














PART I 

Chapter I 

Reveries of Material Interiority 

I 

You wish to know what is going on inside 
things and yet you are content to view 
them from outside; you wish to savor the 
pith hut stick at the hark. 

FRA!\Z VON BAADER 

I wish I were like a spider that draws all 
the threads of its work from within its 
bellv. Bees I loathe and honev is for me the 
product of theft. 

G!OVAN:\I PAPIN!, 

Un Homme fini 

I:'-1 HANS CAROSSA's Les Secrets de la maturite, he writes that "Human 

beings are the only creatures upon earth with the will to look inside 

another creature." 1 The will to look inside things makes vision piercing 

and penetrating. It turns vision into an act of violence. It detects the 

crevices, clefts, and cracks through which we can violate the secret of 

hidden things. This will to look inside things, to look at what we cannot 

see, at what we ought not see, gives rise to strange tense reveries, reveries 

that lead to furrowed brows. This is no passive curiosity that waits about 

for surprising sights to come along; rather, it is aggressive curiosity, 

curiosity that inspects, in the etymological sense of the word. This is the 

curiosity of children who break their toys in order to see what is inside. 

1. Hans Carossa ( 1878-1956), Les Secrets de la maturite, extrait du journal d'Angermann,
trans. D. Decourdemanche (Paris: Stock, Delamain et Boutelleau, 1941 ), 104. 

marianunez
Highlight

marianunez
Highlight

marianunez
Highlight

marianunez
Highlight

marianunez
Underline
the condition of being lost in thought

marianunez
Highlight



6 • CHAPTER ONE 

Incidentally, if this breaking and entering kind of curiosity is in truth natural 

to humankind, is it not surprising that we do not give children toys with 

depth, toys that really reward deep curiosity? Having put bran inside their 

Mr. Punch, we are surprised that children, in their will to anatomy, do no 

more than rip the puppet's clothes. We regard this as simply the need to 

break and destroy; we forget that the psychological forces in action here are 

aiming to get away from all that is external in order to see something else, 

to see beyond and within, to escape, in short, the passivity of vision. As 

Frarn;:oise Dolto has pointed out to me, celluloid toys - which are superficial 

toys, toys with a misleading weight - probably deprive children of many psy­

chologically useful dreams. As a psychoanalyst and an expert on children, 

she has in fact recommended solid, heavy toys for those children who are 

driven by curiosity and eager to explore reality. A toy with an internal struc­

ture would provide a normal outlet for inquisitive eyes, for the will to look 

that needs an object's depths. Yet what upbringing fails to do, imagination 

will always manage to accomplish. Beyond the panorama viewed by tranquil 

eyes, the will to look combines with an inventive imagination that envisages 

a perspective of the hidden, a perspective of the interior darkness of matter. 

It is this will to see inside all things that gives so many values to the material 

images of substance. 

In posing the problem of substance in terms of material images, I have 

been struck by the fact that despite their great number and variability, and 

despite their considerable and frequent confusion, these images can quite 

easily be classified as different types of perspectives of the hidden. What is 

more, these different types allow us to specify certain emotional nuances of 

curiosity. And perhaps by classifying objective images, we may subsequently 

find not just interesting ways of studying subjective interiority but also in­

teresting approaches to the study of depth psychology. To take an example, 

the category of extraverts would itself need to be divided up in accordance 

with the degree of depth at which a particular extravert's interests are active. 

Those who dream of degrees of depth within things will end by determining 

different degrees of depth within themselves. Every theory of images is mir­

rored by a psychology of the person imagining. 

I shall briefly put forward four different perspectives: first, a perspective 

that is nullified; second, a dialectical perspective; third, a perspective filled 

with wonder; fourth, a perspective of infinite substantial intensity. 
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REVERIES OF MATERIAL INTERIORITY • 7

II 

I shall first of all discuss that flat refusal - philosophical and dogmatic as 

: \·ery much is - which brings to an abrupt halt all movements of curiosity 

:hat would go to the interior of things. This is what I mean by a perspective 

:hat is nullified, and I deal with it here so as to present all aspects of these 

images and their interplay. For this kind of philosopher, depth within things 

1s an illusion. The veil of Maya and the veil of Isis too cover the whole uni­

\·erse: the universe is a veil. Human thought, human dreams, and human 

sight can never have anything other than superficial images of things, never 

anything other than the external form of objects. While human beings can 

indeed dig down deep into rock, all they will ever find is rock. And while 

French-speakers may have fun with grammatical gender here - the hard rock 

we dig into being masculine (le rocher), the rock we excavate within it being 

feminine (la roche) - such changes of gender, extraordinary as they in fact 

are, do not bother these philosophers. Depth is for them an illusion, and 

curiosity an irrational quirk. How contemptuously do philosophers of this 

kind disregard childhood dreams, the dreams that never grow up despite all 

the efforts of our upbringing, thus condemning human beings to remain, as 

they put it, "on the phenomenal plane." And having forbidden us to think 

the "thing in itself" in any shape or form (we go on thinking of it, however), 

philosophers will often add the aphorism "Everything is but appearance." It 

is pointless to go and have a look, and even more pointless to imagine. 

How can this ocular skepticism find so many proponents and prophets 

when the world is so very beautiful, so deeply and profoundly beautiful, so 

beautiful in its depths and all its matter? How can we not see that nature has 

depth? How indeed can we miss the dialectic of that ambiguous coquetry in 

so many living organisms, revealing and concealing in such a way that the 

organism lives according to a rhythm of disguise and display? Hiding is a 

primary function of life, a necessity bound up with its economy, that is to say 

with the laying-down of reserves. And since interiority so obviously exer­

cises the function of darkness, we should give equal importance to what 

brings to light and what casts into darkness when we are classifying dreams 

of interiority. 

