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GREENWOOD 

The work here presented is the text of Signeponge, portions of which 
were originally delivered as a lecture before the Colloquium on Francis 

Ponge, held at Cerisy-la-Salle in July of 1975, and subsequently deliv­
ered as the inaugural seminar on The Thing, the first of a series taking 

place over a period of three years at Yale University (Heidegger/Ponge, 

Heidegger/Blanchot, Heidegger/Freud). Since only two fragments of 
Signeponge have been published elsewhere, this edition marks its first 

appearance in printed form as a complete and integrated essay. 
Try as we have to make the English rendition as exact as possible, it is 

the case that Signeponge resists translation altogether. In part this is due 
to its intricate syntax, its infinite anagrams and labyrinthine hom­

onyms. As for the rest .. . let us simply remark that Derrida has com­

mitted a singular work whose proper name is Signeponge, of which the 

English equivalent, Signsponge, is an alias or nom de plume. 

Among its many claims to the singular, Signeponge proposes a genu­

inely new "science" of reading. In the event, it substitutes, for the old 

codes of literary analysis (formalist, philological, psychological, or 

whatever), a constellation of premises that will surely strike the Anglo­

American reader as very foreign indeed. Among these, the most diffi­
cult to keep in mind may be the concept of the mise en abyme, that old 

heraldic term designating the device whereby ~e l~1aRe of a shield is 
represented on the surface of a shield . In liter~r¥1parl~rlce, the misc en 

a.byme, or "placement in abyss/' is meant to designate the way in which 

the operations of reading and writing are represented in the text, and in 

advance, as it wer~n?f any other possible reading. In ways that the 
reader can never b'Y~ass, the role itself of the reader is perpetually 

spelled out beforehand; and ifthe reader ever hopes to come forth with 

a new reading, he or she must, as an essential preliminary, read off the 

reading lesson already at work in the work at hand. It is as if the work, 

in response to a question of the type "Is there a text in this class?" were 

to answer "of course! and the class where you find it is the text that you 

lind in the class ... " (We should add, parenthetically, that Derrida 
extends the concept of the misc en abyme far beyond its conventional 
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value as a mirror image; he always links it to the ! nonH-pn:scntational] 
structure of the trace or mark as originary rcpet it ion , the basis of any 
representation or image, the mirror image inrludnl.) 

Derrida draws on a variety of inspirations for hi~ m·w scicnce-"a 
science which itself engages in a rather singular rc:lationship with the 
very name of science"-and these are signa lkd wit hin the text of 
Singeponge itself Among them, certainly, is the work of hancis Ponge, 
arguably the strongest poet to come out of Frann: since Paul Valery. 
Another inspiration, certainly, is the later work of Martin Heidegger, 
meditating on the topics of "the thing," the "gift," the "work of art," 
and "the event." There is an immediate inspiration as well, no doubt, in 
the rhetorical studies of Gerard Genette, whose Mimlll<~f{iques is pre­
cisely contemporaneous with Signeponge. Finally, Signeponge turns, and 
turns again, upon a series of themes to be found throughout the corpus 
of Derrida's own writing: thus, where "Signature, Event, Context" 
anticipates the cosigning of the (fantastic) contract between poet and 
thing, Signeponge itself anticipates the entire question of the alea 

developed in La Carte Postale, Telepathie, and Mes Chances . . .. We 
might continue in this vein, were it not that the very notion of"source" 
is an object of the most unsettling scrutiny on every page of Derrida's 
work. 

There were some hard choices to make in translation, and at times 
there was no choice of any kind at all. We have elected, for example, to 
translatejouissance with the word "joyance" and its cognates: "joyance," 
which was first employed by Edmund Spense1; and which occurs as 
recently as Coleridge, carries, along with the principle meaning of 
"delight," the erotic value of jouissance. And so we joy in its resurrec­
tion! Likewise, we have elected to translate bande and bander, on occa­
sion, as "bound," a word which, as an intransitive verb, means "to 
spring upward"-the closest we could come to the French meanings of 
"erection" and "have an erection," while keeping also its other senses of 
" limit," "tying," and the like. Needless to say, furthermore , that there 
are various puns in Signeponge-more than one signspun, as it were­
having yet to yield a persuasive English equivalent, most notably pain/ 

pin, fautlfaux, s'endettelsans dette, la mie/!Jamie, le bord/l'abord, to say 
nothing of pas/pas, boislbois, abyme!abime and so on to infinity. This 

x 

irreducible and baffling stratum in itself made the t ask of translating 

Signeponge a necessary and inescapable enterprise . . 
I would like to close by thanking Alan Bass, Geoffrey Bennmgt~n, 

and Barbara Johnson for their generosity in reviewing the manuscript 
of Signsponge at various points in its gestation. Thanks as well . to 

William Germano, Andrew De Rocco, Michael Rosenbaum, Fredenck 
Sherman, and Robert Young for material help along the way. T_ha'.1ks, 
finally, to Jacques Derrida himself, who has faithfully followed this little 

wager with an attentive, if ashen, regard . . . . 
(I myself regard Signeponge as the most 1rr~pt'.ve essay on h:~rature to 

have come before the English-speaking pub he since Mallarme s La Mu­

sique et /es lettres [ 1894 J, and I wish it the best of luck in the years 

ahead. ) 

R . R. 

f anuary 4, 1984 
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F R.ANCIS PON GE-from here I ca ll him, for p.r~ct111p. .111d pr;1isc, 
for renown, I should say, or renaming. 

Much would depend on the tone I want understood . A tom· is deci­
sive; and who shall decide if it is, or is not, part of discoun1d 

But then he is already called, Francis Ponge. He wi ll 11111 h;1w waited 
for me to be called himself 

As for renown or renaming, that is his thing. 

I could have started just as I did : by playing around with the faa that 
the entire name of Francis Ponge (no deduction drawn from it yet by 
me) can, in accord with the overture made him a moment ago, very well 
form the whole of an interpellation, apostrophe, or greeting addressed 
to him. Not only in his presence but to his presence, the very same, here 
and now, that opens up my call with an indisputable refen:nce, one 
which my language will never have a chance to close on, and one which 
it will never have a risk to run with. The name can, however, with no 
deduction on my part and as one entire sound, also designate, and do 
so in its entirety. It can give him, for you, the name of Francis Ponge, 
himself, with a silent indication accompanying the call: here is Francis 
Ponge, it is him that I name as a third person while pointing my finger. 
Finally, as a third operation, I can name his name in this way. Not him, 
and not with a deictic manifestation, but his name, which can always do 
without him: its name, shall I say, is Francis Ponge. The name of 
Francis Ponge is Francis Ponge. "Francis Ponge" is the name of his 
name. One can always say this. 

This is all very equivocal, and I see him asking himself a number of 
things, as well as the thing itself To whom am I speaking in this way, 
and about what? 

Will I remove the equivocation by starting some other way? 
I start some other way. 
Francis Ponge will have been self-remarked. 

I just pronounced a sentence. It can be repeated, by me or by you if 
you cited it some day. Nothing will keep you from putting it into 
quotation marks, which it promptly hastens to furnish you. You can put 
it out to dry-it's still very fresh-with the kind of clothespins that arc 
used now and then by photographers to develop a print. Why clothes-
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FRANCIS PON GE - d'ici je l'appellc , pour le salut et la louange, 
je devrais dire la renommee. 

Cela dependrait beaucoup du ton que jc donne a entendre. Un ton 
decide ; et qui decidera s'il appartient au non au discours? 

Mais deja ii s'appelle, Francis Ponge. II ne m'aura pas attendu pour 
s'appeler lui-meme. 

Quant a la renommee, c'est sa chose. 
J'aurais pu commencer comme je viens de le faire : en jouant de ce 

que le nom entier de Francis Ponge (je n'en deduis encore rien), scion 
l'ouverture qu'a !'instant je lui fais, peut aussi bien former le tout d'une 
interpellation, apostrophe OU salut a lui adresse. Non seulement en sa 
presence mais a sa presence, celle-la meme qui ouvre ici, maintenant, 
ma vocation d'une reference indiscutable et sur laquelle man langage 
n'a aucune chance de se refermer desormais, aucun risque non plus a 
courir. Mais sans que j'en deduise rien, le nom peut en son entier 
designer. II peut le nommer, Francis Ponge, lui , pour vous, d'une indi­
cation silencieuse accompagnant l'appel : voici Francis Ponge, c'est lui 
que je nomme comme une troisieme personne en le montrant du doigt . 
Je peux enfin, troisieme opera~ion, nommer ainsi son nom. Non pas lui, 
et sans manifestation deictique, mais son nom qui peut toujours se 
passer de lui : son nom, dirai- je, c'est Francis Ponge. Le nom de Francis 
Ponge est Francis Pongc. «Francis Ponge» est le nom de son nom. On 
pcut toujours le dire. 

Tout cela est tres equivoque, et je le vois qui se demande bien des 
choses, et la chose meme. A qui et de quoi est-cc que je parle ainsi? 

Leverai-je l'equivoque a commencer autrement? 
Je commence autrement. 
Francis Ponge se sera rcmarque. 
C'est une phrase que je viens de prononcer. Elle peut etre repetet:, par 

moi ou par vous si un jour vous la citicz. Rien n'interdira de la prendrc 
cntre des guillemets qu'elle s'empresse de vous fournir aussit6t. Vous 
pouvez la mettre a secher, elle est encore route frakhe, avec telles 
cpingles a tinge, comme font parfois les photographes dans le deve­
loppement du cliche . Pourquoi des epingles a linge, demanderez-vous. 
Nous ne le savons pas encore, elles font aussi partie, comme ks guilk­
mets, du ncgatif a developper. 

3 



pins, you wi ll ask. We don't know as yet ; they also form, likl· quotation 
marks, a part of the negative that is being developed . 

In any case, I assume the risk of this attack, as I mu/it, in order to 
print a legendary look on my sentence. 

Francis Ponge will have been self-remarked. I have just calkd this 
sentence, I have just given a name to a sentence. To a sentence, not to a 
thing, and I have, among other things, called it an attack. 

Attack, in French, forms a very hard word, which nevertheless, and 
very promptly, falls into pieces. As for the thing thus attacked in the 
attack, however, falling into pieces is not in any way ruinous; on the 
contrary, it monumentalizes . 

In the rhetorical code: an attack, the first piece, designates , in 
French, the first piece of a text, of a theatrical scene or an act, the 
intrusive intervention of a preliminary speech act which no longer 
leaves you in peace, a place o r instant which makes the decision for you: 
you won't be left alone any more. 

I am betting today that this gripping force of an attack never occurs 
without a scratch; never, in other words, without some scene of signa­
ture. 

An attack is another piece, because I seem to be setting my hands on 
someone present here who bears this name, and bears it in a great many 
ways for my deduction, o ne of which, at least, comes down to letting 
oneself be borne by it. Do I seem to be hinting that, m thus remarking 
himself, he overdoes it a bit? It's as ifl said: he makes too much of it, he 
will not pass unnoticed. And elsewhere, such is the paradox, no less 
than here . In the history ofliterat ure , for example, and of French litera­
ture par excellence, although he may have marked it with too many 
original strokes simply to belong to it, as an example. 

I don't believe it at all, but if I were to believe that a proposition 
acquired its pertinence by miming its subject matter and letting the 
thing speak (and the thing here is Francis Ponge ), I would justify my 
attack in the name of mimesis. At the same time, I would deliberately set 
aside the too difficult questio n announced by this word; it escapes any 
frontal approach, and the thing I am going to talk about obliges me to 
reconsider mimesis through and through, as an open-ended question, 
but also as a minis_cuk vanishing point at the already sunlit abyssal 
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En taus cas je prcnds le risque de cette attaque, et je le da is pour 
imprimer a ma phrase une allure legendaire. 

Francis Ponge se sera remarquc. Je viens d'ap peler cette phrase, j'ai 
donne un nom a une phrase. Aune phrase, non pas a une chose, et je l'ai 
appelee, entre autres choses, une attaque. 

Attaque en fram;ais forme un mot tres dur qui neanmoins, tout aus­
sitot, tombe en pieces . Mais pour ce qui s'attaque ainsi dans l'attaque, 
tomber en pieces, cela ne mine rien, monumentalise au contraire. 

Code rherorique : attaque, premiere piece, no mme en fram;ais la pre­
miere piece d'un texte, d'une scene OU d'un acte de theatre, l'intruse 
intervention d'un premier acte de parole qui ne vous laisse plus en paix, 
ce lieu ou cet instant qui decident pour vous: on ne vous lachera plus. 

Mon pari aujourd'hui, c'est que cctte force saisissante de l' attaque ne 
va jamais sans la griffe, autrement <lit sans quelque scene de signature. 

Attaque, c'est une autre piece, parce que j'ai !'air de m'en prendre a 
quelqu'un qui porte, ici present, ce nom, et le porte de tant de fa<;ons 
que je deduirai, do nt l'une au ma ins revient a SC laisser po rter par lui . 
N'ai-je pas l'air de laisser entendre qu'a se remarquer ainsi, il le fait un 
peu trop? Comme si je disais : il en fait trap, ii ne sera pas passe in­
aper<;u. Et ailleurs, c'est le paradoxe, non moins qu'ici . Par exemple 
dans l'histoire de la litterature , par excellence la fran<;aise, encore qu'il 
l'ait marquee de trop de premiers coups pour lui appartenir simple­
ment, comme par exemple. 

Je n'en crois rien mais si je croyais qu'un propos devient pertinent a 
mimer son su jet et a laisser parler la chose (la chose ici , c'est Francis 
Ponge), je justifierais mon attaque au titre de la mimesis. Aussit6t je 
laisserais deliberement de cote la question trap difficile qui s'annonce 
~OUS ce mot; elle SC derobe a tout abord fro ntal et la chose dont je 
parlcrai oblige a la reconsiderer de part en part, comme une question 
sans limite mais aussi comme un point minuscule et perdu au fond de 
l'abimc ensoleille deja du mimosa. «Mimeux: se <lit des plantes qui, 
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depths of the mimosa. "Mimo-: said of plants which contract when 
touched. Mimic plants. Etym. : from mimus, because these plants, when 
contracting, seem to represent the grimaces of a mime." Mimosa. 

What is it, therefore, which I will have mimed, parodied, and barely 
displaced? Let us set out The notebook of the pine forest: "Pine forest, take 
off from death, from the non-remark, from non-consciousness! [ ... ] 
Rise up, pine forest, rise up in speech. No one knows you. - Furnish 
your formula.-It is not for nothing that you have been remarked by F. 
Ponge .... " Here the forename contracts to the initial letter, but this 
will not authorize us to omit it as a barely memorable piece of evidence. 

I am no longer merely miming the thing named Francis Ponge from 
the moment that, this time, I announce that "Francis Ponge will have 
been self-remarked." It is no longer something about pine forests called 
to surrection ~nd remarked by the poet who tells them about himself 
In my attack, the one who is remarked is also the remarker: reflective 
and resolute. Francis Ponge will have been self-remarked. Remarker is a 
word that I associate with the voyeur who never misses a thing (here, 
the voyeur of his name, the voyeur in his name, the voyeur from his 
name), and also with those big felt-tipped tubes that are hard to hold in 
one's fingers when writing: they call that a marker. 

The Francis Ponge thing itself will have been self-remarked. And if I 
add-this would be my bet-itself and nothing else, it is not for the 
deduction, subtraction, or reduction of the slightest thing in the world. 
It is, rather, slightly the opposi te . 

Between the pine forest and Francis Ponge (the remarked and the 
remarker), there is not, perhaps, as great a diffrrence as I have pre­
tended to put there. No doubt the signer is still called himself in those 
pine forests which he indefatigably describes as a "fabrication of dead 
wood" and which he wants to see erected "in speech." The thing itself 
already remarks itself, is perceived under the form of a monumental, 
colossal signature, his very colossos, the double of the dead man in erec­
tion, a rigid cadaver, still standing, stable: the table and the statue of the 
remarker. 

Thus I have simulated the debt, as he has , and also mimed mimesis. 

My attack therefore becomes-an endpiece-his attack when it at­
tacks itself By means of it he seizes himself, cuts into himself and signs 
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lorsqu'on Jes touche, se contractent. Les plantes mimeuses. Etym. : de 
mimus, parce qu'en se contractant ces plantes semblent representer les 
grimaces d'un mime. » Le mimosa. 

Qu'aurai-je done mime, parodie, dcplace a peine? Mettons Le Carnet 

du bois de pins: «Bois de pins, sortez de la mort, de la non-remarque, de 
la non -conscience! [ .. . ] Surgissez, bois de pins, surgissez dans la pa­
role. L'on ne vous connalt pas. - Donnez votre formule. - Ce n'est 
pas pour rien que vous avez ete remarques par F. Ponge ... ».Le prenom 
se contracte ici dans l'initiale majuscule mais cela ne nous autorisera pas 
a l'omettre comme un temoin peu memorable. 

Jene mime plus tout a fait la chose nommee Francis Ponge des !ors 
que, cette fois, j'enonce «Francis Ponge se sera remarque.» II ne s'agit 
plus des bois de pins appeles a la surrection et remarques par le poete 
lJUi leur parle de Jui. Dans mon attaque, le remarque, c'est aussi le 
remarqueur: reflechi et resolu. Francis Ponge se sera remarque . Remar­
queur est un mot que j'associe a la fois au voyeur qui n'en perd pas une 
( ici le voyeur de son nom, le voyeur en son nom, le voyeur depuis son 
nom) et aces gros tubes a bout feutre qu'on a du ma! a tenir entre !es 
doigts pour ecrire : on appelle ~ela un marqueur. 

La chose Francis Ponge se sera remarquee elle-meme. Et si j'ajoute, 
l"C serait mon pari, elle-meme et rien d'autre, ce n'est pas pour deduire, 
Noustraire ou diminuer le moins du monde . C'est meme un peu le 
l"Ontraire. 

Entre le bois de pins et Francis Ponge (le remarque et le remarqueur) 
ii n'y a peut-ctre pas toute la difference que j'ai feint d'y mettre. Sans 
doutc le signataire s'appelle-t-il encore lui-meme dans ces bois de pins 
qu ' il dccrit inlassablement comme une «fabrique de bois mort» et qu'il 
vrnt faire s'eriger «dans la parole» . La chose sc remarque deja elle­
mC:me, die s'apen;oit sous la forme d'une signature monumentale, co­
lossak, son colossos meme, double du mort en erection, cadavre rigide, 
rncore debout , stable : la table et la statue du remarqueur. 

Comme lui, j'ai done simule la dette et encore mime la mimesis. 

Mon attaque devient alors, derniere piece, son attaque quand elle 
1',ttl.UJlll' . Par elk ii SC saisit de lui-meme, ii s'entame et se signe a 
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himself to death : to death, releasing himself thereby to be free of his 
name, whose side he will have taken, having also taken his own side and 
taken account. 

At the beginning is not the attack, but at the end, something he has 
also understood ahead of me . See what he says and does with attack in 
the last lines of the Malherbe. 

I must certainly begin over again. 
Let it be with the statement just made ("Francis Ponge will have been 

self-remarked"). I now set it in parentheses and in quotation marks. The 
repetition redoubles the mark and is added to itself. The remark also 
provides, in the text of Ponge and elsewhere, a supplementary mark in 
abyss. Reflection folds the thing remarked in the direction of the one 
who does the remarking. Francis Ponge will have been self-remarked. 
But is it himself that he is remarking, or his name instead? Unless it is 
his name that has done it? Or again, as a more bizarre but more proba­
ble hypothesis-a chiasmus changing places on the way-has his name 
remarked Francis Ponge, the one who bears it? The statement ("Francis 
Ponge will have been self-remarked") also tends, in our language, to­
ward the impersonality of the "one" (he will have been remarked, one 
will have remarked him). This singular future perfect is at once fictive , 
prophetic, and eschatological, challenging you to know what original 
present or last judgment it belongs to, and there is, finally, the follow­
ing: beginning with a proper name ("Francis Ponge .... "),and letting 
you suppase a capital letter doubly initial, I no longer let you know 
with any peaceful certainty whether I designate the name or the thing. 

The ambiguity would have been removed if I had said, on the one 
hand, "The name of Francis Pongc will have been self-remarked," or, on 
the other hand, "the one who calls himself Francis Pongc will have been 
self-remarked." But by leaving Francis Pongc in an overture, all alone in 
the place of the sovereign subject, where nothing will have preceded the 
name, I am letting you hear it rather than read it, in order to find there 
the necessarily invisible quotation marks surrounding the proper name. 
From you I withdraw the power of deciding, but also perhaps from him 
who finds himself taking part in this assembly, barely in attendance 
with his name. You would not know how to operate frankly in a French 
L111~uage purified .of all equivocation. 
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mort: a mort, done sc dcsaisissant pour se libercr de son nom dont ii 
aura pris le parti, pris son parti aussi ct tenu compte. 

Au commencement n'est pas l'attaquc, mais a la fin, ii l'a aussi com­
pris avant moi. Voycz ce qu'il dit, ct ce qu'il fait, de l'attaquc aux 
dcrniercs ligncs du Malherhe. 

Il faut bien quc je recommence. 

Soit l'enonce de tout a l'hcurc («Francis Pongc sc scra remarquC» ). Je 
le mets maintenant cntrc parentheses ct cntre guillemcts. La repetition 
redouble la marque ct s'ajoutc a elle-meme. La remarquc donnc aussi, 
clans le tcxtc de Pongc ct ailleurs, une marque supplemcntaire en 
abymc. La reflexion plic le rcmarquc vcrs cclui qui rcmarquc. Francis 
Pongc se scra remarque. Mais s'cst-il rcmarque lui-mcmc ou bicn son 
nom? A moins quc son nom nc l'ait fait lui-memc? Ou encore, hypo­
thesc plus bizarre mais plus probable, chiasme qui change lcs lieux en 
cours de route, son nom a-t-il rcmarque Francis Pouge, son portcur? 
L'enonce («Francis Pouge sc i.cra rcmarque» ) derive aussi, dans notre 
languc, vers l'imp:rsonnalitc du «On» (ii aura ete rcmarquc: on !'aura 
rcmarquc). Cc singulier futur antericur est a la fois fictif, prophetique et 
cschatologique, ii VOUS met au defi de savoir a quel present d'originc OU 

de jugcment dernirr ii s'ordonne; cnfin il y a ceci: commern;ant par un 
nom proprc («Francis Ponge ... » ), donnant a entcndrc unc majuscule 
doublement initiak, jc nc vous laissc plus savoir d'unc certitude rcpo­
santc si cc que je dcsignc, c'cst le nom ou la chose . 

L'ambiguite eut ~tc levee si j'avais dit d'unc part: «Le nom de Francis 
Pongc sc scra rcm.1rqt1c»; ou d'autrc part: «cclui qui s'appelle Francis 
Pongc sc scra rcm.in1ue». Mais a laisscr Francis Pongc en ouvcrture, 
scul a la place du .,ujet souvcrain dont rien n'aura precede le nom, je 
vous le donne a enrcndrc et non a lire pour y cherchcr ks guillcmcts 
neccssairement inv111ibks autour du nom propre. Jc vous retire, mais a 
lui peut-etre aussi q11i SC trouve faire partiC de l'asscmblec, a pcine 
assistant a son no111, k pouvoir de trancher. Vous nc sauricz opercr 
franchemcnt dans lllU.' languc frarn;aisc purifiec de toutc equivoquc. 
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And if, at last, I say: Francis Ponge will be my thing today, what will 

have been the consequence? 
Necessarily multiple. 
1. After the words which I just pronounced, you still don't know 

what the names Francis and Ponge signify; whether, for example, they 

are the names of names, the names of things or the names of persons. 

You will not be able to decide whether the thing or the person I am 

speaking of is one, or what it is or who it is. Above all, I am pretending 

to mime The rage of expression so as to subject myself to the law of his 

text, either by reproducing it or transgressing it, which also returns to 

it, infringing it in the process of making a sign towards it: in effect I 

know, myself, as others here can also know, that I cite only myself I 

myself cite me in the first place, opposing my law to his, consigning, in 

today's event, an allusion to something else which had already taken 

place at Cerisy. Three years ago, debating with Nietzsche's styles, I had 

here pronounced: "Woman will be my subject." You will say that 

"Francis Ponge will be my thing today" is something else, that the 

sentence is very different. You can always say so and will be all the more 

justified in so doing because of the difference of a "today." 

But today is volatile too. Volatizing his today, I violate his signature, 

in other words his vokt "(Signed from inside)" : "But it is today-and 

take account of what is today in a text by Francis Ponge-it is today, 

therefore, that, for eternity, the valet will have grated, will have cried, 

weighed, turned on its hinges, before being slammed back impatiently 

against this white page. 
"It will have sufficed to think of it ; or better yet, to write it. 

"Stabat a valet." 
Take account of what is today in a text by Francis Ponge! And, there­

fore, in our own! 
How does a signature let itself be volatizcd? 

2. "Francis Ponge will be my thing" should give us an opportunity to 

test out the law of the thing. 
No longer simply the natura rerum, about which he speaks very well 

to us, hut the law .of the thing. Not the law which rules the order of 
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Et si je dis enfin : Francis Ponge aujourd'hui sera ma chose, quelle en 

aura etc la consequence? 
Necessairement multiple. 

1. Apres les mots que jc viens de prononcer, vous ne savez toujours 

pas ce quc significnt ks noms de Francis ct Pongc, si cc sont par c.'<emple 

des noms de noms, des noms de chose ou des noms de pcrsonne. 

Vous ne pouvez pas decider si la chose ou la pcrsonne dont je park en 

est une, ce qu'ellc est ou qui elle est. Surtout, jc feins de mimer La rage 

de /'expression pour me soumettre a la loi de son texte, que je la re­

produise O U la transgresse, Ce qui revient encore a elle, a la franchir en 

faisant signe vers die: en fait je sais, moi, et d'autrcs ici peuvent le 

savoir, que je ne cite que moi. Jc me cite d'abord moi-meme, opposant a 

sa loi la mienne, consignant dans l'cvenement d'aujourd'hui !'allusion a 

tel autre qui cut a Cerisy deja lieu. II ya trois ans, me debattant avec Jes 

styles de Nietzsche, j'avais ici prononce : «La femme sera mon sujet». 

«Francis Pongc aujourd'hui sera ma chose», direz-vous, c'est autre 

chose, la phrase est bien difffrente. Vous pouvez toujours le dire et 

serez d'autant plus justifies a le faire par la difference d'un «aujour­
d'hui». 

Mais aujourd'hui est encore un vol. Lui volant son aujourd'hui, je Jui 

vole sa signature, a savoir son valet «( Signe a l'interieur)» : «Mais voici 

qu'aujourd'hui - et rendez-vous compte de cc qu'est aujourd'hui dans 

un texte de Francis Ponge -voici done qu'aujourd'hui , pour l'eternite, 

aujourd'hui dans l'eternite le valet aura grince, aura crie, pese, tourne 

sur ses gonds, avant d'etre impatiemment rabattu contre cette page 
blanche . 

«II aura suffi d'y penser; ou, plus tot encore, de l'ecrire. 
«Stabat un valet.» 
Rendez-vous compte de cc qu'est aujourd'hui clans un texte de Fran­

cis Ponge ! Et clans le notre, done ! 

Comment une signature se laisse-t-elle voler? 

2 . «Francis Ponge sera ma chose», cela doit nous donner a eprouver 
la loi de la chose. 

Non plus simplement la natura rerum dont ii nous park bien, mais la 

loi de la chose. Non pas la loi qui rcglc l'ordre des choses, celle dont 
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things, the one which sciences and philosophies know, but the dictated 
law. I speak of a law dictated, as in the first person, by the thing, with an 
intractable rigor, as an implacable command . This command is also an 
insatiable demand; it enjoins the one who writes, and who writes under 
this order alone, in a situation of radical heteronomy in regard to the 
thing. 

Insatiable, yes, and insaturable, a point I insist on since it always also 
involves water, and thirst. He never has enough, neither of water nor of 
thirst. 

In the disproportion of this heteronomy, an erotics engages itself 
between two laws, a duel to the death whose bed and turf, object or 
objective ( objest) will always sketch out a signature in the pre of a text in 
abyss. 

This duel, which puts into play the life and honor of the name, calls 
for some intercessors and witnesses. We shall seek them out. 

Many a ponderosity has been put to use in the so-called question of 
anthropomorphism. Does Ponge return to the thing itself? ls Ponge a 
phenomenologist? Does he, on the contrary, project human meanings 
(psychological, subjective, etc.) onto things? And other more subtle 
variants, which nevertheless turn in the same rut . He himself has re­
sponded to all those questions, it suffices to go there, to see and to 

read-what he has said, for example, to an American academic, 
obstinately. 

What to my knowledge has been misunderstood, and what the whole 
rut of anthropomorphism was undoubtedly destined to avoid or deny 
(and he has often been in agreement with it), is, perhaps, the following: 
fo r him, the thing is not something you have to write, describe, know, 
express, etc., by foraging within it or within ourselves, according to the 
al ternating circuit of the rut. It is this too, certainly, and abundantly so, 
and hence there arises a just confusion. But not in the first place, and 
not simply. The thing is not just something conforming to laws that I 
discuss objectively (adequately) or, on the contrary, subjectively (an­
thropomorphically). Beforehand, the thing is the other, the entirely 
other which dictates or which writes the law, a law which is not simply 
natural (lex naturae rerum), but an infinitely, insatiably imperious in­
junrtion to which I ought to subject myself, even wh!:n this involves 
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connaissent ks sciences et ks philosophies, mais la Joi dictee . Je park 
d'une Joi dictee, comme en premiere personnc, par la chose, avec une 
rigueur intraitable, comme un commandcment implacable. Ce com­
mandement est aussi une demande insatiable, elk enjoint a celui qui 
ecrit, et qui n'ecrit que sous cet ordre, en situation d'heteronomie 
radicale au regard de la chose. 

Insatiable, oui, et non saturable, j'y insiste car ii y va toujours aussi de 
l'eau, et de la soif II n'en a jamais assez, et d'cau et de soif 

Dans la disproportion de cette heteronomie, une erotique s'engage 
entre deux Jois , un duel a mart dont le lit OU le terrain, )'objet OU l'enjeu 
(l'objeu) dessine toujours une signature clans le pre d'un texte en abyme. 

A ce duel qui met en jeu la vie et l'honneur du nom ii faut des 
intercesseurs, des temoins responsables . Nous !es chercherons. 

On a use bien des poncifs autour de la question <lite de l'an­
thropomorphisme. Pouge revien~-il a la chose meme? Ponge est-ii phe­
nomenologue? Projette-t-il au contraire des significations humaines 
(psychologiques, subjectives, etc. ) clans !es choses? et autres variantes 
plus subtiles mais autres tours du meme manege . II a lui-meme repondu 
a toutes ces questions, ii suffit d'aller y voir ct de lire, par exemple ce 
qu'il a dit a un universitaire americain, avec opiniatrete. 

Ce qui a ma connaissance a ete meconnu, et que tout le manege sur 
l'anthropomorphisme etait sans doute destine a cviter OU a denier, (et ii 
s'y est souvent prete) c'est peut-etre ceci: la chose pour lui, ce n'est pas 
quelque chose qu'il faut ecrire, decrire , connaitre, exprimer, etc., en 
fouillant en die ou en nous, selon !'alternative circulaire du manege. 
C'est aussi cela, bien sur, et abondamment, d 'ou le droit a la confusion. 
Mais ni d'abord ni seulement. La chose n'est pas quelque chose qui se 
conforme a des lois dont j'aurais a parler de fa<;on objective (adequate) 
ou au contraire subjective (anthropomorphique). D'abord la chose est 
l'autre, Je tout autre qui dicte OU qui ecrit la Joi, une Joi qui n'est pas 
simplement naturelle (lex naturae rerum) mais une injonction infini­
mcnt, insatiablcment imperieuse a laquelle je dais m'assujettir, quitte a 
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trying to acquit myself afterwards, at the end of a duel , having offered 
it, with my life and desire, something akin to my signature. We will 
come to this later on: this dictate, this inscription can require the mute­
ness of the thing. It gives orders while remaining silent. 

The duel and the gift carry on to the death. The thing remains an 
other whose law demands the impossible. It docs not demand this 
thing or that, something which could turn out to be impossible. No, it 
demands the impossible, and demands it because it is impossible, and 
because this very impossibility is the condition of the possibility of 
demand. 

There are, for example, Reasons for living happily: "These returns of 
joy, these refreshments [retain, for a moment, that freshness and its 
return in refreshment; he holds it very dear, the thing and the word, 
which we ought to follow by beginning to draw out his forename on 
that monumental pedestal, around which there is much for us to do, as 
if we were somewhat archeological tourists-J.D.] in remembrance of 
sensory objects, these are exactly what I call reasons for living. 

"IfI name them reasons, it is because they are returns of the mind to 
things. There is only the mind to refresh things. Let us also note that 
those reasons are just or valuable only when the mind returns to things 
in a manner acceptable to things: when things are not injured, and 
when they are described, so to speak, from their own, proper point of 
view. 

"But this is a goal, an impossible perfection. [ ... ] It is not things 
which speak among themselves, but men among themselves who speak 
about things, and we can never get away from man." 

Thus the thing would be the other, the other-thing which gives me an 
order or addresses an impossible, intransigent, insatiable demand to 
me, without an exchange and without a transaction, without a possible 
contract. Without a word, without speaking to me, it addresses itself to 
me, to me alone in my irreplaceable singularity, in my solitude as well. I 
owe to the thing an absolute respect which no general law would medi­
ate : the law of the thing is singularity and difference as well. An infinite 
debt ties me to it, a duty without funds or foundation. I shall never 
ac<.1uit myself of it . Thus the thing is not an object; it cannot become 
O lll'. 

tenter de m'acquitter ensuite, en fin de duel, apres Jui avoir offert, avec 
ma vie et mon desir, quelque chose comme ma signature. Plus tard nous 
y viendrons : ccttc dictee, cctte inscription peuvent requerir le mutisme 
de la chose . Elk ordonne en sc taisant. 

Le duel et le don vont a la mort. La chose reste un autre dont la Joi 
dcmande !' impossible. Elle ne demande pas ceci ou cela, quelque chose 
qui se trouverait etre impossible. Non, elle demande !'impossible, elk 
dcmandc cela meme qui est impossible, elk le demande parce qu'im­
possiblc et parce que cette impossibilite meme est la condition de pos­
sibilite de la demande. 

Voila par exemple ks Raisons de vivre heureux: «Ces retours de la joie, 
ces rafraichissements [ retenez un moment la fraicheur et son retour 
clans le rafraichissement, ii y tient beaucoup, a la chose et au mot, que 
nous devons suivre pour commencer a degager son prenom sur le sock 
monumental autour duquel nous nous affairons comme des touristes 
un peu archeologues - J.D .] a la memoire des objets de sensations, 
voila exactement ce que j'appelle raisons de vivre. 

«Si je les nomme raisons c'es! que ce sont des retours de !'esprit aux 
choses. II n'y a que !'esprit pour rafraichir Jes choses. Notons d'ailleurs 
que ces raisons sont justes ou valables seulement si !'esprit retourne aux 
choses d'une maniere acceptable par les choses: quand dies ne sont pas 
lesees, et pour ainsi dire qu'elles sont decrites de leur propre point de 
vue. 

«Mais ceci est un terme, ou une perfection impossible. [ . . . ] Ce ne 
sont pas les choses qui parlent entre elks mais ks hommcs cntre eux qui 
parlent des choses et !'on ne peut aucunement sortir de l'hommc.» 

La chose serait done l'autre, l'autre-chose qui me donne un ordre ou 
m'adrcsse une demande impossible, intransigeante, insatiable, sans 
cchangc et sans transaction, sans contrat possible. Sans un mot, sans me 
parler, elle s'adresse a moi, a moi seul clans mon irremplac;able sin­
~11larite, clans ma solitude aussi. A la chose je dois un respect absolu que 
ne mediatise aucune loi generale : la loi de la chose, c'est aussi la sin­
~11larite et la difference. A elle me lie une dette infinie, un devoir sans 
fond. Jc ne m'en acquitterai jamais. La chose n'est done pas un objet, 
dk ne peut le dcvcnir. 
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Is it, for all this, a subject? 
The thou must of the thing is not the order of a subject ei ther, at least 

insofar as it is not an impossible subject, in the first place because it 
does not speak. If the thou must were a discourse, the order would 
begin to be transformed in exchange, with a contract and a transaction. 
The subjectivity of the thing would open up a milieu of reappropria­
tion, a relation of the thing to itself which would interact with itself. 
The thing would exchange itself wi th itself. 

Now the thing is an insatiable thou must only to the extent that is 
remains beyond exchange and priceless. Hence the impossibility of re­
appropriation and the moments of depressed impotence, we have just 
seen one, but there is also the dance of an erection just before the 
moment at which it " jubilates" and "joys." Thus the thing can only be 
represented, in the process of exchange, by a person, or rather by a 
terrible mistress, all the more tyrannical in that she remains silent, in 
that I have to give her even the very order that she gives to me, the order 
being one that I can only hope to carry out through the power of an 
infinitely singular writing, of a signature, as I shall presently say. This 
thou must of the thing that never has enough, as represented by a person 
necessarily silent and anonymous, can be seen leaning over in these 
italics in a Preface to Proems: «Jt all happens (or so I often imagine) as if, 
from the time I began to write, I had been running, without the slightest 

success, 'after' the esteem of a certain person. 
«Where this person may be, and whether or not she deserves my pursuit, is 

of little importance.,, 
Ct then appears that the anonymous person always says to him no, 

this is not enough, the gift does not satisfy me . But, and any self­
respecting Ponge can be found here, this does not rule out the pos­
sibil ity of deciding, of engaging new outlays, or more precisely, of 
incurring fresh «cha1:!JeS. '' "Then and there, I made a decision . 'The one 

thing left, I thought (I could no longer back out) is to take on the shame of 

publishing this junk so as to gain, in so doing, the esteem that I cannot do 

without. rn 

«We shall see .. . But already, since I do not create very many illusions for 

myself, I have incurred some fresh cha1lJeS elsewhere.'' 
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Est-ce pour autant un sujet? 

Le tu dois de la chose n'est pas davantage l'ordre d'un sujet, a moins 
quc ce ne soit d'un sujet impossible, d'abord parce qu' il ne parle pas. Si 
le tu dois etait un discours, l'ordre commencerait a se transformer en 
~change , avec cont rat et transaction. La subjectivite de la chose 
ouvrirait un milieu de reappropriation, un rapport a soi de Ia chose qui 
a'cntretiendait avec elle-memc. La chose s'echangerait avec elle-meme. 

·or la chose n'est un tu dois insatiable que clans la mesure ou elle reste 
hors d'echange et sans prix. D'ou l'impossibilite de la reappropriation 
ct k s moments d'impuissance deprimee, on vient d'y assister, mais ii ya 
aussi la danse de !'erection, tout pres du moment ou \a «jubile» et 
• iouit». La chose ne peut ainsi qu'etre representee, clans l'echange, par 
um: personne, plutot · par une maitresse terrible, d'autant plus tyran-
11ique qu'elle reste muette, qu'il faut lui donner jusqu'a l'ordre qu'elle 
ll\C donne et dont je ne peux rever de m'acquitter que par la puissance 
d'une ecriture infiniment singuliere, je dirai tout a l'heure d'une signa­
ture. Le tu dois de la chose qui n'en a jamais assez, reprisente par une 
pcrsonne necessairement silencieuse et anonyme , le voici penche clans 
lrs italiques d'une Preface aux Proemes: «Tout se passe (du moins l'imagi­

nl-j e souvent) comme si, depuis que j'ai commence a icrire, je courais, sans le 
maindre succes, «apres» l'estime d'une certaine personne. 

«Ou se situe cette personne, et si elle mirite ou non ma poursuite, peu 
importe.» 

11 apparait ensuite que la personne anonyme lui di t toujours non, ce 
n'cst pas assez, le don ne me contente pas. Mais, tout Ponge qui se 
rri1pccte est la, cela n'empeche pas la decision, et d'engager de nouvelles 
1lc.'pcnscs, plus precisement des <ifrais» nouveaux. «Des lors, je me dicidai. 

.JI ne me reste plus, pensai-je (}e ne pouvais plus reculer), qu'a publier ce 

fl1tra.f a ma honte, pour miriter par cette di marche me me, l'estime dont je ne 
ptux me passer>». 

«Nflus allons voir . .. Mais dija, comme je ne me fais pas trop d'illusions, 

JI rni.1 reparti d'ailleurs sur de nouveaux frais.» 
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You have the premonition that if a today were not always an idiom, 
"Francis Ponge will be my thing," I would hardly be lying ifl said that 
this repeats the event "woman will be my subject." 

But how, you will say, with the impatience of common sense, can a 
thing dictate an order? Command? demand? mandate? 

Francis Ponge gives the answer. Quite simply (if you listen well) 
through the fact that he knows and hears himself in writing-the thing. 

3. What I am risking here ought to be an event. 
I am thus doubly submitted to his law. In the first place, and with due 

regard for the law of consensus that brings us together here, I will have 
said something only if what I put forward holds for him alone and so 
has some pertinence, which is another way of saying that it ought to 
have to do, and even to come into contact, properly, with something 
like Francis Ponge. I do not yet know what it is or who it is, but if what 
I say does not touch on its or his name, on what bears this name or 
mark, on his body or the body of his work, I will not have said or done 
anything at all, always a possibility for me. Therefore, I ought to sub­
mit to the law of his name in some way and whatever I may say. And 
therefore, even if I subtract from the following words whatever may be 
repellent and inadmissible today, I must also submit to that which he 
will have taught us- his name, under his name, about his name. To the 
work that is done in his name. To that which works in the name-as we 
say in the body- of Francis Ponge. By invoking Ponge's teaching, just 
as I might have spoken, a moment ago, about Ponge's ethics, I know 
that I am going to shock- and Ponge just as much, more or less, 
perhaps, as anyone else (more or less because he dares to speak of his 
ethics and yet against any morality, of his lesson and yet against all 
teaching, we will come to that point) ; but it is always as a means of 
attack, and less to transform him into a man of law, a master or pro­
fessor, than to advance a little towards that scene where- denying it 
changes nothing, on the contrary-the ethical or didactic order always 
constructs this link between the thing and the signature. It would be 
useless to say that we shall not consider Ponge as a master, or ask him 
for laws or lessons, let alone transmit them to others while citing him as 
our authority, for this would be pure denial. So long as his name is the 
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Vous pressentez que si un aujourd'hui n'etait pas toujours un idiome, 
«Francis Ponge sera ma chose», je mentirais a peine en disant quc cela 
rcpete l'evenement «la femme sera moo sujet». 

