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The catastrophe of translation: a reading of René Char's ‘writing'
of palntings

J*&cris bridvement. Je ne puls
guédre m'absenter longtemps.

R&ponds 'absent! tol-méme,
sinon tu_risques de ne pas etre
compris.

To read René& Char's poetry Is to encounter a theory of
poetry as necessarily, and Indeed Inexorably, relational: each
poem expresses fthe poet's (and the reader's) sense of a rela-
tionship, be 1t with the self, with the Other, with the poem,
with language or with other works of art, and much of Char's cri-
tical (and, Indeed, metacritical) writing explores the problema-
tics of intra-poetic relationships. Char describes his
medltatlions on other artlsts as a "conversat lon
souveralne”,” thereby Indicating a desire for the presence of an
(absent) Interlocutor and predicating his own works as simulta-
neously Interlocutee and Interlocutor, but also Impllicitly
posliting writing as an experlence of loss — of the loss (and the
continual losing) of an orlginary source, of the Interlocutor who
can be present only sitently - and absently - In the dlscourse of
the poet.

The refusal of etiofogles Informs all of Char's thinking and
such volumes as Recherche de la base et du sommet and Retour
Amont trace the source In order precisely to go beyond it and fo
explore the realms of the pre-source. Thls preoccupation with
that which precedes the origin Is doubled by a concern with
Heldeqgerlan Presence, wlth movements of alethela, with the hap-
pening of nuptlal unlon within his fexts. Char's poefry Is
marked by hls constant meditation on the dlalectlic of absence and
presence, the latter having phllosophical and moral force only
when the polar opposlitlon Is deconstructed, and presence and
absence are seen to contaln each other, nelther having prlority
or primacy. Char's poems are all traces, and themselves often
contaln Images of the trace, a present sign of present absence;




they witness to his passage as poet, to hls having-been-(t)here
and also slignal that he has both absented himself and re-
presented himself. |t s thus that we may comprehend both his
reluctance to distance himself from 'autrui' by the act and the
process of writing and his supplementary affirmation that one
must deciare onself absent in order to permit understanding: the
understanding of an Other Is possible only [f that Other Is per-
celved as different (as non-presented), thus generating a dlalec~
tlc wlthin alterity which wlll lead to a transcendence of polar
oppositions, to a golng-beyond of the flux of temporallty In a
unlon which contains difference In a moment of Presence.

In his iIntroductlion to Yves Battlstini's +translation
Héraclite d'Eph3se, Char valorlzes Heraclltus's phllosophy-poetry
by affirming:

«es Héracllte possd@8de ce souveraln pouvolr ascenslonnel
qul frappe d'ouverture et doue de mouvement le langage

en le falsant servir 3 sa propre consommatlon. || par-
tage avec autrul la transcendance tout en s'absentant
d'autrut.

Poetlc language must open up and dynamlze language by rendering
It self-consuming, that Is to say by making 1t both present
(presently self-altering) and sel f-absenting.

What excltes Char In the works of Heraclltus, especlally in
hls post-Surreallst writings, Is not the Platonlc panta rhel
Interpretation which may be summarised as 'All things are
constantly flowing', but Heraclitus's Inslistence on the Logos
which |Is, whereas the changlng phenomena become according to Its
laws - and It Is Important to remember that the Logos Is an
extenslon of the metron (the measure and regulator of all
change). |t Is the permanence of change as rest (which Is not to
say that there Is rest In change) that attracts Char, who later
assoclates thls notlon with the Heldeggerlan concept of art as
the setting-ltself-Into~work of +truth. For Char, as for
Heldegger, the work of art unconceals Belng, and all precedent
states and sources become unbelng - though there Is no causal
relatlonshlp between the work and everything whlch precedes 1t.
Indeed, loglc and causallty are of I|lttle Importance In many of




Char's poems, as, for example, In 'La manne de Lola Abba'5 where
the encounter with the fghost' of Loia Abba generates the poem
but 1s not a causal or natal orlgin, providing rather a mode! of
enigma which is transiated into a poetic and therefore autonomous
form.

Much of Char's expticitly reiational poetry takes the form
of creative translation, of misprision, notably in his painting-
poems 'gourbefz les casseurs de caliloux' and 'Une |talienne de
Corot', his first texts 'lnspéred' by paintings. 1In 1938, when
sending them to Cahiers d'art, he wrote to the editor Christian
Zervos:

Je me permets de vous envoyer 3 tout hasard pour vos
cahlers ces deux poémes un peu particuliers pulsqu'lls
tendent & |'ambition de "romancer" des oeuvres d6j3a fort
suggestives. J'al  surtout souhaité tradulre sans
instruction, (intultivement puls nécessalrement leur
relief 8&pals d*'Smotion dans le sens o0 les mod&les
auralent pu se prononcer en s'apercevant 3 travers le
pelntre. Compllcations de |a pobsle... Simplicité de
la pelntureeces.

