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Thoughts to the Purpose. . . 
 
 
 
Les beaux livres sont écrits dans une sorte de langue étrangère. Sous 
chaque mot chacun de nous met son sens ou du moins son image qui 
est souvent un contresens. Mais les beaux livres, tous les contresens 
qu’on fait sont beaux. — Proust, Contre Sainte-Beuve 
 
 
 
For a translator, the supreme authority should be the author's 
personal style. But most translators obey another authority: that of 
the conventional version of “good French” (or good German, good 
English, et cetera), namely, the French (the German, et cetera) we 
learn in school. The translator considers himself the ambassador 
from that authority to the foreign author. That is the error: every 
author of some value transgresses against “good style,” and in that 
transgression lies the originality (and hence the raison d'être) of his 
art. The translator's primary effort should be to understand that 
transgression. This is not difficult when it is obvious, as for example 
with Rabelais, or Joyce, or Celine. But there are authors whose 
transgression against “good style” is subtle, barely visible, hidden, 
discreet; as such, it is not easy to grasp. In such a case, it is all the 
more important to do so. — Milan Kundera, Testaments Betrayed 
 
 
 
 
 



When you work, you are necessarily in absolute solitude. You cannot 
have disciples, or be part of a school. The only work is moonlighting 
and is clandestine. But it is an extremely populous solitude. 
Populated not with dreams, phantasms, or plans, but with 
encounters. An encounter is perhaps the same thing as a becoming, 
or nuptials. It is from the depths of this solitude that you can make 
any encounter whatsoever. You encounter people (and sometimes 
without knowing them or ever having seen them) but also 
movements, ideas, events, entities. All these things have proper 
names, but the proper name does not designate a person or a subject. 
It designates an effect, a zigzag, something which passes or happens 
between two as though under a potential difference: the ‘Compton 
effect,’ the ‘Kelvin effect.’ We said the same thing about becomings: it 
is not one term which becomes the other, but each encounters the 
other, a single becoming which is not common to the two, since they 
have nothing to do with one another, but which is between the two, 
which has its own direction, a bloc of becoming, an a-parallel 
evolution. This is it, the double capture, the wasp AND the orchid: 
not even something which would be in the one, or something which 
would be in the other, even if it had to be exchanged, be mingled, but 
something which is between the two, outside the two, and which 
flows in another direction. To encounter is to find, to capture, to 
steal, but there is no method for finding other than a long 
preparation. Stealing is the opposite of plagiarizing, copying, 
imitating, or doing like. Capture is always a double-capture, theft a 
double-theft, and it is that which creates not something mutual, but 
an asymmetrical block, an a-parallel evolution, nuptials, always 
‘outside’ and ‘between.’ So this is what it would be, a conversation. ... 
the conjunction AND is neither a union, nor a juxtaposition, but the 
birth of a stammering, the outline of a broken line which always sets 
off at right angles, a sort of active and creative line of flight. — 
Deleuze, Dialogues II 
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Aleksandr Kruchenykh  

A Declaration of The Word As Such 
 

 
 

TRANSLATED FROM THE RUSSIAN  
BY ADAM SIEGEL 

 
 
Aleksei Eliseevich Kruchenykh (1886–1968): cubo-futurist, co-author of 
Russian Futurism’s most provocative manifestoes (“A Slap in the Face of 
Public Taste,” “A Trap for Judges”) and its main theoretician. Poet and 
graphic designer, Zaumnik, leading figure among those futurists and 
fellow travellers committed to the zaumnyi (generally translated, 
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somewhat unsatisfactorily, as "transrational" or "trans-sense"), i.e., a 
poetics of pure sound, sound divorced from or devoid of intentional 
meaning, to further a poetry whose pleasure was derived from its purely 
synaesthetic and associative phonotactic properties. 

Kruchenykh's "A Declaration of the Word as Such," as a rhetorical 
salvo and statement of purpose, encapsulates the poetics of Russian 
Futurism (“A new verbal form creates new content, not the other way 
around”). 

Kruchenykh's “Declaration” also anticipates the direction of his 
later poetics, his move beyond the parricidal excesses of Mayakovsky et 
al., and their call to hurl Pushkin, Dostoevsky, Tolstoy, “etc., etc.” from the 
steamship of modernity. Here Kruchenykh signals his intention to pay a 
subtler form of attention to places in the verbal texture “where 
everything begins to slip.” 

Active throughout the twenties, (self)-publishing mostly in small 
runs (150 copies for a title was not atypical) of pamphlets and chapbooks, 
Kruchenykh the zaumnik advanced a poetics of “texture” and “shift,” 
which arguably constitutes a significant component in a long-hidden or 
at least overlooked theoretical framework for the creative revolution in 
the early Soviet era: by proposing and refining an aesthetics of paratactic 
immanence, Kruchenykh’s work informed that of his generation (cf., 
Eisenstein, Pudovkin, Shklovsky, Tret’yakov), indirectly exerting an 
(unrecognized) international influence over the course of the past 
century. 

Kruchenykh published his last two books, Ironiada and 
Rubiniada, in 1930. Mayakovsky’s suicide that same year and the 
Gleichschaltungen of Stalinist cultural politics silenced him. — Adam 
Siegel 
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A DECLARATION  
OF THE WORD AS SUCH 

 
 
4) Thought and speech are unable to keep up with the experience of 
inspiration, and thus the artist is free to express himself not only 
through a common language (concepts) but even through a personal 
(the individual creator) one, a language that has no fixed meanings 
(un_frozen_), transrational. A common language binds, but a free one 
allows for fuller expression. 
 
(Example: go osneg kayd...) 
 
5) Words die, but the world is eternally young. The artist saw the 
world anew and like Adam gave names to everything. A lily is 
beautiful, but "liliya" is a hideous word: manhandled, "gang-raped." So 
I call the lily "euy" — and its original purity is restored. 
 
2) Consonants form existence, nationality, weight; vowels on the 
contrary form a universal language. A poem solely of vowels: 
 
o e a 
i e e i 
a e e e 
 
3) Verse (unconsciously) forms series of vowels and consonants. These 
series are inviolable. Better to substitute one word for another, 
similar less in sense than in sound (bast — nast — gost). The same 
vowels and consonants, as they are replaced by lines, depict drawings 
that are themselves inviolable (for example, I-III-I-I-III). Thus it is 
impossible to translate from one language into another, one could 
simply write a poem in Latin characters and provide a gloss. U(p) t(il) 
n(ow), translations have been cribs; as works of art, they are the 
rudest form of vandalism. 
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1) A new verbal form creates new content, not the other way around. 
 
6) Forming new words, I bring new content, where everything begins 
to slip. 
 
7) In art there can be unresolved dissonances — "unpleasant to the 
ear" — for there is dissonance in our souls (bad-voice) as is licensed in 
the first example: dyr bul shchyl, etc. 
 
8) In music, sound; in portraiture, paint; in poetry: letters (thought = 
insight + sound + line + paint). 
 
9) In transrational poetry a supreme and definitive universality and 
economy is achieved — (eco-art). Example: kho-bo-po... 
 
10) And so art, rather than tapering off, acquires new realms; rather 
than dying off, it is resurrected. 
 
soothsayer poet-cubo-futurist 
Aleks (Aleksandr) Kruchenykh 
1913–1917 
April–May 
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Декларация слова как такового 
 
 
4) Мысль и речь не успевают за переживанием вдохновенного, поэтому 
художник волен выражаться не только общим языком (понятия) но и 
личным (творец индивидуален), и языком, не имеющим определенного 
значения (не застывшим), заумным. Общий язык связывает, свободный 
позволяет выразиться полнее. 
(Пример: го оснег кайд...) 
 
5) Слова умирают, мир вечно юн. Художник увидел мир по-новому и, как 
Адам, дает всему свои имена. Лилия прекрасна, но безобразно слово 
лилия, захватанное и “изнасилованное”. Поэтому я называю лилию еуы 
— первоначальная чистота восстановлена. 
 
2) Согласные дают быт, национальность, тяжесть, гласные — обратное 
— вселенский язык. Стихотворение из одних гласных: 
 
о е а 
и е е и 
а е е е 
 
3) Стих дает (бессознательно) ряды гласных и согласных. Эти ряды 
неприкосновенны. Лучше заменять слово другим, близким не по мысли, а 
по звуку (лыки — мыки — кыка). Одинаковые гласные и согласные, 
будучи заменены чертами, образуют рисунки, кои неприкосновенны 
(например, I—III—I—I—III). Поэтому переводить с одного языка на 
другой нельзя, можно лишь написать стихотворение латинскими буквами 
и дать подстрочник. Бывшие д<о> с<их> п<ор> переводы лишь 
подстрочники; как художественные произведения — они грубейший 
вандализм. 
 
1) Новая словесная форма создает новое содержание, а не наоборот. 
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6) Давая новые слова, я приношу новое содержание, где все стало 
скользить. 
 
7) В искусстве могут быть неразрешенные диссонансы — “неприятное 
для слуха” — ибо в нашей душе есть диссонанс (зло-глас) которым и 
разрешается первый пример: дыр бул щыл и т.д. 
 
8) В музыке — звук, в живописи — краска, в поэзии — буква (мысль = 
прозрение + звук + начертание + краска). 
 
9) В заумной поэзии достигается высшая и окончательная всемирность и 
экономия — (эко-худ). Пример: хо-бо-ро... 
 
10) Всем этим искусство не суживается, а приобретает новые поля, не 
умерщвляется, а воскрешается. 
 
баяч-будетлянин-поэт-кубофутурист 
Алексей (Александр) Крученых 
1913–17 
апрель–май. 



 

TRANSLATING ÉLUARD & CHAR: 

THE BEAN JUMPS 
 

 

           Valentine Hugo, René Char and Paul Éluard, Gordes (1931) 

 

NANCY KLINE 

 

My mother had aphasia at the very end of her life and sounded, 
sometimes, like Gertrude Stein. Or a Surrealist poet. She was a 
writer, my mother, and even at the end she never lost her syntax. It 
was her words she lost — or found. Her most Surrealist utterance 
being:  
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Skillet! Skillet! 
She has gone to an extent 
To spread her trestle. 

 

I don’t know what this text means. But if I had the right dictionary, I 
could translate it. 

An authentic Surrealist poem that I have translated — and 
that my mother’s lament calls to mind, in its opacity — is Éluard’s 
“Mascha riait aux anges.” Here is his six-line text, in the original 
French and in my translation: 
 

Mascha riait aux anges 
 
L’heure qui tremble au fond du temps tout embrouillé 
 
Un bel oiseau léger plus vif qu’une poussière 
Traîne sur un miroir un cadavre sans tête 
Des boules de soleil adoucissent ses ailes 
Et le vent de son vol affole la lumière 
 
Le meilleur a été découvert loin d’ici. 
 
 
Masha was beaming 

  
The hour trembling at the root of tangled time 

 
A lovely feathery bird quicker than a speck of dust 
Drags a headless corpse across a mirror 
Spheres of sun soften its wings 
And the wind of flight maddens the light 

 
The best was discovered far from here.1   
 

                                                   
1 Paul Éluard, Capital of Pain, tr. by Mary Ann Caws, Patricia Terry, and Nancy Kline 
(2006) 124–125. Hereafter (CP). 
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I couldn’t say what this text means; perhaps you can. But I 
translated it.  

I can identify in its six verses a lexicon of Surrealist — and 
specifically Éluardian — substantives: a decapitated corpse (as we 
know, “exquisite corpses” were big with the Surrealists); a mirror; a 
bird, dust, madness. And flight, which recurs throughout Éluard’s 
Capital of Pain, the book in which this poem appears.  

That flight recurs so frequently in this collection is 
unsurprising, since the poet’s wife at the time fled into various other 
people’s arms and the poet himself fled from his pain.  

And then came home to write about it. As we all do. 
I can pick out the scattered alexandranes and assonances and 

rhymes, and the image that suggests Icarus: Spheres of sun soften its 
wings. And in the last line, “The best was discovered far from here,” I 
can hear the echo of Baudelaire’s “Anywhere Out of This World.” I’m 
dazzled by the shimmer of light driven crazy by flight and the way the 
hour trembles in a tangle of time. But I can’t say I understand the 
poem. 

I have to pause here for a parenthesis about Éluard’s friend 
and sometime colleague René Char, whom I knew, years after his 
brief association with Surrealism. When I said to him, once, that 
some of his own poetry — Char’s poetry — might be seen as 
hermetic, he responded: How could he, a grandson of Rimbaud, 
Mallarmé, Scève — how could he be called hermetic?  

Besides which, he said, poems should be mysterious.  
He recounted a story from his Surrealist days. There was a 

jumping bean, he told me, and that imbecile Caillois said, We have to 
open it to see what’s inside. But Breton said, No! Breton was right, for 
once. Whether the worm inside is eating or changing place or trying to 
get out, what’s interesting about that? What’s interesting is that the bean 
jumps. 
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You have to enter into poems, Char said, listen to the verses that 
are mysterious to you as you would listen in a cathedral to Josquin des 
Pres or Monteverdi, music distant from us but full of hunting horns.2 

I’ll settle for the hunting horns in Éluard’s text.  
But although I don’t like to admit this, when it came to 

translating its title, I tripped. I didn't know the French idiom “rire 
aux anges,” which — if translated word for word — means to laugh 
or smile at the angels. And because the phrase “Masha Smiled at the 
Angels” sounded no odder, to my ear, than the rest of the poem, it 
didn’t even occur to me to check.  

Happily, I learned the title’s idiomatic meaning before we 
went to press, and I changed it to “Masha Was Beaming.” Not 
without regret, I have to say, feeling that something — a touch of 
whimsy? of humor? — might have been lost in being correct! 

Not to worry. Recently, I went looking for the text in the 
edition of Capital of Pain that Mary Ann Caws and Patricia Terry and 
I translated. I hadn’t seen our book’s Table of Contents since I’d 
corrected the title. And there it was: “Mascha riait aux anges/ Marsha 
was beaming.”  

Oh no! How did this happen?  
I thought about it. 
Our publisher is located in Boston, where I lived for many 

years; I can recognize a Boston accent when I hear it. And I can only 
speculate that somewhere along the line, somebody had a Boston 
accent. In that town, Marsha is pronounced “Masha.”  

I hope that Éluard, if he’s listening, is smiling at the angels. 
 
     

Here, then, is a pitfall of translating Surrealism — so many of its 
images make no rational sense (that’s the whole point) that terms you 
would naturally scrutinize in translating, say, René Char, you risk 

                                                   
2 René Char, Furor and Mystery & Other Writings, ed. and tr. by Mary Ann Caws & 
Nancy Kline (2010) 517. Hereafter (FM). 
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sliding past. Char’s enigmas demand our scrutiny, seem always to 
encapsulate an authorial meaning, if only you can decipher it. Not so, 
all of Éluard’s. 

And then, you may be having too much fun to slow down. 
Capital of Pain is full of jokes. Éluard, like many of his colleagues — 
and like the Dadaists before them — loved to play. 

However: as we know, Dada and Surrealism, for all their 
playfulness, arose out of the cataclysm of the First World War; they 
sprouted from the ruins that it left behind. Ruins on which the 
Second World War built. And the Surrealist (if he is that) whose work 
I know the best, Char, gives voice to the wreckage. In fact, much of 
his poetry might be said to take its form from the rubble:  

“La quantité de fragments me déchire,” he wrote. “Et debout 
se tient la torture.” [The quantity of fragments tears me apart. And 
the torture is endured upright.] (FM, 54) 

Whether or not Char was ever really a Surrealist — he denied 
it when I knew him, even though he’d spent five years as an official 
member of the movement — it is not, as is so often the case in 
Surrealist texts, the shock of juxtapositions or images originating in 
the dream or the unconscious mind that makes his poems difficult to 
translate. What makes this poet so difficult, it seems to me, is the 
quality of his language, its elliptical density — what’s left after the 
explosion — coupled with his own avowed ambivalence about how 
much a poem should reveal:  

“Tu es reposoir d’obscurité sur ma face trop offerte, poème,” 
he writes. [Poem, you are a wayside altar of darkness on my too 
freely offered face.] (FM 376–377)  

For me, the quintessential experience of reading and 
translating René Char is to be suspended in transparency, in a lucid 
and radiant series of fragments or prose poems, only to be 
confronted, quite suddenly, with an enigma that clearly means — but 
what? 

Mystery is central to Char’s poetry. The book of his that I just 
translated with Mary Ann Caws is called Furor and Mystery.  
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And central, too, is “[c]et instant où la beauté, après s’être 
longtemps fait attendre surgit des choses communes, traverse notre 
champ radieux, lie tout ce qui peut être lié, allume tout ce qui doit 
être allumé de notre gerbe de ténèbres.”3 [That instant when beauty, 
having kept us waiting for so long, abruptly rises out of common 
things, cuts across our radiant field of vision, binds together all that 
can be bound, lights all that must be set alight in our sheaf of 
shadows.] 

This illuminative flash of beauty is clearly akin to the 
Surrealists’ marvelous in everyday life. But it is more than that. For in 
Char’s universe, Beauty is a moral force. He wrote his wartime 
journal, Leaves of Hypnos, in the years 1943 to 1944, while actively 
plunged in the French Resistance to the Nazi Occupation of his 
country. Hypnos consists of 237 elliptical, fragmentary, poetic texts, 
some of them transparent, some not, all written, as he tells us, “dans 
la tension, la colère, la peur, l’émulation, le dégoût, la ruse, le 
recueillement furtif, l’illusion de l’avenir, l’amitié, l’amour.” [under 
stress, in anger, fear, emulation, disgust, guile, furtive meditation, 
the illusion of a future, friendship, love.] (FM 132–133) And this 
heartbreaking record of the war ends with the following verse:  

“Dans nos ténèbres, il n’y a pas une place pour la Beauté. 
Toute la place est pour la Beauté.” [In our shadows, there is not one 
space for Beauty. The whole space is for Beauty.] (FM 214–215) 

Thus, as the Occupation ends — the years of brutality and 
terror and loss — Char evokes freedom as it makes its slow way back 
into his devastated world: freedom returns, he writes, “along this 
white line.... a swan on the wound.] (FM 85)  

Cygne sur la blessure.  
This image of la liberté gliding silent, lovely and imperturbable 

as a swan, curative, over the wound the earth has become — this 
image strikes me as purely beautiful, and as astonishing in its 

                                                   
3 Char, Oeuvres complètes (Editions Gallimard: 1983) 757. Hereafter (OC). 
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unlikely juxtaposition of “swan” and “wound” as the most exquisite 
corpse.  

Of course the French word for swan, “cygne,” sounds like —
 though it isn’t spelled like — “signe,” the French word for sign. 
Language returns to the poet in the same instant that his freedom 
does.  

And that is lost in translation. 
What isn’t lost in translation, even missing Char’s double-

entendre, is the emotional weight of the image. An emotional weight 
that we encounter in so many of his poems, even the most (dare I use 
the word?) incomprehensible, which — like my mother’s anguished 
“Skillet! Skillet!” — cannot be understood “under the reign of logic.”4 
Not with the mind, but with the heart.  

 

                                                   
4 André Breton, First Surrealist Manifesto. In Surrealism: The Modern Artist and His 
World, ed. by Patrick Waldberg (1971). 
 



 
 
 
 

BLAISE CENDRARS 
 

I KILLED 
 
 

 
  
  Otto Dix, Totentanz anno 17 (Höhe toter Mann) / Der Krieg (1924) 
 
 
 

TRANSLATED BY RAINER J. HANSHE 
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INTRO: From Poet to Ape 
 
 

The dawning of a new century on the rise: construction of the Eiffel 
Tower, symbol of industrial and artistic progress and icon of the En-
lightenment, concludes in 1889, the centenary of the French Revolu-
tion and founding of the First Republic. Not long thereafter, Freud & 
Jung will expand the fields of the mind and construct equally monu-
mental conceptual structures, mapping the unconscious and the 
shadow, presaging the mapping by physicists of dark energy and dark 
matter in the late 20th century. In 1905, Einstein will publish his theo-
ry of special relativity, and in 1915 his theory of general relativity, ex-
ploding notions of space & time, consequently provoking a revolution 
as monumental if not greater than the Copernican. It is also the epoch 
of cinema, its birth oft considered to be December 28, 1895, the day 
the first film was screened at the Lumière brothers Cinématographe. 
Conversely, the terrors of WWI would bring to bear against the prom-
ise of a new century, the potential that is of an ever-more pacific and 
refined civilization, its first forbidding foil. 

In the midst of these events, the Swiss-French writer Blaise 
Cendrars, who was born the year construction on the Eiffel Tower 
began, establishes himself as one of the most intrepid and iconoclastic 
figures of the 20th century. Nomadic writer par excellence, Cendrars 
began his writing life as a poet and would have his hand in almost 
every art and pen almost every kind of text, from poems to stories 
and novels to reportage, radio plays, ballet texts and film scripts. He 
also worked as a translator, anthologist (of African myths, legends, 
poems, and modern writing), and with Cocteau and Paul Laffitte, 
founded Les Éditions de La Sirène, co-editing and overseeing projects 
such as a monumental edition of Casanova’s Memoires, reprints of 
Villon, Nerval, Baudelaire, Lautréamont, and Apollinaire, not to 
speak of, as he would have us believe, tracts, anthologies, mystical 
writings, Alexandrian and Byzantine novels, painters’ sketchbooks 
and more. Cendrars’s activities were not, however, restricted to the 
ateliers and editing rooms; he was active on battlefields, too. 
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In 1914, to defend his adopted country, Cendrars would join 
the Foreign Legion and fight in WWI, which interrupted his writing 
life due not only to the consumption of his time but, more significant-
ly, to the loss of a limb. He fought on the front line at Somme, where 
he was stationed from mid-December 1914 until February of 1915. 
Seven months later, on 28 September 1915, while fighting in the battle 
of Ferme Navarin in the Marne Valley, Cendrars would lose the lower 
half of his right arm and thus, his writing hand. These war experienc-
es feature in several of his books, including La main coupée (The sev-
ered hand) and what follows hereafter in English translation, “J’ai 
tué” (I killed). He does not speak of the maiming in “J’ai tué”; that 
trauma is what opens “J’ai saigné” (I bled), its companion volume, 
which is more sanguine and melancholic, more anguished, an explicit 
account of the injury. Significantly, the wound figures in La main 
coupée, where, twenty-eight years later, Cendrars transforms it, re-
ferring to his lost hand as a red lily, its fingers anxiously digging into 
a floor to take root: “une grande fleur épanouie, un lys rouge, un bras 
humain tout ruisselant de sang, un bras droit sectionné au-dessus du 
coude et dont la main encore vivante fouissait le sol des doigts comme 
pour y prendre racine et dont la tige sanglante se balançait douce-
ment avant de tenir son équilibre.”1 The stigma of the wound clearly 
remained over time, but if Cendrars’s physical if not psychic equilib-
rium was under threat, mytho-poetics seems to have brought him a 
sense of balance. Although he started writing La main coupée as early 
as 1918, it would not be published till 1946, making “J’ai tué” the first 
publication about his time as a soldier.2 

Maimed but not broken, Cendrars would eventually regain his 
desire, as well as the physical ability, to write; perhaps, as he explains 
in a poem written prior to La main coupée, it emboldened him to up-

                                                   
1 Blaise Cendrars, La main coupée (Paris: Editions Flammarion, 1975) 118. 
2 Originally published by A la belle Edition in 1918. It featured five wood engravings 
by Fernand Léger, a close friend of Cendrars. The text was printed in red ink, two of 
the engravings were printed in blue and two in red, and the cover was blue and yel-
low. The book was 18 cm x 18.5 cm and enclosed in a blue Morocco clamshell case. 
Limited to 353 copies. 
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hold Orion as his polestar, as well as his lost hand itself, a dead limb 
transformed into a living constellation: 
 
   ORION 

This is my star 
 It has the form of a hand 
 It’s my hand rising to heaven 
 During all of the war I saw Orion through a crenel 
 When the Zeppelins came to bomb Paris they always came from Orion 

Today I have it above my head 
The great mast pierces the palm of that hand which must hurt 
Like my severed hand hurts pierced as it is by a continual sting3 

 
In 1916, while struggling with the psychic lacerations of the 

horrors of the war, as well as the trauma of losing his writing hand, 
Cendrars trained himself not only to type one-handed but also to 
write with his left hand.4 If at least one poem, “La Guerre au Luxem-
bourg,”5 and one short prose text, “Profond aujourd’hui” (1917), pre-
date “J’ai tué,” the latter is one of his earliest post-WWI texts, one of 
the first he writes with his left hand.6 As a brief account of the war, 
“J’ai tué” could be characterized as reportage, but how closely it hews 
to fact and personal experience is indeterminable. On the original ti-
                                                   
3 “Orion,” Le Formose (1924). The small star just above Cendrars’s right shoulder in 
Modigliani’s Portrait de Blaise Cendrars (1916–1918) is a subtle reference to this. 
4 Cendrars had at least two different mechanical limbs but abandoned use of them. 
Albert t’Serstevens recollects the final rejection of the device: “Maurice Barrès gave 
him a marvelous orthopedic device, an arm made of ash wood and aluminum which, 
with the slightest pressure, clenched the fingers on their metallic hinges. For a 
while, Cendrars enjoyed using the limb. He just abandoned [it] in a station; when he 
was going on a trip, he deposited it at the left luggage office, thus lightening his 
load.” See L’homme que fut Blaise Cendrars (1972) 414–15. 
5 This features six drawings by Moise Kisling. It was published in 1916 by Daniel 
Niestlé, who had also volunteered to fight in the Foreign Legion and was a friend of 
both Cendrars and Kisling, another veteran. The book is dedicated to three of their 
dead comrades. Upon publication, the cover was censored. In one signed copy of the 
poem Cendrars ironically refers to it as “this little book about the first games of a 
new civilization.” 
6 At the end of his life, Cendrars would suffer from hemiplegia, which paralyzed 
much of the left half of his body, once again making writing a challenging if not 
difficult task. He died in Paris on 21 January 1961 and was first buried in the Ci-
metière des Batignolles. Thirty-three years later, his remains would be transferred 
to Tremblay-sur-Mauldre. 
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tle page of the book, Cendrars himself refers to his text simply as 
“prose.” Richard Sieburth calls “J’ai tué” a “laconic, shell-shocked 
first-person report from the trenches,” yet, although laconic, it is 
hardly the report of a shell-shocked person. It is too alert, too incan-
descent, a stroboscopic prose poem whose cadence and beat replicate 
the swift, sharp, severe cadence and beat of war as well as its vile 
odors and vulgar imaginings. The text is hyper-lucid, suffused with 
energy, force, and dynamism, as muscular if not as violent as war it-
self, but perceived from the vantage point of Cendrars’s Brahmin-like 
consciousness. The noises of combat, its demonic precision, & how its 
infernal machinery functions with a terrible, regimented logic — like 
the ordered days of Sade’s 120 Days of Sodom —, makes Cendrars 
think of mathematics and the music of the spheres. Equally so, the 
respiration of the world itself evokes for him Baudelaire’s poetics. 
These are not the reflections of a soldier partisan to violence, and this 
consciousness, a grander, all-seeing cosmic perspective that abjures 
nationalistic and militaristic rhetoric, informs “J’ai tué.” Set as it was 
in red ink, it is explicitly a text of blood, one born not only of lacera-
tions, injuries, and wounds, but murder. 

In relation to the effects “J’ai tué” conveys, whether or not 
Cendrars himself actually murdered a German soldier is immaterial, 
for its principal concern is in depicting how even a poet can be dehu-
manized to such a degree, mutated that is into an ape-like marionette 
of pure matter, that he will commit murder. This mechanization and 
fragmentation is also evident in Léger’s fractured cubist drawings 
where not only space and time collapse upon one other, but the hu-
man body itself is split and violated, if not crushed by the overfull 
world around it. Not whole, not distinct, but uniform, as if cut in slic-
es by the rigors of war, though still alive. In one of the drawings there 
is even an image of a dangling arm free-floating in space, adjacent to 
a bandaged soldier with what seems to resemble a tear beneath his 
eye, a probable reference to Cendrars’s own wound, if not to every 
maimed or disfigured soldier.  
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All that the Eiffel Tower symbolizes is then questioned in “J’ai 
tué” as a force that has likewise contributed to horror, to an irrepress-
ible power that can possess even the most refined — the poet — and 
turn him into a murderous fiend, yet, as Cendrars intimates, the en-
tire earth is complicit. The pronoun “on” (we) is generally used 
throughout the text, Cendrars only switching to “Je” (I) in key mo-
ments, one an instance of individuality, of the reverie the poet has of 
Baudelaire, another when the ghastly machinery of war has taken 
possession of the poet and extinguished his individuality. If this is an 
individual it is one denuded of self, an “I” of the herd, only a number, 
a functionary. This brute reduction is explicitly signaled at the end of 
“J’ai tué” when the enemy is seen not as a human, but as an ape. In-
voking the lex talionis and the Old Testament, the poet himself is also 
no longer human but an avenging savage whose sense of reason has 
gone amok. If one of ours is killed, one of yours must die as well. 

Is this pure inevitability, an inescapable probability pro-
grammed by the Commander-in-Chief’s prayer calculus of violence? 
As Cendrars says in La main coupée, “war is not a pretty sight and 
what you see when you take an active part in it, when you are just a 
simple man lost in the ranks, a service number among millions, is al-
together stupid and seems to obey no overall plan but chance. To the 
expression ‘march or die’ could be added the axiom ‘go wherever I 
push you’! And that was exactly how it was: we went, we pushed, we 
fell, we died, we got up, we marched and we started all over again.” 
This clearly evokes Abel Gance’s antiwar film, J’accuse, which was 
shot in 1918 and first released in 1919, just one year after the comple-
tion of Cendrars’s text, which he wrote while on set working as 
Gance’s assistant. Cendrars is featured in its final haunting scene 
wherein soldiers are depicted rising from their graves, returning to 
question the living about why they were killed, and what, if anything, 
they died for. Gance also used other veterans who had been disfigured 
in the war, many of whom resemble the malformed, monstrous sub-
jects of some of Otto Dix’s more gruesome paintings and etchings. 
This cavalcade of actual mutilated figures renders palpable the grue-
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some effects of war, the resurrected soldiers a terrible j’accuse that 
sends the rest of society fleeing in horror.  

The creation of Cendrars’s “J’ai tué” and Gance’s J’accuse are 
then intertwined, each perhaps informing the other, and both are an-
tipathetic visions of war, something undeniably horrific to Cendrars, 
a man who even carried trunks of books with him on his journeys into 
the Brazilian jungles. When the Gestapo ransacked his house during 
WWII, destroying his entire library, Cendrars said it brought about 
the temporary extinction of his personality.7 Afterwards, he did not 
write for many years, language having gone silent in him. Even if an 
amorphous, ephemeral strength, language remains a strength, though 
one that doesn’t necessarily enable us to survive terrors. Although it 
is a dwelling place, if it endowed Radnóti with sustaining energy in 
his final days, it did not save him from execution, nor did the strength 
of language sustain Nerval, nor Celan, nor Gherasim Luca. There are 
many others, too, for whom language is an unreachable power, one 
both feared and considered threatening, as can be the books we make 
with it. But if language is lost, when the barbarians threaten to un-
dermine culture by destroying it, whether through burning books, 
pulverizing statues and other unique artifacts, or through murdering 
satirists and thereby silencing a critical and creative power, then hu-
manity itself is under threat of extinction, just as Cendrars personally 
felt temporarily extinct through the destruction of his library. Lan-
guage is a subtle, lasting strength out of which a civilization can be 
built, but if lost, the power to create a civilization is also lost. Without 
books, without the singularity of language, there is our definite eras-
ure. The ape is not far off. 

                                                   
7 Cendrars was wanted by the Gestapo due to his involvement with the British Ex-
peditionary Force as a war correspondent for Paris-Soir. These articles were collect-
ed in Chez l'armée anglaise (Paris: Corrêa, 1940) but, prior to publication, the Gesta-
po confiscated the book. Cendrars recounts this story in L'homme foudroyé, the first 
volume of his autobiographical saga. 
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They come. From all horizons. Day and night. 1,000 trains disgorge 
men and material. In the evening, we cross a deserted city. In this 
city, there is a large hotel: modern, fancy, and square. It is the G.Q.G. 
Cars with flags, packing crates, a swinging oriental chair. Very distin-
guished adolescents, in impeccable chauffeur’s clothes, talk and 
smoke. A yellow novel on the sidewalk, a spittoon and a bottle of co-
logne. Behind the hotel, there is a small villa hidden behind the trees. 
You can barely see the facade. A white shape. The road passes in front 
of the gate, turns, and runs along the wall of the estate. We’re sudden-
ly marching on a thick bed of straw that absorbs the sluggish noise of 
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thousands and thousands of oncoming boots. All you hear is the rustle 
of arms swinging in rhythm, the clink of a bayonet, a bracelet, or the 
flat thud of a canteen. The breathing of a million men. Muffled pulsa-
tion. Involuntarily, everyone sits up and looks at the house, the very 
common little house. A light filters between disjointed shutters, and 
in this light an amorphous shadow comes and goes. It’s HIM. Have 
pity on the Commander-in-Chief’s insomnias, for he brandishes the 
table of logarithms like a prayer machine. A calculation of the proba-
bilities knocks him cold. Silence. It rains. At the end of the wall, the 
straw stops. We’ll fall and be re-waddling in the mud. This is the dark 
night. The marching songs begin again. 
 

Catherine has pig feet 
Ugly ankles 

Knock-knees 
A musty crack 
Rotten breasts 

 

Here are the historic roads stretching up to the front. 
 

Ours are the broads 
With hair on their asses 
We’ll watch ‘em again 

When the troops (repeat) 
We’ll watch ‘em again 

When the troops’ll return 
.............................................. 

Soldier, grab your gear 
Now you see him, now you don’t 

My old buddies! 
Another Arab gets fucked in the ass 

In the officer’s trench 
.............................................. 

Grumpy Father 
Pull down your pants 

Look, here’s the sausage (three times) 
For Alsatians, Swiss, and Lorrains 
................................................... 
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Bang, bang the Arbi 
The jackals are over there 
.........................................  

It was a spring evening 
In the far-south a marching troop 

......................................................... 
Then the Bat d’Af’ passes 
Breaks out and out again 

Save the Tonkinese 
Within three months they get out 
.................................................. 

 
Trucks rumble on. Left, right, everything moves awkwardly, heavily. 
Everything advances in the same direction by spurts, by jerks. Col-
umns, masses give way. Everything trembles. It smells of a horse’s 
burning ass, Motosacoche, phenol and anise.8  The air is so heavy, the 
night so suffocating, the fields so putrid it’s like swallowing rubber. 
Father Pinard’s stinking breath poisons nature.9 Long live Aramon, 
which burns in the belly like a vermilion medal!10 Suddenly a plane 
takes off in an explosion of backfire. Clouds engulf it. The moon rolls 
behind. And the poplars of the national highway spin like the spokes 
of a vertiginous wheel. The hills tumble. The night cedes to this pres-
sure. The veil is torn. All at once everything breaks, cracks, booms. 
General commotion. A thousand blasts. Infernos, fires, explosions. 
It’s an avalanche of cannons. The thunder roll. Barricades. The firing 
pin. In light of the looming departure, oblique, ambiguous men, the 
index of a signboard, a crazy horse. The batting of an eyelid. The flash 
of magnesium. A quick snapshot. Everything disappears. We saw the 
                                                   
8 Motosacoche is a Swiss motorcycle manufacturer, founded in Geneva in 1899 by 
Henri and Armand Dufaux. At the first Bol d’or in Paris (1922), which was held in 
the St-Germain Forest, the winner of the race covered a distance of more than 750 
miles on a 500cc Motosacoche. 
9 Pinard was a type of red wine (of the Burgundy variety) rationed to French troops 
during WWI that the soldiers affectionately dubbed Father Pinard. The term moved 
beyond their lexicon and was made popular after the war. 
10 A variety of red wine grape that is blue-black in color and which hails from the 
Languedoc-Roussillon region of southern France. It is also referred to as Ugni Noir 
(Provence), Rabalairé, Pisse-vin, Gros Bouteillan & other names. 
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phosphorescent sea of the trenches, and the black holes. We pile into 
the parallel side, crazy, hollow, haggard, drenched, exhausted and 
flushed out. Long hours of waiting. We shivered under the shells. 
Long hours of rain. A little cold. A little grey.11 Finally dawn creeps in. 
Devastated countryside. Frozen grass. Dead soil. Sickly pebbles. Cru-
ciform barbed wire. The eternal waiting. We are under the arc of the 
shells. We hear the big honeys enter the station. There are locomo-
tives in the air, invisible trains, crashing, smashing up. Including the 
double blow of Rimailhos.12 The toiling of the 240. The great fart of 
the long 120. The roaring spin of the 155. The crazy meow of the 75. 
An archway opens over our heads. Sounds drop out in male and fe-
male pairs. Gnashing. Hissing. Ululating. Neighing. This thicket spits, 
trumpets, screams, cries and laments. Steel chimeras and rutting mas-
todons. Apocalyptic mouth, open pocket, from which inarticulate 
words plunge, huge as drunken whales. It interlocks, forms sentences, 
takes on meaning, redoubles intensity. It is precise. We discern a par-
ticular ternary rhythm, a proper cadence, like a human accent. Over 
time, this terrifying noise is really no more noticeable than the noise 
of a fountain. We think of a jet of water, a cosmic jet of water, for it is 
regular, orderly, continuous, mathematic. The music of the spheres. 
The breathing of the world. I clearly see the plain corsage of a woman 
gently stirring with emotion. It rises and falls. It’s round. Powerful. I 
dream of Baudelaire’s “The Giantess.” A silver whistle. The colonel 
leaps forward open armed. It’s H hour. We march to the attack smok-
ing cigarettes. Immediately the German machine guns go rat-a-tat-
tat. Coffee grinders rotate. Bullets crackle. Marching forward we 
raise the left shoulder, shoulder blade twisted to the face, every bone 
disarticulated to make ourselves into shields. Our heads burnt with 
fevers, anxiety abounding. We were jittery. But we march all the 
same, well aligned and with calm. There is no chief officer any more. 

                                                   
11 “Petit gris,” a common French idiom of 1914–18 meaning tobacco. 
12 A reference to the 155mm Rimailho Howitzer, used by France during WWI, which 
was designed by Capt. Emile Rimailho, a French artillery officer. Its name is also 
similar to the archaic French verb rimailler, which means to write bad poetry, an 
echo surely not lost on Cendrars, and clearly intended. 
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Instinctively we follow the one who always showed the most compo-
sure, often a lowly private. Without bluff. There are even a few bawl-
ers who are killed shouting: “Vive la France!” or: “For my wife!” Gen-
erally, it’s the most taciturn who takes command and leads, followed 
by a few hysterics. This group stimulates the others. The braggart is 
made small. The ass brays. The chicken hides. The weak fall to their 
knees. The thief abandons you. Some even pick your pockets. The 
cowardly turtles sneak to the trenches. Others play dead. And a whole 
gang of poor devils are bravely killed without knowing how or why. 
And they fall! Now the grenades explode in the deep water. We’re 
surrounded by flames and smoke. And a senseless fear knocks us into 
the German trench. After a vague clamor, we recognize each other. 
We organize the conquered position. The guns go off alone. We’re all 
suddenly there, among the dead and wounded. Without respite. “For-
ward! Forward!” We don’t know where the order comes from. And we 
start by abandoning the plunder. Now we march in the tall grass. We 
see demolished cannons, upturned landmines, fields scattered with 
shells. Machine guns fire at you from behind. There are Germans eve-
rywhere. They have to cross the barrage of gunfire. The great black 
Austrians crush and boil an entire section. Limbs fly in the air. A gob 
of blood hits me in the face. We hear heart-rending cries. We jump 
into abandoned trenches. We see heaps of corpses, ignoble as the 
sacks of rag pickers; shell holes filled, to the brim, like garbage cans; 
terrines filled with nameless things, juices, meats, clothing and stacks 
of shit. Then, in corners, behind bushes, in a sunken road, we see the 
humiliated corpses, frozen like mummies, making a little Pompeii. 
Planes fly so low you have to duck. There’s a village to seize down 
there. It’s a big take. Reinforcements arrive. Bombardments resume. 
Winged torpedoes, trench mortars. After half an hour, we rush for-
ward. Twenty-six of us make the position. The prestigious setting of 
crumbling houses and gutted barricades. I should clean it. I have the 
honor of being issued a switchblade. We deal out ten of ‘em and sev-
eral large melinite bombs. Here I have the flick-knife in hand.13 The 

                                                   
13 Cendrars uses the word “eustache” here, Parisian slang for a switchblade suppos-
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whole immense war machine comes down to this. Women dying in 
factories. A population of laborers toiling excessively in mines. The 
striving of scientists, inventors. Every marvelous human activity is 
paying its tribute. 
 

 
 
The wealth of a century of intensive work. The experience of many 
civilizations. The entire surface of the earth is working only for me. 
The minerals come from Chile, the conserves from Australia, the 

                                                                                                                            
edly invented by the infamous criminal and anarchist Jules Bonnot. The Bonnot 
Gang (1911–1912) used cars and repeating rifles prior to their being available to the 
police. The socio-political orientation of the gang was informed by the ideas of Ba-
kunin, Proudhon, Stirner, Ravachol, and Nietzsche. Cf. Richard Parry, The Bonnot 
Gang (1987). 
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leathers from Africa. America sends us machine tools, China sends 
workmanship. The rolling horse was born in the pampas of Argenti-
na. I smoke Arabian tobacco. I have Batavian chocolate in my ruck-
sack. The hands of men and women have made all that I carry with 
me. All races, all climates, all beliefs have collaborated. The oldest 
traditions and the most modern techniques. The bowels and morals of 
the globe are upsurged; still uncharted regions have been exploited 
and harmless beings have learned an inexorable trade. Entire coun-
tries were transformed in a single day. Water, air, fire, electricity, ra-
diography, acoustics, ballistics, mathematics, metallurgy, fashion, 
arts, superstitions, the light bulb, travel, the table, the family, and the 
history of the universe is the uniform I wear. Steamers crossing the 
oceans. Submarines diving. Trains running. Lines of trucks reverber-
ate. Factories explode. In big cities crowds rush to the movies and 
fight for the papers. Deep in the countryside farmers sow and reap. 
Souls pray. Surgeons operate. Financiers get richer. Godmothers 
write letters. A thousand million individuals have dedicated all their 
activities, their strength, their talent, their science, their intelligence, 
their habits, their feelings, their hearts to me for a day. And here to-
day I have the blade in my hand. The flick-knife of Bonnot. “Long live 
humanity!” I feel cold truth cut by a sharp blade. I’m right. My young 
athletic past will suffice. Here I am, nerves tense, muscles bandaged, 
ready to leap into reality. I’ve braved the torpedo, the cannon, mines, 
fire, gas, machine guns, the whole anonymous, demoniac, systematic, 
blind machinery. I will brave man. My fellow. An ape. Eye for eye, 
tooth for tooth. Between us now. At fists, at knives. Merciless. I jump 
on my antagonist. I deal him a terrible blow. The head is almost cut 
off. I killed the Kraut. I was livelier and faster than him. More direct. 
I hit first. I have a sense of reality, me, the poet. I’ve acted. I’ve killed. 
Like one who wants to live. 
 
 

Nice, February 3, 1918 
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Hugo von Hofmannsthal wrote “The Letters of One who Returned” in 
1907, five years after he had written his much more famous fictional 
letter from Lord Chandos to Francis Bacon (“The Letter,” 1902), this 
time situating his letter writer in 1901, at the turn of the 20th century 
(not the Elizabethan age as he had in the former letter). These 1907 
letters, published here in their entirety in English translation for the 
first time,1 can really only be read as a continuation of 
Hofmannsthal’s struggle with the language crisis that his earlier 
letter heralded. In these letters, the writer may be Hofmannsthal’s 
contemporary, but he is distanced from him in another way. While 
Chandos was an aristocratic poet and writer with similarities to 
Hofmannsthal, the return letters are written by an obscure, unnamed 
traveling merchant to his unnamed friend. While Lord Chandos is a 
lapsed poet like Hofmannsthal would himself become (ceasing to 
write poetry after “The Letter,” but nevertheless continuing to write 
plays, libretti, and essays), the latter was never a man of letters or a 
man of easy expression; yet both of them are at a loss for a language 
to express what they are experiencing. Chandos writes, “…the 
language in which I might be able not only to write but to think is 
neither Latin nor English, neither Italian nor Spanish, but a language 
none of whose words is known to me, a language in which the 
inanimate things speak to me….”2 Lord Chandos describes how words 
separated themselves from their meanings just as all things seemed to 
break into pieces, and then more pieces. His alienation from language 
is connected, in other words, to a sense of fragmentation and a loss of 
wholeness and harmony. While before Chandos had no problem 
reconciling seemingly polar opposites, he becomes, in the wake of his 
crisis, paralyzed when it comes to words and their alleged meanings. 
Despite being set in 17th-century Britain, Hofmannsthal’s letter 
implicitly spoke to a crisis of language experienced at the turn of the 
century in Austro-Hungary and beyond. While some Modernists 
responded to the language crisis with a fatalistic worldlessness or a 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  The	  fourth	  and	  fifth	  letters	  of	  this	  piece	  have	  been	  translated	  by	  Mary	  Hottinger	  and	  
2	  “The	  Letter	  of	  Lord	  Chandos.”	  Selected	  Prose,	  129–141,	  140–141.	  
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call to silence paradoxically framed in many words, others searched 
earnestly for new kinds of languages, availing themselves of 
experimental formal variations, fragmentations, supra-rational 
images and metaphors, or non-linear complexification. These 
strategies aimed to mirror the intermittent lack of wholeness of 
contemporary experience, but also its occasional respite in “moments 
of being” (Woolf), “other conditions” (Musil), “exceptional moments” 
(Proust), “perfect moments” (Sartre), & “rare hours” (Hofmannsthal). 
It is important, thus, amid the pervasive nausea and alienation, the 
struggle with language and the challenge of expressing complex 
internal and external states of consciousness characteristic of much 
Modernist writing, that we do not lose sight of the many valiant and 
successful attempts to create new kinds of languages that would be 
more suitable for expressing the modern experience. And just as 
Chandos’s despair at ever finding a means to translate the language 
objects use to speak to him is indeed answered by the animism and 
anthropomorphism that pervades Rilke’s New Poems (1907), 
Hofmannsthal’s later letter writer also succeeds in finding a suitable 
language in colors, in the paintings of van Gogh; and he himself does 
not give up on trying, against all odds and amid multiple expressions 
of the probable vanity of the attempt, to explain his experience in 
words to his friend — words which, we may presume, come closest to 
approaching his meaning when they are most imagistic, rhythmically 
evocative, and irrational. While the Chandos letter ends with a 
definitive renunciation of writing, these letters end with a slightly 
more hopeful, even ecstatic, sense that there might be a way to learn 
— if not to speak — at least to stutter. Of course, Hofmannsthal’s 
man who returned is in the perfect condition to approximate 
Deleuze’s “foreigner in his own language,” not only literally, but 
figuratively, as he strives to carve “out a non-preexistent foreign 
language within his own language” (a language of color, a language of 
images, a language of disjunctive breaks and fits and starts). Like 
Deleuze’s “great author,” the struggling man who returns “makes the 
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language itself scream, stutter, stammer, or murmur.”3 But before he 
can begin to utter anything intelligible, he must learn to see — to see 
anew, as Malte Laurids Brigge concluded in Rilke’s 1910 novel — a 
novel replete with bouts of existential nausea and alienation from 
objects and people quite similar to Hofmannsthal’s letter writers. The 
one who returns tries to describe “a way of seeing” which is 
crystalized for him after coming upon an exhibition of van Gogh 
paintings, but which he realizes he had experienced before in certain 
rare hours when, as he writes, his own “internal constant sleep” did 
not bar access to it. Just as the most famous injunction (“You must 
change your life”) of Rilke’s New Poems comes from a headless, 
eyeless torso who nevertheless speaks and sees its observer from 
every point, Hofmannsthal’s letter writer suggests that to see anew is 
to be whole, but that one can only approach wholeness insofar as one 
changes one’s life. Yet once the wholeness of something or someone is 
seen, and once this wholeness is experienced as inside as well as 
outside the observer himself, the challenge still remains of how to 
communicate this experience of seeing to others so that they too may 
see. 

The one who has returned is not an artist and eschews 
intellectuality and learning, though he clearly had a past, in Paris, 
mingling with artistically knowledgeable people. Yet since then, he 
has gone practically “primitive” while traveling in South and North 
America, consciously turning his back on an intellectual and 
rationalist Kultur that he had already begun to consider suspect 
before his return. At the same time, he is capable of embracing what 
he often characterizes as an honest, energetic North American-
entrepreneurial business sense. Thus a certain spirit of the new world 
is compared by Hofmannsthal’s letter writer to the moribund 
ossification of old Europe. Despite these adventures in exotic climes 
and values, he kept alive within himself a nostalgic image of the 
Germany and Austria of his youth (imagined with help of memories 
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of old Durer prints and the profound reflecting mirror of some 
volumes of Goethe’s Werther and Wilhelm Meister). This memory is 
quickly betrayed and disappointed by the fragmented superficiality of 
contemporary Germans he encounters on his return. The turn-of-the 
century letter writer is returning to Europe, after having been away 
for 18 years, and he is thus in a position to see anew, to observe, and 
to critique what he comes to judge as a superficial, fragmented 
society. What might have been viewed as an individual language crisis 
for Lord Chandos, is here more explicitly expressed as a general 
socio-cultural problem — the problem of Europe — and part of the 
Endgefühl experienced in the face of the imminent collapse of the 
Austro-Hungarian Empire and the old world traditions and 
certainties with which it was associated. In Exotic Spaces in German 
Modernism, Jennifer Anna Gosetti-Ferencei notes that the “narrator 
issues a challenge to the modern European self and its access, through 
intellect and practical reason, to the essence of reality…” (24); and 
reminds us that the narrator’s critique of the multiplicity and 
fragmentation of modern Germans, “echoes what Hölderlin’s 
Hyperion encounters in Germany: a people ‘tiefunfähig’ (‘deeply 
incapable’) of divine feeling” (26). Gosetti-Ferencei continues the 
comparison, noting the letter writer’s echo of Hyperion’s lament: 
“’Ich kann kein Volk mir denken, das zerissner wäre, wie die 
Deutschen’ (‘I can think of no people who would be so fragmented as 
the Germans’)” (26). Thus, while the alienation of Hofmannsthal’s 
returning man is of his time, it is also a continuation of a tradition 
reaching back to the Romantic era, to Hölderlin and to Schiller’s 
critique in his letters On the Aesthetic Education of Mankind (1794) of 
the fragmentation and alienation of his contemporaries as a result of 
industrialization and specialization. The disintegration of the “whole 
man” was, thus, already a problem in the 18th century. And yet there is 
a very real sense in which both the Chandos letters and those of the 
returning one are specific responses to the malaise and nausea 
accompanying the collapse of values and break down of holistic 
traditions at the turn of the century in Europe. America, both north 
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and south, represents something else to our returning man — an 
authenticity of being and freshness, a wholeness, whether it be 
represented by a wheeling and dealing business man or a poor 
fisherman sleeping on a threadbare mat. His experience of otherness 
as a returner allows him to see his own world anew, and to judge it as 
lacking at first, but then to see it once more through the eyes of van 
Gogh, who, for all his primitivism, is a European too. Thus, in the 
midst of total alienation from objects and persons, our letter writer 
finds a contemporary soul mate (something in him convinces him that 
van Gogh must be of his own generation) who re-animates the world 
of dead objects with the language of forms and colors. Does not the 
example of van Gogh suggest a way for writers, too, to attempt to 
approach the phenomenal world with the all-seeing timeless eyes of 
Rilke’s archaic torso of Apollo? 

While for Chandos simple objects (a pitcher, a dog in the sun, a 
peasant’s hut) “become the vessel of my revelation” (Selected Prose, 
136), for our unnamed returning letter writer, similar common things 
are the impetus for terror as they appear unreal and eerily transitory. 
In fact, there is less of a split than might first be thought. For both, 
objects can be filled with, and drained of meaning, depending on the 
observer’s ability to see into and temporarily merge with them. Just as 
words. Just as faces, gestures, works of art appear sometimes filled 
with significance and other times empty, sometimes as resounding, 
reverberating links between what the mystic Jakob Boehme — whose 
experience with inanimate objects prefigures that of Chandos and the 
man who returned — calls the Weltall (world-all) and the observing, 
participating self, and other times as flat, silent, dead ends which 
reflect back on the subject’s own alienation and disjunction. And yet, 
more clearly, for our more modern letter writer, the same objects 
which previously had appeared artificial to him, when viewed either 
in a van Gogh painting or under the influence of those “rare hours” or 
moments of ecstasy, especially when further removed from the literal 
and logical by the force of their colors, can also be invested with such 
power and meaning as to lift him out of himself and then catapult 
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him back in — and then out again, and to impel him toward an 
experience of oneness with all things and beings. In fact, our letter 
writer is adamant that he does not want to follow any line of thinking 
that will separate him from his fellow humans. And while Chandos 
laments that his servants would never know how much he longs, 
while riding by their huts on his horse on his way to the mansion, to 
exchange his life for their more simple existence, our Modernist 
letter writer sees that in these rare hours he can become one with all 
sorts of people, rich and poor, and can enter into the essence of all 
sorts of objects (waves, ships, clouds), both losing and finding himself. 
David Luft, in his introduction to Hugo von Hofmannsthal and The 
Austrian Idea, writes that following the Chandos letter, Hofmannsthal 
came to believe that language could only be meaningful in a social 
context, and he describes a development in Hofmannsthal from the 
alienated isolation of an aesthete toward social commitment as what 
one of his contemporary critics deems a “spiritual-moral authority” 
(5). Luft then quotes Michael Hamburger as saying that 
Hofmannsthal was committed to bridging “the gulf between private 
vision and social involvement, the language of ecstasy and the 
language of practical life” (5).  

