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The World of Wrestling

The grandiloquent truth of gestures
on life’s great occasions.

Baudelaire

The virtue of all-in wrestling is that it is the spectacle of excess.
Here we find a grandiloquence which must have been that of
ancient theatres. And in fact wrestling is an open-air spectacle,
for what makes the circus or the arena what they are is not the
sky (a romantic value suited rather to fashionable occasions), it is
the drenching and vertical quality of the flood of light. Even
hidden in the most squalid Parisian halls, wrestling partakes of
the nature of the great solar spectacles, Greek drama and bull-
fights: in both, a light without shadow generates an emotion
without reserve.

There are people who think that wrestling is an ignoble sport.
Wrestling is not a sport, it is a spectacle, and it is no more
ignoble to attend a wrestled performance of Suffering than a
performance of the sorrows of Arnolphe or Andromaque.* Of
course, there exists a false wrestling, in which the participants
unnecessarily go to great lengths to make a show of a fair fight;
this is of no interest. True wrestling, wrongly called amateur
wrestling, is performed in second-rate halls, where the public
spontaneously attunes itself io the spectacular nature of the
contest, like the audience at a suburban cinema. Then these same
people wax indignant because wrestling is a stage-managed sport
(which ought, by the way, to mitigate its ignominy). The public is
completely uninterested in knowing whether the contest is
rigged or not, and rightly so; it abandons itself to the primary
virtue of the spectacle, which is to abolish all motives and all
consequences: what matters is not what it thinks but what it
sees.

This public knows very well the distinction between wrestling
and boxing; it knows that boxing is a Jansenist sport, based on a
demonstration of excellence. One can bet on the outcome of a

* In Moliére’s L' Ecole des Femmes and Racine’s Andromagque.
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boxing-match: with wrestling, it would make no sense. A
boxing-match is a story which is constructed before the eyes of
the spectator; in wrestling, on the contrary, it is each moment
which is intelligible, not the passage of time. The spectator is not
interested in the rise and fall of fortunes; he expects the transient
image of certain passions. Wrestling therefore demands an
immediate reading of the juxtaposed meanings, so that there is
no need to connect them. The logical conclusion of the contest
does not interest the wrestling-fan, while on the contrary a
boxing-match always implies a science of the future. In other
words, wrestling is a sum of spectacles, of which no single one is a
function: each moment imposes the total knowledge of a passion
which rises erect and alone, without ever extending to the
crowning moment of a result.

Thus the function of the wrestler is not to win; it is to go
exactly through the motions which are expected of him. It is
said that judo contains a hidden symbolic aspect; even in the
midst of efficiency, its gestures are measured, precise but
restricted, drawn accurately but by a stroke without volume.
Wrestling, on the contrary, offers excessive gestures, exploited
to the limit of their meaning. In judo, a man who is down is
hardly down at all, he rolls over, he draws back, he eludes
defeat, or, if the latter is obvious, he immediately disappears; in
wrestling, 2 man who is down is exaggeratedly so, and com-
pletely fills the eyes of the spectators with the intolerable
spectacle of his powerlessness.

This function of grandiloquence is indeed the same as that of
ancient theatre, whose principle, language and props (masks
and buskins) concurred in the exaggeratedly visible explanation
of a Necessity. The gesture of the vanquished wrestler signifying
to the world a defeat which, far from disguising, he emphasizes
and holds like a pause in music, corresponds to the mask of
antiquity meant to signify the tragic mode of the spectacle. In
wrestling, as on the stage in antiquity, one is not ashamed of one’s
suffering, one knows how to cry, one has a liking for tears.

Each sign in wrestling is therefore endowed with an absolute
clarity, since one must always understand everything on the
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spot. As soon as the adversaries are in the ring, the public is
overwhelmed with the obviousness of the roles. As in the theatre,
each physical type expresses to excess the part which has been
assigned to the contestant. Thauvin, a fifty-year-old with an
obese and sagging body, whose type of asexual hideousness
always inspires feminine nicknames, displays in his flesh the
characters of baseness, for his part is to represent what, in the
classical concept of the salaud, the ‘bastard’ (the key-concept of
any wrestling-match), appears as organically repugnant. The
nausea voluntarily provoked by Thauvin shows therefore a very
extended use of signs: not only is ugliness used here in order to
signify baseness, but in addition ugliness is wholly gathered into a
particularly repulsive quality of matter: the pallid collapse of
dead flesh (the public calls Thauvin /z barbague, ‘stinking meat’),
so that the passionate condemnation of the crowd no longer
stems from its judgment, but instead from the very depth of its
humours. It will thereafter let itself be frenetically embroiled in
an idea of Thauvin which will conform entirely with this phiysical
origin: his actions will perfectly correspond to the essential
viscosity of his personage.

It is therefore in the body of the wrestler that we find the first
key to the contest. I know from the start that all of Thauvin’s
actions, his treacheries, cruelties and acts of cowardice, will not
fail to measure up to the first image of ignobility he gave me; I
can trust him to carry out intelligently and to the last detail all the
gestures of a kind of amorphous baseness, and thus fill to the
brim the image of the most repugnant bastard there is: the
bastard-octopus. Wrestlers therefore have a physique as peremp-
tory as those of the characters of the Commedia dell’ Arte, who
display in advance, in their costumes and attitudes, the future
contents of their parts: just as Pantaloon can never be anything
but a ridiculous cuckold, Harlequin an astute servant and the
Doctor a stupid pedant, in the same way Thauvin will never
be anything but an ignoble traitor, Reiniéres (a tall blond fellow
with a limp body and unkempt hair) the moving image of
passivity, Mazaud (short and arrogant like 2 cock) that of
grotesque conceit, and Orsano (an effeminate teddy-boy first

17




MYTHOLOGIES

seen in a blue-and-pink dressing-gown) that; doubly humorous,
of a vindictive salope, or bitch (for I do not think that the public

of the Elysée-Montmartre, like Littré, believes the word salope

to be a masculine).

