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Senancour

The Réveries sur la nature primitive de I'homme are one of the impor-
tant books of the dawn of the nineteenth century. In this text,
Senancour limns an image of the world in accordance with the sci-
entific thought of his time. It is a disenchanted image, dominated
by mechanical necessity, and in it the distinction between good
and evil no longer holds. God is absent; the world is not his cre-
ation. And Senancour expresses no regret:

Everything in nature is indifferent, for everything is necessary: all is beauti-
ful, for all is determined. The individual is nothing, as a being apart: his
cause and his end lie beyond him. Only the whole exists absolutely, invinci-
bly, with no other cause, with no other end beyond itself, with no laws but
those of its nature, with no other product than its permanence.... The beauti-
ful, the true, the just, evil, and disorder exist only for the weakness of mor-
tals.... The same earth contains happy orchards and ruinous volcanoes. The
villain triumphs, the hero dies; the orchard withers, the volcano is snuffed
out; one and the same destruction devours both the animate and the inani-
mate, shrouded in the same oblivion; and in a world reborn, there remains
not a trace of what was abhorred or deified in a bygone world.?

Nature produces and destroys indiscriminately: “The same
fecundity will produce the insect and the star of eons; the same
necessity will decompose for all time the ephemeral worm and the
equally fleeting sun.”® All is governed by a simple law, that of
action and reaction, according to which higher forms of life are
themselves only the result of “impulses received and returned”:
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Every body is composite, every lasting aggregate is necessarily organized;
every organized being receives the action of other composite beings, and
reacts upon them: each is thus sensitive and active. When it feels, it knows;
when it acts, it wants. If its organization is more complicated, it preserves
the imprint of past sensations; then it has the capacity to effect several reac-
tions, it deliberates, it chooses what it wants. This series of impulses
received and returned makes up the self of each organized being.... The self
of every organized being is therefore none other than that series of impulses
that must necessarily end in the decomposition of organs, as it necessarily
began when they were formed.*

As Senancour defines it at this time in his life, the world is only
matter in the process of becoming, governed according to the
principles established by Laplacian mechanics, sensualist philoso-
phy, and a science of man that recognizes only organs and secre-
tions. According to this unconditional determinism, human
thought and will are the product of physical movements, and they
dissipate in the same way. But whereas outside ourselves one
order of things is replaced by another, never does a new world
replace those we have lost in our hearts. All else is an illusion, a
dream from which we are incapable of weaning ourselves. (True,
much later Senancour was to speak mysteriously of flowers as
expressing “a thought that is veiled and guarded as a secret by the
material world.”?) Senancour was also one of the first to register —
as did Mallarmé, and nearly as radically as the latter — an internal
death: “The barren winter remained inside me.... weariness with
life was all I felt at the time when all life was beginning anew.”® In
our day, a reader is tempted to link this confession to Obermann’s
literary vocation: “Writing is all I have been given.”” The writing
of a book is experienced as a posthumous vocation. Senancour
will write in order to seize a few moments of improbable happi-
ness, to lament their loss, to replace them with dream, and not, as
Mallarmé was to wish, in order to “confer authenticity upon our
existence.” It is not easy for Senancour to resign himself, but the
best he can offer is an unreconcilable injunction: “Let us perish
resisting, and if we are destined for the void, let us not have mer-
ited it.”® In Senancour, the project of the Book was not animated
by the “excess of hope,” the passion that Yves Bonnefoy recog-
nizes in Mallarme.
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Goethe, Wordsworth, Keats

To Senancour, the image of a world traversed by necessity and by
the alternation of destruction and new beginnings seemed irrevo-
cable. But other minds of his time did not resign themselves to
this. They sought to recover enchantments, angels, the mind of
God - or more simply: meaning.

We must first call to witness Goethe — not only a poet, but also
an adept in the language of science, with the noteworthy exception
of mathematics. But in the realm of science, he opted for an organi-
cist and vitalist orientation, a polemical choice which made him
sensitive to what hung in the balance of scientific discourse. He
knew that the adoption of a conceptual tool can determine in
advance the answer that will be given to any question posed. Thus,
in a late natural history text, Goethe bemoaned the fact that the
vocabulary of mechanistic thought, developed in France by eigh-
teenth-century science, had imposed itself to the point of trammel-
ing the means of expression used by scholars who held a less
simplistic idea of nature and life. “The nation, having adopted the
sensualist philosophy, had grown accustomed to using material,
mechanistic, atomistic expressions; and because linguistic usage is
inherited and imposes itself even in everyday conversation, as
soon as the latter rises to the spiritual domain, the language is
resistant to eminent individuals who seek to express their views.”?

