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In memoriam Martin Heidegger 





And here one must know that this term (stanza) has been 
chosen j(Jr technical reasons exclusively, so thi:lt what contains 
the entire art of the canzone should be called stanza, that is, a 
capacious dwelling or receptacle for the entire craft. For just 
as the canzone is the container (literally lap or womb) of the 
entire thought, so the stanza enfolds its entire technique . . . 

Dante, De vulgari eloquentia 11.9 
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Ir1troduction 

It is possible, perhaps, to accept that a novel may never actually recount the story 
it has promised to tell. But it is common to expect results of a work of criticism, 
or at least arguable positions and, as they say, working hypotheses. Yet when. the 
term "criticism'' appears in the vocabulary of Western philosophy, it signifies 
rather inquiry at the limits of knowledge about precisely that which can be nei­
ther posed nor grasped. If criticism, insofar as it traces the limits of truth, offers 
a glance of "truth's homeland" like "an island nature has enclosed within im­
mutable boundaries,'' it must also remain open to the fascination of the ''wide 
and storm-tossed sea" that draws "the sailor incessantly toward adventures he 
knows not how to refuse yet may never bring to an end." 

Thus for the Jena group, which attempted through the project of a "universal 
progressive poetry" to abolish the distinction between poetry and the critical­
philological disciplines, a critical work worthy of the name was one that. included 
its O\Vn neg::ttion; it was, therefore, one whose essential contentconsistcd in pre­
cisely what it did not contain. The corpus of the European critical essay in the 
present century is poor in examples of such a genre. Leaving aside a work that by 
its very absence is "more than complete'' --··that of Felix Fe neon, celui qui si­
lence (he who silences)- there is strictly speaking perhaps only a single book 
that deserves to be called critical: the Urspriing des deutsclu>.n 1rauerspiel (The 
origin of German tragic drarn<1) of\Valter Benjamin. 

A certain sign of the extinction of such critical thinking is that among those 
who today draw their authority more or less from the same tradition there are 
many who proclaim the creative character of criticism- precisely when the arts 

XV 
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have for some time renounced all pretense at creativity. If the formula of "both 
poet and critic'' (poietes hama kai kritikos), applied for tlle first time in antiquity 
to the Alex~HHlrian poet-philologist Philitas, may once again serve as an exem· 
plary definition of the. modern artist, and if criticism today truly identifies with 
the work of art, it is not because criticism itself is also "creative," but (if at all) 
insofar as criticism is also a form of negativity. Criticism is in fact nothing other 
tha? t_he process of its own ironic self-negation: precisely a "self-annihilating 
nothLng,'' or a "god that self-destructs," nccording to Hegel's prophetic, if ill­
willed, definition. Hegel's objection, that "Mister Friedrich von SchlegeL" 
Solger, Novalis, and other theoreticians of irony remained stalled at "absolute 
infinite negativity" and would have ended by making of the least artistic "the 
true principle of art,'' m::n'keting ''the unexpressed as the best thing,'' misses the 
point: that the negativity of irony is not th~ provisional negative of dialectic, 
which the magic wand of suhlfltion (Ar0fl1ehung) is always already in the act of 
transforming into a po8itive, but an absolute and irretrievable negativity that does 
not, for that, renounce knowledge. The claim that a posture genuinely both philo­
sophical and scientific (which has provided an essential impetus to Indo-Euro­
pean linguistics, among other things) arose from Romantic irony, precisely with 
the Schlegels, remains to be questioned in terms of the prospects for giving a 
critical foundation to the human sciences. For if in the human sciences subject 
and object necessarily become identified, then the idea of a science without ob­
ject is not a pl<'~yful pan-1do:x, but perhaps the most serious task that remains en­
trusted to thought in our time. What is now more and more frequently concealed 
by the endless sharpening of knives on behnlf of a methodology \Vith nothing left 
to cut--.. name.ly, the realization that the object to have been grasped has finally 
evaded knowledge---is instead reasserted by criticism as its own specific charac­
ter. Secular enlightenment, the most profound project of criticism, does not pos­
sess its object. Like all authentic quests, the quest of criticism consists not in 
discovering its object but in assuring the conditions of its inaccessihility. 

European poets of the thir1eenth century called the essential nucleus of their po­
etry the stanza, that is, a "capacious dwelling, receptacle," because it safe­
guarded, along with all the formal elements of the canzone, thatjoid'amor that 
these poets entrusted to poetry as its unique object. But what is this object? To 
what enjoyment does poetry dispose its stanza as the receptive "womb" of its 
entire art? What does its trobar so tenaciously enclose? 

Access to what is problematic in these questions is barred by the forgetfulness 
of a scission that derives from the origin of our culture and that is usually ac­
cepted· as the most natural thing-that goes, so to speak, without saying-when 
in ni.Ct it is the only thing truly worth interrogating. The scission in question is 
that between poetry and philosophy, between the poetic word and the word of 
thought. This split is so fundamental to our cultural tradition that Plato could al­
ready declare it ''an ancient enmity.'' According to a conception that is only im-
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plicitJy contained in the Phttonic critique of poetry, but that has in modern times 
acquired a hegemonic character, the scission of the word is construed to mean 
that poetry possesses its object without knowing it while philosophy knows its 
object \'>'tthout posse~sing it. In the \Vest, the word is thus divided between a word 
that is unaware, as if fallen from the sky, and enjoys the object of knowledge by 
representing it in beautiful form, and a word that has all seriousness and con­
sciousness for itself but does not enjoy its object because it does not know how to 
represent it. 

The split between poetry and philosophy testifies to the impossibility, for 
Western culture, of fully possessing the object of knmvkdge (for the problem of 
knowledge is a problem of possession, and every problem of possession is a 
problem of enjoyment, that is, of language). In our culture, knowledge (accord­
ing to an ~ntinorny that Ahy W~irhurg diagnosed as the "schizophrenia" of West­
ern culture) is divided between inspired-ecstatic and nrtional-conscious poles, 
neither ever succeeding in wholly reducing the other. Insofar as philosophy and 
poetry have passively accepted this division, philosophy has f<1iled to elaborate a 
proper language, as if there could be a royal road to truth that would avoid the 
problem of its represenlation, and poetry has developed neither a method nor 
self-consciousness. What is thus overlooked is the fact that every authentic poetic 
project is directed to\vard knuwledge, just as every authentic act of philosophy is 
always dire.cted toward joy. The name of HOiderlin-of a poet, that is, for whom 
poetry was above all problematic <1nd who often hoped that it \\'ould be raised to 
the level of the mifchanc (mech<mical instrument) of the ancients so that its pro­
cedures could be calculated and taught-and the dialogue that with its uueran~e 
engages a thinker who no longer designates his own meditation with the name of 
"philosophy" are invoked here to witness the urgency, for our culture, of redis­
covering the unity of our own fragmented word. 

Criticism is horn at the moment when the scission reaches its extreme point. It 
is ~ifllatcd where, in \Vcstern culture, the word comes unglued from itself; and it 
points, on the near or t:·u· side of that separ:1tion, toward a unitary status for the 
utterance. From the outside, this situation of c.riticism can be expressed in the 
formula according to which it neither represents nor knows, but knows the rep­
resentation. To appropriation without consciousness and to consciousness with­
out enjoyment criticism opposes the enjoyment of what cannot be possessed and 
the possession of what cannot be enjoyed. In this way, criticism interprets the 
precept of Gr~rgantua: "Science without consciousness is nothing but the ruin of 
the soul." What is secluded in !'he stanza of criticism is nothing, but this nothing 
safeguards unappropriability as its most precious possession. 

In the following pages, we will pursue a model of knowledge in operations such 
as the desperation of the mehmcholic or the Verleugnung (dis<WO\Vlll) of the fe­
tishist: operations in which desire simultaneously denies and affirms its object, 
<md thus succeeds in entering into relation with something that othenvise it would 
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have been unable either to appropriate or enjoy. This is the model that has pro­
vided the frame both for an exc:nninfltion of human objects transfigured by the 
commodity, and for the attempt to discover, through an<'llysis of emblematic form 
and the tale (ainos) of the Sphinx, a model of signifying that might escnpe the 

· situation of signifier and signified that dominates Western reflection 
. From this perspective, one enn grasp the proper meaning of the cen­

t of the present inquiry-the. reconstruction of the theory of the phan­
that subtends the entire poetic project bequeathed by troubadour and Stil­

novist lyric to European culture and in which, through the dense textual 
entrebescamen (interlaeing, intenveaving) of phantasm, desire, and word, poetry 
constructed its own authorily by becoming, itself, the stanza offered to the end­
less joy (gioi che mai non fina) of erotic experience. 

Each of the essays gathered here thus traces, within its hermeneutic circle, a 
topology of joy (gaudium), of the stanza through which the human spirit re .. 
sponds to the impossible task of appropriating what must in every case remain 
unappropriable. The path of the dance in the labyrinth, leading into the heart of 
what it keeps at a distance, is the spatial model symbolic of human culture and its 
royal road (Jwdos bosi!eie) tmvard a goal for which only a detour is adequate. 
From this point of view, a discourse that is aware that to hold ''tenaciously what 
is dead exacts the greatest effort'' and th<ll esc he\vs ''the magic power that trans­
forms the negative into being" must necessarily guarantee the unapproprinbility 
of its object. This discourse behaves with respect to its object neither as the mas­
ter who simply negates it in the act of enjoyment nor like the slave who works 
with it <1nd tnmsforms it in the deferral of desire: its operation is, rather, that of a 
refined love, a fin'amors that at once enjoys and defers, negates and affirms, 
accepts and repels; and whose only reality is the unreality of a word "qu'amas 
l'aura I e chatz la lebrc ab lo bou I e nadi contra suberna" [that heaps up the 
l?reeze I and hunts the hare with the ox I and swims against the tide (Arnaut 
Daniel, canso "En cest sonet coind' e Jeri," vv. 43-45)]. 

From this vantage one can speak of a topology of the unreal. Perhaps the topos, 
for Aristotle ''so difficult to grasp'' but \Vhose power is ''marvelous and prior to 
all others" and which Plato, in the Sophist, conceives as a "third genre" of be­
ing, is not necessarily something ''real.'' In this sense we can take seriously the 
question that Aristotle puts in the fourth book of the Physics: ''Where is the ca­
pristag, where the sphinx?" (pou gar esri tmgclnphos he ,\phinx). The answer, to 
be sure, is "nowhere"; but perhaps only because the terms in question are them­
selves topoi. We must still accustom ourselves to think of the "place" not as 
something spatial, but as .something more original than space. Perhaps, follo\ving 
Plato's suggestion, we should think of it as a pure difference, yet one given the 
power to act such that "what is not, will·in a certain sense be; and what is, will 
in a certain sense not be.'' Only a philosophical topology, analogous to what in 
mathematics is defined as an analysis situs (analysis of site) in opposition to 
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analysis magnitudinis (analysis of magnitude) would be adequate to the topos 
outopos, the placeless place whose Borromcan knot we have tried to draw in 
these pages. Thus topological exploration is constan!ly oriented in the light .of 
utopia. The claim that thematicaHy sustains this inquiry into the void, to which it 
is constrained by its critical project, is precisely that only if one is capable of 
entering into relation with unreality and with the unappropriable as such is it pos­
sible to appropriate the real and the positive. Thus this volume is intended as a 
first, insuffident attempt to follow in the wake of the project that Robert Musil 
entrusted to his unfinished novel: a project that, a few years previously, the words 
of a poet had expressed in the formula ''Whoever seizes the greatest unreality 
will shape the greatest reality.'' 





Part I 
The Phantasms of Eros 

Now loss, cruel as it may be, cannot do anything aga;nst 
possession: it cornpletes it, if you wish, it affirms it. It is not, 
at bottom, but a second acqulsition-.. this rhne wholly internal-­
and equally intense. 

Rilke 

Many attempted in vain to say the most joyful things joyfully; 
here, finally, they are expressed in mourning. 

H01derlit1 





Chapter 1 
Tl1e Noonday Demon 

During the whole of the Middle Ages, a scourge worse than the plague that in­

fested the castles, villas, and palaces of the cities of the world fell on the dwell­

ings of spiritual life, penetrated the cells and cloisters of monasteries, the 

Thebaid of the hermits, the convents of rech~scs. Acedia (sloth), tristitia (sor­
row), taedium vitae (weariness, lo<lthing of life), and dcsidia (idleness) are the 

names the church fathers gave to the death this sin induced in the soul; and, al­

though its desolate effigy occupies the fifth position in the lists of the Summae 

virtutum et vitiorum (Summa of virtues and vices), in the miniatures of manu­

scripts, and in the popular representations of the seven capital sins, 1 an ~ncient 
hermeneutic tradition considered it the most lethal of the vices, the only one for 

which no pardon was possible. 
The fathers exercised themselves \Vith particular fervor against the dangers of 

this "noonday demon" 2 that chose its victims among the homines religios; (re­

ligious men), assailing them when the sun reached its highest point over the ho·· 
rizon. Perhaps for no other temptation of the soul do their writings show such a piti­

less psychological penetration and such a punctilious and chilling phenomenology: 

The gaze of the slothful man rests obsessively on the \VindO\v,. and with 
his fantasy, he imagines the image of someone who comes to visit him. 
At the squeak of the door, he leaps to his feet. He hears a voice, runs to 
face the \Vindm:v and look OUt, andyet he doeS 110{ descend tO the 
street, but turns back to sit down where_ he was, torpid and as if 
dismayed. If he reads, he interrupts himself restlessly and, a minute 
later, slips into sleep. If he wipes his face with his hand, he extends the 

3 
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fingers and, having rcmm'ed his eyes from ihe book, fixes them on the 
wall. Again he gazes at the book, proceeds for a few lines, mumbling 
the end of each word he reads; and mcnnYvhile he fills his head with 
idle cnlcuhtions, he counts the nllmher of the pages and the sheets of 
the bind1ngs, and he begins to hate the letters and the beautiful 
miniatures he has before his eyes, until, at the last, he doses the book 
and uses it as a cushion for his head, falling into a brief and shallow 
sleep, from which a sense of privation and hunger that he must satisfy 
wakes him. 3 

As soon as this demon begins to obsess the mind of some unfortunate 
one, it insinuates into him a horror of the place he finds himself in, an 
impatience with his own cell, and a disdain for the brothers who live 
with him, who now seem to him careless and vulgar. lt makes him inert 
before every activity that unfolds within the walls of his cell, it prevents 
him from staying there in peace and alt'ending to his reading; and behold 
the wretched one begin to complain that he obtains no benefit from 
conventual life, and he sighs and moans that his spirit will produce no 
fruit so long as he remains where he is. Querulously he proclaims 
himself inept at facing any task of the spirit and afflicts himself with 
being always empty and immobile at the same point, he who might have 
been useful to others and guided them, and who has instead not 
concluded anything or benefited anyone. He plunges into exaggerated 
praise of distant and ab~ent monasteries and evokes the places where he 
could be healthy and happy; he describes plcnsant communities of 
brothers. burning with spiritu<~l convcr~ation; and on the other hand 
everything that he has within reach seems harsh and difficult, his 
brothers lack all good qualities, and even food seems difficult to obtain 
without effort. Finally he convinces himself that he will nol be at case 
until he abandons his cell and that if he were to remain there, he would 
perish. Then, toward the fifth or sixth hour, a languor seized his body, 
and a rabid hunger for food, as if he were exhau.~:;red from a long 
journey or a hard task, or as if he had fasted for two or three days. 
Then he begins to look about himself here and there, he enters and exits 
several times from the cell and fixes his eyes on the sun as if he could 
slow down the sunset; and finally, a senseless confusion comes over his 
mind, similar to the mist that envelops the earth, and leaves it inert and 
empty. 4 

In rhe evocation of the infernal train of thefiliae acediae (daughters of sloth), 5 

the allegorizing mentality of the church fathers magisterially fixed the halluci­
nated psychologica] constellations of acedia. In the first place there is malitia 
~malice, ill will), the ambiguous and unstoppable love-hate for good in itself, and 
rancor (resentment), the revolt of the bad conscience against those who exhort it 
to good; pusillanimitas, the "small soul" and the scruple that withdraws crest­
fallen before the difficulty and the effort of .spiritual existence; dN:peratio, the 
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dark and presumptuous certainty of being <~lready condemned beforehandand the 
complacent. -sinking into one's own destruction, as if nothing, least of all divine 
grace, could provide salvation; torpor, the obtuse and somnolent stupor that par­
alyzes any gesture thai ni.ight heal us; and finally, cmgatio mentis (wandering of 
the mind), the flight of the will before itself and the restless hastening from fan­
tasy to fantasy. 6The latter manifests itself in ,·erhositos (garrulity), the prolifer­
ation of vain and tedious speech; cudositas, the insatiable desire to see for 
seeing's sake that disperses in nhvays new possibilities; instabilitas loci vel prop­
ositi (instability of place and purpose); and importunitas mentis (importunity of 
mind), the petulant incapability of fixing an order and a rhythm to one's own 
thought. 

Modern psychology has to such a degree emptied the term acedia of its orig­
inal meaning, making it a sin- against the 'capitalist work ethic, that it is difficult 
to discern in the spectacular medievf'll personification of the noonday demon and 
its Jiliae the innocent mixture of laziness and unwiHingness that we are accus­
tomed to associate with the_ image of the slothful. 7 Nevertheless, as frequently 
happens, the misunderstanding and the minimization of a phenomenon, fru· from 
signifying that it is remote and extraneous, are rather symptoms of a proximity so 
intolerable as to require camouflage and repression. 'Jhis is so true that very few 
will have recognized in the patrislic evocation of the filiae acediae the same cat­
egories that served Heideggerin his celebrated analysis of daily banality and the 
collapse into the anonymous and inauthentic of the impersonal construction "one 
... " that has furnished the point of departure (not in fact always to the purpose) 
for innumerable sociological characterizations of our existence within so-called 
mass society- but in fact there is a concordance of terms. Evagatio mentis be­
comes the flight and diversion from the most authentic possibilities of Dasein; 
vabositas is the gossip that everywhere incessantly dissimulates that which it 
should disclose and that maintains Dasein within equivocation; curiositas is the 
curiosity that seeks what is new only to jump once again toward what is even 
newer, and that, incapable of taking care of what is truly offered to it, obtains, 
through this impossibility of sustaining aHention (the instabilitas of the fathers), 
the constant availability of distraction. 

The resurrection of the psychological wisdom that the Middle Ages crystal­
li.zed in the typology of the slothful therefore risks being something more than an 
academic exercise: scrutinized close up, the repulsive mask of the noonday de­
mon reveals features that are perhaps more famili11r than we might have expected. 

If we examine the interpretation the doctors of the church gave of sloth, we 
see that il was not placed under the rubric of laziness but under that of anguished 
sadness and desperation. According to Saint Thomas, who in the Summa theo­
logica gathered the observations or the fathers in a ri.gorous <lnd exlumslive syn-- ' 
thesis, sloth was, in fact, a species tristitiac (kind of sorrow), and more exactly, 
sadness with regard to the essential spiritual good of man, that is, to the partic­
ular spiritual dignity that had been conferred on him by God .. What afflicts the 
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slothful is not, therefore, the awareness of an evil, but, on the contrary, the con­
templation of the greatest of goods: acedia is precisely the vertiginous and fright­
ened withdrawal (recessus) when faced with the task implied by the place of man 
before God. 8 Hence, that is, insofar as sloth is the horrified flight before that 
which cannot be evaded in any way, acedia is a mortal evil; it is, indeed, the 
mortal malady par excellence, whose distorted image Kicrkegaard fixed in the 
description of the most fearful of its daughters: ''the desperation that is aware of 
its being desperation, aware therefore of having an ego in which there is some­
thing eternal, and which now desperately wishes not to be itself, or desperately 
wishes to be itself.'' 

The sense of this recessus a bono divino (\~·ithdra\val from divine good), of 
Lhis flight heforc the richness of one's own spiritual possibilities, contains in itself 
a fundamental ambiguity, whose identification is among the most surprising re­
sults of medieval psychological science. That the slothful should withdraw from 
his or her divine destiny does not. mean, in fact, that he or she manages to forget 
it or ceases, in reality, to desire it. If, in theological terms, what the slothful lacks 
is not salvation, but the way that leads to it, in psychological terms the recessus 
of the slothful does not betray an eclipse of desire but, rather, the becoming un­
obtainable of its object: it ;s rhc perversion (~ra will thm 1vants rhe object, but not 
the way that leads to it, and wMch simultaneously desires and bars the path to his 
or her own desire. 

Saint Thomas discerns perfectly the amhiguous relation of desperation to its 
own desire: "What we do not desire," he writes, "cannot be the object either of 
our hope or of our desperation.'' It is to his equivocal erotic constellation thai W(~ 
owe the fact that in the Summa thcologita sloth is not opposed ro sollicitudo; that 
is, to desire and attention, but to gmulium, to the satisfaction of the spiril in 
God. 9 

This persistence and exaltation of desire in the face of an object that the sub­
ject itself has rendered unobtainable is expressed in the ingenuous popular char­
acterization of acedia by Jacopone da Benevento: "Acedia wants to have every­
thing, but does not want to make an effort.'' Paschasius Radbertus includes it in 
one of those f<mtastic etymologies 10 to \vhich medieval thinkers entrusted. their 
most nudacious speculative intuitions: ''Dcsperatio dicta est, eo quod desit illi 
pes in via, quae Christus est. grndiendi" [Desperation is so named because it 
lacks the foot (pes) to walk in the way that is Christ]. Fixed in the scandalous 
contemplation of a goal that reveals itself in the act by which it is precluded and 
that is therefore so much the more obsessive to the degree that it becomes more 
unattainable, the acidiosus (slothful one) finds himself or herself in a paradoxical 
position in which, as in Kafka's aphorism, ''There exists a point of arrival, but no 
path,'' and there is no escape because one cannot flee from what cannot even be 
reached. 

This desperate sinking into the abyss that js opened between desire and its 
unattainable object was fixed. by medieval iconography in the type of acedia, rep-
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resented as a woman who desolately lets her gaze fall to earth and abandons her 
head to the support of her hand, or as a bourgeois or cleric who entrusts his 
discomfort to the cushiori that the devil holds out for himY What the mnemo-­
technical project of the Middle Ages offered here to the edification of the con­
templator was not a naturalistic representation of the .. guilty sleep'' of the lazy 
person, but the exemplary gesture of allowing the head and glance to decline as 
an emblem of the desperate paralysis of the soul before its inescapable situation. 
Precisely because of this fundamental contradiction, however; acedia does not 
have only a negative value. With their intuition of the c<~pacity for dialectical in­
version proper to the categories of spiritual life, next to tristitia mortifcra (deadly 
sorrow) [or diaholica, or tristitia saecula (weariness of the \Vorld)], the fathers 
placed a tristitia salutifcra (saving sorrow) [or uti/is (useful), or scCl(lJdmn deum 
(according to God)] that was the operator of salvation and the "golden goad of 
the soul,'' and, as such, ''it should be counted not a vice but a virtue.'' 12 In the 
ecstatic ascension of the Scala Paradisi of John Clim<1chus, the seventh step is 
thus occupied by the "grief that makes joy," defined as "a sadness of the soul 
and an affliction of the hemt that seeks always that for which it is ardently thirsty; 
and, as long as it is deprived of it, anxiously follows it and goes after it with 
howls and J:.unents." 

The ambiguous negative value of aced;a becomes in this manner the dialec­
tical leavening capable of reversing privation as possession. ·since its desire re­
mains fixed in that which has rendered itself inacce~sible, acedia is not only a 
flight from, but also a flight toward, which communicates with its object in the 
form of negation and lack. As in those illusory figures tl~at can be interpreted 
now .in one way, now in another, all of its features thus describe in its concavity 
the fullness of that from which it is turned away, and every gesture that it com­
pletes in .its flight is a te$timonial to the endurance of the link that binds it to its 
object. 

Insofar as his or her tortuous intentions open a space for the epiphany of the 
unobtainable, the slothful testifies to the obscure wisdom according to which 
hope has been given only for the hopeless, goals only for those who will always 
be unable to reach them. The nature of the "noonday demon" is just that dialec­
tical. As of a mortal illness containing in itself the possibility of its own cure, it 
can be said of acedia that "the greatest disgrace is never tohave had it." 

Notes 

1. In the- most ancient patristic tradit.ion the cnpital sin<: :1re not seven, hut eight. Tn the list of John 
Cnssi:m, they are gastrimargia (gluttony),fornicalio (lust), phitm·gwia (nvarice.), ira (wrath), triJtitia 
(sorrow), w('r/ia (sloth), f'cnndnxia (vainglory), and supcr/Jia (pride). In the w(~stern tradition, be­
ginning with S::~int Gregory, tri.~titia is fused with acedia, and the sc.wn sins take on the onk.r that is 
Found in popular illustrations and allegorical representations frorn the end of the Middle Ages, famil­
iar to m: through the fTC$COe.s of Giotto in Pachw, the tondo of Bosch in the Prado, or thC' engravings 
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·6. The inability to control the incessant discourse (the ('0 ngitatio) of the interior phantnstns is 
among !he essential traits in the patrisiic charactc.ri7.lltion of ~;loth. All the Vitae patrum (Lives of lhe 
fathers) (Patmloght !min a, 73) echo to the cry of the monh illld anchorites whom solitude confronts 
with the monstrou~ proliferation of the fantasy: "Dornilw, <::alvari desidero, sed cogitationes variae 
nrm pcrmittunt" (Lord, I wi~h to be saved, tmt th('. fluctuating thought~ do not permit it); "Quid 
fnciam, pater, quonimn nulln opera f:1eio morwchi, sed in n('gligentia constilutu~ n•medo et bibo et 

dormio, t~t d~ hora in hor::~m transgredior de cogit:1tione in cogitationem" (What shall I do, falher; 
since I perform no works fitting for a monk; rather, established in my negligence I caL and drink and 
sleep, and hour by hom I flit from <me thought to another). Cogirntio, in medievnl terminology, refers 
alw~ys to lhe phantnsy and to its phnnta~nwtic disc-ourse; only with the di~nppen.rance of the Greek 
and medieval notion (>f the separate inrdlcct doe!' ('ngitatio hegin to desc1·ihe intellect\1<11 activity. 

We will see later that this hypertrophy of the imagination is one uf the. trllits lhatlinh tht:" sloth of 
the f<lthers to the mehncho!ic syndrome and to the love--disease of humoral medicine; like these, sloth 
c!_m\d he <kfim•d as vitiurn rwmptnr inwghratimris (a fnult of corrupted imnginntion). Whoever, un­
der the effect ()f this mcbncholic depression, induced by a disease or a drug, has experienced this 
di~order of the phan1:1sy, knows that the uncontrollable flu~ of interir.1r imnges i~, for the conscious­

ness, one of lhe mo~t arduous and dangerous trial~. Flanbe-rt, who suffered through his adok~ccnce 
with ;m ntr0eiou.s im;tginativc disorder, represented in hh most mnbitious work (!.n trnt(1/ir": de Saint 
Antoint) the condition of a soul at grir~ with the "temptation~" of !he phm1tasy. The discovery, fa·· 
miliar to the mystic tradition of every country, of a p0s~iblc positive value implicit in tl~e abundrmce 
of phant:-.sms Wll!;, as we sh:1ll see, a ~ignificilnt event in the hi~tnry of Western nrltum. 

One of the few modern ;-ttfempts to con~truct ~0mcthing that rorrcsp(md;<; to medievnl ph:~ntas­

rnology is owed to t!ult unique mi~tnrc of genius and idiocy thnt charadcrized Leon Daudet (lin author 
dcnr to \Vnlter Ben.inmin), who"e nnnlysi$ of interior phanta"rm (defined <IS pcnnnimagcs) gives rise 
to an :m!hentie hiological theory oflhe lnnnnn spirit as a ".~ystem of congenital images and figures" 
th~t descrYe;; to he. dcvdoped further. Fmm !his point of view, a reading of his now unobtainable Le 
mowfc des im(lgts ( 1919) and lR rPw' l'l'ri!lc ( 1926) i~ of crm~idcrahlr interest. 

7. For im intcrprctatinn of sloth that restores it" original meaning, see Josef Pieper, Hope and 
History, tran.;;. Riehard nnd Clllra Win~lon (London: Burn~ and Oate.s/Henler nnrl Herder, 1969). 

It is surely not a coincidence if, parallel to tlw hourgeoi~ travesty of sloth as lnziness, l:niness 
(nlnng with sterility. '-"hieh is crystalli?rcl in the ideal of the lt•sl:linn) corr1es to be the emhlem that 
m·ti~ts bpp(\se to the capitalist ethic of productivity and U<;e.fu!nes~. The- poetry of Bm.1clelaire. is dom­
inated throughout by the idea of pareS.\'(· (l::tzinc~s, idleness) HS a cipher (\f henuty. One of the funda­
mental effects that Moreau <Jtlcmpted to re:~lize in his p:~inling \V:l~ fa f,rffc i11crtic (beautiful inertia). 
The ohses~;ive rcturll, in his work, of an cmhlern;lfic female figure (as fixed, in partinrlnr, in the 
hiwatic gesture of hi~ Salome) cannot he undcr~tood if one ignores his conception of femininity as the 
cryprogr3ph:y of idleness and unproductive t(~dimn: ''Cctte femme ennnyee, fantasque," he ~rite~, 
"~r nrtture anirnnlc, se dnnnant le plai~it, Ires peu vif pour elle, M voir ~on cnnemi ~-terre, tant elle est 
dcgou!ee de 10\ltc <;alisfacti(>ll de ses d~sirs. Cette femriw se prnmcnant nonchnl;:nnrnent d'une fa~on 
vegctalc ... ""(This bored, capricious wormm, of animlll nalure., giving herself the pleasure, 
scareely vi\'id cnongh for her, of seeing her enemy prostrat(•d, so mnch i~ si1c disgusted by every 
~ntisfac!ion of her dc.~ires. Thi~ W0tttat1 ~trolling nonchalantly in a vegetal manner ... ) . In the great 
unfinished canva~ of U:.1· chimhcs (Chirnneras), where Moreau wished to reprcsl~nt all the sins and 
temptation~ of mllnkind, a figure can he detected that -;trikingly ct>rrcspond5 to the traditional repre­

seniation of sloth-mel::mcholy. 
8. "Accdin non c-"i recessus rncntnli-:; a quoeinnquc f,pirHunli bonr), sed a bono divinn, cui ()portet 

nwntcrn inhnererl' ex necessitate" (Sloth i~ not a mental withdrawal from <tny ~piritual good, but hom 
the divine good, to which it h('hom;cs the mind to cleave out of nec<"ssity) (Srmmra tlreofogica 2~ 

2.35). The account of Guill;urmc d'Auvergnc o::nid that th~ slothful man is sickened by G<1cl hirnsc.lf: 
"Dcum igitur ipsnm fontem omnium '\mwitatem in primio:: fnstidit ncddiosHs" (God, therefore, the 
fount of all S\vcctncs~. first of all sicke11s the slothful man) (Guiliemi Pnrisicnsis, Oprm nmnirr, Ve-
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of Brueghel. When sloth is mentioned in the text, the refcrcnn: is always to the _complex re~ulting 
fmm this fusion, which should be rendered mom precisely as tri.rtitia-cwedio (s~dtw.s~---~IMh). 

2. "f-1axirne circa honnn scxtam mnnachum inquiet::ms .... Denique nonnulli senllm hnne esse 
pronuntianr meridianurn dacmnnen, qui in p~almo non.1gc~imo nuncupntm" (The monk is niade most 
restless at about the sixth hour .... 111creforc not a few elder~ have judged this to be the. noond~.y 
demon that is mentioned in the ninetieth ps~lm) (John Cassian, De institlllis coenobiorum, book 10, 
chap. 1, in f'atrologir1 lmhra, 49). Similarly, .John Climnc-hu<; (Scala l'nradisi, gr. 13, in Patroll'lgia 

gmeca, 88): "l\·1anc primnm langucntcs medicu~ visitar, acedia vero mon:whos circll meridiem" (The 
doctor visits the sick in l.he early morning, and sloth visits lhe monb anmnd noon). It is then no 
accident that in Brucghel's engraving rcprese.nling ~loth, an enormons cloek face appear~ in the upper 
right of tht•. p::linting, on which, in the p!ac:c of the usunl clock h::lncls, the image of a hand indicates 
circa mrridirm (near noon). On the no0nday demon, crm~ult Leopardi's, Saggio .wpra gli errori 

popnfm·i degli antichi (Essay on the popnlllr errors of the :mcienr~), chap. 7. The reference to the 
"ninetielh psalm" .in Ca.'>sian is, to be precise, to the sixth verse, and lhe Hebrew word that corre­
sponds is Keteb. According to Rohde, the Jl<>onday demon of Christian authors is a reincarnation of 
Empusa, one of the ogress figures in !he spectral retimie of Hecate, which appears, in fact, at noon 
[See Erwin Rohde, Psychr.: The Cult of Souls and the Belief in Immortality among the Greeks (New 

York: Hnrcourt, Brace, 1925)]. 

3. Saneti Nili, De octo spiritifms mnliriac, chap. 14. 

4. John Cassian, De hmitrllis r·ocnohi('l'fl/11, book 10, chap. 2. Even at the distnnce of so many 
centuries, the palristic de~cription of the sl0thful man has lost none of its exemplarity and contern-­
poran<.'ity and .seems rather to have furnished the model for modern literature in the grips of its own 
mal du si?:cle. Thus tht\ ChevHiit'r d'Albert, !he- pmt<tgonist of that hibk m·ollf Ia lrttrc of dcc<Jdenti"-m 
that is Madcmoiscllr· de Maupin, is pr:(>.sentcd by Gaulier in term~ that closely rc.call the medieval 
phenomenology of slolh. Even closer to lhc patristic model is the description of thl\ stateN of feeling 
of De-s E;;seini{'S (who doc<:. not conceal his preference for the ;vnrks of the church fathers) in Huys­
man$'s A rebnr1•·s. Similar I rails, though garnrred obviously at se-eond hand, are to be fillllld in Gior­
gio Aurispa's 'li·im(fn de!ln m(>rtr. Tn many respects, Baudebire's :1nnotation~ in Mon coeur mis a lUI 

<~no in the Frrsfcs reveal as well <1 singular proximity tn the phcn">menology of sloth. In any case, in 
the pot.>m thnt open~ Lr•sflcurs du mal, B:mdelnire places his p(letic: work under the sign of sloth (here 
ilppearing ns 1'/lJJJii). Bandel:lire's poetry in its totality may P(' understood, in 1hi~ perspceli,·e, as a 
mortn1 strngglc with sloth and, at the same time, as rhe attempt to trrmsforrn it into <::ornething posi-­
tive. The dandy, who repre~en1s, according to B:nrdrl:1i're, the perfect type of the poet, may be con­
sidered, in a certain ~ense, a:<; a reine!rn::ttion of the slolhful. If it is true thai I he essence of dandyi<m 
eonsisto; in a rdigi<Hl of lhe trivial or in ;u:1 nrt of c<~relcssneo;~ (that is, in taking pain~ over eardessnc~s 
itself), then it presents itself as a paradoxical reevaluation of sloth, wtH)S(', etymological meaning is, 
in fact, lack of cart~ (fmtn a-i'/1(•dr'mm'). 

5. Ac-cording to Gregory, there are six daughters of sloth: mn!itin, rancor, pr~siflanimiras, des­

pcratio, torpor drr:a pra('r·r'['/(1, cmgatin mentis (malice, rancor, puslllnnimity, desperation, torpor 
with regard to rules and precept~, wandering of the mind). Isidore lists seven ((lliositos, s(lmnn/cntin, 

imrnrtrmita•· mrnti~. i11(jllitt11dn cmporis, i1rstabilitns. 1·abositas, nrri(tsitas; id!enei\~, .smnnolenee, 
indecorousness of mind, bodily di~quier, in~tllhility, verhosity, curiosity), but, as Saint Thom::rs 
observes, these can be red\tO"d to th0~c cmHnen)l(~d by Gregory. In fact. "oliosit<~s et somnolentia 
rcdunmtm ad lorporern circa praceepta ... omnia antr.m alia quinque, quae possint oriri ex acedia, 
pertinent <ld cvagationem mentis circa illicita" (idlmt.\'.1' and 1·omnolen('('. reduce. to torpor rcgnrding 
precepts ... il!l the othe!' five th!!l c<Jn origin11te from sloth, pcrt.1ining to the ll'nndcring of the mind 

/(!Hmd rmi<T11frd things) (~(·.e Summa th('n/ogica, Ila llae 35, 4th article). In Aumm, the first novel of 
one of the most ac\ltc md ''slothful'' of living .French writer~, Michel Leiris, it i~ po.~sible to 11nd a 

di~1inclly al:l\mdnnt list of filiae (1('('(/iae (sixty-eight), hut it is easy to cst~bli~h that they can almost 
he s\lhsnmcd under the patri~lk categories. 
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netiis, 1591, p. 168). The image of the rucw1s, of drawing back, constant in the patristic descrip­

tions of sloth, also appeared, as we will sec, in the medic~! <Kcount~ of nwl~nchn!y, from humoral 

medicine through Freud. 

9. "Ergo acedia nihil aliud est quam pigritia, (jlJOd vickt11r esse falsum; narn pigriti.1 sollicitu­

dini opponitnr, <Jcediae autnn g~11dimn" (Therefore sloth is nothing b11t la7ine~s. whkb is fr~lse; for 
laziness is oppo~ed to ?:cal, sloth, r:~ther, to joy) (S11mmn tlreologica 2, 2. 35). Alcuin, too, insists on 

the. aggravation of desire as <m cs~cnti~l eh;'\ractcristic.of sloth: 1'hr slothful m~n ''i~ stupeficcl .in ciunal 
de~ ires and take~ no j<'Y in spiritual worb, nor is gladdened in !he desire of l1is ~nul, nor rejoices in 
the a~sist:mce of fraternal labor; but yet he craves and desires, and his idle mind flits over every 
thing.'' The 1 ink bel ween ~I nth and dr.~i re, ~ nd therefore bdwee n sloth ::~nd love, is among the most 
inspired intnitians of mcdicvrtl psychalogy and i~ ('~scnti<Jl to undcrst~nding the nature of this sin. 

This explains why Dante, in l'urgarorin XVII, !mdcr~10od ~bth as a form of love, to be precise, as 

that love "1h01t runs to the good in <1 disol·dcred mr~nner" (v. 126). 

10. The 1msm·p<1>sed model of this f<tntastic science of etyma i~ in Plato's Crotylus, whose rich­
ness of material on the science of language i.~ far from completely explored. /\ mong the many playful 

etymologies (which ate not, however, to be taken only as jokes) that Plato proposes, deserving of 

being remembered here m'C atle<~5t tho;;e of mroma (n<~me) from on m1 mn.mw estin ("the being that 

is avidly sought''); ist()ria (history), hoti histrsi trm l!rorm (''because it stops the flow of time''); and 
ah;thria (truth) from theia alii (''divine race"). 

i l. Panofsky and Sax!, in their study on the genealogy of DUrer's Mclen('o!ia (see figure I) 
[Diirer's "Mclmcofia !". Eine que/len· und typrngcschirhtliche U11tcrs11r·lrmrg (Leipzig-Berlin, 

1923)], misnndcrstood the medieval concept of sloth, which they interpreted simply as the guilty 
sleep of the bzy. Somnnlcntin (a~ nn n~pect of f(J!por circa pmccrpto) is only one of the consequences 
of sloth and in no way clwrac1crizes it~ e.~~ence. The easy refuge of sleep is but tl1c "pillow" that the 

devil holds out to the 'lothful man to deprive him of all resistance. to sin. The gesture of <~llowing tht>. 
head to redinc on one hand signifies not sleep, but de~pcration. And it is precisdy to this emhlcnwtic 

ge.sture that the old German equivalent of the term accdin alludes: truricheit, from tniren = den 
Blick, dns Haupt gcscnkr ho{/('1] (allow tl1e ga:ce nnd head to fl'lll toward the earth). Only later does the 
essence of sloth become blurred <Jnd confused with la?ines~. lt is po~sible tht~t the pathway of this 

conversion was the as~imilation of 1hc 110(lnday de111on of sloth to the smnnr1s mnidimHH, which the 

Salernitnn Rrgirncn s1mitmis (Ruk of health) rcrnmrncndcd he avoided as the cause of many evils: 

"Let your noondny sleep be none, or brief. I Sloth, he<~dachcs, catarrhs, and fever I all these come to 

the noonday sleeper." 
12. Already in a work attributed to Saint Augustine (Liher de conflirta vitiomm et 1'i!"fllllf111, in 

Patrologfa Imina, 40), trisritin is defined w; w•mina (twin): "I discovered sadness to he double, in­
deed I knew two kinds of sorrow: one that works .~alvation, the other, evil; one that draws to peni­

tence, the other that leads to dc~peration.'' So a\ so ,\ ku in: ''There are two kinds of qdncss: one that 

brings salv::~tion, one that brings plagues" (l.iha de Yirtutis, chap. 33); and JonRs d'Orkans: "Sad­

ne!;s occurs in two way~, th/11 i.~, ,~ometimes henlthfnl, ~nmdimes ldhal: when it i.~ he:~ lthful, it should 

be counted not a vice but a virtue." ln the a k hemic al f('rm in(llogy s 10th ~ lso appe('lrs with a double 

pnlarity: in the C!al'is tntius J'hilow•rhinc at Dorn (i11 Tlirmrwr1 rhcmfmm, Argentomri 1622, voL l ), 

the a!dwmical oven i.~ called nrNiio b('Cil\lse of its s]o.,,·ness, which, howeve.t; :1ppcars as a m·ce .. ~.~ary 
quality ("Now we have the oven filled up [or hilly prepared], which we sometime.~ call slolh, because 

i1 is slow in operation, on ar:cmmt of the slow fire"). 



Chapter 2 
Melencolia I 

The list of the four humors of the human body was condensed by the Regimen 
sanitatis of Salemo into an aphori~-:m of thn,>e verses: 

Quatuor humores in humano corpore constant: 
Sanguis cum cholera, phlegma, melancholia. 
Terra melancholia, aqua phlegma, acr sanguis, cholera ignis. 

[Four humors coexist in the human body: 
Blood, with choler, phlegm, and melancholy. 
Earth melancholy, water phlegm, air blood, choler fire.] 

Melancholyt or black bile (me!ahw dwle) is the humor whose disorders are lia­
ble to produce the most destructive consequences. In medieval humoral cosmol­
ogy, melancholy is traditionally associated with the earth, autumn (or winter), 
the dry element, cold, the north wind, t.he color black, old age (or maturity); its 
planet is Saturn, among whose children the melancholic finds himself with the 
banged man, the cripple, the peasant, the gambler, the monk, and the swineherd.· 
The physiological syndrome of abundantia melancholiae (abundance of melan­
choly humor) includes darkening of the skin, blood, ::tnd mine, hardening of the 
pulse, burning in the gut, flatnlence, acid burping, whistling in the left ear,2 con­
stipation or excess of feces, and gloomy dreams; among the diseases it can 
induce arc hysteria, dementia, epilepsy, leprosy, hemorrhoids, scabies, and sui­
cidal mania. Consequently the temperament that derives from its predominance 
in the human body is presented in a sinister light: the melancholic is pexime com.-

II 
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plexhmatus (vi•orst complected), sad, envious, malevolent, avid, fraudulent, 
cowardly, and earthly. 

Ne.verthelcss, an ancient tradition associated the exercise of poetry, philoso­
phy, and the. arts with this most wretched of all humors. ''Why is it,'' asks one of 
the most extravagant of the Aristotelian problcmata, "that all men who are out­
slanding in philosophy, poetry, or the arts are melancholic, and some to such an 
extent that they are infected by the. disease arising from black bile?" The answer 
Aristotle gave to his own question marks the point of departure of a dialectical 
process in the course of which the doctrine of genius came to be joined indissol· 
ubly to that of the melancholic humor under the spell of a symbolic complex 
whose emblem ambiguously established itself in the winged angel of DUrer's 
Melencolia (see figure 1): 

Those for instance in whom the bile is considerable and cold become 
sluggish and stupid, while those with \vhom it is excessive <md hot 
become mad, good-natured or amorous, and easily moved to passion 
and desire .... But many, because this heat is ncar to the seat of the 
mind, are affected by the diseases of madness or frenzy, which accounts 
for the Sibyls, Bacis, and all inspired persons, when their condition is 
due not to a disease but to a natural mixture. Mnracus, the Syracusan, 
was an even better poet when he was mad. But those with whom the 
excessive heat has sunk to a moderate amount are melancholic, though 
more intelligent and less strange, but they differ from the rest of the 
world in many ways, some in education, some in the arts, and others 
again in statesmanship·. 3 

This double polarity of black bile and its link to the "divine mania" of Plato 
were gathered and developed with particular fervor in that curious miscellany of 
mystic sects and avant-garde cabals that gathered, in the Florence of Lorenzo the 
Magnificent, around Marsilio Ficino. In the thought of Ficino, who recognized 
himself as a. melancholic and whose ~oroscope showed "Saturnnrn in Aquaria 
ascendentem" (Saturn ascendant in Aquarius), the rehabilitatjon of melancholy 
went hand in hand with an ennobling of the influence of Saturn,4 which the 
astrological tradition associated with the melancholic temperament as the most 
malignant of planets, in the intuition of polariz.ed extremes where the ruinous 
experience of opacity and the ecstatic ascent to divine contemplation coexisted 
alongsideeach other. In this context, the element(!} influence of the earth and the 
astral influence of Saturn were united to confer on the melancholic a natural pro­
pensity to interior withdrawal and contemplative knowledge: 

The nature of the melancholic humor fo11ows the quality of earth, which 
never dispersed like the other elements, but concentrated more strictly in 
itself ... such is also the nature of Mercury and Saturn, in virtue of 
which the spilits, gsthering themselves at the center, bring hack the 
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apex of the soul from what is foreign to itto what is proper to it, fix it 
in contemplation, and allow it to pchetrate to the center of things. 5 

Thus the cannibul <1nd castrated god, represented in medieval imagery as lame. 
and brandishing the harvesting scythe of de nth, became the sign under whose 
equivocal domination the noblest species of man, the "religious contemplative" 

destined to the investigfltion ofthe supreme mysteries, found its place next ~o the 
"rude and material'' herd of the wretched children of Saturn. 

