Empire

of Siems



BOOKS BY ROLAND BATIHES

A Barthes Reader
Camera Lucida
Critical Essays

The Eiffel Tower and Other Mythologies
Elements of Semiology
The Empire of Signs
The Fashion System
The Grain of the Voice
Image-Music-Text
A Lover’s Discourse
Michelet
Mythologies
New Critical Essays
On Racine
The Pleasure of the lext
The Responsibility of Forms
Rolarnd Barthes
The Rustle of Language
Sade / Fourier / Loyola
The Semiotic Challenge
S/ Z
Writing Degree Zero



7(//_)/5/714/ Barthes
Em pire
St Signs

TRANSLATED BY RICHARD HOWARD

b

HILL A. D WANG



Translation copyright © 19. . by Farrar, Straus and Gitouax, Inc,
Ori_ nally published in French as L'Empire des Signes
wopyn bt © 1970 by Editions d’Art Albert Skira S.A , Geneve
All £ reserved
Published in Canada bv HarperCollinsCanadsLtd
Priated in the U..a..d States of Amcrica
[ . 1bySte._.on Dyer
First published in 197 . by Hill and Wang,

a division of Farrar, “ ‘raus and Girous:

MNoonday Press cdition, 1989
Tenth printing, 192
Library of 1 ___ C ___oging in Publication Dara
Bartt -5, Roland.

Eu e of signs
Translatiou of I'ewspire des signos.

1 Tapan—uivilivavon I Tude.

DSS21E 1715 1932 952 52-11508



To Maurice Pinguet



MiLLIONMS OF BODIES 95
Tre EYELID 99
THE WRITING OF VIOLEICE 103
THE CABI. ET OF SI1Giis 107

1211



21

31

34

35

3G

Lusti o tions

The actor Kazuo Funaki

The character M-, signifying “"nothing,” "emptiness,”
dravn by a student

10ko rayu (1702-83): Mustiroom picliug. Ink on paper
\When they hunt for mushrooms, the Japanese ta’ wirh

them a forn stem o1 as in this paintine. 1 wisp of strasw,
on which they string the mushrooms. Haiga painting,
link .d to the haiku

F becumer & Cdy

his eyes lowered

on the mushrooms

Map of Tolyo, late cighiccuth century

Llap of the Shinjuku district, 1ckyo: bars, restaurants,
cinewnas, department store (fsetan)

wrientation skatch
Oricitation skeech v the bacl of a ealling card
sumi swrestlers

Sale kogs



50-1
32-3

50

66-7

90

92-3

I00-I

104-5

109

Shikidai gallery—Nijo Castle, Kyoto, built in 1603
Kabuki actur on stage and 1 private life
Gesture of a calligraphy master

On the Yokohama docl, from Japon illustré by Félicien
Challayce, Paris, 1915

Offering a present, from Japon illustré

Press clipping from the newspaper Kobe Shinbun, and
portrait of the actor Teturo Tanba

Last photographs of General Nogi and his wife, taken the
day before their suicide in September 1912. From Japon
Hlustre

Children in front of a puppet show, 1951

Student demonstration in Tokyo against the Vietnam War

The actor Kazuo Funaki



The text does not “gloss” the tmages, which do not
“itlustrate” the text For me, each has been no more
than the onset of a kind of visual uncertainty,
analogous perhaps to that [oss of meaning  wn calls
asatvit. 'I'c tand imag:  iuterlacig, seek w ensure
the circulauon ~nd exchange of these significrs:
body, face, writing; and in them to rcad the retreat

of signs.
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Farcway

IFT want to imaginc a ficti  nadion, I can gare it
an mvented name, treat it declaratively as a novelistic object,
create a iiew Garabagne ) as v compromise no real country
by my fantasy (though it is then that fantasy itself I conpro-
mise by the sign- of litcrature) . I can also- --though it 1o way
claiming to represenc or to une'™  realn e olf (these being
the major gestures of v esicrn discoutse)  wolace somne-
where in the world (faiaway) a certain number of featurcs
(a term employed in Linguistics), and out of these features
dcliberately form a system. It is this system vhich I shall
call: Japan,

Hence Ouiene and O-caident cannot be taken here as “real-
ittes” to be compared and contrasted historically, phitos ph-
ically. culeurally, politically. I am not luvingly gawng toward
atn Oriernal essznce  to me the Grient 1s a matter of indiffer-
ence, merely pic ding a icier ¢ of fearures  hose manipula-
tion- whose invented interplay - alle . me to “entcitain”
the idea of an unheard-of symbohic system, one altogether
detached from our ovwrn.  hat can be addressed, in the
consideration of the Orient, arc not other symbols, another
metapl s, anocher wisdom ( though the Lutter might appear
thoroughly desitable); it is the pussibilicy of a differcnce, of
a mutition, of a revolution in the propriety of symbuolic



systems. Someday we must write the history of our own
obscurity—manifest the density of our narcissism, tally down
through the centurics the several appeals to diffcrence we may
have occasionally heard, the ideological recuperations which
have infallibly followed and which consist itx always accli-
mating our incogns. “nce of Asia by means of certain known
languages (the Orient of Voltaire, of the Revue Asiatique,
of Pierre Loti, or of Aér France). Today there are doubtless a
thousand things to learn about the Orient: an cnormous labor
of envwledge is and will be nccessary (its delay can only be
the result of an ideological occultation) ; but it is alsu neces-
sary that, leaving aside vast tegions of darkness (capitalist
Japan, Amcrican acculturation, technological development),
a slender thread of light search out not other symbols but the
very fizsure of the symbolic. This fissure cannot appear on
the level of cultural products: what is presented here docs not
appertain (or so it is hoped) to art, to Japanese urbanism,
to Japanese cooking. The author has never, in any scnse,
phiowgraphed Japan. Rather, he has done the opposite. Japan
has starred him with any number of “flashes”; or, better still,
Japan has afforded him a situacion of writing. This situation
is the very one in which a certain disturbance of the person
occurs, a subversion of earlier readings, a shock of meaning
lacerated, cxtenuated to the point of its irreplaceable void,
without the objcct’s ever ceasing to be significant, desirable.
Writing is after all, in 1ts way, a safori: satori (the Zen
occurrence) is a more or less powerful (though in no way
formal) seism which causes Fnowledge, or the subject, to
vacillate: it creates an emptiness of langiage. And it 1s also
an emptiness of language which cunstitutes writing; 1t is
from this emptiness that derive the features with which Zen,
in the exemption from all meaning, writes gardens, gestares,

houses, flower arrangemenas, faces, vivlence,
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The Unknown L.angnage

The dream: to know a foreign (alien) language
and yet not tu understand 1t: to perceive the difference in it
without that difference ever being recuperated by the super-
ficial sociality of discourse, communication or vulgarity; to
know, pusitively refracted in a new language, the impossibili-
ties of our own; to lcarn the systematics of the inconceivable;
to undo our own “reality” under the cffect of other formula-
tions, uther syntaxes; to discover certain unsuspected positions
of the subject 1n utterance, to displace the subject’s topology;
in a word, to descend into the untranslatable, to experience
its shock without ever muffling it, until cverything Occidental
in us totters and the rights of the “father tongue” vacillatc - -
that tongue which comes t us from our fathers and which
makes us, 1n our turn, fathets and proprietors of a culture
which, preciscly, history transforms into “nature.” We know
that the chief concepts of Arsstotelian philosophy have been
somehow constrained by the principal articulations of the
Greek language. How bencficial it would be, conversely, to
gain a vision of the irreducible differences which a very re-
mote language can, by glimmerings, suggest to us. One
chapter by Sapir or Whorf ¢n the Chinook, Nootka, Hopi
languages, by Granet on Chinese, « friend's remark on
Japanese opens up the whole fictive rcalm, of which only



certatn modern texts (but no novel) can afford 4 notion,
permitting us to perceive a landscape which our specch (the
speech we own) could under no circumstances either dis-
cover or divine

Thug, in Japanese, the proliferation of functional suffizes
and the cumplexity of enclitics suppose thar the subject
advances into utterance through certain precautions, repeti-
tions del .., and insistances whose final volume (we can no
longer speak of a simple line of words) turns the subject,
precisely, into a great euvelupe cuipry of speech, and not that
dense ketnel which is supposed to dircct our sentences, from
outtide and from above, so that what seems to us an cxcass
of subjectivity ( Japanese, it is said, arciculates impressions,
not affidavits) iz much morc a way of diluting, of hemorrhag-
ing the subject in a fragmented, particled language diffracted
to emptiness. Or again this: like many languages, Japanese
distinguishcs animate (human and/or animal) from inani-
mate, notably on the lovel of its verbs fo e and the fictive
characters incoduced into a story (once wpon a time ithere
w.is & Ping) arc astigned the form of the inaniinate; whercus
our wwhole art struggles to enforce the “life,” the “reality” of
fictive beings, the very structure of Japanese restores or con-
fines these beings to theiy quality as products, sigus cut off
from the alibi referential par excellence: that of the living
thing. Or again, in a still morc radical way, since it is a
matter of conceiving whar our language does noc conceive:
how can we #magine a verb which is simultancously without
subject, withoutr attribute, and yct transitive, such as for
instance an act of knowledge withour knowlig subjece and
without known object? Yct it Is this imagination which is
required of us faced with the Hindu dhyais, origin of the
Chinesc ch'an and the Japanese zen, which we obviously
cannot translatc by meditatron w.thout restoring to it both



subject and god: drive them out, they return, and it is ow
language they ride on These phenvmena and many others
convince us hov absurd 1t is to try to contest our society
without ever concetving the very limirs of the language by
which (instrumental relation) we claim to contcst it: it is
trying to destroy the wolf by lodging comfortably in ity
gullet. Such exercises of an aberrant grammar would at least
have the advantage of casting suspicion on the very ideology
of vur speech.



L ithouit 1, ords

The murmuring mass of au unluc -'n language
constitutes a deliavus  protection, cavelops the foreiguer
{ provided the country is not hosidle to him) 1n an auditory
filinn which hales at his cars all the alienations of the mother
tonguc: the regwoual and social origins of  hocvey i speals-
ing, his ¢ gree of culture, of lueelligence, of taste, the image
by which he constirutes hinsclf as  person and v hich he
asks you to recognie. Hence, In foreign councrics, whae a
respite! Here 1 am puoecied against stupidity, culgariey
vawy, worldliness, nationality, normality. The unknown
language, of which I nonetheles: grasp the respitauon, the
emotive aetation, in a word the pure significance, forns
around me, as 1 Moy« faint veidgo, swe ping me into its
aitificial empuncss, which is consumunated wuly fur me: [
live in the interstice, delivered from any tulfilled meaning,
How did you acatl with the lancuager subiexc: How did yoi
satisfy that vuaw n¢ed of communi.ation? Or moie prea ly,
an ideological assertion masked by the practical interrogaticn:
there is 10 Coannt. Caomnencep u speech.

. w it happens that in this countiy ( fapan) the aupire
of significrs is 50 wmmncuse, su in crceas of wpecch, that the
c:-change of signs remains of a fasciaung richness, mobiligy,

and subtlecy, despite the opactty of the languane, someumes



even as a conscquence of that opaciry. The reason for chis i
that in Japan the body e:ists, acts, shows itself, gives itself,
without hysteria, without narcissism, but according to a pure

though subtly discontinuo.. erotic project. It is not the
vurce (with which we idennfy the “rights” of the person)
which communicates (communicates what? our necessarily
beautiful  suul? our sincerity? our preseige? ), but the  hole
budy (cyes, smile, hair, gestures, clothing) which sustains
with you a sort of babble that the perfect domination of the
codes strips of all regresse  infantile character. To make a
date (by gestures, drawings on paper, proper names) may
take an hour, but during that hour, fur a message which
would be abolished in an instant if it werc to be spol-n
(simultaneou:ly quite essential and quite insignificant), it is
the other’s entire body which has been known, savored, re-
cewved, and which has displayced (to no real purpose) ics ov n

narrative, its own test.

1o



[[{//tyf' 17/7(/ }"/ﬂ/{’(

The dinner tray scems a picture of the most
delicate order: it is a frame containing, again a dark back-
ground, various objects (bowls, bo ., sauccrs, chop 1oks,
tiny piles of tood, a little giay ginger, a few shreds of orange
vepntable, a background of brown sauce), and since these
conuainets and these bits of food are slight in quaniity but
numerous, it mizhi be said that these trays fulfill the defini-
uon of painting which, according © Piero della Fra. esca,
“is mercly a demonstration of surfaces and bodies becoming
ever smaller or larger ac ording to their term.” Howcver,
such an order. delicious vhen 1¢ appeurs, is destiied to be
undone, recomposed according to the very rhychin of eanng;
what was a mouunles tableau at the start becomes a w ak-
bench or chezsboard, the space noc of seeing but of doing—
of praxiy or play . the painting was acially only a palette (a
work surfac), with which vou are gaing to play in the
course of your meal, taking up here a pinch of vegetables,
the ~ of rice, and over there of cundiment, here a 1p of soup,
according w a free alternariou, in the manner of a (specif-
wcally Japanese) graphic ~cuisc secd v in front of a scrics of
puts who, at one and the same time, kne' - and hesitares; so
that, without being uenied or diminished (no question of an
indifference with regard to fuud  -an attitude that Is al avs

ir



moral ), eating remains stamped with a kind of work or play
which bears lecs on the transformation of the primary sab-
stance (an object proper to the kiuchen and to cuisine; but
Japanese food is rar:' - cooked, the foodstuffs arrive in their
natural state on the tray; the only opcration they have
actually undergone 15 to be cut up) than on the shifting and
someho  inspired assemblage of elements whose order of
sclection 1s fized by 1o prowcol (you can alternate a sip of
soup, a mouthful of ricce, a pinch of vegetables): the catire
praxis of alimentation being in the composition, by compos-
ing your choice ', you yourself make what it is you eat; the
dish is no longer a retfied product, whose preparation is,
amony us, modestly distanced m time and in space (meals
elaborated in advance behind the parution of a kitchen,
secret rouws where ewvei yibing is permitied, provided the
product cmerges from it all the more composed, embellished,
c¢mbalmed, shellacked). Whence the /iving (which does not
mean za “al) character of this food, which in each season
seerns to fulfll the poet’s wish “Oh, to celebrate the spring
by exquisite cookeries .. "

