THE ORDER OF THINGS

caused by the absence of the king — an absence that is an artifice o
part of the painter. But this artifice both conceals and indicates ap,
vacancy which is, on the contrary, immediate: that of the painter andy

spectator when they are looking at or composing the picture. It mg
that, in this picture, as in all the representations of which it is, as j¢
the manifest essence, the profound invisibility of what one sees i
separable from the invisibility of the person seeing - despite all mig
reflections, imitations, and portraits. Around the scene are arran
the signs and successive forms of representation; but the double rejy
of the representation to its model and to its sovereign, to its authg
well as to the person to whom it is being offered, this relation is ne
sarily interrupted. It can never be present without some residuum,
in a representation that offers itself as a spectacle. In the depth that tray,
the picture, hol}owing it into a fictitious recess and projecting it fory
in front of itself, it is not possible for the pure felicity of the image
to present in a full light both the master who is representing and
sovereign who is being represented.
Perhaps there exists, in this painting by Velizquez, the representa
as it were, of Classical representation, and the definition of the spac
opens up to us. And, indeed, representation undertakes to represent it
here in all its elements, with its images, the eyes to which it is offe;
the faces it makes visible, the gestures that call it into being. But the
in the midst of this dispersion which it is simultancously grouping
gether and spreading out before us, indicated compellingly from ¢
side, is an essential void: the necessary disappearance of that which is
foundation — of the person it resembles and the person in whose eyes'j
is only a resemblance. This very subject — which is the same - has be
elided. And representation, freed finally from the relation that was i
peding it, can offer itself as representation in its pure form.

TS

NOTES

[1] Sce frontispicce.
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CHAPTER 2

The Prose of the World

THE FOUR SIMILITUDES
1

the end of the sixteenth century, resemblance played a conszi‘uctulrc

g ledge of Western culture. It was resemblance that largely
fole n the lmo':-vandg the interpretation of texts; it was resemblance that

uide&_i c;;eﬁf;ﬂ lay of symbols, made possible knowledge of things \Tisiblc
. ‘E:l fncl controlled the art of representing them. The universe
hy mVéSld TI,I upon itself: the earth echoing the sky, faces seeing them-
iy E ted Ei)n the stars, and plants holding within their stems the
£ 1"; ecwerc of use to man. Painting imitated space. And representa-
s thatthcr in the service of pleasure or of knowledge — was posited
tlonf"- . Zf repetition: the theatre of life or the mirror of nature, that was
;i: c?a?rg made by all language, its manner of declaring its existence and

ing its right of speech.
Of\f);?;ﬁ;llllzzlgfusc hegre for ;}Pw.llilc, at.this moment in time “:111:111 resc;;i-
blance was about to relinquish its relation \:V.ltll knowledge in japg th,
in part at least, from the sphere of cognition. How, at the en o '1‘e
sixteenth century, and even in the t.tarly seventeenth century,d wa;s ilrrg 1}
tude conceived? How did it organize the ﬁgl.lres of l.cnovfrle ige? I:b ;
the things that resembled one another were 1pdeed mﬁl:u;f 12 num| Ch;
can one, at least, establish the forms according to which they mig
e another? '

m;lﬁfeb:;s:mc web of resemblance in the sixteentb century is Qxcremcl?r
rich: Amicitia, Aequalitas (contractus, consensus, .t.-:.f:rfrtmomum, ‘socw‘ras'i' p::;,
et similia), Consonantia, Concertus, Continuum, Paritas, Proportio, S}m: m:hz;
Conjunctio, Copula[1]. And there are a great many other HO?O}?S o
interscct, overlap, reinforce, or limitone another ‘on‘the surface oht odug :
It is enough for the moment to indicate the pr.mclp.al fig!.lrcs that deter-
mine the knowledge of resemblance with their articulations. There are
four of these that are, beyond doubrt, essential.
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First of all, convenientia. This word really denotes the adjacency g
places more strongly than it does similitude. Those things are ‘convenieny
which come sufficiently close to one another to be in juxtaposition; thejg
edges touch, their fringes intermingle, the extremity of the one also
notes the beginning of the other. In this way, movement, influences
passions, and properties too, are communicated. So that in this hing
between two things a resemblance appears. A resemblance that becomes’
double as soon as one attempts to unravel it: a resemblance of the place,
the site upon which nature has placed the two things, and thus a similitud
of properties; for in this natural container, the world, adjacency is not a
exterior relation between things, but the sign of a relationship, obsc
though it may be. And then, from this contact, by exchange, there aris
new resemblances; a common regimen becomes necessary; upon the simi.
litude that was the hidden reason for their propinquity is superimpose
a resemblance that is the visible effect of that proximity. Body and so
for example, are doubly ‘convenient’: the soul had to be made dens
heavy, and terrestrial for God to place it in the very heart of mattes
But through this propinquity, the soul receives the movements of the b
and assimilates itself to that body, while ‘the body is altered and corrupte
by the passions of the soul’[2]. In the vast syntax of the world, the diffe
ent beings adjust themselves to one another; the plant communicates wi
the animal, the earth with the sea, man with everything arotind
Resemblance imposes adjacencies that in their turn guarantee further res
semblances. Place and similitude become entangled: we see mosses grow=
ing on the outsides of shells, plants in the antlers of stags, a sort of gra
on the faces of men; and the strange zoophyte, by mingling togeth
the properties that make it similar to the plants as well as to the ani
also juxtaposes them[3]. All so many signs of ‘convenience’.

Convenientia is a resemblance connected with space in the form of
graduated scale of proximity. It is of the same order as conjunction
adjustment. This is why it pertains less to the things themselves than to
world in which they exist. The world is simply the universal ‘convenien
of things; there are the same number of fishes in the water as there 2
animals, or objects produced by nature or man, on the land (are the
not fishes called Episcopus, others called Catena, and others called Priapus?,
the same number of beings in the water and on the surface of the eaf
as there are in the sky, the inhabitants of the former corresponding with
those of the latter; and lastly, there are the same number of beings in i
whole of creation as may be found eminently contained in God himse
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‘the Sower of Existence, of Power, of Knowledge and of Love’[4]. Thus,
by this linking of rcsemblance'wmh space, this ‘convenience’ that brings like
things together and makes ad‘]af:cnt things similar, the world islinked to-

ether like a chain. At each point of contact there begins and ends a link
fhat resembles the one before it and the one after it; and from circle to
circle, these similitudes continue, holding the extremes apart (God and
matter), Yet bringing them together in such a way that the will of the
Almighty may penetrate into t}_lc most unawakened corners. It is this
;mmense, taut, and vxbraugg chain, this rope of ‘convenience’, that Porta
evokes in a passage from his Magie naturelle:

As with respect to its vegetation the plant stands convenient to the
brute beast, so through feeling does the brutish animal to man, who is
conformable to the rest of the stars by his intelligence; these links pro-
ceed so strictly that they appear as a rope stretched from the first cause
a5 far as the lowest and smallest of things, by a reciprocal and continu-
ous connection; in such wise that the superior virtue, spreading its
beams, reaches so far that if we touch one extremity of that cord it will
make tremble and move all the rest[s].

The second form of similitude is aemulatio: a sort of ‘convenience’ that
has been freed from the law of place and is able to function, without
motion, from a distance. Rather as though the spatial collusion of con-
venientia had been broken, so that the links of the chain, no longer con-
nected, reproduced their circles at a distance from one another in accord-
ance with a resemblance that needs no contact. There is something in
emulation of the reflection and the mirror: it is the means whereby things
scattered through the universe can answer one another. The human face,
from afar, emulates the sky, and just as man’s intellect is an imperfect re-
flection of God’s wisdom, so his two eyes, with their limited brightness,
are a reflection of the vast illumination spread across the sky by sun and
moon; the mouth is Venus, since it gives passage to kisses and words of
love; the nose provides an image in miniature of Jove's sceptre and Mer-
cury’s staff[6]. The relation of emulation enables things to imitate one
another from one end of the universe to the other without connection or
proximity: by duplicating itself in a mirror the world abolishes the dis-
tance proper to it; in this way it overcomes the place alloted to each thing.
But which of these reflections coursing through space are the original
images? Which is the reality and which the projection? It is often not
possible to say, for emulation is a sort of natural twinship existing in
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the two sides of which stand im-
elsus compares this fundamental |
‘who resemble one !
one to say which of

things; it arises from a fold in being,
mediately opposite to one another. Parac
duplication of the world to the image of two twins
another completely, without its being possible for any

them brought its similitude to the other’[7]. 1
However, emulation does not leave the two reflected figures it hasd

confronted in a merely inert state of opposition. One may be weaker, and"
therefore receptive to the stronger influence of the other, which is thus’
reflected in his passive mirror. Are not the stars, for example, dominant3
over the plants of the carth, of which they are the unchanged model,
the unalterable form, and over which they have been secretly empowereg
to pour the whole dynasty of their influences? The dark carth is the
mirror of the star-sown sky, but the two rivals are neither of equal valug
nor of equal dignity in that tournament. The bright colours of the flow
reproduce, without violence, the pure form of the sky. As Crollius sa

