), One may affirm that a boabab is not so very
different from a column that comparison between these two architectural
forms should be forbidden . . . or geometrical forms . . . or both . . . or nei
ther. . . or rather high and massive forms . . . . Two hugh towers could be seen
in the valley; I said so at the beginning. Multiplying them by twO, the
result was four. . . but I could not see very clearly the necessity of this
arithmetical operation."
An entire reading of the volume could circulate in the intertext or in the
paragrammatical network that enlightens and fans the fire of consumption,
from Drama to Numbers (the "burning resume" of the city or the book, "the
paper was burning, " etc.) and the fires of the Torah, the black fire and the
white fire: the white fire, a text written in letters that are still invisible,

becomes readable in the black fire of the oral Torah, which comes along
afterward to draw in the consonants and point the vowels, "3. 43. / . . . The
path of the black fire where I burned myself on the white fire . " Even while so
.

.

many fires are tossed out, projected by the text, never is reference made to

any "real" consumption in which, after all texts have been exhausted and

outworn, One can finally hope to reach the focal hearth. The fire, indeed , is

nothing apart from this "transference" from one text to another. Not even a
"stilled object . " Consumption (the relation between death and a certain sun
that has been in question more than "once") is, like dissemination, textual
through and through ("the book suppresses
time ashes")
Which does not mean that it is reduced (to ashes) but that your thinking
about the text has been set on fire. The fact that, Cut off from any ultimate,
"real" referent-which would keep the fire at a reassuring distance--t his
sort of consumption seems to Consume only traces, ashes, and to shed light
On nothing that would be present , in nO way prevents it from burning. But
it is still necessary to find out what "burning" means. What is fire itself? In
Drama: "Nothing distinguishes a flame from fire; fire is nothing more than
a flame, and what is in question is the meaning of words, not the things in
the words. It is useless to picture a fire, then a flame: what they are has
nothing to do with what one sees. " Like the crime, this consumption or
consummation never "really" takes place. It hovers between desire and
fulfillment, perpetration and remembrance. This is what the hymen,
"tainted with vice yet sacred, " doubly names in Mimique; the penetration,
the act perpetrated by what enters [entre], consumes, and sows confusion
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between [enlre] the partners; but also, inversely yet in the same blow. the
unconsummated marriage, the vaginal partition, the virginal screen of the
hymen standing between the inside and the outside, the desire and its
fulfillment, the perpenetration and its remembrance. A suspension of the
"perpetual allusion": such is this PIERROT MURDERER OF HIS WIFE
(Margueritte's mime in this hymen that goes out of sight).
The Kabbalah is not only summoned up here under the rubric of
arithmosophy or the science ofliteral permutations ("2. 42 . . . . 'He tripled the
sky, doubled the earth, and supported himself with numbers' . . . " "3 . 95 . . . . The

science of letter combinations is the science of superior interior logic / . . . "); it also
cooperates with an Orphic explanation of the earth. As in Drama ("At the
start, everything is present, but nothing exists. Then vision creates its
successive screens . . . " . . . " . . . If I copy over this passage: 'now, I am
returning to the time when the world was fresh and new, when the earth

was still soft' . . . "), the first sequence of Numbers mimes a sort of cosmogonic
mythology . It is a repetition of the absolute present of the undifferentiated
origin, but not at the zero-point of a pre-face numbered 4 , some 0 . 4 ,
already i n the ( 1 . ): "thepaper was burning" already a t the origin o fthe world.
Interestingly, through the importance it gives to the dot, the air, etc . ,
this Orphic explanation also describes an analogue of the pleroma, which i s a
sort of original space, a pneumatic layer (tehiru) in which the zimZllm , the
crisis within God the "drama of God through which God goes out of
himself and determines himself, takes place. This contraction into a dot,
,

"

this withdrawal and then this exit out of self located within the original
ether, is of course linked to the mythology of "Louria," but it can also arise
by way of "Hegel ," "Boehme," etc. ("2.54 . . . . 'Heproduceda simple dot that
was transformed into thought, and within that thought, he executed innumerable
sketches and engraved innumerable engravings. And then he engraved the spark, and
the spark was the origin ofthe work, which existedand did not exist, and which was
very deeply buried, unknowable by name. . . ' . . , ).
"

Even while it keeps the texts it culls alive, this play of insemination-or

grafting---destroys their hegemonic center, subverts their authority and
their uniqueness. Indeed , reduced to its textuality, to its numerous plur
ivocality, absolutely disseminated, the Kabbalah, for example, evinces a
kind of atheism, which, read in a certain way--or just simply read-it has
doubtless always carried within it. " . . . number, the only thing you
,
so-called atheists have believed in . . .
Numbers are thus a kind of cabal or cabala in which the blanks will never
be anything but provisionally filled in, one surface or square always remain
ing empty, open to the play of permutations, blanks barely glimpsed as
"
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blanks, (almost) pure spacing, going On forever and not in the expectation
of any Messianic fulfillment. It is a spacing that is merely attended. For
there exists a whole interpretation of spacing, of textual generation and
polysemy , of course, revolving around the Torah. Polysemy is the possibil
ity of a "new Torah" capable of arising out of the other ("Torah will issue
out of me"). "Rabbi Levi Isaac de Berditschew: 'Here is the way it is: the
blanks, the white spaces in the Torah's role also arise from the letters, but
we cannot read them as we do the blackness of the letters. When the
Messianic era comes, God will unveil the white in the Torah in which the
letters are now invisible to us, and this is what the term "new Torah"

implies. ' "
Here, on the contrary , it is always possible for a text to become new,
since the blanks open up its structure to an indefinitely disseminated
transformation. The whiteness of the virgin paper, the blankness of the
transparent column , reveals more than the neutrality of some medium; it
uncovers the space of play or the play of space in which transformations are
set off and sequences strung out. It is air. "L'air blanc" (4 . 36).
Air: the ether in which, from the "beginning," the "One . . . " is caught or

raised: " 1 . . . . Air / . . . Air / / . . . Air / / / / . . . . "

Air is also, to all appearances (that is, the airs of the air; air squared: I, 2 ,
4 lines), mythically, the undifferentiated atmosphere i n which the first
present seems to congeal or take shape, a sort of origin of the world and of
sensible certainty, mimed with "the false appearance of a present" :

"1 . . . . At this point, precisely , there is no longer room for the slightest word.
What one feels right away is a mouth: full, dar�grass, clay-one is inside. No
need to motle, to turn around. Everything is filled, satisfied, without any discrepan
cy, interval, or gap. Further on? It is here. Otherwise? Here. "
The air from which the square of the world <4 . 24), the breath of the voice

(4. 32), and the appearance (the air) of the present are taken ("4.8 ( . . . This
fourth surface is in a sense carved out ofthe air; it enables speeches to make themselves
heard, bedies to let themselves be seen; consequently, it is easily forgotten, and that is
doubtless where illlI!ion and error lie. . . ),,) provides the rhythm behind the
melody .