Indeed, philosophers' proscriptions do not bring the science of matter to 

a halt, though this is not the subject of my present work. The science of mat­

ter quietly gets on with what one might call a depth chemistry, studying not 

just reactions between homogeneous substances but the molecules beneath 

those substances, and not just the molecules but the atoms within them, and 
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8 • CHAPTER ONE 

then the nuclei within those atoms. Philosophers make no effort to go where 

this takes them, that is to say to go along with this perspective of depth. 

They believe they can save their absolute phenomenalism by raising the 

objection that all these "rational entities" (which are moreover pretty 

amenable to images) can only be known experimentally by means of phe­

nomena on a human scale. Since the development of philosophical thought 

has led to the notion of the noumenon being discredited, philosophers close 

their eyes to the amazing constitution of a noumenal chemistry which, in the 

twentieth century, represents a major systematics of the organization of matter. 

Modern philosophy's lack of affinity with the science of matter is more­

over just another aspect of the negativism of philosophical method. By 

adopting one method, philosophers reject the rest. By learning from one kind 

of experience, philosophers render themselves inert with regard to experience 

of other kinds. And sometimes very lucid minds shut themselves away like 

this in their lucidity, denying all the light - and all the enlightenment - which 

comes from darker areas of our psyche. Thus, where the problem under 

discussion is concerned, a theory of the knowledge of reality that takes no 

interest in oneiric values can indeed be felt to cut itself off from some of the 

interests that encourage the attainment of knowledge. I shall be dealing with 

this problem in another book. 

For now, let us be aware that all knowledge of the interiority of things is 

immediately a poem. As Francis Ponge has clearly shown in the following 

lines, when we work oneirically within things, we go to the dreaming root 

of words: 

I propose that everyone should open up interior trap doors, journey 

into the depths of things, and let qualities invade. I thus propose to 

everyone a revolution, a subversion comparable to that by spade and 

plow when suddenly and for the very first time they bring to light 

millions of tiny fragments and mineral grains, of roots and worms 

and little creatures that lay buried until then. Infinite indeed are the 

resources of the depths of things, resources rendered by the infinite 

resources of the semantic depths of words. 

Words and things seem therefore to acquire depth together. We go at one 

and the same time to the principle of words and of things. Hidden, fleeting 

beings forget to flee when poets call them by their real names. How many 

dreams there are in these lines by Richard Euringer: 
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REVERIES OF MATERIAL INTERIORITY • 9 

Then like a sounding lead I go deep into the heart of things, 
I seize the golden cup, I infuse names into them and so conjure them 
That confounded, they forget to flee. 2 

Let us simply try here to relive the dreaming forms of those movements 
of curiosity that would go to the interior of things. As the poet Paul Eluard 
puts it: 

Together, let us open the last bud of the future. 3 

III 

Let us therefore pay no further heed to the abstract objections of philoso­
phers and go instead with poets and dreamers to the interior of a few objects. 
This brings us to my second point, that is to say to a dialectical perspective. 

How ample interior space is once we have gone beyond external limits; 
how restful too is the atmosphere within! Here, for example, is a piece of ad­
vice given by Henri Michaux in "Magie": "I place an apple on my table. I 
then place myself inside this apple. What tranquillity is here!"4 This is so 
rapid a movement that some will be tempted to find it either childish or 
purely verbal. 5 Yet a judgement in these terms constitutes a refusal to par­
ticipate in one of the most normal and regular functions of the imagination, 
that is to say the function of miniaturization. All dreamers can, if they so 
wish, go and dwell in miniature within the apple. It is a postulate of the 
imagination that the things we dream never keep their dimensions and are 
not stabilized in any dimension. And reveries that are truly possessive, that 
give the object to us, are Lilliputian reveries. It is reveries that give us all the 
treasures of the interiority of things. A dialectical perspective does indeed 
open before us here, an inverted perspective that can be expressed in this 
paradoxical phrase: the interior of a small object is big. As Max Jacob has 
put it, "The miniscule is the enormous! "6 To be sure of this, all we need do 

2. Richard Euringcr ( 1891-1953 ), in Rene Lasne and Georg Rabuse, Anthologie de la poesie alle­

mande, 2 vols. (Paris: Stock, Delamain et Boutelleau, 1943 ), II, 216.
3. Paul Eluard (1895-1952), cited by Leon-Gabriel Gros (1905-1985), Presentation de poetes

contemporains, 2 vols. (,\farseilles: Les Cahicrs du Sud, 1944), I, 44.
4. Herui .\1ichaux (1899-1984), "Magie," in Plume, precede de Lointain interieur (1938, 1963),

Entre Centre et Absence /1936), Oeuvres completes, 2 vols. (Paris: Gallimard, 1998), I, 559.
5. flaubert went more slowly but said the same thing: "By dint of looking at a pebble, an ani­
mal, or a picture, I felt myself go into it."
6. Max Jacob ( 1876-1944 I, Le Cornet a des (Paris: Stock, 1945), 25.
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is go and dwell there in our imagination. One of psychotherapist Robert 

Desoille's patients said, when gazing upon the unique light of a precious 

stone, "My eyes are lost there. It is immense and yet so small: just a dot. " 7 

The moment we go and dream or think in the world of the very small, 

everything grows big. The phenomena of the infinitely small take a cosmic 

turn. Go and read Hauksbee's work on electricity, with its descriptions of 

flashes and crackles, discharges and bangs. Indeed, in 1708, Dr. Wall is still 
happy to write after rubbing a diamond that "the light and the crackling 

here seem in some way to represent thunder and lightning." Thus, we see a 

theory of the miniscule meteor developing, which is pretty clear evidence of 

the power of imaginary analogies. The forces within the infinitely small are 

always dreamed as cataclysms. 