The stars are the matrix of all the plants and every star in the sky is
the spiritual prefiguration of a plant, such that it represents that plang
and just as each herb or plant is a cerrestrial star looking up at the sky,
so also each star is a celestial plant in spiritual form, which differs fr
the terrestrial plants in matter alone . . ., the celestial plants and hetb
are turned towards the carth and look directly down upon the pla
they have procreated, imbuing them with some particular virtue[8

and the untroubled mirror reflect @
the image of ‘two wrathful soldiers’. Similitude then becomes the com
of one form against another —or rather of one and the same form s
ated from itself by the weight of matter or distance in space. Mai
Paracelsus describes him is, like the firmament, ‘constellated with s
but he is not bound to it like ‘the thief to his galley-oar, the murg
to the wheel, the fish to the fisherman, the quarry to the huntsma
¢ of man to be ‘frec and powerful’, to ‘boy
1o order’, and ‘not to be ruled by any other created beings’. His innel
may remain autonomous and depend only upon itself, but on con
that by means of his wisdom, which is also knowledge, he comest
semble the order of the world, takes it back into himself and thu
creates in his inner firmament the sway of that other firmament i

But the lists may remain open,

pertains to the firmamen

he sees the glitter of the visible stars. If he does this, then the wisdo
the mirror will in turn be reflected back to envelop the world in Wi

it has been placed;ts great ring will spin out into th
20
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and beyond; man will discover that he contains ‘the stars within hi
self . . = and that he is thus the bearer of the firmament with lm' e
T with all its in-
E.mulatlon is posited in the first place in the form of a mere reflecti
furtl\.rc and fhstant; it traverscs the spaces of the universe in ']re it
the d:ste.lncc it crosses is not annulled by the subtle metaphor 0; ; fr? Cf‘ 'Bm
it remains open to the eye. And in this duel, the two cli)nfront?n “ﬁamﬂ;
seize upon one another. Like envelops like, which in turn surroﬁndgutr; :
otth, perhaps to be enveloped once more in a duplication whi hs x
continue ad infinitum. The links of emulation, unlike the el sl e
convenientia, do not form a chain but rather a series of co i B
reflecting and rivalling one another. G
The third form of similitude is analogy. An old concept already famili
to Greck science and medieval thought, but one whc;sf use hasy af];‘-l];?r
becorflc dlﬂ"cren!: now. In this analogy, convenientia and aemtf}r(;' s
supcrlmposcd. Like the latter, it makes possible the marvellou: A “i}' i
tat}on of resemblances across space; but it also speaks, like the Sfoc?: ron}
ad_laccpcn?s, of bonds and joints. Its power is immcnsr; for the sir: 'l'Cr’do
of which it treats are not the visible, substantial ones bc’tWCcn thin : 1;:1 2
selves; they need only be the more subtle resemblances of gsi iyl
Disencumbered thus, it can extend, from a single given point el iy
less flumb:er of relationships. For example, the relation c?f' the’stt(: oy Cnﬁ‘
sky in WhIIC}.'l they shine may also be found: between plants and tlr15= o thc
between living beings and the globe they inhabit, between mine L] o h
as diamonds and the rocks in which they are buried, between se b
and the face they animate, between skin moles and oo “S‘;_‘-"ril%:r-is
they are the secret marks. An analogy may also be turned ar)r;uo dW on
:)t:_elfl without t.hcrfiby(z t}:cndcring itself open to dispute. The oldnan::;f:;;
plant to animal (the vegetable is an animal livin.' head d i
mouth - or roots — buried in the earth), is neither cri s
of by Cesalpino; on the contrary, he give i Cc;dcr:lCIZCd i dlSP'OSCd
it by itself when he makes the disc:)vc gthast : 1 ¥ e }?e m“]t}PIieS
whose nutritive principles rise from thlt;yb \sFoipn upFlght i i
along a stem that stretches upwards like asff ik th'e FEah g
g like a body and is topped by a head -
tllie inil:ilagl {:z;rzrs ansni:lnlza\.rcs:]a rela‘tlon that i'nverts but does notZomradict
o ingzrl;c ; e ;:: p acesf the root in the lower part of the plant
e Paftpofi:lr{; 11or the venous m.:twork in animals also
[ elly, and the principal vein rises up to the
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This reversibility and this polyvalency endow analogy with a univers;
field of application. Through it, all the figures in the whole universe "
be drawn together. There does exist, however, in this space, furrowed
every direction, one particularly privileged point: it is saturated with
analogies (all analogies can find one of their necessary terms there), and a
they pass through it, their relations may be inverted without losing an
of their force. This point is man: he stands in proportion to the heaven
just as he does to animals and plants, and as he does also to the ea
to metals, to stalactites or storms. Upright between the surfaces of the
universe, he stands in relation to the firmament (his face is to his boei.
what the face of heaven is to the ether; his pulse beats in his veins as the
stars circle the sky according to their own fixed paths; the seven orifi
in his head are to his face what the seven planets are to the sky); but
is also the fulcrum upon which all these relations turn, so that we fin
them again, their similarity unimpaired, in the analogy of the hu
animal to the earth it inhabits: his flesh is a glebe, his bones are rocks, hi
veins great rivers, his bladder is the sea, and his seven principal organs
the metals hidden in the shafts of mines[11]. Man’s body is always
possible half of a universal atlas. It is well known how Picrre Belon dr
and drew in the greatest detail, the first comparative illustration of
human skeleton and that of birds: in it, we see

the pinion called the appendix which is in proportion to the wing an
the same place as the thumb on the hand; the extremity of the pinig
which is like the fingers in us . . . ; the bone given as legs to the b
corresponding to our heel; just as we have four toes on our feet, 5o th
birds have four fingers of which the one behind is proportionate

the big toe in us[12].

So much precision is not, however, comparative anatomy except to
eye armed with nineteenth-century knowledge. It is merely that the ¢
through which we permit the figures of resemblance to enter our kn
ledge happens to coincide at this point (and at almost no other) with :
which sixteenth-century learning had laid over things. :
In fact, Belon’s description has no connection with anything but
positivity which, in his day, made it possible. It is neither more rati
nor more scientific than an observation such as Aldrovandi’s compar
of man’s baser parts to the fouler parts of the world, to Hell, to the d
ness of Hell, to the damned souls who are like the excrement o
Universe[13]; it belongs to the same analogical cosmography as
22 i
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comparison, classic in Crollius’s time, between apoplexy and tempests:
the storm begins when the air becomes heavy and agitated, the apoplectic
attack at the moment when our thoughts become heavy and disturbed;
then the clouds pile up, the belly swells, the thunder explodes and the
pladder bursts; the lightning flashes and the eyes glitter with a terrible
brightness, the rain falls, the mouth foams, the thunderbolt is unleashed
and the spirits burst open breaches in the skin; but then the sky becomes
clear again, and in the sick man reason regains ascendancy(14]. The space
occupied by ana‘logies is really a space of radiation. Man is surrounded
by it on every side; but, inversely, he transmits these resemblances back
into the world from which he receives them. He is the great fulcrum of

roportions — the centre upon which relations are concentrated and from
which they are once again reflected.