"Air blanc": drawn from the column, isn't this air also the work environ
ment, the milieu of the workplace, both in the sense of an element or
medium in which work takes place and in the sense of a central furnace
installed in the middle [milieu] of the factory (you recall the "putrid smoke"
and the "white screen spewing Out of a factory" from Drama)? Numbers:
"3 . 75 . . . and thinking about the cruel concrete work ultimately produced in the void,
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andfor that very reason all the more concrete and universal, with nothing beyond it,
without limitation, without appeal. . . 'Thefactories and decks you see in these pages
can be leveled, the columns of white smoke cease to rise in the sky, but this port cannot
be subjugated' / 'the people alone are the author of universal history' / . . .
But "before" being the milieu ofwork and of production as a breakthrough
( 1 . 24; 3 . 43), air is "air" : a "quotation . " From Drama, for example: . . . as
"

..

though he were thinking or dreaming of a book . . . A book in which every
element (words, sentences, pages) would be animated with a veiled rota

tion, in such a way as to make one believe one is attending the revolution of
a multiple sphere . . . What comes out of this book is air. " You would have
been able thus to reconstruct the citational nerwork of "spheres, " "rota
tions," etc . . . .
Hence, this air is not merely a "quotation": it is the empty medium of
the text as generalized quotation, the citation of citation, the cited ness of
what is summoned.

This overdetermined "air" (but there is never anything but overdeter
mination, once One is outside the "illusion" of originary presence on the
fourth surface) regenerates little by little within itself, leaping over
"Hegel" 's "Physics"-in other words all of philosophy-, the texts of the
Presocratic cosmogonies. The one by "Anaximander. " The one by "Anax
imenes" in particular, which defines the original apeiron (the boundless, the
aorist, the imperfect in sum) as air, which, in its rarefaction, would give

rise to fire. And, for "Anaximander," isn't the earth which Boats upon the

air a "column base," a "cylindrical column" of calculable proportions (the

diameter of the base being equal to a third of the height), which is swollen
at its upper tip and inhabited by us? Numbers:

"2. 6 . . I was then almost at
the top ofa cylinder whose extension I could not control, its base rooted in the heaviest
of metals . . . " What follows in this sequence seems to simulate the descrip
tion of one of the Scenes from Paradise by "Bosch," which you will have been
able to see at the Palazzo Ducale in Venice; it makes a certain "white circle, "
.

.

in the upper right hand corner of the painting, open onto the Way of the

"Tao TO King" ("The crucible, thefactory, in which we were each being elaborated
with respect to the others, was thus at once the reminder and the development of a
formula previously inscribed in the white circle that was the way. The way, or
perhaps, on the contrary, the entrance to a new path, the same but going in the
opposite direction, the same but seen in the mirror, or rather transforming the one {hat
had just taken place into a mirror, in which we were still spinning slowly beyond
what had once been called a mirror or reflection . . "), all of the Numbers thus
getting their fictive start in the thickness of this plural text, �ixing the
.

"
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body of writing with the space of myth, dream , painting, and the strange
tain of what can nO longer even be called a mirror.
The literal air

(r

[pronounced "air" in French]) cannot be dissociated

from number (of which it is the elemental column) and from sperm
(term/germ), for which it makes room and to which it gives rise. "Anax
agorus" and "Empedocles, " in particular, associate these things systemati
cally. "The air and the ether filled everything, both being infinite; for in all
things, those twO excel in number and volume . . . in all compounds, there
are numerous and varied parts, the seeds (sptrmata) of all things, presenting
forms, colors, and flavors of every sort. " The "separation" that introduces
difference into the "all together" makes each thing "appear. " Beforehand,

"in the mixtllre prior to the mirror" (3 . 3 1),

"a large quantity of earth was

contained, along with seeds in infinite quantity which bore nO resemblance
to each other. " And finally, is it necessary to remind you that the members
of the Pythagorean sect, who also believed that air constitutes the medium
of the world , swore by the tetractys ( 1 + 2 + 3 + 4) and represented
numbers by means of dots arranged on small objects similar to dominoes?
You will have known this, in the illusion of that future perfect in which

presently, on the point of running aground , you are ceaselessly drifting

about.

9. The Crossroads of the "Est'"
... . . roward rhe Easr [Est]? The bridges are cur? No map?

. . . Ir

would rake only a misrake in pronunciarion and hup! a mounrain?
You're oversimplifying; rhis can'r be serious. Bur rhe Easr? I"m
asking you how ro go roward rhe Easr? Whar

are

rhose vague

gesrures for? incomplere? rhe Easr? E, A, S, T? Toward rhe righr
side of rhe picrure, in sum. There isn'r much poinr in being painred
roger her in rhe same painring if people refuse ro give each orher
informarion. "

(Drama)

"Cam/ow [crossroads], from qlladri/lmlls, having four forks . . . In a
lheall"llm is reans
lared by carre/olm. " (Lillri)
Larin·French glossary from rhe Twelfrh Cenrury,

What are you in fact doing with these various examples of polysemous
programs and textual grafts? You often hear yourself saying: this
that; and then that; and also that, The air
physiology, the

tehiru

is

the

apeiron

is

[est]

of Presocratic

of the Kabbalah, the possibility of presence, of

visibility, of appearance, of voice, etc. "Air"

means this, is-trying-to-say
square [carrl} is

that, etc. It could also have been said that: the
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1. The graph paper or the grille in the Park, the checkerboard in Drama,
the dial [cadran} and the tetralogical configuration that takes shape in

Nllmbers, along with Logics and the (IV X 4) four times four propositions in
its Program: "that is, a multiple tetralogy deploying itself parallel to a cycle
of years begun again, and suppose that its text be incorruptible like the law:
that's it, almost !";
2 . The "four roots of all things" described by "Empedocles, " or the
square root (4 . 32);
3. "Square writing ," the form of Chinese writing in general and of a
certain ideogram that "means [vellt-dire}" "to write" ("3.23. HowetIer, it was

necessary to choose between East and West, and this was like trying to opt for a past
with afalseface offlltllrity orfor aflltllre still made offigllresfrom thepast. . . On one
side, a cemented, cross-hatched immensity, shot throllgh with wafIeJ and images,
where black and white don't have the same vallie, where sex and sex are separated
and withdrawn . . . On the other, the muddy, overturned earth, transformed into
IIndifferentiated corporal multitlldes, the earth that speaks and is armed and seems to
be waking liP from a calclliated sleep. . . In the West, the massacre of the red earth
forgotten IInder tons of iron and steel . . . In the West, the crowd; in the East, the
people. In the West, the image; in the East, the stage. . . . . . . the invisibleforee of
complete mlltations that leave nothing Ollt, the square writing that shakes thefirmest
grollnd. . . ),.
4

G

"

