THE BEACH BENEATH THE STREET






THE BEACH BENEATH THE STREET

THE EVERDAY LIFE AND GLORIOUS TIMES
OF THE SITUATIONIST INTERNATIONAL

V'
v

MCKENZIE WARK

A4

VERSO
London « New York



This edition first published by Verso 2011
© McKenzie Wark 2011

All rights reserved
The moral rights of the author have been asserted
13579108642
Verso
UK: 6 Meard Street, London WIF 0EG
US: 20 Jay Street, Suite 1010, Brooklyn, NY 11201
www.versobooks.com
Verso is the imprint of New Left Books

ISBN-13: 978-1-84467-720-7

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
A catalog record for this book is available from the Library of Congress

Typeset in Cochin by MJ Gavan, Truro, Cornwall
Printed in the US by Maple Vail



O© 00 N O v A N N~

—
N = O

Contents

Acknowledgments

Introduction: Leaving the Twenty-First Century
Street Ethnography

No More Temples of the Sun
The Torrent of History
Extreme Aesthetics

A Provisional Micro-Society
Permanent Play

Tin Can Philosophy

The Thing of Things

Divided We Stand

An Athlete of Duration

New Babylon

The Beach Beneath the Street
Notes

Index

Vil

19
33
45
61
75
83
93
109
125
135
147
161
191



“Monsters of all lands unite!”
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Introduction: Leaving the Twenty-First Century

A giant inflatable dog turd broke loose from its moorings outside
the Paul Klee Center in Switzerland and brought down power lines
before coming to a halt in the grounds of a children’s home. The Paul
McCarthy sculpture, the size of a house, reached a maximum altitude
of 200 meters. Other civilizations had their chosen forms: from the
Obelisk of Luxor to Michelangelo’s David. The futurist poet Marinetti
found his crashed motor car more beautiful than the Winged Victory of
Samothrace, but he might have balked at flying dog shit.! In the twenty-
first century, the insomnia of reason does not breed monsters, but pets.
No wonder there are no longer any gods, when what is expected of
them is that they descend from Mount Olympus with plastic baggies
and clean up.

We are bored with this planet. It has seen better centuries, and the
promise of better times to come eludes us. The possibilities of this
world, in these times, seem dismal and dull. All it offers at best is spec-
tacles of disintegration. Capitalism or barbarism, those are the choices.
This is an epoch governed by this blackmail: either more and more of
the same, or the end times. Or so they say. We don’t buy it. It’s time to
start scheming on how to leave the twenty-first century. The pessimists
are right. Things can’t go on as they are. The optimists are also right.
Another world is possible. The means are at our disposal. Our upecies-
being is as a builder of worlds.”?

Sometimes, to go forwards, one has to go back. Back to the scene of
the crime. Back to the moment when the situation seemed open, before
the gun went off, before the race of champions started. This is a story
about a small band of artists and writers whose habits were bohemian
at best, delinquent at worst, who set off with no formal training and
equipped with little besides their wits, to change the world. As Guy
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Debord later wrote: “It is known that initially the Situationists wanted
at the very least to build cities, the environment suitable to the unlim-
ited deployment of new passions. But of course this was not easy and
so we found ourselves forced to do much more.”

Where does one find this kind of ambition now? These days artists
are happy to settle for a little notoriety, a good dealer, and a retrospec-
tive. Art has renounced the desire to give form to the world. Having
ceased to be modern, and finding it too passé to be postmodern, art is
now merely contemporary, which seems to mean nothing more than yes-
terday’s art at today's prices.4 If anything, theory has turned out even
worse. It found its utopia, and it is the academy. A colonnade adorned
with the busts of famous fathers: Jacques Lacan the bourgeois-
magus, Louis Althusser the throttler-of-concepts, Jacques Derrida the
dandy-of-difference, Michel Foucault the one-eyed-powerhouse,
Gilles Deleuze the taker-from-behind. Acolytes and epigones pace
furiously up and down, prostrating themselves before one master — Ah!
Betrayed! —and then another. The production of new dead masters to
imitate can barely keep up with consumer demand, prompting some
to chisel statues of new demigods while they still live: Alain Badiou the
Maoist-of-the-matheme, Giorgio Agamben the pensive-pedant, Slavoj
Zizek the neuro-Hegelian-joker.’®

In the United States the academy spread its investments, placing
a few bets on women and people of color. The best of those —Susan
Buck-Morss, Judith Butler, Paul Gilroy, Donna Haraway —at least
appreciate the double bind of speaking for difference within the heart
of the empire of indifference. At best theory, like art, turns in on itself,
living on through commentary, investing in its own death on credit. At
worst it rattles the chains of old ghosts, as if a conference on “the idea
of communism” could still shock the bourgeois. As if there were still
a bourgeois literate enough to shock. As if it were ever the idea that
shocked them, rather than the practice.6

Beneath the pavement, the beach. It's a now well-worn slogan
from the May—June events in Paris, 1968, at the moment when two
kinds of critique seemed to come together. One was communist, and
demanded equality. The other was bohemian, and demanded differ-
ence. The former gets erased from historical memory; as if one of the
world’s great general strikes never happened. The latter is rendered
in a language that makes it seem benign, banal even. As if all that was
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demanded were customer service. Luc Boltanski: “Whole sections of the
artistic critique of capitalism were integrated into management rheto-
ric.”” What is lost is the combined power of a critique of both wage
labor and of everyday life, expressed in acts. What has escaped the
institutionalization of high theory is the possibility of low theory, of a
critical thought indifferent to the institutional forms of the academy
or the art world. A low theory dedicated to the practice that is critique
and the critique that is practice.

And so: two steps back, that they might enable three steps forward.
Back to the 1950s and 60s, when another twenty-first century seemed
possible. Back to the few, the happy few, who thought they had discov-
ered how to leave the twentieth century for sunnier climes, though not
quite as warming as ours. We do not lack for accounts of the Letterist
International (1952-7) and the Situationist International (1957-72)
that succeeded it. The Beach Beneath the Street claims no originality
whatsoever. Rather, it's a question of retrieving a past specific to the
demands of this present. An account that resists the sorting and select-
ing which parcels out a movement into bite-size morsels, each to be
swallowed by a specific discipline: art history, media studies, archi-
tecture, philosophy or literature. The Situationist project implied the
overcoming of separate and specialized knowledge, and has to be
recalled in that spirit.

It is also easy prey for biographers, who spotlight this or that pro-
tagonist, creating little subjective narratives like the plot of a novel, or
(dare we hope to sell the rights) a movie. The Letterist International
and the Situationist International were collective and collabora-
tive projects. Sure, some figures stand out (first among equals, Guy
Debord); but to reduce a movement to a biography or two is to cut a
piece away from what made it of interest in the first place: the game
of tactics and ruses, moves and cheats, by which each played with and
against the other.®

Even when the Situationists are treated as a movement, the suppos-
edly minor figures often drop out of the story, or become mere props
to the.qreat men among them. Alternatively, in order to make a coherent
narrative and write the biography of a movement as if it were a subject,
the differences among its members are suppressed, or turned into the
stakes of a mere drama of personalities.” Here, instead, is a large cast
of disparate characters, some more celebrated than others, where Guy
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Debord and Asger Jorn rub shoulders with Patrick Straram, Michéle
Bernstein, Ralph Rumney, Pinot Gallizio, Jacqueline De Jong, Abdel-
hafid Khatib, Alexander Trocchi, and René Viénet. Where they come
together, where they create something, is a vtuation. But situations are
temporary, singular unities of space and time. They call for a different
kind of remembering.

Some artifacts produced by the Situationist International are
perhaps too well remembered. Do we really need another commen-
tary on Guy Debord’s Society of the Spectacle? Is not the one he wrote
himself enough?'® Perhaps today one could only do it justice by refus-
ing to paraphrase it. The Beach Beneatl the Street will bypass more than
one such landmark on its route through the Situationist International,
but it will also draw attention to some less well-known moments. The
criterion for inclusion is not historical importance but contemporary
resonance. Mention will also be made in passing to certain prominent
landmarks of high theory: Jacques Lacan, Michel Foucault and so
forth. But only in passing. Zhe Beach Beneath the Street will not engage
them on their own terrain. Rather, it opens towards another terrain.

In this version of the glorious times and notorious lives of the Situ-
ationist International, the phenomenon emerges out of the practice of
everyday life, and the attempt to think it begun in Paris in the 1950s
by the Letterist International. It creates a space for itself by taking
its distance from certain precursors. Some are familiar: Jean-Paul
Sartre, Georges Bataille, Henri Lebefvre, Le Corbusier. Some less so:
Paul Nougé, Maurice Saillet. The Letterist International find common
cause with Asger Jorn, who developed his own distinctive practice
and a distinctive set of theories. Jorn brings into the picture Constant
Nieuwenhuys (known as Constant) and Pinot Gallizio. Our attention
then turns to the collective existence of the Situationist International,
which unites some of the Letterists with Jorn’s associates in 1957.

Along the way we shall look at a number of artists, writers, and activ-
ists who entered the orbit of the Situationist International but drifted
off to create their own works, each of which develops some aspect of
the shared project, if often in contradictory directions. They include
Michele Bernstein’s writings on love and play, Jacqueline de Jong’s
journal The Situationwst Times, Alexander Trocchi’s project sigma, and
Constant’s New Babylon. It is not as if these were fragments await-
ing some sort of synthesis, however. Rather, each appropriates some
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elements from the Situationists as common property, and adds to it in
its own way. This account of the post-Situationist legacy of borrowing
and correcting is intended to encourage more such takings and leave-
takings. The well has not yet run dry. The chapter on Henri Lefebvre
shows what the Situationists took from him, as well as what he took
from them. 7he Beach Beneath the Street concludes with the Situationists’
own account of the revolutions of the late 1960s —those in Paris, but
also the Watts rebellion in Los Angeles. In contrast to those groups
which made a profession of turning failed revolutions into literary or
philosophical success, the Situationists chose with the ebb tide of the
early 1970s to disband.

Guy Debord spent a lot of time working on how to remember situa-
tions, how to document them and keep them in a way that could ignite
future possibilities. For the most part, he created legends. “When
legend becomes fact, print the legend,” as the newspaperman says at
the end of The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance (1962). Much of the lit-
erature on the Situationists seems designed to be disabling, to prevent
any real creative use of this body of work for critical practices in the
twenty-first century. The authorities on this period delight in drawing
attention to the follies then committed, as if their own complacency
of thought was in some sense a higher achievement. For them, all is
safely consigned to the archive, enclosed in a time one can visit like
a tourist before returning home to the workaday world. The Beach
Beneatl the Street makes more than occasional reference to the events
of a more recent past, in which the cogency of Situationist thought and
action still registers. Leaving the twentieth century was the aim the
Situationist International once ascribed to itself. Leaving the twenty-
first century might not be a bad ambition. On paper, at least, we have

longer to achieve it.






| Street Ethnography

It is a few years after the end of the Second World War. Europe is
in ruins. Out in its colonies, the will and the means come together to
start throwing off the yoke. The Russians and the Americans brandish
bombs at each other. Meanwhile in Paris, the city of light, curfews and
rationing slowly come to an end. The lights are lit again. The black
market fades to gray. It’s a time to shoot movies, rather than collabora-
tors. Formerly banned pleasures still have a special quality: American
jazz, gangster movies and crime novels seem to promise unknown
thrills, a sort of cultural correlate of the Marshall Plan for European
reconstruction. There is a world to build out of books and mortar.

Existentialism is all the rage. All the papers say so, even if they don’t
approve. A doctrine that puts such a premium on freedom seems
somehow both frightening and delicious. The philosophers credited
with creating it—Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir, Maurice
Merleau-Ponty —refuse the label while selectively exploiting the atten-
tion. Self-styled existentialists turn up in their Paris neighborhood of
St-Germain-des-Prés. They hang out in the famous cafés, hoping to rub
shoulders with intellectual celebrities. After the cafés shut, it’s on to the
cellar clubs. The wire-service journalists started this fad. Working odd
hours, in need of a drink when all else closes, they end up in the cellars,
and so the cellars end up in the news.

The most famous cave was Le Tabou. As Simone de Beauvoir wrote:
“People drank and danced and also brawled a great deal, both inside
and out front. The neighborhood declared war ... at night, people
threw buckets of water on the customers and even on people just
passing by.”! De Beauvoir claimed never to have been there. She did
not like the way its front people, Anne-Marie Cazalis and Juliette
Gréco, traded on the existentialist fashion. But she was friends with
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Boris Vian (1920-59), who played the trumpet in the band. Vian was
a man of parts. Besides his passion for jazz, he wrote a fake American
crime novel to cash in on that craze, and he wrote the Manual of Saint-
Germain-des-Prés (1949) .2

The Manual is a mock ethnography of the Latin Quarter. Saint-
Germain has its natives, those who ply respectable trades, pouring cold
water on the bohemian effusions they consider beneath them. It has its
incursionists, new-money people who doubtless got rich off the black
market and came looking for ways to spend it. It has permanent invad-
ers, American and Scandinavian and the occasional English.® And it
has its troglodytes, the nocturnal residents of the cellar clubs. Boris Vian
regarded himself and his friends as none of the above. The real Saint-
Germain was to him a small coterie of creative individuals.

Here are some of them, with their dates, since time is key to this
story: the poet Tristan Tzara (1896-1963), the composer Georges
Auric (1899-1983), the writer Jean Cocteau (1889-1963), the writer
Jacques Prévert (1900-77), the artist Alberto Giacometti (1901-66),
the writer Raymond Queneau (1903-76), the writer Jean-Paul Sartre
(1905-80), the writer Simone de Beauvoir (1908-86), the philosopher
Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1908-61), the writer Jean Genet (1910-86),
the saxophonist Don Byas (1912-72), the actress Simone Signoret
(1921-85), and the singer Juliette Gréco (b. 1927). None will feature
much in our story—with one exception: the poet Gabriel Pomerand
(1925-72).

In her memoir, Simone Signoret describes her initiation into Saint-
Germain in 1941. She quit her job on a collaborationist paper and came
to hang out at the Café de Flore, hoping to get into the film business.
Of the people she met there —“some of them Jewish, many of them
Communists or Trotskyites, Italian anti-fascists, Spanish Republicans,
bums, jokers, penniless poets, sharers of food ration tickets, ambula-
tory guitarists, genial jacks of all trades, temporary no-goods” —some
would not survive the war.* Of those who did, a few would become
celebrated figures of a new postwar culture, with Saint-Germain as
their symbolic home. Saint-Germain was where the forces for the
postwar restoration of the spectacle gathered.

American pop mixed with youthful irreverence was not to every-
one’s taste. In his #Manual, Vian takes great exception to the portrayal
of Saint-Germain in both the conservative and communist press.
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Gullible cellar-dwelling troglodytes, he suspects, can be cajoled into
saying pretty much anything for the price of a drink. They give the place
a bad name. The legend the press starts is that Sartre is the Magus and
jazz the Pied Piper of an evil cult. Worse, Simone de Beauvoir’s Second
Sex (1949) ruins the morals of impressionable girls. Vian quotes some
choice bits of journalese: “Beginning of the legend: an amateur exis-
tentialism of destruction. The whole story: blood, sensuality, death.”
Poor troglodyte existentialists, mere teenagers, living in cheap hotels
they can't afford. They are “unwholesome” and “violent,” “intoxicated”
by American crime novels (or perhaps by Vian’s copies of them). In
the clubs they can be found “screaming like banshees.” The press has
fabulated a folk devil here, about which to whip up a moral panic.®

“These zealots recognize each other through thousands of little items
of clothing: cowboy shirts flapping in the breeze, red, yellow and green,
plaid shirts that hang open down to the belly button.” The troglodyte
existentialist belongs to a vubculture.® “The women of the tribe are fond
of smocks that come in maybe two or three colors: their hairstyles give
them the look of a drowning victim ... they are none too fond of soap
or hairbrushes, but they dance one hell of a boogie-woogie.” The press
can't decide if they have too much sex or not enough, but either way
their desire is out of line, a threat to bourgeois enjoyment.” They gather
in Saint-Germain, in the shadows cast by its luminaries, to reinvent
themselves, by means both fair and shady. Bohemia’s other face is
delinquency.

She loved to dance: Vali Myers (1930-2003) left home at fourteen
and moved to seamy St Kilda, a waterside neighborhood in Melbourne,
Australia. She worked in a hair salon for a while, and as an artist’s
model, but preferred factory jobs. What money she made went toward
study with the Melbourne Modern Ballet. In 1950 she left Australia,
aged nineteen, determined to dance in Paris. She found a ruined city,
cold in winter; poor all the year round. The war had shattered one way
of life, and another had not yet risen from the ashes. Myers dropped
ballet and went dancing in the cellars where African drummers played.
Tourists threw money at her feet. She learned very little French,
but picked up the argot of the streets. This is what she wrote about
those times:
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The kids who survived after the war years in our quarter, Saint-
Germain des Prés, can be counted on one hand. It was ... a world
without illusions, without dreams. It had a dark stark beauty like
a short Russian story of Gorky that one doesn’t forget. They were
uprooted kids, old for their years, from all over Europe. Many had
no home or parents, no papers (stateless), no money ... We lived in
the streets and cafés, like a pack of “bastard dogs” and with the strict
hierarchy of such a tribe. Students and workers were “outsiders.”
The few tourists on the lookout for “existentialists” were “game”
(for a meal or a drink), but no one sold himself. There was always
cheap booze and Algerian hashish to get by on. What we had we
shared, even the butt end of a cigarette.®

Sometimes she slept in cafés or movie houses; sometimes she slept
rough. For a while she had a tiny room at the Hétel d’Alsace-Lorraine,
where the concierge was reputed to have worked for Marcel Proust
in his last years. She slept by day, and danced through the night as if
consumed by fire. Her whole delinquent “tribe” was nocturnal.’ There
was Kaki, the beauty of the quarter, a former Dior model, the daughter
of collaborators who killed themselves after the war. Kaki joined her
parents at age nineteen. There was Fred, the big blond Corsican, in
and out of prison, who later became a vuccess: as an artist, husband,
and father. There was Robert the Mexican, said to have killed a man.
There was Eliane, who had run away from both home and the reforma-
tory. There was Ralph Rumney, dodging military service in Britain.
Vali Myers lived on and off with Pierre Feuillette, who was known as
the Chief. Unpredictable, with a walk like a cat, he was not the sort
of character it pays to romanticize. He cut her once, in a fight. When
she danced, it was he who collected the money the tourists threw.
These were the scenes and characters from what she called her "opium
years” —which lasted until 1958.

Gabriel Pomerand introduced Myers to opium. He was one of several
men of the quarter who made her into a bohemian muse. Pomerand
wrote that “she disobeys every last law of conventional beauty,” and
compared encountering Myers to meeting a “cheetah on a leash.” The
Dutch photographer Ed van der Elsken gave her the leading role in
his book Zove on the Left Bank. “She danced like a Negress,” he said.

George Plimpton, the expatriate American, wrote in Parws Review: “Her
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dancing is remarkable —a sinuous shuffling, bent-kneed, her shoulders
and hands moving at trembling speed to the drumbeats.” Plimpton
quotes another admirer: “You saw in her the personalization of some-
thing torn and loose and deep-down primitive in all of us ...” Even the
great gay Spanish writer Juan Goytisolo idolized the “solemn, hieratic
girl, systematically dressed in black, with her face painted like a mask,”
who declared that she lived in a “damp cave with mice and called on
the most daring to try her one night in a cemetery.”"

Myers said that for her Saint-Germain was “like a little battle-
field.” Tired of parrying the glances of so many attentive men, she left
Paris for a secluded valley in Italy. She would henceforth prefer the
company of animals. The remarkable thing is that she survived her
marginal Paris life. One of the press stories Vian disparages contains
at least a kernel of truth: “Existentialism has ripened so quickly that it
is already divided by class warfare. In fact it is necessary these days to
distinguish the rich existentialists from the poor ones.” Bohemia is fine
for those who enter it voluntarily, and its legend is sustained by those
who succeeded through it. For those who aren’t rich, aren’t men, aren’t
white, aren’t straight, for those from the provinces, for those without
a home to go back to, it is no picnic. People like Myers'’s tribe were
doubly dispossessed, too young and too marginal. There was nothing
for it but to stick together. As Ralph Rumney put it: “Our social exclu-
sion made us a closed group.”"

It has become an impertinence to say we. The collective pronoun
is to be distrusted. Only the voice of the self is authentic. This voice
declares itself from endless vtatus updates, with whole spiders’ nests of
self-affirmation: ME! ME! ME! It’s a world

of free agents vainly attempting to establish themselves on the
slender résumé of their own qualities. The twenty-first century is the
culmination of two forms of individualism. In the first, individuals are
all the same; in the second, they are all different. The first is classically
bourgeois, the second distinctively bohemian. But whether different or
the same, in the twenty-first century it’s the same difference. Bourgeois
individualism is now infused with bohemian flourishes. In the 1950s
Vali Myers stood out even in Saint-Germain. In the 1970s, when she
gave the singer Patti Smith her first tattoo, this might still have been
a gesture with a point. Now you can get your tattoos at the mall. It’s
romanticism for everybody, with a little blood and pain thrown in for
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the price. The collapse of bourgeois and bohemian individualism into
the warm embrace of the commodity is the defining style of the middle-
class sensibility of today’s disintegrating spectacle.!

There are also two kinds of collective belonging. In the first, we
belong because we are the same; in the second, we belong because we
are not.'"” The most insistent form of collective belonging in Paris after
the war was the Communist Party, which was definitely of the first
kind, a collective belonging that obliged of its members a certain unity
and identity as proletarians. Wrapping itself in the scarlet mantle of the
Resistance, the Party exerted its gravity upon artists and intellectuals
even if they were not members. While directing a withering criticism
at the surrealist old guard, Sartre agonized over how to align himself
with the Communists, who he still took to be the representatives of the
working class.

Saint-Germain offered its own alternative to the collective belonging
of communism—the collective belonging of the Letterist movement,
led by the charismatic Romanian poet and film-maker Isidore Isou
(1925-2007). The rogue surrealist Georges Bataille once described
him as a genius who lacked nothing except talent. Sartre hated the
Letterists almost as much as he hated Bataille: “Letterism is a substi-
tute product, a flat and conscientious imitation of Dadaist exuberance.
One’s heart is no longer in it, one feels the application and haste to
succeed.”' Yet not the least merit of the Letterists is that they were
one of the few groups who managed to stay outside of both bourgeois
postwar French culture and its Stalinist alternative. They managed to
make something enduring, by seizing control over their own self-pres-
entation. These were things for which Myers and her tribe lacked the
wherewithal.

Romania gave the world Tristan Tzara, the poet of Dada, and it gave
the world Isidore Isou, the prophet of Letterism, who first achieved
fame in postwar Paris by publicly embarrassing poor old Tzara, even as
he began his own avant-garde practice by appropriating the best Tzara
had to offer. Notoriety led to the publication of two of Isou’s books by
the venerable, if somewhat compromised, house of Gallimard. Saint-
Germain was at the time the center of the French publishing world, so it
made sense for a provincial gate-crasher like Isou to install himself the
cafés there while finding a way to both scandalize and break into one of
the quarter’s few industries. Its other racket was cinema, drawing the
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likes of Signoret. Isou would tackle that one too, in his extraordinary
flm Zreatwe on Spit and Eternity (1951).1°

While most people approached the postwar years as a time of recon-
struction, Isou wanted to push the destruction of culture still further.
His trans-historical theory of culture took the will to create as its
primary axiom. Not Marxist necessity, not Sartrean freedom, but crea-
tion was the highest form of human activity. Creation takes us from the
spit of unconsciousness to the eternity of a consciously created history,
for while the artist creates within history, the act of creation touches the
eternal. All forms —aesthetic and social —move from a stage of amplifi-
cation to one of decompovition. In the amplification stage, a form grows to
incorporate whole aspects of existence. The amplified form shapes life
and makes it meaningful. During the period of decomposition, forms
turn on themselves and become self-referential. Forms fall from grace
and from history. As the form decomposes, so does the life to which it
once gave shape. Form becomes unreal, and language becomes tame:
“Tarzan learns in his father’s book to call tigers cats.”*®

Isou applied this theory to all forms, from art to cinema, but poetry
had a central place, for he was interested in both the history of poetry
and the poetics of history. In modern French poetry, Victor Hugo took
the amplification stage as far as it could go. Its decomposition then
advanced, phase by phase, through Baudelaire, Verlaine, Rimbaud,
Mallarmé, and Tzara. Dada rendered all existing forms worthless.
Dada was conscious decomposition. Isou’s self-appointed task was to
complete the reduction of the word to the letter, through a deliber-
ate chiseling of poetry down to its bare elements. By creating a new
alphabet, a new language would be possible, which would reconstruct,
amplify, and retell the story of the world. Isou’s mission was to gather
disciples for an all-out attack on spent forms, and the creation in their
place of a fresh language.

Treatise on Spit and Eternity is almost the masterpiece Isou so confi-
dently proclaimed.” It has three movements. In the first, Isou wanders
the streets of the quarter in his plaid jacket. “The neighborhood of
Saint-Germain-des-Prés is an invention of the author, and represents
nothing but the author’s calvary.” The voice-over recounts his (or
rather his fictive double Daniel’s) attempt to expound his vision of a
new cinema to a hostile audience at a film club who shout him down,
usually with stock leftist jibes. Cinema has become obese, he declares.
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Its images have become too banal, too artistic. Cinema is merely “an
industry organized in defense of current production.” The cinema of
classic unities has to be rent asunder. He proposes a discrepant cinema,
where image and sound are severed from each other. It is time to spit
out the old masterpieces. Cinema should aspire to a gangrenous beauty
worthy of the Marquis de Sade. “The more the subject matter is spoiled
and perverted, the more beautiful it is ... The novelty of creation alone
interests the creator. That is why the ugliness of our era preoccupies
him: it is new and therefore beautiful.”

After wandering about Saint-Germain in the first act, Isou meets up
in the second with Eve, a Norwegian beauty. Now he attempts to enact
the “Manifesto of Discrepant Cinema” just expounded. Isou thwarts
the spectators’ expectations: “The author knows that people go to the
movies to swallow their weekly Saturday night dose of tenderness.
And though they don't give a damn about the story, they retell it in
the hope of a deserved success. The author does not care for this type
of legend, because these are questions of personal taste. Only systems
where form goes beyond story are of interest to him.” What he ends up
with is a charmless account of his alter-ego Daniel’s misogyny.

Still, the second act achieves two insights. Daniel recounts how
expulsion from the Communist Party felt like a kind of annihilation:
“How astonishing to find oneself alive the next day.” The other is an
observation voiced by another girlfriend, Denise: “How many corpses
in the maze of the dictionary? ... Our vocabulary is full of real corpses,
a cemetery of men who died for words.” Given the brutality of the
history Isou survived as a Romanian Jew, the statement carries a
certain gravity. It is no accident either that across stock footage of a
church service, Isou has scratched the Star of David. Stock footage of
the colonial officer class routinely has the faces and bodies scratched
out. For Isou, “the evolution of art has nothing to do with the revolu-
tion in society.” It is a refuge from it.

All one could say in favor of the film’s second act is that it manifests
the latent male aggression toward women that is an undercurrent of
bohemian sexual practices. “I installed myself in her,” he says of Eve,
before discarding her. The third act can then devote itself to Letterist
poetry, with two great performances by Frangois Dufréne (1930-82),
perhaps the most accomplished of Isou’s followers where poetry was
concerned. In the third act Isou promotes Letterism against all rival
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avant-gardes. He dismisses jazz, for instance, as “white-collar primi-
tivism.” Eisenstein’s Battleship Potemkin is just the “King Kong of the
revolution.” Cinema in particular has failed as an art. “The God of
cinema is dead,” like the God of legend who died while making the
universe, leaving it unfinished. Isou sets himself the task of completion.
“Actually what interests you is creation, invention, discovery. That’s
what creation is. An unceasing destruction of surfaces to reach a sub-
terranean pool.” The film ends with Daniel’s voice-over account of his
abandoned girlfriend Eve, wandering Saint-Germain and succumbing
to madness, until the police round her up and deport her. An indiffer-
ent Daniel, who witnesses her downfall, decides to play pinball with a
friend, who wins a free game.

The unnamed friend in the film’s last act could well have been Gabriel
Pomerand. Like Isou a Romanian Jew, his mother was deported to
Auschwitz. He spent the war in Marseilles, in the Resistance, but still
found time to read the poetry of Arthur Rimbaud and the Comte de
Lautréamont. He came to Paris after the war, meeting Isou in a soup
kitchen for Romanian refugees. Pomerand quickly enlisted in the Let-
terists’ shallow ranks. In the earl_y postwar years he was a perpetual
scandal in motion. He was a mainstay of the Letterist poetry read-
ings at Le Tabou, and produced the first sustained work of metagraphic
poetry, which synthesized image and word in a visual language. In it
he presents a less flattering portrait of Saint-Germain than that drawn
by Vian or even Isou. Pomerand’s Saint Ghetto of the Loans (1950) is a
grimotre of the quarter, a book for evoking its damned spirits.'®

Saint-Germain is a ghetto, he says: its denizens all wear a yellow
star. It is a “drowned drunk peacefully floating from one bridge to
another.” It is where American anarchist millionaires cross paths with
swells whose wealth lies in castles built beneath the bridges. There is
no Saint-Germain. “There are only spirits who survey the streets, from
terrace to terrace, awaiting the occurrence of unique events,” or for
someone to pick up their tab. It is an “open-air temple,” a “bullet-holed
beauty spoiling in the sun.” It is where language is pounded beyond
recognition. “How sweet to subsist in a world that is falling apart.”
Saint-Germain is a Letterist ground zero.