It is not eas:y to discern the precise moment when the moral doctrine of the noon­
day demon emerged from the cloister to join ranks with the ancient medical 
syndrome of the black-biled temperament. When the iconographic types of the 
slothful and the melancholic appeared fused in calendar illnstrntions and popular 
almanacs llt the end of the Middle Ages, the process must have already been un­

der way for some time; only a poor understanding of sloth, one thflt identifies i( 

with its late travesty as the "guilty sleep" of the lazy person, can explain why 
Panofsky and Saxl, .in their attempt to re.constTuct the genealogy of Durer's 
Melencolia, reserved such scant space for the patristic literature on the "noonday 
demon." To this poor understanding we ::tiso mve the erroneous opinion (repeated -
by all who have traditionally preoccupied themselves with this problem)6 that 

acedia had a purely negative valuation in the Middle Ages. It maybe supposed, 

on the contmry, that the patristic discovery of the double polarity of tristitia­
acedia prepared the ground for the Henaissance reevaluation of the atrabilious 

temperament within the context of a vision in which the noonday demon, as the 
temptation of the religious, and hl<~ck humor, as the specific ri1alady of the con~ 

templative, should appear assimilable, and in which melancholy, having under-­

gone a gradual process of moralization, presented itself as, so to spe_ak, the lay 
heir of cloistral sorrow and gloom. 7 

In the Medicine of the Soul of Hugh of St. Victor, the process of allegorical 
transfiguration of humoral theory appeared close to completion. If in Hildegard 
von Bingen the negative polarity of melancholy was still interpreted as the sign of 

original sin, in Hugh the black bile was nmv identified rather with the tristitia 
uti/is (useful sorrow) in a perspective where the hmnoral pathology became the 

corporeal vehicle. of a mechanism of redemption: 

The human soul uses four humors: sweetness like blood, bitterness like 
red bile, sadness like black bile .... Black bile is cold and dry, but ice 
and dryness can be interpreted now in a good, now in an evil sense . 
. . . Itrendcrs men now somnolent. now vigilant, that is, now grave 
with anguish, now vigilant and intent on celestial desires .... You 
obtained, through blood, the swcel_ness of chari1J'; have now, through 
black bile, 0 melancholy, sorro\\' for your sins! 

This reciprocal penetration of sloth and melancholy rmlintaincd intact their 
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double polarity in the idea of a mortal risk latent in the noblest of human inten­
tions, or the possibility of salvation hidden in the greatest danger. With this in 
mind we can understand why the "greedy desire to see the supreme good" 
should be found in the writings of Constantine the African, the master of the 
medical ~chool of Salerno, as one of the cnuse.s of melancholy of the religious,. 
and why, on the other hand, the theologian Guillaume d'Auvergne could affirm 
that in his day "many pious ::md religious men ardently desired the melnncholy 
disease.' '9 In the stubborn contemplative ·vocation of the saturnine temper;:~ment 
reappears the perverse Eros of the slothful, who keeps his or her own desire fixed 
on the inaccessible. 

Notes 

1. The rri(1~t compkle study on rncl::meholy remains that of Kliban<>ky, Panofsky, and Saxl, Sat­
urn and Mt•frmclw!y (London, 1964), whose omissi0n·: nnd doubtful points will be noted in the 

course of this ch1lpter . 
. 2. This symptom (and not, 1l~ Pnnofsky seem~ !o ho!d, ~lothf!!l ~omnol~'nee, esp(x·ially given !hilt 

tlw authoritative Ari<>totle-DP snmltf) et l'igifirt, 4'i7a-- .. nffirmcd thar melancholies were not lovers of 
sleep) pcrhn.ps be~t explains 1he gesture of holding 11p the head with the left hnnd, so characteristic of 
the depictions of the meland10li<: tcmpcn1mcnt (in the oldest reprc.sent~1fi0T1S, the mdnncholic often 

nppc:11.·cd st:mrling, in the act nf ~CJlleC'ling his lefl ear with his hand). This attitude- prohahly came to 
be micundcrstncu.l as ~n indication (I[ ~h·cpitH"~~ :-~uri a<;<;imil:l!c:d to depictinm of sloth; the p»th of this 
('l.'n':crgence may be sought in the mcdieal theory of the harmful effects of the s(JI111111S mc-ridian11s 

(mid<lny sleep) pbc-ed in relation with the no0nday dcnmn of sloth. 
J. Thesf. two quolntion~ from Problem 30 of Ari'llolle's l'robfcms are from the transl~11ion by 

W. S. Hett (Carnhridge: Hnrv~rd University Press, 193'/), 953a and 954a-b. 
Bringing up to dale the list of rn<~lnncholie; listed by Aristotl<: in his Problem 30 [Hercnlc~, 

Bel krophon, Herac\itu s (see figure J), Detn(\C ri 1 n~, Mn ran1 s] would ri~ k n ccssi vr length. After ils 
first rr.nppcar~ncc :1mnng the- love poets of the duecrnto, Jhe grefl! return of me!anrhnfy began with 

humani~m. Among artists, the c:J<:e~ of tvtichelange!o, DUrer, and P0ntormn arc exemplary. A secOJid 
epickmic struck in Elizabethan England (see L. B<~hl', The Eli;:ohNfwn Ma!adJ~ Lansing, 1951); the 
cl!sc (>f .!ohn Donne is a good cxnmple. The third epoch of mrl:mcholy W(JS the nineteenth cenlllry: 
mnong the victims.were Baudcl::lire, Nerval, De Quincey, Coleridge, Strimlhcrg, ~md Huyo;rnnn<;. 
During all three periods, mcl:lllcholy was intcqm·ted with daring polarizatio1i a~ !'0mt>fhing al once 

p1'silivc and negati\'e. 
4. The rediscovery of the irnportnncc of the astrnlogicnl theory of influences of Saturn for the 

interpre1atinn of Diirer's "fd!'tvolia was the work of K. Giehlow (Diirers Stich '!1-11'/rncho/in 1' u11d 
der marimi/ionisrfu· Hurrumistcnkrt.is, Vienna, 1903) and A. Wnrhmg ("lleidni~ch·antike Weissa­
gung in Wort unci Bild zu Luthers Ze.iten" in Sit~:rmgshcri.-htr drr Hridcllwrg /\kadcmh• drr Wisscn­
S('haftcn, vol. 26, Heidelberg, 1920). Warburg's interpretation of DUrer's image as a "pamphlet of 
hum~nistic comfort against the fear of Saturn," which trnmforrns the effigy of the planetary demon 
into the plastic inearn<'ltion of the contcmpla!ive man, <;trongly influenced the conr.lusinn~ of the 

aforementioned study by Panofsky and Saxl. 
5. Marsilio Ficino, Thf'nf(lgia plrr!r>11icrr dr animrmon jmmortofitatc, critical t~difinn by R. Mar·· 

eel, Paris, !964, book 13, chap. 2. 
6. The error i~ thus repeMcd even hy careful st11dent~ ~uch as Edgar \Vind (Paga11 Mysteries in the 

Rmaissnn<r, Hilfmnndsworth, 1967) and Rudolf Wittko•xer. 
7. Proof of the early wnvergcnce of md;:;ndlOly and irisriria-acf'dia, which appe~m:d rather as 

two aspcct~ of !he same realily, is found in a letter of Saint Jerome: "Sun! qui lmmore ccl!arum, 
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immoderatisqm~ jeiunis, tac.dio ~olitudinis nc nimi<1 Jedionc, dum diehu~ ac noctihtlS <mrihus suis per­
~onanr, Vl~rlunlur in melanchPiiarn cl Hippoemtis magis fomentic; quam nostris monitis indigent" 
(There are tho~e who, hecausc of the ctnmpncss of the cells, immoderate fac-ts, the boredmn of soli­
lmle, and the cxcesc:ivc rc:1ding sounding in their ears dny and night, are given t{, mel::mcholy, and 
need the pou!tke of Hippocrates more than om ndmonition<:) (Epistle 4). 

8. The author is actually Hugo de Folieto (Pmmlogia lmirta, 176, I 183ff.). 
9. Ciuilklmi Parlsiensis, De tmh·crsn, I, 3.7 (in Opera rwmia). 



Chapter 3 
Melancholic Eros 

The same tradition that associated the melancholic temperament with poetry, phi­
losophy, an~ CITt attributed to it an exasperated inclination to Eros. Aristotle, after 
having affirmed the genial vocation of melancholies, placed lustfulness among 
their essential characteristics: 

Now the liquid and the mixing of the black bile is due to breath ... 
and the melancholic are usually lustful. For sexual excitement is due to 
breath. The penis proves this as it quickly increases from small to large 
because of the breath in it. (Problems. trans. W. S. Hett, 953b) 

From this moment on, erotic disorder figures among the traditional attributes 
of black bite. 1 If, analogously, the slothful man was also represented in medieval 
treatises on the vices as philedonns (pleasure-loving), and Alcuin could say that 
''he becomes sluggish in carnal vices,'' in the strongly moralizing interpretation 
of humoral theory by Hildegard von Bingen the abnormal Eros of the melan­
cholic assumed no less than the aspect of a feral and sadistic disturbance: 

J\-fckmchoHcs have great bones th:H contain 1illle marrow, which 
nevertheless burns so strongly that they are incontinent with women like 
yipers ... tl1ey are excessive in lust and without restraint with women, 
like asses, so much so that if they ceased from the depravation they 
would readily becorne mad ... their embrac<~ is hateful, twisted, and 
mortal like that of predatory wolves . . . they have commerce with 
women, but nevertheless they despise them. 2 

But the nexus between love and melanch(1ly had long since f(JUnd its theoret-

J6 
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ical foundation in a medical tradition that constantly considered love and melan­
choly as related, if not identical, maladies. In this tradition, fully articulated in 
the Vit~ticum of the Arab physician Haly Abbas (who, through the tradition of 
Constarttine the African, profoundly influenced medieval European medicine), 
love, which appeared w.itl11he narne amor herem' or am()r heroycus, and melan­
choly were catalogued in contiguous rubrics among the mental diseases. 3 On oc­
casion, as in lhe Speculum doctrinale ofVineeot de Beauvais, they appeared in 
fact under the same rubric: "de melancoli::t nigra et caninaet de amore qui ereos 
dicitur" (of black rind canine melancholy and of love that is called ereos). The 
substantial proximity of erotic and melancholic pathology found its expression in 
the De amore of Ficino. The very process of falling in love here became. the 
mechanism that unhinges nnd subverts the moral equilibrium, while, conversely, 
the determined contemplative inclination of the melancholic pushes him or her 
fatally toward amorous passion. The willful figural synthesis that emerged from 
this mechanism and that pushed Eros to assume the obscure saturnine traits of the 
most sinister of the temperaments must have remained operative for centuries in 
the popular conception of the amorous melancholic, whose emaciate.d <md am­
biguous caricature made its timely appearance among the emblems of black hu­
mor on the frontispiece of si.xte:enth-century tre«tises on melancholy: 

Wherever the assiduous intentions of the soul bear themselves, there 
also the spirits direct themselves, which are the vehicles or the 
instruments of the soul. The spirits are produced in the heru·t with the 
most subtle part of the blood. The soul of the lover is pulled toward the 
image of the beloved written in the imagination and toward the beloved 
itself. Thither are attracted also the spirits, and, in their obsessive flight, 
they are exhausted. Because of this a constant refurbishi11g of pure 
blood is necessary to replace the consumed spirits, there where the most 
delicate and .transparent particles of bJood arc exhaled each day in order 
to regenerate the spirits. Because of this, pure and bright blood is 
dissolved, and nothing remains but impure, thick, arid, and black blood. 
Then the body dries out and dwindles, and the lovers become 
melancholic. It is in fact the dry, thick, and black blood that produces 
melancholic or black bile, which fills the head with its vapors, dries out 
the brain, and ceaselessly oppresses, day and night, the soul with dark 
and frightening visions .... It is because of having observed this 
condition tlmt the doctors of antiquity have affirmed that love is a 
passion that resembles the melancholy disease. The physician Rasis 
prescribes therefore, jn order to recover, coitus, fasting, drunkenness, 
walking. 4 

In the snme passage, the specific chamcte.r of melancholic Eros was identified 
by Ficino as disjunction and excess. "This tends to occur," he wrote, "to those 
who, misusing love, transform what rightly belongs to contemplation into the 
desire of the embrace." "l'he erotic intention that unleashes the melancholic dis-
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order presents itself as that which \VOuld possess and touch what ought merely to 
be the object of contemplation, and the tragic insanity of the saturnine tempera­
ment thus find~ its root in the intimate contrndiction of a gesture that would em­
brace the unobtainable. It is from this perspective that we should interpret the 
passage from Henry of Ghent tlwt Panofsky placed in relation to DUrer's image 
<lnd <~ccording to which melancholies "cannot conceive the incorporeal" as such, 
because they do not know ''how to ex tend their intelligence beyond space and 
size." This is not, as some have claimed, merely a matter of a static limit .in the 
mental structure of mel::mcholics that excludes them from the metaphysical 
sphere, but rather of a dialectical limit tied to the erotic impulse to transgress, 
\:vhich transforms the contcmplati.vc intention into the "concupiscence of the em­
brace.'' That is, the incapacity of conceiving the incorporeal and the desire to 
make of it the object of an embrace are two faces of the same coin, of the process 
in \vhose course the traditional contemplalive vocati.on of the. melancholk reveals 
itself vulnerable to a violent disturbance of desire menacing it from within. 5 

It .is curious that this erotic constellation of melancholy should have so persis­
tently escaped scholars who have attempted to trace the genealogy and meaning 
of DUrer's Melencolia. Any interpretation--whatever its ability to decipher one 
by one the figures inscribed in ils field of vision-- that fails to consider the fun­
dmncntal relevance. of black bile to the sphere of erotic desire is bound to be ex­
cluded from the mystery r:;o emblematically fixed in DUrer's image. Only when it 
is understood that the image is placed under the sign of Eros is it possible sinml­
taneously to keep and reveal the secret of the emblem, whose allegorical inten­
tion is entirely subtended in the ~pace between Eros and its phantHsms. 

Notes 

I. The i'\SS(>c\Mi0n bct\\Ten melancholy, ~eX\Ial perversion, ~nd nen·otl~ cx.citnhility (ere'thi~m) is 
still found mnong the syT11ptnrm of md~nchrly in modern p:;:ychintric texts, testifying to th'~ curious 
immul:thility over tirnc of the ntrabilious ~ymlrome. 

2. Couww et curae, ed. Kaiser, Leipzig, t903, p. 73; see also 201'f. 
3. Thus Arnaldo ofVilhnov<~ (!.ihcr rfe part!? opcmtil'!l, in Opera, Lugduni, 1.532, fol. l23-50) 

di.~tingui.~hcd five types of ni(M(ltio: the- third is mcli!ndwly, the fourth is "alienatin qtwtn concorn­
itatur irnmr.n~n concr.lpiscenti<~ ct irral'ion:=~li.~: et graece dici!or heroys ... et vulgariter arnor, t·.t a 
mcdicis nmor hcroycu~" (nlic-nn1i0n that is acr:or11panicd by enormous and irrMinnal C!\11Cilpisccnce: 
anti in Greek. it is cnllcd htT(Jy.~ ... and more comm<'nl~;' love, n.nrl t>y the doctors hcrnicallove.). 

4. M!:lr~i!i<1 Ficino, De Clfnore, critical edition by R. 111nrcel, Paris, 19'\6, omtion 6, chap. 9. 
5. Frnm this point of view, the "mcbncolia ill~ heroic"" (thr~t heroic mclrmcholy) that Mclanch­

thon (in a pas~ag~: ol' the Dt (Tnimn that did not escape \\'arburg) attributed t.o DUrer plnu<;i!">ly contnin~ 
a rcfe.rr,nce to the am(,· lwraycnl' that was, according lo the medical trn(Jilion passed on by Picino, a 
kind of mcl~nch(\ly. "fhis proximity of love ~nd md:mcholy, acwrding to medieval medicine, al~o 
explained the appearance of Dtrml' Mcff'ncn!ic (L1dy 1lklnnc-h0ly) in the l0ve poetry of the thirteenth 
and f011rtccnth crnturie~. 



Chapl:er 4 
The Lost Object 

In 1917, in the lnternationa/(? Zeitschrift fiir Psychomurlyse (vol. 4), the essay 
":tvTourning and Melancholia" was published, one of the ·rare texts in which 
Freud (![fronted thematically the psychoanalytic interpretation of the ancient sat­
urnine humor. The distance that separates psychoanalysis from the lasnixteenth­
century offshoots of humoral medicine coincides with the birth and the develop­
ment of modern psychiatric science, which classifies melancholia among the 
grave forms of mental disease. Therefore it is not without some surprise that we 
rediscover in the Freudian analysis of the mechanism of melancholia-translated 
naturally into the language of libido·- two elements that appeared tradi tiona!Jy .in 
the patristic descriptions of acedia and in the phenomenology of the black-biled 

temperament, and \Vhosc persistence in the. Frcodinn text testifies to the extraor­
dinary stt:~hility over time of the melancholy constellati(m: the withdrawal from 
the object and the \\'ithdrawal into itself of the contemplative tendency. 

According to Freud, the dynamic mechanism of melancholy borrows its es­
sential characteristics in part from mourning and in part from narcissistic regres­
sion. As when, in mourning, the libido reacts to proof of the fact that the loved 
one has ceased to exist, fixating itself on every memory and object formerly 
linked to the loved object, so melancholy is also a reaction to the loss o'f a loved 

object; however, contrary to what might be expected, such loss is not followed by 
a transfer of libido to another object, but rather by its withdrawal into the ego, 
nnrcissistically identified with the lost object. According to the succinct formula 
of Abraham, whose conclusions on melancholia, pnl':!lished five years earlier, 
constituted the basis of Freud's study, "after being withdr<lwn from the object, 

19 
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the libidinal investment returns to the ego and tl1eobject is simultaneously incor­
porated in the ego." 1 

Nevertheless, with respect to the genetic process of mourning, melancholia 
presents a relationship to its origin that is especially difficult to explain. Freud 
does not conceal his embarrassment before the undeniable proof that, although 
mourning follows a loss that has really occurred, in melancholia not only is it 
unclear what object has been lost, it is uncertain that one can speak of a loss at 
all. "lt must be admitted," Freud writes, with a certain discomfort, "that a loss 
has indeed occurred, without it being known what has been lost.'' Shortly there­
after, in the attempt to gloss over the contradiction posed by a loss without a lost 
object, Freud speaks of an "unknown loss" or of an "object-loss that escapes 
consciousness." In fact, the examimttion of the mechanism of melancholia, as 
described by Freud and Abraham, shows thnnhe withdrawn} of libido is the mig­
ina} datum, beyond which investigntion can go no further; if we wish to maintain 
the analogy with mourning, we ought to say that melancholia offers the paradox 
of an intention to mourn that precedes and anticipates the loss of the object. Here 
psychoanalysis appears to have reached conclusions very similar to those intuited 
by the church fathers, who conceived of sloth as the withdrawal from a good that 
had not yet been lost and who interpreted the most terrible of its daughters, 
despair, as an anticipation· of unfulfillment and damnation. As, in the case of ace­
dia, the withdrawal not from a defect, but from a frantic exacerbation of desire 
that renders its object inaccessible to itself in the desperate attempt to protect it­
self from the loss of that object and to adhere to it at least in its absence, so it 
might be said that the withdrawal of melancholic libido has no other purpose than 
to make viable an appropriation in a situation in which none is really possible. 
From this point of view, melancholy would be not so much the regressive reaction to 
the loss of the love object as the imaginative ~1pacity to make an unobtainable object 
appear as if lost. If the libido behaves as {fa loss had occurred ::~lthough nothing has 
in fact been lost; this is because the lihido stages a simulation where what cannot he 
lost because it has never been possessed appears as lost, and what could never be 
possessed because it had never perhaps existed may be appropriated insofar as it is 
lost At this point the specific ambition of the ambiguous melancholy project, which 
the analogy with the exemplary mechanism of mourning had in pmt disfigured and 
rendered unrecognizable, becomes understandable: it is what the ancient humoral 
theory rightly identified in the will to transform into an object of amorous emhmcc 
what should have remained only an object of contemplation. Covering its object with 
the funereal trappings of mouming, melancholy confers upon it the phantasmagOti­
cal reality of what is lost; but insofar as such mourning is for an unobtainable object, 
the strategy of melancholy opens a space for the existence of the unreal and marks 
out a scene in which the ego may enter into relation with it and attempt an appropri­
ation such as no other possession could rival and no loss possibly threaten. 

If this is true, if melancholy suceeeds in appropriating its own object only to 
the extent that it affirms its loss, it is understandable why Freud remained so 
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struck by the ambivalence of the melancholic tendency, so much so as to make it 
one of the essential characteristics of the malady. In melancholia, love and hate··­
eng<~ged in pitched battle around the object, "one to separate the libido from it, 
the other to defend from attack this position of the libido" ··-coexist :md reconcile 
in one of those compromises possible only_ under the laws of the unconscious, .a 
compromise whose identification remnins among the most fecund acquisitions 
psychoanalysis has bequeathed to the sciences of the spirit . 

. In the case of the fetishist Verleugnrmg (disavowal), in the conflict between 
the perception of reality (\vhich forces the child to renounce his phantasy) and his 
desire (which drives him to deny its perception), the child does neither one thing 
nor the other (or, rather, docs both things simultaneously, repudiating, on the one 
hand, the evidence of his perceptions, and recognizing reality, on the other hand, 
through the assumption of a perverse symptom). Similarly, in melancholia the 
object is neither appmpriated nor lost, but both possessed and lost at the same 
time. 2 And as the fetish is at once the sign of something and its abserice, and 
o\ves to this contradiction its own phantomatic status, so the object of the mel­
ancholic project is at once real and unreal; incorporated and lost, affirmed and 
denied. It does not suqJiise us then that Freud was able to speak, in regard to 
melancholia, of a "trimriph of the object over the ego," clarifying that ''the ob­
ject has ·been, yes, suppressed, but it has shown itself stronger than the ego." 
This is a curious triumph, which consists in conquering through autosuppression; 
however, it is precisely in the gesture that abolishes the object that the melan­
cholic demonstrates his or her extreme fidelity to it. 

From this perspective we can also understa11d in what sense ought to be taken 
both Freud's correlation (made in Abraham's footste.ps) between. melancholy and 
"the oral or cannibal phase in the evolution of the libido," where the ego aspir~s 
to incorporate its object by devouring it, and the singular obstinacy with which 
eighteenth-century legal psychiatry classified as forms of melancholia the cases 
of cannibalism that fill with horrors the ctiminal chronicles of the petiod. The 
ambiguity of the melancholic relationship to the object was thus assimilated to 
the cannibHlizing that destroys and also incorporates the object of libido. Behind 
the ''melancholic ogres" of the legal archives of the nineteenth cenlury, the sin­
ister shadow of the god who devours his children rises again, that Chronos-Sat­
urn whose traditional associations with melancholy find here an additional basis 
in the identification of that phantasmatic incorporation of the melancholic libido 
with the homophagic meal made of that deposed monarch of the Golden Age. 3 

Notes 

J. K. Ahralwm, "Notes on the Psycho-Analytical lnve.~tigntklO.~ and Treatment of Manic­
Depressive lnsnnity mid Allied Conditi(lllS," Sl'lrrtC'd Papers on Psycho-Analysis (London, 1927). 

2. On this chnractcristic of the fcti~h aceonling to Freud, sec chnptcr 6 of this volume. 

3. On the !inh between cannibalism and mehmcl10!ia, see the ,7\,1ouvdlt• Revuf' de Psydwnafys(' 6 
(1972), on the topic "Dcstins du e;mnil:>nlismc." 



Chapter 5 
Tl1e Phantasrn.s of Eros 

Tn his essay "Mourning and Melancholia" Freud barely hints at the eventual 
ph:mtasmatic character of the melancholic process, observing that the revolt 
against the loss of the loved object can be so intense that a turning away from 
reality takes place, a clinging to the object through the medium of a hallucinatory 
wishful psychosis.'' 1 It is necessary therefore to refer to his ''A Metapsychological 
Supplement to the Theory of Dreams" (which, with the essay on melancholia 
published with it, was to have formed part of the projected volume of Prepara­
tions for a Metapsychology) to find sketched, next to an analysis of the mecha­
nism of the dream, an investigation into the process through which the phan­
thoms of desire manage to elude that fundamental institution of the ego, the 
reality test, and penetrate into consciousness. According to Freud, in the devel­
opment of psychic life, the ego passes through an initial stage in which it does not 
yet dispose of a faculty that will permit it to differentiate real from imaginary 
perceptions: 

At the beginning of our mental life we did in fact hallucinate the 
satisfying object when we felt the need for it. But in such a situation, 
satisfaction did not occur, and this failure must very soon have moved 
us to create some contrivance with the help of which it was possible to 
distinguish such wishful perc.eptions from a real fulfillment and to 
avoid them for the future. In other words, we gave up hallucinatory 
satisfaet~on of our wishes at a very early period and set up a kind of 
''reality-testing.'' (' 'Metapsychological Supplement'' 231) 

In certain cases, however, the reality test can be evaded or tempon'lrily set 
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aside. This is what occurs during the hallucinatory psychoses of desire, which 
present themselves as a reaction to a loss, affirmed by reality, but which the ego 
must deny because it finds the los~ unbearable: 

The ego then brea.ks its link to reality and withdmws its own investment 
to the conscious system of perceptions. It is through this distortion of 
the real that the reality test is (!Voided and the phrmtflsms of desire, not 
removed, but perfectly conscious, can penetrate into the consciousness 
and come to be accepted as a superior reality. 

Freud, who in none of his writings elaborates a proper organic theory of the 
phantasm, does not specify what part the phantasm plays in the dynamic of mel­
ancholic introjection. Neverl.heless, an nncienl<~nd tenacious tradition considered 
the syndrome of black bile to be so closely tied to a morbid hypertrophy of the 
imaginative (or phantasmatic, phantastic) faculty that only if situated within the 
fnndamentaJ complex of the medieval theory of the phantasm could all of its as­
pects be understood. It is probable that contemporary psychonnalysis, which has 
reevaluated the role of the phantasm in the psychic processes and which seems 
intent on considering itself, always more ex.plicitly, as a general theory of the 
phantasm, would find a useful point of reference in a doCtrine that, many centu­
Jies previously, had conceived of Eros as an essentially phantnsmatic process and 
had prepared a large place in the life of the spirit for the phrmtrtsm. Medieval 
phantasmology was born from a convergence between the Aristotelian theory of 
the imagination and the Neoplatonic doctrine of the pneuma as a vehicle of the 
soul, between the magical theory of fascination and the medical theory of the 
influences between spirit and body. According to this multiform doctrinal com­
plex, which is found already variously enunciated in the pseudo-Aristotelian 
Theologia, in the Liber de .~piritu et anima of Aicher, and in the De in.wmniis of 
Synesius, the phantasy (phantasikon pneuma, sph·itus phantasticus) is conceived. 

as a kind of subtle body of the soul that, situated at the extreme point of the sen­
sitive soul, receives the images of objects, forms the phant<tsms of dreams, and, 
in determinate c.ircurnstances, ean separate itself from the body and establish su­
pernatural contncts and visions. In addition the phantasy is the seat of astral in­
fluences, the vehicle of magical influences, and, as quid medium between 
corporeal and incorporeal, makes it possible to account for a whole series of phe­
nomena otherwise inexplicahle, such as the action of maternal desire on the "soft 
matter" of the fetus, the npp;:n-ition of demons, and the effect of sexual fantasies 
on the genital member. The same theory also permitted an expl<m<Hlon of the gen­

esis of love; it is not possible, in particular, to understand the amorous ceremonial 
that the troubadour lyric and the poets of the "dolce stil novo" (sweet new style) 
left as a legacy to modern Western poetry unless notice is taken that since its 
origins this ceremonial presented itself as a phantasrnatic process. Not an exter­
nal body, but an internal image, that is, the phantClsm impressed on the phantastic 
spirits by the gaze, is the origin and the object of f<~lling in Jove; only_ the attentive 
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elaboration and immoderate contemplation of this phantasmatic mental simu­
·lacrum were held capable of generating an authentic amorous passion. Andreas 
Cappellanus, whose De wnore is considered the· exemplary theorization of 
courtly love, thus defines love as the "immodcrata c.ogitatio'' (immoderate 
contcmplntion) of the interior phantasm, and adds that "ex sola cogitatione ... 
passio ilia procedit" ("passion derives ... from contemplation alone"). 

It should be no surprise then, given the fundamental pertinence of the black 
bile in the erotic process, that the mclnncholic syndrome should have been since 
its origin traditionally joined to phantasmatic pr<~ctice. The "imagitwtioncs 
malae" (Vi'tcked phantasies) have long appeared in the medical. literature among 
the "signil melnncoliae" (signs of melancholy) in such an eminent position that 
it cnn be: said thnt the <1tr<1hiJiou.'> disease configures it.<;elf e."i.'>enl'ially, <1ccorcling to 
the expression of the Padmm doctor Girolamo Mereuriale, as a "vitium corruptae 
imagim1tionis" (fault of corrupt imagination). 2 Already Ramon Llull mentioned 
the affinity between mclnncholy and the imaginative faculty, specifying that the 
saturnine "a Iongo accipiunt per ymaginacioncm, quae. cum melancolia maiorem 
h~:~bct concordiam quam cum alia compleccione'' (perceive from afar through the 
imagination, which has greater agreement \Vith melancholy than with other com~ 
plexions). In Albertus Magnus we find that melancholies "rnulta phantasmata 
inveniunt" (make up many phantasms) because dry vapor holds images more 
firmly. But once again, however, it is in Ficino and in Florentine Neoplatonism 
that the capacity of black bile to hold and fix the phantasms \vas asserted from the 
perspective of a medical-magieal-philosophical theory that explicitly identifies 
the (lrnorous contemplation of the phantasm with melancholy, whose pertinence 
to the erotic process here finds its reasons for being precisely in an exceptional 
phantasmatic disposition. If one thus reads in the Theologia platonica that mel­
ancholies "because of the earthy humor fix the phantasy more stably and more 
efficaciously \vith their desires," in the passage quoted in chapter 3 from Ficino's 
De amore it .is the obsessive and exhausting hastening of the vital spirits around 
the phantasm impressed in the f<mtastic spirits that characterizes, at once, the 
erotic process and the unleashing of the atrabilious syndrome. ln this context, 
melancholy appears essentially as an erotic process engaged in an ambiguous 
commel'ce with phantasms; and the double polarity, demonic-magic and angelic­
contemplative, of the nature of the phantasm is responsible not only for the mel­
ancholies' morbid propensity for necrom{!ntk fascination but. also for their apti­
tude for ecstatic illumination. 

The influence of this conception, which indissolubly bound the saturnine tem­
perament to commerce with the phant{!sm, quickly extended itself beyond its 
original range. It is still evident, for example, in a passage of the Trattafo della 
nobilta de!la pittura of Romano Alberti, frequently cited in regard to the history 
of the concept of melancholy. More th<m fom eenturies before psychoanalysis, 
this passage laid the foundations for a theory of art understood as a phantasmatic 
operation: 
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Painters become melancholies because, wishing to imitate, they must 
retain the phantasms .fixed in the intel1ect, so that f1fterward they can 
express them in the way lhey first saw them when present; and, being 
their work, this occurs not only once, but continually. The.y keep their 
minds so much abstracted and separated from nature that consequently 
melancholy derives from it. Aristotle says, however, that this signifies 
genius and pmdence, because almost all the ingenious and prudent have 
been mel:mc:holics. 3 

The traditional <1ssociation of melancholy with artistic activity finds its justi­
t1cation precisely in the exacerbated phimtasmatic practice that constitutes their 
comnion trait. Both place themselves under the sign of the .~piritus phantasticus," 
the subtle body that not only furnishes the vehicle of dreams, of love, and of 
magical influence, but which also appears closely and enigmatica11y joined to the 
noblest· creations of human eult.ure. If this is tnt~, then it is also significant that 
one of the texts in \Vhich Freud lingers longest in his analysis of the "wishful 
phantasies" should be the essay "Creative Writers and Day-Dreaming," in 
\Vhich he attempts to delineate a psychoanalytic. theory of artistic creation and 
formulates a hypothesis according to which the work of art would be, in some 
manner; a continuation of infantile play and of the unconfessed but never aban­
doned phantasmatic practice of the adult. 

At this point, we can begin to sec the region whose spiritual configuration was 
the object of an itinerary that, having begun on the traces of the noonday demon 
and its infernal retinue, has led us· to the winged genius of DUrer's melancholy 
and in whose domain the ancient tradition crystallized in lhis emblem can per­
hilps find a new foundation. The imaginary loss that so obsessively occupies the 
melancholic tendency has no real object. because its funereal strategy is directed 
to the impossible capture of the phantasm. The lost object is btJt the appeanmce 
that desire creates for its own courting of the phantasm, and the introjection of 
tile libido is only one of the facets of a proce..<.;s in which what is real lose,<; it.<; 
reality so that what is unreal may become real. If the external world is in fact 
narcissistically denied to the melancholic as an object oflove, the phantasm yet 
receives from this negation a reality principle nnd emerges from the mute interior 
crypt in order to enter into a new and fundamental dimension. No longer a phan­
tasm and not yet a sign, the unreal object of melancholy introjection opens a 
space that is neither the hallucinated oneiric scene of the phantasms nor the in­
different world of natural objects. In this intermediate epiphanic place, located in 
the no-man's-land bet ... veen narcissistic self-love and external object-choice, the 
creations of human culture will be situated one day, the interweaving (entrebes­
car) of symbolic forms and textual praetices through which man enters in contact 
with a world that is nearer to him than any other and from which depend, more 
directly than from physical nature, his happiness and his misfortune. The locus 
sPverus (austere place) of melancholy, which according to Aristotle signifies ge­
nius and prudence, is also the lusus severus (serious play) of the word and of the 
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symbolic forms through which, aecording to Freud, man succeeds in "enjoying 
[his] own day-dreams without self-reproach or shame" (''Creative Writers" 
153). The topology of the unreal that melancholy designs in its immobile dialec­
tic is, at the same time, a topology of culture.4 

It is not surprising, in this perspective, that melancholy should have been 
identified by the alchemists with Nigredo (blac_kness), the t1rst stage of the Great 
Work, which consisted, according to the ancient spagyritic maxim, in giving a 
body to the incorporeal and rendering the corporeal incorporeal. 5 In the space 
opened by its obstinate phantasmagoric tendency originates the unceasing al­
chemical effort of human culture to appropriate to itself death and the negative 
and to shape the maximum reality seizing on the maximum. unreality. 

If we turn now to the engraving of Durer (see figure 1), it is entirely fitting to 
the immobile winged figure intent on its own phantasms, and at whose side sits 
the ,~piritus phantasticus6 represented in the form of a cherub, -that the instru~ 
ments of the active life should lie abandoned on the ground, having become the 
cipher of an enigmatic wisdom. The troubling alienation of the most familiar ob·· 
jccts is the price paid by the melancholic to the powers that are custodians of the 
inaccessible. The meditating angel is not, according to an interpretation by now 
tradition(]!, the symbol of the impossibility for geometry (or for the arts based on 
it) to reach the incorporeal mctaphysicn 1 \-vorld but, on the contrary, the emblem 
of man's attempt, at the limit of an essential psychic risk, to give body to his own 
phantasies and to master in an artistic practice ·what would otherwi~e be impos­
sible to be seized or known. The compass, lhe sphere, the millstone, the harnmer, 
the scales, and the straightedge, which the melancholic project has emptied of 
their habimal meaning and transformed into images of its own mourning, have no 
other significance Lhan the space th;H they '\.\'Cave during the epiphany of the un­
attain<lhle. Since the lesson of melancholy is that only what is ungraspable can 
truly be grasped, the melancholic alone is at his leisure among these ambiguous 
emblematic- spoils. As the relics of a pnst on which is written the Edenic cipher of 
infancy, these objects have captured forever a gleam of that which can be pos­
sessed only with the provision that it be lost forever. 

Notes 

J. From "Mourning and Melancholia,'' The Standard Edition of the Complete Psydrofogiml 

Rhrks of Sigmrrnd Freud, vol. 14 (London: Hogarth Press, 1957), 244. Subsequent trnnslation~ of 
p:1~~ages fmm Freud's ess::.y" that appear with page references are also from this source; undon1-
rrien!ed trrtn~larion" are the trmda!Pr's own. 

2. Sec G. Tanfani, "II concetto di melancolia ncl '500," Rcl'isra di storia dr/l(' scin1z_r mcdidre 
e 'Wtumli, Florence (July-Decemhcr 1948). 

3. The mannerist. theory of the "inner design" must be- placed again:.r !he hackgrmmd of this 
psychological doctrine in order to be fully intelligible. 

4. The 1opo1{_1gical operation of melancholy can be represented in tht• following ~che111a: 
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where P '""""' phantasm, 0 ··""' externol object, and 0 = unreal object. The sp<K'C they dcmarc:lfc is the 
symbnlic topor of melancholy. 

5. Au illustration in the fir~t Hipky Scrowle, painted at Lliheck in l588 (Ms. Add. Sloane 5025, 
Hriti~h J\1useum), shows the Dkhemist a~ a me!an~holic by way of represeiJting the first phase of the 

nkhemkal work. 

6. A systcnwtk revision of I he iconographic intcrpretntion of Panofsky ~md Sax I was not among 
1111.:' thematic objects of this essay_; ncvcrthekss it is impossihle not to bring into relief' here the aspects 
of that interpretation thnt haw· been grndually brought into question in the course of this study, which 
has derived its domain and it~ men sure precisely from an ince~sant confrr~ntntion with ·ourer's em­
blem. The greatest innovation of this present study is to have resituated the inel::mrholic syndrome 
against the background of the medieval and Renaio.s:mcc theory of the spiritus phanta.1·tirus (melan­
choly, in the strkt se.nse, was but a disorder of the phantasmark nctivity, a "vitium corruptne imag­
in~tinnis") and to hnve consequently returned it to the context of the theory of love [ns the phtmtasm 
wa~. Ht onct\ the object and vehide of the act of falling In love, ~nd love itself a form of solicitudo 

n1{'lanclwfi('(l (me-lancholy diligence)]~ The affinity between imagination and melanchnl)' tempera­

mem is rccngnizccl by Panofsky and Si1xL insnfar as it i::; explicilty nffirmed in the text of Agrippa on 
v .. ·hich thrir interpretation is h11sed, hut it i~ in no way pursued. 

The first con~equcnce thai, on the iconogrnphical plane, derives from the link between the image 
prod\lc:ed by DUrer and the theory of the phanla~m, i~ that the winged chc•:nb (prmo) cannot be iden­
tified any longer "vith 11raur:h, "Practice." Klein, who saw in the drawing cherub a personification oF 
dnw,'inglde~ign I."Saturne: crny;mccs et ~ymhole~," in A1acurc de Pmna ( 1964): 588··94; reprinted 

in 1:(1 frwme et l'intc/!igib!r (Pnri~, 1970). 224-301. had already noticed the lack of congruence be­
tween the snwll winged figure and Practice, which should have been logb1!1y represented blind and 
witho11t wings. The ('herub rnny he ~uitnbly identified with the spirilriS phmltaslir·ut depicted in the 
net of imprinting the phnnta~m in the phantasy. This explains why Diirer's eheruh undoubtedly be­
longs to the iconogrnphic type of the crates: spirilrt.f phrmtastirus is, as we hrwe seen, tht! tnagic 
vehicle of Jove and belongs to the ~arne f~mily as the "spiritelli d'amorc" (little love-spirits) of 
Stilnovi~t lyric. 

The sem:~nfic rotation that the phanta::onH,Iogieal perspective effects on DUrer's image, from a 
static limit (the inability of geometry to re<lch metaphy;:;ics) to a dialecticlll one (the attempt of the 
ph:~ntasy to p(l~ses<: the unaltainahle), also permits ti~ to understand correctly the meaning of the bat 

h0lding the scroll with the inscription "Mclcncolia I." This c:m be c0nsidered an authentic ~ninor 
emblem th:1t holds the key to the larger emblem that contains it. In the Hiangfyphira of Horapollo 
(see figure 2). the bat in flight is interpreied as representing m:~n'o;; attempt lo boldly transcend the 
misery of his condition by daring the impo<:sihle: "Imlwdllurn hominem Ja-;civicntem, tamen et au­

dacitJ:; aliquid molicnfem, cum monstrare voluerint, vcrperti!ionem pingunt. Haec enim etsi alas non 
haheat volarc ramen conatur,. (\Vhen they wi~hcd to show weak and wnnton mnn, but more daring 
:~nd attempting something. they paint the hllt. For thi~ creature, nlthongh lntking wings, attemt'fS to 
fly). 

Another i111portnnl innovalion fi1Dt h~.s emerged in the. cour~c of this study i$ the rcc.vnluation of 
the role of th.e patristic theorizalirm of rrisritia·arNlirr (which P~nofsky interprets simply as "the 
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guilty sleep of the !nzy") in the gencsi~ of !ht~ Rcnaissilnce doctrine of melancholy. A!-; we have seen, 
not only is tristitin·a!'('dia nnt identifiNl with lazine~> in patristic thought, but it has the same am·· 
biguous polarity (tristitia snfutifcra·tristitin morf({cm) that characterizes the Henais~:mcc concepl 
of mcl:mcholy. 



Part II 
In the World of Odradek: 

The Work of Art Confronted 
with the Commodity 





Chapter 6 
Freud; o:r, The Absent Object 

In 1927 a brief article appeared in the lnternationale Zeitschr(fr jfir Psychoanalyse 
(vol. 13) with the title "Fetischismus." It is one of the rare texts in which Freud 
posed themntically the problem of those individuals "whose object-choice was 
dominated by a fetish.'' 1 The results furnished by the analyses in the cases he 
observed seemed so concordant and unequivocal that they persuaded him to con­
clude that all cases of fetishism could be reduced to a single explanation. Ac­
cording to Freud, the fetishistic fixation arises from the refusal of the tmlle child 
to acknowledge the absence of the penis of the female (of the mother). Con­
fronted \vith the perception of this absence, the child refuses [Freud used the term 
Verlcugmmg (disavowal)] to admit its reality, because to do so \vould permit a 
threat of CElslmtion agninst his own pcni,o:;. The fetish is therefore the "substitute 
for the woman's (the mother's) penis that the little boy once believed in and-for 
reasons familiar to us--does not want to give up" (152-53). 

Nevertheless, according to Freud, the sense of this l'erleugmmg is not as sim­
ple as it might seem and in fact implies an essentiar ambiguity. In the conflict 
between the perception of reality, which urges him to renounce his phantasm, and 
the cotmterdesire, which urges him to deny his perception, the child. does neither 
one nor the other; or, rather, he does both simultaneously, reaching one of those 
compromises that are possible only under the rule of the laws of the unconscious. 
On the one hand, with the help of a particular mechanism, he disavows the evi­
dence of his perception; on· the othe.r, he recognizes its reality, and,. throtigh a 
perverse symptom, he assumes the anguish he feels before it. The fetish, whether 
a part of the hody or an inorgnnic object, is, therefore, at one and the same time, 
the presence of that nothingness that is the. maternal penis and the sign of its ab-
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sence. Both symbol of something and its negation, the fetish can maintain itself 
only thanks to an essential laceration in which two contrary re::~ctions constitute 
the nucleus of an authentic fraelure of the ego (lchspaftung). 

It is interesting to observe bow a mental process of fetishistic type is implicit 
in one of the most common tropes of poetic l<:lnguage: synecdoche (and in its 
close relative, metonymy). The suhstitution, in synecdoche, of part for whole (or 
of a contiguous object for ;mother) corre~ponds. in fetishism, to the substitution 
of one part of the body (or of an object annexed to it) for the whole sexual part­
ner. That we are not dealing with a superficial analogy is proved by the fact: that 
the metonymic substitution is not exhausted in the pure and simple substitution of 
one term for another: the substituted term is, rather, at once negated and evoked 
by the substitution through ::t process \0\,'hose ambiguity closely recalls the Freud­
ian Verleugnung, and it is precisely from this kind of "negative reference" that 
the peculiar poetic character that invests the word arises. The fetishistic character 
of the phenomenon becomes evident in that particular kind of metonymic oper­
ation that, since Vasari and Condivi first gave it critical recognition with respect 
to the "unfinished" sculptures ofMichelangelo, has become one of the essential 
stylistic instruments of modern art: tltc nonfinished. 2 Gilpin, who pushed the 
pre-Romantic taste for the nonfinished to the point of proposing the partial de­
struction of Palladian villas so as to transfonri them into ai'tificial ruins, had be­
come :::1'"'-'Hre that what he called the "laconism of genius" consisted precisely in 
"giving a part for the whole." Schlegel, to whom we owe the prophetic affir­
mation that ''many works of the ancients have become fragments, and many 
works of the moderns arc fragments at their birth," thought, as did Novalis, that 
every ti.nite work was necessarily subject to a limit that only the fragment could 
transcend. It is superfluous to recall that, in this sense, almost all modern poems 
after Mallarme are fragments, in that they allude to something (the absolute 
poem) that can never be evoked in its integrity, but on 1y rendered present through 
its negation. 3 The difference with respect to normal linguistic metonymy is that 
the substituted object (the "whole" to which the fragment alludes) is, like the 
maternal penis, nonexistent or no longer existent, and the nonfinished therefore 
reveals itself as a perfect and pun.ctual pendant of the fetishist denial. 

Analogous remarks can be formulated for metaphor, which Ortega y Gasset, 
in a book often cited but rarely read, considered "the most radical instrument of 
dehumanization'' of modern art. As Ortega noted, metaphor substitutes one thing 
for another, not so much in order to reach the second, as to escape fron1 the first. 
If it is true, as it has been argued, that the metaphoric substitute is originally a 
nominal replacement for an object that should not be named, then the analogy 
with fetishism is even stronger than in the case of metonymy. 4 Given that Freud 
was simply attempting to trace the phenomenon of fetishism to the unconscious 
processes that constituted its origin, we cannot be surprised thathe did not un~ 
duly preoccupy himself \Vith the consequences that the ambiguity of the infantile 
Verleugnung might have on the status of the fetish object, or that he neglected to 
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put this object in relation to the other objects that make up the world of human 
culture insofar as it is an activity 'that creates objects. 5 

Considered from this point of view, the fetish confronts us with the paradox of 
an unattainable object that satisfies a human need precisely through its being un­
attainable. Insofar as it is a presence, the fetish object is in fact something con­
crete and tangible; but insofnr as it is the presence of an abscnce,it is, at the same 
time, immaterial and intangible, bec::mse it alludes continuously beyond itself to 
son1ething that can never really be possessed. 

This essenti a I ambiguity in the status of the fetish perfectly explains a fact that 
ohse1·vation had alrendy revealed some time ago, that is, that the fetishist unfail­
ingly tends to collect and multiply fetishes. 6 Whether the object of perversion be 
an article of lingerie of a certain kind or a small leather boot or a woman's head 
of hair, the perverse subject will be equally satisfied (or, if you wish, equally 
unsatisfied) by all the objects that present the same characteristics. Precisely be­
cause the fetish is a negation and the sign of an absence, it is not an unrepeatable 
unique object; on the contr<~ry, it is something infinitely capable of substitution, 
without any of its successive incarnations ever succeeding in exhausting the nul­
lity of which it is the symbol. H()wevcr much the fetishist multiplies proofs of its 
presence and accumulates harems of objects, the fetish will inevitably remain 
elusive (lnd celebrate, in each of its apparitions, always and only its own mystical 
phnntasmngoria. · 

The felish revenls a new and disturbing mode of being of objects, of the fac­
ticia manufactured by human efforts. 7 Hmvever brief our considerntion of the 
phenomenon, we realize that it is more familiar than we first imagined. 

Scholia 

The birth (4fetishism 
I. From "Fetishism," The Standard Edition of the ('omplete Psychological 

Works of Sigmund Freud, vol. 21, trans. and ed. James Strachey (London: Ho­
garth Press, 1961), !52. 

