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'For the sheer depth and clarity of his learning 
and vvisdom, Eco has no living rival' 
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I n v e n t i n g  t h e  E n e m y

Umberto Eco has vvritten works of fiction, 

literary criticism and philosophy. His first novel, 

The Name o f  the Rose, vvas a majör international 

bestseller. His other vvorks include Foucault’s 
Pendulum, The island o f  the Day Before, 
Baudolino, The Mysterious Flame o f  Queen 
Loatta and The Prague Cemetery, and several 

brilliant collections of essays, such as Kant and 
the Platypus, How to Travel wtth a Salmon, On 

Literatüre, and Turning Back the Clock.
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Introduction

T
h e  t i t l e  o f  this collection ought to have been the subtitle, 
Occasional Writings. It was only my publisher’s proper con- 
cem — that such a pompously modest tide might not attract the read- 

er’s attention, whereas the tide of the first essay may arouse curiosity 
— that determined the final choice.

What are occasional writings and what are their virtues? They are 
generally on topics about which the author had no specific interest. 
He was, instead, encouraged to write each one after being invited to 
contribute to a series of discussions or essays on a particular theme. It 
captured the author’s interest and encouraged him to reflect on some­
thing he might othenvise have ignored —and often a subject imposed 
from outside turns out to be more fruitful than one arising from some 
inner whim.

Another virtue of occasional writing is that it does not demand 
originality at ali costs, but aims to entertain the speaker as well as the 
listener. In short, occasional vvriting is an exercise in baroque rhetoric, 
as when Roxane sets challenges for Christian (and through him, for 
Cyrano), such as “ speak to me of love.”

At the end of each essay (ali vvritten över the past decade) I note 
the date and occasion. To emphasize their occasional nature I shouldÜcretsiz PDF Kitap Arsivi - https://rantey.org



mention that “Absolute and Relative” and “ The Beauty of the Flame” 
vvere presented during the Milanesiana festival of literatüre, an event 
centered on a specific theme. It provided an interesting opportunity 
to talk about the Absolute at a time vvhen the controversy över relativ­
ism vvas blovving up, though the second essay vvas quite a challenge, as 
I had never before felt, shall vve say, fired by such a topic.

“No Embryos in Paradise” is based on a lecture I gave in 2008 in 
Bologna at a conference on the ethics of research, vvhich vvas then in- 
cluded in a book titled Etica deüa ricerca medica e identitâ culturale 
europea, edited by Francesco Galofaro (Bologna: CLUEB, 2009).

Thoughts on the poetics of excess in Victor Hugo bring together 
three different essays and lectures. I brazenly presented my entertain- 
ment called “Imaginary Astronomies” in tvvo different versions at two 
different conferences, one on astronomy and the other on geography.

“ Treasure Hunting” gathers various contributions on cathedral 
treasuries; “Fermented Delights” vvas presented during a conference 
on Piero Camporesi. “ Censorship and Silence” vvas delivered almost 
off the cuff at the conference of the Italian Semiotics Association in 
2009.

Three essays appeared in three different issues of the Almanacco 
del bibliojilo, in three different years, and are pieces of real entertain- 
ment, inspired by three set themes: “ In search of nevv utopian islands” 
vvas the theme for “ Living by Proverbs,” “ Sentimental digressions on 
readings from earlier times” for “ I Am Edmond Dantes!,” and “ Late 
revievvs” for “ Ulysses: That’s Ali We Needed . . . ”

The penultimate essay, “Why the island Is Never Found,” ap­
peared in the 2011 issue of the Almanacco del bibliojilo and is the text 
of a lecture given on islands at a conference in Sardinia in 2010.

“Thoughts on VVikiLeaks” is the revvorking of tvvo articles, one that 
appeared in Liberation (December 2,2010) and the other in L’Espresso 
(December 31, 2010). Finally, retuming to the first essay, “ Inventing 
the Enemy” vvas delivered as one of a series of lectures on the classics 
organized at the University of Bologna by Ivano Dionigi. These fevv
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pages seem rather scant, now that Gian Antonio Stella has so splen- 
didly developed the whole question över more than three hundred 
pages in his book Negri, froci, giudei 4?  co.: L ’etema guerra contro 
l ’altro (Milan: Rizzoli, 2009), but never mind—it would have been a 
shame to let it sink into oblivion, seeing that making enemies is a con- 
tinual and relentless occupation.
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Inventing the Enemy

S
o m e  y e a r s  a g o  in New York I found myself in conversation 
with a taxi driver whose name I had difficulty in placing. He was, 
he explained, Pakistani and asked where I came from. Italy, I replied. 

He asked how many of us there were and was surprised we were so 
few and that our language wasn’t English.

Then he asked me who our enemies were. In response to my 
“ Sorry?” he explained patiendy that he wanted to know who were the 
people against whom we have fought through the centuries över land 
claims, ethnic rivalry, border incursions, and so forth. I told him we 
are not at war with anyone. He explained that he vvanted to know who 
were our historical enemies, those who kili us and whom we kili. I re- 
peated that we don’t have any, that we fought our last war more than 
half a century ago — starting, moreover, vvith one enemy and ending 
vvith another.

He vvasn’t satisfied. How can a country have no enemies? Getting 
out of the taxi, I left a two-dollar tip to compensate him for our indo- 
lent Itahan pacifism. And only then did it occur to me how I should 
have ansvvered. It is not true that we Italians have no enemies. We have 
no outside enemies, or rather we are unable to agree on who they are, 
because we are continually at war with each other— Pisa against Lucca, 
Guelphs against Ghibellines, north against south, Fascists against Par-Ücretsiz PDF Kitap Arsivi - https://rantey.org



tisans, mafia against State, Berlusconi’s government against the judici- 
ary. It was a pity that during that time the two governments headed by 
Romano Prodi had not yet fallen; otherwise I could have explained to 
the taxi driver vvhat it means to lose a war through friendly fire.

Thinking further about the conversation, I have come to the con- 
clusion that one of Italy’s misfortunes över the past sixty years has 
been the absence of real enemies. The unification of Italy took place 
thanks to the presence of Austria, or, in the vvords of Giovanni Ber- 
chet, of the irto, increscioso alemanno — Ûıe bristling, irksome Teu- 
ton. And Mussolini was able to enjoy popular support by calling on 
Italy to avenge herself for a victory in tatters, for humiliating defeats 
in Abyssinia at Dogaü and Adua, and for the Jevvish plutodemocracy, 
vvhich, he claimed, was penalizing us iniquitously. See what happened 
in the United States when the Evil Empire vanished and the great So- 
viet enemy faded away. The United States was in danger of losing its 
identity until bin Laden, in gratitude for the benefits received when he 
was fighting against the Soviet Union, proffered his merciful hand and 
gave Bush the opportunity to create new enemies, strengthening feel- 
ings of national identity as vvell as his own povver.

Having an enemy is important not only to define our identity but 
also to provide us with an obstacle against vvhich to measure our sys­
tem of values and, in seeking to overcome it, to demonstrate our own 
vvorth. So vvhen there is no enemy, vve have to invent one. Look at the 
generous flexibility vvith vvhich the skinheads of Verona vvould,just to 
identify themselves as a group, choose anyone not belonging to their 
group as their enemy. And so vve are concemed here not so much vvith 
the almost natura! phenomenon of identifying an enemy vvho is threat- 
ening us, but vvith the process ofcreating and demonizing the enemy.

In the Orations Against Catiline, Cicero had no need to convince 
the Roman senators that they had an enemy since he had proof of Lu- 
cius Catiline’s plot. But nonetheless he builds up a picture of the en­
emy in the second oration, vvhere he describes Catiline’s friends, re- 
flecting on the main accusation: that they vvere tainted vvith moral 
perversity.
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Individuals who spend their time feasting, in the arms of loose 
women, torpid vvith vvine, sated vvith food, crovvned vvith vvreathes, 
oiled vvith unguents, vveakened by copulation, belch out in vvords 
that ali good citizens must be killed and the city must be set on fire 
. . . You have them under your very eyes: not a hair out of place, 
smooth-faced or vvith a vvell-trimmed beard, dressed in tunics 
dovvn to their ankles and vvith long sleeves, vvrapped in veils and 
not togas . . . These “youths,” so vvitty and refined, have learned 
not only to love and be loved, not only to dance and sing, but also 
to brandish daggers and administer poisons. (oration 2, sections 
ı-ıo)

Cicero’s moralism vvas much the same as Saint Augustine’s, vvho 
condemned pagans because, unlike Christians, they attended cir- 
cuses, theaters, and amphitheaters, and celebrated orgiastic feasts. En- 
emies are different from us and observe customs that are not our ovvn.

The epitome of difference is the foreigner. In Roman bas-reliefs the 
barbarians appear as bearded and snub-nosed, and as is vvell knovvn, 
the vvord itself alludes to a defect in language and therefore in thought 
(bar-bar, “ they are stuttering”).

From the very beginning, hovvever, the people vvho become our 
enemies often are not those vvho direcdy threaten us (as vvould have 
been the case vvith the barbarians), but those vvhom someone has an 
interest in portraying as a true threat even vvhen they aren’t. Rather 
than a real threat highlighting the vvays in vvhich these enemies are dif­
ferent from us, the difference itself becomes a symbol of vvhat vve find 
threatening.

See vvhat Tacitus has to say about the Jevvs: “Ali things that are sa- 
cred for us are profane for them, and vvhat is impure for us is lavvful 
for them” (vvhich brings to mind hovv the English dismiss the French 
as frog eaters or hovv the Germans condemn the Italians for excessive 
use ofgarlic). The Jevvs are “strange” because they abstain from eat- 
ing pork, do not put yeast in bread, rest on the seventh day, marry 
only among themselves, are circumcised — not (ofcourse) for hygienic 
or reügious reasons but “ to shovv they are different from others” —
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bury their dead, and do not venerate our caesars. Having demon- 
strated how certain real customs are different (circumcision, Sabbath 
rest), the writer can further emphasize his point by adding legen- 
dary customs to the picture (they make sacred images of a donkey 
and despise their parents, children, brothers, their country, and the 

gods).
Pliny the Younger can find no particular allegations against the 

Christians, since he has to admit they are not involved in commit- 
ting crimes; in fact, their actions are virtuous. Nonetheless he sends 
them to their death because they do not sacrifice to the emperor, and 
this stubbornness in refusing something so obvious and natural estab- 
lishes their difference.

Then, as contact between peoples becomes more complex, a new 
form of enemy arises: he is not just the person who remains outside and 
exhibits his strangeness from a distance, but is also the person vvithin, 
among us — today we would cali him the foreign immigrant—who be- 
haves differendy in some way or speaks our language badly. He ap- 
pears in Juvenal’s satire as the cunning, swindling, brazen, lecherous 
Greek, capable of debauching even his friend’s grandmother.

The Negro, due to the color of his skin, is a stranger wherever he 
goes. The entry for “Negro” in the first American encyclopedia, pub- 

lished by Thomas Dobson in 1798, states:

In the complexion of negroes we meet with various shades; but 
they likewise differ far from other men in ali the features of their 
face. Round cheeks, high cheek bones, a forehead somewhat ele- 
vated, a short, broad, flat nose, thick lips, small ears, ugliness, and 
irregularity of shape, characterize their external appearance. The 
negro women have the loins gready depressed, and very large but- 
tocks, which gives the back the shape of a saddle. Vices the most 
notorious seem to be the portion of this unhappy race: idleness, 
treachery, revenge, cruelty, impudence, stealing, lying, profan- 
ity, debauchery, nastiness, and intemperance, are said to have ex- 
tinguished the principles of natural law, and to have silenced the 
reproofs of conscience. They are strangers to every sentiment of

Ücretsiz PDF Kitap Arsivi - https://rantey.org



compassion, and are an avvful example of the corruption of man 
when left to himself.

The Negro is ugly. The enemy must be ugly because beauty is iden- 
tified vvith good (kalokagathia), and one of the fundamental character- 
istics of beauty has alvvays been what the Middle Ages called integritas 
(in other words, having ali that is required to be an average represen- 
tative of a species; by this Standard those humans missing a limb or 
an eye, or having lower-than-average stature or “inhuman” color vvere 
considered ugly). That is why the giant one-eyed Polyphemus and the 
dvvarf Mime immediately provide us vvith a model for identifying the 
enemy. Priscus of Panion in the fifth century deseribes Attila the Hun 
as small in stature, vvith a broad ehest and large head, small eyes, a thin 
graying beard, a flat nose, and — a crucial feature — a svvarthy complex- 
ion. But it is curious hovv Attila’s face is similar to the physiognomy of 
the devil, as Rodolfus Glaber deseribed him more than five centuries 
later—gaunt face, deep black eyes, forehead furrovved vvith vvrinkles, 
flat nose, protruding mouth, svvollen Hps, thin narrovv chin, goatish 
beard, hairy pointed ears, straight disheveled hair, canine teeth, elon- 
gated skull; he was also of modest stature, vvith a slender neck, pro- 
truding ehest, and humped back (Histories, book 5, part 3).

When Liutprand of Cremona is sent by Emperor Otto I as envoy to 
Byzantium in 968 and encounters a hitherto unknovvn civilization, he 
finds the Byzantine emperor devoid of integritas:

I came before Nicephorus, a monstrous being, a pygmy vvith an 
enormous head, vvhose small eyes gave him the appearance of a 
mole, vvith an ugly short broad thick graying beard, a neck as long 
as a finger . . .  the color of an Ethiopian, “vvhom you vvouldn’t vvant 
to bump into in the middle of the night,” fat belly, thin loins, thighs 
too long for his small stature, short legs, flat feet, and dressed in a 
fetid, threadbare peasant’s garment faded vvith use. (Relatio de le- 
gatione Constantinopolitana)

Fetid. The enemy invariably stinks, as the French psyehologist Edgar 
Berillon vvrote at the beginning of the First World War (1915) in La
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polychSsie de la race allemande. In this volüme he demonstrated that 
the average German produced more — and fouler smelling — fecal ma­
terial than did the Frenchman. If the Byzantine stank, so too did the 
Saracen. In Evagatorium in lerrae sandae, Arabiae, et Egypti pere- 
grinationem, the fifteenth-century monk Felix Fahri notes that “ the 
Saracens exude a certain horrible stench, for vvhich they perform con- 
tinual ablutions of various sorts; and since we do not smell, they do 
not care if we bathe together with them. But they are not so indulgent 
vvith the Jews, who smell even more . . . Thus the stinking Saracens 
are pleased to find themselves in the company of those like us who do 
not smell.”

For Giuseppe Giusti, it was the Austrians who stank. Arriving at the 
Basilica of Sant’Ambrogio in Milan, he recorded these impressions:

I enter, and find it full of soldiers, 
those soldiers from the north,
Bohemians and Croatians, 
lined up like poles in a vineyard.

I drew back; since standing there 
amid that rabble, I must admit 
a feeling of disgust, of suffocation, 
of filthy breath, vvhich, by your calling, 
you can scarcely feel: even the candles 
(excuse me, your Excellency) 
on the altar of that fine house of God, 
seemed to reek of tallovv. (Sant’Ambrogio, 1845)

The gypsy inevitably stinks, given that he feeds on carrion, as Ce- 
sare Lombroso telis us in L’uomo delinquente (1876, volüme 1, chap- 
ter 2), and so does James Bond’s enemy Rosa Klebb in lan Fleming’s 
From Russia, vıith Love (1957). She is not only a Soviet Russian but, 
vvorse stili, a lesbian:

Outside the anonymous, cream painted door, Tadana already
smelled the inside of the room. When the voice told her curdy to
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come in, and she opened the door, it vvas the smell that filled her 
mind while she stood and stared into the eyes of the woman vvho 
sat behind the round table under the centre light.

It vvas the smell of the Metro on a hot evening—cheap scent con- 
ceaüng animal odours. People in Russia soak themselves in scent, 
vvhether they have had a bath or not, but mosdy vvhen they have 
not. . .

Tatiana vvas stili cheerfully revievving the situation vvhen the 
bedroom door opened and “the Klebb woman” appeared. . .  vvear- 
ing a semi-transparent nightgovvn in orange crepe de chine . . . 
One dimpled knee, like a yellovvish coconut, appeared thrust for- 
vvard betvveen the half-open folds of the nightgovvn in the classic 
stance of the modeller . . .  Rosa Klebb had taken o£f her spectacles 
and her naked face vvas novv thick vvith mascara and rouge and lip- 
stick. . .

She patted the couch beside her.
“Turn out the top light, my dear. The svvitch is by the door. 

Then come and sit beside me. We must get to knovv each other bet- 
ter.” (chapter 9)

The Jew has been described as monstrous and smelly since at least 
the birth of Christianity, given that he is modeled on the Antichrist, 
the archenemy, the foe not only of man but of God:

This is hovv he looks: his head is like a burning flame, his right eye 
is bloodshot, his left is a cat-like green and has tvvo pupils, his eye- 
lids are vvhite, his lovver lip is large, his right femur is vveak, his feet 
large, his thumb flat and elongated. (Syriac Testament of Our Lord 
Jesus Christ, fifth century, volüme 1, part 4)

The Antichrist vvill be born from the Jevvish people . . . from the 
union betvveen a father and a mother, like other men, and not, as 
some say, from a virgin . . .  At the beginning of his conception the 
devil vvill enter the mother’s uterus, by virtue of the devil he vvill be 
nurtured in the mother’s vvomb, and the povver of the devil vvill al­
vvays be vvith him. (Adso of Montier-en-Der, Letter on the Origin 
and Time of the Antichrist, tenth century)
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He vvill have tvvo flaming eyes, ears like those of a donkey, the nose 
and mouth of a lion, so that he vvill set men to acts of most crimi- 
nal folly amid the fires and most shameful voices of contradiction, 
making them deny God, spreading into their senses the most hor- 
rible fetor, mutilating the institutions of the church vvith the most 
ferocious greed; sneering vvith an enormous grimace and shovving 
horrible teeth of iron. (Hildegard of Bingen, Liber scivias, tvvelfth 
century, volüme 3, part 1, section 14)

If the Antichrist comes from the Jevvish people, his model must 
inevitably reflect the image of the Jew, whether in terms of popu­
lar anti-Semitism, theological anti-Semitism, or the bourgeois anti- 
Semitism of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Let us start vvith 
his face:

They generally have a bluish face, hooked nose, deep-set eyes, pro- 
truding chin, and strongly pronounced constrictor muscles around 
the lips .. .Jevvs are also prone to diseases vvhich indicate a corrup- 
tion of the blood, such as leprosy in the past and novv scurvy, vvhich 
is akin to it, scrofula, bleeding . . . It is said that Jevvs alvvays have 
bad breath . .  . Others attribute these effects to the frequent use of 
strong-smelling vegetables such as onion and garlic . . . Yet oth­
ers say it is goose meat, to vvhich they are very partial, that makes 
them dark and melanchohc, given that this food is thickly coated 
vvith sticky sugar. (Baptiste-Henri Gregoire, Essai sur la regenera- 
tion physique, morale, etpolitique desjuifs, 1788)

Later, the composer Richard Wagner vvas to compücate the picture 
vvith his consideraüons of voice and manner:

There is something foreign about the outvvard aspect of the Jevv 
that makes this nationality supremely repugnant; instinctively vve 
vvish to have nothing in common vvith a man vvho looks like that 
. . . It is impossible to imagine the representation of an anüque 
or modern stage-character by a Jevv, be it as hero or lover, vvith­
out feeling instinctively that there is something incongruous, in-
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deed ridiculous, in such a performance . . . But vvhat repels us 
above ali else is the particular tone vvith vvhich the Jevv speaks 
. . . Our ears are particularly offended by the shrill, sibilant, stri- 
dent sounds of this idiom. The Jevv uses vvords and constructs his 
phrases in a vvay quite contrary to the spirit of our national lan- 
guage . . . When vve listen to him, our attention dvvells involun- 
tarily on hovv he speaks rather than on vvhat he says. This point 
is of the greatest importance in explaining the expression pro­
duced by the musical vvorks of the Jevvs. Listening to a Jevv talk- 
ing, vve are inevitably offended by the fact of finding his discourse 
devoid of ali truly human expression . . . It is natural that the in- 
herent aridness of the Jevvish character vvhich vve find so distaste- 
ful finds its greatest expression in song, vvhich is the liveliest, most 
authentic manifestation of individual feeling. We might recognize 
the Jevv’s artistic aptitude for any other art except that of song, 
vvhich nature herself seems to have denied him. (Judaism in Music, 
1850)

Hider proceeds vvith a greater delicacy, bordering almost on 
envy: “ In regard to young people, clothes should take their place in 
the service of education . . . If the beauty of the body vvere not com- 
pletely forced into the background to-day through our stupid manner 
of dressing, it vvould not be possible for thousands of our girls to be 
led astray by Jevvish mongrels, vvith their repulsive crooked vvaddle” 
(Mein Kampf, 1925, translated byjames Murphy).

From facial appearance to customs: this brings us to the Jevvish 
enemy vvho kills young children and drinks their blood. He appears 
very early, for example, in Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, vvhere there 
is a story, much like that of Saint Simonino of Trento, of a young boy 
seized vvhile passing through the Jevvish quarter vvhile singing “ O 
alma redemptoris mater.” His throat is slashed and his body throvvn 
into a pit.

The Jevv vvho kills young children and drinks their blood has a very 
complex genealogy: the same model existed earlier in Christianity,
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in the creation of the enemy vvithin —the heretic. A single example is 
enough:

In the evening, vvhen vve light the lamps and commemorate the 
passion, they take young girls initiated into their secret rites to a 
particular house, they snuff out their lamps as they wish no one to 
vvitness the indecencies about to take place, and give vent to their 
licentious pracdces on vvhomever it might be, even upon sister or 
daughter. Indeed they believe they are pleasing the demons by vi- 
oladng the divine lavvs that forbid union vvith those of the same 
blood. Once the ritual is över, they return home and wait for nine 
months to pass: vvhen the time comes for the godless children to 
be born of a godless seed, they assemble once again in the same 
place. Three days after the birth, they seize the vvretched children 
from their mothers, cut their tender limbs vvith a sharp blade, fiil 
cups with the blood that spurts forth, bum the newboms vvhile 
they are stili breathing by throvving them on a pyre. Then they mix 
blood and ash in cups to obtain a horrible concoction vvith vvhich 
they contaminate food and drink, secredy, like someone poisoning 
mead. Such is their communion. (Michele Psello, De operatione 
daemonum, eleventh century)

The enemy is sometimes seen as different and ugly because he be- 
longs to a lovver class. In The Iliad, Thersites (“ crooked, lame in one 
foot; his shoulders rounded and bent över his chest; his head pointed 
and sprouting tufts of hair,” book 2, line 212) is socially inferior to Ag- 
amemnon and Achilles, and is therefore jealous of them. There is lit- 
de difference betvveen Thersites and Edmondo de Amicis’s charac- 
ter Franti in his novel Cuore (Heart, 1886): whereas Odysseus attacks 
Thersites, dravving blood, society punishes Franti vvith imprisonment.

(25 October): And beside him there’s a tough, cheeky-looking 
fellovv called Franti who has already been expelled from another 
school. . .  (21 January): Only one boy could laugh vvhile Derossi 
vvas talking about the king’s funeral, and that vvas Franti. I hate 
him. He’s evil. When a father comes to school to reprimand his 
son, [Franti] thinks it’s funny; when a boy cries, he laughs. He’s
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frightened of Garrone, and thumps the builder’s son because he’s 
small; he torments Crossi as his arm is paralyzed; he taunts Pre- 
cossi, whom everyone likes; he even pokes fun at Robetti, in the 
second year, who walks on crutches after having saved a young 
child. He goads everyone who’s weaker than him, and when it 
comes to blows, he gets vicious and hurts people. There’s some­
thing repulsive about that low forehead, those dark eyes, which 
he keeps half-hidden beneath the peak of his waxed cotton cap.
He fears nothing, laughs in the teacher’s face, steals when he can, 
lies brazenly, is always arguing with someone, brings large pins to 
school to prick his classmates, he rips buttons offhisjacket and off 
those of other boys, and plays with them, and his school bag, exer- 
cise books, textbooks are ali crumpled, torn, dirty, his ruler dented, 
his pen chewed, his nails raw, his clothes creased and torn from 
fighting . . . The teacher sometimes pretends not to see his mis- 
chief, and that makes him worse. When he tried to treat him kindly, 
he insulted him; when he scolded him, he covered his face with his 
hands, as if he were crying, and he was laughing.

The born criminal and the prostitute are obvious examples of ugli- 
ness, due to their social position. But with the prostitute we enter an­
other world, that of sexual enmity or what might be called sexual rac- 
ism. For the male who dominates and writes, or by writing dominates, 
the woman has always been portrayed with hostility from the earli- 
est times. Let us not be deceived by angelic descriptions of women. 
On the contrary, precisely because great literatüre is dominated by 
8weet, gende creatures, the world of satire—which is that of the pop­
ular imagination — continually demonizes the woman, from antiquity, 
through the Middle Ages, and up to modem times. From antiquity, I 
will limit myself to one example from Martial: “You, Vetustilla, who 
have outlived three hundred consuls; you have but three hairs and 
four teeth and have the chest of a grasshopper, the legs and color of 
an ant. You walk about with a forehead more wrinkled than your gown 
and breasts like cobwebs . . .  Your eyesight is like that of owls in the 
moming and you smell like he-goats; your buttocks are like those of a
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wıthered duck’s bottom . . .  Only the funeral torch can penetrate this 
yağma” (Epigrams, book3, no. 93).

And who could be the author of this passage? “The female is an 
imperfect animal, stirred by a thousand passions that are disagreeable 
and loathsome even to think about, let alone to discuss . . .  No other 
animal is less clean than she: not even the pig, wallowing in mud, is as 
ugly as they are, and if anyone should vvish to deny this, let him exam- 
ine their parts, let him search out the secret places where, in shame, 
they hide the fearful instruments vvith vvhich they remove their su- 
perfluous humors.” If someone as irreligious and bavvdy as Giovanni 
Boccaccio (in The Croıv) could think such a thing, then imagine vvhat 
a medieval moralist must have thought and vvritten to emphasize the 
Pauline principle that, if such temptation could be avoided, it vvould 
be better never to experience the pleasures of the flesh. The church- 
man Odo of Cluny recalled in the tenth century that

the beauty of the body is only skin-deep. If men could see beneath 
the flesh, vvith the povver of the Boeotian lynx to penetrate visually 
vvithin, they vvould be nauseated just to look at vvomen, for ali this 
feminine charm is nothing but phlegm, blood, humors, gali. Con- 
sider vvhat is hidden in the nostrils, in the throat, in the stomach: 
everyvvhere, filth. . .  and vve are repelled to touch vomit and ordure 
even vvith our fingertips. Hovv then can vve ever vvant to embrace 
vvhat is merely a sack of excrement! (Coüationes, book 3, chapter 
133, col. 556 and 648)

From vvhat might be called this “normal misogyny” vve come to 
the creation of the vvitch, a masterpiece of modern civilization. The 
vvitch vvas certainly also knovvn in classical antiquity, and I vvill men- 
tion only the vvitches in Apuleius’s Golden Ass and in Horace: “ I my- 
self savv Candia, vvrapped in a black govvn, barefooted and hair di- 
sheveled, hovvling vvith the elder Sağana. Pallor had rendered both of 
them horrible to behold” (Satires, book x, no. 8). But in antiquity, as 
in the Middle Ages, vvitches and vvizards vvere generally linked to pop­
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ular beliefs and vvere thought to represent fairly infrequent instances 
of possession. Rome at the time of Horace did not feel threatened by 
vvitches, and vvitchcraft in the Middle Ages vvas stili regarded as a phe- 
nomenon of autosuggestion—in other vvords, the vvitch vvas someone 
vvho believed she vvas a vvitch, as the ninth-century Canon episcopi 
stated:

Certain depraved vvomen, having turned to Satan and been led 
astray by his illusions and seductions, believe and claim they have 
ridden certain beasts at night, in the company of a multitude of 
vvomen, follovving Diana . . . Priests must constandy preach to 
God’s people that these things are ali raised in the minds of the 
faithful not by the divine spirit but by the force of evil. Satan, in 
fact, is transformed into an angel of light and takes possession of 
the mind of these poor vvomen and rules över them due to their 
lack of faith and their incredulity.

And yet, at the davvn of the modern age, vvitches vvere said to meet 
in sects, to celebrate their sabbaths, to fly, to transform themselves into 
animals, and thus become the enemies of society, and as such to merit 
inquisitorial trials and death at the stake. This is not the place for ex- 
amining the complex problem of the “vvitchcraft syndrome” —vvhether 
it represented a vvay of finding a scapegoat at a time of profound so- 
cial crisis or the influence of Siberian shamanism or the phenomenon 
of eternal archetypes. What interests us here is the recurring model 
for the creation of an enemy —similar to the treatment of the heretic 
or the Jevv. And it is not enough for men of Science, such as Gerolamo 
Cardano in the sixteenth century, to raise their sensible objections:

They are poor vvomen of miserable condition, vvho scrape a liv­
ing in the valleys feeding on chestnuts and herbs . . . Thus they 
are emaciated, deformed, ashen in color, vvith protruding eyes, and 
their gaze reveals a melancholy and bilious temperament. They are 
taciturn, distracted, and hardly distinguishable from those vvho are 
possessed by the devil. They are so firm in their opinions that any-Ücretsiz PDF Kitap Arsivi - https://rantey.org



one listening to their stories alone would be quite sure the things 
they say vvith such conviction vvere true, things that have never 
happened and vvill never happen. (De rerum varietate, book 15)

A new wave of persecutions began in response to the spread of lep- 
rosy. Carlo Ginzburg, in his Ecstasies: Deciphering the Witches’ Sab- 
bath (1991, translated by Raymond Rosenthal), records that lepers 
vvere bumed to death throughout France in 1321 because they had 
been convicted of trying to kili the whole population by poisoning 
vvater supplies, fountains, and vvells: “ Leprous vvomen who had con- 
fessed to the erime spontaneously, or as a result of torture, vvere to be 
burnt, unless pregnant; in that eventuality, they must be kept segre- 
gated until their confinement and the weaning of their offspring—and 
then bumt.”

It is not difficult to identify here the origins of every persecution 
of those thought to be spreading plague. But Ginzburg deseribes yet 
another aspect of this phenomenon: the contagious lepers vvere auto- 
matically identified vvith Jevvs and Saracens. Various chroniclers re- 
late stories that accuse the Jevvs ofaiding and abetting the lepers, and 
many of them vvere sent to the stake vvith the afflicted: “The local pop­
ulation took justice into their ovvn hands, summoning neither priest 
nor bailiff: they elosed the people in their homes, together vvith their 
livestock, goods, and chattels, and set fire to them.”

One leader of such a group confessed he had been bribed by a Jevv, 
who had given him some poison (made vvith human blood, urine, 
three herbs, and pieces of the consecrated host) placed in a sack 
that vvas vveighted so it vvould easily sink to the bottom of a drink- 
ing fountain. But, he said, it vvas the king of Granada who had gone 
to the Jevvs —and another source also added the sultan of Babylon to 
the plot. Three traditional enemies —the leper, the Jevv, and the Sara- 
cen—vvere thus brought together in one fell svvoop. Reference to the 
fourth enemy, the heretic, vvas provided in a detail: the assembled lep­
ers had to spit on the host and trample on the eross.

Rituals of this kind vvere later said to be practiced by vvitehes. The
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fourteenth century saw the appearance of the first manuals for the trial 
of heretics by inquisition, such as the Practica inquisitionis hereti- 
cae pravitatis by Bernardo Gui and the Diredorium inquisitorum by 
Niccolao Emeric, and in the fifteenth century (while Marsilio Ficino 
is translating Plato in Florence on the orders of Cosimo de’ Medici 
and, according to a well-known schoolboys’ ditty, people were prepar- 
ing to sing “At last, at last, the Middle Ages are past!”) John Nider’s 
Formicarius, vvritten betvveen 1435 and 1437 and published in 1473, 
speaks for the first time in a modern vein about the various practices 
ofvvitchcraft.

Innocent VIII vvrote about these practices in the papal bull Sum- 
mis desiderantes affedibus of 1484:

It has recently reached our ears — to our great distress — that in cer- 
tain regions of Germany. . .  persons of both sexes, heedless of their 
ovvn vvell-being and straying from the Cathohc faith, have no hesi- 
tation in giving themselves carnally to devils incubus and succu- 
bus, letting the progeny of vvomen, animals, fruits of the earth, die 
or perish . . . by means of spells, charms, incantations, and other 
odious magical practices . . .  Seeking, as our office requires of us, 
by vvay of appropriate remedies, to prevent the scourge of heretical 
depravity from spreading its poison to the detriment of innocent 
people, the aforementioned inquisitors Sprenger and Kramer are 
permitted to exercise the inquisitorial office in those lands.

And Sprenger and Kramer, inspired also by the Formicarius, pub­
lished their infamous Mailem malejicarum (Hammer of the Witches) 
in 1486.

The records of the inquisition in 1477 against Antonia, of the par- 
ish of Saint-Jorioz in the diocese of Geneva, provide one of a thousand 
examples of hovv a vvitch vvas created:

The accused, having abandoned her husband, vvent vvith Masset to 
the place knovvn as “laz Perroy” near the stream . . .  vvhere a syna- 
gogue of hereücs vvas held, and found there a large number of men
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and women, vvho courted, capered, and danced backvvards vvith 
her. He then shovved her a demon, called Robinet, vvho had the ap- 
pearance of a Negro, saying: “Here is our master, to vvhom vve must 
pay homage if you vvish to have ali you desire.” The defendant 
asked him vvhat she had to do . . .  and the said Masset replied: “Dis- 
ovvn God your creator, and the Catholic faith and that adulteress 
the Virgin Mary and accept this demon called Robinet as your lord 
and master and do vvhatever he vvishes of you . . .” Having heard 
these vvords, the accused began to feel regretful and refused at first 
to comply. But she eventually disovvned God her creator, saying: “I 
disovvn God my creator and the Catholic faith and the Holy Cross, 
and accept you, Demon Robinet, as my lord and master.” And she 
paid homage to the demon by kissing his foot . . . Then in con- 
tempt of God she threvv a vvooden cross to the ground, trampled it 
under her left foot, and broke i t . . .  She vvas transported on a staff 
one and a half feet long; to reach the synagogues she had to lubri- 
cate it vvith the ointment contained in a pyx, vvhich vvas filled vvith 
it, and place the staff betvveen her thighs, saying: “Go, go to the 
devil!” and she vvas immediately transported svviftly into the air to 
the place of the synagogue. She also confesses that in the aforesaid 
place they ate bread and meat; they drank vvine and danced again; 
the said demon, their master, having then transformed himself from 
a man into a black dog, they honored and vvorshiped him, kissing 
him on the behind; finally the demon, having doused the fire that 
vvas burning there vvith green flames illuminadng the synagogue, 
exclaimed loudly: “Meclet! Meclet!” and upon that cry the men lay 
bestially vvith the vvomen and she vvith the aforesaid Masset Garin. 
(quoted in La civiltâ delle streghe by Giuseppina and Eugenio Bat- 
tisti, 1964)

This testimony, vvith its various details about spitting on the cross 
and kissing the anus, is almost identical to the testimony given in the 
trial of the Knights Templar, vvhich took place a century and a half be­
fore. What is surprising in this fifteenth-century trial is that not only 
are the inquisitors guided in their lines of questioning by vvhat they 
have read of the earlier trials, but also, at the end of the interrogation,
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which seemed fairly summary, the victim is herself convinced of the 
truth of the accusations made against her. At the witchcraft trials, not 
only is a picture built up of the enemy, and not only does the victim in 
the end also admit to doing vvhat she hasn’t done, but through the act 
of confessing she becomes convinced that what she is saying is true. 
You vvill remember hovv a similar procedure is described in Arthur 
Koestler’s Darkness atNoon (1940) —and hovv, during the trials under 
Stalin, a picture vvas first built up of the enemy and the victims vvere 
then persuaded to recognize themselves in that picture.

Even those vvho might othervvise hope to be vievved in a favorable 
light are induced, in this vvay, to become the enemy. Theater and lit­
eratüre provide us vvith examples of the “ugly duckling” vvho, having 
been scomed by his equals, adapts to the image they have of him. I 
vvill quote Shakespeare’s Richard III as an example:

But I — that am not shap’d for sportive tricks,
Nor made to court an amorous looking glass—
I . . .  that am curtail’d of this fair portion,
Cheated of feature by dissembling nature,
Deform’d, unfinish’d, sent before my time 
into this breathing vvorld scarce half made up,
And that so lamely and unfashionable 
That dogs bark at me as I halt by them—
Why I . . .  have no delight to pass avvay the time,
Unless to spy my shadovv in the sun 
And descant my own deformity.
And therefore, since I cannot prove a lover 
To entertain these fair vvell-spoken days,
I am determined to be a villain. (act 1, scene 1)

It seems vve cannot manage vvithout an enemy. The figüre of the en­
emy cannot be abolished from the processes of civilization. The need 
is second nature even to a mild man of peace. In his case the image of 
the enemy is simply shifted from a human object to a natural or social 
force that in some vvay threatens us and has to be defeated, vvhether
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it be capitalistic exploitation, environmental pollution, or third-world 
hunger. But though these are “virtuous” cases, even hatred of injus- 
tice, as Brecht reminds us, “makes the brow grow stem.”

Is our moral sense therefore impotent when faced with the age-old 
need for enemies? I would argue that morality intervenes not when 
we pretend we have no enemies but when we try to understand them, 
to put ourselves in their situation. Aeschylus has no resentment to- 
ward the Persians, whose tragedy he experiences with them and from 
their point of view. Caesar treats the Gauls with great respect: at worst, 
he makes them appear rather wimpish each time they surrender. And 
Tacitus admires the Germans, crediting them with fine complexions 
and complaining only about their dirtiness and their reluctance to un- 
dertake heavy work as they cannot cope with heat and thirst.

Trying to understand other people means destroying the stereo- 
type without denying or ignoring the otherness.

But let us be realistic. These ways of understanding the enemy are 
the prerogative of poets, saints, or traitors. Our innermost impulses 
are of quite another kind. In 1967 Report from. Iron Mountain on the 
Possibility and Desirability of Peace was published in America by a 
certain “John Doe” (someone even suggested it was Galbraith).1 It 
was clearly a pamphlet against war, or at least a pessimistic lament on 
its inevitability. But since, in order to wage war, we need an enemy to 
fight, the inevitability of war is linked to the inevitability of identifying 
and creating an enemy. In the pamphlet it is thus suggested with ex- 
treme seriousness that the reconversion of the whole of American so- 
ciety to a State of peace would be disastrous, since only war provides 
the basis for the harmonious development of human societies. its or- 
ganized wastage provides a valve that regulates the effective running of 
society. It resolves the problem of supplies. It is a driving force. War 
enables a community to recognize itself as a “nation”; a government 
cannot even establish its own sphere of legitimacy without the con- 
trasdng presence of war; only war ensures the equilibrium between

ı. Edited by Leonard C. Lewin (New York: T h e  Dial Press, 1967).
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classes and makes it possible to locate and exploit antisocial elements. 
Peace produces instability and delinquency among young people; war 
channels ali disruptive forces in the best possible vvay, giving them a 
“status.” The army is the last hope for outcasts and misfits; the system 
of war alone, vvith its power över life and death, induces people to pay 
a blood price for institutions far less Central to social organization than 
war, such as the motor car. From the ecological point of vievv, war pro- 
vides a release valve for surplus lives; and though, until the nineteenth 
century, only the most courageous members of society (soldiers) vvere 
killed in war vvhile vvorthless members survived, current technology 
has made it possible to overcome this problem vvith the bombardment 
of urban centers. Bombardment limits the populaüon boom better 
than ritual infanticide, monasdcism, sexual mutilation, extensive use 
of capital punishment. . .  War makes it possible, at last, to develop a 
truly “humanistic” art in vvhich conflicted situadons predominate.

If this is so, the cultivation of the enemy must be intensive and con- 
tinuous. George Orwell provides an excellent example of this in Nine- 
teen Eighty-four (1949):

The next moment a hideous, grinding speech, as of some mon- 
strous machine running vvithout oil, burst from the big telescreen at 
the end of the room. It vvas a noise that set one’s teeth on edge and 
brisded the hair at the back of one’s neck. The Hate had started.

As usual, the face of Emmanuel Goldstein, the Enemy of the 
People, had flashed onto the screen. There vvere hisses here and 
there among the audience. The litde sandy-haired vvoman gave a 
squeak of mingled fear and disgust. Goldstein vvas the renegade 
and backslider vvho once, long ago . . . had been one of the lead- 
ing figures of the Party. . .  He vvas the primal traitor, the earliest de- 
filer of the Party’s purity. Ali subsequent crimes against the Party, 
ali treacheries, acts of sabotage, heresies, deviaüons, sprang di- 
recdy out of his teaching. Somevvhere or other he vvas stili alive and 
hatching his conspiracies . . .

Winston’s diaphragm vvas constricted. He could never see the 
face of Goldstein vvithout a painful mixture of emodons. It vvas a
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leanjevvish face, vvith a great fuzzy aureole ofvvhite hair and a small 
goatee beard—a clever face, and yet somehovv inherently despica- 
ble, vvith a kind of senile silliness in the long thin nose near the end 
of vvhich a pair of spectacles vvas perched. It resembled the face 
of a sheep, and the voice, too, had a sheep-like quality. Goldstein 
vvas delivering his usual venomous attack upon the doctrines of the 
Party—. . . he vvas demanding the immediate conclusion of peace 
vvith Eurasia, he vvas advocating freedom of speech, freedom of the 
press, freedom of assembly, freedom of thought, he vvas crying hys- 
terically that the revolution had been betrayed . . .

Before the Hate had proceeded for thirty seconds, uncontrolla- 
ble exclamations of rage vvere breaking out from half the people in 
the room . . .

In its second minute the Hate rose to a frenzy. People vvere leap- 
ing up and dovvn in their places and shouting at the tops of their 
voices in an effort to drovvn the maddening bleating voice that 
came from the screen. The little sandy-haired vvoman had turned 
bright pink, and her mouth vvas opening and shutting like that of 
a landed fish . . . The dark-haired girl behind Winston had begun 
crying out “ Svvine! Svvine! Svvine!” and suddenly she picked up 
a heavy Newspeak dictionary and flung it at the screen. It struck 
Goldstein’s nose and bounced off: the voice continued inexorably.
In a lucid moment Winston found that he vvas shouting vvith the 
others and kicking his heel violendy against the rung of his chair. 
The horrible thing about the Tvvo Minutes Hate vvas not that one 
vvas obliged to act a part, but that it vvas impossible to avoid joining 
in . . .  A hideous ecstasy of fear and vindictiveness, a desire to kili, 
to torture, to smash faces in vvith a sledgehammer, seemed to flovv 
through the vvhole group of people like an electric current, turn- 
ing one even against one’s vvill into a grimacing, screaming lunatic. 
(part ı, chapter ı)

We do not have to reach the excesses of Nineteen Eighty-four to 
recognize ourselves as beings vvho need an enemy. We are vvitnessing 
the fear that can be caused by new influxes of migrants. In Italy today, 
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ethnic culture the characteristics of a few of its marginalized mem- 
bers, thus providing an ideal scapegoat for a society that, caught up 
in change — including ethnic change—is no longer able to recognize 
itself.

Sartre provides the most pessimistic vision in this respect in No 
Exit. We can recognize ourselves only in the presence of an Other, 
and on this the rules of coexistence and submission are based. But it 
is more likely that we find this Other intolerable because to some de- 
gree he is not us. In this way, by reducing him to an enemy, we create 
our hell on earth. When Sartre locks up three people who have died, 
who didn’t know each other in life, in a hotel bedroom, one of them 
realizes the terrible truth: “Wait! You’ll see how simple it is. Childishly 
simple. Obviously there aren’t any physical torments. You agree, don’t 
you? And yet, we’re in hell. And no one else will come here. We’ll stay 
in this room, the three of us, for ever and ever . . . In short, there’s 
someone absent here, the official torturer. . .  It’s obvious what they’re 
after —an economy of manpower . . .  each of us will act as torturer of 
the two others” (translated by Stuart Gilbert).

[Lecture given at Bologna University on May 15, 2008, as part of a 
series of evenings on the classics, published in Elogio della politica, 
edited by Ivano Dionigi (Milan: BUR, 200g).]
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Absolute and Relative

I
f  y o u  a r e  h e r e  this evening in spite of the terroristic title of my 
talk, that means you are prepared for anything —though a serious 
lecture about Absolute and Relative ought to last at least two and a half 

thousand years, as long as the debate itself. The title of this year’s Mil- 
anesiana festival is “ Conflict and the Absolute,” and naturally I have 
been vvondering what these words mean. It’s the most basic question 
any philosopher must ask.

Since I haven’t been to the festival’s other events, I did a search on 
the Internet for pictures by artists vvho refer to the Absolute, and there 
I found Magritte’s La connaissance absolue, as well as various works 
by others I needn’t name—Painting the Absolute, Quete d’absolu, In 
Search of the Absolute, Marcheur d’absolu—and several advertise- 
ments like the one for Absolut vodka. The Absolute, it seems, is selling 
well.

The notion of Absolute also brought to mind one of its opposites, 
namely, the notion of Relative, which has become rather fashionable 
ever since leading churchmen, and even some secular thinkers, be­
gan a campaign against what they cali relativism. It’s a term that has 
become derogatory, used for almost terroristic ends, like Berlusco- 
ni’s use of the word communism. But here I vvill limit myself to con- 
founding your ideas rather than clarifying them, suggesting how eachÜcretsiz PDF Kitap Arsivi - https://rantey.org



of these terms —depending on the circumstances—means many dif­
ferent things, and that they shouldn’t be used as basebaU bats.

According to dictionaries on philosophy, Absolute means anything 
that is ab solutus, free from ties or limits, something that does not de- 
pend on something else, vvhich has its own inherent reason, cause, 
and explanation. Something therefore very similar to God, in the 

sense that he describes himself as “ I am who I am” (ego sum qui sum), 
to vvhich everything else is contingent and therefore does not have its 
own inherent cause and —even ifit happens to exist—it could just as 
well not exist, or not exist tomorrovv, as is the case with the solar sys­
tem or vvith each one of us.

As vve are contingent beings, and therefore destined to die, we des- 
perately need to think there is something to fasten onto that vvill not 
perish, in other vvords, an Absolute. But this Absolute can be tran- 
scendent, like the biblical divinity, or immanent. Without discussing 
Spinoza or Giordano Bruno, vvith the idealist philosophers vve our- 
selves enter to become part of the Absolute, since the Absolute (for 
example, in Schelling) vvould be the indissoluble unity of the con- 
scious being and of such things that vvere once considered extrane- 
ous to the individual, such as nature or the vvorld. In the Absolute vve 
identify vvith God, vve are part of something that is not yet fully com- 
plete: a process, a development, infinite grovvth, and infinite self-def- 
inition. But if this is hovv things are, vve can never define or knovv the 
Absolute since vve are part of it, and trying to understand it vvould be 
like Baron Munchausen pulling himself out of the svvamp by his own 
hair.

The altemative, then, is to think of the Absolute as something that 
vve are not, and that is elsevvhere, not dependent on us, like the god 
of Aristotle, vvho thinks of himself as thinking, and vvho, according to 
Joyce in A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Matı, “remains vvithin or 
behind or beyond or above his handivvork, invisible, refined out of ex- 
istence, indifferent, paring his fingernails.” Back in the fifteenth cen- 
tury, in fact, Nicholas of Cusa in De doda ignorantia vvrote, “Deus est 
absolutus.”
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But since God is Absolute, said Nicholas, he can never fully be 
reached. The relationship betvveen our knovvledge and God is the 
same as that betvveen a polygon and the circumference into vvhich it is 
dravvn: as the sides of the polygon gradually increase, it comes closer 
and closer to the circumference, but the polygon and the circumfer­
ence vvill never be the same. God, said Nicholas, is like a circle vvhose 
çenter is everyvvhere and vvhose circumference is novvhere.

Is it possible to imagine a circle vvith its çenter everyvvhere and no 
circumference? Obviously not. And yet vve can describe it, vvhich is 
vvhat I am doing novv, and each of you understand that Pm talking 
about something to do vvith geometry, except that it is geometrically 
impossible and unimaginable. There is therefore a difference betvveen 
vvhether or not vve can imagine a thing and vvhether vve can neverthe- 
less name it, give it some meaning.

What does it mean to use a vvord and give it a meaning? It means 
many things.

A. To have instrudions for recognizing such an objed or situation 
or event. For example, the meaning of the vvord dog or stumble 
includes a series of descriptions, also in the form of images, for 
recognizing a dog and distinguishing it from a cat, and differ- 
entiating a stumble from a jump.

B. To have a definition or classification. Definitions and clas- 
sifications are given to a dog but also to events or situations 
such as voluntary manslaughter, as opposed to involuntary 
manslaughter.