Indeed, Hofmannsthal ascribes an important social role to the 
poet in his 1906 essay, “The Poet and Our Time,” answering some 
questions raised in the Chandos letter and the letters of the one who 
returned. Hofmannsthal notes that readers today are disappointed 
because they are looking to poets as great synthesizers and 
harmonizers of the increasing chaos of the world. Readers, he writes, 
are “searching for what will connect them more strongly than 
anything with the world, and at the same time take from them the 
pressure of the world. They are looking for a self to lean on and 
reassure themselves. They are looking, in short, for the whole magic 
of poetry” (Luft’s transltion, 39). The poet as synthesizer is actually 
not that far from the letter writer’s van Gogh, or even the letter 
writer himself, who seem to want to take within themselves all 
aspects of reality and make them whole. And yet the van Gogh 
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paintings, when first approached, appear to be a jumble of 
disconnected parts, they seem to not guide the viewer toward 
wholeness … nor do the first letters expressing alienation which 
throw together a confused and non-linear set of images and memories 
seem to be leading toward any comprehensive whole, and yet, after 
the letter writer learns to see the paintings, and after the reader of the 
letters follows the writer into the whirlwind of images and conflicting 
impressions far enough to lose herself and gain it again, we see that 
the role of the artist/poet is not necessarily so different than it was 
before. It is just that the formal arrangements, in order to be 
commensurate with what Hofmannsthal calls “the awakened age” in 
this essay, must include the chaos and the confusion, must “do 
without a synthesis.”  

The poet, he writes, is someone who cannot reject any part of 
life; he creates “out of past and present, from animal and human 
being and dream and thing, from large and small, from sublime and 
worthless, the world of relationships.”4 Just as the letter writer can 
find wholeness in all sorts of people, from cowboys to millionaires, 
Hofmannsthal’s poet “runs after … the rich man for his wealth, the 
poor man for his poverty…” (43) and his passion is “to bring 
everything there is into relationship” (43) so that “…what he places 
side by side becomes harmonious” (44). Hofmannsthal paraphrases 
the critiques his contemporaries level at poets, saying, “You wanted to 
flee from the disunited condition of this world and once again found 
fragmentation. You found all of the elements of existence laid bare; 
the mechanics of the mind, physical states, the ambiguous 
relationships of existence, everything lying there abandoned like 
stacked up construction materials for a house. You found in these 
books the same atomization, the decomposition of the human into its 
elements, the disintegration of what together constitutes a great man, 
and you still wanted to look into the enchanted mirror, from which 
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the wasteland would look back at you as a finished construction, the 
dead as the living, the decayed as something eternally blossoming” 
(44–45). To Hofmannsthal, the “awakened age” must “do without a 
synthesis” (47), but, just as the existentialist must work harder to 
create meaning and make choices than a person living in a 
harmonious age where good and evil have already been established, 
the reader in the “awakened age” asks even more of the poet and 
more of him or herself. The modern book “lies there and is silent and 
speaks and is so much more ambiguous, dangerous, and mysterious, 
as everything is more ambiguous, powerful, and mysterious in this 
age that is incomprehensible beyond measure, in the highest sense 
poetic…The age must do without a synthesis, but in thousands of dark 
hours the deep sources do not deny themselves to the individual; and I 
no longer know, when I regard these things in their mysterious, 
beautiful connections, whether I may still speak of impoverished 
births, since after barren times something born from the soul always 
works again on the soul” (47). Reading Modernist writing requires an 
emotional engagement, a willingness to break, as Kafka had it, the 
frozen sea within one. While the reader may be, at first, as confused 
as the man who returned was upon first encountering the canvases of 
van Gogh, after one learns to see anew, such works may function as 
an invigorating temporary “other condition” or respite from the 
alienation and fragmentation of modern (and post-post-modern) life. 
Such experiences should not be viewed merely as escapes from 
chaotic reality, however, but rather as incitements to a continual 
communal creation of new seeing. Modernist works enable the reader 
or viewer to reconfigure the pieces of the world (including their own 
fractured selves) in new arrangements, activating the constant re-
vivification of new vision and perception, the invention of new forms 
of expression (new languages and ways of using language, 
approximating, stuttering, murmuring, et cetera), and allowing for 
the sensation of momentary experiences of new kinds of discordant 
harmony. 
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Hugo von Hofmannsthal 

The Letters of the Returning One 

 

TRANSLATED BY GENESE GRILL 

 

 

The First Letter 

April 1901 

And now I am in Germany again after eighteen years, and am on my 
way to Austria, and I don’t know myself how I feel. On the boat I had 
ideas, preconceptions. In these four months, my preconceptions have 
faded in the face of the real appearance of things, and I don’t know 
what has taken their place: a fractured feeling of the present, a 
scattered torpidity, an internal disorder that approaches 
dissatisfaction — and almost for the first time in my life it befalls me 
that I am afflicted with a feeling about myself. Is it that I have reached 
forty, and that something inside me has become heavier and more 
muffled like my body, something which I never sensed while traveling 
in other districts, but which now — if this is not an attack of 
hypochondria — I begin to sense? 

I had a concept of the Germans, and even as I was approaching 
the border by Wesel, I had it very purely in mind: it was not 
completely identical to the one the English had of us before ’70, yet 
my picture of the Germans was not in harmony with the few books I 
had with me either, neither with Werther nor Wilhelm Meister (that 
which was reflected in these novels always appeared to me like a 
mirror’s image, infinitely profound, lofty, tranquil). Still, I had 
rejected the unfriendly assessment that contemporary Englishmen 



	   37	  

had put in circulation about us: for a people does not transform itself 
to the point of unrecognizability, it merely moves as if in sleep and 
tosses itself about, it only offers other sides of its essence to the light. 
But now I have been among them for four months, have done 
business in Düsseldorf with their quarry representatives, and with 
their bank men in Berlin, have visited Gerhart in his office, Charlie on 
his estate, have even had myself directed by a specialist in Göttingen 
to another one in Giessen for an expert opinion, stopped in Bremen 
and drifted around Munich, had business with agencies and 
authorities, had a taste of their iron and machine people, their small 
and great men — and don’t know what I should say.  

What had I imagined? What had I expected to find? And why 
do I feel now as if I am losing the ground under my feet? You can well 
think to yourself that I am trying to turn a personal experience into a 
general one. And no one treated me as anything other than loyal; I 
managed my Javanese-German negotiations better than I could have 
dreamed, and I am now free, and not rich, but independent on top of 
it, which is worth even more. No, there is nothing in me that alienates 
or tortures me that will not allow the homeland to make me happy. It 
is not spleen, it is — now what shall I call it? It is more than an 
observation, it is a feeling, a mixture of all feelings, a coenesthesia — 
you see, I torment myself into the use of an artificial language, which 
has become foreign enough to me in twenty years. But must I really 
become complicated among the complicated ones? I want to bloom 
into myself, but this Europe could steal me from myself. Thus I would 
rather say it to you circuitously or clumsily and avoid your artificial 
words. You know me well enough to know that I have not had too 
much time in my life to collect abstract or theoretical wisdom about 
life. I have, rather, a certain practical expertise in understanding 
something from the faces of people or from that which they don’t say, 
or to sufficiently decipher a small chain of subtle details in the 
behavior of others toward me or to each other so that I can somehow 
predict the course of things during a business transaction or a crisis. 
When it comes to theoretical things, however, as I have said, I have 
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almost no capacity, as good as none. Just the same, there are one or 
two or three sentences, aphorisms, or whatever one wants to call 
them; there are connections of words that one doesn’t forget; who 
forgets the Our Father? The whole man must move at once:5 therein 
you have one of my great truths. I am not joking; that is a great truth, 
a deep aphorism, an entire conduct of life, if only in a few words 
which are not understood the same way by many. And it was a great 
man who bequeathed them to me. It was my bed neighbor in the 
infirmary of Montevideo, and he was the sort of man who would have 
achieved great things. There was a great deal in him of that which 
made the English race their Warren Hastings and Cecil Rhodes. But 
he died at twenty-five, not then in the bed next to me, but a year later, 
of a relapse. He had the saying from his father, who was a country 
parson in Scotland and must have been hard and mean, but a deep 
thinker. It is a saying one could write on one’s fingernail, and would 
not forget once one had grasped it. I don’t say it too often, but it is 
always somewhere present inside me. Such truths — I don’t believe 
there are many of such strength and simplicity — are like the organ 
that we have in our inner ear, the little bones or the little moving 
balls: they tell us whether we are balanced or not. The whole man 
must move at once — I felt this when I was among the Americans and 
then later among the southern people of the Banda Oriental, among 
the Spaniards and Gauchos, and finally among the Chinese and 
Malaysians, if I observed a good gesture, what I call a good gesture, 
something or other in a stance that earns my respect and more than 
respect. I don’t know how I can say this. It can be the sort of large 
gesture that they sometimes make in their business dealings — in the 
U.S. I mean — when they, almost insanely wildly and at the same 
time with coolly level-heads, “go in for” something; or it might be that 
certain patriarchal “grand air”6 of an old white-bearded gaucho — the 
way he stands in the doorway of his estancia, so much his self, and the 
way he receives one, and his strong devilish sons who spring from 
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their horses and parry with him; and it might be something else more 
inconspicuous, an animalistic look at the twitch of a fishing line, a 
lurking from out of the whole soul, as only Malaysians can lurk. For a 
grand gesture can be hidden in the way one fishes, and a greater 
gesture than you might dream in the way a colored mendicant monk 
holds his begging bowl toward you — whenever something of this 
sort came my way, I would think: home! — Everything that was 
somehow right, wherein a real truth lay, a real humanity, even 
something small or the smallest possible thing, seemed to me to point 
toward home. No, once again my clumsy language will not tell you the 
truth about my feeling: it was not a pointing toward, also not a being 
reminded of home, it was not a hither and yon, not in any way a 
doubleness that I sensed: it was one thing within the other. When the 
things knocked on my soul, it was as if I were reading a lively book of 
life, but the book was always about Germany. I think, I am no 
dreamer, and if I — perhaps when I was a boy — was one once, in 
these past eighteen years I have simply not had any time to be one. 
And these are no dreamy imaginings of which I speak, no wool 
gathering, but rather something more like a thunderbolt that was 
there while I lived, and often when my thinking and all my nerves 
were as taut as possible from the strains of life. If I may express 
myself to you with an example that is really almost foolish: it is like 
drinking water from a well. You know, as a child I was always in 
Upper Austria in the country, then, after my tenth year only in the 
summer. But as soon as I was in Kassel, where I went with my parents 
for a winter holiday or something else, and took a drink of fresh 
water — not the way one does casually during a meal, but rather 
when one is over-heated and parched and longs for water — then I 
always was, for the duration of a stroke of lightning, in my Upper 
Austria, in Gebhartstetten, at the old well spring. It is not that I 
thought about it — I was there, tasted something of the iron pipes in 
the water, felt the wind from the mountains waft over my whole face 
and at the same time the summer scent of the dusty country road — 
in short, I don’t know how that happens, but I have experienced it too 
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many times not to believe in it, and so I am satisfied. — Even in New 
York and in St. Louis it still remained with me for a short time, but of 
course in New Orleans and later still further south it disappeared: air 
and water were too much of a different thing there from when they 
sprang out of the pipes in Gebhartstetten and wafted over the fence 
— and air and water are great masters and do with men what they 
please. But this drinking story is just an example. Just as a drink at 
the old well spring in Gebhartstetten could enchant me back, I was in 
Germany every time something struck my soul in Uruguay or in 
Canton, or finally on the islands. It could just be the look of one of the 
unbelievably beautiful girls who grow up on the lonely farms of the 
gauchos, or the moving self-sufficiency of an old Chinese man, or 
little yellow-brown naked children in the lake outside of the town. For 
one experiences much, but the senses ignore most of it, or the nerves 
and the will, or the understanding, but what will strike the soul, that 
one cannot predict. It can be the lonely oscillating flight of a tropical 
bird above an entirely empty, lyrate-formed wide open mountain 
valley, or the movement of a good ship on a rocky sea, or the look of a 
dying monkey, or a short, brave handshake. All of these things, when 
they appeared and struck the interior of the interior, spoke of 
Germany with a clarity and strength that far exceeds that which these 
characters on the page speak to you of me. Moreover, when 
something like this happened to me, I was in Germany. This is all the 
way it is, and there is no dreaminess in it. But — in two weeks I am 
going to Gebhartstetten, and can be quite certain to find the old well 
spring with its peaceful date 1776 in ornately Theresian letters — it 
will stand there and rush before me, and the old crooked nut tree that 
was hit by lightning, which was always the last of all the trees to get 
its leaves and the least willing of all of them in the winter to give 
them up, it will give a sign in all its crookedness and its age, that it 
recognizes me and that I am there again and that it is there, like 
always —, but here I have been in Germany for four months, and not 
a single house, not a single clod of dirt, not a single spoken word, no 
human face, if I am honest, not one has given me this little sign. This 
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Germany, where I ride about, do business, make transactions, dine 
with people, playing the part of the cosmopolitan business man, the 
foreign much-travelled gentleman — where was I all the times that I 
thought I was in this country I thought I had entered through the 
mirror of memory, where was I in the moments when only my body 
was wandering amid the gauchos or among the Maoris? Where was I? 
Well, if this is Germany, I was not in Germany. And just the same, I 
called it Germany inside myself. When I was allowed to enter it, I 
entered it directly through the mirror of melancholy memory. It was 
— it was men and women, girls, old men and boys. It was more an 
intimation than a presence, like the wafting of the most soulful, the 
most essential, the least graspable. It was the most spiritual of 
reflexes — how little a word says about an experience, an inner crisis, 
which was always stronger than desire and purer, more tender, more 
bound and more determined than a simple childish prayer that is sure 
of being heard —, the reflection of countless life possibilities woven 
into each other. It was the tenderest fragrance of an entire existence, 
of the German existence. I cannot express it better to you, as much as 
I would like to. The main thing, the stimulus came from outside, I was 
just the keyboard upon which the foreign hand played. But there was 
something inside me, a surging, a chaos, something unborn, and 
figures could climb out of this, and they were German figures. It was 
girlishness and the essence of an old man, it was comfort and 
settledness and then it was wretched poverty without a straw roof 
over its head; it was the existence of a boy and infinite friendship, 
infinite hope; numb loneliness, a pale face, turned toward the silent 
stars; it was romantic life, nervousness and waiting, being kept 
waiting, tormenting each other, embracing each other, virginity and 
relinquishing virginity; it was having land, a house, children, children 
bathing in the stream, bathing amid poplars, amid meadows; it was 
sociability and loneliness, friendship, tenderness, hate, suffering, 
happiness, last bed, last resting and dying. They were German figures 
who clustered into these magic images — no, it was more like a 
breath than it was pictures — and frugal German gestures which 
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dispersed immediately afterwards, having I don’t know what internal 
essence of home. Their strength and weakness, what is raw about 
them and what is soft, came to me at the same time, and I could enjoy 
it all, dreaming of what I had lost or what I looked forward to, 
anticipating the pleasures of reality, saving them up, as I flattered 
myself. And every one of the creatures that appeared to me — no, for 
I am no visionary and my business allowed me no hallucinations — 
every creature whose soul-breath wafted toward me as a fleeting 
possibility of delicious future meeting, every image of a woman and 
every image of an old fellow or a man and a boy, rich man and poor 
Lazarus, every one came from the same mold and carried the internal 
truth against which I measured it. The whole man must move at once 
— and so they were, whether they were girls with dove eyes or shaky 
men, their eyes drunk with unbounded thoughts, or an apologetic old 
man and furious judges with brows like lions. They all came from the 
same mold. They appeared to me in one gesture and not one of them 
remained with me longer than the length of a flaring and 
extinguishing lightning flash, for I am no daydreamer and do not 
carry on a dialogue with the products of my imagination. But in their 
one gesture, in which they approached me and wafted through me, 
they were whole. In every glance of their eyes, in every bend of their 
fingers, they were whole. They were not of the sort whose right hand 
does not know what its left hand is doing. They were one with 
themselves. And that — or else the most malicious, disjunctive, 
tenacious of all evil dreams has been deluding me with open eyes for 
the last four months — contemporary Germans are not.  
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The Second Letter 

April 22, 1901 

I don’t know what these people live for, that’s it, and the longer I 
move among them, the less I know it. They are earnest and hard 
working; they work, like no other nation in the world; they attain 
unbelievable things — but, it is not a pleasure to live among them. 
That I have been away for eighteen years and am now back and have 
to write such a thing! Am I mistaken? How much I wish I were 
mistaken! I do business and I socialize and I am welcomed with 
friendliness, I participate in formal dinners and I am invited to the 
country, and I see old men and young men, parvenus and people from 
good old families, business men and men with gigantic fortunes, 
people who still await much from life and people who have finished 
with life, and I cannot be glad of them. And I want so much to be glad 
of a person! I like so much to esteem! Do not think that I do not 
esteem their achievements. I would have to be an idiot to not do so. 
But they themselves, the people — the German people! And it makes 
me feel odd: I am not able to grasp them. Not as if they were closed or 
secretive — I have experienced wholly other examples of that in 
southern latitudes — but even then: a closed face and a spiteful face 
each speak a language too, and by the fact that such a one does not 
want to be grasped, I grasp him. But here — here it is not a matter of 
dissimulation, nothing intentional, and thus all the worse. Where 
shall I seek the essence of a person if not in his face, in his speech, in 
his gestures? By my soul, I do not find the contemporary Germans in 
their faces, their gestures, their speech. How rarely do I meet a face 
that speaks a strong, decisive language. Most of the faces are so 
blurred, so lacking in freedom, so much ambiguity is written upon 
them, and every one lacks decisiveness, lacks magnitude. Sometimes 
it happens to me that I wish to see the face of a half-caste Indian or 
the face of a Chinese coolie. Recently, because of a pending 
transaction, I had a letter of introduction to the chief justice of one of 
the high courts. The old man was kind-hearted and talkative, but the 
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weakness of his nervous old face and something like an urbane irony 
in his tone, as if he wanted to show that he was not a pedant, vexed 
me so much that I hardly gave him a reasonable answer. Lately I can’t 
stop thinking of the English phrase they used to honor old Gladstone 
with, Grand old man! And this was a judge, a high judge among the 
Germans! My dreams! I would like to meet a man who would be every 
inch an old high judge — or at least one who would be every inch a 
great old man. But everything is so blurry, so mixed together: in 
young people there is something of age, in healthy people, something 
of sickness, in the elegant, something of inelegance. And their 
gestures are all like that. Everything mixes with everything else here. 
Where nothing but politeness belongs, some sort of god-knows-what 
provincial confidingness mixes in, and then to descend from a 
warmed-up atmosphere into such dryness again, such triviality, that it 
hurts; but if they want to put on great airs, it is a false 
ceremoniousness, a nervous affectation, which leaves the stranger 
cold and embarrassed. I have never paid too much attention to such 
things in my life — have I really been so spoiled amid half-caste horse 
herders and naked islanders that I sometimes become sick with 
discomfort in salons and banquet rooms and conference halls? But I 
wouldn’t speak of these things, would tell myself that I am 
oversensitive, if everything were not so uniform, so relentlessly 
uniform. Every country has its particular smell and every landscape 
and every city and every part of a city; Andalusia just as much as 
Whitechapel, and Hamburg just as much as Tahiti. But here 
something like a spiritual odor pursues me, something namelessly 
specific, but still hardly expressible: a sense of the present, a 
European-German sense of the present — why do I say “pursues me”? 
— why not “fulfills me”? But the first word says the truth. The way 
they say good day and the way they accompany you to the door, the 
way they make a toast at dinner and the way they talk about business, 
and the way they write in their newspapers and the way they build 
their new neighborhoods — it all is in the same mold. I mean, one 
thing fits with another: because in itself nothing that they do or 
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promote is of one mold: their left hand really doesn’t know what their 
right hand does, their intellectual thoughts do not fit with their 
emotional thoughts, their office thoughts do not fit with their 
scholarly thoughts, their facades do not fit with their back steps, their 
businesses do not fit with their temperament, their public life does 
not fit with their private life. That’s why I say to you, indeed, that I 
can find them nowhere, not in their faces, not in their gestures, not in 
the speeches that come from their mouths: because their whole is 
nowhere within, because in truth they are nowhere, because they are 
all over the place and nowhere. A human face — that is a 
hieroglyphic, a holy, specific sign. Within it there lies a presence of 
the soul, and it is like that with an animal too — look a buffalo in the 
face, when he is chewing or when he rolls his blood-shot eye angrily, 
and look an eagle in the face and a good dog. In a human face there is 
a want and a must, and it is more than one single want and must. The 
Germans had faces like that in my dreams, though each dream was 
shorter than an intake of breath: it’s true I did not always look the 
unknown person who wafted toward me in the face, sometimes I 
heard their speech, or my soul itself swerved for the length of a 
lightning flash into their speech, at such times it seemed to me as if I 
saw these faces from inside. “I cannot do otherwise” is written upon 
such faces. And now, for months, I look into the faces of the real 
people: not as if they were soulless — it is not rare that an intellectual 
light breaks forth, but it scurries quickly away, but it is an eternal 
flying hither and yon as in a dovecote, a back and forth of strong and 
weak, of next best and farfetched, of common and loftier, such a riot 
of possibilities. And what is lacking is the one great, never-spoken, 
hidden thought, that is constantly found in good faces, the one that 
directs us like a sign through the confusion of life toward death and 
even beyond death, and without which to me a face is not a 
hieroglyphic, or is a garbled, mixed, disgraced one. And it is the same 
with their speech as it is with their faces. That too is something so 
precarious, somehow so uncertain. And it always seems to me as if 
they could just as well say something else, and as if it were just the 
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same whether they said this thing or something else. It seems to me, 
as if they were always thinking about many things at once. But the 
one great, never-spoken, hidden thought, the one which gives 
everything that comes out of a human’s mouth its mark and its tone, 
and which makes speech human speech, just as the song thrush has its 
sound and the panther has his and in his sound the whole ungraspable 
essence of his existence — do I have to return to Uruguay or further 
south toward the islands of the South Sea in order to hear again this 
human sound from human lips, which can sometimes imbue a simple 
goodbye, a flowery snippet of hospitality, a question, a hard, negating 
phrase, with everything that human nature can, and that says to me 
that I am not alone on the wide earth? For, what am I saying about 
speeches and about faces? There are people and nothing but people. 
And when I dreamed of my Germans, they were people above all. And 
if people are not to become uncanny for me, I must be able to sense in 
them what they live for. I don’t require that someone carries the 
secrets of his life upon his tongue and that he talks with me about life 
and death and the four last things, but he should say it to me without 
words, with his stance, his face, his doings and his actions. When I eat 
and drink with him, sleep under his roof, and do business with him, I 
want to feel what it is that he has devoted his life to, not with 
particular words, implicit, not explicit. This is what I search for in 
bandits and gold-seekers, in prisoners, in homeless people in New 
York, in whomever you please. I can find my way inside of a person 
whose desire for billions of dollars consumes him, and inside one who 
swims and fishes and sleeps on a mat embroidered with dove’s 
feathers who lets his wife do the field work; into someone whose 
highest is a bottle of rum, and into someone who wants to make 
Christian saints out of the passengers in steerage. But I cannot find 
my way inside someone who himself doesn’t know what he stands for, 
who lies there on top of life like an octopus, and who sucks one thing 
with one tentacle and something else with another, and whose one 
limb doesn’t know anything about the other, and if one cuts one of 
them off, he keeps on creeping forward and knows nothing about any 
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of it. This is the way the Germans are lying around, and they have an 
“on the one hand” and an “on the other hand.” They have their 
businesses and their disposition, their progress and their loyalty, their 
idealism and their realism, their standpoints and their standpoint, 
their beer halls and their monument to Hermann,7 and their 
veneration and their Germanness and their humanity, and they storm 
around in the royal crypts as if they were old junk shops, and tear 
Charles the Great out of his coffin and photograph the fabric that is 
wrapped around his bones, and they renovate their revered cathedrals 
into beer halls and they trample half-clobbered Chinese women in the 
face with their heels. There is something impious in all the fuss and 
ado — I can think of no other word. Am I myself a pious person? No. 
But there is still a piety in life, and it is to be found in a hard, gaunt, 
stingy farmer and can still be found in a reckless desperado of a horse 
thief, and in the last sailor, and it is even compatible with the most 
extreme nefariousness, and the belief in the gin bottle can still be a 
kind of a belief. But here, among the cultivated and well-to-do 
Germans, I cannot feel well. The old fable always seemed foolish to 
me, but now I understand it in a flash: the one about the satyr who 
was afraid, and who fled to the woods, when he saw the farmer 
blowing cold and then warm from out of his mouth, as if it were 
nothing at all.8 Such a shiver has come over me too more than once. 
But where are my woods, where am I at home?  

  

 

 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7	   Famous	   German	   monument	   to	   the	   local	   warlord,	   Hermann,	   who	   defeated	   the	  
Romans.	  
8	   Refers	   to	   the	   La	   Fontaine	   fable,	   “The	   Man	   and	   the	   Satyr,”	   in	   which	   a	   Satyr	   is	  
frightened	  by	  the	  inconstancy	  of	  a	  man	  who	  warms	  his	  fingers,	  but	  cools	  his	  soup	  with	  
his	  breath.	  
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The Third Letter 

May 9, 1901 

Don’t think that I do not admire their achievements. But everyone 
knows that the Germans are good workers: when I came home, I 
thought I would see how they live. And I am here, and I don’t see how 
they live; and I see how they live, and it doesn’t please me. They are 
rich and they are poor, and if you bump up against the poor or the 
rich, not the one or the other rings true.  

There are elegant people and underlings, there are arrogant 
people and humble ones, there are scholars and there are those who 
live off yesterday’s tabloid news; and while some of them huff and 
puff, others cower; some of them presume something, and the others 
feel ashamed of themselves: but none of it rings true. They have an 
above and below, a better and a worse, a cruder and a finer, a right 
and a left, a cooperation and a competition, and bourgeois 
circumstances and aristocratic circumstances and university circles 
and financial circles: but what is lacking in all of it is a real 
cohesiveness in their relationships: nothing penetrates into anything 
else — there is something missing inside, for which I cannot find the 
technical term, but it is something that in the essence of the English is 
as great and varied as they are, and in the essence of the Maori 
people, as child-like and artless as they are: it is something that forms 
a community, it is everything that comes primordially from what is in 
the heart. Of course — perhaps I am mistaken — I say that all the 
time —, perhaps one should approach such things like a combination 
lock: perhaps in order to be just about this greatly divided world, one 
must be prepared internally, be educated to it. I lack such an 
education, in the European, in the contemporary sense. 
Notwithstanding, precisely in these things, there is something inside 
me, something which has always resisted the bit that still sticks to me 
of the little that I ever learned, something that I never managed to get 
around: the way that they, mortal men and boys — in the Latin and 
Greek books, fragments of books, that they gave us schoolboys to read 
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— cried out the name of the fatherland on the eve of the battle, in 
triumph and in readiness to die, reveling in the sound: Argos 
meminisse iuvabat — whence the Brocken?9 What does all of this have 
to do with this world, with here, with today, with me? And yet, and 
yet: so I said: “Germany!” — maybe not the word, but the soul of the 
word! So I said, “Germany!” as long as I was far away from Germany. 
And then, my blessed father had a folio with Albrecht Dürer etchings 
in Gebhartsstetten. How often did he show it to us, to me and my 
sister and my brother, who both died so young. How familiar and how 
strange at the same time were the old pages to me, how repulsive and 
dear at once! The people, the oxen, the horses that seemed to be cut 
out of wood, the folds of their clothes, as if cut out of wood, the 
wrinkles in their faces. The pointy houses, the swirling mill streams, 
the frozen cliffs and trees, so unreal, so over-real. Sometimes I 
tormented my father until he brought out the folio. And sometimes I 
could not be convinced to look at one more picture, ran away in the 
middle, and was scolded. I could not even say today whether the 
memory of these black magic pages is dear and treasured or hateful to 
me. But they came close to me, a power inside them forced them into 
me, and I believe, on my deathbed, I will still be able to say what the 
background of the Sea Monster is or the Hermit with the skull. “That 
is old Germany,” said my father, and the phrase sounded almost eerie 
to me, and I had to think of an old man, the kind that could be seen in 
the pictures; and in order to show that I had learned geography and 
understood the world, I asked, “Is there also a book where we can see 
the old Austria?” Then my father said: “This here below is Austria” 
(the library was in a tower room, and below lay the town and the hills 
and here and there the little forests, which belonged to the 
community and the individual farmers, and between the hills, the 
winding river and the white street, and in the distance the blue 
vineyards above the large, darkening, distant woods), “and we are 
Austrians, but we are also Germans, and since the land always 
belongs to the people who live in it, then this too is Germany.” This 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9	  Famous	  Northern	  German	  mountain	  where	  the	  witches	  dance	  on	  Walpurgis	  Night.	  
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made a kind of connection between the pictures in the folio and the 
gleaming land in whose earth I dug, searching for moles or glittering 
stones, in whose waters and tarns I bathed, whose entire smell I 
inhaled, if I rode on top of the hay wagon, face-down against the rod, 
through the barn door. This connection of a reality with an 
impression of pictures, with a half terror, a kind of nightmare, was 
strange enough. But all things that happen to us in our childhood are 
strange and deep. Of course I didn’t think consciously about the old 
images, when I went with the farmhand to make hay or went fishing 
and crabbing with the neighborhood boys, or even when I ministered 
at the altar on Sundays and the rustic voices rose behind me and 
resounded strongly against the bright dome and the organ intoned 
and the echo tumbled down onto my back like a torrent, but no 
earthly one; and still less, when I knew all of the love affairs of the 
maids, and half shy, half fresh, roamed around by the windows every 
evening and also ingratiated myself with the adults and tasted the 
new wine with them — but unconsciously I inhabited the lonely 
places in the woods with the shadowy movements of these over-real 
presentiments, and the pile of rocks with its large stone blocks, the 
half-collapsed cloister behind the church, which was much older than 
the friendly little church itself, and those corners that are always 
dusking in the large rooms of large farms, where the great 
grandmother or a lame old man sat, or still seemed to sit, even though 
we had buried them last autumn and had thrown wreaths of asters, 
white, purple, and red, on their coffins. The demeanor of those 
figures with their over-strong gestures, who were no longer there, 
went together somehow with the demeanor of those with whom I ate 
and drank and climbed pear trees and washed horses and went to 
church, just as the old faces of robbers, hermits, and bears went 
together with the landscape, just as the legend of the Palgrave 
Countess Genovefa hung together for me with the blond angelic face 
of the pretty butcher’s daughter, Amalie. 
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Everything was different in the old pictures than it was in the 
reality before my eyes: but there was no fissure gaping between the 
two. The old world was more pious, nobler, milder, cleverer, more 
lonesome. But in the woods, in the starry night, in the church, there 
were paths that led there. The tools were not the same, the costumes 
were strange and the expressions were larger than life. But some 
depth in the demeanor that lay behind the expressions: the 
relationship to nature, if I may say it with such a barren phrase, the 
relationship to life: how much of it is resistance and how much of it is 
conforming, when is revolt fitting or when submission, when is 
equanimity called for and when a serious talk, and when high spirits 
and when merrymaking: this essential something, this reality behind 
the everyday, this essence that the homely activities of the day drives 
out of people, the way it pushes the rawness and the sweetness out of 
a tree, bark, and leaf and apple — this, this was what my world had, 
as those pages knew it. This I know today and knew then: for it lay 
within me that I had to measure what was real against something in 
myself, and almost unconsciously I measured everything against that 
terrifying elevated black magic world and tested everything against 
this touchstone, to see whether it was gold or a vile yellowish 
glimmer. 

And I drag the glory of Germany and the Germans of today 
before the judgment chair of this childishness, from which I cannot 
free myself internally, and see that they do not pass the test, and I 
cannot get beyond this.  

I thought I was going home, and forever, and now I don’t 
know if I will remain. If you still had your post overseas and not in 
London, where I don’t want to be — it could be, I would come to you, 
my dear man. For I have few people in the world — “few” is a 
euphemism; I have no one. It is really the first time that this occurs to 
me so fully. And I don’t want to die in Germany. I know, I am not old 
and I am not sick — but one should not live where one does not want 
to die.  
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I used to think that it would take me without warning in the 
middle of my busy life, and for that, any place is good. The great 
hospital in Montevideo with the giant spiders up on the ceiling and 
the many delirious people in their beds and the one beautiful nun who 
didn’t have faith, whose face glided over all of the upturned dying 
faces like the gentle moon — and the nice clean sickbay in Surabaja 
with the trees so full of the most splendid little birds in front of the 
windows —, and a few more places with strangely foreboding aspects: 
the silent treacherous edge of a yellow bog, a silent small spot in the 
woods, the silent incline of impassable gray cliffs —, but now I have 
the feeling that it will happen differently, in peace, in my own bed, 
perhaps slowly. And then I imagine a preparation, a collecting. And 
no one is collected here; no one is ready for the last things. I imagine 
looks, last looks that are peaceful and not eerie. Instead I am, as it 
were, in a large, noisy, unpleasant lodging house. Who would want to 
die in a hotel if it was not necessary? 

But I don’t know yet where I want to go. And there is also so 
much to take care of first, and I want to see Austria once more 
beforehand in any case. I say “beforehand” because I can hardly 
imagine staying there.  
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The Fourth Letter 

May 26, 1901 

It has not been a good time for me and perhaps I am only aware of 
this since a certain little experience that I had three days ago — but I 
will try to narrate it as it happened: just the same, you will not be able 
to get much out of the narrative. In short, I had to go to a meeting, the 
decisive, last one of a chain of transactions, which all aimed at 
merging the Dutch company for which I have been working for four 
years, with an already existing English-German firm, and I knew that 
the day was decisive — more or less for my future life as well — and I 
was not in good form at all, oh, in what bad form I was! I felt myself 
becoming sick from the inside out, but it was not my body — I know 
my body too well. It was the crisis of an internal feeling of nausea; its 
earlier moods were, of course, as inconspicuous as possible; and that 
they had been something at all, that they had something to do with 
this current maelstrom, this I understood in a flash, the way one 
understands more in such crises than in the normal moments of life. 
These earlier moods were tiny absurd presentiments of aversion, 
wholly insignificant, almost fleeting perversities and uncertainties of 
thought or feeling, although they were, to be sure, something new to 
me; and I believe that as negligible as these things were, I had never 
experienced anything like them before, except in these few months 
since I had set foot on European soil. But shall I enumerate these 
occasional moods of an almost nothing? All the same, I must — if I do 
not rip up this letter and leave the rest unsaid. Sometimes in the 
mornings, in these German hotel rooms, it happened that a pitcher 
and the wash basin — or a corner of the room with the table and the 
coat rack — appeared so unreal to me, despite their indescribable 
commonness, so completely not real, practically ghostly, and at the 
same time provisional, temporarily waiting, so to speak, to take up 
the space of the real pitcher, the real wash basin filled with water. If I 
didn’t know that you were a person to whom nothing appears great 
and nothing small, and above all, nothing absurd, I would not be able 
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to continue. Anyway, I can always leave the letter unsent. But it was 
like that. Over in the other countries, even in my most miserable 
times, the pitcher and the bucket with more or less fresh water in the 
morning were self-evident and simultaneously alive: friends. Here 
they were, one can say, ghosts. Their aspect projected a mild 
unpleasant vertigo, but not a physical one. I could walk to the window 
and experience the same thing with three or four carriages standing 
across the street and waiting. They were ghost carriages. It induced 
an almost fleeting mild nausea to look at them: it was a momentary 
hovering over the bottomless, the eternal emptiness. Something 
similar — you can well imagine that I did not pay too much attention 
to these quivering stirrings — could be induced by looking at a house, 
or a whole street: but you must not imagine derelict sad houses, but 
rather the most harmless contemporary or modern facades. Or even a 
few trees, those scraggly but properly cultivated pairs of trees that 
they plant here and there in their squares between the asphalt, 
protected by gates. I could look at them and I knew, although they 
reminded me of trees, that they were not trees — and all at once 
something trembled through me, that clove my breast in two like a 
breath, such an indescribable wafting of the eternal nothingness, of 
the eternal nowhere, a breath not of death, but of not-life, 
indescribable. Then it happened in the train, more and more often. In 
these four months I rode the train a great deal, from Berlin to the 
Rhine, from Bremen to Silesia, back and forth. Then it could occur, in 
the most trivial light, at 3 o’clock in the afternoon, anytime at all: a 
little city on the left or the right of the track, a town or a factory, or 
the whole landscape, hills, fields, apple trees, scattered houses, 
absolutely everything; it took on an aspect, its own ambivalent aspect 
so full of uncertainty, of malignant unreality: it lay there so like a void 
— so like a ghostly void —. My dear man, I have spent three and a 
half months of my life in a cage with no other view than an empty pen 
with buffalo manure piled as high as a man, where a sick buffalo cow 
dragged herself about until she finally couldn’t walk anymore and lay 
there between life and death; nevertheless, in the pen, in the yellow-
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gray pile of manure and the yellow-gray dying animal… if I looked 
outside, and if I think back on this time — life still lived there, the 
same life that lived in my breast. And in the world that I momentarily 
see out of the train window, there is something that — I have never 
been afraid of death, but I am afraid of that which lives there, of such 
non-living. But it is certainly nothing more than that I sometimes 
have a little bit of the evil eye, a kind of mild poisoning, a hidden and 
creeping infection, which seems to be activated by the European air, 
after coming back from far away, after one has been gone a long time, 
perhaps too long. That my nausea was of a European nature became 
clear to me — these things all involve the most unclear sudden 
intuition — in the same moment as I understood that it had touched 
me to the quick, that I, I myself, my innermost life, lay as buried 
under this evil eye as those external things had in the earlier moods. 
Through a thousand confusing simultaneous feelings and half-feelings 
my consciousness dragged on in disgust and dizziness: I believe, in 
these moments, I had to think once more through everything that I 
have thought since my first step in Europe, along with everything that 
I had repressed. 

Today I cannot put into clear words what went swirling 
through my whole being: but that my business and my own earned 
money must disgust me occurred to me along with the enormous and 
simultaneously silent upheaval of my agitated interior as if it were 
some floating driftwood on the back of a house-high South Sea wave. I 
had swallowed twenty thousand examples: how they forget life itself 
amid that which should be nothing more than a means to life and 
which should only be valued as a tool. For months there had been a 
deluge of faces possessed by nothing but money — money that they 
had, or money that someone else had. Their houses, their monuments, 
their streets, were all for me in this somewhat visionary moment, 
nothing but the thousand-times reflected grimaces of their ghostly 
non-existence, and suddenly, as is my nature, I reacted with disgust 
against my own little bit of money and everything that was connected 
with it. I longed, like someone with seasickness longs for solid 
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ground, to leave Europe and to return to the far off wholesome 
countries that I had left. You can imagine it was not the best mood 
with which to represent interests at a meeting. I don’t know what I 
would have given to cancel the meeting. But that was unthinkable, 
and I had to simply go and make the best of my mental state. I still 
had almost an hour. To walk about in the broad streets was 
impossible; to go somewhere and read the newspapers was just as 
impossible; for they all spoke the same language as the faces and the 
houses. I turned into a quiet side street. There, in a house, there is a 
very proper seeming storefront without a display window and next to 
the entrance a sign: Collected Works, Paintings, and Drawings — I 
read the name, but it slips immediately from my memory. For twenty 
years I had not entered a museum or an art gallery; I think, it will 
distract me from my senseless thoughts, which in this moment is a 
priority, and I enter.  

My dear man, there are no accidents, and I was supposed to 
see these pictures, was supposed to see them in this hour, in this 
agitated condition, in this context. The whole exhibition consisted of 
about sixty pictures, medium-sized and small. A few portraits, but 
mostly landscapes: only a few in which the figures were the most 
important thing; mostly they were trees, fields, ravines, cliffs, 
farmland, rooftops, garden plots. I cannot describe the painting 
technique: you probably know everything that is done these days, and 
I have, as mentioned, not seen a picture in twenty years. All the same, 
I remember very well, from the last stages of my relationship with W., 
when we lived in Paris — she had a great understanding of pictures 
— that I had often seen things in studios and exhibits that had some 
similarity to these: something very light, almost graphic, in any case 
entirely different from the pictures in the galleries. These here 
seemed to me in the first moments to be grating and chaotic, entirely 
raw, wholly odd. I had to orient myself in order to see the first one as 
a picture, as a whole — but then, then I saw, then I saw them all as 
wholes, each single one and all of them together, and the nature 
within them, and the human strength of mind which had transformed 
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nature, and tree and shrub and field and incline, which were all 
painted there, and then that other thing behind what was painted, the 
real thing, the indescribable sense of fate —, I saw that in such a way 
that I lost my sense of self in these pictures, and received it back 
powerfully, and lost it again! My dear, on behalf of that which I want 
to say, but will never be able to say, I have written this whole letter to 
you! But how could I put something so ungraspable into words, 
something so sudden, so strong, so irreducible! I could get 
photographs of the pictures and send them to you, but what could 
they give you — what could even the pictures themselves give you of 
the impression which they made on me, which presumably is entirely 
personal, a mystery made up of my fate, these pictures, and me? A 
freshly ploughed field, a sweeping boulevard leading to the evening 
sky, a ravine with crooked pines, a garden plot with the rear wall of a 
house, farmers’ carts and scrawny horses on a pasture, a copper basin 
and an earthenware pitcher, a few farmers at a table, eating potatoes 
— but what good would it do you! Maybe I should speak to you of the 
colors then? There is an unbelievably strong blue; it appears again and 
again, a green like a melted emerald, a yellow that is almost orange. 
But what are colors, when the most internal life of the objects does 
not break out from them! And this most internal life was there, tree 
and stone and wall and ravine gave of their most interior selves, at 
the same time they flung it into me, but it was not the sensuality and 
harmony of their beautiful silent life, which sometimes in the old days 
flowed toward me from out of old pictures like a magical atmosphere; 
no, only the force of their existence, the raging unbelievable miracle 
of their existence entered my soul. How can I make you sense that 
here every essence — the essence of every tree, every stroke of yellow 
or green field, every fence, every ravine cut into a stony hill, an 
essence of the pewter pitcher, the earthenware bowl, the table, the 
plump armchair — lifted itself as if it were newborn out of the fearful 
chaos of the not-life, out of the abyss of meaninglessness, so that I 
felt, no, that I knew, how each of these things, these objects had been 
born of a fearful doubt about the world and that they now covered 
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over a ghastly abysm, a yawning nothingness forever! How can I even 
convey halfway to you, how this language spoke to my soul, how it 
overcame the strangest, most incomprehensible condition of my 
interior with an enormous vindication and made me suddenly grasp 
the unbearable dullness which I could hardly bear to feel, and which I 
still, no matter how much I felt, still could no longer tear out of 
myself — and here an unknown soul of incomprehensible strength 
had given me an answer, an answer along with a world! I felt like 
someone who, after immeasurable staggering, feels solid ground 
under his feet and around whom a storm rages, a storm which he 
would like to join with his own hurrahs. These trees were being born 
— in a storm, before my eyes — were being born to please me, with 
their roots fastened into the earth, with their branches fastened into 
the sky reaching toward the clouds, in a storm these fissures in the 
earth, these valleys between hills, revealed themselves, there was even 
a transfixed storm in the balancing of the boulders. And now I could 
feel something, from picture to picture, could feel the connectedness, 
the togetherness of the images, how their most internal life broke 
forth in the color, and how the colors lived, one for the other, and 
how, with mysterious force, each of them carried the others, and I 
could sense a heart in all of them, the soul of the person who had 
made them, who himself answered with this vision the paralysis of 
the most terrifying doubt, could feel, could know, could see through, 
could enjoy abysses and peaks, exterior and interior, one and all, in a 
moment a ten-thousandth of the time I take to write these words 
down. And I was as if doubled, was master even over my life in the 
same moment, master over my powers, my understanding; I felt the 
time pass, knew, just stay twenty minutes more, just ten, just five, and 
stood outside, hailed a cab, rode off.  

Meetings of the sort wherein the magnitude of the numbers 
discussed calls upon the fantasy and where the various elements, the 
fragmentation of powers that come into play, demand a gift of 
synthesis, where the decisive factor is not intelligence, but where a 
mysterious power, for which I do not know the name, is decisive. 
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Sometimes the more clever people have it, but not always. In this 
hour I had it, as I never did before, and in a way that I may never have 
again. I was able to attain more for my firm than the directors had 
expected of me in the most favorable case, and I attained it the way 
one picks flowers from a barren wall in a dream. The faces of the 
gentlemen with whom I did business were strangely close to me. I 
could tell you some things about them that had nothing at all to do 
with the subject of our business. I will just note that a great weight 
has been lifted from me. 

 

P.S. The man is named Vincent van Gogh. According to the dates in 
the catalogue, which are not old, he must still be alive. There is 
something in me that convinces me that he must be of my generation, 
slightly older than myself. I don’t know if I will stand before these 
pictures a second time, but I will probably buy one of them, without 
keeping it by me; instead I will have the art handler keep it for me. 
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The Fifth Letter 

May 1901 

What I wrote you will be difficult for you to understand, least of all 
how these pictures were able to move me in this way. It will seem to 
you like a fluke, like an isolated incident, like an oddity, and yet — if 
one could only represent it properly, if one could rip it out and put it 
in the light. Something like this is in me. The colors of things have a 
strange power over me in rare moments. But what are colors really? 
Couldn’t I have said just as well: the shape of things, or the language 
of light and dark, or some other unnamed thing? And hours — which 
hours are they? Years go by and none of them come. — And isn’t it 
childish to confide in you that something powerful, which I do not 
recognize, sometimes masters me? If I could grasp it, not grasp — for 
it grasps me — but hold it, as it disappears again. But does it 
disappear? Is not its secret formative power in me, somewhere, 
although my own internal constant sleep closes the way off to me? 
And now, since I have begun to speak of it, it drives me to say more 
about it. Something hovers for me around these things that I cannot 
explain to myself, something like love — can there be love for 
something shapeless, something without existence? And yet, and yes, 
and yet: so that you do not think less of that which I have already 
written to you, I write more, and as I try to understand what drives 
me in this, it seems to me that I must prevent you from belittling 
something — that is dear to me.  

Have you ever heard the name Rama Krishna? It doesn’t 
matter. He was a Brahman, an ascetic, one of the great Indian holy 
men, one of the most recent, since he only just died in the eighties, 
and when I was in Asia, he was spoken of everywhere. I know some 
things about his life, but nothing that has meant as much to me as the 
short narrative of how his enlightenment, or his awakening, which 
chose him from among the other men and made him a holy man, 
occurred. It was nothing but this: he was walking in the country, over 
some fields, a sixteen-year-old boy, and he lifted his eyes to the sky 
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and saw a streak of distant white herons move diagonally across the 
sky: and nothing but this, nothing but the white of the living, winged 
beating in the blue sky, nothing but the two colors contrasted with 
each other, this eternal unnamable something, sunk into his soul in 
this moment and loosened what was bound together and bound 
together what was loose, so that he fell down as if dead; and when he 
stood up again, he was no longer the same person who had fallen 
down. An English priest of the usual kind was the one who told me 
this story. “An acute optical impression without any higher content,” 
he said to me. “You see that it is a case of an anomalous nervous 
system.” Without any higher content! If I were one of your educated 
men, if your sciences, that may be nothing but wondrous all-saying 
languages, were not a closed world to me, if I were not an intellectual 
cripple, if I possessed a language which could penetrate into internal 
wordless certainties! But as it is! 

Still, I will try to speak to you of one time when it came, not 
for the first time, but perhaps stronger than ever before and after. It 
is a way of seeing, and nothing more, and now for the first time it 
occurs to me how ambiguously we use this word: that it must describe 
something as common as breathing and at the same time…. This is 
how language is for me: I can’t attach myself firmly to any of its 
waves; if it were to carry me, it would slip out from under me and 
leave me in the same place.  

Didn’t I say that the colors of things had a strange power over 
me in rare hours? But is it not really I who has power over them, over 
the whole? A complete power for some span of time, the power to 
wrest from them their wordless, abysmally deep secret, — is not the 
power in me, don’t I feel it like a swelling, a fullness in my breast, like 
a strangely elevated, ravishing presence, next to me, in me, in the 
places where the blood comes and goes? This was how it was back 
then on that gray, stormy, rainy day in the harbor in Buenos Aires, 
early in the morning — that is how it was back then and always. But 
if it all was inside me, why couldn’t I close my eyes and enjoy, mutely 
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and blindly, an unnamable feeling of myself, why did I have to stay on 
the deck and look, look in front of me? And why did the colors of the 
foaming waves, of this abyss that opened and then closed again, 
sustain themselves, why did it seem that what was coming, in heavy 
rain, sprayed about with brume, why did this little discolored ship — 
it was the harbor boat that was working its way toward us — this ship 
and the grotto of water, the changing waves that waltzed about with 
it, why did the colors of these things seem to me (seem! seem! I knew 
that it was so!) to contain not only the whole world, but also my whole 
life? This color, which was a gray and a sallow brown and a darkness 
and a foam, wherein there was an abyss and a crashing down, a death 
and a life, a terror and a lust — why was my whole life churned up 
before my seeing eyes, before my ravished breast, past, future, 
frothing towards me and upwards in an inexhaustible presence, and 
why was this enormous moment, this holy pleasure in myself and 
simultaneously in the world that opened itself to me, as if my breast 
had opened up to it, why was this doubling, this twisting, this outside 
and inside, this interlocking Thou  connected with my seeing? Why, 
unless colors are a language, in which the wordless, the eternal, the 
gigantic offers itself, a language more elevated than sounds, because 
it strikes out directly like an eternal flame from out of mute existence 
and renews our souls? Compared to this, music is to me like the dulcet 
life of the moon beside the fruitful life of the sun. 

Be that as it may. Perhaps I am somewhere between the dull, 
crude person who senses nothing of all of this and the one with an 
educated intellect who can decipher and read where I only gape at 
symbols. I remember from my childhood how someone called the 
starry sky an unraveled thought. This might be relevant here. The 
southern sky, certainly, with its glowing lights, was sometimes, on 
rare nights when my whole being swelled toward it like the surface on 
untouched water, like an enormous promise, behind which death 
trembled like an organ tone. But perhaps the thing that seemed like a 
promise to me was only the raw presentiment of a very great thought, 
which my soul could not master. 
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Color. Color. The word is now paltry to me. I fear I have not 
explained myself to you as I would like. And I don’t want to 
strengthen anything in me that separates me from people. But truly, I 
am never more human than when I feel myself alive with hundred-
fold strength, and that is what happens to me when that which always 
lies mute and closed before me and is nothing but weight and 
strangeness opens up and wraps me in its oneness as in a wave of 
love. And there in the interior of things, am I not more of a human, as 
much as I have ever been? Nameless, alone, but not frozen in 
loneliness, but as if the power flowed out of me in waves, the power 
which makes me a chosen companion of the strong mute people, who 
sit in a circle, as if on thrones, and I among them? And is this not 
whither one always wends on dark paths when one is active and 
suffering among the living? Is this not the secret life-kernel of 
experiences, of obscure acts, when one has done what one should not 
have and yet had to do, when one has found out what one had always 
sensed but never believed, when everything has collapsed into itself 
around you and what is terrifying can never be warded off, — did not 
the embracing wave stretch itself out of the most interior place of 
experience to pull you in, and you found yourself alone and you 
couldn’t lose yourself, grand and yet seemingly dissolved into all the 
senses — nameless, and smilingly happy? Why should mute, wooing 
nature, which is nothing but lived life and life that wants to be lived 
again, impatient of the cold gaze you throw upon it, not pull you into 
itself in rare hours, and show you that even it has sacred grottos in its 
depths where you can be one with yourself, you who were alienated 
from yourself outside. 

As long as higher terminology does not make me contemn 
such musings, and as long as they grasp me with such liveliness, I will 
remain true to them.  

And why shouldn’t colors be the brothers of pain, since they 
both draw us into the eternal? 

 



QUOTE 
 

III. VIE D’IGITUR 

 

Écoutez, ma race, avant de souffler ma bougie — le compte que j’ai 
à vous rendre de ma vie — Ici : névrose, ennui, (ou Absolu !)  