The physique of the wrestlers therefore constitutes 2 basic
sign, which like a seed contains the whole fight. But this seed
proliferates, for it is at every turn during the fight, in each new
situation, that the body of the wrestler casts to the public the
magical entertainment of a temperament which finds its natural
expression in a gesture. The different strata of meaning throw
light on each other, and form the most intelligible of spectacles.
Wrestling is like a diacritic writing: above the fundamental
meaning of his body, the wrestler arranges comments which
are episodic but always opportune, and constantly help the
reading of the fight by means of gestures, attitudes and mimicry
which make the intention utterly obvious. Sometimes the wrestler
triumphs with a repulsive sneer while kneeling on the good
sportsman; sometimes he gives the crowd a conceited smile
which forebodes an early revenge; sometimes, pinned to the
ground, he hits the floor ostentatiously to make evident to all the
intolerable nature of his situation; and sometimes he erects a
complicated set of signs meant to make the public understand
that he legitimately personifies the ever-entertaining image of the
grumbler, endlessly confabulating about his displeasure.

We are therefore dealing with a real Human Comedy, where
the most socially-inspired nuances of passion (conceit, rightful-
ness, refined cruelty, a sense of ‘paying one’s debts’) always
felicitously find the clearest sign which can receive them, express
them and triumphantly carry them to the confines of the hall. It
is obvious that at such a pitch, it no longer matters whether the
passion is genuine or not. What the public wants is the image of
passion, not passion itself. There is no more a problem of truth
in wrestling than in the theatre. In both, what is expected is the
intelligible representation of moral situations which are usually
private. This emptying out of interiority to the benefit of its
exterior signs, this exhaustion of the content by the form, is the
very principle of triumphant classical art. Wrestling is an
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immediate pantomime, infinitely more efficient than the dramatic
pantomime, for the wrestler’s gesture needs no anecdote, no
decor, in short no transference in order to appear true.

Each moment in wrestling is therefore like an algebra which
instantaneously unveils the relationship between a cause and its
represented effect. Wrestling fans certainly experience a kind of
intellectual pleasure in seeing the moral mechanism function so
perfectly. Some wrestlers, who are great comedians, entertain as
much as a Moliére character, because they succeed in imposing an
immediate reading of their inner nature: Armand Mazaud, a
wrestler of an arrogant and ridiculous character (as one says that
Harpagon* is a character), always delights the audience by the
mathematical rigour of his transcriptions, carrying the form of his
gestures to the furthest reaches of their meaning, and giving to
his manner of fighting the kind of vehemence and precision
found in a great scholastic disputation, in which what is at stake
is at once the triumph of pride and the formal concern with
truth.

What 1s thus displayed for the public is the great spectacle of
Suffering, Defeat, and Justice. Wrestling presents man’s suffering
with all the amplification of tragic masks. The wrestler who
suffers in a hold which is reputedly cruel (an arm-lock, a twisted
leg) offers an excessive portrayal of Suffering; like a primitive
Pietd, he exhibits for all to see his face, exaggeratedly contorted
by an intolerable affliction. It is obvious, of course, that in
wrestling reserve would be out of place, since it is opposed
to the voluntary ostentation of the spectacle, to this Exhibition of
Suffering which is the very aim of the fight. This is why all the
actions which produce suffering are particularly spectacular, like
the gesture of a conjuror who holds out his cards clearly to the
public. Suffering which appeared without intelligible cause
would not be understood; a concealed action that was actually
cruel would transgress the unwritten rules of wrestling and would
have no more sociological efficacy than a mad or parasitic
gesture. On the contrary suffering appears as inflicted with
emphasis and conviction, for everyone must not only see that the

* In Moliére’s L' dvare.
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man suffers, but also and above all understand why he suffers.
What wrestlers call a hold, that is, any figure which allows one
to immobilize the adversary indefinitely and to have him at one’s
mercy, has precisely the function of preparing in a conventional,
therefore intelligible, fashion the spectacle of suffering, of
methodically establishing the conditions of suffering. The
inertia of the vanquished allows the (temporary) victor to settle
in his cruelty and to convey to the public this terrifying slowness
of the torturer who is certain about the outcome of his actions;
to grind the face of one’s powerless adversary or to scrape his
spine with one’s fist with a deep and regular movement, or
at least to produce the superficial appearance of such gestures:
wrestling is the only sport which gives such an externalized
image of torture. But here again, only the image is involved in
the game, and the spectator does not wish for the actual suffering
of the contestant ; he only enjoys the perfection of an iconography.
It is not true that wrestling is a sadistic spectacle: it is only an
intelligible spectacle.

There is another figure, more spectacular still than a hold; it is
the forearm smash, this loud slap of the forearm, this embryonic
punch with which one clouts the chest of one’s adversary, and
which is accompanied by a dull noise and the exaggerated sagging
of a vanquished body. In the forearm smash, catastrophe is
brought to the point of maximum obviousness, so much so that
ultimately the gesture appears as no more than a symbol; this is
going too far, this is transgressing the moral rules of wrestling,
where all signs must be excessively clear, but must not let the
intention of clarity be seen. The public then shouts ‘He’s laying
it on!’, not because it regrets the absence of real suffering, but
because it condemns artifice: as in the theatre, one fails to put the
part across as much by an excess of sincerity as by an excess of
formalism.

We have already seen to what extent wrestlers exploit the
resources of a given physical style, developed and put to use in
order to unfold before the eyes of the public a total image of
Defeat. The flaccidity of tall white bodies which collapse with one
blow or crash into the ropes with arms flailing, the inertia of
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massive wrestlers rebounding pitiably off all the elastic surfaces of
the ring, nothing can signify more clearly and more passionately
the exemplary abasement of the vanquished. Deprived of all
resilience, the wrestler’s flesh is no longer anything but an un-
speakable heap spread out on the floor, where it solicits relentless
reviling and jubilation. There is here a paroxysm of meaning in
the style of antiquity, which can only recall the heavily under-
lined intentions in Roman triumphs. At other times, there is
another ancient posture which appears in the coupling of the
wrestlers, that of the suppliant who, at the mercy of his opponent,
on bended knees, his arms raised above his head, is slowly
brought down by the vertical pressure of the victor. In wrestling,
unlike judo, Defeat is not a conventional sign, abandoned as
soon as it is understood; it is not an outcome, but quite the
contrary, it is a duration, a display, it takes up the ancient myths
of public Suffering and Humiliation: the cross and the pillory. It
is as if the wrestler is crucified in broad daylight and in the sight
of all. T have heard it said of a wrestler stretched on the ground:
‘He is dead, little Jesus, there, on the cross,” and these ironic
words revealed the hidden roots of a spectacle which enacts the
exact gestures of the most ancient purifications.

