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The enclosed papef by Jeffrey Mehlman, "Cataract: Diderot’s
bsscmivegéonms 1749-1751," 1s made available here as a
supplement to the papers circulated for discussion at MLA Special
Session 550, “Ihe Languape of Criticism." As a panel participant,
Professar Mchlman will be commenting on the issues raised by this
se:n;nar from the perspective of his convinction that the customary
hierarchy of "Lhcor&/prnctice" is ultimately an inhibicing factor
in contmporiry inquiry. e hno suggasted that wo circulace thia
paper as {llustrating a rode of critical practice in which questions
of theory emerge from and are englobed by the engagement of specific
texts. We are pleased.to make the paper available; and th.ough the
paper 1s sufficiently long to preclude any full discussion of its

i:u{)lications in the scminar meeting itseclf, it does afford a useful

occasion to expand the issucs of the ceminar, and opens the way to

‘further exchanges. We urge seminar participants to read this paper

ot only for the intrinsic interest of its thesis and subject, but

25 a concrete illustration of the subtle comceptual reticulations on

. which crigical xéading depends and to which eritical theoxry must be

responsive,

#
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Johns Hopkins University -
Baltimore, Maryland .

Cataract: Diderot's Diccursive Polltics 1749-1751

I1 y a des nuages, 11 pleut et voild tout,
--Michel Serres

»

In 1749, R&n\muxe in couching the cataracts of a girl born blind,
k pre;idod at what literary hiﬁory haf weomemmmoswy COME 10 regard as
the “experiment of the century."' The avent was decisive for Diderot
and was integrally linked tci the emergence of his philozophical and
political "maturity.” AFor the text that he was prompted to write by
‘Réaumur'e experiment, la _1_9_\:,1;_‘.; sur les aveugles, marks the 'first coherent
;'ai'ticulation of his atheism." And his ensuing imprisonment and act of
submission at Vincennes was to neg:essitate a subsequent stategy of
characteristic circumvention and ruse. It is to that strategy that
these pages are devoted.” For our reading of the 1749 text shall be oriented
toward a consideration of the bracing implications of the deviousness
of the first major essay which Diderot, with "tacit permission™ from
Maleshorbes, was to publish after emerging from Vincennes, la lettre
sur los sourds et les muets.’

We should do well to o‘bser;'e initially that whereas Diderot's cone
témpqr#iés'were transfixed by the spectacle of a blind sensibility
emerging into 1ight, ke, on the contrary, was above all concerned with
tho new u_nderstaading that night’ accrue by sharing philosfvphically the
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‘Saunderson n'est pas plus mon sentiment que le votre...” 4
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experience of the blind., Whence the essay's center, the fictive dea;h- .
bed discourse of Saunderson, the blind professor of éptics. For
Saunderson speaks tz':m the discursive position in which the cosmological -

procf of God's existence' turns short. Eyeless, he is ths missing link
in the infinite chaln of an allegedly oxdered universe, the gentle
Canbridge monster who can but smile in irony at avex"y appeal to the
self-evident spléndor of the cosmos,

DMeroi. of course, was caroful to delineate his own difference
from Saunderson in a letter of reply to Voltalrei“"Le sentiment de
But he

continues: *C'est ordinairement pendant la nuit que s'élavent les vapeurs

qui obscurcissent en mol l'existence de Disu; le lever du soleil les

dissipe toujours.,.” The image recalls the discomfort of the deist

in la Promenade du sceptigue (1747), interrupted in his discourse

by a storm: “"le ciel s'obscurcit; un nuage épala nous déroba le spectacle
de la nature.” The discourse of atheism, the core of Diderot's
text is the language of a cloud (nuage, vapeurs). Mblematically, To-
turning to the polnt of inception of the Letire, we may designate that

cloud a cataract. Littrds “Gataracte: opaclt€ du cristallin ou de sa

membrane,..qul empgche les rayons lumineux de parvenir ;]usqu'i la rétine
et qui cause alnsi la perte de_ la vue."

In its most :li.rulent core, Saunderson's discourse--and Diderot's
text--comes close ‘o transcribing a series of passages from Book V of ‘

De Rerum Natura.

Paul Vernidre, in particular, has been Insistent
» N .
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and porsuasive in maintaining that it is Lucretius--"Lucrice et Lucrbce

_seul”--{and not Diderct's contemporary physiologists) who dictates

‘Saunderson's quasi-delirium of a universe of chance worlds monstrously

emerging and fading away." Diderot takes us to a hypdthetical origin of
things: “si nous remontions § la nalssance des choses et des temps,
st que nous sentlssions la matibre se mouvoir et le chaos se débrouiller,
nous rencontrerions une multitude d'dtres informes."(}2I} Thus our cata-
rad-—or cloud-- takes on a certain positivity. Far from boing & simple
obatacle to the vision of God's splendor, it becomes a stochastic chaos,
& suspended fog, out of which things and times in thelr plurality are
precipitated. Diderot's e;taract ceases to be privative, and emergos--
potentially--saturated with the entire universe of Lucretius .7

One index of the positivity of Diderot's blind universe is the
extent to which it 1s dominatod by what he regarded as the most funda-
mental of senses; touch. (See, most succinctly, the third Eniretlen sur le
'Fils naturel's “Les sens ne scat quun toucher...")‘ It is in this
realm perhaps that a more essential and idiosyncratic relation to Lucre-~
tius than that traced by Verniere in his search for "sources" may be
approached. For De Rerum Na-.ra as well offers a universe blzarrely
subordinated to touch., Consider, on the one hand, Diderot's blind man
defining a mirror: "une machine.,.qui met les choses en relief loin
d’elles;mémes...” f"{) And symmetricallys "un miroir est une machine qui v
nous met en relief hors de nous-momes.”(#5) And now, Lucretius, in

Bock IV, on tho cause of vision: “there exist what we call images of
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things; which, 1ike films drawn from the outermost surface of things
(quast membranae summo de corpore rerum dereptae), £1it about' hither and
thither through the alr.. ."? "In the first place, {rom everythiné wo
see there must of necessity continually flow and discharge and scatier
bodles which strike our eyes and excite vi.slon."m * The bli;xd man's
nirror in Diderot, estranging an object--or subject~-from itself, and

Lucrotius’' simulacrum both appeal primarily to touch. So much 8o, in

fact, that we sre tempted to confront the Lucretian“proof“ of th‘e‘existenc'e

of sirulacra, on the one hands

"In the first blace. since amongst visibls things many throw
off bodies...as often when cicadas drop thelr neat coats
(tunicas) in summer, and when calves at birth throw off the

. czul from their outermost surface, and also when the slippery

Ceen eaeem

serpent casts off his vesture amongst the thorns...since
these things happen, a thin image must also be thrown off
from things, from the outsrmost surface of things (9_\3 xebus
mitti summo de corpore rerum)." #

and Diderot's terse assertion, on the other:

"Saunderson voyait donc par la peau."(il7)
For whether the skin (tunica, peau) be that of subject or object, a
phenomenology of vision is displaced by an energetics of touch,

But what are ﬁe to make of this unorthodox connection between
Diderot's text and what Diderot scholarship has long recognized to be
ita principal source? More simply, what 1s the relation between sight
and touch in Lucretius?

.

)
of France's most imaginative adept of Lucretius, Michel Serres. 2 For .

