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Dear Readers: 

It is our pleasure to present this third issue of  the Columbia 
Journal of  Literary Criticism. The Journal has grown prodigious-
ly since its inception in 2002, and on behalf  of  the Executive 
and Editorial Boards, we thank our contributors, editors, and 
friends for making this edition the most ambitious to date.

We are proud to feature four innovative papers prepared 
by Columbia undergraduates. Ramsey McGlazer reads Primo 
Leviõs Holocaust memoir Se questo ¯ un uomo alongside Giorgio 
Agambenõs Remnants of  Auschwitz to reassess the problems 
of  testimony and representing catastrophe in Leviõs writing. 
Katerina Seligmann examines the thematics of  death and the 
politics of  essentialism in Aim® C®saireõs Cahier dun Retour au 
Pays Natal and Pedro Pietriõs Puerto Rican Obituary. Nikil Saval 
explores the effects of  modernity on literary production and 
the urban experience in George Gissingõs New Grub Street. 
Kate Meng Brassel reformulates the controversy surround-
ing òParce Continuis,ó a notoriously puzzling medieval love 
poem, by rethinking the poemõs central erotic metaphor in 
light of  new scholarship on late-medieval sexuality. 

In addition, this issue includes two special sections featur-
ing contributions from faculty representing Columbia and 
universities farther afield. Profs. Patricia Dailey of  Columbiaõs 
Department of  English and Comparative Literature, Rosalind 
Morris of  the Department of  Anthropology, Gil Anidjar of  
the Department of  Middle East and Asian Languages and 
Cultures, Taylor Carman of  the Department of  Philosophy, 
and Emily Apter of  NYUõs Department of  French offer 
their reflections on the legacy of  Jacques Derrida on the 
occasion of  his passing in October 2004. Finally, Columbia 
undergraduate Victoria Camblin interviews Prof. Philippe 
Lacoue-Labarthe, one of  Franceõs most influential literary 
theorists and former chair in philosophy at the University of  
Strasbourg and the University of  California, Berkeley, on the 
intersection of  literature, philosophy, and politics.

As always, special thanks are due to the many colleagues 
and supporters who have helped to produce this issue. In 
particular, we thank the Journalõs faculty advisor, Prof. Jenny 
Davidson, for her generous counsel, tireless advocacy, and 
keen eye. We owe a great debt to Prof. Patricia Dailey, whose 
help in arranging this issueõs two features was invaluable.

It is our highest hope that the spirit of  critical dialogue and 
investigation that produced the following studies will extend 
to our readers. We welcome your comments, and invite you to 
participate in the Journalõs ongoing conversation.

Yours,
Mary Ruiz and Alex Zachary
Editors-in-Chief, CJLC
cjlc@columbia.edu
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Jacques Derrida was a philosopher. His relation to philosophy, however, was deeply 
ambivalent and will, I believe, remain so. This raises two questions. What kind of  
philosopher was Derrida? And what kind of  nonphilosopher was he?
He was, above all, a scrupulous observer, certainly one of  the most careful read-

ers of  philosophical texts in recent history. Like Hegel, who invented another, though 
very different, form of  philosophical observation, also in the service of  exposing 
ruptures and discontinuities in thought, Derrida taught us to read slowly and observe 
the way in which texts articulate and disarticulate their own apparent meanings. By 
deconstructing texts ñ or rather by drawing attention to their own inevitable self-
deconstruction ñ he exposed a series of  metaphysical assumptions, instabilities, even 
contradictions in the very concept of  meaning. He did not attempt to show how 
linguistic meaning is grounded in other, more basic forms of  significance. Instead, 
he tried to show that meaning is irreducibly complex and indeterminate, indeed that 
there are no discrete meanings tied to individual words, phrases, sentences, even whole 
texts. What we call òmeaningó is instead an effect of  textual interconnections and dif-
ferences, relations among signs and signifieds. There is a web of  textuality, if  you like, 
but no fixed points on which the web is anchored. 

Derrida went further to infer what philosophers would call an error theory, accord-
ing to which we canõt help but regard our words as more or less straightforwardly 
meaningful, though doing so pulls us ineluctably into obscure or even contradictory 
notions of  meanings as discrete entities, peculiar objects, univocal and fully present 
to the speaking subject. Derrida was often charged with being a kind of  skeptic, and 
he regularly denied the charge. And yet, it seems to me, there is a kind of  skepti-
cism at work in the very idea of  deconstruction. What I have in mind is not outright 
semantic nihilism, or the crude denial that texts impose any constraints at all on their 
interpretation, but rather the extreme caution of  the scrupulous textual observer. In 
this vein, Derrida writes,

skepsis has to do with the eyes. The word refers to visual perception, to the 
observation, vigilance, and attention of  the gaze during an examination. 
One is on the lookout, one reflects upon what one sees, reflects what one 
sees by delaying the moment of  conclusion. Keeping the thing in sight, one 
keeps on looking at it1. 



Derrida was a master of  painstaking textual observation and the prolonged deferral 
of  the moment of  assertion or conclusion, and in this sense he was, after all, a kind 
of  skeptic. 

He was also a kind of  skeptic, it seems to me, in his suspicion that perfectly ordi-
nary and seemingly benign concepts always tend to slide by their own weight down 
a slippery slope into contradiction and uncertainty. This is the skepticism underlying 
error theories generally. It is psychologically impossible, Hume thought, to choose 
not to believe in such things as causal necessity and identity across time, even though 
such beliefs have no basis at all in either reason or experience. They are mistakes, he 
supposed, but mistakes we are, as it were, made to make and powerless to correct. 
Skepticism, then, is not a real point of  view that one can voluntarily adopt, and so, as 
Hume says, neither he nor anyone else ever really was a skeptic. The skeptical stance 
of  the philosopher lies instead in the observation of  virtually inescapable illusions to 
which we are congenitally and permanently susceptible.

What kind of  nonphilosopher was Derrida? Like Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, 
Wittgenstein, and Heidegger, Derrida has often been dismissed as a nonphilosopher, 
or pseudophilosopher. Derridaõs critics frequently complain of  the supposed outland-
ishness or implausibility of  his views. But anyone who pretends to be scandalized by 
the contents of  Derridaõs ideas in this way cannot have read very widely or deeply in 
the history of  philosophy. òThere is nothing so absurd,ó Cicero famously remarked, 
òthat some philosopher has not already said it.ó Such complaints are as old as phi-
losophy itself, so I think this reaction to the substance of  Derridaõs thought cannot 
be taken seriously.

Why then have philosophers, at least in the United States, been so slow to 
embrace Derrida and his work? Derrida himself  once said,

I try to keep myself  at the limit of  philosophical discourse. é to òdecon-
structó philosophy é would be to think ñ in the most faithful, interior way 
ñ the structured genealogy of  philosophyõs concepts, but at the same time 
to determine ñ from a certain exterior that is unqualifiable or unnameable 
by philosophy ñ what this history has been able to dissimulate or forbid. 

By his own account, Derrida stood with one foot in philosophy and one foot 
outside it. What accounts for his persistently chilly reception among philosophers, 
however, it seems to me, was his refusal to participate in what he regarded as a kind 
of  ritualized intellectual violence. More precisely, it was his rejection of  what he called 
òbrutality,ó to distinguish it from other, more general forms of  violence without 
which, as he said, culture would be impossible. What Derrida repudiated was what he 
described as

brutality in discussion, in argumentation, the dogmatic fiat. é I try never to 
be brutal or dogmatic, or to say: thatõs just how it is. Brutality is not only an 
unrefined violence, it is a bad violence, impoverishing, repetitive, mechani-
cal, that does not open the future, does not leave room for the other. é if  
difference is violence and violence is differentiating, brutality homogenizes 
and effaces singularity3. 



At its worst, the competitive, adversarial discourse and demonstrative assertion of  
philosophers can be repetitive and mechanical, even brutal. But at its best, it can 
be illuminating and humane. Its humane spirit is what animated the conversational 
style of  another recently deceased philosopher, Columbiaõs own much loved Sidney 
Morgenbesser. òIt went like this,ó one of  his colleagues reports. òSidney would say, 
ôLet me see if  I understand you,õ or ôLet me see if  Iõve got it.õ He would restate the 
thesis, and that would be that. It was one of  the ordeals you had to go through.ó4

This Socratic legacy can be a mixed blessing. And yet it remains a vital aspect 
of  philosophical culture. Indeed, Iõm tempted to say itõs the kind of  violence with-
out which the culture of  philosophy would be impossible. Nevertheless, Derridaõs 
resistance to that aspect of  the culture also seems to me to have been motivated by a 
profoundly humane impulse, an abhorrence of  brutality, a compassionate concern that 
there be room for the other, that other voices not simply be silenced by interrogation 
or assertion or dogmatic fiat. 

Derrida and Morgenbesser represent two completely different ways of  doing 
philosophy, both of  which it makes sense to want to embrace, though they may be 
irreconcilable. As I think about Derrida and Morgenbesser, I am reminded of  the 
closing line of  Heideggerõs eulogy for Max Scheler, and I recall it here in remembrance 
of  them both. òMax Scheler is dead. We bow before his fate. Once again a path of  
philosophy falls back into darkness.ó5 

Mourning calls. Mourning is a call, and, like any call, it must be answered. Must 
any call be answered? No one gave us more of  a sense of  the importance 
and urgency of  answering the call of  mourning than Jacques Derrida. Few 

have answered it more often, more responsibly and thoughtfully, and in a more spec-
tacular way, than Derrida.

But if  mourning is a call, an interpellation, it may be because rather than consti-
tute, institute or even destitute a subject, the scene of  the call, the scene of  interpel-
lation was always a scene of  mourning. Derrida suggested as much in one of  his last 
published books, B®liers, one in which he mourned Hans-Georg Gadamer and read, 
with him, the demanding interpellation that a poem institutes, linterpellation exigente quun 
po¯me institue1.

A word of  interruption, a poem always voices parting words, it imparts an adieu 
or a salut that calls out and invokes death, that comes toward death. The interruption 
goes toward death, it precedes it, it shrouds everyone in mourning, in an implacable 
future anterior, lõinterruption va au-devant de la mort, elle la pr®c¯de, elle endeuille chacun dõun 
implacable futur ant®rieur2. Once it has called, mourning does not wait, it no longer waits, 



le deuil nõattend plus. It addresses itself  to the other with the utmost urgency, yet it does 
so without excluding a self-referential reflection. It is always possible to say it, the 
poem speaks of  itself, of  the scene of  writing, of  signing and of  reading that it inau-
gurates, le po¯me parle de lui-m°me, de la sc¯ne d®criture, de signature et de lecture quil inaugure3. It 
is the poem that speaks, speaking of  itself  as a call (Derrida invokes Gadamerõs term 
here, Anspruch) and constituting a peculiar scene of  interpellation, one independent of  
sender and addressee, or at least suspended from both and outside of  the determina-
tions granted by either poet or reader. It is to the poem itself  not to the poet, not to the 
reader to the poem itself  that is recognized the right to leave in indecision, cest au po¯me 
lui-m°me, ni au po¯te ni au lecteur, que se voit alors reconnu le droit de laisser dans lind®cision4.

Still, everybody is called. All the protagonists hear themselves called. Derrida 
explains that those who are called, readers and addressees of  the poem, including 
himself  as he speaks, are survivors. As soon as the poem is entrusted to your keeping, 
as soon as you have heard the call, you partake, with the poem, but nonetheless alone, 
of  a surviving. As soon as the poem is entrusted, lone survivor, to our safekeeping, d¯s 
lors que le po¯me est confi®, seul survivant, ¨ notre garde, it is imparted upon us to carry it in 
turn, to save it, even beyond this world, f¾t-ce au-del¨ du monde5. This is why the call of  
the poem interpellation is a call of  mourning, a mourning call.

To what is this comparable? Derrida himself  compares the call of  the poem to 
the call of  the shofar on Yom Kippur, the Day of  Atonement or of  Great Forgiveness 
(Grand Pardon, in French), and to the writing of  God on that day in the book of  the 
living or the book of  the dead. This call, this writing too is a call to carry, a call that 
carries and abandons at once. It abandons, Derrida says, every Jew.

Every Jew feels himself  then on the verge of  everything, on the verge of  
the whole, between life and death, as if  between rebirth and end, between 
the world and the end of  the world, to wit, the mournful annihilation of  the 
other or of  himself. Chaque juif  se sent alors au bord de tout, au bord du tout, entre 
la vie et la mort, comme entre la renaissance et la fin, entre le monde et la fin du monde, ¨ 
savoir lan®antissement endeuill® de lautre ou de lui m°me6.

Unique survivor, the call abandons one, suspends one, between worlds at the end 
of  the world. Interpellation is mourning, it is the end of  the world, it is an election of  
the dead. But who speaks for the dead? Who for its addressees? Who speaks for the 
survivor and in his name? 

In another text dedicated to Kafkaõs Abraham and to Sartreõs Anti-Semite and Jew, 
Derrida had raised these questions. One could say that Derrida raised his Jewish ques-
tion as the question of  interpellation and of  mourning. Derrida, it is well-known, 
was called a Jew, and he never made a secret of  his origins and concerns. But at a 
most crucial moment, and on the occasion of  answering an imperative call, a call of  
mourning, Derrida gave an unexpected response, he issued a different kind of  call. 
In December 2000, at the conference entitled Jud®it®s, in Paris, Derrida was asked by 
Claude Lanzmann to join the current war on anti-Semitism the same war that rages 
today and that deploys itself  for speech-silencing, bombing and world-ending projects 
of  other so-called Semites. Derrida was asked publicly to identify with the dead, to 
receive in safekeeping, la garde et la charge, of  those whose memory calls. He was asked 
this by one who has claimed to speak for the dead, one who claims to have heeded 



the call of  mourning. As I endlessly try to mourn him, as I mourn him endlessly, I 
take Derridaõs answer to be the most urgent lesson to heed today (and Levinas did 
describe the interpellation of  the other, my teacher, as an enseignement). Derrida refused 
the call, or answered otherwise. In responding to Lanzmann, Derrida refused the 
appropriation typical of  the so-called guardians of  memory. Must one answer every 
interpellation? Must one join, today, the war on anti-Semitism? About the victims of  
the Holocaust, then, about those killed by the Nazis, Derrida refused the interpella-
tion Jew. He refused appropriation. Derrida answered the call of  mourning, I think, 
but he also said simply, respectfully, and mournfully; he said ethically and surprisingly, 
thoughtfully: These are not my own, ce ne sont pas les miens.

In his eulogy for Louis Marin (1932-1992), Jacques Derrida remarked his belated 
discovery of  an ambiguity in the expression òthe last bookó and described what 
has, perhaps, afÿicted us all since his death.1 That ambiguity concerns the status of  

a book as being either þnal or most recent. Other books, Derrida says, will appear after 
the òlastó one he has read but these will turn out to have been written before the last 
book was read and even written. Derrida made these remarks in January, 1993, at a con-
ference honoring Marin and his then-forthcoming book, Des pouvoirs de lõimage [Powers 
of  the Image]. Similar conferences have been held since Jacques Derridaõs death, all of  
them anticipating works that, though already written, are still to arrive. 

It was not etymological conceit that led Derrida to think the òlast book,ó but the 
immediacy of  an event which he experienced as unassimilably sudden. Derridaõs writ-
ings are so often (wrongly) accused of  evading historical or political immediacies that it 
seems important to remark this fact. Neither in his eulogies nor in his more extended 
theoretical writings did Derrida evade responsibility to the world. His entire oeuvre is 
devoted to thinking about the problems of  injustice, the possibilities for democracy, and 
the nature of  ethics in changing historical circumstances. He wrote against apartheid and 
in favor of  democracy, against anti-Semitism and also against anti-Arab sentiment in the 
post-9/11 World. He defended Palestine, he opposed war, he championed banned writ-
ers everywhere. And amid new forms of  geopolitical violence, he taught his students to 
think of  ethics in a manner that would include a capacity to mourn even oneõs enemy. 
It is perhaps not overstating the matter to say that mourning provided the exemplary 
scene of  pedagogy for Derrida, though it would be wrong to reduce his meticulous 
philosophical readings of  Aristotle, Benjamin, de Man, Hegel, Heidegger, Husserl, 
Kant, Levinas, Nietzsche, Plato ñ and Marin (among others) ñ only to mourning.

Even so, there is something especially poignant in Derridaõs eulogy for Louis Marin, 
when read now, in the aftermath of  Derridaõs own death. The future anteriority that 
structures it and the description of  friendship therein (like the future anteriority that 



orients his entire conception of  democratic politics), infects this text with uncanniness. 
When we encounter Derridaõs sad statement that Marin knew that òdeath begins its 
work before deathó and that òDeathõs watch [veille]...had begun long ago for Marin,ó we 
cannot but feel the force of  a recurrence which Derrida, himself, was at pains to com-
prehend. For death is that which is at once absolutely unique and determinedly recur-
rent. Were this not so, the predicament of  friendship would not be that of  survival. But, 
writes Derrida in Politics of  Friendship, òPhilia begins with the possibility of  survival.ó

Politics of  Friendship was published shortly after Marinõs death but the eulogy for 
Marin appears now as the anticipation of  Derridaõs tome on amity:

For trying to reduce, weaken, and wear out a power of  the image so as to sub-
ject it to itself, this philosophical exorcism of  such powerful scope would.... in 
some way regard death.
... This clandestine war of  denial would thus be waged in... that twilight space 
of  what is called mourning: the mourning that follows death but also the 
mourning that is prepared and that we expect from the very beginning to fol-
low upon the death of  those we love. Love or friendship would be nothing 
other than the passion, the endurance, and the patience of  this work.2
 
How does this òlove or friendshipó not become a mere anticipation of  anotherõs 

death? How does an orientation toward futurity save itself  from becoming messian-
ism? Much of  Derridaõs later work was concerned to think this question, which he 
answered with the formulations of  òmessianicity without messianismó (Specters of  Marx) 
and òdemocracy to-comeó (Rogues). If  he was careful to avoid rendering the þdelity of  
friendship as the anticipation of  death, then, in thinking politics, he was equally careful 
to avoid implying that the òto comeó of  democracy is a matter of  either historical im-
manence or utopian ideality. Both entail work.

But mourning is ònot one kind of  work among other possible kinds; an activity of  
the kind ôworkõ is by no means a speciþc þgure for production in generaló3. Rather, in 
a manner that runs directly contrary to psychoanalytic conceptions of  mourning as the 
successful relinquishment of  the bereaved object, the mourning of  which Derrida, with 
Marin, writes, is one that succeeds only by failing; it renounces even its own capacity to 
succeed. What is left behind where absence is something more than lack, writes Der-
rida, is images. Images of  the dead are in us4.

And yet, òthe image sees more than it is seen.ó And grieving is a manner of  being 
exposed to the one we have lost. Derrida describes this sensation of  exposure as the 
affective ground of  a law which bids him appear before his departed friend5. His eulogy 
thus also anticipates the appearance of  Shakespeareõs Hamlet in Specters of  Marx. Citing 
the scene in which Marcellus and Barnardo are terriþed by the ghost of  a King whom 
they recognize but cannot quite see, he writes: òTo feel ourselves seen by a look which it 
will always be impossible to cross, that is the visor effect on the basis of  which we inherit 
from the law.ó6 And because one doesnõt see the one who sees us, says Derrida, we fall 
back on the voice, and submit to it, blindly.

This is not the end, of  course. Or rather, this description of  the operations of  law 
and of  its force is but the incitement to a critical project that we have come to know as 
deconstruction. If  deconstruction has generally been written under the sign of  literary 
criticism in the United States, it is because philosophy in this country has generally been 



unreceptive to ethics. But it is important to note that, while deconstructionõs òmethodó 
entails close reading, its object is not limited to literature, narrowly conceived. It is, rath-
er, a philosophy and an ethics addressed to the world. Those who comprehend language 
merely as tool and who apprehend the social only as the concatenation of  individuals 
cannot accommodate deconstruction in this sense. This failure is itself  something to be 
mourned, but that is another story.

In 1993, Derrida remarked that he wished he had had time to demonstrate that 
Marinõs book disclosed in an unprecedented way a òhereticaló genealogy linking the 
thought of  Pascal to Nietzsche on the question of  force. He described the actuality of  
this linkage as a òpotentiality without limitó7. Actuality as a potentiality without limit is 
what he would show if  he had had time. But, as he wrote even then, òWe will never have 
time.ó And still, he worked. If  I had had time, I too would want to disclose a òheretical 
[af]þliation,ó the one binding Derrida and Marin on the questions of  spectrality and 
force. Why trace such a relation? Because it reveals not only the beautiful productivity 
of  friendship, but the possibility of  a mutual convertibility (and not just a dependency) 
between þliation and fraternity, debt and reciprocity. Understanding this relation was 
central to all of  Derridaõs work on the political. 

