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I maintain the stage is a tangible, physical place that needs to be filled &  
it ought to be allowed to speak its own concrete language. 

 
 – Antonin Artaud 

“Production and Metaphysics” in The Theatre and its Double 
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LE DÉTOURNEMENT 



 



 1 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Only two letters. Two capital 
letters, two initials: N.O. 
Two letters inscribed on a 
scrap of newspaper. Two 
letters awkwardly traced, 
dribbled rather, bleeding 
through the paper. THREE 
different PLACES (why 
three? Is it an accident?). The 
ink is black, very black, of 
the Schaeffer variety (one of 
those inks that lack all 
viscosity, and manage to leak 
everywhere, staining your 
fingers while you write). 

“The ground is humid and smells of 
humus. At present it’s black, good for 
kneading, just loose enough, not too 
muddy. A piece of ground in which to 
encrust the body. All trace of it would 
be covered over with sand, reddish-
brown, humid, and he would have 
plunged his hands in there to stir it up, 
to keep stirring it up.” 
 
A CLUE 
 



 2 

a twisted plant 
a figure stooped to the ground 
shame-faced 
a concrete wall pierced with  
light, divided by a cross 
the wait 
the steep incline 

NO CLUE
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Look out for: 
What’s dirty, what injures, 
what causes distress, what 
collapses, what suffocates, what 
gets in the way, what arouses 
anxiety, what undermines. 
 
It will be possible to get to it 
through weakness. 

“I greased the frying pan. I took 
a piece of cotton which I soaked 
with oil and rubbed the cooking 
surface. My fingers were also 
greased and the cotton became 
black. The frying pan was then 
ready to cook with. My fingers 
were still greasy and the handle 
slipped from my hands. The 
frying pan fell.” 
 
SECOND CLUE 



 4 

 
 
 The disconcerting mutter. 

Take note: 
 
I am earth … I am earth … I 
am earth … I am earth … I am 
earth … I am earth … I am 
earth … I am earth … I am 
earth … I am earth … I am 
earth … I am earth … I am 
earth … 

“I tangle myself up in colour. I break 
it, I knead it. I take it. From my 
body. From my body I’ll produce 
bodies. I plunge my hands in the 
earth. It resists me. I scratch with my 
nails, with my fingers, with all my 
strength, with my elbows. I attack it, 
I attack it in its substance. I can 
knead it. I fill my hands with earth. I 
pack it down, I squeeze it, I wet it. I 
take a stick and plant it in the centre 
of the mound. The mound falls 
apart. The earth breaks up, spreads 
out. With my hands, with my fingers 
I assemble it anew. With a kick I 
demolish the mound. My feet are 
naked. I feel the earth between the 
digits of my feet. I press my toes 
into the earth. I jump. I jump with 
both feet on the earth. I hear the 
dull thud. I pack down the earth 
forcibly, aggressively. I feel it. I 
sense its odour. I’m earth. Feet 
planted, my body in the earth. I feel 
heavy, I make myself heavy. I 
encrust my body. I’m relieved. I’m 
the limits of my body. I feel the 
wind and I resist it.” 
 
CLUES (3, 4, 5) 
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Always on his trail. I 
learn by trial and error. I 
discover clue after clue. 
And, little by little, I enter 
into the secret. 

“I excavate and work the canvas, grey. 
Layer of ochre upon layer of ochre. My 
brush splays and traces. I stain and 
spread out in a circle. I round off the 
movement, I rectify with some white, I 
heighten with red, I dilute and I whiten 
again. I thicken my white circle, it 
becomes sun setting, sun rising. The 
white drips until it becomes rain, I 
blanch it, I darken it, I stain some warm 
notes and I descend to the extreme 
edge. I make the edges into cliffs, I cut 
upwards in black stained with white, 
barely. I bring in some mauve (I sadden 
a little), I heap up layer upon layer, like a 
shower of sparks … I’m at an impasse.” 
 
CLUE 
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a. Where does the risk 
reside? 

 
b. It could be a question of 

money or of the absence 
of alternatives. 

 
c. Don’t forget to describe 

precisely and in a logical 
manner. 
… 
Have I observed him 
properly? 

