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Maurice Blanchot, novelist and critic, was born in 1907.

His life is wholly devoted o literature and to the silence unique to it.






Translator’s Note

Through the ever-subtle (and never more so than when, as here, dealing
with the subtlest verbal registers of Mallarmé, Proust, Beckett) syntactic
music of Maurice Blanchot, there flourish two much-beloved groups of
words, whose ambiguities in fact pervade ordinary French usage, but
which are here frequently and trenchantly put into play.

First is the simple-seeming word expérience. A good deal of the time it
serves the same purposes and covers the same terrain as the word it looks
so much like in English. The word however also means, in ordinary
French, “experiment” in the scientific sense—but also (and here the reader
is warned to be wary) in the literary or artistic sense, as when one speaks
of an experimental novel. There are more than a few sentences in this
book in which the translator has candidly had to guess which hand of the
word was gesturing in the text. “The Experience of Proust” is also
“Proust’s Experiment.” And a sentence that plausibly reads “The experi-
ence of literature is a total experience” might suddenly seem far richer a
statement if read as “The literary experiment is a total experience,” or
“The experience of literature is utterly an experiment.” To rescue my au-
thor from my own opinions (which seems decent chivalry for a transla-
tor), I have usually chosen the simplest, if perhaps least imaginative, way
of handling this issue, that is, construing what seems most obvious at the
moment, and alerting the reader, herewith, to the problem of the word’s
surprising range of meaning.

The second group of words is that built around the Latin verb errare
and its reflexes and various French descendants. Errare meant to wander
around, as lost travelers did. When this wandering was intellectual as well
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xii Translator’s Note

as ineffectual, one was said to be in error, not knowing one’s location, or
just being wrong. So err, ervor, erroncous (in English as in French) all stem
from this root, which means wandering about. Only errant saves this sense
in English, and then mostly metaphorically. But French preserves con-
sciously much of the radical meaning, so the words, when Blanchot uses
them, work curiously to make error almost a good thing (since wander-
ing, the nomadic, are after all forms of research, discovery, mental process,
learning), while at the same time calling this very research into question
at times, since it is by nature erreur, and getting it wrong seems inextrica-
bly interwoven with the experimental path.

The translator wants to express heartfelt thanks to a number of friends
and colleagues who have helped her over some of the rockiest steeps of
Blanchot’s wonderful and at times bewildering style(s). As often before,
Professors Odile Chilton and Marina Van Zuylen of Bard College have
been immensely generous with their time, vast learning and formidable
wit. My friends Lydia Davis, Pierre Joris, Nicole Peyrafitte, Dorota
Czerner, and Russell Richardson have helped with idiom and scholarly
reference, and my husband, Robert Kelly, who was especially helpful with
the chapter on Mallarmé, has spent many midnight hours (happily, he
tells me) ransacking French websites.

CHARLOTTE MANDELL
Annandale-on-Hudson
Awugust 2001
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PART |1

The Song of the Sirens







§ 1 Encountering the Imaginary

The Sirens: it seems they did indeed sing, but in an unfulfilling way,
one that only gave a sign of where the real sources and real happiness of
song opened. Still, by means of their imperfect songs that were only a
song still to come, they did lead the sailor toward that space where singing
might truly begin. They did not deceive him, in fact: they actually led him
to his goal. But what happened once the place was reached? What was this
place? One where there was nothing left but to disappear, because music,
in this region of source and origin, had itself disappeared more completely
than in any other place in the world: sea where, ears blocked, the living
sank, and where the Sirens, as proof of their good will, had also, one day,
to disappear.

What was the nature of the Sirens’ song? Where did its fault lie? Why
did this fault make it so powerful? Some have always answered: It was an
inhuman song—a natural noise no doubt (are there any other kinds?), but
on the fringes of nature, foreign in every possible way to man, very low,
and awakening in him that extreme delight in falling that he cannot sat-
isfy in the normal conditions of life. But, say others, the enchantment was
stranger than that: it did nothing but reproduce the habitual song of men,
and because the Sirens, who were only animals, quite beautiful because of
the reflection of feminine beauty, could sing as men sing, they made the
song so strange that they gave birth in anyone who heard it to a suspicion
of the inhumanity of every human song. Is it through despair, then, that
men passionate for their own song came to perish? Through a despair very
close to rapture. There was something wonderful in this real song, this
common, secret song, simple and everyday, that they had to recognize
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4 The Song of the Sirens

right away, sung in an unreal way by foreign, even imaginary powers, song
of the abyss that, once heard, would open an abyss in each word and
would beckon those who heard it to vanish into it.

This song, we must remember, was aimed at sailors, men who take risks
and feel bold impulses, and it was also a means of navigation: it was a dis-
tance, and it revealed the possibility of traveling this distance, of making
the song into the movement toward the song, and of making this move-
ment the expression of the greatest desire. Strange navigation, but toward
what end? It has always been possible to think that those who approached
it did nothing but come near to it, and died because of impatience, be-
cause they prematurely asserted: here it is; here, here I will cast anchor. Ac-
cording to others, it was on the contrary too late: the goal had already
been passed; the enchantment, by an enigmatic promise, exposed men to
being unfaithful to themselves, to their human song and even to the
essence of the song, by awakening the hope and desire for a wonderful be-
yond, and this beyond represented only a desert, as if the motherland of
music were the only place completely deprived of music, a place of aridity
and dryness where silence, like noise, burned, in one who once had the
disposition for it, all passageways to song. Was there, then, an evil princi-
ple in this invitation to the depths? Were the Sirens, as tradition has
sought to persuade us, only the false voices that must not be listened to,
the trickery of seduction that only disloyal and deceitful beings could
resist?

There has always been a rather ignoble effort among men to discredit
the Sirens by flatly accusing them of lying; liars when they sang, deceivers
when they sighed, fictive when they were touched; in every respect non-
existent, with a childish nonexistence that the good sense of Ulysses was
enough to exterminate.

It is true, Ulysses conquered them, but in what way? Ulysses, with his
stubbornness and prudence, his treachery, which led him to enjoy the en-
tertainment of the Sirens, without risks and without accepting the conse-
quences; his was a cowardly, moderate, and calm enjoyment, as befits a
Greek of the decadent era who will never deserve to be the hero of the
Iliad. His is a fortunate and secure cowardliness, based on privilege, which
places him outside of the common condition—others having no right to
the happiness of the elite, but only a right to the pleasure of watching
their leader writhe ridiculously, with grimaces of ecstasy in the void, a
right also to the satisfaction of mastering their master (that is no doubt
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the lesson they understood, the true song of the Sirens for them). Ulysses’
attitude, that surprising deafness of one who is deaf because he is listen-
ing, is enough to communicate to the Sirens a despair reserved till now for
humans and to turn them, through this despair, into actual beautiful girls,
real this one time only and worthy of their promise, thus capable of dis-
appearing into the truth and profundity of their song.

After the Sirens had been conquered by the power of the technique that
always tries to play safely with unreal (inspired) powers, Ulysses was still
not done with them. They reached him where he did not want to fall and,
hidden in the heart of 7he Odyssey, which has become their tomb, they
engaged him, him and many others, in this fortunate, unfortunate navi-
gation, which is that of the tale, the song that is not immediate, but nar-
rated, hence made apparently inoffensive: ode becomes episode.

THE SECRET LAW OF THE NARRATIVE

That is not an allegory. There is an obscure struggle underway between
any narrative and the encounter with the Sirens, that enigmatic song that
is powerful because of its defect. It is a struggle in which Ulysses’ pru-
dence, whatever human truth there is in him—mystification, stubborn
aptitude not to play the game of the gods—was always used and per-
fected. What we call the novel was born from this struggle. With the
novel, the preliminary voyage is foregrounded, that which carries Ulysses
to the point of encounter. This voyage is an entirely human story; it con-
cerns the time of men, it is linked to the passions of men, it actually takes
place, and it is rich enough and varied enough to absorb all the strength
and all the attention of the narrators. Now that the tale has become a
novel, far from seeming to be impoverished, it assumes the richness and
amplitude of an exploration that sometimes embraces the immensity
sailed, sometimes limits itself to a small square of space on the deck,
sometimes descends into the bowels of the ship where one never knew the
hope of the sea. The watchword that is imposed on the sailors is this: any
allusion to a goal or a destination must be excluded. With good reason,
certainly. No one can begin a journey with the deliberate intention of
reaching the Isle of Capraea, no one can head for this island, and whoever
decided to would still go there only by chance, a chance to which he is
linked by a connection that is difficult to penetrate. The watchword is
thus silence, discretion, oblivion.

We must acknowledge that predestined modesty, the wish to aim at
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nothing and to lead to nothing, would be enough to make many novels
praiseworthy books and the novelistic genre the most agreeable of genres,
the one that has given itself the task of forgetting, by dint of discretion
and joyous nullity, what others degrade by calling essential. Diversion is
its profound song. To keep changing direction, to set off as if by chance
and shun any goal, by a movement of anxiety that is transformed into
pleasant distraction—that was its original and surest justification. To
make a game of human time, and of the game a free occupation, stripped
of any immediate interest and usefulness, essentially superficial and able,
by this surface movement, nonetheless to absorb the entire being—that is
not a negligible thing. But it is clear that if the novel today lacks this role,
it is because technique has transformed the time of men and their ways of
being diverted from it.

The narrative begins where the novel does not go but still leads us by
its refusals and its rich negligence. The narrative is heroically and preten-
tiously the narrative of one single episode, that of Ulysses’ meeting and
the insufficient and magnetic song of the Sirens. Apparently, outside of
this great and naive claim, nothing has changed, and the narrative seems,
by its form, to continue to answer to ordinary narrative calling. Thus,
Nerval’s Aurélia presents itself as the simple relation of an encounter, as
does Rimbaud’s Une saison en enfer [A season in hell], and Breton’s Nadja.
Something has taken place, something one has lived through and then
tells about, just as Ulysses needed to live through the event and survive it
to become Homer, who tells about him. It is true that the narrative, in
general, is the narrative of an exceptional event that escapes the forms of
daily time and the world of ordinary truth, perhaps of all truth. That is
why, with so much insistence, it rejects all that could link it to the frivol-
ity of a fiction (the novel, on the contrary, which says nothing but what is
credible and familiar, wants very much to pass as fiction). In the Gorgias,
Plato says: “Listen to a good story. You will think it’s a fable, but accord-
ing to me it’s a story. I will tell you as a truth what I am about to tell you.”
What he recounts, however, is the story of the Last Judgment.

Yet the nature of narrative is in no way foretold, when one sees in it the
true account of an exceptional event, which took place and which one
could try to report. Narrative is not the relating of an event but this event
itself, the approach of this event, the place where it is called on to unfold,
an event still to come, by the magnetic power of which the narrative itself
can hope to come true.
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That is a very delicate relationship, no doubt a kind of extravagance,
but it is the secret law of narrative. Narrative is the movement toward a
point—one that is not only unknown, ignored, and foreign, but such that
it seems, even before and outside of this movement, to have no kind of re-
ality; yet one that is so imperious that it is from that point alone that the
narrative draws its attraction, in such a way that it cannot even “begin”
before having reached it; but it is only the narrative and the unforeseeable
movement of the narrative that provide the space where the point be-
comes real, powerful, and alluring.

WHEN ULYSSES BECOMES HOMER

What would happen if, instead of being two distinct people conve-
niently sharing their roles, Ulysses and Homer were one and the same per-
son? If Homer’s narrative were nothing other than the movement com-
pleted by Ulysses in the heart of the space that the Song of the Sirens
opens to him? If Homer could narrate only when, under the name of
Ulysses, a Ulysses free of shackles but settled, he goes toward that place
where the ability to speak and narrate seems promised to him, just as long
as he disappears into it?

That is one of the strange qualities, or should we say one of the aims,
of narration. It “relates” only itself, and at the same time as this relation
occurs, it produces what it recounts, what is possible as an account only if
it actualizes what happens in this account, for then it possesses the point
or the framework where the reality that the narrative “describes” can end-
lessly join with its reality as narrative, can guarantee it and find in it its
guarantee.

But isn’t this naive folly? In one sense. That is why there is no narrative,
that is why there is no lack of narrative.

To hear the Song of the Sirens, he had to stop being Ulysses and be-
come Homer, but it is only in Homer’s narrative that the actual meeting
occurs in which Ulysses becomes the one who enters into that relationship
with the power of the elements and the voice of the abyss.

That seems obscure; it evokes the predicament of the primal man as if,
in order to be created, he himself needed to utter, in an entirely human
way, the divine Fiar lux [Let there be light] that can open his own eyes.

This way of presenting things, in fact, simplifies them very much:
hence the kind of artificial or theoretical complication that emerges from
it. It is indeed true that it is only in Melville’s book that Ahab encounters
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Moby Dick; but it is also true that this encounter alone allows Melville to
write the book, such an overwhelming, immoderate, and unique en-
counter that it goes beyond all the levels in which it occurs, all the mo-
ments one wants to place it in; it seems to take place well before the book
begins, but it is such that it also can take place only once, in the future of
the work, in the sea that the work will have become, a limitless ocean.

Between Ahab and the whale there plays out a drama that could be
called metaphysical in a vague sense of the word, the same struggle that is
played out between the Sirens and Ulysses. Each of these pairs wants to be
everything, wants to be the absolute world, which makes coexistence with
the other absolute world impossible; and yet each one has no greater de-
sire than this very coexistence, this encounter. To unite in the same space
Ahab and the whale, the Sirens and Ulysses—that is the secret wish that
makes Ulysses Homer, makes Ahab Melville, and the world that results
from this union the greatest, most terrible, and most beautiful of possible
worlds, alas a book, nothing but a book.

Between Ahab and Ulysses, the one who has the greatest wish for power
is not the most out of control. There is, in Ulysses, that premeditated
tenacity that leads to universal empire: his ruse is to seem to limit his abil-
ity, to seek coldly and with calculation what he can still do, faced with the
other power. He will be everything, if he keeps a limit, a gap between the
real and the imaginary, precisely the gap that the Song of the Sirens invites
him to cross. The result is a sort of victory for him, somber disaster for
Ahab. We cannot deny that Ulysses heard a little of what Ahab saw, but
he held firm in the midst of hearing, while Ahab lost himself in the im-
age. One denied himself the metamorphosis into which the other pene-
trated and disappeared. After the ordeal, Ulysses finds himself as he was,
and the world is found to be perhaps poorer, but firmer and surer. Ahab
does not find himself again and, for Melville himself, the world endlessly
threatens to sink into this worldless space toward which the fascination of
one single image draws him.