)
�

nd finally, the square of the earth or the world And no One will be
allowed into this theater ifhe does nOt know how to t e the measurements
of the earth squarely. ("4.24. ( . . . The square we are passing throllgh here is the

U

earth llt tbesefollr filled-in Sllrfaces refer to a center which isn't theij and which
doesn't COllnt, so that the complete figllre
x
x

(X)

oX

]

contains �� empty square
thJugh this maze of
progress
I
yet
And
.
.
.
ate
f
live,
to
the
for one moment impossible
carved Ollt of
labyrinth
words . . . we turn as we transform OllrselfIeJ in this airless
air. . . " Then: " 1 . 77 . . . . 'They make them appear by IIsingfire (high, sky) on the

THE CROSSROADS OF THE . . EST "

349

square basepart (earth) ofthe tortoise shell' / . . . "), so that the square of writing
informs both the places where writing is filled in and the blanks of that
empty square or sheet which receives something like its seed
"The 2 5 th sheet missing
and me presenting myself 2 5 th
and taking the 24: between
which I establish a relation
and bind into a volume
on which is
developed that absent sheet
The sessions go 4 by 4
and in that way make an ensemble

"tetra, which marks the double polarity, shows up in the x in excepti, felIX
{fires} , and in the cross described by such-and-such ohliquity by such-and-such
declivity, but even more strikingly in the image of the Bear q.v. tit ill fact
epitomizes the combination cross-circle, which is the essence of the tide

'tit (tite (head) . . . titer (to nurse) . .
testicule (testicle) . . . }: the ninth letter of the Hebrew
alphabet, corresponding to our t pronounced with greater emphasis (its

sentence and of the double polarity:

tilard (tadpole) .

.

. .

earliest form, in the Phoenician alphabet, is that of a circle around a cross.

theta. It is supposed that the word tith
(Nou1/eau Larausse). The idea is that of the 'omni

This is the prototype of the Greek
once meant "serpent")'

present Line spaced out from every point to every other point' (648), along
with the serpent of the Fall, the sperm (of the milky way) that coils around
itself l ike the snake in the Kabbalah in an eternal return, just as the

ideogram , comet, tail, or slope of becoming bends back toward its head (its

origin}-that is, the beginning of the Poem . The final Throw of Dice is the
potential germ (sperm) of the whole Poem, and repeats the initial Throw of
Dice. "
The word "square"

{"cam"} is thus a square word , a word with square
un mot carrefour"}. Because of its empty square,

corners, a crossroads-word {

"

its open surface, its discounted face, it does not enclose but rather leaves the
way open for the intersection of meanings. The square proliferates.
But it is not a matter here of restoring some sort of mystique or poetry of
numbers. We can no longer wonder "what poet will come to sing this
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panpythagorism , this synthetic arithmetic that begins by giving every
being its four quanta, its four-digit number . . . , " hunting down the tetra
gram as others do the tetrapharmakon. Here there is no longer any depth of
meaning.
For when you say "this

is that , " " 'this' means 'that' " (don't take any

more examples: the square, paradoxically, was only one----one element,

therefore--and every term in the text could have done just as well, since the

Numbers lies in this power of substitution and
{"eft"}
affiliated with trying-to-say, essentializes the text, substantializes it, im

sum and substance of

formalizing abstraction), the very form of your proposition, the "is"

mobilizes it. Its motion is thus reduced to a series of stances and its writing
to a thematic exercise. But one must choose between the text and the
theme. I t is not enough to install plurivocity within thematics in order to
recover the interminable motion of writing. Writing does not simply weave
several threads into a single term in such a way that one might end up
unraveling all the "contents" just by pulling a few strings:
This is why it is not in all rigor a question of polythematicism or of
polysemy here. Polysemy always puts out its multiplicities and variations
within the

horizon, at least, of some integral reading which contains no

absolute rift, no senseless deviation-the horizon of the final parousia of a
meaning at last deciphered, revealed , made present in the rich collection of
its determinations. Whatever interest one might find in them , whatever
dignity one might grant them, plurivocity, the interpretation it calls for,
and the history that is precipitated out around it remain lived as the
enriching, temporary detours of some passion, some signifying martyrdom
that testifies to a truth past or a truth to come, to a meaning whose presence
is announced by enigma. All the moments of polysemy are, as the word
implies, momen.ts of meaning.

,
�
as numbers, have no meani g; they can squarely be said

Now, Numbers,
to have no meaning, not even plural meanin . "The currency

g

{numlraire},

that engine of terrible precision, clean to the conscience, smooth to con
sciousness, loses even a meaning . . . . " At least, in their movement (writing
squared, writing about writing, which covers all four surfaces and is not
plurivocal for the simple reason that it does not reside essentially in the vox,

�umbers have no present or signified conten9, And , a fortiori ,
fhey don't show anything, <!?n't tell
anything, don't represent anything, aren't trying to say anythin9 3 . 3 1).
in the word)

no absolute referent. This is why

Or more precisely, the moment of present meaning, of "content, I S only a
surface effect, the distorted reflection of the writing on the fourth panel,

into which you keep falling, fascinated by appearance, meaning, conscious-
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ness, presence in general , attendance (upon no one in danger). That
"horizon"-value, that pure infinite opening for the presentation of the
present and the experience of meaning, suddenly becomes framed. Sudden
ly it is a part. And just as suddenly apart. Thrown back into play . And into
question. Its de-formations are no longer even negatively regulated by any
r-form, which is another name for presence.(fhe transformations of meaning
no longer hin�� on �p nri9tment of "history" and "language" but only on
,,
a certain squaii g o t e text} on the obligatory passage through an open
surface, on the detour through an empty square, around the column of fire.
The concept of polysemy thus belongs within the confines of explana
tion, within the explication or enumeration, in the present, of meaning. It
belongs to the attending discourse. Its style is that of the representative
surface. It forgets that its horizon is framed. The difference between
discursive polysemy and textual dissemination is precisely difference itself,
"an implacable difference. " This difference is of course indispensable to the
production of meaning (and that is why between polysemy and dissemina
tion the difference is very slight). But to the extent that meaning presents
itself, gathers itself together, says itself, and is able to stand there, it erases
difference and casts it aside. Structure (the differential) is a necessarY
condition for the semantic, but the semantic is not itself, in itself, structu
ral . The seminal, on the contrary, disseminates itself without ever having
been itself and without coming back to itself. Its very engagement in
division, its involvement in its own multiplication, which is always carried
out at a loss and unto death, is what constitutes it as such in its living
proliferation. It exists in number. The semantic order is ofcourse entangled
there, too, and thereby also has a relation to death. The fourth surface is
indeed a deathly surface, a dead surface of death. The semantic, as a
moment of desire, signifies the reappropriation of the seed within presence,
the attempt to keep the seed abreast of itself in its re-presentation. The seed
thus contains itself, so as to preserve itself, see itself, observe itself. Hence,
the semantic is also the seminal's dream of death. The clasp ifermoir} (and all
its rhymes). In the dial's finite apparatus, the polysemous phase of dissemi
nation reproduces itself indefinitely. The game is no more finite than it is
infinite. "3. B3 . . / 'The number belonging to the concept "finite number" is an
. .

infinite number' / . . .