In criticizing the vocabulary of mechanistic science, Goethe does
not forget the problems of art, nor those of the language used to dis-
cuss them. He is the first to know that the terms that apply to life
forms also apply to works of art. In his lexical musings, he will
move rather quickly from the sphere of the representation of nature
to that of aesthetics. Chiding French naturalists for their use of the
word composition (in discussing “unity of composition”), Goethe
reminds us that he dislikes it equally in the realm of art: he finds it
“degrading” (herabwiirdigend): we ought not to say that a painter
“composes,” nor should we label a musician a “composer”: “If both
of these were truly to merit the name of artist, they would not
assemble their works from parts, but would develop a certain inter-
nal image, a higher resonance (Anklang), in accord with nature and
art.”! In fact, to compose, in the etymological sense, is to place side
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by side, or juxtapose, and rather than this notion Goethe preferred
that of organic growth. This opposition between composition and
growth is of the same order as that established by Coleridge (who
was indeed inspired by Goethe) between fancy and imagination. The
first term gathers together elements that remain external to one
another: it is a power of aggregation and simple recombination,
whereas imagination creates new and living beings, by virtue of a
organic power of unification and totalization. Coleridge even haz-
ards a neologism, speaking of an esemplastic power ~ “from the
Greek words, eis en plattein, that is, to give form to realize the One,
to shape into one.”! But the opposition of the two approaches
(analysis and synthesis, the rational approach and intuitive vision,
fancy and imagination) is itself a juxtaposition, which demands to
be overcome in a superior synthesis that will reconcile the two in
favor of a superior organicity. In Coleridge’s famous chapter on
“esemplastic power,” in his Biographia literaria, we read: “grant me a
nature having two contrary forces, the one of which tends to
expand infinitely, while the other strives to apprehend or find itself
in this infinity, and I will cause the world of intelligences with the
whole system of their representations to rise up before you.”’* The
counteracting forces and their interpenetration result in “the living
principle and in the process of our own self-consciousness.”"?
Coleridge’s image is nearly identical to the one developed by
Goethe to describe the power of metamorphosis that drives nature:
“It resembles a centrifugal force, and it would be lost in the infinite
if it had no counteracting force: I am alluding to the power of speci-
fication, that stubborn ability to persist that is inherent in all beings
that come into existence, a centripetal force that cannot be disturbed
by anything outside it.”™*

* * *

Wishing above all to affirm the bonds that unite natural phenomena,
Goethe sees the world as a field of multiple “actions” and “reac-
tions,” but he does not use these terms in the mechanistic sense that
they had for Laplace or Senancour: he ascribes to them the meaning
that they had in the vocabulary of the qualitative physics of
medieval Aristotelians, and particularly of Renaissance neo-Stoicists,
for whom the world was an animans, a great living creature. Goethe
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seeks his roots in the vitalist intuitions that preceded the geometriza-
tion of the universe: he feels that the concrete relations that weave
together to form universal life are irreducible and cannot be
expressed in mathematical formulas. Their meaning is revealed only
to the “mind’s eye,” which is for all that no less a fleshly — and fiery
—eye. Goethe thus has a horror of the calculations made by the disci-
ples of mechanism, who wish to subject life to physical equations.
He makes Newton his béte noire (without becoming familiar with his
alchemical speculations, which would no doubt have struck a sym-
pathetic chord). He counters Newton'’s optics with another theory of
light, which is in fact an objectified theory of visual experience:

Light and darkness are engaged in a perpetual struggle against each other.
Their reciprocal action and reaction are unmistakable. With unimaginable
elasticity and speed, light hurtles from sun to earth, repressing the darkness;
the same is true of artificial light in a proportionate space. But no sooner
does this immediate action cease than the darkness straightaway shows its
power and reclaims its place in shadows, twilight, night.!>