How shall we pay our faithful homage to that work? Marinõs introduction to To 
Destroy Painting ends with two provocative sentences: òI have þnished. Let us begin.ó8 
An exhortation to the collective project of  analytic labor, Marinõs words could as easily 
stand as epitaph to Jacques Derridaõs work. Perhaps we can begin by responding to one 
of  his last books, Rogues, wherein Derrida asks us to think differently about both the 
history of  internationality and those other deaths to which we in the US are committing 
others, now. Perhaps we can begin by asking to what extent a failed representational 
politics in the US has rendered us all as hostage takers who send others to die in the 
place of  someone or something else, while, elsewhere, those in the place of  an event 
not of  their own making want so badly to face death by living. Grieving for Derrida 
means grieving for all who live in a society that has not yet learned to mourn, but that 
distributes death so commonly. For, if  we mourn Derrida today, it is because, more than 
any other thinker of  our time, he taught us that the work of  mourning is integral to 
production of  the future, and that it must never be a mere afterthought to the exercise 
of  force.

Derridaõs disparition (the French euphemism for death articulates severance 
and passage so much better than any English equivalent), recalls, abyssally, 
the disparition of  Edward Said in the previous year. The world of  theory, 

activism and cultural praxis has become so much the poorer for this double loss; 
each one compounding the other, and generating a terrible, subtractive force-field 



in the intellectual landscape that surpasses grief. Derrida and Said may have stood 
as polar opposites in a firmament posing deconstruction against postcolonialism, 
but they shared glancing angles of  intersection. Derrida was an anti-humanist who 
scanned the canon of  western philosophy in order to place ontological foundation-
alism under erasure whereas Said launched his career with a book called Beginnings 
that exorcized his attraction to post-structuralism; and effected a politically rigorist 
return to the humanist subject. Both were obsessed with origins, both used rhetori-
cal demystification to shore up ideology critique, both extended textual exegesis as a 
planetary paradigm and both were theorists of  alterity. For Derrida, the Other came 
to be identified with the semiosis of  differance; with the ethical claims of  a Levinasian 
Stranger-Neighbor; with the aporia, or space of  death in language; with marked 
speech (the wrong accent) and marked passports (disenfranchisement; repealed 
state-belonging). Similarly, for Said, Otherness was first and foremost a state of  
personal exile; and then later, a figure of  speech for Orientalist representations 
of  non-Europeans; of  the oppressed under colonialism and imperialism. Though 
Derrida, was the paramount philosopher of  absence, and Said, perhaps, the premier 
spokesman for presence, each in his way was dedicated to òdifferenceó as a term that 
names a voiding function: of  dis-identification in identity politics; or the deferred 
address of  the Logos.

Derrida and Said circled around the void of  òreligiosity,ó preferring instead to 
concern themselves with the workings of  ontogenesis, or the politics of  redemp-
tion, or the potential of  literary and philosophical hermeneutics to act as a secular 
surrogate for discursive pieties. In Saidõs case, òcritical secularismó signified aversion 
to dogma and the embrace of  a òworldedó philology, or anti-imperialist humanism. 
For Derrida, it was the negative theology of  òdeconstructionó that functioned as 
theoretical signature of  his life-long commitment to de-theologizing and de-ontolo-
gizing ch¹ra (chaos, cosmos).

Between Derrida and Said, there stands Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak; a transla-
tor and sometime co-author of  both men. Spivak rendered Derridean and Saidian 
theory mutually intelligible; her own work could often be viewed as a translation 
zone where the opposing camps of  Continental Theory and Postcolonialism were 
fractiously conjugated. Reading Kantõs Religion Within the Boundaries of  Mere Reason, in 
her essay òTranslating Into English,ó Spivak posed the question: òCan there be secu-
larism without an intuition of  the transcendental, of  something inscrutable because 
it cannot be accessed by mere reasoning? Her question illuminates the space of  a 
concern shared by herself, Derrida and Said (obviously newly urgent in a post 9/11 
age); namely, how to think the secular outside the bounds of  the transcendental (per-
haps through a new kind of  geopoetic comparativism). Post-Kantian critical secular-
ism traces out a structural logic that might be characterized as an ontological double 
helix, a spiral-coil of  life and death drives, an unfurling process of  being/becom-
ing/beginning. Derridaõs career began with this problematic; with his quest to intuit 
the logic of  philosophy in the non-dialectical irreducibility of  ògenesis.ó (explored 
in his 1953-54 m®moire Le probl¯me de la gen¯se dans la philosophie de Husserl). For his part, 
Said, writing in 1984 of  his first stabs at Beginnings (in 1967-68), professed that ò...
in isolating beginnings as a subject of  study my whole attempt was precisely to set a 
beginning of  as rational and enabling.ó Big Bang theorists of  ontology, advocates for 
the freedom of  humanity, critical secularists and critics (like Spivak) of  postcolonial 



reason, Derrida and Said have left us with their differences to ponder, and with the 
difference their work made to thought itself  at the end of  a millennium.

I remember as a þrst year graduate student at UC Irvine, venturing into Derridaõs 
ofþce and encountering him for the þrst time sitting behind his desk, preparing 
his pipe. Aside from an incontestable air of  certainty and conviction that lingered 

in the air, I was struck by what I can only describe as an unmediated defenselessness 
and lack of  narcissism, accompanied by an unguarded gaze and slightly disarming 
vulnerability. There was no pathos involved in this appearance ñ his vulnerability 
did not stand in for a weakness, but seemed and continues to seem strangely co-
substantial with an indefatigable resourcefulness and strength. Iõm not sure what this 
vulnerability is, what it stands for, why it stands and remains with me, but for lack 
of  better words, this image of  vulnerability has been haunting me after his death, 
no doubt because of  the ensuing attacks on Derrida, of  his person and thought, not 
only in the Times obituary, but in subsequent articles that appeared celebrating the 
òpassing of  theoryó or what clearly betrayed a celebration of  the seeming end of  an 
obligation to òthink.ó 

The obligation to think. òHave you always been so sure of  your uncertainties?ó 
I remember asking enviously in a later ofþce visit, wishing that I too could have such 
a productive complicity with what I didnõt know. 

I remember once before my MA exam, his saying to me in the form of  support, 
òIl faut °tre invulnerableó ñ òYou have to be invulnerable.ó I donõt think I under-
stood then the virtues of  this invulnerability; Iõm trying to better understand it now. 
But I think that how he will survive in òusó ñ his readers, students, and friends, is 
strangely linked to this intimate complicity between vulnerability and invulnerability 
ñ to the aporias that inhabit the experiences of  responsibility, hospitality, secrecy, 
writing, and the arrival of  the event ñ experiences that we have come to relate so in-
timately with the work of  deconstruction. This work is entails our response to what 
happens, a response which now, exceeds the thought. In closing,

òWe should not forget, however, that what happens to us, what comes to affect 
us, at the death of  the friend, goes beyond the order, the wish, even the promise, 
beyond any performative project. As does any event worthy of  this name.ó1
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I. The Rhetoric of  Testimony

In an essay on rhetoric in the work of  Primo Levi, Risa Sodi attempts to redress 
a prevalent critical construction of  the Italian Holocaust survivor as principally a 
representative witness, and only secondarily a writer. She avowedly aims òto avoid 

hagiography and refocus attention on the literary artisan who began his career writing 
hurried notes on scraps of  Buna lab paper and rose to become a writer of  interna-
tional prominence.ó2 As this statement of  intent suggests, Sodiõs is both a humanizing 
and an aggrandizing mission ñ humanizing in its insistence on the textuality and even 
the materiality of  Leviõs works (as opposed to their irrefutable truth), aggrandizing in 
its candid appreciation of  his craftsmanship. Sodi argues that, notwithstanding Leviõs 
òdisingenuous demurrals,ó or his repeated protestations of  unadorned truth-telling, 
the author has recourse to a panoply of  recognizable literary devices.3 Complicating 
the literal-minded distinction, long upheld by Leviõs critics, between documentary and 
imaginative forms of  writing, Sodi enables and undertakes a reading of  the authorõs 
testimonies that accounts for their performative power as well as their constative pre-
cision and historical import. What remains to be said after Leviõs tropology has thus 
been decisively revealed and convincingly lauded? 

Giorgio Agambenõs Quel che resta di Auschwitz [Remnants of  Auschwitz] offers an im-
plicit answer to this question by instating a method of  reading. In the chapter, òShame 
or On the Subject,ó Agamben cites a late poem by Levi, òIl superstiteó [òThe Survi-
voró], which ends with a þrst-person appropriation of  Danteõs famous Ugolino epi-
sode, appended onto a defensive plea: òNon ¯ mia colpa se vivo e respire / e mangio e 
bevo e dormo e vesto pannió [òIt isnõt my fault if  I live and breathe and eat and drink 
and sleep and wear clothesó].4 Agambenõs seemingly straightforward gloss of  this cita-
tion is worth quoting in its entirety:

The citation from Dante in the last verse bears witness to the fact that what 
is at issue in this text is not simply the disavowal of  responsibility. [Che non si 
tratti, qui, semplicemente di una denegazione di responsabilit¨, ¯ testimoniato dalla citazi-
one dantesca nellõultimo verso.] The citation comes from the thirty-third canto of  
the Inferno (v. 141), which describes Danteõs encounter with Ugolino in the 
traitorsõ pit. It contains a double, implicit reference to the problem of  the 
guilt of  the [surviving] deportees. On the one hand, Danteõs òdark welló is 
the place of  traitors, in particular those who have betrayed their own rela-
tives and friends. On the other hand, in a bitter allusion to his own situation 
as a survivor, the cited verse also refers to someone whom Dante believes 
to be alive, but who is only apparently living, since his soul has already been 
swallowed by death.5



Thus, in Agambenõs signiþcant wording, the intertext itself òbears witness,ó aiding 
the witness in the act of  witnessing by multiplying ñ doubling and tripling ñ his 
voice. I seek to follow Agambenõs method, attending not only to Leviõs rhetoric but 
also to what he leaves unsaid or lets others say, intertextually. 

Many of  Leviõs critical advocates might not endorse such a layered procedure. 
Lynn Gunzberg, for instance, likens Leviõs memoir Se questo ¯ un uomo [If  This is a Man] 
to òthe novel of  educationó and asserts that òwhile describing the death of  thousands 
of  men, women, and children, [Se questo ¯ un uomo] chronicles the survival of  a man 
from innocence to understanding and from weakness to the strength of  self-knowl-
edge.ó6 òIl canto di Ulisse,ó a climactic and moving chapter in Leviõs memoir, has 
served as a touchstone for critics like Gunzberg, who read Leviõs corpus according 
to an afþrmative logic ñ a logic of  linear progress, of  veritable Bildung. These read-
ers have regarded Leviõs engagement with Dante and his Ulysses as the record of  an 
òepiphany of  identityó7 and as a celebration of  culture and universal reason. Thus, 
in his commentary, Claudio Toscani (taking Levi at his word) argues that the chapter 
conveys a òmessage of  culture that pertains to all the oppressedó and incites òthe hope 
of  reason beyond the worn-out reasons for hope.ó8 

In what follows, I revisit òIl canto di Ulisseó in relative isolation, as one might per-
form a lectura Dantis by analyzing a single canto of  the Divina Commedia, and I read the 
chapter in light of  Remnants of  Auschwitz. Though far-reaching, Agambenõs study pri-
marily treats the ethical questions raised by Leviõs late writings, especially the memoir I 
sommersi e I salvati [The Drowned and the Saved]. I argue, however, that the early òIl canto 
di Ulisseó already unexpectedly gives voice to the òparadoxesó that Agamben locates in 
the authorõs late texts. Ultimately, I hope to show that Levi, even when appearing to en-
dorse òan antiquated ethics of  the heroó by invoking the literary monument of  Danteõs 
Ulysses,9 refuses epiphanic and pedagogical certainty, and denies the readerõs wish for 
a fully recuperated òragioneó [reason]. Instead, the author cannily foregrounds the òin-
sufþciency,ó òincapacity,ó and even the òimpossibilityó of  his own testimony.10 

The chapter is thematically pivotal in Leviõs memoir, marking the point at which 
the persistent and persistently vexed questions of  language, memory, and knowledge 
intersect ñ much as Danteõs own òcanto di Ulisse,ó the twenty-sixth of  his Inferno, 
occupies a privileged place in the economy of  the Divina Commedia.11 However, in spite 
of  the chapterõs centrality, Sodi, in her essay on Leviõs rhetoric, mentions the authorõs 
Dantesque citations only in passing, and, conversely, her sustained reading of  òIl canto 
di Ulisse,ó in the study A Dante of  Our Time, all but neglects the question of  rhetoric.12 
This second omission is especially startling given the decisive role that oratory plays 
in Danteõs inÿuential treatment of  Ulysses. Damned for his delivery of  fraudulent 
counsel, the latter is represented precisely as rehearsing the delivery of  his counsel in 
the celebrated òorazion picciolaó [little oration].13

If, in the poem òIl superstite,ó Levi assumes Ugolinoõs words in order to express 
his own twofold guilt (in which he survives in anotherõs place but also lives on as dead), 
then in òIl canto di Ulisse,ó Levi has recourse to Ulysses in order to reveal his own 
inevitable òfraudulence.ó Crucially, the survivorõs fraudulence, unlike the sinnerõs, is 
both unintentional and unavoidable, the outcome of  linguistic intransitivity, untrans-
latability, and mnemonic failure rather than one of  willful misrepresentation. But more 
is at stake in the Ulysses episode, for Dante and for Levi, than one brave soulõs eternal 
damnation. As Teodolinda Barolini contends, òUlysses documents Danteõs self-aware-



ness,ó giving voice to the anxieties that plague the latter during his poetic mission and 
not, as critics have conventionally posited, only during his pilgrimage.14 òLevi-inmateó 
(paralleling the conventionally designated òDante-pilgrimó) advances an unproblem-
atically allegorical understanding of  Danteõs Commedia: òVirgilio ¯ la Ragione, Beatrice 
¯ la Teologiaó [Virgil is Reason, Beatrice is Theology], he explains to his young pupil 
early on.15 However, òLevi-authoró (paralleling the conventionally designate òDante-
pilgrimó) evinces a subtler awareness of  his poetic source ñ one that enables him 
to document his own vexed self-awareness and even to accommodate an alterity that 
Agamben identiþes as òinhuman.ó

II. The Language of  Internment
Levi thematizes language throughout his memoir, beginning with his òIniziazi-

oneó [Initiation], in which multilingualism in the camps is shown to be an intractable 
given: òLa confusione delle lingue ̄  una componente fondamentale del modo di vivere 
di quaggi¼; si ¯ circondati da una perpetua Babele, in cui tutti urlano ordini e minacce 
in lingue mai prima udite, e guai a chi non afferra a voloó [The confusion of  languages 
is a fundamental component of  the way of  life down there; one is surrounded by a 
perpetual Babel, in which everyone screams orders and threats in languages never 
before heard, and Heaven help the one who doesnõt catch on].16 It soon transpires 
that survival in the camp hinges on the ability to harness this verbal chaos, to convert 
òBabeleó into a site of  productive multilingualism. Verbal versatility thus ranks among 
the most valuable adaptations in the òselezione naturale [natural selection],ó by which 
the campõs òsalvatió [saved] are chosen and distinguished from those beyond the pale, 
the forever òsommersió [drowned] (Levi 81). (In this private joke, Levi gives the Nazisõ 
genocidal òselectionó a Darwinian twist.)  

Moreover, as Sodi notes, òBabeleó characterizes the form as well as the content 
of  Leviõs extended descriptio loci. In its incorporation of  Lager-deutsch, Yiddish, French, 
Hungarian, and Polish phrases, Se questo ¯ un uomo consistently performs the same po-
lyphony that it describes, becoming an exercise in Bakhtinian òheteroglossia.ó17 For 
Bakhtin, òheteroglossia,ó a property of  social reality that the novel uniquely harnesses, 
signals liberating and proliferating possibilities. Yet, for all its generic instability (es-
pecially pronounced in òIl canto di Ulisseó), Se questo ¯ un uomo remains a memoir, 
not a novel.18 And within it òBabeleó emblematizes, if  not monologue, then closure, 
non-communication, and helplessness ñ in short the innumerable impossibilities that 
face the prisoners at Auschwitz. Hence, in large part, the second coming (or coming-
together) of  òBabele,ó the primordial place of  misapprehension: 

And the Lord said, ô é Come, let us go down and confuse their language 
there, so that they will not understand one anotherõs speech.õ So the Lord 
scattered them abroad from there over the face of  all the earth, and they left 
off  building the city. Therefore it was called Babel, because there the Lord 
confused the language of  all the earth é (The Holy Bible: New Revised Standard 
Edition, Gen. 11.6-9)

As Jacques Derrida observes in an essay on this mythõs implications for trans-
lation, ò[t]he ôtower of  Babelõ does not merely þgure the irreducible multiplicity of  
tongues; it exhibits an incompletion, the impossibility of  þnishing, of  totalizing, of  



saturating, of  completing something on the order of  ediþcation, architectural con-
struction, system and architectonics.ó19

Only in the chapter òIl Canto di Ulisseó does the linguistic confusion that Levi 
programmatically recounts and reproduces throughout Se questo ̄  un uomo seem to yield 
to something altogether different, òsomething on the order of  ediþcation.ó But the 
reader cannot forget Leviõs initial characterization of  linguistic chaos as òfondamen-
taleó to life in the camp; pace Leviõs loyally humanist critics, one cannot very well build 
on òconfusione.ó20 In the chapter, Levi stages an anomalous moment of  meaningful 
interaction between two gifted inmates. Over the course of  a priceless free hour, a 
caesura in the living death of  the camp, Levi agrees to teach Jean, a young Frenchman 
and fellow òsalvato,ó to speak Italian. He begins by cataloguing the rudimentary ref-
erents of  the camp: òZup-pa, cam-po, ac-quaó [soup, þeld, water], but is soon moved 
inexplicably to recite Danteõs tale of  Ulyssesõs near-transcendence.21  But the lesson in 
òIl canto di Ulisseó is nearly (not quite neatly) circular, ending as it begins ñ with the 
nouns of  the camp, translated: òSi annunzia ufþcialmente che oggi la zuppa ¯ di cavoli 
e rape: - Choux et navets. ð K§poszta ®s r®pakó [It is ofþcially announced that todayõs 
soup is cauliÿower and turnip é].22 Thus Levi signals his imprisonment, his exile from 
Danteõs òalto mare apertoó just before he is absorbed within it at last: òInþn che ôl mar 
fu sopra noi rinchiuso.ó23

III. Remembering Trespass
Leviõs interlocutor, addressed as òPikolo,ó becomes a clear foil for the reader, a 

Dante to Leviõs Virgil, and a òcompagnoó to his Ulysses. Levi conÿates written and 
spoken discourse throughout òIl Canto di Ulisse,ó especially when directly addressing 
Jean: òEcco, attento Pikolo, apri gli orecchi e la mente, ho bisogno che tu capiscaó 
[Look here, listen Pikolo, open your eyes and your mind, I need you to understand].24 

And again: òTrattengo Pikolo, ¯ assolutamente necessario e urgente che ascolti, che 
comprenda questo éó [Wait, Pikolo, itõs absolutely necessary and urgent that you lis-
ten, that you understand this ...].25 Jean allows the author to communicate the urgency 
of  his memoir through a hurried recitation. (òHo fretta, una fretta furibondaó [Iõm 
in a hurry, a furious hurry].)26 Perhaps as a result of  this very urgency, Leviõs essay at 
translation only yields òDisastroó:27 Danteõs tercets prove untranslatable and, to Jean, 
all but incomprehensible. Levi can only hope that his listener and reader, ònonostante 
la traduzione scialba e il commento pedestre e fretoloso, [abbiano] ricevuto il messag-
gio, [abbiano] sentito che lo riguarda, che riguarda tutti gli uomini in travaglio, e noi in 
specieó [despite the dull translation and the hurried and pedestrian commentary, have 
received the message and understood what it pertains to, that it pertains to all men in 
trouble, and to us especially].28 òIl canto di Ulisseó thus documents an attempted and 
only partially successful negation of  the Nazisõ ònegazione della bellezzaó [negation of  
beauty].29 However, this powerfully negative effort can never be altogether successful; 
pieces of  the canto remain unrecoverable. Agamben asserts, òTestimony é contains 
a lacuna.é It is worth reÿecting upon this lacuna, which calls into question the very 
meaning of  testimony and, along with it, the identity and reliability of  the witness.ó30

Leviõs forgetting is also unmistakably Nietzschean, and the authorõs own invoca-
tion of  the philosopher in the chapter title òAl di qua del bene e del maleó [Beyond 
Good and Evil] effectively grants the reader license to regard the lapses in òIl canto di 
Ulisseó as signiþcant.31 Which verses does òLevi-inmateó forget, and why might he (as 



òLevi-author,ó reassembling his experiences at Auschwitz) remember forgetting them 
rather than reinserting them? Are the forgotten verses simply inapplicable to the òuniv-
ers concentrationnaireó? Or does Levi choose his lacunae more or less indiscriminately, to 
serve as so many indices of  absence? 