C. To knov) about other properties, facts, or encyclopedic details of 
a given entity. For example, I knovv that dogs are faithful and 
good for hunting or guarding; I knovv that a conviction for vol­
untary manslaughter can lead to a particular sentence of im- 
prisonment, and so forth.

D. Where possible, to have instrudions on how to produce the corre- 
sponding objed or event. I knovv vvhat vase means since I knovv
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how a vase is produced even though I am not a potter—and 
the same is true for terms like decapitation or sulfuric acid. 
Whereas for a word like brairı, I know meanings A and B, and 
some of the properties in C, but I do not know how to produce 
one.

A  magnificent case in which I know properties A, B, C, and D is of- 
fered by C. S. Peirce, who defines lithium as follows:

If you look into a textbook of chemistry for a definition of lithium, 
you may be told that it is that element whose atomic vveight is 7 
very nearly. But if the author has a more logical mind he will teli 
you that if you search among minerals that are vitreous, translu- 
cent, grey or white, very hard, brittle and insoluble, for one which 
imparts a crimson tinge to an unluminous flame, this mineral being 
triturated with lime or vvitherite rats-bane, and then fused, can be 
partly dissolved in muriatic acid; and if this solution be evaporated 
and the residue be extracted with sulphuric acid, and duly purified, 
it can be converted by ordinary methods into a chloride, which be­
ing obtained in the solid State, fiısed, and electrolyzed with half a 
dozen powerful cells, will yield a globule of pinkish silvery metal 
that will float on gasoline; and the material of that is a specimen of 
lithium. The peculiarity of this definition—or rather this precept 
that is more serviceable than a definition—is that it telis you what 
the word lithium denotes by prescribing what you are to do in or­
der to gain a perceptual acquaintance with the object of the word. 
(CoUected Papers, volüme 2, paragraph 330)

This is a good example of a complete and satisfactory representa- 
tion of the meaning of a term. But other expressions have a hazy and 
imprecise meaning—and lesser degrees of clarity. For example, even 
the expression “ the highest even number” has a meaning, since we 
know it would have to have the property of being divisible by two 
(and we would therefore be able to distinguish it from the highest odd 
number), and we also have a vague instruction on how to generate it,
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in the sense that we can imagine counting higher and higher numbers, 
separating odd from even . . .  Except that we reahze we will never get 
there, as in a dream wherein we think we can grasp hold of something 
without ever managing to do so. But an expression like “ a circle whose 
çenter is everywhere and whose circumference is nowhere” doesn’t 
suggest any rule for producing a corresponding object. Not only does 
it fail to support any definition, but it frustrates every effort to imagine 
one, apart from making us feel dizzy. An expression like Absolute has 
a definition that is, ali in ali, tautological (a thing is absolute when it is 
not contingent; it is contingent when it is not absolute), but it does not 
suggest descriptions, definitions, and classifications; we cannot think 
of any instructions for producing anything corresponding to it, nor do 
we know any of its properties, except to suppose that it has everything 
and it is probably what Saint Anselm of Canterbury described as id 
cujus nihil majus cogitari possit (something beyond which nothing 
greater can be thought), which brings to mind the saying attributed 
to the pianist Arthur Rubinstein: “ Do I believe in God? No, what I 
beli eve in is something much greater.” What we can imagine at most 
in trying to conceive of God is the classic night in which ali cows are 
black.

It is certainly possible not only to name but also to represent visu- 
ally what we cannot conceive. But these images do not represent the 
unimaginable: they simply invite us to try to picture something unim- 
aginable, and then frustrate our expectation. What we experience in 
trying to understand them is that very sense of impotence expressed 
by Dante in the last canto of Paradise (no. 33, lines 82-96, translated 
by Mark Musa), when he wants to describe to us what he saw at the 
moment when he fixed his gaze on the Divinity, but ali he can say is 
that he cannot teli us, and resorts to the intriguing metaphor of a book 
with an infinite number of pages:

O grace abounding and allowing me to dare 
to fbc my gaze on the Etemal Light, 
so deep my vision was consumed in It!
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I saw how it contains vvithin its depths 
ali things bound in a single book by love, 
of vvhich creation is the scattered leaves:

hovv substance, accident, and their relation 
vvere iused in such a vvay that vvhat I novv 
describe is but a glimmer of that Light.

I knovv I savv the universal form, 
the fiısion of ali things, for I can feel, 
vvhile speaking novv, my heart leap up in joy.

One instant brings me more forgetfulness 
than five and tvventy centuries brought the quest, 
that stunned Neptune vvhen he savv Argo’s keel.

And the sense of impotence is no different vvhen expressed by 
Leopardi seeking to describe infinity (“my mind sinks in this immen- 
sity: / and foundering is svveet in such a sea”).1

This is vvhy it is artists vvho have come here, to this festival, to talk 
about the Absolute. Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite vvrote that, 
since the Divine One is so distant from us that he can be neither un- 
derstood nor reached, he must be spoken of through metaphors and 
allusions, but above ali, as an indication of the paucity of our language, 
through negative symbols, contrasting expressions: “And they extol It 
also vvith names of the most remote things, svveet-smelling ointment, 
comerstone, and they also clothe It in the form of a vvild beast, attach- 
ing to It the characteristics of a lion and a panther, and saying that 
It vvill be like a leopard and an angry bear” (Celestial Hierarchy, chap- 
ter 2).

Certain naive philosophers have suggested that poets alone can de­
scribe Being or the Absolute; but in fact they express only the indefi- 
nite. The poet Mallarme spent his life trying to express an “orphic ex- 
planation of the earth” : “I say: a flovver! and out of the oblivion vvhere

1. Giacomo Leopardi, L'injinito, c. 1819 — translation by Jonathan Galassi.
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my voice relegates ali context, insofar as something other than known 
calyxes is musically raised, an idea itself and gende, the absence of ali 
fragrance (Grise de vers, 1895).

This passage, in truth, is untranslatable. It telis us only that a word 
is chosen, alone in the white space that surrounds it, and it inevitably 
unleashes the totality of the non-said, but in the form of an absence. 
In fact, “ to name an object, this means suppressing three-fourths of 
the enjoyment of the poem, vvhich involves working it out litde by lit­
de: to suggest, that is the dream” (Sur l ’evolution litteraire: Riponse â 
Venquete dejules Huret, 1891).

Mallarme pursued this dream throughout his life, but it eluded 
him. Dante had taken such elusion for granted from the very begin- 
ning, well aware that it is diabolic pride to claim that infinity can be 
expressed in finite terms, and he had avoided this inadequacy of po- 
etry by making poetry out of such an inadequacy: his is not poetry 
that seeks to say the unsayable, but rather poetry about the impossibil- 

ity of saying it.
It should be remembered that Dante vvas a believer (as were 

Pseudo-Dionysius and Nicholas of Cusa). Can you believe in an Ab- 
solute and claim it is unimaginable and indefinable? Certainly, pro- 
vided the impossible thought of the Absolute is replaced by a feel- 
ing of the Absolute and therefore by faith, as “ the substance of those 
hoped-for things and argument for things vve have not seen” (Dante, 
Paradise, canto 24, lines 64-65). Elie Wiesel, during this festival, re- 
called the vvords of Kafka: that it is possible to talk vvith God, but 
not about God. If the Absolute is philosophically a night in vvhich ali 
covvs are black, then for the mystic who, like John of the Cross, per- 
ceives it as a “ dark night” (“O night that guided me / O night more 
lovely than the davvn”), it is a source of ineffable feeling. John of the 
Cross expresses his mystical experience through poetry: in the face 
of the indescribability of the Absolute, vve may feel reassured by the 
fact that this unsatisfied tension can be materially resolved in a fin- 
ished form. This enabled Keats, in his “ Ode on a Grecian Um,” to see 
Beauty as a substitute for the experience of the Absolute: “ ‘Beauty is
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truth, truth beauty,’ — that is ali / Ye know on earth, and ali ye need to 
know.”

And that is fine for those who have decided to follovv an aesthetic 
religion. But John of the Cross vvould have told us that it vvas only his 
mystical experience of the Absolute that assured him of the only pos- 
sible truth. This has led many men of faith to the conviction that those 
philosophers vvho reject the possibiüty of knovving the Absolute are 
automatically rejecting every criterion of truth, or by rejecting such a 
thing as an absolute criterion of truth, they are rejecting the possibility 
of experiencing the Absolute. But it is one thing to say that a philoso- 
phy rejects the possibility of knovving the Absolute, and another thing 
to say that it rejects every criterion of truth —even that relating to the 
contingent vvorld. Are truth and experience of the Absolute then so 
inseparable?

Confidence that something is true is fundamentally important for 
the survival of human beings. If vve vvere unable to consider that vvhat 
others teli us is either true or false, society vvould not be possible. We 
vvouldn’t even be able to exclude the possibility that a box vvith a s p i­

rin  vvritten on it didn’t in fact contain strychnine.
A specular theory of truth is that it is adaequatio rei et intelledus, 

as if our mind vvere a mirror that, provided it vvorks properly and is 
not distorted or misted, must truly reflect things as they are. It is a the­
ory supported, for example, by Thomas Aquinas, but also by Lenin in 
Materialism and Empirio-criticism, (1909), and since Aquinas could 
not have been a Leninist, it ought to follovv that Lenin vvas a neo-Tho- 
mist—vvithout, of course, realizing it. In reality, other than in states of 
ecstasy, vve are obliged to say vvhat our mind reflects. Nevertheless, vve 
define as true (or false) not the things themselves but the assertions vve 
make about hovv things are. Alfred Tarski’s famous definition says that 
the statement “ Snovv is vvhite” is true if, and only if, snovv is vvhite. Let 
us leave aside for the moment the vvhiteness of snovv, vvhich is more 
and more open to dispute, and consider another example: the state­
ment “It is raining” (set betvveen quotation marks) is true only if out- 
side it is raining (vvithout quotation marks).
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The first part of the definidon (between quotation marks) is a ver- 
bal statement and represents nothing other than itself, but the second 
part should express how things in fact are. Nevertheless, something 
that ought to be a State of things is expressed once again in vvords. To 
avoid this linguistic mediation we ought to say that “ It is raining” (be­
tvveen quotadon marks) is true if there is that thing there (and, vvith- 
out saying anything, vve point to the rain that is falling). But although 
this way ofindicadng the evidence of the senses can be used vvith rain, 
it vvould be more difficult to do the same vvith the statement “ Earth 
revolves around the sun” (since, if anything, the senses vvould teli us 
quite the opposite).

To establish vvhether the statement corresponds to a pardcular set 
of circumstances, it is necessary to have interpreted the vvord rain 
and to have formed a definidon of it. It needs to have been established 
that (a) to talk of rain it is not enough to feel drops of vvater falling 
from above (as there could be someone vvatering flovvers on a balcony 
above), (b) the drops must be of a certain consistency (othervvise vve 
vvould talk of mist or frost), (c) the sensation must be continuous (oth­
ervvise vve vvould say it vvas trying to rain but had come to nothing), 
and so forth. Having decided this, vve have to pass on to an empirical 
test, vvhich in the case of rain can be done by anyone (ali vve have to do 
is hold out our hand and trust our senses).

But in the case of the statement “ Earth revolves around the sun,” 
the vvays for testing it are more complex. What meaning does the vvord 
true have for each of the follovving statements?

ı. I have a stomachache.
2. Last night I dreamed that Mother Teresa appeared to me.
3. Tomorrovv it vvill certainly rain.
4. The vvorld vvill end in 2536.
5. There is life after death.

Statements 1 and 2 express a subjective fact, but the stomachache 
is a clear and irrepressible sensation, vvhereas vvhen I recall a dream
I had last night, I may not be sure the memory is accurate. What is
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more, the two statements cannot be directly verified by other people. 
A doctor vvould, of course, have certain ways of checking vvhether I 
actually have gastritis or vvhether I’m a hypochondriac, but a psycho- 
analyst vvould have more difficulty if someone telis him she has seen 
Mother Teresa in a dream, since she could easily be lying.

Statements 3,4, and 5 are not directly verifiable. But whether it vvill 
rain tomorrovv can be verified tomorrovv, whereas whether the world 
vvill end in 2536 is rather more of a problem (and here vve distinguish 
betvveen the reliability of a vveather forecaster and that of a prophet). 
The difference betvveen statements 4 and 5 is that 4 vvill become true 
or false in 2536, vvhereas 5 vvill continue to remain empirically unde- 
cidable per saecula saeculorum.

Novv let’s consider these statements:

6. The sum of the angles of a triangle is 180 degrees.
7. Water boils at 100 degrees Celsius.
8. The apple is an angiosperm.
9. Napoleon died on May 5,1821.

10. We reach the coast follovving the path of the sun.
11. Jesus is the Son of God.
12. The correct interpretation of the holy scriptures is decided by 

the teachings of the church.
13. An embryo is already a human being and has a soul.

Some of these statements are true or false according to the rules vve 
have stipulated: the sum of the angles of a triangle is 180 degrees only 
in the context of a Euclidean system ofpostulates; that vvater boils at a 
hundred degrees at Standard atmospheric pressure, that is, at sea level, 
is true not only if vve accept a lavv of physics elaborated through in- 
ductive generalization, but also on the basis of the definition of de­
grees centigrade; an apple is an angiosperm only on the basis of cer­
tain rules of botanical classification.

Some require us to trust facts ascertained by others before us: vve 
believe it is true that Napoleon died on May 5,1821, because vve ac­
cept vvhat the history books teli us, but vve must alvvays recognize the
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possibility that an unpublished document discovered tomorrow in the 
British naval archives might show that he died on another date. Some­
times for utilitarian reasons we adopt an idea as true that we know to 
be false: for example, to find our way in the desert, we behave as if it 
were true that the sun moves from east to vvest.

As for statements of a religious nature, we shall not say they are 
undecidable. If the evidence of the Gospels is accepted as histori- 
cal, the proof of the divinity of Christ would be accepted as such by a 
Protestant. But this would not be so for the teachings of the Catholic 
Church. The statement regarding embryos having a soul depends en- 
tirely on stipulating the meanings of expressions such as life, human, 
and soul. Thomas Aquinas, for example (see the essay “No Embryos 
in Paradise”), claimed that, like animals, they had only a sensitive soul 
and therefore were not yet human beings equipped with a rational 
soul, and would not participate in the resurrection of the flesh. To­
day he would be accused of heresy, but at that very civilized time they 
made him a saint.

It is therefore a matter of deciding each time vvhich criteria for truth 
vve are using.

It is on the very recognition of various degrees of verifiability or 
acceptability of a truth that our sense of tolerance is based. I may be 
obliged, from a scientific and educational point of view, to fail a stu- 
dent vvho claims that vvater boils at ninety degrees, like the right an- 
gle — as vvas apparently once suggested in an exam — but even a Chris- 
tian ought to accept that for some people there is no other god than 
Allah and Muhammad is his prophet (as vve likevvise ask Muslims to 
do for Christians concerning Christian doctrine).

And yet, in light of recent controversies, it seems that this distinc- 
tion between different criteria of truth, typical of modem thought and 
in particular of logical scientific thought, produces a relativism that is 
seen as a historical malaise of contemporary culture, vvhich rejects ali 
idea of truth. But vvhat do anti-relativists mean by relativism?

Some encyclopedias of philosophy teli us there is a cognitive rel­
ativism, by vvhich objects can be knovvn only under conditions de-
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termined by human faculdes. But in this sense Kant vvould also have 
been a relativist, and he certainly didn’t reject the possibility of setting 
out laws of universal value—and what is more, he believed in God, if 
only on moral grounds.

Yet in another philosophical encyclopedia vve find that relativism 
means “ every idea that does not admit absolute principles in the field 
of knowledge and action.” But it is a different matter to reject absolute 
principles in the sphere of knovvledge or the sphere of action. There 
are people vvho are prepared to assert that the statement “Pedophilia 
is evil” is a truth relative only to a particular system of values, seeing 
that it vvas or is accepted or tolerated in certain cultures, but vvho are 
nevertheless prepared to assert that the Pythagorean theorem must be 
valid for ali times and ali cultures.

No one could seriously include Einstein’s theory of relativity under 
the label of relativism. To say that a measurement depends on the con- 
ditions of movement of the observer is regarded as a valid principle 
for every human being in every time and place.

Relativism, as a philosophical doctrine as such, came into existence 
vvith nineteenth-century positivism, together vvith the claim that the 
Absolute is unknovvable and, at most, is a movable limit of ongoing 
scientific research. But no positivist has ever claimed it is not possi- 
ble to arrive at scientific truths that are objectively verifiable and vahd 
for ali.

A philosophical position that, on a cursory reading of the text- 
books, might be defined as relativistic is so-called holism, according 
to vvhich every statement is true or false (and acquires a meaning) only 
vvithin an organic system of assumptions, a given conceptual scheme, 
or, as others have said, vvithin a given scientific paradigm. A holist 
claims (righdy) that the notion of space has a different meaning in the 
Aristotelian system than it does in the Nevvtonian system, so that the 
tvvo systems are incommensurable, and that one scientific system is 
as valid as the other to the extent to vvhich it succeeds in explaining 
a 8eries of phenomena. But the holists are the first to teli us there are 
systems that cannot actually explain a series of phenomena, and that
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some are far better because they succeed better than the others in do- 
ing so. Thus even the holist, in his apparent tolerance, has to deal with 
matters that require explanation and, even when he doesn’t say so, fol- 
lows what I would cali a minimal realism: the belief that things exist or 
behave in a certain way. Perhaps we will never understand it, but ifwe 
don’t believe it exists, our research would make no sense, and it vvould 
make no sense to go on trying out new systems to explain the world.

The holist is usually said to be a pragmatist, but here again it is 
better not to be over-hasty in reading the textbooks: the true pragma­
tist, such as Peirce, did not say that ideas are true only if they prove to 
be effective, but that they show their effectiveness when they are true. 
When he supported fallibilism, namely, the possibility that ali of our 
ideas could always be revoked in case of doubt, at the same time he 
stated that through the continual correction of its knowledge the hu- 
man community carries fonvard “ the torch of truth.”

What gives rise to a suspicion of relativism in these theories is 
the fact that the various systems are incommensurable. Certainly the 
Ptolemaic system is incommensurable with the Copemican system, 
and only in the first do the notions of epicycle and deferent assume a 
precise meaning. But the fact that the two systems are incommensura­
ble does not mean they are not comparable, and it is precisely by com- 
paring them that we understand what are the celestial phenomena that 
Ptolemy explained with the notions of epicycle and deferent, and we 
understand that they were the same phenomena that the Copemicans 
wanted to explain according to a different conceptual scheme.

The holism of philosophers is similar to linguistic holism, wherein 
a given language, through its semantic and syntactic structure, is said 
to impose a particular vision of the world in which the speaker is, so 
to speak, a prisoner. Benjamin Lee Whorf, for example, pointed out 
that there is a tendency in Westem languages to consider many events 
as objects, and an expression such as “ three days” is grammatically 
equivalent to “ three apples”; whereas some Native American lan­
guages focus on the process —they see events whereas we see things. 
For this reason, the Hopi language would be better equipped than
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English for defining certain phenomena studied by modem phys- 
ics. And Whorf also pointed out that the Eskimos have four different 
words for snow, depending on its texture, and they wou!d therefore 
see different things where we see only one. Leaving aside the fact that 
this suggestion has been disputed, a Western skier knows nevertheless 
how to distinguish between various textures of snow, and it would be 
quite enough for an Eskimo to meet us to understand perfectly well 
that when we say “snow” for the four things that he supposedly de­
seribes in different ways, we are behaving in the same way as a French- 
man who uses the word gface for ice, glacier, ice cream, mirror, and 
window glass —and the Frenchman isn’t such a prisoner of his own 
language that he shaves in the moming looking at himself in an ice 
cream.

Finally, apart from the fact that not ali contemporary thought ac- 
cepts the holistic approach, holism follows the line of those perspec- 
tive-based theories of knowledge according to which reality can be 
given different perspeetives and each perspeetive matehes one as- 
pect of it, even if it doesn’t exhaust its unfathomable richness. There 
is nothing relativistic in claiming that reality is always defined from a 
particular point of view (which does not mean subjective and individ- 
ual), nor does the assertion that we see it alvvays and only under a cer­
tain deseription stop us from believing and hoping that what we pic- 
ture is always the same thing.

Alongside cognitive relativism, the eneyelopedias refer to cultural 
relativism. First Montaigne, then Locke, had begun to understand, at 
a time when Europe was coming into more significant contact with 
other peoples, that different cultures not only have different languages 
or mythologies but also different conceptions of morality (ali reason- 
able in their own context). It seems indisputable that certain primi- 
tive people in the forests of New Guinea, even today, regard cannibal- 
ism as legitimate and commendable (while an Englishman would not), 
and it seems similarly indisputable that certain countries treat adulter- 
ous women in a manner different from ours. But, first, recognizing the 
variety of cultures does not mean denying that certain types of con-
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duct are more universal (for example, a mother’s love for her children, 
or the fact that people generally use the same facial expressions to ex- 
press disgust or delight), and second, it does not automatically imply 
that this recognition is tantamount to moral relativism, the idea that 
since there are no ethical values valid for ali cultures, we can freely 
adapt our behavior to fit our personal tastes or interests. Recognizing 
that another culture is different, and must be respected in this, does 
not mean abdicating our own cultural identity.

How then has the specter o f  relativism  com e to be built up  as a 

Standard ideology, the canker o f  con tem porary civilization?

There is a secular critique of relativism, directed mainly against 
the excesses of cultural relativism. Marcello Pera, who presents his 
arguments in a book tided Senza radici (Without Roots, 2004), writ- 
ten joindy with the then Cardinal Ratzinger, is vvell aware that there 
are differences between cultures, but claims there are certain values of 
Western culture (such as democracy, the separation between church 
and state, and liberalism) that have proved superior to those of other 
cultures. Now, Western culture has good reason to regard itself as 
more developed than others in terms of these ideas, but in claiming 
that such superiority ought to be universally evident, Pera uses a du- 
bious argument. He says, “If members of culture B freely show they 
prefer culture A and not vice versa—if, for example, there is a migrant 
influx from Islamic countries to the West and not vice versa—then it 
is reasonable to believe that A is better than B.” The argument is weak 
when we recall that the Irish in the nineteenth century did not immi- 
grate en masse to the United States because they preferred that Prot- 
estant country to their beloved Catholic Ireland, but because at home 
they were dying of starvation as a result of potato blight. Pera’s rejec- 
tion of cultural relativism is dictated by the concern that tolerance for 
other cultures degenerates into acquiescence, and that the West is giv- 
ing vvay under the pressure of immigration to the demands of outside 
cultures. Pera’s problem is not the defense of the Absolute but the de- 
fense of the West.

Giovanni Jervis, in his book Contro il relativismo (2005), gives us



a portrait of a relativist—a strange blending of a late Romantic, post- 
modem thinker of Nietzschean origin with a follower of New Age 
thinking—that seems to be constructed to support his arguments. 
This person’s relativism appears irrational, unscientific. Jervis de- 
nounces a reactionary quality in cultural relativism: to claim that every 
form of society is to be respected and justified, and even idealized, en- 
courages the segregation of populations. Moreover, those cultural an- 
thropologies that, rather than seeking to identify a continuity of bio- 
logical characteristics and behavior between populations, have instead 
emphasized their diversity due to culture alone —giving too much im- 
portance to cultural factors and ignoring biological ones — and have 
indirecüy supported once again the primacy of the spirit över matter, 
thereby supporting the arguments of religious thought.

It is therefore not clear vvhether relativism is contrary to the reli­
gious spirit or whether it is a disguised form of religious thought. If 
only the anti-relativists would agree among themselves. But the fact 
is that different people mean different things when they talk about 
relativism.

For some Christians there is a double fear: that cultural relativism 
necessarily leads to moral relativism, and claiming there are different 
ways of verifying the truth of a proposition casts doubt on the possi­
bility of recognizing an absolute truth.

On cultural relativism, Cardinal Ratzinger, in various doctrinal 
notes of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, saw a close 
relationship between cultural relativism and ethical relativism, regret- 
ting that various people claim ethical pluralism to be the condition for 
democracy.

Cultural relativism does not, as I have already said, imply ethical 
relativism. Cultural relativism allovvs a Papuan from New Guinea to 
put a spike through his nose and yet, by virtue of an ethical principle 
that our group does not hold in question, it does not allow an adult 
(not even a priest) to abuse a seven-year-old child.

As for the contrast between relativism and truth, Pope John Paul II, 
in his encyclical Fides et ratio, stated that “abandoning the investiga-



don of being, modem philosophical research has concentrated instead 
upon human knowing. Rather than make use of the human capacity to 
knovv the truth, modem philosophy has preferred to accentuate the 
ways in vvhich this capacity is limited and conditioned. This has given 
rise to different forms of agnosticism and relativism that have led phil­
osophical research to lose its way in the shifting sands of widespread 
skepticism.”

And Ratzinger, in a homily of 2005, said that “ a dictatorship of rel­
ativism is being established, which recognizes nothing definite or al- 
lows as a single lone measure the personal self and its vvishes. Yet we 
have another measure: the Son of God, the true man” (“ Missa pro el- 
igendo romano pontefice,” April 18,2005).

Here are two opposing notions of truth, one as a semantic prop- 
erty of what is said and the other as a property of divinity. This is due 
to the fact that both notions of truth appear in the holy scriptures (at 
least according to the translations through vvhich we know them). 
Truth is sometimes used as a correspondence betvveen something said 
and the way in vvhich things are (“Verily, verily, I say unto you,” in the 
sense of “That’s truly vvhat I’m saying”) and sometimes truth is an in- 
trinsic property of divinity (“I am the vvay, the truth, and the life”). 
This led many fathers of the church to positions that Ratzinger vvould 
novv define as relativistic, since they said it vvas not important to vvorry 
about vvhether a given statement on the vvorld corresponded to the 
vvay in vvhich things vvere, provided it focused attention on the only 
truth vvorthy of such a name —the message of salvation. Saint Augus- 
tine, vvhen faced vvith the dispute över vvhether the earth vvas round 
or flat, seemed inclined to think it vvas round, but recalled that such 
knovvledge did not help to save the soul, and therefore took the vievv 
that in practice one vvas much the same as the other.

It is difficult to find among Cardinal Ratzinger’s many vvritings a 
definition of truth that does not invoke the truth revealed and embod- 
ied in Christ. But if the truth of faith is truth revealed, vvhy contrast 
it vvith the truth of philosophers and scientists, vvhich is a concept of



another sort, with other purposes and character? It would be enough 
to follow Thomas Aquinas, who, in De aetemitate mundi, knowing 
perfectly well that to support Averroes’s view about the etemity of 
the world was a terrible heresy, accepted through faith that the world 
was created, but admitted that from the cosmological point of view it 
could not be rationally demonstrated either that it was created or that 
it was eternal. For Ratzinger, however, in his contribution to a book 
entided II monoteismo (2002), the essence of ali modem philosophical 
and scientific thought is as follows:

Truth as such —so it is thought—cannot be known, but we can 
gradually advance only by small steps of establishing what is true 
and false. There is a grovving tendency to replace the concept of 
truth vvith that of consensus. But this means that man becomes de- 
tached from the truth and thus also from the distinction between 
good and evil, submitting completely to the principle of the major- 
ity . . . Man plans and “builds” the world without pre-set criteria 
and thus necessarily exceeds the concept of human dignity, so that 
even human rights become problemaüc. In such a conception of 
reason and rationality there is no space left for the concept of God.

This extrapolation, which passes from a prudent concept of sci­
entific truth as an object of continual investigation and correction, 
to a declaration of the destruction of ali human dignity, is unsustain- 
able. That is, unsustainable unless ali modem thought is identified 
with this line of reasoning: there are no facts but only interpretations, 
vvhich leads to the declaration that existence has no basis and there­
fore that God is dead, and finally that if there is no God, then anything 
is possible.

Now, Ratzinger and the anti-relativists are, generally speaking, nei- 
ther fantasists nor conspiracy theorists. Quite simply, the anti-rela- 
tivists whom I shall describe as moderate or critical identify in their 
enemy that specific form of extreme relativism whereby facts do not 
exist, only interpretations; those anti-relativists I shall cali radicals ex-



tend this claim to the whole of modern thought, committing an er­
ror that—at least when I vvas at university—vvould have failed them in 
their history of philosophy exam.

The idea that there are no facts but only interpretations began vvith 

Nietzsche and is explained very ciearly in “On Truth and Lies in a 

Non-Moral Sense” (1873). Since nature has throvvn avvay the key, the 
mind vvorks on conceptual fictions that it calls truth. We believe vve 
are talking about trees, colors, snovv, and flovvers, but they are meta- 
phors that do not correspond to the original entities. When faced vvith 

the multiplicity of individual leaves, there is no primordial “leaf,” the 
model upon vvhich “ ali leaves vvere perhaps vvoven, sketched, meas- 
ured, colored, curled, and painted —but by incompetent hands.” A 
bird or insect perceives the vvorld in a different vvay than vve do, and 

it is quite meaningless to say vvhich perception is more accurate, be- 
cause to do so vve vvould need to have the criterion of “ correct percep­
tion,” vvhich does not exist. Nature “knovvs no forms and no concepts, 
nor even any species, but only an X vvhich for us remains inaccessi- 
ble and indefinable.” Truth then becomes “a movable host of meta- 
phors, metonyms, anthropomorphisms,” of poetical invenüons that 
have become rigid knovvledge, “illusions vvhose illusory nature has 
been forgotten.”

Nietzsche, hovvever, avoids considering tvvo phenomena. One is 
that, by adjusting to the constraints of our dubious knovvledge, vve 
manage to some extent to reckon vvith nature: vvhen someone has been 
bitten by a dog, the doctor knovvs vvhat sort of injection to give, even if 
he knovvs nothing about the actual dog that bit the person. The other 
is that every so often nature compels us to expose our knovvledge as il­
lusory and to choose an altemative (vvhich is then the problem of the 
revolution of cognitive paradigms). Nietzsche is avvare of the existence 
of natural constrictions, vvhich appear to him as “ terrible forces” that 
continually press in upon us, conflicting vvith our “ scientific” truths. 
But he refuses to conceptualize them, sensing that it vvas to escape 
from them that vve built our conceptual armor, as a defense. Change is 
possible, not in the form of reorganization, but as a permanent poetic



revolution: “ If each of us had a different kind of sensuous perception, 
ifwe ourselves could only perceive things as, variously, a bird, a worm, 
or a plant does, or if one of us were to see a stimulus as red, a second 
person were to see the same stimulus as blue, while a third were ever 
to hear it as a sound, nobody would ever speak o f nature as something 
conforming to laws.” Art (together with myth) therefore “constandy 

confuses the cells and the classifications of concepts by setting up new 
translations, metaphors, metonyms; it constandy manifests the desire 
to shape the given vvorld of the vvaking human being in ways which 
are just as multiform, irregular, inconsequential, incoherent, charm- 
ing and ever-new, as things are in the world of dreams” (translation by 
Ronald Speirs).

If these are the condidons, the first possibility would be to take 
refiıge in dream as an escape from reality. But Nietzsche himself ad- 
mits that this dominion of art över life would be decepdve, though su- 
premely enjoyable. Altematively—and this is the real lesson that pos- 
terity has taken from Nietzsche —art can say what it says because it is 
the Individual himself who accepts whatever definidon, since it is un- 
founded. This fading out of the Individual coincided for Nietzsche 
vvith the death of God. This enables some Chrisdans to draw from 
this proclamadon of death a false Dostoyevskian conclusion: if God 
does not exist, or no longer exists, then ali is permissible.

But if there is no heaven or hell, then it is the nonbeliever who re- 
alizes it is essendal for us to save ourselves on earth through benevo- 
lence, understanding, and moral law. Eugenio Lecaldano pubhshed a 
book in 20062 that claimed, with ample evidence, that only by leaving 
God to one side can we lead a truly moral life. I certainly do not intend 
to establish here whether Lecaldano and the authors he cites are cor- 
rect; I wish only to point out that there are those who claim that the 
absence of God does not eliminate the ethical problem — and Cardinal 
Mardni was well aware of this when he established a teaching post in 
Milan for nonbelievers. That Cardinal Martini did not then become

2. Eugenio Lecaldano, Un’etica senza D io  (Rom e-Bari: Laterza, 2006).



pope may cast doubt on the divine inspiration of the papal conclave, 
but such matters go beyond my competence. Elie Wiesel reminded 
us, a couple of vveeks ago, that those vvho imagined they could do 
what they liked were not those who thought God was dead, but those 
who thought they themselves were God (a common faiüng among dic- 
tators, great and small).

In any event, the idea that there are no facts but only interpretations 
is certainly not shared by ali of contemporary thought, the greater part 
of vvhich makes these objections to Nietzsche and his follovvers:

ı. If there vvere no facts but only interpretations, then an inter- 
pretation vvould be an interpretation of vvhat?

2. If interpretations interpret each other, there vvould stili have to 
have been an object or event in the first place that had spurred 
us to interpret.

3. If the individual vvere not definable, vve vvould stili have to ex- 
plain vvho it is vvho is talking about it metaphorically, and the 
problem of saying something true vvould be shifted from the 
object to the subject of the knovvledge. God might be dead, 
but not Nietzsche. On vvhat basis do vve justify the presence 
of Nietzsche? By saying he is only a metaphor? But if he is, 
vvho says so? And not only that, but even if reality is described 
using metaphors, in order to be elaborated there have to ex- 
ist vvords that have a literal meaning and denote things vve un- 
derstand through experience: I cannot cali a table support a 
“leg” unless I have a nonmetaphorical notion of the human 
leg, knovving its form and function.

4. And finally, in claiming that there is no longer a criterion for 
verification betvveen one thing and another, vve forget that 
vvhat is outside us (vvhich Nietzsche calls the terrible forces) 
every so often opposes our attempts to express that criterion 
even metaphorically—that, let us say, you cannot cure an in- 
flammation by using the phlogiston theory, vvhereas you can



vvith antibiotics; and therefore one raedical theory is better 
than another.

Therefore, an Absolute does not perhaps exist, or if it exists it is nei- 
ther imaginable nor attainable, but natural forces do exist that support 
or challenge our interpretations. If I interpret an open door painted in 
trompe l’oeil as a real door and go to vvalk straight through it, the fact 
that it is an impenetrable vvall vvill undermine my interpretation.

There must be a vvay in vvhich things are or behave —and the evi- 
dence is not only that ali men are mortal, but also that if I try to pass 
through a vvall, I break my nose. Death and that vvall are the only form 
of Absolute about vvhich vve can be in no doubt.

The evidence of that vvall, vvhich says no vvhen vve vvant to inter­
pret it as if it vvere not there, vvill perhaps be a fairly modest criterion 
of truth for guardians of the Absolute, but, to quote Keats, “ that is ali / 
Ye knovv on earth, and ali ye need to knovv.”

[Lecture given during the Milanesiana festival of literatüre, music, and 
cinema,July 9,2007.]



The Beauty of the Flame

T
h e  t h e m e  o f  t h i s  y e a r ’ s Milanesiana festival is thefourel- 
ements. To speak about ali four vvould be beyond me, so I have 
chosen to limit myself to fire.

Why? Because, though stili essential to our lives, of ali the elements 
it is the one most liable to be forgotten. We breathe air ali the time, vve 
use vvater every day, vve continually tread the earth, but our experience 
of fire is in danger of gradually diminishing. The role once played by 
fire has slovvly been taken över by invisible forms of energy; vve have 
separated our idea of light from that of the flame, and our only experi- 
ence of fire novv is that of gas (vvhich vve hardly notice), the matchstick 
or cigarette lighter (at least for those vvho stili smoke), and the flicker 
of candles (for those vvho stili go to church).

A lucky fevv stili have a fireplace, and this is vvhere I vvould like to 
begin. In the 197031 bought a house in the country vvith a fine hearth. 
For my children, then betvveen ten and tvvelve, the experience of fire, 
of burning logs, of flames, vvas something entirely nevv, and I realized 
vvhen the fire vvas lit they lost ali interest in television. The flame vvas 
more beautiful and varied than any television program—it told count- 
less stories, it could flare up at any moment, it didn’t follovv the set 
pattems of the television shovv.

Perhaps, among our contemporaries, the person vvho reflected



most on the poetry, mythology, psychology, and psychoanalysis of fire 
was Gaston Bachelard, who could hardly avoid encountering fire dur- 
ing his research into archetypes associated vvith human imagination 
from earliest times.

The heat of the fire recalls the heat of the sun, vvhich itself is seen 
as a ball of fire; fire hypnotizes and is therefore the first object and 
source of vvonder; fire reminds us of the first universal injuncdon (not 
to touch it), thus becoming an epiphany of lavv; fire is the first crea- 
ture that, as it takes life and grovvs, devours the tvvo pieces of vvood 
that have generated it—and this birth of fire has a strong sexual signifi- 
cance since the seed of the flame is unleashed through friction —and 
yet, if vve vvant to pursue a psychoanalytical interpretation, vve vvill re- 
call hovv for Freud the condition for taking control of the fire is renun- 
ciation of the pleasure of quenching it vvith urine, and therefore the re- 
nunciation of instinctual life.

Fire is a metaphor for many impulses, from the fire of anger to being 
inflamed vvith amorous infatuation; fire is metaphorically present in 
every discussion about passions, in the same vvay as it is alvvays linked 
metaphorically to life through the color that it shares vvith blood. Fire 
as heat governs that maceration of food matter that is digestion and 
shares vvith the feeding process the fact that, to stay alive, it must be 
continually fueled.

Fire is ever present as an instrument for every transformation, and 
fire is called for vvhen something has to be changed: to prevent the fire 
from dying out requires a care similar to that for a nevvborn baby; fire 
immediately highlights the fundamental contradictions in our lives; it 
is the element that brings life and the element that brings death, de- 
struction, and suffering; it is the symbol of purity and purification but 
also of filth, since it produces ash as its excrement.

Fire can be a light too strong to look at, like the sun. But properly 
harnessed, as in the light of a candle, it flickers and casts shadovvs, ac- 
companying our night vigils, during vvhich a solitary flame takes hold 
of our imagination, vvith its rays that spread out into darkness, and the 
candle symbolizes a source of life and, at the same time, a sun that dies



away. Fire is born from matter, to be transformed into an ever lighter 
and airier substance, from the red or bluish flame at its base to the 
white flame at its peak, until it vanishes in smoke . . .  In that sense the 
nature of fire is ascendant, it reminds us of transcendence, and yet, 
perhaps because we learn that it lives at the heart of the earth, from 
which it bursts forth only when volcanoes erupt, it is a symbol of in- 
femal depth. It is life, but it also dies down and is continually fragile.

And to conclude my consideration of Bachelard I’d like to quote 
this passage from Psychoanalysis of Fire (1964):

From the notched teeth of the chimney hook there hung the black 
cauldron. The three-legged cooking pot projected över the hot em- 
bers. Puffing up her cheeks to blow into the steel tube, my grand- 
mother would rekindle the sleeping flames. Everything would be 
cooking at the same time: the potatoes for the pigs, the choice po- 
tatoes for the family. For me there would be a fresh egg cooking 
in the ashes. The intensity of the fire cannot be measured by an 
hour glass; the egg was ready when a drop of water, perhaps of 
saliva, evaporated on its shell. I was surprised, then, to learn that 
Papin vvatched över his cooking pot using the same methods as my 
grandmother. Before the egg I had to eat bread soup . . . But on 
the days when I was on my good behaviour, they would bring out 
the waffle iron. Rectangular in form it vvould crush down the fire 
of thoms burning red as the spikes of gladioli. And soon the gau- 
fre, or waffle, would be pressed against my pinafore, warmer to the 
fingers than to the lips. Yes, then indeed I was eating fire, eating its 
gold, its odour, and even its crackling while the burning gaufre was 
crunching under my teeth. And it is ahvays like that, through a kind 
of extra pleasure — like a dessert—that the fire shows itself a friend 
of man. (translated by Alan C. M. Ross)

Fire is therefore very many things. As well as a physical phenom- 
enon, it becomes a symbol, and like ali symbols is ambiguous, polyse- 
mous, evoking different meanings according to the circumstances. 
This evening, therefore, I will not be attempting a psychoanalysis of



fire but instead a rough-and-ready semiotic exploration, searching out 
the various meanings it has acquired for ali of us who are warmed by it 
and sometimes die by it.

FİRE AS A D IV IN E E LE M EN T

Seeing that our first experience of fire happens indirectly, through the 
light of the sun, and directly, through the untamable forces of light- 
ning and uncontrollable fires, it was obvious that fire had to be associ- 
ated from the very beginning with divinity, and in ali the primitive re- 
ligions we find some form of fire cult, from worship of the rising sun 
to keeping in the inner sanctum of the temple the sacred fire that must 
never burn out.

In the Bible fire is always an epiphanic image of the divine —Eli- 
jah would be taken away on a chariot of fire, the just vvould triumph 
in radiant fire (“ So let ali thine enemies perish, O Lord: but let them 
that love him be as the sun when he goeth forth in his might,” Judges 
5:31; “And they that be wise shall shine as the brightness of the firma- 
ment; and they that turn many to righteousness as the stars for ever 
and ever,” Daniel 12:3; “And in the time of their visitation they shall 
shine, and ran to and fro like sparks among the stubble,” Wisdom 
3:7), whereas the fathers of the church spoke of Christ as lampas, luci- 
fer, lumen, lux, oriens, sol iustitiae, sol novus, stella.

The first philosophers thought of fire as a cosmic principle. For 
Heraclitus —according to Aristotle—fire vvas the arc/ü, the origin of 
ali things, and in certain fragments it seems that Heraclitus did actu- 
ally hold this vievv. He is thought to have claimed that the universe 
regenerates itself in every era through fire, that there is a mutual ex- 
change of ali things vvith fire, and of fire vvith ali things, like the ex- 
change of goods for gold and gold for goods. And, according to Di- 
ogenes Laertius, he is said to have claimed that everything is formed 
from fire and retums to fire; that ali things, through condensation and



rarefaction, are mutations of fire (which through condensation trans- 
forms itself into humidity, humidity consolidates into earth, earth in 
turn liquefies into water, and water produces luminous evaporations 
that fuel new fire). But alas, we know that Heraclitus was by definition 
obscure, that “ the Lord vvhose Oracle is at Delphi neither reveals nor 
conceals, but gives a sign,” and many take the view that the references 
to fire vvere only a metaphor to explain the extreme changeability of 
everything. In other words, panta rei, everything flows movably and 
changeably, and not only (I paraphrase) do vve never bathe tvvice in 
the same river, but things never burn tvvice in the same flame.

We find perhaps the most beautiful identification of fire vvith the 
divine in the vvork of Plotinus. Fire is a manifestation of the divine be- 
cause, paradoxically, the One from vvhich everything emanates, and 
about vvhich nothing can be said, does not move and is not consumed 
in an act of creation. And this primal object can be conceived only as if 
it vvere an irradiation, like a brilliant light encircling the sun and cease- 
lessly generated from it, vvhile the sun remains just the same as it vvas, 
unchanging (Fifik Ennead, tractate 1, section 6).

And if things are created from an irradiadon, nothing can be more 
beautiful on earth than fire, vvhich is the very figüre of divine irradi­
adon. The beauty of a color, vvhich is something simple, is created 
from a form that dominates the obscurity of matter and from the pres­
ence in the color of an incorporeal light, vvhich is its formal reason. 
For this reason, fire is beautiful in itself more than any other thing, 
because of its intangibility of form: of ali bodies it is the lightest, to 
the point of being almost intangible. It alvvays remains pure because 
it does not contain vvithin itself the other elements that make up mat­
ter, vvhereas ali other elements contain fire vvithin themselves: they, in 
fact, can be heated, vvhereas fire cannot be cooled. Fire alone, by its 
nature, contains colors; other things receive their form and color from 
it, and vvhen they distance themselves from the firelight they lose their 
beauty.

The pages of Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite (fifth to sixth cen-



turies), which influenced the whole of medieval aesthetics, show a 
strong neoplatonic influence. This can be seen in Gelestial Hierarchy:

I believe, then, that fire manifests what is most divine in the celes- 
tial minds; for the holy authors often describe the super-essential 
and formless essence—which has no form at ali—with the symbol 
of fire, since it has many aspects of the divine character, if such can 
be said, insofar as it can be found in visible things. In fact, the sen- 
sitive fire is found, so to speak, in ali things and passes through ali 
things without mingling with them, and is separate from everything 
and at the same time, being all-luminous, remains, as it were, hid- 
den, unknovvn in its essential nature — until it is placed before a ma- 
terial toward which it can demonstrate its own action—it cannot be 
taken hold of, nor seen, but it takes hold of everything. (chapter 15)

Medieval perceptions of beauty are dominated by concepts of clar- 
ity and luminosity, as well as proportion. Cinema and video games en- 
courage us to think of the Middle Ages as a succession of “dark” cen­
turies, not only metaphorically but also in terms of nocturnal colors 
and dark shadows. Nothing could be more wrong. People in the Mid­
dle Ages certainly lived in dark spaces — forests, castle corridors, small 
rooms faintly ht by their fireplaces; but apart from the fact that they 
were people who went to sleep early and were more accustomed to 
the day than the night (of which the Romantics would be so fond), the 
Middle Ages was a time of bright hues.

It was a period that identified beauty with light and color (as well 
as with proportion), and this color was always elementary, a sym- 
phony of reds, blues, gold, silver, white, and green, without subtleties 
and half-tones; the splendor is generated from the overall effect rather 
than deriving from a light that envelops things from outside or exalts 
the color beyond the outlines of the figüre. In medieval miniatures the 
light seems to emanate from the objects.

In medieval poetry this sense of radiant color is always present: the 
grass is green, blood is red, milk pure white, and a pretty vvoman, in



the vvords of Guido Guinizzelli, has a “ a face of snow colored in car- 
mine” (not to forget, later on, Petrarch’s “clear, fresh, sweet vvaters”).

Fire animates the visions of mystics, in particular the vvritings of 
Hildegard of Bingen. See, for example, Liber scivias:

I saw a dazzling hght and in it a human form, the color of sap- 
phire, which was ali ablaze vvith bright gende fire, and that splen- 
dorous light spread throughout the whole bright fire, and this fire 
was bright vvith that splendorous light, and that hght vvas dazzling 
and that fire bright vvith the vvhole human form, producing a sin- 
gle glovv of matchless virtue and power . . .  The flame consists of a 
splendid clarity, an inherent vigor and a fiery ardor, but the splen- 
did clarity possesses it so that it is resplendent, the inherent vigor 
so that it endures, and the fiery ardor so that it burns. (book 2, 
part 2)

Not to forget the visions of brilliant light in Dante’s Paradise and 
vvhich have been depicted in their maximum splendor by a nine- 
teenth-century artist, Gustave Dore, who sought (as only he could) to 
depict those scenes of radiance, those flaming vortexes, those lamps, 
those suns, that cleamess that hides “like an horizon brightening vvith 
the dawn” (canto 14, line 69), those white roses, those rubicund flovv- 
ers that shine out in the third part of The Divine Comedy, where even 
the vision of God appears like an ecstasy of fire:

Within its depthless clarity of substance 
I saw the Great Light shine into three circles 
in three clear colours bound in one same space; 
the first seemed to reflect the next like rainbovv 
on rainbovv, and the third vvas like a flame 
equally breathed forth by the other two.
(canto 33, lines 115-20; translated by Mark Musa)

The Middle Ages vvas dominated by a cosmology of light. Already 
by the ninth century John Scotus Eriugena said, “This universal man- 
ufactory of the vvorld is a vast lamp consisting of many parts hke many



lights to reveal the pure species ofintelligible things and to sense them 
with the mind’s eye, instilling divine grace and the help of reason into 
the heart of learned follovvers. It is right then that the theologian calls 
God the Father of Enlightenment, since ali things are from Him, for 
which and in which He manifests himself and in the light of the lamp 
of his wisdom he unifies and makes them” (Commentary on the Celes- 
tial Hierarchy, chapter ı).

In the thirteenth century the cosmology of light put fonvard by 
the English churchman Robert Grosseteste built up a picture of the 
universe formed by a single flow of luminous energy, a source both 
of beauty and being, making us think of a sort of Big Bang. The as- 
tral spheres and natural areas of the elements are created from the sin­
gle light by gradual rarefaction and condensation, producing the infi- 
nite shades of color and the volumes of things. Saint Bonaventure of 
Bagnoregio (Commentary on the Book of Sentences, book 2, distinction 
12, chapters ı and 2) was to record that light is the coramon nature 
found in ali bodies, vvhether celestial or terrestrial; light is the substan- 
tial form of bodies, and the more they possess it, the more they are a 
real and worthy part of existence.

H ELLFIRE

But vvhile fire moves across the sky and shines down on us, it like- 
wise erupts from the bowels of the earth, bringing death. Thus, from 
the very earliest times, fire has also been associated with the infernal 
depths.