Thls declaration of intention Is almost a manifesto of Char's
theory of relatlonal poetry. The very act of sending hls "podmes
un peu particullers™ to Cahiers d'art "3 tout hasard" witnesses
to Char's awareness of the cultural ghettoes which compartmen-
talize art, according no place to works which +ransgress the
established boundarles. More Importantiy for the purposes of
this artlicle, Char sees his poems as transiations, as rewrltings
and therefore as miswritings. To translate implies a rela-
tionship of desire with the 'texte de d6part', but in Char's
case, as, | suspect, with all creative translation, it also arti-
culates both a rejection of that primary source and a desire to
abollsh I+ by the act of rewriting It. Furthermore, to transliate
when (mis-)naming the Inspirational source, as Char does, is to
enter explicitly Into conflict with the precursor-artist.

Char's notion of poetry is itself one of conflict and
resistance, as he constatly relterates in such metapoetic state-
ments as "Je n'8criral pas de podme d'acquiescement", Yet the




engagement [n confilict by a poet of great moral serliousness wit-
nesses to a belleved commitment to the tenets of pre-Socratic
philosophy - [Indeed, Char's preoccupation with Justlce and
confllict 1Is exemplifled In a fragment of hls precursor
Heracl ftus:

Il faut savolr que I'univers est une lutte, la justice
un confll'l'f et que tout le devenlir est déterminé par la
discordes

For Heraclltus, Strife (or War) Is _the determining agent In
existence, Is the ground of becoming, =~ and indeed his phllosophy
Is based on the notlon of balanced strife between opposites.
Thls doctrine of war between the elements Is developed by
Empedocles who sees Love as a unlversal unifying force within the
physical worid and, significantly, as a force equal to Hate or
Strife which Is an exterior force. Empedocles's theory of a
cycle of becoming, ITke the Hegellian concept of dialectic, was
attractive to all the Surreallists, influencing Breton's definl-
tions of surreality In the first Manifeste du surréallsme, but a
major aspect of Empedocles's phlilosophy not explored by most of
the Surrealists which Is essentlial for an understanding of Char's
relational poetry Is the notlon of catastrophe. In the 1945 edi-
tion of Le marteau sans maltre, Char uses two pre-Socratic
fragments as epigraphs, one from Heraclitus ("|| faut auss! se
souvenir de celul qul oublie ol m2ne le chemin") and one from
Empedocles (")'al pleurgé, j'al sangloté 3 la vue de cette demeure
Inaccoutumée™) . The cholce of the Heraclitus fragment indica-
tes Char's beilef that reading, like writing, thinking and llving
Is a process which Involves both progression and remembering -
which exist In a relationship of supplementarity to each other.
The cholce of the Empedocles fragment, on the other hand, reveals
Char's awareness of allenatlon from the 'home! one discovers.
The sense of difference from the place one 'suddenly' Inhablts Is
central to Char's theory of relatlonal poetry which predicates
that catastrophe marks (and even defines) the relatlonship of the
poet with the space he approprliates as the ground of hls creatlion
- and of hls creativity.

In one of hls studles of Influence and Intertextuallity,
Harold Bloom asserts that catastrophe is "the central element in




poetlc Incarna'rlon".16 Freud also explicltiy recognlzes
Empedocles as a precursor, differentiating however between hls
own theory of the Instincts and Empedocles's as fol lows;

«es the Greek phllosopher's theory Is a cosmlc phantasy
while ours Is content to claim biological validity. At
the same time, the fact that Empedocles ascribes to the
universe the same anlmate nature as to Individual orga-
nisms robs thls difference of much of Iits Importance.

Here Freud Is preparing a deconstructlon of hls own 'anxlous'
need to differ from hls precursor, but Bloom refuses thls reading
of Empedocles's theory afflrming:

Catastrophe I|s, alas, not a fantasy but Is the macro-
cosmlc synecdoche of whlch masochism and sadlsm form
microcosmlic partse. 1t Is not self-destruction that
energizes the death-drive but rather the turning of
aggresslon agalnst the self. Freud's astonlshing orligl-
nallty Is that, In Beyond the pleasure princlple, he
sees catastrophe as being 1tself a defense, and 1 would
add that catastrophe-creation |s thus a defense also.

Bloom's Interpretation of catastophe~creation as defence Is
seductive, but I+ undervalues the aggressivity (and aggression}
Impliclt In any Intertextual manoeuvre - which |s attack as well
as defence, slince Strife Is necessary In order to effect
Indlviduation; and here | would suggest that the princlple of
'strife' should not necessarily be assocliated with the death
Instinct, but may, In fact, be a creative form of attack on the
precursor-artist and the precursor-text. Attack and defence are
not, of course, polar opposltes, but the aggresslon deployed by
Char in his 'transliations' of artists! work is directed both
agalnst the writing/thlnking self and agalnst the obJect (wlthout
belng narcissistic).