If  òIl canto di Ulisseó proffers a historical allegory ñ in which forgotten verses 
stand in for so many lost lives ñ it also extends an allegory of  reading and of  writ-
ing. In fact, now that Leviõs text has securely attained the status of  a òclassic,ó it is 
tempting to read the authorõs appropriation of  Dante as a self-consciously canonical 
gesture ñ one akin to, if  far removed from, Danteõs own choice in Limbo to number 
himself  among his great poetic predecessors.32 Leviõs is an active forgetting, a prelude 
to creation, rather than a passive process of  loss. And if  Leviõs confessions concerning 
his òbuco nella memoriaó [hole in the memory] seem to signal modesty and deference 
to Dante, they also allow the author to empower himself  by engaging in a species of  
Bloomian òpoetic misprisionó:33 òOedipus, blind, was on the path to oracular god-
hood, and the strong poets have followed him by transforming their blindness towards 
their precursors into the revisionary insights of  their own work.ó34 Recast ÿeetingly as 
a òstrong poet,ó the witness turns his òsacrilegioó into a magnum opus in miniature.35 
And indeed, after Leviõs incomplete and decontextualized recitation, Danteõs canto 
asks to be read anew. Still, I argue that most critics have overstated Leviõs strength, 
which the author himself  is at pains to qualify.

In the Inferno, the heroõs oration culminates in the following command: òConsid-
erate la vostra semenza: / Fatti non foste a viver come bruti, / Ma per seguir virtute 
e conoscenzaó [Consider your origin: You were not made to live like brutes, but to 
follow virtue and knowledge].36 Ulysses succeeds in inciting his compagni to a þnal, fatal 
collective exertion: òdeõ remi facemmo ali al folle voloó [of  our oars we made wings 
for the mad ÿight]. Leviõs recitation, mediated by a òtraduzione scialbaó and a òcom-
mento pedestre,ó cannot carry perlocutionary force. Levi may awaken Jeanõs emotion, 
but he cannot stir the Frenchman to action, for the latter, who survives in the narrative 
only as an addressee, not as an actor, must struggle merely to comprehend the literal 
sense of  the reconstructed canto. Levi suppresses the metaphorical transformation 
whereby oars become wings. In so doing he not only tempers Danteõs elevated rhe-
torical register; he also omits the collectivity of  the þrst-person plural. Levi recollects 
only the verse òLi miei compagni fecõio s² agutió [I made my companions so eager],37 
before declaring òho dimenticato almeno quattro terzine.ó38 Ulyssesõs òfacemmo,ó 
therefore, is not delivered, only òfecõio,ó followed by a lapsus expressed in Lager-deutsche: 
òNessuna idea, ôkeine Ahnungõ come si dice quió [No idea é. as we say here].39 Here 
again, Levi is far from staging an emancipatory Bakhtinian dialogue in the midst of  
the campõs òheteroglotó reality. The literal presence of  other languages in his speech 
instead serves to underscore his and Jeanõs shared imprisonment, and the impossibility 
of  their escape. Yet Levi does not relinquish dialogue altogether in Se questo ¯ un uomo. 
Signiþcantly, he echoes Ulyssesõs famous imperative (òConsiderate la vostra semenzaó) 
in an address to the reader in the concluding line of  the poem, called òShema,ó that 
gives Se questo ¯ un uomo its title (albeit as a result of  editorial pressure): òConsiderate 
se questo ¯ un uomoó [Consider if  this is a man].40 In Leviõs plea, the facticity of  òla 
vostra semenzaó is replaced by the conditionality of  the òif ó that never receives a 
complementary òthen.ó41

It remains clear, however, that nothing less than the human itself  (metonymi-



cally male) weighs in the balance of  the òorazion picciolaó ñ as it was þrst drafted 
by Dante and as it is reassembled piecemeal by Levi, after his dehumanization at Aus-
chwitz. Agambenõs analysis of  Leviõs late work demonstrates that after the author has 
been crucially òdetheologizedó ñ shown to be human, or even all too human ñ by 
incisive readers such as Sodi there remains the necessity of  redeþning the human (as 
the referent of  ethics) after Auschwitz.42 Agamben recognizes and responds to this de-
þnitive task, reading Levi in order to arrive at an impossible lesson: For all his avowed 
humanism, in his works Levi refuses to reconstitute the human intact in the wake of  
internment; instead, according to Agamben, he comes to regard human only and pre-
cisely with reference to the inhuman:

[I]t is possible to gauge the insufþciency of  the two opposed theses that 
divide accounts of  Auschwitz: the view of  humanist discourse, which states 
that òall human beings are humanó and that of  anti-humanist discourse, 
which holds that òonly some human beings are human.ó What testimony 
says is something completely different, which can be formulated in the fol-
lowing theses: òhuman beings are human insofar as they are not humanó or, 
more precisely, òhuman beings are human insofar as they bear witness to 
[testimoniano] the inhuman.ó43

How can a heroõs oration, of  all things, be heard to òbear witness to the inhumanó?
Through Danteõs Ulysses, Levi momentarily seems to glimpse òforse il perch® del 

nostro destino, del nostro essere oggi qui éó [perhaps the reason for our destiny, 
for our existence here today].44 The signiþcance of  this apparent glimpse can hardly 
be overestimated ñ especially in light of  the lapidary statement made by a Lager 
guard and recorded by Levi early on, òHier ist kein Warum (qui non cõ¯ perch®)ó [here 
there is no why].45 In effect, the Ulysses canto allows Levi brieÿy to recover the very 
òperch®ó that the camp disallows ñ but only under the equivocal sign of  òforse.ó 
His widely celebrated recovery is therefore, in the last analysis, illusory. And in place 
of  the familiar certainties of  identity, ethics, and reason, Levi accommodates what 
Agamben calls òthe inhuman.ó The òsommersió silently partner the saved witness in 
òIl canto di Ulisse,ó much as, in Dante, Diomedes speechlessly shares a single ÿame 
with Ulysses.46

Barolini views Ulysses as a òlightning rodó within Danteõs thematics of  transgres-
sion.47 The heroõs sailing and the poetõs otherworldly prophesying alike òare linguistic 
transgressions, grounded in ôthe trespass of  the sign.õó48 But to speak of  Auschwitz, 
for all its hellishness, is not to speak of  the afterlife; such speech is not sacrilegious, not 
itself  a trespassing. As Agamben notes, òTo say that Auschwitz is ôunsayableõ or ôin-
comprehensibleõ is equivalent to é adoring in silence, as one does with a god. Regard-
less of  oneõs intentions, this contributes to its glory.ó49 Similarly, it is in Paradise, not in 
Hell, that Dante must address òthe problems of  recounting the unrecountable.ó50 In 
this sense, Leviõs narrative and Danteõs cannot be aligned. Levi is neither a Ulysses, nor 
òa Dante of  our timeó; he does not trespass beyond any sign. It is a failure to uphold 
Danteõs (theologized) legacy and to realize the pedagogical imperative that Dante is-
sues ñ rather than an encroachment on the territory of  Auschwitz ñ that warrant 
the label of  òsacrilegio.ó But Leviõs òsacrilegiousó lapses and lacunae become his very 
means of  bearing witness.
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The motif  of  death is central to the poetry of  two major literary þgures from the 
Caribbean, Martiniquan Aim® C®saire and Puerto Rican Pedro Pietri. In their 
most famous poems, Cahier dõun Retour au Pays Natal and Puerto Rican Obituary, 

both poets imagine bringing to life and to a particular identity-based political con-
sciousness people killed in life and in spirit by the triumvirate of  colonialism, racism, 
poverty. In each poem, death is charged with the potential for new life. Among the 
most important similarities between their depictions of  these crises is their ambivalent 
distribution of  agency and responsibility for the death they seek to transform into life. 
Both poems blame the deadly triumvirate of  colonialism, racism and poverty for the 
deaths they expose, but they are also marked by frustration with their respective dead 
populations for embodying death, for not embodying a nationalist and oppositional 
political movement. This paper will explain the way that both poemsõ death motifs 
shufÿe between signifying economic and cultural alienation and assimilation in order 
to mediate politicized resurrections. I will emphasize that these poems are emblematic 
of  the political representation that revolutionary transformation requires (in at least 
one genealogy of  Marxist theory). They also reject the notion that transformation from 
socio-economic-political death is not an obvious, organic process, but one that at least 
requires mediation.

I. The Living Dead 
The contexts, structures, and styles of  the poems differ considerably. Aim® C®s-

aire completed his Cahier dõun Retour au Pays Natal in 1935, in Paris, before returning to 
Martinique after completing a collegiate education in France. The thirty-page poem in 
French, is complex and difþcult. In fact, it is known for many neologisms. Much of  the 
poem is a directive for a kind of  transformation of  consciousness in Martinique, but it 
also serves to testify to the degradation of  Martinique by French slavery and colonial-
ism. As a political poet, C®saire directs his representative politics toward transforming 
the conception of  Martinique and colonized, racialized places like it at home, in the 
metropolis, and abroad. Wrought with every possible emotion, Cahier glides gloomily 
but energetically through hazy death-like portraits of  Martinique, references to op-
pressed people of  color everywhere, a nuanced acceptance and reclamation of  the 
deadly history of  slavery and colonialism, a personal confession of  and apology for 
having perpetuated racism in his own life, and calls for and imaginings of  political 
resurrections.

 Pedro Pietriõs Puerto Rican Obituary was published in New York in 1973. In it, Pietri 
navigates and aims to transform the racism that excludes Puerto Rican immigrants to 



New York from upward mobility. His poem is not an invective against colonialism 
as such, but the exclusionary racism that he confronts is at least in part informed by 
the colonial relationship between the US and Puerto Rico. Pietriõs eleven-page poem 
is written in English that is often non-standard with some Spanish words. It is much 
more accessible to uneducated or minimally educated Puerto Rican readers than C®s-
aireõs is to comparable Martiniquan readers. Obituary eulogizes þve dead, working-class 
Puerto Rican immigrants to New York as representatives of  a cyclically dying people. 
Vigorously direct, with short and choppy lines and many repetitions, Obituary is a chill-
ing and painful portrayal of  hard, unrewarding work, destructive competition, racism 
and death that also functions as a wake-up call. Despite these differences, both poems 
aim to mediate an impossible transformation: raising the dead to a new life.

II. Death Poetics: Alienation
C®saireõs and Pietriõs poems utilize the image of  death blatantly and repeatedly; 

this image often functions as death by alienation. In Cahier, a death-like haze covers 
Martinique. His metaphorics reveal a town alienated from political participation and 
territorial ownership. When the passage below is read closely, one þnds that it renders 
the townõs desolation and alienation but posits the potential for transformation: 

Dans cette ville inerte, cette foule d®sol®e sous le soleil, ne participant ̈  rien de 
ce qui sõexprime, sõafþrme, se lib¯re au grand jour de cette terre sienneé1

 
Even as the town is inert and desolate, it contains the potential for life as it lays be-

low the sun, crowded. The sun as a life force and the foule, or crowd of  people, suggest 
the potential for the sun to burn life into an organized, politicized crowd. Colonialism 
has killed the people of  the town imagined here by speaking for them and thus denying 
them their voice. As such, the people of  the town are disconnected, alienated from the 
world of  action and expression. They do not participate in the political world of  the 
French colonizers who rule over them. In effect, C®saire says to Martinique, òLet me 
speak for you now, so that one day soon, ôat the end of  the wee hours,õ2 you may speak 
for yourselves and liberate yourselves.ó In the lines above, the people of  the town take 
no agency. To read their potential for liberation is to read the dual reference of  the 
possessive pronoun sienne, which refers both to liberation, in active-verb form, and to 
the crowdõs possession of  the land. Liberation and sovereignty over the land are not 
yet theirs, but by granting them the possessive pronoun, C®saire textually facilitates its 
actualization. He grants Martinique the potential agency of  liberationñperhaps even 
that which would liberate them from his own portrait of  their death. 

Likewise, alienation accompanies death in Obituaryõs symbolic system as. The 
deaths of  Pietriõs protagonists indicate the economic alienation that the colonialism-
racism-poverty cycle perpetuates. According to the poem:

They worked / ten days a week / and were only paid for þve / They worked 
/They worked / They worked  / and they died. / They died broke / They 
died owing / They died never knowing / what the front entrance  / of  the 
þrst national city bank looks like.3

These working-class Puerto Ricans are alienated from the American dream. In-



stead of  þnding the life, liberty, and happiness they pursue through constant and tire-
less work in the United States, they die unhappy, still shackled to their debts. Like C®s-
aire, however, Pietri weaves hope into his images of  death and alienation. The image of  
the front entrance to the òþrst national city bankó is a mixed sign. As a bank, it stands 
for the þnancial stability that Pietriõs main characters are excluded from entering, but 
its name evokes the kind of  collectivity Pietri is interested in producing: a nationalist, 
Puerto Rican collectivity located in the city of  New York; if  successfully formed, such 
a collectivity would prove to be the þrst nation-in-a-city. The bank symbolizes the pos-
sibility of  collecting the resources of  this national city. But Pietriõs dead protagonists 
will never know a bank, either real or symbolic.

Pietri laments that his protagonists die alienated from each other: 

Juan / Miguel / Milagros / Olga / Manuel / All died yesterday today / and 
will die again tomorrow / Hating þghting and stealing  / broken windows 
from each otheréó4

Instead of  uniting in opposition to the racism that keeps them in low-wage jobs, 
Pietriõs protagonists alienate themselves from each other through competition. Pietri 
goes so far as to suggest that his protagonists consent to racism through their alienat-
ing competition: 

They knew / they were born to weep / and keep the morticians employed / as 
long as they pledge allegiance / to the ÿag that wants them destroyed é5

If  only they / had used the white supremacy bibles / for toilet paper purpose 
/ and make their latino souls / the only religion of  their raceé6

Pietri no longer represents his subjects as alienated from knowledge. Knowing 
their oppressed station, they are complicit in it. Using the image of  òwhite supremacy 
bibles,ó Pietri asserts his subjectsõ complicity with the racism that he wishes to overturn. 
The lament òIf  onlyó suggests that their complicity with racism renders the dead ac-
complices in their own deaths. Afþrming Latino-ness may have saved these dead pro-
tagonists, and could save their counterparts from living death. Pietriõs òIf  onlyó series 
signals the transformative possibility for those alienated by a racist national economy. 
The graphic implication of  òtoilet paper purposeó represents a major shift from com-
plicity to active opposition, an opposition which, if  translated out of  the metaphoric 
toilet into the collective action of  a ôrealõ community, could effect a major, material 
transformation. Pietriõs òIf  onlyó prescriptions most clearly position his poetic voice as 
a mediator for a transformation from death to life.

C®saire self-consciously conveys his representational role in Cahier by inscribing 
his absence from a scene of  death. Just as Pietriõs protagonists are alienated from the 
American Dream, the most vivid image of  death-like alienation in this scene is that of  
òaborted dreamsó:

Au bout du petit matin, la vie prostr®e, on ne sait o½ dep°cher ses r°ves avor-
t®s, le ÿeuve de vie d®sesp®r®ment torpide dans son lit, sans turgescence ni 
d®pression, incertain de ÿuer, lamentablement vide, la lourde impartialit® de 



lõennui, r®partissant lõombre sur toutes choses ®gales, lõair stagnant sans une 
trou®e dõoiseau clair.7

According to Jeannie Suk, òcommentators have considered the Cahier to be the 
þrst truly original West Indian literary achievement that constitutes a decisive and sud-
den break from the imitative poetry of  the exotic.ó8 These are not simply mimetic 
verses, for it is hard to conceive of  an island without birds. Here, C®saire metaphori-
cally speaks of  his own absence as a poet, as he aims to be that bird who will break 
the stagnant air, as the night of  prostrated life ends. He casts himself  as a creator, who 
can make the river of  life ÿow as he entertains and ends boredom. C®saire is then, a 
sort of  poetic father, leading the way for a new kind of  poetry, poetry that will, literally, 
move people. As such, he plans to resurrect the people of  Martinique, to lift out of  bed 
and awaken the torpid life he portrays. He invests his poetry with the capacity to bring 
about a transformation. The arrival of  his poetic voice has the potential to mediate 
their deaths, as colonized and racialized people, into lives. 

In a personal moment with collective ramiþcations, C®saire depicts alienating rac-
ism in images of  death and imprisonment. Just as Pietri uses the protagonists he eu-
logizes as examples for an entire category of  people, in the following passage, C®saire 
personalizes the death-like alienation he attributes to an entire collectivity that includes 
Martiniquans as well as colonized, racialized people everywhere:

Ce qui est ¨ moi  / cõest un homme seul emprisonn® de / blanc / cõest un 
homme seul qui d®þe les cris / blancs de la mort blancheé9

La mort d®crit un cercle brillant  / au-dessus de cet hommeé

la mort galope dans la prison comme / une cheval blancé

la mort expire dans un blanche mare / de silence. / Gonÿements de nuit 
aux quatre coins / de ce petit matin / soubresauts de mort þg®e  / destin 
tenace  / cris debout de terre muette / la splendeur de ce sang nõ®clatera-t-
elle point?10

This passage moves from the imprisonment of  whiteness that C®saire appropri-
ates indirectly11, to the representation of  death as white, to a complicated interlocu-
tion of  death, silence, screams, and the hope of  an explosion, put forth in a question. 
C®saire boldly exposes the tensions within which he is situated in this interaction. He 
responds to colonial deaths and þgurative death of  dehumanization by the racist con-
þguration of  blackness as an inferior category with a cry of  anguish from within the 
prison cell of  the white supremacist gaze. His loneliness indicates the alienation im-
bued by this racist gaze. He laments the tenacious fate of  unheard screams of  death, 
screams his poem wishes to make heard, with the embedded desperate question: òWill 
my scream make all of  this bloodshed explode?ó Even the notion of  an explosion 
is ambiguous, for, if  swelling clots of  blood explode, blood will be everywhere, not 
gone. At the same time, exploding old blood has the potential to result in the new 
blood of  anti-colonial revolutionñthe potential for liberty that lies in the image of  the 
blood-congealed dawn. In any case, the ambiguities and bloody contradictions in which 



Cahier is steeped should be read as a moments in ÿux that aim to scream out colonial 
wounds and deaths in order to kill them.

III. Death-Life Mediation
Considering the representative roles of  these politically engaged poets, death as 

alienation is important because it compares strikingly to Marxõs deþnition of  òclass.ó 
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, in her reading of  ôclassõ and ôrepresentationõ in Marxõs 
Eighteenth Brumaire of  Louis Bonaparte, argues that ôclass,õ òa descriptive and transfor-
mative conceptó in Marxõs writing, is òthe cutting off  and difference from all other 
classes.ó12 Summarizing Marxõs explanation of  class, Spivak highlights alienation as the 
indicator for class formation. 

Furthermore, the motif  of  death in C®saire and Pietriõs poems has transformative 
possibilities that can be likened to the transformative element of  òclassó in Marxõs Eigh-
teenth Brumaire. The economic alienation that results in class stratiþcation does not auto-
matically or naturally result in political organization with the potential for transforming 
classed inequities. The alienation must be articulated by a representative who aims to 
eradicate it. Marx uses the example of  small peasant proprietors who are disconnected 
from each other geographically even as they are connected by òclassó to argue that they 
òcannot represent themselves, they must be represented.ó13 Due to the literal distance 
that separates those who would make up a particular political constituency, they must 
be represented as such a constituency in order to be one. A representative must unite 
this constituency through political representation in order to mobilize the constituency 
(a ôclassõ in Marxõs case) to effect a political transformation.14 As the proceeding analysis 
of  these poems reveals, the poetsõ representative voice is essential to the transformative 
possibilities out of  death by alienation. Through death-imagery, these poems protest 
the alienation of  their respective subjects with perhaps greater urgency than Marxõs 
writing protests classed injustice. Their subjects are not incoherent as an organizing 
category because they are far from each other physically, but because they are dead. 
The dead cannot represent themselves; they must be represented. 

