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CHAPTER ONE 

Ge niu s 

Now my charms an• all 0'1·rLhrow11 

And whal s1rength I havc's mini• O\\ n. 

Prospero to lhl' audienn· in I he 'ICmpe.11 

In Latin, Genius was the 1h1111e used for the god who becomes 
1•ach man's guardian al the moment of birth. Tlw <'tymology b 
transpan•nt and remains visible linguistically in the very prox
imity appearing hctwcen g(•nius ancl generation. That Genius is 
related to grneration is evident in any case due• to the fact that 

in I a tin, th1.• "genial" objl'Ct par excellence \\as th<' bl·d. the 
lccftt.~ aenialis, because it is in bed that the act or gc·ncralion is 
accomplished. Birthdays arc sacred to Genius, and for that rca
son we sti ll use· the adjective 9eneiliaco (birthday) in Italian. 
Despite the odious, now-inevitable A11glo-S,1xon refrain, thr 
present~ ancl parties with which we celebrate birthdays arc a 
memory of the feast and sacrifices offered lo Genius by Roman 
families on birthdays. Horace speaks ol' purr \\inc, or a two
month-old piglet. of an "immolated" lamb, meaning one that is 

sprinkled with sauce fo r the sacrif'i cc. Tt seems, though, that 
originally there was only incense, wine, and delicious honey 
cake, because Genius, the god who presides over birth, did not 
like blood sacrifices. 
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PROFANATIONS 

"He is called my Genius, because he generated me (Genius 
meus nominatur, qui a me 9enuit)." But that is not all. Genius was 
not only the personification of sexua l energy. Certainly, every 

ma.n had his Genius and every woman her Juno, both of which 
manifested the ferti lity that generates and perpetuates life. But 
as the term ingenium - Lhat is, the sum of physical and moral 
qualities innate in the one who is born - indicates, Genius was, 
in a certain way, the <liv inizati011 of th e person, the principle 
that governed and ex pressed his entire existence. For this rea
son, it was not the pubis but th e forehead Lhat was associated 

with Genius; the gesture of bringing the hand to the forehead 
- which we enact almost without realizing it in moments of 
confusion and disorientation, when we seem alrnost to have 
forgotten ourselves - recalls the ritual gesture of lhe cu lt or 
Genfos (unde irenerantes deum wngimusjrontem) .1 And since this 

god is, in a sense, what is most intimate and mosl our own, he 
must be placated and his favor maintai ned in every aspect and 

at every moment of life. 
A Latin phrase perfectly expresses the secret relationsh ip 

each person mu~t main tain with hi s own Genius: indulgere 
aenio. O ne nrnst consent to Genius and abandon oneself to 
him; one must grant him everything he asks for, fo r his exigen

cies arc our exigencies, his happin ess our happiness. Even if his 
-our! -reguiremcnts seem unreasonable and capricious, it is 

best to accept them without argumen t. If in order to write you 
need - he needs! -a certain light yellow paper, a certain spe
cial pen , a certain dim light shining from the lefl, it is useless to 
tell yourself that just any pen will do, that any paper and any 
light will suffice. If ljfe is not worth living without that light 

blue linen shirt (for goodness' sake. not the white one with the 
collar of an office worker!), if without those long cigarettes 
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GENIUS 

with black paper you just don't see any reason to go on, then 
there's no point i.n repeating to yourself that these are no more 
than litt le manias, that now is the time to be over and done 
with them. In Latin, Genium suum defraudare, to defraud one's 

own genius, means to make one's life miserable, to cheat one
self, in Latin. But the life that turns away From deatb and responds 

without hesitation to the impetus of the geni us that engen
dered it is called genial is, genial. 

But this most intimate and personal god is also that which 
is most impersonal in us; it is the personal ization or what, 
in us, goes beyond and exceeds us. "Genius is our lire nol inso
far as it was originated by us, but rather insofar as we originate 
from il.11 Jf it seems to be identified with us, it is only in order 
to reveal itself immed iately afterward as more than us, and to 

show us that we are more and less than ourselves. Compre
hend ing the conception or man implicit in Genius means 
understanding that man is not only an ego and an individual 
consciousness. but rather Lhat from birth to death he is accom
panied by an impersonal, preindividual elcmcnl. Man is thus a 
single being with two phases; he is a being that results from the 
complex dialectic between a part that has yet to be individu
ated and lived and another part that is marked by l'ate and indi 
vidual experience. But the impersonal, nonindividual part is 
not a past we have left behind once and for all and that we may 

eventually recall in memory; it is still present in us, still with 
us, near to us and inseparab le from us, for both good and 
ill. Genius' youthfu l face and long, fluttering wings signify tliat 
he does not know time, that we feel him quivering as closely 
within us as he did when we were children, breathing and beat
ing in om feverish temples like an immemorial present. That is 
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why a birthday cannot be the commemoration of a past day 
but, like every true celebration, must be an aboli tion of t imc
the epiphany and presence of Genius. Th is inescapable pres
ence prevents us from enclosing ou rselves within a substantial 
identity and shatters the ego's pretension to be sufficient unto 

itself. 

It has been said that spirituality is above all an awareness that 
the individuated being is nut completely individuated but sti ll 
con tains a certain nonindi viduate<l share of reali ty, which must 

he not only preserved but also respected and, in a way, even 
honored, as one honors one's debts. But Genius is not merely 
spi rituality and is not just eoncC'rned with the things that we 
customarily regard as higher and more noble. Everything in us 
that is impersona l is gt' n ial. The l'orce that pushes th e blood 

through our veins or that plunges us into sleep, the unknown 
power in our body that gently regu lates and distributes its 
warmth or that relaxes or contracts the fibe rs of our muscles -
that too is genia l. It is Gen ius that we obscurely sense in the 
intimacy of our physiological life, in which what is most one's 
own is also strange and impersona l, and in wh ich what is near
est somcho"' remains distant and escapt•s mastery. If we did not 
abandon ourselves to Genius, if we w<.•rc onl} ego and con
sciousness, we wou ld not even be abk to urinate. Living "ith 
Gen ius means, in this sense, living in tlw intimacy of a strange 

being. remaining constantly in relation lo a zone of noncon
sciousness. But this zone of nonconsciousness is not repression; 
it docs not shift or displacr an experience from consciousness 
to the unconscious, "here this cxpcri<.·nce would be sedi
mented as a troubling past, waiting to resurface in symptoms 
and neuroses. This intimacy with a zone of nonconsciousness is 

12 

CE NIUS 

an everyday mystical practice, in which the ego, in a sort of 
special, joyous esoterism, looks on with a smile al its own un 
doing and, wh eth er it's a matter of digesti ng food or i.llumi 

nating the mind, testifies incredulously to its own incessa nt 
dissolution and disappearance. Genius is our life insofar as it 
does not belong to us. 

'vVe must therefore consider tbe subject as a fo rce field ol' 
tensions whose antitheti ca l poles arc Genius and Ego. This 
field is traversed by two conjoined but opposC'd forces: one 
that moves from the individual lo the impersonal and another 

that moves from the impersonal to the individual. The two 
fo rces coexist, intersect, separate, but can neither emancipate 
thcmselv<'s completely from each o ther nor id entify with each 
other perf'cc t ly. What, then, is the best way for Ego to testify 
to Gen ius? Suppose the ego wants lo write - not to write this 
or that work, but simpl) to ''rite, period. This desire means: 

I (l'.go) f'c.·cl that some'' here Genius exists, that thNc is in me 
an impersonal power that presses toward wri ting. But this 
Genius, who has never Lakcn up a pen (much less.., computer) 
- has no inclination to produce a work. One writes in o rd er to 
become impNsonal. to become genial, and yet, in writing, we 
individuate ourselves as authors of this or that work; we move.' 
away from Gen ius, who can nc,·er have the form ol' an ego, 
much IC'ss that of an author. Every attempt by F.go, by the per
sonal clement, lo appropriate Genius, to force him to sign in 

one's own name, is necessarily destined lo /'ail. I lencc we have 
the pertinence and success of ironic operations like those ol' 
the avant-garde, in which the presence of Genius i~ attested to 
in the dccreation and destruction of the work. But if the only 
work worthy of Genius is the one been revoked and undone, 
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and if the truly genial ar tist is the artist without a work, then 
the Ducham p-Ego will never be able to coincide with Genfos 
and, to the admiration of all, will pass through the world like 
the melancholic proof of its own nonex istence, li ke the ill 
famed bearer of its own unworking. 

That is why the encounter with Gen ius is terrible. The li fe 
that mainta ins the tension between Lhe personal and the imper
sonal, between Ego and Genius, is ca lied poetic. Bu I the fee ling 
that occu rs when Genius exceeds us on eve ry side is called 
panic-panic at something that comes over us and is infini tely 
greater than what we beli eve ourselves able lo bear. For this 
reason, most peop le fl ee in ter ror before the part of' themselves 
that is impersonal, or else Lhey seek hypocritically to reduce it 
Lo their own miniscu lc stature. What is rejected as im personal, 

tlwn , can rea ppear in the form of sym ptoms and lies tha t arl' 
even more impersonal, or gr imaces that are even more exces
sive. But more laughable and fa tuous than th is is someone who 
experiences the encounter with Geni us as a pri vilege, the Poet 
who strikes a pose and puts on airs or, worse, l'eigns hu mi liLy 
and gives thanks fo r the grace rccC'ived . In the face or Genius, 

no one is great; we arc all equally smal l. But some let them
selves be shaken and traversed by Gen ius Lo the poi nt of fa lling 
apa rt. Others, more scri e>us but less happy. ref use to imperson
aLc tht· impersonal, Lo lend Lh eir lips to a voice that docs not 
belong lo th em. 

The rank or every being can be de fined by an ethics or rela

tionships with Genius. The lowest rank comp rises those - and 
sometim es they are very famous authors - who think of their 

genius as a sort of personal sorcerer ("Everything turns out so 
well for me!" - " If onl y you, my Genius, do not abandon 
me ... " ). How much more amiable and sober is the puct who 

GENIUS 

does without th is sordid accomplice, because he knows that 
"the absence of God helps."2 

Children take a particular pleasure in hiding, not because they 
will be found in the end , but by the very act of hiding, of being 
concealed in a laundry basket or a cabinet, of curling up in the 
corner of an attic to the point of almost disappearing. There is 
an incomparable joy, a special excitement tha t ch ildren are un
wi ll ing to renounce for any reason. Th is childlike exci tement 
is th e source of both Robert Walscr's voluptuous pleasure in 

securing the conditions of his illegibility (the micrograms) and 
Walter Benjamin's stubborn des ire Lo go unrecognized. This 
pleasu re and this desire arc th~ guardians of the soli tary glory 
rC'vea lcd lo chi lcl ren in their secret lairs. For the poet cele
brates his triumph in nonrecogni tion, just like the child discov
ers the genius loci or his hiding place with trepidation. 

According lo Gil bert Si mondon , emotion is tbc way we relate 

lo the preindiviclual. To have emotion, lo be moved, is lo fee l 
t11e impersonal within us, to experience Genius as anguish or 
joy, safety or fear. 

On the threshold of the zo ne of nonconsciousness. Ego 
must shed its ow n propcrties; it must be moved . Passion i~ the 
tightrope, stretched between us and Genius, on which our 
funambulant life steps fo rward. Even before we wonder at the 
world outside us, what awes and stuns us is t11c presence within 

us of a par t that is forever immature, infinitely adolescent, and 
hesitant to cross the threshold of any individuation. It is t11 is 

elusive young boy, this puer, who stubbornly pushes us toward 
others, in "vhom we seek precisely the emotion that remains 
incomprehensible in ourselves, hoping that by some miracle it 
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will be clarified and elucidated in the mirror of the other. Wit

nessing the pleasure and the passion of others is the supreme 

emotion and the first politics because we seek in the other the 

relationship with Genius which we are incapable of grasping on 

ou r own; our secret delight and our proud and lofty agony. 

In tim e, Genius took on a twofold aspect and an e thical col

oration . The sources-in fluenced, pe rhaps, by th e Greek theme 

of the two daimons wi.Lhin each man - speak of a good genius 

and a bad genius, of a white (a/bus) genius and a black (ater) 
one. The firs t pushes and coaxes us toward good; the second 

corrupts us and inclin es us loward ev il. Horace is no doubt 

right to suggest that there is, in reali ty, one Geniu~ who chang1::s 

- by turns candid and shadowy, sometimes wise <ind sometimes 

depraved. In othe r words, what changes is not Genius but our 

re lationship to him, turning l'rom luminous and clear Lo shad

owy and opaque. Our own vital princ iple, the companion who 

orients our existence and renders it amiab le , is then sudden ly 

transfo rmed into a kind or sil ent, hidden outlaw who fo ll ows 

our every move like a shadow and srcretly conspires against us. 

Roman art thus represents I wo genii side by side: one who car

ries a burning to rch and another, a harbinger or death, w ho 

overturns it. 

In this be lated mora li'l.alion, the paradox or Genius foU y 

emerges: if Genius is our life, insofar as it docs noL be long to us, 

then we must answer fo r something for which we arc not re

sponsible. The childlike race of our own salvation and of ou r 

own ruin both is and is not ou r face. 

Th e analogue of Genius in the Christian tradition is tbe 

guardian angel-or, more prec isely, two ange ls. One is good 

and holy, guiding us to salvation, and the o the r is w icked and 
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perverse, pushing us into damnation. But it is Iranian angelol

ogy that gives the guardian angel its most lim pid and aston ish

ing Formulation . According to this doctrine, an angel called a 

daena, who has the form of a very beautiful young girl, presides 

over Lhe birth of each man. The daena is the celestial archetype 

in whose likeness each individual has been created, as well as 

t he silent witness who accompanies and observes us at every 

moment. And yet the angel's face changes over Lime. Like the 

picture or Dorian Gray, it is impercep tibl y transformed wit h 

our every gesture , word, and thought. Thus, at the moment of 

death, lhc soul is me t by its angel, which has been transfigured 

by the sou l's conduct into either a more beautiful creature o r a 

horrend ous demon. It then whispers: "I am you r daena, the 

one who has been formed by your thoughts, your words, and 

your deeds." 111 a vertiginous reversal, our life molds and out

lines the archetype in whose image we arc c reated. 

To some extent ·we all come to te rms with Genius, with what 

resides in us but docs no t belong to us. Each person's character 

is cng<'nclcrcd by lhc way he attempts to turn away from Gen ius, 

to flee from him. Genius, to the extent that he has been avoid

ed and le l't un expressed, inscribes a grimace on Ego's face . 

An author's style - like the grace displayed by any c reature -

depends less on his genius than o n the part of him Lhat is 

deprived of gen ius, his charac ter. Thal is why when we love 

someone we actually love neither his genius nor his character 

(and even less his ego) but his special manne r of evading both 

or these poles, his rap.id back-and - forth bc t•vcen genius clllll 

charac ter. (For examp le, the childlike grace with which a cer

tain poet in Naples gulped down ice cream in secre t, or the 

awkward, shambling way a certain philosopher would pace the 
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room as he spoke, topping sudden ly and taring at a djstant 
corner of the ceiling.) 

But for each person there comes a time when he must be sepa
rated from his Genius. It can be at night, unexpectec.lly, when 
at the sound of a group of people pal.sing by he feels, without 
knowing why, that his god has abandoned him. O r perhaps we 
send Genius away in a moment of grral lucidity, an extreme 
moment in which wr knc>w there is sa lvation but no longer 
want to be saved- as when in The Tempest. Prospero says lo 
Arirl: "Be free." This is the moment when he relinquishes the 
spirit's charms and knows that the strength he has now is his 
own; it is Lhe late and final stage whrn tht· old artist lays down 

his pen - and contt•mp latcs. What docs he con template? Gc~
turcs: for the first tinw trul y his ow n, devoid of every cha rm. 
No doubt life without Ariel loses its mystery, and ye t somehow 
"e know that no\\ it can really belong to us; only no\\ do we 
begin to live a purrly human and earthly life, the life that did 
not keep its promises and, for that reason, C'iln now give us infi
nil cly morE'. This is (•xhausted and susprndcd time, the suclckn 
penumbra in which we• begin lo l'orgc•t abou t Genius; this is 
night fulfillcd.3 Did Ariel ever ex ist? What is that fading, dis
tant music? Only tlw tkparture is true; only now do('S thr \{'ry 

long u11learning of tlw i.df begin - bclon· the gangling boy 
returns lo take up his blushing glances OIH' by one and, one by 
one, imperiously, his hes itations. 

