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A book, even a fragmentary one, has a center wdticacts it. This center if not fixed, but is
displaced by the pressure of the book and circunests of its composition. Yet it is also a fixed
center which, if it is genuine, displaces itselijleszremaining the same and becoming always
more central, more hidden, more uncertain and moygerious. He who writes the book writes
it out of desire for this center and out of ignotanThe feeling of having touched it can very
well be only the illusion of having reached it. Whiee book in question is one whose purpose is
to elucidate, there is a kind of methodological @daith in stating toward what point it seems to
be directed: here, toward the pages entitled "Org\&aze."
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Translator's Introduction

Why is it that, notwithstanding all the other meahsvestigating and ordering the world which
mankind has developed, and in spite of all thervasi®ens great poets have expressed about their
own endeavor, we are still interested in litera®W¢hat is literature, and what is implied about
our learning in general and about its historyt rhust be said at this late date that something we
call literature has never stopped fascinating ua@ride Blanchot asks this question with such
infinite patience -- with so much care and precistothat it has come to preoccupy a whole
generation of French critics and social commengatdence Blanchot's imposing reputation.

The list of postwar writers in France who have oegfed to his emphasis on the question of
literature and its implications for all our quesisas long and impressive. Their names are
associated with the most provocative intellectealadlopments of recent times: not only have
Jean-Paul Sartre, Georges Poulet, and Jean Stskpbitten about Blanchot, not only
Emmanuel Levinas, Georges Bataille, Michel Leimisd Pierre Klossowski, but also Michel



Foucault, Jacques Derrida, Jean-Luc Nancy, anippliLacoue-Labarthé.One way of
indicating Blanchot's enormous importance in Frethclught during the last half century is by
reference to Jeffrey Mehlman's commentary in tlgep@fModernLanguage Notes

*A lengthy bibliography of Blanchot's works and afdies about him by others may be
consulted irSub-stanceno. 14 ( 1976), an issue entirely devoted toamisng. Here, |

simply draw the reader's attention to essays by@e@sdPoulet, Jean Starobinski, Emmanuel
Levinas , Michel Foucault, and Roger Laporte, amathgrs, which appeared in Critique, no.
229 (June 1966). Jean-Paul Sartre commentary,fiédaaib; ou, du fantastique considéré
comme un langage," appearsSituationsl ( Paris: Gallimard, 1947). Roger Laporte and
Bernard NoéDeux lectures de Maurice BlanchoMontpellier: Fata Morgana, 1973), should
also be mentioned. Emmanuel Levinas b&k, Maurice Blanchot

1-

Language Note$.When Mehiman, certainly one of the most informed kwely interpreters of
modern French letters to an American readershigeakes to bring this very modernity
radically into doubt, he begins with a reading tdrighot's earliest publications: as though
Blanchot's work were a key -- the point to tacHlbe present translation bfEspace littéraire a
book from the middle of Blanchot's career whichhelates many of the issues central to his
entire work, should serve to help Americans undaigtvhat is at stake in an ongoing
assessment of contemporary French thought.

It would be wrong, however, to imply that Blanckatrriting has escaped until now the attention
of serious readers in this country. In fact, hiskndoas influenced a good deal of recent
American criticism whose object is to question ¢hécal enterprise itself and its relation to the
nature of writing. Blanchot provides a model oéddry study because, as Geoffrey Hartman
says, his criticism always goes from the work urdiscussion to the problematic nature of
literature. "He illumines, therefore, the literamstivity in general as well as in this or that

( Montpellier: Fata Morgana, 1975), is of particulaerest; Pierre Klossowski wrote an es
of that same title which is printed Un Si Funeste DésirParis: Gallimard, 1963). For
Jacques Derrida's reading of Blanchot, the readgrwish to see "Living On," in
Deconstruction and CriticistaNew Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 19F&)ally, |
note a volume to which Jean-Luc Nancy and Philippsoue-Labarthe, among others,
contributedMisere de la littératurd Paris: Christian Bourgois, 1978). Here, the gssa
cannot be said to be on Blanchot. A short piecéeavriby him, "Il n'est d'explosion . . . "
opens the book, and by implication, the "litergrgse" to which the authors of the following
texts feel they belong.

2 Jeffrey Mehlman, "Blanchot at Combat: Of Literatarel Terror,Modern Language Notgs
French Issue, 95 ( 1980): 808-29. Mehlman's essaygattention to Blanchot's political
writings during the 1930s. Indeed, between 19301840, Blanchot was an active
contributor to right-wing journals in France (sead-Louis Loubet del Bayleges
Nonconformistes des années Baris: le Seuil, 1969). The war ended this paldic-- and, in
light of his subsequent reputation, surprisingngagement, but not his attention to political
issues. Blanchot's literary reflections after ther ¥ed him to take, notably in 1958 and in
1968, a different sort of position entirely: a igfione. He was, for example, one of the



initiators of the manifesto calldde Manifeste des 12%upporting the right of Frenchmen to
refuse to serve in the army during the Algerian {8ae the volume intitlede Droit &
I'insoumissior] Paris: Maspéro, 1961], which assembles, arohadrtanifesto itself,
numerous texts attesting to the political debagdigited). The relation between Blanchot's
initial political views and his later ones, and ttumnection between these views and his
critical and literary work, are very important azaimplicated problems which Mehlman
begins to elucidate. No doubt they have signifiganpications for contemporary French
thought in general. They require, in my view, aagideal of further consideration. | cite
Mehlman's text, not as the definitive word in timatter, but primarily in order to suggest
how much is generally recognized to hang upon Blatis writing: the very character of
critical reflection in France today.

-

text."” Paul de Man included iBlindness and Insighan important chapter on Blanchot's
reading of Mallarmé in which he examines centratieas ofL'Espace littéraire* Edward Said,
to give another example, refersBeginninggo Blanchot's reflections on the "origin" of
literature, and he too citésEspace littéraire>

In order to suggest the unusual character of Blarehppeal and the unsettling force of his
writing, we ought to include here another statensétiartman's: "Blanchot's work offers no
point of approach whatsoever"; or even this renafiRoulet's, which | translate somewhat
freely: "Blanchot is an even greater waste of tthan Proust.® For, surely, the significance of a
book like L'Espace littéraire lies in its constassociation of literature's purest and most
authentic grandeur with just such expressions asted time." It presents the literary work as
that which permits no approach other than wastgassit uninterruptedly expresses the
incomparable passion which literature commands.

Its purpose, even its mission -- for this is a t@&fanchot somewhat startlingly employs -- is to
interrupt the purposeful steps we are always tatomgird deeper understanding and a surer
grasp upon things. It wants to make us hear, andrbe unable to ignore, the stifled call of a
language spoken by no one, which affords no grasp anything. For this distress, this utter
insecurity, is, Blanchot states, "the source oaathenticity.”

In dreams, Blanchot says, one sometimes thinkkooes one is dreaming, but only dreams

this. In the same way, the readelLtEspace littérairamagines that, alongside Blanchot, he is in
search of certain answers. He is aware, he thafkbge difficulties, the dangerous confusions,
and therefore he is not at their mercy, but moaa fikely to see the light eventually or, in other
words, to awaken. He has et, however, to beginlteam; he has yet to see that he is in the dark.

Geoffrey Hartman, "Maurice Blanchot: Philosopherviiist,” Beyond Formalisnf New
Haven, Conn: Yale University Press, 1970).

“Paul de Man, "Impersonality in the Criticism of e Blanchot, Blindness and Insight
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1971). This esappeared first in French @ritique, no.
229 [ June 1966], ad.a Circularité de l'interprétation dans I'oeuvreitique de Maurice
Blanchot"

°Edward SaidBeginningg Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1975)

®Hartman,Beyond Formalisgp. 93. Georges Pouletussi, beaucoup plus radicalement



encore que Proust, Maurice Blanchot apparait-il coen'homme dtemps perdu™ (‘Thus,
much more radically even than Proust, Maurice Blahappears as a man of 'lost time'
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By the end, the reader is able to make out someriiapt questions: What moves a writer to
write? What is the origin of his undertaking, armvidoes this origin determine the nature of his
creativity? What is the role of the reader? Howheswork's meaning communicated? How do
reading and writing relate to other human ende&biewv are literary, philosophical, social and
political history intertwined? Certainly, one dgagsue these difficult questions in the pages of
L'Espace littéraire One pursues them, moreover, through what areowtittioubt some of the
most perceptive and engaging discussions in existen Mallarmé, on Kafka, on Rilke, and on
Holderlin. This gratifying process, however, lednlsvhere one thought it began: to the
difficulties, the questions, as though they --\bey obstacles along the way, marking and
measuring the approachil'@pproche de I'espace littérairg*- had been the answers already,
wonderfully transparent, though now they arise ogaand strange, and as though one were just
now, when long departed deep withiEspace littéraireready to begin approaching it.

Such paradoxes are characteristic of Blanchot'& Wldrey present to the reader difficulties of an
unusual sort: difficulties which it is difficult toonfront, to encounter, problems it is hard to
know one is having. Hence the uncanny ease whiehatso experiences. | first discovered
Blanchot's critical work in a university course fantastic literature. Ever since, it has seemed to
me that complaints about his abstruse qualitiesesgreaders' premonition of the eeriest
limpidity, their foreboding sense of the incredibightness of the task before them. The muscles
they have limbered up in readiness will not be asagy. To be sure, Blanchot's books take for
granted a considerable erudition on the readertshparanges familiarly over world literature
and philosophy. But they are not aimed at expertoonoisseurs, just at readers. And reading is
the simplest thing, he says. It requires no talemifts, no special knowledge, no singular
strength at all. But weakness, uncertainty -- yeapundance.

It calls upon uncertainty, | was suggesting, ahmaertainty itself: uncertainty about limits such
as those that distinguish the dark and the ligiat,abscurities of the work itself and its
elucidation, the inside and the outside of the telterature and criticism. Still,

‘temps perdu™ ("Thus, much more radically evem theoust, Maurice Blanchot appears as a
man of 'lost time™ ( "Maurice Blanchot, critiqueremancier,"Critique, no. 229 [ June
1966]).

-

L'Espace littéraireretains plenty of the outward signs of straightfard discussion. Among its
paradoxes, moreover, there are, not infrequemlypasms, pleasing in their definitive tone:
"Art is primarily the consciousness of unhappinesd,its consolation,” for example. Or: "The
central point of the work of art is the work asyami the point which cannot be reached, yet the
only one which is worth reaching.” In fattEspace littérairds practically the last book in
which Blanchot allowed himself such resoundinglfirdee postulates. It was published by
Gallimard in 1955 after a number of fictions (foraenple, Thomas I'obscur, L'Arrét de mort, Le
Trés-Hauj and several critical works (notably Faux Ramjtréamont et Sade, La Part du Yeu



Thereafter, the relation between critical discussind its object becomes ever more problematic
and the distinction between Blanchot's own critteats and his fictional narratives less
pertinent. FronL'Attente l'oubli( Paris: Gallimard, 1962) tioa Folie du jour( Montpellier: Fata
Morgana, 1973) and'Ecriture du désastré Paris: Gallimard, 1980), it is increasingly dtfub

not only whether literature is something about \wreoe can adequately speak but also whether
there is any such thing as the literature aboutkvhie do, in any case, speak. In other words, it
is ever harder to be sure that questions such aat'W literature?" or even "Is literature?" are
not themselves already, or merely, literaturet isto literature at last, or finally out of its
shadowy domain, thate Pas au-deld Paris: Gallimard, 1973) would step? It is nosgible to
say; it is possible only to retrace the step whiepgtitively marking their separation, renders
within and without indistinguishable. The readet.@space littérairewill be in a good position

to understand why this is the case, even if he maumséain inconsolable.

In L'Espace littéraire as in Blanchot's work generally, there is a cardlly implicit, and often
explicit, reference to German philosophy: espegtallHegel, to Heidegger -- whose meditation,
through the works of Holderlin, upon the essenceasiry is particularly significant

’All the works cited here, with the exceptionlafutréamont et SadeParis: Editions de
Minuit, 1949), were published in Paris by Gallimaftiomas I'Obscuin 1941,L'Arrét de
mort and Le Tres-Haut in 1948, Faux Pas in 1943Paat du feu in 1949

Both Thomas I'Obscur and L'Arrét de mdrave been translated into English. Robert
Lamberton is the translator ®homas I'Obscuf Thomas the ObscufeNew York: D. Lewis,
1973]) -- or, more precisely, of the "new versiaf'this narrative published by Blanchot in
1950, nine years after the first edition. Lydia Bavanslated.'Arrét de mort( Death
Sentencé¢ Tarrytown, N.Y.: Station Hill Press, 1978]). Beeare, so far, the only books by
Blanchot, besides the present volume, availablkair entirety in English.
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or Blanchot -- and to Nietzsche. Blanchot's readihgegel bears the distinct mark of Bataille's;
likewise, he shares his approach to Heidegger lvgthinas to a certain extent. And when he
guotes Nietzsche's hearty praise of suicide, waldraiso hear an echo of Kirilov's vacillating
distress.

With Hegel, Blanchot recognizes negativity as theevimg force of the dialectic. It is the power
that informs history; it is death, creative and tedsl, at work in the world. Indeed, Blanchot
hails the impending completion of this labor whistihe realization of human possibilities, the
unfolding of truth. And he acknowledges that thisgress -- whereby meanings are determined,
values assigned, mysteries solved; whereby maratig® himself from the unknown and
imposes his autonomous will in the clear light ajd- leaves art, the preserve of ambiguities
and indecision, behind, just as it suppresses andsses the gods, the mysteries of the sacred.
The work attains its ultimate and essential forot,in the work of art, but in that work which is
the gradual achievement of human mastery and freelistory -- history as a whole, the total
realization of that liberating process. And yetaihot's attention is dedicated to that in the
work which does not fit into this whole, this culmtion. He has given himself up to something
belonging only to art, which will not settle foretlstatus assigned to art by history's sovereign
movement (monument to man's creativity, repositdrgultural values, or object offered up to



pure esthetic enjoyment). In art Blanchot heargnmaing with mute insistence, the very source
of creativity. And this source is inexhaustibleuffr and its satisfactions cannot finish off the
power of negativity.

This is the point at which we can grasp the impur¢eof Bataille in Blanchot's thought. Indeed,
much ofL'Espace littérairereads like a conversation between Blanchot andiBata
conversation that continues in L'Entretien infifdris: Gallimard, 1969), aridAmitié ( Paris:
Gallimard, 1971). We hear it in works of Batailkewaell (inL'Expéience intérieureor

example)® It is a conversation sustained by a common awasenfasegativity as excess,

foreign to purpose. Death is an infinitely futilera, which will not serve to achieve anything.
Compared to this fruitless expenditure, the mastdmngh the use of death affords is perhaps a
poor thing; in any case, it cannot use death uptibsubsists, and subsisting, proves itself to be
a source of power

8Georges Batailld,'Expérience intérieure, in Oeuvres complét&saris: Gallimard, 1973),
vol. 5.
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that power is powerless to exhaust -- a nothingekeeeds everything. Never providing
anything like satisfaction, it is unspeakably d&sie. Both Blanchot and Bataille tell of desire,
or theexperiencef the infinite remainder: power, reaching as haght can, longs to reach its
own possibility -- death, its very source and essen by undergoing the measurelessness of
impotence. Both writers name the contradictionuahsan alliance, or the intimacy of such strife,
"communication.” It risks, with the unjustifiabledacity Blanchot terms inspiration, all of
language, everything that might ever be communigated the whole world that words put at
our disposal.

Thus when Blanchot borrows Hegel's perspectiveaaitilesses us as if from the end of history
when all that can be has been accomplished, hesdoe®t to announce the truth as it discloses
itself in its realized wholeness to the mind whosmprehension is likewise complete, but rather
in order to make us hear what Heidegger urgeshésole being -- man -- whose being stems
from his capacity not to be, affirm that "not," tm®st proper of all his possibilities and the one
proper to him alone, the possibility of impossipiliseeBeing and Timesec. 50). This is the
possibility which everything that is possible hide$ias had, indeed, to be suppressed in order
that anything be possible, in order that there v®@d and the history of this world. But it must
be resolutely acknowledged, if ever there is taubienticity.

This demand is the one Blanchot associates witkvtiri of art. The work requires death, the
source, tdein the work; it demands that in it the ending, evhinitiates all beginnings, swell up
as the essence of all swelling, all unfurling aogvéring. It wants disappearance to come forth.
It asks in other words that Being, which by recgdipens the space in which beings appear,
come into this clearing. The work asks that a e¢tren obscuring or effacement, show, or that
the forgetfulness which inaugurates thought retarit

Whenever Blanchot speaks about this care, thisezarn the work for the origin of the work,
we recognize his proximity to Heidegger. And alLtEspace littéraires imbued with carde
souci de l'origine, le souci de I'oeuynxious solicitude for a time before the time wheings



supplant being and submit to the command of theatifiying, acquisitive subject; concern for a
time other than the time measured by the graddalcteon of the irreconcilably alien to the
homogeneity of all that is comprehensively mastefedthe extent that in the work of art the
impossible is realized as such, art alone answatts true fidelity, to the requirement of
Heideggerian authenticity. Yet there is alsd.tBspace littéraireas in
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all of Blanchot -- and this accounts for Blanch&ifsship with Levinas -- concern for being's
effacement itself: concern, precisdbstit show, lest being be robbed of that indefinies)ehat
seclusion, that foreignness from which it is ingapbe. Together Blanchot and Levinas reverse
the terms in whiclBeing and Tim@oses the question of authenticity. Their conemnot to fail
death through very resoluteness, forgetting thbt fomgetfulness keeps faith with it and that
estrangement is its unique intimacy. Treoncern however, which Blanchot locates at the very
center of his concern, as well as his insisten@mubpe irreduciblympersonalcharacter of the
origin and his paradoxical way of makibhgeachor tear synonymous with intimacy, turn this
book more decisively in Bataille's direction thariLievinas's.

The estrangement from death, moreover, which Blainobnsiders to be required of the writer

by literature, even as literature requires of huat the greet and affirm death, determines that the
writer never, properly speaking, be favored witly quirement at all. He has no vocation; he is
one deprived of the very call that haunts him. Tibathy the quotations from Nietzsche in
L'Espace littéraire which almost all express the admirably bold rafas cringe and hide from
death, are presented with irony. The suicide marigdéed, even the baseness apparent in his
inability to face death honestly -- headon -- egpes more truly, perhaps, than anything else the
essence of death, which is always to elude an atith®nfrontation. It never presents itself for

a duel, but represents itself; it comes disguigggoming. In fact, its essence is not to come at
all -- ever -- but ever to come again. In later kgooy Blanchot, the Nietzsche of the Eternal
Return is a constant reference. He is never caitédHspace littéraire, but he is never far.

For when disappearance appears, it iapgarition Likewise, when the end begins, when it
swells and blossoms as the truth of all beginn{ags that it should, we recall, is the demand
Blanchot hears the work making), it is not the egelf that starts, and it is no real start that
occurs. Rather, the impossibility of there evenba first time starts over again, in the guise of
an interminable ending. Then the work -- at the/westant of its apotheosis, its devastating
announcement that it is, and nothing more -- s@ssidngulfed in duplicity; it enters "the eternal
torment of dying"; it draws the writer with it intbis error which sustains no resolute being-for-
death. It disguises what
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reveals it and only lets itself be discovered bwtnberverts it. Is that why it always seems to
have the innocence of something never exposedailgrintact? Is it like a flower just on the
sheer verge of blooming because clouds of inauttignénfold and conserve it? No one knows,
as Blanchot regularly repeats.

His writing recedes toward such questions. Theylaeole answers he presumes to propose.
"The authentic answer is always the question'dityitahe writes. "It can close in around the



guestion, but it does so in order to preserve tlestipn by keeping it open." Perhaps this is a
good way of suggesting once again the charact8tamichot's work which renders it somewhat
alien to us in this country, but also fascinatiilge a mirror. The Anglo-American critical
tradition might be said to elucidate, and thusdodr, the actual object which writers offer us.
We take the work to be what artists make in thesmof a labor, a struggle perhaps, to which
they alone are equal; or perhaps they bring it baclks from depths to which they alone
descend. Attentive to masterful technique and pexteform, we seek to comprehend the
profoundachievemenof the blackest text by Kafka, say. We try to dstice to its strong and
genuine character, even if we acknowledge shiftigiguity to be the necessary vehicle of this
authenticity, or recognize playfulness as the sppegace of this rigorous perfection, or
understand that misery is what this treasure haldakness what this awesome manifestation of
strength has to express. But the Kafka that cosd@lanchot is the nameless young man who
cannot seem to write at all. He is reduced to ldaide games. The author Bie
Metamorphosisiad to suppress and surpass him. The profundithefMetamorphosis, for
Blanchot, the infinite depths of uncertainty antllity which its perfection masks -- which the
work shows only by masking -- but which we seenualty to see laid bare sometimes when the
masterpiece, like Eurydice when Orpheus looks bdiskppears.

To seesomethinglisappear again, this is an experience which cannot actusdirt. Nor,
therefore, can it ever come to an end. Such, BlanaRists, is the literary experience: an ordeal
in which what we are able to do (for example, see¢omes our powerlessness; becomes, for
instance, that terribly strange form of blindnes$saoh is the phantom, or the image, of the clear
gaze -- an incapacity to stop seeing what is reretto be seen.

-9-

I do not wish to overemphasize the problems ofsietion which | have encountered. By
comparison to many French critical texts curreb#ing translated, this one appears quite
simple: word play, for example, is not strikingiinnot immediately so in any event, and it does
not depend upon any unusual terminology. Howewsnuld like to discuss here three
expressions in particular because they are songelikinthe key words of the book; they also
permit me to restate in more concrete terms sontieeassues | have evoked above.

The first of these expressions appears in the Litlespace littéraire The wordespaceecurs
regularly in the titles of chaptersApproche de I'espace littéraife’'L'Espace et I'exigence de
I'oeuvre" "L'Oeuvre et I'espace de la mdrit means "space," the region toward which whoeve
reads or writes is drawn -- literature's "domaBuit, although words such as "region” or
"domain" or "realm" are often used to designate #aine, it implies the withdrawal of what is
ordinarily meant by "place"; it suggests the sitéhts withdrawal. Literature's space is like the
place where someone dies: a nowhere, Blanchot waysh is here. No one enters it, though no
one who is at all aware of it can leave: it isd&parture, moving off, éloignement. It is
frequently called le dehors, "the outside." Heremight think again of the dreamer we evoked
earlier in this discussion who, dreaming that hlg dreams, falls back into the dream to the very
degree that he has the impression of freedom froitncould just as well be said that he never
enters the dream at all; he only ever dreams hg. ddterature's "space” is likewise inaccessible
and inescapable; it is its very own displacememenroval. It is the space separating this space
from itself. In this strange ambiguity literaturevells, as in a preserve.



Yet "in" must always be taken back, for literatsigace shelters nothing within it: it is also
calledle vide "the void." Sometimes it is associated with theraymity of big cities, sometimes
with the gap left by the absence of the gods, botetimes, too, with what Rilke calls "the
Open," or the "world's inner space," the intimatwio expansive welcome, the inward yes
which death can say in the song of one who conserfigdl silent and disappear. Or it is
connected with the interval, which for Holderlinthee sacred, between gods that abandon the
world and men who, likewise, turn away from Gothe sheer void in between, which the poet
must keep pure. Almost always, it is the origin ethis anterior to any beginning, the image or
echo of beginning -- that immense fund of impoteice infinitely futile wherewithal to start
over and over again. Literature's space, in otleds-- the
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void which literature introduces in place of thaq# it takes -- is analogous to the "other time" in
the time measured by achievements: sterile, imad,t'the time of distress."” But the very
freshness of every dawn is safeguarded in thisedistand nowhere else, which is why literature
demands that we return there (though this justiboas never granted), risking the clear light of
day in the name of sunshine, but more than just japardizing even this capacity of ours to
take risks in the name of something, for some pagpo

With considerable regularity, literature's "spaisetiescribed as exile or banishment, and the
writer as one wandering in the desert, like Katiiaffom Canaan, too weak to collaborate in the
active concerns of competent men; but then, t@dd#sert is a privileged zone of freedom and
solitude, and if literature is exiled from the wbdf valuable achievements, it is also exempted
from the world's demands. It has to bear no respuitsfor anything; it is kept safe to itself:

the desert is its refuge. Or it would be, if todoegratuitous were not a grave danger for
literature, and also if the desert were a hereconkd actually reach. Kafka is never quite
convinced that he isn't still in Canaan after all.

Thus,l'espace littéraire orl'espace de I'oeuvrés the "distance" of the work, or of literature,
with respect, not only to "every other object whetists," but with respect to itself. The work is
remote from itself, or not quite itself. For examplvhen it isn't finished yet. But when it is done,
when it comes into its own, this distance persistonstitutes the opening of the work onto
nothing but itself -- this opening, this vacancydAsince the work appears, then, as pure
deferral, a void or vacuum, it lends itself to lgefiled up with everything it isn't: with useful
meanings, for example, which multiply and changhis®ry progresses. Or this void can
masquerade as the prestigious aura that surrobedsrteless masterpiece in its museum case.
Yet these apparent travesties, these various wiayhich the work is misrepresented and
forgotten, sustain it; they protect its essenceclwis to disappear. They provide it with its
"space," which isiotits location. But this is not to say that litenaus to be found anywhere
else.

I had thought of proposing as a title for this b&biterature's Remove.l'hoped thereby to
capture not only literature's distance from theldyaand not only this distance as literature's
preserve, but also that when "space" is literapiteis space opened by that opening's absence:
by the removal of that very interval, which is kegd if for some other time, in reserve.
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"Remove" could suggest a reflective distance, andght be thought that literature involves a
separation from the world permitting contemplatooreritical interpretation of things and

events. This sense of the term "remove" is in épetrative inL'Espace littéraire Or rather, its
mirror image is. For literature's "space," Blanctoiphasizes, is the resurgence of the distance
at which we must place anything we wish to undestar aim to grasp. Literature is this remove
coming back to us, returning like an echo; and itasvno longer a handy gap, a familiar and
useful nothing, but an unidentifiable something, skrange immediacy, foreign to presence and
to any present, of remoteness itself. It graspang,it removes us from our power to grasp or
appropriate anything whatever -- especially literat

I have, in fact, used "remove" in the body of tiet ias one translation bécart, of
I'éloignementsometimes of la distance, occasionallyeaféserve Butl'espace which should
surely be understood as related to these termsaitialg separation (and linked thus to the
French word espacement), is always translated sbatdamely as "space,” primarily in the
interests of consistency. For the word espacesisithin constant in this book, and if, in order
not to sacrifice the significance of its repetitibhad translated it, each time it appears, as
"remove," there would have been certain inaccusatiehe Space of Literature,” then, seeks to
preserve a semblance of what seems to have beRlamchot's part a move to unify the book (to
give it the strangest unity): to associate in ttie {- L'Espace littéraire-- "l'espace de I'oeuvte
and 'I'espace de la moftthe work's space and death's.

The French text practically always distinguishesveen the woraeuvreand the wordravail:
between the "work of art" and "work" in the seng@roductive labor -- man's action upon
nature, his mastery and appropriation of the giidrus,le souci de I'oeuvté'concern for the
work of art" (which is also the work's own troubleahcern), is regularly contrasted wiéh

souci réalisateur"the concern for real achievements," which inpkéfective action. This real
purposefulness is the process by which historyldaefdoy which darkness is made to recede
before the broad light of day. Man becomes fregjibeovers his potentialities and fulfills them.
All this takes place in what Blanchot regularlymesr“the world," or on the level he calls "the
worldly plane."” The world is this historical prosed is its own gradual realization. But the artis
is ineffectual. He has no place in the world. ih@ that he belongs to what we ordinarily think
of as the other world. If he is
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allied to the sacred, this is because he belongsen¢o this world nor to any other, but to the
"other of all worlds" in our own.

He is idle, inert, §ésoeuvré He is "out of work™ to the very extent that isle concern is for
the work. Fol'oeuvreis impotence endlessly affirmelde travail, on the other hand, is
negativity in action, death as power and possyhilit

L'oeuvre then, immediately implies its revocation: perhape could say that in
Blanchot'oeuvreandle désoeuvrementre translations of each other. The differencetlier
words, betweefloeuvreandle travail is that whilele travail is diametrically opposed to inaction
and passivityl'oeuvrerequires them. Indeed, Blanchot frequently desstibeuvre not as the
union of contraries, but as their restless alliatioeir torn intimacy. He treats the word oeuvre



the way he treats the word inspiration: the tifi¢he section of this book devoted to inspiration
is "Inspiration, Lack of Inspiration."

| have consistently used the English word "workftéter to I'oeuvre, the work of art. Fmavail

I have used various expressions such as "produatiperposeful activity,” "labor,” "effort,"
"real endeavor," "effective or useful action." Meamost often translatetesoeuvremeras
"Inertia," thereby emphasizing the paradox whetéleyartist's relation to the work, the demand
which he feels is made of him that theesa work, overwhelms him, not with creative powers,
but on the contrary, with their exhaustion. Therapph of the work does not elicit in him the
strength to reach and achieve it, but immobilizes. kt calls upon his weakness, the incapacity
in him to achieve anything at all;iftspiresin him a kind of numbness or stupefaction. When
Blanchot says of the writer that hediésoeuvrgl have written that the writer is idled or out of
work, thereby emphasizing how the work to be realiquires nothing of him, gives him
nothing to do -- perversely demands thatlbenothing -- but also stressing how the work
excludes him, sets hioutsideit. He never knows the work except as the teriiimediacy of
this dismissal. It must also be understood thatnbek thus presents itself to him as its absence.
Le désoeuvremerd the absence of the workabsence de I'oeuvrel come closest to
expressing this when | translatésoeuvremeras "lack of work."

Occasionally, Blanchot does use the word oeuvrefar to something other than the work of
art: notably, to history as a whole -- completestdry as mankind's oeuvre, the total realization
of
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human freedom and the ultimate goal of humanite phras¢'oeuvre humaine en général
recurs several times in section VIl where, pregisBlanchot is stressing a tendency on the part
of the artist, who acknowledges oflilyeuvreas his task, toonfusethis work with the work of
history. Or, if he doesn't make this mistake -- tmthe very extent that he doesn't -- his
tendency to renounce his own task in favor of tineio | have translatdtbeuvrehumaine en
généralas "the human undertaking as a whole," or "theaMeork of humanity."

Finally, in three or four spots, the expressiosbi at work" & I'oeuvrg and "to go back to

work" (seremettre a I'oeuvieappear in Blanchot's text. The writer, for exaephasmuch as he
is "out of work," can only ever return to the wdgle remettre a I'oeuvyereapply himself to it
tirelessly and uselessly, go back to what he cageioto -- go back to work. Or the interminably
affirmative No, which keeps on revoking all achieents, is "at work"g I'oeuvre in the work -

- causing its presence endlessly to revert to aeseausing this regression infernally to emerge,
causing the inexhaustibly persistent presence sérate. These examples account, | believe, for
all departures from the general rule: "work" alwaysans the "work of art,” as opposedeto
travail, just as lucidity in the deep of night means thargom lucidity of the insomniac poet, as
opposed both to the good sense of broad daylightathe peaceful sleep, the honest oblivion,
which reason requires at regular intervals.

My translation of the recurring word exigence iskaard. This word appears, for example, in
one of the section titles quoted earlidrEspace et I'exigence de I'oeuvr@hother section is
entitled"Rilke et I'exigence de la mortWhat is thedemandof death? What does the work
want?L'exigence de I'oeuvi@eans not simply what is required of the artistrder to make a



work of art -- the skill and patience that giverfoand coherence -- though the work does
demand these. Neitherlisxigence de I'oeuvreimply the demand that there be a work, although
the implications of this demand are certainly pémBlanchot's conceri.'exigence de 'oeuvre
does mean the peculiarly harsh demand that the makes of the “creator,” which is different
from the demands of any other task: that all hisgrs be plunged in weakness, that he come
into an immense wealth of silence and inertia. ilitmore, the work's demand is this: that
Orpheus look back. That suddenly, desire shouldkvweserything -- the desire to look at the
darkwhen this naked mask is showiagd not when, veiled by clarity, clothed in thght, it can

be seen.
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No one begins to write, Blanchot says, who is hatsaly somehow on the verge of this ruinous
look back, and yet the sole approach to that tgrpmint is writing. The form of the work's
demand is circular. It is like the demand Blanahmgines being made of Abraham: that, having
no son, he kill his son. And thus it is likexigence de la martWhat is one to do to die? More
than everything is required, less than nothinglked for.

Ann Smock
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It seems that we learn something about art wheaxperience what the wosslitudeis meant
to designate. This word has been much abused. @it does the expressitmbe alone
signify? When is one alone? Asking this questioousth not simply lead us into melancholy
reflections. Solitude as the world understands & hurt which requires no further comment
here.

We do not intend to evoke the artist's solitudeegit- that which is said to be necessary to him
for the practice of his art. When Rilke writes e ttountess of Solms-Laubach ( August 3,



1907), "For weeks, except for two short interrupsipl haven't pronounced a single word; my
solitude has finally encircled me and | am insideefforts just as the core is in the fruit,” the
solitude of which he speaks is not the essentlalide. It is concentration.

The Solitude of the Work

In the solitude of the work -- the work of art, titerary work -- we discover a more essential
solitude. It excludes the complacent isolationnafividualism; it has nothing to do with the quest
for singularity. The fact that one sustains a statwattitude throughout the disciplined course of
the day does not dissipate it. He who writes thekusset aside; he who has written it is
dismissed. He who is dismissed, moreover, doesaivkt. This ignorance preserves him. It
distracts him by authorizing him to persevere. Whiger never knows whether the work is done.
What he has finished in one book, he starts oveestroys in another. Valéry, celebrating this
infinite quality which the work enjoys, still seesly its least problematic aspect. That the work
is infinite means, for him, that the artist, thougtable to finish it, can nevertheless make it the
delimited site of an endless task whose incompésen
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develops the mastery of the mind, expresses thésamya expresses it by developing it in the
form of power. At a certain moment, circumstanedbat is, history, in the person of the
publisher or in the guise of financial exigencEsgial duties -- pronounce the missing end, and
the artist, freed by a dénouement of pure condtrainsues the unfinished matter elsewhere.

The infinite nature of the work, seen thus, is jhgt mind's infiniteness. The mind wants to
fulfill itself in a single work, instead of realizg itself in an infinity of works and in history's
ongoing movement. But Valéry was by no means a.éedound it good to talk about
everything, to write on everything: thus the saatietotality of the world distracted him from the
unique and rigorous totality of the work, from winise amiably let himself be diverted. Téte

hid behind the diversity of thoughts and subjects.

However, the work -- the work of art, the literavgrk -- is neither finished nor unfinished: it is.
What it says is exclusively this: that it is -- amathing more. Beyond that it is nothing. Whoever
wants to make it express more finds nothing, fitds it expresses nothing. He whose life
depends upon the work, either because he is arwriteecause he is a reader, belongs to the
solitude of that which expresses nothing exceptbi being the word which language
shelters by hiding it, or causes to appear wheguage itself disappears into the silent void of
the work.

The solitude of the work has as its primary framewtbe absence of any defining criteria. This
absence makes it impossible ever to declare thk fvoshed or unfinished. The work is without
any proof, just as it is without any use. It cde'tverified. Truth can appropriate it, renown
draws attention to it, but the existence it thugusi@s doesn't concern it. This demonstrability
renders it neither certain nor real -- does noterniaknanifest.

The work is solitary: this does not mean thatmaes uncommunicable, that it has no reader.
But whoever reads it enters into the affirmationhef work's solitude, just as he who writes it
belongs to the risk of this solitude.



The Work, the Book

In order to examine more closely what such statésriseckon us toward, perhaps we should try
to see where they originate. The writer writes alpdut the book is not yet the work. There is a
work only
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when, through it, and with the violence of a begigrwhich is proper to it, the wotakingis
pronounced. This event occurs when the work becoh@mtimacy between someone who
writes it and someone who reads it. One might,,tvemder: if solitude is the writer's risk, does
it not express the fact that he is turned, orietwedard the open violence of the work, of which
he never grasps anything but the substitute -apipeoach and the illusion in the form of the
book? The writer belongs to the work, but what bgkto him is only a book, a mute collection
of sterile words, the most insignificant thing hetworld. The writer who experiences this void
believes only that the work is unfinished, andhieks that a little more effort, along with some
propitious moments, will permit him and him aloodinish it. So he goes back to work. But
what he wants to finish by himself remains interafile; it involves him in an illusory task. And
the work, finally, knows him not. It closes in arelihis absence as the impersonal, anonymous
affirmation that it is -- and nothing more. Thisabat is meant by the observation that the writer,
since he only finishes his work at the moment les dnever knows of his work. One ought
perhaps to turn this remark around. For isn't theewdead as soon as the work exists? He
sometlimes has such a presentiment himself: an gsiore of being ever so strangely out of
work. =

Noli Me Legere

The same situation can also be described this tlaywriter never reads his work. It is, for him,
illegible, a secret. He cannot linger in its presenit is a secret because he is separated from it.
However, his inability to read the work is not agly negative phenomenon. It is, rather, the
writer's only real relation to what we call the Wwofhe

'This situation is different from that of the manalabors and accomplishes his task only to
have it escape him by being transformed in the dvailhat man makes undergoes
transformation, but it undergoes this change innthdd, and man recaptures it through the
world. Or at least he can regain it if alienatiemot immobilized -expropriated for the pro
of certain others -- but is pursued rather, rightaithe world's own full realization.

On the contrary, what the writer aims at is thekyand what he writes is a book. The book,
as such, can become an effective event in the wWarndction, however, which is always
reticent and insufficient), but it is not actioratithe writer aims at. It is the work. And what
makes the book the substitute for the work sufftoamake it a thing which, like the work,
doesn't stem from the truth of the world, but im@dt vain, inasmuch as it has neither the
reality of the work nor the seriousness of gent&s&s undertaken in the world.
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abruptNoli me legeréorings forth, where there is still only a booke thorizon of a different
strength. ThidNoli me legeras a fleeting experience, although immediates hot the force of



an interdict, but, through the play and the seriseoods, the insistent, the rude and poignant
affirmation that what is there, in the global preszof a definitive text, still witholds itself the
rude and biting void of refusal -- or excludes,hatite authority of indifference, him who, having
written it, yet wants to grasp it afresh by readin@he impossibility of reading is the discovery
that now, in the space opened by creation, thame more room for creation. And, for the
writer, no other possibility than to keep on wigithis work. No one who has written the work
can linger close to it. For the work is the vergidmn which dismisses him, cuts him off, makes
of him a survivor, without work. He becomes theringler upon whom art does not depend.

The writer cannot abide near the work. He can amlte it; he can, once it is written, only
discern its approach in the abriyili me legeravhich moves him away, which sets him apart or
which obliges him to go back to that "separatiofiich he first entered in order to become
attuned to what he had to write. So that now hasfinimself as if at the beginning of his task
again and discovers again the proximity, the erirgtimhacy of the outside from which he could
not make an abode.

Perhaps this ordeal points us toward what we alersg The writer's solitude, that condition
which is the risk he runs, seems to come from &lsriging, in the work, to what always
precedes the work. Through him, the work comeslieiag; it constitutes the resolute solidity of
a beginning. But he himself belongs to a time ridgdhe indecisiveness inherent in beginning
over again. The obsession which ties him to aleged theme, which obliges him to say over
again what he has already said -- sometimes watlsttength of an enriched talent, but
sometimes with the prolixity of an extraordinaiitypoverishing repetitiveness, with ever less
force, more monotony -- illustrates the necessityich apparently determines his efforts, that he
always come back to the same point, pass againtllwesame paths, persevere in starting over
what for him never starts, and that he belong écsthedow of events, not their reality, to the
image, not the object, to what allows words themeseto become images, appearances -- not
signs, values, the power of truth.
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Tyrannical Prehension

Sometimes, when a man is holding a pencil, his et release it no matter how badly he
wants to let it go. Instead, the hand tightensearathan open. The other hand intervenes more
successfully, but then the hand which one mightstelk makes a slow, tentative movement and
tries to catch the departing object. The strangetis the slowness of this movement. The hand
moves in a tempo which is scarcely human: notdhatable action, not that of hope either, but
rather the shadow of time, the hand being itselfsinadow of a hand slipping ghostlike toward
an object that has become its own shadow. This bapdriences, at certain moments, a very
great need to seize: it must grasp the pencigstth. It receives an order, an imperious
command. This phenomenon is known as "tyrannicghgmsion.”

The writer seems to be the master of his pen; hdoeaome capable of great mastery over words
and over what he wants to make them express. Buhastery only succeeds in putting him,
keeping him in contact with the fundamental pasgmwihere the word, no longer anything but its
appearance -- the shadow of a word -- never candstered or even grasped. It remains the
ungraspable which is also unreleasable: the indeasoment of fascination.



The writer's mastery is not in the hand that writkee "sick” hand that never lets the pencil go --
that can't let it go because what it holds it ddesally hold; what it holds belongs to the realm
of shadows, and it is itself a shade. Mastery abadnaracterizes the other hand, the one that
doesn't write and is capable of intervening atritjet moment to seize the pencil and put it
aside. Thus mastery consists in the power to stdmg, to interrupt what is being written,
thereby restoring to the present instant its rigkddecisive trenchancy.

We must start questioning again. We have saidtiieatvriter belongs to the work, but that what
belongs to him, what he finishes by himself, isyanbook: "by himself' corresponds to the
restriction "only." The writer is never face to éawith the work, and when there is a work, he
doesn't know it; or, more precisely, even this rigmee is unknown to him, is only granted him
in the impossibility of reading, the ambiguous exgece that puts him back to work.

The writer goes back to work. Why doesn't he ceageng? Why, if he breaks with the work, as
Rimbaud did, does this break strike us as a
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mysterious impossibility? Does he just desire &goeiproduct, and if he does not cease to work
at it, is it simply because perfection is neveffgerenough? Does he even write in the
expectation of a work? Does he bear it always imdnais that which would put an end to his
task, as the goal worthy of so much effort? NalkatThe work is never that in anticipation of
which one can write (in prospect of which one wodi@te to the process of writing as to the
exercise of some power).

The fact that the writer's task ends with his lifées another fact: that, through this task, s li
slides into the distress of the infinite.

The Interminable, the Incessant

The solitude which the work visits on the writeveals itself in this: that writing is now the
interminable, the incessant. The writer no longdohgs to the magisterial realm where to
express oneself means to express the exactituddnamertainty of things and values according
to the sense of their limits. What he is to wrigdivers the one who has to write to an affirmation
over which he has no authority, which is itselflwitit substance, which affirms nothing, and yet
is not repose, not the dignity of silence, fositihat still speaks when everything has been said.
This affirmation doesn't precede speech, becaysevents speech from beginning, just as it
takes away from language the right and the powenttéorupt itself. To write is to break the

bond that unites the word with myself. It is to tieg the relation which, determining that |
speak toward "you," gives me room to speak withenunderstanding which my word receives
from you (for my word summons you, and is the sumsnihat begins in me because it finishes
in you). To write is to break this bond. To wrise moreover, to withdraw language from the
world, to detach it from what makes it a power ade@ to which, when | speak, it is the world
that declares itself, the clear light of day thewelops through tasks undertaken, through action
and time.

Writing is the interminable, the incessant. Thetevriit is said, gives up saying "l." Kafka
remarks, with surprise, with enchantment, thatdedntered into literature as soon as he can
substitute "He" for "I." This is true, but the tefarmation is much more profound. The writer



belongs to a language which no one speaks, whiatideessed to no one, which has no center,
and which reveals nothing. He may believe thatffieres himself in this language, but what he
affirms is altogether deprived of self. To the extéhat, being a writer, he does
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justice to what requires writing, he can never agaipress himself, any more than he can appeal
to you, or even introduce another's speech. Wheis, lonly being speaks -- which means that
language doesn't speak any more, but is. It devised§to the pure passivity of being.

If to write is to surrender to the interminableg thriter who consents to sustain writing's essence
loses the power to say "I." And so he loses thegodaw make others say "I." Thus he can by no
means give life to characters whose liberty woddybaranteed by his creative power. The
notion of characters, as the traditional form @ tiovel, is only one of the compromises by
which the writer, drawn out of himself by literaguin search of its essence, tries to salvage his
relations with the world and himself.

To write is to make oneself the echo of what cameasse speaking -- and since it cannot, in
order to become its echo | have, in a way, to sédh | bring to this incessant speech the
decisiveness, the authority of my own silence. keserceptible by my silent mediation, the
uninterrupted affirmation, the giant murmuring upeanich language opens and thus becomes
image, becomes imaginary, becomes a speaking depthdistinct plenitude which is empty.
This silence has its source in the effacement tdwadrich the writer is drawn. Or else, it is the
resource of his mastery, the right of interventidrich the hand that doesn't write retains -- the
part of the writer which can always say no and, whecessary, appeal to time, restore the
future.

When we admire the tone of a work, when we resporitd tone as to its most authentic aspect,
what are we referring to? Not to style, or to thieiest and virtues of the language, but to this
silence precisely, this vigorous force by which Wréer, having been deprived of himself,
having renounced himself, has in this effacemenéribeless maintained the authority of a
certain power: the power decisively to be stilltlsat in this silence what speaks without
beginning of end might take on form, coherence,serte.

The tone is not the writer's voice, but the intignatthe silence he imposes upon the word. This
implies that the silence is stfiis -- what remains of him in the discretion that deits aside.
The tone makes great writers, but perhaps the garidifferent to what makes them great.

In the effacement toward which he is summoned;dheat writer” still holds back; what speaks
is no longer he himself, but neither is it the stebipping away of no one's word. For he
maintains the authoritative though silent affirroatof the effaced "I." He keeps the cutting
edge, the violent swiftness of active time, of ithetant.
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Thus he preserves himself within the work; wheezehs no more restraint, he contains himself.
But the work also retains, because of this, a etnteis not altogether its own interior.



The writer we call classic -- at least in Francsaerifices within himself the idiom which is
proper to him, but he does so in order to give e@dacthe universal. The calm of a regular form,
the certainty of a language free from idiosyncragyere impersonal generality speaks, secures
him a relation with truth -- with truth which is y@nd the person and purports to be beyond time.
Then literature has the glorious solitude of reativat rarefied life at the heart of the whole
which would require resolution and courage if fi@ason were not in fact the stability of an
ordered aristocratic society; that is, the nobtestection of a part of society which concentrates
the whole within itself by isolating itself well alze what sustains it.

When to write is to discover the interminable, Wréer who enters this region does not leave
himself behind in order to approach the univerdaldoes not move toward a surer world, a
finer or better justified world where everything w be ordered according to the clarity of the
impartial light of day. He does not discover thenadble language which speaks honorably for
all. What speaks in him is the fact that, in ong waanother, he is no longer himself; he isn't
anyone any more. The third person substitutingtfer'l": such is the solitude that comes to the
writer on account of the work. It does not dendigctive disinterestedness, creative
detachment. It does not glorify consciousness imesme other than myself or the evolution of a
human vitality which, in the imaginary space of werk of art, would retain the freedom to say
"I." The third person is myself become no one, nigilocutor turned alien; it is my no longer
being able, where | am, to address myself andnileility of whoever addresses me to say "I"; it
is his not being himself.

Recourse to the "Journal"

It is perhaps striking that from the moment the knleecomes the search for art, from the
moment it becomes literature, the writer incredyifegls the need to maintain a relation to
himself. His feeling is one of extreme repugnartdesing his grasp upon himself in the
interests of that neutral force, formless and bereny destiny, which is behind everything that
gets written. This repugnance, or apprehensiamvisaled by the concern, characteristic of so
many authors, to compose what they call
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their "journal.” Such a preoccupation is far rentbfrem the complacent attitudes usually
described as Romantic. The journal is not essgntiahfessional; it is not one's own story. It is
a memorial. What must the writer remember? Himsetfo he is when he isn't writing, when he
lives daily life, when he is alive and true, notridyand bereft of truth. But the tool he uses in
order to recollect himself is, strangely, the velsment of forgetfulness: writing. That is why,
however, the truth of the journal lies not in theeresting, literary remarks to be found there, but
in the insignificant details which attach it to lgaieality. The journal represents the series of
reference points which a writer establishes in otadd&eep track of himself when he begins to
suspect the dangerous metamorphosis to whichéeissed. It is a route that remains viable; it
is something like a watchman's walkway upon ranspgsrallel to, overlooking, and sometimes
skirting around the other path -- the one whergtrtay is the endless task. Here true things are
still spoken of. Here, whoever speaks retains &manand speaks in this name, and the dates he
notes down belong in a shared time where what hmepeally happens. The journal -- this book
which is apparently altogether solitary -- is oftentten out of fear and anguish at the solitude
which comes to the writer on account of the work.



The recourse to the journal indicates that he whtesvdoesn't want to break with contentment.
He doesn't want to interrupt the propriety of daysch really are days and which really follow
one upon the other. The journal roots the movemewtiting in time, in the humble succession
of days whose dates preserve this routine. Peslubasis written there is already nothing but
insincerity; perhaps it is said without regardtioth. But it is said in the security of the evdnt.
belongs to occupations, incidents, the affairdhefworld -- to our active present. This continuity
is nil and insignificant, but at least it is irregile. It is a pursuit that goes beyond itself &ogv
tomorrow, and proceeds there definitively.

The journal indicates that already the writer idavger capable of belonging to time through the
ordinary certainty of action, through the sharedossns of common tasks, of an occupation,
through the simplicity of intimate speech, the &of unreflecting habit. He is no longer truly
historical; but he doesn't want to waste time ejtaed since he doesn't know anymore how to
do anything but write, at least he writes in reggoto his everyday history and in accord with
the preoccupations of daily life. It happens thatews who keep a journal are the most literary
of all, but perhaps this is precisely because #veyd,
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thus, the extreme of literature, if literature IBrmately the fascinating realm of time's absence.

The Fascination of Time's Absence

To write is to surrender to the fascination of teresence. Now we are doubtless approaching
the essence of solitude. Time's absence is notedymegative mode. It is the time when nothing
begins, when initiative is not possible, when, befihe affirmation, there is already a return of
the affirmation. Rather than a purely negative mdtde, on the contrary, a time without
negation, without decision, when here is nowheneels and each thing withdraws into its
image while the "I" that we are recognizes itsglsmking into the neutrality of a featureless
third person. The time of time's absence has neepteno presence. This "no present” does not,
however, refer back to a past. Olden days haditgrety the active force of now. Memory still
bears witness to this active force. It frees menfiehat otherwise would recall me; it frees me
by giving me the means of calling freely upon thstpof ordering it according to my present
intention. Memory is freedom of the past. But whas no present will not accept the present of
a memory either. Memory says of the event: it omas and now it will never be again. The
irremediable character of what has no presenthaitys not even there as having once been
there, says: it never happened, never for a first,tand yet it starts over, again, again, infigite

It is without end, without beginning. It is withoatfuture.

The time of time's absence is not dialecticalhis time what appears is the fact that nothing
appears. What appears is the being deep withirglseabbsence, which is when there is nothing
and which, as soon as there is something, is rgelofor it is as if there were no beings except
through the loss of being, when being lacks. Thensal which, in time's absence, points us
constantly back to the presence of absence --olthig presence as absence, to absence as its
own affirmation (an affirmation in which nothingagfirmed, in which nothing never ceases to
affirm itself with the exhausting insistence of thdefinite) -- this movement is not dialectical.
Contradictions do not exclude each other in it; an@rthey reconciled. Only time itself, during
which negation becomes our power, permits the ywfitontraries.” In time's absence what is



new renews nothing; what is present is not conteargpwhat is present presents nothing, but
represents itself and belongs henceforth and alteageturn. It isn't, but comes back
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again. It comes already and forever past, so tgatehation to it is not one of cognition, but of
recognition, and this recognition ruins in me tlogvpr of knowing, the right to grasp. It makes
what is ungraspable inescapable; it never letseasecreaching what | cannot attain. And that
which | cannot take, | must take up again, nevéettgo.

This time is not the ideal immobility which the narfeternal” glorifies. In the region we are
trying to approach, here has collapsed into nowhmrenowhere is nonetheless here, and this
empty, dead time is a real time in which deathrésent -- in which death happens but doesn't
stop happening, as if, by happening, it renderedlsthe time in which it could happen. The
dead present is the impossibility of making anyspree real -- an impossibility which is present,
which is there as the present's double, the shaddle present which the present bears and
hides in itself. When | am alone, | am not along, in this present, | am already returning to
myself in the form of Someone. Someone is thererevham alone. The fact of being alone is
my belonging to this dead time which is not my timeyours, or the time we share in common,
but Someone's time. Someone is what is still ptesban there is no one. Where | am alone, |
am not there; no one is there, but the impersen#éhée outside, as that which prevents, precedes,
and dissolves the possibility of any personal il@atSomeone is the faceless third person, the
They of which everybody and anybody is part, bubwapart of it? Never anyone in particular,
never you and I. Nobody is part of the They. "Thieglongs to a region which cannot be brought
to light, not because it hides some secret alienjorevelation or even because it is radically
obscure, but because it transforms everything whashaccess to it, even light, into anonymous,
impersonal being, the Nontrue, the Nonreal yet gdthere. The They is, in this respect, what
appears up very close when someone dies.

When | am alone, the light of day is only the loa dwelling place. It is intimacy with the
outside which has no location and affords no &stning here makes the one who comes
belong to dispersal, to the fissure where the extes the intrusion that stifles, but is also
nakedness, the chill of the enclosure that leanesutterly exposed. Here the only space is its
vertiginous separation. Here fascination reigns.

“When | am alone, it is not | who am there, and iét from you that | stay away, or from
others, or from the world. So begins the reflectidnich investigates "the essential solitude
and solitude in the world.” See, on this subjeat] ander this title, certain pages in the
Appendixes.
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The Image

Why fascination? Seeing presupposes distance,dmoess which separates, the power to stay
out of contact and in contact avoid confusion. Sgeneans that this separation has nevertheless
become an encounter. But what happens when whagemualthough at a distance, seems to
touch you with a gripping contact, when the marofeseeing is a kind of touch, when seeing is
contactat a distance? What happens when what is seersesjiself upon the gaze, as if the



gaze were seized, put in touch with the appearawte® happens is not an active contact, not
the initiative and action which there still is mat touching. Rather, the gaze gets taken in,
absorbed by an immobile movement and a depthlegs feéhat is given us by this contact at a
distance is the image, and fascination is passiothé image.

What fascinates us robs us of our power to giveesdhabandons its "sensory" nature, abandons
the world, draws back from the world, and drawsilesg. It no longer reveals itself to us, and
yet it affirms itself in a presence foreign to teenporal present and to presence in space.
Separation, which was the possibility of seeinggtates at the very center of the gaze into
impossibility. The look thus finds, in what makéepassible, the power that neutralizes it, neither
suspending nor arresting it, but on the contraey@nting it from ever finishing, cutting it off

from any beginning, making of it a neutral, direaless gleam which will not go out, yet does
not clarify -- the gaze turned back upon itself aluted in a circle. Here we have an immediate
expression of that reversal which is the esseneseldfide. Fascination is solitude's gaze. It is
the gaze of the incessant and interminable. Ihintlhess is vision still, vision which is no longer
the possibility of seeing, but the impossibilityrajt seeing, the impossibility which becomes
visible and perseveres -- always and always --visian that never comes to an end: a dead
gaze, a gaze become the ghost of an eternal vision.

Of whoever is fascinated it can be said that hesiioperceive any real object, any real figure,
for what he sees does not belong to the worldatitye but to the indeterminate milieu of
fascination. This milieu is, so to speak, absolDistance is not excluded from it, but is
immeasurable. Distance here is the limitless dbpthnd the image, a lifeless profundity,
unmanipulable, absolutely present although notrgiwhere objects sink away when they depart
from their sense, when they collapse into theirgead his milieu of fascination, where what one
sees seizes sight and renders it interminable,enhergaze
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coagulates into light, where light is the absolyleam of an eye one doesn't see but which one
doesn't cease to see since it is the mirror imagaas own look -- this milieu is utterly
attractive. Fascinating. It is light which is ald® abyss, a light one sinks into, both terrifying
and tantalizing.

If our childhood fascinates us, this happens bexabgdhood is the moment of fascination, is
itself fascinated. And this golden age seems bathadight which is splendid because
unrevealed. But it is only that this light is fayeito revelation, has nothing to reveal, is pure
reflection, a ray which is still only the gleamanf image. Perhaps the force of the maternal
figure receives its intensity from the very forddascination, and one might say then, that if the
mother exerts this fascinating attraction it isdhese, appearing when the child lives altogether in
fascination's gaze, she concentrates in herseli@lpowers of enchantment. It is because the
child is fascinated that the mother is fascinatarg] that is also why all the impressions of early
childhood have a kind of fixity which comes fronséanation.

Whoever is fascinated doesn't see, properly spgakinat he sees. Rather, it touches him in an
immediate proximity; it seizes and ceaselessly drim close, even though it leaves him
absolutely at a distance. Fascination is fundanighitaked to neutral, impersonal presence, to
the indeterminate They, the immense, faceless Seeé&@scination is the relation the gaze



entertains -- a relation which is itself neutratlampersonal -- with sightless, shapeless depth,
the absence one sees because it is blinding.

Writing

To write is to enter into the affirmation of thdisale in which fascination threatens. It is to
surrender to the risk of time's absence, wheraalstarting over reigns. It is to pass from the

first to the third person, so that what happermméchappens to no one, is anonymous insofar as it
concerns me, repeats itself in an infinite disdemawrite is to let fascination rule language. It

is to stay in touch, through language, in languaggh the absolute milieu where the thing
becomes image again, where the image, insteadudirad to some particular feature, becomes

an allusion to the featureless, and instead ofra ftrawn upon absence, becomes the formless

presence of this absence, the opaque, empty openiaghat which is when there is no more
world, when there is no world yet.
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Why? Why should writing have to do with this essardolitude, the solitude whose essence is
the dissimulation that appears t?

*We will not try here to answer this question diledtVe will only ask: just as the statue
glorifies the marble, and insofar as all art meandraw into the light of day the elemental
deep which the world, in order to affirm itselfgages and resists, doesn't the language of the
poem, of literature, compare to ordinary languagtha image compares to the thing? One
likes to think that poetry is a language which, enttvan others, favors images. This is
probably an allusion to a much more essential toamstion -- the poem is not a poem
because it contains a certain number of figuresaph®rs, comparisons; on the contrary, the
poem's particular character is that nothing imiictions as an image. So we must express
what we are seeking differently: in literature, slo€language itself become altogether
image? We do not mean a language containing in@gease that casts reality in figures, but
one which is its own image, an image of languagd (et a figurative language), or yet
again, an imaginary language, one which no onekspedanguage, that is, which issues
from its own absence, the way the image emerges t@goabsence of the thing; a language
addressing itself to the shadow of events as wetlto their reality, and this because of the
fact that the words which express them are, notssigut images, images of words, and
words where things turn into images.

What are we seeking to represent by saying this& not on a path leading back to
suppositions happily abandoned, analogous to thenmich used to define art as imitation, a
copy of the real? If, in the poem, language becadtsesvn image, doesn't this mean that
poetic language is always second, secondary? Aicgptd the common analysis, the image
comes after the object. It is the object's contiloua \We see, then we imagine. After the
object comes the image. "After" seems to indicatesdination. We really speak, then we
speak in our imagination, of we imagine ourselyesaking. Wouldn't poetic language be the
copy, the dim shadow, the transposition -- in a&epahere the requirements of effectiveness
are attenuated -- of the sole speaking languagepdshaps the common analysis is
mistaken. Perhaps, before going further, one otagask: but what is the image? (See, in the
Appendixes, the pages entitléthe Two Versions of the Imaginary."
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Approaching Literature's Space
-35-
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The poem -- literature -- seems to be linked tpaken word which cannot be interrupted
because it does not speak; it is. The poem ishi®itord itself, for the poem is a beginning,
whereas this word never begins, but always spaais and is always starting over. However,
the poet is the one who has heard this word, wkarede himself into an ear attuned to it, its
mediator, and who has silenced it by pronouncinghts word is close to the poem's origin, for
everything original is put to the test by the shemwerlessness inherent in starting over -- this
sterile prolixity, the surplus of that which can mlathing, which never is the work, but ruins it
and in it restores the unending lack of work. Ppstthis word is the source of the poem, but it is
a source that must somehow be dried up in ordee¢ome a spring. For the poet -- the one who
writes, the "creator” -- could never derive the kvfstom the essential lack of work. Never could
he, by himself, cause the pure opening words togporth from what is at the origin. That is
why the work is a work only when it becomes thémaicy shared by someone who writes it and
someone who reads it, a space violently opened tipebcontest between the power to speak
and the power to hear. And the one who writessisyall, one who has "heard" the interminable
and incessant, who has heard it as speech, hasciito this understanding with it, has lived
with its demand, has become lost in it and yetrder to have sustained it, has necessarily made
it stop -- has, in this intermittence, renderepkitceptible, has proffered it by firmly reconciling

it with this limit. He has mastered it by imposimgasure.
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Mallarmé's Experience

Here we must appeal to references that are welkrtoday and that hint at the transformation
to which Mallarmé was exposed as soon as he totkgito heart. These references are by no
means anecdotal in character. When Mallarmé affitiriglt the very disquieting symptoms
caused by the sole act of writing," it is the lastds which matter. With them an essential
situation is brought to light. Something extremgrasped, something which has for its context
and substance "the sole act of writing." Writingp@ars as an extreme situation which
presupposes a radical reversal. Mallarmé allude$i\oto this reversal when he says:
"Unfortunately, by digging this thoroughly into ey, | have encountered two abysses which
make me despair. One is Nothingness" (the absdr@ed) the other is his own death). Here too
it is the flattest expression that is rich with senthe one which, in the most unpretentious
fashion, seems simply to remind us of a craftsmprdgedure. "By digging into verse," the poet
enters that time of distress which is caused bygtus' absence. Mallarmé's phrase is startling.
Whoever goes deeply into poetry escapes from asragrtitude, meets with the absence of the
gods, lives in the intimacy of this absence, be@rasponsible for it, assumes its risk, and



endures its favor. Whoever digs at verse must necmall idols; he has to break with everything.
He cannot have truth for his horizon, or the futasehis element, for he has no right to hope. He
has, on the contrary, to despair. Whoever delviesviarse dies; he encounters his death as an
abyss.