Mais comment, direz-vous de boo sens impatient, une chose peut­
dlc dieter un ordre? Commander? demander? mander? 

Francis Pongc donne la reponse. Tout simplement (si vous ecoutcz 
bicn) par le fair qu'il s'entende a ecrire - la chose. 

3. Ce que je risque ici doit etre un evenement. 
Je me soumets ainsi doublemcnt a sa loi. D'abord je n'aurai dit quel­

quc chose, compte tenu du consensus qui fait ici Joi pour nous 
rassembler, que si ce que je propose vaut pour lui seul et detient ainsi 
'111dque pertinence, autre fac;on de dire que cela doit se rapporter 
1usqu'au contact, proprement, a quelque chose comme Francis Pongc. 
k nc sais pas encore ce que c'cst ou qui c'est mais si ce que je dis ne 
I l 1uche pas a SOO nom, a Ce qui porte SOO nom OU Sa marque, a SOO corps 
1111 a son corpus, je n'aurai rien dit ni rien fait, ce qui peut toujours 
m'arriver. Je dois done me soumettre a la Joi de son nom de quelque 
faljon et quoi que je dise. Et done, meme si j'ote a ces mots ce qu'ils 
lll'llvent avoir de repoussant et aujourd'hui d'inadmissible, je dois me 
Moumcttre ace qu'il nous aura appris - son nom, sous son nom, de son 
nrnn. Au travail qui se fait en son nom. A ce qui travailk au nom -
111111 111c on dit au corps - de Francis Ponge. En invoquant un enseigne-
1111·11t de Ponge, comme j'aurais pu parter tout a l'heure d'une ethique de 
l'nngc, je sais que je vais choquer, et Ponge peut-etre plus ou moins 
1p1'1111 autre (plus ou moins parce qu'il ose parler de son ethique et 
pourtant contre toute morale, de sa lec;on et pourtant contre tout en­
~rigncmcnt, nous y viendrons) mais c'est toujours au titre de l'attaque 
r1 moim. pour le transformer en homme de Joi, maitre ou professeur, 
q1H· pour avanccr un peu vers cette scene oil, qu'on s'en dffende n'y 
d1.111~r ricn, au contraire , l'ordre ethique ou didactique construit tou­
jnurs l"C rapport de la chose a Ja signature. J'aurais beau dire: nous 
11 '. il lons pas considerer Ponge comme un maitre, Jui demander des lois 
I HI 1k~ lc~·ons, VO ire en donner a tant d'autres en OOUS reciamant de Jui, 
'r snait pure dcncgation. Des !ors que son nom est ici ma rcgle, et 
not rr rcgk a tous, ct die le demcurcrait meme si le nom seul etait la et 
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rule here, fo r me and for all of us- and it would remain the same if the 

name alone were there, and not the thing that bears it-we are under its 
law. Friendship or admiration change nothing. What I am risking here 

ought to be an event. It is on the condition of not seeking to dominate 

his work, or not seeking to en unciate the whole of it, its general law or 

matrix, not even in a virtual sense, and on the condition of trying to say 

something very limited, modest, effaced, and singular befo re the Ponge 

thing, and letting it breathe without me, I say again without me, merely 

prompting you to go and see for yourselves, that, renouncing any mas­

tery or appropriation, I will have a chance and run the risk of an event. 
Announcing a discourse on his signature, or rather a eulogy, I therefore 

warn you that I will treat only a piece, a small piece of his corpus; I will 
pose, or draw out, a very light, aerolithic, and spongy stone from the 

monument, perhaps a pumice stone, simply in order to ask how a name 

properly signed can become one piece among others, a stone of so little 
weight within a colossal corpus. 

With the which, however, it mingles without remainder, there com­

prising itself, and himself, through and through. 
Well then, he will have taught us all the ways to do that, all the 

operations by which one can make of one's signature a text, of one's text 
a thing, and, of the thing, one's signature. 

The fact is-since I am onto the event, a few words more- that each 

of his texts is an event: singular, unique, idiomatic, if indeed an event 

ever happens to itself. Whence the difficulty of giving examples and 

citations. I expose a problem here: how to cite a text, an example in a 

demonstration, if every text is unique, the example of nothing other 

ever, a signature not to be imitated by the general signer and bearer 

himself. There is nonetheless a law and a typology of the idiom, whence 

our problem. The drama that activates and constructs every signature is 

this insistant, unwearying, potentially infinite repetition of something 

that remains, every time, irreplaceable. It- himself, Ponge-is involved 

in events because he witnesses his name and his writing, he is always 

there, behind, explaining to you what he is doing as he does it, but 
without explaining it or showing it to you, at the very same moment , in 

such a way that his simulacrum of an explanation is only valid if another 

text is cast forth for explanation, with no chance of allowing you mas-
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non la chose qui le porte, no us sommes sous sa loi. L'amitie ou !'admi­

ration n'y changent rien . Ce a quoi je me risque ici devrait etre un 

cvenement. C'cst a la condition de nc pas chercher a dominer son 

<ruvre, a en enoncer, fUt-ce virtuellement, le tout, la Joi generale, la 
matrice, a la condition de dire quelque chose de tres limi te, modeste, 

efface, singulier devant la chose Ponge, la laissant respirer sans moi, je 

dis bicn sans moi, vous incitant seulement a aller y voir vous-memc, 

llUC, rcnorn;:ant a toute maitrise ou appropriation, j'aurai la chance ct 
courrai le risque d'un evenement. Annorn;:ant un discours sur sa signa­

ture, son eloge plutot, je previens done que je ne traiterai que d'une 

piece, une petite piece de son corpus ; je poserai ou degagerai du monu­

ment une petite pierre, tres legere, aerolithique, spongieuse, une pierrc 

ponce peut-etre, simplement pour demander comment un nom propre­

mcm signe pcut devenir une piece parmi d'autres, une pierre de si peu 

de poids dans un corpus colossal. 

Avec lequel pourtant elle se confond sans reste, s'y comprcnant, et lui, 

1k part en part. 

Eh bien, il nous aura appris toutes !es manieres de fai re \a, toutes Jes 

operations par lesquelles on peut faire de sa signat ure un texte, de son 

H'Xtc une chose et de la chose sa signature. 

C'cst, puisq ue j'en suis a l'cvenement, encore deux mots, que chacun 

i1 scs textes est un evenement: singulier, unique, idiomatique, si du 

moins un evenement s'arrive jamais a son bord. D'ou la difficulte de 

dunner des exemples et des citations. }'expose ici unc souffrance: com­

ment ci ter un texte, exemplc dans une demonstration, si chaq ue texte est 

1m1que, exemple d'aucun autrc jamais, signature inimitable par le si­

l(ll.ll airc general et porteur du nom lui-meme. II ya pourtant une Joi et 

uni: typologie de l'idiome , ct de la notre souffrancc. Le drame qui agit 

ff constrnit toute signature, c'est cette repetition insistante, inlassable, 

tt"ndand clkment infinie de ce qui reste, chaque fois , irrempla\able. JI 
- lui , Pongc - ii s'agit d 'cvenements parce qu'il assiste a son nom et a 
•on ccrirurc , ii est toujou rs la, derriere, vous expliquant ce qu'il fait en 

I faisant, mais sans vous l'cxpliquer ou vous le montrant, au moment 
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tery, but never hiding any of his work from you: his body in the process 
of writing, his relation to the materi al of the language, to the dictionary 
that he manipulates, to the editorial machine, to the underside of the 
apparatus of production, hiding nothing of his ideology, his politics, 
his economy, of the place or time of the circumstance, etc.; and he is 
always in the process of signing, hence of dating-a fact which, allow­
ances made for the strange structure of a signature, and also of its 
topology, of its taking place within and without the text at the border 
(his name itself will have signified, as we shall see, the border), is not 
inconsistent with that death or omission of the author of which, as is 
certainly the case, too much of a case has been made. In this respect, 
from the edge on which it takes place, his signature will have foiled 
those excessively loose or crude machines which are as much those of 
biographical or psychological criticism (or literature), whatever their 
refinements or modernization may be, as those of formalist or struc­
turalist criticism (or literature), which encloses itself too quickly within 
what it takes to be the inside of the text, leaving the signature on the 
outside and sheltered from its being put on stage, into play, or into the 
abyss. From this border his signature will likewise have gone beyond 
the two movements that have dominated the reading of his work for 
almost thirty years, I correctly say dominate, since they do not simply 
close it off or impoverish it, but constantly reappropriate it. These two 
movements are opposed, but symmetrical: there was the return to 
things themselves, toward the outside, and t hen, towards the inside , the 
retµrn to language, to the question of language. Ponge the "phenom­
enologist," then Ponge the theoretician and practitioner of language as 
an element of literature. He has never said no, and this is not false, but 
there is the other-thing, which attracts interest in no longer being 
contented thus. Nor contained within either of these two types of 
discourse. 

Not to detain you too long, I leave it for each to clear up as best he 
can this singular complication of the event, multiplied by the presence, 
as they say, here and now, among those who are still listening to me and 
regarding me, of the signer in person . Absolutely in personal. 

His signature also regards me. ls this possible? 
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meme, de telle sorte que son simulacre d'explication ne vai lle qu'a re­
lancer un autre texte a expliquer sans aucune chance de vous laisser la 
maitrise, mais ne vous cachant rien de son travail : son corps en train 
d'ecrire, son rapport au materiau de la langue, au dictionnaire qu'il 
manipule, a la machine cditoriale, au dessous de l'appareil de produc­
tion, de son idcologie, de sa politique, de son economie, au lieu et au 
moment de la circonstance, etc.; et il est toujours en train de signer, 
done de dater, ce qui, compte tenu de la structure Ctrange d'une signa­
rurc, de sa topique aussi, de son avoir lieu dans et hors texte, a la 
hordure (son nom meme aura signific, tout a l'heure, la bordure), n'est 
pas contradictoire avec cette mort ou omission de !'auteur dont on fait, 
\:'est le cas de dire, trop grand cas. A cet egard, depuis le bord OU elk a 
lieu, sa signature aura dcjouc ces machines trop laches ou grossieres que 
11ont aussi bien la critique (ou la litterature) biographique ou psycholo­
~rste, quels qu'en soient les raffinemcnts ou la modernisation, que la 
l rnique ( ou la litterature) formaliste ou structuraliste qui t rop vite 
~·rnterme clans ce qu'elle croit etre le dedans du texte, laissant la signa­
hllT dehors, a l'abri de sa mise en scene, en jeu OU en abyme. Elle aura 
.111ssi bien, depuis ce bord, exccdc ks deux mouvements qui dominent 
u lecture depuis pres de trente ans, je dis bien la dominent, ne la 
krn1cnt pas simplement ni ne J'appauvrissent mais la reapproprient 
11111 jours. Ces deux mouvements sont opposes, mais symetriques : ce 
l\rt, vcrs le de hors, le retour aux choses memes, puis, vers le dedans, le 
trtour au langagc , a la question du langage. Ponge «phenomenologue», 
l'l.llN Ponge theoricien et praticien du langage comme ckment de la 
llnfrature . II n'a jamais dit non, et ce n'est pas faux, mais il y a l'autre 
1hrn11:, qui intfresse a ne plus se contenter ainsi. Ni contenir clans aucun 
tit lt's dcux types de discours. 

l'our nc pas vous retenir trop longtemps, je laisse chacun se dc­
ht1111ilkr comme ii le peut avec cette singu liere complication de l'evene­
mrnl, m11 ltiplicc de la presence, comme on dit, ici maintenant, parmi 
l Uk qui m'ccoutcnt et me regardent encore, du signataire en personne. 
Ah•11 l11mcnt pcrsonne. 

.Sa 11ignaturc aussi me regarde. Est-ce possibler 
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I cannot let it wait any longer. In order for the event to take place, I 
should have to sign, the I would have to sign, and, for that, I should 
have to do as another, as he. In other words, I should have to give to my 
text a form that was absolutely proper, singular, idiomatic, hence dated, 
framed, bordered, truncated, cut, interrupted. Among the Reasons for 
living happily, it having been posed that things should not be "harmed," 
there is the following : "to give the impression of a new idiom," and for 
this, "there would have to be not just one rhetoric per author, but one 
rhetoric per poem." And the Oral Essay: " ... ifI envisage a rhetoric, it 
is a rhetoric per object, not just a rhetoric per poet ... " 

My object, my thing, that which is going to prescribe a rhetoric 
proper to this event, if it takes place, would be Francis Ponge. If I had 
asked, as at the outset of a conference or a course, what are we going to 
talk about? what is the subject today? the answer would have come very 
quickly: about Francis Ponge, or about the texts of Francis Ponge. But 
will the question have been about whom or about what? 

We always pretend to know what a corpus is all about. When we put 
the texts of Francis Ponge on our program, we are assured, even if we 
dismiss the author's biography, of knowing at least what the link is, be it 
natural or contractual, between a given text, a given so-called author, 
and his name designated as proper. The academic conventions of liter­
ary biography presuppose at least one certainty- the one concerning 
the signature, the link between the text and the proper name of the 
person who retains the copyright. Literary biography begins after the 
contract, if one may put it like this, after the event of signature. All the 
philological fus,s about apocryphal works is never bothered by the 
slightest doubt, on the contrary, it is set in movement by an absence of 
doubt as to the status (further on we shall have to say the statue) of a 
paraph. They certainly ask whether or not it has taken place, this par­
aph, but as to the very strange structure of this place and this taking­
place, the critic and the philologist (and various others), do not as such 
ask themselves a single question. They may wonder whether a certain 
piece of writing is indeed assignable to a certain author, but as regards 
the event of the signature, the abyssal machinery ()f this operation, the 
commerce between the said author and his proper name, in other 
words, whether he signs when he signs, whether his proper name is 
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Je ne peux plus la laisser attendre. Pour que l'evenement ait lieu, ii 
faudrait que je signe, que le je signe et pour cela que je fasse comme un 
.1utre, comme lui . C'est-a-dire que je donne a mon texte une forme ab­
~olument propre, singuliere, idiomatique, done datee, cadree, bordee, 
tronquee, coupee, interrompue. Parmi ks Raisons de vivre heureux, 
l1uand ii a ete pose que ks choses ne devaient pas etre «lesees», voici: 
«donner !'impression d'un nouvel idiome» et pour cela «ii faudrait non 
point meme une rhetorique par auteur mais une rhetorique par poe­
mc» . Et la TentatiJJe orate: « . . . si j'envisage une rhetorique, c'est une 
rhctorique par objet, pas seulement une rhetorique par poete ... » 

Mon objet, ma chose, ce qui va prescrire une rherorique propre a cet 
cvenement, s'il a lieu, ce serait Francis Ponge. Si j'avais demande, comme 
1111 debut d'une conference ou d'un cours, de quoi allons-nous parler, 
1p1d est aujourd'hui le sujet, la reponse serait vite venue: de Francis 
1'1 >nge OU des tex:tes de Francis Ponge. Mais la question aura-t-elle ere 
1k qui ou de quoi? 

Nous feignons toujours de savoir ce qu'il en est d'un corpus. Quand 
Ill >llS mettons a notre programme ks textes de Francis Ponge, nous 
~11111mes assures, meme si nous congedions la biographic de !'auteur, de 
~o1vo ir au mains quel est le rapport, naturel ou contractuel, entre tel 
ll'Ktl' , tel soi-disant auteur et son nom dit propre. Les usages acade­
lllillllcs de la biographie litteraire presupposent au mains une certi-
1111k : quanta la signature, au rapport entre le texte et le nom propre de 
qui dctient les droits d'auteur. Elle commence apres le contrat, si !'on 
pr111 dire , apres l'evenement de signature. L'affairement philologique 
111111111r des apocryphes n'est jamais trouble par le moindre doute, ii est 
1111 11111traire mis en mouvement par I' absence de doute sur le statut (ii 
li111dra dire plus loin la statue) d'un parafe. On s'y demande bien s'il a eu 
lh 11 1 iu non, ce parafe, mais sur la structure tres etrange de ce lieu et de 
\'~t .woir-licu, le critique ou le philologue (et quelques autres), en tant 
1111r ids , nc se poscnt aucune question. On se demande si cet ecrit est 
litnt .tssi~nablc a tel auteur mais quant a l'evenement de signature, a la 
111111 hincric abyssale de cctte operation, au commerce du dit auteur avec 
~1111 1111111 prnpre, a savoir s'il signe quand ii signe, si son nom propre est 
11 o11111e11t son 110111 ct vra imcnt propre, avant ou apres la signature, 
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truly his name and truly proper, before or after the signature, and how 
all this is affected by the logic of the unconscious, the structure of the 
language, the paradoxes of name and reference, of nomination and 
description, the links between common and proper names, names of 
things and personal names, the proper and t:he non-proper, no question 
is ever posed by any of the regional disciplines which are, as such, 
concerned with texts known as literary. 

The Francis-Ponge-text (at the moment I can only designate it by 
means of a double hyphen) not only furnishes an example, but also 
opens up a science of these questions. Which it puts into practice and 
into the abyss. For me, Francis Ponge is someone first of all who has 
known that, in order to know what goes on in the name and the thing, 
one has to get busy with one's own, let oneself be occupied by it (he has 
said elsewhere, I no longer know exactly where, and the connection is 
not an accident, that he was never occupied with anything except 
death). Occupied with his name, he has taken account of his engage­
ment as subject-writer-in-a-language, at work. 

He is always at work. With the supplementary trap or abyss effect 
that I spoke of: he has unceasingly explained, exhibited, turned what he 
did inside out . And without effacing his name, he has nonetheless 
effaced it by showing that the stony monumentalization of the name 
was a way of losing the name; I shall say, by way of anticipating a bit, a 
way of sponging his signature . And, of course, and this is the twist of 
the signature, vice versa. Thanks to the idiom, "the complete work of an 
author," he says, still in Reasons for living happily, "can in its turn be 
considered as a thing." 

Is the signature gained or lost by becoming a thing? 
He , to begin with (and what I assume, as I open it up at this point, by 

saying he from now on about my thing, is praise for the renown that he 
has made for himself, and I designate him, just as he does the thing in 
The Third Person singular, which was the first title for Oral Essay: 
"There," he says, "you have to take the thing in the singular; it is 
amusing because third person ... singular at the same time ... ")-he, 
to begin with, engaged himself (I insist on the gage that marks here the 
immemorial contract, the debt, the duty, the law, the trial aiming for 
acquittal, I do not speak of nonsuit ); he has resolutely engaged himself 
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l)Uant a la logique de l'inconscient a cet egard, a la Structure de la 
l.mgue, aux paradoxes du nom et de la reference, de la nomination et de 
la description, aux rapports entre noms communs et noms propres, 
noms de chose et noms de personne , le propre et le non-propre , aucune 
lJUCstion n'est posee par aucune des disciplines regionales qui, en tant 
que telles, s'occupent des tcxtes <lits littfraires . 

Le texte-Francis-Ponge (je ne peux pour le moment le designer que 
d'un double trait d'union) ne fournit pas seulcment un excmple de ces 
questions, il en fraye aussi la science. Misc en pratique et en abyme . 
Francis Ponge est d'abord, pour moi, quelqu'un qui a su que pour 
s~\Voir ce qu'il en est du nom et de la chose, ii faut s'occuper du sien, ,se 
l;1isser occuper par lui (comme il a dit ailleurs , je ne sais plus ou, et le 
rnpprochcment n'est pas fortuit, qu' il n'etait jamais occupe que de la 
mort). Occupe de son nom, il a tenu compte de son engagement de 
~ujct-ecrivain-dans-une - langue, a l'a:uvre. 

II est toujours a l'cxuvre . Avec l'effet de piegc OU d'abime supp\Cmen­
rnirc que je disais, il a sans cesse explique, exhibe, retourne cc qu' il 
f.1isait . Et sans effacer son nom, ii l'a neanmoins efface en demontrant 
'I"' la monumentalisation pierreuse du nom etait une maniere de perdre 
k nom, je dirai en anticipant un peu d'eponger sa signature. Et, bien 
Nilr, c'est le retors de la signature, vice versa. Grace a l'idiome, «l'a:uvre 
, omplete d'un auteur, dit- il toujours clans Raisons de vivre heureu.v:, pour­
''' ~ son tour erre considfree comme une chose. » 

Est-cc que la signature se gagnc OU se perd a devenir chose? 

11 .~·e st d'abord (et cc que j'assumc en l'entamant ici, a dire desormais 
j/ 1k ma chose, c'est l'eloge de la rcnommec qu'il s'est faite , et je le 
1kNip;ne, comme ii fa it la chose a La Troisieme Personne du singulier, 
111·~·mil·r titre de Tentative orate: «La, dit-il, ii faut prendre l_a ch~se au 
~1 11~11licr ; c'cst amusant parce que troisieme personne ... s111gulter en 
111t'111c temps ... » ), ii s'est d'abord engage (je tiens au gage qui marque 
h 1 k rnntrat immemorial, la dette, le devoir, la loi, le proces en vue 
1l'•~4 11ittcmrnt , jl' nc dis pas de non-lieu), il s'est engage resolument (la 
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(resolution is his obstinate watchword, we shall have to ask ourselves 

why); with resolution, then, with this unceasingly reaffirmed taste for 

the frank act, he is himself engaged, has engaged himself- and in the face 

of what and of whom if not of an instance represented by his proper 

name- engaged in his name, not to write anything, not to produce 

anything that he could not sign, he himself and no one else, anything 

that, from that point on, could not be absolu tely proper to himself, 

reserved for himself alone, even if, by chance, and this was not played at 

the outset, this should remain not much. Slightly before "you have 

been remarked by F. Ponge": "Bring out only that which I am the only 

one to say." And after having recited a whole poetical anthology on the 

Seine: "But certainly, also, songs of this sort are not, properly speak­

ing, for us. We are not particularly marked out to recite them. And so it 

does not interest us very much to recite them. Nor you to hear them 
from us." 

It is the refore in the abyss of the proper that we are going to try to 
recognize the impossible idiom of a signature. 

He will have speculated as no one else on the proper, the proper way 

to write and the proper way to sign. No longer separating, within the 
proper, the two stems of propriety and property. 

The only difference, after all, between the one and the other, is an I 

out of which we can always make some dead wood. He has treated the I 

in every way, in every language, in upper case ("I ( i ), J (je ), I (one): one, 

simple, single, singularity. ( .. . ) Chaos of the matter of the I (one) 

( . .. ) This I is my likeness'( ... )" Joca Seria); in lower case, taking it off 

in order to write, in the Pre, "a verdant verity"; playing with its frail or 

fresh erection in the Making of the pre: "Difference between the liquid 

drop or accent (acute here) dot on the i and the virgule of the grass. 
Virgule, verge. 

"On the wet grass there is a dot of dew on the i," this grass, this herb, 

rising up here with this "something male" that he will have discerned in 

the opening of his Malherbe. If we had time to describe all the "woods" 

and "trees" in Ponge, we would see all the implications of dead wood 

(take it also as an order) where he, the I, is erected again; but we shall 

see, from among these trees, only the family tree, to which it is not a 

matter of reducing everything else. Here is just one, because it bears, 
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resolution est son mot d'ordre obstine, il faudra bien se demander 

pourquoi), avec resolution, done, avec ce goilt sans cesse reaffirme pour 

l'.Kte fra.nc, ii s'est engage, engage lui-meme, et devant quoi et devant 

qui sinon devant une instance representee par son nom propre, engage 

(11 son nom, a ne rien ecrire, a ne rien produire qu' il ne puisse signer, lui 

Kcul et nul autre, qui des !ors ne lui soit absolument propre, a lui seul 

reserve meme si d'aventure, ce n'etait pas joue au depart, cela devait 

rester peu de chose. Un peu avant le «vous avez ete remarques par F. 

l'onge» : «Ne rien porter au jour que ce que je suis seul a dire.» Et apres 

11voir recite toute une anthologie poetique sur la Seine : «Mais certes 

11ussi, de telles chansons ne sont nullement notre propre . Nous ne 

Mommes pas trop designe pour ks dire. Il ne nous interesse done pas 

1rop de les dire . Ni vous de les entendre de nous. » 

C'est done dans l'ablme du propre que nous allons tenter de recon-

11.litre l'idiome impossible d'une signature. 

11 aura specule comme personne sur le propre, le proprement ecrire et 

Ir proprement signer. Ne separant plus, dans le propre, les deux t iges de 

l.1 proprete et de la propriete. 

11 n'y a, apres tout, entre l'une et l'autre, que la difference d'un I dont 

nn pcut tou jours faire du bois mort. 11 a traite le I de routes ks ma-

111ercs, dans routes les langues, en majuscules («I (i), J (je), I (un) 

( ... ) : un, simple, single, singularite. ( ... ) Chaos de la matiere de l'I 

(un) ( ... ). Cet I est mon semblable ( ... )» Joca Seria), en minuscule, le 

hmant sauter pour ecrire, dans Le pre «Une verite qui soit verte», jouant 

11\'l'l sa frele OU fraiche erection clans la Fabrique du pre: «Difference 

l' llfl'c la gouttelette liquide ou accent ( aigu ici) po int sur l'i et la virgule 

1k l'hcrbe. Virgule, vergette. 

«Sur l'hcrbc mouillee il y a point de rosee sur l'i», l'herbe se dressant 

h avc:c cc «quclque chose de male» qu'il aura discerne a l'ouverture de 

mn Malherbe . Bois mort (entendez-Je aussi comme un ordre) ou il, le I 

•'' i~c: encore, on en verrait toutes les portees si nous avians le temps de 

ti nirc tous lcs «bois», tcms les «arbres» de Ponge, parmi lesquels seule-
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like the proprietary aspect of the proper, an I in its center: "Pine (I 
would not be far from saying) is the elementary idea of tree. It is an I, a 
stem, and the rest is of little importance. This is why it supplies­
among its obligatory developments along the horizontal- so much 
dead wood." 

And so he loves the proper: what is proper to himself, proper to the 
other, proper, that is, to the always singular thing, which is proper in 
that it is not dirty, soiled, sickening, or disgusting. And he demands the 
proper in all these states, but with an obstinacy so obsessive that one 
has to suspect, in this agonistic insistence, some hand-to-hand conflict 
with the impossible, with something which, within the proper, within 
the very structure of the proper, is produced only by shifting into its 
opposite, by being set in abyss, by being inverted, contaminated, and 
divided. And one has to suspect that the grand affair of the signature is 
to be found there. 

I am proceeding slowly. I do not want it to seem as if I were explain­
ing him, still less as if I were explaining to him what it is, with him or of 
him, that is taking place here,- as one of those professors or meta­
physicolicians that he particularly denounces-complaining also (but 
the case is too complicated for today) that too much has been said 
about him-would be tempted to do. 

He is right not to tolerate explication, and in effect he does not 
tolerate it ("There are moments when I feel altogether pricklish ( defen­
sively) at the idea of being explained; and other moments when this 
subsides, when I feel discouraged and inclined to let it happen . .. "). I 
do not dare to imagine the condition in which this colloquium will have 
taken or left him, but I believe that in fact he cannot be explained, 
having readied everything for this in various texts which explain them­
selves very well, and in such a way that everything can be found there, in 
addition to that remainder which prevents an explanatory discourse 
from ever attaining saturation. What I am doing here, in the matters of 
explanation, professors, academic discourse, the academic figure par 
excellence who is the philosopher, and the philosopher par excellence 

know as Hegel, is to ask why, among all the reproaches addressed to 
them, we meet up with the following: Hegel (the philosopher) is not 
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ment le genealogique auquel il n'est pas question de_ ~o,ut reduire. En 
voici seulement un, parce qu'il porte, comme la propnete du propre_, u'n 

· · · ' l · ' d d" que) est l'1dee I en son milieu: «Le pm (Jc ne sera1s pas e 01gne e . ire , 
clcmentaire de l'arbre. C'est un I, une tige, et le reste 1mporte peu. C e~t 
pourquoi ii fournit - de ses developpements obligatoires selon l'hon­

zontale - tant de bois mort.» 

. a Done ii aime le prapre : ce qui lui est propre, ce gm est propre 
l'autre, c'est-a-dire a la chose toujours singuliere, ce qui est propre pour 
n'etre pas sale, souille, eca:urant, degoutant. Et ii reclame ~e p~opre, en 
tous ces ctats avec une telle obsessive obstination qu'on do1t b1en soup­
~onner, clans ~et acharnement agonistique, la lutte au corps a corps avec 
!'impossible, avec quelque chose qui, clans le propre, clans l~ structure 
meme du propre, ne se produit qu'a passer clans son autre, a se mettre 
en abyme, a s'inverser, a se contaminer, a SC diviser. Et que la est la 
grande affaire de la signature. 

J'avance lenternent. Jc ne voudrais pas avoir l'air de l'expliquer, encore 
moins de lui expliquer cc qui, avec lui, ou de lui, se passe ici, comme en 
scrait tentc un de ces professeurs ou mctaphysicoliciens qu'il accus~ e~ 
particulier, s'en plaignant aussi (mais c'est un proces trop comphque 
pour aujourd'hui) d'avoir trop parlc de lui. 

JI a raison de ne pas supporter l'explication, et il ne la supporte pa~ en 
cftet ( «Il est des moments ou je me sens tout a fair herisse, (.dffens1ve-
11\Cnt) a l'idee d'etre explique; d'autres ou i;a retombe, et.ou J~ me sens 
decourage, capable de laisser faire . .. » ) . Je n'ose pas 1magmer ~ans 
l[Ucl etat l'aura pris OU Jaissc CC collogue mais je crois qu'en effet Il n~ 
pcut pas etre cxplique, ayant tout prepare pour ~a clans des textes gm 

11•cxpliquent tres bien eux-memes de t~lle ~orte qu _o~ y trouv.e tout, plus 
c:c rcste qui empeche un discours exphcattf de vemr_ a saturat1~n. ~e ~ue 
ic fais , s'agissant d'explication, de professeurs, de d1scours u111vers1ta1re, 
ct du philosophe par excellence qui s'appelle Hegel, c'est de demand~r 
pourquoi, parmi tous ks reproches a eux adressc.s, on renc?n~re c~lm-
1 i : Hegel (le philosophe) n'est pas tres propre, et ii faut, apres l av01r lu, 
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very propc~, and after .reading him you have to wash up, to wash your 

hands of him, you might even say. Repeated pages from Proems: "If I 

prefer La Fontaine- the slightest fable-to Schopenhauer or Hegel I 
certainly know why. ' 

. "It seems to me.: 1. less tiring, more fun; 2 . more proper, less disgust­

ing; (. · .) The tnck, then, would be to make only 'small writings' or 

'Sapates,' but one~ that would hold, satisfy, and at the same time relax, 

cleanse after readmg the grrrand metaphysicolicians. " 

Why, along with all their other shortcomings, would philosophers be 
unclean? 

In explaining this, I must also refuse to be the philosopher that in 

the light of some appearances, I am thought to be, and above all I m'ust 

make ~ scene in which I oblige him not to wash his hands any more of 

the thm.gs I say .here, be they proper.or improper. And to do this, I have 

to have 1t,ou~ with the signature, with his, with mine, perhaps, and with 

the ot?er s, since one of the reasons (perhaps) that philosophers as such 

are a httk disgusting is that none of them, as philosophers (this being a 

part of philosophy), will have known how to cut short, to stop (whence 

the "volumeinseveraltominous" character of their work), or to cut, and 

thereby to shor~en and to sign. In order to sign, one has to stop one's 

text, and ~o philosopher will have signed his text, resolutely and sin­

gularly,. will . have spoken in his own name, accepting all the risks in­

volved m domg so. Every philosopher denies the idiom of his name of 

his language, of his circumstance, speaking in concepts and generali~ies 
that are necessarily improper. 

Francis Ponge, for his part, would wish to sing the praises and fame 

only of those who sign. And twice even more so than once, causing us 

to suspect that you never get there on the first try, supposing that you 
ever get there at all. 

Fro~ the outset, however, For aMalherbe is caught in an indecision­

somethmg that resoluteness will always want to resolve- between a 

certain effacing of th.e signature that will transform the text into a thing, 

as ought to be-or into a legendary, proverbial, oracular inscription­

and a stubborn redoubling of the signature, it being my hypothesis here 

that these end u~ as somewhat the same, or do not, in any case, lend 

themselves to .a simple distinction. "The silent world is our only home-
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MC !aver, on dirait meme s'en laver les mains. Pages bis de Proemes : «Si je 

prcferc La Fontaine - la moindre fable - a Schopenhauer OU Hegel, 

JC sais bien pourquoi. 

«<;a me parait : 1. moins fatigant, plus plaisant; 2. plus propre, moins 

dcgoutant; ( . . . ) .. . Le chic serait done de ne faire que de «petits 

~cnts» ou «Sapates», mais qu'ils tiennent, satisfassent et en meme 

ll'lllps reposent, lavent apres lecture des grrrands metaphysicoliciens .» 

Pourquoi ks philosophes seraient-ils, sans compter toutes leurs au­

trcs insuffisances, sales? 

II faut que, l'expliquant, je me dffende aussi d'etre ce philosophe 

l)U'on croit, moyennant quelques apparences, que je suis et surtout que 

Jl. lui fasse une scene OU je !'oblige a nc plus se !aver !es mains des choses 

l)llC je dis ici, qu'elles soient propres ou impropres. Et pour cela que je 

m'cxplique avec la signature, la sienne, la mienne peut-etre, celle de 

l'.1utre, car une des raisons pour lesquelles peut-etre ks philosophes en 

t.111t que philosophes sont un peu degoutants, c'est que pas un, en tant 

quc philosophe, car c;a fait partie de la philosophie, n'aura su trancher, 

~'.1rreter (d'ou le caractere «volumenplusieurstomineux» de leur ceuvre, 

ii n'y a qu'un Tome Premier de Ponge), couper pour faire court et signer. 

l'our signer ii faut arreter son texte et aucun philosophe n'aura signe son 

tcxte, resolument, singulierement, parle en son nom :wee tous les 

risques que cela comporte. Chaque philosophe denic l' idiome de son 

11om, de sa langue, de sa circonstance, parle par concepts et generalites 

ncccssairement impropres. 

francis Ponge, lui, voudrait ne faire l'eloge et ne chanter la renom­

mcc que de ceux qui signent. Et meme deux fo is plut6t qu'une, ce qui 

llOllS donne Je soupc;on qu 'on n'y arrive jamais du premier coup, a 
~upposer qu'on y arrive jamais. 

/'our un Malherbe pourtant s'installe des le debut dans !'indecision -

•Jiil. la resolution voudra toujours trancher - entre tel effacement de la 

~ 1~nature qui transforme le texte en chose, comme cela doit fare, ou en 

111saiption Jegendaire, proverbiale, oraculaire, et le redoublement 

.td1amc de la signature, mon hypothese etant ici que cela revient un peu 

1111 111 c 11H: , ou en tous cas ne se laisse pas simplement discerner. «Le 

111111Hk 111 uct est notre seuk patrie [done une patrie muette, sans langue, 
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land [hence a silent homeland, without language, without discourse, 
without family name, without a father, but then we were warned 
beforehand: "We who only get the word from the silent world, our only 
homeland, are not so stupid, and you can count on it, Gentlemen 
Critics, as not to observe that we use it according to a particular idiom, 
and that our books end up being put on the French shelf of the univer­
sal library."] The only homeland, moreover, never to proscribe anyone, 
except perhaps the poet who leaves it in search of other honors. But 
does one not, perhaps, proscribe oneself from it by signing only with 
one's namd This is an idea held by certain absolutist thinkers, who tend 
to proverbs, that is to say, to formulas so striking (so authoritarian) and 
so evident, that they can do without the signature. But a poet of this 
sort no sooner calls upon something in the silent world (no, not no 
sooner! with great difficulty, in fact, and forcibly!) than he produces an 
object-work that re-enters it, the silent world, that is; a work which, 
objectively, reinserts itself into that world. This is what justifies the 
indifference of ambiguity and self-evidence in poetic texts, their oracu­
lar character, shall we say." 

And so you must certainly sign, but it is as well also not to sign, to 

write things that, finally, are things, worthy of going without your 
signature . There is thus a good way of signing, a bad way of signing. 
The bar does not pass between the signature and the absence of signa­
ture, but through the signature. Which is therefore always overflowing. 
Before asking how this can be, I note that it may in part account for the 
ambiguity of his link with philosophers who do not sign, who have a 
way of signing without signing : ("it seems to me that philosophy be­
longs to literature as one of its genres .. . And [ .. . ] there are others 
that I prefer. ( ... ) It remains the case that I have to remain a philoso­
pher in petto, worthy, that is- convinced though I am of philosophy's 
and the world's absurdity-of pleasing my philosophy professors, so as 
to remain a good man of letters, and so give pleasure to you ... " 
Repeated pages from Proems). 

And after naming the chaos which Malherbe, like the rest of us, had to 
pull himself out of, "let us add that he signed his name, and twice rather 
than once." 

,,ms discours, sans nom de famille, sans pere, mais nous avions ete plus 
haut prevenus: «Nous qui ne tenons la parole que du monde muet, 
11otre seule patrie, nous ne sommes pas assez idiot, qu'on ne l'espere, 
Messieurs !es critiques, pour ne pas constater que nous l'exen;ons selon 
11n idiome particulier, et que nos livres finissent par s' inserer dans la 
bibliotheque universelle au rayon des livres frarn;ais .»] Seule patrie, 
d'ailleurs, a ne proscrire jamais personne, sinon le poete qui l'aban­
donne pour briguer d'autres <lignites. Mais peut-etre est-ce s'en pros­
l rire soi-meme, que de signer seulement de son nom> Quelques esprits 
.1bsolus le pensent, qui tendent aux proverbes, c'est-a-dire a des for-
111ules si frappantes ( autoritaires) et evidentes, qu'elle puissent se passer 
d'etre signees . Un poete de cette espece ne donne la parole a rien du 
monde muet qu'aussitot (non pas aussitot! a grand-peine, et a force!) ii 
Ill' produise cruvre-objet qui y rentre, je veux dire dans le monde muet; 
qui, objectivement, s'y re-insere. Voila qui justifie !' indifference de 
l'.unbigu'ite et de !'evidence dans ks textes poetiques, leur caractere 
oraculaire, disons. » 

Done ii faut bien signer mai~ c'est aussi bien de ne pas signer, d'ecrire 
des choses enfin qui soient des choses, dignes de se passer de votre 
Nignature . II ya done une bonne maniere de signer, unc mauvaise mani­
he de signer. La barre ne passe pas entre la signature et !'absence de 
Nignatu re mais a travers /a signature . Qui (se) deborde, done, toujours. 
Avant de se demander comment cela se fait, je note que cela peut en 
p.trtie rendre compte de l'ambigu'ite de son rapport aux philosophes qui 
nc signent pas et qui ont une autre maniere de signer sans signer : («la 
philosophic me parait ressortir a la litterature comme l'un de ses genres 
.. Et [ . . . ] j'en pre!ere d'autres. ( ... ) Reste qu'il faut que je reste in 

pttto philosophe, c'est-a-dire digne de plaire a mes professeurs de philo­
mphie, quoique persuade de l'absurdite de la philosophie et du monde, 
pour rester un bon litterateur, pour vous plaire . .. » (Pages bis de 
Proimes). 

Et aprcs avoir nomme le cha-0s dont Malherbe aura eu comme nous a 
~l· sortir, «Ajoutons qu'il signa de son nom, et plutot deux fois qu'une.» 
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The process of transforming a work into a thing- rrrntc, therefore, 
and silent when speaking, because dispensing with the signature- can 
only be brought about by inscribing the signature in the text, which 
amounts to signing twice in the process of not signin~ any more . We 
shall have to pass through this point once again. 

To be more demonstrative, in the effusiveness of m~ praise, I shall 
now bring out the resoluteness with which he will have t::akcn sides with 
the proper against the dirty, or rather against the soiled, the sullied, a 
distinction which reveals a whole story, one that takes ti_me and decom­
poses itself: there is no dirty thing, only a soiled thing, a proper thing 
which is made dirty. Which is moiled, since impurity, as we shall show, 
often comes about through liquid means, and so should be absorbed by 
a cloth which is appropriate . Appropriating. The proper is moiled. That 
which is soiled is moiled. 

This is the first meaning of proper, which then goe~ on to thicken 
with the other meaning (the proper of property), but thickens in a 
strange way, one which, to my way of thinking (an objection which I 
lack the time to develop), produces something entirely- different from 
semantic density, let alone this semantic materialism wbose simplifica­
tion he has endorsed too quickly. 

He has everywhere sung the praises of that which wo'1ld be proper. I 
will let you multiply the examples. Consider The JJJRshing machine, 
which, like all his objects, is, in addition or beforchaTid, a writing as 
well , one that is standing, stable, stabile, a stance on the page. The 
washing machine is "very impatiently written": "Sho.ild we not be­
forehand, however-as well as we could as on its tripod- have set up, in 
this way, trunconically, our washing machine in the middle of the 
page?" 

The operation or scene of writing that the washing machine turns 
into (though never reducing itself to this, and we shail see why) is a 
reappropriation. 

And the fact that it renders linen, tissue, or cloth clea_n and proper is 
something that matters to us a great deal, not only in light of the 
affinity which we have so overused of late between text amid tissue, to say 
nothing as yet of the sponge-towel, but also because th~ appropriation 
of linen draws. us toward the underclothes of t:his kind c.f writing. "The 

Transformer l'ccuvre en chose, muette done et qui sc tait en parlant 
parcc qu'clle sc passe de signature, cela ne sc peut qu'a inscrire la 
signature dans le te.xte, ce qui revient a signer dcux fois en ne signant 
plus . Nous dcvrons repasser par la. 