Lastly, the fourth form of resemblance is provided by the play of
sympathics. And here, no path has been determined in advance, no
distance laid down, no links prescribed. Sympathy plays through the
depths of the universe in a free state. It can traverse the vastest spaces in
an instant: it falls like a thunderbolt from the distant planet upon the
man ruled by that planet; on the other hand, it can be brought into being
by a simple contact — as with those ‘mourning roses that have been used
at obsequies’ which, simply from their former adjacency with death, will
render all persons who smell them ‘sad and moribund’[15]. But such is
its power that sympathy is not content to spring from a single contact
and speed through space; it excites the things of the world to movement
and can draw even the most distant of them together. It is a principle
of mobility: it attracts what is heavy to the heaviness of the earth, what
is light up towards the weightless ether; it drives the root towards the
water, and it makes the great yellow disk of the sunflower turn to follow
the curving path of the sun. Moreover, by drawing things towards one
another in an exterior and visible movement, it also gives rise to a hidden
interior movement — a displacement of qualities that take over from one
another in a series of relays: fire, because it is warm and light, rises up
into the air, towards which its flames untiringly strive; but in doing so it
loses its dryness (which made it akin to the earth) and so acquires humidity
'{whir.h links it to water and air); it disappears therefore into light vapour,
into blue smoke, into clouds: it has become air. Sympathy is an instance
of the Same so strong and so insistent that it will not rest content to be
me‘rely one of the forms of likeness; it has the dangerous power of
assimilating, of rendering things identical to one another, of mingling
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them, of causing their individuality to disappear — and thus of render
them foreign to what they were before. Sympathy transforms. It alg
but in the direction of identity, so that if its power were not counte
balanced it would reduce the world to a point, to a homogeneous

to the featureless form of the Same: all its parts would hold together ang
communicate with one another without a break, with no distance be
tween them, like those metal chains held suspended by sympathy to
attraction of a single magnet[16].

This is why sympathy is compensated for by its twin, antipath

Antipathy maintains the isolation of things and prevents their assimilatio
it encloses every species within its impenetrable difference and its p
pensity to continue being what it is:

It is fairly widely known that the plants have hatreds between thems
selves . . . it is said that the olive and the vine hate the cabbage;
cucumber flies from the olive . . . Since they grow by means of thes
warmth and the earth’s humour, it is inevitable that any thick ang
opaque tree should be pernicious to the others, and also the tree ths
has several roots[17].

And so to infinity, through all time, the world’s beings will hate on

another and preserve their ferocious appetites in opposition to all sy

pathy. 4
The rat of India is pernicious to the crocodile, since Nature has crea;
them enemies; in such wise that when that violent reptile takes hi
pleasure in the $un, the rat lays an ambush for it of mortal subtle
perceiving that the crocodile, lying unaware for delight, is sleeping wit
its jaws agape, it makes its way through them and slips down the wid
throat into the crocodile’s belly, gnawing through the entrails of which
it emerges at last from the slain beast’s bowel.

But the rat’s enemies are lying in wait for it in their turn: for it lives
discord with the spider, and ‘battling with the aspic it oft so dies’. Thro
this play of antipathy, which disperses them, yet draws them with eq
force into mutual combat, makes them into murderers and then exp
them to death in their turn, things and animals and all the forms of
world remain what they are. .
The identity of things, the fact that they can resemble others and
drawn to them, though without being swallowed up or losing ¢
singularity — this is what is assured by the constant counterbalancing ¢
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cympathy and antipathy. It explains how things grow, develop, inter-
mingle, disappear, d:c,. yet endlessly find thcrn.sclves again; in short, how
there can be space (which is neve'rth'e'less not Wlth.out landl.narks or repeti-
cions, 110t without havens of 51m111t:%de) and time (which nevertheless
allows the same forms, the same species, the same elements to reappear

indefinitely).

Though yet of themselves the four bodies (water, air, fire, earth) be
simple and possessed of their distinct qualities, yet forasmuch as the
Creator has ordained that the elementary bodies shall be composed of
mingled clements, therefore are their harmonies and discordancies
remarkable, as we may know from their qualities. The element of fire
is hot and dry; it has therefore an antipathy to those of water, which is
cold and damp. Hot air is humid, cold earth is dry, whichisanantipathy.
That they may be brought into harmony, air has been placed between
fire and water, water between earth and air. Inasmuch as the air is hot,
it marches well with fire and its humidity goes well with that of water.
The humidity of water is heated by the heat of the air and brings relief
to the cold dryness of the carth[18].

Because of the movement and the dispersion created by its laws, the
sovereignty of the sympathy-antipathy pair gives rise to all the forms of
resemblance. The first three similitudes are thus all resumed and explained
by it. The whole volume of the world, all theadjacencies of ‘convenience’,
all the echoes of emulation, all the linkages of analogy, are supported,
maintained, and doubled by this space governed by sympathy and
antipathy, which are ceaselessly drawing things together and holding
them apart. By means of this interplay, the world remains identical; re-
semblances continue to be what they are, and to resemble one another.
The same remains the same, riveted onto itself,

II SIGNATURES

And yet the system is not closed. One aperture remains: and through it
the whole interplay of resemblances would be in danger of escaping
from itself, or of remaining hidden in darkness, if there were not a further
form of similitude to close the circle - to render it at once perfect and
manifest,

Convenicntia, aemulatio, analogy, and sympathy tell us how the world
must fold in upon itself, duplicate itself, reflect itself, or form a chain with
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itself so that things can resemble one another. They tell us what the pathg

of similitude are and the directions they take; but not where it is, ho
one sees it, or by what mark it may be recognized. Now there is a poss
bility that we might make our way through all this matrvellous tee
abundance of resemblances without even suspecting that it has long b

prepared by the order of the world, for our greater benefit. In order thag
we may know that aconite will cure our eye disease, or that ground

walnut mixed with spirits of wine will ease a headache, there must

course be some mark that will make us aware of these things: othe i

the secret would remain indefinitely dormant. Would we ever know ¢h
there is a relation of twinship or rivalry between a man and his planet,
there were no sign upon his body or among the wrinkles on his face tha;
he is an emulator of Mars or akin to Saturn? These buried similitudes m
be indicated on the surface of things; there must be visible marks for ¢
invisible analogies. Is not any resemblance, after all, both the most o
vious and the most hidden of things? Because it is not made up of jux
posed fragments, some identical and others different, it is all of a piec
a similitude that can be seen and yet not seen. It would thus lack
criterion if it did not have within it — or above it or beside it — a deci
element to transform its uncertain glimmer into bright certainty.

There are no resemblances without signatures. The world of similar
can only be a world of signs. Paracelsus says:

It is not God’s will that what he creates for man’s benefit and what'
has given us should remain hidden . . . And even though he has hidd
certain things, he has allowed nothing to remain without exterior an
visible signs in the form of special marks - just as a man who has buri
a hoard of treasure marks the spot that he may find it again[19].

A knowledge of similitudes is founded upon the unearthing and decipk
ment of these signatures. It is useless to go no further than the skin
bark of plants if you wish to know their nature; you must go straig
to their marks — ‘to the shadow and image of God that they bear or
their internal virtue, which has been given to them by heaven as a natu
dowry, . . . a virtue, I say, that is to be recognized rather by its sig
ture’[20]. The system of signatures reverses the relation of the visi
to the invisible. Resemblance was the invisible form of that which,

the depths of the world, made things visible; but in order that this fo
may be brought out into the light in its turn there must be a visi
figure that will draw it out from its profound invisibility. This is W
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the face of the world is cove.red with blazons, with characters, with
ciphers and obscure words — with ‘hieroglyphics’, as Turner called them.
And the space m}.labltcd.by immediate resemblances becomes like a vast
book; it bristles with written signs; every page is seen to be filled
with strange figures that intertwine and in some places repeat themselves.
All that remains is to cl_eagher them: ‘Is it not true that all herbs, plants,
o and other thl‘ngs issuing from the bowels of the earth are so many
magic books and signs?’[21] Thegreat untroubled mirror in whose depths
things gazecl at thf:msclvcs and_ reflected their own images back to one
another s, I reality, filled with the murmur of words. The mute re-
fections all have corresponding words which indicate them. And by the
ace of one final form of resemblance, which envelops all the others and
encloses them within a single circle, the world may be compared to a
man with the power of speech:

Just as the secret movements of his understanding are manifested by
his voice, so it would seem that the herbs speak to the curious physician
through their signatures, discovering to him . . . their inner virtues
hidden beneath nature’s veil of silence[22].

But we must pause a little here to examine this language itself. To
examine the signs of which it is made up and the way in which these
signs refer back to what they indicate.

There exists a sympathy between aconite and our eyes. This unexpected
affinity would remain in obscurity if there were not some signature on
the plant, some mark, some word, as it were, telling us that it is good for
diseases of the eye. This sign is easily legible in its seeds: they are tiny
dark globes set in white skinlike coverings whose appearance is much
like that of eyelids covering an eye[23]. It is the same with the affinity of
the walnut and the human head: what cures ‘wounds of the pericranium’
is the thick green rind covering the bones - the shell - of the fruit; but
internal head ailments may be prevented by use of the nut itself ‘which
is exactly like the brain in appearance’[24]. The sign of affinity, and what
renders it visible, is quite simply analogy; the cipher of sympathy resides
in the proportion.