The Crude Word and the Essential Word

When he seeks to define the aspect of languagehwtiie sole act of writing" disclosed to him,
Mallarmé acknowledges a "double condition of thedyarude or immediate on the one hand,
essential on the
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other." This distinction itself is crude, yet ddtilt to grasp, for Mallarmé attributes the same
substance to the two aspects of language whiclskiaglishes so absolutely. In order to
characterize each, he lights on the same termhasitsilence." The crude word is pure silence:
"It would, perhaps, be enough for anyone who wemexchange human speech, silently to take
or put in someone else's hand a coin." Silentetbes, because meaningless, crude language is
an absence of words, a pure exchange where noghaxghanged, where there is nothing real
except the movement of exchange, which is nottuog.it turns out the same for the word
confided to the questing poet -- that language whdsole force lies in its not being, whose very
glory is to evoke, in its own absence, the absehewerything. This language of the unreal, this
fictive language which delivers us to fiction, cavieom silence and returns to silence.

Crude speech "has a bearing upon the reality ng#hi "Narration, instruction, even
description” give us the presence of things, "repné&’' them. The essential word moves them
away, makes them disappear. It is always allusiseiggests, evokes. But what is it, then, to
remove "a fact of nature,” to grasp it through titisence, to "transpose it into its vibratory,
almost-disappearance"? To speak, but also to tesdentially. Thought is the pure word. In
thought we must recognize the supreme languagesevack is all that the extreme variety of
different tongues permits us to grasp. "Since itoktis to write without appurtenances or
whispers, but with the immortal word still tachetworld's diversity of idioms keeps anyone
from proffering expressions which otherwise woudd im one stroke, the truth itself materially."
(This is Cratylus's ideal, but also the definitmfrautomatic writing.) One is thus tempted to say
that the language of thought is poetic languagespeellence, and that sense -- the pure notion,
the idea -- must become the poet's concern, siradene frees us from the weight of things, the
amorphous natural plenitude. "Poetry, close tadka."

However, the crude word is by no means crude. \ifm@presents is not present. Mallarmé does
not want "to include, upon the subtle paper he.ittrinsic and dense wood of trees." But
nothing is more foreign to the tree than the woe@, as it is used nonetheless by everyday
language. A word which does not name anything, Wwhimes not represent anything, which does
not outlast itself in any way, a word which is eoen a word and which disappears marvelously
altogether and at once in its usage: what couleshdwe worthy of the essential and
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closer to silence? True, it "serves." Apparentht tinakes all the difference. We are used to it, it
is usual, useful. Through it we are in the wortdefers us back to the life of the world where



goals speak and the concern to achieve them onctaall is the rule. Granted, this crude word
is a pure nothing, nothingness itself. But it ishilogness in action: that which acts, labors,
constructs. It is the pure silence of the negatilieeh culminates in the noisy feverishness of
tasks.

In this respect, the essential word is exactlyoggosite. It is a rule unto itself; it is imposing,

but it imposes nothing. It is also well removedirthought which always pushes back the
elemental obscurity, for verse "attracts no leasithdisengages,” "polishes all the scattered ore,
unknown and floating." In verse, words become "@ets" again, and the wordlit, despite its
brilliance, becomes night's intimacy.

In crude or immediate speech, language as langsaient. But beings speak in it. And, as a
consequence of thesewhich is its purpose -- because, that is, it seprémarily to put us in
connection with objects, because it is a tool woald of tools where what speaks is utility and
value -- beings speak in it as values. They taktherstable appearance of objects existing one
by one and assume the certainty of the immutable.

The crude word is neither crude nor immediate.iBgitves the illusion of being so. It is
extremely reflective; it is laden with history. Batost often -- and as if we were unable in the
ordinary course of events to know that we are tigamof time, the guardians of becoming --
language seems to be the locus of an immediatatyten revelation. It seems to be the sign that
truth is immediate, always the same and alwaysiatisposal. Immediate language is perhaps
in fact a relation with the immediate world, witlnat is immediately close to us, our environs.
But the immediacy which common language communscttess is only veiled distance, the
absolutely foreign passing for the habitual, thEammliar which we take for the customary,
thanks to the veil which is language and becauskave grown accustomed to words' illusion.
Language has within itself the moment that hidel itas within itself, through this power to
hide itself, the

"Having regretted the fact that words are not "thehtmaterially” -- thajour, by virtue of its
sonority, is sombre analit brilliant -- Mallarmé finds in this shortcoming ofir various
tongues the justification of poetry. Verse is thisuperior complement.” "Philosophically, it
remunerates the lack in languages.” What is tlsls2danguages do not have the reality they
express, for they are foreign to the reality ohgs, foreign to obscure natural profundity, and
belong to that fictive reality which is the humaond, detached from being and a tool for
beings.
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force by which mediation (that which destroys immeg) seems to have the spontaneity, the
freshness, and the innocence of the origin. Monedkies power, which language exercises by
communicating to us the illusion of immediacy whierfiact it gives us only the habitual, makes
us believe that the immediate is familiar; and tanguage's power consists in making the
immediate appear to us not as the most terribfgthihich ought to overwhelm us -- the error
of the essential solitude -- but as the pleasagsurance of natural harmonies or the familiarity
of a native habitat.



In the language of the world, language as the befitghguage and as the language of being
keeps still. Thanks to this silence, beings spaad,in it they also find oblivion and rest. When
Mallarmé speaks of the essential language, pdhtedfime he opposes it only to this ordinary
language which gives us the reassuring illusioaroimmediacy which is actually only the
customary. At these junctures he takes up andbatés to literature the language of thought, that
silent movement which affirms in man his decisiant to be, to separate himself from being,
and, by making this separation real, to build tleelek This silence is the production and the
expression of signification itself. But this langesof thought is, all the same, "ordinary"
language as well. It always refers us back to tbddysometimes showing it to us in the infinite
qualities of a task and the risk of an undertaksmgnetimes as a stable position where we are
allowed to believe ourselves secure.

The poetic word, then, is no longer opposed onlyrthnary language, but also to the language
of thought. In poetry we are no longer referredkitache world, neither to the world as shelter
nor to the world as goals. In this language thddvwacedes and goals cease; the world falls
silent; beings with their preoccupations, theirjgets, their activity are no longer ultimately

what speaks. Poetry expresses the fact that baregguiet. But how does this happen? Beings
fall silent, but then it is being that tends toapand speech that wants to be. The poetic word is
no longer someone's word. In it no one speaksydrad speaks is not anyone. It seems rather
that the word alone declares itself. Then languakes on all of its importance. It becomes
essential. Language speaks as the essential, @and thhy the word entrusted to the poet can be
called the essential word. This means primarily tiards, having the initiative, are not obliged
to serve to designate anything or give voice taary but that they have their ends in
themselves. From here on, it is not Mallarmé wheagp, but language which speaks itself:
language as the work and the work as language.
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From this perspective, we rediscover poetry asvgepol universe of words where relations,
configurations, forces are affirmed through sodiwire, rhythmic mobility, in a unified and
sovereignly autonomous space. Thus the poet preduesrk of pure language, and language in
this work is its return to its essence. He createsbject made of language just as the painter,
rather than using colors to reproduce what is, sé®&k point at which his colors produce being.
Or again, the poet strives -- as Rilke did durirggExpressionist period, or as today perhaps
Ponge does -- to create the "poem-thing,"” whichld/be, so to speak, the language of mute
being. He wants to make of the poem something walidby itself will be form, existence, and
being: that is, the work.

We call this powerful linguistic construction -4ghstructure calculated to exclude chance, which
subsists by itself and rests upon itself -- thekwéind we call it being. But it is from this
perspective neither one nor the other. It is a wsirkce it is constructed, composed, calculated;
but in this sense it is a work like any work, |&ey object formed by professional intelligence
and skillful know-how. It is not a work of art, aovk which has art for its origin, through which
art is lifted from time's absence where nothingasomplished to the unique, dazzling
affirmation of the beginning. Likewise, the poemgdarstood as an independent object sufficing
to itself -- an object made out of language andtex for itself alone, a monad of words where
nothing is reflected but the nature of words peshaps in this respect a reality, a particular



being, having exceptional dignity and importanad; ibis a being, and for this reason it is by no
means close to being, to that which escapes armatation and every form of existence.

Mallarmé's Experience Proper

It seems that the specifically Mallarméan expemepegins at the moment when he moves from
consideration of the finished work which is alwayee particular poem or another, or a certain
picture, to the concern through which the work Imees the search for its origin and wants to
identify itself with its origin -- "horrible visiomf a pure work." Here lies Mallarmé's profundity;
here lies the concern which, for Mallarmeé, "theesadt of writing" encompasses. What is the
work? What is language in the work? When Mallarsiésanimself, "Does something like
Literature exist?," this question is literatureslfslit is
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literature when literature has become concernt$oown essence. Such a question cannot be
relegated. What is the result of the fact that aeehiterature? What is implied about being if
one states that "something like Literature exists"?

Mallarmé had the most profoundly tormented awareoéshe particular nature of literary
creation. The work of art reduces itself to beifigat is its task: to be, to make present "those
very wordsit is . . . There lies all the mystery.But at the same time it cannot be said that the
work belongs to being, that it exists. On the canytrwhat must be said is that it never exists in
the manner of a thing or a being in general. Whadtrbe said, in answer to our question, is that
literature does not exist or again that if it tapésce, it does so as something "not taking place i
the form of any object that exists." Granted, laggiis present -- "'made evident" -- in it:
language is affirmed in literature with more auttyothan in any other form of human activity.
But it is wholly realized in literature, which ig say that it has only the reality of the wholasit
all -- and nothing else, always on the verge oSpasfrom all to nothing. This passage is
essential; it belongs to the essence of languagpulse, precisely, nothing operates in words.
Words, we know, have the power to make things gieap to make them appear as things that
have vanished. This appearance is only that opgesarance; this presence too returns to
absence through the movement of wear and erosiarhwhthe soul and the life of words,
which draws light from their dimming, clarity frothe dark. But words, having the power to
make things "arise" at the heart of their abseneerds which are masters of this absence --
also have the power to disappear in it themsetoeshsent themselves marvelously in the midst
of the totality which they realize, which they pl@m as they annihilate themselves therein,
which they accomplish eternally by destroying thelvess there endlessly. This act of self-
destruction is in every respect similar to the esgestrange event of suicide which, precisely,
gives to the supreme instantlgftur all its truth.2

°A letter toVielé-Griffin, 8 August 1891 . . There is nothing in this that | don't telyself,
less well, in the uneven whisperings of my soliteopversations, but where you are the
diviner, it is, yes, relative to those very woriss; they are the subject of notes | have been
working on, and they reign in the furthest reaabfesiy mind. There lies all the mystery: to
establish the secret identities through a two-by-ivinich wears and erodes objects, in the
name of a central purity."

3We refer the reader to another section of this bHhke Work and Death's Spacgiie study



specifically devoted to thigitur experience. This experience can be discussedidrdn a
more central point in literature's space has beaohed. In his very important essékie
Interior Distance Georges Poulet shows thgitur is "a perfect example of philosophic
suicide." He suggests thereby that for Mallarmé,gbem depends upon a profound
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The Central Point

Such is the central point. Mallarmé always comekva it as though he were returning to the
intimacy of the risk to which the literary expergenexposes us. This point is the one at which
complete realization of language coincides witldisappearance. Everything is pronounced
("Nothing," as Mallarmé says, "will remain unprate"); everything is word, yet the word is
itself no longer anything but the appearance oftwlaa disappeared -- the imaginary, the
incessant, and the interminable. This point is guonby itself.

On the one hand, in the work, it is what the walizes, how it affirms itself, the place where
the work must "allow no luminous evidence exceptxting.” In this sense, the central point is
the presence of the work, and the work alone miakgesent. But at the same time, this point is
"the presence of Midnight," the point anterior lostarting points, from which nothing ever
begins, the empty profundity of being's inertiattregion without issue and without reserve, in
which the work, through the artist, becomes theceam the endless search for its origin. Yes,
the center, the concentration of ambiguity. Itesytrue that only the work -- if we come toward
this point through the movement and strength ofatbek -- only the accomplishment of the
work makes it possible. Let us look again at therpowhat could be more real, more evident?
And language itself is "luminous evidence" withinTihis evidence, however, shows nothing,
rests upon nothing; it is the ungraspable in action

relation to death, and is possible only if deagbassible only if, through the sacrifice and
strain to which the poet exposes himself, deatlotmes power and possibility in him, only if
it is an act par excellence:

Death is the only act possible. Cornered as wéeairgeen a true material world whose
chance combinations take place in us regardless,@nd a false ideal world whose lie
paralyzes and bewitches us, we have only one nt#arslonger being at the mercy either of
nothingness or of chance. This unique means, thee act, is death. Voluntary death.
Through it we abolish ourselves, but through itals® found ourselves . . . It is this act of
voluntary death that Mallarmé committed. He comeaitit inlgitur.

We must, however, carry Poulet's remarks furtlggiur is an abandoned narrative which
bears witness to a certitude the poet was unabiteatotain. For it is not sure that death is an
act; it could be that suicide was not possible. Oake my own life? Do | have the power to
die?Un Coup de dés jamais n'abolira le has@domething like the answer in which this
qguestion dwells. And the "answer" intimates thattiovement which, in the work, is the
experience of death, the approach to it and itsiss®t the movement of possibility -- not
even of nothingness's possibility -- but ratheravement approaching the point at which the
work is put to the test by impossibility.
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There are neither terms nor moments. Where we thenkave words, "a virtual trail of fires"
shoots through us -- a swiftness, a scintillatixal@tion. A reciprocity: for what is not is
revealed in this flight; what there isn't is reflst in the pure grace of reflections that do not
reflect anything. Then, "everything becomes suspeinagmentary disposition with alternations
and oppositions.” Then, just as the tremor of tlreal turned into language gleams only to go
out, simultaneously the unfamiliar presence igm@i#d of real things turned into pure absence,
pure fiction: a glorious realm where "willed andisoy celebrations" shine forth their splendor.
One would like to say that the poem, like the pémaiuthat marks the time of time's abolition in
Igitur, oscillates marvelously between its presenceragikzge and the absence of the things of
the world. But this presence is itself oscillatpeypetuity: oscillation between the successive
unreality of terms that terminate nothing, andttital realization of this movement -- language,
that is, become the whole of language, where tiepof departing from and coming back to
nothing, affirmed in each word and annulled in i@glizes itself as a whole, "total rhythm,"
"with which, silence.”

In the poem, language is never real at any of theemts through which it passes, for in the
poem language is affirmed in its totality. Yet Imsttotality, where it constitutes its own essence
and where it is essential, it is also supremelgahit is the total realization of this unreality
absolute fiction which says "being" when, havingtwaway," "used up" all existing things,
having suspended all possible beings, it comegamst an indelible, irreducible residue. What
is left? "Those very wordg, is." Those words sustain all others by letting thdwesebe hidden

by all the others, and hidden thus, they are teegirce of all words, language's entire possibility
held in reserve. But when all words cease ("th&irtghey shimmer and die in a swift bloom
upon some transparency like ether's"), "those wenyls, it is," present themselves, "lightning
moment," "dazzling burst of light."

This lightning moment flashes from the work aslgegping brilliance of the work itself -- its

total presence all at once, its "simultaneous wisidhis moment is the one at which the work, in
order to give being and existence to the "feinthat "literature exists" -- declares the exclusion
of everything, but in this way, excludes itself,tkat the moment at which "every reality
dissolves" by the force of the poem is also the emnthe poem dissolves and, instantly done, is
instantly undone. This is in itself extremely amimgs. But the ambiguity touches something
more essential. For this moment, which is likewloek of the work, which outside of any
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signification, any historical or esthetic affirmati declares that the work is, depends on the
work's undergoing, at this very same moment, tdearwhich always ruins the work in advance
and always restores in it the unending lack of witt& vain superabundance of inertia.

Inertia's Profundity

Here lies the most hidden moment of the experiehleat the work must be the unique clarity of
that which grows dim and through which everythisgxtinguished -- that it can exist only
where the ultimate affirmation is verified by thémate negation -- this requirement we can still
comprehend, despite its going counter to our neegdace, simplicity, and sleep. Indeed, we
understand it intimately, as the intimacy of theigien which is ourselves and which gives us
being only when, at our risk and peril, we rejeavith fire and iron and with silent refusal --
being's permanence and protection. Yes, we carnrstade that the work is thus pure beginning,



the first and last moment when being presentd itselvay of the jeopardized freedom which
makes us exclude it imperiously, without, howeagain including it in the appearance of
beings. But this exigency, which makes the workatedbeing in the unique moment of rupture
-- "those very wordst is," the point which the work brilliantly illuminatesven while receiving

its consuming burst of light -- we must also conyered and feel that this point renders the work
impossible, because it never permits arrival attbek. It is a region anterior to the beginning
where nothing is made of being, and in which na@h@&accomplished. It is the depth of being's
inertia [désoeuvrement].

Thus it seems that the point to which the work $easlis not only the one where the work is
achieved in the apotheosis of its disappearanatere it announces the beginning, declaring
being in the freedom that excludes it -- but alsmoint to which the work can never lead us,
because this point is always already the one staftom which there never is any work.

Perhaps we make things too easy for ourselves vitaamg backwards along the movement of
our active life, content to reverse this movemeset think we grasp thereby the movement of
what we call art. It is the same facile procedtet persuades us we find the image by starting
from the object, and that causes us to say, "weshave the object, afterwards comes the
image," as if the image were simply the distancihg,refusal, the transposition of the object.
Similarly we like
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to say that art does not reproduce the thingseovbrld, does not imitate the "real,” and that art
is situated where, having taken leave of the orglimerld, the artist has bit by bit removed from
it everything useful, imitable, everything pertaigito active life. Art seems, from this point of
view, to be the silence of the world, the silencéhe neutralization of what is usual and
immediate in the world, just as the image seentetthe absence of the object.

Described thus, the movement in question pernsé&dfithe facilities of common analysis. This
fluency lets us believe that we grasp art, becadsenishes us with a means of representing to
ourselves the starting point of the artistic td&&kt this representation does not correspond to the
psychology of creation. An artist could never asciom the use he makes of an object in the
world to a picture in which this object has becartelt could never suffice for him to bracket
that use, to neutralize the object in order toreinte the freedom of the picture. On the contrary,
it is because, through a radical reversal, he @réalongs to the work's requirements that,
looking at a certain object, he is by no meanseamribseeit as it might be if it were out of use,
but makes of the object the point through whichwiogk's requirements pass and, consequently,
the moment at which the possible is attenuatedadtiens of value and utility effaced, and the
world "dissolves." It is because he already beldngmother time, to time's other, and because
he has abandoned time's labor to expose hims#iéttial of the essential solitude where
fascination threatens -- it is because he has appeal this "point” that, answering to the work's
demands from within this original belonging, herasdo look at the objects of the ordinary
world in a different way, neutralizing usefulnesghem, rendering them pure, elevating them
through continuous stylization to the simultaneaityl symmetry in which they become pictures.
In other words, one never ascends from "the wdddirt, even by the movement of refusal and
disqualification which we have described; rath@e goes always from art toward what appears
to be the neutralized appearances of the worlgpears so, really, only to the domesticated gaze



which is generally ours, that gaze of the inadegjspectator riveted to the world of goals and at
most capable of going from the world to the picture

No one who does not belong to the work as origim @woes not belong to that other time where
the work is concerned for its essence, will eveats a work. But whoever does belong to that
other time also belongs to the empty profunditineftia where nothing is ever made of being.
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To express this in yet another way: when an alfeooiliar expression seems to acknowledge
the poet's power to "give a purer sense to the svofdhe tribe,” are we to understand that the
poet is the one who, by talent or by creative gafaiie, is content to change "crude or
immediate” language into essential language, etay#te silent nullity of ordinary language to
the accomplished silence of the poem where, throluglapotheosis of disappearance, all is
present in the absence of all? By no means. Thaldame like imagining writing to consist
merely in using ordinary words with more mastergicher memory, or an ear more attuned to
their musical resources. Writing never consistgdrfecting the language in use, rendering it
purer. Writing begins only when it is the appro&eihat point where nothing reveals itself,
where, at the heart of dissimulation, speakingjilisb&it the shadow of speech, a language which
is still only its image, an imaginary language arldnguage of the imaginary, the one nobody
speaks, the murmur of the incessant and intermenabich one has teilenceif one wants, at
last, to be heard.

When we look at the sculptures of Giacometti, thewmevantage point where they are no longer
subject to the fluctuations of appearance or toxtbeement of perspective. One sees them
absolutely: no longer reduced, but withdrawn fraduction, irreducible, and, in space, masters
of space through their power to substitute for sgae unmalleable, lifeless profundity of the
imaginary. This point, whence we see them irredacituts us at the vanishing point ourselves;
it is the point at which here coincides with nowheFo write is to find this point. No one writes
who has not enabled language to maintain or progokéact with this point.

8-
The Work's Space and Its Demand
1
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The Work and the Errant Word

What can be said about this point?

First, let us try to assemble some of the trait&tvkhe approach to literature's space has enabled
us to recognize. Language, at this point, is nmbwer; it is not the power to tell. It is not atrou
disposal; there is in it nothing we can use. hiager the language | speak. | never express myself



with it, | never address you, and | never inviteiyanswer. All these features are negative in
form. But this negation only masks the more esakféct that in language at this point
everything reverts to affirmation: in this languageat denies affirms. For this language speaks
as absence. Wordless, it speaks already; whenseseit persists. It is not silent, because m thi
language silence speaks. The defining characteakbtrdinary language is that listening
comprises part of its very nature. But at this poirliterature's space, language is not to be
heard. Hence the risk of the poetic function. Tbetps he who hears a language which makes
nothing heard.

It speaks, but without any beginning. It states,dmes not refer back to something which is to
be stated, something silent, like the meaning lieAmexpression, which would guarantee it.
When neutrality speaks, only he who silences ipgres the conditions for hearing; and yet what
is to be heard is this neutral word, which has géNzeen said already, cannot stop its saying,
and to which no hearing can be given.

This is an essentially errant word, for it is alwayast out of itself. It designates the infinitely
distended outside which takes the place of theapalord's intimacy. It resembles the echo,
when the echo does not simply say out loud whst irindistinctly murmured, but merges with
the whispering immensity and is silence becomerbarating
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space, all words' exterior. But here the outsideid, and the echo repeats in advance,
"prophetic in the absence of time."

The Need to Write

The need to write is linked to the approach tovthisl point at which nothing can be done with
words. Hence the illusion that if one maintainedtect with this point even as one came back
from it to the world of possibility, "everything'bald be done, "everything" could be said. This
need must be suppressed and contained. If n@cdrbes so vast that there is no more room or
space for its realization. One only begins to witeen, momentarily, through a ruse, through a
propitious burst of energy, or through life's dastions, one has succeeded in evading this
impulse which remote control of the work must cansiiy awaken and subdue, protect and avert,
master and experience in its unmasterable fords.dgeration is so difficult and dangerous that
every writer and every artist is surprised eacletira achieves it without disaster. And no one
who has looked the risk in the face can doubtitiety perished silently. It is not that creative
resources are lacking -- although they are in aeyeinsufficient -- but rather that the force of
the writing impulse makes the world disappear. Tivae loses its power of decision; nothing
can really begin.

The work is the pure circle where, even as he wilte work, the author dangerously exposes
himself to, but also protects himself against,gressure which demands that he write. Hence --
in part at least -- the prodigious, the immensewbich, as Goethe says, is that of a deliverance:
a téete-a-téte with the solitary omnipotence ofifetion which one has faced resolutely,
without betraying or fleeing it, but without renaiiimg one's own mastery either. This
deliverance, it is true, will have consisted oflesig oneself outside oneself.



It is regularly said of the artist that he findshis work a convenient way of living while
withdrawing from life's responsibilities. He is dd0 protect himself from the world where
action is difficult by establishing himself in anreal world over which he reigns supreme. This
is, in fact, one of the risks of artistic activitg: exile oneself from the difficulties of time antl
active pursuits in time without, however, renougdine comfort of the world or the apparent
easiness of pursuits outside of time. The artt#ho$eems a weak being who cringes within the
closed sphere of his work where, speaking as masteacting without any obstacles, he can
take revenge for his failures in society.
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Even Stendhal, even Balzac inspire this suspid{@fika, Holderlin certainly do -- and Homer is
blind. But this perspective only expresses one sfdke situation. The other side is that the
artist who willingly exposes himself to the riskstloe experience which is his does not feel free
of the world, but, rather, deprived of it; he does feet that he is master of himself, but rather
that he is absent from himself and exposed to ddmatich, casting him out of life and of

living, open him to that moment at which he carhmtinything and is no longer himself. It is
then that Rimbaud flees into the desert from tepaasibilities of the poetic decision. He buries
his imagination and his glory. He says "adieu"ttee"impossible” in the same way that Leonardo
da Vinci does and almost in the same terms. He doesome back to the world; he takes refuge
in it; and bit by bit his days, devoted hencefdathe aridity of gold, make a shelter for him of
protective forgetfulness. If it is true, as doubfaurces have it, that in his last years he would
not stand for any mention of his work or that heeaedly said of himself, "absurd, ridiculous,
disgusting," the violence of his disavowal, thaisafl to remember himself shows the terror
which he still felt and the force of the upheavaieth he could not undergo to the limit. He is
reproached with having sold out and deserted,Hautdproach is easy for those who have not
run the risk.

In the work, the artist protects himself not onfyaast the world, but also against the
requirement that draws hiout of the world. The work momentarily domesticates tloutside"
by restoring an intimacy to it. The work silencesl gives the intimacy of silence to this outside
bereft of intimacy and repose -- this outside, thigyuage of the original experience. But what
the work encloses is also what opens it cease|emstlythe work in progress runs one of two
risks: it may either renounce its origin -- exomogsit by endowing it with facile prestige -- oreth
work may return ever closer to this origin by rencing its own realization. Yet a third risk is
that the author may want to maintain contact withworld, with himself, with the language he
can use to say "I." He wants this, for if he losemsself, the work too is lost. But if, too
cautiously, he remains himself, the worlhis work, it expresses him, his gifts, and not the
extreme demand of the work, art as origin.

Every writer, every artist is acquainted with thement at which he is cast out and apparently
excluded by the work in progress. The work holas bff, the circle in which he no longer has
access to himself has closed, yet he is enclogedithbecause the work, unfinished, will not let
him go. Strength does not fail him; this is not amnent of
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sterility or fatigue, unless, as may well be theecdatigue itself is simply the form this exclusio
takes. This ordeal is awesome. What the authoriseesold immobility from which he cannot
turn away, but near which he cannot linger. like in enclave, a preserve within space, airless
and without light, where a part of himself, and,renthan that, his truth, his solitary truth,
suffocates in an incomprehensible separation. Andam only wander astray around this
separation; at the very most he can press himaatlf &gainst the surface beyond which he
distinguishes nothing but an empty torment, unaeal eternal, until the moment when, through
an inexplicable maneuver, through some distraagrhrough the sheer excessiveness of his
patience, he finds himself suddenly inside theeijoins himself there, and reconciles himself
to its secret law.

A work is finished, not when it is completed, butem he who labors at it from within can just as
well finish it from without. He is no longer ret&d inside by the work; rather, he is retained
there by a part of himself from which he feels fi&eée and from which the work has contributed
to freeing him. This ideal dénouement is, howerexer altogether justified. Many a work
moves us because we still see in it the imprintdgfthe author who has departed from it too
hastily, impatient to finish with it, fearful théthe didn't have done with it, he would never be
able to return to the light of day. In these workkjch are too great, greater than those who bear
them, the supreme moment -- the nearly centralt @iwhich we know that if the author

remains there, he will die in the undertaking -alisays perceptible. It is from this mortal point
that we see the great, heroic creators depart slowly, almost peacefully -- and come back
with an even step toward the surface which the,fregular stroke of the radius permits to curve
according to the perfections of the sphere. But hwamy others are there who can only tear
themselves from the irresistible attraction of ¢kater with an inharmonious violence, leaving
behind them, like scars of badly knit wounds, tlaeés of their successive flights, their
inconsolable returns, their aberrant comings amdgg® The most sincere openly leave to
abandon what they have themselves abandoned. Qilderthe ruins, and this concealment
becomes the only truth of their books.

The central point of the work is the work as orjghe point which cannot be reached, yet the
only one which is worth reaching.

This point is the sovereign requirement. One caageh it only by means of the completed
work, but one can complete the work only
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by means of the approach. Those who care onlyritiaht success are nevertheless in search of
this point where nothing can succeed. And whoevéesvcaring only for truth has already
entered the magnetic field of this point from whidlhth is excluded. Certain artists, through no
one knows what good fortune or bad luck, undergputl in an almost pure form: they have
approached this instant by chance, as it werewdnsdever they go, whatever they do, it retains
them. It is an imperious and empty demand exefteaf the time, drawing them out of time.

They do not desire to write: to them glory is vaime immortality of works of art does not
impress them, and the obligations of the callirgfareign to them. To live in the happy passion
of beings -- that is what they prefer. But theefprences are not taken into account, and they are
themselves dismissed, propelled into the essesdid@iide from which they do not emerge except
by writing a little.



Everyone knows the story of the painter whose patad to imprison him to keep him from
wasting his gifts, and who still managed to es¢hpsugh a window. But the artist also has a
"patron” within himself, who shuts him in where ¢ennot remain, and this time there is no
escape. Moreover, this patron does not feed, baotest, him, presses him into service without
honor, castigates him for no reason, makes of Hieelle and miserable being without any
support except his own incomprehensible torment vhy? In view of a grandiose work? In
view of a completely insignificant work? He himsk#s no idea, nor does anyone know.

It is true that many creators appear weaker thiaerahen, less capable of living, and
consequently more apt to marvel at life. Perhajssistoften the case. Still, one would have to
add that their strength lies in their weaknesg, dah@ew strength is born in them at the very point
where they succumb to the extremity of their weakné&nd one must say still more: when,
oblivious of their gifts, they set to work, manyarormal beings, amiable people firmly planted
in life, and it is to the work alone, to the demavidch is in the work, that they owe this surplus
of strength which can be measured only by the gs¢ateakness -- this anomaly, the loss of the
world and of themselves. So Goya, so Nerval.

The work requires of the writer that he lose ewgng he might construe as his own "nature,”
that he lose all character and that, ceasing tmbked to others and to himself by the decision
which makes him an "I," he becomes the empty phdeere the impersonal affirmation emerges.
This is a requirement which is no requirement lafad it demands
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nothing; it has no content. It does not oblige an@yto do anything; it is only the air one has to
breathe, the void on which one has to get a foptiaglight worn thin where the faces one loves
best become invisible. Just as the most courageensconfront risk only through the veil of a
subterfuge, many think that to respond to thisisalb answer to the call of truth: they have
something to say, a world within themselves tdsst, a mandate to assume, their unjustifiable
life to justify. And it is true that if the artislid not surrender to the original experience which
sets him apart -- which in this separation separait@ from himself -- if he did not abandon
himself to the boundlessness of error and to tiferghsands of infinitely repeated beginnings,
the wordbeginningwould be lost. But this justification does not octo the artist; it is not
granted in the experience. It is, on the contnagd out. And the artist can very well know it

"in general,” just as he believes in art "in gehétaut his work does not know it, and his search
is ignorant of it. His search is pursued in theiatyxof this ignorance.
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Kafka and the Work's Demand

Someone begins to write, determined by despairdBspair cannaletermineanything: "It has
always, and right away, exceeded its purpose" k& &iaries, 1910). And, likewise, writing
cannot have as its origin anything but "true" despiae kind that leads to nothing, turns us away
from everything, and for a start withdraws the frem whoever writes. This means that the two
movements -- writing, despair -- have nothing imoawon except their own indeterminacy. They
have, that is, nothing in common but the sole ringative mode in which they can be grasped.
No one can say to himself, "l am in despair,” lyp"You are desperate?" And no one can
affirm, "I am writing," but only "You write? Yes?aU are intending to write?"



Kafka's case is cloudy and compléxélderlin's passion is pure poetic passion; it dréwm out

of himself with a demand that bears no other nataéa's passion is just as purely literary, but
it is not always only literary. Salvation is an emous preoccupation with him, all the stronger
because it is hopeless, and all the more hopetzsaibe it is totally uncompromising. To be
sure, this preoccupation is expressed with sungisonstancy through literature, and for quite a
long time

! Almost all the texts quoted in the following pages taken from the complete edition of
Kafka's Diaries. This edition reproduces the tleinte quartonotebooks where, from 1910 to
1923, Kafka wrote everything that mattered to rewents in his personal life, meditations
upon these events, descriptions of persons andgldescriptions of his dreams, narratives
begun, interrupted, and begun again. His is thu®nly a "Journal” as we understand this
genre today, but the very movement of the expee@favriting, very close to its beginning
and in the essential sense which Kafka was ledveothis term. It is from this perspective
that his diaries must be read and explored.

Max Brod states that he has made only a few infsogimt deletions; there is no reason to
doubt this. On the other hand, it is certain thafidd, at many decisive moments, destroyed a
large part of his notes. And after 1923, Biaries are missing altogether. We do not know
whether the manuscripts destroyed at his requeBbby Dymant included the continuation

of his notebooks; it is very probable they did. It
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it does not differentiate itself from literaturehd@n, for some time it continues to be expressed in
literature, but it no longer blends with literatuitetends rather to use literature. And, since
literature never consents to become a means, acd Kafka knows this, conflicts result which
are obscure even for him -- still more so for uand an evolution which, difficult to elucidate, is
nevertheless enlightening.

The Young Kafka

Kafka was not always the same. Until 1922, hisrddsi write is very great. It gives rise to
works which do not persuade him of his gifts -- kgowhich are less persuasive to him than his
direct awareness of devastatingly abundant, pumiiorces within him with which he does
practically nothing, for lack of time, but also bese he cannot do anything with them, because
he "fears these moments of exaltation as much degiges them." In many respects, Kafka is at
this point similar to every young man in whom aedsr writing develops, who recognizes
writing as his vocation, but also recognizes thating makes certain demands to which he has
no assurance that he will be equal. The most sgigign that Kafka is, to a degree, a young
writer

must be said, then, that after 1923, Kafka becam&sown to us, for we do know that those
who were closest to him judged him very differerithm the way he pictured himself.

The Diaries (which the travel diaries complete) reveal to tecpcally nothing about his
opinions on the great subjects that may have istiedehim. Théiaries speak to us of Kafka
at that earlier stage when there are no opiniofysapel when there is scarcely even a Kafka.
Such is its essential value. G. Janouch b@akversations with Kafkallows us, on the



contrary, to hear Kafka in the relaxation of mordimary conversations where he speaks of
the world's future, as well as of the Jewish pnaohlef Zionism, of religious forms, and
sometimes of his books. Janouch met Kafka in 18Zrague. He noted down the
conversations he reports almost immediately, amd Bas confirmed the authenticity of this
echo. But in order not to misconstrue the impothese words, we should remember that
they were spoken to a very young man, seventeas péi whose youth, naiveté, and
confident spontaneity touched Kafka, but probalsy $ed him to soften his thoughts in order
not to endanger such a youthful soul. Kafka, sdaymiin friendship, often feared troubling
his friends by expressing a truth which was deswatnly for him. This doesn't mean that he
does not say what he thinks, but that he sometsags what he does not think profoundly.

[For the passages cited from KafRaries, | have largely depended on the English
translation by Martin Greenberghe Diaries of Franz KafkdNew York: Schocken Books,
1949), but frequently | have departed somewhat fngsiext with an eye to Blanchot's
French rendering of the original -- Trans.]
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like many others is the novel he begins to writeallaboration with Brod. Such a sharing of his
solitude shows that Kafka is still skirting it. lderceives this very rapidly, as this note from the
Diaries indicates:

Max and | must really be different to the very cavieich as | admire his writings when they lie
before me as a whole, resisting my and anyonesedseroachment, still, every sentence he
writes forRichard and Samuét bound up with a reluctant concession on mywaith | feel
painfully to my very depths. At least today. [ Naoveer 1911]

If, up until 1912 he does not devote himself elite literature, he gives himself this excuse: "
cannot take the risk as long as | haven't succeiedsainpleting a more substantial work,
capable of satisfying me fully.” The night of Septeer 22, 1912 brings him this success, this
proof. That night he writeEhe Verdictat one stretch. It brings him unmistakably nearghint
where it seems that "everything can be expreshatifdr everything, for the strangest of ideas a
great fire is ready in which they perish and diggyp Soon afterwards, he reads this story to his
friends, and the reading confirms his certaintyhdtl tears in my eyes. The indubitable character
of the story was confirmed."” (This need to read iWteahas just written to friends, often to his
sisters and even to his father, also belongs tmteemediary stage. He will never give it up
altogether. It is not literary vanity -- even thauge himself denounces it -- but a need to press
himself physically against his work, to let it béwm up and draw him along, by causing it to
unfold in the vocal space which his great gift@asader gave him the power to create.)

Kafka knows from then on that he can write. Bus tkmowledge is no knowledge at all, this
capability is not his. With few exceptions, he nefieds in what he writes the proof that he is
actually writing. His texts are at most preludesgeistigative, preliminary attempts. Otie
Metamorphoside says, "I find it bad; perhaps there is no Hopene whatever," or later: "Great
aversion forThe MetamorphosidJnreadable ending. Almost radically imperfectvtiuld have
been much better if | had not been disturbed atithe by a business trip” ( January 19, 1914).

The Conflict



This last entry alludes to a conflict that Kafkaatsehead-on and that exhausts him. He has a
profession, a family. He belongs to the
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world and must belong to it. The world providesdjrut takes it up. Throughout tBearies --

at least up until 1915 -- there are despairing cents) where the thought of suicide recurs,
because he lacks time: time, physical strengtlitusigl, silence. No doubt exterior circumstances
are unfavorable: he has to write in the eveningsamight, his sleep is disturbed, anxiousness
wears him out. But it would be vain to believe ttia conflict could have been resolved by
"better organization of [his] affairs." Later, whiiness affords him leisure, the conflict persjsts
it deepens, changes form. There are no favoratdarostances. Even if one gives "all one's
time" to the work's demands, "all" still is not exgh, for it is not a matter of devoting time to the
task, of passing one's time writing, but of pasamtg another time where there is no longer any
task; it is a matter of approaching that point vettéme is lost, where one enters into the
fascination and the solitude of time's absence.nme has all one's time, one no longer has
time, and "favorable" exterior circumstances hageome the -unfavorable -- fact that there are
no longer any circumstances.

Kafka cannot, or will not, consent to write "irtlig bits" -- in the incompleteness of
discontinuous moments. That is what the night git&aber 22 revealed to him. That night,
having written without interruption, he graspedtgplenitude the limitless movement which
enables him to write. "Writing is only possible shwith that continuity, with that complete
opening of the body and soul." And later ( Decenthel914): "Saw again that everything
written in bits, and not at one stretch in the sewf the greater part or the whole of a night, has
less value, and that | am condemned by my modéedbl this lesser value." Here we have a
first explanation for the numerous abandoned naesbf which théDiaries, in their current

state, reveal the impressive shreds. Very oftem Sthry" goes no further than a few lines;
sometimes it rapidly attains coherence and deasitlyyet stops at the end of a page; other times
it continues for several pages, is affirmed, ex¢éehd and nonetheless halted. There are many
reasons for this, but the first is that Kafka doesfind in the time he has at his disposal thelon
stretch which would allow the story to developjtagants to, in all directions. The story is never
anything but a fragment, then another fragmentwHeoom pieces, can | weld a story capable of
springing to life?" And so, never having been mastenever having created the proper space
where the need to write must at once be suppresskdxpressed, the story cuts loose, loses its
way; it returns to the night whence it came, thgamfully to retain him who was unable to bring
it forth into the light.
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Kafka would require more time, but he would alsed&ess world. The world is initially his
family, whose constraints he finds hard to put uglh\wven though he is never equal to freeing
himself. Subsequently it is his fiancée, his esakdesire to abide by the law which requires that
a man fulfill his destiny in the world by establish a family, having children, belonging to the
community. Here the conflict takes on a new asgectntributes to a contradiction which
Kafka's religious situation renders particularlydia When, on the occasion of his betrothal to F.
B. -- which later was broken, then renewed -- reddssly examines, with increasing tension,
"everything for or against my marrying," he alwagsnes up against this requirement: solitude.



"My unique aspiration and my sole vocation . .liteyature . . . Everything | have done is a
result only of solitude . . . Married, | will nevbe alone again. Not that, not that." During his
engagement celebration in Berlin, "l was bound &k&iminal. If I'd been tied in a corner with
real chains, policemen before me . . . it wouldehbgen no worse. And it was my engagement
party, and everyone was doing his best to bringaniée and, not succeeding, to bear with me as
| was." Soon afterwards, the engagement is brokebuwt the aspiration persists -- the desire for
a "normal" life, to which the torment of having waled someone dear lends a heartrending
force. Kafka's story and the story of Kierkegaaetigagement have been compared, by Kafka
himself among others. But the conflict is differedierkegaard can renounce Regine; he can
renounce the ethical level. Access to the religleusl is not thereby compromised; rather, it is
made possible. But Kafka, if he abandons the sanabpiness of a normal life, also abandons
the steadiness of a just life. He makes himsetiwtaw, deprives himself of the ground and the
foundation he needs in order to be and, in a wagrides the law of this ground. His is
Abraham's eternal dilemma. What is demanded of dorais not only that he sacrifice his son,
but God himself. The son is God's future on edathit is time which is truly the Promised Land
-- the true, the only dwelling place of the chopeonple and of God in his people. Yet Abraham,
by sacrificing his only son, must sacrifice timaddime sacrificed will certainly not be given
back in the eternal beyond. The beyond is noththgrahan the future, the future of God in
time. The beyond is Isaac.

For Kafka the ordeal is all the graver becauserefyghing that makes it weigh lightly upon him.
(What would the testing of Abraham be if, havingsom, he were nevertheless required to
sacrifice this son? He couldn't be taken serioustycould only be laughed at. That
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laughter is the form of Kafka's pain.) The problerthus so equivocally elusive that its
indecisiveness overtakes whoever tries to facatiter writers have known similar conflicts;
Holderlin struggles against his mother, who waimts to become a pastor. He cannot attach
himself to any determined task, he cannot attactséif to the one he loves, and he loves
precisely the one to which he cannot be attachedekls these conflicts in all their force, and
they practically destroy him, but they never putioubt the absolute demand of poetry apart
from which, at least after 1800, he no longer hgsexistence. For Kafka, everything is more
unclear because he seeks to fuse the work's dewitinthe demand which could pertain to his
salvation. If writing condemns him to solitudeitifnakes of his existence a bachelor's existence
without love and without attachments, and if noe&ths writing appears to him -- at least often
and for a long time -- as the only activity whiabutd justify him, this is because solitude
threatens in any event, both within him and outskae the community is no longer anything but
appearances, and the law which still speaks gnbt even the law forgotten, but rather the
concealment of its being forgotten. Then writingthe heart of the distress and the weakness
from which it is inseparable, again becomes a pdggiof plenitude, a road without any goal at
the end, but capable perhaps of correspondingataytial without any road leading to it which is
the one and only goal we must reach. When he igvnibhg, Kafka is not only alone -- "alone
like Franz Kafka," he will say to G. Janouch -- bytrey to a sterile, cold solitude, a petrifying
cold which he calls torpor and which seems to Hmeen the great threat he feared. Even Brod,
S0 anxious to represent Kafka as a man without afiesy acknowledges that he was sometimes
as if not there or dead. Again, this is very simitaHolderlin: "I am dumb, | am made of stone."



And Kafka: "My incapacity to think, to observe,determine the truth of things, to remember, to
speak, to take part in the life of others, becogreater each day; | am turning into stone . f . . |
| don't save myself in some work, | am lost" ( J28; 1914).

Salvation through Literature

"If I don't save myself in some work . . . ." Buhwshould the effort of writing be able to save
him? It seems that Kafka recognized in precisalytirrible state of self-dissolution, where he is
lost for others and for himself, the center of graef writing's demand. His feeling

-62-

profoundly destroyed is the first intimation of gefundity which replaces destruction with the
possibility of the greatest creation. This is avedyus reversal, a hope always equal to the
greatest despair. And how understandable it isitbahould draw from this experience
confidence he will never willingly question. Thureteffort of writing, especially in his early
years, becomes something like a means of psycluallogiiot yet of spiritual) salvation: it is an
effort to create something "which might be linkedrd/for word with his life, which he draws
into himself so that it might draw him from himselHie expresses this most naively and most
forcefully in these terms: "Today | have a greatryng to write all my anxiety entirely out of
me, write it into the depths of the paper justta®imes out of the depths of me, or write it down
in such a way that | could draw what | had writieto me completely” ( December 8, 1914).
However somber it may become, this hope will néagicompletely; always, at every period,
we find in hisDiaries notes of this sort: "The firmness which the mastgnificant writing

brings about in me is beyond doubt and wonderfaé Gomprehensive view | had of everything
on my walk yesterday!" ( November 27, 1913). Atlsatoments writing is not a compelling
call; it is not waiting upon grace, or an obscurepbetic achievement, but something simpler,
more immediately pressing: the hope of not goindeunor, more precisely, the hope of sinking
faster than himself and thus of catching hold afgelf at the last minute. This, then, is a duty
more pressing than any other, and it leads hinote down on July 31, 1914 these remarkable
words:

I have no time. General mobilization. K. and P.éhbeen called up. Now I receive the salary of
solitude. But it is hardly a salary; solitude oblyngs punishments. It doesn't matter, | am not
much affected by this misery, and more determihed ever . . . . | will write despite
everything, at any price: it is my fight for suraiv

A Change in Perspective

And yet it is the shock of the war -- but still redhe crisis set off by his betrothal, the
movement of writing and his increasingly profounddlvement with it, and all the difficulties
he encounters in it -- it is his unhappy situaiiogeneral that bit by bit will shed a differerghi

’Kafka adds, "This is not an artistic desire."
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on the existence of the writer in him. This chaisgeever explicit; it does not culminate in a

decision; it is only an indistinct perspective. fdare, however, certain indications. In 1914, for
example, he is still striving passionately, desgdydoward the sole end of finding a few free



moments for writing -- of obtaining two weeks ledwespend only writing, subordinating
everything to this single, this supreme demandriting. But in 1916, if he again asks for a
leave, it is in order to enlist. "The immediateydistunconditional; become a soldier.” This
project will have no results, but that is unimpattd he wish at its center shows how far Kafka
already is from the "l will write despite everytgginof July 31, 1914. Later, he will think
seriously of joining the pioneers of Zionism angalting for Palestine. He says to Janouch: "I
dreamed of leaving for Palestine as a worker acaljural laborer . . . . -- You would abandon
everything here? -- Everything, in order to fintif@ full of meaning in security and beauty." But
since Kafka was already ill, this dream remainelleeam, and we will never know whether, like
another Rimbaud, he could have renounced his unigcation for love of a desert where he
would have found the security of a justified lifeof, indeed, whether he would have found it. Of
all the undertakings to which he applies himselbiider to orient his life differently, he himself
will say that they are nothing but broken attemptsmany radii making the center of that
incomplete circle, his life, bristle with dots. 18922, he counts up all his projects and sees only
failures: the piano, the violin, languages, Germsiamlies, antiZionism, Zionism, Hebraic studies,
gardening, wood carving, literature, attempts atriage, living independently, and he adds:
"When | happened to extend the radius a littlenerrthan usual -- as in the case of my law
studies or my engagement -- it was all even warsketp the degree that it represented my effort
to advance further" ( January 13, 1922).

It would be unreasonable to extract from passingsithe absolute assertions they contain, and
although he himself forgets it here, we cannotdotbat he never stopped writing, that he will
keep writing right up to the end. But still, betwetbe young man who said to the person he
considered his future father-in-law, "l am nothimg literature, and | neither can nor want to be
anything else,"” and the mature man who, ten yaes, Iputs literature on the same level with his
little attempts at gardening, the interior distarscgreat, even if, seen from the outside, the
writing force remains constant or even appearststtonger and more rigorous toward the end,
since to this later period we owée Castle
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Where does this difference come from? To say wbeltb pose as an expert on the inner life of
an infinitely reserved man, opaque even to hisiffeeand, moreover, not very accessible to
himself. No one can claim to reduce to a certaimiper of precise affirmations what for Kafka
himself could not attain the transparency of comensible expression. Besides, a shared set of
intentions would be necessary, and this commonngraainot available. Perhaps we can at least
avoid errors with regard to what shows outwardhyéf say that although his confidence in the
powers of art often remains great, his confidendais own powers, because it is always more
harshly tested, enlightens him about the tesffjtabbut what it demands of him, and enlightens
him especially about what he himself demands ofnarionger that it give reality and coherence
to his person, that it save him, that is, from imtsa but that it save him from perdition. And
when Kafka senses that, banished from this redidwbe is perhaps already a citizen of another
world where he has to struggle not only for himseif for that other world, then writing will
begin to appear to him merely as a means of seugglometimes disappointing, sometimes
marvelous -- which he can lose without losing etreng.

Let us compare the following two entries. The fisstrom January 1912:



| must be given credit for a very efficient congatibn on literary activity. When my organism
realized that writing was the richest directiomof being, everything pointed itself that way,
and all other capacities, those which had as abjbet pleasures of sex, drink, food,
philosophical meditation and especially music, wasandoned. I've thinned out in all those
directions. This was necessary, because my streengh when gathered all together and
devoted to one aim, was so small that it could baly reach the goal of writing . . .. The
compensation for all this is clear. | will now hawaly to reject work at the office -- my
development being complete and | myself havingingtmore to sacrifice as far as | can see --
to begin my real life . . . . in the course of whimy face will finally be able to grow old in a
natural way according to the progress of my effort.

Doubtless we should not be deceived by the lighe tof irony, and yet the lightness, the
insouciance are noticeable, and they emphasizenyast the tension of this other entry whose
meaning is apparently the same (it is dated Augu$914):

Seen from the point of view of literature, my degtis very simple. The sense which leads me to
portray my dreamlike inner life
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has pushed all my other senses into the backgraumtithey have atrophied terribly; they do not
cease to atrophy. Nothing else can ever satisfyBuenow my strength for portraying cannot be
counted on. Perhaps it has disappeared forevdrapgit will come back again someday. The
circumstances of my life are not naturally favoeatd it. It is thus that | waver, continually fly
toward the top of the mountain where | can scanc&intain myself for an instant. Others waver
too, but in lower regions, with greater strengthihéy threaten to fall, a relative who walks next
to them for this purpose holds them up. But | waxethe heights; it is, alas, not death, but the
eternal torments of Dying.

Three movements cross here. First, an affirmatidnthing else (but literature) can satisfy me."
Then, self-doubt, linked to the inexorably uncertassence of his gifts, which "cannot be
counted on." Finally, the feeling that this uncertya-- this fact that writing never is a power one
has at one's command -- belongs to what is extrertine work, to the central, mortal demand,
which "is, alas, not death," which is death buttddeeld at a distance, "the eternal torments of
Dying."

It can be said that these three movements, wiih tfeéssitudes, constitute the ordeal which
exhausts Kafka's fidelity to "his unique vocati@md which, coinciding with his religious
preoccupations, leads him to read in the work'gumrequirement something other, another
demand which tends to subordinate the first oeast to transform it. The more Kafka writes,
the less he is sure of writing. Sometimes he toggassure himself by thinking that "if one has
once received knowledge of writing, it cannot ailsubside but that also, very rarely, something
suddenly emerges which passes all measure." Thifasit consolation: the more he writes, the
more he nears that extreme point toward which thewends as toward its origin, but which
cannot be looked upon by him who glimpses it exesghe empty depths of the indefinite. "I
can no longer continue to write. | am up againstdéfinitive limit, at which | must perhaps
remain for years before being able to begin agaieva story which again will remain
unfinished. This fate pursues me" ( November 304).9



It seems that in 1915-1916 (however vain it mayobeey to date a movement which escapes
time), the change in perspective is complete. Kadkeewed relations with his former fiancée.
These relations -- which will culminate in anotleaegagement in 1917 and then immediately
afterward end in the sickness which becomes appatdnat
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time -- plunge Kafka into torments he cannot overeoHe finds more and more that he cannot
live alone and that he cannot live with others.i$dgeized and obsessed by the guilt in his
situation; his existence is dominated by what His tlae bureaucratic vices -- stinginess,
indecision, a calculating mentality. He has to psdaureaucracy whatever the cost, and he can
no longer count on literature for his escape: thestance of literary efforts evaporates because
they partake of imposture and irresponsibility, dBedause they require solitude but are also
annihilated by solitude. Hence the decision: "Bee@soldier.” At the same time there appear in
theDiaries allusions to the Old Testament, and the crieslo§taman are heard: "Take me in
your arms, | am fallen very low, receive me in tlepths; if you refuse now, then later.” "Take
me, take me, | am only a snarl of madness and"g&iave pity on me, | am a sinner in all the
reaches of my being . . . . Do not reject me antbaglamned."

Certain of these texts used to be translated irgndh with the word "God" added. It does not
appear. The word "God" hardly ever figures inEharies, and never in a significant way. This
does not mean that these invocations, in theirrtaogy, do not have a religious direction;
rather, it means that the force of their unceryamtist be conserved. Kafka must not be deprived
of the reserve he always showed with regard to wiaatmost important to him. These words of
distress were written in July 1916 and correspora $tay in Marienbad with F. B. This visit
was at first not very happy, but in the end it lgioiLthem together intimately. A year later Kafka
is again betrothed. A month later he coughs blto&eptember he leaves Prague, but the
sickness is still mild and does not become thréageuntil 1922 (it seems). In 1917 he writes the
Aphorismsthe only text where spiritual affirmation (in argeral form, which does not concern
him in particular), sometimes escapes the testnafgative transcendence.

For the years that follow, almost nothing remamghieDiaries. In 1918, not a word. There are a
few lines in 1919 when he becomes engaged for sixting to a young girl about whom we
know practically nothing. In 1920 he meets Mileaaehka, a sensitive, intelligent young Czech
woman, capable of great liberty of mind and pasgmmvhom for two years he is bound by
violent feeling, full of hope and happiness atlieginning, later doomed to sorrow. Theries
become more telling again in 1921 and especiallyoid?2 when the setbacks of this friendship,
combined with the increasing gravity of his ilinelsgeng him to a point of tension where his
mind seems to vacillate between madness and a
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decisive commitment to salvation. Here we must giab long passages. The first is dated
January 28, 1922.

A little groggy, tired from the tobogganing. Weapaiill exist for me, however seldom | may
employ them, and I'm laboring toward them with sachdifficulty because | do not know the
joy of using them, for as a child | didn't learnislnot only "Father's fault” that | didn't leabut



also because | wanted to disturb the "peace," upsdialance, and consequently never had the
right to resurrect on the one hand someone | stimbeiry on the other. It is true, | come back to
"the fault," for why did | want to take leave oftlworld? Because "he" wouldn't let me live in it,
in his world. Naturally, today | cannot judge clgan this matter, for now | am already a citizen
in this other world which compares with the ordijnaorld just as the desert compares to
cultivated land (I have been forty years wandefiogh Canaan), and it is as a foreigner that |
look back. Doubtless, in this other world as welht only the littlest and most timid (I brought
that with me, it is the paternal inheritance), @ldcam capable of living out here, it is only
because of the organization proper to this wildesne an organization according to which, even
for the least of persons, there are elevationglaning speeds, and also, of course, crushing
moments that last thousands of years as if un@ewéight of the seas. In spite of everything,
shouldn't I be grateful? Wouldn't | have had talfthe road leading this far? Might not
"banishment" from one side, joined with rejectioonfi this have crushed me at the border? And
is it not thanks to the strength of my father tinat expulsion was sufficiently forceful that
nothing could resist it (it, not me)? Indeed, ntyaiion is something like the wandering in the
desert in reverse, with continual approaches towaalesert and childish hopes (particularly
concerning women): "Perhaps | shall keep in Caadizn all?" And in the meantime | have been
in the desert for a long time, and these are oisipns born of despair, especially at the
moments when, out here too, | am the most miserdbigen and Canaan necessarily offers itself
as the sole Promised Land, for there is no thind Far men.

The second text is dated the next day:

Attacks on the road, in the evening, in the snoler€ are conflicting thoughts always in my
head, more or less thus: My situation in
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this world would seem to be a dreadful one, alare In Spindiermuhle, on a forsaken road,
moreover, where one keeps slipping in the snowendark, a senseless road, moreover, without
any earthly goal (it leads to the bridge? Why tRdreany event | didn't even go that far); | too
am forsaken in this place (I cannot consider thetafdo be any personal help, | didn't win his
aid by my merits, at bottom the fee is my only tielaship to him), incapable of striking up a
friendship with anyone, unable to bear having aguaintances, full, in fact, of an infinite
astonishment before a cheerful company or befarenpawith their children (at the hotel,
indeed, there is not much gaiety; | wouldn't gdasaas to say that | am the cause, in my capacity
as "man with too long a shadow," but as a mattéacfmy shadow is too long, and with fresh
astonishment | observe the capacity for resistaheegpbstinacy of certain beings who want to
live "in spite of everything" in this shadow, rightit -- but there is much more than this to be
said on the matter); forsaken moreover not onlg lvert in general, even in Prague, my "home,"
and what is more, forsaken not by people (that dook be the worst -- as long as I live | could
chase after them), but rather by myself vis-avigppes by my strength with regard to them. | am
fond of lovers, but | cannot love, | am too remdtagn excluded. Doubtless, since | am
nonetheless a human being and my roots need nmerghl have my proxies "down" (or up)
there too, lamentable and inadequate actors, wihgaigsfy me (it is true, they do not satisfy me
at all, and that is why | am so forsaken) only lseamy main nourishment comes from other
roots in other climes. These roots too are lamémtdloit still, more capable of life. This brings
me to the conflict in my thoughts. If things werdyas they seem to be on the road in the snow,



it would be dreadful. | would be lost, and thisae understood not as a threat; rather, as
immediate execution. But | live elsewhere; it i$yathat the attraction of the world of men is
immense. In an instant it can make you forget dherg. But great also is the attraction of my
world: those who love me love me because | am ak®&r" -- not, | feel sure, on the principle of
a Weissian vacuum but because they sense thappy hianes | enjoy on another plane the
freedom of movement which I lack completely here.
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The Positive Experience

Commentary on these pages seems superfluous. Nelest we should notice how, at this date,
deprivation of the world is reversed, becoming sifpee experience’.that of another world
where Kafka is already a citizen, where, grantedstonly the littlest and most anxious, but
where he also knows staggering heights and enjingedom whose value other men sense,
whose prestige they acknowledge. However, in andeto alter the sense of such images, it is
necessary to read them, not from the common Cémigterspective (according to which there is
this world, then the world beyond, the only oneahhhas value, reality, and majesty), but
always from the "Abraham" perspective. For, asafaKafka is concerned, to be excluded from
the world means to be excluded from Canaan, to araindhe desert, and it is this situation
which makes his struggle pathetic, his hope hopeless as if, cast out of the world, into the
error of infinite migration, he had to struggle sel@ssly to make of this outside another world
and of this error the principle, the origin of ameeedom. This struggle can have no
ascertainable result. What he has to win is his loss, the truth of exile and the way back into
the very heart of dispersion. This struggle cacdrapared to profound Jewish speculations,
when, especially after the Expulsion from Spaitigi®us minds tried to overcome exile by
pushing it to its limit Kafka clearly associated "all this

3Certain letters to Milena also allude to the elemuéiihe unknown which persists in this
terrible movement (see the studies that appearéeeiMouvelle N. R. F."Kafka et Brod" an
"L'Echec de Milena," October and November, 1954).

“On this subject, we must refer to G. G. Scholemkbbtajor Trends in Jewish Mysticism

The horrors of Exile were mirrored in the Kabbatistoctrine of metempsychosis, which
now won immense popularity by stressing the vargiages of the soul's exile. The most
fearful fate that could befall any soul -- far mgtestly than the torments of hell -- was to be
"outcast” or "naked," a state precluding eitheirtBlor even admission to hell. . . . Absolute
homelessness was the sinister symbol of absolutée€ness, of utter moral and spiritual
degradation. Union with God or absolute banishmere the two poles between which a
system had to be devised in which the Jews coutdunder the domination of Law, which
seeks to destroy the forces of Exile.