The first to use the term fetishism to designate a sexual perversion was Alfred 
Binet, whose study Le jericliismc dans L 'amour (Paris, 1888) was attentively read 
by Freud during the period of his composition of Three Essays on the '11wory of 
Sl'.rttality (1905). "Such substitutes," Freud writes with Binet's words in mind, 
"are with some justice likened to the fetishes in which s<ivages believe that their 
gods are embodied" (Standard Edition, vol. 7, 153). The psychological conno­

tations of the term are more familiar to us today than the original religious mean­
ing, which appeared for the first time in the work of Charles de Brasses, Du culte 
des dicux fhiches, ou parallele de l'andcime religion de l'Egypte avec la reli­
gion acfuelle de Nigritie (Paris, 1760). Neither Rcstif de Ia Bretonnc [whose Pied 
de Fanrhette ou le smilier mulercr de rose (Frmchette's foot, or the pink slipper), 
centering on shoe fetishism, appeared only nine years after de Brosscs's study] 
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northe Marquis de Sade, although they both mentioned numerous cases of sexual 
"fetishism" in their works, used this term. Even Charles Fourier, who, in the 
chapter on erotic manias in his Le nouFcau monde amoureux, several times men­
tioned the case of a heel fetishist (a ''mania'' worthy, according to the author, of 
the "Golden Age") did not use the word fetish. It should he noted that along with 
the diffusion of the psychoanalytic use of the term, anthropologists, who had ac­
cepted the term proposed by de Brosses, gradually abandoned it in response to 
the strict disapproval of Mauss (according to whom "the notion of fetish ought to 
disappear completely from science"). 

The nonfinished 
2. Giorgio Vasari, speaking of the Virgin in the Medici Chapel, writes that 

"although its parts arc not finished, one recognizes ... in the imperfection of 
the sketch the perfection of the work"; and Condivi, in regard to the sculptures 
of the New Sacristy, states, ''nor does the rough sketch stand in the way of the 
perfecti()U and beauty of the work" [see Renato Bonelli, "Il non-finito di Mi·· 
chclangiolo" and Piero Sanpaolesi, "Michelangelo e il non-finito" in Atti del 
Convcgno di struh michelanghl[eschi (Rome: Editore dell' Ateneo, 1966)]. On 
the nonfinished in art and literature see also the volume of essays Das Unvnflen­
dete als kunstlerische Form (The unfinished as artistic form), edited by 1. Adolf 
Eiscnwcrth (Bern: Francke, 1959), and the acute observations of Edgar Wind in 
Art and Anarchy (London: Faber and Faber, 1963). 

Absolute poetry 
3. "But of what do I property speak, when from this direction, in this direc­

tion, with these words, I speak of a poetry-no, of poetry? I speak, yes, of the 
poetry that does not exist! 

"Absolute poetry-no, certainly it does not exist, it cannot exist! 
"But it does exist, yes, in every existing poem, it exists in every poem with­

out pretense, this question that cannot be evaded, this unheard-of pretense'' [Paul 
Celan, Der meridian, in Ausgnvahlte Gedichte (Frankfurt am Main, 1970)]. 

Metaphor and perversion 
4. Ortega's definition of metaphor might well refer to the fetishist Verleug­

nun.g: ''A strange thing, indeed, this lm man mental activity of replacing one thing 
for another-not so much out of haste to reach the latter as out of detennin<ttion 
to escape the former." The theory of metaphor as a "substitutive name" for a 
taboo is found in Heinz Werner, Die Ur.S1Jriing der Metapher (The origin of met­
aphor) (1919). The analogy of sexual perversions and metaphor was noted, with 
his usual acumen, by Kraus: "There are metaphors in the erotic language as well. 
The illiterate call them perversions.'' 

Of?jects of fetishism 
5. Even recently, in the issue of the Noul'elle Revue de Psychanalyse entitled 

Objets dufhichisme (vol. 2, 1970), only two of the psycho<lnalysts contributing 
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to the volume appeared to realize, though but fleetingly, the possible implications 
of the phantom a tic status of the fetish object, suggestively characterized as objet 
de per,\pective (perspective object) or objet de manque (object of lack), or to per­
ceive the closeness of the fetish object to the domain of cultural creation. See 
Guy Rosolato, "Le fetichisrnc dont se derobe !'objet" (The fetishism whose ob­
ject disappears), and V. N. Smirnoff, "La transaction fctichique" (The fetishist 
tnms1'1ction). 

The collector 
6. As Krafft-Ebing records, actual warehouses of braids and shoes were found 

in the dwellings of the "braid-cutters" or of the shoe fetishists. In this sense, the 
fetishist displays many resemblances with a figure not usually listed among per­
verts: the collector. What the collector seeks in the object is something absolutely 
impalpable to the noncollector, who only USCS Or possesses the object, jt:Lst as the 
fetish does not coincide in any way with the object in its material aspect. 

Etymology 
7. The Portuguese word feitirio (from which the word fetish is coined) does 

not derive, as de Brosses thought, fi·om the Latin root ofjatum, fari, fanum (with 
the meaning, therefore, of "enchanted thing") but from the Latinjacticius ("ar­
tificial"), tl:om the same root asfacere. Saint Augustine even referred to a genus 
forticiorum deorum with regard to the pagan idols, where the term facticiils 
surely anticipates the modern meaning. The Indo-European root *dhe·~ of facere 
is linked with that of fas, fanum, feria and has an originally religious value, 
which can still be perceived in the archaic sense offacere ("make a sacrifice"). 
See Alfred Ernout and Alphonse Meillet, Dictiomznirc etynwlogique de la langue 
latine, s. v. "facio" and "feriae." In this sense, everything that isfactith>us be­
longs by rights to the religious sphere, and the astonishment of de Brasses before 
the fetish not only has no reason to exist, it betrays a forgetfulness of the original 
status of objects. 



Chapter 7 
Marx; or, The Universal Exposition 

In 1925, two years before the publication of Freud's article on fetishism, Rainer 
Maria Rilke, in a letter to \Vitold von Hulewicz (particularly important for Rilke's 

attempt to explain what he had expressed poctic<tlly in the Duinn Elegies), re­
vealed his apprehension before what \vas according to him a change in the status 
of objects: 

Even. for our grandparents a "house," a "well," a familiar tower, their 
very clothes, their coat: were infinitely more, infinitely more intimate; 
almost everything a vessel in ·which they found the human and added to 
the store of the human. Now, from America, empty indifferent things 
are pouring across, sham things, dummy life ... A house, in the 
American sense, an A meriean apple or a grapevine over there, has 
nothing in common with the honsc, the fruit, the grape into which went 
the hopes and reflectiollS of our forcfnthers . . . Live things, things 
lived and conscient of us, are running out and can no longer be 
replaced. We are perhaps the last stW ro have known such things. 
[Letters of RaiTler Maria Rilke, vol. 2 (New York: W. W. Norton, 1947), 
374-75; emphasis in 1he origina1] 1 

In the fourth part of the first chapter of Capital, which has the title ''The Fe­
tishism of the Commodity and Its Secret," Marx is explicitly concerned with this 
tr:msformation of the products of hnmrm labor into "appearances of things," in 
a "phant~smagorin ... th<1t is subject, and also not subject, to the senses": 

A commodity appears at first sight an extremely obvious, trivial thing . 
. So far as it is a use-value, there is nothing myste1ious about it, 

36 
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whether we consider it from the point of view that by its properties it 
satisfies human needs, or that it first takes on these properties as the · 
product of human labour. It is absolutely clear that, by his activity, man 
changes the forms of the materials of nature in such .a way as to make 
them useful to him. The form of \Vood, for instance, is altered if a table 
is made out of it. Nevertheless the table continues to he wood, an 
ordinary, sensuous thing. But as soon as it emerges as a commodity, it 
changes into a thing \vbich transcends sensuousness. It not only stands 
\vith its feet on the ground, hut, in relation to all other commodities, it 
stands on its head, ;md evolves out of its wooden brrtin groter-;que ideas, 
far more wonderful than if it were to begin dancing of its own free will. 
[Capital, vol. 1, trans. Ben Fowkes (Nc"' York: Vintage Books, 1977), 
163-64] 

This "mystical character" that the product of labor acquires as soon as it takes 
on the form of the commodity depends, according to Marx, on an csseotil'll dou­

bling of the relation to the object, for which the product does not now represent 
only a use-value (its suitability to sHtisfy a determimlle human need), but this 

use-value is, at the same time, the mrllerial substrate of something else: the ex­
change value. Since the commodity presents itself under this double form of use­
ful object and bearer of value, it is an essentially immaterial and abstract piece of 

goods, whose concrete enjoyment is impossible except through accumulation and 
exchange: 

In obvious contrast with the materiality of the body of the commodity, 
.not a single ::11om of matter penetrates to its value ... Metamorphosed 
into identical sublimates, samples of the same undifferentiated labor, all 
objects manifest hut one thing, which is that a certain force of labor has 
been expended in producing them. Insofar as they are crystals of this 
common social substance, they arc reputed to be value. 

This doubling of the product of work, which presenls us now with one face 
now with another, without making both visible in the same instant, constitutes 
what Marx calls the "fetishistic character" of the commodity. The commodity 

thus presents more than a simply terminological analogy with the fetishes that are 
objects of perversion. The superimposition of the use-value corresponds, in fe­
tishism, to the superimposition of a particular symbolic value on the non~al usc 
of the object. Just as the fetishist never succeeds in possessing the fetish wholly, 
because it is the sign of two contradictory realities, so the owner of a commodity 

will never be able to enjoy it simultaneously as both useful o~ject and as value: 

the material. body in which the commodity is manifest may he manipulated in all 
manner of wnys, and it may be materially altered so far as to destroy it, but in this 

disappearance the commodity ':vill once again reaffirm, its unattainability. 
The f~tishization of the object effected hy the commodity becomes evident in 

the Universal Expositions, which Walter Benjamin defined as "pilgrimage-sites 
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of the commodity-fetish.'' Marx was in London in 1851 when the first Universal 
Exposition, .in Hyde Park, \vas inaugurated with great fanfare, and it is probable 
that his memory of that occa~ioli conh-ihuted to his reflections on the character of 
the commodity-fetish. The "phantasmagoria" of which he speaks in relation to 
the commodity can be discovered in the intentions of the organizers, who chose, 
from among the various possibilities presented, Paxton's project for an enormous 
palace construct.ed entirely out of glass. The Guide to the Paris Exposi~ion of 
1867 reiterated the supremacy of this phantasmagorical character: "The public 
needs a grandiose concept that will strike its imagination; its spiritmusthalt, as­
tonished, before the marvels of industry. It wishes to contemplate an enchanted 
scene (un coup d'oeil feerique) and not similar products, uniformly grouped." 
The postcards of the period increased the effect even more, swathing the build­
ings of the Exposition in a luminous halo. 

The transfiguration of the commodity into enchantrd o~ject is the sign that the 
exchange value is already beginning to eclipse the use-value of the commodity. In 
the gaJleries and the pavillons of its mystical Crystal Palace, in which from the 
outset a place was also reserved for works of art, the commodity is displayed to 
be enjoyed only through the glance at the enchanted scene. 

Thus at the Universal Exposition was celebrated, for the first time, the mys­
tery that has now become familiar to anyone who has entered a supermarket or 
been exposed to the manipulation of an advertisement: the epiphany of the unat­
tainable.2 

Scholia 

Rilke and things 
l. In a letter of 1912, Rilke wrote of the change that had come over things in 

terms that closely reca II Marx's rma Jysi s of the fe!ishistic character of the com­
modity. "The world contracts," Rilkc writes, "because even things, for their 
part, do the same, in that they continuously displace their ex.istence into the vi­
bration of money, developing a kind of spirituality that from this moment on out­
strips tbeir tangible reality. In the period that 1 am treating (the fourteenth cen-­
tury), money was still gold, metal, something beautiful, the most easily handled, 
the most intelligible of all things." ln Rilke, a poet that certainly does not have 
the reputation of a revolutionary, we discover again the same nostalgia for use­
value that characterizes Marx's critique of the commodity. Nevertheless, faced 
with the imp<)ssihi lily of a return to the past, this nostalgia in Rilke translates into 
the progmm for a transformation of the world of visible things into the invisible. 
''The earth,'' continues the previously cited letter to Hulewicz, ''has no way out 
other than to become invisible: in us who with a part of our natmes partake of the 
invisible, have (M least) stock in it, and can increase our holdings in the invisible 
during our sojourn here··- in us alone can be consummated this intiJn<~te cmd last­
ing conversion of the visible into an invisible. _ .. The angel of the Elegies is 
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that ere<! lure in 'vhom the transformation of the visible into the invisible-, which 
we are accomplishing; appears already consu.mmated" (Letters <~f Rainer Maria 
Rilke 2:375). From this point of view, the Rilkean angel is the symbol of the tran­
scendence in the invisible of the commodified object, that is, the cipher ()fare­
lation to things that goes beyond both the use--value <tnd lhe exchange value. As 
such, it is the metaphysical figure that succeeds the merchant, _as Rilke put it in 
one of the late poems: ''\Vhen from the hand of the merchant I the scales pass I 
to the Angel in heaven I they are appeased and b;:~lanced with space ... " 

The llniversa! Exposition 
2. The organizers of the 1851 London Expositi-on were perfectly conscious of 

the phantasmagoricnl character of P<~x.ton's palnce. In the essay "The Armony 
[sic] of Colours as Exemplified in the Exhibition," which accompanied the Ex­
po~ition catalogue, Merrifield writes that the Crystal Palace "is perhaps rhe only 
building in the world in which the atnwsphere is perceptible; and the very ap­
propriate style of decoration chosen by Mr. Owen Jones greatly adds to the gen­
eral. effect of the cditlce. To a spectator situated in the gallery at the eastern or 
western end, who looks directly before himself, the most distant parts of the 
building appear enveloped in a bluish halo ... " 

Even a passing glance at the iHustrations of the c<ltalogue produces an indef­
inite sense of discomfort that, little by little, is shown to be caused by the mon­
strous hypertrophy of ornament that transforms the simplest objects into night­
marish creatures (see figures 4 and 5). Many of the objects displayed ate 
devoured by ornanient to such an extent thM \Varnum (whose essay "The Exhi­
bition as a Lesson in Taste," a peroration on the necessity of ornament, con­
cludes.thc catalogue) took it as his duty to place the. public onits.guard against 
the arbitrary substitution of the object by ornament. In an incredible eclecticism, 
all the styles and all the periods arc invited to feast, in the extratemporal temple 
of the·commodity, on the spoils of the object. As the "bluish halo" that envelops 
the Crystal Palace is but a visu;-~lization of the aura that bathes the commodity­
fetish, so the elephantiasis of ornament betrays the new character of the com­
modified objects. lf seen in relation to the spectacle of the Exposition, the Marx­
ian theory of the fetishistic character of the commodity-which has appeared to 
at least one incautious modern reader as ''a flagrant and extremely harmful He­
gelian influence" (the infelicitous remark is Althusser's)---rcquires neither expli­
c<ltion nor philosophintl references. 

It is interesting to note that the first reactions of t:he intellectuals and artists to 

the Universal Exposition were generally of concealed distaste and aversion. 
Huskin's decidedly unfavorable opinions of the Exposition of 1851 are in this 
sense symptomat.ic. A certain intention to compete with the Exposition can be 
discerned in Courbet's decision, in 1855, to display his works in a pavilion within 
sight ofthe Expo_sition grounds. The example was later followed by Manet and in 
1889 by Gauguin, who organized a show of his O\:Vn works in a cafe not far from 
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the Exposition site. For their part, the organizers of the Exposition did not lire of 
entreating artists not to disdain "lc vo1sinage des produits industricls qu 'its ont si 
souvent enrichis et oi:t ils peuvent }miser encore nouveHux e.lements d'inspirtttion 
et de travail'' (the proximity of industria] products that they had so often enriched 
and from which they might still draw new elements of inspiration and labor). 

The construction in 1889, on the occasion of the fifth Universal Exposition, of 
the Eiffel Tower, whose elegant shape today seems inseparable from Paris, ex­
cited protest from a substantial group of artist~, among whom were personalities 
as diverse as Zola, Meissonier, .Maupassant, and BonnaL They had probably re­
alized what lhe fait accompli prevents us from perceiving today: that the tower (in 
addition to giving the coup de grace to the labyrinthine character of old Paris by 
offering a referenee. point visible every-where) transformed the whole city into a 
commodity that could be consumed ala single glance. ln the Exposition of 1889, 
the most precious commodity was the city itself. 



Chapter 8 
Baudelaire; or, The Absolute 
Commodity 

We have an exceptional witness to the Paris Universal Exposition of 1855. 
Charles Baudelaire left his impressions in a series of three articles that appeared 
at brief int~rvnls in t·wo Pnris dailies. Though Baudelaire restricted his comments 
to the fine arts, and although his articles do not apparently differ much from the 
reports he had written for the Salons of 1845 and 1846, we see on closer. inspec­
tion that the novelties and the importance of the challenge offered to· the work of 
art by the commodity did not escape his prodigious sensitivity. 

In the first article of the series [which carrie.s the significant title "De l'idee 
moderne du progres appliquee aux beaux arts'' (On the modern idea of progress 
applied to the fine arts)] he de,scribes the sensation created in an intelligent visitor 
by the specwcle of an exotic commodity and shows his awareness of the new kind 
of attention the commodity requires of the viewer. "What would a modern 
Winckelmann say," he asks himself, "before a Chinese product, a strange and 
bizarre product, shapely in its form, intense in color, and sometimes delicate to 
the point of evanescence?" ••Nonetheless," he answers, "it is a sample of uni­
versal beauty; but for it to be understood it is necessary for the spectator to work 
in himself a transformation that is somewhat mysterious ... " It is no accident 
that the idea on which the sonnet "Correspondnnces" is based (a poem that is 
usually interpreted as the. quintessence of Baudelairean esotericism) should be 
articulated at the beginning of the article on the 1855 Exposition. Like Bosch, who 
at the dmvn of capitalism had drawn from the spectacle of the first great interna­
tional fairs in Flanders the symbols to illustr<:lte his mystical Adamic conception 
of the millenarian kingdom, Baudelaire, at the beginning of the second industrial 
revolution, drew from the transfiguration of the commodity during the Universal 
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Exposition the emotional atmosphere and the symbolic elements of his poetics. 1 

The great novelty that the Exposition had made obvious to Baudelaire's percep­
tive eye was that the commodity had ceased to be an innocent object, whose 
enjoyment and perception were exhausted in the practical use of it, and had 
charged itself with that disturbing ambiguity to which Marx would allude twelve 
years later when speaking of the "fetishistic character," the ''metaphysical 
subtleties,'' and ''theological witticisms'' of the commodity. Once the commod­
ity had freed objects of use from the slavery of being useful, the borderline that 
separated them from works of art--the borderline that artists from the Renais­
sance forward had indefatigably worked to establish, by basing the supremacy of 
artistic creation on the ''making'' of the mtisan and the laborer-became extremely 
tenuous. 

Before the enchantment (jeerie) of the Universal Exposition, which began to 
draw toward the commodity the kind of interest traditionally reserved for the 
work of art, Baudelaire took up the challenge and carried the battle to the ground 
of the commodity itself. As he had implicitly admitted when speaking of the ex­
otic product as a "sample of universal beauty," he approved of the new features 
that commodification impresses on the object and he was conscious of the power 
of attraction that they would inevitably have on the work of art. At the same time, 
however, he wanted to withdraw them from the tyranny of the economic and from 
the ideology of progress. The greatness of Baudelaire with respect to the invasion 
of the commodity was that he responded to this invasion by transforming the 
work of art into a commodity and a fetish. That is, he divided, within the work of 
art itself, use-value from exchange value, the work's traditional authority from its 
authenticity. Hence his implacable polemic against every utilitarinn interpretation 
of the artwork and the ferocious zeal with which he proclaimed that poetry has no 
end except itself. Hence, too, his insistence on the intangible character of the 
aesthelic experience and his theorization of the beautiful as an instantaneous and 
impenetrable epiphany. The aura of frozen intangibility that from this moment 
began to surround the work of art is the equivalent of the fetishistic character that 
the exchange value impresses on the commodity. 2 

But what gives his discovery a genuinely revolutionary character is that 
Baudelaire did not limit himself to reproducing within the artwork the scission 
between usc-value and exchange value, .but also proposed to create a commodity 
in which the fonn of value would be totally identified with the use-value: an ab­
solute commodity, so to speak, in which the process of fetishiz.ation wo~ld be 
pushed to the point of annihilating the rcnlity of the commodity itself as such. A 
commodity in which use-value and exchange value reciprocally cancel out each 
other, whose value therefore consists in its uselessness and whose use in its in­
tangibility, is no longer a commodity: the absolute commodification of the work 
of art is also the most radical abolition of the commodity. Baudelaire understood 
that if art wished to survive industrial civilization, the artist had to attempt to 
reproduce that destruction of use-value and traditional intelligibility that was at 
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the origin of the experience of shock. In this way the artist would succeed in 
making the work the vehicle of the unattainable and would restore in unattain­
ability itself a new value and a new authority. This meant, however, that art had 
to begin to give up the guarantees that delived from its insertion in a tradition, for 
whose sake artists constructed the places and the objects in which the incessant 
welding of past and present, old and new, was accomplished, in order to make of 
its own self-negation its sole possibilit~' of survival. As Hegel had already under­
stood by defining the most advanced experiences of, the Romantic poets as ''self­
annihilating nothingness,'' self-dissolution was the price that the work of art 
must pay to modernity. For this reason Baudelaire seems to assign to the poet a 
paradoxical task: "he who cannot grasp the intangible," he writes in the essay on 
Poe, ''is not a poet,'' and he defines the experience of creation as a duel to the 
death, "where the artist cries out in terror before being overcome." 

It is a stroke of luck that the founder of modern poetry should have been a 
fetishist. 3 Without his passion for feminine clothing and hair, for jewels and cos­
metics (which he expresses \Vithout hesitation in the essay "Le peintrc de la vie 
moderne' • and to which he intended to devote a detailed catalogue, never com­
pleted, of human dress), Baudelaire could scarcely have emerged victorious from 
his encounter with the commodity. Without the personal experience of the mirac­
ulous ability of the fetish object to make the absence present_through its own ne­
gation, he would perhaps not have dared to assign to art the most ambitious task 
that any human being has ever entrusted to one of his or her creations: the ap­
propriation of unreality. 

Scholia 

Corre,\pondences and the commodity 
1. The entire sonnet ''Corrcspondances'' can be read as a transcription of the 

estrangement produced by impressions of the Universal Exposition. In the cited 
article, Bc:mdel.aire evokes, with regard to the impressions of the visitor before 
the exotic commodity, "ces odeurs qui nc sont plus celles du boudoir, ces fleurs 
mystetieuses dont la couleur profoncle entre dans l'oeil despoliqucment, pendant 
qui leur forme taquinc le regard, ces fruits dont ]e gout trompe et deplace les 
sens, et revele au palais des idees qui apartiennent a l'odorat, tout ce monde 
d'harmonies nouvelles entrera lentement en lui, le penetrera patiemment ... 
toute cette vitalite inconnuc sera ajoutee a sa vitalitc propre; quelques milliers 
d'idees et de sc,nsntions enrichiront son dictionnaire de mortel" (those smells that 
are no longer those of the bedroom,. those mysterious flowers whose deep color 
imperiously enters the eye while its form teases the glance,. those fruits whose 
taste fools and displaces the sense, that whole world of new harmonies will 
slowly enter him, will patiently penetrate him ... all that unknown vitality will 
be added to his own vitality; some thousands of ideas and sensations will enrich 
the dictionary of his mortal existence). He speaks with disdain of the pedant that, 
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faced with such a spectacle, is unable to. "courir avec agilite sur I' immense cla­
vier des correspondances" (nm with agility over the immense keyboard of cor­
re~pondences). 

In a certain sense, even the Garden of Delights of Hieronymus Bosch can be 
seen as an image of the universe transfigured by the commodity. Like Grandville 
four centuries later [and as, contemporary with Bosch, the authors of the innu­
merable books of emblems and of blasons domestiques (domestic escutcheons, 
coats of arms) who, confronted with the first rnnssivc appearances of the com­
modity, represented objects by alienating them from their contexts], Bosch trans­
formed nature into "speciality," and the mixture of organic and inorganic of his 
creatures and fantastic architecture seems to anticipate the [eerie of the commod­
ity in the Universal Exposition. From this point of view, the mystical Adamic the­
ories that according to the interpretation ofW. Fraenger [Hieronymus Bosch: Das 
rausendjiihrigc~ Reich (Winkler-Verlag, 1947); trans. The Millennium of Hierony­
mus Bosch: Outlines of a New Interpretation (London: Faber and Faber, 1952)] 
Bosch intended to express symbolically in his paintings, manifest, like a mystical 
Land of Cockaygne, certain analogies with the erotico-.industrial utopias of Fou­
rier. In Un autre monde (Another world) Grandville left us some of the most ex­
traordinary ironic transcriptions (which is not to say that an ironic intention was 
foreign to Bosch where Adamic doctrines were concerned) of the prophecies of 
Fourier-for example, the northern lights and seven artificial moons as children 
flying around in the sky, nature transformed into the land of Cockaygne, and 
winged human beings who adhere to the "bntterflying" passion (see figures 6, 
7,and8). 

Benjamin and the aura 
2. Walter Benjamin, though he had perceived the phenomenon through which 

the traditional value and authority of the work of art began to vacillate, did not 
realize that the "decay of the aura'' -the phrase with which he synthesized this 
process- in no way implied as a result "the liberation of the object from its cul­
tural scabbard'' or its grounding, from that moment on, in political praxis, but 
rather the reconstitution of a new "aura" through which the object, re-creating 
and exalting to the maximum its authenticity on another plane, became charged 
with a new value, perfectly analogous to the exchange value, whose object is 
doubled by the commodity. 

For once, Benjamin had not obtained the concept of "aura" -one of his most 
typical conccpt,s-...... from mystical-esoteric texts alone, but also from a French 
writer, Leon Daudet, unjustly forgotten today, whose unusual intelligence Ben­
jamin appreciated while of course distrusting his cloddish political ideas. Dau­
det's book La melancholia [sic] (1928) contains a meditation on the aura (which 
also appears with the name ambiance) that deserves more than a casual reap­
praisal. Specifically, Daudet's definition of Baudelaire as a "poet of the aura" is 
almost certainly the source of one of the central motiLe;; of Benjamin's great study 
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on Baudelaire. Benjamin's considerations on odors are anticipated by Daudet's 
intuition that ''the olfactory is of our senses the closest to the aura and the best 
suited to give us an idea or a representation. Olfa~tory hallucinations are the raJ~· 
est and most piufound of all.'' Moreover, the passage in the essay ''The Work of 
Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction" [see Benjamin, Illuminations, 
trans. Harry Zohn (New York: SchockenBooks-, 1968), 217-51] where Benjamin 
writes of old. photographs as means to capture the aura, has a precedent in Dau­
det's reflections on photography and the cinema as ''transmitters of aura.'' It 
should be recalled that the ideas on the aura of the author-physician Leon Daudet 
have been noted with interest by the psychiatrist E. l\1inkowski, who cites them 
liheraUy in the chapter on the sense of smell in his Vers une cosmologie (Toward 
a cosmology) (1936). 

Baudelaire the fetishist 
3. A catalogue enumeration of the fetishist motifs in Baudelaire should in­

clude, in addition to his celebrated poem "Les bijoux" (Jewelry)-- "La trcs­
chere etait nue, et, connaissant mon coeur I ellc n'avait garde que ses bijoux 
sonores'' (The dearest one was naked, and aware of my desire she had kept only 
her sonorous jcwels)-atleast the prose poem "Un hemisphere dans une cheve­
lure,'' whose concluding phrase contains more information on fetishism than an 
entire psychological treatise: ''Qtwnd je mordille tes chevcux lastiques et 
rebelles, il me semble que jc mange des souvenirs" (When I graze on your flex­
ible, rebellious hair, it seems I am feeding on memories). In the essay on Con­
stantin Guys, which is the summa of Baudelaire's poetics, the poet speaks of 
maquillage (makeup) in these terms: "La femme est bien dans son droit, et 
meme cUe accomplit une espcce de devoir en s'appliquant a. paraitre magiquc et 
snrmlturelle~ il faut qu'elle etonne, qu'elle charme; ido)e, elle doit se dorer pour 
etre adoree. Rile doit done empnmtcr a tons les arts les moyens de s'elever au­
dessus de Ia nature .... Venumeration en serait jnnomhrable; mais, pour nous 
restreindre ace que notre temps appelle vulgnirement maquillage, qui ne voit que 
l'usasge deJa poudre de riz, si niaisement anathC-tnatise par les philosophes can­
dides, a pour hut et pour resultat de faire dispnraitre du teint toutes lcs taches que 
la nature y a outrageusernent semees, et decreer une unite abstraite dans le grain 
et I a couleur de la peau, laquelle unite, com me celle produite par le maillot, rap·· 
proche immediaterncnt l'etre. hun)airi de Ia stMue, c'est dire d'un etre devin et 
superieur'' (The women is well within her rights, and indeed she fulfills a kind of 
duty, in her attempt to appear magical and supernatural; she must astonish, she 

must charm. An idol, she must adorn herself [literally, ''gild''] so that she will be 
adored. She must then borrow from all the arts the means of raising herself above 
nature .... An enumeration of the means would be innumerable; but, to restrict 
ourselves to what our period commonly refers to as makeup, who cannot see that 
the use of rice powder, so foolishly excoriated by candid philosophers, has as its 
goal and result the disappearance from the hue of all the spots that nature has 
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outrageously sown there, and the creation of an abstract unity in the texture and 
color of the skin, which unity, like that produced by hosiery [more specifically: 
the leotard, the dancer's body stocking], immedintcly assimilates the human be­
ing to the statue, that is to say, to a divine and superior being). 



Chapter 9 
Beau Brurr1mell; orf The Appropriatio11 
of Unreality 

In 1843 Grandville published Petites miseres de Ia vie humaine, based on a text 
by his friend Forgues. In a series of genially perverse illustrations, Grandville 
gave us one of the first representations of a phenomenon that would become in­
creasingly familiar to the modern age: a bad conscience with respect to objects. 
In a leaky faucet that cannot be turned off, in an umbrella that reverses itself, in 
a boot that can be neither completely put on nor taken off and remai.ns · tena­
ciously stuck on the foot, in the sheets of paper scattered by a brea.th of wind, in 
a coverlet that does not cover, in a pair of p;:mts that tears, the prophetic glance of 
Grandville discovers, beyond the simple fortuitous incident, the cipher of a new 
rel8tion between humans and things. No one has shown better than he the human 
discomfort before the disturbing metnmorphose\'; of the most familiar objects (see 
figure 9). Under his pen, objects lose their innocence and rebel with a kind of 
deliberate perfidy. They attempt to evade their uses, they become animated with· 
human feelings and intentions, they become discontented and lazy. The eye is not 
surprised to discover them in lecherous attitudes. 

Rilke, who had described the same phenomenon in the episode of the coverlet 
from Notebooks of Matte Lau.rids Brigge, observed, with a revealing expression, 
that the ''relations of men and things have created confusion in the latter.'' The 
bad human conscience with respect to commodified o~jects is expressed in the 
mise-en-scene of this phantasmagorical conspiracy. The degeneration implicit in 
the transformation of the artisanal object into the mass-produced article is con­
stantly manifest to modern man in the loss of his own self-possession with re­
spect to things. The degradation of objects is matched by human clumsiness, that 
is, the fear of their possible revenge, to which end Grandville lends his pen. 1 

47 
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It is perfectly understandable that the dandy, the man who is never ill at ease, 
would be the ideal of a society that had begun to experience a h~d conscience 
with respect to objects. What compelled the noblest names of England, and the 
regent himself, to hang on every word that fell from Beau Brummell's lips was the 
f<tct that he presented himself as lhc master nf science that they could not do with­
out. To men who had lost their self-possession, the dandy, who makes of ele­
gance and the superfluous his raison d'eh·e, teaches the possibility of a new 
relation to things, which goes beyond both the. enjoyment of their use-value and 
the accumulation of their exchange value. He is the redeemer of things, the one 
who wipes out, with his elegance, their original sin: the commodity. 2 

Bnudelaire, who was actually frightened by the animated objects of Grand­
ville and who thought of dandyism as a kind of religion, understood that in this 
respect the poet (he who, according to Baudelaire's own words, should know 
how to "mnnage the intangible") might have something to learn from the dandy. 

The Marxist an<llysis of the fetishistic character of the commodity is founded 
on theideathat "no object can be invested with value if it is not something use­
ful. If it is useless, the labor that it contains has been nselessly spent and there­
fore creates no value." According to Marx, "production itself is directed in all 
its development toward use~value, not toward exchange value, and it is therefore 
only through the exceeding of the measure in which use-values arc required for 
consumption that they cease to be use~values and become means of exchange, 
commodities." Coherently with these premises, lhc enjoyment of use-value is 
opposed by Marx to the accumulation of the exchange value as something natural 
to something aberrant, and it can be said that his whole critique of capitalism is 
conducted on behalf of the concreteness of the object of usc against the abstrac~ 
tion of· the exchange value>i Marx evokes with a certain nostalgia the case of 
Robinson Crusoe and of the autarkic communities for whom exchange value is 
unknown and in which the relations bet\veen producers and things are therefore 
simple and transparent. He thus writes in Capital that ''capitalism is suppressed 
from the outset if it is postHiated that the enjoyment, (llld not the accumulation, of 
goods is its motive force.'' Marx's critique is limited in that he does not know to 
separate himself from the utilitarian ideology, which decrees that the enjoyment 
of use-value is the original and nalllral relation of man to objects; conscquent1y 
the possibility of a relation to things that goes beyond both the enjoyment of use­
value and the accumulation of exchange valu.e escapes him., 

Modern ethnography has discredited the Marxian prejudice that "no object 
can be invested with value if it is not something useful" and the idea serving as 
its basis, according to which the utilitarian principle is the psychological motive 
of economic life. The study of archaic economies has demonstrme<l that human 
activity is not reducible to production, conservation, nnd consuinption, and that 
archaic man seerns in fact to have been dominated in all activity by what has been 
defined, perhaps with some exaggeration, as a principle of unproductive loss and 
expenditure. 5 
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Mauss's studies on the potlatch and on ritual prodigality do not merely reveal 
what Marx did not know-that the gift, and not exchange, is the original form of 
exchange--but also reveal a whole series of behaviors (which range from the rit­
ual gift to the destruction· of the most precious goods). From the point of view of 
economic utilitarianism, these behaviors appear inexplicable, and on the basis of 
them one might say that primitive mnn could nttain the rank to which he aspired 
only through the destruction or negation of wealth. Archaic man gave gifts be­
cause he wished to lose, and his relation to objects was not governed by the prin­
ciple of usefulness, but by that of sacrifice. On the other hand, Mauss's research 
shows that, in primitive societies, the thing was never simply an object of use, 
but wns endowed with a power, a mana, equivnlent to that of living beings, and 
was profoundly implicated in the religious sphere. Where the object had been 
withdrawn from its original sacred order~ sacrifice and the gift alw<1ys intervened 
to restore it to that order. This requirement was so universally dornimmt that an 
ethnogn1pher .has been able to affirm thal, in primitive cultures, the gods existed 
only to give structure to the human need for sactifice and self-expropriation. 

Baudelaire was perhaps alluding to behavior of this kind when he spoke of ''a 
kind of dandy encountered hy the travelers in the forests of North A1_nerica. '' 
What is certain is that he hated "repugnant usefulness" too much to think that 
the world ofthc commodity could be abolished by means of a simple return to 
usc-value. For Baudelaire, as for the d~ndy, the enjoyment of usc is already an 
alienated relation to the object, scarcely different from commodification. The les­
son that. Baudelaire bequeathed to modern poetry is that the only way to go be­
yond the commodity was to press its contradictions to the limit, to the point at 
which the commodity as such would be abolished and the object would be re­
stored to its own truth. As sacrifice restores to the sacred sphere whatservile use 
has degraded and profaned, so, through poetic tnmsfigurntion, the object is 
pulled away both from the enjoyment of its use and from its value as accumula­
tion, and is restored to its original status. For this reason Baudelaire saw a great 
ruwlogy between poetic activity and. sacrifice, between "the man that sings'' and 
"the man that sac1ifices," and he plnnned the composition of a "theory of sac­
rifice" of which the notes in Fusees are but fragm,ents. As it is only through de­
struction that sacrifice consecrntes, so it is only through the estrangement that 
makes it unattainable, and through the dissolution of traditional intelligibility and 
authority, that the falsehood of the commodity is changed into truth. This is the 
sense of ''art for art's sake,'' which means not the enjoymcm of art for its own 
sake, but the destruction of art worked by art. 

The redemption that th~ dandy and the poet bring to things is their evocation 
of the impondert~hle act in which the aesthetic epiphany is realized. The reproduc­
tion of the dissolution of the ·transmissibility of culture in the experience of the 
shock thus becomes the last possible source of meaning and value for things 
themselves. To the capitalist accumulfltion of exchange value and to the enjoy­
ment of the use-value of Marxism and the theorists of liberation, the dandy and 
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modern poetry oppose the po:::sibility of a new relation to things: the appropria­
tion of unreality. 

The condition of success of this sacrificial task is that the artist should take to 
its extreme consequences the principle of loss and selJ-disposses'lion. Rim baud's 
programmatic exclnmntion "I is an other" (je est un autre) must be taken liter­
ally: the redemption of objects is impossible except by virtue of becoming a·n 
object. As the work of art must destroy and alienate itself to become an absolute 
commodity, so the dandy-artist must become a living corpse, constantly tending 
toward an other, a creature essentially nonhmnnn and antihuman. 6 

Balzac, in his Jhrite de La vie elegante (Treatise of the elegant life), writes that 
''making himself a dandy, man becomes a piece of boudoir furniture, an ex­
tremely ingenuous mannequin." Barbey d'Aurevilly made the same remark 
about George Brummell: "I-Ie elevated himself to the rank of object." And 
Baudelaire compared dandyism (which for him was of a piece with the exercise 
of writing poetry) to the ''most ~o;;evere monastic rule, the irre.'iistible order of the 
Old Man of the Mountain, who commanded his adepts to commit suic.ide." 

The creative activity and the creator cannot be spared the process of alien­
ation. In modern poetry, the emergence into the foreground of the creative pro­
cess, and its establishment as an autonomous value independent of the work 
produced (Valery: "Why not conceive of the production of a work of art as a 
work of art in itself?") is above all an attempt to reify the nonreitlable. 7 After 
having transformed the work into a commodity, the artist now puts on the inhu­
man mask of the commodity and abandons the traditional image of the human~ 
What rcact1onary critics of modern art forget when they reproach it with dehu­
manization is that during the great periods of art, the artistic center of gravity has 
never been in the human sphere. 8 What is new about modern poetry is that, con­
fronted with a world that glorifies man so much the more it reduces him to an 
object, modern poetry unmasks the humrmitari<m ideology by making rigorously 
its own the boutade that Balzac puts in George Brummell's mouth: "Nothing less 
resembles man than man.'' Apollinaire perfectly formulated this proposition in 
Les peintres cubistes, where he writes that "above all, artists are men who wish 
to become inhuman." Baudelaire's antihumanism, Rimbaud's call "to make 
one's soul monstrous," the marionette of Kleist, Lautreamont's "it is a man or a 
stone or a tree,'' Jvlallnnne's ''I am truly decomposed,'' the arabesque of Matisse 
that confuses human figures and tapestries, ''my ardor is rather of the order of the 
dead and the unborn" from Klee, "the human doesn't come into it" of Gottfried 
Benn, to the "nacreous snail's trace" of Eugenio Montale and "the head of me­
dusa and the Robot" of Paul Celan, all express the same need: there arc stilL fig­
ures beyond the human! 

Whatever the name given to the object of its search, the quest of modern po­
etry points in the direction of that disturbing region where there arc no longer 
either men or gods, where there is but a presence, rising incomprehensibly over 
itself like a primitive idol, at once sacred and miserable, enchanting and tetrify-
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ing, a presence thnt possesses at once the fixed materiality of a dead body and the 
phan!ornatic elusiveness of a living one. Fetish or grail, site of an epiphany or a 
disappearance, it reveals and once again dissolves itself in its own simulacrum of 
words until the program of alienation and kno\vledge, of redemption and dispos­
session, entrusted to poetry over a c.entury ago by its first lucid ·devotees, will be 
accomplished. 

Scholia 

Grandvilliana; or, The world of Odradek 
1. As usual, Poe was among the first to register this new relrition between man 

and objects. In a t.ale, translated by Baudelaire, entitled "L'ange du bizarre" 
(The angel of the bizarre) he makes an improbable creature of nightmare appear, 
the ancestor of the Odradek bobbin of Kafka, whose body is constituted by uten­
sils joined together in a vaguely anthropomorphic manner (a small flask of wine, 
two bottles, a funnel, a kind of tobacco case, two barrels) and which presents 
itself as "the genius that presides over the annoyances and bizarre incidents of 
humanity.'' Because of having refused to believe in the existence of the creature, 
the protagonist of the tale is led on by a series of insignificant incidents until he 
nearly has one foot in the grave .. 

The discomfort of man wit~ respect to the objects that he himself has reduced 
to "appearances of things" is translated, as it was already in the time of Bosch, 
into the suspicion of a possible "animation of the inorganic" and into the placing 
in doubt of the bond that unites each thing to its own form, each creature to its 
familiar environment. In these two stylistic procedures the prophetic excellence 
of Grandville excels: they are confused and add up to a single disquieting effect 
in the "animated flowers," in the military decorations transformed into marine 
plants, in the personified musical instruments, in the "heraldic animals," in the 
eyes removed from their sockets, and in the anguished chain reaction of meta­
morphoses that populate his "otherworld." 

Baudelaire, who was fascinated and frightened by the ''illegitimate cross­
ings'' of Grandville and who saw in his designs ''natme transformed into apoc­
alypse,'' spoke of him with a kind of reverent fear. ''There are superficial 
persons," he writes in Quelques caricaturistesf'ran{:ais (Some French caricatur­
ists), "whom Grandville amuses. As for myself, he terrifies me." 

At this moment was borf), as a mass-consumption commodity. the genre of 
"disturbing" literature, which relies on the discomfort and unconfessed fears of 

the reader. The theme of the portrait that comes to life, which GrandviJie had 
anticipated in the Louvre des marionettes (The puppet museum), is developed by 
Gautier in a story that was to be imitated in innuriterable variations. It is therefore 
not surprising that Offcnbflch should have chosen as the libretto of one of his 
most fortunate operettas The Tales of Hoffmann, in which Olympirt, the chilly 
animated puppet of Hoffmann's Sandmann, appears. Thus, in the "ironic utopia 
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of a permanent domination of capital" (which is Benjamin's characterization of 
the operetta), is manifest the menacing presence of the animated object, destined 
to have a second existence in the age of advanced mechanical development. 

Freud dedicated an ample study, which appeared in the fifth volume of Imago 
and whose conclusions are highly significant, precisely to the uncanny (Das 
Unheimliche, of which he finds notable examples in two topics dear to Grand­
ville: the eye out of its socket and the animated puppel, discovered in the novels 
of HolTmann). Freud saw in the uncanny (Unheimliche) the distanced familiar 
(_heimlirhe): "This uncanny is not in reality anything new or strange, but rather 
something that has always been familinr to the psyche, and that only the process of 
distancing has rendered other." The refuszd to acknowledge the degradation of 
commodified artifacts (focticia) is expressed cryptographically in the menacing 
aura that surrounds the most familiar things, with which it is not possib)e to feel 
safe. 

The liberty style, which transforms dead matter into an organic creature, lifts 
this discomfort into a stylistic principle ("a w<lshba~in of Pankok," a benevolent 
critic of that new style wrote in 1905, "with its cartilaginous and swollen mem­
bers, appears to us a living organism. When Hermann Obrisl designs an easy 
chair, the arms seem to be muscular limbs that seize and immobilize"). A few 
decades later, surrealism would make estrangement the fundamental character of 
the work of art. Grandville was claimed by the surrealists as their precursor; a 
lithography ofMnx Ernst reads: "Un nouveau monde est ne, que Gr:mdville soit 
low~ (A new world is made, may Grandville be praised). 

Bnanrncl Iiana 
2. One of the most celebrated remarks of Beau Brummell ("Do you call this 

thing a coat?'', _also related in the variant ''What are these things on your feet?'') 
is based on the assump1ion of a radical difference between an item of clothing 
and a "thing," thanks to which a useful item like a coat, apparently so ordinary. 
is raised to an indescribable essence. 

Contemporaries could not be aware that the ultimate foundation on which the 
Brummell phenomenon rested was the commodification of the real. This is true 
of even the most acute contemporaries, like Hazlitt, who was among the first to 
examine the mechanism of Beau Brummell's wit, which that critic defined as 
"minimalism": "He has arrived at the minimwn of wit, managing to take it, 
with felicity or pain, to an almost invisible point All of his bons mots are 
founded on a single circumstance, the exaggeration of the purest trifles into 
something important ... their significance is so attenuated that 'nothing lives' 
between them and nonsense: they are suspended on the edge .of the void and in 
their shrtdOW)' composition they are very close to nothingness ... His is truly the 
art of extracting something from nothing.'' Brummell's jacket is opposed to the 
"thing" as the commodity is to the useful object. What is more, suppressing any 
ambiguous survival of use-value, the jacket overtakes the commodity itself and 
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renders transparent, so to speak, its fetishistic character, abolishing it in a kind of 
dialectical Aujhebung (sublation). At the same time, with his exaggeration of the 
irrelevant, the dandy reinvents a particular kind of use-value, which cannot be 
grasped or defined in utilitarian terms. 

In a period that submitted hypocritically to the clephantiflsis of ornament, the 
absence of every kind of bad conscience with respect to objects explains the al­
most ascetical sobriety of Beau's vvm·drobc and his foundation of the criterion of 
elegance on elusive nuances, like the accidental folds of a cravat. The technique 
of tying a cravat- worthy of a Zen master- invented by Beau Brummell was rig­
·orous in the elimination of any intentionality: it is telatcd that his valet Robinson 
could be seen every evening emerging from the dressing room, his arms laden 
with barely wrinkled neckwear. "They are our failures," he \Vould explain. Be<m 
himself, whom some of the greatest poets of modernity have not disdained to 
consider their teache1~ can, from this point of vie\v, claim as his own discovery 
the introduction of chance into the artwork so widely practiced in contemporary 
a1t (see figure 10). 

In the abolition of any trace of subjectivity from his own person, no one has 
ever reached the radicalism of Beau Brummell. With an nsceticism that equals 
the most mortifying mystical techniques, he const<mtly cancels from himself any 
trace of personality. This is the extremely serious sense of a number of his wit­
ticisms, such as "Robinson, which of the lakes do I prefer?" 

That something very significant for the spirit of the age was revealed in Beau 
Brummell did not escape his more intc1ligent contemporaries. Byron once said 
that he would have preferred to be Brummell than Napoleon (the spirit of the 
world in the boudoir set against the spirit of the world on horseback: it is no snlall 
compliment). Bulwer-Lytton, in his novel Per/hom; ot~ The Adventures of a Gen­
tleman (whose protagonist is a reincan1ation of Beau) wrote about the "trifles" 
of the dandy: "Flowers may be woven not only in an idle garland, but, as in the 
thyrsus of antiquity, also on a sacred instrument," and "in the folds of a collar 
there can be more p<tthos than fools imagine." 