Pomerand compares Saint-Germain to the imaginary city of
Donogoo Tonka, from the novel by Jules Romains (1885-1972)." In
this novel, a geographer faces professional embarrassment because a
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city he describes in the Brazilian jungle does not actually exist. So he
enlists the help of an adventurer to create it. The adventurer finds some
unscrupulous bankers, who provide the backing for the Donogoo
Tonka company, which outfits an expedition to the jungle. The expedi-
tion thinks it is going to an already thriving city, when actually the men
will have to build it themselves. When they arrive they find that others
have already started work on building the city, drawn by the public-
ity campaign of the Donogoo-Tonka company. In Saint-Germain as in
Donogoo Tonka, the place makes a spectacle of itself. It is where the
spectacle pulls itself up again by its own boostraps.

Pomerand and Isou were younger than Vian's notables, but half a
decade older than Vali Myers. She ran with a younger crowd, some of
whom were attracted to the Letterists, some of whom had their own
ideas. There was Henry de Béarn (1931-1995), who lived in a loft
with Ivan Chtcheglov (1933-1998) near the Eiffel Tower. The lights
from the tower kept them awake at night, so they planned to blow it
up. There was Jean-Michel Mension (1934-2006), fortunate not to be
orphaned by the war. First they came for his father, a communist mili-
tant. Then they came for his mother, both a communist and a Jew. Like
many who washed up in Saint-Germain, Mension was drifting away
from family, school, the law. But unlike some he had read his Sartre
and his Prévert. Like Pomerand before him, Mension found his way
to the poetry of Rimbaud and Lautréamont. After that self-education
there was nothing for it but drink and mischief.

Mension spent his eighteenth birthday on the street, drinking and
talking to Guy Debord (1931-94). Unlike Mension, Myers, and the
tribe, Debord had a student allowance, so it was probably he who
bought the wine (red for Mension, white for himself). As Mension
recalls it, “we would set the whole world to rights while polishing off a
liter or perhaps two liters.”?® Though little interested in his university
classes, Debord studied Mension and others like him closely. Debord
was a sort of street ethnographer, although his method was more intox-
icant peregrination than participant observation. “He had a particular
fascination with young people like me,” Mension says. “He must have
been searching in me for the kind of trigger that causes someone to
snap one day and begin living without rules.” Debord was researching
a people who were neither bourgeois nor proletarian nor bohemian —
and decidedly not middle-class.
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Cursing is the work of the drinking classes. A short text Mension
wrote in the early 1950s called “General Strike” declares “nothingness,
perpetually sought, is simply, our life.” Debord was in search, not of
the organic intellectuals of the working class, but of what one might
call the alcoholic intellectuals of the non-working classes. He had read
his Louis-Ferdinand Céline (1894-1961), whose coruscating prose
was capable of dispelling most illusions, not least about the nobility of
labor: “We're workers they say. Work, they call it! That's the crummi-
est part of the whole business.”” Mension's strike was not against work
but against life, and while it strikes the right note of negativity, it does
not quite rise to the level of a critique of delinquency —and this was the
least of what Debord had in mind. There are plenty of celebrations of
bohemia.?? What is rare is to turn a critical theory of delinquency into
a delinquent critique.

The first real statement of what would come to be a properly Situa-
tionist writing would come not from Mension but from Ivan Chtcheglov,
in his celebrated “Formulary for a New Urbanism” (1953).% This is
the text that pointed the way to the exit from the twentieth century
as we know it. It’s the key document of the Letterist International
(1952-57), the group Debord cofounded and to which Chtcheglov
belonged, forming a breakaway from the older Letterists such as Isou
and Pomerand.” It would contribute some key ideas and practices to
the movement that did not yet bear the name Situationsst.

The Letterist International was a young people’s affair. They dis-
carded Isou’s self-referential theories and personality cult, but took
with them a certain practice of intellectual seduction and the ambition
to chisel modern art down to nothing, to clear the ground for some-
thing else. The Letterist International dreamed big. They foresaw the
end of the workhouse of modernist form. They discovered a new city
via a calculated drifting (dérive) through the old. Theirs would be a city
of play, love, adventure, made for arousing new passions, a city that
might finally justify the conceit that this is a civilization worthy of its
predecessors: “Although their builders are gone, a few disturbing pyra-
mids resist the efforts of travel agencies to render them banal.”” They
were the other side to the spectacle of bohemia, its delinquent side, its
marginal side. They created out of this marginality a collective being,
and rendered that collective being in a low theory specific to it, and as
we shall see, in a distinctive kind of practice.






2 No More Temples of the Sun

“We are bored with the city, there is no longer any Temple of the Sun,”
declares Chtcheglov. It is unclear whether he means the Temple of the
Sun in Beijing, the Pyramid of the Sun at Teotihuacan or the Pyramids
of Egypt, but he was certainly none too fond of the Obelisk of the Place
de la Concorde. Besides being fascinated by pyramids (both Egyp-
tian and pre-Columbian), Georges Bataille also had a thing about this
obelisk, which had formerly graced the entrance to the Luxor Temple.
Bataille called it a “petrified sunbeam.” For Bataille, the Place de la
Concorde was the locus from which to announce the death of God,
“precisely because the Obelisk is its calmest negation.” The obelisk
stood for the pharaoh’s military power, the pyramid for his union with
the eternity of the gods. The removal of the obelisk to Paris turned
the Place de la Concorde into a negative sacred site. It gave the finger
to what was once the eternal heavens, a gesture to the lost union of
earth and sky, the point around which the mundane tumult of the city
orbited.

Before the war, Bataille had wanted to create a ritual on this site,
to transform its meaning. The idea was to soak a skull in brine until
it softened, place it at the base of the Obelisk and tell the press that
the King’s skull had mysteriously returned.? This was the place, after
all, where Louis XVI had been executed —followed not long after by
Danton, Robespierre, Saint-Just and not a few others. Chtcheglov had
no interest in that. In any case the death of God had already been
announced, and from the pulpit of Notre Dame no less, by a group of
Letterists. During a quiet moment of the Easter High Mass in 1950,
Michel Mourre (1928-77) ascended the pulpit dressed as a Domini-
can monk to read a sermon written by the Saint-Germain identity

and subsequent Letterist International founding member Serge Berna
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(b. 1925): “Verily I say unto you: God is dead.” The organist quickly
pumped out a few chords to drown out the rest. Then all hell broke
loose. Mourre and two others were arrested. Pomerand slipped out
undetected.’

All this anti-clerical stuff was old hat to Chtcheglov. “For we are in
the twentieth century, even if few people are aware of it.” Now was
the time to leave the old avant-garde stunts behind. The failure of the
earthly city to renew itself was the problem, not the vanishing heavens.
“Everyone wavers between the emotionally still-alive past and the
already-dead future.” Chtcheglov proposed a quite different approach
to the space of the city than Bataille. The problem was how to replace
God's stabilizing presence with a new relation between the city and the
cosmos; the solution was not to fix a place for a ritual sacrifice, but a
new arrangement of movement.

Bataille’s view of the city took as its starting point the sacred architec-
ture at this center, which he made the site from which to dethrone God.
Chtcheglov’s view of the city took as its reference point not its ancient,
sacred form, but its modern and seemingly rationalist one. His text is
aimed squarely against the radiant city of Le Corbusier (1887-1965),
which if it had its way would erase even more of the city than wartime
bombing and replace it with cross-shaped tower blocks aligned along
gun-barrel highways and vast open parks. For Chtcheglov, this was
the wrong path along which to imagine the postwar reconstruction. He
sought not the rational city but the playful city, not the city of work but
the city of adventure. Not the city that conquers nature, but the city
that opens towards the flux of the universe.

Le Corbusier was the béte noire of the whole Situationist project, but
it is worth pausing to consider what the thinking of Le Corbusier and
Chtcheglov had in common. Le Corbusier wrote that “architecture,
which is a thing of plastic emotion, should, in its domain, also begin
at the beginning, and use elements capable of striking our senses, of
satisfying our visual desires, and arrange them in such a way that the
sight of them clearly affects us through finesse or brutality, tumult or
serenity, indifference or interest.”* This understanding of the city as a
totality of sensory and emotional affects, this at least they share. The
philosopher Jacques Ranciére speaks of a “distribution of the sensi-
ble,” which “reveals who can have a share in what is common.” In

these terms Le Corbusier and Chtcheglov are close, for both imagine
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the whole space of the city as something everyone experiences aes-
thetically. Yet the Letterist International is already pushing against the
limits of Le Corbusier’s program. His architecture might be for the
people, but it is decidedly not of them or by them.

New forms are needed to express a new ruling order. Le Corbusier’s
architecture is addressed to the ruling class, which does not quite realize
the new kinds of forms it needs. The bourgeois at home seem “sheep-
ish and diminished, like tigers in a cage; one sensed clearly that they
were happier at the factory or their bank.” The forms he offers them,
patterned after bomber planes as much as ancient temples, connect
modern technology to a spiritual order. Architecture signals the “trace
of an indefinable absolute persisting at the core of our being” and “a
unifying management in the universe.” If for Bataille the temple of
Luxor was a sacrifice to an absent God, to an impossible order, for Le
Corbusier the harmony of heaven and earth could be reconstituted —
but only through modern versions of Luxor’s ancient geometric form,
shorn of all ornamental excrescence. Le Corbusier imposed the geom-
etry of the ternple onto the entire space of the city, and onto everyday
life in its totality.

Le Corbusier’s city was not modern: it was already out of date. It
was a product of a retrograde culture, lagging behind science. The
ph_ysical world is no longer understood as an orderly geometry, but
culture has yet to catch up. The purpose of technology is not to make a
city purified of complexity, a Platonic form gleaming in the sun. Life is
earthy, not heavenly; life is movement and form, spirit or idea. Chtch-
eglov’s sources for this way of imagining the city were twofold. One
was a certain strain of art and literature that proposed fantastic land-
scapes, such as the paintings of Giorgio de, in which could be glimpsed
a new conception of space and time.” The literature Chtcheglov draws
on includes Thomas de Quincey, Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Domain of
Arnheim,” and, most interestingly, a Russian children’s book by Lev
Kassil.

Chtcheglov’s Ukrainian father had been exiled from Russia for his
political activities, and had been involved in a taxi driver’s strike in
Paris, but it was probably his mother who introduced him to Kassil.
Lev Kassil (1905-70) started out as an avant-garde writer in the orbit
of the great futurist poet Vladimir Mayakovsky. He survived the
brutal years of the Stalinist era, like more than a few others, by writing
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children’s books. In 7he Black Book and Schwambrania, two brothers
find a novel way to escape from the discipline of family and school:
“There was no need to run away, to search for a promised land. It
was here, somewhere very close at hand. We had only to invent it.”
This world they call Schwambrania: “Our world was a bay jam-packed
with boats. Life was an endless journey, and each given day was a new
voyage. It was quite natural, therefore, that every Schwambranian was
a sailor.”®

Adventure is close at hand. It does not require Rimbaud’s “derange-
ment of the senses," but rather, an arrangement of the sensible. There
is nothing exotic about it. It does not require a surrealist expedition to
foreign lands. What James Clifford calls a “Surrealist ethnography”
still relies on a notional other, an exoteric to contrast to the esoteric,
however much it might trouble or surprise accepted notions of which
is which.” A Situationist ethnography has its own distinct methods.
It emerges out of Debord’s close study of Saint-Germain delinquents. It
adopts their habits, their ¢thnos, and turns it into method. The Letterist
International are ethnographers of their own difference, cartographers
of an attitude to life. This life did not lie outside the modern, Western
one, but inside, in the fissures of its cities. It did not yearn for a primitive
life from before history, but rather for one that was to come after it. In
the life of the Saint-Germain delinquents’ ribe could be found particles
of the future, not the past, and not from some colonial Donogoo Tonka,
but from the very epicenter of what history had wrought: the coloniza-
tion of everyday life at the heart of empire.

Chtcheglov’s other source was not previous art or writing, but a
certain kind of practice, what he and his friends would call the dérive.
It’s a curious word. A note in the Letterist International’s journal Pot-
latch gives some of its resonances.!” Its Latin root “derivare” means to
draw off a stream, to divert a flow. Its English descendants include the
word “derive” and also “river.” Its whole field of meaning is aquatic,
conjuring up flows, channels, eddies, currents, and also drifting, sailing
or tacking against the wind. It suggests a space and time of liquid
movement, sometimes predictable but sometimes turbulent. The word
dérive condenses a whole attitude to life, the sort one might acquire in
the backwaters of Saint-Germain-des-Prés.

“Note: a certain Saint-Germain-des-Prés, about which no one
has yet written, has been the first group functioning on a historical
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scale within this ethic of drifting.”"! It is the dérive, writes Michele
Bernstein, “from which we expect to draw educationally conclusive
results.”'? Bored with her university studies and her bourgeois back-
ground, Bernstein (b. 1932) started hanging around Saint-Germain in
1952 and found herself in the company of the Letterist International.
She was the one who, on a rented machine, typed up the articles for
Potlatch, which mixed news snippets, in-jokes, theoretical texts and
notes on the dérive. As her friend Jacqueline De Jong says: “Without
her there would not have been any Potlatch.”"

“‘Alienation’ —I know it is there whenever I sing a love song or recite
a poem, whenever I handle a banknote or enter a shop, whenever 1
glance at a poster or read a newspaper. At the very moment the human
is defined as ‘having possessions,” I know it is there, dispossessing the
human.”" Henri Lefebvre introduced many French readers to Marx,
but to a Marx not quite containable by party orthodoxy. When Lefe-
bvre published his Cretigue of Everyday Life (1947) he was a member of
the Party, but—and one can't resist the gesture —he was increasingly
alienated from it. The party was an imitation, a thing apart, not an
expression of proletarian power. Lefebvre’s critique of the abstract and
mystified disaffections of the surrealists with everyday life nevertheless
implied another critique, of the limits of official Marxist orthodoxy.
What he did not yet have was a practice that could produce a knowl-
edge of the relation between the worker’s dispossession of the product
of their labor during the working day, and the encounter with these
same products as potential possessions during leisure hours.

Lefebvre writes of how capital makes the modern city. Capitalism
divides time into work time and leisure time. It further divides work
time up into equivalent units —workers are usually paid by the hour —
and tries to make each unit as productive as possible. Leisure time is
free from work, but tends increasingly to be used for consumption. The
worker is paid to work in the factory, and pays to spend her free time
consuming factory-made products. Such is the standard Marxist view
of time. It corresponds to a certain experience of space. There is work
space, leisure space, and resting space. The worker works in one space,
spends free time in another, and schleps home to sleep in a third.

A graffiti slogan proposed in Potlatch for the dormitory suburbs
around the factories: “Remember, you are sleeping for the boss!”'®
Unlike the surrealists, the Letterist International put little faith in the
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dream world. They stay awake nights. They implicitly accept the denun-
ciation mounted from such otherwise incompatible sources as Sartre,
Isou and Lefebvre of the futile gestures of surrealism. Rumney: “It was
an exquisite corpse that was beginning to give off a bad smell.”'® Their
chosen terrain was not the dream, but rather a lucid practice outside
of and against the work and leisure diptych. Debord’s attack on lat-
terday surrealists was called “The Big Sleep and Its Clients” (1955)
which neatly connects the title of a Holl_}mvood movie, the most palpa~
ble channel of unconscious desires in postwar France, with the aging
surrealist champions of radical desire.!”

Patrick Straram (1934-88) arrived in Saint-Germain in 1950, but left
for Canada in 1958 to avoid national service. In that brief time he hung
out in the jazz cellars, drank with the tribe, signed texts by the Letter-
ist International and wrote a novel about it. 7he Bottle Reclines (1953)
describes dérives with characters resembling Debord and Chtcheglov
in a style somewhere between the surrealists and the Beats: “The wine
went to his head. Rambler well led despite himself in a labyrinth of
colors and shadowy forms, incapable of assimilating them, distorted
interpretation, according to a deformed optic, and however shockingly
accurate.”'8

The dérive, with Straram, is a groggy and disorienting affair, contin-
ued from night to day:

It was already dirty and bluish whiteness, something lazily mechanic,
the chloroformed ambiance of sprawled-out rays of a staggering,
sleepy sunrise. A nearly medical beam of scraped sun on the heavy
walls of unhealthy sleepwalking, perpetual surveillance of the city,
clinical guards/prisoners. The battle picked up from the point where
it was brutally interrupted yesterday, from the heap of bricks and
fire, automatic incubator, and from the perverse perforation, certain,

of light. The ultimate everyday renaissance."

Straram never finished his novel. Perhaps the novel is not the ideal
form for writing about the dérive. Perhaps the derive could be a prac-
tice that leads to quite another project than literature.

While the critical theory of commodified experience of time and
space that Lefebvre initiated would become a commonplace in the
postwar years, Chtcheglov, Debord, Bernstein, Straram and friends
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were one of the few groups to imagine a critical practice.®® The dérive
cuts across the division of the space of the city into work, rest and
leisure zones. By wandering about in the space of the city according
to their own sense of time, those undertaking a dérive find other uses
for space besides the functional. The time of the dérive is no longer
divided between productive time and leisure time. It is a time that plays
in between the useful and the gratuitous. Leisure time is often called
Jree time, but it is free only in the negative, free from work. But what
would it mean to construct a positive freedom within time? That is the
challenge of the dérive. The breakaway Letterist International created
a new practice, a new way of being in the world, out of which to derive
a new kind of practice.”

Strikingly, both capital and labor accept the division between work
time and leisure time. Capital extends or intensifies the working day;
labor struggles to shorten it, and within it to resist speed-ups and other
attempts by capital to extract more value from it. Perhaps it is this
shared fixation on productive time that will draw both capital and
labor towards the middle-class cultural norm.?? While they are at odds
as to its use, both take for granted a certain functional concept of time,
and a certain acquisitive and accumulating approach to everyday life
that comes with it. The Letterist International sought a quite different
concept of time, resolutely based on non-work.

Debord’s first major work, by his own later accounts, was a simple
three-word graffiti that translates as “Never work!” Rather than
reduce the working hour, avoid it as much as possible. But if there
is no work, then there is no leisure either. It is rather like Nietzsche’s
annunciation of the death of God which is also the death of a certain
understanding of Man, since God and Man form a conceptual couple,
each made in the other’s image.” Debord’s “Never work!” frees time
from its binary form of work time and leisure time. The dérive then
becomes the practice of lived time, time not divided and accorded
a function in advance; a time inhabited by neither workers nor
consumers.

Chtcheglov’s text announced some forthcoming books, including one
by his friend Henry de Béarn which provisionally names the people of
the dérive and their passion: 7he New Nomadism. This book would never
be written, or at least not by de Béarn. In the 1970s, the philosopher
Gilles Deleuze (1925-95) would join with the psychiatrist and activist
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Félix Guattari (1930-92) to write Anti-Oedipus (1972) and its sequel,
A Thousand Plateaux (1980), which among other things would propose
a nomad thought.*® They start with a burlesque of psychoanalysis and
expand it into a whole world view based on the productive powers of
desire. As they write: “A schizophrenic out for a walk is a better model
than a neurotic lying on the analyst’s couch.” By the time they wrote
this, much of what had once been critical thought had laid its weary
head on that analyst’s couch —depressed, anxious, irritable, neurotic.
Obsessed with old wounds. Unable to forget. Unable to get up. At its
melancholy end.

Deleuze and Guattari’s exemplary walkers were literary characters,
but it turns out Chtcheglov was that schizophrenic out for a walk, and
he already had a theory of his own nomadism. Years before Deleuze
and Guattari, he already saw the dérive as a kind of analysis. “The
dérive is certainly a technique, almost a therapeutic one.” Unlike psy-
choanalysis, it did not sever language from the continuum of practices
in which it is embedded. “The dérive (with its flow of acts, its ges-
tures, its promenades, its encounters) was to the totality exactly what
psychoanalysis (in the best sense) is to language,” Chtcheglov writes.
The Letterist International refuse the separation of urban space from
urban culture, each assigned to their own specialists. They refuse the
separation of the external, social space of the city from the internal,
private space of subjectivity. The subjective belongs to the city and can
be analyzed experimentally, much as the city is subjective and can be
reconstructed to expand with our desires.

The dérive was an intervention against geography as much as
against psychoanalysis. Academic geography in France arose out of
the defeat of the Franco-Prussian war. If the dominant form narrowed
its focus to an objective science of landscape existing outside of social
practice, there was also a counter-geography, more interested in social
practices of landscape-making.”” Paul-Henry Chombart de Lauwe
(1913-98) offered a synthesis of both the objectivity of the former
and the attention to social process of the latter. From an aristrocratic
family, Chombart was a Catholic, with progressively more leftist lean-
ings throughout the 1940s and 50s. Before the war he studied with
Marcel Mauss, from whom he took an organic conception of socialism
and commitment to social science as the study of social problems, with
a view to their solution. He crossed the Sahara in 1936 on a tourist
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flight, as his contribution to Marcel Griaule’s legendary ethnographic
expeditions.” During the war he joined the Resistance, before becom-
ing a fighter pilot for the Free French. His monumental study of Paris
and its environs came out in 1952, and would become a critical point of
reference for the Situationist theory and practice of paychogeography.

Chombeart used a range of methods to construct an understanding
of the city as both form and process, ranging from aerial surveillance
to interviews with workers. Drawing on his wartime experience he
became an expert in techniques of aerial surveillance, and these in
turn had given Chombart a bird’s eye view of class struggle. He could
clearly see in the photographs of Paris a slightly squished version of
the concentric rings that the Chicago School claimed defined urban
space. These concentric zones, like the rings of Saturn, orbit what the
Chicago urbanists christened a central business district”® (A notion that
would have horrified Bataille.) The qualities of the zones are deter-
mined by the price of land within them, which is a function of their
distance from the center. Or as Chombart might say more directly:
class maps onto space.

Chombart came to advocate a participatory approach to town plan-
ning, but always with something of an aerial —or what Bataille would
call Icarian—view, flying over and detached from the city and its
tangle of situations.™ He represented the best of progressive postwar
urban thought: leftist but not Stalinist, sympathetic and engaged with
working-class struggles, but viewing these from within orthodox social
science as problems to be solved rather than battles to be engaged.
He recuperated social geography for the science of landscape. He
was all too easily seduced by the idea of housing the working class in
Corbusian mega-blocks, for their own good;®' All this made him a con-
spicuous target for attack by Debord and friends. Chombart’s aerial
techniques in particular were to be détourned in the service of a quite
different practice —psychogeography.

Psychogeography is a practice of the city as at once an objective and
subjective space. It is not the city as mere prompt for surrealist rever-
ies. Nor is it a thing apart, to be dissected by social science, no matter
how well-meaning. The city of Debord, Chtcheglov and their friends
is a complex beast, always in process, with its own rhythms and life
cycle, as it is for Chombart. What Chtcheglov and Debord add to this
is a certain turbulence. The city simultaneously has subjective qualities
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that are nevertheless interpersonal. Debord: “From a dérive point of
view cities have psychogeographical contours, with constant currents,
fixed points and vortexes that strongly discourage entry into or exit
from certain zones.” The dérive discovers these contours. The city is an
aesthetic practice irreducible to the interests of state or market.

The surrealists brought psychoanalysis to the streets, but it was only
a detour, on the way back to literature.® Chombart brought social
science to the streets, but again it was a detour, back to planning from
above. The Letterist International invent a new kind of knowledge,
a street ethnography, whose primary method is the dérive. What the
dérive discovers is psychogeography: the lineaments of subjective
space. In place of the chance encounters of the surrealists, they create
a practice of play and strategy which invents a way of being, outside
of commodified time and outside of the separate disciplines of knowl-
edge —including geography. Henceforth the city will not be a site for
fieldwork but a playing field, in which to discover intimations of a
space and time outside the division of labor. The goal is nothing less
than to invent a new civilization which will make a mark on historical
time with the grandeur of the Temple of the Sun.

The civilization of play had already existed. Even little Saint-
Germain —a handful of city blocks—left a trace. The artist Constant
Nieuwenhuys (1920-2005), who will feature in our story further on,
had a rather different experience of the place to Vian’s bohemians,
Vali’s tribe or Chtcheglov’s renegade Letterists, because he was there
with his little boy: “The Parisians are not so nice, that is why they
paint abstracts, and that is also why they slam the door when, with
Victor holding my hand, I ask for a room. Yes, everything is abstract
here ...” —even compassion. And yet writing about it later Constant
could not but agree with Chtcheglov: “The atmosphere of this bour-
geois quarter of Paris was so profoundly altered by a small group of
intellectuals, the so-called existentialists, that it acquired international
fame and even became a tourist attraction.”

The model, in negative, for a city of play is Las Vegas: a city in the
desert, with no harbor, no river, which since 1931 was dedicated —if
not consecrated —to wasting time. To Chtcheglov, the ideal setting for
anew avant-garde was not the metropolis of commerce or industry, but
tourism. Las Vegas would eventually sprout its own pyramid, and take
on all the pretensions to immortality that to Bataille already seemed
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ridiculous, and are perhaps more so in the twenty-first century. In
2003 the United States government issued a warning that if nothing
was done, Las Vegas would run out of water by 2025.5 Much as
it fascinated Chtcheglov, Las Vegas was not the prototype of the
Situationist city.

In the jungle is a city that moves. When its inhabitants build new dis-
tricts it is always to the west. Each time they cut the ribbon opening a
new district, an old one to the east is abandoned, gradually to disappear
beneath the overgrowth of tropical vegetation. This is more like it! The
moving city would burst the bubble of the vustainable city, the fantasy
that the city can become one with its environment, a pure homeostasis,
outside of history.® It would lay bare the process by which the city
transforms nature into second nature, in the process making nature
appear as a resource for the city’s consumption. And besides, the ruins
left behind in the east would be perfect terrain for the dérive. Why can
such a city not exist? The conceit of private property is that it is some-
thing fixed, eternal. Once it comes into existence it remains, passed in
an unbroken chain of ownership from one title-holder to the next. Yet
in the course of time whole cities really do disappear. We live among
the ruins. We later cities know we are mortal. And yet in the name of
property we would hold back the very sea.

The village of Siasconset sits atop a bluff on the island of Nantucket,
Massachusetts, a prize location for those of means, except for one
thing. Erosion, like Marx’s old mole, is burrowing away underneath,
threatening to topple the palaces perched above.® So in 1992 twenty
or so owners of such mansions joined together to form a Beach Pres-
ervation Fund, which intends to spend at least $25 million of its own
money on dredging 2.6 million cubic yards of sand from a site offshore
and pumping it onto the beach below the cliff. “They realize that the
sand will inevitably wash away, so they are prepared to do much of the
work all over again, perhaps as often as every five years.” There seems
now more merit than ever in the proposal for a city in the jungle, a city
that records its own consumption of the terrain. Chtcheglov’s intuition
of the opening of the city to the temporality of the cosmos was perhaps
more profound than he knew. Even the great city of Teotihuacan failed
to stop time. “Today much of the city is buried under five towns, one of
Mexico’s largest military bases, numerous farms, commercial centers
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and a string of highways.
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What the Letterist International intended was not a new kind of
urban planning, but a critique of it. “We need to flood the market —even
if only for the moment the intellectual market—with a mass of desires
whose fulfillment is not beyond humanity’s present means of action
on the material world, but only beyond the capacity of the old social
organization.”® They had the old Marxist faith that the development of
the forces of production, the machinery of industrial capitalism, would
yield the means to free us from necessity. Yet as early as 1953 they
realized that capital could not go on treating all of space and time as
resources for its own quantitative expansion. They had lived through
the war as children and knew, at least second-hand, of the destructive
power of modern technology. Why could that power not be used to
build a different kind of civilization in the ruins? In the twenty-first
century we live more and more with the consequences of the failure to
make just such a qualitative break.

The Letterist International used the practice of the dérive as a
method for creating a kind of knowledge outside of the division of
labor, and outside even of the intellectual division of labor between
disciplines. They aimed it not only at rival avant-gardes, but at geog-
raphy, urban studies, sociology —the legitimate knowledges of the city.
It was a “subcultural knowledge,”* drawing on a delinquent’s distrust
of social scientists and their questionnaires, and on their studied time-
wasting. Psychogeography made the city subjective and at the same
time drew subjectivity out of its individualistic shell. It is a therapy
aimed not at the self but at the city itself. Letterists did not shrink from
the aerial surveillance made possible by wartime technical advances,
but did not make a fetish of it either.