From pawwiung, Japanese food also takes the least immedi-
ately visual quality, the quality most deeply engaged in the
bodv (attached to the weight and the labor of the hand
vhich draws oi cuvers) and which is not color but touch.
Cuuked rice (whose absolutely special identity is attested to
by « special name, which is not that of raw rice) can be
defined only by a contiadictinn of substance; it is at ouce
cohesive and dctachable; its substantial destination is the
fragment, the clump, the volaiile conglomerate; it 15 the only
element of weight in all of Japanese alimentation (antinomic
to the Chincs ) ; it 16 what sinks, 10 uppusition to what floats;
it constitutes in the piciare a compact whiteness, granular
(contrary to that of our bread) and yer friable: what comes
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The coade ous

Open a avel guide: usually you will hud a brief Li<icon which
strangely enough concerns onle o tain boring and useless thir |
custeis, mail, the hotcl, the barber, the doctor pusces, et whad 1o

traveling? Meetines, The only lexicon dhac couitt: is the one ~which
refers to the rendevous,



to the table, dense and stuck together, comes undone at a
touch of the chopsticlis, though without cver scattering, as if
division uccurred only to produce :ull another irreducible
cohesion; it is this measured (1incomplete) defection which,
beyond (or short of) the fuod, 15 offered to be consumed. In

the same way—but at the uther extremity of substance. -
Japanese soup (this word soxp is unduly thick, and ocur
French word potage suggests the gension de famille) adds a
touch of clarity to the alimentary interplay. For us, 1n France,
a clear soup is a poot soup; but here the lightness of the
bouillon, fluid as water, the soybean dust or minced green
beans drifting within it, the rarity of the two or three solids
(shreds of what appears to be grass, filaments of vegetable,
fragments of fish) which divide as they fluat in this lutle
quantity of water give the idea of a clear density, of a nutriv-
ity without grease, of an elixir all the more comforting in
that 1t 1s purc. something aquatic (rather than agueous),
something delicately marine suggests a spring, a profound
vitality. Hence Japanese food establishes itself within a
reduccd system of substance (from the clear to the divisible),
in a shimmer of the signifier” :hese are the elementary char-
acters of the writing, cstablished upon a kind of vacillation
of language, and indeed this is what Japanese food appears
to be: a written food, tributary to the gestures of division
and selection which inscribe the foodstuff, not on the mecal
tray (nothing to do with photographed food, the gaudy
compositions of our women’s magazines), but in a profound
space which hierarchizes man, table, and universe. For writing
is precisely that act which unites in the same labor what could
not be apprehended together in the mere flat space of

representation.
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At the Floating Market in Banghok, each vendor
sits in a tiny motionless canoc, sclling minuscule quantities
of food: seeds, a fcw eggs, bananas, cnconuts, mangoes,
pimentos (not to spealk of the Unnumable) . From himself
to his merchandise, including his veescl, ov. rything is fwb.
Occaidental food, heaped up, dignified, swollen to the majestic,
linked to a certain operation of presuge, always tends toward
the heavy the g1nd, the abundant, the copious; the Oricatal
fullows the converse moveracnt, and tends toward the in-
finitesimal: the cucumbert’s future 1s not irs accumulation or
its thickening, but its @y wu, its tenoous dispersal, as chis
haiku puts 1t

Cucromber slives
The juice rins
Dirawins: spider leos

Therc is a convergence of the tiny and the esculent: things
arc not only small in order to be caten, but are also comestible
in order to fulfill then esscuce, which is smallness. The
harmony betwcen Oriental tood and chopsticc. cannot be
mercly functional, instrumental; the foodstuffs are cur up
so they can be grasped by the sti ks, but also the chopstick
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exist because the foodstuffs are cut into small pieces; one and
the same movement, one and the same form transcends the
substance and s utensil: division.

Chopstick: have other functions besides carrving the food
from the plate to the mouth (indeed, that is the least per-
tinent vne, siace it is also the funcedon of fingers and forks),
and these functions arc spccifically theirs First of all a
chopstick  -as its shapc sufhciently indicates “-has a deictic
functivus it poines to the food, designates the fragment, brings
into existence by the very gesture of choice, which is the
inde.:; but thereby, instcad of ingestion following a lind of
mechanical sequence, in which one would be limited to
swallowing little by little the parts of one and the same dish,
the chopstick, designating what it selects (and thus selecting
theie and then this and not that), introduces into the use of
food not an order but a captice, a certain indolence: in any
ca.. an Intelligent and no longer mechanical operation.
Another function of the two chopsticks together. that of
pinct g the fragment of food (and no longer of piercing i,
as our forks do); ro pinch, moreover, is two strong a word,
too aggressive (the word of sly little girls, of surgcons, of
seam-ucsses, of < msitive natutes); for the foodstuff neves
undergoes a pressure greater than s preciscely necessary to
raisc and carry it; in the gesture of chopsticks, further
softcned by weir subsiance—uud o~ lacquer  -there is some-
thing matcrnal, the same oreciscly measured care taken in
moving a child: a force (in the aperative sensc of the word) |
no longer 4 pulsion; here we have a whole demeanor wich
regard to food; this it scen clearly in the cool’s long chop-
sticks, swhich scrve not for eating but for preparing foodstuffs:
the wcwument new 2t pierc™~ cuts, ur slies, never wounds but
only selects, turns, shifts. Fo. the chopsticks (third function),
in order to divide, must separare, part, peck, instead of cucting

10



rende rous
-~ uso ku

both

tutaritomo

where?

doko ni’”

when?
1su?



and picicing, in the manner of our implcments; they never
violate the foodstuff: either they gradually unravel it (in the
case of vegetables) or clse prod it intu sepatate pieces (in the
case of fish, ecls), thereby rediscovering the natural fissures
of the substance (in this, much closcr to the primitive finger
than to the knife ). Finau -, and this is perhaps theii loveliest
funcuun, the chopsticks transfer the food, cither crossed like
two hands, a support and no longer a pinccrs, they slide under
the clump of rice and raise it to the dinet’s mouth, or (by an
age-old gesture of the  /hole Orient) they push the alimen-
tary snow from bow ! to lips in the manncr of a scoop. In all
these functions, in all the gestures they imply, chopsticks arc
the converse of out knife (and of its preditory substitutc, the
fork). they arc the alimentary instrument which refuses to
cut, to picree, to mutilate, to trip (very limited gestures,
relegated to the prepatauun of the fuud for cooking: the fish
seller whu skins the still-living ecl for us c.orcises once and
for all, in a prcliminary sacrifice, the murder of food); by
chopsticks, focd becomes no longer a prey to which onc does

wlence (mear, flesh over which one does battle), but a
substance harmoniously transferred, they trunsform the pre-
viously divided substance into bird fuod and rice inito a flow
of nulk; maternal, they titelessly porform the gesture which
creates the mouthful, leaving to our alimentary manners,

armed with pikes and knives, that of predation.
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Food Decenrered

’[?I‘L

-

knovn and recogniied, since it s made in frone of vou, ou

) ¢ Is a stew whose cvery  lement can be
your table swithout intcrruption while you are cating it. The
vaw substances (bur peeled, ushed, already parbed in an
acsthetic nakadiies: shiny, bright-coloced, harmaiious as a
spring garment “col ., delicacy, 1 .ch, cffeci. Barmony,
relish—everything can be found lere,” Diderot would say )
are gathered wycecher and brough' w the table on a tray: it
is the very essence of the mart #t that comes to vou, it fresh-
ness, its naturalness, jrs diversit, and even its classihcation,
vhich turns the sunple =ubstance ino the promise of an
cvent: recrudescence of appetite attached to this compuund
object which is the marker product, at once nature and
werchandise, comunercial nawre, accessible w popular pos-

ien: edible leaves, vegetables, angel hair, creany squares
of bean curd, rave ceg voll:, red meat and whiee sugar (an alli-
anc” finuely more € ~ouc, more fascinating or more dizgust-
ing, bccause  {sual, than the sinple sweet [ sour of Chinese
food, which is alvways cooked and in +which sugur is not seen
~wept 1 the caramelized loster of ceriain “lacquered”
dishes)  all the.o rav ubstances, initially allied, composcd as
in a Dutch painting of which the. retain the lincar contour,
the elastic firrnr ~-- of the bruthworl, and the bright-colored

19



finish (impussible to say if this is the consequence of the
substance of things, the Vghting of the .o :nc, the unguent
that coats the painting, or thc museum illumination), grad-
ually wansferied to the big pot in which they seevs before
your 1+ .., losing their colors, their shupes, and their diz-
softening, dunaturing, becoming that rowx which

continuity,

iz the essential color of the sauce: while you select, ~ch vour
chupsticks, certain fragments of this nev-made ste ., othe,
raw substances will be added to replace them. o er this
process prer 10w assitwuc v uo, placed a little behind you
and armed © ith loug chopsticks, alternatcly feeds the pot and
the con .ation’ it i an entire minor adyssey of food you
arc exp icnaang through vour eves: vou are attending dhe
T dight of the Raw.

This K. v, e knn. j5 the tutelary 4" inity of Jaran-
esc food: to it everythne 1x dedicated, and if Japanese
cookuy is always perfunndd in frone of the eventual diner
(a fundamental feature of thi: culsine ), thiv is probably be
cause 1t is impostant to con >crate by spectaclc the death of
wnac 17 b aug hounured,  hat is being honored in what the
French call crudité or ravness (arerm we use, oddly enough,
in the singular to denote the se.nality of language and 1 the
plural v nawe the € wrnal, abuuimal, aind some  hat taboo
part of our menus) 1s apparcently not, as with us, an inncr
essence of the foodstuff. 11e sanguinary plethora (blood
being the syinbol of sicengih and death) by which vwe a-uun
ilate wital encrgy by transmugration (tor us, rawness is a
strong state of food, as is metonymically shown by the inten-
SIVE seasuullg we iNpousc o our sceuk tartaie). ]apa; ~
rawiiess 1s essentially 1sual, it denotes a certain colored statc
of the flesh or vegetable sulsstince (it being understood that
cuiut 18 n° e exhausted by a catalogue of tints, but refers w

a whole tactility of substance: thus sashiri exhibits not s0
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Where docs the writing be :in?
Where does the Patuunyg _unh_.:m



much colors as resistances: those which vary the flesh of raw.
fish, causing it to pass, from one end of the tray to the other,
through the siations of the sog~y, the fibrous, the =lastic, the
compact, the rough, the slippery ). Endirel, . Isual (conceived,
concerted, manipulated for sight, and even for a paintc s
eye), foud thereby says that it is not deep: the cdible sub-
stance is without a precious heart, without a buried power,
without a vital secret: no Jupanese dish is endowed with a
center (the alimentary cencer implied in the West by the rite
which consists ot arranging the meal, of surrounding us
covering the article of food ) ; here everything is the ornament
of another ornament: first of all because un the wble, un the
tray, food is never anything bat a collection of fragments,
none of which uppears privileged by an order of ingestion: to
edr 1S not t £ Dect @ menu (an wineraty of dishe.), but to
select, with a light touch of the chopsticks, sometimes onc
color, sometimes; another, depending on a kind of inspiration
which appears in its slovness as the detached, indirect accom-
paniment of the cotivere wtion (which itsclf may be o tremcly
silent); and then because this food—and this is its originality

unites 1n a single time that of its fabrication and that of its
consumption: swkiyaki, an interminable dish to ma', tu

)

consuinge, and, one might say, to “converse,” not by any
technical difficulty but because it is in s nature to ezhaust
wself in the course of it <o king, and consequently 2o repeat
itself 5 leyc s has nothing ma., ed about it except its
becinning (that tray painted with foodstuffs brought to the
table); unce “started,” it nu longer has moments or distinc-

tive <itcs: it becomes decenterad, like an uninterrupted te. t.
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here
kolc ni

today
kyo

wiolTuy

3sh,tta

The meeting

tonight
komban

what time:
nan ji ni?

four ¢'clock

yo



Lhe snterstice

The cook (who vooks nothing at all) mles a
living eel, sticks a long pin inito it head, and scrapes it skir.,
it. Thiz scenc, © rapid and - et (rather than bloodsy ), of
minor rrucley vwill conclude in face. The cel (or the piece of
vegetable, of shellfish) crystailizad in grease, like the Branch
of "alzburg,  reduced to a tir - clump of emptiness, a collec
tion of perforations: here the foodseuff joins the dream of a
paradci: that of a por ly interstitial objecr, all the mure
piovucauve in thar this emptiness 13 produced in order to
pro 1de nourishment (¢ a woually the foudstuff is con wructed
in a ball likea wad of air)

Lempr =15 sipped of the meaning v ¢ traditionally attach
tu fried food, vhich is heavu s. Heio flour recovers its
essence as scattercd flo .or, diluted so lightly chat it forms
wiilk and not a paste; taken up by the oil, this golden ruk is
50 fragile that it coveis the pec of food unperfecily, reveals
herc a pink of chrimp, there a green of pepper, 2 brown of
eggplany, thus depriving the fry of what constitutes our
fiicter, which is its sheath, i € ivelupe, 1n deurny  The oil
(but is this oil are w» really dealing with the maternal
subsciuce, the oidy?), immediatel, soaked up by the paper
napkin on which you are scived your we ~puia in a litle

wicker basket - the uil 15 dry utterly unrelated to the lu-



bricant with «hich the Mediu .~anean and th.. tJcar Eascco et
their cooking and their pastey it loses a couwrediction - hich
mi ' ou foodstuffs cuoked in oil or gi~ase, which i to burn
~athout heating, this cold burnin~ of the far body i heie
replaced by a qualuy which secms dented to all fried fuod:
freshness, The i kg hich cieculaces i terzprie throueh
the fluuty lace, tang of the wuaghest and of the me = fragile
among fondstuffs, fisth .d table.  -this freshoess, ~hich
1= both thac 5t what is intact and that of what is tefreshing, is
wrdeed that of the oil: fempura restaurants arc classified
according o the degree of freshacs. of the ol they use: the
most expentt € Gue use oo 11, which is aldmately sold o
les prewundous restaurants, and so forth: i 15 not the food-
stutt the dincr pays for, o o ouoits freshness (seill less the
status of the preauses or the service), 1t iz the vugniry of its
COUI(Jng.

sometimes the piece of tempuic 1 in stages: the fir out-
Iines (better than. envelopr) a pepper, itself char ibered
inside  what matters here  that the foudstuft be constimted
a¢ a picce, a fragment (fundamcotal state of the Japaue =
cutir.. 1n which blending—in a sauce, a cream, a crust i3
unluu 1) notonly by 1. pr - aration bug also und especially
by it immer.. n i a subsi~ e fluid as water, cohesiy 2 as
arease, out of which ewnr o a fragment complewed, s pa-
rated, named and yer entre ., perforaced; but the contour is
so lizht that 1t becomes absciace. the foodstuff has for s
envelope nothing buc time, the eime (itself extremely tenu-
ous, 1 1.~ r« ) hick has solidihod e Ieas said that rempera
iz a dish of Chriztian (Porcugue <) origin: it i the foud of
lent (zeripora); bue ichned Ly the Japanese techuiques of
cancellati wi und ¢ .mpt! n. 1t 1z the narriment of another
tumc. not of a riee of fasiiuyg d < piaticr, but of a kina of
meditation, a: much spectacular as alimentary (zince teinpiia
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is prepared before your eyes), around an jtem we oursclves
select, lacking anything better {and perhaps by reason of
our thematic ruts), on the side of the light, the aeral, of the
inctantancous, the fragile, the transparent, the crisp, the
trifling, but whose real name would be the mierstice without
specihic edges, ur agatn: the cmpty sign.

