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- 

Discursive Polit ics 1749-1751,'' i s  mde  available here a s  a 

r supplertent. to tho  papers circulated for  discussion a t  MLA Special 
f l  g a des nuagea, tl pleut e t  VOU; t o u t ,  

Session 550,  "I%& Language of Cri ticism." & a pancL particspant, -4ichel Serres  

Professar ?Ichlmn will be ~0crn;~ntirQ on the issuos rained by th i s  

seminar from thc perspective of h i s  convinction that the customary , . . . 
0 

hierarchy of " t h c o ~ l p r d e t t c e w  fa ultimnraly an inhibiting tactbr fn 1949, ~Qaumwc, i n  couahinp; the c a t w o t e  of a g i r l  born blinds 

in  contcmpor~ry inqu i ry .  Ila hna a u ~ g a e t e d  chat wo cfrcufata thfe preaPdod at what l i t e r a r y  hfatory han '-9 comb t o  regard an t 

paper as i l lus t ra t ing a wde of c r i t i c a l  practice in  which quostionn I " t he  :'expcrinsnt of the  century." The event w s e  decisive fcr  Diderot 

of theory merge fron and are  englobed by the engagement of specific ma wao Integral ly  linked t o  the  emergence of h i s  phi lo~ophical  and 
texts. k'e are  phased- to  make the paper available; and though the poPitical "~ ta tu r i ty  ," For the t e x t  t h a t  he w a s  prompted t o  wri te  by 

paper is sufficiently long to preclude any f u l l  discussion of its ~e'auatur' E experiment, La l e t t r e  sus l e s  aveug l~s ,  the  'first coherent 

implications i n  the s d m r  neeting I t s e l f ,  i t  dbes afford a useful &tlnrlation of his  atheis*? And h i s  ensuhg h p r l s o m e n t  and a c t  of 

occasion t o  expand the issucs of the  seminar, and opens the way to subnfssion at Vincennea was t o  necessitate a subsequent stategy of 
further erc.[w.ngeo. Ue urge seninar participants to read this paper character is t ic  circumvention and ruse,  It is t o  t h a t  s t ra tegy t h a t  
aot  o d y  for tho in t r ins ic  in teres t  of i ts thesis and eubject, but 1 these  pages axe devoted.' For our reading of the 1749 text shall be oriented 
as a concrete i l lus t ra t ion of the subtle conceptual retlculatirras on I 

toward a consideration of tho bracing implications of t h e  doviousnoss 
which c r i t i c a l  &ding depends and to  which criricti l  theory must be 

' 

of the first major essay which Diderot, with "tacit .  permission" from 
t responsive. Maleahorbee, was t o  publish a f t e r  emerging from Vincentaes, La l e t t r e  

3 
s u r  les sourds e t  1es  muets. 

We should do w e l l  t o  obse&e i n i t i a l l y  that  whoreas Diderot' s con- 

temporaries-were transfixed by t h e  spoctaclo of a blind sens ib i l i ty  

emer~ing I n t o  light, ke, on the contrary, was above a l l  concerned with 

tho now undorsta?ding t h a t  oight accrue by sharing lphfiosophically the 



experfence o f  the blind, Yhence the essay's center, the fictXve death- 
!; 

* 'beef hiecourse of Saderaon ,  *he 'brbd professor l)f op%lcsi For 

Saunderson speaks fk the d i ~ - i ~ *  gosition la which the c o e n o l ~ g i u ~  

p c f  of Codt s existence turns short. Qeless, he i s  the  apisslng . 

in tha infinite chain o f  an tdlegedly cYrdered universe, the gentle 

Cambridge nonrrter who can but sanile in irony a t  every appea3 t o  the 

self-evident splendor of the cosmos. 

Diderot, of course, w a s  casoful t o  delinonte, h i s  om difference 

f r o m  Saunderson in rr l e t t e r  of reply t o  Voltairer *Le sentiment de 

Saundereon ngest  pau NUB snon sentiment que l e  vstre. .. But b 

continuess *Ceest oxdinaire~tent pendant l a  nuit que s'$lGvent les ysipeu~8 

qui obscurcisaent en plof l'existence de Dieu; l e  lever du so le i l  l e s  

dissipe toujoura.,." Tiw image recalls the  disconfort of the deist  

in & Promenade & sceptique (1747)~ interrupted An his  diecourse 
i 

I 

by a s tomt "le c ie l  elobscuroit; un nuage &is noue d6xoba l e  spectacle 
i 

6 
de l a  nature." The discourse of atheism, the core of Diderot's 1 

I 
t e x t  1s the languags of a cloud (nuage, vapeurs) . Emblematically, re- 

turning t o  the point of inception of the Xlettre, we oey designate that  

cloud a cataract. ~ i t t x d t  "Cataraetea opacit6 du cr is tul l in  ou de sr 
I I 

meinbrae.. .qui emdche l e s  rayons luminew de parvenh jusque; l a  retine 

e t  qui cause ainsl  l a  perte de l a  vue," 1 

8 

Xn its sost  virulent core, Sa\ulcllerson's discouse--and DideMtee 1 

seuIw-- (ad not DfderotY s Eottiemporay p)yrsiolo&l8ts) uhe dictates 
i 
&unriersones puasi4elirium of. i~ universe st cbmce worlds monstrously 

emergin(l an4 fading away? Diderot take@ u~ t o  a hypotheti& orlein of 
1 

11: things8 "sf nous remontPons h l a  naiasance dae choees e t  des temps, 

1 e t  que nous sentiasions l a  matibe $60 atouvoir e t  l e  chaos dgbrouiller, 
I 

// , noua xencontrerions une multitude d'atmlces informee."(lLl) Thus o w  cats- 

rack--or oloud-- takas on a uertain p s i t i v i t y .  Far fmar b c m  a a h p l e  
li 
J obetaclrt t o  the vision of CodD@ splendor, it becomes a stochastic chaos, 

! a n*:apanded fog, out of wMah thing8 and times In thoir  plluralitg are 

g r e ~ f p i t a t e d ~  Diderot'e cataract ceases t o  be privative, and ecrereos-- 

1 potentially--saturated with tf;e entire universe of Lurmurtfus. 7 
. I 

1 One index of the positivity of Didexot's blind wivetse i e  the 

text--come:, close t o  transorfbing a series  of gassages f'rom Book V of 

extent t o  which it is dowinatod by what he regarded as tho moot funda- 

mental of eensesr touch. (see, most succinctly, the th i id  EnLretien sur le 
t 

OFils naturel' 8 "Los aens ne sent quPun toucher.. .") It is in t h i s  

realsr perhaps that  a nore essential and ldiosyncristic relation t o  Lucre- 

t i u s  than that  traced by yemiire  in hia search for  "sources" may be 

approached. For ?e Rerum Na - r ra  as well offers a universa bizarrely 

subordinated t o  touch. Consider, on the one hand, Diderot's blind xian 

defining a mirror: "une machine,.,qui met les  chosas en relief loin . . 
d* elles-$.es. . . ** l t f )  And symmetricallyt "m n i r o k  e s t  une nachlne qui 

nous met en relief horn de nous-&mes."(?S) And now, Lucretius, in 

Book IV, on tho cause of viaion: "there exist uhat we cal l  Images of 

De Rerum ilatura. Paul ~.mll:n, in par t iou lu ,  has been Ursistent 
b 



I '  
thingsf which, lfka film Oram frou the o u t m o s t  ourfa- of things 

t 

(guasi membranae swam0 de cbrn~% rerum dereptae), filt ~bOUti hi ther  Mb 

tMther through the  air.. ." ' * ~ n  t h e  ilrrt plaoe, f c a  avexything Me 

see  there  must of necessity continually I lon  d i s c b g e  and s c a t t e r  
14 c 

bodies which strike our eyes and exci te  d ~ i o n . ~ '  The blind man's 

mirror fn Iliderot., estranging an objecrt--or eubjoct--from itself, atndl 

Lucrotiuso' sinulncmn both appeal primarily t o  touch. So ntlch cao, fn 

fact ,  t h a t  we are  tempt~d t o  confront tho  Lucxetian"proofw of the  existence j 
I 

of abulacra, on the one hand* I I 
! 

*'In t he  first place, since 8monpt vfsibXe things orany t h r o w  
off bodies.,.as oitgn when cicadas drop t h e i r  neat coats 
(tunicas) S.n summer, and when calves a t  b i r t h  throw off t he  
e u l  from t h e i r  outermost surface, and dlso when the  slippery ': I 

serpent cas ts  off h i s  vesture mongst t h e  thorns.,.sinca 
these things happen, a th in  Image nust allso be thrown off 
from things, fron the outermost surface of things cab rebus 
m i t t i  sumo de corpore renun)," U 
7-- 

and Biderot's t e r s e  assertion, on the  other8 

"Saunderson voyait donc par l o  peau." (117) 

Fos whether the  skin (tunfca, .paau) be tha t  of  subject ox object,  a 

phenomenology of vision is displaced by an energetics of: touch, 

But what are we t o  cllkke of t h i s  unorthodox connection between 

Diderot's t e x t  and what Diderot scholarship has long recognized t o  be 

its pr5ncipal source? Hote sislply, what is the  r e l a t ion  between s igh t  

and touch In Lucretiue? It f a  here t h a t  we ehal l  d r a w  on tho andysos 

of France's most i&inativs adept of Luae t lus .  Niche2 Serres.12 For 
1 ! 

we shall attempt t o  demonstrate t h a t  his own "untimelyn reading of , 
I 

Sldemt 'e  Latin sourc? provides a s  well the unexpedod alearents f o r  a f 

s reading of t h e  philosophe. F%2s% off a c o n f i d i o n  of our e a r l i e r  
13 

FO'ML~XL~S~ physique 6glwrtenne.. .e& du t& plus qw de la we,. 