It may well seem that the moving city is impractical, impossible. But
is it any less impossible than holding back the sea? Is it any less impos-
sible than building garden suburbs in the Nevada desert? The Letterist
International discovered the power of a kind of negative action. They
show what cannot be done within the limits of actually existing capital-
ism. As Debord writes: “The greatest difficulty in any such undertaking
1s to convey through these apparently extravagant proposals a suffi-
cient degree of serious seduction.”® As with any seduction, a kind of
strategic game is in play, the key move in which is to act as if the new
desire already exists. What will emerge out of the dérive, as practiced
by the young Letterists, is a quite different concept of space and time,
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which, like the dérive, would be outside of property. It may only exist
in a few interstitial moments out and about in Saint-Germain-des-Prés,
but those few moments marked the exit to the twentieth century.
Having failed to take that exit, now we are trapped on an express-
way that seems to keep going until the end of the world. There could
be worse plans than turning back to look for the last exit, for which the
Letterist International thought it saw the signs. Actually, the Letterist
International scouted at least two exits. One leads to a small-scale, local
and temporary situation, discovered via the dérive. The other points
to a larger scale and a longer duration, perhaps to history itself, but
grasped by its most tenuous emanations —language, images, the sign.
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3 TheTorrent of History

A scandal: historian Stephen E. Ambrose admits that he plagiarized
many passages of his book 7he Wild Blue. Ambrose’s books on General
Custer and Richard Nixon also turned out to contain a good few sen-
tences derived from other works. More scandal: the historian Doris
Kearns Goodwin admits that she borrowed passages in her book, Zhe
Fitzgeralds and the Kennedys, from three works by other authors. Still
more scandal: she then concedes that in 1987 her publisher, Simon &
Schuster, paid to settle a legal claim by one of them under a confiden-
tiality agreement. She said she confused verbatim notes with her own
words.! Take pity on our poor authors! Not even they can tell their
own words from another’s. They are caught between the monotonous
consistency of official historical narratives and the demand that the
middle-class author have a unique vision that is his or her personal prop-
erty. No wonder they resort to copying one another. Hypocrisy is the
hush money that vice pays to virtue. Given the poverty of middle-class
history, perhaps what the times require is a double reappropriation:
both of the history of Debord and company, and of the mode of his-
torical thinking to which they aspired, and which they occasionally
achieved.

The Marquis de Vauvenargues once wrote that “old discoveries
belong less to their original inventors than to those who put them
to use.” So it is with some justice that lines lifted from the soldier-
aphorist should show up, with some slight but key corrections, in the
Poésies (1870) of Isidore Ducasse, the self-styled Comte de Lautréa-
mont (1846-90). The purpose of the Podsies, he wrote, was to take the
most beautiful poetry and “correct it in the direction of hope.” Thus
Vauvenargues’ maxim “One can be just, if one is human” becomes

“One can be just, if one is not human.” In a celebrated passage,
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Lautréamont expands on his distinctive poetics: “Plagiarism is neces-
sary. Progress implies it. It closely grasps an author’s sentence, uses
his expressions, deletes a false idea, replaces it with the right one.
To be well made, a maxim does not call for correction. It calls for
development.” It’s a passage often taken as saying something about
poetics, less often as saying something about history. Lautréamont cor-
rects, not back to a lost purit_y or some ideal form, but forward —to a
new possibility.

Lautréamont’s best-known work is Zhe Songs of Maldoror (1869), a
giddy fringe-romantic epic, which includes the murder of children and
sex with a shark. A drunken God presides from a throne of gold and
shit. The works of Man don’t amount to much, either. The pyramids of
Egypt are “those anthills reared by stupidity and slavery.” It was a sur-
realist favorite. In a famous line, set to become a cliché, Lautréamont
anticipates the surrealist aesthetic: “As beautiful as the chance meeting
on a dissecting table of a sewing machine and an umbrella.” But there
was more to Lautréamont, and the Letterist International would make

off with the best of it.

In a beautiful passage, Lautréamont writes:

Flights of starlings have a way of flying which is theirs alone and
seems as governed by uniform and regular tactics as a disciplined
regiment would be, obeying a single leader’s voice with precision.
The starlings obey the voice of instinct, and their instinct leads them
to bunch into the center of the squad, while the speed of their flight
bears them constantly beyond it; so that this multitude of birds thus
united by a common tendency towards the same magnetic point,
unceasingly coming and going, circulating and crisscrossing in all
directions, forms a sort of agitated whirlpool whose whole mass,
without following a fixed course seems to have a general wheel-
ing movement round itself resulting from the particular circulatory
motions appropriate to each of its parts, and whose center, perpetu-
ally tending to expand but continually compressed, pushed back
by the contrary stress of the surrounding lines bearing upon it, is
constantly denser than any of those lines, which are themselves the
denser the nearer they are to the center.
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Lautréamont is here describing his own swarming poetics —only these
lines are lifted straight out of the natural history writings of the Comte
de Buffon.

In the early 1950s, something of a scandal ensued when it was
discovered that Lautréamont had purloined some of #Maldoror's most
thrillingly poetic passages from text books. The method announced
in the Poésies had already been practiced in Maldoror. Some, like the
literary critic Maurice Saillet (1914-1999), felt the need to defend
Lautréamont.’ Saillet was one of the founders of the self-styled College
of Pataphysics. He was a noted scholar of the works of Alfred Jarry
(1873-1907), to whose memory the College was consecrated. Started
in 1948, the College was a playful, armchair version of the avant-garde
impulse. Some of its instigators had day jobs. Others, like Jacques
Prévert, Raymond Queneau or Boris Vian were well-known writers.
While Saillet could defend Lautréamont in the spirit of linguistic play,
the Letterist International credited him with the discovering of a more
far-reaching method. Their name for it was détournement, as in to detour,
to hijack, to lead astray, to appropriate. And it was no joke. The task
was to systematize it and —more to the point —practice it.

If there was a precedent in avant-garde poetics for détournement, it
came not from the Paris surrealists around André Breton (1896-1966)
or even the dissidents around Georges Bataille (1897-1962) but from
their Belgian contemporary Paul Nougé (1895-1967). It was Nougé
who saw in Lautréamont not a prophet of excess but the inventor of a
method. There is, he says, “a certain inclination common to a few minds
which leads them to find the elements of creation as close as possible
to the object to be created; to the extent that the thing to be desired
would come into being by the introduction of a single comma in a page
of writing; of a picture, complex in its execution, by the animation of a
single stroke of black ink.” The texts Nougé corrected ranged from a
Baudelaire poem to porn. Some were originally published in Zes Lévres
Nues (1954-1958), a magazine edited by his friend Marcel Marién. Les
Leévres Nues also published the text that gave this method its name: ‘A
User’s Guide to Détournement,” by Guy Debord and Gil J. Wolman.

Gil Wolman (1929-95) was not entirely of the Saint-Germain tribe.
He had a home to go to—and often brought others to crash there.
He lived with his mother. His Jewish father, deported during the
war, never returned. Unlike Debord he had a real gift for Letterist
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poetry. Where Isou chiseled it down to the letter, Wolman pushed on
to a poetry of pure sounds, and on again, to a performance art of the
diaphragm, of the epiglottis, of corporeality itself. He also pushed Let-
terist cinema past Isou’s comfort zone. Isou’s Zreatise on Spit and Eterncty
deployed stock footage, scratched images, discrepancies between
image and sound; Wolman'’s L/Anticoncept (1950) used no images at all.
Unlike Isou’s macho posturing, the voice-over of Wolman'’s film evokes
n gentle and sensuous terms the experience of wandering the streets
and making love where one can: “in the rain we kiss in the parks I
caress you through your dress our muscles tense on the grass LB

Debord and Wolman both pushed Letterism against itself. “Nega-
tion is the transitional term to a new period,” as Wolman had written
in the preface to LAnticoncept. “Negation of the intrinsic, immutable,
pre-existing concept, projects this concept outside of matter, reveals
it after the fact to an extrinsic reaction, becomes mutable by as many
reactions.” Which could be a somewhat abstract way of formulating
Isou’s theory of the poetry of history and the history of poetry, a key
point of reference for both Debord and Wolman. For a moment during
the mid 1950s Wolman and Debord’s projects flowed together, but the
smallest differences would end up pulling them apart. For the moment
they were comrades in a civil war against a culture intent on settling for
some warmed-up leftovers, banalities such as abstract painting, Beat
writing, or existential philosophy, as if these would suffice to fill the
void opened up by the war itself.

In “Why Letterism?” (1955) Debord and Wolman characterize
the first decade after the war as a time of generalized failure to effect
change and a retreat into merely formal elaboration. “One knows,
moreover, to what laborious phenomenological refinements profes-
sors devote themselves, who otherwise do not dance in cellars.”® Art
and thought appear as a dismal mess—albeit a profitable one. “On a
spiritual level, the middle class are always in power.” It matters little
whether the work takes the form of the bourgeois novel, socialist realist
art, the literature of commitment, or the (pseudo) avant-garde: each is
just a tactic for restoring middle-class sensibility. “It is necessary to
finish with this spirit.” This is why there was nothing for it but to join
the Letterists, who at least unleashed a potentially fatal inflation in the
arts, with their reduction of all its forms to the elementary particles of
the letter. But the Letterists got caught up in their own fame. Isidore
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Isou and his factotum Maurice Lemaitre (b. 1926) happily appear in a
light entertainment called Around the World with Orson Welles. They don't
notice Welles’s sly glance to camera, that makes the viewer complicit
in silent ridicule.”

Letterism at least pushed formalism to the limit, where it collapsed
of its own accord. It was proof of the relative independence of formal
development within the arts from social and economic determination.
In “Why Letterism?” Debord and Wolman steer between Isou’s purely
formal theory of art and Marxist determinism. Art has a relative auton-
omy, its forms develop in their own time, only partly coinciding with
a wider historical process. Isou’s theory of the formal development of
art is linear and autonomous. For Debord and Wolman, development
might require going back in order to go forward. For instance, the
Precocity movement of the seventeenth century might now reveal itself
as a great precursor, a critique in advance of capital’s separation of
living space from work space according to function. Despite the slan-
ders of Moliére, Precocity’s devotion to strolling, to conversation, its
ideas about décor and architecture, are resources for the construction
of a whole attitude to life.®

“We write so that our works—which are practically nonexist-
ent—remain in history.” This is the hint in “Why Letterism?” of the
significance of détournement, which Debord and Wolman only begin
to grasp one year later in “A User’s Guide to Détournement” (1956).
The originality of the Letterist International consists in understanding
form not as literary form, in terms of genre, style, poetics and so forth,
but as material form, as the book, the film, the canvas. Materiality is
the key to the lag by which past culture shapes present culture. If the
effects in the architectural domain seem mostly negative, there might
be some hope in the lag effect of certain texts. But for past works to
become resources for the present requires their use in the present in
a quite particular way. It requires their appropriation as a collective
inheritance, not as private property. All culture is derivative.

Rather than chiseling language down to its bare elements, Debord
and Wolman propose something else. Not the destruction of the sign,
but rather destruction of the ownership of the sign. “It is necessary to
eliminate all remnants of the notion of personal property in this area.”
Détournement offers “an ease of production far surpassing in quan-
tity, variety and quality the automatic writing that has bored us for so
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long.” The surrealist appropriation of Lautréamont’s Poésies took up his
cry that “poetry should be made by all” and read it through #Maldoror as
a poetry that bypassed conscious individual intention in the interests
of the collective imagination.” The Letterist International’s version of a
poetry made by all meant two quite other things.

One is that it should be made by and for all the senses at once. Thus
dérive as method creates psychogeography as a knowledge, via which
to design whole new poetic ambiances—the wnitary wrbanism antici-
pated by Chtcheglov. The other sense of a poetry made by all is a poetry
made by the communal appropriation of the past in the present. Chom-
bart’s aerial surveys of Paris, not to mention his detailed social science
on its everyday life, is not to be quoted but appropriated, détourned,
for not only understanding but living the city otherwise.

“Clashing head-on with all social and legal conventions,”
détournement “cannot fail to be a powerful cultural weapon in the
service of the real class struggle. The cheapness of its products is the
heavy artillery that breaks through the Chinese walls of understand-
ing. It is the real means of proletarian artistic education, the first step
towards a literary communism.” The text is true to itself. Debord and
Wolman took more than a few lines from Saillet’s defense of Lautréa-
mont, and corrected, or rather, developed them. Where Saillet spoke of
a communism of genius, this becomes a literary communism. The term
geniuo still clings a little to the romantic idea of the text as the product
of an individual author’s unique gift.

A more crucial détournement is from Marx and Engels’s famous

Communist Manifesto (1848):

The bourgeoisie, by the rapid improvement of all instruments of
production, by the immensely facilitated means of communication,
draws all, even the most barbarian, nations into civilization. The
cheap prices of its commodities are the heavy artillery with which it
batters down all Chinese walls, with which it forces the barbarians’
intensely obstinate hatred of foreigners to capitulate. It compels all
nations, on pain of extinction, to adopt the bourgeois mode of pro-
duction; it compels them to introduce what it calls civilization into
their midst, i.e., to become bourgeois themselves. In one word, it
creates a world after its own image."
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The inflation introduced by détournement, even more than that of Let-
terism, is the development that undermines bourgeois culture in turn.

Capital produces a culture in its own image, a culture of the work
as private property, the author as sole proprietor of a soul as prop-
erty. Détournement sifts through the material remnants of past and
present culture for materials whose untimeliness can be utilized against
bourgeois culture. But rather than further elaborate modern poetics,
détournement exploits it. The aim is the destruction of all forms of
middle-class cultural shopkeeping. As capital spreads outwards,
making the world over in its image, at home it finds its own image
turns against it.

It’s easy to miss the significance of this claim, buried as it is in a text
that spends quite a bit of time on the poetics of détournement. Debord
and Wolman discuss a metagraphic composition by Debord —a
memorial for Kaki—and the way classified ads about bars for sale con-
tribute to the affect of a remembrance for a suicide. “A User’s Guide
to Détournement” could be reduced, in other words, to a somewhat
limited and clinical statement about intertextuality. Tom McDonough:
“To carry class conflict into the realm of language, to insist upon the
central place that realm occupied in the collective construction of the
world to be made, to announce the arrival of a ‘literary communism’ —
these were the inseparable aims of Situationist détournement.”"! Quite,
but it is all too easy to elide the significance of literary communism,
which is not merely something added to modernist poetics. It is its
undoing. It brings class struggle both into and out of language.

Détournement is merely a means to an end. Literary communism is
a precursor to architectural communism, to the détournement of built
form and the ambiences it can generate. A poetry made by all and a
poetry made for all the senses unite in a proposal for the “exact recon-
struction in one city of an entire neighborhood of another.” An idea
which, bizarrely, almost happened —although not entirely as Debord
and Wolman intended. In 2008, Dubai businessman Saeed Al Ghandi
signed a £350m agreement with the French city of Lyon to build a
replica of it in Dubai. “He fell in love with Lyon while strolling along
the river-bank,” according to José Noya, a Lyon bureaucrat. “He
wants to recreate Lyon’s soul.” The idea sprang from a plan to build a
university in Dubai, in partnership with the University of Lyon, that
would rival Abu Dhabi’s version of the Louvre. This second Lyon
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would cover an area of about 700 acres, about the size of the Latin
Quarter of Paris. The reproduction would not include Lyon’s sub-
Corbusian tower blocks.'?

Détournement is the opposite of quotation. Like détournement,
quotation brings the past into the present, but it does so entirely within
a regime of the proper use of proper names. The ke_y to détournement
is its challenge to private property. Détournement attacks a kind of
fetishism, where the products of collective human labor in the cultural
realm can become a mere individual’s property. But what is distinctive
about this fetishism is that it does not rest directly on the status of the
thing as a commodity. It is, rather, a fetishism of memory. It is not so
much commodity fetishism as co-memory fetishism. In place of collec-
tive remembrance, the fetish of the proper name. The name Lyon, for
instance: Al Ghandi’s project is a merely a quotation, no matter how
vast the scale. Détournement restores to the fragment the status of
being a recognizable part of the process of the collective production
of meaning in the present, through its recombination into a new mean-
ingful ensemble.

Key to any practice of détournement is identifying the fragments
upon which it might work. There is no particular size or shape. It could
be a single image, a film sequence of any length, a word, a phrase, a
paragraph. What matters is the identification of the superior fidelity of
the element to the ensemble within which it finds itself. Détournement
is in all cases a reciprocal devaluing and revaluing of the element
within the development of a unifying meaning. Détournement is the
fluid language of anti-ideology, but ideology has absolutely nothing
to do with any particular arrangement of signs or images. It has to do
with ownership.

Michel Foucault (1926-84) undermines the romantic theory of
authorship by speaking of discourse as a distribution of author func-
tions.”” For Foucault, a statement is authorized by a particular form
of discourse, a regime of truth, a procedure for assigning truth-value
to statements. It's not hard to see why this captivated the minds of
academics. It made the procedures in which academics are obsessively
drilled the very form of power itself. As if that by which academics are
made, the molding of their bodies to desks and texts, that about which
they know the most, even more than they know their allotted fields,
were the very index of power. Reading Foucault is like taking a master
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class on how the game of scholarship is to be played, and with the reli-
able alibi that this knowledge of power, of knowledge as power, is to be
used in the interests of reswtance to something or other. Détournement,
on the other hand, turns the tables, upends the game.

The device of détournement restores all the subversive qualities to
past critical judgments that have congealed into respectable truths.
Détournement makes for a type of communication aware of its ina-
bility to enshrine any inherent and definitive certainty. This language
is inaccessible in the highest degree to confirmation by any earlier
or supra-critical reference point. On the contrary, its internal coher-
ence and its adequacy in respect of the practically possible are what
validate the symbolic remnants that it restores. Détournement founds
its cause on nothing but its own practice as critique at work in the
present. Détournement creates anti-statements. For the Situation-
ists, the very act of wnauthorized appropriation is the truth content of
détournement.

Needless to say, the best lines in this chapter are plagiarized. Or
rather, they are détourned. (It hardly counts as plagiarism if the text
itself gives notice of the offense —or does it?) Moreover, many of these
détourned phrases have been corrected, as Lautréamont would say.
Plagiarism upholds private property in thought by trying to hide its
thefts. Détournement treats all of culture as common property to begin
with, and openly declares its rights. Moreover, it treats it not as a crea-
tive commond, not as the wealth of /15[[4)0/‘/@1, not as f/‘ee culture or remix
culture; but as an active place of challenge, agency, strategy and con-
flict." Détournement dissolves the rituals of knowledge in an active
remembering that calls collective being into existence. If all property is
theft, then all intellectual property is détournement.

Not surprisingly, official discourse has a hard time with this concept.
The decline of critical theory in the postwar years is directly corre-
lated to the refusal to confront détournement as the most consistent
approach to a knowledge made by all. The meandering stream that
runs from the Letterist International to the Situationist International
and beyond is the course not taken, and remains a troubling memory
for critical thought. The path not taken poses the difficult question:
what if one challenged the organization of knowledge itself? What
if, rather than knowledge as a representation of another life, it was
that other life?
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Meanwhile, détournement has become a social movement, outside
of official discourse, in all but name. Here the Situationists stand as
a prophetic pointing of the way towards a struggle for the collective
reappropriation and modification of cultural material. One that need
only become conscious of itself to re-imagine the space of knowl-
edge outside of private property. Every kid with a bitorrent client is
an unconscious Situationist in the making. What remains is the task
of closing the gap between a critical theory gone astray, still caught
up in the model of knowledge as property, and a popular movement
that cannot quite develop its own consciousness of its own power. As
Wolman wrote in his preface to LAnticoncept, “there is no negation that
does not affirm itself elsewhere.” There might be a link between so-
called plagiarism and progress after all.

At stake is the viability of history itself. Officially, history is a spir-
itless chronicle of events, one damned thing after another. It is so
unsatisfying that apocalyptic thinking about time has made a big come-
back. To some it seems more plausible that they will shake hands with
Jesus than that they could have a hand in their own destiny. But there
is official history and there are other histories, including a history of
the desire not to end history but to partake of it.

The very idea of history as a process of collective self-making has
itself been through a few historical stages.'” Along came Friedrich
Engels (1820-95) and his mechanical time, grinding on. Then came
Gyorgy Lukédcs (1885-1971) and his expressive time, history as
totality, the parts reflecting the whole. Then came Louis Althusser
(1918-90) and structural time, differences meshing and permutat-
ing. Then, in desperation, some brought back from the dead Walter
Benjamin (1892-1940) and his messianic time, which recasts history
from the perspective of its redemption.

As the twentieth century ﬂopped from one catastrophe to the next,
many gave up on histor_y, but what looked to them like defeat was to
others the napalm smell of victory. Sure, the Marxists had their history,
which developed through its own internal laws of motion from feudal-
ism to capitalism to socialism, but for Walt Rostow (1916-2003) the
latter is just a wrong turn, the industrial state gone mad. The real ter-
minus of historical action was American liberal capitalism. Or perhaps
there was another stage to come, what the sociologist Daniel Bell
(1919-2011) christened the post-industrial society.'® The computer will
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overcome all the alienating shortcomings of capital. Work itself will
become playful and creative. Commodities will not be mass-produced
but custom-made. Not socialism with a human face but capitalism with
a smiley face.

The cold war was a clash of historical fictions, Marxist versus anti-
Marxist. The outcome seemed far from certain. But with the memory
of the communist role in the Resistance fading, Moscow’s grand narra-
tive seemed less and less appealing. This left fellow-traveling Western
artists and intellectuals with few choices. One was to attach themselves
to another promised land. For Régis Debray (b. 1940), this was Cuba.
For Althusser this was China. The renewal of history would come via
the third world’s overthrow of imperialism. The revisionists left the
destination of socialism intact, just changed its address and the route
to get there. Another choice was to go back to the past in search of
the turning point where the narrative of history went wrong, and to
become, if not the actual, then at least the spiritual inheritor of the
October revolution. This was the choice of the Trotskyites. Alterna-
tively one could abandon historical time altogether, like Jean-Francois
Lyotard (1924-98), and announce the postmodern as a time beyond all
these choruses of the grand recital of history."”

The Situationists will take another tack. They will not abandon
historical thought, nor chime in with one or other chorus as the repre-
sentative of its destination. To them all the capitals of this world, from
Washington to Moscow to Beijing, are capitals of the same spectacular
society. This tiny band would set themselves against power in its total-
ity. A futile project, perhaps, but powerful in its very futility, in casting
the whole century in negative relief. Against the abandonment of his-
torical possibility on the left, and the triumphant declaration that this
is the best of all possible worlds on the right, it’s time to step back into
the current. The other history, the historical practice left unexplored,
restores causality but renders it fluid, complex, turbulent. But not for
all that arbitrary or formless. History is no machine, no structure, nor
does it call for the solace of a merely figurative redemption.

By the mid 1950s Guy Debord achieved some notoriety with his film
Howling for Sade (1952), and drew around himself the motley collection
of drunks, drifters and geniuses known as the Letterist International.'s
He painted its slogan by the banks of the river Seine — “Never work!” —
and did his best to live up to it. He discovered that this implied another,
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even harder discipline, the unwritten slogan: “Make no art!” In later
life Debord would turn the milieu from which the Letterist Interna-
tional spawned into a legendary counterpoint to the spectacle, perhaps
even more central than the legend of May '68. Yet in 1957 the Letterist
world was more of a constraint on its own ambitions for upending the
world. The Letterist International too had to die in the war of time. It
was no longer adequate to its own discoveries.

The Letterist International passes on to the Situationist International
the practice of a negative action, which lays bare the gap between eve-
ryday life in twentieth century capitalism, and what it leaves to be
desired. What the Letterist International have going for them is the
consistency of an everyday life lived as negation. What they do not
have is either the depth of experience or the consistency of theoretical
invention that might come with it. That will come from the encounter
with Asger Jorn.



4 Extreme Aesthetics

Once upon a time there lived a beautiful dancer, whom some called
Tintomara, but who went by many names, all derived from novels and
plays. Tintomara was very striking, and both men and women could
hardly help but be captivated by her. Or by him, for Tintomara had
both a male and a female aspect, like one of those eight-limbed beings
of Aristophanes, who met all their own desires and lacked for nothing.
One day Tintomara the dancer was rehearsing with the ballet master a
piece based on some primitivist fantasy or other. Dressed as a Native
American vavage girl, he was to be pinned to the floor by four of the
chief’s men, only to break free and turn away from his captors.

Only he did not just break and turn. “Like a rose that does not want
to come into bloom, the savage girl had indeed gone noticeably outside
the turn ... A movement clearly due neither to forgetfulness nor inepti-
tude.” Was this too part of the drama? “The savage girl’s movements
were so exquisite, so charming, that only quite exceptional art or
simple nature, whilst transgressing the whole sense of the dance, could
yet excite the ballet master in so strange a fashion that he, delighted to
see it, was unable to intervene and hinder her from committing so gross
a breach of the pantomime’s design.”

This fable comes from an extraordinary novel by Swedish writer
Carl Jonas Love Almqvist (1793-1866). Regardless of whether Asger
Jorn ever read Zintomara, he was fond of Almqvist and shared with
him commitments to a distinctive Scandinavian cultural tradition, to a
peculiar combination of mystic and materialist thought, and to a radical
conception of aesthetics which could combine extremes of romanticism
and realism. All are expressed in Tintomara’s gesture. Neither male nor
female, nature nor culture, flesh nor spirit, form nor feeling, Tintomara

is Almqvist’s image of an undivided being, irreducible to any form or
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essence. Tintomara’s fate is not a happy one. In the end her lifeless
body will be left to twist in the wind. But from Almqvist to Jorn there
is a line of thought, of creation, of cultural action that tries to make a
world fit for its Tintomaras.

Asger Jorn (1914-73) is admired as an artist. The art historian and
former Situationist T. J. Clark calls him “the greatest painter of the
fifties.” He is less well known as a theorist, and certainly not often
acknowledged as a key theorist of the Situationist International. It is
possible to extract from Jorn’s texts a unique take on the Situationist
project, one he was more entitled to claim as his own more than most.
Jorn the theorist is intimately connected, not just to his art, but also
to his extraordinary life. In 1936 Jorn took off for Paris on a motor-
cycle. He joined the studio of Ferdinand Léger and worked briefly
for Le Corbusier. He spent the war years in his native Denmark,
secretly printing a monthly Communist journal and working with the
Hell-Horse group, whose project fused leftist politics, modernist aes-
thetics and pan-Scandinavian culture. After the war he returned to
Paris. He met Constant Nieuwenhuys at an exhibition of the Catalan
surrealist Joan Miré. (1893-1983). Jorn and Constant, together
with Belgian surrealist poet Christian Dotremont (1922-79) would
be central figures in the Cobra movement, which lasted from 1948
to 1952.4

Dotremont and Jorn spent much of 1951 in a Danish sanitarium,
recovering from tuberculosis. It was here that Jorn found time for
an extensive reading of Kierkegaard thanks to a priest at the sanitar-
ium who had the collected works.® It was here that Jorn wrote Luck
and Chance, the first of a series of strange, intense, theoretical works,
blueprints of a sort both for his art and for his continued wagers on
collaborative forms of action.

The Movement for an Imaginist Bauhaus was Jorn’s next bid for
collective acton. Started in Italy in 1954, its impetus was Jorn’s antipa-
thy to the Swiss artist and designer Max Bill (1908-94). Like Jorn a
person of credible anti-fascist credentials, Bill was commissioned to
create a curriculum for a design school in Ulm “following Bauhaus
principles,” according to Bill. He studied at the Bauhaus in Dessau for
a year or so before the war, and had developed his own aesthetics and
politics out of his close contact with modernist artists and designers
of the interwar years. From Theo van Doesburg he took the idea of
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concrele design, which “arises out of its own means and laws, without
these having to be derived or borrowed from natural phenomena.”

In Bill's aesthetic, beauty both derives from function and is a func-
tion. And yet this beauty is Platonic, reductionist, a shearing away of
the accidental to arrive at a certain formal purity: “The whole environ-
ment created by us, from the spoon to the city, had to be brought into
harmony with social conditions, which implied shaping those condi-
tions too.” Where the Bauhaus had originally housed both artists and
designers, and concerned itself with both the formal and the symbolic,
with objective functions and subjective experiences, Bill completely
excluded the aesthetic experimental dimension from his postwar resto-
ration of the Bauhaus aesthetic. “We have to guard against the danger
of going by appearances and instead attempt to bring all our contem-
porary powers into a harmonious balance —into what we’d like to call
the good form.” Yet Bill was an artist, albeit one who could claim “we
have eliminated every parasite in painting” by which he meant any-
thing figurative, or any hint of the material world at all. Nothing could
be further from Jorn’s understanding of the legacy and significance of
Bauhaus artists such as Paul Klee (1879-1940) than Bill’s declaration
that “art is an order, a prototype of harmony.”

Jorn’s antipathy for Bill's new Bauhaus prompted him to revise
and elaborate his own writings on form, eventually published by the
Situationist International as For Form.” Jorn is not as optimistic about
postwar culture as Bill. “Culture no longer takes place in a situation,
because we can only speak of a situation when there is an event, and
an act only becomes an event at the moment it is able to trigger sensa-
tion.” Jorn's own art, like his collective actions, are attempts to reignite
sensation through experiments in emergent form. Jorn thinks of move-
ment and matter rather like Lautréamont’s starlings, where discernible
form emerges out of random movements of definite proportions. “This
new view of the whole leads us to the awareness of a new dynamic
method in formal and artistic creation. But this also teaches us that we
must throw ourselves into the confusion and act directly on the contra-
dictions by creating new ones, if we want to fertilize development.”

Aesthetics means experiment, elaboration, not purification. For
Jorn, Bill's pronouncements are “doctrines that merely repeat the anti-
poetic perspectives of old Platonism ... and more generally the whole
of Hellenic idealism.” It is ignorant of the complexities and organicism
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of other traditions of form, in Europe and elsewhere. It has not kept up
with developments in the materialist world view which rediscover these
traditions. “Modern science has reached the point where it recognizes
that phenomena consisting of a sufficiently large number of separate
phenomena acting without causality, nevertheless strictly obey the law
of causality in their ensemble.” Jorn wants an aesthetics that is abreast
of modern understandings of the physical World, rather than one that
harks back to a classical mechanics.

The creative act cannot concern itself solely with the beautiful and
the functional. “The rationalists seek an absolute symmetry between
form, structure and function, while evolution occurs precisely through
an increasing dissymmetry among these three elements.” The evolu-
tion of form is driven by dreams, longings, imaginary aims, the desire
for sensation. The ultimate purpose of a new form cannot be known
in advance. “Evolution is a perpetual anomaly.” Out of such anoma-
lies —ugly, functionless —emerge new sensations, new situations, and
sometimes new enduring forms. “Ugliness is no less rare than beauty.”
Everything else is just boredom.