"

Such is the square dance of Numbers: you can no longer say "the column is
{ert} this, and this, and that. " The column is not; it is nothing but the
passage of dissemination. As transparent as the burning air in which the
text carves out its path. A process or trial opened up by (in) the seminal text.
And the "phallic" significance of the column is itself only a semic effect-

-
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"what is called present"-a reflection on the fourth surface, the described
center and represented mastery of dissemination . But, filled with air, it can
always be replaced, precisely by some other column, in the empty square, in
the column of substitutable numbers or objects.
It is the frightening quality of such a necessity that comes to be limited
and made more reassuring by the construction of a quarte and of meaning.
Which is always the meaning 0/ Being. The "is," which is "Being" as an
indication of presence, procures this state of calm, this consciousness of
ideal mastery, this power ofconsciousness in the act ofshowing, indicating,
perceiving, or predicating, in the operation of the fourth surface. Whose
discourse tells you: the column is this or that, is there; whether it is obvious
or hidden behind the multiplicity of apparitions, the column is. But the
column has no Being, nor any being-there, whether here or elsewhere. It
belongs to no one. You have no hold over it, you will never absolutely
control its extension. You will not take it from somewhere else and put it
here. You will not cite it to appear. And from this column's not being (a
being), from its not falling under the power of the is, all of Western
metaphysics, which lives in the certainty of that is, has revolved around the
column. Not without seeing it but on the contrary in the belief that it sees
it. And can be sure, in truth, of the contours of its collapse, as of a center or
proper place.
This is a subversion of the "est" that assures the West of all its fantasies of
mastery (including the mastery of its fantasies). In Numbers, the powers of
the "est" are not simply canceled out. They are enumerated. Account is
given ofthem by situating them, framing them. Just like the horizon. Like
the meaning of Being. The present indicative ofthe verb "to be, " the tense
of the great parenthesis and of the fourth surface, is thus caught up in an
operation that divides it by four. Its predominance is properly discarded
{kartlel-that is, (s)played-(drawn and) quartered {kartelle} by being
framed {encadrieJ on all (four) sides. From now on you will have to read the
"est" in this leartl or this kart {gap} ("kart: a term of heraldry. One quarter
of a shield divided into four parts. The principal arms of the house are
placed in the 1st and 4th kart, that is, the twO in the upper half of the
shield; in the lower two are the arms obtained by marriage or from the
maternal line"), in which the West as a whole is separated from itself.
Even though it is only a triangle open on its fourth side, the splayed
square loosens up the obsidionality of the triangle and the circle which in
their ternary rhythm (Oedipus, Trinity, Dialectics) have always governed
metaphysics. It loosens them up; that is, it de-limits them , reinscribes
them, re-cites them ("4. 84 ( 0 0 . that comes from the /act that the line now no
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longer closes up into a point or a circle ('science is the circle 0/ circles') and also no
longer rejoins its own repetition . . . �") .

"4 being the figure for completion in the abstract or for the cross within
the circle . . . the circle , which contains the 4, and rules over it through the
Triad, which is the first module, the first effigy, or the first image of
separation from unity . "
"here, the squaring 0/ the circle is the uniting of the masculine sex and the
feminine sex into a whole, just as it is possible to unite into a single figure
the framed circle or the circled square. " . . . " . . . he who follows the philo
sophers through winds and tides ought necessarily to set off in quest of the
philosopher's stone, the squaring of the circle . . . "
In the "senseless gaps {learn}" of Drama, in the "quasi stellar sources" of
Numbers, "suhject to wide deviations {«arts}, " the metaphysical triangle, the
"path that is philosophical and more certain," can no longer achieve
closure. What remains invisible--because one thinks one sees into it-is a
fourth side, a quarter, not a third ("like an angle extending out of sight
formed by chilly cranes meditating at great length . . . it is perhaps a
triangle, but it is not possible to see the third side constructed in space by
these curious migrating birds").
It is thus not possible to rest upon the copula. Coupling is a mirror. The
mi rror is traversed of i ts own accord , which is to say that it is never traversed
at all . This being-traversed is not something that happens by accident to
the mirror-to the West-; it is inscribed within its structure. This is as
much as to say that, forever producing itself, it never comes to be. Like the
horizon.

And yet the "est," which has always tried to say what is beyond narcis
sism, is captured in the mirror. Read in the gap, it never comes to be.
Insofar as it is turned toward the "est, " Being henceforth confines itself to its
own crossing-out as a criss-crossing. It can only be written beneath the grid
of the four forks.
So, rather than quoting from the immense arithmosophistic literature,
and instead of adding to the tetragon-or sacred quaternary-of Pythagor
as, to the four cardinal points of the Kabbalah, to the Great Quaternary of
Eckartshausen (four is the number of Force, and out of it springs the 10, the
universal number: "The multiplication of the number, the extraction of its
root, its multiplication by itself, and the consideration of the proportion of
all root numbers with their root numbers, is the greatest secret of the
doctrine of numbers. This is what is to be found in all secret writings
behind the expression: knowledge of the great quaternary"), in place of
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quotations from Saint-Martin or Fabre d'Olivet, from Louis Lambert or
Seraphita, etc. , let us graft here one of the thoughts of the day, which will

perhaps incite you to measure another gap, between gaps.
For example, on the basis of this text about another text concerning the
crossing of a line ("Uber die Linie," which can be translated either trans
lineam or de linea): "Accordingly, a thoughtful glance ahead into this realm
of 'Being' can only write it as �. The drawing of these crossed lines at
first only repels, especially the almost ineradicable habit of conceiving
'Being' as something standing by itself and only coming at times face to face
with man . . . The symbol of crossed lines can, to be sure, according to what
has been said , not be a merely negative symbol of crossing out. Rather it
points into the four areas of the quadrangle (des Gevierts) and of their
gathering at the point of intersection . . . The meaning-fullness of language
by no means consists in a mere accumulation of meanings cropping up
haphazardly. It is based on a play which, the more richly it unfolds, the
more strictly it is bound by a hidden rule. Through this, meaning-fullness
plays a part in what has been selected and weighed in the scale whose
oscillations we seldom experience. "
Still i n order to keep the gap open and to give i t its chance, let us throw
one more thing into play: "Earth and sky, divinities and mortals dwell
together all at once. These four, at one because of what they themselves are,
belong together. Preceding everything that is present, they are enfolded
into a single fourfold (das Geviert) . . . Each of the four mirrors in its own way
the presence of the others. Each therewith reflects itself in its own way into
its own, within the simpleness of the four. This mirroring does not portray
a likeness. The mirroring, lightening each of the four, appropriates their
own presencing into simple belonging to one another. . . The mirroring that
binds into freedom is the play that betroths each of the four to each through
the enfolding clasp of their mutual appropriation . . . This expropriative
appropriating is the mirror-play of the fourfold . . . This appropriating
mirror-play of the simple onefold of earth and sky, divinities and mortals,
we call the world . . . That means: the world's worlding cannot be explained
by anything else nor can it be fathomed through anything else . . . The unity
of the fourfold is the fouring (die Vierling). But the fouring does not come
about in such a way that it encompasses the four and only afterward is added
to them as that compass. Nor does the fouring exhaust itself in this, that the
four, once they are there, stand side by side singly . The fouring, the unity of
the four, presences as the appropriating mirror-play of the betro�hed , each
to the other in simple oneness. The fouring presences as the worlding of
world . The mirror-play (Spiegel-Spiel) of world is the round dance of approp-
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natlOg (der Reigen des Ereignens). Therefore, the round dance does not
encompass the four like a hoop. The round dance is the ring that joins while
it plays as mirroring. Appr�priating, it lightens the four into the radiance
of their simple oneness. Radiantly, the ring joins the four, everywhere open
to the riddle of their presence. . . "

