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I was eight years old. At that moment in my life, nothing was more important to me than baseball. 
My team was the New York Giants, and I followed the doings of those men in the black and orange 
caps with all the devotion of a true believer. Even now, remembering that team which no longer 
exists, that played in a ballpark which no longer exists, I can reel off the names of nearly every 
player on the roster. Alvin Dark, Whitey Lockman, Don Mueller, Johnny Antonelli, Monte Irvin, Hoyt 
Wilhelm. But none was greater, none more perfect nor more deserving of worship than Willie Mays, 
the incandescent Say-Hey kid.                               That spring, I was taken to my first big-league game. 

Friends of my parents had box seats at the Polo Grounds, and one April night a group of us went to 
watch the Giants play the Milwaukee Braves. I don’t know who won, I can’t recall a single detail of 
the game, but I do remember that after the game was over my parents and their friends sat talking 
in their seats until all the other spectators had left. It got so late that we had to walk across the dia-
mond and leave by the center-field exit, which was the only one still open. As it happened, that exit 
was right below the players’ locker rooms.
 Just as we approached the wall, I caught sight of Willie Mays. There was no question about 
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who it was. It was Willie Mays, already out of uniform and standing there in his street clothes not 
ten feet away from me. I managed to keep my legs moving in his direction and then, mustering 
every ounce of my courage, I forced some words out of my mouth. “Mr. Mays,” I said, “could I 
please have your autograph?”
 He had to have been all of twenty-four years old, but I couldn’t bring myself to pronounce 
his first name.
 His response to my question was brusque but amiable. “Sure, kid, sure,” he said. “You got 
a pencil?” He was so full of life, I remember, so full of youthful energy, that he kept bouncing up 
and down as he spoke.
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Found on the beach

I didn’t have a pencil, so I asked my father if I could borrow his. He didn’t have one either. Nor did 
my mother. Nor, as it turned out, did any of the other grown-ups.
 The great Willie Mays stood there watching in silence. When it became clear that no one in 
the group had anything to write with, he turned to me and shrugged. “Sorry, kid,” he said. “Ain’t 
got no pencil, can’t give no autograph.” And then he walked out of the ballpark into the night.
 I didn’t want to cry, but tears started falling down my cheeks, and there was nothing 
I could do to stop them. Even worse, I cried all the way home in the car. Yes, I was crushed with dis-
appointment, but I was also revolted at myself for not being able to control those tears. I wasn’t a 
baby. I was eight years old, and big kids weren’t supposed to cry over things like that. Not only did 
I not have Willie Mays’s autograph, I didn’t have anything else either. Life had put me to the test, 
and in all respects I had found myself wanting.
 After that night, I started carrying a pencil with me wherever I went. It became a habit of 
mine never to leave the house without making sure I had a pencil in my pocket. It’s not that I had 
any particular plans for that pencil, but I didn’t want to be unprepared. I had been caught empty 
-handed once, and I wasn’t about to let it happen again.
 If nothing else, the years have taught me this: if there’s a pencil in your pocket, there’s a 
good chance that one day you’ll feel tempted to start using it.
 As I like to tell my children, that’s how I became a writer.
       Paul Auster, “Why Write?,” in The Art of Hunger, Penguin Book, 1996
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Et, faire tout ce qu’on veut, sauf de l’archive.          
Alors, autant je respecte l’archive, là c’est bien…             c’est …







Le miroir vivant
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Dans la peau, la trace; dans le coeur.

Peut-être cette trace est-elle l’approche du visage, l’approche toujours  différée,  
révélée; ce qui nous porte à l’infini.

Ce qui bat dans nos poitrines.

Le rythme serait, alors, l’intuition  de la trace. Nous serions la trace.

Si je suis la trace, je ne puis l’être que pour l’autre; mais si l’autre est autrui, un autre 
de l’autre, qui relèvera la trace ? Autrui est, peut-être, l’abîme de la trace.

Pensée en abîme, écriture de l’abîme. En bordure. Mais si la trace est en moi, coule, 
bat en moi ? Chaque pulsion de mon corps est trace enregistrée, comptée. La fièvre—
l’amour, la douleur, le délire—multiplie la trace. La trace est liée à l’être, à l’essence, 
comme au vide dont elle pourrait être la sonorité.

Il n’y a de trace que dans le désert

Excerpt from: “Il n’y a de trace que dans le désert” (avec Emmanuel Lévinas), in Edmond Jabès,
Dans la double dépendance du dit (Le livre des marges, II), Fata Morgana, 1984
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C’est dans une maison qu’on est seul. Et pas au- dehors d’elle mais 
au-dedans d’elle. Dans le parc il y a des oiseaux, des chats. Mais aussi 
une fois, un écureuil, un furet. On n’est pas seul dans un parc. Mais dans 
la maison, on est si seul qu’on en est égaré quelquefois. C’est maintenant 
que je sais y être restée dix ans. Seule. Et pour écrire des livres qui m’ont 
fait savoir,  à moi et aux autres, que j’étais l’écrivain que je suis. 

Écrire

Marguerite Duras, Écrire, Éditions Gallimard (Collection Folio), 1993

A Scene in the Library

William Henry Fox Talbot (1800-1877), A Scene in a Library, ca. 1844,
salt paper print, 18,9 x 23,3 cm, National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa. 



I write, I suppose, out of fear of going mad.

I suffer from a fiery, painful yearning, which persists, like desire unslaked, within me.

My tension is, in a sense, like that of a mad impulse to laughter; it differs little from the passions 
that inflamed Sade’s heroes, and yet it approaches that of the martyrs or of Saints (...).

I am certain that what is human in my nature is accentuated by this trans port. But it does, I must 
admit, lead to imbalance and a painful restlessness. I burn, I lose my bearings, and in the end I 
remain empty. I can set myself large, necessary tasks, but none is commensurate with my fever. I 
am speaking of a moral concern, of the search for an object surpassing all others in value.

This object is, in my eyes, incommensurable with the moral ends usually proposed; those ends 
seem dull and false. But they are precisely those that might be achieved (are they not determined 
as requirement of definite acts?). True, the concern with a limited good can sometimes lead to the 
summit toward which I tend. By a detour, however. The moral end is then distinct from the ex cess of 
which it is the occasion. The states of glory, the sacred moments which disclose the incommensu-
rable, exceed the desired results. Common morality places these results on the same plane as the 
aims of sacrifice. Sacrifice explores the depths within worlds, and its requisite destruction reveals 
its laceration. But the purpose of celebration is banal.                     

                                               Morality is always concerned with well-being.

(This seemingly changed on that day when God was presented as the sole true end. I am certain 
that the incommensurable of which I speak will be de scribed, when all is said and done, as merely 
God’s transcendence. In my view, however, this transcendence is a flight from my object. When we 
replace con sideration of the satisfaction of human beings with that of the heavenly Being, nothing 
is fundamentally changed! The person of God shifts the problem, but does not eliminate it. It merely 

makes for confusion; being as God can claim at will an incommensurable essence. No matter; one 
serves God, one acts in his behalf; he is thus reducible to ordinary purpose. Were he to be situated 
in the beyond, we could not serve his gain.)

Man’s extreme, unconditional yearning was first expressed independently of a moral end or of
service to God by Nietzsche.

Nietzsche is unable precisely to define it, but he is driven by it, he assumes it utterly. This burning 
with no relation to a dramatically expressed moral obli gation is surely paradoxical. It cannot serve 
as a point of departure for preach ing or for action. Its consequences are disconcerting. If we cease 
to make burn ing the condition of another, further state, one that is distinguished as good, it appears 
as a pure state, one of empty consumption. Unless related to some en richment such as the strength 
and influence of a community (or of a God, a church, a party), this consumption is not even intelli-
gible. The positive value of loss can seemingly be conveyed only in terms of profit.

Of this difficulty, Nietzsche was not clearly aware. He must have realized that he had failed; 
he knew, in the end, that he had been preaching in the desert. In destroying duty, the good, in 
denouncing the emptiness and the life of morality, he destroyed the effective value of language. 

Fame came late, and when it came, he had to shut up shop. No one came up to his expectations. 
It appears that now we must say: those who read or admire him flout him (he knew it, he says so). 
Except myself? 

                                  (I simplify.)
                                                                                      But to try, as he demanded, to follow him is to give 
oneself up to the same trial, to the same derangement.

This total liberation, as he defined it, of human possibility, of all possibil ity, is surely the only one 
not yet attempted (I repeat: in simplification, except by myself [?] ). At this present point of history, 
I suppose that out of all the con ceivable doctrines that have been preached, his teaching has, in 
some measure, had consequences. Nietzsche, in turn, conceived and preached a new doctrine; he 
went in search of disciples, he dreamed of founding an order; he hated what he got . . . common 
praise!

I now think it well to declare my confusion; I have tried to draw from within myself the consequences 
of a doctrine of clarity, attractive to me as light; my reward was anguish and the repeated impres-
sion of being overpowered.

3 
I could not, at the point of death, in the least ever abandon the aspiration of which I have spoken. Or 
rather, this aspiration should not quit me; in dying I should not keep silence any the more (at least, I 
think not); I would wish for those dear to me that they persist or be stricken in turn.