Pour etre maintenant plus demonstratif, clans mon effusion 
clogieuse, je vais mettre en evidence la resolution avcc laquclle ii aura 
pris parti pour le propre contre le sale ou plutot le sali, le souille. Car 
cela developpe toute une histoire, qui prend le temps ct sc decom­
pose : ii n'y a pas le sale, mais le sali, le proprc qui s'affecte . Qui se 
mouille car la souillure, on le verifiera, vient souvent par voie liquide, et 
doit alors s'absorber avec un linge approprie. Appropriant. Le propre se 
mouille. Le souille est un mouille. 

C'cst la premiere signification du propre qui va ensuite s'epaissir de 
l'autre (le propre de la propriete) mais s'epaissir d'une etrange maniere 
qui a mon avis (objection sur laquelle je n'ai pas le temps de m'etendre) 
produit tout autre chose qu'u,ne epaisseur semantique, voirc que ce 
materialisme semantique dont ii a trop vite acccpte la simplification. 

Partout ii a fait l'e!oge de ce qui serait proprc. Je vous laisse multi · 
plier !es exemples. Voyez La lessiveuse qui est, comme tous ses objets, 
.tussi, de surcroit ou d'abord, une ecriture, dcbout, stable, stabile, 
stance sur la page. Lessiveuse «fort impatiemmcnt ecritc» : «Pourtant 
nc fallait -il d'abord - tant bien que ma.I commc sur son trepied -
tronconiquement au milieu de la page dresser ainsi notrc lessivcuse? » 

L'opcration OU la scene d'ccriture que devient la lcssiveusc (sans 
ccpcndant jamais, nous verrons pourquoi, s'y reduire ), c'cst unc reap­
propriation. 

Et qu'ellc rende propre du linge, du tissu, voila qui nous importe 
bcaucoup, non seulement a cause de l'affinite dont nous avons tant 
11bu.~c ccs dcrnicrs temps entre texte et tissu, mais, pour ne ricn dire 
e111:orc de la scrviette-eponge, parce que !'appropriation du linge nous 
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washing machine is so conceived that, having been filled with a heap of 
ignoble tissue [I underline ignoble- J.D. ], the inner emotion, the boil­
ing indignation that it feels from this, when channelled to the upper 
part of its being, falls back down on the heap of ign~ble tissue turning 
its stomach-more or less perpetually- it being a p.-ocess that should 
end up with a purification. 

"So here we are at the very heart of the mystery. The sun is setting on 
this Monday evening. Oh housewives! And you, near the end of your 
study, how tired your backs arc! But after grinding away all day long 
like this (what is the demon that makes me talk this "'°"ay?) look at what 
clean and proper arms you have, and pure hands, "\.Norn by the most 
moving toil!" 

And to telescope the erotic scene that brings the s::igner into the text 
every time, and on the side of the washing machine, placing his hands 
"on your dear hips" (the housewife is a washer "rel~asing the spigot" 
before untying the apron "of a blue just like the nol>le utensil's"), but 
figuring also the signer hard at the work of reappropriation, and always 
from both sides (he, facing the washing mad1ine, is the washing ma­
chine that describes the washing machine, which, ho"'Wever, can do very 
nicely without him)-here, to telescope this erotic scene, is the rinsing 
process : " . . . yes, we have to come back again to our ~bject; once again 
we have to rinse our idea in clear water: 

"Certainly the linen, once it went into the wash ing machine, had 
already been cleaned, roughly. The machine did not <ome into contact 
with filthiness as such, with snot, for example, dried out, filthy, and 
clinging to the handkerchiefs. 

"It is still a fact, however, that the machine experi~nces an idea or a 
diffuse feeling of filthiness about the things inside of itself, which, 
through emotions, boilings, and efforts, it m;anages; to overcome- in 
separating the tissue: so much so that, when rinsed in a catastrophe of 
fresh water, these will come to seem extremely white _ .. 

"And here, in effect, is the miracle: 
"A thousand white flags are suddenly unfurled-at:testing not to de­

feat, but to victory-and are not just, perhaps, the sign of corporal 
propriety among the inhabitants of the neighb<lrhoo<i." 

attire vers les dessous de cette ecriture. «La lessivcusc est corn;:ue de telle 
fa<;:on qu'emplie d'un amas de tissus ignobles [je souligne ignobles -
J.D.] I' emotion intfrieure, la bouillante indignation qu'elle en ressent, 
canalisee vers la partie supfrieure de son erre retombe en pluie sur cet 
amas de tissus ignobles qui lui souleve le ca:ur - et cela quasi per­
peruellement - ct quc cela aboutissc a une purification. 

«Nous voici done enfin au plein ca:ur du mystere. Le crepuscule 
tombe sur ce lundi soir. 6 menageres ! Et vous, presque au terme de 
votre etude, VOS reins sont bicn fatigues ! Mais d'avoir ainsi potasse tout 
le jour (quel demon m'oblige a parler ainsi? ) voyez COmme VOS bras 
sont propres et vos mains pures fanees par la plus emouvante des 
t1etrissures ! » 

Et pour telescoper la scene erotique qui, chaque fois, entraine le 
signataire clans le texte, du cote de la lessiveuse, pla<;:ant ses mains «SUr 
vos hanches cheries» (la menagere est une lessiveuse «debridant le 
robinet» avant de detacher le tablier «<l'un bleu tout pareil a celui du 
noble ustensile») mais figurant aussi le signataire en plein travail de 
reappropriation, toujours des deux cotes (lui, en face d'elle, il est la 
lcssiveuse qui decrit la lessiveuse qui pourtant se passe fort bien de lui), 
voici le rin\age: « ... oui, c'est a notre objet qu'il faut revenir encore; ii 
r.1ut une fois encore rincer a l'eau claire notre idee : 

«Certcs le linge, lorsque le re<;:ut la lessiveuse, avait ete deja grossiere­
mcnt decrasse. Elle n'eut pas contact avec les immondices eux-memes, 
par cxemple avec la morve sechee en crasseux pendentifs dans les mou­
d1oirs. 

«II n'en resta pas mains qu'elle eprouve une idec ou un sentiment de 
M.llcte diffuse des choses a l'intfrieur d'elle-meme, dont a force d'cmo­
tion, de bouillements et d'efforts, elk parvint a avoir raison - a scparer 
drs tissus: si bien que ceux-ci, rinces sous unc catastrophe d'eaufraiche, 
vont paraitre d'une blancheur extreme . .. 

«Et voici qu'en effet le miracle s'est produit: 
"Milk drapeaux blancs sont deployes tout a coup - qui attcstent non 

d '1111c i:apitulation, mais d'une victoire - et ne sont peut-etre pas seule­
llll' lll le signc de la propretc corporelle des habitants de l'endroit.» 

~9 



The moment of rinsing, always in fresh water (I have underlined it), is 
decisive, by which I mean that it car ries with it a dec ision, placed at the 
end of the text . As in Soap, at the end of the "i ntcllectual toilet," after 
the "exhaustion of the subject ." The R inse fits into one page, the last: 
" ... We have to finish up. Toiled skin, though very proper. We have obtained 
what we wanted from the soap. And even a little more, maybe." [This is the 
little more that (than) the signature requires- a scoured paraph, such is 
the formula. And the word paraph is the same, in its origin, as para­
graph.] "A paragraph of fresh water. A rinsing a) of the body-b) of the 
soap . .. " 

Soap, that sort-ofstone-but that figures the subject, washing and 
washed, has to be rinsed as well: "Would it not be his entry into society, 
then, his being put into company with some other (being or thing), 
with some object, finally, that might enable a person to conceive of his 
own personal identity, to disengage it from what it is not, to scour and 
to decarbonizc it? To signify himself?" 

To signify oneself in the insignificant (outside meaning or concept), 
isn't this the same thing as signing? Somewhere he says that the insig­
nificant is "hygienic." We will find this word useful later on . 

The desire for the proper that necessarily fastens on to linen and 
freshness (but also, as always, onto the words "linen" and "fresh") is 
always at work here (among its other under-determinations, I pass over, 
for the t ime being, the hidden, phonic, semantic and graphic thread in 
the word linen that joins the linen-pin (the clothespi n) to the sponge­
towel : it can wait)- at work here, in other words threatened, extended, 
and trembling in front of The Carnation: "At the end of the stem, out of 
an olive, of a supple nut of leaves, the marvelous luxury of linen comes 
unbuttoned. 

"Carnations, these marvellous rags. 
"How proper they are. 

4 

"Inhaling them, you feel a pleasure whose opposite would be a 
sneeze. 

"Seeing them, the feeling you have when you see the panties, torn 
into lovely shreds, of a young girl taking care of her linen." 

4 0 

Le moment du rirn;age, toujours a l'eau fraiche (j'ai souligne), est 
decisif, je vcux dire qu' il emporte la decision , place en fin de texte. 
Comme clans le Sa11on, au terme de la «toilette intellectuellc», apres 
«epuisement du sujct». LeRinfage tient en une page, la dernierc : « . .. It 
faut en finir. Peau jlitrie, quoique tres propre. Nous avons, du savon, obtenu 
ce que nous voulions. Et encore un peu plus, peut-etre.» [C'est cet un pcu 
plus qu'il faut a la signature, paraphe degraisse, voila la formule. Et 
paraphe est le mtmc mot, a l'origine, que paragraphe. ] «Paragraphc 
d'eau frakhe. Rirn;age a) du corps - b) du savon ... » 

Le savon aussi doit etre rince, cette sorte-de-pierre-mais qui figure le 
sujct, qui lave et se lave : «Ne serait-ce done pas son entree en societe, sa 
mise en compagnie de quelque autre ( erre ou chose), enfin de quelque 
objet, qui permettrait a quiconque de conccvoir son identite person-
11dle, de la degager de ce qui n'est pas elk, de la decrasser, decalaminer? 
De se signifier?» 

Se signifier clans l'insignifiant (hors sens ct hors concept ), n'est-ce 
pas signer? II dit guelque part que l'insignifi ant est «hygienique». C'est 
u11 mot qui nous scrvira encore. 

Le desir du proprc qui se saisit necessairement du linge et du frais 
(mais aussi des mots, comme toujours, «!inge>> et «frais» ), le voici tou­
jours a l'a:uvrc (je neglige encore, clans le mot tinge, entre autrcs sous­
Mtcrminations, le fil cache, phonique, semantique, graphique, qui 
cicnt ensemble l'cpinglc a linge et la serviette-eponge : il attendra), a 
l'ttuvre c'est-a-dirc menace, tendu, fremissant devant LYEillet: «A bout 
1k tige, hors d'une olive, d'un gland souple de feui lles, se deboutonne le 
luxe merveilleux du linge. 

«(Eillets, ces mervcilleux chiffons. 
«Comme ils sont propres. 

4 

" A lcs respirer on eprouve le plais ir dont le revers serait l'eternue­
n11: 111. 

• A lcs voir, cdui qu'on eprouve a voir la culotte, dechiree a belles 
tlents, d '1 11 1c tilk jcunc qui soigne son linge.» 
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Let us wait, patiently, between the legs of this "'young girl" (he docs 
not tell us whether she is a virgin), and try, in the meantime, to find 
some sponge-cloth there. Meanwhile, on the t:-.ci11g page (where there 
arc some notes on the carnation that begin by dcfinin_g the engagement 
to write as "an affair of self-esteem, nothing more"), from among some 
words classed and grouped in the dictionary (his most beautiful objest, 
made for sinking all illiterate scientisms into the greatest confusion), I 
notice that all the words beginning in fr, like freshness, describe a 
certain way of handling linen : 

"Frounce: to rumple, to cause to assume irregular folds. (The origin 
is a noise.) 

"Frizz (a towel): to fold it in such a way as to form small curls. 
"Frip, in the sense of rumple, is confused with jespe, fromfespa, which 

means rag and also fringe , a kind of plush. 
"Fringes: etymology unknown ... " 
This last word, with a so-called unknown gcnea.log)', bears the closest 

resemblance to the given name of the signer, and the fringes signal, in 
their margins, as much on the side of fracture, fractio11, or the fragment 
that you know to be cut, as on the side of franknc ss or franchise, which 
is just as good for cutting as for freeing and affrancliising (liberating, 
emancipating, stamping, paying off a debt). 

If he writes, as he says, «against the spoken word, the eloquent spo­
ken word," he also writes, in the same gesture, against dirt. Dirt takes 
place, its place, first of all, closest to the body, as in dirty linens. 
Whence The practice of literature: "And often afto a conversation, after 
talking, I have the feeling of dirt, of insufficiency, o:f muddled things; 
even a conversation that has moved forward a bit:, tl-.at has gone just a 
bit toward the bottom of things, and with intelligent people. We say so 
many stupid things ( ... ) This is not proper. And often my taste for 
writing comes when I return to my house after a conversation in which 
I had the impression of taking old clothes, old shirt:s from one trunk 
and putti ng them into another, all this in the attic, you know, with lots 
of dust, lots of dirt, and perspiring a little and dirty, teeling uncomfort­
able. I sec a piece of white paper and I say: <Maybe, with a little atten­
tion, I can write something proper, something neat and clean.' This, is 
it not, is often the reason, maybe one of the prin_cipal reasons, for 
writing." 
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Attcndons patiemment entrc Jes jambcs de ccttc «filk jcunc» (ii ne 
nous <lit pas si c'est unc jcunc fillc), nous chcrchons cepcndant a y 
rl·connaltre quclque tissu-epongc. Jc note clans l'intcrvalk quc sur la 
page d'cn face (ii s'agit des notes sur l'a:ilkt qui commencent par defi ­
nir l'cngagcmcnt d'ecrire «une affaire d'amour-proprc et voifa tout»), 
parmi ks mots classes ct releves dans le dictionnairc (son plus bel objeu, 
fait pour plonger clans la plus grandc confusion taus ks scicntismes 
analphabercs ), voici que tous ccux dont l'initiak est en fr, commc frai­
chcur, decrivcnt une certaine manicrc de s'y prcndrc avcc du linge : 

«Froisser: chiffonner, faire prcndrc des plis irregu tiers. (L'origine est 
un bruit.) 

«Priser (une serviette) : la plier de fai;on qu'clle forme de petites ondes. 

«Friper, au sens de chiffonner, sc confond avec fespe, de fespa, qui veut 
dire chiffon et aussi frangc, sortc de pcluche. 

«Franges: etymologic inconnuc ... » 

Cc dcrnicr mot, de genealogie ditc inconnue, es t cclui qui ressemble 
k plus au prenom du signataire ct ks franges font signe, dans kurs 
marges, aussi bicn du cote de la' fracture, de la fraction OU du fragment 
qu'on sait coupe, que de la franchise qui sait aussi bien couper quc fran­
d1ir ct affranchir (libfrer, cmancipcr, timbrer, s'acqui ttcr de la dcttc). 

S'il ecrit, comme ii dit, «contrc la parole, la parole eloquente», c'est, 
d.111s le mcmc mouvement, contre la sakte . La salcte a lieu, son lieu, 
d'abord au plus pres du corps, c'est la saktc des lingcs. D'ou La pra­

tique de la littirature: «Et souvcnt apres unc conversation, des paroles, 
1'.1i !'impression de sakte, d'insuffisancc, de choses troubles; memc une 
l"OllVersation un peu poussec, allant un peu au fond, avcc des gens 
intdligcnts. On dit rant de betises ( .. . ) Ce n'est pas proprc. Et mon 
gout pom l'ecriturc c'cst souvent, rentrant chcz moi apres unc convcr­
N.llion OU j'avais cu l'impression de prcndre de vicux vetemcnts, de 
vie ilks chemises clans une rnalle pour ks rncttrc dans unc autrc malk, 
tout ~a au gn:n ier, vous savcz, et beaucoup de poussierc, bcaucoup de 
ukte, un peu transpirant ct sale, mal dans ma pcau . Jc vois la page 
hl.111d1e ct jc me dis: «Avcc un pcu d'attcntion, je peux, pcut-etrc, ecrirc 
quclque chose de propre, de net.» N'cst-cc pas, c'est souvent la raison, 
peut-ctrc unt: des principales raisons d'ecrire .» 



The fragme nt from Proems with the very title Reasons for writing says 
almost the same thing, but I want to take some tweezers from it which, 
like clothespins, desc ribe very well the instruments with which he treats 
the French language when it is too dirty, so as to rcappropriate it, or in 
other words refrancify it : "in all deference to the words themselves,given 
the habits they have contracted in so many foul mouths, it takes a certa in 
courage to decide not only to write but even to speak. A pile of dirty 
rags, not to be picked up with tweezers; this is what they offer us for stirring, 
shaking, and moving from place to place. In the ~ecret hope that we will 
fall silent . Well, let us take up the challenge, then!" 

To take up the challenge, resolutely, will consist in grabbing the 
tweezers and treating words between quotation marks, in the first place 
as a generalized citation of the French language. Even his signature, 
included within the text, will be held in quotation marks. 

How can the signature be caught, by the signer, between quotation 
marks? 

I am not pushing things too far when I compare quotation marks to 
tweezers. He has done it himself, and precisely around the word 
"proper" in the expression "proper namc"-"this is done in quotation 
marks, in other words with tweezers." 

And so he does not run away from dirt, he writes with dirt, against 
dirt, on dirt, about dirt . It is his matter. 

This is set down in the Augean Stables: "Alas, as a crowning horror, 
the same sordid order speaks within our very selves ( . . . ) It all happens to 
us as if we were painters who had o nly o ne single immense pot at thei r 
disposal for soaking their brushes, in which, from the night of ages, 
everyone would have had to thin out their colors . ( ... ) It is not a 
matter of cleansing the Augean stables, but of painting them in fresco 
with the medium of the manure proper to them." 

To paint in fresco-in other words, with fresh charges yet again. The 
fresco directly kneads (he loves this word for all that it kneads) the fresh , 
as its name indicates; it mixes color with the h umid freshness of moiled 
paste, in the erases of earth and water. In this sense T he pre wi ll also give 
rise, among other things, to fresco. 

"It is not a matter of cleansing the Augean stables, but of pain ting 
them in fresco with the medium of the manure proper to thl'm." 

Le fragmen t de Proemes qui s' intirulc preciscmcnt Des ra.isons d'ecri~e 
1lit a peu pres la memc chose mais je veux y prck ver des pmcettes gm, 
rnmme k s epinglcs a li nge, decrivcnt asscz bicn le~ instruments avec 
lc~quels il traite la Janguc fran~aise quand elk est trop sale, pour la 
rc.'approprier, c'est-a-dire la rc-franciser: «N'cn dcplaise aux paroles 
dles-memes, etant donnees les habitudes que dans tant de bouches infectes 
riles ont contractees, ii faut un certain courage pour se decider no n seule-
111cnt a ecrire mais mcmc a parlcr. Un tas de vieux chiffons pas a prendrc 
111•ec des p incettes, voila ce qu )on nous offre a remuer, a secouer, a changer de 
place. Dans l'espoir secret que nous nous t airons. Eh bien! rdevons le 
1lcfi.,, 

Relever le defi, resolument, ce sera se saisir des pincettes et traiter les 
mots entre guillemets, d'abord comme une citation generalisee de la 
l.tngue fransaise. Et meme sa signature, comprise dans le textc, scra 
pnse entre guillcmets. . . . 

Comment une signature peut-elk ctrc, par le s1gnata1re, pnse entre 
~11ilkmcts? 

k ne force pas lcs choses en comparant Jes guillemets a des pincettes . 
II t'a fair lui-mcme, et precisement autour du mot «propre» clans l'ex-
1m~ssion «nom propre» - «ceci fait entre guillemets, c'cst-a-dire avec 
11 11 pincettcs. » 

11 ne fuit donr pas devant le sale, ii ccrit avec le sale contrc le sale, sur 
Ir ~.1lc , du sale. C'est sa matierc. 

C'cst ecrit clans les Ecuries d'Augias : « Hclas, pour combk d'horrcur, a 
f'JHttrieur de nous memes, Je meme ordre sordide park (. · .) 1out SC 

rl\~Nl' po ur UOUS comme pour des peintres qui n'auraient a lcur dispos'.­
tloll pour y trcmper leurs pinceaux qu'un meme immense pot OU deputs 
l1t 1111it des temps to us auraient cu a delayer lcurs coulcurs. ( . . . ) II ne 

. 1'11~it pas de nettoyer Jes ecuries d' Augias, mais de ks peindrc a fresques 
i\11 moycn de lcur propre purin . » 

l'rmdrc a fresques , autrement dit a nouveaux frais une fois de plus . 
\ ,It frcsquc pctrit (i i aime ce mot pour tout ce qu'il pctrit) a mcme le 
/11111, son llO lll l'indiquc, ellc meJe (a COUleur a Ja fraicheur humide de ]a 
I' \t' 111011illec, dans lcs erases de tcrre et d 'eau. En cc sens aussi Le pre 
tlonnn01 lieu, parmi d'autrcs choses, a fresque. 

.. 11 Ile' s'a~it pas de IH'ttnycr lcs ccurics d'Augias, mais de ks peindre a 
ft 1qucs .111 111oyc11 de km proprc purin .» 



Their proper manure. The word proper plays, expropriating itself and 
reappropriating itself to itself, right in the manure. 

Ir works right into the matter. 
In the linen (of the body), its tissue, its text, proper envelops both 

propriety and property. Property: the idion of the thing which dictates , 
according to its muteness, in other words singularly, a description of 
itself or rather a writing of itself that would be idiomatic, appropriate to 
the thing and appropriated by the thing, to the signer and by the signer. 
This double appropriation of the idion is prescribed right here in the 
overture to The Carnation, a little before the ecstacy preceding the 
"propriety" of "linen": "to take up the challenge of things to language 
( ... ) Is that poetry? ( . . . ) For me it is a need, an engagement, a rage, an 
affair of self-esteem, nothing more. ( . .. ) Once a thing has been 
given-no matter how ordinary it may be-I find that it always presents 
some truly particular qualities ( ... ) those are the ones that I try to 
draw out and disengage. 

"What interest is there in disengaging them? To cause the human mind 
to gain those qualities of which it is capable and which its routine alone 
prevents from appropriating to itself" I underline challenge, engage­
ment, interest, and disengaging. 

(That this process promises to engage in the production of events, 
and even revolutions, along with the placement in abyss that will neces­
sarily ensue, is something that we would have to put into colloquy­
elsewhere, and in another tone- with the Aneignung of Marx or the 
Ereignis (Ring, annular object, and Reigen des Ereignens, propriation as 
well as event) of the Heideggerian thing. ) 

Why is this wager impossible, and why does this impossibility make 
possible, cause to rise, to become erect and then extended, the signature 
of a Ponge, granting it a stature both monumental and mortuary? What 
is the interest in this gage? What is the risk in this wager? 

I hasten the answer a bit even at the cost of some disorder. 
He has to acquit himself of an infinite debt . And we are, anyway, 

always fascinated, under the law of someone who will have known how 
to incur a debt. 

He is undebted . 

Leur propre purin. Le mot propre joue, ii s'exproprie et a lu i-meme se 
rcapproprie, a meme le purin. 

II travaille a meme la matiere. 

J'ropre enveloppe, dans le linge (de corps), son ti ssu, so~ texte, et de la 
1iroprete et de la propriete. Propriete : idion de. la .chos~ d1ctan,t selon le 
mutisme a savoir singulierement, une descnptton d elle-meme, une 
tniture ~lutot d'elle-meme qui soit idiomatique, appropriee a la ch~se 
rt par la chose, au signataire et par le signataire. Cette double appropna­
lton de l'idion, la voici prescrite en ouverture de V(Ei/let, un peu avant 
l'cxtase devant la «proprete» du «linge»: «relever le deft des choses au 
l.mgage ( ... ) Est-ce la la poesie? ( ... ) Pour moi c'est ~~ besoin, un 
a~JJagement, une colere, une aff aire d'amour-pro~re et v01l~ tout. ( ... ) 
hunt donnee une chose - la plus ordinaire so1t-elle - 11 me semble 
itu'clle presence toujours quelques qualites vraiment particulieres ( ... ) 
l C SOnt celles que je cherche a degager. 

.. Quel intiret a Jes degager? Faire gagner a l'esprit humain ces 
11u.11ites, dont ii est capable et que seule sa routine l'empeche de s'ap­
p1 uprier.» Je souligne difi, engagement, intiret et degager. 

(Que cela s'engage a produire des evenements, voire des revolutions, 
,1vl·( la mise en abyme qui va necessairement s'ensuivre, voila ce qu' il 
t.1mlrait ailleurs, d'un autre ton, mettre en colloque avec l'Aneignung 
11rlt 11 1 Marx ou avec l'Ereignis (Ring, anneau, et Reigen des Ereignens, a la 
foi, propriation et cvencment) de la chose heideggerienne.) 

Pourquoi cette gageure est-elk impossible et pourqu_oi cette impos~ 
,1hilitc rend-elk possible, fait-elle se lever, s'erige~, puts .s'etendre, ,lut 
1 t 111111 ~rnt a la fois sa stature monumentale et mortuaire, la signature dun 
l'un~d Quel intfret a ce gage? Quel risque a cette gageure? 

fl' prfripite un peu la reponse meme s'il en coute quelque desordre. 

II ~loit s'acquitter d'une dette infinie. Et nous sommes d'ailleurs tou­
t' 11u ~. fascincs, sous la loi de qui aura su s'endetter. 

Lui 11'rndcttc . 
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The twist here lies in the fact that an infinite debt is cancelled by itself 
and is never effaced, which oddly amounts to the same thing. He, 
therefore, is undebted. With respect to what he calls the thing. The 
thing dictates its conditions, silent though it is, and being silent, does 
not enter into the contract. It is irresponsible, he alone being responsi­
ble from the outset toward the thing, which remains entirely other, 
indifferent, never engaging itself "To acknowledge the greatest right of 
the object, its imprescribable right, opposable to any poem ... ( ... ) 
The object is always more important, more interesting, more capable 
(full of rights): it has no duty towards me, it is I who am entirely duty­
bound in its regard." (Banks of the Loire, or how to be beaten by the 
thing, regularly, without ever "sacrificing" it to "the putting in value of 
some verbal find," returning always to "the object itself, to whatever it 
has that is raw, different: different in particular from what I have already 
[up to this moment] written about it.") 

The Jaw is all the more imperious, unlimited, insatiably hungry for 
sacrifice, in that it proceeds from something entirely other (the thing) 
which demands nothing, which does not even have a relationship to 
itself, which does not exchange anything either with itself or with any 
person, and which-death, in short-is not a subject (anthropomor­
phic or theomorphic, conscious or unconscious, neither a discourse nor 
even a form of writing in the current sense of the word). Demanding 
everything and nothing, the thing puts the debtor (the one who would 
wish to say properly my thing) in a situation of absolute heteronomy 
and of infinitely unequal alliance. So that, to be acquitted, for him, or 
at least "to pick up the challenge," would not be to obey a verbal 
contract which has never been signed, but rather to do, he himself, in 
signing, what is necessary so that, in the end, in the orgastic jubilation of 
what he calls the truth, he could not only sign his text, imposing or 
apposing his signature, but also, by transforming his text into a signa­
ture, he could oblige the th ing, oblige-it-to, yes, to do nothing less than 
sign itself, to signify itself (see the extraordinary Appendix V to Soap), to 
become a writing-signature, and so to contract with Francis Ponge the 
absolute idiom of a contract: one single countersigned signature, one 
single thing signing double. But this contract, of course, is really no­
thing of the sort: in a certain manner, nothing is exchanged in cxchangl· 

Le retors cient ici ace qu'une dette infinie s'annule d'elle-meme et ne 
-·efface jamais, ce qui revient etrangement au meme. Lui, done, s'en­
ill·tte. A l'egard de ce qu'il appelle la chose. La chose dicte ses condi­
tions, bien qu'elle soit muette, et parce qu'elle est muette, elk n'entre 
pas clans le contrat. Elle est irresponsable, Jui seul est responsable au 
1kpart devant elk, qui reste tout autre, indifferente, ne s'engageant 
I mais. «Recon naitre le plus grand droit de l'objet, son droit im­
prcscriptible, opposable a tout poeme ... ( ... ) L'objet est toujours 
plus important, plus interessant, plus capable (plein de droits): ii n'a 
4111.'Un devoir vis-a-vis de moi, c'est moi qui ai tOUS Jes devoirs a son 
~p;;1rd.» (Berges de la Loire, ou comment se faire battre par la chose, 
r~~tilierement, sans jamais la «sacrifier» a «la mise en valeur de quelque 
trouvaille verbale», en revenant toujours «a J'objet lui-meme, ace qu'il a 
1k brut, de different: different en particulier de ce que j'ai deja (a ce 
11111111cnt) ecrit de Jui.») 

I .a loi est d'autant plus imperieuse, illimitee, exigeant insatiablement 
k 11auifice, qu'elle procede d'un tout autre (la chose) qui ne demande 
rkn, qui n'a meme pas rapport a soi, qui n'echange rien ni avec soi ni 
11vt'c personne, qui, la mort en somme, n'est pas sujet (anthropomor­
phiquc ou theomorphique, conscient ou inconscient, ni un discours, ni 
111~mc d'abord une ecriture au sens courant de ce mot). Demandant tout 
rl 1·irn la chose place le debiteur ( celui qui voudrait dire proprement ma 
1li111r ) en situation d'heteronomie absolue et d'alliance infiniment inega-
11· ."ii bicn que s'acquitter, pour lui, «relever de defi» en tous cas, ce n~ 
11'1 ,1 pas SC conformer a Un COntrat de langue qui n'a jamais ete signe 
J1tlliN i\ faire lui, en signant, Ce qu'il faut pour qu'au terme, clans Ja 
j11hilation orgastique de ce qu'il appelle la verite, ii puisse non seule-
111r111 signer son texte, imposer ou apposer sa signature mais en trans­
it 11111.111t son texte en signature obliger la chose, I' obliger-a, mais a rien 
1l'.1111rc qu'a signer elle-meme, a se signifier elle-meme (voyez J'extraor­
th11.111c Appendice V du Savon ), a devenir ecriture-signature, a contracter 
n\•11 Francis Ponge l'idiome absolu d'un contrat : une seule signature 
1111111csignec, unc seule chose signant double. Mais bien sur ce contrat 
11'c11 cst pas un : d'unc certaine maniere rien ne s'echange en echange 
.1 .... -1~11aturcs; d'autrc part, l'evencmcnt etant chaque fo is idiomatiquc, 
11111 111 pcrsolllll' 11 'cst engage au-dcla de la singularite instantanee d'un 
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for the signatures; and, on the other hand, since the event is idiomatic 
every single time, neither thing nor person is engaged beyond the mo­
mentary singularity of a certain coitus of signatures . And since the 
confusion of signatures only gains its value by causing the entirely­
other to come into the event, this entirely-other remains, on both sides, 
outside the contract, indifferent, unconcerned . The countersignature 
lets it be (lets it live, as is said of the object oflove in Proems). This is just 
as true for Ponge's side as it is for the side of the thing, whence this 
feeling, when we read him, of vital engagement and of flippancy, as of 
someone who knows at once how to be here and how to be disengaged, 
who knows that he is disengaged . Whence this inimitable intonation, 
serious and light at the same time, of a "take it or leave it," all and 
nothing, all or nothing, everything said and done. 

The structure of the placement in abyss, such as he practices it, seems 
to me to repeat this scene every time: every time, but every time in a 
necessarily idiomatic fashion, the "differential quality" affecting the 
very form of the signature, this latter remaining the other)s. From this 
comes the infinite monumentalization of the signature, and also its 
dissipation without return, the signature no longer being tied to a 
single proper name, but to the athcological and modern multiplicity of 
a new signatura rerum. 

What is singular about this tyrannical thou must of the thing is exactly 
its singularity. The singularity of a command which is irreplaceable 
each time-its rarity-prevents it from becoming law. Or rather, if you 
prefer, it is a law that is immediately transgressed (let us say, more 
precisely,freed up), the one who responds being placed, immediately, in 
a singular link with it, whereby he frees himself from the tyranny even 
as he experiences and approves it. And then the law will be freed up a 
second time when- we will get to this later on-the signer will make 
the thing sign, will make it enter into a singular contract and transform 
the singular demand into law by means of the placement in abyss. The 
transgression that enfranchises and frees up will be the law of repetition 
in abyss. 

And, properly, the step, the stop, of Ponge. 
This reading hypothesis has two preliminary consequences. In the 

very first place, it is on the basis of his debt, and of the fact that he puts 
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certain colt des signatures . Puis la confusion des signatures n'ayant de 
prix qu'a faire venir, dans l'evenement, le tout autre, cclui-ci reste, des 
dcux cotes, hors du contrat, indifferent, non concernc. La contre-signa-
1 ure le laisse etre (le laisse vivre, comme il est dit de l'objet d'amour 
dans Proemes ). Cela est aussi vrai du cote de la chose que du cote de 
Ponge, d'ou ce sentiment, a le lire, d'engagement vital et de desinvol­
turc comme de qui sait etre ici et du meme coup se degager, qui se sait 
degage. D'ou cette intonation inimitable, a la fois grave ct legere, d'un 
«C'est a prendre OU a laisser», tout et rien, tout OU rien, tout compte 
fa it. 

La structure de la mise en abyme, telle qu'il la pratique, me parait 
rcpeter chaque fois cette scene, chaque fois mais chaque fois de fac;on 
nccessairement idiomatique, la «qualite differentielle» affectant jusqu'a 
la forme de la signature, celle-ci restant de />autre . De la vient la monu­
mentalisation infinie mais aussi la dissipation sans retour de la signature 
qui n'est plus liee a un seul nom propre mais a la multiplicite athfolo­
~it1ue et moderne d'une nouvelle signatura rerum. 

Le singulier de ce tu dois tyrannique de la chose, c'est justement sa 
~ingularite. La singularite de l'ordre chaque fois irremplac;able - la 
rnrctc - l'empechc de devenir loi. Ou bien, si vous voulez, c'est une loi 
tmmcdiatement transgressee (disons plus precisementfranchie ) puisque 
n·lui qui y repond se met immediatemcnt en rapport singulier avec elle, 
-'.1ffranchissant par la de la tyrannie en l'approuvant et l'eprouvant. Et 
puis clle sera une deuxicme fois franchie quand - nous y viendrons 
plus tard - le signataire fera signer la chose, la fera entrer dans un 
Mlngulier contrat et transformera la demande singuliere en loi par la 
lll lSC en abyme. La transgression franchissante, ce sera la loi de la repeti­
t 11111 en abyme. 

Et, proprement, le pas de Ponge. 

A n~ttc hypothese de lecture, deux premieres consequences. Tout 
ti'.1hord c'est a partir Jc sa dette et du fa it qu'il s'endette sans dette que 
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himself into debt without debt, that, at the very point where he seems 
to flare up against prescription (didactic, ethical, political, philosophi­
cal, etc.), his texts also engage, prescribe, oblige, and teach in the form 
of a lesson and a morality. See what he says about duty and d~fference in 
the Preface to the Making of the pre. He assumes the duty and the need, 
therefore, to dictate a duty of some kind, according to "what it would, 
no doubt, be pretentious to call my ethic" (For a Malherbe). We must 
accept the fact , as he does, that he gives a lesson (ethical, political, 
rhetorical, poetical, etc.): not in order to receive it, but in order to 
understand the basis on which-the formula, the ring (the debt un­
debts itself)-one can give and receive a lesson. Imperious, gentle, 
intractable. His lesson (his ethic, his politics, in other words his philos­
ophy) is less interesting to me (I do not, in fact, always listen to it 
without murmuring), than the basis on which it is constituted, and 
which he expounds better than anyone, thereby showing-and we are 
too readily dubious about this-that the ethical instance is at work in 

I 

the body df literature. Which is why, rather than listen to the lesson he 
gives, I prefer to read it, as a lesson, in other words, on morals, and no 
longer of morals, on the genealogy of morals that he has drawn, as we 
shall see, from a morals of genealogy. 

Second consequence: since the two (engaged-disengaged) entirely 
others are outside of the contract process, are inaccessible, and since we 
can never do anything other than let them be (he and the thing), that 
which interests, or interests us, and engages us in reading, is inevitably 
what happens in the middle, between them: the intermediaries (names 
and things ), the witnesses, the intercessors, the events that go on 
between them, the interested ones. 

I return to this point by taking a step, a stop, backwards . 
How is the proper double or double proper (propriety and idiomatic 

property, but also the double of the proper that is placed in abyss) pro­
duced in signature? 

We can, as a first and insufficient approach, distinguish three 
modalities of signature. The one that we call the signature in the propet 
sense represents the proper name, articulated in a language and read­
able as such: the act of someone not content to write his proper name 
(as if he were filling out an identity card), but engaged in authcnticatinµ, 
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Ncs textes, au moment mcme ou ii paralt s'emporter contre la prescrip­
tion ( didactique, cthique, politique, philosophique, etc.) engagent, 
prcscrivent, obligent, enseignent, en forme de lei;on et de moralite. 
Voyez ce qu'il dit du devoir et de la difference clans la Preface a la Fabrique 
d11 pre. II assume le devoir et d'avoir a dieter, depuis la, du devoir, scion 
•l.:e qu'il serait pretentieux sans doute de nommer moo erhique» 
(Pour un Malherbe). II faut accepter, comme lui, qu'il donne une lei;on 
( <'thique, politiquc, rheroriquc, poetique, etc.) : non pour la recevoir 
mais pour comprendre a partir de quoi, de quellc formule, de quel an-
111:au (la dette s'endette) on peut donner et recevoir une lei;on. lmperi­
rnse, douce, intraitable. Sa lei;on (son ethique, sa politique, c'est-a-dire 
'·'philosophic) m'intfresse moins (a vrai dire je ne l'ecoute pas toujours 
-.rns murmure) que ce a partir de quoi die se constitue et qu'il montre 
micux que personne, demontrant par la-meme, ce dont on doute trop 
f.Kilcment, que l'instance ethique travaille la littfrature au corps. C'est 
l'llllrquoi a ecouter la lei;on qu'il donne, je prefere le lire, c'est-a-dire 
111mme une lei;on sur la morale, et non plus de morale, sur la genealogie 
1k la morale qu'il a tiree, on va le voir, d'une morale de la genealogie. 

Deuxieme consequence : comme !es deux tout-autres (engages-de­
ti.11gcs) sont hors contrat, inaccessibles, et qu'on ne peut jamais que !es 
l.1isscr etre (lui ct la chose), ce qui interesse, nous interesse, nous engage 
.\ lire, c'est forcement ce qui se passe au milieu, entre eux: !es inter-
1m'diaires (noms ct choses), !es temoins, Jes intercesseurs, Jes evene­
llll"lltS qui se passent entre eux, les interesses. 

J'y revicns d'un pas en arriere. 

c :omment le double propre (proprcte et propriere idiomatique mais 
o11mi le double du propre qui se met en abyme) se produit-il en signature? 

On peut, en premiere ct insuffisante approche, distingucr trois 
mod.ilitcs de la signature. Celle qu'on nommerait la signature au sens 
l'lopn: rcpresente le nom propre, articule clans une langue et lisible 
111mmc tel : actc de cclui qui nc se contente pas d'ecrire son propre nom 
trn111111c s'i l rcmplissait unc fiche d'identite) mais s'engage a authen-

S3 



(if possible) the fact that it is indeed he who writes: here is my name, I 
refer to myself, named as I am, and I do so, therefore, in my name. I, 
the undersigned, I affirm (yes, on my honor). The line between the 
autography of one's proper name and a signature poses (de facto and de 

Jure, therefore) redoubtable problems, which I do not wish to evade, as 
is always being done (on the contrary, it is my question here), but 
which, for the moment, I pass over. 

The second modality, a banal and confused metaphor for the first, is 
the set of idiomatic marks that a signer might leave by accident or 
intention in his product. These marks would have no essential link with 
the form of the proper name as articulated or read "in" a language. But 
then the inclusion of the proper name "in" a language never happens as 
a matter of course. We sometimes call this the style, the inimitable 
idiom Qf a wrirer, 5c;.1.ilpt0r, pJ.inter, or npt:or. Or of a musician, the only 
one \'vho is incapable, a5 such, of inscribing his signature in the first 
scn.~e, his nominaJ signature, that is, upon the work. itself: the musician 
cannot sign within the text. He lacks the space to do so, and the spacing 
of a language {unless he ovcrcodes his work on the basis of another 
scmiotk system, one of musical notation, for example). This is also his 
oppornmity. 

ln keeping with this second sense, we will say that the work is signed 
Ponge or X W"ithout having to read the proper name. 

Thirdly, and it is more c:ompiic:ated here, we may designate as general 
signature, or signatur<: of the signature, the foJd of the placement in 
abyss where, after the manner of the signature in the current sense, the 
work of writing designates, describes, and inscribes itself as act (action 
and archive), signs itself before the end by affording us the opportunity 
to read: I refer to myself, this is writing, I am a writing, this is writ­
ing- which excludes nothing since, when the placement in abyss suc­
ceeds, and is thereby decomposed and produces an event, it is the other, 
the thing as other, that signs . This does not just happen in books, not 
only, but also in revolutions, or between the Sapates of Francis Ponge. 

These three modalities are, in principle, structurally distinct. But I 
want to show how Francis-Ponge (I put a hyphen between his firs t 
name and his last name)-and this is what constitutes his style, his 
paraph, or, if suc;h a thing exists, his own particular operation- is abk 

54 

11ficr (si c'est possible) qu'il est bien celui qui ecrit : voici mon nom, je 
llll" refere a moi-meme, tel qu'on me nomme, et je le fais, done, en mon 
llOm. Je soussigne, j'affirme ( oui, sur l'honneur). La limite entre l'auto­
t'l',tphie de son propre nom et une signature pose (en fait et en droit, 
llonc) des problemes redoutables, que je ne veux pas fuir, comme on fait 
11111jours (au contraire, ici, c'est ma question) mais que je laisse pour 
l'mstant courir. 