Marx and use-value 
3. The position of Marx on this point is not clear and was modified over time. 

In the .i',fanuscripts of 1844, he still seemed to consider use-value as something 
unnatural on a·par with exch:mge value. "Private property," he writes, "has 
made us so stupid and one-sided that an object is only ours when we have it­
when it exists for us as capital, or when it is directly possessed, eaten, drunk, 
worn, inhabited, etc. ~in short, when it is used by us" [The Economic and 
Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 (New York: International Publishers, 1964), 
139]. 

Natural and unnatural needs 
4. It is curious that N. 0. Brown and the other theorists of "liberation," al­

though recognizing that Marx neither explained what wa'i meant by ''excess of 
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use-value" nor understood the sacred origin of money, should ne-vertheless ap­
peal to common sense in affiJ:ming the necessity of distinguishing betvveen nat­
ural and unnatural needs, between the nece-ssary and the superfluous. These the­
m·ists thus substitute for the bourgeois repression of the "natural" a morn listie 
repression of the superfluous. What is most revolutionary in modern art with re­
gard to the theorists of liberation is the underst<lnding, from the outset, that only 
by pushing to the extreme limits both "unnatural need" and "perversion" could 
one rediscover oneself and overcome repression. 

Bataille and unproductive expenditure 
5. The most rigorous attempt to define this principle and found upon it a sci­

ence of economy is found in Bataille's essay ''La notion de depense'' (The notion 
of expenditure) (La critique sociale, n. 7, January 1933), taken up and developed 
later in La part maudite (1949) [The Accursed Share, trans. Robert Hurley (New 
York: Zone Press, 1988)]. Mauss, whose magisterial "Essai sur lc don" (Essay 
on the gift) (L' annee sociologique, 1923-24) was behind the idea of BataiHe, did 
not simply oppose ritual prodigality and the potlatch to the utilitarian principle, 
but, more wisely, demonstraled the inadequacy of this opposition in accounting 
for social behavior. 

Genectlogy r~f' tlu antihero 
6. Antihumanist traits are evident in an imaginary genealogical tree of the 

characters (or, rather, the antieharactcrs) in which modern artists have repre­
sented themselves: Igitur- Doctor Hmstroll-- Monsieur Croche --Stephen 
Dedalus---Monsieur the Vivisectionist-Plume-Loplop, chief of birds­
Werflironne---Adrian Leverkuhn. 

Eclipse ofthe work 
7. Gottfried Benn rightly observes, in his essay on the ''Problem of Lyricism'' 

(1951), that all modern poets, from Poe to MaJ1anne to Valery and Pound, appear 
to bring to the process of creation the same interest they bring to the work itself. 
An analogous preoccupation can be noted in one of the masters of the new Amer­
ican poetry, William Carlos Williams. llis Paterson is, perhaps, with The Age of 
Anxiety ofAuden, the most successful attempt at the long poem in contemporary 
poetry: "The writing is nothing, the being I in a position to write ... is nine 
tenths I of the difficulty.'' It is interesting to observe that the rcification of the 
creative process is born precisely from the refusal of rcifiention implicit in every 
work of art. Thus Dada, which seeks constantly to deny the artistic object and to 
abolish the very idea of the "work," finishes by paradoxically commodifying 
spiritual activity itself [see Tristan Tzara, ''Essai sur la situation de poesie'' (Es­
say on the situation- of poetry), l93l]. The same can be said of the situationists 
who, in the attempt to abolish art by realizing it, finish rather by extending it to 
all human existence. The origin of this phenomenon is probably to be found in 
the theories of Schlegel and Solger on so-called Romantic irony, which was 
founded precisely on the assumption of the supeliority of the artist (that is, on the 
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creative process) with respect to the work and which led to a kind of constant 
negative reference between expression and the unexpressed, coniparablc to a 
mental reserve. 

Antihrmwn;sth·, not (lntihurnon 
8. Ortega y Gassct, writing in La dcslwmanizacidn del arte, was perfectly 

conscious of this fact and it is nJrious that his authority should havebeen invoked 
to criticize the antihumanism of modern art. The polemic of modern art is not 
directed against man, but against his ideological counterfeiting; it is not antihu­
man, but antihumanistic. Besides, as Edgar Wind acutely observed, art historians 
are scarcely immune from the process of dehumanization. The elaboration of the 
formal method in the second half of the past century (which can be summarized 
in Wolfflin's famous remark that the essence of the Gothic style is as evident in a 
pointed shoe as in a cathedral) is obvious proof. 



Chapter 10 
Mme Pancl<oucl<e; or, 1.,he Toy Fairy 

The history of the semantic migration of the term ''fetish'' conceals some 
instructive insights. What is initially confined to the otherness of a "savage" cui~ 
ture as ''something so absurd that it offers hardly any purchase to the discourse 
that \Vould combat it'' returns first, in the economic sphere, as an article of mass 
consumption and subsequently as the choice of perverse desire in the intimacy of 
sexual life. The proliferation of cases of fetishism at the end of the nineteenth 
century and the beginning of the twentieth (cutters of braids, coprophj)jacs, sniff­
ers of clothing, and fetishists of footwear, nightcaps, mourning crepe, lingerie, 
spots on lingerie, furs, wigs, leather objects, rings, and finally words and sym~ 
bols) goes hand in hand with the complete commodification of objects and, after 
the transformation of things endowed with· religious power into useful objects 
and of useful objects into commodities, announces a new transformation of the 
facticia produced by human labor. 

The entrance of an object into the sphere of tJ1e fetish is always the sign of a 
transgression of the rule that assigns nn appropriate use to each thing. It is easy to 
identify this transgression: for de Brasses, it concerned the transfer of a material 
object into the impalpable sphere of the divine; for Marx, the violation of the 
use~value; for Binet and Freud, the deviation of desire from its proper object. 
The map of the migration of the concept of fetishism traces thus, in filigree, the 
system of the rules that codify a type of repress ion that the theorists ofliberation 
bave not yet considered: that which exercises itself on objects and fixes the norms 
of their use. In our culture, even if not apparenrly sanctioned, this system of rules 
is so rigid that, as ready-made products demonstrate, the simple transfer of one 
object to the sphere of another is sufficient to render it unrecognizable and dis~ 
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qmetmg. But objects exist that have always been destined lo such a particular 
function that they can be said to be withdrawn from all rules of usc. I am speak­
ing of toys. Once again, it was Baudelaire who noticed that an intelligent artist 
might find in toys material for reflection. In • 'The Moral of the Toy,'' published 
in the Monde litteraire of 17 April 1853, he recounts his visit, as a child, to the 
house of a certain Mme Panckoucke: 

She took me by the hand and, together, we traversed several rooms. 
Then she opened the door of a room that offered me an extraordinary 
spectacle, worthy of a fairy tale. The walls were no longer visible, so 
covered they were with toys . .The ceiling disnppenred under an 
efflorescence of toys that hung down like marvelous stalnctites. The 
floor scarcely yielded a small path on which to walk . . . It is because 
of this adventure that I cannot pause before a toy shop and scan the· 
inextricable medley of the bizarre fortns and disparate colors without 
thjnking of the woman, dressed in velvet and fur, who appeared to me 
as the Toy Fairy. 

The evocation of this infantile recollection offered Baudelaire the pretext for a 
classinc.ation of the possibJe uses and abuses of toys. Jn children who transform 
a chair into a stagecoach, in those who meticulously order their toys, as in a mu­
seum, without touch.ing them, but above all in those who, following "a first 
metaphysical tendency," wish rather "to see the soul" and, to this end, turn the 
toys in their hands, shake them, strike them against the wall, and finally eviscer­
ate them and tear them to pieces (''but 1vhere is the soul?" -and this is where 
torpor and sadness set in), he saw the emblem of the relationship---of impene­
trable joy mixed wilh stupefied frustratinn···-that is the basis of artistk creation as 
of every relation between human and objects. 

A text like Rilke's on doJis eloquently proves that children maintain a fetish­
istic relation to their toys. Developing Baudela1re's observntions on toys, Rilke 
juxtaposed dolls- "soulless supports" and "empty sacks" -··to handy and grate·· 
ful objects. Dolls 

fed on fictitious food, like ka; befouling themselves, like spoiled 
children, with reality, every time that one <tttempted to make them 
ingest it; impenetrable and, at the extreme stage of a precocious 
plumpness, incapable of absorbing at ·any point even a single drop of 
water ... It [the doll] makes us almost indignant at its tremendous and 
crass forgetfulness~ that hatred that, unconscious, has always constituted 
a part of our rc.lation to it. breaks forth, the doll lies befort~ us 
unmasked like the horrible strange body on which we have dissipated 
our purest warmth; like the drowned corpse painted on the surface that 
allowed itself to be lifted up and borne along by the floods of our 
tenderness, until we would dry up again, abtmdoning it in some hedge 
... Are we not singular creatures, we who have allowed {)urselves to 
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be guided to place our first inclination where it remains deprived of 
hope? 

With respect to things, the doll is, on the one hand, infinitely lesser, because 
it is distant and beyond our grasp (''of you only, soul of the doll, it could never 
be said where you really were''), but, perhaps precisely because of this, it is on 
the other hand infinitely more, because it is the inexhaustible object of our desire 
and our fantasies ("in it [the doll] we would mix, as in a test tube, whatever 
unknowable things happened to us, which we would see boil up and turn colors 
there"). 1f one keeps in mind how much Rilke had written on the eclipse of au­
thentic "things" and on the task falling to the poet to transfigure them into the 
invisible, the doll, at once absent and present, appears then as the emblem­
suspended between this world and the other-of the object ~hathas lost its weight 
''in the hands of the merchant'' and has not yet transformed itself in the hands of 
the angel. From this derives its disturbing character, on which Rilke projects the 
implacable memory of a terrible infantjle frustration. But from this also derives 
the doH's aptitude for providing us with information on the essence of the thing 
that has become an object of desire, which Rilke, with his morbid sensitivity to 
relationships with things, registered <llmost unav·/ares. 

If toys are not, as is apparent, simple and reassuring, then their situation in the 
world of objects is also not as definite as it seems. Aries, in a chapter of his 
book L'enfant et la viefamiliale sous /'Ancien Regime (Family life and the child 
under the ancien regime) informs us that the border between toys and objects for 
adults has not always been as rigid as might he imagined. Until the eighteenth 
century, adult Europe avidly sought out mininture objects: dollhouses, the jouets 
d'Allemagne (German playthings), and the petites bcsogncs d'Italie (little Ita:Iian 
necessities). As the name shows (bimbclot; from bimbe, baby), tlw bibelots that 
burdened eighteenth-century interiors and that today populate petit-bourgeois de­
cors are but a residue of these toys for adults. lf we attempt to find out their or­
igin, toys send us still further back in time, to a moment when they cannot be 
distinguished from other things. As Aries writes: 

The historians of toys, the collectors of dolfs and miniature objects, 
always encounter great difficulties in distinguishing the doll-toys from 
all the other images and statuettes that excavations restore in almost 
industrial quantities. In the greater- number of cases these had a religious 
significance: domestic ritual, funerary ritual, ex voto, and so on. 

Things that to us appear as toys were originally objects of such seriousness that 
they were placed in the tomb to accompany the deceased during the otherworldly 
sojourn. The greater antiquity of tombs that contain miniature objects with re­
spect to those that contain real objects shows that the presence of the former is by 
no means a consequence of substitution based on "economic" motives (see fig­
ures ll and 12). 
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If the foregoing is true, then the treasure guarded in Mme Panckoucke's room 
points to a more originary status of the thing,.about which the dead, children, and 
other fetishists can give us precious information. Winnicott's research on _the first 
relations between the child and the external world have led to the identification of 
a kind of object, by him defined as "transitional,., that comprises the first things 
(pieces of bed linen, of cloth, or the like) that the child separates from external 
reality and appropriates, and whose place is "in the zone of experience which is 
between the thumb and the teddy-bear, between oral erotici~m and the real ob­
ject-relation." These objects, however, apparently properly belong neither to the 
internal and subjective nor to the external and objective spheres, but to some­
thing that Winnicott defined as "the area of illusion,., in whose "potential 
space'' they will subsequently be able to situate themselves both in play and in 
cultural experience. The localization of culture and play is therefore neither 
within nor outside of the individual, but in a "third area," distinct both "from 
interior psychic reality and from the effective world in which the individual 
lives." 

The topology that is here expressed tentatively in the language of psychology 
has always been known to children, fetishists, "savages," and poel:s. It is in this 
"third area" that a science of man truly freed of every eighteenth-century prej­
udice should focus its study. 1 Things are not outside of us, in measurable external 
space, like neutral objects (ob-jecta) of use and exchange; rather, they open to us 
the original place solely from which the experience of measurable external space 
becomes possible. They are therefore held and comprehended from the outset in 
the topos outopos (placeless place, no-place place) in which our expelience of 
being-in-the-world is situated. The question ••where is the thing?" is inseparable 
from the question "where is the hmnan?" Like the fetish, like the toy, things are 
not properly anywhere, because their place is found on this side of objects and 
beyond the human in a zone that is no longer objective or subjective, neither per­
sonal nor impersonal, neither material nor immaterial, but where we find our­
selves suddenly facing these apparently so simple unknowns: the human, the 
thing. 

Scbolia 

Where is the thing? 
I. The Greek word 'agalma, which designated statues, expresses weLL this 

original status of human facticia (products, man-made objects). As Kerenyi 
writes (Agalma, eikon, eidolon in A.rchivio di jilosofia, 1962), .. this term does 
not indicate, for the Gre.eks, something solid and determinate, but ... the per­
petual source of an event, in which the divinity takes part no less than man.'· The 
etymological meaning of 'agalma (from 'agllomai) is "joy, exultation." Willam­
owitz tells of archaic statues that bear the inscription Chares, 'eim, 'agalma tou 
Apollonos, which must be translated .. 1 am Chares, statue and joy of Apollo." 



60 o THE TOY FAIRY 

The genitive is here subjective and objective in exactly the same degree. In the 
presence of these statutes it is wholly impossible to decide if we find ourselves 
before "objects" or ''subjects," because they gaze at us from a place that pre­
cedes and tnmscends our distinction subject/object. This is the more true if we 
take, rather than a Greek statue, any object whatsoever from a primitive culture: 
such an object stands on this side not only of our distinction between subjective 
and objeclive, but also of that betv;,'cen human and nonhuman. At the limit, how­
ever, the same is true of every hmm:m creation, be it statue or poem .. Only in this 
perspective will future a11thropology be able to arrive at a definition of the status 
of the cultural object and to localize in its topos precisely the products of human 
"making." 
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Chapter 11 
Narcissus and Pygmalion 

Toward the end of the Roman de laRose, Love's army, in which the poem's pro­
tagonist is enlisted, after fruitlessly attempting to reduce the castle in which the 
flower is gumded, call.s the goddess Venus to its aid. The hastily expedited mes­
sengers reach her on Mount Cithaeron ns she lounges in the company of Adonis. 
On her golden coach, drawn by doves and embellished with pearls, the goddess 
swiftly reaches the battlefield and menacingly orders Shame and Fear, the de­
fenders of the keep, to surrender. At their refusal, Venus, whom the poet repre­
sents with channing realism as an angry woman who, in her fury, has drawn up 
her dress above her ankles ["Ia sua roba ha soccorclata," says the author of the 
Italian imitation of the Ro~nan known as the Fiore, rendering almosl literaJly 
Jean's "lors s'est Venus haut secourciee" (then Venus girded herself up high)], 
takes up her bow and prepares to shoot her incendiary shaft at the castle. At this 
decisive point in his narrative, Jean de Meung begins a digression of more than 
five hundred verses; the edition of the Roman attributed to Clement Marot intro­
duces this passage with the concjse but eloquent rubric: "Ci commence la fiction 
I de l'ymage Pigmalion'' (Here begins the tale I of the statue of Pygmalion). The 
story of the sculptor in love with his statue derives, in its general outlines, from 
Ovid's Afetamorphoses; but Jean gives it such a rich and peculiar treatment that 
it is permissible to suppose that the digression is more than a rhetorical expedient 
to increase, through delay, the tension in the reader before the happy conclusion 
of the poem. 

Above all Pygmalion's falling in love is described so as to recall at every s-tep 
of the way theft'' ammtr (mad love) of the courtly love poets, which Jean even 
recalls literally, as when the unhappy sculptor bewails his love for ''une ymage 
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sourdc et mue I qui ne se crole nc se mue" (a deaf and dumb statue, I that neither 
changes nor moves) and adds that she "ne ja de moi nierci n'avra" (will never 
have mercy [concede her favors] on me). 1 This is almost a stereotypical formula 
of troubadour lyric; we need only think of ''Ja n'aura un jor lmerci de moi" (She 
will never one day have mercy on me) of Gaucelm Faidit or "celeis don ja pro 
non aurai" (she from whom I will never gain advsntage) of Bernart de Ventadorn. 2 

In the delicate verse of Ovid there is no lrace of sadness, but the passion of Pygma­
lion is 8lready here unmistakably that ambiguous mixture of not disinterested hope 
and grim desperation that the Stilnovists \vould call dortanza (anxious doubt): 

Ainsinc Pygmalion estrive 
n' an son estrif n' a pes ne trive 
En un estat point ne demeure: 
or aimc, or het, or rit, or pleure 
or est liez, or est a mcsesc, 
or se tounnentc, <lr se rapese. (vv. 20901-20906) 

[Thus Pygmalion struggles 
and his strife has no peace or truce 
He does not rest in one state: 
now he loves, now hates, now laughs, now weeps, 
now he is happy, now disturbed; 
now he torments himself, now calms himself.} 

In general the entire scene seems to place the emphasis on the morbid and per­
verse character of the love for the ymage (image or statue), which at one and the 
same time resembles the sin of lust and a kind of religious cult. In his monologue, 
Pygmalion compares himself to Narcissus in love with his own form (see figures 1.3 
nnd 14), which was certainly even more foolish (see vv. 20843-20855), and he de­
scribes crudely the attempts and frusn·ations of a passion that is trop horrible: 

car quant je me veull aesier 
et d'acoler et de besicr, 
je truis m'amie autresine roide 
comme est uns pex, et si tres froide 
que, quant por lui besier i touche 
toute me refredist la bouche. (vv. 20871-20876) 

[because when J want to please myself 
and embrace and kiss her, 
I find my friend stiff like 
a stick, and so cold· 
that when I touch to kiss her 
I wholly freeze my mouth.] 
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The description of putting clothing on the naked statue is dispatched in three 
verses by Ovid, but Jean lingers over lhis passage for more than seventy, thus 
punctiliously elaborating a scene in which the lover tries different garments and 
items of footwear on his puccfle (girl, virgin). If we did not know that (at least in 
the case of the footwear) a reference to troubadour lyric is at stake,3 we would be 
surprised to find here such episodes of fetishism as would be characteristic of a 
novel of Restif: 

Autre foiz li reprent corage 
d'oster tout et de metre guindes 
jaunes, vermeilles, verz et indes, 
et tre~oers gentez et grel.les 
de saie et d'ot~ a menuz pellcs; 
ct desus la crespine estache, 
une mout prccieuse estache, 
et par desus la crespinete 
une courone d'or grelletc 
ou mout ot precieuses pierres . 
Et par grant antanfe li chance 
en chnscun pie soler et chauce, 
antailliez jolivetement, 
a deus doie du pavemant; 
n' est pas de housenus estrenee 
car e1 n'iert pas de Paris nee; 
trop par fust rude chaucemante 
a pucele de tel jouvante. (vv. 20932-20968) 

[Another time he desires 
to take all off her and fits her with bows 
yellow, red, green, and purple 
and thin beautiful fillets 
of silk and gold, with little pearls; 
and under the crest he attaches 
a very precious ribbon, 
and above the crest 
a crown of beaten gold 
with many precious stones . 
And with great care he fits her 
on both teet with hose and shoes 
hcautifully chased 
two fingcrhrcJdths from the floor~ 
he does not give her boots 
because she isn't Paris-born; 
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such would be footwear too coarse 
for a girl of such grace.] 

A grotesque religious pathos charges the scene in which Pygmalion offers to his 
image a gold ring and celebrates with her a wedding that is a parody of the Chris­
tian sacrament, with "love songs in place of the Mass" nnd with the accompa­
niment of all the instnnnents of profane medieval music. Afterwru·d, as appropriate 
for a husband on his wedding night, he lays himself in bed with the new bride: 

Puis la rambrace, si la couche 
antre ses braz dedanz sa couche, 
et la rebese et la racolc, 
mes ce n'est pas de bone cscole 
quant II persones s'antrebesent 
et li besicr aus II ne plescnt. (vv. 21029-21032) 

[The1i he embraces her again, and takes 
her between his arms and beds her, 
and he kisses her again and hugs her; 
but it's not good form 
when two people kiss each other 
and the kisses don't please both equally.] 

We can confirm that this perverse and, at the same time, almost ceremonial char­
acter of Pygmalion's love as described by Jean is not just an impression of the 
modern reader by referring to the illustrations of the ancient manuscripts of the 
poem. In, for example, Oxford, Ms. Douce 195, fol. l50r (see figure 16), or 
Valencia, Ms. 387, fol. 146r, Pygmalion is represented both as the foolish lover 
who caresses his naked statue 1aseiviously and lies down next to her, and as a 
faithful devotee kneeling in ecstatic adoration before the ymage (in Douce 195, 
fol. 149v; see figure 15), at times (as in Douce 364, fol. l53v) in an interior that 
strongly resembles a church. '1 

lf il is evident from what we have said thus far that the story of PygmCtlion had 
a special importance for Jean de Meung, this also results, were further proof 
needed, from the fact that the story actually is not a digression, but serves to 
inLroduce and make more accessible the conclusive episode of the poem that im­
mediately follows it. We had left Venus as she prepared to fire her arrow. The 
targel at which the goddess aims is a kind of arrowslit (une archicre; una bales­
triera in the already-cited Italian version of the Rnman.) located between two pi­
laslers that hold up 

une ymage en leu de chaase, 
qui n'iert trop haute ne trop basse, 
trop grosse ou trap grelle, non pas, 
mes toute tailliec a conpas 
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de braz, d'espaules et de mains, 
qu'il nji failloit 11e plus ne mains. (vv. 20769-20774) 

[a statue, in lieu of prey, 
neither too high nor too low, 
neither too fat nor too thin, 
but sculpted all with such proportion 
of arms, shoulders, and hands 
that there was no need of more or less. 1 

When the incendiary shaft penetrates the arrowslit and sets fire to the castle, it is 
precisely this statue thnt unexpectedly reveals itself to be the object of the amo­
rous quest of the protagonist, who, while the defenders flee on all sides, directs 
himself toward it in the guise of a pilgrim, with scrip and staff. The narrative that 
follO\:vs leaves little doubt about what is hnppening, however repugnant it seems 
to us: the lover, after kneeling down, simulates a coupling with the statue, using 
his staff in place of his virile member. 

Once again the ancient illustrators of the Roman represented the scene without 
false modesty. The ymage (Valencia, Ms. 387, fols. 144r, 146v; see figures 17, 
18 and 19) is the bust of a naked woman, the columns serving for Legs, and the 
archiere is placed exactly where the female sex ought to be; the lover, semi­
reclining between lhe ruins of the castle of Love next to the overthrown idol, 
pushes his staff into the arrowslit (see also figures 20 and 21). 

If we keep in mind that the poem begin.<; at the fountain of Narcissus and that 
the protagonist falls in love with an image reflected in this miro(lrs perilleus (dan­
gerous mirror; see vv. 1569-1595), then love for the ymage will appear as the 
proper ruling motif of the Roman. With a symmetry that for numerous reasons 
appears calculated,5 the story of Pygmalion and his statue is paralleled by the 
episode of the dcmoisicws (pubescent male) in love with his image reflected in a 
mirror. Immgurating a tradition that typically defines the medieval conception of 
love, 6 the mirror is identified with the fountain of Love, such that the whole 
poem appears from this viewpoint as an erotic itinerary that goes from the mirror 
of Narcissus to the \Vorkshop of Pygmalion, from a reflected image to an artis­
tically constructed one, both objects of the same mad passion. But what meaning 
can. we give to a love of this kind, and what does the ymage represent? And why, 
in this poem where according to the principle~ of allegory everything is animated 
and personified, is the object of love represented by an inert image and not by a 
flesh-and-blood woman? 

The topic of love for an image is not infrequent in medieval Romance litera­
ture. Remaining within the limits of Old French liternture, we find it in one of the 
most delicate works of thirteenth-century love poetry, the little poem that bears 
the title "Lai de l'ombre" (Lay of the reflection). The poet, Jean Renartj intro­
duces us to a knight--a model of courtesy and prowess---whom Love has 
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pierced with its arrow and rendered more besotted than Tristan was for Iseult. 
After several episodes, the knight, who has been received in the c3stle \Vhere his 
lady is, declares his love to her and is rebuffed. During a long colloquy, which is 
a proper amornus debmc (comrasto), the knight, taking 3dvantage of a momen­
tary distraction on the lady's part, Citlccccds in placing a ring on her finger. When, 
later, she becomes aware of the ruse, she angrily sends for the knight and de­
mands that he take back the ring. At thispoint the lover, as he takes back the ring, 
perfDrms an :Jet of such exl"nl\mlinary courtesy that the lady is persuaded to change 
her mind ~md concede \vhrt she had so long refused.. It is best to relate the scene 
in the '>'-"Ords of Jean Rennrt himself, for it is 'vithou1· a doubt one of the most 
successful poetic passages in the poem and perhaps in all Old French literature: 

Au reprendre dist: «Granz merciz! 
Por ce n'est pas li ors noirciz ... -
fet il- s' il vient de eel biau do it». 
Cele s'en sozrist, qui couidoit 
qu'ille detist remctre el suen; 
mes il fist ainz un n~out grant sen, 
qu'a grant joie li torna puis. 
Il s 'est acoutez sor le puis, 
qui n'estoit que toise et demie 
parfonz, si meschoisi mie · 
en l'aigue, qui ert bele et clere, 
l'ombre de la dnme qui ere 
la riens el mont que miex amot. 
«Sachiez-fet il-tout a un mot, 
que je n'en reporterai mie, 
ainz I' avera ma douce amie, 
la riens que j 'aim plus apres vous. » 
«Diexl-fet ele-ci n'a que nous: 
ou l'avrez vous si tost trovee?» 
«Par mon chief, tost vous ert moustree 
la preus, Ia genti?.: qui l'avra.>~ 
«On est?» «En non Dieu, vez le Ia, 
vostrc bel ombre qui l'atent.» 
L'anelet. prent et vers li tent. 
«Tenez-fet il·-ma douce. amie; 
puis que madame n'en veut mie, 
vous le prendrez bien sans meslee.» 
L'aigue s'est un petit troubJee 
au chcoir que li aniaus fist, 
ct, quant li ombres se dcsfit: 
«Veez-fct il---dame, or l'a pris.» (vv. 871-901) 
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[laking it back, he said: "Mnny thanks; 
Surely the gold has not tarnished, 
if it returns from that lovely hand.'' 
She smiled, for she thought that 
he would replace the ring on his; 
but instead he did a shrewd thing 
that later brought him great joy. 
He leaned over the pool, 
which was but a span and a half 
in depth, so he did not fail 
to see in the clear water 
the reflection of that lady 
whom he loved more than anything 
in the world. "Know then," he said, 
''in a word, l wil1 not take it back, 
but my. sweet friend wi11 have it, whom 
I love best after yourself." 
"God!" she nnsv~-ered, "we are alone here, 
where will you find her so quickly?" 
"l swear it, soon you will be shown 
the valorous and noble one who will have it.'' 
"Where is she?" "By God, see her there, look 
at your beautiful reflection that awaits. 
For you," he said, "my sweet friend! 
As my lady does not wish it, 
You will take it-do not refuse." 
The water was a bit troubled, 
as the ring fell into it; 
and, when the reflection was dissolved: 
"Behold," he said, "lady, now she has it."] 

lt is not clear to us why this gesture of the knight should bean act of prowess 
and courtesy. so full of meaning ("un mout grant sen") that it succeeds where 
other persuasion had failed. Nevertheless, we must assume that this was per­
fectly intelligible to Jean Renart's reading public and that the courtship of a "re-­
flection" (how can we not think here of Pygmalion, who ()ffers a ring to his 
statue?) had a significance that in part e~cape.s us. 

If we Leave Proven<;al poetry to one side, where this topic appears most fre­
quently, often in extravagant guises (as in the legend of the domna soisebunda, 
the imaginary lady, <~ssemhled from parts of other women, that Bertran de Born 
composed for himself when rebuffed by one of his ladies), we again come up 
flgnin.st the theme of the irnnge in a can zone of Ciiacomo cle Lentini, the leader of 
that Sicilian school that is at the origin of ltali1m vernacular poetry. Here it is not 
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a question of a statue or of an image reflected in the water, but of a figure painted 
in the lover's own heart. This motif must have had sufficient importance for the 
"Notaro" (Notary), as Dante \"\'<lllid call him nntonomastieally in a famous pas­
sage of the Purgatorio, because the "image in the heart" became a common­
place among the Sicilian versifiers and w<1s bequeathed by them to the Italian 
courtly poets who succeeded. Let us listen to Giacomo: 

Com'om che pone mente 
in altro exemplo pinge 
la simile pintura, 

cosf, bella, facc'eo, 
che 'nfra to core meo 
porto Ia tua figura. 

In cor par ch 'eo vi porti 
pinta como in paretc, 
e non pare di fore . . 

Avendo gran disio 
dipinsi una pintur{l, 
bella, voi simigliante, 

e quando voi non vio, 
guardo 'n quella figura, 
e par ch'eo v'aggia avante . 

[As a man who attends 
Lo an exemplar paints 
a similar picture, 
so, beauty, do I, 
for within my heart 
I bear your figure. 

In my heart it seems l bear you 
painted as if on a wall, 
and such painting does not appear outside . 

Having great desire 
I painted a pictme, 
beauty, similar to you, 
And when I do not see you, 
I gaze on that figure, 
and I seem to have you before me . . . f 

In this example too, as in the two preceding, the topic of love appears strictly 
and enigmatically linked to that of the image. But Giacomo furnishes us \Vith 
Clues that permit us to guess in which direction we are to seek for the meaning of 
this link. In a sonnet that begins "Or come pote si gran donna entrare" (Now 
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how can such a great lady enter) Giacomo asks himself rather seriously how it 

can be possible that his lady, who is so large, has entered him through his eyes, 
"che si piccio1i sono" (whiCh are so small), and answers saying that as light 
passes through glass, so "no la persona, rna la sua figura" (not her person, but 
her figure) penetrates his heart through his eyes. In another celebrated sonnet 
written for a poetic dispute (tenzone) \Vith Jacopo Mostacci and Pier della Vigna, 
the Notary, after having reiterated, according to the erotic physies current in his 
day, that ''the eyes first generate love,'' adds thai" the eyes represent what they see 
to the heart, 

e lo <.~or, che di zo e concepitore, 
imagina, eli piace qucl desio. 

[and the heart, which of this conceives, 
imagines, and that desire pleases it.] 

These ·affirmations send us back to a theory of sensation that is well known to 
medieval psychology and physiology, and which is, among other things, inciden­
tally expounded by Dante in the Convivio (IH.9) in n.ot dissimilar terms when he 
says that "quest.e cose visibili, sf le proprie come le comuni in quanto sono vis­
ibili, vengono dentro a l'occhio-non dico le cose, rna le forme loro~per lo 
mezzo diafano, non realmente ma intcnzionalme.nte., sf quasi come in vetro tras­
parente" (these visible things, both proper and common alike insofar as they are 
visible, come inside the eye-1 do not say the things themselves, but their 
forms-through the diaphanous medium, not in reality but intentionally, almost 
as if through transparent glass). 

According to this theory, and we restrict ourselves here to its most general 
outlines, sensible objects impress their forms on the senses, and this sensible im­
pression, or image, or phantasm (as the medieval philosophers prefer, in the 
wake of Aristotle) is then received by the phantasy, or imaginative virtue, which 
conserves it even in the absence of the object that has produced it. The image 
"painted as if on a wall" in the heart, of which Giacomo speaks, is perhaps pre­
cisely this "phantasm," which, as we will see, accomplishes a very important 
function in medieval psychology. From Giacomo we learn (if we did not know it 
from other sources) that the phantasm, for reasons that thus far escape us, also 
has a conspicuous role in the process of falling in love ("and the heart, which of 
this conceives, I imagines, and that desire pleases it''). If this is true, perhaps we 
now begin to grasp in some way why the homage to the image of the beloved in 
the poem of Renart was not only not such an extravagant gesture, but on the con­
trary a very concrete proof of love. From this viewpoint, it will perhaps become 
more comprehensible why in the Roman de La Rose the protagonist falls in love 
when looking at a reflected image in the fountain of Narcissus and why, at the 
end of his long erotic meanderings, he finds himself once again, like Pygmalion, 
in front of an ymage. Bu l before hazarding hypotheses that might appear fanciful, 
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it is necessary to reconstruct medieval phantasmology in all of its complexity and 
to seek, insofar as it is possible, to trace its genealogy and follow its develop­
ments. This is what we shall attempt to do in the follo\ving chapters. 

Notes 

l. Gui11:1mne de Lorris fmd Jenn de Meung,' Le Roman de Ia Rose, edited by F. Lecoy (Paris, 
1970 .. 73), vv. 2082[-20822. Snhsc!]ncnt quotation~ of this •,w:•rk ~re from this edition. 

2. Bern}!rt de Ventndom, Seine Liedel~ edited by Carl Appel (Halle, 1915), 43, v. 12. This ste­
rro!ypc is found again among the Stilnovist~ I see G. Cavakan1i: "che neente I par che pictate di te 

voglia udire" (who seem~ no! a! rtl! willing I to hear of pity toward you), in Rimflfori del dolce stil 
tUMJ (Poets of t11e sweet new ~tyle), edited by L. Di l:knedctto (Bari, 1939), 6]. 

3. "qu'c.u sia per .:;a comanda I pres de leih; jo~tn l'esponda, I e. lh traya. Is sotlnrs be chanssan~, 

I a genolhs ct umilian~, I si. lh platz qne sos pes me l'enda'' (that I might be at her behest I near to her, 
next to the bed, I and might remove her well-filling ~lippcrs I while humbly kneeling, I if it should 
please her to extend h(>r foot to me) (Bernart de Ventadorn, Seine Liede1; 26, vv. 31-35). 

4. For a good whik now the ironologica! science horn thanks fo the efforts of A by Warhurg has 
used literary texts for the interpretntion of images. It is to be hoped !hat, in the context of a global 
history of culture similnr to what Warburg had in mind, the philological sciences too will begin to use 
irnnges (in p:-~rtieular, illustrations) as an auxilinry instrument for the inte1pretntion of l.iterary texis. 
On the impm'tnnce of the il!u.strations for the reading of the Roman de Ia Rose, see J. Fleming, The 
"Roman de laRose": A Study in Allegory and lr:mwgmphy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

1969). 
5. Thllt Jean de Mcung conceived the episode of Pygmalion as a pendam to that of Nan:issus is 

proved not only by the fact th<~t the two episodes shnre an nnalogous situation wil'hin the Roman (the 
first occurs imm~:diately after the protngoni~f flllls in love, the second hnrnedintely before he is united 
with his Rose) and are introduced in an identical 'Nay I"Nnrcissn~ fu uns dcmoisi<ms" (Narri<;sus was 
a youth), "Pigm:tlion. ens antailleircs" (Pygmalion, a sculptor)], but also because. the episode of 
Pygmnlion, like that of Nnrcissu~, follows the dcsc1iption of a fountain that "makes the dead re­

vive,'' which is exp 1 icitl y cnntrn stcd to that of Narcissus, '' thftt intoxicates the living with death.'' 
Thus the two episodes, at the beginning and end of the Rnman, slrmd ~s two emblems, simil<lr and 
opposed, of ji}l amnur for ~111 image (sec figure 22). 

6. The id~ntificafion of the "dangerous mirror" of Narcissus with the fountain of Love ~ppears 
to be an invention of Gnilhwmc de Lorris. It is ck~r. however, th<tt it reflects a concept widely dis­
scmin~ted in the poetry of the twelfth and thirteenth eent\n·ic~, which 511\V in Nnrci~s-us the, emblem­

atic figure of Jove (keeping in mind that--as we will see shortly-the Middle Ages saw in Narcissus 
not simply love in itself, but above all love for an image). 

7. P(lrti del dwccnto, vol. l, edited by G. Contini (Mibno--Napoli, 1960), 55~56. 



Chapter 12 
Eros at the Mirror 

SocRATEs: Memory unites with the senses, and the passior1s (pathemata) con­
nected with these write words in our souls, so to speak. When this passion 
writes truly, then true opinions and discourse are produced in us; but when the 
scribe within us writes what is false, the result is contrary to the truth. 

PROIARCJms: It seems the same way to me, and I accept what you have said. 

SocRA:rEs: Accept then also the presence within our souls of another artist at the 
same time. 

PRUD\RCHus: Who? 

SocR/>:.rEs: A painter who, after the scribe, draws in the mind the images of things 
said. 

PROTARCHus: But when and how? 

SocRATES: \Vhen a man, after having received from the sight or from some other 
sense lhe objects of opinion and discourse, sees within himself in some way 
lhe images of tl1ese objects. Is it not this way that it occurs? 

That our quest for the ph:mtasm should begin with this passage in Plato's 
Philebus (39a) will not appear too surprising to those who have a certain famil­
iarity with medieval culture and its disguises. Epochs gifted with strong imagi­
nation frequently need to conceal their most miginal impulses and creative 
obsessions behind forms and figures borrowed from other eras, and ages that lack 
imagination are generally also those less disposed to compromise the affirmation 

73 
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of their own originality. Through a phenomenon that has been improperly but 
suggestively defined as "pseudomoqJhosis," 1 medieval Arabic civilization con~ 
ceived of itself as a kind of gloss or appendix to cl::lssical texts. From this point of 
view, Aristotle is doubtless the most important of the medieval philosophers. At 
first glance, Plato docs not appear to hold an equally important place in medieval 
thought, but the frequent assertion that the Middle Age~ had but scant and in any 
case secondhand knowledge ·of his works is certainly exaggerated. In the first 
place, in the case of medieval cul.ture it is meflningless to distinguish between 
first- and secondhand knowledge, given th.at itis a culture of "pseudomorpho­
sis" and commentary. Second, although the publication of the Plato latimts un­
dertaken by Klibansky for the Warburg Institute shows that the Parmenides, the 
Meno, the Phaedo, and the Thnaeus were surely available in Latin translation, it 
would be impossible to furnish a complete list of works of writers in Latin­
Eastern Fathers and above all Arabic and Neopl:nonic philosophers--who trans­
mitted directly or indirectly the thought of Plato. 2 For the Middle Ages, the 
works of an author do not occupy a well-defined place in time; rather, like 
Proust's characters in the Recherche, described as disproportionately prolonged 
in their duration "in that they simultaneously touch, like giants \vallowing in the 
years, epochs so distant," they coincide with their own tradition. Despite the of­
fense to our philological sensibilities, the consistency of these works cannot be 
verified once and for all: as Proust says of human bodies, they are literally made 
up of time. Thus, if it is true that the Middle Ages \vas dominated by a principle 
of authority, this authority must be understood in a very special way, which has 
nothing to do with the vicious circle of authority and citation (the authority is the 
source of the citation but the citation is the source of authority), which renders 
impossible the birth of real authority in the modern world (or, more exactly, only 
renders possible its "authoritarian" counterfeit): for the Middle Ages there is 
not, in fact, any possibility of citing a text in the modern sense of the word, be­
cause the work of the auctor also comprehends its own citation, such that it is 
possible to say, despite the apparent paradox, that the medieval texts are con­
tained as citations within the antiqui auctores (ancient authors), which explains, 
among other things, the medieval predilection for the gloss as a literary form. 

The artist who, in Plato's text, draws the images (eikonas) of things in the soul 
is the phantasy; these pictures are in fact shortly thereafter defined as "phan­
tasms" (phantasmata) (40a). The central theme of the Philebus is noL however, 
knowledge, but pleasure, and, if Plato here evokes the problem of memory and 
the phnntnsy, it is because he was anxious to show that desire and pleasure are 
impossible without this "painting in the soul" and that a purely corporeal plea­
sure does not exist. Thus, from the beginning of our study, thanks to an intuition 
that strikingly anticipates the Lacanian thesis according to which '' le phnnta.sme 
fait le plnisir propre au desir" (the phantasm makes the pleasure suited to the 
desire),:~ the phantasm places itself under the banner of desire-a detail we would 
do well not to forget. 
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In another dialogue (Theaetetus 191d-e), Plato explained the metaphor of the 
"interior painting" with another metaphor, whose legacy was to be so rich that 
we can still discern its echo in the FreudiBn theory of the memory trace: 

Suppose that there is in our soul an impressionable wax-tablet, in some 
more impressionable, in others less, pnrcr in some, more impure in 
others, and in some harder and in some. softer and in others yet a 
middle way ... It is a gift, let us say, of the mother of the Muses, 
1\1nemosyne: evetything that we wish to conserve in our memories of 
what we have seen or heard or c'onceivcd is impressed in this wax that 
we present to sensations or conceptions. And of what is impressed we 
conserve the memory and the knowledge so long as the image (to 
eidolon) lasts. What is erased or does not succeed in impressing itself, 
we forget and have no knowledge of. 

The story of classical psychology is, in good measure, the story of these two 
metaphors. We rediscover them both in Aristotle, but they are in a certain sense 
lnkcn literally and inserted in an organic psychological theory in which the phan­
tasm has a very important function, over which the exegetical effort of the Mid­
dle Ages was to toil with particular vigor. In the De anima ( 424a) the process of 
sensation is summed up as follows: 

We must understand as true generally of every sense that sense is that 
which is receptive of the form of sensible objects without the matte1~ 
just as the wax receives the impression of the signet ring without the 
iron or the gold ... so in every case sense is affected by that which 
has colour, flavour, or sound. 4 

In the De memoria (450a) this impression is defined as a drawing (zoogra-
phema): 

The pa . .-;sion produced by the sensation ir1 the soul and in the part of the 
body that has the sensation is something like a drawing . . . In fact the 
movement that is produced makes a sort of impression of the thing 
perceived, as do those who make a seal with a ring. 

Thus Aristotle explained the mechanism of vision.:..._arguing against those wh<) 
explained it as a flux. thai goe" from the object to the eye-as a passion impressed 
by color on the eye, in whose aqueous element the color reflects itself as in a 
mirror. 

_ The movement or the passion produced by the scnsntion is then transmitted to 
the phantasy, \Vhich can produce the phantasm even in the absence of the thing 
perceived (De anima 428a). The exact part of the soul where the phantasrhs arc 
properly located- is not ea.;;y to determine; Aristotle himself confessed that ''it is 
a problem without solution" (pollen aporian: De anima 432b). Aristotle was, 
however, certainly among the first to theorize explicitly the autonomous activity 
of this part of the soul: "that through which is produced in us the phantasm" 
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(428a). After affirming that it is diverse from sensation (because the phantasms 
are also produced in the absence of sensations, for example, when our eyes are 
closed) and that it is not possible to identify it with operations that are always 
true, like science and intellection (because it can also be false), Aristotle con­
cluded (429a): 

If therefore no other thing, except for the imagination, is in fact as we 
have said, and possesses the characteristics we have listed, it would be a 
movement produced by the completed sensation. And, as the sight is the 
sense par excellence, the imagination (phantasia) has als<) taken its 
name from Jight (plwos), because without light nothing is seen~ And 
because of the fact that the phantasms persist and are similar to 
sensations, animals, in performing many actions, are governed by them: 
some because they lack intellect, like the' beasts; others because their 
intellect is often obscured by passions, disease, or sleep, like men. 

Closely linked to the phantasy is the memory, which Aristotle defined as "the 
possession of a phantasm as icon of what it is a phantasm of" (a definition that 
permits the explanation of abnormal phenomena such as deja vu and paramne­
sia). 5 This nexus is so binding that there is no memory without a phantasm, even 
of things that are objects of intellectual knowledge. 

The function of the phantasm in the cognitive process is so fundamental that it 
can in a certain sense be considered· the ncccss<1ry condition of intellection. 
Aristotle went so far as to say that the intellect is a kind of phantasy fphanrasia 
tis) and several times repeats the principle that, in the scholastic formulation nih;/ 

potest homo intelligere sine phantasmata (man can understand nothing without 
phamasms), will dominate the rnedieval theory of know1cdge.6 

But the function of the phantasm is not yet exhausted. It also has an essential 

role in the dremn, which Aristotle defined precisely as phantasm tis, a kind of 
phantasm that appears in sleep. In fact, according to Aristotle, the movements 
produced by sensation remain in the organs of sense not only during waking 
hours, but n!so during sleep, just as a projectile continues to move after leaving 
the instrument imparting its motion (De insomnis 459a). The divination in 
dreams so dear to antiquity can be exp1ained by the phantasms in dreams that 
induce us to perform, when awake, the. actions we are unwiWngly accustomed to 
associate with those phantasms, or else by means of the greater receptivity of the 
phantasy, during sleep or ecstasy, to external movements m1d emanations (De 
divinatione per somnhmr 463-464a). 

We must here point out another aspect of the Atistotelian theory of the phan­
tasm: its function in language. In the De anima (420b), Aristotle affirmed, in 
regard to phonation, that not all sounds emitted by an animal are words, only 
those accompanied by a phantasm (meta phantasias tinos)-bccause words are 
sounds that signify. The semantic character or" language is thus indissolubly as·· 
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sociated to the presence of a phantasm. We wili sec later the importance this as­
sociation would acquire in medieval thought. 

In the thought of Aristotle, the centrality of the phnntasm in the psychic con­
Rtellation is such that it may be summarized grnphicnlly i.n the following scheme: 

language 

sensation 

dream and divination 

intellect 

memory, deja vu 
paramnesia, ecstasy 

We moderns, perhaps because of our habit of stressing the rational and ab­
stract aspect of the cognitive processes, have long ceased to be amazed by the 
mysterious power of the interm1l imagination, of this restless cro\vd of' 'metics'' 
(as Freud would call them) that animates our dreams rmd dominales our waking 
moments more than we are perhaps willing to admit. Thus is it not immediately 
easy for us to understand the obsessive and almost reverential attention that me­
dieval psychology devoted to the phantasmological constellation of Aristotle. 
Dramatized and enriched by borrov.:ings from Stoicism and Neoplatonism, this 
constellation occupied a central position in the spiritual firmament of the Middle 
Ages. In this exegetical process, in which the Middle Ages concealed one of its 
most original and creative traditions, the phantasm is polarized and becomes the 
site of the soul's most extreme experiences: the place where it may rise to the 
dazzling limit of the divine or plunge into the vertiginous abyss of evil and per­
dition. This explains why no epoch has been, at the same time, both so idolatrous 
and so "idoloclastic" as the Middle Ages, which s<n'-' in phantasms both the alta 
j(.mtasia (lofty phantasy) thai: Dante enlisted for his supreme vision and the cog­

itationes malae (evil thoughts) that torment the slothful. soul in patristic writing 
on the capital sins, both the spiritual mediator between reason and sense that 
raises man along the mystical Jacob's ladder of Hugh of St. Victor and the ''vain 
imaginations'' that seduce the soul into the error Saint Augustine recognized in 
his own truancy among the 11anicheans. 