There is in man’s essence a violent movement, a will to autonomy, to free dom. Freedom can surely 
be understood in several ways, but who, nowadays, is going to be surprised that one might die 

On Nietzsche: The will to chance Georges Bataille



for it? The difficulties Nietzsche en countered—casting off God and the good while fired, nonethe-
less, with the ardor of those who have died for God and the good—those difficulties I have, in turn, 
encountered. The disspiriting solitude he described has disheartened me. But the break with moral-
ity gives to the air we breathe a truth so great that I should prefer to live as a cripple rather than 
relapse into slavery. 

4
I admit that now, at this time of writing, a moral quest which takes as its object that which is beyond 
good will, to begin with, miscarries. One has no assurance of passing the test. This admission, 
founded in painful experience, justifies my laughter at those who, whether by attacking or by adopt-
ing it, con fuse Nietzsche’s position with that of Hitler.

                              “How high is my abode?

                                                                                                           Never have I counted the steps while 
climbing there: where all steps end, there is my roof and my abode.”

Such is the expression of a demand focused on no distinguishable good, and which consumes him 
who lives that demand.

Handwriting sample from Alison Rossiter

Georges Bataille, “On Nietzsche: The Will to Chance,” in Georges Bataille: Writings on Laughter, Sacrifice, Nietzsche, Un-Knowing, essays by 
Rosalind Krauss, Annette Michelson, Allen S. Weiss, translation Annette Michelson, in October No. 39, The MIT  Press, Cambridge, Massachussetts 
and London, England, Spring 1986



Roland Barthes

Je me suis souvent demandé pourquoi j’aimais écrire (manuellement, 
s’entend), au point que dans bien des occasions l’effort souvent ingrat du 
travail intellectuel est racheté à mes yeux par le plaisir d’avoir devant moi 
(telle la table du bricoleur) une belle feuille de papier et une bonne plume: 
tout en réfléchissant à ce que je dois écrire (c’est ce qui se passe en ce 
moment même), je sens ma main agir, tourner, lier, plonger, se lever et 
bien souvent, par le jeu  des corrections, raturer ou faire éclater la ligne,

The last page of “Black Beauty, The Autobiography of a Horse” by Anna Swell.

agrandir l’espace jusqu’à la marge, construisant ainsi,



Contre-écriture de Roland Barthes

                                      menus et apparemment fonctionnels (les lettres) un 
espace qui est tout simplement celui de l’art : je suis artiste, non en ce que je 
figure un objet, mais plus fondamentalement parce que dans l’écriture, mon 
corps jouit de tracer, d’inciser rythmiquement une surface vierge (le vierge 
étant l’infiniment possible).

Ce plaisir doit être très ancien : on a retrouvé, sur les parois de certaines 
cavernes préhistoriques, des suites d’incisions régulièrement espacées : 
était-ce déjà de l’écriture ? Nullement. Ces traits, sans doute, ne voulaient 
rien dire ; mais leur rythme même dénotait une activité consciente, proba-
blement magique, ou plus largement symbolique : la trace, dominée, organ-
isée, sublimée (peu importe) d’une pulsion.

            Le désir humain d’inciser
                                                    (par le poinçon, le calame, le stylet, la plume) 
ou de caresser (par le pinceau, le feutre) a traversé  sans doute bien des 
avatars qui ont occulté I’origine proprement corporelle de I’écriture ; mais 
il suffit que de temps en temps un peintre (tel aujourd’hui Masson  ou 
Twombly) incorpore des formes graphiques à son oeuvre pour que nous 
soyons ramenés à cette évidence   : écrire n’est pas seulement une activité 
technique, c’est aussi une pratique corporelle de jouissance.

à partir de traits



Si je mets ce motif à la première place, c’est precisément parce qu’il est 
ordinairement censuré. Cela ne veut pas dire que l’invention et le dével-
oppement de l’écriture n’aient pas été determinés par le mouvement de 
I’Histoire la plus impérieuse : I’Histoire sociale et économique. On sait 
bien que dans l’aire méditerranéenne (par opposition à l’aire asiatique), 
I’écriture est née de contraintes commerciales: le développement de 
l’agriculture, la nécessité de constituer des réserves de grains, ont obligé 
les hommes à inventer un moyen de mémoriser les objets nécessaires à 
toute communauté qui tente de maîtriser le temps de la conserva-
tion et l’espace de la distribution. Ainsi est née, du moins chez nous, 
I’écriture.

Aujourd’hui, dans nos pays du moins, tout le monde écrit. L’écriture 
n’a-t-elle donc plus d’histoire ? N’avons-nous plus rien à en dire ? (...) II est 
trop tôt pour dire ce que l’homme moderne investit de lui-même dans cette 
nouvelle écriture, d’où la main est absente : la main peut-être, mais l’oeil 
sûrement pas. Le corps reste lié à I’écriture par la vision qu’il en a : il y a une 
esthétique typographique. Tout livre est donc utile, qui nous apprend à dis-
tancer la simple lecture et nous donne l’idée de voir dans la lettre, à I’égal 
des anciens calligraphes, la projection énigmatique de notre propre corps.

Roland Barthes

Roland Barthes, Préface à Druet (R.) et Grégoire (H.), 1976, La Civilisation de l’écriture, Paris, Fayard, Dessein, Tolra.





Hold your hands with palms up, arms fully extended in front of you or to the left or to 
the right of your body, but well below shoulder level, fingers separated and curved 
upwards, the right hand close to and a little in front of the left. Then separate the 
hands slightly. 
 
In Plains Sign Language, this is the sign for grass. 
 
But what is it that the hands hold, held thus? You stretch them out before you as 
though you were offering something to your interlocutor, two tiny pools of sky-
reflecting water, for example, or perhaps the story of your own life, your successes 
and failures brought into relief in the lines that cross your cupped palms like rattling 
creek beds, or fissures in exhausted soil. The stalks and tongued blades of your fin-
gers push up through the greening air toward the light, their tangled roots twisting 
down around your knuckle bones, across the metacarpals, binding at the wrist. No 
accident, perhaps, that the hands are held on a plain with your heart or belly. A gift 
then? Heartfelt? As would be this information, surely, grass, and with grass all forms 
of life to the north, west, south, and east of here. But it is the slight closing gesture in 
the sign, its suffix, that is most arresting: ‘then separate the hands slightly’ – a small 
outward movement that might show increase or division, or the way grass grows, by 
seed or rhizome, without boundaries. A gesture that ignores all fences.
 
As we have been. Early this morning we left the ranch-house behind us in a fold of 
the plain. Since then we have been walking vaguely south-west by the compass, but 
guided, necessarily, by the land itself, diverted along the bed of this coulee, for exam-
ple, that still has a trickle of cool morning shade flowing through it. My companion is 
some ways ahead, and has just stepped out again into the sunlight—a body dream-
ing itself out of the day’s burnished dryness in the liquid shimmer of mirage—when 
I see her stop suddenly and bend to look at something, her hands on her knees. She 
hooks a loose strand of hair back behind her ear, then picks a small object up out of 
the grass and turns it over with her fingers. When I catch up to her she holds it out, 
holds out her closed fist and then opens it saying, “Look what I found.” And there it is 
again, that gesture, her fingers curled slightly upward around a piece of ochre stained 
bone or ivory, about two inches square, and with a double point along one edge. It is 
hollow and could be a tiny pan pipe, or an elaborate polished whistle—it does in fact 
produce two shrill bone-flute notes when I take it from her and test it.
 
“A bison tooth,” she says, “quite old.”
 
Yes, well a hundred years at least.
 
“It’s come out of this fall here from the bank up above—maybe five, maybe six-hun-
dred years at that strata. Do you see?”

Robert Finley

Grass

Gardening From Underground: An Essay In Seven Erratics

Gift



A tooth, then, from the great herds at their apex, from one of the fifty million, its hide 
cut with stone, its harp of sinews untuned from the bones by bone and wood and 
stone. I hold it back out to her. 
 
She says, “No. You keep it. Take it with you when you go.”
 
And beyond my hand held up, the palm of the plains opens too: the very near, the far, 
just those two together and often difficult to distinguish. Balanced on the tip of my 
index finger, a tiny pronghorn grazes. It startles as though at my touch, suddenly alert 
to nothing we can see or hear, and cuts across the plain from right to left, its speed 
increasing, not steadily, but in three distinct shifts until it moves flat out. Its body lev-
elled by its own velocity, it does not leap or bound but cuts across our sight in a line, 
as though it has learned to make some other use of gravity. Then stops. Looks back 
to  measure the distance it has made from whatever has disturbed it. It certainly has 
nothing to fear from us, plodding towards it. The fastest animal on the continent, and 
not by a little at 100 kilometres/hour, the pronghorn poses a question: what is it it is 
running from? 
 
It hears us now, though we are down wind, and moves off again, this time directly 
away from us; like a bird that winds its way upward to a point of light, diminishes and 
disappears, it draws our gaze out and further out. Distance is the vertical here, the 
cathedral space that draws out your breath, a thing there is no owning or belonging to.
 
Sage breaks up under our boots and fills the air around us. The wind in the dry grass 
repeats its one word, restlessness, measured by the steady rhythm of our feet, by 
the water sloshing in the bottles in our packs. And all at once we find that we are not 
looking out but down, having come suddenly to the river concealed by its sheer can-
yon walls and by the levelled plain above it. The pronghorn had been grazing on the 
other side, the brush it seemed to stop beside was the tops of trees, big trees, cotton-
woods  growing here in a bend of the river and reaching up  just to the lip of the can-
yon, on a level with our feet. Their spreading shade is cast over green grass and the 
luxuriant sweep of water beside a two-storey white house with a green pitched roof. 
Three horses are grazing there. Two small tidy outbuildings stand further down the 
stream where a road cuts steeply down the bank and plunges into the river at a ford. 
No people though. We climb down the bank to the water’s edge, take off our boots 
and eat our lunch—salmon sandwiches still cool where they were tucked in against 
the bottles of water, coffee from the thermos that is hot and sweet. And then we swim 
in the milky glacial waters; how cold the water is from the ancient ice when we step 
into it. And then we stretch out for a bit in the sun.
 
