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Editorial 

Issue 13 of Colloquy: text theory critique is the annual general issue. It 
includes articles ranging from Leonardo da Vinci’s Paragone to the War on 
Terror, passing through Shakespeare, Hegel, Kierkegaard and Nietzsche; it 
is completed by reviews, original poetry and translations from Italian and 
Chinese. The editors want to thank the many referees who made this issue 
possible. 

Issue 14, to appear in November 2007, will be the proceedings of the 
conference Imagining the Future: Utopia, Dystopia and Science Fiction, 
which was held at Monash University on December 6-7, 2005. It will be co-
edited by Andrew Milner, Matthew Ryan and Robert Savage. 

Colloquy is presently seeking unsolicited submissions for Issue 15, a 
general issue to be published in May 2008. The deadline for Issue 15 is 
December 15, 2007. Academic articles, review articles, reviews, transla-
tions and creative writing will be considered. 

We are also seeking submissions for Issue 16, a special issue devoted 
to Walter Benjamin’s “Critique of Violence,” to be published in November 
2008 and edited by Michael FitzGerald. Articles or reviews should explicitly 
address, at least in part, either Benjamin’s text or Jacques Derrida’s re-
sponse to it in “Force of Law.” Contributors are invited to extend their analy-
ses to include the cognate works of such thinkers as Schmitt, Arendt, 
Agamben and others in the continental tradition. In keeping with the inter-
disciplinary character of Colloquy, explicit applications of Benjamin's or 
Derrida's insights to literary and cultural production are also welcome. The 
submission deadline for Issue 16 is March 15, 2008. 

 
THE EDITORS 
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The Self-Torment of the White House Screen: 

Language, Lyotard and Looking Back at the War on Terror 

Dougal Phillips 

How many unjust and wicked things are done 
from mere habit. 
[Quam multa injusta ac prava fiunt moribus!]  
Terence, Heauton timoroumenos 

Introduction 

In 1983, U.S. President Ronald Reagan proposed the use of space-
based systems to protect the United States from attack by strategic nuclear 
missiles. Known as the Strategic Defence Initiative (SDI) and dubbed �Star 
Wars� by critics and acolytes alike, the initial centrepiece of the project was 
a proposed laser curtain emitted from a satellite which was powered by a 
built-in nuclear warhead. The idea was that the energy from the warhead 
detonation, when broadcast, would produce an impenetrable screen as a 
barrier to incoming warheads. After testing failed, this design was quietly 
abandoned and the focus shifted to mini-missiles based in satellites, known 
as Brilliant Pebbles. This program was abandoned in 1993 with the coming 
to power of the Clinton administration. The program was then revived under 
George W. Bush�s administration as the National Missile Defence system, 
which is proposed as a fixed, land-based, non-nuclear missile defence sys-
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tem with a space-based detection system. Only approximately half of the 
tests of this system have been successful, and even those were done un-
der what are alleged to be highly controlled circumstances using GPS 
technology. 

Perhaps this is just the realpolitik of contemporary military budgeting 
and the desire for US technology to out-race those shadowy members of 
the so-called Axis of Evil, but perhaps it also reveals something about the 
desire of the American Executive to put in place a protective screen against 
the world in which they find themselves in the early twenty-first century. 
This article considers the screen as a metaphorical figure for the way in 
which recent Republican White Houses have engaged with the world, both 
in a projective and protective fashion. As a thought experiment, we might 
specifically consider the George W. Bush White House (which includes his 
Cabinet Secretaries of Defence, State, and so on) as a sort of �desiring-
subject� who wishes � fantasizes, even � to bring about a reality for itself; 
to produce a vision of the world which satisfies its desires for control, order 
and legitimation. 

The nature of the screen is central to our thinking here. With the ubiq-
uity of the CNN-Fox-MSNBC news filter, it is easy to fall back on the pri-
macy of the screen as a media cliché. We need to pull back from this, to 
de-mediatize the screen and rethink it as an apparatus for the mediation of 
power rather than a medium for transmission. It must also be noted that the 
concept of the screen, being widely used, can default to a theoretical le-
gitimation of academic critique of a very real and violent world. Indeed, a 
consciousness of this danger reflects the nefarious nature of the screen it-
self. The underlying question here is not whether a theoretical �screen� can 
be identified in the economy of global politics, but whether the screening of 
the real is a successful or even good apparatus for the mediation of power. 
Is its use wise, or are its powers of seduction ultimately fatal? 

It might be seen that the screen operates dually, as a protective border 
and as a screening of reality � which is to say, a covering up of certain ele-
ments of reality through the projection of a desired image of reality. In the 
context of the contemporary geo-political scene familiar to us all, we see 
the constitution of differing �realities� in three separate but conflated wars: 
the Jihad declared by Al-Qaeda against America and her allies; the Bush 
Administration�s �War on Terror,� (re-branded in 2006 as the �Global Strug-
gle Against Extremism�); and the military invasion of Iraq for the purposes 
of removing Saddam Hussein from power. Since we are ascribing a psy-
chology to geo-political desires and manoeuvres, we might as well turn to 
the mental images and language used by our desiring-subject and his psy-
chic Others. Indeed, the idea of the competing constitutions of the real is 
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best understood by looking to the discord and overlapping of language in 
competing political phrase-regimes, all of which are trying claim agency 
and control over the ever-elusive event. In the light of the work of those 
who have rethought the trauma and violence of representation and who 
have sought to show the impossibility of objective representations and 
world-views � theorists like Jean-François Lyotard, Gilles Deleuze and 
Jean Baudrillard � we come to see sometimes overlooked discord between 
the singularity of events and their manifestation in multiplicities of language, 
thought and action. 

Reality and Blowback 

Reality, Lyotard tells us, is not a given, �but an occasion to require that 
establishment procedures be effectuated in regard to it.�1 So how, we 
might ask, has the White House tried to effect its desired reality, particularly 
in recent times? The White House real appears to be very much predicated 
on a libidinal investment in the screen, an unconscious investment which is 
revealed by the Bush administration�s reliance on rhetoric and imagery to 
show the world the way they wish it was. I refer here not only to the screen 
in the televisual sense, but to a more expansive notion. Along with the well-
known televisual elements of the contemporary geo-political scene � the 
Hollywood-designed briefing room, the Fox News agit-prop and the like � 
we can also include the fantasy-object of the SDI missile screen, the de-
fence initiative force-field intended to girt the United States, protecting it 
from intercontinental harm. Further, there is the privacy screen (or veil) set 
up around the operations of the Administration through the workings of spin 
doctors, who spin a kind of information web, serving as a screen in the 
sense of a semi-permeable apparatus which lets some things through but 
traps others. We must also include the problematic concept of immigration 
screening as a defence apparatus; and the nightmare scenario of a mass 
screening for infection that accompanies the fear of bio-terror. 

In constellation all of these tropes suggest a kind of US campaign of 
Global Screening, a prophylactic approach to global policy as a strategy for 
the protection and preservation of the American Way. However, it should 
not be thought that this structural campaign is merely a defensive manoeu-
vre against encroaching incursions from an aggressive world. The constitu-
tion of a desired American global reality � a �safe� and �free� world � is de-
pendant on the screen-form as an accompaniment to strategic military ex-
cursions. Like all military excursions, these come with consequences: from 
guerrilla resistance in the occupied state itself to what the CIA have termed 
�blowback�: the phenomenon of  previously armed �friends� like Saddam 
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and Bin Laden coming back to haunt their erstwhile patrons. Going forward, 
then, the question remains: is it possible for the American state to co-opt 
resistance to American militarism and insurgency stemming from it, and to 
fulfil their political and psychological desire for stability once the game of 
managing blowback from an unpredictable and uncontrollable world has 
begun? 

The screen is both a visual figure � a projection screen on (and 
through) which we view the world � and a physical field which blocks things 
out of our space, whether they are missiles, viral particles, or prying eyes. 
In terms of the image, it is becoming ever clearer that representations and 
representational apparatuses play a key part in constituting the desired re-
ality of geo-political events, principally through the televisual and the pho-
tographic modes � consider the evolution from the blurred, painterly video 
streams broadcast by embedded journalists during the opening sorties of 
the Iraq conflict to the on-the-ground real-time coverage of insurgency to 
which we are now accustomed. What is also clear is that these representa-
tions are not always able to be controlled. This was seen most significantly 
in puncturing of the image of the �clean war� by the leaked torture photos 
from Abu Ghraib, which revealed a grotesque comedy of abjection and 
degradation operating at the heart of the supposedly humanitarian libera-
tion of a people. Despite these weaknesses, the screen remains fundamen-
tal to the Bush Administration�s campaign for the constitution of their real, 
and in theoretical terms, the screen-as-figure plays an central role in the in-
formational (and libidinal) economies of these realities. But, as we will see, 
this reliance does not come without a cost. 

Perhaps the best way to understand the White House screen is as a 
psychical necessity within a Lyotardian libidinal economy � that is to say, 
the desire for protection and for stability demands an investment in the 
screen. Lyotard�s system for the economy of desire is founded on the idea 
that the desiring-subject invests the energy of their desire in the screen in a 
quest for fulfilment, this desire being �captured� and satisfied (to a point) in 
and on the screen. As Lyotard writes, �the dividing screen or pictorial sur-
face or theatrical frame fulfils a function of enjoyment (jouissance), and this 
function is ambivalent; in it are to be found, in conflict, a regulation of 
pleasure��2

The figure Lyotard mobilises is a screen-form which is at once a tech-
nical screen, a skin, and a holographic or gel-like membrane which regis-
ters movement and energy. In fact, for Lyotard, this screen-membrane is 
the interconnecting fabric of the social network of desire, what he calls la 
grand pellicule. Julian Pefanis suggests that in Lyotard�s phenomenology 
desire can be figured as the 
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intense sign read at the surface of the social, la grande pellicule. 
(Pellicule read here in both its senses: as a membrane capable of 
transferring here and obstructing there the flows and investments of 
a desire which is of the order of production, the libidinal economy; 
and as a photographic film surface, a screen or gel, a thick holo-
graphic plate capable of registering the multiple traces of this 
movement of desire as a phantasm).3

Desire, it must be understood, images itself on the screen � it is one and 
the same as the screen, it is at once the screen�s structure and its subject. 
Lyotard uses the example of cinema for this libidinal transformation: 

This can happen, for example, in the form of a projection into the 
characters or the situations staged by cinema or, in the case of so-
called erotic images, to the extent that the roles presented can di-
rectly find a place in my own phantasizing or yet again, more subtly, 
when the film�s cutting or editing as well catch my desire in their net, 
also fulfilling it, no longer from the point of view of the image itself, 
but through the organisation of the narrative.4

The screen is offered here as the site of the projection and fulfilment of de-
sire, as a space for montage, the cutting together that forms a net to en-
snare desire. In the case of the United States, the desire is to maintain mili-
tary strongholds at strategic points while simultaneously protect its own 
body from unhappy consequences or aggression stemming from those ex-
tramural military annexes. The screen is then the key strategy in managing 
the blowback of militarism, as it allows for a controlled stasis in representa-
tion, not only to create a convincing reality but also to structure and medi-
ate power. This latter function stems from the structural ontology of the 
screen itself, a complex operation on which Lyotard attempts to shed some 
light. We will return to that shortly. 

Part of the function of the screen is to control events, to show them in 
a way that satisfies both the personal desire of the White House and desire 
of the White House to show a particular scene to the public. In this sense 
the screen is not only a visual figure but also a figure of language, exactly 
as proposed in Lyotardian political framework. Lyotard rejects the possibil-
ity of a politics based on a single theory that will accurately capture the 
truth of all social events. This position stems from his reverence for the 
eruptive capabilities of events, and from his belief in the fundamental limits 
of representation and the pre-eminence of gaming in language. Lyotard 
grapples with this over the body of his work, from his earlier ideas on libidi-
nal philosophy to his later work on language games and what he called 
�paganism� � the acknowledgment of difference and multiplicity in judging 
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and speaking about events. Perhaps the paramount question emerging in 
the post 9/11 War on Terror is, then: how might one attempt to engage and 
control the �event�? 

This is your captain 

Amongst the many powers of any Executive (such as our White House 
case study) lies the power of incorporeal transformation: the power to 
change the status of a subject or body through a performative utterance. 
This power is analysed by Deleuze in The Logic of Sense, where he shows 
that events are always double-sided, taking place on each side of the con-
stantly moving fissure separating states of affairs and propositions. Just 
what exactly an event is has been a problem of philosophical thought since 
the pre-Socratics, and Deleuze�s concept of the event takes after the Sto-
ics, who allowed for �an incorporeal, complex and irreducible entity, at the 
surface of things, a pure event which inheres or subsist in the proposition.�5 
As Paul Patton has noted, for the Stoics 

events are expressed by means of language, in statements, but they 
are attributes of bodies and physical states of affairs. Thus, the knife 
opening up a wound in flesh is an attribute of the interpenetration of 
bodies, but the event of �being cut� is what is expressed by the 
statement �He was cut with the knife.� The fact of being cut is a 
property of neither the flesh nor the knife, it is an incorporeal attrib-
ute of the flesh. It is an event which may be expressed in a variety of 
ways, for example in the statement that he has a wound. On this ac-
count, events are the epiphenomena of corporeal causal interac-
tions: they do not affect bodies and states of affairs but they do af-
fect other events, such as the responses and actions of agents. Pure 
events are both the expressed of statements and the �sense� of 
what happens.6

It is impossible to ascribe an event to an object � it exists both interstitially 
and across the intersection of bodies and objects. Or as Charles Baude-
laire once wrote, in L'Héautontimorouménos (�The Self-Tormentor�): 

I am the wound and the knife! 
I am the blow and the cheek! 
I am the limbs and the rack, 
And the victim and the executioner!7

Baudelaire casts himself poetically across an incorporeal transformation, a 
concept used by Deleuze and Félix Guattari in their rethinking of semiotics 
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and signification in A Thousand Plateaus, to describe the change in status 
of a body or the change in its relations to other bodies which occurs when it 
is subject to a new description. As Patton has shown, what Deleuze and 
Guattari in fact do is extend J.L. Austin's concept of the illocutionary force 
which accompanies all linguistic utterance (that is to say, the content of an 
utterance or statement that, considered performatively, has meaning and 
effect outside of the propositional content of the utterance). Language, for 
Deleuze and Guattari (and, of course, for Foucault) involves the attribution 
or effecting of incorporeal transformations in order to structure the social 
field and control the constitution of subjects in a malleable real. Thus we 
have moments of reaching adulthood, becoming unemployed, restoring ac-
countability, preserving deniability and so on � attempts to produce a sys-
tematised real based on phrasing. This is related to what Lyotard terms 
�phrase linkages�: the joining of technically empty phrases: �freedom,� 
�government,� �democracy,� �justice,� into linkages that preclude their us-
age in other linkages. The cliché �One man�s terrorist is another�s Freedom 
Fighter� echoes, however simplistically, the problematic of phrase linkage, 
or what Lyotard calls le différend � the non-negotiable space between dif-
ferent and conflicting �phrase-regimes.� 

Lyotard notes, in an interview in the book Political Writings, that poli-
tics and political acts (such as hijacking), are more complex than being 
simply a �genre� of discourse: they combine �discursive genres� and 
�phrase-regimes� which are totally heterogeneous.8 He posits the �phrase� 
as an empty, operative concept, one from which all categories derive, but 
which itself is not determined by categories. The phrase, for Lyotard, al-
ways carries the possibility of linkages between phrases to produce these 
�phrase-regimes,� and his concern is with the absolute heterogeneity that 
exists between different phrase-regimes � the gulf that exists, for example, 
between judgments in the cognitive or epistemic mode and judgments of a 
political, ethical or evaluative nature. The multiplicity of these language 
games within the dispersion of statements, each with its own self-
generating criteria of meaning, validity or truth, leads to a fundamental dis-
pute � le différend  � which falls between various discursive regimes. 

Lyotard�s relevance to the contemporary scene is thrown into sharp re-
lief by the differing attempts of the various players in the War on (and of) 
Terror to harness the performative forces of phrase-linkages, competing to 
set up their own repressive phrase regimes. Considered this way, it be-
comes immediately clear that the Bush administration, like any other, 
brings about a multiplicity of différends. We see great faith in the power of 
performative utterance at the infamous Aircraft Carrier Victory speech of 
May 1, 2003, where not only did Bush declare �victory,� but he was also 
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propped up by a giant textual-utterance in the form of a banner draped from 
the Carrier�s superstructure: �Mission Accomplished.� 

�Mission Accomplished� as a phrase linkage � the �mission� is �ac-
complished� � was delivered in front of 2,000 sailors whose smiles, cheers 
and claps were captured on live television and seen by millions (indeed, 
perhaps that was the mission that had been accomplished: to declare vic-
tory on TV). Since that day, a radically different reality emerged: at the time 
of writing, almost two thousand US troops have been killed in daily hostili-
ties (along with somewhere above 25,000 civilians) and violent insurgency 
in Iraq continues unabated even after the handover of sovereignty. 

It is worth noting that one year later Bush defended the speech. On 
May 2, 2004, Bush said: �A year ago, I did give the speech from the carrier 
saying that we had achieved an important objective, that we had accom-
plished a mission, which was the removal of Saddam Hussein.� Of course, 
there�s at least one person who disagrees with this, who has a competing 
phrase regime to the White House�s, and who has attempted his own in-
corporeal reclamation in a juridical setting. Asked his name in the dock on 
July 1 2004, Saddam Hussein replied, twice: �I am Saddam Hussein, Presi-
dent of Iraq.� Even after the corporeal trauma of the spider-hole, of being 
dragged out, poked and prodded by an occupying force on global televi-
sion, Hussein incorporeally reclaims his position through the performative 
utterance. However, his phrase-linkage is rendered void as he is unable to 
wrest the phrase �President� from within the US phrase-universe. It was 
what Baudelaire might have called �a false note/ In the divine harmony.�9

Wresting control of the phrase-universe was more successfully done 
by another player in the scene I am drawing out: I refer to Ziad Jarrah, one 
of the 9/11 hijackers, who crashed Flight 93 into a field in Pennsylvania. 
The transcripts of the cockpit recorder reveals that Jarrah began his ad-
dress to the passenger cabin, in which he tells the passengers (falsely) that 
there is a bomb aboard and the plane is going back to the airport, with the 
customary performative utterance: �This is [your] captain.� The Mission is 
Accomplished. I am the President. This is Your Captain. The existence of 
competing phrase regimes for the constitution of �realities� continues to 
play out, in everything from the reserves and prices of oil to the pinning of 
villainy on various nefarious characters in the Mid-East and Pakistani 
scene. What this linguistic play ultimately reflects is that we are witness to 
transparently discordant versions of �reality� in the current geo-political 
scene, and that the establishment of power is often taken hostage and 
radically subverted by the uncontrollable powers and failures immanent to 
language and representation. 
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Self-Torment and Mimetic Violence 

The title chosen by Baudelaire for his poem is not without significance. 
There is an element of self-torment in investing all one�s hopes and dreams 
in the screen. Lyotard understands the screen as a place where you invest 
your desire for reality, much as we do when watching a movie or adver-
tisement. We invest our libidinal intensities � our desires for this to be the 
real world, where people are beautiful, powerful, good, romantic and so on, 
and what the screen ensures is that this process is self-perpetuating be-
cause of a kind of prophylactic protection from other conflicting images. On 
the screen, signs become ossified into singular objects of meaning, and 
Lyotard�s libidinal philosophy is principally concerned with the prevention of 
this process and with the preservation of the possibility of multiple mean-
ings and differences. 

If we are to read the Bush-Hussein phrase-dispute in terms of libidinal 
economy, we will see that the transforming of a body into a structure such 
as �President� is a libidinal investment of a sort, a defeat of the free move-
ment of libidinal energies in order to secure power on the side of the speak-
ing, desiring-subject. I want to suggest that in this economy the screen, 
acts as what Lyotard calls the �dividing bar.� To elucidate this we need to 
go slightly deeper into the �theoretical fiction� of the libidinal band and its 
relation to the structural ontology of the screen. The libidinal band is a 
freely circulating manifestation of desiring intensities, the figural image of li-
bidinal economy. The rapid circulation on the libidinal freeway slows as 
these intensities become invested in structures in the social field, including 
ideas and phrases, such as Freedom, Resistance, Government, Terror. 
Phrase linkages form a disjunctive bar on the libidinal surface, a kind of 
semiotic fortress, which produces a distinction �this� from �not-this.� These 
representational fortresses have a volume distinct from the volume of the 
libidinal band, which itself has the form of the Moebius strip, and thus has 
no inside or out, no border, no �this� and �not-this.� There are two key 
points to take from this rather complex figure. First, that representational 
structures are dependent upon a hoped-for distinction between �this� and 
�not-this,� or Self and Other. Second, that representation is always a form 
of stasis brought about by a dividing-screen or bar. So where does this 
leave �reality�? 

Lyotard�s theoretical figuration of the screen follows Jacques Lacan, to 
a degree (although also breaks with him significantly). Lacan explained that 
the screen acts as a site of mediation, as a defence for the desiring/viewing 
subject against being captured by the returned gaze of the object. Put sim-
ply, in Lacan�s formulation of the gaze, the screen works both as a way to 
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manipulate what people see about the subject �me� and also as a means of 
allowing me to see objects whilst the screen stands in the way from me be-
ing overwhelmed by the full view of the object. In his book The Return of 
the Real Hal Foster neatly formulates the dual capacity of the screen in his 
reading of an Andy Warhol screenprint of a photograph of a car crash � a 
kind of double-screen image. Foster notes that the screen is a way of �em-
balming� or fixing the real, but always remains threatened by a puncturing 
of this screened real by a return of the repressed �material� real � the capi-
tal-R Real in the Lacanian sense.10 This Real is the uncontrollable, terrify-
ing reality of the world, the Real of violence, unpredictability and trauma. 
Indeed, the puncturing of the screen by the reality is in itself a traumatic 
event, as exemplified in the leaking of the Abu Ghraib torture images, 
where one image rushed in and destroyed a panoply of others, and of 
course, in the ultimate traumatic puncturing of the screen-space on the 
morning of September 11, 2001. 

Foster reminds us that Lacan observed this traumatic event to be trou-
matic, as the appearance of a hole in the screen. In French, trou can be 
translated as hole or gap, but also more specifically as a rabbit hole or bur-
row. What is figured in the hole is, of course, the Lack. As an aside, this 
provokes the question of what lack is figured in Saddam�s spider-hole, the 
answer to which might be the lack figured in the name Bin Laden. Emerg-
ing like one of Slavoj Zizek�s zombies (he who has not been buried in the 
proper symbolic manner), Saddam returns as screen for Osama, figuring 
Osama�s lack in his very presence. After all, if he had disappeared too, 
then who could we bring forth onto our screens in a controlled and disci-
plined form? 

Saddam�s appearance in the medical videos and in the dock (that is, in 
our spaces of control) reminds us that there is a mimetic violence in the 
controlling screen. Explaining this, Lyotard cites Jorge Luis Borges� story of 
the Fauna of Mirrors. This short story recounts the Chinese Yellow Em-
peror�s enslaving of the Mirror People, who have been defeated in battle, 
into forever exactly copying the people of Earth. Nonetheless, writes Bor-
ges: 

a day will come when the magic spell will be shaken off. The first 
to awaken will be the Fish. Deep in the mirror we will perceive a 
very faint line and the colour of this line will be like no other col-
our. Later on, other shapes will begin to stir. Little by little they 
will differ from us; little by little they will not imitate us. They will 
break through the barriers of glass or metal and this time will not 
be defeated. Side by side with these mirror creatures, the crea-
tures of water will join the battle. In Yunnan they do not speak of 
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the Fish but of the Tiger of the Mirror. Others believe that in ad-
vance of the invasion we will hear from the depths of mirrors the 
clatter of weapons.11

Lyotard tells us to consider this surface of separation in terms of a libidinal 
economy that constitutes the subject: �The existence of the subject de-
pends on this dividing wall, on enslaving the fluid and lethal powers, re-
pressed from the other side, to the function of representing the subject.� 
�Representation,� writes Lyotard, �is thus assumed to be an energetic set-
up, whose ruin would be that of the subject and of power.� The screen, as 
economic necessity, requires a tenuous balance, with some sort of power, 
however repressed, trapped on the other side.12

The screen thus relies on the mimetic violence of the hegemonic Yel-
low Emperor: You must be the same as Us. In the diffusion of power over 
the monstrous libidinal band, investment in classical representational struc-
tures of governance, freedom and so on allows power to be built up and 
mediated, and thus controlled. In the case of the dividing screen of the real, 
the investment in the reality projected onto the screen is ultimately a mani-
festation of the power of one subject (on this side) over another (the tigers 
of the mirror on the other side). 

However, with this mimetic repression comes self-torment. Baudelaire 
named his poem after the comic play by Terence, first performed in 163 BC 
in the Roman republic. Terence worked hard to write natural in conversa-
tional Latin, and his style is pleasant and direct, with his Heauton Timoru-
menos in particular providing a codex of George W. Bush-isms: �Fortune 
assists the brave�; �While there's life, there's hope�; �I am a man, I consider 
nothing human foreign to me.� The Self-Tormentor in the Terence play is 
the father who frets over his son�s doings, and perhaps Bush Senior feels 
somewhat the same. Baudelaire was perhaps more self-aware than either 
Senior or Junior. As Jean-Paul Sartre pointed out, Baudelaire's fundamen-
tal attitude was that of a man bending over himself like Narcissus � he 
never forgot himself, never forgot to see himself seeing. �What does it mat-
ter,� Baudelaire wrote, �what the reality outside me is made of provided that 
it helps me to feel that I am and what I am?�13 And yet, he always wanted 
to be his own witness; he knew that he was the wound and the dagger, and 
he tried to become his own executioner, to become the Heauton Tim-
oroumenos. What Deborah Harter identifies in Baudelaire�s poem is �the 
problematic of ironic consciousness [�] The narration of a fragmented, 
fragmenting voice whose self-irony moves only further and further into a 
state of perilous division.�14
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Conclusion 

The self-torment of the Bush White House�s foreign policy is predi-
cated on just such a perilous division. The attempt to control language and 
to erect and manage screens on a number of fronts � physical, abstract, 
psychical � leads to an impossible subject position. Those who have 
charged themselves with the fight for freedom, justice and humanity have 
also opened themselves up to worldwide scrutiny through the media and 
the image-networks of amateur footage and photography. The scheduled 
event of liberation from oppression escapes control as hapless young 
American soldiers are pictured as torturers in Abu Ghraib, and the world is 
shocked, as though the US forces might be playing by a set of rules differ-
ent to any other army in the world. Indeed, the uncontrollability of the Abu 
Ghraib event deflated the Hollywoodisation of both 9/11 and the war up to 
that point. As Jean Baudrillard noted, Abu Ghraib was the opposite of the 
exhilarating image of the major event of 9/11. It was simply a �non-event of 
an obscene banality, the degradation, atrocious but banal, not only of the 
victims, but of the amateur scriptwriters of this parody of violence.�15 What 
Baudrillard is observing here is the threat of rupture the screen always car-
ries with itself. In linking this Baudrillardian moment to the continued at-
tempt to impose repressive regimes of phrases and representations on the 
non-US Other, the question we might conclude with is whether there can 
be a sustained resistance to representation or expression on the Bush Ad-
ministration�s screen, or whether the US-screen system can ultimately co-
opt resistance into the screen itself. 

For Lyotard, as for Deleuze, political and economic institutions are in-
separable from the processes of desire that would undermine these very 
institutions. So can desire to resist the constitution of another regime�s real 
bring defeat to that real? It would seem that this possibility exists in the 
screen�s flaw � its provision for traumatic breach in its very structure. The 
screened real is always under threat of trauma from the material Real 
bursting its representational hegemony, and the counter-attack to the 
screen from the other side always exists in the form of potentialised 
trauma. Indeed, the possibility of violence (including terror) as resistance to 
another regime�s real is by definition an insurgency, a �rising against� a rep-
resentational structure in the Lyotardian sense, a resistance to another re-
gime�s mimetic violence and to their imposition of their phrase universe 
onto the world. 

Perhaps this is because the anxiety of non-existence is the very defini-
tion of terror. Lyotard, from his early work on Algeria, comes to define terror 
as the imposition of a silence, the exclusion of players from language 
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games or the exclusion of certain games entirely. The imposition of one 
structure onto the world, the hegemony of a single phrase-universe is the 
ultimate in Lyotardian terror, and is the primary violence that can be done 
to the Other. But this Other which is repressed in the mimetic violence of 
the Borgesian mirror lurks as a constant threat. The various screens all 
have as their inbuilt flaw a pinpoint, viral vulnerability. Baudrillard touches 
on a idea related to this problematic of the screen, in his metaphor of the 
West as pressurized aeroplane fuselage. In the Transparency of Evil, he 
writes: 

the pressurized fuselage system of the West, which, having pressur-
ized itself by exclusion of the Other is fatally vulnerable to viral, pin-
point attacks or incursions, perpetual threats to our protected uni-
verse which might bring about a �brutal de-pressurization� of our at-
mosphere (our value-systems).16

These pinpoint attacks come in the form of the leaked torture photo on the 
global TV screen, the single terrorist slipping through customs and borders, 
the missile that the force field misses, the single airborne Anthrax particle. 
So the libidinal investment in the screen as defence against the real carries 
with it a sense of security but a false sense of protection. Resistance to the 
screen is fostered by the screen, but the false sense of protection the 
screen brings is potentially disastrous. Prophylactics is an imperfect sci-
ence, and perhaps an even less desirable foreign policy. 

The more a system can dissimulate resistance to its desired reality the 
stronger it appears, as in the short-lived Pax Americana of the post Cold 
War era. Lyotard tells us that dissimulation is in fact the key way a system 
covers tensions of signification, the way the system conceals within itself 
affects and other systems that are inconsistent with it and with each other. 
However, you cannot conceal violence done to the screen: that is the logic 
of the Lacanian hole, wound or stain. It punctures the field of view, traps 
the gaze, and stares back at you when you�re looking somewhere else, as 
in Lacan�s famous reading of the Death�s Skull in Holbein�s Ambassadors. 
It is, Lacan told us, the stain on the screen, as the Abu Ghraib pictures 
stained the fantasy of a �clean� war. 

The ultimate question that remains is whether the screening of the real 
is a successful apparatus for the mediation of power, allowing for domina-
tion and political progress, or whether the inbuilt flaw in the screen, the 
constant threat of the returning Real � or excessive or explosive affect 
breaching the controlled theatre of representation � is a fatal flaw. Perhaps 
the only certainty is that this battle continues to be played out. Within this 
battle, some measure of the self-knowledge shown by Baudelaire would 
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not go astray: 

I am the sinister mirror 
In which the Fury gazes at herself. 
I am the wound and the knife! 
I am the blow and the cheek! 
I am the limbs and the rack, 
And the victim and the executioner! 

In the end, the Bush White House will be remembered as being unable to 
have seen that the screen is a double edged sword, that you cannot be the 
dagger without also being ultimately the wound as well � that the distinction 
between victim and executioner does not exist. 

Sydney College of Arts 
dougalphillips@gmail.com 
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Full of Sound and Fury, Signifying Nothing: 

The Name-of-the-Father in King Lear 

Dominique Hecq 

In Essence, the domain of eroticism is the do-
main of violence, of violation. 
Georges Bataille 

Lacan�s conception of Eros revolves around �a presentification of 
lack.�1 It is my contention that King Lear invites a theoretical reading of 
kin(g)ship as such �presentification of lack.� Indeed, the dialectic of desire 
in the text derives from King Lear�s discovering that his own kingly signifier 
signifies nothing. This error of judgment, which stems from a confusion be-
tween desire and jouissance, leads him to misappropriate the rules of both 
kingship and kinship. Interestingly enough, it is Cordelia, the daughter and 
subject with whom he is erotically involved, who brings home to him the 
truth of his error. As an incestuous drama of signification, then, King Lear 
not only relates to the Phallus as master signifier, but also to the Name-of-
the-Father as referent of the law. Moreover, the truth Cordelia speaks is �a 
half-said� that leads to the �abolition of discourse�: muteness, madness and 
death.2 Thus, if the violence implicit in the erotics of the play strikes at �the 
self-contained character of the participators,� it strikes first at the core of 
language.3

COLLOQUY text theory critique  13 (2007).   © Monash University. 
www.colloquy.monash.edu.au/issue13/hecq.pdf 
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Lear: This is nothing, Fool. 
Fool: Then 'tis like the breath of an unfee'd lawyer: you gave me 
nothing for it. 
(King Lear, I, vi, 128-29) 

Lacan: Mythically, the father... can only be an animal. 
(Television) 

No one, not even the fool, escapes the effects of language. No one, not 
even the king. For kings, as much as fools, are subjected to the dynamics 
of desire. And because desire is constructed by language, it is "eccentric 
and insatiable," inexorably bound up with the Law.4

"There is a level in the subject on which it can be said that his fate is 
expressed in terms of a pure signifier, a level at which he is merely the re-
verse-side of a message that is not even his own,� writes Lacan in his fa-
mous reading of Hamlet.5 However, if Hamlet is a "tragedy of desire" articu-
lated upon a drama of interpretation, King Lear is a tragedy of the Law ar-
ticulated upon a drama of signification. This is because the dynamics of 
Lear's desire and the violence it unleashes derive from his discovery that 
his kingly signifier signifies nothing.6 How could it signify anything when 
Lear pretends to be Father of the Name while making no separation be-
tween desire and jouissance? It is this imposture, of course, which impli-
cates all characters in the play, not least his favourite daughter, Cordelia, 
the one who points to Lear�s failing by demanding that he stick to the Law 
and the one for whom the empty signifier brings a dowry of not the truth 
she desires as reference, but death.7  

The stage opening by Kent, Gloucester and Edmund draws attention 
to the narrative duplication of main plot (Lear and his daughters) and sub-
plot (Gloucester and his sons) as the characters introduce the important 
themes of division of the kingdom and of the notion of kinship (legitimate 
versus illegitimate children). The two issues of generation and inheritance 
become even more intricately linked as the drama develops while redefin-
ing the signification of both kingship and kinship � Phallus and Name-of-
the-Father. 

As King Lear and his retinue make their entrance, the audience is 
struck by the element of pageant and ritual that contrasts with the mixture 
of polite civility and bitchy jokes of the opening scene. The person identified 
with the figure of the Law has precedence and members of the court enter 
in order of degree of importance. Then Lear, speaking with the authority of 
one long used to rule, breaks his news: expecting to "unburdened crawl 
towards death" (I, i. 43), he has resolved to apportion the kingdom to his 
daughters. This, however, amounts more to a demand for love than an im-
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plementation of the Law. It is as though Lear comes by his méconnais-
sance legitimately, experiencing as he seems to, the unity of the phallic 
signifier with his own person: the king is subject only to himself, the Father 
rules in a state where symbolic, imaginary and real seem one and where 
also desire and jouissance seem one. 

The spectacle Cordelia offers in the first scene is a testimony to this 
discrepancy at the very heart of the structure of the Name-of-the-Father. So 
when asked what she can "say to draw a third more opulent than [her] sis-
ters" (I, i, 64), she answers "Nothing" (I, i, 89) and to Lear's now famous 
angry remark that "Nothing will come out of nothing" (I, i., 90), she retorts 
that she "cannot heave her heart into [her] mouth" (I, i, 92), making it clear 
that she loves her king and father according to her "bond, no more nor 
less" (I, i, 93). This, of course, highlights King Lear's error of judgment: how 
could he ever expect to abdicate by splitting his authority in three and retain 
"The name and all th' addition to a king" (I, i, 138)? No more than anyone 
else, he cannot have his cake and eat it. As royal father, Lear cannot be 
both symbolic father, "the support of the symbolic function which, from the 
dawn of history, has identified his person with the figure of the law,"8 and 
real father. For the real father "who knows no bounds" is the primordial fa-
ther whose jouissance merges with his desire, the mythical "father from be-
fore the incest taboo, before the appearance of law, of the structures of 
marriage and kinship, in a word, of culture."9

Fair is foul and foul is fair (Macbeth, I, ii, 127): nature is culture and 
culture is nature. The notion of culture, or "naturalness" as constructed by 
the law of the language system, is fundamental in King Lear, with its em-
phasis on interrelating hierarchies as the basis of "natural" order and on 
Lear's expectations of "natural" behaviour from his daughters as ironically 
made clear in act II, for instance, when he calls Goneril and Reagan "un-
natural hags" (iv, 277) for having indulged what they saw as an expression 
of his desire. The very word "nature" echoes in fact throughout the play, as 
does its counterpart, the word "bond." Both words carry significations of 
power relations and positions with regard to kin(g)ship and hence that 
which is "natural" is a cultural construction. Thus, to say that Lear's demand 
for declarations of love from his daughters is "childish, foolish - but very 
human" is not the point.10 It is foul for a royal father to request love in ex-
change for a portion of his kingdom: it amounts to a backing up against the 
wall, �a strictly literal interpretation of the function of the father, of the Su-
preme Being, of Eternal God," perhaps, when it ought to be metaphorical.11

Lear's eccentric as well as insatiable desire to "retain/ the name, and 
all the addition to a king" while dividing "the sway, revenue, execution, of 
the rest" (I, i, 135-37) between Cornwall and Albany severs the signifier of 
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king with its no less signifying "addition" from the authority it represents and 
implementation of the Law it presupposes: it severs the nom from the non 
of the Father, or the signifier which encodes the Law from the phallic prohi-
bition which enforces it. In one word, Lear performs symbolic self-
castration. This he does to the dismay of Cordelia, his retinue and his fool. 
For indeed, such a repudiation of the phallic referent reveals to those who 
have eyes to see with the gap between the chain of signification and that of 
the drive upon which castration is located in the unconscious. 

Lear's action is, as the fool points out, more than a metaphorical undo-
ing: 

Why, after I have cut the egg i' the middle and eat up the meat, the 
two crowns of the egg. When thou clovest thy crown i' the middle, 
and gavest away both parts, thou borest thine ass on thy back o'er 
the dirt. Thou hadst little wit in thy bald crown when thou gavest thy 
golden away. (I, iv, 156-161) 

To make of the crown two pieces is to empty it of its signifying substance 
and turn each piece into similarly nothings. Thus the fool's use of the meta-
phorical potential of the signifier "crown" highlights here that the king's ac-
tion is literally destructive.  

"Nothing can be made out of nothing," reiterates Lear in the same 
scene, though he doesn't seem to know what he is saying, since he needs 
the fool's lights (I, iv, 131). Like Cordelia, then, he misconstrues the power 
of language. But while Cordelia resists the very power of language, Lear at-
tributes to language a power it does not have. Thus while "from her voiced 
'Nothing' to her mute voice as 'an excellent thing,' Cordelia's discourse 
traces a circle of absent presence," Lear's own discourse traces the very 
circle of present absence which turns the daughter into "the queen of si-
lence" � 'every inch' � of nothing.12

Present absence and absent presence are everywhere in the play, 
signifying as they do the nothing and the king, the castration and the phal-
lus, the negation of desire by the Law and the negation of the Law by de-
sire. Lear's demand to signify confronts Cordelia's reciprocal demand for 
truth as reference. Their mutually negating demands negate the bond be-
tween father/king and daughter/subject because of the radically opposed 
interpretation of the paternal metaphor: Lear aspires to identify with the real 
father while Cordelia pines for recovery of the symbolic father. Lear's mad-
ness can thus be viewed as the expression of this double impossibility in 
the gap signifying the loss of phallic referent. 

"They told me I was everything. 'Tis a lie: I am not ague-proof" (IV, vi, 
104-05) rages Lear when faced with the realization that he can neither re-
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construct nor recover his own kin(g)ship. The truth appears to be "the re-
verse-side of a message that is not even his own," the lie Lear has not 
been able to detect so far, bound as he is to and by his méconaissance, a 
kind of symbolic ab-err-ation, so to speak, at the root of his overvaluation of 
the bonds of kingship at the expense of the laws of kinship. Indeed, it is 
such an aberration that prompts him to say early on in the play "by the 
marks of sovereignty,/ Knowledge, and reason, I should be false per-
suaded/ I had daughters"(I, iv, 231-34), an aberration that does but high-
light the split between the nom and the non of the Father in this drama of 
signification. 

From Lear's position, kingship provides the illusion of perfect presence 
and this presence constitutes his méconnaissance. And it is this mécon-
naissance which triggers off the tragedy: Lear's pursuit for kingly honours 
veils a desire unarticulated to the law of kinship and unveils, albeit fleet-
ingly, jouissance, thus turning kinship into the mirroring reversal of kingship 
and both Father and King into symbolic out-laws. Now since Lear's desire 
cannot, by virtue of his self-designation, be wholly satisfied, he errs from 
one daughter to the others: rejected by Cordelia, he turns to Goneril and 
Reagan for comfort. 

Furthermore, Lear's desire for honour and prerogative � his "additions" 
� is a desire acceptable both to him and his loyal subjects. Kingship pre-
supposes a certain order of precedence: as one critic puts it, "a real hierar-
chy at least allows universal participation for all those whose lives it organ-
izes, and also... allows for the potential of any of its participants to rise and 
fall within it."13 The cast of characters surrounding Lear thus enacts the fic-
tion of kingship as reference accordingly, because it conceals the true na-
ture of desire as impossible violence. Lear alone, however, comes by his 
méconnaissance legitimately. He alone experiences the unity of the phallic 
signifier with his own person. Through the linguistic aberration of kin(g)ship, 
Lear knows no difference; the king is subject only to his kingly self in a 
kingdom where symbolic, imaginary and real are One. And it is this unified 
kingdom which provides a referential world of power attained through signi-
fication for Lear, and truth for Cordelia. 

Tragically, then, the unity of subjectivity with the Law that kingship sig-
nifies outlaws Lear from his own kingdom as it names him. Even the king 
cannot be the phallus. Indeed, the phallus is the very "term for the signifier 
of his alienation in signification."14 Thus alienated from his desire through 
his relationship with kingship, Lear gives up the phallus in an attempt to 
unbind himself from the Law that impedes his desire as well as his jouis-
sance. But the alienating master signifier, the phallus which distances him 
from the daughter he most loves but cannot have, cannot be disposed off 
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so lightly, even emptied out of its significance and split into two. The alien-
ation he attempts to counter through symbolic self-castration leads him to 
make impossible demands on those who become unveiled objects of de-
sire � his daughters, and Cordelia in particular. The aberration is not so 
much that Lear abdicates the phallus, but that he doesn't see how it is 
predicated on the Name of the Father and how this makes it all the more 
impossible to abdicate his demand to signify � should such a demand 
arise. 

The particular meaning of kingship for Lear and the aberrant significa-
tion of kin(g)ship this entails arises from the relationship of desire to the 
Law. Crucial here is Lacan's translation of the Freudian oedipal drama into 
the venue of language and the re-positioning of terms and roles this entails. 
Following the logic of the paternal metaphor, the subject who claims to lay 
down the Law in order to close the gap opened up by desire is necessarily 
an impostor despite there being "nothing false about the Law itself, or 
about him who assumes its authority."15 It is all a matter of positioning with 
regard to the phallic referent. Though the set of cultural codes deployed 
from a variety of deceptive positions, and he who like "an unfee'd lawyer" (I, 
iv, 128) deploys them, are fictional constructs, they do nonetheless define 
positions of agency from which authentic authority may be exercised. So it 
is in King Lear, but with one exception: the Law and the legislator merge in 
a position of perfect referentiality in the very figure of the king. 

Now kingship in Lear is even more complex, since the king is also a 
father whose role is to assert the authority of the Father which is sustained 
by a "privileged mode of presence" beyond the subject.16 Thus, King Lear, 
as long as he is king, provides both perfect reference and absolute pres-
ence through precedence. This would then presuppose the existence of 
perfect and absolute truth, but this cannot be, as truth can only be a �half-
said.�17

Cordelia's nothing, her refusal to speak anything that is not the truth, 
betrays her naive insistence on this very reference that cannot be, as well 
as on a discourse that does not fictionalize. The very nature of language 
precludes the converging of heart and speech that she is unable to initiate. 
Any speech that presents itself as truth is twice removed, a nothing of noth-
ing, yet two distinct nothings, for as Lacan points out, inferring Shake-
speare�s conception of life as a stage, it arises out of the pretense (the 
stage) split by the other (the audience). It is indeed "from somewhere other 
than the Reality that it concerns that Truth derives its guarantee: it is from 
Speech."18 Thus in order to be able to tell the truth, one must necessarily 
be able to lie and to resist speech out of an insatiable desire for the perfect 
speech that would not betray but coincide to make a nothing out of Truth. 
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Cordelia's nothing is the reverse-side of what she demands: a reification of 
the power of speech and an eradication of Truth. 