It 1s here that we shall draw on the analyses

we shall attempt to demonstrate that his own "untimely" reading of
Diderot's Latin sourcp provides as well the unexpectod elements for a

e
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4 roading of the philosophs. First off, a confirmation of cur earlier
' . 2
comments: "La physigue épicurienne...esi du tact plus que dé 2a vue..."
Now along with the theory of simulacra, the other main oddity of Lucretian--

or Epicurean--physics is the celebrated ¢lihamen: "that while the first

bodies are being carried downwards by their own welght in a straight line
through tho vold, at times quite uncertain and uncertain places (incerto
tempore ferme incertisqus locis anatio). they swerve a little from their

course, Just s0 much as you might call a change of motion, For if thoy wers

not apt to incline, all would fall downwards like raindrops through the pro-
found vold, no collision would take place and no ‘blcu would be caused among
the first-beginnings: thu's nature would never have produced a.nythi.ng.”/‘{
And further ons “bodles must m'clino a little; and not more than the least
l;o‘saible (nec yplus guam minimum).” From the stochastic cloud--or
cataract--of Diderot's letter on blindness, we have come to the Lucretian
downpour--or cataract--of atoms, But more immedlately we arc concerned

with two infinitesimal deviations in the Eplcurean scheme: the simulacrum

or emlssion an extremely tenuous surface, and the clinamen or minimal
swexrve in the verblcal fall of atoms.

And now, in what is only apparently a digresslon from our subject,
several rcmarks on statistical themodyna.miqs from the"history of heredity"
that I*‘rax)gois Jacob entitled La Logique du yivants

+ 1+ "The propexties of & gaé can be described by the purely mechanical
modol of balls that collide, and entropy can be interpreted in terms of
molecular agiiation., If & man is unable to prevent the degradation ot.

energy, it 1s because he is unable to distinguish each molecule and odb-

serve iis charactoristics. But 1t is perfectly possidle to imagine a
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being with & better brain and finer senses, whose facultieé, accoxding .to'
Maxwell, ‘are so sharpened that hs can follow svery moleculs in ﬁ.{ g
course; such a baiﬁs; whose attributes are still as essentially ﬁnite_
as our own, would be able to do what is at present impossible to us,’
This tiny being or demon has to be imagined as capable of 'seeing indi-
vidual molecules,® and able to move a sliding door which causes no friction,
in a partition separating two compartments of a gas-filled vesssl., When
a rapidly moving moleocule arrives from left to right, the domon opens
the doory when a alow moving molecule arrives, ho closes it; and converssly.
The rapid molecules will then accumulate in the right-hand compartment,
which will get warmer, .and the slow molecules in the left-hand compartment,
which will cool down. 'Without expenditurs of energy,’ the demon will have
.;:onvor!.od non-utilizable onorgy into usable onorgy. He will have oircum-
vented the second law of thermodynamics.” #

2, The decrease of entropy, or increase of "neéentropy." is phinly
an increase in order and information within the contingent universe of
cloud or gas.

.

3. Maxwell's demon was exorcised by Szilard and Brillouin: "For
Szilard and Brillouin, on the contrary, information has to be pald for.
The demon can'*see’ the molecules iny if he has with them some physical
connectlon, such as radiation. Not only the gas, but the whole system

composed of the gas and the demon tends towards equilibrivam. Sooner ox
13

later, the demon becomes 'blind' to the gas.”
4, The resultant image of the organism: "Living or not, every
system that functions tends to wear out, to fall into disropsir, to in-

»
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crease in entropy. By means of a certain regulation, each local loss

of energy ls compensated by work provided by another part of the organism;
hence anothex increase in entxopy, in turn compensated by further work
carried out at another point in the body. And so on, in a sort of waterfall,
by which loss in one place is cumpensated by increased order elsewhere.

The coordination of the system de?ends on a network of regulatory ecircuits
by which the organism is integrated., But as in a waterfall, the total
cﬁange of energy always ta.ke# place in the same direction, that imposed
%y the second law of thexrmodynamics, The statisticai tendency to disorder
L:o7iily dllapidates any system that 1s closed to all exchanges with the
ocutside mnjlél. Ultimately, tho maintenanance of a living system in good
ropair has to be pald for: the return to the evor unstable equilibrium

iaada to a daflolt of surrounding organizatlion, that is, to an incroase

in dlsordor of the total cystem composed of the orxganism and its environment.
The living organism, therefore, cannot be a closed system. It cannot

stop absoxrbing food, ejecting waste-matter, or being constantly traversed
by & current of matter and energy from outside. Without a constant flow

of oxder, the organism disintegrates. Isolated, it dies. Every living being
remains in a sonse plugged into the general current which carries the
universe towards disorder.

which malntains organization and allows it to reproduce.”

Thus the historlan of sclence spontaneously rediscovers the imagoexy
of Lucretius, In a stochastic universe, the transitory eddy in ihe

waterfall corxesponds to thae turbuloence resultant from the clinanmsn in
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the atomic downpour.
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Systems relate in that cataract not through any
process of contemplation, but rather by a transmission of energy, order,

or informations whence the aptness of the Lucretian simulacrum. AFinally.

the irreversible direction of the flow, the fact that the cloud (cataract)
in suspension has become rain (cataract) is testimony to the second
principle of thermodynamics. At the center of Serre;‘ recent work has

been a remarkable srticulation of the concerns of statistical themmodynanics
with the aleatory grandeur of the Lucretian universe, :"I‘a which achieve«

ment we shall return,

But what of Diderot? ' If it has yet o rain in our reading of tho
philosophe, we havo neverthoi?as discovered a world that is aleatory
_and tactile, essentlally Lucretlan. For the world of virginal percoptlon,
in which Roaumur's oxporimont ronewed intorosi, posed iahllooophicn.l questions
that Didorot was content to rulinguish to others, Thus nolice the do-
light with which he paixs off idealist (Borkeley) and sensualist (Condillac)
in what he takes t0 b a thoroughly futile struggle:s "Selon 1'un et 1l'autre,
et selon la raison, les termes essence, mau?aro, substance, support, etc.,
ne portent gubre par eux-némes de lunilres dans notre esprit;.d'ailleurs

remarque Jjudicleusement 1'auteur de 1'Essal sur les connaissances humaines,

s0it que nous nous &levions Jusqulaux cleux, solt que nous descendions
Jjusque dans les ablmes, nous ne sortons jamals de nous—ngmes; ot ce n'est
que notre propre pensée que nous aparcevons; or c'est 13 le résultat du
premier dialogue d;s Berkeley, et le fondement de tout son systéme, Ne
soriez-vous pas curieuse %3;3’01: aux prises doux ennemis dont les armes
se ressemblont si fort?...", The extremes of sensuallism and idealisn

tend, mirror-like, to escillate into each other, based as they are on

. ]
world of energy &nd information,
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the primacy of perception, the divis'ion between subject and object.
To which we would oppose, speculatively, Diderot's blind and tactile
With Serres, the neo-encyclopedist,
on the horizoni "Et peut-'étre n'y a-t-i1 pas une grande différence entre
ce que nous appelons sujets, nous, et ce que nous nommons les objets. .."”
Conslder the problem of Mollyneux. inherited from Locke and Condillac,
in this perspective, To the questlion of whether a man born blind, upon
éain,‘mg sight, could distinguish and ldentify at a distance the cube
and aphere which wore familiar to him from touch, Diderot is alone in
anc.. ring in the affimmative, i.e., in dissolving the problem. More-
over, Diderot's treat.,ment of the problem is marked by xrepsated recourse
to the one figure--chiasmus;-that structures what will dbe seen to be
the psoudo-problem par oxcellence of the Letire sur les sourds et les
muota, that of 1nvoraion:’o Thus: "Ces obJets pourralent fort bicn se
iransformer dans mos mains et me renvoyer, par le tact, des sensations
toutes contraires b celles que j’on éprouve par la vue."(/42) Then:
"Mais aurait-il continué avec lLocke, peut-8tre que, quand j'appliqueral
mes mains sur ces figures, elles se transformeront 1'une en 1'autre...”(/72)
Now in Lucretius, in ."e section concerning trouble in vision,

we £ind an odd analogue to the problem of Molyneux:

And when afar off we see foursquare towers of a city.

they often appear to be round, for this reason, dbecause

every angle at a distance is seen bdlunted or rather it is

not scon at all, its blow is lost and the siroke does not

glide across 1o our eyes; because while the images are rush-

ing through a great space of air, the air with frequent

tuffetings forcea it to become blunt, 2/

It may bs suggested,  erblematlcally, that the minute differencs baineen

civele and square might sorve as an approximation of tho tenuons susface

T e Ry . . . P
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f11a constituting the simlacrus itself. But in that case the “trouble
in vision" wveferred to would .be not contingent but essential; it would A
rofer t6 that breach in perception marked by an essentially tactile
simulacrun, Such might have been a version of the problem of Molyneux ’
" which Diderot would not have hastened to dissolve.