Char's description of the stages of his desire to franslate
("sans Instructlon, Intultlvement puls nécessalirement") merlts
close examination. The movement of creation (translation) begins
with an awareness of absence, of absence of the knowledge
necessary to effect the task of understanding (in culturally con-




ditloned terms) the precursor - and subsequently of supplanting
hime A second process |s one of Intultion which, for Bergson, Is
a form of ‘sympathie' with the object of knowledge, but which Is
also a form of *'guessing' and the ground of a lIbldinal drive (In
that desire prevalls over any cognltive intent). The final stage
of the wlil to creation Is that of necesslty, the need to alter
and thus to supplant the precursor/source.

In the case of Char's painting-poems, creation Is transla-
tlon (though not, of course, wholly so) and thereby poses radlcal
questlons about the nature of Intertextuality. E.A. Nida propo-
ses that translation Is ultimately possible, except where the

form of ;he primary utterance s an essential element of the
message.1 To transiate (Into language) a painting Is to venture

Into uncharted terrlitorles of Intertextuallty, since a palnting
Is not necessarlily a text (at least, not In the senses understood
by most theorlists of Intertextuallty). However, a painting Is
'read' by the spectator as a semantic unit, as a meaningful text.
As Gabriel Bauret afflrms:

ssele tableau n'existe que parce qu'on (y) 11+, ou
encore parce qu'on le Iit.

Le tableau Invite le spectateur 3 le ré&-écrire (le
parcours du regard de la surface du tableau est en
quelque sorte d8]3d une ré-8criture), 3 le réévaluer, ou
peu-étre méme tout simplement 2 écrire, 3 produlre un
autre texte, dlff&rent, son propre texte, 2 partir des
signlflants qu'il met en _scdne, mals aussi ceux dont
dispose le langage verbal.

The spectator can enter Into a full aesthetic relationship with a
painting only [f he reads 1t - and to read I+ Is to enter Into
Strife with it, as the late-comer flinds meaning which he must
alter In order to make 1+ more meaningful. |t [s the quest for
full(er) meaning which characterizes Char's relational poeiry, as
he evokes, in hls letter, the "“rellef &pals d'émotion" which Is
percelived as needing the supplement of transiation.

Char articulates a desire to "romancer", to 'novelize!' the
palntings - and this proJect necessarlly Involves a deformling of
their signifying function and even perhaps of their signifying




power. Yet the works Char creates (and intends ‘o create) are
poems: they can evidently not be palintings, but nelither are they
novels. The very placing of Inverted commas round "romancer" is
meaningful, since It signais that the poet's use of this term Is
already a translation of I+s usual denotation = the additlon of
the Inverted commas both adds to, and subtracts from, the sense
of the term "romancer". The finverted commas are not mere punc-
tuation marks; they are a necessary, and dangerous, supplement,
which point to a desire to translate from one genre to another,
while alse translating the definition of such a transposition and
showling that there is as yet no adequation between such transfor-
matory operations and their descriptive metalanguage. The term
"romancer™ can sfgnify fully only when 1t Is supplemented by the
I nverted commas, when, through the use of inverted commas, Iits
meaning Is presented as adequate only when its very lInadequacy is
shown to be part of I+s essence as meaninge.

The translation of paintings into poems Is 1tself inadequate
8s re-creation of the Inspirational sources and can establish
meaning only by falling to translate, by being other than the
paintings - hence the necessity to re-say (in altered forms) the
names of the paintings. Thus, in the titles of the poems, the
poet defends himself aggressively -agalnst +the palintings'
authority by entering into confllct with them and re-naming them:
Les casseurs de plerre becomes ‘'Courbet: 1les casseurs de
caliloux'; Molssonneuse tenant une faucllle becomes ‘'Une
Itallenne de Corot'. The poet also refuses to accept the death
of the palinters' models, electing to resurrect them through an
act of speculation; his Intent Is to translate the emotion of the
palntings "dans le sens oi les moddles auralent pu se prononcer
en s'apercevant 3 travers le pelntre".

Already In 1933, Salvador Dall could afflrm, to the general
acclalm of the Surreallists, that the palnz?r, by an act of

metaphorical canniballsm, abollishes the model and Char himself
closes his great Surrealzlzsf poem ‘Artine' with the statement "Le
podte a tué son mod2le". In the first edition of the 'Artine',

this sentence Is separated from.the rest of the poem by two blank
pages and consequently functions as a commentary on the poem
whlle also functioning wlithin It - the metapoetic Is thus con-
talned within the poetlc, outslde and Inside are deconstructed as




polar opposites, commentary as condensed translation offers
Itself up to translation by the rest of the poeme Throughout
'Artine', the model (Artine) Is 'presented'! as absent, the poem
belng the trace of her passage. Indeed, the writing of a poem
would seem +to necessitate the excluslon of the model (or
referent), since the poetic text Is essentially a mark of absence
and deslre. The writing - as killing of the model - involves a
valoriztion of subjectivity, but the aggressivity which generates
the Image of the murder indlcates also that the model/referent,
though presented In the text as absent, Is stili present through
the poet's awareness of a contlnulng relationship with her as
Other.