"4.28. (and here is the side turned towardyou: what you understand by 'nature'
. . . . . . �"

10. Grafts, a Return to Overcasting [Retour au surjet]
··The essential thing is to set the song in motion as a graft and not

as

a meaning, a work, or a spectacle. " (Logics)
"Let

us

therefore

tum

our eyes like the religious Chaldean toward

the absolute sky where the stars, in an inextricable cipher. have set
out the record of our birth and

are

keeping a graft of all our pacts

and oaths. But in the absence of a polestar

ro

provide the point,

without any planet to give the height, without a sextant. without a
horizon. look .

.

:.

That is how the thing is written. To write means to graft. It's the same
word . The saying of the thing is restored to its being-grafted. The graft is
not somethi ng that happens to the properness of the thi ng. There is no more
any thing than there is any original text.
Hence, all those textual samples provided by Numbers do not, as you
might have been tempted to believe, serve as "quotations, " "collages, " or
even "illustrations. " They are not being applied upon the surface or in the
interstices of a text that would already exist without them. And they
themselves can only be read within the operation of their reinscription ,
within the graft. It is the sustained, discrete violence of an inCision that is
not apparent in the thickness of the text, a calculated insemination of the
proliferating allogene through which the two texts are transformed, deform
each other, contaminate each other's content, tend at times to reject each
other, or pass elliptically one into the other and become regenerated in the
repetition , along the edges of an wercast seam [un surjet}. Each grafted text
continues to radiate back toward the site of its removal , transforming that,
too, as it affects the new territory. Each is defined (thought) by the
operation and is at the same time defining (thinking) as far as the rules and
effects of the operation are concerned. For example, in the case of content
and form, "1 . 3 3 . . . ('Content andform have changed because, conditions having
changed, no one will be ahle to furnish anything hut his own labor') . -") or in
.

.

.

DISSEM I NATION

the case of the elliptical : "2. 98. . 'The differentiation of commodities into
commodities and money does not sweep away these inconsistencies, hut develops a
modus vitltTldi, aform in which they can exist side by side. This is generally the way
in which real contradictions are reconciled. For instance, it is a contradiction to
depict one hody as constantly falling towards another, and as , at the same time,
constantlyflying awayfrom it. The ellipse is aform ofmotion which, while allowing
this contradiction to go on, at the same time reconciles it' / -. " You shall nO longer
"

stray very far from the elliptical .
These transplantations are legion. " " . the cause is never the same, but
the operation as of a sum that grows . . . " . , . "I cull here and there out of
several book s such sentences as please me, not to keep them in my memory
(for I have none to retain them), but to transplant them into this work ,
where , to say the truth, they are no more mine than they were in the places
from whence I took them . " Inserted into several spots, modified each time
by its exportation, the scion eventually comes to be grafted onto itself. The
tree is ultimately rootless. And at the same time, in this tree of numbers and
square roots, everything is a root, too, since the grafted shoots themselves
compose the whole of the body proper, of the tree that is called present: the
subject's career or quarry.
All this is possible only in the gap that separates the text from itself and
thus allows for scission or for the disarticulation of silent spacings (bars,
hyphens, dashes, numerals, periods, quotation marks, blanks, etc.). The
heterogeneity of different writings is writing itself, the graft. It is numer
ous from the first or it is not. Thus it is that the phonetic writing in Numbers
finds itself grafted to nonphonetic types of writing. Particularly to a tissue
of Chinese ideogriuns, as they are called , from which it derives nourishment
like a parasite. Up until nOw the use of Chinese graphic forms--one thinks
of "Pound" in particular-had as its aim, according to the worst hypoth
esis, the ornamentation of the text or the decoration of the page through a
supplementary effect of fascination, which would haunt it by freeing the
poetic from the constraints of a certain system of linguistic representation;
according to the best hypothesis, it was intended to allow the forces of the
designs themselves to play directly before the eyes of those who are not
familiar with the rules of their functioning.
Here, the operation is altogether different. Exoticism has nothing to do
with it. The text is penetrated otherwise; it draws a different kind of
strength from that graphy that invades it, framing it in a regular, obsessive
manner, which becomes more and more massive and inescapable, coming
from the other side of the mirror-from the est-, acting within the
so-called phonetic sequence itself, working it through, translating itself
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into the latter even before appearing, before letting itself be recognized
after the fact, at the point at which it is dropped like a textual tail, like a
remainder, like a sentence upon the text. Its active translation has been
clandestinely inseminated; it has for a long time been (under)mining the
organism and the history of your domestic text, just as it now punctuates its
end, like the registered trademark of a kind oflabor that is finished, yet still
In progress-And the powerful force of this labor is due less to any isolated character
than to "sentences, " to what is already a text, to a quotation. Never will any
citation have so aptly meant both "setting in motion" (the frequentative
form of "to move"---ciere) and, also since it is a matter of shaking up a whole
culture and history in its fundamental text, solicitation, i. e. , the shakeup of
a whole.
The thickness of the text thus opens upon the beyond of a whole, the
nothing or the absolute outside, through which its depth is at once null and
infinite--i nfinite in that each of its layers harbors another layer. The act of
reading is thus analogous to those X rays that uncover, concealed beneath
the epidermis of one painting, a second painting: painted by the same
painter or by another, it makes little difference, who would himself, for
lack of materials or in search of some new effect, have used the substance of
an old canvas or preserved the fragment of a first sketch. And beneath that,
etc . . . . All this requires that you take into account the fact that, in
scratching upon this textual matter, which here seems to be made of spoken
or written words, you often recognize the description of a painting removed
from its frame, framed differently, broken into, remounted in another
quadrilateral which is in turn, on one of its sides, fractured .
The entire verbal tissue is caught in this, and you along with it. You are
painting, you are writing while reading, you are inside the painting. "Like
the weaver, then, the writer works backwards. " "4. 36. ( . . .youare at present

thatfigure in thepainting who is looking towardthe background-so that there is no
longer any back, nor any/ace, and you are swallowed up by the 'canvas, ' hut ifyou
try to take a note 0/that, your dizziness returns, a Mack whirling that lights up the
essence 0/ any horizon or water . . . �"