CHAPTER Two 

Magi c and Happ in ess 

Walter Benjamin once said that a ch ild's first experience of the 
world is not his realization that "adults arc stronger hut rather 
that he cannot make magic."1 The statement \Vas made under 
the inl'luenc:c of a twenty-mi ll igram dose of mesca linr, but that 

docs not make it any less salient. It is, in fact, quite likely that 
the invinC'ibk sadness that sometimes overwhelms children is 

born pn•dsely from their awareness that they arc incapable or 
magic. Whatever we can achieve through merit and effort, can

not make· us truly happy. On ly magic can do that. This did not 
csca1)<' tlw chil dlike gen ius o l' Mozart, who dcal'ly indicated 
the secret solidarity between magic and happiness in a letter to 
Joseph Bullinger: "To Li\•e respectably and to live happily arc 
two vcr) different things, and the latter will not lw possible for 
mE' without some kind of magic; for this, something truly super
natural would have to happen."2 

Like creatures in fables, chi ldrcn know that in order to be 

happy it is necessary to keep the genie in Ll1c bottll' at onC''s 
ide, and have the donkey that crap:. gold coins or the hen that 

lays golden eggs in one's house. And no matter what the situa
tion, it is much more importam to know the exact place and 
the right words lo say than to take the troub le to r<:'ach a goa l 
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by honest means. Magic means precisely that no one can be 
worthy of happiness and that, ai. the ancients knew, any happi 
ness commensurate with man is always hubris; it is always the 
result of arrogance and excess. But if someone succeeds in 

influencing fortunr through trickery, if happiness depends not 
on what one is but on a magic walnut or an "Open sesame!" -

then and only then can one consider onc~clf to be truly and 
blessedly happy. 

This ch ildlike wisdom, which affirms that happiness is not 
something that can be deserved, has always met with the objec
tions of official morality. Take the wordi. of' Kant, the philoso
pher who was kast ca pab le of under1>Landing the differen ce 
between living with dignity and living happi ly: "That in you 
which strives toward happiness is inclination, that ·which then 

limits this inclination lo the condition of your first being \NOr
Lhy of happinc sis your rcason.''1 But we (or the child within us) 
wouldn't know\\ hat to do with a happinc~s of' which we were 
worthy. What a disaster if a woman loved you because you de
served it! And how boring to receive happiness as the reward of' 
work well clone. 

That the bond linking magic and happiness is not simply 
immoral, that it can indeed testify to a higher ethics, is shown in 
the ancient maxim that whoever reali1.ci. hl· i:, happy has already 
ceased to be so. This means that happin<·ss has a paradoxical 
re lationship with its subjC'cl. Someone who is happy ca nnot 
know that he is; tlw subject of happiness is not a subject per sc 
and docs not obtain thr l'orm of a consciousness or of a con
science, not even a good one. Herc magic appears as an excep
tion, the only one that allo-ws someone to be happy and to 

know that he is. Whoever enjoys some thing through en-
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cbantmcnt escapes from the hubris implicit in the conscious
ness of happiness, since, in a certain sense, the happiness that 
he knows he possesses is not his. Thus when Zeus assumes t he 
likeness o l' Amphitryon and unites with the beautifu l Alcmene, 

he docs not enjoy her as Zeus, nor even, despite appearances, as 
Amphitryon. His enjoyment lies entirely in enchantment, and 

only what has been obtained through the crooked paths of 
magic can be enjoyed consciously and purely. On ly someone 
who is enchanted can say "I" with a smile, and the only happi
ness that is tru ly deserved is the one we could never dream of 
deserving. 

That is the ultimate reason for the precept that there is only one 
way Lo achieve happiness on this earth: to belicv<' in the divine 
and not to aspire to reach it (there is an ironic variation of this 

in a conversation between Franz Kafka and Gustav Janouch, 
when Kafka affirms that there is plenty of hope - but not for 
us).4 This apparently ascetic thesis becomes intelligible only if 
we understand the meaning of this "not for us." It means not 
Lhal happinl'SS is reserved onl y fo r others (happiness is, pre
<.:iscly, l'o r us) but that it awaits us only at the point where it was 
not destined for us. That is: happiness can be ours on I y through 
magic. At thal point, when we have wrenched it away from fate, 

happiness coincides entirely with our knowing oursch es to be 
capabk of magic, with the gesture we use to banish that chi ld

hood sadness once and for all. 

If this is so, if there is no other happiness than f celing capable of 
magic, then Kafka's enigmatic definition of magic becomes 
clear. He writes that if we call life by its right name, it comes 
forth, because "that is the essence of magic, which docs not 
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create but summons."5 This definition agrees with the ancient 
tradition scrupulously followed by kabbalists and necromancers, 
according lo which magic is essentiall y a science of secret 
names. Each thing, each being, has in addition to its manifest 
name another, hidden name to which it cannot fail to respond. 
To be a magus means to kn O\\ and evoke these archi-names. 
Hence the interminable discussions or names (d iabolical or 

angelic) through which the necromancer ensures his mastery 
over spiritual powers. For him, the secret name is only the seal 
of his power of lif<' and death over the creature that bears it. 

But according lo another, more luminous tradition, the 
secret name is not so much th e> cipher or the thing's subserv
ience Lo the magus's speech as, rather, the monogram that 
sanctions its lilwralion rrom language. The sc'crcl name was 

the name by which thl' c1Taturc was called in Eden. When it is 
pronounced, every manifest 11.1me - the ent ire Babel of names 
- is shattered . That is why, according to this doctrine, magic is 

a ca ll to happiness. The S('trct naml' is the gesture that restores 
the creature to the unl'xprcsst'd. In the final instance, magic is 
not a knowkclgc of names hut a gesturr, a breaking free from 
the name. That is why a chi ld is never more content than when 
he invents a Sl'cret language. 1 lis sadness comes less from igno

rance of magic nanws than from his own inability to free him
self from the name.' that has hc.'t'n imposed on him. No sooner 
docs he i.uccecd, no s<>oner doei. h<' invent a new name, than 

he holds in his hands the laissc1-passer that grants him happi
ness. To have a nanw is to be guilty. And justice, like magic, is 
nameless. Happy, and without a name, the creature knocks ar 
the gates or the land or the 111agi, who s1)cak in gestures alone. 
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Judgm e nt D ay 

What c1uality fascinates and entrances me in thr photogra1)hs 
I lov('? I believe it is this: fo r me, photography in some way 
ca ptures the Last Judgment; it represents tlw wo rld as i t ap
pea rs on the last day, the Day of Wrath. It is, of' course, not a 
c1uestion of subject matte r. I don't mean that the photographs l 
low an· ones that represent something grave', serious, ur c.·,•c·n 
tragi(·. The photo can show any face, any obj<'ct, or any cvcnt 
whatever. This is the case with photographers like Mario Don

dero and Robert Capa , active journa list!> who practice.• wha t 
cou ld bl' called photographicj78ncnc: walking without any goa l 
and photographing everything that happt•ns. But "c,crything 
that happens" - the faces of two women riding bicycles in 
c:otland, a shop window in Paris- is called forth, i.ummoned 

to appear on Judgment Day. 

There is one example that shows with absolute clarity ho'' this 
has been true ever since the history of photography brgan. The 

daguerreotype Boulevard du Temple is very well known; it is 
considered the first photograph in which a human figure ap
pea rs. The silver plate represents the Boulevard du T('mp le, 
photographed by Daguerre from thl." window of his studio at a 
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busy moment in the middle of the clay. The boulevard should 
be crowded with people and carriages, and yet, because the 
cameras of the period required an extremely long exposure 
time, absolutely nothing of this moving mass is visible. Noth
ing. that is, except a small black silhouette on the sidewalk in 
the lower left-hand corner of the photograph. A man stopped 
to have his shoes shined, and must have stood sti ll for quite 

a while, with hi:. kg slightly raised to place his foot on the 
shoeshiner's stool. 

I could never hav<' invented a more adequate image of the Last 
Judgment. The crowd ol' humans- indeed, al l of humanity- is 
present, but it cannot be seen, because the judgment concerns 
a single p~ r:.on, n single life: precisely this one and no other. 
And when has that life, that 1>erson, been picked out, captured, 

and immortalized by the ang<' I or the Last j udgment -who is 
also the angel of photography? While making the most bana l 

and ordinary g<'s lure, the gesture or having his shoes shined. In 
the supreme instant, man, each man, is given over forever Lo his 
smallest, most <·veryday gestu rt'. And yet, thanks to the photo
graphic lens, that gesture is now charged with the weight of an 
entire life; that insignificant or ev<'n si lly moment collects and 
condenses in it.se lf the meaning of an entire existence. 

I belirv<· there b a s<'crct relationship between gesture and 

photography. The power of the gesture to summon and sum up 
entire orders or an gr lie powers resides in the photographic lens 
and has its locu:., il:. <>pportunc moment, in photography. Walter 
Benjamin onct• wrote- that Julien Green represented his char
acters "vith a gC'stu rr charged with destiny, that he fixed them 
in the irrevocab il ity of an infernal beyond. 1 I believe the hell in 

JUDGMENT CAY 

question here is a pagan, not Christian one. In Hades, the shades 
of the dead repeat the same gesture ad in Cini tum: Ix ion turns 
on his wheel; the Danaides attempt in vain to carry water in a 
sieve. But this is not a punishment; the pagan shades cannot be 

equated with the damned. Here, eternal rcp<'lition is the cipher 
of an apokatasLasis, the infinite recapitulation of an existence. 

A good photographer knows how to grasp the eschatological 
nature of the gesture - without, however, taking anything away 
from the historicity or singularity of the photographed event. I 
am thinking of the wartime correspondence between Dondero 

aucl Capa. or of the photograph of tast Berlin taken from the 
roof of' the Reichstag the clay before the rall of thr Berli n Wall. 

O r of' the (right ly famous) photograph that Dondero took of' 
the nou vea u roman authors - Nathalie Sarrautr , Samuel 13eck

ct t, Claud e Simon, A lain Robbe-G rillet - outside the offices of' 
the I:ditions de Minuit in 1959. All these photographs contain 
an unmistakable historical index, an indelible elate, and yet, 

thanks to the special power o r the gesture, this ind<·x now 
refers to another time, more actual and more urgent that any 

chronological time. 

But there i:. another aspect of the photographs I love that I am 
compelled to mention. It has to do with a certain c-xigc-ncy: the 

:.ubjc-ct shown in Lhe photo demands something from us. The 
concept or exigency is particularly impor tan t and must not 
be confused with factua l necessity. 1-:.ven if the person pho
tographed is completely fo rgo tten today. cvu1 if li b or her 
name has been erased forever from human nwmory- or, in
deed, precisely because of this - that person and that race 

demand their name; they demand not to b~ forgotten. 
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Benjamin must have had something like this in mind when, 
referring to the photographs of David Octavius Hill, he wrote 

that the image of the fishwife gives rise' to an ex igency, a de
mand for the name of that woman who was once alive.2 It is 

perhaps because they could not bear this mute apostrophe that 
the vie•.vcrs of' the first dagu('JTl'Ol ypcs had to turn away- they 
fe lt they were being watched by the people portrayed. (In the 
room where I work, on a pit>C(' of' furniture next to my desk, 
then• sits a photograph- a rather wrll-known one, in fact -
that shows the face of a young Bra1.i lia11 girl, who seem:. to 
stare harshly at me. I know with absolute certainty that she is 

and will be my judge. today as on the f'inal judgment day.) 

l) ond cro once ex pressed rcscn'<llions about two photogra
phc.: rs he admired; I Icnri Cc1rlicr-l3resso11 and Sebastiao Sal
gado. In the first he saw an exct•ss ol'geomt'lrical construction; 
in the second an excess of a1.•sthetic pt•rl'cction. He opposcd 
both of them with his own conception of the human face as a 

story to be told or a geography lo lw <'xplon•d. I fee l the same 
way: the photographic exigcnc.y tlMt intcrpellates us has noth
ing at•sthctic about it. ll is, rather, .l demand for redemption. 

Tht• photograph is always mon· th,1n an image: it is the site of a 
gap, a sublime breach between the sensible and the intelligible, 
between ccipy and rea lity, h<'lwN·n a memory and a hope. 

Christian theologians concerned with tlw rrsurrcction of Llw 
nesh repeatedly asked them sch ('S "hethcr the body wou ld 
be resuscitated in the condition it happened to be in at the 
moment of death (perhaps old, bald, missing a leg) or in the 

integrity of its youth. But they were never able lo rind a satis
factory answer. O rigcn cut short these endless discussions by 
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claiming that the resurrection concerns the form of the body, 
its eulos, rather than the body itself. Photography is, in this 
sense, a prophecy of the glorious body. 

It is we ll known that Proust was obsessed with photography 
and that ht' went to great lengths lo obtain photographs of the 
people he loved and admired . In response to his insistent re
qut•sts fo r a portrait, one of the boys he had fa llen in love with 
\\hrn he was twenty-two years old, Edgar Auber, finally gave 
one to Proust. On the back of the photograph, Auber wrote, by 

way of dedication (and in English): l ook at my face: /l!}' name is 

MilJhl l la11e Been; I am also called No More, Too tare, Farewell. A 
prctcnti<>us dedication, certainly, but it perfec tly expresses the 
cx ig~'IH'J that animates every photogrnph and grasps the real 
that b always in the process of being lost, in order to render it 
possiblt' once aga in . 

Photography demands that we remember all this, and photo

graphs tl'Stify to all those lost namcs, like a Book of Lifo that 
the ncw angel of the apocalypse - the angel of photography -
holdi. in hb hands at the encl of all days, that is, every day. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

T h e Assistants 

In Kafka's novels, we encounter creatures who arc referred to 
as Gchiljcn, "assistants" or "helpers.'' But help seems to be the 
last thing they arc able to give. They have no knowledge , no 

skills, and no "equipment"; they never do anything but engage 
in foo lish behav ior and childish games; they arc "pests" and 
even ~omrtimcs "cheeky" and "lecherous." As for their appear

ance, they are so sim ilar that they can on ly be told apart by 
their names (Arthur, Jeremiah); they arc "as alike as snakes." 
And yet they are attentive observers, "quick" and "supple'"; 
they have sparkling eyes and, in contrast to their childish ways, 
the adult faces, "of students almost" with long, thick beards. 
Someone, it's not clear who , has assigned them to us, and it 
isn't easy to gel them off our backs. In sum, "we don't kn ow 

who th<·y arc" - perhaps th<')' are "emissaries" from the enemy 
(which would explain why t11cy do nothing hut lie in wait and 
watch). But they look like angels, messengers who do not know 
the content of the letters they mu:>t deliver, but whose smile, 
whose look, whose very posture "seems like a message." 

F.ach of us has known such creatures, whom Walter Ben
jamin defines as "crepuscular" and incomplete, sim ilar Lo the 
11andharvas of the Indian sages, who arc half celestial genie, hall' 

29 



PROFANATIONS 

demon. "None has a firm place in the world, or firm, inalien

able outlines. There is not one that is not either rising or fall

ing, none that is not trading its qualities with its enemy or 

neighbor; none that has not completed its period of time and 

yet is unripe, none that is not deeply exhausted and yet is only 

at the beginning of a long existencc." 1 More intelligent and 

gifted than our other friends, always intent on notions and 

projects for which they seem to have: all the necessary virtues, 

they still do not succeed in finishing anything and are generally 

idle [senz 'opera]. They embody the type of eternal student or 

sw ind ler who ages bad ly and who must be left behind in the 

encl, even if it is against our wishes. And yet something about 

them, an inconclusive gesture, an unforeseen grace, a certain 

mathematical boldness in judgment and taste, a certain air of 

nimbleness in their limbs or words -all these fcc1tu res indicate 

that they belong to a complementary world and allude to a lost 

citizenship or an inviolable elsewhere. ln this sense, they give 

us hel p, even though we ca n't quite tell what sort of help il is. 