In the palnting-poems, however, the polarity
subjective/objective 1s subverted by means of the revislonary
recuperation, or resurrection, of the model: In the poem, the
model s rescued from death (or Incorporation) in order +to
confront Itself, to see Itself subjectively as object - while
slmultaneously remalning object of the palnting which 1Is both
absented by the poetic text's titrological manipulations and made
present by these same Intertextual manoeuvres. The dead models
rise agaln, then, to Inhabit thelr former abodes - or, rather, to
appropriate them from without through language. The poet
supplants +the precursor-painter, offering a reading of the
painting and thereby positing 1+ as a semantic unlt rather than
as pure figure. This reading - which Is essentially a miswriting
- of the painting challenges the authority of the figural image,
and the poet also enters Into direct conflict with the painter,
whose signature Is amputated (G. Courbet becomes 'Courbet', C.
Corot becomes 'Corot').

The reader of Char's texts encounters a struggle for prlmécy
and presence, where the poet strives to prevall over the
infiuence of the painters. 1Indeed, the reader finds the phenome-
non which Bloom calls apophrades or the return of +the
dead; Char, who Is undoubtedly a strong poet (in Bloom's
terms), achieves "the triumph of having so stationed the precur-
sor, in one's own work, that particular passages In his work seem
to be not presages of one's own advent, but rather to be indebted
to one's own achievement, and even necessarily fo be lessened by
one's greater splendor. The mighty dead return but they return




In our colors, and speaking In our volces, at least in part, at
least in moments, moments that testify to our persistence, and
not to thelr own". Bloom's theory Is one of intra-poetic rela-
tlonshlps, but It can be 'transliated' to the domaln of poet-
painter relatlonshlps: and here the "mighty dead" are the
palnters Courbet and Corot. The poet cannot, of course, explolit
the "8vBnementiel” potentlality of colour and plasticity and
knows that he cannot engage battie with his precursor on the
latter's chosen terraln; consequently, he goes beyond/behlnd the
source of the poem (the palnting) In order to gfack the precur-
sor on the fleld of the pre~source (the model).

In the discourses which constltute Char's poems, the models
comment on the paintings after the palnter has substltuted hls
own subjectlvlity for theirs, but by this very act they supptement
the palntings and re-establish thelr precedence. |f the palnters
return on the apophrades to haunt Char, his strength Is suf-
flclent to ensure that he +riumphs over them and makes us read
thelr work differently. By resurrecting the dead models and
castrating the precursors (through the stategy of amputating
thelr slignatures which are both the marks of a possesslonal
deslre and the slgns that the slgnatory accepts dlspossesslon),
the poet asserts hls own authority. Yet he too signs hls works,
but he reserves the right to hils Christlan name, thereby
establishing, one might suggest, a greater degree of subjectlve
possesslon over the dlscourses which he attributes to the models
In order to create 'hls' poems.

I+ would seem, though, that Char's attitude to the models Is
radically dlfferent than that of the palnters. Flrst of all,
when Char transforms the nature and functlon of the model in the
poem, he Is treating the model of another artlst, that Is to say
an object of art which has already been translated, denled
exlstence In the world outside the world of art. The model of
the palnter Is the sltter, whereas that of the poet Is the
palnting which contalns the transformed sitter but whlch cannot
ulttmately maintaln him/her within its cryptogrammatic rhetoric -
Indeed the 1implicit (and intended) reference to the 'outslde’
world undermines the autotellic status of palntinge As | shall
suggest later, the Char palinting-poem expliclitly recognises the
necessity of the strategic translation of the sitter by the




palinter, but 1t seems Important at thls point to emphasize that
the discourse of the model comments on the painting from without
- and this positing of an outside, which Is, on one level, a tro-
pologlcal manoeuvre, serves also to deconstruct the
Inside/outside polarity which so often governs and defines con-
slderation of the relatlonship of 'art' and 'reallty'. The model
of the painting Is perceived as a model, but the very status of
the model 1s questioned: the works of Corot and Courbet are pre-
sented as more modern than their theories of painting, for the
model 1Is revealed to be not the production of an imitatlon of
reallty, but a constructed equivalent of the real, a potentially
actlve commentator on the relationship between art and reallty.