Thanks to the incessant movement of this substitution of contents, it
appears that the painting's border is not that through which something will
have been shown, represented, described , displayed. A frame was, and
assembles and dismantles itself, that's all. Without even showing itself, as
it is, in the con-sequence of those substitutions, it forms itself and trans
forms itself. And this operation , which reminds you, in the plupresent,
that there was a frame for this double bottom, and that it opened , i . e.
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closed, upon a mirror-that is what you will implacably be kept on the alert
for.
On (the) edge. Alert to the border itself. Attentive to the edge of the
turning dial {cadran} and held at the edge of dizziness, for, looking "toward
the back Vond) of the painting"-where you are--you will have found out
that its infinite depths were also bottomless {sans fond). Perfectly super
ficial. This volume, this cube was without depth. That is why you can
indifferently have confused it with a flat square, a (sun: death) dial drawn on
the ground, hiding the ground where its "needle" (2 .46), its "rod" (4. 84),
its stalk is planted ("Sundial, an instrument that indicates the solar hour
directly by means of the shadow cast by a stalk parallel to the earth's axis,
which is called a style. " (Littrl» . You will have made the rounds of this dial,
indefinitely, dizzily, always being thrown outside by the powers of refer
ence. You are not settled outside, since the absolute outside is not outside
and cannot be inhabited as such; but you are forever being expelled, always
involved in a process of expulsion, projected outside the column of light
through its force of rotation, yet also pulled in by it. Through the opening
of the fourth surface or through the empty square in the center of the four
squares, you will have been entrained, carried off, overcast in a kind of
unfinished, interminable labor. The square or, as you wish, the cube, will
never be closed up. One would have had to go on forever trying to equarrier
("to cut off the rough edges of a parchment") or to equarrir ("to square off
{timber or stoneY'), "4. 100. ( . . . you, carried, all the way to the stone which is

not the stone, a transversal multitude that is read, fulfilled, effaced, hurned, and
refuses to close itselfup in its cube and in its depth) - ( 1 + 2 + 3 + 4) 1 =
1 00 � jJ:.. -jj Here you stand, close to the fi rst-undecipherable--stone, which is not
one, or which--of all those stones, whether petrified by the Medusa,
precious or not, that have marked your path-was, numerous. Calculus.
Pebbles used in counting . Gravel.

XI. The Supernumerary
"And as I journeyed I came to the place where, as you say, this king
met with his death. Jocasta, I will tell you rhe whole truth. When I
was near the branching of the crossroads . . . "

OuJiPIIJ
"And it told him that it was fate that he should die a victim at the
hands of his own son, a son to be born of Laius and me. But, see
now, he, the king, was killed by foreign highway robbers ar a place
where three roads meet . . . "

Jrxasta
"Well, when he came to the steep place in the road, the embank
menr there, secured with steps of brass, he stopped in one of the

many branching paths. This was not far from the stone bowl that

marks [the] covenant. . . .

... . . But after a little while as we withdrew, we turned aound--and
nowhere saw thar man . . . "

Messmger (OuJiPIIJ at C% nllJ)

These Numbers define themselves, several times, through various detours.
They thereby comprehend all discourses you can have proffered about them .
The excesses of such discourses had already come to term and then been
discounted in advance. Whence these Numbers remark themselves of their
own accord . The 10 comprehends the XI . Their imperfect overruns your
future perfect.
So that, after this lengthy tour around the compass, here you are back to
the cornerstone--and to that toothing stone that awaits you-carried along
all the way to the stone that is not the stone, the stone that will have been
posed in the form of a liminary question; why should some such other
enumeration, altogether squarely written, have remained in reserve, unde
cipherably?
Why doesn't this outside text, a drama this time without mystery
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("Myst gives Dr
Dr gives Myst
Each text of the Oe is given twice
are only the same thing around
Myst and Dr, Dr and myst. and
the one outside what
the other hides inside .

presenting

"supposing that drama is something other than a mere semblance or
trap for our unreflectiveness, that it represses, conceals, and always
contains the sacred laughter that will be its undoing . . . that the riddle
behind this curtain exists only thanks to a revolving hypothesis here
and there given a gradual solution by our lucidity: moreover, that the
leaping of gas or electricity graduates it, the instrumental accompani
ment, a dispenser of Mystery . ")
without a secret, without a riddle, and above all without a key, allow itself
to be deciphered in its exact, premeditated architecture?
It is indeed a question of stone and architecture, of theater (carrefoure), of
temples, columns, and the limen, as you have just remarked, ofthe pronaos:
"The pronaos was a separate part of the vestibule; it often formed a rather
large square area circumscribed on the right and left sides by the walls of the

cella. " Quatremere de Quincy.
It is a question posed on the crossing of paths, a question of bifurcation or
of bifurcation squared, a question of the crossroads, where each way marked
with a stone becomes double, triple, quadruple. The hesitation there is
Parmenidean or, if you prefer, Oedipal . Which is already readable through
the wrought iron railings of the Park:
"There's plenty of time. Again, I stretch my legs out, resting my slippers
against the wrought-iron railings . . . . Over there, a little boy bangs the
table with the back of his spoon; heads turn towards him, voices are raised
In reprimand . The tall, dark woman-it could be her, sitting opposite me,
carefully selecting food for her plate, sitting on my left in the large room,
looking out of the bay window at the dark water, the dark countryside and
the rapid , intermittent brightness of the traffic lights, one-two-three
four-nothing-one-two--nothing-one-two-three-four; raising a glass
to her lips, pointing her fork in my direction . . . . " And further on: "Thus,
hidden in the old maple tree, hidden in his cabin or castle (twO planks of
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wood nailed to a forked branch) could the child observe what happened in
the garden; the opening, into the house, of a window or a door; he could
weigh up the strength of his forces, position his troops, his equipment, his
banners; from the bamboos (beyond the seas) he could silently com
mand . . . ..
Move away from the railings of this Park, from the insomnia of this
child, from the "bed with its vellum pages. " Sequence 1 had already spread
out a "net": "2. 46 . . . . thus learning to recognize me. and it was like a net. a grille
whose hars (walls, lines, words) were placed against my face, which from then on
had no end, no repose . . . No one, then, had told his story . . . . "
It is a lithograph of this question about the undecipherable, born of the
very ellipsis of birth, missing like a letter from a word or a word from a
sentence ("4.88 ( . . . 'something has not been said' . . . -"), and springing
from a murderous blindness set against an unreserved obviousness (1/1 .5 . .
.