Signification and action, or Truth and Law, will split for Cordelia no 
more "naturally" than speech and Law for Lear. Cordelia demands that 
Lear perform in the space of action, in the realm of the Law he wants to 
abdicate, and so tacitly forces him into banishment. Lear's command is the 
familial Other�s by which Cordelia is entitled as daughter and subject, since 
the Father "is the expected source of the sanction from the locus of the 
Other, the truth about truth."19 Provided that Lear continues to rule, Corde-
lia remains undisturbed in a referentially unified realm where Law and truth, 
word and deed, merge, blind as she is to her misplacement of truth in resis-
tance to speech, "the deceptive accentuation of the transparency of the I in 
action at the expense of the opacity of the signifier that determines the 
'I'."20

The question of Cordelia's speech, or absence thereof, appears to be 
even more perplexing by her being so articulate when arguing in her own 
defence. Thus, when she attacks her father for being the keeper of the Law 
but without truth, Cordelia locates Lear's error quite literally in the Name-of-
the-Father, pointing out that she has been truthful to the paternal nom and 
obeyed his non all along: 

You have begot me, bred me, loved me. 
I return those duties back as are right fit,  
Obey you, love you, and most honour you. (I, 1, 96-98) 

And so Cordelia begs her father to acknowledge her rectitude: 

that you made known 
It is no vicious blot, murder, or foulness, 
No unchaste action, or dishonoured step, 
That hath deprived me of your grace and favour, 
But even for want of that for which I am richer - 
A still-soliciting eye, and such a tongue 
That I am glad I have not, though not to have it 
Hath lost me in your liking. (I, i, 227-33) 

What Cordelia does not understand is that, "the Father must be the author 
of the Law, yet he cannot vouch for it any more than anyone else can, be-
cause he, too, must submit to the bar, which makes him, insofar as he is 
the real father, a castrated father."21 Lear cannot offer Cordelia the per-
fectly referential world of absolute truth she demands � no more than she 
can heave her heart into her mouth and satisfy his desire. The Name-of-
the-Father in King Lear is full of sound and fury: Lear sticks to his desire, 
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Cordelia to the Law, with their mutually destructive desires violating all 
symbolic and imaginary bonds between them. 

Denial of desire and resistance to signification: nothing comes out of 
nothing. As a symbol of Lear's self-inflicted castration with regard to the 
Law, Cordelia also signifies, at the level of desire, his self-castrating self-
division. She must therefore be subjugated. If her penalty is literally the loss 
of her dowry and banishment from Lear's kingdom, it is also symbolically 
the loss of her name as daughter, for as the king spells out, "We have no 
such daughter, nor shall ever see that face of hers again� (I, i, 263-64). 
Banished from both the symbolic and imaginary registers of Lear's king-
dom, she is, however not so easily banished from the real. Repressed 
though it may be, Cordelia's nothing does return in hallucinations at the 
peak of Lear�s delirium. 

Lear's "nothing will come out of nothing" negates Cordelia's negation, 
delaying the recognition of his own self-castration through his cutting her off 
from his kingdom of signification, for to focus his wrath on her "nothing" 
amounts to locating this nothing within her and thus prolonging the potency 
of his kingly signifier. However, the "nothing" cuts both ways: Lear�s re-
pression signified by his banishment of Cordelia is the reverse-side of her 
inability to recover what her father lacks, just as the ending of the play is 
the reverse-side of its beginning in terms of division and mutual destruction. 

The drama proper unfolds in a series of confrontations between the 
man and father who insists on retaining the name King Lear and those af-
fected by the significance of either his name or title - or both. As daughter 
and subject, Cordelia is doubly affected, of course, and it is against the 
nothing she displays for everyone to see that Lear desperately tries to reaf-
firm phallic potency. Amongst those who see this "nothing" is the Fool, who 
in fact mirrors and replaces the absent Cordelia. The Fool thus takes up 
Cordelia's �nothing� in more than one respect and throws it back at his 
master from the place of the Other, starting with the cheeky question "Can 
you make no use of nothing, uncle?" (I, i, 131). Interestingly enough, as the 
Fool extrapolates on Cordelia's nothing, he makes its bloody, bawdy, latent 
meanings obvious, blatantly pointing to the �nothing� the king now signifies. 

Inexorably, the Fool's nothing undercuts the King's speech, cutting 
through signification to the breach in the real: no thing is really there. Per-
haps castration is not merely symbolic, then, as the Fool is so willing to in-
dicate when he tells Lear: "Thou hast par'd thy wit o' both sides, and left 
nothing in the middle" (I, iv, 187-88), or "now thou art an O without a fig-
ure... thou art nothing" (I, iv, 192-94). Ironically, though, all the nothings ex-
changed between King and Fool amount to nothing. It is as though Lear's 
theory that "nothing can be made out of nothing" (I, iv, 133) is indeed a law 
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in itself. And there is no transference here: Lear is twice stuck. For if the 
unconscious is the discourse of the Other, and the discourse of the Other is 
nothing, then the other's linguistic fooling around can only perpetuate the il-
lusion of presence. To put it differently, this signifies the foreclosure of The 
Name-of-the-Father (and castration). By reinstating Lear's status as phallic 
referent, the Fool, then, who also acts proxy for Cordelia, only reminds his 
master of his nothing by underscoring his dual impotence (as King and Fa-
ther). 

The following act in fact displays the castration Lear's imposture im-
perfectly conceals: though Lear admits, for instance, that "we are not our-
selves" (II, 4, 107), and perceives the threat of boundless jouissance in the 
"O me, my heart! my rising heart!" he orders it "But down!" (II, 4, 116) in a 
desperate attempt to preserve the illusion of nominal kingship. The fool, of 
course, doesn't miss the opportunity to turn Lear's words into a phallic joke 
when he advises his master to "cry to it" as one would to live eels "Down, 
wantons, down!" (II, iv, 119), thus highlighting Lear's disintegration as ref-
erent and reference. 

It is this disintegration, which is illustrated in the now famous mad 
scenes of the play as fantasies irrupt into Lear's speech. Interestingly 
enough, what these fantasies expose is less the disintegration of the signi-
fier "king" than its predicate in "the Name of the Father," foregrounding the 
tension between the Father of the Name and the Name-of-the-Father 
proper in a series of perverse images conjuring perverse wishes: witness 
how demand now becomes an infantile, omnipotent command of the natu-
ral kingdom, for instance, and how once Lear's orgiastic outburst of "oak-
cleaving thunderbolts" (II, ii, 5) is abated once he becomes a "slave, a poor, 
infirm, weak and despised old man" (III, ii, 19-20) soaking wet in the raging 
storm. It is Lear himself who denounces the imposture and links it to his 
impotence in a passage where specific images of perjury and castration 
overlap: 

Tremble thou wretch 
That hast within thee undivulgèd crimes 
Unwhipped of justice. Hide thee, thou bloody hand, 
Thou perjured, and thou simular of virtue 
That are incestuous. (III, ii, 53-54)  

Lear's own méconaissance, however, instead of turning him into a criminal 
in his own eyes, turns him into a saint: "I am a man/ More sinn'd against 
than sinning," (III, ii, 59-60). 

When Lear's delirium peaks at the end of act four in a chaos of images 
evoking the violent disintegration of culture and nature as pure expression 
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of violence, the king plunges head down into the real and discovers the se-
cret of the Other: "They are not men o' their words. They told me I was/ 
everything. 'Tis a lie: I am not ague-proof" (IV, vi, 104-106). This realization 
is shattering, for it implies not only that Lear's kingly signifier signifies noth-
ing, but also that it is predicated upon nothing. It is as though the secret of 
the Other comprises three parts. Thus Lear's first discovery provokes an 
outburst of abject images he throws in the face of blinded Gloucester, im-
ages of hell where Satan is castrated (a "simpering dame... that minces vir-
tue and does shake the head to hear of pleasure's name" (IV, vi, 118)) and 
man a mythical animal: a centaur with the attributes of both fitchew and 
stallion (IV, vi, 122-24). Thus Lear, "every inch a king" (VI, vi, 107) really 
goes through hell only to find out that he is nothing but the image of a cas-
trated animal, the image of the mythical father of the primal horde who has 
been murdered by his sons: "the great image of authority" is �a dog's 
obeyed in office" (IV, vi, 159-60), a totem.22 This descent into the real just 
falls short of being presented as a return to the womb. Indeed, it ends with 
an evocation of the new born's first cry and Lear's desperate attempt to 
deny his very Lacanian discovery, i.e., that one comes "to this great stage 
of fools" (IV, vi, 184) with no choice as to the part one has to act nor as to 
the line one has to speak. Lear's response is that of the mythical father who 
knows no bounds - archetypal and murderous: "And when I have stolen 
upon these sons-in-laws, Then kill, kill, kill, kill, kill, kill!" (IV, vi, 186-87). 

Now, with drum and colours, enter soldiers, Cordelia and the doctor. In 
what amounts to a salute to the symbolic father, Cordelia, who has seen 
the mad Lear with his coronet of flowers, makes her intent to restore her fa-
ther's authority and honour clear: 

O dear father, 
It is thy business that I go about;  
Therefore great France 
My mourning and importu'd tears hath pitied. 
No blown ambition doth our arms incite, 
But love, dear love, and our ag'd father's right. 
Soon may I hear and see him! (IV, v, 23-29) 

Thus Cordelia conceives of her father's restoration in legal terms: a restora-
tion of right. Though played on the stage of the symbolic for everyone to 
see, since arms will be wielded to this effect, Cordelia's design is a plan for 
revenge not unlike Hamlet's, since it "leads us to ask questions about retri-
bution and punishment, i.e., about what is involved in the signifier phallus in 
castration."23 Henceforth guilt and punishment must be assessed and as-
signed: damages must be compensated for and restoration compensates 
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lack. 
When Cordelia makes up with Lear in the final scene of the fourth act, 

she seems to give in to her father's fantasy of loving care, taking on the 
role of nurse, thus coming as close as could be to fulfilling his desire. Her 
use of language, however, expresses more than ever her attachment to the 
Law impersonated in her father, and the kiss she gives him is really to re-
pair the "violent harms" her sisters have made in his "reverence." Cordelia's 
prolific use of military metaphors highlights that she remains as bent as 
ever upon enforcing the Law her father and "royal lord" (IV, vii, 44) stands 
for. She demands action: 

Had you not been their father, these white flakes 
Did challenge pity of them. Was this a face 
To be oppos'd against the jarring winds? 
To stand against the deep dread-bolted thunder, 
In the most terrible and nimble stroke  
Of quick cross lightning? To watch, poor perdu, 
With this thin helm? (IV, vii, 29-36) 

Ironically enough, Cordelia turns Lear's majestic moment of insight into his 
own powerless and impotent confrontation with the elements into a battle 
scenario, filling the empty phallic referent with the ammunition of her own 
discourse, as it were - an act Lear perceives as violation: an "abuse" of a 
power he does not have (IV, vii, 53 and 78). 

When Lear proclaims his manhood, humanity and fatherhood to fend 
off ridicule, however ("Do not laugh at me / For as I am a man / I think this 
lady To be my child Cordelia" IV, vii, 68-69), Cordelia is at peace and rein-
states her role as daughter and subject ("And so I am, I am�). At this point, 
one could say that father and daughter, king and subject, seal the linguistic 
contract whereby they become the construction of each other's desires; 
they also seal their tragic fates. Tragic, because these fates are predicated 
upon the reiteration of the play's double "nothing": Lear can no more be the 
king and reinstate the Law using the arms Cordelia provides than Cordelia 
can be his nurse and mother. 

Nothing can be made out of nothing: here lies the tragedy in King 
Lear, and thus nothing could possibly happen at the point of intervention. In 
response to the doctor's admonitions to beware of "danger" (IV, vii, 78), 
those intent upon Lear's restoration are unwilling to acknowledge, let alone 
tolerate and support, the violations that have taken place through his desti-
tution and madness. And so they rush to prop back the original stage, set-
ting up the terms of the original battle in reverse order, turning the final act 
of the play into an inversion of the first, carrying out their speech in the cut, 
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the void, the gap, opened by Lear's original demand - and méconaissance. 
These are archetypal times ticking to the hand of the mythical father, the to-
tem which is a fetish. But history marches on. 

"Alarum within. Enter, with drum and colours, Lear, Cordelia holding 
his hand, and soldiers, over the stage, and exeunt." (V, ii) Quite appropri-
ately, and following the laws of precedence, Lear appears to lead the battle 
(the old absent presence?). He is indeed in Cordelia's good hands. Quite 
appropriately too, the battle thus turns out to be a dumb show which ends 
in father and daughter being taken prisoners. 

With the last scene, the consequences of Cordelia's desperate attempt 
at reinstating the symbolic father in a place he has renounced are made 
clear. In a mythical time where neither daughters nor sisters are seen, to-
gether alone and awaiting to be taken to their "walled prison" (V, ii, 4-18), 
father and daughter are locked within the walls of a womb-like state where 
they fuse the original paradox of kin(g)ship and reduce the dialectic be-
tween desire and Law to a timeless fantasy of being "two alone" singing 
and telling tales, blessing and forgiving, in blissful ignorance of an outside 
world where the Law cuts across desire. Lear's "Have I caught thee?" (V, ii, 
21) sounds farcical, as it only draws attention to the spectacle of a mute 
Cordelia - in tears, this time, which in turns highlights his fantasy of protec-
tion. 

It all falls flat. Cordelia dies by hanging, a strangulation consonant with 
her first choking off of heart and speech. Yet even in death, it seems, she 
clings to the Law as Lear avenges her and kills "the slave that was a-
hanging thee" (V, iii, 274), an ironic comment, should one choose to read it 
with the ear of some Other. 

Others, however, rush in to voice their concessions or demands. Once 
having acknowledged that Lear, with the dead Cordelia in his arms "knows 
not what he says" (V, ii, 293), Albany restores authority and dignity to the 
symbolic king: "For us, we will resign, during the life of this old majesty, to 
him our absolute power" (V, ii, 299-301). This pathetic attempt at restoring 
what human hubris and military defeat have taken away is less a recovery 
of "the name, and all th' addition to a king" than a cover up of Lear's impo-
tence and imposture. It is a cruel irony that at this point Lear should make 
his first request in the play: "Pray you undo this button" (V, ii, 310). Choking 
on his own demand, so to speak, Lear dies! 

The key to Lear's drama of signification is in Kent's interpretation of 
Lear's biography: "He but usurp'd his life" (V, ii, 318) as father of nominal 
kingship, but not on the lawful side of the phallus, that is indeed what an 
impostor is. The play that begins with the division of the kingdom, ends with 
the same, though not quite for the same reason: Kent and Edgar inherit a 
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"gored state" (V, ii, 328), the consequence of Lear's méconnaissance. 
Moreover Kent does refuse his part of the inheritance, leaving to Edgar the 
duty to "Speak what we feel, not what we ought to say." (V, ii, 322). 
Whether the latter is about to repeat Cordelia's mistake or not is, of course, 
outside of this text. 
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Sjöström’s The Wind and the Transcendental Image 

Agustin Zarzosa 

Gilles Deleuze explains the crisis of the movement-image and the ad-
vent of the time-image as results of World War II, the unsteadiness of the 
American dream, the new consciousness of minorities, and the influence of 
literary modes of narration on the cinema. This formulation of the time-
image as a response to historical events obscures Deleuze�s own insight 
that the time-image already works within the movement-image. In the pref-
ace to the English edition of Cinema 2, Deleuze suggests that we look in si-
lent cinema for a time-image that �has always been breaking through, hold-
ing back or encompassing the movement-image.�1 Following this second 
formulation, I argue that a certain kind of time-image precedes and enables 
the movement-image. I call such image transcendental (in a Kantian sense) 
because its characteristic forking produces the two poles of the movement-
image: the empirical (appearances) and the metaphysical (truth). 

Deleuze already characterises the time-image as transcendental to 
distinguish its direct images of time from the indirect images of time that the 
movement-image produces, which are either empirical or metaphysical. My 
use of Kantian terminology differs from Deleuze�s own invocation of such 
terms in at least two fundamental ways. First, whereas in Cinema 2 tran-
scendental refers to an essential characteristic of the time-image, in this 
essay the term refers to a specific kind of time-image that communicates 
the empirical and the metaphysical within the movement-image. Second, I 
apply the empirical/metaphysical/transcendental triad not to time, as 
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Deleuze does, but rather to questions of knowledge on three different lev-
els: between narrative discourse (the presentation of events) and story (the 
viewer�s reconstruction of the action), between actual and spectral versions 
of the narrative discourse, and between appearances and truth in the world 
of the story. On the first level, the story functions as the metaphysical truth 
that viewers decipher from the narrative discourse, the empirical presenta-
tion of events. On the second level, the actual narrative discourse may 
conceal or repress a spectral narrative discourse that, as a result of cen-
sorship, appears as the uncompromised, true narrative discourse. On the 
third level, characters and objects present empirical and metaphysical fac-
ets; in other words, appearances of characters or objects may not corre-
spond to their true nature. 

I discuss the workings of the transcendental image by comparing The 
Wind (Victor Sjöström, 1928), regarded as one of the last American mas-
terpieces of silent cinema, to Casablanca (Michael Curtiz, 1943), arguably 
the ultimate example of classical Hollywood cinema. By means of this 
comparison, I intend to show how in The Wind the transcendental image 
both creates and fills in the gap between the empirical and the metaphysi-
cal, realms that communicate directly in Casablanca. 

The Wind begins when Letty (Lillian Gish), on her way to settling with 
her cousin Beverly (Edward Earle) in the West, meets Wirt Roddy (Mon-
tagu Love), a cattle dealer. Wirt warns Letty of the wind, which makes 
women go insane in that country. Shortly after Letty arrives, Cora (Dorothy 
Cumming), Beverly�s wife, becomes jealous of her and forces her to marry 
either Lige (Lars Hanson) or Sourdough (William Orlamond), two cowboys 
in love with Letty. Letty decides to marry Lige, but refuses any physical 
contact with him. During a sandstorm, Wirt visits Letty, spends the night 
with her, and possibly rapes her. The morning after, Letty refuses to leave 
with Wirt and shoots him. She buries his body, but the wind uncovers the 
corpse. When Letty confesses her crime to Lige, the wind covers the 
corpse again. Realizing she loves Lige, Letty feels ready to face the wind. 

The similarities between the stories of The Wind and Casablanca are 
rather minimal. Although, like most classical Hollywood films, both films in-
tertwine the main plotline with a romantic subplot, the respective main plot-
lines differ completely from one another. In The Wind, Letty struggles 
against a force of nature; in Casablanca, Rick (Humphrey Bogart) struggles 
to maintain his neutrality in the face of war. Despite the differences, two 
sequences from The Wind offer striking similarities to those from Casa-
blanca that Richard Maltby analyses in his essay, �A Brief Romantic Inter-
lude�: the sequence that includes a kiss between Rick and Ilsa, and the 
ending. Accordingly, section I of this essay compares sequences with para-
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doxical ellipses from these two films; section II collates the myths surround-
ing the endings of both films; and section III examines how each of these 
films fills in the gap between appearance and truth. 

I. Narrative discourse and story: the uncertainty of rape 

In the main sequence that Maltby analyzes, Curtiz interrupts a kiss be-
tween Rick and Ilsa (Ingrid Bergman) by dissolving to a shot of the airport 
tower. When the movie dissolves back to the scene, Rick is looking out the 
window and the conversation resumes where it was interrupted. Maltby ar-
gues that the sequence is not ambiguous but intentionally paradoxical: 
�Viewers interpret what happens in this scene in at least two mutually con-
flicting ways. Half the audience insists that the scene must be understood 
to be suggesting that Bogart and Bergman had slept together. The other 
half deny it with as much vehemence.�2 The viewer constructs one of these 
conflicting hypotheses, Maltby explains, by disregarding certain interpreta-
tive cues that point towards the other. Maltby�s overarching point is that 
classical Hollywood cinema does not address or construct a model specta-
tor, but rather two different viewers: an innocent viewer, who knows that 
certain things do not happen in Hollywood, and a sophisticated one, who 
constructs a parallel imagined version not bound by moral regulations. For 
our purposes, we can explain these divergent readings as a result of the 
viewer�s natural desire to bridge the gap between narrative discourse (em-
pirical presentation of events) and story (metaphysical truth). Similarly in-
consistent, the rape sequence in The Wind also authorises innocent and 
sophisticated interpretations. However, the case here appears more com-
plicated since it is not only unclear if Letty and Wirt had sex or not; if in fact 
they did have sex, it is also uncertain if Letty was willing or not; and if she 
was willing, it is still questionable if the wind forced her into complying. 

Although classical Hollywood cinema customarily signals a sexual act 
by way of its effects, the rape sequence in The Wind remains equivocal in 
the version circulating in the United States. As a sandstorm terrifies Letty, 
someone knocks at the door. After hesitating for a while, Letty opens the 
door. When she realizes it is Wirt, she tries to escape from him into the 
sandstorm. However, a white horse neighing in the sky, which personifies 
the wind, seems to threaten her. The wind pushes her back into Wirt�s out-
stretched arms. More terrified by the wind than by Wirt, Letty mumbles 
some words and puts her arms around him before fainting. Wirt carries her 
into the bedroom and closes the door as Letty lies unconscious on the bed. 
The film dissolves into a shot of the white horse neighing in the sky. Al-
though one can interpret the first image of the white horse as Letty�s sub-
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jective hallucination, the second one appears after Letty has fainted, sug-
gesting that the wind � as a metaphysical entity � does not exist in Letty�s 
mind alone. The following morning, the sandstorm has abated. Letty ap-
pears upset as she looks at Wirt�s holster and gun. He seems surprised 
when Letty refuses to leave with him. The following intertitle suggests that 
something has happened between them the night before. Wirt says, �� but 
if he finds us here, he�ll kill us.� 

The sequence moderates Letty�s guilt in three different ways, following 
the logic of the anecdote that Freud invokes to explain the logic of dreams. 
In this anecdote, a man charged with returning a borrowed kettle in a dam-
aged condition offers a threefold defence: first, he has given the kettle back 
undamaged; second, it was already damaged when he borrowed it; and 
third, he did not borrow it at all.3 Likewise, the film offers three contradictory 
arguments for Letty�s innocence: first, the wind forced her to yield; second, 
she was raped in an unconscious state; and third, there was no sexual act 
at all. 

By alleging that Letty kills Wirt because he attempts to rape her, 
French and American critics have implicitly denied that a sexual act takes 
place. Georges Sadoul, for instance, writes: �One night, she is attacked by 
a former acquaintance (Love) who tries to rape her. Maddened by terror, 
she kills him.�4 Jean Mitry and Roger Boussinot also establish a direct con-
nection between the supposedly attempted rape and the murder.5 Since 
the film was released as a silent film in Europe in 1927 before synchronous 
sound was added for its release in the United States a year later, one could 
speculate that the rape sequence was significantly altered for its American 
release. The surviving 16 mm print in the Cinématheque Française, identi-
cal to the one circulating in the United States, does not support this hy-
pothesis.6 Neither do the surviving script drafts (or the novel, for that mat-
ter) offer any evidence that in an earlier version Letty kills Wirt when he 
tries to rape her.7

Like these French historians, American reviewers also failed (or re-
fused) to acknowledge that Letty was raped. The plot summary in Photo-
play coincides with the French interpretation of the events, and, like 
Boussinot�s account, describes the sequence using a term (�attack�) that 
ambiguously points towards an attempt to rape. The reviewer writes: �Does 
she come to love her diamond in the rough? Of course, but not until she 
kills a scoundrelly cattle buyer who attempts to attack her.�8

Three other American reviewers elude the question of rape com-
pletely. Harrison’s Reports explains the events in the following way: �He 
[Wirt] comes back secretly and tries to induce the heroine to follow him and 
thus get a chance to get away from the country that was cursed with sand 
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and storms. She tells him to go away and to leave her alone, threatening to 
shoot him. He does not take her seriously. She shoots and kills him.�9 The 
plot synopsis in Variety suggests that Letty and Wirt could have had sex, 
but not that he raped her: �Roddy forces his way into Lige�s home and 
stays there for the night with Letty. He urges the girl to go away with him in 
the morning. She refuses, shoots him when he becomes too insistent, and 
hurls the body into the sand where it is buried.�10 Mordaunt Hall�s review for 
The New York Times is as elliptical as the scene itself: �Roddy, the callous 
scoundrel, pursues the fair Letty in the old-fashioned way. He is the type 
who would carry out his evil desires if he had to go through fire and brim-
stone. As a matter of fact, he turns up smiling during a fearful wind, obvi-
ously with one purpose in mind. And during the scenes that follow Miss 
Gish acts in very much the same way she did in the haphazard days of 
film.�11

One could explain the absence of any direct reference to rape in Har-
rison’s Reports, Variety, and The New York Times as the result of censor-
ship; however, the misconstruction of the causal chain of events in the 
three French encyclopaedias � as well as in Photoplay � suggest that these 
French historians interpreted the ellipsis innocently, thereby giving an un-
equivocal moral justification to the murder. Their misreading successfully 
evades questions about Letty�s consent to the sexual act and about her 
reasons for killing Wirt. 

On the other hand, scholars who mention the rape sequence do not 
question if the rape took place or not. John Tibbetts briefly mentions the 
sequence and somewhat euphemistically writes that, �in a night of violence 
[Wirt] assaults Letty.�12 Bengt Forslund, Sjöström�s biographer, does not 
omit the rape, but inverts the order of events: �At first he tries to persuade 
her to go away with him, but when she refuses he is overcome by desire, 
and rapes her.�13 Charles Affron does not find the sequence ambiguous ei-
ther: �After being raped by the villain she somehow finds the strength to 
shoot him.�14 Ray Tumbleson�s comparison between the divergent endings 
in the novel and film rests on the unquestioned premise that Wirt rapes 
Letty in both the novel and the film.15

An examination of the surviving drafts suggests that the rape se-
quence suffered substantial revisions. For instance, in the last version of 
the screenplay, after Letty puts her arms around Wirt, a title makes explicit 
that she asks Wirt for protection against the wind: �The Wind! The Wind! 
Don�t let the wind get me!� Intertitles belonging to the following sequence 
do not appear in the film either: when Letty refuses to leave with Wirt, he 
asks her: �You ain�t going, after what happened last night?� Although 
mostly implemented during the post-production process, these changes 
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and omissions were not different in nature from those that Louis B. Mayer 
and Irving Thalberg suggested for The Scarlet Letter, the previous collabo-
ration between Sjöström and Gish for MGM, a film that also dealt with a 
woman�s infidelity. It is also significant that during the post-production proc-
ess of The Wind, MGM was facing protests from Irish and Catholic organi-
sations in regards to The Callahans and the Murphys (George W. Hill, 
1927), a comedy also adapted by Frances Marion that MGM actually with-
drew from theatres. Representatives of Catholic organisations reviewed 
Bringing Up Father, Frances Marion�s following adaptation, before produc-
tion began.16 Thalberg and Mayer were probably anticipating possible con-
tent-based attacks before releasing The Wind. The fact that MGM was fac-
ing censorship problems only in the United States explains why its circula-
tion in American theatres was delayed for more than a year. The examina-
tion of reviews and critical responses suggests that this censoring was suc-
cessful, to the point that reviewers, historians, and critics alike confidently 
constructed disparate (metaphysical) versions of the events without ac-
knowledging the uncertainty of their (empirical) presentation. In conclusion, 
these divergent reconstructions of events support Maltby�s hypothesis that 
classical Hollywood cinema addresses and satisfies innocent and sophisti-
cated audiences alike. 

II. Mythical endings 

In Misery (Rob Reiner, 1990), Annie Wilkes (Kathy Bates) rescues her 
favourite writer, Paul Sheldon (James Caan), from a car accident. Ob-
sessed with Misery (the heroine of a series of historical potboilers), Annie 
feels betrayed after realising that Misery dies in Sheldon�s latest novel. 
Thus Annie forces Paul to write a sequel where Misery comes back to life. 
However, she feels disappointed when Paul brings Misery back by disre-
garding certain events in the preceding novel. In other words, Paul must 
find a balance between Annie�s unreasonable demands as a reader and 
the logic of events within the novel. In a similar manner, most endings in 
classical Hollywood cinema must maintain a fragile balance between view-
ers� pleasure and logic of events. When this balance fails, viewers might 
not hold the power to ask for a sequel respecting both pleasure and logic. 
However, they may imagine more logical or pleasurable alternative end-
ings. As a result, the actual ending becomes a façade hiding the true (that 
is, logical or pleasurable) ending. 

By examining the different drafts of the screenplay for Casablanca, 
Maltby concludes that the hesitation about how to end the film � Rick and 
Ilsa taking the plane, Victor (Paul Henreid) taking the plane by himself, and 
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so forth � did not exist. He writes, �In every version of the script, as well as 
in its source, Rick sends Ilsa to Lisbon with Victor; in every version, the 
Laszlos leave.�17 Maltby agrees with Robert Ray, who argues that both the 
logic of the Production Code and ideological project of the film � dramatis-
ing the untenability of American isolationism � demanded the unhappy end-
ing.18 Maltby holds that plot implausibility, character inconsistency, and 
melodramatic coincidence explain the persistence of the myth of a parallel 
ending, since all these offer audiences the opportunity of distancing them-
selves from the narrative determinism that characterises classical Holly-
wood cinema. This phenomenon, Maltby asserts, is an �act of fatalistic, 
doomed resistance to the inevitability of its moralistic ending.�19

The myth about the existence of an unhappy ending for The Wind has 
also survived despite evidence to the contrary. Recently, Charles Affron, 
author of Gish�s latest biography, has established that the unhappy ending 
was never shot, although the ending was indeed reshot �to alter the happy 
fade-out that had already been filmed.�20 An examination of the surviving 
drafts leads Affron to conclude that the main alteration consisted in the 
elimination of Sourdough, Lige�s sidekick, as a witness to the couple�s bliss. 
According to Affron, Gish fabricated the story of the unhappy ending to 
characterize her break with MGM as �the saga of the incorruptible actress 
losing her battle against the philistine studio.�21 Sadoul�s entry for The Wind 
in his Dictionary of Films supports Affron�s hypothesis. Although Sadoul�s 
rendering of the ending differs completely from the surviving print in the 
United States, he notes that the film was distributed in Europe with a happy 
ending in 1927, before MGM recut the film and added synchronous sound-
effects for its 1928 release in the United States.22 Extrapolating Maltby�s 
hypothesis about the persistence of the myth of Casablanca�s alternative 
endings might not suffice to explain why the myth of The Wind�s withdrawn 
ending has survived. Whereas the myth surrounding the ending of Casa-
blanca offers a happy outcome � at least in terms of the romantic couple of 
the film � the myth surrounding the ending of The Wind reverses the forma-
tion of the couple, offering instead an unhappy outcome in which Letty sur-
renders herself to the wind. 

Almost every critic of The Wind discusses the ending. Forslund de-
fends the supposedly tacked-on ending on aesthetic grounds. Considering 
that an unhappy ending may be as banal as a happy one, he writes, �[T]he 
final scene, with the two in the doorway as the storm abates, opens up, in 
any event, some opportunity. It�s beautiful, and one believes in it. Two out-
casts have found each other.�23 Affron concedes that the ending denatures 
to some extent the film�s cumulative force, but still praises it as a last trium-
phant vision of Lillian Gish: �Tempered by her various ordeals, she 
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emerges victorious in that doorway.�24

Tumbleson offers an interesting argument in favour of the supposedly 
imposed happy ending. For Tumbleson, the novel�s uncompromising tragic 
ending condemns the heroine to �suffer death for the crime of having been 
raped.�25 He contrasts the evolution of The Wind from novel to film to the 
evolution from Richardson�s Pamela to Clarissa. While Richardson had of-
fered Pamela the possibility of marrying the man who had tried to rape her, 
he would later punish Clarissa with death for failing to avoid rape. In the 
adaptation from novel to film, The Wind offers the reverse evolution. Tum-
bleson finds it ironic that Gish and Marion argued for the unhappy ending 
on moral grounds, while it was either the greedy exhibitors or producers 
who allowed the rape victim to survive.26 In opposition to Adorno and Hork-
heimer�s pessimistic view of mass culture, Tumbleson holds that capitalist 
mass culture subverts the feudal conception of exalted feminine self-
sacrifice that artistic integrity still insists upon. Without contesting Tumble-
son�s overarching argument about mass culture, I believe that the specific 
example of The Wind is problematic because the sexual act is consensual 
in the novel while its status remains unclear in the film. Furthermore, as the 
withdrawn titles quoted above from the screenplay show, Marion did not 
argue in favour of preserving the integrity of the novel�s plot, but in favour of 
stating unambiguously that Letty had been raped.27

Attempting to explain the fascination that the ending exerts, Tibbets 
suggests that, despite its ludicrousness, the happy ending conveys the idea 
that sanity and life are only possible through acceptance. When Letty�s re-
sistance breaks down, the wind too changes dramatically: 

As it plays about her, moulding the skirts to her slim body, we ex-
perience the light-headed feeling that a nightmare has recently been 
exorcised. It is not the same wind that evoked Letty�s opening ex-
clamation: it gently enfolds her body now; it is almost as if through 
her own transformation it, too, were subtly changed. It is one of the 
strangest victories in cinema.28

Tibbets� analysis also provides the key to understanding why the myth 
about the uncensored unhappy ending has survived. The film purposefully 
creates the impression that it has been imposed and that another one has 
been withdrawn. Not only do Gish�s and Larson�s hairstyles appear differ-
ent � Gish�s hair is loose for the first time and Larson�s shorter for no ap-
parent reason � but, as Tibbets notices, the wind has become a gentle 
force that understands the couple�s love and enfolds them. It is as if the 
whole story had unfolded in Letty�s mind. This transformation recalls Doro-
thy Scarborough�s defence to the attacks on the bleak, unbearable repre-
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sentation of the West that the novel conveys. She explains that �the story is 
given through the mind of the homesick, frightened girl, who sees every-
thing distorted to a certain extent.�29 Although the ending creates the im-
pression that, to a certain extent, the story has unfolded in Letty�s mind, the 
oppressive bleakness and the unearthly, metaphysical quality of the film 
are too impressive to be so easily disavowed. 

However, the happy ending is not as gratuitous as those of films such 
as Red River (Howard Hawks, 1948) or Bigger than Life (Nicholas Ray, 
1956). Sjöström follows Hollywood�s rules of repetition and foreshadowing 
in two different ways. First, Letty�s last lines (�I�m not afraid of the wind. I�m 
not afraid of anything anymore. Because I�m your wife, to work with you, to 
love you!�) provide closure by alluding to a previous intertitle in which Lige 
expresses his disappointment (�I thought you�d married me to be my wife � 
work with me � love me�). Second, the last scene offers the first welcome 
misidentification after a series of frustrating ones. Throughout the film, Letty 
has been expecting one man and encountering another one. Expecting 
Beverly to meet her at the train station, she mistakes Lige for him. In a later 
sequence, some cowboys bring an injured man into her cabin. Afraid that 
Lige has been hurt, Letty uncovers the injured man, who is in fact Wirt. In 
the film�s climactic sequence, someone bangs against the door during the 
storm. Letty opens the door, hoping, most surely, that Lige has returned to 
protect her. She appears surprised when she realizes it is Wirt. Finally, im-
mediately after the wind has uncovered Wirt�s body, someone tries to open 
the door. Letty imagines that the wind has resurrected Wirt. In a shot 
strongly resembling the one in which Wirt comes from the sandstorm, a 
man�s hands shake Letty. After hesitating, she turns around and encoun-
ters Lige, not Wirt. Letty welcomes this final misidentification that, like the 
last intertitle, provides a sense of closure. 

The happy ending achieves a superb inversion of order. Both Mitry 
and Deleuze speak of the film in terms of a duel. There are two ways of 
conceiving this duel: as an earthly duel between Letty and the aggressive 
social milieu or as a metaphysical one between Letty and the wind. The 
happy ending transforms the wind into an indifferent element upon which 
Letty has displaced her social struggles; once Letty feels reconciled with 
the social milieu and accepts Lige as her husband, the wind stops being a 
threat. On the other hand, the novel�s unhappy ending sustains the duel be-
tween Letty and the wind as central. The social and physical challenges 
that Letty suffers function as avatars of a relentless force that will not be 
subdued until it has had its way with her. 

It seems that the respective myths of alternative endings for Casa-
blanca and The Wind have survived for different reasons. The ending of the 
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former makes a relevant ideological point while providing the main conflict 
with closure; by sacrificing his own personal happiness for a greater cause, 
Rick reveals an altruistic nature. Therefore, the myth of alternative endings 
for Casablanca survives precisely because of their possible ideological im-
plications. As Maltby argues, the power of such mythology lies in imagining 
�that classical Hollywood cinema was [not] a rigidly controlled Jesuitical 
universe.�30 In the case of The Wind, the ending is already ideologically in-
coherent or, in Gish�s own words, �morally unjust.� The happy ending al-
lows the heroine to get away with murder and probably with adultery. The 
myth of an alternative ending for The Wind does not provide an opportunity 
for ideological transgressions, but rather for a non-ideological relation to 
nature. 

Ironically, the unhappy ending fulfils its function through its absence. 
Throughout the film, the wind is a capricious, vengeful and remorseless 
force that cannot be tamed or understood. Thus the happy ending appears 
as an unsuccessful attempt at giving the wind a rational sense and con-
cealing its monstrosity. While the happy ending represents the wind as an 
objectification of social challenges, the unhappy ending promises to pre-
sent it as a monstrous, irrational force. The effect is sublime in strict Kant-
ian terms. The sublime object does not represent the thing-in-itself, but 
rather the impossibility of its presentation. The happy ending of The Wind 
abolishes the gap between the empirical and the metaphysical in a nega-
tive way because �the phenomenon�s inability to represent the Thing ade-
quately is inscribed in the phenomenon itself.�31 If, as Tibbets mentions, the 
ending of The Wind constitutes one of the strangest victories in cinema it is 
because, for once, artistic compromise corresponds to the ultimate com-
promise of reason, condemned to represent metaphysical ideas as impos-
sible. 

The Wind does not seek to prove the existence of a metaphysical 
realm; on the contrary, its most prominent theme is the disavowal of such a 
realm. Tellingly, it follows the opposite trajectory of Stromboli (Roberto 
Rossellini, 1949), a more explicitly metaphysical film. Karin (Ingrid Berg-
man) is uprooted in Stromboli, a desolate island as brutal and poverty-
stricken as West Texas. Unlike Letty, however, Karin immediately recog-
nises her problem as social, complaining about the poverty, repression, 
and superstition that plague the island. At first, the sublimity of the volcano 
appears simply to express the brutality of Stromboli. However, in her at-
tempt to escape the island, Karin recognises the beauty and mystery of the 
volcano, thereafter reconciling herself with the social milieu. As Sandro 
Bernardi explains, the film is about �learning how to see [nature].�32 On the 
contrary, The Wind is about reading nature as an element of culture. As an 
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example of the emergence of the time-image, Stromboli displays how non-
subjective thought appears through the experience of the sublime; as an 
example of the emergence of the movement-image, The Wind shows how 
culture (as well as the stable heterosexual couple) becomes possible 
through the disavowal of monstrosity. 

III. Impressions, emotions, and the transcendental solution 

I will now compare how Casablanca and The Wind bridge the empiri-
cal and metaphysical realms within the story itself, that is, how characters 
discover the truth hiding behind appearances. Non-diegetic music consti-
tutes the most pervasive manifestation of metaphysical emotional truth in 
classical Hollywood cinema. However, since non-diegetic music remains 
inaccessible to characters, it does not successfully enter the empirical 
world of the film. The empirical realm represents metaphysical truth more 
directly through objects and acts. Following the terminology that Deleuze 
suggests for the action-image, I call such objects impressions and such 
acts emotions.33

Impressions are emotional objects that express inner truths outwardly. 
One finds examples of such objects in numerous Hollywood films, such as 
the camellia that Charlotte (Bette Davis) insists on wearing in Now, Voy-
ager (Irving Rapper, 1942) as a symbol of her attachment to Jerry (Paul 
Henreid), or the cufflinks that Susan (Meryl Streep) carries with her in 
Plenty (Fred Schepisi, 1985) as a symbol of her participation in the French 
Resistance, the only significant event in her life. 

On the other hand, emotions are excessive actions that also prove 
one�s true inner nature, such as Sarah Jane�s (Susan Kohner�s) public out-
burst of repentance during her mother�s funeral in Imitation of Life (Douglas 
Sirk, 1959), or Marion�s (Catherine Deneuve�s) act of wrenching the poison 
out of Louis� (Jean-Paul Belmondo�s) hands in Mississippi Mermaid (Fran-
çois Truffaut, 1969), which proves her love for him. In his discussion of M, 
Jacques Rancière offers two examples of emotions. During the trial staged 
by the mob, a prostitute plays the role of a mother, trying to express the in-
effable pain of those mothers whose children M has killed. Equally, during 
his tirade, M�s voice breaks down, trying to express a kind of pain that may 
not be communicated otherwise. An emotion expresses what �can only be 
imitated, vocalized, performed, something that can only be felt through an 
equivalent.�34

Casablanca includes both impressions and emotions. The songs �As 
Time Goes By� and �La Marseillaise� function as impressions: Sam�s ren-
dering of �As Time Goes By� expresses Rick and Ilsa�s feelings for one an-
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other; �La Marseillaise� expresses the community�s otherwise tacit rejection 
of Nazism. The three main characters resort to emotions: after failing to 
shoot Rick for the letters of transit, Ilsa reveals her love for him by means of 
a melodramatic gesture; although Rick maintains his composure when he 
renounces Ilsa, his self-sacrifice for a greater cause also constitutes an 
emotion revealing his true character; finally, Renaud (Claude Rains) dem-
onstrates his patriotism by disposing of a Vichy-labelled bottle of water. The 
Wind contains impressions, such as a mirror that Wirt gives to Letty, or the 
coffee prepared by Lige that Letty throws away; the former indicates Letty�s 
attachment to Wirt and the latter her rejection of Lige. The film also draws 
on emotions: for instance, Cora�s outbursts of jealousy or Lige�s sexual at-
tack upon Letty. 

By extending the question of knowledge to the wind itself, the film pro-
vides the wind with an empirical and a metaphysical facet. It is precisely the 
dual nature of the wind that accounts for the overlying earthly and unearthly 
dimensions of the film. These dimensions do not merely coexist next to one 
another; one must interpret one as the manifestation of the other. The film 
supplies interpretative cues for constructing both alternatives: either the 
wind poses challenges upon Letty that manifest in the social milieu or Letty 
faces her social difficulties by displacing them into a non-existent meta-
physical entity. 

The transition between the two facets of the wind constitutes the main 
aesthetic problem in the film. Sjöström offers three solutions, each of a dif-
ferent nature. The metaphysical solution consists in representing the wind 
as a white horse neighing in the sky. The image appears in Letty�s mind 
alone until the threat of rape unhinges it from Letty�s point of view, success-
fully reaching the metaphysical realm. The empirical solution consists in 
creating the wind out of its effects. For Scarborough, as well as for 
Sjöström, the sand functions as an impression manifesting the wind�s will of 
scourging Letty. The sand gives the wind a certain materiality: �It had 
clothed itself with those swirling veils that revealed its obscene antics, its 
horrific gestures. It was a thing unbearable to see the wind!�35 In the cli-
mactic sequence in which the wind defeats Letty, the wind uses not only 
the sand, but also a log and a hanging lamp. The log striking against the 
door becomes the wind�s voice, while the hanging lamp hypnotises Letty by 
swinging from side to side. 

The third solution is strictly transcendental. To explain this transcen-
dental solution, I resort to Deleuze�s distinction between the relative and 
absolute aspects of the out-of-field. He explains that the relative aspect is 
essentially spatial and forms �a homogeneous continuity, a universe of 
genuinely unlimited content.�36 For Deleuze, this homogeneous spatial con-
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tinuity is only the set encompassing all sets but not the whole, whose na-
ture is temporal and whose function consists precisely in impeding any set 
from closing in on itself. While the relative aspect appears by adding space 
to space, the absolute one functions by reinforcing the closure of the frame 
and by eliminating the spatial relations of the image. 