But what wrestling is above all meant to portray is a purely
moral concept: that of justice. The idea of ‘paying’ is essential to
wrestling, and the crowd’s ‘Give it to him’ means above all else
‘Make him pay’. This is therefore, needless to say, an immanent
justice. The baser the action of the ‘bastard’, the more delighted
the public is by the blow which he justly receives in return. If the
villain —who is of course a coward—takes refuge behind the
ropes, claiming unfairly to have a right to do so by a brazen
mimicry, he is inexorably pursued there and caught, and the
crowd is jubilant at seeing the rules broken for the sake of a
deserved punishment. Wrestlers know very well how to play up
to the capacity for indignation of the public by presenting the
very limit of the concept of Justice, this outermost zone of
confrontation where it is enough to infringe the rules a little
more to open the gates of a world without restraints. For a
wrestling-fan, nothing is finer than the revengeful fury of a
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betrayed fighter who throws himself vehemently not on a success-
ful opponent but on the smarting image of foul play. Naturally,
it is the pattern of Justice which matters here, much more than its
content: wrestling is above all a quantitative sequence of com-
pensations (an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth). This explains
why sudden changes of circumstances have in the eyes of
wrestling habitués a sort of moral beauty: they enjoy them as they
would enjoy an inspired episode in a novel, and the greater the
contrast between the success of a move and the reversal of
fortune, the nearer the good luck of a contestant to his downfall,
the more satisfying the dramatic mime is felt to be. Justice is
therefore the embodiment of a possible transgression; it is from
the fact that there is a Law that the spectacle of the passions
which infringe it derives its value.

It is therefore easy to understand why out of five wrestling-
matches, only about one is fair. One must realize, let it be
repeated, that ‘fairness’ here is a role or a genre, as in the theatre:
the rules do not at all constitute a real constraint; they are the
conventional appearance of fairness. So that in actual fact a fair
fight is nothing but an exaggeratedly polite one: the contestants
confront each other with zeal, not rage; they can remain in
control of their passions, they do not punish their beaten
opponent relentlessly, they stop fighting as soon as they are
ordered to do so, and congratulate each other at the end of a
particularly arduous episode, during which, however, they have
not ceased to be fair. One must of course understand here that all
these polite actions are brought to the notice of the public by the
most conventional gestures of fairness: shaking hands, raising
the arms, ostensibly avoiding a fruitless hold which would detract
from the perfection of the contest.

Conversely, foul play exists only in its excessive signs:
administering a big kick to one’s beaten opponent, taking refuge
behind the ropes while ostensibly invoking a purely formal right,
refusing to shake hands with one’s opponent before or after
the fight, taking advantage of the end of the round to rush
treacherously at the adversary from behind, fouling him while the
referee is not looking (a move which obviously only has any value
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or function because in fact half the audience can see it and get
indignant about it). Since Evil is the natural climate of wrestling,
a fair fight has chiefly the value of being an exception. It surprises
the aficionado, who greets it when he sees it as an anachronism
and a rather sentimental throwback to the sporting tradition
(‘Aren’t they playing fair, those two’); he feels suddenly moved at
the sight of the general kindness of the world, but would probably
die of boredom and indifference if wrestlers did not quickly
return to the orgy of evil which alone makes good wrestling.

Extrapolated, fair wrestling could lead only to boxing or
judo, whereas true wrestling derives its originality from all the
excesses which make it a spectacle and not a sport. The ending
of a boxing-match or a judo—contest is abrupt, like the full-
stop which closes a demonstration. The rhythm of wrestling is
quite different, for its natural meaning is that of rhetorical
amplification: the emotional magniloquence, the repeated
paroxysms, the exasperation of the retorts can only find their
natural outcome in the most baroque confusion. Some fights,
among the most successful kind, are crowned by a final charivari,
a sort of unrestrained fantasia where the rules, the laws of the
genre, the referee’s censuring and the limits of the ring are
abolished, swept away by a triumphant disorder which overflows
into the hall and carries off pell-mell wrestlers, seconds, referee
and spectators.

It has already been noted that in America wrestling represents
a sort of mythological fight between Good and Evil (of a quasi-
political nature, the ‘bad’ wrestler always being supposed to be a
Red). The process of creating heroes in French wrestling is very
different, being based on ethics and not on politics. What the
public is looking for here is the gradual construction of a highly
moral image: that of the perfect ‘bastard’. One comes to wrestling
in order to attend the continuing adventures of a single major
leading character, permanent and multiform like Punch or
Scapino, inventive in unexpected figures and yet always faithful
to his role. The ‘bastard’ is here revealed as a Moliére character
or a ‘portrait’ by La Bruyére, that is to say as a classical entity, an
essence, whose acts are only significant epiphenomena arranged in
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time. This stylized character does not belong to any particular
nation or party, and whether the wrestler is called Kuzchenko
(nicknamed Moustache after Stalin), Yerpazian, Gaspardi, Jo
Vignola or Nolli¢res, the aficionado does not attribute to him any
country except ‘fairness’ —observing the rules.

What then is a ‘bastard’ for this audience composed in part,
we are told, of people who are themselves outside the rules of
society? Essentially someone unstable, who accepts the rules only
when they are useful to him and transgresses the formal con-
tinuity of attitudes. He is unpredictable, therefore asocial. He
takes refuge behind the law when he considers that it is in his
favour, and breaks it when he finds it useful to do so. Sometimes
he rejects the formal boundaries of the ring and goes on hitting
an adversary legally protected by the ropes, sometimes he re-
establishes these boundaries and claims the protection of what he
did not respect a few minutes earlier. This inconsistency, far
more than treachery or cruelty, sends the audience beside itself
with rage: offended not in its morality but in its logic, it con-
siders the contradiction of arguments as the basest of crimes. The
forbidden move becomes dirty only when it destroys a quantita-
tive equilibrium and disturbs the rigorous reckoning of com-
pensations; what is condemned by the audience is not at all
the transgression of insipid official rules, it is the lack of
revenge, the absence of a punishment. So that there is nothing
more exciting for a crowd than the grandiloquent kick given to
a vanquished ‘bastard’; the joy of punishing is at its climax
when it is supported by a mathematical justification; contempt
is then unrestrained. One is no longer dealing with a sa/aud but
with a salope —the verbal gesture of the ultimate degradation.