La deuxieme, metaphore banalc et confuse de la premiere, ce sont Jes 
111.1rques idiomatiques qu'un signataire abandonnerait ou calculcrait 
llilns son produit. Ces marques n'auraient pas un rapport essentiel avec 
la forme du nom propre telle qu'elle s'articulc ou se lit «clans» une 
l"11gue. Encore que !'inclusion du nom propre «clans» une langue n'aille 
jttmais de soi. On appelle ccla, parfois, le style, l' idiome inimitable d'un 
dnivain, d'un sculpteur, d'un peintre ou d'un orateur. Ou d'un musi­
' kn, celui-ci etant le seul a ne pouvoir, en tant que tel, inscrire sa 
-·~nature au premier sens, sa signature nominale, a mcme l'~uvre: le 
11111sicien ne peut pas signer dans le texte. Lui manque J'espace pour le 
l1ure, et l'espacement d'une langue (a moins qu'il ne surcode sa musique 
.\ p.trtir d'un autre systemc semiotique, par exemple, celui de la notation 
11111sicale). C'est aussi sa chance. 

lkpuis ce deuxieme sens, on dira que l'~uvre est signee Ponge ou X 
•1U1s avoir besoin de lire le nom propre. 

Et troisiemement, la e'est plus complique, on peut appeler signature 
11tn~rale, ou signature de la signature, le pli de la mise en abyme quand, 
a l'instar de la signature au sens courant, l'ecriture sc designe, decrit et 
ln~uit elle-meme commc acte (action et archive), se signe avant la fin en 
1l11nnant a lire: je me refere a moi-meme, ceci est de l'ecriture, je suis 
1'11 iturc, ceci est de l'ecriture, ce qui n'exclut rien puisque, quand la 
llll~l· en abyme reussit, done quand elle s'abime et fa1t evenement, c'est 
l'1m1rc, la chose comme autre qui signe. <;a nc se passe pas dans Jes 
llvrrs, ~a, seulement, mais aussi dans Jes revolutions ou entre les Sapatcs 
1lr Jlrancis Ponge. 

Cc:11 trois modalites sont en principe structurellement distinctes. Mais 
I vrux montrer comment Francis-Ponge (je mets un trait d'union entrc 
•1111 num ct son prcnom), c'est la son style et son parafe ou, s'il en est 
llllt' , 1100 operation propre, lcs pJie, ces trois, a n'en faire qu'une OU en 
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to fold all three into a single one, or in any case combine them in the 
same scene for the same drama and the same orgasm. 

The law producing and prohibiting the signature (in the first modal­
ity) of the proper name, is that, by not letting the signature fall outside 
the text any more, as an undersigned subscription, and by inserting it 
into the body of the text, you monumentalize, institute, and erect it 
into a thing or a stony object. But in doing so, you also lose the 
identity, the title of ownership over the text : you let it become a mo­
ment or a part of the text, as a thing or a common noun . The erection­
tomb falls. Step, and stop, of man . 

Hence the signature has to remain and disappear at the same time, 
remain in order to disappear, or disappear in order to remain. It has to 

do so> it is lacking> this is what matters. It has to, it fails to, remain by 
disappearing> it has to have to disappear, it has to have yet to disappear, a 
simultaneous and double demand, a double and contradictory postula­
tion, a double obligation, a double bind which I have translated as the 
double band of the signature, the double band, the double band(s), 
hence the double(s) band. There has to be a signature so that it can 
remain-to-disappear. It is lacking, which is why there has to be one, but 
it is necessary that it be lacking, which is why there does not have to be 
one. 

It has to write that as you wish, such is the countersigned signa­
ture, useless and _indispensable, supplementary. 

Let us begin with a point of departure that is somewhat aleatory, 
though not any more so, perhaps, than a proper name; and which is, 
moreover, sufficiently motivated by the figure of the "geneanalogical" 
tree (Interview of Francis Ponge with Philippe Sollers); let us begin with 
one of the oldest archives, with the tree from Reasons for living happily 
(1928-1929). 

After appealing to the idion, and to the "unique circumstances" 
which, "at the same moment," create "the motive for making me seizt· 
my pencil"-along with a "new tool on our bench" (wood on wood) 
for describing things "from their own point of view," so as to give "the 
impression of a new idiom"- he explains the conditions under which, 
"later on, the co_mplete work of an author" may "be considered a thing 

tous cas a les lier sur la meme scene pour le meme drame et le meme 
11rgasme. 

La loi qui produit et interdit la signature du «nom propre» (la pre­
miere), c'est qu'a ne plus la laisser tomber hors texte, en souscription 
~oussignee, a l'inserer clans le corps du texte, on la monumentalise, 
l'instituc, l'erige en chose ou objet pierreux, mais o n en perd du meme 
rnup l'idcntite, le titre de proprietc du texte, on la laisse devenir un 
111oment ou une partie du texte, une chose ou un nom commun. L'erec­
t ion-tombe. Pas d'homme. 

II faut done a la fois que la signature reste et disparaisse, qu'elle reste 
pour disparaitre ou qu'elle disparaisse pour rester. Il faut, c'est cela qui 
1111porte. II faut qu'elle reste a disparaitre) double exigence simultanec, 
double postulation contradictoire, double obligation, double bind que 
l',ti traduit par double bande de la signature, la double bande, le double 
lt.111de, done les double(s) bande(nt). II faut la signature pour qu'elle 
u·~tc-a-disparaitre. Elle manque, c'est pourquoi ii la faut, mais ii faut 
1111'clle manque, c'est pourquoi il ne la faut pas. 

II faut, ecrivez c;a comme vous voudrez, voila la signature contre­
igncc, inutile et indispensable, suppkmentaire. 

Commenc;ons, point de depart un peu aleatoire mais pas plus peut­
~t re qu'un nom propre, et puis assez motive par la figure de l'arbre 
~p.l'neanalogique» (Entretiens de Francis Ponge avec Philippe Sollers), 
• 11111mcnc;ons par une des archives les plus anciennes, par l'arbre des 
/(111.wns de vivre heureux (1928-1929). 

A pres en avoir appele a l'idion, aux «circonstances uniques» qui , «a la 
mt'mc seconde» forment «le mobile qui me fait saisir mon crayon» et un 
•llllllVd OUtil SUr notrc etabJi» (bois Sur bois) pour decrire les choses 
•1k lcur propre point de vue» en donnant «!'impression d'un nouvel 
1ili111t1c», ii cxplique ks conditions pour que «l'a:uvre complete d'un 
1mtrur plus tard» puisse «a son tour erre consideree comme une 
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in its turn": "not only a rhetoric per poem" or "a manner per year or per 
work." 

The figure of the tree then imposes itself, as if by chance: "like the 
successive rinds of a tree, detaching themselves at each period through 
the natural effort of the tree. " Now the tree, whose elementary idea, as 
we recall, is one of pine wood, from which we make de ad wood (coffins 
and tables also), turns up again in 1941, in a letter announcing the rule 
of the counter-rule: " ... every writer 'worthy of the name' must write 
against all writing that precedes him (must in the sense of is forced to, is 
obliged to)-notably against all existing rules." (What we have to re­
member here is Ponge against the rules, right up agai.nst the origin of 
rules). The letter continues. " ... I favor one technique per poet, and 
even, at the limit, one technique per poem-which jts object would 
determine. 

"Thus, for The pine forest, if I may be permitted to put it so-is it not 
the pine tree that furnishes (during its lifetime) the mo.st dead ivood? .. . 

"The ultimate preciosity? - No doubt. But what can I do? Having 
once imagined this kind of difficulty, honor requires us to confront it 
... (and then again, it's fun)." 

Fun is not an accessory value here. And once again, as if by chance 
and for the sake of amusement, the Oral Essay, when speaking of the 
"duty of trees" (to make branches and leaves ), and of "this tree which is 
my friend," inscribes on a leaf (of a tree , of course), the common noun 
that is closest, nearest to the proper given name of the author, except for 
a gender and an aitch, a hatchet. It is presented as a "small apologue," 
but we read an apologia as well: "Let us suppose that I had a friend (I 
have friends: I have them in literature, philosophy, politics, journalism). 
But let us suppose that this friend of mine is a tree. What is the duty of 
trees , the point about trees? It is to make branches, then leaves; this, of 
course, is their duty. Now then, this tree , who is my friend, thought 
that he had written on his leaves, on each of his leaves (in the language 
of trees, everyone knows what I mean), that he had written franchise on 
a leaf ... " 

This is the first example, the last one being "neither executioner nor 
victim." 

Now the sequel to the apologue tells how, in brief, the tree becomes 
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lhose» : «non seulement une rhctorique par poeme», «une manicrc par 
;1r11 ou par ocuvre». 

Comme par hasard s'impose alors la figure de l' arbre: «comme Jes 
~uccessives ecorces d'un arbre, sc detachant par !'effort nature! de 
l'arbre a chaque epoquc» . Or l'arbrc, dont l'idee elementaire, on s'en 
1nuvient, est cclle du bois de pin dont on fait du bois mort ( aussi des 
~crcucils ct des tables), le voici de nouveau en 1941 dans une lettrc 
foorn;:ant la reglc de contre-regle : « ... chaque ccrivain digne de ce 
nom doit ecrire cm•tre tout ce qui a ete ecrit jusqu' a Jui (doit clans Jc sens 
de est forci de, est oblige a) - contre toutes !es regles existantes notam­
ment» . (Ce qu'il faut garder en mcmoirc, ici, c'est Ponge contre Jes 
rcgles, tout contre l'origine des rcgles). Suite de la lettre. « ... je suis 
partisan d'une technique par poctc, et meme, a la limite, d'une tech­
nique par poeme - que determinerait son objet. 

«Ainsi, pour Le Bois de Pins, si je me permets de le presenter ainsi, 
, 'est que le pin n'est-il pas l'arbrc qui fournit (de son vivant) le plus de 
lwis mort? . . . 

«Comble de la preciosite? - Sans doute. Mais qu'y puis-jc? Une fois 
11u'on a imagine ce genre de difficulte, l'honncur veut qu'on ne s'y 
dfrobe ... (ct puis, c'est tres amusant).» 

L'amusant n'cst pas ici une valeur accessoire. Et encore comme par 
hasard et pour s'amuscr, parlant du «dcvoir des arbres» (faire des 
branches ct des feuilles) et de «cet arbre qui est mon ami», la Tentative 
11rale inscrit sur une feuille (d'arbre evidemment) le nom commun le 
plus prochc, le plus pres du prenom propre de !'auteur, a un scxe et une 
h.irhc pres . C'est prcsente comme un «pctit apologue» mais on lit aussi 
l'.1pologie : «Supposons que j'aie un ami (j'ai des amis : j'en ai clans la 
l11rfraturc, dans la philosophic, dans la politiquc, dans le journalisrne). 
Mais supposons gue cet ami que j'ai soit un arbrc. Q ue! est le devoir des 
.1rhrcs, le fait des arbres? C'est de faire des branches, puis des feuilles ; 
. 1•11.kmment c'est leur devoir. Eh bien, cet arbre qui est mon ami, ii 
I'' 11 s;1i t que sur ses feuilles, sur chacune de ses feuilles il avait ecrit (clans 
1, langage des arbres, tout le monde me comprend) ii avait ecrit sur unc 
k111lk franchise ... » 

C'est le premier exemple, le dern ier erant «ni bourreau ni victime». 
Or la suite de l'apologue raconte en somme comment l'arbre devicnt 
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an executioner and a victim at one and the same time, signing itself and 
bleeding to death from the very moment that the woodcutter, after 
making off with one of its branches, turns it into an aitch, a hatchet 
with which he then tries to cut down the tree. The eyes of the tree 
"fasten on to the hatchet, the aitch held by the woodsman- something 
the tree almost failed to notice the first time- and it recognizes, in the 
brand-new handle of this hatchet, this aitch, the wood of the branch 
that was removed in the first place." 

The end of the apologuc suggests that we should not "push meta­
phors too far. It is one of their hazards that we can take them in all 
senses." 

But we can stay here right next to what is nearest. For "it becomes 
tragic at the moment when our tree, not content with complaining, 
with saying: Tu quoque, fili mi, reaches the point where it thinks: Am I 
the wood, then, that hatchets are made oj? That , that's terrible." What 
comes back to cut the tree, and then to put it to death, is thus a part of 
the tree, a branch, a son, a handle, a piece detached from the tree which 
writes, which writes itself on itself, on its leaf, its firs t leaf,.franchise. The 
t ree itself, the signer, cuts itself, and the torn-off piece with which it 
cuts itself to death is also a hatchet, an aitch, a letter subtracted from the 
franchise written on the tree, what has to be cut away from this common 
noun so that the noun can become, or very nearly so, a proper given 
name. But the supplementary hatchet, the aitch .. by making dead wood, 
confers a monumental stature on the apologetic tree. 

The phallic character of the I, of pine wood, the incisor of the cutting 
and resolute franchise, the sharpened decision of the hatchet, the aitch 
that the tree allows to be turned against itself-all this is understood 
according to the male value , the cutting virility recognized in frankness 
and francity. If all this were not regularly put, so as to invert itself, in 
abyss, according to a necessary law w hich has jndecd to be explained, 
we would see once again affirmed, with the greatest force , the desire for 
the proper joined with the most utterly assumed phallocentrism. 

After having, for example, as he often does~ decomposed and ana­
lyzed the proper name of Malherbe into an adjecti\·c and a common 
noun (male/herb )-the splitting up, or the process of naturalization, 
transforming the name at once into a blazon or legendary rebus, as 
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a la fois bourreau et victime, se signe et saigne a mort des Je moment Oll 

le bucheron, lui ayant pris unc branche, en fait une hachc avec laquellc ii 
entreprend de l'abattre. Les ycux de l'arbre «se portent sur la cogncc 
que porte le bucheron, qu'il n'avait presque pas remarquee la premiere 
fois, et il reconnait clans le manche tout neuf de cette cognee le bois de 
la branche qu'on lui avait cnlcvee la premiere fois.» 

La fin de l'apologue suggcre qu'il ne faut pas '<pousser trop loin ks 
metaphores. Elles Ont ccci de dangereux qu'on peut les tirer clans tons 
les sens.» 

Mais on peut rester ici au plus pres du tout proche. Car «cela devicnt 
tragique au moment ou notre arbre, non content de se plaindre, de 
dire : Tu quoque, fili mi, en arrive a penser : ] e suis done du bois dont on fait 
les haches? Ccla, c'est terrible.» Ce qui revient entailler l'arbre, puis le 
mettre a mort, c'est done une partie de l'arbre, une branche, un fils, un 
manche, un morceau dctache de l'arbre qui ecrit, qui s'ecrit sur lui­
mcme, sur sa fcuille , sa premiere feuille,franchise. L'arbre, le signataire, 
sc taillc lui-mcme, et le morceau arrache avec lequel il sc taille a mort, 
c'cst aussi une hache, une lettre soustraite a la franchise inscritc sur 
l'arbre, ce qu'il faut tailler de ce nom commun pour qu'il dcviennc, a 
trcs peu pres, un prenom propre. Mais la hache supplementaire, a faire 
du bois mort, donne a l'arbre apologetique une stature monumentalc. 

Le caractere phallique du 1, du bois de pin , l'incisif de la franchise 
coupante ct rcsolue, la decision aiguisee de la hache que l'arbre laisse se 
rctourncr contre lui , tout ccla s'entend selon la valeur male, la virilite 
tranchantc rcconnue au franc et a la francite. Si tout cela ne se mettait 
pas reguliercmcnt, pour s'invcrser, en abyme, selon une Joi necessaire 
l)u' il s'agit justcment d'e<pliquer, on vcrrait s'affirmer une fois de plus 
ensemble, avec la plus grande force, le desir du propre conjoint au 
phalloccntrisme le plus assume. 

Par cxemple, apres avoir, comme il le fair souvent, decompose, ana­
lys~ le nom propre de Malherbe en adjectif et en nom commun (male/ 
hcrbe), la mise en pieces OU la naturalisation transformant du meme 
wup en blason ou en rebus legendaire, comme cela arrive ailkurs avec 
ks no ms de Spada ( cette fois encore l'epee phallique ), * de Picasso 

•J e croyais avoir tu cela dans •Prmr Marcel Spada» (preface de «A la fete rouquine» ). 
/r nr l'y retrouve pas. f 'ai du mtendre Ponge en parter. 
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happens elsewhere with the names of Spada (this time, once again, the 
phallic sword)*; of Picasso ("This is also the reason why, at the outset of 
this text, I had to plant this name, and first of all its initial capital [also 
his own, as if by chance] just as , on the tip of a pike [this time, a piece 
picked out from the pronounceable name is also the graphic and visible 
form of the initial], the oriflamme of an intellectual offensive" [here the 
whole word-not pronounced, and, as always, under-written, dis­
creetly left to be guessed at, without insistence or bad taste- this whole 
word, assault, is a piece of Picasso, and he recalls further on that this is 
the representation of a "pennant"]; of Braque, always on the frank 
attack for renown ("Bracket the range, to disengage yourself'')-very 
well, he associates, on the page of male/herb, the frank, the male, the 
resolute: "Pride. Resolution. Its way of menacing, teasing, when wo­
men resist. " And toward the end of the book: "The hard kernel of 
Francity. Enlightened patriotism. 

"Poetry of the certainly. Articulation of the Yes. ( ... ) Something 
magisterial. An unmistakable tone of superiority. Something male as 
well." The yes (affirmed, approved, signed), is associated with the in­
scription of his proper name, with the autographic signature, as at the 
end, for example, of the Braque. Let us not hasten to link this francity to 
its poorly enlightened national referent, since we ought at least to guide 
it through this detour of the proper forename which, for Malherbe and 
for Ponge, was also almost shared in common. An almost common 
given name if we compare Frarn;ois to Francis, "Eldest son of the great 
Logos ( ... ) Frarn;ois, in whom your presence bathes me on this beauti­
ful day." But an altogether common proper given name, since it is twice 
relatinized on the pedestal, or the epitaph: «Primus Franciscus Mal­
herbe" and «Franciscus Pontius/Nemausensis Poeta,J) according to the first 
publication of The Fig (dried). 

To be frank, French, free, and disengaged is also to know how to cut, 
to transgress, to infringe the law or to cross the line: he plays with this 
at the end of the Prose on the name of Vulliamy ("If at last the step from 
voyance to your vuillance is one that only a poet could freely take, and 
since Francis at least makes you dare at last to take it, vuillingly take it 
in your turn, my friend"). 

*I thought I read this in ((For Marcel Spada" (preface to ''At the Carrot Festival'?. I iU1 
not find it there. I must have heard Pl»fge talking about it. 
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( « Voila aussi pourquoi, au debut de ce texte, j'ai du planter ce nom et 
d'abord sa majuscule initiate [ c'est aussi la sienne, comme par hasard] 
wmme au bout d'une pique, [ cette fois un morceau pique au nom 
pronorn;able est aussi la forme graphique et visible de l'initiale ], une 
oriflamme: celle de !'offensive intellectuelle [ici le mot entier, non pro­
nonce et comme toujours sous-ecrit, laisse discrerement a deviner, sans 
insistance et faute de gout, ce mot entier, assaut, est un morceau de 
Picasso, et il rappelle plus bas que cette representation est celle d'un 
"pennon»], de Braque, toujours en attaque franche de la renommee 
( «Braquez a fond, pour vous degager . . . » ), eh bien, ii associe, sur la 
page de male/herbe, le franc, le male et le resolu : «Fierte . Resolution. 
Sa fa<;on de manacer, railler, quand Jes dames resistent.» Et vers la fin 
du livre: «Le noyau dur de la Francite. Patriotisme eclaire. 

«Poesie du certainement. L'articulation du Oui. ( .. . ) Quelque chose 
de magistral. Un ton de superiorite qui ne trompe pas. Quelque chose 
.iussi de male.» Le oui (affirme, approuve, signe,) est associe a l'inscrip­
t h >11 de son nom pro pre, a la signature autographe, comme par exemple 
,\ 1.1 fin du Braque. Ne nous hatons pas de rapporter cette francite a son 
referent national mal eclaire, ii faut au moins le conduire par ce detour 
1111 prenom propre qui fut aussi, a Malherbe et a Ponge, presque com-
1111111. Presque cornmun prenom si l'on compare a Francis Fran<;ois, 
.. lirand fils du grand Logos ( ... ) Fran<;ois, dont ce beau jour ta presence 
m'm:troie ... ». Mais tout a fait commun prenom propre lorsqu'il est 
pnr deux fois relatinise sur le sock ou l'epitaphe : «Primus Franciscus 
Atiilherba» et «Franciscus Pontius!Nemausensis Poeta» apres la premiere 
publication de La Pigue (seche). 

Etrc franc, fran<;ais, libre et degage, c'est aussi savoir trancher, trans-
11m1scr, s'affranchir de Ja loi OU franchir la ligne : il en joue a la fin de Ja 
l't11sr mr le nom de Vulliamy («De la voyance enfin a ta vuillance s'il n'est 
qu'un pas qu ' 1111 poctc tout seul puisse faire franchir, puisque Francis 
•hi m.:1ins tit qu'a la tin tll l'oses, vuillamcnt a ton tour franchis-le, mon 
1uni•). 
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Over the single instance of the given name, we have already seen, on 

the one hand , the double band of the signature stretched between the 

need to become a thing, the common name of a thing, or the name of a 

generality losing the idion in order to inscribe the colossal, and, on the 

other hand, the contrary demand for a pure idiomaticity, a capital letter 

unsoiled by the common, the condition of the signature in the proper 

sense. The rebus signature, the metonymic or anagrammatic signature, 

these are the condition of possibility and impossibility. The double bind 

of a signature event. As if the thing (or the common name of the thing), 

ought to absorb the proper, to drink it and to retain it in order to keep 

it. But, in the same stroke, by keeping, drinking, and absorbing it, it is 

as if the thing (or its name) lost or soiled the proper name. 

The sponge-the thing and its (or his) name. The thing is his name 

(thee, the is, milk, legacy, this is what matters), and it constitutes the 
event here, the chance and the interval of this event. Of double band, or 
contraband. 

On the one hand, the sponge expunges the proper name, puts it 

outside of itself, effaces and loses it, soils it as well in order to make it 
into a common noun; it contaminates the proper name on contact with 

the most pitiful, the most unqualifiable object, which is made to retain 

every sort of dirt. We gather together here a group of negative values 
that could cause us to reject the sponge for being dirty, and for spong­

ing away the proper. But simultaneously, the sponge can also retain the 

name, absorb it, shelter it, and keep it within itsel( Then, too, it holds 

clean and proper water as well as dirty water, insatiably. If, through a 

movement which I wish to call to your attention, the sponge, as in a 

singular passage from The orange, finds itself condemned in contrast to 

the orange, it is because the sponge remains undecided and undecidable. 

Not because it holds what is dirty and improper, but because it is 

sufficiently equivocal to hold the dirty as ivell as the clean, the non­

proper as well as the proper. This is why it is not noble, not frank : 

ignoble, rather. Observe: he has just compared the sponge to the orange, 

two things inge, two ob-ges, along with their two respective relation ­
ships to the processes of impressionable aspiration and expression. "As 

in the sponge, there is, in the orange, an aspiration to recover its coun­

tenance after enduring the ordeal of expression. But where the spong'-" 

Sur la sculc instance du prenom, deja , on voit la double bande de la 

signature tendue entre !'exigence de devenir chose, nom commun de 

chose ou nom d'une generalitc perdant l'idion pour inscrire le colossal, 

ct d'autre part la demande contraire d'une idiomaticite pure, majuscule 

immaculee par le commun, condition de la signature au sens propre. La 

signature rebus, la signature metonymique OU anagrammatique sont la 
condition de possibilite et d'impossibilite, le double bind d'un evene­

ment de signature. Comme si la chose (ou le nom commun de chose) 

dcvait absorber le propre, le boire et le retenir pour le garder. Mais du 

mcme coup, le gardant, le buvant, l'absorbant, c'est comme si elle ( ou 
son nom) perdait ou souillait le nom propre. 

L'eponge - la chose et son nom. La chose est son nom (l'e, !'est, lait, 

lr..qs, voila ce qui importe), elle constitue ici l'evenement, la chance et 
l'ccheance de cet evenement. De double bande OU de contrebande. 

D'une part, l'eponge eponge le nom propre, le met hors de soi, 
l'cfface et le pcrd, le souille aussi pour en faire un nom commun, le 

contamine au contact de l'objet le plus minable, le plus inqualifiable, 

f.iit pour retenir toutes Jes sal~tes. On recueille ici un ensemble de 
v.1kurs negatives qui feraicnt rejeter l'eponge parce qu'elle est sale et 

l1ponge le propre. Mais simultanemcnt l'cponge peut retenir le nom, 
l'.1bsorber, l'abriter en soi, le garder. Et puis elk garde aussi bien l'eau 

propre quc l'eau sale, insatiablement. Par un mouvement sur lequcl je 

\ICllX attircr VOtre attention, si i'eponge Se trouve, a tel passage singulier 

dr L 'orange, condamnee par opposition a !'orange, c'est parce qu 'elle 
trNte indecise et indecidable. Non pas parce qu'elle garde le sale ou le 

nun propre, mais parce qu'elle est assez equivoque pour garder aussi 

l11m le sale que le propre, le non propre que le propre. C'est en quoi elle 

11\·st pas noble, ni franche : ignoble plutot. Voyez, il Yient de comparer 

l'l' ponge a !'orange, deux choses enge, deux ob-ge, leurs deux rapports 
,\ l'impression aspirante et a !'expression. «Comme dans l'eponge ii ya 

ii 111s I' orange une aspiration a reprendre contenance apres avoir subi 

l'<1prn1ve de !'expression . Mais OU l'eponge reussit toujours, !'orange 

j11milis : car scs ccllules ont eel ate, ses tissus se sont dee hires. ( .. . ) Faut-

11 prcndrc parti entre ces deux manieres de ma! supporter l'oppres­
lhm ~ .. 

t\pr~s CCftC question, Oil pourrait s' attendre a Un eJoge de ['eponge 
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always succeeds, the orange never does: for its cells have burst, its 

tissues are torn. ( ... ) Do we have to take sides between these two ways 

of tolerating oppression badly?" 
After this question, we might expect a eulogy of the sponge, since it 

(the sponge) always recovers its countenance, and does not let itself be 

oppressed, on account of which it is a free and fra nk object, a subject 
which knows how to enfranchise itsel£ And yet we have two things, the 

orange and the sponge, and taking sides with one or the other remains 

a problem which is hard to decide; it is hard to take sides, it is hard to 

make use of or take the side of one or the other. It is harder, not to say 

impossible, in the case of the sponge, which is why, as we shall see, the 

sponge is ignoble. The impossible division, the difficulty of resolutely 

and frankly deciding the problem of the orange and the sponge will be 

interiorized, included in , and repeated in one of the two terms, namely 

the sponge, which is "ignoble" in that it lends itself to all contraries, 

both the proper and the non-proper. "Do we have to take sides between 
these two ways of enduring oppression badly?- The sponge is only a 
muscle filled with wind, with clean water or dirty water, as may be: this 

gymnastic is ignoble. Though the orange has better taste, it is too 

passive-and this odorous sacrifice, truly, is too accommodating to the 

oppressor." 
Ignoble as it may be, and lacking in natural nobility; poor in its 

genealogical extraction, and unable to choose between the proper and 

the improper, the economy of the sponge is nonetheless better able to 

resist the oppressor-its ignoble labor enfranchises it. 

In keeping with a certain traditional phantasmatic tendency, you 

might say that the sponge is a feminine figure: passive matter, less 

passive- but also more passive-than the orange, finding its liberty 
and its irreducible force in a passivity without limit, absorbing every­

thing, good water or bad. It is a remarkable figure for a receptacle-for 

writing, fo r example, like the page or table on which he writes, al­

though, as we shall see, it can also become, like the table, a her­

maphrodite (the flat writing surface of the table rises up upon the 

erection of the T, or the upright station of the foot ). And like The glass of 

water. Which, not "having freed it up" (March 25), I hold here in 

another hand ("Freshness, I hold you," March 28 ). 
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puisqu'elle reprend toujours contenance, elle, et ne se laisse pas oppri­
mer, en quoi elle est objet Libre, franc, sujet qui sait s'affranchir. Et pour­

tant voila deux choses, !'orange et J'eponge, entre lesquelles prendre 

parti reste une question diffici le a trancher, pour lesqueUes il est difficile 

de prendre parti , dont ii est difficile de t irer parti ou de prendre son 

parti. C'est plus diffici le, voire impossible, dans le cas de l'eponge, et 

c'est en quoi elle est, on va le voir, ignoble. Le clivage impossible, 

la difficulte de trancher resolument, franchement, entre !'orange ct 

l'eponge va s'interiori ser, s' inclure et se repeter dans l'un des deux 

tcrmes, l'eponge, qui est «ignoble» en ceci qu'elle est prete a taus Jes 

contraires, le propre et le non propre. «Faut-il prendre part i entre ces 

deux manieres de ma] supporter !'oppression? L'eponge n'est que mus­

cle et se remplit de vent, d'eau propre o u d'eau sale selon : cette gym­
nastique est ignoble. L'orange a meilleur gout, mais elk est trap 

passive, - et ce sacrifice odorant ... c'est faire a l'oppresseur trap bon 
I, compte vraiment.» 

Bien qu'elle soit ignoble, sans noblesse naturelle, de pauvre extrac­

tion genealogique, ne sachant pas trancher entre le propre et le non­

propre, son economic resiste rl)icux a l'oppresseur, son travail ignoble 

I 'atfranchit . 

Eponge, diriez-vous, c'est une figure feminine plutot, si l'on suit une 

u:rtaine inclinat ion phantasmatique traditionnelle: matiere passive, 

111oins passive que !'orange mais plus passive aussi, trouvant sa liberte et 

~.1 force irreductible clans une passivite sans limite, absorbant tout, la 

h1111nc ou la mauvaise eau. C'est une remarquable figure de receptacle , 

par cxernple pour l'ecriture, comme la page ou la table sur laquelle ii 

~l· rit, mais comme la table, on le verra, elk peut devenir hermaphrodite 

(la surface d'ecriture plate de Ia table se dressant sur l'erection du T ou 
l.i station debout du pied). Et comme L e verre d )eau. Que, sans «l'avoir 

fr.im:hi» (25 mars), je tiens ici d'une autre main ( «Fralcheur, je te tiens», 
l8 mars). 

Francis Ponge se sera done bien marie. Avec lui-meme d'abord . Fran­

d1 c.'.'st Pongc . Francis et Ponge forment un couple heterosexuel harmo­

n1eux. Francis tranche par sa virilite, ii introduit la decision dans 

l'im.lcddahlc epongc, et Pongc la feminite - l'epouse - en prend son 

r.irti. Mais rCintroduit sans cesse l'equivoque ignoble, l' indecidabilite 



Francis Ponge will then indeed have gotten married. lb himself, in 
the first place. Francis is Pongc . Francis and Ponge form a harmonious 
heterosexual couple. Francis is incisive by virtue of his virility, he intro­
duces decision into the undecidable sponge, w hile Ponge, the femi­
nine-the spouse- takes its own measures. But re-introduces 
unceasingly the ignoble equivocation, the w1decidability of the hymen 
between proper and non -proper; exceeds the limit in its turn. I will 
show later on that the sponge espouses. 

Francis and Ponge, a lucky coupling, no doubt. But like any happy 
household, it has a history and passes its time in making scenes (separa­
tion, reconciliations, with and without offspring). The drama, or inces­
sant action of the hymen in this two-fold fascination, lies in the fact that 
Francis sticks by the sponge, to the thing that regards him as he acts 
even as it always says no, start over again; he unceasingly tries to seduce 
it, to bring it into his game or into his bed, to take its side, to be on its 
side and to make of it his own side, although, for reasons that I have 
explained, he also holds it in aversion or repulsion. He pushes it away, 
in any case. Indeed, he has managed-and doing so will have brought 
off his work-to manipulate this ambivalence with an astonishing free­
dom (his own death, as always, is a murder overflowing with love); to 
manipulate this undecided mixture of attraction and repulsion which 
puts out of patience, even as it nourishes, his taste for decisive frank­
ness: knowing how to take up the sponge, but also how to drop it 
(dropping it while taking it up), retaking it while dropping it, reserving 
all rights for himself- the right to make fun of it, to raise it or lower it, 
inflated or emptied (expressed). 

For Francis doesn't give a damn for the sponge. It will not have been 
his thing. 

In his moments of discouragement (the sponge is discouraging, it 
always says no), he no longer takes up the challenge, but throws away 
the sponge that will never have had enough. This is the forfeit (sur­
render, crime, and major offense). He will have authorized this borrow­
ing from the pugilistic code, the code of the «noble art" (not to be 
confused with the agile and risk-free agitation of the pungist), by play­
ing somewhere with the word punch in reference to a ring. In all of 
Ponge's strokes there is the noble art of knowing where to place one's 
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de !'hymen entre le propre et le non-propre, franchit a son tour la 
limite. Je justifierai plus tard que l'eponge epouse. 

Francis et Ponge, voi la sans doute un accouplement chanceux. Mais 
comme tous ks menages heureux, ii a une histoire et passe son temps a 
sc faire des scenes (separations, reconciliations, avec et sans enfants ). Le 
drame, soit !'action incessante de !'hymen, clans cette double fascina­
tion, c'est que Francis tient a l'eponge, a la chose qui le regarde faire en 
disant toujours non, recommence; ii tente sans cesse de la seduire, de 
l'amener clans son jeu OU clans son lit, a prendre son parti, a etre et a 
faire de lui son parti, mais pour ks raisons que j'ai <lites, ii la tient aussi 

' en aversion ou repulsion. II l'ecarte en tous cas. Cette ambivalence (sa 
propre mort, comme toujours, est un meurtre debordant d'amour), ce 
melange indecis d'attraction et de repulsion qui impatiente son gout, 
mais l'alimente aussi, pour la franchise decidante, il est arrive, c'est ce 
lllli aura fait a:uvre, a ks manipuler avec une etonnante liberte: sachant 
prcndre l'eponge, mais la laisser tomber (la laisser tomber en la pre­
ll•tnt), la reprenant en la laissant tomber, se reservant tous ks droits : de 
•'en moquer, de l'elever ou de l'abaisser, gonflee ou videe (exprimee). 

Car Francis se fout de l'eponge. EJle n'aura pas ete sa chose. 
Dans ks moments de decouragement (elk est decourageante, elle dit 

non toujours), ii ne releve plus le defi, ii jette l'eponge qui n'en aura 
j mais eu assez. C'est le forfait (abandon, crime et delit majeur). II aura 
autorise cet emprw1t au code pugilistique, celui du «noble art» (a ne 
pas confondre avec !'agitation agile et sans risque du pungiste) en 
jouant quelque part du mot punch accorde a un ring. Dans tous les 
rnups de Ponge il y a l'art noble de savoir placer ses poings. Qui sont 
,mssi ses mots. Mais les mots sont aussi des corps, des morceaux de son 
rnrps, les extremites ou le porte son corps d'empoigneur ( « .. . le 
honhcur d'empoigner au vcntre par son na:ud de porcelaine l'un de ces 
hauts obstacles d'une piece; ce corps a corps rapide par lequel un ins­
tant la marche retenue .. . » ). Les plaisirs de la porte qui n'est autre, en 
•111111nc, verticale, que sa table qu'il tient (pour etre) dressee. 

I .~ forfait, done : c'est aussi lui clans tous ses etats ( contrat perma-
1w11t, abandon, delit, transgression, forfaiture, franchissement, defi, 
tuujuurs sous forfait, le forfait de son nom l'engageant de fa<;on plus 
quc viagerc ). 



fists. Which are also one's words. But words are also bodies, pieces of 
his body, extremities where his grasping body takes him (" ... the 
happiness of grasping in the belly, with its knot of ponelain, one of 
those high obstacles in a room; this rapid hand-to-hand combat which 
detains the step for a moment ... ") The pleasure of the door which is 
nothing other, in short, in its verticality, than his table which he keeps 
(so as to be) erect. 

Forfeit, then: it is also himself in all his states (permanent contract, 
surrender, offense, transgression, forfeiture, enfranch:isement, chal­
lenge, always under forfeit, the forfeit of his name engaging him in a 
way that is more than life-long). 

With each stroke, he doesn't give a damn for the sponge. He no more 
identifies with the sponge than with his own name, all this in the 
process of also describing the trajectory of a detachment, or an 
expression. He expresses his name, and that is all. Across the entire 
corpus. 

He doesn't give a damn for the sponge, madly, everywhere. Almost 
everywhere, on the body. 

Whence the medusant character of this spongy thing. It loses and as 
easily recovers its form, which is neither proper nor improper, neither 
simply a thing, nor simply vegetal, nor simply animaL They call this 
thing either a zoophyte, an animal plant, or else the subst:ance "deriving 
from a marine zoophyte" (Littre). Solid or plastic, full of air or water, 
what does the sponge resemble? An animal swollen with water, it is, in 
effect, a medusa. You will find this in The Seine, "water," says he, 
"profoundly soiled and impure"-and dirt is always determined be­
tween linen and water. You will find this in The Seine, which also sets 
out to describe a sort of "Genesis": " ... cel'tain marine organisms, for 
example the medusa, contain more than ninety percent water ... " 

Able to hold gases or liquid alternatively~ "to fill itself with wind or 
water," the sponge is, above all else, writing. Like all things. You will 
fish this, too, out of The Seine, and we shall presently see how it is put 
on the page:" ... in spite of the very certain non-discon1:inuity between 
thought and its verbal expression, as between gaseous and liquid states 
of matter-the written text presents some characteristics which render it 

70 

A chaque coup, il se fout de l'eponge. II ne s'identifie pas plus a 
l'eponge qu'a son nom, tout cela en decrivant aussi le trajet d'un de­
tachement ou d'une expression. II exprime son nom, c'est tout. A tra­
vers tout le corpus. 

II se four de l'eponge, eperdument, partout. Un peu partout, sur le 
corps. 

D'ou le caractere medusant de cette chose spongieuse. Elle perd et 
reprend aussi facilement sa forme, qui n'est ni propre ni impropre, ni 
simplement une chose, ni simplement un vegetal, ni simplement un 
animal. On appelle c;a ou bien un zoophyte, plante animale, ou bien la 
substance «provenant d'un zoophyte marin» (Littre). Solide ou plas­
tique, pleine d'air OU d'eau, l'eponge ressemble a quoi? Animal gonfle 
d'eau, c'est une meduse en effet. Vous trouverez •a clans La Seine «eau 

'T ' ' 

dit-il, profondement souillee, impure» - et le sale se determine tou-
jours entre le linge et l'eau. Vous trouverez c;a clans La Seine qui veut 
•n1ssi decrire une sorte de «Genese»: « ... certains organismes marins, 
rnmme la meduse par exemple,, renferment plus de quatre-vingt-dix 
pour cent d'eau ... » 

Capable alternativement du gazeux et du liquide, «de se remplir de 
vent ou d'eau», l'eponge c'est surtout l'ecriture. Comme toute chose. 
<;ct aussi, vous le pecherez dans La Seine dont nous verrons tout a 
l'hcure comment elk se met en page: « ... malgre la tres certaine non­
discontinuite entre la pensee et son expression verbale, comme entre 
l'etat gazeux et l'etat liquide de la matiere, - l'icrit presente des carac­
thcs qui le rendent tres proche de la chose signifiie, c'est-a-dire des objets 
du monde exterieur, tout comme le liquide est tres proche du solide.» 
Plus bas, ii dit qu'il s'agit la d'une «analogie» ou d'une «allegorie ou 
met.tphore» qui pourrait etre poursuivie «indefiniment» mais il prerere 
nr pas lui «consacrer plus de temps qu'il n'est raisonnable». L'eponge 
ll

1
C!lt pas nommee clans Ce passage, mais, analogue de la meduse OU de 

fh.aq uc etat intermediaire entre tous les etats, analogue en cela a )'ecrit, 
rti l'lk pcut SC mettre clans tous les etats, servir d'intermediaire, d'inter­
; n.•t·ur 011 de tcmoin universe!, l'eponge constitue non seulement le 
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very close to the thing signified, in other words to objects in the external 

world, much in the same way that liquids arc very close to solids." 

Farther down, he says that this is an "analogy" or an " allegory or 

metaphor" which could be pursued "indefinitely," but that he prefers 
not "to consecrate more time than is reasonable" to it. The sponge is 

not named in this passage, but as an analog to the medusa, or to any 
state intermediate between all states- an analog in this respect to the 

written text, if it can put itself into every state, and serve as an inter­
mediary, an intercessor, or a universal witness- the sponge not only 

constitutes the term of an analogy (allegory or metaphor), but also 

constitutes, in addition, the very medium of all figures , metaphoricity 

itself As he himself says of somebody, by way of praising her, she has 

"every quality, and hence one quality the more: that of having them all." 

Insofar as it ingests, absorbs, and interiorizes everything, proper or 

not, the sponge is certainly "ignoble." Like its name, it takes in water 

everywhere. But it can also, when applied to a surface, expunge, wipe, 
and efface. Sponge sponges, the sponge expunges, the sponge is 

Ponge: for example a writing or a signature-it can also efface the traces 
of chalk on a blackboard, a table, or a slate. 

Now, effacement is itself an equivocal value, undecidable. Negative in 

that it annuls and causes to disappear. And already the sponge is some­

thing that can no longer efface a name: having been able to hold the 
proper as well as the non-proper, it is likewise a common noun which 

can absorb Pongc like a piece (or a bit), a part that is autophagous or 

parched for itself, and which can also contaminate the proper name by 
contact with the common noun-absorb, efface, or diminish the capital 

letter. Inversely, however, this menace (negative, therefore) is presented 

as a chance. The common name loses, but then again, by canceling the 
debt, it seals and keeps the proper name, and Francis will have been a 

kind of spongoteras: the Greeks gave this name to the animal that guards 
the sponge, that goes on guard before it, but also lets itself be sheltered 

by it. 
Split so many times already, the sponge, which is apt for cleaning, is 

also the chance for purification, something which sponges away thl" 
stain, and even, as we soon shall see, expunges the debt ("the slate"). An 
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terme d'une analogic (allegoric ou metaphore) mais aussi de surcroit le 

milieu de routes Jes figures, la metaphoricitc elle-mcme. Comme ii le 
dit, Jui , de quelqu'un dont ii fait l'e!oge, elk a «toutcs les qualites, done, 

plus unc: celle de Jes cornporter routes.» 

En tant qu'elle ingere, absorbc, interiorise tout, propre ou non, 

l'cponge certcs est «ignoble». Comrne son nom, elle fait cau de toute 

part. Mais elk peut aussi, avcc application a la surface, epongcr, cssuyer, 

effacer. Epongc eponge, l'cpongc eponge, l'eponge est Pongc: par ex­

cmple une ecriturc ou unc signature, elle peut aussi effacer ks traces de 
craie sur un tableau, une table ou une ardoisc. 