- - '

One of the most striking cbservations on the blind realm of touch
’conqgms,m’axparmantel tracing on a hand of the shape of a faniliar
hand. - When asked whose hand it is, the blind man proves the best sub-
ject of the experiment, for: "la somme d?s sensations excitees par une
bouche sur la main d'un aveugle est la méme que la somme dos
sonsations successivenment révoillees par le crayon du dessinateur qul la

“aut roprasente."("n Wo would suggest that tho mouth indistingulshable
from its own simulacrum bo regarded as that of Lucrotlan Vonus, tho muse
of his sensual physics. Or perhaps it should be read as the organ of
a logos uhich. in the world of the blind, proves to be contaminated
originarily by a form of writing (1._r_a_c_e_)... We touch hers on what might
be elaborated as the opposition "Serres"-"Dexrida,” a quostion to which

we shall return...

_La Lettre sur les aveugles was published 9 June 1749, On 2h July
Diderot was taken to Vincennes. On August 13, he confessed to lieutenant
general Berryer ds follows: "I therefors avow to you, as my worthy
protector, what the tediousnoss of a prison and all imaginable penalties
would never have made me say to my Judges that the Pensdos, the Bijoux,

*
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and the lettre sur les aveugles are excesses that slipped out of mey

but that I can on the other hand pledge my honor {and I have some) that
they will be the last, and that they are the only ones."u Diderot was
released from Vincennes oh November 3. He immediately set to work on his tsm‘f
tasks for the Enc élonédie, but in the course of the following year |

wrote a sequol to the text that had resulted in his imprisonment, the

Lettre sur les sourds et les muets. It is to that work'; odd relation
%0 the discourse on blindness, in the context of the "nso-Lucretian” re-
mrks already made, that we now shall tum,

warly in the second Lottex, addressed with mock deference to the

newly named occupant of the chalr in Greek and Latin philecsophy at the

Collége de France, Didoxod ix;aginoa an expoerimeni in which a sories of

*eonvontional mutes" wouid bo. obliged 1o anewer quostions in the language
of goulures: “Ne seralt-co pas uno chose, sinon utile, du molna
amusante, que de multiplier los ossals sur les memes 1des; ot qua de pro-
poser les némes questions % plusieuxs poersonnses en meme temps. Pour moi,
il me semble qu'un philosophe qui s'exercerait de cette manlers avec
guelques-una de sos amis, bons esprits et bons logiclens, ne perdrait

pas entidrement son temps. Quelque Arlstophane en ferait, sans doute,
‘ung scene excellente; mai qu'importe? on se dirait & sol-mome ce que

Zonon disait A son proselyte: ", si tu veux &tre philosophe

attends-tol k &tre tournd en ridicule."(#) The final barb seems ironlcally

intended for tho sbbd Batteux, the addressee of the Lettre. In brief,

the comedy sketchsd would be emblematized by Diderot's text itsclf,

But the name of that comedy, of course, 1s The Clouds. Whereas ihe
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inage of the cloud (vapeurs) in the letter to Voltaire seomed essentially
privative, here"clouds" constitute the positive content of the 1751 text.
Or as Diderot says of his own precedurs later in the I_@_\‘._fég: "moi (;“1
m'occupe plutc':t 5 former des nuages qu'i les dissiper, et a suspendraA les
Jjugements qu'a Jjuger..."{115) Now the comedy of a mass interrogation
demanding response in an othexr than oral medium is precisely the scenario

of Les Bijoux indiscretss gesture has replaced the discourse of the bi jou.

Ve need but transcribe Diderot's own subsequent translation of a aeg~
ment of Lucretius® invocatlon to Venis--"Parle, o dfesse"--at the Yeginning
of De Rerum Natura to see how potentially saturated with Lucretian values

the "clouds" of the second Letire may bc.u

The text, then, is, at
some lovel, tho assemblage of: "olouds" through which Vonus speaks,
Wo have clouds, but nob yot any rain: neither downpour nor elinamen,

the infinitesimal doviatlon (Lucretiusince plus quam minlmum), And

yot as oarly as the Lottre on the blind, the premonltions of a Lucrotian
storm have been entertained; “Saunderson avait de commun avec 1'aveugle
du Pulseaux d'étre affectd de 1a moindre vicissitude qui survenait dans
l'atmosphhre..."lll‘)l,et that sensitivity to t'he slightest aereal vieissitude
serve as a transition to the torrent we shall soon see drenching tho text
of 1751... '

Perhaps the soction of the Lettre sur les sourds that most cruclially
links 1t to its predecessor concerns Didexot's mocking request of

- 14 .
~ the. abbe Batteux, his addressee, that hs clear up the question of what is

meant by "la belle nature.” In his concluding summary, the philosophe

states: j'al taché, Monsleur, de vous fairc ontendrs que cowx qui ont

14
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lu vos Beaux-Aris rdduits S'l'mitgtlon de la belle nature, se croyaient .

t en droit d'exiger que vous leur expliquasslez clairement ce que c'est que

la belle nature."(;ss)Now that exchange between Diderot and the abbe Balteux

nay be read, I would suggest, as & simulacrum, transposed into the realm
of esthetlcs, of Saunderson's deathbed colloquy with Mr. Holmes in the
earlier text. It was precisely the untenability of any appeal to tha "beauly"”
of nature that vitlated Holmg's' cosmological argument for God's
exiotence) but it ia tho fallure to include a chapter on what "la belle
nature” 1g that rendoxs Batteux's ontire treatise “sans fondement."(/#6)
And tha multiple ironies of Didorot toward his well-placed interlocutor
ave su many affirmations that the “foundation" requested is not about to
be supplied. Thus whereas the philcsophe in 1749 had pretended to be merely
translating Saunderson, and had distingulshed his position from the
Englishman's in a lotter to Voltalre, in 1750-51 Diderot was implicitly
assuming as his own the discursive positlon whose simple prosence in the
earlier toxt had led ';,o his imprisonment. Al this under the guise of a
submissive surrendexr to authovity...