THE METAMORPHOSIS

The narrative is linked to this metamorphosis to which Ulysses and
Ahab allude. The action it makes present is that of metamorphosis on all
the levels it can attain. If, for the sake of convenience—for this assertion is
not exact-—we say that what moves the novel forward is day-to-day, col-
lective, or personal time, or more precisely, the wish to give a voice to
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time, then, in order to advance, the narrative has that other time, that
other voyage, which is the passage from the actual song to the imaginary
song, the movement that causes the real song, little by little although right
away (and this “little by little although right away” is the very time of
metamorphosis), to become imaginary, enigmatic song, which is always
far away, and which designates this distance as a space to travel, and the
place to which it leads as the point where singing can stop being a lure.

The narrative can travel this space, and what moves it is transformation,
which the empty fullness of this space demands, a transformation that,
acting in every direction, of course powerfully transforms the one who
writes, but transforms the narrative itself no less, and all that is in play in
the narrative, where in one sense nothing happens except this very transi-
tion. And yet, for Melville, what is there more important than the en-
counter with Moby Dick, an encounter that takes place now, and is “at
the same time” always yet to come, so that he never stops going toward it
by a relentless and disorderly pursuit, but since it seems to have no less a
relationship with the origin, it also seems to send him back to the pro-
fundity of the past: an experience under the fascination of which Proust
lived and in part succeeded in writing.

Some will object: but it is to the “life” of Melville, of Nerval, of Proust
that this event of which they speak first belongs. That is because they have
already encountered Aurélia, because they have stumbled on the uneven
pavement, seen the three steeples that first set them to write about it. They
use much art to communicate their actual impressions to us, and they are
artists in that they find an equivalent—of form, image, story, or words—
to make us participate in a vision close to their own. Things are unfortu-
nately not so simple. All the ambiguity stems from the ambiguity of time,
which enters into play here, and which allows us to say and feel that the
fascinating image of the experience is, at a certain moment, present, while
this presence does not belong to any present, and even destroys the pres-
ent into which it seems to introduce itself. It is true, Ulysses actually sailed
and, one day, on a certain date, he encountered the enigmatic song. He
can thus say: now, this is happening now. But what has happened now?
The presence of a song only still to come. And what has he touched in the
present? Not the event of the encounter become present, but the opening
of this infinite movement that is the encounter itself, an encounter that is
always apart from the place and the moment in which it is spoken, for it
is this very apartness, this imaginary distance, in which absence is realized
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and only at the end of which the event begins to take place, a point where
the real truth of the encounter occurs, from which, in any case, the lan-
guage that utters it wants to take birth.

Always still to come, always already past, always present in a beginning
so abrupt that it cuts off your breath, and still unfurling as the return and
the eternal new beginning—“Ah,” said Goethe, “in times lived before,
you were my sister or my wife’—such is the event for which narrative is
the approach. This event turns the concordances of time upside down,
but still asserts time, a particular way for time to be accomplished, time
unique to the narrative that is introduced into the lived life of the narra-
tor in a way that transforms it, time of metamorphoses in which, in an
imaginary simultaneity and under the form of the space that art seeks to
realize, the different temporal ecstasies coincide.



§ 2 The Experience of Proust

1. The Secret of Writing

Can there be a pure narrative? Every narrative seeks to hide itself in
novelistic density, even if only out of discretion. Proust is one of the mas-
ters of this dissimulation. While the imaginary journey of narrative leads
other writers into the unreality of a scintillating space, for Marcel Proust
everything happens as if it were fortunately superimposed onto the jour-
ney of his actual life, the life that has brought him, through the world’s
hazards and the work of destructive time, to the fabulous point where he
encounters the event that makes every narrative possible. Moreover, this
encounter, far from exposing him to the void of the chasm, seems to pro-
vide him with the only space where the movement of his existence can be,
not only understood, but also restored, actually experienced, actually ac-
complished. It is only when, like Ulysses, he is within sight of the island of
Sirens, where he hears their enigmatic song, that his whole long, sad wan-
dering is fulfilled in the form of the true instants that make it, although
past, present. This is a fortunate, surprising coincidence. But how, then,
can he ever “get to that point,” if he must be there already in order for the
sterile previous migration to become the real, true movement capable of
leading him there?

By a fascinating confusion, Proust draws peculiarities from the time
proper to the narrative, singularities that penetrate his life, resources that
allow him, too, to save actual time. There is in his work a perhaps decep-
tive but wonderful interweaving of all the forms of time. We never
know—and very quickly he himself can no longer tell—to what time the
event he recalls belongs, if it is happening only in the world of narrative

II
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or if it actually happens so that the moment of the narrative can happen,
from which point forward whatever has occurred becomes reality and
truth. Similarly, Proust, speaking of time and living what he speaks, and
able to speak only through this other time that is his language, in a blend
that is sometimes deliberate, sometimes ideal, mixes all possibilities, all
contradictions, all the ways in which time becomes time. Thus he ends up
living in the mode of the time of the narrative, and finds in his life the
magical simultaneities that allow him to tell about his life or at least to
recognize in it the movement of transformation by which it moves toward
the work and toward the time of the work, in which it will be fulfilled.

THE FOUR TIMES

Time: a unique word in which are collected the most varied experi-
ences, which Proust distinguishes, certainly, with his attentive probity, but
which, overlapping, are transformed to make up a new and almost sacred
reality. Let us recall only a few of its forms. First real, destructive time, the
terrifying Moloch that produces death and the death of forgetfulness.
(How can one trust such a time? How could it lead us to anything but a
nowhere, without reality?) Time, and this is still the same, that, by this de-
structive action, also gives us what it takes away from us, and infinitely
more, since it gives us things, events, and beings in an unreal presence that
raises them to the point where they move us. But that is still nothing but
the chance of spontaneous memories.

Time is capable of a stranger turn. Some insignificant incident, which
took place at a certain moment, now long ago, forgotten, and not only
forgotten, unperceived-—the course of time brings it back, and not as a
memory, but as an actual event,’ which occurs anew, at a new moment in
time. Thus the footstep that stumbles on the irregular cobblestones of the
Guermantes courtyard is suddenly—nothing is more sudden—the same
footstep that stumbled over the uneven flagstones of the Baptistery of San
Marco: the same footstep, not “a double, an echo of a past sensation . . .
but this very sensation itself,” a minute incident, but deeply moving, one
that tears apart the fabric of time and by this rending introduces us to an-
other world: outside of time, says Proust hurriedly. Yes, he asserts, time is
abolished, since, at once, in a real act of capturing—fugitive but
irrefutable—I hold the Venice instant and the Guermantes instant, not a
past and a present, but one single presence that causes incompatible
moments, separated by the entire course of lived life, to coincide in a
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palpable simultaneity. Here, then, time is erased by time itself; here death,
the death that is the work of time, is suspended, neutralized, made vain
and inoffensive. What an instant! A moment that is “freed from the order
of time” and that recreates in me “a man freed from the order of time.”

But right away, by a contradiction he scarcely notices, so necessary and
fertile is it, Proust, as if inadvertently, says of this minute outside of time
that it allowed him “to obtain, to isolate, to immobilize—for the length
of time of a flash of lightning—what he never apprehends: a little time in
its pure state.” Why this reversal? Why does what is outside of time man-
age to contain pure time? It is because, by this simultaneity that made the
Venice footstep and the Guermantes footstep actually coincide, the then
of the past and the here of the present, like two “nows” summoned to su-
perimpose themselves, by this conjunction of these two presents that abol-
ish time, Proust also experienced the incomparable, unique ecstasy of
time. To live the abolition of time, to live this movement, rapid as “light-
ning,” by which two instants, infinitely separated, come (/izzle by little al-
though immediately) to encounter each other, joining together like two
presences that, through the metamorphosis of desire, could identify each
other, is to travel the entire extent of the reality of time, and by traveling
it, to experience time as space and empty place, that is to say, free of the
events that always ordinarily fill it. Pure time, without events, moving va-
cancy, agitated distance, interior space in the process of becoming, where
the ecstasies of time spread out in fascinating simultaneity—what is all
that, then? It is the very time of narrative, the time that is not outside
[hors] time, but that is experienced as actually outside [dehors], in space,
that imaginary space where art finds and arranges its resources.

THE TIME OF WRITING

The experience of Proust has always seemed mysterious because of the
importance he assigns to it, based on phenomena to which psychologists
do not lend any exceptional value, although these phenomena may per-
haps already have dangerously transported Nietzsche. But whatever the
“sensations” are, they serve as a code for the experience he describes. What
makes this experience essential is that it is, for him, the experience of an
original structure of time, which (at a certain point, he is strongly aware of
this) is related to the possibility of writing, as if this opening had suddenly
introduced him to that time unique to narrative without which he can
indeed write—he doesn’t fail to do that—but he has still not yet begun to
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write. It is a decisive experience, the great discovery of Le temps retrouvé
[Time regained], his encounter with the song of the Sirens, from which
he draws, in a seemingly absurd way, the certainty that now he is a writer,
for why should these phenomena of reminiscence, even extremely happy
or troubling ones, why should this taste of past and present that he sud-
denly has in his mouth, as he asserts, take away from him the doubts
about his literary gifts that until now had tormented him? Isnt it absurd,
as absurd as the feeling might seem that one day, in the street, transports
the unknown Roussel and suddenly gives him fame and the certainty of
fame? “Just like the time I tasted the madeleine, all anxiety about the fu-
ture, all intellectual doubt, were cleared away. Those doubts that had as-
sailed me earlier about the reality of my literary gifts, and even the reality
of literature, were miraculously dispelled.”

We see that what is given to him at that instant is not only the assur-
ance of his calling, the affirmation of his gifts, but also the very essence of
literature—he has touched it, experienced it in its pure state, by experi-
encing the transformation of time into an imaginary space (the space
unique to images), in that moving absence, without events to hide it,
without presence to obstruct it, in this emptiness always in the process of
becoming: that remoteness and distance that make up the milieu and the
principle of metamorphoses and of what Proust calls metaphors. But it is
no longer a matter of applying psychology; on the contrary, there is no
more interiority, for everything that is interior is deployed outwardly,
takes the form of an image. Yes, at this time, everything becomes image,
and the essence of the image is to be entirely outside, without intimacy,
and yet more inaccessible and more mysterious than the innermost
thought; without signification, but summoning the profundity of every
possible meaning; unrevealed and yet manifest, having that presence-
absence that constitutes the attraction and the fascination of the Sirens.

That Proust is aware of having discovered—and, he says, before writ-
ing—the secret of writing; that he thinks, by a movement of distraction
that turned him away from the course of things, that he has been placed
in that time of writing when it seems that it is time itself that, instead of
being lost in events, will take up writing—all this Proust shows again by
trying to rediscover in other writers that he admires (Chateaubriand,
Nerval, Baudelaire) similar experiences. But a doubt comes to him when,
during the Guermantes reception, he thinks he is having a sort of reverse
experience (since he will see time “exteriorized” in faces on which aging
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has placed the disguise of a comedy mask). The painful thought comes to
him that if he owes his ability to enter into a decisive contact with the
essence of literature to a transformed inwardness of time, then he owes to
destructive time, whose formidable power of mutability he contemplates,
the much more constant threat of seeing himself, moment by moment,
losing the “time” to write.

This is a pathetic doubt, a doubt that he does not go into, for he avoids
asking himself if this death—in which he suddenly perceives the main ob-
stacle to the completion of his book, and about which he knows that it is
not only the end of his life, but is also at work in all the intermittencies of
his being—is not perhaps also the center of this imagination that he calls
divine. And we ourselves arrive at another doubt, at another questioning,
which touches on the conditions in which such an important experience,
to which his entire oeuvre is linked, has just occurred. Where is this expe-
rience produced? In what “time”? In what world? And who is the person
who has experienced it? Is it Proust, the actual Proust, the son of Adrien
Proust? Is it Proust already become a writer and telling in the fifteen vol-
umes of his grandiose work about how his calling was formed, progres-
sively, thanks to that maturation that made the anguished child, will-less
and over-sensitive, into the strange, energetically concentrated man, gath-
ered into that pen to which all the life that still remains to him, and all the
preserved childhood, is communicated? Not at all, as we know. None of
these Prousts is at issue. The dates, if they were necessary, would prove it,
since this revelation to which Le temps retrouvé alludes as to the decisive
event that will set in motion the work that is not yet written, takes
place—in the book—during the war, at a time when Swann is already
published and when a large part of the work is composed. Is Proust not
telling the truth, then? But he does not owe us this truth, and he would
certainly be unable to tell it to us. He could only express it, make it real,
concrete, and true, by projecting it into the very time of which it is the
implementation, whence the work draws its necessity: the time of the nar-
rative, when, although he says “I,” it is no longer the real Proust or the
writer Proust who has the ability to speak, but their metamorphosis into
that shadow that is the narrator turned into a “character” of the book, the
one who in the story writes a story that is the work itself, and produces in
his turn other metamorphoses of himself that are the different “I's” whose
experiences he recounts. Proust has become elusive, because he has be-
come inseparable from the quadruple metamorphosis that is only the
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movement of the book toward the work. Similatly, the event he describes
is not only an event that occurs in the world of the story, this Guermantes
society whose truth lies only in fiction, but is also event and advent of the
story itself and the realization, in the story, of that original time of the
narrative whose fascinating structure he only crystallizes, the ability that
makes coincide, in one single fantastic point, the present, the past, and
even the future, although Proust seems to neglect it (since at this point the
entire future of the work is present, given as the completed text).

IMMEDIATELY, ALTHOUGH LITTLE BY LITTLE

We must add that Proust’s work is quite different from the Bildungsro-
man with which it is tempting to confuse it. No doubt the fifteen volumes
of Le temps retrouvé do nothing but retrace how the one who is writing
these fifteen volumes was formed, and they describe the eventful moments
of this calling. “Thus my whole life up to that day could have, and could
not have, been summed up under this title: A calling. It could not have
been in the sense that literature had not played any role in my life. It
could have been in that this life, the memories of its sorrows and its joys,
formed a reserve like the albumen found in the ovule of plants and in
which it draws its nourishment to transform itself into a seed . . . ” But if
one holds strictly to this interpretation, one neglects what is for Proust the
essential point: this revelation by which, just like that, immediately al-
though little by little, in this seizure of another time, he is introduced into
the transformed intimacy of time, where he arranges pure time as the
principle of metamorphosis, and where he can arrange the imaginary as a
space already made synonymous with the ability to write.