Or !'effacement lui-mcme est une valeur equivoque, indecidable. 

Negative puisqu'il annuk ct fait disparaitre. Et deja l'eponge n'est plus 

unc chose qui pcut effacer un nom, apres avoir ete capable du propre 

comme du non-propre, c'cst aussi un norn commun qui peut absorber 

Ponge commc un morceau (un mars), une partie autophage ou assoiffec 
d'clle-meme, qui peut aussi contaminer le nom propre au contact du 

nom commun, absorber, effacer ou diminucr la majuscuk. Mais in­
vcrsement, cette menace (negative..donc) sc donne comme une chance. 

I .c nom commun perd mais aussi, annulant la dette, il scellc, garde le 

110111 propre, et Francis aura ete une sortc de spongoteras: !es Grecs 
11ommaient ainsi !'animal gardien de l'epongc, montant la garde devant 

rile mais se faisant aussi abriter par elle. 

Apte a nettoyer, l'cponge, tant de foi s partagee deja, c'est aussi la 

d1ance de la purification, ce q ui efface la souillure et meme, on le verra 

tout a l'heure, eponge la dcttc ( «l'ar<loisc» ). Incroyable chose sans 

'hose, nom de l' innommable qui pcut s'affcctcr de tout, du propre et du 

non-propre, qui peut se souillcr et se !aver clle-rnerne de ses souillures, 
I confondant ainsi avec tout (la pierre et le savon par exemple) et done 

ll'cxcluant de tout, seule, unique a etrc tout OU rien. 

S'affectant elle-meme de tout, l'epongc s'cponge. 

Ellc-mcme, lui -mcme. 
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incredible thing without thing, the name of the unnameable which can 
be affected by everything, by the proper and the non-proper, which can 
be soiled and can also wash itself of its stains, co nfusing itself in this 
way with everyth ing (stone and soap, for example), and hence excluding 
itself from everything, unique in being all or nothi ng. 

Affecting itself with everything, the sponge is sponged . 

Itself, h imself. 

The sponge remarks itself. And so it annuls itself, removes itself, 
carries itself away, concerns itself (see the end of the Malherbe for this 

word). 

It secretes, by separating itself off, every spongism. 

The spongismos is a scraping, a piece of dirt removed from the sponge, 
set apart, chosen, said and read, collected with a sponge (spoggizo, 

spoggologueo). 
At the moment when, in the definition of the Sophist, a difficult 

separation is announced between best and worst as between likeness 
and likeness ( homoion ), Plato calls this division, this diacritic, a purifica­
tion (katharmos) . And after summarizing all the various purifications, 
external or internal, of the living or inanimate body, he notes that the 
method of argumentation employed (methodos ton logon) accords no less 
an importance to the spong1stic (spongistikc tekhne) than to the pharma­
copoetic (spongistikes e pharmakoposias). 

This is not a reference that you expected; I have kept it on my table, 
awaiting the present occasion, for at least eight years . 

If, in the reserve of his name, there is h ymen, medusa, and 
pharmakon, we are not ready to lay a hand on his signature. 

Nor, for that matter, is he. 
To mark, moreover, the interval of a rest period between the two 

sessions,* let us inscribe, without speaking a word , the legend, in grand 
monumental letters, without distinguishing between upper and lower 
case (all things returning to language, the proper as well as the com 

*This fragment will have been drawn from the first of two sessU!ns, held in the morni"!IJ 
and then in the afternoon, under the title Signsponge. 
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L'eponge se remarque. Et done s'annule, s'enleve, s'emporte, se con­
cerne (fin du .Malherbe pour ce mot). 

Elle secrete, a s'en separer, tous les spongismes . 

Le spongismos est une raclure, une ordure enlevee a l'eponge, prelevee, 
choisie, dite et lue, ramassee avec une eponge (spoggizo, spoggologueo ). 

Au moment OU, dans la definition du Sophiste, s'annonce la separa­
tion difficile entre le meilleur et le pire comme entre le semblable et le 
scmblable (homoion), Platon nomme cette division, cette diacritique, 

une purification (katharmos). Et apres avoir fait le releve de toutes ks 
purifications, externes ou internes, du corps vivant ou inanime, il note 
que la merhode de )'argumentation (methodos ton logon) ne met pas 
moins en valeur la spongistique (spongistikc tekhne) que la pharma­
copoetique (spongistikes c pharmako'posias). 

Voila une reference a laquelle vous ne vous attendiez pas, je la garde 
~ ur ma table, attendant )'occasion du present, depuis au moins huit ans. 

S'il ya, dans la reserve de son nom, hymen, meduse et pharmakon, on 
n 'est pas pret de mettre la main sur sa signature. 

Lui non plus d 'ailleurs . 

Pour marquer aussi l'echeance d'un temps d'arret entre les deux se­
.inces, * inscrivons sans mot dire la legende, en grands caracteres monu-

• ( ,'e fragment aura ete prelevi dans la premiere des deux seances tenues le matin 
/'"'' /'apres-midi, sous le titre Signeponge. 
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mon), let us inscribe the language-event on the stele (without punctua­
tion, therefore), let us inscribe the chance, the fortunes, of a bill, on a 
stone (it will wait for us), on a table (he keeps it so as to be standing, 
vertical), and hence on a blackboard offered (exposed) to the sponge, 
the following: 

HENCEFORTH TO SPONGE FROM HIM FORWARD BUT 
WHO KNOWS FROM TODAY FORWARD AND FROM ME 
WILL MEAN IN THE FRENCH OR RATHER THE FRANCISED 
OR THE REFRANCISED LANGUAGE COLONIZED ONCE 
MORE FROM THE SHORES OF THE MEDITERRANEAN 
MARE NOSTRUM TO SPONGE WILL ALREADY HAVE 
MEANT TO WASH TO CLEAN TO APPROPRIATE TO EFFACE 
HENCE FOR EXAMPLE THE NAME OF PONGE BUT ALSO TO 
BE QUIT OF A BILL TO INSCRIBE THE NAME OF THE 
PONGES TO SIGN PONGE TO SIGNSPONGE TO MARGIN 
ALREADY IN THE NAME OF PONGE 
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mentaux, majuscules OU minuscules indistinctes (tout revenant a la 
langue , le propre et le commun), inscrivons l'evenement de langue sur 
la stelc (sans ponctuation, done), inscrivons la chance, d'une traite , sur 
une pierre ( elle nous attendra), sur une table (il la tient pour etre 

' dressee, verticale ), done sur un tableau offert (expose) a l'eponge, ceci : 
EPONGER DESORMAIS A PARTIR DE LUI MAIS QUI SAIT 

A PARTIR D'AUJOURD'HUI ET DE MOI VOUDRA DIRE 
DANS LA LANGUE FRAN\:AISE FRANCISEE PLUTOT OU 
REFRANCISEE COLONISEE UNE FOIS DE PLUS DEPUIS 
LES BORDS DE LA MEDITERRANEE MARE NOSTRUM 
EPONGER AURA VOULU DIRE DEJA LAVER NETTOYER AP­
PROPRIER EFFACER DONC PAR EXEMPLE LE NOM DE 
PONGE MAIS AUSSI S' ACQUITTER D'UNE TRAITE IN­
SCRIRE LE NOM DES PONGE SIGNER PONGE SI­
GNEPONGER EMARGER DEJA AU NOM DE PONGE 
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The antidote for an unsaturable subjectivity: spongistic and pharma­
copoetic. 

It has to do with an overflowing of the signature. 

Overflowing with activity, but with an altogether receptive, open, 
welcoming activity, ready, in its guile, to receive all impressions, the 
sponge. 

Overflowing with activity, between no one, the sponge. Overflowing 
with activity between the person, the proper name, the name of the 
thing, a proper name of a thing or a common name of a person, the 
sponge. 

It is an indefatigable mediator, shuttling between the parties of an 
impossible contract. The parties are impossible to live with, inaccessi ~ 

ble, and do not wish, at least as parties, to enter into the contract. 

Let the other sign first. 

The sponge will then have spent itself, multiplied itself, itself over 
flowed. 

A singular plural which will have absorbed almost everything, ex 
pressed almost everything, the proper and the non-proper. Will haw 
sponged everything, save what remains, to the which I give the name ot 

text : on account of the which we are no doubt here, not to speak of it 

Sublime, yet imbued with itself to the point of being intolerahk 
Insatiable, always thirsty, but of a capacity which is altogether singula1 , 
hence very limited, modest, almost insignificant while at the same tin 11 
capable of anything (because it is capable of anything), the sponge will. 
in advance (preoccupying, this advance) have stolen everything fro 111 
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Antidote pour une subjectivite insaturabk : spongistique et pharma­
wpoetique. 

Il y va d'un debordement de la signature. 

Debordant d'activite, mais d'une activite toute receptive, ouverte, ac­
rneillante, prete, dans sa ruse, a recevoir toutes ks impressions, l'eponge. 

Debordant d'activite, entre personne, l'eponge. Debordant d'activite 
cntre la personne, le nom propre, le nom de chose, un nom propre de 
chose ou un nom commun de personne, l'eponge. 

C'est un intercesseur infatigable qui fait la navette entre les parties 
d'un contrat impossible. Les parties sont invivables, inabordables, elle 
nc veulent pas, du moins en tant gue parties, entrcr dans le contrat. 

Que l'autre signe d'abord . 

1.'cponge se sera done depensee, multipliee, elle-merne debordee. 

Singulier pluriel qui aura presque tout absorbe, presque tout ex­
rri111r, le propre ct le non-propre. Tout eponge, fors le reste, que je 
1111111me le texte : en raison de quoi nous sommes ici sans doute, pour ne 
p.1s en parler. 

Sublime et pourtant d'elle-meme imbue jusqu'a l'imbuvable. Insati­
~hk, toujours assoiffee, d'une capacitc neanmoins toute singuliere, 
ilt11\(' tres limitee, modeste, presque insignifiante alors meme qu'elle est 
uipahlc de tout (parce qu'elle est capable de tout), elle lui aura d'avance 
(H'ttt· avam:c est prcoccupantc) tout vole. C'est sa preoccupation ma-
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him. That is his biggest preoccupation. The sponge has stolen every­
thing, or almost everything, from him, because it seems to take place in 
his place, before him, taking over responsibility for everything, imitat­
ing better than he, and underhandedly so, his idiomatic autograms, and 
even, which is not exactly the same thing, his so consummate (by the 
sponge itself consumed) art of the paraph. 

He is thus , by his name, in advance of himself Will he have gained 
from this advance that language gives him? Will he have gained more 
than he pledged, by contracting for such a loan? 

What is the interest, you may ask? Thanks to what condemns him in 
advance, he also preserves himself: against any aggression, against in ­
fection by a foreign body, even against theft, against the other in gen­
eral. For the sponge will have let him sign in advance-the absolute 
antedate- almost the entire body of the French language. And there­
fore so many others-bodies or languages. In return. 

The preoccupying sponge still belongs-the thing, at least, and li kl.: 
nature which always precedes us-to nature. This is how it seems to 
common sense, which distinguishes between words and things. The 
sponge is still too natural to play the part of a mediator or witness (a 
word that should also be brought forward on the duelling field ) be 
tween "things" and, as caught up in language, "names." Too immersed 
in nature . Too near, but by the same token, so far. Still foreign to wh;ll 
is human. Unlike its name, the sponge is not at hand. 

In return: in order to commit himself, but also to efface by absorp 
tion a liquid (or an advance or a debt ), be it proper or otherwise, he ha~ 

at his disposal an almost irreplaceable artifact: sponge-cloth. 
Because it is less natural- it comes from a factory, a process of pro 

duction can be read in it- it also comes closer to us. The paradigm 
reappropriates, the emblem is easier to reappropriate . Its famil iarit y 
gives it a family resemblance in which its name is recovered . It is casil'I 
still to identify in its economic form, that is, under household law or th r 
law of property, in a manufactured, manipulable, and domcstic.11nl 
form, even a conjugal form, the cut-out form of a sponge-towel. 
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jcure. Elle lui a tout vole, OU prcsque, parce qu'elle semble avoir lieu a 
sa place, avant lui, reprenant tout a son compte, imitant mieux que lui, 
en sous-main, ses autogrammes idiomatiques, voire, ce qui n 'est pas 
<..'Xactement la meme chose, son art si consomme (par elle encore) du 
paraphe. 

II est alors en avance, de son nom, sur lui-meme. A cette avance que 
lui fa.it la langue, aura-t- il gagne? Aura-t- il, au contrat d'un tel pret, 
gagne plus que ce qui !'engage? 

Quel inten~t , dira-t-on? Grace a ce qui d'avance le perd, ii se garde 
aussi : contre toute agression, contre !'infection du corps etranger, con­
trc le vol meme, contre tout autre en general. Car l'eponge lui aura 
pcrmis de signer par anticipation - l'ant idate absolue - presque tout 
le corpus de la langue franc;aise. Et par consequent tant d'autres -
(orps ou langues. En revanche. 

L'eponge preoccupante appartient encore - la chose du moins, et 
wmme la nature qui nous previent toujours - a la nature. II en est ainsi 
pour le sens commun qui distingue entre Jes mots et Jes choses. Elle est 
rncore trop naturelle pour jouer le role d'un intcrcesseur ou d 'un te-
111oin (mot a faire comparaitre aussi sur le pre d'un duel) cntrc Jes 
•rhoses» et, pris clans la langue, Jes <<noms». Trop immergce clans la 
11.1ture. Trop proche mais du meme coup si eloignee . Etrangere encore a 
l'lnunain. On ne !'a pas, comme son nom, sous la main. 

En revanche: pour se confier, mais aussi pour effacer en absorbant un 
li'( uide (ou une avance ou une dette) propre ou non, ii dispose d'un 
111 td'act a peu pres irremplac;able: le tissu-eponge. 

Paree qu'il est moins nature! - ii est issu d'une fabrique et y donne a 
~lrr 1111 proces de production - ii devient plus proche. Le paradigme 
tt'.tpproprie, l'embleme se laisse mieux reapproprier. Sa familiarite lui 
1tnnnc cet air de famille ou son nom se retrouve. II s'identifie encore 
IUICUX SOUS la forme economique, entendez SOUS la Joi de la maison OU du 
~mprc, sous la forme manufacturee, manipulable et domestiquee, voire 
rnnjugalisee, sous la formc decoupee d'une serviette-eponge . 



Out of the raw material, here sponge-cloth, will have been cut, to giw 
it form, a sponge-towel. 

The sponge-cloth is thus informed. Underhandedly. 

Arc informed, for they al ready are, of course, several. 

Not being sure in either case (matter and fo rm, matter and memory, 
if you will), whether, on either side of the h yphen o r the incessant 
copulation, sponge is subject or attribute, substance or accident, noun 
o r adjective, thing or quality. 

Or even the conjugation of a verb without existential or copulatiw 
function : the sponge-cloth(es), the spongc-towcl(s), the hyphen indi ­
cating in this case, in the place of the is, that the o peration neither 
happens to the subject nor follows it, does not depend on it, but rather 
affects it or defines it as its only possible act, its power or essential 
energy. 

Conjugality plays on this, barely, as the underhanded blotting of 
conjugation. 

There again, in a double band, the foregrounding of the masculine or 
femine gender- the sponge-cloth or the sponge-towel-proceeds for· 
ever to its reversal and, recto verso, to the reve rsal of reversal. Withm1t 
respite, relief, or annulment. 

With a negative value, the contemptible and unfriendly consistcm:y 
of breadcrumbs: "This loose and frigid subsoil called crumb has a tex 
turc akin to that of sponges. " 

The reversal of the values of "resolution," courage, responsibi litv, 
dignity, frankness (see above, where it starts ), also precipitates ti ll' 
"frigid" and "friable" downwards: "This loose and fr igid subsoil calln l 
crumb has a texture akin to that of sponges: in it , leaves or flowers .u-r 
like Siamese twins joined by all their elbows at once. When the bre;1d 
goes stale these flowers fade and shrivel: they become detached fro11 1 
each other and the mass becomes friable . . . 

"But let's break it off: for the bread in our mouth should be less a11 
object of respect than of consumption ." 

Bread in the mouth, a vocable too , then, though removed from all 

Daus la maticrc premiere, ici, d'un tissu-eponge, on aura decoupe, 
pour lui donner formc, une serviette-cponge. 

Le tissu-eponge en est info rme. En sous-main. 

En sont informcs, car ils sont deja, bien entendu, plusieurs. 

Sans qu'on sache bien, dans ks deux cas (matiere et fo rme, matiere et 
memo ire, si VOUS voulez) si, autour du trait d'union OU de la copulation 
Sicessante, eponge est sujet o u attribut, substance ou accident, nom ou 
djectif, chose ou qualitc. 

Voire la conjugaison d'un verbe sans fare et sans copulc: le tissu­
·tponge, la serviette-eponge, le trait d'union marquant alors, a la place 
idu est, que !'operation nc survient pas au sujet, ne le suit pas, ne depend 
pas de Jui, l'affectc ou le definit au contraire commc son seul acte 
j'OSsible, Sa puissance OU son energie essentielle. 

En joue a pcinc , en sous-main de la conjugaison, la conjugalite. 
La encore : en double bande, la.mise en valeur du ou de la - du tissu­

.fponge ou de la scrviette-e ponge - procede sans ccssc au renversement 
t, recto verso, au rcnvcrsement de rcnversement. Sans rclache, ni relevc 

. ni annulation. 
Valeur negative, consistance meprisable, inamicalc, d'une mie de 

p.1i11 : «Ce lache et froid sous-sol quc l'on nomme la mie a son tissu 
r.1rcil a celui des cponges .» 

Le retournemcnt des valeurs de «resolut ion», de courage, de respon­
~ .ihilite , de dignitc, de franchise (voir plus haut, par ou <;a commence) 
prl'c ipite aussi le «froid» et le «friable» vers le bas: «Cc 13.che et fro id 
IW tUS-SOi que l'on nomrne la mie a son tissu pareil a cciui des eponges : 
lls11illcs ou fleurs y sont comme des scrurs siamoises soudees par tous les 
~uudcs a la fois. Lorsque le pain rassit ces fleurs fancnt ct se retrecis­
••·1\t : dies se derachcnt alors !es unes des autres et la masse en devient 
h1.1hk .. . 

«Mais brisons-la : car le pain doit erre dans notre bouche moins objet 
respect quc de consommation. » 

Le pain dans la bouche, un vocable done, aussi, encore que soustrait a 



adoration, a name whose oral consumption agrees with the tree from 
which dead wood is mostly made. Dead wood: the pine (see above for 
the pine forests which will have been told: "not for nothing were you 
remarked by F. Ponge"). 

To consume, to speak, for eating and drinking (just as in The oyster: 
''. . . a whole world, for eating and drinking ... "). And cut here, just as 
we put the pine into our mouths. Break off here . 

As for what is frigid and friable in the subsoil, reread the "fragile but 
not frangible" of the pre, a spongy name awaiting us, a blend of earth 
and water, solid and liquid, after the "downpour of bad omen" and the 
"initial storm": moment of crisis (of crasis too, impure mixture, "crasi' 
of paratus") in which the impulse (of song, praise, painting, or writing ) 
hangs its desire at the highest point, just before the fall, following the 
sublime inhibition without which nothing would ever bound or be 
come erect. Enough to take the breath away. Fright just after the begin 
ning, everything might stop, not even have begun, right near the origin 
Fr effect: everything seems to begin. Will he have named? himsell , 
signed? 

This "texture akin to that of sponges," are we justified in "calling i1 
crumb"? But it is nonetheless looseness, frigidity, indifference. Th i' 
texture is only "akin to that of sponges." 

Here, this time, is the sponge-doth, almost in a word, a single nou 11 

or name, joined to itself to aspire downwards (aspiration/suction: ques 
tion of the pump, of the meaning of pumps), dragging down, to th• 
negative values of humidity or humility ("to the value of baseness, w11I1 
its pejorative coefficient, and, by way of corollary, to that of humili .1 
tion? Ah, I am, in parentheses, truly pleased that the phonetic l i 11 ~ 

between the roots humid and humil should finally be proven to Dl\ 

satisfaction!"-The Seine), licking boots, grovelling before force, av 11l 
for scrapings, always ready to hold onto any scrap, the real doormat, .t~ 
close as you can get to the soiled-moiled: "Now it becomes possihl1 
quite simply to scalp from the old, austere, solid rock these areas c 11 
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aucune adoration, un nom dont la consommation orale s'entend avec 
l'arbrc dont on fait le plus de «bois mort» . Bois mort : le pin (il faut voir 
plus haut du cote de CCUX, les bois de pins, a qui il aura Cte dit : «Ce n'est 
pas pour ricn quc YOUS avez ere remarques par F. Ponge» ). 

Consommer, parler, a boire et a manger (Ti ens, comme dans L'huttre: 
« .. . tout un mondc, a boire et a manger .. . »).Et couper ic i, a !'instant 
de mettre le pin a la bouche. Briser la. 

•ojj•t1• .................... ....... ....... ... .. ... + 1 .. ............. . 

Quant au froid et au fri able du sous-sol, relire le «fragile, mais non 
frangible» du pre, nom spongieux qui nous attend, melange de terre et 
d'eau, de solide et de liquide, apres l' «ondee de signe adverse» ct 
«l'orage initial» : moment de crise (de erase aussi, de melange impur, 
«erase de paratus» ) ou l'elan (du chant, de la louange, de la peinture ou 
de l'ecriture) suspend au plus haut son desir, tout pres de la chute, selon 
!'inhibition sublime sans laquelle rien jamais ne bandc. A couper le 
souffle. Effroi, juste apres le commencement, tout peut s'arrCter, ne pas 
avoir memc commence, tout pres de l'origine. Effetfr: tout parait com­
mencer. Aura-t- il nomme? lui -meme, signe? 

Ce «tissu pareil a cclui des eponges», est-ce a bon droit qu'on «le 
nomme la mie»? Il ( clle) est pourtant lachete, froideur, indifference . Cc 
tissu est seulement «parcil a celui des eponges». 

Voici, cette fois, le tissu-eponge, presquc en un mot, un seul nom, a 
111 i-meme uni pour aspirer vers le bas (question de pompe, du sens des 
pompes), attirant vers le bas, vers ks valcurs negatives de l'humidite ou 
de l'humilite («a celle de bassesse, avcc son coefficient pejoratif, et 
wrollairement a celle d'humiliation? Ah, je suis bien content, entre 
parentheses, que le rapport phonetique cntre ks racines humid et humil 
me soit enfin justifie! » La Seine), lechant les bottes, rampant devant la 
force, avide de raclure et toujours pret a retenir un dechet, le vrai 
l'•1illasson, au plus pres du souille-mouille : «Or, scalper tout simple-



sponge-cloth, these damp doormats : to scalp them to the saturation 
point" (Moss ). 

~s for .t~e inversion of meaning in terms of the pump, first re-read, 

while .wa1tmg for anmher reading, The lyric pump ("When the public 

cleansmg trucks came mto a street by night, what could be more poetic! 

[ · · ·] and those confused aspirations- and what one imagines inside 
pumps and vats, oh rapture!"). 

What happens with surplus value? When, for instance, proceeding 

from the most natural (the sponge) to the least natural (to sponge-cloth 

and then, as made, cut, sewn, and domesticated from it, the sponge­
towel ), production informs matter? 

The sponge-towel no longer stands for one negative or zero value 

among others. It becomes the very example of the worthless, of the no­

thmg or the such-a-little-thing, the no-matter-what of low price, the 

~ameless or nearly so in the mob of small things. Keep the throwaway: 

I_t ~s also to rub your own nose in your own shit that I describe a 

million possible and imaginable other things. 

"Why not the sponge-towel, the potato, the washing machine an-
h . ) [ ' 

t rac1te . . . . ] Poetry, morals made ridiculous .. . " (Repeated Pages 
from Proems). 

The thing. is already reversed. The sponge-towel is the first example 

of the nothmg-much, the thing of low extraction, even before an­

th~acite : the best example of what is worthless. It has no price, it is 

priceless because it is so particular, so insignificant, so singular and so 

reproducible . Of a price, henceforward, that is out of the question. It 

becomes thi.s singular thing: at once the example of the singular, of 

absolute ranty (and therefore of the impossible), and also of the arbi ­

trary ("W~y not t~e sponge-towel"? ) provoking, like a challenge, 

through this necessity of the arbitrary, the law of contingencv in which 

the effect of the proper name is to be recognized. An assura~ce all the 

more resolute because it is unjustifiable. It no longer has to justifr 

itself A few lines after the "why not . .. ?": "In this world with which '1 

have nothing in common, where I cannot desire anything (we are too 

far from the mark), why should I not begin arbitrari ly ... etc. " 

An example of The form of the world. For the form of the world no 
. ' 
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mcnt du vieux roe austere et solide ces terrains de tissu-eponge, ces 

,paillassons humides, a saturation devient possible». (La, mousse ). , 

Quant a !'inversion du sens scion la pompe, rehre d abord, pour en 

'attendre une autre , La pompe lyrique ( «Lorsgue !es voitures de l'as­

sainissement public sont arrivees nuitamment dans une rue, gu~i de 

plus poetigue! [ .. . ] et ces aspirations confuses - et cc que !'on una­

gine a l'interieur des pompes et des cuves, 6 defaillance !») 

Que se passe-t -il avec la plus-value? Quand, par exempk, ?u pl~s ~a­

turel (l'eponge) au moins nature! (le tissu-eponge puis en Jui fab~1qu~e, 

decoupee, cousue, domestiquee, la serviette-eponge), la producnon 111-

forme la matiere? 
La serviette-eponge ne represente plus une valeur negative o~ nulle 

parmi d'autres. Elle devient l'exemple meme du sans-valeur, du nen ou 

du si-peu-de-chose, le n' importe quoi de peu de prix, l'anony~e ou 

presgue dans la foule des petits. Retenir la deject~on : «C'.es_t auss,1 pour 

vous mettre le nez dans votre caca, que je decns un mtlhon d autres 

choses possibles et imaginables. . 

«Pourquoi pas la serviette-eponge, la pomme de terre, la less1ve_use, 

!'anthracite? [ .. . ] La poesie, la morale ridiculisees . . . » (Pages bis de 

Proemes). 
La chose, deja, s' inverse. La serviette-eponge est le premier exemple 

du peu de chose, de la chose de basse extraction, avant ~eme J'an­

thracite : le meilleur exemple du sans-prix. Elle n'a pas de pnx, die est 

sans prix a force d'etre si particuliere, si insignifiante, si singulicre et si 

multipliable. D'un prix, des !ors, inabordnble. Elle dev1ent ~ette ch.ose 

singuliere: l'exemple du singulier, de la raretc absolu.e ( l '1~poss1ble 

done); et aussi de l'arbitraire ( «Pou1-quoi pas la serv1ett~ ·eponge» ?) 

provoquant comme un defi, avec cette necessite de l'arbitra1re, cette 101 

Jc la contingence ou sc reconnait l'effet de nom propre. Assur~nce 

d'autant plus rcsolue qu'elle est injustifiable. Elle n'a plus a SC JUStlfier. 

Quclques Jignes a pres le «pourquoi pas .. . ?» : «Dans cc monde avec 

lcguel je n'ai rien de commun, ou je ne peux rie~ d~sirer (no.us ~ommes 

trop loin de compte ), pourquoi ne commencera1s-1e pas arb1tra1rement 

. .. etc.» 
Exemple de La forme du monde. Pour la forme du monde, ni plus ni 



more and no less. But an example among other examples. Of things that 

are so particular, so idiotic, that they arc always examples which are 

e:'ampk~ o~ nothing, being too exemplary, examples without example of 

smgulan~y itse lf, the necessity of the arbitrary and the contingent, like 

each of his texts, each of his signatures, always unique, without example 

and yet repeating indefatigably the (same) thing, the same. 

_Herc, a-this particular-sponge-towel and its multiplicands bear 

witness to an asymmetry and are distributed , in the text, as usual and as 

in formed textiles, above a keyhole with a key inside: "But rather, in an 

alt_ogether arbitrary manner and in turn, the form of the most particular 

thmgs, the most asymmetrical and supposedly contingent (and not just 

the form but all the characteristics, the particularities of color and 

smell), such as, for example, a branch of li lacs, a shrimp in the natural 

acquarium of rocks at the foot of the breakwater at the Grau-du- Roi a 

sponge-towel in my bathroom, a keyhole with a key inside." ' 

A sponge-towel, this very one and not another. It is not even an 

example or a concept of sponge-towel, but this very one, here and now 

(dated and signed) in my bathroom, this very one and not another. That 

which signs it as rejection or expulsion is also that which causes it to 

love, to des_ire. It reappropriatcs, reassures, interests: it is "interesting" 

and causes mterest, or surplus value, to accrue at once, by virtue of the 

very thing that causes it to be rejected. Which is why it is more interest­

i~g th~,n the Common Market of all other values, transactions, negotia­

tions. The other day, at a restaurant where we went to have dinner with 

friends, H.C. told me some fascinating things: all the problems of the 
day were at stake. 

"As we talked , we headed down to the bathroom." I freeze the film 

for a moment: the scene of the sponge-towel, the economic crisis that 

will soon overturn values (we can refer here to a catastrophe) stimulat­

ing an unlimited run on investments in sponge-towels, this crash occurs 

once again in the lowest place. It will have been necessary to head down 

to the basement o nce again. While talking, of course. To continue: "As 

we were talking, we headed down to the bathroom. 

"Well now, I don't know why, abruptly, 

"The way my friend tossed aside the sponge-towel, 

"Or rather the way the sponge-towel fell back in place on the rack -
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moins . Mais exemplc parmi ks exemples. De choses si particulieres, 

idiotes, que ce sont toujours des exemplcs qui ne sont exemplcs de rien 

pour C:tre trop exemplaires, exemples sans exemple de la singularite 

mcme, nccessite de ]'arbitraire et de la contingence, commc chacun de 

scs tcxtcs, chacune de scs signatures, toujours unique, sans cxcmple et 

pourtant repetant inlassablement la (mcme) chose, le memc. 

· lei, une - celle-ci - serviette-epongc ct ses multiplicandes temoi­

gnent d'une asymetric ct sont disposes, dans le texte, comme toujours et 

'comme Jes tissus informcs, au-dessus d'un trou de scrrure avec une clef 

dedans : «Mais plutot, d'une fa<;on tout arbitraire et tour a tour, la 

forme des choses Jes plus particulieres, Jes plus asymetriques et de 

,. reputation contingentes (et non pas sculement la forme mais toutes Jes 

caracteristiques, les particularites de cou leurs, de parfums), comme par 

nemple une branche de lilas, une crevette dans !'aquarium naturel des 

roches au bout du mole du Grau-du-Roi, une serviette-eponge dans ma 

salle de bains, un trou de serrure avcc une clef dedans.» 

Une scrviette-eponge, cellc-ci et non une autre. Cc n'cst pas meme un 

cxemple ou un concept de scrviette-eponge, mais celle-ci, ici mainte­

nant (date signe) dans ma sallc ,de bains, celle-ci ct non une autrc. Ce 

qui signe en elk le rejet ou la dejection, c'est aussi ce qui la fait aimer, 

llesirer. Elle reapproprie, rassure, interesse: elk est «interessante» et 

fair revenir l'interet, la plus-value, a l'instant et en raison meme de cc 

qui la fair rejeter. Voila pourquoi elk est plus interessante que le 

Marche Commun de routes ks autres valeurs, transactions, negocia­

uons. «L'autrc jour, au restaurant ou nous allions diner avec des amis, 

11. C. me disait des choses passionnantes : tous ks problemes de l'heurc 

ctaient en question. 
«Tout en parlant, nous dcscendimes au lavabo. » ] 'immobilise un in-

11tant le film: la scene de la serviette-epongc, la crise economiquc qui va 

hicntot renverser la valcur (on pcut parlcr ici d'une catastrophe) et 

provoquer une hausse sans limite des invcstissements sur la scrviette­

t'ponge, ce crach se produit encore au plus bas. II aura fallu descendre 

1111 sous-sol, une fois de plus. En parlant, bien sur. Alors : «Tout en 

p.1rlant, nous descendimes au lavabo. 

«Eh bien, je ne sais pourquoi, brusquement, 

«La fason dont mon ami rcjeta la scrviette-epongc, 
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seemed a lot more interesting to me than the Common Market. [It was 
the other subject of conversation-J.D. J 

"Also more reassuring (and overwhelming, 1noreover) seemed this 
sponge-towel. And, during dinner, I was solicited in this manner several 
times" (On Still Life and Chardin ). 

The inversion of values remaining incessant, and undecidability re­
maining constitutive, we can see that the sponge-towel (sponge-cloth 
or sponge-text) figures par excellence the nearest thing as the impossible 
thing, the most available and the most denied, the always other or the 
other-thing which makes of the thing a thing, the thingness, shall we 
say, of the thing, out of which is drawn the law without contract that is 
always, itself, the question: the impossible thing that one has to write, 
to sign, to cause to sign (we shall soon say "bleed"), to transform into 
a signature. 

The impossible subject. I said at the outset that it was not a subject, 
or that it was rather a subject without subject. Let us approach that 
impossibility. Oral Essay: "Never refer to man. You have a profound 
idea of the sponge-towel, everyone does. It means something to every­
one, but no one has ever had the idea that th is was poetry, and that this 
was what it was always about, this profound idea . It is a matter of 
getting this idea out, without shame. That is what truth is; that is what 
gets us out of the rut." 

That the sponge-towel should assume at this point an exemplary 
place for poetry and even for truth, for the truth, that "joys," as he puts 
it elsewhere, and "jubilates" as well- such is the chance of this coloss:il 
signature . 

Colossal, I note it here as a toothing-stone because, as if by chance, 
the example directly following the sponge-towel is stone, a stone (as the 
Freud of Das Medusenhaupt would say) erected and medused by the 
sponge: "Someone says to you 'a heart of stone . ~ That's what stone is 
for. 'A heart of stone,' that will do for human relations, but you have 
only to dig a little bit into stone to realize that stone is something other 
than hard; stone is hard, but also something else as well. " 

Dig we soon will, to see what that something else is . 
A little further on, still in the Oral Essay, he brings up his spongl· 

towel right next to a certain hymen, while putting aside the truth-
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'<Ou plutot la fac;on dont la serviette-eponge se rearrangea sur son 
support - me parut beaucoup plus interessante que le Marche Com­
mun. [C'etait l'autre sujet de conversation - J. D .] 

«Plus rassurante aussi (et boulcversante, d'ailleurs) me parut cette 
serviette-eponge. Et, pendant le diner, je fus ainsi sollicite plusieurs 
fois» (De la nature morte et de Chardin ). 

L'inversion restant incessante, et l' indecidabilite constitutive, on 
comprend que la serviette-eponge (tissu-eponge o u texte-eponge) figu­
re par excellence la chose la plus proche comme chose impossible, la 
plus offerte et la plus refusee, la chose autre ou l'autre-chose qui fait de 
la chose une chose, la chosCite, allons-y, de la chose depuis laquelle se 
dicte la loi sans contrat dont il s'agit, lui, toujo urs : la chose impossible 
qu'il faut, qu' il faut ecrire, signer, faire signer (nous dirons tout a. 
l'heure saigner), transformer en signature . 

Le sujet impossible. Je disais en commenc;ant que ce n'etait pas un 
sujet, ou plutot que c'etait un sujet sans sujet. Approchons-nous de cet 
impossible . Tentative orate: «Jamais de reffrem:e a l'homme. Vous avez 
une idee profonde de la serviette-eponge, tout le monde en a une. Cela 
vcut dire quelque chose pour chacun, mais jamais personne n'a eu l'idee 
que c'etait cela la poesie, que c'etait de cela qu'il s'agissait, de cette idee 
profonde. 11 s'agit de sortir cela, sans vergogne. C'est ccla la verite, c'est 
1.da qui sort du manege. » 

Que la serviette-eponge vienne ici en position d'exemple pour la 
poesie et meme pour la verite, pour la verite qui «jouit», dira-t-il plus 
loin et ailleurs, qui «jubile» aussi, voila la chance de cette signature 
n1lossale. 

Colossale, je le note des maintenant et en pierre d'attente parce quc, 
mmme par hasard , l'exemple qui vient aussitot apres la serviette­
eponge, c'est la pierre, la pierre erigee-medusee ( dirait le Freud de das 
Medusenhaupt) par l'eponge: «On vous dit: «Un ca:ur de pierre». Voila 
;\ quoi sert la pierre. «Un ca:ur de pierre», cela sert pour Jes rapports 
d'hommc a homme, mais il suffit de creuser un pcu la pierre pour se 
1emlre compte qu'elle est autre chose que <lure; <lure, elle !'est, mais elle 
01 aussi autre chose.» 

Nous crcuscrons pour voir tout a l'heure de quelle autre ii s'agit . 
Un peu plus loin, toujours dans Ia Tentative orale, il introduit sa 



I 
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precisely so that the truth itself can joy. " ... truth joys. Truth is not the 
conclusion of a system, truth is joying. There are people who go look­
ing for truth, it doesn' t have to be looked for, it just comes; it can be 
found in bed, but how docs one get it into bed? By talking of other 
things, as so often happens. By talking of other things, not philosophy, 
not truth, but something else. It is then frequently seen as a good 
in itself: in effect, it is often covered in veils, like a bride. Above all, 
one must refrain from using it until after it has joyed-please excuse all 
this ... " 

Suspension points, new paragraph, yet another digression it would 
seem, a step to the side. 

"One should have, in any case, the fewest possible preconceived 
ideas. It is best of all to take up impossible subjects, which are also the 
nearest subjects: the sponge-towel ... On subjects of this sort, no 
preconceived ideas, none that are clearly stated . . . " 

In this oral essay, whose first title was Third Person Singular, the first 
and only example of an impossible subject is the sponge-towel. One 
among others but the only one summoned to appear, the only witness. 
Impossible subject, meaning in the first place an intractable object, so 
judged by traditional poetics or by philosophy running after truth. But 
in the leafy layers or, as always, in the light and spongy thickness of the 
sentence, the impossible subject, posed as such by Ponge, is not only an 
object but also a subject that dictates, demands, prescribes, gives, or 
refuses itself J udgcd impossible by tradition, on account of its insignifi­
cance, it is also the subject par excellence for the poetics of Ponge. It is 
recommended, the first example of the thing to take up. This impossi­
ble thing is the necessary one. 

What would intrigue us here is the fact that the sponge-towel, a 
subject considered impossible by traditional poetics on account of its 
insignificance, is, for apparently inverse reasons, also impossible for the 
subject Pongc who, to my knowledge, by design or otherwise, has 
certainly named it, set it down and set it forth in many places (what 
kind of place we shall shortly see) but has never dealt with it in and for 
itsel£ Except by preterition, ellipsis, in passing, in passing beyond the 
sponge, displacing it, hardly touching it at all. I say "to my knowledge," 
because I haven'.t read everything, or re-read the things that I had read 
before thinking of the sponge; and even then a reading machine would 
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serviette-eponge tout pres d'un certain hymen en ecartant la verite -
pour precisement qu'elle jouisse. « ... la vfritc jouit. La v:.:ritc, ce n'est 
pas la conclusion d'un systeme, la veritc c'cst cela . II y a des gens qui 
cherchent la verite, ii ne faut pas la cherchcr, on la trouvc dans son lit, 
mais comment l'amene-t-on dans son lit? En parlant d'autre chose, 
comme souvent. En parlant d'autre chose, pas de philosophic, pas de 
verite, mais d'autre chose. Souvent alors c'cst considere comme bien; 
en effet, bien souvent c'est entoure de voiles, comme lcs mariees. Puis, ii 
ne faut en user qu'apres qu'elle ait joui - pardonncz tout ccla . .. » 

Points de suspension, a la ligne, apparemment une digression de 
plus, un pas de cote. 

«II faut en tout cas avoir le moins d'idees precon~ues possible. Le 
mieux c'est de prendrc des sujets impossibles, ce sont !es sujets !es plus 
proches : la serviette-cponge ... Sur les sujets de ce genre, pas d'idees 
precon~ues, de celles qui s'enoncent clairement ... » 

Dans cette tentative orale dont le titre initial fut La Troisieme Personne 

du Singulier, le premier qui vienne et le seul exemple de sujets impossi­
bles, c'est encore la serviette-eponge. Parmi tous !es autres mais le seul 
cite a comparaltre, le seul temoi:n. Sujet impossible, cela veut dire 
d'abord objet impossible a traiter, juge intraitable pour la poetiquc 
traditionnelle ou pour Ia philosophie courant apres la vfrite. Mais dans 
la stratification feuilletee ou, comme toujours, dans l'epaisseur 
"pongieuse et legere de la phrase, le sujet impossible, comme tel par 
Ponge pose, ce n'est pas seulement un objet mais bien un sujet qui 
dicte, demande, prcscrit, se donne ou se refuse. Juge par la tradition 
Impossible, en raison de son insignifiance, ii est aussi pour la poetique 
de Ponge le sujet par excellence. 11 est recommande, c'est le premier 
~emplc de cc qu'il faut prcndre. Cet impossible est le necessaire. 

Ce qui nous intrigucrait ici, c'est que, sujet impossible, en raison de 
rmn insignifiance, pour la poetique traditionnelle, ii soit, selon des rai­
Nons apparemmcnt inverses, aussi impossible pour le sujet Ponge qui, a 
IHol lOnnaissance, a dessein OU non l' a certes nomme, depose, dispose en 
b1cn des lieux (nous verrons tout a l'heure de quel type) mais ne l'a 
l.tmais traite pour lui-meme. Autrement que par pretfrition, ellipse, en 
11·'~~ant, en depassant l'eponge, en la depla\ant, en y touchant a peine. 
k dis a ma connaissance parce que je n'ai pas tout lu, ni tout relu de cc 
t]llt' j'avais lu sans penscr a l'epongc, et puis meme une machine a lire 
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be too crude today to bring out all the hidden, encrypted, and scattered 
sponges swarming at every corner of the table and of meaning, voca­
bles, letters, etc. And above all, even if he had published a text on the 
sponge-towel, entitled the sponge-towel; one that escaped my atten­
tion, or even if he had one on the table or under it, very well! that in 
itself would change nothing: it would still be one written work among 
others, very particular, an example without example, just as near to and 
just as far from the impossible subject . 