In our examination of medieval phantasmology we will begin with Avicenna, 
not because he was the first to give a clear formulation of it, hut because his 
meticulous cll'lssification of the "internal sense" had so profound an influence on 
what has been called the ''spiritual revolution of the thirteenth century'' that it is 
possible to detect its traces even as late as the period of Renaissance humanism. 
In Avicenna, ·who, like Averroes, was also-perhaps, above all-a physician (his 
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Canon was used as the medical text in some European universities until at least 
the seventeenth century),7 the link between faculties of the soul and cerebral 
anatomy, for which each faculty is localized in one of the three chambers or cav­
ities (which a medical tradition elaborated fully in Galen identified as being in 
the brain), appears already well est.1blished. In this connection it is useful to re­
member that although todny we \vould be flstoni~;hed to find strictly medical and 
anatomical references in a philosophical treatise, so compact was the intellectual 
system of the Middle Ages that works appearing to us as philosophical or reli­
gious frequently had as their object specific questions of cerebral anatomy or 
cliniCal pnthology, and vice versa. In general it is simply impossible to distin­
guish the philosopher from the physician (as is the case with Avicenna and 
Averroes, but the .same can be said of a good number of the authors who fill up 
the volumes of Migne's Patrologia). Such a mixture of purely medical with what 
we consider to be philosophical and literary topics is also found among the poets, 
whose works, as we will see, are often cornpletely unintelligible without a good 
understanding of the anatomy of the eye, heart, and brain, of circulatory models 
and of medicvnl embryology, not only because the poet<:; directly referred to the 
physiological doctrines of their day, but because this reference was often com­
plicated by an allegorical tendency that was exercised in a privileged way on the 
anatomy and physiology of the human body. 

Avicenna began by dividing the external sense (vis apprehendi a foris) from 
the intemal (vis apprehendi ab intus) and then articulated the internal sense into 
five "virtues~~ or powers: 

The first of the internal apprehensive powers is the phantasy or common 
sense, which is a power placed in the first cavity of the brain that 
receives in itself all the forms that are impressed on the five senses and 
transmitted to it. After this there is the imagination, the force placed in 
the extremity of the forward cavity of the brain, which holds what the 
common .sense receives from the senses and which remains in it even 
after the removal of the sensible objects . . . f.here Avicenna explains 
that the imagination, unlike the phantasy, is not only receptive, but also 
active, and that retention is different from mere reception, as is seen in 
water, which has the faculty of receiving images but not of retaining 
them] ... After this there is the power that is called imaginative with 
respect to the vital soul and cogitative with respect to the human soul; it 
is placed in the medial cavity of the brain and composes according to its 
will the forms thnt are in the imaginntion with other forms. Then there 
is the cstimrrtil'e power, placed in the summit of the medial cavity of the 
brain, which apprehends the insensible intentions that are found in 
individual .sensible objects, like the power that permits the lamb to 
judge that the wolf shollld be Avoided ... There is then the memorial 
and reminiscent power, which is placed in the posterior cavity of the 
brain and which retains what the estimative power apprehends from the 
insensible intentions of individual objects. The relation between this and 
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the estimative virtue is analogous to that between the imagination and 
the common sense. And the relation between it and the intentions is 
analogous to that between the imagination and the phantasms.8 

Avicenna presented this quintuple gradation of the internal sense as a progres­
sive "disrobing" (denlldatio) of the phantasm from its material accide11ts. With 
respect to t11e senses, which do not strip the sensible form completely (denuda­
tione pctfecta), the imagination does disrobe the phantasm denudation.e vera 
without, however, depriving it of material accidents, because the phantflsms of 
the imagination are "according to a certain quantity and quality and according to 
a certain place." They are thus, we would say, individuated images and not ab­
stract concepts. At the vertex of the medial cavity of the brain, the estimative 
power proceeds further in this "disrobing" of the phantasm, from which it ap­
prehends the insensible intentions, such as goodness or malice, suitability or in­
congruity. It is only when the process of the internal sense is completed that the 
rational soul can be informed by the completely denuded phantasm: in the act of 
intellection, the form is nude and ''if it were not nude, neverthele.11s it would be­
come so, because the contemplative virtue sttips it such that no material affection 
remains in it.'' 

This psychological scheme, often simplified to a tripartite one corresponding. 
to the three chambers of the brain in the medical tradition, reappears constantly 
among mc"dieval authors. In the Philosophia mundi (Philosophy of the universe) 
of William of Conches, one of the masters in the school of Chartres in the twelfth 
century, the psychic process is expressed in the crude ''temperamental'' terms of 
humoral medicine: 

.ln the head there are three cells . . . the first is hot and dry, and is 
called phantastic, that is,- visual or imaginative, because it contains the 
capacity of seeing and imagining, and it is dry and hot just so that it 
can attract the forms and colors of lhings. The middle ccUis calJed · 
logistikon, that is, rational: therein, in fact, is the power of discernment. 
What the phantastic power attracts passes into this_ one and here the soul 
discerns. It is hot and damp, so that, in discerning better, it conforms · 
itself to the properties of things. The third cell is called memorial, 
because in it is the capncity of retaining something in the memory. 9 

The cour~e of medieval thought can be compared, and not only in this case, 
with those musical compositions referred to as "variations on a theme." It 
works, in fact, on a given theme that reproduces and transposes through small 
divergences that can, in some cases, succeed in tmn.sforming completely the ma­
terial from which it departs. While the Avicennian scheme is thus found, with 
some vmiations, in Albertus Magnus, Thomas Aquinas, and Jean de Ia Rochelle, 
the tripartite scheme is found in works as diverse as the Anatomia of Richard the 
Englishman, the Opus maills of Roger Bacon, the Documenti d'amore (Docu-
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ments o( love) of Francesco of Barberi no, and the Gloss of Dino del Garbo to 
Guido Cavalcanti's canzone Donna mi prega (A lady asks me). 

It cannot therefore surprise if an analogous psychological "theme" (here too 
with some significant variation) appears in the work of the thinker who perhaps 
more tha.n any other mediated the reading of Aristotle in the thirteenth century 
and in whom Dante tightly saw the commentator par excellence of the Aristote­
lian text: ''Averroes, who made the great commentary.'' In his paraphrase of the 
De sensu et sensihili/ms (On the sense nnd sensih.les), Averroes gave a compen­
dious account of the process that hegins in sensation and ends in the imagination 
in an exemplary synthesis of medieval psychophysiology. In this account, we im­
mediately find the answer to the question that Giacomo da Lentini formulated in 
his sonnet "Or come pote s( gran donna entrare": 

The opinion of those who say that the forms of sensible objects are 
impressed on the soul with a corporal impression destroys itself ... 
also because of the fact that the largest· bodies are comprehe.nded by 
sight through the pupil, even though it is so small ... because of this it 
is said that these senses do not comprehend the intentions of sensible 
objects unless abstracted from matter. 10 

The eye here figures as a mirror in which the phantasms are reflected, "be­
cause water dominates in this instrument, which is pure and diaphanous, such 
that in it are inscribed the forms of sensible objects, as in a mirror." And as a 
mirror needs illumination in order to reflect images, so the eye does not see if its 
water (that is, the humor contai.ned in the complex articulation of "tunics" that 
compose it, according to medieval anatomy) is not illuminated through the air. 
Averroes continued: 

Let us then say that the air mediating the light first receives the form of 
things, then yields it to the external net [rete: web] of the eye and this 
transmits it gradually to the last net, after which it is found in the 
common sense. Jn the middle, the granular [grandinoso] net 
comprehends the forms of things: it is like a mirror whose nature is 
intermediate between that of air and that of water. Because of this it 
receives the forms from the air, since. it is similar to a mirror, and 
transmits them to the water, since its nature is common to both. The 
water, which Aristotle says is found after the granular humor, is what 
Galen calls vitreous and is the extreme portion of the eye: through it, 
the common sense sees the form. As soon as the common sense receives 
the form, it transmits it to the imaginative virtue, which receives it in a 
more spiritual way; this form thus belongs to the third order. The forms 
have in fact three orders: the first is corporea 1, the second is in the 
common sense and is spiritual, the third is found in the imagination and 
is more spiritual. And as it is more spiritual than in the common sense, 
the imagination has no need of the presence of the external thing to 
render it present. Conversely, in the sense the imagination does not see 
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that form and doe~ not abstract its intention except after attentive and 
protracted intuition. The orders of this form in these powers are 
therefore, according to Aristotle, as if a man took a mirror that had two 
facets and, looking in one of them, placed the other in the direction of 
the water. lf now someone were to look in the second facet of the 
mirror, that is, in the one turned toward the water, he would see that 
same form described by the water of the mirror. The form of he who 
looks is the sensible thing, the mirror is the mediating air! and the water 
is the eye~ the second facet of the mirror is the sensitive power and the 
man that comprehends it is the imaginative power. If therefore he who 
looks were then to look in this second mirror, the form ''vould disappear 
from the mirror and from the water and he who looks in the second 
facet of the mirror imagining the form would remain. And thus it 
happens to the imaginative power with the form that is in the common 
sei1se. \Vhen the sensible object disappear . .;;, its forin also disappears 
from the common sense and the imagination remains in the act of 
imagining it; that is explained by the fact that the common sense sees 
the form through the eye, the eye through the air, and sees it in the 
aqueous humor that is in the eye· . . . 11 

If we have lingered over this passage ofAverroes, it is because the whole cog­
nitive process is here conceived as speculation in the strict sense, a reflection of 
phantasms from mirror to mirror. The eyes and the sense are both mirror and wa­
ter that reflect the form of the object, hut phant::~sy is a]so speculation, which 
"imagines" the phantasms in the absence of the object. To know is to bend over 
a mirror where the world is retlected, to descry images reflected from sphere to 
sphere: the medieval man was always heforc a mirror, both when he looked 
around himse1f and when he surrendered himself to his own im::1ginalion. But 
loving is nlso necessarily a speculation, not so much becanse, as poets repeat, 
"gli occhi in prima ge-neran l'amore" (the eyes first generate love), or because 
love, as Cavalcanti puts it in hi_s canzone, "vien da veduta forma che s'intende" 
(comes from a seen form that is understood) (that is, from a form that, according 
to the process we have illustrated, penetrates 1hrough the external and internal 
senses until it becomes a phantasm or ''intention'' in the phantastic and memorial 
cells), but because medieval psychology-with an insight that yielded one of its 
most fertile legacies for Western culture-conceived of love as an essentially 
phantasmatic process, involving both imagination and memory in an assiduous, 
tormented circling around an image painted or reflected in the deepest self. 12 

Andreas Cappe1lanns, whose Dr mnore (On love) is considered the exemplary the­
orization of the new conception of love, defined it as the immodemta cogitatio 
(immoderate contemplation) of an internal phantasm and added that ''ex sola 
cogitatione, quam concipit animus ex eo, quod vidit, passio ilia procedit" (this 
passion deri,·cs only from the contemplation th::~t the mind conceives from what it 
saw). 13 The medieval discovery, so often (and not always cogently) discussed, 
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was of the unreality of love, of its phantasmatic character. The novelty of the 
medieval concepdon of eros consists in this discovery, which pushes to the ex­
treme consequences that liiJk of desire and the phantasy that antiquity had merely 
foreshadowed in Plato's Philehus, and not, certainly, in any supposed absence of 
eiotic spirituality in the classical world. 

In all of the classical world there is nothing similar to the conception of love as 
a phantasmatic process, even though certain "high" theorizations of love, which 
have at every period found their original paradigm in Plato, are not lacking. The 
only examples of a ''phnntasm<~tk.'' conception of love are found in the late Neo­
platonists and in the physici<ms (in a verifiable way o11ly after the eighth century), 
but both ca.'\es concern ''low'' concepts of love, understood at times as demoniac 
influence, at others as nothing short of mental illness. Only in medieval culture 
does the phantasm emerge in the foreground as origin and object of love, and the 
proper situ<'ltion of eros is displaced from the sense of sight to the phantasy. 

It should therefore cause no surpri~e if, for the Middle Ages, the site of love is 
a fountain or a mirror; or if, in the Roman de Ia Rose, the god oflove dwells near 
a fountain that is none other than the mfroi!rs perilleus of Narcissus. We are so 
accustomed to the interpretati()n of the myth given by modern psychology, which 
defines narcissism as the enclosure and withdrawal in the self of libido, that we 
fail to remember that Narcissus was, after all, not directly in love with himself, 
but with his own image reflected in the water, which he mistook for a real crea­
ture. Unlike. our own era (and it could not be otherwise, if we consider the 
importance of the phante1sm in medieval psychology), the Middle Ages did not 
identify love of self -filautia (sc.lf-love) is not for the medieval mentality neces­
sarily reproachable·· ·but rather love for an image, an innamorarsi per ombra 
(falling in love by means of shadows) as the salient feature in the unhappy affair 
of Narcissus. 1'

1 This is the reason why the fable of Narcissus has had such a per­
sistent prominence in the formation of the. medieval idea of love, so much so that 
the miroer.s perilleus has become one of the indispensable accessories of the am­
muus ritual and the image of the youth at the fountain one of the preferred topics 
of medieval erotic iconogr:1phy. As allegories of love, both the story of Narcissus 
and that ofPygmalion allude in an exemplary way to the phantasmatic character 
of a process essentially directed to the obsessive desire for an image, according to 
a psythological scheme for which every genuine act of falling in love is always a 
"love by means of shadows" or "through a figure," every profound erotic in­
tention always turned idol<ttrously to an ymage. 15 

From this perspective nothing prevents us from considering the scene in which 
the protagonist of the Roman de Ia Rose expeliences the first effects of love at the 
fountain of Eros-Narcissus, a fairly faithful allegory of the phantasmatic psycho­
physiology described by Avcnoes in the passage we have just examined: "aqua 
est oculus" (the eye is water), as Averroes said, and this explains why only when 
"the sun, which sees all~ I casts its rays in the fountain I and the light goes to the 
bottom I then more than a hundred colors appear I in the crystal.'' The double 
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crystal that reflects now one, now the other half of the garden, never both at 
once, is that of the sensitive and imaginative powers. This is understood suffi­
cien_tly clearly if one remembers that, as Averroes showed with the image of the 
t\vo facets of the mirror that cannot be looked at simultaneously, it is possible to 
contemplate the phantasm in the imagination (cogitare) or tl).e form of the object 
in the sense, but not both at the same time. 16 

-

The fountain of Love, which "intox icatcs the living with death," and the mit'-­
ror of Narcissus both allude therefore to the imagination, where the phantasm 
that is the real object of love resides. Narcissus, who falls in love with an image, 
is the exemplary paradigm ofthefin'amors and, at the same time, with a polarity 
that characterizes the psychological wisdom of the Middle Ages, of the fol amour 
that shatters the phantasmatic circle in the attempt to appropriate the image as if 
it were a real creature (sec figure 22). 

Although much remai.ns to be clarified, we can now maintain that both the 
appearance of the topic of the ymage in the love poetry and the meeting of Eros 
and Narcissus at the fountain ofLove are sufficiently motivated. To have made 
Eros himself gravitate within the constellation of the phantasm, to have led him 
to mirror himself in the miroers peril/eu.\· of the irm1gination, is the great inno­
vation of late medieval psychology and perhaps the most miginal contribution 

that it brings, almost casually, to Aristotelian ph<mtasmology. 

Before leaving Averroes, we must pause to examine an aspect of his thought that 
has a central importance for understanding the polemics between Averroists and 
anti-Averroists in the philosophy of the thirteenth century, that is, the doctrine 
thnt sees in the phantasm the point of union, the "copula," between the individ­

ual and the imique possible intellect. 
This is not the place to reconstruct the famous disptlte over the unity or mul­

tiplicity of the possible intellect that arose from an obscure passage of Aristotle's 
De anima and profoundly divided the intellectual life of the thirteenth century. It 
\vill suffice here to recall that Averroes, acting as mouthpiece for a profoundcon­
ception (foreign to us today, but certainly among the ~ighest expressions of me­
dieval thought) that saw the intelligence as something unique and suprainrlividual­
within which individual persons are simply, to usc Proust's beantiful image, co­
locataires (co-tenants, co-inhabitants), each one limited to furnishing its distinct 
point of view to the intelligcnce~held that the possibl,e intellect is uniq'ue and 
sepm·ate: incorruptible and eternal, it is nevertheless joined (copulatur) to indi­
viduals, so that each of them may concretely exercise the act of intellection 

through the phantasms that are located in the internal sense. 17 

Only the misconception of the role of the ph<mtasm in the Stilnovist lyric can 
explain how the situation of the phantasm in the thought of Averroes should not 
even have been taken into consideration in the studies on the Averroism of 
Cavalcanti. 18 Instead, it is precisely the copulatio {joining) of the phantasm and 
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the possible intellect that offered Saint Thomas the principal target for his anti~ 
Averroist polemic. He objected that. if one makes of the possible intellect some­
thing unique and separate, it is then impossible to sustain that each person can 

·concretely understand by means of the continuity of the possihle intellect with the 
phantasms 

unless perhaps it be said that the possible intellect .is in contact with 
phantasms as a mirror is in contact with the man whose appearance is 
reflected in the mirror. But such a contact clearly does not suffic.c for 
the contact of the act. For it is clear that the. action of the mirror, which 
is lo represent, cannot on this account be flttributed to the man. Whence 
neither can the action of the possible intellect be attributed, on account 
of the above-mentioned joining, to this man who is Socrates, in such a 
way that this man would understand .... For it is clear that through the 
intelligible species something is understood, but through the intellective 
power he understands something; just as also through the sensible 
species something is sensed, but through the 8Cnsitive power he senses 
something. This is why a wall in which there is color whose sensible 
species-in-act is in sight, .is seen and does not see; but an animal having 
the power of sight in which there is such a species, does see. Now the 
aforesaid union of the possible intellect with man, in whom there are 
phantasms whose species are in the possible intellect, is like the union 
of the wall in which there is color with the sight in which is the species 
of ils color. Therefore, just as the wall does not see, but its color is 
seen; so it \Votlld follow that man would not understand but that his 
phantasms would be understood by the possible intellect. It is therefore 
impossible, if one follows·Averroes's position, to account for the fact that 
this man unclerstanch::. 19 

What Saint Thomas-who here made himself the spokesman of modern 
subjectivisrn--:did not seem to understand was that for an Arabic author an image 
might just as well be the point where who sees is un.ited to what is seen. If, for 
medieval optics, the mirror was the place par exeellence where the eye sees 
itself··-ocu/us videt se ipsum-and the same person is, at once, seer and thing 
seen,20 then the union with one's own image in a perfectly clear mirror often 
symbolized, according to a mystical tradition that profoundly influenced Arabic 
authors but which was also thoroughly familiar to the medieval Christian tradi~ 
tion, the union with the suprasensible. 21 We will see further, in the next chapter, 

that there are good, so to speak "scientific," reasons that make the ph8ntllsm 
particularly suitable to this mediating function. The image reflected in the 
miroifrs pcri/fcus of the ph<mtasy, which we hnvc. seen ful.fill such an important 
role in the mechanism of falling in love, tlms acquires an llnexpected dimension. 
Situated at the vertex of the individual soul, at the limit between individual and 
universal, corporeal and incorporeal, .it l'tppears as the so1e exhausted spot of ash 
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that the combustion of the individual existence leaves on the impassable and in­
vulnerable threshold of the Separate and Etcrn al. 

In the phantasmatic psychology that we have attempted to reconstruct in this 
chapter, there is nevertheless a point that seems not to agree with the "image in 
the heart" of love poetry. According to the texts we have cited, the proper place 
of the image is not, in fact, the heart, but one of the ch;unhers of the brain. This 
d.ivergence may leave us perplexed, if one considers that the theoretical tradition 
so char<tctcristic of medieval love poetry would not have easily tolentted such a 
conspicuous inexactitude. A more flttentive reading of the texts, however, re­
solves the problem without any shadow of doubt. According to medieval physi­
ology, the seat of life is in the heart, and it is from the heHrt that the soul animates 
the whole animal. The heart is also, for that very reason, the principle and origin 
ofthose po\vcrs \Vhose action finds their instr:uments elsewhere, like the nutritive 
power, which acts in the liver, and the imagiiHttive and memorial powers, which 
act in the brain. Avicenna thus explained that' although the vital principle is in the 
heart, "it is in the brain that is perfected the temper of the spirit that carries the 
sensitive power in the body.'' The Colliget of Averroes fully articulates this doc­
trine, placing it under the authority of Aristotle: 

It should not be forgotten that, :-llthough the chambers of the brain are 
the place where the operations of these powers are performed, 
nevertheless their roots are in the heart ... This is explained by 
considering that these powers do not act except with the internal heat, 
and the internal heat does not reach them unless it be with the measured 
heat, and since the dative and mensural. power is necessarily in the 
heart, the root of these powers is therefore in the heart. In the same 
way, since the operation of the phantasy occurs through the sign of the 
sensible objects that remains in the common sense, as is explained in 
the book on the soul, where one reads also that the place and the root of 
the common sense are in the heart, it follows that the place of the 
imaginative virtue is necessctrily in the heart. 22 

The poetic theory of the image in the heart is not therefore an arbitrary inven­
tion of lovers, but is founded on a solid medical tradition; it should not come as 
a sutprise if Dante, always so attentive to the doctrinal rigor of his own poelry, 
should several times make reference to it. 23 'l'hc mechanism through which a 
"power" can have its plaee and root in one part of the body and yet exercise its 
proper fnnctions elsewhere is not, however, irnmedia!dy obvious. Both Avicenna 
and ,'\vcrrocs referred to this phenomenon, the first speaking of a "spirit" that is 
perfected in the brain, and the second of an "internal heat" that originates in the 
heart. We have also seen Averroes underline the "spiritual" nature of the imag­
inative phantasm. As for the poet8, they spoke often of "subtle," "animal," and 
"noble" spirits as if of perfectly familiar realities and appear to refer on other 
occasions to a spirit that enters and exits through the eyes. 'l11ey thus allude to a 
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pneumatic doctrine that we have so far omitted from considera.tion but which we 
must now face if we wish to reconstitute medieval phantasmology in its entirety. 
Our study, far from nearing its conclusion, is still only beginning. 

Notes 

t. The concept ofp.\·r~udomr'>IJ'hosis was form11latrd hy Spengler to explain what he called ''Ma­
gian culture": "By lhe term 'r~eudcll110IJlhO~i~' I p1np(lse to rb:ignare lh()<:e cM:es- in which an older 
alien Culture lies so ma~sh·cly over the land !hat a young Culture, born in this land, emmet get it~ 
breath ;md fails nnl only to achieVe pmc nnd specific exprcssion-fc1rms, bul e.ven to develop fnlly its 

own se1 f-<0n~ciou~nr$s. A 11 rh at \Veils 11p from the depths of the ynun g sm1l is cast in the ol.d mou Ids'' 
[Oswald Spengler, The Decline r!f"the West, trans. Chnrks Atkinson (New York: Alfred Knopf, 1926), 

2:189}. 
2. Thus the commentary of Ch<1lcidiuo:: ln. the Timarux transmitted to I he Middle Ages numerou~ 

other aspects of the thought of Plato; for GJ<ample, the dcmnn0lc1g)' of the Epi11omi1·, whose wide 
dissemination in the Iv1idrl!e Ages would not be otherwi"c expli(.':thle. 

3. Lac:m's assertion can he found in, mnong othe.l' places, "Klmt avec Sade," in Ecrits (Paris, 

1966), 773. 
4. From Ari.l"rotlc in '!in·uf)'-Thrce Vnlumcs, trans. W. S. Hett, vol. 8 (Onnbridge: Hm·vru·d Uni­

versity Press, 1975), 137. 
5. According to Aristotle (Dt memoria et rrminisr·cntir:, 45la), dejii vu is produced if, when a 

phantasm of scnsa1ion i~ heing considered ::~s a reality and not a~ the icon of .something, one suddenly 
turns to considering it as the icon of snmcthing else. The phenomenon of p;lr::tmncsia that is imrne­
dia\cly thereafter attributed in the !ext to t\ntiplwrontcs of Orea and to other "ecstatics" ("the op .. 
posite al~o occurs, as it did to Antiphc.rontcs of Ore~, and other CC!';latics: they spokt·. of phantasm~ as 

if of the real, and, at the same time, as if they were r~membering. This comes <lbont when one takes 
as an icon !:'omcthing that is not".) seems to refer to an ccstMic-llJ11emonic technique that enacts an 
inlcntional c1Cchangc hctwr.cn rC';-tlity and recollection. 

6. "Since it ~ecm~ no object nm exist separated from sensible size, it is in sensit>!e forms that 
the inlclligil:llrs exist ... One whq had no ~;cns:Jtion '.llihat5orvcr would neither Hnclcrstnnd nor learn 

anything; and when man contcmphtes, of necfssity he c<"mtemphtcs at the same time -~ome phal1-

tasm" (De animn,·432a). 
7. It is signifiennr th<~t Dante (Inferno 1V.l4J-144) ~IW11Id name Avic:t,nna and Averroes next to 

Hippocraf~s and Galen. 
8. Thf /\vi('cnna thar here intere~t~ us is !he .1rirnma fotillli.l', that is, what cultured men of the 

thirleenth (:entury in the West could rea(}. The edition consnlted is ,1.1'irrmlat· aral111111 mcdirrmnn 

principi.1· ~'{'('r<l ('X Gcmrdi aoJro!lnr>is rcrsf,mc (The \Vorks of .\viccn~1:1, the firs I among Arab phy­
sicians, frorn the version of Gerard of Cremonll), Venetiis, 1545. For tl1c De tmimn, the text of the 

criricn! edition of v:m Riet (l.cuwn-Lciden, 1972) has al~o bi.'cn cnn~ulted. 
The- idcntific;lfion of the imagin~tive facnlty, di~finrt from the pnssive phant<l~Y (which is the not­

so-remote origin of C(llericlge's disrinctirm between frmry and imagitwtion), is a constant feature of 
mc>dicval p~)Thology. It permit~ ns to explain, among other things, certain aspects of love sez vez.er 
(without seeing), like the domna soisefmwfn, the woman made of pieces "borrowed" from other 

women, of the- trrlub:oHir'IJr Bertran de Born. 
In the vocafmlary of rncdievalpsychqJogy, "intention" is "thnt which t11(' soul apprehends from 

a scnsihk ohjeel and that has nol illready been apprdJcrHled fmrn lhe external sense" (Aviccnna). It 
"is not part of the thing, like the form, but rather it is the form of the knowledge of the thing" 
(Aibertus l\1agnns). 

9. The Niilosnphia m!!ndi was published in 1he Patmh•gia fntina (172, 39·102) as the work of 
Honnrius of Autun. 

10. Already in I he hook De on!lis (On the t'ye) nflrihuted to G.'llen the s11me pmhlem wa .. <> used to 
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explain thai vision is no! an emanation from the thing to Lhe eye: "If therefore somt'lhing is directed 
from the thing seen Lo Lhe eye ... in what way can it enter that narrow aperture?" (Galen, De oculis 

fiber, chap. 6, in Operum Hippocratis Coi et Galeni pergameni medicCII'III11 onmium principum, 
Lutetiae, 1679, vol. 10}. 

11. This passage is contained in Averroes's paraphra~r of thf' Aristotelian De sensu et sensibili­

bus, in Aristotelis stagiritae omnia quaf' f':rtrmt r>pt'ra cum A1·ermis cordttiJcnsi.r ... commentarii.~ 

(Venetiis, 1552, vol. 6). 
12. The nssociation of love and vision was <tlready in Plato's Phardrus (255c-d), in which love is 

compared to a "disease of the eyes" (opht!rrrlmia), and it had led Plotinus to hazard a curious ety­
mology: "Eros, whose name comes from the fact thilf he [or it] owes his [or its] existence lo vision 
(orasi.1')." Prom this point of view, the passage from !he clnssical (•onception of love to the medieval 
can he hnndi ly characterized as the passage from a '' di scasc of the sight'' to a '' disea~e of the imag­
ination''; "mnladie de pe.nse.e'' (disease of thought) is the definition of love in the Rr>man de Ia Rose, 

v. 4348. 
13. Andretls Cnppdlanus, De anum:, edited by S. Bnttilglia (Rome, 1947), chap. I. ''For when 

~Clrneone, ''continue~ the cited passage, ''sci.~~ ~omeonc suitable for love and formed according t.o his 
liking, immediately his heart begin!; to de~ire her. Thereafter, as many times as he thinks of her, so 
much the more does he burn with love, through which he comes to a fuller contemplation_ Finally he 
begins to contemplate the woman's shapeliness and to distinguish her limbs and to imnginc her ges-. 
lures :md to pry into the secret paris of her body ... " 

Dante, in the nmzone "Amor, da che convien pur ch'io me doglin" (Love, since after alll am 
required to htmt•nt). describes in minute detail rhc phanta~matic proce.ss of this wgitntin immodrrnrn: 
"lo non posso fuggir, ch'ella non vegna I ne l'im:tgioc min. I se non come il penser che Ia vi mena. 
I L'animo tolle, ch'a.l suo mal s'ingegna, I com'eUa e bella e ria! cosi dipinge, e forma Ia sua. pena: 
I poi Ia rigmmln, e qmmdo ella e ben piena I del gran disio che de li occhi le tira, I inconlro a se 
s'adira, I c'lw falto il foco ond'ella trista ineende" (vv. 16-25) ["I cannot go \vithout her following I 
Jnto my fantasy,/Togcrher with the thought that lead~ her rhere. /The f<lOiish soul that to irs hmt doth 
cling, I Forgeth its mi~ery /Painting her as she is, guihy and fair; I Then gnzeth till it can no longer 
bear /The fond desire it drawcth rhrongh the eyes, I And into fury flies I For kindling fire wherein it 
sadly burns"; from Drmtr Aligfu'rn': The Minor Poems of Dante, trans. Lorna De'Lucchi (Oxfbrd: 
Oxford Univmity Press, 1926), 163]. 

l4. St\e Chiaro D::n·tmZ<lti: "Come Narci~si in sua spera rnirnndo I s'in~morno per ombra a Ia 
fontatHI ... '' (As Narcissus gazing in his mirror/ fell in love thro11gh nn im:1ge, at I he pool), in Poeti 

del dut:('('nfo, vol. 1, 425. Th:!l this interpretation of the myth of Narcissus is a medieval di,covcry, to 
be undcrslood in close conncet"ion wi!h the poetie theory of the phant:lstn:Hic character of the erotic 
process, is evident if the medievnl versions lire compared to Ovid's narmtivc (Mrtmn(lrphM~.~ 
IU.345-5l0), \vhich i~ their source. In Ovid I he theme of !he reflected image is of course present, but 
it is not at the heart of the rnatler; the punishment N<trcissus merits because of having refused the love 
of Echo is without a doubt. the impnssible love of self, something the yo{Jth is perfectly aware of 
("i~te ego surn! sensi; nee me meit fallit imago. I uror amor mei, flmnmas moveoque. fcmque" (this 
one is £! I sen<::ed it, nor docs my image deceive me, /1 burn for my own love, I cause, and endure, 
the flame)]. ln a precisely opp0site way, when Dante wishl·d to make the' reader understand how he 
had rni~takcn the souls of the blessed for reflected images ("spe(·chiari scmhianti," mirrored appear­
ances), the comparison that eame to mind was that of defining his own error as the contrary of 
Narcissus's: "Per ch'io dcntro n !'error contrario corsi l a qual ch'ncccse amor tr<1 l'omo e'l fonte'' 

(Parrrdiso Ill.l7-18) ["I had made the opposite mistake to th:ll /which kindled love in one man for his 
pool"; Dante Alighieri: Thl' Divine Coml'dy. vol. 3, trans. Mark rviusa (Harrnoml.~worth: Penguin, 
1984), 33]. To a mcdil'.val reader, the error of N:=trcissu.s was not so much ll1e love of self, but the 
mistaking of an imnge for a real crentun:~. 

15. "Vns tnnador, que arnatz per figura" (You lovers, \\'hO love through an image) is in a poem 
of the troubadour Ozil de C11dars; ~ec Langfors, Lc !rou/Jadour Ozil de Cadars (Helsinki, 1913). 
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16. None of 1he e1:pl:mntirm~ yet prop()Sed for the scene of the pool in the Roman de laRose is 

fully convincing. C. S. Lewis, The Allegory of Low~ (Oxford, 1936), can affirm "withm1t the sh:Hlow 
of a doubt'' that the two stones arc the eyes of the J.;~.dy, on the ha~is of a ccl(~bratc(1 pnssagc of llernart 
de Vcntadorn: ",\ nc non agui de mi poder I Nino fui me us des l'or' en sai I Que. tn lai,set en ~o~ ohl~ 

vezer I En un mirnhl que mout mi plai. I Mirahls, po~ me min;i en te I M'rm m0rt li sospir de preon, 
I Qu'aissi .m pcrdei Cllfll perdet se I Lo he! N~rcis~\IS en Ia font" (Nevermore had I power over my~ 

self, I nor was I mine own from that time I That she let me see myself in her eyes I In a mirror that 

pleas(:'.8 me much. I Mirr(lr, since I snw myself in ym1 I Deep sigh~ hrtve killed me, I For I lost myself 

<L~ he lost him;clf, I The fair N::~rcis~lls, in the pool''). [1 has no! yet been noted, I think, that Bern art 

docs not say that the eyes of his 1 ~dy are the mirror, but th<~f he looks into them in a m irmr (''en un 

mirahl' '): a mi rro1· th::tt, if onr i ntr rprct:~tio11 were to pnwe exact, could he prec i sdy thnt of the. phan·· 
tasy. Nor is it dear why, if the two gems W(~re the eye.~ of thf> lady, the Rose shml!d he reflected in 

them, or-ahrwe <111--why they should reflect by turns one half, then the other half, of the garden. 
Curiously, it has been pos~ihfe, ag:-~inst all probability, to interpret the ~cene at the fountain of 

Narciss11~ a.o;; an encountt'r with the ~eJf and its own destiny; see E. Kohler: "The. gaze in the mirror 
is nothing other th~n its meeting with its own destiny ... The two nyst<tfs arc primarily the retlec~ 

tions of he who ~ees himself in them, that is to say, the eyes of Narcissus," in Louise Vinge, The 

,1-.,'orrf.-sus Theme in Eumpcan Literature r1p to rhr Early ,!l,'frrrtrcnlh Century (Lund: Gleerups, 1967), 

85. 
As we \;.i!J see in the folfowing ('hDpter, the conception or the phnnta~y l\,~ a mirror is alrc;~dy to be 

found in Syne~i11s of Cyrcne, aml was transmitted by him to tht• Christian mystics. ThHt the mirror in 

the poetry of the thirteenth century refers to the im~gination cnn be ptoven from s<~vcra! passage~. For 

example, in Cino da Pistoia (Rimntm·i del d(J/re .1·tilnovo, 209): "Fa de Ia mente tun spccchio s\lvcntt' 
f se .V\loi campar, gunrdnndo 'I dolce viso I Jo qual so che v'e pinto H suo bel riso, / che fa tornar 

gioio~o 'l em dolente. I I 'I\1 sentirai cosf quella g~nte, I allor, come non fos~i m:ti diviso; I ma se lo 

imaginar sera. ben fiso, f Ia bd.la donna t'npparri\ pre~ente" (Often make of your mind a mirror, f if 
you wish to thlive, when gazing at the sweet face I which, I know, is there dcpkto::d: her sweet lm1gh, 
I whi'h makes joyous tfw sorrowing heart, I I You wif! f~eJ ~uch of the noble one I then, as if you had 

never been away I but if the imagination be well fixed I the be:mtif11llady will appear tn you); in the 

Acerbo of Cecco d'Ascoli (L'acerba, edited by Achi[[e Crespi, Asco(i Piceno, 1927, vv. 1959-1961): 

"Scnv1 vcdcre, l'uom puo innamornre I formando spccchio dcllamH.l<t mente I ve.ggcndn vi~ta sua nel 

'maginare" (Without seeing, one can faff in \ove I making a mirror of the bare mi.nd, I ;).nd seeing it~ 

sight~ in the imnginntinn); in Amico di Dante (Pocti del rlllcl·ciJto, vol. 2, 731), the ph~1ntnsy is de­

scribed as a mirror held up by Love: "Talor credete voi, Amore, ch'i' dorma I che ceo !o core i' penso 

a voi e ve.glio I minmdomi tt1ttora ne Jo spcglio I che 'nnanzi mi tenete e ne Ia forma" (You think, 

Love, that sornclimes I sleep, f when with my heart I think of you and wake, I looking at myself all 

the while in the. mirror/ yon hold befcJJ"e me., ~nd in the form). Thi~; identification f'lf the ;j.Ct of looking 

in a mirror v.·ith the imagination abo permits a fresh intcrpreration of !he figure. of Ois<msc, who, in 

th<· Rmnnn (k Ia Rose, lead~ the lover into the garden. A~ Fleming ha~ rightly oh~crved ('The "!?oman 
de fa Rose," 73), the lady with the mirror i~; certi"linfy not a pcrsonifir:~tion of the l<:i~lln' neccs~ary to 

courtly love; but neither is sh~ simply, as Fleming hol<ls, a per~onification of lechery. The curiou~ 

contr<1diction thai permits a lady at her mirrPr to syml:>ofize, in medicvnf konogr<~phy, by turns both 

lechery r~nd prudence h~\s often re-en noted. \'-11th con,picu011S incoherence, the mirror is here in one 
instance an~~~ object and, in mwthe.r, a symbol of.,pirifnrt! c<1ntcmphtion. The contradic:fion resolves 
itself if the mirror is interpreted a~ 1hc imaginntion and, keepi11g in mind the polarity· of the mediC\"il] 
concept of the phrmf<~~y, in om' r.<~se a~ fm([gr"rwrin Jafsa or f>ntiafis, and, in the Nher, as 1"moghr.1fln 

vcm or ,·rrrirmnlis r_~ee Richard of St. Victor, Bnriamin minrw, chap. 16, in l\?!rnlogin lminn, 1.96). 

This ('\plains why il is prop<·rly Oiscme, fhM i~, the imagination, ',<·hn lends Ow lover into the garden. 

17. See Averroes, in Ari<tNc!i<, 165. 

18. Bruno Nardi ("The Avcrroism of Dante'~ First Friend," in S111rh dmrtrsthi, vol. 25, 1940, 
43-79), cvho e<. u b 1 ishcd t IK' J\ vcrr<'i s m of Caval rn nti on a riW'rr>\lS st-:parntion of low. (with its seat in 
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the scn~itive pnrt) ~nd the po~<;ihle intelleet, was simply unnwarc of the fnct th<ll the p!)ssible intellect 
is united to the singular individual through the phantasm rhnt is al<>.o the origin and object of lhe love 
experience. It is evident that, if one is togni:tnnt of Avrrrocs, the intc1·p1-etation of the cekbmted 
C;Jva!cantian c11nmne "Donn:"1 mi prega" is entirely trnn~formed. Even the interpretation of G. Favati 
("G. Cav:tkanti, Dino del Garbo, and lh<~ Avenoism of B. Nardi," in Filnlogia roma117,ll, 1955), in 
rrwny rc:;pects more imightful, omits tl1i~ es~ential pnin1. The importance of the ph:mtnsm in the Cav­
alcantian doctrine of love did not e!:cape .tames E. Shaw (Cam/('((nti'.t Theory of Love, Toronto, 
1949), whn was, how::-ver, ignorant of pnenmat()\ogy and, therefore, of the compkxity nnd richness 
of mcdie'-'al ph~mt:1sm0lr,gy. 

19. S1lncli Thonwe AqHinitati.::, De rmitarr intdfcrtux t·ontm ;\1"('/TOistas, critical edition by L. 
Keeler (Rome, 1957), 42. English transl~tinn from 011 thr- Unity !'ifrTrc !ntd/('c/ agrrinst the Aren-oists, 
trans. Beatrice Zcdler (l\1ihvrmkec: M!'lrqncttc University Press, 1968), 50. 

20. S<:'c /\lexandcr of /\phrodi.~ias, De sc1wr r·omml!ni42.l0. 
21. 'Io H. Cornin (En fsfam irrmim, vol. 3, Paris, 1972, 6S-14fi) is owed the <''H'rnplary recon­

;;truction of th<~ 111r;1ning of the theme of the mirror in Iranian and Arahic erotic mysticism. The im­
pNtnnee of Cnrnin's ,~tudics for tht~ understanding of Stilnnvist lyric is ye:t another proof of the need 
for the human .~cienccs to (wercom~. clivi~ion into ~pccil'llized department~. Only a "diseipline of in­
tcrdisriplinariry" is adeqnafc to the interpretation of human phenomena. 

Regarding the rdatinn of thi.c; mystical tradition and medieval Christianity, see S11int Augustin~. 
De 1h"nirarc XV. xxiii (l'n:rologia latina, 42, 1901); Isaac of Stella, Sumo XXV in sf~)( (Parrologia 

Imina l76, 9 t); lind other cxnmples cited in R, .lavelet, !mage ct rrsscmMmwc IW X lie sieclc~ (Stras-· 
houtg, 1967). 

22. Averrois Corduhcmi~, CfJlliget libri VII, Venctiis, 1.'552, book 2, chap. 20. 

23. ''per m~.111 d'Anwr Ill ... ~nrro pinlil ~ere''('' Love'8 hand did frace, I 0 lady &weet; your very self 
in there"), from the c:-~nwne "La di-:pietatn rnt~nte, che pur mira" ("The pitiless mind, that yet 
gazes"), \~ 22 (Eng!i~h rrnn:::larion by Lorna Dc:'Lucchi, Th~ MinM Poem.~ r{ Oantc, 51). At other 
time~ the image is in the mind, as in the. cam:one ''E m'incrrscc di mr. si durntncntc" (l pity myself 
so intcn.o:ely), l: 43. 



Chapter 13 
Spiritus phantasticus 

At that very moment, and I speak the truth, the vital spirit, the one that 
dwells in the most secret chamber of the heart, began to tremble so 
violently that even the most minute veins of my body were strangely 
afl'ected; and trembling, it spoke these words: ''Here is a god stronger 
than I who comes to rule over me.'' At that poinL, the animal spitit, the 
one abiding in the high chamber to which all the senses bring their 
perceptions, was stricken with amazement and, speaking directly to the 
spirits of sight, said these words: "Now your bliss has appeared." At 
that point the natural spitit, the one dwelling in that part where our food 
is digested, began to weep, and weeping said these words: "0 wretched 
me! for I shall be disturbed often from now on." 1 

The foundations of this ce lebrmed passage at the beginning of the Vita Nuova, 
where Dante registers the appearance, dressed in crimson, of the ''donna della 
sua mente" (mistress of his mind) with a triple allegory, have been sufficiently 
traced by scholars, who have shovm ho\V the notion of three spirits is paralleled 
in the medical terminology of the pciiod. 2 But this reconstruction is, in O;ur opin­
ion, incomplete, not only because it docs not restore the medieval physi0logy of 
spirits in all its ramifications, but above all because the pneumatic doctrine that is 
expressed in this pass.1ge is in no way rcducih1e to the medical-·physiologica] 
sphere alone. Indeed, interwoven in tl1e doctrine are, rather, all aspects of medi­
eval culture, from medicine to cosmology, from psychology to rhetoric and. 
soteriology, and it is precisely under its rubric that all these succeed in harmoni­
ously blending together in the thrust of an edifice that is perhaps the most im_­
posing intellectual cathedral constructed by late medieval thought. The fact 

90 
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that" this cathedral has remained until now at least partially buried means that we 
have surveyed the love lyric of the duecento-its most perfect result-as we 
might one of those mutilated statues that time has dcte~ched from Greek temples 
or from the tympana of Rornancsque churches and which now smile at us enigM 
maticaHy in museum galleries. As Hegel noted, however, the benevolent destiny 
offered us by these lovely fruits severed from their tree restores to us, along with 
them, "neither the land that has nourished them nor the clements that have 
formed their suhstante nor the climate that gave them their individuality nor the 
alternation of seasons that regulated the pmcess of their becoming." And as, in 
the preceding chapter, we have attempted to reconstruct the broad outlines of the 
medieval theory of the phantasm, we will now attempt to reevoke this "·land" 
and this "climate" in the excavation for lhat pneumatic doctrine in which phan­
tasmology is dissolved without residues. 

The origin of the doctrine of the pneuma (breath, wind, spirit) must be very 
ancient. The passage of Aristotle frequently referred to by medieval writers is De 
generatione animalium, 736b: 

In all cases the semen contnins within itself th<~t which causes it to be 
fertile--what is known as "hot" substance, which is not fire nor any 
.similar substance, but the pneuma which is enclosed within the semen 
or foam-like stuff, and the natural suhstance which is in the pneuma; 
and this substance is analogous to the element which belongs to the 
stars. 3 

Thi~ passage appears to presuppose the existence of a fully articulated th~ory and 
contains already the lwo charactmistic elements of the medieval pneumatology: 
the astral nature of the pneuma and its presence in the sperm. It is probable that 
Aristotle found this theory in older medical texts, from which the Stoics also 
plausibly drew; the references to the pneuma in the Hippocratic corpus appear to 
confirm this supposition.4 The first physician whose pneumatic doctrine we can 
trace with any certainty is that of Diocles of Caristo, \Vhom Jaeger situated at the 
beginning of the third century B.C., contemporaneously with Zeno, the founder 
of the Stoa. 5 The pneumntology vvhose outlines we will now trace here, however, 
is the common patrimony of all succeeding Greek medicine, from Erasis1Tatus to 
Galen. Central to this theory is the idea of the pneuma, a hot breath that origi­
nates from the exhalation~ of the blood or, according to others, from the external 
air that is continuously inhaled (or from both, according to Galen). This pneum!l, 
a single one in Diodes of Caristo, is often distinguished (for example by Erasis­
tratus) into a vital pneuma (zotiko.<t), centered in the left ventricle of the heart, 
and a psychic pneuma (psychikos), localized in the brain. From the heart, the 
pneuma is diffused through the body, vivifying it and making it capable of sen­
sation, through a circuhltory system specific. to the pneuma that penetrntes to ev­
ery pMt of the organism. The channels of this circulation are the arteries, which 
do not contain blood as the veins do, but only pneuma. Arteries and veins comM 
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municate at .their extremities, whieh explains why, when an artery is cut and the 
invisible pneuma escapes, it i8 immediately followed by blood flov.;ing from the 
veins. 6 Alterations of this pneumatic circulation produce disea/ie: if the blood is 
t6o abundant and invades the arteries, thrusting the pneuma tO'Narcl the heart, the 
result is fever; if, on the contrary, the pneuma i.s pushed so that it <1ccnmuh1te~ at 
the extremes of the pneumatic vessels, there is swelling. 