The repressed darkness returns... The above passage recalls the
“return of the repressed” according to Freud, many of whose con-
cepts first take shape in Goethe. This theory of light could be termed
the optics of a visionary (no pun intended) who is fascinated by
images of vying forces. Goethe vitalizes the relation between light
and darkness. Here, as everywhere else, he seeks to express the ener-
gies and forms of nature with an aim that is rather to relive its
becoming than to analyze and calculate its components or parame-
ters. Scientific inquiry as practiced by Goethe proceeds step by step,
by analogical contiguity. This methodology is elucidated in his
important essay on “Experience as intermediary /mediator between
the object and the subject”:

Everything in nature, and especially the most general forces and elements,
remains in a perpetual relation of action and reaction: this is why one can
say of each phenomenon that it is related to an infinity of other phenomena,
just as we say of an isolated source of light that it emits its rays in all direc-
tions. Having conceived of such an experiment, having put it to the test, we
would not be quite sure how to go about looking for what is immediately
proximate to it, for its immediate consequences. This is what we must focus
on, more than what relates to it alone. The diversification of each individual
experience is thus the proper task of a naturalist.’®
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The opposition between action and reaction is a generalized
principle, of which the antagonism between darkness and light is
but one specific case. Action and reaction are at work in all the
bipolar pairs of which all of nature is the arena. Thus, in his reflec-
tions on the colors, Goethe inserts this universalizing remark:

Faithful observers of nature, however divergent their thought, must agree
that everything that appears to us, everything that is offered to us as a phe-
nomenon, must indicate either an original duality, which may revert to
unity, or an original unity, that can be divided. Such also is the representa-
tion that may be made of it. To divide what is unified, to unify what is
divided: this is the very life of nature, the eternal systole and diastole, syncrisis

and diacrisis, the inspiration and expiration of the world, in which we live, we
move, we are.V’

Discernable in the above-cited text is an echo of the celebrated
words of the apostle Paul on the mind of God: in ipso enim vivimus,
et movemur, et sumus (Acts 17, 28).1® Goethe makes this formula of
Christian liturgy — so close, it is true, to certain ideas of ancient
stoicism — into a pantheistic adage.

Not content to attribute to all of nature the great alternating or
pulsating rhythms of human organism, he also assigns them to the
activities of the mind, in particular to scientific research. Dividing
and uniting: these two operations of analysis and synthesis,
though radically opposed, must remain connected, alternating
like the phases of breathing: “A century devoted exclusively to
analysis at the expense of synthesis is not on the right path; it is
only when the two are joined together, like expiration and inspira-
tion, that the life of science is assured.”' What is important in
Goethe’s eyes is that the law that governs the phenomena of the
world is also the law that commands acts of knowledge. There
must be action and reaction, interaction between our powers of
discrimination and collation, if the world is to be faithfully
brought to light in its active and reactive life.

Goethe is far from maintaining this stance alone. It is striking to
note that the apostle Paul’s words are given a similar twist — this
time verging on blasphemy — in Wordsworth’s Preface to the Lyri-
cal Ballads (1802), in regard to the “pleasure principle” that poetry
must satisfy by assuming the action and reaction of mankind and
the objects that surround him:

94

https://doi.org/10.1177/039219219804618205 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1177/039219219804618205

Dead World, Living Hearts

Nor let this necessity of producing immediate pleasure be considered as a
degradation of the Poet’s art. It is far otherwise.... It is a homage paid to the
native and naked dignity of man, to the grand elementary principle of plea-
sure, by which he knows, and feels, and lives and moves.... What then does
the Poet? He considers man and the objects that surround him as acting and
reacting upon each other, so as to produce an infinite complexity of pain
and pleasure.... he considers him as looking upon this complex scene of
ideas and sensations, and finding everywhere objects that immediately
excite in him sympathies which, from the necessities of his nature, are
accompanied by an overbalance of enjoyment.?

What he thus declared in a programmatic text, Wordsworth
was to repeat in a fine poetic fragment, in which he calls for the
advent of a poetic discipline that would embody the interpenetra-
tion of the world and the human subject: this would be the dawn
of a new age - life restored, in which no faculty and no being
would remain alone:

Thus disciplined
All things shall live in us and we shall live
In all things that surround us....
For thus the sense and the intellect
Shall each to each supply a mutual aid....
And forms and feelings acting thus, and thus
Reacting, they shall each acquire
A living spirit and a character
Till then unfelt.?!