J’ai toujours vécu mon âme fixée sur l’horloge. Certes, j’ai tout 
fait pour que le temps qu’elle sonna restât présent dans la chambre, et 
devînt pour moi la pâture et la vie — j’ai épaissi les rideaux, et 
comme j’étais obligé pour ne pas douter de moi de m’asseoir en face 
de cette glace, j’ai recueilli précieusement les moindres atomes du 
temps dans des étoffes sans cesse épaissies. — L’horloge m’a fait 
souvent grand bien.  

 

(Cela avant que son Idée n’ait été complétée ? En effet, Igitur a 
été projeté hors du temps par sa race.)   

 
Voici en somme Igitur, depuis que son Idée a été complétée : — 

Le passé compris de sa race qui pèse sur lui en la sensation de fini, 
l’heure de la pendule précipitant cet ennui en temps lourd, étouffant, 
et son attente de l’accomplissement du futur, forment du temps pur, 
ou de l’ennui, rendu instable par la maladie d’idéalité : cet ennui, ne 
pouvant être, redevient ses éléments, tantôt, tous les meubles fermés, 
et pleins de leur secret ; et Igitur comme menacé par le supplice 
d’être éternel qu’il pressent vaguement, se cherchant dans la glace 
devenue ennui et se voyant vague et près de disparaître comme s’il 
allait s’évanouir en le temps, puis s’évoquant ; puis lorsque de tout 
cet ennui, temps, il s’est refait, voyant la glace horriblement nulle, s’y 
voyant entouré d’une raréfaction, absence d’atmosphère, et les 
meubles tordre leurs chimères dans le vide, et les rideaux frissonner 
invisiblement, inquiets ; alors, il ouvre les meubles, pour qu’ils 
versent leur mystère, l’inconnu, leur mémoire, leur silence, facultés et 
impressions humaines, — et quand il croit être redevenu lui, il fixe de 
son âme l’horloge, dont l’heure disparaît par la glace, ou va s’enfouir 
dans les rideaux, en trop plein, ne le laissant même pas à l’ennui qu’il 
implore et rêve. Impuissant de l’ennui.  — Mallarmé, Igitur ou la 
Folie d’Elbehnon (1925) 



 
 

FERIT EDGÜ 
 

 
  Francis Bacon, Man with dog (1953) 

 
NO ONE (excerpt) 

 
TRANSLATED BY FULYA PEKER 
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As	  one	  of	  the	  leading	  writers	  of	  late	  20th-‐century	  Turkish	  literature,	  in	  
the	  mid	  to	  late	  1950s,	  Ferit	  Edgü	  brought	  Turkish	  literature	  out	  of	  the	  
Sartrean	   mode	   of	   littérature	   engagée	   and	   was	   instrumental	   in	  
developing	  introspective,	  speculative	  fiction	  called	  bunalim	  (dense	  air,	  
fear),	  thereby	  distancing	  himself	  from	  conventional,	  often	  nationalistic	  
subject	   matter,	   employing	   techniques	   such	   as	   those	   used	   by	   the	  
nouveau	   roman.	   While	   Turkish	   writers	   such	   as	   Yasar	   Kemal	   wrote	  
mainly	   in	   pre-‐established	   forms,	   subsequent	   to	  Kemal,	   Edgü	  was	   but	  
one	   writer	   who	   fostered	   new	   modes	   of	   more	   modernist	   writing,	  
thereby	   advancing	   Turkish	   literature	   into	   a	   new	   stage,	   setting	   it	   on	  
par	  with	  its	  European	  counterparts.	  	  

Kimse	   (No	   One/Nobody)	   and	   its	   sequel,	   Hakkari'de	   bir	  
mevsim	  (A	  Season	  in	  Hakkari),	  explore	  the	  intellectual	  alienation	  of	  a	  
young	  man	   through	  acutely	  observed	  realistic	  descriptions	  which	  act	  
as	  a	  protest	  against	  the	  oppressiveness	  of	  isolation	  and	  document	  the	  
existential	   condition	   of	   individuals	   who	   often	   suffer	   abuse	   under	  
noxious	   political	   regimes.	   In	   these	   works,	   Edgü	   also	   chronicles	   the	  
difficulty	   of	   communication	   and	   the	   struggle	   to	   develop	   mutual	  
understanding.	   In	   his	   extensive	   use	   of	   pronouns,	   Edgü	   returns	   the	  
reader	   to	   a	   period	   when	   lingual	   borders	   had	   yet	   to	   be	   created,	  
prompting	   us	   to	   reflect	   on	   existential	   questions	   concerning	   social	  
communication,	   if	   not	   even	   survival,	   and	   compelling	   us	   to	   consider	  
translation	   in	   its	   broadest	   and	   most	   complex	   senses,	   such	   as	   the	  
translation	   into	  words	  of	   inner	  states	  of	  being,	   the	  communication	  of	  
feelings,	   including	   the	   failure,	   or	   inability,	   to	   communicate	   them.	  
Kimse	   is	  particularly	  pertinent	  since	   its	  acute	  and	  subtle	  depiction	  of	  
political	   oppression	   echoes	   the	   way	   in	   which	  many	   people	   currently	  
living	   under	   oppressive	   regimes	   are	   forced	   to	   be	   “no	   one.”	   In	   this,	  
Kimse	   is	   a	   penetrating	   symptomatology	   of	   sociopolitical	   dynamics	  
now	   at	   large.	   Edgü	   creates	   an	   equilibrium	   between	   narrative	   and	  
opposite	   types	   of	  material,	   each	   of	  which	   reveal	   an	   intensity	  &	   force	  
that	   is	   reminiscent	   of	   Pasolini,	   if	   not	   also	   Beckett,	   especially	   in	   his	  
whittled,	  minimalist	  use	  of	  language.	  

As	  a	  recipient	  of	  the	  Sait	  Faik	  award	  (the	  Turkish	  equivalent	  of	  
the	  Prix	  de	  Goncourt)	  and	   the	  Turkish	  Language	  Academy	  award,	   in	  
his	  country	  Edgü	   is	  distinguished	  writer	  whose	  reach	  will	   surely	  only	  
broaden	  with	  his	  finally	  being	  introduced	  into	  English.	  —	  Eds	  
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NO ONE (excerpt) 
 
 
 
To say that I’ve not gone out, says the First Voice. Out to the 
bathroom. For three days. Maybe four. Maybe even five. To say that 
I’ve not gone.  

Why? says the Second Voice. You should’ve gone out and tried. 
In such cold weather? answers the First Voice. 
Your intestines’ve gotten dry. Go out and try. Stop being lazy, 

the Second Voice insists. 
Let them get dry, says the First Voice. I don’t intend to freeze. 

Dogs are howling, don’t you hear? It’s snowing. It was flaky; now it 
turned into blizzards. Frost. To go out in this frost. Out, to the 
bathroom. Going to the bathroom to try loosening these dried 
intestines. NO! NO! Moreover, the path to the bathroom may be 
covered with snow.  

Then, try in front of the door, outside, says the Second Voice.  
In front of the door? says the First Voice.  
Sure, says the Second Voice. Why not? Snow would cover it 

and it would get frozen. It wouldn’t smell till summer. Of course if it’s 
not eaten by the dogs right after you come back.  (He laughs) 

I’m afraid of catching a cold, whines the First Voice.  
Ah, I understand, says the Second Voice. Then try one of the 

corners of the room.  
That’s a good idea, says the First Voice. But there’s nothing to 

try. 
However you like, says the Second Voice. Then don’t whine.  
There is nobody whining, says the First Voice.  
They keep silent.  
After a while, the First Voice begins to speak “Whenever…” 

but couldn’t end the sentence.  
The other curiously waits for the end of the sentence.  
The end of the sentence does not arrive. 
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The ones that arrive (from outside) are, the northern wind’s 
whistle (vuuuuu) and the howl of dogs (huuu-uuuuu-uu-uu-uu) and 
(from inside) the crackle of wood in the stove. 

Considering the howling dogs — begins the First Voice. 
Yes, the Second Voice completes, the wolves should’ve come 

out.  
They keep silent. 
They listen to the howling dogs and the whistle of the northern 

wind.  
Then, the First Voice says, and you want me to go out and try.  
You can try in front of the door, says the Second Voice.  
You forgot what happened to me the last time, says the First 

Voice. Plus, there’s nothing to try. I told you. I said that my intestines 
are dry.  

Then an enema, suggests the Second Voice.  
Are you kidding me? says the First Voice.  
At least a piece of soap, says the Second Voice.  
There you go, that’s a good idea, says the First Voice. But not 

now. Tomorrow we can try that. Tomorrow, after daybreak. After the 
wolves withdraw to the mountains. After the danger is over.  

Why are you waiting for tomorrow, says the Second Voice.  
As I’ve said, now the wolves, says the First Voice. Now the 

wolves and danger.  
Right, says the Second Voice.  
They keep silent for a while.  
Then the Second Voice asks, Shall we turn on the light? What 

do you say? 
No need, replies the First Voice. 
But it’s too dark, insists the Second Voice. 
So what? rebuffs the First Voice. For whom will you turn the 

light on? To see whom? 
For myself, says the wobbly Second Voice. To be in light. 
For yourself? asks the First Voice. 
Yes, says the Second Voice. 



	   69	  

Are you afraid? says the First Voice? 
Yes, says the Second Voice. 
Of whom are you afraid? says (sarcastically) the First Voice. 
I don’t know, says the Second Voice.  
The door is bolted, you know, says the First Voice.  
Yes, says the Second Voice. The shutters are pulled down. 
No person can enter, says the First Voice.  
And no animal, says the Second Voice. 
If so? says the First Voice 
I don’t know, says the Second Voice. I’m afraid. (A moment. 

Then:) You too are afraid. 
The First Voice does not answer.  
If you weren’t afraid, you’d go out and try, says the Second 

Voice.  
I told you that there’s nothing to try, says the First Voice. 
My fear is of catching a cold. To get a cold, and be laid up and 

to die on this mountaintop. 
My fear is to be gulped by dogs and wolves while trying to 

empty out my dry intestines. 
To be what? asks the Second Voice.  
To be gulped, repeats the First Voice. 
So you don’t want to turn on the light, says the Second Voice 

(not listening or hearing the given answer). 
There’s no need, says the First Voice.  
Then let’s go to bed, says the Second Voice.  
Good idea, says the First Voice. 
Won’t you undress? says the Second Voice.  
No, says the First Voice.  
They keep silent.  
Then, the Second Voice says, do you hear the dogs’ howl? 
I hear, says the First Voice.  
They don’t howl anymore. They stopped howling, do you hear? 

says the Second Voice.  
I hear, says the First Voice.  
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They are probably following the wolves, says the Second Voice.  
Their bones would be found on the river tomorrow, says the 

First Voice.  
Only if not covered by the snow, says the Second Voice. 
If not covered, says the First Voice. 
If so only by the summer, says the Second Voice. 
Right, says the First Voice.  
They keep silent. 
Then, the First Voice asks, the batteries ran out, right?  
Long agooo, says the Second Voice. 
Shall we warm them up and try again, says the First Voice. 
We tried many times, says the Second Voice. 
Right, says the First Voice.  (Then:) When would it come? 
What? asks the Second Voice. 
The batteries, says the First Voice.  
God knows, says the Second Voice. If someone goes to town. If 

they’ve any left in town. If the road is not closed. (Then:) Why did you 
ask? 

Nothing, says the First Voice. 
Are you bored? asks the Second Voice. 
Not boredom, says the First Voice. I forgot to get bored long 

ago.  
This is, — for a voice 
What, for a voice? asks the Second Voice. 
Need, says the First Voice. 
Need for what voice? asks the Second Voice. 
A human voice, says the First Voice. 
This, I am baffled, says the Second Voice.  
What is there to be baffled about? says the First Voice. 
Human… here… at this mountaintop, there are human… 

human voices, says the Second Voice. 
I don’t understand the language of these people, says the First 

Voice.  
Whose language do you understand? says the Second Voice.  
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The First Voice doesn’t answer this question. 
From where did I come to here? says the First Voice.  
From where did we come to here? the Second Voice echoes the 

question. 
Instead of an answer, they ask one another the question: 

“From where did we come to here?”, but just for the sake of it, slowly, 
maybe they don’t even hear. 

As if I ran away, ran away to this mountaintop here, couldn’t 
find another place to go, as if for being forgotten, says the First Voice.  
Something like that, says the Second Voice. 

What else could we’ve done? says the First Voice.  
We could’ve run away to somewhere else, says the Second 

Voice. 
Somewhere warm. To an island or a desert, says the First 

Voice.  
There are waves in the island, day and night, says the Second 

Voice. And sand storms in the desert.  
We could’ve taken shelter in a forest, says the First Voice.  
You’ve never listened to the trees talking in the wind 

obviously, says the Second Voice. 
Then it’s good in here, says the First Voice. Is that what you 

mean? 
I don’t know if it’s good or bad, says the Second Voice. We are 

here, that is all I know. 
But we’ve to cast off from this, says the First Voice. 
We will, says the Second Voice. We’ve cast off from many 

places. We will cast off from here also. We will run away. From this 
snowy mountaintop. Here is not for us. We will go down to the 
lowlands. We will roam around by the sea. On top of the sand that 
may burn our feet. All naked. Under the summer sun. In the south 
somewhere. Then? 

Then we’ll run away from there also, for sure, says the First 
Voice. 

To where? says the Second Voice.  
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How can I know it today? says the First Voice. But the day will 
come; we’ll run away from there also. 

But one day we’ll stop. Somewhere, we’ll cast anchor on still 
waters, won’t we? says the Second Voice. 

Yes, says the First Voice. One day. Somewhere. To dig our pit 
and to get in.  

Move a little further, says the Second Voice. 
Be still. Let it be. Sit and stay where you sit, says the First 

Voice. 
I’m not sitting, I’m lying down, says the Second Voice. 
Lie down and stay where you lie — never to stand up, says the 

First Voice. 
They keep silent.  
Then (again) the Second Voice begins: Do you hear the 

rattling? 
No, says the First Voice. I hear nothing. 
Weird, I also don’t hear it anymore, says the Second Voice.  
So? says the First Voice (angry). 
But I felt like hearing, says the Second Voice. 
Hearing what? says the First Voice. 
The rattling, says the Second Voice.  
Listen to yourself instead of the rattle, says the First Voice.  
To do what? says the Second Voice. 
Haven’t you ever asked? says the First Voice. 
Asked what? says the Second Voice. 
Everything, says the First Voice. 
For example? says the Second Voice.  
For example, why are you here? says the First Voice. 
Why am I here? asks the Second Voice. The answer: Because 

you are here. 
Right, says the First Voice. (Then adds:) What if we weren’t 

here? 
We’d be somewhere else, says the First Voice.  
Somewhere else? Where? says the First Voice. 
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I don’t know, says the Second Voice. For example in Paris. 
We were there, says the First Voice. 
But we ran away, says the Second Voice. 
If we weren’t in Paris? says the First Voice.  
In London, Rome, Madrid, Karachi, says the Second Voice. 
Don’t make me laugh, says the First Voice.  
In Moscow, Florida, Addis Ababa, says the Second Voice. 
Yes, says the First Voice. Why not? 
They laugh. With laughter, holding their groins. 
After their laughter subsides the First Voice asks: Where 

would you want to be now? 
Nowhere, says the Second Voice.  
But you are here now, says the First Voice.  
Yes, I am here now, fortunately, says the First Voice. It 

could’ve been worse than the worst. 
Worse than the worst? says the Second Voice. What do you 

mean? 
You never know, says the First Voice. At least we are under a 

roof in here.  
Right, says the Second Voice. Our room is not as cold. 
Not as cold? says the First Voice, shivering. 
Compared to outside, says the Second Voice.  
Compared to outside, yes. But we could’ve been somewhere 

warmer. For example, at a public bath. On the “navel stone.” Our dirt 
coming out of our skin. Or in a warm hotel room, sweating under the 
arms of a woman whose name we don’t even know. 

No doubt, says the Second Voice. We could’ve. 
Then why are you always thinking of the worst? says the First 

Voice. 
Why always worse than the worst. 
You know what, while sleeping a while ago, I was thinking in 

my dream, says the Second Voice. 
You slept, says the First Voice. (Befuddled) 
Haven’t you slept? says the Second Voice. (Befuddled) 
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Not quite, says the First Voice. 
In my dream I thought… the Second Voice attempts to 

continue. 
You are always like this, interrupts the First Voice. You think 

in your dream, and dream when awake. 
I can’t help it, answers the Second Voice. 
No one can help it, says the First Voice (sighing). There is 

nothing to get embarrassed about it.  
That’s what I wanted to say, says the Second Voice. 
They keep silent. 
Then, the First Voice: What were you thinking of in your 

dream? he says.  
I forgot, says the Second Voice. 
Luckily, says the First Voice. 
They keep silent. 
Then, the First Voice: Do you hear? he says. 
Hear what? asks the Second Voice. 
The dogs, says the First Voice. 
Yes, says the Second Voice.  
They probably locked them in the sheepfold. Scared of the 

wolves. 
 Do you say the wolves get down? says the First Voice. 

I say they get down, says the Second Voice. 
Shall we look out the window? says the First Voice. 
Do you say we can see? says the Second Voice. 
I guess, says the First Voice. Under the moonlight. 
Then, we need to open the shutters, says the Second Voice. 
Yes, says the First Voice. We can open. 
We can’t open, says the Second Voice.  
Why? asks the First Voice. 
Because the cold would come in and — 
Right, says the First Voice. 
And maybe the wolves, says the Second Voice. 



	   75	  

Right, says the First Voice. (Then:) Then in this situation we 
can only listen. 

They are listening. 
They are listening to their own voices. 

 Outside sounds. 
And all the silence (such). 

 
 
 
 



 

 
 
 

Andrei Bely 
Friedrich Nietzsche (1907)1 

 
 

 

     Max Klinger, Nietzsche (early 20th century) 

 
 

TRANSLATED BY EVGENIYA KOROLEVA 
 
 

 
                                                             
1 First published in the Symbolist journal Vesy (The Scales) № 7 (1908) 45–50; № 8 

(1908) 55–65; № 9 (1908) 30–39. Reprinted in Bely’s collection of essays, The 
Arabesques (1911) 60–90.  



 77 

Secrets of Nietzsche 
An Introduction to Andrei Bely 

 
 

Keith Ansell-Pearson 
 
 

There is much of interest in Bely’s reading of Nietzsche and much to 
intrigue. He presents a philosopher of the dawn as a philosopher of 
the future and one who writes for the avant-garde of European 
culture. Bely presents Nietzsche as the teacher of secret doctrines — 
the eternal return, the Übermensch amongst others — who both 
reveals communality with theosophy and with the teachings of 
antiquity. Bely makes a considerable effort to wrest Nietzsche away 
from banal doctrines, notably modern individualism, and to connect 
his work and its legacy with more interesting projects, including older 
doctrines on the self. We know that from the beginnings of his 
intellectual life Nietzsche was preoccupied with the most important 
questions of philosophy: What kind of being is the philosopher? What 
is his relation to nature? Is there a teleology of nature in the case of 
the philosopher? What is his relation to a people? What does he, a 
solitary and even aloof figure, offer to others? Nietzsche’s fate was to 
be philosophically heterodox, but it is this heterodoxy that speaks to 
Bely. Bely sees Nietzsche as our fate, as the destiny of Europe and its 
‘soul.’ Nietzsche for him is first and foremost, and dare one say it, 
such is its ridiculous and banalized character, a ‘spiritual’ thinker, a 
thinker of the soul. However, concealed in this ‘spiritual’ teaching of 
the soul is a new teaching of the body and a set of ‘spiritual exercises’ 
(as Pierre Hadot has called them) designed to train the individual to 
be equal to the fortunes and trials of life, including the tests of the 
self, such as one’s mortality and how to live. This is what Bely 
presents as the ‘moral,’ or better, ethical, component of Nietzsche’s 
philosophy:  
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…he paves a way through the degenerate surroundings 
toward the images of the future; he invites us as well to 
engage in the gymnastics of art in order to develop 
muscles, capable of forging a value; here Nietzsche offers 
his true teleology; it consists of a number of practical, 
sequentially arranged pieces of advice reminiscent in 
their form of the sayings by Lao Tsu, Buddha, Christ, and 
Mohammed; these pieces of advice are directed towards 
his followers’ internal experience; the external 
experience — biology, science, & philosophy — is only a 
means for transmitting signals for Nietzsche.  

 
One is reminded here of how Nietzsche constructed the 

lineage of Zarathustra, construing his descent in terms of the great 
religious and moral teachers of civilization, and indeed, Bely sees 
Nietzsche as the teacher of a new religion of life. But one is also 
reminded of how Nietzsche brilliantly construes some of his favorite 
antique philosophers, such as Epicurus and Epictetus: he construes 
both as figures in whom wisdom assumed bodily form. The point is 
perhaps obvious: philosophy is not simply paideia but an incorporated 
wisdom that enables us to negotiate the most difficult questions of 
life. One is also reminded of Foucault’s doctrine of the care of self and 
the concern with ethopoiesis, which is a mode of knowledge that 
provides an ethos and a way of being and living. This knowledge is 
what can be called phusiologia and that serves to provide the 
individual with boldness and courage, a kind of intrepidity and 
preparedness that enables the individual to stand firm not only 
against the (many) beliefs that others seek to impose on him, but also 
against the hazards of life and the authority of those who wish to lay 
down the law: “Absence of fear, a sort of recalcitrance and 
spiritedness if you like: this is what phusiologia gives to the 
individuals who learn it.”2 This means that, strictly speaking, 
phusiologia is not a branch of knowledge (savoir), but rather 
knowledge (connaissance) of nature, of phusis, to the extent that this 
                                                             
2 Michel Foucault, The Hermeneutics of the Subject. Lectures at the Collège de France 

1981–1982, tr. by Graham Burchell (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005).  
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knowledge serves as a principle of human conduct and as the 
criterion for setting individuals free. The aim of this knowledge of 
nature is to transform the subject, one that is originally filled with 
fear and terror before nature to one that is a free subject able to find 
within itself “the possibility and means of his permanent and 
perfectly tranquil delight.”3 This appears to be the kind of knowledge 
prized by Nietzsche from the time of his earliest writings, as when he 
writes in a notebook from 1873–4 that the aim of wisdom is “to enable 
a human being to face all the blows of fate (Schicksalsschläge) with 
equal firmness, to arm him for all times” (KSA 7, 30 [25]).  

We have lost sight of such a teaching, indeed of such a 
conception of philosophy, and Bely’s reading of Nietzsche reminds us 
of this and just how much we have lost. In the unfashionable 
meditation on history, Nietzsche laments the fact that today we have 
only weak personalities and that, “No one dares to fulfil the law of 
philosophy in himself, no one lives philosophically, with that simple, 
manly loyalty that compelled an ancient, if he had once declared 
loyalty to the Stoa, to act as Stoic wherever he was and whatever he 
did” (§5). As it is, Nietzsche further laments, we have a modern 
philosophy that is policed, being “limited by governments, churches, 
academies, customs, and human cowardice to scholarly pretence.” It 
is readings by the likes of Bely that can begin to release us from this 
policing of philosophy and return us to a more profound engagement 
with the writings and with Nietzsche’s legacy. We agree with Bely: 
Nietzsche is something new. And we can also agree: the doctrines are 
secret ones and very ancient. 

 
 
 

 

 

                                                             
3 Ibid., 241.  
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Andrei Bely 
Friedrich Nietzsche (1907) 

 

Different is the ascendancy of great people on the horizon of 
humankind. Some rise to their zenith slowly and smoothly. They do 
not have to drink the wine of belated fame poisoned with lack of 
recognition — the scent of withering roses. Not with an outburst of 
admiration does humankind greet them so as to better plunge them 
into the darkness of oblivion later. But, like the honey of sun rays, the 
luminous greatness is accumulating in their souls; and what a healing 
wine they are aging in their works: open a book — a page will shower 
you with light: take a gulp — and a light intoxication will soothingly 
lull life to rest. Yes! They were also bemoaning their destiny, but how 
common such complaints are! 

Every soul that is not fully open to its own kind will share such 
complaints. 

Like a perennial steady oak, Goethe was developing slowly. 
Not until he was in his 50s had the Critique matured in Immanuel 
Kant’s unrelenting, iron-like mind. But there was never such a period 
in the Konigsberg philosopher’s life when his lectures were not 
attended and his concerns did not evoke interest among the 
distinguished intellectuals of his time.  

How dissimilar Kant’s destiny is to that of Arthur 
Schopenhauer who, by his 20s, had already fully measured the 
horizons of his thought; it is probably for this reason that he 
interrupted his loud song by his swan song; later it was slowly dying 
away and in the end turned into... the sounds of a tearful flute with 
which the gloomy elderly man was consoling himself in his old age. 
All his life he was ignored, silenced, and denied publications. At long 
last, recognition came to the bitter elderly man bending over his 
reminiscences, for what else, if not a sweet reminiscence, is the 
second volume of The World as Will and Representation, in which the 
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brilliance of wit interspersed with hissing at Hegel and references to 
his celebrated work, directed at defending but the thoughts developed 
twenty years earlier? I will not mention On the Will in Nature, an 
unsuccessful attempt to acquire grounding in biology. Fame turned 
the head of the pessimistic flute-player: he even allowed his hands to 
be kissed.  

Fame also turned Wagner’s head when he seated himself on a 
throne-like elevation. Two old men of genius, possessed by mania. 
Not so Nietzsche.  

Not with an outburst of luminous admiration did Nietzsche’s 
contemporaries greet him; the Academic Areopagus followed the 
young professor’s development with approval only to later turn away 
from the man of genius — a poet and a sage; and only old Jacob 
Burckhardt blessed his work; and the wonderful Deussen expressed 
condescending bewilderment. Gradually but surely loneliness was 
locking him in its embrace. Each new book cut a small handful of 
followers from Nietzsche. And eventually he found himself in 
emptiness, coming to be shy of people.  

Touching is Deussen’s account of the pleading timidity with 
which Nietzsche, who lived at that time in loneliness and poverty in 
Switzerland, handed him his Jenseits,4 imploring him not to get angry 
with him. Or Nietzsche who politely hears out Hippolyte Taine’s self-
assured chatter (see Nietzsche's correspondence with Taine). Or 
Nietzsche who timidly follows Guyot in Biarritz, fearful of 
approaching him. Or, Nietzsche who, after having written a number 
of remarkable books, already sick, is condescendingly noticed by Mr. 
Brandes!  

Late fame did not turn Nietzsche’s head; Nietzsche’s fame 
started somehow all of a sudden; nobody was buying his late books; 
and suddenly — a fashion for Nietzsche, when he was sick and did 
not understand anything, sick on the terrace of a Weimar villa.  
                                                             
4 Jenseits von Gut und Böse: Vorspiel einer Philosophie der Zukunft (1886) (Beyond 

Good and Evil: Prelude to a Philosophy of the Future). 
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Kant, Goethe, Schopenhauer, and Wagner created works of 
genius. Nietzsche created a new breed of genius, till then unknown to 
European civilization.  

For that reason it is he who opens a new era with his 
personality.  

By analyzing Nietzsche’s works, we can discern all the features 
of a genius of the old days; but through these features, like through a 
mask, there appears something else that is unknown to Europeans. 
This “something” is an enigma that he offers to the avant-garde of 
European culture. His image is growing over our culture like an 
image of the winged Sphinx. Death or resurrection is Nietzsche’s 
motto. Nietzsche is impossible to ignore: he is we in the future, who 
are not aware of ourselves yet.  

This is what Nietzsche is.  

Theosophists turn the fantastic utopia of mankind’s 
development into a dogma: different races of mankind follow one 
another, depositing their strata, in other words, their psychological 
formation in history. Thus: the Mongolian race belongs to the fourth 
race; the Europeans are representatives of the fifth race: among them 
new representatives of the sixth, succeeding race endowed with 
clairvoyance begins to emerge sporadically.  

 No race can overstep its pre-determined boundaries in the 
feeling and cognition of life. The end of the horizon of apprehension 
for one race is only the beginning of the road toward the horizon for 
another. In this sense, each subsequent race, comprising the fullness 
of the preceding races, sees above itself a new sky, which is hidden 
from the eyes of the dying race. Isolated individuals of the coming 
race, prematurely born in the period of the supremacy of the race 
destined to die out, are children of the future forsaken in the 
kingdom of the old men. We cannot completely understand them in 
their aspirations. But now and again they conceal their true face 
behind the mask of our worldviews. And, on our part, the 
terminology that we have learnt by heart appears to be 
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comprehensible: using words from their vocabulary, we adjust the 
contents of our withering souls to the new words. Representing 
degeneration, we rouge ourselves with the borrowed colors of a youth 
that was not meant for us. Moreover: we are drawn to the young 
because being old we grow senile.  

I do not intend to turn the theosophist symbol about the 
change of races into a dogma. This doctrine just comes to mind when 
one deals with Nietzsche. Something truly miraculous for our epoch 
radiates to us from the figure of the Basel professor of classical 
philology. The close analysis of his philosophy and style, which he 
gave to the Germans, does not reveal that “something” which strikes 
us so powerfully in Nietzsche. The style of the new soul is what sets 
him apart. His demonic image looks back into the past, but this is 
deceiving: happy like a child, lucid, he reflects in the mirror of the 
future.  

Nietzsche’s soul has foreseen the coming race; this is why it is 
of the new style; this style does not at all express itself in the 
sophisticated haircuts and decorative panels of our time — these 
colors of borrowed youth on the withered body of mankind. On the 
contrary: his ideology can be analyzed. But the ideology for this alien 
is only a means for sharing a language in common with us. What has 
struck this alien among us? We laugh at the alien but are also wary of 
him: how were we reflected in his eyes? Weren't we reflected upside 
down? 

Well known capabilities penetrate our soul in various 
combinations. If we define the individualism of Friedrich Nietzsche as 
a variety of combinations, we will understand nothing. Nietzsche laid 
a new foundation for the soul; from the till then unknown foundation 
of the soul he drew a variety of spiritual combinations. For that 
reason he cannot be regarded as an individualist in the contemporary 
sense of the word. While asserting the old truths, he is new. What 
should one call sensations well-known by now, what should one call 
“pain” if “pain” is not only “pain,” and “happiness” is not “happiness” 
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at all, “the good” is not “the good,” and “evil” is not “evil”? Didn’t an 
explosion erupt in the well-known vessel called soul? The fragments 
of the vessel badly injured Nietzsche’s body; they will hurt us too if we 
approach Nietzsche. 

Speaking of his love for the faraway, his love for the distant 
horizons of our soul, he is diametrically opposed to those of his 
followers who remain satisfied with the coloring of their 
surroundings in dawn-like hues. And if Nietzsche described only the 
dawn as “golden,” modern writers are ready to call everything golden. 
Nietzsche is a sophisticated stylist; but he applies his refined 
definitions to such significant events of the inward life that the 
elegance of his style begins to appear deceptively as simplicity. 
Nietzsche is honest and simple in his sophistication. And our kinship 
with Nietzsche is only in plumage. We decked ourselves with the 
paradisiacal feathers, having wrested them away from him who could 
fly; and while we may call ourselves birds in the sky, we can’t fly on 
our wings.  

Nietzsche tears out our mortal soul so that we can turn it into 
a cradle of the future. To achieve this he comes up with a new 
method: he turns biblical walking before God into walking before 
himself. What he needs is to become conscious of his own 
fundamental ambitions, that is, to get to know his own and to subject 
himself to his own. Here his morality is ruthless and undeviating. And 
this for the simple reason that his own is not his own at all: it is 
everybody’s child: a child of mankind in whom the fight between 
degeneration and resurrection is playing out. Humankind will give 
birth to a new kind — or will perish. Nietzsche has foreknowledge of 
the essence of the new man in himself. It is he and he only who came 
close to the boundary of the birth of the new man in us and the death 
of everything generic, human, all too human in us: the new man is 
already approaching us. And our horizon is not the horizon of the old: 
in some of the seemingly most subjective feelings we can detect the 
basso continuo of the whole culture, while in others we can’t: “the 
right one, not the right one,” — we speak about two equally 
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subjective feelings, being well aware that one of them is truly 
subjective, whereas the other only wears a mask of subjectivity 
because it is objective in its subjectivity. It was Nietzsche who spoke 
about it for the first time: dawn, soul, the earth, the sky — what does 
it matter how Nietzsche calls his innermost secret? Like a focal point 
he concentrates all the prophesies that have ever penetrated the soul 
of man with horror and rapture, tenderness and fury, storm and 
quiet, a clear sky and an oppressing rain cloud. Before Nietzsche an 
unbridgeable chasm separated the Ancient Aryan titans from the new 
Aryan culture. What a chasm lies between the greatest lyrical sigh of 
Goethe (the greatest lyrical poet) and a peal of thunder of a Shankara 
and Patanjali. After Nietzsche this chasm disappeared. Zarathustra is 
a legitimate descendant of Goethe’s lyrical poetry; but a successor of 
“Vedanta” as well. Nietzsche resurrected in German culture 
everything that is still alive for us in the East: now it is ridiculous to 
unite the East and the West when the figure of Nietzsche incarnated 
this union.  

In Nietzsche it is the focus of spiritual activities that has 
shifted, not the spiritual activities themselves. Had he found himself 
among his own kind, he might have replaced his teaching about the 
Overhuman with the teaching about the norm of individualistic 
development: then he would have been a universalist and not an 
individualist. One must separate Nietzsche’s individualism in his 
teaching from Nietzsche himself, too individualistic in our epoch but 
universal in the future. There is Nietzsche’s personality. There is 
Nietzsche’s teaching about an individual. It follows from his 
personality; it is not a theory. In the end, there appears a question 
about what Nietzsche’s teaching meant for Nietzsche himself: was it a 
proclamation of the truth or a tool by means of which he attempted to 
push away from the decrepit ways of modern times? How did 
Nietzsche make use of this tool? Did he use the tool for himself or for 
his own? “Is it for myself that I want happiness?”5 — he exclaims.  

                                                             
5 It was not possible to trace the exact source of this quote. Bely might be 
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Everything for him is a bridge and striving for the faraway. He 
invites us to love the country of our children; he forbids looking back 
from where we are going; our dignity is to grasp what we are 
approaching in our children. But in order to know where we are 
going, it is necessary to develop our future within us, that is, to 
possess it: to possess an image of the new man, the new name on the 
stone of the soul. At this point Nietzsche is an apocalyptic.  

The individual taken in the narrowly physiological sense is not 
the goal of development. Such an individual is rooted in the laws of 
the clan — this is where we start from. Its autonomy is the power of 
the clan: it is not freedom but enslavement. Take note: till now in a 
peculiar way Nietzsche proceeds together with Kant; but where Kant 
asserts his practical reason only in theory, Nietzsche asserts his 
freedom, like nature, in practice. Theory for him is only a way to start 
a conversation with his contemporaries; psychology is another way to 
discern in himself what needs to be cut off. These two ways allow him 
to begin to speak with his contemporaries in order to call them 
toward their future, granted they have this future before them.  

“[I] will give him a white stone, and in the stone a new name 
written, which no man knoweth saving he that receiveth it,” as said in 
the Apocalypse (Revelation 2:17). Nobody could comprehend the true 
import of these words better than Nietzsche would. To be born anew 
is what Nietzsche called us toward, and mountains are the foot of the 
newly born. This “new name” is what Nietzsche gave us, and what’s 
more, purely formally: the “Overhuman,” having borrowed this term 
from somebody else’s vocabulary (from Goethe). The Overhuman is a 

                                                                                                                                                    
referring to the following passage from Thus Spoke Zarathustra: “‘O 
Zarathustra,’ they said, ‘are you perhaps looking out for your happiness?’ — 
‘What does happiness matter!’ he answered. ‘I have long ceased striving after 
happiness: I am striving after my work.’ — ‘O Zarathustra,’ said the animals 
again, ‘you say that as one who has more than enough of the good. Are you not 
lying in a sky-blue lake of happiness?’ — ‘You pranksters,’ replied Zarathustra 
and laughed. ‘How well you chose that image! But you know too that my 
happiness is heavy and not like a flowing wave of water: it presses me and will 
not leave me, and behaves like melted tar.’ —” (4 §1) 
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name. Is this name also a personality? If it is, then only in a symbolic 
sense. Most likely we deal with the slogan that is being dreamed of, 
with the unrealized but forefelt norm of development; we turn the 
forefeeling into the goal of striving. Insofar as the aim of 
development, being a precondition for the growth of self-
consciousness, is not determined by consciousness, will transforms 
this aim into a creative instinct; the instinct of the preservation of the 
species draws a prototype of the limit which is accessible to the 
development of an individual; this limit is a new type of mankind; the 
Overhuman is an artistic image of this new type: it is dictated by 
creative will. The creative dream is opposed to the real world that 
corrupts personality. For Nietzsche the “Overhuman” is a dream that 
is more real than the real conditions of his environment.  

Nietzsche’s philosophical credo is comprised of two elements 
that, in their essence, are opposed to each other. In its foundation 
there lies the artist’s dream about a normal man, capable of going 
through all the stages of development and yielding a new type. It is as 
will of the instinct of self-preservation that Nietzsche became 
conscious of this dream in himself; he subjected logical thinking to 
this instinct; like Avenarius, he is a philosopher of the alogical. But he 
understood deeper than Avenarius all the impossibility of preaching 
the alogical in terms of theoretical philosophy. This is why it is not 
evidence but inculcation that he uses as a foundation of his method. 
This is why it is not a theory of cognition but art that he builds his 
system on. From a theorist he turns into a man of practice. “My 
teaching about the Overhuman, — as if Nietzsche were saying, — has 
been implanted in me by the instinct of self-preservation that 
delineates a symbol of the man of the future; I only have to show the 
way of fulfillment of this dream.” Here comes the moral component 
of his philosophy: he paves a way through the stagnation of his 
environment toward the images of the future; he invites us as well to 
engage in the gymnastics of art in order to develop muscles, capable 
of forging a value; it is here that Nietzsche offers his true teleology; it 
consists of a number of practical, sequentially arranged pieces of 
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advice reminiscent in their form of the sayings by Lao Tsu, Buddha, 
Christ, and Muhammad; these pieces of advice are directed toward 
his disciples’ internal experience; while the external experience — 
biology, science, and philosophy — is only a means for transmitting 
signals for Nietzsche. Nietzsche’s true teleology is equally opposed to 
Fichte’s teleology, Kant’s teaching about expediency, and natural 
scientific teleology. This is the reason why Nietzsche speaks more in 
images than through logic.  

Artistic symbolism is a method of expressing feelings in 
images. Nietzsche makes use of this method: hence, he is an artist; but 
he advocates an expedient selection of feelings by means of images: 
his images are connected, like a number of means, leading toward the 
goal, which is dictated by his life instinct: this is why Nietzsche’s 
method of exposition has a form of teleological symbolism.  

The individualism necessary to overcome the stagnant 
environment in Nietzsche has to be differentiated from the 
individualism of our “I,” free of stagnation.  

The first kind of individualism is a tactical individualism (a 
struggle for the right of an individual); the second type of 
individualism is the freedom of my “I” (an assertion of the right of an 
individual).  

Nietzsche does not touch upon the features of an absolutely 
free individual; he symbolizes them sometimes in a child, sometimes 
in the Overhuman. And we don’t know whether in Nietzsche an 
absolutely free individual expresses itself in individually singular or 
individually universal norms. We don’t know whether Nietzsche is an 
individualist or a universalist in the trivial sense of these words, 
because the hackneyed ideas about individualism have nothing in 
common with the content of this conception in Nietzsche. Completely 
independent of the absolute individual’s freedom, there unfolds 
Nietzsche’s battle platform about the rescue of the elements of the 
coming freedom in the demoralizing conditions of modernity; up till 
now Nietzsche’s battle platform (tactical individualism) has been 
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confused with his teaching about the freedom of an individual. 
Striving for this freedom is a categorical imperative of the new 
morality; its first formula is the rejection of all existent moralities.  

Nietzsche’s “Overhuman” is not an anthropological type. 
Though Nietzsche himself begins more than once to object to Darwin, 
he, nevertheless, makes use of Darwin: but he uses Darwin’s theory 
like a rod incidentally picked up on the road in order to deal a blow to 
a scholastic who happened to cross his way; Nietzsche deals a blow, 
throws the rod away, and cleans his hands after that.  

“— Offensive clarity,” — Nietzsche frowns upon John Stuart 
Mill. In the depth of his heart Nietzsche couldn’t help but harbor 
similar feelings for Darwin. But in the ardor of combat he can also 
resort to offensive clarities. When necessary, for him everything can 
be used as a means to knock his opponents off their feet. Here to lay 
an ambush to Catholicism by means of Buckle, Mill, and Darwin; 
there to throw a Jesuit under the distinguished scholars’ feet.  

It is doubtful to see the Overhuman as a biological man; it is 
even more doubtful to see him as a collective individual of all 
mankind. More likely, it is a principle, a word, logos, and a norm of 
development, dressed in all the bright attributes of an individual. This 
is Nietzsche’s icon. Nietzsche’s teaching about an individual is neither 
a theory nor psychology; even less so — an aesthetics or a science. It 
is more a morality comprehended in the light of the theory of values 
— a theory of symbolism.  

Nietzsche draped himself with whatever he came across. He 
hastily wraps his symbols in a fabric of cognition. But if one wove all 
of Nietzsche's multicolored clothes into a cloak, we would come up 
with the cloak, in which each patch would be a dogma that requires a 
critical evaluation. In our wish to discover the underlying unity of all 
these dogmas we would end up with nothing but pathetic scholastics 
— and no more: but Nietzsche would have laughed in the face of the 
one who would engage in such an enterprise. To reduce Nietzsche to 
an ideology is a task that is as rewarding as looking for the import of 
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Kant’s great ideology in the rusted feather pen used for the writing of 
the final pages of the Critique or in the snuff tobacco used by Kant. 
Nietzsche’s dogmatic assertions are always only a limestone deposit 
on a pearl: the pearl is one or another practical advice as to how to 
fight degeneration or how to raise a child — a new soul, of which a 
body of the Overhuman would be made, an indication of what the 
value is.  

How does one create values? This is Nietzsche’s tumultuous 
ambition. How does one kindle sunlight where there is only a pile of 
smoldering ashes? How does one turn these ashes into the coals of the 
sun, melt them so that they, like a new wine, would run into a thirsty 
mouth, change blood into wine, and transubstantiate a man. “Drink 
ye all of it; for this is my blood of the new testament” — says Christ 
(Matthew 26:28); but blood will turn into wine only when the blood 
intoxicated with happiness, the blood changed into wine, transforms 
the world: intoxicated with happiness, we will begin to measure the 
force of our rapture by the pain of Crucifixion. Only Christ and 
Nietzsche knew all the might and greatness of man.  

“Is the soul not just now drinking a drop of happiness — 
golden wine?”6 (TSZ 4 §10), — exclaims Zarathustra, covered with the 
spots of the sun-colored leaves. Here occurs a partaking of holy 
communion through light. There is no response to him in our culture; 
and only from the distance of time, from the fading sunsets of 
Christianity that like a leopard skin have enveloped the night sky — 
from where a waft of air infused with happiness arises — there 
sounds a voice, apparently familiar from childhood but long-
forgotten: “Drink ye all of it; for this is my blood of the new 
testament” (Mathew 26:27–28). 

                                                             
6 In the quote above Bely condenses and slightly modifies the following passage 
from Thus Spoke Zarathustra by replacing “the old midday” with “the soul”: “‘Do not 
sing, you grass-wings, O my soul! Do not even whisper! Just look — still! The old 
midday sleeps; he moves his mouth: is he not just now drinking a drop of happiness 
— ‘ — an old brown drop of golden happiness, golden wine? It flits away over him, 
his happiness laughs. Thus— —laughs a God. Still! —” (4 §10). 
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One should not pay attention to the form of symbolic 
preaching: the form reflects the epoch. The essence of religious 
teachings does not lie in dogmas. Nietzsche can be compared to 
Christ. Both caught human hearts and combined a dove-like meekness 
with a snake-like wisdom.  

Let’s open any page in Zarathustra: it will be hard to compare 
it to anything, but something will respond to it in the Gospels. 
Whether it is a similarity of opposites or an opposition of similarities 
— I cannot tell. But here’s the fact: white doves surround 
Zarathustra, their new friend, with a cloud of love. This is the image 
that closes Zarathustra. Let’s remember: “A new commandment I give 
unto you, That ye love one another; as I have loved you” (John 13:34); 
“Thou shalt love thy neighbor” (Mark 12:31). — “Do I counsel love of 
the neighbor? — says Nietzsche. — Rather, I counsel flight from the 
nearest and love of the farthest!” (TSZ 1 §16) But it is not in the literal 
sense either that Christ commands us to love our neighbor, having 
said: “I am a sword and division.”7 Love for the neighbor is only a 
thirst for the farthest in the hearts of neighbors, a mutual thirst but 
not love for the neighbor in the neighbor, that is, for “the world.” 
“Love not the world” (John 2:15), that is, the old world, the neighbor, 
in its degenerate image: love it in its distant image, even though this 
image might appear illusory. “Higher yet than love of the human is 
for me love of … spectres” — says Nietzsche; “This spectre that runs 
ahead of you, my brother, is more beautiful than you: why do you not 
give him your flesh and your bones? But you are afraid and run to 
your neighbor” (TSZ, 1 §16). Wasn’t the image of the Resurrected that 
appeared like a spectre among the Galilean fishermen this striving 
for the farthest in the Apostles’ hearts? In both Christ’s and 
Nietzsche’s teachings one is equally struck by a combination of 
happiness and suffering, love and cruelty. “I am come to send fire on 

                                                             
7 In his rendering of Christ's words, Bely blends the following two biblical quotes 

into one: “Do you think I came to bring peace on earth? No, I tell you, but 
division” (Luke 12:51) and “I came not to send peace, but a sword” (Mathew 
10:34).  
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the earth, I'm a sword and division.”8 “Give a push to what is falling,” 
— both could equally say but express it differently. The sense, 
however, is not in the form, but in the hypnosis of feelings underlying 
the form. Both joined wine and blood, heaviness and lightness, ego 
with flight. “My burden is light” (Mathew 11:30) — bequeathed — the 
— One. Zarathustra, a teacher of light dances, invites us to build 
steep slopes to develop precipices over which one could dance.  

But from here comes the burden of ascending the steep slopes; 
from here are the pangs of giving birth to lightness. “Creation is an 
easy liberation,”9 but “For the creator to be himself the child that is 
newly born, he must also want to be the birth-giver and the pain of 
the birth-giver” (TSZ 2 §2). This is what Zarathustra’s lightness is like: 
anesthetics of the nailed hands — a flight of vertiginous suffering. 
This vertigo caused by the heaviness of self-fathoming manifested 
itself in Christ as a feeling of God in himself: “The Father is in me.”10 
But the Christian God is the beginning and the end of everything. 
“Not whence you come shall henceforth constitute your honor, but 
whither you are going!” (TSZ 3 §12), exclaims Nietzsche; this is why he 
rebels against the beginning of everything — the old God; he also 
persecutes Him in His attempts to close off the future. The end of 
everything for Nietzsche himself is the Overhuman, “the Overhuman, 
and not the Father, is in me,” he could exclaim and agree with: “And I 
am in him.” “The beauty of the Overhuman came to me as a shadow. 
Ah, my brothers! What are the Gods to me now!” (TSZ 2 §2) God died 
for Nietzsche, the old God with the long grayish beard does not exist: 

                                                             
8 The first part of the quote above (“I am come to send fire on the earth”) comes 

from Luke 12:49 while the second (“I am a sword and division”) represents a 
blend of two biblical quotes: “Do you think I came to bring peace on earth? No, I 
tell you, but division” (Luke 12:51) and: “I came not to send peace, but a sword” 
(Mathew 10:34).  

9 Bely alters the first part of the quote, which in the original says: “Creating — 
that is the great redemption from suffering, and life's becoming lighter.” 

10 Bely’s rendering of Christ’s words alludes to the following passage from the New 
Testament: “Believest thou not that I am in the Father, and the Father in me? 
The words that I speak unto you I speak not of myself: but the Father that 
dwelleth in me, he doeth the works” (John 14:10).  
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the “worst” man killed him (who knows, was it not Wagner who made 
Wotan commit a multitude of deplorable actions?). For Nietzsche, the 
old God turns into a child whom his soul is going to beget. But didn’t 
Christ himself who accepted the Father in his soul turn the Father 
into his child as well — the spirit of grace, emanated from the Father, 
Whom He sent to us. Christ calls himself a source of grace, that is, the 
one who gives. “But I myself am a bestower, — Zarathustra exclaims 
too, — let strangers and the poor pluck the fruit from my tree 
themselves” (TSZ 2 §3). 

As if one were pleading with us: “Stay true to heaven.” — 
“Stay true to earth,” pleads the other and calls the soul, this 
evaporation of the body, “an azure bell of the sky” (TSZ 3 §4). When he 
says: “Stay true to earth,” he withholds “and to heaven.” When Christ 
teaches about being true to heaven, He stops abruptly, as if not 
having finished, and sighs: “I have yet many things to say unto you, 
but ye cannot bear them now. Howbeit when he, the Spirit of truth, is 
come, he will guide you into all truth” (John 16:12–13). And 
Christianity enraptured with the spirit creates an image for the 
withheld sigh of Christ: the new [city of] Jerusalem descending from 
heaven to earth. “Stay true to heaven”... — “and to earth,” — 
withheld Christ in his sigh. “To the new earth,” yes “to the new one” 
— agrees Nietzsche, too; and both speak about a sword and division.  

Both partook of the wine of inexpressible raptures and the 
blood of Crucifixion. One was teaching of Himself that He is “the Son 
of God and the son of man,”11 the other was teaching of the change of 

                                                             
11 Bely may be referring to the following passage from the New Testament: “When 

Jesus came into the coasts of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his disciples, saying, 
Whom do men say that I the Son of man am? / And they said, Some say that thou 
art John the Baptist: some, Elias; and others, Jeremias, or one of the prophets. / 
He saith unto them, But whom say ye that I am? / And Simon Peter answered 
and said, Thou art the Christ, the Son of the living God. / And Jesus answered 
and said unto him, Blessed art thou, Simon Barjona: for flesh and blood hath not 
revealed it unto thee, but my Father which is in heaven. / And I say also unto 
thee, That thou art Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church; and the 
gates of hell shall not prevail against it. / And I will give unto thee the keys of the 
kingdom of heaven: and whatsoever thou shalt bind on earth shall be bound in 
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our souls turned by Circe of the past into camels — about the child. 
He called the way of our liberation as a transformation of the camel (a 
bearer of the old tables) into a lion, and the lion (a destroyer of the 
tables) into the child, whom Christ loved: “Verily I say unto you, 
Except ye be converted, and become as little children, ye shall not 
enter into the kingdom of heaven” and “of earth” (Matthew 18:3) — 
He does not add, but it is added in John’s Revelation. Zarathustra calls 
us onto the island of children, which is washed by the azure — of 
what? the azure of the sea, the azure of the sky, the azure of the soul? 
What does it matter when the earth, soul, and the sky are all “the 
bridge and striving for the farthest” — all these are one, as “He and 
the Father” were one for Christ. Here, if to break through the crust of 
dead dogmatism, the symbolism of the Gospels merges with the 
symbolism of Nietzsche, coinciding in the innermost substance of 
artistic images. And that which is asserted by these symbols under the 
depth of theomachy takes us to the only road, fatal and dreadful. “Ye 
shall be as gods,” tempted the Serpent (Genesis 3:5). “It doth not yet 
appear what we shall be — sighs St. John in sacred terror — but we 
know that, when he shall appear, we shall be like him” (John 3:2). “You 
are gods,” declares Nietzsche and goes mad. “I am God,” exclaims 
Dostoevsky's Kirillov and shoots himself. We are standing before the 
fatal secret welling up in the heart. It laughs in the soul, smiles sadly, 
and flares up with red sunsets in the west. On the horizon, there 
stand Christ and Nietzsche, both kings, both martyrs, in purple and 
thorns, speaking quietly to each other. 

Denying “earth,” Christ calls us “the children of the 
bridechamber” (Mark 2:19) and goes to feast with the publicans to 
Cana of Galilee; and further promises us the resurrection of the body. 
Denying heaven, Nietzsche brings it down to earth. Asserting heaven, 
Christ announces that like earth, heaven will be destroyed by fire. 
Asserting earth, Nietzsche cuts earth from under our feet. We are 

                                                                                                                                                    
heaven: and whatsoever thou shalt loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven. / 
Then charged he his disciples that they should tell no man that he was Jesus the 
Christ” (Matthew 16:13–20). 
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standing on the line that separates the old earth with its heaven, 
people, and gods from... from what? Nietzsche didn’t say this. He 
roared with laughter and fell silent. They say, on the eve of the fatal 
day of his illness, Nietzsche had been laughing a lot and wildly, went 
to bed, and... Nietzsche stopped being Nietzsche.  

Where did he take this wild merriment, where did he take his 
azure tenderness from? He left us with a mystery, an omen. He 
departed carrying away something in his soul that nobody has yet 
taken away from oneself. 

Nietzsche stands apart not only from Kant, Beethoven, and 
Goethe. Schopenhauer, Ibsen, and Wagner have nothing in common 
with him either, even though they are not infrequently close to him in 
their philosophical ideas. What is an ideology for Nietzsche? 