But what signature can the proportion itself bear in order to make it-
self recognizable? How is one to know that the lines of a hand or the
furrows on a brow are tracing on a man’s body the tendencies, accidents,
or obstacles present in the whole vast fabric of his life? How indeed, if
not because we know that sympathy creates communication between our
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bodies and the b

cavens, and cransmits the movement of the planets to the
the shortness of a line reflects 4

affairs of men. And if not, 100 because
of a short life, the intersection of twWo furrows an ob- =

the simple 1mage

stacle in one'’s path, the upward direction of a wrinkle a man’s Tise tO %

success. Breadth is sign of wealth and importances continuity denotes s
]. The great analogy between 1

good fortune, discontinuity ill fortune[25
1 the whole system of mirrors and attrac=
..

body and destiny has its sign I

tions. 1t 15 sympathies and emulations that indicate analogies. :
Emulation may be recognized by analogy: the eyes are stars because
they spread light over our faces just as Stars light up the Jdarkness, and
because blind people exist in the world like clairvoyants i the darkes
of nights. It can also be recognized through convet ientia: we have knov
the Greeks, that the strongest and bravest animals have large
to their limbs, as though their streng
most distant parts of their bodies.
le the soul tO whi

ever since
and well—devclopcd extremities
had communicated itself to the
the same Way, man’s face and hands must resemb
they are joined. The recognition of the most visible similitudes oce
therefore, against 2 background of the discovery that things in geners
are ‘convenient among themselves. And if one then const y

yeniency 1is not always defined by actual localization,

beings separated in $pace are also ‘convenient’ (as with a discase and
remedy, man an he soil 1t needs), then agat

4 his stars, or 2 plant and tk
sign of their conveniency 15 essential. And what other sign i there tt
two things are linked to one anot

her unless it 1 that they have a
attraction for each other, as do the sun and the sunflower, or Watet
a cucumber shoot, that there is an affmity and, as it Were, '

a symp
between them? i
And so the circle is closed. Though it is apparent whata complica
system of duplications Was pecessary to achieve this. Resemblane
quire a signature, for none of them would ever become observable ¥
> How, amid all the 2

it not legibly imarked. But what ar¢ these signs

of the world and so many interlacing forms, Jdoes one recognize
i faced at any given moment with 2 character that should give
pause because it indicates a secret and essential resemblance? What

constitutes @ sign and endows 1€ with its particular yalue as a sight
semblance does. It signifies exactly in $O far as it resembles wiat

indicating (thatis, 2 similitude). But what it indicates s not the hor
for its distinct existence a uld then be indisting

s a signaturc WO
m the face of which it is the sign; it is another resemblance, ant
28
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similitude, one o
- cl L revfa?;hoiie:t type which enables us to recogni
a signature; but this si nats o by a third. Every resem%ln i ﬁrst,
| S i ure is no more than an int ance receives
e rarictieb sin;ili: adresult, the totality of these xf:aml‘:sdlat’e _form -
exact duplication of th Lti i foqns e it e Wh.rh s
i displacemcme }i'rst, point by point, were it ich would be an
B hicoraris Wl ich causes the sign of sym atln ot for Fhat tiny
it iyt;ln emulation, that of emulafionly to resmlc. in an
signature and what it clenoct i s e n:n grition. Th
that they obey a different | es are of exactly the same nat i b
The form maki i i
B ey do ot r(l)gv: :’llagn a;d th.c fF)rxn being signalized a i
R knowli'd “fi it is in this respect tllatrc resemblances,
B i thgc Is \jv:thout doubt the most rCSf:lnb]ance i
v at which is most clearly visibl universal thing
what dctcrmines thc f‘ormss ; o fOr, i als;) tﬁ’ & Som?thing
Bt am(i) k}t:owlcdgc (for knowledge f most hidden;
s asid:z- 3 what guarantees its wealth of web i
?llows Resemblance itself ¢ i i e e y indic et
1tsLown | g, o emerge into the light of da; inl:; Ciﬁ:iatc, On}c
et us call the i pton
the signs speak ;?éaltgyd?fthe learning and skills that enab
the totality of the lear fiscover their meaning, hcrmma e g
o tol;{mfg and skills that enable on(fneu(t-ll‘cs.t iy
how and by what la,ws t}femﬁ Wh:.Lt constitutes them as sito i i
superimposed hz:rmenc:utiY e e gis’ i
To search for a meanin G and. semiology in the f ! tceht}_l s
the law governing si ng. i brlng to light a resemblorm S
B ch es is to discover the things that aancf" e
e gesis of.' these things. And wharc}: e
e ft‘ll';?e simply what the SYntaxt‘t (;1 lang_uagc they
are linked together dt ings, their coexistence, th iy R
semblance. And zhatah communicate is nothir,l : ;Vay il
ﬁ‘ crosses the e i peliyiony i ki
thin layer that holf:l(:m one end to the other. ‘N:tilct‘“{mk i
o is neither mystcri:f;mmlogx and hermeneutics rz e tLaPPCd e
It sometimes leads a s nor veiled, it offers itself t i 'thc
stray, only in so far as thi i S i
iy $ superimposition
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necessarily includes a slight degree of non-coincidence between the re-
cemblances. As a result, the grid is less easy to see through; its transparency i

is clouded over from the very first. A dark space appears which must be

made ]._)1'::)gres:;i\n31)r clearer. That space is where ‘nature’ resides, and it is

what one must attemp

b

t to know. Everything would be manifest and im=

mediately knowable if the hermeneutics of resemblance and the semio=§
logy of signatures coincided without the slightest parallax. But because
the similitudes that form the graphics of the world are one ‘cog’ out of §
alignment with those that form its discourse, knowledge and the infinite

labour it involves
to weave their way across this distance, pursu

from resemblance to what resembles it. |

ni THE LIMITS OF THE WORLD

Such, sketched in its most general aspects, is the sixteenth-cent
ber of co

episteme. This configuration carries with it a certain num
quences.
First and foremost, the plethoric yet absolutely poverty-stricken chara
ter of this knowledge. Plethoric because it is limitless. Resemblance new
remains stable within itself; it can be fixed only if it refers back to anoth
similitude, which then, m turn, refers to others; each resemblance, ther
fore, has value only from the accumulation of all the others, and the who
world must be explored if even the slightest of analogies is to be justifi
and finally take on the appearance of certainty. It is thereforc a knowled
that can, and must, proceed by the infinite accumulation of confirmatio
all dependent on one another. And for this reason, from its very f
dations, this knowledge will bea thing of sand. The only possible fo
link between the elements of this knowledge is addition. Hence
immense columns of compilation, hence their monotony. By pos
resemblance as the link between signs and what they indicate (¢
making resemblance both a third force and a sole power, since it £

k and the content in identical fashion), sixteenth-cent

in both the mar
knowledge condemned itself to never knowing anything but the

thing, and to knowing that thing only at the unattainable end of an
less journey.