I+ Is thus that 1| understand Char's ‘'open' affirmation:
"Compllcatlons de la po&sle... Slmplicité de la pelnture...".
Char does not desire to poslt palnting as Inferior to poetry; he
wishes rather to establish a dlfference between palnting and
poetry, wlthout necessarlly settlng up an aesthetlc hlerarchy.
By means of his +tltrological manoeuvres, he +ransforms and
translates the palntings, and hls letter to Christlan Zervos
locates the essentlal problem of art In Its attltudes to Its
models. He thus predlcates +translatlon as the essence of
artlstic creatlon - though translatlon Is Inescapably multlform,
complex (and dangerous). Llke Val&ry, Char concelves_of slmpli-
clty as that which supposes and calis up complexlty: the work
of art always demands, and needs, a supplement. The *simpliclty’
of the palnting creates the need for the Interpretative multipll-
clty and complexlty of the poem, and the complexlty of the poem
refers back strateglcally to the alleged slmpliclty of the
palnting, which thereby becomes complex. Simpliclty Is thus pre~
sented as potentlally contalning complexity.

Yet the tltles reveal also the anxlety of Influence which,
as Bloom recognlses, Involves a certaln love for the work of the
precursor. What Char wishes to do Is to establish a metaphorical
specular relatlonshlp between the palnting and the poem, +o
Inaugurate a relatlonshlp of Interlocution, to generate a
dlalogue - and thls dlalogue must lead to Strlfe, must even be
Strife. Consequently, one might suggest that Char's poetlcs
exempl | fles Empedocles's notlon of the dlalectic between Love and
Hate. Empedocles writes:
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Cédant 3 ltaction de la Haline toute forme se divise et
se disloque tandls que les &jéments, disjJoints, tendent
sous l'action_de I|'Amour 3 se confondre, pris d'un
mutuel déslr.

when reading Empedocles's fragments, one cannot overlook his
systematic strategy of according syntactic priority alternately
to Love and to Hate. Char's own theoretical stance on relatlonal
poetry would seem, In fact, to develop this strategy, since hls
attltude to the precursors Courbet and Corot starts from love and
admiration of their palntings. As poet, he desires to unite wlth
the precursor but there then operates a revislonary ratio whereby
the latecome poet aggresses the painter by separating the model
from the palinting: Hate (which springs from Love) Is dlrected
against the precursor, and Strife s created In order to permit
the Iindividuation of the poet as artist.

The poet must thus Incorporate the act of artlistlc transla-~
tlon - or even the painter - within his text: Strife Is main-
talned within the poem by means of the reference to the name of
the palnter, while also belng resolved through the rhetorical
presentation of the precursor-palnter and hls work as textual
functlons. ‘'Courbet: les casseurs de callloux' articulates an
awareness of the polltlical aspect of Courbet's painting, but
expresses |t through the words of the 'father', thereby per-
sonallzing a work which preclsely avolds the personal for, as
T.Je Clark percelves:

In the Stonebreakers, everything Is particular except
the two men's faces, and feellings; and they are masked
because Courbet saw, In the end, that they were fhgsonly
things In the scene he did not know or understand.

Char elects to particularize that which Is absent from the
painting, yet he (unlike Courbet) has never seen the models - he
can see them only as flgures, as visual tropes. Hls resurrection
of the models must, then, be a rejectlon of mimesls, belng rather
a manlfestation of semlosls. The discourse of the father opens
with an expresslon of desire and longlng for otherness wlthin
which differences may harmoniously co-exlst:

Sable, pallle ont la vle douce, le vin ne s'y brise pase
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Sand and straw, symbols here of softness and securlty, form the
object of the father's dreaming of a less hostlle worid which
absorbs rather than reslists. The connotatlons of absent soft-
ness, a counterpolnt to those of present harshness In the second
stanza, effect a I1lterallzatlon of the metaphorlc expresslon
"avolr la vle douce", whereas "le vin ne s'y brlse pas" Is
clearly metaphoric: thus In thls flrst llne we flnd the poet
proffering a language In which Ilteral and metaphoric co-exlst
and are even fused ("sable" and "pallle" are read as both I|iteral
and metaphoric). To read thls opening (and therefore privileged)
Ilne Is to recognlse that the translatlon of the palnting Into
the poem - and ultimately, 1'ho%8h dangerously so, Into the
"{angage pratique" of the reader - Is an act of supplemen-
tational rhetoric, rather than an act of recuperative transposi-
tlon.

In an essay on palnting and poetry, Marcelln Pleynet wrltes:

+esjo diral qu'une bonne traductlion (sl tant est qu'll
pulsse y avolr de bonnes traductions et que ce solt de
traductlon qu'll s'aglisse) Implique blen entendu que le
traducteur connalsse la langue qu'll tradult, mals plus
encore et essentlel lement qu'll solt parfaitement maltre
des virtualltés de sa propre langue pulsque flnalement
c'est de sa propre langue, et seulement de sa propre
langue qu'll va parler. Qu'est-ce qul se dit de I|'art,
sous quelque forme que ce solt, sl ce ntest du type de
rapport que le porteur du dlscours entretlent avec sa
propre langue?