The pronghorn lives, it seems, in a land still populous with the fauna of another age; 
their ashes and their bones and teeth are marked in as a line along this canyon wall 
above our heads, and far below the pronghorn’s own light step. It keeps its speed 
cocked and ready, say most recent theories, against the expectation of, for example, 
a Studer’s cheetah, long extinct, that lopes sway-backed with its spring-steel gait, 
just out of sight, stops, catches a pronghorn scent. In the pronghorn’s nervous 

Distance

dreams, the short-faced bear rears up out of its long night on powerful haunches, 
springs forward with an agility astonishing for its size, for its spine-snapping weight.
 
While the pronghorn’s fears may seem out of step with the times, it is not alone in liv-
ing a life thus divided. Somewhere on the plain above us, even now, alert to scents, 
to footfalls that resound nowhere but in its memory and the memory of its muscles, 
it bends its graceful neck to tear at the grass. It’s rough fescue here. Fescue cures on 
the stem, holds its protein well, and, like all grasses, does its gardening from under-
ground and so comes back after grazing, haying, or after fire. But it is a grass indiffer-
ent to the usual contemporary grazing practises of domestic cattle. At once too hardy 
and too delicate, it is easily overgrazed, and, a decreaser cannot, like other varieties, 
recover under the constant stress that domestic herds bring to bear. It needs some 
time alone between the sky and the earth, or it disappears, and with it the soil only its 
vast root systems can hold in place. On the other hand, left too much alone, bereft of 
its vast herds for instance, it chokes itself to death, a suicide. Arcane in its patterns of 
growth and expectation, it has memories of its own, and recalls the buffalo and locust 
on their rounds returning every year or two or ten. Also it remembers the torch and 
the song and the cleansing fires made to toll the great herds in to fresh greening pas-
ture. Despite its scent, despite its coarse insistent texture under my lazy touch here 
on a sunny afternoon after a lunch of sandwiches and bottled water, good coffee from 
a thermos, it attests to another life, another time, not mine.
 
After lunch we circle back. We walk along the bank and climb up out of the river can-
yon on the narrow road cut into the canyon wall. On one side are the house and river, 
the horses in the shade, in the yard a child’s pink bicycle on its side, a clutch of lilies 
by the door, on the other side the fine strata leading up. One horse has wandered up 
ahead of us and shies and skitters at our approach, then steps down the steep bank 
to join the others. Dry earth cascading, ash, flint points, fossils of a leafy fern, sea-
shells spark from its hooves at every step: horse as constellation, its hooves clatter-
ing down and back through the ordinary afternoon.
 
When we climb up again onto the open plain, the wind is waiting. The grass bends 
before it like water. We cut across country, following a set of cart tracks for a long 
time. Wallace Stegner says that this is a land that hates a foreign, a vertical thing—
and so it does, that wind unrelenting, ‘oceanic’, scouring the land and the mind clean. 
But what lays low, it cherishes.
 
“These wheel ruts pressed into the sod,” she tells me, “a cart passing yesterday, or a 
hundred years ago today.”
 
Its points of departure and arrival are long gone: the thump of the flour sacks on the 
wagon floor, of the tins of kerosene set down along the tailgate, the thrum of tarp 
ropes tightened, the squeal of the axle, and then by early evening, of a gate, of a door 
opening to take all this in, all of it, in a breath. But the tracks themselves remain, 
leading from nowhere to nowhere, but circling back as sure and clear as our boots 
that follow them through the waning day.
 

Simultaneity

Memory

Gardening From Underground: An Essay In Seven ErraticsRobert Finley



And as the glare goes out of the bleached sky, the colours come back to it and to 
the land: browns, tans, pale green, rust, olive, greys and yellows—a narrow palette 
mixed with white. Tony  Rees explains the necessary reflective, cooling qualities of 
these lightened shades for the land and for the animals on it, and also the need for 
camouflage. Crossed by the shadow of a ferruginous hawk going over, for example, 
its belly pale against the sky, there is nothing to hide behind except a blade of grass 
or a mottled version of yourself. Outlines are kept hazy. A ground squirrel or coyote 
standing still is elemental, evaporates into the land around it. Only in movement do 
their lineaments suddenly tighten in around them and take individual shape. And the 
land itself is elusive in this way, dazzling the eye with at once its vastness and its tiny 
particulars, the wide open plain and each blade of grass. All day  we have been cross-
ing fields: Mothering Up, Flood, Feeder, No Sign, Pothole, New Grass, Goosetrap, 
Meadow Field. One by one the names slip through our fingers: we have been guided 
not by them, or by features in the landscape we can name or that can be coded on 
a map, but by the sun, by our clocked shadows, and by a north west wind that blew 
through at the end of March and laid down for a season the compass needles of the 
flattened grass.  

But this is nearly  the end of our day. Over the ridge before us we will recognize on 
one side a small cluster of hoodoos and on the other a glacial erratic, a rubbing stone 
polished to glass by buffalo and now by cattle. Further to the left and down below will 
be the ranch-house itself with its garden and its cultivated trees. And so we climb up 
and over. 
 
We follow the track along the crescent escarpment and down to the hill behind the 
house and hesitate there, watching west into the long evening, unwilling yet to 
close this circle and go in, though the windows beckon, lights coming on one by 
one as someone moves from room to room. The shadows pool and fill the coulees 
and then spill over their dark water into night. Here and there in the distance other 
lights. Headlights bump and sweep along the track to the calving station. Far, far off. 
Distance is the vertical here, except at night when the stars lift up the roof we lay 
back beneath in the long-fingered grass, in our grass hollows. The wind, still there, 
moves over us and carries off our words and breath, and without meaning to we sleep 
a little, only to wake sometime later in the night to the sound of hooves. Two or three 
mule deer pass by very close. A sickle moon. And for a moment it is as though we 
were lifted up like chaff. All our heaviness and worth drops from us where we lie, still 
and infinitely light, the turning stars above us and far below us the starred shells of 
an ancient sea that hang and turn and glitter in a slow and continental tide.
 
You give me your hand and pull me to my feet, and we pick our way down to the 
house where one light still burns. A few of the others are still up and talking. They 
have put food from supper aside for us and they ask us where we have been. 
Suddenly hungry, we sit down with them and eat and drink.

Colour

Night

Robert Finley



















Unpacking my Library

Of all the ways of acquiring books, writing them oneself is regarded as the most 
praiseworthy method. At this point many of you will remember with pleasure the 
large library which Jean Paul’s poor little schoolmaster Wutz gradually acquired 
by writing, himself, all the works whose titles interested him in bookfair cata-
logues; after all, he could not afford to buy them. Writers are really people who 
write books not because they are poor, but because they are dissatisfied with 
the books which they could buy but do not like. You, ladies and gentlemen, may 
regard this as a whimsical definition of a writer. But everything said from the 
angle of a real collector is whimsical.

Walter Benjamin

Walter Benjamin, “Unpacking my Library, A Talk about Book,” in Illuminations, Collection Schocken Books, New York 1969



Walter Benjamin, “Ich packe meine Bibliothek aus Eine Rede über das Sammeln”, in Lesezeichen, Philip Reclam jun., Leipzig 1970

Walter Benjamin

Ich packe meine Bibliothek aus

Von allen Arten, sich Bücher zu verschaffen, wird als die rühmlichste betrachtet, 
sie selbst zu schreiben. Manche von Ihnen werden an dieser Stelle vergnügt 
der großen Bücherei gedenken, die Jean Pauls armes Schulmeisterlein Wutz mit 
der Zeit sich auf die Art zulegte, daß es alle Werke, von denen die Titel in den 
Meßkatalogen es interessierten, weil es sie ja nicht kaufen konnte, sich selber 
schrieb. Schriftsteller sind eigentlich Leute, die Bücher nicht aus Armut, sondern 
aus Unzufriedenheit mit den Büchern schreiben, welche sie kaufen konnten und 
die ihnen nicht gefallen. Das werden Sie, meine Damen und Herren, für eine sch-
rullige Definition des Schriftstellers halten; schrullig aber ist alles, was aus dem 
Sehwinkel eines echten Sammlers gesagt wird. 

Pablo Picasso (1881-1973), note, date (?)



Paul Klee: Holographic text

Paul Klee, Diesseitig bin ich gar nicht fassbar..., in Der Ararat, 2nd special issue, 1920



Aby Warburg/NotesAby Warburg/Notizkästen



On the problem of State Care for Intellectuals in the ProfessionsJohannes Itten and Lyonel Feininger

There is hardly an infallible solution to the problem 

of the care of indigent intellectual workers; but it is 

certain that they have a valid claim to protection by 

the state! The suggestions made here appear to me 

to be practicable; the plight is such that it would well 

be right to try to do something. Here, ways have been 

shown; suggestions alone are not enough!