Bow d o n g  with the theory of' simulacra, the  other main oddity oZ kicretian-- 

or Egicmirut--phys5~$ i s  the celebrated clbamenr "tha+ whlle the first 

bodies axe being carried dounwsxlds by t h e i r  om weight i n  b s t r a igh t  l ine 

through t ho  widr at  t h e e  quite unc.erta3.n ln uncertain places (incezto 

temjloro f e m e  incerQ;Itrcl\le l o c i s  flsbtio), they swosve a l i t t l e  f r o m  tho* 

courart , JuaC eo muah ae you hf&ht a d 1  a ohanga of mat ian,  f a t  A1 they nape 
* I 

not apt to incline,  a l l  would fa l l 'dmwards  l i ke  raindrops through the pro- ... . 
$"omd void, no col l is ion would take place and no blow would be caused mong 

t h e  Ilrst-beginnings 8 thus  nature would never have produced anything, " 

And fur ther  on: "bodies must incl ine  a l i t t l e ;  and not more than the l e a s t  

posslble (E plus quart mlnlmum) . " From the  s tochast ic  cloud--or 

cataract--of Diderot's letter on blindness, we have come t o  the  Lucrrrtian 

downpour--or cataract--of atoms, But more inmediately we aro concerned 

with two 5nflnitesimal deiriations In the  Epicurean schemer the sirnulacnun 

o r  eatission an extremely tenuous surface, and t h e  clinamen o r  minimal 

swerve i n  the  ve r t i ca l  fall of atoms, 

And now, in what is only apparently a d i p e s s i o n  f r o m  our subject,  

several rcmarks on s t a t i s t i c a l  thennodynamics from tho"h1story of heredity" 

t h z t  B a ~ f o i s  Jacob en t i t l ed  La Logiuue du vivant8 

1, "The properties of a gas o m  be described by t h e  purely sechanica3. 

model of balls t h a t  col l ide ,  and entropy can be interpreted in t e rns  of 

molecular agi ta t ion.  If a nan is una'lile t o  prevent t h e  degradation of 

energy, it is because he l e  unable t o  distinguish each moleculo a?d ob- 

serve its c h a r ~ c t o r i s t i c s .  But it is perfectly pbssiblo t o  i w i n o  a 



being vlth a better brain and f i n e r  senses, whose facul t ies ,  accoxdhing to 

Waxwell, * m x  so sharpened t h a t  he can follow every aoleoule fn its 
* 

c o m e t  such B being, whose a t t r ibu tes  are still as essent ia l ly  f i n i t e  

as our own, would be able t o  do what Is a t  present lmpossibZe t o  us.' 

Thie tiny being o r  demon has t o  be Imagined a s  capable of *seeing lndf- 

vldual rno lecu le~ ,~  and able t o  move a sliding door whlch causes 8-16 friotion, 

in a par t i t ion aep'arating two compartments of a gas-XlTleB veauel. When 

a rapicily moving molaaule w i v e s  from Zaft t a  r ight ,  thzv  dolaavr lopene 

the door! when a tilow moving: molecule arrives,  he closes i t 1  and conversely, 

The rapid noleculee w f f l  then accumulate i n  the  rfght-hand compartment, 

whlch will get  warmer, and t he  elon fnolecules i n  t h e  left-hand co1~paxklaan%, 

which uill coo1 down. 'Without exgsnditura of energy, ' the demon will have 
.I.. - 

convortod non-utilizable onorgy in to  usable onorgy. lie w i l l  have oircua- 

vented the oocond law of thcnn~dynamics.~~ 
If 

2. The decrease of entropy, o r  increase of "negentropy," Is plainly 

an increase l . ~  order and information nithln the  conk-ent universe of 

cloud o r  gas, 

3. Maxwell's demon wae exorcised by Seilard and Brllloufn: "For 

Szilam3 and Bri l louin ,  on t h e  contrary, information has t o  be paid for .  

Tho demon can' 'seeg t h e  molecule8 only i f  he has with them some physloel 

connection, such as radiation. Not onlp the  gas, but the  whole s y o t e ~  

composed of t h e  gas and the demon tends towards equilibrium. Sooner o r  
I I4 

later, t he  dwon becuneq *blindg t o  the  gas." 

4. The resul tant  image of t h e  orgaaisa: "Living o r  not, every, 

syatem that functions tend8 to wear out, t o  fall i n t o  dleropair,  t o  in-  
* 

crease !in entropy. By means of a cer ta in  regulation, each local l o s s  

of energy is eornpensatd by work provided by another part of the organisart 
. ;  

hence mother  increase in entropy, in turn  compensated by further work 

r carried out at  another point i n  t h e  body, And so on, & a sort of waterfall, 

by which l o s s  i n  one place irs compensated by increased order alsowhere, 

The coordinatior. of the system da~endo on a network of'rcgulatoxy c i r m t t e  

by which t h e  organism is Integrated, But as in a waterfall ,  tho toLal  

change of energy always takes place in tho sam &.roction, that &pose8 

I 
YV second law of themodynamicfi, The rstatlsticai terdency t o  disanter  

. L y  di lapidates  auly system tha t  is closed t o  all exchanges u i th  khs 

~tatoido wodd, Ultimateby, t h o  mafntcl~at~ance of a living. system fn good 

m p a i r  hns t o  be paid for t  tho return t o  the cvor unotoblo quillbrim 

~ o & s  t o  a dofitall, o f  uunsol~nrdlng orgnnleation, that l a ,  t o  an incroaca 

In disanior sf the t o t d  ~f.yotom conposod of tho  orgnt~iaib and its envimnatonL, 

The Iivirtig orgrmlsm, therefore, cannot be a closad system. It cannot 

stop absorbing food, ejecting waste-matter, or being constantly t m v e r e &  

by a current of natter an$ energy from outside. Without s constant flow 

of oTder, the  organism dialntegratos.  Isolated, it dies, f i e r y  l i v ing  

I semairms i n  a sonse pluggd in to  t h e  general current which cancies t he  

universe %owanis diooxder. It is 5 of l o c d  gr& t r a n s i t o q  _eddy 

which wafntafns organization and allows it t o  ml;lroduce ," 
rl 

Thus t he  his tor ian of eo i  ence spontaneously rediscovers tho hagary 

i of Larcratfuo, I n  a stochastic univcrrao, the  transitory eddy in the 
t 
r natariradll. corrosponda t o  t h e  turbulance resul tant  from the  clinamsn in 



t t h e  a tonic  hornpour. Syst6n8 r e l a t e  i n  tha t  cataract not through any 

process of contemplation, but ra the r  by a %ransrnission of energy, orrfex' . 
. I  

or  infornationr whence t he  agtrress o f  t he  Lucretian simulacrum, Finally, 

t h e  i r revers ible  direction o f  t h e  f'low, the  f a c t  t h a t  the cloud (cataract) 

in suspension has become rain (cataract) is testimony t o  t h e  second 

princifle of thermodynamicsb A t  t h e  center of Senrese recent work has 

b o e ~  a renarkable &inrlation of the concerns of ~ t r t i s t l c d ,  thermodynamiic. 

with the  aleatory grandeur of the Lucretilan universe, To which achieve- 

ment we sha l l  return. 

But uhat' of Diderqt? If It  AS ye t  ? to  & in our roadins of tho  

phi loeo~he,  no hsvo nevertholooo discovered a world t h a t  is aleatory 

and t a a t i l o ,  oesantielly Lumtlnn, For the world of virginal percoption, 

in whlah Roawaur~a oxporlaent mnuwed in taroat ,  poaad pltilnoophionl queaLiona 

tha t  Didorot wsta content t o  relinquish t o  othurrt, Thua noLice tho do- 

l i g h t  u l th  which he pa i r s  off i d e a l i s t  (~orkeloy)  and sensual is t  ( h n d i l l a c )  
' 

i n  what he takes t o  bo a thoroughly f u t i l e  etruggler "Solon l'un e.4; P'autre, 

e t  selon l a  raison, les termes essence, mati*ero, aubotance, support, etc. ,  

ne portent g d r e  par ow-m$mes de lumiires dans notre e sp r i t t  . dBa i l lou r s  

reaargue judiclcusement l 'auteur de l g E s s a i  s u r  l e s  connaisoances humainea, 

so:t que nous nous :levions jusgusau ciewr, e o i t  que nous d'escendions 

jusque dans les ablmes, nous ne sortons ja,mais de nous-ngmes; e t  ce a'ost 

que notre  propm pens& que nous apercevons; o r  eves% 1% l o  rgsu l t a t  du 

premier dialogue de Berkeley, et  l e  fandeaent de tou t  son systztae, Ne 

~oriez-vouc pas curieuse de wlx aws pxiaea dow ennearis dont 16s annes 
t l lS)  

80 ressenblent s l  f o p ? ,  ..",, The extremes of a e m ~ i s n  and idealism 

tend; mrirror-like, t o  osciliate +at0 each other, based as they ano on 

4 

t h e  primacy of perception, the rtlvision between subject m d  object.  

To which we uould opgafis~ speculat ive~y,  Diderot's blind and iactl le 

world of energy m d  Womatlon."  With Berrss, the nco-encyclopedist, 

on t h e  horieonc "3% peut-Gtre n t y  a- t - i l  pas une grande dbffekence en t re  

ce pue nova appelona su je t s  , nous, e t  ce pus nous nomons ieo obje ts  . . ."If 

Consider the  problem of !Io?yneux, inherited from Locko and Condilliac, 

i n  this perepactive, To the question of whether a man b o n  blind, u p n  

gaining s igh t ,  could distinguish and ident i fy  at a distance t h e  cube 

md sphere which were ftunUiar: t o  R i m  from touch, Diderot l a  alone in 

t , .. - " 4 n $  i n  the a f f ima t ive ,  i . e .  , i n  dissolving the pxoblom, Horo- 

over, Didorot'e treatment af  the problem is u r k e d  by repeated recourse 

La the one figure--chiasmu&-that etructurea what viU. be seen t o  be 

tho psoudo-problem par axcollonca of the Ldttre sur les  nourds & les 
10 

nuota, t h a t  of inversion. Thuai "Cee objots pourraient f o r t  bian so - 
trrrnsfozmer dans mos mains a t  me ronvoyer, par l a  t a c t ,  dos se?sations 

toutes  contraires h ce l l s s  que j 'on  Qprouvo par l a  we." i lq~)~henc 

"Maia au ra i t  -il continu6 avec Locks, peut-^etre que , quand j ' appliqussai 

moe mains s u r  cee figuree, e l l e s  se transfomeront l 'une en l ' au t ra ,  . ." (/t'2) 
Now i n  Lucretius, i n  . ' ~ e  section concerning trouble in vision, 

we find an odd analogue t o  tho problem of Molyneuxr 

And when a fa r  off  we soo foursquaso towerr of a c i ty ,  
. .. they often appear t o  be round, f o r  t h f s  reason, because 

cvcry angle at a distance is seen blunted o r  ra ther  it I s  
not scan t\t all, Its blow is l o s t  and the stroke does ?7ot 
&lido across t o  our eyes; because while the irua~es arc rush- 
ing through a great spaco of a i r ,  the a i r  with freqt;cct 
buffeting:, forcoe It t o  bocomo blwlt. i l  