As a matter of fact, we must return to the young artist who
makes lace out of fish and peppers. If he prepares our food
in front of s, conducting, from gesture to ¢ csture, from place
to placc, the eel from the breeding pond to the white papec
which, in conclusion, will reccive it encrely perforated, it is
not (only) in order to make us witnesses wo the estreme
precision and purity of hus cuisine: it is becausc his activity s
licerally graphic: he inscribes the foudstuff in the substance;
his seall 1s arranged like a calligrapher’s cable: he touches the
substances like the graphic artist (especially if he is Japanese)
who altcrnartes pots, brushes, inkstone, watcr, paper: he there-
by accomplishes, in the racket of the restaurant and the chaos
of shouted orders, a hierarch  d arrangement, not of time
but of tcnses (those of a grammar of teprre), makes
visible the entire gamut of practicer, recites the foodstuff not
as a finished merchandise, whose perfection alone would have
valuc (asis the case with our dishes), but as a product vhose
wicaning 18 not final but progies -, erhausted, so to speak,
when dts production has cod d: it is vou who eat, buc 1t 1s he
who has played, who has vritten, who has produced.
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P d(;'/ZI,LITU

Pachinko is a slot machine. At the counter you
buy a little stock ot what luol like ball hearings; then, in
front of rhe machine (a Find of v:cical panel), with onc
hand you st cach ball into a hole, white  ith the viher, by
turiung a flipper, you propel the ball throngh a serien of
baffl s if vour initial ditparcch i juse right (neither too
strong nor too weak) | the propelled Dall releases a rain of
morc balls, which fall into your hand. and you have ouly o
start over again- -unless vou choose to exchange vour win-
niigs for an absurd reward (a candy bar, an viange, a pack
of cigareties). Pachinko parlors arc ¢ otremely numerous, and
always full of a varied clw wcle (voung people, women,
students in black tunics, middlc-aged men in business suits ).
It i< said that pachinko turnovers are equal (Or even superior)
to those of all the department swores in Japan (which s
certainly saying a good deal).

The pachinko iz a collective and solitary game. The
machines are set up in long rows; each plaver standing iu
front of his pancl plays for himsclf, withoud looking at his
ncighbor, woom he nonethele .5 brushes with his clbow vou
hear only the balls whirring through their channels (the
rate of insertion is very rapid); the parloi 15 a hive or a

factur:  -the players seem to be working on an assemnbly



line T'he imperious meaning of the scene is thae of a delib-
crate, absorbimyg labur; ne o an idle or casual or playful
acticude, none of that theatrical unconcezrn of vur Wostern
players lounging in leisurcly groups around a pinball machine
and «juite conscious of producing for the other patrons of the
café the unage of an. pert and disillusioned god. Az for the
art of plaving the game, it o differs frow dhat of vur ma-
chine. For the  e-tern player, once the ball is propelled, the
main thing is tu correct its trajectory as it falls bacl av u (by
giviug little nudges to the machine ) ; for the Japanese player,
everything is ¢ ctermined in the initial dispatch, everything
depends on ¢he £ ce the thumb imparts to the flipper; the
adromn = 75 immediate, dehnirive, it alone account: for the
talent of the pla -, who can coirece chance only in advance
and e a smg' mwovemart; or more <oactly: the propulsion
of the ball is ac best only delicatcly constrained or halecd
(but not at all dirccted) by the hand of the player, who with
asingle movemenu mo 5 and ubse . o1 this hand s therefore
that of au artist (in the Japancse fashion), for vhom the
(graphic) feature 1s a “controlled accident” Fachinko repro-
duces, in short, on the nechanical le ., precisely the prin-
ciple of puting @lla primea which insists that the line be
dray i in a single me ement, once and for all, and that by
1cason of the very qualuy of the paper and the ink, it can
ncver be coirected; in the same way the ball, once propelled,
cannot be deviated (it would be an outrageous picce of
boorishness to shake the machiue, as our * covern sports do)
its path is predetermined by the sole flash of its impetus

hat is the use of this art? to organive a nutritive circuit,
The  ostern machine sustains a symbolism of penetration:
the point 1s to pussess, by a + 1l-placed thrust, the pinup girl
who, all lit up on the panel of the machine, allures and waits

In puachinko, no sex (in Japau a that country I am calling
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Japan-—scxualicy 1s in scs, not elsewhere; in the United
state~, at 1s ihe contrary; oo 18 ever L here, except i se waal-
ity). The machines are mangers, lined up in 1o~ 5 the player,
with an abrupt gesture, renewdd so rapidly that it seems un-
incriupted, feeds the machine with his metal muibies; he
stuffs them in, the » . vou would stuff a goose. from time
to time the machine, filled tw capacity, rcleases 1t diarchea of
marbles; for a few yen, the pla 1 1 symbolically spactered
with moncy. Here we understand the setiousnes of a yame
which counters the coustipawca parsimony of salaries, the
constriction of capitalist wealth ith the . luptuous debacle
of sil < ball - hich, all of a sudaen, fill ihe plaver’s hand.
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Center-caty, Fompry Center

Quadrangular, reticulated cities (Los Angeles, for
mstance) are said to produce a profound uneasiness: they
offend our synesthetic sentiment of the City, which requitcs
that any urban space have a cencer to go to, to return from,
a complete site to dream of and in relation to which to ad-
vance oo retreat; in a word, to invent oneself. For many
reasons (historical, cconomic, religious, military ), the we.e
has understood thie law only tou well: all its cities are con-
ceatric: buy also, in accord with the very movement of West-
ern metuphysice, fur “hich v, centet is the site of truth,
the center of our cities 1s ale 1. j«f/: 1 marked site, it 1s here
that the values of civilization are gathcred and condensed:
sprritaality  (churches ), power (offices), money (banks),
merchandise (department stores), language (agoras: cafés
and prumenaaes) : to go downtovn or ta the center-city is to
encounter the sucial “truth,” to participate 1 the proud
plenitude ct “reality

The aiy I am talling about (Tokyo) offers thiz precous
parade. itdoce p sess a cent -, but this center s empty The
entire city turns around a site both forbidden and indifferent,
a residence concealed bencath foliage, protected by moats,
inhabited by an emperus  'ho 1s never secn, which is tu say,
literally, by no one know. who, Daily, in their rapid, cner-
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The City i: an ideogram:
the Teut continues



getic, bullee-lile trajectories, the tanis avuia this circle, whose
low crest, the visible form of invisibility, hide  the sacred
“nothing.” Une of the tv.o mc : powerful cities of modernity
15 thereby built around un | aque ring of walls, streams,
roofs, and trees whose own wenter is no morce than an ¢ ap-
orated notion, subsisting here, not in order to irradiate powcr,
buc o g1 e w che cuar urban mov :ment the support of its
central c¢mptiness, forcing the trafic to make a perpetual
detour, In thic manner e are told, the system of the imagi-
uary i ~pread circular'y, by detours and returns the length of
an empty subject.



o Address

The strects of this city have no name  [here is of
coutse a written address, but it has only a postal value, it
refers to a plan (by districts and by blocks, in no way geo-
metric), knowledge of which is accessible to the pustman,
not to the visitor: the largest city in the world is pracucally
unclassified, the spaces which compose it in detal are
unnamed This domiciliary ubliccration secms incon -cuient to
those (like ux) who have been used to asserting that the most
practical is always the most rational (a principle by virtue of
which the best urban topunymy would be that of aumbeied
streets, as 1n the United Srates or in ., oto, a Chinese city).
Tokyo meanwhile reminds us that the rational is merely one
system among others Foi there tu be a mastiuy of the real
(in this case, the realiry of addresses), it sufhces that chere be
a system, even 1if this system 1s apparently illogical, uselessly
complicaicd, curiously disparatc: o guud bricole e can not
only work for a very long time, as we know, 1t can also
satisty millions of inhabuants inured, furthermore, to all the
perfections of technolugical civilization.

Anonymity is compensated for by a certain number of
wpedients (at Icast this 1s how they look to us), whose
combination torms a system. One can figure vut the address
by a (written or printed) schema of orientation, a kind of
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geographical summary which sitnates the domicile starting
from a known landmark; a train station, for instance. (The
inhabitants excel in these impromptu drawings, where we
see being sketched, right on the scrap of paper, a street, an
apartment house, a canal, a railroad line, a shop sign, making
the exchange of addresses into a delicate communication in
which a life of the body, an art of the graphic gesture recurs:
it is always enjoyable to watch someone write, all the more
50 to watch someone draw: from each occasion when sormne-
one has given me an address in this way, I retain the gesture
of my interlocutor reversing his pencil to rub out, with the
eraser at 1ts othcr end, the excessive curve of an avenue, the
intersecuun of a viaduct, though the eraser is an object
contrary to the graphic tradition of Japan, this gesture still

Address book

TSRy

L _ —
jan::::ke \ ?

4’““ ("W & @wbk

34



produced ovmething peaceful, something caressing and cer
tain, as if, cven in this trivial action, the body “laboicd with
more reserve than the mind,” according to the precept of the
actor Zeami; the fabrication of the address g -atly prevailed
over the address itself, and. fascinated, I could have hoped it
would take hours to give me that address.) You can also,
provided you already know where you are going, direct your
taxi yoursclf, from strect to strect. And finally, you can
request the driver o let himself be guided by the remorce
visitor to whose housc vou arc going, by means of onu of
thuse huge red telephones installed in front of almost cvery
shop in the streer. All this makes the visual expericnce a
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decisive elcment of your orientation: a banal envugh proposi-
tion with regard to the jungle or the Lush, but one much less
0 with regard to a major modern city, knowledge of which is
usually managed by map, guide, telephone book; in a word,
by printed culture and nor gestural practice. Herc, on the
contrary, domiciliation is sustained by no abstraction; except
for the land survey, it is only a pure contingency: much more
factual than legal, it ceases to assert the conjunction of an
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identity and a property. This city can be known only by an
activity of an ethnographic kind: you must orient yourself 1n
it not by book, by address, but by walking, by sight, by habit,
by experience; herc every discovery is intense and fragile, it
can be repeated or recovered only by memory of the trace it
has left in you: to visit a place for the first time is thereby to
begin to write it: the address not being written, it must
establish 1ts own writing
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17w Station

In this enormous city, really an urban territory,
the name of each district is distinct, known, placed on the
rather empty map (the streets are not named) like a news
flash; it assumes that strongly signifying identity which
Proust, in his fashion, has explored in his Place Names. If the
neighborhoud is quite limited, dense, contained, terminated
beneath its name, it is becausc it has a center, but this center
i5 spiritually empty: usually it is a station,

The station, a vast vrganism which houses the big trains,
the urban trains, the subway, a department store, and a whole
underground commerce - the station gives the districe this
landmark which, according to certain urbanists, permits the
city to signify, to be read. The Japanese station is crossed by
a thousand functional trajectories, from the journey to the
purchase, from the garment to fuod: a train can open onto a
shoe stall. Dedicated to commerce, to transition, to departure,
and yet kept in a unique structure, the station {moreover, is
that what this new complex should be called?) is stripped of
that sacred character which ordinarily qualifies the major
landmarks of our cities: cathedrals, town halls, historical
monuments. Here the landmark is entirely prosaic; no doubt
the market is also a central site of the Western city; but in
Tokyo merchandise is in a sense undone by the station's
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instil iy an incessant departure thwarts its concentratiou;
onc might say that it is only the preparatory substance of the
package and that the package iself is only the pass, the ticket
which permits deparrure,

Thus each district is collected in the void of its station. an
empty point-of-affuence of all its occupations and its plea-
sures. This day, I decide to go to one neighburhood ur another,
without any ~val but a kind of prolonged perception of its
name. | know that at Ui uo I will ind a station filled on its
ground level with young skicrs. but whuse underground
floors, ¢ tensive as a city, lined with foodstalls, with bars,
populated with bums, with travelers sleeping, talking, cating
on the very floor of these sordid corridors, finally fulfills the
novelistic essence of the jower depths uite closc by but
on anotte . da: 'l be another populous district: in the
commercial streets of Asakusa (no cars), aiched by paper
cherry blossoms, are sold brand-new clothes, comfortable and
very cheap: heavy leacher jackets (nothing delinquent about
them ), gle oo edged with black fur, very long wool scarves
which one throw s over one shouider as would village children
coming hyine froun school, leather caps, all the gleaming and
woolly pguar of the good worlman v ho must dress warmly,
corroborated by the comfort of the huge steaming basins in
which sunmers « nocdle soup. And on the other side of rhe
imperial ring (vinpty, a5~ recall) is sull another populous
neighborhaod: Ik bukure, workers and farmers, harsh and
friendly as « big mongrel dog. All these districts produce
difterent races distinct bodics, a faniliariey new cach rirac.
To cross the ci  (or to peactrate its depth, for undegiound
there are whole nerworls of bars, shops to which you some-
times gain acc by a shmple enu wa | 50 that, once through
this narrow door, you discore  densc and sumptuous, che
black India of commerce and pleasurc) is to travel from the
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These wrestlers constitute a caste; they live apart, wear their hair
long, and e¢at a ritual diet. The match lasts only an instant: the
time it takes to let the other mass fall. No crisis, no drama, no
cxhaustion, in a word, no sport: the sign of a certain hefting, not
the erethism of conflict






top of Japan to the bottom, to superimpose on its tupography
the writing of its faces. Thus each name echoes, evoking the
idea of a village, furnished with a population as individual as
that of a tribe, whose immensc city would be the bush. This
sound of the place is that of history; for the signifying name
here is not a memory but an anamnesis, as if all Ueno, all
Asakusa came to me fiom this old haiku (written by Basho
in the seventeenth century ) .