IV. Life-Resistance: Assimilation and Essentialism
At stake in analyzing death-tropisms as alienation in these two poems is the degree 

to which the poets suggest that their subjects are alienated from ôthemselvesõ or their 
ôtrueõ essences, be they Black or Latino. As poems engaged in the politics of  represent-
ing difference, or of  articulating particular kinds of  difference, Cahier and Obituary 
should be distinguished from what Stuart Hall calls the òõdifferenceõ which makes a rad-
ical and unbridgeable separation.ó Instead, C®saire and Pietri articulate òõdifference[s]õ 
which [are] positional, conditional and conjunctural.ó15 Seeking to constitute politics, 
these poems tread upon ôessentialism,õ or the þxing of  an ôessentialõ identity-in-differ-
ence that I would like to argue is strategic. I aim to clarify the problematics of  essential-
ism in the analysis of  death-by-assimilation that follows. 

In both poems, when the people in question seek to end their oppression through 
assimilation, they are represented as taking agency, but the wrong kind of  agency. In-
stead of  causing life, the agency of  assimilation is suicidal. The American Dream, in 
Puerto Rican Obituary, is an impossible assimilationist dream, a dream that kills. Even as 
Pietri hints at hope, he continues to burst open the problem of  the American dream as 
he gives its victims names:



Juan / Miguel / Milagros / Olga / Manuel / All died yesterday today / and 
will die again tomorrowé / All died / dreaming about americaé16

Leading the way to the collectivity Pietri would like to see form, his text moves 
from the speciþcs of  his protagonistsõ deaths to a collective death sentence. According 
to the structural logic of  the poem, they died from dreaming the American dream; theyõll 
die again tomorrow, not as themselves, but as you, the pointed ôyouõ who continue to 
dream that racism is not a barrier to economic prosperity in the United States. 

William Luis suggests that the characters in Pietriõs Obituary òabandon their sense 
of  origin and identity to reach the American dream, and therefore, commit a physi-
cal and spiritual suicide.ó17 According to Luis, Pietriõs characters live/in/death because 
òthey rejected their own identity to accept one that had already been denied to them.ó18 
In other words, Pietri charges the people in question for not seeing that assimilation is 
impossible and must be rejected. The most explicit example of  this charge in Pietriõs 
poem is his representation of  his characters as: 

Dreaming / Dreaming about queens / Clean-cut lily-white neighborhood / 
Puerto Ricanless scene / Thirty-thousand dollar home / The þrst spics on 
the block / Proud to belong to a community / of  gringos who want them 
lynched / Proud to be a long distance away / from the sacred phrase: Que 
Pasa19

This poetized dream sequence begins by describing an unattainable dream. Racial-
ized, ònon-whiteó Puerto Ricans, Pietriõs subjects do not þt into a ôlily-white neighbor-
hood.õ The sequence continues into a highly undesirable setting. Even if  they attained 
sufþcient status to move, these dreamers would have to live among people who would 
want to lynch them. This scary prospect renders a nightmare out of  the dream of  up-
ward mobility that Pietri angrily rejects. The sequence ends in a condemnation. Pietri 
deplores the pride of  the upwardly mobile in living far from their essentializing and 
collectivizing òQue Pasa Poweró because it signiþes resistance to the oppositional life-
force he wishes to inspire. 

Similarly, the people of  Martinique and Black people everywhere who unwittingly 
endorse racism with their assimilationist-whitening desires do not get off  without an 
indictment from Aim® C®saire:

Et voici ceux qui ne se consolent point de nõ°tre pas faits ¨ la resemblance de 
Dieu mais du diable, ceux qui consid¯rent que lõon est n¯gre comme com-
mis de seconde classe: en attendant mieux et avec possibilit® de monter plus 
haut; ce qui battent la chamade devant soi-m°me, ceux qui vivent dans un cul 
de basse fosse de soi-m°me; ceux qui se drapent de pseudomorphose þ¯re; 
ceux qui disent ¨ lõEurope: òVoyez, je sais comme vous faire des courbettes, 
comme vous pr®senter mes hommages, en somme, je ne suis pas diff®rent de 
vous; ne faites pas attention ¨ ma peau noire: cõest le soleil qui mõa br¾l®.ó20

C®saire implies in the discursive gesture of  voici ceux qui (there are those who), 
that the perspective of  those, other people, is ÿawed. In an overall condemnation, he 
critiques those who compromise their negritude, or blackness, as they wait for an upward 



mobility that sends them down instead, into a dungeon pit. C®saire goes on to ridicule 
the negation of  blackness as an attempt at assimilation. Ending the passage with br¾l® 
on a single line, he suggests that those who negate their black skin by attributing it to 
sunburn will end ironically, like the passage: burned. 

Both Cahierõs and Obituaryõs condemnations of  assimilationist and self-effacing 
tendencies are rooted in the idea of  essential modes of  Puerto-Ricanness and of  black-
ness. They denounce those who deny these essential identities in favor of  upward 
mobility. It is worth noting, however, that the very possibility of  earning condemna-
tion, or ridicule, assumes agency, or active òlife,ó on the part of  those rejecting their 
essential selves. 

Essentialism occupies a strategic place in the formation of  identitarian collective 
politics, like the politics at work in these poems. Because France and America have 
denied access to socio-economic mobility through a long history of  imperial-racist 
essentializing to racialized òothers,ó the poets ask their constituencies to acknowledge 
this denial, accept it, and join their strategically-essentializing politics. They say, òWake 
from your deaths, the deaths of  their immobilizing essentialism, and join us in our 
mobilizing essentialism.ó

V. Life-Poetics?
C®saireõs call to Martiniquans and to the universalized and essentialized transna-

tional collectivity of  n®gritude he envisions, is to dance at his side, to dance òla danse 
il-est-beau-et-bon-et-l®gitime-dõ°tre n¯gre.ó21 Pietri calls for a similar recognition that 
òPUERTO RICO IS A BEAUTIFUL PLACE/ PUERTORRIQUE¤OS ARE A 
BEAUTIFUL RACE.ó22 He also þguratively calls forth a mythic place of  city-nation-
alism (as preþgured in the bank imagery discussed above) where òQue Pasa Power is 
whatõs happeningó and òto be called negrito means to be called LOVE.ó23

These gestures of  poetic awakening are steeped in the very problems of  essential-
izing that frame the poetsõ political oppositions. These problems go beyond the space 
between representing difference as unbridgeable and representing it as conditional. 
They are about what the conditions are for solving the problem, or for turning death 
to life. If, as a French-educated colonial subject, for example, one does not see her place 
in a movement rooted in an assertion of  essentialized òAfricanó values as propagated 
by C®saire and the n®gritude movement, or if, as a woman, one does not feel spoken-to 
by the Cahier (for women appear only as poetic devices), one may not be inclined to be 
shaped politically the way C®saire imagines. If, again, as a woman, one would never be 
called negrito, one might not be interested in waking up from the American dream in 
the way that Pietri calls for awakening. As Frances Negr·n-Muntaner points out about 
people in Puerto Rico, òTo be awakeéis to be subjected to the political project of  one 
or another power blocñeven if  it brings some beneþts.ó24 It is not necessarily a charm-
ing option to be conþgured politically by a compromising representation. These poems 
may be as politically engaged as it gets, but they are not models for organizing.

Instead they render possible impossible, transformative resurrections. Although 
each poem is inspiring and bold as a whole, each also contains an especially powerful 
and magical climactic resurrection. The Obituary climaxes in a visit to òsister lopezéthe 
number one healer / and fortune card dealer / in Spanish Harlemó who can commu-
nicate with the dead.25 The resurrection that Pietri stages in this scene revolves around 
the repetition of  òRise Table Rise Table/ death is not dumb and disable.ó26 This re-



peated chant recognizes that the dead can speak to us, that we can learn from them. 
Those who are alive òwant to know / the correct number to play.ó They want gambling 
advice from the dead. This advice is re-inscribed as gambling with life and death, as 
Pietriõs entire poem is about resurrecting the lives of  a group of  dead Puerto Ricans 
for others to learn from their mistakes. Through Pietri, the dead will tell the reader ôthe 
correct number to play,õ or the way to really live. In Cahier, C®saire dramatizes slaveryõs 
undoing. This scene is introduced as follows:

Je dis hurrah! La vieille n®gritude / progressivement se cadav®rise / lõhorizon 
se d®fait, recule et sõ®largit / et voici parmi des d®chirements de nuages la 
fulgurance dõun signe / le n®grier craque de toute partéSon ventre se con-
vulse et r®sonneéLõaffreux t®nia de sa cargaison ronge les boyaux f®tides de 
lõ®trange nourrisson des mers!27

N®gritude, implicit in the name given to a slave ship, un n®grier, can be traced back to 
the history of  transporting slaves to Europe and the Americas. As such, to penetrate 
history and cause a revolt on a slave ship that would eradicate slavery is a fantastic way 
to rewrite n®gritude. Although C®saire can only textually eradicate the history of  slavery, 
this scene serves to þgure the kind of  transformation that he envisions. The best these 
poems do is to imagine life out of  death as they expose the þgurative deaths of  their 
constituencies, which otherwise may be ignored in the literary and social imagination. 
Raising awareness as such is quite the task, one that may very well be a pre-requisite 
for effecting change. As the poems angrily imply, however, people might know they 
are subjugated and still not revolt. When the oppositional collectivities of  the future 
need lyrical fuel to feed their þghts, they will be free to appropriate these inciting poetsõ 
words, and bring them to life, not the other way around. 
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I. Gissing contra Dickens

New Grub Street begins with a hanging. Death by law: it is the only such death 
in the book. Questions or ideas of  law never enter again. When the Milvain 
family sits down to breakfast on the morning of  a manõs death, the striking 

of  the clock sounding eight elicits a cheerful observation from aspiring writer Jasper 
Milvain:

Thereõs a man being hanged in London at this moment é it happened to 
catch my eye in the paper yesterday that someone was to be hanged at New-
gate this morning. Thereõs a certain satisfaction in reÿecting that it is not 
oneself  é I could curse the brutality of  an age that sanctioned such things; 
or I could grow doleful over the misery over the poor ñ fellow. But those 
emotions would be as little proþtable to others as to myself.1

Milvain rejects both options of  humanist discourse ñ the one that would con-
demn an age or a system, and the other that would sympathize directly with the hanged 
as a human being. When he avows that such òemotionsó are unproþtable, he does not 
think of  proþt in merely þnancial terms, even though with such a materially concerned 
novel, it is tempting to perform such a reading. More exactly, Jasperõs refusal to express 
sympathy proposes a practice for dealing with urban experience, in which death knells 
have no effect on the unconnected. Only in a city so vast and yet so concentrated as 
London could a bell communicate itself  to so many superþcially unconnected people, 
yet Jasper dismisses the purported signiþcance of  the communication. He rejects the 
notion that he should strive to emote an imaginary relationship between himself  and 
another man in the same city. There is nothing he can or should do. 

The importance of  law to a city, and to understanding a city as a whole, is some-
thing that might be expected from the realist Victorian novel. This was particularly 
true in the work of  Charles Dickens. Even in Dickensõ early novels, the scene of  a 
hanging was a matter of  grave importance. A scene of  hanging ñ nearly any death 
scene ñ in one of  Dickensõ later novels rings out apostrophically (òDead, your Maj-
esty! Dead, my lords and gentlemen!ó in his novel Bleak House) across the time and 
space of  London. For him, the tolling of  the bell, the sad music of  the appointed 
hour, must resound in a Londonerõs ears as a sign, a wonder, of  something to which 
they are inextricably connected: the law.

George Gissing wrote some time after his death, but the shadow Dickens had cast 
was long. His idea of  London was a paradigmatic, possibly burdensome inheritance, 



with which other London authors had to contend ñ some reacted simply by using it, 
others by radically revising it. Gissing wrote several critical studies of  Dickens; revised 
John Forsterõs epochal Life for publication; and eventually wrote several prefaces to an 
edition of  Dickensõ works. In one of  these, òDickens in Memory,ó Gissing writes,

London of  [Dickensõ] time differed a good deal from the London of  to-
day; it was still more unlike the town in which Dickens lived when writing 
his earlier books; but the localities he made familiar to his readers were, on 
the whole, those which had undergone the least change é To this day, they 
would bear for me something of  that old association; but four and twenty 
years ago, when I had no London memories of  my own, they were simply 
the scenes of  Dickensõ novels, with all remoter history enriching their effect 
on the great writerõs page é In time I came to see London with my own 
eyes, but how much better when I saw it with those of  Dickens!2

Gissingõs London is precisely one he had seen with his òown eyes.ó His realist 
London resists that of  his master. For him, the urban is not, as it was for Dickens, a 
sphere of  political or social action, to the extent that Gissingõs novel even cares about 
such action. New Grub Street is not even a London novel, in the Dickensian sense ñ a 
novel that deals with broad London institutions, spaces, intertwined social groups. 
To the same measure that Dickens concretizes and energizes certain experiences as 
distinctly urban and òof  London,ó George Gissing eradicates from human experience 
the Dickensian web-like quality of  city-life. In so doing Gissing drains the city of  òits 
vitality.ó3

What Gissing gives us instead of  a uniþed London is a fragmented one, nar-
rowed down to a small but perverse area of  labor. It occupies no particular city space, 
self-contained to the point where it hardly interacts with any other kind of  work. The 
force of  law that uniþes a novel like Bleak House has no effect on the narrow world of  
action that constitutes Gissingõs subject: that is, the literary world. There is no authority 
to which writers are held accountable. In the literary world, no one commits a crime. 
We cannot therefore say of  one of  Gissingõs dying literary men, as Jasper says of  the 
hanged man, that òhe has the satisfaction of  knowing he has brought society to its last 
resource é the supreme effort of  the law.ó4 New Grub Street is a social novel, but the 
resources of  society will have nothing to do with its dead, its suffering. The novelists 
Edwin Reardon and Biffen die from sheer exhaustion, from the absolute debilitation 
of  that motivating force which is so cruel and manifest in Jasper Milvain: that meta-
physical force which Nietzsche called òthe will to poweró ñ the will to overcome, to 
subdue, to become master.5

II. The Fear of  Modernity 
The business of  literature in Gissingõs 1890s òLondonó is bound up with the ex-

ternal technological advances of  the time, or rather the recent past. As Karl Beckson 
notes,

Hundreds of  new inventions, such as faster railroad locomotives, ocean-
going steamships, photography, and electric lighting, as well as the rapid 
growth of  such scientiþc disciplines as physics, astronomy, and chemistry 



transformed the nineteenth-century view of  the world so dramatically that, 
by the þn de si¯cle, Victorians referred to their age as òmodern.ó6

Gissingõs novel is not concerned with the speciþcity of  these inventions, but rath-
er with how such technological changes revolutionized the profession of  literature, 
the very experience of  existence, and consequently the relations between man and 
men. They are the technologies that drive the great boom in Londonõs economic and 
population growth; in Gissingõs novel, they are also the forces that greatly impoverish 
the city as a place to write and live. Furthermore, none of  the changes described in 
New Grub Street is particularly new; recent technology takes years, even centuries, to 
show its effect, to the point where it is no longer recent ñ modern times, old technol-
ogy. Regarding the change in contemporary literary production, Jasper sees part of  the 
change as stemming from the advance in òtelegraphic communication,ó so that the 
òGrub Street of  to-dayó knows òwhat literary fare is in demand in every part of  the 
world.ó7 This globalizing of  the literary marketplace dissolves the local/transnational 
line that might have been observed in the days of  ò[Dr.] Sam[uel] Johnsonõs Grub 
Street.ó The geographical and cartographical entity expressed by òGrub Street,ó in all 
its apparent newness, is supposed to contain the demands of  readers across the world. 
The means of  communication exceed the boundaries of  the òstreetó; it is the subse-
quent duty of  the author to respond to these local/transnational literary demands if  
he is to succeed. 

In his observation about technological changes in communication and locality, 
Jasper intimates a feeling that haunts some of  the characters of  the book and moti-
vates others: the sense that this new world ñ mobile, disseminated ñ is too vast to be 
comprehensible. Concomitant with this is the material production of  books and peri-
odicals, which proceeds with blinding, overwhelming speed. Jasper cites John Yule, the 
paper producer, as being a good deal responsible for Jasperõs own òdepravity,ó i.e. his 
easy, appropriating attitude towards endless production. Were paper not òso cheap and 
so abundant,ó Jasper says, òpeople wouldnõt have so much temptation to scribble.ó8 
The comment is only half-joking: overabundant paper production goes hand in hand 
with overabundant book production. Descriptions of  literary manufacture employ 
liquid imagery, expressing both profusion and speed. John Yule refers to the òstuff  
thatõs poured out daily by the ton from the printing-press,ó9 and Jasper refers to various 
novels that are òwhelmed beneath the ÿood of  next seasonõs literature.ó10 Production 
has its temporal and spatial components: it works by day, or by season, and it comes 
out in giant piles that cover up whatever fails to get out from under. Some men, like 
Jasper, simply participate in such practices without any fear or sense of  oppression. 
Others are like Alfred Yule, the man of  letters, who rails against the whole enterprise 
from a perspective of  self-valorization. He refers to the òevil of  the timeó as deriving 
from òthe multiplication of  ephemeredes é a demand for essays, descriptive articles, 
fragments of  criticism, out of  all proportion to the supply of  even tolerable work.ó11

A correlate to Yuleõs invective against literary òephemeredesó is the protective 
impulse to hold the city as whole, static and congealed; this impulse is a feeling of  
resentment and willful misunderstanding. To describe this valuation that places the 
self  as good and reiþes the other ñ here, the system of  production ñ as evil, Fredric 
Jameson has found useful the Nietzschean idea of  ressentiment. It is the reactionary feel-
ing that, in becoming òcreative and giving birth to values,ó produces a vengeful moral-



ity which concretizes as òeviló all those practices that seemingly are directed against 
oneself. Ressentiment perfectly evokes the undialectical, and consequently unchanging, 
system of  opposition depicted in the novel. The world pitted against men like Yule, 
his daughter Marian Yule, and also Edwin Reardon, is forever changing ñ but stati-
cally so. The oppression never ceases. Ressentiment as an ideology cannot fundamentally 
reform the system it posits as oppressive. Alfred Yuleõs output only arises out of  this 
reaction, this need for a seemingly hostile, seemingly coherent external world; only 
against it can he individuate himself.12 He would not write were it not to exist. Men like 
Alfred Yule permanently occupy positions on the opposite end of  those held by men 
like Jasper Milvain: in the novel, the former are slated to be perpetually miserable and 
to lose; the latter, to be happy and to win. 

III. Winners and Losers 
The simple dichotomy of  winners and losers, masters and slaves, is established 

by each groupõs different reactions to technological change. An important passage to 
examine in this regard is Marian and Jasperõs train-watching in the countryside:

òWill you indulge me a piece of  childishness?ó [Jasper] said. òIn less than 
þve minutes a London express goes by; I have often watched it here, and it 
amuses me. Would it weary you to wait?ó

éMarian had just caught the far-off  sound of  the train. She looked eagerly, 
and in a few moments saw it approaching. The front of  the engine blackened 
nearer and nearer, coming on with dread force and speed. A blinding rush, 
and there burst against the bridge a great volley of  sunlit stream. Milvain and 
his companion ran to the opposite parapet, but already the whole train had 
emerged, and in a few seconds it had disappeared round a sharp curve. The 
leafy branches that grew out over the line swayed violently backwards and 
forwards in the perturbed air.13

Jasper is a boy from the country, not a born Londoner; his predilection for trains 
ñ importantly, the train that goes to London through the countryside ñ comes from 
a òpiece of  childishness,ó that is, a childish joy in all that is embodied in the train, and 
by metonymy, the speed of  modern life. But trains are much older than both New 
Grub Street and Jasper Milvain. The novel deals with such technology by displaying an 
awareness of  exactly what the train does ñ the changes it creates, the people it hurts. 
From a human perspective, it is a shattering experience of  inhuman technology. The 
initial sound of  the train suggests that it is òfar-off,ó but it runs with such terrifying 
speed that after only òa few moments,ó Marian sees it approaching. In the fury of  its 
approach, the color of  the train actually signiþes or absorbs the verb of  motion: the 
train does not approach, it òblacken[s].ó Both the train and its smoke are being con-
ÿated here into blackness. As with the mass production of  literature, merely seeing the 
train is accompanied synesthetically by its òdread force and speed,ó that is, the veloc-
ity of  the train accompanied by its weight ñ as if  in passive observance Marian and 
Jasper could feel all the mass of  the train weighing down upon them. The moment of  
passing seizes the two into an ephemeral but absolute eclipse. Gissing can only rep-
resent it in prose as òa blinding rush,ó which again has the combined feeling of  force 
and speed through a total defeat of  human attempts to see, to þx, or to focus. This 



moment of  blindness consequently affects the experience of  natural sunlight, which 
burns back into being through a þerce òburst,ó a òvolley of  sunlit streamó: even the 
light has acquired the mystical/mechanical force of  the train. Jasper and Marian try 
again to apprehend the train, but it is too fast for them. The scene is one of  violent 
perturbation.