In the polemic pitting Goethe against Newton, Keats took a
stand in favor of the ancient world from which the new science has
banished all the supernatural creatures: in Lamia, he rails against a
“cold philosophy” which is, of course, the science of nature, “nat-
ural philosophy.” The harm is done, the world is disenchanted:

Do not all charms fly
At the mere touch of cold philosophy?
There was an awful rainbow once in heaven:
We know her woof, her texture; she is given
In the dull catalogue of common things.
Philosophy will clip an Angel’s wings,
Congquer all mysteries by rule and line,
Empty the haunted air, and gnomed mine -
Unweave a rainbow...?

Blake hurls the same anathema at Newton, with whom he associ-
ates Locke and Voltaire. An identical accusation is leveled in the writ-
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ings of Novalis, especially in Die Christenheit oder Europa: “We have
come to a pass where man is placed at the apex of the scale of beings
and the eternal and inexhaustible music of the universe becomes the
monotonic click-clack of a giant mill, tossed on the torrents of chance,
a mill by itself, without architect or miller, a veritable perpetuum
mobile, a mill that mills itself.”?® Novalis detects a counter-church in
the offing, a church of destruction: “The members of this new church
are endlessly at work removing all poetry from nature, the earthly
soil, the human soul, and the sciences.”?* But, Keats wonders, why
not dream of a poetic reconquest of reality, and why should philoso-
phy not aim to speak with the voice of poetry? The proof is in the pul-
sation: “ Axioms in philosophy are not axioms until they are proved
upon our pulses.”? Even if Keats does not transfer it to the entire uni-
verse, as does Goethe, the internally experienced heartbeat bears wit-
ness to philosophical truth. Otherwise, leaving a world that had
become uninhabitable, consciousness would beat a retreat into the
world it constitutes for itself: “The soul is a world of itself.”? Life
would thus be safeguarded deep within the inner recesses of a shel-
tered solitude, not perhaps without some guilty pride.

The idea of a return to true life has also assumed political
guises. It should be noted that the idea of this return, which was
for some time linked to revolutionary aspirations, later, in other
contexts, came to be associated with hopes for restoration. Thus
Novalis, invoking the image of the heartbeat, pleads the cause of a
secret society and a providential man who would restore the
Church’s authority. Novalis hails “a new, superior religious life
that begins to beat (pulsieren) in the nations of Europe,” and he
invites his contemporaries to become apostles, grouped around a
“Brother” whom he sees as “the heartbeat ( der Herzschlag) of the
new age.” ” Novalis mixed the cause of poetry with a Messianic
enthusiasm. It is difficult not to read this as a still vague foreshad-
owing of the far more troubling movements that have traversed
the century now reaching its end.
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Philosophical versions

It is hardly surprising that philosophers, too, have also invoked
images of organic coherence, of growth, of concrete, pulsing life.
Hegel uses these images in his Lectures on the History of Philosophy
to express the very unity of philosophical thought: “Philosophy in
its most developed form constitutes itself from the inside; it is a
single idea that pervades a whole and all of its elements, just as in
an individual there lives a single life with a single heartbeat puls-
ing through all its limbs.”?® The same pulsating image appears in
Schelling’s Ages of the World (Weltalter). This image is meant to ren-
der perceptible the very process by which the real is produced.
Schelling begins by inscribing negation within God, who is the
center of the circle of nature, from which freedom and redemption
will arise:

The antithesis eternally bets itself in order to be consumed again and again
by the unity, and the antithesis is eternally consumed by the unity in order
to revive itself ever anew....

This movement may also be conceived as a systole and diastole. It is a
completely involuntary movement which, once begun, automatically
repeats itself. The beginning again, rising again, is a systole, is tension,
which reaches its acme in the third potency; the returning to the first
potency is diastole, relaxation, upon which, however, new contraction
immediately follows. Consequently this is the first pulsation, the beginning
of that alternating movement which goes through all visible nature, of the
eternal contraction and eternal expansion, of the universal ebb and flood.?