A cloud of blossoming cherry trees:

The bell. —Uena's?

Ascbusa’s?
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P[l( ‘/’ug A

If the bouyuets, the objects, the trees, the faces,
the gardens, and the tcits —if the chings and manners of
Japan seem diminutive to us (our mythology cxalee the big,
the vast, the broad, the open), this is not by reason of their
size, it Is because « ory object, every ge waie, even the mosr
free, the most mobiic, seems framod, 'The minature doe” nut
dcrive frous the dimension but from a kind of precizion which
the thing obscrves in delinuting iself, stopping, finishing.
This preeision has nothing specifically teasonable v moral
about it the thung is not dést/nct in a puritanical manner (b
cleanness, fraubuess, ur objecuviey) but rather by hallucina-
tory or fantasmal addition (analogous o the vision reculung
from hashish, according to Baudelaire) or by an cicision
vhich removes the flourish of meaning from the object and
severs from its presence, from its po ition i the world, any
cergiveriation. x et this frame is invisible: the Japanese thing
is not vutlined, flluminated; it is not formed of a strong
contuut, a drawing which would “fll out” the color, the
shadow, the texture; around it, there i nathiny, an empty
space which renders ic matte (and therefore to our eyes: re-
duced, diminished, small).

It is as if the object frustrates, In a manncr at once uin-

expected and pondered, the space in which it is always
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located. For example: the room keeps certain written limits,
these are the floor mats, the flat windows, the walls papered
with bamboo paper (pure image of the surfacc), from which
it 1s impossible to distinguish the sliding doors; here every
thing is [ine, as if the room were written with a single stroke
of the brush. Yet, by a secondary arrangement, this rigor is
in its turn baffled: the partitions are fragile, breakable, the
walls slide, the furnishings can be whisked away, so that you
rediscover 1n the Japanese room that “fantasy” (of dressing,
notably) thanks to which every Japanese foils—without
taking the troublc or creating the theater to subvert it -the
conformism of his context. Or again: in a Japanese flower
arrangement, ‘‘rigorously constructed” (according to the
language of Western aesthetic), and whatever the symbolic
intentions of this construction as set forth in every guidc to
Japan and in every art book on the Iéebana, what is produced
is the circulation of air, of which flowers, leaves, branches
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(words that are far too bucanical) are only the walls, the
corridors, the baffles, delicately drawn according tu the nouon
of a rar *y which we di ociate, for our part, frum natuic, as
if only profusion piuved the natuial; the Japancse bouquet
has a volume; unkne n masterpic~e as dreamed of by
Frenhofer, Balzac’s hero who wanted the viewer to be able to
pass behind the painced figuie, vou can move your body into
the interstice of its branches, intu the space of 1 stacure, not
in order ts recid 1t (to read its symbolism) but to follo  the
trajectory of the hand which has - ritten 1t a true .. iting,
since it produces a volume and since, forbidding our reading
to be the simple decoding of a message (how .o loftily
symbolic), it peanits this reading to repeat the course of the
wilting’s labor, Vv lastly (and especially): v wnout - on
regarding as ¢mblematic the famous set of Japau . Loxes,
one nside the other down to emptines  vou can alreads see
a trne semantic meditawon in the e et Tapanese package.
Geometric, rigoro ily drawn, and ver al ars sigocd suwe-
whe ~ with an asymmetrical fold or knot, by the carc, the
cery technique of its aking, the interplay of cardboard,
wood, paper, ribben it s no Jon . the tunporaty ace sso

of the obje i to be trancportad, bur irself becomes an object;
1€

the envelop fuoatself - conmcated as a precious though
gratuitows thin  the package i3 a thoughe thus, e age ay
putnogiaphic magazine, the image of a naked japanese boy,
tedup oy o ady like a sav-age: the sadsitic intent (paraded
much m . rthan achiered) in nat V0 -or ironically
absurbed 1n the pracuce, notof a p iviny, but of an catreme
art: that of the package of faste g

Yer, by irs ver perfuetion, this envelope, ofien ropented
{vou can be unwrapping a package fo... r), postponcs the
dir e~ of the objece @ cowtar s 1e which 1s often in-

significant, for 1t s precisels a specialey of the Japanese
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package that the i iality of the thing be disproportionate
to the luxury of the cavelope: a o eet a bit of sugared bean
paste, 1 vulgar “souvenir” (as Japan is unfortunately so
expert at producing ) are wripped with as niuch sumptuous-
ness as a jewel. It is as if, then, the box were the object of the
gift, nut what it contains: hordes of schoolboys, on a day s
outing, bring back to their parents a splendid package con-
taming nu vne Fuuws what, @s if they had gone very far away
and this was an occasion for them to devote themsclves in
troops to the cestasy of the package. Thas the box acts the
sign: as envelope, screen, mask, it is worth what it conceal..
proteces, and yer designates: it puts off, if we can take this
expression in French donner le change—in its double
meaning, monetary and pochological; but the very thing it
encluses and signifies &5 for a very long time put off untl
later, as if the packas,. . function were aut tu protect in space
but to postporie in time, it is in the =nvelope that the labor
of the confection (of the . king) scems to be invested, but
thereby the chject loses its existence, bacomes a mirage: from
cnvelope to envelope, the siaified flees, and when you fnally
have it (there is always a littde something in the package),
it appears insignificant, laughable, vile: the pleasure, ficld of
the signifier, has been taken. the package is not empty, but
emptied: to find the object which is in the package or the
significd which is in the sign is to discard it: what the Japa-
nese carry, with a formicant energy, are actually empty signs.
For there is in Japan a profusion of what we might call: the
instruments of transport; they are of all kinds, of all shapes,
of all substances: packages, pouches, sacks, valises, linen
wrappings (the fujo, a peasant handkerchief or scarf in
which the thing is wrapped ), every citizen in the street has
snme sort of bundle, an empty sign, energetically protected,
vigorously transported, as if the finish, the framing, the hal-

46



lucinatory outline which establishes the  Japanese object
destined it 1o a gencral -- ' transport. The richness of the
thing and the profundity of mecauwyg ar discharged only at
the price of a triplc quality imposed on all fabricated objects:

that they be yrecise, mobile, and empty,



Lhe Three Writings

Bunraku dolls are from three to five feet high.
They are little men or women with movable hands, feet, and
mouths; each doll is moved by three quite visible men who
surround it, support it, accompany it; the leader works the
upper part of the doll and its right arm; his face is apparent,
smooth, bright, impassive, cold as “a white onion that has
just been washed” (Basho); the two helpers wear black, a
piece of cloth conceals their faces; one, in gloves but with the
thumb showing, holds a huge pair of shears with which he
moves the doll’s left arm and hand; the other, crawling, sup-
ports the body, and is responsible for the doll's walking.
These men proceed along a shallow trench which leaves
their bodies visible. The setting is behind them, as in our
theater. To onc side, a dais receives the musicians and the
spuakers; their role is to express the text (as one mught
squeeze @ fruit); this text 1s half spoken, half sung, punc-
tuated with loud plectrum strokes by the samisen players, so
that it is both measured and impassioned, with violence and
artifice. Sweating and motionless, the speakers are seated
behind little lecterns on which is set the huge script which
they vocalize and whose vertical characters you can glimpse
from a distance, when they turn a page of their libretto; a
triangle of stiff canvas, attached to their shoulders like a bat’s
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wing, frames their face, which is subject to all che throes of
the voica

Banrak o thus piaciices threc separate writings, which ir
ofters to be reo 1 simultancousl in thiee sices of the spectacle:
the puppet, the manipulator, the ocifcrant: the cffece d
gesture, the offe © e gesture, and the wocal gesture. The
voice. real stabe of wur modewnd 7, cpecal substance of
language, which we trv ro make triurmgph v« hae e
the cuuw u - 1 alx has a [ za notion of the voice; it
does not suppte * the v but v g 1wwoa very clearly
defined, esse atially trivial function, [a the  peaker’s von are
gatheted wy~t™r 1 - raggerated  dedlamation, tremolos, a
falsotto wonalit - ok w mnunauons, war, pare” ~ms of rage,
of suppl.cation of rstonishment, inde  ut pathos, the  hole
ct e of cuoton, openly elabor tod un the lo o of that
inteinal, vi .! boay of which the lury - 15 the mediating
muascle .t thit ¢cess 15 given only v ithin the very code of
exce the ez move: onl  through se « al discontinuous
uigns of the wmp stuous; < -pelled from a motionless bc s
triangulated by the carmoent, connccted to the ext wuuch,
from its desl, guides it, it ictly punctua. 1 by the slighitly
out-of-pha : (and theieby ever unpertinent) strokes of the
camiscn plaver. the vocal substance tamains -+ dtten, discon-
tuous, coded, subject to an irony (if . - muy strip this vord
of any caustic meaning ;; hence, what the voice ulumatcely
e terna.. <. 1s not wwhat it carries (che “senwments’ ) but
itself, its own prostitution: the siegnifice cunningly dees noth-
ing but wurn itself wiride ou, lile a glove.

Without beine eliminated (which would be a  uy of
ceasuring 1, Le., of designating its importance ), the voice is
thus sct aside (ccenically, the speakers occupy a lateral dais)
Buniak:: gives the ~voice a counterpuise, or boder wtill) a

countermove: that of ¢ sture Thiy gesture is doubla: emotix.
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Turn the image upside down:



L

nothing more, acthing else. nothinge






The Oricntal trare ostite does not copy  "owan Lut signifies her:
not bot . d down 1a the madel but detached from its significd;
Femininity is prescnted to read, not to sce: translation, not trans-
gression: the sign shifts from the great female role w the fifty-ycar-
old paterfamilia:i: ne is the same man, but wheic docs the
metaphor begin?



gesture on the level of the doll (audicnces weep at the
mistress-doll’s suicide) | transitive action on the level of the
manipulators In our theatrical art, the actor pretends tu act,
but his actions arc never anything but gestures: on stage,
nothing but theater, yet a theater ashamed of itself. Whereas
Bunrakw (this is its definition) separates action from gesture:
it shows the gesture, lets the action Lo scen, exhibits simul-
taneously the art and the labor, reserving for each its own
writing. The voice (and there is then no risk 1 letting it
attain the excessive reginns of its range) is accompanied by
a vast volume of silence, in which are nscribed, with all the
more finesse, other features, uther writings. And here there
occurs an unheard-of effect: remote from the voice and
almost without mimicry th..  silent writings, one transitive,
the vtier gestural, produce an exalwuon as special, perhaps,
as the intellectual hyperesthesia arttributed to certain drugs.
Language being not purified (Bunrskn is quite unconcerned
with ascesis ), but une mught say collected to one side of the
acting, all the importunate substances of Western theater are
dissolved: emotion no Jonger floods, no longer submergcs,
bui becomes a reading, the stereotypes disappear without, for
all that, the spcctacle collapsing into originality, “lucky
finds.” All this connect:, of course. with the alicnation cffect
Brecht recommends That Jistance, regarded among us as
impuossible, useless, or absurd, and cagerly abandoned, though
Brecht very specifically located 1t at the center of his revolu-
conaiy dramarurgy (and the former no doubt explains the
lattcr ), that distance is made o plicable by Bunrakz, which
allows us to see how it can function: by the discontinuity of
the codes, by ithis caecsura imposaed on the various features of
representation, so that the cop  elaborated on the stage is not
destroyed but somehow broken, «triated, vwithdraw i from that
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i tonymic contagion ot oice and gesture, body and soul,
which entraps our actor:

A total specracle but a divided oue, Bunraku of course
ccludes impro sisation: to return ¢ pountancit. would be to
return to the stercotypes which constitute our “depth.” As
Breche had seen, here ciiviton rules, the ~uy e of  naug, the
fragment of code, for none of the action's promoters can
account in his ow n person for what he 1 never alone ro write.
As in the modern teit, the interweaving of codes, 1 feren-er)
discieie asseriions, anchological go tures multiplics the written
line, not by virtuc of somu metaph iical appeal, bur by the
interaction of a combiuatoire which opens out o the enure
spuce of the theater' what is begun by vne is cuntinued by the

nert, - ithout interval,






\ ‘riting, then, rises from the plane of inscripdon because it
results from a recoil and o non-te ardable disa~pane « (noe
from a face-to-face cncounter: incitine from the firs. not
what is seen but _hat can b traced ) .. hich divides the
support int: corridors a though o rec .\l the plaral void in
which it is achicved- :is mercly ' 0 ped on the surface,
it pruceeds to =~ e iwself there, d¢' - -ated from depths
which are not deep toward che “urface, vhich is no lon-r a
surface but a fiber wiiitern frowe & o ath voriical to s« pper
surface (th. brush stands <traight up in the palm)——the
ideogram thereby returning to the wolumn- tube ot ladder
—-and taking it: place there . a . mples bar releazced by
the monosyllable in the field of the voice: this column can
be called an “empry =

st," in which fiest appuours as a
“unique feawr~" the breath v hich passes through the

hollu  =d arm, the | :rfeci operauon nec “-arily being that of
the Vconcealed poind” or of the "abecuce of traces.”