In the book of Job (41:19-21), from the mouth of Leviathan “go 
buming lamps, and sparks offire leap out. . .  His breath kindleth coals, 
and a flame goeth out of his mouth.” In Revelation, when the seventh 
seal is broken, hail and fire come to devastate the earth, the bottom- 
less pit opens up, and from it emerge smoke and locusts; the four an- 
gels, set loose from the river Euphrates where they vvere bound, move 
vvith countless armies of men vvearing breastplates of fire. And vvhen



the Lamb reappears and reaches the supreme judge on a white cloud, 
the sun burns the survivors. And, after Armageddon, the beast and 
the false prophet will be thrown into a lake of burning sulfurous fire. 

In the Gospels, sinners are east into everlasting fire:

As therefore the tares are gathered and burned in the fire; so shall 
it be in the end of this world. The Son of man shall send forth his 
angels, and they shall gather out of his kingdom ali things that of- 
fend, and them which do iniquity; And shall east them into a fur- 
nace of fire: there shall be wailing and gnashing of teeth. (Matthew 
13:40-42)

Then shall he say also unto them on the left hand, Depart from me, 
ye cursed, into everlasting fire, prepared for the devil and his an­
gels. (Matthew 25:41)

Curiously, in Dante’s infemo there is less fire than we might ex- 
pect, since the poet contrives to think up a whole range of torments, 
but we may be satisfied with heretics lying in fiery tombs; men of vio- 
lence plunged into pools of blood; blasphemers, sodomites, and usu- 
rers struck by rains of fire; simoniacs shoved head-first into pits, with 
flames lapping at their feet; and barrators submerged in boiling piteh.

Hellfire was certainly more prevalent in baroque writings, with de- 
seriptions of the torments of hell that exceed the violence of Dante, 
not least because they are unredeemed by the inspiration of art—like 
this passage by Saint Alphonsus de Liguori:

The punishment that most torments the senses of the damned, is 
the fire of hell . . . Even in this life, the pain of fire is the great- 
est of ali; but there is much difference behveen our fire and that 
of hell which, says Saint Augustine, makes ours seem painted . . . 
Thus the wretched will be surrounded by fire, like wood inside a 
furnace. The damned will find themselves with an abyss of fire be­
neath, an abyss above, and an abyss around them. If they touch, see 
or breathe, they will touch, see or breathe nothing but fire. They



will be in the fire like fish in water. But this fire vvill not only sur- 
round the damned, but vvill enter even their bovvels to torment 
them. Their body vvill become ali fire, so that their bovvels vvill 
burn vvithin their belly, their heart vvithin their breast, their brains 
vvithin their head, their blood vvithin their veins, even their marrovv 
vvith their bones: every lost soul vvill become in himself a furnace of 
fire. (Apparecchio alla morte, consideration 26)

And Ercole Mattioli, in Pietâ illustrate (1694), vvrote,

Great vvonder vvill it be that a fire alone contains perfecdy vvithin 
it, according to great theologians, the coldness of ice, the stings 
of thoms and iron, the venom of asps, the poisons of vipers, the 
cruelty of ali vvild beasts, the malevolence of ali elements and stars 
. . . Yet greater vvonder, et supra virtutem ignis, vvill be that such 
fire, though one specie alone, can make distinction in tormenting 
those vvho sin most, being called by Tertullian sapiens ignis, and 
by Eusebius of Emesa ignis arbiter, since, having to match, accord­
ing to the greatness and diversity of supplicants, the greatness and 
diversity of their sins . . . ,  the fire, almost as if it vvere endovved vvith 
reason and fiili knovvledge, to distinguish betvveen sinner and sin- 
ner, shall make its rigors felt vvith more or less severity.

And so vve arrive at the last secret of Fatima by Sister Lucia, ex- 
shepherdess:

The secret consists of three distinct parts, tvvo of vvhich I am novv 
going to reveal. The first part is the vision of hell. Our Lady shovved 
us a great sea of fire, vvhich seemed to be underground. Plunged in 
this fire vvere demons and souls in human form, like transparent 
burning embers, ali blackened or bumished bronze, floating about 
in the conflagration, novv raised into the air by the flames that is- 
sued from vvithin themselves together vvith great clouds of smoke, 
novv falling back on every side like sparks in a huge fire, vvithout 
vveight or equilibrium, and amid shrieks and groans of pain and 
despair, vvhich horrified us and made us tremble vvith fear. The de­
mons could be distinguished by their terrifying and repulsive like-



ness to frightful and unknown animals, ali black and transparent. 
(Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, The Message of Fa- 
tima,]vnt 26,2000)

A LC H E M IC A L  FİRE

Halfvvay between holy fire and hellfire is fire as an alchemical operator. 
Fire and crucible seem to be essential in alchemical practice, which 
seeks to operate on a raw material so as to obtain from it, through a se- 
ries of manipulations, the philosopher’s stone. This is capable of pro- 
jection, transmuting base metals into gold.

The manipulations of the raw material take place through three 
stages, distinguished by the color the material gradually assumes: the 
black work, the white work, and the red work. The black work in- 
volves a heating (and therefore the use of fire) and decomposition of 
the matter, the white work is a process of sublimadon or distillation, 
and the red work is the final stage (red is the color of the sun, which 
often symbolizes gold, and vice versa). The hermetical furnace, the 
athanor, is an essential instrument, but alembics, vessels, and mortars 
are also used, each vvith their symbolic names, such as the philosophi- 
cal egg, matemal vvomb, wedding chamber, pelican, sphere, sepulcher, 
and so forth. The essential substances are sulfur, mercury, and salt. 
But the procedures are never clear, since the language of alchemists is 
based on three principles:

1. As the object of the art is highly secret and not to be di- 
vulged — the secret of secrets — no expression ever says vvhat it 
seems to say, no symbolic interpretation vvill ever be definitive, 
because the secret vvill alvvays be elsevvhere: “ Poor fool! Can 
you be so naive as to believe vve are openly teaching you the 
greatest and most important of secrets? I assure you that an­
yone vvho vvants to explain vvhat the Hermetic Philosophers



write according to their ordinary and literal meaning will find 
himself caught up in the twists and tums of a labyrinth from 
which he cannot escape, and won’t have Ariadne’s thread to 
guide him out of it.” (Artefius)

2. When it seems that ordinary substances such as gold, silver, or 
mercury are being spoken of, other substances are in fact being 
described—philosopher’s gold or mercury—which have noth- 
ing at ali to do with them.

3. While no description is ever what it seems, everything alvvays 
relates to the same secret. As the Turba philosophorum states, 
“ Know that we are ali in agreement, whatever we say . . .  One 
person clarifies what the other has concealed and he who re- 
ally searches will find everything.”

When does fire intervene in the alchemical process? If alchemical 
fire can be compared with the fire that precedes digestion or gestadon, 
it ought to intervene during the course of the black work, when heat, 
acting över and against radical, metallic, viscous, oily humidity, pro- 
duces the nigredo. Ifwe can accept a text like the Dictionnaire mytho- 
hermetique by Dom Pemety (Paris: Delalain, 1787), we read that

when heat acts on these matters, they are changed first into pow- 
der, and oily and gluey water, which rises as a vapor to the top of 
the vase, then descends again in dew or rain, to the bottom, where 
it becomes almost as an oily black broth. This is why it has been 
called Sublimation and Volatilization, Ascension and Descension. 
The water then coagulating more and more, becomes like black tar, 
which has caused it to be named fetid and stinking earth, also be- 
cause it emits a musty odor of sepulchers and tombs. (“La clef de 
l’oeuvre,” pp. 155-56)

But statements can also be found in the textbooks to the effect that 
the terms distillation, sublimation, calcination, or digestion, or the 
terms Jiring, reverberation, dissolution, descent, and coagulation, are



none other than the same “Operation,” carried out in a single vessel, 
in other words, a firing of the substance. Thus, concludes Pernety,

this Operation must be regarded as unique, but expressed in differ­
ent terms; and it vvill be understood that ali the follovving expres- 
sions signify the same thing: disül by alembic; separate the soul 
from the body; burn; calcinate; ünite the elements; convert them; 
change one into the other; corrupt; melt; engender; conceive; 
bring into the world; exhaust; moisten; wash vvith fire; beat vvith 
the hammer; blacken; putrefy; rubify; dissolve; subhmate; grind; 
reduce to povvder; crush in the mortar; pulverize on marble — and 
many other similar expressions ali mean simply to cook in the same 
vvay, until dark red. Care must therefore be taken not to remove the 
vase from the fire, because if the material cools dovvn, ali is lost. 
(“Rfegles g£n6rales,” pp. 202-6)

But vvhat fire is being described, seeing that different vvriters speak 
from time to time about fire of Persia, fire of Egypt, fire of the Indies, 
elementary fire, natural fire, artificial fire, fire of ashes, fire of sand, fire 
of filings, fire of fusion, fire of flames, fire against nature, Algir fire, 
Azothic fire, celestial fire, corrosive fire, fire of matter, lion fire, fire of 
putrefaction, dragon fire, dung fire, and so forth?

Fire heats the furnace throughout, from the beginning to the red 
vvork. But is the vvord fire also perhaps a metaphor for the red mat­
ter that appears in the alchemical process? And here, in fact, accord­
ing to Pernety, are some of the names given to the red stone: red gum, 
red oil, ruby, vitriol, ashes of tartar, red body, fruit, red stone, mag- 
nesium, red oil, starry stone, red salt, red sulfur, blood, poppy, red 
vvine, red vitriol, cochineal, and also “ fire, fire of nature” (“ Signes,” 
pp. 187-89).

Alchemists have therefore alvvays vvorked vvith fire, and fire is the 
basis of alchemical practice. Yet fire itself constitutes one of the most 
impenetrable mysteries of alchemy. As I have never produced gold, I 
cannot provide the ansvver to this problem, and so pass on to another



type of fire, another type of alchemy, that of the artist, where fire be- 
comes an instrument of new birth, and artists set themselves up to imi- 
tate the gods.

FİRE AS TH E  ORIGIN OF A R T  

Plato recounts in Protagoras that

once upon a time there were gods, but no mortal creatures . . . 
and when they were about to bring these creatures to light, they 
charged Prometheus and Epimetheus to provide and distribute 
the most appropriate faculties for each race. But Epimetheus asked 
Prometheus to let him do the distribution himself: “And when I 
have completed the distribution,” he added, “you shall come and 
see.” And so, having thus persuaded him, he started the work of 
distribution. And to some races he gave strength without speed, 
while the weaker races he equipped with speed. And to others he 
gave weapons of defense and attack, while for others, who were de- 
fenseless by nature, he devised other faculties to guarantee their 
safety. To those races that he made small, he gave the capacity to es- 
cape using their wings, or to hide underground; whereas to those 
he made large he gave the possibility of saving themselves with 
their size. And he distributed ali other faculties in this way, so that 
they balanced each other . . . and when he had provided the vari- 
ous races with the means to avoid mutual destruction, he devised 
a way for them to defend themselves against the inclemency of the 
seasons sent by Zeus, covering them with thick hair and leathery 
skin, sufficient to defend them from coldness and capable of pro- 
tecting them from hot weather, and such that, when they slept in 
their lairs, these would serve as natural blankets suitable for each of 
them. And some he shod with hoofs; others he gave tough skin and 
no blood. Then he provided different food for the different races: 
to some he gave the grass of the land, to others the firuits of trees, 
to others roots. And he allowed some races to devour other races



of animals for food; and he provided that the former would have 
fewer offspring, and that the offspring of the latter vvould be nu- 
merous, to ensure the preservation of the race.

Now Epimetheus, who was not particularly clever, had failed to 
notice he had used up ali the faculties for the animals: but at this 
point the human race had stili not been provided for, and he did 
not knovv what to do vvith it. While he was in this situation of em- 
barrassment, Prometheus came to see the distribution, and real- 
ized that whereas ali the other creatures vvere properly provided 
for, man vvas naked, barefoot, homeless, and defenseless . . .

So Prometheus, in this embarrassing situation, not knovving 
vvhat salvation to devise for man, stole technical vvisdom and fire 
from Hephaestus and Athena (since vvithout fire it vvas impossible 
to acquire and use that vvisdom) and he gave it to man. (sections 
320c-32id)

With the conquest of fire, the arts are bom — at least in the Greek 
sense of technical skills —and thus the dominion of man över nature. 
What a shame that Plato had not read Levi-Strauss, and had not also 
told us that the discovery of fire marked the beginning of cooked food; 
but cooking is, after ali, an art and vvas therefore included under the 
platonic notion of techne.

Benvenuto Cellini gives an excellent description of hovv much fire 
has to do vvith the arts in his Life, recounting hovv he fused his Per- 
seus, covering him in a clay mold and then, vvith a slovv fire, removed 
the wax from it,

vvhich came out through the many vents that I had made, for the 
more there are, the better do the molds fiil. And vvhen I had fin- 
ished removing the wax I made a funnel around my Perseus, that 
is to say around the said mold, of bricks, interlacing one above the 
other, and I left many spaces through vvhich the fire could the bet­
ter emerge. Then I began to arrange the vvood carefully, and I kept 
up the fire for tvvo days and two nights continuously; to such pur- 
pose that vvhen ali the vvax had been extracted, and the said mold 
vvas aftervvards vvell baked, I immediately began to dig the ditch



wherein to bury my mold, with ali those skiliul methods that this 
fine art directs us . . .

And holding it very carefully upright, in such a fashion that it 
hung exactly in the middle of the ditch, I caused it to descend very 
gendy as far as the bottom of the furnace . . .

When I savv it vvas thoroughly firm, as vvell as that method of fill- 
ing it in, together vvith the placing of those conduit pipes properly 
in their places . . .  I turned to my furnace, vvhich I had made them 
fiil vvith many lumps of copper and other pieces of bronze. And 
having piled the one upon the top of the other after the fashion that 
our profession indicates to us, that is to say raised up, so as to make 
a way for the flames of the fire, vvhereby the said metal derives its 
heat quicker, and by it melts and becomes reduced to liquid, I then 
happily told them to set light to the said furnace. And laying on 
those pieces of pinevvood, vvhich from the greasiness of that resin 
that the pine exudes, and from the fact that my little furnace vvas 
so vvell built, it acted so vvell that. . .  the vvorkshop took fire, and 
vve vvere afraid lest the roof should fail upon us. From the other 
side tovvard the kitchen garden the heaven projected upon me so 
much vvater and vvind that it cooled my furnace. Combatting this 
for several hours under these perverse conditions, employing so 
much more effort than my strong vigor of constitution could possi- 
bly sustain, there sprang upon me a sudden fever, the greatest that 
can possibly be imagined in the vvorld, by reason of vvhich I vvas 
forced to take to my bed. (book 2, section 75)

And so, after so much planning, accompanied by accidental fire, ar- 
tificial fire, and bodily fever, his statue took form.

But if fire is a divine element, then man, at the same time, in leam- 
ing hovv to make fire, appropriates a povver that until then had been 
reserved for the gods, and so even the fire he lights in the temple is 
the effect of an act of pride. The Greek civilization immediately gives 
this connotation of pride to the conquest of fire and it is curious hovv 
ali the celebrations of Prometheus, not only in Greek tragedy but also 
later in art, emphasize not so much the gift of fire as the punishment 
that follovvs it.



FİRE a s  a n  e p i p h a n i c  e x p e r i e n c e

When the artist accepts and recognizes with pride and with hubris 
that he resembles the gods, and sees art as a substitute for divine crea- 
tion, then decadent sensibility opens the way for likening aesthetic ex- 
perience to fire, and fire to epiphany.

The concept of epiphany (if not the term) first appears with Wal- 
ter Pater in the conclusion to his essay on the Renaissance. It is no 
surprise that the famous conclusion opens vvith a quote from Hera- 
clitus. Reality is a sum of forces and elements that arise and gradu- 
ally fail avvay, and only superficial experience makes us see them as 
solid and fixed in an importunate presence: “But vvhen reflexion be- 
gins to act upon those objects they are dissipated under its influence, 
their cohesive force seems suspended like a trick of magic.” We find 
ourselves among a group of impressions that are unstable, flickering, 
inconsistent: habit is broken, ordinary hfe fades avvay, and from this, 
beyond this, there remain single moments that can be grasped for an 
instant and immediately fade avvay. “ Every moment some form grovvs 
perfect in hand or face; some tone of the hills or the sea is choicer 
than the rest; some mood of passion or insight or intellectual ex- 
citement is irresistibly real and attractive to us —for that moment 

only.”
To maintain this ecstasy is “success in life” : “While ali melts under 

our feet, vve may vvell catch at any exquisite passion, or any contribu- 
tion to knovvledge that seems by a lifted horizon to set the spirit free 
for a moment, or any stirring of the senses, strange dyes, strange col- 
ours, and curious odours, or vvork of the artist’s hands, or the face of 
one’s friend” (Walter Pater, The Renaissance: Studies in Art and Po- 
etry, 1873).

Ali decadent vvriters feel aesthetic and sensual ecstasy in terms of 
radiance. But perhaps it vvas D’Annunzio vvho first linked aesthetic ec­
stasy to the idea of fire; vve vvill not be so banal as to associate him only 
vvith the rather hackneyed idea that (as Mila di Codro shrills in The 
Daughter of Iorio) “ the flame is beautiful.” The idea of aesthetic ec-



stasy as an experience of fire appears in his novel IIfuoco (The Flame). 
Before the beauty of Venice, Stelio Effrena has the experience of fire:

Each moment vibrated through the matter like an unbearable flash 
of lightning. Everything glittered in a sublime jubilaüon of hght, 
from the crosses erect on the top of domes swollen by prayer to 
the delicate salt-crystal droplets hanging beneath the bridges. Just 
as the look-out on the mast-top shouts aloud of a storm at sea, so 
the golden angel on the top of the highest tovver burst into flame 
and announced the coming. And so he came! He came seated on a 
cloud like a chariot of fire, the hem of his purple garments trailing 
behind him. (translated by Susan Bassnett)

JamesJoyce, the supreme theorist on epiphany, had read, loved, and 
vvas inspired by D’Annunzio’s novel. “By an epiphany Stephen meant 
a sudden spiritual manifestation, vvhether in the vulgarity of speech 
or of gesture or in a memorable phrase of the mind itself” (Stephen 
Hero). This experience alvvays appears injoyce as fiery. In his Portrait 
of the Artist as a YoungMan, the vvord fire is repeated fifty-nine times, 
and flame and flaming thirty-five times, not to mention other similar 
vvords, such as radiance or splendour. In IIfuoco, Foscarina listens to 
the vvords of Stelio and feels “attracted to that blazing atmosphere like 
the hearth of a forge.” For Stephen Dedalus aesthetic ecstasy alvvays 
appears as flashes of splendor and is expressed using metaphors of 
the sun. The same happens for Stelio Effrena. Let us compare tvvo 
passages. First, D’Annunzio:

The boat veered violendy. A miracle caught it. The first rays of the 
sun pierced through the heaving sail, glittered on the bold angels 
on the bell-tovvers of San Marco and San Giorgio Maggiore, tumed 
the sphere of the Fortuna to flame, crovvned the five mitres on the 
Basilica vvith Ughtning . . . “Hail to the Miracle.” A superhuman 
feeling of povver and freedom svvelled the young man’s heart, as the 
vvind svvelled the sail that vvas transfigured for him. He stood in 
the crimson splendour of the sail and in the splendour of his ovvn 
blood.



And then Joyce: “ His thinking was a dusk of doubt and self-mis- 
trust, ht up at moments by the lightnings of intuition, but lightnings of 
so clear a splendour that in those moments the world perished about 
his feet as if it had been fire-consumed; and thereafter his tongue grew 
heavy and he met the eyes of others with unanswering eyes, for he felt 
that the spirit of beauty had folded him round like a mande.”

RE G E N E R A TIN G  FİRE

For Heraclitus, as we have seen, the universe regenerates itself through 
fire in every era. Empedocles was, it seems, on more familiar terms 
with fire—it was to gain divinity, or to persuade his followers that he 
was divine, that he threw himself (at least according to some) into 
Mount Etna. This final purificadon, this choice of annihiladon in fire, 
has fascinated poets from ali periods. Suffice it to recall Hölderlin:

Have you not seen? They are recurring 
The lovely times of my endre life again today 
And something greater stili is yet to come;
Then upvvard, son, upward to the very peak 
Of ancient holy Etna, that is where we’ll go 
For gods have greater presence on the heights 
With my own eyes this very day I shall survey 
The streams and islands and the sea.
And may the sunlight, hovering golden över ali 
These vvaters, deign to bless me in departure,
The splendid youthfiıl light of day, vvhich in 
My youth I loved. Then ali about us both 
Eternal stara vvill scintillate in silence as 
The glovving magma surges from volcanic depths 
And tenderly to all-impelling spirit of the ether vvill 
Arrive and touch us. Oh, then!
(The Death of Empedocles, translated by 
David Farrell Krell)



Betvveen Heraclitus and Empedocles, then, there is another as- 
pect of fire —fire not only as creator but at the same time as destroyer 
and regenerator. The Stoics talked about ekpyrosis as the great confla- 
gration (or fire and end of the world) through which everything, be- 
ing derived from fire, retums to fire at the end of its evolutionary cy- 
cle. The idea of ekpyrosis does not actuaUy suggest that purification 
through fire can be achieved by human planning and achievement. 
But certainly behind many sacrifices based on fire there is an idea that, 
by destroying, fire purifies and regenerates. And thus the sacral nature 
ofdeath at the stake.

Past centuries are fiili of bumings at the stake, and not just those 
of medieval heretics but also \vitches burned in more recent times, at 
least up to the eighteenth century. And it is only D’Annunzio’s aes- 
theticism that made Mila di Codro say that the flame is beautiful. The 
fires that have burned so many heretics are terrifying, not least because 
they followed other tortures. It is enough to quote (from the medieval 
Story ofFra Dolcino the Heresiarch) the description of Fra Dolcino’s 
torture when he and his wife, Margherita, were handed över to the 
civil authorities for the sentence of the Inquisition to be carried out. 
While the bells rang the tocsin, they were taken on a cart around the 
whole city, surrounded by their executioners and followed by armed 
troops, and in every district their flesh was pierced with red-hot tongs. 
Margherita was burned first, before Dolcino, whose face flinched not 
a muscle, nor did he utter any complaint when the tongs ripped into 
his flesh. Then the cart continued on its way, while the executioners 
plunged their irons into burning braziers. Dolcino suffered other tor­
ments and stili he remained silent, except that his shoulders tightened 
a little when they cut away his nose, and when they tore off his male 
member he let out a long sigh, like a moan. His last words had the ring 
of impenitence, and he said that he would rise again on the third day. 
Then he was burned and his ashes were scattered in the wind.

For inquisitors of every age, race, and religion, fire purifies not only 
the sins of human beings but also those of books. There are many sto- 
ries about the burning of books. Sometimes they occur by accident,



sometimes through ignorance, but on other occasions, such as the 
Nazi bonfires of books, they are to purify and to destroy the evidence 
of a degenerate art. Don Quixote’s zealous friends burn his library of 
books on chivalry for moral reasons and for the sake of his sanity. The 
library in Elias Canetti’s Auto-da-Fe burns in a way that reminds us 
of the sacrifice of Empedocles (“when the flames finally reach him he 
laughs loudly, as he has never laughed in ali his life”).

Books condemned to disappearance are burned in Ray Bradbury’s 
Fahrenheit 451. My library in the abbey of The Name of the Rose is set 
alight by fate, but the cause is an originating act of censorship.

Femando Bâez, in A Universal History of the Destrudion of Books 
(2004), asks for vvhat reasons fire has been the dominant agent in the 
destruction of books. And he ansvvers:

Fire is salvation, and for that reason, almost ali religions dedicate 
fires to their respective divinides. This povver to conserve life is 
also a destrucdve povver. When man destroys vvith fire, he plays 
God, master of the fire of life and death. And in this vvay he iden- 
tifies vvith a purifying solar cult and vvith the great myth of de- 
strucdon that almost alvvays takes place through fire. The reason 
for using fire is obvious: it reduces the spirit of a vvork to matter. 
(translated by Alfred MacAdam)

EKPTROSIS  T O D A Y

Fire is the destroyer in every time of vvar, from the fabulous and fabled 
Greek fire of the Byzantines (a military secret if ever there vvas one, 
and on this point I’d like to recall Luigi Malerba’s fine novel II fuoco 
Greco) to the chance discovery of gunpovvder by Berthold Schvvarz, 
vvho died as a result, in a personal and punitive ekpyrosis. Fire is pun- 
ishment for traitors in vvar, and “ Fire!” is the command for every firing 
squad, as if the origin of life is being invoked to hasten the end. But 
perhaps the fire of vvar that has most terrified humanity—by vvhich 
I mean ali of humanity, around the globe, conscious for the first time



of what vvas taking place in one part of it—vvas the explosion of the 
atomic bomb.

One of the pilots vvho dropped the bomb on Nagasaki vvrote, “Ali 
of a sudden the light of a thousand suns lit up the cabin. I vvas forced 
to close my eyes for tvvo seconds, despite my sunglasses.” In the 
Bhagavad Gita it vvas vvritten, “ If the radiance of a thousand suns vvere 
to burst at once into the sky, that vvould be the splendor of the mighty 
one . . . I am become Death, the destroyer of vvorlds.” These verses 
came to Oppenheimer’s mind after the explosion of the first atomic 
bomb.

With vvhich vve come dramatically close to the end of my lecture 
and —över a more reasonable space of time —to the end of human ex- 
istence on Earth or the existence of Earth in the cosmos. Because novv, 
as never before, three of the primordial elements are under threat: air, 
throttled by pollution and by carbon dioxide; vvater, contaminated on 
the one hand and increasingly scarce on the other. Only fire is victo- 
rious, in the form of a heat that, by parching earth, is upsetting the 
seasons, and by melting the icecaps, is inviting the seas to invade it. 
Without realizing it, vve are marching tovvard the first real ekpyrosis. 
While Bush and China reject the Kyoto Protocol, vve are marching to­
vvard death through fire —and it is of litde importance to us vvhether 
the universe regenerates after our holocaust, because it vvill no longer 
be ours.

The Buddha made this recommendation in his “ Fire Sermon” :

Monks, ali is aflame. What is aflame? The eye is aflame, O monks, 
forms and colors are aflame, visual avvareness is aflame, visual con- 
tact is aflame, and vvhatever sensation arises depending on the con- 
tact of the eye vvith its projections—vvhether perceived as pleas- 
ant, unpleasant, or neutral—that too is aflame. Aflame vvith vvhat? 
Aflame vvith the fire of attachment. . .  Aflame, I teli you, because of 
birth, aging, and death, because of pain, sorrovv, anguish, despair. 
The ear is aflame, sounds are aflame . . . The nose is aflame, aro- 
mas are aflame . . .  Taste, O monks, is aflame, flavors are aflame . . .  
Touch, O monks, is aflame . . .  The mind, O monks, is aflame . .  .



O monks, seeing ali thus, the noble disciple vvho has understood 
the teachings is serenely disenchanted vvith the eye, vvith forms and 
colors . . . vvith the ear, with sounds. He is serenely disenchanted 
vvith aromas . . .  vvith anything arising depending on the contact of 
the tongue vvith its objects, vvhether perceived as pleasant, unpleas- 
ant, or neutral.

But humanity has been unable to relinquish (even in part) its at- 
tachment to its ovvn aromas, tastes, sounds, and tactile pleasures — and 
to relinquish producing fire through friction. Perhaps it should have 
left the production of fire to the gods, vvho vvould have given it to us 
only once in a vvhile, in the form of a thunderbolt.

[Lecture given during the 2008 Milanesiana festival of literatüre, 
music, and cinema, organized around the theme of the four ele- 
ments — fire, air, earth, and vvater — on July 7,2008.]



Treasure Hunting

T
r e a s u r e  h u n t i n g  i s  a  fascinating pursuit. It is well worth 
making a journey, organizing it properly, and follovving a route 
that takes in the more interesting treasuries, searching them out also 

in lesser-knovvn abbeys. There may no longer be any point going to 
Saint-Denis, on the outskirts of Paris, where in the twelfth century the 
great Abbot Suger, an avid collector ofjewelry, pearls, ivory, gold can- 
delabra, and figured altarpieces, had turned his collection of precious 
objects into a kind of religion and mystical philosophy. Sadly, the col­
lection of reliquaries and sacred vessels, the robes wom by kings at 
their coronations, the funeral crowns of Louis XVI and Marie Antoi- 
nette, and the panel of the adoration of the shepherds presented by 
the Sun King have ali gone, though some of the finest pieces are stili to 
be found in the Louvre.

A visit to Saint Vitus’s Cathedral in Prague, however, should not 
be mİ8sed—here are the skulls of Saint Adalbert and Saint VVenceslas, 
the sword of Saint Stephen, a fragment of the Cross, the tablecloth 
from the Last Supper, a tooth of Saint Margaret, a fragment of the tibia 
of Saint Vitalis, a rib of Saint Sophia, the chin of Saint Eoban, Moses’ 
staff, and Our Lady’s robe.

Saint Joseph’s engagement ring was listed in the catalog of the fab- 
ulous but now dispersed treasury of the duc de Berry, but it is appar-



ently at Notre-Dame in Paris. And on display in the Imperial Treasury 
in Vienna are a piece of the manger from Bethlehem, Saint Stephen’s 
pürse, the lance that struckjesus’ flank, a nail from the Cross, Charle- 
magne’s sword, one of Saint John the Baptist’s teeth, a bone from the 
arm of Saint Ann, the apostles’ chains, a piece of Saint John the Evan- 
gelist’s clothing, and another fragment of the tablecloth from the Last 
Supper.

But however interested we might be in treasures, those closest 
to home are the ones we are least Hkely to knovv. I reckon, for exam- 
ple, that few people who live in Milan, not to mention tourists, have 
ever visited the treasury at Milan Cathedral. There you can admire 
the cover of the Book of the Gospels belonging to Archbishop Aribert 
(eleventh century), vvith beautifiıl cloisonne enamel plaques and gold 

filigree, inset vvith precious stones.
Searching out precious stones and their various qualities is one of 

the favorite pursuits of enthusiasts —it is not just a matter of looking 
for diamonds, rubies, or emeralds, but also for those so often men- 
tioned in the holy scriptures, such as opal, chrysoprase, beryl, ag- 
ate, jasper, or sardonyx. If you’re clever, you vvill be able to distin- 
guish betvveen real and false stones. There is a large silver baroque 
statue of Saint Charles Borromeo in the Milan Cathedral Treasury 
vvhose whole breastplate and cross are covered vvith glistening gems, 
since those who had commissioned it regarded silver as a poor ma- 
terial. And some, according to the catalog, are real vvhile others are 
just colored crystal. But leaving aside mercantile considerations, we 
have to admire above ali vvhat the makers of these objects vvanted to 
achieve: an overall effect of amazing richness — not least because most 
of the precious materials are genuine, and the shop window of the fin- 
est Paris jevveler, in comparison to any treasury side-cabinet, is vvorth 
litde more than a stall in a flea market.

I suggest you then have a look at the larynx of Saint Charles Bor­
romeo, but take a closer look at the Pax of Pope Pius IV, a small shrine 
vvith tvvo gold and lapis lazuli columns that frame in gold the Depo- 
sition in the Holy Sepulcher. Above it is a golden cross vvith thirteen



diamonds on a disc of banded onyx, while the small pediment is deco- 
rated vvdth gold, agate, lapis lazuli, and rubies.

Going back further in time, to the period of Saint Ambrose, there 
is an embossed silver chest for relics of the aposties, vvith magnificent 
bas-reliefs. But the most interesting bas-reliefs are those of the fifth- 
century Five-Part Diptych, an ivory Ravenna-style series of scenes 
from the life of Christ; at the çenter is the Mystical Lamb of God in 
gilded silver vvith molded glass, a single image in pale colors on a 
background of ancient ivory.

They are examples of vvhat historical tradition has vvrongly accus- 
tomed us to describe as lesser arts. They are quite clearly “ art,” vvith- 
out the adjective, and if there is anything “lesser” (meaning vvorth 
less artistically) it is the cathedral itself. If there vvas a flood, and I vvas 
asked vvhether to save Milan Cathedral or the Five-Part Diptych, I 
vvould certainly choose the latter, and not because it vvould be easier 
to fit inside the ark.

Nonetheless, even considering the crypt (knovvn as the Scurolo) 
for Saint Charles Borromeo, vvith the body of the saint in a Container 
of silver and crystal that seems to me more miraculous than its con- 
tents, the Cathedral Treasury does not display ali that it might. Read- 
ing through the Inventory of the Vestments and Sacred Fumishings of 
Milan Cathedral, vve realize that the treasury itself is only a tiny part 
of a collection spread around the various sacristies, vvhich includes 
splendid vestments, vessels, ivories, sumptuous gold objects, and reli- 
quaries, including several thorns from Christ’s Crovvn, a piece of the 
Cross, and various fragments of Saint Agnes, Saint Agatha, Saint Cath- 
erine, Saint Praxedes, and Saints Simplician, Caius, and Gerontius.

On visiting a treasury, vve should not approach the reliquaries vvith 
a scientific mind; othervvise there’s a risk oflosing faith—in the tvvelfth 
century, for example, according to legend, the skull of Saint John the 
Baptist at the age of tvvelve vvas kept in a German cathedral. Once, in a 
monastery on Mount Athos, talking to a monk-librarian, I discovered 
he had been a student of Roland Barthes in Paris and had taken part 
in the demonstrations of 1968 —and therefore, knovving him to be a



man of culture, I asked whether he believed in the authenticity of the 
holy relics he kissed devotedly, each morning at dawn, during a mag- 
nificent and interminable religious ceremony. He smiled kindly, with a 
certain malicious complicity, and said that the problem was not one of 
authenticity but of faith, and that when he kissed the relics he sensed 
their mystic aroma. In short, it is not the relic that makes faith, but 
faith that makes the relic.

But not even a nonbeliever can remain immune to the fascination 
of two phenomena. First of ali, the objects themselves, these anony­
mous yellovving pieces of cartilage, mystically repugnant, pathetic, and 
mysterious, these scraps of clothing from who knows what period, 
faded, discolored, frayed, sometimes enclosed in a vial like a myste­
rious manuscript in a bottle, materials that have often disintegrated, 
that have become one with the cloth and the metal or bone on which 
they lie. And secondly, the containers, often incredibly omate, some­
times made by a devout bricoleur from pieces of other reliquaries, in 
the form of a tower or a small cathedral with pinnacles and domes, 
and then those baroque reliquaries (the finest are in Vienna), a for- 
est of tiny sculptures, looking like clocks, carillons, or magic boxes. 
Some of them will remind contemporary art enthusiasts of Joseph 
Cornell’s sürrealist boxes and Arman’s vitrines filled with ordered ob­
jects — secular reliquaries that show, however, the same taste for worn, 
dusty materials, for manic accumulation — and they require a detailed, 
analytical study that cannot be done in a simple glance.

Treasure hunting also means knowing not only about the tastes of 
early medieval patrons but also about Renaissance and baroque col- 
lectors, up to the Wunderkammem of the German princes: no clear 
distinction was made between a devotional object, a curiosity, and a 
work of art. An ivory high relief was precious for its vvorkmanship (to- 
day we would say for its artistry) as well as for the value of its material. 
And a curiosity was recognized, at the same time, as precious, amus- 
ing, and marvelous, so that in the duc de Berry’s collection, alongside 
chalices and vessels of great artistic worth, there were also a stuffed el-



ephant, a basilisk, an egg that a priest had found inside another egg, 
some manna from the desert, a coconut, and the hom of a unicom.

Ali lost? No. The hom of a unicorn is to be found in the Impe- 
rial Treasury in Vienna, providing proof that unicoms existed, even 
though the catalog states with positivistic ruthlessness that it is the 
hom of a narvvhal.

But at this point, the visitor, having entered into the spirit of the 
keen devotee of treasuries, will study vvith the same interest a hom; 
a fourth-century agate cup said to be the cup of the Grail; the im- 
perial crown, orb, and scepter (splendors of medieval jewelry); and 
also — since the Treasury of Vienna has no bounds of time — the impe- 
rial four-poster bed in vvhich slept the unfortunate son ofNapoleon, 
the king of Rome, known as the Eaglet (who at this point becomes as 
legendary as the unicom and the Grail).

We have to forget vvhat vve have read in the art history books, to 
lose our sense of the difference betvveen curio and masterpiece, to 
enjoy above ali the mass of vvonders, the procession of marvels, the 
epiphany of the incredible. And to dream about the head of Saint 
John the Baptist at the age of tvvelve, imagining its reddish veins on an 
ashen background, the arabesque of crumbling, corroded joints, and 
the reliquary that has to contain it, of blue enamel like the altar of Ver­
dim and the cushion under it of yellovved satin, covered vvith vvithered 
roses in a glass cabinet, airless for tvvo thousand years, immobilized in 
a vacuum, before the Baptist could grovv up and the executioner vvas 
able to chop off his other head. That other, more mature head has a 
lesser mystical and commercial value since, though it is supposed to 
be conserved in the Church of San Silvestro in Capite in Rome, an 
older tradition claims it to be in the cathedral at Amiens and, in any 
event, the head in Rome has no javv, vvhich is said to be in the Church 
of San Lorenzo in Viterbo.

Ali vve have to do is take a map and plot a fevv possible routes. For 
example, the True Cross, discovered in Jerusalem by Saint Helena, 
mother of Constantine, vvas seized by the Persians in the seventh cen-



tury and then retrieved by the Byzantine emperor Heraclius. It was 
carried by the Crusaders in 1187 onto the battlefield at Hattin to en- 
sure their victory över Saladin; but the battle, as we know, ended in 
their defeat and ali trace of the Cross vvas lost forever. Numerous frag- 
ments, however, had been taken över previous centuries and are stili 
conserved in many churches.

The three nails (two for the hands and one for the feet, nailed to- 
gether) were found stili attached to the Cross and vvere said to have 
been brought by Helena to her son Constantine. According to legend, 
one of them was mounted on his battle helmet and another vvas made 
into a bit for his horse. The third nail, according to tradition, is to be 
found in the Church of the Santa Croce in Gerusalemme, in Rome. 
The Sacred Bit, on the other hand, is in Milan Cathedral, vvhere it 
is shovvn to the faithful tvvice a year. There is no trace of the nail on 
the helmet—one tradition suggests it is to be found today in the Iron 
Crovvn, conserved in Monza Cathedral.

The Crovvn of Thorns, long kept in Constantinople, vvas then 
passed on to King Louis IX of France, vvho put it in the Sainte- 
Chapelle, specially built by him in Paris for this purpose. It originally 
had ten thorns, but över the course of the centuries they vvere given to 
churches, sanctuaries, and important people, and ali that remains to­
day is the branches vvoven into the shape of a helmet.

The pillar of the flagellation is in Santa Prassede in Rome; the Sa­
cred Lance belonged to Charlemagne and his descendants, and is 
novv in Vienna; Christ’s foreskin vvas kept and displayed each New 
Year’s Day at Calcata, a small tovvn near Viterbo, until the 1970S, vvhen 
the priest announced it had been stolen. But Rome, Santiago de Com- 
postela, Chartres, Besançon, Metz, Hildesheim, Charroux, Conques, 
Langres, Antvverp, Fecamp, and Puy-en-Velay in the Auvergne have 
ali made claims to possess a similar relic.

The blood that poured from Christ’s side vvas, according to tra­
dition, collected by Longinus, the soldier vvho had pierced him vvith 
the lance: he is said to have taken it to Mantua; the ampoule supposed 
to contain the blood is kept in the city’s cathedral. Other blood at-



tributed to Jesus is kept in a cylindrical reliquary that can be seen in 
the Basilica of the Holy Blood (Heilig-Bloedbasiliek) at Bruges in Bel- 
gium.

The Sacred Crib is at Santa Maria Maggiore (Rome), the Sacred 
Shroud in Turin, the linen napkin used by Christ to wash the feet of 
the apostles at the Church of Saint John Lateran in Rome, but also at 
Acqs in Germany—indeed, the latter napkin is said to bear the foot- 
print ofjudas.

The swaddling clothes of the infant Jesus are at Aachen; the house 
of Mary, where the Annunciation took place, vvas transported through 
the air by angels from Nazareth to Loreto; many churches hold vvhat 
is claimed to be the hair of Mary (one hair, for example, is at Messina) 
or her milk; the sacred girdle of Our Lady is at Prato; Saint Joseph’s 
vvedding ring is at Perugia Cathedral; the engagement rings ofjoseph 
and Mary are at Notre-Dame in Paris; Saint Joseph’s belt (brought 
to France by Joinville in 1254) is in the Church of the Feuillants in 
Paris, and his staff at the Camaldolese church in Florence. There are 
also fragments of this staff in the churches of Santa Cecilia in Rome, 
Sant’Anastasia in Rome, and San Domenico and San Giuseppe del 
Mercato in Bologna. There are fragments of the tomb of Saint Joseph 
at Santa Maria al Pordco and Santa Maria in Campitelli in Rome.

Fragments of the Holy Veil of Our Lady and the cloak of Saint 
Joseph are to be found at Santa Maria di Licodia, in Sicily, conserved 
in an artful silver reliquary, made in the seventeenth century. Until the 
197OS, this reliquary was carried in procession on the last Saturday of 
August to mark the festival of the patron saint.

The body of Saint Peter vvas buried in Rome near where he vvas 
martyred, at the Circus of Nero: a basilica vvas built on the site during 
the reign of Constantine, and later, the present Saint Peter’s Basilica. 
In 1964, after archaeological excavations, it vvas announced that the 
aposde’s bones had been found, and today they are beneath the altar.

According to legend, the body of Saint James, son of Zebedee, vvas 
transported by the currents to the Adantic coast of Spain and buried 
in a place called Campus Stellae. The Sanctuary of Santiago de Com-



postela stands there today, one of the majör pilgrimage destinations, 
along with Rome andjerusalem, since the Middle Ages.

The body of Saint Thomas the Aposde is in the Cathedral of Or- 
tona (Chieti), taken there in 1258 from Chios, an island in the Aegean 
Sea, where it had been brought to safety by Christians after the fail of 
Edessa in 1146. It had been taken to Edessa by order of the Emperor 
Alexander Severus in around 230 c.E., from Madras, where Thomas 
had been martyred in 72 c . E.

One of the thirty pieces of silver for vvhich Judas Iscariot betrayed 
Christ is in the sacristy of the Collegiate Church at Visso. A body of 
Saint Bartholomew the Aposde is in Rome (brought to Isola Tibe- 
rina by Pius IV); another is at the Church of San Bartolomeo in Ben- 
evento. In any event, both bodies ought to be without their skullcaps, 
since one is conserved in Frankfurt Cathedral and the other at the 
Monastery of Lüne (Lüneberg). It is not known vvhich body the third 
skullcap comes from, vvhich is now at the Charterhouse in Cologne. 
An arm, once again belonging to Saint Bartholomew, is in Canterbury 
Cathedral, though Pisa boasts possession of a piece of his skin.

The body of Saint Luke the Evangelist is kept in the Church of 
Santa Giusdna in Padua; that of Saint Mark, originally kept at Anti- 
och, was taken to Venice.

What were said to be the remains of the Magi were conserved in 
Milan in ancient times. They vvere seized by Frederick Barbarossa in 
the tvvelfth century as spoils of war and taken to Cologne, vvhere they 
remain. Some relics were returned to Milan in the 1950S and are novv 
in the Church of Sant’Eustorgio.

The remains of Saint Nicholas of Bari, othervvise knovvn as Santa 
Claus, were at Myra, in Asia Minör, until 1087, when they vvere smug- 
gled away by seamen from Bari and transported to their city.

The body of Saint Ambrose, patron saint of Milan, is buried in 
the crypt of the basilica dedicated to him, together vvith the bodies of 
Saints Gervase and Protase.

In the Basilica of Saint Antony of Padua are the saint’s tongue and 
fingers; the hand of Saint Stephen of Hungary is kept in the basilica



at Budapest; two ampoules of the blood of Saint Januarius are in Na- 
ples; part of the body of Saint Judith is in Nevers Cathedral, while a 
fragment of bone is kept in a magnificent rock crystal relıquary in the 
crypt of the Medici Chapel at San Lorenzo in Florence.

At Misterbianco, in Sicily, the arm of Saint Anthony the Great is 
displayed every January 17; that of Saint Benedict ofNorcia was do- 
nated to the monastery of Leno, near Brescia, in the eighth century at 
the behest of King Desiderius.

The body of Saint Agatha at Catania was divided up, and the gold- 
smiths ofLimoges made reliquaries for the limbs —one for each thigh, 
one for each arm, and one for each lovver leg. One was made in 1628 
for her breast. But the ulna and radius of her forearm are at Palermo, 
in the Royal Chapel. One of Saint Agatha’s arm bones is at Messina, 
in the Monastery of the Santissimo Salvatore, another at Alî, just 
outside Messina; one of her fingers is at Sant’Agata dei Goti (Bene- 
vento); the body of Saint Peter of Verona is in the Portinari Chapel at 
Sant’Eustorgio, in Milan (devotees bang their heads against his sar- 
cophagus on April 29 to ward offheadaches).

The remains of Saint Gregory of Nazianzus are at Saint Peter’s in 
Rome, but a portion was donated by Pope John Paul II to the patri- 
arch of Constantinople in 2004. Relics of Saint Lucidus are at Aquara, 
near Salemo: they were stolen several times and the head was eventu- 
ally found by poliçe in a private house in 1999. Relics associated with 
Saint Pantaleon (the sword that cut off the saint’s head, the wheel on 
which he was tortured, the torch used to bum his flesh, the trunk of 
an olive tree that sprouted on contact with his body) are to be found in 
the church named after him at Lanciano, in the Abruzzo.

A rib of Saint Catherine is at Astenet in Belgitim; one of her feet is 
in the Church of Santi Giovanni e Paolo in Venice. A finger and her 
head (detached from her body in 1381 by order of Pope Urban VI) are 
in the Basilica of San Domenico in Siena.

A piece of Saint Blaise’s tongue is at Carosino, near Taranto, an 
arm in the cathedral at Ruvo di Puglia, and his skull at Dubrovnik. 
We can find a tooth of Saint Apollonius in Porto Cathedral, the body



of Saint Judas Cyriacus in Ancona Cathedral, the heart of Saint Al- 
fius at Lentini in Sicily, the body of Saint Roch in the high altar of the 
Church of the Scuola Grande in Venice, part of the shoulder bone and 
another bone fragment at Scilla, part of an arm bone in the Church of 
San Rocco at Voghera, near Pavia, another piece of arm bone at the 
church of the same name in Rome, a tibia and other small parts of the 
massa corporis and what is said to have been his staff in his sanctu- 
ary at Montpellier, a phalanx bone in the parish church of Cistema di 
Latina, part of his heel in Frigento Cathedral, and several bone frag­
ments in the Basilica Mauriziana and the Church of the Confraternita 
di San Rocco in Turin.

Relics were venerated in Constantinople but dispersed after 
the Fourth Crusade, such as Our Lady’s mantle (the Maphorion), 
Christ’s sandals, the cloak of Saint John the Baptist, an ampoule of 
Christ’s blood used to sign certain solemn documents, the parapet of 
the vvell vvhere Christ met the Samaritan vvoman, the stone on vvhich 
Christ’s body vvas laid after his death, Solomon’s throne, Moses’ rod, 
the remains of the innocents slaughtered by Herod, a piece of dung 
dropped by the donkey on vvhich Jesus entered Jerusalem, the icon of 
the Hodegetria (an image of Mary and child said to have been painted 
by Saint Luke), other icons considered miraculous since they vvere 
not painted by human hand (acheiropoieta), and the Mandylion, the 
cloth imprinted vvith the face of Christ (originally at Edessa, vvhere 
it vvas famed for making the city impregnable vvhen displayed on its 

vvalls).
I vvouldn’t vvish to give the impression that the conservation of rel­

ics is exclusively a Christian, or indeed Catholic, practice. Pliny telis 
us about the treasured relics of the Greco-Roman vvorld, such as Or- 
pheus’s lyre, Helen’s sandal, or the bones of the monster that attacked 
Andromeda. And by the classical period, the presence of a relic al- 
ready provided a point of attraction for a city or for a temple, and vvas 
therefore a valuable tourist “ commodity” as vvell as a sacred object.

The cult of the relic is to be found in every religion and culture. 
It depends, on the one hand, upon a sort of impulse that I vvould de-



scribe as mytho-materialistic —so that by touching parts of the body 
of great men or saints we are able to experience something of their 
power—and, on the other hand, upon a normal antiquarian taste for 
the past (so that a collector is prepared to spend money to have not 
just the first edition of a famous book, but also the book that belonged 
to an important person).

In this second sense (though perhaps in the first too) there is also 
a secular cult of the relic — ali we have to do is read Christie’s auction 
catalogs to see how a pair of shoes belonging to a famous diva is being 
offered at prices higher than that of a picture by a Renaissance painter. 
These kinds of memorabilia can be the actual gloves of Jacqueline 
Kennedy or those simply worn by Rita Hayworth for the filming of 
Gilda. In that respect, I have seen tourists in Nashville, Tennessee, go- 
ing to admire Elvis Presley’s Cadillac—which by the way wasn’t the 
only one, since he changed them every six months.