All the time of Proust’s life must indeed be necessary, all the time of the
actual voyage, for him to arrive at this single moment with which the
imaginary journey of the work begins and which, in the work, marking
the summit where it culminates and comes to an end, also marks the very
low point where the one who is supposed to write it must now undertake
it, faced with the nothingness that calls him and with the death that is al-
ready ravaging his mind and his memory. All the real time is necessary to
arrive at this unreal movement, but, although there may be a perhaps un-
graspable relationship—which in any case Proust refuses to grasp—
between the two forms of becoming, what he also affirms is that this rev-
elation is in no way the necessary effect of a progressive development: it
has the irregularity of chance, the gracious strength of an unmerited gift,
which does not in the least recompense a long and skilful labor of
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development. Le temps retrouvé is the story of a calling that owes every-
thing to time experienced [/z durée], but owes it everything only so that it
could escape it suddenly, by an unforeseeable leap, and find the point
where the pure inwardness of time, having become imaginary space, of-
fers all things that “transparent unity” in which, “losing their first aspect of
things,” they can come “to line up next to each other in a kind of order,
penetrated by the same light, . . . converted into one single substance,
with the vast surfaces of a monotone shimmering. No impurity has re-
mained. The surfaces have become reflective. All things are portrayed
there, but by reflection, without altering their homogeneous substance.
All that was different has been converted and absorbed.”

The experience of imaginary time that Proust had can take place only
in an imaginary time, and only by making the one exposed to it an imag-
inary being, a wandering image, always there, always absent, fixed and
convulsive, like the beauty of which André Breton has spoken. Metamor-
phosis of time, it first transforms the present in which it seems to be pro-
duced, drawing it into the undefined profundity where the “present” starts
the “past” anew, but where the past opens up onto the future that it re-
peats, so that what comes always comes again, and again, and again. In-
deed, the revelation takes place now, here, for the first time, but the im-
age that is present to us here and for the first time is the presence of an
“already other time,” and what it reveals to us is that “now” is “before,”
and “here” is somewhere else, a place always other, where he who believes
that he can calmly witness this transformation from outside can only
transform it into potency if he lets himself be drawn out of himself by it,
and compelled into that movement where a part of himself, beginning
with the hand that is writing, becomes imaginary.

This is a shift that Proust, through his energetic decision, tried to make
into a movement of resurrection of the past. But what did he reconstitute?
What did he save? The imaginary past of an already entirely imaginary be-
ing, separated from himself by a whole vacillating and fugitive series of
“I's,” who little by little stripped him of a self, freed him from the past,
and by this heroic sacrifice, placed him at the service of the imagination,
which he could then make serve him.

THE CALL OF THE UNKNOWN

Proust, however, did not seem to realize that he permitted neither pause
nor rest in this vertiginous movement, and that when he seems to fix on
some instant of the actual past by uniting it, through a relationship of
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sparkling identity, with some present instant, it is just as much to draw
the present outside of the present, and the past outside of its determined
reality—leading us, by this open relationship, always farther, in every di-
rection, handing us over to the distant and giving us this distance where
everything is always given, everything is taken away, incessantly. However,
once at least, Proust found himself before this call of the unknown, when
in front of the three trees that he observes and does not manage to con-
nect with the impression or the memory he feels is ready to be awakened,
he accedes to the strangeness of what he will never be able to grasp again,
which is nonetheless there, in him, around him, but which he can wel-
come only by an infinite movement of ignorance. Here, communication
remains unfinished, it is still open, disappointing and agonizing for him,
but perhaps it is then less deceptive than any other and closer to the de-
mand of all communication.

2. Surprising Patience

We have noted that the appearance of the book published under the
title Jean Santeuil contained a narrative comparable to the narrative of the
final experience of Le temps retrouvé. We even came to the conclusion that
in it we had the prototype of the event as it was actually lived by Proust,
son of Adrien Proust: so great is the need to locate that which cannot be
located. Thus it was not far from the Geneva lake that, in the course of a
boring walk, Jean Santeuil has a sudden glimpse at the end of some fields,
and where he recognizes, with a thrill of happiness, the sea at Bergmeil,
near which he used to vacation and which for him was then nothing but
an ordinary spectacle. Jean Santeuil wonders at this new happiness. He
does not see in it the simple pleasure of a spontaneous memory, since it is
not a question of a memory, but of “the transmutation of the memory
into a directly felt reality.” He concludes that he is faced with something
very important, a communication that is not of the present, or of the past,
but the outpouring of the imagination in which a field is established be-
tween the two, and he resolves henceforth to write only in order to make
such moments come to life again, or to respond to the inspiration that
this transport of joy gives him.

This is, in fact, impressive. Almost all the experience of Le temps perdu
[Lost time] can be found here: the phenomenon of reminiscence, the
metamorphosis it presages (transmutation of the past into the present),
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the feeling that there is here a door open onto the domain unique to the
imagination, and finally the resolution to write in light of such moments
and to bring them back to light.

One could naively wonder, then: how is it that Proust, who from that
moment on holds the key to his art, writes only Jean Santeuil and not his
actual work—and, in this sense, continues not to write? The answer can
only be naive. It lies in this draft of a work that Proust, so desirous of
making books and of being thought of as a writer, does not hesitate to re-
ject, even to forget, as if it had never existed, just as he has the feeling that
the experience of which he speaks has not yet taken place so long as it has
not drawn him into the infinity of movement that is this experience. Jean
Santeuil is perhaps closer to the actual Proust, when he writes it, than the
narrator of Le temps perdu is, but this proximity is only the sign that he
remains on the surface of the sphere and that he has not truly engaged
himself in the new time, which causes him to glimpse the shimmering of
a changing sensation. That is why he writes, yet it is really Saint-Simon,
La Bruyere, Flaubert who write in his place, or at least Proust the man of
culture, the one who relies, as is necessary, on the art of previous writers,
instead of entrusting himself, with all its risks and dangers, to that trans-
formation that the imagination demands and that must first reach his
language.

THE FAILURE OF PURE NARRATIVE

Still, this page of Jean Santeuil, and this book, teach us something else.
It seems that Proust has conceived of a purer art, concentrated on mo-
ments alone, without padding, without summoning voluntary memories
or general truths formed or grasped again by intelligence, to which later
on he will think he has accorded a large place in his work: in sum, a “pure”
narrative made only of those points from which it is formed, like the sky,
where apart from the stars there is only emptiness. The page of Jean San-
teuil that we have analyzed asserts this, more or less: “For the pleasure that
it [the imagination] gives us is a sign of the superiority, which I trust
enough to write nothing of what I saw, of what I thought, of what I
reasoned, of what I remembered, to write only when a past instant was
suddenly brought to life again in a smell, in a sight that it caused to burst
forth and above which palpitated the imagination, and only when this joy
gave me inspiration.” Proust wants to write only to respond to inspiration.
This inspiration is given to him by the joy that the phenomena of
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reminiscence cause in him. This joy that inspires him is, according to him,
a sign as well of the importance of these phenomena, of their essential
value, a sign that in them the imagination makes itself known and grasps
the essence of our life. The joy that gives him the power to write thus does
not authorize him to write anything at all, but only to communicate these
instants of joy and truth that “palpitate” behind these instants.

The art he is aiming for here can only be made of brief moments: joy is
instantaneous, and the instants it highlights are only instants. Faithfulness
to pure impressions—that is what Proust demands of the novel; not that
he keep to the certainties of habitual impressions, since he wants to give
himself over only to certain privileged impressions, the ones in which, by
the return of past sensation, the imagination is set in motion. But it is still
the case that impressionism, which he admires in the other arts, offered
him a model. Above all, the fact remains that he wants to write a book
from which all nonessential moments would be excluded (which con-
firms, in part, Feuillerat’s thesis, for whom the initial version of the work
included fewer developments and “psychological dissertations” and was
the expression of an art that sought its resources only in the momentary
enchantment of involuntary memories). Proust certainly had the hope of
writing such a book in Jean Santeuil. That is, at least, what a sentence
drawn from the manuscript reminds us, one that was used as an epigraph:
“Can I call this book a novel? It is less, perhaps, and much more, the
unadulterated essence of my gathered life, pouring out of those wrench-
ing hours. The book was never made, it was harvested.” Each of these ex-
pressions fits the concept offered us by the page from Jean Santeuil. Pure
narrative, since it is “without mixture,” without any other matter than the
essential, the essence that is communicated to writing in those privileged
instants in which the conventional surface of being is ruptured, and
Proust, by a taste for spontaneity that recalls automatic writing, claims to
exclude all that would make his book the result of labor: the book will not
be a cunningly fabricated work, but a work received by gift, come from
him, not produced by him.

But does Jean Santeuil live up to this ideal? Not at all, and perhaps all
the less so since it strives to do so. On the one hand, he continues to allow
the largest space for ordinary novelistic material, for the scenes, figures,
and general observations that the art of the memorialist (Saint-Simon)
and the art of the moralist (La Bruyere) invite him to draw from his exis-
tence, the things that led him to school, into the salons, and made him a
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witness in the Dreyfus affair, etc. On the other hand, though, he con-
sciously seeks to avoid the exterior and “ready-made” unity of a story; in
that respect, he thinks he is faithful to his concept. The disjointed nature
of the book stems not just from our having to deal with a book in rags:
these fragments in which characters appear and disappear, in which scenes
do not try to connect with other scenes, all this aims at avoiding impure
novelistic discourse. Here and there, too, are a few “poetic” pages, reflec-
tions of those enchanted instants to which he wants at least fleetingly to
bring us closer.

What is striking in the failure of this book is that, having sought to
make us sensitive to “instants,” he has portrayed them as scenes and, in-
stead of surprising beings as they appear, he made something quite the op-
posite, formal portraits. But this stands out above all: if one wished to
characterize this preliminary sketch in a few words from the work that fol-
lowed it, one might say that while Jean Santeuil, to give us the feeling that
life is made of separate hours, kept to a piecemeal concept, in which the
void is not represented but remains void, La recherche du temps perdu, on
the contrary, a massive, uninterrupted work, succeeded in adding the void
as a fullness to the starry points and, this time, made the stars sparkle
wonderfully, because they no longer lacked the immensity of the empti-
ness of space. This occurs in such a way that it is by the densest and most
substantial continuity that the work succeeds in representing the most dis-
continuous things, the intermittence of those instants of light from which
the possibility of writing comes to him.

THE SPACE OF THE WORK, THE SPHERE

Why does that occur? To what is this success due? This too can be said
in a few words: it is because Proust—and this was, it seems, his progressive
penetration of experience—felt that these instants in which, for him, the
timeless shines, nonetheless expressed, by the assertion of a return, the
movements closest to the metamorphosis of time, and these instants were
“pure time.” He discovered something about the space of the work that
had to carry all the powers of duration at once, that had also to be noth-
ing but the movement of the work toward itself and the authentic search
for its origin, that had, finally, to be the place of the imagination; Proust
felt little by little that the space of such a work had to come close, if one
can settle here for a symbol, to the essence of the sphere; and in fact his en-
tire book, his language, this style of slow curves, of fluid heaviness, of
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transparent density, always in movement, wonderfully made to express the
infinitely varied rhythm of voluminous gyration, symbolizes the mystery
and thickness of the sphere, its movement of rotation, with the high and
the low, its celestial hemisphere (paradise of childhood, paradise of essen-
tial instants) and its infernal hemisphere (Sodom and Gomorrah, the de-
structive time, the laying bare of all illusions and all false human consola-
tions), but a double hemisphere that, at a certain time, reverses itself, so
that what was high becomes low and so that hell, and even the nihilism of
time, can in turn become beneficial and exalt in pure, joyful flashes of
lightning.

Proust discovers, then, that these privileged instants are not immobile
points, real only once and to be represented as one unique and fleeting
evanescence; rather, from the surface of the sphere to its center, they pass
and pass again, going, incessantly although intermittently, toward the in-
timacy of their actual realization, going from their unreality to their hid-
den depth, which they reach when the imaginary and secret center of the
sphere is attained, starting from which the sphere seems to be born again
when it has been perfected. Proust has discovered his work’s law of
growth, that demand for deepening, for spherical enlarging, that over-
abundance and, as he says, overnourishment that it requires and that al-
lows him to introduce the most “impure” materials, those “truths relative
to passions, to characters, to customs,” but which in reality he does not
introduce as “truths,” stable and immobile assertions, but as that which
never stops developing, progressing by a slow movement of envelopment.
It is a song of possibilities turning untiringly in ever tighter circles around
the central point, which must surpass all possibility, since it is the one and
only, the supremely real, the instant (but the instant that is in turn the
condensation of every sphere).

In this sense, Feuillerat, who thinks that the progressive additions (“psy-
chological dissertations,” intellectual commentaries) have seriously altered
the original aim, which was to write a novel of poetic instants, thinks just
what Jean Santeuil naively thought, and thus does not recognize the secret
of Proust’s maturity, the maturity of that experience for which the space
of novelistic imagination is a sphere, engendered, thanks to an infinitely
slowed movement, by essential instants, themselves always in the process
of becoming, and whose essence is not to be points of time but that imag-
inary duration that Proust, at the end of his work, discovers to be the very
substance of those mysterious phenomena of scintillation.
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Time in Jear Santeuil is almost absence (even if the book ends with an
evocation of the aging that the young man observes in the face of his fa-
ther; at the very most, as in Flaubert’s Léducation sentimentale [Sentimen-
tal education], the white spaces left between the chapters could remind us
that behind what is happening, something else is happening), but it is
above all absent from those shining instants that the narrative represents
in a static way, without making us feel that the narrative itself can only be
realized by going toward such instants as toward its origin and by draw-
ing from them the movement that alone causes the narration to advance.
Undoubtedly Proust never renounced interpreting those instants as signs
of the timeless too; he always saw in them a presence freed from the order
of time. The wonderful shock he experiences when he feels them, the cer-
tainty of finding himself after having been lost, this recognition is his mys-
tical truth, which he does not want to call into question. It is his faith and
his religion, just as he tends to believe that there is a world of timeless
essences that art can help to represent.