Philippe Solters, € PR 7 NP 45 1¢15)



Animate | Inanimate

Concerned with a basic anunomy, that of animute
[ inanimate, Bunraku jeopardizes it, eliminates it without
advantage for either of its terms. In the West, the puppet
(Punch, for wnstance) is supposed to offer the actor the
mirror of his contrary; it animates ¢he inanimate, but the
berter to manifest its dcgradation, the unworthiness of its
incrtia; caricaturc of “life” it thereby affirms life’s moral
limits and claims to confine beauty, truch, emotion within the
living body of the actor, who, howcver, makes this body a
lie. Buniaku, h v ver, does not sign the actor, it gets rid of
him for us. How? Precisely by a certain idea of the human
body, which the inanimarte substance here controls with in-
finitely more rigor and inspiration than the animate body
(endowed with a "soul”). The Western (naturalist) actor is
never beautiful; his body secks to be a physivlogical essence
and not a plastic one: 1t is a collection of organs, a muscula-
ture of passions, each of whose devices (voices, faces, ges-
tures) Is subject to a kind of gymnastic excrcise; but by a
stucdy bourgeols reversal, althuugh the actor’s body is con-
structed according to a division of passional essences, it
borrows from physiology the alibi of an organic unity, that of
“life”. it is the actor who is the puppet here, despite the
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connective tissuc of his acting, of which the model is not the
caress but only * ..ceral “truth.”

The basic of our theatrical art is indeed much less the
illusion of 1ealiy chan the illusion of towality: periodically,
from the Greel: chorc . to bow_enis vpera, we cou tive lyrc
art as the simultaneity of several exp...oions (acted, sung,
mimed), whose v is unique, indivisible. This origin is
the b Jdo and the totali insisted on has for its wwoael the
bod, . atganic unity. v ‘estern spectacle is antl. .pomorphic;
in it, gesture aud speech (not to mention song) form a .ngle
tissue, conglonuiated and lubrified like a ~uigl » muscle vhich
makes expr  .on function but . or divides it up: the unity
of movem-nt and voice praduces the o - who acts; 1 other
words, it is in thic unity that che “perron of the char ~ter is
constituted, t.e. the actor. Ac a matrer of fact, bencath his
"living” and “natural” czterna' the e cern actor preset o
the divicion of tus body and, thereby, the nournishment of
our fantw... .. here the vouice, there the ga ¢ there again the
figure are croticized, as 50 many fragments of the bod,, as so
many fetishes The West in puppet, too (ag is quite appar-
ent 1n our Punch and Judy), i a tantasmal L -product: as a
reduction, as a gnim reflection whose adherence to the human
order is « waselessly recalled by a caricatural simulation, the
puppet does aot live as a total body, totally alive, but as
a rigid portion of the actor from whom it has emanated; as
an autowaton, 1t 1= still a piece of movement, jerk, shock,
essence of di atinuity, decomposed prujection of the body's
gestures; finally, as a doll, reminiscence of the bit of rag, of
the geniral bandage, it is indeed the phallic “little thing”
(“das t leine™) fall o trum the body to becone a fetish,

It may well be that the Japanese puppet kecps something

of this fantasinal origin; but the art of Bunraki: imprints a
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different meaning on it; Bzar " does noc aim at “antmat-
ing” an inanimate object 50 s 1o make a piece of the budy, a
scrap of a man, “alive,” while retaining its vocation as a
“part”, it 1s not the simulation ¢f the body that it seeks buc,
so to speak, its sensuous abswaction. Everything which we
attribuce to the total body aud - thich 15 dented to our acrors
under cover of an organic, “living” unity, the little man of
Buiralu recuperates and expresses without any deception:
fragiduy | discreton, sumptaousness, uithcard-of nuance, the
abandonment of all trivialitn | the melodic phrasing of ges-
tures, in shorr the very qualitize which the dreams of ancicnt
theolowv grinted to the redeemed body, ic. impassivity
clariiy, agility, subtlety, this " whut the Brnrubu achieves,
this 1s hov 1t converts the budy-as-fetish into the lovable
body, this is how it rejects the antinomy Of aniimate | inuns-
mate and dismisses the concept which 15 hidden behind an
animation of matter and which i, quite simply, “the -oul.”
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Liside | Outside

Take th-  estern theater of the last few cent i |
its function -« < atially to mauifest whae is supposed to be
sceret (“feelings,” “sicuations,” “conflicts”) | while conceal-
ing the very artifice of such manifestation (machiuery, paint-
ing, malkeup, the sources of light). The stage since e
Renaissance 1 the space of this lic: here everything occurs in
an interior surreptitiously open, surprised, spied on, cavored
by a spectator crouclunsy in the thadowe. This space is theo-
logical- -i¢ is the space of Sia: on once side, in a light which
he pretends to ignore, the actor. e, the gesture and the  ord;
on the other, in the darkues  th public, ie, conscivusnes:

Bunratu doc: not dircetly subvert the relation of housc and
stage (though Japanesc theaters arce infinirely less confined,
less enclosed, less weighed down than ours); what it trans-
forme, more profoundly, is the motor link which procecds
from character to actor and which is always conceived, in the
™ et as the e pie e weans of an inwardner  We must
recall that the argeats of the specracle, in Bunratbn, are at
once visible and impassive: the men in black busy themselves
around the doll, but withe ut any affeceation of skill or of
disciction and, one might say , without any paraded demagogy;
silent, swift, clegant, their actions are cminently transitive,

operative, tinged with thac wi .cure uf ~ucngth and subtlety
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which marks the Japanese repcreoire of gestures and which is
a kind of aesthetic envelope of effectiveness; as for the
master, his head is uncove ed; smouth, bare, without makeup,
which accords him a civil (not a theatrical) distinction. his
face is offered to the spectators to read; but what is carefully,
precivusly given to be read is that there is nothing there to
read; here again we come to that exemption of meaning (that
e:emption from meaning as well) which we Westerners can
barely underscand, since, for us, to attack meaning is to hide
or to invert it, but never to “absent” it. With Bunrakn, the
sources of the theater are exposed in their emptiness. What is
expclled from the stage is hysteria, ic, theater itself; and
what 1s put in its place is the action necessary to the produc-
tion of the spectacle: work is substituted for inwardness
Hence 1t is futile to wonder, as certain Europeans do, if the
spectatot can ever forget the presence of the manipulators,
Bunraku practiccs neither the occultation nor the emphatic
manifestation of its means; hence it rids the actor’s manifes-
tation of any whiff of the sacred and abolishes the meta-
physical link the West cannor help cstablishing between
body and soul, cause and effect, motor and machine. agent
and actor, Destiny and man, God and creature: if the manipu-

lator 15 not hidden, why -and how—would you make him
into a God? In Bunraku, the puppet has na strings. No more
sirings, hence no more metaphor, no more Fate, since the
puppet no longer apes the creature, man is no longer a pup-
pet in the divinity’s hands, the zside no longer commands

the outside.
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Pawim.

why, i the est, is pulucness regarded with

suspicion” Y hy does courtesy pass for a distance (if notr an
«» 1ston, In fact) or @ hypouisy ? Why is an “informal” rela-
tion (as we so greedily sav) more desicable thau a coded one?
Occidental unpolitence . is based on a certain mycholugy of
the “person.” Topoulugically, Western man is reputed to be
double, composid of u sucial. factitivus, false “outsid.” and
of a personal, authentic “inside” (the site of divine comaiun
cation) . According w s echema, the human “person” s
that site hlled b nature (or by divinity, or by guilt), girdled,
clused by a social envelope which is anything but highly
regarded: the polite gesture (when it is postulated ) 1s the sign
of respect o changed from vue plenitude o the other, across
the worldly limit (ie., in spite and by the tnienmedia - of
this Himit). However, as soon as the “inside” of the . n s
judged respectable, it is logical to recognire this person move
suitably by denying all interest to his worldly envelope:
hence it is the supposedly frank, brutal, naked relation,
stripped (it is thought) of all signaletics, indifferent to any
intermediary code, which will best respect the other's wndi-
vidual value' to be impolite is to be true—so speaks (logically
enough) our Western morality For if there is indeed a
human “person” (dense, cmphatic, centered, sacred), it 1s
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doubtless thiz person which m wnical o ement e claim
to “salute” (with che head, che hips, the body ) ; but my « .n
person, inevitably entering into conflict with the other's
plenitude, can gain recognition ouly by rejecting all media-
tion of the facuuous and b affiraing the integricy (highly
ambiguous, this  ord  physical and moral) of its "inside
and in a second mmpulse I shall reduce iy calute, 1 shall
pretend to maks it natural, spontancous, disincumbered, puri-
fitd of any cude: I shall be scarcely affable, or affable
according to an apparently in ~ted fantasy, like the Princess
of Parma (1 Froust) signaling the buoadth of her income
and the height of her tank (00 her ay of being “full” of
things and of conctituring herself a person) | not by a distant
stiffuc~ of manuc but by the  illed “simplicicy” of her
manncrs: he  simple 1 am, how affable I am, how frank T
am, how much I am somzeone is what Occidental impuiiteness
“ay .

The other politencss, by the  rupulosity of its codes, the
distinct graphism of its geatures, and even when it seems to
us cxaggeradly rer, ~tful (Lo, to out oye “humiliating”)
because we  d it, in our manner, according to a meta-
physict of the person- thiz politenuss is a certain ¢ ~vcise of
the ~oid (as ~ nughi ¢ pect - athin a strong code but one
signifying “nothing”). 1 .. bodies buw very low before one
another (arms, bnees, head always remaining in o de reed
place), accordiug to subtly coded degiees of depth Or
again (on an old image) * in order to give a present, I bow
doven, virtually to the le. ] of the floor, and to answer me, 1y
partner does the same: oue and the camie low ling, that of

Whe 15 saluting whom?






The gift is alone:

it 1s touched

ncither hy senerosity

nor by gratitude,

the soul does not contaminate it



the ground, joins the giver, the recipient, and the stake of the
prutocol, a box which may well contain nothing ot virtually
nothing; a graphic form (inscribed in the pace of the room)
is thereby given tu the act of exchange, in which, by thu
form, 15 erased any greedine .. (the gift remains suspended
between two disappearances) The salutation here can be
~uwhdrawn from any humiliation or any vanity, becausc 1t
literallv salutes o one; it iz not the sign of a communication
closely watched, condescending and precautionary—*t
tween (wo autarchues, o u personal empires (each ruling oves
its Ego, the little realm of which it holds the “Fey”); it ..
only the feature of a network of forms in which nothing is
halted, knotted, profound. Who is salniing whom? Only
such a question justifies the salutation, inclines it to the box,
the obeisance, and glorifies thereby not meaning but the in-
scription of meaning, and g1 25 to a posture which we iead
as excessive the very rescive of a gesture from which any
signified is inconceivably absent. The Form is Empty, says—
and repeatz—a Buddhist aphorism. This 1s what is expressed,
through a practice of forms (a word whose plastic meaning
and worldly meaning arc here indissociable), by the polite-
nes; of the salutation, the bowing of two bodies which -
scribe but do not prostrate themselves. Our ways of speaking
are very vicious, for if I say that in that country politeness is
a religion, I let it be understood that there is sometching
sacred 1n it; the expression should be canted so as to suggest
that rcligion there 1s mercly o politeness, or better :still, that
religion has becn replaced by politeness.



e s o o eaning

Uhe haiku has this rarher fantasmagorical prop-
[N that * - alva 5Uppuse e our ] res can v nuch
thing - il ¢ w@ll ourselr : what could be more acces-
¢ible 1o spontancor . . riting than this (by Buson):

Ity [“L":/Lz./m:’. T i,
AT can thl o nf

Ly any poreriiy.

The hailiu v ake... desire. how many  esrern readers he
dreamcd of strolling threugh life, notebock 1n hand, jotting
do n "lilupu“”‘ JLL ALZ2V I blk’, f[y ould guarantee their
peifection, hose amplicit, vould atre t o thelr profundig
(L~ of a double myth, one classical, < hich makes con-
o o p[‘()\)f of 1, el TEVEN ¢ [01112111{1(, which attiibutes a
premmm of tiuth to improvisation). . hile being quite in-
telligible, the haiku means nothing, and it is by this double

condruon thae it seems OpeIl 1O L'th‘zulil'l‘g m o pdl’ticulﬂlly

a ailable, serviceable wav—the o of a polite host who let:
“onn muke o If at home with all vour preferences, your
~alues, your - anbolt e, che haiku’s “abscocd” (¢ ey
as much of a distracted mind as of a landlord off oo a

journcy) .1 rests subornatin, a breach. in short the major
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coverousness, that of meaning  This precious, vital meaning,
desirable az fortune (chance and money), the haiku, being
without metrical constraints (in our translations), seems to
afford irs profusion, cheaply and made to order; in the haiku,
onc might say, symbol, metaphor, and moral cost almost
nothing: scarcely a few words, an image, a sentiment- - -whcre
our literature ordinarily requires a puem, a development or
(in the gentes of brevity) a chiscled thought; in shott, a long
rhetorical labor. Hence the haiku secms to give the West
certain rights which its own literature denies it, and certain
commoditics which are parsimoniously granted You ate en
titled, says the haiku, to be trivial, short, ordinary: enclose
what you see, what you feel, in a slender horizon of words,
and you will be intetesting; you yourself (and starting from
yourself) are entitled to cstablish your own notability; your
sentence, whatever it may be, will enunciate a moral, will
liberate a syrabol, you will be profound: at the least pussible
cost, vour writing will be filled.