It could consist precisely in the fact that they cannot be he lped , 

o r in their stubborn insistence that "there is nothing to be 

done for us." For that \'cry reason, we know, in the encl, that 

we have somehow betrayed them. 

Perhaps because children arc incomplete beings, children's lit

e rature is fu ll of assistants and helpers, parallel and approx i

mate beings who are too small or too large, gnomes, wraiths, 

good giants, fairies, and capricious genies, talking crickets and 

snails, donkeys who dct'ccate gold coins, and other enchanted 

creatures who miracu lously appear to whisk away the good lit

tle princess or Jean Sans Peur from danger. These figures are 

forgotten by the narrator at the end of the sto ry when the pro-
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tagonists go on to live happily ever after. We learn nothing 

more about them, this unclassifiable "crew" to whom, at bot

tom, the main characters owe everything. Try asking Prospero 

-after he has abandoned all his charms and retu rned w ith the 

other humans to his duchy- what life is like w ithout Arie l. 

A perfect type of helpe r is Pinocchio, the marve lous puppet 

that Geppetto wants to make so that he can travel the world 

with him and thus earn a "crust of bread and a g lass of wine."2 

Neither dead nor alive, half golem and half robot, always ready 

to yield to temptation one moment and then to promise "to be 

good from now on," th is eternal archetype of seriousness and 

of the grace of the inhuman simply "stretches out his legs" at a 

certain point and dies most shamefully, without ever becoming 

a boy. (This is in the first version of thr story, beforr the author 

thought it n ecessary to add an edifying cooclusi.on .) Another 

assistant is Lampwick, with hi s "scrawny little frame, just 

like the new wick of a night-lamp,'' who describes Funland 

to his companions and bursts out laughing when he realizes 

that Pinocchio has sprouted a pajr <>f don key's cars.3 Robert 

Walse r's assistants are made of the very same stuIT - these fig

ures who are irreparably and stubborn ly busy collaborating on 

work that is utte rly superflu ous, not to say indescri bable . JI' 
they study- and they seem lo study very hard - it is in order 

to become big fat zeroi.. And why should they bother to help 

with anyth ing the world takes seriously? Al'ter a ll, it's nothing 

but madness. T hey prefer lo take walks. And if they cncou11tcr 

a dog or some living creature· on the ir walks, they whisper: "I 

have nothing to give you, dear animal; I wouJd gladly give you 

something, if on ly I had it." Nevertheless, in the end, they lie 

down in a meadow to werp bitterly over their "stupid green
horn's existence." 
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One also finds assistants and helpers among the world of in
animate things. Everyone keeps certain useless and somc" hat 
shameful objects - half souvenirs, half talismans - which one 
wou ldn't renounce for anything in the world. Such an object 

cou ld be an old plaything that has survived the ravages of 
childhood, a pencil box that stil l retains a lost scent, or a tiny 

T-shirt that we continue lo keep, for no reason, in the drawer 
meant for men's shirts. For Charles 1-osle r Kane, the sled 
called Rosebud must have been something of this sort. Or, 
think of the Maltese falcon, which for its pursuers turns out to 
be "the stuff that dreams arc madt• of." Or, there is also the 
scooter engine that becomes a cream whipper in Alfred Sohn
Rethel's magnificent description of Naples. Where <lo they, 

Lhese helper-objects, these testi111onics to an unavowed Eden 
go in the end? Is there some stordH>USl' f'or them, some ark in 
which they will be collected !'or t' ternity, like the 9enizah in 
which Jews keep old, illegible books, just in case the name or 

God is written in one or them? 

Chapter 366 of The Meccan Rcrelat ions, the masterwork of 
the great Sufi lbn al-'Arabi, is ckdic:atNI to "the helpers of the 
Mcssiah."·1 These helpers (wu;rara ', tlH' plural of ivazil'; lhC' 

vizier we have encountered so many Liml's in The Thousand ancl 
One Ni9ht5) arc men who, in prnl°;uw tim(', already possess tlw 

character ist ics of messianic linw: they already belong to the 
last day. Curiously- but pcrhap~ for this very reason - they arc 
chosen from among non-Arabs; till' )' arc fo reigners among the 
Arabs, even if they speak their language. The Mahdi, the mes
siah who comes at the end of time, needs his helpers, who arc 
in some ways his guides, even if they arc, in truth, only the per
soni lkations of the qualiti es or "stations" of his wisdom. "The 

32 

THE ASS ISTANTS 

Mahdi makes his decisions and judgments on the basis of con
sultation with them, since they arc the true Knowers who 
really kn ow what is there in the divine Reality."5 Thanks to 
hi!> helpers, the Mahdi can understand the language of the ani

mals and ca n ex tend his justice over both men and jinn. O ne of 
the qualities of the helper is, in fac t, that he is a "translator" 

(mutarjim) of th e language of God, which he renders into the 
language of men. According to lbn al-'Arabi, the entire world is 
in fact nothing other than a translation of the divine language, 
and the helpers are, in this sense, the operators of an incessant 
thcophany, a continuous revelation. Another quality of the 
assistant is his "penetrating vision," which recogn izes the "men 
or the invisible realm," that is, the angels and the other mes

sengers who hid<.' in human and an irnal forms. 
But how can one recognize these helpers, these translators? 

If tlwy hide among the faithfu l as foreigners, who will have the 
vision capable of distinguishing the visionaries? 

An inlt•rmcdiate creature" ho exists between the wa/ir and 
Kafka's assistants is the little hunchback that Benjamin evokes 
in his childhood mcmories.6 This "tenant of the distorted life" 

is not just the cipher of childish clumsiness, nor the trickster 
who steals the glass from someone who wa nts to drink and lhc 
prayer l"rom someone who wants to pray. Rather, his appea r
ance makes it so that whoever looks al him "can no longer pay 
atten tion" to himself or to the littl e man. The hunchback is, in 

fact , the representative of the forgotten; he presents himself in 
order to lay claim to the aspect of obli vion that resides in every 
thing. This share of oblivion has something to do with the end 
of time, just as carelessness is a precursor to redemption. Dis
tortion, the hump, and clumsiness arc the forms things lake in 
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obli vion . What we have always already forgotten is the King
dom, we who live "as if we were not the Kingdom." When the 
messiah comes, the distorted will be straightened, the obstacle 

will become easy, and the forgotten will be remembered of its 
own accord. For it is said, "for them and their kind, the incom
plete and the inept. to them hope will be given:' 

The idea that the Kingdom is pre:.ent in profane time in sinis
ter and distorted forms, that th<~ <> lements of the final state arc 
hidden prcciS('I) in wh,1t today appears despicable and derisory, 

Lhat shame, in sum, secret ly has something to do with glory, 
is a profound messianic tl1e111 c. Everyt hing that now appears 
debased and worthless to us is Liil; currency we wi ll have to 
redeem on the last clay. And we will lw guided toward salvation 
precisely by tlw companion who has lost his way. It is his focc 
that we will r<'cognize in tl1c ange l who sounds the trumpet or 
who carebsly drops tlw Book of I ifo from his hands. The bead 
of light that eme rges from our defects and our liule abjections 
is nothing otlwr than n•clt•mption. In this sense, the naughty 

schoolmatel> who passc•d tlw first pornographic pictures to us 
under their school dc•sks, or the sordid closet in which some
one showed us his or her nuditv for the first time were also , . 
assistants. The assistanu. arc· our unfulfilled desires, the ones 
we do not rnnfess rvl'n to ourselves. On thr day of judgment, 
they will come smi ling toward us like Arthur and Jeremiah. 
That day, someon<.' will count off our blushes Like a collection 
notice for paradise. To reign docs not mean to fulfill. It means 
that the unfulfilled is what rl'm,1ins. 

The ass istant is th e figure or what is lost. Or, rather, of our 
relationship to what is lost. This relationship concerns every-
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thing that, in both collective and individual life, comes to be 

forgotten at every moment. It concerns the unending mass 
of what becomes irrevocably lost. Throughout our lives, the 
measure of oblivion and ruin, the onto logical waste that we 
carry in ourselves, far exceeds the small mercy of our memo
ries and our consciousness. But this formless chaos or the for
gotten that accompanies us like a silent golcm is neither inert 

nor inefficacious. On the contrary, it innuences us just as much 
as our conscious memories, although in a different \\ay. It is a 
force and almost an apostrophe of the forgott<.'n that, although 
it can neither be measured in terms of consciousness nor accu
mu lated as a patrimony, insisten tly governs the hiera rchy or all 
knowledge and all consciousness. What is lost cl1'mands not to 
be remem bered and fu lfilled but to remain fo rgotten or lost 
and thrrcrore, ror that reason alone, unforgeu ablc. Tht· ,1ssis

tant i:-. at home in all this. He spells out the text of the un 
forgettable and translates it into the language or deaf-mutes. 

l lc•nce his obstinate gesticu lat ions coupk-d with his impassive 
mime's face. Hence, loo, his irreducible ambiguity. For the 
unforgettable is articulated only in parody. The place• of song is 
('mpty. On c>very side and all around us, the assistants arc busy 
prq)aring the Kingdom. 



CHAPTER F1 v E 

Parody 

In her novel Arturo 's Island, Elsa Morante presents a concealed 

m("ditation on parody Lhat very likely makes a decisive state
menl aboul her poetics. Tbe term Parody (wilh a capital P) ap
pears rather unexpectedly as an insulting epithet for one o r the 
central characters of the novel, Wilhelm Gerace, the idol and 
father of Arturo, Lhe story's narrator.1 When Arturo hears the 
word for the first tim e (or, rather, when he transfates it rrom 
thr secret language of whistles that he believes he alone shared 
with his father), he is uncertain of its meani ng. In order not lo 

fo rget it. he mentall y repeats it to himself as he returns home, 
where he consults a dictionary and finds the following defin i
tion: "Imitation of someone else's verse in which what is seri

ous in the other becomes ridiculous, comic, or grolesque."2 

This intrusion of a definition from a manual of rhetoric into 
a literary tcxl cannot be a matter of chance . Especiall y since 
Lhe term i-eappears shortly before the end of' the novel, in an 
episode l.hat contains the final revelation that leads to Arturo's 
separation from his fat her, the island, and his childhood. The 
revelation is this: "Your father is a Parody!"l Reca lling the di c

tionary definition, Arturo futilely searches Lhe thin, gracious 
face of his father for the comic or grotesque features that might 
justify the epithet. A little later, he realizes that his father is in 
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love with the man who insulted Mm. The name of a literary 
genre is here the cipher of an inversion involving the object 
of desire rather than the transposition of the serious into the 
comic. it could also be said that the character's homosexuality 

is a cipher that indicates he is nothing other than a symbol for 
the litera ry genre with which the narralive voice (which is 
obviously also the vo ice of the author) has fallen in love. In 

accordance with a speci fic allegorical intenti on, for which it is 
not difficult to !'ind precedents in medieval texts but which is 
almost unique in the modern novel, Elsa Morante has made a 
li terary genre- parody- the protagonist of her book. Consid
ered from this perspective, Arturo's Island appears as the story 
of the author's desperate and childish love ror a litcrn-y object 

that seems highly serious and almost legendary in the begin
ning, but that reveals itself to be accessible only in a parowc 
form in the end . 

The defin ition of parody that Arturo finds in the dictionary is 

a relatively modern one. It comes from a rhetorical trad ition 
whost> exemplary crystallization appear:-; at the end of the six
teen Lb century in the work of Giulio Cesa re Scaligero , who 
devotes an entire cha pti.' r of his Poetics LO parody. Sca Ligero's 
definition provided the model that dominated the tradition for 
centuries: 

Just as Satire derives from Tragedy and Mime from Comedy, so 
does Parody derive rrom Rhapsody. lndced, when the rhapsodes 

interrupted their recita tion, perfo rmers en tered who, out of 

playfulness and in orde r to spur the sou ls of' t lw list<.:ners, in

verted and overturned ew rything that had come before .... For 

that reason, these songs were called paroidous, because alongside 

PARODY 

and in addition to the serious argument, they inserted o ther 

rid iculou~ lhings. Parody is therefore an inverted Rhapsody that 

transposes lhe sense into something ridiculous by changing the 

words. It was similar to Epirrhema and Parabasis. 

Scaligero was one of the sharpest minds of his age. His def
inition contains certain important elements, such as the refer
ences to the Homeric poets (rhapsody) and to comic parabasis, 
to wh ich we will return in a moment. It also estab lishes the 
two canonical fea tures of parody: the dependence on a preexis

tent model tha r is subsequently transformed from something 
serious into something comic, and the preservation of formal 
elements into which new and incongruous contents are int.ro
duced. From here it is a short step to modern manua ls' defini
tion, such as the one that Arturo finds so thought provoking. 
Medieval sacred parody such as the missa potalorum and the 
Coena Cypriani, which introduce crude contents into the lit
urgy of the mass or into the text of the Bible, arc in this sense 
perfect exam ples of parody. 

The classical world , however, was familiar with another, more 

ancient, meaning that siLuated parody in the sphere of musical 
technique. This definition made a distinction bet ween song 
and speech, melos and lo9os. In Greek music, in fact, melody 
was origfoally supposed to correspond to the rhythm of 

speech. In the case of the recitation of the Homeric poems, 
wben this traditional link is broken ao<l Lhe rhapsodes begin to 
introduce <liscor<lant melodies, it is sa id that they are singing 

para ten oiden, against (or beside) the song. Arislolle informs 
us that the first to in troduce parody into rhapsody in this sense 
was Hegeman ofThasos .~ We know that his mode of rcciLation 
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provoked irrepressible fits of laughter among the Athenians. It 

is said that the either player Oinopas introduced parody into 

lyric poetry also by separating the music from the words. The 

split between song and language appears complete in Callias, 

who composed a song in which words give way to the recita

tion of the alphabet (beta alpha, beta eta, and so on) . 

According to this more ancient meaning of the term, then, 

parody designates the rupture of the "natural" bond between 

music and language, the separation of song from speech. Or, 

conversely, o f speech from song. It is, in fact, precisely this par

odic loosening of the traditional link between music and logos 
that made possible the birth of the art of prose with Gorgias. 

Breaking th is link liberates a para, a space beside, in which 

prose takes its place. This means that li terary prose carries in 

itself the mark of its separation f'rom song. The "obscure song" 

t hat, according to Cicero, is felt .in a prose speech (est aulem 
eliam in dicendo quidam cantus obswrior) is, in this sense, a 

lament for Lhis lost music, for the disappearance of the natural 

place of song.5 

The notion t hat parody constitutes the stylistic key to Mo ran

te's world is certainl y nothing new. Reference has been made 

in lhis respect to "serious parody." 