3% may be ouggcste&, en%lelrratically, t ha t  the  minuto d i f f  erenca %rc"cezn 

circle and quare m l g t ' ~ t  same as an approxlmation of tho tonuat:o s*izfxce 



I 

Plehlaran--10 !. 1' Helil,man--ll 

1 
I fu const i tu t iag t h e  shulamuar itself. But i n  that case the "trouble and the  Zettre s u r  aveuales are oxcosses that slipped o u t  of riel 

. h r e i d  t o  uould.be not contingent but essrmtfal; it woab 1 a 'but that I can on the other  hand pledge ay honor (and f have some) that 

refer t o  that breach in perception &eked  by an essent ia l ly  tactile 
I 

iL ' they w i l l  be the last, that %hey m a  the only onea.tt'2 Dide=% uw 
sinulacrun. Such mfgi~t have been a version of the  problen of ~ o l y n e u ~  re~ealred h.om Vincennes on ~wmlaer 3. Re inmediately se t  t o  work on hfs t a w  

w h i c h  Diderst would not have hastened t o  dissolve. 

c- - 
One of the mist etriking observations on the  bl ind realm sf touch 

c o n v w .  an experbent J trsclng on a hand of thr, ahapo of a, f a r a l l l a r  

hand. Whan asked h o s e  hand it i e ,  t h e  blind man proves t h e  beet oub- 

ject of the experiment, for ;  " l a  somrne des sensations exclteeo plar une 
$ 

bouche sur Lo mnin d'un aveugle e s t  la n h  que la some dos 

soneations successlvamsnt r<<oillees par le crayon du detssinatou qui l a  

' lul repr~ssnte.'dl~fi) Ue would suggaat t ha t  the  mouth Lndiotinpilrhable 

from i t 6  om oiraulaonurr bo ra&ardod as that of Lucrotlan Vonue, tho muae 

of his sensual physice. O r  perhaps it should be read as the or&;an of 

a logos which, i n  t h e  world of the blind, proves t o  be contaminated 

or iginar i ly  by a form of writing (trace),  . . Ye touch here on what n u h t  

be elaborated ocr t h e  opposition "Serre~"-~Dencida," a quostion t o  which 

WG shall re turn.  , . 

tasks f o r  t l~e '~ncyclopddie ,  but in the caurce of the  folf.ouinp year 

m o t e  2 sequol to the t e x t  that resulted in hls imprisonment, t5e  
4 

Eottro sur l e s  souds ct l e s  muets. It %B t o  tha t  work's wid relation ---dig---- 

%o the diecourse on blhdnelss, i n  the context of the  "'neo-Lucretiann re- 

na-9s already mads, t h a t  wa now shall. turn, 

Yarly i n  the S G C O ~ ~  Let ter ,  addrecsed ~ i t h  mock deference Oo the 

newly narnod occupant of the  chair in Greek and Latin philo6ophy at the 

~ a l l ~ ~ o  do France, Didorot imagltros an exporhont i n  which a asrioe of 

"'oortvontlonn2 rtutatP would bib 0b11&0d t o  Rnewar qutrntiona I n  the 1angi;tlngs 

of r job luroa~  "No u u ~ ~ u i t - c o  p a  W'LO 011004, ulnon u t l l a ,  du molnn 

amusante, que da mllltipliex 3oe &asat& n w  les roemas iddael rat qua dc p m -  

poser les n6aco questions plusiours porsonnaa an norno temps. ~ o v r  aoi. 

fl ma semble qu'un philosophe qui  s 'exercerait  dc ce t t e  araniere avec 

quelquas-uns de 80s amis, bons saprits a t  bons loglciena, no porrlrait 

pas entierement eon temps. Quolquo Aristophiultl en farzdt ,  sans doute, --- 
uneseenc excellcnte; mi qu'importo? on 60 d i r s i t  \a 6oi-mi;sre ce que 

& Let t re  our les aveudes  uati publlshsd 9 June 1749. On 24 Jvly 
I 

Zonon d i s a i t  & son pt-ouelyter ' , si tu v e w  &re philosaphe 
Diderot wao taten t o  Vincennes. On August 13, he confessed t o  l ieutenant 

attends-to% h itre tourn4 en The f i n a l  barb recis  i r o n i d l y  
g e n e r a  Berryer da follonsr "I thentiore avw t o  you, as RUT northy 

intended for t he  ='Eattewr, tho addroaseo of t h e  Le t t r e .  In brief, 
p t e c t o r ,  what the t ed iousn~ss  of r prison and all W i n a b l e  Penaltie6 the  condy sketched wou3d bo emUe~at izod by Diderot's t ex t  i t s o l f .  

I would never have M e  u ory t o  my JuQer that  the  P-., the -, 
But tho name of that cornody, of oourse, is '& Clouds. k%sreast tho 

8 



1 &age of' tho cloud (vamuts] i n  the  l e t t e r  t o  Voltaim seamed easentirrlly 

privative,  here*'clouda" const i tu te  t h e  positive content of t h e  I?? text.  

Or as Diderot says of his Otm pmcedure l a t e r  in t h e  Let tmt  "moi gut 

m*occupe plut6t fomer des  nuages qut; l e s  d iss iper ,  e t  ~ u s p n d r s  lea 

jugenents qu'k jugsre.."(l2S) Nou t h e  comedy of r mass intarrogatlon 

demandfng response in an other  than oral -dim is precisely the  scenario 

of les Bijoux indi3crat?a geatrpe has replaced the  discourea of the bljou. 

Ve need but transcribe Diderotge o m  subsequen.t t ransla t ion of a aeg- 

ment of Lucretius invocation t o  Vonu5--"Paxle, o dt?esssn --at t h e  b e g h  trig 

of De Remm Natura t o  see  how potent ia l ly  saturated with Lucrotian values 

t h e  "clouds" of the  second Lettrs may be!' The tox t ,  then, is, at 

some lovol, tho asoemblage of. "olouda" t h u g b  which Vonus speaks. 

Vu trnva clbuda, but not, ys t  my r~ l tnr  nsithar downpour nor clInam~)n, 

tho i n f l s l t a o l a d  dovlatlon (~uare t ius rnac  p7r,c r n ~ t ~ l m t t i n ) .  A n d  

yot as oarly as tho Lottro on tho blind, the  promonitiono of a U c r a t i m  

stoma have boen entertained, "Saundoraon avai t  de coromun avec 18aveu@o 

du Puiseaux dfitre affect6 de l a  rnolndre vicissltudo qui survenait dans 

I'atmosphbre.. .vhl&)let t ha t  sens i t iv i ty  t o  ths  sllghLost aerea3 vioissltude 

aervo ao a ixanaition t o  the  to r ren t  wo shall soon sse drenchin6 tho t o x t  

of 175l... 

Perhaps the  section of t he  Let t re  sur lea sourds tha t  most cntcia t ly  

links it t o  its predecessor concerns Didcrot's mocking request of 

t h e  4 Brtteux, Ns qlareusee, that he d e w  up t h e  quoation of what is 

meant by "la be l l e  nature." I n  h.1~ concluEhg s-, the phlloso~hrt 

t s ta tes :  jtal t;ch6, Monsieur, do vous f a i r e  mtcndre quo c o w  qui ont 
b 

. lu vos Beaw-ArLs ro'duits 2 l ' imi ta t ion de l a  bel le  nature, s e  cmytaient 

i en d r o i t  d8exiger que vocs laur expliquasslez clsirenent ce que c'eat que ' 

: &a b e l l e  nature.@'(lr~pi,w %hat exchange between Diderot and the Bakteux 

may be read, I would suggest, a s  a simulacrum, transposed into  t h e  realm 

of esthekics,  of Saunderson's deathbed colloquy with Mr. Holnes in t h e  

e a r l l o r  t e x t ,  It was precisely the  untenability of any appeal t o  thrr "bea~ty"  

of nature t h a t  v i t i a t ed  Holmes8 cosmological argument f o r  Cod'c 

axiefcncal but  $% %a %ha f a i lwe  t a  inalude s chagtor on what "la be l l e  

n s t w w  tha t  rondoxs Battsux4s ont i re  t r ea t i sa  "aan6 f o n d e m e n t . " ~ ~ ~ )  

And 5'2% mu1 t ip le  ironiee of Didorot toward h i s  uell-placed intorlocutor 

ayt. so many icfflnnations that the  "foundation" rques tod  is not about t o  

be supplied. Thus whorcas the  philosophe in  1749 had pretended t o  be merely 

t ranolat  ing Saunderson, mid had distlnguiahod h i s  poai t ion from the  

En~lfshaan 'a  In a l o t t e r  t o  Voltaire,  in  1750-51 Didorot ub3 implicitly 

assuming us h i s  own tho discursive position whoso simple prosonca in  tho 

e a r l i e r  t e x t  had led t o  h ie  imprisonment. A u t h i s  undor tho guise of a 

submissive surrsndor t o  authouity.., 

Now tho final section of the  second Let t re ,  fn which Didcmt 

taunts  Battsux on the  subject of beautiful nature, is as well studded 

with short verso quotations from both "ancients" wid "nodarn$", examplas-- 

o r  elements--of tho Dlderotian "sublime," Although our author doaonstratea 

no ln tu res t  i n  tho thematic content of tho frag;ments solscted, a 

remarkable niutuality of orientation among than may novortheless be  

demonstrated. Tnus toward tho canter of the tiection we find tuo 

exemplary pc.sePgos of verso discussed, F i r s t ,  fron t he  conclusion 



of t h e  second chant of fro Lutrtnt 

Soupire, &tend 308 bras, f e m e  l q e e l l  e t  sY~ndort. (153)  

Then, fmro t h e  ninth book of the Aeneqr 

Pulchrosque per  a r tus  
It cmor; inque humerols cervix coalapsa recuabit, 
hupureus  ve lu t i  em f l o s  succisua a ra t ro  
Languescit noriensg lassove papavora col lo  
Bemisere caput, pluvia oum f o r t e  gravantur, 