The West moistens everything with meaning, like an
authoritarian  seligion which imposes baptism on entire
peoples; the objects of language (made out of speech) are
obviously Jv jure converts: the first meaning of the system
summons, metonymically, the second meaning of discourse,
and this summons has the value of a universal obligation. W
have two ways of sparing discourse the infamy of non-
meaniug (non-sense), and we systematically subject utterance
(in a desperate filling-in of any nullicy which might reveal
the emptiness of language) to one or the other of these
significations (or active fabrications of signs): symbol and
reasoning, metaphor and syllogism. The haiku, whosc propo-
sitions are always simple, commonplace, in a word acceptable
(as we say n linguistics), is attracted into one or the other of
these two empires of meaning. Since it is a “poem,” we assign
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it to that part of the general code of sentiments called “pu stic
emotion” (for us, Poetry iz ordinarily the signtfier of the
“diffuse,” of the “ineffable,” of the “sensitiv_, it 1s the class
of impressions which arc uaclassifiable); we speal: of “con-
centrated emotion,” of “sincere notation of a privileged mo-
ment,” and above all of “silence” (silence being for us the
sign of languagc’s fulfillment) If une of their poets (Joko)
writes:

How many people
H:ve cionssed the "o.a bridge
Throwugh the cutumn ruin!

we perceive the image of fleeting time. If another (Basho)
writes:

[ core by the motintam path.
Ab! this is ecquisite”
A violei!

it is because he has encountcred a Buddhist hermit, the
“flower uf irtue”: and so on. IFlot one feature fails to be
invested by the Western commucuator with a mbolic
charge «i-again, we seek at all cost: to cunstrue the haiku’s
tercet (ite threo - crses of five, seven, and five syllables) as a

¢ llogistic design in thice tew ses (1ase, suspense, conclusion) .
The old pond.

1 froy jrmps in
Oh! the sound of the water.

(in thiz singular syllogism, inclusion is achic -ed by fuice in
order to be contained in 1t, the minor premise neust leap into
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the major ). Of course, if we renounce metaphor or syllogism,
commentary would become impossible: to speak of the haiku
would be putely and simiply to repeat it. Which is what vne
commentator of Basho does, quite innocently:

Already four o'clock
I have got up nine times

1'0 admire the moon.

“The moon is so lovely,” he says, “that the puet gets up re-
peatedly to contemplate it at his window.” Deciphering,
normalizing, or tautological, the wuy- of interpretation,
intended in the West to pierce meaning, i to get 1nto it by
breaking and entering—and not to shake it, to make it fall
like the tooth of that ruminant-of-the-absurd which the Zeu
apprentice murt be, confronting his £oan -cannot help fail-
ing the haiku; for the work of reading which is atrached to it
is to suspend language. not to provoke it. an entcrprise whose
difficulty and necessity Basho himself, the master of the haikuy,
seemed to recognive:

How admirable be is

W ho does not think “Life is ephemeral”
when be sees a fash of lightning!
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R puedtt frome . Aeanin

1w whole of "o gesa ar against the pre-

varication of moaning . know that Buddhism baffles the
facal « ur~ uf 1, asieruunl (Ur |1 S PSR 13 euion) by recom-
mendin thie we v o by bt up in the four follor g
proposircn L sic - chis.s, or A— bisis both A 4 not-
A hisiss e 4 wor moi- A1 w this quadruple possibii-
ty corresponds to the perfect parady moas our sicucrural
linguistics b, framed it (A—not- 1 o thor A or o A
[ere A~gi~-1 1 .nd not-1 [compl. : degrecl); in other
vords, the Buddhist =+ 75 pueciscly that of the obswucted
meaning. the sery wo.anum of signification, that is, the
paradigin, 1s rendered ¢spossible. hen the Sicth Fatriarch
gives his wauc vt wouceiniuy the ondo, 4 qu “uol-ana-
ansver .rC e, he recominends, in ordet to cunfuse the
paradigmatic functioning morc completely, as soon as a tcrm
is puSI.vth) tu shifi toward 1t adve: @un (* ]f, g eSt
YOU, So 20 LAt o 28 You abont a0m-be 0, wpiwer with
being. If you cre Juestionel o]~ the ordinery mas, cnswer
g Speak n beow the noer, e ), to ous oo make the

mach ry of the paradigm and the mechanical characier of
meaning all the more apparent. . har is aimed at (0 a
wsenal iCChxqu\ “huse px"x; ;U\l, Pauace, Fre Y, o« i

lecarning attest ro he  difficult Lricntal thought 1 ards the



peremption of meaning), what is aimed at is the establish-
ment of the sign, ic., classification (maya); constrained to
the classification par excellence, that of language, the haiku
functions at least with a view to obtaining a flat language
which nuthing grounds (as is infallible in vur poetry) on
superimposcd layers of meaning, what we might call the
“lamination” of symbols. When we are told that it was the
noise of the frog which wakened Basho tu the truth of Zén,
we can understand (thought this is still too Western a way
of speaking) that Basho discovered in this noise, not of
course the motif of an “illumination,” of u symbolic hypet-
esthesia, but rather an ¢nd of language: there is a moment
when language ccascs (a moment obtained by dint of many
exercises ), and it 1s this echoless breach which institutes at
once the truth of Zen and the form —bricf and empr, of
the haiku. The denial of "development” is radical hcre, for it
is not a question of halting language on a heavy, full, pro-
found, mysticul silence, or even on an emptiness of the soul
which would be vpen to divine communication (Zen knows
no God); what is posited must develop neither in discourse
nor in the end of discourse: what is posited is matte, and all
that une can do with it is to scrutinize it; this is what is
recommended to the apprentice who is working on a £oan
(or anecdote proposed to him by his master) : not to solve i,
as if it had a meaning, nur even to perceive its absurdity
(which is still a meaning), but to ruminatc it "until the
tooth falls out.” All of Zen, of which the haiku is merely the
litcrary branch, thus appears as an cnormous praxis destined
to halt langnuge, to jam that kind of internal radiophony
continually sending in us, even in our sleep (perhaps this is
the reason the apprentices ate sometimes kept from falling
asleep), to cmpty out, to stupefy, to dry up the soul’s in-
coercible babble; and perhaps what Zen calls sazori, which



Westerners can translate vnly by certain vaguely Christian
words (#lumination, revelation, intuition) . iv no more than
a panic suspension of language, the blank which erases in us
the reign of the Codes, the breach of that ineernal recitution
which constitutes our person; and if this state of w-language
is a liberation, 1t is because, for the Buddhist expcriment, the
proliferation of secondary thoughts (the thaught of thoughr),
or what might be called the infniw supplement of super-
numerary signified. a circle of which language itself is the
depusitory and the model  appears as a jamming: it .~ on the
contrary the wbolition of sccondary thought which breuks
the vicious infinity of language. In all thesc experiments, ap-
parently, 1t 15 not a matter of crushing language beneath the
mystic silence of the ineffable, bur of measwiing it, of halung
that verbal top which sweeps 1to its gyration the obsessional
plasy of symbolic substitutions. In short, it is the symbol as
semantic vperacion which is attacked.

In the hailu, the limitation of language is the object of a
concern v hich is inconceivabll to us, for it is not a question
of being concise (1.0, shortening the sigmbier without dimin-
ishing the denzity of the signified) but on the contrary of
acting on the very root of meaning, 50 that this meaning will
not melt, run, internalize, become implicit, disconnect, diva-
wate into the infinity of wetaphors, into the zpheres of the
symbol. The brevity of the haiku is not formal: the haiku s
not a rich thought reduced to a brief form, but a brief event
which immediatcly finds its proper form. The wmeasureineit
of language is what the ' esternci is most unfit for: not that
his utterance is too long or too short, but all his rhctoric
ubliges him to make ~ignifier and signifed disproportionace,
cither by “diluting” the Jatter bencath the garrulous we o
of the former, or by "decpening” form toward the implicit
regons of content, The hail-u’s accuracy (hich is not at all
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an eract depiction of reality, but an adequation of signifier
and signified, a supptession of margins, smudges, and inter-
stices which usually ciceed or perforate the semantic relation),
this accuracy obviously has something musical abour ww (a
music of meanings and not nccessarily of sounds) @ the haibu
has the purity, the sphericality, and the very emptiness of a
note of music; perhaps that 1s why it is spoken twice, in echo;
tu speak this exquisite language only once would be to atcach
a meaning to surprise, to cffect, to the suddenness of perfec-
tion; to speak 1t many times would postulate that meaning 1s
to be discuvered i it, would simulate piofundity; between the
two, neither singular nor profound, the echo merely draws a
line under the nullity of meaning.



Lhe inesem

cestern are transforms the “imprassion”  1nto
descuption The haka 1+~ « de awes; 15 ure 1 counter-
descriptive, to the legree that cach state of the thing is
mmmediately . srubbornly, victorionslu canverted into a fragile
~ e~ of dpp Tdaratwe T4 Licr -ally Mun nable” moment in
vhich the thing, though being alieady only language will
hecome speech, will pass from one languaee tn another and
cou tuce we 2lf as the memory of this future, thereby anterior.
For dn the hathu, i is nor ly the event propa hich

pred .nin:re,:

(1 saw e first srue .
1t oo g ) forgot
Lo wash sy face)

but cren v hae seerus tu us to have a - cation a; painting,
45 a mINiature picture -the sort o numerous in Japanesc art

such g thiz haiku by  hik:

Wiih o ball 0u bo.id
Alitile boui crosses ihe river

"y
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becomes or is only a kind of absolute accent (as is given to
cach thing, tivial ot not, in " ":n), a faint plication by which
is creased, with a rapid touch, the page of life, the silk of
language. Description, a \ esiern genre, has its spritual
equivalent in contemplation, che methodical inventory of the
ateributive forms of the divinity or of the episodes of ¢van-
gelical marrative (1n Ignatius Loyola, the exetcise of con-
templation is essentially descriptive); the haiku, on the
contrary, articulated around a metaphysics without subject
and without god, corresponds to the Buddhist M#, to the en
satorz, which is not at all the illuminative descent of Gud, but
“awakening to the fact,” apprehension of the thing as cvent
and not as substance, attaining to that anterior shore of
language, contiguous v the (altogether retrospective, recon-
stituted ) szatteness of the adventurc (what happens to
language, rather than to the subject).

The number and the dispersion of haikus on the onc hand,
the brevity and closure of each one on the other, seem to
divide, to classify the world to infinity, to constitute a space
of pure fragments, a dust of events which nothing, by a kind
of escheat of signification, can or should coagulate, construct,
direct, terminate. This 1s becausc the haiku’s time is without
subject: reading has no other self than all the haikus of which
this self, by infinitc refraction, is never anything but the site
of reading: according to an image proposed by the Hua-yen
doctriae, one might say that the collective budy of all haikus
is a network of jewels in which each jewel reflects all the
others and so on, to infinity, without there ever being a center
to grasp, a primary core of irradiation (for us, the clearest
image of this ricochct effect without motor and without
check, of this play of reflections withour origin, would be thar
of the dictionary, in which a word can only be defined by
other words). In the West, the mirror is an cssentially
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narcizsistic object: man conceives a mirror only in order w
look at himself in it; but in the Orient, apparently, the mirror
15 empty; it 1s the symbol of the very emptiness of symbols
(“U'be wnind of the perfeci span,” sa. one Tao master, "is
lrke o mirror. It grasps aothing bat vepulses nothlag, It e
ceives but does noi retan”) © the mirror intercepts only othet
mirrors, and this infinice reflection is empriness iiself (which,
as we know is form) Hence the haiku reminds us of what
has never happened to us; in it we recogn:ze a repetition
without origin, an event without cause, a memor = without
pcrson, a language w ithout moorings

What I am saying herc about the hatko I might ulso say
about cvaything which Aoppens when one cravels in that
country [ am calling Japan. For there, in the street, in « bar,
in a shop, in a train, something always happens. This soame-
thing—which is etymologically an advenwre is of an 1n-
finitesimal order: it is an incongtuity of cluthing, an anach-
ronism of culture, a frecdom of behavior, an illogicality of
ftinerary, ete. Tu counc up these events would be a Sisyphean
enterprise, for they glisten only at the wmonient when one
recds them, in the lively writing of the streer, and the
We winer will be able to utter them spontaneoush only by
charging them = ich the varr meaning of his distanc:: he
would 1n face have to make haiku our of them, « lancuage
which iz denied ¢o. - “hatone can add is that these infinitesimal
adveintwie  (of which the accumulation, in the course of a
day, provokes a kind of crotic intor ication) never ha, 2 any-
thing picturesque about them (the Jupanese picturesqn. is
indiffcrent to us, for it 15 detached from what consciiuies che
very specialty of Japan, hich is its modernits ) or anything
novelistic (ncvor lending themsclves to the chatter which
v ould make themn inw narrat 5 or deseriptionn) © what they

ofter to be vead (I am, in that country, a readcr, noe a visitor)
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is the rectitude of the ling, the strokc, without wake, without
margin, without vibration; so many tiny demeanors (from
gatient to smile), which among us, as a result of the West-
crner’s inveterate narcissism, are only the signs of a swollen
assurance, become, among the Japanese, mere ways of pass-
ing, of tracing some unexpected thing in the street. for the
gesture's surcness and indepcndence never refer back to an
affirmation of the self (to a “self-sufficiency”) bur only to
a graphic mode of existiug; so that the spectacle of the
Japancee street (or more generally of the public place),
exciting as the product of an age-old aesthetic, from which all
vulgarity has been decanied, never depends on a theatricality
(a hysteria) of bodies, but, once more, on that writing w/la
prima, in which sketch and regret, calculation and correction
are equally impossible, because the line, the ttuuing, freed
from the advantageous image the scriptor would give of him-
self, does not express but simply cawuses to exist "W hen you
walk, says one Zen master, “be content to walk. When you
are sested, be content to bz seated. But, above all, don't
wiiggle!”: this is what, 1n their way, all secm to be telling
me—the youny bicyclist carrying a tray of bowls high on oue
arm, or the young saleswoman who bows with a gesturc so
Jeep, su ritualized that it loses all scrvility, before the cus-
tomers of a department store leaving to take an escalator;
or the Pachinko player inserting, propelling, and receiving
his marbles, with three gestures whose very coordination is a
design; or the dandy in the café who with a ritual gesture
(abrupt and male) pops uvpen the plastic envelope of his
hot napkin with which he will wipe his hands beforc drink-
ing his Coca-Cola: all these incidents are the very substance
of the haiku.
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- - haikuw's rask 1 to achieve o inpiion f ou
o ey fuun a perfoetly roaderly i ccarse (o contradic
tion denied to . teriart, which ¢ 0 west meaning onls
bv rendering it: divcourse ine .npe hacble, o dhat wovue
¢yes the haibu v veither ecc nrric nor famuuar: it re mbles
nothing ar all: 1o d.cly, o = w us suuple, close, Fnovn,
dclectable, delicate, "pr tic” -in a word, oftered o a ~vhole
tange of rear 11ng predicatez; in ionificant nonctheless, ir
resists us, finally luses the ad, <o e which 2 moment before
we had bestowed upon it, und «nt < intw that surpoasion of
meaning which to us i the strang ¢ thing of all, since it
makes impuo: “ble the most ordinary cuercise of our language,
which is commentary. - “hatar st a- of this:

:{)/‘i/;’ g bieece:

1.5¢ boainian chews bis grass siem.
or this.