The concept of' "serious parody" is obv ious] y contrad ictory, 

not because parody is not a serious matter (indeed , at times it 

is extremely serious) but because il cannot c laim to be identi

fied with the parndied work; it also cann ot deny being neces

sarily beside the song (para-oiden), and thus it cannot deny its 

own not taking place. However, there may be great seriousness 

in the reasons that drive the parod ist to renounce a direct rep

resentation of his or her object. For Morante, these reasons are 
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as evident as they are substantial: the object that she must 

describe - the innocent life, that is, life outside history - is rig

orous ly unnarratab le. T he precocious explanation that she 

gives of it in a fragment from 1950- an explanation borrowed 

from the Judeo-Christian myth-is definitive for he r poe tics: 

man was driven from Eden ; he lost his own place and, together 

with the animals, was thrown into a history that does not 

belong to him. T he very object of nanation is, in this sense, 

"parodic," that is, out of place, and the wriler can only repeal 

and mimic the iDtimate parody of this object. Sin ce she wants 

to evoke the unnarratable , she must necessaril y resort to child

ish means and to "novelistic vices", as the author suggests at 

the end of the book in one of the rare moments when she takes 

over Arturo's voice. Morante must therefore count on wcll

informed readers to fil l in and supplement, as it were, the un

bearab ly stereotypical and paTodic quality of many of her char

acters who, like Useppe and Arturo himself, seem to come 

from illustrated children's books. Her narratives are half Cuore 
and half Treasure Island, ha l F fab le and half mystery.G 

T he notion t hat life can be presented in literature only in 

te1111s of a mystery is a theorem that is very fitting for Morante 

("Thus life remained a mystery," says Arturo before his last 

departure). We know that in the case of the pagan mysteries 

the inititated attended theatrical events that involved toys : 

tops, pin econes, mirrors (an ill-intentioned so urce defines 

them as puerilia ludicra). lt is useful lo reflect on the childish 

aspects of every mystery and on the intimate solidarity that 

binds mystery to parody. In approaching a mystery, one can 

offer nothing but a parody; any other attempt to evoke it fa lls 

into bad taste and bombast. In this sense, we can call the 
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liturgy of the mass, Lhe representation par excellence of the 
modern mystery, parodic. This is supported by the countless 
medieval sacred parodies which exhibit such a lack of profana
tory in tention they have been preserved by the fa ithful hands 
of the monks. Faced \\ith mystery, artist ic creation can only 
become caricature, in the sense in which ictzschc, on the 
lucid threshold of madness, wrote lo Jacob Burckhardt: "I am 

God, I made this caricature; 1 would ralll<'r be a professor in 
Basel than God, but I cannot pu!>h m) egoism that far."7 It is 

through a sort of probity that the artist, feeling himself unable 
lo push his ego ism lo the point or wanti ng lo represe nt the 
unnarratable, assumt's parody as th<' very form of mystery. 

The institution of parody as the fo rm of mystery perhaps 
defines the most ex treme of tlw parod ic countertexts of the 

Middle Ages, in "hich th(• aur,\ of mystny at the center of 
chiva lric intention is convNted into the most unrestrained 

scatology. I am referring to 1l11di9ier, a poem in O ld French 
composed sometime around the end of the twclrth century and 
prescncd in a singk manuscript. The gt•1walogy and entire 
existence of its anlihcrn and protagonist arc inscrihed within 
a constc· ll alion that is resolu t<'ly c:loaca l. I lis l'athe r, Turgibus, 
is lord of' Cocuce, "a soft country / whert• the peop le are in 
shit up lo their elbows. / I got there by swimming thrnugh 

a stream of cra p, / and I rnu ldn 't get out again th rough 
any other hole." Concerning this noble g(•ntleman, of whom 

Audigicr shows himself to be a worthy heir, we know that 
"when he sh it all over his clothes, / he stuck his fingers in the 
crap, and sucked on them." But th e trur paro<lic nucleus of the 
poem is found in the imitation of' the ceremony of knightly 
investiture, which unfolds in a clung pit, and, above all, in the 
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rr peated struggles with the enigmalic old Gri nberge. These 

struggles unfailingly end in a son of mock scatalogical acra
mcnt, which Audigicr undergoes like a "tTuc gentleman": 

Grinbcrgc a decouvcrl ct cul ct con 
ct sor le vi1; Ii ert a estupon; 

du cul Ii chiet la mcrde a grant foison. 

Quans Aud igier sc sict sor un fumier cnvc rs, 
Et Grinberge sor Jui qui Ii froie Jes ners. 
ii. foiz Ii fist baiser son cul ainz qu 'il f ust tcrs. 

!Grinbergc uncovered her ass and cunt 
and squatted down over his face. 
Shit foll from her ass in great profusion . 

While Aucligicr lay clown on a dunghcap, 
Grinberg<' sat on him and rubbC'd his ankle's. 
Twice she had him kiss her ass until it was wiped cleancd.Jh 

This is kss a return to the womb or an initiatr's trial, both 
of" hich han· precedents in folklore, than an audacious in 
vrrsion of tlw !)takes involved in the ch iva lric quest and, more 
grnera lly, of' the object ol" courtly low, which is abruptly taken 
from the prestigious sphere of the sacred lo the profane silt' or 
the dunghill. It is even possible that the unknown author of the 

poem is thus doing nothing other than making crud ely ex plicit 
a parodic intent ion already present in chivalric literature and 

love poetry: to confuse and render indiscernible the threshold 
that separates the sacred and the profane, love and sexuality, 
the subl ime and the base. 

The poetic dedication that opens Arturo's Island establishes 
a correspondence between the "small celestial island" that is 
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the setting of the novel (childhood?) and limbo. But this corre
spondence has a bitter codicil: "Outside limbo there is no Ely
sium."9 Bitter, because it implies that happiness can exist on ly 
in a parodic form (as limbo, not as Elysium - and this is yet 

another exchange of places). 
A reading of the theological treatises on limbo shows, be

yond any doubt, that the Church Fathers conceived of the 
"first circle" as a parody of both paradise and hell, of beatitude 
as well as damnation. It is a parody of pnradise insofar as it con
tains creatures who, like the blessrd, arc innocent and yet carry 
in themselves the original stain - chi ldren who died before 

being baptized or righteous pagans who could not have known. 
The most ironically parodic moment, however, concerns hell. 

According to the theologians, the punishment an inhabitant or 
limbo undergoes cannot be an afflictiv<' onc, like that reserved 
for the damned, but must be a privatiw one, consisting in a 
perpetual inability to percei,•e God. This lack, though, which 
constitutes the first of the infernal punishments, docs not 
cause the residents of limho pain, as it docs the damned. "incc 
they have on ly nalural consciousness and not the supernatural 
one that deri ves from bapt ism, the l11ck or the highest good 

doc~ not cause thc-m tlw slightest rC'gr('l. Thus the creat ur<'s of 
limbo convert the gn·atl'sl punishnwnt into a natural joy, and 
this joy is certain ly an extreme and sp1•dal form or parody. 
1 lcncc, however, tht• wi l of' sadness that covers the im io late 
island "like some grey thing," as Mora11tt' sees it. The "housC' of 
the kids," whose very name evokes the ch ildren's limbo, con
tains, along with the memory of th<' homosexual orgies of the 

man from Amalfi, a parody of innoccnct'. 
In a certain sense, the entire tradition of Italian literaLure 

Slands under the sign or parody. Gugli <•lino Gorni has shown 
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how parody (here too a serious form) is an essential con
stiLUcn l or Dante's style, which aims to produce a double that 

is almost equal in dignity to the passages of sacred scripture 
that it reprocluces.10 But the presence of a parodic strain in Ital
ian literature goes even deeper. All poets arc enamored of their 
language. But usually something is revealed 10 them through 
the language that enraptures them and occupies them ~o com
plete ly: the divine, love, the good, the city, nalurr .... With the 

Italian poets- at least beginning at a certa in moment - some
thing pt•culiar happens: they become enamored with their lan 
guage alone, and this language reveals nothing to them hut 
itself. And this is the cause - or perhaps the consequence - of 
something 1•lse that is peculiar, namely that the 1l,1lian poets 
hate their l,rnguage as much as they love it. That is why, in their 
case, parody docs not simply insert more or less comic.: content 

into a serious form, but parodies language itM·lf. so to speak. It 
thus introduces a split into language - or clisc<>Vl'rs a <;pl it in 
language (and therefore in love), which amounts to the same 

thing. Tht persistent bilingualism of It alian literary culture 
(the sp li t bt'tween Latin and the vulgatc and, later, with th e 
gradual drclinc o l" Lalin, between the dead language and the 
living language, literary language and dialect) certain ly has a 
paroclic function in this sense. Whether in a poetically consti
tuti\'(' mod<', like the opposition between grammar and the 
mother tongue in Dante, in elegiac and pedantic forms, as in 
the I lypnerotomachia Poliphi/i, or in crude forms, a:; in folcngo, 

what is essen tial in each case is the ability Lo introduce into 
language a tension which parody uses to install, as it were, its 
central power source. 

It is not difficult lo sec the results of this tcmion in twenti
eth-century literature. Parody goes from being a literary genre 
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to the very stn1ctuxe of the linguistic medium in which li tera
ture expresses itsel f. Writers who mobilize this dualism as a 
sort of "discord" internal to language (Carlo Emi lio Gadda and 
Giorgio Manganelli) can be contrasted with writers who, in 

verse or in prose, paro<li cally celebrate the non place of song 
(Giovan ni Pasco li and, in a different way, Elsa Morante and 
Tommaso Landolfi). In both cases, however, it is taken fo r 
granted that one sings - or speaks - only alongsici c language or 

song. 

If the presupposition of the object's unattainabili ty is essential 
to parody, then the poetry of the trouba<lours and the stilnovisti 
contains an indubi table parodic intention. lt rerJccts the simu l

tan eously complicated and chi ldish character of its formaliLy. 
L'amor de lonh is a parody that guarantees the separat ion of the 
object from that with which it seeks to be united. This is also 
true on the li nguistic level. Metrical preciosity and trobar clus 
establish d i fference~ of leve l and polaTiti es in language that 
transform signirica tion into a field of un reso lved tensions. 

But polar tensions also emerge on the erotic planr . It is 
always astonishing to find an obscene and bu rlesque dri ve along

side a more refined spirituality, often in the same person (the 
exemplary case is Daniel A maul, whose obscene sirventes never 
ceases LO raise difficult problems f'or scholars) . The poet, obses
sively occupied with keeping the love object al a ciistance, lives 
in a S)'rn biotic relationship with the parodist, who systemati 
cally inverts his intention. 

Modern love poelry is born under the ambiguous sign of 
parody. Petrarch's Canzoniere, which reso lute ly turns away 

from the troubadour tradi tion, is an attempt to save poetry 
from parody. His formuJa is bo th simple and effective: wi th 
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regard to language, an integral monolinguism (Latin and popu
lar language are separate to the point of no longer communi
ca ting, and the d ifferences in meter are abolished) plus the 
elimination of the loved object's unattainability (obviously not 

in a rea listic sense, but by transforming the unattainable into a 
cadaver - indeed, into a specter). The dead aura [/'aura morw l 
becomes the proper object of poetry, and one that it is impos
sible to parody. ExiL parodia. lncipiL li terarura. 

Repressed parody reappears, however, in a pathological fo rm. 
The f'acl that the fi rst biography of Laura was wr it ten by an 
ancestor of" the Marquis de Sade, who incl ucl es her in his gene
alogy. is not merely an ironic coincidence. lt announces the 
work of the Divine Marquis as the most implacable rcvocalion 

of thC' Canzoniere. Pornography, which maintai ns the in tangi
bili ty of its own fantasy in the same gesture with which it 
bri ngs it closer - in a rn ode that is unbearable to look at - is 
the eschatological fo rm of parody. 

The crit ic Franco Fortini suggests applying the fo rmula "seri

ous parody" not only to Moran te but to Paso lini as well. He 
recommends that WI;) read Pasolini's late works in close prox

imity with thosC' of Morante. The suggestion could be deve l
oped further. AL one point, Pasolini no t only carried on a 
dialogue wi th Morante (whom he ironica lly calls Basilissa in his 
poetry), bul also morC' or less consciously parodied her work. 
Indeed, Pasolin i, loo, began with a linguistic parody (his Fi-iu
lian poems, his incongruous use of the Roman dialect) in the 
footsteps of Morante. With his shi ft to the cinema, Lbough, he 

displaced the parody onto its contents, giv ing it the weight of 
a metaphysical signification. Like language, life bears a split 
within itself (the analogy is not surprising, if' we consider the 
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Lheological equation between life and the word that profoundly 

marks the Christian wor ld) . The poet can live "without the 

comforts of re ligion" (to quote the t it le of an unpubl ished 

novel by Morante) but not without Lhose of parody. Morante's 

cult of Umberto Saba corresponds to Paso lin i's cul t of Sandro 

Penna; the "long celebration of vitality in Morante" to the tril

ogy of life. The angelic Uttle boys who must save the world cor

respond to the sancti fication of Ninetto. In both cases, there is 

something unrepresentable in the very foundation of parody. 

And, fina ll y, pornography appears here too in its apocalyptic 

function. From this perspective, it would not be illegitimate to 

read Paso lini's Salo as a parody of Moranlc's I-listo1y. 11 

Parody maintains a special relationship with fiction, which has 

always constituted the distinctive trail of literature. O ne of the 

most beautifu l poems in Morantc 's collection Alibi is devoted 

to f iction (and she knew th at she was a master of fiction) ; it 

announces and condenses its musica l theme: "Di te, finzione, 

mi cingo, fatua vestc" ["With you, fic ti on, fatuous dress, I 

adorn myself''j. 12 And it has hcen pointed out that, accord ing 

to Pasolini, Morantc's language itself is pu re fict ion (i t "pre

tends that lta lian ex is ts"). In truth, parody not only does nol 

coincide with fict ion, bul constitu tes its polar opposile. T his is 

because, unlike fi c tion , parody does not call into queslion the 

reali ty of its object; in<lee<l , this object is so intolerably real for 

parody that it becomes necessary lo keep it at a distance. To 

fiction's "as if," parody opposes its drastic "this is too much" 

(or "as if not") . Thus, if f iction defines the essence of li tera

ture, parody holds itself, so to speak, on the threshold of li t

erature, stubbo rnly suspended between reality and fiction , 

between word and thing. 
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Perhaps there is no better place to grasp the affini ty - as 

well as the distance - between these two symm etrical poles 

of creation than in the passage that leads from Beatrice to 

Laura. By allowing the object of his love to d.ie , Dante certainly 

takes a step beyond the poetry of the troubadours. But his ges

ture remains paro<lic: tbe death of Beatrice is a parody that, by 

detach ing the name from the mortal creature w ho bears il, is 

able to gather up its beatific essence. Hence the absolute lack 

of mourni ng and , in the end, the triumph of love rather than 

death. Laura's death, hovvever, is the death of Lhe parodic con

stitution of the love object for the troubadours and the stilno

visti. Th e object henceforth becom es only an "aura," on ly 

flatus irocis. 
In this sense, writers distinguish themselves according to 

the way in which they inscribe th emse lves into one of two 

great classes: parody and fic tion, Beatrice and Laura. But inter

mediate solutions arc possible as well: one can parody l'iction 

(w hich is Elsa Morante 's vocation) , or one ca n feign parody 

(which is the gesture of Manganelli and Landolfi). 

If we pursue the metaphysical vocation of parody fur the r, 

Laking its gesture lo an extreme, we can say that it presupposes 

a dual tension in be ing. ln other words, the parodic split in lan 

guage wouJd necessarily cor respond to a duplication of be ing 

- on LOlogy would correspond Lo a paraontology. Alfred Jarry 

once defined his beloved child "pataphysics," as t he science of 

what is added on lo metaphysics. In the same way, one can say 

that parody is the theory-and practice - or that in language 

and in be ing which is beside itse lf - or , the being-beside- itself 

of every being and every discourse. Just as me taphysics is 

impossible - at least for modern thought - except as the paro

dic open ing of a space alongside sensible ex peri ence (but a 
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space that must remain rigorously empty), parody is a nolori
ously impracticable terrain, in which the traveler constantl y 
knocks against limits and aporias that he cannot avoid but that 

he also cannot escape. 
If ontology is the more or less fe licitous relaLionship be

t\\ cen language and world, then parody. as paraon tology. 
expresses language's inahilil) to reach the th ing and the impos
sibility of the thing finding its own namr . Thr space of parody 
- which is literalure- is therefore necessarily and theologi
cally marked by mourning and by the d istorted grimace Uust as 
the space of logic is marked by silence). And yet, in this way, 
parody attests to what seems to be the onl y possible truth of 

language. 