“This time I’m attempting the 
miniature. After the dirty work, 
dripping, thickening, like a sensualist 
of matter, I grow more restrained. I 
remain on the surface, I efface, I 
indicate, I darken, trace, skim over. I 
point out a tree, a portrait. I set down, 
frame after frame, a sort of impotence 
upon the same rough, granulated 
surface, greyblue, which will support 
everything.” 
 
SEVENTH CLUE



 7 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Keep to the margin. Barely 
state each fact. Keep account 
of each gesture. 
 
The work “will take 
convulsive, indeed dramatic, 
turns.” At the same time, all 
of this remaining terribly 
outmoded. 

“I’ve put on a pair of dungarees, too 
large, dirty, paintspattered, testimony to 
untold erasures and additions. Necessity 
of cleaning away the surplus. Agitated 
by yet another impasse? And, blind, 
elsewhere, running up against the walls. 
In order to find out.” 
 
ALTERNATIVE CLUE 
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Which gestures determined his 
actions? 
… 
I say: “The exercise must be 
continued until it starts to 
burn. 

“I touch with the end of my finger. I 
push down painlessly. I leave a fleeting 
impression. I press again and again. The 
white trace becomes blurred, leaving the 
redness to blossom forth again. I caress 
the assaulted surface with my hand. I 
recommence the exercise. I position my 
finger, imprint it. I wait. My gesture is 
effaced in less than five seconds. I 
reiterate. Again nothing happens, no 
pain, no sentiment. It’s necessary to go 
on repeating the gesture.” 
 
NINTH CLUE 
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Catalogues of all genres, for 
quick consumption, images of 
women, standing, sitting, 
posing unaffectedly, 
refrigerators, freezers, washing 
machines that also dry linen, 
washing machines for young 
couples, casserole dishes for 
steaming, microwave ovens, 
pyrex, a camping kit 
.....................  
He said: “compulsively.” 

“I brace myself on my chair. I’ve 
difficulty breathing, almost gasping. My 
hands sweat, I feel clammy, I’m 
suffocating. I lurch up, clutching my 
abdomen, entrails pinched up at the 
front. Out in the sunlight, I take out a 
cigarette and smoke it while the sun 
warms me. My intestines become acute 
and the nausea increases. I have to 
blank myself out somehow by 
ingurgitating images, stuffing them 
down in a hurry. I run to empty my 
guts. When I get back I’ve calmed 
own.” 
 
A NEW CLUE 
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I watch him, I fix him. I 
photograph him while he 
works. I don’t hear him, I 
sense him. Because I track 
him. I sense that he’s there. I 
sense his odours. I sense his 
gestures. 

“The aubergine rebuffs me. This colour 
that violates your seeing. It’s 
incomprehensible, an aubergine. The 
way it lengthens then bulges, grows 
heavy and comes ridiculously to an end 
in some stunted specimen of a tail. It 
commences forcefully, aggressively, 
arrogantly, only to finish up with a 
rounded stupid bulge. Whether young, 
barely picked, or its freshness on the 
way out, its skin still manages to keep its 
polish, the vestiges of a pretentious 
brilliance. What seemed to me most 
difficult, most severe, is this colour, its 
red mixed with black. But what really 
makes you green is its being proud 
without reason. The aubergine is 
supposed to be unpretentious and 
cumbersome.” 
 
NO MORE CLUES. IT’S 
NECESSARY TO SEARCH 
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How does he do it? How does 
he position himself in front of 
the canvas? What clothes does 
he wear? It’s hot, he must be 
almost naked. His gestures, 
before he even makes a mark, 
have already got him worked 
up into a sweat. He has 
prepared some small dirty 
glass jars with pigments and 
mixed ground. Diluted ochres, 
blues waiting for the right 
light. He looks outside and 
then returns to the canvas. 

“I need the asparagus in order to 
structure my seeing, in order to pose it, 
in order to touch, to convey the desire to 
touch.” 
 
NO FURTHER CLUES  
(THE QUEST) 
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N.O. is also noh, drama, 
lyricism and Japan. It is 
religion, tradition, rite, 
whitened figures whose 
gestures succeed one another in 
fits and starts in an ever 
repeating order. And it is the 
waki, the one who observes 
and recounts, who doesn’t 
perform, who takes no part in 
the story, who remains in the 
margin. 