And again this: "There was an ardent desire tokbdesvn the Exile by enhancing its
torments, by savoring its bitterness to the utn@gtn to the night of the Exile of the
Shekhina itself)" [Passages fravtajor Trends 3d rev. ed. ( 1941; rpt. New York: Schocken
Books, 1978), p. 250 -- Trans.]. One could wellgma that the theme dhe Metamorphosis
(as well as the obsessive fictions of bestialgyeminiscent of, or an
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literature" (his own), with "a new Kabbala," "a neecret doctrine" which "could have
developed." "if Zionism hadn't come along in theamt&me" ( January 19, 1922). One
understands better why he is at the same time gtiand anti-Zionist. Zionism is exile's cure --
the affirmation that an earthly home is possiliiat the Jewish people has for its dwelling not
only a book, the Bible, but the earth, and belamg$onger to dispersion in time. Kafka wants
this reconciliation profoundly. He wants it everind is excluded from it, for the greatness of this
rigorous conscience was always to hope for otherethan for himself and not to measure
mankind's unhappiness by his personal misfortudaghificent, all that, except for me, and
rightly so." He does not belong to this truth, éimak is why he has to be anti-Zionist for himself,
on pain of being condemned to immediate executimhta the despair of absolute impiety. He
already belongs to the other shore, and his wamgleloes not consist in nearing Canaan, but in
nearing the desert, the truth of the desert -oingalways further in that direction even when,
finding no favor in that other world either, andiged again by the joys of the real world
("particularly with regard to women": this is a &fteallusion to Milena), he tries to persuade
himself that perhaps he still keeps in Canaare Mveren't anti-Zionist for himself (that is only
said, of course, figuratively), if there were otthys world, then "the situation would be

frightful.” Then he would be lost right away. Bu Is "elsewhere,” and if the force of the human
world's attraction remains great enough to draw lack to the border and keep him there as
though crushed, no less great is the pull of his merld, the one where he is free, where he has
the liberty he speaks of with a tremor, a toneroppetic authority which contrasts with his
habitual modesty.

There is no doubt that this other world has somethd do with literary activity. The proof is
that Kafka, if he speaks of the "new Kabbala," &ped it in connection, precisely, with "all this
literature.” But

allusion to, the tradition of Kabbalistic metemgsgsis, even if it is not sure that "Samsa”
recalls "Samsara" ( Kafka and Samsa are relate@sidmt Kafka rejects this comparison).
Kafka sometimes asserts that he is not yet borasitdtion before birth: if there is a
transmigration of souls, then | am not yet at th#dm rung; my life is hesitation before
birth" ( January 24, 1922). Let us recall thaPmeparations for a Country WeddinBaban,
the hero of this early narrative, expresses playthke wish to become an insebtéfer)

which could lie about in bed and epe the disagreeable duties of the community. Shell"
of solitude seems, thus, to be the image whichtwage elaborated in the impressive therr
The Metamorphosis
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one also suspects that from here on the demanttutheof that other world exceeds the work's
demand -- is not in his eyes exhausted by the aodkis only imperfectly realized there. When
writing becomes "a form of prayer," it is implicubt there are probably other forms. And even
if, as a consequence of this world's unhappinassetwere no other forms, to write is no longer
from this perspective to approach the work, buteato wait for that one moment of grace --
Kafka acknowledged that he lay in walit for it --@vhone would have to write no longer. To
Janouch, who asked him, "Do you mean that poetiystéoward religion?" he replies, "l will not
say that, but toward prayer, certainly”; and oppgditerature to poetry, he adds, "Literature
strives to place things in an agreeable light;abet is constrained to lift them into the realm of



the true, the pure, and the constant.” This igaifstant response, for it corresponds to a note in
theDiaries where Kafka wonders what joy literature can sidld for him: "I can still draw
momentary satisfaction from works likeCountry Doctoy provided | can still write such things
(very unlikely). But happiness only if | can raibe world into the pure, the true, and the
immutable” ( September 25, 1917). Here the "id€atis"spiritual” demand becomes
categorical. Write, yes, continue to write, butyoinl order to "lift into infinite life what is
perishable and isolated, into the realm of thewdwat belongs to chance," as he says again to
Janouch. But no sooner is that said than this gureatises: Is it possible, then? Is it sure that
writing does not belong to evil? And isn't the colasion of writing an illusion, a dangerous
illusion, one that must be resisted? "There is nraddy a certain happiness in being able calmly
to write down: suffocation is inconceivably horgblOf course it is inconceivable--that is why |
have written nothing down" ( December 20, 1921)d Aoesn't the humblest reality of the world
have a solidity lacking in the strongest work?

Writing's lack of independence: it depends on tlaédnwho tends the fire, on the cat warming
itself by the stove, even on that poor old humandgwarming himself. These are all
autonomous activities, ruled by their own laws yomtiting is helpless, cannot live in itself, is a
joke and a despair ( December 6, 1921).

A grimace, the grimace on the face that recoilmftbe light, "a defense of nothingness, a
voucher for nothingness, a whiff of gaiety lenhtathingness” -- such is art.
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And yet, if the confidence of his early years gipésce to an attitude of increasingly inflexible
severity, still, even in his most difficult momenighen his very sanity seems threatened, when
he undergoes almost palpable attacks from the umkrftHow it spies: for example, on the road
going to the doctor's back there, constantly"yerethen he continues to see in his work, not
what threatens him, but what can help him and nsakeation accessible to him.

The consolation of writing, remarkable, mysteriqueshaps dangerous, perhaps salutary: it is to
leap out of the ranks of murderers; it is an obestgon which is an acfl@t-Beobachtunghe
observation which has become act). There is amadisen-act to the extent that a higher sort of
observation is created -- higher, not more acuré the higher it is, the more inaccessible it is to
the rank and file (of murderers), the less it ipatelent, the more it follows the laws proper to its
own movement, the more its road climbs, joyfulhgalculably. [ January, 1922]

Here literature is proclaimed as the power whieled$t the force that allays the oppressions of
the world "where everything feels throttled"; itthee liberating passage from the first to the third
person, from observation of oneself, which was Kafitorment, to a higher observation, rising
above mortal reality toward the other world, theldof freedom.

Why Art Is, Is Not, Justified

Why this confidence? One might well wonder. Oneld@nswer by reflecting that Kafka
belongs to a tradition where the highest thingseapressed in a book which is writing par
excellence’ a tradition where the combination, the manipulatbtetters has served as the
basis of experiences of ecstasy, and where iidstisat the world of letters, the letters of the



alphabet, is the true world of beatitu@&o write is to conjure up spirits, perhaps freeingm
against us, but this danger belongs to the ess#rihe power that liberates.

“Kafka said to Janouch that "the task of the poatpsophetic task: the right word is a guide,
the wrong one a seducer; it is not by accidentttt@Bible is called Scripture.”

®Hence Kafka's pitiless condemnation (which appliesimself) of Jewish writers who use
German.

""Yet what about this fact itself: being a poet?sThct of writing is a gift, a silent and
mysterious gift. But its price? In the night thesaer always jumps out at me with
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However, Kafka's was not a "superstitious" min@réwas in him a cold lucidity which made
him say to Brod, as they left at the end of somsskthc celebrations, "In fact it was more or less
the same as a tribe of savages: gross superstitfonge must not, then, limit ourselves to
explanations which, while they may be correct| dblnot help us understand why Kafka, so
sensitive to the deviation implied in every onélef steps he takes, surrendered with such faith
to that essential error which is writing. Nor woutlduffice to recall in this connection that ever
since his adolescence, he had been extraordisarilgitive to the influence of artists such as
Goethe and Flaubert, whom he was often ready tee@bove everyone because they placed
their art above everything. Probably Kafka neveirely separated himself internally from this
conception. But if the passion of art was fromlleginning so strong and appeared to him for
such a long time to be salutary, this is because) the start, and by "Father's fault," he found
himself cast out of the world, condemned to a gdétfor which he had literature, not to blame,
but rather to thank -- for brightening this solikyanaking it fertile, opening it onto another
world.

It can be said that his debate with his father pdghe negative aspect of the literary experience
into the background for him. Even when he seeshtisatvork requires his ruin, even when, still
more grave, he sees the opposition between his avatlis marriage, he by no means
concludes that there is in this work a fatal povaerpice which decrees "banishment" and
condemns to the desert. He does not come to thidusion, because the world has been lost for
him ever since the beginning; real existence has bethdrawn from him, or it was never
granted him, and when again he speaks of his arileof the impossibility of escaping it, he will
say, "l have the impression of never

dazzling clarity: writing is wages received of tiabolical powers one has served. This
surrender to obscure forces, this unleashing aefordinarily held in check, these impure
embraces and everything else that happens in fitesjeloes one still know anything about
all this when one writes stories in the full light,the broad daylight? . . . Does the surface
retain some trace of it? Perhaps there is some atneto write? For my part, | know only
this way, in the nights when anguish torments ntbeedge of sleep” (cited by Brod).

8But later, Kafka appears to become ever more ateetuward this form of devotion. Dora
Dymant belonged to a "respected Jewish HassididyfdrAnd Martin Buber may have
influenced him.
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having come here at all, but of having been pustheady as a little child and then chained to
the spot” ( January 24, 1922). Art did not cause this misfortune: art did not even contribute
to it, but on the contrary has shed light upon ltas been the "consciousness of unhappiness,"
its new dimension.

Art is primarily the consciousness of unhappiness,ts compensation. Kafka's rigor, his
fidelity to the work's demand, his fidelity to tdemands of grief, spared him that paradise of
fictions where so many weak artists whom life hiagsppointed find satisfaction. Art has for its
object neither reveries nor "constructions.” Butaes not describe truth either. Truth needs
neither to be known nor to be described -- it camven know itself -- just as earthly salvation
asks not to be discussed or represented, butdotbeved. In this sense there is no place for art:
rigorous monism excludes all idols. But, in thisngasense, if art is not justified in general, it is
at least justified for Kafka alone. For art is latk precisely as Kafka is, to what is "outside" the
world, and it expresses the profundity of this medereft of intimacy and of repose -- this
outside which appears when even with ourselves) esd out death, we no longer have
relations of possibility. Art is the consciousne$sthis misfortune.” It describes the situation of
one who has lost himself, who can no longer say'mko in the same movement has lost the
world, the truth of the world, and belongs to exitethetime of distressvhen, as Holderlin says,
the gods are no longer and are not yet. This doemsaan that art affirms another world, at least
not if it is true that art has its origin, not inather world, but in the other of all worlds (itaa

this point, we now see -- but in the notes whigiresent his religious experience rather than in
his work -- that Kafka takes or is ready to take fgmp which art does not authorize).

Kafka vacillates pathetically. Sometimes he seenuoteverything to create for himself a
dwelling place among men whose "attractivenessoisstnously strong.” He tries to get engaged,
he gardens, he practices manual tasks, he thirtkg &alestine, he procures lodgings in Prague
in order to win not only solitude but the indepemci of a mature,

“Kafka does not fail to denounce the temptatiome-tempting simplicity -- in the excessively
determined distinction between these two worldsudlly, the division (of these two worlc
seems to me too determined, dangerous in its dietation, sad and too domineering” (
January 30, 1922).
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vigorous man. On this level, the debate with thiedaremains essential, and all the new notes of
theDiaries confirm this. They show that Kafka hides nothingni himself of what

psychoanalysis could reveal to him. His dependendais family not only rendered him weak, a
stranger to manly tasks (as he himself affirms), ®iace this dependence horrifies him, it makes
all forms of dependence just as unbearable to hand, to start with, marriage, which reminds
him repulsively of his parents® of the family life from which he would like to frdgmself but

to which he would also like to commit himself, that is obedience to the law, that is the truth,
the truth of the father, which attracts him as maslne resists it, so that "really | stand up teefor
my family, and in its circle | ceaselessly brandisives to hurt it but at the same time to protect
it." "This on the one hand."

But on the other hand he always sees more, andesiskhaturally helps him see: that he belongs
to the other shore; that, banished, he must ngabawith this banishment; neither must he, as



though crushed against its border, remain passiueted toward a reality from which he feels
excluded and in which he has never even lived dieds not yet born. This new perspective
might be merely that of absolute despair, the isiigl perspective which is too hastily attributed
to him. There is no denying that distress is hesnant. It is his abode and his "time." But this
distress is never without hope. This hope is oftely the torment of distress -- which does not
give hope, but prevents one from getting enougin e¥elespair and determines that
"condemned to die, one is also condemned to dedeasdelf right up to the last" -- and perhaps
at that point assigned to reverse condemnationdeliwerance. In this new perspective, the
perspective of distress, it is essential not ta taward Canaan. The wanderer has the

“We must quote at least this passage from a drafietter to his fiancée in which he specifies
with the greatest lucidity his relations with hasxfily:

But | stem from my parents, | am linked to thent psto my sisters by blood. In everyday
life, and because | devote myself to my own gdalen't feel it, but fundamentally this bond
has more value for me than | know. Sometimes,Itparsue it with my hatred: the sight of
the conjugal bed, of the rumpled sheets, the mighhes carefuyl spread out, makes me wi
to vomit; it pulls all my insides out. It's as ifMere not definitively born, as if | were always
coming into the world out of that obscure life lrat obscure room; it's as if | had always to
search there again for confirmation of myself, aadf | were, at least to a certain extent,
indissolubly linked to these repulsive things. T$tidl impedes my feet which want to run;
my feet are still stuck in the formless originalipo[ October 18, 1916]
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desert for a destination, and it is his approadiheadesert which is now the true Promised Land.
"Is it out there you are leading me?" Yes, outeh&ut where is that, out there? It is never in
sight; the desert is even less certain than thédwbis never anything but the approach to the
desert. And in this land of error one is never &jebut always "far from here." And yet, in this
region where the conditions of a real dwelling lagkere one has to live in an incomprehensible
separation, (an exclusion from which one is, somglexcluded, just as one is excluded from
oneself) -- in this region which is the region afoe because in it one does nothing but stray
without end, there subsists a tension: the vergipigy of erring, of going all the way to the

end of error, of nearing its limit, of transformimgyfaring without any goal into the certitude of
the goal without any way there.

The Move outside Truth: The Landsurveyor

We know that the story of the landsurveyor represtre most impressive image of this move.
From the very beginning, this hero of inflexiblestibacy is described to us as having renounced
his world, his home, the life which includes wifedachildren, forever. Right from the start, then,
he is outside salvation, he belongs to exile, thgion where not only is he away from home, but
away from himself. He is in the outside itself +ealm absolutely bereft of intimacy where
beings seem absent and where everything one tbimkgrasps slips away. The tragic difficulty

of the undertaking is that in this world of exclusiand radical separation, everything is false
and inauthentic as soon as one examines it, evegyldicks as soon as one seeks support from it,
but nevertheless the depth of this absence is algiagn anew as an indubitable, absolute
presence. And the worlzbsolute which means "separated,” is in its proper plage hFor it is



as if separation, experienced in all its rigor,Idaeverse itself and become the absolutely
separated, the absolutely absolute.

This must be put more precisely: Kafka -- that éigcmind by no means satisfied with the
dilemma of all or nothing which he neverthelessosives more intransigently than anyone else
-- hints that in this move outside the true theeecertain rules. They are perhaps contradictory
and indefensible, but still they authorize a sbpassibility. The first is given in error itselbine
must stray and not be indolent as Joseph K. ThanTrial imagining as he does that things are
always going to continue and that he is still ia orld when, from the first sentence,
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he is cast out of it. Joseph's fault, similar ptop@o the one with which Kafka reproached
himself at the time he was writing this book, iatthe wants to win his trial in the world itsets, t
which he thinks he still belongs, but where higiceimpty heart, his bachelor bureaucrat's
existence, his lack of concern for his family {-cdaracter traits which Kafka found in himself --
already prevent him from getting a footing. Grantad indifference yields bit by bit, but that is
a result of the trial, just as the beauty whicmehiin the faces of the accused and makes them
attractive to women is the reflection of their odiesolution, of death advancing in them like a
truer light.

The trial, the banishment, is no doubt a greatariishe; it is perhaps an incomprehensible
injustice or an inexorable punishment. But it soal- to be sure, only to a certain extent (and
this is the hero's excuse, the trap he falls inta)given which it does no good to protest by
invoking in hollow speeches some higher justice ti@ncontrary, one must try to gain from it,
according to the rule which Kafka made his own: U¥Youst limit yourself to what you still
possess.” The trial has at least the advantagakihgnknown to K. what is really the case. It
dissipates illusion -- the deceptive consolatiohschy, because he had a good job and a few
indifferent pleasures, allowed him to believe ia &xistence, in his existence as a man of the
world. But the trial is not, for all that, the trutit is, on the contrary, a process of error, like
everything which is linked to the outside, thattézor" darkness where one is cast by the force
of banishment. The trial is a process where ifloo@e remains, it is for him who advances, not
against the current, in futile opposition, buthe tvery direction of error.

The Essential Fault

The landsurveyor is almost entirely free of Joséph faults. He does not seek to return home.
Gone is life in Canaan; effaced is the truth of thorld; he scarcely even remembers it in brief,
pathetic moments. He is not indolent either, bwgk on the move, never stopping, almost
never getting discouraged, going from failure titufe in a tireless movement which evokes the
cold disquietude of the time which affords no ré&&s, he goes ahead, with an inflexible
obstinacy, always in the direction of extreme erdisdaining the village which still has some
reality, but wanting the Castle, which perhapsri@se, detaching himself from Frieda, who
retains some glints of life, to turn toward Olgater of Amalia, the doubly excluded,
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the rejected -- Amalia who, still worse, in a fedqudecision, voluntarily chose to be so.
Everything ought to proceed, then, for the best.rigithing of the sort. For the landsurveyor falls



incessantly into the fault which Kafka designatestee gravest: impatience.The impatience at
the heart of error is the essential fault, bec@tusesconstrues the very trueness of error which,
like a law, requires that one never believe thd goeose or that one is coming nearer to it. One
must never have done with the indefinite; one meser grasp -- as if it were the immediate, the
already present -- the profundity of inexhaustdibsence.

To be sure, it is inevitable that one should doaswl, therein lies the desolating character of such
a quest. Whoever is not impatient is indolent. Wisoesurrenders to the disquietude of error
loses the indifference that would exhaust timer&sdg having arrived, understanding nothing
about this ordeal of exclusion in which he findsbelf, K. sets out right away to get quickly to
the end. He won't expend any energy on the intaaried; in their regard he is indolent. This is
probably to his credit: doubtless it demonstratesforce of his tense striving towards the
absolute. But his aberration is not any the leasmgy. It consists in taking for the end what is
only an intermediary, a representation befitting'fights."

Surely we are as deceived as the landsurveyor wkdhink we recognize in the bureaucratic
phantasm the fitting symbol of a superior worldisTigure merely befits our impatience. It is
the palpable form of the error through which, befthre impatient gaze, the inexorable force of
the evil infinite is ceaselessly substituted far #bsolute. K. always wants to reach the goal
before having reached it. This demand for a preraaténouement is the principle of figuration:
it engenders the image, or, if you will, the idahd the curse which attaches to it is that which
attaches to idolatry. Man wants unity right awagwants it in separation itself. He represents it
to himself, and this representation, timageof unity, immediately reconstitutes the element of
dispersion where he loses himself more and moretheamage as such can never be attained,
and moreover it hides from him the unity of whith i

" There are two main human sins from which all ttreecs derive: impatience and indolence.
Because of impatience, they were banished fromdaraBecause of indolence, they do not
return. Perhaps there is only one main sin, impaéeBecause of impatience, they were
driven out, because of impatience, they do normét{Aphorisms) [English translation from
"Reflections on Sin, Suffering, Hope, and the TWiay," in Wedding Preparationgrans.
Eithne Wilkins and Ernst Kaiser, Jr. ( London: S&c& Warburg, 1954) -- Trans.]
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is the image. It separates him from unity by makiself inaccessible and by making unity
inaccessible.

Klamm is by no means invisible. The landsurveyontsdo see him, and he sees him. The
Castle, supreme goal, is by no means out of sighéin image, it is constantly at his disposal.
Naturally when you look at them closely, these ffiegguare disappointing. The Castle is only a
cluster of village huts; Klamm, a big heavy manteéan front of a desk. There is nothing here
that isn't very ordinary and ugly. But this is taadsurveyor's good luck -- the truth, the
deceptive honesty of these images: they are notctigd in themselves, they possess nothing to
justify the fascinated interest people take in th€hus they remind us that they are not the true
goal. In this insignificance, however, the othethrlets itself be forgotten. And the other trgh i
that these images are, all the same, images gjole they partake of its glow, of its ineffable
value, and not to attach oneself to them is alréadyrn away from the essential.



We could summarize this situation as follows: inpatience which makes the goal inaccessible
by substituting for it the proximity of an intermady figure. It is impatience that destroys the
way toward the goal by preventing us from recogmjzn the intermediary the figure of the
immediate.

We must limit ourselves here to these few indicetidrhe bureaucratic phantasm, all the
bustling idleness which characterizes it, and tlumséle beings who are its functionaries,
guards, aides, messengers, who always go two bgdvifato show clearly that they are only
each other's reflections and the reflection ofrauisible whole; moreover, that whole chain of
metamorphoses, that methodical enlarging of thawite which is never defined as infinite but
necessarily expands indefinitely through the trammsétion of the goal into obstacles, but also of
obstacles into intermediaries leading to the goall this powerful imagery does not represent
the truth of a superior world, or even its transtence. It represents, rather, the favorable and
unfavorable nature of figuration -- the bind in winithe man of exile is caught, obliged as he is
to make out of error a means of reaching truthautdf what deceives him indefinitely the
ultimate possibility of grasping the infinite.
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The Work's Space

To what extent was Kafka aware of the analogy betwvikis move outside truth and the
movement by which the work tends toward its origitoward that center which in the only
place the work can be achieved, in the search lfiochwit is realized and which, once reached,
makes the work impossible? To what extent did haeot the ordeal of his heroes with the way
in which he himself, through art, was trying to radks way toward the work and, through the
work, toward something true? Did he often thinlGafethe's words, "It is by postulating the
impossible that the writer procures for himselfadlthe possible"? This much at least is
strikingly evident: the fault which he punisheddnis also the one with which the artist
reproaches himself. Impatience is this fault. Ibhtgao hurry the story toward its dénouement
before the story has developed in all its directj@xhausted the measure of time which is in it,
lifted the indefinite to a true totality where ey@nauthentic movement, every partially false
image can be transformed into an unshakable agetiflihis is an impossible task, a task which,
if it were accomplished fully, would destroy thatry truth toward which it tends, just as the
work is wrecked if it touches the point which is drigin. Many considerations restrain Kafka
from finishing almost any of his "stories” and catém, when he has scarcely begun one, to
leave it in search of peace in another. He stagse often feels the torment of the artist exiled
from his work at the moment it affirms itself arldses up. He also says that he sometimes
abandons a story in anguish lest, if he didn't dbant, he could never come back toward the
world, but it is not certain that this concern wasis case the strongest. That he often abandons
a story because every dénouement bears in itgelfappiness of a definitive truth which he
hasn't the right to accept, to which his existathmes not yet correspond -- this reason also
appears to have played a considerable role. Bthiede hesitations can be summarized as
follows: Kafka, perhaps without knowing it, feltefdy that to write is to surrender to the
incessant; and, out of anxiety -- fear of impateercand scrupulous attention to the work's
demand, he most often denied himself the leap wdlimhe permits finishing, the insouciant and
happy confidence by which (momentarily) a limipiaced upon the interminable.
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What has so inappropriately been called his realesreals this same instinctive effort to
exorcise the impatience within him. Kafka oftenwkd that his genius was a prompt, a ready
one; he was capable of reaching the essentialew awift strokes. But more and more he
imposed upon himself a minuteness, a slow appr@adbtailed precision (even in the
description of his own dreams), without which a reaitled from reality is rapidly condemned to
the errors of confusion and the approximationdefitnaginary. The more one is lost outside, in
the strangeness and insecurity of this loss, the moe must appeal to the spirit of rigor,
scruple, exactitude; the more one must concertratbhsence through a multitude of images,
through their determined and modest appearancedest because disengaged from fascination
-- and through their energetically sustained cain@eAnyone who belongs to reality can forego
all these details which, as we know, in no wayesgpond to the form of a real vision. But he
who belongs to the depths of the limitless and-¢#meote, to the distress of the immeasurable,
yes, that person is condemned to an excess of neeaisd to strive for continuity without a
single misstep, without any missing links, withthu slightest inconsistency. And condemned is
the right word. For if patience, exactitude, antticoastery are qualities indispensable for not
getting lost when nothing subsists that one coold bnto, patience, exactitude, and cold
mastery are also faults which, dividing difficufiand stretching them out indefinitely, may well
retard the shipwreck, but surely retard deliverabgeceaselessly transforming the infinite into
the indefinite. In the same way it is measure whichthe work, prevents the limitless from ever
being achieved.

Art and Idolatry

"Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven imagmgiikeness of any thing that is in heaven
above or that is in the earth beneath or that ierwater under the earth.” Felix Weltsch,
Kafka's friend, who has spoken very pertinentl{Kafka's struggle against impatience, thinks
that he took the Biblical commandment to hearthil is so, then imagine a man upon whom
this essential interdiction weighs, who must, oim @ death, exile himself from images and
who, suddenly, discovers himself exiled in the imagy without any dwelling place or
subsistence except images and the space of imBge® he is, then, obliged to live off his death
and constrained in his despair, and in order
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to escape despair -- immediate execution -- to mékés condemnation the only road to
salvation. Was Kafka consciously this man? No aresay. Sometimes one has the feeling that
the more he seeks to remember the essential ptiohilgior it is in any case forgotten, since the
community in which it was alive is more or lesstdaged) -- the more he seeks to remember the
religious sense which lives hidden in this prohdsit and seeks this with an ever greater rigor,
emptying himself and the space all around him abittols might find no welcome there, the
more he seems prepared, contradictorily, to faitugtthis interdiction ought also to be applied
to his art. The result is a very unstable equilibri This equilibrium, in the illegitimate solitude
which is his, allows him to be faithful to an ewveore rigorous spiritual monism while
abandoning himself to a certain artistic idolafrigen it commits him to purifying this idolatry

by all the rigors of an asceticism which condenitesdry realities (he leaves his works
unfinished, is unwilling to publish, refuses toibee himself a writer, etc.), and which



furthermore -- this is still more grave -- tendsstdbordinate art to his spiritual condition. Art is
not religion, "it doesn't even lead to religion.titBn the time of distress which is ours, the time
when the gods are missing, the time of absencexsite] art is justified, for it is the intimacy of
this distress: the effort to make manifest, throtighimage, the error of the imaginary, and
eventually the ungraspable, forgotten truth whiictes behind this error.

That there is, in Kafka, a tendency at first tditerature's demand relieve religion's and then,
especially toward the end, an inclination to allug religious experience to take over from his
literary one -- that there is in him a tendencyni& the two in a rather confusing way by passing
from the desert of faith to faith in a world whishno longer the desert but another world, where
liberty will be returned to him -- all this is suggted by the notes in tlearies. "Do | live now

in the other world? Do | dare say it?" ( JanuaryI3P2). On one of the pages we have quoted,
Kafka recalls that according to him men have newothoice than this one: either to seek the
Promised Land in Canaan or to seek it in the otfeeld, which is the desert, "for," he adds,
"there is no third land for men." Certainly thesenbt, but perhaps one should say more. Perhaps
it must be said that the artist -- the man Kaflem alanted to be, the "poet," concerned for his art
and in search of its origin -- is he for whom thexésts not even one world. For there exists for
him only the outside, the glistening flow of thersial outside.

-83-
[This page intentionally left blank.]
-84-

IV

The Work and Death's Space
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Death as Possibility
The Word Experience

The work draws whoever devotes himself to it towtae point where it withstands its
impossibility. The work comes through this test @)dn this respect, experience. But what does
that word mean? In a passage frivlalte, Rilke says that "poetry is not sentiment, it is
experience. In order to write a single line, onestiave seen many cities, men and things."
Rilke does not mean, however, that poetry is thpression of a rich personality, capable of
living and of having lived. Memories are necesshuy,only that they may be forgotten: in order
that in this forgetfulness -- in the silence ofrafpund metamorphosis -- there might at last be
born a word, the first word of a poem. "Experienlsefe means contact with being, renewal of
oneself in this contact -- an experiment, but dra temains undetermined.

Valéry writes in a letter: "All his life the trueamter seeks painting: the true poet, Poetry, etc.
For these are not determined activities. In themmnst create the need, the goal, the means,



and even the obstacles." Valéry is alluding her@niather form of experience. Poetry is not
granted the poet as a truth and a certainty agaimsh he could measure himself. He does not
know whether he is a poet, but neither does he kmbat poetry is, or even whether it is. It
depends on him, on his search. And this dependioe® not make him master of what he seeks;
rather, it makes him uncertain of himself and amifiexistent. Every work, and each moment of
the work, puts everything into question all oveaiagand thus he who must live only for the
work has no way to live. Whatever he does, the watkdraws him from what he does and

from what he can do.

Apparently these remarks take into consideratidy the technical activity in the work. They
imply that art is difficult, that the
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artist, in the practice of his art, lives on unagty. In his almost naive concern to protect poetr
from insoluble problems, Valéry tried to preseradtan activity all the more demanding in that it
has few secrets and is little able to secludefiilse¢he vagueness of its profundity. Poetry, is hi
eyes, is a convention which envies mathematicsagpéars to require nothing but uninterrupted
effort or attention. It seems, then, that art, #trange activity which has to create everything --
need, goal, means -- above all creates for itse#twiampers it, what renders it not only
supremely difficult, but also useless to all livingings and especially to one living being in
particular, the artist. This activity is not evegaamne, although it has the innocence and vanity of
games. Yet there comes a moment when it apped#ng asost necessary of all activities. Poetry
is only an exercise, but this exercise is the mine,mind's purity, the pure point at which
consciousness -- that empty power to exchangé ftsetverything -- becomes a real power,
enclosing its infinite number of constructs andhmle range of its maneuvers within strict
limits. Art now has a goal, and this goal is thexd's mastery. And Valéry considers that his
poems have no interest for him other than tha¢aéhing him how they were fashioned, how a
work of the mind is produced. Art has a goal; ithis very goal. It is not simply a way of
exercising the mind; it is mind -- which is nothifigt is not a work. And what is the work? The
exceptional moment when possibility becomes powhkgen the mind -- law or empty form rich
only in undetermined potentiality -- becomes theasety of a realized form, becomes this body
which is form and this beautiful form which is aiédy body. The work is mind, and the mind is
the passage, within the work, from the supremeterdenacy to the determination of that
extreme. This unique passage is real only in thewadn the work which is never real, never
finished, since it is only the realization of théndis infiniteness. The mind, then, sees once
again in the work only an opportunity to recograrel exercise itseHd infinitum Thus we

return to our point of departure.

This movement, and the terrible constraint, sqeag, which makes it circular, show that one
can never simply make an allowance for artisticegigmce. Reduced to a purely formal
investigation, it makes form the ambiguous poinbtigh which everything passe€verything
becomes enigma, an enigma with which there is ssipe compromise, for it

Yvaléry's singularity is that he gives to the wdrk hame "mind," but minequivocally
conceived by him aorm: form which sometimes has the sense of an empty
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requires that one do and be nothing which it hasirewn into itself. "All his life the true

painter seeks painting; the true poet, Poetll'His life": those are three demanding words.
They do not mean that the painter turns his life painting or that he tries to discover painting

in his life. Yet neither do they mean that life @@ns intact when through and through it becomes
the search for an activity which is sure neitheit©foals nor of its means but only of this
uncertainty and of the absolute passion whichntroands.

We have two answers so far. Poetry is experiemdesd to a vital approach, to a movement
which is accomplished in the serious, purposefurse of life. In order to write a single line,

one must have exhausted life. And now, the othswan to write a single line, one must have
exhausted art, one must have exhausted one's lifi@isearch for art. These two answers share
the idea that art is experience because it is @rpatal: because it is a search -- an investigation
which is not undetermined but is, rather, determhiogits indeterminacy, and involves the

whole of life, even if it seems to know nothingliéé.

Yet another answer would be André Gide's: "l wantehdicate inTentative amoureugée
influence of the book upon the writer, during thetiwg itself. For, emerging from us, it changes
us, it modifies the course of our lifé¢"This answer, however, is more limited. Writing ches

us. We do not write according to what we are; veeaacording to what we write. But where
does what is written come from? Still from us? Frapossibility in ourselves which is
discovered and affirmed only through literary enadwa? All endeavors transform us; every
action we accomplish acts upon us. Does the aadhndonsists in making a book modify us
more profoundly? And if so, is it really the addlf, the effort, the patience, the attention is th
act which is responsible for the change? Is itratiter a question of a more original demand, a
necessary prior

“Thirty years later, Gide returns to this point @w and refines it: "It seems to me that each
of my books was not so much the product of a newrilisposition, as, on the

*power, a capacity of substitution which precedesrankes possible an infinite number of
realizable objects -- while at other times it Haes plastic, concrete reality of a realized form.
In the first instance, it imindwhich is the master of forms; in the second, iadywhich is
mind's form and power. Poetry, creation, is thesambiguity of one and the other. As mind,
poetry is only pure intellectual exercise and tetadsccomplish nothing; it is the empty,
though admirable, movement of the indefinite. Baialieady embodied and formed, as the
form and reality of a beautiful body, poetry isifasdifferent to "meaning," to mind. In
language as body, in the physicalness of langymswgry tends only toward the perfection of
a finished thing.
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change which is perhaps achieved through the viowkard which the work leads us but which,
through an essential contradiction, is not jusbipio the work's completion but goes back even
further to the point where nothing can be dondlat'ano longer have any personality other
than the one which suits this work." But what stlies work is perhaps that "I'" have no
personality. Clemens Brentano, in his noBeldwi speaks eloquently of "the nullification of
oneself" which is effected in the work. And perhéps a question of a still more radical change
which does not consist in a new disposition ofgbel and mind, which is not limited to



removing me from myself, "nullifying” me, and whichnot linked to the particular content of a
given book either, but rather to the fundamentahaled of the work.

To Die Content
Kafka, in a note from hiBiaries, makes a remark which bears reflection:

On the way home, | said to Max that on my deathpeakided the suffering is not too great, |
will be very content. | forgot to add, and latemhitted this on purpose, that the best of what |
have written is based upon this capacity to digerdnAll the good passages, the strongly
convincing ones, are about someone who is dyingsdradfinds it very hard and sees in it an
injustice. This, at least in my opinion, is all yenoving for the reader. But for me, since | think

| can be content on my deathbed, such descripticmsecretly a game. | even enjoy dying in the
character who is dying. Thus | calculatingly exptbe reader's attention which | have
concentrated upon death; | keep a much clearertheadche, who will lament, | suppose, on his
deathbed. My lamentation is thus as perfect adies# does not interrupt itself abruptly the
way real lamentation does, rather it follows itadn#ful, pure course.

This is dated December, 1914. One cannot be saté #xpresses a point of view which Kafka
would still have entertained later. It is, in

*contrary, its cause and the first provocation af tfisposition of soul and mind in which |
had to maintain myself in order to bring the bo@k&boration to a successful finish. 1 would
like to express this in a simpler fashion: the hasksoon as it is conceived, disposes of me
entirely; and all within me, including the most fmond in me, orchestrates itself for the
book. | have no personality other than that whigitsghis work" (Journals July 1922).
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fact, what he keeps quiet about, as if he were @whits offensive aspect. But, precisely
because of its irritating insincerity, it is revieal The whole passage might be summarized as
follows: you cannot write unless you remain youmawaster before death; you must have
established with death a relation of sovereign Isgifayou lose face before death, if death is the
limit of your self-possession, then it slips therdout from under the pen, it cuts in and
interrupts. The writer no longer writes, he cries 6 an awkward, confused cry which no one
understands and which touches no one. Kafka feglplg here that art is a relation with death.
Why death? Because death is the extreme. He whalex death among all that is in his control
controls himself extremely. He is linked to the \éhof his capability; he is power through and
through. Art is mastery of the supreme moment, supermastery.

The sentence, "The best of what | have writteraseld on this capacity to die content,” has an
attractive aspect stemming from its simplicity; egleless, it remains difficult to accept. What

is this capacity? What is it that gives Kafka thssurance? Has he already come close enough to
death to know how he will bear himself when he $ait® He seems to suggest that in the "good
passages" of his writings -- where someone is dygimg an unjust death -- he is himself at
stake. Is it a matter, then, of an approach towlasath accomplished under the cover of writing?
The text does not say exactly that. It probablydates an intimacy between the unhappy death
which occurs in the work and the writer who enjthis death. It excludes the cold, distant
relation which allows an objective description. &mator, if he knows the art of moving people,



can recount in a devastating manner devastating®which are foreign to him. The problem in
that case is one of rhetoric and the right one anayay not have to use it. But the mastery of
which Kafka speaks is different, and the calcutatactic which authorizes it is more profound.
Yes, one has to die in the dying character, trethahds this. But one must be capable of
satisfaction in death, capable of finding in thpreme dissatisfaction supreme satisfaction, and
of maintaining, at the instant of dying, the clegittedness which comes from such a balance.
Contentment is then very close to Hegelian wisdbthe latter consists in making satisfaction
and self-consciousness coincide, in finding inexi negativity -- in death become possibility,
project, and time -- the measure of the absolyestive.

Yet here Kafka does not situate himself directlganambitious a perspective. Neither, when he
links his capacity to write well with the
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power to die well, does he allude to a conceptibiclwwould concern death in general. Rather,
he alludes to his own experience. For one reasanather he lies down untroubled upon his
death bed, and that is why he can direct upondmsds an untroubled gaze and share their death
with clear-sighted intimacy. Which of his writingshe thinking of? Probablyn der

Strafkolonie, In the Penal Colonk few days earlier he had presented to his fsemdeading of
this story, which gave him courage. He then writee Trial, and several unfinished narratives
which do not concern death directly. We should moerthe Metamorphosis and The Verdast
well. To recall these works is to recognize thatikddas not thinking of a realistic description of
death scenes. In all these narratives, those whdalso in a few quick and silent words. This
confirms the idea that not just when they die lpgasently while they are alive Kafka's heroes
carry out their actions in death's space, anditl&to the indefinite time of "dying" that they
belong. They are experiencing, feeling this straege out, and Kafka, in them, is also standing
a test. But it seems to him that he won't be ablaring it to a "happy conclusion,” draw from it
a story and a work unless, in a certain way, e igne beforehand with the extreme moment of
this trial -- unless he is death's equal.

What disturbs us in his reflection is that it seemauthorize art to cheat. Why describe as unjust
an event that he himself feels capable of welcomiitiy equanimity? Why does he make death
frightful for us when he is content with it? Thises the text a cruel shallowness. Perhaps art
demands that one play with death; perhaps it intted a game, a bit of play in the situation that
no longer allows for tactics or mastery. But whaéslthis play mean? "Art flies around the truth,
with the decided intention not to burn itself." et flies around death. It does not burn itself,
but makes us feel the burn and becomes what bachmaves us -- coldly and falsely. This
perspective would suffice to condemn art. But tddieto Kafka's remark, one must also take it
differently. To die content is not in his eyes #itade that is good in itself, for what it express
primarily is discontent with life, exclusion frorhe happiness of living -- that happiness which
one must desire and love above everything. "Thaagpto die content” implies that relations
with the normal world are now and henceforth sevelkafka is in a sense already dead. This is
given him, as exile was given him; and this giflin&ed to that of writing. Naturally, the fact of
being exiled from normal possibilities does nottgelf afford mastery over the extreme
possibility. The fact of being deprived of life doeot
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guarantee the happy possession of death; it ddesaie death acceptable except in a negative
fashion (one is content to finish with the discontef life). Hence the insufficiency and the
superficial character of the remark. But the sap® precisely, and twice over Kafka writes in
his Diary, "l do not separate myself from men in order ¥e iin peace, but in order to be able to
die in peace." This separation, this need for saéitis imposed upon him by his work. "If | do
not save myself in some work, | am lost. Do | kribwg distinctly enough? | do not hide from
men because | want to live peacefully, but bechusent to perish peacefully.” The work in
guestion is writing. Kafka cuts himself off fromethwvorld in order to write, and he writes in
order to die in peace. Here death, tranquil deatlepresented as the wages of art; it is the aim
and the justification of writing. Write to perisieg@cefully. Yes, but how to write? What allows
one to write? We know the answer: you cannot writiess you are able to die content. The
contradiction situates us back in the profundityhaf experience.

The Circle

Whenever thought is caught in a circle, this isdose it has touched upon something original, its
point of departure beyond which it cannot move pke¢e return. Perhaps we would come closer
to that original movement if we modified the foafKafka's formulae by removing the words
"peacefully” and "content." The writer, then, issomho writes in order to be able to die, and he
is one whose power to write comes from an antieghaélation with death. The contradiction
subsists, but is seen in a different light. Jushagoet only exists once the poem faces him, only
after the poem, as it were -- although it is neagsthat first there be a poet in order for there t
be a poem -- so one senses that if Kafka goes tbtlwarpower of dying through the work which
he writes, the work itself is by implication an exignce of death which he apparently has to
have been through already in order to reach thé& aod, through the work, death. But one can
also sense that the movement which, in the worthesapproach to death, death's space and its
use, is not exactly the same movement which wadd the writer to thpossibilityof dying.

One can even suppose that the particularly strezlggons between artist and work, which

make the work depend on him who is only possiblaiwithe work -- one can even suppose that
such an anomaly stems from the experience whictpoweers the form of time, but stems more
profoundly still from the ambiguity of that expermie, from its double

-93-

aspect which Kafka expresses with too much sintglinithe sentences we ascribe to hifrite

to be able to die -- Die to be able to writhese words close us into their circular dem#mely
oblige us to start from what we want to find, telseothing but the point of departure, and thus
to make this point something we approach only bitiqg it. But they also authorize this hope:
the hope, where the interminable emerges, of gnggpe term, of bringing it forth.

Naturally, Kafka's words may seem to express a sowikw peculiar to him. They are in
conflict with generally accepted ideas about ad @@ work of art which André Gide, in the
wake of so many others, called upon: "The reasdnishwead me to write are many, and the
most important are, it seems to me, the most sdespecially, perhaps, this one: to shelter
something from death"Journals July 27, 1922). To write in order not to die gtatrust oneself
to the survival of the work: this motive is appahgmwhat keeps the artist at his task. Genius
confronts death; the work is death rendered vaitramsfigured, or, in the evasive words of
Proust, made "less bitter," "less inglorious," &perhaps less probable.” Perhaps. We will not



rebut these traditional dreams attributed to credty remarking that they are recent -- that,
belonging to our modern, occidental world, they@enected to the development of humanistic
art, where man seeks to glorify himself in his weoakd to act in them, perpetuating himself in
this action. All this is certainly important and améengful. But art, at this juncture, is no longer
anything but a memorable way of becoming one wigkohy. Great historical figures, heroes,
great men of war no less than artists shelter telmas from death in this way: they enter the
memory of peoples; they are examples, active poesefMhis form of individualism soon ceases
to be satisfying. It soon becomes clear that iftvidhanportant is primarily the process which is
history -- action in the world, the common strivitagvard truth -- it is vain to want to remain
oneself above and beyond one's disappearanceiovd@sire immutable stability in a work

which would dominate time. This is vain and, mom¥he opposite of what one wants, which
is not to subsist in the leisurely eternity of gldbut to change, to disappear in order to cooperat
in the universal transformation: to act anonymouasigl not to be a pure, idle name. From this
perspective, creators' dreams of living on throtgir works appear not only small-minded but
mistaken, and any true action, accomplished anouogipdn the world and for the sake of the
world's ultimate perfection, seems to affirm a
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triumph over death that is more rigorous, moreagertAt least such action is free of the
wretched regret that one cannot be oneself fordong

These dreams, which are so strong and which dedito a transformation of art at a time when
art is not yet present to itself -- at a time whaan, who believes he is the master of art, wants to
make himself present, wants to be the one whoeseatd by creating escapes destruction even
if only just barely -- these dreams, then, ardistgi in this: they show "creators" engaged in a
profound relation with death. And this relationsgdite appearances, is the one Kafka pursued
also. Both he and they want death to be possikl& brder to grasp it, they in order to hold it at
a distance. The differences are negligible. Theysat in one perspective, which is the
determination to establish with death a relatiofreédom.

Can | Die?

At first glance, the preoccupation of the writeromhurites in order to be able to die is an affront
to common sense. It would seem we can be sureledsitone event: it will come without any
approach on our part, without our bestirring owselat all; yes, it will come. That is true, but at
the same time it is not true, and indeed quiteipbyst lacks truth altogether. At least it does no
have the kind of truth which we feel in the wonldhich is the measure of our action and of our
presence in the world. What makes me disappeartineravorld cannot find its guarantee there;
and thus, in a way, having no guarantee, it iscediin. This explains why no one is linked to
death byreal certitude. No one is sure of dying. No one doulesth, but no one can think of
certain death except doubtfully. For to think oétteis to introduce into thought the supremely
doubtful, the brittleness of the unsure. It isfas brder to think authentically upon the certgint
of death, we had to let thought sink into doubt sradithenticity, or yet again as if when we
strive to think on death, more than our brain e ¥lery substance and truth of thought itself --
were bound to crumble. This in itself indicates thanen in general do not think about death, if
they avoid confronting it, it is doubtless in ordeiflee death and hide from it, but that this



escape is possible only because death itself pepel flight before death, and because it is the
deep of dissimulation. Thus to hide from it is ineatain way to hide in it.

So the ability to die ceases to be a meaninglesejsand we can understand how a man's goal
might be the search for death's possibility. Tke@rsh, however, only becomes significant when
it is necessary. In
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the great religious systems, death is an impogaent, but it does not have the paradoxical
character of a brute fact bearing no truth. Itislation to another world where, precisely, truth
is believed to have its origin. It is the true waggd if it lacks the guarantee of the
comprehensible certitudes which are ours hereignvibrld, it does have the guarantee of the
incomprehensible but unshakable certitudes of thmal. Thus in the great religious systems of
the West, it is not at all difficult to hold thag¢ath is true. Death always takes place in a wirld,
is an event of the greatest world, an event whashle located and which gives us a location.

Can | die? Have | the power to die? This quest@s o force except when all the escape routes
have been rejected. It is when he concentratesigxely upon himself in the certainty of his
mortal condition that man's concern is to makeldpassible. It does not suffice for him that he
is mortal; he understands that he has to becomtinibrat he must be mortal twice over:
sovereignly, extremely mortal. That is his humanatmn. Death, in the human perspective, is
not a given, it must be achieved. It is a task, whieh we take up actively, one which becomes
the source of our activity and mastery. Man dieat ts nothing. But mais, starting from his
death. He ties himself tight to his death witheadf which he is the judge. He makes his death;
he makes himself mortal and in this way gives hlfrtee power of a maker and gives to what
he makes its meaning and its truth. The decisidretwithout being is possibility itself: the
possibility of death. Three systems of thoughtegel's, Nietzsche's, Heidegger's -- which
attempt to account for this decision and whichefae seem, however much they may oppose
each other, to shed the greatest light on therdestimodern man, are all attempts at making
death possible.

Kirilov

It would seem that the most immediately pressingsequence of such an attitude is to make us
wonder whether, among all the forms of death, tieer®t one which is more human, more
mortal, and whether voluntary death is not perfapsexemplary death. To take one's own life: is
this not the shortest road from man to himselfyftanimal to man and, as Kirilov will add, from

man to God? "l recommend my death to you, volundaath, which comes to me because |
want it to." "To eliminate oneself is the most geaworthy of acts; it

-96-

practically grants us the right to live." Naturalath is death "in the most contemptible
conditions, a death which is not free, which doatscome when it should, a coward's death.
Love of life should make us wish for an altogettigierent death, a free and conscious death,
one which is no accident and holds no surpriseitziiche's words resound like an echo of
liberty. One doesn't kill oneself, but one can.sTisia marvelous resource. Without this supply
of oxygen close at hand we would smother, we coaltbnger live. Having death within reach,



docile and reliable, makes life possible, for ieiactly what provides air, space, free and joyful
movement: it is possibility.

Voluntary death appears to pose a moral probleatdtises and it condemns; it makes a final
judgment. Or else it seems a challenge in defiahe® exterior omnipotence. "l will kill myself
to affirm my insubordination, my new and terrifyitigerty.” What is new in Kirilov's

undertaking is that he not only considers himgelfe rising up against God by taking his own
life, but expects by so doing to prove the nonexise of this God -- to prove it for himself just
as he demonstrates it to others. As long as hadtdslled himself, he himself does not know
how this matter stands. Perhaps he is a belielravjrig more faith even than a priest," suggests
Dostoyevsky, apparently abandoning him to forloanderings among contradictory feelings.
Yet this remark is not inconsistent. On the comtr&or it is his preoccupation with God -- the
urgency of his need to become certain about Gadiexistence -- that suggests suicide to
Kirilov. Why suicide? If he dies freely, if he exjnces and proves to himself his liberty in
death and the liberty of his death, he will havaiaed the absolute. He will be that absolute. He
will be absolutely man, and there will be no abs®hutside of him. In fact more is involved
here than a proof. In this obscure combat not Bimyov's knowledge concerning the existence
of God, but that existence itself is at stake. @Goghmbling his own existence in this freely
chosen death which a resolute man takes upon Hirtfssdmeone becomes his own master even
in death, master of himself through death, he malimaster also of that omnipotence which
makes itself felt by us through death, and he eiluce it to a dead omnipotence. Kirilov's
suicide thus becomes the death of God. Hencenaisgg conviction that this suicide will
inaugurate a new era, that it will mark the turngagnt in the history of humanity, and that,
precisely, after him men will no longer need td themselves. His death, by making death
possible, will have liberated life and renderedfilly human.
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Kirilov's words have an unsteady but attractivetlihy. He constantly loses his bearings among
clear arguments which he does not pursue to théecalse of the intervention, the call of an
obscure argument which he cannot grasp but neasesdo hear. To all appearances his plan is
that of a calm and collected rationalist. If menndd kill themselves, he thinks, it is because they
are afraid of death; fear of death is the origitGof; if | can die in opposition to this fear, lllwi
have liberated death from fear and overthrown Gk is a plan which, requiring the serenity
of a man who keeps to reason’s undeviating patim$licts with the lamp burning before the

icon, with the religious torment to which Kirilowofesses, and above all with the terror that
makes him falter at the end. Yet the starts anpkssdd this disoriented thinking, this madness
which we feel envelops it and even its dizzy fedreneath the mask it wears, which is shame at
being afraid -- are solely responsible for the ifaeting interest of Kirilov's undertaking.

Speaking of death, he speaks of God, as if he debdesupreme name to understand and
evaluate such an event, to confront it in its soq@ey. God is, for him, the face of his death. But
is it God that is at issue? Is not the omnipotenaghose shadow Kirilov wanders (sometimes
seized by a happiness which shatters time, someti@lésered to horror against which he
defends himself with puerile ideologies) -- is tlus power fundamentally anonymous? Does it
not make of him a nameless, powerless being, eagicbwardly and surrendered to
dispersion? This power is death itself, and what issue behind Kirilov's undertaking is death's
possibility. Can | kill myself? Have | the powerde? How far can | go freely into death, in full



control of my freedom? Even when, with an ideal hatbic resolve, | decide to meet death, isn't
it still death that comes to meet me, and wheimkthgrasp it, does it not grasp me? Does it not
loosen all hold upon me, deliver me to the ungralgfaDo | die, humanly, a death which will be
that of a man and which | will imbue with all ofiman intention and freedom? Do | myself die,
or do | not rather die always other from myselfttsat | would have to say that properly
speaking do not die? Can | die? Have | the power to die?

The critical problem that torments Kirilov in therfn of a God he would like to believe in is the
problem of his suicide's possibility. When somesaygs to him, "But many people kill
themselves," he does not even understand. As fa esconcerned, no one has yet killed
himself: no one has ever died by his own handrea&coming to grips, a full and heartfelt
grasping of the situation which would make this act
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an authentic action. Or again, no one has seeedthdhe possibility of taking it himself instead
of receiving it, dying "for the idea" as Kirilov uit, dying that is, in a purely ideal manner.
Certainly, if he succeeds in making death a pdgyilthich is his and fully human, he will have
attained absolute freedom. He will have attainedia man, and he will have given it to men.
Or, in other words, he will have been conscioudisdppearing and not consciousness
disappearing; he will have entirely annexed todoeissciousness its own disappearance; he will
be, thus, a realized totality, the realizationhe whole, the absolute. Certainly this privilege is
far superior to that of being immortal. Immortalityit is mine to enjoy by definition, is not

mine. It is rather my limit and my constraint. Thnghis context my whole vocation as a man
consists in making of this immortality which is ioged upon me something | can gain or lose:
hell or heaven. But immortality in itself, over whil have no power, is nothing to me. On the
other hand, immortality might become one of sciencenquests. Then it would have the value -
- beneficial or not -- of a cure for sickness. tuld not be altogether without consequences, but
it would have none for Kirilov, who would still asitimself -- and with a passion made greater
by the greater strangeness of the problem: Dalnréhe power to die? Immortality, guaranteed
by science, would have no weight in his destinyesslit signified the impossibility of death. But
then it would be, precisely, the symbolic repreagonh of the question he embodies. For a
human race weirdly destined to be immortal, suigwdeld constitute perhaps the only chance to
remain human, the only way out toward a human éutur

What might be called Kirilov's task -- death, wihEath becomes the search for its possibility --
is not exactly the task of voluntary death, thereise of the will in a struggle with death. Is
suicide always the act of a man whose thoughtéadl obscured, whose will is sick? Is it
always an involuntary act? That is what is saiddayain psychiatrists who, in any event, do not
know it to be the case; some well-meaning theolmgthink so, in order to cover up the scandal,
and Dostoyevsky, who gives his character the appearof madness, also draws back from the
abyss that has been opened up before him by KifBav this is not the important problem: does
Kirilov truly die? Does he prove through his detit possibility which he received in advance
from his death, that power of not being which pétexai him to be himself -- to be, that is, though
freely linked to himself, always other than himselthe power to act, speak, take risks, and be
without being? Can he maintain even in death thises of death, sustain even in death this
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active and industrious death which is the powdinish, the power that has its source in the
end? Can he act in such a way that death willlsifor him the force of the negative, the cutting
edge of decision, the moment of supreme possihilitgre even his own impossibility will come
to him in the form of a power? Or, on the contraythe experience one of radical reversal,
where he dies but cannot die, where death delhiargo the impossibility of dying?

In this search of his, it is not his own decisiventhat Kirilov is testing, but death as resolution
He wants to know whether the purity, whether thiegnty of his act can triumph over the
limitlessness of the indecisive, over the immenssolution: over death. He wants to know
whether, by the force of his action, he can re@ath active and by the affirmation of his
freedom assert himself in death, appropriate ikemitrue. In the world he is mortal, but in
death -- in this finish without definition -- doke not risk becoming infinitely mortal? The
guestion is his task. To answer it is his tormestich drags him toward death, toward the death
he wants to master through the exemplary valuasobn, by making "death understood" its
only content.

Arria

To master death does not simply mean to remairs om& master in the face of death. That is
the indifferent sovereignty which Stoic serenitpeesses. It is true that when, upon seeing her
husband, Caecina Poetus, hesitate, Arria plundeg@er into her own breast, draws it back out,
and offers it to him saying, "It is not painful,Eihsteadiness -- her stiffness -- is impressive.
Restraint is a feature of great and tranquil deaimes which gives pleasure. To die well means
to die with propriety, in conformity with oneseli@ with respect for the living. To die well is to
die in one's own life, turned toward one's life amchy from death; and this good death shows
more consideration for the world than regard fer depth of the abyss. The living appreciate
this reserve, they prefer those who do not abatigemselves. The pleasure we take in a decent
end, our desire to make death humane and propkeetd from its inhuman quality -- which,
before killing men degrades them through fear aaasforms them into something repulsively
foreign -- can lead us to praise suicide for da@ngy with death. This is Nietzsche's position. In
his effort to eliminate the somber importance wi@tiristianity attaches to the last hour, he
regards this final moment as totally insignificantd not even worth a thought: a
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moment which is nothing to us and takes nothingfts. "There is nothing more banal than
death." "I am happy to see that men refuse absphaevant to think about death!" Kirilov

would also like to say this to us. He himself tlardonstantly about death, but in order to deliver
us from the thought of it. This is the outermostitiof the process of humanization; it is
Epicurus's external exhortation: if you are, deathot; if it is, you are not. Stoics want
indifference before death because they want ietérde of all passion. Thus they attribute
indifference to death; it is an indifferent momddltimately, it is nothing, it is not even the last
moment, which still belongs to life. At this poihiey have completely vanquished the old enemy
and they can say, "O death, where is thy victoml®y can say this, providing they add, "Where
is thy sting?" For, having freed themselves froratdethey have in the same stroke deprived
themselves of true life -- the life which "does sbtin death or keep clear of destruction, but
endures its death and in death maintains its Belihegel called it the life of Mind.



It does not suffice, then, to approach the advemsiéh the strength of a combative mind that
wants to conquer, but from afar and in such a &pparently, as to prevent death's approach. A
death that is free, useful, and conscious, thagiieeable to the living, in which the dying person
remains true to himself, is a death which has rettwith death. It is a death in which there is
much talk of life, but in it is not heard the unietianguage from which speech emerges like a
new gift. Those who do not abandon themselves dlugethe absolute abandon. We are spared
the worst, but the essential escapes us.

That is why, with his sense of what is profound afsb from the perspective of his theoretical
intentions which were to show that militant atheisas a mad dream, Dostoyevsky did not give
Kirilov an impassive destiny, the cold resolve whis the heritage of the ancients. This hero of
certain death is neither indifferent nor mastehniafself, nor is he certain, and he does not go to
his nullification as toward a pale nothing, purfieand proportioned to fit him. The fact that his
end is an extraordinary fiasco; that, in killingrisielf, he also kills his companion and double,
with whom he had maintained a sullen silence; tieabas for his last interlocutor and finally for
his sole adversary only the most sinister figureyhose countenance he can look upon the
failure of his undertaking in all its truth -- tleesircumstances are not simply part of his share of
existence in the world, but emerge from the sondlichacy of the abyss. We believe, as we die,
that we are engaged in a noble
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combat with God, and finally it is Verkhovensky weet, a much truer image of that base
power with which one has to compete in bestiality.

We enter thus the greatest contradictions. Théelgteness in suicide, its free and imposing
side, whereby we strive to remain ourselves, sezgesntially to protect us from what is at stake
in this event. It would seem that through our @fforremain ourselves, we elude the essential; it
would seem that we interpose ourselves illegitilgdietween something unbearable and
ourselves, still seeking, in this familiar deathtthomes from us, not to meet anyone but
ourselves, our own resolution and our own certitilgposeless passion, unreasonable and
vain: this is, on the contrary, what we read updgids face, and it is this which seems to us
imposing -- this passion which seems to reflecitmense passivity of death, which escapes
the logic of decisions, which can perfectly weléak but remains secret, mysterious, and
indecipherable because it bears no relation ta.lighus in voluntary death it is stélxtreme
passivitythat we perceive -- the fact that action herenly the mask of a fascinated
dispossession. For this point of view, Arria's isggity is no longer the sign of the preservation
of her mastery, but the sign of an absence, ofldgm disappearance, the shadow of someone
impersonal and neutral. Kirilov's feverishness,ihstability, his steps which lead nowhere, do
not signify life's agitation or a still vital forcéney indicate, rather, that he belongs to a space
where no one can rest, and which is in that respacicturnal space: no one is welcomed there;
there nothing can abide. Nerval, it is said, waededrift in the streets before hanging himself.
But aimless wandering is already death; it is tloetah error he must finally interrupt by
immobilizing himself. Hence the hauntingly repetticharacter of suicidal gestures. He who,
through clumsiness, has missed his own deattkasalighost returning only to continue to fire
upon his own disappearance. He can only kill hifrmetr and over. This repetition is as
frivolous as the eternal and as grave as the imagin



Thus it is not certain that suicide is an answehé&ocall of possibility in death. Suicide doubsles
asks life a question s life possibleBut it is more essentially a questioning of itsédfsuicide
possible? The psychological contradiction encunnigesuch a project is simply the consequence
of this deeper contradiction. He who kills himssds, "l withdraw from the world, | will act no
longer." And yet this same person wants to makéhdmaact; he wants to act supremely and
absolutely. This illogical optimism which shinesdhgh voluntary death -- this
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confidence that one will always be able to triunnpthe end by disposing sovereignly of
nothingness, by being the creator of one's owningtiess and by remaining able, in the very
midst of the fall, to lift oneself to one's fulligt -- this certitude affirms in the act of suieithe
very thing suicide claims to deny. That is why Heovespouses negation cannot allow it to be
incarnated in a final decision which would be exefmpm that negation. The anguish which
opens with such assurance upon nothingness issengal; it has drawn back before the
essential; it does not yet seek anything other thamake of nothingness the road to salvation.
Whoever dwells with negation cannot use it. Whodedongs to it can no longer, in this
belonging, take leave of himself, for he belongthtneutrality of absence in which already he
is not himself anymore. This situation is, perhagspair -- not what Kierkegaard calls "sickness
unto death," but the sickness in which dying dagscalminate in death, in which one no longer
keeps up hope for death, in which death is no lot@yeome, but is that which comes no longer.