The train (together with the other technological implements) effects what David 
Harvey calls òtime/space compression,ó in which our relative understanding of  the 
state of  space and time undergoes an overwhelming crisis, and accurate representa-
tion of  perception itself  is forcibly altered.14 The train annihilates space through time 
ñ the speed of  its approach crushes and warps the time of  its observers beyond the 
point of  their apprehension. It outpaces all customary attempts at understanding, and 
it therefore forces a crisis in our understanding. 

Nietzscheõs theory of  tragedy is in fact a correlate to, and resolution of, ressenti-
ment. In The Twilight of  the Idols, he argues that an understanding of  tragedy moves the 
artist òbeyond pity and terror [tragedy according to Aristotle], to realize in [oneself] the 
eternal joy of  becoming ñ that joy which also encompasses joy in destruction.ó15 This 
essentially describes Jasperõs reaction to the rush of  the train, the òjoy in destruction,ó 
which he realizes within himself  and converts into ecstasy. Jasper feels amusement, 
laughter, and joy. In elation from the trainõs force, he cries: òI should say that was jolly! 
It inspirits me é makes me feel eager to go back and plunge into the þght again.ó16 
The feeling of  becoming, too, crushes an idea of  time that can be easily measured and 
understood. Jasper can be seen as a version of  the tragic artist. The hyper-compression 
of  time/space that takes place under capitalism becomes internalized in him: the com-
pression becomes a part of  his own motion; òeternal é becomingó is the sensation he 
realizes in himself, by which he unconsciously operates. He does not see a problem in 
the train ñ he simply understands it. òModernityó as a problem eludes him, because 
he is so far beyond it while it resides so completely within him.

Marian Yule has the opposite reaction to Jasperõs elation, that of  resignation: 
òôupon me it has just the opposite effect,õó she says, òin very low tones.ó She experi-
ences an overwhelming sense of  dread and suffers from a will to nothingness ñ that 
is, not acting. To her, the train has all the force of  bewildering modernity, outside 
herself, a chaotic system of  crushed time and oppressive labor, which she cannot 
comprehend, though she nonetheless intuits that it is a system. 

IV. The Literary Machine 
Marianõs work as research assistant to her father is the primary source of  her 

unhappiness and her resignation. Her work, like the labor of  many people, takes place 
in a single room, day after day: in her case, the British Library Reading-room ñ òthis 
huge library, growing into unwieldiness, threatening to become a trackless desert of  
print ñ how intolerably it weighed upon the spirit!ó17 The labor seems to her to be 
meaningless; the library is perpetually fogged over in a pervasive gloom; the impetus 
to do any work is forever lacking. Despite its apparently ordered articulation within a 
library, the history of  literature oppresses not because of  the volume of  writing, but 
rather because of  the sheer volume of  print. Marian sees it all around her ñ the only 
world she knows engages in the òmanufacture of  printed stuff.ó18 She knows that they 
are objects that claim newness, but are only fashioned òout of  those already existing, 
that yet newer books might in turn be made out of  theirs.ó19 Thus, the literary òcom-



modityó in New Grub Street is oppressive because it is strikingly an object not alienated 
from the mode of  its production. 

The fearful image of  the library begins to carry an even greater force when it 
reveals to Marian an internal mechanism of  self-reproduction. When she sees a news-
paper advertisement, òheaded ôLiterary Machine,õó she muses:

é had it then been invented at last, some automaton to supply the place 
of  such poor creatures as herself, to turn out books and articles? Alas! the 
machine was only one for holding volumes conveniently, that the work of  
literary manufacture might be physically lightened. But surely before long 
some Edison would make the true automaton; the problem must be com-
paratively such a simple one. Only to throw in a given number of  old books, 
and have them reduced, blended, modernized into a single one for todayõs 
consumption.20

What could be the end to such a library, if  it can endlessly renew itself  through 
the work of  its self-appointed automatons? Marian so readily associates òliterary man-
ufactureó with machinery that it is startling. This association expresses the spirit of  
the age, when revolutionary inventions arose in such rapid succession that she can 
reasonably expect the òtrue automatonó to appear in a foreseeable future. However, 
this association also suggests that a repugnance or dread arising from actual machinery 
produces a ressentiment that re-envisions all human effort as mechanized. Human be-
ings, then, are only doing the work that machines should do, since modern literature 
is the mere mechanized recycling of  older works, ad inþnitum. Jasper Milvain, on the 
other hand, does not see himself  as automated (or does not care to), perhaps because, 
from Marianõs point of  view, he is; Marian cannot see herself  as otherwise, undoubt-
edly because she refuses to be so. Marianõs ardent desire to believe that òto writeó was 
òthe joy and the privilege of  one who had an urgent message for the worldó forms the 
core of  her illusion and failure.21 Meanwhile, Jasperõs sober acceptance of  technologi-
cal change liberates him from seeing literature as anything but òtypographyó: òWhat 
on earth is there in typography to make everything it deals with sacred?ó22

V. Losing: Edwin Reardon
Edwin Reardon takes òhimself  to the metropolisó with one goal in mind: òto 

become a literary man, of  course.ó23 While London seems to be naturally associated 
with literature, this is a magniþcent, depressing lie that undoes Reardon. The illusion 
immediately discloses its emptiness, when his life becomes of  the òstrangest é of  
almost absolute loneliness.ó Isolation is nearly the deþning characteristic of  literary 
life in London. Reardon arrives in London without any family, friends or connections. 
The narrow literary world into which he has plunged himself  does not provide con-
nections, and Reardon by temperament is not disposed to þnd them. His one meeting 
with another novelist, Biffen, happens by chance ñ though they are also of  similar 
temperaments, and so disposed to meet each other.24

Reardon eventually retreats from the city in a kind of  horror. His own conditions 
leave him in a small garret space that is only visible òfrom a certain point of  Totten-
ham Court Road.ó25 Ironically, the apartment isnõt visible from the actual street of  the 
building. There is thus a spatial divorce between the unlocatable New Grub Street 



and the street on which he lives ñ the street that is so insigniþcant as to be unnamed. 
Reardonõs retreat is from the ÿux of  the city into the solitary, circumscribed space of  
the individual ñ the distinctly non-tragic act of  resignation. He fails, as Alfred Yule 
does, from a òpedantic individuality ceaselessly at conÿict with unpropitious circum-
stancesó:26

His own fault. A man has no business to fail; least of  all can he expect others 
to have time to look back upon him or pity him if  he sink under the stress 
of  conÿict. Those behind will trample over his body; they canõt help it; they 
themselves are borne onwards by resistless pressure.27

When he is not retreating into it out of  dread, Reardonõs solution to his spatial 
conþnement is music. Music is a temporal art in New Grub Street; it elaborates itself  
temporally, and not spatially.28 The novelõs time ñ literatureõs time ñ increasingly 
belongs to the work-clock, and to the greater world of  speed and compression. Music 
thus offers a freedom from the spatial compression of  city existence, as well as from 
the writing world, and from the novel itself. Reardonõs marriage to Amy presents an 
initial moment of  rapture in which, though he longs for the chanting of  òvillage-bells,ó 
he consoles himself  in the mystiþcation that òall the roaring life of  the great city is 
wedding hymn.ó29 Yet the only bell in the novel is at the opening, signifying a hanging, 
and the òroaring lifeó is the daily clamor of  commerce and technology. 

Reardonõs love of  Homer and Shakespeare also manifests itself  as a musical love. 
It is the privileging of  poetry (musical literature) over what everyone else in the novel 
produces, which is unmusical, workman-like prose. Homer, Reardon notes, was not 
òwritten at so many pages a day, with a workhouse clock clanging its admonition at 
the poetõs ear.ó The realities of  time are overshadowed by Homer; his ònobly sweet 
hexametersó; the rippling measures of  his vaster music. The poetry of  òthe classics,ó 
escapes the purely visual/spatial component that ties prose to the printed page. With 
Shakespeare, Reardon òdream[s] over a page or twoó in order to repeat to himself, 
wherever he goes, òsome example of  sweet or sonorous metre that [has] a soothing ef-
fect upon him.ó30 And Reardonõs last words are an interrupted recitation of  Prosperoõs 
valedictory òwe are such stuff  as dreams are made on.ó

VI. Winning: Jasper Milvain
Reardon and Marian are condemned to see a relationship between literature pro-

duced today and that of  the past. Reardon turns to Homer and Shakespeare for his 
writing, and Marian sees nothing more in literature than the recycling of  past books. 
However, Jasper insists on obtaining material from the ònow.ó òLiterature as a trade,ó 
as Jasper insists, òhas nothing to do with Homer, Dante and Shakespeare.ó31 Jasper 
Milvain is the very culmination of  a realist ethos because his subject is only what he 
observes; he does not portray anything else. In fact, he is the only writer in the book 
who engages in observation. Walking in the country, he notes òthe colour of  a maple 
leaf, the shape of  a tall thistle, the consistency of  a fungus.ó He surveys passers-by 
òfrom head to foot.ó32 Though he claims not to be òrural in temperament,ó one of  his 
favorite pastimes is to watch òthe sun-ÿecked sparkle of  the water as it ÿow[s] over 
the clean sand and stones.ó33 Gissingõs prose descriptions present the viewpoint of  
Milvain. Jasperõs attention is seized by whatever chance object proves interesting or 
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useful. Jasper thus engages in fragmentation; he does not make it whole. 
However, such representation fails as reform if  it does not act as metaphysical 

patching, as a movement towards a whole view. This is where Dickens is left behind, 
and where Gissingõs realism discards the question of  reform. One description, in par-
ticular, reveals the problematic scope of  Jasperõs collage-like stance:

Behind the garden was þeld used for the grazing of  horse; he entered it by 
the unfastened gate, and strolled idly hither and thither, now and then stand-
ing to observe a poor worn-out beast, all skin and bone, which had presum-
ably been sent therein the hope that a little more labour might still be exacted 
from it if  it were suffered to repose for a few weeks. There were sores upon 
its back and legs; it stood in a þxed attitude of  despondency, just ÿicking 
away troublesome ÿies with its grizzled tail.34

Jasper scrutinizes the poor animal, òþxedó forever to be despondent, surely as 
unfortunate as Reardon or Marian. However, there is a difference. It is not that of  
physical labor as differentiated from literary labor (the novel asserts that the latter has 
its debilitating physical effects). It is much simpler: while Reardon and Marian (and 
Gissing) at least had the ability to express their ressentiment, the animal cannot speak 
at all ñ a classic reformist problem. Workhorses cannot represent themselves; they 
must be represented. 

Realism, therefore, has become part of  the problem. Because of  his anti-human-
ism, his cruel ògay science,ó Jasper approaches the mute animal as an opportunist, not 
a reformer; a fragmenter, an òoptimist of  strength.ó35 Jasper has successfully converted 
the tragic point of  view into maxims of  success: òI mean to succeed, you know. I feel 
that I am one of  the men who do succeed.ó36 Jasper afþrms that the animalõs suffering 
is meaningless. However, for his purposes and the purposes of  literature, it promises 
the sureness of  money and a sense of  success. Yet  we cannot describe Jasper Milvain 
as a man who succeeds by òworking through the system.ó Belief  in an oppressive 
system is ressentiment ñ Marianõs error and Reardonõs failure. For Jasper, the tragic art-
ist, there is no system ñ only the idea of  victory. It is liberating to forget that victory 
is contingent on suffering, and Jasperõs joy becomes our joy. Freed from the empty 
gesture towards compassion, or even the recognition of  the body in pain, Gissingõs 
version of  the successful writer unreservedly participates in the exploitation of  the 
work-animal. The success of  the literary world depends upon suffering, because, after 
all, you do not write to end oppression: you write to win. 
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Parce Continuisó is a sequence poem dating from somewhere between the elev-
enth and thirteenth centuries that stirred up considerable controversy among 
scholars of  the last century. The poem survives in two manuscripts, both 

of  which appear to be corruptions of  an original. What follows is a history of  the 
scholarship of  this poem around two unresolved issues, and a reading which takes 
a new approach to the poem. All of  the readings of  òParce Continuisó to date are 
vulnerable to critique, largely because of  the lack of  an internally consistent manu-
script ñ even with extensive and varied emendations, many textual issues remain 
unresolved.1 It is quite clear that neither extant manuscript is faithful to the original. 
I am not interested in the matter of  the original per se, but in what kind of  context 
some poet-scribe made the decision to interpolate new material. My reading looks 
for a new way of  formulating the debate, pointing out correspondences between the 
text and contemporary changes in the conception of  male relationships in order to 
account for the alterations from the earlier to the later manuscript.

I. Summary of  the Poem(s) and Relevant Distinctions between Manuscripts
The òParce Continuisó of  the Augsberg manuscript opens with an exasperated 

plea that the miserable addressee stop complaining about Love. This is followed 
by a description of  Loveõs uncivilized origins and his callous attitude towards oth-
erwise pitiable people pining away in love. The meaning of  the next several lines is 
unclear and the text is probably corrupt. There is an apparent shift in terms that 
suggest some idea that a loverõs chain is the only way to escape misfortune and 
that it has ennobling aspects which inspire the poetõs present song. The poem then 
moves into a retelling of  the story of  Ovidõs famously ill-fated lovers, Pyramus and 
Thisbe, describing their separation by a wall, but leaving off  before the final scene 
of  their tragic deaths. The last two stanzas are devoted to the story of  Orpheus and 
Eurydice, another famously ill-fated pair, and this time follows the story to its end, 
with Orpheusõ calling for Eurydice, lost to him for a second and final time, in vain. 

The Florence manuscript of  this poem more or less follows the Augsberg 
through the reference to the chain (which here is a òsteeló chain, not a òloverõsó) 
and the poetõs song. This òParce Continuisó exclaims that there have been many 
bound by ògraciousó friendship and gives three classical exempla. An entire stanza 
is devoted to the bond between the biblical David and Jonathan, the greatness of  
which is attested by Davidõs lament at Jonathanõs fall in battle. The Florentine òParce 
Continuisó now rejoins the Augsberg manuscript with Pyramus and Thisbe, which is 
followed here by a description of  Leanderõs drowning death before the eyes of  his 

ò



beloved Hero. It rejoins the earlier version once more with Orpheus and Eurydice, 
but elaborates more on Orpheusõ experience in the underworld in pursuit of  his 
wife. A closing stanza acknowledges the futility of  escaping Love, which will always 
conquer and in a three-line coda, the poet puts down his lyre and asks his addressee 
to cease from his struggling. 

II. History of  the Scholarship
Fierce argument has centered on two particular issues in òParce Continuisó: 

the scope of  the original poem and its main theme. Important to understanding the 
debates scholars have had on this poem are two aspects of  medieval literature that 
everywhere pose problems with respect to interpretation. The first is that of  òpoetic 
individualityó2. It is generally recognized that poetry in the middle ages was com-
posed with the intention of  conforming to existing conventions of  both structure 
and content (a concept that is counterintuitive in the modern era). However, hasty 
assignment of  a particular poem to a literary tradition can bar interpretation of  the 
poem from exploring any non-conforming aspects it may contain and from recog-
nizing unconventional usage of  a conventional topos.3 The second relevant problem 
in the study of  medieval literature is that of  manuscript transmission. The vulner-
ability of  texts to intentional and unintentional changes in copying, interpolations, 
bad handwriting, and even to scribes with little facility in the languages in which they 
were working leaves us bodies of  extant manuscripts in which earlier texts are not 
necessarily more accurate than later ones.4

Both extant manuscripts of  òParce Continuisó are faulty, particularly with 
respect to the peculiar stanza (2b) that refers to the chain, the virtues of  the relation-
ship in question, and the poetõs song. In both manuscripts there is a discrepancy as 
to whether the stanza is written in the poetõs voice or in the third person. Because of  
this, and a general lack of  coherence in this stanza, its contents are problematic to 
both sides of  the debate on this poem as no one as yet has come up with a definitive-
ly convincing reading of  it. A further reason, provided by Peter Dronke, for treating 
neither manuscript as faithful to the original is the absence in the earlier (Augsberg) 
manuscript of  the Hero and Leander stanza which, although appearing only in the 
later (Florence) manuscript, has close stylistic affinities with the Augsberg.5

Wilhelm Meyer published òParce Continuisó in 1911 from a thirteenth-century 
manuscript found in the Laurentian Library in Florence.6 He emended some of  the 
textual problems, but left many of  the poemõs ambiguities to future scholarship. In 
this first scholarly attempt to make sense of  the poem, Meyer suggested that the 
poet seems to have included famous examples of  amicitia, conceived of  as male 
friendship, to throw into relief  the devastation of  amor, erotic love, but that amicitia, 
as a concept distinct from amor, was not part of  the poetõs main focus.7 Following 
the exempla this Florentine manuscript featured the stories of  doomed lovers, includ-
ing that of  Orpheus and Eurydice, around which much future debate would center, 
narrated to its Virgilian end, that is, to the point in the Orpheus story at which the 
musician, looking back, loses his wife to death for the second time.8 The poem was 
republished by Giuseppe Vecchi in 1951 and 1958, and by F. J. E. Raby in his A 
History of  Secular Latin Poetry in the Middle Ages of  1957.

Soon after, in 1962, Peter Dronke published and commented on òParce 
Continuisó in òThe Return of  Eurydice,ó an article investigating medieval portray-



als of  an Orpheus who successfully retrieves Eurydice from death. This òParce 
Continuis,ó however, was taken from a manuscript found in Augsburg. The German 
manuscript that Dronke printed dates from a century earlier, and is considerably 
shorter than the Florentine manuscript. The most important difference between 
the texts is the point at which the story of  Orpheus and Eurydice leaves off: this 
manuscript ends with rettulit Euridicen (òhe recalled Eurydiceó). Apart from the num-
ber of  stanzas in which the two manuscripts differ, they also share textual problems 
in the stanzas they have in common.9 Dronke contended that his manuscript (the 
Augsberg) is the original because the unity of  the poem is best understood with the 
successful Orpheus reading. For Dronke, rettulit Euridicen also explains the phrase 
vivit aduc Piramus (òPyramus lives to this pointó): the poet is emphasizing the immor-
tality that love confers on the lover, whether literal, as in the case of  the successful 
Orpheus, or in legend, as in the case of  Pyramusõ survival through Ovid. Dronke 
also attempted to resolve the apparent changes (which occur in both texts) in the 
poetõs attitude towards love by pointing to the contemporary practice of  composing 
in the form of  a dialogue. In the case of  this poem, Dronke writes, the dialogue 
occurs between a òdevotee of  loveó and one railing against it.10

Raby responded to and discredited Dronkeõs text and reading in his 1965 article 
òAmor and Amicitia: A Mediaeval Poem,ó in which he set up rigid categories of  
interpretation. Here, Raby refuted both Meyerõs reading and Dronkeõs, dismissing 
the ideas of  amor as the main theme and the notion of  the òsuccessful Orpheusó: 
òThe theme of  the poem presents no difficulty. It is a theme that was familiar to 
every mediaeval schoolboy .... The poem Parce Continuis is é a learned product.ó11 
Raby picked up on Meyerõs identification of  the problems òParce Continuisó poses 
with respect to amor and amicitia, but wrote that the poet clearly wanted his reader 
to understand a contrast between the two concepts, extolling amicitia at the expense 
of  amor. Raby supported his reading by pointing to the vast body of  contemporary 
literature and scholarship that focused on the virtues of  male friendship, declaring 
that the whole of  stanza 2b is devoted to the òtranscendent value of  friendship.ó12 
He also made the assertion that the story of  Pyramus and Thisbe is included as an 
example of  amicitia, not of  amor, citing the poetõs confinement of  his illustration to 
their separation by the wall.13

Dronke responded to Rabyõs second reading in his Medieval Latin and the Rise of  
European Love-Lyric (1968). The poet, Dronke insisted, does not make plain a con-
trast between amor and amicitia, and since there is no indication that references to 
bondage have changed from amor to amicitia, Rabyõs reading of  stanza 2b in terms of  
amicitia is unfounded.14 In response to Rabyõs second claim, Dronke asked, òIs it not 
overstrained to see Pyramus and Thisbe as examples of  (approved) friendship but 
Orpheus and Eurydice as examples of  (disapproved) love?ó15 Although he modified 
his views regarding the import of  rettulit Euridicen during the years following his 
first article on the poem,16 he maintained that the Augsberg manuscript published 
in òThe Return of  Eurydiceó is more faithful to the form of  the original poem and 
that the stanzas following in the Florence manuscript òare additions by a later and 
inferior poet.ó17

The following year, Brian Stock sought to refocus the study of  òParce 
Continuisó away from the apparently irresolvable discrepancy between the manu-
scripts. In his article òParce Continuis: Some Textual and Interpretive Notes,ó Stock 



approached the Florence manuscript as a version of  the earlier Augsberg manuscript 
adapted by a second author.18 Although working on the Florence manuscript, Stock 
took Dronkeõs position against Rabyõs rigid distinction between amor and amicitia; 
the over-arching theme must be amor, as the text itself  presents no explicit contrast 
with amicitia. Amor is òconceived both as an allegorical figure in 1b and as a generic 
concept under which exempla are arranged in two categories: amicitia, love of  man 
for man, and amor, love of  man for woman.ó19 Stock cited the poetõs use of  Jonathan 
and David as the clearest indication that the poem conceives of  amicitia as an aspect 
of  amor. Amor is an òembracing concept,ó Stock wrote, placing the amicitia of  the 
Florence manuscript and its exempla on a spectrum of  amor.20

In 1986, David Traill published a new set of  emendations to the text with an 
accompanying translation, and a reading of  the poem which largely restates Rabyõs 
argument that the Florence manuscript is the original, that the poet intends to 
illustrate the blessedness of  amicitia at the expense of  amor, and that Pyramus and 
Thisbe are included as an example of  amicitia. Traillõs only truly new addition to the 
argument, beyond the provision of  his emendations to the text, is further evidence 
of  contemporary literature supporting the òamor vs. amicitiaó reading.21

III. The Poetry of  Male Love in the Middle Ages
A centuryõs worth of  scholarship on this poem has yielded no satisfying under-

standing, and the academic back-and-forth has seemingly exhausted every interpre-
tation of  this poem. I will argue here that an initial and misguided identification 
of  the terms under which the poem can be discussed has impeded scholarship on 
òParce Continuis.ó The interpretive debate has been limited thus far to an unproduc-
tive dispute between two equally inadequate understandings of  the poem(s): on the 
one hand, the interpretation that òParce Continuisó attests to a distinction between 
(positive) friendship and (negative) love, on the other, the interpretation that the 
poem recognizes no such distinction and, therefore, the human relationship of  
love/friendship is conceived of  as òembracing.ó22 To undo the scholarly knot that 
has hindered the debate from moving forward, we must examine, first, the status 
of  the Pyramus and Thisbe narrative. Is it as purely òplatonic,ó on the level of  male 
spiritual connection, as Raby says? Are there other takes on the use of  the Pyramus 
and Thisbe theme? And second, we must take up the question of  amor and amicitia: 
can the erotic terms of  this debate be reframed in a useful way?