Nietzsche attempts to assimilate almost all the philosophical, 
aesthetic, and literary schools of our time. It is amusing that they 
present the process of the digestion of Nietzsche in their upset 
stomachs as the overcoming of Nietzsche. But this overcoming of 
Nietzsche in the sphere of ethics and art has an underlying 
reactionary character: this is an adoption of jargon without the 
rhythm of the soul, accompanying the jargon. All turned their backs, 
all betrayed Nietzsche.  

And equally forgotten — clothed not in purple & dawn, he 
stands before his contemporaries, equally opposed to the men of 
genius of the past and the present. “My light I give unto you,”12 he 
addresses us. But we speak about “the teaching of Friedrich 
Nietzsche” and fail to see the crucified Dionysus in the bloodstained 
tatters of the robe. His disciples speak with us — these “superior” 
people who came to him. Looking at them, he would say: “Do they, 
these ‘superior’ people, still smell? Oh, the clear air around me!... 
They are still asleep, these superior people, while ‘I’ am awake; these 
are not my true disciples. I’m waiting not for them in my mountains.” 
                                                             
12 The words that Bely has Nietzsche speak are apparently modeled on those of 

Christ: “Peace I leave with you, my peace I give unto you” (John 14:27). 
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Nietzsche brings the soul down to the earth.13 The soul for him 
is the body but the body that has shaken off the dust of degeneration. 
This is why the body is the soul. And, of course, the soul for Nietzsche 
does not consist in the totality of psychophysical properties. Even less 
does he comprehend the soul spiritualistically. “A feeling,” that is, the 
empirical world, and spirit, are a tool and a toy: behind them there 
lies the “Itself.” For Nietzsche, the totality of sensations is only a 
methodological casing of both the body and the soul, i.e., an empty 
form. This is not the “Itself.” The spirit, i.e., the totality of norms, that 
predetermines and constructs being of the world, is not the “Itself.” 
The “Itself” is more corporeal than the body and more spiritual than 
being.  

Nietzsche cuts being out from under our feet, and spirit — 
from our consciousness. We are left bankrupt. Is it really so? Being, as 
the content of consciousness, and spirit, as its form, as a pure subject, 
is not yet “I” for Nietzsche. “I” predetermines and binds together 
being and cognition. It creates them. Beyond those methods with 
which we approach Nietzsche there lies Nietzsche's individualism. 
“Individuality” is the term that Nietzsche uses in a symbolical and not 
in a methodological sense. He invests it with something that cannot 
be broken down by methods of science and theoretical philosophy. 
We don't know whether Nietzsche was an individualist in that sense 
of the word with which we invested it. 

In general, the problem of individuality is tangled and 
complex. It is interpreted in methods. The individualism of the 

                                                             
13 In this paragraph Bely is most likely referring to the ideas about the relation 

between the body and the soul explored by Nietzsche in On the Genealogy of 
Morals. Here is the key passage that succinctly summarizes the Nietzschean view 
on the corporeal formation of the soul in man: “All instincts which are not 
discharged outwardly turn inwards — this is what I call the internalization of 
man: with it there now evolves in man what will later be called his ‘soul.’ The 
whole inner world, originally stretched thinly as though between two layers of 
skin, was expanded and extended itself and gained depth, breadth, and height in 
proportion to the degree that the external discharge of man’s instincts was 
obstructed” (II §16). 
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psyche, according to Høffding,14 has a physical expression in the 
amount of energy possessed by an organism as an embryo during the 
development, and in the organic form of energy production. Such is 
the empirical formula of the interaction between the soul and the 
body. We should acknowledge together with Wundt15 that the sum of 
the physical discovery of individuality is less than the psychic result of 
this discovery revealed to us as an idea of our “I.” But perhaps our 
individuality is rooted in the unconscious. But the notion of the 
unconscious is no more than the notion of the object of consciousness: 
therefore, our “I” turns into an imaginary number. The “I” 
comprehended as an indissoluble totality of processes is beyond the 
limits of empirical psychology. The “I” is something fixed and 
invariable within the bounds of psychology. Our “I” comes to life in 
the process of activity. New processes are needed: creative processes. 
Not each creation creates itself. For Nietzsche, the creativity that 
turns upon itself is the creation of values. This creation is the 
guarantee of the life of the whole of mankind.  

 

 

                                                             
14 Harald Høffding (1843–1931) is a Danish psychologist and positivist philosopher. 

As a psychologist, Høffding attempted to wed introspectionist psychological 
concepts to Darwin’s theory of evolution, viewing human consciousness as the 
highest stage of biological development. He is also noted for his critique of the 
reigning conception of consciousness as the sum total of independent parts, 
putting forward in its stead the so-called law of relations. According to this law, 
the properties of each psychological element are determined by the sum total of 
its relations with all the other psychological components, with which this 
element is interconnected.   

15 Wilhelm Wundt (1832–1920) is a German psychologist, physiologist, and 
philosopher. As a psychologist, Wundt was a staunch proponent of psycho-
physical parallelism. According to this theory, the psychic phenomena, while 
being indivisible from the neural processes, are, nevertheless, not directly 
caused by them but are subject to a distinctive “psychic causality.” Wundt was 
the first to introduce the experimental method into psychology. However, he 
was also aware of the limitations of the proposed experimental approach as he 
considered that such higher psychological processes as speech, thought, and will 
lie beyond the scope of laboratory experimentation and should be studied by 
using the cultural-historical method.   
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Theoretical philosophy determines the “I” by contrasting it 
with the “not-I.” Here the “I” turns into a subject, and the “not-I” — 
into an object. The modern theory of cognition places both the 
internal and external experiences in the realm of the object. The 
subject turns out to be a pure extra-experiential form that determines 
the world of experience, the methodological forms of experiential 
cognition, and the categories of reason. The “I” as a pure subject of 
cognition is an imperceptible, empty, and even unthinkable “I.” It is 
the limit of cognition. Nietzsche’s “I” is different. It unites cognition 
with being in an act of creation. Being and cognition are already a 
process of the decomposition of the creative value in the forms of 
cognition and perception. Creativity is free of being as its form; but 
creativity is free of cognition as well because cognition is a form of 
creativity. Creativity is the synthesis of cognition and being in the 
form of a value. Nietzsche calls this creation of values cognition and 
himself — the one who cognizes, a philosopher. Nietzsche uses the 
concept of cognition, like every other concept, in a symbolic sense. 
We have already seen that he comprehends the notion of individuality 
in the same sense. For him it is neither personal, impersonal, 
singular, nor universal, because the categories of the universal and 
singular are only methodological forms but not theoretico-cognitive 
ones. The theory of cognition does not allow us to speak about the 
universal and singular cognitive forms but only about the forms of the 
universal and of the singular. They are predetermined by the norm of 
necessity. This norm for Nietzsche is just the trace left by the creation 
of values. Creation and the theory of creation for Nietzsche must be 
outside the question about whether an individual, a group of 
individuals, or the impersonal principle, creates values. Otherwise, 
the values would have fallen under the dominion of psychology, 
metaphysics, and the theory of cognition, whereas creation 
predetermining the most complex problems of cognition together 
with its answers to what the “I” and the “not-I” are, is undoubtedly 
free of psychology, enclosed on all sides by the theoretico-cognitive 
analysis. This is why the psychological doctrines about “personality,” 
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“individuality,” “the soul” and “the body” lie beyond the horizons 
delineated by Nietzsche with his images and ideas (as everything in 
his soul was new.) “The soul,” “the body,” the “I,” and the “not-I” — 
but he was standing beyond the line where all these were separate. 
“The soul” is a blue bell of heaven: earth, together with my body and 
soul, is in heaven. “Naturally, the soul is the body,” he would say. “The 
body” — but it is decaying, but it was oppressed by the spirit when 
the spirit was turned into shackles; the body is the new flesh of the 
Overhuman. Everything that kills — the child, not me, but also me — 
in me is a bridge and striving for the farthest. This is what he would 
have done with all these words to the horror of systematists, 
terminologists, methodologists, and theorists. But Nietzsche is a man 
of practice to such a great degree that he has no time to pause over 
the question, in light of which terminology his teaching will be 
perceived. He makes use of every means of influence at his disposal to 
implant this or that value in us — at one time by means of science, at 
another by means of metaphysics and at yet another by means of his 
sweet song. He is a symbolist, a prophet of the new life, and neither a 
scientist, a philosopher, nor a poet: though he had the talents of a 
philosopher, a scientist, and a poet. But what made him Friedrich 
Nietzsche, a prophet of new values, was not an amalgamation of 
poetry, metaphysics, and science. The founders of new religions 
resemble him more than others. The goal of religion: to create a 
number of life values in such a way that their images could root 
themselves in the images of being, transforming the world: not only 
to create the world in the world but to make it real for itself as well as 
for others by means of some manipulations. Let then science and 
philosophy formalize the created values and draw the causes that 
allowed us to look at the world through different eyes: neither the 
analysis of our transformation nor scientific explanation is important 
for us but the very fact of cognition of oneself and of the world in all 
its radiance. All this will happen later but now Nietzsche calls us to 
create, to create this radiance as the dark night of degeneration 
surrounds us from all sides. Let a scientist tell us afterwards that our 
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body requires a change of our view upon life for the sake of self-
preservation, a philosopher write a treatise about “the power of 
ideas,” an economist explain to us by means of the social conditions, 
and an experienced psychiatrist prepare a treatise about 
degeneration in its connection with procreation. All these will, 
perhaps, be accurate methodological explanations. But the truth does 
not lie in accuracy: it is in value. We live by the totality of our 
cognition of life and not by the methodological file cabinet with 
hundreds of compartments. Most likely we will find ourselves, 
comprehended methodologically, in each of these compartments. 
There will be a multitude of methodological “I”s, methodological 
totalities, but not a single living totality. And if we come to believe 
that life is nothing but a multitude of us ourselves, refracted under 
different angles, we will cry in horror: but it will be only a chorus of 
methodological voices, nervously arguing with each other. We will 
give a cry — and we will break down into rectilinear squares by the 
number of compartments of the methodological coffin.  

New life is only in creation, not in reflections upon it. “‘I’ you 
say, and are proud of this word,” — exclaims Nietzsche. — “Your 
body and its great reason... do not say I, but do I.”16 

Can one speak about “Nietzsche’s Teaching about 
individuality” passing over the personality of Nietzsche himself in 
silence? The teaching and the radiance of the experiences are needed 
for him to create himself in the necessary and valuable image. He has 
a presentiment of this image in himself as a new name. The following 
words from Revelation are applicable to him: “To him that 
overcometh will I give to eat of the hidden manna, and will give him a 
white stone, and in the stone a new name written, which no man 
knoweth saving he that receiveth it” (Revelation 2:17). To recreate 
heaven and earth in the image of the new name is what Nietzsche 

                                                             
16 Bely slightly alters the original: “‘I’ you say, and are proud of this word. But the 

greater thing — in which you do not want to believe — is your body and its 
great reason: it does not say I, but does I” (TSZ 1 §4). 
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wanted. It means: to change the forms of perception of earth and 
heaven in oneself: there will be “a new heaven and a new earth” 
(Revelation 21:1). Here his words sound like the blaring trumpets of 
angels, announcing in Revelation the end of old times, spaces, and 
heaven. But Nietzsche announces the end of the old gods and the old 
man. “There is nowhere to go”17 — this is what he says.  

Who is like this madman in his blasphemous audacity? 
Standing on one foot on the blue vault of heaven, for the vault is 
already like glass, and trampling with the other foot the earth clothed 
in the red cloak of the sunset, he sets the world on fire with his torch. 
Who is like this madman? He approached the horizon and swears that 
the old earth and the old heaven are past in his soul. Who is like him?  

Only one other time were such speeches heard in history, 
when the madman from Nazareth was put before Caiaphas. And then 
they said: “Crucify Him” (Mark 15:13). And he was crucified.  

And now it is for the second time that we crucify Nietzsche 
when, whispering, he bends over us in his regal purple cloak: “How 
could you want to become new unless you have first become ashes!” 
(TSZ 1 §17) He bends over and calls: “You must make a raid on 

                                                             
17 These words are not Nietzsche’s but were apparently borrowed by Bely from 

Dmitriy Merezhkovsky’s L. Tolstoy & Dostoevsky (1902), in which Merezhkovsky 
touches upon Nietzsche’s Overhuman in his discussion of Dostoevsky: “We were 
also present at the union of these two opposite demons or gods [Apollo and 
Dionysus] in an even more extraordinary and enigmatic phenomenon of 
Zarathustra. And we couldn't help but recognize in him the One Who haunted 
and tormented Dostoevsky for the whole of his life, we couldn't help but 
recognize the Man-God in the Overhuman. And this convergence of the newest 
and most radical out of the most radical Europeans and the most Russian out of 
all Russians was miraculous, almost improbable. Direct influence or borrowing 
is out of the question. From two different, opposing directions they approached 
one and the same abyss. The Overhuman is the last point, the last summit of the 
great mountain ridge of the European philosophy, with its centuries-old roots of 
the rebellious, solitary, and isolated individual. There is nowhere to go: the 
historical path is traversed; further is a precipice and an abyss, a fall and a flight 
— the suprahistorical path, religion” (Directmedia, 2013, pp. 9.933–9.934; 
translation mine). 
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Heaven.”18 But we run away from Nietzsche into the past, books, 
science, and history — further and further away. There we encounter 
another image, in the same purple cloak, and he says: “For the 
kingdom of God is not in word, but in power” (1 Corinthians 4:20). So 
they stand — the purple-clothed sons of mankind —  & have a silent 
conversation with each other: and though we interpret their words in 
a different way, opposing the two to each other, we tore the purple 
cloak off the two and crucified both in our hearts.  

“For I want to go to human beings one more time: down among 
them will I go under, dying will I give them my richest gift!” (TSZ 3 §3) 
Who says that? Is it Christ? No, it is Friedrich Nietzsche. “I am come 
to send fire on the earth; and what will I, if it be already kindled?” 
(Luke 12:49) Does Nietzsche say that? No, it is Christ... 

After Nietzsche we can no longer speak about either 
Christianity, or paganism, or atheistic culture: the religion of life 
creation embraces everything... even the old gods. Nietzsche grasped 
that man ceases to be man, and even the image of god is no longer 
applicable to him; he carried this terrible secret deep within himself, 
and how could he communicate it in words? That’s why his 
Zarathustra is a row of symbols. Nietzsche’s symbols “do not express”: 
“they merely hint. A fool, — he exclaims, — is he who wants 
knowledge of them!” (TSZ 1 §22) His teaching about “morality,” “good 
and evil,” and “eternal recurrence” is a light veil cast over the terrible 
secret: if one freed this veil of the contradictions and tactical modes 
of exposition, for which Nietzsche himself does not stand up, there 
would probably be nothing left of his “teaching.” “The teaching of 
Friedrich Nietzsche” would turn into the emperor’s new clothes from 
Andersen’s fairytale: there will be none. 

                                                             
18  It was not possible to locate the exact source of this quote. It is probable though 

that Bely was thinking of the following passage from The Gay Science: “And to 
mark this joy forever / leave a will that time can’t sever, / take this wreath up 
where you are! / Hurl it higher, further, madder, / storm the sky on heaven’s 
ladder, / Hang it there — upon a star!” (“To the Mistral: A Dance Song”) 
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What would be left is Nietzsche himself. He does not teach; he, 
like his symbols, does not teach anything; but with his extended right 
hand, he points at us, moves his lips: “‘You know it, but you do not say 
it!’” (TSZ 2 §22) What, what does he say there? 

He does not speak: he only nods at us without words.  

Discussing individuality like Nietzsche in his works, I’m 
passing over in silence the works themselves; this is the just rebuke 
made to me! One is supposed to show the structure of his ideas, 
analyze his ideology.  

But I refuse. 

To repeat the commonplaces about individualism, immorality, 
amorality and morality, to revive all the other “-isms” in memory, to 
point out the influence of Wagner & Schopenhauer, to shake one’s 
head at mentioning Kant’s name, and, finally, to drag out the archival 
materials on the question of Nietzsche’s quarrel with Wagner — all 
these facts are known to a reasonably well-read man from the cheap 
compilations, magazine articles, & other “Discoveries by the Grace of 
God.” The hackneyed formula of Nietzsche’s philosophy is well-
known, or rather too well unknown. 

In order to develop a comprehensive idea of at least the basic 
tenets of his platform, one needs to study the Basel Professor both 
externally and internally for years. Externally: to be an educated 
classical philologist, to thoroughly know the history of ancient and 
modern philosophy, and to have a sufficient knowledge of Ancient 
Greek and German literatures. Internally: but exactly for this, one 
must know Nietzsche’s personality; or to be able to recreate it in 
oneself (and this is not at all as easy as Nietzsche’s disciples claim); or 
one should go to those people whom Nietzsche befriended. One 
should also carefully study the works of Jacob Burckhardt, which 
invigorated the thought of this man of genius in many respects.  

And I am not that shameless as to find newer and newer facets 
in the Nietzschean ideology. It means to reduce the colossal 
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construction erected by Nietzsche to this or that topical concern. But 
to reduce it to that which is full of trembling and only trembling — 
not of flight, to reduce it to contemporaneity, in which all the 
questions are decided by trembling, means nothing but: — to tear the 
feathers off the eagle to deck ourselves.  

To discover something new in Nietzsche himself is not a 
difficult task: even now Nietzsche is an inexhaustible source, even 
though our epoch, derived from him, is still drawing from his elixir of 
life... so abundantly and unproblematically that doubts arise within 
us: while drawing from Nietzsche, don’t we draw... past Nietzsche?  

Each of his aphorisms comprises a number of his ideas, a 
number of his concerns, expressed in a casual form: like a sage 
traveling incognito, he perplexes a naïve fellow traveler and the latter 
does not know whether he is dealing with a madman, a jester, or a 
prophet.  

Delving deeply into his aphorisms, one discovers a thorny 
ideological path almost in each of them. We can even give the reader 
problems on the ideological construction by offering to construe one 
of Nietzsche’s aphorisms. By unfolding the meaning of an aphorism, 
we notice its ambivalence: in one direction its logical sense grows; 
highly illusive allusions at some scientific aesthetic constructions or 
other come to light, the defense mechanism and critique of these 
constructions are revealed; Nietzsche’s erudition, as well as his ability 
to conceal it when necessary, comes to view; dialectics sparkles — the 
dialectics of the enemy of dialectics. In the other direction a pathos 
contained in every aphorism develops; it points not infrequently to 
Nietzsche’s innermost feelings cloaked in a light sarcasm or an 
impetuous paradox. Everything is encased in the form of an image 
and presented to us with the charming smile of a refined aesthete: an 
aphorism becomes an emblem of a feeling; a feeling — an emblem of 
a thought: neither this nor that, but both this and that — all these 
together: Nietzsche’s aphorism becomes a symbol.  
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Now try and make an effort to form an idea of this ideology; 
this task is much more difficult than it is usually thought by the 
Nietzschean ideologists who have taught us with touching naiveté 
that the flimsy credo that they attributed to Nietzsche is indeed his 
credo. This is, at least, what I experienced while reading Zarathustra 
for the 7th time. 

The teaching of Nietzsche correctly comprehended is 
equivalent to the hackneyed formula defining this teaching as well as 
to the same formula interpreted through the sum total of his 
aphorisms. Such are the purely formal complications in the impartial 
exposition of Nietzsche; if one added consideration of the fact that 
any of Nietzsche’s aphorisms requires commentaries, that all these 
commentaries would make up tens of volumes, and that these 
volumes have not been written yet, one would come to the conclusion 
that... it is better either to give a formal account of the characteristics 
typical of Nietzsche’s writings or not to speak of him at all. Faced 
with Nietzsche, people usually take a completely different approach: 
they study him in the wrong way: they do not listen to him “within 
themselves”; while reading, they do not read: they just think of the 
compartment he could be more swiftly stuffed into, of the rubric 
under which his unusual word could be easily placed; and — the 
rubric is ready: but the problem is Nietzsche does not fit into it. Then 
they act very simply and resolutely. Avoiding and excluding the 
contradictions (outwardly, the whole of Nietzsche is one big 
contradiction) and without attempting to discover the foundation of 
these contradictions or locating it in the wrong place, they whittle 
Nietzsche easily and simply: and the branchy tree of his system looks 
at us like a flat plank; then they do with this plank whatever they 
want: they either throw it away, or burn it to ashes, or use it for their 
household purposes, or make it pray to the wooden idol; wooden 
Nietzscheanism and wooden struggle with Nietzsche are what we 
encounter on the way to which Nietzsche called us. This is the way all 
ideologists, all popularizers, act: the flat plank made of the general 
opinions about the freedom of an individual and the prejudices of 
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morality — this is what we are faced with here; and this is the dry 
wood they sold to the public as the true Nietzscheanism! 

A methodological analysis of some of the features of the 
Nietzschean philosophy is entirely acceptable; even more so: it is 
desirable. Still one should remember that in this case we analyze 
Nietzsche not for the vital necessities of our soul but for the solution 
of serious, respectable, yet scholarly questions; that is, one can 
consider the problem of values in Nietzsche in light of its treatment 
by Marx, Avenarius, and Rickert;19 but by no means can one express 
Nietzsche “the inexpressible,” who is silently laughing at us, through 
the outcome of such a comparison. 

Nevertheless, such an analysis is more fruitful and modest 
than the loud statement about the essence of the Nietzschean 
ideology, because this ideology is not an ideology at all. In the first 
case we study the very cells of the wood making the tree of 
Nietzscheanism without killing the tree itself; but if one whittles it, 
then — one will have to bid farewell to the rustling crone of the 
leaves-aphorisms. But they whittled: and they will whittle in the 
future again.  

In light of Darwin’s theory, as well as in light of the latest 
studies in the area of classical philology, in light of the teaching of the 
ancient Patanjali as well as in light of the philosophy of the 
contemporary Rickert, the tree of Nietzscheanism, colored in the 
sunset, night, and morning hues, stands firm. The theory of cognition, 
the theory of creation, and the theory of the origin of the Greek cults 
only deepen the understanding of the superficially comprehended 
Nietzsche. With the best will in the world, I don’t have a chance to 
touch upon this question in such a short essay (there is too much to 
say): here we are in the center of questions that demand the sacrifice 
of many generations so that a solution can be found, — but these are 
                                                             
19 Heinrich Rickert (1863–1936) is a German philosopher, one of the founders of 

the Baden school of Neo-Kantianism. Rickert viewed philosophy primarily as the 
study of values and sought to build a coherent system of philosophy based on the 
supra-historical relations of the unconditionally valid values.  
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questions that cannot be avoided.  

I only wish to emphasize that when one speaks about 
Nietzsche’s ideas, one deals with: 1) the system of symbols that 
captures the inexpressible depth of our soul; 2) the methodological 
substantiation of these symbols in light of this or that system of 
knowledge; such substantiation is possible, though only formally: this 
“kind,” non-committal form of attitude towards Nietzscheanism, is 
still more noble and less harmful than that of the popularizers of the 
chaotic metaphysics who imagine themselves to have revealed the 
inexpressible in Nietzsche; 3) moreover, while unfolding the ideologies 
of Nietzsche’s aphorisms, we are confronted with a number of 
conflicting worldviews in Nietzsche himself; 4) at long last, there is an 
account of the well-known ideas about the  Overhuman, individuality, 
and the eternal recurrence as furnished by the popularizers — that is, 
Nietzsche is in the wooden coffin, we are around him, and a lecturer 
or a writer, half-turned, is addressing us: “Dear Sirs and Madams, the 
fundamentals of Nietzsche’s teaching are the following: 1) 
individuality is freedom; 2) mankind will beget the  Overhuman; 3) 
everything recurs”... But the first point is multifaceted and obscure, 
the second is a mixture of the poorly assimilated Darwin with poorly 
assimilated economics, and the third point is a mathematical paradox 
that is founded on a number of errors... And we bury Nietzsche, 
nailed into a coffin by force, without suspecting that he is not dead 
but alive... 

Oh, the treacherous popularizer!  

I refuse to join him: I will not expound Nietzsche’s 
philosophical “credo.” 

My task is to attract attention to Nietzsche’s personality; to 
point out that “the inexpressible” in Nietzsche, which characterizes 
him as a “new” man, seems to be predetermined by the whole of our 
cultural development; that his “inexpressible” is not only his but 
“ours” as well; only in the epoch preceding the appearance of Christ 
did there happen something that is now taking place in the depth of 
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our soul; only this epoch can give us directions by which we should 
follow in order to understand Nietzsche. Christ built a temple of the 
new soul: and history turned its wheel; Nietzsche also attempted to 
build a temple not because he wanted but because he correctly 
overheard what is happening in the sensitive souls, in which 
everything is the ruins of collapsed values.  

Nietzsche was the first to speak about the approaching return 
of Eternity — about the second coming — of whom or what?... He 
spoke not so much with words; he spoke with silence and a smile — 
with the “night song” and marriage with Eternity: only with her did he 
want children: and that is why he wanted — eternal children; and 
that is why he struggled with the coffin-like heap of wreckage that 
buried our soul — he struggled with the entire heap of modernity. The 
colors of his words are far from rouge; a song about the possibility of 
happiness in the face of impending death; but death clothed itself in 
his words: the cosmetics of Nietzscheanism is before us; and we 
believe that when we accept him — we accept him, when we struggle 
— we struggle with him.  

His image is the same — it is laughing and crying, threatening 
and blessing, blazing up with the scream and dying down in infinite 
suffering: “Eli, Eli, lama sabachthani?” (Matthew 27:46) The spread 
out hands — the crucified hands — send their blessing to us. Strange 
is the gesture with which he, misunderstood, walked here — among 
us: with such a gesture one hangs on the cross, but ascends as well; 
such a gesture causes pain; but it blesses too; one prays with it and 
curses with it... 

What kind of person is he, standing there? — What kind? 

If Christ is crucified by mankind, which turned its deaf ear to 
his call toward regeneration, the whole of mankind striving for the 
future is crucified in Nietzsche: we cannot turn back and must endure 
the Crucifixion — we must: death, slowly corrupting us while we are 
asleep, crucifies us upon our awakening in the act of revenge for our 
long sleep: the fight with her is on the cross only; we must head 
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toward the Golgotha of our soul because only Golgotha overlooks the 
surroundings of our future — we must, if we desire the arrival of the 
future at all; and Nietzsche, himself crucified, calls us toward our 
duty: I don’t know a path more noble, more dreadful, and more 
exalted, a destiny more prophetic. Nietzsche crucified himself by his 
own hand.  

Who knows, perhaps within his cross another cross will be 
resurrected that used to gather peoples around it and... is now 
desecrated. 

Nietzsche’s cross is in the persistence of the growth of new 
feelings in him, without the possibility of their manifestation in the 
old image of the degenerating body. 

Are we with Nietzsche or is he without us? 

No, we are not with Nietzsche. 

We have betrayed his path already: we have turned into the 
dark alleys destructive for our children. We were ashamed to leave 
the fatal path; that’s why we made a big detour, and found ourselves 
at the family hearth in a dressing gown, in house slippers, and with a 
cup of tea; and we called the intricate detour, made out of cowardice, 
the overcoming of Nietzsche in an effort to convince ourselves and 
others that we left Nietzsche well behind us: a very convenient 
overcoming! 

We call to go ahead: but this ahead should be called back rather 
than ahead... 

And that’s why the other “back” is the true “ahead”! 

In Nietzsche we are faced with a mask and a face: one time the 
face, the other time the mask looks at us off the pages of his books; 
the mask is exoticism; the face is the striving for the distant values: 
for the eternal values gone from us into the distance of the past and 
the future. Where shall we go — into the past or the future? But 
heading toward the past is a false direction: it is only a pretext for 
standing idle and in the name of the true striving for regeneration, 
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Nietzsche pronounces an anathema against the past, which in his eyes 
is only an excuse used by the present that abandoned the fight with 
death — the present without Golgotha. The present that assumes the 
name of the past exudes contagion and corruption: in the black mask 
of a revenger, he stands before the old values. Tear the mask off his 
words — and you will see that the curse on the old is often a 
misunderstood love: people who suffered the loss of a loved one can 
also appear indifferent outwardly while their heart is bleeding.  

Nietzsche’s work can be broken into two periods: the decadent 
one, and the period of writing Zarathustra. The interim period is 
Nietzsche’s effort to rely on sociological data. The first period is 
dominated by the influence of Wagner and Schopenhauer: he still has 
a bourgeois mode of thought. Hailing the awakening of “the spirit of 
music” in culture, he points to Wagner as a sign of the times, as a 
prophet of the mystery of life. And without him noticing it, the stage 
overshadows the mystery of life: rhythm turns into convulsion. He 
hospitably takes under his patronage death as represented by the 
godlike butchers from The Ring — who are only actors and nothing 
more than actors. Thus, he confuses the awakening of rhythm with 
the Wagnerian pose — a pose of genius but, nevertheless, a pose. And 
the apotheosis of ugliness grows for Nietzsche into — Wagner. Then 
he becomes conscious of a decadent within himself: it is no accident 
that Nietzsche cursed Wagner and his bombastic rhetoric of 
decadence. He cursed himself within himself. “Ah, this old robber!” 
(CW Postscript) — he exclaims about Wagner. — “He has guessed 
that it [music] is a means to excite weary nerves — and with that he 
has made music sick” (CW §5). At first Nietzsche linked the 
regeneration of the spirit of music to the regeneration of 
individuality. He saw this symptom of the regeneration of music in 
Wagner who, in his words, turned capable of “poisoning even music 
with sickness.”20  

                                                             
20 It was not possible to trace the exact wording of this quote. Most likely, in this 

instance, Bely is referring to the following quote from The Case of Wagner: “Is 
Wagner a human being at all? Isn't he rather a sickness? He makes sick whatever 
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Nietzsche found himself drawn to music by analyzing the 
Dionysian cults of Antiquity. He saw two powers in the history of the 
development of mankind: the power of dynamics and the power of 
inertia. The life rhythm of individuality is reflected in music. Music 
explodes new powers in us but an excessive explosion can also tear us 
asunder. Then the myth emerges — this safety valve that conceals the 
musical essence of life from us. The change of rhythm in the history 
of mankind in a mythical way, constructed and predetermined by 
rhythm, is reflected, according to Nietzsche, in the struggle between 
the spirit of Dionysus and Apollo. In tragedy an image is added to 
rhythm. Here is a peculiar application of algebra (rhythm) to 
geometry (myth). But the image in tragedy breaks down: hence, there 
appears a system of images, determined by the plot. 

The image that absorbed rhythm begins to feed on rhythm — 
it multiplies; the history of image development arises. The history of 
image development is the history of the development of religious 
cults; the laws of this development are the laws of the development of 
religion; subsequently the norms of development form religious 
dogmas; adapted to cognition, these dogmas become ideas. When the 
idea becomes the focus of the societal crystallization, it turns into a 
moral idea. Therefore: an artistic image is parasitic of rhythm; 
cognition — of the image, morality — of cognition. The rhythm of 
life has too many parasites — and it grows sickly, and together with it 
individuality becomes sickly too. By bringing individuality back to its 
musical root, Nietzsche overturns religion, philosophy, and morality. 
Nietzsche posed the right question; but solving it with the help of 
Wagner, who turned out to be a liar, he, in fact, revived not the hero 
but the actor, not life but the stage. Having changed his mind, 
Nietzsche adds three corrections to his aesthetics: 1) theater must not 
reign over art; 2) the actor must not make the artist turn back; 3) music 
must not turn into an art of lying.  

 

                                                                                                                                                    
he touches — he has made music sick —” (§5). 
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And we, admirers of “the decadent,” and only of “the decadent,” 
Nietzsche have overlooked his call to health and do the exact opposite: 
1) we turn the theater into the temple of revolutions on the stage: an 
explosion of stage lights; 2) we bow down before the director; 3) we 
split our ears with deceitful music, not too bad yet, if with Wagner or 
Scriabin (there is idiosyncratic beauty in plague); but no, — we split 
our ears with Regers,21 Strausses, and Debussy, capable of turning a 
symphony into a cavalry march. Our ears are split enough: who else 
will split them in the future?  

With a surgical knife, incidentally picked up on the road — 
biology, Nietzsche cuts himself off himself, tied to the advanced 
degenerates of his time — Schopenhauer and Wagner — and creates 
Zarathustra. Here he remains misunderstood in our times. Out of 
Nietzsche, a decadent, Wagner’s follower and a secret pessimist — 
Schopenhauer’s partner in the flute play, the degenerating 
bourgeoisie of the world have created a small idol for themselves. He 
shares the throne nicely with Wagner. I can only imagine a long face 
of the living Nietzsche. All this can be placed under the rubric: “The 
nastiest person in the role of Simeon the God-Receiver.” 

Three features typify decadence for Nietzsche: false sublimity, 
artificiality, and naivety. “Let us walk on clouds, let us harangue the 
infinite, let us surround ourselves with symbols!,” he laughs and adds: 
Bumbum!... (CW §6)  And we fight with the infinite in a comfortable 
chair in a concert hall; kind, simple, but smart people of these days 
declare that they are heading toward “the last blasphemy” (they 
dabbled in journalism yesterday); and the girls a la Botticelli (who 
amused themselves with dances yesterday) gape at them — sheer 
“bumbum”! Instead of grasping Nietzsche’s curse, who rightly 
foresaw the degree of our brokenness 25 years before, we, with a sly 

                                                             
21 Max Reger (1873–1916) is a German composer, conductor, and organist. Reger 

produced major works in nearly every musical genre of his time, with the 
exception of symphony and opera. He is particularly famous for his organ 
compositions, which are generally regarded as being second only to Johann 
Sebastian Bach’s.  
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smile, listen to the curse respectfully: “to exaggerate is in the nature 
of a great man!”... 

We still place Nietzsche beside Wagner.  

“Bumbum” is what we have done to Nietzsche. 

We call Nietzsche a poet. “A mere fool! A mere poet!” (TSZ 4 
§3) — the old sorcerer scoffs at Zarathustra. We are even capable of 
hoisting the flat plank — Friedrich Nietzsche’s system — onto our 
backs to carry it as a sacred relic into... the archaeological filing 
cabinet of culture. It is more convenient so: as the log is capable of 
falling on our heads: Nietzsche’s theory turns practical; and this is 
what we are afraid of, confining the log.  

Nietzsche does not enumerate the methodologies while 
speaking of individuality: to enumerate when it is time to act means to 
do nothing. “Come, Come!” — there sounds a cry in Zarathustra. — 
“It is time, it is high time” (TSZ 4 §2).  

“It is time, it is too late: it is time — we agree, — Time... to go 
to sleep.” We put out the candle and wrap ourselves in warm dogmas. 

Nietzsche did not fight with dogmas in the scholarly debate: 
war is war — he crushed them. Only on the conquered territory did 
he lift his warrior’s face guard: here he does not argue; he speaks 
without words and smiles...  

“O my soul, now there is nowhere a soul that would be more 
loving... Who could see your smiling and not dissolve into tears?” (TSZ 
3 §14) “Speak no further, you convalescent! — Go out to the roses and 
the bees and the flocks of doves!” (TSZ 3 §2) Who says this: Christ? No, 
Nietzsche does.  

We will go silent: we will not speak about Fr. Nietzsche’s 
teaching. Where is it? He is silent on this point as well: he smiles and 
calls; he does not prove — he shows: here Nietzsche is an esoteric, 
calling us to take the occult path; here is his “yoga,” his practice; he 
meets us with thunder and lightning; but thunder also greeted those 
who entered the temple of Demeter on the night of Epopteia; this 
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thunder is a purifying thunder. “Would you like to share my 
happiness?” — Nietzsche asks us. And those who see him will say to 
him: “I’ll follow you, Ravvi!”22 Does not the Last Supper which we 
begin with him here remind us of the other Last Supper when the 
Other, giving Himself up, said: “Drink ye all of it; For this is my blood 
of the new testament” (Matthew 26:27–28). Then — the last trial: the 
horror of Golgotha and the blessed resurrection of transfigured 
individuality.  

Nietzsche has his own Golgotha. 

When a newly converted [disciple] says that he has found 
himself within himself, Nietzsche responds to him: “Then endure 
yourself for eternity, if you are you.” He calls his Golgotha of 
individualism, — this gymnastics of the spirit exercise — “the eternal 
recurrence.”  

Outwardly, “the eternal recurrence” appears as a deterministic 
paradox. It is the assertion of the immortality of the earthly life 
without the artificiality of “the other world.” As though he were 
telling us: “If you are strong in spirit and endure yourself, I will reveal 
to you that your rapture is with you: the rapture of this life; but you 
have only this life forever and ever. Well? What has become of your 
rapture?” 

Everything recurs. The sum total of all the combinations of 
atoms of/in the Universe is finite in the infinity of times; and if one 
combination recurs, all combinations will recur. But ahead and 
behind is infinity; all combinations of atoms composing life infinitely 
recurred in our life; we also recurred. We recurred and will recur. 
Billions of ages separating our recurrence are equal to zero; for time 
is running out together with the fading of consciousness. We measure 
time in our consciousness. The infinite recurrence of the finite 
segments of time minus the flow of time when we are no more, 

                                                             
22 The true disciples’ words addressed to Nietzsche are modeled on the following 

ones from the New Testament: “And a certain scribe came, and said unto him 
[Jesus], Master, I will follow thee whithersoever thou goest” (Matthew 8:19). 
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creates immortality for us, but immortality of this earthly life. We 
must fill every moment of this life with the wine of happiness, if we 
don’t want infinite woe for ourselves. The teacher of lightness, 
Zarathustra, demands our joyous agreement with it: in fact, he clothes 
us in a purple cloak of infernal flame and wryly laughs at the same 
time: “this is not a flame but the petals of red roses.”23 “How so?” — 
Alexander Karr,24 a murderer of his mother and sister, could have 
exclaimed. I will be standing over my mother with an ax for an 
infinite number of times and then will be carrying all the horror of 
remorse for the whole of my life? And you demand from me to turn 
this horror into rapture?” — “Yes,” Zarathustra-Nietzsche will sternly 
respond to him. “I demand this: otherwise you will not partake of my 
health! But “my yoke is easy,”25 he could have added, hiding his smile. 
And Nietzsche will turn away from everyone who will stand in horror 
before the burden of the offered temptation, having turned into a dry, 
impeccably polite, and clean and tidily dressed Professor of classical 
philology. In a top hat, with a red Moroccan suitcase (this was his 
way), he will pass by, perhaps, hurrying for a lecture. Vladimir 
Solovyоv26 didn’t recognize the great secret-seer of life behind this 

                                                             
23 It was not possible to locate the exact source of this quote. It does not appear to 

be from Nietzsche’s Zarathustra. 
24 Bely refers to one of the criminal cases covered by the Russian press in 1902. 

Aleksander Karr murdered his mother and two sisters with an ax after his 
mother found out that Karr had stolen some family money and confronted him 
about the theft. Karr needed the stolen money for proper courtship of a certain 
young lady he had met at one of the dance classes he was taking.  

25 This is a reference to the words of Jesus: “For My yoke is easy and My burden is 
light” (Mathew 11:30). 

26 Vladimir Solovyov (1853–1900) is a Russian religious philosopher who exerted a 
profound influence on the second generation of Russian Symbolists, including 
Andrey Bely. Solovyov's philosophy is centered predominantly on the figure of 
Sophia the Divine Wisdom, who performed the role of a mediator in the 
cosmological and historical dialectics of the reunification of Heaven and Earth. 

In the earlier versions of Solovyov's philosophy (Lectures on Divine 
Humanity, 1878), Sophia is identified with the dual World Soul who in a defiant 
assertion of her free will falls away from God but yearns to return and works 
her way back through its ever increasing unity with the Logos to finally merge 
into Christ. In her final reunion with Christ through Logos, Sophia or the World 
Soul, who represented the un-spiritualized matter in her alienation from the 
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mask: pointing at “Nietzsche in the top hat,” he dropped a scornful 
remark: “Over-philologist”27 as we drop, disdainfully, “only a poet.”28 
And we overlook his true essence. But if we had at least one moment 
                                                                                                                                                    

divine, comes to incarnate the divine humanity (Church) in Christ. In the later 
version (Russia and the Universal Church, 1889), Solovyov, in his attempt to 
resolve the dilemma of the genesis of the world as a sinful act (the downfall of 
the defiant Sophia), comes to separate Divine Sophia, a helper of God, from her 
evil counterpart, the World Soul. If earlier the origin of the Universe is a result 
of the outright act of rebellion against God, in the later variant God Himself 
wills the existence of chaos as He wishes this antagonistic chaos manifested as 
the World Soul to gradually merge with and become Him. In her ultimate unity 
with God (enacted again through the mediation of the Logos), the spiritualized 
World Soul becomes One with Sophia who represents the ideal humanity. In 
both narratives, Sophia incarnates the perfect humanity fulfilled in and as 
Christ, and the ideal humanity reunited with God through Christ is the united 
Church that embraces all of Nature within it. Godmanhood that establishes itself 
as the Universal Church is the culmination of the cosmological and historical 
processes of development, or, in other words, of the self-realization of the 
absolute. 

27 Bely refers to the following passage from Vladimir Solovyov's essay “Philology or 
Truth?” (March 30, 1897): Each of us is an Overhuman in capacity, potentially, 
but in order to become one in actuality, there must surely be a more stable 
foundation than a personal wish, a feeling, or an abstract thought. Nietzsche 
himself who was thinking of becoming an actual Overhuman, was only an 
Overphilologist. Despite his great talent, a purely armchair scholar, who didn't 
really experience any genuine drama in life (as it is evident from his biography), 
Nietzsche was dissatisfied not with the limitations of the earthly human nature, 
— about which he, apart from books, had only a very one-sided and rudimentary 
notion, — rather, he was suffocating within the confines of philology or that 
what he called Historie. His own history was only an embodiment of Faust's first 
monologue — a struggle of the living but sick and feeble soul with the burden of 
boundless bookish learning. Remaining only a philologist, too much of a 
philologist, Nietzsche wanted to become “a philosopher of the future,” a prophet 
and a founder of a new religion. Such a goal inevitably led to a catastrophe as for 
a philologist to be a founder of a religion is as unnatural as for a titular counsel 
to be a Spanish king.” (Complete Works, SPb: Prosveshchenie, 1914, V. 10, pp. 
29–30; translation is mine) 

28 The disdainful remark about Nietzsche ascribed by Bely to his contemporaries is 
most surely a reference to Nietzsche’s poem “Only Fool! Only Poet!” that 
contains the following lines: “The suitor of truth — you?” / — thus they mocked 
me — / “No! Only a poet! / A cunning, plundering, stealthy beast, / That must 
lie, / That knowingly, willingly must lie, / Lusting after prey, / Colorfully 
masked, / Self-shrouded, / Prey for itself / This — the suitor of truth? ... / 
Only fool! Only poet! / Merely speaking colorfully, / From fools’ masks shouting 
colorfully, / Climbing about on deceptive word-bridges, / On misleading 
rainbows, / Between false heavens / Rambling, lurking — / Only fool! Only poet!” 
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of an insane admiration for Nietzsche, when the room was reeling 
and we, tearing ourselves off “Zarathustra,” exclaimed: “Is this really 
a book?” — who knows, perhaps at this moment Friedrich Nietzsche’s 
shadow was leaning over us, whispering dear words already heard 
somewhere: “As you can see, this is me. Soon you will not be able to 
see me. And then you will be able to see me again, and your joy no 
man taketh from you” (John 16:22). Our epoch can’t see him. The most 
faithful have renounced him. We see the Golgotha of death: the 
crucified Friedrich Nietzsche, an insane ex-professor, is on it. But the 
day will come: the soap bubbles of quasi-overcomings of Nietzsche by 
the contemporary modernists will burst. New people will be left 
before the old bourgeois swamp... Then new people will get bogged 
down in the swamp that is already beginning to suck them down. But, 
perhaps, they will hear the singing of the cock?: they will understand 
what, together with Nietzsche, they have betrayed. And in the hour of 
their death throes they will turn back to their teacher. But he will not 
be with them.  

But, perhaps, they will hear a light breath: “You will see Me 
again: and your joy no man taketh from you.”29 Nietzsche, 
resurrected, will stand among us: “I am he that liveth, and was 
dead.”30 He stretched his hands toward the far future and in the far 
future he will arise. And in the far future mankind will add the name 
of Friedrich Nietzsche to the list of great teachers of life who were 
building the religion of life.   

In fact, the path toward which Nietzsche calls us is the 
“eternal” path which we have forgotten: this is the path which Christ 
walked, the path which Indian “raja yogas” walked and are still 
walking. 

                                                             
29 Nietzsche’s words are modeled on those of Christ: “And ye now therefore have 

sorrow: but I will see you again, and your heart shall rejoice, and your joy no 
man taketh from you” (John 16:22). 

30 As in the previous case, the resurrected Nietzsche’s words are modeled on those 
of Christ: “I am he that liveth, and was dead; and, behold, I am alive for 
evermore, Amen; and have the keys of hell and of death” (Revelation 1:18). 
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Nietzsche arrived at “the highest mystical consciousness” that 
gave him “an image of the New Man.”  

Later he became a man of practice offering a way toward a 
corporeal transformation of the individual in Zarathustra; at this 
point he has something in common with modern theosophy as well as 
with the secret doctrine of antiquity.  

“The higher consciousness unfolds first” — Annie Besant says 
— “and only then the organs of the body shaped for its expression.”31  

Nietzsche would subscribe to these words.  

  

 

                                                             
31 This quote seems to come in its slightly modified form from Besant’s lecture 

“Methods of Unfoldment”: “If you think of it, you will see that this can only be 
the rule of evolution here as elsewhere: that the man who would really be a Raja 
Yogi must make it the object of his life. And as he proceeds in this way, notice 
the sequence: consciousness unfolding first, and then the organs of the body 
shaped for its expression.” See Annie Besant, Theosophy and the New Psychology: 
A Course of Six Lectures (Theosophical Publishing House: 1904; reprinted 1918) 
120.  
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EXISTENTIAL! EXISTENCE!  
YOU HAVE TO BE IT, EVERYTHING, YOURSELF! 

 
German painter and graphic artist Otto Dix (1891–1969) became best 
known for his work in the 1920s as the leading exponent of “Neue 
Sachlichkeit” (New Objectivity). His works of social criticism were 
denounced as “degenerate” by the Nazis. Unlike many of his 
contemporaries, Dix did not write essays, articles, or personal 
treatises about his points of view or his work, hence much of Dix’s 
personal life and viewpoints can best be gleaned from his candid 
correspondence. 

The following is an exemplary cross section of letters from the 
book, Otto Dix, Briefe (Otto Dix, Letters) published by Wienand Verlag 
in late 2013. The sprawling book, comprising more than 1,000 pages 
and the result of nearly nine years of conscientious scholarship, spans 
decades, beginning with postcards and letters from the early teens of 
the 20th century and progressing in significance throughout years of 
internal exile during the Nazi period, continuing right through to the 
late 1960s.  

Dix was born December 2, 1891, in Untermhaus (Thuringia), 
eastern Germany, of working class parents with arts and crafts 
inclinations. While attending the Volksschule from 1899 to 1905 he 
showed talent enough to be apprenticed to a decorative painter in 
nearby Gera. Dix encountered modern art in his travels and in 
Dresden, where he studied at the School of Decorative Art from 1909 
to 1914. Influence by the late 15th- and early 16th-century German 
artists Dürer and Cranach was soon superseded by that of the 
Impressionists and Post-Impressionists. By 1912 Dix had made 
contact with the Expressionists, the experience of which provided the 
basis for his mature art. 

It was while serving in the army from 1915 to 1918 that Dix 
first exhibited his famous war drawings (1916), which were prophetic, 
both in style and in content, of his later work. Dix returned to 
Dresden in 1919 and worked at the Dresden Academy until 1922, 
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during which time he became loosely associated with the Berlin 
Dadaists, who exhibited his work in the “scandalous” 1920 
International Dada Fair. During these same years he was also a 
member of the politically oriented Novembergruppe and Gruppe 1919 
of the Dresden Secession. Between 1922 and 1925, years spent at the 
Düsseldorf Academy, Dix published his famous etching cycle, Der 
Krieg (War). The cycle was executed in a veristic style, already 
apparent in his work from 1920. 

As evidenced in his art, even by this time Dix had become well 
known for his bitter socio-political criticism. The uncompromising 
nature of his vision and his almost forced attention to detail were part 
of a general reaction against abstraction following World War I. As 
noted above, his work, along with that of others, was labeled “Neue 
Sachlichkeit” by Gustav Friedrich Hartlaub, director of the Mannheim 
Kunsthalle, on the occasion of an exhibition there. Art historian Paul 
Ferdinand Schmidt had coined the same name for the same 
tendencies at precisely the same time. His reputation growing, Dix 
was given his first retrospective exhibition at the Galerie Nierendorf 
in 1926 and served as professor at the Dresden Academy of Art from 
1927 to 1933. 

Although respected and shown widely during this period, he 
was declared “degenerate” by the Nazis in 1933 and was forbidden to 
teach. The following year he was also forbidden to exhibit. These were 
tense years, largely because Dix chose to stay in Germany. He moved 
frequently until settling in Hemmenhofen in 1936. The following 
year, eight of his works were included in the Degenerate Art 
Exhibition in Munich, and in 1938, 260 of Dix’s works were 
confiscated and either destroyed or sold. In 1939 the Gestapo arrested 
Dix in Dresden; in 1945 he served in the Volkssturm (or, as he noted, 
“was compelled at gunpoint to do so”), during which time he was 
taken prisoner by the Allies at Colmar. 

From 1946, following his return to Hemmenhofen, Dix 
exhibited widely, and from about 1948 he concentrated much of his 
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energy on lithography. His style softened somewhat and his work 
became more mystical and religious in its orientation. During his late 
years, Dix enjoyed a number of prestigious teaching posts. Suffering 
from poor health during the last few years of his life, Dix died of a 
stroke, at the age of 77, on July 25, 1969. 

Dix did not author essays, books or the like about art, but he 
would voice his opinions very succinctly and (to some listeners’ ears) 
bluntly on occasion. The most extraordinary example of this is a Dix 
monologue about art, religion, and war that was recorded by a hidden 
tape recorder placed by a few inquisitive visitors to his Hemmenhof 
studio in 1963. The recording, produced by Franz Larese, was 
subsequently released as an album by Erker Verlag in the same year. 
Here, Dix inimitably and clearly expressed the basic principles of his 
own attitudes to life and art. “I am such a realist, you know, that I 
have to see everything with my own eyes in order to confirm that it is 
in fact so.... So you see, I am a man of reality. I have to see everything. 
All the shoals in life must be experienced, and by me, personally. It is 
for this reason that I went to war. […] If you all want to be heroes then 
you have to go into this quagmire, you have to even affirm it. You 
have to have experienced it first-hand. […] When you have delved into 
the lowest depths, lice and filth, into the hunger, the fear, shitting in 
one’s trousers, then, you are heroes. Yet otherwise, back there, in the 
picture-books, you know, or in the Bible, the way that Jesus Christ 
suffered, that’s nonsense. Experience it yourself…get crucified 
yourself! Existential! Existence! You have to be it, everything, 
yourself! […] Well, this is my opinion. But this opinion is a very 
reserved one, gentlemen.” 

The correspondence of Otto Dix, to be published in three 
volumes by Contra Mundum Press beginning later this year and 
presented in English for the first time in a comprehensive edition, 
will certainly serve to detail in a more extensive way than ever before 
the passions, ideals, and opinions of the artist himself, in his own 
words.  — Mark Kanak 
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October 6 [?], 1915 [postmark] [Dresden-Neustadt] 
To parents and siblings, field postcard 
 
 
Dear parents and siblings, 
 
Today, Monday, we are still in the garrison. I believe, however, that 
we’ll be moving out at the end of this week. Here’s a snapshot from 
our quarters. 
 
Greetings,  
Otto 
 
The photo is on the reverse side, “Stube 160” 
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August 8, 1917 [near Bruges] 
To Helene Jakob, field postcard 
 
Kara samideanino! 
 
It’s been quite some time since I wrote you and quite some time since 
I’ve heard from you. Hopefully things are well with you. We’ve been 
near Bruges for 14 days now, quiet, after we endured heavy fighting 
near Y.[pres]. I have a request for you: on Aug. 15 the exhibition in 
Lennéstr. is opening where I have also shown some drawings. Would 
you please send me any newspapers that write reviews of this 
exhibition? Thank you in advance! Many many greetings, also to your 
parents and Herr and Frau Born. 
 
Your Dix 
Corporal Dix,  
R.I.R. 102 
  
 
 
December 12, 1917  
To Helene Jakob, field post 
 
Kara samideanino!  
 