Now the final sectioﬁ of the second Lettre, in which Diderot
taunts Batteux on the subject of beautiful nature, is as well studded
with short verse quotations from both "anclents" and "moderns", exanples--
or elements--of the Diderotian "sublime.”  Although our author decnonstrates
no interest in the thematic content of the fragments sclected, a

remarkable mutuality of orientation among ithem may novertheless he

domonstrated. Thus toward the center of the section we find two

exemplary pissages of verso dlscussed. First, fron the conclusion

B mue cmerae
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of the second chant of Ls §_u_t_1_j_p_
Soupire, &tend les bras, ferme 1'cell et s'sndort.(}33)
Then, from the ninth book of the Aeneid:
Pulchrosque per artus
It cruor; inque humeros cervix collapsa recumbit,
Purpurcus veluti eum flos succisus aratro

Languescit moriens; lassove papavera collo
Demlsere caput, pluvia cum forte gravantur,

{the blood spread over his lovely limbs, and his neck, relaxing,
sank on his'shoulder. He was like a bright flower shorn by the
plough, languishing and dying, or popples, welighted by a sud- 24
den shower of rain, drooping their heads on their necks) (/3$)
In these two remarkably dissimilar verse achlevements, the first from a
seventeenth century satire, the second from a latin epic, we arxre neverthe-
4 .
less confronted with a sudden-~potentially fatal--dxooping of...the
head. (In the coniext of tho imprecation to Batteux to define “"la
Ybelle nature,”" it 1z a blt as though Diderot’s nature wore prosided over
vy a Divine Thug silently, sublimely "xubbing out” his victims,) XV
is for that reason, that a subsequent passage quoted from the réeit

de Thérantne in Act V of Phidre takes on an odd resonances

Il suivalt pensif le chemin de Mycknes,

Sa main sur les chevaux laissait flotter les rénes.

Sos superbes coursiers qu'on voyait autrefols

Pleins d'une ardeur si noble cbeir A sa voix,

L'ceil morne maintenant, et la téte balssee,

Semblaient se conformer A sa triste pensbe. (""U"“J ¢ "}‘“")

Once again, in an entirely differont context, we find a characteristic
lowering of the head, or rather, in Diderot's tezims, a "putation," an’'
inclination.{3) Now toward the very beginning of the philosophe's

sequence of examples we are offered another fragment from tho _rdcit de

N
Théramenes
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+v.les ronces de /gouttantes
Portent de ses cheveux les dépouilles sanglantes. {ili)

With this initial precipitation of drops, we approach a second as-
sociative chain, Slong with the Ainclination of head. For it may de
noted that the decline of the head in the passage from Virgll was ac~
companled by a8 jet of blood metaphorized as the weight of rain.

Whereupon the verdb flotter in our.earlier Racine fragment may be assumed

to take on an added resonance, For we are touching here on the associated
theme of liquid descent. ~That dimenslon passes through a playful allu-
sion to Petronius'® parody of the Virgilian passage, in which the liquid
may be assumed 10 be sperm, but reaches catastrophic magnitude in a '

key passage cited fxom Voltaire's Henriade:

Et des fleuves francais les eaux ensanglantecs
No portalont que dob morts aux mers Gpouvantos. (133)

Wo may conclude tho corles in tho midst of Diderot's skeptical observa-
tions about the possibility of transposing poetry into paint, For hé
there quotes again The Aeneid:

Interea magns miscoxrl murmure Pontum,

Emissamgus hiemen sensit Neptunus, e imis

Stagna refusa vadisy graviter commotus, e alto

Propisciens summa placidum caput extulit unda.

(But moanwhile Neptune had been made awaro by the ocean's roaring

commotion, and the currents eddying even in the sea's still depths,

that a storm had been unleahed. Gravely provoked, he raised his head

from the waves...) {#7)
Diderot's comment is: "Par quelle singula.rlté .+.Cce pelntre no pourralt
prendre le moment ffappant, celul ol Neptune £1dve sa tete hors des
eaux? pourquol, le diecu ne paralssant alors qu'un homme dbeol14, sa thte
sl majestueuse dans le pobme,y tenait-elle un mauvals effet sur les ondes?" (tt:’I}
With thls concluding image our two series converge. The descending tcx- “
rent has reached the sea and the declining head has been washed 2long
with it. »

T N A TS M AR Vvt ot T e FE S Y
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Now in the course of dlscussing the earller fragment from Virgil--
Buryalus, his head declining midst a spurt of blood--Diderot, just prior
" o commenting on the accuracy of Virgil's rendering of the "jet de »

gang,” observes: "Je ne serals 5u\ere plus btonné de voir ces versba'en-‘
gendrer par quelgue Jet fortuli de caractires qué d‘en volr passer
toutes les beautés hiéroglyphiques dans une traduction.” {n 5) The liquid
(Jet ge sang) whoéé precipitation we have been charting comes into con-
tact with the chance casting of letters {jet fortuit de caract\‘ares), )

But in the most audacicus of the Pensdes phnosolahidnes of 1745 (XXI).

"Jets fortuits de caractéres” had been assimilated to the thoroughly
convincing gensis of ouxr world through a "Jjet fortuit des atomes,"
. That equivalence, of course, is fundamentally Lucretlan, Tho torrent

of dosconding 1iquid 18 less the thome of Diderot's "sublime" than

the chance cataract of characters or atoms out of which every theme

a5
per ge is precipltated.

Perhaps oux reading thus far may be described in terms of two
models. First, from the Lotter on the deaf, the example cf Diderot
stuffing his fingers into his ears in order to block his hearing as soon

as the curtain rose in the theatre, His purpose in so dolng was, of

course, to better gauge the import of that cruclal dimension of the actor's

art) gesture.,, Whence the dbizarre decision to refuse to listen in oxdex
better to understand ("pour mieux ontendre”).(/?§) I would suggest that
in deliverately deafening ourselves to Diderot's argument, in charting
the odd narrative {endentially inscribed into the heterogensous,

multilingual fragments of verse that stud Diderot’s text, we have
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attempted something akin to the philosophe's experiment in the theatre.
But a second case, in which Diderot this tine imagines himself in
‘the situation of the blind, offers a still more telling model. Consider
Diderot on the language of Saundersox{c "Ceux qui ont 5¢rit sa vie disent qu'il
ftatt £écond en expressions hewnuses..'.ﬂais qu'entendez-vous par des
expressions heureuses, me demanderez~vous peut-'étre? Je vous répondral,
madame, qus ce sobnt celles qui son;. propres % un sens, au toucher, par exemple,

ot qui sont métaphoriques en ..eme temps 3 un autre sens ) COMMe aux yeux;

©a'oh 11 résulte une doudle lunidrs pour celul & qui 1'on parle, la lumidre

vrsiv et directe de 1'expression, et la lumisre réfldchie de la m&‘taphore." {us)
The speech of the blind 1s thus doubly inscribed, and bears with it an
unintended, metaphorical dimension. That second stratum, split off from
the intentionality of the speaker, offers the image of a rudimentary
"unconscioue”.: "I1 est évident que dans ces occasions Saunderson, avec

tout 1l'esprit qu'il avait, ne s’entendait qu'a moitid, puisqu'il n'aperce-
vait que la moitid des 1ddes attachdes aux termes qu'il employait." (M)

But Saunderson's case is soon generalized to the iwo cases of Witz and
parapraxis: "Mals qui est-ce qui n'est pas de temps en temps dans le m"eme
cas? Cet accident est commun aux idiots, qul font quelquefols d'excellentes
plaisanteries, et aux personnes qui ont le plus d'esprit, i qui 11 échappe
une sottise, sans que ni les uns ni les autres s'en apercoivent;." i)

Soon, however, the felicitous estranging of linguistic terms turns out

to 'Ss the special achlevement of forelgners s’pqaking’an alien tongue,

and writers to the extegt that ti}ey are in the situation of foreégners
vis-a-vis their own language: “J'al remarqué que la disette de mots pro-

dulsait aussi le meme 2ffet sur les &trangers a quli la langue n'est pas
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encore fanilidre: ils sont forcds de tout dire avec une trds petite
quantité de termes, ce qui les contraint d'en placer quelques-uns tris
huureusement . Haia.tcute langnq en ge'ne'ral étant pauvre de mots propres
pour les écrivains qui ont 1'imagination vive, ils sont dans le méme cas

que des éhrange:'s qui ont beaucoup d'esprit; les situa:tions qu'ils iaventent...
les fcartent & tout moment des facons de parler ordinaires.” (/) .