Schelling adds: “If life were to stop here, then there would be
nothing but an eternal exhaling and inhaling, a continual alterna-
tion of living and dying, which is no true being [Dasein], but only
an eternal impulse [Trieb] and zeal to be, without real being.”*
Such is the vital aspect of the interaction and the polarity that
govern the material world. These are ideas that Schelling devel-
oped around 1800, and that he was to put forth in various later
works. The universe is seen as “a Whole of systems that are
formed starting from a pulsing point.”?! Recognizable here is the
hypothesis of the central mass, put forward by Maclaurin and
Kant-Laplace® and reformulated in the language of speculative
physics. There is reason to suppose that Schelling, who knew
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Boehme and the Gnostics, could also have been familiar with the
theory of God’s retreat (zimzum), formulated in the Cabbala by
Luria.®® Schelling follows suit when he declares that the soul of the
world, which is infinite productivity, contains within itself inhibi-
tion (Hemmung). Action and reaction then come into play, to
become manifest in all the productions of inorganic nature.
According to him, however, it is appropriate to superimpose upon
them a principle that, not being a material force, is not accessible
to empirical research: this is the mind, or freedom. Thus Schelling
introduces the idea of an evolution of nature, while also declaring
that “the immediate effect of restrained productivity is an alterna-
tion of expansion and contraction.”* The “Soul of the World”
(Weltseele) is first of all Unity; it unfolds in the hierarchical diver-
sity of the objects in the finite world and of the activities of con-
sciousness. However, finite multiplicity is a place of fragmentation
and exile, which man must leave in order to achieve decisive
progress, which is not beyond his powers: this step forward must
reunite him with the primordial One. The way back will lead to
the union of the subject (productivity) and the object (natura natu-
rata): a process that Schelling, at one point in his thinking, thought
had been achieved by mythology, then one that he entrusted to
Art, and to the creative faculties of Genius. In the “created
natures” that we are, the imagination (some would say dream) is
the faculty that leads back to the “homeland.”

Edgar Allan Poe

No one associated the physical laws of action and reaction to the
image of the beating heart as much as Edgar Allan Poe. In Euréka,
he expanded the systole and diastole to the dimensions of the uni-
verse. S0 much importance does he give to a first Will that one
might have thought him influenced by Schelling.?® But it is
Alexander von Humboldt and Auguste Comte that he mentions in
his book. Whatever Poe’s intellectual affiliation, it must be admit-
ted that Euréka is the last great neo-Platonist myth of literature, the
last version of a theology of apocatastasis, that is, of the restora-
tion of all things to their original state.
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Venturing into speculative physics, Poe’s dreams take off from
the Kant-Laplace cosmogonal hypothesis.* And he adds to it. He
constructs the model of a finite universe, animated by a cyclical
process. In one of its aspects, Poe’s text presents itself as a fabric of
tightly woven arguments. The author assumes the role of a Dupin
on a cosmic scale: he is the detective who organizes the recon-
struction of the stages of universal life. But this reconstitution,
even while being the product of reason applied to understanding
the stages of global development in scientific terms, aspires to
another status, a far more decisive one: that of a revelation, or
even of a true theophany communicated in a great poem.

Euréka has been called a “fable” (Paul Valéry) or a “cosmologi-
cal novel” (Georges Poulet). These designations take into account
the artificial and fictional dimension of the work, which cannot be
exempted from the suspicion of being a superior mystification.
For if we take it at its word, it is not enough to observe that it
declares its poetic intentions starting with its dedication; it is not
sufficient to observe that this work of hypothetical reasoning
claims to be a work of art. This heroically presumptuous text
claims not only to nullify any opposition between faculties and
activities, which had been maintained by all of Poe’s romantic pre-
decessors, but also to abolish the difference between the creature
and the creative power, between the poet’s both intuitive and
speculative knowledge and the Will that produces and reproduces
worlds. Let us reread the dedication:

To the few who love me and whom I love — to those who feel rather than to those who
think — to the dreamers and those who put faith in dreams as in the only realities — [
offer this Book of Truths, not in its character of Truth-Teller, but for the Beauty that
abounds in its Truth — constituting it true. To these I present the composition as an
Art-Product alone, — let us say as a Romance; or, if I be not urging too lofty a claim,
as a Poem.