In the close views of Letty, Sjöström suspends her relation to the spa-
tial surroundings. Letty�s face is located precisely in the interstice between 
the empirical and metaphysical dimensions, that is, in the transcendental 
realm. Such suspension allows the transit between the empirical and the 
metaphysical. In the beginning of the film, Letty meets Wirt on a train. Wirt 
warns her about the wind: �Day in, day out, whislin� and howlin� � makes 
folks go crazy � especially women.� Letty�s reaction is rendered in a me-
dium close-up. Her face is brightly lit and the background is completely 
blurred. An intertitle lets us know what she tells him: �You�re not scaring me 
a bit, Mr. Roddy. I am looking forward to everything.� Cut back to the high-
contrast medium close-up framing Letty. She is looking at Wirt, but some-
thing makes her glance turn around. The window, now clashed by sand, 
meets Letty�s eyes. Sjöström intercuts this image with close views of Letty�s 
face. Wirt disappears until an off-screen sound brings Letty back from this 
first confrontation. The train has arrived at its destination. A few minutes 
later, while Letty is having dinner at her cousin�s house, Sjöström repeats 
this procedure. When Letty refuses to eat, Cora gives Letty a threatening 
look. In another background-blurred medium close-up, Letty starts eating. 
Suddenly, something else forces her glance to shift. It is the wind, whipping 
the window with sand. In a later sequence, as Cora demands Letty to marry 
either Lige or Sourdough, Beverly enters the room coughing. Letty ap-
proaches him, but Cora throws her to the floor. Now lying on the floor, Letty 
looks towards Cora and Beverly. An eye-line match lets us see them. 
Sjöström cuts back to Letty, who closes her eyes. When she opens them, 
what is before her is not the previous shot, but the wind itself blowing in the 
plain. Cut back again to Letty, who takes her hand to her head. The wind 
seems to have suggested an idea to her. She will ask Wirt for help. In these 
three sequences, a glance shift interrupts the diegetic world and takes us to 
an unearthly dimension, in which Letty confronts the wind directly.37 These 
close views constitute transcendental knots diverging into the empirical and 
the metaphysical. Béla Balász suggests that close-ups interrupt the spatio-
temporal continuum, revealing connections belonging to another dimen-
sion. However, he describes this dimension as metaphysical: �Close-ups 
are often dramatic revelations of what is really happening under the surface 
of appearances.�38 The close views in The Wind do not reveal truth, but 
systematically explore a more primary function of the close-up: the tran-
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scendental act of bifurcating images that creates the polarity between ap-
pearance and truth. 

In the operations discussed in section I (the reconstruction of a meta-
physical story out of the narrative discourse) and section II (the creation of 
alternative endings), the viewer is required to bridge the empirical and 
metaphysical. Conversely, within the story the characters themselves must 
perform such transition. This is the level in which Casablanca and The 
Wind diverge pronouncedly. In Casablanca, as in classical Hollywood cin-
ema in general, characters access truth either by impressions or emotions, 
and non-diegetic music may function as a metaphysical interpretation of 
empirical situations. Despite resorting to both impressions and emotions, 
The Wind primarily functions by means of transcendental images, forking 
into the two poles of the movement-image. 

How does this transcendental image impact our understanding of the 
relationship between the movement-image and the time-image? I believe 
that it corroborates, to a certain extent, Rancière�s lucid analysis of 
Deleuze�s cinema books. Aware that the distinction between the move-
ment-image and time-image refers both to an ontological quality of images 
and to a historical rupture of the cinema, Rancière takes exception with the 
historical aspect of Deleuze�s argument. Rancière�s analysis lays bare the 
impossibility of identifying the movement-image with classical cinema, on 
the one hand, and the time-image with modern cinema, on the other. He 
calls attention to the fact that the paralysis of Hitchcockian characters that 
signals the crisis of the movement-image � Jeff in Rear Window (1954) and 
Scottie in Vertigo (1958) � is only one aspect of the plots of these films; the 
plots keep moving forward regardless of such paralysis.39 He also ob-
serves that Deleuze invokes the same model � Bresson � to illustrate the 
affection-image (a kind of movement-image) and the time-image. Rancière 
considers that it is impossible to isolate in Bresson�s films �any images en-
dowed with properties that would distinguish them from the movement-
image.�40 Therefore, the distinction between the movement-image and the 
time-image �would be strictly transcendental and would thus not corre-
spond to any identifiable rupture.�41

However, even if we renounce to such artificial historical rupture, we 
should still insist on two senses of the movement-image and the time-
image: as ontological aspects of images and as organising principles or re-
gimes. As Rancière�s analysis implies, the time-image only becomes an ac-
tual mode of narration, subjectivity, and thought within or next to the 
movement-image; but, on the other hand, the movement-image also re-
quires the phantasmal presence of the time-image to operate. Such inter-
twinement of the two kinds of regimes only aligns this opposition with other 
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� equally interdependent � Deleuzian oppositions, such as active versus 
reactive forces, becoming versus being, rhizomatic versus arboreal think-
ing, the Nomadic versus the State, the molecular versus the molar, and 
schizophrenia versus paranoia. As in the rest of these oppositions, Deleuze 
tries to demonstrate how the movement-image presupposes the efface-
ment of the time-image, which returns � however impurely � in modern cin-
ema. 

What I have tried to isolate in this essay is a certain type of time-image 
that enables the play between truth and appearances in classical Holly-
wood cinema. Classical Hollywood cinema may simultaneously address in-
nocent and sophisticated viewers alike because of the dual nature of the 
movement-image. However, such polarity of the movement-image attains 
consistency by obliterating the transcendental image and by reinscribing its 
fundamental action � the bifurcation into appearance and truth � either as 
the metaphysical interpretation of the empirical or as the empirical manifes-
tation of the metaphysical. 
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The Modern Mediatrix: Medieval Rhetoric  

in André Breton’s Nadja and Leonora Carrington’s “Down Below” 

Bonnie Lander 

Misogyny and courtly love are co-conspiring ab-
stractions of the feminine whose function was 
from the start, and continues to be, diversion of 
women from history by the annihilation of the 
identity of individual women. 
Neil Cartlidge 

Female visionaries are poor mad exploited sib-
yls and pythonesses. Male ones are prophets 
and poets. 
A. S. Byatt 

Surrealism remains a minor field within 20th century literary studies. 
This has meant that important feminist surrealists, such as Leonora Car-
rington, who themselves represent a minor field in surrealist criticism, are 
largely forgotten. Carrington and her feminist contemporaries take issue 
with those aspects of Surrealism that late-20th century readers often also 
reject: its obscurity, misogyny, its wilful naïveté and refusal of accountability. 
Yet, it is by virtue of Carrington�s critique of Surrealism that the study of her 
writing can broaden the terms by which we recognize Surrealist texts and 
therefore, perhaps, increase interest in the movement as a whole. This 

COLLOQUY text theory critique  13 (2007).   © Monash University. 
www.colloquy.monash.edu.au/issue13/lander.pdf 



Bonnie Lander    ░ 52 

broadening of critical interest in Surrealism is also made possible when we 
pay close attention to the earlier literary traditions on which it depends. Car-
rington�s �Down Below� challenges André Breton�s Nadja by contesting 
Breton�s dubious politics, but the text does this by re-engaging the same 
medieval tropes as him in order to show how Breton makes those tropes 
serve Surrealism�s masculinist agenda.1 Both texts borrow heavily from the 
visionary texts of the Middle Ages, such as those that record the experi-
ences of Margery Kempe, Christine the Astonishing and Elizabeth of 
Spaalbeek. Compared to the attention Nadja and �Down Below� receive 
from 20th century critics, the visionary writing on which their structure and 
topoi depend are subject to a considerable amount of commentary from 
medievalists. Paying attention to the narrative, thematic and rhetorical cor-
relations between these Surrealist texts and their medieval predecessors 
will broaden the context in which the former are considered. Such a com-
parison also enables Carrington�s work to take a more central place among 
that of her male contemporaries, since recognition of �Down Below��s me-
dieval tropes explicates the text�s crucially important dialogue with the Sur-
realist tradition as typified by Breton. The following study is not intended as 
an exhaustive interrogation of the texts and traditions to which it attends, 
given it draws together two very separate critical fields. I hope instead to 
raise each of the significant correlations between the Surrealist texts and 
their predecessors and show how these correlations operate as part of Car-
rington�s critique of Breton. 

�Nadja,� Walter Benjamin observes, �has achieved the true, creative 
synthesis between the art novel and the roman-a-clef. Moreover, one need 
only take love seriously to recognise in it, too � as Nadja also indicates � a 
�profane illumination.�� He then cites Erich Auerbach, who, in his Dante: 
Poet of the Secular World, argues that �all the poets of the �new style� pos-
sess a mystical beloved, they all have approximately the same very curious 
experience of love; to them the Amor bestows or withholds gifts that re-
semble an illumination more than sensual pleasure; all are subject to a kind 
of secret bond that determines their inner and perhaps their outer lives.� 
Benjamin continues: �the lady, in esoteric love, matters least. So too, for 
Breton. He is closer to the things that Nadja is close to than to her.� What is 
particularly important in Benjamin�s application of Auerbach to Breton is his 
stress upon the lady as a conduit between the poet/lover and an illumina-
tory, intangible world of experience that, through her, he is transported to. 
This notion of the elected woman as mediatrix is essential to the unravel-
ling of Surrealism�s medieval borrowings, since she represents the ability to 
grant the poet/lover access to �a world that borders not only on the tombs 
of the Sacred Heart or alters to the Virgin, but also on the morning before a 
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battle or after a victory.�2 The mediatrix of the Surrealist imagination was 
constructed as much from medieval theology as from courtly literature. Yet, 
this co-dependence between sacred and secular rhetoric was � though dif-
ferently expressed � as prevalent in medieval representations of the media-
trix. 

The terms of the relationship between the saint and her witness bor-
rowed heavily from the codes of the court. �Arthurian romance had so per-
meated late-medieval culture that authors of mystical and didactic litera-
ture�could assume familiarity with courtly matter.�3 The same popular rhe-
torical forms were utilised by sacred and secular texts. Ecclesiastical narra-
tive already contained the bridal imagery in the Song of Songs and the ico-
nography of the arch-mediatrix, the Virgin Mary. The influential secular ro-
mance Roman de la Rose contains a garden, which, like most medieval lit-
erary gardens, is a reflection of the court. The garden walls bear, among 
the fashionable personifications of Gladnesse, Curtesye, Youthe, a list of 
the vices that will not be tolerated within the garden�s walls: Hate, Cove-
tyse, Avarice, all figures lifted from scripture. 

Primary among correlations between the sacred and the secular forms 
is the exaltation of a silent, removed, �superior� woman, whose distance 
and absence suggests to the lover/worshipper a space in which his soul 
might be reflected and articulated. The influence of both forms in the con-
struction of the mediatrix is apparent in Dante�s La Vita Nuova and La Di-
vina Commedia. In the latter, Beatrice is both the distant, silent (because 
dead, immaterial) and exalted beloved, but her immateriality allows her a 
degree of divinity and the trial her lover must undertake is therefore located 
outside of the material world: a move which takes Beatrice from the secular 
status of the courtly lady into the realms of the divine. She is not only ex-
alted on the bases of her social elevation, her haughtiness and her with-
holding of love, but is also divinely angelic, a �pure� abstraction of woman-
hood that inspires both the courtly cerebro-sexual passions and the religious. 

It is the mingling of the sacred and the courtly aspects of medieval 
love conventions that marks the territory of the vision romance. Drawing on 
Dante, Nerval � via Charcot � brought this particular set of visionary and 
romantic conventions closer to those Surrealist concerns he was himself 
anticipating. The descent for the beloved, that mystical imperative and elu-
sive object of love, is enmeshed within a Surrealist interest in �poetic� mad-
ness, dream states, and an art-as-revolution politic. The mediatrix par ex-
cellence of this modern praxis is the heroine of Breton�s Nadja. It is by de-
ploying tropes from medieval romance and hagiography that Breton is able 
to represent � both to himself and his readership � his brief sexual and fis-
cal relationship with the patently unstable Nadja as �like making love to 
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Joan or Arc.�4 Leonora Carrington�s �Down Below� speaks directly to this 
use of historical rhetoric as a gloss or justification for the Surrealists� repre-
hensible use of the mad femme-enfant as mediatrix in their project of poetic 
self-articulation. 

Breton�s psychiatric training prepared him for the role of witness, con-
fessor and scribe to Nadja�s visions and ecstasies. As a student of Charcot, 
he learnt early to associate the pleasurable act of observing  (and question-
ing) female hysterics with that of observing a female mystic. Of his hyster-
ics, Charcot remarked: 

Les attitudes qu�elles prennent font songer aux attitudes sous les-
quelles on représente les mystiques du Moyen Age, les Saintes le 
plus renommes par leur exaltation religieuses.5

Breton�s first conversation with Nadja is described as a confession.6 He 
imagines himself as Nadja�s God, and as her sun.7 She is Melusine, she is 
a sphinx. She is poor, pure, evasive, strange and she receives visions, both 
prophetic and divine; visions that Breton feels compelled to record in order 
that their significance will not go unrecognised. Throughout his brief time 
with her he is �greatly interested� in Louis VI�s and Louis VII�s �Courts of 
Love,� �imagining with great intensity what life might have been like during 
the period.� 8

Theological readings of the fall in the Middle Ages mapped the direc-
tion of sin: from woman to man. Eve�s temptation was characterised by a 
desire for a specific knowledge � a desire she was unable to mitigate and 
which is therefore read as temptation. Consequently, the female pursuit of 
knowledge is dangerous, not only for woman but for the spiritual security of 
the community. Eve�s temptation suggested to Augustine her lack of  
doctrinal knowledge, which would perceive danger and vanquish it. 

Perhaps the woman had not yet received the gift of the knowledge of 
God, but under the direction and tutelage of her husband she was to 
acquire it gradually.9

This acquisition was not only to be gradual but never fully realised, and its 
direction would counter the direction of sin: man to woman. The masculine 
disclosure of doctrine and the feminine threat of sin were positioned within 
a relationship of mutual resistance. Therefore, when women did begin to 
speak of their direct communications with God, the nature of their relation-
ship with him, the nature of their telling of that relationship and the nature of 
its reception by the community were vastly different from those of male 
saints. In order to compensate for the potential eradication of man (and the 
perceived danger to the community of such an eradication) by a dialogue 
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between a woman and God, an abbot, or any male of a religious order, was 
required to be a female visionary�s witness, scribe or confessor. He had to 
verify her as a genuine saint and her visions as genuine messages from 
God. And he had to record those messages. This arrangement is clearly 
fraught with issues of translation. �For some women, a male cleric was not 
just the authoriser but the author of her text.�10

If she did not already, the female saint had to be made to meet reli-
gious requirements, just as Nadja must be made to meet Surrealist re-
quirements. There are a number of instances in the text, as there are in 
medieval texts, where Breton interprets Nadja in ways that serve his Surre-
alist agenda: he describes her inability to conform to societal norms and 
her inability to afford or negotiate healthcare as �purely poetic,�11 thereby 
complementing the Surrealist distaste for, and mistrust of, work, establish-
ment and institutions � particularly psychiatric ones. 

The questionable role of confessor, and the issues of translation that it 
presents, rub up against the Surrealist relationship with psychoanalysis. 
Breton�s tone is modelled on that of the psychiatrist�s recording of his medi-
cal observations � something which his training has prepared him for and 
which immediately positions him within the witness/scribe role. Surrealism�s 
relationship with psychology is a complicated one, which Hal Foster and J 
H Matthews have assessed in detail.12 For this particular reading of Nadja, 
we need to bear in mind Breton�s professional exposure to, and fascination 
with, abnormal psychology and his and his contemporaries� belief in those 
abnormal states as an avenue to the poetic. But we must also consider his 
own dismissive remark that �Psychoanalysis is in fashion this winter.�13 
Freud�s work, like that of Darwin and Nietzsche, was made to serve the 
Surrealists� poetics, while they rejected �the portion of Freudianism which 
demanded analysis and therapy.�14 Their concern with abnormal states di-
rectly correlated with those states� ability to produce visionary material that 
complemented their poetic view: they did not want the secrets of their own 
unconscious exposed. 

Nicholas Calas claims that �Freud�s patients were victims; the poet, by 
the sole fact that he creates, is a hero.�15 As we shall see, it is around the 
issues of responsibility and accountability, which this remark obliquely 
raises, that the medieval saint/witness relationship and that of Breton and 
Nadja are eventually confronted in Carrington�s �Down Below.� Among 
other things, �Down Below� highlights the various breaches of responsibility 
apparent in such relationships. The poet and the victim in Calas�s example 
are the same person, differentiated simply by the discourse � psychoana-
lytic or Surrealist � through which they are perceived. The former presents 
a subject victim to the control of his/her unconscious and, perhaps, his/her 
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psychoanalyst; the latter, a subject connected to, and heroically navigating, 
the poetically fruitful beyond. The viewer�s responsibility is substantial, 
since how the patient/poet is viewed significantly affects his/her further re-
ception and, therefore, fate: incarceration or exaltation (or both). There is a 
slippage in Breton�s view of Nadja: she is at times poet and at times mad. 
That slippage appears to repeatedly serve Breton�s agenda, but also re-
calls that the medieval witness was required to judge between madness 
and the touch of God. In both relationships it is the male observer who 
must juggle the unknown with the known � a task which frequently requires 
that he defend himself and his credibility, since the failure to differentiate 
between the mysterious and the abnormal would place him in a publicly 
questionable position: a medieval abbot found to be housing a madwoman 
ran the risk of unemployment and blasphemy. 

In both instances there are clear examples of the male witness de-
fending his interpretations of his subject�s behaviour and visionary experi-
ence. In Nadja, Breton�s tendency to read unstable behaviour as the mi-
raculous clearly aggravates Nadja�s instability, which places greater pres-
sure on Breton to find the poetic in her conduct, her speech and her naïve 
drawings. However, when he does recognise her madness, it is only at 
those times when she has failed to meet his definition of poetic (Surrealist) 
knowledge or connectedness. The final section of Nadja, in which Breton 
works and re-works his views on psychiatric institutions, is an example of 
this, since his impetus for writing it is Nadja�s actual breakdown. Having 
been removed from his place of private witness by her incarceration, he is 
free to ruminate on his contempt for psychiatry and an uncomprehending 
society. To the last, Breton is defensive: he refuses to acknowledge his role 
in Nadja�s unravelling, insisting always � even if defensively � that he re-
serves a privileged and illuminating view of her visions and the experience 
of �miraculous chance� those visions inspire in him. Breton attributes 
Nadja�s slippage from inspired sphinx to raving madwoman to an overly 
prosaic society and psychiatric institution. 

While still enamoured of her he claims that �she is so pure, so free of 
any earthly tie, and cares so little, but so marvellously, for life.�16 To have 
little care for life is marvellous � ostensibly an example of his own adher-
ence to unworldliness (a very holy medieval notion) � however, immedi-
ately following this remark Breton exposes his specific interest in her un-
worldliness, rather than his own: �In her position she is certainly going to 
need me.� Her dependence upon him and her brilliance are immediately 
linked. Later he admits to his own �terribly decisive�17 role in her life (but not 
in her breakdown); he says that his allowing her too great a sense of 
emancipation was his mistake. Here, Breton is presenting himself as her 
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�Sun,� the absolutist presence on which she is dependent and from which 
she receives stability and sanity so long as she is kept on a short leash. 
However, the �sanity� Breton refers to is only ever a Surrealist identity, 
which demands not only absolute dependence from her but also the difficult 
task of remaining enough outside the borders of normative behaviour to be 
a source of Surrealist vision and inspiration, and enough inside those bor-
ders not to be thought �mad� by her confessor (Breton). That is, she must 
not fail to inspire and surprise him, and she certainly must not get herself 
locked up. Once Nadja is incarcerated, Breton blames her for her fall from 
Surrealist heights, by emphasizing his own steadfastness: 

I myself shall continue living in my glass house where you can al-
ways see who comes to call where I sleep nights in a glass bed, un-
der glass sheets, where who I am will sooner or later appear etched 
in a diamond.18

By falling into certified madness, Nadja proves she was too weak to keep 
up the Surrealist cause, leaving Breton to carry on. 

Yet, Breton�s steadfast fidelity to his Surrealist identity forever depends 
on Nadja as literary figure. Nadja, Mark Polozzotti points out, is also 
trapped beneath the glass with Breton.19 In fact, any observation of Breton, 
as author and Surrealist, is dependent upon his observations and represen-
tations of her, since without her to witness and present to the world, his au-
thorial agenda is annulled. This dependence is one reiterated by the me-
dieval visionary and the man who �sees� her and records her behaviour 
and visions, since it is by virtue of this role that he is promoted from un-
known cleric to widely read author. Breton�s remark quoted above tellingly 
conflates the act of observation with that of entrapment and promotes en-
trapment as an ideal: it is in being seen that the glass encasement is trans-
formed into diamond. In reaching this ideal, the confessor is dependent on 
his female visionary. Hence Nadja and Nadja�s virtue only exist in her being 
observed: a reliable method of decreasing the agency and autonomy of the 
observed. This is nothing new to feminism, and it is absolutely applicable to 
the female spiritualists. Their worth was in what they could show to their 
witnesses. 

It is not simply Breton�s own observation/objectification of Nadja that 
shapes her virtues. Breton assesses her on the degree to which she is as-
sessed by other men and the nature of that assessment. There is Nadja�s 
judge, �Mr. G,� and her �dear friend,� a man to whom she �owes every-
thing,� who �put her to sleep every night�made her tell him about her day, 
down to the last detail, approved what he considered good, criticized the 
rest� � a man who fulfils the same vexed role as Breton: that of Nadja�s 
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confessor. �Certain men are captivated� by Nadja, publicly and spontane-
ously blowing her kisses and proposing marriage, and waiters are so be-
fuddled by her beauty that they fail to serve her food.20 In the brief middle 
section of the text alone, Breton remarks thirteen times on other men�s 
various attentions toward Nadja � almost as many instances as her atten-
tion to, and dependence upon, himself are remarked upon. Again, Breton�s 
interest in the rhetoric of medieval romance and mysticism points to the 
source of this gendered arrangement. 

Both the secular world of the court and the sacred world of the saints 
and their confessors were homosocial. �While the fantasy on which the ro-
mance genre is based might seem to involve the relations between men 
and women, closer analysis reveals that the homosocial bonds by which 
men established relations with one another, using women as tokens of ex-
change, are central to courtly ideology.�21 Similarly, female saints, who, by 
virtue of their sex were forbidden to attend or participate in the majority of 
sacred ritual, were nonetheless significant emblems of sacred status be-
tween the men to whom they were connected.22 Surrealism is also a ho-
mosocial economy, as Simone De Beauvoir outlines in The Second Sex. 
De Beauvoir stipulates that Surrealism is a masculine economy that fails to 
grant women their subjectivity. Carrington�s text also points to this homo-
social arrangement through the symptoms of her madness: anything fa-
therly is terrifying, but it is her �brothers� that rescue her from that terror. 
When incarcerated, she undergoes/imagines a ritual in which the powerful 
Don Luis punishes her for desiring fraternity by binding her and two men in 
a strange mute stillness for hours. Even her return to sanity, when it comes, 
is initiated by a man within the institution � Don Gonzalo � who �demystified 
the mystery that had enveloped me and which they all seemed to take 
pleasure in deepening around me.�23 One of Don Gonzalo�s demystifying 
actions is to recommend that Carrington transfer her erotic desire for the 
destructive Don Luis to the benign Jose � continuing the practice of identi-
fying her continually through, and passing her continually between, the men 
that surround her. But it is in Nadja that we find the most interesting exam-
ple the (Surrealist) homosocial. 

In a book full of actual images � the streets Breton and Nadja walked, 
the bars and cafés they drank in, the male Surrealists Breton mentions, 
their paintings, and Nadja�s drawings � we are told that Max Ernst refuses 
to paint Nadja�s portrait for the publication since Madam Sacco (whose 
photograph also features in Nadja) has predicted that a woman named 
Nadia or Natasha will do physical harm to the woman Ernst loves. Nadja�s 
complete lack of representation as an actual woman � in a book full of im-
ages � is blamed on the psychically predicted possibility that she will harm 
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her rival. If we read the psychic�s prediction as an extension of Ernst�s 
anxieties, then his reluctance to meet Nadja could be seen as an oblique 
confession of his fear that Breton�s girl is a more successful realisation of 
the Surrealist aspiration than his own; and therefore, Breton�s value, as a 
man and a Surrealist, excels that of Ernst. 

Nadja, as an emblem of Breton�s worth, directly affects his eminence 
whenever she fails to meet the behavioural criteria set for her. Her behav-
iour sinks toward the ordinary and he is �desperate to restore her to a true 
conception of her worth.�24 He outlines what it is that constitutes her worth: 
her role as his visionary � a role that is constructed out of what will reflect 
back, favourably, onto himself. Further, she is �herself� when she is �not 
desperately deploring my strictness�25 � she is herself when she is acqui-
escent to him and his concept of himself. �Who am I?� asks Breton in his 
opening line; �Who goes there?� he echoes in his closing, �is it only me? Is 
it myself?� Arguably, any homosocial society runs the risk of narcissism, 
since it is built upon reflections, but Surrealism � the philosophy that places 
Breton within a glass observatory � is undoubtedly a narcissistic economy. 
Chrétien de Troyes, the most eminent romance poet from the period Breton 
is so intrigued by, confirms the roots of this narcissism: when his great 
lover Erec first sees Enid and her beauty is such that the narrator is nearly 
silenced: �What should I say of her beauty? She was truly one who was 
made to be looked at, for one might gaze at her just as one gazes into a 
mirror.�26

The notion of woman as a kind of social glue between the men of a 
homosocial, narcissistic economy locates us firmly within the literary tradi-
tion of poetic feminine abstraction since, within that tradition, the feminine 
poetic operates as a link between two states. The lady linked the 
lover/troubadour to his benefactor, her Lord; the female spiritualists con-
nected men with God, just as the Virgin did; Fortuna (the Fortuna of 
Boethius, Chaucer and Shakespeare) linked man with his fate; Nature 
linked the Romantics to nature; Love and Death carried Nerval between his 
life and his dreams. This is a narcissistic literary tradition: the writer pur-
sues an abstraction � which is manipulable and predictable in ways actuali-
ties are not � in order to reach some knowledge or representation of him-
self. This is particularly true of Breton, whose literary practice pursues its 
object in order to experience �objective chance� � the experience that will 
�tear him out of subjectivity� into a more desirable and apparently more 
�true� experience of the self.27 The assumption that events in the external 
world can reflect the self is a narcissistic pattern, but for Breton and his 
contemporaries this narcissistic gaze extends to those invisible mysteries 
�beyond� the empirical. The beyond, which the female visionary links the 
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male subject to, is therefore an amalgam of all the aspects of the self the 
narcissist longs to see reflected: the mysterious beyond is a canvas onto 
which requisite images of the self can be beamed. 

This entanglement of the male subject with what he perceives within 
the female object�s visions is made possible within the space created by 
those translation issues discussed above: the male �watcher� interprets his 
object�s visions subjectively. We see this played out in the text when Breton 
factors himself into Nadja�s visionary readings of public spaces, without 
questioning the nature of Nadja�s visionary relationship with the external 
world since, for him, that relationship is clear: it is a playground of his own 
reflections. However, when Carrington reads personal, hermetic messages 
in billboards, those readings are presented as an example of her deluded 
state, a remark aimed at dismantling and exposing Breton�s � and more 
generally, that of the male witness�s � narcissistic use of female visions. 

Carrington, writing as the mad woman, takes on Surrealism by speak-
ing directly from a position of female subjectivity. She does this by adopting 
the voice of the Goddess (which is for her a pagan entity) through the 
symptoms of her madness. Like Nerval, she blurs the distinction between 
her interior and exterior world, deciphering meaning for the one in the 
events of the other. Unlike Nerval, who, in his visionary states, sees the 
feminine creative force, Carrington is that force. She feels that �it is (her) 
duty to liberate� the world � a world that is her body.28 Her stomach is 
Spain, which she must purify by drinking orange blossom water and vomit-
ing. This sense of corporeality not only characterises the life and work of 
the female spiritualists, it is one of the factors that contribute to their exis-
tence in an otherwise male tradition. 

In the course of the Middle Ages there was a general shift in empha-
sis toward Christ�s humanity, God inhabiting a suffering human 
body, culminating in the mutilation of that body in the Passion and 
Crucifixion� Given that medieval thought associated masculinity 
with mind and spirit and femininity with body, women, for all their in-
feriority and subordination, could be felt to have a special connection 
with Jesus and his Passion, and through their bodies they could 
hope to have special access to the sacredness associated with his 
body.29

Margery Kempe wept obstreperously and often, and is told by Christ not to 
be ashamed but to take him, when she is in bed, as though he were her 
wedded husband. Julian of Norwich had (Surrealist) visions of Christ�s co-
pious blood seeping into her bedclothes until they were soaked through. 
Christine the Astonishing resurrected herself at her own funeral and spent 
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the remainder of her life enacting the punishments of purgatory � leaping 
into fiery ovens and plunging into icy water � and Elizabeth of Spaalbeek�s 
life was an unbroken piece of spectacular gymnastic performance. She 
bled spontaneously; hung from a mimed cross; beat her breasts and eyes 
until they bled; and stayed in ecstasies, motionless and upright, for hours. 
Yet all of this was done by women whose witnesses presented them as the 
feminine behavioural ideal of romantic literature: Elizabeth of Spaalbeek, 
�hir pappys (breasts) � alle defuyled with blode rennynge fro hir eyen� is 
nonetheless �fulle manerly� and displays a �merueilous onest and shameful 
gladness of cheer� and �maydenly shamefastnes.�30 Their often violent cor-
poreality maintains, and is maintained by, their femininity. 

Carrington�s physicality has pagan roots, which firmly locates the cor-
poreal woman � as a potentially healthy, robust and autonomous form � at 
the centre of the text�s Surrealist adventure. This is an effective deconstruc-
tion of the physicality of the visionary tradition, in which the female subject 
dedicates and often sacrifices her body to God and the masculine institu-
tion of the Church. It also challenges the male Surrealist project, which ei-
ther mutilates or removes completely the material presence of women. (As 
we have seen, Breton, together with Max Ernst, disallowed Nadja any pho-
tographic representation in a book full of photographs.) But this is only one 
of �Down Below��s feminist functions. Given the confused and evasive man-
ner of Breton�s position in relation to his own role as Nadja�s confes-
sor/witness, one of Carrington�s central concerns is to clarify the distinction 
between a stable and an unstable state of mind, while simultaneously criti-
cising the invasive and naïvely narcissistic male Surrealist as manipulator 
and observer of those states. Before retreating into the �well-known lack of 
frontiers between non-madness and madness,�31 Breton comes so close to 
making the distinction between mental health and madness that it is difficult 
to believe his ignorance is not voluntary � especially since to admit his 
knowledge of those distinctions would undermine his entire Surrealist 
agenda. He defines moments of objective chance as a �complete lack of 
peace with ourselves provoked by certain combinations of circumstances 
which greatly surpass our understanding and permit us to resume rational 
activity, only if, in most cases, we call upon our very instinct of self-
preservation to do so.�32 But it is the presence of this self-preserving in-
stinct in the person experiencing such a lack of peace that marks them as 
mentally fit. Carrington, on her opening page, outlines the need for that 
definition which Breton fails to make; and she does so bodily: 

I want to say that the sentence passed on me by society at that par-
ticular time was probably, surely even, a god-send, for I was not 
aware of the importance of health, I mean of the absolute necessity 
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of having a healthy body to avoid disaster in the liberation of the 
mind.33

Carrington, like Breton, is interested in openness, connectedness, freedom 
� what, with a glance back to Augustine, she calls �knowledge.� This is a 
knowledge free from �conformism� or institutionalism, and she locates it at 
the mid-point of what can be described as a continuum between health and 
madness. 

It is within this middle ground of �non-madness� or �Knowledge,� as 
Carrington calls it, that she experiences a physical liberation � becoming 
nimble and at ease climbing mountains and trees, developing a sensitive 
�touch� language with animals � but that state quickly passes over into de-
lusion. Again, the place of crossing is corporeal. Carrington, like her prede-
cessors Elizabeth of Spaalbeek and Mary of Oignies succumbs to ano-
rexia, two main symptoms of which are a cessation of all ingestion and a 
furious expenditure of energy: symptoms Carrington shares with these 
women. We know of anorexia now that it is a method of arrogating power to 
the powerless, but for the medieval spiritualists it was also a sign of holi-
ness encouraged by the Church: food is of the world, which has been re-
nounced. For Carrington, to not eat is a method of controlling a life that, 
with the inception of war, Max Ernst�s imprisonment and her consequent 
isolation, had become frighteningly unstable. However, as her opening re-
marks show, by continuing to not eat, she slips out of her �connected,� lib-
erated state, into one of disconnection and dislocation. Her sense of re-
sponsibility for the world, and her subsequent bodily cleansing, is therefore 
both a dialogue with the voice of the goddess and a personal move toward 
applying order to a society that has turned, quite suddenly, disordered and 
alien. 

Carrington continues to highlight the truths behind Breton�s evasions. 
In The Manifesto of Surrealism, Breton refers to the mad as having a �pro-
found indifference to the way in which we judge them, and even to the vari-
ous punishments meted out to them, which allows us to suppose that they 
derive a great deal of comfort from their imagination.�34 This suggests that 
their indifference is self-elected, as is their privileging of  the imaginative 
world. However, as Carrington illustrates, the mentally ill are in no way in-
different to the way they are judged; they may appear to be so since their 
ability to respond in an �ordinary� or expected manner to that judgement is 
muted. Far from evoking indifference, the way Carrington is judged and the 
punishments meted out to her � which are various and brutal � aggravate 
her condition. Most significant, since imagination bears such weight in 
Breton�s paradigm, is Carrington�s demonstration of the fact that her imagi-
nation offers her no comfort. Her attempts to imaginatively cure herself are 
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enacted in ritualistic ways that further exaggerate her illusions: the �ex-
cesses� of her imagination are symptomatic of her illness and the more she 
engages her imagination, the further entangled she becomes in the delu-
sions she recognises as having a tyrannical hold on her. 

Breton believes in the virtue of openness; Carrington believes in this 
also, but she manages to make the distinction between the kind of self-
aware openness that is a rebellion against conformism and the openness 
of madness that is profoundly vulnerable and that eradicates the sufferer�s 
autonomy, leaving her dependent on her masculine witness/companion, as 
Nadja is. Once incarcerated, Carrington encounters Don Luis, who is es-
sential in Carrington�s critique of the masculine fascination with female vi-
sionaries. What is intriguing about the way he is presented is that, speaking 
from within a position of the mad female subject, Carrington offers a frag-
mentary view of him that nonetheless manages to illustrate his fundamental 
incapacity to understand her. 

At Covadonga, they tore my clothes off brutally and strapped me na-
ked to the bed. Don Luis came into my room to gaze upon me. I 
wept copiously and asked him why I was kept prisoner and treated 
so badly. He left quickly without answering me. Then Frau Asegu-
rado appeared once more. I asked her several question. She said to 
me: �It is necessary that you should know who Don Luis is; every 
night he comes and talks to you; standing on your bed, you answer 
him according to his will.� I did not remember any of this. I swore to 
myself that, from that moment on, I would never sleep and would 
protect my consciousness.35

Don Luis, like Nadja�s �dear friend� comes to her at night and exercises his 
will over her own self-representation in such a way that engenders a psy-
chological dependence on him as confessor. �I suddenly felt horribly de-
pressed,� Carrington reports. �I felt that I was being possessed by Don 
Luis�s mind, that his domination was swelling within me like a giant auto-
mobile tyre.�36 In her position there are few defensive measures to call on 
and, in a similar pattern to that of anorexia, she resists by refusing to per-
form a task which, fundamental to her bodily, is still within her control: she 
refuses to sleep. Carrington�s fragmentary picture of Don Luis continues: 

Don Luis took me to the sunroom � He began to talk of my visions, 
as though he had lived through them with me.37

Don Luis called on me at midnight; his presence in my room at that 
hour inspired me with a desire for him. He talked to me gently and I 
believed he was coming to examine my delusions. Without waiting 
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for his questions, I would say: �I have no delusions, I am playing. 
When will you stop playing with me?� he would stare at me in 
amazement at finding me lucid, then laugh. And I would say: �Who 
am I?� while thinking: Who am I to you? He would leave without an-
swering, completely disarmed.38

Who is in control of these scenes? The power shifts repeatedly � an ambi-
guity that Breton does not allow for but which may have nonetheless ex-
isted between Nadja and himself. This kind of ambiguity marks the relation-
ship between the saint and her confessor also, as Janette Dillon suggests 
in her article �Holy women and their confessors or confessors and their holy 
women?.�39 There are a number of instances in the writings on medieval 
female spirituality in which the gendered and hierarchical relationship be-
tween the saint and her witness is reversed and the woman, speaking for 
God, begins to offer counsel and even absolution � a move that reverses 
the fundamental Christian beliefs in the directions of sin and knowledge. As 
we have seen, the female saints, by way of their femaleness � and their 
corporeality � had a particular relationship to God, but it is worthwhile plac-
ing this notion within the context of the various ideas of knowledge that 
haunt both medieval and Surrealist texts. 

Breton is drawn to Nadja because she smiles �knowingly� and he 
clearly believes that she has a particular knowledge of, and connection to, 
the beyond; but this connection is expressed by her ability to reflect him 
and the phenomena of his life � thereby creating for him moments of �ob-
jective� chance. He therefore does not recognise her knowledge, but rather 
his own knowledge of himself via her, and his construction of her as a vehi-
cle for his narcissistic aspirations. The knowledge Carrington is interested 
in is a freedom, a connectedness that challenges conformism to state, 
gender, rationality � a transcendent knowledge. Men who considered 
themselves Surrealist were also interested in this idea � their forays into 
automatic writing and altered states are well documented � but their par-
ticular fascination with the kind of �naturally� occurring and erotically desir-
able openness of the mad woman (which includes the innocent openness 
of the femme-enfant) is something separate to their own participation in the 
mysteries. Again, turning to the Middle Ages highlights this distinction. 

The female saint was an aberration. This aberrance secured her ca-
reer: to the cleric, church and village that abdicated her she brought re-
nown, which in turn attracted pilgrims, who constituted the largest form of 
income, not only for the church, which received alms, but for the villages in 
which the pilgrims stayed. The female saint�s aberrance was therefore her 
most saleable quality. She, like Nadja to Breton and Carrington to Don 
Luis, brought prestige and renown. Her aberrance also meant that she was 
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able to conduct herself in ways precluded by the very education that was 
denied her. Her lack of scholastic training, or any training (excepting Had-
jewich, Bridget of Sweden and Julian of Norwich, who were educated), 
granted her a particular kind of knowledge by virtue of her ignorance or na-
ïveté, through which the voice of God might enter in forms inconceivable to 
her masculine counterpart. Educated, Christian men simply would not have 
behaved in the ways the female saints did � just as the Surrealists, for all 
their attempts at mimicking mad states, were not mad. The innocence of 
the female knowledge of God (or the poetry of the madwoman�s knowledge 
of the beyond) represented masculinity�s loss of such a knowledge � a loss 
that educated rationalism guaranteed would never be reclaimed. However, 
by positioning the muse so that she could be read as a reflection of his own 
worth, the narcissistic Surrealist (and the captivated medieval witness) 
could experience a semblance of that reversal and its accompanying sense 
of completeness. 

You, the most vital of beings, who seem to have been put in my path 
only so I may feel in all its rigor the strength of what is not felt in you. 
You who know evil only by hearsay. You, indeed, ideally beautiful � 
Without you what shall I do with my abiding love of genius, in whose 
name I have at least been able to attempt a few acknowledgements 
here and there?40

Acknowledging genius is not an act of genius, and the distinction haunts 
Breton. Preoccupied by the reflection of genius that he perceives as operat-
ing between himself and Nadja (or, in the above quote, Susanne Muzard, 
Nadja�s successor and the woman to whom Nadja is dedicated), Breton 
has written a text that fails to represent either himself � lost as he is in the 
glow of reflection � or she in whom he saw that reflection. As a result the 
reader is not �abandoned � to a fury of symbols� but to a fury of construc-
tions.41

In a genre that pursues knowledge or �genius,� there is a transference 
between the �natural,� connected, aberrant knowledge of the female vision-
ary/madwoman and the rational, witnessing knowledge of the male subject 
in whose hands that genre is shaped. He wants her knowledge, but by be-
ing rendered communicable to the public it is reconfigured into a different 
kind of knowledge � one in which Breton�s own rationality is mingled. As a 
result, the text (in this case, Nadja) � though built entirely around notions of 
the marvellous, the mysterious � feels weighed down by rationality. Owner-
ship kills mystery; colonialism has shown us that. There is something of the 
colonist in the male subject�s desire for the ownership of a �feminine mys-
tery� and his inability to grasp it in any way other than to abstract it, �wor-
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ship� it as a reflection of himself, and ultimately annihilate it, leaving, in his 
voice or work, an echo of its once-vital presence. This brings us to those 
questions of authorship that make these texts, both medieval and Surreal-
ist, so distinct. 

Who is writing these texts? The visionary or the witness? The Breton 
captivated by Nadja�s ethereal walk and leaf-like trembling? Or the Breton 
of the 1960s who re-edited Nadja, removing the sex scene with his �Joan of 
Arc�? Or the Breton of the retrospective voice at the text�s end? Which Car-
rington? There are a number of narrated Carringtons; each positioned 
along her continuum of sanity, knowledge and madness. And there are a 
number of narrators: the autobiographer, the fiction writer, the satirist. Cen-
tral to these questions is a notion that characterises the difference between 
Nadja and �Down Below� � the difference between objectivity and subjectiv-
ity. We have already seen that Breton�s passion for �objective chance� un-
wittingly exposes his own narcissistic subjectivity and his consequent ob-
jectification of Nadja. Carrington�s position within the feminine subjective is 
multifaceted and complex and at times more objective than is immediately 
apparent. These ambiguities are further confused when compared to me-
dieval texts, which belong to a literary tradition in which allegory is used to 
represent subjectivity in an external form and a cultural tradition in which a 
person�s virtue is realised externally, through action. 

In her Revelations,42 St. Elizabeth of Hungary insists that her visions 
are �visible,� corporeal, external, yet she sees them �secretly with the eyes 
of (her) soul.� Finke writes: 

Many of Elizabeth�s visions occur while she is praying, which is 
surely as much as interior as an exterior activity, that is, one�s state 
of mind is more important than the external signs of prayer (kneel-
ing, crossing, reciting).43

Yet, in a vision, the Virgin tells Elizabeth how she should pray by represent-
ing the activity to her as an external event: �When I prayed I did as he that 
would make a well.�44 The saints had externally-constructed visions that 
they looked upon, not in order to distance and control those visions, but to 
further their experience of the divine � they objectified, or externalised, an 
interior or subjective vision and, by gazing at it, they surrendered to it, often 
running the risk of annihilation:45  

Suddenly she saw the our Lord Jesus on high sitting on his throne 
and with that delectable sight she fell from herself into nothing as 
burning wood turns to ashes.46

This annihilation is the goal of Marguerite of Porete�s �heresy of the free 
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spirit,� which deems that the individual soul, reduced to absolute nothing-
ness and absorbed into the soul of God, is superior to other Christian souls 
and therefore no longer required to seek the virtues, which are �bondage� 
to such a free, liberated state.47 The echoes with Carrington are clear: the 
female subject�s pursuit of the virtues is a practice stipulated by the mascu-
line institution of the Church (just as the aspiration for, and provision of, a 
visionary state and its poetic product is the masculine doctrine of the Sur-
realists). By subverting the trope of self-annihilation, the visionary presents 
herself as connecting directly, and without the assistance of her witness, to 
those experiences beyond the worldly and institutional. In doing so, she 
finds not only autonomy but spiritual or poetic supremacy. She is no longer 
the mediatrix between her male confessor and God (or the Surrealist and 
the poetic beyond); rather, her relationship with God is a privileged one that 
renders her confessor or witness not only unnecessary but spiritually defi-
cient. 

Nadja and �Down Below� also share with their medieval predecessors 
the temporal issues attendant upon the transmission of these texts. There 
is always a belatedness to the reportage of visionary experience and how 
the time between the event and the telling of it is represented reveals vary-
ing forms and degrees of authorial presence. Julian of Norwich filled the 
temporal gap with homely images, images lifted from her surroundings, 
thus mixing her empirical and visionary experiences. She describes the 
blood flowing from Christ�s crown as �round beads�round herring 
scales�and raindrops from the eaves.�48 From Crampton, Finke argues 
that these consciously formed representations of Julian�s visionary images 
are both an �effort to communicate, to get the vision down exactly as re-
membered,� but also, a �reminder of language�s failure to communicate the 
vision effectively.�49 Breton uses the belatedness of reportage to further 
construct and deepen his representation of his experiences (via Nadja) of 
the marvellous. The middle section of Nadja is often something of a pen 
fight between the narrating and the narrated Breton: 

I give her money, three times the agreed amount, which, as I have 
only just realised, is certainly a coincidence. She cries. We are alone 
in the bar when in comes a kind of peddler � He offers a few 
crudely coloured prints for sale, mostly French historical scenes � (I 
had recently become greatly interested in the period�imaging with 
great intensity what life might have been like).50

In Breton�s case, the recollection of events is itself part of a project he 
wishes to attribute wholly to the time of the events themselves. This con-
tributes to his tone of defensiveness, given it suggests his awareness that 
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the events lack sufficient credibility or interest and must be embellished, 
while the fact of the embellishment itself must be denied. Conversely, Car-
rington makes explicit use of the temporal distance between the events and 
their telling in order to give a sense of truth both to the events themselves 
and to the difficulty of representing them. She acknowledges the impossibil-
ity of reconstructing the past as unaltered by the time that has lapsed: �Be-
fore taking up the actual facts of my experience�; �I now resume my story�; 
�I am afraid I am going to drift into fiction, truthful but incomplete, for lack of 
some details which I cannot conjure up today and which might have 
enlightened us.�51 Carrington�s self-conscious and acknowledged use of 
narrative conventions actually reads as the most straightforward method of 
telling, especially since she is trying to reconstruct both the subjective ex-
perience of insanity and those events � outside of the mad subject�s cogni-
tive register � that contributed to and sustained her illness. Her point is that 
such an experience can only be reconstructed: were she to present the 
reader with the actual voice of the madwoman, the text would lack the suf-
ficient structure for the reader to comprehend either her experience or its 
context. By locating us within her various temporal positions in order to 
transmit the experience of remembering difficult and convoluted events, 
Carrington�s authorial voice feels less constructed � though it is arguably a 
more sophisticated narrative construction � than Breton�s interjecting narra-
tive voice. 