The weakness of suicide lies in the fact that weoeemmits it is still too strong. He is
demonstrating a strength suitable only for a aitiaéthe world. Whoever kills himself could,
then, go on living: whoever kills himself is linkéal hope, the hope of finishing it all, and hope
reveals his desire to begin, to find the beginmggin in the end, to inaugurate in that ending a
meaning which, however, he means to challenge imgdyWhoever despairs cannot hope to die
either voluntarily or naturally: he has no time,Has no present upon which to brace himself in
order to die. He who kills himself is the greairafier of thepresent| want to kill myself in an
"absolute" instant, the only one which will not pasd will not be surpassed. Death, if it arrived
at the time we choose, would be an apotheosiseoh$itant the instant in it would be that very
flash of brilliance which mystics speak of. Andayrbecause of this, suicide retains the power
of an exceptional affirmation. It remains an ewshtch one cannot be content to call voluntary,
an event which one can look neither back upon ovdrd to.

The Strange Project, or Double Death

One cannot "plan” to kill oneself. This apparemj@ct sets out after something never attained,
toward a goal impossible to aim for. | cannot cave®f the end as an end in itself. But this
implies that death eludes the workday, the timectviis nevertheless death made active
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and capable. This is equivalent to thinking thattdes somehow doubled: there is one death
which circulates in the language of possibilityJibérty, which has for its furthest horizon the
freedom to die and the capacity to take mortaktigkd there is its double, which is
ungraspable. It is what | cannot grasp, what idinked tomeby any relation of any sort. It is
that which never comes and toward which | do netadimyself.



Thus one begins to understand what is strangegretfgial, fascinating and deceptive about
suicide. To kill oneself is to mistake one deathtfe other; it is a sort of bizarre play on words.
| go to meet the death which is in the world, atdrgposal, and | think that thereby | can reach
the other death, over which | have no power -- Wiias none over me either, for it has nothing
to do with me, and if | know nothing of it, it kn@mo more of me; it is the empty intimacy of
this ignorance. That is why suicide remains esabyt bet, something hazardous: not because |
leave myself a chance to survive, as sometimesdmspbut because suicide is a leap. It is the
passage from the certainty of an act that has pkemed, consciously decided upon, and
vigorously executed, to something which disoriewsry project, remains foreign to all
decisions -- the indecisive and uncertain, the dlinmg of the inert and the obscurity of the
nontrue. By commiting suicide | want to kill mysalfa determined moment. | link death to
now: yes, now, now. But nothing better indicatesitlusion, the madness of this "l want," for
death is never present. There is in suicide a faabée intention to abolish the future as the
mystery of death: one wants in a sense to kill efieé® that the future might hold no secrets, but
might become clear and readable, no longer theuobseserve of indecipherable death. Suicide
in this respect does not welcome death; ratherisiies to eliminate death as future, to relieve
death of that portion of the yetto-come which &si@ speak, its essence, and to make it
superficial, without substance and without danBeit.this tactic is vain. The most minute
precautions, all the most carefully considered predise arrangements have no power over this
essential indeterminacy -- the fact that deatheiseena relation to a determined moment any
more than it bears any determined relation to niiysel

One cannot "plan” to kill oneself. One prepareddso, one acts in view of the ultimate gesture
which still belongs to the normal category of thirig do, but this gesture does not have death in
view, it does not look at death, it does not keegtl before it. Hence the attention to minutiae
often symptomatic in those who are about to dtee-
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love for details, the patient, maniacal concerntiermost mediocre realities. Other people are
surprised at this, and they say, "When you readinwwo die, you don't think about so many little
things." But the explanation is that you dawéntto die, you cannot make of death an object of
the will. You cannot want to die, and the will,@sted thus at the uncertain threshold of what it
cannot attain, redirects itself, with its calculgtwisdom, toward everything it still can grasp in
the area around its limit. You think of so manyts because you cannot think of something
else and this is not for fear of looking into the famfetoo grave a reality; it is because there is
nothing to see. Whoever wants to die can only waborders of death, the utilitarian death
which is in the world and which one reaches thratinghprecision of a workman's tools.
Whoever wants to die does not die, he loses tHaaie. He enters the nocturnal realm of
fascination wherein he dies in a passion bereftilbf

Art, Suicide

What a strange, contradictory undertaking is tH@reto act where immeasurable passivity
reigns, this striving to maintain the rules, to m8p measure, and to fix a goal in a movement
that escapes all aims and all resolution. Thisesirgeems to make death superficial by making
it into an act like any other -- something to dot i also gives the impression of transfiguring
action, as if to reduce death to the level of ggmtovere a unique opportunity to elevate the



project toward that which exceeds it. This is madnéut it is madness we could not be spared
without being excluded from the human conditiomananity that could no longer kill itself
would lose its balance, would cease to be norrBaiicide is an absolute right, the only one
which is not the corollary of a duty, and yet iaisight which no real power reinforces. It would
seem to arch like a delicate and endless bridgehndtithe decisive moment is cut and becomes
as unreal as a dream, over which neverthelessi@asssary really to pass. Suicide is a right,
then, detached from power and duty, a madnessregfny reasonable integrity and which,
moreover, seems to succeed quite often. It isistrithat all these traits can be applied equally
well to another experience, one that is appardesly dangerous but perhaps no less mad: the
artist's. Not that the artist makes death his vedrdrt, but it can be said that he is linked to the
work in the same strange way in which the man vatkeg death for a goal is linked to death.
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This is evident at first glance. Both the artistl &ime suicide plan something that eludes all plans,
and if they do have a path, they have no goal; tlreyot know what they are doing. Both exert a
resolute will, but both are linked to what they wamachieve by a demand that knows nothing
of their will. Both strive toward a point which théaave to approach by means of skill, savoir
faire, effort, the certitudes which the world takesgranted, and yet this point has nothing to do
with such means; it is a stranger to the worldgihains foreign to all achievement and
constantly ruins all deliberate action. How isaspible to proceed with a firm step toward that
which will not allow itself to be charted? It seethat both the artist and the suicide succeed in
doing something only by deceiving themselves aldwtt they do. The latter takes one death for
another, the former takes a book for the work. Tdeyote themselves to this misunderstanding
as if blind, but their dim consciousness of it nmkétheir task a proud bet. For it is as if they
were embarking upon a kind of action which coulty@each its term at infinity.

This comparison of art to suicide is shocking imagy. But there is nothing surprising about it if,
leaving aside appearances, one understands thmbktese two movements is testing a
singular form ofpossibility Both involve a power that wants to be power enehe region of
the ungraspable, where the domain of goals endsotincases an invisible but decisive leap
intervenes: not in the sense that through deatpase into the unknown and that after death we
are delivered to the unfathomable beyond. No, thefadying itself constitutes this leap, the
empty depth of the beyond. It is the fact of dyiingt includes a radical reversal, through which
the death that was the extreme form of my poweonft becomes what loosens my hold upon
myself by casting me out of my power to begin aneheto finish, but also becomes that which
is without any relation to me, without power oves mthat which is stripped of all possibility --
the unreality of the indefinite. | cannot represtig reversal to myself, | cannot even conceive
of it as definitive. It is not the irreversible ptbeyond which there would be no return, for it is
that which is not accomplished, the interminablé #oe incessant.

Suicide is oriented toward this reversal as towtsrdnd. The work seeks this reversal as its
origin. That is a first difference. Suicide, toextain extent, denies the reversal, doesn't take
account of it, and is only "possible"” in this reduis/oluntary death is the refusal to see the other
death, the death one cannot grasp, which one neaehes. It is a kind
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of sovereign negligence, an alliance made wittblesileath in order to exclude the invisible
one, a pact with the good, faithful death whiclsé wonstantly in the world, an effort to expand
its sphere, to make it still viable and true beydsdlf, where it is no longer anything but the
other death. The expression "l kill myself' suggdbke doubling which is not taken into account.
For "I" is a self in the plenitude of its actiondaresolution, capable of acting sovereignly upon
itself, always strong enough to reach itself withblow. And yet the one who is thus struck is no
longer I, but another, so that when [ kill mysekrhaps it is "I" who does the killing, but it is

not done to me. Nor is it my death -- the one ltdedhat | have now to die, but rather the death
which | refused, which | neglected, and which is trery negligence -- perpetual flight and
inertia.

The work wants, so to speak, to install itselfgdteell in thisnegligenceA call from there
reaches it. That is where, in spite of itselfsilrawn, by something that puts it absolutely & th
test. It is attracted by an ordeal in which evanghis risked, by an essential risk where being is
at stake, where nothingness slips away, wherejghtite right, the power to die is gambled.
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The Igitur Experience

From this point of view one can sense how it was ith Mallarmé concern for the work became
confused for a time with the affirmation of suicidBit one also sees how this same concern led
Rilke to seek a relationship with death that wduddmore "exact" than that of voluntary death.
These two experiences merit reflection.

Mallarmé acknowledged, in a letter to Cazalis ( &lober 14, 1896), thégitur is an

undertaking in which poetry itself is at stake.isla tale with which | want to conquer the old
monster Impotence, which is, moreover, its subjaadyder to cloister myself in a great labor
already planned and replanned. If it gets finisttled tale), | shall be cured." The great labor was
Horodiade * and also poetic work in the largest sergiur is an attempt to make the work
possible by grasping it at the point where whatresent is the absence of all power, impotence.
Mallarmé feels deeply here that the state of arigiiich he knows so well is linked to the

work's demand, and is neither simply deprivatiothefwork nor a psychological state peculiar
to him.

"Unfortunately, by digging this thoroughly into gey, | have encountered two abysses which
make me despair. One is Nothingness . . . . Therethid which | have found is the one in my
breast."” "And now, having reached the horribleonsof a pure work, | have almost lost my
reason and the meaning of the most familiar worts/erything which, as a result, my being
has suffered during this long agony is indescribabut fortunately | am perfectly dead. . . .
Which is to convey to you that | am now impersoaall no longer Stéphane whom you know."
When one recalls these remarks, one cannot doatdgttur was born of the obscure, essentially
hazardous experience into which the

*Mallarmé may, however, have had another text irdmin
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craft of poetry, over the course of years, drewldMalé. This risk affects his normal relationship
to the world, his habitual use of language; it dB&t all ideal certainties, deprives the poet ef th
physical assurance of living. It exposes him fin&dl death -- the death of truth, the death of his
person; it yields him up to the impersonality oatle

The Exploration and Purification of Absence

Igitur's interest does not come directly from the thowghith serves as its theme, which is such
that thinking would smother it, and which is simila this respect to Holderlin's. Holderlin's is,
however, richer, more active. He was familiar frpouth with Hegel, whereas Mallarme
received only an impression of Hegelian philosognd yet this impression corresponds to the
deep current which drew him, precisely, to thegltitful years." Everything is summed up for
Mallarmé by the relationship among the wotlisught absencglanguage anddeath The
materialist profession of faith ("Yes, | know, wedut vain forms of matter”), is not Mallarmé's
point of departure. Such a revelation would havegetl him to reduce thought, God, and all the
other figures of the ideal to nothing. Quite obyuit is from thisnothingthat he starts. He felt
its secret vitality, its force and mystery in hentemplation and accomplishment of the poetic
task. His Hegelian vocabulary would merit no aftamtwere it not animated by an authentic
experience, and this experience is that of the pofvthe negative.

One can say that Mallarme saw this nothing in acti® experienced the activity of absence. In
absence he grasped a presence, a strength sitpeg, as if in nothingness there were a strange
power of affirmation. All his remarks on languaged to acknowledge the word's ability to

make things absent, to evoke them in this absemckthen to remain faithful to this value of
absence, realizing it completely in a supreme dedtdisappearance. In fact, the problem for
Mallarmé is not to escape from the real in whichdw®ds trapped, according to a still generally
accepted interpretation of the sonnet on the sWaea true search and the drama take place in the
other sphere, the one in which pure absence afftsa and where, in so doing, it eludes itself,
causing itself still to be present. It subsistshesdissimulated presence of being, and in this
dissimulation it persists as chance which cannadmished. And yet this is where everything is
at
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stake, for the work is possible only if absencguere and perfect, only if, in the presence of
Midnight, the dice can be thrown. There alone tloekig origin speaks; there it begins, it finds
there the force of the beginning.

More precisely: the greatest difficulty does natneofrom the pressure of beings, from what we
call their reality, their persistent affirmationhase action can never be altogether suspended. It
is in unreality itself that the poet encountersrémstance of a muffled presence. It is unreality
from which he cannot free himself; it is in unréathat, disengaged from beings, he meets with
the mystery of "those very wordsis.” And this is not because in the unreal sometbingists

-- not because the rejection of real things wasffitsent and the work of negation brought to a
halt too soon -- but because when there is notltingythis nothing itself which can no longer be
negated. It affirms, keeps on affirming, and itetanothingness as being, the inertia of being.

This is the situation which would form the subjettgitur, were it not necessary to add that the
narrative avoids this situation, seeking to surntdiuoy putting a term to it. These are pages in



which some readers have thought they recognizesadimber hues of despair. But actually they
carry a youthful expression of great hope. Fagitur were to be right -- if death is true, if it is a
genuine act, not a random occurrence but the seppassibility, the extreme moment in which
negation is founded and completed -- then the rmg#iat operates in words, and "this drop of
nothingness" which is the presence of consciousnass the death from which we derive the
power not to be which is our essence, also padbl@th. They bear withess to something
definitive; they function to "set a limit upon tiinite." And so the work which is linked to the
purity of negation can in its turn arise in thetagty of that distant Orient which is its origin.

The Three Movements toward Death.

Igitur is thus not only an exploration but a purificatmmabsence -- it is an attempt to make
absence possible and to glean possibility fromtie whole interest of this narrative lies in the
way three movements are accomplished together.cBotain extent they are distinct from each
other, and yet they are so closely linked thatrtimerdependence remains hidden. All three
movements are necessary to reach death; but wbnthots the others, which is the most
important? The act by which the hero leaves thenttea, descends the staircase
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drinks the poison, and enters the tomb appareatigtdutes the initial decision, the "deed"
which alone gives reality to absence and authgeBaaothingness. But in fact this is not the
case. This accomplishment is only an insignificanment. What is done must first be dreamed,
thought, grasped in advance by the mind, not imment of psychological contemplation, but
through an actual movement -- a lucid effort onghg of the mind to advance outside of itself,
to see itself disappear and to appear to itsetiemirage of this disappearance, to gather itself
all up into this essential death which is the tiféhe consciousness and, out of all the various
acts of death through which we are, to form theuaiact of the death to come which thought
reaches at the same time that it reaches, andthkgeidates, itself.

Here voluntary death is no longer anything butiaglyn spirit, which seems to restore to the act
of dying its pure, inward dignity -- but not accongl to the ideal of Jean-Paul Richter, whose
heroes, "lofty men," die in a pure desire to dikelr eyes gazing steadfastly beyond the clouds"
in response to the call of a dream which disemizoaie dissolves them. The idea of suicide
found inlgitur is more akin to what Novalis means when he makesde "the principle of his
entire philosophy." "The truly philosophical actigicide; the real beginning of all philosophy
lies in it; all the philosopher's desires tend taa Only this act fulfills all the conditions dn
bears all the marks of a trans-worldly action.” Wedse last words indicate a horizon unknown
to Igitur. Novalis, like most of the German Romantics, seekeath a further region beyond
death, something more than death, a return tadénsfigured whole -- in that night, for example,
which is not night but the peaceful oneness ofataynight. Moreover, in Novalis the
movement toward death is a concentration of thk anl affirmation of its magical force, an
energetic expenditure or yet again an unruly affadior the remote. Bupitur does not seek to
surpass itself or to discover, through this volantaove, a new point of view on the other side
of life. It dies by the spirit -- through the spBivery development, through its presence tofjtsel
to its own profound, beating heart, which is prelsibsence, the intimacy of absence, night.

Midnight



Night: here is where the true profunditylgitur is to be felt, and it is here that we can find the
third movement, which, perhaps, commands the tlweret If the narrative begins with the
episode called
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"Midnight" -- with the evocation of that pure prese where nothing but the subsistence of
nothing subsists -- this is certainly not in orteeoffer us a choice literary passage, nor issit, a
some have claimed, in order to set the scene éatkion: the empty chamber and its lavish
furnishings enveloped, however, in shadows, they@d which is, in Mallarmé, something like
the original medium of poetry. This "décor" is gality the center of the narration whose true
hero is Midnight and whose action is the ebb aad Hf Midnight.

The story begins with the end, and that is whah#oits troubling truth. With the very first

words, the chamber is empty, as if everything vedmeady accomplished, the poison drunk, the
vial emptied, and the "lamentable personage" laidupon his own ashes. Midnight is here; the
hour when the cast dice have absolved all movemdrdre; night has been restored to itself,
absence is complete, and silence pure. Thus evegyias come to an end. Everything the end
must make manifest, all that Igitur seeks to cregtmeans of his death -- the solitude of
darkness, the deep of disappearance -- is givadvance, and seems the condition for this
death: its anticipated appearance, its eternalemagtrange reversal. It is not the youth who, by
disappearing into death, institutes disappearanddhreerein establishes the night. It is the
absolute presence of this disappearance, its diatkrgng, which alone permits him to die. It
alone introduces him to his mortal decision andlact as though death had first to be
anonymous in order to occur with certainty in some2® name, or as if, before being my death, a
personal act in which my person deliberately cotoem end, death had to be the neutrality and
impersonality in which nothing is accomplished, &mepty omnipotence which consumes itself
eternally.

We are now a long way away from that voluntary deetich the final episode let us see.
Drawing back from the precise action which consistsmptying the vial, we have returned to a
thought, the ideal act, already impersonal, whigirking and dying explored each other in their
reciprocal truth and their hidden identity. But naw find ourselves before the immense
passivity which, in advance, dissolves all acteren the action by which Igitur wants to die, the
momentary master of chance. It seems that threestgof death confront each other here in a
motionless simultaneity. All three are necessaryéath's accomplishment, and the most secret
is apparently the substance of absence, the dabp #bid created when one dies, the eternal
outside -- a space formed by my death and yet wapgmach is alone what makes me die.
From such a perspective the event could
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never happen (death could never become an eveat)stwhat is inscribed in this prerequisite
night. The situation could also be expressed dawst in order for the hero to be able to leave
the chamber and for the final chapter, "Leaving@hamber," to be written, it is necessary that
the chamber already be empty and that the wore tertiten have returned forever into silence.
And this is not a difficulty in logic. This contraxion expresses everything that makes both
death and the work difficult. One and the othersam@ehow unapproachable, as Mallarmé said



in notes that seem, precisely, to condgitur: "The Drama is only insoluble because
unapproachable." And he comments further in theegaassage: "The Drama is caused by the
Mystery of what follows -- Identity (Idea) Selfef the Theater and the Hero through the Hymn.
Operation -- the Hero disengages -- the (maternal) hymrclwvbreates him, and he restores
himself to the Theater which it was -- of the Mygtevhere this hymn was hidden." If the
"Theater" here means Midnight's space, a momerthwkia place, then theater and hero are
indeed identical, through the hymn which is deabdme word. How can Igitur "disengage” this
death my making it become song and hymn, and theesbore himself to the theater, to the
pure subsistence of Midnight where death was hiddérat is the "operation.” It is an end which
can only be a return to the beginning, as thewastls of the narrative say: "Nothingness having
departed, there remains the Castle of purity,” ¢éngpty chamber in which everything persists.

The "Act of Night"

The way Mallarmé nevertheless tries to approachitama, in order to find a solution to it, is
very revealing. Among night, the hero's thoughtsl his real acts, or, in other words, among
absence, the thought of this absence, and theyadhich it is realized, an exchange is
established, a reciprocity of movements. First eethat this Midnight, eternal beginning and
eternal end, is not so immobile as one might thiGlertainly a presence of Midnight subsists."
But this subsisting presence is not a presenca. Silistantial present is the negation of the
present. It is a vanished present. And Midnightergtfirst "the absolute present of things" (their
unreal essence) gathered itself together, becotneplre dream of a Midnight vanished into
itself": it is no longer a present, but the paginisolized, as is the end of history in Hegel, by a
book lying open upon the table, "page and usuabrd@cNight." Night is the book: the silence
and inaction of a
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book when, after everything has been profferednydivimg returns into the silence that alone
speaks -- that speaks from the depth of the pakisaat the same time the whole future of the
word. For present Midnight, that hour at which pesent lacks absolutely, is also the hour in
which the past touches andithout the intervention of any timely act whatewermediately

attains the future at its most extreme. And suehhave seen, is the very instant of death, which
is never present, which is the celebration of theolute future, the instant at which one might
say that, in a time without present, what has lv@#e. This is announced to us in two famous
sentences dfjitur. "l wasthe hour which is to make me pure"; and, more do Midnight's
farewell to night -- a farewell which can never ératause it never takes place now, because it is
present only in night's eternal absence: "Adieghtithat lwas your own tomb, but which,
surviving shade, will change into Eternity."

However, this structure of Night has already giusrback a movement: its immobility is
constituted by this call of the past to the futdhe, muffled scansion by which what has been
affirms its identity with what will be beyond thaecked and sunken present, the abyss of the
present. With this "double beat,” the night siiracts, it becomes an act, and this act opens the
gleaming doors of the tomb, creating the solutidrctv makes the "exit from the chamber”
possible? Here Mallarmé discovers the motionless sliding Whiauses things to move forward
at the heart of their eternal annulment. Theranisy@erceptible exchange among the inner
oscillation of the night, the pulse of the clodke thack and forth of the doors of the open tomb,



the back and forth of consciousness which retwt goes out from itself, which divides and
escapes from itself, wandering distantly from ftseth a rustling of nocturnal wings, a phantom
already confused with the ghosts of those who laready died. This "rhythm," in all these
forms, is the movement of a disappearance, the mereof return to the heart of disappearance
-- a "faltering beat," however, which bit by bifiahs itself, takes on body, and finally becomes
the living heart of Igitur, that heart whose tooitucertainty then "troubles" him and summons
him to the real act of death. Thus we have conma fiee most interior to the most exterior.
Indefinite absence, immutable and sterile, has roggeibly transformed itself. It has taken on
the look

*In his essay on MallarméTie Interior Distancke Georges Poulet is right to say that this
can "never be expressed by a present, always hgtaopa future.”
>"The hour formulates itself in this echo, at theeihold of the open doors by ést of night."
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and the form of this youth, and having becomeirehlm, it finds in this reality the means of
realizing the decision that annihilates him. Thighty which is Igitur's intimacy, the pulsating
death which is the heart of each of us, must beddengself, the sure heart of life, so that death
may ensue, so that death may for an instant kt bhe grasped, identified--in order that death
might become the death of an identity which hasd#etit and willed it.

The earlier versions of Mallarmé's narrative shbat in the death and the suicide of Igitur he
initially saw the death and the purification of migin these pages (in particular in scholiumd), i
is no longer either Igitur or his consciousness #eés and keeps watch, but night itself, and all
the events are lived by the night. The heart whitlhe definitive text, Igitur recognizes as his
own--"I hear the pulsating of my own heart. | da liee this noise: this perfection of my
certitude troubles me; everything is too clearthis heart, then, is, in the earlier versions, the
night's heart: "Everything was perfect; night wasegoNight, and it heard its own heart beat. Still,
this heart troubled it, gave it the disquietudéoaf much certainty, of a proof too self-confident.
Night wanted in its turn to plunge back into thekii@ss of its unique tomb and to abjure the
idea of its form." The night is Igitur, and Igitisrthat portion of night which the night must
"reduce to the state of darkness" in order to becagain the liberty of night.

The Igitur Catastrophe

It is significant that, in the most recent versibigllarmé modified the whole perspective of the
work by making it Igitur's monologue. Although img prolongation of Hamlet's soliloquy there
is no very ringing affirmation of the first persahat wan "I" which from moment to moment
presents itself behind the text and supports d8ati is clearly perceptible. In this way,
everything changes. On account of this voice whkmbaks, it is no longer night that speaks, but
a voice that is still very personal, no matter hoamsparent it makes itself; and where we
thought we were in the presence of the secret dhight, the pure destiny of absence, we now
have only the speaking presence, the rarefieddstdin evidence of a consciousness which, in
the night which has become its mirror, still conptates only itself. That is remarkable. It is as
though Mallarmé had drawn back before what heaaill, in Un Coup de désthe identical
neutrality of the abyss." He seemed to do justiché night, but it is to consciousness
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that he delegates all rights. Yes it is as thoughdd feared to see everything dissipate, "waver,
subside, madness," if he did not introduce, sutrepsly, a living mind which, from behind,
could still sustain the absolute nullity that haicled to evoke. Whoever wishes to speak of a
"catastrophe" ingitur might well find it here. Igitur does not leave ttieamber: the empty
chamber is simply he -- he who merely goes on spgalk the empty chamber and who, to
make it absent, has only his word, founded by nceroaiginal absence. And if, in order to
accede sovereignly to death, it is truly necesgathe expose himself to the presence of
sovereign death -- that pure medium of a Midnighich "crosses him out" and obliterates him -
- this confrontation, this decisive test is misded |t takes place under the protection of
consciousness, with its guarantee, and withouta@onsness's running any risk.

Finally there remains only the act in the obscuitits resolve: the vial that is emptied, the drop
of nothingness that is drunk. Granted, this achisued with consciousness, but its having been
decided upon does not suffice to make it decistveears in itself the cloudiness of the decision.
Igitur ends his monologue rather feebly with theseds, "The hour has struck for me to depart,”
in which we see that everything remains to be dbleehas not taken so much as one step toward
the "therefore" which his name represents -- tbattusion of himself which he wants to draw
from himself, believing that solely by virtue ofderstanding it, knowing it in its quality as
chance, he can rise to the level of necessity andldis end as chance by adjusting himself
precisely to that nullity. But how could Igitur kwachance? Chance is the night he has avoided,
in which he has contemplated only proof of himselfl his constant certitude. Chance is death,
and the dice according to which one dies are gashbnce; they signify only the utterly
hazardous movement which reintroduces us withimohals it at Midnight that "the dice must
be cast"? But Midnight is precisely the hour the¢sinot strike until after the dice are thrown,
the hour which has never yet come, which never spthe pure, ungraspable future, the hour
eternally past. Nietzsche had already come up sigtia same contradiction when he said, "Die
at the right time." That right moment which alondl salance our life by placing opposite it on
the scales a sovereignly balanced death can beegtasly as the unknowable secret: only as
that which could never be elucidated unless, ajrel@ad, we could look at ourselves from a
point from which it would be granted us to embrase whole both our life and our death -- the
point which is perhaps the truth of the night framich Igitur would like, precisely, to take his
leave, in order to render his
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leave-taking possible and correct, but which heiced to the poverty of a reflection. "Die at the
right time." But death's rightful quality is impnogty, inaccuracy -- the fact that it comes either
too soon or too late, prematurely and as if afterfact, never coming until after its arrival.dt i
the abyss of present time, the reign of a timeoutla present, without that exactly positioned
point which is the unstable balance of the instamtreby everything finds its level upon a single
plane.

Un Coup de dés

Is Un Coup de déthe recognition of such a failure? Is it the reriation of the wish -- to master
the measurelessness of chance through a sovereigalyured death? Perhaps. But this cannot
be said with certainty. Rather, itlgitur, a work not simply unfinished but left danglingat
announces this failure -- announces it by being fbtsaken. And thereby it recovers its



meaning. It escapes the naiveté of a successfertakihg to become the force and the
obsession of the interminable. For thirty ydargur accompanied Mallarmé, just as all his life
the hope of the "great Work" kept its vigil by kisle. He evoked this Work mysteriously before
his friends, and he eventually made its realizati@dible even in his own eyes and even, for a
time, in the eyes of the man who had the leastiden€e in the impossible, Valéry -- Valéry
who, startled by his own credence, never recovigozd this hurt, so to speak, but hid it beneath
the demands of a contrary commitment.

Un Coup de déss notlgitur, although it resurrects almost alllgftur's elements. It is nagitur
reversed, the challenge abandoned, the dream eéfémtpe changed to resignation. Such
comparisons would be worthlesén Coup de dédoes not answegitur as one sentence
answers another, as a solution answers a probleat.réverberating proclamation itself -- A
THROW OF THE DICE NEVER WILL ABOLISH CHANCE -- théorce of its affirmation, the
peremptory brilliance of its certitude, which malkesn authoritative presence holding the whole
work together physically -- this lightning whicheses to fall upon the mad faith Igfitur in

order to destroy and consume it, does not contrégltar, but on the contrary gives it its last
chance, which is not to annul chance, even by tofanortal negation, but to abandon itself
entirely to chance, to consecrate chance by egternthout reserve into its intimacy, with the
abandon of impotencewithout the ship that is vain no matter whéra an artist so fascinated
by the desire for mastery, nothing is more impres#hian that final phase in
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which the work shines suddenly above him, no lomgeessary but as a "perhaps" of pure
chance, in the uncertainty of "the exception," matessary but the absolutely unnecessary, a
constellation of doubt which only shines in thegfatten sky of perdition. The night tgitur has
become the seathe gaping deep "the identical neutrality of the aby58a whirlpool of hilarity
and horror" But Igitur was still searching only for himséif the night, and he wanted to die in
the heart of his thought. To make impotence a pewttiese were the stakes; this has been
conveyed to us. Ikn Coup de déghe youth, who has matured, however, who is ritwe "
Master," the man of sovereign mastery, does perhalosthe successful throw of the dice in his
hand, the unique Number which does not want to be angthat he does not take his unique
chance to master chance any more than a man wiaysholds in his hand the supreme power,
the power to die, can exercise that power. He aligside this power,cadaver pulled away by
the arm from the secret he halti$his massive image rejects the challenge ofvalty death,
where the hand holds the secret by which we ateoca®f the secret. And this chance which is
not taken, which remains idle, is not even a sigwisdom, the fruit of a carefully considered
and resolute abstention. It is itself somethingloan, linked to the happenstance of old age and
its incapacities, as if impotence had to appeaistm its most devastated form, where it is
nothing but misery and abandon, the ludicrous &tiran extremely old man whose death is
only useless inertiaA'shipwreck that But what happens in this shipwreck? Can theempr
conjunction, the game which in the fact of dyingliayed not against or with chance, but in its
intimacy, in that region where nothing can be geasp can this relation to impossibility still
prolong itself? Can it give rise to aas'if' with which the dizziness of the work would be
suggested -- a delirium contained laysmall rigorous reasgha sort of Worried" "laughter”
"muté and "expiatory? To this no answer is offered, no other certaihn the concentration of



chance, its stellar glorification, its elevationtihe point where its rupturedins down absencé
"some last point which sanctifies'it

"If it gets finished (the tale), | shall be cure@His hope is touching in its simplicity. But thede
was not finished. Impotence -- that abandon in Withe work holds us and where it requires
that we descend in the concern for its approakhews no cure. That death is incurable. The
absence that Mallarmé hoped to render pure isuret {fhe night
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is not perfect, it does not welcome, it does narogt is not the opposite of day -- silence,
repose, the cessation of tasks. In the night, glémspeech, and there is no repose, for there is
no position. There the incessant and the uninteedugeign -- not the certainty of death
achieved, but "the eternal torments of Dying."
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Rilke and Death's Demand

When Rilke, in order to live up to his poet's degtidoes his best to accommodate that greater
dimension of himself which must not exclude whabkeomes by dying, he cannot be said to
recoil from the difficult sides of the experienét faces what he calls the horror. It is most
terrible. It is too great a force for us: it is amwn force which outdoes us [nous dépasse] and
which we do not recognize. But, for that reasonmust draw it toward us, bring it close, and in
it bring ourselves close to what is close to it.

Sometimes he speaks of overcoming death. The ax@rtomas one of the words poetry
needs. To overcome means to outdépassdr but to outdo what outdoes us by undergoing it,
without turning away from it or aiming at anythibgyond. Perhaps it is in this sense that
Nietzsche intends Zarathustra's formula: "Man meething that must be overcome." It is not
that man must attain something beyond man; he didéng to attain, and if he is what exceeds
him, this excess is not anything he can posseds.®0 overcomgthen, is also very different
from to master One of the errors of voluntary death lies indlesire to be master of one's end
and to impose one's form and limit even upon #mss inovement. Such is the challengégdtir:
to assign a limit to chance, to die centered witmaeself in the transparency of an event which
one has made equal to oneself, which one has &atethiand by which, thus, one can be
annihilated without violence. Suicide remains lidke this wish to die by doing without death
[en se passant de la mprt

When Rilke contemplates the suicide of the youngr€&Volf Kalckreuth -- and his
contemplation takes the form of a poem -- whatdreot accept is the impatience and the
inattention which this form of death shows. Inatiemis an offense against a certain profound
maturity which
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is the opposite of the modern world's brutal agitat- that officiousness which hurries to action
and bustles about in the empty urgency of thingsotdmpatience is also an offense against
suffering: by refusing to suffer the frightful, iByuding the unbearable, one eludes the moment



when everything reverses and the greatest dangemas the essential security. The impatience
in voluntary death is this refusal to wait to rediol pure center where we would find our
bearings again in that which exceeds us.

Why did you not wait until the burden became unbla: then it reverses itself and is only so
heavy because it is so pufe.

Thus we see that too prompt a death is like a 'shalajprice, a failure in attentiveness, a gesture
of inattention which leaves us strangers to our-eiehves us to die, despite the resolute
character of the event, in a state of distractimhianpropriety. He who too willingly dies -- that
too passionately mortal being, man, who with almmight wants to cease living -- is as if
whisked from death by the violence of the élan teats him from life. One must not desire to
die too much; one must not obfuscate death byrga#ite shadow of an excessive desire upon it.
Perhaps there are two distracted deaths: the onkialh we have not matured, which does not
belong to us, and the one which has not matured end which we have acquired by violence.
In both cases -- on the one hand because death aainown, and on the other because it is more
our desire than our death -- we might well feaigh@ng for lack of death by succumbing in the
ultimate state of inattention.

1. The Search for a Proper Death

It seems, then, that outside all religious or meyatems, one is led to wonder whether there are
not a good and a bad death: a possibility of dgipentically, on good terms with death, and
also a danger of dying badly, as if inadverterdtyjnessential and false death -- a danger so
great that all of life could depend upon this lieg#te relation to death, this clear-sighted gaze
directed toward the profundity of an exact

°[In translating Blanchot's quotations from Rilkeems, | have consulted J. B. Leishman's
English verse translations of the original tegslected Work6New York: New Directions,
1967), vol. 1; but my English seeks to be as c#sspossible to Blanchot's French version of
Rilke -- Trans.]
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death. When one reflects upon this concern thahdeavalid, and this need to link the word
deathwith the wordauthenticity-a need which Rilke lived intensely in severahfgr-one sees
that for him it had a double origin.

A. To Die Faithful to Onself

O Lord, grant to each his own death, the dying Wiiialy evolves from this life in which he
found love, meaning and distress.

This wish is rooted in a form of individualism whibelongs to the end of the nineteenth century
and which was endowed with its noble pride by aavely interpreted Nietzsche. Nietzsche too
wishes to die his own death. Hence the excelleritehnsees in voluntary death. "He dies

death, victorious, who accomplishes it himself.UtBletestable . . . is your grimacing death,
which advances in its belly like a thief." "If ngfour death will suit you ill." To die an individua
death, still oneself at the very last, to be anviddal right up to the end, unique and undivided:
this is the hard, central kernel which does notttaret itself be broken. One wants to die, but



in one's own time and one's own way. One doesmit tadie just anybody's undistinguished
death. Contempt for anonymous death, for the "They is the disguised anguish to which the
anonymous character of death gives rise. Or agam|s glad to die: it is noble to die, but not to
decease.

The Anguish of Anonymous Death

Contempt plays no part in Rilke's discreet andhsiletimacy. But the anguish of anonymous
death confirmed him in the concern which the vievSimmel, Jacobsen, and Kierkegaard had
first awakened in himMalte gave this anguish a form which we would not abledparate from
that book if our era not, at closer range, contatepl impersonal death and the particular look it
gives men. In fact, Malte's anguish has more thigttieato do with the anonymous existence of
big cities--to that distress which makes vagrahsome, men fallen out of themselves and out
of the world, already dead of an unwitting deattian¢o be achieved. Such is the true
perspective of this book: the apprenticeship ofeexroximity to error which takes the concrete
form of the vagabond existence into which the young
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foreigner slips, banished from his station in ldast into the insecurity of a space where he
cannot live or die "himself."

This fear which arises in Malte, which leads hindigcover "the existence of the terrible" in
every particle of air -- this anguish born of og®ige strangeness, when all protective security is
gone and suddenly the idea of a human naturehofrean world in which we could take shelter
collapses: Rilke confronted it lucidly and enduitgaravely. He stayed in Paris, in that town too
big and "full to the brim with sadness," stayedéhprecisely because it is difficult.” He saw
there the decisive test, the one which transformisteaches to see, a starting point for "a
beginner learning the conditions of his own lif8f"one manages to work here, one advances far
in profundity.” Nevertheless, when he tries to dimen to this test in the third part of tB@ok

of Hours why does he seem to turn away from death aswé stihe frightful approach of an
empty mask, and replace it with the hope for arradleath, which would be neither foreign nor
heavy? Doesn't this faith which he expresses s-tttought that one can die greeted by a death of
one's own, familiar and amicable -- mark the painhich he eluded the experience by
enveloping himself in a hope meant to console b&t? One can't fail to recognize this backing
off. But there is something else as well. Maltedonet encounter anguish only in its pure form

of the terrible; he also discovers the terribl¢hiea form of the absence of anguish, daily
insignificance. Nietzsche had seen this too, buadeepted it as a challenge: "There is nothing
more banal than death." Death as banality, deagtadang itself and becoming a vulgar nullity:
that is what made Rilke back away. He shrank freenmhoment when death reveals itself as it
also is, when dying and killing have no more impode than "taking a drink of water of cutting
the head of a cabbage." Mass-produced death, raadg-in bulk for all and in which each
disappears hastily; death as an anonymous praaluctject without value, like the things of the
modern world which Rilke always rejected: if ontgrh these comparisons one sees how he
slips from death's essential neutrality to the idhea this neutrality is but an historical and
temporary form of death, the sterile death of liligs.” Sometimes, when fear seizes him, he
cannot avoid hearing the anonymous hum of "dyingictvis by no means the fault of the times
or



"It is evident that with accelerated productiorgteindividual death is not so well executed,
but that doesn't matter much anyway. It's the dyattiat counts. Who still attaches any
importance to a well-wrought death? No one. Eveln people, who can pay for luxury, have
ceased to care about it; the desire to have ongigleath
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people's negligence. In all times we all die like flies that autumn forces indoors, into rooms
where they circle blindly in an immobile dizzinesaddenly dotting the walls with their
mindless death. But, the fear past, Rilke reassunaeself by evoking the happier world of
another time, and that nil death which made hinddeuseems to him to reveal only the
indigence of an era devoted to haste and idle ameise

When | think back to my home (where there is nobeftynow), it always seems to me that
formerly it must have been otherwise. Formerly knew -- or maybe one guessed -- that one
had one's death within one, as the fruit its cGreldren had a little one, adults a big one.
Women carried it in their womb, men in their bredstey truly had their death, and that
awareness gave dignity, a quiet pride.

And so the image of a loftier death arises in Ritkat of the Chamberlain, where death's
sovereignty, at the same time that it exceeds abitimal human perspectives with its
monumental omnipotence, retains at least the fesiran aristocratic superiority, which one
fears, but which one can admire.

The Task of Dying and the Artistic Task

In this terror before mass-produced death thetteeisadness of the artist who honors well-
wrought things, who wants to make a work and mdldeath his work. Death is thus from the
start linked to the movement, so difficult to briteglight, of the artistic experience. This does

not mean that, like the much-admired personaldfdbe Renaissance, we are to be artists of
ourselves, to make of our life and of our deatla@nand of art a sumptuous affirmation of our
person. Rilke enjoys neither the tranquil innoceoicis pride nor its naiveté. He is sure neither
of himself nor of the work, since he lives in dical period which obliges art to feel unjustified.
Art is perhaps a road toward ourselves -- Rilkiiaésfirst to think so -- and perhaps also toward a
death which would be ours. But where is art? Tlaelthat leads to it is

is becoming more and more rare. Shortly it willdserare as a life of one's ownTlfe
Notebooks of M.-L. Brigge[In translating Blanchot's quotations from thok, | have been
guided by Herter Norton M. D. English translatidrtlee original, The Notebooks of Malte
Laurids Brigge( New York: Norton Press, 1949) -- Trans.]
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unknown. Granted, the work demands effort, appboaknowledge; but all these forms of

aptitude are plunged in an immense ignorance. Tdr& always means: not knowing that art
exists already, not knowing that there is alreadydd.

The search for a death that would be mine shels liganks to the obscurity of its paths, upon
precisely what is difficult in artistic "realizatid’ When one considers the images that serve to



sustain Rilke's thought (death "ripens" in our Veegrt; it is the "fruit," the sweet, obscure fruit
or else a fruit still "green," without sweetnessieh we, "leaves and bark,"” must bear and
nourish),2 one sees clearly that he seeks to make of our@ndthing other than an accident
which would arrive from outside to terminate ustiyasDeath must exist for me not only at the
very last moment, but as soon as | begin to liveeiarife's intimacy and profundity. Death
would thus be part of existence, it would draw fifem mine, deep within. It would be made of
me and, perhaps, for me, as a child is the chiltsahother. These are images which Rilke also
uses frequently: we engender our death, or elderivg our death into the world dead, a
stillborn child. And he prays:

And grant us now (after all women's pains) theoserimotherhood of men.

These are grave and troubling figures which, howekeep their secret. Rilke appeals to the
image of vegetable or organic maturation only ienrto turn us toward what we prefer to stay
clear of -- in order to show us that death hasd kif existence, and to train our attention upon
this existence, awaken our concern. Death exigtsybat form of existence does it have? What
relation does this image establish between him kies and the fact of dying? One might
believe in a natural link; one might think, for exale, that | produce my death as the body
produces cancer. But that is not the case: deg@tbiological reality of the event, one must
always reflect, beyond the organic phenomenon, ggah's being. One never dies simply of an

8
In there is Death. Not the one whose voice

Wonderfully greeted them in their childhood,
but the little death as it is understood in there,
while their own end hangs in them like a
sour, green fruit, which doesn'tripen . . . .

For we are only the leaf and the bark.

The great death which each bears in himself
is the fruit around which all revolves.
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iliness, but of one's death, and that is why Rikeed so stubbornly from learningwhathe
was dying: he did not want to put between himsedf his end the mediation of any general
knowledge.

My intimacy with my death seems, then, unapproalehdtis not within me like the vigilance of
the species or like a vital necessity which ovet anove my person would affirm the larger
view of nature. All such naturalistic conceptioms #oreign to Rilke. | remain responsible for
this intimacy which | cannot approach. | can, adogg to an obscure choice incumbent upon
me, die of the great death which | bear within mé,also of that little death, sour and green,
which | have been unable to make into a lovelytfri yet again of a borrowed, random death:

... it's not our death, but one that takes ukénend only because we have not ripened our own.

This foreign death makes us die in the distresstthngement.



My death must become always more inward. It mugikieemy invisible form, my gesture, the
silence of my most hidden secret. There is somgthmust do to accomplish it; indeed,
everything remains for me to do: it must be my wdut this work is beyond me, it is that part
of me upon which I shed no light, which | do ndaat and of which | am not master. Sometimes
Rilke, in his respect for thoughtful effort andkasarefully done, says of such a death:

... it was a death which good work

had profoundly formed, this proper death

which has so great a need of us because we live it,
and to which we are never nearer than here.

Death would seem, then, to be the dearth which w& generously fill, essential poverty which
resembles that of God, "the absolute want thatsvaat aid," and which is terrifying only
because of the distress that separates it froffiausustain, to fashion our nothingness -- such is
the task. We must be the figurers and the poetsiofleath.

Patience

Such is the task: it invites us once more to assegoetic labors and the effort we must put into
dying, but it clarifies neither one nor the othEne impression of a singular activity, scarcely
graspable, essentially different from what is oadlily called acting and doing, alone persists.
The image of the fruit's slow maturation, the it
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growth of that other fruit, the child, suggest itiea of unhurried efforts, where relations with
time are profoundly changed, as are relations wauthwill which projects and produces.
Although the perspective is different, we find aghere the same condemnation of impatience
which we have recognized in Kafka: the feeling thatshortest road is an offense against the
indefinite if it leads us toward what we want tack without making us reach what exceeds all
will. ® Time as it is expressed in our habitual activitieme that decides, that negates; it is the
hasty movement between points that must not rédteftatience tells another time, another sort
of task whose end one doesn't see, which assigms gsal we can steadfastly pursue. Here
patience is essential because impatience is ifdwita this space (the space of death's approach
and of the work's), where there are neither mitestanor forms, where one has to suffer the
unruly call of the remote. Impatience is inevitabiel necessary. Were we not impatient, we
would have no right to patience; we would not krtbet great appeasement which in the
greatest tension no longer tends toward anythiatieRce is the endurance of impatience, its
%cceptance and welcome, the accord which wanit$osgiersist in the most extreme confusion.

This patience, though it separates us from all $ooimdaily activity, is not inactive. But its
procedure is mysterious. The task of forming owatlldeaves us to guess: it seems that we are to
do something which, however, we cannot do, whiaksdwot depend upon us, but we upon it,
upon which we do not even depend, for it escapesmdave escape it. To say that Rilke affirms
the immanence of death in life is no doubt to spmakectly, but it is also to construe only one
side of his

'CIf one compared this patience to the dangerouslityobf Romantic thought, patience would



appear as its intimacy, but also as the inner palisexpiation at the very heart of the fault
(although in Rilke, patience often signifies a hilenlattitude, a return to the silent tranquility
of things as opposed to the feverishness of taskget again, as obedience to the fall which,
drawing a thing toward the center of gravity ofg@forces, makes it come to rest and rest
itself in its immobile plenitude).
*Van Gogh constantly appeadts patience: "What is it to draw? How does one €dondo it? |
is the action of making one's way through an iflesiron wall which seems to be between
what onefeelsand what one isapableof. How is one to get through this wall, for itre use
beating on it, one must undermine it and file ongly through slowly and patiently in my
judgment.”

"l am not an artist -- how imprecise -- even tmkhihis of oneself -- how could one not have
patience, not learn from nature to have patienaee Ipatience by seeing the wheat silently
rise, things grow -- how could one judge oneselieéa thing so absolutely dead as to think
that one can no longer even grow. . . . | saytthghow how stupid I find it to speak of arti
being gifted or not."
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thought. This immanence is not given; it is to bkeiaved. It is our task, and such a task consists
not only in humanizing or in mastering the foreigas of our death by a patient act, but in
respecting its "transcendence."” We must understaindhe absolutely foreign, obey what
exceeds us, and be faithful to what excludes uatWiust one do to die without betraying this
high power, death? There is, then, a double tasiudt die a death which does not betray

and | myself must die without betraying the trutid @he essence of death.

B. To Die Faithful to Death

It is at this juncture that we come back to theeptiequirement at the origin of Rilke's image of
personal death. The anguish of anonymous deatlaningish of the "They die" and the hope for
an "l die" in which individualism retrenches, tempim at first to want to givieis name andhis
countenance to the instant of dying: he does nat weedie like a fly in the hum of mindlessness
and nullity; he wants to possess his death andabeed, be hailed by this unique death. From
this perspective he suffers the obsession of thindk wants to die without ceasing to be "I" -- a
remainder of the need for immortality. This "I" visuto die concentrated in the very fact of
dying, so that my death might be the moment of reaigst authenticity, the moment toward
which "I" propel myself as if toward the possibjlivhich is absolutely proper to me, which is
proper only to me and which secures me in the fstadolitude of this pure "I."

However, Rilke does not think only of the angui$tt@asing to be himself. He also thinks of
death, of the supreme experience it represenesg@grience which, because it is supreme, is
terrifying, whose terror keeps us at a distancevamdh is impoverished by this distance. Men
have recoiled from the obscure part of themselbey, have rejected and excluded it, and thus it
has become foreign to them. It is an enemy to tle@mevil power which they evade through
constant distractions or which they denature bydtiead which separates them from it. This is a
great sorrow. It makes our life a desert of dremaibly impoverished: impoverished by the
poverty of this dread which is a bad dread, impished because deprived of the death which
this poor dread thrusts obstinately outside us. #gmdo make death my death is no longer at this
point to remain myself even in death; it is to
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stretch this self as far even as death, to expgselfrto death, no longer excluding but including
it -- to regard it as mine, to read it as my setgh, the terribleness in which | recognize what
am when | am greater than myself, absolutely mysetfie absolutely great.

And so the concern that will bit by bit displace ttenter of Rilke's thoughts is affirmed: will we
continue to regard death as the foreign and incehggrsible, or will we learn to draw it into life,
to make of it the other name, the other side eRlif his concern becomes more pressing and
more painful with the war. The horror of war sh@dsomber light upon all that is inhuman for
man in this abyss: yes, death is the adversarynth&ble opponent that wounds the best in us
and by which all our joys perish. This view weidteavily with Rilke, whom the ordeal of 1914
ravages in every way. Hence the energy he cleaxygtés to keeping his gaze level before the
ghastly sight of all the graves. In tBardo Thodalthe Tibetan Book of the Dead, the deceased,
during a period of indecision when he continuedi¢p sees himself confronted with the clear
primordial light, then with the peaceful deitidseh with the terrifying figures of the angry
deities. If he lacks the strength to recognize kiima these images, if he does not see in them
the projection of his own horrified soul, avid andlent -- if he seeks to flee them -- he will give
them reality and density and thus fall back int® ¢nrors of existence. It is to a similar
purification during life itself that Rilke calls pwith the difference that death is not the
denunciation of the illusory appearances in whiehliwe, but forms a whole with life, forms the
generous space of the two domains' unity. Confidemdife and, for life's sake, in death: if we
refuse death it is as if we refused the somberdéfidult sides of life. It is as if we sought to
welcome in life only its minimal parts. So, therpwid our pleasures be minimal. "Whoever does
not consent to the frightful in life and does no#eg it with cries of joy never enters into
possession of the inexpressible powers of ourteremains marginal. When the time for
judgment comes, he will have been neither alivedead."*

YIn this effort to "strengthen a familiar trust ieath by basing it upon the profoundest joys
splendors of life," Rilke seeks, above all, to masur fear. What we dread as an enigma is
only unknown because of the error, our fear, wipidvents it from making itself known. Our
horror creates the horrible. It is the force withieh we exclude death that coorfits us, whe
death arrives, with the horror of being excludedhrfrour own milieu. Rilke does not put
death on a pinnacle; he seeks first and foremoetanciliation: he wants us to trust in this
obscurity that it might clarify itself. But, as
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The Malte Experience

TheMalte experience was decisive for Rilke. This book istasious because it turns around a
hidden center which the author was unable to agproghis center is the death of Malte, or the
instant of his collapse. The whole first part cf thook announces it: all Malte's experiences tend
to undermine life with the proof of its impossibylia bottomless space opens where he slips,
falls -- but this fall is hidden from us. Moreovaes it is written, the book seems to develop only
in order to forget this truth, and ramifies int@elisions where the unexpressed signals to us
from further and further away. In his letters Rildevays spoke of the young Malte as a being
struggling in an ordeal which he was bound to lose.



Has this test not surpassed his strength, hastifaileal to withstand it even though he was
convinced in his mind of its necessity, so convthtteat he pursued it with such instinctive
perseverence that in the end it attached itsdifrtonever again to leave him? This book of
Malte Laurids Briggeif ever it is written, will be nothing but the bk of this discovery,
presented in someone for whom it was too strondndps, after all, he did stand the test
victoriously, for he wrote the death of the Chantdiar But, like Raskolnikov, exhausted by his
action, he remained on the road, incapable of naoimg to act at the moment the action was to

happens in all mediations, what was the realitythedorce that surpass us runs the risk, by
modifying itself according to our measure, of lasthe significance of its immoderation.
Strangeness surmounted dissolves into a pallichady which only teaches us our own
knowledge. Rilke said of death: "Be satisfied tbdwe that it is a friend, your profoundest
friend, perhaps the only friend never to be alieddty our actions and waverings, never."
Perhaps the experience ceases, thus, utterlyad dsy but thus it leaves us on the old track
of our habitual reality. In order to be "the awagehit must be "the stranger.” One cannot at
once draw death close and hope that it will teactha truth of the remote. Rilke also says,
"Death is not beyond our strength; it is the maagumark at the top of the vase; we are full
each time we want to reach it, and for us to bedimeans to be heavy: that is all. "Here,
death is the sign of a full existence: the feadlyphg would be fear of that weight by which
we are plenitude and authenticity; it would be dgmieference for insufficiency. The desire to
die would express, on the contrary then, a certaed for plenitude; it would be the aspiring
movement toward the brim, the impulse of liquidttants to fill the vase. But is reaching
the brim enough? "To overflow"; that is the setiggtid passion, the one that knows no
measure. And overflowing does not signify plenituolet emptiness, the excess by
comparison to which fullness is still lacking.
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begin, so that his liberty, conquered anew, tulagainst him and destroyed him without
resistance?

Malte's is the discovery of that force too greatus, impersonal death, which is the excess of
our strength, that which exceeds it, that which deoake our strength prodigious if we
succeeded in making it ours anew. He could notendisis discovery, he could not make it the
basis of his art. What happens, then?

For some time yet | will still be able to write #flis and bear witness to it. But the day will come
when my hand will be far from me, and when | ondléo write, it will trace words to which |

will not have consented. The time of that otheeiiptetation will come, when the words will
come apart, when all meaning will dissolve likeutls and fall down like rain. Despite my fear, |
am like someone on the brink of great things, arsiriember that | used to feel such glimmers
within myself when | was going to write. But thime | will be written. | am the impression that
will be transformed. Just a little more and | cq@t! understand all this, acquiesce in
everything. Only one step, and my profound miseoylat be happiness. But | cannot take this
step; | have fallen and cannot get up becauselraken.

One might well say that the narrative ends heis;ighits extreme dénouement, beyond which
everything must fall silent, and yet, strangelgst pages are on the contrary only the beginning



of the book, which not only continues, but bit bydnd in the entire second part moves steadily
further from the immediate personal ordeal, no ésngakes any allusion to it except with a
prudent reserve, if we assume that Malte, wherpbaks of the somber death of Charles the
Fearless or of the King's madness, does so in oatdp speak of his own death or of his
madness. Everything conspires to suggest that Ritkéhe end of the book at the beginning, in
order to demonstrate to himself that after this @mething remains possible, that it is not the
frightful final line after which there is nothingare to say. And we know that, nevertheless, the
completion ofMalte marked for its author the beginning of a crisattlasted ten years. No

doubt the crisis had

“IQuotations from Rilke's correspondence are traeglaith an eye to Jane Bannard Green
and M.D. Herter Norton translation from the Germiagtfers of Rainer Maria RilkéNew
York: Norton Press, 1945-48 -- Trans.]
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other deep levels, but Rilke himself always coneedt with this book where he felt he had said
everything and yet had hidden the essential, gchikdnero, his double, still hovered about him,
like an ill-buried dead man who kept wanting tadfea dwelling in his gaze. "l am still
convalescing from that book" ( 1912). "Can you ustind that after that book | have been left
behind just like a survivor, at a loss in the de¢pegion of myself, unoccupied, unoccupiable?"
(1911). "In consistent despair, Malte has coméelnd everything, to a certain extent behind
death, so that nothing is possible for me any mwoegeven dying” ( 1910). We must retain this
expression, which is rare in Rilke's experiencewhith shows the experience opened onto that
nocturnal region where death no longer appearssslplity proper, but as the empty depths of
the impossible, a region from which he most ofteng aside, in which he will nonetheless
wander ten years, called into it by the work arelwlork's demand.

He endures this ordeal with patience, a painfuktenmation, and the disquietude of a wanderer
who has no relationships even to himself. It hanhebserved that in four and a half years he
lives in fifty or so different locations. In 191@ lwrites again to a friend, "My inner self has
closed up steadily as if to protect itself; it l@£ome inaccessible to me, and now | do not know
whether in my heart there is still the strengtlenter into world relationships and to realize
them, or whether only the tomb of my former sgias quietly remained there." Why these
difficulties? They arise because the whole probienmim is to begin from the point at which

the "vanished one" was destroyed. How can a bagiiveé made from the impossible? "For five
years, ever sincelalte was finished, | have been living like a rank beginand in truth like
someone who does not begin." Later, when his pagiand his consent have extricated him
from this "lost and desolate region" by permittiim to encounter his true poet's language, that
of theElegies he will say concisely that in this new work, sitag from the same givens which
had made Malte's existenicepossiblelife becomepossibleagain, and he will say moreover
that he has not found the way out by backing upphtthe contrary, by pushing further on upon
the hard road.

2. Death's Space

In the Elegies, the affirmation of life and thataefath are revealed as one. To admit of one
without the other -- we celebrate this
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discovery here -- a limitation which in the end lexies all that is infinite. Death is the side of
life which is not turned toward us, nor do we shag light upon it. We must try to become as
fully conscious as possible of our existence wincat home in both unbounded realms and is
nourished forever by both. . . . The true formifef &xtends through both spheres, the blood of
the mightiest circulation flows through both: theseeither a here nor a beyond but the great
unity.

The fame which has greeted this letter to Hulewaitd made the thoughts by which Rilke tried
to comment upon his poems better known than thenp@mows how much we like to substitute
interesting ideas for the pure poetic movement. Amlistriking that the poet too is constantly
tempted to unburden himself of the dark languagebwg expressing it, but by understanding it --
as if, in the anguish of words which he is callpdmonly to write and never to read, he wanted
to persuade himself that in spite of everythingihderstands himself; he has the right to read
and comprehend.

The Other Side

Rilke's reading has "raised" a part of his workht® level of ideas. It has translated his
experience. Rilke rejects the Christian solutitis ts well known. It is here below, "in a purely
earthly consciousness, profoundly, blessedly terad$ that death is a beyond to be learned by
us, recognized and welcomed -- perhaps furtheredtDexists not only, then, at the moment of
death; at all times we are its contemporaries. Whgrefore, can we not accede immediately to
that other side, which is life itself but relatatierwise, become other, the other relation? One
might be content to recognize the definition oftlegion in its inaccessibility: it is "the side
which is not turned toward us, nor do we shed lighan it." Thus it would be what essentially
escapes, a kind of transcendence, but of whichanaat say that it has value and reality, about
which we know only this: that we are turned awaynfrit.

But why "turned away"? What makes us necessariplenin our own fashion to turn back? Our
limits, apparently: we are limited beings. Whenla@k in front of us, we do not see what is
behind. When we are here, it is on the conditiat We renounce elsewhere. The limit retains
us, contains us, thrusts us back toward what weares us
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back toward ourselves, away from the other, makes averted beings. To accede to the other
side would be thus to enter into the liberty oft tvich is free of limits. But are we not, in a

way, beings freed from the here and now? | sedapst only what is in front of me, but | can
represent to myself what is behind. Thanks to donsoess, am | not at all times elsewhere

from where | am, always master of the other anélokgpof something else? Yes, it is true, but
this is also our sorrow. Through consciousnessseape what is present, but we are delivered to
representation. Through representation we reintt@duto our intimacy with ourselves the
constraints of the face-to-face encounter; we amtfourselves, even when we look despairingly
outside of ourselves.

This is called destiny: being face to face
and nothing else, and always opposite.



Such is the human condition: to be able to relatg  things which turn us away from other
things and, graver still, to be present to ourselaezverything and in this presence not to meet
anything except head-on, separate from it by tisisiwis and separated from ourselves by this
interposition of ourselves.

At this juncture one can say that what excludefsar the limitless is what makes us beings
deprived of limits. We believe ourselves to be éariaway by each finite thing from the
infinitude of all things. But we are no less turreaday from each thing by the way in which we
grasp it, representing it to make it ours -- to makit an object, an objective reality, to estsibli
it in our utilitarian world by withdrawing it frorthe purity of space.The other sideis where

we would cease to be turned away from a singleythinour way of looking at it, averted from it
by our gaze.

With all its eyes the creature sees
the Open. Our eyes only are
as if reversed.

To accede to the other side would thus be to toamsbur way of having access. Rilke is very
tempted to see consciousness, as his era cona#iiteds the principal difficulty. In a letter of
February 25, 1926 he specifies
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that it is the low "degree of consciousness" wigiats the animal at an advantage by permitting
it to enter into reality without having to be thenter of it. "By Open we do not mean the sky, the
air, space -- which for the observer are still otgeand thus opaque. The animal, the flower is
all that without realizing it, and has thus befiself, beyond itself, that indescribably open
freedom which, for us, has its extremely shortdieguivalents perhaps only in the first instants
of love -- when one being sees in the other, irbdeved, his own extension -- or again in the
outpouring to God."

It is clear that Rilke confronts here the idea@fgciousness closed upon itself, inhabited by
images. The animal is where it looks, and its Ido&s not reflect it, nor does it reflect the thing,
but opens the animal onto the thing. The other, $id, which Rilke also calls "the pure
relation," is the purity of the relation: the fadtbeing, in this relation, outside oneself, in the
thing itself, and not in a representation of thaghDeath in this sense would be the equivalent
of what has been called intentionality. Becauseeaith "we look out with a great animal gaze."
Through death the eyes turn back, and this retuting other side, and the other side is the fact of
living no longer turned away, but turned back,adtrced into the intimacy of conversion, not
deprived of consciousness but established by cousieess outside it, cast into the ecstasy of
this movement.