Full smoon
And on the e v
Uhe shadow of u pine tice.

2}
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or of this:

In the fisherman's house
The smell of dried fish
And heat.

or again (but nor finally, for the examples are countless) of
this:

The winter wind blrws,
The cais’ eyes
Blink

Such traces (the word suics the haiku, a kind of faint gash
inscribed upon time) esrablish what we have been able to
call “the vision without commentary.” This vision (the word
is still 0o Western) is in fact entircly privative, what is
abolizhed is not meaning bui any notion of finaliry: the haiku
serves none of the purposes (though they themselves arc
quite gratuitous) conceded to literature: insignificant (by a
technique of meaning-arrest), how could 1t instruct, express,
divert? In the same way, whercas certain Zen schools con-
ceive of seated meditation as a practice intended for the ob-
taining of Buddhahood, others reject even this (apparently
essential ) finality: one must remain seated “jwsi tu remain
seuted.” Is not the haiku (like the countless graphic gestures
which mark modern and social Japanese lif¢) also written
Ujust to wris”?

What disappears in the haiku are the two basic functions
of our (age-old) classical writing: on the vnc hand, descrip-
tion (the boatman's grass stem, the pine tree’s shadow, the
smell of fish, the winter wind are not described, i.e., embel-

lished with significations, with moralities, committed as
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indiccs to the revelation of a truth or of a4 sentiment: meaning
15 denied w reality; fuitheun ¢ rea'n - no longer comunands
even the meaning of reality ), and vn the uther, definition;
not only is definition transferred to gesture, if only a graphic
gesture, but 1 also shuneed 1w -rd a bind of messential- -
eccentric . fHlorescence of the object. as one ” wn ancedote
puts it niccly, in which the master awards the prize for
definition (what is ¢ fens) not ¢ion ro the silent, purely
gostural illustration of function (io wave ihe fun), buc to
the invention of a chain of aberrunt actions (1o close the fan
and scratch one's wech with it, to reopen ii, put a cookic on i
and offer it 1o ihe wnaster). leher describing nor delinug,
the hatku (as | shall finally name any discontinuous f-ature,
any e..nt of Japancse life as it offers itsclf to my reading) .
the haiku dunishes o the poine of pure and sole desig-
nation. I#'s that, it's thus, says the haiku, 4’5 so. < - beteer still:
sol/ 1t <, with a touch so instantaneous and =0 brief (with-
out vibration our recurrence ) that even the copula would seem
¢ wessive a kind of remorse for a forbidden, permauently
alienatcd definition. Here meaning is only a flazh, a slash of
light: Whew the light of sense g5 out, but with a flash thai
bas revealed the invisible worl”, Shakespeare - .ote; Lut the
haiku'’s flash illumines, reveals nothing; it is the fash of a
photograph onc takes very carefully (in the Japancse man-
nei) but ha g neglected to load the camera with filu. Or
again: hail-u reprodu ~< the designating gesture of the child
pointing at whatcver it is (the hatku shows no partialiey for
the subject), merely saying: 7har! with a movement so in-
mediate (so steipped of any mediation: that of knowledge,
of nomination, or ex<n of possession) that what is designated
is the ery inamuy of any classificavon of the object: nothing
special, says the haiku, in accordance with the spiric of  .on:

the ¢vent is not namable according to any specics, its specialty
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short circuits: like a decorauve loop, the haiku cuils back an
itsclf, the wake of the sign which seems to have been traced
1s erased: nothing has been acquired, the word’s stone has

been cast for nothing: neither waves nor flow of meaning.



Stationer ) Store

It 1s at the stationcry <tore, site and catalogue of
things necessary to writing, that we are introduced into the
space of zigns; 1t 15 i the stationery swre that the hand
encounters the instrument and thic substance of the stroke,
the trace, the line, the graphism: 1t 13 in the stationcry store
that the commerce of the sign begins, even before 1w is
written Hence cach nation has its stationery store. That of
the United States 1s abundant, precisc, ingenious; it 15 an
emporium fot architects, for students, whose commerce must
foresee the wust relased pustuies: it says that the user ceperi-
enccs no need to invest himeelf in his writing, but that he
must have all the commodities necessary to record in comfort
the produces of memory, of teading, of teaching, of conunu-
aication; a good doruination of the utensile, but no halluci-
nation of the strele of the tool; thrust bacl- into pure
applications, “niing is never understood as the inteiplay of
a pulsion. The French stationery store, often localived in
“Fstablishments founded in 1é - their black marble e:-
cutcheons encrusted viueh gold leceers, o wnaius a papeterie of
Look keepers 7 seribe | of commerce, its o mplary product
iz the minute, the juridical and calligraphed duplicate, its
patrons are the eternal copyie , Bot ~rd and Pécuch =

The object of the Japan  stationery store is that ideo-



graphic writing which to our eyes seems to derive from
painting, whereas quite sunply it is painting’s inspiration
(important that art should have a scriptural and not an ¢ -
pressive origin ). To the degree that this Japanese stationery
store invents forms and qualities for the two primordial
substances of writing, i.c., the surface and the drawing instru-
ment, to the same degree, comparatively, it neglects those
byways of registration which form the fantasmal luxury of
American establishments: since in Japan the stroke excludes
erasure or repetition (since the character is drawn alla prima),
no invention of the eraser ot of its substitutes (the eraser,
emblematic vbject of the signified one wants to erase alto-
gether ot whose plenitude, at the very least, one would like
to lightcn, to reduce, but on the other side of the street, on
the Oriental side, why erasers, since the mirror 1s empty?).
Everything, 1n the instrumcntation, is directed toward the
paradox of an irreversible and fragile writing, which 1s
simultaneously, coniradictorily, incision and glissade; papers
of a thousand kinds, many of which hint, in their texture
powdered with pale straws, with crushed stems, at their
fibrous origin; notebooks whose pages are folded double, like
those of a book which has not been cut so that writing moves
across a luxury of surfaces and ncver runs, ignorant of the
metonymic impregnation of the right and wrong side of the
page (1t is traced above a void) @ palimpsest, the erased stroke
which thereby becomes a secret, is impossible. As for the
brash (passed across a faintly moistened inkstone), it has its
gestures, as if it were the finger; but whereas our old pens
knew only clogging or looscning and could only, moreover,
scratch the paper always in the same direction, the brush can
slide, twist, lift off, the stroke being made, so to speak, in the
volume of the air, it has the carnal, lubrified flexibility of the
hand. The fele-tipped pen, of Japanese origin, has taken up
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v here the brush leav.; off. thiz . ,lo is not an improvement
of the point, itself a product of the pen (of steel or uf
cartilage), s wunediate ancesiry iz chat of the ideogram.
This notivn of graphiem, to which every Japanc . stationery
store refors (in . ich department store, there is a public writer
who draws, on long, ted-bordered envel~mes, the  rtical
addresses of the gifts), it to be rediscovered, paradoxically
(at least as far . we are concerned), even n the tyy ~wrier;
ours is quick to transform ung into a racreantile product:
it pre-edits the teit at the voy moment onc writes 1t theirs,
by its countless characters, no longer aligned m a single
stitching row of letters but rolled ou drums, refers o the
wdeographic marquetry scattered across the sheet——in a word,
space, hence the machine ¢ tend:, at least potentially, a true
graphic art which would no louge: be the aestheiic labor of
the solitary letter bur the aboliton of the sign, flung aslant,
frechand, in all the dirertions of the page.
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Lhe Hritten Face

The theatrical face is not painted (made up), it
1s written. There occurs this unforesecn movement though
pamunyg and writing share the same original instrument, the
brush, it is still not paluang which lures writing into its
decorative style, into its fluunted, catessing touch, wuwo its
tepresentative space (as would no doubt have been the cas
with u  in the West the ¢ vilized future of a function 1s
always its aesthetic ennoblement); un the contraiy, i is the
act of writing which subjugates the pictural gesture, so that
ta pasizt 15 never anything but to inserile. This theatrical
facc (masked in Mo, dia vn in Kabuki, actificial in Bunraku)
consiste of two substances® the white of the paper, the black
of the nscription (reserved for the eyes).

The white of the face seems to have as its function, not to
denature the flush tints or to caricature them (as with our
clowr:, whose white flour and greascpaint are only an in-
citation to daub the face), but exclusively to erase all anterior
trace of the features, to ttansform the countcnance to the
blank e:tenc of a matte stuff which no natural substance
(flour, paste, plaster, or silk) metaphorically enlivens with a
tesiture, a softness, or a highlight. The face is only: zhe ibing
to write; but this future iz already written by the hand which
has whitened the eyclashes, the tip of the nose, the cheek-
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bones, and 7 en the page of flesh irs black limit of a wig
compact as stone The whiteness of the face, not lustrous but
heavy, as disturbingly deurn as  ugar, significs simultaneous|y
two contradictur. movements: immobility  (for which our
“moral” term 1. impassivity) and fragilit (which in che
same fashion bur with 1o wore success ¢ label: emotiviey )
Not on this surface bur engraved, incised wichin it, the strictly
clungaied slit of the eves and of the mourh. The eyes, barred,
unhooped by the straight, flat ¢yelid, suppuiied by no lover
circle (circles under the cyes: a properly  pressive value of
the Occidental face. fatigue, morbidity, eroricismy  the eyes
debouch dircetly onto the face, as if they were the black and
empty source of the «ritng, “the night of the i~ ™ or
again: the face is drawn like a sheet of cloth toward the black
{but not "sombcr”) pit of the eyes. Reduced w the ele-
mentary signifiers of writing (the blauk of the page and the
indentations ot its script), the face dismisses any signified,
ie., any expressivity: this writing writes nothing (or writes:
nothing j; not only does 1t not “lend” wself (a naively mer-
cantile wurd) to any emotion, to any meaning (not <ven that
of impassivity, of inexpressiveness), but it actually copies no
character whatever: the transvestite actor (since the women’s
roles are played by men) is not a by y made up as a woman,
by dint of a thousand nuances, realistic touches, costly simu-
lations, but a pure signifier whose wnderneath (the truih) is
neither clandestine (jealously masked) nor surreptitiously
signed (by a waggish wink at the virility of the support, as
in Western drag shows: opulent blondes whose trivial hand
or huge foor mfallibly give the lic to the hormonal bosom) :
simply absented; the acror, in his face, does not play the
woman, or copy her, but only signilies her; if, as Mallarme
says, writing consists of “gestures of the idea,” transvestism

here is the gesture of femininity, not its plagiarism, it follows
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This Western lecturer, as soon as
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Whereas the young actor Tetuto
Tanba, “citing” Anthony Perlins,
nas lost his Asiatic eyes. What
then iz our face, if not a “citation”



that 1t is not at all 1 unarkable, 1. nor at all marked (« thing
inconceivable ot 7, whe  wawnsvessm s already in
wsclf il conceived and ill supported, purcly trar- tes ive ),
1o ¢ au acwr of ifc (very famous and much honored)
plaving the part of a young  man, umorous and in love:
for youth- . more than femininiiy hew  -is not a natural
v ence whose wruth we madle pursue; the refincment of the
ende, 1t pe viason. adiff 5 ue o any cotonded copy of an
urganic type (tn provol  the ical, pliysial budy of a young
~ urun ), have as their offcct—er justifivation—eo absorb aud
ainaee 21l teuwn e teality in the subtle diffraction of the
signifier: signified but not iepresented,  ‘oman 1z an id_a
ua o nature; a.  1ch, she is restored to the cla ifying func-
tion and to the ruth of her pure difference: the  ‘e.wcrn
tian -estite wauts to be a {particular)  ruman, the wrinaal
actor seel's nothing more than to combine the < g of
Woman.

Howe ar, insofar a. these = gne are ¢ reme, not becanse
thev are rhetorical (one secs that they are vt su), but be-
cause they at - mreellecrual- -being, lile vriting, “the gostures
of the idea” -they purify the body of all cxipressivity: one
might say that by dint of being signs they catenuate meaning,
Which e plains that conjunction . f sign and impassivity (the
word iz unsuitable, as nuted, beocause 1t 1s moral, cxpressive )
which marks the / Ltatic theater. This iouches on a certain
way of taking deacth. To imagine, to tabricate a face, not
impassive or callous ( wunch i still a meantag ), but as though
emerged from voater, rinsed of meaning, is a way of a  er-
wy death Look at this photograpl from & ptember 13,
1912 (eneral 1 oy, vicior v e i - Russians at Fort Arthur,
has himeclf photographed v uth his wife, their emperor hav-
ing just died, they have decided to commit suicide the fol-
lowing day: hern  chey Arow: b lost in hus beard, hie kepi,
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They are going to die, they know it,




and this is not soen
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his decorations, has alinost no face at all; but she revcals hers
entire—-impassive? stupid? dignified? peasant-like? As in the
case of the transvestite actor, no adjective is possible, the
predicate 1s dismussed, not by the solemaity of imminent
death, but quite the contiary, by the exemption of Death’s
meaning, of Death as meaning. General Nogt's wife has de-
cided that Death was the meaning, that she and Death wcre
tu be Jdismissed at the samc time, and that therefore, were it
to be in her countenance itself, there was to be no “mention”
of it.
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illions 78 Bodies

A Fronchman (unless he is abroad) cannot
claseify French fac | doubtle = he perceives faces in com
mon, but the abstraction of thesc repeated faces (which iz the
class to which they belong) wscapes him. The body of his
cumpattio=, wvisible by its quondian situation, is a languagc
he can attach to no cude; the déjg vi of faces has for hun no
wntellecrual value: beauty, if he encounters it, is never for him
an cssence, the surnmit or the fulfillment of a rescarch, the
fruit of au int lligible maturation of the spocw -, buc only a
piece of luck, a protuberance from platitude, a departurc
from repetition. Conversely, th.. . imc Frenchman, if he sees
a Japancse in Paris, perctn ~ him in the puie abstraction of
his race (supposing that he does not sce him simply as an
Asiatic); between there very rare Japanese bodie  he cannot
introduce any differcnce;, rmuch wore having unified the
Japanese race 1n a slugle type, he ubusively relates this type
to his cultural image of the Japanese, as constructed from
not even filing, fur chese films have offered him only anach-
ronistic beings, peasants or zamural, who belong less to
“Japan” than to the object “Japaneic film,” but from a fe.,
pient phowgraph | a fe 7 newsreel flashe ; und thus arche-
typical Japanese 15 guite lanentable; a skinny creature,
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wearing glasses, of no specific age, in correct and lusterless
clothes, a minor employee of a gregarious country.