(the blood spread over h i s  lovely~l imbs,  and hi8  neck, relaxing, 
sank on his*shouSderl He was l i k e  a br iaht  flower sham by tho 
plough, lan  wishing and dying, o r  poppios, weighted by a sud- tq 
den shower of ra in ,  drooping t h e i r  heads on t h e i r  necks,) (135 )  

In  these two remarkably diss imilar  verse achiovements, the f i r s t  f r o m  is 

seventeenth century s a t i r e ,  the second from a Latin epic,  we are neverthe- 
2 

l e s s  confronted with a sudden--potontlally fatal--drooping of,..the 

h a d ,  (1n t he  context o f  tho imprecation t o  Datteux t o  define "la 

bol lo  natura," it i s  a b i t  as though Didorot'e nature wore prosided over 

by a Divino Thug aUontly,  firhlimo3y  rubb bin^; o\tt" hhi vvlctlms,) I% 

is f o r  t h a t  reason, that  a subsequent passage quoted from the  recit ,  

de ~h&am%no i n  Act V of Ph6dro takes  on an odd resonance* - 
11 cuivait  psnsif l o  chomln do Mycbnos, 
Sa main sur les ehevaux l a i s s a i t  f l o t t e r  l e s  r h e s .  
Sos ~ u p e r t c s  coursisrs q u k n  voyalt autrofois 
Ple ins  d'une ardeur si noble obeir ?i sa volx, 
L'oeil  morne maintenant, e t  l a  t 6 t e  baissGe, 
Somblaient se conformer B aa t r i s t o  pons6e. ( / ~ ) A J  en/444;r) 

Onco again, in an ent i re ly  different context, we f ind a character is t la  

lowering of the  head, o r  ra ther ,  i n  Didsrot8s terms, a "nutation," q ' 

inclination. (w3) How toward the  vary beginning of the  p h i l a o y h e * ~  

sequence of ex&&es we a re  offered another fragment from tho =&it & 
~heramGne r 

. . .Les ronces d*uttantea 
! Portent de see choveux 18s depouilles sanglantes. (11s)  

1 With t h i s  i n i t i a l  precipitation of drops, we approach o second as- 
I 

I 

j sociative chain, along with the inclina%ior~ of head. For it may be 

aoted tha t  the  declino of t he  heid i n  t h e  passage from Virgil was ac- 

companied by a j e t  of blood metaphorized a s  the weight of rain, 

Whereupon the  verb f l o t t e r  in our.earSier Raclne fragment may be assmed 

t o  take on an added resonance. For we a re  touching here on the  associated 

theme of l iqu id  deocent. That dimension pascies throwh a playful a l lu-  

siua ts Petronius' parody of the Virgillan passage, in which t h e  l iquid 

may ire assumdl t o  bo spem, but reaches entastrophlc magnitude i n  a 

1 b y  passage cited from Voltai.ree8 Henriadar 
' 

Et des  fleuvcs francais l e e  s a w  onsan&lmte/os 
No portnlant que do6 mart6 oux Bars Ipouvant6oo. 0 3 3 )  

i t i one  about tho possibility of  transposing poetry Into paint, For he 
i 
I there  quotes again Tho Aonoidt 

Interea  magno rniscori mumure Pontum, 
Emissamque hiemon sens l t  Neptunue, e imis 
Stagna rofusa vadisl gravi ter  commotuc, e d l t o  
Propisciens summa placidum caput ex tu l i t  unda. 

( ~ u t  moanwhlle Neptune M been mada nvnro by the ocean's roaring 
commotion, and tho currents oddying oven i n  the sea ' s  s t i l l  depths, 

' 

t ha t  a storm had boen unleabd.  Gravely provokad, he raised h i s  head 
from tho uaves.. .) (MI) 

Diderot ' s oornntont 3 8 t "Par quelle singularit: , , . ce peintre no pouxralt 

prendra l o  moment f raPmt,  celui  as Noptune blkve sa t o t e  hors des 

eaux? pourpuoi, le diou ne paraissant a l o r s  qu'un home dLcoll6, sa t l t c  

si maJostueuse dans l o  ~obrne, tenalt-0110 un mauvais e f f e t  sur 1es ondes?" (l<l; 

Yith t h i s  concluding image our two s e r l e s  converge. The descerdlnl; tcr- 

r en t  has reached t h e  sea and the declining head has been wasllod d o n g  

with it. 



Now i n  the  course of discusstng %he e a r l i e r  fragment from Virgil-- ;C 
i 

t o  commenting on tho accuracy of Virgil 's  renclering of the " j e t  de 
I 

sang," observes: "Je ne se ra i s  &u$re plus konna' de voir  m e  vers sgsn-  I 
f 

gendrer par quelque jo t  f o r t u i t  Be c a r a c t ~ x e s  qu8 dCsn  vo l r  passel: I 
toutes l e s  beaut& hi6roglyphlques dans une tr9lduction." (135) The l iquid  

(jet de sa.n.n) uhose precipitation we have been charting comes gnto con- 
C 

tact with the chance casting of l o t t e r .  ($& f o r t u i t  caract\eraa). 

But i n  the  most audacious of the  ~ense 'es  philocophiques of 17'45 {XXI), 

" j e t s  f o r t u i t s  de ca rac t~ res"  had been wsimilated t o  the thoroughly 

convincing gensis of our world through a "Jet f o r t u i t  des atomes," I 
.. That equivalence, of course, 5s fundamentally Lucrotian. Tho torrent  

of doseonding l iqu id  i e  loee tho  thome of Didorot'o "sublimo*' than 

t h o  chance cataract of characters o r  atoms out of which every thome 
2 5 

is precipitated. 

i 
Perhaps our reading thus f a r  nay be describod i n  tern8 of two I 

naodels. F i r s t ,  from the  Lotter on the  deaf, the  example of Diderot 

s tuff ing h i s  f ingers  in to  his oars tn order t o  block h i s  hearing as soon 
I ! 

i 
as the cudain rose in the theatre.  H i s  purpose i n  so  doing was, of 

course, t o  be t t e r  gauge the import of tha t  crucia l  dimension of the  actor ' s  

a r t r  gesture. , Uhence t he  bizarre decision t o  refuse t o  l i s t e n  i n  order 

be t t e r  t o  undarstand ("pour mieux ontendre").(fdf) I would suggest t h a t  

i n  deliberately deafening ourselvee t o  Didexotes argument, in charting 

the  odd narrative tendentially inserfbed i n t o  the  heterogeneous, 

multilingual fragnents of verse t h a t  citud Diberot's t ex t ,  we have 

attempted something &in t o  t h e  philosophe's experiment in  t h e  theatre.  

But a aeeond case, i n  which ~ i d e b t  t h i s  time imnghea himself in 

: the ,  s i tuat ion of the  blind, offers a a t i l l  more t e l l i n g  model Consider 

Diderot on the language of Saundersonr "Cew qui  ont e/crit aa \ria disent puSil  

Btait f&cond en expressions he1 mtuses, , .Mais qul entcndez-voue par des 

expressions heureuses, me demanderez-vous peut-<tro? Se vous rkpondrai, 

madame, que ce aont cel lea  qul  sont propres b un ssns, au toucher, pu exeiaple, 

e t  qui  sont w6taphoriques en Leme temps *a un autre  sens, come aw yewti 

dtbh %l r6sul te  m e  double l w i a r o  pour celui ; qui  l 8 o n  parles, l a  lunigre 

%*air. ot d i rec t s  de 18expreseion, e t  l a  1wai:re r&le%hie de l a  n<taphore.*'(fi#) 

The speech of the  blind is thus  doubly inscribed, and bears with it an 

unintended, metaphorical dimerision. Thiit second stratum, s p l i t  off  from 

tho in tont lonal i ty  of tho epoaker, offors  the image of a rudimentary 

"unconscioue"r "11 erst 6vidont quo dans ces occasions Saunderson, avec 

tou t  l ' e s p r i t  q u a i l  avai t ,  ne s'entendait qut8 noi t id ,  puisqut i l  nBapetce- 

v a i t  sue l a  moitid do. idbea attach&s aux tenner q u 8 i l  employait." fill) 

But Saunderaon's case is soon generalized t o  t h e  two cases of and 

parapraxifir "Mals qui *st-ce qui  n'est pas do tomps en temps dans l e  &no 

cas? Cet accident e s t  commun awc i d io t s ,  qui font quelquefois d 'excellentes 

pla isanter ies ,  e t  awt personnes q u i  ant l e  plus cisesprit ,  L qui il Qchappe 

une so t t i se ,  sans que n i  l e s  uns n i  lek autres s 'en apercoivent.*' ( 1 1 1 )  

Soan, ho&ver, the  f e l i c i tous  estranging of l ingu i s t i c  terms t u rns  out 

t o  be the special achievement of foreigners speaking an a l ien tongue, 

and writers t o  the  extent t h a t  they are i n  the s i tua t ion  of forejgners 

vis-8-vis t h e i r  onn languagoi "J 'a i  remarque que l a  d i s e t t e  de mots pro- 

d u i s a i t  ausei  l e  meme Bffet  sur I e s  6trangers ; qui  l a  langue n 8 e s t  pas 
- 



encore f aili'er6t &la aont f o r c b  de tout dire  avec me tras petite 

quantite' do terrmes* ce qui l e s  contraink &'en placer quelques-uns tr is  

heure~semsnt~ Mais touts langue en gtt'ne'rd 6tant pauvre de lnots propres 

pour l e s  e/crivabs QU ont lllhagination vive, l l s  sont dans l e  n&e cas 

pue des &rang$ qui ont beaucoup do espri t  ; l e s  situations qua ils inventent . .. 
1.6 ba r t en t  b tout monent des facons de parlor ondineites." (,,,] 
Now it is i n  the l igh t  of the preceding passage tha-k we may interpret 

our entire &nalyl~ie as  an exploitation of the single word cataracte, 

from blinding cloud @ Lettre eur lea hveugles) t o  torrent ial  downpour 

( ~ a  h t t r e  sur los sourda & 18s muets),' Yet l e s t  that  sp l i t t ing  of 

aeanhg be regarded 88 the +ifice of an ingenious foreigner, we mu2d 

do well t o  consult that  m i t e r  gkfted with an "hagination vlve," ~i t t re:  

For ha apprisas us that tho origlnal morning of catarncte i~ a barrier, 

"sorts de horee placgc aux portos dos vllles,* uhence. i n  the plural.. 

cataractes came to  mean floodgateat "portes ou Oclusee qui sent supposd'e 

retenir  lea eaux c61'lcateesw It is f r o m  t h i s  sense that  the optical use 

of the terra--a visual opacity preventing the passage of light--is derived. 