At a certain point in his defin ition ol' parody, Sc.:aligero men
tions parabas is. In thr trchnical langu.1gc of' Greek co medy, 
parabasis (or parekbasis) designates the moment when the actor 
exi ts the scene and tlw choru:-; turns din'ctly to the spectator~ . 

In order to do this, in order to speak to th t• audience, the cho
rus moves over (parnbaino) lo the part of' the stage called the 

lo9eio11, the place of discourse . 
In the gesture of parahasis, the representation is clissolved and 

actors and specta tor~. author and audience exchange roles. Herc. 
the tension between ~tagt· and reali ty is relaxed and parody 
encounters what is perha ps its on ly resolu tion . Parabasis i!) an 

A t!fliebun9 of parody- both a transgression and n completion. 
For this reason, Friedrich Schlegel, always allcntive to every 
possible way of ironica lly surpassing art, secs parabasis as the 
point where theater g<H'S beyond itself and approaches the novel. 
the Romantic fo rm par excellence. The staged dialogue- inti
mately and parodicall y divided - opens a !>pace off to the side 

~o 
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(which is physically represented by the logeion) and thus become 
nothing more than an exchange, simply a human conversation. 

Likewise, in liLeratllre, wh en the narrative voicr turns to 

the reader. as in the fam ous apostrophes or the poe t to the 
reader, this is a parabasis, an interruption of parody. It will be 
nece~sa ry to reflect, from this perspective, on the eminent 
function of parabasis in the modern novel, from Cervantes to 
Morante. Called fo rth and carrif'cl away from his place and his 
position, the rr ader accede~ not to the place or the author but 
to a sort of space between worlds. If parody, the split between 

song and spc<•ch and bet \\'een language and '' orld, commemo
rates in reality the absence of a proper place for human speech, 
in pa rabasis this heart-wrenching atopia becomes. fo r a mo
ment, less painful an<l is canceled out into a ho1m•l;111d fsi can
cel/a in patriaJ , as it were. /\s Arturo says of his island: " I would 
rather pr<'trnd !Jlngere] that it doesn't exist. So I'd better not 
look until the moment when it can't be seen any longer. You 

tell nw wlwn that moment has come."13 
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CHAPTER Six 

Desiring 

There is nothing simpler and more human than to desire. Why, 
lhc11, are our desires unavowable for us? Why is iL so diffi cult 
!'or us to put them into vvords? rt is so difficult, in fact, that we 
end up hiding them, constructing a crypt for them somewhcn' 

within ourselves, where they rcn1ain emba lmed, suspended 
and wailing. 

We arc unable to put our desires into language bccaust• we have 
imagined them. In reality, the crypt contains onl y images, like a 

pict un' book for children who do not yet kno\\ how to read, 
likt: the /ma9erie J'Epinal of an illiterate pcopll'. The body of 
ck irt'S is an image. And what is unavo\\ ahl l• in dl•sin' is th t• 
i magc " c have made of i l fo r our ·el V('~ . 

To communicate one's desires to ~omeont• \\ ithoul imagcs is 
brutal. To comm unicate one's image~ without 0 1w 's de~ire · is 
tedious (like recounting one's <lrca m:. 01 unc':. Lraveb) . 13ut 

both of these are easy to do. To communicate the imagi ned 
desires and the desired images, on the other hand, is a more 
difficult task. And that is why we put it off un ti l later. Until the 
moment when we begin to understand that desire will remain 
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forever unfulfilled - and that this unavowed desire is ourselves, 
forever prisoners in the crypt. 

The messiah comes for our desires. He sepa rates th em from 

images in order to fulfill them. Or rather, in order to show 
they have already been fulfilled. Whatever we have imagined, 
we have already had. There remain the (unl"u lfi l1able) images of 
what is already fulfilled . With fulfilled desires, he constructs 
hell; with unfulfillable images, limbo. And with imagined desire, 
with the pure word, the beatitude of paradise. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

Specia l Being 

Mcclieval philosophers were fascinated by mirrors. They in 
qu ired in particular into the nature of the images that appear 
in them: What is the being, or rather the nonbeing, of' these 
images? Are they bodies or nonbodies, substances or accidents? 
Should they be identified with colors, with light, or with shad 

ow? A re they enclowed with local movement? And how does 
the mirror receive their form? 

Certainly, the being of images must be very peculiar. If they 
were simpl y body or substance, how could they occupy the 
space already occupied by the body of the mirror? And if their 
place is lhe mirror, would we not also be displacing the images 
by disp lacing the mirro r? 

First of' all, the image is not a substance but an acciclcnt that is 
found in the mirror, not as in a place buL as in a subject (quad 
est in speculo ut in subiecto). For medieval philosophers, being 
in a subject is the mode of being assumed by what is without 
substance, that is, what exists not in ilselr but in something 
other lhan itself. (Given lhe proximity between the image and 
the experience of love, it is not surprising that both Dante and 
Cava lean ti were led to define love in the same way: as an "acci
dent without substance.") 
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Two characteristics are derived from the insubstantial na

ture of the image. ince the image is not a substance, it docs 
not po~sess any continuous reality and cannot be described as 
moving by mrans of any local movement. Rather, it is gener
ated at every moment according to the movrment or the pres
ence of the one who contemp lates ii: ''Just as light is always 
created anew according to the presence of the illuminator, so 
do we say that the image in the mirror is generated each time 

according to the presence or the one who looks." 
The being of the image is a continuous generation (semper 

no1•a 9enerawr), a being f essere] of generation and not of sub
stance. Each moment, it is creatt•d ant'", like the angels who, 
according to the Talmud, sing thr praises of God and immedi

ately sink into nothingness. 

The srcond characteristic uf the image is that it cannot he cle
tNmined according to the category of quantity; it is not, prop
erly spraking, a form or an image but rathl~r the "aspect of an 

imagt• or of a form" (species u11a9in1s cc formae). In itself, it can
not br described as long or wide, but in:.tcad as "having only 
the aspect of length and width." Tlw dimensions of" the irnagc 
arc therefore not measurable quantitks but mere ly aspects or 
species, mocks of being and "habits" (hahiru.1· 11e/ clispositiones). 
This charac teristic- heing ahlc lo rcl'cr only to a "habit" or .111 

ethos - is tlw most interesting signification of the expression 
"being in a subject." What is in a subject has thr form of a 

spec1c5, a usage, a gesture. It is never a thing, but always and 
only a "kind of thing" [specie di cowl. 

Tl I · · h" I " "" t" ie ,atm term species, w 1c, tn<'ans appearance, aspec , or 
"vision," derives from a root sign ifying "to look, to see." This 
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root is also found in speculum (mirror), spectrum (image, ghost), 

perspicuus (transparent, clearly seen), speciosus (beautiful, giv
ing itself to be seen), specimen (example, sign), and spectaculum 
(spectacle) . In philosophical terminology, species was used to 
translatr the Greek eidos (as 9enus was used to translate 9enos); 
hence Lhc sense the term takes on in natural science (animal or 
plant species) and in the language of commerce, where the 
trrm signifies "commodities" (particu larl y in the sens(' of 

drugi. an<l spices) and, later, money (especes). 

The image is a being whose essence is to bra species, a visibility 
or an appearance. A being is special if its essence coincides with 

its !wing givrn to he seen , with its aspect. 
Spcci,,1 being is absolutely insubstan tial. It docs not have a 

proper place, but it occurs in a subject and is in this sense like a 

hal>iws or a mode of being, like the image in a mirror. 
Tlw species or each thing is its visibi li ty, that is, its pure 

inH·lligibility. A being b special ii" it coincides with it::. own 
bt'coming visible, with its own re\'elation. 

The mirror is the place where wc discover that '"chaw an 
imag<.' and, al the same time, that this image can be separate 
from us, that ou r species or imago docs not be long to us. 13ct w('Cn 

the perccplion or the image and thc recognition or oneselr in 
il , thcre is a ga p, which the medieval poets called love. In this 

sense. Nan.: is~us's mirror is the source or love, the fierce and 
shocking rcalintion that the image is and is not our imagr. 

If the gap is eliminated, if one recognizes oneself in the 
image but without also being misrccognized and loved in it- if 
on ly for an instant- it means no longer being able to loYc; it 
means brlieving that we arc the masters of ou r own species and 
that we coincide with it. If the interva l between perception 
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and recognition is indefinitely prolonged, the image becomes 

internalized as a fantasv and Jove falls into psychology. 

In the Middle Ages, species was also ca lled incentio, intention. 

The te rm names the internal tension (inws tensio) of each 

being. that wh ich pushes it to become an image, to com muni

cate itself. The species is nothing other than the tension, the 

love \Vith which each being desires itself, desires to persevere 

in its own being. In the image, being and desire, existence and 

conaws coincide perfectly. To love another being means lo 

desire' its species, that is, to desire the desire with which it 

desires to persevere in its being. In this sense, special being il> 

the being that is common o r generic, and this is something like 

the imag<' o r the face of humanity. 

The species docs not subdivide the ge nus; il exposes it. The being 

that desires and is desired becomes species, makes itsell' visible, 

within the genus. And special being docs not mran the individ

ual, identified by this o r that quality which belongs exclusively 

to it. On th<' contrary, it means a being insofar as it is whatever 

being [essere qualunquel, a being such that it is-generically and 

indifferently-each one or its qualities, adhering to them with· 

out allowing any of t hem to identify it. 

"Whatever being is desirable" is a Lau to logy. 

Specious first meant "beautiful" and only later came to mean 

"untrue, apparent." Species was first defined as that which 

makes visible and only later b<'came the principle of classifica

Uon and equivalence. "To be special lfar specie]" can mean "to 

surprise and astonish" (in a negative sense) by not fitting into 
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established rules, but the notion that indi,•iduals constitute a 

species and belong together in a homogeneous class tends to 

be reassuring. 

Nothing is more instructive than this double meaning. The 

species is what presents and commun icates itself to the gaze, 

what renders visible and, at the same time, what can - and must, 

at all costs-be fixed in a substance and in a specific difference 

in order to constitute an identity. 

Originally, persona meant "mask," that is, something eminentlr 

"special." Nothing shows more clearly the meaning of the the

ological, psychological, and social processes with which the 

person is invested than the fact that the Christian theologians 

used this te rm Lo translate thl' Greek hypostasis, linki ng the 

mask to a substa nce (three persons in n single substance) . The 

person is the containment of the species, anchoring it in a sub· 

stance in order to identify it. Identity papers contain a photo· 

graph (or some other means or capturing the species). 

Evcry-.vherc the special must be reduced to the personal and 

the personal to the substantial. The transformation of the 

species into a principle of identity and c lassification is the orig· 

ina l sin or our cu lture, its most implacable apparatus ldisposi
Li1101. Something is persona lized- is referred to as an identily

at the cost of sacrificing its specialness. A being - a face, a gcs· 

tu re, an event- is special when, without resembling any other, 

it resembles all the others. Special being is delightful, because 

it offers itself eminently to common use, but it cannot be an 

object of personal property. But neither use nor enjoyment is 

possible with the personal; there can be on ly appropriation and 

jealousy. 
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The jealous confuse the special with the personal; the brutal 
confuse the personal with the special. The jeune fille is jealous 

of herself. The model wife brutalizes herself. 

Special being communicates nothing but its own co mmunica
bility. But this communicability becomes separated from itself 
and is constituted in an autonomous sphere. The spec ial is 

transformed into spectacle. The spectacle is the separation of 
generic being, that is, the impossibiUty of love and the triumph 

of jealousy. 
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The A u t hor as Gest ur e 

On February 22, 1969, Michel Foucault presented the lecture 
"What Is an Aulhor?" to the members and guests of Lhe Societc 
Franc;:aise de Philosoph ie.1 Three years earl ier, the publication 
of The Order ef Thin9s had made him a celebri ty. In the aud i
ence (wh ich included Jean Wahl , who in troduced the lecture, 

Maurice de Gandillac, Luc.ien Goldmann, and Jacques Lacan), 
it was easy to confuse fashionable curiosity with excitement 
about the topic to be discussed . Foucault began his lecture with 
a quote from Samuel Beckett ("What matter who's speaking, 
someone said what matter who's speaki ng")2 as a way to for
mulate an indifference toward the author that would ser ve as 
the basis of an ethics of contemporary writing. What is in 

c1ucstion in writing, Foucaull suggested, is nol so much the 
ex pression ol' a subject as the openi ng of a space in which the 

writing subject does not cease to disappear: "The trace of the 
writer is foLLn<l on ly in lhc singularity of his absence." ~ 

But in its very enunciation the Beckett quote contains a 

conlra<lict ion Lhal seem::; ironically lo evoke the secre l lheme 

of the lecture. "What matter who's speaking, someone said 
what matter who's speaking." There is thus someone wbo, while 
remaining anonymous and faceless, proffered this statement, 
someone without whom the thesis denying the importance of 
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the one who speaks could not have been formulated. The same 
gesture that deprives the identity of the author of all relevance 
nevertheless affirms his irreducible necessity. 

At thi~ point. roucault got's on to clarify the meaning of his 
operation. It is based on the distinction between two notions 

that arc often conl"usl."d: the author as a real ind ividual who 
remains rigorously out of the picture, and the author-function. 
on which Foucault focuses his analysis. The name of an author 
is not simply a proper nan1c like any other, neither at the level 
of description nor c1t th t• leve l of designation. If I learn , for 
example, that Pierre Dupon t docs not have blue eyes, or that 

he was not born in Paris. or that he is not a doctor as I believed, 
for 01w reaso n or anotlwr. Lhe proprr name Pie rre Dupont 
nonet heless docs nol cease refrrring to the same person. But ii" 
I discover that Sh<1kespcare did not write the tragedies attrib
uted to him and that instead he wrote Francis Bacon's Novum 
Or9anwn, then it can not be said that the function of the name 
Shakespeare has not changed. The author's name docs not refor 
simply to civil status; "it docs not pass from the interior of a 
discourse to the 1Tal and exterior individual who produced it"; 
instead, it is located "al th<' <'<lges of the text," whose status 

and n·gimc of circulation it ck·fines within a given society. "As a 
result, we could Sa) that in a ci\ ilization like our own there is a 
certain number of discourses endowed wit11 the 'author func
tion' while other~ arc deprived of it .... The author function is 
thcrcfon· characteristic or the mode of existence, circulation, 
ancl functioning of C<'rtain discourses within a soeiety."4 

1 lcncc the various characteristics of the author-function in 

ou r time: a particular regime or appropriation sanctioned by 
the au thor's rights and, al the same time, the possibil ity of pros-
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ccuting and punishing the author of a text; the possibility of 
distinguishing and selecting discourses in literary and scientific 
texts, to which various modes of the same function correspond; 
the possibility of authenticating texts by constituting them as 
a canon, or, conversely, the possibility of determ ining their 
apocryphal character; the dispersal of the enunciativc function 
simultaneously in to several subjects who occupy different 

places; and finally, the possibility of constructing a transdiscur
sivc function which, beyond the limits of his work, constitutes 
the author as a "founder of discursivity" (Marx is for more than 

the author of Capital, just as Freud is more than the author of 

The lnterpretat ion ?f Dreams). 5 

Two years later, when he presented a mod ifi ed version of the 
lecture at the State University of New York al Buffalo, rou
cault proposed an even more drastic opposition between the 
author-individual and the author-f'unction. "The author is not 
an indefinite source of' significa tions that fill the work; the 
author docs not precede his works. He is a certain functional 

principle by which, in our culture, onc delimits, excludes, 
selects: in short, the principle by which one impedes the frre 
circulation, the free manipulation, the free composition, de

composition, and recomposition or fiction." 
In this division bet ween the author-subject and the arrange

ments that actualize this subject's !"unction in socict}o Fou
cault's strategy is marked by a profound gesture. On the one 
hand. he repeats several times that he has never ceased working 
on subjectivity, while on the other hand, the subject as a living 

individual is present in his research on ly through the objectivr 
processes of subjectivation that constitute this suhject and the 
apparatuses that inscribe and capture it in the mechanisms of 
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power. This is probably why hostile cri tics have reproached 
Foucault, not without a certain incoherence, for both an abso
lute indifference to the flesh-and-blood individual and a de

cidedly aestheticizing perspective with regard to subjectivity. 
Foucault was in any case perfectly aware of this apparent 
aporia. In the early 1980s, writing in the Dictionnaire des phi
losophes, he characterized his own method in the fo ll owing 
way: "Ref using the philosophical recourse to a constituent sub
ject docs not amount to acting as ir the subject did not exist, 
making an abstraction of it on behalf of a pure objectivity. This 

refusal has the aim of eliciting the processes that are peculiar to 
an experience in which the subject and the object 'are formed 
and transformed' in relation to and in terms of one another:'6 