With the Imaginist Bauhaus Jorn wanted to revive, on a broader
footing, the experimental aesthetic practice of Cobra (1948-52). He
saw such collaborative aesthetic experiments as an essential compo-
nent of the Bauhaus legacy. Imaginist Bauhaus would merge with the
Letterist International into the Situationist International in 1957, in the
process shedding Jorn’s contemporary Ettore Sottsass (1917-2007),
who would go on to fame as an industrial designer. Where Sottsass
introduced a playfulness and openness quite foreign to Bill, and central
to the formation of a postmodern style in design, neither Bill nor Sottsass
really thought critically about the creation of form within the social
and natural worlds in the manner to which Jorn aspired.®

Jorn was seventeen years older than Debord, who he met in 1954.
His intellectual, artistic and activist formation had come earlier. His
politics came from arguments on the Scandinavian left. His practical
abilities emerged in the communist-aligned cultural resistance to Nazi
control of Denmark. His intellectual formation is a more complicated
matter. Jorn developed an original and extensive aesthetic and politi-
cal theory of art, abreast of, but outside, the established avant-garde
patterns of the time. If one seeks the precursors to the Situationists,
they might more easily be found not at the Parisian epicenter but in the
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periphery, in Isou’s Romania, in Nougé’s Belgium, and in the Denmark
of Asger Jorn.

The suns around which Jorn’s thought orbits are, as for so many
others, Darwin, Nietzsche and Marx, although his path was more ellip-
tical than most. The Marxist in Jorn expects capitalism to collapse, but
not through class struggle so much as ontological struggle. Its inability
to grasp its own nature condemns it. For Jorn, “the socialist way of
life is the natural way of life.” Everything about Jorn’s thought and
actions can be read through this statement, including his critique of,
and eventual break with, Marxism. Class division is original sin, and
the struggle on the aesthetic, political and philosophical planes alike
is to restore, not a lost unity but a lost process, an open, creative, play
of differences in which collective human endeavor transforms nature
without imitating it, but without dominating it either. Being is just like
Tintomara’s dance, where the turn becomes embellished, ornamented,
shaped with and by desire.

Marxist aesthetics is in thrall to the classical. Marx and Engels had
not thought through the consequences of their discoveries. Their ide-
alized view of classical —particularly Greek —form distorts the whole
of Marxist thought and practice. Here Jorn turns to Nietzsche, and
his distinction in the Birth of Tragedy (1872) between an Apollonian
aesthetic of form and the Dionysian aesthetic of process. Jorn views
Apollo and Dionysus as a tension between aristocratic and folk life.
When the cultural representatives of the ruling classes make war
against serpents, dragons, sirens, they are at war with nature, includ-
ing human nature —our species-being. They are at war, more precisely,
with the Dionysian aspect of our species-being that the subordinate
classes embody. Jorn: “It is precisely this distaste for the freedom and
richness of life, its color and variation, which one calls good taste.”"
Expression, like Tintomara’s turn, is for Jorn the key to a Dionysian
aesthetics. The Apollonian version of classical culture represses crea-
tion, process, difference, and leads to a slavish reduction of flux to static
and ideal forms, to representation rather than expression. This might
apply as much to Greek vase painting as to Plato’s eternal forms.

It is not so much that there is a conflict between the Dionysian and
the Apollonian, but that they are two different ways of understanding
and practicing conflict. For Jorn there are two kinds of dialectic —
dualist and monist. The dualist dialectic is an external conflict between
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irreconcilable differences. The monist dialectic is a more subtle kind
of movement. This is key to Jorn’s critique of Marxism: “The defec-
tive concept of the whole determines the defective grasp of economic
wholeness.”’! The Dionysian experiences antagonism as alternation,
flux, turbulence, complexity, and Marxism has not quite internalized
this. While Jorn still speaks in a Marxist vein of dialectic, he reads
the dialectic as flux. Creation emerges out of giving oneself over to the
play of alternating and ramifying movement, out of which something
new can arise organically. Strangely enough, he sees in Engels’s Anti-
Diibring (1877) a critique of metaphysical thinking that can be extended
to a critique of classical conception of form—and turned against
itself. Engels’s dialectic is not quite as mechanical as it is often taken
to be."?

Here a space opens up for an artwtic materialism. Parallel to the
Marxist tradition runs an aesthetic one, from Cézanne to Miré and
the Bauhaus artist Paul Klee."s Crucial to Jorn’s reworking of Marxist
thought is his radical revision of the locus and significance of the
aesthetic. Art belongs to the infrastructure of society, not to the super-
structure. Art is a fundamental kind of social production. Marxism
breaks with classical tradition by assigning priority to action rather
than contemplation, but its error is to consider art only as a form of
contemplation. Art is action.

Engels wrote that “the economic structure of society always fur-
nishes the real basis, starting from which we can alone work out the
ultimate explanation of the whole superstructure of juridical and politi-
cal institutions as well as of the religious, philosophical and other ideas
of a given historical period.”'* Jorn would agree with this, but with the
proviso that aesthetic practice is part of the economic structure, not
just one of the “other ideas” within the superstructure. The qualitative
practice of art is as much part of the base of the capitalist social forma-
tion as its quantitative production process. The ontological failure of
capital, its inability to perceive and produce its own reality, stems from
the domination of the quantitative over the qualitative process.

Jorn breaks with the privileging of science that he finds particularly
in Engels. Jorn distinguishes between what he calls a world vew and
an attitude to life. Both, he insists, can be materialist, but they do not
always go together. Even when science has a materialist world view,
it does not necessarily have a materialist attitude to life. It remains



EXTREME AESTHETICS

Apollonian. It sees matter as reducible to quantitative data, which in
turn measure abstract forms and yield eternal laws. In 2009 Australian
scientists discovered that bees on cocaine are much more enthusiastic
about sources of food they have found.!® The cocaine for these experi-
ments was kept locked away by the university’s ethics department,
which released only enough for each experiment, thus ensuring that no
cocaine would be consumed by scientists to make them more enthusi-
astic than otherwise about their data. This surely would qualify as an
instance of the materialist world view at work —scientific procedure,
falsifiable results —without the materialist attitude to life. Everything
about it is to remain partitioned from the everyday, which continues in
its routine form, free from any whiff of the experimental. The material-
ist attitude to life is precisely materialism which takes the qualitative
transformation of matter into life as primary. The limit for Jorn to
sctentific socialism is that it embraces a materialist world view, but not
a materialist attitude to life. His artistic materialism proposes to fill
this gap.

Aesthetic experiment is the necessary complement to scientific
experiment, but it is not an imitation of science. While science extends
knowledge and expands the materialist world view, art creates a way of
life by shaping material characteristics according to desire. If science
concerns itself with objective truth, then art will search for subjec-
tive truth. “Rather an entangled and chaotic truth than a four-square,
beautiful, symmetrical and finely-chiseled lie.” But, crucially, Jorn sees
subjectivity as non-individualistic. The art that matters is a subjective
realism that extends beyond the individual and invokes a collective
practice: “art, therefore, is not a representation, a mirror, of nature but
a direct transformation of nature.”’® Art is experimental social prac-
tice which transforms nature into second nature, but without reducing
nature to essence or order.

Aesthetics is prior to ethics. Aesthetics is about desires; ethics about
duty. The capacity that matters in art is that of actualizing desires.
What is best in the aesthetic is not the work of art as a representation
of phenomena. Rather, the aesthetic has the capacity to become a part
of people’s habits of life. The aesthetic is a cultivating factor, forming and
transforming habits of life. As such, the aesthetic is prior to science,
which extracts regularities from the aesthetic, but is dependent on a
given stage in its development for its materials. The aesthetic is also
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prior to all the branches of philosophy. It is that within which philoso-
phy is situated. It is that which philosophy begins to think.

Ruling-class art —the Apollonian —represents the world as made in
its own image, and assigns a subsidiary role in that representation for
that which it fears. What it fears is the alignment of popular power
with the forces of nature as an open—ended process, as the Capacity to
overthrow form, including political form. Dionysian art is folk memory
of the social capacity to merge the processes of nature and desire. This
is what attracted Jorn to ritual and mysticism. Unlike Bataille, he was
not looking for traces of an ineffable absolute, but rather for a form
of knowledge of the capacities latent in the social apprehension of the
world. Art is a particular kind of knowledge and practice of the pos-
sible: “the highest achievement in art must lie in an orchestration of all
our senses together in a communal expression.”!” The dérive already
struck out on a path comparable to this. Communal expression will
become a core program of the Situationist International, at least in its
early years.

Art is playful; play is social. Play may take nature as its object, but
not as a means to an end: "play 1s not Consciously directed to any goal
but is a delight, an identification with things themselves. This is why
play develops best in community.”’® To correct a line from Lautréa-
mont, poetry should be played by all. While Jorn aligns himself with
the popular against ruling-class art, he does so critically. For a famous
series of works called Aodifications (1957—62), Jorn painted on some
amateur pictures he bought in the flea market, but without obscur-
ing the figures and landscapes of the Sunday painters. While Jorn
approved of the democratization of art, it fell short of its own power.
“The art of naive adults in our society represents nothing more than
the clumsy attempt to master the current forms of classical art.”” The
mistake lay in the imitation of existing forms, which tended also to
preserve the idea of art as something separate from life. Popular art
risked losing its playful quality. Following the Dutch historian Johan
Huizinga (1872-1945), Jorn though that “if play lacks its vital purpose
then ceremony fossilizes into an empty form.”® The solution was a
popular art which did not imitate isolated forms but which applied
itself to the transformation of matter. Art can extend the cooperative
qualities of nature into social life.

From the Russian anarchist Peter Kropotkin, Jorn takes a sense
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of nature as cooperation, not as Darwinian struggle. Jornian nature
does not really yield an ethical model to imitate. Nature, as Spinoza
says, “subjects all things to a certain indifferent will.””! Nature has
no final cause, no end determined for it. Without at this time quite
realizing it Jorn is heading away from the historical determinism
of his Marxist training. In some respects he anticipates the Spinoz-
ism of Gilles Deleuze. Against the conventional image of one organism
competing against another of the same kind, Deleuze proposes the
image of the wasp and the orchid, two dissimilar organisms which
cooperate to reveal and increase each other’s powers.”

A reading of the natural sciences still has some critical work to do,
however. From it Jorn extracts an ontology of nature as flux, differ-
ence and also cooperation on the basis of which Jorn asserts that class
struggle is an aberration, and that the social Darwinist model of nature
as competition is false. For Jorn, “man’s nature is just to cultivate and
nourish his urges.”” Our species-being is homo aestheticus, close to what
Huizinga called homo ludens, the playing kind. It is not homo economicus,
or the war of all against all. This image of nature is merely a distorted
image of capitalist society: “there is nothing so unnatural for man as
what the bourgeoisie calls naturalness.”

It is Engels who leads Jorn down the slippery slope of a dialectics
of nature, and like Engels he risks a somewhat vapid generalization
of certain figures from scientific literature which, while in some ways
different to capitalism’s ideological recourse to a self-image as natural,
are no less partial. But what distinguishes Jorn from Engels is not just
that his readings in scientific literature are more contemporary; they
are readings of a different kind. Jorn does not aspire to a materialist
world view, as Engels did, but a materialist attitude to life. He wants
not a metaphysics legitimized by science but a pataphysics that reads
science creatively. Rather than imitate scientific writing, Jorn —like
Alfred Jarry, appropriates from scientific writing according to his own
desires.”® Truth for Jorn is subjective, but subjective truth is social.
His ontology is true to the collective experience he lived through, of
Hell-Horse, Danish socialism, the Resistance. His version of Marx
diverges from all the main currents of what would come to be known
as Western Marxism.*® Unlike Luké&cs he embraces Engels’s dialectic
of nature; unlike Althusser he distances himself from the scientific

world view.
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“All that we know of life is that it is organized movement.” It is chaos
and complexity: Tintomara’s turn. The aesthetic begins by organizing
the powers of matter and elaborating them in a way that responds to
their complexity. A word for this might be ornament, but where orna-
ment is not an exclusively human phenomenon: “we see air currents
forming ornaments across the earth.” Jorn is drawn to those frilly styles
that modernism generally repudiated: Gothic, Rococo, Jugendstil. But
the modern moment has its uses, and here Jorn’s thinking comes close
to Isidore Isou: “The tremendously consistent purge of empty orna-
mental elements of form is in reality classicism’s Pyrrhic victory. It is
a tabula rasa for what is to come; for an art of the future.” That art will
return to ornament not as an addition to nature or its representation,
but as a process of drawing it out and turning it toward the expansion
of the possibilities for social life. At its best, ornament demonstrates a
“pact with the universe.”” Ornament in art extends and distends the
line as it is discovered in the social practice of qualitative engagement
with matter. Ornament is the aesthetic key to Jorn’s monism, the sig-
nature of a being that is univocal, and the reminder that history has
diverged from coherence in flux.

Jorn’s thought 1s opposed to art as representation, but also to abstrac-
tion, both in Max Bill and more fundamentally, in Le Corbusier. His
problem with Le Corbusier is that while he also drew inspiration from
nature, he understands nature in Apollonian terms, paring away at
complexity —nature’s own ornamentation of itself —to get at an eternal
geometrical essence. Le Corbusier aligns the aesthetic with a materi-
alist world view, but not a materialist attitude to life. Perhaps it is no
surprise then that Le Corbusier took a top-down approach to building
new worlds. Likewise, abstract art became dominant because a new
ruling class could tolerate neither the symbols of the old one nor the
express desires of the people. But the problem for the development of
a popular art is a split between the symbol and the community. The
symbols artists can come up with now are diagrams of personal forces,
not social ones. This is a problem even for radical artists. Surveying the
generation before his, Jorn observes that Klee found symbols, but not
popular ones; Mayakovsky became the voice of the people, but at the
expense of the symbol.?®

Jorn took his distance from both socialist realist art and from
abstraction, thus dodging the aesthetic fissure of the cold war. He
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found a way to reconcile them in what is best described as the diagram.
He shared with Debord an attachment to the beauty of Paris street
plans and subway maps, and saw them as part of a larger aesthetic tra-
dition. “A map of the metro is not naturalistic, but it certainly cannot be
said that it is unrealistic. We know the same method of working from
modern [comic] strips in color magazines as well as from Bronze Age
rock-carvings, from Chinese and Egyptian murals, from the drawings
of Australian aborigines as well as from the modern art of people like
Klee and Miré, and all this is in glaring contrast to the whole classical
tradition of composition.””® The goal must be a pictorial process free
and open to the whole of life, a diagram of forces, trajectories, possibili-
ties, rather than a representation of an object, cut from the world as a
frozen moment.

Jorn was almost but not entirely seduced by the primitive. Natural
culture for Jorn does not date from the Paleolithic, which is rather a
time of alienation: “Class society arises when an unproductive tribe
of hunters, specialized in weaponry, comes to dominate a cultured
people and forces them into servile labor.” The historical precedent for
a natural culture is Neolithic agrarian society, with its experimental
transformation of nature via agriculture, and its combination of the
division of labor with a rough equality. Here humans “found the key
to nature’s way of developing.” Naturalism for Jorn is not a question
of imitation but of qualitative development. Jorn’s is a mystical mate-
rialism, in that he sees mystery as the intuition of the unity of being,
of totality. But the significance of mystery has been betrayed by the
course of historical development. “Instead of the materialist’s ecstatic
love for matter, life, mankind and himself, religions have turned to the
non-existent, which is really to be equated with death but which reli-
gion calls God.”" The sense of the univocity of being is lost, and with
it the intuition of difference and flux.

Religion emerges because of the deviation from a truly naturalistic
and social human development. In class society, religion replaces an
open totality with a closed and imaginary one. Most strikingly, Jorn
asserts that “communism is much older than all religions.”* By com-
munism Jorn means both a consistency between the spiritual and the
temporal, and a collaborative practice of aesthetic transformation of
nature. Originary mysticism is the worship of fertility, the materialis-
tic cult par excellence. A modern reinstatement of mystery can supply
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a cultural ideology to Marxism which encourages everyone towards
cultural activity. Put simply: “Art is cult.” Culture is our species’ love
affair with the earth. This was the idyllic line of thought Jorn proposed
in the wake of an era of mass destruction. “We have lost our paradise
on earth and what is worse, those who seek to restore this paradise are
seen as idiots estranged from life or individuals who are dangerous to
society.” It is not God that is dead; death is God.

Dualism comes from class society: ruling-class spirit pits itself
against subordinate class matter. From his—eccentric—reading of
Kierkegaard, Jorn derived class society’s three perversions: art, ethics,
and religion. Each produces a world view of illusory unity in isola-
tion from social processes. Against this, Jorn asserted the vitality of
a spontaneous, creative aesthetics and a series of three revolutionary
forms from below: anarchist, syndicalist, and communist. But Jorn’s
attachment to the Communist Party waned rapidly after the war.
Cobra failed as a movement at least in part because it positioned itself
as a communist art form, only to be rejected and vilified by party art
commissars.> It is not hard to see in his feverish theoretical activities
of the 1950s and his various organizations an attempt to create a fourth
form of radical monism, one for which Debord would propose the name
— Situationist.

One thing that united the two men was Jorn’s explicit and Debord’s
implicit rejection of the dualistic philosophy of Jean-Paul Sartre, in
which vituation figured as a key if somewhat troubling concept. Sar-
tre’s wartime classic Being and Nothingness (1943) famously makes the
category of freedom a central one, but in so doing it has a sly recourse
also to the category of situation. That which is for-itself, consciousness,
presupposes something external to it. “There can be a free for-itself
only in a resisting world.” It is because of the intractable physicality
of things that freedom arises as freedom. If it were enough to conceive
of a project for it to be realized, then like the surrealists, Sartre would
be “plunged in a world like that of a dream in which the possible is no
longer in any way distinguished from the real,” and Sartre could no
longer distinguish a fiction from a desire. Once this gap disappears,
then freedom disappears too. To be free is not to have what one desires,
but to determine oneself to desire. To desire is to act on that desire. To
be free is, paradoxically, not a choice. We are “condemned to freedom.”
Even a decision not to be free presupposes freedom. Freedom exists
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only in the end it posits, but its existence is not given in that end. “Thus
the empirical and practical concept of freedom is wholly negative; it
issues from the consideration of a situation and establishes that this
situation leaves me free to pursue this or that end.”

What then is this situation that leaves Sartre free to pursue this or
that end? Writing during wartime, Sartre’s example of a situation is
telling: “Remove the prohibition to circulate in the streets after curfew,
and what meaning can there be for me to have the freedom ... to take
a walk at night?” Sartre goes out for a walk in the city at night during
curfew. The street might look beautiful to him, or it might not, but this
is just the street as an object of contemplation. As a situation it is some-
thing else. The situation is the common product of its own unknowable
facticity and of Sartre’s freedom. The situation is an ambiguous phe-
nomenon in which consciousness cannot distinguish in advance the
contribution of freedom and the contribution of the in-itself.

The street Sartre wants to walk is the object of his freedom. His
freedom selects it. But what his freedom cannot determine is whether
it can be walked safely without running into the police. This is part of
the brute existence of the street. But the street only reveals its hazards
to his walking it when he makes it the object of his desire to walk.
He integrates it into the project of walking. He cannot determine in
advance what comes from freedom (the for-itself) and what from the
in-itself of the street. Sartre: “it is only in and through the free upsurge
of a freedom that the world develops and reveals the resistance which
can render the projected end realizable.” There is no obstacle in an
absolute sense. It is Sartre who determines what is a constraint on
freedom by positing freedom in the first place. Thus while the curfew
appears as a limit to his action, it is his freedom which constitutes the
method and the ends of action in relation to which the curfew appears
then as a limit.

What meaning can there be in the freedom to walk at night, through
the Paris of the mid 1950s, the curfew of the occupation lifted and the
curfew of the Algerian war not yet descended? The dérive appears
almost as if it is a direct answer to this question. The dérive is the
experimental mapping of a situation, the trace of the probabilities of
realizing a desire. There is still the police to contend with, and delin-
quent Letterists and their friends would occasionally end up in jail
for the night. But the dérive is more than the no-man’s-land between
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consciousness and facticity, for-itself and in-itself, freedom and con-
straint. It is rather the flux, the monist dialectic, which produces as one
of its effects the experience of the gap between in-itself and for-itself
in the first place.

Practices like dérive, détournement and potlatch, which will become
the defining practices of the Situationist International, produce among
other things the possibility of new concepts outside of Sartrean
dualism. The interest is not in consciousness and its freedom, but in the
production of new situations as an end in themselves. In the Letterist
International, Jorn saw fellow travelers engaged in the critical practice
of producing an autonomous space for new practices.

Jorn’s amateur Marxist theories from the 1940s and early 50s went
largely unpublished at the time and received scant attention. The
most influential appropriation of Marxist thought would be that of
his contemporary, Louis Althusser. They could hardly be more differ-
ent.’® Althusser spent the war in a POW camp, not the Resistance.
Althusser’s thought was in Jorn’s terms clearly that of a materialist
world view. It took science rather than aesthetic practice as its model.
Althusser stayed within the Communist Party (with Maoist sympa-
thies) rather than break with it. He made Marxism respectable within
the space of the academy, rather than attempting to found a new nexus
between theory and practice outside of it. Althusser was much more
interested in history as objective process than as subjective practice.
Where Althusser became a respected academic philosopher, Jorn’s
academic advisor gently suggested that his thesis was not really the
sort of thing that could even be submitted. Like Walter Benjamin’s,
Jorn’s doctoral work is of interest because of its failure of good
academic form.

And these are precisely the reasons why Jorn now merits attention,
and why his thought deserves development. Jorn points towards the
question of practice, outside of, and now after the eclipse of, both the
Communist and bourgeois versions of history. If Althusser cements a
place within the academy for developing Marxism as a critical postwar
discourse, he does so at the expense of aligning it with high theory.
Marx is absorbed into the conventions of academic thought, into its
spaces of authority, its codes of discipline, its temporality of semesters
and sabbaticals. Jorn offers something in addition to all that. His is a
development of Marx as a critical postwar discourse that creates its
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own games, makes its own rules, answers to a quite different time, and
belongs to a more marginal but more interesting space, the space not
of an institution but of a provisional micro-society, within which the
practice of thought might be otherwise.
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5 A Provisional Micro-Society

The Situationist International was founded at a meeting of three
women and six men in July 1957. All that remains of this fabled event
are a series of stirring documents and some photographs, casual but
made with an artist’s eye, by founding member Ralph Rumney.' The
Situationist International dissolved itself in 1972. In its fifteen years of
existence, only seventy-two people were ever members. It was born out
of the fusion of two and a half existing groups, the Movement for an
Imaginist Bauhaus, the Letterist International and the London Psycho-
geographical Society (the last represented by its one and only member,
Rumney). Its founding conference took place in Cosio d’Arosca, a little
Ligurian town where founding member Piero Simondo’s family had
a small hotel. Or at least that’s the official story. Debord writes in a
letter to Jorn: “I think it is necessary for us to present the ‘Conference
at Cosio’ as a point of departure for our distinct organized activ-
ity.”? From the beginning, Debord has a fine hand for the tactics of
appearances.

Debord the tactician saw the Letterist International as something
of a dead end. The dérive could only be taken so far. After he was
institutionalized, Chtcheglov would write Debord and Bernstein from
the sanatorium explaining that the dérive has its limits, and cannot
be practiced continually. “It’s a miracle it didn’t kill us. Iron infected
our blood.” To even propose a new architecture for a new way of life
took more resources than they possessed. The complete renuncia-
tion of what one might now call middle-class life cut them off from
vital resources. “To reach this superior cultural creation—that which
we call the Situationist game —we now think it necessary to be an
active force in the actual terrain of this era’s culture (and not on the

fringes of it, as we cheerfully were ...).” Hence the change of policy
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from the “pure (inactive) extremism” of the Letterist International.’
Going forward called for taking a few steps back. The project would —
temporarily —require some resources to advance its aims. The Situ-
ationist game must proceed “by all means, even artistic ones.”

Debord skillfully positioned himself as the secretary for a new move-
ment, the Situationist International. Of all the roles Debord chose for
himself, not to mention those assigned to him by posterity, the one that
receives the least attention is that of secretary. Late in life he was to
say: “I have been a good professional —but in what?”® While the ques-
tion was meant to be rhetorical, one not entirely implausible answer
would be—as a secretary. Not the least interesting thing about him
might be the tactics with which he ran the Situationist International,
and the best way to approach them is via his Correspondence. Prepared
by his widow Alice Becker-Ho (b. 1941) and published posthumously,
the Correspondence presents a carefully vetted and selected account of
Debord the secretary.

The secretary’s task, as Debord conceives it, involves the organiz-
ing of exhibitions, provocations, occasional publications, and above
all the journal, Internationale Situationniste. 1t is, Debord writes, “our
‘official organ,” the ideological coherence of which was made my
responsibility.” Debord will act as secretary with remarkable tenac-
ity and industry. Internationale Situationniste would not be a duplicated
flyer like the Letterist International’s Potlatch, but a beautifully edited,
illustrated, designed and bound affair. By 1960 the author of “Never
work!” would be complaining: “I am overwhelmed with work.” Here
he is discussing the use of a material called Lumaline for the cover, in a
way that will bring a smile to anyone who has ever labored over manu-
facturing something beautiful: “The effect is obviously superb. But the
price is terribly high: 100,000 for the cover (for only 1,600 copies of
the journal), but especially 60,000 for supplementary expenses to the
printer, representing a lot of work in folding and sewing, entirely by
hand — the machines break the Lumaline, which soon tears. And then
we will have nearly lost the stock at that stage of assembly (in this
process, one loses at least 10 % due to badly sewn copies).””

Debord labored in the service of producing Internationale Situationnste
as a collective expression, a document of a provisional micro-society
whose practice is to treat all of culture as collective property. “Our
editorial committee has a heavy hand (and, as you may imagine, no
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respect for literary propriety).” Détournement was both a signature
Situationist practice and a theory of how culture as a totality works.
Debord writes to Straram in Canada: “All the material published by
the Situationist International is, in principle, usable by everyone,
even without acknowledgement, without the preoccupations of liter-
ary property. You can make all the détournements that appear useful
to _you."8

One makes a movement with what one has. The practice of the exelu-
sion of members from the Situationist International begins very soon
after its founding. As a good secretary, Debord has little tolerance
for opportunism or ineptitude. He writes to Walter Olmo, a founding
member: “I reproach you for having accepted, in particular circum-
stances, several ideas that are stupid.” Olmo will not last long. Ralph
Rumney lasts almost a year. Debord writes to him in March 1958:
“you still haven’t done any real work with us.” To compound Debord’s
annoyance, Rumney boasts of his Situationist connections to artworld
acquaintances.

Rumney’s official offense was to submit his psychogeographical
report on Venice too late for inclusion in the journal. Between harass-
ment by his mother-in-law, Peggy Guggenheim, and the birth of his
son, Rumney had his hands full.! Since he was the one at Cosio who
advocated zero tolerance toward anyone not quy committed to the
cause, his expulsion was fair enough. Rumney’s “The Leaning Tower
of Venice” went unpublished at the time, but it is not without interest.
It took the form of a détournement of the photo-romance strips then
particularly popular in Italy, and is an early example of Situationist
détournement of narrative graphic art.

Rumney took photographs of the Beat writer Alan Ansen and
arranged them as a narrative with captions. “It is our thesis that cities
should embody a built-in play factor,” reads one. “We are studying here
a play-environment relationship.” Rumney’s photographs follow Ansen
on a “trajectory through the zones of psycho-geographic interest.” Its
subject is specifically play, as “play and game are not synonymous.”
Ansen’s gambols are not constrained by formal rules. There is no bound-
ary marking of the space of a game from the space outside it. Play has
no conditions for winning or 1osing, and no end condition determined in
advance. Play simply comes to an end when Runmey spots Lawrence
Alloway, the English art critic, and in this case spoil-sport.'!

63



BEACH BENEATH THE STREET

64

Becoming a Situationist required a certain rigor. Debord: “I am still
with the Situationist International and, as long as I am in it, I will keep
a minimum of discipline that excludes all collaboration with uncontrol-
lable elements ...”"2 To today’s middle-class sensibility, submission to a
discipline for reasons other than getting paid seems like some kind of
perversion, and for that reason membership in the Situationist Inter-
national seems as unintelligible a sacrifice as the mysteries of religion.
A more common model for what remains of the artist in today’s dis-
integrating spectacle is that of the small business proprietor. Take as
an example Jeff Koons (b. 1955), who “staked his budding penchant
for expensively fabricated art by working as a commodities broker on
Wall Street for six years ... Today he has a factory in Chelsea with
ninety regular assistants.”’® To be an artist, it seems, has become just
another kind of middle-class ambition, the dream of a franchise with
your name on it.

The exclusion of members is sometimes taken to reveal some sinister
side to Debord’s character, so it is interesting to read in the Correspond-
ence that “Jorn was the first partisan of the measure of exclusion.” Jorn
was one of the few Situationists who had ever been a member of an
orthodox Communist party. But while the Situationist International is
often compared to such a party, the parallel is usually made by people
who have never belonged to one. Certainly, to an ear trained by the
cold war to protect its precious individualism, the Situationists can
sound like invasive body snatchers, as for example in this telegram to
an excluded member: “The I without we falls back into the prefabri-
cated mass.”"* What the Situationists were struggling to achieve was a
new kind of collective being, unlike both the Communists and previous
avant-gardes such as the Letterists.