Such a precise finality demands that wrestling should be
exactly what the public expects of it. Wrestlers, who are very
experienced, know perfectly how to direct the spontaneous
episodes of the fight so as to make them conform to the image
which the public has of the great legendary themes of its mytho-
logy. A wrestler can irritate or disgust, he never disappoints, for
he always accomplishes completely, by a progressive solidification
of signs, what the public expects of him. In wrestling, nothing
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exists except in the absolute, there is no symbol, no allusion,
everything is presented exhaustively. Leaving nothing in the
shade, each action discards all parasitic meanings and cere-
monially offers to the public a pure and full signification, rounded
like Nature. This grandiloquence is nothing but the popular and
age-old image of the perfect intelligibility of reality. What is
portrayed by wrestling is therefore an ideal understanding of
things; it is the euphoria of men raised for a while above the
constitutive ambiguity of everyday situations and placed before
the panoramic view of a univocal Nature, in which signs at last
correspond to causes, without obstacle, without evasion, without
contradiction.

When the hero or the villain of the drama, the man who was
seen a few minutes earlier possessed by moral rage, magni-
fied into a sort of metaphysical sign, leaves the wrestling hall,
impassive, anonymous, carrying a small suitcase and arm-in-arm
with his wife, no one can doubt that wrestling holds that power of
transmutation which is common to the Spectacle and to Religious
Worship. In the ring, and even in the depths of their voluntary
ignominy, wrestlers remain gods because they are, for a few
moments, the key which opens Nature, the pure gesture which
separates Good from Evil, and unveils the form of a Justice
which is at last intelligible.
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The Romans in Films

In Mankiewicz’s Julius Caesar, all the characters are wearing
fringes. Some have them curly, some straggly, some tufted, some
oily, all have them well combed, and the bald are not admitted,
although there are plenty to be found in Roman history. Those
who have little hair have not been let off for all that, and the
hairdresser—the king-pin of the film—has still managed to
produce one last lock which duly reaches the top of the forehead,
one of those Roman foreheads, whose smallness has at all times
indicated a specific mixture of self-righteousness, virtue and
conquest.

What then is associated with these insistent fringes? Quite
simply the label of Roman-ness. We therefore see here the main-
spring of the Spectacle—the sign—operating in the open. The
frontal lock overwhelms one with evidence, no one can doubt
that he is in Ancient Rome. And this certainty is permanent: the
actors speak, act, torment themselves, debate ‘questions of
universal import’, without losing, thanks to this little flag
displayed on their foreheads, any of their historical plausibility.
Their general representativeness can even expand in complete
safety, cross the ocean and the centuries, and merge into the
Yankee mugs of Hollywood extras: no matter, everyone is
reassured, installed in the quiet certainty of a universe without
duplicity, where Romans are Romans thanks to the most legible
of signs: hair on the forehead.

A Frenchman, to whose eyes American faces still have some-
thing exotic, finds comical the combination of the morphologies
of these gangster-sheriffs with the little Roman fringe: it rather
looks like an excellent music-hall gag. This is because for
the French the sign in this case overshoots the target and dis-
credits itself by letting its aim appear clearly. But this very
fringe, when combed on the only naturally Latin forehead in the
film, that of Marlon Brando, impresses us and does not make us
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laugh; and it is not impossible that part of the success of this
actor in Europe is due to the perfect integration of Roman
capillary habits with the general morphology of the characters he
usually portrays. Conversely, one cannot believe in Julius Caesar,
whose physiognomy is that of an Anglo-Saxon lawyer—a face
with which one is already acquainted through a thousand bit
parts in thrillers or comedies, and a compliant skull on which the
hairdresser has raked, with great effort, a lock of hair.

In the category of capillary meanings, here is a sub-sign, that
of nocturnal surprises: Portia and Calpurnia, woken up at dead
of night, have conspicuously uncombed hair. The former, who is
young, expresses disorder by flowing locks: her unreadiness is,
so to speak, of the first degree. The latter, who is middle-aged,
exhibits a more painstaking vulnerability: a plait winds round
her neck and comes to rest on her right shoulder so as to impose
the traditional sign of disorder, asymmetry. But these signs are
at the same time excessive and ineffectual: they postulate a
‘nature’ which they have not even the courage to acknowledge
fully: they are not ‘fair and square’.

Yet another sign in this Julius Caesar: all the faces sweat
constantly. Labourers, soldiers, conspirators, all have their
austere and tense features streaming (with Vaseline). And close-
ups are so frequent that evidently sweat here is an attribute with a
purpose. Like the Roman fringe or the nocturnal plait, sweat is a
sign. Of what? Of moral feeling. Everyone is sweating because
everyone is debating something within himself; we are here
supposed to be in the locus of a horribly tormented virtue, that is,
in the very locus of tragedy, and it is sweat which has the function
of conveying this. The populace, upset by the death of Caesar,
then by the arguments of Mark Antony, is sweating, and com-
bining economically, in this single sign, the intensity of its
emotion and the simplicity of its condition. And the virtuous
men, Brutus, Cassius, Casca, are ceaselessly perspiring too,
testifying thereby to the enormous physiological labour produced
in them by a virtue just about to give birth to a crime. To
sweat is to think—which evidently rests on the postulate,
appropriate to a nation of businessmen, that thought is a violent,
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cataclysmic operation, of which sweat is only the most benign
symptom. In the whole film, there is but one man who does not
sweat and who remains smooth-faced, unperturbed and water-
tight: Caesar. Of course Caesar, the object of the crime, remains
dry since /e does not know, he does not think, and so must keep the
firm and polished texture of an exhibit standing isolated in the
courtroom.