From these ideas there could have resulted a novelistic conception quite
different from his own, in which preoccupation with the eternal could (as
sometimes with Joyce) have given place to a conflict between an order of
hierarchical concepts and the disintegration of perceptible realities. None
of this occurred, because Proust, even against himself, remained obedient
to the truth of his experience, which not only disengages him from ordi-
nary time but also engages him in an ozher time, that “pure” time in which
duration can never be linear and cannot be reduced to events. That is why
the narrative excludes the simple unfolding of a story, just as it has trouble
contenting itself with “scenes” too clearly delimited and represented.
Proust has a certain taste for classical scenes that he does not always aban-
don. Even the grandiose final scene has an exaggerated emphasis that
seems scarcely appropriate to the dissolution of time of which it is trying
to persuade us. But precisely what Jean Santeuil, as well as the different
versions preserved for us in the Carnets [Notebooks], teaches us is the ex-
traordinary labor of transformation that Proust kept pursuing in order to
temper the overly sharp features of his portrayals and to bring to life those
scenes that little by little, instead of remaining fixed and static views,
stretch out into time, embed themselves, and sink into the whole, com-
pelled by a slow, tireless movement—not a surface movement, but rather
a deep, dense, voluminous one, in which the most diverse times are su-
perimposed, as the contradictory powers and forms of time are inscribed
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in it. Thus, certain episodes—the games on the Champs-Elysées—seem
lived, at once, at very different ages, lived and relived in the intermittent
simultaneity of an entire life, not as pure moments, but in the moving
density of spherical time.

POSTPONEMENT

Proust’s work is a complete-incomplete work. When one reads Jean
Santeuil and the innumerable intermediate versions in which he tried out
the themes to which he wanted to give form, one is amazed by the help
he received from destructive time, which, in him and against him, was the
accomplice of his work. This work was above all threatened by an over-
hasty completion. The longer it takes, the closer it gets to itself. In the
movement of the book, we discern this postponement that withholds it,
as if, foretelling the death that is at its end, it were trying, in order to avoid
death, to run back on its own course. First laziness fights all the facile am-
bitions in Proust; then laziness turns into patience, and patience becomes
tireless labor, feverish impatience that struggles with time, when time is
measured. In 1914, the work is very close to its completion. But 1914 is
war, it is the beginning of a strange time that, delivering Proust from the
complacent author he carries in himself, gives him the chance to write
without end and to make of his book, by a labor endlessly undertaken,
that place of return that it must represent (so that whatever is most de-
structive in time—war—collaborates in the most intimate way with his
work by lending him, as an aid, the universal death against which it wants
to be constructed).

Jean Santeuil is the first result of this surprising patience. How does
Proust, who hastens to publish Les plaisirs et les jours [Pleasures and days],
a much less important book, manage to break off this preliminary sketch
(which already includes three volumes), forgetting and burying it? Here
the profundity of his inspiration, and his decision to follow it by support-
ing it in its infinite movement, are revealed. If Jean Santeuil had been
completed and published, Proust would have been lost, his work made
impossible, and Time itself definitively wasted. There is, then, something
indescribably wonderful in this piece of writing, which has been brought
back to daylight and which shows us how the greatest writers are threat-
ened and how much energy, inertia, inactivity, attention, and distraction
are needed to go to the end of what proposes itself to them. That is how
Jean Santeuil truly speaks to us of Proust, of the experience of Proust, of
that intimate, secret patience by which he gave himself time.
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§ 3 “There could be no question of ending well”

“For me,” thought the young Goethe, “there could be no question of
ending well.” But, after Werther, the opposite certainty came to him: he
was not destined go under; either because he came to an agreement with
what he called the demoniacal powers, or for more secret reasons, he
stopped having faith in his ruin. That is singular enough, but here is
something stranger: as soon as he had the certainty of escaping ruin, he
changed his attitude about his poetic and intellectual forces; until then
unreservedly extravagant, he became economical, prudent, careful not to
waste any of his genius, and determined to stop risking this fortunate ex-
istence that the intimacy of fate still guaranteed him.

We can surely find explanations for this anomaly. We might say that the
feeling of being saved was linked to the memory of the ruin that had
threatened him at the time of Werther. We might say that before Werther
he did not have to report to his own inner law, given an impetuosity that
asks for no justification. Everything was given to him at once: the collapse
where he met with utter ruin; in this ordeal the certainty of his blessed
genius, incapable of failing; and the respect for this incapacity, for which
he felt responsible ever after. This was the pact. The demon for Goethe
was this limit: the inability to perish, and this negation: refusal to let him
fail. From these came the certainty of a success he had to pay for with an-
other failure.

THE OBSCURE DEMAND

The essential, however, remains obscure. Obscurity here engages us in a
region where rules abandon us, where morality is silent, where there is no
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longer law or duty, where a good or bad conscience brings neither conso-
lation nor remorse. In every age there has been implicitly recognized by
those who have something to do with the strangeness of literary language
an ambiguous status, a certain playfulness with regard to common laws,
as if to leave space, by this game, for other, more difficult and more un-
certain laws. That does not mean that those who write have the right to
escape the consequences. Whoever has killed out of passion cannot alter
the passion by invoking it as an excuse. Whoever comes up against, when
writing, a truth that writing could not address is perhaps irresponsible,
but must answer all the more for this irresponsibility; he must answer for
it without calling it into question, without betraying it—that is the very
secret about himself: the innocence that saves him is not his own; it is that
of the place that he occupies, and occupies by mistake, and with which he
does not coincide.

It is not enough to reduce the artist’s life to many irreducible parts. And
it is not his conduct that matters, his way of protecting himself by his
problems or, on the contrary, of covering them up by his existence. Each
person answers as he can and as he wishes. One person’s answer will not
suit anyone else; it is unsuitable; it answers to what we necessarily do not
know, in this indecipherable, never exemplary sense: art offers us enigmas,
but fortunately no hero.

What does it matter, then? What can the work of art that enlightens us
on human relationships in general teach us? What kind of demand is as-
serted, which cannot be captured by any of the current moral forms, does
not render guilty the one who fails it or innocent the one who thinks he
accomplishes it, delivers us from all the injunctions of “I must,” from all
the claims of “T want,” and from all the resources of “I can”: to leave us
free? But not free, or deprived of freedom, as if it drew us into one point
where, the air of the possible having been exhausted, the bare relationship
offers itself, which is not an ability, which even precedes all possibility of
relationship.

How can this demand—a word introduced here because it is uncertain
and because “demand” is here without demand—-be taken hold of? It is
certainly easier to demonstrate that the poetic work cannot accept law
under any form, whether it be political, moral, human or not, temporal
or eternal, a decision that limits it or places restrictions on its time or
place. The work of art fears nothing from the law. What the law attains
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or proscribes or perverts is culture; it is what we think of art, historical
customs, the course of the world, books and museums, sometimes artists,
but why should they escape violence? Whatever difficulty a regime has
with art can make us fear for this regime, but not for art. Art is also the
hardest thing there is—indifference and neglect——because of its own his-
torical vicissitudes.

When André Breton reminds us of the manifesto that he drafted with
Trotsky, which gives expression to the “deliberate wish to keep to the slo-
gan ‘In art, everything is permitted,”” that is naturally essential, and the
meeting of these two men, their writing joined on the same page on
which this slogan is asserted, remains an exalting sign after so many years.!
But “in art, everything is permitted” is still just the first necessity. That
means that all language [zouzes les paroles]|—whether of a human order to
be realized, of a truth to be maintained, or of a transcendence to pre-
serve—can do nothing for the always more original language of art, can
do nothing but let it be, simply because words never meet it, defining as
they do, at least in present history, an order of relationships that enters
into play only when the more primal relationship, manifest in art, has al-
ready been erased or covered over. The word freedom is not yet free
enough to make us feel this relationship. Freedom is linked to the possi-
ble, it bears the extreme of human ability. But it is a question here of a re-
lationship that is not an ability, of communication or language that is not
accomplished as ability.

Rilke wanted the young poet to be able to ask himself: “Am I really
forced to write?” in order to hear the answer: “Yes, I must.” “So,” he con-
cluded, “build your life according to necessity.” That is a detour to elevate
the impulse to write even more, to the point of morality. Unfortunately, if
writing is an enigma, this enigma gives no oracle, and no one is in the po-
sition to ask it questions. “Am I really forced to write?” How could he ask
himself such a thing, he who lacks any initial language to give form to this
question, and who can meet it only by an infinite movement that tests
him, transforms him, dislodges him from his confident “I,” his starting
point, from which he thinks he can question sincerely? “Go into yourself,
look for the need that makes you write.” But the question can only make
him come out of himself, leading him to where the need would be rather
to escape that which is without law, without justice, and without measure.
The answer “I must” can indeed, in fact, be heard; it is even constantly
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heard, but what “I must” does not include is the answer to a question that
is not discovered, the approach to which suspends the answer and removes
its necessity.

“It is 2 summons. I can do nothing, according to my nature, but as-
sume a summons that no one has given to me. It is within this contradic-
tion, always only within a contradiction, that I can live.” The contradic-
tion that awaits the writer is even stronger. It is not a summons, he cannot
assume it, no one has given it to him: he must become no one in order to
welcome it. It is a contradiction in which he cannot live. That is why no
writer, not even Goethe, could claim to save the freedom of his life for a
work foretold; no one, without ridicule, can decide to devote himself to
his work, even less to safeguard himself for it. The work demands much
more: that one not worry about it, that one not seek it out as a goal, that
one have with it the most profound relationship of carelessness and neg-
lect. Whoever flees Friederike does not flee her in order to remain free; he
is never less free than at that instant, for what frees him from bonds hands
him over to flight, an impulse more dangerous than suicide pacts.” It’s too
simple to attribute creative fidelity to infidelity to one’s vows. And, simi-
larly when, seeing a little girl playing in front of the cathedral, Lawrence
wonders whom he would like to save in the event of some catastrophe and
is surprised at having chosen the child, this surprise reveals all the confu-
sion that recourse to values introduces into art. As if it were not in the na-
ture of the reality of the monument—and of all monuments and all books
joined together—always to weigh less, in the scales, than the litte girl
playing; as if; in this lightness, in this absence of value, the infinite weight
of the work were not concentrated.

RATHER THAN TO HIMSELF

From the Renaissance to Romanticism, there has been an impressive
and often sublime effort to reduce art to genius, poetry to the subjective,
and to have us think that what the poet expresses is himself; his most sin-
gular inwardness, the hidden profundity of his being, his distant “I,” un-
expressed, unable to be formulated. The painter realizes himself by paint-
ing, as the novelist embodies in his characters a vision in which he is
revealed. The demand of the work is then the demand of this inwardness
to be expressed: the poet has his song to make heard, the writer his mes-
sage to deliver. “I have something to say”—that finally is the lowest level
of the relationship the artist has with the demand of the work, of which
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the highest seems to be the torment of creative impetuosity in which the
rational cannot be found.

This idea that in the poem it is Mallarmé who is expressing himself,
that in “The Sunflowers” Van Gogh is revealing himself (though not the
Van Gogh of biography) seems to explain to us the absolute quality the
demand of the work has and yet the private character, irreducible to any
general obligation, of such a demand. It occurs between the artist and
himself; no one from outside can intervene; it is secret, like a passion that
no outer authority can judge or understand.

But is it that way? Can we content ourselves with thinking that the tac-
iturn, obstinate and repetitive passion that commands Cézanne to die
with the brush in his hand and not to waste a single day, even to bury his
mother, has no other source than the need to express himself? Rather than
to himself, it is to the painting that the secret he secks is linked, and this
painting, from all obvious appearances, would have no interest for
Cézanne if it spoke to him only of Cézanne, and not of painting, of the
essence of painting, the approach to which is inaccessible to him. Let us
call this demand painting, then, let us call it the work, or art, but calling
it thus does not reveal to us whence it draws its authority, nor why this
“authority” asks nothing of the one who bears it, draws him wholly to it
and abandons him wholly, demands of him more than can be demanded,
by any morality, of any man, and at the same time does not force him in
the least, holds nothing either for or against him, maintains no relation
with him, while at the same time summoning him to support this rela-
tion-—and thus torments him and agitates him with a boundless joy.

It is one of the duties of our time to expose the writer to a sort of pre-
liminary shame. He has to have a bad conscience, he has to feel at fault
before he does anything. As soon as he starts to write, he hears himself
joyfully exclaim: “Well, now you are lost. Should I stop, then? No, if you
stop, you are lost.” Thus speaks the devil, who also spoke to Goethe and
made him that impersonal being, as soon as his life beyond himself began,
powerless to fail because this supreme power had been taken from him.
The force of the devil is that very different instances speak in his voice, so
that one never knows what “You are lost” means. Sometimes it is the
world, the world of daily life, the necessity of action, the law of work, the
anxiety of people, the search for necessities. To speak when the world is
perishing can awaken in the speaker only the suspicion of his own frivol-
ity, the desire, at least, to bring himself closer, by his words, to the gravity
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of the moment by uttering useless, true, and simple words. “You are lost”
means: “You speak without necessity, to distract you from necessity; vain
speech, fatuous and guilty; speech of luxury and indigence.” “So I should
stop!” “No, if you stop, you are lost.”

That is another demon, then, a more hidden one: never familiar, but
never absent, close, so close it seems like a mistake; one that nonetheless
does not impose itself, lets itself be easily forgotten (but this forgetting is
the most serious of all); without authority, it does not order, does not
condemn, does not absolve. In appearance, in relation to the voice of the
law of the world, it is a quiet voice, of a gentle intimacy, and the “You are
lost” itself has its gentleness: it is a promise as much as anything else, an
invitation to glide on an imperceptible slope—to climb? to descend?—
we do not know. “You are lost” is light, gay language addressed to no
one, beside which the one addressed, escaping the solitude of what one
calls oneself, enters into the other solitude, where all personal solitude is
lacking, every place of one’s own and every goal. There, indeed, there is
no more fault, but also no innocence, nothing that can tie me or untie
me, nothing to which “I” must answer, for what can be asked of one who
has cast aside the possible? Nothing—except this, which is the strangest
demand: that through it speak that which is without power, that starting
from that point speech show itself as the absence of power, this naked-
ness, powetlessness, but also impossibility, which is the first impulse of
communication.

SPEECH OF THE POET AND NOT THE MASTER

What can a man do? asked Monsieur Teste.* That is a question about
modern man. Language, in the world, above all is power. Whoever speaks
is powerful and violent. To name is that violence that distances what is
named in order to possess it in the useful form of a name. To name is
enough to make man into this troublesome and shocking strangeness that
has to trouble other living beings, even up to those solitary gods who are
said to be mute. To name has been given only to a being capable of not
being, capable of making this nothingness a power and this power the de-
cisive violence «that opens nature, dominates it and compels it. That is
how language projects us into the dialectics of the master and the slave
with which we are obsessed. The master has acquired the right of speech
because he has gone so far as to risk death: alone, the master speaks, and
his speech is commandment. The slave can do nothing but listen. To
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speak is what is important; he who can only listen depends on speech and
only stands in second place. But hearing, this disinherited, subordinate,
and secondary side, finally is revealed to be the place of power and the
principle of true mastery.

