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ii. Baroque Fulcrum

The image of the shell thus reveals nothing short of 
an architectural edifice, a futuristic cathedral, or an 
ahistorical baroque expression, both familiar and 
unfamiliar in its curvature (Fig. 2). Except the for-
mer emerged in the seas of the Cambrian period 500 
million years ago, while the latter occurred in 1600s 
Catholic Europe. The former relies on the geometry 
infused from deep cosmological time; the latter on 
the intricacies of Austrian or Italian mathematical 
calculations where a shift of one millimeter would 
make the whole interior falter.

We call it ahistorical because the problem of the 
inside and the outside far exceeds architectural or 
artistic time periods. On the other hand, one also 
has to see specifically baroque problems exceeding 
their own contexts and times, and seeping into other 
historical and geologic periods, albeit in a different 
configuration. 

This exceeding of the inside/outside problem also 
occurs on the level of feelings: 

Perhaps that’s what I feel, an outside and an 
inside and me in the middle, perhaps that’s 
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what I am, the thing that divides the world 
in two, on the one side the outside, on the 
other the inside, that can be as thin as foil, 
I’m neither one side nor the other, I’m in the 
middle, I’m the partition, I’ve two surfaces & 
no thickness, perhaps that’s what I feel, my-
self vibrating, I’m the tympanum, on the one 
hand the mind, on the other the world, I don’t 
belong to either.3

He is a bivalve that is a fulcrum, and then pure sur-
faces without thickness, then pure vibration, or an 
instrumental surface that reacts to vibrations, a 
tympanum that can be seen as a mantle (“as thin as 
foil”). But we should not really say “he,” for there 
is no character left here, no human or animal, only 
the experience of an inside and an outside, and a 
non-belonging to either side. No character left here,  
only a filter. 

The oyster does not resolve the problem of the 
inside and the outside either; rather, it exasperates 
it by making it visible. Through its baroqueness, 
the architecture of the façade protects the formless 
fulcrum. The outward coarseness is simply a series 
of complex folds generating the façade of the shell.  
But just as each façade is different, every oyster 
differs from the next. The notion of difference is 
essential here: 
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Difference is the alpha and omega of the 
universe; everything begins with difference, 
with the elements whose innate diversity 
(which various reasons make probable) can 
in my view be the only justification of their 
multiplicity; everything ends with difference, 
where, in the higher phenomena of thought 
and history, it finally breaks free of the nar-
row circles in which it had bound itself, name-
ly the atomic vortex and the vital vortex, and 
transforming the very obstacle it faced into  
a fulcrum, surpasses and transfigures itself.4

This passage can itself be seen as a thought-oyster: 
an insular wall with enormous richness at its core. 
It tells us that difference is like an oyster: a filtering 
machine that turns the obstacle (the narrow circles 
of mechanized sameness) into a central support of 
its own transformation. Difference always overcomes 
itself. This is its law of spontaneity, both a rule & im-
provisation. Written 200 years earlier than the above 
passage, article 9 of Leibniz’s “Monadology” proposes  
an identical idea: 

Each monad, indeed, must be different from 
every other. For there are never in nature two 
beings which are exactly alike, and in which 
it is not possible to find a difference either 
internal or based on an intrinsic principle.5 
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So it is with each oyster we take into our hand. It 
is born out of endless differentiation of itself. 
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