And it is here that we find that only too well-known catego
tmicrocosm, coming into play. This ancient notion was 1o doubt e

)

during the Middle Ages nd at the beginning of the Renaissance,
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certain neo-Platonist tradition. But by the sixteenth century it ha
to play 2 fundamental role in the field of knowledge l: §1Y l::ll ity
whether it was or was not, as was once claimed, a gvc]rld ardly matters
anschauung. The fact is that it had one, or cathes e view or Hf'eft.
in the e.plstcmc_flogical configuration of this period. As ; fp :ﬁclsc functions
it applics the {nterplay of duplicated resernblanclcs to :lfg‘;l'}’ of thought,
nature; it Provzdes all investigation with an assurance that the rﬁglms ?f
find its mirror a:}d its macrocosmic justification on ano:lver)f’t Cllng will
sc;:dc; it affirms, inversely, that the visible order of th hl.efhan larger
will be found reflected in the darkest depths of the e: hlgBest spheres
stpod as a general co{y‘iguration of nature, it poses real anclrt - But, under-
ible limits to the indefatigable to-and-fro of similitud, as ltl were, tan-
another. It 11'1d1.cates that there exists a greater world, and 5:3 relieving one
defines the llmltlof all created things; that at the far ;:xtrcmi tll:stali'ir_lmetel:
worl’d thcrff exists a privileged creation which re rodutyo this great
rcstrlctcfi dn.nensmns, the immense order of the hgaven:csl’l within its
mountains, rivers, and storms; and that it is between the ,f;« Aty the
of thls‘ constituent analogy that the interplay of rcscmb]an: ecti(ve e
By this very fact, ho_wever immense the distance from ;:_ta i
.macrocosrn may be, it cannot be infinite; the beings i 10}'3{:051?1 FO
it may be extremely numerous, but in the end they can b reside within
cons?quently, the similitudes that, through the action 0;{ C}?un'ted; and,
require, always rest onc upon another, can cease their endl : E'SI}%HS i
havc a P‘erfcctly closed domain to support and buttres cs}i g
like the }ntcrglay of signs and resemblances, is closed AR i
co%omury vt\}r:th the duplicated form of the cosmos in upon itself in
c : :
by dou?tui;ut i{fj@lacc ;Dc Eat}'fful not to invert the relations here. There is
e 20 the microcosm was, as we say, ‘important’ in
genfury, 1t would probably have b
quently mentioned terms in thcri'esults ())rf a?:;cpt)(iﬁa?:nc i t}ilc B e
we are n i en at the time. B
undertakc(: ;::{;fc‘:;zdstl;iir;ijllth al St}JdY of opinions, which could ;:;
the other hand, one invcst:il gina L of contemporary records. If, on
archacological level - that is a% }fs 151Xtccﬂth-ccntury knowledge at its
the relations of macrocosm, El : FVCI of what made it possible — then
effect. It was not because eom; bmll'crocosfm appear as a mere surface
about trying to hunt dOWnPallI;he e 1evef:l in such relations that they set
necessity lying at the h i analogies in the world. But there
e heart of their knowledge: th el
ment between the infinite rich owledge: they had to find an adjust-
ite richness of a resemblance introduced as a third
3I
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term between signs and their meaning, and the monotony that imposed
the same pattern of resemblance upon the sign and what it signified.
an episteme in which signs and similitudes were wrapped around o
another in an endless spiral, it was essential that the relation of microcos
to macrocosm should be conceived as both the guarantee of that knoy
ledge and the limit of its expansion.

It was this same necessity that obliged knowledge to accept magic a
erudition on the same level. To us, it scems that sixteenth-century lea
ing was made up of an unstable mixture of rational knowledge, notiong
derived from magical practices, and a wholc cultural heritage who
power and authority had been vastly increased by the rediscovery
Greek and Roman authors. Perceived thus, the learning of that perig
appears structurally weak: a common ground where fidelity to
Ancients, a taste for the supernatural, and an alrcady awakened awareng
of that sovereign rationality in which we recognize ourselves, confro
one another in equal freedom. And this tripartite period would cons
quently be reflected in the mirror of each work and each divided
occurring within it. . . . In fact, it is not from an insufficiency of strue
that sixteenth-century knowledge suffers. On the contrary, we have
ready seen how very meticulous the configurations are that defin
space. It is this very rigour that makes the relation of magic to eruditi
inevitable — they are not selected contents but required forms. The wor
is covered with signs that must be deciphered, and those signs, which
veal resemblances and affinities, are themselves no more than forms
similitude. To know must therefore be to interpret: to find a way f
the visible mark to that which is being said by it and which, without
mark, would lic like unspoken speech, dormant within things.

But we men discover all that is hidden in the mountains by signs
outward correspondences; and it is thus that we find out all the
perties of herbs and all that is in stoncs. There is nothing in the d
of the scas, nothing in the heights of the firmament that man is
capable of discovering. There is no mountain so vast that it can
from the gaze of man what is within it; it is revealed to him by
responding signs[26].

Divination is not a rival form of knowledge; it is part of the main

of knowledge itself. Morcover, these signs that must be interprete

dicate what is hidden only in so far as they resemble it; and it

possible to act upon those marks without at the same time operating
32
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that which is secretly indicated by them. This is why the plants that re-
resent the head, or the eyes, or the heart, or the liver, will possess an
efficacity 11 regard to that organ; this is why the animals themselves will

react to the marks that designate them. Paracelsus asks:

Tell me, then, why snakes in Helvetia, Algoria, Swedland understand
the Greek words Osy, Osya, Osy . . . In what academies did they learn
them, so that scarccly have they heard the word than they immediately
curn tail in order not to hear it again? Scarcely do they hear the word
when, notwithstanding their nature and their spirit, they remain im-
mobile and poison no one with their venomous wounds.

And let no one say that this is merely the effect of the sound made by the
words when pronounced: ‘If you write these words alone on vellum
archment or paper at a favourable time, then place them in front of thé
ent, it will stay no less motionless than if you had pronounced them
aloud.” The project of clucidating the ‘Natural Magics’, which occupies
an important place at the end of the sixteenth century and survives into
the middle of the seventeenth, is not a vestigial phenomenon in the
European consciousness; it was revived —as Campanclla expressly tells
us[z7]-—ancl for contemporary reasons: because the fundamental con-
figuration of knowledge consisted of the reciprocal cross-reference of
signs and similitudes. The form of magic was inherent in this way of
knowing.

And by the same tqkeu, so was erudition: for, in the treasurc handed
down to us b}" Antiquity, the value of language lay in the fact that it was
the sign of things. There is no difference between the visible marks that
.G°d has stamped upon the surface of the carth, so that we may know its
inner secrets, and the legible words that the Scriptures, or the sages of
Antiquity, have set down in the books preserved for us by tradition. The
relation to these texts is of the same nature as the relation to things: in
both cases there are signs that must be discovered. But God, in order to
exercise our wisdom, merely sowed nature with forms for us to decipher
I{;ﬂ:;ll t:1:; t;s ﬁ:vthlsI scrzlsc that }cnowlcdgf: sh.oulcl be d{vinatr'o), .whcrcas the

¢ already provided us with interpretations, which we nced
dothno more than gather together. Or which we would need only to
i die;‘gtc:]%:itrh:;{t\:e:ﬁ dlt L::lcc)l; Iiciz ;:c nea:c]isitylof learning their langt?agc,
B e 1{‘ ding what they ha\fc‘sa:d‘. The heritage
A : s 1 : self, 15 a \ifast Space requiring interpretation;
ases there arc signs to be discovered and then, little by little,
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r words, divinatio and eruditio are both part of the'

made to speak. In othe
same hermeneutics; but this develops, following similar forms, on two'
ign to the thing itself (an

different levels: one moves from the mute si
makes nature speak); the other moves from the unmoving graphis
it restores sleeping languages to life). But just as natural
o what they indicate by the profound relation of reseme.
blance, so the discourse of the Ancients is in the image of what it express
if it has the value of a precious sign, that is because, from the depth of
being, and by means of the light that has never ceased to shine throu
it since its origin, it is adjusted to things themselves, it forms a mirror
for them and emulates them; it is to eternal truth what signs are to
secrets of nature (it is the mark whereby the word may be deciphere
and it possesses an ageless affinity with the things that it unveils. It i
ascless therefore to demand its title to authority; it is a treasury of sig '
linked by similitude to that which they are empowered to denote.
only difference is that we are dealing with a treasure-hoard of the seco
degree, one that refers to the notations of nature, which in their
indicate obscurely the pure gold of things themselves. The truth of
these marks — whether they are woven into nature itself or whether th
exist in lines on parchments and in libraries - is everywhere the s
coeval with the institution of God.
There is no difference between marks and words in the sense that th
is between observation and accepted authority, or between veri

fact and tradition. The process is everywhere the same: that of the

and its likeness, and this is why nature and the word can intertwine?
one another to infinity, forming, for those who can read it, one vast si

text.