Situationists were expected to know what was expected of them,
and without being told. Debord’s policy as secretary was “to place
a preord confidence, in all cases, and only until the first proof to the
contrary, in a certain number of recognized comrades, based upon
objective criteria.” The reason for most exclusions is not mysterious.
It was a failure to live up to expectations. Members are what they do:
“No problem in our collective action can be resolved by goodwill.”
A certain unsentimental understanding of how friendships form and
dissolve, of how character becomes different to itself as it struggles
in and against time, underlies the distinctive quality of Situationist
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subjectivity in which “neither freedom nor intelligence are given once
and for all.”"®

Bataille had thought that what binds community together is the
experience of death.! Under the guidance of the surrealist turned Sta-
linist Louis Aragon (1897-1982), postwar communist culture created
a real cult out of its dead Resistance fighters. The red flag shrouds
its martyred dead, whose blood dyes its every fold. The Situationists
borrowed at least this much from the communists —that the exclusion
of living members meant social death. Given that communist culture
really did comprise an entire social world, to be excluded from the
party really did mean excommunication. The Situationists had no such
power. But they wrestled with the problem of how to make collec-
tive belonging meaningful, as something requiring some sacrifice. The
possibility of exclusion made participation in the Situationist game
meaningful.

Not the least difference between the Situationists and the Com-
munist Party is that the former rarely recruited. “I have no need of
fabricating false disciples.” Nor was adherence to doctrinal orthodoxy
required. “Quite surely, never any doctrine: perspectives. A solidar-
ity around these perspectives.” Indeed, doctrinaire postures could be
grounds for exclusion. Debord writes to Simondo: “situationism, as a
body of doctrine, does not exist and must not exist. What exists is a
Situationist experimental attitude” —something like the Jornian mate-
rialist attitude to life. This is the paradox of the doctrine of no doctrine.
To Pinot Gallizio, who Jorn had recruited for the Imaginist Bauhaus,
and who was the key figure among the Italian founders of the Situ-
ationist International, Debord writes: “We have always been sure that
you are strongly opposed to the metaphysics of which Simondo cur-
rently reveals the dogmas.”” The exclusion of Gallizio would take a
while longer than Simondo.

In his letters, Debord often mentions “propaganda” and even “inter-
nal propaganda.” Both for external and internal purposes, statements
were to be formed and made tactically. The Situationist International
formed itself in part out of the material of the art world, but anticipated
the overcoming of art as a separate practice. Hard to grasp for the
middle-class sensibility of what Debord will call “bourgeois civilization”
is that there really might have been a threat to the organization —in
the form of the opportunistic exploitation of the potential cachet of the
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Situationist International, particularly by its artist members. The Situ-
ationists were never an arlilic avant-garde. Debord: “we already have
amongst us too many artistically old men who have missed out on their
own nienteenth century.”’® Artists were only accepted as members if
they appeared ready to move beyond art, in a “brutal evolution” —as
Debord said of the ill-fated German artists of the Spur group.

Situationists create new collaborative play-forms out of the old
materials of the separate creative practices, of which art was just
one. The moments of inclusion and exclusion within the Situationist
International are best explored in relation to this strategy, rather than
attempting to decode them as banal dramas of personality. “The most
urgent problem, tactically, is to firstly balance, then as quickly as pos-
sible surpass the number of painters in the Situationist International
with the largest possible number of architects, urbanists, sociologists
and others.” This ambition came with its own dangers. “We can hardly
have confidence in ‘specialized collaborators” who do not share Situ-
ationist experimental positions. If not, we will discover bitterly that the
architects, sociologists, urbanists, etc are as limited as the painters in
their defense of the particular prejudices of their separate sectors.”"”
The Situationist International was not a collaboration between special-
ists, but the overcoming of specialization in the name of a new kind of
collective activity.

As secretary Debord tacks this way and that, trying to keep the
International together. Debord’s problems are compounded by the
presence of several powerful personalities, all of them his senior.
Around the time the Situationist International was founded, Debord
was twenty-five, Constant was thirty-seven, Jorn was forty-three, and
Gallizio fifty-five. These discrepancies should be borne in mind when
reading his letters to each of them. Given his relative youth, the self-
confidence of the letters is extraordinary. The tone of Debord’s writing
fluctuates considerably in his attempts to engage with each of these
outsize personalities, even if he does not lack confidence in calling all
of them to account. As one of Debord’s favorite writers, the Cardinal
de Retz, says: “The talent of insinuation is of more service than that
of persuasion, because one can insinuate to a hundred where one can
barely persuade five.”

Giuseppe Gallizio (1902-64), Pinot to his friends, was, by his own
account, an “archaeologist, botanist, chemist, parfumer, partisan, king
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of the gypsies.”! To which one might add: chancer, amateur, dandy,
dilettante. It was he, together with Asger Jorn, who convened the
Congress of Free Artists in 1956 in Gallizio’s hometown of Alba. This
was the event that laid the groundwork for the formation of the Sit-
uationist International the following year in Cosio, where he would
become a founding member. Gallizio’s approach was consistently
experimental, and he saw the materials and practices of an experimen-
tal comportment as available to everyone: “the masses have understood
and alread_y the breathlessness of a new poetic moment 1s anxiously
beating at the doors of people bored by the tired ideals fabricated by
the self-righteous incomprehension of the mysterious powerful of the
earth.”” Gallizio called his work envemble painting. His goal was what he
called an anti-patent process for the sharing and modification of life.

Gallizio’s ensembles did not just produce rare and singular works,
like other artists. They produced industrial painting. These were only
very minimally the product of actual machines. The idea was more
that painting could be made using mechanisms of repetition and varia-
tion to undermine the unique gesture. The result would bring together
the creative and singular with the serial and repeated. He invented, in
short, a synthesis of the two opposed strands of the avant—garde: surre-
alism and constructivism, in what Michele Bernstein called “a shrewd
mixture of chance and mechanics.” As art historian Mirella Bandini
put it, his project was to “unleash inflation everywhere.””

Debord pours considerable energy into arranging Gallizio’s debut in
the French and German art worlds. At first all goes well: “The tumult
over your glory grows great, despite the discretion we maintain.” But
art-world success is Gallizio’s downfall within the Situationist Inter-
national. This is less the fault of the exhibition itself than of the way it
is used tactically: “The most serious deficiency was that Pinot, in his
practical attitude toward the Parisian public, more or less consciously
accepted the role of a very ordinary artist recognized by his peers (by
contrast, the exhibition of détourned paintings by Jorn [the #odifi-
cations] was, 1 believe, a very rough break with this milieu ...)” The
upshot was the exclusion of Gallizio and his son Giors Melanotte for
“sickening arrivisme.” As Debord would comment later: “the Situa-
tionist International knew how to fight its own glory.”*

While Debord could recognize, even in retrospect, Gallizio’s “virtuos-
ity,” he was nevertheless the right wing of the Situationist International.?
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Its left wing was Constant Nieuwenhuys. He had been a member of the
Cobra group with Jorn, but had moved away from painting towards
experiments in new kinds of potential urban form. In the “Amsterdam
Declaration” of 1958, Debord and Constant called for “the development
of complete environments, which must extend to a unitary urbanism”
which they saw as “the complex, ongoing activity that consciously rec-
reates man’s environment according to the most advanced conceptions
in every domain," as the “result of a new type of collective Creativity. ”26
A poetry played by all; an al/ played by poetry.

It was Gallizio who set Constant on the path to his famous New
Babylon project of wnitary wurbanism when the two of them were
together in Alba. Gallizio, who was on the local town council, solved
the problem of the town’s antipathy to visiting Romani, or gypsies, by
making some land he owned available for their camp. It was an idea
not without precedent. As Alice Becker-Ho writes, quoting from a
1569 text: “Their sojourns in particular villages are always sanctioned
by the local squires or dignitaries.”” Gallizio commissioned Constant
to design a new kind of mobile architecture that might house them.
Constant’s model was never built, but it set Constant on a new path.
He would come to reject art in general, and painting in particular, and
like Gallizio posit the machine as the central fact of contemporary crea-
tivity, writing: “A free art of the future is an art that would master and
use all the new conditioning techniques.””®

Yet Constant and Gallizio were in many respects quite incompat-
ible figures, and not just as personalities. For Constant, art had come
to an end. A unitary urbanism of constructed situations supersedes all
of the separate arts. “The artists’ task is to invent new techniques and
to utilize light, sound, movement and any invention whatsoever which
might influence ambience. Without this, the integration of art in the
construction of human habitat remains as chimerical as the propos-
als of [Ivan Chtcheglov].”” In principle, Debord agrees. “No painting
is defensible from a Situationist point of view.” But where Constant
insists on the principle, the secretary does not want to get too far ahead
of the memberships’s level of consciousness. “Yes, any spirit of the
‘pictorial’ must be hounded and this, though obvious, isn't easy to get
everyone to acknowledge.”®

Debord looks to Constant as a tactical ally, but tries strenuously
to keep him from pushing the organization too far too fast. He wants



A PROVISIONAL MICRO-SOCIETY

Constant to work on the editorial line for the journal with this in mind:
“This will certainly help the really experimental faction in the Situ-
ationist International.” But Debord is initially reluctant to break with
Gallizio or Jorn, both of whom are earning Constant’s stern disap-
proval as artwts. “1 don’t have the right—and I do not have the least
desire —to try to impose directives on the painters (for instance) in
the name of a real movement that is no more advanced than their
work.”" A shrewd move, since for Debord to attempt to direct the
painters would only draw him —and the Situationists —deeper into the
obsessions of the art world.

The unraveling of Debord’s relationship with Constant is the great
moment in the early life of the Situationist International, and shapes the
whole space of what will be possible for it. Debord is caught between
the left and right wings of the movement. And though the artists are
excluded one by one, Constant is not appeased and resigns anyway, and
the movement, so to speak, moves on. But this is the moment, like the
opening scene in a novel or film, where circumstances are fluid, where
many things are possible. One discovers in the first three years of the
Situationist International many potential versions of it, besides the ones
of legend or even historical record. This is perhaps why so many keep
returning to them, and to these early years in particular, as the scene of
a moment in still-living movement, or in other words, a situation.

Debord’s judgments in the Correspondence, whether one agrees with
them or not, are not purely capricious. Against Constant and the
Dutch section, Debord makes two charges, both in many respects per-
spicacious. The first is that there is a strand in Constant which, despite
his denials, is close to the utopian legacy of Saint-Simon and Auguste
Comte, particularly in the way it privileges an intellectual class as the
only agents for bringing about a new world: “when you only find pro-
gressive forces in the ‘intellectuals who revolt against cultural poverty,’
you yourselves are utopians. What can intellectuals do without liaison
with an enterprise that brings global change to social relations?”%
Liaison, in short, with the proletariat. While Jorn was starting to
rethink class in interesting ways, the Situationist International was at
something of an impasse, caught in the old dilemma between romantic
revolt and class struggle.

The second issue concerns the status of unitary urbanism. Where
Constant is focused on the way unitary urbanism realizes and
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overcomes the more limited achievements of the separate arts, Debord
is already looking ahead to realizing and overcoming unitary urban-
ism: “Our necessary activity is dominated by the question of the
totality. Take note of it. Unitary urbanism is not a conception of the
totality, must not become one. It is an operational instrument to con-
struct an extended detour.””® While Debord and Constant are allies in
their embrace of technicity (against the rather technophobic Jorn),
Debord does not think it enough any more to just break down the arts
and combine them in the construction of new ambiences, new terrains
of play. Unitary urbanism is much less a positive, constructive mod-
eling and more a negative and critical tactic for opposing the kind of
tower-block mentality that characterized postwar reconstruction. The
chimerical quality of Chtcheglov’s version of unitary urbanism still has
a tactical value.

Legend has it that when Debord broke with people he simply cut
them dead and moved on. With Constant this was not the case, and
for once the correspondence continues on, to the stage of a love gone
wrong. “Passion leads you astray,” writes Debord to Constant, sound-
ing for all the world like Madame de Merteuil in Dangerous Liaisons
(1782). Playing Valmont, Constant retorts by telegram: “If passion mis-
leads me, indecision causes you to be lost.” Debord resorts to threats:
“it is up to you to choose the terrain.”*

“Staying friends with Constant was quite difficult. He liked to fight,”
says Jacqueline De Jong. At stake are 200 copies of Constant’s book,
which Debord feels are owed to him. It may sound like just a pretext,
but one of the essential components of the Situationist International
was the internal exchange of documents and their doration to external
parties. As this incident highlights, the group was held together by
the gift. The gift enters Situationism via the writings of the socialist
anthropologist Marcel Mauss (1872-1950), which were taken up and
expanded into a theory of the general economy by Georges Bataille.
Both drew on anthropological work by Franz Boas (1858-1942) and
others working among Native Americans of the Pacific Northwest,
and their concept of potlatch. This version of the gift linked it closely
to reputation. The gift is not selfless charity, nor is it a Christmas
present.”® Rather, it is a very special kind of donation, in which the
donor gives away valuable time, matter or energy in order to acquire
reputation. The journal of the Letterist International was called
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Potlatch, and despite the meager resources of the group it was given
away for free.

The Situationists sold their journal in bookshops, but many were
given away and for the same reasons: to exchange time, energy and
materials for reputation. The Situationist International was a provi-
sional micro-society founded on its own quite particular economy of
donation and reputation. While various of its activities might be sup-
ported by selling art to collectors or other banal forms of compensated
labor, there is a sense in which the Situationist International was a grand
potlatch, consigning to the flames the thought and work of a whole
little community, daring the world to match its extravagant consump-
tion of its own time. Hence the donation of copies was no mere pretext
in Debord’s quarrel with Constant, for if Constant refused to donate
them it would constitute a real break in the economy —if that is what it
was —of this micro-society. It was a quite paradoxical economy.

The philosopher Jacques Derrida (1930-2004) was Debord’s con-
temporary, although beyond that they had little in common except
perhaps rather nuanced notions of the gift. Derrida: “The gift is the
gift of giving itself and nothing else.”” Marcel Mauss had thought
of a gift economy as driven by an underlying generosity, the very mana
of socialism. Debord and in particular Jorn practiced it in much the
same spirit, even saw it as the basis for a break beyond socialist thought
and action. But Claude Lévi-Strauss (1908-2009) took thinking about
the gift away from the “shop girl’s philosophy” of everyday life, and
in the direction instead of a structural logic of exchange.” This line of
thought would flourish in the hands of Roland Barthes (1915-80) and
Louis Althusser, where gift exchange reappears as the structural logic
of symbolic exchange, and becomes the technique by which the super-
structures of capitalist society can be decoded. They wanted a parallel
competence to the marxisant political economy still thought to explain
the Workings of the base. Derrida proposes instead that the gift must
interrupt the economy. The gift is not supposed to be returned. It is
outside circulation and circular time. Giving suspends all calculation.
The gift is canceled by any reciprocation, return, debt, countergift or
exchange. Derrida departs from anthropology by thinking the gift in
its singularity, outside of exchange, to reveal just how troubling it is to
any such structural logic.
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If the recipient of a gift recognizes it as a gift, then it ceases to be
one. “If it presents itself then it no longer presents itself.” For Derrida
this opens up an intriguing realm of paradox and a way to get payback
on his structuralist precursors. For the Situationsts, the very impos-
sibility of the pure gift calls into being a whole terrain of possibility
for an art and politics of the impurity of the gift. Every impure gift
forces both giver and receiver into the invention of an attitude to life
that can accept the gift, but not exchange it. The invention of everyday
life could be nothing but the inventive accommodation to gifts, to the
subtle art of not returning the gift, of giving again in a way that is not
circular, that does not simply pass on the debt.

Exchange affirms the identities of givers and receivers, and the value
of the thing exchanged. Exchange arises as a way to contain the dis-
turbing capacities of the gift. “The subject and the object are arrested
effects of the gift.” This might be the last nobility left to life: to give and
not receive, receive and not gift, to invent unreturnable acts (another
name for which might be situations). Not only does Derrida construct
a theory of the gift, his writing inserts itself into just such an unreturn-
able practice, or tries to. The Situationist International composed a
whole micro-society on the premise of potlatch, that is, the art and
politics of the gift. Potlatch is not really sustainable. It’s a game, a chal-
lenge. It isn’t a circular exchange. The early years of the Situationist
International are a game of potlatch, of the gift of time, in which the
players, in the end, run out of moves. For Debord in particular, the
challenge of the gift of time went, in his terms, unmet. It was time to
forget and move on.

In the end, the impetuous left of the movement is no better for
Debord’s purposes than the vprezzatura of the easy-going right. Here,
in a couple of sentences addressed to Constant, Debord speaks all at
once of a crisis of friendship, of tactics and thought at a crossroads: “I
am sure that, here, we have arrived at the point where the Situation-
ist International must immediately choose (or must be abandoned).
Because you know well that 1 have alwa_ys thought that ‘there are
moments at which it is necessary to know how to choose’; that you
haven’t needed to teach this to me; and that, if there has been a certain
opportunism in the Situationist International, I have been among those
(you, too) who have counter-balanced it.”*® The collapse of the Situ-
ationist International into the art world that Debord feared did not
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happen, at least not yet. The vigorous application of the principle of
exclusion took care of that.

The Situationist International exercises a continued fascination
because its members made a gift of their time that was not returned in
their own time. They did not really take their place in the exchanges of
views between the journals and groups of their time. Their beautiful,
expensive journal —with Lumaline covers or not —did not so much cir-
culate as spiral off into the void. Until May ‘68 appeared, and appeared
to many as the return of the gift in spades. But still, something remains
of an uncanceled gift.

The early years of the Situationist International are ones in which it
may develop itself, elaborate itself, ornament itself —in many possible
directions. The movement exercises a lasting fascination on art histori-
ans for this reason. All of the major figures of the early years have their
favorites, who excise them from the game and hoist them up as their
champions. What is perhaps more interesting is to keep these figures in
play, to view what passes between them as what matters. And perhaps
also what passes unnoticed, undetected in this flux of passions between
temperamental men. When Michele Bernstein writes in her two novels
of exactly this remarkable time in which the Situationist International
was born, the squabbles that animate the men barely rate a mention.
It is just something a character not unlike Debord takes a train to
Amsterdam to attend to, before hurrying back to a quite different kind
of game. A game in which women not only figure, but which they may

even win.
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6 Permanent Play

On the subject of love, bourgeois novels are variations on two themes.
The first is the couple in love getting together despite all obstacles; the
second is how unhappily they live ever after. “Marriage seems to have
been invented to reward perversity,” the utopian socialist writer Charles
Fourier once said.! Marriage, says the bourgeois novel, is the worst
of institutions for a woman, except for all the others. In the novel, a
woman can refuse marriage. She may be drawn toward sexual ecstasy,
but that way lies poverty, misery and social exclusion. Proper love is of
the sacred domesticated kind, placed in the service of reproducing the
heterosexual family and passing on property. Socialist writers, from
Fourier to Engels to Alexandra Kollontai had long opposed marriage
as a relation which makes women into property, and pointed to the
hypocrisy of the bourgeois gentleman who polices the sexual fidelity of
his wife yet goes adventuring in bohemia for a bit on the side.

And yet in postwar France, the figure of the monogamous, hetero-
sexual couple became ever more widespread. For Kristin Ross, “the
construction of the new French couple 1s not onl_y a class necessity
but a national necessity as well, linked to the state-led modernization
effort. Called upon to lead France into the future, these couples are the
class whose very way of life is based on the wish to make the world
futureless and at that price buy security.” The couple was a modern
alternative to both the more reactionary order of the wartime collabo-
rationist Vichy regime, and the autonomous female sexuality embodied
by Saint-Germain figures like Juliette Gréco or Frangoise Sagan,
and promulgated as a theory in Simone de Beauvoir’s 7he Second Sex.
The couple refuses both the patriarchal past of Vichy and the feminist
future of 7The Second Sex, and secures a private space where the good life
of the spectacle can be brought home and domesticated.
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In the third issue of Internationale Situationniste is a reproduction of
the ‘Map of Tenderness’ by the Precocity movement writer Madeleine
de Scudéry (1607-1701). This famous drawing was included in her
popular multi-volume novel Clélie. The map charts three possible jour-
neys from the town of New Friendship at the bottom. Friendship could
take the paths of Inclination, Esteem or Gratitude to one of three desti-
nations in the center of the map. It could wander off course,and end up
in dismal places such as the Lake of Indifference. Or, the journey could
go too far, into uncharted territory. For de Scudéry, love requires skill
and tact if it is not to lurch towards great ecstasy, which also brings
great pain.

The goal was not marriage. De Scudéry was more interested in
erotic friendship between women. Hers was a Sapphic alternative
to Platonic relationships between men, a tenderness that can be sus-
tained, developed, transformed, and ornamented, without rupture. De
Scudéry initiates a counter-tradition, skeptical of the sacred quality
of ecstasy, indifferent to questions of property and outside the het-
erosexual norm.* While acknowledging the power of feeling, it can
nevertheless be crafted and directed. It can become the material of play
and strategy.

How is a modern woman who lives in a so-called open relationship
with a man supposed to retain her hold on him, if he starts an affair
that has a little more intensity than usual? Affairs are allowed. They
are within the rules, but they are not supposed to break with a funda-
mental agreement between the man and the woman. And if this man is
coming too close to breaching that agreement, what stratagems can the
woman employ to see that he returns to it? This scenario can be found
in what Debord calls Michéle Bernstein’s “fake novel” All the Kingl
Horves, and its sequel The Night. These books, which both describe the
same events, concern the lives of three characters who are not unlike
Michele Bernstein, her husband Guy Debord, and his lover Michele
Mochot. Bernstein borrows from socialist, bohemian and aristocratic
writings to create an alternative to the middle-class ideal of the married
couple. “The personal is political,” as feminists would say later in the
1960s, but for Bernstein, writing in the early 60s, the political is very,
very personal.’

Both novels cover the same events in the lives of Gilles and Genev-
iéve, but from different perspectives and in different styles: Kingo
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Horvses adopts the style of Frangoise Sagan (1935-2004); The Night, that
of Alain Robbe-Grillet (1922-2008). Saint-Germain identity Sagan’s
racy novels coincided with the arrival of mass paperback publishing
in France in the 1950s. Those of Robbe-Grillet were a high-modern-
ist analogue of the new consumerist and technocratic France of those
years. Lefebvre called them “pure spectacle.” As the writer and phi-
lospher Maurice Blanchot pointed out at the time, what was once a
cultural rhythm to the diffusion of writing had with the arrival of the
paperback been replaced by a technical one. The technical purported
to solve all problems. “There is no need for political upheaval, and
even less for changes in the social structure. It suffices to reproduce
works.”® Even radical works started appearing in paperback. Litera-
ture discreetly integrated itself into the spectacle.

Bernstein’s strategy was a détournement of the spectacle of the novel,
first in its popular form, then its literary form. “There is not much
future in the détournement of complete novels,” declared Debord and
Wolman, “but during the transitional phase there might be a certain
number of undertakings of this sort.” Elsewhere, Debord sets out the
tenets of a Situationist approach to literature in the transitional phase:
“In the novel, the fundamental question of time resided more in the
liberty of beginning and ending the story at significant points, rather
than in the choice of including certain moments and excluding others
... I believe it is this form of sovereignty (used derisorily in the novel)
that everyday life aims at appropriating.”” In the absence of the means
to construct situations, the détourned novel might at least gesture
towards the liberty of beginnings.

Debord met cabaret singer Michéle Mochot in 1955, at a Paris
opening for the Belgian surrealist painter Jane Graverol.® Bernstein’s
fictional Gilles meets Carole a few years later, also at an opening of a
surrealist painter, only Bernstein painter is male and Carole is his step-
daughter. In 7he Night we learn of the sexual tension between them.
The painter covets his stepdaughter. “Though by her spite she showed
that she wanted no part of it, still she encouraged it a little, admitted it
was there.” With a little prompting from Carole’s mother, Gilles and
Geneviéve whisk Carole away from the old man. Gilles takes her wan-
dering around the streets of Paris, and in the morning finally makes
love to her.

In Horses, we only hear in general terms about Gilles and his art of
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wandering. Geneviéve goes home to sleep and the story picks up again
the next day. Zhe Night is structured around the dérive itself.

They pass beside a column, a streetlight rather, on which is ﬁxed,
above their heads, a blue and white sign indicating by an arrow:
Cluny Museum. On the same column, another signal, luminous and
blinking, is the only one that attracts the glance of the passersby.
At regular intervals, for the pedestrians, the permission to go or
the order to wait flashes. Gilles and Carole pass near the column
without seeing it. Gilles waits, before crossing, for the cars to stop.
Carole follows Gilles, who holds her by the nape of the neck. They
take the direction indicated by the sign Cluny Museum, and skirt
the railings of the garden of the museum.

The dérive is Carole’s initiation into the knotted streets of the sleeping
city. “I'd like to be in a labyrinth with you,” says Carole. “We already
are,” says Gilles."

A Galton machine is a grid of equally spaced pins, arranged verti-
cally, above which is a single slot that releases balls, and below which
is a series of slots that catch them. If the top slot is positioned in the
middle and balls are released into the grid of pins, the chances are
that most balls will deviate a bit when they hit the pins but will fall in
one of the center slots below. A few of the balls will end up bouncing
farther off the center line, but overall the device will show a Gawssian
distrebution. It's essentially pinball without the fun. Pinball arrived in
Saint-Germain bars such as the Mabillon and the Old Navy after the
war, and became a favorite way for quarter people to waste time. Arthur
Adamov wrote an absurdist play about it called Ping-Porng (1955)."

In pinball, the ball is always going to end up passing through the
middle between the flippers, but some balls —through luck or skill —
will take longer to do so. The Galton machine, or pinball, is Jorn’s
image of a vituology, both ludic and analytic, “as a game device, this
machine that tilts, can be found in most Paris bistros, and is the pos-
sibility of calculated variability.””? Time and space are not smooth or
even. There are tilts, there are eddies, there are zones that attract the
balls and zones that repel them. Debord and Wolman had already
proposed a détournement of pinball, in which the “play of the lights
and the more or less predictable trajectories of the balls would form a
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metagraphic-spatial composition entitled 7hermal Sensations and Dedsires
of People Pasoing by the Gates of Cluny Museum Around an Hour After Sunset
in November.”"? They abandoned this idea, for Paris was already a pinball
machine. All that remained was to bounce around it like a shiny silver
ball, and find its psychogeographic centers of gravity.

The Galton machine is like a street layout or a telephone network,
a flat and even field, a distributed network.'* A ball could land any-
where; a call could connect any two points. There are infinitesimal
eddies and fissures shaping the ball’s trajectory, or the call’s circuit, or
the swerve of someone on a dérive who takes this street rather than
that. Actuaﬂy, some passages are more likely than others, but only b_y
playing the game does this become clear. The city, unlike the Galton
machine, may have several vortices of gravity. The Night is structured
around the passage of Gilles and Carole through the streets of Paris,
bouncing from one trajectory to the next. 7he Night subordinates the
narrative of the affair to the description of the dérive. Horses is rather
more conventional, and the dérive there is just a moment. It reverses
the relationship between situation and story.

Gilles” affair with Carole causes at least two rifts in the libidinal
universe. Carole’s girlfriend Béatrice is jealous and possessive. Genev-
iéve’s feelings are perhaps more complicated. It is not the first time
Gilles has had other lovers, but Genevieve is a little worried about this
one. The Night can be read as an account of the disturbance the affair
causes Geneviéve. Her character is in the habit, on waking, of putting
the events of the previous day in order, but in The Night events refuse
to fall into place. The novel jumps from one fragment of time —charged
with affect—to another. It is a beginning that doesn't end.

Horses presents a rather more straightforward version of Geneviéve's
strategies for holding on to Gilles. One tactic is to become Carole’s inti-
mate friend, establishing a relationship independent of Gilles between
the two women. It is an emotional intimacy — Sapphic, in de Scudéry’s
sense —that is perhaps greater than the sexual one between Carole and
Gilles, if rather one-sided. Carole confides in Geneviéve, but not vice
versa. It’s a tactic on Geneviéve’s part, to be sure, but not quite as
coldly manipulative as the similar move in Dangerows Liaisons (1782),
a book from which Bernstein freely borrows."® Another tactic is to
take the same liberties as her husband. Whereas Gilles found Carole
at a party hosted by passé old surrealists, Geneviéve finds her love
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interest at the rather more advanced soirée hosted by Ole, an artist
perhaps modeled on Asger Jorn (Ole is the name of Jorn’s son). There
she hooks up with a young man called Bertrand, fucks him in a hotel,
throws him out next morning, then telephones Gilles to tell him about
it. This tactic doesn’t work: it doesn’t make Gilles feel as jealous as she
feels. Bertrand is handsome enough, but if anything, bringing him into
the picture only gives Gilles more license to love Carole.

Both Carole and Bertrand make bad art. Carole dabbles at painting,
merely repeating the clichés current in the art world. Bertrand’s poetry
is worse, in thrall to experiments that have long since lost their charge.
As Debord once wrote to his old Letterist comrade Patrick Straram,
“poetry, yes, but in life. No return possible to surrealist or preceding
poetical writing.”'® What neither Carole nor Bertrand quite realizes is
that they already embody the aesthetic. Neither knows that they are
in play in a game of everyday life. Of the two, Carole comes closer, at
least when she sings. She has a small repertoire of old French songs.
When she sings for Gilles she appropriates their words as her own,
détournes them, and reveals a capacity that leads Geneviéve to suspect
that here might be a rival.