Finally a cease-fire! Yesterday our regimental band held a concert 
standing before the line. The Russians came in flocks through our 
barbed wire and heartily shook hands with our troops. So, a historic 
moment, custom-made for the cinema. I think I will soon be 
transferred to an aerial squadron; on the 17th I have to go to Wilna 
for a final examination. I’m going on leave at the beginning of 
February at the latest. — Today I have a simultaneous request and 
task for you. Can you please have our house supervisor at the K.G. 
Sch. [school of applied arts] put together two simple portfolios, 75 cm 
x 75 cm, with ribbons to tie them together. My work is piling up, 
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almost over my head, and I simply don’t know what to do with it 
anymore. Yesterday I received a personal invitation from the Nassau 
Kunstverein in Wiesbaden with a request to send 5 pictures to them. I 
immediately wrote to Arnold who has all of my work and asked him 
to frame and send them along to them. The show is opening at the 
beginning of January; hopefully I will still have time. My “fame” has 
already spread beyond the borders of Dresden!?! It’s just that it is 
somewhat imprecise when one has to leave these sorts of affairs to 
other people. 
 
Greetings,  
Your Dix  
 
 
 
1919 [?] [Dresden]  
To George Grosz 
 
dear Schorsch! 
 
Miss Viola Schuhoff, my dear lady, since she is a “really serious 
artist,” has decided she is against the establishment of a dada 
university and Dadauniondresden (daduns), but so what. Enclosed I 
am sending you 2 dadagraphien, and in the next days the manifesto.  

The illuminists of the movement founded by me no 
dadadetractors. 
 
Greetings Dixtaturdadadix 
Inventor of illuminism 
Erwin is completely dadaized 
 
Best regards, 
Dadabraut 
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AdK, Berlin, George-Grosz-Archiv 
[1919?] [Dresden]  
To George Grosz 
 
dear George!  
 
Enclosed I am sending you these lovely pictures. There are 5. Please 
choose 3 for yourself and try to sell the other 2. I need money. I think 
that you must have some connections or other. I will send you the 
other pictures this week. I do hope that you find “true joy” in the 
lovely watercolors. Greetings from me to Monteur and to Wieland 
Herzfelde. 
 
Yours, 
Dixtotur en ALADADADIX 
Inventor of Illuminism 
Antonsplatz 1 
 
Note: With “Monteur” Dix is referring to John Heartfield, Wieland 
Herzfelde’s brother. 
 
 
 
February 1919, Dresden 
To Kurt Günther 
 
My dear Günther 
 
Due to the sheer amount of work I’ve had to do I hadn’t gotten 
around to writing you something more substantial before today. I 
have started two larger paintings that I intend to exhibit as soon as 
they are finished. A “Leda” and a “Weib mit Fruchtschale” [Woman 
with Bowl of Fruit]. I’ve been carrying the ideas around with me for 
some 5 years or so and have often depicted the themes graphically. — 
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We, the radical Dresdeners, have founded a Secession group 
operating under the name of “Gruppe 1919.” Next year it will be 
Gruppe 1920, and so on. 

Anyone who has something to offer in Dresden as an 
expressionist can join. We have exhibition spaces at Richter’s and will 
be putting on our first large show in April that will be introduced 
with great fanfare (a double issue of the “Neuen Blätter für Kunst,” 
newspaper propaganda, et cetera). On closing, this exhibition will 
then go on to Hannover. 

Zehder, the publisher of the “Neuen Blätter,” is also on board; 
a very pleasant, passionate fellow possessing extraordinary business 
sense. I received a commission from the Kunstverein to create the 
poster for the February exhibition, expressionistically of course, if 
somewhat toned-down (for my tastes). Tomorrow it will be pasted on 
all the corners and columns in Dresden. The academics are morons, 
just as they are depicted in books. Thank God Lohse is soon coming to 
Dresden so that I will at least have one guy I can have a conversation 
with. — Fräulein Lehnert says hello. She is actually the first female 
person that has interested me, and not only for just a few hours. She’s 
very spirited, without being pedantic. What are you doing there, can 
you work? It’s so utterly cold here now, one can only really heat on 
Saturdays and Sundays, but I am working intensely.  
 
Do write me again very soon. 
 
Your Dix 
 

NOTE: “Leda mit dem Schwann” [Leda and the Swan, 1919] and “Weib 
mit Fruchtschale” [Woman with a Bowl of Fruit, 1919]. Carl Lohse 
(1895–1965) probably met Dix through Otto Pankok, and was one of 
the artists who participated in the Dresden Secession. 
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Dresden, 1923 
To Martha 
 
My dearest, most cherished one,  
 
I am in Dresden and am living with Griebel. I slept quite well on the 
chaise lounge, even if I did freeze a bit. Today I was at the 
Kupferdrucker, at Klein’s, and the tailors’ and left money behind 
everywhere I went. The suit will be precisely “fixed” so to speak, [the 
drawing — breast, without a Lorenz Nr.] will get done, padded, and 
the shoulders widened. I had no idea that everything is so terribly 
expensive. This morning I picked up some butter, cheese, and bread 
for breakfast — 200 marks, and we ate it all. 

It just occurred to me, Wollheim bought a little house in the 
Eifel and wants to farm the land there. He asserts that within a year 
every man will have to make a decision to be a farmer or a worker. I 
would rather prefer the latter and be a gardener in St. Goar. Maybe 
one has to cozy up to the governor in the event that one should need 
him at some point. I am looking forward to when we can go dancing 
in Dusseldorf. Mutzlein in a red ITTA, Jimlein in a Jimmysuit. What 
else is going on with you, my dear? I am so looking forward to seeing 
you! I so long for you my dearest, soft sweetie. How is the little 
Mutztoybaby? It’s going to be a sweet little child. 

Dearest, you shouldn’t think badly of me if sometimes I am a 
bit mean.  

I am looking forward to starting my large picture — 
Kriegsbild — in Dusseldorf. I’ve already thought it all through; it is 
going to happen! You will help me with it. You will always help me. I 
would like to suck up all the things as you see them, into me, and 
paint it all out. I care for you from the bottom of my heart. You are 
ALWAYS the most beautiful, dearest, and best in the world — Your 
Jimmy. 
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NOTE: The painting Der Schützengraben (The Trench) was mostly 
painted in Dusseldorf in 1923. At the invitation of Max Liebermann, 
who was the president of the Prussian Akademie der Künste, Dix’s 
painting was included in the 1924 spring exhibition. The piece was 
also depicted in the catalog of the show, and there is only one 
contemporary reproduction of the painting that was later destroyed 
by the Nazis. During the show, Dix and his wife were travelling in 
Italy, and Karl Nierendorf wrote in May 1924: “The Kriegsbild is now 
on display at the Akademie […] hanging in the front main room to the 
right, on the main wall. Yesterday we took care that ventilation was 
provided to the left and the right. […] Liebermann told me that he 
thought the painting very good. You ought to do a portrait of the old 
man.” Dix in fact did meet Liebermann at least once subsequently 
before his death. 
 
 
 
October 1923, Berlin 
To Martha 
 
My dearest Mutzlein! The big break has finally happened. The 
Wallraf-Richartz-Museum [in Cologne] has purchased the Kriegsbild. 
Secker telegraphed the news yesterday. Sicily is a done deal. — 
Dearest, do not scrimp or save, change M. and snuggle Nelly properly. 
Bredt has left again. This evening I am invited to dine with Grosz, 
tomorrow night at a writer’s, Angermaier, who has a lot of 
connections in Paris and wants to help promote me there. The man is 
incidentally an utterly tireless enthusiast for my work. 

Have you already heard the latest? Kokoschka left Dresden in 
the night and in the fog, gone to Switzerland along with his entire 
atelier (meaning the paint and brushes), no one knows where, and 
resigned his professorship here. Hübner, with whom I spoke 
yesterday, invited me to the next Akademie meeting. I am to show my 
work in a hall, no idea where I am supposed to get all the pieces to 
pull that off. Dearest, I am always thinking of you and care for you 
very much. One quickly tires of Berlin since one has no proper place 
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to live. Now I have to get on with it and paint, slept too long last night 
anyhow. 

Dearest, be happy and good and kiss Nelly the frog for me.  
 
I am ever  
Your Haksch 
 
 

 
  Der Schützengraben (1923).  
 
 
NOTE: In referring to his “Kriegsbild” (literally, “war painting”) Dix 
is here referring to the piece “Schützengraben” (“Trench”). Secker 
wrote to Dix on October 31, 1923: “It took no little amount of hand-
wringing and haranguing to get the Wallraf to take the picture. I 
would very much like to congratulate not only you, but even more so 
myself […]. The reopening of our gallery will probably take place on 
December 1. Your painting will easily be the greatest of sensations. It 
would be lovely if you could come to the small opening celebration 
[…].” In spite of all, however, the sale was cancelled due to the 
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intervention of certain politicians who were against it, and the 
painting had to be returned to Karl Nierendorf. Later, in the spring of 
1924, the painting was the centerpiece of the Prussian Akademie der 
Künste show in Berlin and caused a great deal of discussion and 
controversy. Max Liebermann openly defended it, and in reaction to 
all this, Karl Nierendorf sent it to the “Internationale Kunstaustel-
lung” in Zurich in 1925. In writing “Sizilien ist gesichert” (“Sicily is a 
done deal”), Dix was referring to a planned trip to Italy that they did 
in fact take in 1924, in spite of the sale falling through. Seeing the 
mummies in the catacombs in Palermo had a profound effect on Dix, 
and his war sketches of 1923/1924. The writer Dix is referring to in 
this letter was named Fred Antoine Angermayer (1889–1951), whom 
Dix painted in 1923 as well.    
 
 
 
July 17, 1945 [Logelbach] 
 
Dear Mutz and dear children 
 
Tomorrow is your birthday and I hope that you will pass it relatively 
happily. A few days ago I received a letter from Dr. Lickteig, he sent 
me brushes and cigarettes and wants to visit me soon. The Altar für 
die Gefangenen, which I have been working on for six weeks, will soon 
be finished, with the madonna in the center, Paul to the left, Peter to 
the right as the patron saint of the prisoners in chains. The landscape 
is mountains, a prison camp. 

The camp commandant often takes me along when he goes 
hunting, and then I do landscape studies. Every day I am working in 
the atelier of an artist and return to the camp at night. I think of you 
all with much concern, if you have enough to eat, if you have enough 
money, how Ursus and Jan are doing, and whether or not the war has 
passed over you leaving you unscathed. Hopefully I will soon be able 
to return home. 
 
Heartfelt greetings and kisses to all of you  
Pappi 
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NOTE: The painting Dix refers to, Altar for the Imprisoned, is actually 
entitled Madonna vor Stacheldraht und Trümmern mit Paulus und 
Petrus and today hangs in the Kirche Maria Frieden in Berlin 
(Mariendorf). During his imprisonment, Dix was able to work in 
artist Robert Gall’s atelier in Colmar. In the Dix catalogue, among 
other pieces from 1945, there are listed View of Colmar I, Alsatian 
Landscape. 
 
 
 

 
  Letter to the family from prison camp, July 18, 1945 
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[August 4, 1945] [Logelbach]  
To Martha and Nelly 
 
Dear Mutz and dear Nelly, 
 
Dr. L. [Lickteig] was here with his son last week and today I received 
his letter dated 30.VII. Thank God you are all still alive, that the house 
is still standing, and that things are tolerable for you. It’s very sad that 
Jan is also in a prison camp as well now, and where might Ursus be? 
Let’s hope from our hearts that he is an English or American prisoner 
of war. I will tell you all about my war experiences sometime in the 
future. For the time being I am still painting the triptych for the Altar 
der Gefangenen [Altar of the Imprisoned] in Herr Gall’s atelier, as well 
as a landscape for him, a landscape for a French sergeant, and a large 
wall painting with St’s Paul and Anthony for a Swiss who has a 
business here. Whether or not we, the artists, will be able to spend 
time outside (live) the barbed wire after today is unclear, following 
the escape of one of our colleagues. I hope, however, that the 
commandant will allow us to continue painting in the atelier and that 
I will be able to continue painting at Herr Gall’s flat. 

Dr. L. [Lickteig] brought me wine and cigarettes and my work 
also allows me to have some of these things as well in this respect. 
Much is discussed about it; they refer to it as “parole.” I wrote to you 
4–5 times but nothing seems to have reached you. 

 
Dearest heartfelt greetings and kisses,  
Jim 

 
PS: I am one of the first ones here in the camp that has gotten news 
from his loved ones. 
 
NOTE: Robert Gall (1904–1974) was a painter in Colmar, a specialist in 
sacred church painting, and had taken on the artists Dix and Schober 
as “assistants” with the agreement of camp commandant Rueff. Dr. 
Walter Breuning, a fellow POW in Colmar, recalled in a letter to Dix: 
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“You were painting a French colonel, Monsieur Mausgrau, and we 
shared a modest hut in a barracks there.” The “Swiss who has a 
business here” is Germain Dumoulin, an architect in Logelbach and 
owner of a furniture business in Colmar. 
  
 
 

 
Triptych, Madonna vor Stacheldraht und Trümmern mit Paulus und Petrus (1945) 
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Hemmenhofen, Lake Constance 
June 6, 1946 
To Hugo Simons 
 

Dear Dr. Simons,  
 

I was very happy to hear from you once again; above all I am 
especially pleased to hear that you were not caught up in all that Nazi 
bullshit. Perhaps you have heard that I was constantly harassed 
throughout these 12 years, house searches, Gestapo arrests, and just 
for good measure, forcibly drafted into the Volkssturm and a year as a 
French prisoner of war. 

You probably also know that I was prohibited from showing 
my work during this entire period, but that these assholes didn’t 
consider it beneath their dignity to sell my work to museums in 
Switzerland. Now this 1000-year nonsense is finally over and a person 
can at least work as one wants to. Of course, I lack everything. 
Getting food is a catastrophe even though I live in the countryside. 

The farmers will only give food in exchange for something or 
other and one only has so many shoes, suits, and linens to give. At any 
rate, they have definitely come out on the better end in respect to all 
this. By some miracle, my Dresden apartment was spared, and my 
pictures too; however, many paintings in private hands were 
destroyed. My oldest son is an English prisoner of war on the 
southern coast of England. He eats better than we do. During my time 
in captivity, I painted in the homes of private individuals, in Colmar. 
Even though I might not have received a thing for my work, I was 
definitely well taken care of. 

Now, however, I am undernourished, among other things. My 
painting style has become a freer one since 1942, less details, stronger 
color. In July there is supposed to be a large show of 40 paintings in 
Tübingen. Unfortunately, sending paintings through the different 
zones is still being greatly restricted. I would very much enjoy hearing 
from you again and greet you warmly. 

Your Otto Dix 
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Aug 24, 1958 [Hemmenhofen?] 
 
Dear Herr Arntz 
 
The drawing is mine. The correct signature is DIX. It is not a self-
portrait. 

Various changes in the signature  
 

 
 
There is always a D and X or O.D. 
 
Best Regards  
Dix 
 

NOTE: Response to an inquiry from Dr. Wilhelm F. Arnty from Haag 
(Oberbayern) regarding the provenance of a drawing by Dix. By the 
late 1950s Dix forgeries were already quite common. 



 

 

Gellu Naum (1915–2001) 

 

 

 

By way of introduction 

FLORIN BICAN 
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Back in the ‘90’s, while riding a train in Romania, I struck up a 
conversation with a lady that happened to share my compartment. 
Noticing I was reading a book on alchemy, she instantly concluded, “Ah, 
you’re an alchemist, like Gellu Naum.” In Romania, one doesn’t ride 
trains running into people even remotely conversant with Gellu Naum, 
let alone with his alchemical pursuits, so I was duly intrigued by my 
companion, who turned out to have known Naum closely enough to 
recount a rather peculiar alchemy-related episode from his youth. “You 
should watch out with that stuff,” she admonished, pointing somewhat 
guardedly to the book I was reading. “When Gellu was in Paris, in his 
young days, he was reading tons of alchemy books, which he’d piled up in 
his room. Till one night he woke up to find Hermes Trismegistus staring 
at him from among the books. He’d come as a young boy.” I knew from 
experience that even a mild academic interest in alchemy can, and 
indeed does, trigger off eerie occurrences, so I refrained from questioning 
the lady’s sanity. Instead, I asked her what Naum had done on the 
occasion. “Oh, he just waited for Hermes to vanish and then got rid of 
those books. And he’s been never visited since,” she ended authoritatively.  

Be that as it may, Gellu Naum’s poetry is visited by the spirit of 
alchemy. So very much so that his work amounts to an opus alchemicus. I 
can only hope this random selection from his magnus opus manages to 
capture the essence of the whole.  —  Florin Bican 

 

 

 

 

Eds note: The following poems have been published courtesy of the 
Gellu Naum Foundation. They cannot be reproduced elsewhere 
without soliciting their permission anew: dan@cimec.ro.ro 
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GELLU NAUM,  P O E M S 1 

TRANSLATED FROM THE ROMANIAN  
BY FLORIN BICAN 

 

From Drumeţul incendiar (The Incendiary Wayfarer), 1936 

 

We’ll jump out of our own selves amazed 

O how the streets will puzzle 
over no longer finding me at dawn out- 
side the vast parks draining the last drop of milk from the moon’s 
udder 
how the sewers will puzzle over my stately absence 
I can already picture the baffled grins of the fences 
and the Ladies sleepily stretching themselves will declare in strict 
keeping with morals: 
“That young man given to inordinate smoking and spitting 
has certainly wound up, and befittingly so, behind bars” 
 
However I’ll be in your erotic waters by then 
my hands like two prayer books making shadow puppets for you 
I’ll be rattling my spine like a nerve-rattling snake 
I’ll do my best to learn by heart the odd line from Dante 
and on the mornings in question I’ll be quite in a hurry 
 
The pompous puddle of my mane will double as a ladder 
as you vault over marble walls 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  The translated poems have been selected from Gellu Naum, Poezii, ed. by Simona 
Popescu (Opere I, Polirom: 2011). 
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we’ll be casting our skins to the ground like cumbersome tee-shirts 
and we’ll jump out of our own selves amazed ourselves 
at our erotic acrobatics 
 
Then you will listen to my breath like to a mellow fan 
listen to my melancholy like to a stupid curtain 
our hearts two irrigation means 
and you’ll ask me to pen you a poem about the water lilies of your 
carcass 
 
Our voices will be with us 
like earthworms down the sticky tunnel of a kiss 
and out of all the chambers you’ll choose one 
and reminisce about your youth so blue 
as if it were a coin stuck in the past’s soiled stocking 
 
 
Vom sări afară din noi uimiți 
 
O cum au să se mire străzile 
când n-au să mă mai găsească în zori în 
fața parcurilor imense sugând ultima picătură de lapte din ugerul 
lunii 
cum au să se mire canalele de absența mea majestuoasă 
văd de pe acum rânjetul nedumerit al gardurilor 
și Doamnele întinzându-se somnoroase vor spune moral: 
„Acel tânăr care fuma și scuipa mult 
A sfârșit-o, desigur, cum se cuvine, în pușcării” 
 
Dar eu voi fi în apele tale erotice 
cu mâinile ca două cărți de rugăciuni îți voi face jocuri de umbre 
voi suna din șira spinării ca dintr-un șarpe cu clopoței de nervi 
voi căuta să învăț pe dinafară câteva versuri din Dante 
și-n diminețile acelea voi fi foarte grăbit 
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Băltoaca pretențioasă a pletelor mele va fi scară 
pentru salturile tale peste zidurile de marmoră 
pieile le vom lăsa pe pământ ca pe niște tricouri incomode 
și vom sări afară din noi înșine 
de extraordinara noastră acrobație erotică 
 
Atunci îmi vei asculta respirația ca pe un evantai melodios 
melancolia ca pe o perdea stupidă 
inimile vor fi două mijloace de irigație 
și-mi vei cere să scriu un poem despre nuferii hoitului tău 
 
Vocile noastre vor fi cu noi 
ca niște râme în tunelul cleios al sărutului 
din toate camerele vei alege una 
și-ți vei aminti de albastra ta tinerețe 
ca de-o monedă vârâtă în ciorapul murdar al trecutului 
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Now curtains are the combed beards 
 
Now curtains are the neatly combed beards of houses 
and the moon is a wound in the sky’s belly 
now each finger’s an exquisite food 
each voice is a subscription list 
each leg is a Roman senator 
each rosary bead is a sexual cramp 
each morning’s a red rag on the horizon 
each bell is an invite to the obscene 
now each nun is in love with solitude’s phallus 
now dictionaries howl NEED TO HOWL 
now each poem is an arsenal of rebellion 
the forest is a blot on nature’s conscience 
and women have 14 legs and 120 breasts 
now the poet is tickling the tepid down of repose and says 
warm is the night or some such clear-cut image 
now God’s dancing at balls dressed as a little girl 
insects are wearing gauze pantaloons 
and soldiers on parade are sporting smiling heads of Dutch children 
on the tip of their bayonets 
now the wind is a practical cockade 
the farmers spit out the hot carcass of drought 
the young masters go sniffing our women with marked elegance 
the factories are grinding their teeth 
and each stone, each pole dreams of turning sharp curves in the air 
 
Now my woman is going to bed with a radio set 
its mustachios are tickling her ears: 
“unemployment’s a proper necessary position” 
“strikes are mass entertainment are games for the grownups” 
“famine’s a bird with an insect’s rings” 
and she says: GO ON and GO ON and GO ON 
and on top of all that one does feel the need for a final encounter 
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Acum perdelele sunt bărbile pieptănate 
 
Acum perdelele sunt bărbile pieptănate frumos ale caselor 
și luna e o rană în burta cerului 
acum fiecare deget e o prețioasă mâncare 
fiecare voce e o listă de subscripție 
fiecare picior e un senator roman 
acum fiecare mătanie e o crispare sexuală 
fiecare dimineață e o rufă roșie la orizont 
fiecare clopot e o invitare la obscen 
acum fiecare călugăriță iubește falusul singurătății 
acum dicționarele urlă TREBUIE SĂ URLE 
acum fiecare poem e un arsenal de revolte 
pădurea e o pată pe conștiința naturii 
și femeile au 14 picioare și 120 de sâni 
acum poetul gâdilă puful călduț al odihnei și spune: 
E caldă noaptea sau altă imagine clară 
acum Dumnezeu dansează la baluri costumat în fetiță 
insectele au pantaloni de tifon 
și la parăzi soldații duc în vârful baionetelor 
capete surâzătoare de copii olandezi 
acum vântul e o cocardă utilă 
agricultorii scuipă hoitul fierbinte al secetei 
domnișorii ne miros femeile cu eleganță distinctă 
uzinele scrâșnesc din măsele 
și fiecare piatră fiecare par visează viraje prin aer 
 
Acum femeia mea se culcă cu un aparat de radio 
mustățile lui îi gâdilă urechile: 
„șomajul e o poziție necesară corectă” 
„grevele distracții în masă jocuri pentru adulți” 
„foametea o pasăre cu inele de gâză” 
și ea spune: ÎNCĂ și ÎNCĂ și ÎNCĂ. 
și peste toate acestea se simte nevoia unei lupte finale. 
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The factory chimneys will urinate clover 
 
The factory chimneys will urinate clover 
chairs will clap vigorously 
for this exclusive means of elevatory purgation 
my woman will sing a brief hymn with her legs 
first smoothing out the ruffles of her buttocks 
then she’ll produce a gumdrop from her armpit 
and a sound like a green band out of her ears 
my woman will caress your bellies  
the way a carpet caresses the room’s ailing chest 
my woman will absorb your thoughts like blotting paper 
she will solemnly reverse the labels of reason 
and after successfully pulling that stunt 
she will discharge her memory at the cloakroom 
 
Shall we drop anchor somewhere in the mountains 
there are hotels out there with hot water and fir trees 
and the shipmates do know how to tickle the harbors 
and the voices will come on their own with no bodies attached.  
 
 
 
Coșurile fabricilor vor urina trifoi 
 
Coșurile fabricilor vor urina trifoi 
scaunele vor aplauda cu putere 
acest unic mod de purgație ascensorială 
femeia mea vă va cânta un imn scurt cu picioarele 
după ce-și va aranja volanele feselor 
apoi va scoate o bomboană de gumă din subțiori 
și-un sunet ca o panglică verde din urechi 
femeia mea vă va mângâia pântecele 
cum mângâie un covor pieptul bolnav al odăii 
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femeia mea vă va absorbi ca o sugativă gândurile 
vă va inversa solemn etichetele rațiunii 
și după acest număr reușit 
își va depune memoria la garderobă 
 
Vrei să ancorăm undeva pe munte 
sunt și hoteluri acolo cu apă caldă și brazi 
mateloții știu să gâdile porturile 
și vocile vor veni singure fără trupuri. 
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From Libertatea de a dormi pe o frunte (The Freedom of Going to Sleep 
on a Forehead), 1937 
 
Where did you buy that hand 
 
The double woman growing in my palm 
is nibbling at her breasts in earnest demeanor 
she could descend into the rain upon her own two feet 
were it not for an old beard preventing her with the curtest of signs 
a sign made of sticks and of rollers 
a sign skating above us not unlike a willow tree 
a sign wherein all demonstration is suspended 
like a root of her own legs within her own toes 
where the atmosphere opens up like a chest and out of it 
the timorous birds of the eyes grow immense 
 
Yet the good shepherd’s eating up his beard regardless of season  
Out of his not fully burnt hands he opens 
a button of flesh and next thing 
he peels off his skin like a shirt 
the shirt stallions are stampeding ahead 
manes aflutter chests swelling enormous 
the straight streets are withdrawing in terror the tree 
dabs at its coiffure with two fingers while crooning 
However its brain grows constantly longer like rubber 
the double woman’s having fun pulling at it 
On the shoulder the tree-fungus hat is devouring 
the insect legs strained through the tap 
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De unde ai cumpărat această mână 
 
Femeia dublă care mi-a crescut în palmă 
își ronțăie sânii cu seriozitate firească 
ea s-ar putea coborî în ploaie pe 
propriile ei picioare dacă 
bătrâna barbă n-ar opri-o cu un semn scurt 
un semn de bețe și de rotile 
un semn care patinează deasupra noastră ca o salcie 
un semn în care e oprită orice demonstrație 
ca o rădăcină a propriilor ei picioare în degete 
unde atmosfera se deschide ca un piept și din ea 
cresc imense pasările sperioase ale ochilor 
 
Dar bunul pastor își mănâncă barba în fiecare sezon Din 
mâinile care încă n-au ars complet deschide 
un nasture de carne după care 
își dezbracă pielea ca pe o cămașă 
armăsarii cămășii năvălesc înainte 
coamele flutură piepturile li se umflă enorme 
străzile drepte se trag înapoi speriate arborele 
își aranjează coafura cu două degete fredonând 
Dar creierul i se lungește continuu ca o gumă 
femeia dublă se amuză întinzându-l 
Pe umăr pălăria de iască mănâncă 
picioarele gâzelor trecute prin robinet 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	   148	  

You are fanning yourself with your own mien 
 
Your languor’s a highly potable water and 
the hands knead it like a necessary something 
one fine day one fine day you’ll 
find out what is hidden beneath 
inside the trousers reminiscent of old cyclists 
inside the laundry trough with the fresh haircut 
as orderly and fixed as a fragment of paranoia 
you will ring my predispositions like bells 
you will creep under wide-open doors 
inside cannon muzzles you’ll wonder while smoking a cigarette 
you will walk on your hands on my inside 
plucking my nerves like vocal cords 
you will count my red blood cells and you will 
run through my gizzards beholding the stars 
 

* 
 
From the seventeenth bar 
you rush at the horn with your nails  
he who does not believe you will notice the initial candor of sparrows 
the house searching the angel lit up at the soul 
by the delirious diathermia wagons 
 
Halt Here the shadow is hiding into the croup 
the horse runs like a crow between the wires of the cordoned-off 
racecourse 
upon your hips a heavy flower grows 
your hair’s a slender flower and 
I wish it grew inside my garden 
 
How lovely the garden would be when combing its hair 
no use figuring out the ascesis attempted all over the nape 
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a shoulder-bladed sadness was coming alive in the vases 
and hands would take a rest encrusting embers 
into the song into the flesh 
into the gala mornings 
 

* 
 
The ink is caressing your womb Knoss 
I feel like painting a landscape or penning a poem on your forehead 
feel like reading the songs of your blood through your skin 
Anonymity is akin to a tightrope all athrob under banners  
in trains and in lanterns I am searching for you 
you’re as beautiful Knoss as a hat 
and the hatter’s caressing his wife’s hat-like croupes 
I draw you in the air so I can caress your profile 
I figure you out like some irony aimed at the locust trees 
I’m making you dizzy with the subtleties with the weather 
the masks and the temple dancers 
 

As you descend the poem strikes a contemplative pose and 
the stairs lick your foot soles 
 

* 
 
Knoss woman these here umbrellas grow by themselves 
in the memory the way a house grows at the hour when 
furniture taken apart floats in the air by itself 
the eyes fastened on deck are liable to break at the slightest of moves 
these oh so fragile eyes where  
the snail chews on the nervures of leaves growing inside 
Knoss woman the thunderbolts in your gesture have rotted away 
and the throat like a marshal baton goes on singing 
the weary volunteers want to sleep yet  
at this hour of dismemberment songs come apart 
legs float in the air by themselves 
the spiraling glances crash into walls with mute thrusts 
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Îți faci vânt cu propria-ți figură 
 
Lenea ta e o apă foarte potabilă și 
mâinile o frământă ca pe ceva necesar 
într-o zi într-o zi ai 
să afli ce e ascuns pe dinăuntru 
sub pantalonii ca niște bătrâni bicicliști 
sub albia de rufe tunsă proaspăt 
ordonată și fixă ca un fragment de paranoia 
ai să-mi suni predispozițiile ca pe niște clopote 
ai să te strecori pe sub ușile larg deschise 
în gurile tunurilor ai să te miri fumând o țigară 
ai să umbli în mâini pe dinăuntru meu 
ciupindu-mi nervii ca pe niște coarde vocale 
ai să-mi numeri globulele roșii și ai 
să treci prin ficați cu ochii la stele 
 

* 
 
Din a șaptesprezecea măsură 
te repezi cu unghiile la corn 
cine nu te crede observă candoarea inițială a vrăbiilor 
casa care caută îngerul aprins în tălpi 
de furgoanele delirante ale diatermiilor 
 

Stai Aici umbra este ascunsă în crupe 
calul aleargă ca o cioară în hipodromul dintre sârme 
ți-a crescut o floare grea pe șolduri 
părul tău e o floare subțire care 
aș vrea să-mi crească în grădină 
 
Ce frumoasă ar fi grădina când s-ar pieptăna 
inutil să pricep asceza căutată pe ceafă 
în glastre învia o tristețe cu omoplați 
și mâinile se odihneau încrustând jeratec 
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în cântecul în carnea și în  
diminețile de gală 
 

* 
 
Te mângâie cerneala pe pântec Knoss 
vreau să-ți pictez un peisaj sau să-ți scriu un poem pe frunte 
și să-ți citesc pe sub piele cântecele sângelui 
Anonimatul e o sârmă întinsă vibrând sub drapele 
te caut în trenuri și-n felinare 
Knoss tu ești frumoasă ca o pălărie 
și pălărierul își mângâie nevasta pe crupele ca niște pălării 
te desenez în aer ca să-ți mângâi profilul 
te pricep ca pe o ironie destinată salcâmilor 
te amețesc cu subtilitățile cu vremea 
cu masca și cu baiaderele 
 
Când cobori poemul are atitudine de contemplație și 
treptele îți ling tălpile 
 

* 
 
Femeie Knoss aceste umbre cresc singure 
în memorie cum ar crește o casă la ora când 
mobilele desfăcute plutesc singure în aer 
ochii fixați pe punte se pot sparge la cea mai mică mișcare 
acești ochi atât de fragili în care 
melcul rumegă nervurile frunzelor crescute înăuntru 
Femeie Knoss ți-au putrezit fulgerele din gest 
și gâtul ca un baston de mareșal cântă 
voluntarii osteniți vor să doarmă dar 
în această oră de dezmembrare cântecele se desfac 
picioarele plutesc singure în aer 
privirile spiralate se lovesc de ziduri cu izbituri mute 
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From Culoarul somnului (The Corridor of Sleep), 1944 
 
Eyes open al the way to the ankles 
 
You’ve spread your mane all over 
I choke as I run into it on the tram steps 
as it gets on alone and afraid 
into the empty chambers down long streets 
with your hands you are brushing a shadow 
like a jellyfish floating over the cities 
its soft arms tightly cradling the round beds 
and our heads as if they were pillows 
our elongated thin hands 
our frail hands growing in vases 
blossoming in the windows of empty houses 
a long shadow we walk through 
wherein spiders are doing their best to resemble you 
 
 
Ochii deschiși până la glezne 
 
Ți-ai întins pletele peste toate lucrurile 
mă sufoc întâlnindu-le în tramvaie pe scări 
urcând singure și speriate 
în odăile goale în străzile lungi 
tu perii cu mâinile o umbră 
ca o meduză care plutește deasupra orașelor 
strângând în brațe moi paturile rotunde 
capetele noastre ca pe niște perne 
mâinile noastre subțiri și prelungi 
mâinile noastre plăpânde care cresc în glastre 
care înfloresc la ferestrele caselor goale 
o umbră lungă prin care trecem 
în care păianjenii încearcă să-ți semene  
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I like it like wolves do 
 
I’ll wait for one more curtain one more spider 
one more living man one more wound 
your tongue tears through the quiet like a dagger 
snakes have flooded pianos 
with their quiet routine of dying by dusk 
 
 
Îmi place ca lupilor 
 
Mai aștept o perdea un păianjen 
un om viu sau o rană 
limba ta spintecă tăcerea ca un stilet 
șerpii au inundat pianele 
cu tăcutul lor obicei de a muri înaintea amurgului. 
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From Athanor, 1968 
 
Much better 
 
It is much better to have leaves much better 
to be abiding somewhere full of leaves 
somewhere inside your own contour of coolness 
 
Sure enough you can no longer read orange books 
nor sit down on a bench with your legs crossed  
nor lay down your hat by your side nor 
draw on the asphalt with chalk 
 
However when rains weigh you down 
you can shake yourself gently and walk off down the streets 
an immense round stain left behind you in whose center 
you can put down your hat like some wet fruit 
 
 
Mult mai bine 
 
E mult mai bine să ai frunze mult mai bine 
să rămâi undeva plin de frunze 
undeva în conturul tău de răcoare 
 
Sigur nu mai poți să citești cărți portocalii 
nici să te așezi picior peste picior pe-o bancă 
nici să-ți pui pălăria alături și nici 
să desenezi cu creta pe asfalt 
 
Dar când ploile te îngreunează prea tare 
poți să te scuturi încet și să pornești pe străzi 
și în urma ta rămâne o pată imensă rotundă în centrul căreia 
poți să-ți lași pălăria ca pe un fruct ud 
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Gatherer 
 
In autumn he’d gather the fruits one by one 
then quietly climb in the tree and go to sleep there 
waiting to shrivel 
and fall along with the dead fruit 
 
 
Culegător 
 
Toamna culegea fructele unu câte unu 
apoi se urca liniștit în pom și se culca acolo 
așteptând să se usuce 
și să cadă o dată cu fructele moarte 
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From Poeme alese (Selected Poems), 1970 
 
Unguarded hour 
 
The clock in the cuckoo, the tree in the leaf, the world in the head. 
Flinch not, o my love, when you find the mirror sheltered underneath 
eyelids. The crust, of course, is such as it is – its black trances obscure 
the lights of the imaginary. Yet, above us, the amorous dolphin goes 
on leaving its transparent wake. Flinch not when you find it 
concealed among shells. We have uttered the word which all lovers, at 
the unguarded hour, hardly dare to surmise anymore while they blush 
in its breeze. 
 
 
Ora nepăzită 
 
Ceasul în cuc, pomul în frunză, lumea în cap. Să nu tresari, iubita 
mea, când vei găsi oglinda adăpostită sub pleoape. Crusta, firește, e 
așa cum e și transele ei negre acoperă luminile imaginarului. Dar, 
peste noi, delfinul amoros își lasă mai departe dâra străvezie. Să nu 
tresari când o vei regăsi ascunsă printre scoici. Noi am rostit cuvântul 
pe care îndrăgostiții, la ora nepăzită, abia dacă mai îndrăznesc să-l 
bănuiască, roșindu-se la adierea lui. 
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From Poeme alese (Selected Poems), 1974 
 
Why o why Uruguay 
 
As I was feeling lonesome for her elementary grass 
for the crevices where she was hiding her honey 
one fine day by an eave in a downpour  
I came out of the earth rifle in hand 
 
 
De ce mă Uruguay 
 
Fiindu-mi dor de iarba ei elementară 
de cavitățile în care își ascunde mierea 
într-o bună zi lângă o streașină pe o ploaie torențială 
am ieșit din pământ cu o carabină în mână 
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From Malul albastru (The Blue Shore), 1990 
 
The wedded knife 
 
A plague of holes was stretching towards me appearing to want 
nothing and not even a name 
 
both watchful and hypnotic it petrified my motion and equally rose 
me to panic 
 
and like some apparition of the night it stretched alongside on the 
damp sheets as if in cold repose meant for rejection in the rustle of 
dry leaves 
 
and all I had was the knife across my chest alongside the pain and I’d 
urge it “do wed it” and wed it it did in a certain enduring way and 
wholly unseen 
 
 
Cuțitul cununat 
 
O molimă a gropilor se întindea spre mine părând că nu ar vrea nimic 
și nici măcar un nume 
 
atentă și hipnotică îmi împietrea mișcarea și deopotrivă mă înălța 
spre spaimă 
 
și ca nocturnă arătare se întindea alături în așternutul umed ca într-
un repaus rece făcut pentru respingere în foșnetele frunzelor uscate 
 
iar eu n-aveam decât cuțitul peste piept alături de durere și-l 
îndemnam „cunună-te cu ea” și el se cununa într-un anume mod 
statornic și nevăzut de nimeni 



 
 
 

GELLU NAUM 
 

APOLODOR’S TRAVELS 
 

 
 
         Otto Dix, Zirkusscene (1923) 
 

TRANSLATED FROM THE ROMANIAN  
BY FLORIN BICAN 
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INTRO: TRANSLATING “APOLODOR” 
 
 
Along with generations of Romanian children, I’ve been enjoying 
Gellu Naum’s “Apolodor” for over fifty years now. Back in the early 
‘60’s, when there was not much by way of children’s entertainment, 
the epic of Apolodor brilliantly filled in the gap. I remember a time 
when it was routinely broadcast on Sunday-morning TV as a puppet 
play and “us kids” would unwittingly carry its lilting rhymes to the 
playground. There, we’d bandy them about as we engaged in the 
rough play we favored at the time. Little did we know, or care, for 
that matter, that Naum had written other stuff as well. Nor were we 
aware of “Apolodor’s” grown-up dimension or its tongue-in-cheek 
remarks on the communist society whose advent most of us were 
obliviously experiencing. The whole epic can be construed as a bitter-
sweet comment on the scourge of censorship which had barred Gellu 
Naum from practicing his surreal art. Needless to say, surrealists 
were fiercely frowned upon in those days, and that’s why censors 
attempted to reduce Naum to writing children’s books.  

While “Apolodor” is everything a children’s book should be — 
and then some — it is also highly subversive (it’s not for nothing that 
Alison Lurie speaks of “the subversive power of children’s 
literature”). At the outset of his world voyage, Apolodor was 
employed by a private circus. On his return to Bucharest, he has to 
perform at the “State Circus” — a syntagm in itself scathingly 
ambiguous — and Naum mischievously wonders in the concluding 
lines as to how Apolodor’s performance might have been affected by 
the national renewal: “I’d like to know, if you don’t mind, Apolodor’s 
new repertoire…” The epic of Apolodor was supposed to be Gellu 
Naum’s own “new repertoire” — which it was — yet in an entirely 
different way from what the censors must have expected. 

 
Nevertheless, subversive innuendoes aside, “Apolodor” is rich 

in cultural reference — probably undetected by most readers at first 
sight, yet solidly present all the same. I’ve done my best to keep such 
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references in translation. However, since most topics referred to are 
universal, that wasn’t too difficult. To give just one example, the “hot 
and copper sky” weighing Apolodor down as he drifts upon the 
windless sea comes straight from Coleridge’s “Rime of the Ancient 
Mariner.” 

True, translating “Apolodor” was not an easy task, but what it 
lacked in easiness it more than made up for in satisfaction. I can still 
remember the rewarding “click” of each translated line finally falling 
into place. During the months I was working on the translation, I felt 
strangely detached from the whole process, as if I was watching an 
alchemical transformation unfolding in a vessel I accidentally 
embodied. And there were “strange phenomena” occurring as I 
carried out the translation… At the time I was commuting to Munich 
on a daily basis and I gladly took refuge in translating “Apolodor” on 
the train. Once, as I was engrossed in tackling the part about 
Apolodor’s clash with the Ku-Klux-Klan, I happened to lift my eyes 
from the page, only to see the back of the newspaper of the man 
sitting opposite me — it featured an ample column on the Ku-Klux-
Klan. Like many of his devout readers, I had to surmise that Gellu 
Naum was complicitly enjoying the joke.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Eds note: The following poems have been published courtesy of the 
Gellu Naum Foundation. They cannot be reproduced elsewhere 
without soliciting their permission anew: dan@cimec.ro.ro 
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GELLU NAUM 
 

APOLODOR’S TRAVELS 
 
 

 
 

1 
 

 
The circus tent at the Fun Fair 
Was where — tucked in his Frigidaire — 
A penguin dwelt without a care. 
From Labrador he’d landed there. 
 
His name? Apolodor, Esquire. 
Profession? Singer in the choir. 
He was no conjurer, therefore, 
Nor did he walk the tight rope, nor 
Did he dance. A minor chore 
Was his — he sang out of the score. 
He was a tenor, nothing more. 
 
Well-groomed and chubby and, therefore, 
Attractive in the tails he wore — 
That should sum up Apolodor… 
 
 

1 
 

La circ, în Tîrgul Moșilor, 
Pe gheața unui răcitor, 
Trăia voios și zîmbitor 
Un pinguin din Labrador. 
 
— Cum se numea? — Apolodor. 
— Și ce făcea? — Cînta la cor. 
Deci, nu era nici scamator, 
Nici acrobat, nici dansator; 
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Făcea și el ce-i mai ușor: 
Cînta la cor. (Era tenor.) 
 
Grăsuț, curat, atrăgător 
În fracul lui strălucitor, 
Așa era Apolodor...  

 
 

2 
 
Yet, one fine day, Apolodor, 
Causing a general uproar, 
Said thus: “I’m pining with desire! 
I do like singing in the choir, 
But nonetheless I’m pining for 
My kith and kin in Labrador… 
Oh, it would be so very nice 
To join them briefly on the ice…” 
 
Apolodor then pined some more, 
And cried at length — cried himself sore… 
 
 

2 
 
Dar într-o zi, Apolodor, 
Spre deznădejdea tuturor, 
A spus așa: — «Sînt foarte trist! 
Îmi place viața de corist 
Dar ce să fac? Mi-e dor, mi-e dor 
De frații mei din Labrador... 
O, de-aș putea un ceas măcar 
Să stau cu ei pe un ghețar!...» 
 
 
Apoi a plîns Apolodor... 
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3 
 
When he was found by kitten Kits, 
Apolodor was having fits. 
Said Kits: “My friend, I’d give for you 
My this here tail, my whiskers, too. 
I’d give a quart of scrumptious cream 
To comfort you. Prithee, don’t scream. 
Come, dry your eyes, and cry no more…” 
 
Yet he cried on: “I’m pining for  
My kith and kin in Labrador…” 
 
 

3 
Cînd l-a văzut pisoiul Tiț 
Plîngînd cu hohot și sughiț 
I-a spus: — «Prietene, aș da 
Mustața și codița mea, 
Aș da o litră de caimac, 
Aș da orice, să te împac. 
Zău, nu mai plânge! Te implor...» 
 
Dar el plîngea: — «Mi-e dor, mi-e dor 
De frații mei din Labrador!...» 
 
 

4 
 
And seeing that he weeps and weeps, 
The hedgehog gave him spines for keeps, 
The bear gave him berries galore, 
Plucked from the woods not long before. 
The rabbit — Fatlip was his name —  
With fruit and lettuce also came. 
(They were his colleagues in the choir, 
And tried to temper his desire). 
 
Suzy the camel, torn with grief, 
Would sob into her handkerchief. 
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Theirs was a son-and-mother tale — 
T’was she had taught him his first scale. 
 
But still he cried: “I’m pining for 
My kith and kin in Labrador…” 
 
 

4 
 
Și-au încercat să-l mai împace 
Ariciul, dăruindu-i ace, 
Și ursul, cu un pumn de mure 
Atunci culese din pădure, 
Și iepurele Buză-Lată 
Cu fructe dulci și cu salată 
(Colegi de-ai lui Apolodor, 
Maeștri-cîntăreți la cor). 
 
Cămila Suzi, cea mai tristă, 
Ofta cu fața în batistă, 
Ea îi fusese ca o mamă: 
Îl învățase prima gamă. 
 
Dar el plîngea: — «Mi-e dor, mi-e dor 
De frații mei din Labrador!...» 

 
 

5 
 

His colleagues then went to enquire 
Of the conductor of the choir. 
 

Maestro Doremibaton, 
His velvet tailcoat neatly on, 
First listened to the case entire, 
Then pondered it on his futon: 
“My poor tenor, I deplore 
The plight you’ve let yourself in for — 
You may well pine to death, therefore, 
You should go back to Labrador…” 
And off went young Apolodor. 
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5 
 
Colegii lui Apolodor 
S-au dus atunci la dirijor. 
 
Maestrul Doremisolfa, 
În haina lui de catifea, 
I-a ascultat și, gânditor, 
S-a așezat pe-o canapea 
Oftînd: — «Sărmanul meu tenor 
Se poate prăpădi de dor! 
Să plece, deci, spre Labrador...» 
 
Și a plecat Apolodor... 
 
 

6 
 
The ride went smoothly for a while. 
He flew up north for many a mile, 
It was a biplane took him there — 
He just leaned back without a care 
And sang, and sang, then sang some more, 
The way he used to sing before… 
And, having got carried away  
With the breath-taking, heady view, 
He hopped onto the wing — Olè! 
Just to show off before the crew. 
 
Next, parachute strapped safely on, 
Apolodor enjoyed the race, 
Now hanging from the aileron, 
Now riding on the engine case. 
 
 
His acrobatic capers might 
Have seen him through to Labrador, 
But a stray cloud broke off his flight 
 
And down went our Apolodor… 
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6 

 
La început a fost ușor: 
L-a dus spre nord, l-a dus în zbor 
Un avion, un bimotor. 
Și, stînd picior peste picior, 
Cînta, cînta Apolodor 
Cînta, cu glasu-i de tenor... 
Dar, între timp, înflăcărîndu-l 
Amețitorul peisaj, 
Sări pe-o aripă, cu gîndul 
Să dea dovadă de curaj. 
 
Apoi, cu parașuta-n spate 
Se zbengui Apolodor 
Cînd agățîndu-se de roate, 
Cînd stînd călare pe motor. 
 
Așa, cu zboru-i acrobatic, 
Ar fi ajuns în Labrador, 
Dar l-a izbit un nor zănatic 
 
Și a căzut Apolodor… 

 
 

7 
 
At Cape North, far, far, far away, 
All huddled in a narrow bay,  
Morose, downcast, Apolodor 
Just sat and sat upon the shore. 
 

This choir boy, this prodigy 
Was quiet, sad as sad can be, 
His parachute beyond repair, 
No map to guide him out of there, 
No compass — ocean all around, 
Churning with a tremendous sound — 
 
Apolodor was trouble-bound… 
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APOLODOR’S LAMENT AT CAPE NORTH 
 
“My kith and kin in Labrador, 
Adieu! I’ll see you all no more… 
It looks like I am headed for 
A lonely death on this here shore… 
Alas! I used to be of yore, 
A tenor, gave the odd encore, 
Oh, kith and kin in Labrador, 
My kith and kin in Labrador! 
And now? The gentle brine may pour 
A shroud upon the ocean floor 
On top the shifting, shining heap 
Of sand the ocean holds in store — 
There will I hide away and sleep 
A sleep eternal, sound and deep, 
O, kith and kin in Labrador, 
My kith and kin in Labrador!” 

 
7 

 
La Capul Nord, la Capul Nord, 
Adăpostit într-un fiord 
Ședea pe țărm Apolodor 
Posomorît și gînditor. 
 
Ședea pe țărm, tăcut și trist 
Acest tenor, acest corist, 
Ședea cu parașuta spartă, 
Fără busolă, fără hartă. 
În larg vuia, clocotitor, 
Întreg potopul apelor 
 
Și se jelea Apolodor... 
JELANIA LUI APOLODOR LA CAPUL NORD 
 
«O, frații mei din Labrador, 
Adio vouă, tuturor! 
Pesemne că mi-e dat să mor 
Aici, la țărmul mărilor... 
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Și ce păcat! Eram tenor, 
Cîntam frumos, cîntam la cor, 
O, frații mei din Labrador, 
O, frații mei din Labrador! 
 
De-acuma, apele, de vor, 
Îmi vor așterne un covor 
Peste nisipul de la fund 
Legănător și sclipitor, 
La sînul lor să mă ascund, 
Să dorm pe veci, să dorm profund, 
O, frații mei din Labrador, 
O, frații mei din Labrador! 

 
 

8 
 
Thus did Apolodor lament… 
When, lo — as if from heaven sent — 
A ship! The trawler FIREBALL, 
The most reputable of all 
The trawlers in all ports of call. 
The siren gave repeated snorts: 
“Who’s there?” “A voyager of sorts…” 
“And what’s your name?” “Apolodor.” 
“Your destination?” “Labrador.” 
“Why the lament?” “Upon this shore 
I’ll die, unknown for evermore…” 
 
 

8 
Așa jelea Apolodor… 
Dar iată, iată un vapor! 
E pescadorul METEOR, 
Cel mai d frunte pescador 
Din Baltica în Labrador. 
 
Sirena șuiera de zor: 
— «Heeei! Cine ești?» — «Un călător.» 
— «Cum te numești?» — «Apolodor.» 
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— «Și încotro?» — «Spre Labrador.» 
— «De ce jelești?» — «Păi am să mor 
Uitat și fără ajutor...» 

 
 

9 
 
The sailors on The FIREBALL 
Joined voices in a hefty call: 
 
“Join us on board, Apolodor, 
The FIREBALL has room galore 
For all them things we need to store. 
Nevertheless, we sail due east, 
Which might take longer, but at least 
You’ll get, somehow, to Labrador. 
Come, hop on board, and weep no more… 
 
And so he did… Apolodor, 
In quite a cheerful frame of mind, 
Left North Cape far, far, far behind. 
 
 

9 
 
Și i-au strigat atunci, în cor, 
Matrozii de pe METEOR: 
 
— Noi te luăm, Apolodor, 
Că vasul nostru METEOR 
E mare și încăpător. 
Ai drum ceva mai ocolit, 
Căci navigăm spre răsărit, 
Dar tot ajungi în Labrador. 
Hai, urcă-te pe pescador... 
 
Înveselit, Apolodor 
Și-a luat, suindu-se pe bord, 
Adio de la Capul Nord.  
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10 
 
The voyage was a sheer delight: 
Never a puff of cloud in sight, 
The peaks of icebergs left and right, 
And seagulls circling in their flight, 
And gentle waters rippling bright, 
And then the breeze, ever so light… 
 
Ever so slow, ever so slow, 
The trawler FIREBALL would go 
Along the bright and shiny way 
Cast by the northern lights’ display. 
She floated gently on the glow 
Of the resplendent sea below 
Reflecting the celestial show. 
 
Ever so slow, ever so slow, 
The trawler FIREBALL would go… 
The sailors sang for all they’re worth. 
Much to the seals’ visible mirth, 
Apolodor then raised his voice — 
A tenor’s most obvious choice — 
And joined the song with all his might… 
 
The voyage was a sheer delight. 
 
 

10 
 
A fost un drum fermecător: 
În zare, nici un fir de nor, 
Doar culmile ghețarilor, 
Și pescăruși, rotind în zbor, 
Și apa, unduind ușor, 
Și vîntul lin, ca un fior... 
 
Plutea vaporul METEOR 
Încetișor, încetișor, 
Plutea pe-o luminoasă cale 
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De aurore boreale, 
Plutea pe unde de fosfor 
Și-l străjuia, ocrotitor, 
Înaltul cer multicolor. 
 
Plutea vaporul METEOR 
Încetișor, încetișor, 
Matrozii toți cîntau în cor 
Și, pe deasupra tuturor, 
Își risipea Apolodor 
Superba voce de tenor 
Spre desfătarea focilor... 
 
A fost un drum fermecător. 
 
 

11 
 
Yet, one fine day, The FIREBALL 
Dropped anchor, and Apolodor 
At last descended on the shore  
Of Bering, after a long haul. 
 
Next, in an Eskimo’s canoe, 
He paddled straight across the strait 
And then on foot — he couldn’t wait — 
He made for Labrador anew. 
 
Nobody knows exactly where 
He roamed. According to my source, 
He seems to have pursued his course 
Across Alaska, cold and bare. 
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11 
 

Dar, pîn-la urmă, se opri 
În port vaporul METEOR 
Și debarcă Apolodor 
La Behring, într-o bună zi... 
 
Apoi, trecînd peste strîmtoare 
Cu luntrea unui eschimos, 
Porni spre Labrador, pe jos, 
Porni cu mare nerăbdare... 
 