.Now it is in the 1light of ths preceding passage that we may interpret

our entire gnalysis as an exploitation of the single word cataracte,

from blinding cloud (La Lettre sur les Aveugles) to torrential downpour
(La Lettre sur los sourds et les muets). Yet lest that splitting of
meaning be regarded as the artifice of an ih(;enious foreigner, we would
"d.’o well to consult that writer giﬁ.edkldth an "imagination vive,” Litird.
' For he appriscs us that the original meaning of cataracte is a barrier:

"sorte de horse placgc aux portes des villes,” whence, in the plural,

cataractes came to mean floodgates: “portes ou &cluses qui sont supposdes

retenir les eaux célestes._" It ie from this sense that the optical use
of the term--a visual opaclty preventing the passage of 1light--is derived,
A second and stranger derivation, however, resulted in the sense of
torrential downpour. 11ttr accounts for it as follows: "Etynologique~
ment, la cataracte est 1'engin qui, xrompant aveec force, bouche un pertuis;’
on a passé sans peine du sens de cet engin 3 celul de chute A’em."

Thus the torm cataracte is imperceptibly split between the meanings

of "varrier” and “transgression." Yo can t oénstitute the torm--
and our reading--as a tripartite apparatus or "cataract": cloud/dike/

downpour. In. whlch' case the "cloud” would be the focus of the first
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'Letire, the ensuing "downpour" that of the second, and the--ineffective--

“dike" would figure the sheer fact of censorship most dramatically encountered

'in the prison at Vincennes. As a discursive machine, the “cataract”

is thus fundamentally political, allowing one to effect a transgression
while affirming the terms of the Sa.rrier, to press forward one's articula~
tion of the I.ucre"cian scheme of things even as one pretends to recant one's
1nitial moves in that direction, Such are the ruses of our "cataract”
and' the simulacra it calls into play. .

We are now in a position to broach the central question of the

Leitza sur les sourds: the inevitable gap between the necessary simultaneity .. .

inherent in every act of thought (ox sensation), on the one hand, and

the successiveness of tho diaéourao that would convey it, on tho other.

. 'Thuo » for examples "malis la sensallon n'a point dans 1'4mo  co advoloppement

successif du discours; ot sl elle pouvalt commandexr 2 vingt bouches,

chaque bouche disant son mot, toutes les 1ddes précédentes seraient rendues b
1a fois..."(130) Diderot's dlscuasio;x: pursued at length, ultimately in-
validating the premises of the debate on temporal "inversions--for "il

ne peut y avolr d'inversion dans l'esprit"—Fraaches its exemplary formula-
tion in a celebrated passage: "Notre 4me est un tableau mouvant d'apr‘es
legquel nous pelignons éans cesses nous employons blen du temps 3 1e rendre
avoc fide{lita’; nais 11 existe en ontler et tout 3 la fols: 1'esprit ne va
pas B pa; comptés comme 1'expression.. (124} Tino crupts with the materiality
of digcourse ("la langue 8o trdine sans cesse apros 1'esprit”), and
manifests an essontia.‘l. 1::_con;_patibillty with and betrayal of the spatiality
of mind or thought.(120)
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Now it is a paradox worth noting that Diderot's elaborate image
for conveying the essentlal simltansity--or atemporality--of the activity
of understanding ("I'entendement”) should be the clock of classical
mechanicé: "Monsleur, considérez 1'homme automate comme wy horloge
anbulante.” In a development vhose principal “"sources” are Descartes
and La Mettrie, Diderot proceeds:s "que le coeur en représente le grand res-
sort, et que les partles contenues dans la poitrine solent les autres pidces
principales du mouvement. Imaginez dans la tite un timbre garni de
petits marteaux, d'ol partent une multitude infinie de fils qui ss texminent
2 tous les points de la voltes e'levas aw‘r: ce timbre une de ces petites
figures dont nous ornons le haut de nos i)endules. qu'elle ait 1'oreille
penchge comme un musiclien qui $couterait si son 1natru'ment‘est bien ac-

&u:dé; cette petite figure sera 1'ime. Si plusiocurs des petits cordons

sont tirds dans le meme instant, le timbre sera frappg de plusicurs coups,

at 1a petite figure entendra plusieurs sons ‘_a_ 1a fois." {my emphasis;,’ 1 1210232)

As the modei is developed, it eventually is assumed to accommodate

discourse itself, but in its inception Diderot'’s clock is designéd essentlally
to illustrate the simultanelty of perceptions in an act of thought.

And conseguently, to the extent that time--as dlscourse--has been deemed
fundamentally incompatible with the atemporxality of individual thoughts,

wo are faced with a paradoxical discrepancy between time and thé clock.

Diderot’s esthetics in tﬁa Lettre, however, are intended to obliterate

that discrepancy.' For such 13 the import of the crucial notien of
"hieroglyphics,” 4ntroduced in the course of an effort to define the

"spirit” (esprit) of poetry:"c'est lui l'eagrit} qui fait que les choses
: ’
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sont dites et reprdsentfes tout X 1a fols; que dans le ménme tenps que
;'entenéement los salsit, 1'8mo on est émue. 1'imagination les voit
;t 1'oreille les entend; et que le discours n'est plus éeulement un
‘enchdinement de texmes énargiques qul exposent la pense'e avec force et
noblesse, mals que c'est encore un tissu d'hiéroglyphes entassda les
uns sur les autres qul la pelgnent,. Je pourrais dire en ce sens que toute
poés}e est emblématique."(lm The virtual wads of hieroglyphics are thus
intended to redeem--or deny-~time, to stem the temporal flow of discourse
in its incompatibility with the timelessness of mind,

There follows a discussion of an initlal example of a hleroglyph that
we have already encountered: "Mais 1'intelligence de 1'embléme poe’tique
N gét pas donnde & tout le monde; 11 faut 8tre presque en dtat de le creer
pour le sontir fortement, Le poote dits

Eb dos flouves francais los eaux ensnnglantc'gs
Ne portalent quo des morts aux mers épouvanteées,

Mals qul est-co qui voit, dans la prcmiBre syllabe de portalent, les eaux
gonflées de cadavres et le cours dos flouves comme suspendu par cotte digue?
Qul est-ce qul voit la masse des eaux et des cadavres s'affaisser et des-
The lines

cendre vers les mers 3 la sec~nde syllabe du meme mot?” (135)

from Voltaire were a key elemont in the torrential cataract we constructed

above. Here the initlal hileroglyph that would suspend the flaw of time is
the firéﬁ' syllable of portalent--thuss porte--stemming the flow of the
curx:en-b; it is a dike (digus) or cataract (floodgate). And yet what

this primal example of a hieroglyph comes to narrate is the catastrophic
rush of water beyond the dike. The hileroglyph--indistinguishable in

this case from our cataract--would appear to have its own failure (or

transgression) inscribed within it,

R A A e e it e S b e
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Consider now the irreversible flow of time, discourse, cataract
in its opposition to that emblem of simultaneity, the clock ("horloge
ambulante") of classical mechanics. More speéifically, we would in-
seribe what must be the inclined head--in view of its “oreille penchde"--
atop the clock into that increasingly declining series of inclined
heads--from Virgll, Boileau, Raciha--that marked the verse fragments

in the Lettre and culninated in the image of a solitary head apparently

-afloat on the Virgilian waters. In brief, the irreversibility of ths
cataract would succeed in decapitating the "man" imagined by Diderot
in terms of classical mechanics. k .