“I tear the flap from the carton – a 
crude, messed-up one (it was lying 
outside. It had got wet and then dried 
out) – wrench hard at it. I separate the 
outer layers of cardboard from the inner 
layer of corrugations (I set it aside for 
future use, for other tearings. Or perhaps 
I will coat it with juice, with thinned 
paint, the colour diluted, faded against 
the dominating surface). The rest is 
folded, broken up and stuffed in a black 
plastic bag.” 
 
ELEVENTH CLUE (GESTURES) 
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N.O. is also number, No, the 
symbol of enumeration, of the 
series, number one, number 
two, number three, etc. … 
continuation, succession, the 
effort of putting things in 
order (precisely what cannot 
be?). And it is also the 
episode when one does 
one’s little number. 

“Her body drags itself along, unravels. 
Narrow haunches, flat stomach, the body 
slight and outstretched. The face 
expressionless. Her body stretches out 
on a bed roll. It leans forward completely 
blank. What remains of speech? Its 
presence pervades our space. It slips 
between us. Her stomach rioting against 
me.” 
 
YET ANOTHER CLUE. HERE, 
THE INTRIGUE FORMS A LOOP 
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I go forth masked. I proceed 
with the trail of evidence. 

“The walls have to be whitewashed. 
Scraped back and then painted over. 
Avoid white acrylic which can flake off 
and use instead a gelatinous white which 
can impregnate the plaster. One must 
pay close attention to the marks, 
especially finger prints.” 
 
LATEST CLUE 
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I stumble, I fall. I have to 
slow down my gestures. Haste 
is detrimental to progress. 

“I’ve followed the trail. Step by step. 
From Aix to Gardanne. I’ve scrutinised. 
With my eyes. Line by line.” 
 
THE CLUES RESUME (14, 15) 
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Scenario for the interrogation: 
firstly, I have to move about, 
sit down, sit at a table. 
Following that I have to get 
up and take a drink from a 
plastic bottle that will be 
placed, right there, in the full 
glare of a powerful lamp. 

“I don’t remember anything. I’m 
not seeking to remember. I make 
plain what I know, what I’m 
looking for. I get it off my hands. 
Memory isn’t important. All that 
counts is the adding up of gestures. 
Their accumulation, day after day.” 
 
SIXTEENTH CLUE.  
THE INTERROGATION 
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N.O. is nihil obstat, that 
which permits whatever is 
permissible, which authorises 
and prevents, the frame and 
its limits, the constraint. That 
which is before being 
imprinted, before being given 
to be read. 

“Even before looking, before 
seeing … They grab the price list 
and scrutinise it. Only then do 
they cast a glance at one or two 
canvases. Then they return to the 
catalogues, make enquiries with 
the dealer about the artist’s 
development and, finally, go and 
take a bit of a closer look at 
what’s on show.” 
 
ANOTHER CLUE 
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Account rendered: the drama 
comes to the surface. It seems 
that he has disappeared. Is he 
in the process of dying? 

“I am following in her path. Her traces. 
It’s HER I’m pursuing, who I’m tracking. 
It’s HER I want and who shies away. I’ll 
have her even if I have to die for it.” 
 
ABSENCE OF CLUES 
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I’ve found a hair. Black, long. 
Asiatic, perhaps … While 
brushing my teeth, I tell myself 
that there is something going on 
with that hair. 

“It’s a long hair, one of many. In 
Autumn, hair falls like leaves from the 
trees.” 
 
A NEUTRAL CLUE 
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I lunch lightly. I have two 
strong coffees. 

“Where’s the body? Where is the body?” 
 
CLUE NOTED DOWN DURING  
THE COURSE OF INTERROGATIONS 
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Not to forget: HE didn’t 
want to COUNT. 

“It’s a plane. A Messerschmitt BF 109E-
A/B. It was during the war. I have no 
memory of the warning that would 
certainly have been given. I only 
remember the brutal fracture in the sky, 
in my body. And I remember my mother 
(or was it my father?) and my fear for her 
(or for him?). Of a collapse as big as the 
world and of me, reduced to nothing, 
confronting that plane. Afterwards I 
often toyed with planes. One day I too 
decided to make war, to perpetrate a 
massacre. I built the planes myself, the 
whole lot, painted them, all sorts of 
colours, camouflaged them. And, after all 
that, I was able to set them on fire. Their 
wreckage is my vengeance.” 
 