Carrington at times guides the reader through the interpretation of her 
delusions: 

I went up to my room and found on my bed some nightgowns be-
longing to Catherine, which the laundress had deposited there by 
mistake. I imagined that Van Ghent, acknowledging my power, had 
made amends and sent them to me as a present.52

These moments, in which Carrington outlines the delusional aspects of her 
behaviour, come early in the text and early in her breakdown. Narrated this 
way, Carrington enables the reader to walk with her through the beginnings 
of the fracturing of her consciousness, and thereby understand the gradual 
movement toward a more complete delusional state. In later scenes, she 
remains within the narrated voice, inviting the reader to step into the scene 
and experience the confused line between delusion and reality. One such 
example is when Don Luis himself �goes mad� � we are left to decide 
whether he is �mad,� �angry� or taking �a vacation from himself.�53 This 
scene also serves to communicate the slippage of power between subject 
and object and the unclear division of the sane and the mad: �I quietly re-
joiced at the idea that Don Luis had become a raving maniac.�54



░    The Modern Mediatrix 69 

Carrington uses the distance between the events she reports and the 
event of the reporting to highlight that �connected� space on the continuum 
between sanity and madness that so interests her. Within that space, the 
delusions she suffers in fact form a kind of super-reality, since they are built 
from political truths: 

An accord between Spain and England seemed to me the best solu-
tion. I therefore called at the British Embassy and saw the Consul 
there. I endeavoured to convince him that the World War was being 
waged hypnotically by a group of people � Hitler and Co. � Instead 
of wandering aimlessly in political and economic labyrinths, it was 
essential to believe in our metaphysical force and divide it among all 
human beings, who would thus be liberated. This good British citizen 
perceived at once that I was mad.55

As part of her project to define a continuum of knowledge and then place 
herself along it at the point where she can experience emancipation without 
slipping into delusion, Carrington alludes to the maddening effects of both 
class and gendered behavioural expectations: 

It is obvious that, for the ordinary citizen, this must have taken on a 
strange and crazy aspect: a well-brought-up young Englishwoman 
jumping from one rock to another, amusing herself in so irrational a 
manner.56

Likewise when incarcerated she perceives that �the windows were closely 
corseted with iron bars.�57 Is it the narrated or the narrating Carrington that 
codes her enclosure femininely? If it is the former, then her political re-
marks are being served from within the visionary experience and this com-
ment becomes one of Carrington�s �super-real� observations � an example 
of �connected� knowledge from the beyond. If it is the latter, then the cor-
seted bars are a political remark made possible by the belatedness of her 
reportage � an example of her politicised authorial use of that knowledge. 

Each of the structural, rhetorical and thematic correlations raised here 
between the two modes of surrealist visionary récit and their medieval 
counterparts would repay more detailed examination. Such studies will 
broaden the terms under which we consider the Surrealist movement, while 
further explicating the crucial role female writers such as Carrington play in 
the surrealist tradition. 
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On Truth and Lie in a Rhetorical Sense; 

Semantic Perils in Nietzschean Thought 

David Lane 

A dominant theme for Friedrich Nietzsche, one that he often employs 
to punctuate and dramatise key theoretical concerns, is the distinction be-
tween �truth� and �lie.� While Nietzsche�s �truth/lie thematic� finds expres-
sion through a number of concepts on the nature of human deceit, its role 
within his philosophy may be organised in accordance with three major 
fields of investigation: morality (where the lie is exaggerated and polemi-
cised), the critique of knowledge (which advances the notion of truth as fic-
tion), and aesthetics (where the lie is recast into a positive sense). 

Although this tripartite framework is heuristic, its value for the exami-
nation of the truth/lie thematic is twofold: it clarifies the essential problems 
in Nietzsche�s philosophical treatment and application of this theme � which 
upon a cursory analysis appear confused and unproductive � while at the 
same time providing a perspective that foregrounds the cumulative effect of 
his thought � a dissolution of the conventional semantic integrity distin-
guishing �truth� from �lie.� 

This paper examines the semantic innovation in Nietzsche�s truth/lie 
thematic, an approach that calls into question the positions of interpretation 
adopted in his philosophy. While Nietzsche�s semantic transformation of 
truth and lie serves to undermine dogmatic systems of thought, his ultimate 
advocacy of �art� nullifies all claims to �truth� conceived in any traditional 
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philosophical sense. 
In this manner, the semantic question of truth and lie becomes one 

concerning the rhetorical dimensions of his philosophy, posing a self-
reflexive dilemma that remains for post-structuralist interpreters of 
Nietzsche to work through. These latter, whose radicalism does not always 
remain �faithful� to Nietzsche�s own, are faced with a problematic that en-
dangers the Nietzschean licence and argumentative strength of their 
thought. Their encounter with Nietzsche is therefore a hazardous enter-
prise, whose stakes can be defined by careful attention to the philosophical 
claims of �truth.� 

This paper adopts four discernable phases in Nietzsche�s thought to 
arrive at the heuristic registers referred to above and the theoretical distinc-
tions they bring to light. The first of these periods, roughly spanning the 
years 1872�1873, introduces the value of artistic deception over scientific 
distortion in the affirmation of life. The second emerges between 1874 and 
1881, where the notion of a human self-sacrifice for knowledge problema-
tises the will to truth as a kind of will to death. The last two trends, less 
temporally than theoretically distinct, develop the critique of scientific 
knowledge and the revaluation of moral values. These four phases give 
rise to the internal problem of truth and lie in Nietzsche�s thought, a topic 
discussed with reference to recent Nietzschean positions in the final two 
sections of the paper. 

Apolline Illusion and Dionysiac Truth: 
The Value of “Art” as an Affirmation of Life 

In his first major work, The Birth of Tragedy (1872), Nietzsche desig-
nates the dual conceptions of the �Apolline� and the �Dionysiac� as the two 
opposable yet complementary forces underpinning the artistic evolution of 
Western civilisation. Here, the Apolline principle of illusion imparts a ficti-
tious quality to human consciousness and culture.1 Yet this dream state is 
nonetheless affirmed by Nietzsche, who explains how its healing, soporific 
power nurtures and conditions humanity to endure the otherwise intolerable 
gulf of the Dionysiac. 

Within this schema, the Dionysiac � portrayed as the �primal Oneness, 
eternally suffering and contradictory�2 � epitomises Nietzsche�s early ro-
manticism. Through an employment of truth and lie, he contests the notion 
that modern cultural forms are able to express this core of �universal exis-
tence�: merely opening out towards the evanescent realm of phenomenal 
perception, they permit no access to the �deeper region� of Dionysiac 
metaphysical being. Nietzsche thus posits a fundamental disparity between 
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�authentic, natural truth,� and �the lie of culture masquerading as the sole 
reality� � a comparison he redoubles as a �contrast between the eternal 
core of things, the thing in itself, and the entire world of phenomena.�3

This conceptual framework stands incongruent in relation to 
Nietzsche�s later thought, since the Dionysiac �thing in itself� � which is op-
posed to, indeed unattainable through, the Apolline world of phenomena � 
represents a form of transcendental idealism. In other words, to venerate 
Attic tragedy as a synergy of Dionysiac and Apolline forces � to privilege in 
its revelation of �otherworldly� Dionysiac knowledge a cultural practice that 
nonetheless remains safely �veiled� by the Apolline illusion � is strikingly 
romantic, even quasi-religious, for a thinker who would later adopt an 
iconoclastic position regarding all claims to transcendent knowledge. 

Nonetheless, Nietzsche�s early formulations manifest the elements of 
an emerging critical approach: the attempted invalidation of scientific opti-
mism whose emblem is the vilified Socrates. At the conclusion of the first 
version of The Birth of Tragedy,4 Nietzsche alludes to the inevitable ten-
sion between pure knowledge and human life by arguing that �theoretical 
man,� in naïvely attempting to conceptualise the world solely through ab-
stract logical terms, runs aground upon the necessarily �human, all-too-
human� pre-conditions of knowledge: 

Spurred on by its powerful illusion, science is rushing irresistibly to 
its limits, where the optimism essential to logic collapses. For the pe-
riphery of the circle of science has an infinite number of points, and 
while it is as yet impossible to tell how the circle could ever be fully 
measured, the noble, gifted man � inevitably reaches that periph-
eral boundary, where he finds himself staring into the ineffable. If he 
sees here, to his dismay, how logic twists around itself and finally 
bites itself in the tail, there dawns a new form of knowledge, tragic 
knowledge, which needs art as both protection and remedy, if we 
are to bear it.5

The imagery of the snake biting its own tail symbolises the fundamental re-
quirement of human belief in logic: belief as an �irrational� element that un-
dermines logic from within.6 With this critique, Nietzsche implies that �pes-
simistic� art, specifically Greek tragedy, is the more �honest� human pursuit 
when compared to science: embracing the illusory and deceptive condi-
tions of existence, art-forms such as Greek tragedy rise above scientific op-
timism and its unconscious presuppositions that remain mendacious, de-
ceitful, and ultimately self-destructive. 

In his essay written the following year, �On Truth and Lies in a Non-
moral Sense� (1873), Nietzsche reiterates the dissimulation and deception 
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fundamental to the human condition. However, instead of positing the exis-
tence of a �thing in itself,� here he stops short at the phenomenal field of 
perception. Nietzsche argues that, in the passage from sensation to lan-
guage, phenomena trigger the �metaphorical� processes of nerve stimula-
tion that generate the visual and sound �images� constitutive of language 
use. Thus knowledge or experience of a �thing� can never establish its �es-
sence� but rather, formulated in and through language, only ever derive 
from this kind of creative human interpretation of the phenomenal world. 

Nietzsche�s line of argument is here over-coded by the problem of 
truth and lie in the realm of language. Attempting to undermine various pre-
conceptions of truth predominant in scientific discourse,7 he recasts the 
debate as a question of the metaphorical genesis of language and, subse-
quently, the rhetorical or �artistic� dimension of all truth. No longer thought 
to be the sovereign seat of rationality and logic, any sense of truth must be 
conceived through its originary deception and illusion � through the simu-
lated reality that humanity experiences in its relationship with things: 

What then is truth? A movable host of metaphors, metonymies, and 
anthropomorphisms: in short, a sum of human relations which have 
been poetically and rhetorically intensified, transferred, and embel-
lished, and which, after long usage, seem to a people to be fixed, 
canonical, and binding. Truths are illusions which we have forgotten 
are illusions; they are metaphors that have been drained of all sen-
suous force, coins which have lost their embossing and are now 
considered as metal and no longer as coins.8

Thus for Nietzsche, constituted through metaphors that have gradually 
been overlooked as such, scientific language builds an edifice of concepts 
upon thoroughly unscientific foundations. While such fictitious constructions 
provide security and consistency to human life, they inevitably betray a 
fundamental deceit that mistakes �illusions and anthropomorphisms� for 
�truths and correct perceptions,� with the criteria for the latter remaining un-
available. In the absence of such criteria, Nietzsche denounces scientific 
abstraction and its denial of an artistic vitality to the human experience of 
the sensory world.9

Therefore, rather than embracing the phenomenal field of transitory il-
lusions, humanity�s industry towards an eternal conceptual fortress repre-
sents for Nietzsche a form of blind naïveté and delusion: fundamentally, it 
is a misrepresentation of the nature of �truth.� In order to emphasise and 
embellish this point, he draws a distinction between the �slavish� man of ri-
gidified concepts � whose activity and thought is distinguished by 
Verzerrung (distortion) � and the �free� intellect as master of Verstellung 
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(dissimulation, pretence, affectation). Nietzsche�s romanticism also returns 
in this rivalry between the orderly, logical world of concepts and the power-
ful �intuitions� that break apart and rearrange these conceptual barriers.10

By maintaining this precipitous opposition between the �rational� and 
the �intuitive,� Nietzsche degrades the value of reason in sustaining human 
life. Yet, while his language and argument appear quixotic, it is in this early 
phase of his thought that Nietzsche establishes the comprehensive sense 
of �art� that remains productive throughout his philosophical development. 
For Nietzsche, consecrated as the practice of both artistry and artifice, art 
eternally redeems humanity in confronting the inscrutability of existence. 

The Dialectic of Knowledge and Life: 
Humanity’s Self-Sacrifice for Truth 

The first major shift in Nietzsche�s treatment of truth and lie is marked 
by a concerted examination of the tension between human life and scien-
tific knowledge � a problem that receives explicit attention in the essay �On 
the Uses and Disadvantages of History for Life� (1874). Here, Nietzsche 
describes humanity�s need for security and rest that is afforded through be-
lief in the eternal and the stable. However, in a kind of theoretical about-
face, it is the drive to knowledge � the �concept-quake caused by sci-
ence�11 � that is now considered disruptive and dangerous for human life. 
Hence the fundamental question for Nietzsche is phrased in the following 
terms: 

Is life to dominate knowledge and science, or is knowledge to domi-
nate life? Which of these two forces is the higher and more deci-
sive? There can be no doubt: life is the higher, the dominating force, 
for knowledge which annihilated life would have annihilated itself 
with it. Knowledge presupposes life and thus has in the preservation 
of life the same interest as any creature has in its own continued ex-
istence.12

Here Nietzsche resolves upon life as the overriding influence; it is life that 
supplies the pre-conditions to all human knowledge, serving as its continu-
ous source of sustenance. This point of view provides Nietzsche with a fur-
ther insight: if science and its desire for knowledge inevitably fall under the 
dominion of life, then the quest for truth can no longer be considered un-
contaminated by human interest. Consequently, he explains, the will to 
knowledge is constituted through a co-mingling of diverse � yet very human 
� impulses and drives in the man of science. Taken as a symptom of pre-
vailing cultural values, the scholar is transfigured by the ostensible purity of 
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scientific research, such that the component drives underlying his will to 
truth become obscured from critical view.13

Yet in Human, All Too Human (1878-80), Nietzsche speculates upon 
the possibility of knowledge purged of all human instincts and aesthetic illu-
sions. Ineradicably breaking with his earlier metaphysical conceptions, and 
no longer sympathetic to the intoxicating quality of art, Nietzsche re-
nounces any �eternalising� or �essentialising� of truth. Instead, he advo-
cates an historical-philosophical science disciplined in hard-won, simple, 
and unpretentious knowledge.14

In this movement, the fundamental problem addressed by Nietzsche is 
that of the �illogical� requirements and pre-conditions of human life.15 Por-
traying religion and art as the chief historical agents to propagate anaesthe-
tising illusions and errors, he warns that over time human ignorance has 
reached such a point that there �arises the danger that man may bleed to 
death from knowledge of truth.� 16  Reversing his previous position, 
Nietzsche now appears to privilege the scientist and seeker after knowl-
edge � with his �simple and sober methods and results� � over the delu-
sions and deceptions of the artist, whose �glittering, profound interpreta-
tions of life� are predicated upon �the fantastic, mythical, uncertain, ex-
treme.�17

For Nietzsche, a sceptical critical method, in its ability to see through 
the errors essential for human happiness, is best equipped for the discov-
ery of pure and unadulterated knowledge. Yet even the suspicious ascetic 
mind needs a certain degree of pleasure: he therefore proposes that a 
double-brain, containing both the heat of �illusions, onesidednesses, pas-
sions,� together with the cool reason of science, is required to preserve a 
human interest in truth.18

Developing this dialectic further still, with Daybreak (1881) Nietzsche 
introduces the prospect of humanity�s self-sacrifice for knowledge. While 
failing to substantiate the reasons why �knowledge of truth would remain as 
the one tremendous goal commensurate with such a sacrifice,� Nietzsche 
suggests that the extent of humanity�s self-experimentation has yet to be 
fully realised.19 Here, he eschews the various �cures� through which hu-
manity has hitherto disguised error as a form of truth: for Nietzsche, strong 
inquisitors and truth-seekers ought to be free of all such consolation.20 At 
the zenith of his exaltation for knowledge �at any price,� Nietzsche forbids 
the return of humanity to happier stages of �barbaric� ignorance, arguing 
that: 

our drive to knowledge has become too strong for us to be able to 
want happiness without knowledge or the happiness of a strong, 
firmly rooted delusion; even to imagine such a state of things is pain-
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ful to us! ... Knowledge has in us been transformed into a passion 
which shrinks at no sacrifice and at bottom fears nothing but its own 
extinction � Yes, we hate barbarism � we would all prefer the de-
struction of mankind to a regression of knowledge! And finally: if 
mankind does not perish of a passion it will perish of a weakness: 
which do you prefer? This is the main question. Do we desire for 
mankind an end in fire and light or one in the sand?21

It appears that with this zeal and fervour Nietzsche transforms truth � which 
remains throughout his thought an unknown, perhaps unknowable, quantity 
in a history constituted through delusion and error � into an elusive and 
strangely utopian ideal. For Michel Foucault, this Nietzschean problem is 
emblematic of a new kind of philosophical dilemma, thematising the �in-
stinctive violence� in the desire to know [vouloir-savoir] that threatens to 
sacrifice the human subject of knowledge [connaissance].22 Yet, despite its 
definitive position within Foucault�s interpretation, Nietzsche�s outlook here 
remains �experimental� and incomplete. 

Truth Subordinate to the Criterion of “Power”: 
The Critique of Scientific Knowledge as Fiction 

Developing the truth/lie thematic further still, Nietzsche supplants the 
motif of a human self-sacrifice for knowledge with his conception of The 
Gay Science (1882), a move that serves to alleviate all �nauseating� knowl-
edge of life as an effective antidote to forms of moral weight and burden.23 
This opposition between the light-hearted and the grave is extended in 
Thus Spoke Zarathustra (1883-5), where the moral and gregarious �spirit of 
gravity� � with its fetters of received knowledge and judgement � is coun-
terposed to the individual�s light, bird-like spirit of questioning and self-
valuation.24

Yet for Nietzsche, the individual pursuit towards the realisation of truth 
involves both scepticism and self-sacrifice. Thus in the words of Zarathus-
tra: �Commanding is more difficult than obeying � In all commanding there 
appeared to me an experiment and a risk: and the living creature always 
risks himself when he commands.�25 The individual truth-seeker has here 
become both jovial and daring; pre-supposing that wisdom is false where it 
does not also occasion dancing and laughter, 26  Nietzsche advocates a 
progressive self-sacrifice for truth without entailing � as necessity � a 
wholesale destruction of the subject of knowledge. 

He is now animated by a new �spirit,� combining his former enthusi-
asms into an apparently paradoxical conception of life and truth: �Spirit is 
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the life that itself strikes into life: through its own torment it increases its 
own knowledge.�27 Through this, his celebrated notion of self-overcoming, 
Nietzsche proposes that a self-destructive instinct is inexorably at work in 
the will to knowledge, conquering all that survives through human weak-
ness. 

It is therefore not the �virtues� of religious piety, moral obedience, or 
scientific sobriety that validate claims to truth; rather, the governing criterion 
now explicitly acknowledged by Nietzsche is that of strength or �power.�28 
Approached by way of self-overcoming, �truth� becomes a function of the 
capacity of the individual to receive life unadulterated by comforting con-
ceptual fallacies and moral delusions. Nietzsche deliberates upon this 
standard of measure in a passage from Beyond Good and Evil (1886): 

No one is likely to consider a doctrine true merely because it makes 
happy or makes virtuous � Something might be true although at the 
same time harmful and dangerous in the highest degree; indeed, it 
could pertain to the fundamental nature of existence that a complete 
knowledge of it would destroy one � so that the strength of a spirit 
could be measured by how much �truth� it could take, more clearly, 
to what degree it needed it attenuated, veiled, sweetened, blunted, 
and falsified.29

Even in this now rare suggestion of its existence as a somehow �positive� 
attribute of knowledge, truth is always approached by Nietzsche specula-
tively � its definition always given negatively. Such is the state of affairs in 
his criticism of scientific knowledge. Rejecting the assertion that science 
has in any way succeeded in establishing truth, Nietzsche explains how the 
reputedly �objective� knowledge of science has, in fact, evolved: through a 
simplification of the world in terms of humanity�s own subjective coordi-
nates and necessarily partial perspectives on life.30

He describes the �strange simplification and falsification mankind lives 
in� that is due to an intellectual �divine desire for wanton gambolling and 
false conclusions!� For Nietzsche, science and its concepts have merely 
taught us: 

how to retain our ignorance so as to enjoy an almost inconceivable 
freedom, frivolity, impetuosity, bravery, cheerfulness of life, so as to 
enjoy life! And only on this now firm and granite basis of ignorance 
has knowledge hitherto been able to rise up, the will to knowledge 
on the basis of a far more powerful will, the will to non-knowledge, to 
the uncertain, to the untrue! ... [H]ere and there we grasp that fact 
and laugh at how it is precisely the best knowledge that wants most 
to hold us in this simplified, altogether artificial, fabricated, falsified 
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world, how it is willy-nilly in love with error because, as a living be-
ing, it is � in love with life!31

In Nietzsche�s critical revaluation of science, the standards formerly be-
lieved central to scientific research � reality and truth � are replaced with 
criteria pertaining to human interest and utility. His line of questioning no 
longer concerns the truth of a doctrine, but rather �to what extent it is life-
advancing, life-preserving.� In a world where he conceives the entirety of 
truth to be precluded from the narrow confines of human understanding, 
Nietzsche explains that the fallacies of science must be affirmed: for �with-
out granting as true the fictions of logic, without measuring reality against 
the purely invented world of the unconditional and self-identical, without a 
continual falsification of the world by means of numbers, mankind could not 
live.� Testifying to the semantic innovation in his treatment of truth and lie, 
he declares that to �recognize untruth as a condition of life: that, to be sure, 
means to resist customary value-sentiments in a dangerous fashion; and a 
philosophy which ventures to do so places itself, by that act alone, beyond 
good and evil.�32

With this emphatic self-referential statement, it becomes apparent to 
what extent Nietzsche�s thematic of truth and lie falls back upon the dialec-
tic of death and life, in relation to which it has become indissociable as rhe-
torical device and means of expression. However, as Nietzsche�s critique of 
science intensifies, so does the improbability of all claims to truth, including 
his own. Formulating power as the overriding principle of life, Nietzsche 
calls for a revaluation of the will to truth33 � yet in the process the function 
of �truth� within his own philosophy becomes increasingly problematic. 

Moral Deception and the “Holy Lie”: 
Fictitious Foundations for the Judgement of Truth 

In the most polemical phase of the thematic, Nietzsche inaugurates a 
revaluation of the religious and moral sense of truth, employing the termi-
nology of truth and lie in an exaggerated and often-disparaging manner.34 
With his work On the Genealogy of Morals (1887), Nietzsche sets into op-
position �noble� and �slave� systems of moral judgement, where this di-
chotomous terminology incorporates in its turn an active and reactive typo-
logical conception of power.35

In the case of slave morality, a malignant creativity serves to generate 
the evaluative perspective of the �herd� � one that is originally predicated 
upon an exclusion and negation of the more powerful other. All slave mor-
als are thus for Nietzsche interpretations fabricated through the reactivity of 
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ressentiment.36 By contrast, noble values express an active use of inter-
pretation: �The well bred felt themselves to be �the fortunate�; they did not 
have to construe their fortune artificially through a glance at their enemies, 
to persuade themselves of it, to convince themselves through lying (as all 
men of ressentiment usually do).�37 The �good� of the nobleman represents 
a primary and thus active status of interpretation, while the �evil� of the herd 
is a reactive concept � the �foundational myth� of slave morality. 

For Nietzsche, the morality of the herd establishes an order of con-
straining fictions, such as the paralogism of force separated from what it 
can do.38 Nietzsche pushes his �physiological� understanding of culture to 
the forefront in his explanation of these fictions; prevalent in juridical and 
religious institutions, they arise wherever the reactive type successfully 
fashions limitation and weakness as moderation and strength. In the inter-
ests of the slave�s own survival and self-defence, a constitutional physio-
logical inability for action here becomes not only sanctioned but sanctified. 
The �cleverness� of the slavish: 

has, thanks to the forgery and self-deception of impotence, clothed 
itself in the magnificence of self-abnegating, calm, and patient virtue, 
exactly as if the weakness of the weak man itself � were a free 
achievement, something willed, chosen, a deed, a merit. Bound to 
do so by his instinct of self-preservation and self-affirmation, which 
habitually sanctifies every lie, this kind of man discovered his faith in 
the indifferent, freely choosing �subject.�39

For Nietzsche, belief in the fiction of the subject organises a ressentiment 
towards the active forces of noble morality. With the mediation of the 
�priestly type,� an overall reactive organisation of faith is developed through 
the foundation and deployment of religious fictions: the �ascetic ideals.� 
Yet, according to Nietzsche, the ascetic life as a value is nothing but para-
dox and contradiction. It sustains, in place of an active and creative orienta-
tion, a congestion of the physiological source of power, bringing about a 
perversion of the concepts of false and true: �That which is most harmful to 
life is here called �true,� that which enhances, intensifies, affirms, justifies it 
and causes it to triumph is called �false.��40

Ascetic ideals operate with reference to the �next world� by a correla-
tive repudiation of this world, the body, and sensibility. In his employment of 
these ideals, the priestly type is fortified by the power of what Nietzsche 
terms the �holy lie.� A principle of religious authority, the holy lie orches-
trates observance to totalising fictions as an exclusionary form of faith.41 
Yet, since the distinction between truth and lie remains undecidable for 
Nietzsche, there are no legitimate grounds upon which the priest can lay 
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claim to any ultimate meaning or universal truth: 

There are questions whose truth or untruth cannot be decided by 
man; all the supreme questions, all the supreme problems of value 
are beyond human reason ... Moral: the priest does not lie � the 
question �true� or �untrue� does not arise in such things as priests 
speak of; these things do not permit of lying at all. For in order to lie 
one would have to be able to decide what is true here. But this is 
precisely what mankind cannot do � [The] right to lie and the 
shrewdness of a �revelation� pertains to the type priest � The �Law,� 
the �will of God,� the �sacred book,� �inspiration� � all merely words 
for the conditions under which the priest comes to power, by which 
he maintains his power, these concepts are to be found at the basis 
of all priest organizations, all priestly or priestly-philosophical power-
structures. The �holy lie� � common to Confucius, the Law-Book of 
Manu, Mohammed, the Christian Church � : it is not lacking in Plato. 
�The truth exists�: this means, wherever it is heard, the priest is ly-
ing.42

While Nietzsche�s application of the lie here escalates into a vitriolic attack 
upon all �fraudulent� religious interpretations of truth, his critique of morality 
is governed by the same principles underlying his epistemological critique 
of science � exposing the fictionalising trends in human interpretation that 
distort the dimension of power in the artificial element of truth and lie. Yet, 
in his denunciation of the �holy lie,� Nietzsche�s very exaggeration of moral 
duplicity induces a concession that he was hitherto seemingly reluctant to 
permit: the impossibility of being able to affirm, predetermine, or circum-
scribe the value of �truth,� which remains problematic in establishing the 
authority of his own philosophical position. 

The Interpretive Stakes of Truth and Lie: 
Positioning Nietzsche in Post-Structuralism 

In the absence of being able to uncritically affirm truth, posing its very 
value as a problem in itself may be considered the �dramatic� culmination 
of Nietzsche�s thematic on truth and lie. This presentation on the problem-
atic of truth is encompassed in a key passage from book five of The Gay 
Science (1887), �How we, too, are still pious,� where Nietzsche questions 
the �morality� of the scientific will to truth in its opposition to a world that is 
apparently �not moral.�43

Here, Nietzsche once again frames his thematic of truth and lie in 
terms of the dialectic of life and death, where science, in its quest for 
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knowledge, is considered in potentia to be something �that is hostile to life 
and destructive. � �Will to truth� � that might be a concealed will to death.�44 
Through this problematisation of the will to truth, Nietzsche attempts to un-
veil an idealism fundamental to the scientific faith; the morality of science 
affirms another world, acting in �bad faith� by negating �our� world of delu-
sion and error: 

It is still a metaphysical faith upon which our faith in science rests � 
that even we seekers after knowledge today, we godless anti-
metaphysicians still take our fire, too, from the flame lit by a faith that 
is thousands of years old, that Christian faith which was also the 
faith of Plato, that God is the truth, that truth is divine. � But what if 
this should become more and more incredible, if nothing should 
prove to be divine any more unless it were error, blindness, the lie � 
if God himself should prove to be our most enduring lie?45

The interpretation given to this passage is pivotal: not only does it shape 
the overall construal of Nietzsche�s treatment of truth and lie, it also deter-
mines how the �problematical� status of the thematic will function within 
those philosophical positions inspired by his thought. The stakes of this in-
terpretative venture are therefore inseparable from the question of a fidelity 
to Nietzsche in post-structuralism, where these recent uses of Nietzsche 
are at risk of falling prey to the metaphysical duality of truth and appear-
ance.  

Foucault identifies Nietzsche�s position on the will to truth with the 
revelation of a self-destructive principle of knowledge. This perspective, 
however, fails to adequately address Nietzsche�s affirmation of the lie in his 
conception of art � an affirmation that is fundamental to his critique of both 
science and morality. Similarly, in the field of Nietzsche scholarship, Walter 
Kaufmann identifies the belief in truth described in the passage with 
Nietzsche�s own philosophical stance.46 In this interpretation, Kaufmann�s 
disregard for the problematisation of truth � one that provides the corner-
stone to Nietzsche�s argument � is untenable. As Nietzsche explains: belief 
in truth is an age-old faith in a lie, thus to be �pious� in the sense developed 
in the passage is to be morally naïve, world-denying, and credulous of a 
false philosophical-religious construct. 

This critical tone is recognised by other prominent interpreters of 
Nietzsche, most notably Gilles Deleuze. Paying specific attention to the 
passage in question, Deleuze charts Nietzsche�s progression from the 
speculative position (�what is the value of truth?�), to the erroneous moral 
opposition (�true world versus world of deception�), to the ascetic contradic-
tion (�denial of our world of illusion�).47 Yet, while he does perceive the 
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stakes of Nietzsche�s argument, and also develops his critique of the scien-
tific �faith,� Deleuze does not always successfully account for the problem-
atical status of the thematic, categorically situating Nietzsche�s thought in 
the artistic realm of illusion and deception.48

In this movement, which betrays Deleuze�s own position more than 
that of his subject,49 the intrinsic problem of truth for Nietzsche�s philoso-
phy is overlooked. Maintaining the supremacy of the will to power over the 
will to truth, Deleuze claims that �Nietzsche snatches thought from the ele-
ment of truth and falsity. He turns it into an interpretation and an evaluation, 
interpretation of forces, evaluation of power.�50 However, Deleuze�s em-
phasis on Nietzsche�s critical project results in his neglecting the foundation 
of truth required for its justification � a sense of �the real� that remains elu-
sive and ideal for Nietzsche, but one never totally absent from his thought. 

This qualification is provided by Clément Rosset, who nonetheless 
finds no disagreement or contradiction within Nietzsche�s philosophy on 
this issue. For Rosset, Nietzsche�s affirmation of the real, �based on no 
avowed reasoning,� is without philosophical substance or support: it �can-
not appeal to any thought on which to stand and in which to find the outline 
of a foundation � The fulcrum on which the system rests is thus simulta-
neously highly operative and almost invisible ... remain[ing] outside the 
purview of its own invocation.�51 Despite this admission, Rosset maintains 
that truth and lie function as oppositional terms in Nietzsche�s philosophy, 
the task of which remains to critically differentiate the �false� affirmations of 
reality from the �true.�52

Jacques Derrida attempts to circumvent the perils which plague the in-
terpretations of Nietzsche outlined above. His approach � developing the 
�question of style� as applied to the �allegorical� figure of woman/truth � 
maintains the irrelevancy of all oppositional, hermeneutic, or systematic in-
terpretations of Nietzsche.53 Rather than positioning Nietzsche on either 
side of the metaphysical duality of truth and appearance, Derrida insists 
upon the undecidable quality of his thought: �The question of the woman 
suspends the decidable opposition of true and non-true and inaugurates 
the epochal regime of quotation marks which is to be enforced for every 
concept belonging to the system of philosophical decidability. The herme-
neutic project which postulates a true sense of the text is disqualified under 
this regime.�54

Our understanding of the thematic, while avoiding a mere repetition of 
this Derridean position, will nonetheless refrain from positing any decidable 
opposition of truth and lie in Nietzsche�s text. Rather, it would appear that 
Nietzsche�s thematic � resisting those interpretations that align it with either 
the will to truth or the affirmation of appearance � is immersed in a kind of 
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equivocation. Kaufmann approaches this problem through his self-reflexive 
treatment of Nietzsche�s conception of the will to power: 

Nietzsche asserts that any attempt to understand the universe is 
prompted by man�s will to power. If so, it would seem that his own 
conception of the will to power must be admitted by him to be a 
creation of his will to power. Is not Nietzsche therefore in the pre-
dicament of Epimenides, the Cretan? If his assertion is correct, it is a 
fiction.55

Here we have what may be termed the Nietzschean knot; in the self-
reflexive collapse of the oppositional operation of truth and lie, the argu-
ments Nietzsche develops are nullified and break down, or else necessitate 
a different interpretative approach. Where truth and lie are employed in an 
antagonistic or hierarchical sense, one can now only assume the influence 
of rhetoric, dramatisation, and fiction. If Nietzsche�s thematic has estab-
lished anything, it is the abolition � through the �sacrifice� enacted in his 
own thought � of the conventional philosophical ground upon which to dif-
ferentiate falsity from truth. 

Rhetoric, Fiction, and the Extra-Moral Lie: 
The Value of “Art” in Nietzschean Thought 

From this perspective, we inevitably turn to the status of �art� and the 
various fictional, rhetorical, and narrative modes adopted in Nietzsche�s 
work.56 Given the predicament of the Nietzschean knot, we may question 
the relationship between these stylistic elements and Nietzsche�s overall 
treatment of truth and lie. Through this approach, the development of the 
thematic can be considered in connection with Nietzsche�s various forms of 
artistry which, testifying to the rhetorical dimension of language rather than 
an absolute conception of truth, commit him to a defence and vindication of 
the �lie.� 

This question lends itself to another regarding the �artistic� status of 
post-structuralist interpretations of Nietzsche: granted the predominance of 
rhetoric and �style� in the work of the German philosopher, do these critical 
thinkers � who, according to Rosset, radicalise his ideas beyond any rec-
ognition of their original motivation57 � utilise Nietzsche as a rhetorical de-
vice and figure for their own thought? This problem is particularly relevant 
in the case of Deleuze, who incorporates the proper name of Nietzsche � 
together with some of his central terms � into the conceptual framework of 
his own discourse, thereby augmenting its powers of persuasion. 

While the question is not clearly addressed within the work of Deleuze, 
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instances of rhetorical self-reflection are present � if fleeting � in Nietzsche. 
Engaging in ironic play with conceptual truth, Nietzsche ultimately con-
cedes the interpretive and artistic foundation of his philosophical position.58 
Likewise, in the character of Zarathustra � a fictionalisation of his philoso-
phical thought � the self-contradiction inherent in Nietzsche�s presentation 
of truth and lie is facetiously confessed.59

In his later thought, Nietzsche justifies this advocacy of �art� through its 
power to redouble human interpretation in the interests of life-affirmation. 
Modifying his earlier sense of the term, Nietzsche now considers the artist 
a Dionysiac spirit who counter-poses the spirit of mendacious life-denial � 
one equally prevalent in the holy lie and the scientific will to truth. Combat-
ing this �symptom of declining life,� manifested wherever the world is di-
vided into the �real� and the �apparent,� the �artist places a higher value on 
appearance than on reality � [for] �appearance� here signifies reality once 
more, only selected, strengthened, corrected � [It] is precisely he who af-
firms all that is questionable and terrible in existence, he is Dionysian.�60

While it would be incorrect to claim that Nietzsche was altogether con-
sistent in this approach, one could ask whether his philosophy, as an affir-
mation of art, is projected outside the oppositional structure of truth versus 
lie, or reality versus appearance? Alternatively, and to reframe the ques-
tion: in what manner is Nietzsche�s thematic conveyed in a non-moral, per-
haps extra-moral, sense? The three heuristic registers (moral, epistemo-
logical, aesthetic) outlined in the introduction of this essay can help to clar-
ify the problem. 

Although riddled with internal contradictions � not the least being an 
indefensible idealisation of truth as a perilous, if not unattainable, individual 
goal � Nietzsche�s thematic extends the conventional semantic frameworks 
of both �truth� and �lie.� Through his critical methodology of a revaluation of 
values, Nietzsche declares the domains of morality and science to be 
predicated upon fiction: it is thus an all-embracing conception of �art� that is 
established through the thematic, one that challenges any traditional moral 
or epistemological employment of truth and lie. 

In his final affirmation of art, Nietzsche develops the �extra-moral lie� 
as a creative concept of �truth� whose standard of measure � power � is 
projected beyond the oppositional structure of moral valuation. While con-
fronting the insuperable epistemological predicament established through 
his critique of science � the incapacity of the will to knowledge to ever real-
ise a presupposed transcendence of truth � Nietzsche affirms the lie of the 
artist, ultimately his own, as one endlessly advancing the growth of power 
for human life. Yet, in this movement, the thematic on truth and lie endan-
gers the conditions required for its own philosophical existence. This prob-
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lem of interpretation thus remains an essential concern for all critical ap-
proaches that base themselves upon Nietzsche�s thought. 
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The Ethical Paradox in Kierkegaard’s Concept of Anxiety 

Ed Cameron 

Anxiety in the world is the only proof of our het-
erogeneity. 
Johann Georg Hamann  

It is Kierkegaard who gives the truth. 
Jacques Lacan  

It is no doubt well known that a certain passage from The Concept of 
Anxiety has left an enigmatic impression on the various editors' and read-
ers' responses to what is considered Kierkegaard's most difficult work.1 
While discussing the concept of innocence and its difference from immedi-
acy, Kierkegaard states: "Innocence is a quality, it is a state that may very 
well endure, and therefore the logical haste to have it annulled is meaning-
less, whereas in logic it should try to hurry a little more, for in logic it always 
comes too late, even when it hurries" (37). As might already be apparent, 
the focused-on ambiguity or indeterminacy in this passage revolves pre-
cisely around the referential role of the it.2 Ironically, the editor's attending 
footnote to this passage, while seeming to clarify matters somewhat, only 
adds superfluous ambiguity. He starts out by noting that the general editors 
of Kierkegaard's work have proposed that it refers to "immediacy" rather 
than "innocence," only to resort to yet another external source in pointing 
out the error of their logic. The presumptive clarification, at best, makes 
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things more confusing. However, rather than attempting to clarify or remedy 
Kierkegaard�s enigmatic pronouncement, perhaps one should anxiously 
heed such an ambiguity as a textual marker of Kierkegaard's conception. In 
other words, the enigmatic quality of the it as such may be more telling for 
a reading of Kierkegaard�s text than the concealing-effect produced by any 
attempt to avoid textual uncertainty. For, if we attempt to unpack any uncer-
tainty by making it refer to something, whether it be "immediacy," "inno-
cence," or any other signified, we might, in the end, wind up avoiding the 
anxiety and the possibility that the enigmatic offers by providing the guaran-
tee that conceptualization provides, a privileging that Kierkegaard�s text im-
plicitly warns against. 

Kierkegaard is not the only theoretician of anxiety who recognizes the 
necessary ignorance inherent in any analysis of anxiety. In Inhibitions, 
Symptoms and Anxiety, Sigmund Freud admits that the study of anxiety is 
fraught with indeterminacy: �What we clearly want is to find something that 
will tell us what anxiety really is, some criterion that will enable us to distin-
guish true statements about it from false ones. But this is not easy to get. 
Anxiety is not so simple a matter.�3 Likewise, on the first day of Seminar X, 
Jacques Lacan warns his audience ahead of time that conceptualizing 
anxiety is no easy matter: �If you know then how to come to terms with 
anxiety, it will already make us advance to try to see how, and moreover, I 
myself would not be able to introduce it without coming to terms with it in 
some way or other � and that is the danger perhaps: I must not come to 
terms with it too quickly.�4 Coming to terms with anxiety is tantamount to 
conceptualizing anxiety, to making it more symbolic than real. Even though 
Lacan felt somewhat at odds with Kierkegaard�s desire to conceptualize 
anxiety in this manner, it can be argued that Kierkegaard himself at least 
implicitly argues that anxiety hovers at the very limit of conceptualization. 
This is precisely where Lacan and Kierkegaard share their slightly anti-
Hegelian attitude. But because anxiety seems by nature fraught with the 
enigmatic, Kierkegaard�s title The Concept of Anxiety remains paradoxical. 
For, in order to conceive of anxiety conceptually, one needs to alleviate it of 
its enigmatic nature by removing ambiguity. Or, in Lacanian terms, anxiety 
has to be removed from the real and made to conform to symbolic parame-
ters; that is, it is made reducible to the signifier.5 Without the uncertainty of 
the enigmatic, one loses anxiety and gains an empty concept. However, if 
we take seriously Peter Fenves� marginal claim that The Concept of Anxi-
ety should be considered �Kierkegaard�s contribution to the �origin of lan-
guage� debate made famous through Herder�s prize essay,�6 and introduce 
some psychoanalytic insights, we can see clearly the central role anxiety 
plays in Kierkegaard�s paradoxical ethics, an ethics that demands a strug-
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gle with the enigmatic.7

As will be noticed from Kierkegaard's subtitle, his text is a deliberation 
on hereditary sin. With what might be incorrectly viewed as a logical deduc-
tion, Kierkegaard begins with the first sin, that of Adam. Just as Oedipus is 
the only person in history to have never had an Oedipus complex (for he 
never had either the desire to kill his father or marry his mother � this de-
sire being retroactively posited), Adam is the only character in history in 
whom hereditary sin is not found.8 Hereditary sin, much like the Oedipus 
complex, is the sin of the first father. The first sin (Adam's and Oedipus', if 
we can characterize the latter that way) is a sin that is, in a sense, resur-
rected in and through every particular sin throughout history, making history 
possible. Kierkegaard states it like this: 

That the first sin signifies something different from a sin (i.e., a sin 
like many others), something different from one sin (i.e., no. 1 in re-
lation to no. 2), is quite obvious. The first sin constitutes the nature 
of the quality: the first sin is the sin. (30) 

A particular sin, that of Adam, is elevated to the level of the universal and 
consequently retroactively determines the quality and importance of all 
other sins. To throw in a Lacanian twist (and anxiety was no small matter 
for Lacan), sin represents the sinner for another sin. One�s ontological con-
sistency relies on being split between the relation of one's first sin and that 
of Adam's. This, in short, is the logic of hereditary sin. The crucial point not 
to be missed in this logic, which Kierkegaard never tires of maintaining, is 
that sinfulness is in the world only insofar as it comes into the world by sin. 
Sin, in a sense, presupposes itself. How does this work? 

There is an obvious paradox in this logic of hereditary sin outlined by 
Kierkegaard: one is sinful not because one has inherited sin but because 
one freely chooses sin. Since the first sin, Adam�s, only constitutes the na-
ture of the quality of sin, that sin is freely chosen. Kierkegaard remains 
adamant that Adam�s sin is prototypical and not causative.9 He further 
maintains that what is essential to human existence is that "man 
is�simultaneously himself and the whole race, and in such a way that the 
whole race participates in the individual and the individual in the whole 
race" (28).10 At every moment, the individual is both himself and the race. 
And what this amounts to is the split in the subject that is hereditary sin. 
Something of oneself has to be given up in order to gain access and accep-
tance into the race and history. The paradox revolves around the choice of 
the individual who must give up a pre-sinful existence in order to enter the 
community of hereditary sin. The paradox is precisely that this choice is 
forced. In other words, the individual who chooses between this pre-sinful 
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existence and the sin of heredity does not pre-exist this choice. In order to 
become the individual who makes the choice of being sinful or not, the sub-
ject needs the choice to have already been made. Hereditary sin is consti-
tutive of this very individual. As an individual, I have the freedom of choice 
only because the choice preceded me. It is this choice that, according to 
Kierkegaard, "always comes too late, even when it hurries" (37). So even 
though every individual is determined by hereditary sin, this determination 
is freely chosen as �no individual begins at the same place as another, but 
every individual begins anew, and in the same moment he is at the place 
where he should begin in history" (34-5). Because of Kierkegaard's para-
doxical rendering of hereditary sin, existence is rooted in a certain guilt that 
is constitutive of the individual as such. Original sin, as embodied in the 
myth of Adam, is the condition of possibility for any individual. To refer to 
the language of psychoanalysis, the individual is guilty in his or her very 
subordination to the authority of the Name of the Father (Adam, embodi-
ment of hereditary sin), a subordination that is a necessary condition of 
one's existence, even if it originates from a free choice. 