                                           Lyonel Feininger



On the problem of State Care for Intellectuals in the ProfessionsJohannes Itten and Lyonel Feininger

The state / an organization for the
preservation and regulation of the eco-
nomic problems of a community / nation 
/ or its representation / the government 
/ is only interested in its own interests.  
If the mind / here art / serves the state 
/ it will be supported / if the mind does 
not serve it / it will be suppressed. Since 
every true art acts supranationality / 
cosmopolitically / intellectually / it will 
always be suppressed. Only parasites of 
art have become parasites of the state.
The mind stands outside any orga-
nization. Where it has nevertheless 
been organized (religion, church), it 
has become estranged from its innate 
nature.
Whoever is not willing to sacrifice
his body for the ske of the mind / is
no spiritual man; for the sake
of art—no artist.
The state should take care that none of 
its citizens starves / but it should not 
support art.
In short: Leave the cultivation of art to 
those who are called upon to do that by 
the power of their spirit and not to those 
who are called upon to do that by the 
power of the state.
                                     Johannes Itten

Johannes Itten (1888-1967) and Lyonel Feininger (1871-1956), On the Problem of State Care for Intellectuals in the 
Professions, LW, unregistered files: Ministry of Culture, October 1, 1919 - August 1, 1922 (First publication).



 John Graham, postcard to Lenore Krasner, November 12, 1941, inviting her to participate
in the McMillen Inc. exhibition, in Lee Krasner, A Catalogue Raisonné, by Ellen G. Landau,
Harry N. Abrams, Inc., Publishers, 1995

Manuscript PagesPostcard



Three manuscript pages by John Bonner, professor emeritus of Biology at Princeton University, New York.



“Ruhe nach Verlaine. Auf Nachricht vom Tode des Dichters”
  Richard Dehmel, Hanschriftliche Karte vom 11. Januar 1896 an Henri Albert.

Handwriting sample from Pascale Chevalier



Handwriting sample from Arthur Rimbaud (postcard)



(Plaisir / Jouissance : terminologiquement, cela vacille encore, j’achoppe, j’embrouille. De toute 
manière, il y aura toujours une marge d’indécision; la distinction ne sera pas source de classements 
sûrs, le paradigme grincera, le sens sera précaire, révocable, réversible, le discours sera incomplet.)

Si je lis avec plaisir cette phrase, cette histoire ou ce mot, c’est qu’ils ont été écrits dans le plaisir 
(ce plaisir n’est pas en contradiction avec les plaintes de l’écrivain). Mais le contraire? Écrire dans le 
plaisir m’assure-t-il – moi, écrivain – du plaisir de mon lecteur? Nullement. Ce lecteur, il faut que je 
le cherche (que je le « drague »), sans savoir où il est. Un espace de la jouissance est alors créé. Ce 
n’est pas la « personne » de l’autre qui m’est nécessaire, c’est l’espace : la possibilité d’une dialec-
tique du désir, d’une imprévision de la jouissance : que les jeux ne soient pas faits, qu’il y ait un jeu.

On me présente un texte. Ce texte m’ennuie. On dirait qu’il babille. Le babil du texte, c’est seule-
ment cette écume de langage qui se forme sous l’effet d’un simple besoin d’écriture. On n’est pas 
ici dans la perversion, mais dans la demande. Écrivant son texte, le scripteur prend un langage de 
nourrisson : impératif, automatique, inaffectueux, petite débâcle de clics (ces phonèmes lactés que 
le jésuite merveilleux, Van Ginneken, plaçait entre l’écriture et le langage) : ce sont les mouvements 
d’une succion sans objet, d’une oralité indifférenciée, coupée de celle qui produit les plaisirs de la 
gastrosophie et du langage. Vous vous adressez à moi pour que je vous lise, mais je ne suis rien 
d’autre pour vous que cette adresse; je ne suis à vos yeux le substitut de rien, je n’ai aucune figure 
(à peine celle de la Mère); je ne suis pour vous ni un corps ni même un objet (je m’en moquerais 
bien : ce n’est pas en moi l’âme qui réclame sa reconnaissance), mais seulement un champ, un vase 
d’expansion. On peut dire que finalement ce texte, vous l’avez écrit hors de toute jouissance; et ce 
texte-babil est en somme un texte frigide, comme l’est toute demande, avant que ne s’y forme le 
désir, la névrose.

Proximité (identité?) de la jouissance et de la peur. Ce qui répugne à un tel rapprochement, ce n’est 
évidemment pas l’idée que la peur est un sentiment désagréable – idée banale –, mais qu’elle est 
un sentiment médiocrement indigne; elle est le laissé-pour-compte de toutes les philosophies 
(seul, Hobbes, je crois : « la seule passion de ma vie a été la peur »); la folie n’en veut pas (sauf 
peut-être la folie démodée : La Horla), et ceci interdit à la peur d’être moderne : c’est un déni de 
transgression, une folie que vous laissez en pleine conscience. Par une dernière fatalité, le sujet qui 
a peur reste toujours un sujet; tout au plus relève-t-il de la névrose (on parle alors d’angoisse, mot 
noble, mot scientifique : mais la peur n’est pas l’angoisse).

Ce sont ces raisons mêmes qui rapprochent la peur de la jouissance : elle est la clandestinité abso-
lue, non parce qu’elle est « inavouable » (encore qu’aujourd’hui personne ne soit prêt à l’avouer), 
mais parce que, scindant le sujet en le laissant intact, elle n’a à sa disposition que des signifiants 
conformes : le langage délirant est refusé à celui qui l’écoute monter en lui. « J’écris pour ne pas 
être fou », disait Bataille – ce qui voulait dire qu’il écrivait la folie; mais qui pourrait dire : « J’écris 
pour ne pas avoir peur »? Qui pourrait écrire la peur (ce qui ne voudrait pas dire la raconter)? La 
peur ne chasse, ni ne contraint, ni n’accomplit l’écriture : par la plus immobile des contradictions, 
toutes deux coexistent – séparées.

Roland Barthes

Le plaisir du texte



                                (Sans parler du cas où écrire fait peur.)
Texte veut dire Tissu; mais alors que jusqu’ici on a toujours pris ce tissu pour un produit, un voile 
tout fait, derrière lequel se tient, plus ou moins caché, le sens (la vérité), nous accentuons mainte-
nant, dans le tissu, l’idée générative que le texte se fait, se travaille à travers un entrelacs perpétuel; 
perdu dans ce tissu – cette texture – le sujet s’y défait, telle une araignée qui se dissoudrait elle-
même dans les sécrétions constructives de sa toile. Si nous aimions les néologismes, nous pourrions 
définir la théorie du texte comme une hyphologie (hyphos, c’est le tissu et la toile d’araignée).

S’il était possible d’imaginer une esthétique du plaisir textuel, il faudrait y inclure : l’écriture à haute 
voix. Cette écriture vocale (qui n’est pas du tout la parole), on ne la pratique pas, mais c’est sans 
doute elle que recommandait Artaud et que demande Sollers. Parlons-en comme si elle existait.

Dans l’Antiquité, la rhétorique comprenait une partie oubliée, censurée par les commentateurs clas-
siques : l’actio, ensemble de recettes propres à permettre l’extériorisation corporelle du discours : il 
s’agissait d’un théâtre de l’expression, l’orateur-comédien « exprimant » son indignation, sa compas-
sion, etc. L’écriture à haute voix, elle, n’est pas expressive; elle laisse l’expression au phéno-texte, au 
code régulier de la communication; pour sa part elle appartient au géno-texte, à la signifiance; elle 
est portée, non par les inflexions dramatiques, les intonations malignes, les accents complaisants, 
mais par le grain de la voix, qui est un mixte érotique de timbre et de langage, et peut donc être lui 
aussi, à l’égal de la diction, la matière d’un art : l’art de conduire son corps (d’où son importance 
dans les théâtres extrême-orientaux). Eu égard aux sons de la langue, l’écriture à haute voix n’est 
pas phonologique, mais phonétique; son objectif n’est pas la clarté des messages, le théâtre des 
émotions; ce qu’elle cherche (dans une perspective de jouissance), ce sont les incidents pulsionnels, 
c’est le langage tapissé de peau, un texte où l’on puisse entendre le grain du gosier, la patine des 
consonnes, la volupté des voyelles, toute une stéréophonie de la chair profonde : l’articulation du 
corps, de la langue, non celle du sens, du langage. Un certain art de la mélodie peut donner une idée 
de cette écriture vocale; mais comme la mélodie est morte, c’est peut-être aujourd’hui au cinéma 
qu’on la trouverait le plus facilement. Il suffit en effet que le cinéma prenne de très près le son de la 
parole (c’est en somme la définition généralisée du « grain » de l’écriture) et fasse entendre dans leur 
matérialité, dans leur sensualité, le souffle, la rocaille, la pulpe des lèvres, toute une présence du 
museau humain (que la voix, que l’écriture soient fraîches, souples, lubrifiées, finement granuleuses 
et vibrantes comme le museau d’un animal), pour qu’il réussisse à déporter le signifié très loin et à 
jeter, pour ainsi dire, le corps anonyme de l’acteur dans mon oreille: 

                                                                                      ça granule,
                                                                                 ça grésille,
          
                                                                                                          ça caresse,
                                 
                                                                                 ça râpe,
                                                                         ça coupe :

                                                                                                                                         ça jouit.

Le plaisir du texte

Roland Barthes, Le plaisir du texte, Éditions du Seuil, Paris, 1973



Mary Cassatt (1844–1926), The Letter, 1890-1891, drypoint and color aquatint,
47.8 x 30.7 cm. Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.