to clear speech (
signs are linked t

1V THE WRITING OF THINGS

In the sixteenth century, real language is not a totality of indep

signs, a uniform and unbroken entity in which things could be re
one by one, as in a mirrof, and so express their particular truths. Itis
an opaque, Mysterious thing, closed in upon itself, a fragmented
its enigma renewed in every interval, which combines here and
with the forms of the world and becomes interwoven with. the
much so that all these elements, taken together, form a network of
in which each of them may play, and does in fact play, in relation
the others, the role of content or of sign, that of secret or of ind
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In its raw, historical sixteenth-century being, language is not bi
system; it lblas been set down in the world and forms a pa tanfaF i
because things themselves hide and manifest their ownpc:;i i lt,l'l!-:oth
Janguage and because words offer themselves to men as thin ?,-:r:a bI fl i
ciphered. The great metaphor of the book that one opens thft 0O 4108
over and reads in order to know nature, is merely the rcv’erse 3‘3 P?ﬁﬁ
side of anoti}cr transference, and a much deeper one, which i-n ‘"511 .
guage to reside in the world, among the p]ant§ thie ek EICL‘S o
i e , the herbs, the stones,
Language partakes in the world-wide dissemination of similitudes and
signatures. It must, therefore, be studied itself as a thing in nat CSI?’II-:
animals, plant's, or stars, its elements have their laws of Eﬁ'mi ':I'Z- i
venience, their necessary analogies. Ramus divided his rgnrr? i
two par'ts.'Thc first was devoted to etymology, which n?eans tlilr i
Jooked in it to discover, not the original meanings of words, b i
oked i s, but the in-
trinsic ‘properties’ of letters, syllables, and, finally, whole words. Th
second part dealt with syntax: its purpose was to teach ‘the buildsi. i‘
wo}-ds t(?gcther by means of their properties’, and it consisted ‘a?g ¢
entirely in !‘.hc convenience and mutual communion of propertie: 1“05;_
the noun V‘Vlt:h the noun or with the verb, of the adverb with Ell th L 3
to 'Whllch it is adjoined, of the conjunction in the order of thi Al
joined [2.8]: Language is not what it is because it has a mtalrlligs C'Ofl-
representative content, which was to have such importance for pai
marians of t.llf:' seventeenth and eighteenth centuries that it provid dgrljm_
with the guiding thread of their analyses, has no role to laP he C\X:' c:In
group §yllablcs together, and syllables letters, because Izhf?;c ::—- e
placed in individual letters that draw them tc;wards each oth ; VI;':F‘ES
them apart, exactly as the marks found in nature also repel ?)r :trtr(:rt i
another. The study of grammar in the sixteenth century is based u ; oge
sda:gf: ;plste%(lﬂogi;aldagangemcnt as the science of nature or the I::;:ri:
iplines. The only differences are that there is onl
:;fl :;:Ireral laggluagcs; and c;:hat in the esoteric field t}za ;22;::;\:,: 2?&1116
les, and letters are discovered by another discourse which alwa g
:ii?a]];‘z i;c;rtctt,hvcvr]:lerieas in grammar it is the words and phrases of evcr;-
e selves express their properties. Language stands half-
etween the visible forms of nature and the secret i
esoteric discourse. It is a fi ivi G i
e a fragmented nature, divided against itself and
o tholfl?la transparency by admlxtt}rc; it is a secret that carries
, though near the surface, the decipherable signs of what it
35
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is trying to say- It is at the same tume 2 buricd revelation and a revelation iti M

that is gradually being restored 10 EVEE greater clarity s no longer nature in it PROSE OF THE WOR
. 4 3 1ts pri RIS LD

: L : 5 ! instrument wi primal visibil ;
lth it » but s
In its original form, w‘hen it was given to men by Goc.i himsclf, language rather the figu powers known only to ); S nel_th_cr is it a mysterious
was an absolutely cereait and transparent sigit for things, because 1t I¢ to the true “% rstl,;‘}ll of a world redeeming A IIETIVllcgcd persons. It is
ord. is is whv i itself. lending i 3
why it was God’s wi , lending 1ts ea
od’s wish that Lati r at last
t Latin, th,

, the language

sembled them. The names of things Were lodged in the things they desig- fb@
¢h is written in the body of the lion, regality in the A i hurch, should spread
nd it is also why all the la over the whole of the terrestri
nguages of the world, as it bei?;;aI 8192;:.
possible

nated, just as streng
eye of the cagle, just as the influence (.)f the planets s marked upon the 5 ot
b‘:ovx.rs:iL of mc;lrl by the forltln of s;:mlhtude. 1,ihls trans%arcncy was de:cs;-1 - Thci:n;n:hrfmgh this conquest, make u .
troyed at Babel as 2 unishment for men. nguages became S€ arat " 3 erlacin et p toget :
3: : ‘ble wi «EL her only i Eg 8 b had pa . the sign of the redee gd and the space in which g1 er the image of the
an 1n.c0n1Pa:tl e with on¢ anotner on. y n so far as ey ha ?rcvmus Y i bore a Wk cme W()l'lcl, jl!st aoth they are depl oye Qi
lost this original resemblance to the things that had been the prime reason 3 iy ess to the things that God h’»‘ zrrapgcmcnt of the first llalnec
s known to us arc TNOWEE uret points out that the Heb » %ch to Adam for his b
rews, the Cana use.
ans, the Samari
ritans,

the Chaldeans, th :

nicians, the A’rab: StizlagS, the Egyptians, the Carthagini

and the Tartars Sl aracens, the Turks, the M ginians, the Phoe-

[ ot thnt;‘: from right to left, followi i the Persians,

the opinion of the ke ‘heavc”' which is most m&;_ the course and

the' Georgians, the g;‘;at A.rlstotlc, tending towar dsPCI ect, according to

B Ofaromtn:s, the Serbians, the Ja urLIFY ; the Greeks,
course the Romans and all Euf-(;PLt;S, the Copts, .

ns write from

for the existence of language- All the language
spoken only against the background of this lost similitude, and in the space
that it left vacant. There is only one Janguage that retains a memory ©
that similitude, because it derives in direct descent from that first vocabu-
Jary which is now forgotten; be God did not wish men 0 forget
d

cause
the punishment nflicted at Babel; because this language had to be us

¢t Alliance with his people; and lastly,

in order to recount God’s ancien
because it was i this language that God addressed himself to thos ;
listened to him. Hecbrew tghcrgefore contains, as if in the form of frag:n:f' left to right, following ‘the
the marks of that original name-giving And those words pronoun homcf? £ the seven planets’; t(]::) U{S;and movement of the second h
? S i : write fr ; the Indians, e second heav:
by Adam as he imposed them upont the various animals have endured o om top to bottom, in conformi Cathayans, Chinese, and ¢
1 in their density like an embed i oYcn men heads'at the ¢ of{mlty with the ‘order of 1 e
: - i ops 0 : : nature i
in opposition to the aforemegti:;)mf:,C 5 }E’odles and feet at the b;): hlc,h
, the Mexican : o
s write either fi
rom

and still carry with the
fragment of silent knowledge, the unchanging Propert

Thus the stork, s0 greatly Jauded for its charity rowards its father
its mother, 18 called in Hebrew Chasida, which is to say, meek, chal
able, endowed with pity - - - The horse 15 named Sus, thought to
from the verb Hasas, unless that verb is rather derived from the n(
and it signifies to 1isc U for among all four-footed animals the.
;s most proud and brave, as Job depicts it in Chapter 39[29]-

more than fragmentary monuments; all other lang
which have been preserved in He
in order to show that it was once the common language ©

d the animals of the newly created carth.
But though language 1o longer bears an immediate resembla
the things it names, this does not mean that it is separate from the:

it still continues, in another form, t© be the locus of revelations an

included in the area where truth is both manifested and express
36

ies of beings:

part at least,

bottom to top or in ‘spi
g jo,ﬁncy r,;i::(:l;l hspl}:al lines, such as those made b
sorts of writing the sccrg b i hc e
Qe e cts and mysteries of the woz‘[lcf’ o
o Propcﬂ}; deno::nzity of the heaven’s rotundit ke
ey deno ed and expressed’[30]. The r 11Y_ o
their value as signs and tliln'alogY .rather thasi fof i nc‘fmo.n e
Sl eir duplicating function a%cl i e gl
e mati e:afth of 'which they are thesitll'r['icnmposcd; i
o rlal ‘archltccturc the cross wl Wil the‘Y <
&rough - Scripmmsgawdnch establishes its cxistmlcm?c Rk
o, S din the Word. Language | oc Sy
'm e saster at Babel we must noplcuSSCSSCS ol
. §e_mt.ence E i—tm the words themselves but ngir 5‘{91{ i
einoecing v its,q s toFal relation to the totali il
. space with the loci and f Pty
‘ rm of the encyclopaedic pro'lec e L
i ject as it appears at the end of