From the preceding analysis, it is obvious that, for Kierkegaard, inno-
cence is what is given up by sin. Ordinarily the concepts of immediacy and 
innocence are seen as identical, but, for Kierkegaard, "the concept of im-
mediacy belongs in logic; the concept of innocence, on the other hand, be-
longs in ethics" (35). Indeed, it is logically necessary that immediacy be 
annulled, as with Hegel, but for Kierkegaard, it is unethical to say that inno-
cence must be annulled, "for even if it were annulled at the moment that 
this is uttered, ethics forbids us to forget that it is annulled only by guilt" 
(35). In various oblique ways throughout his text, Kierkegaard maintains 
that positing innocence as lost once and for all by Adam's first sin is itself a 
sin. It is a sin that displaces guilt onto a single act of sinfulness. But this 
type of displacement, which for Kierkegaard is a sin, discloses precisely 
one's own guilt. This is what happens whenever one ponders the question 
of what would be if Adam had never sinned. For only a guilty person, an al-
ready alienated person could ask such a question. As Kierkegaard claims, 
"It would never occur to the innocent person to ask such a question, and 
when the guilty asks it, he sins, for in his esthetic curiosity he ignores that 
he himself brought guiltiness into the world and that he himself lost inno-
cence by guilt" (37). The more one attempts to transfer guilt elsewhere by 
avoiding one�s own guilt, the more guilty one becomes for attempting to 
annul one�s own freedom. 

Perhaps one of the most insightful passages of this text follows on the 
cusp of this argumentative deterrence against conflating immediacy with 
innocence, logic with ethics: 
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Innocence, unlike immediacy, is not something that must be an-
nulled, something whose quality is to be annulled, something that 
properly does not exist, but rather, when it is annulled, and as a re-
sult of being annulled, it for the first time comes into existence as 
that which it was before being annulled and which is now annulled. 
(36-7) 

The ramifications of this citation toward any ethics of the enigmatic within 
the role and function of anxiety are immeasurable. Unlike the common-
sense reading that nostalgically posits innocence prior to sin, in a primor-
dial realm of paradisiacal purity, attainable through hard labor, Kierke-
gaard's perspective situates innocence as never preceding its loss. In other 
words, and this is fundamental in following Kierkegaard's path of thought, 
innocence, as it reads in this passage, is less a state that was lost via the 
fall into sin than the effect of the fall. If I am reading Kierkegaard correctly 
here, rather than sin functioning as an obstacle or hindrance to some lost 
state of innocence, sin is the condition of possibility for any idea, Kierke-
gaardian or not, of innocence in the first place. Ridding ourselves of sin is 
tantamount to ridding ourselves of the whole state of innocence. Perhaps 
the most sophisticated philosophic move at this juncture in Kierkegaard's 
text is his imperative to think innocence through sin as its correlate. 

In this sense, Kierkegaard�s logic is anything but linear. Rather than 
the loss of innocence being attributed to sin, we get a metaleptic inversion 
where sin as a barrier to innocence metamorphoses into innocence's posi-
tive condition. And likewise, innocence becomes that lost object, that some-
thing which every individual in the human race has always already given up 
by way of choosing (a choice that is paradoxically forced) the sinful human 
community. It is precisely this lost object � which is really "nothing� � that, 
for Kierkegaard, is the object of anxiety. This is precisely how innocence 
differs from immediacy. Kierkegaard maintains that when immediacy is 
cancelled out in Hegelian dialectics by mediation, this movement is imma-
nent to immediacy itself. But when innocence is canceled by transcen-
dence, "something entirely different comes out of it" (37). Rather than being 
usurped as an inherent aspect of sin, innocence, in its cancellation, goes 
through a sort of transubstantiation in which it functions as a "nothing" that 
sin itself articulates. When read in this manner, innocence becomes more 
than just a logical problematic � it marks the limit of logic, which Kierke-
gaard aptly names the ethical. 

Following from this insight, Kierkegaard maintains that innocence is 
not a perfection that one should wish to regain, for in that very wish it is lost 
and one has only re-marked guilt. Innocence is always sufficient unto itself. 
Therefore, one never really has any control over losing it, except in the only 
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way in which it is ever always already lost � that is, by guilt. It is sufficient to 
remember that innocence itself never precedes its loss; it only exists as 
lost. The collective guilt on which the human community is rooted in and by 
is precisely this choice of sin over innocence. And, as we know from the 
preceding narrative, this choice has to be assumed as freely chosen. 

Before proceeding into his reading of the concept of the fall, Kierke-
gaard pauses to draw a correlation between innocence and ignorance, 
which is crucial for understanding the role of anxiety in his ethics. By refer-
ring to the narrative of Genesis for the correct explanation of innocence � 
innocence in excess of logical parameters, Kierkegaard states, "Innocence 
is ignorance" (37). Here, Kierkegaard is not concerned with what we nor-
mally think of when we use the term ignorance. He is quick to point out the 
fact that the typical understanding of ignorance as defined as a lack of 
knowledge is really of no concern to his use of ignorance. Kierkegaard is 
concerned with a notion of ignorance that is nothing less than the structural 
limit of conceptualization itself. This limit becomes crucial as Kierkegaard 
attempts to move beyond the ethical forced choice of good and evil and the 
guilt of the fall. 

The history of the human race is rooted in its sinfulness, brought about 
by the loss of innocence in what Kierkegaard calls the qualitative leap of 
every individual, figured as nothing other than one's sinful forced choice. 
Although Kierkegaard allows people to say with profound earnestness that 
they were born in misery and that their mother conceived them in sin, he 
defers to the more profound truth that one can sorrow over this only if one 
brought guilt into the world and brought all this upon oneself. Otherwise 
one is merely caught up in aesthetic existence. In other words, sin is pre-
cisely the precondition of any such aesthetic existence. With the sole ex-
ception of Christ, no one can sorrow innocently. Sorrowing in this manner is 
always already determined in and by guilt. While Kierkegaard will connect 
this notion of innocence with anxiety, it is important to follow his reading of 
the fall before delving directly into his overt analysis of anxiety. For it is 
here where his analysis maintains its strongest affinity with what he calls 
psychology, the science on which all previous sciences falter. Following up 
on the argument that it was the prohibition itself not to eat from the tree of 
knowledge that gave birth to the sin of Adam, Kierkegaard hits on the pro-
found insight that if "the prohibition is regarded as conditioning the fall, it is 
also regarded as conditioning inordinate desire" (40). Introduced by guilt 
and sin, this inordinate, excessive, immoderate desire cannot, in turn, be 
reduced to them. Although Kierkegaard maintains that it is impossible to 
discern how the prohibition awakens this inordinate desire, he does con-
cede, "man's desire is for the forbidden" (40). What is this "forbidden" if not 
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that which was lost, the lost choice itself which determines the individual as 
fundamentally and primordially split between his individualism and his 
race? It would seem, then, for Kierkegaard, that desire is rooted always in 
and around that lost place, that place that never was, that "nothing" which 
awakens fundamental anxiety. This "new" science of psychology, set off 
from its so-called predecessors, differing from the latter's attempt to focus 
attention on grasping the character of things, primarily pays heed to this 
"nothing" discovered in anxiety. 

In the supposed state of innocence, there may indeed be peace and 
repose, but, for Kierkegaard, there is indeed something else that is not re-
ducible to contention and strife: namely, nothing. Kierkegaard asks, "But 
what effect does nothing have? It begets anxiety. This is the profound se-
cret of innocence, that it is at the same time anxiety" (41). In this view, as 
with his notion of inordinate desire, one is never anxious over anything, 
over some this or that, but rather, over nothing, over the very nothing that 
one gives up in the fall into sin. The sinful symbolic human community is 
maintained by a leap that splits reality into itself and a sort of cryptic excess 
of "nothing." As we shall see, each time this nothing distorts our everyday 
sinful reality, we become riddled in and by anxiety.11

Kierkegaard follows his introductory analysis of anxiety with a specula-
tion on the effects of anxiety on children. For some reason or other, and 
maybe not so obvious a one, Kierkegaard decides the best perspective to 
glimpse the connection between innocence and anxiety is, at least allegori-
cally, in this very examination. In the observation of children, he insists, one 
will see disclosed anxiety's intimacy with a particular quest for the adven-
turous, the monstrous, and the enigmatic. Anxiety, it seems, belongs so 
essentially to the child that he cannot do without it.12 The allegorical move 
of Kierkegaard's observation occurs when he insists that this childish affin-
ity with anxiety is preserved at the cultural level. Essentially analogous to 
melancholy, anxiety reaches the level of freedom, "when freedom, having 
passed through the imperfect forms of its history, in the profoundest sense 
will come to itself" (42-3). So in Kierkegaard's distinction between fear and 
anxiety, where the former concept is based on a reference to something 
definite, we can now see why the latter is characterized as freedom � the 
possibility of possibility.13 Freedom as the possibility of possibility actual-
ized in and by anxiety opens us up to an originary becoming not unlike that 
of Adam's originary sin. Anxiety, therefore, opens up a possibility of the 
repetition of the originary forced choice prior to its actualization. As Kierke-
gaard will say elsewhere, the possible can never be actual, for then it is no 
longer possible. This may be precisely why it is anxiety-producing. 

In the end, Kierkegaard's paradox is that guilt both brings about a loss 
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of innocence and furnishes the only possible access to innocence. Re-
played in the observation of the child, the entry into the human race is paid 
for by the loss of innocence that exists only traumatically as anxiety. But, 
for Kierkegaard, this loss of innocence is recouped by guilt's own ability to 
retroactively posit innocence as lost sometime back there, in some long lost 
past, thereby incurring additional guilt. Kierkegaard's rendering of igno-
rance attempts to rethink this "loss" as an always already inherent condition 
of existence. 

Peter Fenves has argued that Kierkegaard's treatise rejects what he 
calls those "clever" theories which sustain that the fall into sin is itself insti-
gated by the very prohibition, "for the simple reason that this prohibition 
would have to suppose a prior cleverness."14 This, of course, is the crux of 
Kierkegaard's argument. Kierkegaard claims that Adam is faced with a 
choice between a good or an evil act that itself requires a prior act (namely, 
eating from the tree that will give him the necessary knowledge) in order to 
acquire the knowledge of knowing which act is good and which evil: 

When it is stated in Genesis that God said to Adam, "Only from the 
tree of the knowledge of good and evil you must not eat," it follows 
as a matter of course that Adam has really not understood this word, 
for how could he understand the difference between good and evil 
when this distinction would follow as a consequence of the enjoy-
ment of the fruit? (44) 

What we get here is an allegorical miniature of the "forced choice" narra-
tive. Kierkegaard wishes to argue that rather than the prohibition inducing 
in Adam the desire to do good or evil (for it does not give him this knowl-
edge, only the fruit can), it actually casts Adam into a realm of anxiety more 
akin to a form of ignorance conceived as asymmetrical to knowledge. This 
ignorance of anxiety is based less on a loss of knowledge (for this type of 
ignorance would still be a quantitative lack that could be filled with knowl-
edge) than on an ignorance of nothing. For Kierkegaard, those "clever" 
theories that posit the prohibition as awakening the desire for knowledge 
err by presupposing a prior knowledge of freedom. Rather, the prohibition 
induces in Adam anxiety, awakening in him only freedom's possibility: 

What passed by innocence as the nothing of anxiety has now en-
tered into Adam, and here again it is a nothing � the anxious possi-
bility of being able. He has no conception of what he is able to do; 
otherwise � and this is what usually happens � that which comes 
later, the difference between good and evil, would have to be pre-
supposed. Only the possibility of being able is present as a higher 
form of ignorance, as a higher expression of anxiety, because in a 
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higher sense it both is and is not, because in a higher sense he both 
loves it and flees from it. (44-5, italics in original) 

Kierkegaard insists that anxiety is a state in which one is both fascinated 
and repulsed. The prohibition emanating from God, having as yet no direct 
meaning for Adam in his pre-knowledge state, opens a sort of impasse in 
Adam's being where innocence coincides with an indeterminate guilt. This 
coincidence takes place in a timeless place, which Kierkegaard throughout 
his work calls the "instant" (sometimes referred to as the "now"). This "in-
stant" is a pre-subjective, pre-symbolic, nothing of anxiety where one is at 
best in a state of unsustainable anxious possibility, disavowed by taking 
refuge in the collective guilt of the human race. This state of anxiety, ac-
cording to Freud, proceeds from nothing and is that which nothing pre-
cedes. But anxiety does precede repression, for it is precisely repression 
that saves us from the danger signaled by anxiety. By accepting his man-
date in the human race, an acceptance that is forced, anxiety disappears, 
and Adam is able to master the situation by recognizing himself the subject 
of God's infinite mastery. This maneuver, achieved only at the price of giv-
ing something up, is marked by a non-locatable guilt of existence/finitude. 

The prohibition can be viewed yet another way. Much like the prohibi-
tion of incest, it is a prohibition of an already established impossibility. 
Marked in God's prohibition is a forbidden place � the place of beatitude, of 
omnipotence, of the divine, and of innocence � which is only a symbolically 
mutated impossibility. The impossible � ignorance in the form of what we 
do not know we do not know, the void around which knowledge is struc-
tured � has, by the prohibition, been transformed into a forbidden place not 
accessible by knowledge. In a word, knowledge's own internal limit has be-
come externalized and made a product of knowledge. What Kierkegaard 
has in mind when he claims that in ignorance there is no knowledge of 
good and evil is that the whole actuality of knowledge projects itself in anxi-
ety as the enormous nothingness of ignorance. Kierkegaard's notion of ig-
norance, pitted against the variety sustained in an oppositional relation to 
knowledge, as knowledge's other, should be viewed less as different from 
knowledge than as knowledge's difference from itself.15 Kierkegaard claims 
that in anxiety innocence remains latent, but only a word is required and ig-
norance is concentrated. "Innocence naturally cannot understand this word, 
but at that moment anxiety has, as it were, caught its first prey. Instead of 
nothing, it now has an enigmatic word"(44). Enigmatically described here is 
the movement from nothing to something. This movement is captured in a 
word that not only marks the nothing of the object, but a nothing made 
word. The something we receive from the nothing appears to be nothing 
other than the word. With the prohibition, Adam is exposed to the nothing of 



Ed Cameron    ░ 102 

anxiety, the nothing inherent in the word/world. Fenves maintains that the 
deitic "thou" of the prohibitive judgment opens up a fundamental space of 
ambiguity in reference (80). The "thou" relates to both a subject existing 
supposedly prior to the prohibition and one who can only come into exis-
tence through the very transgression of the prohibition. Anxiety is here 
thought as nothing other than the nothing to which Adam is supposedly ex-
posed. Only in and through the word "thou" is ignorance constituted, has 
anxiety caught its first prey. According to Kierkegaard, �Adam does not 
know what it means to die ... because Adam has not understood what was 
spoken, there is nothing but the ambiguity of anxiety" (45). 

The �no� marking God�s prohibition is an enigmatic word precisely be-
cause, as Kierkegaard insists, Adam has no idea what it means; it is am-
biguous. God�s enigmatic word creates anxiety because it functions not as 
a demand to commit any specific act, but as a demand just to act. It func-
tions as a primordial demand that awakens Adam to the fact that he is no 
longer determined by nature, yet Adam can understand the enigmatic de-
mand as a demand because his ignorance is qualified by spirit.16 The pri-
mordial demand arouses an anxiety that is not found in beasts and that 
marks the latent spirit found in Adam in his natural state. God�s �no,� just 
like every subsequent father�s no in Freud�s Oedipal drama, separates 
Adam from his natural state, figured in Freud as one�s symbiotic relation to 
the mother. Therefore, to translate into Lacanian terms, God�s prohibition 
marks the emergence of the signifier as the enigmatic word that throws 
Adam, and every subsequent individual, out of nature towards culture, to-
wards the human race. In psychoanalysis this move is figured in every indi-
vidual as the move from the anal phase to the phallic phase of psychic de-
velopment. For instance, an infant basically defecates at will, not yet pos-
sessing the ability to check its instincts. But toilet training teaches the infant 
to elevate its instinct to the level of a social demand: �You can no longer 
defecate whenever and wherever you wish; you must only defecate in the 
appropriately recognized place � the toilet.� The success of toilet training 
forces the infant�s natural instincts to conform to the socially recognizable 
signifier that designates the proper place where the child will give his little 
gift when obeying the social demand. So, whereas natural instinct denotes 
a mythical animalistic need, drive, as a humanized function, is basically 
seen as an instinct that is no longer purely biological precisely because it 
conforms to the signifier of the Other�s demand, a demand that is more so-
cial than anything else. This is essentially the logic that makes Kierkegaard 
insist that every human is both an individual and part of the race because 
this fall also correlates to the acquisition of language and the entry into the 
symbolic order for every human subject. 
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God�s enigmatic signifier initially appears ambiguous to Adam not only 
because Adam, in his innocent state, remains ignorant of the difference be-
tween good and evil, but also because God�s signifier emanates from the 
realm of the infinite and remains without a signified. It acquires a signified 
only when Adam, and every subsequent individual, makes the qualitative 
leap and freely chooses the finite signified over the ambiguous, enigmatic 
signifier. At first the enigmatic signifier appears as pure possibility, causing 
anxiety, and then Adam chooses to have the signifier signify something to 
be feared as a way out of the pressure of anxiety. The choice to give up the 
possibility signaled by anxiety leaves Adam as a split subject divorced be-
tween the natural and the infinite realms. The choice is paradoxical pre-
cisely because in Kierkegaard�s ethics it structurally has to precede the 
positing of the consciousness that makes the choice. In Kierkegaard�s exis-
tential ethics Adam, and every subsequent individual, paradoxically 
chooses what has been imposed upon him. According to George Stack, 
only after the fall is �the individual � able to bear responsibility for what he 
does with these inherited dispositions, these psychological tendencies or 
characteristics.�17 In his Journals and Papers, Kierkegaard even admits 
�psychologically speaking, the first sin always takes place in impotence; 
therefore, it apparently lacks, in a certain sense, accountability� (quoted in 
Concept 188). This is why he further claims that the anxiety that spawns 
the leap, the forced choice, is really an �entangled freedom� (49). This 
analysis of the fall leads to two temporally different anxieties. The anxiety 
that led to every individual�s qualitative leap into sin, into the symbolic order 
of finite signifieds, is characterized by Kierkegaard as objective anxiety, as 
the presupposition of hereditary sin. But Kierkegaard characterizes all 
anxiety that appears after the first sin as subjective.18 This latter form of 
anxiety appears only after the subject has fallen into sin and is therefore felt 
as a demand that forces the subject this time to either consciously choose 
the safety and the guarantee of the finite symbolic order or to give up on 
the desire of the Other and risk entering a different dimension.19

How God�s primordial enigmatic signifier is reduced to a finite signified 
by Adam is explained through Kierkegaard's analysis of ignorance embed-
ded in the narrative of Genesis: 

Adam was created; he had given names to the animals (here there 
is language, though in an imperfect way similar to that of children 
who learn by identifying animals on an A B C board) but had not 
found company for himself. Eve was created, formed from his rib. 
She stood in as intimate of a relation to him as possible, yet it was 
still an external relation. Adam and Eve are merely a numerical repe-
tition. In this respect, a thousand Adams signify no more than one. 
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So much with regard to the descent of the race from one pair. Na-
ture does not favor a meaningless superfluity. Therefore, if we as-
sume that the race descended from several pairs, there would be a 
moment when nature had a meaningless superfluity. As soon as the 
relationship of generation is posited, no man is superfluous, because 
every individual is himself and the race. (46) 

With the creation of Adam, there is an imperfect language not accidentally 
associated by Kierkegaard with children's memorization practices, in which 
the materiality of the letter signals an inarticulate cry prior to any unambi-
guous articulate announcement. As Kierkegaard affirms earlier, it does not 
necessarily follow that Adam has understood the word. Adam is faced with 
various numerical repetitions, up to and including Eve. Adam's relation to 
Eve is only an imaginary dyadic object-to-object relation that becomes a 
symbolic triadic relation-to-relation relation once generation is posited. Al-
legorically, then, this chain of disconcerted metonymies, existing on the 
same plane, only leap into the realm of the meaningful with and by the ver-
tical movement of generation. 

One of the letters of this imperfect language rises to the level of gen-
eration mutating all existing objects or letters into a hierarchy of meaning. 
One of these letters sutures the whole, conferring upon all the others a 
generating relation to each other. This, of course, is the letter S, standing 
for �Serpent,� as the instigator of sin. Kierkegaard finds himself in an im-
measurable difficulty attempting to connect a definite thought with the ser-
pent. With the seduction of the serpent, a primordial difference is instituted, 
and the serpent becomes the figure of sin to be feared through the reduc-
tion of anxiety to fear. This difference is not, however, the difference of one 
letter or object to another, but rather the difference in each to itself marked 
in and by its relation to the serpent, which Kierkegaard, in a deleted sen-
tence, conceives as a symbol of language itself (235). The Fall, as the suc-
cumbing to the seduction of the serpent, is not a fall from innocence, from a 
state prior to sin, rather it is the gap or opening of difference itself, con-
ceived less as the origin than as the condition for the possibility of genera-
tion and history. 

Without the fall there would be no way of sustaining any difference to 
make sense of the prohibition. This difference opened up by the prohibition 
both inaugurates the symbolic order of human understanding and produces 
the nothing of anxiety as a constitutive leftover. Difference frees the subject 
from anxiety by providing possible signifieds for the primordially enigmatic 
signifier. When Kierkegaard explains that "the imperfection in the narrative 
� how it could have occurred to anyone to say to Adam what he essentially 
could not understand � is eliminated if we bear in mind that the speaker is 
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language, and also that it is Adam himself who speaks," it seems that lan-
guage cannot speak without a figure who speaks (Adam) or without a figure 
of speech (language personified as a speaker) (47). Since it cannot speak 
on its own, language cannot close off the "nothing" of anxiety because its 
figurative nature points to the limits of symbolization. In Kierkegaard's jour-
nal entry concerning the serpent as a figure for language he adds: "If any 
one wishing to instruct me should say, 'consistent with the preceding you of 
course, could say, "It [the serpent] is language," ' I would reply, 'I did not 
say that' (quoted in Concept 185).20 Perhaps, "I" could not say "it," because 
both "I" and "it" speak anytime language takes place. This "it" in the 
speaker more than the speaker is precisely what the "I" has to give up as 
the condition to speak. But every time "I" speak "I" am confronted with this 
uncanny excessive "nothing" of anxiety, this little remainder of what was 
given up upon entry into the symbolic realm and the assumption of subjec-
tivity. This is precisely what is construed in a sentence from one of Kierke-
gaard's drafts: "To use an expression for what has been said, anxiety is 
really the ambiguity of subjectivity" (quoted in Concept 197). 

When Adam is confronted with the prohibition he is not riddled with 
anxiety because he does not understand the meaning of the interdiction; 
rather, he is confronted by an utter lack of this lack of understanding. 
Kierkegaard's denial that he said "It is language" should be viewed as a 
fleeing from the terror it inaugurates. By saying "it is language," one would 
be elevating a particular part of language, it, to the level of the universal, 
which then emerges as an incarnation of the totality itself. "It" is a piece of 
language, one among many, which remains excessive of what it is a part 
of. That little piece of us, innocence, which was sacrificed in the forced-
choice into language, has now itself been lost in the "it" that signals the in-
determinacy of language. That lost object that was the condition of lan-
guage has now reemerged in language. This over-proximity of the object, 
this loss of the lost object, confronts us with the "nothing" of our existence. 
What, in the end, the "it" symbolizes is language's own failure to symbolize. 
The lack, or loss of innocence, that is produced by difference, by the emer-
gence of language, is itself lacking when the subject is confronted by anxi-
ety. The symbolic order not only separates us from our natural innocent 
state and the infinite realm, but it also mediates our relation to both of 
these. Subjective anxiety, therefore, emerges when this mediation fails and 
when the subject is affected by the return of that which was given up upon 
entry into the symbolic order � the lack that the symbolic order is organized 
around itself becomes lacking.21

Here language points to a nothing inaccessible to knowledge. It points 
to a fundamental ignorance as its own lack of foundation. The "individual 
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both loves and fears" this anxiety as affect, because it both exposes the in-
dividual to the freedom from the constraint of the given symbolic mandate 
and does away with any guarantee of ontological and symbolic consis-
tency. Again, this is why Kierkegaard claims, "Anxiety is neither a category 
of necessity nor a category of freedom; it is entangled freedom" (49). In this 
instance, "it" is the word marking the "nothing" through the positivization of 
the word's failure to say the "nothing." As we saw from the opening quote of 
this essay, the "it" marks a fundamental enigma demarcating Kierke-
gaardian ignorance. According to Kierkegaard: 

In each subsequent individual, anxiety is more reflective. This may 
be expressed by saying that the nothing that is the object of anxiety 
becomes, as it were, more and more a something. We do not say 
that it actually becomes a something or that it actually signifies 
something; we do not say that instead of a nothing we shall now 
substitute sin or something else, for what holds true of the innocence 
of the subsequent individual also holds true of Adam. All of this is 
only for freedom, and it is only as the single individual himself posits 
sin by the qualitative leap. Here the nothing of anxiety is a complex 
of presentiments, which, reflecting themselves in themselves, come 
nearer and nearer to the individual, even though again, when viewed 
essentially in anxiety, they signify a nothing � yet, mark well, not a 
nothing with which the individual has nothing to do, but a nothing 
that communicates vigorously with the ignorance of innocence. (61-
2, italics in original) 

The "nothing" of anxiety is felt as an affect because it is caused by some-
thing in the Other that is not the signifier. Its turning more and more into a 
something is a consequence of the qualitative leap of the individual into sin 
and guilt � a leap that is strictly forced due to the fact that no one has ever 
been given the privilege of starting from the beginning in an external sense. 
On the contrary, each individual begins in a historical nexus rooted in he-
reditary sin. The consequence of the relationship of generation in the indi-
vidual constitutes what Kierkegaard calls the "more" that every subsequent 
individual has in relation to Adam. This "more" is strictly correlative to the 
something that the nothing of anxiety may signify in the individual subse-
quent to the fall. Keeping in mind that, for Kierkegaard, there is no individ-
ual prior to the fall and the forced choice of hereditary sin, one can recog-
nize the importance of this something for psychological deliberation. Since 
this something is similar to the "it" from above as the excess of the individ-
ual which is lost in the forced choice of guilt, it marks the historical guilt of 
the individual; the "nothing" of anxiety exposes the subject in a negative 
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manner to the originality (the singularity) of the individual that is manifestly 
excluded from something like the general will. This is not to say that there 
is an original individual out there, somewhere to be re-found, because from 
all that has preceded, we know this is an impossibility. Our qualitative leap 
into hereditary sin may exclude the individual's attachment to what lan-
guage cannot say, to that Kierkegaardian ignorance that is the indestructi-
ble support of our freedom, but it also leaves what cannot be symbolized as 
an enigmatic leftover that is felt through anxiety. 

Freud believed that anxiety was caused by separation from the 
mother, separation from our original intimacy with nature. For Freud, the 
emergence of the Father, as the one who separates the subject from na-
ture, creates anxiety because of a certain independence that is demanded 
by the father. Kierkegaard suggests a similar view when he claims that 
God�s enigmatic word causes anxiety because it likewise separates the 
subject from nature. Despite this superficial similarity, Kierkegaard seems 
closer to Lacan since Lacan�s understanding of anxiety derives from inject-
ing Freudian thought with a dose of Kierkegaardian existentialism in the 
same way he injects Freudian thought with a dose of Saussurian structural 
linguistics. Contrary to Freud�s claim that separation causes anxiety, Lacan 
argues that anxiety is produced from a lack of separation. Separation from 
the mother saves the subject from the terror of anxiety precisely because 
the Name-of-the-Father, as a figure for the symbolic order that the subject 
receives as compensation for what is given up, buffets the subject from the 
oppressive weight of the mother. As Sylviane Agacinski elliptically notes in 
her analysis of Kierkegaard, �Castration saves.�22

In Kierkegaard, it is not the separation from nature that causes anxi-
ety, but it is actually the emergence of spirit as conditioned by the separa-
tion that causes anxiety. Spirit is enigmatic because spirit is the subject�s 
connection to the infinite. Kierkegaard�s claim only seems like a precursor 
to Freud�s claim that anxiety, unlike fear, was without a proper object. 
Freud felt that the subject might fear this object or that � horses, wolves, or 
buttons � but anxiety is more terrifying precisely because the subject can-
not locate the object of terror. However, Kierkegaard, like Lacan, explicitly 
designates the object of anxiety: �If we ask more particularly what the ob-
ject of anxiety is, then the answer, here as elsewhere, must be that it is 
nothing� (96). To say that it is �nothing� is not the same thing as saying 
there is no object.23 It is tantamount to indicating that the object of anxiety 
is what cannot be signified and, therefore, appears as nothing. The object 
nothing is produced retroactively by original sin but is not mediated and can 
only be encountered directly as affect. Lacan makes a similar claim when 
he maintains that anxiety �is not without an object.�24 The object of anxiety 
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is, for Lacan and Kierkegaard, a different sort of object � one that cannot 
be symbolized in any ordinary way. In Lacan, the object of anxiety is the 
objet a, the object cause of desire that marks within the symbolic order that 
lost primordial enigmatic demand that was avoided through the entry into 
the symbolic order.25 Similarly, anxiety, in Kierkegaardian ethics, signals 
the latency of spirit as the leftover of that primordial enigmatic demand to 
act without any prescribed direction.  

If we view spirit as the Kierkegaardian correlate to the more secular-
ized Lacanian notion of drive as that which is inconsistent with the finite 
symbolic order, we can begin to see what type of ethical act leads to the re-
ligious stage in Kierkegaard�s ethics. In Lacan, the objet a functions as sur-
plus enjoyment (jouissance) attached to the symbolic order, as an enig-
matic reminder the mother leaves behind. When natural instincts are ele-
vated to the level of the signifier upon the entry into the symbolic order, the 
drive is all the subject has of his pre-symbolic existence. The symbiotic re-
lation the subject once had with nature, or the mother, in the state of inno-
cence may only exist as lost, but it also exerts a pressure, �an enigmatic, 
primordial demand.�26 This force is then felt whenever the subject suffers 
from anxiety. In Kierkegaard this force is precisely the pressure of spirit, 
and it creates the Kierkegaardian fear not over our mortality, not over the 
fear of death, but over the fear of our immortality, over the fact that the sub-
ject is not reducible to his biological or natural inclinations. Since anxiety 
points out that our sinfulness has nothing to do with any sensuous propen-
sity which the subject cannot help, but, rather, that it has everything to do 
with the subject�s free transgression, the qualitative leap constitutes an 
ethical act if it is a choice that prefers the lack of a signifier over the guaran-
tee of the symbolic order. To act in a way that is not already guaranteed by 
the Other, by the symbolic pact of the subject�s historical condition, is to act 
in a way that not only acknowledges the inconsistency of the Other, but 
may even change the very coordinates of the symbolic order.  

In Lacan�s own investigation into ethics, he elaborates on this type of 
act and links it with sublimation. In Seminar VII where he draws a correla-
tion between ethics and aesthetics by colliding Kant with Sade, Lacan con-
trasts the Kantian and the Freudian notions of pathology, and he illustrates 
this through his criticism of a �Kantian fable.� In the Second Critique, Kant, 
in an attempt to illustrate how ethical choice outweighs natural inclination, 
offers the following scenario: 

Suppose someone asserts of his lustful appetite that, when the de-
sired object and the opportunity are present, it is quite irresistible. 
[Ask him] if a gallows were erected before the house where he finds 
his opportunity, in order that he should be hanged thereon immedi-
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ately after the gratification of his lust, whether he could not then con-
trol his passion; we need not be long in doubt what he would reply.27

Lacan then outlines two other possibilities that, he says, Kant does not 
foresee. He argues, in effect, that the man in the scenario proposed by 
Kant may very well act against his own life interests and risk the gallows by 
entering the house and seizing his lustful object. But, he will do it for a rea-
son that Kant fails to see: �All of which leads to the conclusion that it is not 
impossible for a man to sleep with a woman knowing full well that he is to 
be bumped off on his way out, by the gallows or anything else [and] it is not 
impossible that this man coolly accepts such an eventuality on his leaving � 
for the pleasure of cutting up the lady concerned in small pieces.�28 The 
first of these cases where the man sleeps with the woman even though he 
will be executed upon completion of the act is, according to Lacan, usually 
�located under the rubric of passionate excess.�29 The second case, ac-
cording to Lacan, in which the man will violate the interdiction against 
sleeping with the women so his own murderous inclinations get the better 
of him, �the annals of criminology furnish a great many cases.�30 Both pos-
sibilities, however, according to Lacan �change the facts of the situation, 
and at the very least the demonstrative value of Kant�s example.�31 These 
two cases, then, illustrate, according to Lacan �two forms of transgression 
beyond the limits normally assigned to the pleasure principle in opposition 
to the reality principle.�32 The first is sublimation and the second is perver-
sion. �Sublimation and perversion are both a certain relationship of desire 
that attracts our attention to the possibility of formulating, in the form of a 
question, a different criterion of another, or even the same, morality, in op-
position to the reality principle.�33  

Leaving Lacan�s comments about the second perverse possibility 
aside, especially since the pervert never fully enters the symbolic order, 
sublimation, in this Seminar, relates to the domain of ethics because, ac-
cording to Lacan, �it creates socially recognized values.�34 Following Kant�s 
scenario, Lacan envisions the possibility that the man with the lustful appe-
tite will proceed to sleep with his desired object even though he knows full 
well he is to be killed as a payment for his pleasure. Rather than thinking of 
his own pleasure or natural passion, the choice of spending the night with 
the Lady is the only way for him to show he is acting contrary to the pleas-
ure and reality principles. Not sleeping with the Lady, as Kant expects, 
would be embracing the pleasure principle as the ultimate principle of his 
life. But sleeping with the Lady, even though immediate death is immanent, 
is the only way for the man to show his ability of formulating a different cri-
terion of morality in opposition to the reality principle.35 By acting in a man-
ner that is unforeseeable within the confines of the existing reality principle, 
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acting without the guarantee of the existing symbolic order, his sublimatory 
act changes the coordinates of the reality principle by reaching beyond the 
pleasure principle. 

In the end, for Kierkegaard, the ultimate ethical act, which he actually 
designates as a religious one, is the repetition of the forced choice, a repe-
tition of the qualitative leap, a repetition of the subject�s entry into the sym-
bolic order. He shies away from fully disclosing what this would exactly en-
tail in The Concept of Anxiety, leaving it for what he calls dogmatics � 
something beyond the limits of psychology and addressed briefly in Chap-
ter V and in Fear and Trembling. Anxiety is the confrontation of the "noth-
ing" that re-marks an excess of the individual's fundamental alienation, his 
or her traumatic heterogeneity, in the universality of the human sinful pact. 
It signals the possibility of formulating a choice in opposition to the reality 
principle. Therefore, when faced with the anxiety of ethical possibility, one 
can choose the enigmatic object of anxiety that lacks the guarantee of the 
reality principle over an ontologically consistent identity and meaning pro-
vided by prevailing choice of hereditary sin and the symbolic pact. Because 
the sublimatory act lacks the guarantee that the symbolic order provides, it 
can transform the given symbolic space, and as an ethical act in the 
Kierkegaardian sense it becomes a religious act as it relies on faith as its 
only foundation. Only in this manner can the subject grasp the possibility of 
freedom with the "terrible as well as the joyful" that it brings. 
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The Sensuous and Truth: 

Hegel’s Prose in Light of his Aesthetics 

David Blencowe 

Introduction 

Georg Friedrich Wilhelm Hegel�s conception of art is a complex one 
that has given rise to many controversies, none more pertinent for aesthet-
ics today than the debate regarding Hegel�s equation of artistic beauty and 
truth. In the context of Hegel�s philosophy this leads inevitably to some con-
fusion as to the relative status of art next to the other purveyors of truth: re-
ligion and philosophy, which constitute Absolute Spirit.1 One possible con-
sequence of Hegel�s art theory which seems to have gone little noticed is 
the question of what role the sensuous can play in the higher reaches of 
Spirit, if Spirit�s apprehension of truth has already been cleansed of the ex-
ternal and the material after it leaves the realm of art. This question has a 
particular relevance for philosophy. After all, the main form of philosophical 
discourse is the prose it is written in. 

The first half of this article will be given over to an exploration of this 
question, and it will be argued that Hegel is, in fact, unable to account for 
philosophical prose. Hegel�s Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik (Letures on 
Fine Art) will be chiefly consulted, because in this text, more than in any 
other of the Hegelian corpus, the issue of the sensuous and its role in art is 
thematised.2  Hegel�s lectures on aesthetics also outline his theory of liter-
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ary symbolism and give the most detailed account of his poetics, both of 
which are important to the interpretation proffered in the first part of this ar-
ticle. Other works by Hegel will also be consulted, most notably his Enzyk-
lopädie der philosophischen Wissenschaften im Grundrisse (Encyclopedia 
of the Philosophical Sciences in Outline). 

This reading of Hegel will be put forward through an account of his 
conception of artistic beauty�s content, which is truth or the Idea. The ar-
gumentation of Hegel�s aesthetics will be traced, with the changing role of 
the sensuous noted for each of the arts Hegel describes. It is because of 
the necessary presence of the sensuous in art that it is only able to intimate 
truth by bringing form and content into a perfect unity, where the one can-
not be separated from the other without loss of the whole. That this is inimi-
cal to truth lies in the Idea�s dynamic nature, and ultimately it is only the in-
teriority of rational thought, freed from all external and particular considera-
tions, which is able to apprehend truth adequately. This is reflected in the 
progressive reduction of the role given to sensuous form in the historical 
and systematic presentation of the five arts and the epochs they appear in. 
Eventually we are led to the higher realms of Absolute Spirit, where the 
sensuous has no role left to play. 

Art fulfils an essential function in Hegel�s system precisely because of 
its unique coupling of sensuous form and mental content. Philosophical 
truth demands the highest degree of autonomy and interiority for Hegel and 
his aesthetics provides the necessary bridge between the outer world of 
human experience to the inner one of truth through its marriage of form and 
content. It is thus inevitable that art as a purveyor of truth will be super-
seded by the medium of rational thought. In Hegel�s aesthetics the literary 
art, poetry, already sees a break with its sensuous form, the words it is writ-
ten and performed in, which have been reduced to the status of meaning-
less sign. Although poetry is still tied to the sensuous its true form is the 
poetical imagination. It is consequently on the periphery of art as beautiful 
and marks the point of art�s transcendence. What status could philosophi-
cal prose then be said to have, when philosophy itself exists on a plane 
completely emancipated from the sensuous? 

The second half of the article will look at potential objections to such 
an interpretation. The discussion will include four possible ways in which 
Hegel can account for philosophical prose. In the conclusion the issue of 
differing reading strategies will be considered. 

I. An Interpretation Proposed 

Hegel famously defines artistic beauty, the Ideal, as the sensuous ap-
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pearance of the Idea.3 In intimating the Idea, art joins religion and philoso-
phy in Absolute Spirit as a source of truth. Their content is the same, that of 
truth, and they differ only in the forms in which they express it, as Hegel 
says: �Owing to this sameness of content the three realms of absolute spirit 
differ only in the forms in which they bring home to consciousness their ob-
ject, the Absolute� (�Bei dieser Gleichheit des Inhalts sind die drei Reiche 
des absoluten Geistes nur durch die Formen unterschieden, in welchen sie 
ihr Objekt, das Absolute, zum Bewußtsein bringen,� emphasis in the origi-
nal).4  Art offers an immediate, sensuous knowing (sinnliches Wissen) of 
truth through the form of artistic beauty, what Hegel calls the Ideal. Religion 
is independent of the sensuous and truth is intuited internally, through the 
medium of religious representational thinking (religiöse Vorstellung). It thus 
remains to an extent unclear, dealing in mystery and symbolism. It is only 
philosophy which can, in the form of free thinking (freies Denken), ade-
quately grasp the truth.5 Philosophy achieves the Aufhebung of the one-
sidedness of both art and religion by being the liberation (Befreiung)6 of 
truth from the sensuous of the one and the indistinctness of the other. It 
raises the two into the Absolute Form of philosophical thought, which is 
Hegel�s system itself. 

In order to understand how artistic beauty might share the same con-
tent as religion and philosophy, it is important to know the nature of the 
Idea. The strikingly brief account of the Idea as given in the Vorlesungen 
über die Ästhetik defines it in abstract outline. We are told that the Idea is 
nothing but the concept, the real existence of the concept, and the unity of 
the two.7 An idea then, such as the idea of trees, or the idea of artistic 
beauty, is accordance between a concept and the reality it describes. The 
two stand in unity, but in this unity the two sides are not equal, rather the 
concept dominates (�Im Gegenteil bleibt in dieser Einheit der Begriff das 
Herrschende�).8 The concept, which is mental and internal in nature, pro-
duces (erzeugt) the reality which becomes its own (die seinige). 

Importantly, this accordance between reality and its concept is not 
taken to be an approximation, such as in empiricism, rather it demonstrates 
the affinity between our mental world of concepts and the outer one of ex-
ternal reality. More than this, the division between mind and world is over-
come, or aufgehoben, when we realise that it was merely apparent and not 
real � the conception of such a division is shown to be contradictory, for 
how can we talk of a world outside of thought, when everything is depend-
ent on thought?9 In describing the particulars of the external world which 
we are confronted with, we are not facing some foreign other, unknowable 
in itself. Instead we can come to the insight that these particulars have their 
origin in the mental, that they are emanations and embodiments of our 
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concepts, that the two are really both aspects of the one Idea. This mode of 
thinking, as recounted in the section on the Idea in Hegel�s Vorlesungen 
über die Ästhetik, involves several moves. The initial, one-sidedly abstract 
unity of the universal is thrown into contradiction and division by the pres-
ence of the particular, which infringes upon the former�s claim to universal-
ity. The particular appears to be outside of, and other to, the universal. But 
this discord is aufgehoben by the knowledge that the two are not really 
separate entities, but that the particular stems from the universal, and the 
universal finds its embodiment in the particular. 

An artwork that is termed beautiful, or ideal, brings to our conscious-
ness the complexity of the Idea, which is realised through a process involv-
ing initial contradiction and its Aufhebung, in the perfect harmony between 
the artwork�s sensuous, material form and its mental content. The content 
of the artwork may be compared to the universal concept in the dialectic of 
Idea, and it remains abstract like the universal if it lacks a particular and ex-
ternal form. More than this, the artistic content cannot be conceived of as 
being somehow indifferent to the form of its expression. We must be able to 
apprehend the artistic content as necessarily embodied in its sensuous 
form, the two constituting a seamless whole, where to alter one would lead 
to the meaninglessness of the other. But there is an apparent opposition 
between the form and content of an artwork that must first be overcome. 

The content stems from the subjective inspiration of the artist, and is 
consequently thoroughly internal and mental, and in a certain sense inex-
haustible and infinite. But without actual realisation this content remains a 
mere subjective notion of the artist. The form of an artwork is conversely 
completely sensuous, particular and finite in nature. It is a part of external, 
tangible reality and is objective in comparison to the subjective origin of ar-
tistic content. But this difference must be aufgehoben for an artwork to 
demonstrate beauty, and this is present in the perfect unity of form and 
content that makes up an ideal artwork. The Ideal comprises a concrete in-
dividuality out of the union of its form and content, and the consideration of 
such an artwork intimates not just the power of the Idea to absolve contra-
diction, but also of the necessary embodiment of Geist in external reality. 

Artworks which may be termed ideal occur through the individual 
achievement of the artist in bringing form and content into a perfect unity. 
However, the ability of an artist to do this is dependent upon the cultural 
circumstances they find themselves in, and the level of self-reflective de-
velopment Geist has reached. As is well known the Ideal appears in classi-
cal Greek sculpture in its most consummate form, and indeed Hegel is 
adamant that nothing can be more beautiful than the plastic works of that 
age.10 It is significant that the period of history in which the Ideal appears to 
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perfection is not in Hegel�s own times, nor some projected epoch in the fu-
ture, but rooted entirely in the distant past. There is something peculiar 
about the spirit of the ancient Greeks that allows for its ready embodiment 
in hewn and shaped works of metal and marble, and it is not present in the 
artistic achievements of the preceding and subsequent periods. 

The fine arts, taken together and in the order Hegel presents them in 
his lectures, form a progressive chain of systematic and historical devel-
opment. Taken systematically, the Ideal is initially frustrated in the mis-
match of form and content in architecture, before coming to fruition in 
sculpture. The three remaining arts; painting, music and poetry, demon-
strate a successive reduction in the importance of external, material form. 
The inner content of the artwork is increasingly sought and found outside of 
the work itself, in the intellect of the audience. This progressive realisation 
and then disruption of the union between form and content is reflected in 
Hegel�s division of art�s history into three art-forms, and the corresponding 
arts which epitomise each of them. Architecture is taken to typify the sym-
bolic art-form, sculpture the classical age, while painting, music and poetry 
are considered to be fitting of the romantic. This is not to suggest that these 
epochs are sealed off from each other, or that the arts that epitomise them 
are also peculiar to them. Of course the fine arts are present in all three 
epochs, but their significance and perfection of realisation differ in each pe-
riod. 