The most famous relic of ali times is, of course, the Holy Grail, but 
I wouldn’t advise anyone to set out in search of that (or those) since 
past experiences haven’t been too encouraging—in any event, it has 
been scientifically proven that two thousand years aren’t long enough.

[An earlier Italian version, ütled “Andare per tesori,” appeared in Mi­
lano: Meraviglie, miracoli, misten, edited by Roberta Cordani (Mi­
lan: ç e l ip , 2011); a second expanded version (“ In attesa di una sem- 
iotica dei tesori”) was published in Testure: Şeritti seriosi e sehizzi 
seherzosi per Omar Calabrese by Stefano Jacoviello and others (Siena: 
Protagon, 2009).]



Fermented Delights

M
y  r e l a t i o n s  w i t h  Piero Camporesi were always very 
friendly and cordial, marked by a mutual esteem —or at least I 
hope they were — to the point where I plundered choice quotes from 

him for my novels The Name of the Rose and The island of the Day Be- 
fore and he asked me to write a preface for the English edition of his 
book on blood. But we alvvays tended to meet in academic circles —at 
university course committees, in faculty corridors, or perhaps in the 
porticoed streets of Bologna —and I never got to know him in any pri- 
vate setting or to visit his library.

So far as I knovv, Camporesi vvas a gourmet. He enjoyed good food 
and I’m told he vvas a good cook: no surprise for a writer vvho dedi- 
cated so many pages not just to the pains but also the pleasures of the 
body — to milk, sauces, and dressings. Nor should vve expect anything 
else from someone vvho once declared (in a nevvspaper intervievv in 
August 1985) that, after having studied Petrarch, the baroque, Alfieri, 
and Romanticism, his discovery of Pellegrino Artusi tovvard the end of 
the 1960S had been devastaüng.

But my knovvledge about Camporesi’s passion for food is only 
bookish; I have dined vvith him only in the pages of his books.

I am therefore qualified to celebrate Camporesi the gourmet simply 
as an avid reader of his vvork. He vvrote about squalor, bodily vvaste,



and putrefaction, and at the same time about his lusts and ecstasies. 
But he did so by delving vvith his scalpel into the bodies of books, 
by vvhich I mean into books describing bodies, and —like a latter- 
day Mondino de Liuzzi—he vvent about dissecdng not corpses sto- 
len from cemeteries, but books unearthed from the musty depths of 
libraries vvhere they had often languished forgotten, concealing their 
delights, in the vvay that the character des Esseintes in Joris-Karl 
Huysmans’s Â rebours vvent about rediscovering in neglected early 
medieval chronicles “ the stammering grace, the often exquisite clum- 
siness of the monks, stirring the poetical leftovers of antiquity into a 
pious stevv . . . verbs of refined svveetness, substantives smeUing of 
incense, and strange adjectives crudely fashioned out of gold in the 
dehghtful barbaric style of Gothic jevvellery” (translated by Robert 
Baldrick).

O f course, if  Camporesi had vvanted literatüre in vvhich to lick his 
lips vvhile savoring excessive intemperate and obsolescent vvords, he 
could have turned to such classics of linguistic corruption as that Ital- 
ian forerunner of Joyce, Hypnerotomachia Poliphili, or the macaronic 
macaroni of Teofilo Folengo, or —if he had vvanted to gorge himself 
on modemity—Carlo Emilio Gadda. Instead he vvent offin search of 
unknovvn texts, or books that vvere familiar in other respects. Having 
read Camporesi’s vvorks vve certainly knovv much more about blood, 
bread, vvine, and chocolate, in the same vvay that vve learn extraordi- 
nary things about hunger, vvorms, buboes and scrofiıla, fiber, intes- 
tines, vomit, greed, as vvell as fun fairs and carnivals. But I vvould ven- 
ture to suggest that these explorations vvould be fascinating even if 
the phenomena he vvrites about had never actually taken place, even if 
Camporesi had been telling us about bodies and bodily nourishment 
of aliens from Venüs, somevvhere too far avvay to arouse any sense of 
attraction or disgust. By vvhich I mean that it is fascinating to knovv 
that remote centuries vvere peopled by bands of vagrants, but more 
fascinating stili to discover this purely flatus vocis, and to read about 
fake monks, charlatans, rogues, svvindlers, beggars and ragamuffins, 
lepers and cripples, peddlers, tramps, ballad singers, itinerant eler-



ics, scholar gypsies, cardsharps, jugglers, maimed soldiers, wandering 
Jews, madmen, fugitives, convicts with docked ears, or sodomites.

It is not pharmaceutics but lexicography or linguistic history that 
we are most aware of vvhen reading his descriptions of poppy syrups, 
ointments, unguents, baths, inhalants, powders, tinctures, spongia 
somnifera soaked in opium juices, henbane, hemlock, mandrake . . .

We open The Anatomy of the Senses (1994) at the first chapter, “The 
Cursed Cheese.” We knovv that cheese, though it comes from a pure 
and svveet liquid, milk, is more appetizing the more it tastes of putre- 
faction, and reminds us of molds and those body odors vve usually try 
to get rid of vvith foot baths and bidets —and this is well knovvn not 
only to the glutton but especially to the gourmet. Yet I doubt vvhether 
Camporesi would have been able to write twenty-eight pages on the 
iniquities of cheese by simply sniffing Gorgonzola and Stilton, or let- 
ting the taste of formaggio di fossa, Reblochon, Roquefort, or vach- 
erin hnger on his tongue. He had to go offexploring forgotten pages of 
Campanella’s De sensu rerum et magia or, worse stili, retrieving from 
the seventeenth century, that most neglected period, II mercato delle 
maravigtie di natura by Nicolö Serpetro, the Physica subterranea by 
Joachim Becher, De casei nequitia by Johann Peter Lotichius, and In- 
tomo ai latticini by Paolo Boccone, thus superimposing on the actual 
aroma of cheese this even ranker and more putrid collage of quota- 

tions:

For many centuries, many people believed in the intrinsic ma- 
levolence of cheese, and its “iniquity” could be detected from its 
smell, vvhich for many was sickening and nauseating, a sure indi- 
cator of dying matter. It vvas a decomposing residue of degenerate 
and harmful substances, and a terrible corrupter of humours . . . 
a foul and fetid thing (resfoetida et foeda), the excremental part of 
milk, made up of harmful vvaste, coagulated from the earthy sludge 
of the vvhite liquid. Lotichius often uses the verb “to copulate” 
(coire) vvhen referring to the coagulation of these inferior parts of 
the milk. Butter, on the other hand, constituted the best part; it vvas 
an elect, pure, and divine delicacy, termed Jupiter’s marrovv (Iovis



meduüa). Cheese, however, was variously described as “something 
foul, rank, filthy, and decaying” or “a shapeless mass, evil-smell- 
ing from the dross of milk, from bits of vegetables and refuse, but a 
source of nourishment, whether curdled or combined.” It was suit- 
able only for “labourers and the lower classes.” As “something rus- 
tic and filthy,” it was not worthy of decent people and honoured 
citizens; it was, in other words, a food for the ragged peasant who 
was accustomed to eating “bad foods” . . .  Lotichius saw those who 
ate cheese as sordid and degenerate lovers of putrefied substances. 
Pre-scientific medicine not only agreed vvith him, but supplied 
easy arguments to demonstrate the iniquity of cheese, because the 
humours could only be disturbed and corrupted by fetid and pu- 
trid foods. Eating them triggered an uncontrollable proliferation of 
the worms that, even in normal conditions, “teem in the intestines 
which are their hiding-place.” This was the terrible truth: cheese 
increased the existing putrefaction in the dark meanders of the in­
testines and the recesses of the human bowels, generating disgust- 
ing litde monsters . . . Lotichius argued that the propagation of 
thousands of vile litde animals must occur in human intestines, just 
as the putrefaction spontaneously created, cow-dung released an 
abundance of cockroaches, grubs, wasps, and drones, and the dew 
generated butterflies, ants, locusts, and cicadas. This process was 
uncontrolled and astounding in that it did not require copulation 
and the fertilizadon of eggs. He could not see how the lower abdo­
men filled vvith human manure could possibly avoid fermenting the 
same profusion of perplexing litde animals vvhich vvere a scourge 
to humanity . . . Why could not the same thing occur, given that 
“earthvvorms and tapevvorms ali dravv their origin from phlegmatic, 
dense, and rough matter.” (translated by Allan Cameron)

And similarly his exploration of forgotten writings did not end at 
De spiritu ardente ex iade bubulo by the eighteenth-century Nico- 
laus Oseretskowsky, which telis us how the Tartars got drunk on fer­
mented milk. Only Camporesi, among the few devotees who have 
read La vita deüa Venerabile Madre Maria Margherita Alacoque of 
1784, about the saint who first saw the Sacred Heart of Jesus, could



have extracted from her biography the shocking information that 
this mystic saint, though ready for any mortification of the senses, 
could not overcome her disgust for cheese, to the extent that she was 
tempted to abandon monastic life so as avoid being forced by her vow 
of obedience to eat that horrible yet humble food, before succeeding 
in making the supreme sacrifice. Which prompts Camporesi’s com- 
ment that “ the unbelievable conflict led the saint to the verge of su- 
icidal desperation as her tormented soul struggled över a piece of 
cheese.”

Now, I have to say, the story existed and exists in that saint’s biogra­
phy, but heaven only knows how any human being could have had the 
idea of searching about among those most saintly pages for some lines 
on cheese. Perhaps Camporesi never ate cheese (a suggestion I make 
only out of a love of paradox), but he certainly had a voracious appe- 
tite for pages and pages of countless books that had ended up good- 
ness knows where —and this was his heavenly and guilty Camembert.

If this suggestion might appear excessive, see how Camporesi 
can describe an execrable (or at least execrated) food such as cheese 
with the same ease that he talks about culinary delights that make our 
mouths water, or about the practices of penitence that vvould cause 
any sensitive soul to feel sick. And vvhen discussing Prince Raimondo 
di Sangro, rather than going ofF, like everyone else, on an exploration 
of his mummified monstrosities and chilling displays of nerves, mus- 
cles, and veins laid bare, instead he examines his Arcimboldean fancy 
for counterfeiting food, so that

being quite excessively self-indulgent in ali things, on certain days 
[he] ordered an entire dinner to be prepared using nothing but 
vegetables, on other days nothing but fruit, on yet others noth­
ing but svveet and honeyed dishes, and sometimes dishes ali made 
from milk. He had skilled buffet experts so highly trained in the art 
of manipulating svveetmeats and dairy products that he could pro- 
duce marvellous imitations, vvith milk and honey, of ali the dishes 
the cooks normally make vvith meat, fish, and many other sorts of



animals. They also knew how to counterfeit every kind of fruit in a 
thousand different ways. (ExoticBrew, 1994, translated by Christo- 
pher Woodall)

But likewise, in the same spirit, here he is reading Sebastiano Pauh 
and his Prediche quaresimali (Lenten Sermons), making our hair stand 
on end while he relishes certain pious recommendations when it 
comes to a peaceful death:

As soon as this well-constituted and vvell-organized body is closed 
in its coffin, it changes colour and becomes yellow and sallovv, but 
it is a pallor and saUowness that nauseate and incite fear. It then 
blackens from the head to the feet, and it is covered by a sombre 
and dismal colour like spent coal. Then it starts to swell in a strange 
manner across the face, chest, and stomach, and a fetid and greasy 
mould starts to grow on this sickening swelling, a filthy indication 
of imminent corruption. Very soon the yellow and swollen stomach 
starts to rip here an eruption and there a tear, and out of these there 
flows a slow lava of decaying material and foulness in which bits of 
that black and rotting flesh are floating. Here half a maggot-infested 
eye is carried on a wave, there a cleft Up is putrid and corrupt, and 
further on there lies a bundle of livid and lacerated bowels. A great 
quantity of small flies, worms, and other disgusting litde animals is 
generated by this greasy mire, and they swarm and infest the cor- 
rupted blood, attach themselves to decomposing flesh, and devour 
it. One part of these worms rises from the chest, and another from 
the nostrils, with I don’t know what filth and mucus. Stili others, 
covered by putrid matter, enter and leave by the mouth, and the 
more satiated come and go, and gurgle continuously down in the 
throat. (The Anatomy of the Senses)

Is there a difference betvveen describing a Trimalchion dinner in a 
land of plenty (bringing to mind Dario Fo, in Mistero Buffo, who froths 
with pleasure över food he is only dreaming about) or taking delight 
before the horrid spectacle of the damned in the Lenten sermons of 
Romolo Marchelh and the descripüons in Padre Segneri’s sermon on



the spectacle of the lower realm of the damned, vvho endure the great- 
est punishment by seeing the Almighty laugh at their suffering?

And yet vvhen they raise their eyes and turn to the great God vvho 
lit the fire, they see that He novv appears . . .  like Nero to them, not 
because of His injustice but because of His severity, not only does 
He not vvish to console them, or pity them, but vvhat is more He 
claps His hands together, and vvith incredible pleasure, He laughs 
at them. Imagine in vvhat frenzy they are driven, and into vvhat a 
rage! We are burning and God laughs? Oh most cruel God!. . .  We 
let ourselves be deluded by the man vvho told us that our greatest 
torment vvould have been the sight of God’s scornful face. God’s 
laughing face, he should have said, God’s laughing face. (The Fear 
ofHeü, 1990, translated by Lucinda Byatt)

I see no difference betvveen the eagemess vvith vvhich Camporesi 
savors, in the pages of Giovan Battista Barpo’s Le delizie e i frutti 
dell’agricoltura e della villa, the lists of salted beef and lamb, mut- 
ton, pork and veal, and then spring lambs, capons, hens and ducks, 
and then of parsley roots, vvhich, vvhen boiled, floured, and cooked in 
oil, are just hke lampreys; or pasta made from flour, rosevvater, saffron, 
and sugar, vvith a little malmsey, cut round, like vvindovvpanes, and 
stuffed vvith breadcrumbs, apples, carnation flovvers, and ground vval- 
nuts, vvhile vvaiting for Easter to bring kid, veal, lamb, asparagus, and 
squabs and, över the follovving months, curd cheeses, fresh ricotta, 
peas, heads of cabbage, boiled beans floured and fried (The Anatomy 
of the Serıses)—betvveen such lists of things dedicated to the palate and 
other lists dedicated (even though they refer to people) only to the 
ear — an ear vvhose eustachian tubes are as voraciously greedy as any 
throat. Examples of those lists of villains are found in the Speculum 
cerretanorum and other vvorks on villainy: cardsharps, cheats, rascals, 
villains, vvastrels, ne’er-do-vvells, tricksters, fraudsters, pimps, fagins, 
abortionists, sellers of miraculous vvaters, quacks, pauperes verecundi, 
prayer vendors, fathers begging vvith their children, fake-saf&on ven-



dors, rogues who cheat other rogues, relic sellers, flour beggars, grop- 
ers, baptized Jews, fake priests, shivering jimmies, bread beggars, 
rogues feigning madness from tarantıda bites, holy-image bearers, fake 
miracle-workers, usurers, fake paralytics, dealers, Street singers, epi- 
leptics, false weepers, charlatans, and so on (II libro dei vagabondi).

Or not very politically correct lists of the defects of women, taken 
from the pages of Poetiche dicerie overo vaghissime descrittioni by 
Tommaso Caraffa, which might seem to describe the edible virtues of 
some extremely rare wild animal:

Do you not know that woman was called the portrait of incon- 
stancy, the model of fragility, the mother of cunning, the symbol 
of variance, the mistress of malice, the minister of frauds, the in- 
ventrix of deception, the friend of simulation and of imperfection 
itself; since her voice is weak, she is voluble in tongue, tardy in ac- 
tion, fast in anger, steadfast in hatred, quick in envy, readily tired, 
well-versed in evil, easily prone to lying, like a biting asp nesting 
in an open field, like dead cinders that conceal a burning ember; a 
false reef concealed among shallow vvaters; a prickly thorn covered 
by lilies and roses; a poisonous snake wrapped in herbs and flow- 
ers; a light that fades; a flame that burns out; a glory that falls; a sun 
eclipsed; a moon that wanes; a star that disappears; a sky that dark- 
ens; a shadow that vanishes; and a sea that ruffles. (Ibalsami di Ve- 
nere, 1989)

If it is stili not clear that Camporesi was a gourmet of lists, see the 
shameless greed with which he gleefully describes the poor and pit- 
eous table of the penitent saints — such as Joseph of Copertino, as 
found in an eighteenth-century Life, vvhose table was furnished with 
herbs, dried fruits, and cooked broad beans sprinkled only with bit- 
terest powder, and who on Friday fed on a herb that was so bitter 
and disgusting that even to lick it with the tip of the tongue nause- 
ated him for several days. Or the descripdon in the Life of Carlo Giro- 
lamo Severoli of Faenza, servant of God, who sprinkled his bread with



ashes, vvhich he secretly carried around vvith him for the purpose, and 
dipped it into the vvater used for vvashing dishes, and sometimes put it 
to soak in verminous vvater. Thus, quite righdy,

such vvas the manner and number of his self-inflictions and ab- 
stinences that his appearance vvas completely transformed: his 
countenance vvas pallid and his bones vvere barely covered by his 
bloodless skin, so much had he vvasted avvay; a fevv meagre hairs 
sprouted from his chin and his frame vvas bent and transfigured, 
so that he had become bare like a skeleton, a living image of peni- 
tence. He suffered as a consequence most grievously of languid- 
ness, fainting, svvooning, and a death-like pallor, so extreme that on 
journeys he vvas sometimes obüged to stop and he vvould sink to 
the ground to recover some little strength in his flagging limbs; or 
to relieve the pains of a hernia and other ills, for vvhich he refused 
to seek any remedy. {The Incorruptible Flesh, 1988, translated by 
Tania Croft-Murray)

If vve vvere to read ali of Camporesi’s books, one after the other 
(though they should be savored in small doses), trying to build up 
a picture of vvhat he is describing, vve might become sated and form 
the suspicion there isn’t much difference betvveen an urge to svvim 
in cream and to svvim in excrement, so that his vvork might serve as 
a Gospel or a Koran for the characters in Ferreri’s film La Grande 
Bouffe, at the end of vvhich ingurgitation and evacuation go hand in 
hand. This vvould be true if vve assumed that Camporesi is talking 
only of things, rather than realizing that he is talking first and fore- 
most about vvords — the vvords Paradise and Infemo, after ali, are part 
of one and the same poem.

Camporesi certainly vvanted to be a cultural anthropologist, or 
historian of everyday life, though he performed this task by probing 
among long-forgotten vvorks, and in doing so he recounted the vicis- 
situdes of past centuries in relation to the body and food. But not in- 
frequendy he highlights parallels betvveen those times and ours —and 
reflecting on ancient blood rituals and myths he never failed to point 
out how much blood has been spilled in our ovvn most civilized age,



whether it be through holocaust, intifada, genocide, tribal throat-slit- 
ting, or massacre, and nor did he ever fail to comment on the perver- 
sions of today, from dietary paranoia to mass hedonism, from olfactory 
decadence to the adulteration of food, as well as the disappearance of 
the traditional vievv of hell. He looked back almost nostalgically upon 
less fastidious and more honest times when you could smell the blood 

that was spilled, when masochistic mystics kissed leprous nlcers, and 
excrement was snifFed as part of the sensual panorama of everyday life 
(I wonder what he would have written about the rubbish piles in Na- 
ples).

But this desire to understand the past and the present arose 
through that form of libido that has been dubbed “librido.” Nor could 
Camporesi savor the aroma of a well-made pie or the stink of a rot- 
ting body except through the whiff of paper made from pulped rags, 
duly watermarked, slightly foxed, and adomed with worm holes, pro- 
vided it was, as bibliographers would have once said, de la plııs in­
si gne rarete.

[Lecture given at the intemational study conference on Piero Campo­
resi in March 2008 at Forli. Then published in Camporesi nel mondo, 
edited by E. Casali and M. Soffritti (Bologna: Bononia University 
Press, 2009).



No Embryos in Paradise

I
T  ıs n o t  m y  i n t e n t i o n  in this lecture to support philosophical, 
theological, and bioethical positions on problems relating to abor- 
tion, stem cells, embryos, and the so-caUed right to life. My approach 

is purely historical and seeks to examine what Saint Thomas Aquinas 
thought about such matters. At most, the fact that the church of today 
thinks differently makes my reconstruction parücularly curious.

The debate is extremely old, dating back to Origen, who claimed 
that God created human souls that had existed from the very begin- 
ning. His view was immediately challenged, not least in the light of 
the word8 of Genesis (2:7) that “ the Lord formed man of the dust of 
the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man 
became a living soul.” In the Bible, therefore, God creates the body, 
and then breathes a soul into it, and this doctrine, which became 
the church’s official doctrine, is called creationism. But this position 
posed problems so far as the transmission of original sin. If the soul is 
not transmitted by the parents, why are babies not free from original 
sin, so that they have to be baptized? Thus Tertullian (in De anima) 
claimed that the soul of the parent is “ translated” from father to son 
through his semen. But traducianism. was immediately judged to be 
heretical, since it presumed that the soul had a material origin.

The person vvho found himself in difficulty vvas Saint Augustine:



he had to reckon with the Pelagians, who denied the transmission of 
original sin. He therefore supported the creationist doctrine (against 
bodily traducianism) while admitting, at the same time, a sort of spirit- 
ual traducianism. But ali commentators take the view that his position 
is rather convoluted. Augustine was tempted to accept traducianism, 
but finally, in epistle 190, he admits to being uncertain and observes 
that the holy scriptures support neither traducianism nor creationism. 
We can also see how he wavers between the two positions in Degenesi 
ad litteram.

Saint Thomas Aquinas vvas decidedly creationist, and resolved the 
question of original guilt in a most elegant vvay. Original sin is trans- 
mitted by semen like a natural infection (Summa Theologica, second 
part of part 1, question 81, article 1, reply to objections 1 and 2), but 
this has nothing to do vvith the transmission of the rational soul:

It is said that the child vvill not carry the iniquity of the father in 
the sense that he vvill not be punished for the sin of the father, un- 
less he is a party to the blame. But this is vvhat happens in our case: 
in fact original sin is transmitted from father to child through pro- 
creation, in the same vvay that actual sin is transmitted by imitation 
. . .  Yet the soul is not transmitted, because the povver of the semen 
is not able to produce a rational soul, nevertheless the semen co- 
operates as an instrument. Thus, through the povver of the semen, 
human nature is transmitted from parents to children, and the cor- 
ruption of human nature vvith it. In fact, he vvho is born becomes a 
party to the guilt of his parent; because by force of procreation, he 
inherits his nature from him.

If the soul is not transmitted vvith the semen, then vvhen is it intro- 
duced into the fetus? Remember that, according to Thomas, plants 
have a vegetative soul, vvhich in animals is supplanted by the sensitive 
soul, vvhereas in human beings these two functions are supplanted by 
the rational soul, vvhich is vvhat produces inteUigent man — and vvhat, 
moreover, makes a person, insofar as the person vvas, by ancient tradi- 
tion, an “individual substance of a rational nature.” It is the rational



soul that vvill endure the corruption of the body and will be sent to 
damnation or to eternal glory—this is what makes man what he is and 
distinguishes him from an animal or a plant.

Thomas has a very biological view about the formation of the fetus: 
God introduces the soul only when the fetus acquires, stage by stage, 
first a vegetative soul and then a sensitive soul. Only at that point, in 
a body already formed, is the rational soul created (Summa, part ı, 
question 90).

Therefore the embryo has only a sensitive soul (Summa, part 1, 
question 76, article 3):

The philosopher teaches that the embryo is first animal and then 
man. But this cannot be so, if the essence of the sensitive soul and 
the intellective soul are identical: since an animal is so made from 
its sensitive soul, man however is so constituted by that intellective 
soul. The essence of the sensitive soul and the intellective soul is 
therefore not the same . . .  We must therefore conclude that in man 
there exists one soul, vvhich is sensitive, intellective, and vegetative. 
This can be easily explained if we consider the differences of spe- 
cies and forms. For we observe that the species and forms differ 
from one another according to various grades of perfection: thus in 
the order of nature animate beings are more perfect than inanimate 
beings, animals more than plants; men more than beasts; and in 
each of these kinds there are various grades. For this reason Aristo- 
tle . . . compares the various animals to [geometrical] figures, one 
of vvhich contains another so that, for example, the pentagon con- 
tains and transcends the rectangle. In a similar vvay, the intellective 
soul contains virtually ali that belongs to the sensitive soul of ani­
mals and the vegetative soul of plants. Therefore, in the same vvay 
that the surface of the pentagon is not a rectangle because it has 
one figüre different to that of the rectangle, so that the figüre of the 
rectangle being contained in the pentagon vvould be superfluous, 
likevvise Socrates is not a man by one soul and animal by another, 
but he is both man and animal by the same soul . . .  the embryo 
has first of ali a soul that is merely sensitive, and when eliminated,



it is supplanted by a more perfect soul, vvhich is both sensitive and 
intellective.

In the Summa (part ı, question 1x8, article ı, reply to objection 4) it 
is said that the sensitive soul is transmitted vvith the semen:

In perfect animals, generated by coitus, the active force, according 
to the Philosopher, is in the semen of the male: but the fetal matter 
is provided by the female. This vegetative soul exists in this mate­
rial from the very beginning, not at a later instance but in the initial 
act, like the sensitive soul exists in one vvho sleeps. But vvhen it be- 
gins to attract nourishment, then it actually operates. This matter 
is therefore transmuted by the povver enclosed in the semen of the 
male, until it becomes the sensitive soul: not in the sense that the 
povver present in the semen passes to become the sensitive soul; 
because in such a case, the generator and the generated vvould 
be the same thing; and the process vvould be more like nourish­
ment and grovvth than generation, as the Philosopher observes. But 
vvhen, by the povver of the active principle in the semen, the sensi­
tive soul is produced in the principal structure of the generated be­
ing, then the sensitive soul of the offspring begins to vvork tovvard 
the perfection of its ovvn body, through the acts of nutrition and de- 
velopment. The active povver of the semen ceases to exist as soon 
as the semen is dissolved and the spirit enclosed vvithin it has van- 
ished. Nor is there anything strange in this fact, because this force 
is not a principal agent, but instrumental; and the movement of the 
instrument ceases once the effect is produced in the being.

And in the Summa (part 1, question 118, article 2, reply) Thomas 
denies that the povver of the semen can produce the intellective ele­
ment, and therefore that a soul exists at the moment of conception. 
Since the intellective soul is an immaterial substance, it cannot be 
caused through procreation, but only through creation by God. Any­
one admitting that the intellective soul is transmitted by semen vvould 
also have to admit that it does not exist alone and, as a result, that it is 
corrupted upon the corruption of the body.



In the same question (ad secundum) Thomas also denies that to 
the vegetative soul, present at the beginning, there is added another, 
namely, the sensitive soul; and after this another stili, that is, the in- 
tellective soul. In this way man would have three souls, so that one 
would be in the povver of another. And he denies that the same soul, 
which at the beginning was merely vegetative, then develops, by ac- 
tion of the power of the semen, until it also becomes sensitive; and fi- 
nally develops until it becomes an intellective soul, not just by the ac- 
tive power of the semen, but through the povver of a superior agent, 
namely God, who would come from outside to illuminate it:

But this does not hold. First, because no substantial form is sus- 
ceptible of more or less; but the addition of greater perfection 
changes the species, just as the addition of unity changes the spe- 
cies of number. Now it is not possible for the same identical form to 
belong to different species. Secondly, because it would follow from 
this that the generation of an animal would be a continuous move- 
ment, proceeding from the imperfect to the perfect, as happens in 
alteration. Thirdly, because the generation of a man or an animal 
vvould no longer be generation in the strict sense, because their 
subject would already be taking place. For if the vegetative soul is 
in the matter of offspring from the beginning, and is subsequently 
gradually brought to a State of perfection, this vvould involve an ad­
dition of further perfection without destruction of the preceding 
perfection. And this is contrary to the concept of generation in the 
strict sense. Fourthly, because that vvhich is caused by God is either 
something subsistent: and thus it must needs be essentially distinct 
from the preexİ8ting form, vvhich was nonsubsistent; and we shall 
then come back to the opinion of those who held the existence of 
several souls in the body. Or else it vvould not be subsistent, but 
a perfection of the preexisting soul: and then the intellective soul 
vvould perish vvith the body: and this is unacceptable . . .  We must 
therefore say that, vvhen a more perfect form supervenes, the previ- 
ous form is corrupted, since the generation of one being ahvays im- 
plies the corruption of another being, both in men and in animals: 
and this occurs in such a vvay that the subsequent form has ali the



perfections of the previous form, and something more. In this way, 
through various generations and corruptions, we arrive at the ul- 
timate substanüal form, both in man as weU as in other animals. 
And this can also be seen in animals generated from putrefaction. 
We must conclude therefore that the intellective soul is created by 
God at the end of human generation, with the disappearance of the 
preexisüng forms, and that this soul is both sensitive and nutritive.

The rational soul, at the moment in which it is created, therefore 
formats, so to speak, the two souls—vegetative and sensitive — and re- 
charges them as an integral part of the rational soul.

In the Summa contra Gentiles (book 2, part 89, reply to argument 
11) it is repeated that there is an order, a grading in the generative proc- 
ess, “ due to intermediate forms in which the fetus is equipped from 
the beginning until its final form.” 1

At what point in the formation of the fetus is it infused with that 
intellective soul that makes it a human person in ali respects? Tradi- 
tional doctrine was very cautious on this point, and it was generally 
said to be forty days. Thomas says only that the soul is created when 
the body of the fetus is ready to receive it.

In the Summa (part 3, question33, article 2) Thomas asks whether 
Christ’s soul was created at the same time as his body. Note that, since 
Christ’s conception did not take place through the transfer of semen 
but through the grace of the Holy Spirit, it should not be surprising 
if in such a case God had created the fetus and the rational soul at 
the same time. But even Christ, as Man and God, must follow human 
laws: “The beginning of the infusion of the soul may be considered in 
two ways. First, in regard to the disposition of the body. In this sense 
the soul of Christ, like the soul of other men, was infused when his

1. “In  generatione animalis et horainıs in quibus est forma perfectissima, sunt plurimae for- 

mae et generationes intermediae, et per consequens corruptiones, quia generatio unius est 

corruptio alterius. Anima igitur vegetabilis, quae primo inest, cum embryo vivit vita plantae, 

corrumpitur, et succedit anıma perfectior, quae est nutritiva et sensıtiva simul, et tunç embryo 

vivit vita animalis; hac autem corrupta, succedit anima rationalis ab extrinseco immissa, licet 

praecedentes fuerint virtute seminis.”



body vvas formed. Secondly, in relation to time alone. And thus, be­
cause Christ’s body vvas perfectly formed in a shorter space of time 
than that of other men, so he also received his soul before them.”

But the problem here is not so much vvhen a fetus becomes a hu- 
man being, but vvhether the embryo is already a human being. And 
Thomas is very clear on this point, as vve have seen. And even though 
the Supplement to the Summa is not vvritten by him but probably by 
his disciple Reginald of Pipemo, it is interesting to read question 80, 
article 4. The problem is vvhether, upon the resurrection of bodies, 
ali that has contributed to the grovvth of these bodies is resurrected. 
Several apparendy grotesque questions arise from this. Food is trans- 
formed into substance of a human nature; humans eat the flesh of 
oxen: therefore, if vvhat vvas the substance of a human nature is resur­
rected, vvill the flesh of oxen also be resurrected? It is impossible for 
one and the same thing to be resurrected in different men. And yet 
it is possible for something to have belonged in substance to differ­
ent men, as in the case of the cannibal vvho eats human flesh, vvhich 
is transformed into his ovvn substance. Who then is resurrected? The 
eater or the one vvho is eaten?

Question 80 is ansvvered in a complex and tortuous manner and 
seems not to side vvith any of the various opinions. But vvhat interests 
us is that at the end of the discussion it is said that natural beings are 
vvhat they are, not in terms of matter, but in their form. Therefore if 
the matter that first had the form of beef is then resurrected in man in 
the form of human flesh, it vvill certainly not do so as the flesh of an ox 
but as that of a human being. Othervvise it vvould mean that the mud 
from vvhich Adam’s body vvas created vvould also be resurrected. As 
for the question of cannibalism, according to one vievv, the flesh eaten 
never truly becomes part of the human nature of the person eating it, 
but remains that of the person vvho has been eaten. Such flesh vvill 
therefore be resurrected in the latter and not in the former.

But the specific point that interests us is that, according to this 
question, embryos vvill not take part in the resurrection of the flesh 
unless they have first been animated by the rational soul.



Novv it vvould be infantile to ask Thomas to absolve those vvho 
carry out an abortion vvithin a given period of time, and probably he 
didn’t even think of the moral implications of his reasoning, vvhich 
today vve vvould describe as being purely scientific. It is curious, 
hovvever, that the church, vvhich is alvvays quoting the teachings of 
Thomas Aquinas, has decided on this point to distance itself tacidy 
from his position.

Something similar has happened vvith the theory of evolution, vvith 
vvhich the church came to terms a long time ago — it vvas sufficient to 
interpret the six days of the creation figuratively, as the fathers of the 
church have alvvays done, and in this vvay there are no biblical objec- 
tions to an evolutionary vievv. Indeed, the book of Genesis is an ex- 
tremely Darvvinian text because it telis us that the creation took place 
in stages from the least complex to the most complex, from mineral to 
vegetable, animal, and human.

In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth . . . And 
God said, Let there be light: and there vvas light. And God savv the 
light, that it vvas good: and God divided the light from the dark- 
ness. And God called the light Day, and the darkness he called 
Night. . . And God made the firmament, and divided the vvaters 
vvhich vvere under the firmament from the vvaters vvhich vvere above 
the firmament. . .  And God said, Let the vvaters under the heaven 
be gathered together unto one place, and let the dry land appear: 
and it vvas so. And God called the dry land Earth; and the gather- 
ing together of the vvaters called he Seas . . .  And God said, Let the 
earth bring forth grass, the herb yielding seed, and the fruit tree 
yielding fruit after his kind . . .  And God made tvvo great lights; the 
greater light to rule the day, and the lesser light to rule the night: he 
made the stars also . . . And God said, Let the vvaters bring forth 
abundantly the moving creature that hath life, and fovvl that may 
fly above the earth in the open firmament of heaven. And God cre­
ated great vvhales, and every living creature that moveth, vvhich the 
vvaters brought forth abundantly . . . And God said, Let the earth 
bring forth the living creature after his kind, cattle, and creeping



thing, and beast of the earth after his kind. . .  And God said, Let us 
make man in our image, after our likeness . . . And the Lord God 
formed man of the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nos- 
trils the breath of life; and man became a living soul. (Genesis 1:1—
27 and 2:7)

The choice of a batde against evoludon and in defense of life, back 
as far as the embryo, seems rather more in üne vvith the positions of 
Protestant fundamentalism.

But, as I have said, this lecture was not intended to enter into 
present disputes but only to explain the thinking of Thomas Aquinas, 
with which the church of Rome can do as it pleases. I therefore pro- 
pose to stop here, leaving these documents for the consideradon of 
my listeners.

[Lecture given on November 25, 2008, in Bologna, at the Scuola Su- 
periore di Studi Umanistici, during a conference on the ethics of re- 
search, later published in the proceedings: Etica della ricerca medica 
e identitâ culturale europea, edited by Francesco Galofaro (Bologna: 
CLUEB, 2 0 0 9 ).]



Hugo, H elas!: The Poetics of Excess

i s c u s s i o n s  a b o u t  Victor Hugo usually start vvith a com-
ment by Gide who, when asked who was the greatest French 

poet, replied, “Hugo, helas?' (“ Hugo, alas!”).1 Anyone wanting to hit 
harder might go on to quote Cocteau: “Victor Hugo was a madman 
who believed he was Victor Hugo.”2

Gide’s lament meant many things, but now tends to be read as 
meaning that Hugo (and perhaps, in particular, Hugo the narrator) is 
a great writer despite his innumerable defects, his bombast, his some­
times insufferable rhetoric. Cocteau’s quip, however, is not quite cor- 
rect: Victor Hugo was not a madman who believed he vvas Victor 
Hugo—Victor Hugo simply believed he vvas God, or at least his offi- 
cial interpreter.

In Hugo there is alvvays an excess in the description of earthly 
events, and an indomitable desire to see them alvvays from God’s 
point of vievv. The taste for excess leads him to descriptions that be- 
come interminable lists, to the creation of characters vvhose psycho- 
logical vvorkings are alvvays regarded as unsustainable, rough-hevvn,

ı .  For the story o f this reply and the justifications that followed it, see Hugo, Helas! by Andrc 

Gide, edited by Claude Martin (Paris: fiditions Fata Morgana, 2002).

2. Jean  Cocteau, Le m ystin lai’c, in Oeuvres complites, vol. 10 (Lausanne: Maguerat, 1946),



but whose passions are taken to such levels of paroxysm as to be- 
come memorable, a sign of the forces that move history. His desire to 
be God enables him to see the great forces that move human history, 
above and beyond the events in which his heroes are involved, and if 
it is not God then it is Fate, a Destiny that is sometimes presented as 
providence and sometimes as an almost Hegelian plan that dominates 

and directs the desires ofindividuals.
The taste for excess explains why one could mistake Hugo for the 

Almighty, a personality who, by definition, is larger than life, who con- 
vulses the abyss to create heaven and earth, unleashes universal floods, 
plunges sinners into the fiery bowels of Gehenna, and so forth (a little 
moderation, please!), and also justifies the plaintive lament from Gide, 
who evidendy identified art with Apollonian poise and not with Di- 
onysian frenzy.

I am perfecdy aware of my passion for Hugo. Elsewhere I have 
praised his sublime excess: and excess can turn even bad writing 
and banality into a Wagnerian tempest. To explain the fascination 
of a film like Casablanca, I have noted3 that while a single cliche is 
kitsch, shamelessly letting fly a hundred clichds makes an epic; and I 
have noted how the Count of Monte Cristo might be badly vvritten (un- 
hke other novels by Dumas, such as The Three Musketeers) and may 
be rambling and verbose, but it is precisely because of these defects, 
taken beyond reasonable limits, that it reaches that Kandan vision of 
the sublime, and justifies the hold it has had, and stili has, on millions 
of readers.4

But returning to Hugo, let us look at an area typical of Romantic 
excess, the representation ofughness and evil.

From the time of Achilles to the dawn of Romanticism, the hero 
was always handsome, while from Thersites up until more or less 
the same period, the villain was always ugly, hideous, grotesque, or

3 . Umberto E co , “Casablanca; Cult Movies and lntertextual Collage”, in Faith in Fakes 

(London: Vintage, 1998), pp. 197- 211.

4 . “Elogio del Montecristo,” in Sugli specchi e altri saggi (Milan: Bompiani, 1985), pp. 147- 58 .



absürd. And when a hero is made from a villain, he becomes hand- 
some, as with Milton’s Satan.

But by the time we reach the gothic novel, the picture is reversed: 
not only does the hero appear unsettling and fearsome, but the anti- 
hero also, in his darkness, becomes if not appealing at least interesting.

Byron says of his Giaour that the glare beneath his dusky cowl was 
“dark and unearthly,” and his eye and his bitter smile aroused fear and 
guilt. And Ann Radcliffe, describing another dark spirit in The Ital- 
ian; or, The Confessional of the Black Penitents, telis us that his ap- 
pearance was striking, his limbs large and uncouth, and as he stalked 
away, wrapped in the black habit of his order, his features expressed 
something terrible and almost superhuman, while his cowl, casting a 
shadow över the livid paleness of his face, gave a sense of horror to his 
large melancholy eyes . . .

The figüre of William Beckford’s Vathek vvas pleasing and majes- 
tic, but when angry, one of his eyes became so terrible that no per- 
son could bear to behold it, and the wretch upon whom it vvas fixed 
fell instandy backward and sometimes died. For Stevenson, Hyde vvas 
pale and dwarfish, he gave an impression of deformity vvithout any 
nameable malformation, he had a displeasing smile, behaved himself 
with a disturbing mixture of timidity and boldness, and spoke with a 
husky, vvhispering, and somewhat broken voice, which inspired dis- 
gust, loathing, and fear.

O f Heathcliff, Emily Bronte writes that his forehead vvas shaded 
vvith a heavy cloud, his eyes vvere basilisks, and his lips seemed sealed 
in an expression of unspeakable sadness. And here is hovv Eugfene Sue 
describes the Schoolmaster in Les mystdres de Paris: his face scored 
in ali directions vvith deep, livid scars; his lips svvollen by the corro- 
sive action of vitriol; the cartilage of his nose cut; his nostrils replaced 
by two shapeless holes; his head vvas disproportionately large; he had 
long arms and short, stubby hands, vvith hairy fingers, and bovv legs 
and resdess, mobile eyes, flashing like those of a vvild beast.

But Hugo too is excessive in his descriptions of ugliness, for rea- 
sons set out in his famous preface to Cromıvell, vvhere he theorizes



comprehensively on the revolution of beauty, which, in the Romantic 
period, is transformed into its opposite — into ugliness and deformity, 
or at least into the grotesque.

Modem ingenuity—he says — transforms giants into dwarfs; from 
Cyclopes gnomes are made. Contact with deformity has given mod­
ern sublimity something greater, more subhme than ancient beauty.

The grotesque is the other face of the subhme, as shadow is to light. 
Grotesqueness is the richest resource nature can offer art. The uni- 
versal beauty that antiquity solemnly gave to everything was not with- 
out its monotony, and this impression can produce tedium through 
repetition. Beauty is only of one kind; there are a thousand kinds of 
ugliness. It is difficult to compare one sublime with another, and we 
need to take a rest from everything, even from beauty. The salamander 
makes the Ondine more attractive; the gnome makes Sisyphus more 
handsome.

But Hugo is more radical when he is creating than when he is theo- 
rizing. Deformity is not only a form of evil that contrasts with beauty 
and goodness; it is, in itself, an atrocious and unsought modesty, as if 
God had vvanted to conceal from others, under the guise of extemal 
ughness, an inner beauty that is destined nonetheless to be lost. Hugo 
softens the irredeemable ugliness of the spider and the nettle (“I love 
the spider and the nettle / because they hate us. / O passer-by, forgive 
/ that obscure plant, / that poor animal, / for their ugliness and their 
sting. / Have pity on evil!”).

Quasimodo, the hunchback of Notre-Dame, has a tetrahedral nose 
and a horseshoe mouth; his left eye is obstructed by a red, bushy 
brow, while his right disappears under an enormous vvart; his strag- 
gling teeth are broken here and there like the batdements of a fortress; 
a tooth protrudes from his callused lip like the tusk of an elephant. . .  
He has a huge head, bristling with red hair; between his shoulders 
an enormous hump; large feet, monstrous hands, legs so strangely 
aligned that they could touch each other only at the knees and, viewed 
from the front, resembled the crescents of two scythes joined by the 

handles. . .



To contrast this repellent aspect, Hugo gives Quasimodo a sensi- 
tive soul and a great capacity to love. But he reaches the highest point 
with the figüre of Gwynplaine, the Man Who Laughs.

Gwynplaine is not only the ugliest of ali and, due to his ugliness, 
the unhappiest; he is also the most pure-spirited of ali, capable of in- 
finite love. And —paradox of Romantic ugliness —monstrous as he is, 
and precisely because he is monstrous, he stirs the desires of the most 
beautiful woman in London.

For those who have forgotten the story, let us summarize it. The 
scion of a noble family, kidnapped as a child in a political feud, Gvvyn- 
plaine is transformed by comprachicos into a grotesque mask, his fea- 
tures surgically disfigured, and he is condemned to an eternal smile.

Nature had been prodigal of her kindness to Gvvynplaine. She had 
bestowed on him a mouth opening to his ears, ears folding över to 
his eyes, a shapeless nose to support the spectacles of the grimace 
maker, and a face that no one could look upon without laughing . . .

But was it nature? Had she not been assisted? Two slits for 
eyes, a hiatus for a mouth, a snub protuberance vvith two holes for 
nostrils, a flattened face, ali having for the result an appearance of 
laughter; it is certain that nature never produces such perfection 
single-handed. . .

Such a face could never have been created by chance; it must 
have resulted from intention . . . Had Gvvynplaine when a child 
been so vvorthy of attention that his face had been subjected to 
transmutation? Why not? Needed there a greater motive than the 
speculation of his future exhibition? According to ali appearance, 
industrious manipulators of children had worked upon his face.
It seemed evident that a mysterious and probably occult science, 
which vvas to surgery what alchemy vvas to chemistry, had chis- 
eled his flesh, evidently at a very tender age, and manufactured 
his countenance vvith premeditation. That science, clever vvith the 
knife, skilled in obtusions and ligatures, had enlarged the mouth, 
cut away the lips, laid bare the gums, distended the ears, cut the 
cartilages, displaced the eyelids and the cheeks, enlarged the zy- 
gomatic muscle, pressed the scars and cicatrices to a level, turned



back the skin över the lesions whilst the face was thus stretched, 
from ali vvhich resulted that povverful and profound piece of sculp- 
ture, the mask, Gvvynplaine. (part 2, book 2, chapter ı)

With this mask, Gwynplaine becomes an acrobat, highly popu­
lar with audiences. Since childhood he has been in love with Dea, a 
blind girl who performs with him. Gvvynplaine had eyes for only one 
vvoman in the whole vvorld — that blind creature. Dea idolized Gvvyn- 
plaine. She would touch him and say, “ How beautifiıl you are.”

Until two things happen. Ladyjosiane, the queen’s sister, adored 
by ali the gendemen of the court for her beauty, sees Gvvynplaine at 
the theater, sends him a letter: “You are hideous, I am beautiful. You 
are a player; I am a duchess. I am the highest, you are the lovvest. I de- 
sire you! I love you! Come!”

Gvvynplaine grapples betvveen his feelings of excitement and de- 
sire, and his love for Dea. Then something happens. He thinks he 
has been arrested. He is questioned, and brought face to face with a 
bandit vvho is dying; in short, ali of a sudden he has been recognized 
as Lord Fermain Clancharlie, baron of Clancharlie and Hunkerville, 
marquis of Corleone in Sicily, and an English peer, vvho had been kid- 
napped and disfigured at a tender age in a family feud.

We move onvvard by leaps and bounds, as Gvvynplaine suddenly 
finds himself propelled from the gutter to the stars, hardly realizing 
vvhat is going on, except that at a certain point he finds himself, extrav- 
agandy dressed, in the room of a palace that, he is told, is his.

It seems to him like an enchanted palace, and already the series of 
marvels he discovers there (alone in the resplendent desert), the suc- 
cession of halis and chambers, is bevvildering not only to him but to 
the reader. It is no coincidence that the tide of the chapter is “The Re- 
semblance of a Palace to a Wood,” and the description of vvhat seems 
like the Louvre or the Hermitage takes up five or six pages (depending 
on the edition). Gvvynplaine vvanders, dazed, from room to room un­
til he reaches an alcove vvhere, on the bed, beside a tub of vvater made 
ready for a virginal bath, he sees a naked vvoman.



Not literaUy naked, Hugo telis us. She is clothed. But the descrip- 
tion of this clothed woman, especially ifwe see her through the eyes of 
Gvvynplaine, who has never seen a naked woman, certainly represents 
one of the heights of erotic literatüre.

At the çenter of this web, where one might expect a spider, Gvvyn- 
plaine saw a formidable object—a woman naked.

Not literally naked. She was dressed. And dressed from head to 
foot. The dress was a long chemise, so long that it floated över her 
feet, like the dresses of angels in holy pictures, but so fine that it 
seemed liquid. From here, the appearance of female nudity, more 
treacherous and dangerous than real nudity . . . The silver tissue, 
transparent as glass, was a curtain. It vvas fastened only at the ceil- 
ing, could be lifted aside . . .  On that bed, vvhich vvas silver like the 
bath and the canopy, lay the vvoman. She vvas asleep . . .

Betvveen her nudity and his gaze there vvere two obstacles, her 
chemise and the silver veil, tvvo transparencies. The room, more 
an alcove than a room, vvas fit vvith a sort of discretion from the 
light reflected from the bathroom. The vvoman may have had no 
modesty, but the lighting did. The bed had neither columns nor 
canopy, so that the vvoman, vvhen she opened her eyes, could see 
herself a thousand times naked in the mirrors above her. Gvvyn- 
plaine savv only the vvoman. He recognized her. She vvas the duch- 
ess. Again he savv her, and savv her terrible. A vvoman naked is a 
vvoman armed . . .  That immodesty vvas merged in splendor. That 
creature lay naked vvith the same calm of one vvith the divine right 
of cynicism. She had the security of an Olympian vvho knevv that 
she vvas daughter of the depths, and might say to the ocean, “Fa- 
ther!” And she exposed herself, unattainable and proud, to every- 
thing that should pass — to looks, to desires, to ravings, to dreams; 
as proud in her languor, on her boudoir couch, as Venüs in the im- 
mensity of foam. (part 2, book 7, chapter 3)

And so Josiane avvakens, recognizes Gvvynplaine, and begins a fu- 
rious seduction, vvhich the poor man can no longer resist, except that 
she brings him to the peak of desire but does not yield. She erupts



into a series of fantasies, more stimulating than her own nudity, in 
which she reveals herself as a virgin (as she stili is) and a prostitute, 
anxious to enjoy not only the pleasures of the teratology that Gwyn- 
plaine promises her, but also the thrill of defying the world and the 
court, a prospect that intoxicates her. She is a Venüs avvaiting the dou- 
ble orgasm of private possession and pubhc exhibition of her Vulcan:

“I feel degraded in your presence, and oh, what happiness that is! 
How insipid it is to be a grandee! I am noble; what can be more 
tiresome? Disgrace is a comfort. I am so satiated with respect that I 
long for contempt.