The "time of poetry," however, may also be interpreted as the
history of poeiry or, in a'still broader perspective, of language
itsolf. That history narratos an irreversible loss. For what is the
situation of French in rolation to eurlier idioms? Diderot'is
univocals "Ou pour continuor le paralldle sana partialitd, Jo dirals
gue hous avons 5a3ne’, 3 n’avolr point d'inversions, de la nottetd, de
la clarté, de la précision, qualités essentielles au discours; et
que nous y avons perdu de la chaleur, de l'é'loquenca ot de l'énergie,"(ll')
Similarly, refexring to Amyot and Montaigne, Diderot later invokes
"cette noblesge prétendua qui nous a falt exclure de notre langue un
grand nombre d'expressions énecrgiques."(/S2) Thus tho temporality of
poetry, the history of the language is an irreversidle flow--or
cataract--figuring a progressive loss of heat and enorgy. To enter
into that current is quite simply to participate in beheading the

man of classical mechanics, to encounter the reality of entropy.
R .
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. . '
1attrd: "cataracte: apparell qui, dans les machines a vapeur a simple

effet, sort & regler le mouvement.® * With stunning untimeliness,
Diderct's epistemologico-esthetic meditation on the sublime--"sublimation:
passage de 1'4tat solide & 1'état gazeux"~~has MMnated in the realm

of thermodynamics.

Francois Jacob: "The second law of ihermodynamics lmposes a direction
on phenomena; no event can go in a dirvection different from that observed,
for that would mean a decreu.a in entropy. No part of the universe's
su'batancé can return to a former condition, as might :Z imagined in a

puzely mechanical system such as an imaginary clock." Michel Serross

4
“Le tomps du moulin abcline vers le temps du feu...L'eternel retour du
y 2
méme ne peut avoir liew, ni en statigue, ni en dynamiqua, ni en théorle
de 1'information. Ni pour le dbalancler, nl pour la motour, ni pour la

poge d' ferdiuro,"

The meteorolegy of Luoretdus, the thermodynamics of Serres, and

somewhere in between, t;n the descent, the "cataract" of Diderot...

In the structure we have elaborated, our‘intentlon has been to indicate

the surprisingly rigorous coherence of a genocalogy. Surely, a critical
generation schooled in the imperiallist techniques of psychoanalysis will
not smart at the apparently anachronistic reference to thermodynamics.
For a.exuclal relation to that discipline 1s prosent in Freud at the
inception of his undertaking in 1895 and continues through the critieal
work of his later yoats. Indeed,v 1% may be demonstrated that whereas
Freud's enterprlnr_vnac'hod its culpination in a marrying of the Empode-
clean duality Love and Strifo wlih thqvponcoms of thqmodynanié.s,
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Serres' work has led him tc a similar mating of Lucretian Mars and Venus
with temms of the same discipline. 3But it is precisely at th:at Juncture
tﬁat the daifference betwesn Serres and those whose efforts derive essentlal-
1y from Freud and Nistzsche becomes manifest. For whercas Freud read
into the entropalc death instinct repetitlion per se as the ground of

psychical--ox cosmic-~-functioning, entropy for Serres is precisely the

physicist's access to an irreversiblility of time corroslve of the :

repetitiveness‘ of a reversible, minimally entropaic classicil mechanics.
¥hence ihe periodic disparagements of both Nietzsche and Froud which
traverse his wrltings.

And Diderot in all this? If Sorres has peemed to us, in important
ways, the Didexot of our tinmes, it 1s in part yecause the locus of just

" such a disparagonent of the current oult of ropetitive textuality seems

dovastatingly present in the Lottres we have analyzed: in the valn
stuffing of hieroglyphics into the floodgate--or cataract--through which
time, irreversidly, would flow.  In the current critical context,
the implications of that disquieting vision loom among the most

forceful that a reading of Dlderot may impel us to pursue.

A postscript, _i_z_!_g Diderct, on an additional segment of his work
a1l but saturated by our cataract: the "moral tales," Offered as
an extension, 'but,ka.s well, as a provisional sumzary of our earlier
findings, .

If one were %o pinpoint the formal specificitywf Diderot's

*fiction,” it would lie in the extent to which the activity of nar-

e meen
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’ ' .
gation {xecit) comes to interfers--or coincide--with the events narrated

{histoire).

between narrator and reader Is perpetually interrupting the dialogue between

Thus, most impressively, in Jacques le Fataliste the dialogue

Jacques and his master, the putative subject of the novel. Horeover, the
tonallty of those two dialogues is diametrically opposed: on the one hand,
the "fatalism" of Jacques (ce qui est écrlt 13 haut"); on the other, the
anarchical freedom of the narrator, perpetually taunting the reader with
nevt fictive possibvilities he feels at liberty to complicate the plot with,
Let those comments on Jacoues (Serres: "Comzment, du hasexd, émcrse une
néenssiid?. . Tous les tewdes, .'.nnsAdoutc, le nien, cclul d'Aurevilly, ou
Jacques le Yataliste, sont des moddles de cette question”) serve 2s an.in-
troduction to our reading of the tales.29

Upon superimpesition, the "quatre contes" yleld a surprisingly unvarying
histoire. Threo ("Mystification," "Ceel n’est pas un conte,” "Modane de
la Carlidre”) of the four are plainly concerned with the disastrous physical
ond moral effects undergone by & women betrayed in love. "Mystificatiun,"
for example, twrns on the advice given by a bogus doctor to Mlle Dornet,
abandoned by Galiteine, in order to "rétadlir wne machine use par la peine
et par le plaisir” (p. .'16).3 ° But the name of tha exhaustion froam which »
ghe ond later Madane de la Carlidre explicitly--and Klle de 1a Chaux in
*Ceci” at least by anlica%ion;-surfer is "des vapeurs.” That term is,
in fact, sufficiently marked iﬁ'the ‘tex;t to merit a scholarly appendix on
that allment in the critical edition of the tales. The apparently fated
situation with which Diderot. presents us repeatedly is the decline of

.physical and noral energy in »hat we may call, combining his words, a

~
rachine...a vanours.
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If we turn now fzom the histolre to the dialogus through which it is narrae f

ted, ws 2ind a surprising recurvence. For the beginning of "Madame de 1a

Carlidre” offers, as well, a meditatlon on "vapeurs™y

'ngez-vnus ces nufes?--Ne cralgnez rien; elles disparaiirent d'elles=

menes el sans le secours de la moindre haleina das vent,~~Vous

w i croyez?e~J'en al falt souvent 1'observation en &té dans les tenps
chauds. 1a parile basse de 1'atnosphére que la plule & dégagde de
son hunldité va reprendre une portion de la vapeur e’paisse qui
forme le voile obscur qui vous dérobe is ciel, la masse de cette
vapeur se distribucra B pen pres Jgalement dans toute la masse de
1'alr, et par celte exacte distribution ou conbinalison; comme il

105)
These meteorological observations betneen\ narrator and reader thus serve as
& raleing of the curtaln befors the actit;n begins, And yet that impression
is doceptive. For the vapor 1s not removed or liquidated, but expanded,

gonoraliced to the point of invialbllity. Moreover, tho boginning of ths

Buppidnent au voynge de Doveainville, which, to all appenrances,occurs on
the day following that of "Madame de la Coxlidre,” gives the ils to the

narralor’s confidence in the dissipaiion of the cloud;

"A., Cette superbe volts étoue'e, sous laguells nous re+vinmes hier,
el qul sexblait nous garantir un beau Jour; ne nous a pas tenu
parole.

B, Qu'en savez-vous?