And in response to Lucien Goldmann, who, in the discussion 
fo llowing the lecture on the author, attributed lo Foucault the 
intention of effacing the individual subject, he said with irony: 
"To define how the author function is exercised is not equiv,1-
lcnt to saying that the author docs not ex isl. ... So let us hold 

back our tears:•1 
From this perspective, the author-function appears as a 

process of subjcctivation through which an individual is identi

fied and constituted as the author of' a certain corpus or texts. 
It thus seems that every inquiry into the subject as an individ
ual must give way to the archiva l record that defines the condi 
tions and forms under wh ich the subj ect can appear in the 
order of discourse. In this order, according to a diagnosis that 
Foucault continually emphasizes, "the trace of the writer is 
found only in the singu larity of !tis absence; he must assume 
the role of the dead man in the game of writing:' The author is 

not dead, but to position oneself as an author means occupying 
the place of a "dead man." An author-subject does exist, and 

THE AUTHOR AS GESTURE 

yet he is attested to only through the traces of his absence. But 
in what way can an absence be singular? And what does it mean 
for an individual to occupy the place of a dead man, to leave his 

own traces in an empty place? 
There is perhaps only one text in Foucault's work where this 

diffi culty emerges explicitly and thematically and where the 
illegibility of the subject appears for a moment in all its splen
dor. I am referring to" Lives of Infamous Men," originally con
ceived as the preface to an anthology of archival documents, 
prison records, and lettres de cachet, in which, at the very 
moment when they are struck with infamy, the encounter with 
power pulls from darkness and silence these human existences 
that would otherwise not have left any tTaces.8 The grimace of 

the atheist, sodomite sexton jean-Antoine Touzard (interned 
in the 13icrtrc on April 21, 170 I) an<l the obstinate, obscure 
vagabo ndage of Mathurin Milan (interned at Cha renton on 
August 31, 1707) shine for a brief moment in the beam of light 
cast upon them by power. Something in this instantaneous 
fulguration exceeds the subjectivation that condemns them to 
opprobrium and is marked out in the laconic statements of the 
archive - something like the luminous traces of another life and 

another history. To be sure, these infamous lives appear only 
through quotes in the discou rse of power, which fixes them as 
responsib le agents and authors of vi llainous acts and discourses. 

St ill, as in Lhose photographs from wh ich the distant but exces
sively close face of a stranger stares out at us, something in this 
infamy demands [esi9e] its proper name, testifying to itself 
beyond any expression and beyond any memory. 

In what way arc these lives present in the brief, sinister annota
tions that have consigned them forever to the pitiless archive of 
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infamy? The anonymous scribes, the insignificant functionaries 

who wrote these notes certainly had no intention of either 

knowing or representing these men: their only aim was to 

stamp them with infamy. And yet, at least for a moment in 

these pages, these lives shine blinding ly with a dark light. Can 

it be said for that reason that these lives found expression here 

and that they are somehow communicated to us and given to 

be k1wwn , albeit in the most drastic abbreviation? On the con

lTary, the gesture by which they have been fixed seems to re

move them forever from any possible presentation . as if lhey 

had appeared in language only on the condition of rema ining 

absolutely unexpressed in it. 

I t is possible, then, t hat this text from 1977 conta ins some

thing like the cipher of the lecture on the author: the infamous 

life somehow constitutes the paradigm of the presence-absence 

of the author in the work. If we call "gesture" what re mains 

un expressed in each expressive act, we can say that, exactly 

like infamy, the author is present in the tex t only as a gesture 

that makes express ion possible precisely by estab lishing a cen

tra l e mptiness witrun this expression. 

How shou ld we understand the modalit·y of this singu lar pres

ence, by which a life appears lo us only through what silences 

it and twists it into a grimace? Foucault seems to be aware of 

this difficulty. 

One won't see a collection of verba l portraits hrrc, but traps, 

weapons, cries, gestures, attitudes . ruses. intrigues fo r which 

words were instruments. Real lives were "played out liouees]"9 in 

these few sentences; by this l do not mean that they were repre

sented, but that their freedom, their misfortune, often their 
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death, in any case their fate were actually decided in them, at 

least in part. These discourses intersected with Li ves in real, con

crete ways; these existences were effectively r isked and lost in 

these words. JO 

It was therefore taken for granted that these were neither 

portraits nor biographies: what binds the infamous lives to the 

neshless writings that record them is not a relationship of rep

resentation or refiguralion, but something different and more 

essential: they are "played out" or "put in to play" in these sen

tences; their freedom and their disgrace are r.isked and decided. 

Wh ere is Mathurin Milan? Where is j ean -A ntoine Touzard? 

Certainly not in lhe laconic notes that register their presence 

in the archive of infamy. Nor are they outside the archive, in a 

biographical reality of which we know Literally nothing. They 

stand on the threshold of the text in which tbcy are put into 

play, or, rathe r, their absence, their eternal turning away, is 

marked on the outer edge of the arch ive, like 1.he gesture that 

has both rendered it possible and exceeded and nullified i ts 

intention. 

"Real lives were 'played out Uouees]'": in this context, this is 

an ambiguous expression, which Foucault emphasizes by using 

quotation marks. Not so much because jouer also has a theatri

cal mean ing (the phrase could mean that these lives are staged, 

or their roles recited) , but because the agent, the one who put 

these )jves into play, remain s deliberately obscure in the text. 

W ho put these lives into play? Was it the infamous men them

selves, abandoning themselves without reserve - Mathurin 

Milan to his vagabondage, and Jean-Antoine Touzard to bis 

sodomite passion? Or was it rather - and this seems more 
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likely- the conspiracy of familiars, the anonymous functionar

ies, the chancellors and policemen w ho were in charge oft.heir 

internment? The infamous life does not seem to belong com

pletely to either one or the other; it belongs neither to the 

juridical identity that wil l have to answer for it nor to the func

tionaries of power who wi II judge the infamous men in the 

end. The infamous life is on ly played; it is never possessed, 

never represented, never said - and that is why it is the possi

ble but empty site of an ethics, of a form of life . 

But what docs it mean for a life to put itself - or to he put

into play? 

ln Dostoyevsky's The Icl1ot, Nastasya Filippovna enters her 

drawing room on a certain evening that will decide her cxis

tcnce. 11 She has promised Afanasy lvanovich Totsky, the man 

who has dishonored her and kept he r until now. that she will 

respond to his offer to marry t.he young Ganya in exchange for 

seventy-five thousand rubles. All her friends and acquaintances 

are gathered in her drawing room, in c luding General Ycp

anchin, the ineffable Lebedcv, and the venomous Ferdischen

ko. Even Prince Myshkin is there, as is Rogozhin, who at a 

certain point makes an entrance at the head of an unseemly 

clique, bearing a packet containing a hundred thousand rubles 

for Nastasya. From the beginning, the evening has somet.hing 

sick and feverish about it. The mistress of the house never 

stops repeating: I have a fever, I don't feel well. 
By agreeing to play the unpleasant society game proposed 

by Ferdischen ko, in which each player mL1Sl confess his own 

abjection, Nastasya immediately places the entire evening under 

the sign of games and play. And it is out of pJayf ulness or 

caprice that she makes Prince Myshkin, who is prac tically a 
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stranger to her, decide he r response to Totsky. From the re, 

everything happens very quickly. She unexpectedly agrees to 

marry the prince, only to take it back immediately. choosing 

Rogozhin instead. Then, as if possessed, she grabs the packet 

containing the hundred thousand rubles and throws it into the 

fire, promising the avid Ga n ya that the money will be his if he 

has the courage to pluck it from the flames. 

What guides the actions of Nastasya Filippovna? Ho>vever 

excessive her gestures may be, they arc incomparably superior 

to the calculations and the attitudes of the o thers present (with 

the exception of Myshkin). And yet it is impossible to discern 

in these gestures anything like a rational decision or a moral 

principle. Nor can one say that she acts in order to seek ven

geance (against Totsky, for example). From beginning to end, 

Nastasya seems gripped by a delirium, as her friends never ti re 

of saying ("But what are you talking about? You're having an 

attack"; "I don't understand her, she's lost her head"). 

Nastasya Filippovna has put her li fe into play- or perhaps 

she has a llowed this life to be put into play by Myshkin, by 

Rogozhin, by Lcbedev, and, at bottom, by her own cap ri ce. 

That is why her behavior is inexplicable; that is why she re

mains perfectly inaccessible and misunderstood in all her 

actions. A life is e thica l not when it simply submits to moral 

laws but wlwn it accepts putting itself into play in .i ts gestures, 

irrevocably and without reserve - even at the risk t.hat its hap

piness or its disgrace will be decided once and for all. 

T he author m<Hks the po i11 L at which a life is offered up and 

played out in the work. Offered up and played oul, not ex

pressed or fulfilled. For this reason, the author can onlv remain , 
unsatisfied and unsajd in the work. He is the illegible someone 
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who makes reading possib le, the legendary emptiness from 
which writing and discourse issue. The author's gesture is 

attested to as a strange and incongruous presence in the work 
it has brought lo li fe, in exactly the same way that- according 
to the theorists ol" the commedia dell 'arte - the Harlequin's 
/azzo incessantly interrupts the story unfolding on the stage 
and continually unravels the plot. And yet, just as the lauo 
owes its name Lo the fact that, like a lace, it returns each ti nw 
to relic the thread that it has loosened , the author's gesture 
guarantees the life of the work only through the irreducible 

presence of an inexpressive outer edge. Like the mime in his 
si lence and the llarlec1uin 'vVith his laao, the author tirelessly 
rel urns to enclose himscll" again within the opening he has cre
ated. And just as we seek in vain - in old books that reproduce 
the portrait or photograph of the c\ulhor as a frontispiece - to 
decipher the reasons and the meaning of the work from the 
author's enigmatic features, so does his gesture hesitate on the 
threshold of the work, like an intractab le exergue that iron i

ca ll y claims to ho ld its unavowable secret. 

And yet this illegible gesture, this place thal remains empty, is 
what makc.;s reading poss ible. Cons ide r the poem that begins 
"Padre polvo que subes cle Lspaifo." 11 We know - or al least we 
have been told - that this was written one day in 1937 by a 
man named Cesar Vallejo, who was born in Peru in 1892 and i~ 
now buried in the Montparnasse Cemetery in Paris, nex t to 
his wife, Georgette, "ho survived him by many years and is 

responsible, it secml>, fur the Ila"' cd ed ition of his poetry and 
othe r posthumous wri lings. Let us attempt to pinpoint the 
relationship that constitutes this poem as a work by Cesar 
Vallejo (or Cesar Vallejo as the author of this poem). Does it 
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mean that on a certain day th is particular sentiment, this in 
comparable thought passed for a brief moment through the 
mind and soul of the individual named Cesar Vallejo? Nothing 
is J es~ certain . Indeed, it is rather likely that this thought and this 

sentimen t became real for him, and their details and nuances 
became inextricably his O\\ n, on ly after - or while - writing 

the poem Oust a~ they become such for us only in the moment 
wlwn we read the poem). 

Docs this mean that the place of thought and feeling is in 
the poem itself, in the signs that make up the text? I low could 
a passion, a thought be conta ined in a piece of paper? By def'i 
n ition, feelings and though ts require a subject to ex perience 
and think them. In order for them to become present, somc
onc must take up the book and read. This individual wi ll 
occupy the empty place in the poem left by the author; he will 

rept'at the same inexpressive gesture th(' author used to testif)• 
to hi!. absence in the work. 

The place of the poem -or, ra t11er, its taking place - is there
fore neither in the text nor in the author (nor in the reader): 
it is in the gesture through which th<' author and rt'ader put 
themselves into play in the text and, at the same time, arc infi 
nitely withdrawn f"rom it. The author is on ly tlw witness or 
guarantor of his own absence in I.he work in "hich he is put 
into play, and the reader can on ly provick this le timony once 
again, making himself in turn the guarantor of tlw inexhaus

tible game in which he plays al missing himself. Just as, accord
ing lo A\·erroes, thought is unique and separall' from the 
individuals who use their imaginations and fantasies to join 

with i t from time to time, so do the autho r and the reader 
enter into a relationship with the work only on the condition 
that they remain unexpressed in it. And yet the tex t has no 
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other light than the opaque one that radiates from the testi

mony of this absence. 
But this is precisely why the autho r also marks the limit 

beyond which no inLerpretation can proceed. Reading must 

come to an end at the place where th{· reading of "'' hal has 
been poctized encounters in some way thc empty place of what 
was lived. It is just as illegitimate to attempt to construct the 
personality of the author by means of the work as it is to lurn 
his gesture into the secret ci pher of rcadi11g. 

Perhaps foucault's aporia becomes less enigmatic at this point. 
The subject - like the ,wthor, like the life of the infamous man 
- is not something that can be directly attained as a substan tial 
reality present in some place; on the cont rary. it is what results 
from the encounter and l'rom the hand-to-hand confrontation 

with th e apparatuses in which it has !wen put-and has pul 
itse lf - into play. For writing (any writing, not on ly the writing 
of the chancellor· of the archi\lc ol' infamy) i an apparatu5 too, 
and the history of human beings is perhaps noth ing other than 
the hand-to-hand conf'rnntation with the apparatuses they have 
producc<l -abovc all with language . And jusl as the author 
must remain un ex pressed in the work while still attesting, in 
prcci ·e ly this way, to his O \\ n irrcducihk presence, so must 
subjccth·ity show itself and increase its resistance at the point 

where its apparatuses capture it and put it into play. A subjec
tivity is produced when• the living lH· ing, encountering lan
guage and putting itself' into play in language without reserve, 
exhibits in a gesture the impossibi lity of' its being reduced lo 
this gesture. All the •Tst is psychology, and nowhere in psy
chology do we encounter anything like an ethical subject, a 

form of life. 
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Jn Prai se of P r ofanatio n 

The Roman jurists knew perfect!) well what it meant to "pro
fane." dcrc<l or religious were the things that in some way be
longed to the gods. As such, they were removed from the free 
use and commerce of men; they could be neither sold nor held 
in lien, neither given for usufruct nor burdened by servitude. 
Any act that violated or transgressed this special unavailability. 
which reservcd these things exclusively for the celestial gods 

(in which case they were proper! y called "sacred") or fo r the 
gods of the underworld (in which case they were simply called 
"relig ious"), was sacrilegious. And if' "to consecrat e" (sacrare) 
was the term that indicated the removal or things from the 
sphere of human law, "to profane" meant, conversrly, to return 
them to the free use of men. The great jurist Tr<'batius thus 
wrote, "In the strict sense, profane is the term for something 
that was once sacred or religious and is returned lo the use and 
property of men." And "pure" ;vas the place that was no longer 
allotted to the gods of the dead and was now "neith<'r sacred, 

nor holy, nor religious, freed from all names of this sort."1 

The thing that is returned to the common use of men is 
pure, profane, free of sacred nam es. But use docs not appear 
here as something natural: rather, one arrives at it only by 
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means of profanation. There seems to be a peculiar relation
ship between "using" and "profaning" that we must clarify. 