This subject then remains impossible: intractable less for its anodyne 
insignificance than for its grave insignificance, fo r the impossible sub­
jectivity that it represents, and on whose account it reclaims foreve r 
from the one who signs, t he very one who signs, putting him in the role 
of a debtor without funds, unable to pay off his loan, to sponge off the 
slate. I recall in The slate, which is a "pumiced" stone, as he puts it, that 
the slate contains "an idea of credit": "There is, however, an idea of 
credit in the slate [ ... ] Precarious chalky formulations, of something 
that has to go from one memory to another, quickly and repeatedly, and 
has to be quickly erasable [ .. . ] what fun to run the sponge over it 
[ . .. ] Finally, a slate is nothing more than a kind of toothing-stone, 
dark and hard." 

"Let's ponder it ." 
This invitation to ponder might have induced, though I drop it hen: 

as I did with the pins and the spouses, an entire drama of vocables in 
pon, which proliferate in his lexicon like so many sigils, or abbreviated, 
interrupted, and condensed signatures, pinned to the surface of the 
page from which they plunge to the depth of memory, like sponge 
divers of inexhaustible breath, or prune the stitches of the text, pro­
pound or prolong all the other for rows of meaning (to be followed). 

An impossible subject and a subject par excellence, impossible par 
excellence, the sponge-towel is not only linked by a fundless debt, but 
opens up an infinite line of credit, the active and passive never cancelin~ 
each other out, forming a circle or closed ring . We are, on either side ot 
the contract, beyond the contract, a gift for a gift without proportion 
or exchange, and this is what keeps up an unending uneasiness unto 
death. 

*Such a text did exist: twenty-five lines under the title, The Sponge-Towel, 
published, along with this text, in the review DIG RAPHE, 8, 1976. I w1is unawarr 11(11 
at the time of the Colloquium, but will not r~frain from rtlatin,_11 eluwhrrt nil tltr 
confirmations I am pleased to find in it. · 
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serait aujourd'hui trop grossiere pour relever les eponges cachees, cryp­
tees, eparpillees, grouillant clans tous ks coins de table et de sens, de 
vocables, de lettres, etc. Et puis, surtout, meme s'il avait publie un texte 
sur la serviette-eponge, intitule la serviette-eponge, *et qui m'eut echap­
pe, ou encore s'il en avait un sur la table ou sous la table, eh bien! cela 
ne changerait rien a la chose : ce serait encore un ecrit parmi d'autres, 
tres particulier, exemple sans exemple, aussi pres et auss i loin du sujet 
impossible. 

Celui-ci est done reste impossible : intraitable non tant a cause de son 
insignifiance anodine qu'a cause de son insig nifiance grave, de !'impos­
sible subjectivite qu' il represente et depuis laquelle ii reclame infini­
ment au signataire, du signataire, le signataire, l'installe en position de 
debiteur sans fonds, incapable de s'acquitter du pret, ou d'eponger 
l'ardoise. Je rappel le que clans L'ardoise, pierre «poncee», note-t-il, «il y 
a une idee de credit» : «Pourtant, il y a une idee de credit clans l'ardoise. 
I· .. ] formulations precaires, crayeuses, pour ce qui doit passer d'une 
memoire a l'autre, rapidement, a plusieurs reprises, et pouvoir etre 
facilement efface. [ ... ] Quel plaisir d'y passer l'eponge. [ ... ] L'ar­
doise n'est enfin qu'une sorte de pierre d'attente, terne et <lure.» 

«Songeons-y.» 
Cette invitation au songe aurait pu induire, je l'abandonne 10, 

comme tout a l'heure les epingles et ks epouses, toute une mise en 
~d:ne des vocables en onge qui sc multiplient clans son lexique, comme 
autant de sigles, de signatures abregees, interrompues ou condensees, 
l;pinglees a la surface de la page depuis laquelle ils plo ngent au fond de 
ht memoire, comme des pecheurs d'eponge au souffle inepuisable, ou 
hicn encore rongent k s mailles du texte, Ion gent ou prolongent tous ks 
.111tres si llages de sens (a suivre). 

Sujet impossible et par excellence, impossible par excellence, la ser­
victte-eponge ne se lie pas seulement par une dette sans fond, d ie ouvre 
ltll credit infini , mais sans que jamais le pass if et l'actif s'annulent l'un 
l'.111trc, en cercle ou anneau ferme . On es t, de part et d'autre, au-dela du 
wntrat, don contre don sans proportion ni echange et c'est ce qui 
mili11ticnt !'inquietude infinie jusqu'a la mort. 

Ccla tirnt ace que le sujet impossible qui, comme toute chose faisant 

•Un tel trxte rxistait: vingt-cinq lignes, sous le titre La serviette-eponge 
( llJ36- l974) publiies, en memc temps que ce trxte-ci dans la revue mGRAPHE, 8, 
llJ7tl . /t l'{qt111rais au moment d11 Colloque mais je nr me pri11erai pas de dire ailleurs 
l11utrs lr1 ( llt1fim11111mu1111 'ii 111,. /•l11it d'.v atlmirtr. 



This comes from the fact that the impossible subject which, like any 
law-making thing, is an other entirely other-and therefore impossi­
ble-, this entirely other is absolutely close. 

Impossible subjects, as it is said, "are the closest subjects." 
Which means first of all, as always with him, jn the banal sense of 

banality: the most familiar and everyday things, for example the 
sponge-towel, what one really has at hand, in one's hands, around one's 
hands. But also the subjects which are nearest- to the subject who 
writes, to his proper name and to his signature: still the nearest sub­
jects, still the sponge-towel. 

He always says something else, that and something else, something 
besides what he says, one thing and the other, more or less the other, 
always something else. He says one thing as the other. 

Impossible subjects, nearest subjects. It would be enough to under­
stand that the nearest is impossible. Unapproachable. 

Impossible (unapproachable, impossible to live with), why? Two in­
dications. 

1. If the near is the impossible, then the nearest, insofar as it is 
entirely other, also becomes the most distant. This happens through the 
proper name. 

One has to avoid a certain hastiness which, instead of making us dash 
headlong into the abyss, would guide us instead away from it, distract 
us from it, which is another way of falling into it by mistake. We must 
heed the placement in abyss in order not to confuse this whole move­
ment with a metaphysics of the proper or the near- or, again, of pres ­
ence, if we linked up the values of the proper (pr<1pe, proprius), the near 
and the present. If it were more appropriate to the acts of a colloquium, 
I would have attempted, as elsewhere, a reading (more or less than 
word for word) of The sun placed in abyss and the Pre. The placement in 
abyss of the pre in the prairie, and of the pre (the dead one "lying hcrt· 
like the past participle par excellence") "already present in the present,'' 
is in itself already enough to displace all these values from themselves­
beginning with that of presence, and then, consequently, those of prox 
imity and propriety. We have as little to do here with a metaphysics-of: 
presence as with a "metaphysics of the sponge," as Bachclard said of 
Descartes. 

Joi, est un autre tout autrc - impossible done -, cc tout autre est au 
plus proche. 

Les sujets impossibles, comme ii est dit, «ce sont les sujets ks p lus 
proches». 

Cela s'entend d'abord, comme toujours avcc Jui, au sens banal de la 
banalite: ks plus familiers, ks plus quotidiens, par exemple la serviette­
eponge, vraiment ce qu'on a sous la main, dans les mains, autour des 
mains. Mais aussi les sujets ks plus proches - du sujet qui ecrit, de son 
nom propre et de sa signature : encore ks sujets ks plus proches, encore 
la serviette-eponge. 

Il dit toujours autre chose, cela et autre chose, autre chose que ce 
qu'il dit, une chose plus l'autre, plus ou moins l'autre, toujours autre 
chose. II dit une chose comme l'autrc. 

Les sujets impossibles, ks sujets les plus proches. Il suffirait de com­
prendre que le plus proche est !'impossible. L'inabordable. 

Impossible (inabordable, invivable), pourquoi? Deux indices. 
1. Si le proche est !'impossible, alors le plus proche, en tant que tout 

autre, devient aussi le plus lointain. Cela passe par le nom propre. 
II faut se garder de telle precipitation qui au lieu de nous y faire courir 

la tete la premiere, nous conduirait plutot a eviter l'abime, a nous en 
distraire, autre fac;on d'y tomber par megarde. Il faut prendre garde a la 
mise en abime pour ne pas confondre tout ce mouvement avec une 
mctaphysique du propre OU du proche - OU encore de Ja presence Si 
l'on mettait en chaine ks valeurs du propre (prope, proprius), du proche 
ct du present. Si cela etait plus propice aux actes d'un collogue, j'aurais 
tente comme ailleurs une lecture (plus ou rnoins que mot a mot) du 
Soleil place en abime et du Pri. A elk seule deja la mise en abime du pre 
dans le pre, du pre (mort «gisant ici comme le participe passe par 
cxc.:cllence») «present deja dans present», suffit a ecarter toutes ces va­
kurs d'elles-memes, a commencer par celle de presence, puis, par con­
sequent, de proximite et de propriete. Ne s'agit done pas plus ici une 
mctaphysique-de-la-presence qu'une «metaphysique de l'eponge» 
l.'omme disait Bachelard de Descartes. 

Mais un traitement en abime de ses lois. 
2. Le sujct le plus proche (la serviette-eponge venant a la place de la 

vrritc OU du tout-autre, Ja Oll c;a «jouit» et «jubiJe») Sera done reste 
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But with a treatment in abyss of its laws. 
2. The nearest subject (the sponge-towel taking the place of truth or 

of the entirely-other, where it "joys" and "jubilates") will thus have 
remained impossible, both for the rut of traditional poetics and for 
himself Even if he had treated it, even if that had happened, it still 
would not have happened. The event is impossible because he would 
still be obliged to treat something else as well and because the sponge­
towel would remain other, impassive, indifferent to the one who re­
marks it, to its proper, its own remark. Among other reasons because 
the thing is always other, because the proper would vanish into the 
common, because the spongy structure of the sign would sponge away 
the proper name of which it wished to speak, and with which it wished 
to sign. That structure would inscribe it in a system of classification, of 
conceptual generality, of repetition and of placement in abyss, proceed­
ing as if of itself 

The sign sponges the signature. 
The sign sponges, which can be taken, into the bargain, as under­

signed in so many different ways. The sign sponges, it is a verb, the act 
of the sign, of the subject "sign" insofar as it sponges (the thing and the 
signature). The sign sponges, it is a plural noun, in quotation marks if 
you like, the sign "sponges," as much the name of the sponge which is a 
sign, as the name of the sign which is also, as we have demonstrated, a 
sponge. The name of the sponge is a sign, the sponge is a sign. Then 
too the sign's Ponge, the proper name of the signer and friend here 
present and becoming the predicate of the sign, which means that we 
have the sign and Ponge, with Ponge (sec what he does with with in the 
final appendix of Soap) . And then, hacking away a little crudely at the 
language, the sign hisses Ponge. Finally, one can write, as a forgery, 
"signed Ponge" at the end of the acts of a colloquium or of any other 
engagement. It is also an order that I can give you: learn to write as om: 

ought to write henceforth and to do so sign Ponge . Or give the order to 
him: sign, Ponge, addressing myself in this way to my very own thing. 
Or even, sign, sponge, sign, sponge, sign, eh! Pongc! (for he sulks .. . ) 
This signsponge maintains the spongy character, the rather repugnant 
equivocation of this language which lends itself so economically to so 
many possible pretenders. 
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impossible, et pour le manege de la poetique traditionnelle et pour Ju i. 
Meme s'il l'avait train::, meme si cela erait arrive, cela ne serait pas arrive. 
Evenement impossible parce qu' il serait encore oblige de tra iter aussi 
d'autre chose et quc la serviette-eponge restera it autre , impassible, in­
differente a qui la rem arque, a sa propre remarque. Entre autres raisons 
parce que la chose est toujours autre, parce que le propre disparaltrait 
clans le Commun, parce que la structure spongicuse du signe epongerait 
le nom propre dont ii voudrait parler, dont ii voudrait signer. Elle 
l'inscrirait clans un sys teme de classification, de generalite conceptuelle, 
de repetition ct de misc en abime allant comme de soi . 

Le signe cpongc la signature. 
Le signe eponge, cela peut s'entendre, par dessus le marche, par 

dessous signe de tant de fasons. Le signe eponge, c'est un verbe, l'acte 
du signe, du sujet «signe» en tant qu'il epongc (la chose et la signature). 
Le signe eponge, c'cst un nom, entre guillemets si vous voulez, le signe 
«eponge», aussi bien le nom de l'eponge qui est un signe, que le nom 
du signe, qui est aussi, nous l'avons verific, unc cponge. Le nom de 
l'eponge est un signc, l'cponge est un signe. Puis le signe est Pongc, le 
nom propre du signatairc ct ami ici present dcvcnant le prcdicat du 
signe, ce qui fait que nous avons le signe et Ponge, avec Ponge (voyez ce 
qu'il fait avec avec clans le dernier appendice du Savon ). Et puis en ayant 
la hache un peu lourde avec la langue, le signc hait Ponge . Entin on 
peut par contrefason inscrire signe Ponge au bas des actes d'un collogue 
ou de tout autre engagement. Et c'est un ordrc quc jc peux vous 
donner : sachez ccrire comme on doit ccrirc dcsormais, et pour cela 
signez Ponge. Ou Lui donner: signez, Pongc, m'adressant ainsi a ma 
chose meme. Ou bien, signc eponge, signe, cpongc, signc, ch! Pongc! 
(car ii rechigne .. . ) Ce signeponge garde le caractcre spongieux, l'equivo­
quc un peu repugnante de cette langue qui se prete si economiquement 
~ tant de possibles pretcndants. 

N'insistons pas: on pcut en essuyer autant avcc la serviette et Pongc. 

Toutes ces variations articulent a elks seules un etrange recit sans 
l1vencmcnt. II y a toujours au moins une phrase, un debut et une fin. On 
l\C pcut y reduire au point OU a l'atome une Certaine syntaxe narrative 
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Let us not insist: you can wipe away as much with this Ponge towel. 

All these variations articulate by themselves a strange narrative with­
out event. There is always at least one sentence, a beginning and an end. 
And here we cannot reduce to a point or an atom a certain narrative (or 
at least dramatic) syntax, the temporality of a fabulous or mythic per­
formance . The annulling of this singular story, its reduction to the 
inarticulate simplicity of a name or a thing, is all the more impossible in 
that the story itself insists forever upon the space of its untellable im­
possibility : and does so not only for the reasons just defined (exchange 
without exchange of the name with every language and with every thing, 
I insist on every language, not only French, Latin, or Greek, for there is 
also somewhere a "punch" and some "ponchos") but also because this 
story remains a story without event in the traditional sense of the word, 
the story of language and writing as the inscription of the thing itself as 
other, of the sponge-towel, the paradigm of the thing itself as other 
thing, the other inaccessible thing, the impossible subject. The story of 
the sponge-towel, at least as I tell it from my point of view, is indeed a 
fable , a story with the name of fiction, a simulacrum and effect of 
language (fabula), but such that only by means of it can the thing as 
other and as other thing come to pass with the allure of an inappropri­
able event (Ereignis in abyss). The fable of an allure (I give the name of 
"allure" to the action of something that comes without corning, the 
thing that concerns us in this strange event) where nothing takes place 
except as it does in this little text (as you see, I am merely commenting 
at this moment on a small, very singular poem, a very brief one, but one 
that is fit to blow up everything, discreetly, irreplaceably) entitled 
Fable, which begins "By the word by this text therefore begins/Whose 
first line tells the truth. " (Remark to follow. ) 

The sponge-towel, emblematic story of my name as the story of the 
other, beloved blason of the "impossible subject" (as you know, the 
expression placement in abyss pertains originally to the code of herald il 
blasonry), a fable a~d another way of making history, of writing a story, 
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ou du rnoins dramatique, le temps d'une performance fabuleuse ou my­
thique. L'annulation de cette histoire singuliere, sa reduction a la sim­
plicite inarticulee d 'un nom ou d'une chose est d'autant plus refusee 
que l'histoire insiste infinirnent a la mesure de son impossibilite ine­
narrable : pour Jes raisons que nous venons de definir ( echange sans 
echange du nom avec toute langue et toute chose, je dis bien toute 
langue, non seulement le frarn;:ais , le latin ou le grec, ii y a aussi quelque 
part un «punch» et des «ponches») mais parce que cette histoire reste 
une histoire sans evenement au sens traditionnel du mot, histoire de la 
langue et de l'ecriture clans leur inscription de la chose meme en tant 
qu'autre, de la serviette eponge, paradigme de la chose meme comme 
autre chose, chose autre inaccessible, sujet impossible. L'histoire de la 
serviette-eponge, telle du moins que je la raconte de mon cote, voila 
une fable, histoire au titre de fiction, simulacre et effet de langue ifa­
bula) mais telle que par elle seule la chose en tant qu'autre et en tant 
qu'autre chose peut advenir clans !'allure d 'un evenement inappropria­
ble (Ereignis en abime). Fable d'une allure (j'appelle allure la demarche 
de ce qui vient sans venir, ce dont ii y va clans cet etrange evenement) OU 
rien ne va autrement que clans ce pet it texte (vous voyez que je ne 
commente en ce moment qu'un petit poeme tres singulier, tres court, 
mais propre a faire tout Sauter discretement, irrempJapbJement) inti­
tule Fable et qui commence par «Par le mot par commence done ce 
texte/Dont la premiere ligne dit la veritb>. (Remarque a suivre.) 

La serviette-eponge, histoire emblematique de mon nom comme his­
toirc de l'autre, blason adore du «sujet impossible» (vous savez que 
!'expression de misc en abyme appartient originellement au code des 
hlasons), fable ct autrc manie re de faire l'histoire, la serviette-eponge, 
,·\·st unc autrc histoire, toujours deja entamee au moment ou s:a com-
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the sponge-towel is another story, always already begun at the moment 

where it begins (by the word by, with the word with, etc .), never told for 

all that it is told insatiably. The end of Soap, the final rinsing-of the 

body and the soap itself- happens "while the body is already involved 

with a new object: The SPONGE-TOWEL .. . " 
THE SPONGE-TOWEL in capital letters, as when he inscribes his 

name in Latin on a legendary stele. Then, after a pause, a big blank and 

the asterisk, the final words at the very bottom of the page: "But here, 

therefore, begins quite a different story, which 1 will tell you another 
time ... " 

This story (entirely other) of what the body is already engaged in, the 

story of this fabulous already which I said that he never could tell, or 

introduce, even in an appendix, into the body of his complete work-it 

could also fairly be said therefore that he has already told it, re-told it to 

the point of exhausting the subject. The sponge-towel will thus at once 

have prohibited, prevented him from speaking, in the very place of joying 
and jubilating truth, in full "orgasm" (Soap and For a Malherbe), a 

violated, soiled, soaked, and bleeding virgin, for which reason it has 

also served, as we shall see, as a pad. But it has also caused him to speak 

forever, from the site of truth as an effect of the menstrual cycle (right 

up against it), of the hymen and of undecidable deflowering. Such, for 

him, is The law and the prophets. This, as you know, is the title of a text 

dating from 1930. A prodigious text, treating also, I mean, the sponge­

cloth and its prodigies . As I cannot do honor here to its scope, 1 leave it 

for you intact, citing only what is indispensable in order to prompt you 
to go and read it yourselves. 

" 'It is less a matter of knowing than of being born. Self-esteem and 
pretension are the principal virtues.' 

"One day the statues will wake up in town with pads of sponge-cloth 
stuck between their thighs. Then the women will pull off their own 

pads and throw them into the nettles. Their bodies, which used to lw 

proud of their whiteness and their lack of issue for twenty-five days o ut 

of thirty, will show off the blood as it flows down to their an kles: tlwy 
will show themselves off in beauty. 

"Thus, through the display of something real and rather more imp< 1r 
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mem.e (par le mot par, avec le mot avec, etc.), jamais racontee pour ce 

qu'elle se raconte elle-meme insatiablement. La fin du Savon, le dernier 
rinc;age - et du corps et du savon lui-meme - se passe «tandis que le 

corps se prend deja a un nouvel objet : LA SERVIETTE-EPONGE 
... » 

LA SERVIETTE-EPONGE en capitales, comme lorsqu'il inscrit 
son nom en latin sur une stele legendaire. Puis apres une pause, un large 

blanc et l'asterisque, les derniers mots tout en bas de page: «Mais ici, 

done, commence une tout autre histoire, que je vous raconterai une 
autre fois ... » 

Cette histoire (tout autre) de ce a quoi le corps se prend deja, l'his­
toire de ce deja fabuleux dont je disais qu'il ne pourrait jamais la racon­

ter, la faire entrer, fllt-ce en appendice, dans le corpus de son cruvre 

complete, on peut done aussi bien dire qu'il l'a deja racontee, ressassee 

jusqu'a epuisement du sujet. La serviette-eponge l'aura done a la fois 

interdit, empeche de parter, a la place meme de la verite jouissante, jubi­
lante, en plein «orgasme» (Le Savon et Pour un Malherbe), viergc violee, 

souillee, mouillee, saignante, en quoi elle fut aussi, comme on va voir, 

un baillon. Mais elle l'a fait aussi parler sans fin, depuis la place de la 

verite comme effet de regle sanglante (tout contre elle), d 'hymen et de 

defloration indecidable. Voila pour lui La loi et les prophetes. C'est, 

comme vous savez, le titre d'un texte de 1930. Texte prodigieux , je veux 

dire traitant aussi du tissu-eponge et de ses prodiges. Comme je ne peux 

faire ici honneur a sa taille, je vous le laisse intact, n'en citant que 
!'indispensable a vous faire aller voir vous-memes. 

« <II ne s'agit pas tant de connaftre que de naitre. L'amour-propre et 
la pretention sont les principales vertus. > 

«Les statues se reveilleront un jour en ville avec un baillon de tissu ­

cponge entre les cuisses. Alors les femmes arracheront le leur et le 

jctteront aux orties. Leurs corps, fiers jadis de leur blancheur et d'etre 

s.ms issue vingt-cinq jours sur trente, laisseront voir le sang couler 

jusqu'aux chevilles: ils se montreront en beautt. 

«Ainsi sera communique a tous , par la vision d 'une realite un peu 

plus importante que la rondcur ou que la fermete des seins, la terreur 

1111i sa isit lcs petites filles la premiere fois . 
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tant than the roundness or firmness of breasts, all will sense the terror 
that seizes little girls the first time. 

"Any idea of pure form will thus be definitively soiled." 
Read the rest, and then the notes from Sidi Madani written eighteen 

years later (December 29, 1947, January 4, 1948) on the "bringing to 
joyance," the "it is signed, it is I ... " and The Law and the Prophets. 
And since you have in hand an apparently insignificant towel, listen 
carefully for the "hygienic sigh" of The insignificant. 

As a name or thing, would the sponge-towel form a sort of fetish (of 
the commodity or the penis) which one could then interpret according 
to a conventional reading of Marx or Freud? 

Maybe, and why not, if all this- right here- were not also a read­
ing-a scientific reading- of the effects of fetishism. Or if, in the course 
of the operation, the traditional opposition of the fetish to the thing 
itself (an opposition constituting all theories of the fetish) did not 
sustain a more than complicated twist: or if the ensuing simulacrum of 
generalized fetishism did not ruin that very opposition. Having devel­
oped this argument elsewhere, I put it aside for the moment. 

Rebus, anagrams, metonymies, synecdoches, etymological simulacra, 
"geneanalogies," expropriations of words or things in representation, 
etc.: the signature under one form or another, to which we give as­
sistance, or which we witness, like himself, here and now, has recourse 
to language only in order to expunge the proper name. 

But the proper name has yet to appear as such, wholly inscribed by 
its authentifiable bearer- authentifying and simultaneously designat 
ing itself, in what gives rise to act, to archive, legend, or signature. 

To write one's name is not yet to sign it. What, then, is lacking for ii 
to be a signature? And what if writing itself which is, however, rh r 
condition of the signature, were to efface this singular limit, this unin · 
scribable border between the writing of one's own name and one'.' 
signature? 

vVe seek, at this point, to approach the proper name as such, as it iN 
given in its entirety. 
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«Toute idee de forme pure en sera definitivement souillee.» 
Lisez la suite, puis les notes de Sidi Madani, dix-huit ans apres (29 

decembre 1947, 4 janvier 1948) Sur le «donner a jouir», le «C'est signe, 
c'est moi ... » et La loi et les Prophetes. Et puisque vous tenez en mains 
une serviette apparernment insignifiante, ecoutez bien le «soupir 
hygienique» de L'insigniftant. 

Norn ou chose, le tissu-eponge fo rmerait-il une sorte de fetiche (de la 
marchandise ou du penis ) qu'on interpreterait alors selon une lecture 
conventionnelle de Marx ou de Freud? 

Peut-etre, pourquoi pas, si tout ceci - ici-meme - n'etait aussi une 
lecture - une lecture scientifique - des effets de fetichisme; et si, en 
cours d'operation, }'opposition traditionnelle du fetiche a la chose 
meme (opposition qui construit les theories du fetichisme) n'en prenait 
un coup plus que retors ; et si le simulacre de fetichisme generalise qui 
s'ensuit ne ruinait ladite opposition . C'est un argument que j'ai deve­
loppe ailleurs et interromps done pour l'instant. 

Rebus, anagrammes, metonymies, synecdoques, simulacres d 'ety­
mologie, «geneanalogies», expropriations de mots ou de choses en re­
presentation, etc., sous une forme ou sous une autre la signature que 
nous assistons ou a laquelle, comme lui, ici maintenant, nous assistons, 
ne recourt a la langue que pour epongcr le nom propre. 

Mais celui-ci n'est pas encore apparu comme tel, integralement ins­
uit par son porteur authentifiable, authentifiant, du meme co up se 
dcsignant dans ce qui fait acte, archive, legende ou signature. 

Ecrire son nom n'est pas encore signer, de quoi s'en faut-il? Et si 
l'ccriture meme, condition de la signature pourtant, effa<;:ait cette limite 
.~inguliere , cette bordure ininscriptible entre l'ecriture de son propre 
nom et sa signature? 

I ,c nom proprc comme tel, se donnant pour entier, nous cherchons, 
ccttc fois, a l'abordcr. 
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In order perhaps to verify that the signature, as act, splits immediately 

into event and legend, and cannot be at one and the same time what it 
immediately is , event and legend: once again it disappears by becoming 
a piece of the thing-text, becoming impossible once again as soon as it 
feels its own possibility. Signature, already, of the dead man. 

But the signature of the dead man also signifies the act of birth 
(Nature at the opening of the Pre) the Signature of the dead man 
returns at the end). Every time I sign, I give to myself, for the first and 
last time, my own name. At least I give myself the representation of the 
gift of what I cannot give myself. I give myself something I will never, in 
any case, have had. So that in stealing a signature-as I thus do when­
ever I sign, even ifl sign with my own name-I mess up the act of birth 
and violate a tomb. I have expounded this colossal logic and, dislodging 
from every site the stony double of the dead phallus (colossos), I have let 
myself become involved in whatever it is that sticks a sponge-doth 
between the thighs of a statue. 

To abbreviate an infinite discourse about the lithography of Pongc 
(where the stone is everywhere at home), I confine myself to naming 
the two principal virtues required here of stone. 

They are still contradictory and caught in a double-bind. Stone 
should preserve the signature, retain by its hardness the legendary in­
scription. But in doing so, it has to reify the act more surely than anv 
other element, reduce it to nothing, dissociate the writing (of the 
name) from the signature; and thereby efface what it preserves. 

A stone as a surface of inscription and effacement, such is the magic 
writing pad of whoever is Ponge . It holds some surprises for us. 

A stone that countersigns, such is his (or its) chance. Pumice stone 
(volcanic stone, so light that it bears very little resemblance to a stone , 
"spongy" stone according to Littre, quoting from Voltaire's la Pucel/c : 

"Should we say pumice stone, or stone of pumice? That's a big qucs 
tion"), pumice stone is a stone but also a stone which, not content like 
any stone to efface whatever it keeps, also effaces actively, by appli ca 
tion, by rubbing, by erosive pressure. It polishes. For example the slate , 
as we have seen, "polished and pumiced." In Matter and Memory--1 

have never read anything more colossal on the subject of stone- then· 
is, among other things, the following: "Let us then consider thcsl· 

I 
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Pour verifier peut-erre que la signature, a faire acre, se partage d'em­

blie en evenement et legende, ne peut errc a la fois ce qu'elle est d'em­
blee, evenement et legende. Une fois de plus elle se perd en devenant 
une piece de la chose-texte, redevient impossible en eprouvant sa pos­
sibilite. Signature du mort, deja. 

Mais la signature du mort signifie aussi l'acte de naissancc (la Nature 
a l'ouverture du Pre, la Signature du mort y retourne a la fin). En 
signant, je me donnc a moi-meme, chaque fois pour la premiere ct la 
derniere fois, moo nom. J e me donne du mo ins la representation du 
don de ce que jc ne puis me donner. Je me donne ce que, en aucun cas, 
jc n'aurai eu. Si bicn qu'cn volant une signature - ce que je fais, done, 
aussi bicn, chaque fois que je signe, fUt -ce de mon proprc nom - je 
brouille un acte de naissance et viole une sepulture. J'ai annonce cettc 
logique colossale ct, delogeant de partout le double pierreux du phallus 
mort (colossos), jc me suis laisse engager par ce qui niche le tissu-epongc 
entre lcs cuisses d'unc statue. 

Pour faire l'economie d'un discours sans fin sur la lithographic de 
Pongc (la picrre y est chez elk partout), je me contente de nommer ks 
deux vertus principales ici requises de la pierre. 

Elles sont encore contradictoires et double-bandees. La pierrc doit 
gardcr la signature, retenir durement !'inscription Iegendaire. Mais elk 
doit, ce faisant, reifier l'acte plus surcment quc tout autrc element, le 
rcduire a ricn, dissocier l'ecriture (du nom) de la signature; et par 
nmsequent effacer ce qu'cllc garde. 

Une pierre comme surface d'inscription et d'cffaccmcnt, voila le bloc 
magiquc de quiconque est Ponge. II nous reserves des surprises. 

Une pierre qui contresigne, voila sa chance. La picrre ponce (pierrc 
volcanique, legerc au point de resscmbkr tres peu a unc picrrc, pierrc 
«Spongicuse», dit Littre qui cite Voltaire, dans la Puce/le: «Dit-on 
pienc ponce, ou de ponce? C'est une grande question»), la pierre ponce 
l'St une pier re mais c'est aussi unc pierre qui, non contcnte d'cffaccr, 
l·ommc route pierre, ce qu'clle reticnt, efface aussi activemcnt, par ap­
plication, frottement, erosion pressante . Elle polit. Par excmple l'ar­
doisc, on l'a vu, «preparee au poli, poncee» . Dans Matiere et memoire -
IC' n'ai jamais ricn Ju de plus colossal sur la pierre -, on lit ceci cntre 
.1111 res choses : « Venons-cn done a ccs reactions de la pierre, et d'abord 
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reactions on the part of stone, and first of all in this moment which is, 
strictly speaking, poetic (before any preparation except for the prior 
pumicing): when the artist struggles or plays with it, so as finally to 
impose his seal." Or, again, in reference to the printe r's stone: "When a 
stone has what is called a past (like a woman who has had several 
lovers), however well pumiced it may have been, there comes a time 
when it recollects in love the name of one of those former lovers, when 
(for example) the astonished printer sees, on the proof of a poster, the 
mark of an ancient Daumier, like a memory involuntarily touched upon 
[ ... ] That stone is finished. That stone is fit to kill. " 

In order to take its mark properly, a living stone should therefore 
recover its virginity every time, like the surface of Freud's magic writing 
pad, and it can only recover its virginity if it undergoes a pumicing 
without remainder every time . Matter and Memory also debates "the 
thickness of the paper which is then opposed, espoused to the stone," 
effacing all relief in these "espousals." Dubious syntax of the "fit to 
kill." 

He has to abolish his relief (his remainder) in the espousal of the 
pumiced stone. 

The pumicing of the stone then reveals the proper name as signed 
(Franciscus Pontius) through a fabulous affiliation with Pontius Pilate. 
For a Malherbe points out first "something Spanish (Pons, Ponce), and 
perhaps a touch of Arab refinement, in my father." 

And in Soap ("a-kind-of-stone-except"), just before the Rinsing, 
Pontius Pilate takes over the father's place : "No, it has to do only with 
soap and the washing of hands, after the fashion of my forefather Pon­
tius Pilate, of whom I am so proud for his having- after saying "What 
is truth?"- washed his hands of the death of the Just Man (or the 
fanatic), and thus become the only person in the story to have gone into 
history with pure hands, having done his duty with no grand gestures, 
no grand symbols, no whining or fatuity." 

Thus we go from Pontius to Pilate, a proverbial expression for saying 
the same thing, going between two names from the similar to the san1l' . 

This spongy petrography draws us slowly towards the signature of 

the proper name as such, beginning with capital letters which an~ fol 
lowed, as a way of deflecting attention whik still forming a blason , hv 

11 0 

clans ce moment a proprement parler poetique (avant route preparation 
sinon l'anterieur porn;age): lorsque !'artiste lutte ou joue avec elk, pour 
enfin lui imposer son sceau.» Ou encore quant a la pierre d'im­
primerie : «Quand une pierre ace qu'on appelle un passe (comme une 
femme a eu plusieurs amants), si bien poncee qu'elle air pu etre, ii arrive 
qu'elle rappelle clans ('amour le nom d'un de ces amants anciens, ii 
arrive que sur l'epreuve d'une affiche (par exemple) l'imprimeur etonne 
voie apparaitre, comme un souvenir involontairement affleure, le trait 
d'un tres ancien Daumier[ .. . ] De cette pierre, plus rien a faire . Cette 
pierre est bonne a tuer. » 

Une pierre vivante doit done, pour se laisser marquer proprement, 
retrouver chaque fois sa virginite, comme la surface du bloc magique de 
Freud, et die ne peut la retrouver que si elk supporte chaque fois un 
porn;age sans reste. Matiere et mimoire argumente aussi sur «l'epaisseur 
du papier qui est ensuite oppose, donne a la pierre» abolissant tout 
relief clans ces «epousailles». Syntaxe louche de cette «bonne a tuer». 

II faut abolir son relief (son reste) a epouser la pierre poncee. 
Le ponc;:age de la pierre degage alors le nom propre signe (Franciscus 

Pontius) a travers une parente fabuleuse avec Ponce Pilate. Pour un 
Malherbe releve d'abord «quelque chose d'espagnol (Pons, Ponce), et 
meme peut-erre de la finesse arabe, chez mon pere». 

Et clans le Savon ( «une-sorte-de-pierre-mais» ), juste avant le Rinfage, 
Ponce Pilate prend le rclai du pere : «Non, ii ne s'agit que du savon et de 
se !aver ks mains, a l'instar de mon ancerre Ponce Pilate - dont je suis 
si fier qu'apres avoir dit: <Qu'est-ce que la verite?> - ii se soit lave Jes 
mains de la mort du Juste (ou de l'exalte) et soit ainsi le seul pcrsonnage 
du come a etre cntre clans l'histoire !es mains pures, ayant fait son 
dcvoir sans grands gestes, grands symboles, vagissements ct fatuite.» 

On passe ainsi de Ponce a Pilate, expression proverbiale pour dire le 
mcme, sous deux noms revenant du pareil au meme. 

Cette petrographie spongieuse nous achemine lentemcnt vers la sig­
nature du nom propre comme tel, a commencer par lcs initiales ma­
ju.~cules suivies, pour detourner !'attention et faire encore blason, de 
noms communs. Par exemple ce dont le spongoteras aura fait acte clans 
scs Notes pour un coquillage: «Un coquillage est une petite chose, mais je 
pcux la dcmcsurcr [ ... ] Si alors ii me vient a !'esprit que ce coquillage, 
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common names. Take, for example, the thing exemplified by spongoteras 

in his Notes for a shell: "A shell is a little thing, but I can make it 

immeasurable [ ... ] If I then pretend that this shell, which a wave can 

surely submerge, is inhabited by an animal , if I add this shell to an 

animal [ . .. ] T he monuments of m an are like pieces of his skeleton or 

of any skeleton, like big bones without flesh: they do not evoke an 

inhabitant in keeping with their size[ ... ] I can amuse myself by think­

ing of Rome, or Nimes, as a scattered skeleton, here the tibia, there the 

skull of an old, living ci ty, of a late living thing, but then I have to 

picture a huge flesh-and -blood colossus, which does not in truth corre­

spond to anything we can reasonably infer from what we have been 

taught, even with the help of expressions in the singular, like the Roman 

People, or the Folk of Provence." 
Like the Roman People, the Folk of Provence are given initial capital 

letters. They arc the initials of the signer, and, except for the ge of 
Francis Ponge, we find in these names, of things as well as of someone 
or no one, these anonymous names of a folk and a people, all the letters 

of his own name. The same procedure occurs at the end of the Pre, but 

this time, if it were not too barbaric to read the ending without its 

preparation, we would find th e initials of the dead man (his pre-name) 

growing above his whole name, separated from it by a horiwntal bar, 

u~7 .... , a bar which, like the surface of the earth above a rigid or decom ­
posing cadaver- or like the surface of the coffin underneath the reclin­

ing statue- separates t he (legendary) common names from the proper 

name: 

"Therefore, dear Typesetters, 
Put here, I beg of you, the final line . 

Then, underneath, with no spacing at all, lay my name, 
In lowercase, naturally, 

Except of course, the initials, 
Since they are those as well 
Of Fennel and Parsley 
Which will grow, tomorrow, above. 

Francis Ponge." 

II2 

gu'une lame de la mer peut sans doute recouvrir, est habite par une 

bcte, si j'ajoute a une bete ce cogu illage [ . .. ] Les monuments d e 

l'homme ressemblent aux morceaux de son sguelette ou de n'importe 

gucJ squelette, a de grands OS decharnes : ils n'cvoquent aucun habitant 

a lcur taille [ . . . ] Je puis me plaire a considerer Rome, OU Nimes, 

comme le squelette cpars, ici le tibia, la le crane d'une ancienne ville 
vivante, d'un ancien vivant , mais alors il me faut imaginer un cnorme 

colosse en chair et en os, g ui ne correspond vraimcnt a rien de cc qu'on 

peut raisonnablcment inferer de ce qu'o n nous a appris, meme a la 

faveur d'expressions au singulicr, comme le Peuple Romain , o u la Foule 
Provenc;ale .» 

Comme le Peuple Romain, la Foule Provenc;ale porte des initiales 

majuscules. Ce sont cclles du signatairc et a !'exception duge de Francis 

Pongc, on rctrouvc clans ces noms, a la fois de choses ct de pcrsonnc, 
ces noms de pcrsonnc, ccs noms anonymcs que sont une foule et un 

peuplc, toutes !cs lcttrcs de son proprc nom. Meme procede a la fin de 
Pre, mais cettc fois, s'il n 'etait pas trop barbare de lire cctte fin sans sa 

preparation, voici Jes initialcs du mort ( le prc-nom ) qui pousscnt au­

de~sus de son nom enticr, scparees' de Jui par une barre horizontale, 

1~ , cel le qui separe comme la surface de la tcrre au-dessus du cadavre 
rigide ou en decomposition - ou comme la surface to mbale sous le 

gisant - Jes noms communs (legendaires) et le nom propre: 

«Messieurs ks typographes, 
Placez done ici, je vous prie, le trait final. 

Pu is, dessous, sans le moindre imerligne, couchez mon norn, 
Pris dans le bas de casse, naturd lement, 

Sauf ks initiates, bien sur, 
Puisque ce sont aussi celles 
Du Fenouil et de la Prele 
Qui demain croltront dessus. 

Francis Ponge.» 

•• •+• • .. •••• ...... 4 ........ . ·~ ................... .... •+t ~ + ..... . 
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(Later on, put a reading here of the Pre that does justice, if possible, to 
everything, except for the invoice which mortgages the loan in The 
making. ) 

... ~ ....................... ..... .................................... ~ 

Above and below the bar, crossing the bar, the signature is both 
inside and outside, it overflows, flows over itself, but the outside is still 
within the text, the proper name forms a part, I ike a corpse in legendary 
decomposition, of the corpus. Twice signed, countersigned, effaced in 
and under the stone, the text, the tissue. 

It always flows over, his signature. 
The initials of the dead man, endlessly resigned, recur, this time with 

arms crossed or in chiasmus, in The future of words. This will have 
started very early (1925) in that very brief work in which I thought I 
saw some funeral hangings, although nothing describes them clearly: 
"As for the hangings of the day, for the common names hung in our 
residence in reading, no one will recognize very much except, on the 
outside, our initials shining like pins fixed to a monument of cloth, 
[ .. -1" 

Is it going too far to read sponge and francis in "fixed pins" crossed 
like those metallic letters on the drapes of Funeral Parlors ( F. P.) or like 
the crossed swords of the circumflex (pre, pres, pret), "the crossed assault 
of oblique arms" in the duel of the Pre, at the moment of the final 
decision , stuck in the text like so many pins, especially safety pins (an 
arachnean image in Scvlptvre). The nurse who uses safety pins is not so 
far away in The future of words: after the fixed pins there comes a 
"drinking bowl at the breast of the mother of Hercules!" 

If I unwittingly borrow here from the Legacy of Things, the title of a 
book that I have, unfortunately, yet to read, I beg forgiveness of Henri 
Maldiney. 

Will one have been in attendance at the deduction of his name? 
In other words deduced everything from his name, itself deduced 

Il4 

(Placer ici, plus tard, une lecture du Pre faisant droit, si possible, a tout, 
a la reserve d'une facture hypotheq uant le pret dans La fabrique ·) 

• • .a • .a • • '" • • • • • ., • • • • • ti • ... i' • + + ... • ... .., .. • • • • • • • • ,. , • • Ill II •• 

Au-dessus et au-dessous de la barre, passant la barre, la signature est a 
la fois dedans et dehors, elle deborde, die se deborde, mais le dehors est 
encore clans le texte, le nom propre fa.it partie, comme cadavre en de­
composition tegendaire, du corpus . Deux fois signe, contresigne, efface 
clans et sous la pierre, le texte, le tissu. 