Pe unde-a fost, nu prea se știe 
Dar, după cît-am priceput, 
Se pare că a străbătut 
Alaska rece și pustie... 
 
 

12 
 

This may sound daft, and that’s tough luck, 
But for those days his diary 
Is relatively entry-free: 
He jotted down Range Tinkmerkpuck, 
Some stream or vale — but I digress — 
A name comes up… It’s Beaver Buck 
(Twice underscored, not more, nor less!) 
And then the notebook is a mess… 
 

It’s only fair, thus, to insist 
On asking of the diarist 
Just what he did and where he went — 
In other words, to make a list 
Of each significant event. 
 

For instance, that long-distance call — 
What news, if any news at all, 
Have been exchanged over the phone, 
From some odd place I can’t recall 
Along the banks of the Yewcone? 
 
This matter’s anything but small… 



 174 

12 
 
Iertați-mă că par uituc, 
Dar s-au păstrat puține file 
Și-n cronica acelor zile 
Sînt scriși doar: munții Tinkmerkpuk, 
Un rîu, o vale sau un sat 
Și-un nume: Castorul Bursuk 
(De două ori subliniat). 
Apoi, caietul e pătat... 
 
Firesc ar fi, și necesar, 
Să-l întrebăm pe cronicar 
De cîte-a trebuit să-nfrunte 
Și să ne dea, în plus, măcar 
O serie de amănunte: 
 
De pildă, foarte însemnate 
Sînt noutățile aflate 
Pe cînd vorbea la telefon 
În nu știu ce localitate 
Pe malul fluviului Yukon. 
 
Acestea nu pot fi uitate… 

 
 

13 
 

What news? As some seem to relate, 
Said Buck: “Your birth in Labrador 
Was but a funny twist of fate — 
That’s not a place where penguins dwell. 
The family Apolodor 
Had come there for the briefest spell 
(Penguins are likely to migrate), 
As they pursued some greater goal — 
They now abide at the South Pole, 
As rumour has it, on the ice 
Of Terror Bay, to be precise.” 
Now Beaver Buck’s authority 
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Had a most solid quality — 
He had researched extensively 
And he could quote convincingly 
Tomes that made up whole libraries, 
And manuscripts, and stamped decrees, 
And ancient genealogies — 
He knew what it was all about, 
And he was right beyond all doubt. 
Believing him, Apolodor 
Cancelled his trip to Labrador… 
 

13 
 

Ce noutăți? Pe cît se pare 
I-a spus Bursuk: — În Labrador 
Ai fost născut din întîmplare, 
Căci nu-i picior de pinguin. 
Familia Apolodor 
A stat și ea, foarte puțin 
(Venise numai în plimbare). 
Acuma, după cîte-aud 
S-a stabilit la Polul Sud 
Pe gheața Golfului Terror... 
Bursuk era convingător: 
Se bizuia pe vechi tratate, 
Pe tomurile studiate, 
Pe manuscrise, pe citate, 
Pe documente ștampilate. 
Avea, în orice caz, dreptate. 
Deci, l-a crezut Apolodor 
Și n-a mai mers spre Labrador... 
 
 
 



 
A Library of  Imposture;  or ,  a  Short  

Annotated Bibliography  
of  Pierre Senges’s  Books  

 
 

 
 
 
For an author whose fictions often take the form of catalogs, critical 
commentaries, and encyclopedia entries, an annotated bibliography 
might be an apt point of entry for those unfamiliar with his work. Espe-
cially in view of the paucity of available writing in English by and dis-
cussing Pierre Senges, I offer this brief introduction. Surely, it is only a 
matter of time before a greater portion of his work is available in Eng-
lish. This is a small first step in that direction. In the bibliography entries, 
dates given refer only to first editions, while subsequent editions are ig-
nored. — Jacob Siefring 
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Veuves au maquillage   
(Verticales: 2000) 
 
A synopsis of the book, reproduced on the first printed 
page of the edition before me now, reads: “A scribe and 
amateur counterfeiter wants to kill himself. From pride or 
laziness he conceives a plan to have others kill him, forcing 
the hand of fate to put a 
dagger in his back. Keeping 
up with the newspapers, he 
targets certain wives con-
victed of homicide. Upon 
their release from prison, 
he seeks them out and se-
duces them. Six widows 
succumb to his charms, 
without this paradoxical 
Landru achieving his goal 
(death), not a single widow 
yielding to the temptation 
to relapse. In the philo-
sophical boudoir where he 
leads a conjugal life on six 
fronts simultaneously, a different form of suicide awaits 
him: his body will soon be split up into parts in a ceremoni-
al, amorous dismemberment. Thus the book’s happy ending: 
all but nothing will remain of the narrator by the end of his 
story. Noir humor and fragment are fused in this novel to 
the rhythm of a funeral dirge in 499 movements.” 
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Ruines-de-Rome   
(Verticales: 2002) 
 
On the verge of retirement, a septuagenarian land registry 
employee conceives a plan to effect the Apocalypse by 
means of an aggressive urban gardening campaign, which, 
for lack of assistants, he undertakes by himself. An incipi-
ent romance with his next-door neighbor coincides with the 

thickening of the plot 
and the verbal textures 
of narration. The text’s 
form is modeled on that 
of a botanical encyclope-
dia, composed of entries 
for various species of flo-
ra. As the apocalypse 
creeps along like so 
many vines of ivy, the 
reader finds himself or 
herself trapped in a veri-
table jungle of sentences 
and allusions. This book 
and Veuves au maquillage 

both garnered awards, the Prix du deuxième roman and the 
Prix Rhône-Alpes, respectively. 
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Essais fragiles d’aplomb   
(Verticales, «Minimales»: 2002) 
 
Humankind’s desire to fly has produced a great many failed 
attempts, often culminating in violent death. What if those 
fatal falls were not failures, but deliberate, successful at-
tempts at falling? Constructed on this premise, this book 
takes the form of a far-roving catalog of the many noble 
practitioners of the falling 
art through- out history. 
“The number of falls is 
such that it cannot be 
explained simply by 
failure or er- ror. The men 
and women who, from 
the age of Ic- arus up to 
the Great War, fell 
consistently, in some cases 
many times, weren’t try-
ing to expe- rience the 
intoxications of flight, nor 
to unlock its mysteries, 
but were testing gravitation, and fell for good, because they 
intended to fall.” The title involves puns on both essais (at-
tempts, prose writings) and aplomb (self-confidence, inso-
lence, perpendicularity, verticality); it might be translated 
as Fragile Falling Essays or some other way. 
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La réfutation majeure :  Version française,  d'après Refu-
tatio major ,  attribué à Antonio de Guevara (1480–1548) .  
(Verticales: 2004) 
 
A scholarly edition of a Renaissance treatise, composed in 
Latin (c. 1517–25) anonymously, arguing that the new world 
is a gross invention, mythical in substance, made real by its 
villainous supporters. 
With florid, convincing 
rhetoric, the new world 
is argued to be as in-
substantial and unreal 
as mermaids, or a 
string of flyaway is-
lands, or a band of wy-
verns: a colossal hoax, 
perpetrated for mer-
cantile ends — ripe for 
debunking, no doubt. 
The text of the trea-
tise’s French transla-
tion is followed by a 
robust scholarly after-
word, discussing questions of authorship, philology, and 
manuscript variants. A book such as Jorge Luis Borges 
would have described, but never written.  
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Géométrie dans la poussière   
Il lustrated by Patrice Killoffer (Verticales: 2004) 
 
A councilor to an Eastern, desert-dwelling king has travelled 
to a distant Western city. His job: to observe and describe 
the city, to notate it, so that these descriptions might furnish 
instructions to build a city of their own, in the middle of 
their desert kingdom. The book’s absurd conceit becomes 
then, how to describe a city to a person who has no concept 
of one? Very slowly & carefully, perhaps. The city takes on 

uncanny, con-
spiratorial 
hues: every 
trashcan, every 
busker, and 
every alley cat 
appears, 
through a par-
anoid sort of 
logic, to be the 
result of a 

monumental effort of planning and coordination. Meta-
physical ramifications and urban myths lurk in every man-
hole. The city’s jagged, broken geometries, its sewers and 
subways, doves and streetlamps, cul-de-sacs and dumpsters 
— all must be accounted for. 
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L’idiot et  les hommes de 
paroles  (Bayard: 2005) 
 
As deprivation was to 
Larkin, as flowers were 
to Wordsworth, so are 
idiots to Pierre Senges. 
Not unlike Essais frag-
iles d’aplomb, the book 
takes the loose form of 
an academic inventory, 
or catalog of countless 
idiots. Curiously, this is 
the only book of Sen-
ges’s to have been 

classed plainly in the “non-fiction” camp. Starring Jacques 
the Fatalist, Ludwig II of Bavaria, Molloy and Malone, 
Chevillard’s Crab, Kaspar Hauser, Hamlet, Bartleby the 
Scrivener, Buster Keaton, Falstaff, Prince Mishkin, and 
many more. 
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Sort l 'assassin,  entre le 
spectre   
(Verticales: 2006) 
 
An 80-page soliloquy 
spoken by a man who 
knows that he “was 
Macbeth,” but can’t re-
call if he was only an ac-
tor playing Macbeth or 
the monster of murder 
and ambition himself. In 
its kingly, metaphysical 
confusion, it calls to 
mind both Pirandello’s 
Henry IV or Caldéron’s 
Life is a Dream. It was made into a radio play and broadcast 
by France Culture in 2007, with Thibaud de Montalembert 
in the role of confused soliloquist. 
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Fragments de Lichtenberg 
(Verticales: 2008)  
 
Throughout his life Georg 
Christoph Lichtenberg wrote 
in notebooks he called his 
Sudelbücher, filling them 
with aphorisms, ideas, quo-
tations, notes for future 
works, and so forth. One 
such aphorism states: “To 
put the finishing touch to 
one’s work will be to burn 
it.” Taking this aphorism for 

the key to the fragmented work itself, a society of Lichten-
berg scholars, called Lichtenbergiens, attempt to reconstruct 
the great lost whole of which the fragments in the note-
books are but the final remnants. Perhaps Senges’s most 
well-known book, it is also a salient illustration of how, as 
he says elsewhere, “the absence of texts engenders the ex-
istence of possible texts.”  
 
After The Adventures of Percival (Dis Voir, 2009), this will be 
the second of Senges’s books to be translated into English 
(Fragments of Lichtenberg, forthcoming from Dalkey Ar-
chive Press, 2015). 
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Les carnets de Gordon McGuffin 
Illustrated by Nicolas de Crécy (Futuropolis:  2008)  
 
Translated from the English by Albert Bolduc, this book col-
lects the fragmentary memoirs of Gordon McGuffin found 
in his notebooks after his death in 1991. A screenwriter and 
director of small renown who has been ignored by scholars 
of cinema, McGuffin was nevertheless a privileged witness 
to the evolution of 
Hollywood from its 
golden age up to the 
1970s and 1980s. 
Thinking back on 
numberless missed 
opportunities, he 
remembers his en-
counters with the 
stars of Hollywood: 
Faulkner, Rita Hay-
worth, Hitchcock, 
Buster Keaton, Eliz-
abeth Taylor, Cecil 
B. DeMille, and many more. His masterpiece manqué 
should have been, he ruefully thinks in passing, a silent re-
make of The Jazz Singer starring an all black cast in white-
face.  
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Les aventures de Percival :  un conte phylogé-
nétique .  I l lustrated by Nicolas de Crécy (Dis Voir:  
2009)  
 
The hypothesis has many variations, but in its elemental 
form it holds that if you put a monkey in a room with a 
typewriter, it will eventually, by the law of sheer probabil-

ity, write a work of 
human genius (a 
Shakespeare play or 
sonnet, for instance). 
Over many months, a 

gardener-ethnologist 
and a chimpanzee 
named Percival test 
this proposition with 
little success, opening 
up an abyss of bore-
dom that confounds 
the distinction be-
tween man, vegetable, 
and beast. (Percival 
escapes.) 

 
 
Available in English translation as The Adventures 
of  Percival:  A Phylogenetic  Tale  (Dis Voir:  2009) 
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Études de silhouettes   
(Verticales:  2010) 
 
Among Kafka’s note-
books and papers there 
were found a number of 
fragments, short texts 
that were only begin-
nings, abandoned or 
stillborn, never to be 
further developed. This 
book resumes those 
fragments, unspooling 
variations from those 
many short, Kafkaesque 
beginnings. “We could have admired these fragments as 
they stood: puny, full of hope — except that there exist two 
irrefutable laws: 1) nature abhors a vacuum; and 2) our love 
for stories is insatiable.” 
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Proxima du Centaure  (Lansman/Émile et cie:  2010) 
 
Unlike Senges’s books, which can be tracked down with 
varying degrees of difficulty, his radio plays are largely un-
available in print form. This, and Les évasions de Boris 
Anacrouse, are two exceptions. Senges has written over six-
ty radio plays, produced and broadcast by France Inter and 
France Culture. He said somewhere once that his books 
don’t incorporate dialogue, but that he discovered the pas-
sion for it in radio drama. While the majority of them have 
not been distributed a few are presently available for 
streaming online. Les évasions de Boris Anacrouse (France 
Culture, 2014) is freely accessible at iTunes in simultaneous 
audio and book format, suited to younger readers and 
adults alike. 
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Environs et  mesures   
(Gallimard, «Le Cab-
inet des lettrés»: 
2011)  
 
Over the centuries, at-
tempts to assign a fixed 
location to imaginary 
places, such as the Gar-
den of Eden, a dubious 
hamlet in Don Quixote, 
the island of Calypso, or 
the entrance to Hades, 
have yielded up a vast 

and fertile literature of human folly. In this essayistic vol-
ume, Pierre Senges savors the ironies and felicities of such 
misguided but nevertheless fruitful pursuits. (Sometimes 
viewed as a companion or corollary volume to La réfutation 
majeure.) 
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Zoophile contant fleurette .  Preface by Stéphane 
Audeguy; i l lustrations by Sergio Aquindo (Cadex: 
2012)  
 
The seed for this little book is contained in a quotation 
from Giordano Bruno’s apocryphal On the Ark of Noah (c. 
1563), a quotation from which serves as the book’s prelude. 
Old Noah, considering the limited amount of room on the 
ark, allowed only the females of every species on board. 
Thus, ever devoted to 
the common good of 
God and his crea-
tures, “he sought to 
ensure the descent of 
each family, mam-
mals, reptiles, down 
to the insects, just as 
Lot secured his pos-
terity by plainly of-
fering his daughters 
a small portion of his 
seed.” The unique difficulties and pleasures of interspecies 
copulation are described by none other than Noah himself 
in 99 numbered sections, each corresponding to a different 
animal — slug, bumblebee, shark, kangaroo, giraffe, jelly-
fish, and sundry more. 
 
Available also as an audiobook from Livrior.  



 
PIERRE SENGES 

The Last Judgment  (detail)1 
 

 
                    Daniele da Volterra, The Deposition (detail) (1541) 

 
 

TRANSLATED BY JACOB SIEFRING 
 

In addition to publishing a dozen books in as many years, Pierre Senges has 
collaborated on a number of smaller side projects with artists working in 
various mediums. Invited to contribute to a themed issue of the Nouvelle Revue 
Française on the subject of the ‘imaginary museum,’ Senges called up an Italian 
painter who had been dead for 450 years and invited him to collaborate. Here, 
as almost always chez Senges, the fiction unfolds in the margins of literary and 
art history. — Jacob Siefring 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  Pierre	  Senges,	  “Dernier	  jugement	  (détail),”	  Un	  musée	  imaginaire,	  special	  issue	  of	  
La	  Nouvelle	  Revue	  Française,	  ed.	  Stéphane	  Audeguy	  and	  Philippe	  Forest,	  No.	  606	  
(October	  17,	  2013)	  54–62.	  
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The Last Judgment  (detail) 
 
On the subject of Daniele Ricciarelli, called Daniele da Volterra, 
sometimes also “il Braghettone,” who was asked to paint clothing over 
several nudes attributed to Michelangelo. 
 
Immediately beneath the ceilings of Michelangelo (a makeshift 
proximity) may be found, to this day, Daniele de Volterra, his 
sketchbooks in hand (furnished in part by his master), his competence 
dwarfed by admiration, Daniele trying to play the ambivalent 
(enviable but not enviable) role of friend: the person who would keep 
company by the great man’s bedside, attend the prosaic meeting of 
mortal and mortality, and sculpt the death mask — before spending 
his mourning period in the fulfillment, ever amiable, of his duty as 
executor of his friend’s last will and testament. 
 
Four centuries later, and then some, Daniele da Volterra is still up 
there, hanging on to that famous ceiling, where, ever since that time, 
the image of God and Michelangelo meet face to face, on equal 
footing: he has not moved, in a recess of the chapel, he enjoys his 
share of totally fortuitous immortality there. And he plays his role 
bravely, as if he knew in advance, and knows still, that the rest of us, 
under the influence of literature and art history, will find it very 
difficult not to see him, with his paintbrushes, as an allegorical figure: 
representing, in addition to the brave friend and the talented artist 
whose talent is eclipsed by an illustrious name, a man of privilege — 
a man of privilege hailing from who knows what commonality, to 
whom circumstances, papal and conciliar, accorded the right to touch 
the untouchable. (He’s prepared to play his role of minor master for a 
long time: he bends beneath the other man’s talent, he helps to 
measure the unmeasurable, he’s there to fail to achieve as much as 
him — but to achieve an equal success was never his goal, for that 
would have violated the rules of friendship, the history of painting, 
and its dramaturgy.) 
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The question of whether Daniele da Volterra could serve as our go-
between: from where we stand, the rest of us, we who shuffle quietly 
along, followed by our inquiries and our equally meager knowledge, 
we who know how to interpret, who have nearly five hundred years 
on Buonarroti — not behind, nor in front, just more, and cram-full of 
arguments. On the other side, far from us, Michelangelo’s brilliant 
colors, and beyond them, still farther, the principle of a God 
employing his every power to separate out the damned from the holy, 
as if His very own salvation depended on it. Like God the Father (but 
of course) who will judge on the last day but who has also been 
judging from day one, let’s not be to quick to appreciate Daniele: to us 
he is first and foremost il Braghettone, all the unintentional comedy of 
the fallible, powerful Roman Catholic church is present in that; it fell 
to him to be a somewhat ridiculous symbol for a part of his century; 
beyond that, shame revisits him, he defiles the masterpiece, he dares 
climb the ladder after Michelangelo has been interred, he jeers at 
genius and generations of geniuses waiting to be born; he enlists (to 
enlist is his destiny) alongside (the shame, the shame) countless 
morticians, censors, corporatist sponsors with Caravaggios stored in 
their cellars, and notables of Christian democracy, as squat as the 
black hatted busts of the Politburo, except farther south, chasing from 
the city to its ignoble outskirts the Pasolinian black sheep (a different 
allegory). 
 
All the same, Daniele da Volterra resists what four hundred pages of a 
historical novel detailing his Braghettone adventures would have him 
doing: he was unable to be a such a devoted friend, unable to be such a 
pale or pastel supporting actor; he had to betray those qualities of 
minor-painter-of-modesty such as we imagine from the name 
Braghettone, in the shadows of Michelangelo’s unfinished slaves. 
Over four hundred pages, we would see him running from ladder to 
scaffold, from one conciliabule to the next, from Paul IV to Pius V, 
and then, after receiving his summons, going before History, before 
the popes, before the aesthetes, then before the ghost of Michelangelo 
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come not to ask the score (he of all people surely knows that 
Judgment falls outside the jurisdiction of mortals — being judged is a 
right that belongs only to mortals, whose job it is to convert their 
damnation into a power of providence), nor to pardon him his 
censorship, nor even to understand it (understanding is most often 
the mildest form judgment and pity can take), but rather to discuss 
the painting of the loincloths. 
 
Since we’re being prudish, let’s go all the way, let’s consummate 
modesty and shame: modesty and shame are not a painter’s timid 
answer to the decretals, but rather a profession of faith, a slightly 
more grandiose commitment, accompanied perhaps by boasting — 
not the start of another crusade, but something more grand, giving 
spectators (why not?), for many centuries to come, an impression of 
the utmost importance: the importance of bare genitals, the 
importance of covered genitals. That is exactly what the ghost of 
Michelangelo tells his very dear friend, the supporting actor, il 
Braghettone: at least prudishness has a certain respectability (by 
which he means: a certain allure); God saves us from the worst kinds 
of pettiness, He doesn’t let priests and choir-boys scrape a single 
square inch of my fresco with a fish-knife (the special knife brought 
out on Good Friday); accommodate the sexual hypocrisy of popes and 
papabiles if you must, but take your time, and take as much care with 
your colors as you do with your outlines: drawing and painting are 
the only way you’ll be able to claim that priestly pudeur as your own 
and to make something new from it — a pudeur unknown to their 
sacristies. (The discourse of Michelangelo Buonarroti to his friend 
Daniele da Volterra goes on for many pages: with bravura, a little 
grandiloquence, some awkwardness, and a fare presto curtness: 
“Climb up on your ladder to the ceiling, and there, with your nose two 
inches beneath a penis drawn as if it were daffodil, escape from the 
brotherhood of priests, follow orders while doing your work, and 
notice that the exacting nature of your work is making you 
disobedient, approach your idea prudishly, I dare not say your image, 
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but in your own style, which is in some ways the same as my own, 
learned in my workshops and slowly improved through doubts,” etc.)  
 
In the next chapter, Daniele is sketching in his preliminary 
notebooks: it’s still an exquisite tableau (it could be one, at least): 
fragility, the impermanence of the first outlines in contrast to the 
definitive bull of Paul IV, and whatever stony, bolderish quality 
councils have (of a cliff, a pyramid). Of course a sketch is always 
seductive, it’s irreproachable, it eats no bread, it can’t scare anyone; 
shoddiness and error offer themselves to our inspection without 
resistance, putting the observer of such accomplished genius at ease. 
The lines of his pencil are ephemeral, the painter-artist has our 
favors, he is virtuous, admirable; in his humble attitude of concern for 
a job well done, he lets the cardinals look like cows. If that were the 
extent of it (the minor master at work, gracious in a world of brutes), 
the story would be touching, only as sentimental as it needs to be — 
but what really saves the painter from sentimentality is embracing his 
role as a traitor, and delivering himself over — before, after, during 
his sketches — to total obedience: obedience to the imbecilic decree 
of a pope. 
 
But that’s not exactly it: as for salvation, down here, on earth, what 
saves him from both artistic virtue and from possibly committing the 
crime of cowardice is working, work, and going back to work the next 
day: as long as he is sketching, then calculating, then copying over his 
sketches, and finally painting, whether fresco or secco, Daniele da 
Volterra always does his best, he eludes glory and denunciation alike, 
he remains exempt from judgment precisely because he’s at work on 
the judgment — and his salvation is neither happiness nor glory (the 
word salvation fools nobody), it’s finding something to do, and 
finding the reasons for doing it as you go along. 
 
He knows how to disappear quickly: he foresees that his paintings 
will disappear, when the time comes, before or after the last 
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Christians, before or after the death of his great-grandnephew; his 
paintings will disappear before Michelangelo’s paintings will 
disappear, no matter what, neither God nor the Church nor the 
history of art could grant him a superior longevity. His veils are 
provisory prudery: if they are masterpieces, they are provisory 
masterpieces, Daniele knows that perfectly well, and if they are the 
fragments of a fresco, they are completed belatedly, fragility haunts 
them; though he’s no prophet, Daniele calmly foresees the future; he 
already sees impermanence, he eyes it from the moment he begins, he 
takes special care to paint disappearance, at least he keeps it in mind 
while he’s drawing the veils; someone will come, a little later on, a 
friend, and see their impermanence as the source of their beauty: 
little does it matter then, if he acts polite and hands the painter yet 
another lie.  
 
When the time comes to eat partridges and sully one’s chin, Saint 
Teresa of Avila eats her partridges, God recedes then to his void: not a 
repudiation, but a confinement, a relegation perhaps, or a maneuver 
that to us appears enigmatic (it’s a question after all of a Carmelite 
convent situated a long way away), comparable to debarment — 
Teresa chews and swallows, God remains intact, He is saved, but 
absent. The principle of tzimtzum invented by certain speculative 
Hebrews, the Creator’s partial withdrawal so as to relinquish a little 
of His space to his Creation, plays out again in a trite but therefore 
respectable manner: in this withdrawal, the creature Teresa of Avila 
meets one on one with the creature, Partridge with Thyme. When it’s 
dancing time, little lord Montaigne dances, that’s all he does, so much 
the worse for Seneca and Plutarch and their margins where 
commentators write commentaries, unless Plutarch and Seneca and 
Lucretius in passing get taken up as dancing partners too. When the 
time comes to mourn the death of his son, Marpa, master of Milarepa 
and of Tibetan Buddhism, cries out, setting aside, which is not to say 
renouncing, a good part of his Buddhism: for the tears to really flow, 
the world had to temporarily stop being illusory. When he sketches in 
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his preliminary sketchbook, and then copies his variously colored 
veils over to the master’s ceiling, Daniele da Volterra sketches and 
then copies, and it’s a question then of movements and form, how to 
shape the contour that links the upper thigh to the lower abdomen; 
it’s a question of folds that give an illusion of volume and movement, 
a question of darker, clearer lines, without which a flat tint could 
hardly be said to pass for fabric. 
 
When he draws, he draws, when he paints, he paints: depending on 
the point of view, the veils of the Braghettone benefit from his savoir-
faire as the author of a Descent from the Cross, which has since 
become famous (famous as a reference point, not as a celebrity). Or 
rather, it’s quite the opposite, a hundred and fifty veils fastened like 
so many pairs of underwear on the men and women of Judgment Day, 
all stretching toward their salvation or damnation, and disregarding 
as they would disregard a prune a nakedness that is more or less 
suited to the gravity of the occasion, a hundred and fifty veils are a 
valuable exercise for a painter. If it’s indeed a question of that, of 
applying one’s brush to surfaces as big as thumbnails, then on that 
scale the bishops are mute geese, the Vatican takes a back seat, the 
council of Trent is a pale notion, the councilors have the flat, silent 
faces of ungilded icons, theology hardly exists or only discreetly, it 
slides around corners like the echo of a distantly strummed lute, 
modesty is an accessory question that comes around from time to 
time (every few centuries) to meddle in human affairs, to parasite 
them for a brief moment before disappearing. The veils are veils, 
they’re the trace left by the brush, that brush; they test the hand of the 
disciple, they require ingenuity on his part, he didn’t anticipate that, 
at least not the extent of it; they bring out his dexterity, they call for a 
steady execution (that’s the platitude sounded in schools) and variety 
in repetition; they could have clung to ungainly forms, but no one 
would have wanted them then, neither as decorations nor in the 
Vatican, the minor-master-saboteur’s clumsiness accords well with 
sabotage in response to censorship; the veils are delicate without ever 
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meriting the name delicacy, which occurs to no one, or only after the 
fact. Granted: for many weeks Daniele da Volterra accepts (solitary 
weeks, without entertainment, but heroic weeks) his role as a minor 
artist, brought into the world to alter masterpieces, he does his job 
with a self-sacrifice that goes unacknowledged, so much the more 
noble that way, like the divinity of Judas according to the opinion of 
certain heretics; he resigns himself to heavy-handedness, to 
sloppiness and approximation, he makes these his virtues and even 
his stylistic approach; he accords them the title of Magi and in return 
they give him their blessing. He climbs up to reach into the details, he 
climbs the ladder twenty years after Michelangelo climbed it, rattling 
the flames of the candles in just the same way, the fresco above the 
candles; from up close he sees the bare genitals for the very last time, 
he wants to remember them for later, he does as we all do in times 
like that, when we suddenly foresee the nostalgia that is to come later, 
in accordance with memory he opens his eyes, he tries to abstract a 
part from the whole; he absurdly tries to make his mind more lucid 
than normal, he wants to have a sudden flash of insight without really 
knowing how, that will last, if possible; he counts on the texture seen 
from up close to ground his memory, which is just as absurd — he 
relies on his skill as a painter. Then, he paints: it remains to be seen if 
he must do it quickly or whether he can take his time, if he paints dry, 
perishable forms, or redips what was once wet and then dry, 
recementing Michelangelo’s glory; he imagines himself as a crude 
enforcer, respectable but never to be venerated, one who gets the job 
done, who valiantly finishes and follows orders without smothering 
the orders under their weighty talent; he does the job brusquely so as 
not to pretend to heap grace on grace, or genius upon genius, as if 
such things could even be superimposed except at a great loss (to be a 
drudge in these circumstances, squeezed between the finger of God 
reaching out to touch the finger of Adam, and the councils, and the 
history of art, and the immortality of Michelangelo, to be a drudge in 
these circumstances is not dishonorable, but it does require a knack 
for choreography).  
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In the end, modesty will take a different form: sooner or later some 
priests, virtuous in their own right, will decree clothed genitalia to be 
ignominious, and it will befall another minor master like Daniele da 
Volterra to uncover details that lie in wait just for him. 
	  



 
PIERRE SENGES 

 

 
 

The Major Refutation 
(chapter excerpt) 1 

 
TRANSLATED BY JACOB SIEFRING 

 
 
Suppose there exists a Renaissance treatise, composed in Latin (c. 1517–25) 
under the veil of anonymity, which argues that the new world is a gross 
invention, mythical in substance, nothing less or more than the object of a 
colossal hoax. The new world would be as insubstantial and unreal as 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	   This	   excerpt	   corresponds	   to	   chapter	   six	   of	   La	   réfutation	   majeure,	   which	   is	  
entitled	  “Ce	  qui	  s’ensuit,	  et	  cætera.”	  Pierre	  Senges,	  La	  réfutation	  majeure	  :	  Version	  
française,	   d'après	   Refutatio	   major,	   attribué	   à	   Antonio	   de	   Guevara	   (1480–1548)	  
(Paris:	  Éditions	  Verticales,	  2004;	  Gallimard,	  2007)	  147–160.	  
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mermaids, or a string of flyaway islands, or a band of wyverns: ripe for 
debunking.  
 That treatise is, of course, the Refutatio major, first published in 2004 
in French translation as La réfutation majeure. The publication of the present 
excerpt marks the first partial appearance of the treatise in English. Due to the 
difficulty of obtaining the original Latin text, the English translation has been 
made from the French translation.  
 Our understanding of this Renaissance rarity is deeply enhanced by a 
robust scholarly afterword, discussing questions of authorship, philology, and 
manuscript variants. Though the text’s attribution is uncertain, its author 
would likely be Antonio de Guevara, bishop and confessor to Charles V. 
Guevara knew how to argue; he understood irony and rhetoric as few others do. 
He wrote The Dial of Princes and The Golden Book of Marcus Aurelius, and 
even The Art of Navigation, an ironic diatribe pillorying life at sea. (In an 
anachronism few would believe, Pierre Senges contributed a preface upon the 
occasion of that book’s publication.)2 
 Theories are myriad, but one, impossible to verify like the rest, holds 
that Guevara composed the Refutatio major without believing a single word of 
it — an elaborate way to while away the hours at court. Another theory would 
have Joanna the Mad penning it in her lonely tower, weaving her argument as 
the very image of her isolation and usurpation, in obstinate silence. Still another 
holds that Vespucci is the Refutation’s author, not only bestowing his first name 
upon America, but also refuting it systematically, in order “to affirm both A and 
not-A, in order to be right at any cost, and cover the immense field of 
possibilities.” 
 Other theories abound, of the New World as a conspiracy with diverse 
actors acting from diverse motives, and of the Refutation’s authorship. The 
conspirators work at times in concert, sometimes alone, Turks, Sicilians, 
Spaniards, Kabbalists all wielding the ruse to their own ends. The new world 
could be a convenient distraction, a means of waylaying opponents, sending 
them packing for the Land of Milk and Honey; or, an effective means of 
population control, a valve to let off a surplus of unemployed men and women. 
Or, as in the present translated excerpt of the Refutation, the new world might 
have its origin in the misinterpretation of certain esoteric alchemical texts. The 
supposition is not gratuitous: after all, are not the colonization of the new 
world, however illusory it may be, and the alchemical endeavor, not two sides of 
a single coin, the quest for what gleams? Before the end of this chapter, we’ll 
have journeyed to the underworld and back and felt premonitions of the 
coming apocalypse. — Jacob Siefring 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	   	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2	   Antonio	   de	   Guevara,	   L’Art	   de	   naviguer,	   tr.	   by	   Catherine	   Vasseur,	   preface	   by	  
Pierre	  Senges	  (Vagabonde,	  2009).	  
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The invention of the new world and of the useless islands was 
predicated on the invention of evidence, fabricated on this side of the 
earth, on the continent, in the Portuguese colonies perhaps, but 
always brought back in to port; it is impossible to make a country of 
fog and phantoms and gleaming gold exist over there without having 
some exotic but tangible scraps wash up on our beaches. Hearsay 
might have sufficed: our taverns are full of those boasters returned 
from distant lands, full of one-armed men who clasped in an embrace 
the Great Khan of China and the incestuous crew of Prester John too, 
full of blind men who saw Gihon and Pischon, full of myopics who 
caught a glimpse of the queen of Saba’s jewels and have never been 
the same since. Hearsay accounts were an abundant staple but, for the 
sake of the jeering peasants who recognized old fables from Pliny and 
Amadis behind the official reports, it was seen as preferable to 
present more solid evidences, even if only sacks stuffed full with 
pebbles. Ultimately, the campaign was so thorough that everything 
that happens seems to confirm the invention as if by magic, to speak 
in its favor, even the most humble of facts and the most shameful 
misadventures, such as peripeteias taking place in the intimacy of 
four-poster beds, and what would have, in years past, sufficed to 
refute the imposture. Henceforth, nothing that happens here retains 
its autonomy; we resign ourselves to be in the future nothing more 
than effects, the causes of which are to be found in the very heart of 
the useless islands; this is true of gold, which comes back to us with 
interests, and it is true of the new generation of black and brown 
slaves, it is true of that disease of which Queen Isabella is said to have 
died, and it is true of the bastard sons who will come back from there, 
looking like duped fools. 

A few voices advance the idea: these new lands would have been, 
up until quite recently, lands the old cosmographers sought to shield 
from the reach of human adventures, maybe because there was 
wisdom, worm-eaten wisdom but wisdom at any rate, in silently 
fixing a limit to the adventures — and even, preemptively, a limit to 
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the failures. All those ship’s captains, whose motto is where everyone 
else is going, there will I go, they didn’t want to acknowledge that 
silence, to the point that they transformed our ports, our harbors, the 
inns where the sailors stuff their faces, but also the palaces where they 
speculate, into rendezvous’ of men who go (holy antechambers where 
all these passions cross paths, size each other up, and assume 
diplomatic roles, because they speak of what is far away, all the while 
dissembling, never to open their valises), without suspecting that in 
acting as they do, in their perennial eagerness to go, they are obeying 
like the lowliest of servants at the commands of a majordomo. Our 
alchemists, now lost at sea and diluted therein, used to amuse 
themselves by mixing successes and failures in their books: but it was 
the failures that gave rise to vocations. The conquerors err when they 
make the new world out to be the land of success, they err when they 
ask the poets for hymns of victory, and they err when they 
ostentatiously offer up the proof of their effectiveness: their 
overcompetence in these matters will most likely culminate in 
moroseness. 

 
 
As I will presently invite you to, you will begin by distinguishing land 
alchemy, or dry alchemy, from the alchemy of the voyage, or wet 
alchemy: that is to say, the kind practiced in the laboratories, near to 
furnaces and books, under the watchful authority of the masters, and 
the kind that spreads out over the oceans because it saw in certain 
pages of certain books an invitation to the voyage (and because it 
confuses the phases of the alchemist’s work with the new islands, the 
blacksmith’s efforts with the adventures of sailors, and gold as a pure 
idea, or subject of meditation, with gold as the definition of cupidity, 
or raw material). I explained where this misconception comes from, 
and said that overzealous disciples who would not deign to their tasks 
preferred to go off to hunt for gold at sea instead of fabricating it, 
exhausting themselves, consecrating their old age to it, withdrawing 
from the outside world, since alchemy requires hermetic caves and 
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nocturnal existences. Dry land alchemy is measured, prudent, it is a 
history of failures (we’ll soon see how and why), accordingly its satanic 
vainglory and its pretension to usurp God in little crucibles are 
counterbalanced by a simple humility, which conceals no defeat, but 
on the contrary elaborates a mythology of failure, a vocabulary of 
failure and a thorough grammar of defeat, so to speak. 

Wet alchemy, seafaring alchemy, is unsuspectingly an offshoot of 
that science of failure, but it takes the lead, it is the forerunner by 
virtue of its youth and its promise to pay back thousands of creditors; 
at the end of the day it is tormented by failure, it never recovers, 
draws no lesson from it, and doesn’t know how to convert nullity into 
results. Because that alchemy of the open sea, fake alchemy but real 
cupidity, does not exist apart from the assumption of its success, 
which depends on enthusiasm; it slips right by failure, much like a 
parched vagabond forgoing a stop at the fountain; it only knows (like 
kings and queens) yes as the response to its orders and desires, and 
adopts an admiral’s uncompromising stance on this subject. Dry land 
alchemy, by tradition as much as by its affinity for the coincidentia 
oppositorum, knows how to dress its failures up as successes, and to 
enlist in its interest a complex, interminable rhetoric, savant and 
somber, to accompany it, to sublimate it, to dance with it like with the 
dead, to make yet another work from it. Seafaring alchemy prefers to 
ignore failure, or rather flippantly discounts it; either not speaking of 
it (the merchants also preferring not to talk about it), or it abolishes 
everything, much as the accomplices to a crime are sometimes 
sacrificed from fear of a future betrayal. 

Dry land alchemy was wise enough to conceal its secrets; that, in 
truth, is the reason why failure seems to accompany it so often, and 
why it doesn’t look on failure with despair, why it does not consider it 
as the refutation or proof of the vanity of its ends, the proof of its 
errors accumulated over centuries on shelves. How naïve to think that 
the dry land alchemists never had any other goal than to fabricate 
gold, to multiply it a hundred-fold and to cover the Earth with that 
substance, so that it flowed out of their furnaces in streams; in truth, 
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it’s just the opposite: once the disciples of Hermes had figured out 
how to create gold in their furnaces, they suppressed that hitherto 
accessible science, preferring to bury it within other phantasmagorias, 
which came to take up the greater bulk of their books. As soon as you 
look closely enough at it, alchemy is revealed as the science permitting 
gold’s rarity to be preserved for the longest possible time, a fragile 
rarity not unlike the transparency of water — all the work of these 
shadowy, deceptive characters, in their laboratories or in their books 
in various languages, is calculated to hush up the secret of gold and to 
keep it as quiet as possible, to drown it under other hypotheses, to 
develop recipes that would have the virtue of distracting undisciplined 
disciples, and that multiply the number of digressions and doom the 
amateurs to salt, to mercury, to toad spittle, to oils taken from a young 
virgin under a crimson moon, to sulfur and alkali, much in the 
manner that insufferable people are sent packing. 

Among the alchemists, Sire, may also be found those two 
categories of duper and duped that the new world’s invention gives 
rise to in every territory of Europe — so that it almost seems to be a 
matter of a more subtle and peaceful complicity, without any crooked 
dealings, when the dupers fool the duped for their greater benefit 
until they finally understand. The gold-makers squander their energy 
and waste their time analyzing texts until they admit, one fine 
morning, that all the literature of Hermes is a detour taking them far 
away from gold, and the whole alchemical quest a way of never 
coming into contact with it; then they wise up, and pass down their 
grimoires to younger disciples, in order to lead them astray: thus do 
existences perpetuate themselves. At the heart of these fabulous 
books, this smoke, these bats, these hoaxed men, there is one singular 
truth, which is like the pit of an apricot, or the diamond that is said to 
be hidden at the center of the earth: the law by which rarity confers 
value, by which a fabricator of gold, with all his wishes granted, would 
reap his own ruin with each new pound of gold he forged in his 
casseroles. To create lead from lead and to sit back and watch bankers, 
fools, misers, dreamers, poets, children, jewelers and usurers dance 



	   198	  

around that tautology, that which right there is the only Great Work of 
alchemy. Retention or impotence is the esoteric teaching of Hermes 
Trismegistus, also known as the Great Empty-Handed One. 

It’s precisely that wisdom of rarity which eludes the seafaring 
alchemists, who have no traditions, and no patience: if they fail 
sometimes, they succeed far too often, and don’t have the sagacity to 
slow down their successes; they eventually end up drowning in gold 
powder, until they are each ravaged by it, because they have so much 
that it piles up over their heads. 

In fact, the arrival of shiploads of gold is not only an episode in the 
war which is quietly being waged on Venice, the invention of the 
mundus novus does not have these battles for its sole motif; the 
reasons for it are both more numerous and more vague, like our 
notions of the devil are: different motives united by a single will, 
however ill-defined it may be, expressed now as the simple “spirit of 
the new times.” The metal unloaded time and time again (seeing as 
how we have shown that is the work of seafaring alchemy, in other 
words a counter-alchemy in love with affluence), the metal spreads all 
over Europe in order to precipitate in short order the ruin of each and 
all, starting with the usurers, who take the first hit, after having been 
themselves the first to rejoice. Ruin and bankruptcy of each and all: if 
it were permitted me in my solitude to counterfeit the best prophets 
of the Old Testament, I would threaten our countries with successive 
bankruptcies, the first giving rise to others, and with a slow 
impoverishment that already lends all our little luxury items the most 
inferior pawnshop pall. Today, when a pound of sheep’s meat is priced 
the same as an entire sheep, I prophecy not horned beasts and winged 
horses, but rather evacuated, hollowed-out palaces, gold statues 
transformed into plaster statues, creditors reimbursed with chimp’s 
currency and beans, or other perishable staples. I am not in a position 
to be apocalyptic and alarm the bankers, promise them that soon 
there will be wind, havoc, bogeymen, and the rotund concavity of 
grain-buckets; I predict that from now on money will burn like tinder 
and that coins will lose their value; I admit that the lira of Venice, like 
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that of Genoa, is no longer worth what it once was, nor the carlin, nor 
the maravédis of Spain, as if the epidemic, refusing to distinguish 
between duper and duped, were attacking those who first introduced 
it onto our soil. All of them, to the merchants’ great astonishment, to 
the stupor shared by lenders and bank clerks, each adopting the 
abnegation of Job or the ire of Esau, persuaded to be powerless 
accessories at the miracle of wine’s transformation into water. Once 
more, certain dupers found themselves duped, inaugurating these new 
times where the hierarchy of fraudulent activities finds itself reversed; 
since those who possess the greatest number of coins were the first to 
find themselves penniless. 

I was not of their number; I have not been one of those bankers, at 
the roll of the dice suddenly rich or poor; at the roll of the dice 
suddenly saved from or given to damnation, as contemptible as a 
prosperous rogue, but also a victim of his odd, cruel fate; nor am I a 
private lender, usurious, not even with small sums, as I have never 
entrusted three sous to a feeble-minded dreamer, so that he might go 
off and lose them over the horizon, before losing his very own self. But 
I have been a victim like so many others of that deprivation, and like 
them I too have seen gold pieces in my drawers transform themselves 
into swarming black insects, which I call ténébrions, and which 
nourish themselves on paper. To the extent that my few maravédis, 
my few cruzados, ducats, threatened to have no more value than fake 
chips, in that degree, without desiring it I inherited a falsified 
currency, crookedly minted in smoke-filled back-rooms. Through 
misfortune, money of an inferior grade always ends up in my pockets, 
always, and refuses to go any farther, which just goes to show to what 
extent I am able to see myself as the ultimate terminus of these 
exchange markets that govern the circulation of coins: something like 
a cul-de-sac, or the last man before the desert, to whom it all comes 
down, exhausted, on whom nothing is lost. From Europe and its 
trading posts spread all around the African continent, these false 
currencies have converged in my rosewood box safe, which serves as 
my bank; sometimes, at the morning sunrise or evening sunset, when 
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the idea of the new world comes to be associated with the languor of 
my melancholy, to escape my boredom, to rhyme rancor to silence, I 
rub these small coins, made of lead, iron, or alloyed bronze, I knead 
them a little as you do to appreciate the fluidity of flour, and, when 
the cash goes back into its box, I feel I have shucked the best of what 
the new world has to offer, what awaits us, like the carefully harvested 
salt-flower. Anyways, I find it so hard to pay off my debts, and settle 
my accounts with that phony money, that I resort to the methods of 
the poor: often I’ve done a moonlight flit, absconding from my 
landlords and my unpaid bills, as far away as possible. The new world 
tempted me then, I really must confess it; of my own volition I would 
have boarded the next boat to put a final end to my outstanding 
accounts, not to make a fortune, but to put some distance between my 
natural self and my debt-laden self, if such a thing were even possible. 
(In truth though, if all of Europe’s counterfeit currencies end up in my 
pockets, Europe is thus purged of its fake money, and my bankruptcy 
amounts to an act of piety.) 

 
 
Subjugated are those who embark on voyages, subjugated are those 
who remain on land: but which are the more profoundly so? Those 
who remain on the dock, singing the suave mari magno, could in fact 
sink faster than those whose drowning is foreseen in advance (all it 
takes is one glance at the gondolas on which they let themselves 
embark); those who stay behind will find it hard to play the part of 
saved ones, counting their years as old men in the Bible do, and 
pretending to be the most venerable, they in turn will drown too, but 
in a much slower way, like those one cruelly saves by tossing a life-
preserver to them, whose dying then takes several days. Cheated are 
those who opened their savings accounts, mortgaged their houses, 
their daughters, their wives and their tribe, before appraising the 
remainder of their estate one evening, as confidently as if they were 
setting fire to it; cheated in exact proportion to the percentage 
promised by the debtor, or worse, according to the percentage the 
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creditor gets after haggling, being thus both victor and prey at the 
same time, since he himself fixes the rate at which he will eventually 
be had. To recoup their initial investment, and be reimbursed? they 
would have to go and find the crooks and their small coins in the 
realm of the dead, because that is exactly where these businessmen 
have disappeared to: they became shadows in the land of Hades, 
where all moneys are worthless, excepting what pleasure a game of 
heads-or-tails can proffer, the hope that a stroke of luck might bring 
some small surcease.  

I have proof that the world over there is neither a paradise where 
flesh yields to fruit, and fruit yields to flesh, nor some peasant 
country, nor the Garden of Allah, nor a promise of gain, but only the 
abode of the dead, the shoreless, bottomless place where naive types 
are sent to their perdition. These tall tales await the unlikely 
imprimatur of the pope, perhaps also of the Medicis, while the truth 
continues to circulate in disguised form: then it’s tales of misery, 
wanderings, and ghosts that get told, which interrupt colorful stories 
of conquest, the adventures of Fierabras, for example. Some men and 
women, without seeming to refute the new world, claim to have 
encountered choirs of mute men there, of noble allure, stoic and 
intimidating, in luxurious clothing, their hair in velvet toques and 
their sword at their side after the fashion of itinerant hidalgos: but at 
the greeting of the voyager, who politely removes his hat, these silent, 
funereal men respond by doffing not only their hats, but also their 
heads. If the newly invented islands exist, if one could go ashore and 
dock a rowboat there, they would be nothing short of this: the abode of 
the dead, a beach where our specters cavort around: our specters, 
which is to say, us, ourselves in the near future, in silk and velvet, 
acting out the gests of the bygone nobility, with the insistence of these 
dead men, and that pleasure that immortal creatures take in 
repetition, with, finally, that macabre extravagance that consoles us of 
nothing, but which compels us to act the parts of ridiculous clowns. 

The new world as the voyage of Orpheus? as a round trip, to the 
realm of the dead and back, to seek out, instead of one’s lost youth, 
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instead of one’s former hopes now consorting with the disabused 
demons of the rock bottom, a young girl rather, so ardently loved that 
you lose your head over her? We know that there are specters of 
vanished hidalgos down there, who reappear before adventurous men 
to inform them that, a few leagues farther on, or down, there is 
nothing, except for a dull light, the end of time and space; and, 
between the deeper and deeper waves, the realm of the dead.  

Then, yes, maybe it is worthwhile to let ourselves be lulled by 
illusions one more time, to pretend to play the game and buy the 
poppycock (that would be tantamount to an illusion within an 
illusion); it might be worth it to go there, at the risk of drowning even, 
so long as I can be certain of meeting up, at a hair’s-breadth from 
death, with the friends whom I lost long ago — then, returning 
empty-handed, I’ll conceal my defeat, like everyone else, within tales 
of conquests, parrots, and rainbow-colored girls. 
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A LESSON IN ASPIRATION1 
 

by Pál Békés 
 
 
 

– Thirty crowns per class? It’s not 
 excessive? 
– Sorry, but… 
– Sir. I am a high ranking naval 
 lieutenant. The customary form 
 of address is… 
– I beg your pardon. I’m not good 
 with military rank. As for the fee, 
 I’m sorry, it’s not negotiable. Your 
 own commander, Captain Ripper, 
 paid no less. 
– You must mean Rear-Admiral Ripper. 

 
Conceited imp. 
 

– So, your superior. His rate was 
 thirty crowns. What can we do? 
 Expensive times. 

 
If Pubi Kemenczy hadn’t 
insisted that this scoundrel  

                     
1 Republished with the permission of the Pál Békés Estate. 
Originally published in 2011 by Savaria Press. All efforts were 
made to contact the original English translator, Stephen 
Humphreys. 
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was the best English teacher  
in Pola, I’d… of course  
I must remember Ripper too… 
Well, he’s certainly no 
gentleman. Just look at  
that suit! And those glasses. 
Seedy little runt. 
 

– Really? 
– Really. 
– Hm. 

 
Upstart. How old can he be? The city’s crawling with these 
Does he even have a degree? pomposities. Ringding din of the 
What’s he so proud of? Being Franzjosephs on their breastplates. 
English? Copperjoeys, goldenjoys. Echte 
 K.u.K. Kukkold. Must keep an eye
 on Nora. One of them might 
 smuggle in his k.o.c.k. 
 

– So, I believe that issue’s 
 settled. 

 
Well, if that Ripper miser 
didn’t miss his thirty crowns,  
there may be something in it.  
Though I don’t see it. These  
English are so cocksure! That  
second officer in Constantinople 
was the same. Nose in the air 
like he was the British Empire 
itself. Openly offended that I  
drove a better nine iron. 
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– You English always… 
– Excuse me, I myself am Irish. 

 
 
Ireland. Question 42. Longi- 
tude, West 6-10, latitude, 
North 52-55. Or thereabouts. 
Northernmost: Malin Head, 
southernmost: Clair Head. 
Never been there. Pubi Kemenczy 
was. Where was he not? Lickarse 
type. What did he say? Hated 
the country? Or Newfound- 
land? Disgusting place, bald, 
cold, empty. Nothing but potatos, 
whiskey and beggars. Good 
whiskey. Colony. Deserves no 
better. Slips off the edge of any 
proper map of Europe. 
 

– Irish? O pardon me. And 
 where is this Ireland? 
 
Going too far perhaps. No O isn’t he clever! Warning 
officer would stand for such an shot across the bows. Pitiful. 
insult. Still, it’s a good question: I wish I knew. Perhaps it 
Where is this Ireland? doesn’t exist. Never did. Never will
 for me. Emerald Aisle… Even 
 your Ireland’s eye is blinded. A 
 fiction, the whole thing. Should 
 be torn out of the atlases, some 
 madman’s nightmirish marsh. 
 Good question: where is it? 
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– Between longitudes six and 
 ten degrees West, latitudes  
 52 and 55 degrees South. 
 Northernmost point Malin 
 head, southernmost Mizen 
 Head. Capital city Dublin, or, 
 in the language of the aboriginal 
 Celts, Baile Atha Cliath. I 
 imagine that’s enough for a first 
 acquaintance. 

 
Celts? Didn’t they  
die out long ago? 
 

– Perhaps we should restrict 
 ourselves to English. 
– Well, it would help if I was 
 aware of the precise extent 
 of your knowledge of the 
 language. 

 
Adaptable, fawning, 
thick-skinned Irish. 
 

– My English is rather good, 
 I think. 
– You won’t be offended if I 
 correct you? In sentences 
 such as this the good is pre- 
 ceded by fairly rather than 
 rather. I believe you wished 
 to say ‘quite good’. Otherwise, 
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 your pronunciation of the ‘th’ 
 was, to be fair, rather bad. 
 You Germans always have 
 difficulty with that phoneme. 
– The Germans might. I myself 
 am Hungarian.  

 
I’ll knock that out of you soon Bull’s eye! Accidental but 
enough, scrawny teacherman. accurate. Could be just as 
If ever you wander under my deucedimportant a nation 
jurisdiction, I’ll soon show you as the Irish. Something 
what Hungarians are made of. I read somewhere. Kossuth… 
 Is that a name? 
 

– Ah, I see. Hungarian. Well, that’s 
 entirely different. 
– That really is entirely different, sir. 
 All the same, Hungarians… 
– Excuse me for interrupting again, but 
 your pronunciation of that th was 
 unmistakably German. Please 
 pay attention while I do it. 
 Loosely interpolate the tip of the 
 tongue between both rows of teeth. 