But these are no
have lost these radical similitudes,

only
Adam, an
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the sixteenth century ot in the first years of the seventeenth: not to reflect |
what one knows in the neutral element of language — the use of the alpha= 8
bet as an arbitrary but efficacious cncyclopaedic order does not appear
until the second half of the seventeenth century [32] - but to reconstitute
the very order of the universe by the way in which words are linked
together and arranged in space. It is this project that we find in Grégoire’s.
Syntaxeott artis mirabilis (1610), and in Alstedius’s Encyclopaedia (1630
or again in the Tableaw de tous les arts libéraux by Christophe de Savigny,
jalize acquired knowledge both in accordance with
the cosmic, unchanging, and perfect form of the circle and in acco
dance with the sublunary, perishable, multiple, and divided form of th
tree; it is also to be found in the work of La Croix du Maine, who en-
visages a space that would be at once an Encyclopacdia and a Libra

he arrangement of written texts according to the for

and would permit t
of adjacency, kinship, analogy, and subordination prescribed by

world itself[33]. But in any case, such an interweaving of language 2
things, in a space common to both, presupposes an absolute privilege:
the part of writing.
This privilege dominated the entire Renaissance, and was no doubt 6
of the great events in Western culture. Printing, the arrival in Europe
Oriental manuscripts, the appearance of a literature no longer created
the voice or performance and therefore not governed by them, the g
cedence given to the interpretation of religious texts over the tradi
and magisterium of the Church —all these things bear witness, With
its being possible to indicate causes and effects, to the fundamental p
accorded in the West to Writing. Henceforth, it is the primal natu
Janguage to be written. The sounds made by voices provide no
than a transitory and precarious cranslation of it. What God introdt
into the world was written words; Adam, when he imposed the
names upon the animals, did no more than read those visible an
marks; the Law was entrusted to the Tables, not to men’s mi
and it is in a book that the true Word must be found again.
and Duret[34] both said —and in almost identical terms —
written had always precedcd the spoken, certainly in nature, and
even in the knowledge of men. For it was very possible that before
before the Flood, there had already existed a form of writing €0
of the marks of nature itself, with the result that its characters Wou
had the power to act upon things directly, to attract them or rep
to represent their properties, their virtues, and their sccrefs. A prit
18
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natural writing, of which certain f
orms of esoteric knowled
cabala first and foremost, ma nowledge, and the
, may perhaps have pre d
orv.and ' w 4 ! preserved the scatter
men );'n e ere now attempting to retrieve its long-dormant po i
Esoterism in the sixteenth century is a phenomenon of th Nt powers.
not the SPIOkCH word. At all events, the latter is stripped ?“{Irl'ttcn g
o of all its :
: 11;2:;131);;116 fiamale p art of language, Vigenére and Duret tcllP::SWfKS,
.—;.}sl s e s_pzlas§1vc, Writing, on the other hand, is the active inteil‘]usc
¢ ':T}?:a SPEREE ‘;. of language. It alone harbours the truth i
imac ! : -
P rmss ‘I:, ;ﬁcl: yd: Fhe tfftten word explains the twin presence of two
?Xtccnth-cen;ur siEc"te tl eir apparent antagonism, are indissociable i
o s y no‘; edge. The first of these is a non-distinction b i
! i
ml(;ch o i;":}‘}‘ an W_hat. is read, between observation and relatior
“;) e £ ¢ constitution of a single, unbroken surface in whi ;{
of 3‘;1 fi gancisrRi e emnet0 infinity. And the second, the i i
of the first, 13 anbllmmcdlate dissociation of all language dupli;:atc d nv§1ise
t] 3 W -
Ou;aatnr §511g¥na e term, by the constant reiteration of commentar .
7 :li’t l%lk Or;$1 ;?;as to express astonishment at finding in the workyc;f
e ed rovandi such an inextricable mixture of exact descri !
ﬂ%n; 53 zrte fi‘-‘otatlon& fables without commentary, remarks d Clr'lP_
H ’ i ) €.
ﬁvlthzﬁn lgflw ltl an animal’s anatomy, its use in heraldry, its habitai i
g _g; dvg l(;lies, or the uses to which it could be put in n dg,lts
or magic. An nedicin
MPt‘ﬂgm et a’mln eed, when one goes back to take a look at the Hl'stolr o
. rffti}f:un;, ﬁ}nc finds the chapter ‘On the serpent in genr:rall‘f
e i ‘ .
varioﬁs B i Co fot}ijwmg }clleadmgS: equivocation (which means the
5 e word serpent), syn .
B o <6d description ar{’ ), synonyms and etymologies,
ment, coitus and generation i atomy, nature and habits, tempera-
: s movements, pla di 5
nomy, antipat | , places, diet, physiog-
. ﬂ}:, pathy, sympathy, modes of capture, death and’ -
y the serpent, modes and si PO e wounds caused
nominations, prodigies and gns of poisoning, remedies, epithets, de-
iy - ; resages, monst
which it is dedicated, f: ] ers, mytholog d
, fables, allegori LS AN ERI GRS
blems and symbols, proverbs gorics and mysteries, hieroglyphics, em-
B e ;f:Oln;agC, nncrlaclcs, riddles, devices, heraldic
: e RELS; , simulacra an : )
in .!nedlcme, ey statues, use in human diet, use
B e pro O.rti er;:llpon Buffon comments: ‘Let it
such a hotch-potch of writin P a on o natural.hxstory ¥ to lbetutd i
g. There is no description here, only legend.’

And indeed i
. , for Aldrovandi and his contemporaries, it was all legenda -

to be read. B W 1 y p fc (¥
t, 1€ p €c1s10n Ofall u Preludlccd Cyc I
auﬂlorl Of men to t} TCCl 11 s l)llt t]lxlt natu c,
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in itself, is an unbroken tissue of words and signs, of accounts and chara
ters, of discourse and forms. When one is faced with the task of writing

animal’s history, it is uscless and impossible to choose between the profess

sion of naturalist and that of compiler: one has to collect together in
one and the same form of knowledge all that has been seen and hea
all that has been recounted, either by nature or by men, by the langua
of the world, by tradition, or by the poets. To know an animal or a pla
or any terrestrial thing whatever, is to gather together the whole den
layer of signs with which it or they may have been covered; it is to
discover also all the constellations of forms from which they derive ¢l
valucas heraldicsigns. Aldrovandi was neither a better nora worsc obser
than Buffon; he was neither more credulous than he, nor less attached
the faithfulness of the obscrving cyc or to the rationality of things.
observation was simply not linked to things in accordance with the sa
system or by the same arrangement of the episteme. For Aldrovandiy

meticulously contemplating a na

written.
Knowledge therefore consisted in relating one form of language

another form of language; in restoring the great, unbroken plain of wo
and things; in making everything speak. That is, in bringing into be
at a level above that of all marks, the secondary discourse of comment
The function proper to knowledge is not sceing or demonstrating;
interpreting. Scriptural commentary, commentaries on Ancient auth
commentaries on the accounts of travellers, commentaries on lege
and fables: none of these forms of discourse is required to justify its ¢l
to be expressing a truth before it is interpreted; all that is required of
the possibility of talking about it. Language contains its own innet p
ciple of proliferation. “There is more work in interpreting interpre
than in interpreting things; and more books about books than o
other subject; we do nothing but write glosses on one another’|
These words are not a statement of the bankruptcy of a culture
beneath its own monuments; they arc a definition of the inevitable
Jation that language maintained with itself in the sixteenth century
relation enabled language to accumulate to infinity, since it never
to develop, to revise itself, and to lay its successive forms on
another. Perhaps for the first time in Western culture, we find 1€
the absolutely open dimension of a language no longer able to hal
because, never being enclosed in a definitive statement, it can e
truth only in some future discourse and is wholly intent on what
40
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have said; but even this future discourse itself does not have the power to
halt the progression, and what it says is enclosed within it like a promise
a bequest O yet another discourse. . . . The task of commentary can ucvcr,
by definition, be completed. And yet commentary is directed cr-xtirci,
rowards the enigmatic, murmured element of the language being corn)—(
mented on: it calls into being, below the existing discourse, another
discourse that is more fundamental and, as it were, ‘more prim::{' which
it sets itself the task of restoring. There can be no commentary’ unless
pelow the language one is reading and deciphering, there runs the sovcr—,
cignty of an original Text. And it is this text which, by providing a
foundation for the commentary, offers its ultimate revelation as the

romised reward of commentary. The necessary proliferation of the
exegesis is therefore measured, ideally limited, and yet ceaselessly ani-
mated, by this silent dominion. The language of the sixteenth ccn)t/ur 4
understood not as an episode in the history of any one tongue, but a)s; a
global cultural experience - found itself caught, no doubst, between these
interacting elements, in the interstice occurring between the primal Text
and the infinity of Interpretation. One speaks upon the basis of a writin
that is part pf ic fabric of tlhc world; one speaks about it to inﬁnityg
and each of its signs becomes in turn written matter for further discoursc:
but each of these stages of discourse is addressed to that primal writtcr;
word whose return it simultancously promises and postponcs.