Reversing as it does the relationship of big and small, this dialectic can 

also operate at a playful level. In Swift's two contrasting voyages to Lilliput 

and to Brobdingnag, the author was really only trying to catch the tone of 

an amusing fantasy which also had a satirical edge. Swift did not get beyond 

the model of a conjuror pulling a large rabbit out of a small hat or, as 

Lautreamont did, extracting a sewing machine from a box of surgical 

instruments, just to amaze those of a conventional disposition. All these 

literary games will have much more value, though, if they are played with the 

sincerity of oneiric experiences. We shall then visit - in the fullest sense - all 

objects. We shall follow the Crumb Fairy and step into her pea-sized coach 

with all the formality of olden times, or with just a simple greeting and 

no fuss, walk inside an apple. A universe of innermost interiority will be 
revealed to us. We shall see the other side of everything; we shall see the deep 

and inward immensity of small things. 

Paradoxically, dreamers can go inside themselves. One of Rouhier's sub­
jects said, when under the influence of the miniaturizing drug mescaline, 

"I'm inside my mouth and looking at my bedroom through my cheek." 

Hallucinations like this can be expressed in words because this is the effect 

that drugs have. Such hallucinations are not, however, rare in normal 

dreams. There are nights when we withdraw inside ourselves, when we go 

and visit our organs. 

This oneiric life of interiority, of the innermost interiority we go into in 
detail, seems to me very different from the traditional intuition of those 

philosophers who assert that the being they contemplate is always lived by 

them from the inside. This wholesale adherence to living from the inside is 

7. Robert Desoille (1890-1966), Le Reve eveil/e en psychotherapie, essai sur la fonction de regu­

lation de /'inconscient collectif (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1945), 17. 
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REVERIES 01' MATERlAL INTERIORITY • 11

in fact an immediate move to the unity of the invaded being. Let us consider 

philosophers as they give themselves up to this intuition: they half-close their 

eyes in an attitude of concentration. The idea of delighting and reveling in 

their new abode does not cross their minds, and because of this, confidences 

about these inner objective lives - these inner lives of objects - never go very 

far. Oneiric powers are, on the contrary, much more diverse. They go into a 
walnut's every wrinkle, becoming familiar with the oiliness of its two halves 

and with all the masochism of the interior prickles on the shell's underside. 

The walnut inflicts harm on itself, as all gentle beings do. It was surely from 

a pain of this kind that Kafka suffered, through his absolute affinity with 

his images: "I am thinking of those nights," he wrote, "at the end of which, 

having come out of sleep, I awakened with the sensation that I had been shut 

up inside a walnut shell. " 8 Yet this suffering of a being that is crushed and 

bruised deep within, tightly held in its innermost interiority, is an exceptional 

notation. Admiration for concentrated being can heal everything. In 

Spitteler's Promethee et Epimethee, the goddess stands beneath the walnut 

tree's canopy and asks "What jewel, pray, are you hiding under your roof? 

To what magical walnut have you given birth? " 9 And of course, evil lies 

hidden just as good does: wizards often put the devil inside the walnuts they 

give children. 

The same image of interiority can be found in Shakespeare. Rosencrantz 

comments thus on Hamlet's view of Denmark as a prison: 

Why, then your ambition makes it one; 'tis too narrow for your mind. 

And Hamlet responds to him as follows: 

0 God, I could be bounded in a nutshell and count myself a king of 

infinite space, were it not that I have bad dreams. to

If we agree to attribute primary reality to images and not limit them to being 

mere expressions, we shall suddenly become aware that the nut's interior 
conveys the value of an early happiness. We would live in it contentedly if 

early dreams of happiness, of well-guarded interiority, could be found there. 

8. Franz Kafka (1883-1924), "Journal intime," Fontaine, May 1945, 192. 

9. Carl Spitteler (1845-1924), Promethee et Epimethee, trans. Charles Baudouin (Neuchatel:

Delachaux et Niestle, 1940).

10. William Shakespeare (1564-1616), Hamlet, Act 11, scene 2, lines 251-255.
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12 • CHAPTER ONE 

Happiness is no doubt expansive and needs expansion. Yet it also needs con­
centration and interiority. Consequently, when happiness has been lost and 

life has given us "bad dreams," we feel nostalgia for the deep interiority of 

lost happiness. The first reveries that are attached to an object's innermost 

image are reveries of happiness. Whenever the interiority of an object is 
explored in a natural reverie, it is a germ of happiness. 

It is great happiness because it is happiness that lies hidden. An inside is 
always defended by a sense of decency, of modesty. Pierre Gueguen expresses 

this particular nuance with great subtlety in his work Arc-en-ciel sur la Dom­

nonee, where a woman shares the closet's modesty. "She dashed forward," 

he writes, "when Herve opened both doors of the closet where, like some 

secret anatomy, her shifts and petticoats and all her underlinen were neatly 

piled, and as sincerely distressed as if she had been caught naked, she drew 
together the folds of this wooden cloak." 11 

For both good and ill however, the interior of things - a child's version 

of an interior, in a way - is always neat and tidy. When the grandfather in 
Emile Clermont's novel Laure opens flower-buds with his penknife for the

amusement of Laure, his granddaughter, what greets the eyes of the enrap­

tured child is the inside of a tidy closet. 12 This image - a child's image -

expresses in fact one of the unfailing joys botanists experience. Etienne

Geoffroy writes in his Matiere medicate that "We know and cannot consider 

without pleasure the ingenuity with which the offspring of plants, furnished 

with their leaves, their flowers, and their fruits, are arranged in the buds." 13 