“I love you, not only because you are deformed, but because 
you are low. I love monsters, and I love mountebanks. A lover de- 
spised, mocked, grotesque, hideous, exposed to laughter on that 
pillory called a theater, has for me an extraordinary attraction. It is 
tasting the fruit of hell. An infamous lover, how exquisite! To taste 
the apple, not of Paradise, but of hell—such is my temptation. It is 
for that I hunger and thirst. I am that Eve, the Eve of the depths. 
Probably you are, unknovvn to yourself, a devil. I am in love with 
a nightmare. You are a moving puppet, of which the strings are 
pulled by a specter. You are the incarnation of infernal mirth . . . 
Gwynplaine, I am the throne; you are the footstool. Let us join on 
the same level. Oh, how happy I am in my fail! I wish ali the world 
could know how abject I am become. It vvould bow down ali the 
lower. The more man abhors, the more does he cringe. It is hu- 
man nature. Hostile, but reptile; dragon, but worm. Oh, I am as 
depraved as are the gods! . . . Now, you are not ugly; you are de­
formed. Ugliness is mean, deformity is grand. Ugliness is the dev- 
il’s grin behind beauty; deformity is the reverse of sublimity.

“I love you!” she cried. And she bit him with a kiss. (part 2, book 
7, chapter 4)

Just as Gwynplaine is about to yield, a message arrives from the 
queen, telling her sister that the Man Who Laughs has been recog­
nized as the rightful Lord Clancharlie and that he is to be her hus- 
band. Josiane comments, “ Be it so.” She gets up, gives him her hand



(moving from familiar to formal address), saying “Get out” to the man 
she had so vvildly sought to seduce, and adds: “ Since you are my hus- 
band, get o u t. . . You have no right to be here; this place is for my 
lover.”

Gwynplaine is excessive in his disfigurement; Josiane is exces- 
sive in her initial sadomasochism, excessive in her reaction. There 
is another reversal in the situadon, which has already been reversed 
through a normal recognidon device (you are not an acrobat but a 
lord) and added to by a double change of fortune (you were a wretch, 
now you are not only a lord but desired by the most beautiful woman 
in the realm, whom you too now desire with ali your confused and dis- 
turbed soul) —and this would be enough as comedy, if not as tragedy. 
The reversal, however, is not into tragedy (at least not for the moment: 
Gwynplaine will kili himself only at the end), but into a grotesque 
farce. The reader is exhausted and, ali of a sudden, understands the 
threads of Destiny as well as the weave of gallant society of that cen- 
tury. Hugo has no shame: compared to him, Josiane is as prim as a 
saint.

And now we come to the other reversal of fortune. Gvvynplaine 
—who, after the episode vvith Josiane, had already begun to under- 
stand the lavvs and powers and customs that she represents — en- 
ters the House of Lords and is greeted vvith suspicion and curiosity. 
He does nothing to make himself accepted; indeed, at the first vote 
he stands up and makes a passionate appeal in support of the peo- 
ple, and against the aristocracy who are exploiüng them. It is a pas- 
sage worthy of Marx’s Das Kapital, but when spoken vvith a face that 
laughs even vvhen it is expressing scom, passion, pain, and love for the 
truth, it stirs not scom but hilarity. The sitting ends in fun and laugh- 
ter, Gwynplaine understands that this cannot be his vvorld, and after 
a desperate search, returns to Dea. She, alas, suffering more from the 
loss of her lover than from the illness that has afflicted her for some 
time, dies happily in his arms. Gvvynplaine does not hold back. Di- 
vided betvveen two vvorlds —one that disovvns him and the other that 
has gone —he kills himself. Thus, in Gvvynplaine, the quintessendal



Romantic hero, we find a synthesis of ali the elemente of the Romantic 
novel: purest passion, the temptation and fascination of sin, the rapid 
reversals offortune with his passage from the depths ofpoverty to the 
magnificence of the court, his titanic rebellion against the world ofin- 
jusdce, his heroic testimony to truth, even at the cost of losing every- 
thing, the death of his lover from consumption, a destiny crowned by 
his own suicide. But everything highly exaggerated.

The Hunchback of Notre-Dame, though an early work, shows ali 
the signs of a poetics of excess. In the opening chapters, to create the 
idea of public celebration and the participation of the aristocracy as 
well as members of the bourgeoisie and the populace, to create the 
impression of grouiüement (to use Hugo’s word), of a teeming mass, 
the reader has to digest a vast series of names of characters who may 
be historical but are completely unfamiliar and therefore meaningless. 
Heaven help anyone who tries to identify them, or to find out any- 
thing about them. It is like watching a procession — perhaps a July 14 
parade in Paris or Trooping the Colour in London—where we cannot 
identify the various regiments from their uniforms and know nothing 
about their history, but are struck by the immensity of the parade, and 
woe betide us if we see only half of it, since we will lose the charm and 
majesty of the event. Hugo never says to us, “There was a crowd.” He 
puts us right there in the middle of it, as if he is presenting each of 
its members to us one by one. We can shake a few hands, pretend to 
recognize someone we ought to know, and then retum home with the 
feeling of experiencing its immensity.

The same can be said about Gringoire’s Dantesque visit to the 
Court of Miracles, among villains, vagrants, beggars, defrocked 
priests, young delinquents, whores, gypsies, narquois, coquiüarts, 
hubins, sabouilleux, false cripples, cutpurses, scoundrels, and so on. 
We don’t need to recognize them ali: it is the descriptions of them that 
create the effect; we have to feel the place teeming with criminals and 
wretches to understand this turbulent festering swamp population 
who, many chapters later, will attack the cathedral like an immense 
colony of termites, sewer rats, cockroaches, locusts —the protago-



nist is not one person but the mass. In short, we have to learn to read 
through the inventories, lists, catalogs like a flow of music. And then 
we become absorbed into the book.

And we arrive at the point where the poetics of excess is appar- 
ent through the technique of the catalog and the list. Hugo uses this 
technique on coundess occasions but perhaps it is used most continu- 
ously, most completely and convincingly in Ninety-three.

Though we might be able to spot and list many shortcomings in 
this book—above ali, the rhetorical incontinence —as we thrust the 
knife deeper in the wound, they begin to appear splendid to us. It 
would be like a devotee of Bach and his disembodied, almost cerebral 
compositions, saying that Beethoven creates more noise in compari- 
son vvith those fine pieces for the well-tempered clavier: but to vvhat 
purpose? Can we resist the povver of the Fifth or the Ninth?

We can avoid indulging in a Pantagruelian feast, but once we have 
accepted the rules of the game, there is no point remembering the di- 
etitian’s advice or longing for the delicate sensations of nouvelle cui- 
sine. Ifwe have the stomach to join the orgy, it vvill be an unforgettable 
experience. Othenvise it is better to leave straightavvay and lull our- 
selves to sleep reading a few aphorisms by an eighteenth-century gen- 
tleman. Hugo is not for the faint-hearted. Yet vvhile the batüe of Her- 
nani is later than Sturm und Drang, the shadow of that storm and that 
assault stili illuminates the last Romantic in 1874, the date of the nov- 
el’s publication (though not of its gestation).

To understand just how Ninety-three is fiıeled by excess, let us look 
at the story, vvhich, ali in ali, is very simple, though heavily melodra- 
matic, and in the hands of an Italian opera librettist could have pro- 
duced the equivalent, perhaps, of Tosça or II trovatore (by vvhich I 
mean their plots, vvithout the music that allovvs us to take the verses 
more seriously).

It is the annus horribilis of the Revolution. The Vendee is in re- 
volt. An old aristoerat vvith a glorious military past, the marquis de 
Lantenac comes ashore to take command of the peasant masses, who 
emerge like devils from mysterious forests and shoot while they recite



the rosary. The Revolution, in the form of the Convention, has set its 
men against him. First there is Gauvain (Lantenac’s nephew), a young 
aristocrat turned republican, a man of feminine beauty fired with vvar- 
like fervor, but an angelic utopian who stili hopes that the conflict can 
be settled in a spirit of compassion and respect for the enemy. Then 
we meet Cimourdain, a man we’d cali a political adviser today. He is 
a former priest, as ruthless as Lantenac, vvho is convinced that social 
and political regeneration will happen only through a bloodbath, and 
that every hero pardoned today will become the enemy vvho will kili 
us tomorrow. Cimourdain, moreover—melodrama does have its de- 
mands—was Gauvain’s tutor when he was a child and loves him like a 
son. Hugo never allovvs us to think of a passion different from that of 
a man (first celibate through faith and later through revolutionary vo- 
cation) who is consecrated to spiritual fatherhood —but vvho knovvs? 
Cimourdain’s passion is ferocious, complete, and carnally mystical.

In this struggle betvveen Revolution and Reaction, Lantenac and 
Gauvain try to kili each other, attacking and retreating in a vvhirl of 
endless massacres. Yet this story of multiple horrors opens vvhen a 
hungry widow and her three children are discovered by the men of 
a republican battalion, vvho decide to adopt the children one radi- 
ant day in May vvhen “les oiseaux gazouillaient au-dessus des baıon- 
nettes.” The children vvill later be captured by Lantenac, vvho shoots 
the mother and takes the litde ones (novv republican mascots) as hos- 
tages. The mother survives the execution and vvanders about, desper- 
ately looking for them, vvhile the republicans fight to free the three 
innocent captives, vvho are held prisoner in the dark medieval tovver 
vvhere Lantenac is then besieged by Gauvain. After fierce resistance, 
Lantenac manages to escape from the siege along a secret passage, 
but his follovvers have set fire to the tovver and the children are about 
to perish. The desperate mother reappears, and Lantenac (vvho un- 
dergoes a sort of transfiguration and is transformed firom Satan into 
a salvific Lucifer) reenters the tovver and allovvs himself to be cap­
tured by his enemies in order to rescue the children and bring them 
to safety.



While vvaiting for the trial that Cimourdain has organized on the 
spot, arranging for the guillotine to be brought there, Gauvain asks 
himself whether a man who has redeemed his errors through an act of 
generosity has to be sent to death. He enters the prisoner’s celi where, 
in a long monologue, Lantenac reaffirms the rights of the throne and 
the altar. In the end Gauvain lets Lantenac escape, and waits in the celi 
in his place. When Cimourdain discovers what he has done, he has no 
choice but to put Gauvain on trial and, vvith his casting vote, to decide 
his death — the death of the only person he has ever loved.

The recurring theme of the three children to some extent accom- 
panies the troubled story of Gauvain, who, through his kindness and 
compassion, vvill face the punishment that awaits him, and both of the 
themes cast a ray of hope on that future that can only be brought about 
through human sacrifice. It is to no avail that the whole army shouts 
out for their commander to be reprieved. Cimourdain knows the suf­
fering of deepest love but has dedicated his life to duty, to the law, and 
he is guardian of that revolutionary purity that is identified vvith ter- 
ror —or rather, vvith the Terror. Yet at the moment Gauvain’s head 
rolls into the basket, Cimourdain fires his pistol into his ovvn heart, 
“ and those tvvo souls, tragic sisters, took flight together, the shadovv of 
the one blending vvith the light of the other.”

Is that it? Did Hugo simply vvant to reduce us to tears? O f course 
not, and the first observation has to be made in narrative rather than 
political terms. It is now part of the koinh, the common language of 
every scholar of narrative structures (and I vvill avoid making learned 
reference to secondary theoretical notions), that in a story the actors 
of course take part in the action, but the actors are the embodiment of 
the actants, vvhich might be described as the narrative roles through 
vvhich the actors can pass, perhaps changing their function in the plot 
structure. For instance, in a novel like Ipromessi sposi (The Betrothed), 
the forces of evil or human vveakness can act against the forces of a 
providence that Controls everyone’s destinies, and one and the same 
actor, such as L’Innominato, can suddenly change from the role of 
Opponent to that of Auxiliary. And — compared to actors chained to



an unchangeable actant role, such as Don Rodrigo on the one hand 
and Fra Cristoforo on the other—this explains the ambiguity of Don 
Abbondio, “a vessel offragile earthenware, obliged tojourney in com- 
pany with many vessels of iron,” who constantly moves from one role 
to another, and this is why we feel, in the end, that his bevvilderment is 
forgivable.

When Hugo, in his old age, wrote this novel, which he had been 
pondering for some time (he had mentioned it in the preface to The 
Man Who Laughs, several years earlier), the political and ideological 
position of his youth had drastically changed. Although as a young 
man he had expressed legitimist ideas and had supported the Vendee, 
he later regarded 1793 as a cloud in the blue sky of 1789 and moved 
toward liberal, then socialist principles and then, after Louis Napole- 
on’s coup d’etat, toward socialist, democratic, and republican princi­
ples. In his 1841 admission speech to the Academie française, he paid 
tribute to the Convention, which “ smashed the throne and saved the 
country,. . .  which committed acts and outrages that we might detest 
and condemn, but which we must admire.” Though he did not un- 
derstand the Paris Commune, after the Restoration he fought for an 
amnesty for the communards. In short, the gestation and pubhcation 
of Ninety-three coincide with the compleüon of his movement tovvard 
an increasingly radical position. To understand the Commune, Hugo 
must justify even the Terror. He had fought for a long time against the 
death penalty but—mindful of the great reactionary lesson of an au- 
thor he knew well,Joseph de Maistre —he knew that redemption and 
purification also occur through the horrors of human sacrifice.

His reference to de Maistre appears in book 1, chapter 4, of Les 
miserables, in that scene where Monsignor Myriel contemplates the 
guillotine:

He who sees it shivers with the most mysterious of shivers . . .  The 
scaffold is a vision. . .  It seems as though it were a being, possessed 
of I know not what sombre initiative; one would say that this piece



of carpenter’s work saw, that this machine heard, that this mecha- 
nism understood, that this wood, this iron, and these cords were 
possessed of w ül. .  . The scaffold is the accomplice of the execu- 
tioner; it devours, it eats flesh, it drinks blood . . .  a spectre which 
seems to live vvith a horrible vitality composed of ali the death 
vvhich it has inflicted. (translated by Isabel F. Hapgood)

But in Ninety-three the guillotine, even though it will kili the Revo- 
lution’s purest hero, passes from the side of death to that of life and, 
in any event, stands as a symbol for the future against the darkest sym- 
bols of the past. It is now erected in front of La Tourgue, the strong- 
hold where Lantenac is besieged. Fifteen hundred years of feudal sin 
are condensed in it—a hard knot to untie. The guillotine stands be- 
fore it vvith the purity of a blade that vvill shce through that knot—it 
was not created out of nothing, it has been drenched by the blood 
spilled över fifteen centuries on that same land, and it rises up from 
the ground, an unknown vindicator, and says to the tower, “ I am thy 
daughter.” And the tower realizes that its end is near. This exchange is 
not new for Hugo: it is reminiscent of Frollo in The Hunchback ofNo- 
tre-Dame, vvhen he compares the printed book to the tovvers and gar- 
goyles of the cathedral: “ Ceci tuera cela.” Though the guillotine is stili 
a monster, in Ninety-three it takes the side of the future.

What is a ferocious, death-giving monster that promises a better 
life? An oxymoron. Victor Brombert has observed how many oxy- 
morons populate this novel: rapacious angel, intimate discord, colos- 
sal sweetness, odiously obliging and terrible serenity, venerable inno- 
cents, frightening vvretches, hell in the midst of dawn, and Lantenac 
himself, who at one point shifts from being an infemal Satan to a ce- 
lestial Lucifer.5 The oxymoron is “ a rhetorical microcosm that affirms 
the substantially antithetical nature of the world,” though Brombert

5. V ictor Brombert, Victor Hugo and the Vistonary Novel (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univer- 

sity Press, 1984).



emphasizes that the antitheses are ultimately resolved into a higher or- 
der. Ninety-three telis the story of a virtuous erime, a healing act of 
violence whose deep purposes must be understood for its events to 
be justified. Ninety-three is not the story of what a few men did, but 
the story of what history forced those men to do, irrespeetive of their 
wishes, often undermined by contradictions. And the idea of a pur- 
pose to the story justifies even that force —the Vend€e —vvhich osten- 
sibly seeks to move against it.

This takes us back to defining the relationship between the novel’s 
minör actors and the aetants. Each individual and each object, from 
Marat to the guillotine, represent not themselves but the great forces 
that are the aetual protagonists of the novel. Hugo presents himself 
here as the authorized interpreter of divine will, and seeks to justify 
each story he telis from the point ofview of God.

Whatever Hugo’s God might be, he is always present in his nar­
rative to explain the bloody enigmas of history. Perhaps Hugo would 
never have written that everything real is rational, but he would have 
agreed that everything ideal is rational. In any event, there is always a 
Hegelian tone in acknowledging that history marehes tovvard its own 
ends, över the heads of the actors condemned to embody its purposes. 
Just think of the Beethovenian deseription of the Batde of Waterloo in 
Les miserables. Unlike Stendhal, who deseribes the battle through the 
eyes of Fabrizio, who is in the midst of it and doesn’t understand what 
is going on, Hugo deseribes the battle through the eyes of God —he 
vvatches it from above. He knows that if Napoleon had known there 
was a cliff beyond the crest of the Mont-Saint-Jean plateau (but his 
guide had failed to teli him about it), Milhaud’s cuirassiers would not 
have been destroyed by the English army; that if the shepherd boy 
who was Bülow’s guide had suggested a different route, the Prussian 
army would not have arrived in time to decide the fate of the batde. 
But what does it matter, and what is the importance of the miscalcu- 
lations of Napoleon (actor), the folly of Grouchy (actor)—who could 
have returned but didn’t—or the ruses, if such they were, of the actor



Wellington, seeing that Hugo describes Waterloo as a first-rate victory 
by a second-rate leader?

This vertigo, this terror, this downfall into ruin of the loftiest brav- 
ery which ever astounded history,—is that causeless? No. The 
shadow of an enormous right hand is projected athwart Waterloo 
. . . The disappearance of the great man was necessary to the ad- 
vent of the great century. Someone, a person to whom one replies 
not, took the responsibility on himself. The panic of heroes can be 
explained. In the battle of Waterloo there is something more than 
a cloud, there is something of the meteor. God has passed by. (vol­
üme 2, book ı, chapter 13)

And God also passes through the Vendee and the Convention, 
gradually putting on the actorial guise of wild, ferocious peasants, of 
aristocrats converted to egalite, of heroes gloomy and noctumal like 
Cimourdain, or radiant like Gauvain. Hugo sees the Vend6e ration- 
ally, as a mistake. But since this mistake was deliberate and kept un- 
der control by a providential (or fatal) plan, he is fascinated by the 
Vendde, and turns it into an epic. He is skeptical, sarcastic, petty in de- 
scribing the men who populate the Convention, but he sees them as 
giants, or rather, he gives us a gigantic picture of the Convention.

This is why he isn’t worried that his actors are psychologically rigid 
and bound up in their destiny. He isn’t worried that the cold fren- 
zies of Lantenac, the harshness of Cimourdain, or the hot passionate 
sweetness of his Homeric Gauvain (Achilles? Hector?) are improba- 
ble. Hugo wants us to feel through them the Great Forces at play.

He wants to teli us a story about excess, and about excess that is so 
inexplicable that it can only be described through oxymorons. What 
style do you use to talk about one excess, about many excesses? An 
excessive style. That is exactly the style that Hugo adopts.

We have seen in The Man Who Laughs that one of the manifesta- 
tions of excess is the vertiginous reversal in events and points of view. 
It is difficult to explain this technique, of which Hugo is the master. He



knows that the rules of tragedy require what the French cali a coup de 
theâtre. In classical tragedy, one is generally more than enough: Oedi- 
pus discovers he has killed his father and slept with his mother—what 
more do you want? End of the tragic action, and catharsis—if you’re 
able to swallow it.

But for Hugo this is not enough (doesn’t he believe he is Victor 
Hugo, after ali?). Let us see vvhat happens in Ninety-three. The cor- 
vette Claymore is trying to break through the republican naval block- 
ade along the Brittany coast to bring ashore Lantenac, the fiıture head 
of the Vendee revolt. It looks like a freighter from the outside but is 
armed vvith thirty guns. And the drama begins — Hugo, lest we fail to 
realize its magnitude, announces that “nothing more terrible could 
have happened.” A tvventy-four-pounder cannon breaks loose. In 
a ship that plunges and pitches at the mercy of a rough sea, a can­
non rolling from port to starboard is vvorse than enemy fire. It hur- 
des about, like one of its cannonballs, crashing into the vvalls, open- 
ing up leaks. No one can stop it. And the ship is destined to sink. It is 
a supematural beast, Hugo vvarns us, fearing that we haven’t yet un- 
derstood, and to avoid any misunderstanding, he describes the cata- 
strophic event for five pages. Until one brave gunner, playing vvith the 
iron beast like a matador vvith a bull, takes up the challenge, throvvs 
himself before it, risking his life, dodges it, provokes it, attacks it once 
again, and is about to be crushed by it vvhen Lantenac throvvs a bale 
of counterfeit banknotes betvveen its vvheels, stopping it for a mo­
ment, allovving the sailor to plunge an iron bar betvveen the spokes of 
its hind vvheels, to lift up the monster, turn it över, and restore it to its 
mineral immobility. The crevv rejoices. The sailor thanks Lantenac for 
having saved his life. Shordy aftervvard, before the vvhole crevv, Lante­
nac commends him for his courage and, taking a cross of Saint-Louis 
from an officer, pins it on his chest.

Then he orders him to be shot.
He has been brave, but he vvas also the gunner in charge of that 

cannon, and he should have prevented it from breaking loose. The 
man, vvith the medal on his chest, offers himself up to the firing squad.



Is this reversal enough? No. With the ship now damaged, Lantenac 
vvill reach the coast in a small boat rowed by a sailor. Halfway there, 
the sailor reveals he is the brother of the executed man and declares he 
will kili Lantenac, who then stands up before this avenger and makes 
a speech that carries on for five pages. He explains what duty means, 
reminds him that their duty is to save France, to save God; he con- 
vinces him that he, Lantenac, has acted in accordance vvith justice, 
vvhile if the sailor yields to the desire for revenge, he vvill be commit- 
ting the greatest injustice (“You take my life from the King, and you 
give your eternity to the devil!”). The sailor, overcome, asks him for 
forgiveness. Lantenac grants it, and from that moment, Halmalo, the 
failed avenger, vvill become the servant of his brother’s executioner, in 
the name of the Vendde.

Enough of this excessive series of reversals. Let us turn to the other, 
and principal, force for excess, the Endless List. Having described the 
leader, he has to give an idea of the army that avvaits him. Hugo vvants 
to build up a picture, village by village, castle by castle, region by re- 
gion, of every aspect of the uprising in support of the monarchy. He 
could, rather flatly, have reproduced a map of those tovvns, marking 
out the main centers of revolt. But he vvould have ended up reduc- 
ing to a regional dimension an event he vvanted to portray as cosmic. 
Instead, vvith remarkable narrative inventiveness, he devises a mes- 
senger reminiscent of a Pico della Mirandola. Halmalo cannot read, 
vvhich suits Lantenac very vvell — a man who reads is a hindrance. It is 
enough that he has a good memory. And he gives him his instructions, 
vvhich I vvill set out only in part, because this time the list covers eight 
pages.

“Good. Listen, Halmalo. You must go to the right and I to the 
left. I shall go in the direction of Fougferes, and you must go to- 
vvards Bazouges. Keep your bag, vvhich gives you the appearance 
of a peasant. Conceal your vveapons. Cut a stick for yourself in the 
hedges. Creep through the rye, vvhich is high . . . Keep a distance 
from those you meet. Avoid the roads and the bridges. Do not en- 
ter Pontorson. . .  You know the vvoods?”



“ Eveıywhere.”

“Ali över the countıy?”
“From Noirmoutiers to Laval.”
“You know their names too?”
“I know the woods, I know their names, I know ali of them.” 
“You vvill not forget anything?”
“Nothing.”
“Good. Novv, pay attention. How many leagues can you vvalk a 

day?”
“Ten, fifteen, eighteen, tvventy, if necessary.”
“It vvill be necessary. Don’t lose a vvord of vvhat I am going to teli 

you. You must go to the vvoods of Saint-Aubin.”
“Near Lamballe?”
“Yes. On the edge of the ravine betvveen Saint-Rieul and 

Pledeliac there is a great chestnut-tree. You must stop there. You 
vvill see nobody . . . You must make a cali. Do you know hovv to 
make this cali?” . . .

He handed the green silk bovv to Halmalo.
“Here is my badge of command. Take it. It is important that 

nobody should knovv my name at present. But this bovv vvill be 
enough. The fleur-de-lis vvas embroidered by Madame Royal, 
in the Temple prison . . . Listen carefully to this. This is the or- 
der: ‘Rise in revolt. No quarter.’ Then on the edge of the vvoods of 
Saint-Aubin give the cali. You must give it three times. The third 
time you vvill see a man come out of the ground . . . This man is 
Planchenault, also called Coeur-de-Roi. Shovv him this knot. He 
vvill understand. Then go, vvhatever vvay you can, to the vvoods of 
AstillĞ; you vvill find there a knock-kneed man surnamed Mous- 
queton, and who shovvs pity to nobody. You vvill teli him that I love 
him and that he is to stir up his parishes. You vvill then go to the 
vvoods of Couesbon, vvhich is one league from Ploermel. Make the 
cali of the ovvl; a man vvill come, out of a hole; it vvill be M. Thuault, 
seneschal of Ploermel, vvho has belonged to vvhat is called the Con- 
stitution Assembly, but on the good side. Teli him to arm the cas- 
de of Couesbon, belonging to the marquis de Guer, a refugee . . . 
Then go to Saint-Guen-les-Toits, and speak to Jean Chouan, vvho



is, in my eyes, the real chief. Then go to the woods of Ville-An- 
glose, where you will see Guitter, called Saint-Martin. Teli him to 
have an eye for a certain Courmesnil, son-in-law of old Goupil de 
Prefeln, and who leads the Jacobins of Argentan. Remember ali 
this well. I write nothing because nothing must be written. . .  Then 
go to the woods of Rougefeu, vvhere Millette is, who leaps ravines, 
balancing himself on a long pole.”

I jump ahead three whole pages:

“Go to Saint-M’Hervd. There you will see Gaulier, called Grand- 
Pierre. Go to the district of Parne, where the men blacken their 
faces . . .  Go to the camp of La Vache Noire, which is on a height, in 
the midst of the wood of La Charnie, then to the camp of UAvoine, 
then to Champ Vert, then to Champ des Fourmis. Go to the 
Grand-Bordage, also called the Haut-du-Pre, which is inhabited by 
a widow whose daughter is married to Treton, called the English- 
man. The Grand-Bordage is in the parish of Queslaines. You must 
go to %>ineux-le-Chevreuil, Sille-le-Guillaume, Parannes, and ali 
the men in every wood . . . ”

And so on to the final exchange:

“ Forget nothing.”
“ Have no fear.”
“Start now. God be with you. Go.”
“I vvill do ali you have told me. I will go. I will speak the word. I 

will obey. I vvill command.” (book3, chapter 2)

It is, of course, impossible for Halmalo to remember everything, 
and the reader is iully aware of it—one line later, we have already for- 
gotten the names on the previous line. The list is tedious, but it has to 
be read, and reread. It is like music. Pure sound, it could be an index 
of names at the back of an atlas, but this frenzy of cataloging makes the 
Vendee into an infinity.

The technique of the list is an ancient one. The catalog becomes 
useful when something has to appear so immense and confused that 
a definition or description would be insufficient to show its complex-



ity, especiaUy to give the feehng of a space and ali it contains. The list 
or catalog does not fiil up a space (which in itself would be neutral) 
with significant phenomena, associations, facts, details that catch the 
eye. It brings together objects or people, or places. It is a hypotyposis, 
which creates a description through an excess of Jlatus vocis, as if the 
ear had given the eye part of the impossible task of memorizing every­
thing it hears, or as if the imagination was striving to construct a place 
in which to put ali the things named. The list is a Braille hypotyposis.

Nothing is inessential in the list that Halmalo is pretending (I hope) 
to remember: altogether it represents the very enormousness of the 
counterrevolution, its extension throughout the land, into the hedge- 
rows, villages, woods, and parishes. Hugo knows every ploy, as well 
as being avvare (as perhaps Homer also was) that readers would never 
read the whole list (or that those listening to the ancient bard would 
have listened in the same way that people listen to the recital of the 
rosary, yielding to its pure captivating incantation). Hugo, I am sure, 
knew that his reader would have skipped these pages, as Manzoni did 
when, contrary to every rule of narrative, he leaves us in suspense with 
Don Abbondio faced by two villains, and then gives us four pages 
about local laws and edicts (four in the 1840 edition, but almost six 
in the 1827 edition). The reader skips över these pages (or might per­
haps look at them on a second or third reading), but we cannot ignore 
the fact that the list is there before our eyes, forcing us to jump ahead 
as the suspense is unbearable—it is its unbearableness that amplifies 
its povver. Retuming to Hugo, the insurrection is so enormous that 
we, while reading it, cannot remember ali the main characters, or even 
just their leaders. It is the compunction of this prolonged reading that 
makes us feel the subümity of the Vendee.

The Royalist revolt is sublime, as must be the picture of the Con- 
vention, the very essence of the Revolution. We reach the third book, 
tided “ The Convention.” The first three chapters describe the hail, 
and already in these first seven pages the abundance of description 
leaves the reader dazed and deprived of ali feeling of space. But it then



continues —for another fifteen pages—with the üst of the members of 
the Convention, more or less as follows:

On the right, the Gironde, a legion of thinkers; on the left the 
Mountain, a group of athletes. On one side, Buissot, who received 
the keys of the Bastüle; Barbaroux, whom the Marseilles troops 
obeyed; Kerv&egan, who had the battalion of Brest garrisoned in 
the Faubourg Saint-Marceau, under his hand; Gersonne, who es- 
tablished the supremacy of representatives över generals . . . Sil- 
lery, the humpback of the Right, as Couthon was the cripple of the 
Left. Lause-Duperret, who when called a “rascal” by a journalist, 
invited him to dine with him, saying: “I know that rascal means 
simply a man who does not think as we do” ; Rabaut-Saint-Ğtienne, 
who commenced his Almanac of 1790 with these words: “The rev- 
olution is ended” . . . VigĞe, who had the tide of grenadier in the 
second battalion of Mayenne-et-Loire, who, when threatened by 
the public tribunes, cried out: “I ask that at the first murmur of 
the public tribunes, we withdraw and march to Versailles, sword in 
hand!” ; Buzot, destined to die of hunger; Valazd, victim of his own 
dagger; Condorcet, who was to die at Bourg-la-Reine, changed to 
Bourg-Ğgalitd, denounced by the Horace he carried in his pocket; 
Pdtion, whose fate was to be worshiped by the muldtude in 1792, 
and devoured by the wolves in 1793; twenty others beside, Ponte- 
coulant, Marboz, Lidon, Saint-Mardn, Dussaubc, the translator of 
Juvenal, who took part in the campaign of Hanover; Boilleau, Ber- 
trand, Lesterp-Beauvais, Lesage, Gomaire, Gardien, Mainvielle, 
Duplantier, Lacaze, Antiboul, and at their head a Bamave called 
Vergniaud. . .

And so on, for fifteen pages, like the litany of a black mass, Antonie- 
Louis-Leon Florelle de Saint-Just, Merlin de Thionville, Merkin de 
Douai, Billaud-Varenne, Fabre d’Eglantine, Freron-Thersite, Osse- 
lin, Garan-Coulon, Javogues, Camboulas, Collot, d’Herbois, Goupil- 
leau, Laurent Lecointre, L6onard Bourdoin, Bourbotte, Levasseur 
de la Sarthe, Reverchon, Bemard de Saintres, Charles Richard, Châ-



teauneuf-Randon, Lavicomterie, Le Peletier de Saint-Fargeau, almost 
as if Hugo realized that anyone reading this mad catalog would have 
lost the identity of the actors in order to become aware of the titanic 
dimensions of the only actant he was interested in—the Revolution it- 
self, with its glories and its miseries.

Yet it seems that Hugo (was it due to weakness, shyness, excessive 
excess?) is worried that the reader (even though he presumably skips 
ahead) will not fully grasp the dimensions of the monster he wishes to 
portray and so — using an entirely new technique in the history of the 
list, and in any case different from the description of the Vendee —the 
author’s moralizing voice continually intervenes at the beginning, at 
the end, in the list itself:

Here is the Convention.
The attention must be fixed on this summit.
Never did anything higher appear on man’s horizon.
There is Mt. Himalaya, and there is the Convention . . .
The Convention is the first avatar of the people . . .
The effect of ali this was intense, savage, regular. Savage correct- 

ness; this is a suggestion of the whole Revolution. . .
Nothing was more deformed, nor more sublime. A pile of he- 

roes, a herd of cowards. Wild beasts on a mountain, reptiles in a 
marsh . . .  A gathering of Titans . . .

Tragedies knotted by giants and untied by dwarfs . . .
Minds, a prey to the wind. But this wind a miraculous wind . . .
Such was this boundless Convention; an entrenched camp of 

the human race attacked by ali the powers o f darkness at once, 

the night fires o f a besieged army of ideas, the immense bivouac 

o f minds on the edge o f a precipice. Nothing in history can be 
compared to this gathering, both senate and populace, conclave 

and Street Crossing, areopagus and public square, tribunal and the 

accused.
The Convention always yielded to the wind; but the wind came 

from the mouth of the people and was the breath of G od. . .
It is impossible not to give attention to this great procession of 

shades. (section 2, book 3, chapter 1)



Unbearable? Unbearable. Bombastic? Much worse. Sublime? 
Sublime. See how I am being swept away by my author and have even 
begun to speak like him: but when bombast bursts its banks, breaks 
down the wall of the sound of excessive excess, a hint of poetry begins 
to form. Helas.

Authors (unless they are writing with no interest in money and no 
hope of immortality, for a readership of seamstresses, traveling sales- 
men, or lovers of pomography whose tastes at that specific time and in 
one given country are well-known) never write for their own specific 
kind of reader but try to construct a Model Reader—in other words, 
the kind of reader who, having accepted from the beginning the rules 
of the textual game on offer, will become the ideal reader of that book, 
even a thousand years later. What kind of Model Reader is Hugo 
thinking of? I think he had two kinds in mind. The first was someone 
reading in 1874, eighty years after the fateful year of 1793 —someone 
who stili knew many of the names of the Convention. It would be like 
someone in Italy today reading a book about the 1920S, who would not 
be taken completely by surprise at the sight of names like Mussolini, 
D’Annunzio, Marinetti, Facta, Corridoni, Matteotti, Papini, Boccioni, 
Carrâ, Italo Balbo, or Turati. The second kind is the fiıture reader (or 
perhaps even the foreign reader of Hugo’s time), who—with the ex- 
ception of a few names like Robespierre, Danton, and Marat—would 
have been bevvildered in the face of so many unfamiliar names; but at 
the same time, he would have the impression of listening to endless 
titde-tatde about the village he is visiting for the first time and where 
he gradually learns to separate himself from the crowd of contradic- 
tory figures, to snifif the atmosphere, to become accustomed little by 
little to moving about in that crowded arena where he imagines that 
each unknown face is a mask hiding a story of bloodshed and is, ulti- 
mately, one of the many masks of history.

As I have said, Hugo is not interested in the psychology of his 
wooden or marmoreal characters. He is interested in the antonoma- 
sia to vvhich they relate or, if you like, their symbolic value. The same 
applies for things: for the forests of the VendĞe, or for La Tourgue,



the immense Tour Gauvain in which Lantenac is besieged by Gau- 
vain, both men attached to the ancestral fortress that both vvill try to 
destroy, one laying siege from outside and the other besieged within, 
each threatening a final holocaust. Much has been written about the 
symbolic value of this tower, not least because another innocent sym- 
bolic gesture takes place in it—the destruction of a book by the three 

children.
The children are hostages of Lantenac, who threatens to blow 

them up if the republicans try to set them free. They are locked in the 
library of the besieged tovver and have nothing better to do than de­
stroy, transforming a magnificent book about Saint Bartholomevv into 
a pile of paper fragments — and there are those vvho see in their gesture 
the reenactment, in reverse, of the night of Saint Bartholomevv, carried 
out to the shame of the monarchy of the time, and therefore perhaps 
a revenge of history, a childish antistrophe of that work of annihilat- 
ing the past that is being carried out elsevvhere by the guillotine. What 
is more, the title of the chapter that narrates this story is “The Mas- 
sacre of Saint Bartholomevv” —Hugo was alvvays worried his readers 
vveren’t quaking quite enough.

But this gesture, due to its excess, can also be seen as symbolic. 
The children’s games are described in every detail for fifteen pages, 
and it is thanks to this excess that Hugo wams us that we are not deal- 
ing even here with an individual story but vvith the tragedy of an act- 
ant—Innocence—which is at least benevolent if not redemptive. 
He could obviously have resolved everything in a sudden epiphany. 
That he vvas capable of doing so can be seen in the last lines of book 
3, chapter 6 — little Georgette picks up handfuls of the book assigned 
to that sacred sparagmos, throvvs them from the vvindovv, sees them 
being scattered in the breeze, and says, uPapillonsv>— and the ingen- 
uous massacre ends vvith these butterflies disappearing into thin air. 
But Hugo could not vveave this very brief epiphany into the plot of so 
many other excesses at the risk of it going unnoticed. If excess is to ex- 
ist, even the most dazzling numinous apparitions (contrary to every



mystical tradition) have to last for a very long time. In Ninety-three, 
even charm must appear murky, like a froth of white-hot lava, vva- 
ters spilling forth, inundations of afFections and of effects. It is point- 
less asking Wagner to reduce his entire Ring to the size of a Chopin 
scherzo.

So as not to allow our author to take över, let us move on finally 
to the end. After a truly epic batde (what a great screenwriter Hugo 
vvould have made!), Gauvain finally captures Lantenac. The duel is 
över. Cimourdain has no hesitation and —even before the trial—gives 
orders for the guillotine to be set up. Killing Lantenac would mean 
killing the Vendee, and killing the Vendee vvould mean saving France.

But Lantenac, as I revealed at the beginning, has voluntarily given 
himself up to save the three children vvho vvere in danger of being 
bumed to death in the library to vvhich he alone had the key. In the 
face of this gesture of generosity, Gauvain does not have the heart to 
send the man to his death, and saves him. Hugo uses other rhetori- 
cal devices to compare two vvorlds, first in the dialogue betvveen Lan­
tenac and Gauvain, and then in the dialogue betvveen Cimourdain 
and Gauvain, vvho at that point avvaits his death. In Lantenac’s first 
invective against Gauvain (before realizing he vvas going to save him), 
he expresses ali the arrogance of the ci-devant before the representa- 
üve of those vvho have guillotined the king. In the confrontation be­
tvveen Cimourdain and Gauvain a deep gulf appears betvveen the high 
priest of vengeance and the apostle of hope. I vvould like man to be 
made according to Euclid, says Cimourdain, and Gauvain replies that 
he vvould like man to be made according to Homer. The vvhole novel 
suggests to us (in stylistic terms) that Hugo vvould have taken Hom- 
er’s part, vvhich is vvhy he fails to make us loathe his Homeric Vend6e, 
but in ideological terms this Homer has tried to teli us that to build 
the future it is necessary to follovv the straight line of the guillotine.

This is the story told in the novel, the story of Hugo’s stylistic 
choices, the story of one interpretation (my ovvn —and others are pos- 
sible). What can vve say? That historians have identified many anach-



ronisms and unacceptable liberties in this book? Does that mat- 
ter? Hugo wasn’t interested in vvriting history; he wanted us to feel 
the panting breath, the often fetid roar of history. Did he want to de- 
ceive us, like Marx, who claimed that Hugo was more interested in 
the moral conflicts of individual people than in understanding the 
class struggle?6 If anything, it vvas the opposite, and he said so. Hugo 
carves his psychological portraits vvith a hatchet to make us feel the 
forces in conflict—and if it wasn’t class conflict that he vvas thinking 
about, it vvas certainly (as Lukacs recognized) the ideals of a “revolu- 
tionary democracy that point the way ahead” —though Lukics then 
tempered his judgment vvith the stern vvarning that “ the real human 
and historical conflicts of the aristocrat and the priest vvho sided vvith 
the Revolution become, for each of them, artificial conflicts of duty in 
the context of this abstract humanism.”7 Heavens above, it has even 
been suggested that Hugo vvas not interested in class but in the Peo­
ple and in God. It vvas typical of Lukâcs’s mental rigidity that he failed 
to understand that Hugo could not be Lenin (if anything, Lenin vvas a 
Cimourdain vvho doesn’t kili himself) and that indeed the tragic and 
Romantic magic of Ninety-three lies in the interplay betvveen the rea- 
sons of history and those of various moral individuals, measuring the 
constant divide betvveen politics and utopia.

But I believe there is no better book for understanding the under- 
lying motives of the Revolution and of its enemy, the Vendee, vvhich 
is an ideological force even today for so many nostalgics of la France 
profonde. To teli the story of tvvo excesses, Hugo (faithful to his po- 
etics) could choose only the technique of excess, taken from excess. 
Only by accepting this convention is it possible to understand the 
Convention, becoming the Model Reader that Hugo had hoped to 
reach —made not vvith flimsy cardboard cutouts but vvith an opus in-

6. Kari Marx, The Eigktcenth. Brum airt o f  Louis Bonapatie, translated by Eden and Cedar 

Paul (1926).

7. Georg L u kics, The Historical Novel, translated by Hannah and Stanley Mitchell (1962).



certum of rough-hewn boulders. If we enter into the spirit that ani- 
mates this novel, we may come out dry-eyed but with our minds in tu- 
mult. Helas!

[Previously unpublished in this form, this essay summarizes various 
articles and lectures.]



Censorship and Silence

T
h o s e  o f  y o u  who are younger may think that veline are pretty 
girls who dance about on television shows, and that a casino is 
a chaotic mess.1 Anyone of my generation knows that the word casino 

used to mean “brothel” and only later, by connotation, did it come to 
mean “somewhere chaotic,” so that it lost its initial meaning, and to- 
day anyone, perhaps even a bishop, uses it to indicate disorder. Like- 
wise, once upon a time a bordello was a brothel, but my grandmother, 
a woman of the most upright morals, used to say, “ Don’t make a bor­
dello,” meaning “Don’t make too much racket”; the word had com- 
pletely lost its original meaning. The younger ones among you may 
not know that, during the Fascist regime, veline were sheets of pa- 
per that the govemment department responsible for controlling cul- 
ture (called the Ministry of Popular Culture, shortened to MinCul- 
Pop —they didn’t have sufficient sense of humor to avoid such an 
ambiguous-sounding name) sent to the nevvspapers. These sheets 
of thin copy paper told the nevvspapers vvhat they had to keep quiet 
about and vvhat they had to print. The velina, in journalistic jargon,

l. Translator’s note: T h e  word casino in Italian is in effect two worda, with two pronuncia- 

tions—a casind, with the accent on the final syllable, is the same as the English casino, or 

gambling house; but here we are concem ed vvith the other word casino, pronounced, confiıs- 

ingly, with the stress on the penultimate syllable in exactly the same way as the English word.



therefore came to symbolize censorship, the inducement to conceal, 
to make information disappear.2

The veline that we know today—the television showgirls—are, 
however, the exact opposite: they are, as we ali know, the celebration 
of outward appearance, visibility, indeed of fame achieved through 
püre visibility, where appearance signifies excellence —even that kind 
of appearance that would once have been considered unseemly.

We find ourselves with two forms of velina, which I would like to 
compare with two forms of censorship. The first is censorship through 
silence; the second is censorship through noise; I use the word velina, 
therefore, as a symbol of the television event, the show, entertainment, 
news coverage, and so on.

Fascism had understood (as dictators generally do) that deviant be- 
havior is encouraged by the fact that the media give it coverage. For 
example, the veline used to say “ Don’t write about suicide” because 
the mere mention of suicide might inspire someone to commit suicide 
a few days later. This is absolutely correct—we shouldn’t assume ali 
that went through the minds of the Fascist hierarchy was wrong — and 
it is quite true that we know about events of national significance that 
have occurred only because the media have talked about them. For 
example, the student protests of 1977 and 1989: they were short-lived 
events that sought to repeat the protests of 1968 only because the 
newspapers had begun saying “ 1968 is about to retum.” Anyone in- 
volved in those events knows perfectly well that they were created by 
the press, in the same way that the press generates revenge attacks, 
suicides, classroom shootings —news about one school shooting pro-

2. Now that we have established what veline originally were, I can explain how the vvord came 

to take on its present meaning. W hen Antonio R ıcci started the television entertainment show 

Striscia la notüia  in the 199OS, he wanted some girls, usually appearing on roUer-skates, to 

bring messages for the two presenters, and he called them veline. But the choice is very signif- 

icant; it means that when R icci created Striscia la notüia, the fact that he could make a joke 

out o f the word veline indicated there was stili an audience that remembered and luıew what 

the veline sent out by the MinCulPop were. I f  no one knows this today, it is another reflection 

that can be made on “noise,” on the superimposition o f  information: in the space o f  two dec- 

ades one notion is canceled out because it has been taken över by the obsessive use o f  another.



vokes other school shootings, and a great many Romanians have prob- 
ably been encouraged to rape old ladies because the newspapers told 
them it is the exclusive speciality of immigrants and is extremely easy 
to commit: ali you have to do is loiter in any pedestrian passage, near a 
railway station, and so forth.

If the old-style velina used to say, “To avoid causing behavior con- 
sidered to be deviant, don’t talk about it,” the velina culture of today 
says, “To avoid talking about deviant behavior, talk a great deal about 
other things.” I have alvvays taken the view that if, by some chance, I 
discovered that tomorrovv’s newspapers were going to take up some 
wrong I had committed that vvould cause me serious harm, the first 
thing I’d do would be plant a bomb outside the local poliçe headquar- 
ters or railway station. The next day the newspaper front pages would 
be fiili of it and my personal misdemeanor would end up as a small in­
side story. And who knows how many real bombs have been planted 
to make other front-page stories disappear. The example of the bomb 
is sonically appropriate, as it is an example of a great noise that si- 
lences everything else.

Noise becomes a cover. I would say that the ideology of this censor- 
ship through noise can be expressed, with apologies to Wittgenstein, 
by saying, “Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must talk a great 
deal.” The flagship TGı nevvs program on Italian state television, for 
example, is a master of this technique, full of nevvs items about calves 
born vvith tvvo heads and bags snatched by petty thieves—in other 
vvords, the sort of minör stories papers used to put lovv on an inside 
page—vvhich now serve to fiil up three-quarters of an hour of informa­
tion, to ensure we don’t notice other nevvs stories they ought to have 
covered have not been covered. Several months ago, the press control- 
led by Berlusconi, in order to undermine the authority of a magistrate 
who criticized the premier, follovved him for days, reporting that he 
sat smoking on a bench, vvent to the barber, and vvore turquoise socks. 
To make a noise, you don’t have to invent stories. Ali you have to do is 
report a story that is real but irrelevant, yet creates a hint of suspicion 
by the simple fact that it has been reported. It is true and irrelevant



that the magistrate vvears turquoise socks, but the fact it has been re- 
ported creates a suggestion of something not quite confessed, leaving 
a mark, an impression. Nothing is more difficult to dispose of than an 
irrelevant but true story.

The error made by La Repubblica in its campaign against Ber- 
lusconi was to give too much coverage to a relevant story (the party 
at Noemi’s house).3 If, instead, it had reported something like 
this—“ Berlusconi went into Piazza Navona yesterday moming, met 
his cousin, and they had a beer together . . . how curious” —it would 
have triggered such a series of insinuations, suspicions, and embar- 
rassments that the premier would have resigned long ago. In short, a 
fact that is too relevant can be challenged, whereas an accusation that 
is not an accusation cannot be challenged.