Char's translation would seem to valldate Pleynet's thesls, In
the sense that hls poem takes the palnting In order to generate
an awareness of the dlfference (and confllct) between plctural
'language' and verbal language and a recognltlon of the way In
which poetlic language conslistently speculates on Itself and
constitutes Itself In the movement between |lteral and flgurative
language.

Yet Char's poems are written "sans Instructlion®, the poet

knows that he does not fully possess the language of palnting and
he Inltlally enters Into a relatlonshlp of Strife with the pre-
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cursor by mlswrlting the tltles of the palntings, thereby privi-
leging the poet's (verbal) language over that of the palnter.
However, the catastrophe of ftranslation results |In further
Strife. The text presents Its own flgures as fictlons: "Le sang
blen souffert tombe dans |'anecdote de leur |&géreté". The pro-
Jective discourse of the father artliculates an awareness of Its
own flctlonal status, thereby differing radlcally from the
palnting of Courbet who adheres to an aesthetlcs of palnting as
an Imltation of reallty. However, Char percelves that, as Plerre
Dalx asserts: "... la vision de Courbet est plus moderne que sa
théorle". His text subverts the possiblillity of a univocal
reading, challenging reading as a means of possessing or
appropriating meaning and consequently revealing, through an act
of aggressive +transiatlon, the fact that Courbet's painting
signifles not through Its reference to 'outside' reality but
through 1ts being-as-flction. The textually created figure of
the father in Char's poem performs an act of troping, of creating
fictlons, within the fiction of the poem, itself a transiation of
the fictlion of the palnting: Char's text Is, one might suggest, a
metafiction which fulflls a metacritical function, commenting on
the nature of Its own commenting on the painting.

One might suspect, then, that the rhetorical strategy of the
poem Is to trope In order to refuse the apparent reallsm of the
painting and substitute emotlonal truth for political vision.
However, the second stanza returns to the reallty of the sto-
nebreakers and constructs an Image of sterillity, disease and
alienation. The waking dream of the first stanza Is now per-
celved as motlvated by dlssatisfaction with every aspect of the
stonebreakers' experience of life - fictlon Is thus a defence
agalnst reallty, but this very mechanism Is Insufficlent, since
the first two stanzas establish a seemingly irresolvablie opposi-
tion. Both the fantasy and the reallty are described flgurati-
vely, but the final stanza moves from the cotllective "nous" and
on" of stanza two to the particularizing "nous"™ of the father
and son:

Fils, cette nult, nos travaux de poussidre Seront

visibles dans le cilel: D§j2 1'huile du plomb
ressusclte.
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Through the positioning of the future tense "Seront" at the
beginning of the second line, the poet assigns to the father an
attitude of Implliclt revoit - the longing of the first stanza has
been metamorphosed Into an expression of will. Furthermore, the
final stanza radically translates the painting by an effect of
shifting out or 'débrayage temporei!, where the phrase "“cette
nult"™ ensures that the t'present' of the father's discourse be
constituted as a textual function rather than as an empirically
verifiable referentlal source. Thus Char poetlically demonstrates
the primacy of praxis over theory (at least In the case of
Courbet). The expression "nos travaux de poussi®re"™ Is both
literal and metaphoric In that 1t refers to the physlcal work of
the stonebreakers and it also Implies death (by assocliation with
[ts symbolic use, notably In the Bible). The dust Is a terminal
point In the process of catastrophe as figured in the poem: stone
("plerre™) has been broken down [nto pebbles ("callloux™), which
themselves are broken down Into dust ("poussidre"). Yet Char
rarely uses Images or symbols In a monovalent way, and another
culturally determined symbollc value of dust reveals that the
catastrophe of translatlon 1s not simply destructlve but Is a
form of creation - dust, from Genesls onwards, symbollizes the
creative force. We thus return to Bloom's notion of catastrophe-
creatlon as a defence, but the flnal line of the poem launches a
creative attack on the palintling, exploiting an effect of shifting
In or 'embrayage temporet! ("Dgja") which, later In the text,
presumes the future transformation of the stonebreakers' work
forecast eariler for "cette nult". A microcosmlc synecdoche of
the poem, the last llne Is an exemplar of Char's catastrophe-
creation. The grammar |s ambiguous, offering two possible
meanings: (i) Already ol returns to Ilfe from lead; (11) The oll
of the lead Is already returning to Ilfe. Both meanlings express
bellef In some future and better state of fertility and
prosperity, but significantly the articulation of this hope main-
talns lInscribed within [t the sign of present heaviness and
sterility ("plomb™). Through Its Juxtaposition of desirable and
undesirable, the final Iine enacts a closure of the poem by
Iinking the dream and the rea! worlds In the expression of hope,
but its ambiguity functions as a form of anti-closure, In that It
withhoids the possibiiity of an answer to the questlons Implictiy
posed In the text. There Is no means of deciding which of the
meanings has primacy, of determining whether the oll Is returning
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to 11fe from a state other than ltself (fead) or whether 1t Is
the ol! contalned within the lead which Is being resurrectde The
lead 1s both a (past and temporary) destination and an originary
origin of the oll: as so often in Char's thinking, the concept of
the origln ts examined poetically ~ and Is presented as never
solely natal. The line slignifies beyond the contextual deter-
minatlion of the father's meditation on his existence as a
stonebreaker; 1t Is a tropling of the result of the catastrophe of
translatlon which abollshes the palnting as (plctural) flgure In
order to resurrect it through the act of transliating it Into ver-
bal language. Through a process of metonymic assoclation,
"|'hulle" Is read as the painting and "le plomb™ as writing; the
poem thus resurrects not only the model but also the painting
Itself, which can be read - and seen - creatively only after 1+
has been destroyed as pure flgure.