What I here propound is true: — therefore it cannot die: — of if by any means
it be now trodden down so that it die, it will “rise again to the Life Everlasting.”

Nevertheless, it is as a Poem only that I wish this work to be judged after
am dead >

The duality — action and reaction - that Poe establishes in the
universality of things is accompanied by a duality in the operation
of consciousness, dream, and scientific thought, poem and knowl-
edge; he calls for their reconciliation. The promise of intellectual
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activity restored in “the Life Everlasting” is only one aspect of the
reintegration of all of created matter in the original immaterial
unity, which is God in a state of extreme concentration. As a result
the highly marked duality is only temporary. The argument of
chapter four boils down to a syllogism. In order to know God and
the universe, “We should have to be God ourselves!” Given that we
can hope some day to understand God and the universe, our con-
sciousness could therefore be a part of God: “I... venture to
demand if this our present ignorance of the Deity is an ignorance
to which the soul is everlastingly condemned.” 38
One of the ideas to which Poe gives the greatest emphasis is
that of proof through consistency, which guarantees a coincidence
of aesthetic value and scientific truth: “A perfect consistency can
be nothing but an absolute truth.”
The Universe... in the supremeness of its symmetry, is but the most sublime
of poems. Now symmetry and consistency are convertible terms: — thus
Poetry and Truth are one. A thing is consistent in the ratio of its truth - true

in the ratio its consistency. A perfect consistency, I repeat, can be nothing but an
absolute truth.

Thus Poe places his text under the guarantee of a double legitima-
tion. He resorts to a chiasmic twist in order to arbitrarily declare the
“reciprocal” convertibility of scientific thesis and poetic revelation.
Each is absorbed into the other; each is expressed in the other. Far
from condemning poetry to untranslatability, and science to noth-
ing but the rigor of numbers, Poe imagines a complete reconcilia-
tion between the “poetic” approach to totality and the analytic
dismemberment of observed phenomena. The two versions
reunited into one are the manifestation of God, “in Life Everlast-
ing.” The divergence of languages, which has characterized moder-
nity since the blossoming of mathematical physics, is thus declared
curable. In the context of Poe’s work, this nearly final stage of his
thinking is moving. (But it is easy to guess how such a theosophy
would be abused in our contemporary climate of imposture.)

The fable of Euréka initially involves the will of God the creator,
who brings all of matter out of its own absolute spiritual essence.
At the beginning, matter exists in the state of “concentrated” sim-
plicity and unity. And once again it is the will of God that pro-
vokes the explosion, diffusion, fragmentation, and radiating
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dispersion of this matter, henceforth condemned to difference and
multiplicity. Such is the primordial action, a sort of big bang avant
la lettre, producing all at once space and time, and setting off a
great cosmic cycle. Yet the quantity of matter is not unlimited, nor
is space, nor is divine action, so the dissipation will not extend
indefinitely. Poe declares that “the immediate and perpetual ten-
dency of the disunited atoms” is “to return into their normal
unity.”*’ They seek to rejoin “the principle, Unity,” which is “their
lost parent.”*! The image of creative action and the diffusive shat-
tering of the first atom is accompanied by an imperious assertion:
An action of this character implies reaction. A diffusion from Unity under
the conditions, involves a tendency to return into Unity - a tendency inerad-
icable until satisfied.*

Now, Reaction, as far as we know anything of it, is Action conversed. The
general principle of Gravity being, in the first place, understood as the reac-
tion of an act — as the expression of a desire on the part of Matter, while exist-
ing in a state of diffusion, to return into the Unity whence it was diffused;
and, in the second place, the mind being called upon to determine the charac-
ter of the desire — the manner in which it would naturally be manifested; in
other words, being called upon to conceive a probable law or modus operandi

for the return, could not well help arriving at the conclusion that this law of
return would be precisely the converse of the law of departure.®®