The role of poetry in Hegel�s system is both extraordinary and para-
doxical. His conception of it is far removed from his definition of the Ideal, 
but at the same time he claims poetry is the �universal� art, with an ability to 
reproduce to a large extent the unique effects of all the other arts. Despite 
not being in accordance with the Ideal, the praise that Hegel heaps upon 
some poetic works, such as Antigone, knows no bounds.11 The most im-
portant and unexpected aspect of Hegel�s treatment of poetry is that its 
ability to synthesise the other art forms and to consistently reach the height 
of achievement in all three art epochs is due precisely to the fact that it is 
not ideal, it demonstrates no perfect unity between form and content. Po-
etry denigrates its sensuous form, the spoken word, which has been re-
duced to the status of meaningless sign (�zu einem bedeutungslosen Zei-
chen�).12 As a sign, devoid of meaning in itself, poetical language points 
outside of the text to the imagination of the poem�s audience, where the 
meaning of the work is really grasped. In this sense Hegel speaks of the 
poetical imagination (poetische Vorstellung) as the true form of poetry, and 
not its outward, sensuous form, the language it is written and performed in. 

The aesthetic effect of poetry is, more than all the other arts (with the 
exception of music), independent of external form. The visual arts (architec-
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ture, sculpture and painting) are, to differing extents, bound to the external 
in order to create their effects, and something they all have in common is 
their static nature. They can only present one scene, or structure, or shape, 
and this is forever frozen in time. Truth is the proper content of the Ideal, 
and its nature is essentially dynamic and dialectical, involving contradiction 
and its overcoming. The visual arts, especially classical sculpture, portray 
truth in its concrete individuality as dialectical result, but they cannot show 
how this result is achieved. This apparent inadequacy is shared by the 
Ideal itself, in that in the perfect unity between form and content the Aufhe-
bung of the initial contradiction between the two cannot be expressed, but 
merely hinted at in the harmony of the artwork. 

Music and poetry are temporal in nature, and are thus able to present 
a dynamic content. Music develops differing emotions and moods over an 
interval of time by abandoning material form altogether. For Hegel sound is 
wholly abstract, unable, unlike paint or stone, to portray objects as they ex-
ist in reality. Music�s content is wholly subjective, where the listener pro-
jects his or her own feelings onto what they hear, personalising the experi-
ence infinitely. It is only when music is accompanied by words that it can be 
said to express an intelligible meaning, and even then the meaning is borne 
by the words alone.13 It is significant that language is considered so highly 
important in the communication of meaning, and poetry is thus able, out of 
all the arts, to express the most substantial content. Poetry presents a se-
ries of varying scenes, characters and emotions, through the flexibility of 
language, and the poetical imagination�s ability to visualise such changing 
content, and is thus able, like music, to express the subjective inner life in a 
way that is impossible for the other arts. But poetry also displays a level of 
concrete objectivity which music so sorely lacks. Poetry can bring objects 
and landscapes from the real world to life, �painting� them with words. In 
this way poetry combines the unique qualities of the three visual arts and 
music, but rids them of their one-sidedness.  Poetry thus unites the arts on 
a higher level (�höheren Stufe�),14 the level of the mind. 

Hegel says that �precisely, at this highest stage, art now transcends it-
self, in that it forsakes the element of a reconciled embodiment of the spirit 
in sensuous form and passes over from the poetry of the imagination to the 
prose of thought� (�Doch gerade auf dieser höchsten Stufe steigt nun die 
Kunst auch über sich selbst hinaus, indem sie das Element versöhnter 
Versinnlichung des Geistes verläßt und aus der Poesie der Vorstellung in 
die Prosa des Denkens hinübertritt�).15 This pointedly shows that poetry is 
on the periphery of art as ideal, and that it marks the point of art�s tran-
scendence. This is because poetry is the most like philosophy of all the 
arts, pointing to the mental as the realm where truth is grasped. Poetry ap-
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proaches philosophy because its true form, the poetical imagination, is 
thought (of a kind), whereas philosophy�s preserve is free thought. One of 
the crucial differences between poetry and philosophy is that the former 
remains bound, however relatively slightly, to the sensuous and external (it 
is still reliant on the spoken word to convey its meaning), while philosophi-
cal thought is free and internal. Furthermore the poetical imagination is in-
tuitive and sometimes obscure, plying its trade in literary symbolism rather 
than dialectically concrete ideas, which are the hard currency of philoso-
phy. 

If art and philosophy, and by extension poetry and philosophy, share 
the same content but differ only in the forms in which they express it, then 
the key distinction between them is the presence of written or spoken lan-
guage in poetry and its absence in philosophy. It seems, then, that Hegel is 
denying that written language plays a role in philosophy. If the words of a 
poem are mere signs, meaningless in themselves but pointing to the imagi-
native intellect of the poem�s audience, then the written language of phi-
losophy, where the sensuous has no role to play, must demonstrate abso-
lutely no connection to the philosophical content. Hegel�s aesthetics fulfils 
the vital function of spanning the divide between objective and absolute 
Spirit by bringing the external into unity with the internal through the para-
digm of the Ideal. The sensuous and the material are particular and static, 
and can never be fully adequate to the dynamism of the Idea. Art�s position 
as a conveyor of truth is necessarily transient by virtue of its reliance on the 
sensuous, a quality philosophy does not share. The autonomy required for 
philosophical thought leads to the denigration and eventual disappearance 
of the sensuous from the form most adequate to truth. It is a key pre-
requisite for the establishment of the Absolute Form. The very conditions 
necessary for speculative thought lead to its inability to incorporate the 
sensuous. From this perspective it seems as if Hegel�s need to cleanse phi-
losophy of all dependence on the material world leads to a situation in 
which he cannot account for the reality of his own texts. 

II. Objections 

Some possible objections to such an interpretation will now be exam-
ined. It was contended above that because of the argumentation of his aes-
thetics Hegel is unable to account for philosophical discourse. The basis 
upon which this interpretation stands consisted firstly of Hegel�s statement 
that the content of art, religion and philosophy is the same, and that they 
are only differentiated through their respective forms, and secondly that the 
degree of autonomy required by philosophy leads to the denigration and 
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disappearance of the sensuous from truth, a process begun and to a large 
extent completed in the realm of art. It follows from this that the content of a 
poem is identical to the content of a philosophical tract. 

The only way to distinguish the two is by virtue of the forms they em-
ploy. Poetry, as one of the arts, employs sensuous form, the words it is 
written and spoken aloud in, which point to the poetical imagination of the 
audience, where the meaning is grasped. In this respect poetry offers sen-
suous knowledge of truth, although poetry is on the periphery of art as ideal 
and marks the point of art�s transcendence. Philosophy, on the other hand, 
grasps truth in the form of free and rational thought, constituting the Abso-
lute Form, or Hegel�s system itself. It is absolute knowledge, liberated from 
the contingency of the sensuous. The difference between a poem and a 
philosophical tract is twofold. Poetry is still tied to the sensuous while phi-
losophy is not, and the poetic imagination, which is pointed to by the words 
it is composed in, remains relatively intuitive and unclear compared to the 
concreteness of philosophical thought. This all means, though, that Hegel 
can no longer conceive of philosophical prose due to the fact that philoso-
phy has been radically emancipated from all traces of external form. 

Any objections to such an interpretation must take their lead from this 
reading of identical content between art, religion and philosophy. It could be 
argued that within Hegel�s system, even solely within the rubric of his aes-
thetics, the unfolding of truth, the Idea, can be conceived of as more com-
plicated than it was portrayed above. The very nature of the Idea is one of 
becoming, both in a historical sense as well as a systematic one, as out-
lined in the logic of the universal, particular and individual. Taking the art-
forms as an example, the Greeks of the classical age were able to express 
their beliefs in art in a way that is impossible for those artists working in ei-
ther the symbolic or romantic periods. The beliefs of the Greeks, as 
Stephen Bungay rightly points out, were uniquely suited to artistic expres-
sion, because their conception of the divine and of their own subjectivity 
was as embodied.16  The soul was embodied, and the gods shared the 
same human shapes as those who worshipped them � there was no higher 
spiritual truth outside of this perfect, particular embodiment. For the artists 
of the symbolic, their spiritual beliefs were too abstract and mysterious to 
find adequate artistic form, while the depth of subjectivity displayed by the 
romantic era, with its Christian religion and belief in the immortal soul, is left 
unsatisfied in sensuous embodiment. The truths of each age differ in their 
suitability for portrayal in artistic form. But, more than this, the form each 
truth assumes impacts upon the very nature of that truth. The content of 
Greek belief is inseparable from the artworks that express it, as much as 
the higher degree of subjectivity of the romantic rules out the creation of 
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ideal artworks, leading to truth�s sole embodiment in the mental and inte-
rior. 

This could help put Hegel�s insistence that the only difference between 
art, religion and philosophy relates to their respective forms into another 
perspective. Differing forms could suggest that the contents of each mode 
of knowledge also vary. There is something peculiar about artistic truth that 
makes it susceptible to sensuous expression, just as there is something 
peculiar about religious and philosophical truth that preclude their sensuous 
embodiment. On one level it is correct to say that art, religion and philoso-
phy all share the same content, because they all offer knowledge of truths 
(or Geist). But the nature of the truth they each claim to know is dependant 
upon the form in which it is apprehended. As the forms change between 
the three aspects of Absolute Spirit, so too does the truth content. Art�s 
truth is beauty, the appearance of the Idea in a sensuous form, but phi-
losophy�s truth is the Absolute, the Idea apprehended in the medium most 
adequate to it, rational thought. The forms differ precisely because their 
contents vary, and vice versa. 

It could be said that the difference between poetry and philosophy thus 
cannot be purely based on form. But this does not entirely dismiss the 
question of what role the sensuous can possibly play in philosophical 
thought. With the sensuous being ultimately inimical to truth and because 
philosophical thought, as the form most adequate to the apprehension of 
the Absolute, thus requires autonomy from the sensuous, how can Hegel 
account for philosophical prose? Paul de Man provides a provocative an-
swer. Based upon his reading of § 20 from the Enzyklopädie der philoso-
phischen Wissenschaften im Grundrisse, where Hegel outlines his concept 
of thought, which relies upon the subject in order to be understood, de Man 
claims to demonstrate how there is an erasure of any relationship �between 
what the I is and what it says it is.�17 De Man achieves this through an 
analysis of the self-effacing nature of I, and a particular reading of Hegel�s 
sentence �I cannot say what is only my opinion� (�so kann ich nicht sagen 
was ich nur meine�).18 In doing so de Man is making an original contribu-
tion to the problem of enunciation which has a distinguished history in the 
French reception of Hegel since Kojève. The question of enunciation re-
lates to the problem of how the philosophical system is possible, or who 
enunciates the discourse on this system.19 The question of who is speaking 
in philosophy has been an important one and it is of great moment here, for 
what is at stake is Hegel�s ability to get his system underway. It also allows 
us to see in perfect context the dire need Hegel has of achieving supreme 
autonomy for philosophical thought at the expense of the sensuous. 

Now in the context of § 20 Hegel is making an appeal to the impartial-
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ity that should underline the philosophical vocation. But de Man asserts that 
the German word meinen is indispensable here, as it not only has the 
meaning of �opinion,� but also of �meaning� and �mine,� the latter through 
the presence of the possessive pronoun mein. De Man goes on to say: 

�Ich kann nicht sagen was ich (nur) meine� then means �I cannot say 
what I make mine� or, since to think is to make mine, �I cannot say 
what I think,� and since to think is fully contained in and defined by 
the I� what the sentence actually says is �I cannot say I� � a dis-
turbing proposition in Hegel�s own terms since the very possibility of 
thought depends on the possibility of saying �I.�20

De Man argues that thought can only get under way if this knowledge, 
which makes thought impossible, is forgotten. The existence of thought is 
presented as a fact by Hegel, one which he cannot prove initially, but nor is 
it merely his own opinion � rather it will be proven by the end of the phi-
losophical undertaking.21 This is his solution to the problem of enunciation. 
In order for thought to be recognised as such, the mental faculty of memory 
(Gedächtnis) is engaged. De Man refers to § 458 of the Encyklopädie 
where Hegel outlines the role of memory, contrasting it with recollection 
(Erinnerung). The difference between the two is that memory denotes the 
ability to remember, whereas recollection refers to a particular remem-
brance, so the meaning of the sentence �he has a good memory� is widely 
different to that of �he has a good recollection.�22 Memory is a subspecies 
of representation and it marks the transition to the higher form of knowl-
edge, rational thought. As de Man points out, �the echo of denken pre-
served in the word Gedächtnis suggests the close proximity of thought to 
the capacity of remembering by memorisation.�23 Memory for Hegel is very 
different from recollection and imagination, for it is imageless, but it is not 
completely without materiality. It is instead rote learning through the inscrip-
tion of words, but this learning by heart can occur only when all meaning is 
forgotten and the words are treated as if they were a list of names.24

Memory, which facilitates philosophical thought, is thus the learning by 
rote of names, 

or of words considered as names, and it can therefore not be sepa-
rated from the notation, the inscription, or the writing down of these 
names. In order to remember, one is forced to write down what one 
is likely to forget. The idea, in other words, makes its sensory ap-
pearance, in Hegel, as the material inscription of names. Thought is 
entirely dependent on a mental faculty that is mechanical through 
and through, as remote as can be from the sounds and the images 
of imagination or from the dark mine of recollection, which lies be-
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yond the reach of words and of thought.25

Has de Man then shown that Hegel can account for philosophical dis-
course, indeed that the sensuous appearance of the Idea is philosophical 
prose, rather than art as ideal? De Man does not actually say that this in-
scribing is philosophical prose, but there are grounds for thinking that it 
could apply to the writing of philosophy. The synthesis between the word 
and meaning in memory�s inscription is not aesthetic, completely unlike the 
mutual interpenetration of form and content in the ideal artwork.26 It instead 
strives towards a level of exteriority and the consequent stripping of mean-
ing from the words that enables their learning by rote, which functions as a 
necessary aid to memory in the transition from representational to philoso-
phical thought. In de Man�s reading the sensuous thus plays a vital role in 
the move from the representative consciousness of poetic imagination and 
religion towards reason, making the act of writing inseparable from the very 
possibility of philosophy itself. 

This conclusion is reached by undertaking a very unique interpretive 
approach, one that involves, in de Man�s words, being sensitive to what 
Hegel says �obliquely, figurally, and implicitly (though not less compellingly) 
in less conspicuous parts of the corpus.�27 But need we go so far from what 
is considered �canonical� interpretation to find a suitable accounting of phi-
losophical prose in Hegel? Stephen Bungay, as a by-product of his inter-
pretation of Geist, briefly sketches a way Hegel can account for a text, 
which could by extension include a philosophical tract.28 For Bungay Spirit 
is a category designating a relation. It is not itself anthropological or psy-
chological, it is instead a category which allows for the understanding of an-
thropological and psychological phenomena. In this respect we should not 
equate Spirit with actual individual, thinking subjects. The act of reading a 
text can be considered a manifestation of Spirit, although the text itself is 
not a self-conscious subject psychologically. He writes: 

In a categorical sense, the sense which matters to Hegel, a text is a 
subject to the extent that it embodies thought, and the thought it em-
bodies could very well be self-conscious. Reading is an activity of 
Spirit to the extent that it involves self-reflection, and a text is a rela-
tum of that relation if it mediates the self-awareness of the reader.29

A philosophical text could be seen as the medium through which the reader 
comes to self-reflection and awareness of the truth. Philosophical prose is 
an instance of Spirit to the extent that the thought it embodies and conveys 
itself is self-reflective. Given that a key attribute of rational thought is its 
self-reflective nature, it follows that we could possibly equate the writing of 
philosophy with Spirit. 
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Catherine Malabou has another take on the issue of enunciation which 
pre-supposes philosophical discourse and the text. After a careful reading 
of Hegel�s third syllogism contained in § 577 of the Enzyklopädie, she ar-
gues that the �I� which is pre-supposed at the beginning of the system is let 
go of in the deduction of philosophy in Absolute Spirit. This �letting-go� is 
implicit in the operation of Aufhebung, Malabou argues, and she terms it 
�speculative abrogation.�30 At the moment of Absolute Knowledge, when 
the identity between substance and subject is affirmed, Malabou argues 
that the I renounces itself, thus freeing up the relationship between thinking 
and what is thought, ending the confrontation that had existed between the 
two.31 This leads to interesting consequences for the reading of Hegel. 
With the �I� renouncing itself in the final moment of Absolute Spirit Malabou 
draws the conclusion that the �system lacks an author.�32 The backward 
look that philosophy makes to complete and encapsulate the system is 
done in the place of an author as an act of interpretation by the reader. 
Malabou terms this �speculative hermeneutics,� and more will be said of it 
in the Conclusion. However, Malabou has secured the reality of philosophi-
cal discourse for Hegel by making the final, self-reflective movement of Ab-
solute Knowledge an interpretive one to be undertaken by the readers of 
the system. 

Be that as it may, the clue to this problem�s solution might lie in a more 
traditional reading of Hegel�s complex definition of Aufhebung. As is well 
known, the meanings of Aufhebung are many, and Hegel uses the term 
with at least three of them in mind � to raise to a higher level, to preserve, 
and to abolish. From this perspective Hegel could account for philosophical 
discourse. The words on the page of a philosophical text are signs, mean-
ingless in themselves, a status they share with poetic language. Like poetry 
the words point beyond themselves to the intellect, in this case reason, 
where the truth and significance they convey are grasped. The Idea is not 
apprehended from the words alone, they are signposts to the actual realm 
of truth, the rational intellect. The true distinction between poetry and phi-
losophy can still be based on form, but not that of their sensuous embodi-
ment, language. 

It is the respective �mental forms� that poetry and philosophy utilise 
which is the actual basis for their distinction. Poetry deals in the poetical 
representations of the imagination, while philosophy consists of rational 
thought. Both have in common their use of language in their communica-
tion, where the relationship between form and content is that of the arbi-
trariness of the sign because subjectivity has come to dominate over the 
external and objective. The sensuous is still present in philosophical prose 
because, in the doctrine of Aufhebung, nothing is done away with, rather all 
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previous forms of truth that have proven their inadequacy are preserved 
and raised to a higher level in rational thought, while their defectiveness is 
abolished. 

Conclusion 

The interpretation presented in the first part of the article rested upon 
the emphasis on the identity of content between art, religion and philosophy 
and the autonomy required by philosophical thought, which involves ex-
cluding the sensuous. The conclusion � that Hegel was unable to account 
for philosophical discourse � followed from this by way of an exposition of 
the process of emancipation from the sensuous which runs throughout 
Hegel�s aesthetics, culminating in poetry. By looking at possible objections 
to this thesis, a pertinent issue has been raised � how should one read 
Hegel? Was the interpretative approach outlined in part I correct in identify-
ing a contradiction in Hegel�s system with regard to the phenomenon of phi-
losophical discourse, and are there approaches which are more fruitful in 
gaining insight into the strengths and weaknesses of the text? 

Stephen Bungay talks of being prepared to help Hegel make the 
strongest case possible, so that we may ask the most relevant questions of 
the text, allowing it to become a discussion partner.33 If genuine incoher-
ence remains, then we may be confident that we have discovered an actual 
weakness in Hegel�s argumentation. Bungay contrasts his method with two 
others, one of which he calls the �purely hermeneutic approach,� involving 
the search for harmony and coherence in texts. The limitation here, Bungay 
believes, is that this approach does not take Hegel seriously because the 
issues Hegel is interested in are only to be understood if they are ques-
tioned at length so we may draw our own conclusions. The other approach 
shows a tendency to make Hegel sound ridiculous by attacking arguments 
that he may not have actually endorsed. Once again this results in Hegel 
not being taken seriously.34

Bungay could then assert that the interpretation proffered in Part I 
above was guilty of focusing on an apparent incoherence where there 
really was none, in an effort to make Hegel subscribe to an absurd conclu-
sion and unravel the harmony of his system. It would be interesting to know 
whether he would consider de Man�s radical reading as an attempt to make 
Hegel appear preposterous or a very original and intensive interrogation of 
neglected corners of the Hegelian canon. 

Certainly de Man does not claim to have made Hegel sound ridiculous. 
Instead the rupture and duplicity de Man sees as plaguing Hegel�s aesthet-
ics are not deemed to be a failing on Hegel�s behalf, but rather they under-
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line the disjunction inherent between philosophy and history, between liter-
ary experience and literary theory. There is nothing to be gained, de Man 
informs us, in disrupting the canonical reception of Hegel merely for the 
sake of it.35 We should persist as long as possible with it until we encounter 
difficulties which the system under investigation can no longer solve, and 
this point de Man thinks has been reached. 

Disjunction is the crucial term here and it is in this connection that de 
Man turns to the Hegelian concept of allegory, claiming that it functions 
�like the defective cornerstone of the entire system.�36 An allegory always 
involves a subject, an �I,� but this �I� is always general and without individu-
ality, allowing the allegory to achieve universal validity. This leads de Man 
to dub it a �grammatical subject.�37 However, what is being said in the alle-
gory must also be recognisable to the reader. De Man writes: 

Therefore, specific predicates of the grammatical subject will have to 
be enunciated, despite the fact that these specifications are bound 
to conflict with generality, the pure grammaticality, of the �I�: our 
reading of paragraph 20 of the Encyclopaedia threatens the stability 
of the predicative sentence �I am I.� What the allegory narrates is, 
therefore, in Hegel�s own words, �the separation or disarticulation of 
subject from predicate� (emphasis in the original).38   

By identifying allegory as the defective cornerstone of Hegel�s system, de 
Man concludes that the allegorical disjunction of subject and predicate is at 
work throughout the entirety of the system. The kernel of Hegel�s specula-
tive philosophy is the Aufhebung of the division between subject and predi-
cate through dialectical movement.39 Derrida states that it �is the power of 
allegory, and its ironic force as well, to say something quite different from 
and even contrary to what seems to be intended through it.�40 De Man�s 
reading of Hegel is thus thoroughly allegorical, claiming the system 
achieves the opposite of what it intends. De Man believes that this disjunc-
tive undercurrent is not a difficulty that Hegel�s system itself is capable of 
mastering, and moreover that the disjunction between subject and predi-
cate is inherent in language, the problem is not confined to Hegel�s system 
alone.41

Catherine Malabou also examines the question of which strategy is 
appropriate to the reading of Hegel, citing the similar pitfalls which Bungay 
drew attention to, namely the tautology of a harmonising and paraphrasing 
hermeneutic and the excess of an arbitrary commentary.42 The reading 
strategy which Malabou promotes is the one which she claims Hegel him-
self describes as speculative thought. As briefly outlined in Part II, Malabou 
refers to the authorless state of the speculative system in her take on �ab-
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rogation� and speaks of a �speculative hermeneutics� where the reader is 
the one who looks back upon the system in the moment of Absolute 
Knowledge. Malabou claims that it is the reader who makes the Aufhebung 
of the division between subject and predicate through the reading process 
itself. She refers to Hegel�s description of the resistance encountered in the 
linear transition between subject and predicate in the philosophical proposi-
tion. We discover in a proposition such as �God is being� that �being� as 
much as �God� is the subject of the proposition.43 Hegel talks of the need to 
return to the proposition after encountering this resistance and to conceive 
(fassen) of it differently, i.e. speculatively, where the dialectical identity be-
tween subject and predicate is grasped.44 Malabou says that this return to 
the proposition takes place when the reader re-reads it, and they do this in 
�a new, active and productive way, for it is interpretive.�45 The dialectical 
movement is present in the productive re-reading of the proposition, so that 
the synthesis of subject and predicate is the result of the reader�s interpre-
tive act. Faced with the alternatives of a paraphrasing hermeneutic and an 
arbitrary commentary the reader �ends by finding her way� via the �specula-
tive ordeal,� where the reader overcomes the resistance in the philosophi-
cal proposition by actively re-interpreting it in a dialectical fashion.46

De Man and Malabou, whose readings of Hegel are diametrically op-
posed, are both able to show how Hegel is able to explain the reality of phi-
losophical discourse. De Man �deconstructs� Hegel�s conception of the 
cogito contained in § 20 of the Encyklopädie, undermining the very basis of 
Hegel�s system, which rests on the possibility of the thinking subject. He 
goes on to argue that the allegorical disjunction between subject and predi-
cate, the very antithesis of Hegel�s speculative claims, is present every-
where within Hegel�s system. This sweeping critique of Hegel can be bal-
anced by the positive result of de Man�s reading of Gedächtnis and the in-
scription and learning by rote of names, which could provide a startling and 
original accounting for philosophical prose. Malabou, on the other hand, 
makes the speculative moment of Hegel�s philosophy, the realisation of dia-
lectical identity between subject and predicate, constitutive of the produc-
tive, interpretive effort of the reader, thus assuming the existence of the 
philosophical text. 

Both de Man and Malabou also argue against totalising interpretations 
in reading Hegel. For de Man this is a direct consequence of his likening of 
allegory as the defective cornerstone of Hegel�s entire system. As Derrida 
remarks, de Man says �cornerstone� and not �keystone� for a reason, be-
cause he is reticent to say that the defective cornerstone of the entire sys-
tem �counts for the whole� (emphasis in the original).47 If it does say any-
thing about the �whole� of the Hegelian system, it �is that there is no �entire 
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system�: the whole is not totalized; the system is constructed with the aid of 
a defective cornerstone, despite or thanks to this stone which deconstructs 
it.� 48 Equally for Malabou Hegel will never be known once and for all, there 
can be no interpretation which can claim to ultimate totality.49 Rather for 
Malabou Hegel could well be the first philosopher who did not consider the 
author to be a �fixed and solid subject� but as an �instance of writing,� con-
ceived of in the process of reading and interpretation.50 No reader can ex-
pect their interpretation to be definitive, the possibility of a new interpreta-
tion always being guaranteed to other readers. 

The interpretation in Part I can be reduced to the question of the effec-
tiveness of Hegel�s doctrine of Aufhebung. It was proposed that there is a 
difficulty in Hegel�s drive to secure supreme autonomy for philosophical 
thought because this includes the denigration and eventual exclusion of the 
sensuous from the apex of Hegel�s system, and that this process is to a 
large extent concluded in Hegel�s Vorlesungen über die Ästhetik. In the his-
torical and systematic presentation of the five arts there is an advance to 
artistic perfection with the seamless interpenetration of form and content, 
followed by a progressive denigration of the sensuous until it is reduced to 
writing, consisting of mere signs, meaningless in themselves. As we leave 
the realm of art and enter the second moment of Absolute Spirit, which is 
religion and whose form is the internal representational thinking of religious 
thought and meditation, it seems that we have left the sensuous behind. 
Indeed one of the principle functions of the Hegelian aesthetic, which per-
haps helps explain its necessary inclusion in Absolute Spirit but also its 
equally necessary occupancy of the bottommost rung of the trinity, is its 
role in bridging the gap between Objective and Absolute Spirit by virtue of 
the presence of the sensuous in art and its systematic and historical deni-
gration. By fulfilling this role it seems that the aesthetic helps enable the 
autonomy of speculative thought, the flipside of which, as Part I was meant 
to demonstrate, is that philosophy may have a hard time accounting for the 
philosophical text. 

The fate of the sensuous in Hegel rests upon the operation of Aufhe-
bung. If the one-sidedness and inadequacy to the dialectical nature of truth, 
which requires temporality and dynamism in its presentation, is to be over-
come, can the sensuous also be preserved, as Hegel�s employment of the 
varied meanings of Aufhebung suggests? How is this to be understood, 
that something can be both abolished but also preserved in the one action? 
If it is deemed an impossibility, as de Man has attempted to show by refer-
ring to the disjunction that ultimately underlies all such attempts at dialecti-
cal synthesis, then alternative, what de Man would call �non-canonical� in-
terpretations, are needed to explain such disjunctions. This could lead to 
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positive effects, where the �deconstruction� of prevailing doctrines in the 
text could bring about the articulation of a new philosophical conclusion, 
such as de Man�s reading of Gedächtnis. But it is unclear whether Aufhe-
bung can be suitably dealt with in this way, and we would do well to heed 
the advice of Malabou and de Man, but also of Derrida, and resist the 
temptation to subscribe to any one totalising interpretation. As Derrida 
says: �We will never be finished with the reading or rereading of Hegel, 
and, in a certain way, I do nothing other than attempt to explain myself on 
this point.�51 Perhaps the only adequate response to Hegel, then, is to be 
prepared to accept a plurality of responses. 

Monash University 
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Influence and Implications of Renaissance Humanism 

in Leonardo da Vinci's Paragone*

Chris Bassett 

Leonardo da Vinci's treatise on artistic practice, the Paragone, placed within 
the wider context of the development of European intellectual and artistic 
thought, may be considered to be a continuation of a broader humanist 
movement within the Renaissance period. This assertion, however, is only 
accurate in part; closer examination of the detail of Leonardo's work re-
veals a twofold nature, reflecting the corresponding duality of the renaissance 
conception of humanism. On the one hand, Leonardo's treatise appears to 
radicalise existing humanist concerns, in particular the emphasis upon the 
conception of the human being, as opposed to divinity, as the immanent cen-
tre of knowledge. Yet the text simultaneously adheres to an implicit condition of 
renaissance humanism, which consented to the ultimate superiority of the Divine, 
at the expense of the human being. The object of this study is to examine the 
radical quality of Leonardo's Paragone, both socially and intellectually, within 
the context of an ultimately inhibiting epistemology. 
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I. 

Characterised as a �re-discovery� of ancient attitudes to art, philosophy 
and modes of rhetoric, humanism in fifteenth-century Italy was considered to 
be both a redefinition of intellectual priorities, and a celebration of Italian heri-
tage. Humanista, a derivation of fifteenth-century slang, referred to a profes-
sional teacher of the studia humanitatis, encompassing the fields of "grammar, 
rhetoric, poetry, history and ethics."1 Given this field of study, therefore, it is 
unsurprising that the rise in the acceptance of humanist thought heralded a 
subtle shift in intellectual activity from the epistemological centrality of the Di-
vine, a view presented by institutionalised religious doctrine, and towards a fo-
cus upon the creative human being. 

However, there existed a crucial internal contradiction within the concep-
tion, and reception, of humanist thought within the Renaissance. The term 
humanitas, as it appears within the Renaissance period, conceals a dual 
meaning: the combination of two different perspectives, arising from its use in 
earlier Roman and Medieval contexts.2 In roman use, humanitas referred to 
the positive qualities demonstrated by the human being, distinguishing hu-
mans as superior to those beings determined as less-than human; alterna-
tively, medieval interpreters considered the term to identify the negative rela-
tionship characterised by the inferiority of the human before the divine.3 Both 
forms, however, co-exist within the renaissance interpretation of the term hu-
manitas, a residue of the dual sources of influence characteristic of this pe-
riod. As such, the renaissance conception of humanitas simultaneously de-
lineates both value and limitation.4

The priority given to the pagan, Ancient Greek language by the medieval 
scholar Erasmus, at the expense of institutional Latin, has often been consid-
ered to be the paradigm of humanism's gradually emergent, continental shift. 
However, the trend towards the centrality of man within knowledge developed 
within the Italian Renaissance through the arts, and principally through paint-
ing. Ironically, the rise of humanism within Italy was made possible, and en-
couraged to develop and expand, through the assistance and resources of 
those whose ideological authority humanism most threatened: the clergy, 
through the religious patronage of the arts. 

Religious, artistic patronage originated principally in thirteenth century 
Italian mendicant orders, or �begging Friars.�5 Members of these collectives 
undertook a vow of communal poverty, although they were permitted to beg 
for alms, which would subsequently finance the commission of artworks (prin-
cipally architectural and painted works). Perhaps even more significantly, 
these collections were themselves authorised by the Roman Catholic Church, 
in the form of a Papal Bull in 1253 by Pope Innocent IV.6 The success of 
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these collections led to a rise in Mendicant collectives across Italy, and the 
emergence of a powerful network of patrons. 

During the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, the re-emergence of prin-
cipally Roman philosophy and morality within the Italian community gave rise 
to the conception of true nobility as the product of a �noble heart.�7 While 
there is some suggestion that this attitude may have been profitably requisi-
tioned by mendicant orders, who promoted a release from one's sins in return 
for charitable donations, the significance of a �noble heart� became especially 
acute for merchant families of recent wealth.8 Patronage demonstrated one's 
nobility, and proved to be an alternative to (fictitious) Roman familial heritage, 
or military background, for merchant families who had neither, and required 
justification for their recent rise in social status.9

The increased proliferation of independently wealthy patrons led to 
heightened competition between artists for commissions, and humanist rheto-
ric became an essential tool of competition and persuasion for artists.10 Cor-
respondingly, artists experienced new degrees of creative liberty, albeit com-
mercially enforced. Increased consideration was afforded to artistic experi-
mentation in order to achieve prominence before potential patrons. However, 
invention which did not fulfill expectations would be unlikely to attract further 
patronage, and as such the ultimate determining factor at this point was finan-
cial, rather than purely creative. 

Religious iconography, and painted works generally, maintained a pow-
erful, ideological role within the Renaissance; and just as humanist rhetori-
cians were utilised to support local governance, painters were often commis-
sioned to produce works which would provide a source of political and reli-
gious justification. Similarly, a crucial factor influencing religious artistic pa-
tronage was the use of works as a medium of interpretation and instruction. 
Paintings were requisitioned by churches for ideological interpretation by 
clergy to a largely illiterate congregation. They also played the role, in early 
mendicant churches, of �screening� the separate divisions of the church: the 
common assembly, the church choir, and the Friars� choir, effecting a division 
"from the sacred to the profane."11 Therefore, the development of methods of 
painting which ground the illusion of perception � and which appeared to �re-
create� God's own creativity � had the broad potential for public acts of sub-
version and manipulation. Leonardo da Vinci's Paragone was central in the 
development of a consciousness of this ideological potential amongst arti-
sans. 

II. 

Although Leonardo shared with other artists the dependence upon finan-



░    Influence and Implications of Renaissance Humanism 137 

cial patronage for survival, his experience was different from that of artists 
who had preceded him. Principally, as opposed to engaging in vigorous com-
petition for limited commissions, his skill ensured that he was able to carefully 
choose his patrons; furthermore, his works were among the first to be col-
lected, regardless of their content.12 This was not, however, the case for most 
of his contemporaries; indeed, even as late as the sixteenth century, patrons 
were often considered the �makers� of the work, thus highlighting the direct 
conceptual association between finance and creativity, also evident in earlier 
associations between patronage and a �nobility of heart.�13

Perhaps in response to this apparent threat, Leonardo's influential work 
offers a paradigmatic shift in power relations from patron to the artist. His trea-
tise demonstrates a language of process, indicative of his emphasis upon the 
formal, mechanical element of the artistic activity, as opposed to its subject 
matter or potential reception.14 Leonardo thus attempts to shift focus from the 
�false� productive role of the patron, to the �true� productivity of the artist; as 
such, he transfers power from finance to mechanical praxis.15 While the in-
dividual artist is the focus of Leonardo's analysis, his true concern is the re-
definition of the artist as a composer of form. 

This crucial shift highlights a significant discrepancy between the ideal 
realm of Leonardo's treatise, and social realities for the renaissance artist. 
Principally, this issue is manifest in the unresolved problem of the renaissance 
patron as �maker� of the work, in spite of Leonardo's alternative proposition 
and apparent resolution. 

Leonardo�s insufficiency in justifying the autonomy of the artist requires 
closer examination. As opposed to an explicit dismissal of the notion of �pro-
ductive patronage,� Leonardo encourages a �narrowing of focus,� an in-
creased specificity which does not exclude, but incorporates as difference, 
such external influence as a conditioning aspect of the artistic process.16 Sig-
nificantly, the patron is relegated to the �shadows� of the artist's workshop. 
Leonardo's intention, and the necessity of this apparent exclusion, will be 
made clear through an examination of artistic techniques which Leonardo held 
to be the most essential; in particular, One-Point Perspective and sfumato. 

The first artists credited with the pictorial emancipation from medieval 
two-dimensional painting were the thirteenth century painters Giotto and Duc-
cio. In particular, Giotto developed a method referred to as "depth by way of 
empathy"; the generation of the third-dimension of depth from a two-
dimensional surface through the manipulation of figures in space, rather than 
the manipulation of space itself.17 The illusion of depth, loosely referred to as 
"two-point perspective,� was achieved by Giotto through the placement of ob-
jects �slantwise� in space, with the result that the previously solid plane ap-
peared to �lose its materiality.�18
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Building upon the foundation laid by the work of Giotto and Duccio, the 
Florentine architect and sculptor Filippo Brunelleschi designed a successful 
perspectival method based upon architectural principles. This system, com-
prising of a ground plan and a vertical structure, has been attributed to 
Brunelleschi approximately fifteen years prior to the most famous proponent of 
perspectival design, Leon Battista Alberti.19

Considered to have been influenced by Brunelleschi's design, Alberti was 
the first artist to document a detailed, mathematical approach to one-point 
perspective.20 Brunelleschi's influence is apparent in the incorporation of the 
vertical aspect into his pre-designed perspectival tool, a geometrical grid (ve-
lum), used by Alberti in a workshop.21 As such, the mature form of one-point 
perspective featured the convergence of all parallel lines into �vanishing 
points.�22 All parallels intersecting at right angles (orthogonals) converged at a 
central �vanishing point,� thus producing a �horizon� effect.23

An architect by profession, though also credited with painted works of 
limited quality, Alberti's aim appears to have been to transfer the three dimen-
sional aspects of architecture and sculpture into the realm of painting, as part 
of an anticipated historical development which would culminate in a dissolu-
tion of boundaries between humans and divine nature.24 Geometric perspec-
tive, he argued, would permit man to accurately re-produce nature, with the 
aim of eventual transcendence.25

Alberti's apparently hubristic aim of transcending nature through art em-
phasises the radical potential of one-point perspective. A mathematically-
grounded approach, one-point perspective permits the artist to apparently �re-
create� perspectival vision by scientific means, transcending merely symbolic 
painting.26 As such, the artist equipped with this technique effectively threat-
ened to displace God as creator of �reality�; indeed, this implication is clear in 
Descartes' reference to the three-dimensionality of perspective as a sub-
stance étendue (the implicitly continuous and infinite extension of the sub-
ject).27 That which secured the centrality of God, however, was the two-
dimensional nature of the canvas, which provided an implicit limit to the crea-
tivity of humans in relation to the Divine. Thus, one-point perspective re-
mained the illusion of perspectival vision; as such, it concretely reinforced the 
impression of an ambiguity implicit within the renaissance conception of hu-
manitas. 

The ramifications of the development of perspective upon the perceived 
status of the artist were evident in the contemporary transformation of artistic 
schooling. Euclidean geometry, the foundation of Alberti's approach, required 
a greater degree of mathematical skill than was usually taught at a basic 
level.28 In pre-Renaissance Italy, all children attended the botteghuzza, an 
early level schooling, after which the more promising children continued to at-
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tend Abacus schools, in which they were taught basic mathematics and ge-
ometry, sufficient for merchant occupations.29 Artist apprenticeships followed, 
known as bottega, in which students would practice in a room adjacent to their 
master.30

The early Renaissance period witnessed a significant development in ar-
tistic tutelage. One effect of recent changes was an increase in artistic free-
dom, previously limited to the �liberal� arts of literature and poetry, a transfor-
mation evident within the bottega.31 Of greater significance, however, was the 
development of a higher level of artisanal study, the studium, in which higher 
mathematics and geometry, as well as perspective and foreshadowing, were 
taught.32

Thus considered, the internal realm of artistic tutelage reflected the de-
centralisation of the religious realm in response to the rise of humanism. 
Whereas pre-renaissance tutelage had focused upon a direct, imitatory rela-
tion of the student to their master, the increasing centrality of the human as 
the site of knowledge witnessed a movement towards an increasing artistic 
independence for students. Students were taught not simply to imitate, but to 
experiment. 

III. 

With his Paragone, Leonardo stood at the intersection of humanist val-
ues, and a corresponding rise in an empirical, scientific attitude. The founda-
tion of Leonardo's position rest upon a belief in the positive role of human, 
sensible experience, the epistemic centrality of human, analytic thought, and a 
rejection of the medieval notion of divine inspiration in favor of human intuition. 

Experience was central. Leonardo associated the work of the artist with 
that of a scientist; as the scientist engaged in experiment, the artist ought to 
similarly engage with the natural world.33 Experience was thus contrast 
against imagination, which Leonardo held to be the weakest aspect of the 
process of painting.34 This contrast between the sensible and the (inferior) 
ephemeral, as between the known and unknown, is fundamental to Leo-
nardo's treatise, placing it securely in accordance with the history of western 
philosophy since Plato, and as such re-asserting its humanist character.35

Coupled with experience, Leonardo emphasised the centrality of the indi-
vidual through a glorification of the visual sense.36 He described vision as "the 
most noble sense" recollecting, and transcending, notions of a "noble heart"; 
within Leonardo's work, morality gives way to scientific validity.37 Of principal 
interest for Leonardo, however, was the way in which he believed vision was 
directly translatable into perspectival painting. He understood visual percep-
tion as similar in function to that of a mirror, in which the �visual image� was re-
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flected onto a plane surface within the eye (the �impressiva�), which was in 
turn apprehended within the imagination.38 As such, the mind �possessed� the 
image and, through the combination of mechanical application and geometric 
perspective, translated directly into painting. Consequently, the image of the 
eye, considered to be �universally intelligible,� was also scientifically verifi-
able.39 Crucially, the path of the image from divine nature to canvas was con-
sidered to be uninterrupted. 

Central to Leonardo's conception of the nature of painting, and in turn his 
understanding of the nature of reality, was the notion of "harmonic proportion-
ality."40 The foundation of this conception was Leonardo's understanding that 
the universe was divided into a multiplicity of minute fragments, traveling 
through space at extraordinary speeds.41 The apparently solid vision of the 
world which appears to perception is the result of the intersection of these 
fragments, which appear as "luminous rays,� forming pyramidal shapes, which 
in turn intersect, forming a multiplicity of infinitely smaller pyramids.42

Within Leonardo's system, the artist �captures� the image of the world at 
the moment at which the chaotic flux of fragments becomes untenable. As 
such, the artist maintains the momentary harmony of the elements, before 
dispersal into a myriad of other formations; the moment of time, considered as 
the flux of the minute elements of the universe, is held still by the artist.43 
Within Leonardo's conception of the art of painting, the artist holds the image 
intuitively, and presents it upon a two-dimensional surface, in the same way 
as God views the world: "at a glance."44

However, perspective remained ground in illusion; building upon the de-
velopments of Brunelleschi and Alberti, Leonardo's Paragone outlines a sys-
tem of representation by which a two-dimensional surface may appear similar 
to a three-dimensional image.45 Whereas Alberti emphasised the significance 
of colour, Leonardo insists upon the chiaroscuro effect of shadow and light, 
combined with perspective, otherwise known as sfumato. Hence, �life� is in-
sinuated through perspective � the main lines of bodies, the diminution of col-
ours with distance, and the loss of cognition of bodies with appropriate dis-
tance � and is further embodied through the addition of shadow and light.46

The apparent necessity of sfumato and perspective in themselves con-
firm the limitation of the two-dimensional surface; although both engage with 
the manipulation and enhancement of bodies in apparent space, their purpose 
is to create the illusion of space. Leonardo�s use of sfumato appears to con-
firm that the third dimension remains beyond the artistic, creative reach of the 
painter. 

Through the �realistic� presentation of the combination of light and shade, 
Leonardo�s development of sfumato reinforces the dominant religious per-
spective, in which the individual is unable to stand within the light of all knowl-
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edge. Yet Leonardo goes further, insisting that it is shadow which formally 
creates the image.47 Therefore, areas of shadow and darkness, spaces which 
remain concealed, appear to be indicative of the limitation of human perspec-
tive before the Divine; and, by implication, it is the existence of this difference, 
manifest in darkness and light, which constitutes �reality.�48

This apparent limitation, despite its creative function, appears incongru-
ous when considered in relation to Leonardo's emphasis upon the epistemo-
logical centrality of the human being; an argument which lends priority to em-
pirical perspective, scientific experiment and experience. It is necessary to re-
consider this evaluation of sfumato. 