4: Le brouillard est si épais qu'il nous dérobe 1a vue des arbres
voisins...," 31

There is thus an irreducibility of the vapor out of which the action of the
fonte emerges. But that action can as well subside back into it., For within
"*Hadame de la Carliire," the drama of the heroine glves way to a discussion
of the chaotlc ranner in which the public--including reader and narrator--

perceives it. We are treated to a description of randdm agglomerations of
opinion within “la foule imbécile” -(p. 126), This is the stochastic realm

vous rlaira de dire, 1'atmosphére deviendra transparente et lucide.* {p.

- .
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of i‘nconséouence that glves the tale one of its titles ("Sur 1'incomséquence
du jugement public de nos actions particulidres"), and it resesbles nothing
so much as the process of cloud formatlion with which narrator an’d rea:e‘r
had earlier been preoccupled: "Dans les circonstances les plus equivolques

le partl de 1'honnbtetd se grossit .sans cesse de transfuges.” (p. 127)

| Hore telling stills "car ils se poussent tous les uns les autres, et comne

115 n'ont point de régles dans leurs jugements, 1ls n‘ont pas plus de mesure

dans leur expression..." (p. 133). .
I£ we turn to "Cecl n'est pas un conte,” we find that the opening

discussion of "vapeur" between narrator and reader in "Madame de la Carlidre"
may be superimposed on a discussion of a discursive analogue to the metcorolo-
gicﬂ phenomenon. For the tals to be told will no doubt initiate a frenetlc
and random circuit of communications "un zujot aussl Anteroscant dovrelt
mottre toutes 1le tétos on 1'air, aéfrayer 'pendant. un pols tous les cercles do
la ville, y Stre tournd ct retournd Jusqu'a 1'insipiditd, fournir 3 nille
dis;;utes. 3 vingt brochures au moins et % quelques centaines de pi€ces en
vers pour et contre” (p. 73). A further after effect of .the tale:

"
"umo 1litanie d'historlettes usées qu'on se ddcochait de part et d'autre

‘ hel aleato:
" (p. 74). Pour et contre; de part et d'eutres plainly, we are in an tory

medium, the discursive equivalent of the clouds discussed at the beginning
of "Madane de la Carliire."

Consider now the rclation betweon _z_'_z';g_i_.j,_ and histoire as we have con-
stituted them in the tales. We find a fated and irreversible degradation
of moral and physical energy (vaveurs) emerging from a stochastic, cloud-

1ike space of compunication {vapeur). Diderot has assigned the same nane

" %o "chance” and "necossity.”
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To the ¢uestion of the stlology of “vapeurs,” Diderot supplies at least

three answersi

1, In "Mystification,” the bogus doctor Desbrosses offers an interested
theory explaining Mlle Dornet’s illness, But before discussing it, we should
note that his theory occurs at the point of 1ntersection of a remarkable number
of motifs with which we have been concerned in this essays

a. Desbrosses, exanining Mlle Doxnet: "Je n'écoute pas, je regarde" (p. 7).
Explaining the constraints of "Turkish” medecine: "C'est qu’il n'est pas pere
weends d'interroger sa malade,,.On juge la maladio aux gestes..." (p. 13).
The xeader recognizes here an odd repetition of the scenario in the Letter
on deaf-zutes.

b. Desbrosses 1s an expert at "la Chiromantie ou la connaissance de sa fin
par les traits de la main” (p. 14). He proceeds to read Mlle Dornet's
hand, thus enacting a strangely displaced version of the crucial form of
writing--of shapes inscribed on a hand--proposed by Diderot in the Lettfl on
. the deaf.

¢. Dosbrosses defines the retina as "une tolle d'amignéum tissue des fils nerveux
les plus dé11bs, les plus fins, les plus sensibles du corps, qui tapisse le

+. fond de 1'ceil" (p. 22), That "textual® imege, cruciai to Lo Reve de

.d'Alenbert, is continuous with tho genorally centrifugal meditation

(hands vg. eye) of the Lettfey on the blind, To find it situated hexe

4n the core of vision ("au fond de 1'o0eil") is a striking, implicit affirmation

of thc{mesis of that LettZgh

Now at the center of this minor text; so studded with fragmentary simuiacra
of essentlal motifs of Diderot's thought, the author, through Desbrosses,
offers a pseudo-theory of the etlology of vapeurs: "On dirait qu'il PAT S
c!':appe des choses qul ont appartenu, qui ont touchd & un objet aind, des
£coulencnts inperceptidles qui se portent 13. Cette idde n'est pas nouvelles
c'est la viellle doctrine d'Epicurs. Ces Anciens-la en savalent plus que
nous. Cela tient 3 la vision, et la vision comsent se fait-elle? Par des
cizulacres nince‘; et légers qul se detachent des corps et s'élancent vers
nos yeux” (p. 20). Thus at the point of intersection of these various

sinulacra of Diderotian theory, we are presented with...Lucrotius' theory

"4n "Hadame de la Carlitre."
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of simulacra. Behind the "vapeurs,”" “des Scoulements...” As the Lucretian
storm--or cataract--gathers, one understands the precipitation with which
J. Proust, in the critical edition, footnotes, "blen entendu,” Diderot's
lack of sympathy with Desbrosses' theory (p. 164).

2. A second cause-~or precipitating factor of "vapeurs" is tendered
For the herolne discovers the betrayal of
her beloved when his love letters--to another--come fluttering out of a
gealed chost that accidentally falls and breaks in her presencet "L 1'ammeau
casse, 1o coffret tombe, le dessus se sépare du reste, et voila une multi-
4ude do lettres éparses aux pleds de Madame Desroches..." (p. 118).

¥hereupont & recognitlon of betrayal and...les vaveurs., But the narrator

propares this sequence with a warning to hls reader: "J'al @it cent fols aux

amantsi N'ecrivez point, les lettres vous perdront; 15t ou tard lo hasard
en détournera une de son adresse. Le hasard combine tous les cas possidles,
ot 11 ne lul faut queldu'temps pour amener la chance fatale” (p. 118).

'n;o language is remarkably close to I_’e_n_s__e'g philosorhigque XXI, in which the
world is assumed to be explicable through an infinite series of castings

of atoms even as a masterplece could be fortuitously composed through an
infinite series of castings of “caractdres." Atomes, caractdres, and

now, in"Madame de la Carliere," lettres, Out of the stochastic chaos

or "vapeur" at the beginning of the tale comes a disastrous and fortuitous

cataract of Lucretian “letters” (dftournement for clinamen), and the
moral stability of the tale's world is ruined in the process. (Note that
in Pynchon's The Crying of Lot 49, the figure for entiropy is a surreptitious

and renegade postal system, disrupting for centuries the West's channels
of communications.) The definitive reading of "Madame de la Carliere”
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pay well be ths epligznph we have chosen from Serres; "I ¥ a des nusges, 41
pleut, et voila tout,”

3. A third observation on yapeurs cccurs in Le Rive de d'Alembert,
where Mile de 1°Espinasse refers to it as a "sorte d'anarchle qui nous est
si partim;liére."jz Anzrchy, moreover, is defined as that situation in
which "tous les filets du réseau sont soulevds contre leur chef, et oh 41
n'y a plus d° autoritd suprgme.“ Order or authority here is largely

; the 1llusion of autonomy emergent at the point of maximal intersection of
the strands constituiive of the network. When that fortultous center i
«’g;rea.ks down, the stochastic chaos from ‘nhich it emsrges~~and which insisis
on its fringes--acserts itself {mderot“s "ana.rchie“ja Tha political
image here will allow us to account for the cace of ihe ona male ruined
by a itraachorous nato in the gonteas Tanid in "Cool nest pas un conts,”
For ha ia dostroyed by two voyages to iho colonles dictated by his rapacicus
misiress {Reymer). His fate, that 4s, is to be ruined by his estrangement
from the métrovole ("le chef"), first in Santo-Domingo, then in the far
North where he diess "J'al étd lul chercher la fortune duns les contries
’bﬁlantes de 3.'Amériqua, elle veut que j'aille la Jul chercher encore au
wilieu des glaces du Nord" (p. 81). 1If yapeurs is the name of a principie
of moral and physical;~oz? thermic~—degradation which lrreversibly governs
the constitutive fringes of an ozder whose center is thereby threatened,
Tanié', as nuch as any of Diderot's women, har Teen devastabed by YApeurs.