Ga deborde toujours, sa signature. 
Initiates du mort, sans cesse resignees, cette fois k s bras croises ou en 

chiasme, clans L'avenir des paroles. Ga aura commence tres tot (1925) 
clans cet ecrit tres court OU j'avais vu des tentures funeraires alors que 
rien ne les decrit dairement : «Quant aux tentures du jour, aux noms 
communs drapes pour notre demeure en lecture on ne reconnaitra plus 
grand-chose sinon de hors par ci nos initiales briller comme epingles 
ferrees sur un monument de toile, [ .. -1 » 

Est-ii abusif de lire eponge et franos clans «epingles ferrees », croisees 
comme ces lettrcs metallisees sur les tentures de Pompes Funebres (P.F/ 
F.P) OU comme les epees croisees de !'accent circonflexe (pre, pres, 
prer), «l'assaut croise d'armes obliques» clans le duel du Pre, au moment 
de la decision finale, piquees clans le texte comme tant d'epingles et 
surtout d'epingles a nourrice (figure arachneicle dans Scvlptvre). La 
nourrice n'est plus tres loin clans L'avenir des paroles : au-de~sous des 
cpinglcs ferrees survient un «bol a boire au nichon de la mere d'Her­
rnle! » 

Si sans le savoir j'emprunte ici au Legs des choses, titre d'un livre que je 
n'ai malheureusement pu lire encore, je prie Henri Maldiney de me 
pardonner. 

.14 -· ··· ....... .............. ............... . ... .............. ~ ... 

Aura-t-on assiste a la deduction de son nom? 
Autrcment dit tout deduit de son nom lui-meme deduit de tout, 

m11strait a tout cc qu'il :mra mis clans sa propre derive? 
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from everything, deducted from everything that it will have placed in its 
own drifting? 

Will I myself have caught the whole drift of his work from the acci­
dent of his name ? 

That would be a bit too simple, and I said at the outset that the 
question of his name would never be more than a little, insignificant 
piece of the whole corpus. And his work is so little the product of his 
name that it springs rather from an aptitude for doing without it . 
Fundamentally, he shows very well that he doesn't give a damn about 
the sponge, making scenes for it and courting it. One could also imag­
ine a perfect homonym incapable of giving rise to that work. As for an 
eventual clinical psychoanalysis of Francis Ponge himself-of whom I 
haven't spoken-in connection with his name, it will have far too much 
or too little of his work to work with. Not only would it have to accept 
in this case its own interminability, it would also have to take into 
account the fact that the text in itself is also an applied science of inter­
minability, of non-saturability, taking into account the undecidable 
with respect to language, effects of naming (proper or common names), 
a science of chance (alea) putting its subject into play. What could a 
science of the alea be? If he had had another name, and if by soml· 
incredible hypothesis he could still have been the same person, would 
he have written the same thing? Yes and no. What could the pertinenn · 
of this question be, anyway? We are at the threshold of such a science, 
which itself engages in a rather singular relationship with the very name 
of science. And he has done more than a little to bring it to our atten 
tion. In the light of which his work is not a case with which this scienn· 
might deal, bur, in all senses, an element of its corpus, an irreplaceable 
case consubstantial with a declaration of law. 

The alea that informs such a relation between proper name and 
mother tongue is only one of a very large set of variables. Not only dm· ... 
everyone not have the chance (or the merit) to be called Francis Pongl', 
but even with the same name all sorts of economies, idiomatic in cal h 
case, can be instituted, the form of the proper name providing at times .1 

very strict, and at other times a lateral and derivative, organization.ii 
function . Moreover, the thing that sets up the process in his naml· I \ 

not only, or essentially, the affinity of the first or last name with ,, 
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Aurai-je moi-meme derive tout son cruvre de la chance de son nom ? 
Ce serait un peu simple et j'ai dit en commern;:ant que la question de 

son nom ne serait jamais qu'une petite piece, insignifiante, du corpus. 
Et son cruvre est si peu le produit de son nom qu'elle s'erige a partir de 
!'aptitude a s'en passer. Au fond, ii marque bien qu'il se ~out ~e l'ep­
onge, a laquelle il fait une scene, et la cour. Et l'on peut 1mag111er un 
parfait homonyme incapable d'eriger cette chose-la . Quant a une .eve~~ 
tuelle psychanalyse clinique de Francis Ponge lui-meme - dont JC n a1 
pas parle - dans ses rapports avec son nom, elk aur~ it beaucoup trop 
ou trap peu de son cruvre pour operer. Elle devra1t non seulement 
assumer en ce cas sa propre interminabilite a elle mais tenir compte de 
ce que son texte (a lui ) est aussi une science pratique de l'inter­
minabilite, de la non-saturabilite, compte tenu de l'indecidable quant a 
la langue, aux effets de nomination (propres ou communs), une science 
de l'alea mettant en jeu son sujet. Que peut etre une science de l'alea? 
Avec un autre nom, si par hypothese incroyable ii eut encore etc le 
meme, aurait-il ecrit la meme chose? oui et non . Quelle peut etre, 
d'ailleurs, la pertinence de cette question? Nous sommes au seuil d'un~ 
telle science, qui entretient elle-mefne, avec le nom de science, un s'. 
singulier rapport. Et il n'a pas peu fait pour nous y introduire . En quo1 
son cruvre n'est pas un cas dont traiterait cette science mais, en tous les 
sens, un element de son corpus, un cas irrempla<;able faisant corps avec 
une declaration de loi . 

L'alea qui instruit un tel rapport du nom propre avec la languc ~ater­
nelle n'est qu'une variable dans un ensemble tres grand de variables. 
Non seulement tout le rnonde n'a pas la chance (ou le merite) de s'ap­
peler Francis Ponge, mais avec le meme nom toute sorte d'economies 
peuvent s'instituer, chaque fois idiomatiques, parfois donnant a la 
forme du nom propre une fonction organisatrice forte, parfois tres 
laterale et derivee . Et puis ce qui a fait travailler, dans son nom, ce n'est 
pas seulement, ni essentiellement, l'affinite de chacun de ses prenom et 
nom avec une signification catigorematique, avec un nom de chose ou de 
propriete generale (franchise, franc ite, eponge, spongiosite, etc.) ~ais 
la syntaxe, le recit fabuleux et les riches possibilites de l'articu~a~1on 
syntaxique entre les deux elements lexicaux, autrement dlt . la li aison 
~yncategorimatique. Jc vous laisse aussi imaginer, <;a peut arnvcr, le cas 
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categorematical signification, with the name of a thing or a general 
property (frankness, Frenchness, sponge, spongiosity, etc.) but also the 
syntax, the fabulous story and the rich possibilities of syntactical artic­
ulation between the two lexical elements, in other words a syncategore­

matical linkage. I will also let you imagine, something of the kind could 
occur, the case of an individual trying to blason, or emblematize a 
simple syncategoreme, a conjunction, an adverb or a pronoun, a logical 
or chronological pivot, for example, who knows, the enigmatic sigil of 
more, for, there, now, without, not, if, already, save, who, I , when, neither, 
henceforth, he, beforehand, ah!, et cetera, etc. 

Concerning what it is that distributes forces in an irreducibly singu­
lar phantasmatic organization, and how it should have happened thus 
in the case of the finite individual with the name of Francis Ponge, I 
haven't said a thing. And even supposing (I'd love to see it happen) that 
one could say something singularly pertinent about it, that cannot hap­
pen here. One can imagine in any case the complexity of the scene that 
he will have set for an analyst who is full of curiosity about his name : 
just think of what happens when he asks the typesetters to "lay my 
name." 

Seeming all the while to lead back to his signature-patience, we 
aren't there yet- I suggested that the signature, in being everything, 
was nothing. It doesn't explain anything. It is the signature of nothings 

(in the plural), because it is, if you follow the consequences, the sign:i 
ture of everything. lb employ a Russellian term, we could say that IK 
has diabolized his signature, and all the language and the speech it 
contaminates, because he disguises every proper name as a description 
and every description as a proper name, showing, by way of this ruse 
that such a possibility, always an open one, was constitutive of writing, 
to the extent that literature works it over on all sides. You never know 
whether he names or describes, nor whether the thing he describe~ 
names is the thing or the name, the common or proper name. 

The proper name, in its aleatoriness, should have no meaning and 
should spend itself in immediate reference. But the chance or the nm 
ery of its arbitrary character (always other in each case), is that it ~ 

inscription in language always affects it with a potential for mcaninp. , 
and for no longer .being proper once it has a meaning (the "hygirni1 

118 

d'un individu se prenant a blasonner, a emblematiscr un simple syn­
categoreme, une conjonction ou un adverbc, un pronom, un pivot logi­
que ou chronologique, par cxemple, je ne sais pas, le siglc enigmatique 
de plus, car, la, or, sans, pas, si, di}a, sauf, qui, je, quand, ni, disormais, ii, 
auparavant, eh ! et c£tera, etc. 

De ce qui distribuc lcs fo rces dans une organisation phantasmatique 
irreductiblement singuliere, et pour expliquer que cela se soit passe 
ainsi dans le cas de l'individu fini nomme Francis Ponge, jc n'ai rien dit. 
Et a supposer, j'aimcrais bien voir, qu'on puisse en dire quelque chose 
de singulierement pertinent, cela ne peut se faire ici . On imagine en 
tout cas la complication de la scene qu'il aura preparee a l'analyste 
curieux de son nom; regardez ce qui se passe quand ii s'adresse aux 
typographes pour leur dire «couchez mon nom». 

lout en paraissant reconduire sans cesse a sa signature - nous n'y 
sommes pas encore, patience - j'ai suggere que celle-ci, a etre tout 
n'etait rien. Elle n'explique rien. Elle est signature de riens (au pluriel) 
pour etre, si l'on en suit la consequence, de tout . Pour utiliser un code 
russellien, disons qu'il a diaholise sa signature, et tout le langage et 
toute la langue qu'elle contamine,'parce qu'il deguise tous !es noms 
propres en descriptions et toutes Jes descriptions en noms propres, 
rcvelant, par la ruse, que cette possibilite, toujours ouverte, etait cons­
titutive de l'ecri ture, en tant quc la litterature la travai lle de partout. On 
ne sait jamais s'il nomme ou s'il decrit, ni si ce qu'il decrit-nomme est la 
chose ou le nom, le commun ou le propre. 

Le nom proprc, en son aleatoire, dcvrait n'avoir aucun sens, et 
s'epuiscr en rffercnce immediate . Or la chance ou le malheur de son 
arbitraire (toujours autre dans chaque cas), c'est que son inscription 
clans la langue l'affecte toujours d'une potentialite de sens; et de n'etre 
plus propre des !ors qu'il signifie ( «soupir hygienique» de L'insignifi­

ant). II redevient signifiant, de portee limitee, des !ors que le semanti­
que le reinvestit. II commence a rentrer clans !es cadres d'une science 
generate ma!trisant les cffets d'alea. C'est le moment ou l'on peut com­
mencer a traduire, meme un nom propre. J'ai toujours , dans mon for 
interieur, souhaite bien du plaisir aux traducteurs d'un Ponge. L'i nte­
rcssant, a peine croyable au point ou nous en sommes, c'est que cela ne 
mit pas tout a fait impossible. A condition, bicn sur, Jc n'rn ricn 
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sigh" of The insignificant). It becomes meaningful once again, oflimited 
range, once it is reinvested with semantic content. It starts to re-enter 
the framework of a general science that governs the effects of the alea . 
This is the point where we can start to translate, even to translate a 
proper name. I have always, in my heart of hearts, wished a good deal of 
pleasure for the translators of a Ponge. The interesting thing, hardly 
credible at the point we have reached, is that this is not entirely impossi ­
ble. On the condition, of course, that one expects that nothing will 
come of it unless the foreign reader knows by heart Ponge, the French 
language, and the Francisponged language. For that, we haven't even 
come to the starting line yet. 

I have decided to leave you on this line. 
In the form of the whole name, the inscription of the signature plays 

strangely with the frame, with the border of the text, sometimes inside, 
sometimes outside, sometimes included, sometimes thrown overboard . 
But it is still included when thrown overboard and always eminen t 
when drunk in by the surface of the text. His signature, as I said , 
overflows. Flows over itself It overflows, his signature. 

We must decide to scandalize those i II iterate scientisms, those tire­
some and obscurantist advocates of poetics- impotent censors abow 
all- shocked by what can be done with a dictionary, given what wr 
know, scientifically, about what it means to be called Ponge, to liw 
there, and to dig, as it is said inMethods, a tunnel of sponge. We have to 
scandalize them, make them cry out still louder- in the first plan· 
because it is fun to do so, and why deny ourselves the pleasure- by 
risking a final simulacrum of etymology on the borders, by linking 
another sponge, through attraction, to esponde, after Littre, and so to thr 
Latin sponda (extremity, border of the bed, the edge where nothing cwr 
happens). Another fabulous genealogy for a poet. 

Thus, on the inner border, his initials in rebus (Fennel and Parsley), 
and on the outer border the whole of his proper name. Between tlu 

two, the border, esponde. Hence the name, again between rlw two 
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attendre si !'on ne connait pas par cceur en le lisant a l'etranger et Ponge 
et la langue fram;aise et la langue franci sepongee. Nous n'y avons pas 
encore aborde. 

.. . .. ...... . ..... .. . . .... . ............. ~ti .. 11+1 .. +• ~ .. ...... . 

C'est sur ce bord quc j'ai decide de vous abandonner. 
Sous sa forme de nom entier, !'inscription de la signature joue 

etrangement avec le cadre, avec le bord du texte, tantot dedans, tantot 
dehors, tantot incluse tantot par-dessus bord. Mais encore incluse 
quand die est par-dcssus bord et tout eminente quand die est bue par la 
surface du texte. Sa signature, disais-je, deborde. Se deborde. <;:a de­
bordc, sa signature. 

II faut resolument scandaliser Jes scientismes analphabetes, Jes plats et 
obscurantistes plaidoyers pour la poetique interdits - interdicteurs 
impuissants surtout - devant cc qii'on peut faire d'un dictionnaire, 
etant donne cc qu'on sait, scientifiquement, que c'est, quand on s'ap­
pelle Ponge et qu'on l'habite et qu'on y creuse, comme ii est dit clans 
Methodes, une galerie spongieuse . II faut Jes scandaliser, les faire crier 
encore plus fort, d'abord ~a fait plaisir et pourquoi s'en priver, en ris­
quant un dcrnier simulacre d'etymologie sur Jes bords, renvoyant une 
autre eponge, par attraction, a esponde, dit Littre, et au latin sponda 
(l'extremite, le bord du lit, la rive OU nu! evenement ne s'arrive jamais). 
Autre genealogie fabuleuse d'un poete. 

Done, sur le bord interne, Jes initiales rebus (Fenouil et Prele) et sur 
le bord externe le nom propre en entier. Le bord, l'esponde, entre les 
dcux. Done le nom, encore entre Jes deux : partout, nulle part. Dans le 
tcxte, mais le dedans est aussi abime que le pre. 

La signature dans le texte, die y est tellement, tout en s'excluant pour 
le soussigne Ponge, qu'elle aura ete calculee, deja, clans la Fabrique du 
pre. Les notes preparant Le pre y sont comme toujours datees et meme 
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everywhere, nowhere. Within the text, except that the inside is just as 
decomposed as the pre . 

The signature included in the text is so ubiquitously there, while 
simultaneously excluding itself for the undersigned Ponge, that this 
would have been calculated already in the Making of the pre. There, the 
notes that prepare The pre are dated as alway5 and even signed (he will 
have signed the pre and its preparation, prepared his signature, pre­
signed, and, for example, right next to the word nature, on 24-2-63 
[ 3 J ). Signature at the rea r: 

"Our nature 
each morning proposes (procures), offers 
pre's. 
Coda (in the past definite): 
Our nature has prepared us (for ) some pre's. 

Francis Ponge." 

But according to the law, a small part of the text, (the) signature, 
takes hold of the text, which it covers to the point that it also makes the 
text into a small part of itself, and therefore overflows it. 

A single indication : the whole of what exists, nature as it precedes 
and presides over everything born (phusis ), also becomes his word and, 
thus, a piece, I will now say a bit of signature. Na.ture is the first name in 
the Pre: "That Nature, sometimes, at our awakening . . .. " Which is 
why he substitutes gnature for nature along the way. The si is thus 
detached, like the alea of a dice throw, from the signature. The gnatUIT 
is only a bit of his signature, itself having once again become, when he 
dies, a part of gnature after the decision (the duel). This, too, can be 
read in preparation, in the Making of the pre, dated 19-7-64 : "Hen· 
therefore on this pre is the occasion, as it ought to be, prematurely, to 
come to an end. I should like the typesetters to put below this final lilll· 
the finishing touch on this little prose about the gnature of pre's" (etc , 
the fennel and parsley have yet to acquire their capital letter). 

If a (pure) signature has no meaning, it is equivalent to nature, th r 
arbitrary and the natural coming finally together, since nature is a "11 0 11 

significant" writing. The signat ure becomes nature (sepulcher and ~rn 
esis). In Methods:" . .. all nature, men included, is a kind of writi ng, h111 
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signees (ii aura signe le pre et sa preparation, prepare sa signature, pre­
signe, et par exemple tout pres du mot nature, a la date du 24-2-63 [ 3).) 
Signature en queue : 

«Notre nature 
chaque matin propose (procure), offre 
des pres. 
Coda (au parfait defini): 
Notre nature nous a prcparc(s) (a) des pres. 

Francis Ponge .» 

Mais selon Ia Joi , petite partie du texte, (la) signature s'empare de tout 
le texte qu 'elle couvre jusqu'a ne plus faire de lui qu'une partie d'elle­
meme, qu'elle deborde done. 

Un seul indice : le tout de ce qui est, la nature qui precede et preside a 
tout ce qui natt (Ia physis), devient aussi son mot et a ce titre, un 
morceau, je dirai maintenant un. mars de signature. Nature est le pre­
mier nom du Pre: «Que parfois la Nature, a notre reveil ... ». C'est 
pourquoi ii substitue gnature a nature en cours de route . Le si alors se 
detache, comme l'alea d'un coup de de, de la signature. La gnature n'est 
qu'un mors de sa signature elle-meme redevenue, a sa mort, apres la 
decision (duel) partie de la gnature. Cela encore est lisible en prepara­
tion dans La fabrique du pre, a la date du 19-7-64 : « Voici done sur ce 
pre !'occasion, comme ii faut, prematurement, d'en finir. Messieurs !es 
typographes voudront bien, sous cette derniere ligne, a cette petite 
prose de la gnature des pres, mettre le trait fi nal» (etc., le fenouil et la 
prele n'ont pas encore Ieur majuscule). 

Si une signature (pure) est sans signification, elle equivaut a la na­
ture, l'arbitraire et le nature! se confondant enfin, puisque la nature est 
une ecriture «non significative». La signature devient nature (sepulture 
ct genese). Mithodes: « . . . la nature entiere, y compris Jes hommes, est 
lll1C ecriture non significative, parce qu'elle ne Se refere a aucun systeme 
de signification, du fait qu'il s'agit d'un univers infini, a proprement 
parlcr immense, sans limitcs.» Sans bord. 
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a non-significant writing, because it does not refer to any system of 

meaning, due to the fact that it has to do with an infinite universe 

properly speaking immense, without limits." Without border. ' 

Signature without border, thrown overboard. 

The colossal structure of the seal assumes a number of aspects, all of 

them original. In the immense Volct, the effect of the esponde or border 

is even more complex . I will merely recall the outline. The proper name 

does not appear, being replaced by a reference to the place where a 

si~nature ought to occur (there are problems of editions which I put 

aside for the moment ). We read ("signed inside") in parentheses. Paren­

theses, stressing inclusion, are sufficient to set apart the workings of the 

simple interior, insisting all the same that it takes (its ) place inside. And 

still, this inside-a full and empty place-moves strangely outward : 

"(signed inside)" is found at the bottom and as if at the tail end of the 

undersigned text, and hence in a position of extcriority, but still at the 

heart of the text if you bear in mind that this text is itself succeeded by a 

scholium beginning directly after it. The scholium in its turn is so hard 

to detach from the body of the text that the work as a whole bears the 
ti tic of The vol et, followed by its scholium. 

There are, in addition, all the legendary and monumental inscrip­

tions in Latin and in capital letters, with no distinction between upper­

and lower-case letters, connoting at once the Latin genealogy and th t: 

archeological character of the epitaph. The signatory deciphers the 

monumental tomb that he has erected and engraved for himself, and 

also abandoned to tumble down into ruins (" ... any old book like .1 

stele, a monument, a rock ... " The Seine). Thus at the end of the firs! 

printing of The Fig (dried) . 

FRANCISCUS PONTIUS 
NEMAUSENSIS POETA 
ANNO MCMLIX FECIT 

(Just about at the center of The Fig (dried), the infinitive TO FRfl:' 

UP is alone on its line. ) 
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Signature sans bord, projctee par-dessus bord. 

La structure colossale du seing prend beaucoup d'autres allures, 

chaque fois originates. Dans !'immense Volet, l'effet d'esponde ou de 

bord est encore plus complique . Je n'en rappclle que le schema. Le nom 

propre n'apparalt pas, il est remplace par la mention de la place ou 

opfrcrait une signature. (Jc laisse de cote le probleme d'edition, pour 

!'instant). On lit «( signe a l'interieur)» entrc parentheses. Les paren­

theses, remarquant !'inclusion, suffiscnt a degager l'operation du sim­

ple dedans tout en affirmant qu'elle a (son) lieu dedans. Encore ce 

dedans - place vidc ct pleine - ressort-il etrangement: «(signe a l'in­

tfrieur)» se trouve en bas et commc en queue du texte soussigne, done 

en situation d'exteriorite, mais encore au sein du tcxte si l'on considcre 

que celui-ci est suivi de sa scholic qui commence aussit6t apres. Mais la 

scholie est si peu detachable du corps textuel quc celui-ci porte en titre 

Le volet, suivi de sa scholie. 

11 y a aussi toutes ks inscriptions legendaires et monumentales en 

langue latine et lettres capitales, majuscules et minuscules indistinctes, 

connotant a la fois la gencalogie latine et le caractere archcologique de 

l'epitaphe. Le signataire dechiffre la tombe monumentale qu'il a pour 

lui-mcme erigee, gravee, laisse aussi tomber ( « ... n'importe quel livrc 

comme unc stele, un monument, un roe .. . » La Seine ). Ainsi a la fin de 

la premiere publication de La Figue (seche). 

FRANCISCUS PONTIUS 
NEMAUSENSIS POETA 
ANNO MCMLIX FECIT 

(A peu pres au centre de La Figue (seche), l' infinitif FRANCHIR est 

seul sur la ligne.) 
Toutes ces signatures sont en caracteres d'imprimerie. Il arrive que 

l'autographic soit aussi reproduite, mais elle n'cst deja plus originale, 
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All these signatures are in printed letters. Autography may also be 
reproduced, but then it is no longer original, merely reprinted. This is 
the case at the end of Braque or meditation at work . 

Someone now-but who?- will have signed Ponge and pulled it off 
H e now needs the countersignature of the other, of the thing that is 

not yet his own and is to be found in representation in the whole of 
phusis. 

Chance obliges . But despite the chance of this extraordinary double 
name (others can carry it without obligation) the immense autograph 
would have remained consigned to the invisible, a sort of murmuring, 
impotent auto-affection, an infatuation bound to a minor narciss ism, 
had he not, in obedience to the mute and tyrannical law of the thing, 
expended so much force to effectively sponge off the debt : in the world. 
To acquit himself by washing his hands, I don't wish to exaggerate, of a 
spot, the task of spot checking, the task of his name, entrusted to h im 
by the thing. Of a debt, contracted with N ature. 

All the nominal signatures together would not have produced thi s 
colossal text if the signatory (but who?), in order to sponge off the slate 
and give a gift without counterpart to the thing in its own turn, had not 
interested the thing in the signature. 

Not only by entering a contract with the thing but a contract when· 
nothing is exchanged, where the obligated (impossible, unapproach 
able) parties remain irrelevant, released from everything at the very 
moment when they are most bound up with each other, a contract 
where all is exchanged for nothing, a contract without contract when· 
what is exchanged 1s not something determinate to be signed at the end , 
but the signature itself, all by itself. 

H e (or it) would have needed t hat: to make the thing sign and to 
change the thing into his (or its) signature. 

Not to exchange something with the thing as impossible subject, bu1 
to make of the thing his (or its) signature. 

Signature. Whose signature? 
Reflexivity, as will have been self-remarked hcfore, can devise co· 
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clichee seulement. Tel est le cas a la fin du Braque Ott la meditation a 
l'~uvre. 

• ••••••• ,, ...................... . , ••• t ... ..... ......... . 

Quelqu'un maintenant - mais qui? - aura signe Ponge et reussi son 
coup. 

Lui faut maintenant la contresignature de l'autre , de la chose qui n'est 
pas encore la sienne et se trouve en representation dans la physis tout 
entiere. 

La chance oblige. Mais malgre Ia chance de ce double nom inoul 
(d'autres peuvent en erre porteurs sans o bligation), \'immense auto­
graphe serait reste confie a ]'invisible, sorte d'auto-affection mur­
murante et impuissante, infatuation serve d'un petit narcissisme si, 
obeissant a la Joi muette et tyrannique de la chose, il n'avait deploye rant 
de force a eponger effectivement la dette: dans le monde. A s'acquitter, 
s'en ]avant Jes mains, je ne voudrais pas trop accentuer Ia chose, d 'une 
tache, Ia tache de son nom, a Jui '(;onfiee par la chose. D 'un pret con­
tracte aupres de Nature . 

Toutes Jes signatures nominales n'auraient pas produit ce texte co­
lossal si le signataire (mais qui?) n'avait, pour eponger l'ardoise et faire 
a la chose a son tour don sans contre-partie, interesse la chose a la 
signature. 

Non seulement en passant un contrat avec elk mais un contrat ou rien 
ne s'echange, ot1 les parties obligees (impossibles, inabordables) restent 
hors de cause, affranchies de tout au moment ou elks sont entre elks le 
plus Iiees, un conrrat ou tout s'echange comre rien, un contrat sans 
contrat ou cc qui s'echange ce n'est pas quelque chose de determine au 
bas de quoi l'on signe, mais la signature meme, toutc seule. 

Lui aura fallu cela: faire signer la chose et transformer la chose en sa 
signature. 

Non pas echanger quelque chose avec la chose comme sujet impos-
sible mais faire de la chose sa signature. 

Sa signature. La signature de qui? 
Le reflechi, cda se sera remarque au depart, t rame parfois des coquet-
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quetries and seductions of this type . When I say: someone wanted to 
change the thing into a signature, I don 't know whether you think I 
mean the signature of the thing or the signature of the person, espe­
cially if this someone is also the thing. It is as if for example, I said in 
French : his (or her) daughter has the forename of his (o r her) father. 
Figure out whether the name comes from the father o r the grandfather. 
This is not without consequence. 

Now there is no text here which, in the final analysis , lacks this effect 
of countersignature by means of which, setting my seal at the bottom of 
an I 0 U made out for an infinite debt in regard to the thing as 
something other, I interest the thing that regards me, I interest it in 
signing itself, by itself, and in becoming, while remaining the thing it 
is, entirely other, also a consigned part of my text. This is also the 
condition allowing my text to escape me and fly like a rocket along the 
path of its own trajectory, freed up, in my name and in the laws of my 
language, from my name and my language. 

This is, of course, impossible, rather as if I tried to make Ponge, my 
impossible thing, underwrite the thing that I am making here, make 
him sign and countersign this text. 

That regards him, no lo nger myself 
He (or it) has brought it off, however, this impossible thing. Which is 

why we are here. 
If we are here , it is because he has succeeded. But are we here? 
The effect of the countersignature makes us move from what I had 

called, for the sake of convenience, the nominal signature (linked to the 
name in language), to the other two signatures. I had also made d ear 
that he stamped th is tripartition with non-pertinence, in place of his 
seal. 

He has also provided a name for the countersignature within the 
signature, for the signature in contraband with itself When each text 
has secured the countersignature of the other thing, it merely find11 
itself provided with its own irreplaceable idiom , h ence with a signaturr 
detached from the permanent name of the "general" author. 

That necessarily happens through the affect of the other, the affect 
affected by the other. 

On the subject of Fautrier (follow the line that leads the Note on thr · 
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teries et des seductions de ce genre . Quand je dis : quelqu'un a voulu 
transformer la chose en sa signature, je ne sais pas si vous entendcz la 
signature de )a chose OU Sa signature a Ju i, SUrtOUt Si Ce queJqu'un l'St 

aussi la chose. C'est comme si je disais en frarn;ais , par exemple: sa tilk 
porte le prenom de son pere. Alkz savoir s' il s'agit du prenom du pen: 
OU du grand-pere . Cela n'est pas sans consequence. 

Eh bien, ii n'y a pas de texte, ici, qui reste au bout du compte sans cct 
effet de contresignature par lequel, couchant mon seing dresse au bas 
d'une reconnaissance de dette infinie a l'egard de la chose commc aurn· 
chose, j'interesse la chose qui me regarde, je l' interesse a signer dk­
meme, d'elle-meme, et a devenir, en restant ce q u'elle est , tout autrl', 
aussi une partie consignee de mon texte . C'est aussi la condition pour 
que mon texte s'emancipe de moi et parte comme une fusee n'obeissant 
qu'a sa propre catapulte, affranchie, en mon nom et sous la legis lation 
de ma langue, et de mon nom et de ma langue. 

C'est impossible, bien sur, un peu comme si je tentais de faire que 
Ponge, ma chose impossible, souscrive ace que je fabrique ici, signc ct 
contresigne ce texte . 

c;:a le regarde, plus moi. 

Lui a reussi pourtant, cet impossible . Et c'est pourquoi tlOll~ SOtlllll t'S 

ta. 
Si nous sommes la, c'est qu'il a reussi. Mais sommes-nous I~? 

L'effet de contresignature nous fait passer de ce que j'avais ·'P(ld C- par 
commodite la signature nominate (l iee au nom dan ~ la languc ), .11 1 x dn1x 
autres signatures. J'avais aussi precise que cettc t ripartition ctai t par lui 
frappee de non-pertinence, au lieu de son sceau . 

La contresignature clans la signature, la signatun: d'd k -mi·1m· rn 
contrebande, ii a aussi nomme cela. Chaquc textc, quand i i ·' rfossi i\ ~r 
faire contresigner par la chose autrc, sc trouvc alors st·u lcmt·111 pourv11 
de son idio me irrcmplasable et do ne d '111H' sip;natun: ddifr d11 11rn11 

permanent de )'auteu r «general ». 

Cela passe necessairemcnt par l'afkn de 1' ;1u tn', l',,lli.·l·t qui s'.11lcl tr 
de l'autrc. 

Apropos de fautricr, (suivcz cc qui conduit l.1 Not1· .111r Its 11l1(1Jr.t lk l.1 



hostages from sexual difference and excremental writing to the "sigil" of 

ho,,age, @ a manu,aif,t "" 'imple " the no""), the New N"w 

scribbled hastily afw· his death describe the countersignature . They start 

o ut with "energy" and "difference finall y, willed with passion, loved and 

satisfied, brought to its m aximal jubilation." They end by cutting off 

neatly and, as always, by explaining what it means to cut off neatly when 

writing, and why the countersignature pays. Here it is : 

"At the moment of execution, instead of reducing everything to the 

level of perfected detail, it is sometimes essential to cut off, in order to 

preserve the grandeur of the whole. 
"There is in this a sign of being cut free, the lack of illusion, the 

refusal to be duped, which pays off, in the end, very handsomely. 

"But I want to recall, by way of conclusion, the (ever present) modest 

(in its aim) and proud (in its execution) reference to the object of 

emotion. 
"Which is at once to defer and, by an act of the will, to name. 

"This has to do with a kind of counter-signature. With the signature 

of the other, your momentary partner. 

"To the signature (always the same) of the artist, is eventually added a 

far more voluminous, gran diose and impassioned one (and different 

each time), the one imposed by the emotion aroused by the encounter 

with the object, by an emotion which was the occasional cause of the 

work, which one can finally sur render to all risks : it doesn't regard us 

any more." 
It is thus from the countersignature that a signature is properly car­

ried off And it is in the instant when it is thu s carried off that there is 

text. You therefore no longer know which of the two partners will have 

signed first. "Rightly or wrongly, I don't know why, I have always 

thought, ever since childhood, that the only worthwhile texts were the 

ones that could be inscribed in stone; the only texts I could proudly 

agree to sign (or countersign), ones that could not be signed at all; texts 

that would still stand as natural objects in the open air, in the sun, in the 

rain, in the wind. This is precisely the property of inscriptions [ ... J In 

sum, I approve of Nature [. . .} I countersign the work of Time (or 

Weather).)) (For aMalherbe). 

difference sexuelle et de l'ecriture excrementielle au «sigle» d'otage, 

manuscrit «aussi simple que la croix» ), les Nouvelles Notes 

crayonnies hativement depuis sa mort decrivent la contresignature. Elles 

s'ouvrent sur l'«energie» et «la difference enfin, voulue avec passion, 

aimee et satisfaite, amenee a sa jubilation maxima.» Elles se terminent 

en tranchant net et, comme toujours, en expliquant ce que veut dire 

trancher net quand on ecrit, et pourquoi la contre-signature est pay­
ante. Voici : 

«Au moment de !'execution, au lieu de d iminuer le tout au niveau des 

perfections de derail, il faut trancher parfois, pour preserver la grandeur 
de l'ensemble. 

«II ya la un signe d'affranchissement, de manque d'illusion, de refus 

de la duperie, qui est, finalement, tres payant. 

«Mais je veux rappeler, pour finir, la (toujours presente) modeste 

( dans !'intention ) et fiere ( dans l'execution) reference a l'objet de !'emo­
tion . 

«Ce qui est a la fois difirer et, par 'acte volontaire, nommn·. 

«Il s'agit ici d'une sorte de contre-signature. De la signature de l'autre, 

votre conjoint momentane. 

«A la signature (toujours la meme) de !'artiste, vient s'ajouter, com­

bien plus volumineuse, grandiose et passionnee (et chaque fois diffe­

rente), celle imposee par !'emotion nee a la rencontre de l'objet et qui 

fut la cause occasionnelle de l'a::uvre, qu'on peut, alors, abandonner, a 

tous risques: cela ne nous regarde plus.» 
Gest done dans la contrcsignature qu'une signature est proprement 

enlevec. Et c'est dans !' instant ou die s'en leve ainsi qu'il ya du texte. On 

ne sait plus alors qui, des deux partenaircs, aura signc le premier. «A 

tort ou a raison, et je ne sais pourquoi, j'ai toujours considere, depuis 

mon enfance, que les seuls textes valables etaient ceux qui pourraient 

fare inscrits dans la pierre; ks seuls textes que je puisse dignement 

accepter de signer ( ou contresigner), ceux qui pourraient ne pas erre 

signes du tout; ceux qui tiendraient encore comme des objets de la 

nature: en plein air, au solei l, sous la pluie, dans le vent. C'est exacte­

mcnt le propre des inscriptions. [ ... ] En somme, j'approuve la Nature 

[ . .. / Je contresigne l'~uvre du Temps» (Pour un Malherbe). 
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I approve of Nature, he says. For Nature, contrary to appearances, is 
in need of approval. It needs me to sign with a yes, seen, lived, read, and 
approved, to redouble its affirmation with my own, to approve it and 
prove it by declaring it in the right. The double, reciprocal sign of 
recognition without debt: the di-simul of signatures. My signature 
ought to approve and give proof A wedding ring of redoubled affirma­
tion, such is the seal-yes, yes- not of the superman of Zarathustra but 
of the resolute man in the style of Ponge. "When Nature is at work, she 
doesn't give a damn about our approval. Or so it seems to us. [ ... ) that 
doesn 't stand up to reflection . .. " (Lyres). 

Not only is the nominal signature therefore necessary, nor only the 
signature arising from the emotion in the encounter, but also the signa­
ture of the thing itself, in other words of an other thing. 

As an autographed signature, the thing disappears as an absolute and 
unnameable referent in the very process of presenting itself as other, 
remaining what it had to be. If I say that the whole process of the 
placement in abyss consists in a triumph of the countersignature, it is 
not for the purpose of explaining the one in terms of the other, suppos­
ing we really know what goes on in a placement in abyss. On the 
contrary, it is to pose the possibility that every placement in abyss 
carries in it some economy of the countersignature. The signature is the 
placement in abyss (of the proper) itself: exappropriation. 

To interest the thing in the seal, to seduce it to the very paraph, and 
to steal its signature, one has to read the thing, in other words to sing it 
and constitute it in an idiomatic grammar, in a new writing. Here, with 
his bird, an example to start with, THE SWALLOWS or in the style of 

swallows, a first flight (and theft) of the signature (how do you steal a 
signature? we were asking): "Every swallow unceasingly throws itself-­
unerringly exerts itself-in the act of signing the heavens, according to 
its species. 

"Steel-tipped quill, dipped in blue-black ink, you write yourself fast! 
"If no trace remains ... " 

The reflexive t' (yourself) turned back on itself, self-referenced, 
clearly indicates that it has to do with a signing script, and yet the 
reference has flown away in this aerial traffic, in this graphic putting of 
the thing into orbit. "Each one, impetuously flung into space, spends 
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J'approuve la Nature, dit-il. Car la Nature, ~ontrai~em_ent au~ appa­
rences, a besoin d'etre approuvee. Elle a besom quc Je s1gne d u_n out, 
vu, vecu, tu et approuve, que je redouble son affirmation de la m1enne, 
que je J'approuve et la prouve en lui donnant . ra_ison. Le ?ouble et 
reciproque signe de reconnaissanc~ sans dette : d1-s1mul de~ s1gna~ures . 
Ma signature doit approuver et faire prcuve. Anneau nuptial de 1 affir­
mation redoublee, voila le sceau - oui, oui - non pas du surhomme de 
Zarathoustra mais de l'homme resolu a la Ponge. «La Nature quand elle 
travaille, se moque eperdument de notre approbation . Du moins, c'est 
cc qu'il nous semble. [ . .. ) cela ne resiste pas al~ reflex~on .. . »(Lyres). 

Ne faut done pas seulement la signature nommale m seulement celle 
de !'emotion nee a la rencontre, faut la signature de la chose meme, 

c'est-a-dire d'autre chose. 
Signature autographe, la chose dispara'it comme referent absol~ et 

innommable tout en se presentant comme autre, en restant ce qu elle 
avait a fare. Si je dis que tout le proces de la mise en abi'me consiste en 
un triomphe de contrcsignature, ce n'est pas pour expli~uer ceci, par 
cela, en supposant savoir de quoi ii retourne clans une m1se en ab1me. 
Au contraire, pour donner a imaginer que route mise en ab'ime _com­
porte quelque economic de contresignature. La signature est m1se en 
ablme (du propre) elle-meme : exappropriation. 

Pour interesser la chose au seing, pour la seduire jusqu'au paraphe, et 
lui voler sa signature, ii faut la lire, c'est-a-dire la chanter et la const~tuer 
en grammaire idiomatique, en ecriture nouvelle . Voici, avec son 01seau 
et par exemple, d'abord, LES HIRONDELLES ou dans le s~yl_e des 

hirondelles, un premier vol de signature (comment vok-t-on une s1gn~­
ture dcmandions-nous?): «Chaque hirondelle inlassablement se pre­
cipi:e - infailliblement elk s'exerce - a la signature, scion son especc, 

des cieux. 
«Plume aceree, trempee clans l'encre bleue-noire, tu t'ecris vite! 

«Si trace n'en dcmcure ... » 

Le t' (apostrophe) reflcchi, retourne vers lui-meme, sui-referencie, 
marque bien qu'i l s'agit d'une ecriture signante, _er pourtant la reference 
s'est envolee clans ce trafic aerien, clans cette m1se en orb1te graph1quc 
de la chose. «Chacunc, a corps pcrdu lancce parrni l'cspacc, passc a 



the better part of its time signing space. [ .. . ] They depart from us and 
do not depart from us : no illusion!" 

But it is when they depart from us that they go away without coming 
back, and when they do not depart from us that they remain the most 
closely attached. Everything is played out between these two values of 
the from and the Latin de of departure. 

There is also the signature of the phallic bird that counterfeits the 
signatura rerum of Christian theology: 

"The perfect bird would evolve with grace . . . it would descend from 
the sky to carry to us, through the operation of the Holy Ghost, to be 
sure, in orbits as graceful as certain paraphs, the signature of the Lord, 
good and pleased with his work and his creatures. Ask Claude! for the 
meaning of the dove of the Holy Ghost. Are there other birds in the 
Christian religion, or in religions in general? [ ... J On occasion, I have 
also had the idea of making the bird speak-I ought to take note of 
this-and of describing it in the first person. I should take on this 
assignment, try it out sometime" (Notes taken for a bird). 

And so he does, giving rise, in the New notes for my bird) for example, 
to the following: 

"Myself on the album of the skies the line I trace 
Long holds before fading the attention of 
The eye uneasy at losing me in the tracery of clouds .. . 
[ .. . ] 
We're gliders too with a muscled motor, 
Rubber bands twisted a special way 
Ourselves our own catapults ." 