Religion can be defined as that which removes things, places, 
animals, or people from common use and transfers them to a 
separate sphere. Not only is there no religion without separa
tion, but eve ry separation also co ntains or preserves within 
itself a genuinely religious core. The apparat us that effects and 
regulates the separation is sacrifice: Lh rough a ser ies of meticu
lous rituals, which differ in va rious cultures and which Henri 
Hubert and Marce l Mauss h;ive [)atiently inventoried, sacrifice 

always sanctions the passage of some thing from the profane 
to the sacred, from the human sphere to the Jivine.2 What is 

essential is the caesura that divides Lhe two splwres, the thresh
old that the victim must cross, no matter in which direction . 
That which has been ri tually separated can be return ed from 
the rite to the profane sphere. Thus one of' the simplest forms 
of profanation occurs through contact (contagione) during the 

same sacrifice that effects and regulates th e passage of the 
victim from the human to the divi ne sphere. O ne part of the 
victim (the entTails, or ex.ta: the liver, hea rt, gallbladder, lungs) 
is rese rved for th e gods, wh ile the rest can be c<insum ed by 
men . The parti cipan ts in the rile need on ly touch these organs 
for them to become profa ne and edible. There is a profane 
contagion, a touch that disenchants and returns to use what the 
sacred had separated and petrified. 

The term reli9io does not derive, as an insipid and incorrect 

etymology would have it, from reli9are (that which binds and 
un ites the human and the <livinc) . ll co mes in.stead from 
relegere, "vhich indicalcs lhe stance of scrupulousn ess and at-
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tention that must be adopted in relations vvith the gods, the 
uneasy hesitation (the "rereading [rile99ere]") befo re forms -
and fo rmulae - that must be observed in order to respec t the 

separation between the sacred and the profane. Religio is not 
what un ites men and gods but what ensures they remain dis
tinct. It is not disbeli ef and indifference toward the d ivine, 

therefore, that stand in opposition to religion, but "negligence," 
that is, a behavior that is free and "distracted" (that is to say, 
released rrom the religio of norms) before th ings and their use, 
befo re forms of separation and their meaning. To profane 

mea ns to open the possibility of a special form of negligE'nce, 
which ignores separation or, rather, pu ts it to a parlicular use. 

The passage from the sacre<l Lo the profane can, in fact, also 
come about by means of an entirely inappropriate use (o r, 
rather, reuse) of lhe sacred: namely, play. It is well known that 
the spheres o[ play and the sacred are closely connected . Mosl 
of the games with wh ich we are fam iliar derive from ancicnl 
sacred ceremonies, from divinatory practices and rituals Lhal 
once belonged , broad ly speaking, to the religious sphere. The 
girotondo was original ly a marri age r.ite; playing with a ball 

reproduces the struggle of the gods for possession of th e sun; 
games or chance derive from oracular practices; the spinning 
cop and the chessboard were instruments of <li,·ination. In ana

ly7.ing the relationship between games and rites, Emi le Ben
vcnislc shows that play not only derives from the sphere of the 
sacred but also in some ways represents its overturning. The 
power of the sacred act, he writes, li es in lhe conjunction of 
the myth that tells the story and the rite that reproduces and 
stages it. Play breaks up this unity: as ludus, or physica l play, it 
drops lhc myth and preserves the r ite; as iocus, or wordplay, iL 
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effaces lhe rite and allows the myth to smvive. "Tf the sacred 
can be defined through the consubstantial unity of myth and 
rite, we can say that one has play when only half of the sacred 
operatfon is completed, translating only the myth into words 
or only the rite into actions."3 

This means that play frees and distracts humanity from the 
sphere of the sacred, without simply abolishing it. The use to 
which Lhe sacred is returned is a special one that does not coin
cicle with utilitarian consumption. Jn fact, the "profana tion" of 

play does not so lely concern th e religious sphere. Chil dren, 
who play with whatever old thing falls into Lheir hands, make 
toys out of lhings that also belong to the spheres of economics, 
war, law, and other ac;tivitics that we are used to th inking of 

as serious. All of a sudden, a car, a firearm, or a legal contract 
becomes a toy. What is commo n to these cases and the pro
fanation of the sacred is the passage from a religio that is no\v 
felt to be false or oppressive lo negligence as vera reli9io. This, 
however, docs not mean neglect (no kind of attention can 

compare to that of a child at play) but a ne•v dimension of use, 
which children and philosophers give lo humanity. ll is the sort 
of use that Ben jam in must have had in mind when he wrote of 

Kafka's The New Attorney that the law that is no longer applied 
but only sLucl icd is the gate to justice:1 Just as the> religio that is 
played with but no longer observed opens the gate to use, so 
the powers [potenze] or ec::o nornics, law, and politics, deacti
vated in play, can become the gateways to a new happiness. 

Play as an organ of profanation is in decline eve rywhere. Mod

ern man proves he no longe r knows how to play precisely 
through the vertiginous proli feration of new and old games. 
Indeed, at parties, in dances, and at play, be desperate ly and 
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stubbornly seeks exactly the opposite of what he could find 
there: the possibil ity of reentering the lost feast, returning to 
the sacred and its rites, even in the fo rm of the inane cere
monies of the new spectacular religion or a tango lesson in a 
provincial dance hall. h1 this sense, televised game shows are 
part of a new liturgy; they secularize an unconsci ously reli

gious intention . To return to play its purely profane vocation is 
a political task. 

In this sense, we must distinguish between secularization 
and profanation. Secularization is a form of repression. Jt leaves 

intact the forces it deals vvith by simply mov ing them from one 
place to another. Thus the polilical secularization of theologi
cal concepts (the transcendence of God as a paradigm of sover
eign power) does nothing but displace the heavenly monarchy 
onto an earthly monarchy, leaving its power intact. 

Profanation, however, neutralizes what it profanes. Once 
profaned, that which was unavailable and separate loses its aura 
and is return ed to use. Both are political operations: the first 

guarantees the exercise of power by carrying it back to a sacred 
mode l; the second deactivates the apparatuses of power and 
returns to common use the spaces that power had seized. 

Phi lologists never cease to be surprised by the double, contra
d ic tory mean ing th<il the verb projanare seems to have in Lalin : 
it means, on the one hand, to render profane and, on the other 
(in only a few cases) to sacrifice. It is an ambiguHy that seems 
inherent in the vocabulary of tl1e sacred as such: the adjective 
sacer means both "august, consecrated to the gods," and (as 
Freud noted) "cursed, excl uded from the co mmunity." The 

ambiguity at issue here does not arise solely out of a misunder
standing but is, so to speak, constitutive of the profanatory 
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operation - or, inversely, of the co nsecratory one. lnsofar as 
these operations refer to a single object that must pass from 
the profane to the sacred and from lhe sacred to the profane, 
they must every time reckon with something like a residue of 
profanity in every consecrated thing and a remnant of sacred
ness in every profaned object. 

The same is true of the term sacer. Tl indicates that which, 
through the so lemn acl of sacrario or devotio ('vvhen a com
mander consecrates his life to the gods of the underworld in 
order to ensu re victory), has been gi vrn over to the gods and 

belongs exclusively lo lhem. And yet, in the expression homo 
.weer, the adjective seems to indicate an indiviJual who, having 
been excluded from lhe commu nity, can be killed with im

punity bul cannot be sacrificed to the gods. What exactly has 
occurred here? A sacred man , 0 1w who belongs to the gods, has 
survived the rite that separated him from other men and con
tinues to lead an apparent ly pro l"ane existence among them . 
Although he li ves in the profane wo rld, there inheres in his 
body an irreducible residue of sacredness. This removes him 
from normal commerce with his kind and exposes him to the 
possibi lity or violen t death, wh ir h returns him to the gods lo 

whom he truly belongs. As fo r his fate in the divine sphere, he 
cannot be sacrif'ict'd and is excluded from the cult because his 
life is already the proprrty or the gods, and yrt, insofar as it 
survives itself, so to speak, il intrn<luccs an incongruous rem

nant of profanity into the domain ol' the sacred. That is to say, 
in the machine of sacrifice, sacred and profane represent the 
two poles of a system in which a float ing signi f'i cr travels From 
one domain to the other without ceasing to refer to lhe same 
object. This is precisely how the machine ensures Lhe distribu
tion of use among humans and divine beings and can even tu-
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ally return what had been consecrated to the gods to men. 
Hence the mingling of the two operations in Roman sacrifice, 
in which one parl of the same consecrated victim is profaned 

by contagion and consumed by men, while another is assigned 

to the gods. 

From this perspective, it becomes easier to understand why, in 
the Christian religion, theologians, pontiffs, and emperors had 
to show such obsessive care and implacable seriousness in en
suring, as far as possible, the coherence an<l intelligibility of the 

notions of transubstantiation in Lhe sacrifice of the mass and 
incarnation and homousia in the dogma of the trinity. Whal was 
at stake here was nothing less than the surviva l of a religious 
system that had involved God himself as tbc victim of the sac
rifice and , in this way. inb·oduced in him that separation which 
in pagan ism concerned on ly human things. That is to say, the 
idea or the sim ultaneous presence or two natures in a si ngle 
person or victim was an effort to cope with conrusion between 
divine and human that threatened to paralyze the sacrifi cja) 

machine of Christian ity. The doctrine of incarnation guaran
l'<:-ed that divine and human nature were both present without 
am biguity in the same penon, just as t ransubslantialion en
sured that the species of bread and wine were lraJ1sfo rme<l 
without remain<ler into the body of Christ. Nrverthe less, in 
Christian ity, with the enli-ance of God as the victim of sacrifice 
and with the strong presence of messianic tendencies that put 
lhe distinction between sacred and profane into crisis, the reli
gious machine seems to reach a limit poinl or ·tone ur lurdcci<l

ability, where the divine sphere is always in the process of col
lapsing into the human sphere and man always already passes 
over in to the divine. 

79 



PROFANAT I ONS 

"Capitalism as Religion" is the title of one of Benjamin'· most 
penetrating posthumous fragments. According to Benjamin, 
capitalism is not solely a secu larization of the Protestant faith, 
as it is for Max Weber, but is itself' essentiall y a religious phe

nomenon, wh ich develops parasitically from Christian ity. As 
the religion of modernity, it is defined by three characteristics: 

first, it is a cu l tic religion, perhaps the most ex treme and abso
lute one that has ever ex isted . In it, everything has meaning 
only in r<'fcrence to lhc fulfillment or a cu ll, not in relation 
to a dogma or an idea. econd, this cult is permanent; it is 
"the celebration of a cult sans ueve et sans merci. " S Herc it is 
not possible lo distinguish between workdays and holidays; 
rather, there is a single, uninterrupted holiday, in which work 
coincides with the celebration of the cult. Third, the capita list 

cu lt is 11ot directed toward redemption from or atonement 
for gui lt, but toward guilt itself. "Ca1)italism is probably the 
first in stance of" a cult that creatt'S guilt, not atonement. ... 
A monstrous sense of" gui It that kno" s no redemption be
comes tht• cult, not to atone for this gui lt but to make it uni
,·ersal ... and to once and for all incluck God in this guilt. ... 
l God I is not dead; he has been incorl)orated into the destiny 
of man."<• 

Pn•ciscly because it st ri v(!S with all its might not toward re
demption but toward guilt. not toward hopt' but toward despair, 

cap italism as religion does not aim .1t the transformation of the 
world but al its destruction . And in our time its dominion is 
i,o complete that, according to Benjamin, even the three great 
prophets of modernity (Nietzsche, M.irx, and Freud) conspire 
with it; the) are, in some way, on th e side of the religion of 
despair. "This passage of the planet 'Man' through the house of 
despair in the absolute loneliness or his path is the ethos that 
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ietzschc defined. This man is the superman, the first to rec
ognize the religion of capitalism and begin to bring it to fulfill
ment.''7 Freudian theory, too, belongs to the priesthood of the 
capital ist cu lt: "What has been repressed, the idea of sin, is 

cap ital itself, which pays interest on th e hell of the uncon
scious."S And for Marx, capitalism "becomes socialism by means 

of the simple and compound interest that are functions of 

Schulcl [guilt/ debt]."9 

Let us try to carry on Benjamin's reflections from the perspec
tive that interests us here. We could say that capitalism, in 
pushing to the extreme a tendency already present in Chris
tianity, generalizes ill every domain the structure of separation 

that defines religion . Where sacrifice once marked the passage 
from the profane tu the sacred and from the sacred to the pro
fane, there is now a single, multiform, ceaseless process of 
separation that assails every thing, every place, every human 
activity in order to divide it from itself. This process is entirely 
indifft' renl to tJ1e caesura between sacred and profane, between 
divine and human. In its extreme form. the capitalist rt'ligion 
realizes the pure form of separation, to the point that there is 

nothing left to separate. An absolute profanation without rc
mainclcr now coincides with an equa lly vacuous and total con
secration. In the commod ity, sepa rat ion inheres in the very 
form of the object, which splits into use-va lue and cxchange
va lue and is transform(!d into an ungraspablc fclish. The same 
is true for everything that is done, produced, or experienced -
even the human body, even sexuality, even language. They arc 
now divided from themselves and placed in a separate sphere 
that no longer defines any substantial division and where all use 

becomes and remains impossible. This sphere is consumption. 
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If, as has been suggested, we use the term "spectacle" for the 
extreme phase of capitali sm in which we are now l iving, in 
which everything is exhibited in its separation from itself, then 

spectacle and consumption are the two sides of a single impos
sibili ty of using. What cannot be used is, as such, given over Lo 
consumption or to spectacular exhibition. This means that it 
has become impossible lo profane (or at least that it requires 
special procedures) . If to profane means to return to common 
use that which has been removed to the sphere of Lhe sacred , 
the capital ist re ligion in its extTeme phase aims al creating 
something absolutely unprofanablc. 

The theological canon of consumption as the impossibility of 
use was established in the thirteenth century by the Roman 
Curia during its conllicl with the Franciscan order. fn their ca l.I 
for "highest poverty," the Franciscans asserted the possibili ty 
of a use cnli rely removed from th e sphere of law ldiritto j, 
which , in order to distingu ish it from usufrucl and from every 

other right ldirilto] to use, they ca lled ususfacti, de facto use 
(or use of fact) . Agajnst 1·hcm1 John XXll , an implacable adver

sary of the o rd er, issued his bull Ad Conditorem Canonum. In 
things lhat arc objects of consumpti on, such as food, clothing, 
and so on, there cannot exist, he argues, a use disti11cl from 
property, because this use coinci<l c.:s e:: 11li rely with the act of' 
their consum ption, that is, their destruction (abusus) . Con
sumption, wh ich necessa ri ly destroys the thing, is nothing but 

the impossibi lity or the negation of use, which presu pposes 
that the substance of the thing remains intact (sal11a rei .wbswn

tia). Thal is not all: a simple de facto use, distinct from prop
erty, does no t exist in nature; it is in no way something that 
one can "have." "The act of use itself exists in nature neither 
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before being exercised nor "vhile being exercised nor after 
having been exercised . In fact, consumption, even in Lhe act in 

which it is exercised, is always in the past or the future and, as 
such, cannot be said to exist in nature, but only in memory or 
anticipation. Therefore, it cannot be had but in the instant of 
its disappearance." lo 

ln this way. with an unwi tting prophecy, John XXll 
provided the parad igm of an impossibility of using that has 
reached its fulfillment many centuries later in consumer soci
ety. This obstinate denial of use, however, captures the nature 

of use more radica lly than could any definition put fo rth by the 
Franciscan order. For pme use appears, in the Pope's account, 
noL so much as somethi ng inexistenl- indeed, it exists for an 
instant in the acl of consumpti on - but rather as something 
that ont> could never have, that one could never possess as 
properly (dominium). That is to say, use is always a relationshi p 
with something that cannot be appropriated; it refers to things 
insofar as they can noL become objects of possession . But in this 

way use also lays bare the true natu l'e of property, which is 
noLhing but lhe device that moves the free use ol' men into a 
separate sphere, where il is converted in to a right. If, loday, 
consumers in mass society are unhappy, it is not only because 
they consu me objects that have incorporated willlin them
selves their own inability to be used . It is also, and above all, 
because they believe they are exercising their right to property 
on these objects, because they have become incapable of pro
faning them. 