It is platl.~ihly from this medical doctrine that the notion of pneuma was de­
rived by the Stoic thinkers, who made it the central principle of their cosmology 
and their psychology. In the thought of Zeno and Chrysippus the pneuma is a 
corporeal principle, a subtle and luminous body (leptoteron soma), identical to 
fire, which perndcs the universe a.nd penetrates every living thing, in some 
places more and in some less: it is the principl.e of gro\vth and sensation. Thi.s 
";utis;mal" (technikon) and divine fire is also the substance of the sun and of 
other celesti.sl bodies, such that it can be said that the vital principle. in plants and 
animals has the same nature as the celestial bodies. and that. a $ingle principle 
vivifies the universe. This breath or fire is present in each person and communi­
cates life to him or her: the individual soul is but a fragment of this divine prin­
ciple. The pneuma is not introduced into the body from outside, however, but is 
"connotured" to the body o( each. This permits an explanation both of repro­
duction, which occurs through a pneumatic current that reaches as far as the tes­
ticles and is tnmsmitted to the ofrspring in the sperm, and of se11sible perception, 
which is nccomplished through a pneumatic circulation that, beginning in the 
heart, directs itself to the pupils (homtikon pncrmia, the "visual" spirit of me­
dieval physiology) where it enters into contact with the portion of air situated 
between the visual organ and the object. This contact produces a tension in the air 
that is propagated following a cone whose vertex is in the eye and whose base 
demarcates the visual field. The center of this circulation is in the heart, seat of 
the "hegemonic" part of the soul, in \Vhose subtle pneumatic m(ltter are im­
pressed the images of the phantasy as the marks of writing are impre~o;sed in a wax 
tablet. The voice, too, is a pneumfl. that mdintcs from the hegemonic part and, 
through the larynx, sets l"lw tongue in motion. Thus one single pneumatic circu­
lation animates the intelligence, the voi.ce, the sperm, and the five senses. After 
death this pneum::J does not cem:eto exist but ascends, because of its lightness, as 
far as the sublunar region, where it finds its proper site, and, indestructible and 
immobile like the stars, nourishes itself with the effluvia that rise fr()tn the earth. 

J.n Neoplatonism the Stoic theme of the pneuma i.s conceived, following a sug­
gestion in the Timaeus (4le), as a vehicle (ocltema) or subtle body that accom­
panies the soul duting the course of its soteriological romance from the stars to 
the catth. Thus, in Porphyry, the descent of the soul through the planetary orbits 
toward its terrestrial destiny appears CJS the acquisition of an ethereal wrapping, 
of a sort ·of subtle pneumatic body whose substance is formed from the celestial 
bodies and which, in the course of its astral itinerary, is progressively darkened 
and moistened. After the death of the body- if the soul has known to abstain 
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from contact with matter-it reascends to the sky nlong with its pneumatic vehi:.. 
cle; if, instead, it has not succeeded in detaching itself from matter, the pneuma­
ochema is weighed down to the point where it is held on the earth like an oyster 
att<Jched by its valves, and isled to the place ofpun1~hmcnt.7 During earthly life, 
the pneuma i.s the instrument of the imagination and, as such, it is the subject of 
dreams, of astral influences, anti of the divine illuminations (in divination, when 
according to Iamblichus, ''the ethereal and luminous vehicle circmnfusing the 
soul is illuminated by divine light'' and ''the divine ph::mtnsms, moved by the 
will of the gods, seize our imagination"; and in ecstnsy, which is explained by 
Tamblichus as the descent of a divine pneuma into the body). 8 The notion of 
pneuma also occurs in Neopl<ltonic demonology. Porphyry, in a passage that is 
certainly the origin, however medi<~ted, of Dante's conception of the aerial body 
of the soul in purgatory, affirmed thrtt the aerial body of demons alters it<; form 
according to their phantasies, reflecting itself in the surroundi.ng air as in a mir­
ror, so that they always appear in different forms. lamhlichus frequently referred 
to the luminous pneuma of demons and heroes and of the archons who reveal 
themselves in the epopsy, the revelatory phase of the Eleusinian mysteries. 

If in Neoplatonic and Stoic. pneumntology pneuma and phantasy frequently 
appear assimilated in a singular convergence, in the De insomniis of Synesius 
they are fused without residue in the idea of a ''phantastic spirit'' (phantast ikon 
pneuma), the subject of sensation, dreams, divination, and divine influences, in 
whose sign the exaltation of the phantasj' as mediator between corporeal and in­
corporeal-, mtional and irrational, human nnd divine, is accomplished. For Syn­
esius the phantasy is "the sense of senses" and the nearest to the knowledge of 
the divine, because 

the phantastic spirit is the most common sensory medium and the first 
body of the soul. It conceals itself in the interior and governs the living 
thing as from a citadel. Nature in fact has constructed around it the 
fabtic of the head. The hearing and sight are not truly senses, bul­
instruments of sense, ministers of the common sense and as it were 
gatekeepers of the living !'t1ing, who lnmsmit to the overlord what they 
perceive outside ... The phantastie spirit is, on fue other hand, a sense 
perfect in all its parts ... without int-ermediaries, it is the closest to the 
soul and certainly the most divine. 9 

Precisely because it is, at the same time, the niost perfect sense and the first 
vehicle of the soul, the phantastic spirit is the ''intermediary between the rational 
nnd irrational, corporeal and incorporeal, and as if the. common term through 
\'>'hich the divine communicates with what is most remote from itself." In this 
ever-denser \Veb of sotcriological and psychological themes, Synesius, with a fe­
licitou~ image that was to exercise an enduring influence and of which it is pet­
hapspossible to discern an echo in Dante's "little bark of geni,us" (Purgatorio 

I.3), compared the phantasy to a boat in which the ncwbom soul descends from the 
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celestial spheres to unite itself with the corporeal world. 10 Given that this praise 
of the phantasm is contained in a work on dreams (''in his waking,'' wrote Syn­
esius, "man is wise, but in the dream he is a god"), it is well to remember that 
for Synesius too the phant-r1stic spirit is above all the subject of dreams and the 
organ of divination. 11 In this connection, adopting an image that would long en­
dure, Syncs ius compared the phanlastic spirit to a mirror (the mirror of Narcissus 
is, therefore, a pneumatic mirror) that receives the idoli (images) emanating from 
things and in which, if it has been suitably purified, the prophet may discern the 
images of future events. Moreover, according to the Neoplatonk tradition, this 
spirit, during terrestrial existence, may render itself subtle and become ethereal 
or become darkened and ponderous. In the l<ltter ease, it becomes the simulacrum 
(eidolon) in which the soul expiates its punishment. 

We have lingered over this treatise of Synesius, who was a student of the Neo·­
platonic martyr Hypatia and who later became a convert to Christianity, 12 be­
cause in this curious little book can be found, already forrnul::~ted at least in its 
general outlines, the complex of doctrine that, by identifying the interior image 
of Aristotelian phantasmo1ogy with the warm breath (the vehicle of the soul and 
of life) ofStoic-Neoplatonic pncurnatology, would so richly nourish the science, 
speculation, and poetry of the intellectual renaissance from the eleventh to the 
thirteenth centuries. The synthesis that results is so characteristic. that European 
culture in this period might justly be defined as a pneumophantasmology, within 
whose compass-which circumscribes at once a cosmology, a physiology, a psy­
chology, and a soteriology- the breath that anim<1tes the universe, circ.u lates in 
the arteries, and fertilizes the sperm is the same one that, in the brain and in the 
heart, receives and forms the phantasms of the things we see, imagine, dream, 
and love. Insofar as it is the S\Jbtle body of the soul, it is in <1ddil"ion the interme­
diary between the .sou 1 ClOd matter, the divine and the human, and, as such, allows 
the explan<ltion of all the influxes between corporeal and incorporeal, from mag­
ical fascination to astrological inclinations. 

In the transmission of this complex of doctrine, medicine earned a place in the 
front rank. The rebirth of pneuma to logy in the eleventh century began with the 
Latin tnmslation by Constantine the African of the Liber regius of 'Ali ibn 'Abbas 
al-lvl<lgiusi, and reached its first culmination toward the middle of the twelfth 
century, with the translation of the De differentiae animae et spiritus of the Arab 
physician Costa ben Luca. In this curve of time the pneumatic physiology of the 
physicinns exercised a profound influence on all of contemporary culture. In the 
De motu cordis of the physician Allred the Englishman, we read: 

It is necessary that the body, whose material is solid and obtuse, and the 
soul, which is of a very subtle nnd incorporeal nature, should be joined 
by a certain medium which, participating in the nature of both, unites in 
a single compact so discordant a diversity. If this medium were of a 
wholly incorporeal nature, it would not he distinguished from the soul; 
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if .it were wholly subordinate to the laws of matter. it would not differ 
ti:·om the dullness of the body. It is therefore necessary that· it be neither 
fully sensible nor wholly incorporeal . . . This union of _extremes and 
orgai1 of corporeal movement is called spirit. 13 

According to some authors (including Alfred the Englishman and his source 
Costa ben Luca) there are two kinds of spirit, vital and animal, but the greater 
part of the physicians distinguished three.: the natural spirit, which originates in 
the liver ("that part where our nourishment is administered," in Dante's words) 
from the exhalations of blood, which is there digested and purified and then from 
the liver proceeds through the veins to all the members of the body, increasing its 
natural vigor; the vital spirit, which otiginntcs in the heart and is diffnscd to the 
\vholc body through the arteries, nnimr~ting it; and theanimal.spirit, which arises 
in the chambers of the brain from a purification of the vital spirit. From the left 
chamber of the heart the vital spirit in fact rises to the brain through the artery, 
passes through its three cells, and there, "through the. power of the phantasy and 
the memory is again purified and further digested (digestior purgatiorque) and 
becomes animal spirit.'' 14 From the brain the animal spirit fills the nerves and is 
radiated through the whole body, producing sensation and movement. Indeed, the 
optic nerve branches from the phantastic cell, then bifurcmes and reaches the 
eyes. Through the cavity of this nerve passes the animal spirit. which here be­
comes still more subtle 15 and, according to one theory, emerges from the eye as 
the visual spirit, directs itself through the air to the object (which functions as its 
"supplement"), and, once informed of the object's figure and color, returns to 
the eye and from there to the phantnstic cell. According to another theory, the 
visual spirit, without leaving the eye, receives the impression of the object 
through the air and transmits it to the phantastic. spirit. 16 An r~nalogous mecha­
nism accounts for heming and the other senses. In the phantastic cell, the animal 
spirit enacts the images of the phantasy; in the memorial cell it produces the 
memory; and in the logistic cell, reason . 

. The entire psychological process described in t.he previous chapter must be 
translated and "spiritualized" in the terms of this pneumatic circulation. The 
psychology of Avicenna, which we previously described in purely static terms, 
will, when restored to its essential "spiritual" context, sound like this: 

The similitude [of the thing] is united to the part of the spidt that bears 
the visual spirit ... and penetrates to the spirit that is found in the first 
ventricle of the brain and is impressed on thL.;; spirit that bears the p()wer 
of the common sense ... then the common sense transmits the form to 
that part of the spirit that is contiguous to the .spiritthat bears it and 
impresses this form and places it thus in the formal power, which is the 
imaginative ... then the form that is in the imngination reaches the rear 
ventricle and is united ·with the spirit that bears lhe estimative virtue 
through the spirit that bears the imaginative power which, in humans, is 
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called cogitative, and the form that was in the imaginative is impressed 
on the spirit of the estimative virtue ... 17 

We are now also prepared to understand the theory for which the first seat of 
sensation and imagination is in the heart, but the powers are actualized in the 
brain. The visual spirit in fact has its origin in the heart, and this same spirit. 
refined and purified, rises to the brain and becomes animal. A single pneumatic 
current circulates in the organism and in that current what can only statically be 
considered divided is dynamically unified. 

The animal spirit naturally inheres in the sperm. Radiating itself through the 
body it reaches the testicles, is converted into ''a milky and tenacious juice, and, 
coitus once complete.d, passes to the outside" 18 where, uniting itself to the fe­
male sperm, it forms the embryo and receives influences of the stars. 

The problem that the pneumatic physiology of the physicians posed for the 
Christian anthropology of the Middle Ages concerned the manner in which 
the relation of spirit and soul was to be conceived. In his Pantechne, Constantine 
the African appeared to identify the rational spirit with intellection; a function par 
excellence of the rational soul, and pointed in addition to the opinion of "certain 
philosophers who affirm that this spirit of the brain is the soul and that it is cor­
poreal." If Costa ben Luca already stressed the difference between the mortal 
and corporeal spirit and the immortal and incorporeal soul, the preoccupation 
over reconciling the pneumatology of the physicians with Christian doctrine is 
plain in William of St. Thierry, who explicitly condemned the grave error of 
those who identify the spirit with "that eminent part of man that makes of him 
the image of the incorruptible God and elevates him above all the other living 
creatures, to wit the rational soul." With a formula that reveals in an exemplary 
way the metaphysical fracture of presence that characterizes Christian ontology, 
he wrote, ''The Author of nature has shrouded the union of the soul and the body 
in mystery. Ineffable and incomprehensible is the meeting of these two sub­
stances.' ' 19 

This mysterium ineffabile constitutes the theme of one of the most singular 
works of the twelfth century: the De unione corporis et spiritus of Hugh of St. 
Victor. Hugh, like William of St. Thierry, distrusted any hasty identification of 
corporeal and incorporeal, and thus began with the words of the Gospel of Jolm, 
according to which ''what is born of the flesh is flesh, and what is born of the 
spirit is spirit.'' But over the abyss that separates the two substances, Hugh 
placed a kind of mystical Jacob's ladder, along which the body ascends toward 
the spidt and the spirit descend,<; to the body: 

If there were no intermediary between the spirit and the body, neither 
the spirit nor the body would have been able to meet each other. Great 
is the distance between body and spirit: they are distant one Hum the 
other. There is, however, something through which the spirit descends, 
in its turn, to approach the body ... Not all bodies are of the same 
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quality; some arc higher, some tower, some are supreme and almost 
transcend the corporeal nature. Similarly also among the spirits some 
are higher, some lower, and some very low, almost fallen below the 
spiritual nature, because in this way things supreme are joined to the 
lowest things ... The body rises and the spirit descends ... The body 
rises through the medium of the senses, the spirit descends through 
sensuality ... Think of Jacob's ladder: it rested on earth and its top 
touched the heavens. 20 

In quest of this Jacob's ladder, ~tnd inspi.red by the Neoplatonic theory of the 
phantastic spirit as the mediator between corporeal and incoqmreal, rational and 
irrational, Hugh proceeded to a reevaluation of the phantasy that constitutes a 
d~cisive turn in the history of medieval culture: 

Among bodies the most noble and nearest to the spiritual nature is· the 
one that possesses a continuous movement in itself and cannot ever be 
stayed by an outside .force. This body, insofar as it causes sensation, · 
imitates the rational life and, insofar as it is a form of the imagination, 
imitates the living reason. In the body there can be nothing higher and 
nearer to the spiritual nature than this, in which, beyond sensation and 
above it, the force of the imagination originates. Such a reality is so 
sublime that above it no other can be found if not reason. The fiery 
force that has received a form from the outside is ca1led sensation; this 
same form transported to the inside is called the imagination. In fact, 
when the form of the sensible thing, gathered from the outside by 
means of the visualrays, comes to be led to the eyes by the work of 
nature and is gathered by these, there is vision. Subsequently, passing 
through the seven membranes of the eyes and the three humors, finally 
purified and led to the inside, it reaches the brain and originates the 
imagination. The imagination, passing from the anterior part of the head 
to the central prut, comes into contact with the substance of the rational 
soul itself and stimulates the faculty of discernment, now so purified 
and made subtle so as to be able to join itself without mediation with 
the spirit itself ... The imaginntion is therefore a figure of the 
sensation, situated in the highest part of the corporea1 spirit and in the 
lowest part of the rational spirit ... In irrational animals it does not 
transcend the phantastic cell, but in rational animals it reaches as far as 
the rational cell, where it comes into contact with the incorporeai 
substance of the soul itself ... Now the rational substance is a 
corporeal light; the imagination, insofar as it is the image of a body, is a 
shadow. Therefore, after the imagination has risen as far as reason, like 
a shadow that comes to the light and superimposes itself on the light, 
insofar as it comes toward the light it makes itself manifest and 
circumscribed, insofar as it superimposes itself on the light it darkens 
it, enfolds it, covers it:. If reason acquires imagination through 
contemplation alone, the imagination acts as a garment that stands 
outside and enfolds it, so that reason can easily dispense with it and 
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denude itself. If, on lhe other hand, reason adheres to it with clelight, 
the imngination becomes like a skin for it, so that reason cannot detach 
itself without pain, because it had nttached itself with love ... Rising, 
therefore, from the bodies at the lowest extreme up to the corporeal 
spirit, there is a progression through sense and imagination, which are 
both in the corporeal spirit. Imme~iately beyond the body, there is the 
imaginary nffection in the incorporeal spirit that the soul receives 
through its union with the body, and above this the reason that acts on 
the imagination. 21 

In the Fathers most influenced by Hugh, like Isaac of Stella and Alcher of 
Clairvaux, this mediating function of the phantastic spirit is reiterated and spec­
ified: ''The soul that is true spirit and the flesh that is true body are united easily 
and appropriately at their extreme point, that is, the phantastic power of the soul, 
which is not a body, but is similar to the body, and in the sensuality of the flesh, 
which is almost spirit ... ''22 

To measure the importance of the reevaluation of the phantasy that is accom­
plished in these writings, it is necessary to recall that in the medieval Christian 
tradition the phantasy appeared in a decisively negative light. It. is not inoppor­
tune to remember in this connection that the lascivious half-naked ladies, the 
half-human and half-feral creatures, the terrifying devils, and the whole con­
glomeration of monstrous and seductive images that crystallized in the iconog­
raphy of the temptations of Saint Anthony represent precisely the phantasms that 
the Tempter excited in the phantastic spirit of the Saint. This same vertiginous 
experience of the soul, with the polarizing intuition that characterizes medieval 
thought, then became the site of the celebration of the "ineffable union" of the 
corporeal and incorporeal, of light and shadow. If the spiritual mediator of this 
union has been identified, in the wake of Neoplatonic thought, with the phantas­
tic pneuma, this is because not even in the most exalted Romantic theorizing has 
the imagination been conceived in so elevated and, at the same time, concrete a 
fashion as in the thought of this period, which surely more than ours deserves the 
name of ''civilization of the image.'' If we keep in mind the close bond that joins 
love and the phantasm, it is easy to understand the profound influence that this 
reevaluation of the phantasy would exercise on the theory of love. Furthermore, 
because a positive polarity of phantasy had been discovered, it was possible, in 
ways we shall see, to rediscover both a positive polarity and a "spirituality" in 
that mortal disease of the phantastic spirit that was love. 

Another aspect of the Neoplatonic theory of the phantastic pneuma that was 
inherited by medieval culture was the idea that it was the vehicle and the subject 
of magical influence. The question has often been raised as to what should be 
understood by the notion of magical phenomena, and, although this term is ha­
bitually used with a certain casualness, it is not clear if something such as a 
"magical phenomenon" is definable in itself, without recourse to a play of op­
positions that vary culture by culture. Nevertheless, at least as far as the Middle 
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Ages are concerned, we can affirm without ex.cessive uncertainty that to speak of 
magic as a sphere distinct from that of pneumatology makes little sense. In a 
pneumatic culture, that is, in a cult1ire founded on the notion of spirit as quid 
medium between corporeal and incorporeal, the distinction between magic and 
science (and that between magic and religion as weiJ) is of no use. Only the ob­
solescence of pneumatology and the consequent semantic mutation that has 
brought the word ''spirit'' to identify with the vague notion now familiar to us 
(and which acquired such a me:ming only in opposition to the term "matter") 
will make possible that 9ichotomy between corporeal and incorporeal that is the 
necessary condition of a distinction between science and. magic. The so-called 
magical texts of the Middle Ages (such as the aslrological and alchemical ones) 
deal simply with certain aspects of pneumato.logy (in particular, certain influ­
ences between spirit and spirit, or between spirit and body) and, in this regard, 
are not essentially different from texts like the poems ofCavalcanti and Dante, 
which we would certainly not. define as "magical." Thus the Arabic treatise 
known in the West by the name Picatri.x, which exercised so much influence on 
Renaissance Hermetism, defines the "key of wisdom" as "the perfect nature" 
and this in its turn as ''the pneuma of the philosopher that is united with its star'' 
(a definition that at this point should be perfectly intelligible to our readers). The 
Picatrix then dnssifies the various forms of magic according to whether they 
have as their object "spirit from spirit" (practical magic and phantasmagoria), 
"spirit from ~1ody" (talismanics), or "bodies from bodies" (alchemy).23 In par­
ticular, phenomena that we consider magical par excellence, like fascination, can 
perfectly well be subsumed in the doctrine of pneumatic influences and were ex­
plained as such by the medieval authors. If fascination could for a long time be 
placed alongside love almost as its paradigmatic model, this is because both be­
longed to the sphere of phantastic pneuma. 24 The opinion that ''through a certain 
art of women and through the power of the demons men can be transformed into 
wolves Qr mules" was thus explained by Alche.r as an action of demons on the 
phantastic spirit that, "while the body of a man reposes in a. place, alive but with 
the senses weighed down more than in steep, he can take on the form of a certain 
animal and appear as such to the senses of other men"; and·by Cecco d'Ascoli as 
a demoniac illusion of the phantasy or as the assumption of an aerial body by a 
demon. 25 

The extraction of a magical sphere and literature from the bosom of medieval 
pneumatology was the work of a period that had lost the keys to it and could not 
(or would not) understand either the unity of its doctrine or the precise sense of its 
articulations. This process began already with scholastic theology that, while ac­
cepting the medical doctrine. of spirits, attempted to isolate this doctrine in the 
dom::tin of corporeal physiology and to strip it of all the soteriological and cos­
mological impl_ications that made of the pneuma the concrete and real mediator 
of the ''ineffable union'' between soul and body. 26 At this point a decline began 
that would fatally thrust pnenmntology into the half-light of esoteric circles, 
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where it would long survive as the path, rendered impracticable, that our culture 
might have, but did not in fact follow. In the mainstream of thought remained 
only the medieval doctrine of corporeal spirits, which still survived in 
Descartes- and which appears still , under the name of vapors, in the 
Encyclophlie~but by this time Harvey had already furnished the new model of 
the circulation of the blood. Before withdrawing into the shadows, however, the 
idea of pneuma would yet produce a Jate and splendid fruit as the ''spirit of 
love," which found its highest expression in the Stilnovist lyric. 
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Chapter 14 
Spirits of Love 

This ample and lively scene should serve as the backdrop for our study of the 
pneumatology of Dante and the Stilnovists. The "three spirits" of the beginning 
of the Vita Nuova do not play an isolated or a purely ornamental allegorical role, 
but, like the stateinent of a theme at the beginning of a sonata, they are woven 
into a context where all the registers of the pneumatic doctrine can be expected to 
play, from physiology to cosmology, from psychology to soteriology. And, as 
Klein ~ell discerned, the sonnet "Oltre Ia spera che piu larga gira" (Beyond the 
sphere which makes the widest round), which concludes the Vita Nuova, gathers 
these motifs together in a synthesis that, in many respects, compendiously antic­
ipates the ecstatic voyage of the Commedia. The ''pilgrim spirit'' that, emerging 
from the heart (the seat, as we know, of the vital spilit), accomplishes its celestial 
voyage ("beyond the sphere which makes the widest round") and, as Dante in­
forms us, a "thought," that is, an imagination, or rather, as we can now define 
it with more precision, a phantastic spirit, can detach itself from the body and 
receive the form of its vision in such a way ("in such a quality") that "my in­
tellect cannot understand it.'' (We know from Avicenna that the intellect cannot 
receive the phantasm unless the phantasm is abstracted from the sensible quali­
ties; but precisely this limitation here establishes the visionary capacity of the 
phantastic spirit and its superiority, almost, over the intellect.) This concept of the 
phantastic spirit as the seat and vehicle of the celestial influences, which we have 
already come across in Synesius, was explicitly affirmed by Dante in the seven­
teenth canto of the Purgatorio in the celebrated invocation of the ''imaginative'' 
power, where he asks himself what moves the phantasy when, caught up in its 
vision, it cannot be moved by the sense: 

102 
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0 imaginativa che nc rube 
talvolta sf di fuor, ch'om non s'accorgc 
perche dintorno suonin mille tube, 

chi move tc, se '1 senso non ti porgc? 
Moveti lume che nel ciel s'informa 
per se o per voler che giu lo scorge. (Purgatorio XVH.13--18) 

[0 imagination, that do sometimes so 
snatch us from outward things that we give no heed, 
though a thousand trumpets sound around us, 
who moves you if the sense affords you naught? A light 
moves you which takes form in heaven, of itself, or by a will 
that dowmvard guides it. ]1 

The solidarity of the astral theme of the Neoplatonic prieuma-ochema with the 
psychological theme of the phantflstic spirit was still alive in Dante when he 
wrote, in the Convivio (U 6.9), that "this spirit comes by the rays of the star." 

In canto XXV of the Purgatorio Dante expressed, through the mouth of 
Statim;, the pneumatic theory of the embryo, which we have already encountered 
in the medical tradition, and that of the aerial body of the soul beyond the grave, 
which is familiar to us from Porphyry and Synesius. The "perfect blood, which 
is never drunk I by the thirsty veins" (vv. 37-38) is not simply the blood, as is 
often repeated, but the spirit that, as we know, is formed from the purest and most 
digested pr1rt of the blood, and, having descended to the testicles and changed 
into semen, forms the embryo, joining itself "in natural vessel" with "[the] oth­
er's blood" (v. 45). The doctrine of the "shade" of the souls in purgatory is but 
a singular transcription of the Neoplntonic idea of the pneuma as a simulacrum in 
which the s<ml expiates its punishment (that Origen, Avicenna, and later Ficino 
would develop in the direction of the purely phantastic reality of infernal tor­
ments), and the "figuring itself" of the shade "according to how desires and 
other affections afflict us" is but an echo of the Porphyrian theory of the "aerial 
body'' of the demons, so malleable that it changes form according to their phan­
tasies. 

The entirety of Stilnovist lyric should be placed under the standard of this 
pneumatic constellation and only within its orbit does that lyric become fully in­
telligible. When Cavalcanti speaks of "subtle spirits," of "little spirits," and of 
"spirits of love" we should not forget what distant but coherent harmonics we 
are meant to hear resonating in these words. The poet was not referring, as some 
have thought, to a medical doctrine, more or less seriously and not without ec­
centricity; but rather to a unitary system of thought in whose orbit, as we will 
see, poetry itself, insofar as it is dictated by inspiring love, finds its proper place 
and its most pregnant mermings. Thus, for example, a sonnet like "Pegli occhi 
fere un spirito sottile" (Subtle the spirit striking through the eyes), so obsessively 
dominated by the word ''spirit,'' has fn.•,qucntly been considered too obscure and 
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extravagant not to contain a parodic (indeed, self-parodic) intention. Yet, restored. 
to the pneum<lto.logic<11 context that we have attempted to reconstruct, not only 
docs the poem appear comprehensible, but it presents itself as a rigorous descrip­
tion of the pneumatic mechanism of Eros and a true and proper translation into 
pneumatic terms of the phantasmatic psychology of love: 

Pegli occhi fere un spirito Sottile, 
che fa 'n la mente sp'trito destare, 
dal qual si move spirito d'amare, 
ch'ogn'altro spiritel[lo] fa gentile. 

Scntir non po di lu' spirito vile, 
di cotanta vertu spirito appare: 
quest'e lo spiritel che fa tremare, 
lo spiritcl che fa la donna umi1c. 

E poi da questo Spirito si move 
un altro dolce spirito soave. 
che sieg[u]e un spiritello di rnercede: 

lo quale spiritel spiriti piove, 
che di ciascuno spirit'ha hi chiave, 
per forza d'uno spirito che 'I vede. 

[Subtle the spirit striking through the eyes 
Which rouseth up a spirit in the mind 
Whence moves a spirit into love inclined 
which breeds in other spirits nobilities 
No turbid spirit hath the sense which sees 
How greatly empowered a spirit he appearcth; 
He is the little breath which that breath feareth, 
·which brecdeth virginal humilities. 
Yet from this spirit doth another move 
Wherein such tempered sweetness rightly dwells 
That Mercy's spirit follm:veth his ways, 
And Mercy's spirit as it moves above 
Rains down those spiiits that ope all things else, 
Perforce of One who seeth all of these. f 

The subtle spirit that penetrates through the eye is the visual spirit that, as we 
know, is altior et subtiUus (higher and subtler); ''striking'' through the eye, it 
arouses the spirit found in the cel1s of the brain and informs it with the image of 
the lady. From thi~ spirit, love is born (the "spirit of loving"), which refines and 
makes tremble every other spirit (that is, the vital and natural ones). Guido 
was so obsessed with pneumatics that he continually translnted the ps),ehological 
process into his "spiritual" terms: the arrows of love, which Alexander of 
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Aphrodisias had already identified with the glances of lovers, :3 became, in the 
Stilnovists, an influence from pneuma to pneuma,4 and the internal image, the 
phantasm, was always conceived as a phantastic pneuma, included in a circula­
tion that is both exasperated and fulfilled in the amorous motion of the spiiits. 
Therefore the phantasm, the object of love, was for Cavalcanti literally "formed 
of desire" ("forming of desire a new person"; "made playfully in figures of 
love''). 5 Indeed, the experience of the pneumatic cycle that goes from the eyes to 
the plumtasy, from the phantasy to the memory, and from the memory to the 
whole body, seems to be Cavalcanti's fundamental experience, such that 
the perfect symmetry of spirit an.d phantasm, which had been condensed in the 
Neoplatonic formula of the phantastic pneuma, is ahvays discernible in detail. 
Vle can easily recognize in the haiiHd "Vcggio negli occhi de la donna mia" 
(Light do I see within my lady's eyes) an almost point-by-point comparis.on to the 
pneumatic mechanism of the preceding son~et, except that in the ballad the gen­
esis of love is described in phantasmatic terms.· In the sonnet the subtle spirit 
strikes through the eyes and arouses the spirit in the mind. but in the ballad the 
image that seems to detach itself from the lady's visage impresses its figure in the 
phnntHsy. In the sonnet, the procession of the spirits one from the other is 
matched by the successive germination of the images of "new beauty" in the 
ballad: 

Veggio negli occhi de la donna mia 
un Jume pien di spiriti d'amore, 
che porta uno piacer novo nel core, 
si che vi desta d'allegrezza vita. 

Cosa m'aven, quand'i' le son presente, 
ch 'i' no la posso a lo 'ntelletto dire: 
veder mi par de Ia sua labbia uscire 
una si bella donnll, che la mente 

comprender no Ia puo, che 'mmantenente 
ne nasce un' altra di bellezza nova, 
da la qual par ch'una stella si mova 
e dica: «l..a salute tua e apparita. >> 

Ut dove questa bella donna appare 
s'ode una voce chc le ven davanti 
e par che d'umilta il su' nori1e canti 
si dofcemcnte, che, s'i' 'l vo' contare, 

sento che 'I su' valor mi fa tremare; 
e movonsi nel]'rmima sospiri 
che dicon: «Guarda; se tu coste' miri, 
vedra' la sua ve1;t.U. nel ciel salita.» 
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[L,ight do I see within my lady's eyes 
And loving spirits in its plenispherc 
Which bear in strange delight on my he~ut's core 
TilJ Joy's awakened from that sepulchre. 
That which befalls me in my lady's presence 
Bars expl;matiQnS inteiiectual, 
I seem to see a lady wonderful 
Forth issue from her lips, one whom no sense 
Can fuHy tell the mind of and one whence 
Another fair, swift born, moves marvelous 
From whom a star goes forth and speaketh thus: 
"Lo, thy salvation is gone forth from thee." 
There where this lady's loveliness appcareth, 
There's heard a voice which goes before her ways 
And seems to sing her name with such sweet praise 
That my mouth fears to speak what name she beareth, 
And my heart trembles for the grace she weareth, 
While far in my soul's deep the sighs astir 
Speak thus: "Look well! For if thou look on her, 
Thus shaH thou see her virtue risen in heaven. "t 

Never, perhaps, does the medieval supremacy of the imaginary and its ''op­
tic'' interpenetration with the real find such an animated and at the same time 
meticulous expression as here: the appearance of the phantasm -in the phantasy is 
hardly fixed in the memory when suddenly, as in a game of mirrors, an image of 
"bellczzn nova" (new beauty) is formed in the intellect (new, because it has been 
denuded, as we know, from material modifications), and is the bearer of salvation 
because in that image the possible intellect-separate and unique, according to 
Avicenna ··-is united to the individual. 

The famous canzone "Donna me prega," the axis of Cavalcanti's trobar clus 
("closed," obscure style of making poetry), is ncverthelessdearly illuminated if 
we restore it to the complex of doctrine that we have <~ttempted to resuscitate. The 
double aspect--phantasmatic and pneumatic-of eros is evoked in the double 
genesis of Jove suggested by verses 16-·18 and 21-23: to the pneumatic-astral as­
pect correspond the verses " ... so formed--like I a diaphane by light-of a 
darkness I which from Mars--comes, and stays,'' and- to the phantasmatk­
psychological corresponds the verse "It comes from a seen form that is in­
tended." [Here "is intended" does not of course mean •'comes to be under­
stood,'' but corresponds perfectly, a parte obiecti (with respect to the object), to 
the phrase ''tragge intenzione'' (draws forth the intention) from the eighteenth 
canto of Dante's Purgatorio.] The rigorously phantasmatic character of the amo­
rous experience is reiterated in the can zone in terms so extreme that even the sense of 
sight, since it is only an incidental cause of falling in love, is now excluded as 
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inessential (cf. v. 65: "and, [l say to] who hears well, the form is not seen") in 
the proud awareness of the self-sufficiency of the imagination: "Out of color, 
divided from essence I fixed-in a dark medium, it [love] abrades light." Only 
the knowledge of the pncumo--ph:mtastie in all of its articulations permits the, res­
olution of the long-standing debate between the supporters of a Platonic-contem­
plative interprct(ltion of the Cnvalc.antian theory of love and the supporters of an 
opposing view. There are not "two loves" (love-as-contempfntion and concupi­
scent love), but a "single amorous experience" that is, at the same time, 
cont.emplation [in that it is the obsessive· cogitatio (meditation) of the internal 
phantasm] and concupiscence (in that the desire has as its origin and immediate 
object the phantasm: ''that is the. phantasy that gives rise to the whole desire,'' in 
the words of Jean Gerson). The so-called Averroism of Cavalcanti does not 
consist, as has been affirmed, in a limitation of the erotjc experience to the 
sensitive soul, which would entail a!' a consequence a pessimistic conception of 
eros and a rigorous separation from the possible intellect. On the contrary, it 
consists, as we have seen, in the fact that the phantasm (the plwntastic pneuma)_, 
origin and subject of love, is precisely that in which, as in a mirror. the 
union (copulatio) of the individual with the unique and separate intellect is 
accompli~hed. 7 

But Dante too conceived of love in this way when he linked together its gen­
esis and nature in the four exemplary tercets he put in the mouth of Virgil: 

Vostra apprensiva da essere verace 
tragge intenzione, e dentro a voi la spiega, 
sf che l'animo ad essa volger face; 

e se, rivolto, inver' di lei si piega, 
quel piegare e amor, quell' e natura 
che per piacer di novo in voi si lcga. 

Poi, come 'I foco movesi in altura 
per la sua forma ch'e nata a satire 
Ia dove piu in sua matera dura, 

cosf l'animo preso entra in disire, 
ch'e moto spiritalc, e mai non posa 
fin che la cosa amata il fa gioire. (Purgatorio XVUL22-33) 

[Your faculty of apprehension draws an image 
from a real existence and displays it within you, 
so that it makes the mind turn to it; 
and ·if, thus turned, the mind inclines toward it, 
that inclination is love, that inclination is nature 
which is bound in you anew by pleasure. 
Then, even as fin.~ moves upwards 
by reason of its form. being born to ascend thither 
where it lasts longest in its matter, 
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so the captive mind enters into desire, 
which is a spiritual movement, and never rests 
until the thing loved makes it rcjoice.J8 

If the genetic process of love is here described in the phantasm::~tic terms of the 
psychology that is by now familiar to us, as the soul's i1tclination and turning, 
almost as if in a mirror, around the phantasm ''intended"' in the mind, love itself 
is defined as a "spiritual movement" and inserted in the movement of pneumatic 
circulation. 

The sociological hypothesis that sees courtly love as primarily a social phe­
nomenon has so insiste.ntly dominated research on the origins of love poetry that 
very rarely has an analysis of its structural elements as they appear in the texts 
themselves been undertaken. Just as the rigorously phantasmatic character of am­
orous experience, notwithstanding its explicit and unequivocal affirmation by the 
poets, has almost always eluded coherent research (because of the misunderstood 
supposition that. a phantastic experience was necessarily irrelevant for the under­
standing of a "social phenomenon"), so too the pneumatic nature of love, even 
when it has been understood, has been reduced to the limits of an entirely sec­
ondary medical theory, thanks to the projection of the dualistic soul/body scheme 
on a conception whose intention was precisely to mediate and overcome this op­
position. We can now affirm without hesitation that the Stilnovist theory of love 
is, in the sense we have demonstrated, a pneumo-phantasmology, in which the 
theory of the phantasm, of Aristotelian origin, is fused with Stoic-medicai­
Neoplatonic pneumatology in an experience that is, jointly and in equal measure, 
a "spiritual movement" and a phantasmatic process. Only this complex cultural 
inheritance can explai11 the .characteristic dimension, both reat·and unreal, phys­
iological and soteriological, objective and subjective, that erotic experience re­
tains in the Stilnovist experience. The object of love is in fact: a phantasm, but this 
phantasm is a "spirit," inserted, as such, in a pneumatic circle in which the lim­
its separating intern a) and external, corporeal and incorporeal, desire and its 
object, are abolished. 

The union of phantasmology and pneumatology has already been accom­
plished, as we have seen, in the medical tradition and in the Neoplatonic doctrine 
of the ''phantastic spirit'' and had led to that reevaluation of the phantasy as the 
mediator between body and soul and as the seat of magical and divine influences, 
which finds its exemplary m.odel in the work of Hugh of St. Victor. But in what 
way did the "phantastic spirit" become a "spirit of Jove"? If the meeting be·· 
tween Eros and the phantasm took place near the miroi!rs perilleus of Narcissus, 
in what circumstances did the winged god, armed with arrows, make his entrance 
into the severe pneumntic doctrine? And in what measure is this convergence be­
tween .love and pneuma an original discovery of the poets of Jove? 

The pneumo-phantastic character of Eros had been recognized by a medical 
tradition in which the passions of the mind were firmly inscribed in the circula-
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tion of the spirits. "For sexual excitement is due to breath (pneuma); the penis 
proves this, as it quickly increases from small to large because of the breath in 
it,·' we read in a passage of Aristotle's Problems concern~ng the calamitous erotic 
inclination of melancholies. In Galen the erotic pneumatology maintains all of its 
physiological crudity and the "spiritual movement .. oflove is of a piece with the 
erection of the member and the formation of the sperm: 

When someone is through one of the five senses stimulated to love, the 
heart is strongly shaken and from this shaking two spirits are born, hot 
and dry. One of these, the more subtle, reaches ,the brain; the other, 
which is more dense, diffused through the nerves immediately reaches 
the member and, insinuating itself between the nerves and the 
membranes that form it and coil around it, makes it erect ... the first 
spirit, which we said was found in the brain, receiving from this [brain] 
a certain humidity, reaches the spinal marrow through the kidneys . . . 
and passing through two channels pours itself into the testicles ... 9 

In the field of the theory of fascination, love, as we have seen, had been con­
sidered for some time as a pneumatic penetration. through the glance, which 
''kindles an internal fire in the mind of the lover.'' 

Only with the Stilnovists, however, was the theory of the pneuma fused with 
the theory of love. They had the intuition of a polarity- the same that would later 
lead the humanists to reevaluate melancholy positively-·- in which the obsessive 
emphasis of a pathological experience weH known to· medical diagnostics goes 
hand in hand with its soteriological ennoblement; lhus mortal disease and salva­
tion, obscuration and illumination, privation and fulfiHment, appear problemat­
ically and inextricably joined. The proof of this polarity is contained in a chapter 
of the history of medicine in which love assumes tbe dark saturnine mask of a 
malady "similar to melancholy" that desiccates the face and eyes of lovers and 
plunges them into madness and death. This malady appears, in medieval medical 
treatises, under the name of amor hereos (heroic love). 
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Chapter 15 
Betweert Narcissus and Pygmalion 

His love is here indeed heroic and divine; and so I wish to take it, 
although because of it he call himself subject to so many torments; 
because every lover, who is disjoined or separated from. the beloved (to 
whom, as he is joined in his affections, he. wishes he might be joined in 
effect), suffers heartache and pain, tortures and torments himself; not 
because he loves, considering that he feels his love to be nobly and 
worthily employed, but because he is deprived of thal fruition, which he 
would obtain if he were to reach that goal to which he inclines. He does 
not sorrow because of desire, vv·hich animates him, but because of the 
difficulty of his zeal, which puts him on the rack. Let others then judge 
him unhappy in his place becm1sc of this appearance of ill fate, as if it 
had condemned him to such pains; because he will not for that fail to 
recognize the debt that he has to love, and thank it for having presented 
to the eyes of his mind an intelligible species, in which, while in this 
earthly life, enclosed in this prison of flesh, girded by these tendons and 
nerves, and steadied by these bones, it is alJowed to him to contemplate 
more highly the div'inity than if any other species and simi1itude of it 
were offered. 1 

The origin and meaning of the expression ''heroic love'' in Bruno's text, and 
in particular in this passage of the Furori, has not to my knowledge been studied. 
The vague semantic connoi'Cition of the adjective "heroic" in modern use has ev­
idently been accepted as more than sufficient f()r tl1e understanding of the text. 
What has not been realized is that, by so doing, we lose precisely the significance 
that the choice of expression must have had for Bruno-- who had by no means 

Ill 
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invented it, but had received it or, better, diverted it from an ancient and still 
living tradition. 

In fact the expression ''heroic love'' has a long history that does not refer us, 
as we might expect, to the bright and luminous world of the heroes, but to the 
dark and sinister realm of medical pathology and Neoplatonic demonology. 2 The 
reconstruction of this history constitutes a confirmation of what Aby Warburg had 
already demonstrated for the history of images, that is, that Western culture de­
velops and transforms itself through a process of "polarization" of the received 
cultural tradition. 3 This does not mean that there are not creative and revolution­
ary moments of that history (the history of the expression "heroic love" illus­
trates ju&t such a moment), hut simply that---because every culture is essentially 
a process of transmission and of Nachlehen (afterlife)-creation and revolution 
work in general by "polarizing" what is given by tradition, until arriving, in cer­
tain cases, at the complete semantic inversion of these givens. European culture 
is, despite everything, conservative, and it is conservative precisely to the extent 
that it is progressive and revolutionary. 

If we open a treatise of medieval medicine to the section devoted to cerebral 
pathology, after the chapters given over to mania and melancholy, we almost in­
evitably happen upon the rubric de amore qui hereos dicitur (or de amore hero­
ico).The Lihum nwdicale of Bernard Gordonio, professor at Montpellicr about 
1285, describes the disease in these terms: 

The disease called hereos is a melancholy suffering caused by love 
for a woman. 

Cause. The cause of this afiliction is a corruption of the estimative 
faculty (of discernment) by means of a form and a figure that remains 
strongly impressed in it. When someone is seized by love for a woman, 
he strongly conceives of her form, her figure, and manner, because he 
thinks and believes that she is the most beautiful, the most venerable, 
the most extraordinary, and most endowed in body and soul; and 
because he ardently desires her, without measure or hesitation, thinking 
that if he could satisfy his desire, he would reach his blessedness and 
his happiness. And so altered is the judgment of his reason, that it 
continually imagines the form of the lady and abandons all of its 
activities, such that, if someone speaks to him, he scarcely manages to 
understand. And as he is in incessant meditation, his condition comes to 
be defined as a melancholy affliction. And it is called hereos because 
lords and nobles, because of the abundance of their delights, habitually 
fell prey to this malady, and as happiness is the perfection of love, so 
hereos is the perfection of love. 

The power of discernment, which is the highest of the sensitive 
powers, commands the imaginative and the concupisdble; the 
concupiscible in turn the irascible, and the irascible that power that 
moves the muscles. Because of this the whole body then [when afflicted 
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with hereos] moves without any rational order and runs night and day 
from street to street without heeding heat and cold and all dangers . . . 

Signs. The symptoms [of this disease] are the omission of all sleep, 
food, and drink; and the whole body weakens, except for the eyes. The 
sufferers have profound and hidden imaginings with sorrowful sighs; 
and if they hear songs about separations caused by love, immediately 
they begin to weep and become saddened; if on the other hand they hear 
of loves reestablished, they immediately laugh and sing. Their pulse is 
variable and disordered; but it becomes rapid, frequent, and strong if the 
lady they love is named or if she passes infront of them ... 

Progno.<tis. The prognosis is that if they 'are not cured they fall into 
mania or die. 

Cure. The sufferer either obeys reason or does not. In the first case 
he should be removed from that fals.e imagination at the hands of a 
man whom he fears and he should be made ashamed by words and 
admonitions showing him the dangers of the world, of judgment day, 
and the joys of paradise. In case he should not obey reason, if he is a 
young man on whom the whip may still be used, he should be 
frequently and strongly flogged until he is all beaten and bruised; then 
he should be told something very sad, so that the greater sorrow will 
obscure the lesser. Or he should be told something very pleasing, for 
example that he has been made seneschal or bailiff or that he has been 
assigned a large benefice ... Then he should be kept busy with some 
necessary activity ... and he should be taken to distant places so that 
he should see various and diverse things . . . Then he should be 
encouraged to love many women, such that by love for one he will be 
distracted from his love for the other, as Ovid says: I urge you to have 
two lovers, or even more if possible. It is also helpful to change habits 
and to meet with friends, to go to places where there are flowering 
meadows, hills, woods, scents, and beautiful things to see, birdsong and 
instrumental music ... finally, if there is no other remedy, we request 
the. help and advice of old women, so that she [the beloved] should be · 
defamed <Uld dishonored . . . Find therefore a hideous old woman with 
big teeth and a beard, with an ugly and vile dress and who carries under 
her lap a cloth soiled with menses; in the presence of the lady, let the 
old woman begin to mar the lady's blouse saying that she is scabby a11d 
a drunkard, that she wets her bed, that she is epileptic and shameless, 
that in her body there are enormous growths full of stench and other 
disgusting things about which old women are well informed. If he is not . 
persuaded by this, then the old woman should suddenly bring forth the 
soiled cloth in front of his face, crying out: thus is your ladyfriend, 
thus. And if by this he is not persuaded to abandon her, then he is not a 
man, but an incarnate devil. 4 

The attentive reader will have immediately noticed that Gordonio's descrip­
tion contains nearly all the elements of the erotic theory that we have attempted 
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to reconstruct in the preceding pages. Above all the phantasmatic aspect of the 
amorous experience, which was one of the most tenacious acquisitions of the 
love-psychology of the poets, is here explicitly reconfirmed. The disease of 
hereos is in fact located by Gordonio in the imagination, or rather, more pre­
cisely, in the estimativa, 5 which, in the psychology of Avicenna, is the faculty 
situated at the summit of the middle cavity of the brain that apprehends the in­
sensible intentions in sensible objects and judges their goodness or evil, suitabil­
ity or unsuitability. This topological specification is not without import, because 
it is precisely this estimative or evaluative faculty [defined as "la virtu che con­
siglia I e de 1 'assenso de' .tener Ia soglia'' (the power that advises I and gnflrds the 
threshold of consent)] that Dante evoked to establish the liberty arid responsibily 
ity of the Jove experience in the passage of the Purgatorio (XVfii.35-36) where, 
in the mouth of Virgil, Dante patently repudiates "la gente che'avvera I ciascun 
amor in se Jaudabil cosa" (the people who confirm I every love as praiseworthy 
in itself). In Dante's sonnet "Per quell a via che la bellezza corre" (Along that 
way which beauty runs) the tower that opens when the soul consents and that is 
instead closed before the joyful phantasm of Lisetta, aiJudes to this faculty, 
whose seat is in that same part "dove amore alberga" (where Jove resides). 