A second and stranger derivation, however, resulted the sense of 

torrent ial  do~npour, ~lttd accounto for  it as follows r "Etymolo&ique- 

mont, l a  cataracte e s t  l'eng5.n qui, ronpant avea force, bouche un pertuiel' 

on a passd sans peina du eena de cet  en@ k celui de chute daeau." 

Thus the t o m  cataracte is lmperceptihly split betvoen the m a n i n e  

of "brr ler* '  and, " t ran~gress ion .~  Ye can : constitute the tom-- 

and our reading--a8 a t r i pa r t i t e  upparatus or  *cakr8ctw; cloud/diko/ 

downpour. In. which, case the "oloudn would be the focue of  the first 

Lettre , the  ensuin6 "downpour" that  of t h e  second, and the--1nef fective-- - 
"dike" would fSgure the sheer fact  o f  censorship aost dramatically encountered 

i n  the prison at Vfncennos, A s  a d iacur~ive  machine, the "cataract" 

is thus fundanentally pol i t ical ,  allawing one t o  effect a transgression 

while affizming the tern8 o f  the barrier,  t o  press forwan3 one's articula- 

t ion  of' the Lucretian scheme of thwgs even a8 one pretends t o  recant onev& 

initial sno~ffs i n  that  di.rectlon. Such are the ruse8 of o w  "catamtat" 

and the simulacra it calls into play. 

Me a r e  now in a position t o  broach the central question of the 

Z i t " ~ a  sur  l e s  eounlsr tho inevitable gap between the necessary simultaneity . -  . 

inherent i n  every act  of thought (or sensation), on the one kmd, and 

the suckessivenees of the dis=ouroo that  would convey It, on the  other. 

Thua, for  oxampler "laais l a  oonoation n'n point dano l b & o  co ddvoloppoment 

succeooif du diocouroj o t  o l  o l la  pouvait conmander h vingt boucl~os, 

chaque bouche disant son mot, toutes l e s  iddes 2rdc&antes seraient rendues h 

la fois. . ."(la@) Diderot."~ discussion, purorued a t  length, ultimately ln- 

validating tho premises of the debate on temporal "inversions--Tor " I1 

ne pout y avoir dbinvorslon dans l'espritn--reaches its exemplary fomula- 

t ion  in a celebrated patmagot "Notre $me est un tableau mouvant d8a2r'es 

lequel nous peignons sans cease, nous employons bion du temps l o  rendre 

avo0 fidilit;; mais il existo en ontior ot  tout l a  foist l a e s p r i t  no va . . 
prs h pas comptfs come l'cxyression.. ."(l.~#) Timo erupts with the  materiality 

or' dlacour6e ("la langue so t rAne  sans cesse apr'es leespri t") ,  and 

aanifests  an eseontlal inco10patibfllty with and betrayal of the o p t i a l l t y  

of nind o r  thought , ( lab  ) 

. . 



Now f t  is a paradox worth noting t h a t  Diderot' s elaborate inage 

for  conveying the es&e~t i .e l  af8lultaneity--or atemprality--of the  ac t iv i ty  

of understandin6 ("~'ontsndement") should be the  clock of classfcal 

mechanics t "Monsieur, considirea; 1' home automate come unC horloge 

ambulante.R In a development whose principal "sourceis" are Descartes 

and La Het t r ie ,  Diderot proceedst "qua le cdew en repre'sente l e  grand res- 

so r t ,  e t  que l e s  par t ies  contenuee dans l a  poitrlne soient l e s  autres  pibets 

principalss du mouvemant. Xmiiindez dans lb t a t e  un timbre gard de 

p e t i t e  marteaux, dtoh psrtttnt m e  ~ ~ X t i t u d e  in f in ie  de f i i a  qui  sa tenninent 
I *a tous l ea  paints  de l a  bolter e leves  sw ce timbze w e  de ces pe t i t e s  

1 
f igures  dont nous ornons l e  haut de  nos pendulee, qu'elle a i t  l ' o r e l l l e  

pench6e come un nuslcien qui  $couterai% si son instrument ast bian ac- 
. . 
c o d ;  cet to  p e t i t e  figure se ra  l'k. a pluafoura des ptits conion" 

m n t  ti& dans l o  nzme instant,  l o  tlabra aera f r a ~ p g  & pluslc~lro  coups, 
- - - - _ I _ _  

i aont ditaa e t  repidsentJea tout  2 l a  fo+; que dana le nbme teiaps que 

laentendement lo& s a t s l t ,  I#&% en @St  Crnue, l l imagination l a s  voi t  

I a t  l ' o r e i l l e  l e s  entond; e t  pus le discoure n Y e s t  p lus  seulement un 
i 
I enchdnement de termas dnnargi.quea qui exposent l a  avec force e t  

P noblesse, mais que cvest encore un tissu d'hi&roglyphes entass& les 
1 

i uns sur l e s  autres  qui  l a  peignent,. J e  pourrais d i r e  en ce sen8 que toute 

i ' 

1 po6qie e s t  embl~matlque."(fj3) The v i r tua l  wads of Nero~lyphlcs a re  thus 

I 
i intended t o  redeem--or deny--time, t o  atem the temporal flow sf discourse 

I , 

i n  its inoompatibllity with the timelessness of mind. 

These follows a discussion of an i n i t i a l  example of a hiemglyph t h a t  

we have already encountered, "Mais l ' in te l l igance de ltembl&ne poe/tiquo 

n8est pas donnQe 2 tout  1s monde; il f a u t  8 t ro  presque en i t a t  de l e  cgeer 

$ 
pour l o  eon t l r  fortement, Le po'ete d i t r  

e t  l a  pe tit8 figure entendre glusieurs ~ans $ 9 foia," (ny emphasis; ,,' -- ,,~fi,+ 1 
Et  doo flouvan francaio 10s osux onsnnglar:te'o$ 
No portaient quo de& morts orux mors Qpouvantdcs. 

Mais qui oat-co qui  voit., dans l a  promitre syllabo do porttilent, 10s eaux 

A s  the  model is  developed, it eventually is assumed t o  accormodate 1 
t gonflQes de  cadawes e t  l e  cours doa flouves come suspendu pa r  cot te  digue? 

discourse i t c e l f ,  but in its inception Diderot's clock is designed essen t i a l ly  I Qui est-ce qui  voi t  l a  rnasse des  eaux e t  des cadavros s ' a f f a i s se r  e t  des- 

t o  i l l u s t r a t e  the  shuultanoity of perceptions i n  an a c t  of thought. I cendro vers l e s  mers ; l a  set-ndo syllabe du n&e mot?"(l33) The l i n e s  

And consequently, t o  the extent tha t  time--aa d'iscourse--has been deemed from Voltaire were a key olemont i n  the t o n c e n t l a  cataract we constructed 

fundamentally incowpatible with t he  atemporality of individual. thoughts, above. Hero tho i n i t i a l  hieroglyph tha t  would suspend the f l n w  of t i n e  its 

no are  faced with a paradoxical discrepancy between time and t h e  clock, 

Diderot's es thet ics  i n  the  

t h a t  discrepancy, ' For euch is the i m p o r t  of t h e  cruci& notion of 1 

"h ie rog lyph i~r j ,~  introduced in the course of an e f fo r t  t a  define t he  

i "sp i r i tH  (esprit) of poetrybt*~*est  1 u i  p l e s ~ r i t  qui  f a i t  qus lea chose8 1 
b 

the  f i r s &  syl lable  of portaiont--thus$ gorte--stenmlng t h e  flow of t h e  

current; it is  a dike (dime) o r  cataract (floodgate), And yet  what 

t h i s  primal example of a hieroglyph comes t o  narrate is tho catastrophic 

rush of water beyond the dike. The hfemg1yl;ih--fndisting~lishable i n  

t h i s  case from our cataract--would appear t o  have its own fa i lu ro  (or 

transgression) inscribed within it, 



Consider now the  i r ravers ibla  flow of time, discourse, cataract 

in i t s  opposition t o  t h a t  enrblen o f  simu2taneity, t h e  clock ("horloge 

anbulate")  of classical mechanics. Nore specif ical ly ,  we would isl- 

&crib what must be the  i n d i n e d  W - - i n  view of its "oref l le  pecchb~"-- 

s top the  clock in to  t h a t  increasingly declining s e r i e s  of fnclfned 

heads--from V i r g i l ,  Boileau, 8acine--that marked the  versd fragments 

in the  Let t re  and.culmlnated in t he  image of a aol i tary  head apparently 

afloat sra the Virgilian waters, f n b r i e f ,  t he  i r r eve r s ib i l i ty  of t he  

cataract would succeod i n  decapitating ? t h ~  "nm" imagined by Diderot 

in terms of c lass ical  mechanics. 

The "time of poetry," however, nay h s o  be interproted aa the 

history of poetry or,  in  a ' s t i l l  broador peropective, of languaae 

i t so l f .  That hfstory nantatos an imavors ible  lose. For what 58 tho 

sibuntlon of French i n  rolation t o  e w l i e r  idioms? Diderot ' lo 

univocal: *'bu pour continuor le p a r s ~ l b l e  sano partialitbc, j e  d i re ie  

qxe nous avons gagn6 ?i nvavoir paint dl inversions, da l a  nattetb,  da 

Ia elart:, do la prccidon,  qual i t& e e s o n t i s l l e ~  au diacours; e t  

que nous y avans perdu de l a  chaleur, de l'610quence e t  de 1'EnergieeU (ltt) 

Similarly, referr ing t o  Amyot and Montaigna, Diderot l a t e r  invokes 

"cette nobleaoe prt&.endue qul nous r f a l t  axclure de notra langue un 

grand nombre d'exproosions 6norgiqusa."(lS2) Thus tho temporrility of 

poetry, the  history of the  language $8 nn i r r e v ~ r s i b l e  flow--or 

cataract--figuring a progroesive loss of heat and. e n e r a .  To cnter  

in to  t h a t  current is qui te  aimply t o  par t ic ipate  i n  beheading the 

p3aa of class ical  mechanics, to encounter the reality of entropy, 

b . . 