Here again, the sign is ambiguous: it remains on the surface,
yet does not for all that give up the attempt to pass itself off as
depth. It aims at making people understand (which is laudable)
but at the same time suggests that it is spontaneous (which is
cheating); it presents itself at once as intentional and irrepres-
sible, artificial and natural, manufactured and discovered. This
can lead us to an ethic of signs. Signs ought to present themselves
only in two extreme forms: either openly intellectual and so
remote that they are reduced to an algebra, as in the Chinese
theatre, where a flag on its own signifies a regiment; or deeply
rooted, invented, so to speak, on each occasion, revealing an
internal, a hidden facet, and indicative of a moment in time, no
longer of a concept (as in the art of Stanislavsky, for instance).
But the intermediate sign, the fringe of Roman-ness or the
sweating of thought, reveals a degraded spectacle, which is
equally afraid of simple reality and of total artifice. For although
it is a good thing if a spectacle is created to make the world more
explicit, it is both reprehensible and deceitful to confuse the
sign with what is signified. And it is a duplicity which is peculiar
to bourgeois art: between the intellectual and the visceral sign
is hypocritically inserted a hybrid, at once elliptical and pre-
tentious, which is pompously christened ‘nature’.
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The Writer on Holiday

Gide was reading Bossuet while going down the Congo. This
posture sums up rather well the ideal of our writers ‘on holiday’,
as photographed by Le Figaro: to add to mere leisure the
prestige of a vocation which nothing can stop or degrade.
Here is therefore a good piece of journalism, highly efficient
sociologically, and which gives us, without cheating, information
on the idea which our bourgeoisie entertains about its writers.
What seems above all else to surprise and delight it, then, is
its own broad-mindedness in acknowledging that writers too
are the sort of people who commonly take holidays. ‘Holidays’
are a recent social phenomenon, whose mythological develop-
ment, incidentally, would be interesting to trace. At first a part
of the school world, they have become, since the advent of
holidays with pay, a part of the proletarian world, or at least the
world of working people. To assert that this phenomenon can
henceforth concern writers, that the specialists of the human
soul are also subjected to the common status of contemporary
labour, is a way of convincing our bourgeois readers that they are
indeed in step with the times: they pride themselves on acknow-
ledging certain prosaic necessities, they limber up to ‘modern’
realities through the lessons of Siegfried and Fourastié.
Needless to say, this proletarianization of the writer is granted
only with parsimony, the more completely to be destroyed
afterwards. No sooner endowed with a social attribute (and
holidays are one such attribute, a very agreeable one), the man of
letters returns straight away to the empyrean which he shares with
the professionals of inspiration. And the ‘naturalness’ in which
our novelists are eternalized is in fact instituted in order to
convey a sublime contradiction: between a prosaic condition,
produced alas by regrettably materialistic times, and the
glamorous status which bourgeois society liberally grants its
spiritual representatives (so long as they remain harmless).
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Church or the Army by the very ills of the Church and the Army.
One inoculates the public with a contingent evil to prevent or
cure an essential one. To rebel against the inhumanity of the
Established Order and its values, according to this way of think-
ing, is an illness which is common, natural, forgivable; one must
not collide with it head-on, but rather exorcize it like a possession:
the patient is made to give a representation of his illness, he
is made familiar with the very appearance of his revolt, and
this revolt disappears all the more surely since, once at a distance
and the object of a gaze, the Established Order is no longer any-
thing but a Manichaean compound and therefore inevitable, one
which wins on both counts, and js therefore beneficial. The
immanent evil of enslavement is redeemed by the transcendent
good of religion, fatherland, the Church, etc. A little ‘confessed’
evil saves one from acknowledging a lot of hidden evil.

One can trace in advertising a narrative pattern which clearly
shows the working of this new vaccine. It is found in the publicity
for Astra margarine. The episode always begins with a cry of
indignation against margarine: ‘A mousse? Made with margarine?
Unthinkable! ‘Margarine? Your uncle will be furious!” And then
one’s eyes are opened, one’s conscience becomes more pliable, and
margarine is a delicious food, tasty, digestible, economical, useful
in all circumnstances. The moral at the end is well known: ‘Here
you are, rid of a prejudice which cost you dearly!” It is in the same
way that the Established Order relieves you of your progressive
prejudices. The Army, an absolute value? It is unthinkable:
look at its vexations, its strictness, the always possible blindness
of its chiefs. The Church, infallible? Alas, it is very doubtful:
look at its bigots, its powerless priests, its murderous conformism.
And then common sense makes its reckoning: what is this trifling
dross of Order, compared to its advantages? It is well worth
the price of an immunization. What does it matter, after all, if
margarine is just fat, when it goes further than butter, and costs
less ? What does it matter, affer all, if Order is a little brutal or a
little blind, when it allows us to live cheaply ? Here we are, in our
turn, rid of a prejudice which cost us dearly, too dearly, which
cost us too much in scruples, in revolt, in fights and in solitude.
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The whole Dominici trial* was enacted according to a certain
idea of psychology, which happens to be, as luck would have it,
that of the Literature of the bourgeois Establishment. Since
material evidence was uncertain or contradictory, one had to
resort to evidence of a mental kind; and where could one find it,
except in the very mentality of the accusers? The motives and
sequence of actions were therefore reconstituted off-hand but
without a shadow of a doubt; in the manner of those archaeo-
logists who go and gather old stones all over the excavation site
and with their cement, modern as it is, erect a delicate wayside
altar of Sesostris, or else, who reconstitute a religion which has
been dead for two thousand years by drawing on the ancient
fund of universal wisdom, which is in fact nothing but their own
brand of wisdom, elaborated in the schools of the Third
Republic.