 
Are you stealing my time?  
Is it my thirty crowns your  
drivel is directed at? On my  
money you’re hissing? If he  
doesn’t cut it out I’ll smack  
him so hard on the chin he’ll  
bite his tongue off. Knock him  
out. Like Hochengraetz in  
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Fiume at the officers’ games  
last year. Right hook. Monte- 
cuccoli congratulated me  
afterwards. Wipe this filthy  
bedchamber with him. What  
took me in here? How long  
more is he going to hiss? 
 

– I’m not here to learn pronunc- 
 iation. My ‘th’s may not be 
 the most perfect, but they suit 
 my purposes as they are. I merely 
 wish to brush up my English 
 and improve my conversational 
 skills if possible. 

 
 What in hell do thou and 
 I have to converse about, 
 O mine enemy? 
 

– If you’ve no objection then we 
 can get down to the English right 
 away. 
– No problem! What do you 
 want me to talk about? 

 
Nothing wrong with that What to talk about, your 
construction. Perfectly put, pomposity? Think I know? 
that’s for sure. So. So, what’s Who wants you to talk? Hum- 
your answer. Teacherman iliating enough that for your 
is sulking. Of course what miserable thirty crowns I 
could you talk about with this put up with you at all. This 
one? Devious rascal. When Pubi low have I sunk. If I get a job 
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Kemenczy first mentioned him with Berlitz, you’ll hear no 
I thought of bringing along more of me, don’t fear. My days 
the kids. English wouldn’t in the wild with Cerco- 
harm them. Pity I already said it pithecus…You’re no better 
to Magda. Have to make up than my fellow Dubliners. 
some excuse back home. Magda And your phizog bears an 
would have invited him to ineffable likeness to O’ Shea’s. 
her whist evening, she’s too But you still have your lovely 
good-hearted. Only if it suited legs, while his languor beneath 
of course, just as well. Well. a winch. Sailor’s fate, ay! 
It doesn’t suit. A dirk trigidy! Be best if you didn’t 
 utter a blind word, Fortuna’s 
 favoured, you yet bipedal collection 
 of ring-ding-a-ling. To despoil this 
 anniversary on such as he! Nora 
 on the bridge, Nora on the 
 beach. Ah, that turbulent Thursday, 
 this flaccid Friday. 
 

– Well, we can talk about your 
 work if you don’t mind.  

 
His Lordship deigns to speak at last... 
 

– Alright. I am a … unfortunately 
 I’m still not completely sure of 
 professional navy vocabulary. 
 The reason being I studied under a 
 diplomat in Constantinople. 
– Conversation? 
– Of course. Conversation. So, 
 how do you say Manoeuvres 
 Officer? 
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– As I mentioned, I’m not 
 well-versed in the ranks, 
 nor in other areas of the 
 naval discipline. What does 
 a Manoeuvres Officer 
 actually do? 
– It depends on his superior. 
– On Captain Ripper. 
– On Rear-Admiral Ripper. 

 
 Ripper, ripple, riposte, unripe, 
 Pardon me, rippardon me. 
 

– Pardon me. Let’s say Exercise 
 Officer. 
– So I am an Exercise Officer on 
 Sankt Georg armoured battleship 
 under the command of… How do 
 you say Rear-Admiral? 
– We say Rear-Admiral. 
– Ah! Rear-Admiral. Rear-Admiral. 
– I suggest you write down all 

 the new words. 
– Thank you, it will be unnecessary. 

 I have an excellent memory. 
– But the spelling… 
– I wish to converse, not scribble. 

 
Offensive scamp. Imagine There’s another piece of ring- 
inviting him along! Four o’ a-ding-ding. Scribbling is bad 
clock now. Five when I get for you. A superfluous luxury 
home. Bath, talk to the aide for a society man. The ire of the 
de camp. I’ll be barely in time writer in the ear of the reader. 
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for the whist. Magda will Clearly threatening. But Irish ire 
receive the first guests. She’s won’t feed this hungry Magyar. 
good at that sort of thing. If You’re not illiterate, you’re 
Ripper shows I’ll drop a word just ill. God of the sea, ferocious 
about this boy. I wonder if Manoeuvres Officer! Your fart 
Magda bought that inlaid table? is the North wind, your piss 
Schönweider’s wife was after the snotgreen swill!  
it too. If Magda collared it 
from under her nose we’ll 
play on it this evening. That 
will cause Schönweider a fit. 
Which would leave a space open. 
A promotion with luck. 

 
– I suppose we could talk about 

 your country. 
– You mean Ungarn. 
– In English your homeland is 
 Hungary, not Ungarn. 
– Naturally. I am fully aware of 

 that. Don’t elaborate. 
– Excuse me. Elaboration was 
 not even in my mind’s vicinity. 
 It was you who said Ungarn.  
– A bad habit. What about 
 Hungary? 
– I was just suggesting that if 
 the navy is exhausted as a 
 topic of conversation, we 
 could talk about your homeland. 

 
About Hungary? With you? 
 



 213 

– No, let’s stay in the Adriatic. 
 I rarely make it home these days. 
– O really? You too are an emigré? 

 
Now that’s too much. That’s Janey, some fool I am. 
the last straw. If the rules I overshot. Popping his 
permitted I’d have you right eyes are. My thirty crowns 
now. Blackguard! Lucky for endangered. I should know 
you you’re unfit for a duel. A these over-decorated Christ- 
little bayonet practise wouldn’t mas trees are always blood- 
go amiss. dyed patriots. Beating their 
 breasts till they break. I 
 must know something about 
 Hungary… Kossuth… Isn’t 
 that his name? 
 

– Just because certain individuals 
 run away from home, no matter 
 how much of a dirty little 
 godforsaken promontory 
 it may be, does not mean that 
 gentlemen are equal to such 
 behaviour. You understand me. 
 Allow me to inform you that I  
 am an officer of the navy of the 
 Austro-Hungarian Monarchy, 
 posted to the Dalmatian coast- 
 towns of Trieste and Pola by  
 direct order of His Royal High- 
 ness the Emperor. I live here. 
 My residential villa is here  
 in the officer’s district in  
 San Policarpo. Do I make  
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 myself clear?  
 
Emigré? What does Ireland have Poor fool. Another dressing 
to emigrate from? Potatoes? What- down from the good officer. 
ever, an emigrant is a coward. Godforsaken filthy nest. What 
When all is said, all emigrants are else would it be? If I thought 
traitors. This stuffy bedroom was any different I’d be snuffling 
suspicious alright. But I see it all around there myself. What is 
now. I wonder how Ripper never unbearable is to sympathise with 
caught on. I’ll enlighten him this the boor. Best to think nothing 
evening at whist. That’ll give him of this. Nothing at all. 
something to splutter about. One 
can’t be too vigilant. An emigrant  
can even be a spy. 
 

– Very clear. You say your 
 villa is in San Policarpo? 

 
 Some Eastern saint must be. 
 Policarpo. Ponycarrot. 
 Pottycarpet. 
 

– That is correct. 
– I arrived only recently. I barely 
 know the town, but if I find myself 
 out that way I’ll certainly drop in. 

 
What is he playing at? You What am I playing at? 
think your smart? I’ll soon I’m out of my mind. 
give you something to write 
home about. 
 

– Unfortunately I should not say, sir, 
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 that I would gladly receive you as 
 a guest in my house after this. 

 
 
 Let us save what is 
 salvageable. Swallow that 
 and get back to the English. 
 

– Nor would I gladly receive you, sir, 
 but for the moment I live on language 
 classes so I cannot afford to be overly 
 choosy about who I accept. 

 
Is he mad? Well, that’s that, over Am I mad? That’s it, all done. 
and done. I’ll have you kicked I can throw my hat at his thirty 
out of Pola so fast your feet won’t crowns. Can’t pay the rent this 
touch the ground. This is a naval month as it is. Ripper’s loot gone 
base. No room here for dubious on Nora’s new dress. This tinsel 
vagabonds. Least of all obscure bauble was to be our next golden 
four-eyed emigrants. You won’t egg. Scotched egg, rotten egg. 
forget this day, Friday June 16, Ordinary bumpkins hide their 
1905, note it well, the day you earth dumbness in mud mute- 
made an enemy of me, and ness. This customer’s aggression 
through me the entire officer class, is something different. Deep-seated 
the Empire itself… insecurity about his self-worth. 
 What does he think of himself? 
 Just as well his officer’s pom- 
 pom protocol prohibits fist-fights. 
 

– I don’t believe there’s any point 
 in continuing. 

 
Elegantly does it, the way The rent to be paid, that old 
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one leaves a casino. I shan’t bag will put us out on the street. 
lose my temper over some Eviction on the horizon. Second 
nobody. How dare he insult in three months. Nora can whinge, 
an officer of the royal Emperor? she’ll leave me like the clappers 
I’ll have you thrown out of Pola, and run off with some over- 
you’ll fly. I’ll talk to Karl-Heinz blazoned prick. Ah well, flee 
this very evening, to put a this flea-jumped town. After all, 
word in with the mayor. Karl- why Pola? why here? Peppered 
Heinz will know how to do it. with sea-harlequins, brineful. 
This sort ought to be interned. K.u.K. Of the Kuk Lux family. 
To deport them is a kindness. Back to Trieste, didn’t Svevo 
 mention some bank official job 
 in Rome? Terrible. Ten hours 
 a day, accounts, currencies. 
 Whatever. Better than this. His 
 eyes are still popping. If they 
 jumped from his skull. 
 

– I believe you’re right. 
 
Reminds me of someone, this Now, go. Go now, don’t abide 
worm. With his profile turned to with me, High Ku Kock, Coxcomb 
the side now… If that nose was von Trotha. 
a little more hooked… Ah, I see! 
A Yid! 
 

– Do you know who you look 
 like? I’ve been thinking it over 
 and it’s just come to me. 

 
 No question. I look like 
 Frankie-Joe. So they say. 
 Svevo spent a week rag- 
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 ging me about it. My kisser 
 looks just like your senile 
 swine king’s. So Att! En! 
 Shun! Can’t say that, 
 that’s High Kock territory. 
 Eviction’s enough, 
 deportation is not required. 
 

– No, I have no idea. And 
 probably no desire to 
 know. 

 
You’d like to get off lightly, eh, 
Mr cunning teacherman? You’ve 
come to your senses! You’re  
scared! And so you should be.  
But too late. 
 

– My father had a creditor in Szom- 
 bathely, a certain Leopold Blume. 
 He naturalised, of course, to 
 Lipot Virág… If you call that  
 natural. His constant hounding  
 nearly caused the family estate to  
 vanish. The extortioner was a  
 Jew, what else? And you look 
 decidedly similar. No, don’t deny  
 it… just tell me this: you’re not  
 Jewish, are you? 

 
Now, what are you grinning at? Fantastic! You’ve done it again! 
What in hell are you so pleased Magnificent chappie! Top-notch! 
about, you shit-eater. And now, shall I collapse beneath 
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 this onerous accusation? Or throw 
 down the gauntlet for the mere 
 insinuation? This character is 
 so believable he could be Irish! I 
 must follow up these Hungarians 
 a little… perhaps we’re related. 
 Kossuth… was that his name? 
 

– To my deep regret, milord, I am 
 not Jewish. But believe me, it is  
 thoroughly involuntary. Believe  
 me: it was not my choice. 

 
If I don’t leave in the next If he doesn’t go now, I’ll 
second I’ll do something say something that will 
I’ll regret. end the lesson in tears. 
 

– Enough of this, sir. 
– I am in complete agreement. 

 
You’ll remember this! We’ll pack our things 
 tomorrow. 
 

– Godspeed you, Mr Joyce. 
– And you, Herr Horthy. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 



 219 

TWO NEGLECTED BLOOMS 
IN THE HUNGARIAN WOODS 

 
 

This is the first time that the manuscript below has been 
submitted to the public. I am convinced that it will 
prove of considerable importance, not only for its 
contribution to Hungarian Joyce research and 
international Bloomology, but also for the light it 
throws on the recent Hungarian past. 

The document, whose contents were only recently 
disclosed, was penned by no less a figure than Dr Endre 
Virágh (1902–1965), an anaesthetist at the 
gynaecological department of Székesfehérvár public 
hospital, his final station in a distinguished career. Dr 
Endre Virágh is a Székesfehérvár Virág, a branch of the 
“Stefan line,” as it is known in the literature. In the 
course of an uneventful life spent entirely in his beloved 
native town (apart from a number of Alpine bicycle 
tours as a young man and his deportation), one great 
passion stands out: his enthusiastic amateur historical 
research into several aspects of the years 1848–49 that 
had been forgotten or condemned to a twilight 
existence by the official historians of the day. 

Dr Virágh’s original concern was with medical 
history — focusing on health care in the army during 
the 1848 Revolution. Like many amateurs, however, he 
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also explored his own family history. So it was with 
genuine surprise and no little pleasure that he stumbled 
across the career of a forebear, Rudolf Virág, at the 
confluence of these two hobbies. Dr Virágh’s ambitions 
were stoked by a centenary competition launched by the 
reputable Museum of King István in Székesfehérvár, 
and he presented his material for publication in good 
time for the 1948–49 anniversary. His dissertation on 
Rudolf Virág was well received in professional and lay 
circles, and the work was mooted for publication in its 
entirety in the Academic Gazette, with abridged versions 
to be printed in various representative centenary 
journals. 

However, although preliminary proof reader reports 
mention Dr Virágh’s submission with distinction, it was 
excised from the final centenary publications. We can 
only surmise what happened. One possible explanation 
is the consolidation, in that pivotal year, of a highly 
dogmatic outlook that regarded neither the 
participation of Israelite soldiers in the revolution, nor 
the audacious about-turns that marked Rudolf Virág’s 
career, as profitable themes. The anaesthetist made 
considerable efforts, albeit, as we shall see in a moment, 
in his own idiosyncratic way, to make his thesis 
acceptable to the authorities — lauding the laudable and 
censuring the censure-worthy — but all in vain. The 
work was submerged in the archival storerooms of 
publication officials, with one last exemplar surviving in 
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a drawer of the author’s own writing desk. Never again 
did the time feel ripe to broach the subject anew, from 
then until the day Dr Virágh died, as a result of 
regrettable negligence whereby he was administered an 
overdose of anaesthetic in the course of a standard 
appendectomy. 

It seems to me now, as we make this manuscript 
public and so awaken it from half a century of opium-
like slumber, that we are not only restoring the 
honourable memory of a Hungarian soldier who 
navigated intuitively along the international 
bloodstream of Bloomology, but also an immaculately 
respectable anaesthetist-historian who remained 
rigorously faithful to scientific truth in his academic 
papers as in his impassioned pursuits. 

 
* * *  
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Rudolf Virág: A Neglected Hungarian Hero 
— outline for a portraiture — 

 
 

Dr. Endre Virágh 
Székesfehérvár, 30 February 1948 

 
 

 

Numerous examples from world literature illustrate the 
following indisputable truth: reality and fiction are 
inseparable. It would be a genius indeed who could 
cleave as with a scalpel, if I may borrow a technical 
simile, the one from the other. 

Sometimes the fictive reagent may undo this 
mysterious symbiosis, at other times the real, but often, 
if we are to be honest, neither. Our starting point in this 
particular instance is provided by James Joyce’s entirely 
unreadable novel, Ulysses. This author, the purported 
priest of a self-styled European modernism, will not 
serve as the pretext for any kind of empty or fancy 
literary-historical conjecture in what follows. But let us 
consider what we have: sources and informers who 
hand us the key to the outline of an extraordinary, but 
nevertheless characteristically Hungarian career, and 
one which is of singular importance today as we 
celebrate the centenary of our Revolution and War of 
Independence of the years 1848–49. 
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About James Joyce himself, whose writings would 
cause irremediable moral harm were they ever again to 
reach the bookshelves of the Hungarian worker, this 
much: the morally destructive nature of his 
pornography prompted even the otherwise deeply 
infected authorities of the West to ban his works, and in 
consequence not even the decent workers of Ireland, his 
homeland, can be marred by their influence. 

From our point of view, the best that can be noted 
about this dubious character is his contribution to the 
rediscovery of the unjustly neglected Rudolf Virág. For 
the father of the fictive protagonist of Joyce’s novel (if 
we still consider this disturbing collection of penstrokes 
to be such), a certain Leopold Bloom, was none other 
than the actual Rudolf Virág, a Hungarian hero with an 
extraordinary destiny. 

His full career, like many of the forgotten greats of 
the war of independence, is impossible to unravel: the 
paucity of facts and the plurality of secrets can only be 
reconciled through conjecture. We know relatively little 
about his childhood. The surviving records of the 
Szombathely Israelite community establish that he was 
born in 1815 and schooled in the local cheder from the 
age of five, where he completed the basic educational 
requirements of his denomination and years. 
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From that time through to 1848, when his name 
appears on the national army payroll, our knowledge is 
considerably defective. A number of pointers 
nevertheless glimmer through the dimness. Rudolf’s 
father, Leopold, worked as a sign-painter in 
Szombathely. The Town Museum preserves a variety of 
company displays from the first third of the last 
century, on whose bottom corner the signature LV is 
clearly discernible. The placards to have survived in the 
most intact state are those of the fishmongers, whose 
attributes go far beyond the ordinary in terms of 
signboard execution. With their authentic stylistic 
bravura they are a source of joy to the gaze of the 
beholder. Two curly-locked fishermen are presented in 
the act of heaving a sizeable net into the water. One of 
them leans over their haul, the other raises his index 
finger to the sky and opens his mouth to speak. 
Painstaking calligraphy proclaims the legend in Gothic 
letters: Kleine Fische gute Fische. 

Only fragments remain of the signboards that once 
adorned the kosher butcher’s, the Catholic rectory, the 
shadchen or matchmaker, as well as a tailor’s, a 
cobbler’s, a public house, and the imperial garrison’s 
barracks, but even in the absence of his monogram a 
study in comparative stylistics proves that these works 
did indeed originate in Leopold Virág’s workshop. The 
young Rudolf Virág too was apprenticed into the family 
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business and he inherited from his father the basics of 
the art of sign-painting. All things considered, it is fair 
to say that the picturesque streets of Szombathely’s 
commercial zone were formed to a great extent by the 
unmistakable style of the Virág workshop. 

We do not know when exactly Rudolf Virág switched 
to the modern incarnation of his father’s profession, the 
practise of daguerreotypy, but the increasing currency 
of the new discovery in Hungary narrows the timeline. 
A number of picture-plates devoid of hallmarks from 
the period around 1844-45 have survived in Szombathely 
and its environs, and since the 1847 industrial registrar 
lists only one ‘Daguerreian artist’, we can be left in no 
doubt that the pictures are the work of Rudolf Virág. 

From the beginning of the revolution, however, the 
valuable traces multiply. Rudolf Virág’s career begins to 
take visible shape in the years that were so decisive to 
the fate of the nation. A close examination and 
unprejudiced evaluation of this career will justify the 
following declaration: we have struck upon the 
footprints of a Reform Era man who dedicated himself 
to the service of the nation with his words, deeds, pen 
and weapon, and with the newest techniques of 
revolution. 

In the glorious days of March 1848 he presented 
himself immediately to the Szombathely national 
guards, where, however, he did not gain admittance on 
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the grounds of religious orientation. Undaunted by his 
bad luck, he hurried to Pest and we next find him in the 
newly formed First Defence Battalion. By now he had 
reached his thirty-third year. When soon he finds 
himself ailing, he turns to his superior, Captain Móric 
Kosztolányi, and presents the plan he has been nursing. 
Kosztolányi is impressed by the original ideas and 
artworks and lends them his support and so, in the 
bosom of the First Battalion, was established the 
Heliographic Defence Division. 

At the outset, the daguerreotype workshop which 
constituted the centre of operations of the Division 
prepared pictures of the freedom fighters, pictures 
which may be termed enterprising and steadfast. (The 
requirements of steadfastness were ultimately strained, 
as a single exposure cycle took a full half hour during 
which one could not stir. He strove to overcome this 
setback, however, with a patented invention, the Virág 
Steel Neckbrace, the employment of which, around the 
collars of the poker faced officers, can be readily 
discerned in the pictures). When the pictures of the 
majority of the officer staff of the brigade had been 
taken — not without some difficulty — he came up 
with an idea of unprecedented novelty for the time: the 
photographic identity card. This, according to Rudolf 
Virág’s application, preserved in the Army History 
Museum archives, would have revolutionised military 
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registration as well as unmasking spies infiltrating the 
officer staff. Regrettably the brigade was urgently called 
to arms thus preventing the execution of the plan. 

On 30 October 1848, the date of the Battle of 
Schwechat, in a move of unparalleled daring he 
undertook to record the battle in daguerreotype images. 
On the eve of the fight he set up his apparatus next to 
the strongest Hungarian brigade in the hope of 
eternalising the enemy’s advance. He was inspired by 
the thought of regiments arrayed in formation, 
motionless for hours on the battlefield, awaiting the 
order to attack. True to his original plan he began to 
expose the imperial cuirassiers, but they unfortunately 
launched their charge too early, before the exposure 
time was complete, thus deciding the Schwechat 
engagement in their favour as well as thwarting the 
eternal recording. The artillery lieutenant Imre 
Szontágh tells, in a letter home after the battle, of the 
man who remained in the battle line after the gunners 
fled without their cannons, scornfully exposing himself 
to death. 

The eyewitness believed Virág lost, yet — how 
exactly we do not know — he escaped. 

We next meet him on 26 February 1849, at the battle 
of Kápolna. By now the Heliographic Defence Division 
was an independent unit, under direct supervision of 
the commanding officer of army manoeuvres. From 
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Rudolf Virág’s applications of this time we know the 
immense trouble he had convincing the engineering 
corps, obsessed with the pending battle, to construct an 
airship, and his lengthy correspondence with the 
National Clothing Committee to persuade their Table 
and Bedclothes Assembly Unit to put a sufficient 
quantity of silk sheets at his disposal for the completion 
of the machine. All becomes clear when finally, on the 
morning of the battle, Virág rises up in the basket of his 
Defence Airship together with his heliographic 
accessories, and invents, in a single blow, both aerial 
photography and aerial reconnaissance. The goal of this 
incomparably audacious exploit was to take pictures of 
the enemy’s formations from above and to inform the 
general staff of Austrian positions. The execution of the 
plan was prevented, however, not only by the slow 
exposure time and the imperfect stability of the airship, 
whose incessant spinning continuously altered the 
picture in front of the apparatus lens, but also by a thick 
fog which rendered exposition impossible, and further 
by the Austrian infantryman who — unfortunately — 
put a hole in the meticulously constructed airship with a 
single shot. Rudolf Virág suffered serious contusions. 

His bed, during his convalescence in the aftermath of 
the battle of Kápolna, lay next to that of Lieutenant Béni 
Egressy, also injured in the fray, and the time they spent 
together in the camp infirmary generated a sympathy 
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between them that led to friendship and ultimately 
collaboration. Béni Egressy, author of countless songs 
and librettos, the composer of both the Klapka March 
and, above all else, the melody of our beloved 
Proclamation, opened his heart to his supine neighbour. 
Compelled to inactivity, meanwhile, Rudolf Virág did 
not cease in his tireless devotion to his homeland, and 
the hitherto dormant Muse was now awoken within 
him. On his sickbed he composed a volume of poetry 
with themes of revolution, national guard, 
independence or daguerreotype. His work was soon 
published with the help of Kosztolányi, himself a 
literary aficionado. The title of the slim volume was 
Prayers and Phylacteries — or Bloomsongs on the Altar of 
the Patria. 

The entire edition down to the last copy disappeared 
in the whirlwind of the national emergency, but we 
have not given up hope that the books will, perhaps 
after a long incubation, find their way back to us to 
enrich anew our knowledge of this many-sided hero of 
the revolution. An inkling of the no doubt elemental 
power of the lost poetry can be gleaned from the great 
fascination exerted by the “Bloomsongs” over Béni 
Egressy, so much so that he set one of the poems to 
music — this same Egressy who secured the undying 
love of the nation with his musical renditions of the 
verses of the revolutionary leader Sándor Petőfi himself. 
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Neither the melody nor the score have survived, sadly, 
but the title given in the Egressy Breviary is 
informative: Verbunkos tárogatóra és sófárra (Recruiting 
Song for Tárogató and Shofar). 

Apart from his encounter with the national bard, 
Rudolf Virág’s sojourn at the hospital provided him with 
another memorable meeting. It was here he made the 
acquaintance of staff surgeon Ferenc Flór, the genius 
behind the great healthcare initiative of the revolution, 
who asked him to record images of the army wounded 
and their treatment. It was his intention to use these 
realistic and hitherto unseen images as illustrations for 
his writings on military medical care to be published 
after the war. Rudolf Virág took to the task 
enthusiastically, but he quickly ran into difficulties. A 
slight digression is necessary here by way of 
explanation: at that time the domestic science of 
anaesthetics was still in its infancy, so to speak, while 
the influence of results from abroad — such as Dr 
Richard Morton’s successful 1846 experiment in 
Philadelphia, when he performed the first complete 
operation under general anaesthetic with the use of 
diethyl-ether, or the successes of the English Royal 
Society in 1847, pulling Queen Victoria’s upper left six 
tooth during a chloroform-induced insensibility — was 
not yet felt in the Hungarian field of war surgery. 
Rudolf Virág was therefore required to gaze through the 
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lens of his apparatus directly at his injured subjects in 
the entire absence of anaesthetic, complete with the 
shrieks and grimaces of severe pain. Furthermore, he 
could not stand the sight of blood. When he fainted 
beside his machine for the third time Ferenc Flór 
relieved him of the assignment. And yet it cannot be 
denied: he was the pioneer of anatomical photography. 

Following this, Virág served in the Transylvanian 
campaign under General Bem where he had occasion — 
albeit fleetingly — to meet with Petőfi. The brief 
meeting can be reconstructed from these fragments 
preserved in the memoirs of a Saxon innkeeper from 
Brassó: “… finally the weedy Hungarian lieutenant who 
yammered on about how he was a poet had drunk more 
wine than he could take, he fell off his chair and I took him 
up to his room with the help of an inebriated Israelite who 
had dropped by for an iodine solution which he needed to 
wash down some kind of glass plate.” 

He spent the last weeks of the war in the fortress of 
Komárom, under General Klapka, in the company of his 
old comrade and friend Egressy. He returned again to 
his original scheme of taking individual exposures of 
officers in neckbraces for the planned photographic 
identification cards. In the days of the fortress’s final 
capitulation he destroyed the plates lest they prove 
useful to the Austrians in identifying the officers. 
Although the troops defending the fortress were 
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allowed an honourable retreat he was imprisoned for 
this deed. However, he was released before long and so 
did not have to suffer the ordeal of castle captivity. 

In the autocratic era that followed, facts about the 
veteran heliographer of the revolution thin out once 
again. According to family legend he composed a series 
of laments in the style of the poet Mihály Tompa that he 
was naturally unable to publish. The manuscripts are 
currently untraceable. All we know for sure is that his 
last picture, the only one available to us, showing 
himself in the company of his father, the elder Leopold, 
in the Székesfehérvár daguerreotype studio of his 
younger brother Stefan (for his brother too devoted 
himself to the pursuit of this new form of art) was taken 
in 1852, immediately before this true patriot, unable to 
reconcile himself to a life under foreign domination, 
chose the path of bitter exile. 

The years of his emigration saw him shifting 
between Vienna, Milan, Paris and London before finally 
reaching his new homeland, Ireland, a subject I look 
forward to tackling in the pages of another, more 
comprehensive, study. That even on the far Irish island 
he never broke faith with the Hungarian cause is 
proven in the pages of that tabloid written by the 
scurrilous James Joyce, which I cite of necessity only. 
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Although little has been uncovered to date of his 
wanderings in a Europe torn apart by revolutionary 
upheaval, we know for sure that this fated Hungarian 
patriot maintained, in his mature years, contact with 
the most eminent revolutionary exiles of Western 
Europe. And we also know — although more research is 
required to pinpoint the exact whereabouts — that he 
became associated with the workers’ movement. Indeed 
there are certain signs that he met with Marx himself, 
and that the ideas of both were deeply influenced by the 
encounter. 

In concluding this brief sketch of a remarkable 
career, I cannot neglect broaching two charges against 
Rudolf Virág that I encountered in the course of my 
research. 

According to some, Rudolf Virág had a relationship 
of an undisclosed nature with Lieutenant-General 
Haynau, the Austrian military governor of Hungary 
after the defeat of the revolution. This malicious 
presumption originated with his release following the 
destruction of the Komárom daguerreotypes, at a time 
when Haynau, the notorious “hangman of the nation”, 
was in the habit of giving 15–20 years’ imprisonment 
for far lesser crimes. On this occasion he practised 
mercy. The murky relationship that some suspect in this 
circumstance is that Rudolf Julius Jacob Virág was in 
fact the natural son of Freiherr Von Haynau. As proof 
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of this slander they point to the countless governorships 
to which the “Hyena of Brescia” was appointed during 
his service to the empire. At the time of Rudolf Virág’s 
postulated conception he happened to be stationed in 
Szombathely, where he shared himself indiscriminately 
amongst the womenfolk with all the enthusiasm of an 
avowed libertine. A relationship was thus allegedly 
struck up between he and Leopold Virág’s wife, Sarolta 
Lőwy, the fruit of which would be Rudolf Virág, and this 
was the motivation for his leniency in the latter’s case. 
This is a brazen lie! Calumny! Refuting it is child’s play. 
Following the execution of our thirteen generals, a 
crushing migraine prevented Haynau from delivering 
any further heavy sentences. This is even described in 
those valuable source texts, the novels of Mór Jókai. 

According to the second vulgar supposition, Rudolf 
Virág emigrated from the country not because of the 
intolerable conditions of foreign domination, but as a 
result of counterfeiting banknotes. So crude and 
baseless is this suspicion that it can only have originated 
with the enemies of our freshly born people’s 
democracy in order to undermine the fragile 
foundations of our new moral order — to which Rudolf 
Virág clung heroically! It is not therefore expedient to 
dignify this accusation with a reply. 
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As we conclude our portrait, it is in the certainty of 
truth that we can proudly and surely state: the name of 
Rudolf Virág, the poet, the father of aerial 
reconnaissance and aerial photography, the pioneer of 
anatomical photography, the friend of Petőfi and Marx, 
the Revolutionary Heliographer, shines spotlessly in the 
progressive Hungarian sky! 



 
Ahmad Shamlu: Selected Poems 

 

 
 

TRANSLATED BY JASON BAHBAK MOHAGHEGH 
 

 
 
Ahmad Shamlu (1925–2000) was perhaps the most colossal, daring, 
and often intimidating rebel-voice of Persian “new poetry,” injecting 
an incendiary, experimental outlook that at once subverted and 
enlivened the cultural landscape of his day. Following in the wake of 
such eminent figures as Sadeq Hedayat (1903–1951) and Nima Yushij 
(1896–1960), Shamlu then effectively launched contemporary Persian 
literature into its next phases of artistic innovation and thematic 
refinement, calling forward an era of vast improvisation both similar 
and distinct from western avant-garde trends in surrealism, 
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minimalism, futurism, absurdism, existentialism, and even post-
modernism. In the elite prism of his writing emerged a singular 
negotiation of modernity’s crisis of representation that impacted and 
irreversibly transformed the Iranian national consciousness at its 
most profound registers. To this end, Shamlu became perhaps the 
most identifiable signpost of an aesthetic and intellectual renaissance 
thriving both before and after the Iranian Revolution of 1979. His 
dynamic contributions, in turn, have yielded unparalleled 
repercussions for the question of world literature at large. 

With respect to Shamlu’s overall poetic disposition, the two 
selected poems here reflect a synchronous coupling of philosophical 
concepts and stylistic forms. As for the former, Shamlu’s meditations 
penetrate into fundamental issues of doom, condemnation, suspicion, 
power, resistance, solitude, pain, betrayal, rage, desire, struggle, and 
(in)humanity. His articulations of time and space are also remarkably 
unique, at once reaching back into long-forgotten ancient settings 
while also projecting prophetically into apocalyptic and post-
apocalyptic worlds. Moreover, Shamlu’s often grueling depictions of 
the body in states of torture and deprivation (emanating from his 
personal experiences in certain notorious prisons) provide an entire 
generation of those lost in revolutionary crusades a proper 
martyrological account. His disquieting eloquence in this area is 
beyond legendary, having recorded in graphic detail the tragic 
consequences of political cruelty in his country for over half a 
century: namely, images of firing squads, mass graves, secret police 
raids, public executions, and grieving widows are rampant 
throughout his works. In this way, Shamlu embodied for many the 
definitive poetic interlocutor of a volatile and often catastrophic arc 
guiding the modern epoch, someone whose piercing insights offered a 
kind of significance or response (however nightmarish) to the 
excessive violence witnessed at every turn. 

On a stylistic level, Shamlu became well-known as perhaps the 
most ingenious visionary of the free verse and blank verse approach 
to Iranian poetic narrative, but more than this he demonstrated an 
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expansive conviction to test the boundaries of almost every genre he 
could conceive. Whether the central concern is an act of storytelling, 
the anti-commemoration of some historical event, or the imagistic 
construction of an abstract idea, experience, or dreamscape, the sheer 
multiplicity of intellectual concerns and existential positions that 
Shamlu arranges time and again proves staggering. Moreover, 
Shamlu’s unmistakable poetic method, while frequently alternating 
between continuous and fragmentary modes, and also between 
concrete and hallucinogenic descriptions, is capable of capturing an 
amorphous spectrum of moods, temperaments, and atmospheres like 
no other figure of his time. — Jason Bahbak Mohaghegh 
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I.  
In the Struggle with Extinguishing 
 

I am Daybreak, 
ultimately tired 

from having risen to wage war with myself alone. 
Still there are no wars more exhausting than this, 
for before you stirrup your battle-horse 

you are aware 
that the immense shadow of the vulture with its  

spread-out wings 
has enveloped the entire battlefield 
and fate has buried you as a blood-stained, melted thing 
and there is no longer a way out 
  for you 

from defeat and death. 
 

I am Daybreak 
A citizen of average build and intelligence. 
My racial lineage loops back to the vagrants of Kabol. 
My first name is Arabic 
 my tribal name, Turkish 
   my pen-name, Persian. 
My tribal name is the great shame of history 
and I do not like my first name  
 (only on those occasions when you call out to me 
 does this name become the most transfixing word of the 
universe 
 and this sound the most downcast hymn of supplication). 
 

Amidst a dense and unsafe night 
it was into such a roadside inn that I descended 
elderly and tired from the outset. 
 

In an aggravated house they anticipated my arrival 
by the drinking fountain of the mirror 
near the mystics’ temple 
(it is thus perhaps  
that I discovered the shadow of Satan  
from the very beginning 
stalking and waiting in ambush for me). 
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At five years of age 
I was still troubled by the striking disbelief over my own birth 
and would swagger with the grunting of a drunken camel and with 
the ghostly presence of poisonous reptiles 
 
Without roots 
upon salt-ridden earth 
in a badland more removed than the dust-covered memories of the 
last row of palm trees 
on the edge of the last dry river. 
 
At five years of age 
with the desolate tract beneath my feet 
amidst a naked region of sand I ran in search of a mirage’s outline 
side-by-side with my sister who was still 
unacquainted  
with the ravishing amber of men. 
 
The first time that, before my very eyes, I encountered that dejected, 
self-whipped Abel 
I was six years old. 
 
And the ceremonies 
were in harsh effect: 
a single-file rank of soldiers with the silent arrangement of the cold 
pawns of a chessboard, 
and the grandeur of a dancing-colored flag 
and the blearing of trumpets and the chance-wasting, low beat of a 
drum 
so that Abel would not grow pale from hearing himself wail 
throughout. 
 
I am Daybreak 
tired of warring with myself 
tired of the drinking fountain and the temple and the mirage 
tired of the desert and the whip and the imposition 
tired of the humiliation of Abel’s self-annihilation. 
It is a long while that I have not unleashed this, and yet now   
it is time that I let burst forth a scream from the depths of my liver 
that ultimately, here and now, it is Satan who lays hands upon me. 
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The single-file rank of cold pawns is arranged 
and the flag 
with its awful majesty of color 
is unfurled. 
 
The ceremonies are at the height of their perfection and flawlessness 
In truth, well-deserving of those who are behind it 
in the manner of the smoked-out wick of a worthless candle  
that they keep clipping down with scissors. 
 
They have stationed me across from the cold rank 
and the gold-embroidered gag is prepared 
upon a tin platter 
beside a handful of basil and pounded onions. 
 
And now the lieutenant’s mistress comes forward naked 
with the alluring beauty-mark of the nation’s brand upon her crotch 
and now the low beat of the drum: 
thus the ceremonies commence. 
 
It is time that I spit out the entirety of my hatred in an endless uproar 
I am the first and last Daybreak 
I am Abel standing on the platform of contempt 
I am the honor of the cosmos, having lashed myself 
such that the black fire of my agony 
leaves Hell itself, in its insignificant holdings, disgraced. 
 
 
2. 
In a hospital bed that resembles an island amidst the infinite 
disoriented and perplexed, I dart my eyes in every direction: 
 
This hospital is not for those with tuberculosis. 
The overseers and nurses are interwoven in a joyless festival. 
Lepers stroll around freely, with half-crushed eyelids 
and two hearts in a ruptured bag 
and a foul puddle of urine and red herbal seeds in the veins 
as they sweep the dust from the ruins 
with the spear-points of brooms. 
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The hallways carry the ominous feeling of some monstrous shadow-
presence who gives the command of silence 
It is the axis of the dormitories with iron rings upon stone walls 
and a whip and sword upon the wall. 
The diarrhetics 
wrest their shame, in gardens full of flowers, onto the butcher’s hook 
and a fit heart beats in the operating room 
in a small tub of soft mud and cotton 
amidst the snoring of birds beneath the surgeon’s table. 
 
Here they recommend the leeching of healthy hearts 
so that somewhat high and delirious like an intoxicated canary 
you give yourself over to the tune of the sweetest melody of your 
existence up until death’s threshold 
for you know that 
tranquility 

is roasted corn in the stomach’s reed-tripe 
which fulfills its destiny in a cage, 

until the security officer places the paper slip of relief in your palm 
and the pill-bottle of codeine in the pocket of your gown 
— one in the morning, one at night, with love! 
 
At present the weary night is passing from the sanctum of boxwood 
and in the kitchen 

right at this moment 
the surgeon’s assistant 
for the breakfast of the head doctor 
strips naked an unruly poet 
(does anyone object?) 
 
And in a hearse on its way to the graveyard 
the officially-declared corpses still have some straining within them 
and among the pulses and the tongues still, 
from the fever of rage, some pounding and fire. 
 
Naked on the operating table, I am strapped down 
and yet I must release an outcry 
I am the honor of the cosmos, after all 
I am Abel 
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and in the marrow-bowl of my cranium 
is a morsel for the head doctor’s late breakfast. 
 
With a bitter howl 
I will make of the morsel in his mouth a serpent’s venom 
I am Daybreak, after all 
I am the vanguard of the sun. 
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II.  
Anthem for the One Who Left and the One Who Stayed 
Behind 
 

Across the low breakwater 
saturated with the salt of the sea and the blackness of nightfall 
 we stood once more; 
Thrashed 
tongues bound in our mouths 
disillusioned with ourselves, creeping within ourselves 
pulsating within ourselves 
tired 
breath-sunken 
 by the deeds of those who stayed upon the road. 
 

In the salt-lipped darkness of the coast 
we listened near and far to the relapsing syllables of the waves. 
And in this instant 
the shadow of the storm 
 little by little 
obscured the mirror of the night. 
 

Amidst the proud debris of the night 
a voice emerged 
that was of neither bird 
 nor ocean, 
and all the while 
a disturbing boat 
with amorphous, mist-cloaked contours 
 docked itself 
which was a nightmarish combination 
of a bed and a coffin. 
It was all an overruling dominion and command 
as if  
unafraid of the mercurial restlessness of the waves and tides. 
 

It was not what one would think it to be, 
a boat on the expansive sea 
but rather a mountain 
 formidable 
  embedded in a lowland plain. 
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And in the heart of the tarred night 
the command of the dark 
was so flagrantly manifest toward it 
that it was as if no trust existed between them; 
and thus fluidly 
 it slinked across 
like a coffin 
  carried on a thousand hands. 
 

Thus 
my father 

called out to the rower 
with a voice infused  

of neither hope 
  nor question; 

it was as if 
his cry 

  was not an address 
    but a reply; 
and still I heard the response of the rower 
distinct and scathing 
amidst the backdrop of the riotous waves 
like a command. 
 

Then he set aside his tall oar  
  which resembled more a scythe  

along the floor-planks of the boat 
and without looking upon us 
said the following: 
 
“Only one. 
The one who is more tired.” 
 

And across the rock-cliffs of the shore 
 all encircling us 
  was silence and consent. 
 

And upon its tilted bowl 
ahead of time 
 the shadow of the storm 

had dimmed the azure-blue glow. 
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There was such a vigilant calmness 
as if  

since the first day of creation 
no tempting breeze had ever 

risen up  
and prowled around 

the distances of these horizons. 
 
And thus my father 
cried out  

in the direction of the rower: 
“Behold,  
 two bodies  

are we 
both hard-worn 
 bruised 

for we have lain our footsteps  
all across the uneven. 

And I was in this kind of night 
estranged from the dawn 
(where everything in this thrown-down beach 
had rebelled  
 against the tall sun.) 
 
Anyhow — 
We  
were informed 
from the outset 
of how this journey would conclude. 
And this knowledge 
 means the same thing 
  as acquiescence, 
such that we knew and 
offered our necks in submission. 
 
And with honor, nevertheless 
amidst such mortifying and unwarranted combat 
in resistance 

we pressured ourselves to remain long-standing 
(as the high rampart of a stronghold under siege 
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which unwavering  
remains secure.) 

 
Thus at the present time 
we cannot stand to tolerate ourselves. 
The territory of our exaltation 
was this same ruined beach, 
and alas that 
 our power and our time 
were consumed by the many coarse wars 
 which had arisen. 
And now 
much like the outcast prostitutes 
 we go to bed 
holding ourselves in revulsion 
and damning our own bodies.  
 
In this ruined darkness 
 no longer 
can we stand to be detained.” 
 
The rower said once more: 
“Only one. 
The one who is more tired. 
This is the instruction.” 
 
And he lifted the ragged sackcloth which had been draped across his 
bony shoulders, 
as if he was tormented by the fog that had swelled along the agitated, 
rotten arena of the ocean. 
 
And at this point my gaze passed through the warped fabric of the 
darkness 
and settled on his visage 
and I saw that his eye-sockets were hollow of eye or stare 
and that drops of blood 
poured from the dark cavities of his eyes upon his skeletal cheeks. 
And the crow that sat atop the rower’s shoulder 
its talons and beak 
were covered in blood. 
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And all around us 
on the low breakwater of the shore 
every massive boulder 

embodied the silence of consent. 
 
My father once again 
rose to speak 
this time 
as if he were addressing himself: 
 
“Dwindling 
to dwindle 
diminishing 
diminishing from within…” 
 
I was astounded that a military man, hand always on the sword 

could so  
strikingly pass the test and  
measure the fathomed value of 
the fineness of words: 
 
And he  
 henceforth 

was engaged with himself: 
 
 “Diminishing 
diminishing from within 
a basin 
to carve out a basin within oneself 
to dig a well within oneself 
a well 
and to enter into oneself 
in search of oneself… 
 
Yes, 
 it is precisely here that 
   the disaster 
    commences: 
to enter into oneself 
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and wander  
in the realm of darkness. 

And good fortune — 
such pain 
such pain 
such pain 
is nothing more 
than another wandering 
in another realm: 
between the two poles of stupidity 
  and brazenness.”  
 
Then a bitter curse rose up on his tongue and he screamed out: 
“although in this entrapping pit there is no fated hope of the dawn, 
for he who is the victor of the cheap and draining wars 
the dawn 
is a dangerous thing 
and such a vast one: 
to be recognized 
and to be passed along on the hands and tongues, 
and the masses snarling  
such that (“there is the victor 
 and there is the victor’s commander!”) 
if the disgrace comes not from the masses 
well then what can be done with the disgrace of oneself? 
 
As a consequence, before the night turns toward daylight 
I must  
traverse this abyss of horror and distress. 
 
And then he stepped from the boat 
which was a nightmarish combination 
 of a bed and a coffin 
  and 
unafraid of the mercurial restlessness of the waves and tides. 
Thus he leaned the oar  
against the water’s flank 
and the boat 
 with fluidity  
glided across the dark sea, 
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 fluid and agile 
as if it were a coffin 
  carried on a thousand hands… 
 
I 
was left standing alone and perplexed  
on the low breakwater 
 all around which 
every stone-ridge 
 was silence and consent. 
And in the darkness of this ever-thickening, mist-enveloped shore 
congealed with the relapsing syllables of the waves 
I sewed  
my sights upon the intimidating boat 
which could have been likened unto a forfeited hope 
and which was seated formidably 
like a mountain 
  embedded in a lowland plain 
unafraid of the mercurial restlessness of the waves and tides. 
 
My father 

spoke nothing 
to me 
nor even 

extended a hand 
  in farewell 
nor even 
gave a farewell look 
in my direction. 
 
It was as if he was a mountain 
or a shallow rock-cliff 
 on an elevated coast, 
and of the two of us 
the one who passed across the turbulent waters of the ocean 
was not him 
 but I. 
 
And at this point I resembled a boat with disconnected anchor 

conscious 
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of its own eternal wandering, 
once again of such horrifying truth that  
consciousness 
as a term 
means the same thing as neck-offering submission and  
consent. 
 
Amidst the proud debris of the night, a voice emerged 
that was of neither bird nor ocean. 
 
And hence I felt the full burden of my race’s exhaustion  
upon my own sunken shoulders. 



 
OMNICIDE: 

MOVEMENT OF THE LOST CAUSE 
 

 
          Mark Tansey, Derrida Queries de Man (1990) 

 
 

Jason Bahbak Mohaghegh 
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I. 
 

A man sets ablaze a random building or village, and then dances: what 
persuaded this impossible design into incarnated possibility, 
becoming the exclusive signature of his touch? Another man convenes 
a militia or occult legion, deifying the midnight: what folkloric 
principle or totemic theology could draw this otherwise unfathomable 
streak to the surface of his mind-body? A woman declares herself an 
enemy of certain archaic gods, and stabs her arm upwards: what gives 
her warrant to pierce the skies? This must be answered, for 
everyone’s sake; it must be approached through a practicum of the 
idea that then wills its own inflection, incision, and gestation. 

Omnicide: The killing of everything. We should wonder what 
kind of miniaturist enchantment would lead someone to end the 
world. 

In the face of “catastrophic” actions initiated by some obscure 
person (a rebel, mystic, insurgent, lunatic, artist), the social-discursive 
panic that ensues thereafter serves only to cloak the more pressing 
ontological question of how they were ever capable of this thing. Not 
how in any grandiose moral sense but rather in the pre-destinarian 
sense of accomplishment: that is, we must ask what words or 
impulses effectuated the vital task at hand. 

One must therefore start by recording an inventory of 
incandescent delusions — i.e., the personal derangements, myths, 
stories, and legends that one tells oneself about oneself in order to 
become a dangerous phenomenon. What would suffice is nothing less 
than a catalogue of toxic, insane reinventions of subjectivity in an 
always already insane world, guided forward by the self-misguided: 
namely, the ones who claim alternative titles, missions, lineages, and 
stakes in creation. Here must converge all the most perilous 
narrations and genealogies of self that would change a man or woman 
into an armament or explosive device, careful manipulations of 
consciousness that provide the precise basis for philosophical licenses 
to violation. Thus the lie becomes a nether-methodology or wicked 
calculus, a formula of manifestation, execution, and concretion; 
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exponential twistedness; the exact semblance that occasions the 
wound, wrenches the undeniable to transpire across our backs. 
Whatever justification works, whatever hypnotic turn gets things 
done. For this, we must learn to manage the rigid metrics of the 
indisputable (towards fluidity), for one cannot dispute results, as the 
old saying goes. 

In essence, we are seeking an archive that examines how one 
convinces oneself to assume otherwise, the deceptive architecture of 
thought that one must build around one’s own self-image in order to 
become a deviant or threatening grain of sand. Hypocrite, charlatan: 
identity surrendered to the most powerful untruths. The mesmerizing 
costume that perception must wear in order to overthrow the regime 
of an existence (individual fiction versus universal fiction)…half-
sorcery, half-ironwork. We can call this process a “becoming-unreal.” 

Modernity itself, upon entering the age of simulation, has 
seemingly opened the Pandora’s Box to being devoured, as it were, by 
humans-turned-into-visions (figments of the twice-unthinkable). As a 
consequence, aerial cosmologies alone will suffice hereafter (of 
breath, wind, pale smoke). This is the new theater of war, amidst the 
fabrication of malicious sublimities: no longer the warlord who 
becomes a nightmare or fairytale, but rather the nightmare that 
becomes a warlord. Wrath of abstraction; millenarian gasp. The right 
fable is enough to place all in jeopardy. 

Thus we can resuscitate one of the most ancient Aramaic 
incantations — Abra Cadabra (“I create what I speak”) — as a 
moniker of the radical difference between the omnicidal subject 
(practitioner of the spellbinding) whose tongue-becomes-hand-
becomes-world and the all-too-human subject of the current epoch 
that finds itself ever-sinking towards the middle-degree of affect. 
Nothing short of a seismic confrontation between the enslaved ones 
of an old world-historical order of the real and the enlivened ones of 
this will to neo-illusion, and the conceptual scaffoldings that follow in 
rabid opposition: that of disappeared emergence versus emergent 
disappearance, nihilistic paralysis versus nihilistic rapture, irony 
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versus artificial severity, democratization versus apocalyptic 
aristocracy, sublimation versus pretending, banalized extremity 
versus extremified banality. The fear of the former (apologists of the 
postmodern haze): that every new thematic bears witness to the 
obsolescence of the phenomenon itself from actual sight, such that 
each pronounceable notion would only ascend to realization once it 
has already signed its death-warrant to the past. Thought in this 
context therefore marks the irreversible vanishing of possibility: that 
is, revolution only became a concept once true revolutions had ceased 
to exist, the unconscious became plausible only once the unconscious 
was dwindling from the psychic strata, and the future became 
susceptible to theory only once there was no future left in store. 

On the other side, we have the alternative omnicidal 
conviction (of the compulsive and the aroused): that every new idea 
signals the approach, hovering, and onslaught of an inevitable 
exception that will thrust the inconsumable into our midst — i.e., that 
which can never be accepted, for it would mean the very extinction of 
our race. Thought in this second context, then, would mark the 
sealing of some unwanted potentiality into a befallen disturbance of 
all things: for these certain words and images would appear only 
when the terrible horizon of the event’s dawning had already begun 
to flame. 

What this leads to, in effect, is the performative engagement 
of the neo-magical, though devoid of its former poor affiliations: the 
prophetic without transcendence (for no higher power must 
intervene), the miraculous without belief (for no great leap of faith is 
required), the sacred without law (for no dogmatic structure can tame 
its ecstatic arc). Just the leanness of an anomalous revelation-unto-
disaster. 
             And where might we seek tangible illustrations with which to 
navigate this labyrinth of omnicidal dynamism? 

There are already countless mappings of this fatalistic 
eventuality (i.e., the necro-quest for ruin) in the history of modern 
world literature, and in almost every circumstance it springs from 
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some particularized exchange between the striations of mania and 
cruelty. That is to say, the arrival of a minor fixation (the fascinated 
gaze upon an object, image, sensation, or whim) then increasingly 
expands and mutates into a lethal articulation. Thus desire falls into 
instantaneous collusion with death-dealing. In the Iranian Sadeq 
Hedayat’s masterpiece titled The Blind Owl, the most blood-red 
strains of iomania (the obsession with poison) trickle down a path to 
amicide (the killing of a lover). In the Japanese Kobo Abe’s The 
Woman in the Dunes, the descent into a frantic combination of 
dinomania (obsession with whirlpools) and illyngomania (obsession 
with vertigo) fulfills itself in a kind of hospiticide (the killing of a 
host). In the Cuban Reinaldo Arenas’ The Color of Summer, the 
author’s heightening thalassomania (obsession with the sea) leads to a 
highly restless type of nosticide (the killing of the homeland). 
Moreover, within every one of the contemporary Iraqi writer Hassan 
Blasim’s short stories, we can locate the many crossroads between a 
peculiar aggravation or curiosity and the escalating pulse of a 
decision to annihilate everything outside it: in one tale, an old man’s 
melomania (obsession with music) culminates in patricide (the killing 
of a father); in another tale, an editor’s bibliomania (obsession with 
books) comes to necessitate an act of xenocide (the killing of a 
stranger); in a third tale, an ambulance driver’s iconomania 
(obsession with portraits, in this case virtual images) builds in him an 
otherwise forbidden motion toward dominicide (the killing of a 
master) and vaticide (the killing of a prophet); lastly, a fourth tale in 
the collection tracks a young madman’s augomania (obsession with 
bright lights) into a vast condition of urbicide (the killing of a city). 
The list goes on as if across an infinite continuum: Kafka’s 
dendromania (forests); Beckett’s dueling agromania (open spaces) and 
clithromania (closed spaces); Artaud’s uranomania (heaven, divinity); 
Mishima’s petramania (ancient monuments); Boulus’ xyromania 
(razors); Joyce Mansour’s teratomania (monstrosity); Pessoa’s 
fumomania (smoke); Clarice Lispector’s crystallomania (crystals). 
These are focused reckonings, without doubt; these are inexhaustible 
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reservoirs of fanaticism, which nevertheless conceal the edge of an 
impending chasm or abyss. 