The four of them, Gilles and Carole, Geneviéve and Bertrand, go
off on vacation. They meet Bertrand’s friend Héléne, a slightly older
and very sophisticated woman from the literary scene. On returning
to Paris, Geneviéve discards Bertrand and takes up with Héléne. This
gets Gilles’s attention. Gilles drops Carole. The trio of Geneviéve,
Hélene, and Gilles hang out together for a while, but it doesn’t last. In
the end it is just Geneviéve and Gilles again —for now. But the game
has changed. Horves ends with letters from Carole and Héléne in which
it is clear that Carole, although still young, is beginning to appreciate
a new way of thinking about life, while Héléne, encrusted with habit,
is left to her fate.

In her letter to Bertrand Héléne dismisses Gilles and Genevigve as
“damaged people,” but she does not really understand them.!” Neither
Gilles nor Geneviéve are really heartless libertines. They appreciate
beauty but not just as an object, a thing apart. Their romantic strat-
egies are not about conquest or possession. Gilles really does fall in
love, and often. Geneviéve's strategies are aimed mainly at sustaining
Gilles’ love for her, because she cannot help loving him. This love is
hardly romantic. Their feelings are genuine, but feelings can be shaped
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aesthetically, in pursuit of adventures, in the creation of situations, in
the river of time.

Love is temporal, an event. There is nothing eternal in it. Timeless
Love, like God, like Art, is dead. Eternal love is death itself, the meta-
physical principle that plagues romance, that would make the lover
one’s private property for all time. All that remains is the possibility of
constructing situations. Odile Passot: “In Bernstein’s universe, there is
no transcendence, divine or diabolic; humans are subject to their own
negativity, which they cultivate to destabilize their century’s received
truths.”’® Like the devils in Marcel Carné and Jacques Prévert’s film
The Devils Envoys (1942), Geneviéve and Gilles trouble the sheets of
the bourgeois bedchamber by disregarding property and propriety
in the name of a quite different ethic of love.” For all its genderfuck
charm, The Devils Envoyo still affirms in the end that love is eternal; in
Bernstein’s world it is not.

As Geneviéve says of Gilles: “When I met Gilles three years ago,
I realized quickly that he was far from the cool libertine most people
took him for. His desires always contain as much passion as he can put
into them, and it’s this same state that he always pursued in various
love stories that you'd be crazy to call unserious. The climate he
created everywhere is one of honest feelings and a heightened con-
sciousness of the tragically fleeting aspect of anything to do with love.
And the intensity of the adventure was always an inverse function of its
duration. Trouble and breakups happened with Gilles before any valid
reason appeared: afterward, it was too late. I had been the exception,
I was immune.”” Strategy, as Debord says, “tends to impose at each
instant considerations of contradictory necessities.””! Geneviéve's
strategies aim at the very least to preserve her immunity, but perhaps
she has other ambitions as well. She might surpass her master at his
own game.

Geneviéve trumps Gilles’ desire for Carole when she presents him
with her affair with Hélene. While Gilles is intrigued by Carole’s now
lost love of Béatrice, he is much more attracted to Geneviéve's for
the elegant Hélene. The reconciliation between Gilles and Geneviéve
entails not so much a renunciation of their desire for others, but rather
a gift of the renunciation of that desire to each other. But while this
ending has the appearance of equity, it is really Geneviéve who wins
the game. She secures her alliance with Gilles and puts her rival in
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her place, without invoking proprietary rights —but while taking her
pleasures with Bertrand and Héléne. She does not insist that Gilles be
hers, or that she is his.

Horvses highlights the story of Geneviéve’s triumph. Zhe Night puts
the story back into the situation of multiple and parallel encounters.
While Carole or Bertrand are part of Geneviéve's story, she is also
part of theirs. The reader glimpses a whole playing field, a veritable
arcade of pinball machines. Jorn would later co-author an elaborate
mock ethnography of Paris bohemia, which would do for structural-
ist theories of myth what James Joyce did for the myth of Ulysses.
The elaborate kinship diagrams of his imaginary tribes seem baffling
at first, until the reader decodes the forest of symbols and realizes that
anyone can fuck anyone. It could be a mock-theoretical diagram of the
world of The Night.”

The soundtrack to the lives of these characters, besides the Ameri-
can jazz popularized by Vian, was a distinctively French version of the
folk-music revival. The title A/l the Kings Horses refers to an old song,
“Aux marches du palais.” Carole sings it on the night when she and
Gilles and Geneviéve fall into one another’s lives. It is a song about
a queen and her lover. One evening, the knight steals into the king’s
castle and lies with the queen in her bed. Together they make a river
that all the king’s horses cannot cross. Greil Marcus: “It is as deep and
singular an image of revolution as there has ever been, but in Al the
Kings Horses so distant an element is barely an image at all.”” When
one is bored with the desire for mere things, there is only the desire
for another’s desire. Gilles desires Genevieve's desire for Héléne. But
what if one could create a desire so strong that it put a river between it
and its other? A desire that, like a river, has to keep moving, has always
to change, a desire that can play out in time and play in the end into

the sea.



7 Tin Can Philosophy

Abdelhafid Khatib, a comrade of Debord’s from the Letterist Interna-
tional days, wrote a detailed psychogeography of the Les Halles district
of Paris, noting with care how its ambiences morph from one place
to another, from one time to another. Here the dérive starts to yield
definitive results. Particularly appealing to Khatib is the way the carts
of the Vegetable vendors make temporary barricades in the streets at
delivery time, forming a changeable maze. Shifting from psychogeog-
raphy to the prospect of the construction of situations, Khatib declares
that “any solution aimed at creating a new society requires that this
space at the center of Paris be preserved for the manifestations of a
liberated collective life.”! It is a model for “perpetually changing laby-
rinths” constructed consciously for drifting. It hints at a space and time
free of necessity, in which a liberated life could be free to create its own
necessities, its own games.

Khatib’s text came at a time when other necessities imposed them-
selves. Since it began in 1954, the Algerian war of independence had
been met with increasing French repression. Colonial war destabilized
the French state, and brought Charles de Gaulle to power in 1958. But
rather than strengthen French power in Algeria as some of his sup-
porters wished, de Gaulle began searching for an alternative policy.
This led in turn to assassination and coup attempts against de Gaulle.
As the war reached its peak, Paris became the scene of bombings and
reprisals. A curfew was declared. It would not be healthy for an Arab
man like Khatib to be wandering the streets at night, jotting things
down in a notebook.

Opposition to the war among French intellectuals generally took
one of four positions. One was Catholic, and appealed to conscience.

One was republican, and appealed to the rights of man. Another was
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third-worldist, and put the anti-colonial struggle in place of class strug-
gle as the motor of history. The last was revolutionary, and scripted the
line the Communist Party ought to take if it really was the representa-
tive of the international proletariat.” Situationist thought and action
always conceived of itself outside of the conscience-talk of public intel-
lectuals, and was never romantic about underdevelopment. Debord’s
Correspondence of the late 1950s shows instead a skeptical engage-
ment with the would-be Bolsheviks and non-party Marxists of the
French left.

The anti-colonial struggle, the crisis of the French state, and the
theoretical debates of the time converged to force a more profound
articulation of Situationist theory. Initially skeptical of the Socialism
or Barbarism group, Debord would gradually warm to their consistent
critique not only of capitalism and colonialism, but also of the socialist
states. They saw in the wildcat strikes and periodic eruptions of revolt
in both Eastern and Western Europe the signs of a new revolutionary
movement. Debord would read them together with the leading theo-
rists of what Lenin had once described as the “infantile disorder” of
left-wing and workers-council communist thought of a previous era:
Lukacs, Karl Korsch (1886-1961), Anton Pannekoek (1873-1960).5
This would culminate in the text that is Debord’s masterpiece: Zhe
Society of the Spectacle (1967), which is above all a détournement of the
texts circulating in the radical milieu of the time.*

In deciding between the competing Marxist currents of the time, there
are many paths not taken. Debord would be close to, then estranged
from, the veteran Marxist philosopher Henri Lefebvre. He would also
encourage and collaborate for a time with Asger Jorn on the develop-
ment of a distinctive Marxist project. Jorn’s pamphlet on the Critigue of
Political Economy (1960) was published with a cover to match Debord’s
Report on the Conatruction of Situations (1957), as if to give it the same
status as a statement of Situationist research results. It seems some of
the copies were seized by customs agents, so it never achieved the level
of circulation intended for it.’ In this often overlooked text, Jorn tries
to draw together his earlier pataphysical rewritings of Marx with the
results of the Letterist International’s experiments, in a new synthesis
which goes beyond the project of the construction of situations to a
new theory of value that might embrace them.

The burden of Jorn’s critique of political economy is to show that
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something is left out of Marx’s equation of labor with value. It is not
labor alone that creates value. On the one hand Jorn restores a role for
nature, for materiality. On the other, he insists on the role of another
class in the creation of value, even if he does not quite have a language
with which to describe it. This other class he occasionally calls the crea-
tive elite, in contrast to “the delicious name of the power elite.”® The Power
Elite (1956) by C. Wright Mills (1916-62) is a powerful restatement, in
the teeth of the cold war, of the existence in the West of a ruling class,
in control of modern means of production and communication.” Mills
exposes corporate, state and military power as an integrated nexus,
in the hands of a ruling caste with a consistent world view. The same
people circulate through the commanding heights of all of the institu-
tions at the disposal of the power elite. Democratic governance is a
sham. The mass parties no longer control their leaders. One-way com-
munication has usurped the space of civil dialogue.

Jorn’s creative elite is something else. It has no power, but its sig-
nificance is that it can give form to value. It renews the form of things.
The term “creative elite” seems at first ill-chosen, even for Jorn, who
has very little time for the elites of the art world. The sources of cre-
ation in Jorn are popular. He happily describes himself as a vulgar
Marxist—after vulgus, of the people.® Where Marx identifies himself
with another class —the proletariat~and reconstructs the world from
its point of view, Jorn sees the world from the point of view of his own
class, or at least from his own milieu —the bohemia of Saint-Germain
that Bernstein documents and the extensive network of other creative
bohemias with which the peripatetic and multilingual Jorn was inti-
mately familiar.

Like William Morris (1834-96), and drawing on his own anthro-
pological studies, Jorn thinks something has come between art and
life. Unlike Morris, his response is a socialism that is not utopian, but
nor is it quite what Marx and Engels would recognize as scientific.
Rather, Jorn’s socialism is experimental. Where Marx begins with a cri-
tique of bourgeois economics, Jorn begins with a critique of socialist
economics. Unlike most critics of the Stalinist regimes from the left,
Jorn sees them not as wrong in implementation, but in essence. The
Trotskyites saw them as deformed workers’ states. The Socialism or
Barbarism group dispensed with this formula, but not (yet) with the
socialist ideal. Probably without knowing it, Jorn picks up the critical
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thread of Marcel Mauss and others who thought the problem with the
socialist states was not just a political deformation, but fundamentally
economic.’

Marx was fascinated by capital, almost seduced by it.!"” He marveled
at its astonishing productivity, its vast accumulation of wealth. While
denouncing its violence and inequity, Marx could still love capital’s
productivity, which the revolution would deliver to the proletariat as
its rightful inheritance. Jorn sees capital quite differently. He thinks
it has not increased but abolished true wealth, which is variability in
consumption. In abolishing difference, the wage relation and the com-
modity form impoverish the world. For Jorn, the bourgeois revolution
of 1789 and the proletarian revolution of 1917 were “two sides of the
same affair.”!" Jorn makes the astonishing claim that in their effort to
abolish poverty, socialism abolishes wealth along with it. Socialism is
a permanent politics of devaluation. This was not inevitable. This was
the significance of Gallizio’s industrial painting: it showed, experimen-
tally at least, that difference was not incompatible with abundance.

For Marx, wealth and value are the same, and value is derived from
labor. Jorn sees Marx’s writings as a critique only of the capitalist form
of value, not of value in general, and certainl_y not of value-forms to
come. Jorn wants a concept of value more in line with the pataphysical
writing on natural science he developed in the 1940s and 50s. Marx’s
theories assume a nature in which form, complexity and difference can
be spirited away by the white-hot flame of reductive analysis. Marx’s
scientific socialism rests on a materialist world view which reduces
the complexity of forms to an underlying essence. Jorn’s materialist
attitude to life intuits the possibility of a science of forms, and of the
centrality of this science of forms in connecting natural science not only
to social science, but to an experimental practice. Elements of such an
experimental practice persist in modern art, but its roots are ancient.
It continues a communism of the collective making and unmaking
of forms.

Marx lacks a sense of the materiality of forms. The concept of form
is never placed in relation to that of vubstance. Marx thinks instead of
form and content. A content is what is enclosed in a form. Marx insists
that the content of the form of value is always labor. Labor is the truth
hidden within the form. In Marx, “The transition from use value to
exchange value happens by the devaluation of the article of utility’s
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material actuality.” Use value and the article of utility are the same.
But, says Jorn, “if we accept that the use value is the commodity’s
actual substance, then it is impossible to perceive an article of utility as
being identical with a natural form. An article of utility is not a natural
form but a cultural form.”" The question of form cannot be discarded
like an old tin can.

Use value is the same as the article of utility for Marx. In Jorn, use
value is the opposite of article of utility. Use value is the negation of an
article of utility, of its form. Use value is the using up, the consumption
of an article of utility. Use value is a negation of a quality. This brings
us to Jorn’s most striking conclusion: “The market value of things is not
conditioned by their quality, far less by their amount. It is conditioned
by their differences, their variability.”’® Form is not a husk to shuck off,
revealing some essence that is an independent content, the universal
essence that is labor. “The exchange value of two commodities is thus
not their equivalence but their dissimilarity.” Jorn restores the claim of
form, and at two moments in the production process: natural form and
the form of the article of use.

Having dispensed with Marx’s dialectic of form and content, he
does not pursue the complexity of Marx’s value theory much further.
Rather, he unfolds his own subtle analysis of value. One is tempted
to say that Jorn’s value is equall_y subtle as Marx’s, but that would of
course mean in Jornian terms that, being equivalent, it had no value.
The point might be rather to stress its incommensurable difference. If
Marx discards the question of form, Jorn stresses it. There are many
kinds of form in Jorn. Money as pure equivalence is actually valueless,
except as a form. It is empty form. The form that matters to Jorn is
the form of substance, but there are others, notably container form and
cultural form.

Jorn replaces political economy with aesthetic economy. He does
not want to reduce the appearances of value as form to the content
of labor, and in so doing make the working class the exclusive heart
of economy. The working class is present in Jorn. Unlike bourgeois
economics, he does not want to hide them away behind the surface-
effects of exchange. Rather, he shifts attention away from exchange to
production; not to production as quantity, but production as quality,
as difference. The key to this is not labor as the universal content of
value, but form as difference, as the production of differences. Labor
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may be the content of value, but creation is its form. There is both a
laboring class and a creating class. Capitalism is the alienation of labor
from creation.

In short: substance is value, value is process, and process is differ-
ence. Substance is something that can’t be measured. It is a materiality
of differences, without number or dimension. Dimension is the quan-
tity of a particular quality. Value is a particular quantity of qualities
undergoing a process or change. Natural form becomes substance in
a process that makes not quantity but other kinds of form, or quali-
ties. Substance is the material reality of the change or transformation.
Substance is the ornamentation of natural form. Tintomara’s turn is the
transformation of natural substance into aesthetic substance.

To complicate things somewhat, Jorn proposes seeing substance as
having its own form, or rather, that substance is potential for trans-
formation. In an article of utility, the volatile form of substance is held
in a certain tension with another kind of form, what Jorn calls con-
tainer form. Jorn reads Marx as seeing all form as container form, a
form which, analytically at least, can be opened to reveal a universal
and homogenous substance —labor. But not all form is container form.
Substance has its own form which is different from container form
and works against it. A substance form is volatile; a container form,
relatively inert.

“A substance is a possibility of value.” But only a possibility. Value
is not a state of things, but comes and goes. One cannot own value.
Quality is an attribute of matter; value is the dynamics of matter. “The
value of a form ... thus depends upon the ease with which one can
dissolve the form and liberate its latent energies, whilst its charac-
ter of quality consists in its resistance to this.”’ Form as container is
thus only a special case of form, an instance where value can be easily
produced, the quality of the thing readily overcome.

Viewed in quantitative terms, container form seems desirable. Con-
tainers yield their contents readily. Container form maximizes the
amount of value that can be extracted. But for Jorn the failure of social-
ist economics lies in actually attempting to realize Marx’s conceptual
separation of value from form as mere container. Socialist economies
measure their progress in terms of rising quantities, all the while pre-
siding over a massive devaluation. The extinction of difference, of
the qualities of substances, is an impoverishment of the world. Jorn’s
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critique might apply in attenuated form to socialist economies. Now
that most of these have ceased to exist, the salience of Jorn’s critique
for capitalist economies is all the more acute.

Jorn challenges the central tenet of socialist thought: that the worker
alone makes value, that value is labor power. He even claims that
mechanical and industrial work is without value at all. The equivalence
of units of labor time under industrial conditions, for all its efficiency,
does not make more value, it abolishes value altogether. It is not labor,
but time that is alienated from the worker. “Surplus value is not created
in the work but in the variability of the work.”® Difference is value.
Who creates difference? The creative elite. There are two classes that
make value. One is exploited by commodity production; the other
marginalized. Jorn’s is a recognizably romantic critique of the modern
world, but what is distinctive 1s how far into the realm of the economic
Jorn is prepared to pursue it.

Jorn’s is perhaps a perverse kind of Leninism. It is not the party that
brings class consciousness to the workers from without, but bohemia.
The nucleus of a radical form of action is not the specialists in political
praxis, but the connoisseurs of the free use of time. (Gilles and Carole,
wandering the labyrinth of the city at night.) Theirs is not a politics of
work, but an aesthetics of leisure. Both capitalism and socialism make
free time over in the image of work. Sounding a theme that will be a
major one in Debord’s Soctety of the Spectacle, Jorn claims that the indus-
trial worker’s life is eventless, as she does not transform or change
things. Leisure time has the same quality, or rather lack of quality, as
work. Leisure is as much a sham as work.

Both socialist and capitalist societies have parallel ideologies of
form: that container form appears to abolish differences. The container
appears to function as a unit, making the substance form equiva-
lent. Differences are —apparently —abolished as the units increase in
number. Jorn calls this “tin can philosophy.”'® It equates the abolition
of difference with progress. Both socialist and capitalist societies spe-
cialize in the efficient delivery in uniform containers of what has no
value. In place of this, Jorn wants an ecology of forms.

The article of utility becomes a commodity when the producer has
no use for it. It can either be given away as part of a gift economy of
rivalry and recognition, the potlatch. Or it can be exchanged. Either
way, the problem is what to do with the surplus. Jorn’s economics,
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like that of Georges Bataille, is not about economizing or efficiency,
but expenditure, or wealth. Not scarcity but abundance is the key to
his thinking: “wealth is surplus, abundance, multiplicity.”’” Where he
differs from Bataille is in this emphasis not just on quantitative surplus,
but a surplus of difference. Bataille sees both capitalist and socialist
economies as distinct from all hitherto because they accumulate rather
than disperse surplus, thereby reproducing the problem of surplus at
ever higher levels. Jorn sees both capitalist and socialist economies as
distinctive for their impoverishment of surplus as multiplicity.

The politics Jorn practiced is also about surplus rather than scarecity.
Politics is surplus fellowship. For Jorn, the state is an anti-politics.
The statesman is the prototype of the manager, and whatever else they
may be, socialist states are fanatically managerial. In Engels’s phrase,
in socialism, the administration of men ought to be replaced by the
“administration of things.” It became the management of men as if
they were things, not least during what Henri Lefebvre called “Stalin’s
assault on the universe.” The socialist vision, from Alexander Bogdanov
(1873-1928) forward, is for cybernetics to replace politics. “Statistical
robots will compute, guided by effective soundings of public opinion,
in accordance with the wishes or otherwise of the majority.” Socialism
abolishes the state only to make it universal, a container for every-
thing. The socialist goal is in opposition to working-class interests,
“for bureaucracy is the container system of society.”’® As Debord was
increasingly turning towards a political conception of praxis, Jorn was
turning away from it. The parting of the ways, this time, would at least
be amicable.

If there is a Situationist praxis, it has to take time in a quite different
sense to a Marxist one. It is not just that capital quantifies time and
cheats the worker of the value of it. Rather, it is that the quantification
of time suppresses the qualitative aspect of the transformation of one
substance into another. The slogan “live without dead time” comes to
mean something quite specific here. It is not that the situation is the
spontaneous irruption of a pure event, severing all ties with the past,
freeing itself from the grip of technologies, built spaces, all the massive
forms of dead labor. As Debord wrote to Jorn: “I am in agreement
on the question of time. To put the accent on non-preserved art or all
other deliberately ‘direct’ situationist activity is not —has never been —
a choice between amnesia and refusing history.”" But this leaves open
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the question of what a progressive orientation might be, if it is neither the
purely quantitative piling up of wealth, nor the sudden revolutionary
break that abolishes the old world in an instant.

For all their differences, Jorn and Marx are in love with a notion of
progress, and this is instructive. It is perhaps the key to resisting the
slide of critique towards certain kinds of conservatism, not to mention
mere resistance. It’s a question of redefining what progress might mean.
In Jorn, progress is transport; progress is movement. “In order to give
possibilities of orientation, progressive movement must be movement
collected from within in relation to the surrounding element.”” Orient-
ing action is like turning the rudder of a boat in a swift and uncertain
current. It is not an act of domination, of imposing a will on time. It
is an act which works both with and against the current of the times,

ornamenting it.
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8 TheThing of Things

Henri Lefebvre is swimming in the ocean one sunny day. He is alone,
and the waves are choppy. He swims far, far out from the shore. Clouds
obscure the sun. Anxiety grips him. He turns back. While swimming
hard against the rip, a vision unfolds, born of real danger, and of quite a
different order to the spectacle of waves and sun. It becomes “a shifting
totality, roaring, buffeting, overwhelming: the sea.” He no longer looks
at the waves, he is among them, “each new one taking up the terrifying
void left by its forerunner.” And yet this ocean of danger is not formless
void. “The duration of each wave is strictly determined by its objective
logic, which leaves us with an indeterminable wealth of contingencies,
accidents, appearances, and —1 was about to say —ornaments. Logic
and splendor. Before me, around me, I have space-time.”

Henri Lefebvre (1901-91) was a contemporary of Jacques Lacan
(1901-81), but their trajectories could not be more different. In the
late twentieth century, Lacan would become the king of secular bour-
geois thought, raising the practice of psychoanalysis to a high pitch of
Delphic profundity. Meanwhile, Lefebvre would leave the Communist
Party by the rarely used left-ward exit. Lacan sought to acquire the
dignity of the status of philosopher; Lefebvre pushed philosophy out
into the streets. And while Lefebvre was at his most influential in the
blazing years of the 1960s, Lacan would eclipse him in the long dark
decades that followed.

If there is one abiding purpose to psychoanalysis, it is to make bour-
geois lives seem fascinating, at least to those who live them. That it is a
form of bourgeois thought is attested by the status of the rea/ in Laca-
nian doctrine. The real is always something terrible, formless, lawless,
which the symbolic order tries to shield from awareness, but which keeps

slithering in, unbidden. It is a modern version of the serpents that in
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Jorn’s account Apollonian thought has to slay, again and again. The
symbolic preserves for the ruling class, to whom it classically belongs,
an order that keeps at bay the self-ornamenting powers of nature and
labor, working together, writhing and worming their way into the
cracks in Apollonian form.

In Lefebvre the real is the fulcrum of action rather than an appre-
hension of terror. His vision of it comes to him while swimming against
the current, the body acting on raw need to survive. “The real can only
be grasped and appreciated via potentiality.” It is by attempting to
transform everyday life that the contours of the real are encountered.
The real is not entirely formless, even if its forms are not an order
that reveals itself in the clear light of day. The encounter with the real,
because it is active, informs the imaginary. From the struggle in and
with the real emerges a imagining of what might be possible. The object
of study for both Lacan and Lefebvre is in a sense always everyday life,
but in Lefebvre, study is a stage in the project of transforming it.

From the Landes department, in the western Pyrenees, Lefebvre
joined the Communist Party in 1928. He was active in the resistance
during the war in the countryside near where he was born. An unof-
ficial blacklist kept him from returning to teaching after the liberation,
so his friend and contemporary Tristan Tzara found him a job working
in radio in Toulouse. It was not until 1961 that he became a professor
at Strasbourg, before moving in 1965 to a post at Nanterre, on the
outskirts of Paris, a suburb of “misery, shanty towns, excavations ...
housing projects ... a desolate and strange landscape,” which would
become one of the flashpoints of May '68. His was a lively, diverse, but
hardly orthodox career.’

He was fifty-six when Debord met him in 1957, via Lefebvre’s girl-
friend (and typist) Evelyne Chastel, who knew Michele Bernstein.
Lefebvre was at the time the most talented philosopher of the French
Communist Party, if hardly the most trusted. He left the party in
1959, the year he published Zhe Sum and the Remainder, in which he
sets out his theory of moments. Lefebvre’s moment is closely related to
Debord’s turn towards the situation. Lefebvre starts from the observa-
tion that the leading strategists of advanced capitalism recognized the
futility of clinging to colonies such as Algeria, and advanced instead
a strategy of colonizing everyday life. Formerly outside the sphere of
capitalist social relations, everyday life had become a new site of both
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commodification and its contestation. Out of everyday life, even in its
commodified form, crystallizes a series of moments —of work, but also
of play, love, rest, justice, contestation —each of which presses towards
the absolute realization of a specific possibility. The moment is “the
absolute at the heart of the relative.”

A welder welding and a weaver weaving perform quite different acts,
but Marx had shown in elaborate detail how the qualitative particulars
of such concrete labors became the quantiﬁable substance of abstract
labor through the imposition of the wage relation, the commodity form
and the general equivalent of money. The Situationists wanted to create
what one might call the vpecific non-equivalent, and their name for this
was the vituation. But the very word resisted becoming a concept. The
relationship between Lefebvre and the Situationists would dissolve
before they got very far with their parallel investigations and experi-
ments with it. It was, as Lefebvre later said, “a love story that ended
badly, very badly.”

Shortly after his encounter with the Situationist International,
Lefebvre published two books which invoke them. The second volume
of the Critique of Everyday Life (1961) opens with Debord, and Zntroduc-
tion to Modernity (1962) closes with the Situationist International. The
books are as different as day and night. The former is almost a classic
of the sociology of culture, as systematic and structured as anything
Lefebvre ever wrote. The latter is a wild ride, a romantic medley of
genres, mixing memoir, critique, essay, letter, myth, and even science
fiction. Between them can be found the practical results and problems
of the Situationist International raised to the level of method, and com-
prehended in the long, deep context of the moves and movements that
try, in Rimbaud’s words, to change life.

The second volume of the Critigue of Everyday Life was a book for
which Lefebvre had high hopes. He wrote to his friend Norbert Guter-
man: “So, the book of all books comes to an end. Since the beginning of
December, 1,600 handwritten pages, 800 typed (Evelyne only charged
me 12—15 per page) ... Now I can see what will hinder this book from
being the book of all books, the total book of this era. I can see the
errors and the flaws. I now understand what should have been done.
Now it is too late. There is no way of stopping the machine now.”
Introduction to Modernity maps the uncharted coast that the Critigue had
yet to reach.
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Lefebvre the sociologist invents hypotheses and images as much
as concepts, and nothing in his writing matches the formal beauty of
Lacan the psychoanalyst’s topological knots. The proof or refutation of
Lefebvre’s ideas lies not in the elaboration of a coherent discourse, but
in transduction, in which the practice of encountering the necessities and
contingencies of the real elaborates on it in the direction of the possi-
ble. “To know the everyday is to want to transform it.”” Knowledge is a
strategy whose tactics are concepts, forged for discovering the options
latent within the everyday. Lefebvre’s work encompasses at least five
concepts, around which others cluster, which respond to and inform
the Situationist project: the everyday, totality, moment, spectacle, and
the total semantic field.

Freedom is not the opposite of necessity in Lefebvre. Freedom is
born out of need, and the starting point is a theory of needs.® Without
the experience of need, there can be no being. Needs are few; desires
are many. There is no desire without a need at its core. Need can be
intense: hunger, thirst, lust. Need without desire, without play, artifice,
luxury, superfluity, is no longer human. It is human poverty. Desire
abstracted from need loses vitality, spontaneity, and ossifies into the
mere accumulation of things. It is abstract and alienating, another kind
of poverty. Lefebvre’s critique aims to bring together a presentation of
needs and a determination of desires to arrive at a theory of situations,
as they arise in the everyday.

The everyday overlaps with what Martin Heidegger (1899-1976)
calls the ontic. But rather than bracket it off in favor of a more funda-
mental ontology, Lefebvre takes the trivial and seemingly superficial
aspects of the everyday seriously. “Either philosophy is pointless or
it is the starting point from which to undertake the transformation of
non-philosophical reality, with all its triviality and its triteness.” His
project is an overcoming of the internal limitations of both philoso-
phy and the everyday. “The everyday is a philosophical concept and
cannot be understood outside philosophy ... it is not the product of
pure philosophy but comes of philosophical thought directed toward
the non-philosophical, and its major achievement is in this self-
surpassing.” Everyday life might be a concept internal to philosophy,
but it directs philosophy to that which it excludes in the interests of a
coherence, the achievement of which renders it null and void.