Postcard from Chagall to his Vitebsk teacher, 1937
Lettre envoyée à Jérôme Peignot par Cassandre à l’occasion de la parution de son livre 
“De l’écriture à la typographie”, Paris, Gallimard, Collection Idées, 1957 



Broodthaers letter to Beuys

Postcard written by Hans Namuth to Joseph Cornell, July 25, 1968 Letter written by Marcel Broodthaers to Josef Beuys, September 28, 1972



Sir John Herschel / notebook

Facsimile of a letter written by Paul-Émile Borduas, Paris, 1956 



Edward Hopper (1882-1967), Hotel Room, 1931, Fondation Thyssen-Bornemisza, Madrid. Letter to Man Ray by Tristan Tzara on Dada Stationary, Paris, 1921



Samuel Beckett, page from notebook for the production of Film, 1965, black and white, 24 minutes,
with Buster Keaton and directed by Alan Schneider. 



Ludwig Wittgenstein / notebook

A letter by Wittgenstein to his friend (and student) “Fuchsl” (Oskar Fuchs), 1924



Ludwig Wittgenstein / notebook Ludwig Wittgenstein / Diary



 Arnaud Maggs, Repertoire, 1997, installation (detail).



William S. Burroughs (1914-1977) and Brian Gysin, Black Scrapbook, ca. 1963-1964



Kandinsky’s diary with a drawing made during his trip to Vologda, 1889Two pages from Kandinsky’s cataloguing notebook.

Notebooks/Diaries



Galileo’s notebook



Found Card

Diary page from Wednesday, March 24th, written at Broadmore (an asylum) by June Gibbons (surviving twin),
a document of a phsychological war that began when the twins decided to stop speaking at about age four. 
in Zeit Magazin, no. 34: Endlich ohne Schwester (Leden: August 19, 1994)



Charles Baudelaire/manuscript page



Facsimilé de la première page manuscrite par Jean Genet, Sainte Hosmose, texte inédit Handwritten manuscript page by Josef Hoffmann for lecture on his work.



What are you building ?—I want to dig a subterranean
passage. Some progress must be made. 
My station up there is much too high.

We are digging the pit of Babel.

Was baust du?—Ich will einen Gang graben. 
Es muß ein Fortschritt geschehn. 
Zu hoch oben ist mein Standort.

Wir graben den Schacht von Babel.

THE PIT OF BABEL / DER SCHACHT VON BABEL

Franz Kafka, Parables and Paradoxes (bilingual edition), Schocken Books, New York, 1961



William Burroughs (1914-1997), The Soft Machine, 1968



Marcel Duchamp (1887-1968), Rendez-vous du dimanche 6 février 1916, Philadelphia Museum of Art. 

“Prime words”

One of the fundamental concepts through which Duchamp theorized the 
linguistic readymade is his notion of the “prime word,” described in a note 
from The Green Box:

The search for “prime words” (“divisible” only by themselves and by unity).

Take a Larousse dict. and copy all the so-called “abstract” words. i.e., 
those which have no concrete reference.

Compose a schematic sign designating each of these words. (this sign
can be composed with the standard stops)

These signs must be thought of as the letters of the new alphabet.

A grouping of several signs will determine (utilize colors—in order to
differentiate what would correspond in this [literature] to the substantive, 
verb, adverb declensions, conjugations etc.) 

David Joselit



“prime words”

In this note Duchamp suggested a two-part process: taking words from the dictionary that have no concrete referents 
and then transposing these words into the elements of a new alphabet. As in Tu m’ where measurement is put en 
abyme the word here undergoes an infinite regress. An already arbitrary signifier—what Duchamp called an “’abstract’ 
word”—is displaced from the differential semiotic economy of language (whose locus is the dictionary) to the equally 
arbitrary vocabulary of painting: “(utilize colors—in order to differentiate what would correspond in this [literature] to 
the substantive, verb, adverb declensions, conjugations etc.).” Duchamp thus established a bilateral relay of identifica-
tion between the arbitrary signifiers of language and their equally differential counterparts in painting. The result is the 
“prime word,” which, stripped of its function as a means of signification, regresses into pure materiality. 

Two textual works of 1915 and early 1916 respectively, “The” and Rendez-vous of Sunday, February 6, 1916, actualize 
Duchamp’s search for “prime words.” The purpose of both texts was to invent grammatically correct sentences that 
were nevertheless completely incoherent. “The” was written in English, soon after Duchamp’s arrival in New York, while 
he was still mastering the language. Wherever the article the would have appeared in the handwritten manuscript, 
Duchamp inserted an asterisk. The text was lighthearted and completely incomprehensible; its first sentence is typical: 
“If you come into * linen, your time is thirsty because * ink saw some wood intelligent enough to get giddiness from a 
sister.” Rendez-vous of Sunday, February 6, 1916 is a typewritten text in French on four postcards taped together to form 
a windowlike grid. Although they are linked in this way, the sentences are not continuous from one card to the next. 
Duchamp explained his concept for the work to Arturo Schwarz:

There would be a verb, a subject, a complement, adverbs and everything perfectly correct, as such, as words, but mean-
ing in these sentences was a thing that I had to avoid ... the verb was meant to be an abstract word acting on a subject 
that is a material object; in this way the verb would make the sentence look abstract. The construction was very painful 
in a way, because the minute I did think of a verb to add to the subject, I would very often see a meaning and immedi-
ately I saw a meaning I would cross out the verb and change it, until, working it out for quite a number of hours, the text 
finally read without any echo of the physical world.... That was the main point in it. 

Duchamp’s project here is extraordinary and quite different from the puns he devised in the 1920s, which established 
two or more countervailing meanings within a single sentence. These later textual works operate along a linguistic 
fault line where a displaced or fragmentary parallelism in words provokes a convulsive contradiction. For instance, the 
English text “My niece is cold because my knees are cold” is tautological but grammatically incorrect on the level of 
pronunciation (either “my knees is cold because my knees are cold” or “my niece is cold because my niece are cold”), 
but within this bland repetition of congruent sounds a transgressive incestuous attachment explodes (“my niece is cold 
[frigid] because she won’t sit on my lap”). In this short text, a linguistic doubling stands in for, as it represents, a forbid-
den libidinal “doubling”: the incestuous encounter. The only trace of the disturbance, appropriately enough, is a change 
in tense from singular to plural—from “is” to “are.”

If the puns of the twenties establish a bilateral relay in which one metaphor rebounds from another, “The” and Rendez-
vous sought to pulverize the logic of metaphor altogether. While the metonymic axis of language remains intact in these 
texts—grammatical structure is respected and rigorously correct—the metaphoric axis, that dimension of language in 
which one word may be substituted for another, is completely disrupted. The fact that Duchamp found the process of 
producing such disruption “very painful” suggests how close the exercise must have felt to pathology, to a type of apha-
sia defined by Roman Jakobson as “similarity disorder”: the inability to find or identify synonyms, circumlocutions, or 
heteronyms. Jakobson’s account of the experience of one such aphasic subject might serve as a description of the expe-
rience of reading “The” or Rendez-vous:

As long as he does not regard another’s speech as a message addressed to him in his own verbal pattern, he feels, as 
a patient of Hemphil and Stengel expressed it: “I can hear you dead plain but I cannot get what you say . . . I hear your 
voice but not the words . . . It does not pronounce itself” He considers the other’s utterance to be either gibberish or at 
least in an unknown language.

By simulating aphasia, Duchamp was able to insist upon the materiality
of language. Like gibberish or an “unknown” language, words are drained 
of their significance, falling back into a sensuous medium of sound.

According to the interview with Schwarz, Duchamp wanted to exorcise from his text “any echo of the physical world,” 
which is consistent with his desire to invent “prime words” characterized by a second order abstraction. Certainly “The” 
and Rendezvous accomplish this goal, but they also serve a more specific function. Duchamp hinted at his objective to 
Schwarz: “The verb was meant to be an abstract word acting on a subject that is a material object; in this way the verb 
would make the sentence look abstract.” In these textual exercises, an abstract verb inscribes “a subject which is a 
material object” in order to make it, too, appear abstract—to displace it from its accustomed place, just as in 1915 the 
inscription “In Advance of the Broken Arm” made a snow shovel an abstract(ed) artwork. Setting free the axis of equiva-
lent “material objects” in language is directly analogous to setting actual commodities free from their intended func-
tions. “The” and Rendez-vous are thus narrative performances of the same process of inscription that produces ready-
mades: in these textual works a “material” noun allegorizes the commodity and the “abstract” verb, its inscription. In 
“The” the asterisk replacing the article the highlights the “material objects”— nouns—that inevitably follow, just as 
their lack of coherent sense in the context of the sentence throws each into relief. Such an analogy between text and 
readymade is made explicit in the title of Rendez-vous of Sunday, February 6, 1916, which cites one of the latter’s quali-
ties as specified in Duchamp’s definition: “It is a kind of rendezvous.” In Rendezvous each of the four postcards—them-
selves commodities—unites to form a new object. The “inscription”—or text—is therefore carried by a commodity, just 
as, in the mass-produced readymade, the commodity is imprinted with an inscription. A text fragment from The Green 
Box confirms the analogy between the commodity and words set free from their conventional meanings:

Identifying

To lose the possibility of recognizing 2 similar objects—
2 colors, 2 laces,  2 hats, 2 forms whatsoever to reach the Impossibility
of sufficient visual memory, to transfer from one like object to another
the memory imprint.