The same applies to the ‘psychology’ of old Dominici. Is it
realiy his? No one knows. But one can be sure that it is indeed
that of the Presiding Judge of the Assizes or the Public Prosecutor.
Do these two mentalities, that of the old peasant from the Alps
and that of the judiciary, function in the same way? Nothing is
less likely. And yet it is in the name of a ‘universal’ psychology
that old Dominici has been condemned: descending from the
charming empyrean of bourgeois novels and essentialist psycho-
logy, Literature has just condemned a man to the guillotine.
Listen to the Public Prosecutor: ‘Sir Jack Drummond, I told you,
was afraid. But he knows that in the end the best way to defend
oneself is to attack. So he throws himself on this fierce-looking man
and takes the old man by the throat. Not a word is spoken. But to
Gaston Dominici, the simple fact that someone should want to hold

* Gaston Dominici, the 8o-year-old owner of the Grand’Terre farm in Provence,
was convicted in 1952 of murdering Sir Jack Drummond, his wife and daughter,
whom he found camping near his land.
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him down by both shoulders is unthinkable. It was physically impos-
sible for him to bear this strength which was suddenly pitted against
kim. This is credible like the temple of Sesostris, like the
Literature of M. Genevoix. Only, to base archaeology or the novel
on a ‘Why not ?’ does not harm anybody. But Justice? Periodic-
ally, some trial, and not necessarily fictitious like the one in
Camus’s The Qutsider, comes to remind you that the Law is
always prepared to lend you a spare brain in order to condemn
you without remorse, and that, like Corneille, it depicts you as
you should be, and not as you are.

This official visit of Justice to the world of the accused is made
possible thanks to an intermediate myth which is always used
abundantly by all official institutions, whether they are the
Assizes or the periodicals of literary sects: the transparence and
universality of language. The Presiding Judge of the Assizes,
who reads Le Figaro, has obviously no scruples in exchanging
words with the old ‘uneducated’ goatherd. Do they not have in
common the same language, and the clearest there is, French?
O wonderful self-assurance of classical education, in which
shepherds, without embarrassment, converse with judges!
But here again, behind the prestigious (and grotesque) morality
of Latin translations and essays in French, what is at stake is the
head of 2 man.

And yet the disparity of both languages, their impenetrability
to each other, have been stressed by a few journalists, and Giono
has given numerous examples of this in his accounts of the trial.
Their remarks show that there is no need to imagine mysterious
barriers, Kafka-like misunderstandings. No: syntax, vocabulary,
most of the elementary, analytical materials of language grope
blindly without ever touching, but no one has any qualms about
it (Eres—vous allé au pont2— Allée? il ny a pas d'allée, je le sais, j’y
suis ét¢’).* Naturally, everyone pretends to believe that it is the
official language which is common sense, that of Dominici being
only one of its ethnological varieties, picturesque in its poverty.
And yet, this language of the president is just as peculiar, laden

*‘Did you go to the bridge?—A path? There is no path, I know, I’ve been
there!” Allé = ‘gone’, allée = a path, but Dominici uses ét6, ‘been’.
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as it is with unreal clichés; it is a language for school essays, not
for a concrete psychology (but perhaps it is unavoidable for most
men, alas, to have the psychology of the language which they
have been taught). These are in actual fact two particular uses of
language which confront each other. But one of them has
honours, law and force on its side.

And this ‘universal’ language comes just at the right time to
lend a new strength to the psychology of the masters: it allows it
always to take other men as objects, to describe and condemn at
one stroke. It is an adjectival psychology, it knows only how to
endow its victims with epithets, it is ignorant of everything
about the actions themselves, save the guilty category into
which they are forcibly made to fit. These categories are none
other than those of classical comedy or treatises of graphology:
boastful, irascible, selfish, cunning, lecherous, harsh, man exists
in their eyes only through the ‘character traits’ which label him
for society as the object of a more or less easy absorption, the
subject of 2 more or less respectful submission. Utilitarian, taking
no account of any state of consciousness, this psychology has
nevertheless the pretension of giving as a basis for actions a pre-
existing inner person, it postulates ‘the soul’: it judges man as a
‘conscience’ without being embarrassed by having previously
described him as an object.

Now that particular psychology, in the name of which you can
very well today have your head cut off, comes straight from our
traditional literature, that which one calls in bourgeois style
literature of the Human Document. It is in the name of the human
document that the old Dominici has been condemned. Justice
and literature have made an alliance, they have exchanged their
old techniques, thus revealing their basic identity, and com-
promising each other barefacedly. Behind the judges, in curule
chairs, the writers (Giono, Salacrou). And on the prosecution
side, do we see a lawyer? No, an ‘extraordinary story-teller’,
gifted with ‘undeniable wit’ and a “‘dazzling verve’ (to quote the
shocking testimonial granted to the public prosecutor by Le
Monde). Even the police is here seen practising fine writing
(Police Superintendent: ‘Never have I met such a dissembling liar,
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such a wary gambler, such a wirty narrator, such a wily trickster,
such a lusty septuagenarian, such a self-assured despot, such a
devious schemer, such a cunning hypocrite ... Gaston Dominici is an
astonishing quick-change artist playing with human souls, and animal
thoughts ... This false patriarch of the Grand’ Terre has not just a
Jew facets, he has a hundred!). Antithesis, metaphors, flights of
oratory, it is the whole of classical rhetoric which accuses the
old shepherd here. Justice took the mask of Realist literature, of
the country tale, while literature itself came to the court-room to
gather new ‘human’ documents, and naively to seek from the
face of the accused and the suspects the reflection of a psychology
which, however, it had been the first to impose on them by the
arm of the law.

Only, confronting the literature of repletion (which is always
passed off as the literature of the ‘real’ and the ‘human’), there is a
literature of poignancy; the Dominici trial has also been this type
of literature. There have not been here only writers hungering
for reality and brilliant narrators whose ‘dazzling® verve carries
off 2 man’s head; whatever the degree of guilt of the accused,
there was also the spectacle of a terror which threatens us all,
that of being judged by a power which wants to hear only the
language it lends us. We are all potential Dominicis, not as
murderers but as accused, deprived of language, or worse, rigged
out in that of our accusers, humiliated and condemned by it. To
rob a man of his language in the very name of language: this is the
first step in all legal murders.