~ i t t r d ;  "oataracte t agpareil  qui ,  dans les machines : vapevr a s imile  

e f fe t ,  s o r t  k reglier le mwvement ," ' With stunning untlrnelinessk 

i Biderot 's  opiste,t..olo(limasthatic msditation on the o~b l lpe - -~*aub l iu t ionr  

passage de 1 8 6 t a t  solid. ; lt6tat gaeeu"--has culminated in  t h e  rod. 

1, Francois Jacob: "The second law of thezm0d)"nrn.i~~ Imposes a dfrection 

on phenomena; no event can go in k direction di f ferent  i r o n  t h a t  obsarvsd, 

f o r  tha t  would mean a decreb~s i n  entropy, No part of the  universe's 

I substance can r e t m  t o  s former conditibn, aa might be imagined in a 
I 
1 ' p w ~ l y  nochanicd s j s t s n  such a3 an Laglnmy flock."2L Niche1 Serros: 

"Le tamps du rou l in  decline Vera le tanps du feu. . . L 1 ~ t e m e l  rotour  2u 

I &me ne peut svu i r  l ieu,  ni en s t a t i ~ u e ,  n i  sa dynainique, ni en thifods 

! * de l ' i n f o m t i o n ,  M pour Te balancier, n i  pour 14 motour, ni pour l a  

pngu d16cdlura.w21 

1 1  The meteomk+lgy of LuoreGus, tho thermodynamics of Serros, and 

1 sonowharo i n  between, on the deocent , tho "catarsct" of Diderot . . , 
I n  tho stxucture we b v o  elaboratecl, our  intention has been t o  indicate 

I t he  surprisingly rigorous coherence of a genoslogy. Surely, a crit ical.  

generation ochooled 5n t h e  i m p e r i a l i ~ t  techniquos of psychoanalysis u i l l  

I not  smart trb the  apparan t l y  anachronistic ref erenca t o  thermodynamics. 

1 For a .crucial ro le t ion t o  t h a t  df s c w i n o  3s prasent in Fiwud a t  tho 

inception of h i s  undertaking i n  189.5 4 continues through the  c r l t i u l  
I . - 7- 

1 work of h i s  l a t o r  yaaxa. Indoed, i t  may be doaonstrated tbt whereas 

f Freud's entorpriov rcsaohod its culmination i n  a 8\rrrrq'fi?g; of tho  h3o20- 

cloan dual i ty  Low a d  Str3fo w;tth tho concoms of thonnon~rranics, 
I 



Serrtle' work has led hfst t o  a siwirar m t h g  o f  Yiucrotian %aus and Venus 

with terms of t he  sme discipline.  But it is precisely at t h a t  Juncture 

that  the difference btstxcsea Serres and those whose e f fo r t s  derive essenkia31- 

9y from Freud and Nie tzs~he  'bscomes maniferst, For t th~roas  Freud read 

i n to  the, entropaic death ins t inc t  repetr t ion per se as the ground of 

psychicaf--or cosmic--functioning, entropy fo r  S o m a  5s precisely the  

phys ic i s t@s  access t o  an i r r eve re ib i l i ty  of time corxooive of the  

repetit iveness of a reversible, minimally entmpaie claasicill mechanics. 

Whence the  perlodi a dlspaxegementa aS M t k  Mietaeche and Proud which 

travorse h l s  u r l t h g s *  

And Diderst  In all t h i s ?  If Ssrrea has eeenred t o  us, i n  important 

ways, the Dldomt of our times, it $8 in part because the  locus of just  
. . 

auch a tiispatagomant of tho cuncont oul t  of r o p t i t l v o  toKtuality aeem8 

doveatatingly present i n  the Lettrea we havo andyeodr in tho vain 
e 

stuffing of h leroglyphlc~ in to  the  floodgate--02 cataract--thmu(ih which 

time, i r revers ibly ,  would nowe I n  the cwcront c x ~ t i c n l  context, 4 

t h e  Implicationa of t h a t  disquieting vieion loom among the  most 

forceful t h a t  a reading of Dlderot may impel ue t o  pursue, 0 

1 

A postscript,  l a  Didnmt, on m addi t iond.  segment of h i s  work 

all but saturated by our cataraetr the  "moral tales." Offered a8 . 

an extension, but,  a s  wall, a s  a provisional sumnaxy of ow e a r l i e r  

f indingem 

If m e  were t o  pinpoint t h s  fornal  spec i f i c i ty  pf Mderot 's  

Hehlnan-25 . 

&$on (n'd?] wos t o  in terfan--or  m i n c l d e - 4 t h  the  evmta n-ted . 

{hlstoire) l Thus, nost  inpressively, Ln Jacques l e  F n t a i s t e  the  dialogue 

between narra tor  and reader fs perpetually i n t e r r u p t i ~ g  the d i d l o p e  between 

Jaques  end his master, the  puta t ive  subject of the  novel, Moreover, the 

tonality of those two dialogues is dianetr lcal ly  opposedt on the one hand, 

the  "fatalism" of Jacques (ce qui  es t  e'crit l a  h a ~ t " ) ~  on t h e  other, t h e  

anarchleal freedoin of the  nasrator,  perpetually taunting the reader with 

new f i c t i v e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  he f e e l s  at  l i b e r t y  t o  conplicete tho p lo t  with* 

Let .tkc~se comments on Jamues ( ~ e m e s ~  "C~nmont, du h s . s d ,  6.trcrgc une 

ndccasit:?. . .TOCS 10s t e ~ t ~ i ,  an. dO:ltc, l e  nifn, celu l  d'hurevilly, 0% 

fgmuis l_c 3%t&n2isi,ct sont des mod'eles da c e t t e  questfon") Eeme as an..in- 

troductian t o  our readhg of t h e  t a l o ~ . ~ 9  

Upon suporlmpesition, the "quatre contosw yie ld  a suqwiningly unvaryine 

Aistolro. T h o  ("lilyetificntion," "Ceai n8cs t  pas un conto," wMndano da 

Irr. ~ a r l i b r o " )  of the  four axe plainly  concerned a t h  tho disastrous physical 

an8 m o d  e f f so t s  undergone by a women betrayed In love, "EIystlflcati~n," 

f o r  exarnple, tvnts on the advice given by a bops  doctor t o  Hlle Done t ,  

abandoned by C.lSt.t.ine. in orQer t o  " r i t a b l i r  me machhe us& par l a  p c h e  

e t  par l e  p181sirn (p. ~6)." But t he  name of  thq exhaustion f m a  which 

G ~ O  rmd l a t e r  l4aduie de l a  C l r r T i h  exp l i c i t ly - -ad  Klle Be l a  Chaw i n  

*Cecim a t  l e a s t  by h p l % c r t i a - - s u f f e r  is "des vapeurs," That t e n  is, 

in f ac t ,  suff ic ient ly  nark& I n . t h e  tex t  t o  r ~ e r l t  a scholarly ap~end ix  03 

that  ailment in t he  crit icaX cditiwt of the  tales.  The apparently fated 

s i t u i t i o n  d t h  w h i c h  Mdemt  presents us xepe&tcdly is the decline o f  

. afiction,a it would l i e  in the  extent t o  rrhich the ac t iv l ty  of nar- 
,physical and n o d  energ). in tihat we may ca l l ,  cmbining his words, a 

nachlnc . . .$ tv;ineyrs, 



1l ~e fw nor 2mzn t h e  hlstalm t o  the  dlalogue'ehm~ vhieh it %a rE 

h%91%nm offers, as well, a meditation on @ ' ~ a p e w s ~ ~  ' 

ffY$yez-mus css  ncCes?--~e crai@cz r i en i  clles dlrparaitront d'ellaa- 
Esenss e t  sans l e  secours Be 18 mobndm h a e i n e  d e  vent,--Vatrs 

$-* b;d a . cmyez?- J ' e n  a i  I a i t  souvent l 'obaervation en 6t6 dans les tenps 
cheuda. l a p a r t i e  bashe de l ' a t~osph$re  qdc l a  p lu ie  a d&ga&e as 
son h w l d i t e  va reprendre  uno ~ r t i o n  do l a  vvpeur $%sse qui 
fome le vs i l c  sbscur qt.f voua d&be l s l i  cbcl, La aassa de ce t t e  
mpur se distrilbucra 3 zjeu pras &dement, dans tout0 l a  oasse de 
I%J.r, e t  par r o t t e  exacle distrikrution ou cs~bfbnaison, come U. 
mc:. plsira do dire, l'at~osph\En, dcviendra transparente e t  lucide.* ( 

These neteomPogical observations betmen  armt tor and ncader thus sczvo as 
\ 

a raielng of the  curtain beforo the action bogina. And yet t h a t  iinpresslon 

is dscsptlve. For tho vapor l a  not renoved or l lpuldatcd, tut xpanded, 

~onarA',lkentl to  t h e  point of Ir,vlnibJ2ity, Horcovdr, tlrb bof;itin%all?; of ths 
+ 

3 & n o ~ r n f  nvll le ,  xtilcl?, t o  all nppowmcaa,occura on 

the  day follawing t h a t  of ''Madme do 15, ~ a r l b g r e , ~  gives tho lie $0 the  

naxratorpn confidence la t he  diss ipat ion 0%' the   cloud^ 

A .  Cette superbe vocte 6 t o u & ,  hous l q u e l l e  nous nv!imes hicr,  
e t  qul seabla i t  nous gaxantir  un beau jour, ne n ~ u s  o pas tezu 
parole. 

Be Queen savez-vous? 