Need we emphasize that the pleasure of contemplating this interior has 

greatly enlarged it? If we see leaf, flower, and fruit within the bud, this means 

that we are seeing with the eyes of our imagination.14 It seems that here the 
imagination is a wild hope of unbounded seeing. As rational an author as 

Father Vaniere writes: "Were men skillful enough, after breaking open a 

grape seed, to separate its slender fibers, they would see and admire the 

11. Pierre Gueguen (1889-1965), Arc-en-ciel sur la Domnonee (Paris: F. Rieder er Cie, 1925), 40.
12. Emile Clermont ( 1880-1916), Laure (Paris: Grasser, 1913 ), 28.
13. Etienne-Fran�ois Geoffroy (1672-1731), Traite de la matiere medicate, ou de l'Histoire des

vertus, du choix et de /'usage des remedes simples, trans. A. Bergier, 7 vols. (Paris: J. Dessainr et
C. Saillant, 1743), I, 93.
14. A poet can misunderstand botany and write a beautiful line:

The flower on the wild rose feels its buds bloom. 

See Alfred de Musser (1810-1857), "La Nuit de mai," line 2. 
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REVERIES OF MATERIAL INTERIORITY • 13

branches and bunches of fruit lying beneath the thin, delicate skin." 15 How 

great a dream it is to read the wine-harvesting future in a hard, dry seed! A 
scholar who continues this dream will have no difficulty in accepting the 

thesis of limitless "encasement" in seeds. 16 

For dreamers, it seems that the smaller the being, the more active are its 

functions. Because they live in a small space, their lives are lived in fast time. 

We dynamize oneirism by shutting it in. We might even go as far as propos­

ing a Heisenberg's principle for the oneiric life. Fairies, then, are extraordinary 

oneiric activities. By taking us to the level of minutely detailed, meticulous 

action, these activities take us back to the center of intelligent, patient will. 

This is why Lilliputian reveries are so invigorating and so beneficial. They 

are the antithesis of those escapist reveries that shatter the soul. 
Thus, the meticulous, detailed imagination seeks to slip into everything, 

inviting us not just to retire into our shells but to slip into every shell so that 

we may live the life of true retirement there - life that is tucked up and curled 

in on itself - and all the values of repose. This is indeed what Jean-Paul 

Richter advises: "Go carefully," he says, "through your life's surroundings, in­

specting every floorboard in your bedchamber and every corner, and curl 

yourself up so that you may lodge within the innermost, last spiral of your 

snail shell." 17 Inhabited objects might bear this sign: "Everything is a shell." 

And a dreaming being would echo this: "Everything is a shell for me. I am soft 

matter that comes to be protected by all hard forms and to delight, within all 

objects, in the consciousness of being protected." 

Like Jean-Paul Richter, Tristan Tzara hears the call of miniscule space: 

"Who calls me in the padded hole, the hole with its fabric-seed lining, it is I, 
the open earth replies, the hardened layers of unbreakable patience, the jaws 

of the floor." 18 Rational people, people with their feet firmly on the ground, 

are quick to point out that such images are gratuitous. But just a little bit of 

miniaturizing imagination will suffice for us to understand that it is the whole 

15. Le Pere Vaniere (1664-1739), Oeconomie rurale, traduction du poeme du P. Vaniere intit­

ule ''Praedium msticum ·· par M. Berland, 2 vols. (Paris: chez les freres Estienne, 1756), II, 168.

16. Pierre-Maxime Schuh! studies these reveries and thoughts of "encasement" in an article

that only came to my attention when correcting the proofs of this book; see Journal de psy­

chologie, no. 2, 1947.

17. Jean-Paul Richter (1763-1825), La Vie de hxlein, regent de cinquieme, trans. Pierre Velut

(Paris: Aubier, 1943 ), 230.

18. Tristan Tzara (1896-1963), "Le Nain dans son cornet," L'Antitete, Oeuvres completes, S

vols. (Paris: Flammarion, 1977), II, 2 92.
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14 • CHAPTER ONE 

earth that is opening and offering itself in this miniscule resting-place, be­

tween the fine teeth of a line in the floor. Let us therefore accept these changes 

of scale and say with Tristan Tzara: "I am the millimeter." 19 Tzara also tells 

us here that: "Enlarged as they are in childhood's dream, I look very closely 

at dry breadcrumbs and dust between the fibers of hard wood in the sun. "20 

The imagination, like mescaline, changes the dimensions of objects.21 

Countless examples of the proliferation of Lilliputian beauty could be 

found were we to peruse the scientific works that recount, in terms of ex­

ploits, the very first discoveries made with microscopes. It can truly be said 

that when the microscope appeared on the scene, it was the kaleidoscope of 

the very small. However, in order to keep myself to literary material here, I 

shall cite just one passage - taken from Richter - where images of reality are 

indeed brought to bear on the moral life: 

Take a compound microscope and see that your drop of Burgundy is 

in fact a Red Sea, that a dun-colored butterfly's wing is a peacock's 

plumage, that mold is a field full of flowers and sand a pile of jewels. 

These amusements that microscopes provide are more lasting than the 

costliest water features[ ... l I have though to explain these metaphors 

by others. My intention in sending La Vie de Fixlein to the Lubeck 

bookseller and publisher is precisely to show the whole world [ ... ] 

that more value should be attached to the small pleasures of the senses 

than to the big ones. 22

19. Tristan Tzara, "Le Nain clans son cornet," L'Antitete, 292.

20. Tristan Tzara, "La Petrification du pain," L'Antitete, 308. Alfred Jarry finds the absolute

expression for Lilliputian hallucinations when writing of a Faustroll smaller than Faustroll:

"One day, Dr Faustroll [ ... ] wanted to be smaller than himself and resolved to go and explore

one of rhe elements l ... j having reduced himself to the classic size of a mite - as a paradigm of

smallness - he journeyed along a cabbage leaf, heedless of his fellow mites and of how enlarged

everything was, until he encountered Water." See Alfred Jarry ( 1873-1907), "Faustroll plus petit

que Faustroll," Gestes et opinions du docteur Faustro/1, pataphysicien, roman neo-scientifique,

Oeuvres completes, 3 vols. (Paris: Gallimard, 1972), I, 670-671.