The Iconography of the Abbé Pierre

The myth of the Abbé Pierre has at its disposal a precious asset:
the physiognomy of the Abbé. It is a fine physiognomy, which
clearly displays all the signs of apostleship: a benign expression,
a Franciscan haircut, a missionary’s beard, all this made com-
plete by the sheepskin coat of the worker-priest and the staff of
the pilgrim. Thus are united the marks of legend and those of
modernity.

The haircut, for example, half shorn, devoid of affectation and
above all of definite shape, is without doubt trying to achieve a
style completely outside the bounds of art and even of technique,
a sort of zero degree of haircut. One has to have one’s hair cut, of
course; but at least, let this necessary operation imply no parti-
cular mode of existence: let it exist, but let it not be anything in
particular. The Abbé Pierre’s haircut, obviously devised so as
to reach a neutral equilibrium between short hair (an indis-
pensable convention if one does not want to be noticed) and
unkempt hair (a state suitable to express contempt for other
conventions), thus becomes the capillary archetype of saint-
liness: the saint is first and foremost a being without formal
context; the idea of fashion is antipathetic to the idea of saint-
hood.

But at this point things get more complicated —unknown to the
Abbé, one hopes—because here as everywhere else, neutrality
ends up by functioning as the sign of neutrality, and if you really
wished to go unnoticed, you would be back where you started.
The ‘zero’ haircut, then, is quite simply the label of Francis-
canism; first conceived negatively so as not to contradict the
appearance of sainthood, it quickly becomes a superlative mode
of signification, it dresses up the Abbé as Saint Francis. Hence the
tremendous iconographic popularity of this haircut in illustrated
magazines and in films (where Reybaz the actor will have but to
adopt it to be completely identified with the Abbé).
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Ornamental Cookery

The weekly Elle (a real mythological treasure) gives us almost
every week a fine colour photograph of a prepared dish: golden
par‘tndges studded with cherries, a faintly pink chicken chaud-
froid, a mould of crayfish surrounded by their red shells, a frothy
charlotte prettified with glacé fruit designs, multicoloured trifle,
etc.

Tl.le ‘substantial’ category which prevails in this type of
cooking is that of the smooth coating: there is an obvious
endeavour to glaze surfaces, to round them off, to bury the food
under the even sediment of sauces, creams, icing and jellies. This
of course comes from the very finality of the coating, which
belongs to a visual category, and cooking according to Elle is
meant fqr the eye alone, since sight is a genteel sense. For there
is, in this persistence of glazing, a need for gentility. Elle is a
highly valuable journal, from the point of view of legend at
least, since its role is to present to its vast public which (market-
research tells us) is working-class, the very dream of smartness.
Hence a cookery which is based on coatings and alibis, and is
for ever trying to extenuate and even to disguise the primary
nature of foodstuffs, the brutality of meat or the abruptness of
sea-food. A country dish is admitted only as an exception (the
good family boiled beef), as the rustic whim of jaded city-
dwellers.

But above all, coatings prepare and support one of the major
developments of genteel cookery: ‘ornamentation. Glazing, in
Elle, serves as background for unbridled beautification: chise,lled
musl_lrooms, punctuation of cherries, motifs of carved lemon
shavings of truffle, silver pastilles, arabesques of glacé fruit: th(:,
underlying coat (and this is why I called it a sediment, since the
food itself becomes no more than an indeterminate bed-rock) is
intended to be the page on which can be read a whole rococo
cookery (there is a partiality for a pinkish colour).
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Ornamentation proceeds in two contradictory ways, which we
shall in a moment see dialectically reconciled: on the one hand,
fleeing from nature thanks to a kind of frenzied baroque (sticking
shrimps in a lemon, making a chicken look pink, serving grape-
fruit hot), and on the other, trying to reconstitute it through an
incongruous artifice (strewing meringue mushrooms and holly
leaves on a traditional log-shaped Christmas cake, replacing the
heads of crayfish around the sophisticated bechamel which hides
their bodies). It is in fact the same pattern which one finds in the
elaboration of petit-bourgeois trinkets (ashtrays in the shape of a
saddle, lighters in the shape of a cigarette, terrines in the shape
of a hare).

This is because here, as in all petit-bourgeois art, the irrepres-
sible tendency towards extreme realism is countered—or
balanced —by one of the eternal imperatives of journalism for
women’s magazines: what is pompously called, at L’Express,
having. ideas. Cookery in Elle is, in the same way, an ‘idea’-
cookery. But here inventiveness, confined to a fairy-land reality,
must be applied only to garnishings, for the genteel tendency of
the magazine precludes it from touching on the real problems
concerning food (the real problem is not to have the idea of
sticking cherries into a partridge, it is to have the partridge, that
is to say, to pay for it).

This ornamental cookery is indeed supported by wholly
mythical economics. This is an openly dream-like cookery, as
proved in fact by the photographs in Elle, which never show the
dishes except from a high angle, as objects at once near and
inaccessible, whose consumption can perfectly well be accom-
plished simply by looking. It is, in the fullest meaning of the
word, a cuisine of advertisement, totally magical, especially when
one remembers that this magazine is widely read in small-income
groups. The latter, in fact, explains the former: it is because Elle
is addressed to a genuinely working—class public that it is very
careful not to take for granted that cooking must be economical.
Compare with L’ Express, whose exclusively middle-class public
enjoys a comfortable purchasing power: its cookery is real, not
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magical. Elle gives the recipe of fancy partridges, L’Express
gives that of salade nigoise. The readers of Elle are entitled only
to fiction; one can suggest real dishes to those of L’Express, in the
certainty that they will be able to prepare them.

8o

Neither-Nor Criticism

We were able to read in one of the first numbers of L’Express
(the daily) the (anonymous) profession of faith of a critic, which
was a superb piece of balanced rhetoric. Its idea was that
criticism must be ‘nesther a parlour game, nor a municipal service’ —
which means that it must be neither reactionary nor communist,
neither gratuitous nor political.

We are dealing here with a mechanism based on a double
exclusion largely pertaining to this enumerative mania which we
have already come across several times, and which I thought I
could broadly define as a petit-bourgeois trait. One reckons all
the methods with scales, one piles them up on each side as one
thinks best, so as to appear oneself as an imponderable arbiter
endowed with a spirituality which is ideal and thereby jusz, like
the beam which is the judge in the weighing.