It was Raby who imposed the categories that have dominated our understand-
ing of  òParce Continuis,ó and, in spite of  attempts by Dronke and Stock to move 
beyond those categories, scholarship has still not been able to break free of  the 
notion that the relevant social context of  the poem is exclusively the medieval privi-
leging of  relationships of  the amicitia category, to which the Pyramus and Thisbe 
belong, over amor.

Robert Glendinningõs understanding of  the significance of  Pyramus and Thisbe 
to the medieval mind is significantly subtler than Rabyõs. In his 1986 article òPyramus 
and Thisbe in the Medieval Classroom,ó a careful comparative analysis of  six poems 
that deal with the story, Glendinning gives us a more finely focused picture of  the 
complexities that the Pyramus and Thisbe story held for the medieval student. The 
story opened itself  up to the student of  rhetoric because òits ironies and moral 
ambiguities provided what must have seemed a natural medium for the antithetical 



and manipulatory devices of  rhetoric, and one which, in the bargain, enabled the 
practitioner to explore his own interest in an ambivalent attitude toward eros [erotic 
love].ó23 The recognition of  this ambivalence confirms Dronkeõs instinct that Rabyõs 
view of  òPyramus and Thisbe as examples of  (approved) friendship but Orpheus 
and Eurydice as examples of  (disapproved) loveó is ultimately untenable.24

In the twelfth century, Glendinning tells us, a motif  of  òone soul in bodies 
twainó that had belonged to the literature of  amicitia (as male friendship) was trans-
lated into the literature of  heterosexual love.25 The Pyramus and Thisbe relationship 
in òParce Continuis,ó which is described in terms of  souls uniting in spite of  physical 
separation, therefore does not absorb the motif  into the literature of  amicitia; rather, 
we can understand the assimilation as part of  a trend in medieval poetry that under-
stood heterosexual and friendship relationships in terms of  each other. Glendinningõs 
observation of  the transfer of  òone soul in bodies twainó raises the question: does 
the transfer indicate a change in the understanding of  the nature of  male relation-
ships, heterosexual relationships, or both?

The catch-words amicitia and amor were at the outset of  the study of  òParce 
Continuisó confined to specific definitions which have not been sufficiently tested in 
a critical way against relevant contemporary understandings of  literature and erotics. 
In the last twenty-five years, the literary status of  male friendship and love has been 
extensively re-examined. From the start, this ongoing investigation has posed meth-
odological problems which must be mentioned here. Over the hundreds of  years 
between the literature in question and our own study, new and newly rigid categories 
of  gender and gendered relationships have arisen. Thomas Stehling has perceptively 
articulated this difference: òToday a man who loves other men is socially and psy-
chologically pigeonholed as homosexual, for in modern Western society homosexu-
ality has become a defining or confining category. In the Middle Ages there was no 
such loaded social or psychological category.ó26

Because the medieval mind was free of  such categories, there are no terms, par-
ticularly for love, friendship, lover, man-lover, boy-lover, or friend that are standard 
and universal enough for us to identify what precisely (in our terms) we are looking 
at in any given text.27 On the other hand, although we lack identically corresponding 
notions and terminology, it is probably most expedient to use the terms òhetero-
sexuality,ó òhomosexuality,ó and òpassionate friendshipó (to denote ògrey areasó) 
with the caveat that we must ultimately not set our own limits to the scope of  these 
relationships.28

The context of  òpassionate friendshipó literature in which òParce Continuisó 
was written is slightly elusive, encompassing diverse genres, attitudes, and definitions 
whose developments over the eleventh to thirteenth centuries were by no means 
unidirectional. Rabyõs argument for a polarized understanding of  amor and amicitia 
in the poem is unconvincing because he did not consider alternative, contemporary 
trends in literature, taking an overly simplistic view of  school poems. Recently, 
excellent research has been published investigating the relationships behind these 
terms in Stehlingõs work on representative poetry, Reginald Hyatteõs on more formal 
writings and treatises on the ideals of  friendship, and Brian Patrick McGuireõs on 
extant letters.29

In late antiquity and the early middle ages, Christian authors, drawing upon 
Ciceroõs treatise De Amicitia (On Friendship), began to assimilate the idea of  amicitia 



perfecta into a Christian context. They conceived of  amicitia as a spiritual relationship 
between virtuous men who pursued the knowledge of  God together. The term, 
however, was not confined to this meaning, and other Latin words were used to 
express the same kind of  affection. Amicitia was also used of  oneõs relationship with 
God, and of  political friendship. This latter sense hindered some from using the 
term to signify the spiritual relationship.30 Friendship literature proliferated between 
eleventh and twelfth centuries and the classical notion of  amicitia was transformed 
into òthe rich spectrum of  expression that becomes apparent by the early twelfth 
century.ó31

In spite of  this abstract, purely spiritual ideal of  friendship, sexual aspects arose 
early on in the use of  amicitia and the development of  friendship theory, providing 
a closer union for some, and proving problematic for those in positions of  author-
ity.32 This sexual, physical aspect is confirmed by a diverse body of  poetry, ranging 
from the very formal to the very crude, that has been published and commented 
upon by Stehling, who makes note of  the tension between the privileged ideal of  the 
òrational and unemotional union of  souls pursuing virtueó and the frequently physi-
cal manifestation of  that intensely felt bond. Not surprisingly, this tension produced 
deeply òambivalent attitudes toward homosexualityó in the twelfth century,33 slightly 
after the composition of  the original (not extant) version of  òParce Continuis.ó

Stehlingõs work on the poetic traditions of  male relationships is both broad 
in scope and sensitive to textual details, making his observations very useful for 
identifying what features of  òParce Continuis,ó if  any, conform to trends in these 
traditions. In his 1983 article òTo Love a Medieval Boy,ó Stehling discusses the wide 
use of  classical myths and models in medieval homosexual poetry and stresses that 
typical in this body of  literature was the poetic attempt to fit, but not to exceed in the 
manner of  heterosexual poetry, these models.34 We certainly see this feature in the 
very deliberate classical exempla of  our poemõs stanza 3a, which sets forth, in rapid 
succession, three pairs of  men from classical models. The poetry Stehling examines 
also tends to see homosexual and heterosexual love as equivalent.35 While some have 
vigorously maintained that there is no such equivalence in òParce Continuis,ó I find 
that this is a problem of  preconception and formulation. 

Proponents of  the òamor vs. amicitiaó reading have glossed over the fact that the 
term nexus appears with respect to both relationships by translating each instance 
of  nexus differently. Traill translates the nexus of  2b as òlinksó and the nexu of  3a 
as òbondsó;36 Stock as òcoilsó and òbondó respectively.37 What is crucial here is not 
quibbling over the precise sense of  nexus. The problem is that changing the transla-
tion of  this word skirts the main issue at stake in this debate: the status of  male love 
and friendship. The use of  the same term for bondage with respect to both types of  
love confirms the assertion of  Dronke and Stock that at least the second poet wants 
us to conceive of  amor and amicitia as aspects of  the same type of  love. 

Stock goes too far, however, in claiming that the poet wants us to conceive 
of  amor/amicitia as an òembracing concept.ó38 Indeed, in stanza 3a the nexus of  
amicitia is followed by references to relationships that were cleaved apart by death. 
The heterosexual examples of  amor follow in suit; the story of  each relationship is 
inseparable from an allusion to death. Both aspects of  love are, for this poet, com-
pletely entangled with fatality. So far from òembracing,ó stanzas 1b and 2a present a 
wild, alien Amor, born in the extreme conditions of  a place so remote that it defies 



the poetõs attempt to name it: Rodope aut Ismarus (Rhodope or Ismarus). In 1a, we 
learn that he is not of  our race. Amor seems to have been born to wage war. In 
2a, the relation between Amor and the race of  lovers is described in martial, mutu-
ally antagonistic language: Amor is warring against and defeating those struggling 
against his military stratagem. Amorõs viciousness pervades the entire poem. The 
poem juxtaposes a marked emphasis on Amorõs delight and laughter (gaudet é gaudet 
é ridet é ridet [rejoices é rejoices é laughs é laughs]) with the loversõ complaints, 
laments, wretched languishing, and heavy hearts, driving in Amorõs unrelenting 
cruelty with each repetition. The laughter indicates Amorõs glee at the suffering that 
arises wherever he advances. Stanza 7b confirms the interpretation of  an Amor on 
the offensive: Vincit Amor omnia (Love conquers all things). 

IV. Toward a Dialectical Reading
My own understanding of  what constituted the original poem, that is, the poem 

which predated both of  our extant manuscripts, generally adopts Dronkeõs identifi-
cation of  the Florentine òfriendshipó stanzas (3a and 3b) and the coda as spurious. 
I do recognize the stanzas in the Florentine manuscript that do not appear in the 
Augsberg ñ the Hero and Leander stanza and those that continue the Orpheus and 
Eurydice story ñ as part of  the original poemõs structure. For Dronke, the Hero 
and Leander episode belongs to the original because it is stylistically similar to the 
Pyramus and Thisbe stanza.39 I find that existence of  this episode and the Florentine 
extension of  the Orpheus and Eurydice episode in the original can be supported 
structurally as well.

The poem presents us with three great love stories in succession: Pyramus 
and Thisbe, Hero and Leander, Orpheus and Eurydice. The episode on Pyramus 
and Thisbe focuses on only a fraction of  Ovidõs tale in Metamorphoses IV. Stockõs 
translation of  Vivit adhuc Piramus (òPyramus lives to this pointó) (4a) glosses over 
the problem of  vivit adhuc by supplementing it with òin memory.ó40 In my view this 
supplementary translation is quite mistaken. I take adhuc in its temporal meaning, 
confining the use of  Pyramus and Thisbe in this poem to a specific point in their 
story. The episode from the story of  Hero and Leander omits the goings-on of  their 
relationship and instead takes us directly to the moment of  Leanderõs death. The 
poet devotes the next six stanzas to the story of  Orpheus and Eurydice, taking us 
from the moment of  death to the underworld and the afterlife. 

When read together, the episodes from the three stories form one continuous 
loversõ narrative, one that leads not only leads to death, but confirms the invincibility 
of  death not just for Orpheus and Eurydice, but for the other two couples as well, 
and, by extrapolation, for all lovers. The usefulness of  crafting the tale of  lovers 
from episodes of  three separate, well-known stories is that it awakens in the readerõs 
mind parallel narratives of  loversõ doom which run to their inevitable conclusion 
even as the poem has moved on.

In an observation crucial to my understanding of  the complex compositional 
chronology of  the poemõs various elements, Dronke calls attention to the close 
correspondences between the coda and the David and Jonathan stanza with Peter 
Abelardõs (1070-1142) òPlanctus David super Saul et Ionathaó or òDolorum sola-
ciumó (òDavidõs Lament over Saul and Jonathanó or òConsolation of  my grief ó). 
Abelardõs òPlanctusó is, like òParce Continuis,ó a sequence poem that takes on the 



voice of  the biblical David mourning for Jonathan and concludes with Do quietem 
fidibus,/ vellem, ut et planctibus/ sic possem et fletibus (òI give my lute peace, / And wish 
I could do so / For my mourning and weepingó).41 This closure is strikingly similar 
to the coda (8) of  the Florentine manuscript. òThese parallels,ó Dronke asserts, 
òstrongly suggest that whoever wrote the friendship stanzas and the coda in [the 
Florentine manuscript] was acquainted with Abelardõs planctus ñ which the writer 
of  [the Augsberg manuscript], and a fortiori the original poet, cannot, chronologically, 
have been.ó42 The dating of  the friendship additions to the Florentine manuscript 
(the David stanza and the exempla stanza preceding it) as later than the rest of  the 
poem is confirmed by the fact that òthe theme of  amicitia is taken up nowhere else 
in the poem in either text. These stanzas have no intrinsic relation to those preced-
ing or following. They are mere summaries of  exempla, quite lacking the imaginative 
and evocative power of  the stanzas on Pyramus and Thisbe, Hero and Leander, 
Orpheus and Eurydice.ó43

The identification of  a chronological split in the poemõs contents is crucial to 
understanding the central problem of  the debate. In the twelfth-century, the trope 
of  amici44 (friends, lovers) sharing one soul migrated from male-male love/friendship 
to heterosexual love.45 This transition is perfectly poised between the eleventh-cen-
tury Augsberg text46 and the thirteenth-century Florentine text. I believe it is correct 
to interpret the Do quietem fidibus coda and the corresponding David stanza as take-
offs on Abelardõs òPlanctus.ó Assuming this, then the twelfth century time period 
identified by Glendinning in which the translation of  motifs between homo- and 
heterosexual literatures occurred, coinciding with a cultural reconsideration of  the 
status of  these relationships, is exactly that needed to account for a heterosexual 
amor poem (my projected original) being rewritten, during or after the development 
of  a new understanding of  passionate friendship, and after Abelardõs composition 
of  the òPlanctus,ó a poem which exhibits what Stock identifies in òParce Continuisó 
as òa spiritual context for amor which includes both friendship and the love of  man 
for woman.ó47

I believe that the problems of  the nexus, the David stanza and corresponding 
coda, and the exempla of  amicitia can be explained in conjunction: the later, inter-
polating poetõs/poetsõ understanding of  hetero- and homosexual relationships was 
such that these stanzas could be added to a poem that had until then focused on 
heterosexual love. The later poet(s) felt it appropriate to use the same nexus that had 
been used for the earlier presentation of  heterosexual amor for the relationships of  
the male exempla. Although the precise content of  the original òParce Continuisó 
cannot be determined before the discovery of  other manuscripts, the recognition 
of  these stanzas as interpolations by a later poet throws into relief  the stages under 
which òParce Continuisó was composed. Simon Gauntõs observation that a òdialectic 
between heterosexuality and homosexuality underscores many medieval textsó48 is 
played out quite literally in the evolution of  òParce Continuisó from the Augsberg to 
the Florence manuscript. The alterations we are witnessing indicate stages of  com-
position that were contemporaneous with rapid and diverse changes in the way that 
the ecclesiastic-intellectual context in which Latin poetry was composed understood 
gender, friendships, and love.49 
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Appendix

The Augsberg Manuscript, as presented in Dronkeõs Medieval Latin and the Rise of  European Love-
Lyric, page 341.

ôParce Continuis
deprecor, lamentis:
nimium queraris
legem Amorisñ
neque vinculeris!õ

ôDuris in cotibus
[Ro]dope aut Ysmarus
illum progenuit
neque nostri generis
puerum [aut] sanguinis

ôNon reluctanti
cedit, aut rebelli,
sepe consilia
[falli]t exquisita;
gaudet lamentis
gaudet querelis,
ridet et ex[an]gues
miseros amantes,
ridet et precordia
trahere sus[p]iria.õ

ôCunctos evasit
nexus infortuniis
qui sola compede
stringitur amantis;
placet honestas,
urit utilitas,
herent et verba
nobis tantum unica,
non tantum sermonibus ñ
solis loquar þdibus!

ôVivit aduc Piramus

Tispe dilectissimus,
et amorum concia
parietis rimula,
primum illis cognita,
qua sibi colloquia
dividebant intima;
obtimus colloquiis
sed inþdus osculis,
disparabat corpora
paries, spritibus
solis quidem pervius.

ôForma, voce, lingua bona
gratus erat unice
solus Tracas inter omnes
Orfeus Euridice,
cuius capta federe
gestit omnes fugere;
dumque fugit procum, illam
dente petit laetifer,
calce pressus coluber.
Orfeus illam modulis
urget insolabilis.

ôQuercus illam fatam sequi
subigebant cytthare
dulces modi, quos vocalis
temperas, Calliope ñ
sed non curas pectore
effþcax est demere.
Solam vates non adesse
queritur Euridicen,
ingemit Euridicen,
atque solam þdicen
rettulit Euridicen.õ



A translation of  the Augsberg Manuscript, my own:

Spare us your constant
Complaining, I beg you:
You may þle complaint 
Against Loveõs law, 
But may you not be chained up!

On hard rocks
Rhodope or Ismarus
Gave him birth.
Not of  our own race
Or blood was this boy.

Neither to someone þghting back
Nor to one rebelling does he yield.
He often eludes
Careful advice.
He rejoices at moans,
Rejoices at complaints,
Laughs even at bloodless,
Wretched lovers,
Laughs even when their chests
Are drawing sighs.

One has escaped all
The bonds of  the unlucky,
If  bound only 
By his loverõs chain.
Its good aspects please,
Pursuing it burns.
Special words cling
To us so much,
I wonõt speak so much in words ñ
But with my lyre alone!

Pyramus lives to this point

Most cherished by Thisbe,
And familiar with their love
Is the wallõs little crack,
Discovered þrst by them,
Through which they shared intimate
Words with each other;
Perfect for words,
But unsympathetic to kisses,
Separating their bodies,
The wall was indeed for their souls
Alone a passage.

With body, voice, and pleasing tongue,
Uniquely dear to her was he,
Alone among all Thracians,
Was Orpheus to Eurydice.
He captured her promise,
As she rejects everyone else;
And while she ÿees a suitor, her
a lethal snake pursues with his tooth,
stepped on by her heel.
Orpheus with his songs
Follows her, inconsolable.

The oaks follow [her fate],
Pushed by the luteõs 
Sweet songs, which you, singing
Calliope, tune ñ
But not his cares from his heart
Can this take away.
The poet complains that she is not there,
His only one, Eurydice.
He groans for Eurydice,
And playing his lute, his only one,
Eurydice, her he recalled. 



1a. Parce Continuis,
deprecor, lamentis
nec, qua vincularis,  neque vincularis1

legem amoris
nimium queraris.

1b. Duris in cotibus
Rodope aut Ismarus                
illum progenuit
neque nostri generis
puerum aut sanguinis.                                        

2a. Non reluctantes                
cedit ut rebelles.
saepe consilia
fallit exquisita.
gaudet querelis,
gaudet et lamentis,
ridet et exangues
miseros amantes,
ridet et precordia
trahere suspiria.                                        

2b. Cunctos evasi                 
nexus infortuniis,
quisola compede qui sola3

stringor adamante.
Placet honestas,                                        
unit utilitas. urit, urit utilitas4

Herent et verba
nobis tandem unica.
Non altis sermonibus,
solis loquor þdibus.                                        

3a. Quantos preterita
genuere secula,
quos insolubili                     
nexu graciosa
iunxit amicitia,                     
Nisum ut Eurialo,                
Pirithoum Theseo,
Pollinicem Tideo!