We are tempted to think that the language of the poet is that of the
master: when the poet speaks, it is a sovereign speech, the speech of one
who has thrown himself into risk, says what has never yet been said,
names what he does not understand, does nothing but speak, so that he
no longer knows what he says. When Nietzsche asserts: “But art is terri-
bly serious! . . . We surround ourselves with images that will make you
tremble. We have the power to do it! Block your ears: your eyes will see
our myths, our curses will reach you!” it is the speech of a poet that is the
speech of a master, and perhaps this is inevitable, perhaps the madness
that overtakes Nietzsche is there to make masterly language into a lan-
guage without master, a sovereignty without contract. Thus Hélderlin’s
song, after the over-violent outburst of the hymns, becomes again, in
madness, that of the innocence of the seasons.

But to interpret the speech of art and of literature in that way is to be-
tray it. It is to mistake the demand that is within it. It is to seek it not at
its source but, drawn into the dialectics of the master and the slave, after
it has already become an instrument of power. We must, then, try to grasp
again in the literary work the place where language is still a relationship
without power, a language of naked relation, foreign to all mastery and all
servitude, a language that speaks only to whoever does not speak in order
to possess and have power, to know and have, to become master and to
master oneself—that is, to a man who is scarcely a man. That is assuredly
a difficult quest, although we may be, through poetry and the poetic ex-
perience, being fashionable by attempting it. It may even be that we, men
of need, of labor and power, do not have the means to earn a position that
would let us feel its approach. Perhaps it is really a question of something
very simple. Perhaps this simplicity is always present to us, or at least an

equal simplicity.



§ 4 Artaud

When Artaud was twenty-seven years old, he sent some poems to a
magazine. The director of this journal politely rejected them. Artaud then
tries to explain why he is partial to these defective poems: it is because he
suffers from such a desolation of thought that he cannot abandon the
forms, however insufficient, wrested from this central nonexistence. What
are the poems thus obtained worth? An exchange of letters follows, and
Jacques Riviere, the director of the journal, suddenly offers to publish the
letters written about these nonpublishable poems (but this time accepted
in part to appear as examples and evidence). Artaud accepts, on the con-
dition that the truth isn’t altered. The result is the famous correspondence
with Jacques Riviére, an event of great significance.

Was Jacques Riviere aware of this anomaly? Poems that he judges in-
sufficient and unworthy of being published stop being so when they are
completed by a narrative of the experience of their insufficiency. As if
what was lacking in them, their defect, became fullness and completion
by the open expression of this lack and the grounding of its necessity.
Rather than the work itself; it is assuredly the experience of the work, the
movement that leads to it, that interests Jacques Riviére, and the anony-
mous, obscure trace that it clumsily represents. Even more, the failure
that still does not attract him as much as it will later attract those who
write and those who read becomes the perceptible sign of a central event
of the mind on which Artaud’s explanations throw a surprising light. We
are, then, at the borders of a phenomenon to which literature and even
art seem linked: as if it were not a poem unless it had as its tacit or overt
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“subject” its own coming into being as poem, and the impulse from
which the work comes is one through which the work is sometimes real-
ized, sometimes sacrificed.

Let us recall Rilke’s letter here, written fifteen years or so earlier:

The further, and the more personal, one goes, the more unique life becomes.
The work of art is the necessary, irrefutable, forever definitive expression of
this unique reality. . . . Therein dwells the prodigious help that it brings to the
one who is forced to produce it. . . . It explains to us in no uncertain terms
that we should give ourselves up to the most extreme ordeals, yet, it seems,
not breathe a word of them, before burying ourselves in our work, not lessen
them by speaking of them: for the unique, that which no one else could un-
derstand or has the right to understand, this sort of wandering that is unique
to us, can become valid only by insinuating itself into our work in order there
to reveal its law, the original design that only the transparency of art makes
visible.

Rilke means, then, never to communicate directly the experience from
which the work might come to us: this extreme ordeal has worth and
truth only if it is buried in the work in which it appears, visible-invisible,
under the distant daylight of art. But did Rilke himself always maintain
this reserve? And did he not formulate it precisely to break it while still
safeguarding it, knowing moreover that neither he nor anyone had the
power to break this reserve, but only to maintain a relationship with it?
This sort of wandering that is unique to us....

THE IMPOSSIBILITY OF THINKING THAT IS THOUGHT

The understanding, attention, and sensibility of Jacques Riviére are per-
fect. But in the dialogue, the role of misunderstanding remains obvious,
although difficult to pin down. Artaud, at the time still very patient, con-
stantly watches over this misunderstanding. He sees that his correspon-
dent seeks to reassure him by promising him in the future the coherence
that he lacks, or by showing him that the fragility of the mind is necessary
to the mind. But Artaud does not want to be reassured. He is in contact
with something so grave that he cannot suffer its reduction. He also feels
the extraordinary, and for him almost unbelievable, rapport between the
collapse of his thought and the poems that he succeeds in writing despite
this “actual loss.” On one hand, Jacques Rivitre misunderstands the
exceptional nature of the event, and on the other hand he misunderstands
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the extreme quality within these works of the mind, produced from the
absence of mind.

When he writes to Riviere with a calm penetration that surprises his
correspondent, Artaud is not surprised at being here the master of what
he wants to say. Only poems expose him to the central loss of thought
from which he suffers: it is an anguish that he recalls later with pungent
expressions, saying, for instance: “I am speaking of the absence like a gap,
of a kind of cold, imageless suffering, without feeling, like an indescrib-
able clash of abortions.” Why does he write poemns, then? Why doesn’t he
content himself with being a man who uses his tongue for ordinary pur-
poses? Everything indicates that poetry, linked for him “to that kind of
erosion, at once essential and fleeting, of thought,” and thus essentially in-
volved in this central loss, also gives him the certainty of being the only
thing capable of expressing that loss, and promises him, to a certain ex-
tent, to rescue this loss itself, to save his thought insofar as it is lost. Thus
he will say with impatience and haughtiness: “I am the one who has best
felt the stupefying disarray of his language in its relationships with
thought. . . . T actually lose myself in my thought as one does when one
dreams, or as one suddenly plunges back into one’s thought. I am the one
who knows the hiding places of loss.”

It is not important for him “to think aright, to see aright,” or to have
thoughts that are well connected, well chosen and well expressed—all
abilities he knows he possesses. And he is irritated when his friends say to
him: but you think very well, it is a common problem to lack words. (“I
am sometimes seen as over-brilliant in expressing my insufficiencies, my
profound deficiency, and in revealing an incapacity for believing it is not
imaginary and made up from start to finish.”) He knows, with the pro-
fundity that the experience of pain gives him, that to think is not to have
thoughts, and that the thoughts that he has only make him feel that he
has not “yet begun to think.” That is the grave torment into which he re-
turns. It is as if he has touched, despite himself and by a pathetic mistake,
whence his cries come, the point at which thinking is always unable to
think: it “uncan” [impouvoir], to use his word, which is like the essential
part of his thinking, but which makes it an extremely painful lack, a fail-
ing that immediately shines from this center and, consuming the physical
substance of what he thinks, divides itself on all levels into a number of
particular impossibilities.

That poetry is linked to this impossibility of thinking which is
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thought—that is the truth that cannot be revealed, for it always turns
away and forces one to experience it beneath the level where one could
truly experience it. This is not only a metaphysical difficulty, it is a rap-
ture of pain, and poetry is this perpetual pain, it is “shadow” and “the
night of the soul,” “the absence of voice to cry out.”

In a letter written twenty or so years later, when he has gone through
ordeals that have made him a difficult and blazing being, he says with the
greatest simplicity: “I began in literature by writing books to say that I
could not write anything at all. My thought when I had something to
write was what was the most denied to me.” And again: “I have never
written except to say that I had never done anything, could do nothing,
and that doing something, I was actually doing nothing. My entire work
was built, and can only be built, on nothingness.” Common sense will
immediately wonder: but why, if he has nothing to say, doesn’t he in fact
say nothing? It is because one can content oneself with saying nothing
only when nothing is almost nothing; here, though it seems that it is a
question of a nullity so radical that, by the excess it represents, the danger
to which it is the approach, and the tension it provokes, it demands, as if
to be delivered from it, the formation of an initial speech whereby words
that say something will be distanced. Who has nothing to say? How could
one not force oneself to begin to speak and to express oneself? “Ah well! Te
is my own weakness and my absurdity to want to write no matter what the
cost and to express myself. I am a man who has suffered much in mind
and because of this I have the right to speak.”

DESCRIPTIONS OF A BATTLE

To this void that his work—naturally, it is not a work'—will exalt and
denounce, traverse and preserve, that it will fill and that will fill it, Ar-
taud will come close with an impulse of which he is a master. In the be-
ginning, before this void, he still seeks to grasp some fullness he thinks is
certain, which would place him in relation to its spontaneous richness,
the integrity of his feeling, and such a perfect adhesion to the continuity
of things that it is already crystallizing in him into poetry. He has this
“profound faculty,” he believes he has it, as well as the wealth of forms
and words able to express it. But “at the instant the soul readies itself to
organize its richness, its discoveries, this revelation, at that unconscious
minute when the thing is on the point of emanating, a superior and evil
will attacks the soul like vitriol, attacks the word-and-image mass, attacks
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the mass of feeling, and leaves me, me, panting as if at the very door to
my life.”

That Artaud is here the victim of the illusion of the immediate is easy
enough to say; that is easy; but everything begins with the way in which
he is distanced from this immediacy that he calls “life”: not by a nostalgic
fainting away or the imperceptible abandonment of a dream; quite the
contrary, by such an obvious rupture that it introduces into the center of
himself the assertion of a perpetual turning-away that becomes part of his
innermost self, like the atrocious surprise of his actual nature.

Thus, by a sure and painful development, he comes to reverse the po-
larity of the impulse and to place dispossession first, not the “immediate
totality” of which this dispossession seemed at first the simple lack. What
is prime is not the fullness of being; what is prime is the crack and the fis-
sure, erosion and destruction, intermittence and gnawing privation: being
is not being, it is the lack of being, a living lack that makes life incom-
plete, fugitive, and inexpressible, except by the cry of a fierce abstinence.

Perhaps Artaud, when he thought he had the fullness of “inseparable re-
ality,” never did anything but descry the density of shadow projected be-
hind him by this void, for the only thing that testifies in him to total full-
ness is the formidable power that denies it, an excessive negation that is
always at work and capable of an infinite proliferation of emptiness. It is
a pressure that is so terrible that it expresses him, while at the same time
demanding that he devote himself completely to producing it and main-
taining its expression.

Yet at the time of the correspondence with Jacques Rivitre, and when
he is still writing poems, he manifestly maintains the hope of making
himself equal to himself, an equality that poems are destined to restore the
instant they ruin it. He says then that “he is thinking at a lower rate”; “I
am below myself, I know it, I suffer from it.” Later, he will write: “It is this
antinomy between my profound faculty and my outer difficulty that cre-
ates the torment I am dying from.” At this instant, if he feels anxiety and
guilt, it is for thinking below his thought, which he thus guards behind
him in the certainty of its ideal integrity, so that in expressing it, even if
by one single word, it would be revealed in its true greatness, absolute wit-
ness of himself. The torment stems from the fact that he cannot discharge
his thought, and poetry remains inside him as the hope of canceling this
debt, which it nevertheless can only stretch well beyond the limits of his
existence. One sometimes has the impression in the correspondence with
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Jacques Rivitre that the little interest Riviere has in the poems, and his in-
terest in the central trouble that Artaud is only too ready to describe, dis-
places the center of the writing. Artaud wrote against the void, to get out
of it. In the correspondence with Riviére, though, he writes by exposing
himself to it and by trying to express it and draw expression from it.

This displacement of the center of gravity (that Lombilic des limbes
[Limbo navel] and Le pése-nerfs [Nerve-scale] represent) is the painful de-
mand that forces him, abandoning all illusion, to be attentive to one sin-
gle point. “Point of absence and the inane,” around which he wanders
with a kind of sarcastic lucidity, with good sense that is crafty at first, then
pushed by movements of suffering in which we hear misery cry out, as
formerly only Sade could cry out, and yet, also like Sade, without ever
consenting, and with a fighting strength that never stops being equal to
this void that it embraces.

I want to surpass this point of absence, of futility. This shuffling in place that
makes me crippled, inferior to everything and everyone. I have no life, I have
no life! My internal effervescence is dead. . . . I can’t manage to think. Do you
understand this hollow, this intense and lasting nothingness. . . . I can neither
go forward nor draw back. I am fixed in place, localized around a point always
the same, which all my books translate.

We must not make the mistake of reading as analyses of a psychological
state the precise, sure and detailed descriptions that he offers us. They are
descriptions, but descriptions of a battle. The fight is in part imposed on
him. The “void” is an “active void.” The “I cannot think, I cant manage to
think” is a summons to a more profound thought, a constant pressure, an
oblivion that, never allowing itself to be forgotten, always demands a
more perfect oblivion. Henceforth thinking is this step always to take
backwards. The battle in which he is always conquered is always resumed
at a lower level. Powerlessness is never powerless enough, the impossible
is not the impossible. But at the same time, the fight is also one that Ar-
taud wants to pursue, for in this struggle he does not renounce what he
calls “life” (this outpouring, this dazzling vivacity), whose loss he cannot
tolerate, which he wants to marry with his thought, which, by a grandiose
and frightful obstinacy, he absolutely refuses to distinguish from thought,
while this “life” is nothing other than “the erosion” of this life, “the ema-
ciation” of this life, the intimacy of rupture and loss in which there is nei-
ther life nor thought, but only the torture of a fundamental lack through
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which the demand of a more decisive negation already asserts itself. And
everything begins again. For Artaud will never accept the scandal of a
thought separated from life, even when he is given over to the most direct
and savage experience that ever made the essence of thought understood
as separation, of that impossibility that it asserts against itself as the limit
of its infinite power.