In a deliberately anthropomorphic formula, Poe asserts that mat-
ter feels the desire to return: this desire, which poetically takes the
form of nostalgia, is physically manifested through the force of
Newtonian attraction, that is, through gravity. But at the same
time, this return is somewhat constrained. For the world was cre-
ated in order that — for an entire phase of its existence — “the utmost
possible Relation”** might develop. To this end, and to delay the
return, God interposes another force: repulsion, as we observe it
in electrical phenomena. Poe proclaims his “intuitive conviction”
that “the principle in question is strictly spiritual.”® It is therefore
God himself who comes between the discreet parts of matter! In
order to believe this hypothesis, we need only postulate that, in
the world that we observe, “The Body and The Soul walk hand in
hand.”*® However, the law of the reaction is inevitable: a cata-
strophic weariness awaits the totality of the created world, for
matter will ineluctably return to its center and its compact unity,
then to the immaterial purity of God. The reaction is the force that
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is responsible for a major cataclysm. The image of the end of the
world - the symmetrical converse of “the originating Act”% — has
the appearance of an immense disaster. It takes its place in the
series of catastrophes in which Poe’s narrative imagination
indulges.®8 He predicts the collapse of our universe:
a chaotic... precipitation, of the moons upon the planets, of the planets
upon the suns, and of the suns upon the nuclei; and the general result of
this precipitation must be the gathering of the myriad now-existing stars of
the firmament into an almost infinitely less number of almost infinitely
superior spheres. In being immeasurably fewer, the worlds of that day will
be immeasurably greater than our own. Then, indeed, amid unfathomable
abysses, will be glaring unimaginable suns. But all this will be merely a
climactic magnificence foreboding the great End.... While undergoing con-
solidation, the clusters themselves, with a speed prodigiously accumula-
tive, have been rushing towards their own general centre - and now,
with a thousand-fold electric velocity, commensurate only with their
material grandeur and with the spritiual passion of their appetite for
oneness, the majestic remnants of the tribe of Stars flash at length into a
common embrace.®

In order for the symmetry of the end and the beginning to be
complete, matter is swallowed up in the void from which it arose:
“Matter, created for an end, would unquestionably, on fulfilment of
that end, be Matter no longer. Let us endeavour to understand that
it would disappear, and that God would remain all in all.”* This
cosmic suicide, however, is the signal of a renaissance. Starting
from this end, a new creation is desired by the absolute Volition.
God begins his work again according to the “law of periodicity”:

Are we not, indeed, more than justified in entertaining a belief... that the
processes we have here ventured to contemplate will be renewed for ever,
and for ever, and for ever; a novel Universe swelling into existence, and

then subsiding into nothingness, at every throb of the Heart Divine?
And now - this Heart Divine — what is it? It is our own.*’

The vital rhythm, the beating of a universal heart, is crossed
with the Newtonian model of action and reaction. The world is a
manifestation of a “pulsating God.”>? In the final pages of his book,
Poe introduces the idea of the world as organism. He is not trying
to establish precise correspondences between the human body and
the universe, as Schelling and Burdach did when they spoke of the
Weltorganismus. He simply wishes us to understand that if God
drew the substance that forms us from his own nothingness, he is
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present in us, and that we are divinely present in the wheel of lives
and deaths of the world that will turn sempiternally.

Consistency, of which Poe dreamed while writing Euréka, thus
fuses a neo-Platonist myth of the return to the primitive One with
a fable of eternal cyclical return, which culminates in an anthro-
pocosmology.>® The universe functions like an organism; the
human organism, in its superior differentiation, obeys the same
law as the universe. With God alternating between immaterial
Unity and diffuse Matter, individual existence is never completely
separated from the deity. Any individual life is simply the mani-
festation of God in the “vaporized,” diastolic phase of His exis-
tence, as well as in the “concentred,” systolic, immaterial phase,
which precedes or follows it.

Is the eternal or sempiternal repetition of the heartbeat life
itself? So Poe asserts in the last lines of his “poem.” But we may
wonder whether this perpetually recurring pulsation, this per-
petuum mobile, does not rather attest to the anguishing impossibil-
ity of dying. Doesn’t this God, who is reborn only to disappear
once again in his creation, resemble a tormented Sisyphus?