I understood that a single murder was constantly in progress, that we were coming
from it only to return to it via this detour. . . "). This was the elliptical prescrip
tion in Drama: "On the other, there is
. (A dot inside a blank space,
that's it. ) I can imagine a trap set to function at the precise moment I think I

am most free. For I know and am capable of knowing other languages; I

could employ some other syntax-but at bottom nothing would be
changed � . . ) . " Numbers: "1 . 13 . . . . . The tale had hegun abruptly when I

decided to change languages within the same language. . . ..

Of what you have just read diagonally through this tetralogy, here is a
very deep impression, an impression still embedded in stone. You will have
read, in the ancient traces, of a certain knife and a certain air, between
NATUS and NAOS, the ellipsis of birth (a certain A that leads to all
manner of origins) and the replacement of the U by a certain closed O. The
undecipherable yields itself up there as what is easiest to understand:

1/3 . 1 9. then there was a crossroads, a hifurcation, and it was necessary to
choose hetween two ways, and the ordeal was clearly indicated by the inscriptions
scratched on the walls with a knife. . . However. the sentences engraved there were at
once easy to comprehend and impossihle to read; it was possihle to know in advance
what they suggested hut forhidden to verify them. In one of them for example, one
.
could make out:
' "

NTOS

which did not correspond to any known or whole word. . . One would have said that
the letters had long ago hem superimposed upon those three great facades that stood
there, without explanation. in the hurnt out evening
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one would have said that
they formed the ruinedpictures ofa bygone history and that the air itselfhad incised
the stone so as to deposit there the thoughts ofthe stone which the stone was unahle to
see . . .
"

(You will have compared this Y {called a "Greek I" in French} with the
Chinese I in sequence 3 , and then to a certain V) "The ring that encircles it,
in the part adjoining our position, is marked with a longitudinal groove
that indeed , seen from our region, gives it the vague appearance of a capital
Y . . we can say of our Sun that it is positively situated on that point of
the Y where the three lines composing it meet, and, figuring that this letter
possesses a certain solidity , a certain thickness, quite minimal compared
with its length, we can say that our position is in the middle of this
thickness. By considering ourselves to be situated thus, we will no longer
have any trouble accounting for the phenomena in question, which are
solely phenomena of perspective. "
Numbers remain undecipherable by the very fact of their being facade
inscriptions--but inscriptions on facadeS (S disseminating you {vouSJ, "S, I
say , is the analytical letter, dissolving and disseminating, par excellence . .
I take this opportunity to assert the existence--outside of both spoken
words and wizards' books-of a certain secret direction confusedly indi
cated by orthography . . . ") between which your reading will have bounced
back and forth, ultimately eluding its own grasp. As a surbedded column,
these Numbers tirelessly extract themselves from the crypt where you would
have thought them ensconced. They remain undecipherable precisely be
cause it is only in your own representation that they ever took on the aplomb
of a cryptogram hiding inside itself the secret of some meaning or reference.
X: not an unknown but a chiasmus. A text that is unreadable because it is
only readable. Untranslatable for the same reason. What was inscribing
itself there at knifepoint could not have been said, translated, taken up
again in an interpretive discourse, for nothing in it belonged to the order of
discursive meaning or trying-to-say . Un-de-cipherable, therefore, because
. .

.

.

.

1 . what links the text to numbers, to its cipher (a kind of writing that
does not say , that no longer speaks), cannot be decomposed, un-done,
unstitched , de-ciphered;
2. something, somewhere within the text, something that is not really
anything and does not even take place, cannot be counted, recounted ,
numbered, ciphered, deciphered.

.

I
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These two propositions return upon each other, double for each other,
and contradict each other. They make up a square circle:

!Numbers would be

considered undecipherable because something in them surpasses mere

�

number or ciphe

and yet they would also be undecipherable because

everything in them is

not ciphered,

but rather "cipherly. " They are

§"nde

cipherable because they are numerable, and undecipherable because they
are in numerab
.
squarmg.

r:1Scription contra-diction. To be reread. The circle of the

First of all-this seems to be the easiest way to think about it-the
innumerable, seen as a numerous "crowd , " is not at all foreign to the
essence of number. It is quite possible to conceive, without contradiction,
of innumerable numbers.

Numbers

always maintain their links with unli

mited disseminatio n-of germs, of the crowd , of the people,

coetera itself,

etc. (the very et

which, along with the modification mentioned earlier, consti

tutes the first ideogram (qunzhong) that. comes after that of the square):

"2.22 . . . . Millions of hearts that go on beating, millions of thoughts being
constantly disguised-and, here, the entrance of space, of the masses-

:If.Ji..

-. " The innumerable here is the greater number as a force that

cannot be numbered, classed, represented, ruled, a force that always
surpasses the speculation or the order of the ruling class, and even exceeds

its own reprisentation. "2. 42 . . . . And I could See once more the mist-filled
square, with the workers gathered together holding their banners and weapons, and
through the whitefog the red blotches ofthe strips of cloth unfurled, thus answering
the call . . . Innumerahle in the early dawn, innumerahle and for the moment
marginal, surrounded, hlind, in the force that passes through them without being
held in check, the only chance for multiplied, violent thinking . . . I let go . . . "

.

Subjected to this force--the force of the innumerable number-, the
numerable number (of the closed square or of the nondiscounted fourth
surface) loses its theatrical grip. It plays a reactive role, opposing its order
and its frames to all disseminal wanderings . It exhausts itself in attempting
to control them, breaks down as it squares off and counteracts them.
But all of this is happening

among numbers.

The innumerable, which

seems to blow up (or out of) all frames, is something you will nevertheless
have taken into account. The innumerable does not simply come to exceed or
bound the numerical order along its borders, from the outside. It works
through it from the inside. The supernumerary belongs in a way to the
colu�n of numbers-to its overhang. Number is always j ust beyond or just
short of itself, in the "deviation" or "spread"

["kart"} that the machine

is

designed to read . The plus and the minus, excess and lack, proliferate and
condition each other in the supplementary articulation of each with the
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/ 'Who is capahle of
other. "In all things excess is a defect. " "3. 75 .
presenting a surplllS to what is lacking?' / . . " In the same way, the trace can
only trace itself out in the erasure of its own "presence, " so that tracing is
not simply the mere other or outside of erasing . Scription contra-diction.
Number, the trace, the frame-each is at once itself and its own excess
facing {debord}. The Park already graphed a "silence that encloses without
leaving a trace, " a silence that is nevertheless also, necessarily, subject to
"interminable steps. " Drama, too, regularly records the erasure and blur
ting of traces , the "traceless, borderless flow. " This relation to the absence
of traces, to the innumerable--which is also the unnamable--is marked in
Numbers as a relation to what is called my death. It is constitutive of my
"unity , " my "unit-ness," that is, my inscription and my substitution
within the series of numbers.
This is the condition both of possibility and of impossibility for any
transcendental subjectivity. A decipherable-undecipherable unit or unity:
' "

.