In Japan, everything changes: thc nothingness or the
excess of the exutic code, to which the Frenchman at home
is condemned when confronting the foreigner (whom he
calls the stranger though he does not manage to makce any-
thing very strange out of him), is absorbed into a new dia-
lectic of speech and language, of series and individual, of
body and race (we can speak of dialectic literally, since what
arnival in Japan reveals, in a single huge stroke, is the trans-
formation of quality by quantity, of the petty official into
exuberant diversity). The discovery is prodigious. streets,
shuj -, bai *, cinemas, trains open the huge dictionary of face.
and figurcs in which each _ody (each word) means only it-
sclf and yer refers to a class; hence one has both the pleasurc
of an cncounter (wich fragilin, with singularity) and the
Hlutussation of a type (the feline, the peasant, the apple, the
savage, the Lapp. the intellectual, the sleepyhead, the moon-
face, the smiler, the drcamer), suaice of an intellectual jubi-
lation, since the unmasterable is mastered. Immetsed in this
nation of a hundred million bodies (one will prefer this
quantifiication to that of “souls”), une ecscapes the double
placicude of absolute diversity, which s finally no more than
pure repetirion (as 1z the case of the Frenchman at odds with
his compatriots), and of the unique class, all difference muti-
lated (the case of the Japanese petty official as we imagine
we see him 1n Europe). Yet herc, as in other semantic groups,
the system 1s valid at its vanishing points: a type impuoses
itself and yet its individuals are never found side by side; in
cach pupulation which a public place reveals, analogous in
this to the sentence, you grasp singular but known signs, new
but potentially repcated budies; in such a scene, thcre are
never two slecpyheads or two smilers together at the same
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time, yet onc and the other unitc with a knowledge: the
stereutype is baffled buc the nuelligible 1s preserved. Ur again
- anothcr  wshung point of the code—-certan une pected
combination: are discove..a® the savage and the feruinine
cuincide, the smwuth and the disneveled, the dandy and the
student, te,, producing, in the s « », r departure | ramifi-
cations both distinct and i.c. hauscible. Once might say Japan
imposes the same dialectic on 1t; badies as on it objects. look
at the handkerchief ~helf iu a deparament store: countless, all
different, yct no intolcrance in the scries, no subversion of
order. Or again, the haiku: how many haiku in the history of
Japan: They all say the same thiug: season, vegetation, sea,
village, silhouette, yet cach it in its way an irreducible eveut
Or again, ideographic signs. logically unclassifiable, since
they escape an arbicrary bur limited, hence memorable,
phonetic order (the alphabet), yer classified i dictionaries,
where it is-—admirable presence of the body in writing and
in classification: -the number and order of the gestures neces-
sary to draw e ideogram which determine the typology of
the signs And the same for bodies: all Japanewe (and not:
Asiatics) form a general body (but not a toral one, as we
assume from our Qccidental distance ), and yet a vast tribe of
different bodi. © cach of which refers to a class, which van-
ishes, without disorder, in the direction of an interminable
order; in a word. open, to the last moment, like a logical
systerit, The result—or the stake  of this dialectic is the
following" the Japanese budy achie 2« the limit of its indi-
viduality (like the  en master when he mvents a preposterous
and upsctting answer to the disciple’s serious and banal ques-
tion), but this indi<iduality cannot be understood in the
Western scnse; it is pure of all hysteria, does not aim at
making the individual into an urigmal body, distinguished
from other bodics, inflamed by that promutional fever which

97



infects the West. Here individuality is not closure, theater,
outatripping, vactoty; it is sitaply difference, refracted, without
privilege, from body to body 'That is why beauty 1s not de-
fined here, in the Westcrn manner, by an inacceszible sin-
gularuy: 1t is resumed here and there, it runs from difference
o differcnce, arranged in the great syntagm of hodies
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/ /lf “ l/t/ /z{

1. o ral feamres which compc . an ideo-
priphic cuara v a2 Arawn o a certain order, arbit:ary but
ro qular, the line, " iuning with o full brush, .ds wich a
brief pomr, 1iaflected, turned av av at the last moment of its
anection. It - s same tracing of a pressurc © hich - ie-
discoves 0 the Japancse ¢« a0 if the anatomist-calligra b 1
ret his full brush on the inner corner of the ;¢ ind, turning
it slighely,  th a single Line, as 1t must be in painting ......
priina vpen  the fac~ = «h an 2lhipacal <bie v huch he clo -
to ard the teraple .ith a rapid tuin of his hand | the stioke
1s perfeet because ‘mple, immediate, insr nraneou. ind vet
ripe as th e cucle huch w4 LS dme to un w make
in a single soverngn g uwte T o o fn thus contane d be-
vwecn the pooar ', of i 1ds and the doubl: (1o rred)
cur e of 115 ¢ iuenua e o life the silhouetted 1r1'1print
of a I f, « broad comma painted side ays The o e is flar
(that iz it m~ ..): neither - orbitil nor shrunken, without
padding, v wnut pouch, and 5o O speak without skip, 1t in
the smooth slit in a conooth  auface The pupil inea | frag
ile, mol de, intelligenr (for this oye barred interrupted be
the upper edge of the sug, - 2ems to harbor therel ;| ~scrved
pensivity, 2 Jdese of intelligence kopo in reserve, not belind
the ga o but ..ove)—the pupil i not dramatized by the
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orbit, as in Western morphology, the eye is frec in its slit
(which it fills sovereignly and subtly), and it 1s quite mis-
takenly (by an obvious ethnocentrism) that we French call
it bridé (bridled, constrained ) ; nothing restrains the cye, for
since it is inscribed at the very level of the skin and not
sculptured in the bone structure, its space is that of the entire
face. The Western eye is subject to a whole mythology of the
soul, central and secret, whose fire, sheltered in the orbital
cavity, radiates toward a fleshy, sensuous, passional exterior;
but the Japanese face is without moral hierarchy; it is entirely
alive, even vivid (contrary to the legend of Oriental hiera-
tism ), because its morphology cannot be read “in depth,”
ie, according to the a » of an inwardness; its model is not
sculptural but scriptural: it is a flexible, fragile, close-woven
stuff (silk, of coursc), simply and as though immediately
calligraphed by two lines, “life” is not in the light of the
cyes, 1t 15 in the non-secret relation of a surface and its slits:
in that gap, that difference, that syncope which are, 1t is said,
the open form of pleasure. With so few wworphological ele
mcnts, the descent into sleep (which we can obscrve on so
many faces, 1n trains and evening subways) remains an easy
operation: without a fold of skin, the eye cannot “grow
heavy”, it merely traverses the measured degrces of a gradual
unity, progressively assumed by the face: eyes lowered, eyes
closed, eyes “asleep,” a closed line closes further in a loweriug
of the eyelids which 1s never ended.
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Lhe Writing of Violence

When onc a, . thut the | “ngakwuren riots are
organized, o ~ refers not only to a soup of tactical pre-
cautiuns (incipient notion already contradictory to the myth
of the riot) but to a writing of action. which e:purgates
violence from . - Occidental bew: spontanen . I vur myth-
ology, viclence is caugsht up in the same prejudice as literature
or art” we can attribute to it no other funceion than that of
expresstizg a content, an inwardne | 1 nature, of whuch it is
the pruuary, savage, e« “+2matic language, v . < ereainly con-
ceive, nu doubt, that . 1olence can bc shunted tc  ard delib-
erated goals, turhed 1nto an instrument of thought, but this
is never anyhiny but a queruon of domesticating an anterior,
sovereignly original toice. The violence of the _engukiren
does not precede its own regulation, but is born simultane-
ously with 1t: 1t is wnuediately a sign: cgprees’'ng nothing
(neither hatred nor indignation nor any moral 1dea ), it does
away with itself all the morc surely in a transitive gual (to
besie ¢ and capture a town hall, to open a barbed-wire
bartier); yet effectivencss is not its only mcasurement; a
purely ptagmatic action puts the symbols between paien
theses, but does not setcle tb 1 account one utilizes the
subject, while leaving 1t intact (the very situation of the
soldier). The engukiren riot, entirely functional as it is,
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remains a great scenario of signs (these are actions which
have a public), the features of this wriung, rather more
nun ous than a phlegmanc, Anglo-Saxon representation of
cttectiveness  would supposc, are indeed discontinuous,
arranged, regulated, not 1n otder to signify something but as
if to do away (to our eyess) with the myth of the improvised
riot, the plenitude of “spontaneous” symbols: theie is a para-
digm of colors—red-white-blue helmets—but these colors,
contrary to ours, refer to nothing historical; there is a syntax
of actions (overtw: «, wpioot, drag, pile), performed like a
PrCowe wntence, not like an iaspired ejaculation; there is a
signifying reprise of time out (leaving in order to rest behind
the lues, giving a forni to relaxation). All this combincs to
producc a mass writing, not a group writing (the gestures are
completed, the persons do not assist each other); finally, the
extreme risk of the sign, it is sometimes acknowledged that
the slogans chanted by the combatants should attet not the
Cause, the Subject of the action (what one is fighting for o1
against)~—this would be once again ro make language the
cxpression of a reason, the assurance of a good cause——but
only this action itself (1'he Zengakuren are going to ficht),
which is thereby no longer covered, directed, justified, made
innocent by language—that external divinity superior to the
combat, like a Marseillasse in her Phrygian bonnet—but
doubled by a pure vocal exercise which simply adds to the
volume of violence, a gesture, one muscle more
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1 e Cuabiner g o S

in any and ¢ oy sice of this country, there oceurs
a special argani ation of spar @ traveling (in the sue (10
traiins thivugh e suburbs, o or the mountaing), I poccive
the. conjunction of a distanc~ wd a divron, the j apnsition
of fizld: (in the rural and  Sudl scose) sunuliane usly dis-
wonunuou and open {patche . of tea plantatic, s, ot pues, of
mavve filo v e a coupn sivon of black roofs, a - rrinrlh of
alle . ays, a disymmetrical arrangancud of Jov houses ) no
cnclosuie (- wcept for .o, Jow ones) and vet [ am we
besieged by the hurion (and it whiff of drecams): no crav-
g to swell the lun 5, to puff up the chest to make . . of
ray ¢go, w consiiture my 1f as the astimilating center of the
inflaite” brougin w the ~ e, of an cmpty limit, 1 am
lmitle. . ithout the notion of zundeur, —chout a n . ra-
phvsical referance,

Irom the slupe of the mountains ro the neighlorhoud
intersection, here o ervthing is habuar, and T am al.a i in
the most lunrious room of this habitac: this lurwy  hich
1710 uere that of the kiosks, of cornide ., of funciful seruc-
turces, collectors’ cabiuet | of privace libraries) in created br
the fact that the place has no other lnit dian 15 carpet ot
living sensauons, of brilliant ior . (flower, + indows, foliage,

pictutes, books); 1o 1s no louger the great continuous wall
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which defines space, but the very abstraction of the fragments
of view (of the “views’) which frame me; the wall is
destroyed beneath the inscription; the garden is a mineral
tapestry of tiny volumes (stones, traces of the rake on the
sand ), the public place is a scries of instantaneous events
which accede to the notable in a flash so vivid, so tenuous that
the sign does away with itself before any particular signified
has had the time to “take.”” One might say that an age-old
technique permits the landscape or the spectacle to produce
itself, to occur in a pure significance, abrupt, empty, like a
fracturc. Empire of Signs? Yes, if it is understood that these
signs are empty and that the ritual is without a god. Look at
the cabinet of Signs (which was the Mallarmean habitat),
i.e,, in that country, any view. urban, domestic, rural, and the
better to see how it 15 made, take for example the Shikidai
gallery: tapestried with openings, framed with emptiness and
framing nothing, decorated no doubt, but so that the figura-
tion {(flowers, trees, birds, animals) is removed, sublimated,
displaced far from the foreground of the view, there is in it
place for furniture (a paradoxical word in French—menble
—-since 1t generally designates a property anything but
mobile, concerning which one does everything so that it will
endure. with us, furniture has an immobilizing vocation,
whereas in Japan the house, often deconstructed, is scarcely
more than a furnishing—mobile- -element); in the Shikidai
gallery, as in the ideal Japanese house, stripped of furniture
(or scantily furnished), there is no site which designates the
slightest propriety in the strict sense of the word- -ownership:
neither scat nor bed nor table out of which the body might

Close to smiling
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constitute itsclf as the subject (or master) of a space: the
center 1s rejected (painful frustration for Western man,
everywhere “furnished” with his armchair, his bed, proprietor
of a domestic location) Uncentered, space is also reversible
you can turn the Shikidai gallery upside down and nothing
would happen, except an inconsequential inversion of top
and bottom, of right and left: the content is irrctrievably
dismissed: whether we pass by, cross it, or sit down on the
floot (or the ceiling, if you reverse the image), there is noth-
ing to grasp.