According to the physicians, the eclipse of this facu1ty sets in motion the pa­
thology of amor hereos. The error of the estimative faculty (commanding the 
imagination, which is, in its turn, placed above the other powers) releases de­
sire, 6 and desire drives imagination and memory to turn obsessively around the 
phantasm that impresses itself ever ruore strongly, }n a vicious circle in whose 
orbit Eros comes to assume the dark saturnine mask of the melancholic pathol­
ogy. The exalted overestimation of the object oflove, which is among the most 
characteristic intuitions of the love poets, finds thus its prosaic explanation pre­
cisely in the defect of the estimative power ("he thinks and believes that she is 
the most beautiful, the most vener<tble,' the most extraordinary, and most en­
dowed in body and soul"). But even more sui-prising is finding locus amoenus, 
which is perhaps the most persistent and exemplary topos of Proven~al lyric, 
among the remedies the physicians most insi.r;;tently recommended for curing 
amor herem;. "It is beneficial," wrote the physician Valesco ofTaranta, "to walk 
through meadows, orchards, and \Voods with friends and companions, in flow­
ering gardens where birds sing and nightingales are heard ... "The conjunc­
tion of the locus amoenus with the supreme exaltation of amorous joi (joy, plea­
sure) so characteristic of the poetry of the troubadours, appears in this light as a 
kind of self-conscious reversal of, and defiant challenge to, the remedies of love 
recommended by the physicians. Perhaps by way of an analogous denial of the 
therapeutic pretenses of the physicians (''he should be told something very pleas­
ing, for example that he has been made seneschal or bailiff or that he has been 
assigned a large benefice"), the poets did not tire of repeating that no circum­
stances, not even those of the emperor, compare with the joy of love. 
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Even the extravagant cure recommended by Gordonio, that of the ugly -crone 
who, through the grotesque contrast of her person, dims and extinguishes the ef­
fects of the overestimation of the love object, is not without its counterpart in the 
love poetry. Specifkally, it permits us to read in a new way Cavalcanti 's sonnet 
"Guarcla, Manetto, quella scrignutuzza" (Come, Manetto, look upon this scare­
crow), whose playful intent is clarified precisely in reference to an absolutely 
serious medical therapy. The radical treatment Guido suggests to Manetto is in 
fact precisely that proposed by the doctor of Montpellier: the repugnant sight of 
the "little scarecrow" next to the "lovely noble lady" will have the inevitable 
effect of curing with a guffaw any love malady or melancholic disease whatso­
ever (''you wouldn't be in such a fierce rage I or be so anguished because of love 
I or so wrapped up in melancholy"). "And if by this he is not persuaded to aban­
don her,'' the voice of Gordonio's clinical experience disconsolately concludes, 
"then he is not a man, but an incarnate devil." 

In the pathoJogy of amor hereos we also find the second essential element of 
the theory of love, that is, its pnenmalic character. Arnaldo of ViHanova, in the 
De anwre qui heroycus nominatur (Of the love called heroic), which is perhaps 
the fullest treatment of the subject, traced the cause of the error of the estimative 
power to a defect not of the faculty itself, but to its instrument, that is, to the 
spirits that flow "copious and almost boiling" in the centml cavity of the brain, 
which does not succeed in cooling them, "such that they confuse the judgment 
and, as it were inebriating them, deceive men and lead them astray. " 7 Precisely 
because of this excess of heat and dryness, the forward cell of the brain, in which 
the imagination resides, dries out and retains more strongly the phantasm that 
torment~ the erotic passion. The whole complex mechanism of sighs, so ceremo­
niously presented in the experience of the poets, finds its detailed pneumatic ex­
planation in the works of the physicians. 8 

If what we have said is true, we can affirm that something similar t6 the love 
experience as the poets would come to understand and describe it made its ap·­
pearance in Western culture, in a pathological form, as early as the ninth century 
in the sections on cerebral diseases found in medical treatises. We find almost all 
the elements that characterize the noble love of the poets in the gloomy syndrome 
"similar to melancholy" that the physicians outlined under the rubric of amor · 
hereos, but with a negative connotation. This means that the reevaluation of love 
effected by the poets beginning in the twelfth century did notarise from a redis­
covery of the ''high'' conception of Eros that the P/w('drus and the Symposium 
had bequeathed to the Western philosophical tradition, but hom a polarization of 
the mortal "heroic" disease of the medical tradition that, in the encounter with 
what Warhurg would have called the "selective will" of the period, underwent a 
radical semantic reve1~sal. Just as, two centuries later, the humanists, followirig a 
tradition whose emblem has forever fixed itself on the winged genius of DUrer's 
Melencolia, modeled the physiognomy of their loftiest human ideal, the contem.­
plative man, on the grim saturnine features of what an ancient medical tradition 
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considered the most wretched of temperaments, so too the poets fnshioned what 
would become the noblest spiritual experience of modern European man in the 
mold of a mortal illness of lhe imr~ginntion. Indeed, given the substantial affinity 
between melancholy and amor hereos, we can say that only because the poets, 
beginning in the twelfth century, enacled nn audacious and radical reversal. of the 
medical theory of heroic love was it po~sible for the humanists, two centuries 
later, to proceed with their own reassessment of the saturnine temperament. 

Thus what had been, in Plato, a clear opposition between two "Loves" 
(which had a distinct genealogy going back to two Venuses, the cdcstial and the 
vulgar, or pandemio) became in the Western tradition a single Eros strongly po­
larized in the lacerating tendencies between two oppositely valued extremes. The 
Freudian idea of the libido, with its essentially unitary connotation but which 
may orient itself in opposing directions, appears in this perspective as a late but 
legitimate descendant of the medieval idea of love. And it is to the fact that the 
highest moral ideal is indivisible from a "low" and phantasmatic experience, 
that we likely owe the ambiguous character of every modern Western conception 
of happiness, in contrast to the Greek contemplative ideal of theoria as teleia 
eudaimonia (perfect happiness), still alive in the medieval concept of the sepa­
rated intellect. That, at least from the twelfth century onward, the idea of happi­
ness should nppear intertwined with the notion of the restoration of the ''sweet 
play" of Edenic innocence-that happiness should be, in other words, insepara­
ble from the project of a redemption and a fulfilhncnt of the corporeal Eros-is 
the specific trait (even if rarely perceived as such) of the modern Western con­
ception of happiness. This is in accordance with a code that, formulated already 
in Dante's figure of Matelda, reappears in the Renaissance topic of the ecstatic 
dancing "nymph" and has its final symbolic offshoots in the Fetes galrmtes of 
Watteau and the bathers of Cezanne. Although remote from its originary impulse, 
the lucid poetic project of love as fulfillment and restoration of Edenic innocence 
still survives unconsciously in the contemporary aspiration to a liberation of sex­
uality as the condition of happiness. 

If it is true that, in the history of culture, the great innovations are frequently 
effected departing from elements received from tradition, it is equally true that 
the "polarizations" through which a period affirms its own novelty with respect 
to the past are, in general, rendered possible by the preexistence, in the bosom of 
the inheritance transmitted by tradition, as" potential tension, which comes to be 
reactualize.d and polarized in its encounter with the new epoch. (Aby Warburg 
used to speak, in this connection, of cultural symbols as "dyrwmograms" or 
electric condensers that transmit an electric charge in all its tension, but without 
chamcterizing it semantically a..;; positive or negative.) Thus the reassessment of 
mcbncholy wa~ certainly one of the means through which humanism <~ffirmcd its 
O\Vn nev~' nttitudc toward the world. That renssessment, however, was indubitably 
made possible by the existence, in the classical concept of the black bile, of an 
ambiguity that was already present in Aristotle (whose Problems states that those 
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who have the most genius belong to this most wretched of temperaments). The 
continuily of this ambiguity is attested by, among other things, the double polar­
ity of tristitia-acedia in the patristic tradition. The pathological figure of amor 
hereos also contains in itself such a potential tension. In thi~ case, however, the 
tension reflects an origin extraneous to the medical orbit in the strict sense that, 
through the demonological classification of cosmic theurgy, reconnects itself 
with Neoplatonic thought. Thus, despite everything, the dark figure of love as a 
disease (and, through it, the poetic theory of love) reattachc,s itself, albeit by 
oblique and mediated ways, to the inheritance of the philosopher who had made 
of love the highest initiatory experienee of the soul. Curiously, this connection 
concerns not celestial love, but its homonym on the other side, that "love of the 
diseased part'' of which the physician Eurixymachus spoke in the. Symposium. 9 

The proof of this origin is furnished by the very name of amor herem·. Lowes 
claims that the name hereos derives from a mistaken . Latin transcription of 
the Greek eros, of which he thinks he discerns traces in a Latin manuscript of the 
sixth century containing a highly inaccurate tn:msc1iption of the Synopsis by th(,! 
Greek physician Oribasius. Lowes's hypothesis, beyond its failure to explain 
the singularly bilingual term amor hereos, also disregards the explicit affirma~ 
tions of the medical sources that invmiably understand the term hereos through 
its association with herus (erus) or heros. The adjective heroycus found, among 
other places, in Arnaldo of Villanova, can only derive from this term. The se­
mantic convergence of Jove and the hero, already found in an imaginary etymol~ 
ogy from Plato's Cratyhts, where Socrates playfu])y derives the word hero 
(heros) from love (eros) "because the heroes are generated by Eros," 10 has been 
pl.ausibly fulfilled in the context of a Neoplatonie rebirth of the popular cult of 
heroes and of lheurgic demonology. The "spirits of the deceased" linked to an­
cient local cuJts, Hand which the Hippocratic treatise on the sacred malady al­
ready listed among the causes of me.ntal sickness, are here inserted in the hier­
archy of the superhuman creatures that proceed from the One and that reveal 
themselves in theurgic practices. The De mysteriis of lamb)ichus minutely de­
scribes what distinguishes the epiphany and influence of heroes with respect to 
demons and to archons, and Proclus, speaking of the demonic hierarchies ecstat­
ically extended toward the divine, said that "the army of the heroes moves 
drunken, together with the angels and demons, around beauty." 12 In his com­
mentary on the Carme a11reo (Golden poem or song) of Pythagoras, Hierocles 
defined the heroes as "an intermediate race of rational natures who occupy the 
place after the immortal gods, precede human nature, and conjoin the latter with 
the former." In the wake of the fantastic etymology of the Cratylus (but with a 
semantic intensification that beHrs witness to the new role that the heroes played 
in the Neoplatonic revival), he explained the phrase ·•illustrious heroes" .(agathoi 

heroes) of the Pythagorean poem in the following manner: "For good reason they 
are called i!fustrious heroes, in that they are good (agatlwi) and luminous (photeinoi) 
and never touched by vice or forgetfulness; heroes (heroes) in that they are loves 
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(eroes) and lovers (erotes), as it were the dialectical beloved ones and lovers of 
god. who take us from this earthly sojourn and elevate us. to the divine city .•• n 
From this point of view, the heroes were identitled by Hierocles with the angels 
of Hebrew and Christian theology: "Sometimes they are also called angels, in 
that they manifest and announce to us the rules of the blessed life.'' This passnge 
shows that the juxtaposition of the hero and love was originally made in a positive 
constellation of ideas, and that only through a lengthy historical process, which 
includes the encounter with theurgic magic and the conflict with Chri5tianity, 
does "hero-eros" acquire the negative v~lui'ltion that survives as sole component 
in the medical doctrine of amor hereos. 

The passage of the Ep;nomis where Plato, in classifying five species of living 
things and the elements corresponding to them (fire, ether, air, water, earth), 
named an intermediate species between the ethereal demons and the earthly crea­
tures probably influenced the construction of the Ncoplatonic hierarchy of de­
mons. The passage is as follows: 

After them and below them, come in order the daemons and the 
creatures of the air (aerion genos), who hold the third and midmost 
rank, doing the office of interpreters, and should be peculiarly honored 
in our prayers that they may transmit comfortable messages. Both sorts 
of creature, those of aether and those of air, who hold the rank next to 
them, we shall say, are wholly transparent; however close they are to us, 
they go undiscerned. Being, however, of a kind that is quick to learn 
and of retentive memory, they read all our thoughts and regard the good 
and noble with signal favor. but the very evil with deep aversion. For 
they are not exempt from feeling pain, whereas a god who enjoys the 
fullness of deity is clearly above both pain and pleasure, though 
posses~ed of aU-embracing wisdom and knowledge. The universe being 
thus full throughout of living creatures, they all, so we shall say, act as 
interpreters, and interpreters of all things, to one another and to the 
highest gods. seeing that the middle ranks of creatures can flit so lightly 
over the earth and the whole universe. [Epinomis, 984e-985b, in The 
Collected Dialogues of Plato, ed. E. Hamilton and H. Cairns 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, l961), 1526-27] 

The mediating function that the Epinomis assigns to the aerial demons corre­
sponds perfectly to what in the Symposium (202e) is attribut.ed, using almost the 
same words, to love (''Possessing what power?'' . . . ''Interpreting and trans­
porting human things to the gods ... "). 14 It is presumably this correspondence 
that has facilitated the movement townrd a progressive identification of love and 
the aerial demon. A pnss(lge of Chalcidius (who transmitted to the Middle Ages 
the demonology of the Epinomis) says of the aerial demon: ''In that it is closer to 
the earth, it is the most suitable to the passions of the affections.'' 15 In Apuleius 
(who, because of the polemic with Augustine, was quite familiar to Chlistian 
thinkers). although on the one hand the mediating function of the demons and 
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their identification with the ae1ial element are precisely reaffirmed, on the other 
hand Love is explicitly classified among the aerial demons and in fact occupies 
an eminent position among t·hem: "There is ... a h.ighcr and more august kind 
of demons, who, freed from the corporeal chains and bonds, are charged with a 
determinate power: among these are Sleep and Love ... '' 16 

In Psellus, a father of the church and lBte NeoplMonic philosopher, the nega­
tive polarity of demonology, already present with an impressive wealth of detail 
in Porphyry's De abstinent/a (where, among other things, the elaboration of love 
potions is put under the influence of malefic powers), appears already fused with 
the doctrine of the phanta~tic spirit as the vehicle of fascination and falling in. 
love. At the same time there is an accentuation of the obscure and sinistcrchar­
actcr of the aelial demon, who now becomes the specific agent of the erotic pa­
thology, of its phantasms and ravings. According to this theory, the aerial demon 
(known simply as "aerial") acts on the human phmllnstic spirit and 

as air in the presence of light, assuming form and color, transmits these 
to those bodies that are by nature disposed to receive them (as in the 
case of mirrors), so too the hodies of the demons, taking from the 
interior phantastic essence the shapes, colors, and the forms they wish, 
transmit them to our spirit, suggesting to us actions and thoughts and 
exciting in us forms and memories. They thus evoke images of pleasures 
and of passions in both the sleeping and. the waking and frequently 
arouse our loins and inspire us to unheHithy and evil loves. 

The identification of the aerial demon and Eros is so complete that Psellus ex­
plicitly affirmed that the aerial demons shoot "fiery :-~rrows" that arc highly rem­
iniscent of the fiery spiritual darts of the god of love. 17 

It is not easy to specify at what moment the' 'aerial demon'' of the Epinomis, 
of Chalcidius, and of Psellus became identified with the "hero" resuscitnted by 
the ancient popular cults. Certainly the heroes, according to a tradition that for 
Diogenes Lacrtius goes back as far as Pythagoras, already offer all the charac­
teristics of aerial demonicity: they dwell in the air and influence men by inspiring 
them with signs indic<~ting disease and health. 18 The identification with the aerial 
demon is attested by an etymology whose origin is probably Stoic and which is 
frequently found in the fathers of the church from Augustine on. ln book 10, 
chapter 21 of the De civitate Dei (The city of God), which contains a passionate. 
refutation of Ncoplatonic thcurgy, Augustine defined the Christian martyrs as 
"nostros heroas" (our heroes): 

"Hero" is said to be derived from the name of Juno. The Greek name 
of Juno is Hera, and that is why one or another of her sons was called 
Heros, according to Greek legend. This myt·h evidently signifies, though 
in cryptic fashion, that Juno is assigned the·power over the air ... Our 
martyrs, in contrast, would becalled "heroes" if (as I said) the usage 
of the Church allowed it, not because of any association with the 
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demons in the air, but as the conquerors of those demons, that is, of the 
"powers of the air. " 19 

This triple semantic patrimony Eros-hero-aerial demon, blending itself with 
an ancient medical theory (of which there are already traces in Plutarch and 
Apuleius)20 that conceived of love as a disease, emerges in the sinister and "de­
moniac" image of an Eros that Plutarch, outside of any Christian influence, al­
ready described as a small monster equipped with fangs and claws. 21 Thus in the 
context of Neoplatonic tradition a "low" figure of Eros-hero-aerial demon had 
already taken shape, which undermined men by inspiring in them insane pas­
sions. This figure, joined with the ancient Hippocratic belief that saw in the he­
roes a cause of mental illness, is probably the source, if not the very formulation 
amor hereos of the medical tradition, then at least of its interpretation as amor 
heroycus, heroic love. 22 Heroic love is not initially the noblest and loftiest Jove, 
but the low and dark passion inspired by the hero-aerial demon, Just as the hu­
moral theory of melancholy was linked to the sinister influence of the noonday 
demon (the reincarnation of Empusa, a figure belonging to the spectral retinue of 
Hecat·e, who wns also a cause, according to Hippocrates, of nightmares and men­
tal disease), so the medical doctrine of mnor hereos expressed the pathological 
and negative polarity of the influences of Eros-hero-aerial demon. This heroic­
demoniac figure of Eros, with fangs and claws, must have furnished the icono­
graphic model for that "Lowly and mythographic" Cupid that Panot<;ky thought 
to be at the origin of the representation of Love with claws in place of feet in the 
Giottesque allegory of chastity and in the fresco in the castle of Sahhioneta. He 
attempted to reconstitute its prototype through the illustration of the Documenti 
d'amore of Francesco of Barbcrino, which shows Love, with claws and with a 
bow, standing on a galloping horse. Panofsky did not succeed in identifying the 
model of this curious iconographic type, but he held that it "must have been 
imagined well before Barberino wrote his treatise, though certainly not before 
the thirteenth century. " 23 In reality, as we have seen, a "demonic" image of 
Eros had already been fashioned-at least in the literary sources-in late antiq­
uity, within the orbit of Ncoplatonic theurgy. This image Led Plutarch to attribute 
fangs and claws to Eros; it also, at a certain point, had been included in the med­
ical theory of am or hereos. The origin of the unusual motif of Eros standing on 
a horse should likely be sought in the context of idolopoietic theurgy, in a pas­
sage of Proclus?4 We must learn to see these obscure and demonic traits behind 
the noble appearance of the god of love of the poets. Only if it is understood that 
the theory oflovc is a bold polarization of "heroic-demonic" love and of love as 
a disease will it be possible to measure the revolutionary and novel character of 
a conception of love that despite changes during the passing of seven centuries, is 
still, with all of its ambiguities and contradictions, substantially ours. Only this 
proximity to. a morbid and demonic experience of the imagination can at least 
partially explain the medieval discovery of the phantasmatic character of the pro-
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cess of love, which had remained so peculiarly obscured in the classic at tradition. 
If, instead, a "high" model (for example, Platonizing Christian mysticism, and 
beyond that, the Platonic theory of celestial love) is posited as an origin, then we 
cannot understand what is unique and specific in the discovery of the poets. It 
should not be forgotten, of course, that a positive polarity was potentially im­
plicit, as we have seen, in the same cultural tradition in which the "lowly" image 
of Eros had been forming, from Neoplatonic theurgy to pneumo-phantasmology. 
Just as Neoplatonic phantasrnatic theurgy had certainly contributed to the forma,. 
tion of erotic sotcriology, so too the reevaluation of tl1e ''phantastic spirit,'' 
achieved in the alchemical crucible in which Neopl.atonism joined itself in fertile 
union to Christh'ln thought, has undoubtedly influenced the poetic reevaluation of 
love. In fact. the po_sitive polarization of Eros coincides in the poets with the 
decline of its phantasmatic character. If the physicians suggested coitus as 
the principal cure for amor hereos and recommended whatever might withdraw 
the patient from his or her "false imagination," the love of the poets was instead 
rigoro_usly and obsessively maintained within the phantasmatic circle. Thus the 
"mortal malady" of the imagination must be traversed completely, without 
avoiding or skipping, because, along with lethal danger, it also contains the ul­
timate possibility of salvntion. From this point of view, Narcissus and Pygmalion 
appear as the two extreme emblems between which is situated a spiritual expe­
rience whose crucial problem can be formulated in the following questions: How 
can one recover from am or hereos without transgressing beyond the phantasmatic 
circle? How can one appropriate the unappropriable object oflove (that is, of the 
phantasm) without ending up like Narcissus (who succumbs to his own love for 
an ymage) or like Pygmalion (who loved a lifeless image)? How, that is, can Eros 
find its own place between Narcissus and Pygmalion? 
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Chapter 16 
The "Joy That Never Ends" 

E io a lui: <<P mi son un che, quando 
Amor mi spira, noto, e a quel modo 
ch 'e' ditta dentro vo significando». 

[And I to him: ''I am one who, when 
Love inspires me, takes note, and inthe manner 
that he dictates within I go signifying."] 

This tercet of the Purgatorio (XXIV.52-54) has been so often cited and com­
mented on that any atternptto make it speak in a new way may-rightly appear 
foolhardy. Yet if it is placed against the background of what we have attempted to 
bring to light in the preceding chapters, the verses shed their metaphoric charac­
ter and no longer appear merely as a scarcely credible anticipation of the Roman­
tic theory of immediate expression or of the modern poetics of the objectification 
of feelings, but rather as a rigorous development of-the pneumatological doctrine 
in a concept of the poetic sign that is in fact the keystone of the entire pneumo­
phantastic edifice. 

The exegesis of this passage has generally been dominated by the semantic 
suggestion implicit in the intcrpretntion of the expression '.1\mor mi spira'' ac­
cording to the vague 'metaphorical meaning of the verb ispirare (to inspire) in 
modern usage as "to infuse or instilL" This expression should instead be re­
stored to the context of a pneumatological culture in which the metaphorical 
sense was not yet divided from the proper one. In the context of pneumatic psycho­
physiology, it would be sufficiently clear from the preceding chapters that we 
can understand Dante's use of the Italian verb ~pirare here by its more common 

L24 
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meaning, "to breathe." Love "breathes" (.\piro) because it is essentially and 
properly a "spiritual motion" (to use Dante's O\Vn expression), just as the word 
"spirit" (spirito), in Dante's Stilnov.ist vocabulary, should always be understood 
in reference to a cultore that immediately perceived in the term the entire gamut 
of pneumatic (or rather, pneumo-phantasrnatic) resonances. 

Nevertheless, in the passage at hand, Dante undoubtedly links the (in)spira­
tion of love to a theory of the linguistic sign: indeed he defines his own making 
of poetry as the notation and signitieation of the dictation of inspiring love. How 
can the (in)spiration of love, that is, the pneumo-phantasmatic character of the 
process of love, be the foundation of a theory of poetic language? The answer to 
this question presupposes the reconstruction of a chapter of medieval semiology 
that is an integral part of the theory of the ''phantastic spi.rit" and that constitutes 
perhaps the most original contribution brought by the poets of the stU nuovo to 
that theory. 

The definition of language as a sign is not, as is well known, a discovery of 
modern semiology. Before its formulation by the thinkers of the Stoa, it was al­
ready implicit in the Aristotelian definition of the human voice as semantikos 
psophos, "significant sound." We read in the De anima: "Not every sound pro­
duced by the animal is voice (a sound can be produced with the tongue, or even 
coughing), but it is necessary that whoever makes the air vibrate should be ani­
mate and have phantasms; the voice is in fact a significant sound and not only air 
that is breathed ... '' (4206). The ''semantic'' character of human language is 
thus explained by Aristotle in terms of the psycho,logical theory that we know, 
with the presence of a mental image or phantasm, so that, if we wish to transcribe 
into Aristotelian terms the algorithm no':v usually used to represent the notion of 
sign (Sis, where sis the signifier and S the signified), .it would be configured as 
follows: Pis, where sis sound and P the phant<~stn. 

The Aristotelian definition of language is reiterated in a passage of the De 
intcrpretatione that has exercised so decisive an influence on medieval thought 
that it may be said that all of medieval semiology developed as a commentary 
upon it . .In .Boethius's Latin translation the passage reads as follo~s: "sunt ea. 
quae sunt in voce, earum quae sunt in anima passionum, notae'' (those things 
that are in the voice are the signs of the passions in the soul). The expression 
"passions in the soul'' would seem to refer, according to the definition of the De 
anima, to the images of the phantasy, but if we keep in mind the ambiguous status 
of the phantasy in Aristotle's thought, suspended in the no-man's-land between 
sensation and intellection, it will not surprise us that disputes regardjng the pre­
cise meaning of the words "passions in the soul" were quick to flare up. In his 
commentary on the De interpretatirme Boethius discussed these disputes, writing 
that "some hold that the words signify the sensations, others, the phantasms.'' 
FoJiowing an intellectualistic tradition that would later characterize the scholastic 
theory of language, he polemicized at length with the defenders of this interpre­
tation, attempting to demonstrate that by "passions in the soul" Aristotle in-
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tended neither the se1\sations nor the phanla~ms, but the intellections: "Nouns 
and verbs do not s~nify something imperfect, but perfect: therefore Arislutle 
rightly affirms that everything concerning nouns and verbs is not the sign of sen­
sations or imaginations, but only the qualities of the intelligibles. " 1 

This inteq)retation of the Aristotelian theory of language in scholastic semi­
ology is perfectly exemplified in the De ;merpretatione of Albertus Magnus. 
Here the theory of the sign is articulated according to the gradations of the psy­
chological process by now familiar to us: 

The external object impresses itself and acts in some way on the soul 
and inflicts on it a passion, since the soul is passive and receptive with 
respect to the mind and the intellect. And, since the intellect undergoes 
and receives from the external thing in such a way, the forms and the 
intentions produced in the soul from things are called passions. And since 
articulated words cannot be formed if not by that which understands and 
conceives the external object and receives the passion according to the 
form of the thing known, the words are brought into being by the 
intellect: the intellect does not constitute the articulated word except to 
signify the species of the thing and the passion that it conceives within 
itself from the thing . . . Thus what is in the word, constituted by the 
intellect to signify, is a notation of the passions received in the soul 
from things; the thing in fact generates its species in the soul, and the 
intellect, informed of this species, institutes the word. Because of this 
the passion of the soul is a species of the thing; and the signifying word 
instituted by the intellect, when thus informed, expresses the notation of 
the passion which is in the soul. So the same word becomes the sign 
and the similitude of tJ1e thing in he who hears it. Therefore that which 
i~ the nowion of the passion on the lips of the speaker, is the sign and 
the simiti'Mde of the things in the cars of the listener. In this way words 
are the notations of the passions that are in the soul.Z 

The intellect~:~alistic stamp that had led Boethius to exclude the phantasm from 
the sphere·ot· the signiried, is emphasized by Albert to the point of denying the .. , 
relevance, for a theory of the linguistic sign, of the "passions of the mind,. in the 
sense that we give this expression today. Albert in fact distinguished two senses 
of the term ''passion'': 

Jn one sense we call passion the form that the object impresses on the 
passive power, whether it be sensible or intelligible, as the visible object 
inflicts a passion on the sense and the intelligible object on the possible 
intellect. In another sense we call passion a motion of the soul by which 
it is moved through the body and manifests its motion with the 
movements of the spirit and the blood, as one says the passion of wrath; 
the passion of concupiscence,. the passions of joy, sadness, mercy, fear, 
and other things of the kind; in that sense in which we say, in other 
words, to suffer what is moved according to the diastole and systole of 
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the heart: but il is not in this sense that we are here speaking of 
passion. 3 

Against the background of this theory of the linguistic sign we should situate 
what Dante says in the tcrcet of the Purgatorio that we arc examining. From this 
point of view, his words do not appear to contain at first glance any new ele­
ments: "1 take note" and "l go signifying" in fact correspond precisely to the 
scholastic definition of language as notation and sign of a p<lssion of the soul. But 
a more attentive examination reveals a radical divergence from the scholastic def­
inition. The scholastic interpretation, as we have seen, identified the passio an­
imae (pClssion of the soul) with the. species intclligibilis (intelligible species) and 
affirmed the intellectual origin of linguistic signs, explicitly excluding the motus 
spiritutml (movements of the spirit)-wrath, desire, joy, and so on-from the 
orbit of the theory of language. Dante instead characterized poetic expression 
precisely as the dictation of an inspiring love. In doing so, however, he did not 
express an individnnl intuition or an art of poetry, but, by situating himself out­
side of schoiJstic semiology, reinserted the theory of language into that pneumo­
phantastic doctrine that we have seen play such an essential part in the love lyric. 

In the context of this theory, the voice appeared from the outset as a pneumatic 
current originating in the heart, which, passing through the larynx, excited the 
motion of the tongue. In his De Hippocrilis et Platonis pladtis, Galen dwelled at 
length on the physiology of the human voice, and informs us in minute detail of 
the dispute dividing those who argued that the vocal pneuma originated in the 
heart from those who placed its origin instead in the brain. 4 If we keep in mind 
the pneumatic nature of the phantasm (the "phantastic spirit") that is, at ()nee, 
the origin and the object of the erotic desire, defined, in its turn, as a "spiritual 
motion," the connection of language with the (in)spiration of love will once 
again appear a coherent and complex doctdnc, one that is at the same time a 
physiology, a doctrine of the ''beatitude of love'' and a theory of the poetic sign. 
This explains why the link of the (in)spiration of love with poetic language is 
affirmed not only in Dante, but should be a commonplace among the love poets, 
for whom the voice, moreover, is explicitly said to proceed from the heart. 5 We 
can thus easily understand why, in the works of Cavalcanti, it is the "spirits" 
who speak, and why Cino, in a sonnet that seems to take up and refine Dante's 
program, could say of love that "dal suo spirito procede I che parla in me, cio· 
ch'io dico rimando" (from its spirit proceeds /that speaks in me, what 1 say in 
rhyme). 6 

The pneuma~ic doctrine that posited the spitit as quJd medium between soul 
and body and thus attempted to tlll in the metaphysical fracture between visible 
and invisible, corporeal and incorporeal, nppearance and essence, and to tna.ke 
speakable and understandable "the union of these two substance~" that, in the 
words ofWilliam of St. Thierry, "God h~~ smrounded with mystery," was redi .. 
rectcd by the love poets. They situated poetic language, insofar as its production 
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is a pneumatic activity, in r·he mediating position that had belonged to "spirit." 
By conceiving of poetry as the dictation of ins piling love, they thus came to con~ 
fer on it the highest status that could be attributed to it, situating the space of the 
poem, in the imaginary Jacob's ladder of Hugh of St. Victor, at the extreme limit 
of the corporeal and incorporeal, sensible signifier and rational signification, 
where, just as .the phantasy does for Hugh, poetry "informs the corporeal spirit 
and conies into contact with the rational spirit., ' 7 

Eros and. poetry, desire and poetic sign are thus linked and involved through 
their common pnrticipation in a pneumatic circle within which the poetic sign, as 
it arises from the spirit of the heart, can immediately adhere both to the dictation 
of that "spiritual motiQH" that is love, and to its object, the phantasm impressed 
in the phantastic spirits; In this way, the poets freed themselves from the "pri~ 
mordial positing of the signified and the signifier as two orders distinguished and 
separated by a barrier ~esisting signification," which, in its fidelity to the origi­
nal metaphysical positing of the word as "signifying sound," governs every 
Western conception of the sign. 8 The pneumatic link, uniting phantasm, word, 
and desire, opens a space in which the poe.tk sign appears as the sole enclosure 
offered to the fulfillment of love and erotic desire in their roles as the foundations 
and meaning of poetry, in a circulation whose utopian topology can be imper­
fectly exemplified in the following diagram: 

~desire 

phantasm Joid'amo;"G ~ 
~word~ 

This can also be displayed as a .Borromean knot where desire and word are pulled 
together by the phantasm: 

desire 

ph a~ 
The inclusion of the phantClsrn and de.sire in language is the essential con­

dition in order· that poetry can be conceived as joi d'amor (joy of love, love's 
joy). Poetry is then properly joi d'amor because it is the stantia (chamber) in 
which the ~~atitude of love is cclebrated.9 Dante expressed this singular mutual 
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implication of Eros and poetic language with his usual clarity when he affirmed, 
in a fundamental passage of the Vita Ntwva, that the goal and the beatitude of his 
love are to be found in "those words that praise my lady" (XVHI 6). If Dante 
could say that the fulfillment oflove lies in the poetic word and, at the same time, 
conceive of poetry as love's (in)spiring dictation, it is because this hermeneutic 
circle cont~tins the most essential truth of the dolce stil nuova-which, in distin­
guishing itself from scholastic semiology, appeMs as the supreme achievement of 
pneumo-phantasmology. 

In this way the poetic word was presented as the site where the fracture be­
tween desire and its unCittainablc object (which medieval psychology, with its 
profound intuition, had expressed through its identification of Eros with the 
youth "who so much loved his shadow, that he died") is healed, and the mortal · 
''heroic'' disease, through which love assumes the saturnine mask of melan­
cholic delirium, celebrates its rescue and ennoblement. That versuum recitatio 
(recitation of verses) and cantus seu instrumentomm suavitas (sweetness of song 
or instruments) that the physicians advised as remedies for amor h.ereo.~ thus be­
came the instruments of a superior spiritual "healing." In poetic practice, 
understood as the signification of the (in)spiration of love, Narcissus in fact suc­
ceeds in obtsining his own image and in satisfying hisfol amour in a circle where 
the phantasm generates desire, desire is translated into words, and the word de­
fines a space wherein the appropriation of what could otherwise not be appropri­
ated or enjoyed is possible. This is the circle where phantasm, desire, and word 
weave themselves together "as tongues enlace in the kiss," 10 of a love that "sua 
se.mper sine fine cognoscit augmenta" (always knows its increase without cnd) 11 

and that constitutes the greatest possible approximation in this life to the "sweet 
play" of innocent love in Eden. 

The legacy that the love lyric of the Duecento has imparted to European cul­
ture is not, however, so much a certain conception of love as the nexus of Eros 
and poetic language, the {111frebescamen of desire, phantasm, and poetry in the 
topos outopos of the poem. If one wished to seek, in the exemplary wake of Leo 
Spitzer, a trait eternel (eternal signature) of Romance poetry, this nexus could 
certainly furnish the paradigm capable· of explaining not only the trobar clus as a 
"specifically RomCincc tendency toward precious form," 12 but also the analo­
gous tension in Romance· poetry in the direction of the self-sufficiency and ab­
soluteness of the poetic text. The trobar is clus because the endless union of 
desire and its object is celebrated in its closed pneumatic circle; the typically me­
dieval conception of the phantasmatic character of love finds its resolution and 
fulfillment in poetic practice. Overthe course of a poetic process whose em~lem­
atic temporal extremes arc Petrarch and fvfallarme, this essential textual tension 
of Romance poetry will displace its center from desire to mourning: Eros will 
yield to Thanatos its impossible love object so as to recover it, through a subtle 
and funereal strategy, as lost object, and the poem will become the site of 
an absence yet nonetheless draws from this absence its specific authority. The 
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"rose" whose quest governs the poem of Jean de Meung thus becomes l'absl.'l1te 

de tout bouquet (the absent from any and all bouquets) that exalts in the text its 
disparition vibratoire (vibratory disappearance) so as to mourn a desire impris­
oned l.ike a ''swan" in the "ice'' 'of its own dispos~essiorL 

But in the poetry of (in)spiring love ........ whose situation on the highest finial of 
the pneumo-phantasmologicaledifice has been the goal of our rescarch··-desire, 
supported by a conception that constitutes the sole coherent attempt in Western 
thought to overcome the metaphysical fracture of presence, celebrates, for per­
haps the last time in the history of Western poetry, its joyful and inexhaustible 
"spiritual union" with its own object of love, with that "joy that never ends .. " 
This remains the ah,.·ays vital and luminous project against which our poetic cul­
ture will have to measure itself, if and when it succeeds in stepping backward and • 
beyond itself toward its own origin. 

Notes 

1. In lihmm Ari.~tntc/is De intnpr('/otironc /ihn' sex (Patmlogia lotinn, 46, 406). 

2. De inrcrprrtntin11c, treatise 2, chap. I. in Be<~ti A!berti"l\1ngni, Ow•ra nmnia, J..ugduni, 1651. 
3 .. Ibid., chap. 2. 
4. lf l{;ppo<-rmis et Pfaro11is J'lndtis, book 2, 9Rff. (in Oprrum). See al~o Chnlridins: "Votem 

quoque chcunt e pe1wtn1li pecloris, idcgt conle, mit1i, gr('mio ('Ordis nitenle spiritu .... "(They also 

say the voic<' is emitted from the depths of the brea1>f, that is, the heart, [from] the ~pirit imp('l!ing in 

the lx•som of the hc.flrl) (Timncrts Plntnnis, 135). 

5. See, for e:>;ample, Guido C:n·ak:mti (Rimatori df'l dolce stil noFo, XXXVI): "11.1, voce sbig­
<.iltita e deboleiln, ! ch 'c~ri piahgcnrlt:' de lo cor dolente" (You, wenk <Jnd dejected voice, who emerge 

weeping frrmi the sorrowing henri). 

6. Guido C~vakanti, XXI and XXV (Rimatori. pp. 39, 41), and Cino da Pi~t(lia, CLX (Rimatr!ri, 
p. 212) ... 

7. The definition of love that Dante gives in the Cmn•it·io (III 2.3) as "unimento spiritunle de 
)'anima e de Ia cos1l :unatH" (spiritnal joining of the soul and thE' thing loved) is, once again, to bt~ 

taken literally; the adjcetin~ "spiritual" allude~ here to the pnnnno phanlrtsrnnlic link that mediates 

the amorous union. 

8 .. ..J .. Lacan, "L'instanc:-c de Ia lcllrc dans l'incon<;(~icnt,'' in Ecrils (Paris, 1966), 497 .. On the 
metaphysic~ ()f the sign in Wcqem thought, see chap .. 17 in part 4 of this volume. 

9. The Provcn~:al wordjoi, \'--'hich sommari:;o:es in i!~elf th<~ fullness of the erotiC·· poetic expcrie.nce 

of the troubndours, is also <'fymologicnlly linked to a linguistic practice in thnt it prc~\llrl:1bly derives 

from .locus, and so oppo~ed, in its meaning of "word-play" to Lu.dus, "bodily play." See 

Camproux, "L~joie civilio:;atricc drs troubadours," in l.a lahh~ ronde, n. 97, January 1956: and Guit­
tone d'Areno, in Poeti def dolce stil nom, 244: "gioiosa gioi'," "gioia in cui viso e gioi' umt'am­
orosa," "gioi' di dire .. " 

In the expression joi d'amor .th': genitive is lo be taken also in the subjective sense.:. poetry is 

"Jove's joy" <IS the 6rcck statues were agnfma tou theou, image <~nd joy of the god (ago/lila derives 

from ngal/onwi, "I rejoice, exult"). Tht~ Jove poetry of the thirteenth century, with the precmine>nce 

it accords to the image of the heart, appears from this point of view as a !'kf(-h/ehrn (afterlife) of 
Greek statuary, in the sen~<: in whkh Ckment of Alexandria (l'rorrcptir:us, chap. 4) could say that the 

god of the Christian~ is lin agalnw nneton, a mental imagt• .. On the concept of ar;alma, see the re­

flections of Kcrenyi in Agnlma, eikon, eidolon. 
The usage of the word "slanza" to indicate. a part of thr. ennzone or poem derives from t.he Arabic 

term [Jayt, whir.h means ''dwelling place,'' ''lent,'' and al Lhc same time ''verse.'' Ac<"ording to Arab 



THE "JOY THAT NEVER ENDS" o 131 

autl1ors, 17ayt also refers toth,·. princip11J verse of a poet11 c01T1po~ed in praise of a person to whom one 
wishes !I) exprc% de!>ire. and in parti<:ular the ver!;e in which th(.> Qbjcct of desire is expressed. (See 

the enlry for bayt in E. W. Lane, Arab·Engfis/1 Dictimwry.) 
10. Consider the beautiful image oCBcrnart Marti (ed. Hoepffner, Paris,. 1929, ll): ~'C'ausi 

v:-suc eotrebescant /los molz e l ~~l afinant /lcngu'eotrebescada I es en 1<1 bnizada" (Thus I go inter­
IV(';I",:ing I words and finishing the sound: l the tongue is woven I in the kiss). The topological weave 

of !his flltT-c/?rscmntn of loYc is expre~sed in cwmplary fashion in the hieroglyphic of Hr.•rap:~!ln !lwl 

signit1es "Love." See Ori Apollinis Niliaci, De .wrri.L1cg_,ption111i nOiis, Parisiis, 1574, 55r and the 
figure opposite tl1e frontispic:ce.; see al.~o figures 24 and 25. 

ll. "1\mor enim isle sua semper sine fim· rognoscir :m_gmenta, et ejus exerruis~c actus nerninem 
poenilui~sc cognovimus'' (This love always knows its increa3e without· end, and we nevc(!teard that 

anyone rl'grettccl having performed it~ act), from Andrea~ l"nppellanns, De rmtm·e, II, 6. This is the 

"gioi che mai non fiua" (joy that never endo::.) of Guido delle Colonne (PO('fi d<'l duccctrr(J, 99). 
12. Leo Spit;~:er, f..'intcrptetrtzirmc lhrguisticn dcf!r npen• lcttcmric, in Cn'rimsti!i.l'tirn e semwz­

tica storica (Bari, 1965), 66. 





-------------·--·--·-----·~-----

Part IV 
The Perverse Image: 

Semiology from -the Point of View of the Sphinx 

The perverse image seemed both and neither . . . 
Dante, Inferno XXV.77-78 





Chapter 17 
Oedipus and the Spl1inx 

I.l. The essence of the emblematic tradition is so extraneous to the ideology 
prevalent today that, despite the exemplnry defense of Benjamin, 1 its rigorous 
exposition is again necessary. The studies that, following the fruitful path of Aby 
Warburg, have on more than one occasion focused on the emblematic project, 
have not only failed to make it more f<lmiiiar, but, if possible, have made it more 
foreign to us. 2 In this case, what was hiding in the detail was not, in fact, the 
"good God" but the vertiginous space of that which, before the veil was re­
moved that distorted its contours, necessarily appeared as a Satanic fall of intel­
ligence and as a demonic distortion of the nexus that unites every creature to its 
own form, every signifier to its own signified. In his Aesth(~tics, Hegel inter­
preted the "uneasincss" 3 our culture experiences with regard to symbols: "in 
themselves alone these productions say nothing to us; they do not please us or 
satisfy us by their immediate appearance, but by themselves they encourage us to 
advance beyond them to their meaning which is something wider and deeper than 
they are" [G. W. F Hegel, Acstherics, trans. T. M. Knox (Oxford: Oxford Uni­
versity Press, 1975), 1 :308]. After defining Jhe symbol as a sign, that is, as the 
unity of a signified and its expression, Hegel then identified irs specific character 
in the persistence of a "partial discord" and a "struggle" within the sign be­
tween form and signification. 4 

The same "uneasiness" that the symbolic form brings sermdalously to light 
hcts accompnnied \Vestern reflection on signification since the beginning, and its 
metaphysical residue has been absorbed, without benefit of inventory, by modern 
semiology. Insofar as the duality of thing manifesting and thing manifested is 
implicit in the sign, it remains something double and fragmented, but insofar as 
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this duality is manifested in the one sign, it is rather something rejoined and 
united. The symbolic, the act of recognition that reunites what is divided, is also 
the diabolic that continually transgresses and exposes the truth of this knowl­
edge. 

The foundation of this ambiguity of signifying resides in that original fracture 

of presence that is inseparable from the ·western experience of being. Because of 
that fr~cture, all that comes to presence comes there as to the place of a deferral 
and an exclusion, in the sense that its manifest<ltion is simultaneously a conceal­
ment, and its being present., a lack. This originary co-belonging (coapparte­
nenza) of presence and absence, of appearance and concealment was expressed 
by the Greeks in their intuition of truth as 'aletheia (revelation), and on the ex-· 
perience of this fracture the discourse that we still call with the Greek name ''love 
of wisdom" is founded. Only because presence is divided and unglued is some­
thing like "signifying" possible; and only because there is at the origin not plen­
itude but deferral [whether this is taken to mean the opposWon of being and 
appearance, the harmony of opposites, or the ontological difference between be­
ing (Sein) and an entity (Sciende) is there the need to philosophize. 

Early on, however, this fracture was dismissed and eclipsed through its meta­
physical interpretation as the relation of truer being to less true, of paradigm to 
copy, of latent to sensible manifestation. In the reflection on language, which has 
always been par excellence the plane on which the experience of the original 
fracture is projected, this interpretation is crystallized in the notion of the sign as 
the expressive unity of the signifier and the signified. ln this way the fracture of 
presence takes on the aspect of a process of' 'signification,'' and signification is 
interpreted ori the basis of the unity of the signifying form and the signified con­
tent joined one to the other in a relation of "m~mifestation" (or eclipse). This 

interpretation, whose possibility is only implicit in the Aristotelian definition of 
language as scmantikos psophos (signifying sound), acquires nonnative value in 
the course of the nineteenth century in the constitution of a dogma that today still 
prevents access to an authentic understanding of signification. According to this 
conception, which has found in aesthetics itsexemplary crystaHization, the high­
est relation between form and the signified, and that to which every signification 
generally tends, is that in which the sensible appearance is wholly identified with 
the signified and the signified is wholly absorbed in its manifestation. To lhis 
perfect unity, in which the signified is still in part hidden, the symbolic is op­
posed as something imperfect that must be superseded. Hegel, in his Aesthetics, 
identified the work of art as the model for such a superseding of the symbol: 

The symbolic, that is to say, in our meaning of the word, at once stops 
short of the point where. instead of indefinite, general, abstract ideas, it 
is free individuality which constitutes the conte1.1t and form of the 
representation .... Meaning and sensuous repre~entation, inner and 
outer, matter and form, are in that event no longer distinct from one 
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another; they do not announce themsel.ves, as they do in the strictly 
symbolic sphere, as merely related but as one whole in which the 
appearance has no other essence, the essence no other appearance, 
outside or alongside itself. (Aesthetics I :313) 

The original deferral of presence, which is properly what deserved to be ques~ 
tioned, is thus dismissed and confined in the apparent evidence of the expressive 
convergence between form and content, exterior and interior, manifestation and 
latency, although notl.ting in princip1e requires the consideration of "signifying" 
as an "expression" or an "eclipse.." In modern semiology, the forgetting of the 
original fracture of presence is manifested precisely in what ought to betray it, 
that is, in the bar(/) of the graphic S/s. That the meaning of this bar or barrier is 
con~tantly left in shado\V, thus hiding the abyss opened between signifier and sig­
nified, constitutes the fonnd<'ltion of that' 'primordial positing of the signified and 
the signifier as t\VO orcler·s distinguished and separated by a barrier resistii1g sig­
nification,'' a position that has governed Western reflection on the sign from the 
outset, like. a hidden overlord. From the point of view of signification, m.etaphys~ 
ics is nothing but the forgetting of the originary (,iifference between signifier and 
signified. Every semiology that fails to ask why the barrier that establishes the 
possibility of signifying should itself be resistant to signification, falsifies, with 
that omission, its own most authentic intention. In S<1ussurc's formula, "linguis­
tic unity is double," the accent has been placed now on the pole of the signifier, 
now on that of the signified, without ever putting into question the paradox, in­
superable for Saussure, that had testified on behalf of his own formulation. 
Whether the relation indicated by the banicr is in fact conceived as n conven­
tional substitution or as the. amorous aesthetic embrace of form and signified, in 
either case what remains obscured is precisely the abyss of the original division 
of presence over which signification installs itself. The question that remains 
unasked is the only one that deserved to be formulated: why is presence deferred 
<.tnd fragmented such that sdn1ething like "signification" even hecomcs possible? 