Let us reflect upon the two obstacles. The firstrst from the locality of beings, their temporal
or spatial limit -- from, that is, what could bdled a "bad extension," where one thing
necessarily supplants another, can't be seen elxickpg the other, etc. The second difficulty
comes from dad interiority, that of consciousness, where we are no doubfroeethe limits

of the here and now, where in the matrix of ouniacy everything is at our disposal, but where
we are also excluded by this closed intimacy fraume ticcess to everything -- excluded,



moreover, from things by the imperious, the violealy we master them, by the purposeful
activity that makes us possessors, producers, nuetavith results and avid for objects.

On the one hand, then, a bad space, on the otieat &nterior.” On the one hand, nevertheless,
reality and the force of the exterior; on the oflilee profundity of intimacy, the freedom and
silence of the
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invisible. Mightn't there be a point where spacatisnce intimacy and exteriority, a space

which, outside, would in itself be spiritual inticy®@ An intimacy which, in us, would be the
reality of the outdoors, such that there we wowddnithin ourselves outside in the intimacy and

in the intimate vastness of that outside? ThishatwRilke's experience -- which had at first a
"mystical" form (the one he encounters at Capri anuino),"® then the form of the poetic
experience -- leads him to recognize, or at leagtimpse and sense, and perhaps to call forth by
expressing it. He namesWeltinnenraumthe world's inner space, which is no less things'
intimacy than ours, and the free communication foora to the other, the strong, unrestrained
freedom where the pure force of the undeterminedfiisned.

Through all beings spreads the one space:

the world's inner space. Silently fly the birds

all through us. O | who want to grow,

| look outside, and it is in me that the tree grbiis

The World's Inner Space

What can be said of it? What exactly is this imtety of the exterior, this extension within us
where "the infinite," as Rilke says at the timete# Capri experience, "penetrates so intimately
that it is as though the shining stars restedliyghthis breast"? Can we truly accede to this
space? And how can we? For consciousness is otimyjege cannot leave it; and in it we are
never in space but in the vis-a-vis of represematthere we are always busy, moreover -- busy
acting, doing and possessing. Rilke never depamts the decided affirmation of the Open, but
his estimate of our power to approach it variealyeSometimes it seems that man is always
excluded from it. At other times Rilke allows a ledpr the "great movements of love,"” when
you go beyond the beloved, when you are true t@atigkacity of this movement which knows
neither stop nor limit, neither wants nor is aldledst in the person sought, but destroys this
person or surpasses him in order that he not bgctteen that would hide the outside. These are
such grave conditions that they make us prefaurilTo love is always to love someone, to
have someone before you, to look only at him artdagond him -- if not inadvertently, in the
leap of passion that knows nothing of ends. Antbge finally turns us away, rather than turning

*We find the narrative of this experience undertitie Adventure | Adventure llin Prose
Fragments
“Poem dated August 1914,
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us back. Even the child, who is nearer the purgelaof immediate life,



. .. the young child, already

we turn him around and force him to look backwards
at the world of forms and not into the Open, which

in the animal's face is so profound.

And even the animal, "whose Being is infinite fprimconceivable, unreflective,” even the
animal which, "where we see the future, sees eweigytand sees itself in everything and safe
forever" -- sometimes the animal too bears "thegimeaind the care of a great sadness," the
uneasiness that comes of being separated fromrmarigiiss and as if removed from the intimacy
of its own breath.

Thus one could say that the Open is absolutelyrtaineand that never, upon any face or in any
gaze, have we perceived its reflection, for allraring is already that of a figurative reality.
"Always it is the world and never a Nowhere withoat This uncertainty is essential: to
approach the Open as something sure would surdty iméss it. What is striking, and
characteristic of Rilke, is how much neverthelessdmains certain of the uncertain, how he
tries to set aside its doubtfulness, to affirrmihbpe rather than in anguish, with a confidence
not unaware that the task is difficult but whicmstantly renews the glad forecast. It is as if he
were sure that there is in us, on account of ting faet that we are "turned away," the possibility
of turning back, the promise of an essential reecsion.

In fact, if we come back to the two obstacles whiclhife keep us turned toward a limited life, it
seems that the principal obstacle -- since we sigeads, who are free of it, accede to what is
closed for us -- is the bad interiority which i @wn. And it seems that this bad consciousness
can, from the imprisoning or banishing power whtolhas, become the power of welcome and
adherence: no longer that which separates us feahthings, but that which restores them to us
at the point where they escape divisible spacesatet the essential extension. Our bad
consciousness is bad, not because it is interdbacause it is freedom outside objective limits,
but because it is not interior enough and becdusdy no means free. For in it, as in the bad
outside, objects reign, along with the concerrrésults, the desire to have, the greed that links
us to possession, the need for security and gtalilie tendency to know in order to be sure, the
tendency to "take account" which necessarily besoameinclination to count and to reduce
everything to accounts -- the very destiny of thaglern world.
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If there is hope, then, for our turning back, ésliin our turning away always more, through a
conversion of the consciousness. Instead of leambngciousness back toward that which we
call the real but which is only the objective rgalwvhere we dwell in the security of stable forms
and separate existences -- instead, also, of nt@dimgaconsciousness at its own surface, in the
world of representations which is only the doublelgjects -- such a conversion would turn it
away toward a profounder intimacy, toward the niatgtrior and the most invisible, where we
are no longer anxious to do and act, but free cdelues and of real things and of phantoms of
things, "abandoned, exposed upon the mountairtedi¢art,” as close as possible to the point
where "the interior and the exterior gather theresetogether into a single continuous space."

Novalis had certainly expressed a similar aspinat#ben he said: "We dream of voyaging
across the universe. Isn't the universe, thenstWe do not know the depths of our mind.



Toward the interior goes the mysterious road. Htewmith its worlds, past and future, is in us."”
Nor is there any doubt that Kierkegaard says samgthat Rilke understood when he awakens
the deep reaches of subjectivity and wants toifrieem general categories and possibilities so
as to grasp it afresh in its singularity. HoweRitke's experience has its own particular
features: it is foreign to the imperious and magatence by which, in Novalis, the interior
affirms and gives rise to the exterior. And it &lass foreign to all surpassing of the earthly: if
the poet goes further and further inward, it isinatrder to emerge in God, but in order to
emerge outside and to be faithful to the eartthéoplenitude and the superabundance of earthly
existence when it springs forth outside all limitsits excessive force that surpasses all
calculation. Moreover, Rilke's experience has s tasks. They are essentially those of the
poetic word. And it is in this that his thoughtessto a greater height. Here the theistic
temptations which encumber his ideas on death &sldp his hypotheses on consciousness and
even the idea of the Open, which sometimes tendedome an existing region and not
existence itself in its demandingness, or the esteeslimitless intimacy of this demand.

Conversion: Transmutation into Invisibility

And yet what happens when, turning always furtheayafrom the exterior, we descend toward
that imaginary space, the heart's intimacy?
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One might suppose that consciousness is seekirmmsciousness as its solution; that it dreams
of dissolving in an instinctive blindness wherevduld regain the great unknowing purity of the
animal. This is not the case. Instead (exceptenTihird Elegy where the elemental speaks),
Rilke experiences this interiorization as a transton of significations themselves. Itis a
matter -- he says so in his letter to Hulewiczf-4@coming as fully conscious as possible of our
existence." And he says in the same letter: "Adl¢bnfigurations of the here and now are to be
used not in a time-bound way, but, as far as welales to be placed in those superior
significances in which we have a share." The wbtsdgerior significances" indicate that this
interiorization which reverses the consciousnetesssiny by purifying it of everything it
represents and produces, of everything that maleesubstitute for the objective real which we
call the world (a conversion which cannot be coragdao phenomenological reduction, but
which nonetheless evokes it), does not go toward/tid of unknowing, but toward higher or
more demanding meanings -- closer too, perhaghetosource. Thus this more inner
consciousness is also more conscious, which f&eRieans that "in it we are introduced into
the givens of earthly existence independent of time space” (it is only a matter, then, of a
broader, more distended consciousness). But moiscmus also means: more pure, closer to
the demand that founds the consciousness and #iasnit not the bad intimacy which closes us
in, but the force of the surpassing where intimadye bursting and springing of the outside.

But how is this conversion possible? How is it anpbished? And what gives it authority and
reality, if it is not to be reduced to the uncertgiof "extremely momentary" and perhaps always
unreal states?

Through conversion everything is turned inward sTinieans that we turn ourselves, but that we
also turn everything, all the things we have tondth. That is the essential point. Man is linked
to things, he is in the midst of them, and if heaences his realizing and representing activity, if
he apparently withdraws into himself, it is nobirder to dismiss everything which isn't he, the



humble and outworn realities, but rather to taleséhwith him, to make them participate in this
interiorization where they lose their use valuejrtifalsified nature, and lose also their narrow
boundaries in order to penetrate into their truprdity. Thus does this conversion appear as an
immense task of transmutation, in which thingsttatigs, are transformed and interiorized by
becoming interior in us and by becoming interiottemselves. This transformation of the

visible into the invisible and of the invisible anthe always more invisible takes place where the
fact of being unrevealed does not
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express a simple privation, but access to the aiider"which is not turned toward us nor do we
shed light upon it." Rilke has repeated this in ynaays, and these formulae are among the best
known to the French reader: "We are the bees dhthisible. We ardently suck the honey of the
visible in order to accumulate it in the great goidhive of the Invisible." "Our task is to
impregnate the provisional and perishable eartbrsfoundly in our mind, with so much

patience and passion, that its essence can benrgbas invisible."

Every man is called upon to take up again the wmssf Noah. He must become the intimate
and pure ark of all things, the refuge in whichytteke shelter, where they are not content to be
kept as they are, as they imagine themselves tort@row, outworn, so many traps for life --
but are transformed, lose their form, lose thenesete enter into the intimacy of their reserve,
where they are as if preserved from themselvesughed, intact, in the pure point of the
undetermined. Yes, every man is Noah, but on cliospection, he is Noah in a strange way,
and his mission consists less in saving everytfimm the flood than, on the contrary, in
plunging all things into a deeper flood where tHessappear prematurely and radically. That, in
fact, is what the human vocation amounts to. i itecessary that everything visible become
invisible, if this metamorphosis is the goal, autervention is apparently quite superficial: the
metamorphosis is accomplished perfectly of itdelf everything is perishable, for, says Rilke in
the same letter, "the perishable is everywhereltawin a deep being." What have we then to
do, we who are the least durable, the most promgisappear? What have we to offer in this
task of salvation? Precisely that: our promptnésssappearing, our aptitude for perishing, our
fragility, our exhaustion, our gift for death.

Death's Space and the Word's

Here again, then, is the truth of our condition #relweight of our problem. Rilke, at the end of
the Elegies, uses this expression: "the infinitkdgd." An ambiguous formula. But one can say
of men that they are infinitely mortal, a little rachan mortal. Everything is perishable, but we
are the most perishable; all things pass, and-ansformed, but we want transformation, we
want to pass, and our will is this passing on hert Hence the call: "Want change" ("Wolle die
Wandlung"). We must not rest, but pass on. "Nowiethere
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staying" ("Bleiben ist nirgends"). "Whatever closiself into staying the same is already
petrified.” To live is always already to take leaiebe dismissed and to dismiss what is. But we
can get ahead of this separation and, lookingast though it were behind us, make of it the
moment when, even now, we touch the abyss and a¢odtle deep of being.



Thus we see that conversion -- the movement toterdnost interior, a work in which we
transform ourselves as we transform everythings-domething to do with our end, and that this
transformation, this fruition of the visible in tirevisible for which we are responsible, is the
very task of dying, which has until now been sdiclilt for us to recognize. It takes effort, yet
effort evidently quite different from that which vpeit into making objects and projecting results.
We even see now that it is the opposite of purpbsedrk, although similar in one point. For in
both cases it is certainly a matter of "transforomat In the world things areansformednto
objects in order to be grasped, utilized, made roertain in the distinct rigor of their limits and
the affirmation of a homogeneous and divisible sp&ut in imaginary space things are
transformednto that which cannot be grasped. Out of usephéyvear, they are not in our
possession but are the movement of dispossessich veieases us both from them and from
ourselves. They are not certain but are joinethédritimacy of the risk where neither they nor
we are sheltered any more, but where we are, tatttesduced, utterly without reserve, into a
place where nothing retains us at all.

In a poem, one of his last, Rilke says that intesmace "translates things." It makes them pass
from one language to another, from the foreignerat language into a language which is
altogether interior and which is even the inteablanguage, where language names in silence
and by silence, and makes of the name a silentyé@pace (which) exceeds us and translates
things" is thus the transfigurer, the translatargeellence. But this statement suggests more: is
there not another translator, another space whergst cease to be visible in order to dwell in
their invisible intimacy? Certainly, and we candiglgive it its name. This essential translator is
the poet, and this space is the poem's space, whdomger is anything present, where in the
midst of absence everything speaks, everythingnetimto the spiritual accord which is open

and not immobile but the center of the eternal muarmet.™

To praise the poetry of Jacobsen, Rilke says, "f@@s not know where the verbal weave
finishes or where the space begins."
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If the metamorphosis of the visible into the inklsiis our task, if it is the truth of conversion,
then there is a point at which we see it throughaevit losing it in the evanescence of "extremely
momentary" states: this point is the word. To sgsassentially to transform the visible into the
invisible; it is to enter a space which is not dilsle, an intimacy which, however, exists outside
oneself. To speak is to take one's position aptiet where the word needs space to reverberate
and be heard, and where space, becoming the werg'snovement, becomes hearing's
profundity, its vibration. "How," says Rilke, intext written in French, "how could one sustain,
how could one save the visible, if not by creatimg language of absence, of the invisible?"

The Open ir the poem.The space where everything returns to deep beingrenthere is

infinite passage between the two domains, whers/thag dies but where death is the learned
companion of life, where horror is ravishing joyhave celebration laments and lamentation
praises -- the very space toward which "all woHdsten as toward their nearest and truest
reality,” the space of the mightiest circulatior arf ceaseless metamorphosis -- this is the
poem's space. This is the Orphic space to whiclpdleé doubtless has no access, where he can
penetrate only to disappear, which he attains whign he is united with the intimacy of the



breach that makes him a mouth unheard, just agkemhim who hears into the weight of
silence. The Open is the work, but the work asiiorig

Song as Origin: Orpheus

When Rilke exalts Orpheus, when he exalts the sdmch is being, he is not speaking of the
ultimate perfection of a song which begins by beingg, or even of the fullness of song, but of
song as origin and the origin of song. There i ftue, an essential ambiguity in the figure of
Orpheus. This ambiguity belongs to the myth whiggsprves the figure and is its reserve, but
the ambiguity also stems from the uncertainty itkds$ thoughts, from the way in which, little

by little in the course of the experience, he dis=mbthe substance and reality of death. Orpheus
is not like the Angel in whom the transformatiorachieved, who is unaware of its risks but also
of its protection and significance. Orpheus isabeof metamorphosis: not the Orpheus who has
conquered death, but he who always dies, who idehegand that we disappear and who
disappears in the anguish of this disappearancanguish which becomes song, a word which
is the pure
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movement of dying. Orpheus dies a little more thando, he is we ourselves bearing the
anticipated knowledge of out death, knowledge wisatispersion's intimacy. If the poem could
become a poet, Orpheus would be the poem: he ide¢aéand the emblem of poetic plenitude.
Yet he is at the same time not the completed pbetrsomething more mysterious and more
demanding: the origin of the poem, the sacrifipaiht which is no longer the reconciliation of
the two domains, but the abyss of the lost godirtfireite trace of absence, a moment to which
Rilke comes closest perhaps in these three lines:

O you, lost god! You, infinite trace!
By dismembering you the hostile forces had to dspgou
To make of us now hearers and a mouth of Nature.

This ambiguity manifests itself in many ways. Sames it seems that, for Rilke, what makes
the human word heavy, foreign to the purity of betw, is also what makes it more expressive,
more capable of its proper mission -- the metanmsjshof the visible into invisibility where the
Open is at hand. The world's inner space requi@sdstraint of human language in order truly
to be affirmed. It is only pure and only true withihe strict limitations of this word.

The one space through which birds plunge is not
the intimate space which sets off your face

Space exceeds us and translates things:

That the tree's being may succeed for you,

cast around it the inner space, that space

which announces itself in you. Surround it withtraisit.
It knows not how to limit itself. Only in taking fm
from your renunciation does it truly become a tfée.

Here the task of the poet is that of a mediatiorcivkolderlin was first to express and
celebratel’ The poet's destiny is to expose himself to thecfafcthe undetermined and to the



pure violence of being from which nothing can balmdo endure this force courageously, but
also to contain it by imposing upon it restraind @ne perfection of a form. This is a requirement
full of risk:

Poem dated June 1924.
YAt least in the hymrSo, on a festival day . . .
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Why must someone stand here like a shepherd,
Exposed thus to such excess of influence?

Yet it is a task which consists, not in surrendgtim being's unresolvable ambiguity, but in
giving it decisiveness, exactitude, and form, srha says, in "making things from anguish™: in
lifting the uncertainty of anguish to the resoluatiof an exact formulation. We know how much
the concern to give expression to things, and press them with the finite words that suit them,
counted for Rilke. In this respect, the inexprdesggems beside the point to him. To speak is
our task, to tell finite things in an accomplistaghion that excludes the infinite is our power,
because we are ourselves finite beings, anxiousrtee to a finish and able, in the realm of the
finite, to grasp completion. Here the Open closedeu the constraint of a language so
determined that, far from being the pure milieu rehenversion to the interior and
transmutation into invisibility are achieved, amisforms itself into a graspable thing, becomes
the discourse of the world, a language where thamgshot transformed but immobilized, fixed
in their visible aspect, as it sometimes happertsarExpressionist part of Rilke's work, the
Neue Gedichtea work of the eye and not of the hebttzwerk*®

Or, on the contrary, the poet turns toward the rmvgard as toward the source whose pure,
silent surging must be preserved. Then the truengeao longer the word that captures, the
closed space of the telling word, but the breatmtigracy whereby the poet consumes himself
in order to augment space and dissipates himsglimhcally: a pure inner burning around
nothing.

Breathing, O invisible poem!

World's space which purely and always
exchanges itself for very being. Counterweight,
in which rhythmically | am achieved.

A gain in space.
And in another sonnet:

To sing in truth is a different breath
A breath around nothing. A stirring in God. The din

30 he says to himself, after finishing theue Gedichte

The work of vision is done
Now do the work of the heart.
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"A breath around nothingy That is something like the truth of the poem witdas no longer
anything but a silent intimacy, a pure expenditarehich our life is sacrificed -- and not in

view of any result, in order to conquer or acquing, for nothing, in the pure relation to which
the symbolic name of God is given her€o'sing is a different breathit is no longer the
language which is graspable and grasping affirmatiovetousness and conquest, the breathing
that is aspiration as much as respiration, whicivigys in quest of something, which is durable
and wants duration. In the song, to speak is te pasto consent to the passage which is pure
decline, and language is no longer anything budt"tinofound innocence of the human heart
through which it is able to describe, in its iretdile fall all the way to its ruin, a pure line."

Metamorphosis, then, appears as the happy consamydftbeing when, without reserve, it
enters into the movement where nothing is presewhith does not realize, accomplish, or
save anything, which is the pure felicity of destiag, the joy of the fall, the jubilant word
which one unique time gives voice to disappeardnemre disappearing into it:

Here, among those who pass, in the Kingdom of decBe the glass that rings and, in the
brilliant resonance, is already broken.

But, one has immediately to add, Rilke also, andhmmuore gladly, conceives of metamorphosis
as an entrance into the eternal, and of imaginzageas liberation from time the destroyer. "It
would seem to me almost wrong still to call timeatvitvas rather a state of liberty, in a very
perceptible way a space, the environment of thenOgred not the act of passing”Sometimes,

in his last works, he seems to allude to a comgletee which would hold still in a pure circle

of time closed upon itself. But whether space is time risen above the passing moment, or the
space which "drinks absent presence" and changatsatuinto timelessness, it appears as the
center where what is no longer still subsists. Aadvocation, to establish things and ourselves
in this space, is, not to disappear, but to pegietuo save things, yes, to make them invisible,
but in order that they be reborn in their invigilgil And so death, that readier death which is our
destiny, again becomes the promise of survival,amehdy the moment is at hand

Kein VergehnRilke opposes "space" here, and "the Open," bsw@mption by time, the fall
toward the end.
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when dying for Rilke will be to escape death -trargge volatization of his experience. What
does it mean and how is it accomplished?

3. Death's Transmutation

It is in the Ninth Elegy that Rilke indicates thewer which belongs to us -- to us the most
perishable of all beings -- to save what will llastger than we.

And these things whose life is decline understhiatl you praise them; fleeting, they lend us, us
the most fleeting, the power to save. They warnbwhange them in the bottom of our invisible
heart into -- O infinite -- into ourselves! whatseewe may be in the end.



Such, then, is our privilege. Granted, it is linkedur gift for disappearing, but only because in
this disappearance the power to conserve is alsifesg and because in this readier death
resurrection is expressed, the joy of a transfigjlife.

We are imperceptibly approaching the instant iké&s experience when dying will not be to

die, but to transform the fact of death, and winendffort to teach us not to deny the extreme but
to expose ourselves to the overpowering intimaayusfend will culiminate in the peaceful
affirmation that there is no death, that "closeeath, one no longer sees death." The animal who
lives in the Open is "free of death.” But we, te #xtent that ours is necessarily the perspective
of a life which is limited and maintained betweanits, "we see only death."

Death, we see only death; the free animal alwagsthalecline behind it, and before it God, and
when it moves, it moves in Eternity, as springsvilo

Death, "to see only death," is thus the error lohéed life and of a poorly converted
consciousness. Death is that very concern to deMmich we introduce into being; it is the
result and perhaps the means of the bad transoutagiwhich we make of all thing objects --
tightly closed, well-finished realities imbued withir preoccupation with the finish. Freedom
must be liberation from death, the approach touvlaedpoint where death becomes transparent.
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For close to death one no longer sees death, andtares outward, perhaps with a great animal
gaze.

Thus we should say no longer now that death isitte of life from which we are turned away.

It is only the error in this turning: aversion. \Weeer we turn away, there is death, and what we
call the moment of dying is only the crook of thent, the extreme of its curvature, the end point
beyond which everything reverses itself, everythimgs back. This is so true that in the ordeal
of conversion -- that return inward by which weigt ourselves outside of ourselves -- if we
are somehow stolen from death it is because witeee perceiving it we pass the instant of
dying, having gone too far, inattentive and assfrdcted, neglecting what we would have to
have done to die (be afraid, hold onto the worldhitodo something). And in this negligence
death has become forgetfulness; we have forgatteiet After the account of his two mystical
experiences, Capri and Duino, where for the firsethe seems to have felt what after 1914 he
will call the world's inner space, Rilke, speakofdimself in the third person, adds:

In fact he had been free for a long time, and mething prevented his dying, perhaps it was
only this: that he had overlooked it once, somewhand that he didn't have, like others, to go
on ahead in order to reach it, but on the conttargo back the other way. His action was
already outside, in the confident things that akifdplay with, and was perishing in theth.

The Intimacy of Invisible Death

It might seem surprising that he should be selitisturbed by this volatization of the
experience to which he devotes himself. The expi@amas that this very evanescence expresses
the movement toward which he tends profoundly. dastach thing must become invisible,
likewise what makes death a thing, the brute fadeath, must become invisible. Death enters
into its own invisibility, passes from its opacityits transparency, from its terrifying reality to

its ravishing unreality. It is in this passageaten conversion; through this conversion it is the



ungraspable, the invisible -- the source, howeskesll invisibility. And suddenly we understand
why Rilke always kept silent,

““[Here | have compared Blanchot's French with Gigiruston's English translation of the
German Selected Workg New York: New Directions, 1967), vol. 2 -- Teah
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even to himself, about the death of Malte. Noteccpive this death was to give it its one chance
to be authentic. Ignorance made it not the fatalresf the terrible limit against which we are
broken, but the bloom of the glad moment whennbsriorizing itself, it loses itself in its own
intimacy. And likewise, in his last illness, he weah not to know of what he was dying or that he
was going to die: "Rilke's conversations with hietdr invariably reflect his desire that his pain
be no one's. . . . Strange conversations," recddmtdaemmerli. "They always went right up to
the point where the sick man would have had to guane the word death, but at which all at
once he stopped prudently.” This prudence is dilfito interpret. One doesn't know whether the
desire "not to see death" expresses fear of séeglgsiveness and flight before the
inconceivable, or, on the contrary, the profourtdniacy which creates silence, imposes silence,
and turns into ignorance in order not to stay witiie boundaries of limited knowledge.

Thus we see more clearly how Rilke's thoughts lséwféed since the days when he wished for a
personal death. As before -- although he no loegpresses the distinction in such a decisive
fashion -- he remains willing to speak of two desato see in one sheer death, death's pure
transparency, but in the other the opaque and ienurd as before -- more precisely than
before -- he sees between these two deaths tleeatitfe made by an expenditure of effort, by a
transmutation: either because bad death, the anéds the brutality of an event and of a
random occurrence, remains an untransmuted ded#ath not reintroduced into its essential
secret, or because it becomes in true death timegicy of transmutation.

Another aspect of his thought which gains precissathat this task of transmutation, which
infinitely exceeds us and cannot result from ourdiyoaptitude for acting and doing, is only
accomplished in us by death itself -- as if, imlene, death could purify, could interiorize itself
and apply to its own reality that power of metanhargs, that force of invisibility whose original
profundity it is. And why is it in us, in humand,all beings the most fragile, that death finds thi
perfection? It is because not only do we numbermantbose who pass away, but in this
kingdom of decline we are also those who consepass, who say yes to disappearance and in
whom disappearance becomes speech, becomes wosdraindrhus death is in us the purity of
dying because it can reach the point where it singsause it finds in us "that . . identity of
absence and presence" which is manifest in the, sba@xtreme tip of fragility which at the
moment of breaking
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resonates, whose vibration is the pure resonantteofery break. Rilke affirms that death is
"der eigentliche Ja-sager," the authentic yea-s#ysays only yes. But this only happens in the
being that has the power to speak, just as spe&kmgf truly speech and essential word except
in this absolute yes where the word gives voicgetath's intimacy. Thus there is a secret identity
between singing and dying, between death -- tmestnaitation of the invisible by the invisible --



and the song within which this transmutation isomgplished. We come back here to what
Kafka, at least in the sentences we ascribed to $eemed to seek to express: | write to die, to
give death its essential possibility, through whidls essentially death, source of invisibilityjtb
at the same time, | cannot write unless death sviitane, makes of me the void where the
impersonal is affirmed.

No One's Death

The wordimpersonawhich we introduce here indicates the differenesveen the outlooks of
the early and the late Rilke. If death is the hehthe transparency where it infinitely transforms
itself, there can no longer be any question ofragreal death, where | would die in the
affirmation of my own reality and my unique existena death such that | would be supremely
invisible in it and it visible in me (with that mamental character which death has in Brigge the
Chamberlain during his lifetime). And my prayer camlonger be:

Oh Lord, grant to each his own death, the dyingchviiuly evolves from this life where he
found love, meaning and distress

but rather: Grant me the death which is not mine death of no one, the dying which truly
evolves from death, where | am not called uponéowlhich is not an event -- an event that
would be proper to me, which would happen to meeale but the unreality and the absence
where nothing happens, where neither love not mgamor distress accompanies me, but the
pure abandon of all that.

Rilke is doubtless unwilling to restore to deaté kbwly impersonality which would make of it
something less than personal, something alwaysopgor The impersonality toward which
death tends in Rilke is ideal. It is above the persiot the brutality of a fact or the randomness
of chance, but the volatization of the very factleath, its transfiguration at its own center.
Moreover, the ambiguity of
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the wordeigen(der eigene Taod'death proper"), which means "own," proper toasavell as
authentic, is significant here. ( Heidegger seentitell on this ambiguity when he speaks of
death as the absolutely proper possibility, by Whie means that death is the uttermost
possibility, the most extreme thing that happenthéoself, but also the "ownmost,” the most
personal event to befall the "I," the event whé'taffirm myself the most and the most
authentically.) This ambiguity allows Rilke neverdease recognizing himself in his early
prayer: Grant to each his own, his proper deathd#dath which is properly death, the essential
death and the death which is essentially deatimt gopame this essence which is also mine, since
it is in me that it has been purified -- that ish@ecome, through inward conversion, through the
consent and the intimacy of my song, pure deathpthification of death by death and thus my
work, the work of art which is the passage of teingo the heart of death's purity.

One must not forget, in fact, that this effort &se death to itself, to make the point where it
loses itself within itself coincide with the poiait which | lose myself outside of myself, is not a
simple internal affair, but implies an immense wegpbility toward things and is possible only
through their mediation through the movement wigclntrusted to me and which must raise
things themselves to a point of greater reality @math. This is essential in Rilke. It is through



this double requirement that he preserves in pegigtence the tension without which it would
perhaps fade into a rather pale ideality. One ®fttvo domains must never be sacrificed to the
other: the visible is necessary to the invisililés saved in the invisible, but it is also whates
the invisible. This "holy law of contrast" reestahkes between the two poles an equality of
value:

Being here below and being beyond, may both claimS$trangely, without distinction.
The Ecstatic Experience of Art

The hidden certitude that "beyond" is only anothede of being "here below" when | am no
longer simply in myself but outside, close to threesrity of things: this is what draws me
constantly back toward their "sight,” and turnstoward them so that the turning back may be
accomplished in me. In a way, | save myself no llgsseeing things
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than | save them by giving them access to theiloleisEverything hinges on the movement of
seeing, when in it my gaze, ceasing to directfifeelvard with the pull of time that attracts it to
goals, turns back to look "as if over the shoultehind, toward things," in order to reach "their
closed existence," which | see then as perfecd;mmbling or being altered by the wear of
active life, but as it is in the innocence of beihgee things then with the disinterested and
somewhat distant look of someone who has justhefi.

This disinterested gaze, which has no future arthsé¢o come from the heart of death, this look
to which "all things give themselves at once masgaditly and somehow more truly,” is the gaze
of the mystical Duino experience, but it is alse ¢faze of "art." And it is correct to say that the
artist's experience is an ecstatic experiencelaatdttis, like the Duino experience, an
experience of death. To see properly is essent@llije. It is to introduce into sight the turning
back again which is ecstasy and which is deaths @bes not mean that everything sinks into the
void. # On the contrary, things then offer themselves @ittexhaustible fecundity of their
meaning which our vision ordinarily misses -- oigian which is only capable of one point of
view. "A finch that was near him and whose blueegag had already met on other occasions,
touched him now across a more spiritual distaneewith such an inexhaustible significance
that it seemed nothing was hidden anymore.”

Hence the unfailing fondness for things, the faitlabiding with them which Rilke advised at all
periods of his life as that which can best bringavgard a form of authenticity. It might well be
said that often when he thinks of the wattbencghe thinks of what thpresenceof things is

for him: he thinks of that being-a-thing, humblgerst, grave obedience to the pure gravity of
forces which is repose in the web of influences tliecbalance of movements. Again, toward the
end of his life he said: "My world begins next kinigs."™| have . . . the particular happiness of
living by means of things."

There is not one thing in which | do not find mysélis not my voice alone that sings:
everything resonates.

He considered with regret painting's tendency fmadefrom "the object.” He sees there a
reflection of war and a mutilation. Thus, speakifd(lee, he says:



“IAlthough & propos of the Capri "experience," Rikknowledges the void: "extension”
-151-

During the war years | often thought | felt exadtiis disappearance of "the object” (for the
extent to which we accept one -- and in additigrirago express ourselves through it -- is a
matter of faith: broken beings are best expregbed, by fragments and debris . . .). But now,
reading this book by Hausenstein, so full of ingelhce, | have been able to discover in myself
an immense calm, and to understand, in spite af/thirg, how safe all things are for me. It
takes the obstinacy of a city dweller (and Hausanss one), to dare claim that nothing exists
any more. For myself, | can start afresh from yiatle cowslips. Really, nothing prevents me
from finding all things inexhaustible and intactheve would art find its point of departure if not
in this joy and this tension of an infinite beging??2

This text not only reveals Rilke's preferencesninrdgeresting way, but brings us back to the
profound ambiguity of his experience. He saysntgelf: art takes its point of departure in
things, but what things? Intact thingsurverbraucht- when they are not being used and used
up by their use in the world. Art must not, thetaysfrom the hierarchically "ordered" things
which our "ordinary" life proposes to us. In therlgts order things have being according to their
value; they have worth, and some are worth mone tilaers. Art knows nothing of this order. It
takes an interest in realities according to an labsalisinterestedness, that infinite distance
which is death. If it starts then, from thingsstarts from all things without distinction. It does
not choose, it takes its point of departure inwdly refusal to choose. If the artist prefers tklo
among things for "beautiful” ones, he betrays bemegbetrays art. Rilke, on the contrary,
refuses to "choose between the beautiful and theautiful. Each is only a space, a possibility,
and it is up to me to fill each perfectly or impeatly.” Not to choose, not to refuse anything
access to vision and, in vision, to transmutatiaio start from things, but from all things: thss i

a rule which always tormented him and which herledrperhaps from Hofmannsthal. The latter,
in a 1907 essayhe Poet and These Timesaid of the poet, "It is as if his eyes had ds.li He
must not leave anything out of himself, he mustwititold himself from any being, from any
phantasm

is arranged in a way so little "human" that menuldmnly name it: emptiness.”
2[The English translation from the German which inp@red to BlanchotBrench is by Viole
M. Macdonald ( London: Methuen & Co. Ltd., 1951)fans.]
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born of a human mind; he can reject no thoughtewike in 1907 Rilke says with the same force
in a letter to Clara Rilke: "No more than one cledi permitted. He who creates cannot turn
away from any existence; a single failing anywredrall snatches him from the state of grace,
makes him faulty through and through.” The poet, ke betray himself by betraying being,

must never "turn away." By this aversion he would@ander to bad death, the one that limits and
delimits. He must in no way defend himself; hedsemntially a man without defenses:

A being with no shell, open to pain, Tormentedigit, shaken by every sound.



Rilke often used the image of the little anemonsdwe one day in Rome. "It had opened so wide
during the day that it could not close up againigit.” Thus, in an Orpheus sonnet, he exalts
this gift for welcoming infinitely as a symbol obgtic opennessiYou, acceptance and force of
so many world$ he says, in a line where the word Entschlusssflution”), echoing the word
erschliessen ("to open”), reveals one of the sgurteéleidegger's Entschlossenheit ("resolute
acceptance"). So the artist must be, and so kisBiiit where is this life to be found?

But when, in which of all the lives Are we at l&gtings who open and welcome?

If the poet is truly linked to this acceptance whitbesn't choose and which seeks its starting
point not in any particular thing but in all thingad, more profoundly, in a region anterior to
things, in the indeterminacy of being -- if the porist live at the intersection of infinite
relations, in the place opened and as if void wheamegn destinies cross -- then he can well say
joyfully that he takes his point of departure imts: what he calls "things" is no longer anything
but the depth of the immediate and undeterminediwarat he calls point of departure is the
approach toward the point where nothing begins.tthe tension of an infinite beginning," art
itself as origin or again the experience of the iQplee search for a true dying.

The Secret of double Death

So we have returned, now, to the center from whltthe ambiguity of the movement radiates.
To start off from things, yes, that is necessdrig they that must be saved; it is in them, by
turning authentically toward them, that we leartuian toward the invisible, to feel
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the movement of transmutation and, in this movemnterittansmute transmutation itself, to the
point where it becomes the purity of death purifiédlying, in the unique song where death says
yes and which, in the fullness of this yes is sorgty fullness and its perfection. This
movement is certainly difficult, a long and patierperience. But at least it shows us clearly
where we must begin. Are not things given us? thgipart, | can start afresh from your little
cowslips; truly nothing prevents me from findingthings inexhaustible and intact.” Yes,
"nothing prevents me" -- provided, however, the¢ ifreed from every obstacle, from all limits.
And this liberation will be illusory if, from tharkt step, it is not that radical turning back whic
alone makes me "him who is ready for everythingy wkcludes nothing,” "a being with no
shell.” It is necessary, then, no longer to starnfthings in order to make possible the approach
toward true death, but to start from the deep aftden order to turn toward the intimacy of
things -- to "see" them truly, with the disinteesbgaze of him who does not cleave to himself,
who cannot say "I," who is no one: impersonal death

To start from death? But where, now, is death? @ag judge that Rilke does much to
"idealize" the ordeal of dying. He seeks to makmavtsible to us, he wants to purify it of its
brutality; he sees in it a promise of unity, thgpéof a larger understanding. If death is the
extreme, then it must be said that this is a vecpmmodating extreme, which takes such care
not to threaten our faith in the oneness of bemg,sense of the whole and even our fear of
death, for this death disappears, discreetly,itstdf. But this disappearance precisely, which
has its reassuring side, also has a fearful oniehvi like another form of its excessiveness, the
image of what makes it an impure transcendencewthiah we never meet, which we cannot
grasp: the ungraspable; absolute indeterminaciedth's true reality is not simply what from the



outside we call quitting life -- if death is somieidp other than its worldly reality, and if it elusle
us, turning always away -- then this movement maisesense not only its discretion and its
essential intimacy but also its profound unrealikyath as abyss, not that which founds but the
absence and the loss of all foundation.

This is an impressive result of Rilke's experierioejt enlightens us in spite of him, as if
through the mediation of his reassuring intentibeentinued to speak to us in the harsh original
language. When the force upon which he makes dungytiepend is detached from the moment
when it has the reality of the last instant, itsgses him and escapes us constantly. It is ineeitabl
but inaccessible death; it is the
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abyss of the present, time without a present, witlth | have no relationships; it is that toward
which | cannot go forth, for in itdo not die, | have fallen from the power to dieititheydie;
they do not cease, and they do not finish dying.

There is much to suggest that the movement by whecpurifies death, by taking away its
random character, forced Rilke to incorporate tArglomness in its essence, to close it upon its
absolute indeterminacy, so that instead of beirig @amimproper and untimely event, death
becomes, at the heart of its invisibility, that afhis not even an event, that which is not
accomplished, yet which is there, the part of &vient which its accomplishment cannot realize.

Rilke's assertion, which has had repercussiongilogophy, that there is something like a
double death, two relations with death, one whiehlike to call authentic and the other
inauthentic, only expresses thieublenessvithin which such an event withdraws as if to
preserve the void of its secret. Inevitable, batoessible; certain, but ungraspable. That which
produces meaning (nothingness as the power toadabatforce of the negative, the end starting
from which man is the decision to be without beiisghe risk that rejects being -- is history,
truth. It is death as the extreme of power, as ragtrproper possibility, but also the death which
never comes to me, to which | can never say yah, which there is no authentic relation
possible. Indeed, | elude it when I think | mastéinrough a resolute acceptance, for then I turn
away from what makes it the essentially inautheautid the essentially inessential. From this
point of view, death admits of no "beifay death"; it does not have the solidity which would
sustain such a relation. It is that which happensotone, the uncertainty and the indecision of
what never happens. | cannot think about it selyotar it is not serious. It is its own imposter;

it is disintegration, vacant debilitation -- noetterm, but the interminable, not proper but
featureless death, and not true death but, as Kaff(s "the sneer of its capital error.”

Orphic Space

What is, moreover, very striking in Rilke's itingras the way the force of the poetic experience
led him, and almost without his knowing it, fronetkearch for a personal death -- clearly it is
with this kind of death that he feels most kinshipp an altogether different obligation. After
having, at first, made art "the road toward mySé&l& feels increasingly
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that this road must lead to the point where, withiyself, | belong to the outside. It leads me
where | am no longer myself, where if | speak as | who speak, where | cannot speak. To



encounter Orpheus is to encounter this voice wisiciot mine, this death which becomes song,
but which is not my death, even though | must gieap in it more profoundly.

Once and for all,
It is Orpheus when there is song. He comes anadée. g

These words seem merely to echo the ancient iceaiding to which there is only one poet, a
single superior power to speak which "now and ag@&ioughout time makes itself known in the
souls that submit to it." This is what Plato caleedhusiasm. Closer to Rilke, Novalis had
affirmed it in his turn, in a way which the Orpheatgsses seem to recall: "Klingsohr, eternal

poet, does not die, remains in the world." But @) precisely, does die, and he does not
remain: he comes and he goes. Orpheus does nobkyenthe lofty transcendence of which the
poet would be the vehicle and which would lead tarsay: it is not | who speak but the god

who speaks in me. Orpheus does not signify thaiggeand the immutability of the poetic

sphere, but, on the contrary, links the "poeticatammeasurable demand that we disappear. He
is a call to die more profoundly, to turn towarthare extreme dying:

O seek to understand that he must disappear!

Even if the anguish of it dismay him.

While his word extends this world,

Already he is beyond where you may not accompamy hi

And he obeys by going beyond.

Through Orpheus we are reminded that speakingqadigtand disappearing belong to the
profundity of a single movement, that he who simgsst jeopardize himself entirely and, in the
end, perish, for he speaks only when the antiaibapproach toward death, the premature
separation, the adieu given in advance obliteratemn the false certitude of being, dissipate
protective safeguards, deliver him to a limitlasseicurity. Orpheus conveys all this, but he is
also a more mysterious sign. He leads and attuacisward the point where he himself, the
eternal poem, enters into his own disappearancerante identifies himself with the force that
dismembers him and becomes "pure contradictioe,"ltsst god," the god's absence, the original
void of which the first elegy speaks in connectrath the myth of
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Linos, and from which "the uninterrupted tidingsnfied of silence" propagate themselves
through terrified space -- the murmur of the intiexable. Orpheus is the mysterious sign pointed
toward the origin, where not only secure existeanuet the hope of truth and the gods are lacking,
but also the poem; where the power to speak anga¥er to hear, undergoing their own lack,
endure their impossibility.

This movement is "pure contradiction.” It is linkixdthe infinitude of the transformation which
leads us not only to death, but infinitely transesudleath itself, which makes of death the infinite
movement of dying and of him who dies him who ifnitely dead, as if in death's intimacy it
were for him a matter of dying always more, immeabkly -- of continuing inside death to make
possible the movement of transformation which nmagtcease, night of measureless excess,
Nacht aus Ubermassvhere one has in nonbeing eternally to returipeiog.



Thus the rose becomes for Rilke the symbol bothoetic action and of death, when death is no
one's sleep. The rose is like the perceptible poesef Orphic space, the space which is nothing
but outerness and which is nothing but intimacpesabundance where things do not limit or
infringe upon each other, but in their common ulifigrmake room instead of taking it up, and
constantly "transform the outside world . . . iatbandful of Within."

Almost a being without boundaries and as if spared
and more purely inner and very strangely tender
and illuminating itself right up to the edge,

is such a thing known to us?

The poem -- and in it the poet -- is this intimapened to the world, unreservedly exposed to
being. It is the world, things and being ceasejesahsformed into innerness. It is the intimacy
of this transformation, an apparently tranquil gedtle movement, but which is the greatest
danger, for then the word touches the deepestactindemands not only the abandonment of all
exterior assurance but risks its very self andthices us into that point where nothing can be
said of being, nothing made, where endlessly elignytstarts over and where dying itself is a
task without end.

Rose, oh reiner Widerspruch, Lust
Niemandes Schlaf zu sein unter soviel
Lidern.
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Rose, O pure contradiction, delight
Of being no one's sleep under so many
lids.

Rilke and Mallarmé

If we wanted to isolate the characteristic featfrRilke's experience, the one which his poetry
conserves above and beyond the images and formspuld have to look for it in a particular
relation to the negative: in the tension which @asent, the patience which obeys but which
nevertheless goes beyond ("He obeys by going b&ydndhe slow and practically invisible
action without efficacy but not without authorityhich he opposes to the active force of the
world and which, in song, is secret attentivenestetath.

Rilke, like Mallarmé, makes poetry a relation teatce. How different, however, are the
experiences of these two poets, apparently so;dhase different the demands that occupied
them within the same experience. While for Mallamhéence remains tif@rce of the negative
-- that which removes "the reality of things" areliders us from their weight -- for Rilke
absence is also the presence of things, the inyimiaihe being-a-thing where the desire to fall
toward the center in a silent, immobile, endlefisdagathered. Mallarmé's poetry pronounces
being with the brilliance of that which has the gowo annihilate, to suspend beings and
suspend itself by withdrawing into the dazzlingagity of an instant. This poetry retains the
decisiveness that makes of absence something aotideath an act and of voluntary death --
where nothingness is entirely within our mastere- poetic event par excellence, brought to
light by thelgitur experiment. But Rilke, who also turns toward desthioward the origin of



poetic possibility, seeks a deeper relation withtdeHe sees in voluntary death still only the
symbol of a violent power and a spirit of strengffon which poetic truth cannot be founded. He
sees there an offense against death itself, adawith respect to its discreet essence and to the
patience of its invisible force.

Absence is linked, in Mallarmé, to the suddennéskeinstant For an instant, at the moment
when everything falls back into nothingness, thetpof being gleams. For an instant, universal
absence becomes pure presence; and when evergitbappears, disappearance appears. This is
pure clarity apparent, the unique point
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where light is darkness shining, and it is day ights Absence in Rilke is linked to tlspace
which is itself perhaps freed from time, but whidnetheless, through the slow transmutation
that consecrates it, is also like another timeag @f approaching a time which would be the
very time of dying or the essence of death, a uerg different from the impatient and violent
agitation which is ours, as different as poetnytffiectual action is from effective action.

In these times, when in the restlessness of tleenmmable and the stagnation of endless error we
have to dwell outside of ourselves, outside ofwed, and, it would seem, even die outside of
death, Rilke wants to acknowledge a supreme pdisgiloine more movement, the approach to
grace, to the poetic opening: a relation with the®that is happy at last, the liberation of the
Orphic word in which space is affirmed, space whsch "Nowhere without no." Then to speak

is a glorious transparency. To speak is no lomgéelt or to name. To speak is to celebrate, and
to celebrate is to praise, to make of the wordra padiant consumption which still speaks when
there is no more to say, does not name what is leasbut welcomes it, invokes and glorifies it.
This is the only language where night and silemeenaanifest without being interrupted or
revealed:

O tell me, poet, what you do. -- | praise.

But the mortal and monstrous,

how do you endure it, welcome it? -- | praise.

But the nameless, the anonymous,

how, poet, do you invoke it? -- | praise.

Where do you derive the right to be true

in all disguises, beneath every mask? -- | praise.
And how does silence know you, and furor,

as well as the star and the tempest? -- Becauséskp
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The Outside, the Night

Whoever devotes himself to the work is drawn ligwtard the point where it undergoes
impossibility. This experience is purely nocturngis the very experience of night.

In the night, everything has disappeared. Thikasfirst night. Here absence approaches --
silence, repose, night. Here death blots out Aldedsa picture; here the sleeper does not know
he sleeps, and he who dies goes to meet real dyerg.language completes and fulfills itself in
the silent profundity which vouches for it as iteaning.

But when everything has disappeared in the nigiverything has disappeared” appears. This is
theothernight. Night is this apparition: "everything hasappeared.” It is what we sense when
dreams replace sleep, when the dead pass int@é#pead the night, when night's deep appears in
those who have disappeared. Apparitions, phantantsdreams are an allusion to this empty
night. It is the night of Young, where the dark sslo®t seem dark enough, or death ever dead
enough. What appears in the night is the nightdapptars. And this eeriness does not simply
come from something invisible, which would reveaélf under cover of dark and at the
shadows' summons. Here the invisible is what oneatacease to see; it is the incessant making
itself seen. The "phantom” is meant to hide, tceagp the phantom night. Those who think they
see ghosts are those who do not want to see the Tigey crowd it with the terror of little
images, they occupy and distract it by immobilizing stopping the oscillation of eternal

starting over. It is empty, it is not; but we dréssp as a kind of being; we enclose it, if potsib

in a name, a story and a resemblance; we sayRllke at Duino, "It is Raimondine and
Polyxéne."

The first night is welcoming. Novalis addresses hgrto it. Of it one can sain the night, as if
it had an intimacy. We enter into the night andres there, sleeping and dying.
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But theother night does not welcome, does not open. In it srstiil outside. It does not close
either; it is not the great Castle, near but unaggnable, impenetrable because the door is
guarded. Night is inaccessible because to havessitoet is to accede to the outside, to remain
outside the night and to lose forever the possyot emerging from it.

This night is never pure night. It is essentiathpure. It is not that beautiful diamond, the void,
which Mallarmé contemplates, a poetic sky beyomdsty. It is not true night, it is night without
truth, which does not lie, however -- which is faise. It is not our bewilderment when our
senses deceive us. It is no mystery, but it cabeatemystified.

In the night one can die; we reach oblivion. But titger night is the death no one dies, the
forgetfulness which gets forgotten. In the hearlafvion it is memory without rest.

To Lie Down upon Nikita



In the night, to die, like to sleebis one more of the world's present moments, anatheay's
resources. It is the admirable last stroke whiaghmgetes, the culminating moment, perfection.
Every man seeks to die in the world, wishes toodlidtne world and for its sake. In this
perspective, dying means setting forth to meefrisemdom which frees me from being, that
decisive separation which permits me to escape beimg by pitting action, labor, and struggle
against it -- and thus permits me to move beyonseffiyoward the world of other§l am, only
because | have made nothingness my power: onlyubedaam able not to be. Dying, then,
marks the defining limit of this power; it is theagp of this nothingness and, with this
understanding, the affirmation that others comeatawne through death. It is also the
affirmation that freedom leads to death, sustaiasren in death, makes of death my freely
chosen death. It is as if | confused myself, inghd, with the world's ultimate finish. To die is
thus to embrace the whole of time and to makenoé th whole. It is a temporal ecstasy. One
never dies now, one always dies later, in the &ituin a future which is never

'See, in the Appendixes, a few pages entitf&dep, night."

?At least this is the case if others form a wholppasible totality. If the whole, though, is no
whole at all, the movement that goes from me tovedinérs never comes back toward me. It
remains the circle's broken call. Moreover, the emegnt does not even go from me toward
others; no one answers me, because | do not ealuse from "me" nothing originates.
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an actuality, which cannot come except when evargttvill be over and done. And when
everything is over, there will be no more pres#m:future will again be past. This leap by
which the past catches up with the future, ovepstepthe present, is the sense of human death,
death permeated with humanity.

This point of view is not simply one of hope's dians; it is implicit in our life, and it is, so to
speak, the truth of our death, at least of th& fleath which we finth the night. We want to die
of this negation which operates in productive opena, which is the silence of our words and
gives meaning to our voice, which makes of the vtk future, the culmination of the world.
Man dies alone, perhaps, but the solitude of hagidis very different from the solitude of a
person who lives alone. It is strangely prophétis (in a sense) the solitude of a being who
belongs, not to the past at all, but entirely ®filture, who ceases to be in order to become
solely he who will be, outside present limits ardgbilities. He dies alone because he does not
die now, where we are, but altogether in the futur@ at the extreme reach of the future,
disengaged not only from his present existencelsatfrom his present death. He dies alone
because he dies as everyone; and this too makgeefairsolitude. From this we also see why
death rarely seems to be achieved. To those whaimeand surround the dying person, death
comes as a death to be died still more. And isredth them: they must preserve and prolong it
until the moment when, time being at an end, everywill die joyfully together. In this sense
everyone is in agony till the end of the world.

Brekhounov, the rich merchant who has always sutsre life, cannot believe that a man such
as he should have to die all of a sudden simplgiise one evening he gets lost in the Russian
snow. "It cannot be." He mounts his horse, abantlemsledge and his servant Nikita, who is
already three-fourths frozen. He is decisive artdrpnising, as always: he goes ahead. But
already this activity is active no longer. He waditsandom, and his step goes nowhere. It is the



meandering false step which, like a labyrinth, drdain into the space where every move ahead
is also a move back. Or he turns in circles, heyelige fatality of the circle. Having set out at
random, so he returns "at random," as far as #ugel| where the scantily clad Nikita, who for
his part goes to no such lengths just to dienkisg into the frigid cold of death. "Brekhounov,"
Tolstoy recounts, "paused for a few moments ims#e then, suddenly, with the same resolution
with which he used to strike hands when makingagmirchase, he took a step back and,
turning
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up his sleeves, began raking the snow off Nikité aut of the sledge.” Apparently nothing has
changed: he is still the active merchant, deciaine enterprising, who always finds something to
do and always succeeds in everything. "That's @y;'Wsays this man, pleased with himself.
Yes, he is always the best, and he belongs tolélss of the best men; he is alive and healthy.
But at that instant something happens. While higllraoves upon the cold body, something
breaks. What he is doing breaks the limits, isammér what takes place here and now.

To his great surprise he could say no more, fosteame to his eyes and his lower jaw began to
quiver rapidly. He stopped speaking and only guledn the risings in his throat. "Seems | was
badly frightened and have gone quite weak," heghbBut this weakness was not only
unpleasant, but gave him a peculiar joy such dsbenever felt beforé.

Later he was found dead, lying upon Nikita and exioig him tightly.

In this perspective to die is always to seek talben upon Nikita, to stretch oneself out upon
the whole world of Nikitas, to embrace all othemmaand all of time. What is still represented to
us here as a virtuous conversion, an opening addheand a great fraternal emotion, is not any
of these things, however, not even for Tolstoydieis not to become a good master, or even
one's own servant; it is not a moral advance. ®athdof Brekhounov tells us nothing "good,"
and his gesture -- the movement which makes himidign all at once upon a frozen body --
says nothing either. It is simple and naturals mot human, but inevitable. This is what had to
happen. He could no more escape it than he cowld aying. To lie down upon Nikita: this is
the incomprehensible and necessary movement th#t deings from us.

It is a nocturnal gesture. It does not belong edategory of habitual acts, it is not even an
inhabitual action. Nothing is accomplished by teTintention that first made him act -- to warm
Nikita, to warm himself close to the sun of the @eohas evaporated. The gesture is without
purpose, without significance; it has no realitye"lies down to die." Brekhounov, the decisive,
enterprising man, even he can lie down only to ltlis.death itself which all at once bends this
robust body and lays it down in the white nightd&his night

®[The English translation of Tolstoy quoted herbysAylmer Maude, "Master and Man," in
The Death of Ivan Ilytch and Other Storiedew York: New American Library, 1960) --
Trans.]
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does not frighten him; he does not refuse it owdsack from it. On the contrary, he hurries
joyfully to meet it. But, as he lies down in the)ini, it is, all the same, upon Nikita that he lias,



if this night were still the hope and future ofuanan form, as if we could not die except by
entrusting our death to someone else, to all therst that it might await in them the icy depths
of the future.

Night as Trap

The first night is another of day's constructidbay makes the night; it builds up its strong
points in the night. Night speaks only of daysithe presentiment of day, day's reserve and its
profundity. Everything ends in the night; that isythere is day. Day is linked to night because
it would not be day if it did not begin and cometoend. That is the rule it goes by: it is
beginning and end. Day arises, day is done. Thah#& makes it indefatigable, industrious, and
creative; that is what makes day the incessant lalitve day. The more it expands, with the
proud aim of becoming universal, the more the noetivelement threatens to withdraw into the
light itself: the more nocturnal is that which ghliens us, the more it is the uncertainty and
immensity of the night.

This is an essential risk. It is one of day's gulesinoves. There are several. It may, for example,
greet night as the edge of what is not to be vedtupon. Night, then, is accepted and
acknowledged, but only as a limit and as the négyasfsa limit: we must not go beyond. So says
Greek moderation. Or, night is what day must findissolve: day works at its empire; it is its
own conquest and elaboration; it tends toward ttienited, although in the accomplishment of
its tasks it only advances step by step and obsdimé and barriers strictly. So says reason, the
triumph of enlightenment which simply banishes dads. Or again, night is what day wants not
just to dissolve, but to appropriate: night is tkius essential, which must not be destroyed but
conserved, and welcomed not as a limit but folfitdeght must pass into day. Night becoming
day makes the light richer and gives to claritygesficial sparkle a deep inner radiance. Then
day is the whole of the day and the night, thetgoeamise of the dialectic.

When we oppose night and day and the movementsmpdistied in each, it is still to the night
of day that we allude, to the night that is dayght) the night of which we say that it is the true
night, for it has day's truth just as it has déwes, those which, precisely, assign it the
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duty of opposing itself to the day. Thus, for thee€ks, to submit to dark destiny is to assure
balance: moderation is respect for the immodenadetiaus exacts respect from it. That is why it
is so necessary for the Greeks that the daughité&tgbt not be dishonored but that nonetheless
they have their domain and keep there, that thep@aerrant or elusive, but checked and held to
the oath of this restriction.

But theothernight is always other. Only in the day does ins@®mprehensible, ascertainable.
In the day it is the secret which could be disdlipsieis something concealed that awaits its
unveiling. Only the day can feel passion for thghhilt is only in the day that death can be
desired, planned, decided upon -- reached. Itlisinrthe day that thethernight is revealed as
love that breaks all ties, that wants the end amdruwith the abyss. But in the night it is what
one never joins; it is repetition that will not \eaoff, satiety that has nothing, the sparkle of
something baseless and without depth.



The trap, thether night, is the first night which we can penetratbjch we enter -- granted,

with anguish, and yet here anguish secludes usaedurity becomes a shelter. In the first night
it seems that we will go -- by going further aheatbward something essential. And this is
correct, to the extent that the first night stéldings to the world and, through the world, to slay'
truth. To advance in this first night is not anyea®vement though. It is evoked by the labors of
Kafka beast inrhe Burrow There you assure yourself of solid defenses agtie world above,
but leave yourself open to the insecurity of thdemeath. You build after day's fashion, but
below ground, and what rises sinks, what is ereisted/allowed up. The more the burrow seems
solidly closed to the outside, the greater the datitat you be closed in with the outside,
delivered to the peril without any means of esc&pel when every foreign threat seems shut
out of this perfectly closed intimacy, then itmdimacy that becomes menacing foreignness.
Then the essence of danger is at hand.

There is always a moment when, in the night, tresbleears the other beast. This isdtieer
night. And this is in no way terrifying; it saysthang extraordinary, it has nothing in common
with ghosts and trances. It is only muffled whispgra noise one can hardly distinguish from
silence, the seeping sands of silence. Not even@mdy the sound of some activity, some
foraging or burrowing -- at first intermittent, bomce perceived it won't go away. Kafka's story
has no end. The last sentence opens onto this imgemdvement: "Everything continued
without any change." One of the publishers addisahly a
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few pages are missing, those which describe thisidecombat in which the hero of the
narrative was to succumb. This is a rather poatinga There could be no decisive combat. Such
a combat admits of no decision, of no fight eittoer, only of a wait, an approach, suspicions,
the vicissitudes of an always more threateningathiBut this threat is infinite, it is indecisivie;

is contained entirely in its very inv decision. Wkize beast senses in the distance -- that
monstrous thing which eternally approaches it andks/eternally at coming closer -- is itself.
And if the beast could ever come into this thiqpy&ssence, what it would encounter would be its
own absence: itself, but itself become the othéickvit would not recognize, which it would

not meet. Th@thernight is always the other, and he who sense<irhbes the other. He who
approaches it departs from himself, is no longewhe approaches but he who turns away, goes
hither and yon. He who, having entered the firghtjiseeks intrepidly to go toward its
profoundest intimacy, toward the essential, heasscgrtain moment thathernight -- hears
himself, hears the eternally reverberating echi®bwn step, a step toward silence, toward the
void. But the echo sends this step back to hinmasvhispering immensity, and the void is now
a presence coming toward him.

Whoever senses the approach ofdtieer night has the impression that he is approachiag th
heart of the night, the essential night which rekseAnd no doubt it is "at that moment" that he
gives himself up to the inessential and losesadbjbility. Thus it is that moment which he must
avoid, just as the traveler is advised to avoidphiat where the desert becomes seductive
mirage. But such prudence is useless here. Thaeesact moment at which one would pass
from night to theothernight, no limit at which to stop and come backha other direction.
Midnight never falls at midnight. Midnight falls w&h the dice are cast, but they cannot be cast
till Midnight.



Therefore one must turn away from the first nidiftat at least is possible. One must live in the
day and labor for its sake. Yes, one has to do Bdtto labor for the day is to find, in the end,
the night; it is thus to make night the job of tay, to make night a task and an abode. It is to
construct the burrow. And to construct the burrewoi open night to thether night.

The risk of surrendering to the inessential idfitsgsential. To flee it is to be pursued by it. It
becomes the shadow which always follows you anéydvprecedes you. To seek it
methodically is also to misconstrue it. Not to knofnt makes life easier and tasks more
feasible,
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but in ignorance it still lies concealed; forgetfess is the depth of its remembrance. And
whoever senses it can no longer escape. Whoevappasached it, even if he has recognized in
it the risk of the inessential, regards this appihaas essential, sacrifices to it all of truth,tiaé
important concerns to which he nevertheless sils attached.