It is difficult to dodge these questions when one notices that
the motif of perpetual palpitation also appears in Poe’s work in
a macabre and grotesque form: in “The Telltale Heart,” the heart-
beat of the hideous old man who is gratuitously killed because
of one of his eyes (“a pale blue eye, with a film over it”>). The
narrator-murderer has hidden the dismembered body beneath
the floor. Even though the police agents have failed to discover
anything, the agonized crescendo of throbbing is heard by the
culprit, who soon cannot stand it any more and prefers to be
arrested himself:

1 paced the floor to and fro with heavy strides, as if excited to fury by the
observation of the men — but the noise steadily increased. Oh God! what
could I do? I foamed - I raved - I swore! I swung the chair upon which I had
been sitting, and grated it upon the boards, but the noise arose over all and
continually increased. It grew louder - louder - louder!.... T felt that T must
scream or die! — and now — again! — hark! louder! louder! louder! louder! —

“Villains!” T shrieked, “dissemble no more! I admit the deed! - tear up
the planks! - here, here! - it is the beating of his hideous heart!®
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This beating is no longer the order that governs the succession
of cosmogonies, but rather an intolerable hallucination born of a
crime, the consequence of the dismemberment of a pathetic Osiris.
Consistency, far from being harmony between Truth and Beauty,
establishes a relation of symmetry between, and finally a fusion
of, the madness of a culprit and the anguishing survival of his vic-
tim. The criminal’s heart is finally the only heart that beats in the
dismembered victim and in the murderer.

* * *

The image of a world animated by the beating of a single heart is
perpetuated until the beginning of the twentieth century.

Baudelaire kept Poe’s cyclical cosmology in mind; but if he
appropriates certain features of it for himself, he translates them
into psychological facts and takes them up himself like a personal
obligation. Poe had attributed the alternation of concentration and
diffusion to God, affirming that the “Divine Being.... passes his
Eternity in perpetual variation of Concentrated Self and almost
infinite Self-Diffusion.”>

There is justification for believing that, in Mon coeur mis i nu,
Baudelaire is not thinking only of Emerson (in a comparison to
which allusion is often made), but also of Poe, when he writes:
“Vaporization and concentration of the Self... This is all.”%’

In Mallarmé, so “ready to be content with the earth,” so atten-
tive to the sensible world (as Yves Bonnefoy has reminded us),
cosmologie is far from being the primary concern: the moon is
perhaps a dead star that could be exploded, but the sky is the
locus of twinklings that language groups under the name of con-
stellations. Mallarmé is attuned above all to the Poetic principle,
which quells his desire to “hollow out lines of poetry.”> The evi-
dence of a living world is to his eyes irrefutable. I can detect,
hypothetically and no doubt delusionally, only the faintest trace of
Euréka. And for this I turn to the page where Poe raises the ques-
tion of “our Galaxy’s” resemblance to a “capital Y.” The structure
of “our Galaxy” is usually, and according to Poe erroneously, tran-
scribed in the form of a letter of our alphabet. This leads him to
observe: “An inhabitant of the Earth when looking, as we com-
monly express ourselves, at the Galaxy, is then beholding it in
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some of the directions of its length — is looking along the lines of
the Y —~ but when, looking out into the general Heaven, he turns
his eyes from the Galaxy, he is then surveying it in the direction of
the letter’s thickeness.”> Then, fleetingly, one can dream about the
“y” (“onyx,” “ptyx,” “Phoenix,” “Styx”) and about the “twin-
klings” of the “Sonnet as an allegory of itself.” We can also cast
our eyes in the direction of the “Constellation” and the “sum total
in formation” of the last page of the Coup de dés. Bonnefoy
observes: “The throw of the dice...expands the chamber of the
“yx” sonnet to the dimensions of the Universe.”

But if Mallarmé’s sonnet presents itself as allegorical, it is as an
allegory of itself. The Work to which the poet aspires must respond to
the universe (where, according to the poet, there is no God), rather
than participate in the act of God, as Poe imagined in Euréka. Even if
the poet wishes to be absent from the poem, with Mallarmé the
poetic act — though it never forgets the universe ~ becomes recen-
tered on the human. If the toss of the dice of poetic thought par-
takes of the same nature as the cosmic toss of the dice, this
recentering upon the human is thus all the more justified. The inter-
nal infinity of the poem need not be jealous of physical infinity.

Translated from the French by Jennifer Curtiss Gage
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