A, Le bmuillax* e s t  sl Cpais p u q l l  nous dgrobe l a  w e  des arbres 
voicins* . l " 3.1 

Them is thus an i r r educ ib i l i ty  o f  the  vapor out of which %the action of the  

mnte  energes. Bu t  Chat action can an %el l  subside back i n to  it. For ulthln - 
*Kadame de l a  Carli ire," t h e  drama of the h e m h e  gives nay t o  a discussion 

of tho chaotic canner i n  which t h e  publlc--bcludlng reader and narrator-- 

perceives it. Ye a re  treated t o  a description of rvlddn its~lomerations of 

opinion withln " la  foule lerbkcilew .(p. 126j, This is tho stochastic rcdlm 

* 

?Seliban--2? 

hoonskouence that gives t h e  tale one of its t i t les  ("SW l*lneons(puaree 

du Jusesent public de nos act%ons pa r t2eu l l~ res* ) ,  .nd it nscrblea nothing 

80 much as t h e  process of cloud formation v i t h  which narra tor  and reader 

bad e a r l i e r  been preoccupied! "Ibna 1 e s  cizconstances les *llw & a i ~ ~ ~ u o s  

1. pa r t i  de l ahonn t t s t& 6e g m r s i t  cans cesse de ttaasfugea." (p. 127) 

f lon  t c l l h g  stU.11 "car U s  s e  poussent tous  10s uns l e s  autres,  e t  come 

as n80nt  polnt da s g l e s  dans l a w  fugenents, Us nbont pas plus de mesure 

dans leur expression.. ." (P. 133). 
: Kf we tun, t o  "Ceci n 'es t  pas un conte," ne find t h a t  the opening 

discussion of "vapcurn between narra tor  and reader in  "Hdarie do l a  C a r l f i r e "  

my be superbnposed on a discussion of a discursive malorno t o  t h e  seteomlo- 

g l d  phonoaenon. For the  t d e  t o  be t o ld  vill no doubt i r r i t la te  a frenet ic  

and randoa c i r c u i t  of cbmmunioationt "un t u j a t  aucnl Lntcroccmt dovrcit 

nettre toutcs  lea t g tos  on lqoir, ddfraycr pcndcnt w molr tous lcs cordlea do 

l a  rrillo, 7 6 t r e  tourn: o t  retourn; juspuqi l v lns ip lb l td ,  f o u h i r  i male 

d l s ~ t e s .  vin& bmchvrea a3 nolns. e t  k quelques containes de places en 

vers pour e t  contre" (p. 73) .  A further after  effect of the tale: 

l i t a n l o  d lh l s to r lo t t e s  u s k s  qu'on 60 ddcochait do part e t  d8autro" 

(p. 14). Pour st contret de part & d'autret  plainly,  ue are ln an aleatory 

medium, t he  discursive equivalent of the clouds discussed a t  tho b e ~ h a l n $  

of "Madme de l a  ~ a r l i ~ r e . ~  

Consider =or t h e  r c l a t lon  betreon rhci and hMstoire as ue have con- 

s t i t u t e d  them in the t a l e s .  We f h d  a f a t e d  and i r revers ible  degmintion 

of .oral and physical energy (va~eurs )  eaerging fro. a stochastic. cloud- 

l i k e  Gpaee of c ~ n n ~ l c a t i o n  (va.neur). Mderot has assl@ed the s m e  nzme 

t o  "chance" and "necessity." 



To *he question of  the ~ t i o l o g y  of uvapeurs,w Bidetot b up plies at 're&, 
I 

3. h "Mys%iricatlon," t h e  bws doetor bssbrossee offTers an interested 

theory exglalning Mlle hmehv's i l l n e s s ,  But before dilscussing It, we should 

note that his theory ocnuri a t  t h e  point of intersection of a renarkable numbor 

of motifs Kith which uc have boen concerned i n  t h i s  essay8 
I 

8, Des'bmsses, examining 1Ule Domot: "Je n16coute pas, Jc regaxxie" (p. 7) 
rSqplainfng the  constraints o f  "Turkf shn medecinet "C* e s t  qu ' i l  n'ost as per.. 

~ , ~ k a i s  d ' i n t e r m ~ e r  s a  raalade.. .On Jug. l a  aaladie  aux gostes.. ." (p. 137. 
The reader recognizes hers an odd r e ~ e t i t i o n  of the scenario in the Le t t e r  

. on deaf-nutes. 

b, Besbrosses is an expert a t  " l a  Chiromantie ou Is, connafssance Be sa fh 
par l e s  t r a i t s  Be l a  nab" (p. 141, He proceeds t o  read iQTs Dornet's 
hand, thus enacting a strangely displaced version of the  crucial form of 
writing--of shapes inscribed on a hand--proposed by Dlderot i n  the ~ o ~ ~ o n  

L'. t h e  deaf. 

c, hsbm.an;scs defines tho re t ina  as "uno t o i l 0  dtarafpi&,s t i scue dos fils nervaw 
10s p l u s  dblibs, Leo plus f i n s ,  Pes ploas sensiblcs du corpss qui tapfsse 1% . . fond de l'ooil" (p. 221, That "'tcxEual" irnqo, cntcini t o  Lo, R ~ V O  de 

I 

:' .d'X!r?hn~-t, is continuous with tho ~i;cnor,Qly cont r i fugj t  mcditatisn 
T- eye) of the  LettA?y on the bl lnd, To find it situated here  
in t h e  core of vision ('au fond de ?i%ollH() is  a s t r iking,  h p l i c i t ;  affimst%ora , 
of t q h e s i s  of t h a t  ~et$@, 

How a t  tho center of this minor t e x t ,  so  studded with fragmentary simulacra 

of essent ia l  mo%ifs of Mdero t t s  thought, the  authar, through hsbrosses ,  

offers n psetrlo-theory of the  etiology o f  vapeursl nQn d l r a i t  quo i l  sp&. 

chappe des choses qui  ont appaxtenu, put  orit touch& 2 un ob3et ake', deo 

$couleocnts inperceptibles qui  so  portent 1;. Cot te  idde n'est  pas nouvellet 

c 'es t  l a  v i e i l l e  doctrine d*@icuxe. Cea Anciens-la en s a ~ h c n t  plus que 

. nous. Cela t i e n t  \a l a  vision, e t  l a  vision comment se  faft-ello7 Par  des 
0 

t b u l a c m s  minces e t  l&ers  qui  s e  defachent des c o q s  e t  o'Qlancent vers 

nos yeux* (p, 20).  Thus a t  the  point or" intersection of these various 

sinulacra of Didemtian theory, we are presented wlth, , , tucmtlusQ thoory 
t 

aimtitarn. Behind the "vapeurs," "des e'coulements,..* as the Luc-etim 

storm--or cataxad--gathers, one t?ndersi;ands the precipi ta t ion with which 

y, ;Prous%, in t h e  c r i t i c a l  edi t ion,  footnotes, "blea entendu," Plderot's 

la& of sympathy with Desbrosses' theory (p. 164). 

2. 11 second cause--or precipitating factor of vvapetlrsf' i s  tendered 

in "Madme de l a  ~arli2ro~" For the heroine dlacovers the  b e t ~ y a l  of 

her beloved when h i s  love l e t t e r s - - to  another--come flutterin& out of a 

eealed chest t h a t  accidentally f a s  and breaks i n  her presencet *L% lYanneau 

de;ses Is m f f r e t  tombe, l e  dessus se s t fpse  du res t e ,  e t  voi la  une nulti- 

memuponr a reco&nition of betrayal and..,lcs vabeurs, But the n m t o r  

propmen t h i s  saqucnco with a warning t o  hia madart "J'd.  d i t  cent f o i s  oux 

omantor N'ecrivoz point, 10s l e t t r o e  voua pordronti t%t ou tard l a  hasasri 

cn d&ourncra uno de son adrosse, Le hasard conblno tous les cas posniblos, 

o t  il no lul f a u t  qua du temps pour Emener l a  chance fatale" (p, 118). 

lanmage 1s remarkably close t o  pens& philoso~hique MI. i n  which the  

world is assumed t o  be explicable through an i n f i n i t e  se r l e s  of castfngs 

of atoms even as a masterpiece could be for tui tously  composed thx~ugh an 

i n f i n i t e  se r i e s  of castings of "earact'eres." Atones, caract'eres, and 

now, inmMadame de Is ~ x r l i ~ x e , "  l e t t r e s ,  Out of the  stochastic chaos 

o r  "vapeur" a t  the  beginning of tho t a l e  coaes a disastrous and for tui tous  

cataract of tucret ian " le t ters"  (dgtournelent f o r  clinasen), and t h e  

m o d  s t a b i l i t y  of t h e  tale's world is mined in the  process, (h'ote t h a t  

in m c h o n ' s  The Cming of Lot 9, tho f i w e  for  entropy f s  a surrept i t ious  

and renegade postal system, disrupt ing f o r  centuries tho Vest's c h m c l s  

of comunicatlons,) Tho dc f in i t ivo  reading of "Hadjne de  l a  ~ a l i : ~ "  



majl xaU be ehs s p i m p h  we ham ~ b 6 0 n  fkom Semst  "33 gr a dse a w e s ,  fP. 

pletrt, a t  muPa tout*" 

3. A thixd o b s e w t f  o~ on mwurs occurs in & ~ $e- dadleaibext , 
whem Pile Be L8Espinnsse refers t o  f% a8 & " ~ ~ T l t e  dksulrerchie qui nous esk 

8% partinrll:rr."32 Aqerchy, aoreover, is defined ae that sltuat5or m 

u ~ c h  'tous Ies f a e t a  du dseau sont sw&ev& cont& Ieur chef, e t  ob u 

ney a plus d9autorit: supr$ne.' Order or authority hare l o  largely 

the i l lu s ion  of autonomy emergent at the point o f  naxinal frtersec%rlon of 

% & , s t m ~ d s  constitutive o f  t h e  network, Khen that for t i i t sus  centas sir.$*,: 

%teakc dam, the stochastic ehor  f r o m  yhich it snargcs--and xhich insis lo  

on i t s  ffingts;s--acz;exb,a itnclf (Didcrot% sqmanchf@P"), Tho ~ 0 1 2 ~ % % c d  

hi--x Pml allow us  t o  accounlt, for the  caoe af the one aiaxde mined 

by rea Lm%.aeltomuo nnta 5n t h o  so?r.tcss ~nwfo/  On ""Ceoi neest pan w aoorntoaY" t 

For ha f a  ciaatmycd by iue voysgao to  t h e  colonicts dietat& by h i s  rapncieas 
Q 

& ~ k r e s s  ( ~ e p e r ) ~  His fate, $.kt i s ,  18 to %a s ~ h e d  by his esd::aagamon2, 

t he  n6trowle ("lo chefu"), f irs% in Santo-h&go, then i n  t he  :,ar 

Hodh where he diest "J 'd  gtd lul chercher la f o r t m e  4 ,,IS l ea  contrkes 

antes de :%{rique, e l l e  vl?;aL que J 'aMla  l a  cherchar encore 

&lieu  des @aces dbn Mord" (P, $11, If AS t h o  nme of a ~ ~ i n i 4 ~ i ~  

o f  moral m d  physI~dL--o? fhermlc-ld~g~at%on which 

the constitutive fringes Of m on2er arhfiso ecntesr 2s %hereby "t~seatened, 

T.VII:, as nucn as any of 31dcmtQn uonen. kar *zcer. dcvootrted bj vapcun. 