It will be seen that the experience of language belongs to the same
arC}MColthlcaI network as the knowledge of things and nature. To know
those things was to bring to light the system of resemblances that made
m cl.o.se to and dependent upon one another; but one could discover
thesmulltugles between them only in so far as there existed, on their sur-
face, a totality of signs forming the text of an unequivocal message. But
then, these signs themselves were no more than a play of rcsc:mbla.n(:cs
and they referred back to the infinite and necessarily uncompleted task
of knowing what is similar. In the same way, though the analogy is in-
verted, ll:nguage sets itself the task of restoring an absolutely primal dis-
;J:ul:‘;e;tt::r:; ta:iin i}({)p:zss t}‘rlﬁt dlSC({;ﬂrSC ?nly by tryi:.lg to approximate to

e f,istcnceyt }t1 11.1%; a outflt Fhat are 51m.1la1.: to it, thereby
B i Comne nt inity of adjacent and similar fidelities of
e w};m}l ary resembles cnclles‘sly that which it is

- ron ich it can Pcvcr express; just as the knowledge
e ly finds new signs for rcsemblancc because resemblance

in itself, even though the signs can never beanything but
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similitudes. And just as this infinite play within nature finds its link, its

form, and its limitation 1
cosm, so does the infinite task of commentary derive its strength from the

promise of an effectively written text which interpretation will one day

reveal in its entirety.

v THE BEING OF LANGUAGE

Ever since the Stoics, the system of signs in the
ternary one, for it was rccognized 45 containing the signiﬁcant, the sig-"
nified, and the ‘conjuncturc’ (the zyyavov). From the seventeenth cen:
tury, on the other hand, the arrangement of signs was to become bina 4
be defined, with Port-Royal, as the connection of 2 sigm_

since it was to
d. At the Renaissance, the organization is different,

ficant and a signific
and much more complex: it is ternary, since it requires the formal do

of marks, the content indicated by them, and the similitudes that
the marks to the things designated by them; but since resemblance 1s
form of the signs as well as their content, the three distinct clements o
this articulation are resolved into a single form. i
This arrangement, together with the interplay it authorizes, is fo
also, though nverted, in the experience of language. In fact, lang
exists first of all, in its Taw and primitive being, in the simple, mate
form of writing, a stigma upon things, a mark imprinted across the wi
which is a part of its most ineffaccable forms. In 2 Sensc, this laye
Janguage is unique and absolute. But it also gives rise to tWO other fo
of discourse which provide it with a frame: above t, there is commen
which recasts the given signs to serve a new purpose, and below it
text, whose primacy is prcsupposed by commentary to exist hidden b
neath the marks visible to all. Hence there are three levels of lan
all based upon the single being of the written word. It is this con
interaction of elements that was to disappear with the end of the
sance. And in two Ways: because the forms oscillating endlessly b
one and three terms were to be fixed in a binary form which would

able; and because language, instead of existing as the

them st
d its area of being restricted to the

writing of things, Was to fin
organization of rcprcscntative signs.

This new arrangement brought about the appearance of anew p
unknown until then: in the sixteenth century, On¢ asked onesell
was possible to know that a sign did in fact designate what its
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from the sever o
e Wh;tlit:?ig}:i g;(l;tkj;}’, one began to ask how a sign could b
to reply by the analysis o i question to which the Classical period e
}vas to feply' by the a:;al},sifpor;?;zziﬁz; anc;i to which modern thou‘;ﬁi
act itself, language . and signification. But gi
f e tgiong(f(:z-ra: hncgir to be anything more than a parttifg;rn i
s e .assms) or of signification (for us). Th case
7 Wmﬁ ‘f;\:litn}z (t)hz [:Z;id Wa; thcllxs dissolyed: The pr?nf:‘?;
which the seen and . ot g that unifor i
T vanislut;lclictz (r)m', 15;16 visible and the expressible, WcTc i‘;)é‘ir, ;11
one another. The eye Wa.s ];ngs and words were to be separated f? ssly
e thcnccfo_rrh destined to see and only to L
peaking that B Ybu(i hear. Discourse was still to have thz il
=0 s it was no lon ; task of
what it said. ger to be anything more than
This involved an immense reorganizati
of which the Classic ganization. of culture, g izati
e : W:;s;:::l ;E:' g’lvasf the first and perhaps th’c n:;::tr%;nlzatlon
e i IE; thl C(,] or the new arrangement in whichgwrtant
e Sig’niﬁcatiouc ; ‘assmal. age that separates us from a c T P
e sovere bk th(?[,{;]l(gl.ls dld_ not exist, because it was rcabsl;rtl:r;
B o o i ‘1bci but in which their enigmatic, mon c
e nothingpnov: l\z_Lth f:m_g shone in an endless disPcr;ion s
that still recalls even the 1,nu e B rcéect'
e t?morf}: of?that being. Nothing, except crlion’
it m a 38]11?1:1 more allusive and diagonzl t}jPS
e e slmfg that ‘literature’, as it was constituted az
L e C)Cpccteg 13 of the modern age, manifests, ata t?rz'
guage. In the seventeenth a:ndlfi_ﬂ;ilppearance, of the living being of]an(‘
and ancient solidity of lan - tccmh centuries, the peculiar existe i
world were dissolved in tf%: };51‘3 Bl hing inscribed in the fabric of ltl}i:
had value only as discourse. Tt nctioning of representation; all langua
g tnat thing; an art of i mething and arranging si
reduplication both de AL EE therefore, and then L
8B enclosing and ]-::ci:é?;lliﬁtm'nvc tfmcl Flccorative, of captu,ril?lyg Itr}lleaiurjaia
g::r:;iem the deferred Prcgc;:coofd:}sllcg?atitng itgbg by i nam:::;
i oanoo] irst name, its secondary sign, its
century, and right u panoply. And yet, throughout the ni ;
on to ﬁntoningﬁsrt;;.idt C: ?;:;;::Z da}ix‘_ from Hbld%rlin to I\gaﬁ;r:;i?;;g
:; 1Lycd autonomous existence, and
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separated itself from all other language with a deep scission, only by form-
ing a sort of ‘ counter-discourse s and by finding its Way back from the
representative or signifying function of language to this raw being that
had been forgotten since the sixteenth century.
It is possible to believe that one has attained
ture when onc is no longer interrogating it at the level of what it says
but only in its significant form: in doing so, onc is limiting one’s Vicw O
language to 1ts Classical status. In the modern agg, literature is that which
compensates for (and not that :
language. Through literature, the being of language shines once more =
on the frontiers of Western culture — and at its centre — for it is what has =
been most foreign to that culture since the sixteenth centurys but it has
also, since this same century, been at the very centre of what Western
culture has overlain. This is why literature is appearing more and more a
that which must be thought; but cqually, and for the same reason, as tha
which can never, in any circumstance, be thought in accordance with'
a theory of signification. Whether one analyses it from the point of view
of what 15 signiﬂed (of what it is trying to say, of its ‘ideas’, of what
or of what it commits one to) or from the point of view.

promises,
that which signifies (with the help of paradigms borrowed from lingui
incidental. In bo!

tics or psychoa.nalysis) matters little: all that s merely
be scarching for it outside the ground in which, as ¢
it has never ceased for the past century and a ha

ome into being and to imprint itsclf. Such modes of deciphermen

long to 2 Classical situation of language ~ the situation that predomi

during the seventeenth century, when the organization of signs beca
binary, and when signification Was reflected in the form of the represen
tion; for at that time literature really was composed of 2 signifyi
clement and 2 signiﬂcd content, so that it was proper to analys
accordingly. But from the nincteenth century, Jiterature began to b
language back to light once more in its own being:
had still appeared at the end of the Renaissance. For now we no |
have that primary, that absolutely initial, word upon which the it
movement of discourse Was founded and by which it was i
henceforth, language wasto grow with no point of departure, 10 eny
the traversal of this futile yet fundamental spa
traces from day to day. "

cases one would
gards our culture,

no promise. It i
the text of literature
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