The faults indispensable to this operation of accountancy con-
sist in the morality of the terms used. According to an old
terrorist device (one cannot escape terrorism at will), one judges
at the same time 2s one names, and the word, ballasted by a prior
culpability, quite naturally comes to weigh down one of the scales.
For instance, culture will be opposed to ideologies. Culture is a
noble, universal thing, placed outside social choices: culture has
no weight. Ideologies, on the other hand, are partisan inventions:
so, onto the scales, and out with them! Both sides are dismissed
under the stern gaze of culture (without realizing that culture
itself s, in the last analysis, an ideology). Everything happens as
if there were on one side heavy, defective words (ideology,
catechism, militant), meant to serve for the ignominious game of
the scales; and on the other, light, pure, immaterial words, noble
by divine right, sublime to the point of evading the sordid law of
numbers (adventure, passion, grandeur, virtue, honour), words
placed above the sorry computation of lies. The latter group has
the function of admonishing the former: there are words which
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for years), it tries very quickly to fall back on a behaviour which
indicates adjustment and a readiness to use (‘ You've gor to get
used to it’). In the exhibition halls, the car on show is explored
with an intense, amorous studiousness: it is the great tactile phase
of discovery, the moment when visual wonder is about to receive
the reasoned assault of touch (for touch is the most demystifying
of all senses, unlike sight, which is the most magical). The
bodywork, the lines of union are touched, the upholstery palpated,
the seats tried, the doors caressed, the cushions fondled; before
the wheel, one pretends to drive with one’s whole body. The
object here is totally prostituted, appropriated: originating from
the heaven of Metropolis, the Goddess is in a quarter of an hour
mediatized, actualizing through this exorcism the very essence of
petit-bourgeois advancement.

Qo

Photography and Electoral Appeal

Some candidates for Parliament adorn their electoral prospectus
with a portrait. This presupposes that photography has a power
to convert which must be analysed. To start with, the effigy of a
candidate establishes a personal link between him and the voters;
the candidate does not only offer a programme for judgment, he
suggests a physical climate, a set of daily choices expressed in a
morphology, a way of dressing, a posture. Photography thus
tends to restore the paternalistic nature of elections, whose
elitist essence has been disrupted by proportional representation
and the rule of parties (the Right seems to use it more than the
Left). Inasmuch as photography is an ellipse of language and a
condensation of an ‘ineffable’ social whole, it constitutes an anti-
intellectual weapon and tends to spirit away ‘politics’ (that is to
say a body of problems and solutions) to the advantage of a
‘manner of being’, a socio-moral status. It is well known that this
antithesis is one of the major myths of Poujadism (Poujade on
television saying: ‘Look at me: I am like yow’).

Electoral photography is therefore above all the acknowledg-
ment of something deep and irrational co-extensive with politics.
What is transmitted through the photograph of the candidate are
not his plans, but his deep motives, all his family, mental, even
erotic circumstances, all this style of life of which he is at once
the product, the example and the bait. It is obvious that what
most of our candidates offer us through their likeness is a type of
social setting, the spectacular comfort of family, legal and
religious norms, the suggestion of innately owning such items of
bourgeois property as Sunday Mass, xenophobia, steak and
chips, cuckold jokes, in short, what we call an ideology. Needless
to say the use of electoral photography presupposes a kind of
complicity: a photograph is a mirror, what we are asked to read is
the familiar, the known; it offers to the voter his own likeness, but
clarified, exalted, superbly elevated into a type. This glorification
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is in fact the very definition of the photogenic: the voter is at once
expressed and heroized, he is invited to elect himself, to weigh the
mandate which he is about to give with a veritable physical
transference: he is delegating his ‘race’.

The types which are thus delegated are not very varied. First
there is that which stands for social status, respectability,
whether sanguine and well-fed (lists of ‘National’ parties), or
genteel and insipid (lists of the M.R.P.—the Christian Demo-
crats). Then, the type of the intellectual (let it be repeated that
we are dealing here with ‘signified’ types, not actual ones):
whether sanctimonious like the candidate of centre right parties
like the Rassemblement National, or ‘searching’ like that of the
Communists. In the last two cases, the iconography is meant to
signify the exceptional conjunction of thought and will, reflection
and action: the slightly narrowed eyes allow a sharp look to filter
through, which seems to find its strength in a beautiful inner dream
without however ceasing to alight on real obstacles, as if the ideal
candidate had in this case magnificently to unite social idealism
with bourgeois empiricism. The last type is quite simply that of
the ‘good-looking chap’, whose obvious credentials are his health
and virility. Some candidates, incidentally, beautifully manage to
win on both counts, appearing for instance as a handsome hero
(in uniform) on one side of the handout, and as a mature and
virile citizen on the other, displaying his little family. For in most
cases, the morphological type is assisted by very obvious attri-
butes: one candidate is surrounded by his kids (curled and dolled-
up like all children photographed in France), another is a young
parachutist with rolled-up sleeves, or an officer with his chest
covered with decorations. Photography constitutes here a verit-
able blackmail by means of moral values: country, army, family,
honour, reckless heroism.

The conventions of photography, moreover, are themselves
replete with signs. A full-face photograph underlines the realistic
outlook of the candidate, especially if he is provided with
scrutinizing glasses. Everything there expresses penetration,
gravity, frankness: the future deputy is looking squarely at the
enemy, the obstacle, the ‘problem’. A three-quarter face photo-
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graph, which is more common, suggests the tyranny of an ideal:
the gaze is lost nobly in the future, it does not confront, it

¢ soars, and fertilizes some other domain, which is chastely left

undefined. Almost all three-quarter face photos are ascensional,
the face is lifted towards a supernatural light which draws
it up and elevates it to the realm of a higher humanity; the
candidate reaches the Olympus of elevated feelings, where all
political contradictions are solved: peace and war in Algeria,
social progress and employers’ profits, so-called ‘free’ religious
schools and subsidies from the sugar-beet lobby, the Right and
the Left (an opposition always ‘superseded’!): all these coexist
peacefully in this thoughtful gaze, nobly fixed on the hidden
interests of Order.
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