In 'Une !tailenne de Corot', Char's catastrophe~creation Is
even more radlcaliy presented as a tropologlcal manlfesto of
relatlonal poetry. There Is no palnting by Corot called simply
'Une Itallenne' and none of hls paintings which contaln the
referential marker 'l|talienne' in thelr +titles offers visual
Informatlion which could generate the totallty of the poem; Char's
title thus furnishes the Illuslon of a reference, ensuring that
the reading of the text be based on an Ifluslon, on an absence.
As | have suggested elsewhere, the Inspirational source of the
poem |s probably Moissonneuse tenant une fauciile (though this
supplylng of an orlgin Is necessarlly speculative). The
suppresslon of the/a locatable title of Corot's palnting In the
title of the poem Is a consclous strategy on the part of the poet
which establlishes the autonomy of the poem, while simultaneously
Implying an Intertextual relatlonship with the palnting which is
grounded In allenatlon - abolltion of the source must precede the
translation Into poetry. In order to achleve Indlviduation, the
poet must distance himself from the work of hls precursor; only
then can he resurrect the model, the palnting, and even the
painter (as palnter). The discourse of the '|tallenne! offers a
description which, "llke all Ilterary dlscourse, |s a verbal
detour so contrlved that the reader unii?rsfands something else
than the object ostenslbly represented”.

The flrst stanza locates the awareness of dlfferences as a
definlng characteristic of the glrl's state - she articulates a
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feellng that she Is separated from the landscape in which she has
been placed by Corot. Furthermore, there Is a refusal to justify
the (non-) tltle glven by Char to Corot's palnting, In that the
discourse which constitutes the poem Is not even a transliation
Into the ldlolect of a constructed object, but Is an unmistakably
Charrian _ discourse, marked by his "obsesslon de la
molsson™,”” whlch wlithholds (and Indeed suppresses) all alluslons
to the specificity of thls, or any, 1tallan girl. The reader
cannot but read the poem as an Interpretative discourse, rather
than as a mimetic representation of the canvas, and submit to the
authorlity of +the poet who has supplanted +the palnter.
Translatlion Is thus not only appropriation but substitution - and
yet the programmatic title of the poem felgns the recognition of
a source, albelt an Illusory one. |f the poem signifles autono-
mously, why the titie, why the locating of an apparently unne-
cessary and Inappropriate source? An answer [s offered
figuratively In the second stanza: "A molssonner des tliges, on se
plie, on ralsonne |'ignoré". Harvesting, or gathering In, as
always In Char's work, functlons both literally and symbolically:
the act of bending Is equated grammatically with that of studying
rationally that which s unknown and therefore cannot be logl-
cally studiede Through harvesting, then, the unknown can be
brought within the cognitive field of Man - just as the unloca-
table painting is 'gathered Into' the poem, where it may form the
object of a poetic and transformatory medltation. The title of
the painting Is 'transiated out' and the Importance of the model
as flgure Is 'translated In': these strategles of destructlve and
creative transliation serve to bring Into questlon the program-
matlc functlon of titles and thereby establlsh a conslderation of
relativity within the work of art. Yet the poem's title Itself
sets up an Intertextual and an Interartistic relatlonshlp: Char's
title programmes the reading of hls text, but through Its
aggresslve relatlonshlp wlth Corot's tltle, It also reveals that
titles are often marglnal, are supplements and subverslons of the
works they domlnate.

Furthermore, the relatlonshlp between Char's text and Its
title demonstrates that Char reallzes that "there are no texts,
but only relatlonshlps between texts" '; by slmultaneously
recognlsing and refusing the Insplrational source of hls poem,
Char enacts the strong (and therefore destructive) anxlety of
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Influence, rendering the natal orlgln absent (unknown) In order
to resurrect If, without perhaps recuperating 1t. The model
affirms In stanza two: "Je suls 3 qul m'assallle, Je cdde au
polds furleux". Llke the model of the painting, herself a model
for reading, the reader must admit that he Is the prey of two
aggressors: the present poem and the absent painting. Yet the
admisslon In the t'&nonclatlon' would seem to suggest that the
"|tallenne™ must yleld to the law of the strongest, to the "polds
furleux™ or "fureur®™ of poetry. The resurrection by the poet of
the model Is thus an act of aggresslive approprliation, though an
"Inverslion b&nigne" of the 'killing' of the model by the
palnter - and all processes of Inversion In art are lInescapably
relational acts which _Incorporate the precursor in order +to
reject the notlon that the latecome artist Is merely the natural
'child' or successor of hls 'father!'.