1.2. The origin of this dissimulation---effected by the expressive unity of signi­
fier and signified---- of the fracture of presence was prefigured by the Greeks in a 
mythologernc that has ahvays held a particular fascination for our culture. In the 
psychonnalytical interpretation of the myth of Oedipus, the episode of the 
Sphinx, although necessarily of essential importance for the Greeks, remains ob­
stinately in the shadows; but it is precisely this aspect of the life of the hero that 
must here be put in the foreground. The son ofLaius resolves in the simplest way 
''the enigma proposed by the ferocious jaws of the virgin,'' showing the hidden 
meaning behind the enigmatic signifier, and, with th.is act alone, plunges the 
half~human, haJf.feralmonster into the abys~. The lihcmting t·c::~ching of Oedipus 
is that wbat is uncanny and frightening in the enigma disappears as soon as its 
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utterance is reduced to the transparency of the relation between the signified and 
its form, which the signified only apparently succeeds in escaping. 

Nevertheless, what we can discern in the archaic enigmas shows not only that 
the signified must not have preexisted its formulation (as Hegel believed), but 
that the knmvledge of that forrnnl<'ltion was in fact unessential. The supposition of 
a solution "hidden" in the enigma belongs to a subsequent age that no longer 
understood what the enigma brought to language, that no longer had any knowl­
edge of enigmas except in the degraded forms of the riddle and the guessing 
game. Not only was the enigma thought to be much more than mere amusement, 
but experience of it always meant the risk of death. 5 

What the Sphinx proposed was not simply something whose signified is hid­
den and veiled under an ''enigmatic'' signifier, but a mode of speech in which the 
original fracture of presence was alluded to in the paradox of a word that ap­
proaches its object while keeping it indefinitely at a distance. The ainos (story, 
fable) of the ainigma is not only obscurity, but a more original mode of speaking. 
Like the labyrinth, like the Gorgon, and like the Sphinx that utters it, the enigma 
belongs to the sphere of the apotropaic, that is, to a protective power that repels 
the uncanny by attracting it and assuming it within itself. The dancing path of the 
labyrinth, which leads iQto the heart of that which is held at a distance, is the 
model of this relation with the uncanny that is expressed in the cnigma.6 

If the above is true, the sin of Oedipus is not so much incest as it is hubris 
toward the power of the symbolic. in general (the Sphinx is thus truly, according 
to Hegel's suggestion, "the symbol of the symbolic"), which he has misper· 
ceived by interpreting its apotropaic intention as the relation of an oblique signi­
fier and a hidden signified. Oedipus's gesture inaugun.Jtes a breach in language 
whose metaphysical legacy is extensive: on the one hand, the symbolic. discourse 
of the Sphinx, whose essence is coding and concealment, and \\'hich employs 
''improper'' terms; on the other hand, the transparent discourse of Oedipus, em­
ploying proper terms, which is expression or decoding. Oedipus thus appears in 
our culture as "civilizing hero" who, with his answer, provides the enduring 
model for the interpretation of the symbolic. (This model is related to the ''sig­
nifying" of alphabetic writing, whose invention the Greek trndition attributed to 
the ancestor of Oedipus, Cadmus, whose descendants maintained a relation with 
writing and signification that has not yet been studied. The son of Cadmus, Poly­
dorus, is also called Pinacos, "the man of the wtitten tablets," and Labdacus, 
father of Laius, derives h{s n(lme from the Jetter lambda. All of this testifies to the 
importance of this aspect of the mythologeme, which Freudian interpretation has 
left in the dark.) Every interpretation of signifying as the relation of manifesta­
tion or expression (or, inversely, of coding and eclipse) between a signifier and a 
signified (rmd both the psychoanalytic theory of the syrnbol and the semiotic the­
ory of language belong to this type) places itself necessarily under the sign of 
Oedipus; under the sign of the Sphinx must be placed every theory of the symbol 
that, refusing the model of Oedipus, focuses its attention above all on the barrier 
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between signifier and signified that constitutes the original problem of significa­
tion. 

Next to this Oedipal dismissal of the original fracture of presence, another in­
terpretation does in fact remnin in reserve, so to speak, in the tradition ofWestern 
thought. This ;:~Jternative appears at an early date in the light of the Heraclitean 
project of an utterance that neither' 'hides'' nor' 'reveals'' but rather' 'signifies'' 
the unsignifiable conjunction (synapsis) between presence and absence, between 
the signifier and the signified. Heraclitus frequently-and the practic.e earned 
him his reputntion for obscurity-referred to such utterance by establishing prox­
imities between contraries and by creating oxymorons in which opposites do not 
exclude each other, but point toward their invi~ihlc contact points. 7 

From this point of view it is significant that Aristotle, in order to characterize 
the enigma, employed an expression that undoubtedly retraces what Heraclitus 
said about putting together opposites. In the Poetics (58a), Aristotle defined the 
enigma as a ta adynata synapsai, "a putting together of impossible things." For 
Heraclitus, every signifying is, in that sense, a ta adynata synapsai, and every 
authentic signifying is always "enigmatic." The divine semainein, ro which 
fragment 93 alludes, cannot in fact be interpreted in the sense that metaphysics 
ha~ rendered familiar, as a relation of manifestation (or eclipse) between sigilifier 
and signified, exterior and interior, but, on the contmry, its intention is charac­
terized precisely in opposition to tl1e lcgcin (saying) and to the kr).ptcin (hiding), 
as a glimpse into the abyss opened between signifier and signified, all the way to 
the ' • god" that appears between them. 8 

This glimpse is what a semiology freed from tl1e mark of Oedipus and faithful 
to the Snussurian paradox would finally bring to the "barrier resistant to signi­
fication.'' This barrier, without itself ever coming into lnnguage, dominates 
Western reflection on the sign, and its dismissal is the foundation for the ptimor­
dial position of the signifier and the signified that belongs in an essential way to 
metaphysics. By permitting itseJt' t.o be captured in the labyrinth, drawn in by the 
ainos of the emhlematic form, this chapter has attempted to point toward the 
originary apotropaic stage of language in the heart of the fracture of presence, in 
which a culture that had paid its debt to the Sphinx could find a new model of 
signification. 

Notes 

1 .. The defense nllude.d to here is that contained in the Urspriing des drutsrhcn 1iY111crspicl 
( 1928) (Fnmkfurt am Main: Surkmnp, 1963). This is .surely the lr.ast popular of Benjrnnin's works, 

hut it is perhaps the only one in which he fulfilled his rno:;!" profound intentions. In its structure, this 
work reproduces the lacC'ration of th('. emblem lo ~mch an extent rhal one can say of cmhlem what 

Benjamin himself ~aid of allegory: ''Allegory opem into nothingncs<: Evil tout court, which allegory 

oversees as a pcnnnncnl profundity, exi~r.~ only within allegory, is only and exclusively allegory-it 
signifies something different from what it is. In other words, it signifies precisely the. nonheing of 
what it n:-prcscnts ... Knowledge about evil has no object ... It is gossip in the profound sense 
that Kierkeg<1ard intended thi~ word." 
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2. \V;u-burg's interc!'.t in symbok; naturally led him to become intere.~ted in impresHs, emblems or 
device:~ <Kcomp{mied by mottoes. His jlC'.cnliar approach 1;1 imngcs ciln indeed be characl<'rized by say­

ing that he looked at ('Very image as if it "'·ere on impre~>rt that trcm~mittcd to the collectivC' memory an 
engram charged with vitlll lension. 

On ernhlcms, in ::~ddition to the study of Mmio Praz, Stwli,•s in SrrcntN'nth Century Imagery, 
Studies c~f thf' Hvrh"'·g fnstitrrtr, vol. 3 (London, 1939), see, rnnong others, E. H. GNnhrich, 
"lconc•.s Symh0lieac, The Visual Image in Ncopi;Jtonic-Thought," Journal (if the mTrbrwg anrl Cour­
!mr!d Jn~tit111r: ll (1948), and R. Klein, "La th6orie de l'expre~sion tiguree dflns les traites italiens 
sur les imprese." Bibfinrh(q.'!r d'Humar1i.1mt: el Rcnai.uanrC', vol. 19 (1957). 

3. ''Thus when we first enter !he world of [c;yrnboli~ml, our footing is not really secure; we feel 
that ·,vc are wandering among~t pr·rbfrms" (.1rsrhcth'l' I :308). 

4. "Ir we ask, within these hounrl:Jries which h;wc been indic-ated, for a narrower principle of 
divisinn for :<:yrnhnlic art, then, in so far llS syrnbc.,Jir art ju~t struggles townrds true mc:mings and 
their corresp(mrling JWlde of configuration, it is in general a hnttle between the content which still 

resi~.;ts true (lt"t and the form which is not homogeneous wi1h the content either .... In thi'; respect the 
whole of symbolic art may be undr!-stnod as a continuing slrugglc for compfltibility of mraning and 
shape, and the different levels of this struggle are not so tn\lch different kinds of symbolic art as 
stages and modes of one and the <o:arnr contr;~dictinn [of in('('11npatihility het'-veen meaning and 
shape]" (A('s!h('ti<"s 1:317-18). 

5. The inilhllity to re~olve the enigmfl had as its conseqt1cnce death by de,sp<lir. According to 
Greek 1radition, Homer :md C:~lchas died 1hi~ way. 

6. On the closeness of the dance and the lahyrinth, sec Kerenyi, l-al,yrintfr-St11dirn (Zurich, 
1950), 77: "All rescnrch on the hhyrinth ought properly lo begin with the dance." 

7. Hcraelitlls (fragment 10): "Things pnt together (synarwis): \vholc-not whole, concordanHlis­
conhnL cons0nant-di.~.~on:u1!"; fwm nil things the one and frnm the one all things." 

8. "The Lord, who~e orHde is at Delphi, ne.ither say~ (f('gn") nor nm{'"C'~l~ (kryptci), but signifies 
(scmninci)." 



Chapter .18 
'fhe Proper and tl1.e Irrtproper 

H.l. The originary doubleness of the metaphysical conception of signifying 
manifests itself in Europenn culture as the opposition of the proper and the im­
proper. "Duplex est modus loquendi," one reads in the De veritate of Saint 
Thomas Aquinas, "unus secundum propriam locutionem; ali us modus est secun­
dum figurativam, sive tropicam, sive syrnbolicam locutionem" ["In matters 
dealing with God there are two different ways of speaking: (l) In proper language 
... and (2) In figurative, transferred, or symbolic language"]. 1 The impossibil·· 
ity, for our culture, of mastering this antinomy is witnessed by the constant al­
ternation of epochs of the improper, in which the symbolic-emblematic occupies 
the central place in culture, and epochs of the proper, in which the improper is 
pushed to the margins, without either of the two discourses succeeding in entirely 
reducing its own double. 

The foundations of a theory of the improper, which furnished the theological 
justification for the Renaiss;lnce ·and baroque obsession with emblems· no less 
than for the exalted allcgoresis of medieval mysticism, are found ~ketched in the 
apocryphal corpus that goes under the name of Dionysus the Areopagitc. This 
justification is formu Ia ted as a kind of ''principle of incongruence,'' according to 
which-since in reference to the divine, negations are truer and more congruous 
than affirmations-.. ·a representation that proceeds by discrepancies and shifts 
'''ould be more adequate to its object than a representation that proceeds by anal­
ogies and re.semhl<mccs. In other words, precisely its inadequacy with respect to 
its mystical object confers on the incongruous symbol what might paradoxically 
be defined as a "congruence by discrepancy" that permits the mind to raise it­
self~ in an anagogical leap of love, from the shadowy corporeal world to the con-
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templation of the intelHgible. 2 Ten centuries later, Hugh of St. Victor defined 
the mystic power of the incongruous with almost the same words used by the 
Areopagite: 

Dissimilar figures distract our mind from material and corporeal things 
more than do similar ones, and do not allow it to rest in itself: The 
reason for this is that all created things, though perfect, are separated 
ti:om God.by an infinite gap ... so that the knowledge of God·-.. which, 
denying in this manner all His perfections, tran~mits what He is not·-is 
more perfect than that which, affinning what He is not, by means of 
such small perfections attempts to explain what thing God might be. 

Between the first half of the sixteenth and the second half of the seventeenth 
centuries, that is, in the period in \'i'hich the modern scientific image of the world 
was being formed, European culture was dominated to such an extent by the 
topic of the incongruow; that this period could he defined, in the words of Herder,' 
as "the epoch of the emblem." The emblem is in fact the central figure to which 
this period entrusted its most profound cognitive project and. also, its most 
intimate malaise. The studies of Gichlow have shown the decisive inHuence ex­
ercised over the formation of sixteenth-century emblematics by a pseudoepi­
graphical corpus, the Hyeroglyphica, of Hompollo, which was composed at the 
end of the second or perhaps even during the fourth century A.D. and contained 
what clahneci to be an interpretation of the Egyptian hieroglyphs. On the fecund 
misunderstanding of an explanMion of the "'sacred signs" of the Egyptian 
priests, the humanists founded the project of a model of signific<ttion in which 
not the convergence and unity of appearance and essence, but their incongruence 
<tnd displ<~cement, became the vehicle of a S\lperior knovdedge: one in which the 
mct8physicn1 difference between corporeal and incorporeal, matter and form, 
signifier and signified·, both tended toward the m::-~xinmm divergence and, at the 
same time, came together. It does not <~ppear fortnhous, from this point of view, 
that the emblcmnti.sts referred constantly to the emblem as a compound of soul 
(the motto) and body (the image)3 and to their union as "mystical mixture" and 
"ideal man." Metaphor, as the paradigm of signifying by improper terms (and 
according to baroque theorists, both the emblem and the impresa fall under this 
framework), becomes thus Lhe principle of a universl11 dissociation of each thing 
from its own form, of every signifier from its own signified. In emblems, in the 
"amorous and heroic" imprese, in the hl azons (heraldic arms) that now mask 
with their picta pocsis (painted poetry) all the aspects of profane life, as in the 
acutezza (sharp wit, ingenuity) that is employed to the end of all signification, 
the link that joins each object to its own appe:1rancc, each creature to its own 
body, each word to its own signified is radically called into question. Each thing 
is true only to the extent to which it signifies another, and each thing is itself only 
if it stands for another. For the allegorical project of the baroque, this mortifica­
tion of the proper form is a token of redemption that will be rescued on the Last 
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Day, but whose cipher is already implicit in the act of creation. God appears thus 
as the first and supreme ernhlematist, an "nrguto favellatore" (subtle, witty fab­
ulist) as we read in the Camwcchfale aristotelico (Aristotelian telescope) of 
Tesauro, "wittily expressing to men and angels his lofty concepts with various 
heroic emblems and symbolic figurations." The sky "is a vast sky-blue shield, 
where ingenious nature traces out what she meditates, forming heroic emblems 
and subtle, mysterious symbols of her secrets. " 4 

Caricature, which was born precisely in this era, is the moment when em­
blematic displacement reaches the human figure. This renders plausible the hy­
pothesis, still not confronted by scholars, that the origin of the ''figura caricata'' 
(charged, cmicnturcd figure) is to be linked to the prohibition__:__an integral partof 
the emblematic code-against describing the human body except partially: "cor­
pus lmmanum," we read in the rules of Petrus Abbas, "integrum pictura esse 
non potest. pars corporis, oculus, cor, manus tolerari potest" (the whole human 
body must not-be in a picture; a part of the body-eye, heart, hand-can be tol­
erated). The root of the prohibition that prevented the displacement of the human 
figure from its -proper signification (except by recourse to a fetishistic device 
widely used by the- emblematists) was the biblical "in his image and likeness," 
which, directly linking the human forn1 to its divine creator, irrevocably guaran­
teed its identity. The displacenient of the human figure from this theological 
''signified'' must therefore have appeared as the demoniac act par excellence, 
which explains the monstrous and caricntural aspect with which the devil is out­
fitted in Christian iconogrnphy. The inexplicable delay attending the appearance. 
of cari.caturc in European culture is O()t to be sought, as Gombrich and Kris have 
suggested, in a supposed belief in the magical efficacy of the image,5 but in the 
fact that, outside of the emblematic cosmos, the displacement of the human fig­
ure necessarily implied a blasphernous project. Only in an epoch like that of the 
emblems, intimately accustomed to discern in incongruence the model of truth, 
could a caricature appear more similar to the person than the person it-self. Car­
icature is, in the human sphere, what the emblem is in the sphere of objects. As 
the emblem had called into question the nexus of things· with their proper forms, 
so, with apparent frivolity, caricatme separated the human figure from its signi­
fied; ·but, since this figure already bore inscribed its allegorical cipher, only by 
t\Visting and altering its proper lineaments could it acquire a ne\V emblematic sta­
tus. Man, created in the image and likeness of God, "per nwlitimn diaboli dep­
ravat:us venit in longuinquam regionem dissimilitudinis" (depraved by the malice 
of the devil came into a distant region of unlikeness). This "region of unlike­
ness'' is the regnwn peccati (kingdom of sin)' 'in which the memory is scattered, 
the intellect is blinded, the will is troubled. " 6 And nevertheless, according to the 
implicit wisdom of the emblematic project, this displacement is also a token of 
redemption, this unlikeness a superior likeness. 

It is therefore not surprising that, with the disappearance of baroque allcgore-· 
sis, the emblematic form, which estranges each signifier from its own signifjed, 
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begins to be disturbing. Creuzer's Simbolica and the Fisiognomh~a ofLavater are 
· the last imposing attempts to grasp a superior knowledge in emblematic displace­

ment: both end in parody and uncomprehension. The unease that Hegel avo\ved 
with respect to the symbolic and his diffidence toward the allegorism of the Ro­
mantic avant-garde arc symptom~ of the new attitude that was manifested through 
firm mastery of the proper form. It is significrmt that, after describing the Sphinx 
as the figure in which •' !he symbolic as such ... becomes a riddle,'' Hegel op­
poses it with Oedipus, the champion of Enlightenment, whose response brings 
"the light of consciousness ... the clarity which makes its concrete content 
shine clearly through the shape belonging and nppropriate to itself, and in its [ob­
jective] existence reveals itself alone" (Aesthetics 1:361). 

With this development, however, the world of emblematic figurations, in 
which an entire era had seen the most "acute" expression of human spirituality, 
is not simply abolished. The world now becomes the warehouse of jetsam where 
the uncanny fishes for its scarecrows. The fantastic creatures of Hoffmann and 
Poe, the animated objects and caricatures of Grandville and Tenniel, and 
Odradek's bobbin in Kafka's tale are, from this point of view, a Nachleben of the 
emblematic form, neither more nor less than certain Christian demons represent 
a "posthumous life" of the pagan divinities. In the form of the uncanny, which 
invades daily life with increasing force, the symbol presents itself as the new 
Sphinx threatening the citadel of reason. Freud is the Oedipus 'vho proposes the 
key intended to dissolve the enigma and free reason from its monsters. The con­
clusions of his studies on the uncanny are therefore particularly interesting to us. 
Freud saw in the uncanny ([Inheimliche) the estranged familiar (Heimliche): 

For tl1is uncanny is in reality nothing new or alien, but something which 
is fmniJinr and old-established in the mind and which has become 
alienated from it only through the process of repression. This reference 
to the factor of repression enables us, furthermore, to understand 
Schelling's definilion of the uncanny as something which ought to have 
remained hidden but has come to light. 7 

This formula, which also sums up Freud's attitude tmvard symbols, which he 
constantly linked to the mechanism of re.pression, allows us to ask why modern 
culture should have so obstinately ident·ified the symbolie with the uncanny. Per­
haps the reason for this "uneasiness" with respect to the symbolic resides in the 
fact that the apparent simplicity of the s<.'herne with which our culture interprets 
signification conceals the reprer.;sion of a more familiar and original kind of sig­
nifying, one that does not tamely allow itself to be reduced 'to our cultural 
scheme. We should learn to see sorncthing intirnatdy human behind the feral 
traits of the monster in which ''the human spirit tries to push itself forward, with­
out coming to a perfect portrayal of its own freedom and animated shape, be­
cause it must still remain confused and associ<lted with what is other than itself'' 
(Aesthetics 1:361). 
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11.2. The Oedipal interpretation of the speech of the Sphinx as a .. coded speech" 
secretly governs the Freudian conception of the symbol. Psychoanalysis in fact 
presupposes the splitting of discourse into an obscure speech by means 'Of im~ 
proper terms, based on repression (which is that of the unconscious), and into a 
clear speech of proper terms (which is that of consciousness). The passage(' 'the 
translation") from one discourse to the other properly con5titutes analysis. This 
necessarily presupposes a process of "des;•mbolizatiott" and of progressive re­
duction of the symbolic: the ''drying of the Zuider Zee,'' which according to 
Freud substantiates the psychoanalytic process, is, once concluded, the equiva­
lent of a complete translation of unconscious symbolic language into conscious 
sign. The myth of Oedipus therefore dominates the horizon of analysis in a man­
ner much more profound than its critics heretofore thought. Not only does it 
furnish the content of interpretation, it guides and structures the fundamental at­
titude of analytic discourse itself in its self-positioning before the Sphinx of the 
unconscious and its symbols. As Oedipus discovers the hidden meaning of the 
enigma of the Sphinx, and, in so doing, frees the city from the monster, so anal­
ysis rediscovers the latent thought behind the manifest symbolic cipher and 
"heals" the neurosis. 

Jt is therefore not simply a coincidence if the essential processes of symbolism 
brought to light by Freud correspond point by point, as has been observed, to the 
catalogue of tropes of the old rhetoric. 8 The territory of the unconscious, in its 
mechanisms as in its structures, wholly coincides with that of the symbolic at1d 
the improper. The emblematic project, \Vhi.ch dissociates every form from its sig­
nified, now becomes the hidden writing of the unconscious, while the emblem 
books. exit the libraries of educated persons and enter the unconscious, where 
repression incessantly traces its blazons and imprese. 

The orthodox psychoanalytical theory of symholism9 that is expressed in 
Jones's apodictic-nffirmation·-·"only what is repressed comes to be symboJized"­
and that sees in every symbollhe return of the repressed in an improper signifier, 
does not exhaust the Freudian theory of the symbol. In fact, on several occasions 
Freud described 8ymholic proce.sscs that do not allow themselves to be reduced to 
Jones's formula. One of these is the Vcrlcugmmg of the fetishist. 

According to Freud, the perversion of the fetishist arises from the refusal of 
the boy to become cognizant of the woman's (the mother's) lack of a penis. Faced 
with the perception of this absence, the boy refuses to admit its reality, because to 
do so would be to admit a threat of the castration of his own penis. From this 
point of view the fetish is nothing but "the. suhstit~1te for the woman's (the moth­
er's) penis that the little boy once believed in and-·· for reasons familiar to us­
does not want to give up. ,,Jo Nevertheless the meaning of the child's refusal is 
not as simple as it might seem and rather implies an essential ambiguity. In the 
conflict between perception of reality that moves him to renounce his phantnsm, 
and his counterdcsire that moves him to renounce his perception, the boy in fact 
does neither one nor the other, or, rather, he does both at once, arriving at a 
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unique compromise. On the one hand, with the help of a particular mcchrmism, 
he repudiates the evidence ofhis senses; on the other, he recognizes and assumes 
the reality of that evidence by means of a perverse symptom. The space of the 
fetish is precisely this contradiction; the fetish is simultaneously the presence of 
that nothingness that is the materna] penis and the sign of its absence. As both a 
symbol of something and its negation, the fetish can maintain itself only with the 
provision of an e~sential laccrntion, in which the two contrary reactions consti­
tute the nucleus of a true and proper splitting of the ego (J'ch,~paltung). 

It is clear that the mechanh;m of Ver!eugmmg will not yield to interpretation 
according to the scheme of a return of the repressed in the guise of an improper 
signifier. Indeed, it is plausibly because of Freud's awareness that repression 
(Verdrangung) is inadcqunte to account for the phenomenon that he has recourse 
to the term Ferlcugnung. Not only is there no subst·itution of one signifier for 
another in the Verleugnung of the fetishist- indeed the signifiers maintain them­
selves through a reciprocal negation~ but neither can one properly speak of 
repression, because the psychic content is not simply pushed back into the un­
conscious, but is,. in some way, affirmed to the same extent that it is denied 
(which does not mean, however, th<-~t it is conscious). The dynamic mechanism of 
this process could be represented in the following way: 11 

/1~ 
o~ct Fetish p~is 

~/ 
conscious unconscious 

Here we find something analogous to what occurs it1 the Vernein.ung, that is, in 
th.ose negation-admissions with which the patient confesses to the analyst what 
he or she is apparently denying. Freud defined this process as "lifting of the 
repression, though not, of course, an acceptance of what is repressed," and 
llippolyte spoke of "a utilization of the unconscious, maintaining, however, re­
pression. " 12 The VcrlcTfgmmg present:) us with a process in which, by means of 
a symbol, man succeeds in <~ppropriating an unconscious content without bring .. 
ing it to consciousness. Just as the imprcse displny in the blazon the most intimate 
personal inJcntions without translntin.g them in the proper terms of the discourse 
of reason, so too the fetishist emhlematizes hi::< most secret fears and desires in a 
symbolic blazon that allows him to come into contact with them without their 
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entering his consciousness. In this gesture of the fetishist, who succeeds in ap­
propriating his own hidden treasure without. unearthingit, the ancient apotropaic 
wisdom of the Sphinx, which repels by rccci ving and receives by repelling, once 

, again comes to life. And just as the analyst can perh:.ps learn something-from the 
pervert as far as pleasUie is concerned, so too perhaps Oedipus can learn some­
thing from the Sphinx about symbols. 

11.3. Insofar as the "difference" bet\-veen the signifier and the signified reaches 
its maxhnmn in the emblematic form, this form constitutes the domain par ex­
cellence where a science of signs that had truly become aware of the Saussurinn 
paradox of "double unity" might have exercised itself. Yet, even after the studies 
f)f baroque theorists, of the rnythologues, and of the Romantic critics, ·a me-rely 
~;ufficient semiologic-al. analysis precisely of the emhletnat.k form is still lacking. 
Weighing on the numerous recent ::lttempts to interpret met::~phor is the initial 
metaphysical positioning of the problem ns the relation of the proper and the im­
proper, which was already implicit in the Aristotelian definition of metaphor as 
the "transport" of an "extraneons" noun. 13 In the course of Western reflection 
on the sign, this position translates into the prejudice that there are two terms in 
a metaphor, one proper and the other improper, and that the movenicnt or substi-­
tution of one for the other constitutes the metaphorieal "transport" This formu­
lation works to the detriment both of Jakobson's definition 9f metaphor as the 
'' attri,bution of a signifier to a signified associnted by resemh bnce to the primary 
signified'' and of the definition of metaphor as the semic intcrscctioi1 (based on 
a metonymy) of two terms, according to the follmving scheme: 14 

or 

~------------- ----w- --------
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What remains obscured in both cases is that the "re~emhlancd" and the semic 
intersection do nol preexist the metaphor, but !lre rendered possible by it and as­
sumed suh<:.cquently as its explanation, just as Oedipus's answer dpes not preexist 
the enigma, but, having been created hy it, pretends, with a singul"ar begging of 
the question, to offer its solution. 

What the scheme proper/irnproper prevents us from seeing is that in metaphqr 
nothing is really substituted for anything else, because there is no proper term 
that the metaphorical one is called upon to replaee. Only our ancient Oedipal 
prejudice-that is, an a posteriori interpretive scheme-makes us discern a sub­
stitution where thereis nothing but a displ8cernent and a difference within a sin­
gle signifying act. Only in a metaphor already crystallized by usage (w·hich is 
therefore no longer a metaphor at all) is it possible to distinguish a proper and an 
improper signified: in an originary metaphor it would be usele.ss to look for 
something like a proper term. 

The inadequacy of the Oedipal scheme of the proper and the improper to grasp 
the essence of metaphor is particularly evident in the emblem: the "painted" or 
"enacted" metaphor. It would seem to be possible to rec.ogni7.e a proper and im­
proper term, exemplified in the "s(ml" and the "body" of the emblem, but, af­
ter the brieiest look--which the cmblemntic tradition invites--into the labyrinth, 
it is e1pparent that the e.mblem provides for no positive substitution of one term for 
the other. Rather, the space of the emblem is the purely negative and insubstantial 
space of a process of difference and reciprocal negation-affirmation. Thus the 
"body'' and the "soul" are in a relation to one another that is, simult(ltleously, 
one of exphmation and of eclipse (a "shadowing over by explaining" and an 
"explaining by shadowing over," in the 'Nord.;; of a seventeenth-century treatise), 
without either of the two projects prevailing completely over the other (which 
would signify, in fact, the death of the emblem). The theoreticians of the impresa 
insistently repeat that the emblematic "marvel" (meravigfia) "is not born from 
the obscmily of words, or from the recondite nature of things, but from the cou­
pling and mixtme of both one and the other. Be.cause of this a third is constituted, 
of diverse nature from them, producing that marvel.'' 15 Nevet'l'heless one \Vauld 
search in vain in this "third" for something positive, for it is but the difference 
and the reciprocal negation-~.1ffirmation of the other two. The same can be said for 
that emblazoning of the human figure that is, a$ we have seen, the caricature. The 
exempl(lry success of Philipon's celebrated ''pear,'' which represents King Louis 
Philippe as a pear (or vice versa), consists precisely in the fact that we find our· 
selves confronted neither with a pear nor with Louis Philippe, but with the em­
blcmntic tension that arises from their confusion-difference. 

lf this is true, the operation of the emblematic form appears to be surprisingly 
similar to that of the fetishist lfcrfcugncmg as described by Freud. Moreover, 
Verleugnung offers a model for the interpretation of metaphor that escapes the 
traditional reduction of the problem and in the light c>f which the metaphor be· 
comes in the realm (~f language what the ferish is in the realm of things. As in 
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Valeugmmg there is not simply a "transport'' from a proper to an imptoper sig­
nified, but rather a process of never-suhstnntializable negation between an ab­
sence and a presence (because the fetish is both that nullity that is the materna) 
penis and the sign of its absence). Therefore, in the emblematic form, there is 
neither substitution nor transport, but only a game. of negation and difference, 
irreducible to the exchange of proper and improper. And since the fetish, because 
of its essential contribution, cannot tnaintain itself except on condition of a lac·· 
eration, in \Vhich the two contrary reactions constitute the nucleus of what Freud 
called ''the splitting of the ego'' (lchspaltwzg), therefore the emblematic form is 
erected over a true and proper fracture of the semiotic synolon (union of matter 
and form). 

The displacement of met,1phor is not, in fact, between the proper and the im­
proper, but within the metaphysical .structuring of signification itself. Its space is 
determined by a reciprocal exclusion of the signifier and the signified, and in this 
space emerges the oliginal difference on which every signification is founded. 
Nietzsche, in his projected Philo.wphenlmch, rightly saw in metaphor the origi­
nary phenomenon of language and in the "rigid columbariutll" of proper terms 
nothing else than the residue of a metaphor. 16 In contrast to the Sphinx and its 
metsphorical discourse, Oedipus appears like Nietzsche's deaf man, who, before 
the figure of Ch1adni produced on the sand by sound waves, pretends to know 
what it is thal is called sound. The Aristotelian definition of the enigma as a syn­
apsai ta adyrrata, ''a putting together of impossible things,'' well grasps the cen­
tral paradox of signification that metaphor unmasks: the sernainein is always 
originally a synopsis of adynata, a connection of i mpossibles --not a relation of 
manifestations, in itself nonpmblematic, between signifier and signified, but a 
pure barrier. The. "sharp wit" (acutezza) of the "divine fabu Hst" who, according 
to Tesauro, "wittily expresses to men and angels his lofty concepts," buries its 
point (acutezza, according to the profound intuition of a seventeenth-century dic­
tionary, to be understood etymologicnlly a-; the act of piercing and opening) 
precisely in this juxtaposition of signifier and signified. Metaphor, caricature, 
emblem, and fetish point toward that "hatTier resistant to signification" in which 
is guarded the original enigma of every signifying act. Jt is this barrier that we 
must now investigate. 
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like the die, immovable, is rather rwthing more than the l"('.~idur of a m<'la{'hor ... Only through the 
forgetfulnes.<; of thig primitive world of mctnphor~. !lnly through the invincible hdief that this sun, 

this \\'indcm~ this table is a truth in itself, in o;!Jorl only because m;-~n forget:; himself as a subject and, 
in particular, as a sn bject of a rti.stk creation, can he I ive in a world of repose and security" [the 
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Chapter 19 
The Barrier and tl1e Fold 

IH.l. The notion of the sign on which modern semiology is based is founded on 
a metaphysical reduction of signification that remains as yet unknown to "the 
science that studies the life of signs in the domain of social life.'' 1 This reduc~ 
tiol1, whose roots are sunk deep in the history ofWestern philosophy; was made 
possible by the special circumstances of the first appearance of the text around 
which the modern semiological project has been formed. It is well known and 
unnecessary to emphasi~e here that the courses presented by Ferdinand de 
Saussure in Geneva from 1907 to 1911 \vcre not intended for publication and that 
he had in fact explicitly ruled out the possibility of publishing them. 2 What needs 
emphasis is that these qmrses represented the culminating moment of an intel­
lectual crisis, an impasse, the experience that constitutes perhaps the most essen­
tial aspect of Saussure's thought. The publication of the Cours, in the circum­
stances of 1915, revea Lc;; precisely this experience of a radical aporia, presenting 
as a series of positive results what was in reality the final reef against which 
S<1ussure had shipwrecked at the cot1clusion of a voyage begun almost fifteen 
years before, during the period of his studies on Baltic intonation. Saussure rep­
resents in fact the precious instance of a philologist who, caught in the net of 
language, felt, as Nietzsche did, the insufficiency of philology, and 'vho had to 
become a philosopher or StJCcumb. Saussure did not abandon linguistic study as 
Nietzsche had done, but, closing himself for thirty years in a silence that ap~ 
peared inexplicable to many, interrupted only by the. publication of melanges of 
brief technical notes, the e11{ant prodige who had renewed the study of Indo­
European linguistics with t11e brilliant Afcnwric sur le sisrhnc primit(f' des voyellcs 
(Report on the primitive vo\vel-system) pursued to the limit an exemplary in.:.. 

!52 
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stance of the impossibility of a science of language within the Western metaphys­
ical tradition. 3 

The documents of this crisis were long ago published by Benveniste and then 
reiterated in a memorable artide by him without, however, his having fully ap­
preciated their consequenccs.4 The critical edition of the Cours edited by Rudolf 
Engler was published in 1967 in the only appropriate way, that is, as a synopsis 
of all the sources from \vhich the 1915 text was derived, and lends urgency to the 
reassessment of the place of the Cours in the history of. modern hnguistics. 5 To 
the extent that it reflects the authentic thought of Saussure, the Cours cannot be 
considered during the subsequent years as the foundation of semiology; if any­
thing, the Cours puts semiology radically into question. It does not contain the 
origins of semiology, but, in a certain sense, its closure. 

The first document in what has been defined as ''the drama of Saussure' ' 6 is 
found in a letter to MeiJler· written in 1894, when Saussure was working on his 
study of intonation and accent in Lithuanian, a study that would never be pub­
lished. \Vith uncharacteristic bitterness, Saussurc confessed his discouragement 
before the "ineptic absolue" (absolute ineptitude) and contradictions of linguis­
tic terminology: 

I am extremely disgusted with all of that and ''vith the difficulty found 
in general in writing ten lines on the subject oflinguistic facts that 
might have a common sense. Preoccupied for a long time above all 
with the logical classification of these facts ... I increasingly see the 
immensity of the "\vork that vvould be necessary to show to the linguist 
what he is doing ... and, at the same time, the vanity of all that, in 
the final analysis, can be done in linguistics ... This will end despite 
myself in a book in which, 'vithout enthusiasm or passion, I will 
explain why there is not a single term used in linguistics to which I 
would assign ~my meaning \Vhatsocver. And only after having done this, 
I confess, will I be able to resume my work at the point where I have 
left off. 7 

This book was never written, bu.t the notes and sketches that remained from it 
and that later were c.onflated in the course on general linguistics show Saussure's 
lucid awareness of an impasse not merely in his work, but in the science of lan­
guage in general: 

Behold our profession of faith in linguistic matters: in other fields, 
one can speak of things "according to this or that point of view," being 
certain of finding a secure ground in the object itself. In linguisties, we 
deny on principle that objects are given, that there are things that 
continue to exist when one passes from one order of ideas to the next, 
and that one may consequently be permitted to consider "things" in 
diverse orders, as if they were given in themselves ... 

The truly ultimate hm· of language, at least so far as we dare to 
speak of it, is that there is never anything that can reside in a single 
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term, and this because of the fact that linguistic symbols have no 
relation lo what they ought to designate, thus that a is incapable of 
designating somethii1g without the help of b, and like_wise b without the 
help of a. or in fact that both of them are without value except through 
their reciprocal difference, or that neither of the two has value, whether 
it be through any part of itself (for example, "the root," etc.), except 
by means of this same plexus of eternally negative differences. 

lt is astonishing. But where in truth 'vould the possibility of the 
contrary Jie? Where would be for a single instanl the point of positive 
irradiation in all of language, once granted that there is no vocal image 
that responds more than any other to what it must say?8 

[n his lectures, Saussme was certainly influenced by the didactic need to veil 
his doubt regarding the poflsibility of finding a positive term in language. Nev­
ertheless, the critical edition of the Cours shows that the paragraph in which the 
sign is presented as something positive does not exactly reflect the notes of the 
students. Where the text of the Cours says "as soon as the sign is considered in 
its totality, we are in the presence of something positive in its order," the notes 
say more cautiously: 

Thanks to the fact that these differences condition one another, we 
would have something that can resemble positive terms by placing in 
juxtaposition a certain difference of the idea with a certain difference of. 
the sign.9 

And further on: 

But the signifier and the signified contract a bond by virtue of 
determinate values born from the. combination of a quantity of acoustic 
signs with a qrwntity of excerpts that can be made from the mass. What 
would be necessary for this relation of signifier and signified to be 
intrinsically given? Above all it would require that the idea he 
determined in advance, and it is not ... It would require above all that 
the signified were something to be determined in advance, and it is not. 
Therefore this relation is but another expression of the values taken in 
their opposition. 10 

If hmguage is the absolutely insubstantial space of these "eternally negative 

differences,'' the sign is certainly the last element that could offer that ''point of 
positive irradiation" within language on which a linguistic science finally liber­
ated from the "ineptitude of cnrren1 terminology" might be constructed. Insofar 
as it determines the double status of the linguistic unit, however, the sign is rather 
the site of absolnle difference, where the metaphysical fracture of presence 
comes to light in the most blinding way. A decisive passage in the notes testifies 
that its very nMure as a sign language is, for Saussure, something beyond grasp: 
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Language is nothing but a particular case of the theory of signs. But 
precisely because of this fact alone, language firids itself in the 
absolutely impossible situation of being something simple (or directly 
graspable in its mode of being by our understanding), while at the same 
time, in the general theory of signs, the pnrticular case of the vocal 
signs is the most complex of all the known particular cases, like 
writing, cipher, and so on. 11 

Far from simplifying the linguistic act, the inclusion of language in the semi­
ological perspective makes it something impossible. The science of the sign will 
only be able to attain its critical phase through the awareness of this impossibility 
(whose origin, as the history of the notion of the sign demonstrates, from the 
Stoa to medieval logic, has its basis in the essential solidarity of every interpre­
tation of signifying with the metaphysical interpretation ·of presence). Saussure, 
\vho h3d reached the point of no return in his knowledge of language, where one 
is "nbandoned by all the analogies of heaven and earth," 12 spoke-with appar­
ently paradoxical expressions that recall the Aristotelian definition of the enigma 
as the "putting together of impossible things" -of a "plexus of eternally nega­
tive differences,'' of a ''stable bond between things that preexist the things them­
selves," of a double unity "that has an obverse and reverse." What weighed 
upon him most was the avoidance of substantializing the terms of that scission 
that had revealed itself to him as cocsscntial to language. He was gesturing to­
\Vard that difference and that "connection of impossiblcs" that has been covered 
and repressed in modern semiology with the "barrier resisting signification." In 
the semiotic algorithm, the barrier that separates the signifier and the signified is 
thc:re to show the impossibility for the sign to produce its~Lf in the fullness of 
presence. To isolate the notion of sign, understood as a positive unity of signan.s 
and signatwn, from the origi.nal nnd problematic Saussmian position on the lin­
guistic fact as a "plexus of eternally negative differences" is to push the science 
of signs back into metaphysics. 13 

111.2. The claim that there is a dose relationship between the history ofWestern 
metaphysics and the interpretation of signification as the unity of a signifier and 
a signified is explicitly affirmed by a critical tradition whose project is formu­
lated as the substitution of a science of writing (grammntology) for the science of 
signs (semiology). Ac.cording to this project, metaphysics is founded on the priv­
ileged status of the signified, understood as the fullness of prcsenee, with respect 
to the signifier, which is an external trace. This privilege is the same one that 
establishes the superiorily of the phone over the gramnw, of the spoken word 
over the written, in the 1-radition of \Vcstern rpetnphysics. The specific character 
of the grammatological project is expressed, however, in the nffirmation accord­
ing to which the originary experience is ahvnys already trace and writing, the 
signified always already in the position of signifier. The illusion of a full and 
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originnry prcsew:.·e is the illusion of metaphysics, which is embodied in the dou­
ble structure of the sign. The clo.<::urc of metaphysics, and of the semiotics in sol­
idarity with it, implies the awareness that there is no possible origin beyond the 
sjgnifier and the trace: the orjgin is an archhmce, which in the absence of an 
origin establishes the very possibility of appearance and signification. 14 

By restoring the originary character of the signifier, the grammafological 
project effects a salutary critique of the metaphysical inheritance that has crys­
tallized in the notion of sign, but this does not mean that it has really succeeded 
in accomplishing that "step-baekwarcl-beyond" metaphysics-with greater pru­
dence, the philosopher on whose thought that eritique is based hesitated to de­
clare that step complete or even merely possible .15 I\1"etnphysics is not, in fact, 
simply the interpretation of the fracture of prcsenec as a duality of appearance 
and essence, of signifier and signified, of sensible and intelligible; rather, that the 
original experience be always already caught in a fold, be already simple in the 
etymological sense (si1~-ple.x, "once pLeated"), that presence he- always already 
caught in a signification: this is precisely the origin of Western metaphysics. 
Placing writing and the trace in an initial position mean.s putting the emphasis on 
this original experience, but not transcending it. Both gramma and phomi in fact 
belong to the Greek mctaphysic;:-ll project, which, defining "grammar" as the 
reflection on language and conceiving of the phom; as semantike (that is, as 
the sign of a "writing in the soul"), u; thought of language from the outset from 
the point of view of the ''letter.'' The metaphysics of writing and of the signifier 
is but the reverse face of the metaphysics of the signified and the voice, and not, 
surely, its transcendence. Even if it were possible to reveal the metaphysical in­
heritance of modern se-miology, it would still be impossible for us to conceive of 
a presence that, finally freed from difference, was only a pure and undivided sta­
tion in the open. What we can do is recognize the originary situation of langunge, 
this "plexus of eternally negative differences" in the barrier resistant to signifi­
cation (that OedipaJ repression has made inaccessible). The originary nucleus of 
signification is neither in the signifier nor in the signified, neither in writing nor 
in the voice, but in the fold of the presence on which they are established: the 
logos, which characterizes the human as zoon logon echon (living thing using 
language), is this fold that gathers and divides all things in the "putting to­
gether'' of presence, And the human is precisely this fracture of presence, which 
opens a world and over which language holds itself. The algorithm S/s must 
therefore reduce itself to simply the barrier (/) but in this barrier we should not 
see merely the trace of a difference, but the topological game of pulting things 
together and !lrticulating (synapseis), whose model we have attempted to delin­
eate in the apotropaic ainos of the Sphinx, in the melancholic profundity of the 
emblcni, in the Vcrlcugnung of the fetishist. 

In the dawning language of Greek thought, this "articui<Hion" of presence 
took the name of harmonia. A round the Indo-Europe~111 roots of this word we find 
a constellation of terms 1hat points tmvard a cardinal notion of the universe of the 
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lndo-European peoples: that of the just order that governs the rhythm of the uni­
verse, from the movements of the stars to the succession of seasons and there­
lations among humans and gods. 17 Wl}at interests us here, however, is less the 
centrality of this concept than that _rhe idea of the ''just order'' should present 
itself from tht! beginning bf Greek speculation as an articulation, an agreement, 
a juxtaposition (harmodzo and aratisco originally meant "join'' or "connect'' in 
the carpenter's sense), 18 that the perfect "jewel'' of I he cosmos implied therefore 
for the Greeks the idea of a Jaccn'll'ion that is also a suture, the idea of a tension 
that is both the articulation of a difference and onitnry. Heraclitus alluded to this 
"most beautiful" and "invisible" nrticulation in the fragments (8, 51, 54) where 
harmonia is not simply harmony in the sen~e familiar to us, but the name of the 
principle itself of the "just" station or situation in presence. That this articula-­
tion, which, for Heraclitus, still belongs to the tactile-visible sphere, should then 
be transferred to the numerical-acoustic sphere, testifies to a decisive turn in 
Westem thought, where it is still possible to diseern the solidarity between sig­
nification and metaphysical articulation, in the passage from the visible to the 
acoustic aspect of langHage. 

Only when we have arrived in the proximity of this "invisible articulation" 
will be be able to say we have entered into an are<~ from which the step-backwru-d­
beyond of metaphysics, which governs the interpretation of the sign in Western 
thought, becomes really possible. We can for the moment perhaps only have an 
intuition of what might be a presence restored to the 'simplicity of this ''invisible 
harmony": the last Western philosopher recognized a hint of this harmony in a 
painting by Cezanne in the possible rediscovered community of thought and po­
etry.19 Faithful in this to the apotropaic project, \Vhose signification had appeared 
to the dawning age of Greek thought as a mode of speaking that was neither a 
gathering nor a concealment, we cannot but approach that which must, for the 
moment, remain at a distance. 
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