21. Francis Ponge also sees "the temple of Angkor" in an oyster shell; see "Notes pour un co­

quillage," Le Parti pris des choses, Oeuvres completes, 2 vols. (Paris: Gallimard, 1999), I, 38.

22. Jean-Paul Richter, La Vie de Fixlein, 24. 

marianunez
Highlight

marianunez
Highlight

marianunez
Highlight

marianunez
Highlight



REVERIES OF MATERIAL INTERIORITY • 15

IV 

After this geometrical contradiction of the small that, deep within, is big, 

there are many other contradictions to be seen in reveries of interiority. For 

a certain kind of reverie, it seems that the interior is automatically the reverse 

of the exterior. Look! How white the pulp is in this dark chestnut! How 

smooth the ivory that lies beneath this homespun robe! How delightful it is 

to find with such ease substances that contradict one another, that come 

together in order to contradict one another! Milosz looks for his dreams' 

coat of arms and finds: 

An ermine nest for the blazon's crow. 

These antithetical reveries are, we realize, at work in the "accepted truth" 

of the Middle Ages that the snow-white swan is entirely black inside. Lan­

glois tells us that this "truth" was accepted for a full millennium. 23 The most 

cursory of examinations would have proved that a swan's inside is not very 

different in color from that of a crow. If the intense blackness of the swan is 

so repeatedly affirmed, despite the facts, this is because it fulfils a law of the 

dialectical imagination. Images that are primary psychological forces are 

stronger than ideas, stronger too than real experiences. 

In Plain-Chant, Jean Cocteau follows the dialectical imagination 

and writes: 

The ink I use here is a swan's blue blood.24 

On occasion, a poet has such confidence in the reader's dialectical imag­

ination that only the first part of the image is given. Thus, immediately after 

Tristan Tzara's portrayal of "the swan that gargles its water-white," he 

simply adds "outside is white." 25 If we read this little phrase purely positively 

and learn that swans are white, then we have a dreamless reading. A negativist 

reading, a reading with sufficient liberty to let us revel in the liberties the 

poet takes, will on the contrary restore us to depth. If "outside is white," it 

23. Charles-Victor Langlois (1863-1929), La Vie en France au moyen-age du XII' au milieu du 

XIV' siecle, 4 vols. ( 1926-1928 ), III: "L'Image du Monde," La Connaissance de la nature et du

monde d'apres /es ecrits fran�ais a /'usage des lai'cs (Paris: Hachette, 1927), 179.
24. Jean Cocteau (1889-1963), "Plain-Chant" [1923], Poemes 1916-1955 (Paris: Gallimard,
1956), 60.
25. Tristan Tzara, L'Homme approximatif (Paris: Ed. Fourcade, 1931 ), 6.
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16 • C H .-\ P TE R O :'-: F 

is because this being has put on the outside - has driven out - all the white­

ness it had. Negativity evokes the dark. 

Alchemy too will often surrender itself to this simple dialectical perspec­

tive of inside and outside. It often sets out to turn substances inside out, just 

as gloves are turned inside out. If you can put the inside on the outside and 

outside on the inside, says the alchemist, you are a true master. 

Often too, alchemists will recommend that the inside of a substance 

should be washed. This deep-down washing will sometimes require "waters" 

that are very different from ordinary water. It will have nothing in common 

with the washing of surfaces. This deep and inward cleanness of substance 

will not of course be achieved simply by crushing it to a fine powder under 

running water. Pulverization does not help purification here. Only a univer­

sal solvent can achieve this purification of substance. The two themes of turn­

ing substances inside out and of purifying them internally are sometimes 

brought together. Substances are turned inside out in order to cleanse them. 

There is thus an abundance of themes that make the interior of substances 

the opposite of their exterior, and these themes reinforce one another. A 

dialectic of this kind gives a learned twist to the old saying that what is 

bitter to the taste is good for the body. Bitter as walnut shells may be, the nut 

inside is good. Florian wrote a fable about this. 

Such inversions of external and internal qualities must not be regarded as 

outdated reveries. Poets are also beguiled, as the alchemists were, by these 

deep inversions and when these "turnings inside out" are performed with 

discrimination, they produce literary images that delight us. Francis Jammes, 

for instance, gazing at rushing water torn apart by the stones of a mountain 

stream, thinks he sees "the inside of water": "Shall I not call this whitening 

the inside of water, of water that is blue-green in repose, the color of a lime 

tree before it is turned up by the air?" 26 This water with its substance turned 

inside out will, for dreamers who love water with a material love, be the 

occasion of bitter delights. While they suffer when they see the torn robe 

beneath the foam's fringe, they endlessly dream of matter that is never seen. 

The substance of the water's reflections is dialectically revealed to them. It 

seems then that the water has "a water" in the same way that an emerald, 

with its luster, is said to have "a water." In his Voyage aux Pyrenees, Taine 

also dreams of innermost depth when gazing at a mountain stream. He 

sees the river "grow deeper"; he sees "its livid belly."27 The vacationing 

historian does not, however, see in it the image of a turned-up lime tree. 