Signature of a wasp: "One day there will certainly be some critic or 
?ther. sufficiently penetrating TO REPROACH me for this irruption, 

mto hterature, by my wasp, in a manner at once importunate, irritating, 
mettlesome, and trifling, TO DENOUNCE the staccato look of these 
notes, their disordered pretension, in zigzags, TO BE DISTRESSED 
by the taste that they reveal for brilliant discontinuity, for piquancy Jith­
out depth although not without danger, not without venom in the tail­

finally TO CALL my work superbly ALL THE NAMES it deserves." 
The wasp is not alone in writing I am a wasp (and nothing else), even 

as it signs in the place of the other, nonetheless au tographically. 
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signer l'espace, le plus cl air de son temps. [ .. . ] Elles partent de nous, ct 

ne partent pas de nous : pas d'illusion! » 
Mais c'est quand elks partent de nous qu'elles nous quittent sam 

retour, et quand elks ne partent pas de nous qu'elles nous restcnt k 
mieux attachees. Tout se joue entre ces deux valeurs du de ou du de latin 

de depart. 
Signature encore de l'oiseau phallique qui contrefait Ia signatum 

rerum de la theoiogie chretienne : 
«L'oiseau parfait evoluerait avec une grace .. . il descendrait nous 

apporter du ciel, par !'operation du Saint-Esprit bien enten?u, en des 
orbes gracieux comme certains paraphes, la signature du D1eu bon ct 
satisfait de son a:uvre et de ses creatures. Demander a Claude! guclk csr 

Ia signification de Ia colombe du Saint-Esprit. Y a-t-il d'autres oiscaux 
dans la religion chretienne, et en general dans Jes religions?[ ... ] J'ai cu 

aussi l'idee a plusieurs reprises - il faut que je Ia note - de faire parkr 
l'oiseau, de le decrire a la premiere personne. II faudra que j'essaic cettl· 
issue, que je tate de ce procede.» (Notes prises pour un oiseau). 

II le fait, ce qui donne, dans Jes Nouvelles notes pour mon oiseau, par 

exemple ceci : 
<<Moi sur !'album des cieux la ligne que je trace 
1iem longtemps attentif avant qu'elle s'efface 
L'a:il inqu ict de me perdre au guillochis des nucs .. . 
[ ... ] 
Nous somm'aussi planeurs a moteur musculc, 
Elast1ques tordus d'unc fason speciale 
Et sommcs a nous-memes nos propres catapultcs .» 

Signature de guepe : «II se trouvera bien quelque critique 1111 jour 011 

l'autre assez penctrant pour me REPROCHER cettc irrupti1111 dam l.1 
litterature de ma guepe de fa<;on importune, agarante, .fi11~q111"11 .1,. l ' I 

musarde a la fois , pour DENONCER !'allure saccadee de ct"s nntl'N, k m 
pretention desordonnee) en zigzags, pour S'INQUIETER du ~o(\t du 
brillant discontinu, du piquant sans profondcu r mais non s .11111 d.111 11. r, 
non sans venin dans la queue gu'elles revclcnt - cntin pour TR AI I Flt 
superbcmcnt mon a:uvrc DE TOUS LES NOMS qu 'dk meri1c ... 

La guepc n'est pas la seulc a frrire j e sui.1·.1111 rpr ( r 1 ricn d ';mt rc) toll I 

en signant a la place de l'autrc, autographiqunll l" lll nranmoim1 . 
Le poiricr aussi : «II 11K srn1hk rv idrnt (lJllO i , j'et11 i11 J1111 l avr 11 ~ ( ,•I ) 

quc kur «Ccriturt'» llOllCC , lafi1m1t' il l' k ur11 trolll"N , lmU1' hr11 l't f1Ul\l' llr'll 



.The pear tree as well : "It strikes me as evident (what, then I was 
blmd!) that their knotted 'writing,' the form of their trunks, branches, 
and boughs is the consequence of the severe, rigorous, and successive 
~mputations to which they have been subjected (their frequent prun­
mgs). They have been rigorously pruned, erased. There is a certain 
relation between an amputation, erasure and stumps, and then between 
stumps and ~reat fruits (great pears). [ .. . ] For in pruning something, 
one automatically confirms what remains. 

"This kind. of style (like that of pear trees) becomes strongly written 
(far more wmten than spoken) (cf Mallarme)" (The Jore-spring). 

The Seine as well, which forms a signing coitus between two writ­
ings. It calculates its justification and its margins, its banks and bor­
ders: "And since we are involved with the Seine as well as with a book 
about it, a book which it ought to become, Let's go! 

"Let's go, and together let's blend, all over again, those notions of 
river and book! Let's see how to make them penetrate one another! 

"Let's confound, confound without shame, the Seine and the book 
which it ought to become!" 

Mimosa as well, with a sun in abyss: "As in tamarisk there is tamis so 
in mimosa there is mima. [ ... ] I must therefore give thanks to mim~sa. 
AJ_id since I write, it would be inadmissible if there were no writing on 
mimosa by me. [ ... ] This entire preamble, which could be pursued at 
even greater length, ought to be entitled: 'Mimosa and me.' But now­

s~eet i~lusion!-it is mimosa itself that one must reach; mimosa, if you 
will, without me . [ .. . ] What makes my job so hard, perhaps, is the fact 
that the name of mimosa is already perfect. Knowing the bush as well as 
the name of mimosa, it becomes difficult to find a better definition of 
the thing than this very name. [ ... ] Carrying mimosa is almost like 
carrying (surprise!) the sun itself [ ... ] Every branch of mimosa is a 
perch for small, bearable suns ... " 

Mimosa (like every thing, the wasp, the Seine, the pear tree, the sun, 
"et cet~ra," and other things) is the other, the other thing: "without me," 
the thmg and me supposing that I enter into this relation with the other 
w~ich has no relation to me, whence the dissymmetry and indebtedness 
without contract ("I must therefore give thanks to mimosa"). The can­
cellation of the deb~ will be the "sweet illusion." Believing that one can 

est la consequence des severes, ngoureuses amputations successivcs 
auxquelles ils sont soumis (de leurs tailles frequent~s). Ils ~nt etc 
rigoureusement tai lles, ratures. II y a rapport certam d amputatio~, de 
rature, a moignons, puis de moignons a gros fruits (_grosses p01res): 
[ ... ] Car taillant quelque chose, on confirme automat1quement ce qm 

reste. 
«Ce genre de style (com me celui des poiriers) f~it fort tcrit (beaucoup 

plus ecrit que parle) (cf Mallarme): » (~)avant-printemps). , . 
La Seine aussi , qui forme un co1t s1gnant entre deux ecnture~ . El:.e 

calcule sa justification et ses marges, ses rives et ses bords : «E~ pmsqu .11 
s'agit de la Seine et d'un livre a en fai re, d'un livre qu'elle d01t devemr, 

allons! 
«Allons, perrissons a nouveau ensemble ces notions de fleuve et de 

livre! Voyons comment Jes faire penerrer l'une en l'autre! 
«Confondons, confondons sans vergogne la Seine et le livre qu'elle 

do it devenir ! » 

Le mimosa aussi avec un soleil en abime : «Comme dans tamaris il Y a 
tamis, clans mimo;a ii y a mima. [ ... ] Il faut done que je remercie l~ 
mimosa. Et puisque j'ecris, ii serait inadmissible qu'il n'~ ait pas ~e ~01 
un ecrit sur le mimosa. [ .. . ] Tout ce preambule, qm pourra1t etre 
encore longuement poursuivi, devrait etre intituk: «Le mim~sa et 
moi.» Mais c'est au mimosa lui-meme - douce illusion! - qu'tl faut 
maintenant en venir; si l'on veut, au mimosa sans moi. [ . .. ] Pcut-ctre, 

ce qui rend si difficile mon travail, est-ce que le no~ du m~mosa_ est d~j a 
parfait. Connaissant et l'arbuste et le nom du mimosa, 11 d,evient dif­
ficile de trouver mieux pour definir la chose que ce nom meme. [. · ) 
Quand on apporte du mimosa, c'est presque comrne si !'on ~pporta1t 
( une surprise!) le soleil lui-meme. [ ... ] Chaque branche de mimosa est 

un perchoir a petits soleils tolerables .. . » .. 
Le mimosa ( comme toute chose, la guepe, la Seine, le pomer, le 

soleil, «et ci1,tera,» et Jes autres choses) est l'autre, l'autre chose: «sans 
moi», la chose et rnoi supposant que j'entre clans ce rapport avec l'autrc 
qui est sans rapport avec ~oi, d 'ou _la dissymetrie et ,l'end~ttement sans 
contrat («ii faut done que ie remerc1e le mimosa»). L acqmttement de la 
dette sera la «douce illusion». En croyant passer de l' autre cote, pour en 
vcnir a l'autre, on tcntcra de se l'appropricr, en le laissant ce qu'il est, de 
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pass to the other side, so as to reach the other, one will attempt to 

appropriate the other to oneself, while leaving it as it is, and to let it 

sign for itself while signing in its place, in its name, out of its proper 

place-and by countersigning. 

The "sweet illusion" of mimosa without me denounces this mimetic 

quasi-hallucination, one which constitutes the writing of the thing and 

m the name. of the thing. This operation of mimesis is yet another 

chance for mimosa, for its very name and genealogy ("difficult to find a 

be.tter . d~fi~it~on ~or the thing than this very name"). The thing is 

mimesis, it is mscnbed in the etymon. Pongc cites it: ''Mimosa [ ... ] 

Etymology: see mimo-. Mimo-: said of plants which contract when 

touched: Mimic plants. Etym. : from mimus, because those plants, when 

contractmg, seem to represent the grimaces of a mime." 

. The _Placc°?ent in writing of the thing leaves the other (thing) 

mt~~t, impassive, transcendant, entirely other, beyond the reach of any 
wntmg. 

The thing parts from (and with) its signature. 

The signature is in the departure, and the coun tcrsignature. 

Ea~h signatur~'. like each thing, is unique. But analogy begins in this 

very tr~eplaceabih~. Here, in the name of analogy, is the signature of 

the shrimp, the duties that we have toward it, hence its rights, its right 

t~ honor~ , but also its arbitrary character, indeed the indiflerence, pre­

cisely, .of its characters, of its written characters, its "ideograms": " ... it 

sometimes ~appens that a man whose sight is troubled by fever, hunger, 

or me.re ~attgu~, undergoes a passing and doubtless benign hallucina­

tJon: m hvely, Jerk~, successive, retrograde leaps, followed by lengthy 

rebounds, he perceives, from one end to the other of his visual field 

some. sma.11 signs, stirring in a special way, little noticed, translucent: 

rod-hke, i~ the form of commas, and perhaps of other punctuation 

marks, which, though not in any way hiding the world from him 

s~mehow obliterate it, displacing themselves upon it in a supcrimposi~ 
ll~n,. promptm? an urge at last to rub his eyes, so as to rejoice, when 
cv1ctmg them, m a neater vision. 

"Now, in the world of external representations, there is sometimes 

produced an analogous phenomenon: the shrimp, in the breast of the 

waves where it lives., does not leap up in a different manner, and like the 

le laisser signer lui-meme en signant a sa place, en son nom, depuis son 

propre lieu - ct en contresignant. 
La «douce illusion» du mimosa sans moi denonce cette quasi-halluci­

nation mimetique, celle qui fait ecriture de la chose et au nom de la 

chose. Cctte operation de la mimesis, c'est encore une chance du mi­

mosa, de son nom memc ct de sa genealogie («difficile de trouver mieux 

pour defini r la chose que ce nom meme» ). La chose, c'est la mimesis, 

elle est inscrite dans l'etymon. Ponge le cite: «Mimosa [ .. . ] Ety­

mologie: voir mimeux. Mimeux : se <lit des plantes qui, lorsqu'on !es 

touche, se contractent. Les plantes mimeuses. Etym.: de mimus, parce 

qu'en se contractant ces plantes semblent representer les grimaces d'un 

mime.» 
La mise en ecriture de la chose laisse l'autre (chose) intacte, impas-

sible, transcendante, route autre, hors d'atteinte pour toute ecriture. 

La chose part de sa signature. 

La signature est au depart, et la contresignature. 

Chaque signature, comme chaque chose, est unique. Mais dans cette 

irrempla<;abilitc mcme l'analogie commence. Au titre de l'analogie, 

voici la signature de la crevette, Jes devoirs quc nous avons envcrs elle, 

ses droits done, son droit aux honneurs, et pourtanr le caractere ar­

bitraire, voire !'indifference de scs caracteres prccisemenr, ses caracteres 

d'ecriturc, ses «ideogrammes» : « ... parfois ii arrive qu'un homme a la 

vue troublee par la fievre , la faim ou simplement la fatigue, subisse une 

passagerc et sans doute benigne hallucination : par bonds vifs, saccades, 

successifs, retrogrades suivis de longs retours, ii aper<;oit d'un endroit a 
l'autre de l'etendue de sa vision remuer d'unc fa<;on particuliere une 

sorte de petits signcs, assez peu marques, translucides, a formcs de 

batonnets, de virgules, pcut-etre d'autres signes de ponctuation, qui, 

sans lui cacher du tout le mondc l'oblitercnt en quelque fa<;on, s'y 

deplacent en surimprcssion, enfin donnent envie de s'y frotter ks yeux 

afin de re-jouir par !cur eviction d'unc vision plus nette. 

«Or, dans le monde des representations cxtfrieurcs, parfois un phe­

nomene analogue sc produit: la crevctte, au sein des flots qu'elle ha bite, 

nc bondit pas d'une fa<;on differcntc, et commc ks taches dont jc par­

lais .... » La crevctte ressemble done a une ecriture, a des signes de 

ponctuation, d' impression et de surimpression, a un jeu de lettres et 
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spots that I was talking about .... " The shrimp therefore resembles 
writing, punctuation marks, signs of impression and superimpression, 
a play of letters and obliterations in the perceptual field. It is indeed a 
superimprinted impression that Ponge describes, and that he leaves to 
be superinscribed in its turn. Analogy itself is the space of this super· 
impression, just as water is the element of the shrimp-an element, as 
he will say further on, "hard to distinguish from ink." And this is also 
the reason why we must do right by this writing of re-mark and super· 
impression, by writing and signing it, by superimprinting a writing 
upon it in our turn. The shrimp has rights, we have duties, we have to 
honor the forms of the other as we have to honor a debt: "If the extreme 
inner complication which animates them now and then ought not to 
keep us from honoring the most characteristic forms, with a stylization to 
which they have a right, to treat them if necessary, then, with indifferent 
ideograms [. . .. ] What, moreover, could add more interest to a form 
than the remarking of its reproduction and dissemination by nature in 
millions of copies everywhere at the same time, in fresh and copious waters 
during good weather as well as bad?" (My emphasis-J.D.) 

The signature of the sun, finally. This would be more difficult, be­
cause the thing in this case remains unique, a unique "copy," an irre· 
placeable referent . A sole sun, a single signer. Or so, in any case, it 
seems: a referent without a possible substitute, without reproduction 
and without dissemination , without analog; as an absolute referent 
which is therefore outside of language, it seems not to let itself be 
suspended in its name, thereby escaping any placement in the text, any 
superimprinting remark, any placement in abyss as well. In this way it 
already resembles the absolute signer. Suffering no representative sub­
stitution, it is not in any case reduced to its autograph . And, according 
to the ancient philosopheme, the sun, the source and condition of any 
visible or nameable object, does not belong, by virtue of its transcen­
dental position (epekeina tes ousias), to the system it renders possible. 
One should not be able to put it into the abyss because it is the abyss: 
"The MOST BRILLIANT of the world's objects-through th is fact­
is not-NO-is not an object; it is a hole, the metaphysical abyss; the 
formal and metaphysical condition of the whole world. The condition 
of all other objects. The very condition of a regard." 

One should therefore not be able to set the sun down in order to 
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d'obliterations clans le champ de la perception. C'est bien une impres­
sion surimprimee que decrit Ponge, et qu'il laisse a son tour s'inscrire. 
L'analogie elle-meme est l'espace de cette surimpression, de rneme que 
l' eau est !'element de la crevette , eJCrnent qui, dira-t-il plus bas, «Se 
distingue mal de l'encre». Et c'est aussi pourquoi nous devons faire droit 
a cette ecriture de re-marq UC et de surimpression en l'ecrivant Ct en la 
signant, en y surimprimant a notre tour une ecriture. La crevette a des 
droits, nous avons des devoirs , nous devons honorer les formes de 
l'autre comme nous devons honorer une dette : «Si !'extreme complica­
tion interieure qui Jes anime parfois ne doit pas nous empecher d'hono­
rer Jes formes ks plus caracteristiques, d'une stylisation a laquelle dies 
ont droit, pour les traiter au besoin ensuite en ideogrammes indifferents 
[ .. . ] Qu'est-ce qui peut d'ailleurs ajouter plus d' interet a une forme, 
que la remarque de sa reproduction et dissemination par la natur~ a des 
millions d'exemplaires a la meme heure partout, clans les eaux fratches et 
copieuses du beau comme du mauvais temps? » (Je souligne - J.D .) 

La signature du soleil enfin. Ce serait la plus difficile car la chose clans 
ce cas reste unique, unique «exemplaire» et referent irrempla<;able. Un 
seul soleil, un seul signataire. Tel en tous cas ii apparait: referent sans 
substitut possible, sans reproduction et sans dissemination, sans ~na­
logue; referent absolu et done hors langage, ii semble ne pas se la1sser 
suspendre clans son nom, echappant ainsi a toute misc en texte, a route 
remarque surimprimante, a toute misc en abyme aussi. Pa_r la_il resse~­
ble deja au signataire absolu . Ne souffrant aucune subst1tun_on ~epre­
sentative ii ne se reduit en aucun cas a son autographe. Et pms, s1 nous 
rappelon's !'antique philosopheme, le soleil, source et co~~ition de tout 
objet visible ou nommable, n'appartient plus, par pos1t1on transcen­
dantale (epekeina tes ousias), au systeme qu' il rend possible. On ne de­
vrait pas pouvoir le mettre en abyme parce qu'il est l'abime : «Le PLUS 
BRILLANT des objets du monde n'est - de ce fait - NON - n'est 
pas un objet; c'est un trou, c'est l'abime metaphysique : la condition 
formelle et indispensable de tout au rnonde. La condition de tous ks 
autres objets. La condition meme du regard .» 

On ne devrait done pas pouvoir coucher le soleil pour le soumettre a 
signature. On devrait ne pas pouvoir faire signer, mettre en page ou en 
abymc quelquc chose comme un soleil, tellc chose qui n'cst plus un 
objct , pas mctnl' un ohjcu . 
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subject 1t to a signature. One should not be able to make it sign, to set 

down on a page or in an abyss some thing like a stLn, some thing which 
is no longer an object, not even an objest. 

A sun? The sun? 

This miniscule operation, this play of the article, will have managed 

to put the sun into our bed, and the abyss into an abyss. By means of 

language, an articulation will have made an example of the sun, of a sun 

the example of the sun. It will doubtless be necessary, due to the excel­

lence of this non-object, "the nearest and most tyrannical," "to invent a 

new genre," beyond any philosophy or any poetics. It will be necessary, 

perhaps, to initiate the objest with this impossible subject. Such an 

initiation can only be attempted from an impossible place. 

In the midst of an orgastic struggle, and of a struggle to the death, 

the uniqueness of the all-powerful referent is reduced to its diminutive 

being, due in particular to the chance of the French language, where it 

derives from soliculus. It is also reduced to its di~semination (like the 

shrimp); there are "myriads of other suns," and tliis one is "only one 
among the suns." 

Once the tyrant has been dethroned, his unique and proper name 

becomes a common one. The law reveals itself as prostitution. On the 

next page, on its back, after he has signed and appC)scd the seal, set the 

seals onto nature- leaded seals, a sun oflead ("seal:s arc set to nature by 

the sun")-the placement into an abyssal title beg-ins. One knows this 

immortal page by heart- merely to cite these several traits is derisory. 

"Immortal" is an old word and I have never used i't; it names an unbe­

lievable thing, the thing that ought not to die. It states the impossible in 

the deadest of codes. However, let's say that I would still want to use it, 

in order to say, or rather to give, something to that: page and its signer. 

Has anyone remarked that the sun sets on this pa~e, which is just one 

page among so many others, in the very moment and place of a signa­

ture, in the corner opposite the title, "toward tbe lower right-hand 

corner of the page," when "Darkness gathers rapi <lly at last upon the 
text, which ceases soon to be legible?" 

After he had signed the illegible, as they say, a:fter the orgy of the 

baroque night which ensues, the sun (this is what tells more than ever 

about the origin of literature, which begins prec iscly here), the sun 
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Un soleil? Le sokil! 
Cette minuscule articulation, ce jeu de I'article saura mettrc le soleil 

clans notre lit, et l'abimc en abyme. Par le langage une articulation aura 

fait du soleil un cxcmple, d'un soleil l'cxemple du solcil. Sans doute 

pour l'excdlence de cc non-objet, «le plus proche et le plus tyrannique», 

faudra-t-il, au-dela de toutes Jes philosophies et de toutes ks poctiques, 

«inventcr un genre nouveau». Peut-errc faudra-t-il, depuis ce sujet im­

possible, initier a l'objcu. Telle initiation nc peut SC tenter que depuis le 

lieu impossible. 
Au cours d'une lutte orgastique, et d'une Jutte a mart , l'unicite du 

referent tout-puissant se reduit a son erre diminutif, en particulier grace 

a la chance du frarn;ais, clans la descendance de soliculus. II se reduit 

aussi a sa dissemination (comme la crevette) : ii ya ks «myriades d'autres 

soleils», celui-ce est «l'un seulement des sokils». 

Le tyran detrone, son nom unique et propre devient nom commun. 

La loi se revelc prostitution. Apres qu'il a signe, appose le sceau, mis le~ 

scelles sur la nature, scelles plombes, soleil de plomb ( «Scelles par le 

sokil sont mis sur la nature»), a la page suivante, au dos commence la 

mise en titre abyssalc. On connait par ca:ur cette page immortelle - ii 

est derisoire de n'en citer que ces quelques traits. «Immortelle» est un 

vieux mot dont je ne me suis jamais servi , ii nomme une chose incroya­

hle, ce qui devrait ne pas mourir. Dans le code le plus mort ii <lit 

!'impossible. Eh bien, disons que j'aie encore cnvie de m'en servir pour 

dire, plutot pour donner quelq ue chose a cctte page et a (cc) qui la 

signe. Cette page, l'une seulcment parmi tant d'autres, a-t-on rcmarque 

que le soleil y sombre au moment et a la place de la signature, a !'angle 

oppose du titre, «vers !'angle inferieur droit de la page», quand 

«Rapidement alors l'ombre gagne le tcxte, qui cesse bientot d'etre lisi ­

hle»? 
Apres qu'il cut signe illisible, commc on <lit, apres l'orgie de la nuit 

baroque qui s'ensuit, k soleil (voila qui en dit plus long quc jamais sur 

l'origine de la litterature qui commence exactement ici), apparait «Se 

lcvant sur la litterature» . Pere et mere, l'«ai:eul prodigue», le «Semeur» 

( «Semeur? Jc dirais plutot autre chose . . . » ), la chose mcme, I'autre a 
l'origine de toute filiation patronymique, ii l'appelle, tutoie, a la deuxie­

me, enfin, personne d'un etrange singulier : 
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appears "rising on literature." Father and mother, the "prodigal elder," 
the "Sower" ("Sower? I would rather say something else ... "), the 
very thing, the other thing at the origin of every patronymic filiation, he 
calls it, familiarly, in the second, finally, person of a strange singular: 

"Madness, now, around noon. 
"Oh sun, monstruous love, ruddy whore! Holding your hair-raising 

head in my left arm, when stretched out at your side throughout the 
whole length of the long thigh of this afternoon, then it is, while 
finding, in the convulsions of dusk, among the upside-down sheets of 
reciprocity, the humid doors of your center open at last, that I shall 
insert my fountain pen, drowning you from the right side with my 
opaline ink. 

"The sun had entered the mirror. The truth was no longer seen there. 
Suddenly blinded and promptly cooked, coagulated like an egg." 

xxx 

You will have concluded (I did it to have it remarked upon) that I 
have spoken too much and too long to say nothing at all. 

Neither about Francis Ponge himself, except for his name (with 
which-and on account of which-I took sides, my own, of course, the 
better to make its renown and renaming resound) nor about his work 
itself 

I leave it for others to take that risk. As for myself, I will only be able 
to do it by speaking on something else at another time. 

About Francis Ponge himself and about his work I have therefore 
said nothing, in order to consider only this colossal erection, already in 
process but also still to come, of a TABLE. A table "written in sym­
pathetic ink," a "tabula rasa" (of values, of the Law and of sexual differ-
ence, a thing of father and mother at once): h d 

"Th bl h . h c rat er, oes not go e ta e, w ic goes on all 1ours or, should 
certainly be in the feminine gender, since it has something about it of 
the mother bearing (on all fours) the body of the writer (the upper or 
lower part of the body) [ ... ] a table acquired or fabricated by his 
fathers, the son is delivered of his, its, their works", a "horizontal," 
"vertical," and "oblique" table (" ... it has to do with a movement, a 
tendency, to quit the vertical for the horizontal"). 
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«Et maintenant, c'est le delire, autour de midi . 
«0 Soleil, monstrueuse amie, putain rousse! Tenant ta tere hor­

ripilante dans mon bras gauche, c'est allonge contre toi, tout au long d,e 
la longue cuisse de cet apres-midi, que dans Jes convulsions du cre­
puscule, parmi Jes draps sens dessus-dessous de. la reciprocite trouva.?t 
enfin des Jongtemps ouvertes les portes hum1des de ton centre, J y 
enfoncerai moo porte-plume et t'inonderai de moo encre opaline par le 
cote droit. 

«Le soleil itait entri dans le miroir. La viriti ne s'y 1Jit plus. Aussitot 
iblouie et bientot cuite, coagulie comme un amf » 

xxx 

On aura conclu - je l'ai fair afin qu'i l soit remarque - que j'ai parle 
trop longtemps pour ne rien dire. 

Ni de Francis Ponge lui-meme, fors son nom (dont, et compte tenu 
duquel, j'ai pris le parti, mon parti bien entendu, pour faire chanter sa 
renommee), ni de son cruvre elle-meme. 

Je laisse d'autres s'y risquer. Pour moi je ne pourrai le faire qu'a parler 
d'autre chose une autre fois. 

De Francis Ponge ni de son ceuvre je n'ai done rien dit, pour conside­
rer seulement cette erection colossale, en cours deja mais aussi a venir 
d'une TABLE. Table «ecrite a l'encre sympathique», «table rase » (des 
valeurs, de la Loi et de la difference sexuclle, chose de pere et mere a la 

fois) : ou plutot qui ne marche pas 
«La table, qui marche a quatre pattes 

c'est bien qu'elle soit du feminin, car elk a quelque chose de la mere 
portant (a quatre pattes) le corps de l'ecrivain (le haut ou le bas du 
corps) [ ... 1 table acquise ou fabriquee parses peres le fils est accouche 
de ses cruvres» , table «horizontale», «verticale» et «oblique» ( « ... ii 
s'agit d' .. . un mouvement, d'une tendance, a quitter la verticalite pour 
l'horizontalite? ») 

On aurait pu recommencer, sur cette chose, encore singuliere et toute 
autre, la meme demonstration, la derniere sans doure : 

«La table , ii ne me reste que la table a ecrirc pour en fin ir absolument. 
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Om: would have been able to begin agam, on this thing, still singular 

and entirely other, the same demonstration, no doubt the last : 

"The table, only the table remains for me to write in order to finish 
up absolutely. 

x 
"The table (of the writing desk: table or tablet), which has permitted 

me to write my work, remains (very difficult to write) the thing remain­
ing for me to write in order to finish up." 

"( ... ) Table, you become urgent to me [ ... ] 

"But it is difficult for me to put you into an abyss, because I cannot 
dispense with your support. 

( . .. ] 
"Therefore I cannot put you into an abyss, I cannot sketch you, I can 

only stare you down (strip your surface), imprint upon you a rhythm 
with my styler. Make you into a harmonic table." 

Like the sun (the condition of possibility for objects and writing), 

the table is a mistress ("The mistress Table") or a whore that one cannot 

put into an abyss but which, nonetheless, one puts, in abyss, into one's 

bed. And "the horizontality of every table" agrees "with this notion," 
"even more so than with the notion of a bed." 

Having said nothing about him or his work, I have only recalled the 

formal and indispensable condition, which is ours today, by which we 

would have the right to speak of something like the-work-of-Francis­
Ponge, unique in being and bearing that name. 

What price we will have to, he will have had to, pay to engage and to 

praise his name, and to tabulate and reckon with him who has, within, 
always signed already. 

x 

«La table (de I'frritoire: table ou tablette )_, qui m'a _r:rn.us d'ecrire 

mon a:uvre, rcste (tres difficile a ecrire) ce qui me restc a ccnre pour en 

finir.» 
« ( ... ) Table, tu me devicns urgente [ .. . ] . . . 
«Mais ii m'est difficile de te placer en abime pu1squc JC ne pu1s me 

dispenser de ton appui. 

[ ... ] . . 
«Je ne puis done te placer en abimc, je ne puis t'ebauc~er, J~ nc pu1s 

que te dlvisager ( dechirer ta surface) ~e mon sty let t 1mpnmer un 

rythme. Faire de toi une table d'harm~n.1~.>: . , , . 
Comme le soleil (condition de poss1b1hte des obiets et de_ I ecr!ture ), 

la table est une maitressc («La Table maitresse») ou une putam qu ~n ne 

peut mettrc en abime ct que pourtan~ on ~et, en abin_ie, clans son ht: Et 

«l'horizontalite de toute table» conv1ent «a cette not10n» «plus encore 

qu'a la notion de lit». . . . , , 
J'ai seulement, n'ayant ricn d1t de Im m de so? ~uvre, rappele a 

quelle condition, la notre aujourd'hui, formelle et md1spensable, no~s 

aurions le droit de parler de quelque chose comme l'a:uvre-de-Franc1s­

Ponge, l'unique a ctre et a porter ce nom. 
Qucl prix ii nous faudra, ii lui au~a fallu_, pa:er,~our louer son nom et 

tabler sur lui qui a, au-dedans, touiours s1gne dqa. 
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Afterpiece (Proofs) 

We have now landed past the right corner, at the foot of the page, and 
situated a signatitre. 

I must tell you another story, there is room to do so here, the other version 
and the other time or tense of this text. 

Of its title, in any case, although it's not certain that anything is at play 
there except signsponge . 

I am inscribing this true story in epilogue, having become conscious of it 
only after the fact itself It would be better said that I only became consciously 
aware of it (for I must have recognized it unconsciously) after having totally 
.finished with the typing of what I just said-and also having arranged it in 
the file. 

Two days later, then, on my table where it rested, I was leafing once again 
through that copy of the New Collection that Francis Ponge had brought 
me himself, when we were dining with Yves and Paula Thevenin one eve­
ning. It was January 5, 1968 (the dedication is dated), and the book was 
wrapped in brown paper. 

Leafing through the book, not even knowing what I was looking for, or 
maybe not looking for anything, I then remark the paper bound around the 
book. This sort of publicity flier was folded in two, and 1 had kept it as a sort 
of signet. 

I was well acquainted with that band, having admired, not long before, 
and in jubilation, its high-flying game-even thoug.h, as they say, I had 
forgotten it, or ought to have forgotten it. 

What does the band say? The following: 

BOUND 
TO TAKE OFF 

The letters are white, and the background red. 
It's a bit as if the thing itself were designating itself A bit as if one read tht 

title BOOK on a book, PICTURE as a title incorporated in a picture. Thi11k 
too of the name "NAME": if you read it all by itself on a desert background, 
white or red, you would be able to think that it refers to itself I am a namr, 
"name" is a name. 

The thing here names itself I am-BOUND. 

Apres Coup (Les Preuves) 

Nous avons maintenant franchi /'angle de droite, au bas de la page, et situe 
une signature . 

J e dois vous raconter, il y a lieu de le faire ici, une autre histoire, l'autre 
version et l'autre temps de ce texte. 

De son titre en tous cas mais il n'est pas sur que s'y joue autre chose que 
signeponge. . . . 

J e l'inscris en epilogue, cette histoire vraie, car je n'en at prts ~onna:ssanc.e 
qu'apres coup. Jl vaudrait mieux dire que je n'en ai pris ~onsctence, (car ~e 
devais la connaitre sans en avoir conscience) que deux ;ours apres avotr 
totalement fini de dactylographier ce que je viens de dire - et je l'avais meme 
range. , . , . , 

Deux jours apres, done, je ftuilletais encore, sur ma table ou ti etatt reste, 
cet exemplaire du Nouveau Recueil que Francis Ponge ~'av.ait a~~or~e lui­
meme un soir ou nous dinions chez Yves et Paula Thevenin . C etatt le 5 
janvi;r 1968, la dedicace en est datee, le livre etait envelo-ppe dans du papier 
d'emballage marron . 

En feuilletant le livre, sans meme savoir ce que j'y cherchais ou peut-etre 
sans rien y chercher, je remarque a/ors la bande du livre. Cette sorte d'affiche 
publicitaire etait pliee en deux entre les pages et je l'avais gardee comme une 
sorte de signet. 

Cette bande, je la connaissais bien pour en avoir naguere admire, d~ns la 
jubilation, le jeu de haut vol - mais, comme on dit, je l'avais 01tbliee, J'avats 
dil. l'oublier. 

Que dit la bande? Ceci: 

BAN DE 
A FAIRE SAUTER 

Les lettres sont blanches, et le fond rouge. 
C'est un peu comme si la chose se designait elle-meme. Un peu comme si on 

/isait /e titre LIVRE sur un livre, TABLEAU comme titre incorpore dans un 
tableau . Pensez aussi au nom «NOM»: si vous le lisiez tout seul sur le fond 
d'un desert, blanc OU rouge, VOUS pourriez penser qu'il se refire a /ui ­
meme :je suis un nom, «nom » est un nom. 



On the undetermined background of this red desert, you, reader, are free 
to hear in bound a noun or a verb. And to place the injunction of a double­
bind wherever you may, going, or not, to extremes. Is it a matter of taking off 
the bound, so as to read the book that it still keeps closed? Then this ivould be 
an indirect order and advice, a farm of usage: buy the book, and take off the 
bound. Does it, on the contrary, and passing from the noun to the verb, have 
to do with an imperative, an imperious "You are bound, even, to take off?" To 
take off what? or who? Its far you to decide, but this can be done by reading. 

But what I was certain of reading, consciously, far the first time, on that 
afternoon of July 23, are these two words, in smaller, black characters, in the 
corner, at the foot and on the right: 

BOUND 
TO TAKE OFF 

Haw can one cite a signature? 

signed: Ponge. 

Everything will have been signed, already, even the bound(ary), on the 
interior and on the exterior. The signature spreads over everything, but is 
stripped off or makes itself take off by saying about it, ((bound"! 

Written in allgoodfaith on July 23, 
1975, at 5:30 PM. 

J.D. 

Aftcrpiece (II) 

I had thus decided to deliver you that confidence and these documents. To do 
so, wouldn1t it be better to multiply the band in photocopies available for each 
of you? I therefore went to the photocopy service (at the institution of learning 
to which, as it were, I belong) and proceeded with the operation myself 

Well, you can imagine what happened; that magic writing pad of modern­
ity does not reproduce colors. ccBlack and white11 is the only opposition at its 
disposal. The white of the band will not have suffered, it worked out well; as 
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Le chose ici se nomme :je suis-BANDE. 
Sur le fond indetermine de ce desert rouge, libre a toi, lecteur, d'entendr~ 

en bande un nom ou un verbe. Et de placer l'injonction de double bande ou 
tu pourras, allant ou non jusqu1a l1extreme. S'agit-il de faire sauter l~ b~nde 
pour lire le livre qu1elle tient encore ferme? Ce serait a/ors un ordre indirect 
et un conseil, un mode d'emploi: achetez le livre et Jaites sauter la bande. 
S1agit-il au contraire, passant du nom au vcrbe, d1un impe~atif, d1

u_n ~mpe­
rieux «Bande, toi, jusqu'a faire sauter»? A faire sauter quot? ou qui? a vous 
de decider mais cela peut se faire en lisant. 

Mais ce que pai eu la certitude, en conscience, de lire pour ,la premiere (°is, 
cet apres-midi du 23 juillet, ce sont ces deux mots, en caracteres plus petits et 
noirs, dans !'angle, en bas et a droite: 

BAN DE 
A FAIRE SAUTER 

signe: Ponge. 

Comment peut-on citer une signature? 
Tout aura ete signe, deja, (a) metne la bande, a l'interieur et a l'exterieur. 
La signature s'empare de tout mais se dechire ou se fait sauter en par/ant 
d'elle, «bande»! 

Ecrit en toute bonne Joi le 23 juillet 
191s, a 11h30. 

].D. 

Apres-Coup (II) 

pavais done decide de vous livrer cette confidence et ces tJ.o_cum_ents .. Ne 
valait-il pas mieux pour cela multiplier la bande en photocopies dtspombles 
pour chacun de vous? J e me suis done rendu au_ servic~ de photoc°!ie ( d~1n~ l'institution d'enseignement a laquelle J'apparttens, St on peut dtre) et} at 
procide moi-meme a l'opiration . . . , . 

Or, vous imaginez la suite, ce bloc-magique de la modernite ne reprodutt 
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one says in French, it came out. The red turned into black. Rut by the same 
stroke the black of the signature sank into it, disappearing into the abyss. It 
returned to the depths of the unconscious from which I had withdrawn it, by 
chance or by accident, for the spell ofa f1:w hours. A s if they wore their own 
mourning in advance, the letters of his name had been sworn to the black, 
and the black had swallowed them up. They had been returned to the un­
differentiated element, to the depth of that ink with which he had literally 
believed, as you recall, that he was drowning the sun in abyss. The pho­
tographic machine, a pitiless writing oflight, could only retain one opposition 
this time, the duel of"black and white." He will have to mourn for himself, 
the reproduction has effaced his signature, and precisely because it was super­
imprinted in black on a red background, and because the red became black 
again, like the signature. Another machine, another technical apparatus, at 
another moment in history, would have done better (and the consequent 
materialist that Ponge wants to be would have admitted this): keeping the 
red, it would have kept the signature as such in an archive. 

Let us say that I wanted to supply this shortcoming, and to insure the 
mission of another machine: to keep, with the red background, his signature. 
Thus I have spoken to you about «matter and memory," about my memory 
and my (mis-) chances. 

August 10, 1975 

152 

pas les couleurs. La seule opposition dont ii dispose, c'est le «noir-et-blanc. » Le 
blanc de la bande n'en aura pas souffert, ii est bien sorti, comme on dit en 
fran fais, ii s'en est sorti. Le rouge a vire au noir. Mais du coup le noir de la 
signature s'y est fondu, ii a disparu dans l'abime. 1l est retourne au fond de 
l'inconscient dont je l'avais retire, par chance ou par accident, le temps de 
quelques heures. Les lettres de son nom, comme si d'avance elles portaient 
leur propre deuil, avaient ite vouees au noir, et le noir les a.vait englouties. 
Elle etaient retournees a l'eliment indifforencie, au fond de cette encre dont 
il avait cru littiralement, vous vous en souvenez, inonder le soleil en abfme. 
La machine photographique, impitoyable icriture de lumiere, ne pouvait a 
cette date retenir qu'une opposition, le duel «noir et blanc». II devra en faire 
son deuil, la reproduction a efface sa signature, et precisement parce qu'elle se 
surimprimait en noir sur fond rouge, et parce que le rouge est redevenu noir, 
comme la signature. Une autre machine, un autre dispositiftechnique, a un 
autre moment de l'histoire, aurait mieux fait (et le matirialiste consequent 
que veut etre Ponge l'eut admis) :gardant le rouge, elle aurait archive la 
signature comme telle. 

Disons que j'ai voulu supplier cette defaillance et assurer la mission d'une 
autre machine : avec le fond rouge, -garder sa signature. J e vous ai done parli 
de «matiere et memoire», de ma memoire et de mes chances. 

le 10 aout 1975 
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TRANSLATOR'S NOTES 

"Woman will be my subject"-the reference is to Derrida's Eperons, 
delivered before the Nietzsche Colloquium at Cerisy in July 1972. 

franchir-1 have translated it here as "infringing," and elsewhere as 
"freeing up," although the word in fact means, literally, "to cross a 
boundary." Whenever possible, I try to keep the "fr" effect (see p. 
86). 

obstinacy--the reference is to Serge Gavronsky, "Interview with 
Francis Ponge," in Francis Ponge: The Sun Placed in the Alryss and 
Other Texts (New York: Sun, 1977), pp. 69-107. The French word 
opiniatre is notable for its use of the circumflex, a graphic mark 
especially prized by Francis Ponge (see, for example, "L'huitre"). 

"in the abyss of the proper"-the French verb "s'abimer" means "to 
decay;" the mise en abyme of the proper is thus its "ruin" and its 
"self-representation" at one and the same time. Derrida works out 
this homonym for the entire length of the essay, maintaining, how­
ever, the distinctive spellings of abyme (heraldic code) and abime. 

propre-in French, both "proper" and "clean." By trying to keep 
the proper form of the word "propre," I have made an occasional 
mess of its "proper" meaning( s ). 

pre-"prairie" or "meadow," but also the prefix "pre." For an espe­
cially scrupulous meditation on this most central of homonyms in 
Ponge, see Lee Fahnestock's translation of La Fabrique du Pre, 
entitled The Making of the Pre (Columbia: University of Missouri 
Press, 1979). 

bois mol't-"dead wood," but also "drink, dead man!" (Links up, 
thematically, with the homophone pain/pin.) 

«Sapates"-a kind of Christmas stocking found in southern France, 
and also, according to Littre, a big gift disguised as a small one, as 
when a diamond is concealed inside a lemon. The reference is to 
Ponge's poem, "Preface to the Sapates." 

La Lessiveuse-not only a washing machine, but also a washer­
woman, whence the erotic scene that follows . 

serviette-eponge-translated as "sponge-towel" instead of the more 
correct ''Turkish towel," for the obvious reasons. 

Aneignung!Ereignis-Marx refers to Aneignung (appropriation) 
throughout Capital, and Heidegger to Ereignis (event) throughout 
his later writings. 
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page 57 

page 61 

page 67 

page 74 

page 92 

page 115 

fautlfaux ("has to/ faulty'') - An untranslatable, and uninscribable, 
homophone. 

une hache- at once a hatchet and the letter "h." 

franchise- for obvious reasons, I have retained the faux ami of 
"franchise," in preference to its proper meaning of "frankness." 

La table- the title of an unpublished text by Ponge. 

spoggizmos-the reference is to The Sophist, 253 ff. Eight years ear­
lier, Derrida had written La Pharmacie de Platon. 

Das Medusenhaupt-"The Medusa's Head," Sigmund Freud, SE, 
XVIII, pp. 273-74. 

Derrida here refers to Le Legs des choses dans !'1Euvre de Francis 
Ponge, by Henri Maldincy (Lausanne: L'Age d'Homme, 1974). 
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