TO SUFFER, TO THINK

It would be tempting to compare what Artaud tells us to what Holderlin
or Mallarmé tells us: that inspiration is first that pure point where it is
lacking. But we must resist this temptation of over-general assertions.
Each poet says the same thing, but it is not the same thing; it is unique,
we feel it. Artaud’s point of view is his own. What he says is of an inten-
sity that we could not bear. Here speaks a pain that refuses all profundity,
all illusion, and all hope, but that, in this refusal, offers to thought “the
ether of a new space.” When we read these pages, we learn what we do not
manage to know: the act of thinking can only be deeply shocking; what is
to be thought about is in thought that which turns away from it and in-
exhaustibly exhausts itself in it; suffering and thinking are secretly linked,
for if suffering, when it becomes extreme, is such that it destroys the ca-
pacity to suffer, always destroying ahead of itself, in time, the time when
suffering could be grasped again and ended, it is perhaps the same with
thought. Strange connections. Might it be that extreme thought and ex-
treme suffering open onto the same horizon? Might suffering be, finally,
thinking?



§ 5 Rousseau

I do not know if during his life Rousseau was persecuted, as he thought
he was. But since he evidently did not stop being persecuted after his
death, attracting hostile passions and, until his final years, the hatred, the
deforming fury, and the abuse of seemingly reasonable men, we must
think that there was some truth to this conjuration of hostility, of which
he inexplicably felt himself the victim. Rousseau’s enemies are so with an
excess that justifies Rousseau. Maurras, judging him, abandons himself to
the same impure distortion with which he reproaches Rousseau. As to
those who wish Rousseau only well and feel themselves his companions
from the start, we see, for instance with Jean Guéhenno, how far from
easy it is for them to do him justice. One could say that there is in
Rousseau something mysteriously warped that enrages those who do not
like him and annoys those who do not wish to do him wrong, without
their being able to be sure of this fault, and precisely because they cannot
be sure of it.

I have always suspected this profound and elusive vice of this man to
whom we owe literature. Rousseau, the man of the primal, of nature and
truth, is the one who can fulfill these relationships only by writing; writ-
ing, all he can do is make them deviate from the certainty he has of them;
in this deviation from which he suffers, to which he spiritedly, despair-
ingly objects, he helps literature to become aware of itself by disengaging
itself from old conventions and forming, through argumentation and
contradiction, a new rectitude.

Of course, Rousseau’s whole career is not thus explained. But his desire to
be true and the difficulty of being so, the passion for origin, the happiness of
the immediate present and the unhappiness that ensues, the need for
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communication changed into solitude, the search for exile, then the con-
demnation to wander, and finally the obsession with strangeness, all form
part of the essence of the literary experience and, through this experience,
seem to us more readable, more important, more secretly justified.

Jean Starobinski’s remarkable essay seems to me to confirm this point
of view and to emphasize it with a richness of reflections that enlighten us
not only about Rousseau, but also about the singularities of the literature
born with him.! This is already clear: in a century in which there is almost
no one who is not a great writer and who doesn’t write with an easy and
skillful mastery, Rousseau is the first to write with displeasure [ennui],?
and with the feeling of a fault that he must continually aggravate to try to
escape it. “And from that instant I was lost.” The excess of this statement
does not surprise us. At the same time, if his whole unhappy life seems to
him to emerge from the instant of wandering when he had the idea of
competing for the Academy, the entire richness of his renewed life has its
origin in that moment of change when he “saw another universe and be-
came another man.” The illumination of Vincennes, the “truly heavenly
fire” with which he feels himself enflamed, evokes the sacred nature of the
literary calling. On one hand, to write is evil, for it is to enter into the lie
of literature and the vanity of literary customs; on the other hand, it is to
make oneself capable of a ravishing change and to enter into a new, en-
thusiastic relationship “with truth, freedom, and virtue™: isnt that ex-
tremely precious? No doubt it is, but it is to lose oneself again, since, hav-
ing become other than what he was—another man in another
universe—now he is henceforth unfaithful to his true nature (this laziness,
this lack of concern, this unstable diversity that he prefers) and obliged to
let himself be carried away into a quest that still has no other aim than it-
self. Rousseau is surprisingly aware of the alienation that the act of writing
entrains, an evil alienation, even if it is an alienation in hopes of the
Good, and very unfortunate indeed for the one who undergoes it, as all
the Prophets before him did not fail to complain to the God who imposed
it on them.

Starobinski notes perfectly that Rousseau inaugurates the sort of writer
that we have all more or less become, desperate to write against writing,
“man of letters making a plea against letters,” then burying himself in lit-
erature with the hope of getting out of it, then no longer refraining from
writing because he no longer has the possibility of communicating

anything.
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THE NOMAD PASSION

What is striking is that this decision, in the beginning very clear and de-
liberate, reveals itself as linked with a power of strangeness under the
threat of which he will little by little lose all stable rapport with a self. In
the wandering passion that is his, he passes through several characteristic
stages. After being the innocent walker of his youth, he is the glorious
itinerant who goes from chiteau to chiteau and cannot stay fixed in the
success that hunts and pursues him. This vagabondage of celebrity—like
that of Valéry, going from salon to salon—is so contrary to the revelation
that led him to write that he wants to withdraw by an exemplary and
spectacular flight: the daily flight outside of the world, the public retreat
to the life of the Forest. It is an attempt at “personal reform” in which it is
easy to find motives that make it seem suspicious—and in fact why this
rupture and this apparent solitude? To write more, to make new works, to
establish new ties with society. “The work that I undertook could be car-
ried out only in an absolute retreat.”

To make use of the literary lie in order to denounce the social lie is, it is
true, a very old privilege inherited from the Skeptics and the Cynics. But
Rousseau, while still borrowing from the Ancients a tradition that he
knows, nonetheless feels that with it, and through the solitary defiance it
entails, literature will involve him in a new adventure and will reveal
strange powers. In the exile he advocates with methodical and almost ped-
agogical decisiveness, he is already under the constraint of that infinite
force of absence, of that communication by rupture that is literary pres-
ence: he who wants to be transparency itself can do nothing but hide him-
self and make himself obscure, a foreigner not only to others to protest
against their foreignness, but soon to himself. “The decision I have made
to write and to hide myself. . . . 7 If, due to this, this advocacy of rupture
becomes a separation, evilly imposed on him, if the world from which he
has a little arbitrarily made himself absent comes back to him as the rigged
world of absence and distancing, if finally, having played at speaking to
make his silent singularity heard, he hurls himself at the “profound, uni-
versal silence,” “frightening and terrible silence,” which hides from him
the mystery he has become, then we are permitted to see in this episode,
abnormal as it is, the extreme truth of the impulse he had to pursue, and
that sense of vagrant necessity that he was the first to make inseparable
from literary experience.
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Who better than he has ever represented the succession of rash acts and
the ever-increasing responsibilities that result from the irresponsible light-
ness of writing? Nothing begins more easily: one writes in order to teach
the world while winning agreeable fame from it. Then one gets hooked,
one renounces the world a little, for one must write and one can only
write by hiding oneself and distancing oneself. In the end, “nothing more
is possible”: the wish for asceticism is changed into an unwilling dispos-
session, proud exile turned into the misfortune of infinite migration, soli-
tary walks become the incomprehensible necessity to come and go with-
out ever stopping. In this “immense labyrinth where one can only glimpse
in the shadows false roads that lead one farther and farther away,” what is
the last wish of this man so tempted to be free? “I dared to desire and pro-
pose that they should dispose of me in perpetual captivity rather than
make me wander incessantly over the earth by expelling me successively
from all the refuges that I might have chosen.” This is a confession that is
rich with meaning: a man once enchanted with the greatest freedom,
imaginarily making free with everything by a realization without labor,
now begs that someone stop him and hem him in, even if only to fix him
in an eternal prison that seems to him less unbearable than the excess of
his freedom. Or he will have to turn to and fro in the space of his solitude,
which can no longer be anything but the indefinitely repeated echo of
solitary speech: “Given over to myself alone, without friend, without ad-
vice, without experience, in a foreign country. . . . ” “Alone, foreign, iso-
lated, without support, without family. . . . ” “Alone, without support,
friendless, defenseless. . . . > “Foreign, without relatives, without support,
alone....™

«

TO INVENT A NEW LANGUAGE’

It is when he undertakes, by an initiative whose quality of freshness
proudly exalts him, to speak truthfully about the self that Rousseau will
discover the insufficiency of traditional literature and the need to invent
another kind, as fresh as his intention.* What is unique about this aim,
then? It is that he does not intend to make a narrative or portrayal of his
life. He wants, by means of a nonetheless historical narration, entering
into immediate contact with himself, to reveal this immediate presence
that he has so incomparably sensed, to place himself wholly in the light of
day, to pass into the day and into the transparency of day, which is his in-
timate origin. Neither Saint Augustine nor Montaigne nor all the rest ever
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attempted such a thing. Saint Augustine confesses in relation to God and
to the church; he has Truth as mediator, and would not commit the fault
of wanting to speak immediately about himself. Montaigne is no more
certain of the outer truth than he is sure of his actual private life; the im-
mediate is probably nowhere; uncertainty alone is what can reveal us to
ourselves. But Rousseau never doubted the felicity of the immediate, or
the original light that is its presence in himself, which his only task is to
unveil in order to bear witness to himself and, even more, to that trans-
parency in him. Thence the thought that what he is undertaking is with-
out precedent and perhaps without hope. How can one speak of oneself,
how can one speak with truth of oneself, and how, when speaking, can
one confine oneself to the immediate and make literature the realm of
original experience? Failure is inevitable, but the byways of failure are rev-
elatory, for these contradictions are the reality of the literary task.

In his Confessions, Rousseau necessarily wants to say everything. “Every-
thing” is first of all his entire story, his whole life, that which accuses him
(and which alone can excuse him), the ignoble, the base, the perverse, but
also the insignificant, the uncertain, the null. It is a phenomenal task,
which he scarcely begins, even though this beginning already creates a
scandal; he feels strongly that for this task he will have to break with all
the rules of classical discourse. At the same time, he is aware that to say
everything is not to exhaust his story, or his character, in an impossible in-
tegral narrative, but just as well to seek in his being or in language the mo-
ment of the first simplicity, where everything is already given, ahead of
time, where all is possible. If he does not stop writing about himself, tire-
lessly beginning his autobiography over and over at a certain moment that
is always interrupted, it is because he is incessantly and feverishly in search
of this beginning, which always eludes him when he expresses it, while he
had, before trying to express it, the calm, happy certainty of it. “Who am
[?” Thus begins The Confessions, in which he wants not only to show him-
self “completely to the public,” but to keep himself “incessantly before his
own eyes,” which will force him never to stop writing, in order to make
impossible “the least gap,” “the least void.” Then come the Dialogues, in
which he who has “said everything,” as if he had said nothing, begins
again to say everything, under this constraint: “If I silence anything, you
will know nothing of me.” Then come the Reveries: “What am I myself?
That is what remains for me to seek out.” If writing is indeed the strange
passion for the incessant, who reveals it to us better than this man weary
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of writing, persecuted by speech and, refusing to keep silent, still throwing
“in haste onto paper a few interrupted words” that he has scarcely “had
time to reread, let alone correct”?

What matters is thus not the whole as it unfurls and develops in the
story, if it be that of the heart; it is the entirety of the immediate, and the
truth of that entirety. Here, Rousseau makes a discovery that helps him
dangerously. The truth of origin is not confused with the truth of deeds:
at the level on which it should be grasped and expressed, it is that which
is not yet true, that which at least has no guarantee in the conformity with
the firm outer reality. We will thus never be sure of having said this sort of
truth, sure on the contrary of always having to say it anew, but in no way
convicted of falsity if it occurs to us to express it by altering it and invent-
ing it, for it is more real in the unreal than in the appearance of exactitude
where in fixity it loses its own clarity. Rousseau discovers the legitimacy of
an art without resemblance, he recognizes the truth of literature which is
in its very mistake, and its power, which is not to represent, but to make
present by the force of creative absence. “I am persuaded that one is al-
ways very well portrayed when one has portrayed oneself, even when the
portrayal turns out to bear not the least resemblance.” We are no longer
in the domain of truth, notes Starobinski, we are from now on in the do-
main of authenticity. And here is his remarkable commentary: “Authentic
speech is a speech that no longer forces itself to imitate a preexistent given:
it is free to deform and invent, on condition that it remain faithful to its
own law. Yet this inner law eludes all control and all discussion. The law of
authenticity forbids nothing, but is never satisfied. It does not demand
that speech reproduce a prior reality, but that it produce its truth in a free
and uninterrupted development.”

But what literature, sheltering such language, would be able to preserve
its creative spontaneity? Writing well, with care, in a constant, well-bal-
anced, and ruled form, according to the classical ideal on which books are
based, no longer matters.

Here it is my portrayal that is at stake, and not a book. I want to woik, so to
speak, in the camera obscura. . . .1 take . .. my own side when it comes to
style as well as to details. I will in no way try to make it uniform; I will always
have the style that comes to me, I will change it according to my humor with-
out scruple, I will say each thing as I feel it, as I see it, without research, with-
out bother, without being embarrassed by the motley [/z bigarrure]. . . . My
uneven and natural style, sometimes quick and sometimes diffused, now wise
and now mad, now serious and now gay, will itself form part of my story.
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This last indication is striking. Rousseau sees perfectly that literature is
that manner of speaking that speaks by its manner, as he sees that there is
meaning, truth, and a sort of content of form, in which is communicated,
despite words, all that their deceptive signification dissimulates.

To write without care, without bother, and without research is not so
easy, as Rousseau shows us by his example. He must wait till, according to
the law of reduplication of the story, the tragic Jean-Jacques is followed by
the comic Jean-Jacques, so that the carelessness, the freedom from effort,
and ordinary chatter finally take their place alongside Restif de la Bre-
tonne in literature, and the result will not be very convincing. What im-
peded Rousseau in his aim of handing over the coarse material of his life
by leaving it up to the reader to form a work himself with these ele-
ments—an essentially modern aim>—is that, despite him, in this incom-
prehensible process that he feels his existence becoming, under threat of
an unacceptable condemnation, he cannot keep from pleading and ap-
pealing to the oratorical values of classical literature. (When one is before
a judge who must be convinced, one must use the language of the judge,
which is fine rhetoric.) Unless, in the case of Rousseau, so gifted with elo-
quence, he must reverse the situation and say that—to a certain extent, of
course—this idea of being put on trial, of a judgment to which he is de-
livered and of a tribunal before which he must incessantly justify himself
by endlessly telling about himself, is imposed on him by the literary form
at which he excels and where his thought is obsessed with the demands of
litigation. In this sense, it is indeed the duality, the discord between liter-
ary speech, still classical and Ciceronian, justifying, careful to be precise,
and proud of speaking the mot juste—and primal speech, immediate, not
at all “just,” but not coming under any rules of justice, thus fundamen-
tally innocent, this duality of language exposes the writer to feeling him-
self to be first Rousseau and then Jean-Jacques, then both at the same
time, in a dichotomy that he embodies with admirable passion.