Thus yapeuxz--stochastic chacs and irreversidle degrodation of encrgy--
comes £o repeal in the contes the divisien within the catarzct we elaborated
earlier: cloud and torrent. Hsteorclogy as ihe measurs of morals?

Vhat seems porhaps archaic in Lucretius and magnificently perverse in Serres
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48, of course, explicit in Didevot: “ie premier serment que se firent deux
Dires de chair, ce fut au pled d'un rcchex: qui ion‘baif en poussiérey
f1s attestirent de leur constance un ciel qui n'est pas un instent le
néme; tout ﬁassait en eux et autour d'éux, et ils croyalent leurs coeurs
affranchis de vicissitudes."” Lucretius, Diderot, Serres: beyond the

science(s) they have dramn upon--might Serres not have found all the

.
thexmodynanics he necded in Didexot’'s machine...s yapeurs?--it is the

prodigious spiral of discursive energy circulating through that genenlogy that

pronises to yield--feedback or aprds-coupe-interpretative possidilities

we are only beginning to gagge'
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volume. Serres' reading of Lucretius informs a receni article on
Barbey d'Aurevilly ("Analyse spectrales Barbey d'Aurevilly" in
Critique, 349-350, June-July 1976) to which reference is made ba-
low. It is hoped that the reading of Diderot attempted in this
paper will simultaneously offer access to recent developments in
the writings of one of France's most iconoclastic thinkers.

13. Serres, “Analyse spectrale," p, 566.
14, Lucretius, p, 113.

15. F. Jacob, The Logic of Life: A History of Hexedity {New York:
Vintage, 1976), trans, 8. Spillmann, p.196, ¢
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Yoid., p. 253, my emphasis. The Maxwell-Brillouin juncture has :
as well furnished one of the orlenting schemes of the novels of y
Thomag Pynchon., This 1s nicely captured by R. Poiriler in an :
article on that author in which he is obliged to explicate Brillouln's
paper, "Maxwell's Demon Cannot Operate"t "The rage to oxder, Pynchon
seems to say, 1s merely a symptom of accelerating disorder" i
{"The Importance of Thomas Pynchon” in Mindful Pleasures: Essays :
on Thomas Pynchon, ed. G, Levine and D. Leverenz, Liitle, Brown &

Co., Boston, 1976, ps 20), A worthwhile point of depariure for :
any "grafting" of French thought on and in American cultural reality i
might well be a consideration of why Maxwell-Brillouin should figure
centrally in America in the work of a novelist (Pynchon) and in

: France in that of someone (Serres) whose efforts lead him to claims

18,

19.
20.

normallyythose of a critic,

a0t 0of 10 nor mallye

That world may be olaborated as & roading of Didorot's Do 1'Intagr€tu’cion :
de 1a nature (1753). Tho continuity with the Lettre sur les ,
Aveurles is marked by the epigraph from the sectlon on “trouble in
vision” in Book IV of De Rerum Natura: "Quae sunt in luce tuemur/
E tenebris (we see out of the dark what is in the 1ight})."
Scientific activity, in Diderot's text, is Interpreted as favorable
t0 a general reversal of the traditional hierarchy in which "exper-

imental philosophy" had been subordinated to "rational philos-phy.”
Thus, in the exemplary Pensfe XXIII, experimental philosophy--meta-
phorized in terms of its tentatiye, tactile ("titonnant"), dlind

("f{es youx bandés") activity--eff up by disproving the arrogant

claims of ratlonalism--metaphorized as the bearer of a ioxch ("flamboau™)--
by demonstrating that light can be decomposed. But the "tactile"

is goneralized to the principle of the constitution of the world in

the "extravagant" series of conjectures on the “general laws of the
communication of movement" in Pensfe XXXVI. Arguing against the thesis

of the homogeneous transmission-distribution of movement in cases

of impact (°le choc"), Diderot malntains that 4in the transmission of
force, what is communicated 1s subject to elaborately coded constraints
("41 y a, dans les corps choqués, des parties oscillantes infiniment
petites, et des noeuds ou points immobiles iInfiniment proches...").

In brief, what 1s communicated may bo thematized as order, informatlom,
energy... Finally, the world as the generalized system of such
communication 1s imagined by Diderot, pressing Maupertuis' intuition

to the 1imit, as "une copulation universelle" (Pensee L). Thus the
Venusian motif comes to join, under the epigraph from Lucretius,

the dimensions of “touch," "blindness," and aleatory "communication"

in their opposition to a metaphysics--"rational philosophy” or
"geomotry"~-of light.

Serres, p. 598.

*Inversion” would bs a reversal of oxrder in the passage from a
natural medium 10 & conventional language. But since thought,
the most natural medium of mentation, is, according to the Lettre
sur les sourds, atemporal in 1ts essence, thers can be no natural
order of grammatical parts in thought,
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Lucrotius, p. 305, ,
Quoted in A. Wilson, Diderct (New Yorks Oxfoxd, 1972), p. 108, .

Salen do 1767; Oauvros completes, vol, XI, P TP PR S o
Translation by W.F, Jackson Knight in The Aeneid (Baltimore: Penguin,

1956)¢ IX, 433-437.

A passage of lucretius (I, 810-811), twice quoted in tho Lettre,
occurs in Do Rorum Natura just prior to tho poet's assimilation
of atoms to lettera. o .

Jacob, p. 198, E ‘ .
Sorros, pp. 563, 568.
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neveu at his most intense, however, is driven to pantomine {"On ne
chante pas blen sous ce tonneau..,”). With an avdience whose hearing ’

s blocked responding to a remarkable practitioner of gesture, we redis«
cover the scenario of ths Letirs sur les sourds et let mucis.

b, "MOXi Comment se fait-il qu'avec un tact aussi fin, une si grande
sensibilité pour les bteautés de 1'art musical, vous soyez aussi aveugle
sur les belles choses en norale,..?"’ Here the opposition between
ethics and esthetics 1s superinzose2 on-that between siehi and touch,

- the focus ol the Lpttre sur les aveurles. To that extent, we may imagine

the esthetic (tact) conirg to enzlcta the ethlcal (light), thus confirn-
ing' the llctzschean reading of ls lieveu that Fouceult (list.fre de la

- folle),zsst receatly, hes undertaken.

¢, Just prior to the Surald reference, PFameau imagines himself as cne
of the mzny who f2il 4o by the mythical statue of Meanon, his archetype
of genlus, Ther remain nute upen telrg struck by 1irhd, Thus is the
neigew‘s failure located ut the intersecilon of the two texts we have
re .

Perhaps we should think of Rameau, a genius only in abjection, perspiring
{*tout en ezu") in his vile pantonine, imitating with greatest effectiveness
®des eaux ou qul nurpurent dans un lieu solitaire et frals, cu qui descendent
en torrent du haut des montagnes.,." .

29, Serres, P. 580.

30, References 1a the text are to Quatre contes, ed. J. Proust
(Geneva: Droz, 1964),

31, Oeuvres philosophiques, p. 456,
42, Ibld., p. 346,

93, Qeuvres ronsnesques, ed. H. Benac (Paris: Gaxnier, 1962), p. 604,