In the flnal stanza, we find an expllclt artliculation of the
relatlonal nature of Char's work:

Une hale d'8rables se rabat chez un peintre qui

| *8branche sur la palx de sa tolle.
Clest un faml | ler des fermes pauvres,
Affable et chagrin comme un scarab8e.

The palnter has aggressively pruned the hedge of maples whlich
Imposed Itself upon hls vislon In order to create the medltatlive
(and questloning) peace of hls canvas - and the present tense In
the poem Indlcates that thls process of the manlpulation of
reallty contlnues as the model specutates discursively on her own
transformation. Slgnlflcantly, the onomastic reference to the
painter in the title which affords a hlstorical anchoring and
thus the Illluslon of an external referent Is replaced by the
Inscription Into the poem's text of the palnter as flgure, as
himself a model. The dlscourse of the "Itallenne" recuperates
the palnter by troping him and comparing him to a scarab which Is
reborn from Its own decomposl|tion: the palinter Is percelved as
guaranteelng rebirth In the contlinuous cycle of Art by means of
hls manlpulatlion of reallty which necesslitates hls followlng the
fate of the mode! and belng killed In order to be resurrected by
the textual manlpulation of the palnting. Char's relational poem
thus demonstrates that Art Is both Interpretative and perfor-

- 17 -



mative, and the language of the text enacts the moblility of
exlstence which Is paradoxically, contalned within (and, Indeed,
1s) the peace of the work of art. The poem generates a medlta-
tion which goes beyond the parameters which I+ seems to establlsh
In the title, and the functioning of the language within the text
creates a dialectic between llteral and figuratlve dlscourse: one
might consequently suggest that Char's poem serves simultaneously
to distance the reader from the Indivliduallty of a canvas per-
celved as anecdotal and to valldate Corot's work (of which
Molssonneuse tenant une faucllle I|s a paradlgm) as generatlve
rather than descriptive.

In both poems, plictural visibillty Is presented not as an
originary orlgln, but as the result of a future transformation -
and the textual func+lonlng'of these relational poems determines
that |t Is the reader-speculator who wlil be the site of this
metamorphosis. The poet commits himsetf to voluntary blindness
by focussing essentlally on the models, since [t s only by
blinding himself to the painting as !'&vénement' that he can
supplant the precursor by the act of transiating the painting
Into the poetic discourse of the model. Yet the very act of
voluntary self-blinding Is a recognition of +the potential
authority of the palnting which must be refused if the poem Is to
assert |ts own autonomy and authorlity. The strategy of transla-
tlon empioyed by Char Is one of splitting, whereby the mode! Is
separated from the plctural enclosure Imposed by the painter and
the tunpalntable! discourse of the mode! Is transiated Into ver-
bal language.

Char's mode of translatlon Is clearly catastrophlc In that
he refuses both the authority and the form of the pre-texts and
also the power of the precursor-artlst to exert a restrictive or
formative Influence on him. The poems witness to Char's deslire
to explore the relational aspect of art which, for him, exists
only as a network of Intertextual and Interartistic references.
The programmatlc and perlocutionary force of thelr tltles Imposes
on the reader the necessity to speculate in an Intertextual mode
and to transfer the welght of Interpretative creativity from the
artist to the reader-speculator. Metapoetic texts, Char's poems
functlon as poems, but also comment on the functlonlng of every
poetic text, reveallng that the reader Is slimultaneously receptor
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and sender, victlm and predator. The poems act as much as they
slgnify, and the reader, become a speculator, has to recognlse
that every reading, llke every Interpretation, is a creatlive act
which transforms the absence of a locatable reference Into the
presence of a created reference - or, more accurately, of a
reference which has yet to be fully created and whlch can be
created only In the moment of reading. We may thus percelve In
Char's relatlonal poetry both an awareness that the work of art
can exlst only In Its relation wlth other works (be they poetic,
visual - or even muslcal) and a recognitlon that the poetlc text
Is constltuted as loss and as rejection of precursors and can be
rendered present only In the nuptial Presence afforded by the
reader In the moment of reading. When the reader reallzes that
translatlon 1Is an aggressive mode of “transposition, Iis
catastrophe-creation, the 1lluslon of relativity In art Is trans-
formed - through the flctlons created by the poem - Into a
reallty: relatlons are not, In fact, establlished authoritatively
wlthin the poem, but are created speculatlvely by the reader In
hls dlalectical medlitation on named (and unnamed) sources which
are thereby translated into destinatlons.

MICHAEL WORTON,
Unlversity College London.
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