At the age of ten I was stopped in the doonvay of a bar by a lady 
who said, “Pil give you one lira if you write a letter for me — I’ve hurt 
my hand.” Being a decent child I replied that I didn’t want any money 
and would do it simply as a favor, but the lady insisted on buying me 
an ice cream. I wrote the letter for her and explained what had hap- 
pened when I got home. “Good Lord,” said my mother, “ they’ve made 
you write an anonymous letter. Heaven knows what will happen to us 
when they find out!” “Look,” I explained, “ there’s nothing terrible in 
that letter.” In fact, it was addressed to a wealthy businessman, whom 
I also knew (he had a shop in the city çenter) and it said, “ It has come 
to our attention that you intend to ask for the hand of Signorina X in 
marriage. We wish to inform you that Signorina X is from a respecta- 
ble and prosperous family and is highly regarded throughout the city.” 
Now, you don’t usually see an anonymous letter that praises the sub- 
ject of the letter rather than damning her. But what was the purpose of 
that anonymous letter? Since the lady who recruited me clearly had 
no grounds for saying anything else, she wanted at least to create un- 
ease. The recipient would have wondered, “Why should they send

3. Translator’s note: Silvio Berlusconi appeared as guest at a girl’s eighteenth-birthday party 

in April 2009 , prompting his wife to file for divorce.



me such a letter? What does ‘highly regarded throughout the city’ ac- 
tually mean?” I believe the wealthy businessman would have decided 
in the end to postpone the idea of marriage for fear of setting up home 
with someone so gossiped about.

This form of noise doesn’t even require that the transmitted mes- 
sages be of any particular interest, since one message adds to another, 
and together they create noise. Noise can sometimes take the form of 
superfluous excess. A  few months ago there was a fine article by Ber- 
selh in UEspresso magazine, saying, Do you realize that advertising no 
longer has any effect on us? No one can prove that one soap powder 
is better than another (in fact they are ali the same), so for the past 
fifty years the only method anyone has come up with shows us house- 
wives who refiıse the offer of two packets in exchange for their own 
brand, or grandmothers who teli us that this recalcitrant stain will dis- 
appear if we use the right powder. Soap companies therefore carry 
out an intensive and relendess campaign, consisting of the same mes­
sage, vvhich everyone knows by heart, so that it becomes proverbial: 
“Omo washes whiter than white,” and so on. its purpose is tvvofold: 
parüy to repeat the brand name (in certain cases it becomes a success- 
ful strategy: if I have to go into a süpermarket and ask for soap pow- 
der, I will ask for Tide or Omo because I have known these names 
for the past fifty years), and pardy to prevent anyone from realizing 
that no epideictic discussion can be made about soap powder—ei- 
ther for or against. And the same happens with other forms of adver­
tising: Berselli observes that in every mobile phone advert, none of 
us actually understand what the characters are saying. But there’s no 
need to understand what they say—it is the great noise that selis celi 
phones. I think it is most probable that companies have joindy agreed 
to stop promoting their own particular brands and to carry out gen­
eral publicity, to spread the mobile telephone culture. If you buy No­
kia instead of Samsung, you will be persuaded by other factors, but 
not by advertising. In fact the main fiınction of the publicity noise is 
to remind you of the advertising sketch, not the product. Try to think



of the most pleasant, the most enjoyable piece of advertising—some 
are even quite funny—and to remember vvhich product it relates to. It 
is very rare that you manage to remember the name of the product to 
vvhich that advertisement refers: the child who mispronounces “ Sim- 
menthal,” or perhaps “No Martini, no party” or “Ramazzotti is alvvays 
good for you.” In ali other cases the noise compensates for the fact 
that there is no vvay to demonstrate the excellence of the product.

The Internet, of course, generates, vvith no intention to censor, the 
greatest noise that yields no information. Or rather: first, you receive 
information, but you don’t knovv vvhether it is reliable; second, you try 
searching for information on the Internet: only vve academics and re- 
searchers, after ten minutes’ vvork, can begin to select the information 
vve vvant. Most other users are stuck on blogs, or on a porn site, and so 
forth, vvithout surfing too far, because surfing isn’t going to help them 
find reliable information.

Looking further at cases of noise that do not presuppose any in­
tention to censure, but nevertheless tend tovvard censorship, vve 
should also mention the nevvspaper vvith sixty-four pages. Sixty-four 
pages are too many to give real prominence to the most essential in­
formation. Here again, some of you vvill say, “ But I buy a nevvspaper 
to find the nevvs that interests me.” Certainly, but those vvho do that 
are an elite vvho knovv hovv to deal vvith information —and there must 
be some good explanation for the frightening drop in the number of 
nevvspapers being sold and read. Young people no longer read nevvs- 
papers. It is easier to find the La Repubblica or Corriere della Sera 
sites on the Internet — there, at least, it is ali on one screen —or to read 
the free sheets at the train station, vvhere the nevvs is set out on tvvo 
pages.

Therefore, as a result of noise, vve have a deliberate censor­
ship—this is vvhat is happening in the vvorld of television, in creating 
political scandals, and so forth —and vve have an involuntary but fatal 
censorship vvhereby, for reasons that are entirely legitimate in them- 
selves (such as advertising revenue, product sales, and so forth), an



excess of information is transformed into noise. This (and here I am 
moving from Communications to ethics) has also created a psychology 
and morali ty of noise. Look at that idiot walking along the Street, wear- 
ing his iPod headphones; he cannot spend an hour on the train read- 
ing a newspaper or looking at the countryside, but has to go straight 
to his mobile phone during the first part of the journey to say “ I’ve 
just left” and on the second part of the journey to say “ I’m just arriv- 
ing.” There are people now vvho cannot live away from noise. And it is 
for this reason that restaurants, already noisy places, offer extra noise 
from a television screen — sometimes tvvo —and music; and if you ask 
for them to be svvitched off, people stare at you as if you’re mad. This 
great need for noise is like a drug; it is a way to avoid focusing on vvhat 
is really important. Redi in interiorem hominem: yes, in the end, the 
example of Saint Augustine could stili provide a good ideal for the 
vvorld of politics and television.

It is in silence alone that the only truly povverful means of informa­
tion becomes effective—word of mouth. Ali people, even vvhen they 
are oppressed by the most censorious tyrants, have been able to find 
out ali that is going on in the world through popular vvord of mouth. 
Pubhshers knovv that books do not become bestsellers through pub- 
licity or revievvs but by vvhat the French cali bouche â oreille and the 
Italians cali passaparola—books achieve success through word of 
mouth. In losing the condition of silence, we lose the possibility of 
hearing vvhat other people are saying, which is the only basic and reli- 
able means of communication.

And that is why, in conclusion, I would say that one of the ethi- 
cal problems we face today is hovv to return to silence. And one of the 
semiotic problems vve might consider is the closer study of the fiınc- 
tion of silence in various aspects of communication, to examine a sem- 
iotics of silence: it may be a semiotics of reticence, a semiotics of si­
lence in theater, a semiotics of silence in politics, a semiotics of silence 
in political debate—in other vvords, the long pause, silence as crea- 
tion of suspense, silence as threat, silence as agreement, silence as de-



mal, silence in music. Look how many subjects there are to study con- 
ceming the semiotics of silence. I invite you to consider, therefore, not 
words but silence.

[Lecture given during the conference of the Associazione Italiana di 
Semiotica, 2009.]



Imaginary Astronomies

I
w o u l d  l i k e  t o  m a k e  it clear straightaway that in talking about 
imaginary geographies and astronomies I wiü not be dealing vvith 
astrology. The history of astrology has continually crossed paths vvith 

that of astronomy, but the imaginary astronomies and geographies I 
will be talking about have ali novv been recognized as entirely imagi­
nary or false, vvhereas businessmen and heads of State stili tum to as- 
trologers for guidance. Therefore astrology is not a science, whether 
exact or othenvise, but a religion (or a superstition — supersütions be- 
ing other people’s religions), and as such cannot be demonstrated as 
true or false. It is only a question of faith, and in questions of faith it is 
alvvays better not to get involved, if only out of respect for those who 

believe.
The imaginary geographies and astronomies I will be discussing 

were created by people of good faith vvho explored the sky and the 
earth as they saw them —and though they vvere vvrong, we cannot 
doubt their good intentions. Yet those who are stili involved in astrol­
ogy today knovv perfectly well they are describing a sky that is differ- 
ent from that explored and defined by astronomy, and stili they con- 
tinue to behave as though their conception of the sky vvere true. There 
can be no sympathy for astrologers’ bad faith. They are not people 
vvho are deceived; they are deceivers. End of argument.



As a child I dreamed över atlas es. I imagined joumeys and adven- 

tures in exotic lands, or I thought of myself as a Persian conqueror 

traveling far into the steppes of central Asia, then descending toward 

the seas of the Sonda to build an empire stretching from Ecbatana to 

the island of Sakhalin. This is perhaps why as an adult I decided to 

visit ali those places whose names had caught my imagination, like Sa- 

markand or Timbuktu, the Alamo or the river Amazon, and ali I am 

missing now are Mompracem1 and Casablanca.

My astronomical exploits have been more difficult, and alvvays 

practiced vicariously. A  friend of mine, a Czechoslovak exile who 

stayed at my house in the country during the 197OS and ’8os, built 

telescopes and explored the sky at night from the terrace, calling me 

out when he found anything of interest. I came to the conclusion that 

only I and Rudolf II o f Prague had had the privilege of lodging a Bo- 

hemian astronomer permanendy under our roof, but then the Berlin 

Wall came down and my Bohemian astronomer returned to Bohemia.

I have found consolation in my collection o f antique books — I cali 

it the Bibliotheca semiologica curiosa, lunatica, magica, et pneumat-

1. Translator's note: An imaginary island in Emilio Salgari’s novels.



ica — and it consists entirely of books that describe falsities. It includes 

the works of Ptolemy but not those of Galileo, and though as a child I 

dreamed up my journeys över the classic modern-day adas, I now pre- 

fer to do it över maps of Ptolemaic origin.

Is this representation of the known \vorld of that time an imagi- 

nary one? We need to distinguish between the various meanings of 

the word imaginary. Some astronomies have imagined a world based 

on pure speculation and mystical impulses — they teli us not what the 

visible cosmos looks like but what the invisible and spiritual forces 

are that pervade it. Other astronomies, though based on observation 

and experience, have nonetheless conceived explanations that we re- 

gard today as wrong. Look at the explanation that Athanasius Kircher 

gives for sunspots, in his Mundus subterraneus o f 1665, as being puff's 

of steam from the surface of the star. Ingenuous, but ingenious. And to 

remain with Kircher, this is how he applied the principles of physics 

and mathematical calculus, in his Turris Babel o f 1679, to show that it



was impossible for the Tower of Babel to rise up to heaven. Beyond a 
certain height, having reached the same weight as the globe itself, the 
tower would have caused Earth’s axis to rotate 45 degrees.

TH E  SHAPE OF TH E  EAR TH

Anaximenes, in the sixth century B.c. E., spoke of a terrestrial rectan- 
gle made of earth and water, framed by the ocean, which sailed around 
on a sort of cushion of compressed air.

It was fairly realistic for the ancients to believe the Earth was flat. 
For Homer it was a disc surrounded by ocean and covered by the 
canopy of the heavens, and it was a flat disc for Thales and for He- 
cataeus of Miletus. It seemed less realistic to think it was spherical, 
as Pythagoras did, for mystical and mathematical reasons. The Py- 
thagoreans had elaborated a complex planetary system in vvhich the 
Earth was not even at the çenter of the universe. The sun was also at 
the edge of it, and ali the planetary spheres rotated around a Central 
fire. Each rotating sphere, moreover, produced a sound from a range 
of musical notes, and to establish an exact correspondence between 
sounds and astronomical phenomena, a nonexistent planet, the An- 
richthon (Counter-Earth), was also introduced. In their mathematical 
and musical zeal (and in their scom of sensory experience), the Py- 
thagoreans had not considered that if each planet produced a sound 
from this range of notes, their planetary music vvould have produced a 
repugnant dissonance, as if a cat had suddenly jumped onto the keys 
of a piano. But we stili find this idea more than a thousand years later 
in Boethius — and let us not forget that Copemicus was also inspired 
by mathematical-aesthetic principles.

Subsequent demonstrations of the Earth’s roundness, though, were 
based on empirical observations. Ptolemy, of course, knew that Earth 
was round; othenvise he wouldn’t have been able to divide it into 360 
degrees of longitude. But Parmenides, Eudoxus, Plato, Aristotle, Eu- 
clid, and Archimedes had already understood this. And Eratosthenes



knew it in the third century b . c . e . ,  when he had calculated fairly ac- 
curately the length of Earth’s meridian, calculating the different incli- 
nation of the sun, at midday on the summer solstice, when it reflected 
into the bottom of the weUs of Alexandria and Syene (now Aswan).

But—so far as the Earth being flat—I must digress for a moment to 
say that there is not only a history of imaginary astronomy, but also an 
imaginary history of astronomy, which stili survives today in many sci- 
entific circles, not to mention in popular opinion. Try an experiment. 
Ask any reasonably intelligent person what Christopher Columbus 
wanted to demonstrate when he decided to reach the East by way of 
the West, and what the leamed men of Salamanca persistendy denied. 
The answer, in most cases, will be that Columbus thought the Earth 
was round, while the leamed men of Salamanca believed it was flat 
and that after a short distance the three caravels would fail off the edge 
into the cosmic abyss.

Nineteenth-century secular thought, irritated by the fact that the 
church had not accepted the heliocentric theory of the universe, at- 
tributed to Christian thought (both patristic and scholasdc) the idea 
that the Earth was flat. This idea gained force during the campaign 
by supporters of Darwin against ali forms of fundamentalism. They 
wanted to show that since the church vvas vvrong about the Earth’s be­
ing round, it could be vvrong about the origin of species. They there- 
fore took advantage of the fact that the fourth-century Christian vvriter 
Lactantius (in his Divinae instibutiones) had contested the pagan the- 
ories about the roundness of the Earth by arguing that the Bible de- 
scribes the universe on the model of the tabernacle. It must therefore 
be rectangular in form, not least because Lactantius could not ac- 
cept the existence of the Antipodes, vvhere people wotıld have to vvalk 
around upside-down.

Then it vvas discovered that a sixth-century Byzantine geographer, 
Cosmas Indicopleustes, in his Topograjia Christiana, thinking once 
more of the biblical tabernacle, had claimed the cosmos vvas rectangu­
lar, vvith an arch över the flat floor of the Earth.

The curved vault remained hidden from our eyes by the stereoma,



in other words, by the veil of the firraament. Beneath this was the ec- 

umene, namely, ali the land on which we live, which sits on the ocean 

and slopes imperceptibly and continually upward to the northwest. 

Here there is a mountain so high that it is lost to our view and its peak 

disappears among the clouds. The sun, moved by angels—who also 

control earthquakes, and the rains and ali other atmospheric phe- 

nomena—passes in the morning firom the east toward the meridian, 

in front o f the mountain, lighting up the vvorld, and in the evening it 

reaches the west and disappears behind the mountain. The reverse 

cycle is followed by the moon and by the stars.

Cosmas also shovvs us the Earth as if  we were looking at it from 

above. There is the frame of the ocean, beyond which are the lands 

where Noah lived before the flood. Farthest east from these lands, sep- 

arated from the ocean by regions inhabited by monstrous beings, is 

the earthly paradise. The Euphrates, Tigris, and Ganges spring from 

paradise. They pass under the ocean and flow out into the Persian 

Gulf. The Nile takes a more tortuous route via the antediluvian lands, 

it enters the ocean, continues its course into the low northern re­

gions—more accurately, into the land of Egypt—and flows out into 

the Golfo Romaico, the Hellespont.

As Jeffrey Burton Russell has shown in his Inventing the Fiat Earth



(1991), many influential books on the history of astronomy stili stud- 

ied at school claim that Cosmas’s theory became the prevailing view 

throughout the Middle Ages. They also claim the medieval church 

taught that the Earth was a flat disc, with Jerusalem at the çenter, and 

that the works of Ptolemy remained unknown throughout the Middle 

Ages. T he fact is, Cosmas’s text—written in Greek, a language the me­

dieval Christian had forgotten —became known in the Westem world 

only in 1706 and was pubhshed in English in 1897. No medieval vvriter 

knew of it.

A  first-year pupil at a secondary school can easily work out that 

if  Dante enters the funnel of hell and leaves from the other side, see- 

ing unknown stars from the slopes of Mount Purgatory, this means he 

knew perfecdy well that the Earth was round. But Origen, Saint Am- 

brose, Albertus the Great, Thomas Aquinas, Roger Bacon, and John 

of Holyvvood (to mention just a fevv) were ali o f the same view. The 

point of dispute at the time of Columbus was that the calculations 

made by the learned men of Salamanca were more accurate than his. 

They claimed that the Earth, vvhich was certainly round, was larger 

than our Genoese voyager imagined, and it was therefore pure folly 

to try to circumnavigate it. Columbus, however, a fine navigator but a 

useless astronomer, thought the Earth was smaller than it was. Neither



he nor the learned men of Salamanca, o f course, suspected the exist- 

ence of another continent between Europe and Asia. Though they 

were right, the doctors of Salamanca vvere vvrong; and Columbus, 

though vvrong, faithfully pursued his error and was right — through 

serendipity.

Hovv did the idea develop that in the Middle Ages people thought 

the Earth vvas a flat disc? In the seventh century, Isidore of Seville 

(though hardly a model o f scientific accuracy) calculated the equator 

to be eighty thousand rods long. Therefore, he thought the Earth vvas 

round. But among Isidore’s manuscripts is a diagram that influenced 

many representations of our planet, the so-called T - 0  map.

The upper part represents Asia —at the top because, according to 

legend, earthly paradise vvas to be found in Asia. The horizontal bar 

represents the Black Sea on one side and the Nile on the other, and 

the vertical bar is the Mediterranean, so that the quarter circle on the 

left represents Europe and that on the right, Africa. Ali around it is the 

great circle o f the ocean.

The impression that the Earth vvas seen as a circle is given by the 

maps illustrating the Commentary on the Apocalypse by Beatus of Lie- 

bana. This text, vvritten in the eighth century but illustrated by Mo-



zarabic illuminators in later centuries, was to have a majör influence 
on the art of the Romanesque abbeys and Gothic cathedrals — and 
its model is to be found in countless other illuminated manuscripts.

How was it possible for people who thought the Earth was round 
to draw maps showing it to be flat? The first explanation is that we 
do the same ourselves. Criticizing the flatness of these maps would be 
like criticizing the flatness of our modern-day atlas. It was a naive and 
conventional form of cartographic projection.

It could be pointed out that över the same centuries the Arabs had 
produced more accurate maps, though they had the bad habit of rep- 
resenting north at the bottom and south at the top. But we have to bear 
in mind other considerations. The first is suggested by Saint Augus- 
tine, who was well aware of the debate begun by Lactantius about the 
cosmos in the shape of a tabemacle, but was at the same time aware of 
the views of the ancients on the roundness of the globe. Augustine’s 
conclusion is that we should not place too much emphasis on the bib- 
lical description of the tabernacle because, as we know, the holy scrip- 
tures often speak through metaphor, and perhaps the Earth is round. 
But since knovvledge about whether it is spherical or not doesn’t help 
us to save our souls, we can ignore the question.

This doesn’t mean, as has often been suggested, that there was no 
medieval astronomy. We need only çite the story of Gerbert d’Aurillac, 
the tenth-century pope Sylvester II, who in order to obtain a copy of 
Lucan’s Pharsalia promised an armillary sphere in exchange; not re- 
alizing that the Pharsalia had been left incomplete on Lucan’s death, 
upon receiving an incomplete manuscript he gave only half of the 
armillary sphere in exchange. This indicates the great attention given 
to classical culture during the early Middle Ages, but it also indicates 
the interest in astronomy at the time. Ptolemy’s Almagest and Aristo- 
tle’s De caelo were translated during the twelfth and thirteenth centu­
ries. As we ali know, astronomy was one of the subjects of the quad- 
rivium taught in medieval schools, and in the eighth century John of 
Holywood’s Tractatus de sphaera mundi, based on Ptolemy, was to be 
the undisputed authority for centuries to come.



Yet it is also true that geographical and astronomical notions had 
long been confused by the ideas of authors such as Pliny or Solinus, 
for whom astronomy was certainly not of uppermost concem. The 
picture of the Ptolemaic cosmos, formed perhaps indirectly through 
other sources, was theologically most credible. Each element of the 
world, as Aristotle taught, had to remain in its proper natural place, 
from which it could be moved only by violence and not by nature. 
The natural place for the earthly element was the çenter of the world, 
whereas water and air had to remain in an intermediate position, and 
fire was at the edge. It was a reasonable and a reassuring picture, and 
this idea of the universe enabled Dante to imagine his joumey into the 
three realms of the afterlife. And if this representation did not take ac- 
count of ali celestial phenomena, Ptolemy himself contrived to intro- 
duce adjustments and corrections, such as the theory of epicycles and 
deferents, according to which, in order to explain various astronomi­
cal phenomena such as accelerations, positions, retrograde motions, 
and the variations in distances of various planets, it was supposed that 
each planet rotates around the Earth along a larger circle, called the 
deferent, but also moves in a small circle, or epicycle, around a point 
C of its own deferent.

Lasdy, the Middle Ages was a period of great travel, but with the 
roads in disrepair, great forests to pass through, and stretches of sea 
to be crossed at the mercy of buccaneers, there was no possibility of 
drawing adequate maps. They were purely indicative, like the instruc- 
tions in the Pilgrim’s Guide at Santiago de Compostela, which said, 
more or less, “ If you want to get from Rome to Jerusalem, head south- 
vvard and ask along the way.” Now, try thinking of the rail maps you 
find with train timetables. No one could deduce the exact shape of It- 
aly from that series of junctions, each perfectly clear in itself when you 
have to take a train from Milan to Livomo (and realize that you have to 
change at Genoa). The exact shape of Italy is of no interest to anyone 
traveling to that station.

The Romans built a series of roads that linked every city in the 
known world, but this is how those roads were represented in the map



known as the Tabula Peutingeriana, named after the man who had re- 

discovered it in the fifteenth century. The upper part represents Eu­

rope, with Africa below, but vve are in exactly the same situation as the 

railvvay map. From this map we can see the roads, our points of depar- 

ture and arrival, but have absolutely no idea about the shape of Eu­

rope, or the Mediterranean, or Africa — and the Romans certainly had 

a much clearer notion of geography than this. They vvere not inter- 

ested in the shape of the continents, but rather in vvhether, for exam- 

ple, there vvas a road that vvould take them from Marseille to Genoa.

Then again, medieval journeys vvere imaginary. The Middle Ages 

produced encyclopedias, Imagines mundi, vvhose authors tried as 

far as possible to satisfy the taste for vvonder, vvriting about far-off, in- 

accessible lands, and these books are ali vvritten by people vvho had 

never seen the places they are describing— the force of tradition at 

that time vvas more important than experience. A  map did not seek to 

represent the form of the Earth but to list cities and peoples along the 

vvay.
Once again, symbolic representation vvas more important than em-



pirical representation. In many maps, the illuminator was most con- 

cerned about placing Jerusalem at the çenter of the Earth, rather than 

showing how to get there. Yet most maps of that period represent Italy 

and the Mediterranean fairly accurately.

One last consideration. Medieval maps did not have a scientific 

purpose but instead responded to the audience’s need for wonder, in 

rather the same way that popular magazines today show us that fly- 

ing saucers exist and we are told on television that the pyramids were 

built by an extraterrestrial civüization. The creators of these maps 

looked up at the sky with the naked eye to see comets, which the im- 

agination immediately transformed into something that (today) vvould 

confirm the existence of UFOs. On many fifteenth- and sixteenth-cen- 

tury maps vvith a reasonably accurate cartographic layout, mysterious 

monsters are depicted in the lands vvhere they are supposed to live, 

and are reproduced on the map in a not entirely mythical fashion.

So let us not be too critical o f medieval maps. It is vvith them that 

Marco Polo arrived in China, the Crusaders in Jerusalem, and perhaps 

the Irish or the Vikings in America.

A  short aside—is it really true, as legend suggests, that the Vikings 

reached America? We ali knovv that the real revolution in medieval



navigation came with the invention o f the stern-mounted hinged rud- 

der. On Greek and Roman ships, as weE as those of the Vikings and 

even those ofWilliam the Conqueror who landed on the English coast 

in 1066, the rudder consisted of two rear side-oars, operated in such 

a way as to set the intended direction of the boat. The system, apart 

from being fairly exhausting to use, made it practicaUy impossible to 

maneuver large wooden vessels. Above ali, it was impossible to sail 

against the wind; to do so, it was necessary to tack— to move the rud­

der so that each side of the boat faced alternately into the wind, first 

one side and then the other. Sailors therefore had to limit themselves 

to navigating close to shore, following the coastlines so that they could 

take shelter when the wind was unfavorable.

The Vikings (and the same was true for the Irish monks) could 

never, therefore, have sailed from Spain to Central America, as Co- 

lumbus would later do. But the picture changes if  we imagine they



first took a route from Iceland to Greenland, and from there to the Ca- 
nadian coast. Looking at a map, vve can easily see hovv skilled mariners 
in longships could succeed (vvith vvho knovvs hovv many shipvvrecks 
along the vvay) in reaching the far north of the American continent 
and perhaps the coast of Labrador.

T H E  SHAPE OF TH E  SKY

But let us leave the Earth and look at the sky. Aristarchus of Samos had 
advanced a heliocentric theory betvveen the fourth and third centuries 
b . c . E ., as Copemicus recorded. Plutarch telis us that Aristarchus vvas 
accused of impiety precisely because he had put the Earth in move- 
ment so as to explain, through earthly rotation, astronomical phenom- 
ena that could not othervvise be accounted for. Plutarch did not agree 
vvith this theory and Ptolemy later judged it “ridiculous.” Aristarchus 
vvas vvay ahead of his time, and perhaps he reached his conclusion for 
the vvrong reasons. There again, the history of astronomy is curious. 
A great materialist such as Epicurus developed an idea that survived 
for so long that it vvas stili being discussed by Gassendi in the seven- 
teenth century, as vvell as appearing in Lucretius’s De rerum natura. 
He suggested that the sun, the moon, and the stars (for many very se- 
rious reasons) can be neither larger nor smaller than hovv they appear 
to our senses. So Epicurus judged the sun to have a diameter of about 
thirty centimeters.

Copemicus’s De revolutionibus orbium coelestium vvas published 
in 1543. We imagine the vvorld vvas suddenly tumed upside-dovvn and 
vve talk about the Copemican revolution. But Galileo’s Dialogo sopra 
i due massimi sistemi vvas published in 1632 (eighty-nine years later) 
and vve knovv vvhat opposidon this met. There again, the astrono­
mies of both Copemicus and Galileo vvere imaginary, since they vvere 
vvrong about the nature ofplanetary orbits.

But the most rigorous of imaginary astronomies vvas that of Tycho 
Brahe, a great astronomer and Kepler’s teacher, vvho admitted that



planets rotate around the sun—othenvise many astronomical phe- 
nomena could not be explained — but claimed that the sun and planets 
rotate around the Earth, vvhich remains immobile at the çenter of the 
universe.

Brahe’s theory vvas taken seriously, for example, by the Jesuits and 
especiaUy by Athanasius Kircher. Kircher vvas a cultured man and 
could no longer accept the Ptolemaic system. In an illustration of so­
lar systems in his iter extaticum coeleste (1660 edition), alongside the 
Platonic system and the Egyptian system he shovvs us the Coperni- 
can system, explaining it accurately, but adding this note: quem deinde 
secuti surıt pene omnes Mathematici Acatholici et nonnulli ex Catholi- 
cis, quibus nimirum ingenium et calamus prurit ad nova venditanda. 
This vvas later accepted by almost ali non-Catholic and some Catholic 
mathematicians, namely those vvho evidently had a craving to peddle 
nevv ideas in their vvritings. Not being of that accursed breed, Kircher 

thus prefers Brahe.
There vvere, hovvever, very strong arguments against the idea of 

an Earth that moves around the sun. In his Utriusque cosmi histo- 
ria of 1617, Robert Fludd uses mechanical arguments to shovv that if 
you have to turn a vvheel, like that of the celestial vvheel, it is easier 
to make it turn by exercising a force around the circumference — the 
point among the spheres vvhere the primum mobile vvas — than by act- 
ing on the çenter, vvhere the foolish Copernicans vvould place the sun 
and every generating force of life and motion. Alessandro Tassoni, in 
his Dieci libri di pensieri diversi of 1627, hsts a range of reasons vvhy 
the movement of the Earth seemed inconceivable. I vvill quote tvvo of 
them.

Argument of the Eclipse. By removing the Earth from the çenter of 
the universe, it has to be placed either belovv or above the moon. If 
vve place it belovv, there vvill never be an eclipse of the sun since the 
moon, being above the sun and above the Earth, vvill never come be­
tvveen the Earth and the sun. If vve place it above, there vvill never be 
an eclipse of the moon, since the Earth vvill never be able to come be­
tvveen it and the sun. And vvhat is more, astronomy could no longer
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predict eclipses, since it bases its calculations on the movements of 

the sun, and if the sun does not move, such calculations would be in 
vain.

Argument of the Birds. If the Earth moves, birds flying westward



vvould never be able to keep up with its rotation and vvould never go 

forward.

Descartes, who favored Galileo’s hypothesis but never had the 

courage to publish his opinions about it, had developed quite an in- 

teresting theory involving vortexes, or tourbillons, in Principia philos- 

ophiae (1644). He imagined that the heavens were liquid matter, like 

a sea, swirling about, forming eddies or vvhirlpools. These vortexes 

carry planets with them, and the Earth is carried in a vortex around 

the sun. But it is the vortex that moves. The Earth remains immobile 

in the vortex that carries it. Descartes was shrewd in setting out these 

astonishing explanations — a way of getting out of the impasse be- 

tween the geocentric and heliocentric arguments — as a mere hypoth­

esis, without having to dispute the truth recognized by the church.

As Apollinaire said, Pitie, pitie pour nous qui combattons aux fron-



tieres de l ’illimite et de l ’avetıir, pitie pour nos ptch.es, pitiipour nos er- 

reurs . . .  These vvere times vvhen the astronomer could stili commit 

many serious mistakes, as happened to Galileo vvhen, through his tel- 

escope, he discovered the rings of Satum but could not work out vvhat 

they vvere.

First o f ali he declares he has seen not one single star but three 

joined together in a straight line parallel to the equinoctial, and rep­

resents vvhat he has seen as three small circles. In his later vvriting he 

suggests that Satürn may appear in the shape of an olive, and finally 

he no longer describes three bodies or an olive, but “ tvvo semi-elhpses 

vvith tvvo very dark little triangles in the middle of the said figures” and 

dravvs Satum to look very much like Mickey Mouse.

Only later vvould Huygens describe a ring.

A N  IN F I N IT Y  O F W O R L D S

Roaming among vvorlds constructed by the imagination, the imagi­

nary astronomy of our forebears, shaded vvith hints of the occult, vvas 

able to create a revolutionary idea: that of the plurality o f vvorlds. It 

vvas an idea already present among the ancient atomists—in Democ- 

ritus, Leucippus, Epicurus, and Lucretius. As Hippolytus telis us in 

his Philosophumena, if atoms are in continuous movement in the void, 

they cannot but produce infinite vvorlds, each different from the other; 

and some have neither sun nor moon, for others the stars appear 

larger than they do for us, and from others many more stars are seen. 

For Epicurus, it vvas a hypothesis that, since it could not be contra- 

dicted, had to be taken as true until shovvn to be false. In the vvords of



Lucretius (De rerum, natura, book II, lines 1050-51), “ Nulla est finiş: 
uti docui, res ipsaque per se / vociferatur, et elucet natura profundi” 
(“There is no limit; I have shown this, the facts speak for themselves, 
and the nature of the void is evident”). And he continues: “Thus it 
is increasingly necessary you recognize that other congregations of 
material bodies exist elsevvhere in the universe, like this of our world, 
which the ether encircles in eager embrace” (lines 1064-66).

Both the void and the plurality of worlds were disputed by Aristo- 
de and, as well as Aristode, by great scholars such as Thomas Aqui- 
nas and Roger Bacon. But when it came to the debate över the infin- 
ita potentia Dei, suspicions about the plurality of vvorlds would be 
expressed by William of Ockham, Buridan, Nicole Oresme, and oth- 
ers. Nicholas of Cusa spoke about an infinity of vvorlds in the fifteenth 
century, and Giordano Bruno in the sixteenth century.

The deadly poison contained in this hypothesis vvould emerge 
more clearly vvhen it gained support from the nevv epicureans, the sev- 
enteenth-century freethinkers. The idea of visiting other vvorlds, of 
finding other inhabitants there, vvas a far more dangerous heresy than 
the nodon of heliocentricity. The infinity of vvorlds casts doubt on the 
uniqueness of redempdon: Adam’s sin and Christ’s passion are either 
just minör episodes relevant to our vvorld but not to other divine crea- 
tures, or else Golgotha vvould have to be repeated an infinite number 
of times on endless planets, removing the sublime uniqueness of the 
sacrifice of the Son of Man.

As Fontenelle vvould recall in his Entretiens sur la pluralite des 
mondes (1686), the suggesdon vvas already there in the Cartesian the­
ory of vortexes, because if every star svveeps its planets into a vortex, 
and the star is svvept avvay by a larger vortex, it vvas possible to imagine 
in the sky an infinity of vortexes carrying an infinity of planetary sys- 

tems.
The idea of the plurality of vvorlds heralded the beginning of 

modern science fiction in the seventeenth century, from the travels 
of Cyrano di Bergerac in the empires of the sun and of the moon, to 
Francis Godvvin’s The Man in the Moone and John Wilkins’s Discov-



ery of a World in the Moone. As to methods for takeoff, we have not yet 
reached Jules Verne. Cyrano, the first time, attaches to his body a great 
number of ampoules filled with dewdrops, and the heat of the sun, at- 
tracting the dewdrops, makes him rise. On a second occasion he uses 
a machine driven by firecrackers. Godvvin, however, proposes an air- 
plane ante litteram propeUed by birds.

SCIEN CE FIC TIO N

Modem science fiction, from Verne to the tvventy-first century, opens 
up another chapter of imaginary astronomies, in which theories of as- 
tronomy and scientific cosmology are taken to the extreme. My old 
pupil Renato Giovannoli has written a fascinating book on science in 
science fiction,2 in which he examines not only ali the (often highly 
convincing) pseudoscientific theories developed in stories about the 
fiıture, but also shows how science in science fiction consists of a fairly 
uniform body of ideas and topoi that retum from narrator to narra- 
tor, with subsequent improvements and developments. These include 
Verne’s cannons loaded with nitroglycerin and VVells’s antigravita- 
tional rooms; time travel and the various techniques for space naviga- 
tion; traveling while in a State of hibernation; the spaceship as a small, 
ecologically self-sufficient world, with hydroponic gardening systems; 
and the infinite variations on the Langevin paradox, whereby the as- 
tronaut retums from a voyage in space at the speed of light, only to 
find himself ten years younger than his twin brother. Robert A. Hein- 
lein, for example, in Time for the Stars, wrote a story involving twins 
who communicate telepathically during the journey, but Tullio Regge, 
in his Cronache dell’universo, noted that if telepathic messages arrive 
instantly, the answer from the brother in space ought to arrive before 
the question.

Another recurring theme is that of hyperspace, which Heinlein, in

2. Renato Giovannoli, Sciema deUa fantascienza (Milan: Bompiani, 1991).



Starman Jones, describes using a scarf as a model: “ Here’s Mars . . .  
Here’s Jüpiter. To go from Mars to Jüpiter you have to go from here 
to here . . .  But suppose I fold [the scarf] so that Mars is on top of Jü­
piter? What’s to prevent us just stepping across?” So Science fiction 
has been off in search of abnormal parts of the universe where space 
can fold back on itself. It has also used scientific hypotheses, such as 
Einstein-Rosen bridges, black holes, and space-time wormholes. Kurt 
Vonnegut, in The Sirens of Titan, theorized about “ chrono-synclastic 
infundibula,” tunnels in hyperspace, while others have invented tach- 
yons, particles that move faster than light.3

Ali the problems of time travel have been discussed—vvith and 
vvithout the time traveler meeting his ovvn double (including the fa- 
mous grandfather paradox, vvhereby if vve go back in time and kili our 
grandfather before he gets married, perhaps vve vvould disappear at 
that moment) —using also the concepts developed by scientists, such 
as Hans Reichenbach in The Direction of Time, in relation to closed 
causal chains vvhereby, at least in the subatomic vvorld, A causes B, 
B causes C, and C causes A. Philip K. Dick, in Counter-Clock World, 
theorized about entropic inversion. The first part of Fredric Brovvn’s 
short story “The End” makes the supposition that time is a field and 
that the character Professor Jones has found a machine that reverses 
it. Jones presses the button, and the second part consists of the same 
vvords as the first, but in reverse order.

And finally, using the ancient theory of the infinity of vvorlds, vvrit- 
ers have imagined parallel universes, so that Fredric Brovvn, in his 
novel What Mad Universe, reminds us that an infinite number of uni- 
verses can exist at the same time: “There is, for example, a universe 
in vvhich this exact scene is being repeated, except that you —or the 
equivalent of you —are vvearing brovvn shoes instead of black ones . . .  
There are an infinite number of permutations on that variation, such 
as one in vvhich you have a slight scratch on your left forefinger, and 
one in vvhich you have purple horns . . But on the logic of possible

3. According to a recent hypothesis, yet to be proved, tachyons could exist—as neutrinos.



vvorlds, philosophers such as D. K. Lewis, in Counterfactuals (1973), 
has also stated, “I emphaticaUy do not identify possible worlds in any 
way vvith respectable linguistic entities; I take them to be respecta- 
ble entities in their own right. When I profess realism about possible 
vvorlds, I mean to be taken literally . .  . Our actual vvorld is only one 
vvorld among others . . .  You believe in our actual vvorld already. I ask 
you to believe in more things of that kind.”

Hovv much separates Science fiction from the science that preceded 
it or vvill come after it? Given that science fiction vvriters certainly read 
the work of scientists, how many scientists have nourished their imag- 
inations reading science fiction? Hovv many imaginary astronomies of 
science fiction are, or vvill remain, imaginary?

I have found a text by Thomas Aquinas (In primum sententiarum, 
distinction 8, article 1.2) in vvhich he distinguishes two types of mor- 
phological relationship betvveen cause and effect: cause can resem- 
ble effect, as a person resembles his portrait, or cause can be different 
from effect, as happens vvith fire that causes smoke; and in this second 
category of causes Aquinas includes the sun, vvhich produces heat but 
is itself cold. We may laugh, since he reached this model from his the- 
ory of celestial spheres, but if one day cold fusion is taken seriously, 
might vve have to reconsider this idea of Aquinas vvith more respect?

T H E  C O LD  SUN AN D  TH E  HOLLOVV E AR TH

Speaking of the cold sun, certain kinds of geo-astronomy have gone 
beyond the bounds of imagination into the realms of insanity, and yet 
seem to have influenced some very serious, though scarcely laudable, 
ideas and decisions.

In 1925, the theory of an Austrian pseudoscientist, Hanns Hör- 
biger, vvhich vvas called the WEL, the Welteislehre or vvorld ice theory, 
began to circulate vvithin Nazi circles.4 This theory vvas to enjoy the

4. Hans Hörbiger, GUmal-Kosmogonie (Leipzig: Kaiserslautem Hermann Kaysers, 1913).



support of men like Rosenberg and Himmler. But when Hider rose to 
power Hörbiger was taken seriously even by some members of the sci- 
entific community, including people like Lenard, who had discovered 
x-rays with Röntgen.

According to Hörbiger, the cosmos was the theater of an eternal 
struggle between ice and fire, which produces not an evolution but 
an alternadon of cycles, or epochs. An enormous hot body, millions 
of times larger than the sun, had once collided with an immense ac- 
cumulation of cosmic ice. The mass of ice had penetrated into this in- 
candescent body and, after having worked within it as a vapor for hun- 
dreds of millions of years, had made the whole thing explode. Various 
fragments were propelled into frozen space as well as into an interme- 
diate zone, where they estabhshed the solar system. The moon, Mars, 
Jüpiter, and Satürn are blocks of ice, and the Milky Way is a circle of 
ice — traditional astronomy purports that the Milky Way is made up 
of stars, but trick photography creates this illusion. Sunspots are pro­
duced by blocks of ice that break off from Jüpiter.

The power of the original explosion is now diminishing and each 
planet does not revolve elliptically, as official science erroneously be- 
lieves, but is (imperceptibly) spirahng toward the planet that most 
attracts it. At the end of the cycle in which we are living, the moon 
will move closer and closer to Earth, gradually raising the level of the 
oceans, submerging the tropics, and leaving only the highest moun- 
tains above water. The cosmic rays will become more powerfiıl and 
will produce genetic mutadons. In the end our own sateüite will ex- 
plode and be transformed into a ring of ice, water, and gas, which will 
then precipitate onto Earth. As the result of a complex series of events 
caused by the influence of Mars, Earth will also become a globe of ice 
and in the end will be reabsorbed by the sun. There will then be a new 
explosion and a new beginning. In the same way, the Earth in the past 
has already had, and then reabsorbed, three other satellites.

This cosmogony obviously presupposed a sort of eternal return, 
which harked back to ancient myths and epics. What Nazis today cali 
“knowledge of tradidon” was once again contrasted with the “false



knovvledge” of liberal and Jevvish science. A glacial cosmogony, more- 
over, seemed very Nordic and Aryan. Pauwels and Bergier, in their Le 
matin des magiciens,5 attribute this great belief in the frozen origins of 
the cosmos to the faith, encouraged by Hitler, that their troops vvould 
cope very vvell in frozen Russia. But the authors also suggest that the 
need to test hovv cosmic ice vvould react had also delayed experiments 
on the V-ı flying bombs. Someone vvriting under the name of Elmar 
Brugg6 published a book in 1938 in vvhich he paid tribute to Hörbiger 
as the tvventieth-century Copernicus, claiming that the vvorld ice the­
ory explained the profound links betvveen earthly events and cosmic 
forces and concluding that the silence on the part of democratic-Jevv- 
ish science to Hörbiger’s ideas vvas a typical case of the conspiracy of 
mediocrity.

The fact that the Nazi party vvas surrounded by follovvers of magi- 
cal, hermetic, and neo-Templaristic practices, such as the disciples of 
the Thule Gesellschaft founded by Rudolf von Sebottendorff. has al­
ready been amply studied.7

Another theory vvas taken seriously in Nazi circles: that the Earth 
is hollovv and that vve do not live outside, on the convex extemal 
crust, but inside, on the concave intemal surface. This theory vvas first 
proposed in the early nineteenth century by a certain Captain John 
Cleves Symmes of Ohio, vvho vvrote to various scientific societies, “To 
ali the World: I declare that the earth is hollovv and habitable vvithin; 
containing a number of solid concentric spheres, one vvithin the other, 
and that it is open at the poles tvvelve or sixteen degrees.” The vvooden 
model of his universe can be seen today at the Academy of Natural 
Sciences in Philadelphia.

The theory vvas taken up again fifty years later by Cyrus Reed

5. Louis PauweU and Jacques Bergier, Le matin des magiciens (Paris: Gailimard, 1960). T h e 

book was translated into English in 1963.

6. In fact, it vvas Rudolf Elmayer-Vestenbrugg, in D ie Welteislehre nach Hanns Hörbiger 

(Leipzig: Koehler Amelang, 1938).

7. For example, Ren£ Alleau, H itler et les societSs secrUes (Paris: Grasset, 1969), or Giorgio 

Galli, H itler e i l  nazismo magico (Milan: Rizzoli, 1989).



Teed, who declared that what we believe to be the sky is a mass of gas 
that fills the interior of the globe with areas of brilliant light. The sun, 
the moon, and the stars were not, he said, celestial globes but visual ef- 
fects caused by various phenomena.

After the First World War the theory was introduced into Gerraany 
by Peter Bender, and then by Kari Neupert, who founded the move- 
ment based on the Hohhveltlehre, the hollow earth theory. According 
to some sources,8 the theory was taken seriously among members of 
the German hierarchy, and in certain parts of the German navy it was 
believed that the hollow earth theory made it possible to fix the posi- 
tions of English ships more accurately because, if infrared rays were 
used, the curvature of the Earth would not have obscured observa- 
üon. It is even said that some of the V-ı firings were wrong because the 
trajectory was calculated on the basis of a concave and not a convex 
land surface. If this is true, then the historical and providential utility 

ofinsane astronomies is perfecdy apparent.

IM AGIN AR Y G E O G R A PH Y AN D  TR U E H İSTO R Y

During the second halfof the twelfth century, a letter reached the West 
telling how in the Far East, beyond the regions occupied by the Mus- 
lims, beyond those lands that the Crusaders had tried to take from the 
dominion of the infidels but had nonetheless retumed to their domin- 
ion, there flourished a Christian kingdom, governed by the legendary 
Prester John, or Presbyter Johannes, re potentia et virtute dei et de­
mini nostri Iesu Christi. The letter began as follows:

Hear and believe: I, Presbyter Johannes, the Lord of Lords, sur- 
pass ali under heaven in virtue, in riches, and in power; seventy- 
two kings pay us tribute . . .  In the three Indies our Magnificence

8. For example, Gerard Kuiper, o f the Mount Palomar Observatory, in an article that appeared 

in Popular Astronomy in 1946, and VVilly Ley, who had worked on the V -ı in Germany, in his 

article “ Pseudoscience in Nazil and,” in Astounding Science Fiction  vol. 39  (1947).



rules, and our lands extend beyond India, where rests the body of 
the holy apostle Thomas; they reach tovvard the sunrise över the 
vvastes, and extend tovvard deserted Babylon near the Tovver of Ba- 
bel . . .  In our domains live elephants, dromedaries, camels, hippo- 
potami, crocodiles, metagalhnari, cametennus, tinsirete, panthers, 
onagers, red and vvhite lions, vvhite bears and blackbirds, mute 
cicadas, griffins, tigers, jackals, hyenas, wild oxen, centaurs, vvild 
men, horned men, fauns, satyrs and women of the same species, 
pygmies, men vvith dogs’ heads, giants forty cubits tali, monocles, 
cyclopes, a bird called phoenix, and almost every kind of animal 
that hves beneath the vault of the heavens . . .  In one of our prov- 
inces the river known as Indus flows. This river, vvhose source is in 
Paradise, vvinds its way along various branches through the entire 
province and in it are found natural stones, emeralds, sapphires, 
gamets, topazes, chrysolite, onyx, beryl, amethyst, sardonyx, and 
many other precious stones.

And so it went on, listing other wonders. Translated and para- 
phrased many times during the follovving centuries, up to the seven- 
teenth century, and in various languages and versions, the letter was to 
be highly influendal in the expansion of the Christian West toward the 
East. The idea that a Christian kingdom might exist beyond the Müs­

lim lands justified ali enterprises in expansion and exploration. Gio­
vanni da Pian del Carpine, William of Rubruck, and Marco Polo ali 
mentioned Prester John. Toward the middle of the fourteenth century, 
Prester John’s kingdom moved from a vague Orient tovvard Ethiopia 
vvhen Portuguese mariners began their African campaign. Attempts to 
contact him vvere made in the fifteenth century by Henry IV of Eng- 
land, by the duc de Berry, and by Pope Eugene IV. In Bologna, at the 
time of the coronation of Emperor Charles V, there vvere stili discus- 
sions about Prester John as a possible ally for the recapture of the 
Holy Sepulcher.

Hovv did Prester John’s letter come into being, and vvhat was its 
purpose? Perhaps it vvas a piece of anti-Byzantine propaganda, pro- 
duced in the scriptoria of Frederick I, but the problem is not so much
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its origin as the way it was received. Through geographical fantasy a 

pohtical project gradually gained strength. In other vvords, the specter 

evoked by some scribe inclined to forgery (a highly respectable liter- 

ary genre at the time) was used as an excuse for expanding the Chris- 

tian vvorld toward Africa and Asia, a friendly gesture in supporting the 

white man’s burden.
And thus we have a case of imaginary geography that has produced 

real history. And it is not the only case. I would like to finish vvith the 

sixteenth-century Typus orbis terrarum by Ortelius.

Ortelius had already portrayed the American continent vvith re- 

markable precision, but he stili thought, like many before and after, 

that Terra Australis, an immense cap covering the Southern part of 

the planet, existed. It vvas in search of this hypothetical austral land 

that indefatigable mariners Hke Mendaiia, Bougainville, Tasman, and



Cook explored the Pacific. Thanks to an imaginary map, the real Aus- 
tralia, Tasmania, and New Zealand were eventually discovered.

Spare a thought, then, for those who fought at the frontiers of infin- 
ity and the future. Remember the greatness of those imaginary geogra- 
phies and astronomies, and those errors that often bore fruit.

[Revised version of two lectures, one given in 2001 at a conference of 
astronomers and the other in 2002 at a conference of geographers.]



Living by Proverbs

No c o p y  i n  t h e  NU C.  And not only that: not mentioned in 
Brunet or Graesse; not to be found, despite its subject, in the 
bibliographies on occultism (Caillet, Ferguson, Duveen, Verginelli- 

Rota, Biblioteca Mâgica, Rosenthal, Dorbon, Guaita, and so on), so 
that it is difficult to obtain information about this anonymous pam- 
phlet, which, apart from bearing no date, was pubhshed in one of the 
usual phantom cities (Philadelphia, printed by Secundus More), with 
a very appeahng tide: On the New Utoppia [sic] or de Insula Perdita, 
wherein a most Ingenious Legislatore had created the Republik of Hap- 
piness following the Principle by which Proverbes are the Wisdom of 
Mankind, 8vo (2) 33; 45 (6) (1 white).