" 2. 1 O.
I had at once to mark thefact that I was a unit among others, hut a unit
impossihle to encipher, perpetually arollSed by its own end. . . My death was indeed
starting to swell up in the background, and would extend pretty far-"
' "

E-numeration, like de-nomination, makes and unmakes, joins and dis
members, in one and the same blow, both number and name, delimiting
them with borders that ceaselessly accost the borderless, the supernumer
ary, the surname. That is the way the (jewel-) case opens and shuts. Names
and numbers are lacking in the production of writing, and by that very fact
they cooperate in it, provoking overproduction-and surplus-value-without which no (trade) mark ever gets registered. "1 . 41 . . . . there was no
longerany explanation capahle ofsaying what was happening to me . . . I was lodged
in unfolding and deployment, and what is heing explained here, in my place, has to
he restated otherwise, destroyed . . I remained turned toward the trench that does not
.

go through the eyes, that could not for a moment change into a trace or a numher,
,
toward the knot, the overlap, the ravine, the uselessness ofthe words 'knot, 'overlap, ,
'ravine' . . . "
Just as the fourth surface, which is part of the square, reflects, distorts,
and opens the righted whole, exposes to view without being seen; just as
each angle of the square belongs to the totality of the surface but yet
multiplies it by folding it back upon itself-breaking it rather than
bending it-remarks it, doses it, and fractures it by the same token by
always leaving room for a supplementary attending surface, a proliferating
laterality that does up for the eye that which hasn't a sight to do with it; so,
too, the supernumerary is part of the numeral and belongs to the very
milieu it exceeds. It makes the excessive proliferate in its invisible column.
The column of words, the column of numbers, is thus supernumerary. It is

•
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the supernumerary element (both term and medium) of numbers-stand
ing erect, poised, (in) the middle of the sundial [(all) milieu du cadran
solaire}, extendi ng out of sight. "4. 36. ( . . . But that thought is not found: it

comes in the mass whose fury is, however, restrained like a torrent changed and
formed into a column of words, and it is precisely in the sign that is one too
many-)-- (dong: penis).

�

"

This invisible column, which you are venturing to identify with some

"milieu with which numbers hatleTl't a sight more to �" (3. 59), is at once,
undecidably , undecidable (its effects being propagated in a chain), unique,
and innumerable. Unmasterable in its height, uncontrollable in its exten
sion. It is unique and innumerable like what is called (the) present. The
unique--that which is not repeated-has no unity since it is not repeated.
Only that which can be repeated in its identity can have unity. The unique
therefore has no unity, is not a unit. The unique is thus the

apeiron, the

unlimited, the crowd , the imperfect. And yet the chain of numbers is made
I.lp of uniqueS. Try to think the unique in the plural, as such, along with the
"unique Number that cannot be another. " You will witness the birth of

"millions of rales" and you will understand that one and the same term can
germinate twice--a geminate column--disseminating itself in overpro
duction. "0 crossroads . . . 0 marriage, marriage! [0

hymen, hymen}

["tainted -;"ith vice yet sacred, " fixed but hollow, like a glowing screen, like

an eye ( 1 .45)} you bred me and again when you had bred, bred children of
your child and showed to men brides, wives and mothers and the foulest
deeds that can be in this world of ours. " " . . . U nmeasuted Time, fathering

numberless nights, unnumbered days ["I 'time is as foreign to number itselfas
horses and men are different from the numbers that count them, and different from
each other' I } : and on one day they'll break apart with spears this harmony
"

all for a trivial word . And then my sleeping and long-hidden corpse, cold in
the earth, cadavre par Ie bras ecarte du secret qu'il detient plutot que de
jouer en maniaque chenu, will drink hot blood oftheirs, if Zeus endures; if
his son's word is true . . . However, there's no felicity in speaking of hidden
things. Let me come back to this: be careful that you keep your word to me;
for if you do you'll never say ofOedipus that he was given refuge uselessly
or if you say it, then the gods have lied . " (At Colonus) For "the world is
Zeus's play or, in physical terms, the play of fire with itself. The One is at
the same time the Multiple in this sense alone. " Fire is always playing with
fire.
With these Numbers disporting themselves around this extraneous invisi
ble column, and within it, he who hasn't a sight to do with the operation
will justifiably complain of there being nothing to see. And nothing to

DISSBMINATION

take. Indeed. He will already have complained here or there. clinging to his
mother tongue. observant yet blind-because he is blind-to blindness. in

that crumpled column. which prevents him from reading. from week to
week. . . "the serial. heading up most of the columns. . . colonnades full of
merchandise. . . " But who is dead? he will baldly have asked. "Our sym

pathies would lie with the newspaper. which is exempt from such treat
ment: its influence is nevertheless unfortunate in that it imposes upon the
organism. the complex organism. which is required by literatuie. upon the
divine old book. a certain monotony�ways that unbearable column

simply being redistributed. filling out the dimensions of the page . hun

dreds and hundreds of times . "

" 4.48. ( . . . HereYOM a", starting to comJmhendwhat this notJeI isptmMing m the
wis_ ofits detoflt'i Y0II 1IDW know that it is the rej«tion ofall birth, the c:alallation
thaI f:ames YOM loIall with open eyes into olher relations)-"
You will have just begun. And it was necessary to begin again. "What is

explaining itselfhere, in my plaa, fllMSl be mtattJ olherwise, destroyed ( 1 . 14).

II

"Readings baving no, other end than that of showing these scientific

relations. " You will have fallen with your eyes wide open into other
relations: such has been the cadence of the supernumerary singing its head

off.

�

(The limits of the square or the cube. the indefinitely specular unfolding
and refolding of the spectacle. will not have been limits at al� What

stopped there was already working the space of its own reinscription as an

opening and was already being invested and besieged by another
polyhedron. There was another geometry to come. Altogether other. The.
same.
In order to begin to comprehend. "il was IhllS tuaSlary to go bade 0fItr all the

points of lhe amlit,

10 pass throMgh its net al ona hiddm and visihle, and to try

I�/y to reignite onl's 1fI41IIQf"Y like lhal ofa dying man rtaehilzg the Itmting

1IIQI1Im1

• • •

"

(3.87).

(1 + 2 + 3 + 4)2 times. At least.
*

.

*

*

Moving off of ineif. forming inelf wholly therein, almost wimou[ remainder, wricing denies and
recognizes irs debt in a single dub. The U[JD(JSt disintepdon of die sipature, far from die center,
indeed from die seems dw are shared there divided up so .. ro saner even dleir aba.
Thoush die letter pins mength solely &Om dIis indiJection, and paced dw i[ can always nor ...me
a[ cM other side, l will nor use dIis .. a pmext roabscn[ myseiffrom die puncNIlity ofa dedication: R.
GaschE, J. J. Goux,J. C. Lebensztejn,J. H. Miller, odIcn, iI, di -m, will recognize, perbapI , what
dleir reading has conrribuced here.
,
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