BURNT CLUE  
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 – But I haven’t seen the 
North West of France, not 
even in my dreams. 
 – You’ve travelled through 
Avignon, St Étienne, 
Clermont-Ferrand, Bourges, 
Orléans, Le Mans, Rennes. 
And you stopped in Brest. 

“I saw her in a dream before actually 
encountering her. SHE was standing 
right in front of me. It was an 
incredibly lucid dream. SHE was 
dancing with bare feet on the sand. It 
was HER, untamed and free.” 
 
TWENTY FIRST CLUE.  
THE BODIES 
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He admitted to having to 
keep within the limits of the 
surface. 

“My apartment is 100m2, divided 
between: 3 rooms, lounge, kitchen, 
bathroom, W.C., hall. The walls of 
my room are covered in algebraic 
equations with three unknowns (x, y, 
z) written in lead pencil. In the centre 
of my room, the one I’ve chosen, 
I’ve installed a hearth. A real hearth 
with wood and a fire. Around the 
hearth, a circle drawn in chalk. SHE 
crossed the circle once. That’s how I 
cursed her.” 
 
THE CLUE 
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It’s a relation without basis. 

“He wanted to buy my painting. He 
offered me plenty of money. He 
expressed only one reservation: the grey 
background. The grey background 
disturbed him. He needed a blue to co-
ordinate his furniture, his curtains and 
my painting.” 
 
ANOTHER NEUTRAL CLUE 
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The discovery of the body. 

“– You embarrass me … 
– Who’s the painter? 
– It’s the young woman speaking. 
– Ah, that’s the one who just said: ‘That 
already happened to me.’ 
– Yes” 
 
NEXT CLUE 
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I note regarding the war: 
 
“Sections of the book 
 
Sermon and conversion. 
The flash flood, up until the 
receding of the waters. 
The destruction of the town. 
Death and despair among the 
people. 
… 
Description and explanation 
of the mountain’s collapse. 
The devastation caused by it. 
Destruction by avalanche. 
…” 

“I saw her, a nervous trembling along the 
nape of her neck. She tried to see 
without managing it. I suggested that she 
try to locate herself inside her body, then 
inside her head. And to raise her eyes 
and see clearly.” 
 
NEXT CLUE 
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So many shadows. 
So many contours. 
So much black. 

“I efface, layer by layer. Until all that 
remains is a blank surface covered in a 
dense network of scratches, which 
allows a vivid, shifting depth to be 
guessed at. The stone is so white.” 
 
TWENTY-SIXTH CLUE  
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He bore a greater resemblance 
to a bag of walnuts than to a 
body stretched out. 

“Today, I’ve chosen an iron sheet and 
hammer at it without stopping. I want to 
put some heat into it, more heat, 
hammering it again and again until it 
turns red.” 
 
THIS CLUE  
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He has passed through each 
of their conditions, he has 
gone through them stage by 
stage, in derision and distress. 
With a lucidity and disgust of 
the conventional. I become 
affectionate towards him and 
that, I’m sure, would have 
amused him and got on his 
nerves. 

“Colours, scratchings, materials, 
erasures, coverings, inscription, 
gestures, projections, mixtures, paper, 
gaze, object, pilings, repetitions, 
amalgams. AMALGAMS!” 
 
STILL NO CLUE 
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I write: “End of the 
overflow.” I note: He wore a 
plaid outfit with a yellow 
shirt, set off by a red tie with 
white marguerites. SHE, 
brown on black, a full coat, 
short black skirt, white blouse 
beneath a vest with brown 
and black motifs reminiscent 
of Mondrian. 

“Working in my studio is something I 
have a need for … It’s a lot of work.” 
 
IS THIS A CLUE? 
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What I overheard, wedged at 
an angle in a large armchair, 
between the office, the 
reception and the exhibited 
work. 