The book is divided into two parts: the first sets out the basic prin- 
ciples on which the Republic of Happiness was founded; the second 
lists its disadvantages and the misfortunes that followed the constitu- 
üon of that State, and the reasons why this utopia failed after only a 
few years.

The fundamental utopian principle from which the Legislator 
started was that proverbs are not only the wisdom of humanity, but 
that the voice of the people is the voice of God; the perfect State must 
therefore be based on this single vvisdom; ali other moral, social, po- 
litical, or rehgious ideologies and designs having previously failed be-



cause intellectual hubris had distanced them from ancient vvisdom 
(leam from thepast, believe in the Juture, and livefor the preseni).

A few months after this Republic of Happiness had been estab- 
lished, it was quickly realized how the utopian principle complicated 
daily life. Difficulties arose at once when it came to hunting and ob- 
taining basic supplies, since people foUowed the principle that those 
with no dog must kunt with a cat (with poor results). They had origi- 
nally restricted themselves to fishing, but the fishermen used to take 
excessive quantities of stimulants, convinced that those who sleep don’t 
catch any fish, so that they vvere wom out in body and spirit and ended 
their careers at an early age. Agriculture was in continual crisis, since 
it was said that when the pear is ripe it faüs by itself. It was impossible 
to make or seli cooking pans due to a deep-rooted mistrust of copper- 
smiths, given, as we know, that it’s the devil rvho makes the pots (so the 
coppersmiths tried to make and seli just the lids, for which there was a 
complete lack of demand since no one was buying any pans).

Traveling by road was difficult: assuming that he who leaves the old 
road for the neıv knouıs what he’s left but not vıhat he’llfind, U-tums 
were prohibited (there’s no going back to whereyou began) as well as 
junctions {he who follows every path will discover many dangers). In 
any event, ali vehicles vvere banned (slow and steady wins the race) and 
people were generally discouraged not only from traveling but also 
from industry, since he who dreams much needs little (which also en- 
couraged the use of drugs). Even the postal services were abolished, 
since those who want something serve themselves; those uıho don’t send 
someone else. It was difficult to protect property: a dog that barks 
doesn’t bite, so they were muzzled to stop them from barking and the 
muzzles were so restrictive that burglars could come and go as they 
pleased.

A misinterpreted principle of cooperation had established that for 
a well-dressed salad you vıant a miser for the vinegar, a uuise man for 
the salt, and a spendthrift for the oil (it was well-known that oil, vin­
egar, salt, and pepper make even an old boot taste better): so that every 
time they vvanted to do any cooking (since it is easy to play with fire



tısing someone else’s hand) they had to work with someone they con- 
sidered suitable (or whoever applied for the job). It vvasn’t difficult 
to find a spendthrift to make the dressing—a bom idiot is the source 
ofperpetual amusement—but it was difficult finding a miser, since no 
one wished to be described as such and, what is more, a miser is also 
stingy with his own time (and a miser, like a pig, is excellent after he’s 
dead). In the end, they usually gave up dressing salad since, after ali, 
hunger is the best sauce.

Social life was reduced to the exchange of a few monosyllables, 
given that silence is golden, it often speaks louder than ıvords, one 
ıvord is enough to the wise, a closed mouth catches no Jlies, give every 
man your ear but few your voice, and man is uıeakened by the ıvords 
he speaks and strengthened by those he doesn’t (better saf e than sorry). 
What is more, it was well known that when the wine is poured, the wit 
is gone, that ıvirıe brings out joy but also secrets, that drink and bad 
luck follow the same path, so that convivial gatherings were therefore 
avoided — and on the rare occasions they took place, they ended in fiı- 
rious violence, since he who strikes first strikes twice. Gambling was 
also impossible, as a result of a misunderstood principle of coopera- 
tion, since he who trusts in chance takes a blind man as his guide, and 
it was difficult to find a blind man for every player—and then it was 
enough for someone with one eye to arrive for the game to end in his 
favor, since in the land of the blind, the one-eyed man is king. Games 
involving skill, such as archery, were forbidden since, sooner or later, 
the arroıv strikes back at he wko shoots it.

It was difficult to ran any kind of shop: difficult for confection- 
ers, since you get what you deserve, and they were continual victims 
of their customers’ custard-pie humor. Negotiations degenerated into 
unpleasant arguments since, it being true that it’s the rudest one who 
does the buying, when a customer entered the shop asking how such 
rubbish could possibly be on sale, the angry shopkeeper would reply, 
“You’re the rubbish, and that whore your mother!” thus provoking 
what has been called the Zidane syndrome. Finally, as we know, there’s



always a time to pay and a time to die, and shopkeepers were being ru- 
ined by their customers’ habitual failure to honor their debts.

In any event, little work was done, because for every saint afeast, 
so that there were 365 feast days a year (though u/hen thefeast is över, 
the saint’s forgotten) with continual celebration, and at tableyou grow 
young (and of course, on Saint Martin’s Day the must tums to wine). 
Due to this excessive veneradon of the saints, at camival time, when 
anything goes, joking was limited to the confines of the barracks, 
bringing disorder among the entire army. Indeed, starting off from the 
conviction that I  can protect myselffrom my enemies, but may God pro- 
ted mefrom my friends, the armed forces were then disbanded.

Religious life was fraught with difficulties: first of ali, it was diffi- 
cult to recognize priests because clothes don’t make the man, and these 
clerics were always traveling around in disguise. Secondly, bearing in 
mind that God speaks to those who stay silent, prayer was discouraged.

The administration ofjustice was a real headache. A criminal con­
viction was almost unheard of, since confession is halfuıay to forgive- 
ness, and in any event it could not be made public, since as they say, 
judge the sin but not the sinner. It was far too expensive to go to law- 
yers since good advice is beyond ali price, and judges were reluctant to 
cali witnesses to trial, claiming that the moreyou listen the lessyou un- 
derstand (and the few to be summoned were terminally ili, as it was 
thought that those leaving hospital or the graveyard are ahvays more 
sincere). Crimes committed against other members of the family could 
not be punished (everyone is king in their own home) and industrial 
injuries could not be investigated as it was taken for granted that the 
higher you climb the fartfıer you fail (suddenly and at great speed). 
There was plea-bargaining for the more serious crimes, and convicts 
could avoid the death penalty by having their tongue cut out (a stili 
tongue makes a ıvise head, and a raw deal is better than none at alt). 
Sometimes there were beheadings follovved by barbarous attempts to 
organize races betvveen those executed (those who lose their heads have 
strong legs), with results that were obviously disappointing. What is



more, it was very hard to convict robbers, who, believing that cour- 
tesy is the hey that opens every door, rather than arriving armed, man- 
aged to take money and possessions through simple persuasıon and 
then used the defense that the victims had willingly handed över their 
property. Generally speaking, however, there was a reluctance to in- 
flict any penalty, since those tvhofear not the sernıon heed not the pun- 
ishment.

At a certain point it was recognized that he who lives by the sword 
dies by the suıord, and the law of retaliation was established and carried 
out in public. This method brought effective results for crimes such as 
murder but caused some embarrassing situations in the carrying out 
of public punishments for the ofFense of sodomy, and the practice was 
soon abandoned.

Desertion was not a erime, since he uıhofights and runs away lives 
tojight another day, though strangely enough it was a erime to use in- 
visible ink, given that ordyfools can’t read their own uuriting. Pictures 
of the dead could no longer be shown on tombs: since aU those you 
think are dead keep eropping up ruhen you least expect them, therefore 
those who really are dead are better not seen at ali. Finally, the judges 
enjoyed the worst possible reputation by reason of the so-called First 
Principle of the Bandana: the vurongdoer ahuays blames his accuser (ac- 
cording to the Second Principle the petty thief ends up in prison while 
the big-time erook ends up in power).

In a republic based on such blatant injustice, the position ofvvomen 
was tragic: popular wisdom had never treated them kindly, establish- 
ing that when it comes to fire, ıvomen, and sea, there is little to joke 
about; keep your wife well auıay from your priest, your bestfriend, and 
your brother-in-law; a crying uoman and a suıeating horse are more 
false than Judas; woman is a ficide thing; there’s no point in locking 
your doors when women fail in love; ıvomen know more than the devil; a 
woman isfirst sweet as honey, then bitter as gali; there’s no peace in the 
chicken coop when the hen crovıs and the rooster stays silent; ıvoman is 

zvoe.
Every single day, wives were condemned to hear complaints about



their husband’s mother, since it was thought that the best ıvay to get 
through to the mother-in-law is through her daughter-in-law. When 
they had the misfortune to marry a loving husband, they would be 
subjected to continual ill-treatment since those who love hard, fight 
hard {ali is fair in love and war), and spinsters couldn’t even hope to 
find an older, less fiery husband since men after the age, of fifty-nine 
leave the women and take to wine.

This basic misogyny made sexual relationships generally difficult: 
indeed, it was known that wine, rvomen, and tobacco are the undoing 
of ali men—belter alone than in bad company — and there was a gen­
eral mistrust of amorous behavior, since warm caresses are the sure 
sigtı of a guilty conscience. Conversely, adultery was commonly prac- 
ticed — best make love ıvith the nıoman next door; you’U save on travel 
and see her more. As the New Year brings new life, it was thought that 
children should ali be bom in January and therefore conceived in 
early April. But since Christmas is forfamily and Easterforfriends, ali 
conceptions were adulterous, so that the Republic of Happiness con- 
sisted almost entirely ofillegitiniate children.

These sexual difficulties were not even compensated by onanistic 
practices or the sale of pornography, since (though it is true that a con- 
tented mind is a perpetual feast) to look and not to touch is one keli of a 
task. Cases of homosexuality were not infrequent, since it was thought 
that birds of a featherflock together (why not? beauty is in the eye of the 
beholder).

Nor was it felt that many problems could be resolved by doctors, 
in relation to whom there was the greatest distrust. It was thought, 
above ali, that atueiety was vıorse than the ailment, that no doctor can 
cure fear, that doctors’ mistakes end up in the graveyard, that the den- 
tist gets fat ıvith other people’s teeth, and finally, that not ali that’s bad 
is harmful, and ukere there’s life there’s hope (at worst they resorted 
to euthanasia, since desperate ills require drastic remedies). An apple a 
day keeps the doctor auuay, and shaving makesyou feelgood for a day, a 
wife makesyou feel good for a month, and a pig makesyou feel good for 
a year, so people used to kili a pig rather than go to the doctor. The



heart cannot be commanded, so there wasn’t much work for cardiol- 
ogists; ear, nose, and throat specialists were notorious for cutting off 
the nose to spite the face, and veterinary surgeons did not enjoy a par- 
ticularly fine reputation as they were always looking a gift horse in the 
mouth and would treat only the most expensive stallions. Doctors pre- 
ferred to avoid visiting the hospitals, thinking that those who ıvalk ıvith 

the lame man end up limping.
The last consolation for these unfortunate people would have 

been games and entertainments. But any sports competition was al- 
ways decided before it began (ıvhen you have thern by the balls, their 
hearts and minds ıvill folloıu). Since a good horseman is never rvithout 
his lance, horseracing was practicaUy impossible, given the way that 
the lance impeded the jockey. Traditional mud wrestling was hardly 
worth it, since tuhen youfight ıvith mud, win or lose, the mud will con- 
tinue to stick.

The only game that was actually played involved a sort of tali greasy 
fairground pole, at the top of which a chicken bone was placed (noth- 
ing ventured nothing gained).

But do not imagine that citizens, due to the lack of sporting and 
sexual activity, would take solace in education. First of ali, they were 
mistrustful of schooling, since experience is more important than 
leaming, and they were mistrustful of logic, since ifs and buts don’t 
make history. The teachers were terrible, since those who can, do, and 
those who can % teach (nor were the pupils aware of it—he who asks the 
question makes no mistakes). The study of mathematics was reduced 
to a minimum, since children got only as far as learning that two‘s com- 
pany but three's a crowd. Advanced math was worse stili, since there 
was a taboo against squaring the circle (those uıho are bom round can­
not die square). The brighter students were at a disadvantage (those 
who speak first know least) and quickly fell ili—a little knotvledge is a 
dangerous thing. So they decided it is better to be a live ass than a dead 
doctor.

Once they had completed their studies, students could not present 
a curriculum vitae when applying for a job, fearing that pride comes



before a fail. This tended to lead to unemployment or underemploy- 
ment (kam an art and keep it apart). There again, he who at tuıenty 
doesn’t kave it, at thirty doesn’t do it, and by forty has lost what little 
he had.

Technological skills were minimal: recycling systems were forbid- 
den (ıvater that has passed the mili can no longer tum the ıvheel) and 
only very slow traditional methods were followed (the seas fiU up drop 
by drop, tuhile the horse lives the grass grows, and haste makes waste).

In short, it is clear that the people of the Republic of Happiness 
were most unhappy, so that they graduaUy abandoned the island and 
its Legislator, who had to recognize that his utopia had failed. Bet- 
ter late than never. As the anonymous author of this pamphlet wisely 
states, in criticizing the excessive trust in proverbs, old wisdom does 
not nourish the hungry man, behueen saying and doing many a pair of 
shoes is wom out, and you can have too mııch of a good thing. The Leg­
islator thought that one thing would lead to another, but we recognize 
the tree by its fruit, and sooner or later the comb finds ali the knots. If 
all’s well that ends iveli, and sloıv and steady wins the race, conversely, 
ali that’s bad ends badly, and he who makes his bed must lie on it, since 
he who is bom miserable dies disconsolate and he who sows when the 
wind blouıs, harvests only confusion. Ali good things come to an end.

It would have been better to know from the very start that there’s 
woodworm in every plank and tuıo sides to every coin. But there’s no 
point crying över spilled milÂ, and so long as you have your ovm teeth, 
there’s no telling ıvhat thefuture holds.

And this is also true for our anonymous author of long ago. Let the 
dead bury the dead. And I have described only what I have read, so 
don’t shoot the messenger.

[A spurious review that appeared in Almanacco del bibliofilo — Viaggi 
nel tempo: Alla ricerca di nuove isole dell’utopia, edited by Mario 
Scognamiglio (Milan: Rovello, 2007)].



I Am Edmond Dantes!

S
o m e  u n f o r t u n a t e s  h a v e  been initiated into literatüre read- 
ing someone like, say, Robbe-Grillet. You can read Robbe-Gril- 
let only after you have understood the age-old narrative structures he 

violates. To enjoy the lexical inventions and distortions of Gadda, you 
need to know the rules of Italian and be familiar with the fine Tuscan 
of Pinocchio.

I remember that when I was a child, I found myself in continual 
competition with a friend from an educated family who read Ariosto, 
and I spent what little money I had on a copy of Tasso from a second- 
hand bookstaU to keep up with him. I dipped into it from time to time, 
but was secretly reading The Tfıree Musketeers. The boy’s mother, 
visiting our house one evening, spotted the incriminating book in 
the kitchen (future men of letters did their reading in the kitchen, 
propped against a kitchen cupboard, with our mothers shouting at 
us that we would ruin our eyes and ought at least go outside and get 
some fresh air). She was scandalized: “ But how can you read trash like 
this?” That same lady, it should be said, told my mother that her idol 
was Wodehouse, whom I also used to read, and with great enjoyment 
but—one lightweight author against another—why was Wodehouse 
more noble than Dumas?



A century-old sentence hung över the serialized novel, and its de­
mişe was threatened not only by the Riancey Amendment of 1850, 
which imposed a punishing tax on newspapers that published these 
feuilletons, but also by the general opinion among God-fearing people 
that feuilletons were the rain of families — they corrupted the young, 
drove adults to communism, and undermined the throne and the altar. 
See, for example, the two-volume fttudes critiques sur lefeuiüeton ro­
man, almost a thousand pages that Alfred Nettement devoted in 1845 
to this devilish literatüre.

And yet it is only through the serialized novel that, from early child- 
hood, we leam about classic narrative devices. Here they appear in 
their purest form, often brazenly, but with an ovenvhelming mytho- 
poeic energy.

And so I would like to consider not a particular book, but a par- 
ticular genre (the feuilleton) and a specific device: anagnorisis, or 
recognition.

If it were necessary to remind you, as I have just done, that the 
feuilleton makes use of timeless narrative devices, then we would çite 
Aristotle (Poetics, section 1452 a-b). Anagnorisis is the “change from 
ignorance to knovvledge,” and in particular the recognition of one per- 
son by another, as when a character unexpectedly discovers (by an- 
other person’s revealing it, or by discovering a necklace or a scar) that 
someone else is his father or son or worse stili, as when Oedipus real- 
izes that Jocasta, the woman he has married, is his mother.

One reacts to anagnorisis either with a simple willingness to play 
the narrator’s game or in accordance with the rules of narrative. In the 
second case, some think the effect is in danger of being lost, but that 
is not correct—and to prove this I vvill make a few observations about 
narrative before turning swifdy to look at the miracles of anagnorisis at 
first hand.

A double anagnorisis must take not only the character but also the 
reader unawares. This surprise may have been prepared through hints 
and suspicions or it may arrive quite unexpectedly even for the reader,



and the way these subde, almost imperceptible clues or sudden coups 
de theâtre are handled depends on the skill of the narrator. A simple 
anagnorisis, on the other hand, occurs when a character is taken com- 
pletely by surprise at a certain revelation, but the reader already knows 
what is going on. Typical of this category is the multiple unmasking of 
Monte Cristo to his enemies, which the reader has been eagerly await- 
ing since halfvvay through the book.

In a double anagnorisis, the reader identifies with the character, 
sharing his joy and suffering as well as his surprises. But in simple an­
agnorisis the reader projects his own frustrations or hopes of revenge 
onto the character, whose secret he already knows or can guess, and 
anticipates the turn of events. In other words, the reader would like 
to deal with his enemies, his boss, or the vvoman who has walked out 
on him in the same way that Monte Cristo does. “You used to despise 
me? Well then, now I shall teli you who I really am!” And he licks his 
lips, waiting for the final moment to arrive.

A usefiıl element for the successful outcome of an anagnorisis is 
disguise: by removing his mask, the person disguised increases the 
other characters’ surprise; and the reader either shares that surprise 
or, having seen through the disguise, enjoys the surprise of the unsus- 
pecting characters.

For the two types of anagnorisis there are then tvvo sorts of degen- 
eration—when the recognition is redundant or pointless. Revelation 
is, in fact, a currency to be spent thriftily and should provide the clou 
to a respectable plot. The case of Monte Cristo, who reveals his iden- 
tity many times and, in turn, gradually leams of the plot in which he 
has been victim, is a rare and masterly case of revelation that, though 
used numerous times, is no less satisfying for it. In the popular feuille- 
ton, however, since revelation “ selis well,” it is repeated to the point of 
excess, thus losing ali dramatic power and acquiring a purely consol- 
ing function, in the sense that it provides a drug that the reader comes 
to depend on and cannot do without. The overuse of this device 
reaches extreme proportions when the revelation is obviously com-



pletely pointless in terms ofplot development, and the novel becomes 
stuffed with it purely for publicity purposes, so that it can be pro- 
moted as the ideal serial novel and worth every penny. A patent exam- 
ple ofpoindess moments of anagnorisis, one after the other, is Ponson 
du Terrail’s Leforgeron de la Cour-Dieu. Note that the pointless anag- 
norises in the following list are those marked with an asterisk (and, as 
you will see, they are in the majority). This is the story: *Dom Jeröme 
reveals who he is to Jeanne; Dom Jeröme reveals who he is to Ma- 
zures; *the comtesse des Mazures, from Valognes’s description, rec- 
ognizes Jeanne as the sister of Aurore; *from the portrait in the small 
box left to her by her mother, Aurore recognizes Jeanne as her sister; 
Aurore, while reading her mother’s letter, recognizes old Benjamin as 
Fritz; *Lucien learns from Aurore that Jeanne is her sister (and that 
his mother killed their mother); *Raoul de la Maureliere realizes that 
Cesar is the son of Blaisot and that his temptress is the comtesse des 
Mazures; *Lucien, after wounding Maureliere in a duel, discovers un- 
der his shirt a medallion with the portrait of Gretchen; *the gypsy girl 
realizes from a medallion found in Polyte’s hand that Aurore is free; 
*Bibi recognizes Jeanne and Aurore as being the aristocrats described 
by the gypsy girl; *Paul (alias the chevalier des Mazures), having seen 
the medallion of Gretchen that Bibi shows him (after having received 
it from the gypsy girl who received it from Polyte), recognizes that the 
aristocrat he should be arresting is his daughter Aurore; *Bibi reveals 
to Paul that his daughter has been arrested in place of Jeanne; Bibi, 
who has escaped, learns that the girl saved from the guillotine is Au­
rore; Bibi discovers that his fellow stagecoach passenger is Dagobert; 
*Dagobert learns from Bibi that Aurore and Jeanne are in Paris and 
that Aurore is in prison; Polyte recognizes Dagobert as the man at 
the Tuileries who saved his life; *Dagobert recognizes the gypsy girl 
who had once foretold his fortune; *Dagobert’s doctor realizes that 
the German doctor who arrives unexpectedly—sent by the Masques 
Rouges — is his old master and he recognizes him to be his pupil and 
Polyte to be the young man whom he had just saved on the road; years



later, Polyte recognizes a stranger who comes up to talk to him as Bibi; 
both recognize the gypsy girl, and Zoe to be her assistant; Benedict 
comes across and recognizes Bibi; *Paul (who has been mad for years) 
regains his sanity and recognizes Benedict and Bibi; the old hermit is 
recognized as Dom J6r6me; *the chevaher des Mazures leams from 
Dom Jerome that his daughter is alive; *the gypsy girl discovers that 
her manservant is none other than Bibi; *the republican (lured into a 
trap) reahzes that an attractive German lady was the young girl whose 
parents he had sent to the guillotine (her identity was revealed to the 
reader two pages earlier); *the gypsy girl (condemned by the gypsies) 
recognizes Lucien, Dagobert, Aurore, and Jeanne as those who have 
trapped and ruined her.

It does not matter whether those who have (fortunately) not read 
Leforgeron de la Cour-Dieu have managed to make head or tail of this 
torrent of anagnorisis involving characters they know nothing about. 
It is ali the better for them to remain in a State of confusion, since this 
novel, in comparison to feuilleton classics, is like a film that, to attract 
a Last Tango in Paris audience, offers its spectators 120 minutes of 
uninterrupted rear penetration between a hundred patients in a psy- 
chiatric hospital. Which is exactly what Sade did in The IS O  Days of 
Sodom, pushing down the accelerator pedal for hundreds of pages, 
wherea8 Dante limited himself to writing “ he kissed my mouth, trem- 
bling ali över.”

Ponson du Terrail’s recognitions are pointless, apart from being 
exaggeratedly redundant, because the reader already knows ali about 
his characters. But for the benefit of readers who are easy to please, 
a touch of sadism is brought into play. The characters in the novel 
play the part of village idiots — they are the last to understand what 
the readers and the other characters in the story have understood per- 
fecdy well.

Village-idiot anagnorisis is divided into anagnorisis of real idiots 
and falsely accused idiots. We have a real idiot when the elements of 
plot, details, facts, confidential In f o r m a t io n ,  and unambiguous signs



ali point toward the anagnorisis, and the character alone remains ig- 
norant; in other words, the plot has provided both him and the reader 
with the means of resolving the enigma, and the fact that he has failed 
to do so is inexplicable. The perfect example of the real idiot, used 
critically by authors, is the detective story in which the policeman 
offers a sharp contrast to the detective (who gains knowledge at the 
same rate that the reader does). But there are cases in which the idiot 
is falsely accused because the events themselves are of no help to him, 
and what makes the reader aware of what is happening is popular plot 
tradition. For example, the reader knows, through narrative tradition, 
that character X must be the child of character Y. But Y  cannot know 
this, since he has not read serial fiction.

A typical case is that of Rodolphe of G6rolstein in Les mys- 
tfrres de Paris. Rodolphe has met La Goualeuse, othervvise known 
as Fleur-de-Marie, a sweet, defenseless prostitute, and as soon as 
we are told that his daughter, whom he had had with Sarah McGre- 
gor, was taken away from him when she was very young, we imme- 
diately guess that Fleur-de-Marie can only be his daughter. But why 
should Rodolphe imagine he is the father of a young girl he comes 
across by chance in a sordid tavem? He will find out, quite rightly, 
only at the end. But Eugene Sue knows we will already suspect some- 
thing, and reveals the answer at the end of the first installment: this 
is a typical case of subjection of the plot to the rules of literary tradi­
tion and commercial distribution. Literary tradition ensures that the 
reader already knows what is the most probable solution, whereas 
the weekly distribution of the feuilleton, with the story that contin- 
ues for an endless number ofinstallments, requires that the reader not 
be kept in suspense for too long, for fear of losing track of the story. 
Sue is therefore obliged to close that question so that he can open 
others without overburdening the reader’s memory and capacity for 
suspense.

In narrative terms, he commits one suicide while keeping his best 
card for the second round. But the suicide occurred as soon as he



chose to move according to obvious narrative solutions: the popular 
novel cannot be complex, not even in the invention of plot.

There is a last device in the category of pointless anagnorisis: the 
topos of the false stranger. At the beginning of a chapter, the popu­
lar novel often introduces a mysterious character who is unfamiliar 
to the readers. But a little further into the action they are told, “ The 
stranger, whom the reader will have recognized as our X . . Here 
again we have a feeble narrative expedient through which the narrator 
introduces once again, in a cheap way, the pleasure of revelation. Note 
here that the anagnorisis is not directed at the character (the stranger 
knovvs perfectly well who he is, and generally appears in a dark alley- 
way, or in a private room, vvithout the others having yet seen him). 
And if the reader is familiar with feuilletons, he understands straight- 
away that the stranger is a false stranger and can generally guess im- 
mediately who he is. But the author insists, nevertheless, on trying to 
make him play the role of village idiot—and perhaps with some read­

ers he succeeds.
Although, from the point of view of plot style, these cheap devices 

constitute narrative padding, from the point of view of psychological 
enjoyment and success they vvork \vonderfully — the laziness of read­
ers demands that they be blandished with mysteries they have already 
solved or can solve easily.

Having reached this point, we might indeed ask whether, resort- 
ing to such well-wom ploys, the anagnorisis found in the feuilleton 
stili has the narrative power that it once had. Well, yes. A friend of 
mine used to say, “When I see a flag fluttering in a film, I start to cry, 
and it doesn’t matter whose country it belongs to.” Someone wrote, in 
a revievv of the film Love Story, that you need a heart of stone not to 
burst out laughing at Oliver and Jenny’s situation. Wrong. Even with 
a heart of stone, there will stili be a tear in our eyes — there is a chem- 
istry of passions, and when narrative ploys are designed to make us 
cry, then they always do make us cry, and the most cynical snob can 
at most pretend to scratch his nose to dry away a furtive tear. We can 
watch Stagecoach (or even one of its more slapdash remakes) count-



less times and yet, when the Sixth Cavalry arrives with the sound of 
the bugle, charging with sabers drawn to devastate Geronimo’s mob 
on the verge of victory, even the most perverse heart pulses away un- 
der a fine lawn shirt.

So let us freely abandon ourselves to the pleasure and excitement 
of anagnorisis, even if we already know who has to recognize whom, 
and let us marvel aghast at the many techniques with which this nar- 
rative archetype continues to reappear throughout the history of the 
feuilleton:

“Oh!” said Milady, rising to her feet, “I defy you to find the court 
vvhich pronounced the infamous sentence against me. I defy you to 
find he who carried it out.” “ Silence!” said a voice. “It is for me to 
reply to that.” And the man in the red cloak came fonvard in his 
tum. “What man is that? What man is that?” cried Milady, over- 
come by terror, her hair falling loose and rising above her livid 
countenance as if it were alive. “Who are you then?” cried ali the 
witnesses of this scene. “Ask that woman,” said the man in the red 
cloak, “for you may plainly see she knöws me!” “The executioner 
of Lille, the execudoner of Lille!” cried Milady, a prey to insensate 
terror, and clinging to the wall to avoid falling. And this man who 
for thirty years had bowed his head before Andr£, stood up to his 
full height and, indicating the corpse of the father to the degenerate 
son, then the doorway and the man who had remained on the 
threshold, he said: “Monsieur Vicomte,your father murdered your 
mother’s first husband, then cast your elder brother into the sea. 
But this brother is not dead: here he is.” And he pointed to Ar- 
mand, while Andrd stepped back, terrified. “Your father,” Bastien 
continued, “repented at the last minute and has restored to your 
brother the inheritance he had stolen from him and had sought to 
leave to you. This is no longer your house, but that of Comte Ar- 
mand de Kergaz.” “Begone!” Armand had spoken as master and 
AndrĞ, perhaps for the first time in his life, obeyed. He moved 
slowly like a wounded tiger that retires backward and, as it retires, 
stili menaces. Having reached the doonvay, glancing back toward 
the window from where he had watched Paris illuminated by the



first rays of dawn, almost as if to huri at Armand a terrible and su- 
preme challenge, he exclaimed: “ So alas for both of us, virtuous 
brother! We shall see who will be the vvinner: you the philanthro- 
pist, I the bandit, you the heavens, I the undenvorld . . .  Paris shall 
be our battle ground.” He left with his head high and an infemal 
smile on his face and, vvithout shedding a tear, left the house no 
longer his, like a godless Don Giovanni. He stopped once again 
and allowed his gaze to vvander över those present. The guests lis- 
tened in silence and their smiles disappeared from their faces. 
“Well,” he continued, “this thief, this murderer, this torturer of 
women . . .  I found him this evening, an hour ago . . .  he is here 
among us: here he is!” And with his hand outstretched, he pointed 
to the viscount. While the viscount leapt onto his seat, the speak- 
er’s mask fell off. “Armand, the sculptor!” someone said. “Andre!” 
exclaimed Armand in a thunderous voice. “Andre, you recognize 
me?” But at that moment, while the guests sat motionless listening 
to the abrupt and terrible conclusion to the story, the door opened 
and a man appeared, dressed in black. Like the old servant who 
went to surprise Don Giovanni during an orgy to announce his fa- 
ther’s death, this man, vvithout any concern for the guests, went 
straight up to Andre, saying, “The general, Count Felipone, your 
father, who has been ili for some time, is sick and wishes to see you 
on his deathbed.” But the man who had brought the news, catch- 
ing sight of Armand, who had rushed up from behind Andrd to 
stop him, shouted, “ Good heavens, the living image of my colo- 
nel!” A man appeared at the doonvay of the room where the mar- 
ried couple were to be found. At the sight of him, Count Felipone 
drew back horrified. The new arrival was a man of around thirty- 
six, tali in stature and dressed in a long blue uniform decorated 
with a red stripe, of the kind worn by imperial soldiers during the 
time of the Restoraüon. His eyes shone with a dark light that gave 
his face, pale vvdth anger, an expression of disdain. He took three 
steps toward Fehpone, who stepped back in fear, pointed an accus- 
ing finger at him, and said, “Murderer! Murderer!” “Bastien!” mur- 
mured Fehpone, aghast. “Yes,” replied the hussar. “Yes, I am Bas-



tien, whom you thought you had killed, but who is not dead . . . 
Bastien, who an hour later was found by the Cossacks drenched in 
blood; Bastien, who after forty years in prison has come to seek 
amends for the blood of his colonel with which you stained your 
hands.” While Felipone, dumbfounded, continued to raove back at 
that terrible sight, Bastien tumed to the countess, saying, “Ma- 
dame, this man, this wretch, is the murderer of your son just as he 
was the murderer of his father.” The countess, who one instant ear- 
lier had been helpless and mad with grief, threw herself like a tiger 
upon the killer of her son to rip him to pieces with her claws. “ Mur­
derer! Murderer!” she shouted. “The gallows await you . . .  I my- 
self shall deliver you to the executioner!” But at that very moment, 
as the villain continued to retreat, the mother felt something mov- 
ing within her. She let out a cry and stopped, pallid, reeling, bro- 
ken-hearted . . . The man she vvanted to consign to justice for its 
vengeance, the man she wanted to drag to the gallows, this 
\vretched vile man was the father of her other child, who was be- 
ginning to move about within her. “It is she! It is she!” exclaimed 
the old man, tuming his gaze from Marzia to Virginia. He alone 
had correcdy interpreted the sad cry of the vvoman who had 
fainted—and she fell into her habitual stupor, then gradually reviv- 
ing, as if she had an important confession to make—and a tear fi- 
nally bathed that cheek that had been dry for so long, through time 
and suffering. Old Elias, who for some time had been beside him- 
self with consternation, took advantage of an instant in which the 
women raised the countess’s head to help her drink, to hold before 
her a gold necklace, with a beautiful cross in the same metal, en- 
crusted with costliest diamonds of dazzling splendor. In doing so, 
the old man added the following names: “Virginia and Silvia!” “ Sil- 
via!” exclaimed the countess, and her glassy eyes stared at the pre- 
cious jewelry as if it were a talisman, and her fine head fell back 
upon the pillow, like a flower in the blazing desert wind that drops 
upon its stem, never to straighten again. But the final hour of that 
beautiful victim of betrayal had not yet struck. She stirred a mo­
ment later, as if touched by an electric current, opened her eyes,



and turned to Marzia with such an ardent expression of love that 
only a mother can understand and cherish. “My daughter!” she ex- 
claimed, and fell back again. At that very moment, a man with a 
bandaged face hurried precipitously into the room, kneeled be- 
tween the two beds of the wounded women, and cried desperately, 
“Forgive me! Forgive me!” Countess Virginia was electrified by 
that cry. She sat up with extraordinary speed and glancing down 
upon the prostrate vvretch, exclaimed in a heart-rending voice, 
“Marzia! Marzia! That villain is your father!” Etienne drew his wal- 
let firom his pocket, took from it a letter sealed with a large black 
seal, and gave it to Georges, adding: “My dear son, read this letter 
. . . Read it aloud . . . and you, Lucie Fortier, listen . . .” Georges 
Darier took the letter with trembling hand. He seemed not to have 
the courage to break the seal. “Read!” repeated the artist. The 
young man ripped open the envelope and read, “My beloved 
Georges. In the month of September 1861, a poor woman, with a 
child in her arms, presented herself at my house at Chevry. That 
poor woman had been persecuted, spied upon, vicüm of the triple 
accusaüon of murder, theft, and arson. Her name was Jeanne For­
tier . . .” These words were followed by a triple exclamation made 
simultaneously by Georges, Lucie, and Lucien Labroue. “I . . . 
I . . . , ” said Georges, confused. “I am the son of Jeanne Fortier, and 
Lucie . . .  Lucie . . .  is my sister!” At the same time he held his arms 
out to the young girl. “My brother!. . .  My brother!. . . ” exclaimed 
Lucie, throwing herself toward Georges, who held her in a tight 
embrace. “Yes . . .  yes . . . ” he then exclaimed. “This is the proof 
of the erime! Oh! Mother! . . . Mother! God has finally then been 
moved to pity! But this final proof, which was thought to have been 
lost. . .  where was it?” “In the side of the small papier-mâclıe horse 
you were carrying when you and your mother arrived at Chevry,” 
replied Ğtienne Castel. “Can you prove it?” “This is her death cer- 
üficate . . .  the real Paul Harmant, the millionaire, the great indus- 
trialist, former associate of James Mortimer, is none other than 
Jacques Garaud!” Marius abruptly drew his chair eloser to Thenar- 
dier’s, who noted this movement and conünued with the delibera-



tion of an orator who holds his interlocutor and feels his adversary 
palpitating under his words: “This man, forced to conceal himself 
for reasons, moreover, which are foreign to politics, had adopted 
the sewer as his domicile and had a key to it. It was, I repeat, the 
sixth ofjune, tovvard eight in the evening. Do you understand now: 
the person who carried the corpse was Jean Valjean, the one who 
had the key is speaking to you at this moment; and the piece of the 
coat . . Thdnardier completed the phrase by drawing from his 
pocket at eye level, nipped between his two thumbs and his two 
forefingers, a strip of torn black cloth, covered with dark spots. 
Marius had sprung to his feet, pale, hardly able to draw his breath, 
with his eyes riveted on the fragment of black cloth, and without 
uttering a word, without taking his eyes from that fragment, he re- 
treated and fumbled with his right hand along the wall for a key 
that was in the lock of a cupboard near the chimney. He found the 
key, opened the cupboard, and plunged his arm into it vvithout 
looking, and without his frightened gaze quitting the rag, which 
Thenardier stili held outspread. But the other continued. “Mon- 
sieur le Baron, I have the strongest of reasons for believing that the 
assassinated young man was an opulent stranger lured into a trap 
by Jean Valjean, and the bearer of an enormous sum of money.” 
“The young man was myself, and here is the coat!” cried Marius, 
and he flung upon the floor an old black coat ali covered with 
blood. Then, snatching the fragment from the hands of Thdnar- 
dier, he crouched down över the coat, and laid the torn piece 
against the tattered skirt. It fitted exacdy, and the strip completed 
the coat. “Good heavens!” exclaimed Villefort, stepping back fear- 
fully. “ Surely that is not the voice of Abbe Busoni.” “No!” The 
abbe threw off the false tonsure, shook his head, and his hair, no 
longer confined, fell in black masses around his manly face. “It is 
the face of the Count of Monte Cristo!” cried Villefort, with a hag- 
gard expression. “You are not exacdy right, Monsieur Procureur; 
you must go farther back.” “That voice, that voice!— where did I 
first hear it?” “You heard it for the first dme at Marseille, twenty- 
three years ago, the day of your marriage with Mademoiselle de



Saint-M^ran. Refer to your papers.” “You are not Busoni?—you 
are not Monte Cristo? Oh, heavens—you are then some secret, im- 
placable, and mortal enemy! I must have vvronged you in some way 
at Marseille. Oh, woe to me!” “Yes; you are right,” said the count, 
Crossing his arms över his broad chest; “search, search.” “But what 
have I done to you?” exclaimed Villefort, whose mind was balanc- 
ing between reason and insanity, in the cloud that is neither a 
dream nor reality; “what have I done to you? Teli me, then! Speak!” 
“You condemned me to a horrible, slow death; you killed my fa- 
ther; you deprived me of liberty, of love, and happiness.” “Who are 
you, then? Who are you? Good Lord!” “I am the specter of a 
wretch you buried in the dungeons of the Chateau d’If. When he at 
length issued from his tomb, heaven gave him the mask of the 
Count of Monte Cristo, enriched him with gold and diamonds, 
and led him to you.” “Ah, I recognize you, I recognize you!” ex- 
claimed the king’s attomey. “You are . . . ” “I am Edmond Dantes!” 
The Count of Monte Cristo tumed dreadfully pale; his eye seemed 
to burn with a devouring fire. He bounded toward a dressing room 
near his bedroom and in a trice, tearing offhis cravat, his coat, and 
waistcoat, he put on a sailor’s jacket and hat beneath which rolled 
his long black hair. He returned tlıus, formidable and implacable, 
advancing with his arms crossed on his breast, tovvard the general 
who was waiting for him, and who, feeling his teeth chatter and his 
legs sink beneath him, drew back a step, and only stopped when he 
found a table to support his clenched hand. “Femand,” cried he, 
“of my hundred names I need only teli you one to ovenvhelm you! 
But you guess it now, do you not?” The general, with his head 
thrown back, hands extended, gaze fixed, looked silendy at this 
dreadful apparition; then seeking the wall to support him, he 
glided along close to it until he reached the door, through vvhich he 
went out backward, uttering this single moumful, lamentable, dis- 
tressing cry—“Edmond Dantfes!” Then, with sighs that were 
hardly human, he dragged himself as far as the porchway of the 
house, across the courtyard like a drunken man, and fell into the 
arms of his manservant. “Do you repent?” asked a deep, solemn



voice, which caused Danglars’s hair to stand on end. His feeble 
eyes endeavored to distinguish objects, and behind the bandit he 
saw a man wrapped in a cloak, half hidden by the shadow of a stone 
column. “Of what must I repent?” stammered Danglars. “ Of the 
evil you have done,” said the voice. “ Oh, yes; I repent, I repent!” 
exclaimed Danglars. And he struck his breast with his emaciated 
fist. “Then I forgive you,” said the man, dropping his cloak and ad- 
vancing to the light. “The Count of Monte Cristo!” said Danglars, 
more pale from terror than he had been just before from hunger 
and misery. “You are mistaken: I am not the Count of Monte 
Cristo.” “Then who are you?” “ I am he whom you sold, betrayed, 
dishonored; I am he upon whom you trampled that you might 
raise yourself to fortune; I am he whose father you condemned to 
die of hunger; I am he whom you also condemned to starvation; 
and who yet forgives you, because he too hopes to be forgiven: I 
am Edmond Dantes!” Then he burst into a frightening laugh and 
began to dance before the body. He had gone mad.1

Oh, the delights of anagnorisis and the false stranger! Nor have they 
been rejected by Achille Campanile, who employed them, though 
with surreal good sense, at the beginning of his novel Se la luna mi 
porta fortuna (1928):

Anyone, on that gray morning of the 16 December 19 — . . ., fur- 
tively entering, and at their own risk and peril, the bedroom where 
the opening scene of our story takes place, would have been ex- 
ceedingly surprised to find a young man with curly hair and pale 
cheeks, pacing nervously backward and fonvard; a young man 
whom no one would have recognized as Doctor Falcuccio, first of 
ali because he was not Doctor Falcuccio, and, in the second place, 
because he bore not the slightest resemblance to Doctor Falcuccio. 
We observe, in passing, that the surprise of anyone furtively enter-

1. T h is  collage contains passages, in the following order, from Alexandre Dumas, Ponson du 

Terrail, Giuseppe Garibaldi, Xavier de Mont£pin, V ictor Hugo, Dumas again, and Carolina 

Invemizio.



ing that room to which we refer is wholly unjustified. That man 
was in his own home and had every right to pace about in whatever 
way he pleased. (From Öpere: Romanzi e racconti, 1924-1933)

[Published in the Almanacco del bibliofilo—Biblio nostalgia: Divaga- 
zioni sentimentali sulle letture degti anni piû verdi, edited by Mario 
Scognamiglio (Milan: Rovello, 2008).]



Ulysses: That’s Ali We Needed . . .

A
s t r a n g e  n o v e l  (novel?) came out a few years ago, from the 
pen of Giacomo Yoyce, or Ioice as Guido Piovene calls him, or 
Joyce. Few have read it, since it is written in English, a litde used lan- 

guage. In attempting to describe it (now that the French translation is 
available for more educated readers), I feel such a confusion, victim of 
feelings as incoherent as the work that inspires them, that I shall pro- 
ceed by way of observations here and there, notes for further develop- 
ment, which I propose to number so as not to give the impression that 
these paragraphs are intended to follow each other in any logical or 
consistent order.

ı. This work, like Joyce’s other books, was known in Italy only to 
a few, and most of them had heard about it from others, since there 
were rumors about it in arüstic gatherings and intellectual salons. A 
few rare copies of this Ulysses (later translated as Ulisse, since that is 
the name of Homer’s hero in the English language) were thus passed 
about from hand to hand, loaned reluctandy, desperately sought to be 
understood, leaving a confused and murky impression of scandal, of 
monstrous chaos.

2. There again, having already read his previous book, A Portrait of 
the Artist as a Young Man, we realize that at the end of the book every-



thing falls to pieces, and the writing as well as the ideas explode into 
damp fragments, like wet gunpovvder.

3. Let us say straightaway, after a first, laborious reading and with- 
out further ado, that Ulysses is not a work of art.

4. In his approach to the novel,Joyce has brought a kind of psycho- 
logical and stylistic pointillism that never adds up to anything, which 
is why not only Joyce but those like him, such as Proust and Svevo, are 
faddish phenomena destined not to last.

5. It is no surprise that Joyce, a second-rate Irish poet living in Tri- 
este, says it was he who discovered Svevo (another author who writes 
atrociously). In any event Svevo is perhaps the Itahan writer who has 
come closer than anyone else to that passively analytical literatüre that 
reached its culmination in Proust; and it is second-rate art if art is the 
work of keen and active men, if a painter is vvorth more than a mirror,

6. Joyce is basically one of those called to perpetuate the bad taste 
of the worst kind of Itahan bourgeoisie. But thank God and Mussolini, 
Italy is not ali bourgeois, in thrall to Europe and Paris.

7. But so be it, seeing that someone on the banks of the Seine has 
decided to translate this work. And anyone who reaches the last page 
arrives shocked and nauseated, as if emerging from an intermina- 
ble tunnel piled full of garbage and inhabited by monsters. Joyce is 
a shower of ash that suffocates everything. The Romantics made you 
aspire to being a fallen angel, and now this relendess confessor con- 
vinces you that you are an idle animal with erotic tendencies and with 
some vague ambition toward the most seedy and feral kind of magic. 
Your very dreams, of which you were rather proud, are none other 
than realistic noctumal sabbaths, a delirium of matter seeking to in- 
dulge in the orgy of your thoughts. Once again, there is no escape . . .  
In his works there is certainly an enormous patience, almost insane, 
almost intelligent, though uninspired, but Joyce’s truth is a secondary, 
transitory truth, too closely bound up with our empirical existence.

8. It seems that Ungaretti, one of those so-called hermetic poets, 
has seen a relationship between Joyce and Rabelais. There is certainly 
a parallel disunity in the well-defined structure of the two worlds (of



Rabelais and Joyce); there is the systematic disorder from which gush 
forth, in one, the classic forces of the imagination, of poetic represen- 
tation, of myth, and in the other, those forces of modern intelligence, 
taste, human representation, and psychology. There is, I repeat, the 
disunity that, in Rabelais, tums an epic subject into a grotesque, ab­
sürd, metaphysical film, a subject that is fluid and formless, loose, dis- 
sonant, yet concise; and he transforms a flamboyant crowd of charac- 
ters, who could ali be brave heroes of classical poetry, into abnormal, 
nightmarish, outlandish types. But Joyce, över a simple event, över an 
almost sentimental, simply psychological situation, which is a man 
waking up in the moming, produces detailed and infinitesimal effects, 
divisionistic impressions, dark illusions in reverse, in a fantastic array 
of calculations directed at the atom, at the celi, at the essenüally chem- 
ical composidon of thought. In short, the former enters a realm of su- 
perhuman absurdity, relying upon an architecture of absolute fantasy, 
the latter a continent of subhuman reverie that can only be penetrated 
with the scalpel, magnifying glass, and tweezers of demier eri clever- 
ness.

9. Joyce might perhaps be counted as a writer of the so-called lit­
eratüre of psychoanalysis, but he exhibits qualities that exclude him 
even from this genre of literatüre. He embraces man as he is, a rough 
formation of feelings, a profundity that can also be called shallowness 
and, as already suggested, a mixture of stupidity, prejudice, vague cul- 
tural recollections, shabby sentimentalism, and sexual arrogance. Psy­
choanalysis offers him, moreover, a method that he would have been 
better off using far less, without straying in any way from his purpose 
and from his deseriptive results. In this respect his testimony is merely 
scientific, not literary. And it ought to be clear that in the history oflit- 
erature he belongs to a well-wom, well-rehearsed tradition, according 
to which he must certainly resign himself to being a late and slight im- 
itator, beside the honored places of Dostoyevsky, Zola, and, to some 
degree, Samuel Butler.

10. Some regard Proust or Joyce as leading figures in the histori- 
cal moment of which they are clearly the produet. But we are bound



to say that, for us, they do not represent the spirituality of today: their 
vision of the world, that particular and general Weltanschauung ex- 
pressed in them is, for us, worthless, precisely because it relates to the 
mentality of the society that has produced them. But when we cali for 
a “ collectivist novel” we are asking to be given, at last, a novel in which 
human relationships, society, love, and our whole life are seen from 
that new vievvpoint that constitutes for us the new morality and a new 
way of living. We have already indicated how this new ethic of ours 
becomes a part, a necessary corollary, of what is taking place, of the 
social and human phenomenon of the Corporations we so fervendy 
support,1 as a new approach to our life, and we have already indicated 
that for this very reason we oppose ali forms of decadent individualis- 
tic and bourgeois novels (autobiographies, self-referential diaries, psy- 
chologisms of self-awareness).

ıı. The truth is that writers from beyond the Alps, such as Giacomo 
Joyce, Davide Erberto Lawrence, Tommaso Mann, Giuliano Huxley, 
and Andrea Gide, have sacrificed their poetic truth and integrity to 
petty, elegant acrobaücs . . .  Each and every one of these so-called Eu- 
ropean artists have on their faces the devilish smile of someone who, 
from time to time, holding a paramount truth, starts playing about 
with it. The truth they hold, and vvith which they play such danger- 
ous games, is poetic truth, their genuine feelings. They ali manhandle 
this supreme gift by mutual agreement. It seems they intend to erect 
a tower of intellectual falsehood, each in their own way, but each tak­
ing the same liberty. And that is why Joyce’s work lacks measure, like a 
goat forced to give birth to a dog.