If the everyday is a problem for philosophy, so too is life. Eugene
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Thacker: “Every ontology of life thinks of life in terms of something
other than life.”!” The thing other than life through which life is thought
can take one of three forms. One: life is spirit. It is interiority and exte-
riority. It is an incorporeal essence that remains the same, or immaterial
essence common to all forms and moments of life. Two: life is time. It
is affirmation and negation, movement and change. It is dynamic and
self-organizing. Three: life is form. It is additive and subtractive. It is
boundaries and transgressions. For Jorn life is form, for Lefebvre it is
time, and for nobody in the Situationist orbit is it spirit.

If the central question for antiquity was being, and for modernity
the death of God, then the central question today is life. And yet the
metaphysical problem remains of identifying “an animating princi-
ple of the world that is not itself reduced to its own attributes.” What
Lefebvre’s turn to everyday life, like Jorn’s to the attitude to life accom-
plishes, is an opening towards new fields of practice which do not
require a retreat to ancient regimes of the care of the self. The fissures
within the concept of life yield not just a critique but the seeds for new
forms and tempos of living itself, and perhaps also a fourth category of
the thing other than life through which life is thought: matter. Life as
surplus and scarcity, as need and desire, a way of (thinking about) life
not reducible to biology yet completely outside the grasp of theology.
Life is praxis.'!

The everyday can be a realm for forms and times of life, if it yields
situations for a collective praxis. Praxis here might mean a coming-
into-being through the encounter with something other, an encounter
which necessitates a moment of both transformation and reflection.
Labor is a form of praxis, but not a privileged one. Praxis is the strug-
gle to overcome need, but also the game of Creating and satisfying
desires, of desires collapsing back towards need, and so on. In modern
times the free creation of relations between desire and need has come
to an end. Lefebvre: “As Guy Debord so energetically put it, everyday
life has literally been ‘colonized.””"? The imposition of the commodity
form on one aspect of ever_yday life after another breaks the tension
between desire and need. Those unable to discover a relation between
need and desire are cut off from their own being, alienated from an
active encounter with the real. Hence the need for negative concepts,
for negation, to reveal not just what everyday life is, but what it isn’t. It
isn'’t all that praxis can be imagined as becoming.
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The everyday is a mediating level. It is where people appropriate for
themselves, not nature, but a second nature of already manufactured
articles. It is where needs confront goods. It is not just a functional
sphere of consumption and the reproduction of labor power. Nor is
the everyday a prisoner of any pervasive disciplinary power, of cops
and social workers, psychologists and sociologists intent on prying into
people’s lives. There is always something unformed in the everyday,
something that exceeds and escapes both commodity and power. It is
a strategic terrain for experimenting with practices and possibilities.
“Today,” writes Lefebvre, “what is the aim of utopian investigation?
The conquest of everyday life, the recreation of the everyday and the
recuperation of the forces which have been alienated in aesthetics,
scattered through politics, lost in abstraction, severed from what is
possible and what is real.”’

Two kinds of time meet and mingle in the everyday. One is a linear
time, the time of credit and investment. The other is a cyclical time, of
wages paid and bills due. This is how class makes itself felt in every-
day life. Linear temporality is ruling-class time; cyclical temporality is
working-class time. The workers spend what they get; the bosses get
what they spend. Cyclical time is the time of needs and the struggle
to meet them. But it is also the experience of a certain kind of desire,
for example in the patient waiting for the festival to return, and with
it the gorgeous consumption of goods in the name of desire. Linear
time imposes its own distinctive necessities, its booms and recessions,
and this is not the least aspect of the colonization of the everyday by
the commodity form. It introduces a distinctive kind of desire as well,
desire deferred, not until festival time and its potlatch of goods, but in
the interests of accumulation.

The everyday also has a third kind of temporality, the time of
adventure, which is perhaps a remnant of aristocratic time. A notable
characteristic of the Letterist International, which persists in the Situ-
ationist International, is a longing for this time of adventure. It is not
because they are titled knights and ladies that they expend time freely
in search of adventure; it is because they expend time freely that they
consider themselves entitled to style themselves with a certain louche
nobility. This is not the least aspect of them that would appeal to the
Lefebvrian sensibility. “On the horizon of the modern world dawns the
black sun of boredom, and the critique of everyday life has a sociology
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of boredom as part of its agenda.”* Adventure is nothing if not the
practical refutation of boredom.

What could the everyday become? “Could it be some sort of grand
game without any precise objective?”'® The colonization of everyday life
by the commodity form diminishes the role of collective experience, yet
groups persist. Within groups, individuals have tactics and strategies,
as the early years of the Situationist International makes abundantly
clear. Groups also have tactics and strategies in relation to other groups.
The everyday is the level of tactics; history that of strategy. Whether
or not traditional societies were governed by the gift, as Mauss and
Bataille thought, Lefebvre thinks modern societies are governed by the
challenge. “Challenge is a means of exerting pressure beyond the group,
but its actions reverberate within it.”'® The classical bourgeoisie loved
a challenge. It overcame feudalism while staving off the challenge of
the working class. Postwar technocrats seem challenge-averse. They
prefer to manage challenges, rather than confront them. Not the least
pleasure of Lefebvre is his sense, won from his own remarkable experi-
ence, that history had still more challenges up its sleeve.

Lefebvre sees everyday life as a mix of agén and aléa, of contest and
chance. “In the beginning was action; in the end action is recognized
... Every human life is a progress or a process toward a possibility,
the opening up or closing down of what is possible, a calculation and
an option based upon random events and the intervention of ‘other
people.””” As with linear and circular time, there is a class basis to
the experience of the everyday as contest or chance. Experiencing life
as a contest to which to apply strategies is a view far less available
to the individual members of the working class. Only through col-
lective action can the proletariat enter history at the level of strategy.
In decline, its forces lose their grasp on the game of history. All that
remains are the tactics of the everyday.

If there is a distinctive experience of modern life, it is the aleatory. 1t
is rather like pinball, or Gallizio’s industrial painting, a mix of necessity
and chance. Confronted by the aleator_y, people gamble and gambol
with their lives, making moves in a game that may be based on tactics
and even strategies, but where the variables are not all known, and the
outcomes are far from predictable. Few moves in this game could be
considered a rational choice. This is the lesson Lefebvre takes from game
theory and other technocratic attempts to annex the everyday to social
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science. They reduce the experience of the everyday to signals and
calculations. They describe what everyday life is not: a rational total-
ity. Rather: “Everything becomes disjointed, yet everything becomes a
totality, everything becomes reiﬁed, yet everything starts disintegrat-
ing. The aleatory is triumphant.”®

Johan Huizinga believed that vigorous civilizations have the capac-
it_y to elaborate new forms of pla_y. In decadent ones, pla_y becomes
codified into more formal games. Lefebvre differs from Huizinga in
that he thinks modernity is a time in which play can flourish. “But
it is certainly rather surprising that it should be our era, the era of
functionalism and technology, which has discovered homo ludens.””’
Writing at the high watermark of rational and functional social science,
Lefebvre thinks history is still capable of objective irony, of confound-
ing order and revealing contingency. History is a game in Lefebvre,
the rules of which are never clear and in any case keep changing. It
is not a machine or a structure, but neither is it random. It is more
like the flocking of starlings. Groups play each other with more or less
awareness of the local rules of the game, though not of how their moves
swarm together and affect the historical stakes.

Within everyday life, groups challenge one another, and not the
least part of the Challenge is the tactic of appearances. “The secrets of
groups, their opacities, which are what give the illusion of substance,
are made up of anxieties or audacity with regard to what is possible,
of entrenchments or offensives, of retreats and advances in relation to
other groups, of courage or of weakness of will in response to prob-
lems.”® Here Lefebvre and the Situationists are very close, and close
also to Huizinga, for whom play always has an element of the secret
about it. The game within the group ought not to be apparent to the
group’s rivals.

Play is a misunderstood aspect of praxis. Play “uses appearances and
illusions which —for one marvelous moment —become more real than
the real.”! Through the concept of play, Lefebvre manages to bypass
two of the great theoretical fetishes of his times: vtructure and sign.
Structure is just a reified apprehension of play, its fossilized remains.
“Structure itself is nothing more than a precarious and momentary
success, a win or a loss in a complex gamble.”” The sign is just one
aspect of play, that which a player brandishes, the better to conceal a
secret—and to display that a secret is concealed.
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The concept of totality would become the great boo-word of late
twentieth-century thought, linked, through a rather casual association,
to the totalitarian state of the Soviet Union. Particularly for the so-
called new philosophers, totality reeked of the gulag. Some genuine
conceptual objections were bent to the service of legitimating the
status quo. For Lefebvre, totality has a somewhat different sense. Not
totality as an achieved philosophical system, but as an orientation for
praxis. “Discourse strives for totality. It must strive for totality, yet
it is never more than incomplete.” What Lefebvre calls totalization is
praxis revealing itself in terms of its tendency. Every praxis wills its
own totalization. “Every totalization which aspires to achieve totality
collapses, but only after it has been explicit about what it considers its
inherent virtualities to be.” The concept of totality directs research. “If
there is no insistence upon totality, theory and practice accept the ‘real’
just as it is, and ‘things’ just as they are: fragmentary, divided and dis-
connected.”” Totality is a negative concept, it is the gap between what
is possible and what is impossible. The critique of everyday life hinges
on thinking certain moments within it as far as they will go.

Groups acting within everyday life pursue their strategies as far as
they will go. Praxis is at once repetition and creation. Creation emerges
out of repetition. Inventiveness is born from the everyday, through the
action not of individual genius but of collective play. “Could not inven-
tiveness —or the seeds of inventiveness —be a product of the limited
and daring praxis of small-scale groups: sects, secret societies, political
parties, elective groups, laboratories, theatrical troupes, etc?”* As in
Jorn, the sources of creation are popular, but this does not lead to an
uncritical celebration of all things popular. The everyday is vital for
what it can be, not for what it is.

Praxis has its dangers. What was once a living form of collective self-
discovery and self-invention can harden into a thing-like routine. It can,
in short, become alienated. Lefebvre differs from much of the Hegelian
Marxist writing of the time in thinking of alienation as something less
than a total, remorseless, one-dimensional and one-directional descent
into a nicely-equipped hell. Modern life is not all alienation. Rather,
it's an game in which certain tactics prove dis-alienating for a time,
then fall short of their own totalization, cease to work, forcing groups
to either come up with new tactics or lose sight of their self-affirming
praxis. Praxis can fail both by falling short in its totalization and by
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exceeding it. “Beyond a certain limit, the negative becomes a fetish,
a vision of nothingness; radical critique becomes hypercritique, and
nihilism is established as a truth without that truth having been legiti-
mated.”” It’s a critique that could be applied with some justice to the
Situationist International after the exclusion of the artists.

Everyday life is to be transformed according to its own tendencies.
When a group discovers a dis-alienating practice in everyday life, it
may crystallize into a moment. Possible moments might include love,
play, rest, knowledge, although nothing prevents the creation of new
moments. Philosophy might be nothing other than making contempla-
tion into a moment. The moment emerges out of the cyclical time of
repetition, but creates a time of its own. The moment constitutes its
own kind of space, and enables the stabilizing of determinable rela-
tions with otherness. A moment is constituted in space and time by a
decision which singles it out from ambiguity.

The moment weaves itself into and out of the everyday. The moment
tries to achieve the total realization of a specific possibility. It exhausts
itself in the act of pursuing its own goal to the very end. “It wishes to
perceive the possibilities of everyday life and to give human beings a
constitution by constituting their powers, if only as guidelines or sug-
gestions.””® The moment wants to endure. It wants to gather its own
temporality. The moment requires a certain amount of ritual and cer-
emony. It makes for itself a special time and place. It creates its own
specific form of memory.

These forms the moment creates run the risk of repeating them-
selves, of no longer serving the moment but enclosing it. The moment
provokes its own specific alienation. The gamer or the lover becomes
obsessed. A Korean man expired in 2005 after playing the game
Starcraft in an internet café for fifty hours, with only brief naps and
toilet breaks.” The gamer forgets to eat, to sleep, commits everything
to beating a level. The lover spends sleepless nights thinking about the
object of affection. At this point alienation is complete, and the moment
disappears.

Moments may have different scales. Festival might be the grandest
scale to which the moment can aspire, a historical scale. “Festival only
makes sense when its brilliance lights up the sad hinterland of everyday
dullness, and when it uses up, in one single moment, all it has patiently
and soberly accumulated.” Lefebvre thought of the prewar leftist
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Popular Front—with its mass demonstrations, equal parts celebration
and desperation —as festival. At quite a different scale, he writes mov-
ingly of a working-class painter from his home town whose work was
shunned even by the provincial museum, but who was a decisive influ-
ence on the young Lefebvre. “There are men who are not artists and
not philosophers, but who nevertheless emerge above the everyday,
in their own everyday lives, because they experience moments: love,
work, play, etc.”” Just as there is a tomb for the unknown soldier,
there could be one for the unknown artist, whose moments are unrec-
ognized and fade clean away.

Situation is a persistent concept in philosophy, if usually a marginal
one. From Hegel to Kierkegaard to Sartre it designates a zone in which
otherwise different elements confront each other.?® Those elements
can be isolated, defined, made into concepts, but the situation within
which they meet and mix has a singular quality. Lefebvre’s procedure
is in some respects the other way around. “The moment is not exactly
the same as a situation. The result of a decision or a choice —of an
endeavor —the moment creates situations.” Thinking aloud in a letter,
Debord tries to specify the situation in its difference from Lefebvre’s
moment: “The difficulty of the ‘situationist’ moment is ... marking the
exact end (its reversal? And another), its transformation into a dif-
ferent term of this series of situations that (can?) constitute such a
Lefebvrian moment.”?!

Here, in this hesitating language, Debord gropes towards an under-
standing of the Situationist practice of creating collective experiences
of space and time that have their own singular coherence, but neither
collapse back into the dead time of routine, nor ossify into mere arti-
facts. Unlike the moment, the situation “must unify falsely separated
categories (love, play, expression, creative thought). And each of these
formations —as conscious and calculated as they can be, that is to say,
brought into play with superior chances—inevitably move towards
their own reversal, because each one is entirely lived in time along
with its negation and permanent supersession.”* For Debord all of the
singular moments, of love, play, work, knowledge, can be combined
within a situation.

Between writing Critique of Everyday Life Volume 2 and Introduction
to Modernity, Lefebvre appears to lose faith in the possibilities of the

moment.
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You used to think that an auto-critique of everyday life through its
own transpositions was possible: a critique of the slimy animal by
its delicate shell and vice versa—a critique of the everyday by festi-
vals, or of trivial instants by moments, and vice versa—a critique of
life by art and of art by life, of the real by its double and its reverse
image: dreams, imagination, fiction. The times change. Technology

began penetrating everyday life. There were new problems.*

Modern life might not give rise to its own critical agent of transforma-
tion —what Lefebvre terms /modernity —and praxis might be foreclosed,
and with it being, the engagement with the real. “It is not that God
is absent, but something worse: modernity is like a shell to hide the
absence of praxis ...” Modernity is the “ghost of revolution.”*

What forecloses the possibility of praxis is what Lefebvre, citing
Debord, calls the spectacle. The spectacle makes totality visible, but only
in fragments, and visible only within the space of the private. It does
not make the private social as well. The spectacle is a one-way street,
the public privatized. “It is the generalization of private life. At one and
the same time the mass media have unified and broadcast the everyday;
they have disintegrated it by integrating it with ‘world’ current events
in a way which is both too real and utterly superficial.”*

Lefebvre calls the spectacle the great pleonasm, The Thing of Things.
Thought in terms of its totalizing tendency, “it would be a closed circuit
from hell, a perfect circle in which the absence of communication and
communication pushed to the point of paroxysm would meet and their
identities would merge.” What is real is what is known; what is known
is what is real. The illusion of permanent novelty occludes the possi-
bility of surprise. It is a world of incessant redundancy. Everything is
always the same, only better. It makes the same special offer to every-
one, all the time: “the faked orgasms of art and life.”*

The challenge of the colonization of the everyday by the spectacle
calls for a reassessment, not just of tactics but of strategy. Lefebvre
takes a step back to the terrain on which the challenge appears, the
total vemantic field, of which the spectacle is an alienated form. Everyday
life takes place not just in the streets, but also in the total semantic field.
It has three registers: signals, signs and symbols. Signals form closed
systems of redundant messages which appear mostly in the form of
commands. A traffic light is a signal. It commands the driver to stop or
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go. Signs form a region within the semantic field of relatively open net-
works, a mix of information and redundancy. Symbols cannot command
and are not particularly legible. They irrupt into the semantic field as
noise. Symbols may have faded and gone into hiding, but they can still
be glimpsed through the spectacle. The total semantic field is “complex,
differentiated, polarized, alive with the fluxes and tensions which come
and go from one pole to the other. Language tries to equal this totality,
but is never more than one of its parts.”

Cybernetic theories totalize the whole of the semantic field as signals,
and imagine it can be made self-regulating. Semiotic theories totalize
the semantic field as if it were composed entirely of signs and gov-
erned by the grammar of their combination. Lefebvre’s strategic move
is to counter the spectacle’s growing reduction of communication to the
level of signal and sign by moving onto the terrain of the symbol, or
rather by treating the whole semantic field as the space of the challenge:
signal, sign and symbol together. “Communication in depth implies the
totality of the semantic field. The more it incorporates that totality, the
more aesthetic it becomes.”

The legacy on which Lefebvre draws is a certain understanding of
romanticism, which might be the memory of a series of practices for
crystallizing the total semantic field itself into moments. Lefebvre is
sometimes thought of as a Hegelian Marxist, but his understanding
of romanticism owes more to Stendhal. From Stendhal’s Racine and
Shakespeare (1823), Lefebvre draws out a theory of the romantic as the
precursor to a critical modernity, and like it the product of defeated rev-
olutions. Romanticism brings everything into art. Everything classical
art excluded is drawn into it, to the point of exhaustion. Romanticism
occupies the total semantic field and gravitates particularly to the pole
of the symbolic, to stimulate the creation of works of art. The art work
in turn condenses the total semantic field. “Living romanticism reveals
a totality.”®

If there are symbols through which the romantic and its antithesis,
the classical, might first be approached, they are the knight and the
king. The king stands first and last for order, if also for an unknown
range of things in between. The knight is the figure of adventure,
driven by a certain goal but of uncertain outcome. The knight submits
to a vow and lives his life in the name of an ideal, but one which is
constantly challenged by circumstances. The knight’s horse raises him
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above earthly things, but when he falls he comes crashing down into
the horseshit. The knight is a figure of the aleatory, standing for all
those who live in an ambiguous or shadowy milieu, which perhaps
explains Debord’s taste for Prince Valiant comics.”

The classical assumes a legitimate order, revealed by the light of
the sun. God’s in his heaven, the king’s on his throne, all is right with
the world. And what goes wrong can be rectified. Like Le Corbusier’s
plans, classicism favors the right angle and the straight line. It favors
the form of the myth, in which order is destabilized, restored, legiti-
mated. Its privileged medium is architecture. Its method is anctation.
Everyone imitates the one above them in the social order, just as the
king imitates God, and the whole social order imitates nature. Classical
humor, from Moliére to Sasha Baron Cohen, ridicules failed attempts at
imitation. In Moliere’s satirical attack on the Precious movement, pro-
vincial ladies shun some noblemen as beneath them, so these retaliate
by having their grooms pretend to be Precious sophisticates. Hilarity
ensues, but classical humor serves order.

The romantic is a corrosive fluid that attacks the classical on every
front. It s a refusal of obedience. It lurks in the dark, in the mist, within
the eclipse. Time is out of joint. It favors the wave, the vibration, the
curlicue. It mixes forms, detaches s_ymbols from rn_yths, and puts them
in play against all that is legitimate. Its medium of greatest affinity is
music. Its method is creation, which it claims as a human potential, not
a divine attribute. For Lefebvre the romantic intersects with a certain
strand of irony. Unlike Jorn he idolizes the achievements of the
Greeks, not least Socratic irony, which is the undoing of any order of
belief. The subjective irony of Socrates anticipates the objective irony
of history, which sweeps order away in its aleatory currents.

Romanticism can be both pre- and post-revolutionary. Lefebvre
acknowledges that most notable French romantics sided against the
revolution. Its key tension is between the ideal of bourgeois life, and its
pallid reality. Romanticism became a bourgeois art in the sense that they
were the class that consumed it. This kept romantic artists from pur-
suing romanticism to its logical conclusion. The romantic lives outside
bourgeois society yet within it, “like a maggot in a fruit.”"" Or like the
grit within the oyster, forcing it to make the classical pearl. The fate of
the romantic gesture is —if not obscurity —to become classical, to calcify
into the good form (something Jorn identifies in Max Bill, for example).
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From the symbolic pantheon, romanticism draws on figures who
rarely occupy central and active roles in classical culture: the knight,
the prince, the seer, the child, the witch, the devil, the stranger, not
to mention some even more strange, like Tintomara. Those who can'’t
find their place in the classical world —the marginal, the minor, the
delinquent —might find it here. But while one aspect of romanticism is
otherworldly, an escape from this alien planet to one more hospitable,
the symbols drawn from the total semantic field can also be brought
back to the everyday. They can be lived. And while isolation might be
one practice favored by romanticism, it is also an initiation into deviant
or secret groups. Although Lefebvre does not use the term, its home-
land is bohemia. Romanticism includes a desire for communion in some
kind of lived utopia. A desire which, at the limit, feeds into utopian
socialism.

“The best man of action is one who chooses his moment well ... His
decision simplifies the complex situation and the ambiguity, and by the
very act of simplifying them, transforms them.”* If Guy Debord was
not that man, it was certainly what he aspired to be, at a time when even
the aspiration was becoming rare. The Situationists were not the only
group working over the remains of romanticism in postwar Europe.
But if there was a dominant strategy, it was to pursue the romantic
exploration of the total semantic field only so far, before turning back
and setting up a new classicism in the resulting ruins. This was the
trajectory of absurdist theatre, modern jazz, Robbe-Grillet’s nouveau
roman, or new wave cinema. What the Situationists acquired from Isou
and the Letterists was a commitment to pursuing a certain romantic
decomposition to the limit, if not his claim to build a new classicism of
entirely new forms on the ruins. What Lefebvre perceives as the open
path is to pursue the romantic further, in two directions: further into
the semantic field, and further back, not into new art forms like Isou,
but into everyday life. “The most brilliant Situationists are exploring
and testing out a kind of lived utopianism.”*

The romantic strategy is not without difficulties: “contradictions are
thick-skinned, and their bones are even thicker.”* Lefebvre identifies
contradictions between cosmopolitanism and nationalism, between
futurism and the middle ages, between religiosity and revolt, and
between subjectivity and the outside world. These all pass through
the Situationist International. These contradictions are traceable to a
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central tension between two world views: an anthropological nature
and a cosmological nature. The roots of anthropological nature lie in the
enlightenment philosophies of eighteenth-century France, articulated
by such as Buffon. It is optimistic, it stresses human perfectibility and
equality. The world view of cosmological nature is more German than
French. Here nature appears as wildly other, as an inaccessible exter-
nal world. It enters the French semantic field in force relatively late,
with surrealism. Can what is real become rational? Can what is rational
become real? Such might be the terms of this irresolvable tension. It
infuses the entire scope of possibilities for our species-being.

In playing with the devil of romanticism and its symbols, the Situ-
ationist International inherited its contradictions, which would play
out through the movement in the splits and fissures of the 1960s. The
relationship with Lefebvre was also a casualty of the tensions of the
times, both personal and political. And yet not only did he provide
the Situationists with the concept of everyday life, he also engaged
with them in thinking through the two key concepts of the spectacle
(or pleonasm) and the situation (or moment). And while it was not a
welcome insight, Lefebvre as seer foresaw the necessity for the for-
mation within the everyday of multiple forms of group action. The
monolithic party of labor would not have as its counterpart a single
party of play, but rather a number of fractious groups, playing off
and against one another, challenging one another. In the twenty-first
century, when so many intellectuals seem unhealthily obsessed with
the ubiquitous thought of an omniscient power, Lefebvre, even in his
less ebullient moments, radiates a sense of possibility. He still swims
against the current. The following chapters trace the detours and
deviations of the most interesting attempts to appropriate from the
early versions of Situationist thought and practice, and open up new

possibilities, to recall them and not let their moments pass.



9 Divided We Stand

“Newell Street, London, E14 7HR. £1,250,000: A beautiful Grade 2
listed house formerly headquarters of The British Sailors Society. Built
circa 1802 for one of Horatio Nelson's captains, the property retains
many naval features including one of London’s only Victorian swim-
ming pools, originally built to teach sailors to swim. The property is
laid out over three floors and consists: large entrance hallway, drawing
room, conservatory, four bedrooms, two bathrooms, studio room,
sauna, private garden and two parking spaces. The property has also
been used for filming, including Beginners Luck and Dead Cool and has
been graced by stars such as Rosanna Arquette, Liz Smith, and Julie
Delpy.”!

It’s easier to sell a property with a story, but beneath these stories
lie others. The ad neglects to mention that the same address formerly
housed the homeless, or that it was once disgraced by the anti-celeb-
rities of the Situationist International. In preparation for the 1960
London conference, Debord and Jorn embarked on a dérive of the
city looking for a suitable venue. They settled on this hall in the Lime-
house district, mythologized by Charles Dickens as a seedy warren of
opium dens.? With them was Jacqueline de Jong (b. 1939), one of the
handful of women who, like Michele Bernstein, was able not only to
put up with men like these, but make vital contributions of her own. “I
mean, no washing the dishes and things like that.”

De Jong’s was a sophisticated family from provincial Holland. Her
father’s company made seamless stockings for Dior. When the Nazis
invaded Holland, two-year-old Jacqueline crossed over the Jura
mountains with her mother, while her father hid out in Amsterdam.
After the war de Jong moved to Paris, where her father found a posi-
tion for her at Dior. She met Jorn in the company of her father, when
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he bought one of Jorn’s pictures. The family collection included works
by several Cobra artists, a Franz Kline, and many other fine contempo-
rary works. In 1957 de Jong was in Holland, working as an assistant
to Willem Sandberg at the Stedelijk Museum. The Situationists were
involved in a somewhat fraught collaboration with the Stedelijk, which
brought de Jong into contact with them.*

The Spur Group (1957-66) was one of the stronger signs of life in
postwar German culture. It formed in 1957 in Munich. De Jong joined
Spur in 1959. “Jorn thought very highly of them,” she says. He found
them a dealer and brought them into the orbit of the Situationists.
They would not return the favor. “If you pick a strange baby, don’t be
surprised if it craps on you!” Or so the artist Roberto Matta advised
his friend when Jorn became their champion.’®

To Spur, art was the last free domain from which to oppose the
rationalization of social life. Spur defended art against attempts to
rationalize it as Well, a last redoubt against administered life. They had
read their Theodor Adorno (1903-1969), and while the cardinal of
critical theory would hardly recognize them, they were his mutant off-
spring. “We are against truth, against happiness, against satisfaction,
against good conscience, against fat stomachs, against HARMONY,”
their manifesto declares.®

Many postwar German artists looked back to the 1920s as a time
from which to start building a new German culture, but for Spur
the roots of Nazism also lay in the ambiguities of that period. They
wanted to make contact with history, but theirs was a détournement
of 1920s expressionism, rather than an imitation. There they found
the resources to mobilize against both the lingering Nazi presence in
postwar Germany and also the amnesia of a modernizing, technocratic
state. They cast their lot with Jorn'’s creative elite rather than Debord’s
renewed interest in the proletariat.

To escape both the Nazi past and techno future in Germany, Spur
tried to occupy a transnational avant-garde space, and this cosmopoli-
tanism was not the least thing about them that caused offense in their
homeland. They spurned not only the state and its official culture, but
also the proletariat. Where the Communist leadership in the resistance
cast an aura over the idea of the French working class, Spur saw their
German brothers and sisters as compromised by Nazism and coopted
by Social Democracy. Spur took refuge in art as precursor to another
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kind of labor, a free play in which a psychic surplus could feed back
into self-production.

Spur became the German Section of the Situationist International in
1959, and found themselves caught in the same tensions as the Italian
section around Gallizio. The artists might see their creative efforts as
aligned with the Situationist International, but artists need collectors,
and to find collectors the_y need dealers. To the dealer, an artist’s adher-
ence to a movement merely gives the work a certain cachet, not to
mention some free publicity. To the dealer the actual aims of such a
movement are neither here nor there. To the extent that the movement
promotes the artist and the artist succeeds, the artist is then pulled out
of the orbit of the movement and into that of the art world —dealers,
collectors, curators, critics. This would happen to Spur as it did to
Gallizio. Vincent Kaufmann: “If a ... Situationist art exists, it functions
as an invisible model: all representation is treason, including when it is
the product of a real ... Situationist.”” Or rather: art could only func-
tion tactically, as provisional instances of a total project.

The prevalence of artists tilted the Situationist International towards
their particular concerns. So Debord gathered the forces that would
enable him to dispense with their nettlesome presence. The Brussels-
based writers Attila Kotdnyi (1924-2004) and Raoul Vaneigem
(b. 1934) replaced Constant as the anti-art left wing of the move-
ment.® The tensions between the mostly Francophone theorists and the
mostly German-speaking artists were papered over at the London con-
ference, where de Jong was both translating and taking the minutes.
The French were turning toward the proletariat, just as the Germans
were abandoning the idea of its revolutionary force. The conference
did manage to unite in support of Alexander Trocchi, facing serious
drug charges in New York.

While in London the Situationists made a farcical appearance at
the Institute for Contemporary Arts (ICA), something of a replay of
Debord and Trocchi’s appearance there three years earlier to show
Debord’s film Howls for Sade.” De Jong: “The event was just one big
joke, snubbing the public.” After the London conference, the energetic
and able de Jong found herself active on the central council of the Sit-
uationist International at twenty-one years of age. After the exclusion
of the group around Constant, she effectively was the Dutch section.
She proposed to the central council that it needed an English language
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journal. The others agreed, and appointed her co-editor with Trocchi.
It never appeared —at least not as planned.