—Same possibility with sounds; with brain facts...

(...)

David Joselit



Marcel Duchamp (1887-1968), À l’infinitif (The White Box), 1966

“ Twelve years after finishing or rather after putting aside my Glass, I fell upon my working notes, scribbled at random
in some hundred scraps of paper. I wanted to reproduce them as exactly as possible. So I had all these thoughts litho-
graphed in the same ink which had been used for the originals. To find paper that was exactly the same, I had to ransack
the most unlikely nooks and crannies of Paris. Then we had to cut out three hundred copies of each lithograph with the
help of zinc patterns that I had cut out on the outlines of the original papers.” (Duchamp)

In The Green Box, as in the earlier collection, Duchamp took extraordinary pains to mass-produce what is generally
assumed to be unique or original—the artist’s cognitive processes. It was not enough to publish transcripts of his texts.
Rather he sought to reproduce as precisely as possible each torn piece of paper, each different ink, so that every one
of the proposed three hundred editions of The Green Box would appear to share the spontaneity, the immediacy of the
onginal process—as though he had undertaken to mass-produce his own subjectivity discovered readymade.

The mediation in both The 1914 Box and the later collection of notes between a handwritten text by the artist and its
capture through various reproductive technologies may throw some light on a cryptic note contained within The Green
Box: “ The bride stripped bare by her bachelors even. to separate the massproduced readymade from the readyfound—
The separation is an operation.” The distinction between the readymade, here associated with the massproduced,
and the readyfound is highly suggestive. If we link the readymade to the world of objects—as Duchamp’s
emphasis on its mass-produced quality hints—and identify the readyfound with mental forms of production like
language or thought, which is recovered through mechanical reproduction in Duchamp’s own notes, then both the 
meaning of this text and the motivations for producing the two Boxes are clarified.

For Duchamp the object and the subject, the readymade and the ready-
found, are profoundly imbricated in one another, so nearly inextricable 
that “the separation is an operation.” Yet despite the close association of 
these terms—of mind and body—Duchamp’s short texts and readymades 
suggest a self that is radically fragmented, perpetually falling into pieces. 
(...) In this extraordinary text a soldier’s anatomy floats out of alignment: each limb, each organ becomes a separable 
and separated object that may only relate to the others through a technical apparatus for speaking. Language drains 
away from the collapsed body, only to be retrofitted telephonically.

David Joselit, Infinite Regress: Marcel Duchamp 1910-1941, in An October Book, The MIT Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts and London, England, 1998  

David Joselit À l’infinitif



Marcel Duchamp (1887-1968), Study for The Large
Glass in The Green Box, 1934

Marcel Duchamp (1887-1968), Le soigneur de gravité, 
(Sketch from The Green Box), 1934

Marcel Duchamp (1887-1968), From the notes found after Duchamp’s death,
published in facsimile with translation by Paul Matisse, 1980



Marcel Duchamp: The Large Glass or The Bride stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even  1915-23



TypotranslationLa mariée mis à nu / The Green Box

Marcel Duchamp, The Green Box, the Large Glass and The Bride Stripped Bare By Her Bachelors, Even
A typographic version by Richard Hamilton of The Green Box, translation by George Heard Hamilton,
Edition Hansjörg Mayer, Stuttgart, London, Reykjavik, 1976

Marcel Duchamp (1887-1968), La Mariée mise à nu par ses célibataires, même (The Bride Stripped Bare by her 
Bachelors, Even).  Also called La Boîte verte (The Green Box). Paris, Editions Rose Sélavy, 1934.
An edition of 300 boxes containing 94 facsimiles of notes and drawings for The Large Glass, 1911-1923 



TypotranslationTypotranslation

Marcel Duchamp, The Green Box, the Large Glass and The Bride Stripped Bare By Her Bachelors, Even
A typographic version by Richard Hamilton of The Green Box, translation by George Heard Hamilton,
Edition Hansjörg Mayer, Stuttgart, London, Reykjavik, 1976 (original manuscript page)

Marcel Duchamp, The Green Box, the Large Glass and The Bride Stripped Bare By Her Bachelors, Even
A typographic version by Richard Hamilton of The Green Box, translation by George Heard Hamilton,
Edition Hansjörg Mayer, Stuttgart, London, Reykjavik, 1976 (first typewritten manuscript page)



TypotranslationTypotranslation

Marcel Duchamp, The Green Box, the Large Glass and The Bride Stripped Bare By Her Bachelors, Even
A typographic version by Richard Hamilton of The Green Box, translation by George Heard Hamilton,
Edition Hansjörg Mayer, Stuttgart, London, Reykjavik, 1976 (first typeset page with notations)

Marcel Duchamp, The Green Box, the Large Glass and The Bride Stripped Bare By Her Bachelors, Even
A typographic version by Richard Hamilton of The Green Box, translation by George Heard Hamilton,
Edition Hansjörg Mayer, Stuttgart, London, Reykjavik, 1976 (final page / typotranslation)



Marcel Duchamp: Étant donnés

Marcel Duchamp, Étant donnés: 1. La chute d’eau / 2. Le gaz d’éclairage…,
(Facsimile of Duchamp’s notebook / exhibition catalogue), Philadelphia Museum of Art, Philadelphia, 1987
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But though language no longer bears an immediate resemblance to the things it 
names, this does not mean that it is separate from the world; it still continues, in 
another form, to be the locus of revelations and to be included in the area where  
truth is both manifested and expressed. True, it is no longer nature in its primal vis-
ibility, but neither is it a mysterious instrument with powers known only to a few 
privileged persons. It is rather the figuration of a world redeeming itself, lending its 
ear at last to the true word. This is why it was God’s wish that Latin, the language 
of his Church, should spread over the whole of the terrestrial globe. And it is also 
why all the languages of the world, as it became possible to know them through this 
conquest, make up together the image of the truth. Their interlacing and the space 
in which they are deployed free the sign of the redeemed world, just as the arrange-
ment of the first names bore a likeness to the things that God had given to Adam 
for his use. Claude Duret points out that the Hebrews, the Canaans, the Samaritans, 
the Chaldeans, the Syrians, the Egyptians, the Carthaginians, the Phoe nicians, the 
Arabs, the Saracens, the Turks, the Moors, the Persians, and the Tartars all write from 
right to left, following ‘the course and daily movement of the first heaven, which is 
most perfect, according to the opinion of the great Aristotle, tending towards unity’; 
the Greeks, the Georgians, the Maronita, the Serbians, the Jacobites, the Copts, the 
Poznanians, and of course the Romans and all Europeans write from left to right, fol-
lowing ‘the course and movement of the second heaven, home of the seven planets’; 
the Indians, Cathayans, Chinese, and Japanese write from top to bottom, in confor-
mity with the ‘order of nature, which has given men heads at the tops of their bodies 
and feet at the bottom’; ‘in opposition to the aforementioned’, the Mexicans write 
either from bottom to top or else in ‘spiral lines, such as those made by the sun in its 
annual journey through the Zodiac’. And thus ‘by these five diverse sorts of writing 
the secrets and mysteries of the world’s frame and the form of the cross, the unity of 
the heaven’s rotundity and that of the earth, are properly denoted and expressed’. 
The relation of language to the world is one of analogy rather than of signification; 
or rather, their value as signs and their duplicating function are superimposed; they 
speak the heaven and the earth of which they are the image; they repro duce in their 
most material architecture the cross whose coming they announce — that coming 
which establishes its existence in its own turn through the Scriptures and the Word. 
Language possesses a symbolic function; but since the disaster at Babel we must no 
longer seek for it —  with rare exceptions — in the words themselves but rather in the 
very existence of language, in its total relation to the totality of the world, in the  
intersecting of its space with the loci and forms of the cosmos.

Michel Foucault

Michel Foucault, The Order of Things (An Archaeology of Human Sciences), Vintage Books, New York, 1973
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Aitchison, R. J., B.A and B. Paed (Central High School of Commerce), Pitman Shorthand, Advanced Dictation Course, 1938 (Couverture / Cover)
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Shorthand, an abbreviated system of writing that utilizes symbols or short alphabetic combina-

tions to facili tate rapid recording of the spoken word. Egyptian hiero glyphics are often regarded as 

one of the earlier systems of shorthand. There is also evidence that the ancient Greeks

The first significant shorthand publication, Timothy Bright’s Characterie: An Arte of Shorte, Swifte, 

and Se cret Writing by Character, was printed in England in 1588. In 1602 John WiDis in his Art of 

Stenographie intro duced a system of shorthand based almost entirely on the alphabet. Another 

alphabetic system was introduced by Thomas Gurney in 1750. For years Gurney shorthand was 

the offlcial system used for recording the sessions of the British Parliament. Some 35 years later 

Samuel Taylor in vented a system of shorthand that did more to promote the growth of the art than 

any of its predecessors.

Pitman System. It was not until 1837 that shorthand be came popular. In that year Isaac Pitman 

published the first edition of his system. Pitman shorthand soon spread from England to other parts 

of the world, and was brought to America in 1852 by Isaac’s brother, Benn Pitman.