12. Joyce has obviously been taken by the devil of allusion and free 
association, and the idea of composing a page of prose like a page of 
actual music is a stupidity introduced into literatüre by the YVagnerian 
fashion that raged at the end of the nineteenth century. Joyce inter- 
weaves leitmotifs rendered unrecognizable by a dense counterpoint of 
allusions. But what is more, he seeks to match his episodes vvith color

1. Translator’s note: Fascist organizations ofworkers and employers.



tones: the prevailing color wiU be red here, green there, and so forth. 
It is the confiısion of the arts that began timidly vvith Baudelaire and 
became a conunonplace of the decadent movement, after Rimbaud’s 
famous sonnet on the colors of vowels. Colored hearing, verbal or- 
chestrations . . . That path, as we know, brought us to pictures made 
from bits of newspaper and botde ends. The language of Joyce is a 
deliquescent language, and —allow me here to use a Joycean pun —a 
delinquent language . . .Joyce has allowed himself to be tempted by 
the demon of Esperanto.

13. The problem is that we must get beyond the communistic nov- 
els of Tommaso Mann. Joyce has simply transformed the interior 
monologue modestly invented by Dujardin into verbal diarrhea, thus 
tainting the fine, succinct, dynamic, simultaneous parole in libertâ 
boldly invented by our futurists, those true artists of the Regime.

14. The spirit of nationhood must not be abandoned. Joyce, ea- 
ger for success, very soon adapted to the new artistic international- 
ism, abandoning the reality of true feeling and formulating in his new 
works the most wrongfiıl act of rebeUion against the national spirit 
from vvhich he had sprung, mocking the nationhood, language, and 
religion of his country. From A Portrait of the Artist onward, vilifying 
his humanity, he reverted to chaos, to confused dreaming, to the sub- 
conscious. He died strangled by his own baleftıl demon, and ali that 
remained were the sterile pedantic audacities of a sort of psychoanaly- 
sis that grafts itself onto Freud’s method with the violence of his arbi- 
ters. A fragmentary spirit, more interested in the transient than the du- 
rable, the Irishman’s attitude is feminine, not for the open gentleness 
that must always pervade the Hellenic spirit of an artist, but for the in- 
different pose of the pseudo-intellectual vvith one foot in physiological 
corruption and the other in the madhouse. One cannot but declare ali 
of this to be an example of work in decline, worthy at most of a por- 
nographic trader in junk novels. Joyce is a typical exponent of mod­
ern decadence, a festering and infectious celi even in our own litera­
türe. Why? Because, with his anticlassicism, he stands in opposition 
to the figures of ancient and modern Latin civilization, against whom



he has taken a satirical attitude. He confers an impure and subversive 
character to his revolt by removing Universal Rome from the altar and 
replacing it with the gilded idol of Jewish internationalism—an inter- 
nationalism that for many years has supported too many currents of 
modern thought. The fact is that Joyce has played court to that organ- 
ization ofJews, proponent of men and ideas, which has especiaUy held 
the field in Paris. Joyce is against ali that is Latin, vvhether it be impe- 
rial civilization or Catholic civilization. He is anti-Latin for an ulterior 
motive. His jibes against Rome and the papacy, made in a clownish 
and shamefiıl manner, would be less irksome if it were not apparent 
that concealed in them was a form of enticement toward the children 
oflsrael.

15. But does the contemporary novel really have to descend from 
the pond to the sewer, and here in Italy of ali places, crucible of moral 
renewal and spiritual restoration? Must Joyce be taken as a model, an 
author in whom morality, religion, sense of family and society, virtue, 
duty, beauty, courage, heroism, sacrifice—in other words, VVestem 
civilization as well as genuine humanity—are ali lost and the Jewish 
worm destroys everything?

16. This is the truth, and little weight should be given to defenses 
of Joyce from the pens (sold to whom?) of Corrado Pavolini, Annibale 
Pastore, or Adelchi Baratono, not to mention Montale, Benco, Linati, 
Cecchi, or Pannunzio. And it is easy for Pannunzio to say that “ the 
real problem for Italian literatüre is to become European once and for 
ali, to graft itself onto the powerful trunk of foreign literatüre and to be 
truly original in doing so, to have something ofits own to say, through 
observation, love, suffering, in our own reality that we find around us, 
which is not the usual repetition of the far-from-pitiful tales of Aunt 
Teresa or Uncle Michele and, worse stili, the pseudo-poetical descrip- 
tion of fantastic joumeys, poindess retums, tram rides in suburbia 
(how much travel there is in this literatüre!).”

17. The real attack on the spirit of new Italy is in narrative prose it­
self, where a whole miserable net has been woven, from Italo Svevo, 
ajew  thrice över, to Alberto Moravia, a Jew six times över, to fish out



from the murky depths of society repugnant figures of men who are 
not “ men” but inert beings, besmirched vvith base and repugnant sen- 
suality, physically and morally sick . . . And the masters of ali these 
narrators are those pathological lunatics named Marcello Proust and 
Giacomo Joyce, foreign names and Jews right to the bone, and defeat- 
ists to the roots of their hair.a

[Appeared in Almanacco del bibliojilo — Recensioni in ritardo: Antolo- 
gia di singolari e argute presentazioni di öpere letterarie anticfıe e mod­
eme, famose, poco note, e sconosciute, edited by Mario Scognamiglio 
(Milan: Rovello, 2009).]
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Why the Island Is Never Found

Ut o p i a s  a r e  f o u n d  on islands (with a few rare exceptions, 
such as the realm of Prester John). The island is thought of as 
inaccessible, a non-place where you land by chance, and once you 

have left, you can never retum. So only on an island can a perfect civi- 
lization be created, and we discover it only through legends.

The Greek civilization lived on archipelagos and ought to have 
been quite used to islands, yet it is only on mysterious islands that 
Ulysses meets Circe, Polyphemus, and Nausicaa. There are those is­
lands we read about in Apollonius of Rhodes’s Argonautica; there are 
the Blessed or Fortunate islands where Saint Brendan lands during 
his voyage; Thomas More’s city of Utopia is on an island, and there 
are those perfect, thriving unknown civilizations dreamed about in the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, such as Foigny’s Terra Australis 
and Vairasse’s island of Sevarambes. The mutineers from the Bounty 
search for the lost paradise on an island (without finding it); Veme’s 
Captain Nemo lives on an island; both Stevenson’s and the Count of 
Monte Cristo’s treasures lie hidden on an island, and so on until we 
reach the dystopias, from the island of Doctor Moreau’s Beast Folk to 
the island of Doctor No, where James Bond lands.

What is the fascination of islands? It is not so much that they are 
places cut off from the rest of the world. Marco Polo or Giovanni Pian



del Carpine found places far away from human society by Crossing 
endless tracts of terra firma. Until the eighteenth century, when it be- 
came possible to calculate longitude, mariners would come across an 
island merely by chance, and, like Ulysses, would escape from it, but 
there was no way of finding their way back there. From the time of 
Saint Brendan (and even up to Gozzano) an island was always an in- 
sula perdita, a lost island.

This explains the success and fascination of that highly popular 
genre of island stories in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, which 
provide a record of ali the islands in the world — known islands as well 
as those about which there were just a few vague legends. The island 
stories, in their ovra way, provided as much geographical accuracy as 
possible (unlike the tales of fabulous lands in earher centuries) and 
were a blend of folk tales and traveler’s accounts. Sometimes they 
were wrong. It was thought, for example, that there were two islands, 
Taprobane and Ceylon, vvhereas in fact (as we know) there was just 
one —but so what? They represented a geography of the unknown or, 
at least, the litde-known.

Later came thejournals of the eighteenth-century travelers — Cook, 
Bougainville, La P6rouse . . . They too were looking for islands but 
were carefiıl to describe only what they saw, no longer relying on folk 
traditions — and that was quite a different matter. But stili they went off 
looking for islands that didn’t exist, such as Terra Australis (which ap- 
peared on ali aüases), or for an island that someone had once discov- 
ered but had never been found again.

This is why, stili today, our fantasies drift between the myth of an 
island that doesn’t exist, or the myth of absence; that of one island too 
many, or the myth of excess; that of the undiscovered island, or the 
myth of inaccuracy; or that of the un-rediscovered island, or the myth 
of the insula perdita, the lost island — four quite different stories.

The first is a legendary story. Legends about islands are generally 
divided into those that require us to pretend the island exists (ask- 
ing us to suspend our belief) — as with the islands of Verne or Steven- 
son —and those that describe an island that does not exist by defini-



tion and have the sole purpose of reaffirming the power of legends — as 

with Peter Pan’s Neverland. The island that, by definition, does not 

exist is o f no interest to us, at least today. The reason is simple: no 

one goes looking for it—children don’t go to sea looking for Captain 

Hook’s island, nor do adults go in search of Captain Nemo’s island.

Likewise, I will pass över the one island too many, not least because 

there is, I believe, only one case o f this phenomenon o f excess — the 

duplication of Ceylon and Taprobane. This story has been told in 

much detail in an article on island stories by Tarcisio Lancioni1 to 

which I refer you. In fact, what interests me today is that unfortunate 

love for an island that can no longer be found, whereas Taprobane was 
always being found, even when no one was looking for it, and there- 

fore, in terms of sexual exploits, we might say it was not so much a

ı. Tarcisio Lancioni, Almanacco del bibliojilo — Viaggio tra g li isolari (Milan: Rovello, 1992).



story of hopeless passion as one of Don Giovanni-like incontinence, 
where the number of maps showing Taprobane had already reached 
mille e tre.

According to Pliny, Taprobane was discovered during the time of 
Alexander the Great, and prior to that had been generally indicated as 
the land of the Antichthones and considered “another world.” Pliny’s 
island could be identified as Ceylon, and this can be seen from Ptole- 
my’s maps, at least in the sbcteenth-century editions. Isidore of Seville 
also places it to the south of India and confines himself to saying that 
it is full of precious stones and has two summers and two vvinters each 
year. Marco Polo’s Travels doesn’t give the name Taprobane but refers 
to Ceylon as Seilam.

The duplicadon of Ceylon and Taprobane appears quite clearly 
in Mandeville’s Travels, which describes them in two different chap- 
ters. He doesn’t say exactly where Ceylon is located but states that it is 
‘Svell a 800 miles about” and is

full of serpents, of dragons and of cockodrills, that no man dare 
dwell there. These cockodrills be serpents, yellow and rayed above, 
and have four feet and short thighs, and great nails as clavvs or tal- 
ons. And there be some that have five fathoms in length, and some 
of six and of eight and of ten. And when they go by places that be 
gravelly, it seemeth as though men had drawn a great tree through 
the gravelly place. And there be also many wild beasts, and namely 
of elephants. In that isle is a great mountain. And in mid place of 
the mount is a great lake in a full fair plain; and there is great plenty 
of water. And they of the country say, that Adam and Eve wept 
upon that mount an hundred year, when they were driven out of 
Paradise, and that water, they say, is of their tears; for so much wa- 
ter they wept, that made the foresaid lake. And in the bottom of 
that lake men find many precious stones and great pearls. In that 
lake grow many reeds and great canes; and there within be many 
cocodrills and serpents and great vvater-leeches. And the king of 
that country, once every year, giveth leave to poor men to go into 
the lake to gather them precious stones and pearls, by way of alms,



for the love of God that raade Adam. And ali the year men find 
enough. And for the vermin that is within, they anoint their arms 
and their thighs and legs with an ointment made of a thing that is 
clept lemons, that is a manner of fruit like small pease; and then 
have they no dread of no cockodrills, ne of none other venomous 
vermin . . . In that country and others thereabout there be wild 
geese that have two heads. (The Travels of Sir John Mandeville, 
chapter 2l)

Taprobane, on the other hand, according to Mandeville, is under 
the rule of Prester John. Mandeville had not yet sited Prester John’s 
realm in Ethiopia, as he would later do, and it was stili in the area of 
India —though Prester John’s India was often confused with the far- 
thest Orient, the land of earthly paradise. In any event, Taprobane is 
to be found in the vicinity of India (and he names the point where the 
Red Sea flovvs into the ocean). Like Isidore’s account, the island has 
two summers and two vvinters and there are enormous mountains of 
gold guarded by pismires, or giant ants:

These pismires be great as hounds, so that no man dare come to 
those hills for the pismires would assail them and devour them 
anon. So that no man may get of that gold, but by great sleight. And 
therefore when it is great heat, the pismires rest them in the earth, 
from prime of the day into noon. And then the folk of the coun­
try take camels, dromedaries, and horses and other beasts, and go 
thither, and charge them in ali haste that they may; and after that, 
they flee away in ali haste that the beasts may go, or the pismires 
come out of the earth. And in other times, when it is not so hot, 
and that the pismires rest them not in the earth, then they get gold 
by this subdety. They take mares that have young colts or foals, 
and lay upon the mares void vessels made there-for; and they be ali 
open above, and hanging low to the earth. And then they send forth 
those mares for to pasture about those hills, and with-hold the foals 
with them at home. And when the pismires see those vessels, they 
leap in anon: and they have this kind that they let nothing be empty



among them, but anon they fiil it, be it what manner of thing that 
it be; and so they fiil those vessels vvith gold. And when that the 
folk suppose that the vessels be fiili, they put forth anon the young 
foals, and make them to neigh after their dams. And then anon the 
mares return tovvards their foals vvith their charges of gold. (The 
Travels ofSirJohn Mandeviüe, chapter 33)

From this point onward, from one map to the next, Taprobane 
moves about from one place in the Indian Ocean to another, some- 
times alone, sometimes duplicating Ceylon. For a certain period it is 
identified with Sumatra, but sometimes we find it betvveen Sumatra 
and Indochina, close to Borneo.

Thomas Porcacchi, in Isole piu famose del mondo (1572), telis us 
about a Taprobane fiili of riches, about its elephants and its immense 
turdes, as well as the characteristic attributed by Diodorus Siculus to 
its inhabitants — a kind of forked tongue (“ double as far as the root 
and divided; vvith one part they talk to one person, vvith the other they 
talk to another” ).

After having recounted various folk stories, he then apologizes to 
readers for the fact that he has found no exact reference as to its geo- 
graphical position, and concludes, “Although many ancient and mod­
em vvriters have referred to this island, I find no one hovvever who in- 
dicates its boundaries: hence I too vvill have to be excused ifin this my 
usual order is lacking.” As for the island of Taprobane’s identificaüon 
vvith Ceylon, he is doubtful: “ She vvas first (according to Ptolemy) 
called Simondi, and then Şalice, and finally Taprobane; but people 
novvadays conclude that today she is called Sumatra, though there are 
also those according to vvhom Taprobane is not Sumatra but the is­
land of Zeilam . .  . But some people now suggest that none of the an- 
cients have posiüoned Taprobane correcdy: indeed they hold that 
vvhere they have put it there is no island at ali that can be believed to 
be that.”

From being one island too many, Taprobane therefore slovvly be- 
came an island that doesn’t exist. Thomas More vvould treat it thus



when he situated his Utopia “between Ceylon and America,” and 

Tommaso Campanella was to use Taprobane as the place where he 

built his City o f the Sun.

Let us now turn to islands whose absence has encouraged (some- 

times sporadic) research and an enduring nostalgia.

Ancient epics, o f course, teli us about islands that may or may 

not have existed, so that the isles visited by Ulysses have produced 

a scholarly literatüre aimed at establishing which actual places they 

refer to. And the myth of Adantis has led to an investigation that is 

not yet över (judging from the number of mystery magazines and sec- 

ond-rate television programs). But Adantis was regarded rather more 

as an entire continent, and the idea was immediately accepted that it 

had sunk into the sea. It is therefore the subject o f legend rather than 
research.

Navigatio Sancti Brendani was perhaps the first account of the 

quest for an island.

Saint Brendan and his mystical mariners visited many: the island of 

birds, the island of hell, the island reduced to a rock on which Judas 

is chained, and that bogus island that had already deceived Sinbad, 

on which Brendan’s ship lands — not until the following day, when the 

ship’s crew light fires and see the island sür in annoyance, do they re-



alize it is not an island but a terrible sea monster called Jasconius.
But the island that excited the imagination of those in later times is 

the isle of the Blessed, a sort of earthly paradise on which our mari- 
ners land after seven years of adventure:

A land more precious than ali the others for its beauty, for the mar- 
velous and gracious and agreeable things within it, such as its beau- 
tiful and clear and precious rivers with waters most sweet and fresh 
and gende, and trees most precious in every way with precious 
fruits, and many roses and lilies and flowers and violas and herbs 
and ali things sweet-smelling and perfect in their bounty. And there 
were songbirds of every agreeable nature and ali sang harmoni- 
ously in sweet and gentle song: and the climate seemed truly agree­
able like svveet springtime. And there were roads and paths of every 
kind, precious stones, and there was so much good that gready 
cheered the heart of ali those who saw it with their own eyes, and 
there were tame and wild animals of every kind, and they moved 
about and lived at their own ease and as they pleased, and lived to- 
gether in domesticity \vithout vvishing to cause any harm or dis- 
turbance to the other; and there were birds of the same kind who 
Uved together similarly. And there were vineyards and pergolas al- 
ways well supphed with fine grapes that its goodness and beauty 
exceeded ali others.

The island paradise visited by Saint Brendan avvakens a desire 
(something that hadn’t happened with Atlantis, Ogygia, or the island 
of the Phaeacians). Throughout the Middle Ages and during the Ren- 
aissance there is a firm belief that it exists. It appears on maps, such 
as the Ebersdorf globe. On a map prepared by Toscanelli for the king 
of Portugal, it appears in the middle of the sea, toward Japan, to be 
reached buscando el levante por el porıierıte, approaching the East via 
the west—and lies almost prophetically where America would later be 
discovered.

It is sometimes on the same latitude as Ireland, though on more 
modem maps the island moves farther south to the latitude of the Ca- 
naries or the Fortunate Isles, and sometimes the Fortunate Isles are



confused with the island called Saint Brendan. Sometimes it is iden- 
tified with Madeira and sometimes with another nonexistent island 
such as the mythical Antillia, as it was called in the sixteenth-century 
Arte del navegar by Pedro da Medina. In Martin Behaim's globe of 
1492 it was positioned much farther west, close to the equator. And it 
now had the name Lost İsland, Insula Perdita.

Honorious of Autun, in his De imagine mundi (twelfth century), 
had described it as the most pleasant of islands, unknown to humans, 
which even when it had been found, had not been found (“ Est quae- 
dam Oceani insula dicta Perdita, amoenitate et fertilitate omnium re- 
rum prae cunctis terris praestantissima, hominibus ignota. Quae ali- 
quando casu inventa, postea quaesita non est inventa, et ideo dicitur 
Perdita” ); and in the fourteenth century, Pierre Bersuire spoke in the 
same terms about the Fortunate Isles.

It is apparent from the Treaty of Ğvora ofjune 1519 that the Lost Is- 
land was expected to be rediscovered one day. Under the treaty, King 
Manuel I of Portugal passed ali rights över the Canary Isles to Spain, 
and the terms of the treaty expressly included a Lost or Hidden isle. 
In 1569, Gerardus Mercator stili marked the mysterious island on his 
map, and in 1721 the last explorers set off in search of it.2

Saint Brendan’s island is not an island that doesn’t exist—someone 
has actually been there, but it is lost since no one has succeeded in re- 
tuming to it. For this reason it becomes the subject of an unfulfilled 
desire and its story is an allegory of every real love story, the story of a 
Brief Encounter, of a mystical Doctor Zhivago who has lost his Lara. 
The agony of love is not the love we dream of that never happens (the 
island that we know doesn’t exist, the illusion of love for adolescent lo- 
vers), but the love that, having once happened, then vanishes forever.

But how did islands come to be lost?
From earliest antiquity, ships had no points of reference other than 

the stars. Using instruments like the astrolabe or the cross-staff, sail-

2. O n this whole question, see Arturo Graf, Miti, leggmde, e superstizioni del Medio Evo, 

chapter 4 (Turin: Loescher, 1892-93).



ors could fix the height of a star from the horizon and calculate the 
distance from the zenith point; once they knevv the declination, they 
knew on what paraUel they were, given that the zenith distance plus or 
minus declination gives latitude. They therefore knew how far north 
or south they were from a given point. But to get back to an island (or 
any other point) the latitude was not enough — the longitude was also 
needed. We know that New York and Naples are on the same latitude 
but we also know they are not in the same place —their longitude is 
different and they are therefore on a different degree of the meridian.

And this is the problem that navigators faced until almost the end 
of the eighteenth century. There were no certain means for determin- 
ing longitude, for saying how far east or west they were from a given 
point.

This is what happened with the Solomon islands (an extraordi- 
nary example of insulae perditae). Âlvaro de Saavedra Cerön went in 
search of these legendary islands in 1528, hoping to find King Solo- 
mon’s gold, but was sailing about between what are now called the 
Marshall and the Admiralty islands. Alvaro de Mendana arrived there, 
however, in 1568 and christened the Solomon islands. But, after that, 
no one managed to find them again, not even Mendana himself when 
he went back with Queiros, almost thirty years later, in search of them, 
though he only just missed them, landing instead on the island of 
Santa Cruz, to the southeast.

And the same happened to others after him. The Dutch set up 
their East Indies Company at the beginning of the seventeenth cen­
tury and created the city of Batavia in Asia as a point of departure for 
many eastbound expeditions. They landed at a place they called New 
Holland, but never reached the Solomon islands. Other lands, prob- 
ably to the east of the Solomon islands, were similarly discovered by 
English pirates whom the Court of Saint James hastened to reward 
with noble titles. But no one was able to find any trace of the Solomon 
islands, and for a long time many believed them to be only a legend.

Mendana had landed on them but had incorrectly fixed their lon­
gitude. And even if, through some celestial guidance, he had managed



to fix them correctly, then other navigators looking for that longitude 
(and he himself on his second voyage) could not be entirely sure of 
their own longitude.

For several centuries the great European maritime powers strove to 
discover a way of establishing the fixed point— the punto jijo that Cer- 
vantes had joked about—and were prepared to pay enormous sums 
to anyone who found an efFective method. Navigators, men of Science, 
and cranks came up vvith ali kind of answers — there was the method 
based on lunar eclipses, one that examined the variations of a mag- 
netized needle, and the loch, or Dutchman’s log method; Galileo pro- 
posed a technique based on the eclipses of the satellites of Jüpiter, 
which are so frequent that they can be seen several times each night.

But ali tumed out to be inadequate. There would, of course, have 
been one sure method: to keep a clock on board that telis the time at 
one known meridian, then to find out the time at place X at sea and, 
by working on the basis that the globe has been subdivided since an- 
tiquity into 360 degrees of longitude and that the sun moves 15 de- 
grees in one hour, to work out the longitude of point X from the dif- 
ference. In other words, if the clock on board shovved that it was, let 
us say, noon in Paris, and that in place X it was six in the aftemoon, 
by translating every hour of difference into 15 degrees, we would have 
known that the longitude of place X was 90 degrees from the Paris 
meridian.

Although it was not difficult to work out the time at the place where 
the calculation was being made, it was practically impossible to keep a 
mechanical clock on board that would function perfectly after months 
of sailing and the inevitable jolts, through winds and waves; hour- 
glasses and water clocks were, of course, out of the question since they 
need to work on a flat motionless surface. And any clock would have 
to be of an extremely high precision: an error of four seconds would 
produce an error of one degree of longitude.

One suggestion mentioned in various chronicles of the time was 
the use of Powder of Sympathy.

This was a miraculous compound that, when applied to the vveapon



that had caused a wound, acted (through a sort of almost atomic con- 
tinuity) on the particles of blood released into the air över the wound, 
even if the weapon and the injury were a great distance apart. This 
vvould heal the wound, allowing time to take its course, but as an im- 
mediate reaction it would cause irritadon and pain.

It was therefore decided to vvound a dog, to be kept on board the 
ship during the joumey, and to rub the miraculous compound över 
the weapon each day at the same hour. The dog vvould have reacted 
vvith a vvhimper of pain and that vvas hovv they vvould knovv aboard 
ship vvhat time it vvas at that moment at the point of departure.3

I dealt vvith this story in my novel The island of the Day Before, 
so allovv me to quote one passage since, after ali, on such uncertain 
information, this is the only document that suggests vvhat must have 
occurred.

Finally one morning, taking advantage of a sailor’s bad fail from a 
yardarm, vvhich fractured his skull, vvhile there vvas great confusion 
on the deck and the doctor vvas summoned to treat the unfortu- 
nate man, Roberto slipped dovvn into the hold. Almost groping, 
he managed to find the right path. Perhaps it vvas luck, or perhaps 
the animal vvas vvhimpering more than usual that morning: Ro­
berto, more or less at the point vvhere later on the Daphne he 
vvould find the kegs of aqua vitae, vvas confronted by a horrid sight. 
Well shielded from curious eyes, in an enclosure made to his meas- 
ure, on a bed of rags, lay a dog.

He vvas perhaps of good breed, but his suffering and hunger 
had reduced him to mere skin and bones. And yet his tormentors

3. Although a great deal was written at the time about Powder o f Sympathy, in particular in 

the writings o f  Sir Kenelra Digby (for exaraple, Theatrum sympatheticum, in quo Sympatkiae 

Adiones variae, singulares &  admirandae tâm Macro— quam Microcosmicae exhibentur, &  

Mcchanicf, Physict, M a th em a ticiC h im ict ir  MedicS, occasione Pubueris Sympathetici, ita  

quidem elucidantur, ut iüarum agttıdi vis i?  modus, sine qualitatum occultarum, animaeve 

Mundi, aut sptritus astralis Magntve Magnalis, vel aliorum Commentariorum subsidium ad 

oculum pateat [Nureraberg, 1660], the story about the dog is perhaps legendary. More recent 

references to it include Dava Sobel, Longitude (London: Fourth Estate, 1996).



showed their intention to keep him alive: they had provided him 
with abundant food and water, including food surely not canine, 
subtracted from the passengers’ rations. He was lying on one side, 
head limp, tongue lolling. On that exposed side gaped a broad and 
horrible wound. At once fresh and gangrenous, it revealed a pair of 
great pinkish lips, and in the centre, as along the endre gash, was 
a purulent secredon resembling whey. Roberto realized that the 
wound looked as it did because the hand of a chirurgeon, rather 
than sew the lips together, had deliberately kept them parted and 
open, attaching them to the outer hide.

Bastard offspring of the medical art, that wound had not only 
been inflicted but wickedly treated so it would not form a scar and 
the dog would continue suffering—who knows for how long. Fur- 
ther, Roberto saw in and around the wound a crystalline residue, as 
ifa doctor (yes, a doctor, so cruelly expert!) every day sprinkled an 
irritant salt there.

Helpless, Roberto stroked the wretch, now whimpering softly.
He asked himself what he could do to help, but at a heavier touch, 
the dog’s suffering increased. Moreover, Roberto’s own pity was 
giving way to a sense of victory. There was no doubt: this was Dr. 
Byrd’s secret, the mysterious cargo taken aboard in London.

From what Roberto had seen, from what a man with his knowl- 
edge could infer, the dog had been wounded in England, and Byrd 
was making sure he would remain wounded. Someone in London, 
every day at the same, agreed hour, did something to the guilty 
weapon, or to a cloth steeped in the animal’s blood, provoking a 
reaction, perhaps of relief, but perhaps of stili greater pain, for Dr. 
Byrd himself had said that the Weapon Salve could also harm.

Thus on the Amaryüis they could know at a given moment what 
time it was in Europe. And knovving the hour of their transitory po- 
sition, they were able to calculate the meridian! (translated by Wil- 
liam Weaver)

If the story about the dog seems fanciful, in the same novel I de- 
scribed an instrument proposed by Galileo in a letter of 1637 (to 
Lorenzo Realio). Galileo thought of fbdng longitude by observing the



positions of Jupiter’s satellites. But once again, on a ship at the mercy 
of the waves, it would be difficult to point the telescope accurately. 
And here Galileo suggested an extraordinary solution. To enjoy its 
comedy, we need not read the humorous account in my novel—it is 
enough to read Galileo himself:

As for the first problem, this is certainly the most difficult, but I 
think I have found a remedy for this, at least for the ordinary move- 
ments of the ship; and this should be enough since, during great 
storms and tempests, which normally prevent the sun and other 
stars being seen, ali other observations cease, as indeed do ali mar- 
iner’s duties. But during ordinary movements I think it is possi- 
ble to reduce the State of the person who has to make the obser­
vations to a tranquility similar to that of the peace and calm of the 
sea; and to achieve this benefit I have thought of placing the ob- 
server in a specially prepared part of the boat so that he does not 
feel either the movements from bow to stern or the rocking from 
side to side: and my thinking is based on this. If the ship is always 
in calm waters and vvithout waves, there is no doubt that the use 
of the telescope would be just as easy as on land. Now, I want to 
place the observer in a small boat placed inside the large boat, the 
small boat being in such necessary quantity of water as I will ex- 
plain belovv. Here, first of ali, it is clear that the water contained 
in the small vessel will remain in equilibrium, even when the large 
boat inclines and reclines to right and left, fonvard and backvvard, 
vvithout any part of it being raised or lowered, but will always re­
main parallel to the horizon; so that if in this small boat we build 
another smaller boat, floating in the water contained within it, it 
vvould find itself in an extremely calm sea, and vvould therefore stay 
there vvithout moving: and this second boat is the place where the 
observer must be placed. I therefore want the first vessel, vvhich has 
to contain the vvater, to be like a large semi-spherical basin, and that 
the smaller vessel is similar to it, except that it is smaller, and that 
the space betvveen its convex surface and the concave inner surface 
of the Container is no more than the thickness of a thumb; so that a 
very small quantity of vvater will be enough to float the inner vessel,



as if it were floating in the wide ocean . . .  The size of these vessels 
must be such that the inner and smaller vessel can hold the weight 
of the person making the observations without sinking, as well as 
his chair and the other equipment on which the telescope is fixed. 
And in order to keep the smaller vessel separate from the outer one 
so as not to touch it, so that it cannot be influenced by the motion 
of the ship in the same way that the larger one is, I want the internal 
concave surface of the inner vessel to be held with several springs, 
eight or ten in number, which stop the two vessels from touching 
each other, but do not prevent the inner vessel from not respond- 
ing to the raising and lowering of the sides of the outer Container: 
and if, rather than water, we wish to use oil, that would be even 
better, nor would the quantity be great, since two or three barrels 
would be enough . . .

I have already made a kind of curved helmet on the same prin- 
ciple, for the use of our galleys, which, when placed on the head 
of the observer, and a telescope being placed upon it, adjusted in 
such a way that it was always directed towards the same point at 
which the other free eye was looking, vvithout doing anything else, 
the object that he was looking at with his free eye was always to 
be found through the telescope. A similar machine could be built 
which is not just held on the head but över the shoulders and büst 
of the observer, on which is fixed a telescope of the size necessary 
to clearly distinguish the stars of Jüpiter.

In order to resolve the problem—with ali due respect to Galileo, 
whose extraordinary invendon no one had the courage to finance, and 
to the whole plethora of inventors of other extraordinary methods for 
fixing longitude—we had to wait for Harrison’s invendon of the ma- 
rine chronometer, or rather, his final version in the 1770S. From then 
on, even during storms, the clock would keep the correct time for the 
point of departure. But before that moment the insulae were fatally 
perditae.

Before then, the history of Pacific exploration is the history of peo- 
ple forever discovering lands they were not looking for. Abel Tasman,
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for example, while searching for the Solomon islands in 1643, arrives 

at Tasmania (which is forty-two degrees latitude farther south, as if  

that were nothing), sees New Zealand, passes Tonga, arrives in Fiji 

without disembarking, where he sees only a few small islands, and 

reaches the coast o f New Guinea, vvithout reahzing that inside that 

loop he had made stood Australia. No mean achievement. He had 

gone from point to point like a billiard ball, and for many years after, 

other navigators came extremely close to Australia without seeing it.

In short, it was a madcap voyage betvveen islands, coral reefs, and 

continents, vvithout any apparent plan. And poor them. We can set a 

course today using the maps created after Cook, but they were ali ba- 

sically wandering about like Captain BHgh, in a ship’s launch, heading 

toward the Moluccas, and the most important thing was not to bump 

into the Bounty again.

But even after the problem of longitude had been solved, it was 

stili easy for ships to lose themselves among such islands. Look at the 

voyages of Corto Maltese and Rasputin in Ballad of the Salt Sea. The 

characters in the Ballad are avid readers. At one point, Pandora seems



to be happily immersed in the complete works of Melville while Cain 

is reading Coleridge, the author of another ballad, the one about the 

Ancient Mariner —curiously he finds it on the German submarine of 

Slütter who, when he dies, wül also leave his copies of Rilke and Shel- 

ley at Escondida. And toward the end, Cain quotes Euripides.

And even an old jailbird like Rasputin, at the very beginning, is 

reading Voyage autour du monde par la fregate du roi La Boudeuse et



la flüte L’Etoile. I can guarantee that this is not the first edition of 1771, 

which does not carry the author’s name on the tide page and is not in 

three columns.

The book is open about halfVvay through and, at least in the origi- 

nal edition, of the same size, this is the point where chapter 5 begins: 

“ Navigation depuis les grandes Cyclades; decouverte du golfe de la 
Louisiade . . .  Relâche . . .  la Nouvelle Bretagne.”





If he was up-to-date vvith the techniques of 1913, Rasputin ought 

to knovv that he is on the 155-degree meridian vvest (according to 

Hugo Pratt’s map), but if he relies on Bougainville he should be on 

the crucial 180-degree meridian, the date line. There again, Bougain­

ville referred to the “ Isles Salomon dont l’existence et la position sont 

douteuses.”

When the Dutch cargo ship meets Rasputin’s catamaran, the first 

thing the officers and the Fijian sailor notice is that the boat seems 

rather off course for a Fijian vessel, since the Fijians usually head east 

and south. And this is what they should have done, as we shall see 

later, since the Monk’s island is much farther southeast.

Teli me why Corto should find Slütter’s submarine belovv the vvest- 

em point o f New Pomerania — he is sailing vvest, having departed from
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/Ŵ °-<V£V‘ GuuUı<»< 
oot^; _

(S4U_AtJD.

Kaiserine, whereas the submarine’s destination is Escondida, and the 

Monk’s island of Escondida (ıg degrees south and 169 west) ought to 

be south of the Soloraon Islands and west of Fiji. A  German naval of- 

ficer who sails toward New Guinea to get to Escondida and says (as 
he does) “We’ll be arriving shordy at Escondida” (which is 20 degrees 

away) is caught in Rasputin’s net, a dreamer who has confused the 

frontiers of space. The fact is that Rasputin or Pratt, or both, are also 

trying to confound the frontiers of time.

Cain and Pandora are captured by Rasputin on November 1,1913, 

but they ali arrive at Escondida after August 4,1914 (the Monk telis 

them that war has broken out on that date), at some time between Sep- 

tember and the last ten days of October, when the English appear on 

the scene. After two pages of Coleridge and a few discussions with 

Slütter, a year has passed, during which time the submarine navi- 

gates vague routes, with the curious indolence, the thirst for drifting, 

of seventeenth-century buccaneers, the Ancient Mariner, and Captain 

Ahab.
Ali o f the main characters in the Ballad act as though they are liv-



ing in the times of BougainviUe, or even Mendana: they travel in the 

archipelago of uncertainty.

The fascination of islands is precisely that o f losing ourselves. 

Heaven help us if we find our way straight back, like taking one of 

those \vretched ferry crossings from Manhattan to Elüs island. The 

eternal fascination of the island is stili that celebrated by Guido 

Gozzano.

But more beautiful than ali, the island Never Found:
The one the king of Spain had from his cousin 
the king of Portugal with sealed signature 
and papal bull in Gothic Latin.
The Infante sailed off for the legendary realm, 
saw the Fortunate Isles: Iunonia, Gorgo, Hera, 
and the Sargasso Sea and the Dark Sea 
searching for that isle . . .  But the island was not there.
In vain the round-bottomed sailing galleys,
in vain the caravels armed their bows:
vvith due respect to the pope, the isle is hidden,



and Portugal and Spain stili search for it.
The isle exists, appearing sometimes from afar 
between Teneriffe and Palma, suflused in mystery:
“ . . .  the island Never Found!” From the high peak of Teide 
the good Canarian points it out to the foreigner.
Marked on the ancient maps of the corsairs.
. . .  Hifola to—be found?. . .  Hifola pilgrim? . . .
The magic isle that glides över the seas; 
mariners sometimes see her near. . .
And point their bows tovvard her blessed shore:
Among unfamiliar flowers soar lofty palms,
The divine aromatic forest, thick and lush,
Weeping cardamom, seeping rubber sap . . .
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Herald like the arrival of a perfumed courtesan,
the island Never Found . . .  Yet, if the pilot draws closer,
it rapidly fades away, like a vain shadow,
tinged with the azure color of faraway. . .  (“La piü bella”)

I don’t suppose Gozzano had in mind some of the maps we find in 

eighteenth-century books on sea travel, but this idea of the island that 

“fades away, like a vain shadovv, tinged vvith the azure color of faraway” 

makes us think about the way in which, before the problem of longi­

tude had been solved, islands were identified using dravvings of their 

profiles as they had been seen for the first time. Arriving from a dis­

tance, the island (whose shape did not exist on any map) was recog-



nized from its skyline, as we vvould say of an American city today. And 
what happened if there vvere two islands with very similar skylines, 
as if there were two cities, both with the Empire State Building and 
(at one time) the Twin Towers south of it? They would land on the 
wrong island, and who knows how many times this happened.

Moreover, the profile of an island changes with the color of the sky, 
the haze, the time of day, and perhaps even the time of year, which al- 
ters the appearance of the vegetation. Sometimes the island is tinged 
with the azure color of faraway, it can disappear in the night or in the 
mist, or clouds can hide the shapes of its mountains. There is noth- 
ing more elusive than an island about which we know only its profile. 
Arriving on an island for which we have neither map nor coordinates 
is similar to moving about like one of Edwin Abbott’s characters in 
Flatland, where there is only one dimension and we see things only 
from the front, like lines with no thickness—with no height and no 
depth —and only someone from outside Fladand could see them from 
above.

And it was said, in fact, that the inhabitants of the islands of Ma- 
deira, La Palma, La Gomera, and El Hierro, deceived by the clouds 
or by the mirages of the fata morgana, sometimes thought they had 
seen the insula perdita tovvard the west, shimmering betvveen the wa- 
ter and the sky.

Thus, in the same way that an island that didn’t exist could be 
sighted among the reflections of the sea, so it was also possible to con- 
fuse two islands that did exist, or never to find the one that was the in- 
tended destination.

And that is how islands become lost.
And why islands are never found. As Pliny said (book 2, chapter 

96), some islands are forever wavering.

[Published in the Almanacco del bibliofilo—Sulle orme di san Bran- 
dano (Milan: Rovello, 2011) and based on a paper given at a confer- 
ence on islands held in Carloforte, Sardinia,in 2010.]



Thoughts on WikiLeaks

I
n  t e r m s  o f  c o n t e n t ,  VVikiLeaks has turned out to be a false 
scandal, but in terms of its formal implications, it has been, and 
wiU prove to be, something more. As we shall explain, it marks the be- 

ginning of a new chapter in history.
A false scandal is one in which something becomes public that eve- 

ryone had known, and had been talking about in private, and that, so 
to speak, was only being whispered about out of hypocrisy (for exam- 
ple, gossip about adultery). Everyone knows perfecdy well—not just 
those well-informed about diplomatic matters but anyone who has 
ever seen a film about intemadonal intrigues — that embassies have 
lost their diplomatic role since at least the end of the Second World 
War, in other words since the time when heads of state could pick up 
the telephone or fly off to meet each other for dinner (was an ambassa- 
dor sent off in a felucca to declare war on Saddam Hussein?). Except 
for minör tasks of representation, they have been transformed, more 
overdy, into centers to gather information on the host country (with 
more competent ambassadors playing the role of sociologist or politi- 
cal commentator) and, more covertly, into full-blovvn dens of espio- 
nage.

But now that this has been openly declared, American diplomacy 
has had to admit that it is true, and therefore to suffer a loss of image in



formal terms—with the curious consequence that this loss, leak, flow 
of confidential information, rather than harming the supposed victims 
(Berlusconi, Sarkozy, Gaddafi, or Merkel), has harmed the supposed 
perpetrator, in other words, poor Mrs. Clinton, who was probablyjust 
receiving messages sent by embassy staff carrying out their official du- 
ties, as this was ali they were being paid to do. This, from ali the evi- 
dence, is exactly what Assange vvanted, since his grudge is against the 
American government and not against Berlusconi’s government.

Why have the victims not been affected, except perhaps superfi- 
cially? Because, as everyone reahzes, the famous secret messages were 
simply “press echo,” and did no more than report what everyone 
in Europe already knew and was talking about, which had even ap- 
peared in America in Newsweek. The secret reports were therefore like 
the clippings fileş sent by company press offices to their managing di- 
rector, who is too busy to read the newspapers.

It is clear that the reports sent to Mrs. Clinton are not about secret 
dealings — they were not spy messages. And although they dealt with 
apparendy highly confidential information, such as the fact that Ber­
lusconi has private interests in Russian gas deals, even here (whether 
true or false) the messages would have done no more than repeat what 
had already been talked about by those who in Fascist times were 
branded cafö strategists, in other words, those who talked politics at 

the bar.
And this goes to confirm another well-known fact, that every dos- 

sier compiled for the secret service (in vvhatever country) consists en- 
tirely of material already in the public domain. The “ extraordinary” 
American revelations about Berlusconi’s wild nights reported what 
could have been read months earlier in any Italian newspaper (except 
the two controlled by the premier), and Gaddafîs satrapic follies had 
for some time been providing—rather stale —material for cartoonists.

The rule that secret fileş must contain only information already 
known is essential for the operation of a secret service, and not just in 
this century. Likevvise, ifyou go to a bookshop specializing in esoteric 
publications, you will see that every new book (on the Holy Grail, the



mystery of Rennes-le-Château, the Knights Templar, or the Rosicru- 
cians) repeats exactly what was written in earlier books. This is not 
simply because occult writers are averse to carrying out new research 
(nor because they don’t know where to go looking for information 
about the nonexistent), but because followers of the occult believe in 
only what they already know, and in those things that confirm what 
they have already learned. It is the formula behind the success of Dan 
Brown.

The same happens vvith secret fileş. The informant is lazy, and the 
head of the secret service is either lazy or blinkered — he only regards 
as true vvhat he already recognizes.

Given that the secret services, in any country, aren’t able to foresee 
events like the attack on the Tvvin Tovvers (in some cases, being regu- 
larly led astray, they actually bring them about) and that they file only 
vvhat is already knovvn, it vvould be just as vvell to be rid of them. But 
in present times, cutting more jobs vvould indeed be foolish.

I have suggested, hovvever, that vvhile in terms of its contents it 
vvas a false scandal, in terms of its formal implications, WikiLeaks has 
opened a nevv chapter in history.

No govemment in the vvorld vvill be able to maintain areas of se- 
crecy if it continues to entrust its secret Communications and its ar- 
chives to the Internet or other forms of electronic memory, and by this 
I mean not only the United States but even San Marino or the Princi- 
pality of Monaco (and perhaps only Andorra vvill be spared).

Let us try to understand the implications of this phenomenon. 
Once upon a time, in Orvvell’s day, Povver could be seen as a Big 
Brother vvho monitored every action of every one of its subjects, par- 
ticularly vvhen no one vvas avvare of it. The television Big Brother is a 
poor caricature because everyone can follovv vvhat is happening to a 
small group of exhibitionists, assembled for the very purpose of being 
seen—and therefore the vvhole thing is ofpurely dramatic and psychi- 
atric relevance. But vvhat vvas just a prophecy in Orvvell’s time has novv 
actually come true, since the Povver can follovv people’s every move- 
ment through their mobile telephones, through every transaction, ho-



tel visit, and motorway journey carried out using their credit card, 
through every süpermarket visit followed on closed-circuit television, 
and so on, so that the citizen has fallen victim to the eye of a vast Big 
Brother.

That, at least, is what we thought until yesterday. But now it has 
been shown that not even the Power’s innermost secrets can escape 
a hacker’s monitoring, and therefore the relationship of monitoring 
ceases to be one-directional and becomes circular. The Power spies 
on every citizen, but every citizen, or at least the hacker appointed as 
avenger of the citizen, can find out ali the secrets of the Power.

And even though the vast majority of citizens are unable to examine 
and evaluate the quantity of material that the hacker seizes and makes 
public, a new rule ofjournahsm is taking shape and is being put into 
practice at this very moment. Rather than recording the important 
news — and once upon a time it was govemments who decided what 
items were really important, whether it was declaring war, devaluing a 
currency, signing a treaty—the press now decides independently what 
news ought to be important and what news can be kept quiet, even ne- 
gotiaüng vvith the political power (as has happened) över which dis- 
closed “ secrets” to reveal and which to keep quiet.

(Incidentally, given that ali secret reports fomenting government 
hatred or friendship originate from published articles, or from confi- 
dential information given by journalists to embassy officials, the press 
is coming to assume another purpose — at one time it spied on foreign 
embassies to find out about secret plots, but now it is the embassies 
that are spying on the press to find out about events in the public do- 
main. But let us get back to the point.)

How can a Power hold out in the future, when it can no longer keep 
its own secrets? It is true, as Georg Simmel once said, that every real 
secret is an empty secret (because an empty secret can never be re- 
vealed) and holding an empty secret represents the height of power; it 
is also true that to know everything about the character of Berlusconi 
or Merkel is in fact an empty secret, so far as secrets are concerned, 
because it is material in the public domain. But to reveal that Hillary



Clinton’s secrets were empty secrets, as WikiLeaks has done, means 
removing ali power from the Power.

It is clear that countries in the future will no longer be able to hold 
secret information online —it would be just the same as posting it on a 
Street corner. But it is equally clear that with current surveillance tech- 
nology there is no point in hoping to carry out confidential transac- 
tions by telephone. And nothing is easier, moreover, than to find out 
where and when a head of state has flown off to meet a colleague . .  . 
not to mention those popular jamborees for demonstrators that are 
the G8 meetings.

How then can private and confidential relationships be carried on 
in future? What reaction might there be to the irresistible triumph of 
Complete Openness?

I am vvell aware that for the time being my prediction is Science fic- 
tion and therefore fanciful, but I cannot help imagining govemment 
agents riding discreetly in stagecoaches or caleches along untrackable 
routes, along the country roads of more desolate areas—and those not 
blighted by tourism (because tourists use their mobile phones to pho- 
tograph anything that moves in front of them) — carrying only mes- 
sages committed to memory or, at most, hiding a few essential pieces 
of written information in the heel of a shoe.

It is most appealing to imagine envoys from the Glubbdubdrib 
Embassy meeting the messenger from Lilliput on a lonely Street cor­
ner, at midnight, murmuring passwords in their brief furtive encoun- 
ter. Or a pallid Pierrot, during a masked ball at the Ruritanian court, 
who draws back from time to time to where the candles have left an 
area of shadow, and takes off his mask, revealing the face of Obama to 
the Shulamite who, swiftly drawing aside her veil, we discover to be 
Angela Merkel. And there, between a waltz and polka, the meeting will 
at last take place, unbeknownst even to Assange, to decide the fate of 
the euro, or the dollar, or both.

Ali right, let us be serious. It won’t happen like that. But in some 
way or other, something very similar will have to happen. In any event, 
information, the recording of a secret interview, will then be kept as a



single copy or manuscript, in a locked drawer. Just think: ultimately, 
the attempted espionage at the Watergate Complex (which involved 
forcing open a cupboard and a filing cabinet) was less successful than 
WikiLeaks. And I recommend this advertisement to Mrs. Clinton. I 
found it online:

Matex Security has been in existence since 1982 to protect your 
property. With made-to-measure furniture for the home, with se­
cret compartments to hide your valuables and documents, where 
no intruder will ever find them even if they search your whole 
house or offices or boats of vvhatever make or model. These works 
are carried out in the greatest confidentiality and made to the spec- 
ifications and instructions of the client, built exclusively by our 
cabinetmaker and our highly dependable staff.

Some time ago, I wrote that technology moves like a crayfish, in 
other words, backwards.1 A century after wireless telegraphy revo- 
lutionized Communications, the Internet has reestablished a telegra­
phy that runs on (telephone) wires. Videocassettes (which are analog) 
enabled film buffs to explore a film step by step, moving backward 
and fonvard and discovering ali the secrets of how it was put together, 
whereas DVDs (which are digital) allow us only to jump from chap- 
ter to chapter, in other words, only by macro-leaps. High-speed trains 
now take us from Milan to Rome in three hours, while fiying there, ali 
in ali, takes at least three and half. It is not so extraordinary, then, that 
even politics and government communication techniques should re- 
turn to the times of the horse-drawn carriage, meetings in the steam 
room of a Turkish bath, or messages left in an alcove by some Mata 
Hari.

[Reworking of two articles that appeared in Liberation (December 2, 
2010) and L’Espresso (December 31,2010).]

1. Tum ing Back the Glock (London: Harvill Secker, 2007).
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