Throughout Leonardo's major areas of focus within the Paragone, there 
exists one principle element in common: all relate to form or design. This is 
clear in terms of mechanical action and geometry; yet it is also evident in his 
scientific consideration of optics, directly connected to mechanical application 
as opposed to the imagination. Similarly, in relation to sfumato, shadow is that 
which �formally creates.� Sfumato is, therefore, a formal, design element, as 
much as optics or geometry. It is only secondarily �content.� 

Further, Leonardo's conception of vision undermines the significance of 
the imagination, in that it holds the viewed image, effectively storing it within 
memory while the artist mechanically transfers it from impressiva to canvas. 
The process was direct, and scientifically repeatable.49 Leonardo argued that 
the painter possesses his object, the proportional harmony of the world. 
Whereas Alberti distanced man from the Divine, yet anticipated a closure of 
the divide, Leonardo subtly shifts focus from method alone to a combination of 
speculative biology and human, mechanical action; the artist does not invent, 
but re-constitutes divine nature.50

This suggestion is supported by the text of the Paragone, manifest 
through Leonardo's specific avoidance of the terms creare and creazione 
within discussions of the relation between the human artist and the Divine; 
rather, Leonardo uses as an alternative the more general terms, generare and 
generazione. The implication is clear; the role of the artist is not to create, but 
to formally re-establish divine nature. 

Sfumato expresses that which is implicit throughout Leonardo's treatise; 
in epistemological terms, it is present within the distinction between a �know-
able� and positively verifiable �reality,� and an �unknowable,� metaphysical 
realm. The extent of human influence is limited to formal elements, in contrast 
to essential or spiritual realms. In social terms, the distinction is apparent be-
tween the formal mastery of technique by the artist, and the hidden, condition-
ing role of the patron.  

The Paragone � ostensibly an instructive work for artists - thereby re-
veals the growing influence of empricism, as well as a systematicity ground 
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by its own internal laws. Those elements which the system alienates � 
through their existence as oppositions which define the subject � simultane-
ously define the text as appropriate to a renaissance understanding of human-
ism. 

Panofsky writes: "The Humanist rejects authority. But he respects tradi-
tion."51 The inconsistency of this statement perhaps best describes Leo-
nardo's �conditional emancipation� of the Renaissance artist. The rejection of 
authority necessitates a rejection also of dominant tradition; in much the same 
way, a liberation of the artist would require a renunciation of traditional roles 
and context. Leonardo's treatise offers a theoretical freedom, principally a 
celebration of technical advances, as opposed to a reconfiguration of artisanal 
roles. Demonstrative of the repressive ambiguity within the renaissance con-
ception of Humanism, Leonardo's text complies with a view of the human be-
ings located at a point �in-between� the creatively oppositional poles of dark-
ness and light. 

Warwick University 
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J.M. Coetzee. Elizabeth Costello. 

London: Vintage, 2004. ISBN: 0-099-46192-7. 

Bradley Poole 

Classifications made by literary theory are brought into question when 
a text like Elizabeth Costello is examined, since its creation is so different 
to that of any other. The novel�s ability to break the bonds of conventional 
classification indicates that it could be classified as �post-modern,� since 
post-modernist works are said to undermine the classification of any work 
under any broad label. Ironically, however, if Elizabeth Costello does create 
a new genre, it still succumbs to the convention of being classified. 

Ostensibly this is the story of the fictional Australian author Elizabeth 
Costello. Rather than focusing on her thought processes, or fictional events 
of Elizabeth�s life, as a traditional narrative would, Coetzee places the em-
phasis of the novel on the portrayal of a range of issues contextualised and 
then narrated within Elizabeth�s fictional world. 

Thus, there are eight of these �lessons� � as the chapters are called � 
most of which were written and presented by Coetzee himself before the 
novel itself was published. Since these lessons already existed prior to their 
collation and publication under the heading of a �fictional� novel, it calls into 
question how one defines a novel and if this work falls under that category. 
This is the novel resisting classification on a most basic level that is ex-
panded upon considerably when other aspects of these lessons are exam-
ined.  

Although the book does not presuppose that the reader was present at 
any of the previous readings of the lessons contained within it, the fact that 
these lessons were in fact read to an audience indicates that Coetzee val-
ues the primacy and immediacy of the spoken word. Taking this tract, the 
novel is then only an extension of these lessons presented in written form. 
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This debate over the validity of the spoken word over the written is one 
that dates back to Plato, who contended that a work that is spoken can be 
interrogated or questioned. The written word on the other hand cannot de-
fend or clarify itself. The word printed on the page will not change when 
questions are asked of it. It seems that Coetzee, being aware of this, has 
emphasised the importance of the spoken word by presenting his lessons 
in spoken form first and therefore emphasising the primacy of it. 

It is in these lessons that the novel obtains the latter part of the label 
�ficto-criticism.� The lessons are non-fiction. They are essays that talk 
about various issues such as animal rights and the state of the African 
novel. Although it is difficult to argue that the views expressed in these les-
sons are actually those of Coetzee himself without interrogation, it is certain 
that the views are validated by logic. They are concise and academic. 
Placed on their own, without the context of the novel, they would be classi-
fied as academic criticism. 

This is perhaps a secondary reason for Coetzee presenting these les-
sons individually to various groups over several years before publishing 
them as a novel. The publication of some lessons in previous volumes also 
lends the novel and author a great deal of credibility. This further validates 
the contention that they are works of academic criticism. 

The former part of the label �ficto-criticism� is primarily obtained 
through Coetzee�s framing of these academic lessons. The entire novel 
contains a narrative thread of the character of Elizabeth Costello, a novelist 
who presents these works at various occasions in her life. By linking these 
lessons through the narrative framework of Elizabeth and her story, Coet-
zee creates a dilemma for the reader. 

The reading of the novel in itself becomes problematic because of its 
narrative framework. The reader is confronted with the question of how the 
novel should be read. It contains both fictional and non-fictional elements. 
Should the information contained within the lessons simply be read as mus-
ings of a non-fictional character? This question, it seems, over-simplifies 
the issue by dismissing the essays as created by the character. Reading 
the novel in this way would in fact undermine what is achieved by other 
readings. 

A more problematic reading is revealed when the narrative framework 
of Elizabeth is examined more closely. Elizabeth is a fictional character. 
The words however that she speaks in a fictional context are words that 
have been spoken by the author Coetzee some years before the appear-
ance of the text which Elizabeth inhabits. Not only does this blur the lines 
between fiction and reality (and non-fiction) but it means that the novel as 
whole cannot be read as entirely fiction or as entirely non-fiction. 
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This conflict between fiction and non-fiction can be seen in an even 
more superficial sense. The work itself is published as a paperback, the 
traditional medium for a work of fiction. Some of the information contained 
within it does not fit this medium, and would perhaps be more suited to (not 
surprisingly) an academic lecture. This conflict between narrative framing 
and content is difficult to reconcile. 

This is clearly seen when one questions how story and narrative inter-
act. No content within the novel has a definite form that is true all the time. 
Since the framing of each lesson is constantly changing according not only 
to its fictional elements but the time and place and context in which it was 
first presented, there can be no stable distinction between story and narra-
tive (or indeed fiction and reality). 

It is true, however, that the fictional narrative does provide a frame-
work in which the lessons can be read. This is established through the fo-
calisation of the principle character Elizabeth Costello, as mentioned previ-
ously. Is it then possible that this narrative framework can influence a read-
ing of the lessons that were presented in reality? 

This question brings into focus the issues of performance and audi-
ence, and the political impact of the text. If the reader is active in the crea-
tion of the context of the fictional framework, that is, by being aware of the 
lesson�s previous performances, their perception of the reality of when 
those lessons were performed are also altered. In this way the novel not 
only frames itself but the reader and reality. 

The political significance of the novel is also seen in the narrative/story 
relationship. That the text is performed questions the very formulation of 
what a reader assumes constitutes a narrative/story relationship. This 
questioning of the relationship between narrative and story has implications 
for the novel in general. Since the reader is active in the construction of the 
narrative, the novel becomes more interactive than it was previously. 

Having examined these arguments it is clear that one could in fact 
classify Elizabeth Costello as �ficto-criticism� since it contains elements that 
fit that genre. However it seems that by giving this text a label such as that 
one undermines the significance of what it has tried to do. By taking ele-
ments from both fiction and non-fiction, the book has resisted classification 
by traditional means. Creating a genre in order to classify and label it 
seems to undermine its struggle to resist classification in the fist place. 
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James K. Lyon. Paul Celan and Martin Heidegger: 

 An Unresolved Conversation, 1951 – 1970.  

Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2006.  

ISBN 0-8018-8302-4 

Robert Savage 

It is a sign of the current vogue � or, perhaps better, mystique �
attached to the names of Celan and Heidegger in the U.S. academy that 
the present study, essentially a well-executed piece of philological spade-
work, should be appearing under the imprint of one of the more illustrious 
university presses. Which is not to suggest that the book is undeserving of 
publication: Lyon sifts through the available evidence with admirable thor-
oughness, discovering a proto-Heideggerian poetics in Celan�s early essay 
�The Dream of a Dream�; lingering over the copious squiggles, marginalia 
and underlinings in Celan�s copies of the philosopher�s books, many of 
them personally inscribed to him by the author; rereading the central 
document of their �unresolved conversation�, the much-discussed poem 
�Todtnauberg�, in the light of eyewitness reports of their seminal 1967 en-
counter at the philosopher�s hillside chalet; and pondering the significance 
of the fascination that Heidegger�s thought continued to exert on Celan as 
he descended ever deeper into mental illness. Heidegger comes across 
much more sympathetically than in earlier accounts, which tend to treat 
�Todtnauberg� as a public rebuke, an expression of the poet�s intense dis-
appointment with the philosopher for refusing to come clean with him on his 
Nazi past. Lyon argues that after some initial awkwardness, smoothed over 
thanks to Heidegger�s formidable charm, the two got along famously, at 
least for the duration of their first meeting, and that the poem in which the 
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meeting was protocolled was intended to prod Heidegger into making a 
public declaration against nascent neo-Nazi tendencies in postwar German 
society similar to the private declaration he had just made to Celan. Previ-
ous critics, Lyon contends, have been too swayed by the bilious reports of 
the meeting Celan circulated soon after his return to Paris, failing to realize 
that sudden affective shifts with regard to Heidegger�s person had accom-
panied the Holocaust survivor�s reception of his thought almost from the 
beginning. 

While Lyon shows himself to be an attentive and scrupulous reader of 
the scrapbook of letters, reminiscences, poems and jottings on the basis of 
which he reconstructs their relationship, his findings, summarized in the fi-
nal sentence of the study, wear a little thin: �Each resonated to many of the 
same sounds, but in the end, it was the dissonance or the different tones 
within the same music each heard that both connected and separated 
them.� (218) This music, presumably the age-old dirge ground out by the 
hurdy-gurdy player of Being, caused one to drift into a monodic, mantic 
trance from which little short of the arrival of a god could stir him, the other 
to reach out for a dialogic partner, a Du who would be able to vouch for his 
testimony to suffering. Lyon draws parallels and notes differences, espe-
cially in Celan�s �Meridian� address, the fundamental statement of his poe-
tology, but resists the temptation �to speculate and psychoanalyze� (ix). In-
stead, the reader is treated to long lists of Heideggerian coinages that sup-
posedly �struck a chord� (17) with Celan, informing his own efforts to forge 
a new poetic idiom from out of the dross he inherited from the Nazis. 
Against his stated intention, however, Lyon�s pro-Heidegger leaning occa-
sionally leads him to imagine an influence where none exists. At one stage, 
he remarks that Celan �transcribed without commentary many conventional 
words or phrases [from Introduction to Metaphysics] that apparently were 
unfamiliar to him�, concluding that �the words from the text that he entered 
in his notebook illustrate his interest in expanding his German vocabulary� 
(48-49). In fact, what the transcribed phrases have in common is their strik-
ing banality, which a man of Celan�s sensitivity to language could only have 
found offensive: �in one stroke� (mit einem Schlag); �not to mention� 
(geschweige denn); �thousands upon thousands of trees� (tausende und 
abertausende von Bäumen); �from the two aforementioned� (von den bei-
den vorgenannten); and so on (49). While there can be little doubt that 
Celan � in most moods, at least � took a more charitable view of Heideg-
ger�s style than did Adorno, the idea that he would see fit to enrich his vo-
cabulary with such hackneyed ornaments to professorial portentousness 
beggars belief; more likely he was following the example of Karl Kraus, 
whose preferred method of denouncing his opponents was to let them 
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speak for themselves. As Lyon reminds us, in a clearing amidst its thou-
sands upon thousands of trees, Introduction to Metaphysics contains a sin-
gle notorious reference to the �inner truth and greatness� of the National 
Socialist movement (56). Celan�s double exclamation marks in the margin 
say it all. 

Monash University 
Robert.Savage@arts.monash.edu.au 



Gerard Naddaf. The Greek Concept of Nature. 

New York: SUNY Press, 2005. ISBN 0–7914–6374–5 

Andrew Shortridge 

This work � a considerable expansion of an earlier work in French by 
the same author, and projected to involve three volumes in total � is a 
study of Pre�Socratic writings in the genre of historia peri phuseōs: ac-
counts of nature (phusis).1 Gerard Naddaf argues that to speak of nature 
involved giving an account from the origins of the cosmos up to the pre-
sent, and that the origins of the cosmos, of human and animal life, and of 
the polis � cosmogony, anthropogony, and politogony � were all foci for ex-
planation in peri physeōs accounts. Naddaf draws parallels between the 
peri physeōs genre and traditional cosmological myths; he argues that the 
pre�Socratics had greater political interests than has been appreciated, 
and that these political commitments informed Pre�Socratic cosmological 
models to a profound degree; he explores the Pre�Socratics� use of Egyp-
tian teachings; and he argues that the use of historia peri physeōs, com-
mon to all Pre�Socratics, was inaugurated by Anaximander. 

Naddaf begins with a study of the meaning of phusis, and contends 
that to speak of phusis meant to explain the origins of the cosmos, as well 
as the stages of its growth, and the culmination of that process in the world 
as we find it (20). He cites discussions � from Euripides, Plato, and others 
� of phusis and of those physiologoi who study it, in order to show that peri 
physeōs accounts possessed this comprehensive explanatory scope. 

Naddaf�s second chapter identifies three sorts of cosmic origin myth. 
The Babylonian Enuma Elish tells of the creation of the gods, of the cos-
mos, then of life, man, and society. Naddaf argues that this myth would be 
retold and performed at annual ceremonies that explained and justified the 
Babylonian socio�political structures (41�2). Hesiod�s Theogony is similar, 
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telling of the origins of various deities, their machinations, and the creation 
of mankind and the polis: a �rationalization of the history of the present 
world order.� (54�5) However, Naddaf notes that Hesiod portrays the ori-
gins of the cosmos as antecedent to that of the gods, and argues that this 
suggests a linear development, contrasted with the cyclical character of the 
Enuma Elish (56�7). Finally, in Works and Days Hesiod �advocates nothing 
short of dispensing with kings, for they embody � the destructive eris or 
competition.� (60) The origin narrative here implies criticism rather than 
support of the status quo. Naddaf connects this critical tone with the con-
temporary development amongst Greek poleis of codified law, which he 
traces to the destabilizing effects on Greek culture of Oriental wealth and 
lifestyles; this cross�cultural encounter bringing a desire for a less fickle 
and more objective source of judgement than that of royal decree. 

Naddaf argues that Anaximander clarified and developed cosmogonic 
myth in two ways: his explanation of phusis distinguishes cosmogony, an-
thropogony, and politogony, and is wholly natural (64). No extant fragments 
attest to Anaximander�s political interest: Naddaf argues that such interests 
can be inferred from his interest in history and geography, interest which is 
perfectly compatible with a wider inquiry into the whole of nature, since the 
later inquiry would have to explain the history and geography of the world 
(106). Further, efforts at political reconstruction are no more difficult than 
those required to understand Anaximander�s cosmological framework (65, 
92. ff.). Naddaf goes into much detail about Anaximandrian doctrines: he 
discusses the original cosmic principle/substance of to apeiron; he reads 
Anaximander�s biology as one of species transformation rather than immu-
tability (90); and in his reconstruction of Anaximander�s politics, Naddaf 
draws out the similar principles and concepts that order the political and 
cosmic realms, and argues that the advent of certain quintessentially Greek 
notions � the agora, isonomia � have a pervasive influence on the whole of 
Anaximander�s historia, from the cosmos to the polis. 

Naddaf�s final chapter examines several of the historia per physeōs of-
fered by other Pre�Socratics. In each case, Naddaf attends to the expli-
cated tripartite structure he sees as integral and original to studies of phu-
sis. He draws out the political commitments of the Pre-Socratics in a par-
ticularly interesting way: so, Heraclitus endorses moderation in political af-
fairs (133�4), while Empedocles � on contingent or utilitarian grounds � 
supports democracy (146). Naddaf concentrates on the cosmogony of each 
thinker, identifying the way in which some fundamental principle(s) produce 
the whole world, living things, and human communities, and so he demon-
strates the comprehensive and synoptic character of Pre�Socratic inquiries 
into nature. 
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Subsequent volumes shall deal with the tradition of peri physeōs ac-
counts as it is taken up by later Greek intellectual traditions: no doubt these 
promised works will be well�received, if they are as detailed, intriguing and 
ambitious as this first volume. 

Monash University 
pryio@yahoo.com 

NOTES 

1 The original work is: Gerard Naddaf, L�origine et l�évolution du concept grec de 

physis. Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen Press, 1992. The second volume will cover 

Plato and the Sophists, the third Aristotle and the Hellenistic schools. Neither Aris-

totle nor the Hellenists were included in Naddaf�s original study. 



Niall Lucy and Steve Mickler. The War on Democracy:  

Conservative Opinion in the Australian Press. 
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ISBN: 1 920694 90 0 

Carlo Salzani 

No one dies in The War on Democracy, as the authors� incipit reads. 
Like the �History Wars� (and unlike the War on Terror), the war on democ-
racy is only a war of ideas. Lucy and Mickler analyse seven conservative 
commentators in the Australian media � Luke Slattery, Miranda Devine, 
Gerard Handerson, Janet Albrechtsen, Andrew Bolt, Michael Duffy and 
Christopher Pearson � to argue that, in their newspaper columns or public 
interventions, they �oppose the spread of democratic ideas� and thus �op-
pose the very idea and ideal of democracy itself� (4). In the contemporary 
cultural climate, and especially in countries which, like Australia, are ex-
periencing a �conservative revolution,� an analysis of the conservative me-
dia is badly needed and this book offers interesting insights into the 
mechanisms and arguments of the �opinion makers� of the Howard Right. 
This book is a response by two academics to the continuous attacks of the 
political and media establishment on academia as the stronghold of �leftist� 
or �postmodern� ideas that are dubbed �anti-democratic� by the conserva-
tive side. The war is thus principally a war about the definition of democ-
racy. 

Lucy and Mickler oppose the �minimalist� definition adopted by the 
conservatives: democracy for them is not (or not only) a system of repre-
sentative government �fully formed in 18th century Europe� (2). According to 
this definition, the Howard conservatives in Australia can �claim a �mandate� 
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to govern representatively, as a democratic expression of the values, atti-
tudes and beliefs of �real� and �ordinary� Australians� (5). Conservatives 
thus restrict the definition of democracy to mean �nothing but a system of 
representative government� (7), �never anything more than an electoral 
outcome of universal suffrage� (75).  

For the authors, democracy exceeds the mere historical fact of the 
election result and is rather �an idea and an ideal�; parliamentary represen-
tation is far from the most important aspect of it, �since it implies that de-
mocratic projects are enacted only by governments� (7). A strong definition 
of what democracy means to the authors, however, remains vague: it is de-
fined here and there in the book as a �social emancipatory force� (7), a �call 
for justice on behalf of the least powerful groups and members of a society� 
(7), or the �spirit of inclusiveness that makes liberal society liberal� (31). 
The authors seem to embrace the Derridean definition of democracy based 
on the notion of difference: �an �impossible� radical promise of freedom 
without limit, openness to difference, hospitality to all� (37). Thus something 
always remaining to come. This is in fact a rejection of the definition of de-
mocracy merely as a political system, which only represents the views and 
interests of a majority, at the expenses of minorities, alternatives and dif-
ferences. Far from being an �event that happened in the past,� democracy 
is thus defined as a �project without origins and which remains, and must 
remain, forever unfinished� (135). The conservative war on democracy, for 
the authors, is not then a war waged on democracy as a system of repre-
sentative government, but rather an attack, in the name of this political sys-
tem (the rule of the majority), to �the unfinished project of democracy as an 
idea and an ideal� (135). Democracy as an idea and an ideal �can never ar-
rive at a point of completion; democracy is not just an unfinished project, 
but an unfinishable one. Every aspect of society remains always open to 
question or inspection for failing to live up to democracy as an idea� (136). 

The problem with this definition is that it identifies democracy with the 
critical spirit of modernity tout-court. In a very Enlightenment-like narrative, 
the authors characterise modernity as �the will to question� and �the free-
dom of interpretation� (26), the democratising force of civilization sweeping 
away the evils of obscurantism, privilege and prejudice. That is, the con-
servative forces. In this move, they fall into the trap of demonising their op-
ponents and erasing the very differences they claim to defend. The major 
shortcoming of their discourse is in fact that they use the term �conserva-
tive� as a very general concept embracing all the forces they perceive as 
anti-democracy. The target of the book is certainly the �less then magnifi-
cent seven� journalists whose newspapers columns are analysed and dis-
cussed, but far too often the textual analysis or the personal attack is 
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broadened to �conservatism� in general, a generalization that erases all dif-
ferences. There is, for example, no consideration of the �classical conser-
vatism� which constituted an important player in the development of West-
ern democracies; no difference is identified between historical conserva-
tives (although Hume and Bourke are cited, 116), Tories and the so called 
�neo-cons,� who are the real targets of the book; no difference is acknowl-
edged within the conservative camp, which is treated as a monolithic iden-
tity devoted to stopping the democratic forces. As the authors declare, con-
servatism is merely and generally �an opposing force to the spirit of inclu-
siveness that makes liberal society liberal� (31), or also a force opposed �to 
what the Enlightenment saw as imperative to the very idea of liberal society 
� the capacity of citizens to think and act critically� (40). They even coin 
neologisms, �mod cons� (modern conservatives, 32) and �hon cons� (hon-
est conservatives, 51), but only as mock-differentiations within a compact 
camp with only one goal: to stop the democratic project. 

Lucy and Mickler certainly do have a point though, and the strength of 
this book lies in the deconstruction of the seven journalists� arguments 
against the �Left,� �Postmodernism� and difference in the name of main-
stream Australia. Significantly, the trait characterizing the conservative 
opinion�makers here analysed is the extreme simplification and generaliza-
tion of their views in their violent attacks to anything that differs from the 
conservative political agenda. As they claim to be the champions of the 
democratic order, any dissenting position is accused of �totalitarianism�: 
thus feminism, Marxism, postmodernism, unionists, Indigenous rights 
claimants � all that is �to the left of the Right� is thrown together into one big 
category under the banner of �the Left,� made identical to Stalinism and 
thus deemed antidemocratic and totalitarian. The war on democracy is thus 
carried out by the conservative commentators in the name of democracy 
against the totalitarian �Left.� And it is also conducted in the name of ordi-
nary people against what they call �social elites� � that is, academia. With 
passion, irony and wit the authors show that the attacks against the �leftist 
elites� in universities and high school English classes hide a fundamental 
anti-intellectualism, a rejection of any kind of cultural theory that becomes 
an anti-theory in the name of common sense. The conservative political 
goal is thus �to make it seem that any challenge to the authority of �tradi-
tional� values and common sense is associated with a sinister �leftist� plot to 
undermine the established order of society� (24). The authority of common 
sense conceals the �anti-intellectual resistance to ideas� (35), to what Janet 
Albrechtsen calls �abstractionism� (74): pragmatism, real-life experience, 
good sense, what �works� � these are the catchwords of the conservative 
political agenda, and the great merit of Lucy and Mickler is to unveil its bad 
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faith, incoherence, contradictions and the political and economic interests it 
defends. 

It is a pity then that this important analysis often falls into invective and 
attacks ad personam, and that the simplifications and generalizations of the 
conservative journalists are at times contrasted with other simplifications 
and generalizations. What drives the analysis in this book is the under-
standable and shareable moral indignation of two academics who live in a 
regime of anti-intellectual arrogance. Their indignation, though, too often 
carry them away and leads them to make as many black-and-white as-
sumptions and speculations, like when they defend leftist symbology as re-
deemable (unlike the Nazi symbology) because �political symbols of the left 
are always inscribed with relation to democratic principles and ideas� (66); 
or when they attack the church with these kinds of generalizations: �if or-
ganized religion requires the ruthless monopolization of goodness�� (67), 
or the �Catholic institutional paedophilia�� (131). This passionate and col-
ourful language, which makes the book witty and conversational, risks un-
dermining the force of its argument and the power of its critique. 

Certainly this is not � and does not claim to be � a book on political 
theory nor a cold and scholarly analysis of the Australian media with a 
theoretical apparatus and a long bibliography. Nevertheless, I doubt that 
the right strategy to fight the war on democracy is to engage the enemy us-
ing its own weaponry. The book is certainly interesting and instructing read-
ing, but in the war of ideas against the arrogance and violence of contem-
porary conservative media we should raise the bar of argumentation rather 
than lower the argument to the anti-intellectual level of invective estab-
lished by the enemy. 

Monash University 
Carlo.Salzani@arts.monash.edu.au 
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Carlo Salzani 

The Howard decade in Australia has been characterised, among other 
things, by a strong emphasis on patriotism, national unity and national iden-
tity. The contemporary debates on �Australian values,� �un-australianess,� 
and the war waged on the term �multiculturalism� in favour of �integration,� 
reflect a politics which aims at consolidating the cultural borders of the na-
tion-state and its internal cohesiveness. The effect has been the progres-
sive marginalisation of cultural politics of difference: ethnic, social and cul-
tural minorities have acquired a divisive �unviability� which must be surren-
dered to the unity of the social body. This unity is also set against the �in-
appropriate� interference of supra-national bodies that meddle in internal 
affairs and limit the authority of the nation-state. 

Against this background, Ravi de Costa tells the story of indigenous 
struggle in Australia emphasising its necessary transnational traits. Indige-
nous transnationalism is defined as the urge to go beyond the nation state 
and its institutions in pursuit of indigenous claims and is �a fundamental 
part of the story of indigenous-settler relations in Australia� (ix). Against a 
political consensus that has traditionally � and, in the Howard�s years, em-
phatically � dubbed indigenous transnationalism as unproductive, indul-
gent, �a waste of time, money and effort,� this book relates the necessity of 
indigenous Australians to go outside or beyond the nation state, physically 
and ideologically, in their struggle for civic and indigenous rights. The ter-
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minological choice is important: unlike globalization research, which as-
sumes that the nation-state is in decline, the transnational approach re-
mains ��anchored in� while transcending one or more nation-states,� recog-
nising that �nation-states do not completely account for the reality of human 
experience, yet retain great power and importance in peoples� lives� (2). 
This is a significant matter for indigenous Australians, who traditionally pre-
sent local identities strongly rooted in the territory. 

The history of indigenous activism tells nevertheless the necessity of 
transcending the limits of their local identity and the borders of the nation-
state � whose sovereignty is restrained by no higher authority � in order to 
pursue their claims. The insufficiencies of the national institutions designed 
to address indigenous issues throughout Australian history made transna-
tionalism essential to the indigenous cause. De Costa uses the figure of the 
�higher authority� to account for the way indigenous peoples have �ap-
pealed to external powers in order to restrain colonial and national authori-
ties and to have their claims heard� (3). Higher authorities are intended 
both as ideological and institutional manifestations of �universal moral or-
der� (3), a set of norms or universal values (Christian morality, Marxist in-
ternationalism, human rights) and supranational bodies to enforce such 
norms (UN). The approach is mostly historical and therefore there is no 
discussion of what this �universal moral order� or �universal order of experi-
ence and justice� (4) is; however, it suffices for the argument to define it as 
a social order �in which indigenous and other peoples can co-exist� (4). The 
goal of this study is to fill a substantial gap in Australian Indigenous Stud-
ies, which have rarely emphasised the transnational character of the in-
digenous movement in Australia. 

The weakest part of the book is its first chapter, which focuses on in-
digenous transnationalism before 1788. The chapter begins with a state-
ment: �Encounters and relations across social boundaries are an inescap-
able feature of human existence� (17). It is difficult then to understand what 
differentiates indigenous Australian mobility from other peoples� transna-
tionalism, and, most of all, what part the account of indigenous relations 
and mobility prior to European colonization plays in the argument of the 
book. Indigenous Australians, it is true, were for a long time considered 
static, isolated and parochial peoples; however, the purpose of such an ac-
count is unclear in the context of the book�s argument � which is not to 
demonstrate the liveliness, complexity and openness of indigenous cul-
tures, but rather the necessity for indigenous activism to transcend the na-
tional and cultural borders of Australia. 

The following two chapters analyse the role of non-indigenous reform-
ers and the development of transnational ideas for the colonial predica-
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ment. Beginning in the 19th century, the movements of religious humanism, 
socialism and feminism contributed to creating discourses of responsibility 
for indigenous people and to draw public attention to the effects of coloni-
zation on the colonized. All these movements understood the indigenous 
issue within their own universal ideologies � a higher authority identified re-
spectively with Christian universal ethos, the emancipation of women or the 
end of capitalism. De Costa shows that these movements imposed Euro-
pean ideologies on the indigenous issue, but also initiated a public debate 
and helped politicise indigenous peoples. The first half of the 20th century 
saw the beginning of the end of the colonial era and the raise of the debate 
on human rights. The institution of the League of Nations after World War I 
and of The United Nations after World War II gave a global institutional 
form to the debate and provided ideological tools for the raise of indigenous 
activism. 

The most interesting chapters are the last three, focusing on the de-
velopment of indigenous activism from 1967 onward. The global movement 
of decolonisation helped indigenous Australians to distance themselves 
from non-indigenous guidance and to develop an independent indigenous 
identity and a movement for rights of self-determination. The 1960s and 
1970s saw the import of ideas from global decolonization movements and 
especially from the African American civil rights movement, but progres-
sively indigenous Australian came to construct their own unique forms of 
political identity and struggle. Enhanced mobility after World War II allowed 
for travels, contacts and encounters which greatly helped shape the indige-
nous movement. International contacts also helped draw international at-
tention to the indigenous predicament in Australia and cause embarrass-
ment to the political establishment. The debate within Australia changed 
dramatically with the rise of what de Costa calls �progressive nationalism,� 
epitomized by the Labour governments of Whitlam, Hawke and Keating: 
this form of nationalism conserved the traditional mistrust for international 
interference, but also put forward important internal reforms which ad-
dressed the indigenous issues. Things changed in 1996 with the victory of 
Howard�s coalition and the return to what de Costa calls �defensive nation-
alism,� which sees transnational interference as a menace threatening to 
undermine the achievement of Australia. The Howard Government�s na-
tional project is predicated on a shared culture, liberal human rights and 
territorial isolation. The fiction of the simple egalitarianism at the core of this 
project assumes that any particularism is divisive and thus has strongly un-
dermined the transnational approach (refusing funds, for example) and the 
claims to indigenous separate and particular rights. 

The approach of the book is mostly descriptive: it proposes the 
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chronological succession of facts, episodes, deeds, and a detailed � 
though sometimes dry � exposition of the development of international or-
ganisations, agencies and movements in relation to indigenous Australian 
activism. Perhaps the question of the development of indigenous (and non-
indigenous) identity could have been further explored and would have 
made the analysis more �theoretical�; but admittedly that was not the goal 
of the book, and even lacking such a theoretical perspective, it makes in-
teresting and educative reading. 

Monash University 
Carlo.Salzani@arts.monash.edu.au 



Jose van Dijk. The Transparent Body: 

A cultural analysis of medical imaging. Seattle and London: Uni-

versity of Washigton Press, 2005, ISBN 0-295-98490-2. 

Anna Mostovaia 

Jose van Dijk�s book is an exploration in two areas: the book is, ac-
cording to the author, first about the cultural history of some medical imag-
ing techniques, such as X-rays, and, second, about the role of media and 
art in dissemination of knowledge on medical imaging and shaping the 
viewers perception of body and ways in which it can be represented 
through medical imaging. The book consists of seven chapters and an epi-
logue. Each chapter analyses a certain medical technology and its history, 
considered from the point of view of cultural archaeology. In other words, 
medical imaging is discussed in terms of how it was established as a psy-
chological and social event and influenced the way people experience their 
body and certain physical events, such as pregnancy, illness, death, physi-
cal anomalies. Medical imaging technologies discussed are X-rays, endo-
scopy, ultrasound, computed tomography (CT), magnetic resonance imag-
ing (MRI), positron emission photography (PET) and electron microscopy 
(EM). Despite the fact that it still seems rather unusual to consider medical 
practices in general and, in particular, medical imaging as elements of a 
culture and their descriptions in literature and representations in the media 
as reflecting their place in a culture, this approach has its predecessors. As 
van Dijk indicates, Michel Foucault in his work The Birth of the Clinic: The 
archaeology of Medical Perception was the first cultural theorist to see 
medical practices as an element of culture. The other predecessors include 
Lisa Cartwright, who sees medical and media technologies as representa-
tional tools producing meanings at a particular historical moment, and the 
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sociologist Jackie Stacey analysing cultural meanings of medical practices. 
However, the framework of the book and its approach seems at times 

exceedingly broad for a sufficiently deep analysis of cultural phenomena: 
Thomas Mann�s famous The Magic Mountain in which Hans Castorp shows 
his X-ray picture to Clavdia Chauchat is discussed alongside television 
shows such as ER (Emergency Room). Similarly, it appears that sociologi-
cal analysis of the cultural meanings of medical practices should be differ-
ent from the analysis of their representation in texts, such as books and 
television series. The two can coexist, of course, and van Dijk claims that 
they should, because the media representation of medical practices con-
stantly changes the way people react to them in real life, as well as, natu-
rally, changing medical practices prompt ever-changing media representa-
tions. Thus, in this case (as, perhaps, in many others?) sociology and the 
analysis of diverse texts go hand in hand since one is constantly influenced 
by another. 

Medical imaging, as van Dijk claims in chapter one, is based on the 
ideal of a transparent, wholly accessible and visible body, necessary for the 
purposes of medical diagnosis. However, medical imaging, objective as it 
may seem, like all representations, is open for interpretation, which may not 
be univocal. In addition, besides purely medical interpretations of a medical 
image, there may be psychologically and culturally salient interpretations of 
lay-people involved. The longer a certain practice (for example, pregnancy 
ultrasound) exists, the more new cultural traditions related to this practice 
emerge and develop. 

Chapter two considers the cultural phenomenon of �freak show� and 
how it is related to today�s media influenced medical practices. Watching a 
television program presenting a very fat man and a medical doctor explain-
ing in great detail what operation he should undergo to become slimmer, 
van Dijk realised that the cultural roots of shows like this one can be traced 
as far back as exposing people who had any kind of physical anomalies at 
fairs and in circuses during the Middle Ages. Incidentally, the author traces 
the appearance of the term �Siamese twins� to one of such shows: the first 
Siamese twins were brothers Chang and Eng, born 1811 and brought from 
Thailand to America by an American trader who used them as an attraction 
at fairs. As van Dijk notes, public values noticeably changed in the twenti-
eth century, and congenital deformities were increasingly looked upon as 
handicaps that should be cured and alleviated rather than made fun of. 
However, the medicalization (Foucault�s term) of the society, according to 
van Dijk, did not totally erase the freak show, but changed its character. 
The medical profession�s effort to save the freak, rather than the freak him-
self, became the centre of attention, projected on public screens. 
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To continue the investigation into how moral and other, perhaps, aes-
thetic values are connected to the interest in other persons� bodies which 
may be represented in various ways, van Dijk discusses the �anatomical 
art� in chapter three. In the 1950s, after the introduction of plastic materials, 
the German artist and anatomist Gunther von Hagens has developed a 
preservation technique that he had called �plastination.� The technique, 
which an average perceiver will probably find appalling, since it involves 
dissecting of dead bodies, allowed von Hagens to create works which used 
modified organic material of dead bodies and which he saw as �postmod-
ernist� art. His art was �postmodernist� in the sense that it was often visu-
ally related to earlier, for example, medieval, well known representations of 
human bodies. Van Dijk sees his work as �imitations of representations� 
(53) rather than representations of the body. It seems, however, that even 
an image which is not completely realistic (Hagens� works are not) may still 
be a representation, as well as an image which hints at another well-known 
image, or represents it, is still a representation. Hagens� touring exhibition 
called �Bodyworlds� attracted a lot of interest at the time, mostly, as van 
Dijk sees it, because of the moral debate it caused on the legitimacy of 
such a treatment of a dead body. 

Chapter four, which is central to the book, is concerned with endo-
scopy, which is the ultimate realization of body transparency made possible 
by science, and its representation in the media. In the 1966 science-fiction 
movie Fantastic Voyage, three men and a woman enter a space capsule 
that is then shrunk to minuscule size before being injected into the vein of 
an anesthetized patient. The crew travel through the man�s heart and lungs 
and marvel at the wonders of corporeal space, a journey which is seen by 
van Dijk as a metaphor for endoscopy � the main medical technology mak-
ing it possible to look inside a human body without destroying its integrity. 
Due to the emergence of endoscopy, our perspective on the human body, 
according to van Dijk, has radically changed over the last fifty years: in-
stead of looking from outside in and trying to speculate on what is going in-
side on the basis of the patient�s account, we can actually look in by means 
of an endoscope. Even more importantly, perhaps, endoscopy is being 
videotaped for general public and medical television shows, such as the 
American show Surgeon Work. In shows like this one, the shift of the film-
ing camera allows the transgression of boundaries between the patient�s 
inside and outside, between the clinic and television studio, between one 
person�s personal space and another�s. The possibility of such transgres-
sion is a phenomenon the existence of which is caused by the new medical 
technology, such as endoscopy. Van Dijk clearly doubts the moral legiti-
macy and aesthetic value of shows attracting viewers by videotaped endo-
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scopy, although she does not explicitly say so. What she does say explic-
itly, though, is that endoscopy images are open to multiple interpretations, 
and the way television shows present the process, in most cases, distorts 
the truth and is influenced by narrative conventions. However, what is the 
distorted truth and by what narrative conventions it is influenced, apart from 
the desire to make the medical scene look pleasant for the viewer, is not 
discussed in the text. It seems that the very fact that medical images, like 
all others, are open to multiple interpretations, which is mentioned by van 
Dijk many times, undermines the idea that television representation of en-
doscopy distorts some important truth. At the same time, it does seem con-
vincing that medical television shows featuring videotaped endoscopy 
would be perceived as morally and aesthetically unattractive by many 
viewers. The same shows, to which most potential viewers are to some ex-
tent exposed, may be the cause of the continuous change in values. 

In chapter five van Dijk sketches the history of X rays discovered by 
Wilhelm Rontgen in 1895 and describes the place of the new technology 
and, more broadly, new audio-visual culture, in Thomas Mann�s famous 
novel The Magic Mountain, published in 1924. In a few decades following 
the discovery of X rays the social meaning of the new technology had been 
established as not entirely medical. Before it was found that X rays may be 
harmful, many women, beginning with Bertha Rontgen, had their hands X-
rayed in order to give the pictures to their loved ones. A similar use of an X-
ray picture is described in The Magic Mountain: Clavdia Chauchat�s X-ray 
diapositive is cherished by Hans Castorp, who is in love with her, as a sign 
of intimacy and makes him feel that he knows her �under the skin,� her hid-
den self. Hans Castorp is not alone in his perception of X-rays as not just 
medical, but human documents, full of emotional meaning. Doctor Behrens 
who is a practitioner in the Davos sanatorium where Castorp is a patient 
has a whole �picture gallery� of X-rays done by himself. Behrens, who is 
also an amateur painter, has made two portraits of Clavdia: an oil painting 
and an X ray. Castorp is fascinated by Behrens� gallery as he is by another 
technology, new at the time: the gramophone. He even sees a certain simi-
larity between the two. Castorp�s and Behrens� perception of X rays illus-
trates the friction between the medical and the artistic use of the technol-
ogy, characteristic of the time. Yet in some details van Dijk�s interpretation 
seems simplistic: she says, for example, that although an X-ray and a doc-
tor�s interpretation of it had initially made Castorp feel sick, a new X-ray, 
which shows that he is healthy enough to leave the sanatorium, does not 
make him feel so and cannot undo the effect of the first one. However, 
Castorp wants to stay on �the Magic Mountain� not because he does not 
believe that he is healthy, but simply because by the time he gets his last 
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X-ray most of his life interests have shifted to the sanatorium and no 
amount of medical imaging can change that. 

In chapter six, van Dijk describes the meaning of ultrasound, mostly 
pregnancy ultrasound, which has become an important ritual, in our culture. 
Van Dijk�s main idea in relation to the place of ultrasound in contemporary 
culture is that it is able, similarly to other medical imaging technologies, to 
make pregnancy a collective (familial and wider groups�), rather than strictly 
individual, experience. In this case, again, we are dealing here with the 
transgression of previously established boundaries and re-evaluation of 
values. 

The consideration of the moral aspects of handling a dead body and 
using it for entertainment and education is continued in chapter seven, 
where van Dijk discusses the Visible Human Project (VHP) � a digital data-
base of a human cadaver. This virtual body can be logged onto from a 
computer which allows students of anatomy to experience many visual 
characteristics of a dissected human body without handling an actual dead 
body and without leaving their home. Projects like this one, notes van Dijk, 
can definitely replace anatomical illustration and models, as well as (to a 
lesser extent?) dissecting bodies in educational purposes. In the Middle 
Ages, bodies dissected in anatomical theatres most often belonged to 
criminals, because there existed a strong link between consideration and 
dissecting of a naked dead body and public humiliation, and, accordingly, 
most people would not agree to anatomical use of their bodies after death. 
Although in later years there appeared a trend of donating bodies and or-
gans for scientific use, the link between public exposure of a dead body 
and humiliation, as well as other unpleasant emotions, remained. The VHP 
project significantly decreases, if not eliminates, these emotions. It also re-
establishes the link, as van Dijk observes, between contemplating the body 
and its possible anomalies and illnesses, and entertainment, since all digi-
tal resources are prone to be used so. 

In conclusion, van Dijk notes that medical and media professionals 
have a shared responsibility in how patients are represented, especially 
those without a voice of their own, such as foetuses, babies, seriously dis-
abled persons and the dead. Transgression of old visible accessibility 
boundaries should not mean transgression of moral and aesthetic bounda-
ries. 

Monash University 
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Louis Nowra, Bad Dreaming: 

Aboriginal Men’s Violence against Women and Children,  

North Melbourne: Pluto Press, 2007. ISBN: 978-0-9802924-0-4 

Jay Daniel Thompson 

In Bad Dreaming, the white playwright Louis Nowra focuses on sexual 
abuse in Aboriginal communities. Nowra endorses the Aboriginal elder 
Mick Dodson�s argument that this abuse is �everyone�s problem� and writes 
that he hopes his book will help keep this subject �before the public� for the 
purposes of discussion and debate (8). Nowra�s text is impassioned and 
undoubtedly well-intentioned. Unfortunately, though, it is also imbued with a 
distinctly Anglocentric attitude towards the issue it explores. 

In the opening page, Nowra relays one of the experiences that 
prompted him to write this book. He recalls how, while staying in an Alice 
Springs hospital, he met an Aboriginal man �who was quite proud that he 
had raped a thirteen year old girl� (1). In the pages that follow, Nowra de-
scribes various other acts of sexual violence that Aboriginal women and 
children have experienced at the hands of Aboriginal men. The writer also 
describes how this abuse has been silenced by Aboriginal �cultural tradi-
tions� (7), as well as by white men and women who have considered that 
reporting sexual violence in Aboriginal communities might be a racist act in 
itself. Nowra concludes his text by considering some ways of �helping (Abo-
riginal) women and children� escape this violence (89). 

Nowra has done some broad-ranging research into his chosen topic. 
His bibliography lists a range of academic texts, media articles and reports 
such as Breaking the Silence by The Aboriginal Child Sexual Assault Task-
force. However, Nowra seldom cites these references throughout the body 
of his book. His failure to do this proves to be a particular problem when the 
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author makes such broad statements as: ��Aboriginal children knew more 
about sexuality at a much younger age than their Western counterparts� 
(29). Reading statements such as this, one is led to wonder whether the 
author has substituted speculation for facts. (And I might note here Nowra�s 
incorrect use of the word �Western� � the terms �Anglo-Saxon� or even 
�white� would be more accurate.) 

However, my greatest concern with Bad Dreaming is the pessimistic 
and patronising attitude the author frequently displays towards Aboriginal 
communities. I do not deny that Nowra is genuinely outraged and sad-
dened by the prevalence of sexual violence in these communities. Yet I 
found the book's overall suggestion � that Aboriginal men and women are 
mostly unwilling to stop this violence � to be quite disturbing. Nowra is par-
ticularly critical of the indifference that Aboriginal men supposedly have to-
wards rape and, in fact, any problem facing Aboriginal communities. He 
makes this clear in passages such as the following: 

(Aboriginal) men not only have to realise that their behaviour is un-
dermining Aboriginal culture but that they are creating a generation 
of boys without good role models � whether through their terrible 
behaviour, that they are in prison much of the time, or are constantly 
drunk and stoned � Men must be taught that their behaviour to-
wards women is wrong, just as is happening in non-indigenous Aus-
tralia.(91) 

In contrast, it is �non-Indigenous� men and women who appear to be most 
concerned with sexual violence, poverty and substance abuse amongst 
members of Australia�s Aboriginal population. Early in the text, Nowra 
writes that �traditional Aboriginal sexual practices� � in which he includes 
rape, child sexual abuse and incest � have �appalled many whites� (28). 
There is scant reference to the sexual abuse (and other myriad forms of 
violence) that Aboriginal women, children and men have experienced at the 
hands of white men and women. Elsewhere, he observes that �overseas 
visitors� to this country have been �shocked� by what they have witnessed 
in many Aboriginal communities (37). This latter observation is particularly 
dubious: Nowra seems to be suggesting that many of the problems facing 
Aboriginal people are problems because they pose a potential threat to 
Australia�s tourist industry. 