%us vawur--stochastic chaos and imeversi%lc decad;st.%an of s~ergy-- 

comes to repat in the ccntes t h e  divislcn wit;?%n the c,1.t2ca7+. xa elnbor&"ied 

earlier: cloud and torrent, Phtse-rola~ as the r;erasux.a c?l" nor,rts? 

Wt soens porbaps archelc In tucreths &id magnificently perverso i n  Senes  

t 

$ac CouX%s, s2&%ck% in mdemte w&e p d e r  aermen5 gus be f b n C  dew 

$tns do chak. ce ibt au pied d'un mcher qui tonbaif en g w s a i i n r  

i l c r  attestkrenf; de leur conutaace un c i d  qui  neest .  pas urr instent Is 

n$mey tout passttit ecn eux e t  autour d'ew, ef  U s  croyarent Zeurs coeura 

iiffriuzchls de ~ I c i s a i t u d a s . " ~ ~  i~tcretlu.us, Didemt# Serrest beyond the 

scienco(t) they have drawn upon--night S e m s  not have found aX1 the 

thonodynmiss he neodod i n  Dldomt' 8 naehlnc.. .i va.eurs?--it is the 

p d l g l o u a  ~ p % r a l  of diacurstvr energy circulating through that 6oncalogy that 

p&ralr;es t o  yleld--feedback or eprbs-cou~--1nterpatatXve possiSillties 

we are only beginning to gauge* 
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1. 3. ChottFUet, la Fomstlon des %dgea e s t h < t i ~ u e s  rle XKderok ( ~ L l s r  
colin,  3.53)=.- - 

2. P a p  mferenccs in the  t e x t  t o  : : ,Le t t r e  sur l e a  Ave-es are t o  
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?. For t he  passages vl r rual ly  t ransla te4 fmn Book V of a Re- Patura 
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8. Ocuvres e s t h ~ t i q u c s ,  ed, VeniGre ( ~ a r i s r  Carnier, 1 9 6 ~ ) ~  pp. 167368. 

9 ,  Translation from the  Loeb Classical Library edition (Canbridges 
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12. Serres lectured extensively on Lucretius a t  Johns Hopkins fn the 
spring of 1976, and those l ec tu res  are  the matter of a forthcoming 
volume. Serres' reading of Lucretius informs a recent a r t i c l e  on 
Barbey d' Aurevilly ("halyse  spectrale t Barbey d ' Aurevill y" i n  
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low. It is hoped tha t  the  reading of Mdarot a t t e ~ p t e d  in this 
paper w i l l  simultaneously o f fe r  access t o  recont developments in 
t he  writings of one of France's nost iconodlastf o thinkers. 

13. Serres,  "Anayse spec t ra~e , "  p. 566. 

14. L ~ ~ t l u s ,  p, I l3,  

13, F, Jacob, The Logic of Lifet A H i s t o q  of Hcredit ( ~ e w  Yorko 
vintage, l ~ ) ,  tran.. w m m ,  p e n +  

16. Ibid., p, 250. 

Bid,,  p. 253, m ~ r  emphasle. The Maxwell-Brillouin junctura has 
as well M i s h e d  one of the  orientjng schemes of the novels of i 

Thosras ?pcbn. T h i s  3.8 nicely captured by R e  % i r k  3 s  an 
a s t i c l e  on that author in uMch he is obliged t o  explicate Brillauh'o 
paper, "#amelf ' s Demon Cannot Operate" t "The rage t o  order, Pptchorr ; 
seems t o  Say, 5s merely a spptom of accelexating cfisordez?' 
(The  Importance of Thomas Pynchonn in Mindful Pleasurest Essays 
on Thonas P chon ed. G Letrine and D, Leverenz, Li%tle,  Broun 8 
% . ~ o s t o $ % @ $  p. 25j. h u o r t h ~ h i l e  point of depanure  f o r  
m y  "grafting" of French thought on and i n  American cul tura l  reality 
might w e l l  be a consideration of why f4axwell-IBrilJouIn should figure 
centra l ly  i n  America i n  the  work of tt nove3.i~jt (~ynchon) hnd in 

= Fmce i n  that of someone ( ~ e r r e s )  uhose, o f f o d s  load him t o  clairns 
nonnally+hose of a c r i t io .  

--Of bet 10 *.?m*llyrv 

That world may bo nlaboritod ao a xoding of Dl.dorot'o & ~~nt~arprbt l l t ion  , 
da 13 nature (1753). Tho cont i r~ui ty  with t h e  Zct t ra  sur 10s --- 
Avat l~ les  ie maxkud by the epigraph from the section on "troublu h 
vlsion" in  Book f V  of f)c Ronm Naturar "Quas sunt in luco tuonur/ 
E tanebr is  (we see out of t h e  dark what is  i n  the  l igh t )  ," 
Sc ien t i f i c  ac t iv i ty ,  in Diderot's t e x t ,  is interpreted as favorable 
t o  a general reversal of t he  t radi t ional  hierarchy In  which "exper- 
imental philosophy" had been suboniinated t o  "rational philos~phy," 
Thus, f n  the  exeq lary  Pens& XXIIX, experimental philosophy--meta- 
phorized i n  t e rns  of its t e n t a t i  o, t a c t i l e  (*'t&tonnanto), blind 
(*'&s y e w  band;oW) activity--& up by disproving tho arrogant 
claims of rationdism--metaphor- a s  tho boaror of a tarch ("f1amboau")-- 
by demonstrating t h a t  l i g h t  can be decomposed. But tho " tact i le"  
is generalized t o  the  principle of the  constitution of the world in 
the "ej&ravagmt" se r i e s  of conjectures on the  "general laws of the  
comunication of movemcnt" i n  ~ o n ~ d e  XXXVI .  Arguing q a l n s t  t h e  thesis 
of t h e  homo.seneous %ransmission-distribution of movement Sn cases 

of Imp=-), Dlderot maintains t h a t  111 tho transmission of 
force, nhat is communicated is subject t o  elaborately coded constraints 
("a y a ,  dans l e s  corps choqu6s, des  parties osci l lantes  i n f l n h o n t  
pe t i t e s ,  e t  des noeuds ou polnts inmobiles lnfiniment prochos.. ."). 
I n  b r i e f ,  what is comnunicatcd may bo thoaatizad as order, information, 
enorgy. .. Finally,  t he  world as t h e  genaralized aystem of such 
co,munication is imagined by Mderot , pressing Maupertuis' in tui t ion 
t o  tho  l imi t ,  a s  "une copulation universelle" (pensee L). Thus the 
Venusian motif comes t o  join, under the  epigraph from Lucrotiua, 
tho dimensions of "touch, " "blindnoso ," and aleatory ~wcommunication" 
i n  t h e i r  o p p s i t i o n  t o  a atetaphysics--"rational philosophyW o r  
*'geometry" --of l igh t .  

39. Serres,  p. 598. 

20. "Inversion" would bs a reversal of order in the  passago fron a 
nat.uraJ, nediun t o  a conventional language. Bu2; since tl~ougM, 
tho nast natural  medim of mcntation, is, according t o  the  Let t re  
our 3 cs ~ o u n ~ s ,  atempora2 in its essonce, there cm be no na;turrit - - 
orclcr of graiiaiitical par t s  i n  thought, - 
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occuro ln  Do Ram Natura jut prior t o  tho  poet 's  a s s W a t i o n  , 
of utow t o  letterat 
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26. Jacob, p.. 138. 
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27. Sarras, pp* 563, M. 
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rteveu slt U s  nost intmss, hanever,'is Wvcn to pantonbe ("On ne - 
F t e  pas bien sous ce toaneau, . ,") , With a7 a ~ d i e n o e  whose hearing ' 
2s block& respon3hg t o  s teaarkable pract i t ioner  of g e s t ~ "  we redis- 
wver t h e  scensrio of t h s  tsttro sor l e s  sour?b & 1es-nuoh. 

b. *ROIt- Cc=er.t ss faaii-i& pu'awc un tac t  aussl fln, une r s i  geanhs . + rsensibilit; pour 3es teautks de X * e  nusiczl, w s  soysz aussi aveugle 
sur les belles ckbscs en ~ o r d e ~ . . ? "  Eere tho apposition between 
etFAcs c ; C  esttzetlcs fs supsrfz;ose.l an th3t  between s igh t  w.d touch, 
the focus oZ the Zct tse  aur I c s  avcu-2es. To t h a t  extent, ui! nay fawine 
the e s t 3 e t i c  ( t a c f ~ e o ; l ~ i ~ n ~ - e  ethical ( l i$!~t) ,  thus  confirn- 
ing' the 2;lctrachern rearihg o f  & lJevte% t h a t  Foucault (!if st, l r o  de & 
folie), ;rsst  recently, hes-u..dert?&en, 
C-- 

c ,  Just ~ r i o :  t a  t he  C=.~id ro?esren2e, f?&~,eau inagines hhself z6 cne 
of the cszy wh:, fLil. t o  blr the xjTthj.cd sthtce of t<ean0.1, h i s  archetype 
of genius# 9'' rc- i in  cute t e l r ~  etruck & I ir;ht, Thcs is tha 
nc?hew8s Iallure lvcctcd a t  t h e  intorie~tion of the  two texts we have 
wad, 

Perhaps ua s k o d d  think of Raceauv a genius only in abjection, perspiring 
!"tout en e a t ' )  in his v i l e  p a ~ t o n l n e ,  imitating with greatest s f f a c t l v e n s s ~  
"des eaux ou gui  numurent dk?s tm l i e u  solitaire o t  frais, cu qui descendent 
en torrent du haut des nontngnes.. ," 
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