THE FASCINATION WITH EXTREMES

One of the most reliable books recently devoted to Rousseau’s thought
is by Pierre Burgelin.® The difficulty experienced by all the commenta-
tors—some rejoice in it, others remedy it—-in giving coherence to an en-
semble of works that only gives the appearance of being systematic can be
explained, as we see in this book, in many ways. I think that one of the
explanations is this: Rousseau’s thoughts are not yet thoughts; their pro-
fundity, their inexhaustible richness, and the air of sophism that Diderot
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found in them all stem from the fact that on the level of literature at
which they assert themselves they designate that more original moment,
linked to literary reality, that demand for anteriority that forbids them
from developing into concepts, that refuses them ideal clarity, and that,
each time they seek to organize into a happy synthesis, stops them and de-
livers them to the fascination of extremes. Constantly we feel that a di-
alectical interpretation of Rousseau’s ideas is possible: in the Social Con-
tract, in Emile, and even in Julie; but constantly we intuit that the
revelation of the unmediated and the denaturation of a pondered life
make sense only by the opposition, where they are defined in a conflict
without outcome. One might say that it is disease that fixes Jean-Jacques’s
thinking in an immobile antithesis. I will say that this disease is also liter-
ature, all of whose contradictory claims—absurd if one wants to think
about them, unbearable if one welcomes them—Rousseau discerned, with
firm clairvoyance and strong courage. What could be more unreasonable
than wanting to make language the resting place of the immediate and the
realm of a mediation, the grasping of origin and the movement of alien-
ation or of strangeness, the certainty of what does nothing but begin and
the uncertainty of what does nothing but begin again, the absolute truth
of that which, nonetheless, is not yet true? We can begin to understand
and set in order this unreason, we can accomplish it in fine works, we can
live it in a bizarre passion. Most often, these three roles are distinct.
Rousseau, who is the first to conceive of them, is one of the few to com-
bine them; he will henceforth seem suspect, both to the thinker and to the
writer, for having wanted imprudently fo be one through the other.



§ 6 Joubert and Space

1. Author Without a Book, Writer Without Writing

That we think of [Joseph] Joubert as a writer who is close to us, closer
than the great literary names with whom he was contemporary, is not only
because of the (nonetheless distinguished) obscurity in which he lived,
died, and then lived on. It is not enough during one’s lifetime to be a
name feebly illumined in order to shine, as Stendhal hoped, one or two
centuries later. It is not even enough for a great work to be great and to
stand apart, so that posterity, one day finally grateful, might set it anew in
the brilliance of broad daylight. It is possible that humanity may one day
know everything—beings, truths, and worlds—but there will always be
some work of art—perhaps all of art—that will fall outside this universal
knowledge. That is the privilege of artistic activity: what it produces often
must remain unknown even by a god.

It remains true that many works are prematurely exhausted by being
over-admired. This great torch of glory in which writers and artists, as
they age, rejoice, and which throws its last glimmers on their death, burns
a substance in them that will ever after be lacking from their work. The
young Valéry used to seck in every well-known book the mistake that
made it famous-—an aristocrat’s judgment. But we often have the impres-
sion that death will finally bring silence and calm to the work left to itself.
During his life, even the most detached and negligent writer fights for his
books. He lives, that is enough; he stands behind them, through this life
that remains to him and with which he makes them present. But his
death, even though unnoticed, reestablishes the secret and closes thought.
Will this thought, now alone, spread or be checked, fail or succeed, find
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or lose itself? And will it ever be alone? Even oblivion does not always re-
ward those who seem to have earned it by the gift of great restraint that
was in them.

Joubert had this gift. He never wrote a book. He only prepared himself
to write one, resolutely seeking the right conditions that would allow him
to write. Then he forgot even this aim. More precisely, what he sought,
this source of writing, this space in which to write, this light to define in
space, demanded of him and asserted in him characteristics that made
him unfit for any ordinary literary work, or made him turn away from it.
He was thus one of the first entirely modern writers, preferring the center
over the sphere, sacrificing results for the discovery of their conditions,
not writing in order to add one book to another, but to make himself
master of the point whence all books seemed to come, which, once found,
would exempt him from writing them.

One would wrong him, however, in attributing to him, as a clear and
singly pursued intention, such a thought, which he discovers only little by
little, which he often loses and obscures, and which he can later maintain
only by transforming it into wisdom. That is why it is so easy to confuse
him with one of those makers of maxims for which Nietzsche loved
French literature. Almost all his editors, sometimes even today, in pre-
senting us the reflections of his Carnets [Notebooks] grouped under sen-
tentious captions and under general titles borrowed from the emptiest and
vaguest philosophy—“family and society”; “wisdom and virtue”; “truth
and errors”; “life and death”; “literary judgments”—favored this misread-
ing, and failed to see the essentially new and even futuristic aspect of his
research: the development of a thought that does not yet think, or of a po-
etic language that tries to go back up toward itself.

Joubert is neither Chamfort nor Vauvenargues, nor is he La Rochefou-
cauld. He does not make bons mots with brief thoughts. He does not coin
a philosophy. He does not arrogate, by concise formulae, that abrupt abil-
ity to make assertions that haughty, skeptical, and bitter moralists use to
make their doubts categorical. What he wrote he wrote almost every day,
dating it and not giving it any remarkable reference point other than this
date, or any other perspective than the movement of the days that had
brought it to him. That is how one should read him. It is not only because
André Beaunier offered us, for the first time, the integral publication of
Joubert’s reflections (altered more or less by the preceding editors, but
never very seriously—only grouped according to an order that distorted
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them) that we then had the revelation of an entirely different Joubert: it
is because he gave them back their diaristic quality. Thoughts recover once
again their dailiness and touch ordinary life, liberate themselves from it,
and liberate from it another day, another clarity that shows through here
and there. This perspective changes everything. Just as the numerous col-
lections of Joubert’s Pensées [Thoughts] seem to assert a delicate, cautious,
but indifferent wisdom, so the Carnets, as they were drafted in the course
of an entire life and as they have been restored to us, mingled according
to the chance and pressure of life, offer themselves passionately to our
reading, lead us by their haphazard movement toward an end that reveals
itself only at rare moments, in the brief rift of a clarity.

“Joubert’s diary,” the subtitle given to the Carnerzs, is not misleading,
even if it takes us in. It is indeed with the most profound intimacy, with
the search for this intimacy, for the path to reach it and the space of words
with which this intimacy must in the end mingle, that his narrative is
formed for us. “And may everything come from the entrails, everything
down to the least expression. That is perhaps an inconvenience, but it is a
necessity: 1 put up with it.” Joubert suffered from this necessity. He would
have liked not to be one of “those minds that delve or get too involved be-
forehand with what they believe,” a failing that is, he says, that of his cen-
tury, but a privileged fault whose language he only tries, sometimes, to
preserve. Then, one day, he must sadly write us this note: “I have no more
surface.” This, for a man who wants to write, who above all can only write
by art, by the contact with images and by the space with which they put
him in contact, is a difficult assertion. How can one speak from profun-
dity alone, in that state of deep embeddedness in which everything is ar-
duous, fierce, irregular? Something interior, embedded. “When one paints
an inward thing, one paints an embedded thing. Yet that which is hidden
in the depths, however illumined it may be, can never offer the uniform,
lively clarity of a surface.” Joubert loves this surface clarity, and so he never
stops trying to conceive of this great profundity to which he descends,
from which he rises up, as yet another surface, continually added to itself.

In this Journal, there are few details touching on what we call private
life or public life, but, here and there, there are some discreet allusions
that still have a certain force of evocation. In 1801: “That young man
whom you call Bonaparte.” On the death of his mother: “At ten o’clock
in the evening, my poor mother! my poor mother!” In January: “The
white spots of snow, scattered here and there on the greenery in the thaw.”
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In May, at Hyeres: “The coolness during the summer.” In October: “The
cry of the chimney sweep; the cicada’s song.” Sometimes, there are
outlines of thoughts still mixed with circumstances: “Pleasure of being
seen from afar.” “The occupation of watching the time flow by.” Or
images, impregnated with their secret origin: “The black hair in the
tomb.” “The mobile path of the water. . . . A river of air and light. . . .
Layers of clarity. . . . And it is from this point of earth that my soul will
fly away.” He also speaks of himself, not of what he does or what happens
to him, but what is in his depths, the demands of his mind, and, behind
his mind, of what he calls his soul. It is an intimacy, though, that is barely
his own, that remains always distanced from him and distanced from this
distance, forcing him to observe himself often in the third person and,
when he has noted: “I do not have a patient mind,” to correct himself
immediately: “He does not have. . . . ” Even rarer, although there are nu-
merous notes, dry but precise, on his health, which laboriously preoccu-
pied him, the words of distress in which he seems to reach his limits, he
who deems it necessary always to stop his mind before its limits to prevent
it from being limited; little phrases that make us pause: “I no longer have
any vast thoughts.” “. . . incapable of writing.” “(Unable to go on.)” That
is in parentheses, not long before his death.

WHY DOESN'T HE WRITE?

Why doesn’t Joubert write books? Early on, his attention and interest
are only on that which is written and is to be written. As a young man, he
is close to Diderot; a little later, close to Restif de la Bretonne, both pro-
lific men of letters. His maturity gives him almost exclusively famous writ-
ers for friends, with whom he lives in the midst of literature, friends who,
moreover, recognize his accomplished talents of thought and form, and
gently push him out of his silence. Finally, he is in no way a man para-
lyzed by any difficulties of expression: his letters, numerous and lengthy,
are written with that aptitude for writing that is as it were the gift of that
century, and to which he adds sparkling nuances and charming phrases
that show him to be always happy to speak and happy with words. Yet this
extremely capable man, who almost every day has a notebook near him in
which he writes, publishes nothing and leaves nothing to publish. (At
least, not according to the customs of his time; even the publication after
his death that Chateaubriand undertakes of some of his thoughts is a
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private edition, reserved for his friends. In our time, he would perhaps no
more have resisted solicitations from outside than Valéry did Gide.
Fontanes wrote to him in 1803: “I urge you to write every evening, going
over the meditations of your day. You will select, after some time, from
these fantasies of your thought, and you will be surprised at having made,
almost without your knowing it, an extremely fine work.” It is to Joubert’s
credit to have refused to make this extremely fine work.)

One might reply that he is one of those writers whom their journals
sterilize by giving them the pleasure of a false abundance and the appear-
ance of words in which they wallow without self-control. But nothing
could be more foreign to Joubert. If his Journal is still grounded in the
days, it is not a reflection of them, but instead strives for something be-
yond them. Furthermore, he comes late to this habit of the Carnezs, and it
is later still that he gives them the importance and direction that, through
the vicissitudes of quite varied reflections, affirm the constancy of his care.
It even seems that, up to the age of forty, he still feels ready to produce
fine written works like so many others: on universal Benevolence, on Pi-
galle, on Cook, even a novel, the projects of which we have fragments.
Then, there are no or few Carnets, which impose on him only when he
begins to think of writing and when, in this thinking, he recognizes his
calling, the attraction he must undergo, the movement by which he will
find fulfillment, sometimes sadly, with the regret of not having “emptied
all his shells,” but also without regret, sure of his preferences and of not
having failed them.

“But what in fact is my art? What goal does it propose? What does it
produce? What does it cause to be born and to exist? What is my aim, and
what do I want to do in exercising it? Is it to write and to assure myself of
being read? Only ambition for so many people! Is that what I want? . . .
That is what must be examined, carefully and for a long time, until 1
know.” That is written on October 22, 1799, when Joubert is forty-five.
One year later, on October 27: “When? you say. I answer: When I have
circumscribed my sphere.” This questioning is pursued from day to day,
from month to year, during his entire existence, but one would be mis-
taken if one thought him another Amiel who exhausts himself in exami-
nation. He knows wonderfully—he is one of the first to know it—that
the impulse to which he must answer is one for which reasoning is insuf-
ficient and dangerous, for which it is not even suitable to say true things,
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for it is as if it is outside of strict truth, calling into question that part of il-
lusion and that environment of the imagination with which hard, firm
reason does not have to comply. Joubert, who seems to draft nothing but
extremely abstract reflections, does not doubt, author without a book as
he is and writer without writing, that he is already dependent on art.
“Here, I am outside of civil things and in the pure region of Art.” He has
his moments of doubt, but what strikes him is above all the confidence of
his progress and the certainty that, even if he does not answer with any
visible work to the “When?” of his friends, it is because he is occupied by
something more essential, which interests art more essentially than a book
could.!

With what, then, is he occupied? Perhaps he would not like us to say
that he knows. He knows rather that he seeks what he does not know, and
that the difficulty of his research and the felicity of his discoveries stem
from that: “But how can one look where one must when one does not
even know what one is looking for? And that is what always happens
when one composes and when one creates. Fortunately, wandering in this
way, one makes more than discoveries, one has fortunate encounters.” We
often have the impression that, if he has a work in mind, it is to envelop
with this commonplace aim and hide from his own eyes the more secret
aim, difficult to grasp and to convey, for which he feels responsible. It is
an almost mythic work to which allusion is made, every now and then,
whose nature, he says, is such “that the very name of the subject must not
be in the title.” After which, he adds: “I will entitle it: ‘On Man.”” Or
again he answers the reproaches that his friends, or perhaps his executive
mind, make of him: the reproach of lacking variety and of being inter-
ested in only one thing—"If he turns in the same circle? That is the hori-
zon of his subject. Add: the circle of immensity.” Reproach of not know-
ing how to conclude anything: “Conclude! What a word. One does not
conclude when one stops and declares oneself finished.” Then the more
serious reproach of having finished before any beginning: “When the last
word is always the one that offers itself first, the work becomes difficult.”
Difficulty of giving his “ideas” a resting place that resembles them, that is
made of their very freedom, that respects and preserves in them their sim-
plicity of images, their figure of invisibility, and their refusal to associate
with each other like reasons: “My ideas! It is the house in which to lodge
them that I struggle to build.”
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TO TRANSLATE THINGS IN SPACE

A work whose subject is quite other than the obvious subject, that must
not conclude and cannot begin, a work that is seemingly in default to it-
self, distanced from what it expresses, so that what it expresses blossoms
in that distance, settles there, preserves itself there, and finally disappears
there. In 1812—he is almost sixty years old—this is how he describes this
“house” that he struggled to build seven years earlier: “Having found
nothing that was worth more than emptiness, he leaves the space vacant.”
On the threshold of old age, is that an avowal of abandon, the confession
of failure, to which his excessive demand might have led him? This may
not be a triumphal assertion, yet everything shows that he in no way
deems it negative and that, if he resigns himself to it, it is because he
prefers to hold himself rigorously to this discovery rather than to develop
it by approximations that betray it. Space—that, in effect, is the heart of
his experience, what he finds as soon as he thinks of writing, what he finds
close to any written work, the wonder of intimacy that makes literary lan-
guage [parole] at once a thought and the echo of that thought (for him,
not a weakened thought, but more profound, since more tenuous, al-
though redoubled, more distant, closer to that distance it designates and
from which it flows), turned at the same time toward that reserve of ease
and indeterminacy that is in us and that is our soul, and toward that weft
of light, air, and infinite space that is above us and that is the sky and that
is God.