The impossibility of using has its emblematic place in the 

Museum. The museification of the wo rld is today an accom
plished fact. One by one, the spiritua l potentialities that 
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defined the people's lives - art, r e ligion , philosophy, th e idea 

of nature, even politics- have doci le ly wilhdrawn into the 

Museum. "Museum" here is not a given physical space or place 

but the separate dimension lo w hich whal was once - but is no 

longer- felt as true and decisive has moved. In Lhis sense, the 

Museum can coi nc ide with an entire c ity (such as Evora and 

Venice, which were declared World Heritage sites), a region 

(when it is declared a park or nature preserve), and even a group 

of individuals (insofar as they represent a form of li fe that has 

disappeared). But more generally, everylhing today can become 

a Museum, becaust' this term simply designates the exhibition 

of an impossibility of using, of dwe ll ing, of experiencing. 

Thus, in the Museu m, the:: analogy betwccn capitalism and 

religion becomes c lear. The Muse um occupies exactly the space 

and function once reserved fo r l11e Temple as the place of sacri

fice . To the faithful in lhc Temple - the pilgrims who would 

travel across lhe earth from temp le to tem ple, Crom sanctuary 

to sanctuary- correspond today the tourists who restlessly 

travel in a world that has been abslracted in lo a Museum. But 

while the fa ithful and the pilgrims ullimalely participated in a 

sacrifice that reestablished the righl re lationships belween the 

divine and the human by moving the victim inlo the sacred 

sphere, l11e tourists celebrale on themselves a sacrificial act that 

consists in the anguishing experience or the destruction of all 

possible use. If' the Christians were "pi lgrims," that is, strangers 

on the earth, because lhei r homeland was in heaven, the adepts 

of the new capitalist cull have no hCJmelancl because they dwell 

in the pure form of separation. Wherever they go, tl1ey find 

pushed to lhe extreme the same impossibility of dwelling t hat 

they knew in their houses and their cities, the same inabili ty to 

use that they experience<l in supermarkets, in malls, and on 
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television shows. For this reason, insofar as it represents the 

cult and central altar of the capitalist relig ion, tourism is the 

pr imary industry in the world, involving more than six hun

dred and fifty million people each year. Nothing is so astonish

ing as the fact that mi llions of ordinary people are able to carry 

out on their own flesh what is perhaps the most desperate ex

perience that one can have: the irrevocable loss of all use, the 

absolute impossibility of profaning. 

It is, however, possible that the unprofanable, on which the cap

ilalist religion is founded, is not h·uly such, and that today there 

arc still effective fo rms of profanation. For this reason, we must 

recall that profanation does not simply restore something like a 

natLU'al use that existed before being separ ated into the re li

g ious, economic, o r juridical sphere. As the example of play 

clearly shows, th is operation is more cu nning and complex than 

that and is not limited to abolisbing the form of separation in 

ord er to regain an uncontaminated use that lies either beyond 

or before it. Even in nature the re are profanations. The cat who 

plays with a ball of yarn as if it were a mouse - just as the ch i Id 

plays with ancien t re lig ious symbo ls or objects that o nce 

belonged to the econom ic sphere - knowi ngly uses the charac

teristic behaviors or predatory activity (or, in the case of the 

child, of the religious cull or the world of work) in vain. These 

behaviors are not effaced , but, thanks to the substitution of the 

yarn For the mouse (or the toy fo r the sacred object), deacti

vated and Lhus opened up to a new, possible use. 

But what sort of use? For the cat, what is the possib le ust' 

for the ball of yarn? It cCJnsists in freeing a behavior from its 

genetic inscription within a g iven sphere (predatory activity, 

hunting). The freed behavior still reproduces and mimics the 
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foTms of the activity from which it has been emancipated, but, 
in emptying them of their sense and of any obligatory relation
ship to an encl, it opens them and makes them available fo r a 
new use. The game with Lhe yarn liberates the mouse from 

being prey and the predatory acti vity from being necessarily 
directed toward the capture and death oC the mouse. And yet, 
this play stages the very same behaviors that define hunting. 
The activity that results from this thus becomes a pure means, 
that is, a praxis that, wh ile firmly mai ntaining its nature as a 
means, is emancipated from its relntionship to an encl : it has 
joyous) y forgotten its goal and can now show i tsc lf as such, as a 
means without an end . The creation of a new use is possible 
on ly by deactivating an old use, renclt:ring it inoperative. 

Separation is also and above all exercised in the sphere of the 

body, as the repression and SCIJaration of' certain physiological 
fu nctions. One of these is def('cation, which, in our society, is 
isolated and hidden by means of a scriC's of devices and prohibi
tions that concern both behav ior and language. What could it 
mean to "p rofa1w dcfrcation"? Certainly not to regain a sup
posed naturalness, or simply to enjoy il as a perverse transgres
sion (which is still bet ter than nothing) . Rather, it is a matter 
or archaeologicall y arriv ing at deJ'ccation as a fi eld of polar ten
sions between nature and cu lture, priv:ite and public, singular 

and common. That is: to learn a new use ror feces , jusl as 
babies tried to do in the ir way, before repression and separa
tion intervened . The forms of this common use can only be 
invented colleclivcly. As ltalo Ca lvino once noted, Feces are a 
human production just like any o ther, on ly there has never 
been a history of Lhem.11 This is why every ind ividual attempt 
to profane them can have 011 ly a parodic value, as in the scene 
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where the dinner party defecates around a dining table in the 
film by Luis Bui'iuei.12 

Feces - it is clear -are here on ly as a symbol of what has 
been separated and can be returned to common use. But is a 
society without separation possib le? The question is perhaps 
poorly form ulated. For to profane means not simply to abolish 
and erase separations but to learn to put them to a new use, to 

play with them. The classless society is not a society that has 
abolished and lost all memory of class differences but a society 
that has learned to deactivate the apparatuses of those differ

ences in order to make a new use possible, in order lo trans
form them into pw·e means. 

Nothing, however, is as fragi le and precarious as the sphere 
of pure means. Play, in our society, also has an episodic charac
ter, after wh ich normal li fe must once aga in con tinue on its 
co urse (and the cat must continue its hunt) . No one knows 
better than child ren how terrible and disqu ieting a toy ca n be 
once lhe game it forms a part of is over. The ins trument of li b

eration turns into an awkward piece of wood; th e doll on 
which the liltle gi rl has showered her love becomes a co ld, 
sham eful wax puppet that an evi l magician can capture and 
bewitch and use against us. 

Th is evil magician is the hjgh priest of the capital ist religion. If 
the apparatuses of the capitalist cult are so eff eclive, it is not so 
much beca use they act on primary behaviors, but because they 
act on pure means, lhat is, on behaviors that have been sepa
rated from themse lves and thus detache<.J rrom any relationship 
to an end. In its extreme phase, capitalism is nothi ng but a 

giga ntic apparatus for capt ur ing pure means, that is, profana
tory behav iors. Pure means, which represent the deactivation 
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and rupture of all separation, are in turn separated into a spe

cial sphere. Language is one example. To be sure, power bas 

always sought to secure control of social communication, using 

language as a means fo r diffusing its O'vvn ideo logy and induc

ing voluntary obedience. But today this instrumental fimction 

- wh ich is still effective at the margins of the system, when sit

uations of danger or exception arise - has ceded its place to a 

different procedure of control, which, in separating language 

into the spectacular sphere , assails it in its idl ing, that is, in its 

possib le profanatory potential. More essential than the func

tion of propaganda, which views language as an instrum ent 

directed toward an end, is the capture and neutralization or the 

pure means par excellence. that is, language that has emanci

pated itself From its comm unicative ends and thus makes itself 

available for a new use. 

The apparatuses of the med ia aim precisely at neutral izing 

this profanatory power of language as pure means, al prevent

ing language from d isclosing the possibil ity of' a new use, a new 

experience of the word. Already the chmch, after the first two 

centu ries of hoping and wail ing, conce ived of its runction 

as essenLia lly one o f neutra lizing the new experience of th e 

word that Paul, placing it at the center of the messian ic 

announcement, had ca lled pistis, faith. The same thing occurs 

in the system of the spectacular re ligion, where the pure mcan.s, 

suspended and exhibited in the sphere or the med ia, shows its 

own emptiness, speaks only its own nothingness, as ir no new 

use were possible, as if no other experience of the word were 

possible. 

This nullificat ion of pure means is most clear in the apparatus 

that, more than any other, appears Lo have realized the capital-
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ist dream of producing an unprofanable: pornography. Those 

who have some familiarity with the history of erotic photogra

phy know that i.n its beginnings the models put on a romantic, 

almost dreamy expression, as if the camera had caught them in 

the intimacy of their boudoirs. Sometimes, lazily stretched on 

canapis, they pretend to sleep or even read, as in cer ta in nudes 

by Bruno Braquehais and Louis-Camil le d'O livier. Other times, 

it seems that the indiscreet photographer has caught them all 

alone, looking at themselves in the mirror ( this is the scen e 

preferred by Auguste Belloc). Quite soon, however, in step with 

the ca pitalist absolutization of the commod ity and exchange

value, their expressions changed and became more brazen; the 

poses more complicated and animated, as if the models were 

intentionally exaggerating their indecency, thus showing their 

awareness o f being exposed to the lens. But it is only in our 

t ime that t his process arrives at its ext reme stage. Filrn histori

ans record as a disconcertin g novel ty the sequence in Summer 
with Monika ( 1952) when the protagonist, Harriet Andersson, 

suddenly fixes her gaze for a few seconds on the camera (" Here 

for the fi rst time in the history of cin ema," the director Ingmar 

Bergman co mmented , "there is established a shameless and 

direct contact with the spectator"). Since then, pornography 

has rendered this proced ure banal: in the very act of executi ng 

their most intimate caresses, porn stars now look resolute ly 

into the camera, showing that they are more interested in the 

spectator than in Lhei r partners. 

Thus is full y realized the principle that Benjamin articulated 

in 1936 while writing "Eduard Fuchs: Collector and Historian." 

"If tbere is anything sexually arousing here ," he writes, "it is 

more the idea that a naked body is being exhibited before the 

camera than the sight of nakedness itself'." 13 One year earlie r, 
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Benjamin had created the concept of "exhibi tion-value" (Aus
stellungswert) to characterize the transformation that the work 
of a:rt undergoes in the era of its technological reproducibility. 

Nothing better characterizes the nevv condition of obj ects and 
even of the human body in the era of fulfi1led capitalism. Into 
the Marxi an opposition between use-value and exchange
value, exhibition-value introduces a third term, which cannot 
be reduced to the fi rst two. It is not use-value, because what 
is exhibited is, as such, removed from the sphere of use; it is 
not exchange-value, because it .in no way measures an y labor 

po"ver. 
But it is perhaps on I y in the sphere or the human face that 

the mechanism of exhibition-value finds ils proper place. It is a 

common ex perience that the face of' a woman who feels she is 
being looked at beco mes inexpressive. That is, the awareness of 
being exposed to th e gaze creates a vacuum in consciousness 
and powerfully disrupts the expressive processes that usually 
animate the race. ll is this brazen-faced indi fference that fashion 
models, porn stars, and others whose profession it is to show 

themse lves must lea rn to acquire: th ey show nothing bu t the 
showing itself (that is, one's own abso lute mc<liality). In this 
way, the face is loaded until it bursts with exhibition-value. Yet, 

precisely through this nullif'ication of cx prl'ssivity, eroticism 
penetrates where it could have no place: tlw human face, which 

does not kn ow nudi ty, fo r it is always already bare. Shown as a 
pure means beyond any concrete cxpressivity, it becomes avail
able for a new use, a new form ol' erotic communication. 

One porn star, who passes off her effo rts as artistic per 
formances, has recently pushed th.is procedure to the extreme. 
She has herself photograph ed iJ1 the act of performing or sub

mitting to the most obscene acts, but always so that her face is 
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fully visible in the foreground. But instead of simulating pleas
ure, as dictated by the conventions of the genre, she affects and 
displays - like fashion models - the most absolute indifference, 
the most stoic ataraxy. To whom is Chloe des Lysses indiffer

ent? To her partner, certainly. But also to the spectators, who 
are surprised to find that the star, alth ough she is aware of 
being exposed to the gaze, hasn't even the slightest complicity 
with them. Her impassive face breaks every connecti on be
tween lived experience and the expressive sphere; it no longer 
expresses anything but shows itself as a place without a hint of 
expression, as a pure means. 

It is this profanatory potential that the apparatus of pornog
raphy seeks to neutralize. What it captw·es is the human capac

ity lo let erotic behaviors idle, to profane thern, by detaching 
th em from their immediate ends. But whHe these behav iors 
thus open themselves to a different possible use, which con
cerns not so much the pleasure of the partner as a new collec
ti ve use of sexuality, po rnography intervenes al this point to 
block and divert the profanator y in tention. The so li ta ry and 

desperate consumpti on of the porn ographic image thus re
places the promise of a new use. 

All apparatuses of power are always double: they arise, on 
Lhr onr hand, from an individual subjeclivizing behav io r and, 
on lhc other, from its capture in a separate sphere. There is 

o ften nolhing reprehensible about the individual behavior in 
itself, and it can, indeed, express a liberatory in lent; it is repre
hensibl e only if th e behavior - wh en it has not been con
strain ed by circumstances or by force - lets itselr be ca ptured 
in the apparatus. Neither the brazen-faced gesture of the porn 
star nor the impassive face of the fashion model is, as such, to 

be blamed. Instead, what is disgracefal - both politically and 
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morally-are the apparatus of pornography and the apparatus 

of the fashion show, which have diverted them from their pos

sible use. 
The unprofanable of pornography- everything that is un

profanablc - is founded on the arrest and diversion of an au

thenticall y profanatory intention . For this reason, we must 

always wrest from the apparatuses - from all apparatuses - the 

possibility of use that they have captured. The profanation of 
the unprofanable is the political task of the coming generation. 

CHAPTER TEN 

T h e S i x M o s t Bea utiful Mi nu tes 1n 

t h e History of Cin ema 

Sancho Panza enters a cinema in a provincial city. He is looking 
for Don Quixote and finds bim sitting off to the side, staring at 

the screen. The theater is a lmost full; t he balcony- which is a 

sort of giant terrace- is packed with raucous ch ildren. After 

several unsuccessful attempts to reach Don Quixote, Sancho 

reluctantly sits down in one of the lower seats, next to a li ttle 

girl (Dulcinea?), who offers him a lo.ll ipop. The screeni ng has 

begun; it is a costume film: on the screen, knights in armor are 

rid ing along. Suddenly, a woman appears; she is in danger. Don 
Qu ixote abruptly r ises, unsheaths his sword, rushes toward the 

screen, and, with several lunges, begins to shred the cloth. The 

woman and the knights are stilJ visible on the screen , bul the 

black slash opened by Don Quixote's sword grows eve1· larger, 

implacably devou ring the images. In the encl, nothing is left of 

the screen, and only th e wooden str ucture suppor ting it re

mains visible. The outraged audience leaves the theater, but the 

child1·en on the balcony continue their fanatical cheers for Don 

Quixote. Only tbe little girl down on the Door stares at him in 

disapproval. 

What are we to do with our imaginations? Love them and 

believe in them to the point of having Lo destroy and falsify 

9"l 
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them (this is pe rhaps the meaning of Orson Welles's films) . 

But when, in the end, they reveal themselves to be em pty and 

unfulfilled, when they show the null ity of which they are made, 

only then can we pay the price for their truth and understand 

that Dulcin ea- w hom we have saved - cannot love us. 
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