Why is this? Is it the power of error? Is it nighfascination? But it has no power, it does not
call, it attracts only by negligence. Whoever bedhe is attracted finds himself profoundly
neglected. Whoever claims to be in the thrall ofresistible vocation, is only dominated by his
own weakness. He calls irresistible the fact thate is nothing to resist; he calls vocation that
which does not call him, and he has to shouldendikingness for a yoke. Why is this? Why do
some embark upon works in order to escape thisrigkelude rather than respond to
"inspiration," constructing their work as a burraxuere they want to think they are sheltered
from the void and which they only build, precisddy, hollowing and deepening the void,
creating a void all around them? Why do othersnaay others, knowing that they betray the
world and the truth of purposeful activities, hawdy one concern: to deceive themselves by
imagining that they still serve the world in whitttey only seek refuge and assurance? In this
way they no longer betray only the movement of gndeavors; with their bad conscience --
which they assuage with honors, services, withfekbng of accomplishing all the while a
mission, of being guardians of culture, the oraokes people -- they are traitors to the error of
their idleness. And perhaps others neglect eveonastruct the burrow, for fear that by
protecting them this shelter would protect in thibiat which they must surrender, would bolster
their presence too much and thus avert the appmfatiat point of uncertainty toward which
they slip, "the decisive combat" with indecisioro bine hears tell of these. They leave no
account of their journey, they have no name, tlleyaaonymous in the anonymous crowd
because they do not distinguish themselves, bet¢hagdave entered into the realm of the
indistinct.

Why? Why this move? Why this hopeless movement tdwadnat is without importance?
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Orpheus's Gaze

When Orpheus descends toward Eurydice, art isdatweipby which night opens. Because of
art's strength, night welcomes him; it becomes @raiag intimacy, the harmony and accord of
the first night. But it is toward Eurydice that ®@gus has descended. For him Eurydice is the
furthest that art can reach. Under a name thastideand a veil that covers her, she is the



profoundly obscure point toward which art and degileath and night, seem to tend. She is the
instant when the essence of night approaches adiaenight.

However, Orpheus's work does not consist in enguhis point's approach by descending into
the depths. Hisvorkis to bring it back to the light of day and to gii form, shape, and reality

in the day. Orpheus is capable of everything, exegfmoking this point in the face, except of
looking at the center of night in the night. He cescend toward it; he can -- and this is still
stronger an ability -- draw it to him and lead ittwhim upward, but only by turning away from

it. This turning away is the only way it can be aggrhed. This is what concealment means
when it reveals itself in the night. But Orpheusthie movement of his migration, forgets the
work he is to achieve, and he forgets it necessdoit the ultimate demand which his movement
makes is not that there be a work, but that somémeethis point, grasp its essence, grasp it
where it appears, where it is essential and esdlgrappearance: at the heart of night.

The Greek myth says: a work can be produced otheiimeasureless experience of the deep --
which the Greeks recognized as necessary to thie amal where the work endures its
measurelessness -- is not pursued for its own J&lkeedeep does not reveal itself directly; it is
only disclosed hidden in the work. This is an eSakran inexorable

-171-

answer. But the myth shows nonetheless that Orfshdeastiny is not to submit to this ultimate
law. And, of course, by turning toward Eurydicep@eus ruins the work, which is immediately
undone, and Eurydice returns among the shades. Whbkroks back, the essence of night is
revealed as the inessential. Thus he betrays thie @ad Eurydice, and the night. But not to turn
toward Eurydice would be no less untrue. Not tklaould be infidelity to the measureless,
imprudent force of his movement, which does nottviEaurydice in her daytime truth and her
everyday appeal, but wants her in her nocturnatudty, in her distance, with her closed body
and sealed face -- wants to see her not when sh&hbte, but when she is invisible, and not as
the intimacy of a familiar life, but as the forergrss of what excludes all intimacy, and wants,
not to make her live, but to have living in her fenitude of her death.

That alone is what Orpheus came to seek in the irakel. All the glory of his work, all the
power of his art, and even the desire for a haigyr the lovely, clear light of day are
sacrificed to this sole aim: to look in the nightxdnat night hides, thether night, the
dissimulation that appears.

This is an infinitely problematic movement, whicilydcondemns as a form of unjustifiable
madness, or as exonerating immoderation. From gday&pective, the descent into the
Underworld, the movement down into vain depth# isself excessive. It is inevitable that
Orpheus transgress the law which forbids him ton*hack,"” for he already violated it with his
first steps toward the shades. This remark imphas Orpheus has in fact never ceased to be
turned toward Eurydice: he saw her invisible, hecheed her intact, in her shadowy absence, in
that veiled presence which did not hide her abseslizh was the presence of her infinite
absence. Had he not looked at her, he would nat Heaxwwn her toward him; and doubtless she is
not there, but in this glance back he himself iseab. He is no less dead than she -- dead, not of
that tranquil worldly death which is rest, silenaad end, but of that other death which is death
without end, the ordeal of the end's absence.



Day, judging Orpheus's undertaking, also reproabimswith having proved impatient.
Orpheus's error seems then to lie in the desirelwmioves him to see and to possess Eurydice,
he whose destiny is only to sing of her. He is @rshonly in the song: he cannot have any
relation to Eurydice except within the hymn. He hiesand truth only after the poem and
because of it, and Eurydice represents nothing othe
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than this magic dependence which outside the sa@ikgshim a shade and renders him free,
alive, and sovereign only in the Orphic space, ating to Orphic measure. Yes, this is true:
only in the song does Orpheus have power over kxgyBut in the song too, Eurydice is
already lost, and Orpheus himself is the dispe@matheus; the song immediately makes him
"infinitely dead." He loses Eurydice because herds$er beyond the measured limits of the
song, and he loses himself, but this desire, amgdiae lost, and Orpheus dispersed are
necessary to the song, just as the ordeal of ¢t@eTtéia is necessary to the work.

Orpheus is guilty of impatience. His error is toniveo exhaust the infinite, to put a term to the
interminable, not endlessly to sustain the very emoent of his error. Impatience is the failing of
one who wants to withdraw from the absence of tipa¢ience is the ruse which seeks to master
this absence by making of it another time, measatiedrwise. But true patience does not
exclude impatience. It is intimacy with impatienre@mpatience suffered and endured endlessly.
Orpheus's impatience is thus at the same timeepraovement: in it begins what will become
his own passion, his highest patience, his infis@@urn in death.

Inspiration

If the world judges Orpheus, the work does nathids no light on his faults. The work says
nothing. And everything proceeds as if, by disobgyhe law, by looking at Eurydice, Orpheus
had only obeyed the deep demand of the work £ &y this inspired movement, he had indeed
captured from Hell the obscure shade and had, wuvikigty, led it back into the broad daylight
of the work.

To look at Eurydice, without regard for the somgthie impatience and imprudence of desire
which forgets the lawthat is inspiration Would inspiration, then, transform night's beantp

the unreality of the void? Would it make Eurydicetede and render Orpheus "infinitely dead"?
Is inspiration, then, that critical moment when éssence of night becomes the inessential, and
the first night's welcoming intimacy becomes theagive trap, thethernight? We cannot say
otherwise. From inspiration we sense only failwe,recognize only confused violence. But if
inspiration pronounces Orpheus's failure and desl&urydice lost twice over -- if it expresses
the insignificance and the void of the night +uiths Orpheus and it propels him toward that
failure and that insignificance irresistibly, asafrenounce failure were
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much graver than to renounce success, as if whativéhe insignificant, the inessential, error,
could, to one who accepts the risk and surrenddtsatithout restraint, reveal itself as the source
of all authenticity.

The inspired and forbidden gaze destines Orphelaséoeverything: not only himself, not only
day's reality; but night's essence. This is certamexceptionable. Inspiration pronounces



Orpheus's ruin and the certainty of his ruin, drabes not promise, as compensation, the work's
success any more than it affirms in the work tlidriumph of Orpheus or the survival of
Eurydice. The work, through inspiration, is no lesmpromised than Orpheus is threatened. It
reaches, in that instant, its point of extreme wagay. That is why it resists so often and so
strongly that which inspires it. That is also whpriotects itself by saying to Orpheus: You will
keep me only if you keep from lookinglatr. But that forbidden movement is precisely what
Orpheus must accomplish in order to carry the vilmyond what assures it. It is what he cannot
accomplish except by forgetting the work, seduced Hesire that comes to him from the night,
and that is linked to night as to its origin. listaze, the work is lost. This look is the only
moment in which the work is lost absolutely. Sonm&lmore important than the work, more
bereft of importance than the work, announces &imha itself. The work is everything to
Orpheus except that desired look where it is [Bsts it is only in that look that the work can
surpass itself, be united with its origin and caengtd in impossibility.

Orpheus's gaze is Orpheus's ultimate gift to thekwibis a gift whereby he refuses, whereby he
sacrifices the work, bearing himself toward thejioriaccording to desire's measureless
movement -- and whereby unknowingly he still motegard the work, toward the origin of the
work.

Then for Orpheus everything collapses into theagety of failure where there remains only, as
compensation, the work's uncertainty, for is tremer a work? Before the most convincing
masterpiece, where the brilliance and resolutiothefbeginning shine, it can also happen that
we confront something extinguished: a work suddeelyome invisible again, which is no
longer there, has never been there. This suddgrseds the distant memory of Orpheus's gaze;
it is the nostalgic return to the uncertainty o thrigin.
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The Gift and the Sacrifice

Were we to insist upon what such a moment seesaytof inspiration, we would have to state:
it links inspiration tadesire

It introduces into concern for the work the movet@unconcernn which the work is

sacrificed: the work's ultimate law is broken; therk is betrayed in favor of Eurydice, in favor
of the shade. Insouciance is the movement of saeHrf a sacrifice which can only be light and
insouciant. Perhaps it is sin. Indeed, it is imratgly expiated as sin, but its substance is all
levity, unconcern, innocence. This is a sacrifigd@ut ceremony, where the sacred itself, night
in its unapproachable profundity, is given bacthreugh the insouciant look which is not even a
sacrilege, which by no means has the weight ogtaeity of a profanation -- to the inessential,
which is not the profane but less than any sucbgcay.

Granted, the essential night which, before hisuggmt look, follows Orpheus -- the sacred
night which he captures in the song's fascinatrahwhich, then, is maintained within the song's
limits and its measured space -- this night isawely richer, more august than the empty futility
which it becomes after he looks. The sacred nigbloses Eurydice; it encloses within the song
what surpasses the song. But it is itself alsocsadl. It is bound, it follows, it is the sacred
mastered by the force of rites, which is to sayeqrcectitude, law, the way of the Tao, and the
axis of the Dharma. The look of Orpheus unbindlsrigaks the limits, breaks the law that



contained and that restrained essence. His gazasghe extreme moment of liberty, the
moment when he frees himself from himself and, stdre important, frees the work from his
concern, frees the sacred contained in the wgiviesthe sacred to itself, to the freedom of its
essence, to its essence which is freedom. (Thitysinspiration is the gift par excellence.)
Everything is risked, then, in the decision to lolbks in this decision that the origin is
approached by the force of the gaze that unbingig'siessence, lifts concern, interrupts the
incessant by discovering it. This is a moment @lirge of insouciance and of authority.

Orpheus's look links inspiration tiesire Impatiencdinks desire tonsoucianceWhoever is not
impatient will never come to insouciance, to th&amt when concern is united with its own
transparency.
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But whoever is merely impatient will never be cdpatf the insouciant, weightless gaze of
Orpheus. That is why impatience must be the coprafbund patience, the pure flash which an
infinite waiting, which the silence and reservelo$ attention cause to spring from its center not
only as the spark which extreme tension ignitesaluthe brilliant point which has escaped this
mindful wait -- the glad accident, insouciance.

The Leap

Writing begins with Orpheus's gaze. And this gazéné movement of desire that shatters the
song's destiny, that disrupts concern for it, antthis inspired and careless decision reaches the
origin, consecrates the song. But in order to debsteward this instant, Orpheus has to possess
the power of art already. This is to say: one wraaly if one reaches that instant which
nevertheless one can only approach in the spacedg®y the movement of writing. To write,
one has to write already. In this contradictionsteated the essence of writing, the snag in the
experience, and inspiration's leap.
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Inspiration, Lack of Inspiration

The leap is inspiration’'s form or movement. Thisrf@r this movement makes inspiration
unjustifiable. But in this form or movement inspica also comes into its own: its principal
characteristic is affirmed in this inspiration whiis at the same time and from the same point of
view lack of inspiration -- creative force and asgdntimately confounded. Holderlin undergoes
the rigors of this condition when he endures pdgtie as the time of distress, when the gods are
lacking but where God's default helps us: Gottdd Rift. Mallarmé, whom sterility tormented

and who shut himself into it with heroic resolviscarecognized that this deprivation did not
express a simple personal failing, did not sigttiigt he was deprived of the work, but
announced his encounter with the work, the thréageintimacy of this encounter.

Automatic Writing

In our time -- and in a form which misunderstangiagd facile interpretations have
impoverished but also preserved -- this essendj@et of inspiration was rediscovered by
surrealism. André Breton sustained it by perseganrhis affirmation of automatic writing's
value. What did this discovery contribute? Appdsetiite opposite of what it signified: an easy
method, an instrument always at hand and alwagstefe, poetry brought well within



everyone's reach, the glad presence, after alheoinmediate. Anybody at all was immediately
a perfect poet. Better still, the poem, unwavednd absolute, passed from being to being and
wrote itself all by itself in each.

So it seemed: an attractive myth in any event, wiaias well worth investigating. But in reality,
where the most facile means were being proposetk thid behind this facility an extreme
demand; and
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behind this certitude -- this gift offered to evemg and disclosed in each without regard to talent
or degree of culture -- was concealed the insgcafithe inaccessible, the infinite experience of
that which cannot even be sought, a probing of wbkaer is in evidence, the exacting demands
of a search which is no search at all and of agm@s which is never granted. Nothing is closer
to us, it seems, than the poetry of automatic mgijtsince it turns us toward the immediate. But
the immediate is not close; it is not close to whatlose to us. It staggers us; it is, just as
Holderlin said, the terrible upheaval.

In theEntretiens Breton stresses the difficulty of such a sportgne

On this occasion | won't abstain, in passing, faealing with the accusation l@zinesswvhich

is periodically brought against those who devothawe devoted themselves with more or less
perseverance to writing or to any other form obaudtic activity. In order to be truly automatic,
this writing must in effect have succeeded in pigdtself in a condition of detachment with
respect to the solicitations of the exterior watdwell as with respect to individual
preoccupations of a utilitarian, or sentimentalptirer similar order. It still seems to me today
incomparably more simple, less troubling, to sgtiee demands of reflective thought than to
make this thought utterly available, so that onéomger has an ear for anything excepiat the
shadow mouth say$

It is natural that what was initially apparent lnmstconjunction of poetry and unreflective writing
was the decision to escape constraints. Reasornvigseus, the critical intellect restrains us, we
speak according to customs and conventions. Automaiting reveals to us a way of writing
apart from these powers, in the daylight but amtside the day in a nocturnal fashion, free from
the everyday and from its inhibiting scrutiny. Herthe fact that in the history of surrealism the
freedoms of writing are linked to "sleep experiexjtand are like calmer, less hazardous
versions of these. Each of Breton's friends songitit naively in a premeditated sleep; each
slipped out of his customary self and believed kiffseer, master of a greater space. This
produced disorders which had to be stopped forsidenations of elementary mental hygiene."
It might be said that prudence is out of place hBut imprudence did not lead very far. It led
Desnos, for example, not to lose himself, not toaea astray, far from himself, but, Breton said,
"to want to concentrate attention upon himself."

“Entretiens 1913-1952.
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Automatic writing tended to suppress constrainispsnd intermediaries, reject all mediation. It
put the hand that writes in contact with sometlariginal; it made of this active hand a



sovereign passivity, no longer a means of livelthamn instrument, a servile tool, but an
independent power, over which no one had autharnymore, which belonged to no one and
which could not, which knew not how to do anythinput write: a dead hand analogous to that
hand of glory which magic speaks of (magic whoserday, precisely, in wanting to make use
of it).

This hand seems to put the depths of languager aiomomand. But in reality, we cannot use this
language at all, any more than we can use this, vamdh is as foreign to us as if it had forsaken
us or as if it were drawing us into the very mil@uforsakenness, where there are no more
resources, where there is no more support, no grasp or limit.

This is what automatic writing initially reminds:uke language whose approach it ensures is
not a power -- is not power to speak. In it | camdthing and "I" never speak.

And yet, is it not a stroke of good fortune as ®@loes it not also guarantee us the freedom to
say all? Does it not establish the artist as thatcenter of everything and exempt him from the
judgments of the other powers -- aesthetic, mordegal? The artist seems to bear no
responsibility for a limitless passion which opéis to all and reveals all to him. Everywhere is
his country, and everything his affair; and he thasright to see into everything. This is
attractive and overwhelming.

The right not to choose is a privilege, but an eliag one. The right not to choose is also the
refusal to choose, the duty not to consent to &oyce, the necessity to elude the choices which
the natural order of the world -- which is the orde live in -- proposes to us (or which any
order expressed by a law, transcendent or immapegpses to us). It is not, moreover, a
matter of refusing to choose in a sort of moralslen, through an inverse ascetic discipline, but
rather of reaching the moment where it is no lomgessible to choose. It is a matter of reaching
the point where to speak is to say all and whezetiet becomes the one who cannot withdraw
from anything, who turns away from nothing, buyislded up, without any protection whatever,
to the foreignness and the measureless excessgft be

Automatic writing, then, in which people have gextlgrbeen content to discern the invention of
a very particular diversion, does nothing othentgave form to the initial poetic demand: the
one by which we have seen Rilke infinitely tormehtine one which Hugo
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von Hofmannsthal, seeking to return to poetry tigslkof its kingdom, is also led to express
when, in his 1907 essayhe Poet and These Timée says of the inspired person:

He is there, silently changing places, nothingdya, but ear, and receiving his color only from
the things upon which he alights. He is a spectatmrhe is the hidden companion, the silent
brother of all things, and the change of his colsm@n intimate torment for him, for he suffers
from all things, and he delights in them at the saime that he suffers. This power of painful
joy is the whole content of his life. He suffersrfr feeling things so much, he suffers from each
and from all together, he suffers from their siagity and from the coherence that unites them,
he suffers from what is elevated in them, valuelssblime, vulgar; he suffers from their moods
and their thoughts . . . . He cannot neglect angtipon no being, no thing, no phantom --
upon no phantasm born of human brain has he peamigsclose his eyes. It is as if his eyes



had no lids. He hasn't the right to banish anyefthoughts that press upon him by claiming that
he belongs to another order, for, in the order wisdis, each thing must find its place. In him
everything must and everything wants to meet Such is the unique law to which he submits:
not to forbid a single thing access to his soul.

And Hofmannsthal alludes to the other aspect gfiraion which we are attempting to show --
its not lacking when it lacks, but its expressimghis lack as well, the profundity, the profusion
and the mystery of its presence:

It is not that the poet thinks ceaselessly offadl things in the world; they think of him. They are
in him, they dominate him.

°In a letter, Keats expresses himself in almosstree way: "As to the poetical Character
itself (I mean that sort of which, if | am anythjigam a Member . . . ): itis not itself -- it has
no self -- it is everything and nothing -- It hascharacter -- it enjoys light and shade,; it lives
in gusto, be it foul or fair, high or low, rich poor, mean or elevated. . . . A Poet is the most
unpoetical of any thing in existence; because Isenlbadentity -- he is continuingly in for --
and filling some other body -- The Sun, the Mot Eea, and Men and Women, who are
creatures of impulse, are poetical, and have aheat an unchangeable attribute -- the poet
has none; no identity -- he is certainly the maogiaetical of all God's Creatures. If, then, he
has no self, and if | am a Poet, where is the Wiotidg | should say | would write no more?"
[From The Letters of John Keatsd. Hyder Edward Rolling ( Cambridge, Mass.: Hatv
Univ. Press, 1958), 1: 386-387 -- Trans.]
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Even his arid hours, his depressions, his dismaymapersonal moods; they correspond to the
jags on a seismograph, and a profound enough gate iad in them secrets still more
mysterious than in the poems themselves.

The Murmur's Inexhaustibility

When the poet is told, as André Breton put it swrapsly inThe First Manifesto"Keep on as
much as you like. Trust in the murmur's inexhaulgyly' it seems that only the infinite wealth of
poetic inspiration is thereby conveyed to us. Ir@n's primary characteristic is to be
inexhaustible, for it is the approach of the umintpted. Whoever is inspired -- whoever thinks
he is -- has the feeling that he is going to sgesdver, write forever. Rilke remarks that when
he was writinglThe Book of Hougshe felt as though he could no longer stop writdugd Van
Gogh says he cannot stop working. Yes, it is esdiespeaks, it does not cease speaking, a
language with no silence, for in it silence is spokAutomatic writing is the affirmation of this
language without silence, of this infinite murmygeoed near us, underneath our common
utterances, which seems an eternal spring. To tiierit says: | give you the key to all words.
A marvelous promise, which each writer hastensiterpret as if what was said were: All words
will be yours. But it is still more than that whighpromised him: not only the whole of
language, but language as origin, the pure spngiithe origin, where speaking precedes not
one of another utterance but its possibility -- vehgpeaking always precedes itself.

The ambiguity of this movement lies in the facttthifirst the point toward which inspiration or
automatic writing turns us -- this language alhgaéed up together to which we have access,



which opens an access for itself through us byhalating us, by changing us into no one -- at
first this language does not seem to be one witikelwiothing can be done. It seems, on the
contrary, that if you maintain contact with it, eything will be able to be said and that
everything said will partake of the purity of thegin. It seems possible to be both he who
manipulates everyday words -- with more or lessrtialmore or fewer resources -- and he who
touches that moment of language when it is not pudable, when what approaches is the
neutral, indistinct word which is speaking's beiting idled word with which nothing can be
done. And because the writer thinks he remains doghand the
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other -- both the man who manipulates words angldee where the unmanipulable which
language is escapes every division and is purg¢endéacy -- the illusion comes over him that
he can manipulate the unmanipulable and in thigrai speech say everything and give voice
and expression to everything.

But is it an illusion? If it is, it holds sway, nltte a mirage which would afford the poet an
effortless vision, but like a temptation which ee8 him off the sure roads and leads him toward
the most difficult and the most remote. Then irepon appears little by little in its true light: i

is powerful, but on the condition that he who wehes it become very weak. It has no need of
the world's resources, or of personal talent, betloas therefore to have renounced these
resources, to have no longer any means of supptreiworld and to be free of oneself. It is,
they say, magic; it works instantly, without timkag approaches, without intermediary. That is
to say: one has to waste time, surrender the taghtt and the power to produce.

The purer the inspiration, the more dispossesskd ho enters the space where it draws him,
where he hears the origin's closer call. It i #sa wealth he comes into, that superabundance of
the source, were also extreme poverty, were indgfedal's superabundance, and made of him
the one who does not produce, who wanders asttaynvén infinite idleness. Common sense is
wrong, then, to think that the arid state to whioé most inspired of artists are a prey means that
inspiration -- this grace which is given and takeray -- suddenly fails them. One ought rather
say that there is a point where inspiration anddhbk of inspiration are confounded, an extreme
point where inspiration, this movement outsideasks, of acquired forms and proven
expressions, takes the name aridity and becomesbence of power, the impossibility which

the artist questions in vain, which is a noctustate, at once marvelous and desperate. There he
lingers, in search of an errant word -- he whor@seen able to resist the excessively pure
force of inspiration.

Lord Chandos

In Lord Chandos's LetteHugo von Hofmannsthal described this stand#tiit state of
suspense when inspiration has the same counteaarsterility, when it is the enchantment that
immobilizes words and banishes thoughts. Lord Cbandes to convey to Francis
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Bacon why he has renounced all literary preoccapati”l have," he explains, "completely lost
the ability to treat coherently, by thought or woady subject whatever." Before the most
general and the most lofty words, he feels an uness: not a simple doubt about their value or



a hesitation as to their legitimacy, but the impias of a reality coming apart, of a thing rotting
and crumbling into dust. It is not that he lackgd#®) but that they are transformed before his
eyes. They cease to be signs and become gazespanlght, attractive and fascinating. They
are no longer words but the being of words, thatdmental passivity with which automatic
writing seeks to put us in contact. "Isolated wasdsm around me; they congealed and became
eyes fixed on me. And | in my turn was forced trstat them. They were whirlpools, dizzying
when the gaze plunged into them, which turned ¢esslyg, and beyond them was the void." At
the same time, Lord Chandos describes anothertasipis transformation: words lose all
coherence, objects become useless, but, in thesbéthis lack, a new contact forms with
things' intimacy, a presentiment of unknown relagicof another language, capable of
expressing the infinite acceptance which the poethien he becomes the refusal to choose --
capable also of enclosing the silence that lighéndeepest recesses of things. Hofmannsthal
gives this experience the slightly flaccid charaofehis harmonious melancholy, but he finds at
least one striking expression to communicate tmeaghel from which no artist can escape. This
demand assigns to the artist -- to the most irnesipte of men -- the responsibility for what he
cannot accomplish, and makes him guilty for whatdrenot say, for what cannot be said.
Hofmannsthal writes:

At that moment I felt, with a certainty which didtrcease to hurt, that neither next year, nor the
next after that nor in any year of my life will Irite any book, either in Latin or in English, for a
strange and painful reason . . . . | mean thalathguage in which it might have been given me
not only to write but to think is neither Latin nénglish, nor Italian nor Spanish, but a language
of which I know not a word. It is the language whioute things speak to me and in which | will
perhaps one day, from the depths of the tomb, teajestify myself before an unknown judge.

Max Brod reports that Kafka reaerd Chandos's Letteas a kindred text. And certainly Kafka,
when he wrote, felt judged from deep down in hisdsdoy that unknown tongue of which he
was not the
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master, but for which he was responsible, and whiath torments and preposterous
accusations, removed him more and more from tHsoaity to write -- separated him from that
gay and somewhat mannered talent which was hissatfand condemned him to a language
whose understanding was refused him but whosdigadion was required of him. We are
drawn, by too strong a movement, into a space winetie lacks, where limits have disappeared,
where we are delivered to the immeasurable. Andt y&there that we are required to maintain
an even step, not to lose a sense of proportioncaseek a true language by going all the way
down into the deep of error.

One has to defend against this movement if onesnaatertheless to produce. It is as if one
couldn't escape sterility except by escaping theipatence of inspiration, as if one couldn't
write except -- since one must write -- by resptine pure need to write, by avoiding the
approach of what is to be written, that word withbeginning or end which we cannot express
except by silencing it. This is the magic tormehich is linked to the call of inspiration. One
necessarily betrays it: and not because booksrdydte degraded echo of a sublime word, but
because one only writes them by silencing whatitasghem, by failing the movement they
claim to recall, by interrupting "the murmur."



Whoever wants to write and to produce has ceas$glesgut this exaltation to sleep within
himself. Mastery presupposes this sleep by whielttkeator pacifies and deceives the power
that leads him on. He is creative and capable,rdoapto the capability which leaves its trace
upon the world, only because he has placed bethisaactivity and the center from which
shines the original word, the interval, the thicksef sleep. His lucidity is made of this sleep.
One would be deceived, then, about surrealist @xpeets, and these would deceive us about the
place where inspiration is situated, if they indites to see in inspiration an event like sleep. In
fact one sleeps, in a way, to evade it. Kafka reguibha says to Gustav Janouch, "If it weren't for
these terrible nights of insomnia, in general | {datt write." He must be understood
profoundly: inspiration, that errant word which nabhcome to an end, ike long night of
insomnia And it is in order to defend himself againsbi,turning away from it, that the writer
actually comes to write. Writing is an activity thhaturns him to the world where he can sleep.
That is also why surrealism does not put its tiusleep when it entrusts itself to the dream. If
there is a relation between "inspiration”

-184-

and dream, this is because the dream is an alltsiamefusal to sleep within sleep -- an allusion
to the impossibility of sleeping which sleep becsrimethe dream. The adepts of the first
surrealist hypnoses believed they were abandohemdelves to sleep. Hypnosis, however,
consists not in putting to sleep, but in prevensleep. It maintains within concentrated night a
passive, obedient light, the point of light whishuinable to go out: paralyzed lucidity. The
power that fascinates has come into contact withgbint, which it touches in the separated
place where everything becomes image. Inspiratimh@s us gently or impetuously out of the
world, and in this outside there is no sleep, anyenthan there is rest. Perhaps it must be called
night, but night -- the essence of night -- does piecisely, let us sleep. In it there is no refug

to be found in sleep. Sleep is a way out througlthvive seek to escape, not the day, but the
night, from which there is no way out.

The Work: A Road toward Inspiration

The failures of automatic writing do not discour@gelré Breton. In his eyes they do not in the
least diminish the demand it represents. And i€édrinues to hope for an absolute success from
it, and even to ask of it something like a meamgtd its own purification, this hope is
analogous to the one which protects the artist ywvanting to produce a work, but not wanting
to betray what inspires it, he seeks to reconbiereconcilable and to find the work where he
must expose himself to the essential lack of wibri,essential inertia. This is a harrowing
experience, which can be pursued only under tHeof/&ilure. And yet, while the experience is
the infinitely hazardous movement which cannot sed¢ we call what issues from it success.
This torment we call happiness, and this and pgwmtomes the bountifulness of inspiration.
This laborious, this indefatigable despair is thees good fortune or the grace of a gift that
requires no effort. One artist tells us what altrefm encounter within the experience: "My
paintings are valueless." "As a painter | will neasount to anything important, | feel this
absolutely.” That is the truth of the experiendee &rtist must persevere in the realm of this
"valuelessness"; he has to maintain the will taeaahand the claim on perfection while
suffering the distress of an irredeemable faildwed yet for us this failure is called Van Gogh.
And this distress becomes a flaming torch, the essence of color.
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The essential thing to be said about this expegiehperhaps as follows: for a long time works
went through it, but unknowingly. Or they gave it@me that hid it. That was when art wanted
to make the gods present or to represent men. Tibtaglifferent. The work is no longer
innocent; it knows whence it comes. Or at leakhdws how to seek, and in this seeking how to
approach always nearer to the origin, and in thp@ach how to keep without fail to the path
where possibility is gambled, where the risk isseial and failure threatens. This is what the
work seems to ask, this is where it pushes thstaativay from itself and from its realization.
This experience has become so grave that the jautisties it endlessly. Despairing of success
yet at the same time concerned for the essenéardduces this experience in the broad
daylight. He seeks to express it directly or, inestwordsto make of the work a road toward
inspiration -- that which protects and preserves the puritygpiration --and not of inspiration
a road toward the work

It makes no difference that this process is lotyaaironeous. For it is precisely the necessity of
this error, the fact that it apparently precludeg autcome and that nonetheless it is the extreme
demand -- it is precisely this quality as requirabraling out result -- which obliges the artist

not to turn away from it and mysteriously to sustdie inordinateness of it. But there is another
difficulty which puts him even more profoundly imet wrong. Rilke alludes to it in a letter to
Clara Rilke:

This shows you incontrovertibly that we must subimithe most extreme ordeals, but also, it
seems, that we are not to breathe a word aboutteéone plunging into our work. We are not

to lessen them by communicating them. For the wnigthat which no one else would
understand or have the right to understand, thihb$adisorder which is proper to us -- must
enter into our work to become valid and to revesalaw, which is an original design that only
the transparency of art renders visible . . mdgine sometimes what folly -- and what an error -
- Van Gogh would have committed if he had had tomanicate to anyone at all the nature of
his vision, if he had had to consider with otheogle the motifs from which he was going to
extract his paintings.

Van Gogh's call to Gauguin is born of this desireain immediate communication. Gauguin
comes. "Hardly was he there, the friend so muchretbshis other self, than Van Gogh, from
despair, shaved off his ears."
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Perhaps, in effect, the experience is wrecked ti@nnstant it breaks with its intimacy and
seeks to reveal itself. Perhaps it seeks disclasuigein order to become bearable, to lighten and
"lessen” itself. To such a perhaps, each respandsrhself alone: one cuts off his ear, but he
makes no painting of it; another wanders, makdsiidiances in the streets -- and it is the
beginning ofAurelia, which ends under the snow, rue de la Vieille-eame. It suffices to point
out here that automatic writing is another answehis question. It says intrepidly: only the
moment of the experience counts; all that mattetka anonymous, visible trace of an absence
without reserve. Everything must become public. 3&eret must be violated. The dark must
enter into the day, it must dawn. What cannot lie saist nevertheless be hea@uidquid latet
apparebit Everything hiddenthatis what must appear. And not with the anxiety gtidty



conscience, but with the insouciance of happy Hp®vhat, without risks or perils? With the

ease of a word that escapes, of an unconsciousaignliberty? Not without risks and never in
the calm of an indifferent spontaneity. Automatiatig is passive; this also means that it places
itself in the imprudence and the temerity of a nmeat of pure passion. It is the word become
desire trusting to desire to bring it back to its sour&ad what it tirelessly affirms, what it

cannot silence, what it can neither begin nor firggpressing, is what René Char echoes when
he says, The poem is the realized love of desire still degit And André Breton: Desire, yes,
always"
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Reading
Reading: in the writer's logbook we are not suggtito come upon confessions of this sort:
"Always this anguish when | go to write . . . ." dwhen Lomazzo tells us of the fright that

seized Leonardo every time he wished to paint, meerstand this too, or we feel that we could
understand.

But were someone to confide in us, "Always anxivhen | go to read," or were a person unable
to read except at rare, privileged moments, or Werto overturn his whole life, renounce the
world with its activities and all its happinesstjts make his way toward a few minutes of
reading -- doubtless we would assign him a spadtlbebat patient of Pierre Janet's who did not
like to read because, she said, "a book one resmsiies dirty."

Listening to music makes a musician of him who nyszejoys listening. Likewise looking at a
painting. Music and painting are worlds enteredhimse who hold the key. The key is

apparently the "qgift," and the gift would seem #othe delight and the intelligence of a certain
taste. Amateurs of music and of painting are rezadphe types who bear their penchant openly,
with pride, like a delicious pain which sets thepad. The others modestly acknowledge that
they have no ear. One has to be gifted to heataseée. The gift is a closed space -- concert
hall, museum -- into which one retires in ordeetgoy a clandestine pleasure. Those who do not
have the gift remain outside; those who do, gaith aut as they please. Naturally, music is

loved on Sundays only; this divinity is no more @ewing than another.

Reading requires no gifts at all and shows thisapfo a natural distinction for what it is. No
one is gifted, be he author or reader, and whokeets that he is feels primarily that he is not --
feels infinitely ill
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equipped, absent from the power attributed to nd just as to be an "artist" is not to know
that art already exists, that there is already ddyso reading, seeing, hearing the work of art
demands more ignorance than knowledge. It reqaitesowledge endowed with an immense
ignorance and a gift which is not given aheadraktiwhich has each time to be received and
acquired in forgetfulness of it, and also lost. iEpainting, each piece of music makes us a
present of the organ we need to welcome it; eael'gines"” us the eye and the ear we need to
see and hear it. Nonmusicians are those who makeeupminds in advance to refuse this
possibility of hearing; they evade it as thoughéire a threat or a hindrance which they guard
against suspiciously. André Breton repudiates migcause he wants to preserve in himself the
right to hear the discordant essence of languageinimusical music. And Kafka, who never
ceases to acknowledge that he is deafer to musicahyone else in the world, does not fail to
discover in this weak point one of his strengtthsimti strong, really. | have a certain strength,
and, to characterize it briefly and not very chgaitlis my unmusicalness."

Generally speaking, he who does not love musicatastand it, just as the person who rejects a
painting by Picasso thrusts it from him with a e hatred, as if he felt directly threatened.
That he may not even have looked at the paintigg sathing against his good faith. It is not in
his power to look at it. Not to look at it does pait him in the wrong; it is a form of his
sincerity, an accurate premonition of the force thases his eyes. "l refuse to look at that.
couldn't live with that in sight." These clichésngr out the hidden reality of the work of art, its
absolute intolerance, more forcefully than doesatin@teur's suspect self-satisfaction. It is quite
true that one cannot live with a painting in plaight.

The plastic arts have this advantage over writingy manifest more directly the exclusive void
within which the work seems to want to dwell, feorh every gazelhe Kissby Rodin lets itself

be gazed at and even enjoys being thus regardethd®ialzacgoes without a look, it is a

closed and sleeping thing, absorbed in itself éopint of disappearing. The book seems to lack
this decisive separation, which sculpture makeslé@ment and which places in the center of
space another, rebel space -- an inaccessible bp#tevident and withdrawn, perhaps
immutable, perhaps ever restless, the containdenge in the face of which we always feel in
excess. The statue one digs up and presents fputiie's admiration does not expect anything
from this and does not receive anything; it seeatber, torn
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from its place. But the book which one recovers,tlanuscript that leaves its drawer to enter
the broad daylight of reading: is it not, by immiee good fortune, born again? What is a book
no one reads? Something that is not yet writtewolild seem, then, that to read is not to write
the book again, but to allow the boold® written -- this time all by itself, without the
intermediary of the writer, without anyone's wrifit. The reader does not add himself to the
book, but tends primarily to relieve it of an authénd all the alacrity in his approach (in this
shadow which passes so vainly over the pages andde¢hem intact) -- everything that lends
reading its superfluous appearance, including @adtny attention and lack of grave interest: all
the reader's infinite lightness, then, affirms iegv lightness of the book, which has become a
book without an author. Now it is a book relievddhe seriousness, the effort, the heavy
anguish, the weight of a whole life that was sgilbait into it. It has become a book minus the



sometimes terrible, the always formidable expegenhich the reader effaces and, with his
providential unconcern, considers as nothing.

The reader, without knowing it, is engaged in dquod struggle with the author. Whatever
intimacy may subsist today between the book andavtiter, and however sharply the figure, the
presence, the history of the author may be broughtfocus by the circumstances of the book's
circulation (circumstances which, while not arliraare perhaps already somewhat
anachronistic) -- despite all this, every readiritere consideration of the writer seems to play so
great a role is an attack which annihilates hirarter to give the work back to itself: back to its
anonymous presence, to the violent, impersonahadfion that it is. The reader is himself
always fundamentally anonymous. He is any readere mn particular, unique but transparent.
He does not add his name to the book (as our fathdrong ago); rather, he erases every name
from it by his nameless presence, his modest, y@agsize, interchangeable and insignificant,
under whose light pressure the book appears wrgtgrarate from everything and everyone.

Reading makes of the book what the sea and the wat@ of objects fashioned by men: a
smoother stone, a fragment fallen from the sky evitra past, without a future, the sight of
which silences questions. Reading gives to the llo®labrupt existence which the statue
"seems" to get from the chisel alone. From its irgathe book acquires the isolation which
witholds the statue from the eyes that see ite-hifwughty remove, the orphan wisdom which
dismisses the sculptor along with the gaze wistorggulpt it still. Somehow the book needs
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the reader in order to become a statue. It needsetider if it is to declare itself a thing without
an author and hence without a reader. It is nobgmily a more human truth that reading brings
to the book; but neither does reading make the Boakething inhuman -- an "object,” a pure
compact presence, the fruit of the deep which oordsd not ripen. Reading simply "makes" the
book, the work, become a work beyond the man wbdymed it, the experience that is
expressed in it and even beyond all the artissousces which tradition has made available. The
singular property of reading demonstrates the sam@ense of the verb "to make" in the
expression "it makes the work become a work." Thedwnake here does not designate a
productive activity. Reading does not produce angthdoes not add anything. It lets be what is.
It is freedom: not the freedom that produces beingrasps it, but freedom that welcomes,
consents, says yes, can say only yes, and, irptoee ©pened by this yes, lets the work's
overwhelming decisiveness affirm itself, lets Iseaffirmation that it is -- and nothing more.

"Lazare, Veni Foras"

A reading which takes the work for what it is, ahds disencumbers it of its author, does not
consist in introducing, in his place, a reader pesson firmly rooted in existence, having a
history, a profession, a religion, and even reaéxjgrience, who, based upon all that, would
begin a dialogue with the other person who wrogehitbok. Reading is not a conversation; it
does not discuss, it does not question. It nevey athe book, and still less of the author:
"What did you mean exactly? What truth, then, do pang me?" A genuine reading never puts
the genuine book into question. But neither dosshimit to the "text." Only the nonliterary
book is presented as a tightly woven net of deteechsignifications, a set of real affirmations.
Before being read by anyone, the nonliterary baakdiready been read by all, and it is this
prior reading that guarantees it a solid existeBeg the book which has its origin in art has no



guarantee in the world, and when it is read, itheaser been read before. It does not come into
its presence as a work except in the space opegninishbunique reading, each time the first and
each time the only.

Hence the strange liberty of which reading -- étgrreading -- gives us the prime example: a
movement which is free insofar as it does not stbomndoes not brace itself upon anything
already present. The book, doubtless, is therenahdnly its paper and ink reality but also its
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essence. It is there as a web of stable meaniadgeassertiveness which it owes to a
preestablished language, and as the enclosurdptated around it by the community of all
readers, among whom I, who have not read it, ayrbagie a place. And this enclosure is also
that of all books which, like angels with intertwohwings, keep close watch over this unknown
volume. For a single book imperiled makes a dangegap in the universal library. The book is
there, then, but the work is still hidden. It isabt, perhaps radically so; in any case it is
concealed, obfuscated by the evident presenceedfdbk, behind which it awaits the liberating
decision, the "Lazare, veni foras."

To make this stone fall seems to be reading's ams$o render it transparent, to dissolve it with
the penetrating force of the gaze which unimpededas beyond. There is in reading, at least at
reading's point of departure, something vertigintnas resembles the movement by which,
going against reason, we want to open onto lifs ey)ieady closed. This movement is linked to
desire which, like inspiration, is a leap, an iitBreap: | want toeadwhat is, however, not
written. But there is more; and what makes the dot@" of reading still more singular -- what
perhaps enlightens us as to the sense of all tHaugies -- is that here the stone and the tomb do
not only withhold the cadaverous void which is ®dnimated; they constitute the presence,
though dissimulated, of what is to appear. Tolaltk the stone, to obliterate it, is certainly
something marvelous, but it is something we acha\a/ery moment in everyday language. At
every moment we converse with Lazarus, dead feetdays -- or dead, perhaps, since always.
In his well-woven winding sheet, sustained by thestelegant conventions, he answers us and
speaks to us within ourselves. But what answersdhef literary reading is not a door falling
open or becoming transparent or even getting thioiber. It is, rather, a ruder stone, better
sealed, a crushing weight, an immense avalanchedhaes earth and sky to shudder.

Such is the nature of the "opening" that readingasle of: nothing opens but that which is
closed tighter; only what belongs to the greatpsicdy is transparent; nothing consents to enter
into the levity of a free and happy yes except wizat been borne as the crushing weight of a no,
devoid of substance. And this is not to say thatpbetic work seeks out obscurity in order to
disconcert everyday comprehension. We are simplptang, between the book which is there
and the work which is never there in advance wbeh the book which is the hidden work and
the work which can only be affirmed in the
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palpable thickness of this manifest concealmeatwolent rupture: the passage, that is, from the
world where everything has more or less meaningrevthere is obscurity and clarity, into a



space where, properly speaking, nothing has meaeingoward which nevertheless everything
which does have meaning returns as toward itsrorigi

But these remarks too could easily deceive us ifos& them to mean that reading blazes a trail
from one language to another, or that it is a ld@charche, a conquest requiring initiative and
persistence. Reading's approach is perhaps auttiffiappiness, but, still, reading is the easiest
thing. It is effortless liberty, a pure yes thabddoms in immediacy.

The Light, Innocent Yes of Reading

Reading, in the literary sense, is not even a peement of comprehension. It is not the
interpretation that keeps meaning alive by pursitifgeading is situated beyond or before
comprehension. Nor is to read exactly to send @atllsso that the unique work, which is to be
revealed in the reading, might disclose itself bdlthe appearance of ordinary language, behind
the book that belongs to everyone in general. Desbthere is a sort of call, but it can only
come from the work itself. It is a silent call, whiamidst the general noise imposes silence, and
which only reaches the reader's ear because heengwr his call turns him away from

ordinary relations and toward the space in whoegipty the reading, by abiding there,
becomes the approach to the work and an utterfulj@elcome to the work's generosity. And
this welcome lifts the book to the work which it @d this transport is the same as the one
which lifts the work to being and makes of the wehe the sheer delight whereby the work
proclaims itself. The reading is this abiding, @nuas the simplicity of the light and transparent
yes which this sojourn is. Even if it demands & teader that he enter a zone where he can
scarcely breathe and where the ground slips ont troder his feet -- and even if, leaving aside
these stormy approaches, reading still seems patigipation in that open violence, the work --
nonetheless, in itself it is tranquil and silerég@nce, the calm center of measureless excess, the
silent yes at the eye of every storm.

The freedom of this present yes, this utterly hagpy transparent consent, is the essence of
reading. It sets reading in diametrical oppositmthe work. For the work, through the
experience of creation, touches upon absence, tiigailwrments of the infinite; it
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reaches the empty depths of that which never begieads -- the movement which exposes the
creator to the threat of the essential solitudedsiders him to the interminable.

In this sense reading is more positive than creatimre creative, although it produces nothing.
For it partakes of decisiveness; it has the ligkdnéhe irresponsibility, and the innocence of
resolution. It does nothing, and everything is agglished. The anguish, the unfinished
narratives, the torment of a wasted life and ofigsian betrayed; each day, moreover, turned
into exile, each night an exile from sleep andlfyndne conviction thatThe Metamorphosis
unreadable, a radical failure" -- all that is faafka. But for the reader of Kafka the anguish
becomes ease and contentment, the torment ofigtritnsformed into innocence, and for every
shred of text there is the joy of plenitude, theesevidence of complete success, the revelation of
the unique work: inevitable, unforeseeable. Su¢hasessence of reading, of the weightless yes.
Much more than the creator's somber struggle, mate than the artist's battle to master chaos
by disappearing therein, it evokes the divine aspkcreation.



Hence the fact that many complaints of authorsragjaeaders seem out of place. Montesquieu
writes: "l ask a favor which | fear will not be gtad me: it is that | not be judged for twenty
years' work by a reading that takes one minute;tlaaidthe whole book, not a few sentences, be
approved or condemned." He asks for what artiseénokgret not obtaining when bitterly they
picture to themselves the offhand reading, theatstd glance, and the negligent ear that greets
their works. So many efforts, sacrifices, careksutations, a life of solitude, centuries of
meditation and research all evaluated, judged sapgressed by the ignorant decision of the
first-come, according to the mood he chances to Agwl perhaps Valéry is right to be

concerned about the uncultivated reader of today expects to be helped along in his reading
by the facile character of the text itself. But Hueupulous attention of an almost religiously
devoted reader whose cultivated reading even bezarkend of cult would make no difference.

It would entail even graver perils. For if the lighss of the light reader who dances once quickly
round the text is doubtless not a true lightndgs,harmless, and it even holds a certain promise:
it announces the happiness and innocence of reaalimigh is perhaps in fact a dance with an
invisible partner in a separated space -- a hedpylésyful dance with the "tomb." One must not
wish upon such lightness the movement of a gramecearn, for where levity is given us, gravity
does not lack.
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Communication

What most threatens reading is this: the readesil#ty, his personality, his immodesty, his
stubborn insistence upon remaining himself in #ezfof what he reads -- a man who knows in
general how to read. To read a poem is not toyetdnother poem; it is not even to enter, via
this poem, into the essence of poetry. The readfirgpoem is the poem itself, affirming itself in
the reading as a work. It is the poem giving bimfthe space held open by the reader, to the
reading that welcomes it; it is the poem becomioger to read, becoming communication
opened betweegmowerandimpossibility between the power linked to the moment of reading
and the impossibility linked to the moment of wigi

Communication of the work lies not in the fact thdtas become communicable, through
reading, to a reader. The work is itself commumieatlt is intimacy shared in struggle by
reading's demand and writing's: by the work as fanth measure, constituting itself as power,
and the same work's measureless excess, tendiagkawpossibility. It is intimate strife shared
moreover by the form where the work takes its slaaqkthe limitlessness where it is all refusal,
by the resolution which is the being of beginning #éhe indecision which is the being of
beginning over. This violence lasts as long asmbek is a work. It is violence that is never
pacified, but it is also the calm of an accord itivalry, and also the reconciliation -- an
understanding. But it breaks off as soon as itee&s be the approach toward what rules out any
understanding.

To read is thus not to obtain communication fromwork, but to "make" the work
communicate itself. And, if we may employ an inadkt@ image, to read is to be one of the two
poles between which, through mutual attraction repalsion, the illuminating violence of
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communication erupts -- one of the two poles betwekich that event comes to pass and which
it constitutes by the very passage. But of coursedomparison is inadequate. At most it
indicates that the antagonism, which in the worages its two moments, reading and writing
(or, more exactly, which makes of the work a tensitere its moments seem to oppose each
other two by two), opens the work by means of thdical disjunction to the freedom of its
communication. But we should not so simply represi@s antagonism as that of fixed poles
opposing each other like two powers determined amckfor all, called reading and writing. It
must at least be added that this antagonisticata@it which eventually takes the personified
form of the reader and the author, has never cdasdelelop in the course of the work's
genesis. Although, in the end, the work seems ve bacome a dialogue between two persons in
whom two stabilized demands have been incarnated,dialogue™ is primarily the more

original combat of more indistinct demands, tha totimacy of irreconcilable and inseparable
moments which we call measure and measurelesgogssand infinitude, resolution and
indecision. Beneath their successive oppositidresed moments steadily give reality to the same
violence. To the violence, that is, of what termlspen and tends to close, tends to cohere in the
contours of a clear figure that limits, and yetd®io err without end, to lose itself in an ever
restless migration, that of tlmher night which never comes but comes back agairhi t
communication it is obscurity that must reveallftaad night that must dawn. This is revelation
where nothing appears, but where concealment becappearance.

The Reader Yet to Come

It is sometimes said that every author writes enghesence of some reader or that he writes in
order to be read. This is a rather careless wapeking. One ought to say that the reader's role,
or that which will become, once the work is comg]éhe power or the possibility of reading, is
already present, in changing forms, in the gerafdise work. To the extent that to write is to
snatch oneself back from the impossibility wheréing becomes possible, writing assumes the
characteristics of reading's demand, and the wgeomes the nascent intimacy of the still
infinitely future reader. But it goes without sayithat this power is nonetheless power to write,
only because of the opposition to itself whichatbmes in the experience of impossibility.
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There is not power on one side, impossibility om dther; there is no such clash of these
contraries. There is, in the event of the fact afimg, the tension which, through the intimacy
into which the writing gathers them, demands ofdpposites what they are in their extreme
opposition, but demands also that they come irgor twn by quitting themselves, by detaining
each other together outside themselves in theessstinity of their common belonging. The
power in question is power only by comparison vimtipossibility, the impossibility which is
affirmed as power.

The writer, inasmuch as he remains a real persdrbealeves himself to be this real person who
is writing, also believes that he willingly sheien himself the reader of what he writes. He
feels within himself, vital and demanding, the roféhe reader still to be born. And very often,
through a usurpation which he barely escapestliiseader, prematurely and falsely
engendered, who begins to write in him. (Hencgjte only a simplistic example, those choice
passages, those fine phrases which come to thecsuahd which cannot be said to have been
written, but only to be readable.) This illusios,vae can now understand, comes from the fact



that the moments which prefigure reading's demasd through the writer in the course of the
work's genesis. But these moments must, precislyutside of him when they are gathered
together in the final decisiveness of the reading the liberty of the welcome and of the
sojourn near the work which alone constitutes @hemtic reading.

The writer can never read his work for the very saeason which gives him the illusion that he
does. "He is," says René Char, "the genesis ofjbweio projects and of a being who contains."
But in order for the "being who contains"” -- therigewho gives form and measure, the form-
giver, the "Beginner" -- to attain the ultimate arabrphosis which would turn him into "the
reader," the finished work has to escape from Hifmas to escape from the one who makes it,
complete itself by putting him at a distance, culate in this "distancing" which dispossesses
him conclusively, this distancing which then, psety, takes the form of the reading (and in
which the reading takes form).

The moment when that which is glorified in the wakthe work, when the work ceases in some
way to have been made, to refer back to someonaweade it, but gathers all the essence of the
work in the fact that now there is a work -- a Inegng and initial decision -- this moment which
cancels the author is also the moment when, dsdble opens to itself, the reading finds its
origin in this opening.
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Reading is born, therefore, at this moment whemitbid's distance from itself changes its sign.
In the course of the book's genesis this "void"kedrthe work's unfinished quality, but also the
intimacy of its progression, the first precipitadvances of the "being who projects.” This
emptiness changes its sign, and the reading isdidhre moment when the distance of the work
with respect to itself no longer indicates incontiple but perfection, no longer signifies that the
work is not yet done, but that it never neededetaldne.

In general the reader, unlike the writer, naivelsi$ superfluous. He does not think that he
fashions the work. Even if the work overwhelms hamd all the more so if it becomes his sole
concern, he feels that he does not exhaust itjttherhains altogether outside his most intimate
approach. He does not penetrate it; it is freeraf Bnd this freedom makes for the profundity of
his relation to the work, the intimacy of his yBsit in this very yes, the work's freedom still
keeps him at a distance. It reestablishes thendistarhich alone assures the freedom of the
welcome and which is constantly reborn from thesmasof the reading that abolishes it.

This distance is what perfects the work -- if, tisathe reader keeps it pure, and inasmuch as it
is, moreover, the measure of his intimacy withwlogk. For he is close to the work to the degree
that he recognizes it as a work regardless of Byiremoving it from any author and from all
consideration of having been made, this distanaesghe work for what it is. And so it would
seem that reading's effacement, which rendersi@aent of the work's making and exempts it
from this responsibility, is, for that very reasoearer to the accomplished work, to the essence
of its creation, than is the author who alwayséxas himself to have made everything and
created all.

Abhorrence of a Vacuum



But thisdistance which evokes the yes of the finished work (giasrcomplete in the moment
when, for the movement that completed it, is stingt the affirmation that it is) -- this distance
of the work with respect to itself, to the readerthe world's doings, to other works -this
distance which, precisely, constitutes readingisdence also defines its responsibility and its
risk. It seems to be very difficult to preservelsan interval. Here the natural abhorrence of a
vacuum is expressed in the need to fill it up vaiffudgment of value. The work is said to be
good or bad with respect to morality, laws, varieystems of
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values, etc. It is declared to be successful ot respect to rules (very precarious at present)
which may constitute instances of an esthetic,ithet say the simple impressions of a more or
less refined taste or of a more or less vigorosemte of taste. The work is judged to be rich or
poor with respect to culture, which compares teer works, which does or does not draw
from it an increase in knowledge, which adds it national, to the human treasury or yet
again sees in it only a pretext to talk or to teach

It is possible that the more a work is esteemegintbre it is imperiled. For when it is designated
as a good work, it is assigned a place on theditlee good which uses it, rendering it
utilitarian. A work which is judged bad sometimesds room in this judgment to preserve itself.
It is put aside, condemned to the nether regionib@ries, or burned, or forgotten; but in a
sense this exile, this disappearance in the midtaraes or in tepid forgetfulness also extends
the proper distance of the work. It correspondsiéoforce of the work's remove. This does not
mean that a century later the work will necessdirlgt the readers it lacked. Posterity is
promised to no one, and no book would considehapy ending. The work does not endure
over the ages; itis. This being can inaugurateva age, for it is an appeal to the beginning,
recalling that nothing is affirmed except througk fecundity of an initial decisiveness. But the
work's very coming to be is revealed by the flaklisodisappearance at least as well as by the
false light shed by survival from mere habit. Theling that works escape time originates in the
work's "distance," and expresses, by disguisirtpé,remove which always comes from the
work's presence. Our impression that works aresageadxpresses, by forgetting it, what makes
the work always accede to presence for the fing in its reading -- its unique reading, each
time the first and each time the only.

The risk which this reading entails, however, ismere matter of chance. If the work's "void,"
which is its presence to itself in its readingdificult to preserve, this is not only becaussiin
itself hard to sustain, but also because it remesnlas it were, the void which, in the course of
the work's genesis, marked the incompletion ofatbek and was the tension of its antagonist
moments. That is why reading draws whoever reaglsvtirk into the remembrance of that
profound genesis. Not that the reader necessabep/es afresh the manner in which the work
was produced -- not that he is in attendance atethleexperience of its creation. But he partakes
of the work as the unfolding of something in theking, the intimacy of the void which comes

to
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be. If this progression takes on the aspect ofrpoeal unfolding, it founds the essence of the
literary genre called the novel.



This kind of reading -- this presence to the walaagyenesis -- changes, and thus produces the
critical reading: the reader, now the specialiggrnrogates the work in order to know how it was
fashioned. He asks it the secrets and the conditbits creation, and examines it closely to see
whether it answers adequately to these conditetas,The reader, having become the specialist,
becomes an author in reverse. The true readermaae@swrite the book, but he is apt to return,
drawn by an imperceptible pull, toward the varipusfigurations of the reader which have
caused him to be present in advance at the hazasikmerience of the book. It ceases, then, to
appear necessary to him and again becomes a piogsitiong others. It regains the
indecisiveness of something uncertain, somethitggether still to be achieved. And the work
thus regains its disquietude, the wealth of itsgedce, the insecurity of its void, while reading,
joining in this disquietude and espousing this ptyy&omes to resemble the desire, the anguish,
and the levity of a movement of passion.

All these metamorphoses belong to the authentenessof reading. Its task is to keep what we
call the work's distance pure, but no less to keelve: to make it communicate with the work's
intimacy, to keep this intimacy from congealing gmdtecting itself in the vain solitude of the
ideal. The "vacuum" which, in the course of the ki®genesis, belongs to the torn intimacy of
the work, seems, in the end, to fall out of it. Whapening it altogether to itself, rendering it
absolutely present, the emptiness seems neveithelesake of this presence the remove which
preserves its approach, giving us the impressianttte painting is always behind the painting
and also that the poem, the temple, and the stsitepe the vicissitudes of time, whose mark,
however, they bear.

It is as if this divisive void which, in the coureéthe genesis, is now the abyss where the work
subsides, now the soaring energy by which it camdéight, now that empty violence where
everything repeats eternally but then again theckdeom which everything begins -- it is as if
this "distant interior," as Michaux calls it, padsat the moment of completion, altogether
outside, isolating the work, forming around it thato of absence so characteristic of the
presence ofmasterpieces, which is like their atighavy and which shelters them beneath a veil
of empty majesty, unexpressive indifference. Theswaorks immobilized in a lifeless distance.
Isolated, preserved by a void
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which is no longer a reading but a cult of admmatithey cease to be works. The work of art is
never connected to repose, it has nothing to do thié tranquil certitude which makes
masterpieces familiar; it does not take sheltenirseums. In this sense it never is. And if,
clumsily transposing the idea that it is not aresbsomeone has perfected, we say of it that its
perfection is everlasting, at least this remind¢has the work never ceases to be related to its
origin: that the incessant experience of the origjithe condition of its being, and also that the
antagonistic violence due to which it was, in tbarse of its genesis, the opposition of its
contrary moments, is not just a feature of thiseges) but belongs to the character of agonistic
struggle which is the character of the work's \m¥yng. The work is theiolent libertyby which

it is communicated, and by which the origin -- @mepty and indecisive depth of the origin -- is
communicatedhrough the work to form the brimming resolutitime definiteness of the
beginning. That is why the work tends ever increglgito manifest the experience of the work:
the experience which is not exactly that of itsatie and which is not that of its technical
fashioning either. This experience leads the wedselessly back from the clarity of the



beginning to the obscurity of the origin and sutgets brilliant apparition, the moment of its
opening, to the disquietude of the dissimulatido wwhich it withdraws.

The reading which takes form in the work's distan¢le reading which is the form of this void
and the moment when it seems to fall out of thekwomust thus also be a profound return to its
intimacy, to what seems its eternal birth. Readngpt an angel flying about the work and, with
winged feet, making this sphere turn. It is notltek which from without, from behind the
window, captures what is happening within a foreagild. It is connected to the life of the

work. It is present at all the work's momentsslone of them, and it is by turns and at the same
time each of them. It is not only their remembrartloeir ultimate transfiguration; it retains in
itself everything that is really at stake in therkor'hat is why in the end it alone bears all the
weight of communication.

The Work and History

It is not surprising then, that, strengthened lghgantimacy, reading, incarnated in the reader,
should naturally proceed to take over the work, twgrto "grasp” it, reducing and eliminating
all distance from it. Nor is it surprising that d&ag should make of this distance,
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this sign of the work's completion, the principfeamew genesis: the realization of the work's
historical destiny. In the world of culture, thelkdoecomes the guarantor of truths and the
repository of meaning. None of this is surprisitigs movement is inevitable. But it does not
simply mean that the artistic work follows the csiof works in general and obeys the law that
moves them through their successive transformatiemsthis movement is also encouraged by
the work's own nature. It comes from the profouistiashce of the work from itself, the remove
due to which it always escapes what it is -- sedonsexample, definitively finished and yet
incomplete; seems, in the restlessness that stéam every grasp, to enter into complicity
with the infinite variations of becoming. The dista which puts the work beyond our reach and
beyond time's -- where it perishes in glorious irbitity -- also exposes it to all the
contingencies of time, showing it ceaselessly ardeof a new form, of another culmination,
acquiescing in all the metamorphoses which, attachito history, seem to make of its remove
the promise of an unlimited future.

Thus the reading which initially projected itselfo the intimacy of the work, only to fall out of
it the better to maintain it and to fix it in a monental immobility, finally projects itself outside
and makes of the work'’s intimate life somethingahitgan no longer be realized unless it is
displayed in the world and filled with the worldife and with history's.