Conversely, Nowra�s remarks about white men and women who have 
avoided speaking out about sexual violence in Aboriginal communities are 
also imbued with racism. He is certainly correct to point out that, throughout 
Australian history, many politicians and members of �progressive� social 
movements have often ignored Aboriginal concerns (33). However, Nowra 
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then criticises an article by gender studies academic Elspeth Probyn in 
which she 

wrote that the abuse in Aboriginal communities is supposedly rife yet 
was horrified that children would be removed from their families, 
even though it would be to protect them from a grim situation. Ideol-
ogy has taken precedence over revealing the ghastly facts of what is 
happening to indigenous women, boys and girls (33-4). 

Nowra appears to be implying here that the removal of Aboriginal children 
from their families was always done in the best interest of these children. 
Such an implication fits in perfectly with the kind of historically naïve and 
white supremacist rhetoric that has long been expounded by conservative 
figures such as Pauline Hanson. And, like these conservatives, Nowra dis-
misses would-be critics of his argument by suggesting that they are blinded 
by �ideology.� 

At this point, I should disclose my own racialised and gendered subject 
position. I am (like Nowra) a white male. Also, I agree that the issue of sex-
ual violence in Aboriginal communities is one that should be of concern to 
the Australian community as a whole (as well as, dare I say it, �overseas 
visitors�). However, I do not believe that one can work towards overcoming 
sexual violence amongst Aboriginal Australians by arguing that they �can�t 
even govern themselves� (84). Such an argument only fuels stereotypes of 
Aboriginal people as uncivilised, inherently destructive (and self-
destructive) and in need of taming by white men and women. These stereo-
types will not help build allegiances between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
people, and they certainly will not help achieve justice for Aborigines. 

In conclusion, Bad Dreaming will possibly help to increase media at-
tention on the issue of sexual violence in Aboriginal communities. A recent 
article on the book that was published in Melbourne�s Age newspaper 
seems to confirm this. However, it is hoped that in the future, more media 
attention will also be given to Aboriginal men and women who are working 
to eliminate sexual violence in their communities. 

University of Melbourne  
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CREATIVE WRITING 

 



Three Poems 

Caleb Puckett 

 

Condemnation by the Sister 

 
Her cross words 
became angry puzzles 
checkered with crucifixes 
that bled between the blanks. 
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Offspring 

 
In the clay packed prairie flats burning black with fear 
in the heartland homestead hell of here 
the ragweed wind and ragtag  
lovers of peace concede 
under old gazebos 
that the muskmelon manages to sweet the summer air 
with a bulging myriad of succulent suns 
with a surging myriad of seeds 
planted by bold frauds 
under bent trees. 
 
Onstage the offspring forget that gestation drives all grief. 
Onstage the offspring never equate generation with greed. 
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The Black Dinner Jacket 

 
The stars twist into space like tarnished brass buttons  
and I find I am badly suited for the foregone conclusion 
that there is nothing in my pockets save the hint of rain,  
which is itself an expired coupon, as faded and useless 
as the menu handed to me behind the abandoned café 
where bonfires smelt semiprecious metals into blades. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

a_pucca@yahoo.com 



Two poems 

Andrew Slattery 

Lithographone 

Pop invented this thing and he called it  
the Lithographone� a strange contraption  
with metal rods clenching pencils  
and bolted to a metre-long pianola scroll, 
 
he said it �turns yer music into pictures.� 
Here�s how it worked: you sharpen the pencils, 
crank the scroll, feed in a sheet of butcher�s paper 
and put on a record of cello music 
 
(he only played strings music,  
said it gives you �a clear drawline�). 
Then he stands back, against the shed door  
and rolls a smoke. I watch the manic pencils 
 
scrawl lines and the scroll almost tumbling  
off its hinge. I go to steady it and he says, 
�Just let it be.� And the scroll holds. 
Like a child sees a cup or a lizard in a cloud, 
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he watches the pencils scratch in abstract swipes,  
watching through slinted eyes and the rise  
of smoke, waiting for the glimpses of music  
that phrase up, fire a notion in his mind, then fade out, 
 
obsolete. The patent office said it wasn�t enough  
of an improvement on the gramophone to warrant  
a new patent. (Or of any use to anyone). 
But I�ve seen no better loyalty to presence�  
 
he scurries in, mid-song, to reload with a new  
sheet of paper, then stands back against the shed door. 
A violin solo jolts the pencil rods, I look up and he  
stands there, eyes closed. The subtle quake  
 
of his crimped eyelids only hint that an image 
has formed somewhere in the tiring mania 
of his enterprise; white ears pricked like receivers 
and the stringnotes etched in skitters across his face. 
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The Westerly 

   Black Creek, Rothbury, January 2007 
 

With the creek on its right, the grassfire takes left  
on the stiflewind, uphill toward the vineyard and leaps  
 

the last form of scrub before the grapelines. The june beetles  
and emperor flies pop out of the vinebrush as the first  
 

leaves start to singe and curl. The scarecrow, with large 
toggle buttons for eyes, has endured a look of distress 
 

that�s now warranted. With flame at its� back, the wind 
neatly combs into the vines� upper canopy of guard leaves. 
 

Rodents dart away from the lower clumps of the ripe  
grapes rich with sugar, the orange nitrogen fertiliser ignites  
 

and shoots spats of dirt to their backs. The concord grapes,  
beta grapes and those already brown with the jacket rot,  
 

they drop to the ground like the beaten might first discard  
a weapon (any grapes that do survive will test the critics�  
 

adjective pool� �an admirable ribaldry; the oddest finish  
of cinder & filth; rank with green and the fusty seneca;  
 

deliciously toasty! A wonderful accompaniment  
to smoked salmon�). The westerly holds its� duct of smother  
 

as the last trellis line is torn bare with flame. Ruin  
is a detailed whim and the burnt climber worms drop  
 

like leaking oil from the stemknots. And having issued its� limits 
to the ranging hearth, the land begins to cool into the afternoon. 
 

Tonight, the quails will come out, shake their feathers about 
and look for something edible, anything. 

University of Newcastle 
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Extract from Francesca Sanvitale’s 

L’uomo del parco (The Man in the Park) 

translation Denise Formica 

Francesca Sanvitale is a contemporary Italian writer whose narratives have 
been critically well-received both in Italy and in other European countries where they 
have been translated. She was born in Milan in 1928 and at the age of twelve 
moved with her family to Florence where she later undertook a degree in Italian Lit-
erature, graduating in 1952. She has worked for many years as a journalist, both in 
print and television and has many other publications − including short stories and 
essays on a range of contemporary European writers − as well as prestigious liter-
ary prizes to her credit. Her first novel Il cuore borghese was published in 1972 and 
her other major novels are, in chronological order, Madre e figlia (1980), L�uomo del 
parco (1984), Verso Paola (1991), Il figlio dell�impero (1993) and L�ultima casa prima 
del bosco (2003). While two of her novels have been translated into English, L�uomo 
del parco has yet to be made available for the Anglo-American market. The follow-
ing translation of some pages of L�uomo del parco characterise Ms. Sanvitale’s on-
going narrative project: that reality is always mediated by both history and personal 
experience. 

L�uomo del parco is divided into four sections. The translated passage is taken 
from the first of these and exemplifies the postmodernist techniques which charac-
terise Ms. Sanvitale’s style. In particular, the excerpt highlights how the writer intro-
duces the notion of plural worlds to represent Giulia’s fragmented identity as well as 
to reflect her own concern that reality can only be constructed retrospectively 
through the many fragmentary realities of the present. More than anywhere else in 
the text, the role played by language in the creation of our identities is highlighted as 
we follow Giulia’s interiorised dialogues within the wider framework of a surrealistic 
silence. Through a labyrinth-like textual strategy (both chronologically and meta-
phorically), the text relates the struggles of the narrated self to emerge from the 
state of alienation in which she finds herself following her abandonment by her hus-
band Pietro and her subsequent loss of identity. 

The translated passage begins in a frozen world − the Enchanted City − part 
Leningrad and part Rome. Giulia wanders the city parks, lost in an internal mono-
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logue of fantasy and delirium, until one day she happens upon Tommaso, a com-
plete stranger who invites her confidence with his reflective, reassuring manner. Es-
tablishing communication with him gives Giulia the courage to revisit her personal 
history and thus begins a journey towards a reconstruction of self and identity, rep-
resented metaphorically by the Spring thaw in the physical world. Her attachment to 
Tommaso has turned into love but these sentiments are not reciprocated. 
(The translation is published courtesy of Francesca Sanvitale.) 

THE ENCHANTED CITY 

Emptiness, nothing but emptiness! It pervaded the building where 
Giulia lived; floor after floor, and on every floor, suites of rooms which gave 
onto one another � all empty. During the brief summers, the perennially 
cool sun illuminated them with a wan light. With the September breeze, the 
dust flew and resettled behind straggling pieces of papers or heaps of old 
planks. The murmurs of spirits could be heard, pleading to be reborn or to 
simply come into being. The arrival of autumn saw flurries of dead leaves 
fall from the branches of the birches and gust inside to slowly moulder with 
the passage of time. 

In that interminable winter, the icicles hanging on the windows trans-
formed the panes into grilles looking over the frozen landscape. Inside, old 
silks sighed and pale arabesques discoloured around the cornices; cherubs 
and maidens trembled among garlands of roses in bas-relief. A soft, pow-
dery dust covered them and a gilded thread ran the length of the pale 
wood. The sun�s rays occasionally revealed clouds which appeared to be 
painted on the walls; they seemed timeless however and not of this world. 

The city outside was gloomy, protected by the silence which had set-
tled over it. Sheets of ice concealed the sunken river. 

Violent brush strokes of indigo and violet stood out in this vast white-
ness: the few arches that the far-reaching bridges extended from one bank 
to the other. From atop the pillars, stone angels ascended with spread 
wings, their garments billowing and their arms uplifted as if to control the 
gales blowing from the North. Their mouths were open and their eyes 
stared blankly. They were warding off dangers, forewarning the city-
dwellers. Those who ventured on foot into the fog, the wind and the ice ran 
the risk of falling and not rising again, of turning into mounds of bones and 
flesh where they lay, like dog carcasses. 

The fog came in from the swamps and it was said that, in time gone 
by, the Great Sovereign had decided to build his residence here for the 
very reason that the place was so ghastly, as if to demonstrate to God and 
to Nature, his determination to do all that was humanly possible, and even 
more, to subjugate the creatures and things which belonged to him. 
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In a single season, a multitude of serfs constructed bridges and build-
ings and perished. The dome of the cathedral shone brighter than the sun 
because thousands of artisans climbed to the top to spread the gold com-
pound which was to last until the end of the world. Fatally poisoned, they 
rolled off the sides and crashed to the ground while others waited, ready to 
be hauled up onto the scaffolding, higher and higher towards their execu-
tion. 

Phantasmagorical colonnades, towers, domes, palaces and bridges 
grew inexorably, much like the spasm of that tortured mind that, in conceiv-
ing such architecture, had inexorably disregarded the regulations governing 
the other cities of the world. 

Condemned to be united with his dream come true, like some incredi-
ble woman that we can only bring to life in stone, the Great Sovereign took 
savage delight in traversing his city in a pearl-studded sleigh drawn by 
black horses. His slender whip snaked across her and betwixt her as, like a 
man possessed, he struck again and again in a frenzied rapture of solitude 
and possession. 

In the azure palace, the salons and the galleries were full of gifts sent 
to him by the mighty: a gold-enamelled peacock that screeched in a golden 
cage; engraved crowns and sceptres of precious metals; silver pitchers and 
candelabras as tall as horses; decorated carriages; ivory thrones; and ex-
quisitely beautiful Madonnas painted by Italian artists. 

The thought of crossing that royal threshold was terrifying � as if being 
blinded was the price of so great an honour � and this dread persisted long 
after the death of the Great Sovereign. 

He himself instilled fear because behind him loomed apocalyptic vi-
sions and monsters. His huge body was over two metres in height yet bal-
anced on ballerina-like feet. Legend had it that he could stand upright only 
if he wore shoes and boots crafted by his own hands, his only means of 
disguising this perverse weakness. 

The courtiers� palaces were endless, the grand boulevards were 
sumptuous and admirable but by far the city�s most sublime feature were its 
parks. 

With every season dew dripped from the grottoes and bushes, crystal-
lising into iridescent droplets in the morning light. The branches of the age-
old trees bowed under the weight of the snow. 

With the onset of the intense cold the gestures of the statues along the 
paths and byways seemed enigmatic yet practical. Sometimes hands 
pressed against a body, sometimes they were uplifted with palms forward, 
shielding a face or, yet again, closed across a heart. Immobilised on their 
countenances was a desire to flee or, perhaps, the beguiling vision of 
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something never before witnessed. 
The naked bodies of the women with tumescent pubes and arching 

backs were draped by garments which the imprudence caused by bewil-
derment or anguish had allowed to slip � women taken alive and impris-
oned in marble. The men, too, were the same: heavy cloaks, high fore-
heads unencumbered by hair which had been twisted back, haughty 
mouths hungry for breath. 

Walking in the midst of such an enchanted people, it was possible to 
imagine that the houses were inhabited by others like them, frozen at that 
moment in time when something which defied description had appeared. 

In squares and streets, canals and palaces, on bridges swept by the 
terrifying whistling of the wind and around the lugubrious fort which con-
cealed the prison cells and the torture chambers, it was whispered that the 
inhabitants of the sublime frozen city were endowed with a knowledge de-
nied to other human beings, that something terrible was locked inside those 
concealed hearts, in the marble and the gold. 

Giulia slept and woke in a time that knew no measure. 
More than anything else, she slept and in her torpor she was seized by 

incomprehensible deliriums. If she opened her eyes, the illusions were still 
there, murmuring, yet not encroaching on the rational part of her mind. 
They were her companions. On rising, she was unable to distinguish 
whether it was dusk or daybreak because the luminosity that filtered 
through the windows was always the same. 

She stared at the milky shadows and said to herself �What a winter!� 
Then she leaned her forehead against the windowpane and told herself 
things that had never happened; she gave herself childish chores: �That�s a 
good girl, try to do this and this� � and meekly performed them. 

On her bedroom wall there was a pastel depicting a stretch of dark, 
rough sea and overhead a seagull in flight. An arching, transparent sky was 
infused with a yellowish hue given off by the hidden sun. 

Giulia let herself be engulfed by the space between the two convex 
arcs, between sky and water, together with the seagull. In order to experi-
ence the sea, she needed only to drift between the two colours. 

She was alone; there was no-one else in her life. When sleep overtook 
her she made peace with her dreams. She whispered �My darling� with 
nothing and no-one in mind. Moreover, her dreams continued even if she 
awoke, she continued to watch them unfold. 

Time moved forward and backward at will and the phantasms which 
shrouded her days, the unique scenes which passed before her eyes, in 
part protected her heart from the spell which had caused the world to be-
come ice-bound. 
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Looking out through the frosted window one day, she thought she saw 
a shadow moving behind a similarly clouded window directly opposite hers. 

The shadow came and went; it came closer only to disappear back 
into the room. 

She wished for it to be a man and in an instant she instinctively knew 
that it was, indeed, a man. She thought she could distinguish his features 
and clothes. His long wavy hair was brushed backwards; he was dressed in 
a white shirt, unbuttoned at the neck. 

The man was turned sideways, as if he were posing for photo identifi-
cation or a drawing of his face. At these times, he appeared to be looking at 
something that she could not see or listening to somebody. Other times he 
paced the room, silhouetted by a wavering light that made him seem a 
shadow thrown by a magic lantern. 

But more often that not, and for varying periods of time, he stood stock 
still and stared at her with the same fixedness with which she stared at him. 
Then Giulia�s mind became completely blank; the silence of her surround-
ings was replaced by the hush of two human beings whose eyes had 
locked together. The distance between them vanished and when, with a 
sudden start, she became aware of the spell she was under and moved 
away from the window, she felt certain that she had brushed against him. 

Afraid of these baffling emotions which she felt, she concocted �the 
stranger game.� To pass the time when he didn�t appear, she invented 
questions: was he tall? thin or fat? young or old? was he alone? where did 
he go when he went walking? And, of course, the question which caused 
her the greatest anguish: did he see her as she saw him? 

She began to venture out. She accustomed herself to watching his 
building. 

When the cold failed to force her back inside her apartment, she went 
as far as the canals, the boulevards, the squares, walking at random, 
forced on by her own anxiety. From the riverbank, she contemplated the 
golden dome and the tragic fort, but she found only the reflection of her 
own despair. The indigo and pink reflections on the ice made her eyes brim 
with heartrending delight and the wind which lifted her hems and teased the 
combs from her hair was no different from the wind which billowed under 
the marble garments of the angels on the bridge and raised their arms. Like 
those ecstatic virgins of bygone days, she too would have liked to run 
through the city, buffeted by both reason and passion. 

Emboldened and cautiously retracing her steps, she walked in increas-
ingly widening circles. She ventured into areas where she had never before 
dared to go; to the very walls of the fort and to the imperial parks, scattered 
throughout the city. Her one fixed desire was to chance upon the stranger 
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and to recognise him. 
Every time she went out his windows were in darkness. The glass re-

flected the clouds. She tried to establish some pattern in his movements 
but without success. The candle was burning and she imagined a love be-
ing consummated over there in a hidden alcove. She closed her eyes and 
tried to imagine the two bodies entwined but in her heart of hearts she was 
sure that he lived alone and that he watched her: that his days were full of 
thoughts of her just as her days were filled with him. 

Seized by an irrational anxiety, she rushed from one place to another. 
At times the stranger seemed very real, at other times an illusion. Mean-
while, something extraordinary was happening: once the delirium, the con-
fused images had ceased, she fell asleep quickly and dreamt of herself in a 
black dress, her dark hair caught at the nape with a series of little combs, 
her mantle trimmed with fur. It was a duplicate of Giulia, however, a tiny 
foetus-like duplicate, adrift in a space without dimensions, folded in a white, 
astral womb. 

It was a strange dream. So too was the spasmodic desire which ac-
companied it: to transmogrify, through sheer will-power, this tiny woman 
until she was an exact match for Giulia herself and they could become a 
single individual. But the tiny Giulia was distant and elusive. 

Her mind became a hub of unappeased and frenzied desires which 
she found impossible to reconcile. All that she saw was new and she 
wanted it to be hers forever, just as she had with the stranger�s behaviour. 
The colours, the sounds and the spaces of the city were so wondrous that 
she would have liked to re-create them in some enchanted theatre for her 
eyes and her memory to enjoy. She wanted to name and remember every-
thing: stretches of road, shapes of plants, decorations on buildings. 

Her desire to duplicate external reality and make it her own exercised 
a peculiar power over her, like that of a promise extracted in return for a fa-
vour. With this in mind, she began to list and describe what she had seen 
during the day in a small notebook, shaking with helpless rage when she 
was unable to capture every detail. 

She wept with fatigue; the task of expressing in writing all that she saw 
and preserved in her mind was impossible. When this happened, she 
stopped in the squares and in the streets and, with her pencil, copied the 
shapes which had struck her most vividly; or else she stood in the parks, 
where the humidity and cold kept everyone else indoors, amidst the com-
munity of statues immobilised in their human gestures. 

Until her fingers became purple she continued in her attempts to steal 
their profiles, the folds in their mantles, the nudity of their breasts and 
shoulders and if just once she succeeded, she felt close to the stranger be-
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cause every effort to welcome and recreate the external world was made in 
an attempt to welcome him and to bring him closer. 

She beckoned to him with her every gesture, with her days and also 
her nights. She did things which she was ordered to do, without under-
standing why. She would run to the window; if the stranger was there, she 
would think that he had been waiting for her. Deep down, she was uncer-
tain if he really existed. 

She was seated on a bench bordering a path, engrossed by every-
thing she saw, shifting her gaze to follow the thud of snow falling off 
branches. She had not even noticed that there was a man seated on the 
bench opposite, which was strange, because there was little more than a 
metre between the two. 

She was forced to look him straight in the eyes. He too was observing 
her with an irritating intensity. His pale eyes were wide open and, conse-
quently, his stare seemed a little too penetrating, almost as if this scientific 
scrutiny were a symptom of some ailment. He was watching others to see 
who they were but, by the same token, soliciting something for himself. 

Giulia looked straight into those clear, unfathomable eyes, the atten-
tive gaze. His beard was auburn and curly, rebellious like his hair. He 
seemed young, about thirty. His clothes were smart and his cloak was 
made from a good fabric. Judging from his upper body, she came to the 
conclusion that he was not very tall. His hands were those of a man who 
had toiled the land. 

�What�s your name?� the man asked candidly. 
�Giulia,� she said. 
�Do you live in our city or somewhere faraway?� 
�I live here, but I come from faraway,� Giulia replied tonelessly. 
These words were said without much thought, but they were true. Her 

past had been lost before the onset of winter and she no longer remem-
bered when it had begun. She felt herself drawn towards the places which 
lay beyond the great cold where previously she had lived her life and to-
wards the real events that she had probably lived through. 

�I, too, live here,� said the man, �and come from a much warmer 
place.� 

Giulia studied him closer: there was something about him which made 
him similar to the other inhabitants of the city, something about the despair 
in his eyes. He was different and exotic, as if he had just sat down here, in 
the cold, after having travelled across kilometre after kilometre of deathly 
hot desert. She didn�t like him. She was annoyed and upset. 

�You,� she said, �have no right to be so personal.� 
The man smiled and nodded. 
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�You�re right. I beg your pardon. I won�t do it again.� 
He pulled out his pipe and began to fill it, oblivious to her presence. 

Giulia studied his every movement and when smoke began to rise from the 
pipe, she felt an overwhelming bliss. 

�It must be wonderful to smoke a pipe,� she murmured enviously. 
The man agreed wholeheartedly. 
�It is indeed. It is indeed.� He concentrated on pulling rhythmically on 

the pipe, one puff after another. 
After some time, the man stood up abruptly, saying �I must go� and 

Giulia became aware that she had talked incessantly: she had told him 
things about herself but she was unable to recall what she had said.  

Her throat was parched. She was disappointed and upset that he was 
leaving, that he was abandoning her. She stood up too, bowing slightly. Her 
impression of him now that he stood erect was quite the opposite of what 
she had thought when he had been seated. He was not at all fatherly and 
reassuring: he was, rather, just a sturdy man whose thoughts were focused 
on his own life, not on casual encounters in snow-covered parks. 

Giulia moved in the opposite direction to him, looking for the way 
home but it proved a difficult task. She pressed her hands together; she 
searched left and right, but to no avail. She crossed deserted squares, 
bowed beneath a wind which raised flurries of snowflakes. 

This experience was not new to her; the malady of forgetfulness was 
in her nature. The streets and all senses of direction had become magically 
and mysteriously twisted, losing all definition until the very moment in which 
she, at her wit�s end, enveloped by fog, fainting and giddy, finally managed 
to reach home. 

When she arrived at the entrance to her building, she was struck by a 
thought: could the man in the park possibly be the much-longed-for 
stranger? She raised her eyes to his darkened windows. If it was him, her 
winter game was over; all hope was lost because she had turned him 
away. 

She stumbled through the empty rooms, trembling and nauseous as 
her tears flowed, and she threw herself upon the bed. In the middle of the 
night, she ran to the window; the stranger was there staring fixedly before 
him. Then she allowed herself to be drawn into his imaginary gaze and 
consoled herself with the hope that tomorrow or the next day she would 
come to know the truth. 

She never met the man with the red beard in the park again. Once 
more she began walking, whispering to herself and repeating the names of 
things that she saw, touching and sketching the arching branches of the 
age-old trees. Occasionally she lifted her face and, staring into the dis-



Sanvitale / Formica    ░ 186 

tance, she straightened her neck like a heron scenting a shift in the breeze. 
Now, right now, he should have appeared to make her life complete and 
her happiness seem commonplace. Instead there was the lonely whistle of 
the wind and the soft sound of freshly falling snow. 

Time passed. She forgot him. She didn�t seek him out; she had no 
need for his unsophisticated company. 

Stored in her memory was an impression of eyes dilating to reflect 
hers in a special way and in the process losing some of their own strength 
and identity. 

Surrounded by the beauties of the city, doubled up and squeezing her 
temples between her fists, she began to sob from sheer loneliness. Her 
dream had been to transmogrify the tiny woman into her own size but the 
opposite was happening. When she was awake she would have liked to 
shrink until she was just like a tiny bird, a pebble. Her spirit likewise had 
become a sigh which left her on the slightest pretext. 

She was absorbed in studying the stranger at his misted window. She 
automatically transposed the face of the man she had met in the park onto 
the motionless silhouette. 

She began to undress one day to see if such eccentric behaviour 
would provoke any change. Slowly unbuttoning her dress and revealing her 
shoulders and breasts, loosening her hair in front of the window, she be-
came aroused herself; her fingers were burning as if the frosted panes 
were a man�s body. Brushing against the window, her nipples had become 
hard and erect; she dared only graze them lightly with her wrists, keeping 
her hands away from her body. She continued, however, to roam around 
the room naked and then, once again, she leant against the window. 

Certainly, the stranger looked at her in the same way that she looked 
at him, as if to possess her completely but without touching her. Even the 
icy pane made her ecstatic with pleasure. It was as if by black magic every-
thing her skin touched was transformed into an impression of the hand of 
the man who stood, immobile, in his own room. And so Giulia�s torments 
took a further turn: her desires found no root in reality. In bed she mur-
mured, �My darling,� but the man she was calling was not there. In her 
sleepless vigil, she saw the body of a ghost � her own. Naked, slender and 
smooth; she wanted to possess that young girl who retreated into nothing-
ness in the face of increasing passion. She thought that this image of her-
self was the reality she desired and that, in order to reach the stranger, she 
would first of all, have to possess her. 

Her body became a hub of paths; shivers coursed through it. Her skin 
was at the mercy of invisible cupping glasses straining towards a non-
existent body and sexual desire gripped her belly which quivered, empty, 
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secreted between her knees and her arms. 
In her dreams, murky, muddy waters flowed up the steps of a magnifi-

cent square in a sun-lit city. These flights of stairs, spread wide like the 
thighs of a woman making love, struggled upwards towards an obelisk and 
a church. 

There was often a clear blue haze outside. The wind would often 
cause the melting snow to fall from the trees. The black waters which ap-
peared in her dreams also lay glinting among the ice. The oblique rays of a 
wan, lifeless sun ventured through the clouds which raced out of sight, only 
to be replaced by others, leaving behind large and limpid vacuums. 

She saw him again, at the same place she had met him before in the 
park, and she stopped. He took his pipe from his mouth and smiled at her. 
Giulia casually offered him her hand. 

�How are you?� he asked. 
He recognised her; his manner was friendly. His beard was a chestnut 

colour, short and smooth; his deep-set eyes surrounded by full, fleshy 
cheeks. 

Giulia�s reply was confident. �I�m well, and you?� 
They sat, facing each other, on the two benches bordering the narrow 

path. Giulia sat stiffly, keeping her hands out of sight. �You�re always smok-
ing,� she murmured. 

He nodded. �It�s something I enjoy.� 
Giulia nodded too. She bowed her head. Then she lifted it again. 
�I often dream about water flowing upstream � and myself.� 
She dared not add anything else. The man removed his pipe from his 

mouth and looked at her with astonishment. 
�Haven�t you noticed that the thaw has come?� 
�You�re right.� She hadn�t been aware of it and added, justifying herself 

and protesting at the same time, �I�m alone though!� 
To her shame, her breath seemed to have stamped her words in mid-

air. Her features froze in an expression of amazement, her mouth gaped 
half-open. She had raised her hand and it too hung there, suspended. She 
quickly lowered it to wipe a tear from her cheek and glanced around. The 
snow beneath the fir trees lay in the shadows but around the benches, the 
soil was beginning to appear and a pale sun shimmered on the murky pud-
dles. She had been completely oblivious, she was alone. 

He had rested his arms on his knees. 
�You�re not alone. I�m here.� 
Giulia began to laugh from embarrassment. Another tear slid quickly 

down her cheek and fell into her palm. 
�What are you saying?� she said irritably, �You�re a complete 
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stranger!� 
He had again leaned back against the bench and now he retreated 

into his shell. Even his eyes became blank and motionless. 
Meanwhile Giulia�s mind had become like a room full of fragments, 

ideas, and incidents, even bodies and heads, juxtaposed together, pieces 
of an enormous puzzle. 

�I�ve just thought of something that I�d like to tell you,� she said confi-
dently, despite herself. 

�And I�d like to hear it,� he replied and Giulia began to talk. 

*** 

The room was damp. The pale reflection of the street lamps filtered 
through the windows. Here and there, a faint glow illuminated the building 
across from hers but the stranger�s window was in darkness. 

She struck a match and immediately the flame threw the wavering 
shadow of the candle onto the wall. She opened the trunk full of old forgot-
ten things, some of which she had never ever seen. She thrust her hands 
inside. She felt a few objects rising to the surface as if from a well. Her 
hands delved without finding anything and so she probed further and fur-
ther. She looked: her hands were gone, swallowed up by the contents of 
the trunk. They ceased to exist until she pulled them back towards the 
room. 

She remained seated on the floor in front of the open trunk. The can-
dle flame sputtered. She ignored that particular fact, allowing herself to be 
overcome by a sense of anger that twisted her features. Her anger was di-
rected at the man in the park, his blank face, his stocky, thickset body and 
his coarse clothing. 

The window grew dark and Giulia again knelt before the trunk, thrust-
ing her hands down until she grasped a biscuit tin tied with an old string. 
On the lid, a chubby little girl wearing a velvet cap was surrounded by bud-
ding roses. 

She pulled out a pile of postcards which she then spread across the 
floor: there was a statue, a piazza in Rome with an obelisk, a village by the 
sea and the photo of a country house. Then out came a suede pouch and 
after that, a squashed and battered cardboard box. Then, an old book. On 
the cover, mounted knights were pictured prancing in front of a castle, 
lances at the ready. 

She studied these objects absent-mindedly. Their meanings pursued 
each other across her memory and, as soon as she had deciphered them, 
they fled. Closing the trunk, she abandoned everything on the floor. 
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*** 

When she went out, she was met by the fog and the pale outlines of 
branches, houses, coaches and the occasional person. There was not a 
soul either entering or leaving the park. Her bench was vacant, as were the 
others. There was no sign of the man. 

She waited and grew chill. She thought about other things so as not to 
dwell on her disappointment; she tried to distract her mind while she wan-
dered aimlessly, admiring the statues which she had already admired so 
many times. 

For the first time, the statues did not appeal to her much. A kitten 
miaowed and emerged a short distance from where she stood, its tiny sil-
houette outlined against the darkness of a wooded grove. Its ears were 
straight and pointed, its eyes sparkled and its velvety little paws turned 
delicately outwards. She approached it with the idea of stroking it or maybe 
even taking it with her but the kitten vanished. 

Even the cat, the only other living thing in the park, ran away from her. 
She had no wish to allow herself to be carried away by her disappointment. 
Maybe the man in the park would come. She could neither sketch nor ob-
serve her surroundings while she wandered since everything was shrouded 
in mist, and so she began to muse. 

Would she, of all people, be able to explain the meaning of love? How 
is it that this feeling can defy definition or, once experienced, be forgotten 
and even dismissed as foolish? What is the difference between loving and 
not loving? Or between loving a man or a woman rather than a cat or a 
child or a thing or a house or oneself? Or even a city? 

The time passed as she reflected and, although spirits from her past 
surfaced in her mind, she was unable to evoke love. 

It was not vital that her knowledge be complete or eternal. If, in the 
past, she had experienced love, some trace should surely have remained, 
even if today she was unaware of it. However, her curiosity remained and 
she continued to wonder: what is love? What difference would it make to 
me if I were loved? 

Two young people appeared from out of the fog. The girl had long, 
blond, wavy hair that framed her face and cascaded down her back. The 
boy�s features were child-like: he had a rosy, beardless complexion, full, 
fleshy lips and eyes that were locked into hers. 

They had stopped and were standing together; they had drawn close 
to each other but did not embrace, almost as if just being near was enough 
to make them oblivious to the world around them, to winter, to Giulia whose 
every step brought her closer so that she would soon brush by them. They 
gazed at each other, unable to look away, one remove from reality, in the 
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wings of a theatre where the mysterious delights of intimacy had taken cen-
tre stage. 

The boy took the girl�s hand. Giulia stopped and stared at the two 
hands which were the only sign of life round about. The kitten miaowed but 
she did not turn her head, captivated, almost shocked by what she was 
witnessing. 

The fingers of the girl�s hand rested lightly on the back of his, pressing 
delicately against his skin while the other, somersaulted sweetly like a dol-
phin in his cupped palm. Their palms then pressed together, their fingers 
entwined and their joined hands throbbed in unison. 

She took her eyes away. She recognised the signs of mutual attrac-
tion, of the familiarity between their bodies; she was intruding on their pri-
vacy and she felt ashamed of her own desires. �Never again,� she resolved 
instantly. 

The fog was damp and the man was not in the park. She went home. 
He had abandoned her and was not interested in what she had to say.  

A dull pain which she could not explain forced her, sobbing, to her 
bed. She rebelled with all her strength; she was alone then, friendless, with 
no-one to whom she could confide her thoughts, alone and orphaned. 
There would never again be anyone to console her. How could she have 
thought that the man might have felt the need to see her again? Nothing 
that she imagined was true. 

She staggered. She leaned against the window. The stranger was not 
there. She stared at the pipe on the small table; she had lost her desire to 
smoke. Her body ached as did her neck and hands: her throat hurt. She 
preferred to sob because at least she could hear the sound of her tears. 
Maybe he had gone for a walk somewhere else just to avoid meeting her. 
She had to go back to the odd, distant behaviour that she had abandoned. 

She rushed to the window and waited; the fog vanished as the evening 
lights came on, the moon and the stars appeared and a light shone in the 
stranger�s window. A shadow crossed backwards and forwards. It was him, 
he was there. Seeing him released the tension in her body and relieved her 
of the disappointment she had felt at not meeting the man in the park. She 
thought he was looking at her. A feeling of jubilant elation, of revenge, 
turned into unbridled euphoria. This was love; on the other side of the 
empty street, he too, was likely gripped by a similar passion. 

Like the blaze of a fire, this euphoria died away and a great heaviness 
fell on her heart. She stared at the things which lay strewn on the ground. 
She lay down on the bed. It would be better if she never got up again. She 
attempted sleep. When it was summoned, it came to her like a faithful but 
toadying servant, a devil at her beck and call. Come it did, and kept her for 
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who knows how long. Upon opening her eyes, she became aware of ex-
cruciating pains shooting through her neck and her legs. She was unable to 
get up. 

Outside, the day was clear with an opaque sun glazing the roofs. She 
tried to stand up. The room spun and she could hear whistling and thump-
ing noises in her head. Her eyes could barely make out the things around 
her. Although she was hungry she could not get her bearings. She went 
back to bed and lay motionless. 

She saw the park, the empty bench, the cat with the glittering eyes, 
the seated man and the shadow of the stranger at the window opposite. 
She focused her thoughts on him. This shadow was the only real thing in 
her life. She lay in this delirium for hours, her eyes fixed on vague outlines, 
points and stars. 

After a while she got up to eat and afterwards, picked up the box tied 
with string. She put it on the table. Night had fallen and she lit the candle-
stick. 

She knew that box so well; it had been kept in one of her mother�s 
drawers. She untied the string and found masses of letters inside. The 
stamps were faded and the addresses were testimony to a nomadic life: 
warm climes and cold. Her father�s handwriting, sharp and elongated, had 
a devilish flourish to it and the envelopes bore dates of years long gone, 
when she had been merely a child. Some sheets had no envelope and had 
been written by her mother, in a large, clear, round hand, typical of a well-
brought-up young girl. 

She did not stop to consider those who had been her soon-hated par-
ents. The sheets of fine paper came to her like mysterious documents of a 
fantastic reality where the dead and the living mingled together and ex-
changed roles: times that she had not witnessed. 

She turned the wax-sealed envelopes over in her hands, unable to 
come to make sense of this miracle. The past was waiting to be reborn into 
the present. This sorcery had been cunningly contrived by her mother who 
had stuck the torn edges back together and sealed them before she died. 
�Be very careful!� admonished those envelopes closed so scrupulously, 
�here lies �� 

Giulia�s hand froze. In the darkness illuminated by the flickering flames 
she saw two old, ghostly enemies, her parents, whose only wish was to 
drain her of all her feelings, all her past. She was aware of their presence, 
but she could not feel her own. Two lovers, like the young couple she had 
met in the park. Love was everywhere� 
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*** 

She was surprised to discover that the morning was crystal clear. The 
sky was bright, the cold air motionless. The sun�s rays were dazzling, re-
flecting brilliant hues off the snow. The rainbow had stolen away from the 
sky and roamed amongst the city�s buildings. 

Once in the street, her body was seized by a vitality which left her 
breathless. Brief but intense bouts of dizziness hit her as the blood raced to 
her cheeks. Her heartbeat was regular and then it stopped and her life 
hung in the balance, or it beat so frantically that she could feel it pounding 
in her neck, her temples and her wrists. 

She looked at her hands; they were trembling for no reason. She 
walked fitfully, running when she felt exhilarated or when the physical need 
seized her, then stopping, hit by a depressing weakness which reduced her 
to tears. She couldn�t decide where her walk should take her and, anyway, 
she was in a state not unlike the madness often described in some types of 
old-fashioned poems. 

She was amazed to realise that people had returned to the deserted 
city. Everyone had come out of the formerly silent and dark houses and 
people were bustling about, nonchalantly chatting to each other. The air 
was full of bells tinkling, horses neighing and children playing. 

She reached the Winter Palace and saw streams of people trudging 
pathways through the snow which covered that immense, unfillable space. 
They had reclaimed that terrifying expanse and she was walking with them; 
she no was different to them. 

She turned towards the river. Maybe she would catch a glimpse of 
some skaters. 

When she looked over the parapet she realised that nature had pre-
pared something better. Floes of ice were being swept by swirling, foaming 
vortices under the pillars of the bridge. The sun shone on the statues of the 
angels, whose arms were raised triumphantly over the amazing spectacle. 

So this was the thaw! It was impossible to express, impossible to de-
scribe without imagining a maelstrom which suddenly possesses our bod-
ies and pulsating and spinning within, makes us feel hot and cold at the 
same time: that makes us roll like boulders down a mountain, wetting us, 
drying us, drowning us in light only to plunge us into the deepest recesses 
of frozen gorges. 

White whales warred, shouldering each other aside, as the current 
carried them under the arches, successive pods forming in their wake. 
Cracks resounded as the floes splintered. Once a crevice appeared a vor-
tex of water quickly followed, gushing up from the chasm as another block 
of ice floated away. It was like the terrifying noise of trees as they crash 
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groaning to the ground. Fire, not ice, caused age-old trunks to burn and 
explode. 

Surrounded by the ice�s crackling and crashing and the roaring of the 
eddying waters, Giulia watched the stationary, inanimate sheets become 
movement, abyss, life itself. Beauty lay in the fact that everything was 
changing, was being renewed in the world�s melting-pot. 

She wept. Hot tears ran down her cheeks and she trembled, feeling 
humbled. Others were pointing towards the river. The bells rang out. Dear 
God! Even the blood in her veins was thawing, pulsating. The sun had 
penetrated her body. She felt ill and frail. Finally, she understood what had 
happened. What she was feeling was love. 

She thought of him. She remembered him standing at her door and 
the moment in which he had hesitated and, looking at her, had said: �It�s 
two o�clock!� That was the instant, that was the moment when she should 
have stood up on tip-toe and gathered him to her in a passionless em-
brace. She should have held him close until everything she felt as she 
stood before the river overflowed into him. And he, too, would have discov-
ered the same passion. 

Her open hands stretched out towards the water like miniature oars, 
bulkheads of her frailty, a poor defence against the emotions which tor-
mented her. She had always loved him. The stranger appeared on the 
other side of the window and left immediately. The shadow had become a 
man in flesh and blood. 

Did her love her, though? Every moment of every day of her life, her 
every action, her every thought and her every fantasy would continue to re-
volve around this question. 
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Li Yu. Poems for Spring 

Translation Christopher Kelen and Petra Seak 

Li Yu (936-978) was the last emperor of the Southern Tang, and by all accounts 
a much better poet than emperor. A monarch in the lounge lizard mould, the phi-
losopher-cum-poet-cum-painter rarely got out of his slippers. Deposed, he died a 
prisoner in someone else’s kingdom but not before penning quite a few complaints 
about cruel fate. 

The English-language texts you see below (along with the Chinese originals) are 
products of a collaborative translation project conducted over the last two years, one 
of a number of such projects focused on the work of particular poets from the Chi-
nese tradition (including Tao Yuanming, Meng Jiao, Li He, Xin Qiji, Nalanxingde). 
These projects are described in an article in the current issue of Jacket magazine 
(No. 32), titled “Conversation with Tang Poets: Some Notes on the Practice.” The 
process is described with more examples there but essentially the process is this: 
poems are first roughly glossed (from Chinese into English) with some explanatory 
notes. The poems are then playfully responded to, initially in English, eventually 
perhaps in both languages. The possibility is there for a dialogue which need not 
have any specific end-point. Thus far, however, in working from any particular “origi-
nal,” the process usually has only three or four stages. 

The purpose of these projects is broadly – to honour our ancestors in poetry by 
continuing the conversation with them. In practical terms, my hope as a teacher is to 
help my students create themselves as poets by engaging with their own tradition, 
initially as a guide for the foreign visitor (i.e. me), thereafter as effective partici-
pant/observers (i.e. informed makers) of poetry in Chinese and English. Of course, I 
myself hope to produce good poems along the way, and regardless of what status 
these may, in the end, be entitled to. 

The question of what constitutes translation and what might constitute “variation” 
or “response” is fraught. It is likewise interesting to speculate as to whether these 

COLLOQUY text theory critique  13 (2007).   © Monash University. 
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should be theorised as a continuum or in some other way. From the poet’s point of 
view though perhaps the line should be drawn (if need be) in these terms – would 
you rather be accused of (too) loose translation (i.e. parading your own work as that 
of the ancients) or of plagiarizing authors who are no longer in a position to defend 
themselves? I personally would feel more comfortable with being accused of (un-
wonted) infidelity than (unintended) theft. 

The five poems below are from a volume Song of the Water Clock at Night, cur-
rently in press with ASM in Macao and scheduled to appear later this year. This vol-
ume is roughly evenly divided between “translations” and “responses,” but whether 
this is a line that is drawn effectively in our case (or indeed that can effectively be 
drawn) will be left for the reader to judge. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

lovesick 

 
her hair 
mauve cloud 
coiled bun 
jade pinned 
 
gossamer 
pale 
frowning brows 
she wears 
 
autumn wind on 
drizzle out doors 
 
plantain trees tall 
too long night 
out there 
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after evening make-up 

 
soon after 
the evening make-up 
some rouge smeared 
tip of the tongue unfolds 
her mouth like a cherry 
nearly silently chanting 
gentlest of songs 
 
crimson prints left 
to the cup�s rim, 
splashes of wine 
redden her sleeve, 
this heavenly nymph 
lounges against 
embroidered bed 
 
she chews a red thread 
and coyly spits it 
in her lover�s direction 
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tryst

 
gorgeous flowers 
dim moonlight 
thin mist 
 
shoes knitted with gold wire 
in her hands 
 
a stockinged tiptoe 
to their tryst 
 
he, in the south end 
of the Painting Hall 
 
she, into his arms 
come trembling 
 
how troublesome to meet 
in shadows 
how tender the moment � 
hearts lit within 
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love lost and passion enduring

 
I cannot see the girl with the flute 
only scenery remains 
 
flowers bow and lift their heads 
scent of her skin comes to me 
 
twilight in the jewelled glass 
willows cast shadows 
night won�t dispel 
 
it is a cruel breeze 
brings her to me 
 
our moment 
a memory 
yet 



░    Poems form Spring 199 

 
 
 

our forty years 

 
our forty years 
of rivers and mountains 
 
that dragon�s tower 
the phoenix in the attic 
 
what heights we had! 
 
dense foliage 
misted the sight 
in and out of the palace 
 
I was ignorant 
of weaponry, war 
 
since I was captured 
look how thin 
how grey 
 
I remember music 
on the day 
we departed the palace 
 
I wept before maids 
and concubines 
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