The equation of each textual vanguard: on the one side, 
entrancement, seduction, drunkenness; on the other side, extinction, 
breathlessness, murder. No stronghold remains; no tyranny or right 
to permanence. 

And why must each fugitive trajectory of devotion fall beneath 
a predatory drive? Is this the only model of apotheosis? If we follow 
Nietzsche’s warning that “[The artist] forgets most things so as to do 
one thing, unjust to what lies behind him,”1 then we can begin to 
comprehend the tremulous balance between thirst and extinguishing. 
Dark commerce. From this inescapable standpoint, there are many 
conceivable motives to pursue an omnicidal destination: 1) to make of 
the deadened world a gift to one’s manic object (mortal offering); 2) to 
clear all obstacles to one’s manic object (vigilant protection); 3) to 
deprive the world of one’s manic object (spiteful hoarding); 4) to 
elevate the manic object to final exclusivity (incomparable solitude). 

And so, each aforementioned example provides us with an 
inhalation-exhalation reflex: more specifically, they chart the ever-
contorted yet viable channels between some attractive universe (of 
adoration, worship, intoxication, or astonishment) and the 
overarching instinct to engender oblivion beyond that universe 
(through hatred, envy, indifference, rage, or forgetting). Such is the 
singular, imaginative link between madness and vengeance, and with 
it a prospective explanation for the origins of both terrorism and 
poetry. In any case, there is no turning away from the imperative to 
study this riddle in all its mystifying complexity — to walk the 
tightrope whereby a lone state of delirium might forge a hidden route 
to world-erasure. 

Movement of the lost cause. 
 
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Friedrich Nietzsche, “The Uses and Disadvantages of History for Life,” Untimely 
Meditations (1997) 64. 
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II. 

 
Something must be craved, and something must then pay for it (a 
bridge to what the Stoics called ekpyrosis: the burning of all)… 

To spin along this odd pendulum, beyond even the 
embarkations of eros and thanatos, one must seek the very heart of a 
logic of exalted penalty (the reckoning, the test, the price). For this 
one must tread farther than mere symptomatology. The affective 
topography and implications of mania are clear enough according to 
the “authorities”: accelerated speed (racing thoughts); elevation of 
mood (expansiveness, insatiability, playfulness, energetic gesturing, 
agitation); hyper-sensitivity (arousal, provocation, immanent 
triggers); hyper-expressiveness (overflowing language); goal-oriented 
activity (maximum rigidity, precise targets); sleeplessness (ultra-
vigilance, unstoppable concentration, temporal imbalance); 
triumphalism (theatrical self-projection, immense valorization of 
purpose); risk (impulsiveness, recklessness, destructive pleasure-
seeking); psychic gateway (linked to schizophrenia, bipolarity, 
obsessive-compulsive disorder, and delusions of grandeur 
and persecution). Fair enough, but entirely insufficient. No, one must 
be willing to decipher the ultimatum on its own terms. 
 Gaston Bachelard, when attempting the most clever 
psychoanalysis of fire, started from the poetic verses of history’s 
greatest pyromaniacs (obsession with fire), just as when he sought the 
secret pathologies of rain and thunder he enlisted the calamitous 
voices of literary brontomaniacs (obsession with storms). These 
textual rantings alone provided the necessary entry-points to a 
domain of interiority that itself forged the radical outside of things. 
And where did it all lead? Nothing short of the obliteration of the 
psyche itself at the hands of a new paradigm of the night-dream: “The 
night dream does not belong to us. It is not our possession. With 
regard to us, it is an abductor, the most disconcerting of abductors: it 
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abducts our being from us. Nights, nights have no history.”2 Intrigue, 
theft, defeat of mind.   
 A far cry to the East, we can find the Libyan novelist Ibrahim 
al-Koni carving out his own definitions of a certain otherworldliness 
in his meditations of the desert. As he stares upon the arid region 
before him (the excess and waste of many barren sands), a fine line is 
drawn between ecdemomania (the obsession with wandering) and 
androcide (the killing of the human species). What appear at first 
glance to be mere allegories populated by soothsayers, tribal elders, 
herdsmen, and Bedouins are in fact anthems on behalf of a more 
profound Saharan code. Within an entire mausoleum of writing, two 
cryptic passages from the hands of the old storyteller are enough to 
show the way. First the desire (for roaming, drifting, aimless 
digression) must be inscribed:   
 

Nomadic people, who never stay anywhere or settle down 
on the earth, own nothing to provoke the earth or arouse 
its greed. They possess nothing: no gear, no walls, no 
bodies, not even dreams. All they possess is their voyage, 
nothing more. They possess a single riddle, over which the 
earth holds no sway and for which the lowlands can offer 
no explanation. This is deliverance.3  

 
And now the perishing (through betrayal, beheading, hysterical 
violence): 
 

Then Cain climbed the rock from the flatter side, and, 
laughing wildly into the face of the sun, bent over the 
herdsman’s head where it hung bowed. Taking hold of the 
beard, he passed the knife over [his] neck in the manner of 
one well used to slaughter, one who’d slaughtered all the 
herds of gazelles in the Red Hamada… The jinni maidens 
in the caves responded with their lamentations, and the 
mountain was rent. The face of the sun turned dark, and 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Reverie, tr. by D. Russell (1960) 145. 
3 Ibrahim al-Koni, The Seven Veils of Seth (2003) 60. 
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the banks of the wadi vanished in the eternal desert. The 
murderer flung the head down on a flat stone there in 
front of the rock… The head, severed from the body, 
murmured: ‘Only through dust will the son of Adam be 
filled.’4 

 
We listen close to each line, for the author is careful to note that, 
amid this slow visceral assassination, there are many shrieks and 
howls from the peripheral onlookers, though no scream or moan or 
even half-sigh escapes the lips of the dying one. No lexicon, no 
emanation of resistance whatsoever, for the necessity and sacrificial 
cost of the event is understood. Euphoric silence of the martyr. 
 In this instance, we must qualify Jean-Luc Godard’s near-
perfect injunction: “To become immortal, and then die.”5 Rather, we 
must allow it to reach for an extended severity and thus read as 
follows: “To become immortal, and then die to make immortal 
another.” This is what one does for the final item of passion: 
intensity-downpour, supervention, that intimate transfer or 
bestowing achieved through the gallows alone. This is how the “one 
true thing” (always itself a conjuration) wins its eternality. 
 More than this, we simply can excavate the operational 
criterion of children’s stories to reveal the ever-present intersection 
of the beautiful and the grotesque. When lost in the woods or going 
down the rabbit hole into wonderland, these are no longer moral 
categories of appearance (the villain can be ravishing, the hero 
hideous and deformed) but rather intimidating vectors of conspiracy 
and combat. They seem at times to form dichotomies of good and evil, 
but in fact work together on behalf of the formlessness surrounding. 
First rule of the imaginary: that runaway children are at once 
frightened and riveted by shapes unlike anything seen before, and 
chase them across the desolate and into the beyond that is actually 
here and now. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 Ibrahim al-Koni, The Bleeding of the Stone (2002) 135. 
5 Dialogue from Jean Luc-Godard’s film Breathless (1960).	  
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 And so it is that this archaeological inquiry into a certain 
fragile strand of thought positions us at a point where one departs 
from the world, and then takes the world down alongside oneself, in 
the name of the infinitesimal. The particular will forever menace the 
universal. Thus the last conflagration spreads from the flares of a lone 
ember, or a match struck one night amid the metaphysical freefall of 
a lover (of staircases, mirrors, diagrams, clocks, ghosts, gold, et 
cetera). It could be anything that undoes the everything, any 
seemingly innocent sliver of a wish that then slides from its highest 
elevations to the zero-degree where no one dwells. Not no one as in 
no one, yet instead no one as in the Someone who has become No 
One. He, or rather It, lives here, feeds here, delights and dies here; it 
is he who holds the ring of keys, and falls beneath their weight. 
Perhaps the only true keeper of the promise. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

“Archaeologies of the Future”:  
Peter Boxall’s Twenty-First-Century Fiction 

 

 

ÁGOTA MÁRTON 

 

Peter Boxall, Twenty-First-Century Fiction: A Critical Introduction 
(Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013). 
 

“Is there such a thing as twenty-first-century fiction?” — asks Peter 
Boxall at the beginning of his critical introduction to the contempo-
rary novel. By contemplating the problems that the immediacy of the 
twenty-first century implies — thus the impossibility of clearly cap-
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turing present literary tendencies —, Boxall employs Sartre’s meta-
phor of the speeding car. From a moving car, the blurred image of the 
surrounding world becomes clear only when “seen in perspective”: “It 
may be that our time has substance and shape, that it contains trees 
and men and cars, organized neatly in twenty-first-century space, but 
it might take a little while before we can find a way of seeing them” 
(2). Nevertheless, Twenty-First-Century Fiction does manage to 
glimpse these “trees and men and cars” of the contemporary period, 
to reinstate a certain visibility to the “illegible present” and, more 
than that, it conveys an enriching account of present-day novelistic 
tendencies. Boxall offers a refreshingly original insight into the work-
ings of contemporary fiction through illuminating close readings and 
firm theoretical implications. His readings of Don DeLillo, J.M. Coet-
zee, Ian McEwan, Salman Rushdie, Ali Smith, Colm Tóibín, Kazuo 
Ishiguro, Margaret Atwood, W.G. Sebald, Philip Roth, Marilynne 
Robinson, Zadie Smith, Amy Waldman, Roberto Bolaño and Cormac 
McCarthy, among others, tackle the “international, cosmopolitan 
space” of the novel, and reveal fascinating connections between di-
vergent authorial practices. Boxall identifies three convergent con-
cerns within fictional responses to the experience of contemporaneity 
that revolve around preoccupations with the changed logic of tempo-
rality, with “new forms of realism,” and with the shifting materiality 
of the body. He examines the ways in which the “new novel” shapes 
and creates “new forms with which to think and articulate contempo-
rary experience” (83), giving a nuanced account of polyphonic creative 
responses. 

By concentrating on the “new,” Boxall brings sharply into fo-
cus the salient features of the contemporary, distinguishing the time-
liness and untimely aspects of recent fiction. Ali Smith’s The Acci-
dental and McEwan’s Atonement, for example, are seen as new forms 
of historiography, with their refusal of the postmodern mainstream 
and an ethical staging of the problematic relationship between narra-
tive and history; that is, they exhibit fiction’s “failures of expression,” 
its limitations in accessing historical experience. These novels are 
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considered to be more twenty-first-century than Rushdie’s more re-
cent fiction, through their changed relationship to the past. Thus sev-
eral of Boxall’s most remarkable observations lie in the ways in which 
he forges links between past, present, and future representations of 
modern and contemporary experience. Minutely capturing this re-
newed sense of being in a new time and space, he registers the fic-
tional resonances of contemporary existence through extended close 
readings that fold into wider theoretical concerns. He sees this rela-
tionship between past and present in its fluidity, shedding light on the 
reciprocity of history and narrative (where history molds narrative, 
and narrative also shapes history). He suggests an emerging “new, 
experimental realism” that is characterized by its focus on the prob-
lematic relationship between the real and its representability. It is 
this new realism which translates into the “presence” of the past, the 
new continuity between the inside and the outside of the body, the 
political context of the 9/11 novel, and the “fictional encoding of a 
democratic global sovereignty” (225). In his articulation of twenty-
first-century realism, Boxall emphasizes a persistent paradox of the 
“hard mass” of reality that determines fiction, but cannot be turned 
into it. He convincingly argues in his reading of McEwan’s Atonement 
how the real is always blocked from the fictional “without becoming 
itself story” (77). The containment of the body and material history 
reveals the tension between the materiality of the real and the limita-
tions of fictional expression, rendering a liminal space within which 
the transitional nature of this paradox is made visible.  

This preoccupation with material history and the presence of 
the past conjoins with the question of inheritance and irreverence 
towards tradition. Boxall engages in current discussions of modern-
ism’s persistence in present-day fiction, treating these questions in 
conjunction with the ‘new realities’ of the third millennium. David 
James, in his book Modernist Futures: Innovation and Inheritance in 
the Contemporary Novel (2012), is especially interested in the ways 
contemporary writers use and extend modernist tradition, “transcrib-
ing” modernist aesthetics into the twenty-first century. What he and 
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Philip Tew see in terms of a balance in the dialectics of tradition and 
innovation, a balance between “self-reflexivity and formal integrity,”1 
where influences are “strongly evident, yet there is something deter-
minedly contemporaneous and different,”2 Boxall defines in terms of 
a “new sense of responsibility” to the materiality of history (41). This 
responsibility can be connected in part to the ethics of a new sinceri-
ty, which nearly displaces postmodern modes of expression. David 
James states in relation to the works of J. M. Coetzee, Milan Kundera, 
Ian McEwan, Toni Morrison, Michael Ondaatje and Phillip Roth, that 
perceptual experience is rendered in a rather sincere way, distanced 
from parodic or self-parodic implications.3 In noting this sincerity of 
perceptual representation, James also re-evaluates fiction’s stance 
towards the real. When interpreting Atonement with regard to the 
‘real,’ Boxall writes:  

I would suggest that McEwan does not craft this ambigu-
ous double narrative to perform the collapse of history 
into fiction, or to suggest that history itself is in some 
way fictional, but rather to test the relationship between 
narrative form and a historical ‘actuality’ — Einstein’s 
‘real factual situation’ — to which narrative struggles 
and fails to bear adequate witness. [...] The novel does not 
fold history into fiction. But rather opens up a difficult 
gap between fiction and history — Berger’s gap between 
narrative and experience — upon which the novel bases 
its critique of twentieth-century historicism. (66–67) 
 
This “gap” between narrative and experience is thoroughly ex-

amined throughout the book in relation to the material and the im-
material; the real & the fictional; the local & the global; & the 
word/world pair (or language & the limits of representation). Boxall 
astutely brings these aspects together by broadening contextual refer-
ences, & transposes these concepts into the interpretational patterns 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 David James, Modernist Futures: Innovation and Inheritance in the Contemporary 
Novel (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2012) 34. 
2 Philip Tew, The Contermporary British Novel, 2nd ed. (London: Continuum, 2007) xv. 
3 James, Modernist Futures, 13. 
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of several novels, arguing that the “sense of profound disjunction be-
tween our real, material environments and the new technological, 
political and aesthetic forms in which our global relations are being 
conducted ... lies at the heart of the developments of the twenty-first-
century novel” (9). Through analyzing contemporary fiction’s experi-
mentations with the real, he reflects on the complex social, economic, 
and political implications into which fictional production is embed-
ded; as such, he aligns with a critical tradition that seeks to reconcile 
the gap between fiction and its real world context. Thus the author is 
at all times attentive to the ethical and political textures at work. In 
his chapter on the relationship between fiction and terrorism, he ex-
plains how the effects of 9/11, beyond leading the novel to “suppress 
its own tendency towards radicalism” (13), create “radical new subject 
positions, new ways of conceiving ethical cultural being, that have 
their roots in the modernist avant-garde, but they respond to the 
transformed political conditions of the new century” (13). At this 
point, his argument further complicates the possible connotations of 
the above-mentioned responsibility to material history, extending it 
to the actuality of global conditions and their ethical imperatives. As 
such, the structural logic of the book takes the reader through a net-
work of insights that illuminate contemporaneity from several angles.  

The book’s accessible, finely crafted style offers a pleasurable 
reading experience. Twenty-First-Century Fiction is inspiring in many 
ways, especially in its creative tackling of multiple concepts and rich 
theoretical framework. Boxall’s critical strength lies in his way of 
handling textual evidence, and the complexity of perspectives with 
which he approaches contemporary fiction. His examples of contem-
porary art also attest to this complexity, working towards a nuanced 
and integral understanding of contemporary consciousness. For in-
stance, Patricia Piccinini’s “Still life with stem cells,” a sculpture of a 
realistically modeled little girl with plastic materials similar to lumps 
of flesh (stem cells) scattered around her, opens a fascinating demon-
stration of the new continuity between the inside and outside of the 
reproducible body, and of how this new relation of the interior with 
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the outer changes our conception of the externalized inside and the 
“location” of the inner: 

The sculpture takes the body out of its human disguise, 
opening a new and unnerving channel between life and 
material. The body of the girl spills out of itself into the 
obscene gobbets of stuff, breaking the frame of the hu-
man as it does so. [...]  
 
The contemporary imagining and representation of the 
body produce a new understanding of how an intimate 
inside might open itself to view, and how such an open-
ing of the body might move us beyond the limits of hu-
man being, allowing us at once to see freshly the frames 
which make us readable to each other and break such 
frames, to refashion them so a new category of being be-
comes thinkable. (94–95)   
 
These new categories in which being becomes thinkable are 

central to the book’s concern in articulating the salient features of the 
contemporary novel through interlacing fictional responses. Boxall 
traces the development of these new modes of expression and thought 
together with their past resonances and legacies, gesturing towards 
possible futures of the novel. Through the “archaeologies of the fu-
ture, these glimmering, insubstantial outlines of a new century” (214), 
he manages to convey the evanescent immediacy of emergent novelis-
tic trends and the shifting networks of an international literary can-
on. Persuasive in many ways, his arguments stand firm in the texture 
of contemporary critical perspectives, forging fruitful rethinkings in 
the historicizing of recent literature, and new ways of articulating the 
multilayered ‘archaeologies’ of present and future ontologies.   



 

 

The Dialectics of Transient Times, 

or Understanding the Ruins We Live In 
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A review of: David Williams, Writing Postcommunism: Towards a 
Literature of the East European Ruins (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2013). 

 

My hometown, located in the heart of Transylvania, has many types 
of ruins to ponder. Firstly, there are some Roman ruins, carefully 
sealed off in the town museum; then some medieval ruins of a small, 
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insignificant citadel built around the ruins of a tremendously cold and 
grim church the children of my town were forced to visit too often; 
the echoing ruins of the ancient-looking seventeenth-century school 
we attended from kindergarten to graduation; the mysterious and 
exciting ruins of an elaborate, but crashed-in tunnel system under the 
town that we always wanted to explore, yet never could; the 
frightening ruins of one of the largest prisons in the whole country, 
erected at the height of Stalinist rule, and still looming over the whole 
neighborhood; and most recently, the remnants of a nondescript, 
hollowed-out construction with a vague purpose, right in the middle 
of the town.  

This final aforementioned ruin resulted from a building 
project that was started in the final years of the Ceaușescu era (1965–
1989) — after they created an empty lot through the demolition of a 
few old townhouses, this being the usual method throughout the 
country in that period. It was completely abandoned once the regime 
fell — together with all of the other unfinished, dead projects of a 
dead dictator in a dead state. With no public or private willingness to 
complete the construction, the fresh ruins quickly came to serve as an 
unofficial municipal toilet, a spacious, easily accessible trash 
depository for locals, a favorite target area for graffiti, and an 
occasional hiding place for sex-crazed teenagers. After a while, it 
became quite natural to have a big, skeletal, foul-smelling, decaying, 
ruinous construction in the middle of the town: even though nobody 
took the effort to cover the thing up even minimally, it turned 
invisible as we internalized the image. At the same time, however, it 
was a constant and undeniable reminder that a certain old chronology 
had stopped, and there was no clear plan in sight about how to 
imagine a new one: it signified a failed past and a shapeless, visionless 
present — the everyday life of the postcommunist transition.  

Nonetheless, after being at the mercy of the elements for more 
than fifteen years, the building was somehow privatized, cleaned, and 
hastily finished, transformed into a shiny new white box. Soon shops 
and cafes and nail salons and travel agencies and restaurants opened 
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inside, even a bank moved in, and it seemed that the building found 
its purpose in the new age. Of course, we still remember the ruins 
located in the center of our mental town map, but since they —
strangely, yet understandably — do not appear in any of the available 
photographs of the streets and squares, their memory will fade away 
eventually. Just to be replaced by the image of a different kind of ruin 
appearing on the site of the old ones: the empty, haunted, and no 
longer shiny white box, deserted by capital and entrepreneurial 
energy (except for a pawn shop) after the 2008 financial crisis. The 
hollowed-out interiors and blackened windows of the new ruins bring 
yet another layer of proof to the transitory and disintegrating nature 
of history: the very attempt to respond to the consequences of a failed 
project and ruinous chronology became itself the mark of another, 
newly failed project and way of life. In this sense perhaps, the story of 
ruins, old and new, of the abandoned, restored, and re-abandoned 
building in my hometown, is the familiar and highly symbolic story of 
postcommunist life in Eastern Europe (and not only), of the people 
and their various experiences, common or private endeavors, their 
trials and tribulations, their hopes and their crumbling, deserted 
dreams.  

 

* 

 

This sense of meaningful ambiguity inherent in ruins in the 
postcommunist setting is well-captured and analyzed in David 
Williams’ book, Writing Postcommunism: Towards a Literature of the 
East European Ruins. Starting from the writings of Walter Benjamin 
and Svetlana Boym, Williams proposes the complex metaphor of the 
“ruins” as a common thematic thread of Central and Eastern 
European literature after 1989, and as a key to understanding the 
shared aesthetic dimension connecting the works of Dubravka 
Ugrešić, Ingo Schulze, Clemens Meyer, Jáchym Topol, Milan Kundera, 
and others. According to the book’s main thesis, for the interpretive 
approach, ruins are fundamentally dialectical (Benjamin) since they 
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encompass “all the contradictions of the epochs of transition,” 
becoming the “allegories of transient times.”1 Thus, being such 
polysemic figures, ruins and the literature thematizing such ruins 
(understood in the literal, but mostly in the metaphorical sense of 
shattered, disintegrating lives, from Berlin to Kamchatka) within the 
postcommunist context offer a critique of, as well as bearing witness 
to, both the communist past and the capitalist present (14). 

As Williams shows, the criticism in these literary works is 
carried out in an elegiac tone, through the filters of a “reflective 
nostalgia” (Boym) towards the rapidly fading everyday life of 
communism, and its unique and compromised project of 
modernization. The multiple layers and functions of such an artistic 
retrospection are analyzed through the focus on the ruins of home, of 
language, and of literature, mostly in the post-1989 novels of Ugrešić 
(The Museum of Unconditional Surrender, The Ministry of Pain, Baba 
Yaga Laid an Egg) and their Croatian and international reception. 
Williams does a great job in contextualizing Ugrešić in the Yugoslav, 
then Croatian, and finally the global literary world. Starting from her 
particular case, the book discusses general issues concerning how the 
ever-returning dilemma of homo poeticus vs. homo politicus plays out 
in the “division of labor in the world of letters” according to the 
East/West dichotomy (following Danilo Kiš); how situations of 
upheaval, like wars, or economic hardship, transform the approach 
to, and function of, literature and writing; and how (voluntary) exile, 
like in the case of Ugrešić and Kundera, is being re-defined and 
contested in the post-1989 period. After the elaborately executed close 
reading and the careful, nuanced contextualization, the author 
proceeds to demonstrate the salient aspects of his theory on a set of 
remarkable literary works from the wider Central and Eastern 
European region. 

Williams sees these works as forming a category of literature 
that struggles with the dilemmas arising from the search for a new 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 From Boym’s Future of Nostalgia, quoted in Williams, 14. 
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artistic function in the post-1989 context, and which is caught in a 
thankless position between the unreflective, uncritical nostalgics for 
the fallen regimes and the various groups of staunch anti-
communists, both in their nationalist or neoliberal manifestations. 
Moreover, the critical scope of these literary explorations goes well 
beyond the limits of each national culture, to prove that “in a 
reunified Europe it is as necessary as ever for literature to provide 
alternative narratives of a given epoch, and to act as different kinds 
of barometers of happiness with, and within, Europe” (175). 

One has to admit, it is quite a difficult task to research and 
write about a topic as heterogeneous and complex as the literatures of 
Central and Eastern Europe before or after 1989, since — aside from 
the obvious linguistic barriers — it poses the challenge of finding, 
theorizing, and testing a common tendency or characteristic that 
carries significance in the cultural-political coordinates of the region. 
Focusing on the metaphorical representations and understandings of 
ruins in contemporary novels could indeed reveal one such essential 
and unifying characteristic, and offer us a possible view on the 
literary production of the past two and a half decades. Relying on his 
reading of these novels, Williams proposes this perspective as an anti-
formative model of postcommunist ruins and an “amorphous 
classificatory and conceptual framework” (175) for similar literary 
works. 

The idea itself is a conscious reworking of the main concept 
from Heinrich Böll’s programmatic 1952 essay, “Bekenntnis zur 
Trümmerliteratur” (“Commitment to a Literature of the Ruins”), in 
which the German novelist articulates his generation’s attempts to 
address the post-war ruins of a country and society through 
literature. The connection to the postcommunist period is first 
established in an essay by Slovenian writer Drago Jančar (“Šala, 
ironija in globlji pomen,” in English: “A Joke, Irony, and Deeper 
Meaning”), comparing Trümmerliteratur to the literature of the “east 
European ruins,” referring mainly to the cultural consequences of the 
war in the post-Yugoslav context. Williams retrieves the idea and 
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develops the comparison into a theoretical perspective: to examine 
“how Böll’s thematic triptych of war, return, and ruins ricocheted 
down the almost half a century separating the end of fascism and the 
end of communism in Europe, to be reimagined and reframed in post-
1989 writings” (6). Accordingly, he terms this perspective 
Trümmerliteratur Redux, suggesting both a literature of the post-1989 
east European ruins, and the post-1989 ruins of east European 
literature. 

However, much as the themes of “war, return, and ruins” 
would seem to connect these two historical periods and aesthetic 
projects, I have serious doubts as to the soundness and usefulness of 
entangling a perfectly plausible, elaborate perspective of 
postcommunist ruins with a specific cultural phenomenon of post-
1945 German literature. Although, thankfully, Williams is 
unambiguously clear about not proposing a direct equation between 
the Nazi and communist regimes (a popular relativizing approach of 
Cold War-era totalitarian theory and propaganda, still put to use in 
certain postcommunist establishments, like the House of Terror 
Museum in Budapest);2 or between the literary styles and techniques 
of Böll & his generation and Ugrešić et al.—the problem here 
nonetheless is of a different nature. Namely, that the few “associative 
links” that would topically tie the two literary endeavors to the 
supposed degree of “literary history repeating itself” (28), simply pale 
into insignificance in front of the radical and fundamental differences 
separating the “new beginnings” of 1945 and 1989; the distinctive 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 The House of Terror Museum was inaugurated on February 25, 2002, by 
Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán, and was intended to be a “fitting 
memorial to the victims of … the two cruelest systems of the 20th century.” 
(www.terrorhaza.hu) As Tony Judt writes: “the Terror Háza’s version of Hungarian 
history draws no distinction between the thugs of Ferenc Szálasi’s Arrow Cross 
party, who held power there from October 1944 to April 1945, and the Communist 
regime that was installed after the war. […] The not particularly subliminal message 
here is that Communism and Fascism are equivalent” (Postwar, 827). For further 
analysis, see Péter Apor, “An epistemology of the spectacle? Arcane knowledge, 
memory, and evidence in the Budapest House of Terror,” Rethinking History: The 
Journal of Theory and Practice, 18/3 (2014) 328–344. 
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legacies of each of the fallen regimes; and the literary-artistic 
responses addressing these events and their consequences. Perhaps 
the most important point to be made in the case of the present study 
on literary works dealing with remembering and nostalgia is the 
(unquestionable) fact that there is no ambiguity regarding the 
terrifyingly negative legacy of Fascism/Nazism. There is no remaining 
social, cultural, or artistic value associated with the Nazi paradigm 
that can be rescued, reconsidered, and endorsed — and, accordingly, 
there is no such attempt made in post-1945 German literature. 
Compared to such a clear-cut situation, the legacy of communism in 
Central and Eastern Europe (and across the globe, for that matter) is 
highly complex, unsettled, and problematic, as seen both in the rich 
scholarship dealing with the period, and the literary works addressing 
its memory and consequences in the post-1989 era. In short, the ruins 
in the two contexts point to completely different worlds of meaning, 
and should be interpreted as such. 

Furthermore, by accepting the premise of the complex and 
heterogeneous legacy of communism in the region, we reach another 
issue regarding the wider applicability and analytical purchase of 
Williams’ framework on the “literature of the east European ruins.” 
Going beyond the obvious similarities between the various 
communist countries, there is also a high degree of diversity in how 
each regime functioned, how they were experienced, how aesthetic 
trends and literary production were shaped, and how post-1989 
memory and cultural politics developed. The author is correct in 
pointing out the unique position of Yugoslavia in this context, yet 
there were and are also striking differences, for example, between the 
literary worlds of neighboring Hungary (where an obsessive focus on 
the “autonomy of the aesthetic” and postmodern textualism was 
continuous from the early 1980s and throughout the early 
postcommunist period) and Romania (where the radical rupture of 
1989 initiated the canonization of a strong, openly anti-communist 
paradigm). Moreover, in spite of the repeatedly surveyed significant 
popular nostalgia in both countries toward the (relative) social and 
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economic stability experienced in communism, and towards the 
paternalistic figure of the dictatorial leader (yes, even towards the 
“maverick” Ceaușescu), this widely shared positive longing for the 
recent past did not become a representative feature of either high 
cultures, or the important novels that were created since 1989.  

Additionally, the perspective of Trümmerliteratur Redux 
conflates two other types of literary discourse: one focusing on 
reflective nostalgia and reevaluating the legacy of the fallen regimes; 
and one critical of the process of transition and the violent capitalist 
transformation. The two can converge and focus on metaphorical 
ruins, like in the post-1989 works of Dubravka Ugrešić and Milan 
Kundera, but they can just as equally be different and separate 
strands of literary visions that react in their own way to the given 
social and political coordinates. In other words, the theory of 
postcommunist ruins could indeed be a potentially relevant metaphor 
and interpretive key to the post-1989 situation throughout the region 
(and, for what it’s worth, I believe it is), but there might not be an 
abundance of truly representative literary works to showcase and give 
grounding to this perspective. 

That said, Writing Postcommunism is an enjoyable, thoughtful, 
and informative book — being a welcome addition to the scholarship 
on Ugrešić and postcommunist literary studies in general. Besides 
being written in an unobtrusive, yet sincere personal style that 
succeeds in constructing its arguments without relying on an arsenal 
of obscure terminology, the book offers an entry into the European 
intellectual and cultural web through thought-provoking dialogues 
with Susan Sontag, Walter Benjamin, Roland Barthes, Milan Kundera, 
Christa Wolf, and Svetlana Boym. Furthermore, the publication of 
such a scholarly attempt that aims to devise a theoretical evaluation 
and generalizing analysis of Eastern European postcommunist 
literature signals the need to historicize the post-1989 period, and 
perhaps also to close a chapter of cultural history. David Williams 
understands this quite well, and in the epilogue to the book he 
proposes to go beyond transition and postcommunist studies, to 
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change the regional focus on “ruins” into a global one, thus 
transposing and expanding the scope of engaged criticism, both in 
literature and scholarship. The new perspective should not bother 
anymore with the old, anachronistic, and misleading dichotomies of 
East and West, but should be aimed at discovering the emerging 
literature of the (post?)-capitalist ruins. Hopefully we can take this as 
the emerging blueprint for new research, and eventually a new book. 

 

 

 



 

 

“The thought is  leaving nothing behind” 

Review by Erika Mihálycsa 

 

 

 

Sarah Jane Bailes & Nicholas Till ,  eds, Beckett and 
Musicality  (Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate, 2014).  

 

In 1954 composer Edouard Coester asked Beckett’s permission to 
put Godot to music for voices and an instrumental ensemble. 
Beckett unequivocally rejected the idea of stage music, but 
encouraged Coester to venture beyond mere illustration of the text 
and suggested he turn it into “pure music”: 
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To be frank, I do not believe that the text of Godot could 
bear the extensions that any musical setting would 
inevitably give it… For what is at issue is a speaking whose 
function is not so much that of having a meaning as of 
putting up a struggle, poor I hope, against silence, and 
leading back to it. I find it hard to see it as an integral part 
of a sound-world.  But this drama which you seem to have 
felt so keenly, if you thought fit to translate it, however 
freely, into pure music, that would interest me a great deal 
and give me great pleasure. And then what about silence 
itself, is it not still waiting for its musician?1  

Silence as an integral part of the sound-world, breaking up the 
surface of the sonorous in music and, increasingly, of language, has 
from an early date already occupied a central position in what can 
be called, with some sleight of hand, Beckett’s aesthetics. In the 
famous 1937 German letter to critic Axel Kaun, in terms informed 
by his readings of Schopenhauer and Fritz Mauthner, Beckett 
voices his creed in a “literature of the unword” that would defiantly 
tear apart the “veil” of language “in order to get to those things (or 
the nothingness) lying behind it,” for which he finds a model in the 
second movement of Beethoven’s Seventh: “Is there any reason 
why that terrible materiality of the word surface should not be 
capable of being dissolved, like for example the sound surface, torn 
by enormous pauses, of Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony, so that 
through whole pages we can perceive nothing but a path of sounds 
suspended in giddy heights, linking unfathomable abysses of 
silence?”2 Not incidentally, these terrifying black pauses 
“devouring” Beethoven’s music are sorely missed by Beckett in a 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  The	  Letters	  of	  Samuel	  Beckett,	  Vol.	  II:	  1941–1956,	  eds.	  George	  Craig,	  Martha	  Dow	  
Fehsenfeld,	   Dan	   Gunn,	   Lois	   More	   Overbeck	   (Cambridge	   University	   Press,	   YEAR)	  
475–6.	  

2	  The	  Letters	  of	  Samuel	  Beckett,	  Vol.	  I:	  1929–1940,	  eds.	  George	  Craig,	  Martha	  Dow	  
Fehsenfeld,	   Dan	   Gunn,	   Lois	  More	   Overbeck	   (Cambridge	   University	   Press,	   YEAR),	  
518–19.	  
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performance he attends in London in January 1934, and lambasts 
precisely for its alleged “buttoning up” of the silences: 

Mr. Furtwängler, like the good Nazi he is, cannot tolerate 
mysteries, and it was rather like a fried egg, or, if you 
prefer, like a foot put in it, that he presented this music .... 
Not only did he button up that poor symphony to the point 
of strangulation, but he took the liberty of giving it a 
colourful buttonhole. And with what, in God’s name? A 
Würstchen. (Letters I, 182) 

It is hardly surprising that, when much later in his career Beckett 
did acquiesce to the idea of stage music, even extending an 
invitation to composers to “fill in the gaps” of his radio plays  with, 
however, no closure, the musicians who collaborated with him and 
were inspired by his work were hardly of the pause-strangling 
variety. Apart from his lifelong friend, Romanian-born Marcel 
Mihalovici, and his cousin John Beckett who composed the music 
for several of his radio plays, the composers most closely 
associated with him are Morton Feldman and John Cage, the late 
modernists Luciano Berio, Hans Holliger, and György Kurtág, and 
Philip Glass.3 Whatever their respective aesthetics, all the 
musicians and theatre-makers who creatively engaged with 
Beckett’s work seem to share an awareness that the intrinsic 
musicality of Beckett’s (especially later) texts excludes any merely 
auxiliary music.  

 Such understanding seems to underlie the volume Beckett 
and Musicality, originating in a symposium organized by the 
University of Sussex in 2009; with the sole exception of Morton 
Feldman, the composers discussed in its pages do not belong to the 
above pantheon. Unlike the seminal collection edited by Mary 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3	   Glass’s	   minimalism	   was	   allegedly	   shaped	   by	   the	   successive	   viewing	   of	   a	   1965	  
Paris	  production	  of	  Comédie	  (Play)	  that	  engendered	  in	  him	  the	  awareness	  of	  a	  text	  
that	  works	  through	  rhythm	  and	  pace,	  based	  on	  repetitive	  variation,	  which	  was	  to	  
become	  his	  own	  serialist	  composition	  method	  (4).	  
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Bryden (Samuel Beckett and Music, 1998), the present volume turns 
toward creative Beckettian scrutinies made by a younger 
generation of composers, complemented by discussions of the 
inherent musicality of Beckett’s text-world. Even if not 
programmatically, the essays in this book address the question of 
whether or not Beckett’s writing can be rescued from 
domestication within a tradition of post-WW2 European theatre, 
whether new adaptations into different media can yield an avant-
garde Beckett for the 21st century. In his essay “The Next Ten 
Minutes: Morton Feldman and Samuel Beckett,” Matthew Goulish 
offers a set of inroads into Feldman with Beckett, and their mutual 
translations of each other’s medium; their dialogue started in 1976 
with a Berlin meeting that triggered the birth of the poem Neither 
and of Feldman’s eponymous “opera” that premiered in 1977 at 
Rome’s Teatro dell’Opera, and carried on to the last of Feldman’s 
“dedication works,” For Samuel Beckett, first performed shortly 
before the composer’s death in 1987. Ghoulish touches on the 
points where Feldman experiments with the limits of the sonorous 
in a way congenial to Beckett’s relentless reduction of narration 
and language: the way he forces his audience to a constant striving 
to distinguish the musical texture from background noise, 
asymptotically approaching silence; the prevalent reduction of his 
music to obsessive single notes and 2-note aggregates made up of a 
single note plus a grace note — for Feldman, an infinitesimal 
“drawing near the horizon” (177); and finally, the “sourceless” 
quality of tones, so that the sound beginnings and endings become 
as elusive as beginnings and endings in Beckett’s text-world (174). 
Feldman’s attention to the single note’s shifts of color and 
gradations, a feature that John Cage described as “erotic” in a 
music that was otherwise “heroic,” is at the same time slightly 
reminiscent of the poetics of another “Beckettian” composer, 
György Kurtág, who in his rehearsals with performers is known to 
act as “sound-sculptor,” insisting on the full, “beautiful” rendering 



	   281	  

of tones in even the most splintered pieces.4 Probably the most 
remarkable part of this reading of Feldman’s music as a 
“Beckettian” translation of sorts occurs when Goulish strays from 
the explicitly “Beckettian” pieces, to show how the allusive, 
spectral presence of the memory of a piece composed at 14 at the 
end of the 1971 Rothko Chapel, plays out a Krapp-like palimpsest of 
the breaking down of memory, of “hearing and rehearing anew a 
sourceless echo, repeated not from memory but from its lack, until 
unexpectedly the broken memory disgorges a fantastic 
reminiscence” (182).  

 Two essays in the present volume invite the reader into the 
workshop of artists Paul Rhys5 and Christof Migone, engaging 
creatively with Not I and Quad. Unlike Holliger, who composed an 
opera to the text of Not I (1980) for soprano accompanied by a tape 
of her own voice playing in a canon-like arrangement, and which is 
increasingly electronically processed so that the polyphonic texture 
is suggestive of “the basis of a human being who can no longer 
manage to be an individual” (Holliger qtd. by Rhys, 168), Rhys 
conceives of the music to be composed as a mosaic of small 
fragments, aiming at an enhanced awareness of being-in-the-
present. With the tools of computer text-mining he identifies 
textual repetitions, and continuities in phrasing; on the analogy of 
these, he composes minimal musical fragments subject to the same 
pattern of repetition and variation, with subtle metrical 
displacements between left and right hand, and rendering the 
textual continuities by harmonic recurrences. As against the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4	  In	  a	  1986	  interview,	  soprano	  Adrienne	  Csengery,	  for	  whom	  most	  of	  Kurtág’s	  vocal	  
works	  for	  soprano	  were	  written,	  remembers	  Kurtág’s	  insistent	  admonishments	  to	  
her	   that	   “not	   even	   the	   most	   extreme	   expressivity	   should	   get	   in	   the	   way	   of	  
beautiful	  sound,	  of	  beautiful	  singing.”	  In:	  Tisztelet	  Kurtág	  Györgynek	  [’Hommage	  to	  
György	  Kurtág’],	  ed.	  Domokos	  Moldován	   (Budapest:	  Rózsavölgyi,	  2006)	  191–204:	  
194.	  Interview	  made	  by	  István	  Balázs.	  

5	  The	  public	  premiere	  of	  Paul	  Rhys’s	  solo	  piano	  piece	  Not	   I,	  performed	  by	  pianist	  
Ian	  Pace,	  took	  place	  in	  the	  Great	  Hall	  of	  Reading	  University	  on	  December	  9,	  1995.	  	  
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implication of Beckett’s Not I, that the sounding text is but a 
fragment preceded and followed by inaudible material, and 
potentially going on indefinitely, this open-endedness in Rhys’ 
music is achieved by an abrupt start and ending, where none of the 
harmonies are brought to a resolution (165).  

 Such a musical translation of a text that forces theatre, and 
indeed language and the capacity to understand and deliver it, to 
unprecedented extremes, may strike one as somewhat too direct, 
even given the considerable technical demands on the pianist. A 
more palimpsestic approach to translating a Beckett play (albeit a 
wordless one) into a different medium is presented by Canadian 
sound and multimedia artist Christof Migone, whose Foursome is a 
collaborative project — the written version of which is published 
in its entirety in the volume now under review — that uses the 
attempts of four choreographers to describe and draw the 
movement of the four figures while watching the 1982 German 
film version of Quad; one of these blind drawings is on the 
volume’s jacket, a telling metaphor of superimposed translations. 
The original’s gestural material, and percussion punctuating the 
wordless piece, are here entirely replaced by the choreographers’ 
polyphonic voices; the transcript of the recording is then subjected 
to a series of processings, all “under a predilection for the prefix 
dis-” (215) — written into a continuous script without spaces, then 
into a succession of verbal fragments which disregard word 
borders. The obsessive avoidance of the empty center in Quad is 
“embodied” by this project that comprehends the Beckett piece 
“without ever taking complete hold of it” (215); at least as 
interesting as this layering of elusiveness is the lateral 
proliferation of language effects in Foursome, oddly poetic despite 
its sparseness, that approximates the remainders of figuration in 
Beckett’s late texts. The fragment below is an example that brings 
Ping to mind: 
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Parallel. Avoiding, only avoiding… Changing direction. 
Head down. The thought is leaving nothing behind. No 
past. Feet, quick feet, and joined hands, head down. 
Heavy heavy back. Curved upper back. Invisible walls. 
Corners. Only the corners blocked by the walls… (216) 

Beckett’s radio plays, especially Rough for Radio I (French 
1961; English 1976), a “distillation of the author’s abandonment of 
content” (117), invite a musical component to “complete” the 
textual hiatuses — if the word can indeed be used for a 
fragmentary tissue of non-communication where a character called 
“He” withdraws from conversation with a “She,” while listening to 
an unspecified voice, and equally unspecified broadcast music with 
which he cannot interact. In his “Richard Rijnvos and Rough for 
Radio I,” Kevin Branigan discusses Dutch composer Richard 
Rijnvos’ 1989 response to the offer of hospitality in Beckett’s text. 
Drawing on the New York School composers’ poetics of treating 
sounding material as objet trouvé, and of the inclusion of non-
composed sounds in a score treated as “time brackets,” Rijnvos 
creates a multilayered, eclectic amalgam of music and voice; the 
latter is supplied by a recording of John Cage’s voice at a 1988 
workshop, in the act of arranging technicalities. Cage’s cameo 
appearance is restricted to a series of banal questions like, “Is 
there anyone else?”, so that the broadcast voice adds a further layer 
to the play’s superimposed, incommensurable voices and one-sided 
dialogues. Addressing a television play that similarly invites music 
to help words articulate the yearning for company, in “Music in 
Beckett’s Nacht und Träume: Vocality and Imagination,” Catherine 
Laws shows how the text brings into play fragments from 
Schubert’s eponymous piece not to fuse words and music like a lied 
but rather, to keep the two rigorously apart, underscoring an 
indeterminacy already present in the music and warding off the 
consolation of unity. Laws shows through an insightful close 
reading of musical bars and text how the melodic sequence in 
“Nacht und Träume” — one of the most stable in Schubert’s output 
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— is itself elliptic, “filled in” by listeners with implied harmonies 
conferring on the sounding material a sense of harmonic direction, 
thus necessarily also a “consolatory” touch; the music thus voiced 
by the listener, part heard, part imagined, will necessarily be a self-
production that further complicates, rather than resolving, the 
tensions between (isolated) self and (deferred) company set in 
motion by the play.             

The constant traffic of Beckett’s texts from inner to outer 
silence, from impenetrable self to impenetrable non-self by way of 
neither, is approached with a detour into audiovisual translation 
by David Foster, who explores the complex musicality of the visual 
composition of Marin Karmitz’s 1966 film adaptation of Comédie 
(Play), unearthed after the turn of the millennium. Through a 
double translation remove, Foster’s essay addresses the inherent 
musicality of Beckett’s play; according to his thesis, this is atonal 
by virtue of its displacement of musical compositional structures 
into linguistic/theatrical ones, which are further displaced by the 
film adaptation into the visual language of montage and framing. 
Karmitz’s film translates one of the play’s (and late Beckett 
theatre’s) most striking features — the treatment of language like 
sonorous material rather than something to be semantically 
processed, therefore engendering a primarily physiological 
response in the audience — into almost indecipherable speech in 
combination with dynamic montage. This combination of elements 
unleashes a direct jolt to the spectator’s nerves and is thus akin, 
according to Foster, to atonal music’s lack of a tonal center and 
harmonic resolution, where each note is “a tension in its own 
right” (91); what montage, and the camera acting as director 
embodies is, thus, “dynamic movement without the displacement 
of objects, a ‘pure motion’ or rather, a purely relational motion” 
(94). Conversely, atonal music’s endlessly fluctuating harmonies 
without closure, and which carry “no certificate of domicile,” are 
suggestive of infinity within a closed system; this infinity, seen 
through Adorno’s lens, is matched by the play and film Comédie, 
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grounding both in a state “beyond conceptions of interiority and 
exteriority.” This state of “absolute betweenness” plays out the 
paradox of absolute consciousness: since to be eternally conscious 
is to dissolve the boundary between interior and exterior time, 
such state brings about the dissolution of the consciousness of 
temporality — an impossible movement, since temporality 
engenders consciousness itself, so its dissolution would lead to the 
erasure of consciousness itself (103). Interestingly, this exploration 
of the musicality of a language-based play transposed to the screen 
performs a reverse movement to the prose piece that allegedly 
comes closest to the experience of music, the “Sirens” episode in 
Joyce’s Ulysses. As Jean-Michel Rabaté has shown, the latter’s 
“music” is imaginary, thus silent, the text’s central trope being the 
reciprocal translation of the aural into the visual under the sign of 
the imaginary: “the ear becomes a shell which conjures up an 
imaginary sound, a sound which exists without actual presence,”6 
while the event of voicing the text’s silent music is transferred to 
the reading. 

The volume also includes two memorable discussions of the 
Beckettian movement between thresholds. In “Beckett’s Apertures 
and Overtures,” Mary Bryden tackles the openings — textual and 
spatial as well as musical — in Beckett’s text-world starting from 
an early poem from the 1940s that prefigures “Neither,” as it 
situates the subject’s (decidedly not Sinatra-like) “my way” in the 
elusiveness of “sand flowing,” between “the space of a door that 
opens and shuts.” This trope is recognized as emblematic of a 
Beckettian “threshold art” which co-opts musical fragments (such 
as the non-consecutive parts of the second movement of 
Beethoven’s “Ghost Trio” in the eponymous play) as multivocal 
components that intersect with internal narratives and embody an 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6	   Jean-‐Michel	  Rabaté,	  “The	  Silence	  of	   the	  Sirens,”	   in	   James	  Joyce:	  The	  Centennial	  
Symposium,	   eds.	   Morris	   Beja,	   Maurice	   Harmon,	   Phillip	   Herring,	   David	   Norris	  
(Chicago:	  University	  of	  Illinois	  Press,	  1986)	  82–88:	  86–87.	  
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elusive relationship in the signifying process (197). Creating an 
aperture for music in the ellipses, these texts solicit “an act of 
intense openness on the part of the listener” (192). This intense 
openness is the protagonist of Sara Sane Bailes’ “Ohio Impromptu: 
Reading Blanchot, Hearing Beckett,” reading Beckett with 
Blanchot’s 1969 L’Entretien infini, whose preliminary “Note” with 
its image of two weary men meeting to converse prefigures, 
according to Bailes, the predicament of Beckett’s R(eader) and 
L(istener) in Ohio Impromptu (1980). Beckett’s text is seen to 
incorporate and stage Blanchot’s question — what happens to the 
one who is reading — by dramatizing the most intricate question, 
that of L(istener)’s silence, who in fact, by punctuating the text 
with his interruptions, appears to determine the movement and 
direction of the text. The Blanchovian question Bailes brings out in 
this cryptic play is that of the interruption interrupting L(istener), 
of the rupture he alone hears and that makes him knock — of the 
coming-into-being of that absent, silent “other” behind L(istener)’s 
silence, at once a call and response to “the strangeness, the infinity 
between us,” and which creates a breach in the structure of 
language itself. At the same time, Bailes describes Ohio Impromptu 
as one of the most eloquent examples of the serialism of Beckett’s 
late plays, where the unfolding, repetitive structure stands for 
dramatic advancement, and where speech and its component, 
silence gather in resonance by virtue of their sound qualities rather 
than their meaning. 

Beckett and Musicality is not merely a revisiting of a 
fashionable area of scholarship, as so often happens in the 
academic industry, but a collection of illuminating essays whose 
authors turn to the ever-receding complexities of Beckett’s 
textures of words, sound, and movement, the multi-layered 
translations between language and not-language performed within 
the works themselves, and in their translations, into a variety of 
media from “pure music” to television and dance, not dragging 
them out into the public relations field of yesterday’s theories but 
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striving to find a discourse that can do them justice. One avenue of 
research that might be worth following in future discussions of 
Beckett in/and music is, how Beckett’s well-known fondness for 
Schubert’s music – especially for the Winterreise cycle and the 
quartets – and the increasingly open, serial structure of his late 
plays may have more points of contact than usually acknowledged. 
How much, for instance, our current understanding of Schubert’s 
works for the piano and the late sonatas in particular, owe to the 
interpretations of Sviatoslav Richter who, with his extreme slow 
tempo choices, brought out the silences “devouring” these pieces, 
and by his unparalleled intensity of attention to every sounding 
tone, turned what was previously seen as ornamental flourish into 
organic elements7 – and how this understanding feeds back into, 
and retroactively colors the often-cited Beckett-Schubert nexus. 
Another path might divert from the usual composer culprits and 
examine how Beckett’s treatment of language in the late plays – 
the breakneck speed of delivery, at the verge of unintelligibility, in 
Not I, thereby forcing the spectator to a fresh reconceptualization 
of theatre, narrative, and language – might present affinities with 
a striving already present in German Romantic music,8 and which 
reaches one of its most poignant expressions in Ligeti. Each of the 
latter’s Etudes for the piano embodies a distinct attempt to 
approach the boundaries of the capacity for distinguishing tones, 
indeed of hearing, in the process radically questioning our 
understanding of music. His Der Zauberlehrling for instance 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7	  See	  the	  interview	  with	  Glenn	  Gould	  that	  features	  in	  Bruno	  Monsaingeon’s	  1998	  
documentary	   Sviatoslav	   Richter:	   The	   Enigma,	   where	   Gould	   relates	   his	   first	  
experience	  of	  listening	  to	  Richter’s	  performance	  of	  the	  B	  flat	  major	  sonata,	  in	  May	  
1957	   at	   the	  Moscow	   Conservatory,	   that	   changed	   his	   understanding	   of	   Schubert	  
and	   that	   revealed	   to	   him	   to	   organic	   nature	   of	   Schubert’s	   repetitive	   structures	   –	  
subtly	   belied	   by	   Richter’s	   1998	   reaction	   to	   Gould’s	   sentences,	   that	   “his	  
interpretation	  has	  nothing	  to	  do	  with	  what	  Gould	  said	  about	  Schubert.”	  	  

8	  Cf.	  Schumann’s	  tempo	  indication	  in	  the	  Sonata	  for	  piano	  in	  G	  minor,	  Op.	  22,	  “as	  
fast	   as	   possible,”	   followed	   by	   “even	   faster,”	   playing	   with	   the	   limits	   of	   the	  
performer’s	  physical	  possibilities.	  
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pushes the performer to a speed of tempo beyond which the 
listener no longer hears individual notes but a blurred tissue of 
sounding material; in Désordre, the canonic repetition of a theme 
between the two hands is displaced by a few metrical units as well 
as transposed, creating a dense tissue which “deconstructs” both 
the metrical and the harmonic order of the structure, giving the 
impression of disorder.9 Such experimentations with the limits of 
the audible and of the sonorously decipherable might share at least 
as much with Beckett’s avant-garde aesthetics as minimalist music 
that does not, as a rule, upset traditional tonal harmonies.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9	   Cf.	   pianist	   Gábor	   Csalog’s	   notes	   on	   Ligeti’s	   Etudes,	   booklet	   of	   Transcendental	  
Etudes:	  Ferenc	  Liszt	  and	  György	  Ligeti	  (BMC	  records,	  2004)	  	  
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