26. FrancisJammes (1868-1938), in Nouvelle Reuue franf<iise, April 1938, 640.

2 7. Hippolyte Taine ( 1828-1893 ), Voyage aux Pyrenees (Paris: Hachette, 1881 ).
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REVERIES OF MATERIAL INTERIORITY • 17

This dialectical perspective of the internal and the external is sometimes 

the reversible dialectic of a mask that is removed and then replaced. I read 

these lines of Mallarme's in two different ways, according to the hour of 

my reverie: 

Beneath its stern silver, a candlestick 

Lets the copper laugh. 

First, I read them ironically, hearing the copper laugh at the silver-plating's 

lies. Second, I read them more gently, without poking fun at a candlestick 

that has lost its silver but rhythmanalyzing in a better way the pale sternness 

and robust jollity of these two associated metallic powers.28 

With these same dialectical impressions in mind, we shall examine in 

some detail an image from Audiberti, an image whose life stems from the 

contradiction between a substance and its attribute. In a sonnet of his, 

Audiberti speaks of "the secret blackness of milk." This pleasing sonority is, 

oddly enough, not just a verbal joy. For anyone who loves to imagine mat­

ter, it is a deep joy. Indeed, we only have to dream a little of this thick, pasty 

whiteness, of this solid, nourishing whiteness, and we shall feel that the 

material imagination needs there to be something dark and pasty beneath 

whiteness. Without it, milk would not have this matte whiteness, this really 

thick, deep whiteness that is sure of its depth. And without it, this nourish­

ing liquid would not have all these terrestrial values. It is this desire to see 

the other side of whiteness beneath whiteness that leads the imagination to 

darken certain blue reflections passing over the surface of the liquid, and 

to find its way toward "the secret blackness of milk. " 29 

Pierre Gueguen offers a curious variation on this, which can be taken as 

a prime example of all the many metaphors regarding the secret blackness 

of white things. He wants to describe water that is very rough with foam 

and very white with internal movements, water that, like the white horses 

of Rosmersholm, draws the melancholy to their death, and so writes this: 

"Curdled milk would taste of ink. " 30 There could surely be no better way of 

28. Similarly, we would find two ways of drinking wine if we read this line of Andre Frenaud's
dialectically, giving life to the two colors:

The red of heavy blue wines. 

For where is the substance: in the red that designates or in the dark interior? See Andre Frenaud 

(1907-1993 ), "14 juillet," Solei/ irreductible (Paris; Neuchatel: Ides et Calendes, 1946 ). 
29. Cf. Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980), L'Etre et le neant. Essai d'ontologie phenomenologique

(Paris: Gallimard, 1943 ), 691. 
30. Pierre Gueguen, Bretagne. Au bout du monde. Types et coutumes (Paris: Aux Editions des 
horizons de France, 1930), 67.
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18 • CHAPTER ONE 

expressing the interior blackness, the innermost sin of a substance that is 
hypocritically all sweetness and white. What fine fatality of the human imag­
ination leads this modern writer to rediscover the idea of foul astringency so 
frequent in Jacob Boehme's work? Milky, moonlit water has the interior, 
innermost blackness of death; balsamic water has an aftertaste of ink, the bit­
terness of the suicide's chosen draught. Thus, the Breton water that Gueguen 
describes is like the Gorgons' "black milk" which, in Elemir Bourges's novel 
La Ne(, is "iron's seed."31 

Once the developer, as it were, has been found, pages in half tones can be 
revealed as singularly deep. With the secret blackness of milk as our devel­
oper, let us take for example the passage where Rilke recounts his journey 
over the hills by night, with young girls, to go and drink goats' milk: 

The fair-haired girl brings a stone bowl and places it on the table be­
fore us. The milk was black. Everyone is surprised at this but no one 
dares give word to this discovery. Everyone thinks "well, of course 
it's night and I've never milked goats at this hour, so the explanation 
must be that when dusk falls, their milk darkens and at two o'clock 
in the morning, it is like ink [ ... ]" We all tasted the black milk of this 
nocturnal goat.32 

How deftly Rilke prepares this material image of night's milk! 
It seems, moreover, that an interior night that guards our personal 

mysteries is in communication with the night of things. We shall find this 
correspondence expressed in an article by Joe Bousquet that I shall be study­
ing in a later chapter here. Bousquet writes that "In each of us, mineral night 
is what intersidereal blackness is in the azure of the sky. "33 

The secret blackness of milk has caught Brice Parain's attention. He sees 
it, however, as a mere flight of fancy. "I am quite at liberty," he writes, "to 
speak, against all likelihood, of the 'secret blackness of milk,' and to lie in 
full knowledge that I am lying; language lends itself, it seems, to my every 
whim, since it is I who take it where I wish to. "34 An interpretation of this 

31. £!emir Bourges (1852-1925), La Ne((Paris: Stock, 1922).

32. Rainer Maria Rilke (1875-1926), Fragments d'un Journal intime, in Lettres (1900-1911),

selected and trans. H. Zylberborg and J. Nougarol (Paris: Stock, 1934), 14.
33. Joe Bousquet (1897-1950), in Labyrinthe. Journal mensuel des Lettres et des Arts, no. 22,
December 1946, 19ff.
34. Brice Parain (1897-1971), Recherches sur la nature et /es fonctions du langage. L'Embarras

du choix (Paris: Gallimard, 1942), 71.
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REVERIES OF MATERIAL INTERIORITY • 19 

kind does poetic imagination an injustice. It seems that the poet is no more 

than an illusionist who wants to make sensations lie, who accumulates 

whims and contradictions at the very heart of the image. Yet the adjective 

that makes the secret blackness of milk secret is in itself enough to indicate 

a perspective of depth. What is hinted at is by no means always a lie and we 

must be aware that in contradicting itself, material reverie gives us two 

truths. Were it a question of a polemic between an I and a Thou, we might 

see it as the need to contradict: it only needs one to say white for the other 

to say black. But dreams do not argue and poems do not enter into polemics. 