Unlike several of the systems that preceded it, Isaac Pitman’s system was based on phonetics (that 

is, the sounds of words) rather than the alphabet. It is often termed a geometric system. Straight 

lines and circular curves are used to form the outline of the symbol for the word or words. The 

outline may be placed in one of three positions—above the normal line of writing, on the line, or 

through the line. The position is determined by the first vowel sound of the word. By using various 

positions, the writer can use a single outline to represent any of three different words. Shading, a 

thickening of the character, is used to indicate heavy consonant and vowel sounds. Vowels are dis-

joined from the outline and are indicated by dots and dashes. Abbreviations for common words and 

phrases are used.

Gregg System. Gregg shorthand, developed in England in 1888 by John Robert Gregg, is taught in 

approximately 99% of the towns and cities of the United States and Can ada. Gregg designed his 

system to be cursive rather than geometric in an attempt to approximate the style of long hand more 

closely. The Gregg system also uses straight lines and curves to form the outline of the symbol for 

the word or words. Since the vowels in Gregg are joined to the outline, line position is of little impor-

tance. Shading is also eliminated. All symbols are of the same thickness. Ab breviations for common 

words and phrases are used.

Other Systems. Another form of storthand employs the use of an instrument called a stenotype 

that closely resem bles a hand-operated adding machine. It was invented about 1880. Its keyboard

Scripts / Writing systems



Shorthand

when punched transmits phonetic symbols to a paper tape. Stenotyping is used primarily in the 

field of court reporting or in the taking of minutes for meetings where speed, as well as accuracy, is 

of utmost importance.

Speedwriting is a simple shorthand system that employs letters of the alphabet and symbols. This 

method has gained wide popularity and has been recognized by the U.S. Civil Service for some 

years. Speedwriting can be learned in a very short time. However, it takes just as long to attain 

speed in speedwriting as it does with other forms of shorthand.

Shorthand stenographers should be able to take down 80 words per minute (wpm) for the average 

job. However, if dictation also includes quotations from written texts, then the recorder must have 

a minimum speed of 100 wpm. The ability to take 120 wpm or more is desirable for promotion to the 

more responsible positions or those in which dictation is a main part of the job.

The increasing use of dictaphones and tape recorders in recent years has made certain inroads on 

the employ ment of shorthand. Popularity is based on a number of factors. The busy executive or 

writer can dictate at will, without the services of a shorthand expert. Thus the recording may be 

done after work or on weekends, at home or while traveling. Battery-operated transistorized tape 

recorders make the latter possible. Dictaphones and tape recorders also free secretaries for other 

duties.

Scripts / Writing systems
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Romanticism shares with traditional natural philosophy the conviction that conspicuous natural
patterns are signs of deeply hidden qualities and affinities.

When (…) Novalis speak(s) of “ciphers,” they mean visible signs that point to the invisible. Always 
doubtful in interpretation, simoultaneously revelatory and enigmatic, these patterns and figures are 
reminiscent of hieroglyphs.

Ciphers

The Romantic Spirit in German Art 1780 – 1990, Octagon Verlag, Stuttgart, 1994

André Breton

André Breton, Objet-poème, 1937, Collection Gérard Levy, Paris.



The following is a series of  black and white photogrammes of ancient dead and/or surviving languages.

Armenian  Recueil des Historiens des Croisades
Babylonian  Inscription of Xerxes 
Bugis  J.-M. Pardessus: Collection des lois maritimes antérieures au XVIIIe siècle
Cypriote (Cyprian)  Tablet inscription of Edalion 
Estranghelo  Peshitta : Book of Ruth
Georgian Ecclesiastic Script  The Gospel of Saint Matthew
Gothic  Wulfila: The Gospel of Saint Mark 
Greek Inscription  Excerpt of the Corpus Inscriptionum Graecarum
Hebrew  The Book of  Jeremiah
Hieroglyphic  Stele of Bentresh (or Bakhtan) 
Latin in Gothic Print  The Bible (36 lines) printed by Pfister, Bamberg, 1461
Manchu  Poem by the emperor Ch’ien-lun
Mandæan  Book of Adam
Nägarï  Hitopadeca
Persian   Five Quatrains by Omar Khayyam
Phagspa  Chinese inscription on the temple of Confucius transcribed in Phagspa characters
Runic  Hjalmars Saga
Sumerian (Ninivite)  Inscription at Khorsabad (Iran)
Syriac  The Gospel of Saint John 
Tibetan Rgya-cher-rol-pa
Tifinag  A.  Hanoteau:  Essai de grammaire de la langue tamacheq
Turkish (Arabic Alphabet)  Hamid Vehby: Celebrities of Islam
Zend Avesta  Fargard V: Vendidad

Schriftbilder

André Breton, L’Écriture automatique, 1938, Vera and Arturo Schwarz Collection, Milan. 



Armenian

The Armenian alphabet  was created in or about a.d. 406,  
by St. Mesrop (the ‘saint’), a monk, in collaboration with St. 
Sahak, supreme head of the Armenian Church, and a Greek 
from Samosata called Rufanos. It was better suited to the 
phonetically complex Armenian speech  than  an earlier 
attempt to adapt  the  Greek alphabet. However the Greek 
influence was recognizable in the creation of vowels, the 
direction of writing and the upright, regular position, while 
St. Mesrop was credited with the creation of the consonants. 

Schriftbilder Recueil des Historiens des Croisades



Inscription of Xerxes

Babylonian

The origins of the Babylonian cuneiforms remains 
uncertain, but from the trilingual inscriptions found in  
the ruins of Persepolis (Rock of Behistun) it was discov-
ered that three forms of writings, all cuneiforms, repre-
sented three different languages: Old Persian, Elamite and 
Babylonian or (Semitic) Akkadian as it was also called.

An adaptation of the Babylonian, the Persian cunei-
form, became the official script  of the Persian Archaemenid 
dynasty (VI – IV century b.c.) and 
was used to transcribe Old Persian.
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Bugis

This  Austronesian language is spoken by one of the two 
major tribes of the Indonesian island of Sulawesi formerly 
called Celebes, the Macassarese and Buginese.

The Bugis character was cut by Marcellin Legrand 
under the direction of Edouard Dulaurier in 1841, and was 
first used in the Collection des lois maritimes antérieures au 
XVIIIe siècle, by J.-M. Pardessus, Volume VI, p. 467 and fol-
lowing, Paris, 1845.

Schriftbilder J.-M. Pardessus: Collection des lois maritimes antérieures au XVIIIe siècle



Tablet inscription of Edalion 

Cypriote  (Cyprian)

The origin of the Cypriote script has been subject to much 
controversy, but it is now generally accepted that it was 
derived from the Cretian linear script, and it is considered 
the purest of syllabic writing of the Old World. The earliest 
example of writing found on the island of Cyprus is a lin-
ear inscription on the handle of a pitcher, attributed to the 
Period III of the Early Bronze Age: ca. 2400–2100 b.c. 

The direction of writing is generally from right to left, 
but sometimes it is left to right or boustrophedon (lines 
alternating, right to left and then left to right).

Shriftbilder



Peshitta: Book of Ruth

Estranghelo

The term Estranghelo was possibly derived from satar 
angelo, the ‘evangelical’ writing  or from the Greek 
strongyle, the ‘round script.’

It is an archaic form of the Syriac alphabet  
and as such was used to write the sacred books of the  
Syrian Christians.

Schriftbilder



The Gospel of Saint Matthew

Georgian Ecclesiastic Script

The earliest Georgian inscriptions date back to the fifth  
century a.d., and the earliest manuscripts to the eighth 
century a.d.

The origin of Georgian writing and the connection 
between its two main varieties – Khutsuri, the ecclesiasti-
cal writing, and Mkhedruli, the military ‘lay’ writing –  is still 
uncertain.

Traditionally the former is considered a creation of  
St. Mesrop, parallel to that of Armenian writing, but many 
influences have been identified, including Greek, Latin, 
Persian, Arabic, Turkish and others.

Schriftbilder



Wulfila: The Gospel of Saint Mark

Gothic

Bishop Wulfila translated the Bible into Gothic, a language 
spoken by a Germanic people who, during the fourth  
century, lived in what is now Bulgaria. The Goths or rather 
Visigoths, or Western Goths, were the first Germanic people 
to be converted to Christianity.

Wulfila employed an alphabet that he invented,  
generally known as Gothic, which consisted of Greek as well 
as Latin characters, with additional signs freely invented or 
borrowed from Runes.

Schriftbilder



Excerpt of the Corpus Inscriptionum Graecarum

Greek Inscription

In about the eighth century b.c., the Greek language could 
not be transcribed in any of the existing alphabetic systems. 
The Greeks therefore had the idea to borrow certain conso-
nants from the Aramaic alphabet that did not exist in Greek,  
and to use them to transcribe their vowel sounds. So we find 
A (alpha), E (epsilon), O (omicron), and Y (upsilon). I (iota) 
was an innovation. By the fifth century b.c., the alphabet 
consisted of twenty-four signs or letters, of which seven 
were vowels;  it could be written in either uppercase (capi-
tal) or lowercase letters. 

The classical alphabet was always retained as a monu-
mental script and for capital letters in manuscripts. However,  
more cursive forms developed from the classical alphabet, 
were employed in writing on parchment, papyrus and wax 
tablets.

Schriftbilder



The Book of Jeremiah

Hebrew

In accordance with Jewish tradition, it is believed that the 
early Hebrew alphabet was superseded by the Aramaic 
alphabet during the Babylonian exile, and the Aramaic script 
therefore became the parent of the ‘square Hebrew’ and so 
of the modern Hebrew alphabet.