3b. Quid David et Ionathe
fedus venerabile,                                        
quid amici memorem
planctum lacrimabilem
postquam Saul cecidit,
Ionathas occubuit,
dum sederet Sichelec                                        
ceso victor Amalech?

4a. Vivit adhuc Piramus
Thisbe delectissimus,
et amoris conscia                 
parietis rimula                                            
primum illis cognita,
qua sibi colloquia
dividebant intima;
optimus colloquiis,
sed invius osculis,                                    
disparabat corpora
paries spiritibus
solis quidem pervius.

4b. Sevus amor ultima
urget in discrimina.                                        
Non ignis incendia,
Bosfori non aspera Bosforis5

perhorrescit equora.                 
Quas dum sepe salebras
iuvenis temeritas                                        
superasset, vincitur
tandem maris estibus.
Operitur Sestias
Sestias in speculis
ponto perit iuvenis.                                        

5a. Forma voce lingua bonus
gratus erat unice
solus Thracas inter omnes
Orpheus Euridice,
cuius capto federe,                                        
gestit omnes fugere.
Dumque procos fugit illa,
dente petit letifer,
calce pressus, coluber.                
Orpheus illam modulis                                    
urget insolabilis.

The Florence Manuscript, as presented in Vecchiõs Poesia Latina Medievale, page 194, with emen-
dations of  which I make use.



1a. Spare us your constant
Complaining, I beg you:
May you not be chained up,
But against Loveõs law,
May you þle complaint.

1b. On hard rocks
Rhodope or Ismarus
Gave him birth.
Not of  our own race
Or blood was this boy.

2a. Not those þghting back
as rebels does he let go.
He often eludes
Careful advice.
He rejoices at complaints,
Rejoices at moans,
Laughs even at bloodless,
Wretched lovers,
Laughs even when their chests
Are drawing sighs.

2b. I have escaped all
The bonds of  the unlucky,
I am bound only 
By a steel chain.
Its good aspects please,
Pursuing it burns, burns.
Special words cling
To us so much,
I wonõt speak in high-ÿown words ñ
But with my lyre alone!

3a. O, how many men have former
ages borne,
whom, with an insoluble
bond, gratifying 
friendship joins,
just as Nisus to Euryalus,
Pirithous to Theseus,
Polynices to Tydeus!

3b. Why mention Davidõs and Jonathanõs
revered compact,
why should I mention the friendõs
weepable lament
after Saul fell,
Jonathan succumbed,
While he sat òin Ziklagó1

As victor after the Amalekite was slain?

4a. Pyramus lives to this point
Most cherished by Thisbe,
And familiar with their love
Is the wallõs little crack,
Discovered þrst by them,
Through which they shared intimate
Words with each other;
The wall, perfect for words,
But impassable to kisses,
Separating their bodies,
The wall was indeed for their souls
Alone a passage.

4b. Savage Love to extreme
dangers drives us.
Not the combustion of  þre,
Not the Bosforusõ rough
Waters does he tremble at.
The tossings which often 
The youthõs daring
Overcame ñ conquered 
Finally by the boiling of  the sea. 
The Sestian girl is overwhelmed;
The Sestian girl is at her look-out,
The youth perishes at sea.

5a. With body, voice, and pleasing tongue,
Uniquely dear to her was he,
Alone among all Thracians,
Was Orpheus to Eurydice.
He captured her promise,
As she rejects everyone else;
And while she ÿees suitors, 
a lethal snake pursues her with his tooth,
stepped on by her heel.
Orpheus with his songs
Follows her, inconsolable.



5b. Quercus illum vatem sequi
subigebant cithare
dulces modi, quos vocalis
temperat Calliope,                                        
sed nec curas pectore
efþcax est demere.
Solam vates non adesse
queritur Euridicen,
ingemit Euridicen,                                        
atque semper þdicen
retulit Euridicen.

6a. Linquit auras superiores,             
placet inanes visere sedes
þdibus in querulis                                        
incumbendo modulis.                 
Manes sistit, Penas fugit, 
Cerberi domantur ora;                
 * Cerberi, Proserpine7

dire manant lacrime
prius incontigue.                                        

6b. Tandem mitis carmine vatis
superum terror inferum rector:
òTollat, inquit, O[r]pheus             
meritam melodibus,
lege certa, ne respecta respectat8
sola gaudeat dilecta.ó
Fallit amor Orphea:
respicit ad premia.

7a. Repetita lege,
labitur Euridice.                                        
Rursus vates
parat ire Manes;
vector Stigio
prohibet ab alveo.
Luridus ab inferis                                        
redditur auris
fata merens coniugis.

7b.Vincit amor omnia,
regit amor omnia,
fuga tantum                                            
fallitur amantum.
Fraude subdola
subnectendo modula,
manus aures oculi
strenua pati                    
vix negant Cupidini.

8. Do quietem þdibus:
þnem queso luctibus,
tu, curas alentibus.

1 Stock
2 Raby
3 Raby
4 Stock
5 Stock
6 Stock
7 Stock
8 Stock
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5b. The oaks follow the poet,
Pushed by the luteõs 
Sweet songs, which you, singing
Calliope, tune ñ
But not his cares from his heart
Can this take away.
The poet complains that she is not there,
His only one, Eurydice.
He groans for Eurydice,
And always playing his lute,
He recalled Eurydice. 

6a. He leaves the upper airs, 
wanting to go to see the empty seats,
with his complaining lyre
upon which he relies for songs.
A shade stops, an old spirit ÿees,
The mouths of  Cerberus are tamed,
Cerberusõ and Proserpinaõs 
Dire tears ÿow,
Previously not within reach.

6b. Finally gentle at the poetõs song,
The terror of  the gods, and the ruler of  the 

shades:
òBring her up, Orpheus,ó he said,
òHer whom youõve paid for in song.
But the law is certain: ôDo not look back.õ
Rejoice in her, the only one you love.ó
Love tricks Orpheus:
He looks back upon his prize.

7a. Demanded again by the law,
Eurydice slips.
Again the poet
Prepares to go down to the shades.
The rower from the Styxõs
riverbed refuses him. 
Ghastly pale from the shades,
He returns to the air,
Deserving the fate of  his wife.

7b. Love conquers all,
Love rules all.
òOnly by the ÿight of  the lovers
is he cheated.ó2

With secretive fraud,
In adding on little ways,
Hands, ears, eyes,
Suffer hard things,
Scarcely denying it to Cupid.

8. I give a rest to my lyre:
I ask that you give an end to your struggling 
which only sustains your worries.

1 Traill, 117.
2 Traill, 120.
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Columbia Journal of  Literary Criticism: Le sujet de la philosophie vous a-t-elle attir® tout de 
suite dans vos ®tudes?
Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe: : Jõai consid®r® autre chose avant, bien sur. Je me suis engag® 
dans la philosophie dõune part ¨ partir dõune certaine question de la litt®rature, et dõautre 
part par ma lecture de Heidegger, jusquõau jour o½, sous lõinfluence tr¯s certainement de 
mes amis, cõest-¨-dire en particulier ¨ lõ®poque de Sarah Kofman et de Jacques Derrida, 
je me suis mis ¨ lire Nietzsche de mani¯re plus intense que je nõavais fait auparavant, et ¨ 
d®chiffrer de mani¯re plus attentive en r¯gle g®n®ral tout ce que Heidegger a pu ®crire sur 
Nietzsche. Jõai entrepris de lire son grand cours en deux volumes1 qui est apparu en 1961 
en Allemand avec un ami de Bordeaux, malheureusement disparu depuis. Nous d®chif-
frions ce texte ensemble. Jõ®tais tr¯s jeune ¨ lõ®poque, jõavais 22 ans. Et puis ensuite jõai lu, 
relu, tous les passages o½ Heidegger parle de Nietzsche et jõai commenc® ¨ me dire que 
le commentaire que Heidegger proposait de Nietzsche nõ®tait pas toujours tr¯s juste. Du 
coup jõen suis venu ¨ la question du Sujet, qui ®tait ¨ lõ®poque une question en d®riv® de 
Heidegger, qui venait de Heidegger mais qui, peut °tre aussi ¨ cause de la psychanalyse, 
occupait beaucoup de monde dans les ann®es 60 jusquõ¨ 80.

CJLC: Quand et comment avez-vous d®couvert Derrida?
PLL: Derrida, je lõai d®couvert tr¯s t¹t, cõest-¨-dire d¯s la publication de ses deux pre-
miers articles, qui ont ®t® repris ensuite dans Lõ£criture et la diff®rence. Le premier avait ®t® 
publi® dans La revue Critique en 1962 et ­a sõappelait ç Force et signification è. Et puis, je 
crois que le deuxi¯me article que jõai lu de lui, cõ®tait un article paru ¨ peu pr¯s a la m°me 
®poque dans la çRevue de m®taphysique et de morale è, ç M®taphysique et la violence è, 
ou ç Violence et m®taphysique è, voil¨. Donc jõai lu tr¯s t¹t Derrida. Tr¯s, tr¯s t¹t. 

CJLC: Vous °tes philosophe, cependant vous employer une palette stylistique parfois litt®raire, m°me 
po®tique, et par ailleurs dans La Po®sie comme õexp®rience vous abordez la po®sie de Celan du point 



Theorist, playwright, and translator Phillippe Lacoue-Labarthe has held chairs 
in philosophy at the University of  Strasbourg and the University of   California, 
Berkeley. His many book-length studies include Po®tique de lõhistoire (2000),  La Po®sie 
comme experience (1986), and Le sujet de la philosophie (1979). He is a long-time col-
laborator of  Jean-Luc Nancy, with whom he has written several works including Le 
mythe nazi (1991) and LõAbsolu litt®raire (1978). Prof. Lacoue-Labarthe is currently at 
work on a study of  the French novelist and theorist Maurice Blanchot. In March 
the CJLC spoke to him from his home in Paris.

Columbia Journal of  Literary Criticism: Were you immediately attracted to philosophy 
in your studies?
Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe: I was, of  course, interested in other things at first. I 
became engaged in philosophy on the one hand, through the question of  literature, 
and on the other, through reading of  Heidegger. This was the case up to the day 
when, through the influence of  my friends at the time, specifically Sarah Kofman 
and Jacques Derrida, I began to read Nietzsche more intensely than ever before 
and to carefully decode everything that Heidegger had written on Nietzsche. I en-
deavored to read his two-volume work, published in 1961, in German with a friend 
of  mine from Bordeaux, who is sadly no longer with us. Together we decoded the 
text. I was very young at the time, twenty-two years old. And then after this I read 
and reread every passage in which Heidegger discusses Nietzsche, and I began to 
suspect that Heideggerõs interpretation of  Nietzsche was not always entirely right. 
As a result, I was led to the question of  the Subject, a question derived from Hei-
degger, that came from Heidegger but that, perhaps because of  psychoanalysis, was 
on many peopleõs minds from the 60õs through the 80õs.

CJLC: When and how did you discover Derrida?
PLL: I discovered Derrida very early ñ that is to say, when he published his first two 
articles, which were later included in Lõ£criture et la diff®rence. The first was published 
in the journal Critique in 1962 and was called òForce et signification.ó I believe that the 
second article of  his that I read was an article that appeared at around the same time 
in the Revue de m®taphysique et de morale, called òM®taphysique et la violence,ó or òVio-
lence et m®taphysique.ó So I read Derrida very early on. From very, very early on.

CJLC: Your philosophical writing is literary and even poetic. In your book Poetry as Experi-
ence you look at Paul Celanõs poetry in philosophical terms. I have also just learned that you 



de vue de la philosophie. Je viens aussi dõapprendre que vous avez r®cemment publi® un recueil de po¯mes 
intitul® ç La Phrase. è Quelle est donc la relation entre votre style dõ®criture et le contenu de votre travail, 
cõest-¨-dire les id®es que vous d®veloppez ¨ travers, avec, ou gr©ce ¨ lõaide de ce style?
PLL: Je vais essayer de vous r®pondre le plus simplement possible. Pour moi il a tou-
jours ®tait ®vident que ma premi¯re vocation est la litt®rature. Jõ®cris depuis, je ne sais 
pas tr¯s bien, m°me avant lõage de dix ans jõai commenc® ¨ ®crire des po¯mes. Je ne suis 
jamais cess® de faire ­a, et cõest uniquement un accident ®ditorial en 1968. ë lõ®poque 
jõavais publi® d®j¨ en revue, soit des po¯mes, soit une sorte de po¯me en prose, de court 
r®cit, et jõen avait fait un recueil qui sõintitul® Lõall®gorie. Gallimard lõavait accept® et ¨ la 
rentr®e de 1968, ®tant venues les difficult®s de lõ®poque, dõ®conomie, des gr¯ves, tout ­a, 
ils mõont dit, ç on ne peut pas le faire. è Et l¨, dõun seul coup, je me suis arr°t®. Je me 
suis arr°t® pendant quelques ann®es. En revanche, comme jõ®tais d®j¨ ¨ lõuniversit®, on a 
fait pression sur moi, en me disant, ç il faut ®crire quelque chose ! è Vous connaissez le 
r®gime des universit®s. Il faut avoir ®crit quelque chose. Donc, jõai commenc® ¨ ®crire de 
la philosophie. Mais ce que jõai commenc® ¨ ®crire ¨ lõ®poque, cõ®tait de la philosophie 
qui touchait ¨ la litt®rature, soit par Nietzsche, soit par Hºlderlin, soit é dõautres aussi. 
Et au fond cet exercice dõ®criture ®tait bien s¾r diff®rent puisque je maniais un appareil 
conceptuel. Mais je dirais que dõune certaine fa­on jõ®crivais un peu dans le m°me style. 
Et ce qui mõa frapp® beaucoup quand jõai retravaill®, disons, po®tiquement, et choisis 
dans dõinnombrables manuscrits ce que jõallais faire entrer dans le recueil que vous venez 
dõ®voquer, La phrase, ce qui mõa frapp® en reprenant des textes de moments diff®rents, 
dõann®es diff®rentes, cõest que ce style revient, et cõest toujours le m°me.

CJLC: Quelle comparaison pourrait-on faire entre votre travail et le travail dõautres philosophes qui 
sõinterrogent sur la fronti¯re entre la litt®rature et la philosophie, tel que Blanchot, Derrida, et enfin 
Jean-Luc Nancy? Les philosophes sõinspirent-ils les uns des autres au niveau stylistique aussi bien quõau 
niveau conceptuel, ou bien le style est-il plus personnel que lõid®e?
PLL: Au niveau conceptuel, cõest ®vident. Les noms que vous venez de citer, ce sont des 
noms de penseurs, disons, dõ®crivain dans la cas de Blanchot, qui me sont tr¯s proches, 
qui mõont toujours ®t® tr¯s proches. Les concepts, les id®es circulent de lõun ¨ lõautre dans 
un ®change permanent. Du point de vue du style, les diff®rences sont tr¯s nettes. Je crois. 
Et en particulier, je dirais en particulier, avec Derrida et Nancy, qui nõ®crient pas du tout 
comme lõun, ni comme lõautre. Avec Blanchot, cõest plus difficile ¨ dire. Jõai lu Blanchot 
bien avant que jõai lu Derrida. Jõai lu Blanchot tr¯s t¹t. Jõavais 16 ans, 17 ans. Jõai dõabord 
lu les r®cits de Blanchot, avant de lire sa critique litt®raire. Ensuite jõai lu tout ce qui est 
apparu ¨ la fin des ann®es 50, au d®but des ann®es 60, quand je faisais mes ®tudes. Cõest 
dans un deuxi¯me temps que jõai lu le Blanchot th®oricien, si vous voulez. Le premier 
Blanchot que jõai lu, cõest le Blanchot de Thomas lõobscur. Le style de Blanchot, cõest un 
affaire tr¯s compliqu®, sur lequel dõailleurs il a essay® de sõexpliquer. Ce qui est apparent, 
cõest un style de proportions gard®es, le style en Allemand de Kafka, un certain d®tache-
ment, une certaine fluidit®, et quelque chose de tr¯s classique, aussi, dans la syntaxe.

CJLC: En quoi ce genre est-il diff®rent ou meilleur du style plut¹t aride, typique par exemple de la 
philosophie analytique? Quels sont ces avantages?
PLL: Je vois l¨ deux avantages. Un avantage, qui est d®j¨ un avantage tr¯s ancien, tr¯s 
classique, enfin cõest lõavantage de Platon. Cõest lõavantage de la s®duction litt®raire, cõest 
un avantage rh®torique, je dirais plut¹t. Confront® ¨ un style un peu aride de philosophes 



recently published a collection of  poems called, La Phrase. What then is the relationship between 
style and content in your work?
PLL: I will attempt to answer as simply as possible. For me, it has always been clear 
that my first calling is literature. I donõt know how long Iõve been writing, since I 
began to write poems even before the age of  ten. I never stopped writing poems, 
but in 1968, I stopped because of  an editorial accident. At that time, I had already 
published, in various journals, both poems and a genre of  prose poem or short story, 
and I had gathered them into a collection called LõAllegorie. Gallimard had agreed to 
publish it, but by the time school resumed after the summer of  1968 ñ the difficul-
ties of  the era had arisen ñ the economic problems, the strikes and all that ñ they 
told me, òwe canõt do it.ó It was then that suddenly, I stopped. I stopped for several 
years. However, because I was at the university, they pressured me, saying, òYou must 
write something!ó You know the requirements of  the university. You have to have 
written something. So I started to write philosophy. But what I started to write at 
that time was philosophy that touched on literature, whether it be through Nietzsche, 
Hºlderlin, or ... others. This activity of  writing was of  course essentially different 
because I was working with a conceptual apparatus. Yet I must say that I was, in a 
certain sense, writing in somewhat the same style. What most struck me was that as 
I worked again so to speak, poetically and had to choose from innumerable manu-
scripts what would be published in the collection of  poetry that you just mentioned, 
La phrase, I noticed that in these texts that spanned different times, a wide breadth in 
years, it was the style that kept reappearing, and it is still the same. 

CJLC: How then do you compare your writings to those of  other writers who similarly push the bound-
aries between literature and philosophy, like Blanchot, Derrida, Nancy? Do philosophers influence each 
other stylistically as well as philosophically, or would you say that style is more personal than the idea?
PLL: On a conceptual level, it is obvious. The names that you mention are the names 
of  thinkers, or we can say of  a writer, in the case of  Blanchot, who are very close to 
me, who have always been close to me. Concepts and ideas circulate in a perpetual 
exchange. From the point of  view of  style, I believe that the differences are quite 
clear-cut. And in particular, I would say that the differences are especially clear between 
Derrida and Nancy, neither of  whom writes like the other. With Blanchot, it is harder 
to say. I read Blanchot before I ever read Derrida. I read Blanchot at a very early age. I 
was 16, 17 years old. I read the stories of  Blanchot before I read his literary criticism. 
Then I read everything that came out in the late 50s, early 60s, during my studies. It 
was only later that I read Blanchot the theorist, if  you like. The Blanchot that I read 
was the Blanchot of  Thomas the Obscure. I have always been very close to Blanchotõs 
writing style. Blanchotõs style is a complicated affair, which he himself  endeavored to 
explain elsewhere. What we see is a style of  guarded proportions, the style in German 
of  Kafka, of  a certain detachment, a certain fluidity, and something very classical, as 
well, in the syntax. 

CJLC: What do you think is valuable or different about this kind of  writing, as opposed to the 
drier style of  analytical philosophy? What are the styleõs advantages? 
PLL: I see two advantages. One advantage, a very ancient advantage, very classical, 
is Platoõs advantage. It is the advantage of  literary seduction; rather, it is a rhetori-
cal advantage. Against the somewhat arid style of  òhardó philosophers, it certainly 



ç durs è, bien entendu cõest un style beaucoup plus s®duisant. Mais il y a autre chose. Il 
y a autre chose qui nõest pas dõailleurs absente de la mani¯re Platonicienne dõ®crire, ou 
avant lui, de H®raclite ou de Parmenide. Cõest que ce sont des philosophes toujours tr¯s 
proches, tr¯s soucieux, de la langue quõils utilisent, et qui sont au fond tous persuad®s 
que cõest la langue elle-m°me qui guide la pens®e. Guid®s par cette langue, ils se mettent 
toujours en posture premi¯re dõ®crivain, et pas simplement de logicien. Ce ne sont pas 
des gens qui se contentent de d®duire des concepts dõautres concepts ou de monter des 
cha´nes de raisonnement. Ce sont des gens qui ®crivent v®ritablement et volontairement 
ce quõils estiment dõavoir °tre pens®e.