This transformation is produced to the extent that'empty” movement takes on content, while
the work, momentarily or definitively losing therée and the intimacy of its constant genesis,
unfolds as a newborn world where values are aestakl where these values call for arbitration
by some criterion or contribute to the advent aftsa standard, such a truth.

So: that which, in the work, was communicationha work to itselfthe origin blossoming into

a beginning becomes the communication of a given thing. Wiath, opening it, made the

work the advent and the brilliance of what opersob®s an opened place, in the image of this
world of stable things and in imitation of this sigdting reality where, from a need to subsist, we



live. And that which had neither sense nor truthvaue, but in which everything seemed to
take on sense, becomes the language which sayhitngs, says false things, and which one
reads for instruction, for increased self-knowledgeo cultivate the mind.

Through this realization then, the work is realipediside of itself and also on the model of
exterior things, at their invitation. Through
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this movement -- determined, so to speak, by gravinstead of being the force of the
beginning, the work becomes a thing beginningeldtof getting all its reality from the pure,
contentless affirmation that it is, it becomes adwing reality, containing many meanings
which it acquires from the movement of time or whése perceived variously according to
culture's forms and the exigencies of history. Amough all this, through all that makes it
graspable -- makes of it no longer the being ofbek but the work functioning in the
productive fashion of works of the world -- it putiself at the reader's service. It takes parhen t
public dialogue. It expresses or it refutes whaeserally said; it consoles, it entertains, itdsor
not by virtue of itself or by virtue of a relatiavith the void and the cutting edge of its being, bu
via its content, and then finally thanks to itdeefion of the common language and the current
truth. At this juncture what is read is surely nader the work; rather, these are the thoughts of
everyone rethought, our common habits rendered hagtual still, everyday routines
continuing to weave the fabric of our days. Andg tmovement is in itself very important, one
which it is not fitting to discredit. But neithdrd work of art nor its reading is present here.

This transformation is not definitive; it is notegvan evil or a good for the work. Disappearance,
even when it is disguised as useful presence, geltmthe work's essence; and we should add
that it is also related to the dialectic of artisTimovement leads from the hymn -- where the
work, art, and the world are absent -- to the welnlere men and the world seek to make
themselves present, and from there to the work evtier very experience of the work -- art, the
communication of the origin as a beginning -- frafed in a presence which is also
disappearance.

It is sometimes said regretfully that the work dfaill never again speak the language it spoke
when it was born, the language of its birth, wiooly those who belonged to the same world
heard and received. Never again will the Eumerspesk to the Greeks, and we will never
know what was said in that language. This is tBug.it is also true that the Eumenides have still
never spoken, and that each time they speakheisitique birth of their language that they
announce. Long ago they spoke as enraged and appdiasnities before withdrawing into the
temple of night -- and this is unknown to us antl @uer remain foreign. Later they spoke as
symbols of the dark forces that must be combateddar for there to be justice and culture --
and this is only too well known to us. Finally, ahey, perhaps they will speak as the
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work in which language is always original, in whictlis the language of the origin. And this is
unknown to us, but not foreign. And notwithstandatighis, reading and vision each time
recollect, from the weight of a given content alahg the ramifications of an evolving world,

the unique intimacy of the work, the wonder ofdtsstant genesis and the swell of its unfurling.
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VI

Literature and the Original Experience
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The Future and the Question of Art

A sound response puts down roots in the questiba.gliestion is its sustenance. Common sense
believes that it does away with the question. Iddéeethe so-called happy eras, only the

answers seem alive. But this affirmative contentnseon dies off. The authentic answer is
always the question's vitality. It can close inuard the question, but it does so in order to
preserve the question by keeping it open.

"What is art, and what can be said of literatuf@8lbtless this kind of question is peculiarly
ours, central to our times. However, since eack amanswer is given, the question manages to
be asked anew, as though it were indifferent tedfaswers, we can hardly avoid seeing in the
"anew" a particularly surprising insistence. It nigythat the question is only seeking peace in
the repetition where what has once been said lapsemere recitation. But perhaps by this
harassment the question means above all to rerpaim @o remain in suspense? No. If we
maintain oppositions, if we let them clash in thexie space where what opposes itself never
meets with itself, we altogether miss the livelme$the question. We must, then, set aside that
contrariness which tires problems out, and on tmdrary, firmly keep literature separate from
the debates where it divides without being ablestorn to itself as if to the origin of this divide

The work: insofar as we locate all the seriousioésst in this one notion, we ought, it seems, to
reconcile those who are naively anxious to glaityand those who, since what they value in
artistic activity is what makes it an activity andt a useless passion, wish to see it collabonate i
the overall work of humanity. Both are prepared¢knowledge in man the excellence of a
power and in the artist the exercise of a formhef power -- requiring effort, discipline, study.
Both
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say of human power that it has worth because fitesdi- that is, builds. And does so not in some
atemporal place, out of this world, but here and/,recccording to the limits which are properly
ours and in conformity with the laws of all actimnwhich it submits, just as it acquiesces in the
ultimate goal: the completion of a work -- an exbfin this world or, better, the edifice which is
the true world to come where only freedom shall ldwe



Doubtless there subsists in this agreement a dieagreement. Art certainly aims to build, but
according to itself and without welcoming anythofghe clear light of day except what is
proper to its particular task. Granted, art hagsagoal something real: an object. But a beautiful
object. Which is to say, an object of contemplatioot of use, which, moreover, will be
sufficient to itself, will rest in itself, refer toothing else, and be its own end (in the two sense
of this term). True. And yet, points out the othrle of this thinking, the goal of art is an object
- areal, that is, an effective one. Not a momgrdaeam, a pure inner smile, but a realized
action which is itself activating, which informs @eforms others, appeals to them, affects them,
moves them -- toward other actions which, mostpft® not return to art but belong to the
course of the world. They contribute to history #mgs are lost, perhaps, in history. But there
they will ultimately be regained, in the concreterkvwhich freedom will have become: the
world, the world realized as its very wholeness.

This is a strong and important answer. Art, as &eis Mallarmé, and then, in a different light,

in Valéry, appears to vouch for Hegel's saying: msamhat he makes. If there is anyone who is
to be judged by his works, it is the artist. Hesis they say, the creator: the creator of a new
reality, which opens in the world a wider perspeasta possibility by no means closed but such,
on the contrary, that reality in all its forms ida&ged because of it. He is, moreover, the creator
of himself in what he creates. He is a richer atecause of the trials he undergoes for the sake
of his works. He is other than he was thanks t® pnocess, and if sometimes he is exhausted
and dying in the workt is thereby only the more alive.

Art is real in the work. And the work is real iretivorld, because it is realized there (in harmony
with the world, even in the upheaval and the rugytuor it contributes to the world's realization
and has no sense, will have no rest except in trelwhere man will be all he can be, man par
excellence. But what is the result of this? Witthia overall human undertaking, where the tasks
conforming to the universal
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will for production and emancipation are necesgahnié most immediately important, art can
only follow. It can at most feign ignorance of tigisneral destiny by considering that in the
universe which bears it along it revolves accordmgs own little laws. But ultimately, even
according to its own little laws which make of therkits only measure, art will collaborate as
consciously and rigorously as possible in mankioderall work, and for the sake of a universal
day.

Is Art a Thing of the Past?

But what else results from this? Whoever acknowdsdegffective action in the thick of history as
his essential task cannot prefer artistic actiam.a&ts poorly and little. It is clear that if Marx

had followed the dreams of his youth and writtemtost beautiful novels in the world, he

would have enchanted the world, but he would neetshaken it. Thus it €apital that must be
written and noWar and PeacéWe must not depict the murder of Caesar; we ineigrutus.
These associations, these comparisons will appsaréto contemplative minds. But as soon as
art measures itself against action, immediate aeslspng action can only put it in the wrong. It
suffices to remember what Holderlin wrote -- Holadeabout whom it would not be enough to
say that his fate was linked to poetry's, for hé ha existence at all except in and for poetry.
And yet, in 1799, speaking of the revolution whighsaw imperiled, he wrote to his brother,



"And if the kingdom of darkness erupts after alfufi force, then let us throw our pens under the
table and go in God's name where the need is gteatd our presence the most useful.”

Artistic activity, for him indeed who has chosen it, proves insidficat the decisive hours --
those hours that ring every hour -- when "the poest complete his message by renouncing
himself." Formerly, art was able to coexist withet absolute demands. Painting served the
gods, poetry made them speak. For these powersnwed this world, and, reigning outside of
time, they did not measure the value of servicedesed them in terms of temporal
effectiveness. Art was also at the service of jaslitout politics did not serve action only, and
action had not yet become conscious of itself asuthiversal requirement. As long as the world
has not yet come altogether into its own, art cabably reserve a place for itself there. But it is
the artist himself who condemns this preserveatjiig recognized in theork the essence of

art, he thereby acknowledges the priorityred overall work
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of humanity The place reserved for him in the world permits to act in his work. But the

work is nothing more, then, than the action of teserve. It is simply a reservation, and
therefore nonactivating. It is pure and simplecesice with respect to the historical undertaking
which does not call for reserve, but for immediatetjve, and orderly participation in
generalized action. Thus, faithful to the law dof thay, the artist finds himself in a position
where not only does he subordinate the artistidwat renounces it and, out of fidelity,
renounces himself. One hundred and forty years éatether poet echoes Hdélderlin -- the poet
most worthy in our time to answer him:

In certain periods man's condition undergoes thassult of an evil sustained by the most
dishonorable features of human nature. At the caritihis hurricane, the poet will complete the
sense of his message by renouncing himself, thiéjowi the side of those who, having lifted
from suffering its mask of legitimacy, assure thermal return of the stubborn burden-bearer, the
smuggler of justice. [ René Char]

No one can easily consider himself exempt from't@aunciation," this abdication in favor of
liberating action which the "self," the artistidfsempedes or only aids insufficiently. In 1934
André Gide wrote, "For a long time now, works ofwill be out of the question*And the fact
that Hegel, a century earlier, at the beginningisimonumental course on esthetics, pronounced
this sentence, "Art is for us a thing of the pastfistitutes a judgment upon which art must
reflect and which it will by no means consider tetlsimply because since that date literature,
the plastic arts, and music have produced subatantirks. For at the moment Hegel spoke, he
knew full well that Goethe was still alive and tladitthe arts in the West had experienced a
renewal called Romanticism. What did he mean therwho never spoke "lightly"? This,
precisely: that since the day when the absolute@ously became the active process which is
history, art has no longer been able to satisfynéexl for an absolute. Relegated within us, it has
lost its reality and its necessity; everything twas authentically true and alive in it now belongs
to the world and to real, purposeful activity i tvorld.

1"For a long time now, works of art will be out diet question. In order to lend an ear to new,
indistinct harmonies, one would have to be noteead by lamentation. There is practically



nothing in me any more that does not suffer syngdatally.
-214-
The Romantic Genius

"Relegated within us," Hegel says. Art is consigteedepresent us to ourselves, and thus it has
become esthetic enjoyment, the pleasure and pasfiareintimacy which is reduced to itself
alone. It is, however, "within us" that art hasgaito regain its sovereignty, its "value which
cannot be evaluated” ( René Char). The entire mqaeniod is marked by this double
movement which is already perceptible in Descadgeerpetual play of exchange between an
existence that becomes an increasingly pure, sidgdaatimacy and the ever more active and
objective conquest of the world according to thesaof the realizing mind and the productive
will. Hegel was the first to account fully for thikouble movement; and thereby, joined to Marx,
he made its culmination possible.

Art too plays its part in this destiny, and sometsnit becomes artistactivity; but this activity is
always reserved, and for that reason it is ultitgatalled upon to give way before the forthright
truth of unreserved, immediate action. Sometimesdtoses itself in the affirmation of an inner
sovereignty which accepts no law and repudiatgsaaller. The stages of this proud vindication
are well known. The artistic ego affirms that ithe sole judge of itself, the only justificatioor f
what it does and what it seeks. Romanticism's naifayenius strengthens this royal subject
which is not only beyond ordinary rules but foretgrthe law of achievement and success on its
own terrain as well. Art, useless to the world véhenly effectiveness counts, is also useless to
itself. If it succeeds, either this happens outdierealm of measured undertakings and limited
tasks, in the boundless movement of life, or d@lbappens inasmuch as art withdraws into the
most invisible and the most interior -- into thepynpoint of existence where it shelters its
sovereignty in refusal and the superabundancefugak

This demand, that art be ineffective, is by no nsemmain flight which there would be no need
to take seriously. Nothing is more important thais eibsolute autonomy which is refusal and
than this refusal which, through a change in sgalso the most prodigious affirmation. For it is
the gift, the creative gift, that dispenses withiasgtraint and without justification, that nevenca
be justified yet upon which

*Wherever my gaze turns, | see around me only distigée who remains contemplative today
demonstrates an inhuman philosophy, or monstrondr®ss” Journals July 25, 1934).
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justice can be founded. And if art, relegated withs, has not been appeased by the small
contentment of esthetic pleasure, it is thanksi®wdemand. Why, instead of dissipating itself in
pure satisfaction, the joy afforded by lovely olbgeor in the frivolous vanity of an escapist ego,
has the passion of art, whether it be in Van Gagh &afka, become absolutely serious? Why
has it become passion for the absolute? Why ardadidl, Mallarmé, Rilke, Breton, René Char
names signifying that in the poem a possibilitysssits for which neither culture nor historical
effectiveness nor even the pleasure of beautifigdage can account? Why do these names tell
us that a possibility capable of nothing persistgha sign in man of his own ascendency? This is
not an easy question to answer; perhaps it camtdteyperceived in its true light.



At the very least we must bring out the difficudtihich this demand or this passion encounters.
The greatest difficulty does not lie in the thrediich it brings to bear upon the future of
masterpieces. It is true that art, in this perspecho longer identifies itself entirely with the
work; it is not the same as its product. It is onder on the side of the real; it no longer seeks i
proof in the presence of a finished object. Itraff itself without proof in the deep of sovereign
existence, prouder of an indecipherable Goya skéth of the whole history of painting. When
Goethe's Prometheus -- when the Goethe of theiGigfirmation -- cries: Mave you not alone
accomplished everything, sacred burning of the t¥fathis "accomplished everything" is the
passionate demonstration with which intimacy resisao the reproaches of the purposeful
temperament. This sovereignty, then, has no kingdoburns in the solitude of the sacred. The
heart's passion alone accomplishes all, for ikpoeed to the fire which is the essence and the
movement of All.

It is this omnipotence, symbolized by the Titaneiblaed in the depths of Tartarus because their
insatiable desire is the torment and the burningelkbf repetition, not the active negativity of
time and productive action -- it is this Titanic mipotence that keeps watch at this point over art.
Art is the subjective passion which no longer wantg part of the world. Here in the world
subordination reigns: subordination to ends, tosuesd proportion, to seriousness and order.
On one front science, technology, the state; oth@npsignificance, stable values, the ideal of
the Good and the True. Art is "the world turnedid@siown": insubordination, disproportion,
frivolity, ignorance, evil, non-sense. All this bags to art: a wide domain, and one to which art
lays claim. What entitles it to do so? It has tle tinor can it have any, for nothing authorizes it

It speaks of the heart, of irreducible
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existence, it designates the sovereignty of thbjést." Strikingly enough, scarcely had
Descartes opened the world to the Cogito's advidnacePascal closed the Cogito upon a more
hidden intimacy which denounces it as "uselessetgain and painful.” But no less strikingly,
this heart also has a logic, and this logic isindifferent to reason, for it wants to be reason's
principle. It only says that it is more certain, mgubstantial, more apt. "And it is upon this
awareness, which is the heart's and instinct'syéla@on must be based, and there its whole
discourse must be founded.” With a single strokesttwereign power which haughtily dismisses
science, which overturns useful into useless andatd'pardon Descartes," is firmly established.
But, with the same stroke, sovereignty is madesteeswhat it dominates. It becomes the
auxiliary and the instrument of purposeful actiyitypecomes useful to the world and even to
numbers, to the rigor of mathematit# memorable reversal. Pascal is finally still a t€sian.

If he discloses the profundity of pure inner lifdhe restores its richness, its free movemeris, it
Descartes he enriches and fortifies. For it is thagmn the self that Descartes founds objectivity.
And the more this self becomes deep, insatiabld gampty, the more powerful is the advance of
the human will, which already in the heart's intapébout with a still unperceived intention) has
posed the world as a set of objects that can ldupsal and are destined to usefulness.

The artist who thinks he sovereignly opposes dllesand protects within himself through his
art the source of all-powerful negation submitthi universal destiny no less than the artist who
produces "useful” works. Perhaps he submits mbreno accident that he cannot define art
except with reference to the world. Art is the wloolverturned. But this overturning is also
simply the "sly" means by which the world becomeserstable and more real. This tactic is of



course limited, and only important at certain motaghistory rejects it later on when, having
itself clearly become negativity in action, it fsxthe dialectical vitality which assures it of its
goal in the development of technical prowess.

The Question of Art

"What is art, and what can we say of literatures?drt, then, for us a thing of the past? But why
this question? It seems that art was once the

>"The heart feels that there are three dimensiodgtat numbers are infinite."
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language of the gods; it seems, the gods havigppeared, that art remains the language in
which their absence speaks -- their lack, the &esjt which has not yet decided their fate. It
seems, as this absence grows deeper -- beconosgitgbsence and forgetfulness of itself -- that
art seeks to become the presence of art, buttttiaés so initially by offering to man a means of
self-recognition, of self-fulfillment. At this stagart is what we call humanistic. It oscillates
between the modesty of its useful manifestatiatey@ture tends increasingly toward effective,
interesting prose), and useless pride in being gssence. This pride is most often expressed by
the triumph of subjective states: art becomes dition of the soul, it is "criticism of life," it3
useless passion. Poetic here means subjectivappears as the artist and the artist as man -- as
man in the most general sense. Art is expresstbtextent that the artistpresentdiumanity:
represents, that is, the human being he is regardiiehis particular being as an artist.

One might think at first that art's "humanism" Igggncipally in imitation or in the human
preoccupations which it embraces. Thus it wouldrsteat in order to become autonomous or
essential again, art need only disengage itsath tlos subordinate role. But realist imitation is
only the most apparent side of "humanistic" arst &is Cartesian representation contains in itself
the power of science (the power of conquest, tiigyatm conquer reality by negating and
transforming it), so the artist becomes he whodpyesenting transforms. He becomes the one
who creates, the creator, but always, nonethetess,the creator -- creation at the level of man,
of man understood as the ability to produce arattpas the will to exert power, whose true
nature is revealed by commitment to goals, by thosgeed of objects in order to find its way.
The fact that art is glorified in the creative stris indicative of a great change in art. Art qtse
subordination to him who practices it, consentm@e no more than he.

Clearly art's profound disquietude (most evideriiterature which, through culture and the
forms of language opens immediately to the devetyrof historical action) -- clearly the
alienation which makes art seek itself by glorifywalues that can only subordinate it -- is
symptomatic of the artist's malaise in a world vehee perceives himself to be unjustified. The
importance which attaches to the notion of thetorda very revealing in this regard. The
ambiguity of this idea has made it rather versafitg sometimes it has allowed art to take
shelter in the inactive depths of subjectivity, thiensity of genius, the heart Pascal evokes
when he says to Descartes and to his methodical
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task, "All that is ridiculous, not worth a singledr of effort." Sometimes, on the other hand, it
gives art the right to compete for power and authar the world, by defining the artist as the
realizer, the superlative maker whom it claims, @wer, to protect against the anonymity of
collective tasks by assuring him that he remaiessttemplary individual, or man on a grand
scale. For the creator is always unique; he aimert@in what he is irreducibly within himself, a
treasure which cannot be compared even to theggteattion.

There is more that must be said. As we constaedy h expressed in the most naive or the most
subtle ways, the artist claims the name creataaumerhe thinks that thus he takes the place left
vacant by the absence of the gods. This is a sthadgceptive ambition. It is an illusion,

causing him to think he will become divine if hesases the least divine of the god's functions,
the one which is not sacred, which makes of Gabarkr six days of the week, the demiurge,
the "jack of all trades." This illusion, moreoveejls the emptiness upon which art must close,
which it must in a certain way preserve as if ethisence were its profound truth, the form in
which it is properly to present art itself as it8roessence.

Creativity does not become the divine attributegarellence until the dawn of the accelerated
period of history, when man becomes pure selfhbatlalso effective action bent upon real
ends, the expectation of an objective accomplisiimidre artist who calls himself creator does
not receive the heritage of the sacred, but onitpdtuces into this heritage the preeminent
principle of its subordination.

The New Search for Art

However, through another movement no less remagkalt -- man's presence to himself -- does
not manage to be satisfied with this humanist awakach history reserves for it. It has to
become its own presence. What it wants to affirarisWhat it seeks, what it attempts to
achieve is the essence of art. This is strikingaimting when, as Malraux has shown, it becomes
apparent as one whole, but emerges also as itscesskestined to itself, no longer subordinated
to values which it is supposed to celebrate oresgrbut in its own service alone, devoted to an
absolute which neither living forms nor the taskenen nor even formal esthetic concerns can
name, so that it cannot be called anything buttpenThis is a tendency which can be
interpreted in many different ways, but it forcé&fuieveals a movement which, in
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varying degrees and along diverse paths, dravikeaklrts toward themselves, concentrates them
upon the concern for their own essence, rendens firesent and essential. This is true for the
poem (for literature "in generaljfor the plastic arts; perhaps it is true for Schueg.

Why this tendency? Why, when history subordinatesontests it, does art become essential
presence? Why Mallarmé and why Cézanne? Why, ategtyemoment when the absolute tends

to take the form of history, when the times haveoceons and interests no longer in harmony
with the sovereignty of art, when the poet yielighe belletrist and he to the chronicler of the
day-to-day -- why, at the moment when through tired of the times art disappears, does it
appear for the first time as a search in which shing essential is at stake, where what counts is
no longer the artist or active labor or any of thkies upon which the world is built or even any
of the other values upon which formerly the beyopdned? And why is this search nonetheless
precise, rigorous, bent upon culminating in a warlka work which is, and nothing more?



This is a remarkable phenomenon, difficult to grampre difficult still to interpret. But perhaps,
before attempting any interpretation, we shouldbgck to the insufficient reflections which have
permitted us up to this point to discern the notbthe work.

*The fact that literary forms, that genres no lorfggre any genuine significance -- that, for
example, it would be absurd to ask whether Finneyfdake is a prose work or not, or
whether it can be called a novel -- indicates ttoéqund labor of literature which seeks to
affirm itself in its essence by ruining distinct®and limits.
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Characteristics of the Work of Art

Clearly the work of art has characteristics obin. To distinguish itself from other forms of
the human undertaking and from activity in geneyas intent. Perhaps it does no more than
pretend to this distinction. Or does what the wairks to be express the truth of what it is? In
any case, we must try to describe it in the clatmsakes too, which should enlighten us, if not
about the work itself, at least about the questibrases.

"Impersonified, the Volume"

The work of art does not refer immediately backw® person who presumably made it. When
we know nothing at all about the circumstances ¢batributed to its production, about the
history of its creation -- when we do not even krtbe name of the person who made it possible
-- it is then that the work comes closest to itsElfis is its true direction; it is this characstic
which is expressed in that superlative phenometh@nasterpiece. Perfection, in the sense
given this word by estheticians, is not what dmiishes the masterpiece, nor is the mastery
which belongs to the artist and not to the workiévAais right to say that mastery is what permits
one never to finish what one does. Only the argsamastery culminates in the object he
fashions. For the artist the work is always inBniinfinished. And thus the fact that the work is,
the singular event of its being absolutely, is ldised as not belonging to the mastery we
associate with achievement. It belongs to anothaaro

Nor is the masterpiece defined by the long lifeakhis promised it, though this seems to be the
most envied privilege -- at least in our late Oeait-- of artistic production. When we are
confronted withLes Chants de Maldorpwe by no means suppose that they will be immortal
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That which assures their being absolutely, wouldpnevent them from disappearing absolutely.
That which has placed them before us, the affimmatvhich they bring us, is not to be measured
against historical duration; it asks neither farvaeal in this world nor for promotion to culture's
paradise.

It is Mallaréie who had the strongest awareneskisfaspect of the work. "Impersonified, the
volume, to the degree that one parts with it as@usolicits the approach of no reader. As such,
be it known, between human accessories it takee glkhalone: done, being." And his defiance
of chance is a transposition of this "takes pldcalane,” a symbolic attempt to achieve "the
elocutionary disappearance of the poet” -- an exysat, finally, at grasping, as though at its



source, not that which makes the work real, but'ith@ersonified” reality in it: that which
makes it be, far more or still less than any realit

But: does an object fashioned by an artisan or avthachine refer to its maker any more than
the work of art does? It too is impersonal, anonysadt does not bear any author's name.

Yes, this is true; it does not refer to the penstw presumably made it, but neither does it refer
to itself. As has often been observed, it disagpatlogether into its uses. It refers to all itsloe

to its utilitarian value. The object never annownttat it is, but how it serves. It does not appear
In order that it appear -- this too has often b&sid -- a break in the circuit of usage, a gap, an
anomaly has to make it leave the world, leavedtsas. And it seems then that, no longer there,
it becomes its appearance, its image -- what itlveésre being a useful thing or a significant
value. This is also when it becomes, for Jean-Raliter and for André Breton, a veritable

work of art.

That the workis marks the explosive brilliance of a unique evehiclv comprehension can then
take over, to which it feels it owes itself ashistevent were its beginning, but which it inityall
understands only as that which escapes it. Thistesencomprehensible because it happens in
that anterior region which we cannot designate gixaader the veil of no. Our question
continues to be the search for this region.

For the moment, let us simply acknowledge thatittilance, the explosive decision -- this
presence or "lightning moment" (to use the expogst which Mallarmé and all those who
resemble him since Heraclitus have always retummedder to express this event, the work) --
let us acknowledge that such a dazzling affirmatinses neither from the assurance of stable
truths nor from the clarity of the day which we Baonquered and where living and being are
accomplished
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in actions whose limits are familiar to us. The kvbrings neither certitude nor clarity. It assures
us of nothing, nor does it shed any light uponlfitéeis not solid, it does not furnish us with
anything indestructible or indubitable upon whiohbtace ourselves. These values belong to
Descartes and to the world where we succeed imgi\dust as every strong work abducts us
from ourselves, from our accustomed strength, makegeak and as if annihilated, so the work
is not strong with respect to what it is. It haspoover, it is impotent: not because it is simply th
obverse of possibility's various forms, but rathecause it designates a region where
impossibility is no longer deprivation, but affirtvan.

The Statue Glorifies the Marble

The obscurity of this presence which escapes cdmpseon, which is unascertainable yet
brilliant, explosive, and which, at the same titattit is an event, seems the silent repose of a
closed thing -- all this we try to bear in mind adefine appropriately by saying: the wask
eminentlywhatit is made of. It is what makes its nature andanégter visible or present, it is the
glorification of its reality: verbal rhythm in th@em, sound in music, light become color in
painting, space become stone in the house.

By saying this we are still attempting to indicateat distinguishes the work from the object and
from productive undertakings in general. For indiseal object (this much we know), matter



itself is of no particular interest; and the mdre matter that made it made it right for its use --
the more the material is appropriate -- the morne#rs nothingness. And eventually all objects
become immaterial, a volatile force in the swifcait of exchange, the evaporated support of
action which is itself pure becoming. This is evbkerfectly by the various transformations of
money -- from the heavy metal to that ungraspaltieation by which all the realities of the
world, reduced to objects, are themselves trangfdrim the movement of the market place and
volatilized into unreal moments in constant disptaent.

The work makes what disappears in the object appéarstatue glorifies the marble. The
painting is not made from material ingredients allidea canvas; it is the presence of this matter,
which without it would remain hidden to us. And fh@em likewise is not made with ideas, or
with words; it is the point from which words begmbecome their appearance, and the
elemental deptiipon which this appearance is opened while asdinge time it closes.
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This last remark in itself suggests that the emighas have placed on the material character of
the work cannot result in a satisfactory definititre work is not adequately accounted for by
this thingly realness which it seems to place eetm. This description is still only a sound
comparison. It is, nevertheless, important, fahibws us that if the sculptor uses stone, and if
the road builder also uses stone, the first usessiich a way that it is not used, consumed,
negated by usage, but affirmed, revealed in itswiity, as a road which leads only to itself.

"Shifting Earth, Horrible, Exquisite"

Thus the work points us toward the deep of obscurditich we do not think we have designated
by calling it elemental. Certainly it is not natufer nature is always affirmed as already born
and formed. Probably René Char is calling to teispdwhen he addresses the "shifting earth,
horrible, exquisite"; Holderlin calls it Mother Elr the earth closed upon its silence, the
subterranean earth that withdraws into its shadike speaks to it thus: "Earth, is this not what
you want, to be reborn invisible in us?" And VangBahows it to us more forcefully still by
saying, "l am attached to the earth." But thesehiaytames, powerful in themselves, remain
foreign to what they name.

Here, however, where we seek only to take cognaanthe principal features of the work, let
us remember that it is turned toward the elemetdgap, toward that element which would seem
to be the depth and shadow of the elemental. Wer kkhat objects do not allude to this deep, but
that all the arts, in the appearancéeingwhich they give to thenatterout of which,

afterwards, we say that their productsraae bring it forth among us in the unique event of
the work.

Still, even from the point of view of descriptiome feel how inadequate this analysis is. For
when the work takes place, certainly the elemeastidilminated and the deep is as if present, as
if attracted toward the daylight (even though tleknalso pushes this deep down deeper by
resting its full weight there). But with this congb@mergence, this presence of "matter” in itself,
not only does the matter proper to a particulamfof art seem to be affirmed: it is not the stone
alone and only the marble that the Temple of Eapalevokes, or the earth upon which it is
built, but, by the force of the upheaval, the clgar as well is more so to our eyes, and the sea it



overlooks is nearer to itself, the night closenight. Such, says Valéry, are the edifices which
"Sing_"
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When Hdlderlin, in the first conversations with 8air on madness -- conversations which
probably date from 1804 -- says of every work oftlaat it is a unique rhythm, he designates this
same region, where everything is outer but aspeinetrable and closed.

When rhythm has become the sole and unique moti®ofht's expression, it is then only that
there is poetry. In order for mind to become pgetmnust bear in itself the mystery of an innate
rhythm. It is in this rhythm alone that it can limad become visible. And every work of art is but
one and the same rhythm. Everything is simply nmytfihe destiny of man is a single celestial
rhythm, as every work of art is a unique rhythm.

We must also call to mind these words of Mallarmétten with a view to reaffirming “the old
genius of verse":

Thus launched independently, the principle whichase -- but Verse! -- attracts no less than
disengages for its unfurling (the instant they sttirere and die in a swift flower, upon some
transparency like ether's) the thousand elemertsanity hastening to press near and to order
themselves in the essential value. Sign! in thérababyss of a spiritual impossibility that
anything be exclusive of everything, the divine muator of our apotheosis, some supreme mold
which does not take place as any object that exastst borrows all the scattered ores, unknown
and floating according to some richness, to quidkene a seal, and to forge them.

This is an imposing text. For it assembles moshefwork's claims: presence, the fact of being,
which does not relate to historical duration anevbich Rilke is probably speaking when,
opposing Cézanne to impressionistic painting, lys:sdhey painted: | love this thing, instead
of painting: here it is." This presence is notispal, or ideal, for ifattractsto it the thousand
elementsit borrowsall the scattered ores unknown and floati¢ighifting earth, horrible,
exquisite," says Char). Yet these ores, the elahaight of rhythm, the profundity which the
name "elements" designates as materiality -- &llttre work attracts, but lisengaget, to
reveal it in itsessencean essence which is the elemental obscurity.iAnkis obscurity thus
rendered essentially present, not dissipated Isenhdaged, rendered visiipon some
transparency like ether'she work becomes that which unfurls, that wigciickensthe
blossomingf the apotheosis.
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The Work, "Exalting Alliance of Contraries"

We see defining itself here another of the work@racteristic requirements. The work is not the
deadened unity of repose. It is the intimacy amiMiblence of contrary movements which are
never reconciled and never appeased -- neverast ks long as the work is a work. The work is
the intimate confrontation with itself of an oppamn between contraries, neither of which,
though they are irreconcilable, has coherence @xcdpe contest that opposes them one to the
other. The work is this torn intimacy inasmuchtds the "unfurling” of that which nevertheless
hides and remains closed -- a light shining orddrd, a light bright from the clarity of this
darkness, which abducts and ravishes the darleifirit light of the unfurling, but also



disappears into the absolutely obscure whose ess&te close in upon whatever would reveal
it, to attract this disclosure into itself and shval it up. René Char is alluding to this "exalting
alliance of contraries" when he says, "The po#tesgenesis of a being who projects and of a
being who contains.” The duality of content anarfpof word and idea, is the commonest
attempt, based upon the world and the languadeeoivorld, to understand the work in the
violence which unifies it as the unique event okagrential discord within which only what is in
struggle can be grasped and qualified.

Rilke, in the twenty-sixth sonnet (the first padpeaks thus of Orpheus, of the lost and
dismembered god:

O you, lost god! you infinite trace!
By dismembering you the hostile forces had to dspgou
To make of us now hearers and a mouth of nature.

The work is Orpheus, but it is also the adversegsamhich tears it and divides Orpheus. And
thus, in the intimacy of this rip, he who produtes work (the creator) originates as he who
consecrates, who preserves it by listening tdé (eader). Hearing, speaking are determined in
the work at the breach, in the torn unity whichngldounds dialogue. The poet only speaks by
listening. For he lives in theeparationwhere the still wordless rhythm and the voice Hegts
nothing but does not cease to speak must becomerpgowiame in him alone who hears it, who
is nothing but attunement to it, a mediator capabiaforming it. Likewise, he who listens, the
"reader," is he by whom the work is spoken anew.ridspoken in an interminable repetition,
but maintained in its decisiveness as a new, amalimrord.
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Hence the dependence of the artist with regardgavork. The strange character of inspiration
is linked to this essential anteriority of the poefth respect to the poet. He feels, both in Hes li
and in his work, that he is still to come, stilsabt when faced with the work which is itself
altogether future, the presence and celebratidheofuture. This dependence is essential. The
poet exists only poetically, as the possibilitytled poem. And, in this sense, he only exists after
it, although he stands uniquely before it. Insparais not the gift of the poem to someone
existing already, but the gift of existence to someewho does not yet exist. And this existence
is manifest as that which keeps steadfastly angiether outside (hence teeparationrnamed
above), in the permanent leave of absence graotiée tself, to every subjective certainty and to
the world's truth.

To say that the poet only exists after the poemnméaat he receives his "reality” from the
poem, but that he does not dispose of this reakitgpt in order to make the poem possible. In
this sense he does not survive the creation oivttk. He lives by dying in it. This also means
that the finished poem regards him with indifferenic does not refer to him. He is by no means
entitled to be cited and glorified by the poemtarigin. For what is glorified by the work is

the work, or art, which the work holds concentrateself. And the creator is the one who from
then on is dismissed, whose name is erased ancewhesory fades. This also means that the
creator has no power over his work, that he isatispssed by it, that in it he is dispossessed of
himself. He does not hold its meaning, its privldgecret. It is not incumbent upon him to
"read" the poem -- that is, to pronounce it anevgpteak it each time as new.



Author and reader are equals with respect to th& aod in it. Both are unique. Neither has any
existence except through this work and based updimé author is not the author in general of
various poems, nor is the reader a reader who testeafor poetry and understands all the great
poetic works one after the other. Rather, bothuargue. This means that the reader is no less
"unique” than the author. For he as well is thewhe, each time, speaks the poem as if afresh,
not as an echo of the already spoken and alreatiyrstood.

The Work Says: Beginning

The work, which we identify as the reciprocity tinugigle of "the being who projects and the
being who contains” (he who hears and he
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who speaks it), bears within itself the princiglattso determines it. This principle lies in the
work's torn intimacy: it is the first day of all duyet that very dawn always recaptured by the
opaque profundity. This presence of being, the wigrkn event. This event does not come to
pass outside of time any more than the work is isjpiritual. Rather, through the work there
takes place in time another time, and in the wofldeings that exist and of things which subsist
there comes, as presence, not another world, budttter of all worlds, that which is always
other than the world.

It is in view of this claim that the question okttvork and its historical duration can be
approached. The work is a thing among others, wmeh use, in which they take interest, of
which they make a means and an object of knowleafgaylture and even of vanity. In this
capacity the work has a history, and scholarsivaiéid men of taste consider it important. They
study it, its history, and the history of art whithepresents. But in this capacity it is also
nothing more than an object, which finally has atue except to our concern for achievements,
whose knowledge is a mere form.

The work is not a work when it is only an interaegtbbject of study, a product among other
products. In this sense, it has no history. Thekvi®not history's business; rather, history makes
it the business of professionals. And yet the wetkistory; it is an eventhe event of history
itself, and this is because its most steadfastindsito give to the worlieginningall its force.
Malraux writes, "The work speaks on one day a laggut will never speak again, that of its
birth." But we must add this: what it says is nolyovhat it is at the moment of being born,
when it begins. Always it says, in one guise orthen beginning. It is thus that history belongs
to it and that nevertheless it escapes historthérworld where it emerges to proclaim that now
there is a work -- in the usual time, that is, wfrent truths -- it emerges as the unaccustomed,
the unwonted, that which has no relation to thislavor with this time. Never is it affirmed on
the basis of familiar, present reality. It takesagwvhat is most familiar to us. And always it is in
excess: it is the superfluity of what always ladk& have called this excess poverty the
superabundance of refusal.

The work says this word, beginning, and what iingtato give to history is initiative, the
possibility of a point of departure. But for its nyart it does not begin. It is always anterior to
any beginning, it is always already finished. Asrsas the truth one thinks one draws from it
comes to light, becomes the life and the actiodegtime's clarity,
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the work closes in on itself as if it were a foreagto this truth and without significance. For the
work seems a stranger not only with respect tthératready known and certain; it is not only the
scandal of the monstrous and of the nontrue; iagdwefutes the true, whatever it may be. Even
if truth be drawn from the work, the work overtuitjgakes it back into itself to bury and hide it.
And yet the work says the wobeginningand it matters greatly to the day. It is the daagni

light that precedes the day. It initiates, it entles. Mystery which enthrongssays Char. But in
itself it remains mysterious, excluded from theiation and exiled from the clear truth.

In this sense the work is always original and btn@ments a beginning. It is thus that it appears
ever new, the mirage of the future's inaccessit@tAnd it is new "now," it renews this "now"
which it seems to initiate, to render more immesli&tnd finally it is very old, frightfully

ancient, lost in the night of time. It is the onigvhich always precedes us and is always given
before us, for it is the approach of what allowdaidepart -- a thing of the past, in a different
sense from what Hegel said.

The Dialectic of the Work

Only if it is torn unity, always in struggle, neveacified, is the work a work. And only when it
becomes light shining from the dark, the unfurlaighat which remains closed, is it this torn
intimacy. He who, as creator, produces the worknaking it present, and the other who, as
reader, abides with it to re-produce it, form ospegt of this opposition. But already they
elaborate upon it, and they also stabilize it, idys#tuting for the exalting contradiction the
certainty of separated powers, always ready tcetdiwat they are real only in the exaltation that
unites by tearing them asunder. Because it camustdis within itself the antagonism which
unifies by splitting, the work bears the principlets ruin. And what ruins it is that seemsrue.
For from this semblance of truth is drawn an actiuéh and an inactive illusion which is called
the beautiful. From this disjunction on, the wodcbmes a more or less effective reality and an
esthetic object.

The reader who is not only a reader but lives andyes a livelihood in a world where the clear
daytime truth is a necessity believes that the violkls the moment of truth within it. But with
respect to the truth attributed to it, the workliways what precedes. And it is in this regard
always the nontrue, the no in which the true
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originates. The reader sees in the marvelous ylafrihe work, not that which is brought to light
by the darkness that withholds it and that hidasg iout that which is clear in itself -- meaning:
that which is understood and can be taken fromvitrd, separated from it to be enjoyed and
used. Thus the reader's dialogue with the workistscreasingly in "raising” it to truth, in
transforming it into ordinary language, effectieerhulae, useful values. The dilettante and the
critic, on the other hand, devote themselves tdlkauties” of the work, to its esthetic value;
and they believe, as they busy themselves abaiethpty shell which they consider a
disinterested object of interest, that they salitpke of the work's reserve.

This transformation is necessarily accomplishetth@imoment when history becomes purposeful
action through and through, commitment to a redlgeal.



The Work and the Sacred

But one can also see why it is that in the perigden man is not yet present to himself and
when it is the inhuman, the nonpresent, the dithia¢ is present and activating, the work is very
close to fulfillment of its requirements, and ygtiso hidden and as if unrecognized. When art is
the language of the gods, when the temple is thsédhwhere the god dwells, the work is
invisible and art unknown. The poem names the daared men hear the sacred, not the poem.
And yet the poem names the sacred as unnamattes isilence it speaks the unspeakable. "The
branch of the first sun" is wrapped and hidderhangong. The poet transmits it veiled, so that
“"the fire not seen, undecomposable,” might becoaneommon origin ( René Char). The poem
is thus the veil which makes the fire visible, whreveals it precisely by veiling and concealing
it. The poem shows, then; it discloses, but by eahing, because it detains in the dark that
which can only be revealed in the light of darkrmsd keeps this mystery dark even in the light
which the dark makes the first dawn of all. Themas effaced before the sacred which it
names; it is the silence that brings to the woedghd that speaks in silence -- but since the
divine is unspeakable and ever speechless, the,gbesagh the silence of the god which it
encloses in language, is also that which speagsa®, and shows itself, as a work, at the same
time that it remains hidden.

The work is thus both hidden in the god's profopresence and visible through the absence and
obscurity of the divine. And thus it is
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the torn intimacy of its own essence. And whaaitss when it names the sacred, is the battle of
subterranean divinities -- the Furies, the "disliedalaughters of Night" -- against the gods of
light who, in men's name, become guardians ofgasifihis combat is the struggle of the work's
essence itself. And if, through the centuriesreturns from time to time to such myths, this is
because it is present there and because thengrésent alone, under the veil of the divine.

It seems that there is, with the passage of tiomgghing like a "dialectic” of the work and a
transformation of the sense of art. This movemessdot correspond to determined historical
periods, but it is nevertheless related to diffetestorical forms. Limiting ourselves to a rather
imprecise outline, we could say that it is accagdim this dialectic that the work moves from the
erected stone, from the rhythmic and hymnlike chewe it announces the divine and makes the
gods real, to the statue where it gives them foonthe productions in which it represents men,
before becoming a figure of itself.

Concern for the Origin

The work moves thus from gods to men. It contributethis movement; for always it
pronounces the worgeginningin a way which is more original than are the wsrlthe powers
which borrow that word in order to become manitesio act. Even its alliance with the gods, to
whom the work seems so close, is ruinous for tlis gim the work they speak, in the temple
they dwell, but the work is also the silence of gloéls; it is the oracle where the mystery of the
god's silence becomes a mysterious language amdyistery of language. And in the temple the
god dwells, but dwells hidden, absent with an irapige absence whose sacred space,
manifested by the work -- itself at once visiblel anvisible -- is an ambiguous affirmation. The
work bespeaks the divine, but only inasmuch asliviee is unspeakable. The work is the



presence of the god's absence, and in this abgdroes to make itself present: to become, not
Zeus any more, but statue, and no longer the orabat of the Furies and the gods of light, but
inspired tragedy. And when the gods are overthrdlatemple does not disappear with them,
but, rather, begins to appear. It reveals itsel¢dmytinuing to be what it was from the first only
unknowingly:the abode of the gods' absence

The work is no less dangerous for man. Having soh#d from it the prestige and the immensity
of the sacred, he wants to maintain it at his cswel, and to affirnhimselfin it as mastery,
success, the happy
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and reasoned accomplishment of purposeful actikisoon appears that the work of art is by no
means mastered by mastery, that it has to do sanlils failure than with success, that it is not a
thing one can achieve by perseverance, that effoidt honored in it, even when it demands
effort, but profoundly denatured. In the work maeaks, but the work gives voice in man to
what does not speak: to the unnamable, the inhutoavhat is devoid of truth, bereft of justice,
without rights. Here man does not recognize him$efdoes not feel justified. No longer is he
present, either as man for himself, or before @o@s a god before himself.

Each time the work communicates, behind the gods mren's name, it is as if to announce a
greater beginning. If the gods seem to hold the kéyhe origin, if they appear to be the
primordial powers from which all emanates, the waitkthe same time that it gives them voice,
says something more original than they, says thefault which is their Destiny -- says, before
Destiny, the shadow where it subsists making no aigl powerless.

The work was once the language of the gods, thserce's speech; subsequently it was the just,
the balanced language of men, and then the langfagen in their diversity. Then again it was
the language of disinherited men, of those whoatspeak. And then it was the language of
what does not speak in men, of the secret, of despeavishment. What is left now for the

work to say? What has always eluded its language®f.IWhen all has been said, when the

world comes into its own as the truth of the whelben history wants to culminate in the
conclusion of discourse -- when the work has ngtiniore to say and disappears -- it is then that
it tends to become the language of the work. Inttbek that has disappeared the work wants to
speak, and the experience of the work becomesetrelsfor its essence, the affirmation of art,
concern for the origin.

Here again, then, we come to grips with the questiat art asks of us today; but we also grasp
what is dangerous and precarious in this tendemcgre directly into the daylight, this

inclination of the work to emerge and make itséihle and present not only in itself but in the
experience from which it is born. For what hasdb#ine we have used shown us? What has this
grid made visible? Only this: that art is constamivisible to us. That it is always anterior to

what it speaks of and to itself. Nothing is morgkstg than this movement which always hides
the work and makes it all the more powerful in tihé less manifest. It is as if a secret law
required of the work that it always be concealed

-232-



in what it shows and thus that it only show whasthremain concealed, and that finally it only
show what must stay hidden by concealing it. Whyriso intimately allied with the sacred? It
is because in the relation between art and thedabetween that which shows itself and that
which does not -- in the movement whereby disclesurd dissimulation change places without
cease, appealing and reaching to each other wierertheless, they are realized only as the
approach of the unreachable -- the work finds tloéopindreservewhich it needs. It is hidden
and preserved by the presence of the god, maaresapparent through the obscurity of the
divine, and again kept safe in reserve by this wtigcand this distance which constitutes its
space and to which it gives rise as though thustoe into the light. It is this remove that
permits the work to address the world and at theesi@me to reserve comment, to be the ever
reserved beginning of every story. That is why, mtiee gods depart, it is not only the sense of
what made it speak which threatens to fail the imrksomething much more important: the
intimacy of its reserve, the remove which todagaitnot locate elsewhere, as it did before the
modern age, in nature's secrets, in the obscurityeoworld still incompletely explored, not yet
altogether explicit.

What will become now of art, now that the gods amen their absence are gone, and now that
man's presence offers no support? For at presenthméonger belongs to art, committed as he
is to selfrealization, which is to say to freeinmbelf from nature and from being through
productive undertakings and effective action. Arfteve will art find, elsewhere than in the
divine, elsewhere than in the world, the spacehicivto base and to withhold itself? This too is
the question which awakens the work to the expeeiefi its origin, as if, in the search for art,
whose essence has become its concern, it hopedfbghdo find its basis and its remove.
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The Original Experience

Investigations on the subject of art such as thiosesthetician pursues bear no relation to the
concern for the work of which we speak. Esthetatisstabout art, makes of it an object of
reflection and of knowledge. Esthetics explaindgrteducing it or then again exalts by
elucidating it, but in all events art for the esitian is a present reality around which he
constructs plausible thoughts at no risk.

The work is deeply concerned for art. This is tp that for the work, art is never a given, and
that the work can find art only by continuing todids own completion in radical uncertainty,
for it cannot know in advance whether art is wha.iAs long as the work can serve art by
serving other values, these permit the work to &indvithout having to seek it, and indeed allow
that the finding not even be an issue. A work irspby faith need not (and should not) trouble
about itself. It bears witness to this faith, ahid does so poorly, if it fails, faith is not affeed.
Today the work has no faith other than itself. Alnig faith is absolute passion for that which
depends upon the work alone to give it life. Y&t work by itself can discover only the absence
of art. Perhaps the work has the power to presertaa only if it hides from itself that it is
seeking by seeking art where the impossible presdatvAnd because of this, when the work
takes itself to be the task of grasping art iregsence, the impossible is its task, and the vgork i
only realized as an infinite searching. For therabiristic most proper to the origin is to be
always veiled by that of which it is the origin.



In advance of a particular work, does art not existther works which have already provided
illustrious examples? Did Cézanne not think he antared it in the Venetian paintings at the
Louvre? If Rilke honors Hélderlin, does he not coon him for the certainty that
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the poem, that poetry exists? Perhaps Cézanne khatvart dwells in Venice, but the work of
Cézanne does not know this. Cézanne spokeatization the supreme quality, and believed
that thus he represented to himself the essen¢eradtian art. But his work cannot hold this
"realization” to be essential except by achieving i

Doubtless one can conceive of such seeking, aratidest and trace the successive steps in
what seems to us to be artistic creation. Malréarxexample, has shown that the artist becomes
aware of his future work by living in that embodigzhsciousness of art, so to speak, which the
Museum is for him, and which is art, not immobitize its particular manifestations, but
perceived in the changes which make of given workments in an actual duration, and of art
the always incomplete sense of such a movemenrd.i3lai significant idea, but mainly it helps

us to understand or to imagine how the work is gdNacking with respect to itself. For the
implication is that, without the collection of #fle works which incarnate it in time, art does not
exist, yet that art is "true" only in the work alygastill to come.

The habits of thought which we owe to the commorgsaof subjective art lead us to believe
that the artist or writer seeks to express himeadf that for him what is missing from the
Museum and from literature is he. What torments, lmumat he strives to fashion into a work, is
said to be this expression of himself which he ®by means of an artistic technique.

Is Cézanne's concern to express himself, to giagttdhat is, one more artist? He "swore to die
painting.” Was that just in order to live on? Dbessacrifice himself in this passion which
knows no happiness simply so that his paintingstrggze form to the singular weather of his
soul? This much no one can doubt: what he seeksriig®ne name. Painting. But painting can
be found only in the work currently in progress,jethdemands that he himself exist only in it,
and of which all his canvases are only traces,gaéoninfinite road yet to be discovered.

Leonardo da Vinci is another example of this passibich wants to raise the work to the
essence of art and which finally perceives in eastk only an inconclusive step along the path
of a search which we too recognize in the unfirdstenvases, the pictures which seem open:
this path is now the only essential work. We watgdainly misconstrue Leonardo's destiny if
we saw him as a painter who did not put his arval®verything. He made painting an absolute.
Yet it is not his judgments that reveal this tons, even when he defines painting as "the
greatest spiritual process." It is rather his asiguihat fright
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which seized him each time he put himself in froind canvas. Because of conditions proper to
the Renaissance, the search led Leonardo out mtingi But his was a search for art and art
alone. The terror of having to realize the unredilie, the anguish of painting, caused the search
to evolve into forgetfulness of what was sought iawol the exploration of a pure, useless
knowledge in order that the frightful moment oflieaion become always more distant until the
day when, in his notes, this revealing assertios wscribed: "One must not desire the



impossible." But why is the impossible what the kvdesires when it has become concern for its
own origin?

Risk

In one of Rilke's letters, addressed to Clara Rike find this answer: "Works of art are always
the products of a danger incurred, of an experipacsued to the end, to the point where man

can no longer continue.” The work of art is linked risk; it is the affirmation of an extreme
experience. But what is this risk? What is the reatf the bond that unites the work to risk?

From the point of view of the work (from the poaftview of the requirements which
characterize it and which we have described), warbt see that it demands a sacrifice of him
who makes it possible. The poet belongs to the pberbelongs to it only insofar as he keeps to
this free belonging. This relation is not simplg flormal devotion which nineteenth-century
writers stress. When it is said of the writer thatmust live only in order to write well, or of the
artist that he must sacrifice everything to the deds of his art, the perilous urgency, the
prodigality of the risk which informs the artistsation to the work is not expressed at all. The
scholar too gives himself entirely to his scholaagk. And morality in general, the call of duty,
pronounce the same fanatical decree, ultimatelingalpon the individual to sacrifice himself
and to perish. But the work is not such an unantigwalue demanding of us that we exhaust
ourselves for its sake, for love of it, or out mfelity to the goal it represents to us. If thasrt
runs a risk, it is because the work itself is eBaty a risk. By belonging to the work, it is
likewise to risk that he belongs.

In one of theSonnets to OrpheuRilke summons us with these words:

We, we infinitely risked.

Why infinitely? Man is the most precarious of adlitigs, for he jeopardizes
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himself. The construction of a world, the transfatimn of nature through productive activity,
only succeeds because of a daring challenge iodimese of which everything easy is
discounted. However, the goal of a protected, iafgadt and secure life also finds expression in
this audacity. Precise tasks and reasonable ololigaslso speak. Man risks his life, but he does
so under the protection of the familiar light ofydan view of the useful, the beneficial, and the
true. Sometimes, in revolution, in war, under thespure of history's development he risks his
world, but he always does so in the name of a greassibility, in order to reduce what exceeds
his grasp, protect what he is, ensure the valuegich his power is attached -- in a word, to
domesticate the day and extend it or verify it fas@as is possible.

What is the risk proper to the work when the woealk the essence of art for its task? But is such
a question not surprising in itself? Doesn't theskappear to be free of life's burdens, and to
bear no responsibility for what he creates? Doeasaheseem to live at his pleasure in the
imaginary where, were he to run a risk, it would be nothing but an image?

Exile

This is true. When Saint-John Perse named onesqgddemdExile, he named the poetic
condition as well. The poet is in exile; he is edifrom the city, from regular occupations and



limited obligations, from everything connected ¢sults, substantive reality, power. The
outward aspect of the risk to which the work exgdsien is precisely its inoffensive appearance.
The poem is inoffensive, which is to say that wheyesubmits to it is deprived of himself as
power, consents to be cast out from his own capahitd from all forms of possibility.

The poem is exile, and the poet who belongs telirgs to the dissatisfaction of exile. He is
always lost to himself, outside, far from homebleébongs to the foreign, to the outside which
knows no intimacy or limit, and to the separatidmai Holderlin names when in his madness he
sees rhythm's infinite space.

Exile, the poem then, makes the poet a wandemrik always astray, he to whom the stability
of presence is not granted and who is deprivedtafeaabode. And this must be understood in
the gravest sense: the artist does not belongtio blecause the work is itself what escapes the
movement of the true. For always, whatever ourgestsve upon it, it revokes the true, eludes
signification, designating that region where noghgubsists, where what takes place has
nevertheless
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not taken place, where what begins over has negirrb It points into the realm of the most
dangerous indecision, toward the confusion fromcWwimothing emerges. This eternal outside is
guite well evoked by the image of thgteriordarkness where man withstands that which the
true must negate in order to become possibility@odress.

Error is the risk which awaits the poet and whiaodhind him, awaits every man who writes
dependent upon an essential work. Error means wiagdéhe inability to abide and stay. For
where the wanderer is, the conditions of a defiaitiere are lacking. In this absence of here and
now what happens does not clearly come to pass agest based upon which something solid
could be achieved. Consequently, what happensrdddsgappen, but does not pass either, into
the past; it is never passed. It happens and regtivsut cease; it is the horror and the confusion
and the uncertainty of eternal repetition. It i$ ooe truth or another that lacks, or truth in
general; nor is it doubt that leads us on or despat immobilizes us. The wanderer's country is
not truth, but exile; he lives outside, on the otide which is by no means a beyond, rather the
contrary. He remains separated, where the deejggifrdilation reigns, that elemental obscurity
through which no way can be made and which becaiusat makes its awful way through him.

What man risks when he belongs to the work and vitvenvork is the search for art is, then, the
most extreme thing he could risk: not just his, lifet only the world where he dwells, but his
essence, his right to truth, and, even more, bit to death. He departs; he becomes, as
Holderlin calls him, the migrator -- he who, likeetpriests of Dionysos, wanders from country
to country in the sacred night. This errant mignattan sometimes lead him to insignificance, to
the facile contentment of a life crowned with ap@iothe platitudes of honorific

irresponsibility. Sometimes it leads him into wietd vagrancy which is only the instability of a
life bereft of a work. And sometimes it takes horthe deep where everything wavers, where
everything meaningful is undermined, destabiliz@dere this upheaval ruins the work and hides
in forgetfulness.



In the poem it is not any particular individual whsks himself alone, or a particular mind that is
exposed to the touch and the burn of darknessri$kés more essential. It is the danger of
dangers by which, each time, the essence of laregsagdically placed in doubt. To risk
language: this is one of the forms of this risk.riB being -- the
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word uttered when absence is spoken, and whictvoinke pronounces by pronouncing the word
beginning-- this is the other form of the risk. In the warkart, being is risked. For whereas in
the world where beings repel it in order to benges always concealed, negated, and denied
(and thus protected too), in dissimulation's retidat which is concealed tends, on the contrary,
to emerge, deep down in appearance, and that whidgated becomes the excess in
affirmation. But this appearance reveals nothirghimg is affirmed by this affirmation which is
only the unstable position from which, if the watkcceeds in containing it, the true will be able
to takeplace

The work draws light from the dark; it is a relatiovith what admits of no relations; it
encounters being before the encounter is possitldlevliere truth lacks. This is the essential risk.
Here we reach the abyss. Here we bind ourselvéis aloond which cannot be too strong, to the
nontrue, and to it we seek to bind an essentiah foirauthenticity. This is what Nietzsche
suggeits when he says, "We have art so as notuodg [touch the bottom] on account of
truth."=

He does not mean, as a superficial interpretationldvhave it, that art is the illusion which
protects us against the mortal truth. He says mibhe certainty: we have art in order that what
makes us go all the way to the bottom not belortgeécdomain of truth. The very bottom, the
bottomless abyss belongs to art. And art is thepaehich issometimeshe absence of
profundity, of the foundation, the pure void bedfimportance, andometimeshat upon which
a foundation can be given, but it is alderays at the same tineme and the other, the
intertwining of the Yes and of the No, the ebb #ad of the essential ambiguity. And that is
why all works of art and all literary works seeméave comprehension behind and yet seem
never to reach it, so that it must be said of thteah they are always understood too much and
always too little.

Let us try to investigate with more precision whappens to us because "we have art." And
what is necessary in order that we have art? Véhaiei meaning of this possibility? We still
barely glimpse the implications of such questiavisich have arisen in the work only since it
has had art's essence for its task. And do we &@?e he question remains undecided from the
moment, precisely, when what must speak in the vgoitis origin.

“"Wir haben die Kunst, damit wir nicht an der Wahttzei Grunde geheh
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The Radical Reversal

When a contemporary philosopher names death as ewnréme possibility, the possibility
absolutely proper to him, he shows that the origipossibility is linked in man to the fact that
hecandie, that for him death is yet one possibility myahat the event by which man departs



from the possible and belongs to the impossibieigertheless within his mastery, that it is the
extreme moment of his possibility. (And this thelgsopher expresses precisely by saying of
death that it is "the possibility of impossibility> Hegel had already seen action, language,
liberty, and death to be aspects of one and the saovement; he had shown that only man's
constant and resolute proximity to death allows tarhecome active nothingness capable of
negating and transforming natural reality -- of t@ating, of laboring, of knowing, and of being
historical. This is a magical force: it is the als® power of the negative which becomes the
action of truth in the world. It brings negationraality, form to the formless, definition to the
indefinite. We want to draw these limits, mark gnesids, come to the finish. That is the
principle behind civilization's demands, the essaricthe purposeful will which seeks
achievement, which demands accomplishment andhattmiversal mastery. Existence is
authentic when it is capable of enduring possibiigght up to its extreme point, able to stride
toward death as toward possibility par excelleftds.to this movement that the essence of man
in Western history owes its having become actiahye, future, labor and truth. The affirmation
that in man all is possibility requires that deislelf be possible: death itself, without which man
would not be able to form the notion of an "all"torexist in view of a totality, must be what
makes all -- what makes totality -- possible.

But what is art, and what can we say of literature@ question returns now with a particular
violence. If we have art -- which is exile fromttiuwhich is the risk of an inoffensive game,
which affirms man's belonging to the limitless adgswhere intimacy is unknown, where he is
banished from his capability and from all formspogsibility -how does this come about? How,
if he is altogether possibility, can man allow hatisnything resembling art? If he has art, does
this not mean that, contrary to his apparently extilc definition -- the requirement

>Emmanuel Levinas is the first to have brought ohivwas at stake in this expressicrirae
and the Othex
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which is in harmony with the law of the day -- h#ertains with death a relation which is not
that of possibility, which does not lead to mast@ryo understanding or to the progressive
achievements of time, but exposes him to a radeedrsalThis reversalwould it not seem to

be theoriginal experiencevhich the work must touch, upon which it closed aiich

constantly threatens to close in upon art and withit? The end, in this perspective, would no
longer be that which gives man the power to end limit, separate, and thus to grasp -- but the
infinite: the dreadful infinitude on account of whithe end can never be overcome. Death, then,
would not be "the possibility absolutely propeman,” my own death, that unique event which
answers Rilke's prayer: "O Lord, grant to eacholia death,” but on the contrary, that which
never happens to me, so that never do | die, bhuerdthey die." Men die always other than
themselves, at the level of the neutrality anditiygersonality of the eternal They.