In the evolution of the modern Hebrew alphabet four 
fundamental types of writing can be traced:

     The square script which developed into the neat, well  
    proportioned printing type of modern Hebrew.
     The medieval formal styles.
     The rabbinic, employed mainly by medieval Jewish  
    savants, and also known as Rashi-writing; and
     The cursive script, which gave rise to many local 
    varieties in the Levant, Morocco, Spain, Italy and other 
    countries, of which the Polish-German form became the 
    current Hebrew cursive script.

 This division must be very old, for it appears in frag-
ments of the seventh and eighth centuries a.d. “Modern 
Hebrew is actually not much older than its (Israel’s) own 
oldest speakers. The revival of Hebrew as a spoken tongue, 
and its rapid evolution into a modern language is one of the 
fascinating things about Israel. While the language of the 
Bible was indeed the common language of prayer and study 
for the dispersed Jewish communities (also a language of 
scholarly treatises, poetry and philosophy), it had not been 
spoken for 1,800 years.

Today, the language is still being shaped to serve con-
temporary needs. The whole country is a kind of language 
laboratory. (Robyn Sarah, “Revival of a language,”The Gazette, Montréal, October 17, 1999)

Schriftbilder



Stele of Bentresh (or Bakhtan)

Hieroglyphic 

The word “hieroglyph,” used in the writing of the ancient 
Egyptians, means “writing of the gods.” The earliest known 
hieroglyphic inscriptions date back to the third millennium 
b.c., but the script must have originated well before that. 
It underwent no major changes until a.d. 390, when Egypt 
was under the domination of Rome. Over the centuries  
the number of signs increased from approximately seven 
hundred to around five thousand.

The writing system is made up of three kinds of  
signs: pictograms, stylized drawings that represent objects 
or beings, with combinations of the same signs to express 
ideas; phonograms, the same or different forms used to  
represent sounds; and determinatives, signs used to indi-
cate which category of objects or beings is in question.

Schriftbilder



The Bible (36 lines) printed by Pfister,Bamberg, 1461

Latin in Gothic Print

It is not known for certain whether Gutenberg was solely 
responsible for the printing of his first ever Latin Bible in 
1450. This Bible is still heavily influenced by the medieval  
spirit; it is richly illuminated and uses Gothic characters.  
It is known as the Thirty-Six Line Bible (there were 36 lines 
per columns) to distinguish it from the 642-page called 
Mazarin Bible, printed in 1455, which had forty-two lines  
per column.

Initially, printing appeared as an extension of hand-
writing, not the revolutionary change that we now know the 
advent of printing represents. The printer’s main goal was  
to rival the scribe and to succeed in producing volumes that 
were as luxurious as the calligrapher’s works. 

Scribes or copyists tended towards the use of letterforms  
of German provenance, called Gothic. The Gothic characters 
were narrower than the Carolingian (another character  
commonly used at the time).
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Poem by the emperor Ch’ien-lun

Manchu

Originally the Manchu script was a mere adaptation of the 
Mongolian alphabet to the Manchu tongue. In 1748, the 
Manchu script was revised by the Manchu emperor of China, 
Ch’ien-lung, who according to tradition chose one form of 
the thirty-two existing variants. 

Manchu is written like Mongolian, in vertical columns 
running from left to right.

Schriftbilder



Book of Adam

Mandæan

The Mandæans are a gnostic pagan-Jewish-Christian sect  
of probably Syrian origin who were settled in Mesopotamia 
since ancient times (ca. fifth century a.d.). The Mandæan 
speech, highly symbolic and archaic, is an eastern Aramaic 
dialect closely related to Babylonian Aramaic but influenced 
by the neighbouring Persian and Arabic languages and dia-
lects.

The Mandæans looked upon their alphabet as magic 
and sacred and their chief work is the post-Islamic Book 
of Adam (also called Ginzâ, ‘treasure,’ or Sidra rabba, the 
‘Great Book’). The first edition of the Islamic Book of 
Adam was printed in London in 1815 in its Syriac 
transcription.  The Imprimerie Nationale remains the only 
institution to possess  the Mandæan characters since 1892. 
The Mandæans are almost extinct; a 1932 census counts 
4,805.
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Hitopadeca

Nägarï

Nägarï or Deva-nagari, as it is also called, is considered the 
most important Indian script, the script of the educated 
classes. Its history is mainly connected to that of Sanskrit, 
the sacred language of the Brahmans, which for many centu-
ries was the exclusive literary language of northern India. 

The Deva-nagari character – of which there are two 
varieties, the eastern and the western – was never employed 
in daily life, and its earliest manifestations belong to the 
seventh and eighth century a.d. It remained unaltered 
for many centuries and was eventually replaced after the 
Moslem conquest of the Punjab and subsequent political 
changes, which brought neo-Persian script and language 
into use.

Schriftbilder



Five Quatrains by Omar Khayyam

Persian

Persian is an Indo-European language belonging to the same 
group as Latin and French and has nothing in common with 
Arabic, which is a Semitic language. However, like the Turks, 
the Persians took their  writing script from the early Arabic 
script and adapted it to their needs.

The use of Arabic script was even more widespread 
than that of the spoken language. Areas as far apart as North 
Africa, Asia Minor, India and parts of China were all subject 
to the Islamic conquest and all came to adopt its writing sys-
tem. 

For Muslims, writing has a sacred character. The 
prophet Mohammed is believed to have recorded the word 
of Allah directly, with no intermediary.

In contrast to Persian manuscript, where people are 
depicted, the representation of Allah and Mohammed is for-
bidden for Muslims.

Schriftbilder



Chinese inscription on the temple of Confucius  
transcribed in Phagspa characters

Phagspa

A Mongolian script and part of the Altaic linguistic family,  
the Phagspa was adapted  from Tibetan (square script)  
writing, and adopted to Mongolian speech in 1272 by the 
Grand Lama of Sa-skya by invitation of the Great Qubilay 
Khan. It was replaced by another script in 1310, but is said  
to have been used until the end of the Mongolian dynasty 
around 1368.
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Hjalmars Saga

Runic

Runes were magical characters or signs and symbols  
(Zeit- und Zauberzeichen) that were used in different 
Germano-European areas before Christianization and the 
introduction of the Latin alphabet. The Germanic term runo 
(or runa) signifies “secret,” and as some signs have been 
found scratched onto weapons or jewelry, Runes were 
believed to have magical powers capable to ward off evil. 
They were also associated with the notion of time, such as 
the 24 gothic Runes which were said to be the equivalent  
to the 24 hours in a day. Finally, the study of Runes was 
mostly attributed to priests and women.
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Inscription at Khorsabad (Iran)

Sumerian (Ninivite)

The Sumerians are the first known users of cuneiform  
writing. It is unknown, however, whether the Sumerians  
are the actual inventors of this form of writing, but they  
represented the dominant group of the Near East for more 
that 1500 years – i.e. from the late fourth millennium until 
the first centuries of the second millennium b.c., in which 
period they produced a vast and highly developed literature, 
consisting of myths, hymns and epics. Several thousands  
of tablets and fragments containing literary compositions, 
mainly of the period around 2000 b.c. have so far been 
discovered.
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Rgya-cher-rol-pa

Tibetan

It is generally accepted that the Tibetan script was invent- 
ed, or rather revised from an older script in use in Tibet, in  
a.d. 639 by Thon-mi-Sam-bhota, minister of the great king 
Srong-btan- Sgam-po, who founded the state of Tibet. The 
Tibetan language is a member of the Tibeto-Burmese sub-
family of the Sino-Tibetan language group.

The earliest extant Tibetan literature belongs to the 
seventh century a.d. It consists mainly of translations of 
Sanskrit books, and these translations not only transformed 
Tibetan speech into a literary language, but in many cases 
preserved works which had been lost in their original form.
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A. Hanoteau: Essai de grammaire de la langue tamacheq

Tifinag

The origins of the Tamachek script is still uncertain.  
Early Lybian writing however, used by the ancestors of  
the Berbers is usually thought to be the prototype of the 
Tamachek writing of which the character is called by the 
natives Tifinagh, and which is still in use today among 
the Tuareg of north-west Africa.

Using the Tifinag typeface cut in 1858 by Bertrand 
Lœulliet, A. Hanoteau’s Essai de grammaire de la langue 
tamacheq was printed by the Imprimerie Impériale in 1860. 
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Hamid Vehby : Celebrities of Islam

Turkish (Arabic Alphabet)

The first writing the Turks employed originated in Central 
Asia. It is a runic alphabet, derived from the Aramaic, which 
evolved into Arabic writing and is known to us through 
inscriptions on steles and fragments of manuscripts. 

This Arabic alphabet was adopted for and adapted  
to Osmali Turkish, which, as the official language of the 
Ottoman Empire, became most widespread and the most  
literary of all the Turkish forms of speech.

The Arabic alphabet remained officially in use until 
1929, when Mustafa Kemal Pas (the Atatürk), first presi  dent 
of the Republic, replaced the Arabic character with the ‘new’, 
i.e. ‘Latin’ character.
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Fargard V : Vendidad

Zend Avesta

The most famous of the Persian indigenous scripts, the 
Avesta alphabet was the script of the sacred writings and  
literature of the Parsees, descendants of those Persians  
that fled to India in the seventh and eighth centuries to 
escape Muslim persecution, and who still retain their reli-
gion, Zoroastrianism.

According to Parsees, ‘nothing which was not written 
in this (Avesta) dialect can claim to be considered as part  
of the sacred literature.’
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