CJLC: Le texte philosophique est-il alors un oeuvre dõart en soi-m°me?
PLL: Ah, oui. Cela appara´t de mani¯re ®vidente chez quelques grandes figures de la phi-
losophie. Je viens de citer Platon. Ca r®appara´t chez St. Augustin, ­a r®appara´t dans cer-
tains textes de Descartes. Hegel est un immense ®crivain. Le Hegel de La ph®nom®nologie de 
lõesprit dans tous les cas, cõest un ®crivain extraordinaire. Ca r®appara´t chez Nietzsche, ­a 
r®appara´t chez Heidegger, surtout le Heidegger de la deuxi¯me p®riode. Ca me semble 
®vident. Il y a toujours eu dans la philosophie, non pas quelque chose quõil faut appeler 
une tentation litt®raire, mais un v®ritable souci dõ®criture. 

CJLC: Sont les cat®gories disciplinaires, par exemple de la ç litt®rature è et la ç philosophie è, donc dans 
un certain sens trop born®s?
PLL: Oui, je lõai toujours pens®. Je lõai toujours pens® parce que dõune part il y a la ques-
tion, que vous soulevez, ç au fond, quelle grande philosophie nõest pas aussi tentative de 
litt®rature? è et ­a je crois quõon pourrait lõ®tudier sur dõautres exemples que ceux je vous 
ai donn®, o½ il y a un certain ®clat. Dõautre part, je reste persuad® que lõune des fonctions 
de la litt®rature, cõest de penser et de donner ¨ penser.

CJLC: La Po®sie comme ®xperience consiste en partie dõune traduction des oeuvres de Celan. En quoi 
votre traduction diff¯re-t-elle dõautres? Quõest ce quõil faut pour une bonne traduction?
PLL: Cõest une question tr¯s, tr¯s difficile que je me pose toujours. Ma premi¯re exp®ri-
ence s®rieuse de traduction, ­a nõa pas ®t® Paul Celan, ­a nõa m°me pas ®t® Nietzsche, 
dont jõai retraduit La naissance de la trag®die avec Jean-Luc Nancy. Cõa ®t® Hºlderlin. Et un 
Hºlderlin ®trange puisque cõ®tait un projet tr¯s ancien que jõai r®ussit ¨ mettre en oeuvre 
gr©ce en particulier au Th®©tre de Strasbourg, o½ jõai travaill®. Il sõagissait de traduire en 
fran­ais la traduction allemande que Hºlderlin avait fait des deux trag®dies de Sophocle, 
®crites en grec, Oedipe et Antigone. Donc ce que jõai fait cõest de la traduction de la tra-
duction, sachant tr¯s bien que d¯s lõ®poque o½ Hºlderlin a publi® sa traduction, tout le 
monde cõest moqu® de lui, Goethe, Hegel, Schilling. Schiller a dit, ç mais quõest ce que 
cõest que ­a, il est fou ? è, et depuis il y a des ®ditions critiques et on vois bien et on sait 
quõil a fait des contresens, ou bien quõil a transform® volontairement le texte. Ce sont des 
traductions tr¯s difficiles ̈  manier. Il fallait faire ces traductions comme Hºlderlin les avez 
pens®, dõailleurs, je crois, en vue du th®©tre. Jõai commenc® par Antigone, jõai fait Oedipe plus 
tard, et cõ®tait pour monter ces pi¯ces, avec des amis, pour faire le metteur en sc¯ne. Donc 
il fallait que ­a porte au th®©tre. Et il mõa sembl® ̈  ce moment l¨ que le chemin quõil fallait 
prendre cõ®tait celui de la plus grande litt®ralit® possible. Il y a ®videmment une difficult®, 
cõest que je crois quõon peut assez facilement r®gler la syntaxe po®tique allemande sur la 
syntaxe grecque. Autant r®gler la syntaxe fran­aise sur la syntaxe allemande po®tique et 



seems more seductive. But there is something else. There is something in the Pla-
tonic style of  writing, and before him, Heraclitus, Parmenides, and so on, and it is 
that these are philosophers who are all very close to and very concerned with the 
language that they are using, and who are essentially convinced that it is language 
itself  that guides thought. Guided by this language, these philosophers adopt the 
primary role of  the writer, not simply of  the logician. These are people who are 
content to deduce concepts from other concepts or to build chains of  reasoning. 
These are people who write, truly and deliberately, what they consider to have been 
thought.

CJLC: Is the philosophical text then an artwork in itself ?
PLL: Oh, yes. This is evident in the works of  some major philosophical figures. I 
just mentioned Plato. It reappears in St. Augustine, it reappears in certain texts of  
Descartes. Hegel is a tremendous writer. The Hegel of  The Phenomenology of  Spirit, in 
any case, is an extraordinary writer. The text as artwork reappears in Nietzsche, it 
reappears in Heidegger, especially in the Heidegger of  the second period. It seems 
obvious to me. In philosophy, there has always been ñ not what I would call an liter-
ary temptation, but rather a veritable concern for writing. 

CJLC: So are categories such as òliteratureó and òphilosophyó thus in a certain sense too lim-
ited?
PLL: Yes, I have always thought so. I have always thought so because of  the question 
you raised: òIn the end, what great philosophy is not also a literary endeavor?ó I think 
we could study this based on examples, other than those I have given to you, where 
there is a certain dazzle, a certain shimmer. Furthermore, I remain convinced that 
one of  the functions of  literature is to think and to provoke thought. 

CJLC: Poetry and Experience in part consists of  a translation of  the work of  Celan. How 
does your translation differ from others? What makes a good translation?
PLL: Thatõs a very hard question, one that I still ask myself  today. My first serious 
experiment in translation wasnõt with Paul Celan, and it wasnõt even with Nietzsche, 
whose Birth of  Tragedy I retranslated with Jean-Luc Nancy. It was with Hºlderlin. 
And it was a strange Hºlderlin because it was a very old project that I succeeded 
in carrying out thanks especially to the Th®©tre de Strasbourg, where I worked. 
It involved translating into French what Hºlderlin had translated into German of  
Sophoclesõ two plays Oedipus and Antigone. So what I did was a translation of  transla-
tion, knowing very well that at the time Hºlderlin published his translation, everyone 
made fun of  him ñ Goethe, Hegel, Schilling. Schiller said, òWhat in the world is 
this, is he crazy?ó, and since then there have been critical editions and we see and we 
know that he created meanings the opposite of  what was intended, or that he delib-
erately altered the text. These are translations that are very hard to get a grasp on. I 
had to translate as Hºlderlin had conceived them, with the intent, I think, of  their 
being performed on stage. I began with Antigone, I did Oedipus later, and in order to 
stage the plays with friends, as the director. So it had to hold up in the theater. And 
at that time it seemed to me that the path to be taken was the path of  utmost literal-
ity. There is an obvious difficulty in that German poetic syntax more or less easily 
conforms to Greek syntax, but to adjust French syntax according to German poetic 



la syntaxe grecque cõest extr°mement difficile, parce que la syntaxe fran­aise, surtout la 
syntaxe po®tique fran­aise, est latine. Cõest l¨ quõil y a une ®norme difficult®.

CJLC: Comment la traduction dõun texte philosophique diff¯re-t-elle de celle dõun ïuvre litt®raire ou 
po®tique? Y a t il une diff®rence?
PLL: Il nõy en a pas, il nõy en a pas. L¨, je suis cat®gorique. Je viens de traduire un texte 
de Heidegger qui a ®t® publi® en allemand mais qui nõa pas circul®, quõil a prononc® en 
1945, au moment de la d®faite allemande, qui sõappelle ç La pauvret®, è ç Die Arm¿t è 
en Allemand. Je lõai traduit le plus litt®ralement possible parce que je sentais que dans 
ce texte il y avait un enjeu politique ®norme et quõil ne fallait d®placer aucune nuance 
s®mantique. 

CJLC: Les lyc®ens fran­ais ont r®cemment manifest® contre les nouvelles r®formes du baccalaur®at 
propos®es par Fran­ois Fillon. Est-ce que cet engagement politique fait partie du travail, des devoirs de 
lõ®tudiant. Les ®tudiants am®ricains doivent tõils sõengager de plus ? Je me demande si vous aviez remarqu® 
quelque chose ¨ Berkeley ¨ propos de ce sujet. 
PLL: Berkeley a toujours ®t® un lieu tr¯s politis®. Mon premier passage ¨ Berkeley, il 
est tr¯s ancien. Il date de 1964. Cõ®tait lõ®poque de la guerre de Vietnam, il y avait une 
mobilisation extraordinaire. Jõy suis retourn® presque 20 ans plus tard comme enseignant 
et il y avait encore une mobilisation. A chaque instant on sentait bien quõil pouvait y 
avoir un mouvement politique de contestation, pour employer un mot g®n®ral. Mais jõai 
lõimpression aussi que Berkeley est un cas un petit peu exceptionnel. Je ne sais ¨ quoi 
­a tient. Il y a eu une forme de culture contestataire, de pouvoir de contre-culture en 
Californie, et en particulier en Californie du nord. ¢a ne descendait pas plus bas que 
Big Sur. [rire] Los Angeles ce nõest pas du tout pareil, ni Irvine. Il faudrait analyser ­a 
de mani¯re pr®cise. En revanche, en France la tradition de la r®volte ®tudiante est tr¯s 
ancienne. Elle remonte m°me au 19e si¯cle. La participation des ®tudiants, et des intel-
lectuels dõailleurs, dans les grandes r®volutions europ®ennes de 1830 et de 1848, voir dans 
la r®volution de 1870 en France, ce sont des ph®nom¯nes de longue date. La participa-
tion ®tudiante ou intellectuelle dans la R®sistance au Nazisme aussi. Dans la r®sistance 
au coup dõ®tat du G®n®ral de Gaulle en 1958, dans les luttes anti-coloniales. 1968 nõa fait 
que r®activer ce mouvement, et maintenant ¨ chaque fois que les ®tudiants ou les lyc®ens, 
qui sont plus jeunes, constatent une menace quelque part, imm®diatement la contesta-
tion, manifestation, et cetera. Aujourdõhui ils occupent les lyc®es. Ils occupent les lyc®es 
comme nous nous avons occup® les universit®s en 1968. Ils sont l¨, ils bloquent le lyc®e, 
ils dorment sur place, ils mangent sur place, ils restent l¨, cõest une occupation comme 
dans la tradition ouvri¯re o½ on occupait les usines. Pareil. 

CJLC: La manifestation dõapr¯s vous est-elle une bonne mani¯re de sõexprimer?
PLL: Il nõy en a pas dõautres quand on ne vous ®coute pas autrement. Quand ce quõon 
appelle en fran­ais la ç classe politique è est ¨ ce point prisonni¯re de son propre jeu poli-
tique interne et donc aveugle ¨ ce qui ce passe r®ellement, que voulez-vous quõils fassent 
? La manifestation est le seul moyen de dire, çNon, attendez ! Au moins discutons un peu 
avant, consultez-nous, dites-nous quelque chose, pr®parez-nous ¨ ce que vous d®cidez, 
vous ne pouvez pas nous imposer des choses comme ­a, sans nous pr®venir. è 

CJLC: Derrida, acad®micien et intellectuel, sõest engag® dans la politique ¨ un niveau plut¹t publique. 



syntax and Greek syntax is extremely difficult, because French syntax, particularly 
French poetic syntax, is Latinate. It is here that you face an enormous difficulty. 

CJLC: How does the translation of  a work of  philosophy differ from that of  a literary or 
poetic work? Is there a difference?
PLL: There is none, there is none. On this point I am categorical. I recently 
translated a text by Heidegger that was published in German but was never cir-
culated. It came out in 1945, at the moment of  the German defeat ñ it is called 
Poverty or Die Arm¿t in German. I translated it as literally as possible because in 
the text I sensed that politics were at play and that no semantic nuance should be 
disturbed.

CJLC: French high school students recently protested the new baccalaureate reforms proposed by 
Francois Fillon. Is this kind of  political engagement part of  the studentõs job, the studentõs duties? 
Should American students engage themselves more? I am wondering if  you noticed anything at 
Berkeley on the subject.
PLL: Berkeley has always been a very politicized place. My first trip to Berkeley was 
ages ago, in 1964. It was the era of  the Vietnam War and was a time of  extraordi-
nary mobilization. I went back there almost twenty years later and again there was 
mobilization. At every instant one felt as though there could have been a political 
movement of  protest, to use general terms. But I am also under the impression that 
Berkeley is a bit of  an exceptional case. Iõm not sure why. There was a kind of  cul-
ture of  protest, of  counter-cultural power in California, and especially in Northern 
California. It didnõt go below Big Sur. [laughs] Los Angeles is not at all the same, nor 
is Irvine. One would have to analyze this in a precise way. However, in France the 
tradition of  the student revolt is very old; it goes back to the nineteenth century. Stu-
dent participation and, whatõs more, intellectual participation in the great European 
revolutions of  1830 and 1848, even in the 1870 revolution in France, are phenomena 
that date back awhile, as does student and intellectual participation in the French 
Resistance to Nazism. In the resistance to General de Gaulleõs coup dõ®tat in 1958, in 
anti-colonial fights. 1968 only reactivated this movement, and now every time that 
younger university or high school students detect a threat somewhere, you have im-
mediate protest, rallies, etc. Today they occupy the high schools. They occupy the 
high schools like we used to occupy the universities in 1968. They are there, they 
block the school entrances, they sleep on location, they eat on location, they stay 
there. Itõs an occupation like in the tradition of  the worker, when they occupied the 
factories. Same phenomenon. 

CJLC: Is protest an effective form of  expression?
PLL: There are no other forms when you are not otherwise listened to. When as we 
say in French òthe political class,ó is so much a prisoner of  its own internal political 
game and thus blind to what is actually happening, want do you want them to do? 
Protest is the only way to say, òNo, wait! Letõs at least discuss this first, consult us, tell 
us something, prepare us for what you are deciding, you cannot impose things like 
this, without warning us.ó

CJLC: Derrida, an academic and intellectual, took public political stances. But I am under the 



Jõai lõimpression quõen Am®rique le lien entre lõacad®mique et la politique est un sujet dõun certain d®bat. 
Quand par exemple un professeur de litt®rature, dõhistoire, dõanthropologie, sõexprime explicitement sur 
la politique, il prend le risque de d®clancher un v®ritable scandale. Je nõai cependant pas lõimpression 
que cõest le cas en Europe. Lõenseignant ne doit-il pas sõexprimer de cette fa­on? Ne doit-on pas ®couter 
lõacad®micien?
PLL: Je raisonne en vieil Europ®en, mais il est du r¹le des intellectuels, et depuis tr¯s 
longtemps, en Europe du moins, de prendre une position quand on pensent quõil y a une 
injustice, quand on pense quõil y a quelque chose qui est d®cid® qui va contre lõint®r°t des 
gens, quand on pense que quelque chose qui vient dõ°tre dit est faut ou pas juste. Cõest 
¨ lui qui est capable dõanalyser et dõexprimer ces id®es de prendre la parole. Je vois tr¯s 
bien que dans le syst¯me am®ricain, et puis je connais des exemples, ­a peut provoquer 
un scandale. Dans le syst¯me europ®en, non. Non, non. Ce que font les politiques cõest 
dõessayer de dire, par exemple, que cõest bien abstrait par rapport aux situations concr¯tes, 
cõest un genre de critique quõon peut faire aux intellectuels en g®n®ral. Mais le droit de 
prendre la parole, le droit de protester est une sorte de droit implicitement reconnue 
depuis tr¯s longtemps et qui nõest pas remis en cause. Il faut dire que la situation est 
beaucoup moins tendue quõ¨ dõautres moments historiques. Je ne vois quõun endroit 
o½ il y a des conflits, et cõest dans le cas des intellectuels ou des acad®miciens dõextr°me 
droite qui font parti de ce quõon appelle les n®gationnistes de lõextermination des Juifs. 
Ils disent quõil nõy a pas eu de chambres de gaz, les nazis nõ®taient pas si terribles, etc. L¨, 
­a fait scandale. L¨, il y a des sanctions acad®miques.

CJLC: Peut-on penser de Derrida comme acad®mique et comme un intellectuel publique, ®tant une sorte 
une ç personnalit® è, de ç star è intellectuel? Nõest ce r¹le, qui se situe au-del¨ du monde de la politique, 
pas rare aux £tats-Unis?
PLL: Oui, mais cõest rare aussi en France et en Europe. Il faut que cet acad®micien qui ¨ 
un r¹le publique est publi®, quõil est tr¯s reconnu, que sa notori®t® d®passe les cercles aca-
d®miques. ¢a fait beaucoup de conditions pour quõil devienne un personnage publique. 
Tout le monde nõa pas lõoccasion dõacc®der ¨ la dimension dõun personnage publique. 

CJLC: Evidemment impossible dõignorer lõeffet de la pens®e de Heidegger et puis celle de Derrida sur 
votre ouvrage philosophique. En Octobre vous avez inclus une d®dicace ¨ Derrida dans votre pr®sentation 
de ç Die Arm¿t è . Cõ®tait ®mouvant. Diriez vous que votre relation avec ces penseurs se situe au-del¨ 
de lõintellectuel?
PLL: Oui. Cõest une relation dõamiti®. Depuis les premiers jours o½ je lõai connu, je crois 
que cõ®tait en 1970, tout de suite il y a eu une proximit® que moi je sentais ¨ travers ce 
quõil avait ®crit, parce que jõavais d®j¨ beaucoup lu, et compris ces premiers livres. Tout 
de suite il y avait une relation amicale avec lui. Cõest autre chose, ­a d®passe simplement 
la reconnaissance intellectuelle. 

CJLC: Blanchot et Derrida ont ®crit sur lõamiti®. Vous avez beaucoup travaill® en collaboration avec 
Jean-Luc Nancy. Comment sõinspirez-vous lõun de lõautre non seulement en tant que philosophes, collabo-
rateurs, mais surtout en tant quõamis? Sont ceux qui nous inspirent dõune certaine mani¯re nos amis?
PLL: Oh, oui, bien s¾r. Et r®ciproquement, dõailleurs. ¢a marche dans une r®ciprocit® 
amicale.

Citations
1 Here, Professor Lacoue-Labarthe is referencing Heideggerõs multi-volume work, Nietzsche.



impression that in America the relationship between academics and politics is the subject of  some de-
bate. When, for instance, a professor of  literature, of  history, of  anthropology, and so on, expresses 
a political opinion, there is the risk of  triggering a real scandal. I am on the other hand not under 
the impression that this is the case in Europe. Shouldnõt educators be expressing themselves in this 
way? Shouldnõt we listen to the academic?
PLL: I am thinking like an old European, but the role of  intellectuals, as it has 
been for a long time, in Europe at least, is to take a stand when we think that there 
has been an injustice, when we think that something that has been decided is not 
in peopleõs interest, when we think that something that has been said is untrue or 
unjust. It is the responsibility of  whoever is capable of  analyzing and expressing 
ideas to speak out. I know very well that in the American system this can cause a 
scandal, and I can think of  some examples. In the European system, no. No, not so. 
What politicians do is to attempt to state, for example, that itõs all very abstract when 
compared to concrete situations ñ this is a form of  criticism that can be applied to 
intellectuals in general. But the right to speak out, the right to object is a right that is 
implicitly recognized and has been for some time and that is not challenged. I must 
say that todayõs situation is less tense than it has been at other moments in history. I 
can only think of  one area where there are still conflicts, and thatõs the case of  ex-
treme right-wing intellectuals and academics whom we call Holocaust deniers. They 
say that there were no gas chambers, that the Nazis werenõt so bad, etc. Only then is 
there scandal. Only then are there academic sanctions.

CJLC: We look at Derrida as both an academic and a public intellectual, as a kind of  per-
sonality, an intellectual star? Isnõt this extra-political role rare in the States?
PLL: Yes, but it is also rare in France and in Europe. The academic who has 
a public role must be published, well-recognized, and his renown must extend 
beyond academic circles. Many conditions must be met in order to become a 
public persona. Not everyone has the opportunity to achieve the status of  public 
figure.

CJLC: It is clearly impossible to ignore the effect Heidegger and Derrida have had on your 
work. In October you included a dedication to Derrida in your introduction to Die Arm¿t. 
It was moving. Would you say that you relate to these thinkers on a level beyond the intel-
lectual? 
PLL: Yes. Itõs a relation of  friendship. Shortly after I met him, I think it was in 
1970, I immediately felt a closeness through what he had written, because I had 
already read a lot, including his first books. There was friendship between us 
from the start. Itõs something else, it goes beyond intellectual recognition. 

CJLC: Blanchot and Derrida both wrote on friendship. You have worked a great deal with 
Jean-Luc Nancy. How do you inspire each other not only as philosophers and collaborators, 
but also as friends? Are those who inspire us our friends in some way?
PLL: Oh, yes. Absolutely. Reciprocally, as well. It flows in a reciprocal friend-
ship. 