It is difficult to know what the point of departure for this “experiment”
of Joubert was. In a certain way he thinks of everything all at once, all the
more so when he has to express himself in isolated thoughts, in the inter-
val of which he perhaps does not exist. It seems, however, that the one
who, having just reached maturity, wrote: “Poets should be the great study
of the philosopher who wants to know man,” received first from poetry
and, more precisely, from the strangeness of literary writing the surprise
of what he will have to think about his entire life, a sphere where his most
varied reflections on man, physics, cosmology, or theology will henceforth
embrace their form, while still helping to keep it in movement. When he
writes “to represent with air, to circumscribe in a small amount of space
great emptinesses or great fullnesses, what am I saying? Immensity itself,
and all matter—such are the unquestionable wonders, easy to verify, that
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perpetually operate by speech and writing,” he designates, still confusedly
but already with confidence, the point to which he will keep returning:
that ability to represent by absence, and to manifest by distance, which is
at the center of art, an ability that seems to distance things in order to say
them, to keep them apart so that they can be illumined, a capability of
transformation, translation, in which it is this very apartness (space) that
transforms and translates, that makes invisible things visible and visible
things transparent, thus makes itself visible in them and is revealed as the
luminous heart of invisibility and unreality from which everything comes,
and where everything is completed.

It is a surprising experiment, and sometimes seems to us close to being
confused with Rilke’s, which is also like an anticipation of Mallarmé’s re-
search; however, as soon as one tries to keep them both in focus at once,
it sets itself apart all the more as it comes close, by nuances that perhaps il-
luminate for us the center of gravity of each.

2. An Early Version of Mallarmé

Georges Poulet, speaking of Joubert in one of his best essays, evoked the
poetic experience of Mallarmé, toward which, in fact, Joubert’s thinking
often directs us.” And between the two figures are only similarities: the
same discretion, a sort of fading of the person, the scarcity of inspiration,
but all the strength of this seeming weakness and a great rigor in research,
a lucid obstinacy in carrying on toward the unknown goal, an extreme at-
tention to words, to their symbolism, to their essence; and, finally, the
feeling that literature and poetry are the locus of a secret that should per-
haps be preferred to anything else, even to the glory of making books.
Sometimes, in one phrase or another in the Carnets, it is almost Mal-
larmé’s voice we think we are hearing. On June 8, 1823, less than a year be-
fore his death: “Spaces . . .  would almost say . . . imaginary, so much the
existence of them is.” Mallarmé would no doubt have stopped himself at
“imaginary,” but is it not already he who is speaking, with that suspended
language, those silences that shape the air and that way of holding back
the word so that it can escape and rise up, on its own, to its point of ap-
parency? That is troubling.

What matters to us, though, in this precocious presence of Mallarmé,
is that such a resemblance of locutions and thoughts forces us to see them
above all in whatever distinct quality they have, and to ask ourselves why
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similar meditations, the presentiment of the same ways, and the summons
to the same images lead them so far from each other. The points of de-
parture are almost the same. Both have a profound experience of the “dis-
tance” and the “separation” that alone allow us to speak, to imagine, and
to think. Both feel that the force of poetic communication comes not
from the fact that it makes us immediately participate in things, but
rather from the fact that it gives them to us outside of their range. Only
Joubert, a less exclusive mind and perhaps deprived of certain demands
that make Mallarmé a poet, did not separate the two regions: on the con-
trary, he saw in separation—that fabric of absence and emptiness that he
calls space—the common share of things, of words, of thoughts, and of
worlds, of this sky above and of this transparency in us that here and there
are a pure expanse of light. When he discovers that, in literature, all things
are spoken, made to be seen, and revealed with their true form and their
secret measure, as soon as they are distanced, spaced out, subside and fi-
nally spread out into the uncircumscribed and indeterminate void for
which one of the keys is imagination, he boldly concludes that this void
and this absence are the very ground of the most material realities, to the
point, he says, that if one squeezed the world to make the void come out,
it would not fill one’s hand.

BY DISTANCE AND BY EMPTINESS

“This globe is a drop of water; the world is a drop of air. Marble is
thickened air.” “Yes, the world is gas, and even clear gas. Newton calcu-
lated that the diamond had [ ] times more vacuums than plenums, and
the diamond is the most compact of substances.” “With its gravitations,
its impenetrabilities, its attractions, its impulsions, and all those blind
forces about which scholars make so much noise . . . , what is all matter
but a grain of emptied metal, a grain of glass made hollow, a bubble of
blown water in which light and shadow play; a shadow, finally, where
nothing weighs except on itself, is impenetrable except (for) itself.” There
is, with Joubert, an entire physics and cosmology of dream (which are per-
haps not far from the assertions of more modern science) where he ven-
tures forth, pushed by the necessity of reconciling the real and the imagi-
nary, which tend less to negate the reality of things than to make them
exist starting from almost nothing—-an atom of air, a sparkle of light, or
even only the emptiness of space that they occupy: “Observe that every-
where and in everything, what is subtle carries that which is compact, and
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what is light holds suspended all that is heavy.” We see clearly, then, why
poetic language can revive things and, translating them in space, make
them apparent through their distancing and their emptiness: it is because
this distance lives in them, this emptiness is already in them; thus it is
right to grasp them, and thus it is the calling of words to extract the in-
visible center of their actual meaning. It is by shadow that one touches
substance, it is by the penumbra of this shadow, when one has arrived at
the oscillating limit where, without disappearing, it is fringed and pene-
trated with light. But, naturally, for the word to attain this limit and rep-
resent it, it also must become “a drop of light,” and become the image of
what it designates, image of itself and of the imaginary, in order finally to
be confused with the indeterminate expanse of space, while still raising to
the roundness of a perfect sphere the moment that, in its extreme light-
ness, it carries and, by its transparency, defines.

“The transparent, the diaphanous, the thin crust, the magical; the imi-
tation of the divine that made all things with little and, so to speak, with
nothing; that is one of the essential qualities of poetry.” “There must be,
in our written language, a voice, a soul, space, open air, words that survive
all alone, and that carry their place with them.” “The force of communi-
cation. . . . It is of a subtle, fine nature, whose existence makes itself felt
and does not show itself. As is that of ether in electricity.” “A poetic vapor,
a dense cloud that resolves itself into prose.”

However ethereal he wanted language to become, we must note that
Joubert never invested it with this power of negation—an overreaching
toward, by and through nothingness—that poetry appointed Mallarmé to
explore. If the modesty of the word establishes between us and things this
distance without which we would be exposed to the stifling silence, this is
not by negating things, but by opening them up and, by this opening,
freeing the part of light and the interval that form them, or by making
what is beyond the body perceptible, by consenting to that beyond by
means of which each body asserts itself, by welcoming the fore-body [/z-
vant-corps] that is “the secret prolongation of its substance.” The word
does not negate, but consents, and if it sometimes seems an accomplice of
nothingness, this “nothingness,” says Joubert, is nothing other than “the
invisible fullness of the world,” whose apparency must be brought out in
the open by language, an emptiness that does not let itself be seen but is
luminous presence, a fissure through which invisibility spreads.

Around 1804, under the early influence of Malebranche, by the analogy
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that he perceives between the language of this philosopher and his own,
and moreover by the extension of his literary experience into a religious
experience, Joubert, having pushed as far as he could the hollowing-out of
things and the excavation of reality, finds in God the goal and support of
all this emptiness, and makes Him the space of space, as others make Him
the thought of thought. It would be easy to think that the name of God
comes here, usefully, to plug the big hole that, in his yearning for allevia-
tion and respite, he ends up recognizing and establishing in all things.
Without this name (or if it were only a name) wouldn’t everything fall
back into the nothingness it brushes against, tames, and tastes, like the in-
effable contact with any visible or invisible certainty? That could well be.
But let us accept his experience as he felt it and represented it. What must
be noted to judge it correctly is that he has such a strong feeling of the
impalpable, and such a sure understanding of this emptiness he calls
space, that he never seems to fear that all things might disperse and be an-
nihilated in it. From the immensity of space, as Georges Poulet notes very
well, he extracts not anguish, as Pascal does, but the exaltation of a calm
joy, and if God comes to him, it is not like the end of a chain of reasoning,
but like the extremity of this joy, of which God will make Himself the
only object.

THE BOOK, THE SKY

On his nights of insomnia, Joubert goes outside and contemplates the
sky. “Insomni nocte [on a sleepless night].” “Insomnia, § o’clock in the
morning.”® What do these nighttime thoughts bring him? The same thing
that is inside him, but realized outwardly: the supreme book that it seems
he will never write, and that he writes as if without knowing it, while
thinking about writing it. Above there is space, and, farther and farther
away, a condensation of space into light, a unified and ordered solitude of
points, in which each seems to be unaware of the others, although there
is composed with some of them a representation of which one has a pre-
monition, along with all the unrepresentable wholeness of their disper-
sion. Joubert likes the stars, but even more than the stars, which often
sparkle too brilliantly, he likes great, radiant space, the diffuse light that is
slowly revealed in it and that reveals that easy simultaneity of distinct per-
fections, synthesis of the vague with the precise. In a note from his eatly
adulthood, we see him trying to compose a cosmology rather close to that
of Cyrano de Bergerac and the ancient authors, in which the stars are only
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holes in the sky, voids by which the enigma of a hidden light is collected
and poured: space hollows, space no longer condensed but subtracted and
diminished to the point of rupture, where it is made into clarity.

These metaphorical contemplations, which send us back to nocturnal
space as if to a great text of silences, and to the book as if to an immobile
sky of stars in movement, may seem within reach of everyone, but for Jou-
bert they open up as the demanding expression of what he must accom-
plish.* An ambitious model, but one that does not crush this modest ge-
nius, for what is written on high guarantees him that he can represent it
by means of art, if it is true that, withdrawn from ourselves, we can find in
ourselves the same intimacy of space and light into which we must hence-
forth put all our cares so that our life will correspond to it, our thinking
preserve it, and our works make it visible.

“And all my stars in one sky. . . . All space is my canvas. IL. It falls to me
from the stars of the mind.”

It would be tempting, and would glorify Joubert, for us to imagine in
him an untranscribed first edition of [Mallarmé’s] Un coup de dés [A throw
of the dice] which, as Valéry said on the day he was introduced to the se-
cret thoughts of Mallarmé, “finally [raised] a page to the power of the
starry sky.” And there is between Joubert’s dreams and the work realized a
century later the foreshadowing of related demands: with Joubert, as with
Mallarmé, the wish to replace ordinary reading (in which one must go
from section to section) with the spectacle of simultaneous utterance, in
which everything would be said at once, without confusion, in a “total,
peaceful, intimate, and finally uniform splendor.” This supposes both a
way of thinking completely different from that of logicians, who make
their way from proof to proof, and also a language completely different
from that of discourse (essential preoccupations for the author of the Car-
nets). Further, this more profoundly supposes the encounter with or cre-
ation of this space of vacancy where, no single thing coming to break the
infinite, everything is present there as in nullity, a place where nothing will
take place except place, the final goal of these two minds.

But there the community of intentions stops. Even if you look at it only
from outside, the poem is given over in the immobility of its assertion to
a prodigious movement that Joubert would do anything to avoid: move-
ments of “retreats,” “prolongations,” “flights,” movements that accelerate
and slow down, divide and superimpose by a burgeoning animation all
the more difficult to the mind since it does not unfold, does not develop,
and, refusing the alleviation of succession, forces us to support all at once,
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in a massive though spaced effect, all the forms of the anxiety of this
movement. Nothing could undermine Joubert’s spiritual design more
than this proliferation in the heart of absence, this infinitely undertaken
going-and-coming that is the emptiness of indeterminate space.

Undoubtedly in Un coup de dés, as in the sky, there is a secret order that
Joubert could welcome, but this order imitates chance, tries to enter into
the intimacy of the game of chance, perhaps to penetrate its rules, perhaps
to carry the rigor of words and the precision of thoughts to the point
where the most determinate referent can integrate indeterminacy. No
doubt there is, in the sky that is the poem, the still future and always un-
certain brilliance of the “Constellation” that the poem will perhaps also
be, at the altitude of exception. But Joubert could never accept the pre-
liminary shipwreck in which nothing must be given so that something
could exist other and purer than that which is. He would never regard as
the descent toward “the unchanged neutrality of the abyss” the movement
of incompleteness by which, in all things, we seek a void to find light.

Even the word “chance” is foreign to him. And the dramatic conjunc-
tion of the throw of dice and chance would seem to him incapable of rep-
resenting thought at the level at which it meets poetry. That is the very
point where his reflections are firmest. Joubert wants thought not to be
determined, as reason can be. He wants it to rise above the constraint of
reasoning and proof, he wants it to be finite thought starting from the in-
finite, just as he wants poetic language, in the perfection of its comple-
tion, to carry and support the vagueness, duplicity and ambiguity of sev-
eral meanings, in order the better to represent the between-meaning and
beyond-meaning toward which it is always oriented. But this indetermi-
nacy is not chance. Chance has to do with that part of reality, vain and
obvious, that reason—which is content only with proofs and wants to re-
duce everything to accounts—seeks to master by calculation.® The space
in which Joubert ends is without chance and without determinacy, and
literature, which is space turned into the ability to communicate, is this
ordered sky of stars where the infinity of the sky is present in each star and
where the infinity of stars does not hinder but rather makes perceptible
the freedom of the infinitely empty expanse.

Such is the firm contradiction he sees harmoniously resolved up above,
which he keeps coming up against and which, without reducing him to
silence, will hold him back from any completed work. It is his merit to
have recog