She also made a pilgrimage to Alba. “Pinot asked me to come and
work with him. He became completely impossible. Anyway, my whole
idea was not to stay very long, to make as many meters of industrial
painting as [ could, then roll them up, take them away and see what
I could do with them. He wanted me to leave them. Later, when he
made an exhibition with them, he told me that was my payment for
my stay! So I do understand Debord, who was pretty well fed up with
Pinot. For me it was finished. A week doing this industrial painting and
you've had it! It was industry, literally. But the idea of industrial paint-
ing was fantastic. Very Beuys-like, although Joseph Beuys was later.”

In an extraordinary letter of 1960, Jorn discussed the status of his
gift to the movement should he leave it:

My interest in the situationist movement is purely personal and pas-
sionate, in a direct fashion, and, if the inevitable developments of
social circumstances necessitate my exclusion from the movement
this changes absolutely nothing in my purely economic attitude
towards this movement. The economic surplus that my social situ-
ation, insofar as | am a painter, gives me is best placed with the
situationist movement, even if this movement is obliged to attack me
for being in a situation from which I can’t escape, but which embar-

rasses the movement.'’

Jorn declares himself a strategic ally of the Situationists even if the
Situationists turn against him tactically. Jorn left the Situationist
International, officially at least, in 1961, and with him went his nimble
fencing between aesthetic and theoretical practices. It was time to
move on. As Debord wrote to Jorn in 1962: “I only want to work on a
‘moving order,” never constructing a doctrine or an institution.” Then
he détourns Jorn back at himself. It’s a question of “creating veritable
disequilibria, departure points for all [future] games.”"

The Reeperbahn district of Hamburg is best known today as the
place where the Beatles really learned to play. While a young George
Harrison (1943-2001) was probably on stage somewhere, playing
with a toilet seat around his neck, Debord, Kotdnyi and Vaneigem
decanted the “Hamburg Theses,”

J

although they were not so much
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hammering out theses as getting hammered. Debord wrote soon after to
Vaneigem:

As a profound theoretical justification of our indolence ... we agreed
not to write the “Hamburg Theses,” so as to impose all the better
the central meaning of our entire project in the future. Thus, the
enemy cannot feign to approve it without great difficulty. Moreover,
one can certify that this is the height of avant-gardism in the formal
presentation of ideas, perhaps opening the way for the explication of
Lautréamont’s Poésies by schoolboys? One adds the most fortunate
confusion to all this if one bears in mind that it will be necessary to
rank among the authors of this constellation of situationist theses
(a very nebulous theoretics, out of reach and imprecise where its
frontiers are concerned, but nevertheless bright and shiny) Alex
Trocchi, who follows the same path but without being in nor being
seen in Hamburg, at least not at the moment.'

Nineteenth-century revolutionaries like Louis-Auguste Blanqui
plotted in secret. Marx and Engels chose instead to declare their aims
to the world. With the “Hamburg Theses,” the remaining rump of the
Situationist International took the novel path of openly declaring that
henceforth they will maintain certain secrets.

Art was now officially anti-Situationist. Spur were expelled. There
was no procedure, no consensus. They were out. The timing wasn’t
brilliant, as Bavarian police had just seized copies of the Spur journal
and arrested the group. De Jong shared some of Debord’s reservations
about the quality of Spur’s journal, but she resigned from the Situation-
ist International over the high-handed way in which a faction within it
had rorted them out. The nature of the movement was changing. As de
Jong observes in retrospect: “This wanting to have very serious people
and also clowns is in the beginning, right from the start,... It’s a pity it
stopped being like that.”

Together with Jorn’s brother Jgrgen Nash (1920-2004) and Swedish
ceramic artist Ansgar Elde (1933-2000), she wrote a protest against
Debordian treachery. The letter sets the stage by describing the Paris
of 1962 as a “cauldron of political instigations and demonstrations,
armored cars in the streets, the bloody shadow of the Algerian war ...
strikes, police raids, censorship ... shootings and reprisals ...”"? This
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is the atmosphere in which they accuse Debord’s faction of turning on
their own comrades. And yet about all that Spur, de Jong and Nash
had in common was a rejection of Debord’s style of organization of the
Situationist International. De Jong eventually lost patience with the
mercurial Nash. She was certainly not pleased to discover him forging
paintings by his more famous brother, Asger Jorn.

The Second Situationist International put together by Nash, Elde
and other Scandinavian Situationists, whose founding document de
Jong also signed, claimed that “now everyone is free to become a
Situationist without the need for special formalities.” Gone were the
structural forms: the sections, the central council, the direct democ-
racy, the vetting of potential members, and above all the principle of
exclusion. While this seems in some respects a step forward, something
is also lost. The possibility of exclusion binds a member to a group in a
quite particular way. The game is not the same.

This founding text, “The Struggle for the Situcratic Society” (1962),
was philosophical about the split between what it saw as the French
and Scandinavian approaches. While the “First” Situationist Interna-
tional denounced the ‘Nashists’ in harsh terms, the latter did not return
fire. They identified Debord’s practice as one of pouition, as opposed
to the Scandinavians’—one is tempted to say Jorn’s—of mobiity. “In
the argument neither side can claim to have a monopoly on the right
ideas.”! The distinction does not seem quite right. Perhaps it is rather
one between an analytic conception of mobility in a fixed space, and a
ludic conception of mobility in an open and variable space. Here the
so-called Second International seems justified in its self-awareness as a
fragment of a wider movement. Combining a low theory with a critical
practice that might evade, if not avoid, capture by the institutions of art
and the academy remains a challenge.

The Second International hung together for a decade or so, produc-
ing extraordinary work and one or two interesting situations.”” They
took the practice of art directly into everyday life, to create situations
as experiments in ways of behaving and being together. Among them
was Jens Jgrgen Thorsen (1932-2000). An artist and anarchist, he
was also for a time a tabloid journalist, and had a knack for provoca-
tions that could puncture the routine of the spectacle. He proposed a
relational approach to art, with “the disappearance of the spectator
and his replacement by the participator. A communicative art is an art
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which lives between. In the space between people.”® With Thorsen’s
help, the Second Situationist International carried off at least two great
feats of communicative art.

Out on an island in Copenhagen harbor sits the iconic statue by
Edvard Erikson, the Little Mermaid. In 1964, the head mysteriously
disappeared.”” The Second Situationist International put out a press
release claiming to know its whereabouts. They invited the media to a
beach location. A diver swam towards them from a boat, but paused
midway on a reef where in view of the assembled media he dropped
a bag, containing a heavy object, into the sea. In 1968, when anar-
chists picketed the Venice Biennale, Thorsen and friends used fake
press passes to get through and occupied a pavilion, complementing
the siege without with an occupation within. They issued a statement
denouncing the art concentration camp, which concluded with the
slogan “divided we stand.”'®

The Second Situationist International set itself up as both a rival and
a replacement for what it called the ‘First’ Situationist International.
Their sophistication was at the level of participatory experiments. As
Thorsen said, “The situationist idea is based on utilization of art and
the forces of creativity within art being used directly in the social envi-
ronment.” Nothing in their writing bears comparison to what T. J.
Clark once called the “chiliastic serenity” of Debord’s key texts.!” And
while the contempt of Debord was a given, they also managed to lose
the support of Jorn, who disapproved of Thorsen’s antics. While no
doubt fun at the time, the Zittle Mermaid and Venice Biennale pranks do
not seem to advance much beyond the Notre Dame affair the Letterists
pulled off back in 1950.

In a handwritten note about the improper expulsion of the Spur
group, de Jong wrote, perhaps addressing Debord: “I'm proud you
call us gangsters, nevertheless you are wrong. We are worse: we are
Situationists.”® She goes on to articulate, for the first time, an accurate
formula for the impasse into which the Situationists had wandered:
“The Situationist International has to be considered either as an avant-
garde school which has already produced a series of first-class artists
thrown out after having passed through their education, OR as an
anti-organization based upon new ideology which is situationist and
which has not yet found in details its clear formulations in the fields
of science, technique, and art.””! The Situationist International had
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indeed functioned as a school for scandal, through which many fabu-
lous (one would not say distinguished) writers and artists passed. But
it could not function as an anti-organization.

De Jong adds the first principle of the new anti-organization to
come: “Everybody who develops theoretically or practically this new
unity is automatically a member of the situationist international and
in this perspective The Situationist Times.”* Here de Jong dispenses
with the notion of organization altogether. The Situationist Interna-
tional could henceforth be taken as just one player of a collaborative
game that could be challenged by another, or triangulated b_y a third.
De Jong: “That was my idea. The important thing is: no interpreta-
tion and the freedom for anyone to join in.” Perhaps it was more of a
détournement of the form of the organized avant-garde than an avant-
garde. Here a new kind of relation appears, perhaps with new dangers.
If the Situationist International acquired the vices of collective being,
anti-organization might be just one step towards the vices of an all too
familiar individualism. The Situationist Times would head that off for
now by documenting a network of related experirnents, steps towards
what it called the ditucratic society.

Revenge is a dish best served from a great height. The Situationist
Times that de Jong edited from 1962 to 1967 is a remarkable set of
documents. The early issues were edited jointly with Noé&l Arnaud
(1919-2003). A hospital administrator by profession, he was a member
of Dada and surrealist groups, of Cobra and Oulipo, a Satrap of the
College of Pataphysics, and Boris Vian’s biographer.”® Collaborating
with him suggests de Jong’s awareness that the Situationists’ recu-
peration of their own immediate avant-garde past was by no means
complete. The Situationwst Times would pointedly include texts by
Frangois Dufréne, who left the Letterist movement in 1964 to start the
Second Letterist International with Gil Wolman and others.? There
is also a text by Piero Simondo (b. 1928) who started a new institute
in Turin in 1962 to further the researches begun at Alba. Produced
outside of the Situationist International and without Trocchi, it turned
out to be a somewhat different beast. It was multilingual, and even
its English-language texts were written in what one might now call
netlish—transnational English unapologetically cast as a second lan-
guage patterned after the writer’s first language.?® The era of French as
the lingua franca of the avant-garde was over.
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The Sttuationist Times pursued a different course to the experimental
practice of the excluded artists and the strategic logics of the Debord
faction. It offered resources for thought, action, and creation, rather
than a consistent line. It was more about suggesting possible connec-
tions than pronouncing on fault lines. De Jong was interested in a logic
of images, of concepts that might be discovered and presented through
visual conjunction. If one took seriously Lautréamont’s injunction that
“poetry should be made by all,” then perhaps a journal —any reproduc-
ible media —should distribute both finished art and raw materials with
which others could make art. Or perhaps there could be no difference
between a raw material and a finished work.

Each issue contained the statement, consistent with established
Situationist practice, to the effect that “all reproduction, deformation,
modification, derivation, and transformation of 7Zhe Situationist Times
are permitted.” This was similar to the copyleft statement published in
Internationale Situationniste, and connects Situationist practice with the
hacker and pirate practices of twenty-first-century struggles around
free culture as a fitfully acknowledged, if still barely understood,
precursor.

The first issue of Zhe Situationst Times defended the Spur group,
expelled from the Situationist International at a time when charges
were being brought against them for their allegedly licentious publi-
cation. In a little dossier of texts is included a strong editorial from
Arnaud, a statement b_y Debord and others, and some fragments of a
comic strip called “Spur: Paintings and Sculptures.” It includes a panel
with a Situationist last supper, the elements of which include: Bauhaus,
shit, violins, birds, beauty, belches, mercilessness, coffee, and kisses.
The issue also documents the expulsion of the “Nashists” of the Second
Situationist International with a crude détournement of pages from the
Internationale Situationniste journal.” There is a letter in Danish from J.
V. Martin, the only Scandinavian to remain loyal to Debord, attacking
Nash. Where the /nternationale Situationniste always aims at a consist-
ent line, The Situationist Times is interested in the relationships between
players.

Several issues present what remained of #utant, a post-Situation-
ist International collaboration between Jorn and Debord that turned
away from the then current spectacle of the upace age towards a pre-
scient intervention in the technological transformation of earthbound
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life.”” Never set foot in a fallout shelter, Mutant advises, for “it is better
to die standing with all the cultural heritage of humanity, the perpetual
modification of which must remain our task.” Nuclear weaponry’s main
function is to deter not the enemy but the state’s own population. Con-
trary to the Ban the Bomb movement, this position sees not nuclear
annihilation as the main threat, but the disarming of critique. The
channeling of critical energy into the anti-nuclear movement serves
the interests of existing political forces. Hence: “I ... pledge myself not
to expect the necessary upheavals of society [to be effected] by any
of the existing formations of specialized politics.” One wonders how
much the twenty-first century’s obsession with things environmental
might likewise play a demobilizing role.

A consistent project in The Situationist Times is the investigation
of topology, in keeping with one of Jorn’s abiding interests.”® The
mathematician and surrealist collage artist Max Bucaille (1906-96)
contributed a whole series of texts on the subject. Topology is a geom-
etry of transformations, and it exercised a fascination over a number
of postwar artists, architects, and writers, including Henri Lefebvre,
who were looking for a more modern understanding of space than per-
spective drawing. Topology seemed to better describe the geometric
imagination of folk art, with its knots, rings, spirals and labyrinths, all
of which 7he Situationist Times documented with copious photographs
from cross-cultural sources. While many were interested in its formal
properties, here it points towards a way of diagramming practices in
space and time, a vituology of singular and variable forms. De Jong
wrote: “That is the beautiful thing about topology, that everything can
be changed at any time.””

Following his withdrawal from active participation in the Situation-
ist International, Jorn took on some ambitious new projects. His great
interest at the time was in documenting what he took to be a Nordic
spatio-temporal folk culture, quite at odds with the formal geometry
bequeathed to modern art and science by the Renaissance. For this
purpose he created yet another organization, the Scandinavian Insti-
tute for Comparative Vandalism (1961-5). According to Jorn’s friend
and collector Guy Atkins, “the unattractive name was deliberately
chosen to put off art lovers.”® It referred to graffiti found in Normandy
churches in which Jorn saw the hand of peoples migrating from the
North, 1eaving their mark, so to speak, on European culture. More
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generally, comparative vandalism named an understanding of popular
cultural creation that could appreciate the way it flowed along migra-
tion routes, subtly defacing the edifice of every cultural center it
encountered. Jorn was interested in the traces left by the dérive of
whole peoples over centuries and continents. Jorn thought that the
wandering attitude to life of different migrating groups might have
produced comparable understandings of space and time, expressed in
similar visual iconographies.

Jorn co-authored a book on the church graffiti, but the main part
of the project was the documentation of the distinctive symbolic and
ornamental forms of the Northern world.?! The project was to culmi-
nate in a massive publication — /0,000 Years of Nordic Folk Art —but little
was published at the time. Jorn may have run into difficulties with his
academic partners, state officials or his collaborator, the noted pho-
tographer Gérard Franceschi (1915-2001). De Jong, who worked
closely with Jorn on the project, says that “the trouble started with
Franceschi, who wanted more money and more credit.” While the
project acknowledged traditional archaeological classifications, Jorn
was also interested in applying his comparative method to the visual
forms, tracing patterns of modification and borrowings across place
and time. Jorn: “Through my art I have learned to see and find mean-
ingful relationships where others might not see them.” The volumes
were to contain articles by specialists, but the meat of them is Jorn’s
organization of Franceschi’s photographs into stunning, elaborate,
purely visual essays.

When 70,000 Years of Nordic Folk Art stalled, Jorn used the Insti-
tute for Comparative Vandalism as the vehicle for another extensive
publishing project, this time of his own writings. The Institute began
issuing his manuscripts as reports: Zhe Natural Order (1962), Value and
Lconomics (1962, including a revised version of his earlier Critigue of
Political Economy of 1960), Luck and Chance: Dagger and Guitar (1963),
and Thing and Polrs (1964). What the Marquis de Sade was to the sur-
realists and the Comte de Lautréamont to the Situationists, Emanuel
Swedenborg (1688-1772) was to the Jorn of the Comparative Van-
dalism period. From the Swedish mystic Jorn took the principle of
correspondences and turned it into the literary technique of triolectics,
in which he would triangulate any three concepts, and through analo-
gles, puns, transpositions, permutate them in unexpected directions.
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This procedure for navigating flocks of concepts, arranged in threes,
combined a precise discipline with limitless movement. To Jorn it was
a topological approach to the concept, a way of thinking concepts via
spatial transformation, in a “polydimensional cosmos of the surface.”
Or as he said elsewhere: “all my outpourings of words are just one long
defense of a world to which words have no right of entrance.” In these
texts, Jorn taught himself to swim atop Lautréamont’s old ocean. Peter
Shield: “Jorn’s texts are a work of art.”* Works that have yet to find a
domain of critical reception.

De Jong made her own use of the extraordinary photographs Jorn
collected for his researches on comparative vandalism in Zhe Situation-
tt Times. They are a key part of the journal’s attempt to gather materials
for a situology to come, a critical practice in time and space no longer
dependent on the language and forms of art or politics. The Situation-
ist International had surprisingly little to say about actual situations.
Drawing on Jorn’s extensive researches, 7he Situationwst Times would
at last attempt a more explicit inquiry. Perhaps the abandonment of the
more rigid geometry of the organization, with its static national sec-
tions, opened up the possibility of a variable field of collaboration.

“Situation: Life space or part of it conceived in terms of its content
(meaning). The life space may consist of one situation or two or more
overlapping situations. The term situation refers either to the general
life situation or the momentary situation.”* Situation is essentially a
hinge between subject and objective space. “Situation, overlapping:
Two or more situations which exist simultaneously and which have
a common part. The person is generally located within this common
part.” Once space and time are thought in terms of situations, then an
assessment of the potential of such spaces and times is possible. “Space
of free movement: Regions accessible to the person from his present
position. The space of free movement is usually a multiply connected
region. Its limits are determined mainly by (1) what is forbidden to a
person, (2) what is beyond his abilities.” Situations and the regions
they compose can be not only thought but appropriated according not
to boundaries of function or ownership, but relations of contiguity and
continuity. “Structure of a region: Refers to (1) degree of differentiation
of the region (2) arrangement of its part regions, (3) degree of connec-
tion between its parts.” Zhe Situationist Times is, among other things,
elementary research into space and time that can be self-composing.
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A situology might be a theory and practice of intervening in the cur-
rents of a turbulent time, an art of the event, a politics of the event, but
one that seeks out the limits of art and politics. With the irrevocable
split between Paris and everyone else, the conditions were not ripe
for sharpening such practices and experiments against the blade of

critique. Howard Slater writes:

In many ways the conflicts with Spur and the [Nashists] were to
some degree encouraged and used by the First Situationist Interna-
tional to prune itself of contradictions that may have eventually led
to a deepening of the theory of the spectacle, a politicization of the
practice of art and a productive extension of its notion of class ...
The problem of creativity —the right to productive socialization as a
countervalue —was not resolved, it was polarized.*

Or perhaps Debord did everyone a favor by forcing the issue, by
choosing paths, rather than allowing the movement to sink, like so
many others, beneath the weight of its incoherence.

The contradictions the Situationist International attempted to prune
may well be those inherent in romanticism, the strategy that Lefebvre
thought was the headwaters of the movement. The Situationist Inter-
national never worked through the terms of this tension. It relied on
the romantic staple of a poetics to bring together an anthropological
and a cosmological nature. The tension proved too great. Debord and
Constant stuck close to the project of an anthropological nature, indeed
Constant made the entire world over in its image. Nash and Spur head
in the opposite direction, where a wild and woolly cosmological nature
can irrupt into the social.

Only Jorn and de Jong come close to appreciating the neces-
sary tension between an anthropological and a cosmological nature,
although in Lefebvre’s terms, Jorn’s Dionysian proclivities rule out
the possibility of superseding the tension between them. Lefebvre: “the
Dionysian dance is not always a round.” Sometimes it destroys rather
than creates. Jorn found a writerly procedure, a spatial or topological
logic of the concept, for navigating the difference between reason and
nature. Lefebvre really thought that the Situationists had opened a new
path, extending romanticism in a new direction. Perhaps he was, and
is, right: “The most brilliant Situationists are exploring and testing out
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a kind of lived utopianism.”*® In the pages of The Situationist Times are
carefully documented many the irreconcilable elements strewn about
by the implosion of the Situationist International, together with not a
few innovations contributed by adjacent avant-gardes.

Perhaps it can all be put best allegorically. In Zhe Situationwt Times
No. 5, de Jong reproduces the “Parable of the Three Rings” by
Gotthold Lessing (1729-81). Saladin, ruler of Jerusalem, summons
Nathan to his court, and asks him which of the three faiths of the city is
the true one. Nathan can hardly tell a Muslim ruler that Christianity or
his own Judaism is the true faith, and in any case he suspects Saladin’s
real intention is to milk him for cash. So he answers with a parable.
Once upon a time lived a man who possessed a ring which made its
bearer beloved by man and God. He had three sons, so he had copies
of the ring made, and bequeathed the three rings to his three sons. At
once the sons set to fighting over which was the real ring. When the
case came before the judge, he observed that all three sons had nothing
but enmity for each other, which led him to conclude that none of the
rings was the real one, that each was a détournement. Perhaps the
father had lost it, and given all the sons copies. Or perhaps the father
did not want one ring to dominate the others, and so made copies so
exact nobody could tell the difference.

The judge exhorted the three descendants each to live as if he pos-
sessed the real ring, thus demonstrating that he would be Worth_y of
it. Saladin was pleased with this tale, and dismissed Nathan. Before
taking his leave, Nathan tactfully offered to leave a substantial sum on
deposit with his ruler, who after all had the power to judge between the
three faiths of Jerusalem and determine their fortunes. It is not imma-
terial to this story that Jorn was the patron of all of the descendants of
the Situationist International, usually through gifts of his rather valu-
able paintings. He supported them all for a time. Nor was this unusual
behavior for Jorn, who by hewing to the principles of the gift economy
accumulated a remarkable collection of modern art, most of which
now constitutes the collection of the Silkeborg Museum, an enduring
monument to pot[a[c/ﬂ.

In For Form (1958) Jorn was largely critical of contemporary archi-
tecture and design, which he thought had usurped the role of art as
a critical and creative practice. Yet the book offered one image by a
living architect: an elevation drawing for his submission to the Sydney
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Opera House competition by his Danish contemporary Jgrn Utzon
(1918-2008). Utzon at one time wanted to commission some of Jorn'’s
colorful ceramic tiles for the Sydney Opera House. This did not come
to pass, but Jorn returned the favor when he asked Utzon to design his
museum at Silkeborg. Utzon presented plans and a plaster model for
the project in 1964. Bulb-shaped galleries three storeys high, buried
underground, with crocus-like protrusions above ground, clad in
brilliant ceramic, the proposal combined curved shapes with mass-pro-
duced components. Visitors would enter the caverns on curling ramps,
strolling past hanging art works lit by natural light filtering in at odd
angles from above. While there could be no such thing as a Situationist
art museum, Utzon'’s proposal certainly embodied Jorn’s aesthetics of
pliable form.%”

Housing his gift would take more than potlatch. The Utzon plans
for Silkeborg never materialized because Jorn couldn’t raise the funds.
But perhaps there was something premature in even such a fitting
mausoleum for Jorn’s life and work. Considered as the husk of a once-
viable unitary project, Situationist materials may yet have some juice
in them that has not been sucked dry in a three-way necrophilia with
the museum and with scholarship. But there might be other projects,
spun off out of internal tensions with the Situationist International,
that also might be considered as materials for a future critical practice.
Two such projects exemplify the possibilities and limitations of a prac-
tice after art. Both were nurtured within the Situationist International,
and both extend beyond it. One is mostly a project for the overcoming
of literature, the other for the overcoming of architecture. They are
otherwise quite different and are the product of former members who
had very little to do with each other. Indeed, both revealed significant
differences from the Situationist International.

After literature comes project sigma, whose instigator was Alexander
Trocchi (1925-84). After architecture comes New Babylon, the life-
work of Constant Nieuwenhuys. Constant and Trocchi were roughly
contemporaries. They were both products, among other things, of
Saint-Germain. About the only other thing they had in common was
that at one time they had earned Guy Debord’s respect—and he had
earned theirs. Just as Nash and de Jong parted ways with Debord and
spun off into their own collaborative practices, so too did Alexander
Trocchi. Or at least he gave it a go.
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10 An Athlete of Duration

Better known as a novelist, Trocchi tried and failed to form a much
more ambitious movement. He called it project sigma, after the math-
ematical sign that can stand for the sum or the totality. He thought it
“free of bothersome semantic accretions.” He set out his sigma project
in two luminous texts, “The Invisible Insurrection of a Million Minds”

) i

and “Sigma: A Tactical Blueprint.” “Revolt is understandably unpopu-
lar,” he writes, and generally conceived in a somewhat backward way.
Just as Leon Trotsky knew enough to seize the railways and the power
stations while the old guard persisted in defending the offices of the
state, “so cultural revolt must seize the grids of expression and the pow-
erhouses of the mind.” Rather than a frontal confrontation, Trocchi
suggests a more subtle practice of installing the material basis for a
new practice of creation. It is no longer a question of a new journal
or art movement. “Art can have no existential significance for a civi-
lization which draws a line between life and art and collects artifacts
like ancestral bones for reverence.” It’s a question of new relations of
creation.

The key Trocchi finds in a stray quote from his contemporary
Raymond Williams (1921-88), a pioneer of cultural materialism and
British cultural studies: “The question is not who will patronize the
arts, but what forms are possible in which artists will have control of
their own means of expression, in such ways that they will have rela-
tion to a community rather than to a market or a patron.” Williams
is best known today for the project of democratizing the practice of
critical reading. Here he takes up the production side of the creation
of a people’s culture. This appealed to Trocchi, who found proletar-
ian culture rather more stifling than did Williams. In what must have
been a charming thought to Debord, Trocchi wanted to bypass the
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brokers of the culture industry —the publisher and art dealers. In an
extraordinary mix of the practical and the sublime, he plots the means
of creative autonomy within capitalism itself.

Trocchi’s project sigma is partly inspired by Black Mountain
College (1933-57), the famous North Carolina school, where Franz
Kline, Robert Creeley, Merce Cunningham, John Cage and so many
other transformative figures of the American avant-garde once taught.
Trocchi also conceives of sigma as “a continuous, international, experi-
mental conference.” Spaces of free creation, of ongoing and unfolding
situations, could be based just outside metropolitan areas, a network
of experimental sites in constant communication. The actually existing
university has become a microcosm of spectacular society. It repro-
duces and reinforces a strictly functional approach to creation.

Trocchi mentions a contest at Cambridge University to come up
with a use for its neglected chapels. Many are quite beautiful and
once functioned as the unitary heart of their respective colleges. The
winning suggestion was to turn them into canteens or student housing.
Trocchi thought brothels would at least be a more vpiritual solution.
The postwar university was rapidly becoming a mere functional
support for the spectacle, training the mediators who would manage
its desires. What was lacking was a point at which to start making
situations.

The sigma texts are part manifesto, part manual. The practical side
to Trocchi’s proposal is the means of funding it. Project sigma is not
just a university, it is also an agency for what Jorn called the creative
elite. Those who join it become part of an agency controlled by the
creators themselves. Sigma lives off residuals, patents, commissions,
even what one would now call consultancy fees. Its network of spon-
taneous universities function as advertisements for themselves. One
might almost say that they are brands. Trocchi’s solution is a weird
kind of Leninist dual power.4 An autonomous, self-managed, unalien-
ated power of seamless creativity exists alongside the old commodified
spectacle until such time as it can subsume it within its new means of
creation. It is both science fiction and a business plan, a utopian future
and an almost exact description of sophisticated spectacular business
in the twenty-first century. It could almost be the model for the Blue
Ant agency of Hubertus Bigend (b. 1967), the fictional son of a Situ-
ationist in the novels of William Gibson.® It is a summation of Trocchi’s
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own extraordinary experience, yet it is also a program he was in no
sense fit to carry out in person.

Trocchi survived a genteel-poor upbringing in Glasgow. During the
war he sailed on convoy ships taking supplies to the Soviet Union.
After a stint at Glasgow University he took advantage of a scholarship
to ship off to Paris. He was an editor of the English language journal
Merlin (1952-4), which coexisted in friendly rivalry with the Parw
Review of George Plimpton and friends. In Paris he fell under the spell
of Samuel Beckett and managed to get Beckett published, together
with Jean Genet and Eugéne lonesco, with Olympia Press, a Paris-
based English language imprint best known for its porn. Like more
than a few expats, Trocchi wrote porn novels for Olympia’s charming
but deeply dodgy impresario Maurice Girodias.®

The best of Trocchi’s porn novels is Helen and Desire (1954). Growing
up in the far north of Australia, Helen is a bored teenager with only
her own immediate sensations to amuse her. “I count the sea as my first
love ... it was an impersonal one.” She embarks on the adventure of
renouncing her own will, her subjectivity, her interiority. Instead she
allows herself a terrible and ungovernable thirst for annihilation. And
yet Helen remains a writer. The book purports to be a found manu-
script, a diary not of a person but of a process of depersonalization.
The body becomes a surface for the replacement of self with sensation:
“Riven now at twin poles of delight, my glistening torso slithered under
discs, flats, and surfaces, under flanges of containment and protusion,
all seeking the weld of female union. My breasts, charged with ambigu-
ous alluvial sensations, slipped to and fro under their counterparts ..."””

Helen’s writing recounts the steps by 