When the poet tells us milk's secret, he is not lying to himself nor is he lying 

to others. On the contrary, he finds an extraordinary totality here. As Jean­

Paul Sartre says, "we have to invent the heart of things if we wish to discover 

it some day. Audiberti is informing us about milk when he speaks of its 

'secret blackness.' For Renard though, milk is irremediably white since 'it is 

but what it appears to be."' 35 

It is here that we can grasp the difference between all the dialectics of 

reason, of the reason that juxtaposes contradictions in order to cover the 

whole field of the possible, and those of the imagination that wants to take 

hold of all the real and finds more reality in what is hidden than in what is 

shown. These dialectics of juxtaposition and of superposition have an in­

verse movement. In the former, the synthesis serves to reconcile two contra­

dictory appearances. It is the final step. On the contrary, in total imaginary 

apperception (form and matter), the synthesis comes first: the image that 

takes the whole of matter is divided in the dialectic of the deep and the 

apparent. A poet who communicates at once with a deep material image is 

well aware that an opaque substance is necessary in order to support such 

delicate whiteness. Brice Parain is right to compare the following statement 

by Anaxagoras with Audiberti's image: "Snow composed of water is black, 

despite our eyes. " 36 Indeed, what credit would snow deserve for being white 

were its matter not black? What would its merit be if it did not come from 

the depths of its dark being and crystallize in its whiteness? The will to be 

white is not a gift bestowed by a ready-made color that has only to be main­

tained. The material imagination, which always has a demiurgic tone, wishes 

to create all white matter from matter that is dark, and wishes to overcome 

the whole history of blackness. These are phrases that will appear gratuitous 

35. Jean-Paul Sartre, "L'Homme ligote. Notes sur le Journal de Jules Renard," Situations I.

Essais critiques (Paris: Gallimard, 1947), 306. 

36. Brice Para in, Recherches sur la nature et /es fonctions du langage, 71, footnote 2. 

marianunez
Highlight

marianunez
Underline

marianunez
Highlight

marianunez
Highlight

marianunez
Highlight
agamben on the contemporary 

marianunez
Underline

marianunez
Highlight
appears to me like a progression 

marianunez
Underline
it is an emergence?


marianunez
Underline
uncalled for; lacking good reason; unwarranted.



20 • CHAPTER ONE 

or false to clear thought. But reveries of material interiority do not obey the 

laws of signifying thought, and it seems that Brice Parain's very interesting 

theory of language could in a way be augmented by giving a certain depth 

to the logos that proves, a depth in which myths and images can live. In their 

own way, images too can prove. Clear evidence that their dialectic is objec­

tive is our own recent observation of an "improbable image" imposing itself 

on the poetic conviction of the most diverse of writers. Poets have thus, very 

simply, rediscovered Hegel's law of the "inverted world" which can be 

expressed as follows: what, by the law of the first world, is white becomes 

black by the law of the inverted world, with the result that in a first dialec­

tical movement, black is, as Hegel puts it, "the inherent nature of white," 

that is to say the "in-itself" of white.37 Let us, though, conclude this section 

by going back to the poets. 

Whenever a poet of substances meditates on a color, black will be that 

color's substantial solidity, black will be the substantial negation of all that 

attains the light. We shall never cease dreaming in depth this strange poem 

by Guillevic: 

In the depths of blue, there is yellow, 

And in the depths of yellow, there is black, 

Black that stands up 

And looks, 

That cannot be knocked down, as a man could be, 

With our fists. 18 

The color black, as Michel Leiris also says, "is by no means the color of 

emptiness and nothingness but rather the active hue that brings out the deep 

and therefore dark substance of all things. "39 And if crows are black, this for 

Leiris is the result of "cadaveric meals"; they are black "like congealed blood 

or calcined wood." Black feeds all deep colors; it is the inward place wherein 

all colors dwell. Thus do obstinate dreamers dream their dreams of black. 

37. Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770-1831), La Phenomeno/ogie de /'Esprit, trans. Jean
Hyppolite, 2 vols. (Paris: Au bier, 1939-1941 ), I, 132-134. 
38. Eugene Guillevic (1907-1997), "Executoire," Cahiers du Sud, no. 280.
39. Michel Leiris (1901-1990), Aurora, roman (Paris: Gallimard, 1946), 45.
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REVERIES OF MATERIAL INTERIORITY • 21

Great dreamers of black will even wish to discover, as Biely does, "black 

within blackness," the piercing black at work beneath blackness that has 

dulled, the black of substance that produces its abyss-color.40 In this way, 

then, a modern poet rediscovers the alchemists' old reveries of black as they 

sought the black that was blacker than black, the Nigrum nigrius nigro. 

D. H. Lawrence finds the depth of certain impressions in similar objec­

tive inversions, inverting all sensations. Referring to the sun in one of his 

short novels, he writes that: 

It is only his jacket of dust that makes him visible [ ... ] And the true 

sunbeams coming towards us flow darkly, a moving darkness of the 

genuine fire. The sun is dark, the sunshine flowing to us is dark. And 

light is only the inside-turning away of the sun's directness that was 

coming to us.41 

And having given this example, Lawrence goes on to develop his 

argument in the next few lines: 

Well, we've got the world inside out. The true living world of fire is 

dark, throbbing, darker than blood. Our luminous world that we go 

by is only the reverse of this [ ... ] 

Now listen. The same with love. This white love that we have is the 

same. It is only the reverse, the whited sepulchre of the true love. 

True love is dark, a throbbing together in darkness. 