The characteristics of this reversal can only loalted briefly here.

They die this is not a reassuring formula designed togfiuthe fearsome momernthey die he
who dies is anonymous, and anonymity is the guisehich the ungraspable, the unlimited, the
unsituated is most dangerously affirmed among uso&Ver experiences this suffers an
anonymous, impersonal force, the force of an ewdmth, being the dissolution of every event,



is starting over not only now, but was in its vbaginning a beginning again. And in its domain
everything that happens happens over again. Frerm#tant "they die," the instant is revoked.
When someone dies, "when" designates not a patidake but no matter what date. Likewise
there is a level of this experience at which deatteals its nature by appearing no longer as the
demise of a particular person, or as death in g&naut in this neutral form: someone or other's
death. Death is always nondescript. Hence thenigéhat the special signs of affection which
those who were close to a person recently depatiledhow him are out of place. For now there
is no more distinction to be made between closedstent. The only appropriate tears are
impersonal ones, the general sadness of officialrners delegated by the indifference of the
They. Death is public. If this does not mean tha the sheer exteriorization which the
spectacular side of death as ceremony expresse$e@is nonetheless at such spectacles how
much death becomes indistinct and unmasteeabte, the shifty point from which
indetermination condemns time to the exhaustingtiuof repetition.
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The Experience of Art

To the poet, to the artist this summons maked itselrd: "Be dead evermore in Eurydiéelhis
dramatic command apparently implies a reassuringrdtalf: Be dead evermore in Eurydice so
as to be alive in Orpheus. Art brings duplicitytwit. This duplicity allows it to escape its own
risk. It can always extricate itself by transforgpithe risk into security. Then it partakes of the
world -- of the world's successes and advantagegheut incurring its obligations. Thus does
art plunge into the other risk, the one which itheut danger, which signifies only the
unperceived loss of art, brilliant insignificantegnquil talk wreathed in honors.

The duplicity cannot be outdone. But it must bdesef in all its depth. The duplicity of the
happy dream which invites us to die sadly in Ewrgdio as to survive gloriously in Orpheus is
concealment concealing itself; it is forgetfulnpssfoundly forgotten. Yet behind this facile
forgetting which arranges for us to obtain thessagttions of glory, the fundamental duplicity is
at work as well. It detaches us from all power. Nbe happy dream is not so happy: it turns into
a nightmare, it falls away in confusion and misditye inessential, the complacent lightness
becomes the unbearable loss of essence; beausrsvitito error, error opens onto exile -- onto
migration outside, where there is neither intimaoy restBe dead evermore in Eurydicées,
such is the call, such the command. But deep shdtder "dead evermore" is echoed by "alive
forever,” and here "alive" does not signify lifeith- in the guise of a reassuring ambiguity -- the
loss of the power to die, the loss of death as pawd possibility. It signifies the essential
sacrifice: the radical reversal which Rilke, whohaps always sought to outwit it, expresses
without grasping all the implications of what hetes, in a letter of January 6, 1923. He asks to
see no longer in death something negative, éas YWort Tod ohne Negation zu leSéro read

the word death withoutegationis to withdraw from it the cutting edge of decisiand the

power to negate; it is to cut oneself off from pbity and the true, but also from death as true
event. It is to surrender to the indistinct anduhdetermined, to the emptiness anterior to
events, where the end has all the heaviness ohstawver.

This experience is the experience of art. Art -in@ages, as words, and as rhythm -- indicates
the menacing proximity of a vague and vacant




"Rilke, Sonnets to Orpheus, XPt. 2.
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outside, a neutral existence, nil and limitlesspaints into a sordid absence, a suffocating
condensation where being ceaselessly perpetusgédisas nothingness.

Art is originally linked to this fund of impoteneehere everything falls back when the possible
is attenuated. In the world, decisive affirmati@pendably serves truth as a basis and
foundation, as the place from which it can arisec8mparison, art originally represents the
scandalous intimation of absolute error: the pratrmnof something not true but whose "not"
does not have the decisive character of a limititfis, rather, brimming and endless
indeterminacy with which the true cannot commur@cator does truth by any means have the
power to reconquer it. The true cannot definefitéista-vis this "not" except by becoming the
violence of the negative.

If the essential task of the true is to negats, ihbecause erraffirmsin the profuse plenitude
which is its preserve outside of time and in allés. This affirmation is the perpetuity of what
admits neither of beginning nor of end. It is neitproductive nor destructive but stagnant; it is
that which has never come, which is neither staedctor spurting forth but coming back -- the
eternal lapping of return. It is in this sense thart's milieu there is a pact contracted with
death, with repetition, and with failure. Beginniaggin, repetition, the fatal return -- everything
evoked by experiences where estrangement is alitbdthe strangely familiar, where the
irremediable takes the form of an endless repatitdhere the same is posed in the dizziness of
redoubling, where there is no cognition but amgognition -- all this alludes to that initial error
which might be expressed as follows: what is fgstot beginning, but beginning over, and
being is precisely thienpossibilityof being for the first time.

One could bring this movement more sharply intafoe but not explain it -- by evoking those
forms and those crises called "complexes." Thaerse is that at the moment they come about
they have already done so: they only ever retunis iB their characteristic feature. They are the
experience of beginning again. "Again, again!"his try of anguish struggling with the
irremediable, with being. Again, again, such isd¢lesed wound of the complex. It takes place
again, it recurs, yet another time. The basis itiralies, not in the fact that an experience meet
with no success, but in its beginning all over ag&iverything begins again always -- yes, one
more time, again, again.

Some time ago now, Freud, surprised by the tendenpeat, the powerful call of the anterior,
recognized in it the call of death itself.
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But perhaps what must finally come out is thiswim seeks in death the meaning of repetition
is also led to ruin death as possibility -- to bihuh repetition's spell. Yes, we are tied to diea,
but when failure returns, it must be understoodahking but the return. The power that begins
everything over again is older than the beginnihgg is the error of our death.

A Return to the Question



We come here to the point where the question wihashbeen asked of us makes the
contradiction, to which every answer returns, eméndll its force. What the work says is the
word beginning But today the work is the work of art: art isstarting point. And it says "the
beginning" when it says "art," which is its origind whose essence has become its task. But
where has art led us? To a time before the wodthrk the beginning. It has cast us out of our
power to begin and to end; it has turned us tovle@dutside where there is no intimacy, no
place to rest. It has led us into the infinite ratgyn of error. For we seek art's essence, amesit |
where the nontrue admits of nothing essential. eal to art's sovereignty: it ruins the
kingdom. It ruins the origin by returning to it teerant immensity of directionless eternity. The
work says the worbeginningfrom a starting point -- art -- which is compligiith the futility of
starting over. The work declares being -- and shgsce, mastery, form -- by announcing art
which says the fatality of being, says passivitg éoarmless prolixity. At the very moment of the
choice art still holds us back in a primordial ¥esl No. There, before any beginning, the
somber ebb and flow of dissimulation rumbles.

Such is the question. It asks not to be overcorhat the work is able to pronounce the work
beginningprecisely because the origin attracts it to tlee@hlwhere it risks utter ruin, and
because, precisely, it must escapin a leapthe implacable insistence of something having
neither beginning nor end: this might well be s&idd likewise this: that the work is this leap
and that it immobilizes itself mysteriously betweha truth which does not belong to it and the
prolixity of the unrevealable which would preventrom belonging to itself -- that it hovers
between death as the possibility of understandiggdeath as the horror of impossibility.
Moreover, the work's successful completion so ctogbe indefinite and the formless glorifies
the proportion in it and makes its coherence, éxale, and limit all the more impressive.
Indeed, all this can be said. And it would all fottme elements of an
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answer. But what does the answer mean as longitthere remains this question: Do we have
art? To this query there can be no decisive ansatégast not to the extent that the work's origin
is its concern and that its task is the esseneéhat verges on the inessential.

We asked ourselves: "Why, when history contestiois art tend to become essential
presence?" What does this presence mean? Is itt@nbrtistic form of what contests art, the
affirmation of art's poverty reversed? Or doesdésolate voice which asks, "What use are poets
in time of distress?" -- does the distress towanicvthis question points mysteriously --

express the essence of art more profoundly, sartlsich a presence art could no longer be
anything, save its own absence? But what is the ahdistress?

This expression is borrowed from the el&ygad and Windy Hoélderlin:

In these times, very often it seems to me
Better to sleep than to be so without companions
And to wait so; what is there to do in these tinvdsat to say?
| do not know; what use are poets in time of dss?y

What is this time during which, as René Char saysell, "the sole certainty which we possess
of tomorrow's reality . . . the perfected form loé tsecret where we come to refresh ourselves,



take precautions and sleep"? What is this time wiostry can only sayvhat use are poets?
The elegy answers us with these other lines whiebqule a bit those we have just cited:

From time to time man bears the divine plenitude.
A dream of these times, that is what life is aftemds. But error
Helps, like sleep, and distress makes us strodges night.

It seems that art owes the strangest of tormentshanvery grave passion that animate it to the
disappearance of the historical forms of the divi was the language of the gods. The gods
having disappeared, it became the language in wha&hdisappearance was ex-

’In durftiger Zeit The German expression is tougher and drier thefftenchdu temps de
détressg It announces that toughness, that rigor withalttthe late Holderlin defends
himself against his yearning for the gods who haitkdrawn, and maintains the distinction
between the spheres -- the one above and the oabédélew. With this distinction, Holderlin
maintains the purity of the sacred realm left eniptyhe double infidelity of men and gods.
For the sacred is this very void, the sheer voithefinterval which must be kept pure and
empty according to the ultimate requirement: "Pres&od with the purity of what
distinguishes.” (On this subject, which is centsak in the Appendixes the pages entitled
Holderlin's Itinerary)
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pressed, then the language in which this disappearitself ceased to appear. This forgetfulness
now speaks all alone. The deeper the forgetfulribesnore the deep speaks in this language,
and the more the abyss of this deepness can bdaberhearing of the word.

Forgetting, error, the unhappiness of erring cahinked to an historical period: to the time of
distress when the gods are absent twice over, bedhay are no longer there, because they are
not there yet. This vacant time is that of errdneve we do nothing but err because we lack the
certitude of presence and the conditions of altere. And nevertheless error helps ass"

Irrsal hilft." Elsewhere, in the variant of the po@ithterberuf Holderlin says likewise that
God's lack, his default helps u§dttes Fehl hilft' What does this mean?

The force, the risk proper to the poet is to dwelbod's default, the region where truth lacks.
Thetime of distresslesignates the time which in all times is propeart. But when historically
the gods lack and the world of truth wavers, theetof distress emerges in the work as concern -
- the concern in which the work finds its presertreatening it: making it present and visible.
The time of art is the time before time. The cdllezpresence of the divine evokes this time by
hiding it; history and the productive movement story revoke it by denying it, and the work
shows it, in the distress of théhat us@ as that which hides deep down in appearanceyeaep
in the heart of disappearance, comes to pass jpréxémity and under the threat of a radical
reversal, the reversal at work when "they die.'pBerating being in the form of nothingness,
this reversal changes light into fascination, thgct into the image, and it makes us into the
empty center of eternal repetition.

And yet "error helps us." It is the intimation iraiting, the deep of sleep keeping watch, the
silent void of sacred memory. The poet is the iatgnof distress. He alone profoundly lives the



empty time of absence, and in him error becomayisty's profundity, night becomes tbiner
night. But what does this mean? When René ChaesyriMay risk light your way"; when
Georges Bataille, comparing fortune and poetry,sdyse absence of poetry is misfortune”;
when Holderlin calls the empty, distressful preséountiful suffering, bountiful happiness,”
what is seeking to express itself in these word&y $thould our light come from risk? Why
should the time of distress be the fortunate tikvei2n Holderlin speaks of poets who, like the
priests of Bacchus, go wandering from country tontry in the sacred night, is this perpetual
departure, the sorrow of straying which has no
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place to arrive, to rest, also tfrezund migrationthe movement which mediates, that which
makes of rivers a language and of language thelidgethe power by which day abides and is
our abode?

So then, is the work really the marvel of the bagig, in which error's indefiniteness would
preserve us from inauthenticity's fraud? And isrthetrue an essential form of authenticityf
that case, we do, then, have the work? We have art?

To this question there can be no response. The po#ra answer's absence. The poet is one
who, through his sacrifice, keeps the question apéris work. At every time he lives the time
of distress, and his time is always the empty tivhen what he must live is the double infidelity:
that of men, that of the gods -- and also the doabkence of the gods who are no lorger

who are not yet. The poem's space is entirely sepited by thisnd which indicates the double
absence, the separation at its most tragic indBanitas for whether it is thendthat unites and
binds together, the pure word in which the voidhaf past and the void of the future become true
presence, the "now" of dawn -- this question iemesd in the work. It is that which reveals itself
in the work by returning to concealment, to therdiss of forgetting. That is why the poem is
solitude's poverty. This solitude is a grasp offtitare, but a powerless grasp: prophetic
isolation which, before time, ever announces thgrireng.

8To present this question in a context closer twtitsal actuality, one might say: the more the
world is affirmed as the future and the broad dgoglof truth, where everything will have
value, bear meaning, where the whole will be addeynder the mastery of man and for his
use, the more it seems that art must eedd¢oward that point where nothing has meaning
the more it matters that art maintain the moventéetjnsecurity and the grief of that which
escapes every grasp and all ends. The artist anubttt seem to have received this mission:
to call us obstinately back to error, to turn usaad that space where everything we propose,
everything we have acquired, everything we arghall opens upon the earth and in the sky,
returns to insignificance, and where what approsichéhe nonserious and the nontrue, as if
perhaps thence sprang the source of all authsnticit

-247-
[This page intentionally left blank.]
-248-



Appendixes
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The Essential Solitude and Solitude in the World

When | am alone, it is not | who am there, and itat from you that | stay away, or from others,
or from the world. | am not the subject to whonstimpression of solitude would come -- this
awareness of my limits; it is not that | tire oifgg myself. When | am alone, | am not there. This
is not a sign of some psychological state, indigaloss of consciousness, the disappearance of
my right to feel what | feel from a center whichyself would be. What approaches me is not
my being a little less myself, but rather somethirigich there is "behind me," and which this
"me" conceals in order to come into its own.

When | am orthe worldly planewhich | share with things and beings, being &fqundly

hidden. (It is the thought of this concealment tHaidegger urges us to welcome.) This
dissimulation can become real action, negatioam (in the world) tends to signify that | am
only if | can separate myself from being. We nedpieg -- or, to elucidate this by means of a
particular example, we negate, we transform natarehis negation which is action and which is
time, beings are brought to fruition, and men stamth erect in the liberty of the "l am." What
makes me me is this decision to be by being sepf@n being -- to bavithoutbeing, to be that
which owes nothing to being, whose power comes ttomrefusal to be. | decide to be
absolutely "denatured,” the absolutely separatext.is, the absolutely absolute.

However, the power with which | affirm myself byrdeng being, is real only in the all-
encompassing community of men, the shared moveafigmbjects actively undertaken and of
time's progress. "l am" -- the decision, thatashé without being -- has true meaning only
because it is my decision based upon the whol@mimity, or because, in other words, this
decision is taken within the movement
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which it makes possible and which makes it reais Téality is always historical. It is the world
which is always the process of the world's ownizasbn.

Yet it happens that this decision which causesareetoutside of being (which illuminates the
refusal to be by concentrating it in that uniqwesHhi of lightning, the point at which "l am") -- it
happens that this masterful possibility to be freen being, separatddom being, also becomes
the separationf beings: the absoluteness of an "I am" that wanédfirm itself without

reference to others. This is what is generallyecedolitude (as the world understands this term).
It can be experienced as the pride of solitary emgsthe cultivation of differences, subjectivity
breaking the dialectical tension through whiclsitealized. Or solitude may disclose the
nothingness that founds the "I am." Then the gylithl sees that it is separated, but is no longer
able to recognize in this separation the sourdts gower. It can no longer make of separation



the means of action and productive undertakingseipression and the truth which found all
exterior communication.

No doubt this latter experience is the cause gépeatiributed to the anguish of the great
upheaval. Man becomes aware of himself as sepagdisdnt from being; he becomes conscious
of the fact that he owes his essence to his nagb&ut however critical this may be, it still

hides the essential. That | am nothing certainiylies that "I hold myself back within
nothingness," and this is black and agonizing,toaiso implies this marvel: that nothingness is
my power, that tannot be. Hence man's liberty, his mastery, andtise.

| am he who is not, he who has seceded -- the &tggbone, or as it is said, the one in whom
being is brought into question. Men affirm themsslby means of the power not to be: thus do
they act, speak, comprehend always other thanateg\yescaping being by defying it -- by way
of a risk, a struggle which continues even untdidesnd which is history. This is what Hegel
has shown. "The life of the mind begins with deatiihen death becomes power, then man
begins, and this beginning rules that, in ordetliere to be a world, in order for there to be
beings, being must lack.

What does this signify?

When being lacks, when nothingness becomes povear isrfully historical. But when being
lacks, is there a lack of being? When being ladkges this mean that this lack owes nothing to
being? Or rather does it mean perhaps that theidable being that lies deep in the absence of
being -- that the lack is what still remains ofrigeivhen
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there is nothing? When being lacks, it is stillyoptofoundly concealed. He who approaches this
lack -- this lack which is present in the "essdrgmditude” -- is approached by the being which
the absence of being makes present. This is n@tauncealed being, but the bewofghis
concealmentdissimulation itself.

Here it certainly seems we have taken one moretsteqrd what we seek. In the tranquility of
ordinary life, dissimulation is hidden. In actidrye action -- the action which is history's
laborious unfolding -- concealment tends to becaewation (the negative is our task, and this
task is the task of truth). But in what we call #ssential solitude, concealment tends to appear.

When beings lack, being appears as the depth afaheealment in which it becomes lack.
When concealment appears, concealment, having leeappearance, makes "everything
disappear,” but of this "everything has disappéatadakes another appearance. It makes
appearance from then on stem from "everything reegpgeared.” "Everything has disappeared"
appears. This is exactly what we callagoparition It is the "everything has disappeared"
appearing in its turn. And thegparitionsays precisely that when everything has disapgeare
there still is something: when everything lacksklanakes the essence of being appear, and the
essence of being is to be there still where itdatk be inasmuch as it is hidden . . .
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The Two Versions of the Imaginary



But what is the image? When there is nothing, tiegie finds in this nothing its necessary
condition, but there it disappears. The image ndeslseutrality and the fading of the world; it
wants everything to return to the indifferent deéyere nothing is affirmed; it tends toward the
intimacy of what still subsists in the void. Thssiis truth. But this truth exceeds it. What makes
it possible is the limit where it ceases. Henceiitiscal aspect, the dramatic ambiguity it
introduces and the brilliant lie for which it isoreached. It is surely a splendid power, Pascal
says, which makes of eternity a nothing and of ingtiess an eternity.

The image speaks to us, and seems to speak infyrt@aies of ourselves. But the term
"Iintimately” does not suffice. Let us say ratheattthe image intimately designates the level
where personal intimacy is destroyed and thadicetes in this movement the menacing
proximity of a vague and empty outside, the delep sbrdid basis upon which it continues to
affirm things in their disappearance. Thus it spdakus, a propos of each thing, of less than this
thing, but of us. And, speaking of us, it speakssd®f less than us, of that less than nothing that
subsists when there is nothing.

The gratifying aspect of the image is that it ctintgs a limit at the edge of the indefinite. This
fine line does not hold us at a distance from thisg much as it preserves us from the blind
pressure of this distance. Thanks to the imageeimeve is at our command. Because of the
inflexibility of the reflection, we think ourselvesasters of absence which has become interval,
and the dense void itself seems to open onto tharree of another day.
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In this way the image fulfills one of its functiomdich is to quiet, to humanize the formless
nothingness pressed upon us by the indelible resdflbeing. The image cleanses this residue --
appropriates it, makes it pleasing and pure, alovalus to believe, dreaming the happy dream
which art too often authorizes, that, separatech fitee real and immediately behind it, we find,
as pure pleasure and superb satisfaction, theptregrst eternity of the unreal.

"For in that sleep of death what dreams may cosays Hamlet, "when we have shuffled off
this mortal coil . . ." The image, present behiadrething, and which is like the dissolution of
this thing and its subsistence in its dissolutelap has behind it that heavy sleep of death in
which dreams threaten. The image can, when it angagewhen we waken it, represent the
object to us in a luminousrmal aura; but it is nonetheless wihbstancehat the image is

allied -- with the fundamental materiality, thdlstindetermined absence of form, the world
oscillating between adjective and substantive leefoundering in the formless prolixity of
indetermination. Hence the passivity proper toithage -- a passivity which makes us suffer the
image even when we ourselves appeal to it, and srigskéugitive transparency stem from the
obscurity of fate returned to its essence, whidb ise a shade.

But when we are face to face with things themselvdsve fix upon a face, the corner of a wall
-- does it not also sometimes happen that we alvandiselves to what we see? Bereft of power
before this presence suddenly strangely mute assly@g are we not at its mercy? Indeed, this
can happen, but it happens because the thing weeathas foundered, sunk into its image, and
the image has returned into that deep fund of iempe# to which everything reverts. The "real”
is defined by our relation to it which is alwaysval The real always leaves us the initiative,



addressing in us that power to begin, that freensonication with the beginning which we are.
And as long as we are in the day, day is still glstning.

The image, according to the ordinary analysisetadary to the object. It is what follows. We
see, then we imagine. After the object comes tlagen"After" means that the thing must first
take itself off a ways in order to be grasped. tAig remove is not the simple displacement of a
moveable object which would nevertheless remairséime. Here the distance is in the heart of
the thing. The thing was there; we grasped it éital movement of a comprehensive action --
and lo, having become image, instantly it has bectirat which no one can grasp, the unreal,
the impossible. It is not the same thing at a dista
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but the thing as distance, present in its absemaspable because ungraspable, appearing as
disappeared. It is the return of what does not cbau¥, the strange heart of remoteness as the
life and the sole heart of the thing.

In the image, the object again grazes somethingiwihhad dominated in order to be an object -
- something counter to which it had defined andthiself up. Now that its value, its meaning is
suspended, now that the world abandons it to idleaed lays it aside, the truth in it ebbs, and
materiality, the elemental, reclaims it. This impdshment, or enrichment, consecrates it as
image.

However: does the reflection not always appear mefieed than the object reflected? Isn't the
image the ideal expression of the object, its preséiberated from existence? Isn't the image
form without matter? And isn't the task of artistdo are exiled in the illusory realm of images,
to idealize beings -- to elevate them to their milsedied resemblance?

The Image, the Remains

The image does not, at first glance, resembledhgse, but the cadaver's strangeness is perhaps
also that of the image. What we call mortal remassapes common categories. Something is
there before us which is not really the living mersnor is it any reality at all. It is neither the
same as the person who was alive, nor is it an@irsion, nor is it anything else. What is there,
with the absolute calm of something that has fatsgdlace, does not, however, succeed in being
convincingly here. Death suspends the relatioridog) even though the deceased rests heavily
in his spot as if upon the only basis that isthéft. To be precise, this basis lacks, the place is
missing, the corpse is not in its place. Wheré?idtiis not here, and yet it is not anywhere else.
Nowhere? But then nowhere is here. The cadavem@sepce establishes a relation between
here and nowhere. The quiet that must be presanitbe room where someone dies and around
the deathbed gives a first indication of how fragiie position par excellence is. The corpse is
here, but here in its turn becomes a corpse: ibes "here below" in absolute terms, for there

is not yet any "above" to be exalted. The placere/semeone dies is not some indifferent spot.
It seems inappropriate to transport the body from place to another. The deceased cleaves
jealously to his place, joining it profoundly, inch a way that the indifference of this place, the
fact that it is after all just a place among othbecomes the profundity of his presence as
deceased --
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becomes the basis of indifference, the gaping extynmof an undifferentiable nowhere which
must nevertheless be located here.

He who dies cannot tarry. The deceased, it is gith longer of this world; he has left it
behind. But behind there is, precisely, this cadawbich is not of the world either, even though
it is here. Rather, it is behind the world. Ithat which the living person (and not the deceased)
left behind him and which now affirms, from hefieg possibility of a world behind the world, of
a regression, an indefinite subsistance, undetedrand indifferent, about which we only know
that human reality, upon finishing, reconstitutsgoresence and its proximity. This is an
impression which could be said to be common. He jubbdied is at first extremely close to the
condition of a thing -- a familiar thing, which va@proach and handle, which does not hold us at
a distance and whose manageable passivity betndysad impotence. Certainly dying is an
incomparable event, and he who dies "in your aigsY a sense your brother forever. But now,
he is dead. And as we know, certain tasks museklenmed quickly, not so much because
death's rigor will soon make these actions moriecdif, but because human action will shortly
be "displaced.” Presently, there will be -- immdseauntouchable, riveted to here by the
strangest embrace and yet drifting with it, drawege under, bearing it lower -- from behind
there will be no longer an inanimate thing, but 8ome: the unbearable image and figure of the
unique becoming nothing in particular, no matteatvh

The Cadaverous Resemblance

When this moment has come, the corpse appears strdngeness of its solitude as that which
has disdainfully withdrawn from us. Then the feglof a relation between humans is destroyed,
and our mourning, the care we take of the deachlitkde prerogatives of our former passions,
since they can no longer know their direction, etk upon us, return toward us. It is striking
that at this very moment, when the cadaverous peeses the presence of the unknown before
us, the mourned deceased begingesemble himself

Himself: is this not an ill-chosen expression? 3tiotiwe say: the deceased resembles the
person he was when he was alive? "Resembles hinsedliowever, correct. "Himself"
designates the impersonal being, distant and isadde, which resemblance, that it might be
someone's, draws toward the day. Yes, it is hegelae living person, but
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all the same it is more than he. He is more badutiiore imposing; he is already monumental
and so absolutely himself that it is as if he wawabledby himself, joined to his solemn
impersonality by resemblance and by the image. maignified being, imposing and proud,
which impresses the living as the appearance abrilgenal never perceived until now -- this
sentence of the last judgment inscribed deep whiking and triumphantly expressing itself with
the aid of the remote -- this grandeur, througlajigearance of supreme authority, may well
bring to mind the great images of classical arthi connection is justified, the question of
classical art's idealism will seem rather vain. Avelmight bear in mind the thought that
idealism has, finally, no guarantee other thanrpsm For this indicates to what extent the
apparent intellectual refinement, the pure virgioi the image is originally linked to the
elemental strangeness and to the formless weidbgiof), present in absence.



Let us look again at this splendid being from whielauty streams: he is, | see this, perfectly
like himself: he resembldsmself The cadaver is its own image. It no longer eaiestany
relation with this world, where it still appeargcept that of an image, an obscure possibility, a
shadow ever present behind the living form whictviar from separating itself from this form,
transforms it entirely into shadow. The corpse lisfeection becoming master of the life it
reflects -- absorbing it, identifying substantivelhth it by moving it from its use value and from
its truth value to something incredible -- someghireutral which there is no getting used to.
And if the cadaver is so similar, it is becaugs, it a certain moment, similarity par excellence:
altogether similarity, and also nothing more. Ithe likeness, like to an absolute degree,
overwhelming and marvelous. But what is it likeiNiog.

That is why no man alive, in fact, bears any redantde yet. In the rare instances when a living
person shows similitude with himself, he only se¢éongs more remote, closer to a dangerous
neutral regionastrayin himselfand like his own ghost already: he seems to retarionger
having any but an echo life.

By analogy, we might also recall that a tool, whamaged, becomes itrage(and sometimes

an esthetic object like "those outmoded objecégrfrented, unusable, almost incomprehensible,
perverse,” which André Breton loved). In this cdsetool, no longer disappearing into its use,
appears This appearance of the object is that of resemckland reflection: the object's double,
if you will. The
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category of art is linked to this possibility fdojects to "appear,” to surrender, that is, to tinep
and simple resemblance behind which there is ngthibut being. Only that which is
abandoned to the image appears, and everythingpipatrs is, in this sense, imaginary.

The cadaverous resemblance haunts us. But itsihgyresence is not the unreal visitation of
the ideal. What haunts us is something inaccesBitnhe which we cannot extricate ourselves. It
is that which cannot be found and therefore cabeavoided. What no one can grasp is the
inescapable. The fixed image knows no repose, l@adstabove all because it poses nothing,
establishes nothing. Its fixity, like that of therpse, is the position of what stays with us beeaus
it has no place. (The idée fixe is not a pointepature, a position from which one could start
off and progress, it is not a beginning, it begigain.) We dress the corpse, and we bring it as
close as possible to a normal appearance by effloahurtful marks of sickness, but we know
that in its ever so peaceful and secure immolitlitpes not rest. The place which it occupies is
drawn down by it, sinks with it, and in this disstdbn attacks the possibility ofdwelling place
even for us who remain. We know that at "a cemagment” the power of death makes it keep
no longer to the handsome spot assigned it. Ncemlatiwv calmly the corpse has been laid out
upon its bed for final viewing, it is also everywleén the room, all over the house. At every
instant it can be elsewhere than where it is. \there we are apart from it, where there is
nothing; it is an invading presence, an obscurevamdabundance. The belief that at a certain
moment the deceased begins to wander, to strayHmemlace, must be understood as stemming
from the premonition of therror which now he represents.

Eventually we have to put a term to the intermiraliVe do not cohabit with the dead for fear of
seeingherecollapse into the unfathomaliewhere-- a fall the House of Usher illustrated. And



so the dear departed is conveyed into another gheoubt this site is only symbolically set
apart; doubtless it is by no means really unsitlatdBut it is nevertheless true that the here of
thehere lies filled in by names, well-formed phrases and affitions of identity, is the
anonymous and impersonal place par excellenceitAs@s though, within the limits which
have been traced for it and in the vain guisewillacapable of surviving everything, the
monotony of an infinite disintegration were at wookefface the living truth proper to every
place and make it equivalent to the absolute nigytcd death.
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(Perhaps this slow disappearance, this unendirgjogrof the end, sheds some light upon the
remarkable passion of certain murderesses whakill poison. Their joy is not to cause
suffering, or even to kill slowly or surreptitioysbut, by poisoning time, by transforming it into
an imperceptible consumption, to touch upon thefinde which is death. Thus they graze the
horror, they live furtively underneath everythimgng in a pure decomposition which nothing
divulges, and the poison is the colorless substahttes eternity. Feuerbach recounts of one
such murderess that the poison was a friend foraheempanion to whom she felt passionately
drawn. When, after a poisoning that lasted seveaths, she was presented with a packet of
arsenic which belonged to her, so that she wowdgm®ize it, she trembled with joy -- she had a
moment of ecstasy.)

The Image and Signification

Man is made in his image: this is what the strargsrof the cadaver's resemblance teaches us.
But this formula must first be understood as fokoman is unmade according to his imagée
image has nothing to do with signification or meafulness as they are implied by the world's
existence, by effort that aims at truth, by law #mellight of day. Not only is thenageof an

object not thesenseof this object, and not only is it of no availunderstanding the object, it
tends to withdraw the object from understandingriayntaining it in the immobility of a
resemblance which has nothing to resemble.

Granted, we can always recapture the image and ins&eve the world's truth. But in that case
we reverse the relation which is proper to it. TThage becomes the object's aftermath, that
which comes later, which is left over and allowsstik to have the object at our command when
there is nothing left of it. This is a formidabkspurce, reason’s fecund power. Practical life and
the accomplishment of true tasks require this saleo too does classical art, at least in theory,
for it stakes all its glory upon linking a figure tesemblance and the image to a body -- upon
reincorporating the image. The image, then, beddeigiving negation, the ideal operation by
which man, capable of negating nature, raisesathi@her meaning, either in order to know it or
to enjoy it admiringly. Thus was art at once idead true, faithful to the figure and faithful to

the truth which admits of no figure. Impersonalititimately, authenticated works. But
impersonality was also the troubling intersectidreve the noble ideal concerned with values
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on the one hand, and on the other, anonymous,, bifimgersonal resemblance changed places,
each passing for the other, each one the othgrs. dWhat vanity is painting which wins
admiration for its resemblance to things we doauhire in the original!" What could be more
striking than Pascal's strong distrust of resendgdawhich he suspects delivers things to the



sovereignty of the void and to the vainest pemsi#e- to an eternity which, as he says, is
nothingness, the nothingness which is eternal.

The Two Versions

Thus the image has two possibilities: there arewarsions of the imaginary. And this duplicity
comes from the intial double meaning which the powsfe¢he negative brings with it and from
the fact that death is sometimes truth's elabaratidhe world and sometimes the perpetuity of
that which admits neither beginning nor end.

It is very true then, that as contemporary phildsep would have it, comprehension and
knowing in man are linked to what we call finitudbert where is the finish? Granted, it is taken
in or understood as the possibility which is de8ilit it is also "taken back" by this possibility
inasmuch as in death the possibility which is dels too. And it also seems -- even though all
of human history signifies the hope of overcomimig embiguity -- that to resolve or transcend

it always involves the greatest dangers. It if #sei choice between death as understanding's
possibility and death as the horror of impossipitiad also to be the choice between sterile truth
and the prolixity of the nontrue. It is as if corapension were linked to penury and horror to
fecundity. Hence the fact that the ambiguity, aliio it alone makes choosing possible, always
remains present in the choice itself.

But how then is thambiguitymanifested? What happens, for example, when gas én event
as an image?

To live an event as an image is not to remain wiired, to regard the event disinterestedly in
the way that the esthetic version of the imagethaderene ideal of classical art propose. But
neither is it to take part freely and decisivetysito be taken: to pass from the region of tla re
where we hold ourselves at a distance from thingsetter to order and use them into that other
region where the distance holds us -- the distargeh then is the lifeless deep, an
unmanageable, inappreciable remoteness which lcasigesomething like the sovereign power
behind all things. This movement implies infinitegdees. Thus
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psychoanalysis maintains that the image, far frbstracting us and causing us to live in the
mode of gratuitous fantasy, seems to deliver ukprally to ourselves. The image is intimate.
For it makes of our intimacy an exterior power whwee suffer passively. Outside of us, in the
ebb of the world which it causes, there trailse lgtistening debris, the utmost depth of our
passions.

Magic gets its power from this transformation.dis, through a methodical technique, is to
arouse things as reflections and to thicken consaiess into a thing. From the moment we are
outside ourselves -- in that ectasy which is thagen-- the "real” enters an equivocal realm

where there is no longer any limit or interval, wé#here are no more successive moments, and
where each thing, absorbed in the void of its oifb®, nears consciousness, while consciousness
allows itself to become filled with an anonymousrptude. Thus the universal unity seems to be
reconstituted. Thus, behind things, the soul ohehmg obeys charms which the ecstatic
magician, having abandoned himself to "the univérsew controls. The paradox of magic is
evident: it claims to be initiative and free dontioa, all the while accepting, in order to



constitute itself, the reign of passivity, the realhere there are no ends. But its intention
remains instructive: what it wants is to act uploa world (to maneuver it) from the standpoint
of being that precedes the world -- from the etidoefore, where action is impossible. That is
why it characteristically turns toward the cadawettangeness and why its only serious name is
black magic.

To live an event as an image is not to see an iraatigs event, nor is it to attribute to the event
the gratuitous character of the imaginary. The exeally takes place -- and yet does it "really”
take place? The occurrence commands us, as we wonidchand the image. That is, it releases
us, from it and from ourselves. It keeps us outsidaakes of this outside a presence where "I"
does not recognize "itself.” This movement implidmite degrees. We have spoken of two
versions of the imaginary: the image can certdielyp us to grasp the thing ideally, and in this
perspective it is the life-giving negation of tiéng; but at the level to which its particular
weight drags us, it also threatens constantlylegeste us, not to the absent thing, but to its
absence as presence, to the neutral double obbetan which all belonging to the world is
dissipated. This duplicity, we must stress, issuath as to be mastered by the discernment of an
either-or in it that could authorize a choice aftddom the choice the ambiguity that makes
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choosing possible. The duplicity itself refers aslbto a still more primal double meaning.
The Levels of Ambiguity

If for a moment thought could maintain ambiguitywould be tempted to state that there are
three levels at which ambiguity is perceptible.t®a&worldly plane it is the possibility of give
and take: meaning always escapes into another nggahus misunderstandings serve
comprehension by expressing the truth of intelligybwhich rules that we never come to an
understanding once and for all.

Another level is expressed by the two versiondefilnaginary. Here it is no longer a question
of perpetual double meanings -- of misunderstargdading or impeding agreement. Here what
speaks in the name of the image "sometimes" plaks of the world, and "sometimes"
introduces us into the undetermined milieu of fagton. "Sometimes" it gives us the power to
control things in their absence and through fictihius maintaining us in a domain rich with
meaning; but "sometimes" it removes us to whemggthare perhaps present, but in their image,
and where the image is passivity, where it hasatoeveither significative or affective, but is the
passion of indifference. However, what we distisgudy saying "sometimes, sometimes,”
ambiguity introduces by "always," at least to daarextent, saying both one and the other. It
still proposes the significant image from the ceofeascination, but it already fascinates us
with the clarity of the purest, the most formal geaHeremeaningdoes not escape into another
meaning, but into thetherof all meaning. Because of ambiguity nothing haaning, but
everythingseemsnfinitely meaningful. Meaning is no longer anytgibut semblance;
semblance makes meaning become infinitely richnakes this infinitude of meaning have no
need of development -- it makes meaning immedvelté;h is also to say incapable of being
developed, only immediately voit.

!can we go further? Ambiguityefines being in terms of its dissimulation; it Sayat being i



inasmuch as it is concealed. In order for beinacdmomplish its work, it has to be hidden: it
proceeds by hiding itself, it is always reserved preserved by dissimulation, but also
removed from it. Dissimulation tends, then, to beedhe purity of negation. But at the same
time, when everything is hidden, ambiguity annosn@ad this announcement is ambiguity
itself) that the whole of being is via dissimulatjdhat being is essentially its being at the
heart of concealment.
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Sleep, Night

What happens at night? Generally we sleep. By mefsieep, day uses night to blot out the
night. Sleep belongs to the world; it is a task. $é&p in accord with the general law which
makes our daytime activity depend on our nightpose. We call upon sleep and it comes.
There is between sleep and us something like a @ataty with no secret clauses, and
according to this convention it is agreed thatffam being a dangerous, bewitching force, sleep
will become domesticated and serve as the instruofesur power to act. We surrender to sleep,
but in the way that the master entrusts himseifi¢oslave who serves him. Sleeping is the clear
action which promises us to the day. To sleep: eglthis remarkable act of vigilance. Only

deep sleep lets us escape what there is in theaddestpep. Where is night? There is no longer
any night.

Sleeping is an event which belongs to history, @isstest on the seventh day belongs to creation.
Night, when men transform it into pure sleep, isaaocturnal affirmation. | sleep. The
sovereignty of the "I" dominates this absence witignants itself and which is its doing. | sleep:
it is | who sleep and none other -- and men obactihe great men of history, are proud of their
perfect sleep from which they

So ambiguity does not consist only in the incessamtement by which being returns to
nothingness and nothingness refers back to beimdpiduity is no longer the primordial Yes
and No in which being and nothingness would be plestity. The essential ambiguity
would lie, rather, in this: that before the begmginothingness is not on equal standing with
being, but is only thappearanceof being's concealment, or again, that dissimaiais more
"original" than negation. So, one could sagbiguity is all the more essential because
dissimulation cannot quite be captured in negation
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arise intact. This is why the sleep which in thenmal pursuits of our life sometimes takes us by
surprise is by no means a scandal. Our capaciytharaw from everyday bustle, from daily
concerns, from everything, from ourselves and dx@n the void is the sign of our mastery, an
entirely human proof of owsangfroid You must sleep: this is the watchword which
consciousness assigns itself, and this commandmeabounce the day is one of day's first
rules.

Sleep transforms night into possibility. Vigilansesleep when night falls. Whoever does not
sleep cannot stay awake. Vigilance consists iralvetys keeping watch, for it seekwwakening
as its essence. Nocturnal wandering, the tendenstydy when the world is attenuated and
grows distant, and even the honest professionswarie necessarily practiced at night attract



suspicions. To sleep with open eyes is an anomyatpalically indicating something which the
general consciousness does not approve of. Petplesieep badly always appear more or less
guilty. What do they do? They make night present.

Bergson said that sleep is disinterestedness. pedh@ep is inattention to the world, but this
negation of the world conserves us for the world affirms the world. Sleep is an act of fidelity
and of union. | entrust myself to the great natdmgthms, to the laws, to the stability of order.
My sleep is the realization of this trust, the mffation of this faith. It is an attachment, in the
affective sense of this term: | attach myself, lik@ Ulysses to the mast with bonds from which
later | would like to free myself, but through agr@ement expressed by the sensual accord of
my head with the pillow, of my body with the peace happiness of the bed. | retire from the
world's immensity and its disquietude, but in ortegive myself to the world, which is
maintained, thanks to my "attachment,” in the $wrth of a limited and firmly circumscribed
place. Sleep is my absolute interest in assuringethgf the world. From this limit which sleep
provides, | take hold of the world by its finitedei | grasp it firmly enough so that it stays, puts
me in place, puts me to rest. To sleep badly isipeé/ to be unable to find one's position. The
bad sleeper tosses and turns in search of thatrgeplace which he knows is unique. He knows
that only in that spot will the world give up ite@nt immensity. The sleepwalker is suspect, for
he is the man who does not find repose in sleeleepshe is nevertheless without a place and, it
may be said, without faith. He lacks fundamentatsiity, or, more precisely, his sincerity lacks
a foundation. It lacks that position he seeks, Wiscalso repose, where he would affirm himself
in the stable fixity of his absence, which wouldHie support.
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Bergson saw behind sleep the totality of consciibeisninus the effort of concentration. On the
contrary, sleep is intimacy with the center. | ot dispersed, but entirely gathered together
where | am, in this spot which is my position aneve the world, because of the firmness of my
attachment, localizes itself. Where | sleep, Infixself and | fix the world. My person is there,
prevented from erring, no longer unstable, scattaral distracted, but concentrated in the
narrowness of this place where the world recollgstdf, which | affirm and which affirms me.
Here the place is present in me and | absentimatigh an essentially ecstatic union. My person
is not simply situated where | sleep; it is thisysite, and my sleeping is the fact that now my
abode is my being.

It is true that in sleep | seem to close in uposelfyin an attitude which recalls the ignorant
bliss of early childhood. This may be; and yesihot to myself alone that | entrust myself. | do
not find support in myself, but in the world whibhs become in me the narrowness and the limit
of my repose. Sleep is not normally a moment oflavess; it is not that | despondently abandon
my resolute point of view. Sleep signifies thahaertain moment, in order to act it is necessary
to cease acting -- that at a certain moment, llestel my way in aimless roving, | must stop and
manfully transform the instability of myriad posiiiites into a single stopping point upon which

| establish and reestablish myself.

Vigilant existence does not dissipate in the slegpiody near which things remain; it withdraws
from the remove which is its temptation. It retufresn there to the primordial affirmation which
is the authority of the body when the body is regtagated but fully in agreement with the truth
of place. To be surprised at finding everything gtere in the morning is to forget that nothing



is surer than sleep and that the meaning of slesgptecisely in its being vigilant existence
concentrating upon certitude, linking up all errpassibilities to the fixity of a principle and
satiating itself with this certitude, so that theming's newness can welcome it and a new day
can begin.

The Dream

Night, the essence of night, does not let us sleegjte night no refuge is to be found in sleep.
And if you falil sleep, exhaustion finally sickensuy and this sickness prevents sleeping; it is
expressed by insomnia,

'This is strongly expressed by Emmanuel Levinasom Existence to Existendes
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by the impossibility of making sleep a free zonelear and true resolution. In the night one
cannot sleep.

One does not proceed from day to night. Whoevéovi@ this route finds only sleep -- sleep
which ends the day but in order to make the nexipassible; sleep which is the downward
bending that verifies the rising curve; sleep whghgranted, a lack, a silence, but one imbued
with intentions and through which duties, goals] egal action speak for us. In this sense the
dream is closer than sleep to the nocturnal rediaay survives itself in the night, if it exceeds
its term, if it becomes that which cannot be inipted, then already it is no longer the day. It is
the uninterrupted and the incessant. Notwithstaneirents that seem to belong to time, and
even though it is peopled with beings that seebetthose of the world, this interminable "day"
is the approach of time's absence, the threatobtitside where the world lacks.

The dream is the reawakening of the interminabls.dn allusion at least, and something like a
dangerous call -- through the persistence of waahat finish -- to the neutrality that presses up
behind the beginning. Hence the fact that the dreé@@ms to bring up in each of us the being of
earliest times -- and not only the child, but dtiither back, the most remote, the mythic, the
emptiness and vagueness of the anterior. He wlandrsleeps, but already he who dreams is he
who sleeps no longer. He is not another, some @irson, but the premonition of the other, of
that which cannot say "I" any more, which recogsiiteelf neither in itself nor in others.
Doubtless the force of vigilant existence and ttelity of sleep, and still more the interpretation
that gives meaning to a semblance of meaning, safdghe outlines and forms of a personal
reality: that which becomes other is reincarnatednother, the double is still somebody. The
dreamer believes he knows that he is dreaminghatde is asleep, precisely at the moment
when the schism between the two is effected. Hardsethat he is dreaming. And this flight

from the dream which plunges him back into the dirgato the dream which is an eternal fall
into the same dream -- this repetition wherebygrabktruth wanting to rescue itself loses itself
more and more, and which is like the return ofg¢ame dreams or the unspeakable harassment
of a reality which always escapes and which onaaescape -- all this is like a dream of the
night, a dream where the form of the dream becateasle content. Perhaps one could say that
the dream is all the more nocturnal in that it suanound itself, that it dreams itself, that it has
for its content its possibility.

-267-



Perhaps there is no dream except of the dreamryadéibted the existence of dreams. The
dream is like the reason for this doubt, and indeeishdubitable confirmation. The dream is that
which cannot "really" be.

The dream touches the region where pure resembiaigres. Everything there is similar; each

figure is another one, is similar to another angetibanother, and this last to still another. One

seeks the original model, wanting to be referred pmint of departure, an initial revelation, but
there is none. The dream is the likeness thatgeternally to likeness.
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Holderlin's Itinerary

The young Hélderlin, the author Bifyperion yearns to take leave of his form, escape hiddimi
and be united with nature. "To be one with all thads, and to return in blessed self-
forgetfulness into the All of Nature -- that is feheaven." This aspiration to return into life's
unity, into its eternal ardor, unreserved and imsneable, seems to be the joyful movement
which we are tempted to associate with inspirafidns movement is also desire for death.
Diotima dies through the very impluse that makedikie in familiarity with all. But, she says,
"we will part only to live more closely united, anholier peace with all things, with ourselves."

Empedocles, in the tragedy which is the work ofdédlin's first maturity, represents the will to
burst into the world of the Invisible Ones by dyifitne motifs of this unfinished work vary
according to its different versions, but the wismains the same: to be united with the fiery
element, the sign and presence of inspirationrderato attain the intimacy of the divine
relation.

The great hymns no longer have the undisciplinedalent character dEmpedoclesBut the

poet is still essentially the mediator.30 on a festival dafpne of the best known of Hdlderlin's
hymns in France, through the various translatibas have been made of it and Heidegger's
commentaries), the poet stands before the gods He if in contact with the highest power, and
thus he is exposed to the greatest danger -- dahgeing burned by the fire, of being destroyed
by the upheaval. It is his task to tame this dabgesilently, intimately welcoming it into

himself so that in him glad words might be bornathihe sons of the earth can hear without
peril. This task of mediation, to which we oftetaah Hélderlin's name, is perhaps never
expressed
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so boldly by him as in this single passagée hymn probably dates from 1800, but the lirfes o
this stanza may go back to an earlier period. énstime hymn, nature is again celebrated as the
intimacy of the divine. Yet here nature is no lont force to which one must surrender in an
unrestrained movement of abandon. It "educatespdie but through his sleep, and in the calm
time when the commotion is suspended, in the dh&tfollows the storm (the fire). The hour
that follows the storm: this is the favorable hdbg hour of grace and of inspiration.

"The Categorical Reversal"

And yet Holderlin's experience, his meditation upoient Greece and his no less intense
meditation upon European civilization, led him tmceive of an alternation in the life of peoples



as well as in individual lives, between times whies gods are present and times when they are
absent -- periods of light, periods of darknessth&tend of the poem entitldthe Poet's
Vocation he wrote initially:

But when it is necessary man remains without fear
Before God, simplicity protects him,

And he needs neither arms nor guile

As long as the God does not fail him.

But later, instead of the last line, he wrote, '{UBbd's default helps him." This is a strange
revision. What does it mean?

After Holderlin came back from his trip in the sbwif France -which ended with his first

evident mental crisis -- he lived several more yéaisemiretirement, writing his last hymns or
fragments of hymns, the translationsfeitigoneand ofOedipus and finally the theoretical
considerations which comprise prefaces to thesslions. It is in one of these texts that he
formulates what he caltie vaterlandische Umkehthe native reversal: not simply a return
toward the place of birth, toward the fatherlanat, & movement accomplished according to what
this place requires. What is this requirement? Eidild had answered this question a short time
before his departure in a famous letter to hisitiBoehlendorf in which he discreetly criticizes
one of Boehlendorf s works, infused with too munthasiasm. Holderlin writes, "The clarity of
representation is as naturally original to us as th

3And also in the poenPoet's Vocationcited below.
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fire of the sky was to the Greeks." "Us" designditss the Germans, then the Hesperians,
Western men. "The clarity of representation,” whitkhe same letter he calls "lucidity or order,
Junonian, Occidental measure," is the power tgpgaas to define, the force of a firm ordering
principle, in sum the will to distinguish well atal stay upon the earth. "The fire of the sky" is
the sign of the gods, the storm, Empedocles' elerBen Holderlin adds right away that the
instinct which forms and educates men has thiseffeey only learn, they only really possess
what is foreign to them. What is close to themasmear them. That is why the Greeks, strangers
to clarity, acquired to an exceptional degree thegy of sober moderation; Homer remains its
finest example. That is why the Hesperians, anghiticular the Germans, have become masters
of the sacred pathos which was foreign to them.ridut what they must learn is what is proper
to them, and this is the most difficult: to leareasure, lucidity, and also how to subsist
steadfastly in this world.

The kind of law Hoélderlin formulates here still sgeonly as significant as a well defined
precept advising the poets of his country -- adgdiiolderlin himself -- not to give in
unrestrainedly to the Empedoclean will, to the ihiegs and the dazzling brilliance of the fire. At
this point Holderlin feels only too tempted by #ign of the gods and dangerously close to the
foreign. In the same letter he says, "l will hav¢ake care not to lose my head in France" (
France represented for him the approach to thetfieeopening onto ancient Greece). Likewise
he will say, when he has suffered the decisive bldMe have almost lost our speech in a
foreign land."



He goes, then, to a "foreign land," he submith&decisive blow, he suffers it in some manner
constantly, he lives under its threat, in its pnoity. It is at this point that he elaborates in imuc
grander terms upon the sort of reversal of whichdxspoken to his frienfiToday, he says,

we dwell under the law of a more authentic Zeuss fore authentic god "bends the course of
nature -- that course eternally hostile to man beedt is directed toward the other world -- back
toward the earth.” This formula is striking in ifsend shows how far Holderlin has moved away
from Empedocles. Empedocles is the desire to goth@ other world, and it is this desire which
is now called inauthentic. It must be bent backawiithe earth. And nature, so beloved,

“We refer here to Beda Allemann stutiplderlin und Heideggemwhich seeks to elucidate
the itinerary of the late Holderlin.
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so much sung, the educator par excellence, bectheesternal enemy of man" because it pulls
him beyond this world.

Today's man must, then, turn back. He must turrydmean the realm of the gods which is also
the world of the dead -- turn away from the caltha# last god, Christ, who has disappeared and
calls upon us to disappear. But how is this revgrsssible? Is it an entirely human revolt? Is
man urged to stand up against the superior forteswvare hostile to him because they would
turn him away from his terrestrial task? No, anid itere that H6lderlin's thought, though
already veiled by madness, appears more refledéss,facile than that of humanism. If Western
men are to bring about this decisive turning pdimty must do so in the wake of the gods who
themselves accomplish what Holderlin calls "thegatical reversal.” The gods today turn
away; they are absent, unfaithful. And man museustdnd the sacred sense of this divine
infidelity, not by opposing it, but by performinghimself. "In such a moment," Holderlin says,
"man forgets himself and forgets God; he turns bi&eka traitor, although in a holy manner."
This reversal is a terrible act, it is treachery, ibis not impious. For through this infidelity
whereby the separation of the worlds is affirmée, purity of the gods' memory is also affirmed,
in the separation, the firmly maintained distinatitndeed, Hélderlin adds: "In order that the
course of the world have no lacuna and that theangof the Heavenly Ones not be lost, man
and the god enter into communication in the forrmbéelity where there is forgetting of
everything. For infidelity is what can be contairibd best."

These words are not easy to understand, but trenieea little clearer if we bear in mind that
they were written as commentary on the Oedipugthag@edipusis the tragedy of the god's
departure. Oedipus is the hero who is constraindige apart from the gods and from men. He
must endure this double separation; he must kaggpht pure, must fill it with no vain
consolations. He must maintain there somethingdikén-between, an empty place opened by
the double aversion, the double infidelity of gaaisl men. He must keep it pure and empty, in
order that the distinction between the spheresbearad -- the distinction which from now on is
our task according to the rule expressed by Hdlderhen he is very close to the night:
"Preserve God by the purity of what distinguishes."

-272-

The Poet and Double Infidelity



One might comment upon this idea of "reversal” fitbwn point of view of Holderlin and his
personal destiny. It is a mysterious and movinguidieis as if the desire formed at the time of
Hyperionand ofEmpedocles the desire to be united with nature and withgbds -had become
an experience which entirely engages him and wiiosatening excess he feels. What was
formerly only a wish of the soul which he couldedgfexpress immoderately has been
transformed into a real movement that exceeds hohmaakes him speak of an excess of favors
under which he succumbs. And this excess is t@mg# a pressure, too strong a pull toward a
world which is, not our world, but the world of dre immediacy. In the last hymns, in the
fragments of hymns which have been discovered dndwbelong to this period ( 1801-1805)
when the rupture has not yet occurred, the effonaster this irresistible call is ceaselessly-felt
- the effort to stay, to found stability and to m@mon the earti'Andas upon shoulders a burden
of logs, there is much to contain. . . ." "Andalwagward the unlimited goes desire. But there is
much to contairi

The more Holderlin's experience of "the fire of #kg" intensifies, the more he expresses the
necessity not to surrender to it immoderately. This itself remarkable. But not only does he
denounce the experience as dangerous; he dendtiasdalse, insofar at least as it claims to be
immediate communication with the immediate. "Thenediate,” he says,

is in a strict sense impossible for mortals andterimmortals. The god must distinguish the
different worlds, in conformity with his nature rfthe celestial goodness, in consideration for
itself, must remain sacred, unalloyed. Man toadhasgpower of knowing, must distinguish the
different worlds, because the opposition of comsaalone allows knowledge.

There is an energetic lucidity in this statementenergetic affirmation of the limits of the
experience to which everything must have been prg$sm to surrender without restraint. This
experience must not turn us toward the immediatendt only is there the risk of perishing in
the fire's blaze, but the experience cannot sousrihe immediate is impossible.
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As for inspiration, there results from the "revérsaricher conception of it, one more foreign to
simple desire. Inspiration no longer consists sengng the sacred ray and softening it so that it
not burn men. And the poet's task is no longeriotstl to the overly simple mediation which
required of him that he stand before God. It iolethe absence of God that he must stand. He
must become the guardian of this absence, losiitigemét nor himself in it. What he must
contain and preserve is the divine infidelity. Fas "in the form of infidelity where there is
forgetting of everything" that he enters into conmication with the god who turns away.

This is a task closer to the goals of man as taes&nown to us today. But it is more tragic than
the task which promised to Empedocles and guardntethe Greeks union with the gods.

Today the poet no longer has to stand betweenaudisnen as their intermediary. Rather, he
has to stand between the double infidelity; he rkasp to the intersection of this double -- this
divine and human -- reversal. This double and recigd movement opens a hiatus, a void which
must henceforth constitute the essential relatfadhetwo worlds. The poet, then, must resist the
pull of the gods (notably Christ) who disappear draiv him toward them in their
disappearance. He must resist pure and simplessebse on the earth which poets do not found.
He must accomplish the double reversal, take upposdif the weight of the double infidelity



and thus keep the two spheres distinct, by livirggeparation purely, by being the pure life of
the separation itself. For this empty and pureelabich distinguishes between the spheres is
the sacred, the intimacy of the breach which issdwred.

The Mystery of the God's Departure

This requirement, the native reversal -- "the ertrdimit of suffering,” as Holderlin says -- has,
then, nothing in common with the sweet call of dhdod familiarity, the desire to return to the
mother which hasty erudition and certain psycls&rattribute to Holderlin. Still less does it
signify a glorification of the earthly fatherland af patriotic sentiment or a simple return to the
duties of this world, an apology for the happy nedi prosaic sobriety, and everyday naivete.
The idea or vision of the categorical reversathat very demanding moment when time
somehow turns back, answers to what Jean-Pauldiled e- and announces what later
Nietzsche, louder will call -- "The Death of GotHblderlin lives this same event but with a
broader understanding, more foreign to the singaitfons which even Nietzsche seems to
authorize. He helps us, at any rate, to rejecetBeaplifications. And when today Georges
Bataille gives
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to a part of his work the titltheological Summéhe invites us not to read these words in the
tranquility of their manifest sense.

We are at a turning point. Holderlin felt in hinifsile force of this reversal. The poet is he in
whom time turns back essentially and for whom is time the god always turns and turns
away. But Holderlin also conceives profoundly tthes absence of the gods is not a purely
negative form of relation. That is why it is tetdblt is terrible not only because it deprivesofis
the gods' benevolent presence, of the inspired'sv@thiliarity -- not only because it casts us
back upon ourselves in the bare distress of anyetinpé -- but because it substitutes for the
measured favor of divine forms as represented dyaieeks (gods of light, gods of the initial
naiveté) a relation which threatens ceaselessbatoand disorient us, with that which is higher
than the gods, with the sacred itself or with #sverted essence.

This is the mystery of the night of the gods' dapar By day, the gods have the form of day.
They enlighten, they care for man, they educatednthcultivate nature in the guise of slaves.
But in the nighttime the divine becomes the spifitime turning back, carrying everything

away. "Then it cares not for men, it is the spfitinexpressed and eternally living savagery, the
spirit of the realm of the dead." Hence the tenmptadf the inordinate, the measureless; hence
the desire that drags the poet immoderately towatiwhich has no attachments. But hence also
his greater duty to contain himself, to maintaie #ill to distinguish correctly in order to
preserve the distinction between the spheres argitthsafeguard, pure and empty, the place of
the breach which the eternal reversal of the gadsod men causes to appear and which is the
pure space of the sacred, the place that is alivial, the time of intervening time. In the very
late fragmenMnemosyngHolderlin says:

They cannot do everything,

The Heavenly Ones. Mortals touch
the abyss. Thus with them

Is the reversal accomplished.



The abyss is reserved for mortals. But it is ndy tme empty abyss; it is the savage and
eternally living deep from which the gods are prese. They preserve us from it, but they do
not reach it as we do. And so it is rather in tharhof man, symbol of crystalline purity, that the
truth of the reversal can be fulfilled. It is mah&art that must become the

°L'Expérience intérieure
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place where light tests itself most severely, thgnacy where the echo of the empty deep
becomes speech. But this does not happen throwgghasy metamorphosis. As early as 1804, in
the hymnGermania in lines that have a splendid rigor, HolderlimHarmulated the task of
poetic language, which belongs neither to the aaytathe night but always is spoken between
night and day and one single time speaks the &nuthieaves it unspoken:

But if more abundantly than the pure sources

God shines and when in heaven the color darkens,
It is necessary that between day and night

A truth appear once.

In a triple metamorphosis transcribe it,

Yet always unexpressed, and it is,

Innocent, as it must remain.

When madness had completely obscured Hélderlimigl phiis poetry too reversed itself. All the
toughness, all the concentration there had beehth@nalmost unbearable tension in his last
hymns became repose, tranquility, and appeasedrp@ingy? We do not know. Alleman
suggests that it is as if he had been broken bgftoet of resisting the impulse which dragged
him away toward the boundlessness of the All 4f e had been worn out by the effort of
withstanding the threat of nocturnal savagery t-dsuif he had also vanquished this threat,
accomplished the reversal. It is as if, betweenata/night, the sky and the earth, there opened
henceforth, pure and naive, a region where he smddhings in their transparency: the sky in
its empty clarity and in this manifest void thedaaf God's remoteness. "Is God," he says, in one
of the poems of this period, "unknown? Is he oplanthe sky? | rather believe so." Or: "What is
God? Unknown, yet rich with particularities is tew which the sky offers of him." And when
we read these words gleaming with madness: "Wolike to be a comet? Yes. For they have
the speed of birds, they flourish in fire and asehildren in purity," we sense how the desire to
be united with the fire and with the light of dapyrhave been realized for the poet in the purity
which his exemplary rectitude assured him. And weerst surprised by this metamorphosis
which, with the silent speed of a bird's flightabehim henceforth through the sky, a flower of
light, a star that burns but that unfurls innocgntto a flower.
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