Going deep into an image means engaging the very depths of our being. This 

is another aspect of the power of those metaphors that work along the very 

same lines as the first and oldest dreams. 

V 

The third perspective of interiority I wish to study is that which reveals 

to us a wondrous interior, one more richly sculpted and colored than the 

fairest of flowers. Chip away a rocky matrix, open up a geode, and imme­

diately a crystalline world will be revealed to us; a well-polished section of 

40. Andrei Biely [Boris Nikolaevich Bugaev] ( 1880-1954), "Le Tentatcur," in Emmanuel Rais

and Jacques Robert, Anthologie de la poesie russe, du XVIII' a nos jours (Paris: Bordas, 194 7).

41. David Herbert Lawrence (1885-1930), The Ladybird [19231, in The Fox, The Captain's

Doll, The Ladybird, ed. Dieter Mehl (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 180.
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a crystal shows us t10\;i.1ers, fine tracery, figures. OL1r dreams are endless here. 
This interior sculpture, these three-dimensional dra\\·ings deep \\'ithin, these 
effigies and portraits are like sleeping beauties there. This profound pancal­
ism has given rise to the most diverse explanations which are, in the end, 

ways of dreaming. Let us study some of these explanations. 

Let us follow an observer coming from the external world where he or she 
has seen flowers, trees, and light. That observer then enters a dark, enclosed 
world and finds efflorescence, arborescence, and luminescence. All these 

vague forms prompt him or her to dream, for in these vague forms that seek 

completion and clarification there lies a sign of dreams. In Water and Dreams, 

I emphasized the aesthetic suggestions dreamers receive from the reflection of 
a landscape in still water. It seemed to me that tl1is natural watercolor offered 

constant encouragement to dreamers who for their part also wanted to re­

produce colors and forms. A landscape reflected in the water of a lake will de­
termine the reverie that precedes artistic creation. A reality that has first been 
dreamed will be imitated with more soul. An author of times gone by, Pierre­

Jean Fabre, who in the seventeenth century wrote one of those alchemical 
works which were more widely read than the scientific books of the time, 
will lend support to my argument that oneirism has an aesthetic impetus: 

And were these gifts and this learning not (first) in the interior of Na­

ture, art would never of itself known how to invent these forms and 

figures, and would never have known how to paint a tree or a flower 

had Nature never done this. We admire and are enraptured when in 
marbles and jaspers we see men and angels, beasts and buildings, vines 
and meadows bright with every kind of flower.42

This sculpture discovered in the interiority of stone and ore, these nat1,1,­
ral statues, these natural, inner paintings all represent exterior landscapes 

and personages "outside their common fabric." Those who dream the inte­

riority of substances are filled with wonder at these inner, interior works. 

Pierre-Jean Fabre regards the crystalline genius as the most skilled of all 
engravers, as the most meticulous of all miniaturists: "We see, therefore," he 
argues, "that these natural pictures in marbles and jaspers are far more 
exquisite and more perfect than those that art sets before us, the colors of 
artifice being never as perfect, as bright and as vivid as those that Nature 

employs in these natural pictures." 

42. Pierre-Jean Fabre (1588-1658), Abrege des secrets chymiques; oz, /'on voit la nature des an­

imaux vegetaux & ,nineraux entiere,nent decouverte: avec /es vertus et proprietez des principes

qui composent & conservent leur estre (Paris: Antoine de Somma ville, 1636).
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REVERIES OF MATERIAL INTERIORITY • 23

For us, with our rational way of thinking, drawing is preeminently a 

human sign: we see the outline of a bison drawn on a cave wall and know 

at once that a human has been there. If, though, a dreamer believes that 

nature is an artist, that it paints and draws, can nature not sculpt a statue 

in stone just as it molds it in flesh? The reverie of the interior powers of 

matter goes as far as this in Fabre's mind: 

I have seen in caves and caverns in the earth near Sorege in the 

Languedoc area, in a cavern commonly called the "Trane de! Caleil," 

the outlines of the most perfect sculpture and imagery one could wish 

for; those who are most curious can go there and see them set into and 

bound to the rock in a myriad figures, which delight the eyes of on­

lookers. No sculptor has ever set foot in it to carve and chisel images 

there[ ... ) Which must lead us to believe that Nature is endowed with 

the gifts and wondrous knowledge that her Creator has given her so 

that she may work in many ways, as she does in all kinds of matter.41 

And let it not be thought, Fabre goes on to say, that these are the works of 

subterranean demons. Belief in gnomes working in their forges is a thing of 

the past. No indeed, we must face the facts and ascribe aesthetic activity to 

substances themselves, to the interior powers of matter: 

It is subtle, celestial, igneous, and aerial substances dwelling in the 

general spirit of the world which have the virtue and the power to 

arrange it in all kinds of figures and forms that matter may wish; 

(sometimes) outside the class and kind in which the figure is usually 

found, like that of an ox, or of any other animal figure one might 

imagine, in marble, stone, and wood; these figures appertain to the 

natural virtue of the Architectonic spirits that are in Nature.44 

Fabre then cites the example - an example that I have very often come 

across when reading alchemical texts - of a fern root which, when cut into 

the shape of a doe's foot, reproduces the figure of the Roman eagle. The 

wildest of reveries thus unites fern, eagle, and Roman Empire: though the 

connection between fern and eagle remains a mystery, their relationship is, 

for this writer, all the more deep and inward, and he declares that "fern must 

be of use to the eagles, holding a great secret for their health. " 4
·
1 As for the 

43. Pierre-Jean Fabre, Abrege des secrets chymiques, 305.

44. Pierre-Jean Fabre, Abrege des secrets chymiques, 305. 

45. Pierre-Jean Fabre, Abrege des secrets chymiques, 307. 
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