“Here is the price list, everything’s for sale: 
– Asparagus: 35,000 F 
– Sun-Ripened Asparagus: 24, 000 F 
– Wilted Asparagus: 22, 000 F 
– Asparagus: 14,000 F 
– Stale Asparagus on a Table: 16,000 F 
– Freshly Picked Asparagus: 16,000 F 
– Asparagus on a Plate: 14,000 F 
– Asparagus: 14,000 F 
– Malformed Asparagus: 9,000 F 
– Charcoal sketch 1, study for Asparagus: 6,000 F 
– Charcoal sketch 2, study for Asparagus: 3,250 F 
– Charcoal sketch 3, study for Asparagus: 3,250 F 
– Charcoal sketch 4, study for Asparagus: 600 F 
– Charcoal sketch 5, study for Asparagus: 1,000 F 
– Charcoal sketch 6, study for Asparagus: 1,000 F 
 
A CLUE, YET ANOTHER 
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It’s a pursuit … Not 
breathless. Slow and 
fastidious. Punctuated by 
details uncovered in the 
ground. 

“I’ve declared war on them. I’ve taken 
the path which runs along my house and 
collected all the sweet wrappers left there 
by children. Paper foil, plastic-coated 
paper, paper in all different colours –
yellow (lemon), green (apple), orange 
(orange and apricot), red (cherry), green 
(mint). I put all the papers together, 
squashed them up, saturated them, glued 
them together, covered them with 
paintwork to blot out the commercial 
labelling. I waited a long time. Then I 
abandoned them all over again to the 
wind, rain, sun. I waited again, I let the 
time pass. They’ve dried out, they’ve 
been soaked, they’ve faded. Only then 
did I take care to gather them back up 
and burn them. The burning obliterated 
the traces of fantasy, it also leeched my 
colours, it’d undid the agglomerate and 
transformed it. SHE welded it in black. 
This is the way the war started.” 
 
A NEW CLUE 
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He stumbled while trying to 
capture her, the savage. He’d 
pursued her through all weather: 
gales (mistral), drizzle, gruelling 
heat, torrential rain (Autumn 
and Spring). 

“How to go on, again and again, 
cleansing one’s eyes in order to see?” 
 
CLUE TO BE SET BESIDE  
THE THIRTY-EIGHTH CLUE 
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I stay in the wings. I am the 
waki. I am his voice. I am his 
tongue and I wear a mask. 

“Apple, Apple, Apple, Apple, 
Apple, Apple, Apple, Apple, 
Apple, Apple, Apple, Apple, 
Apple.” 
 
AGAIN, A CLUE 
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It’s SHE who will have lost it.

“SHE is elsewhere. I’ll search 
for her again and again. I know 
that SHE is hiding there, inside 
the quest.” 
 
ABSENCE OF ANY CLUE 
(THE VOID) 
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I am the observer, in the 
margin. The one who seeks 
out, the one who encircles. 

“I filmed some little girls half-
naked in the public baths. 
Then I made them read, each 
in their turn, a fragment of 
this obscene text like a love 
song. Then I made them run 
through the woods. It was 
there they discovered the 
broken, dishevelled doll.” 
 
THIRTY-THIRD CLUE 
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Two hundred and forty-eight 
pots of flowers plus one pot of 
flowers. 
Four verticals 
Thirty one horizontals 
One hundred and twenty-four 
frames 
Dimensions of the frames: 
seventy-four by 
sixty-one centimetres 
 
Which is to say: 
 
248+1=249 
4 
31 
74/61 
 
Which is to say: 
 
248/2=124 
124/2=62 
62/2=31 
 
31+1 

“Yesterday, Jacques came. He 
was wearing a grey hat.” 
 
NEW CLUE: THE HAT 
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All I’ve done is lend my 
tongue and my skin. 

“I mechanically repeated the 
illustrations from an old dictionary: 
wagtail, sallon car, cement mixer, 
biceps, doe, bicorne, connecting 
rods, Bigouden, hoist, bagpipes, 
biplane, bison, bollard, badger, 
blazon, buckwheat, block diagram, 
boa, bobbin, bobsleigh, beef, 
bogie, antlers, gear box, boletus, 
bombard, bombyx, writing desk, 
davit, billygoat, mouth, buoy, 
bougainvillaea, birch, bulldog, 
cannonball, ibex, bumblebee, 
Bourguignotte, hamper, compass, 
bottle, wallstone, buttercup. 
IMPOTENCES.” 
 
THE CLUES DISAPPEAR 
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Today I surprised him in the 
process of whittling some tree 
bark with a penknife, 
muttering incomprehensibly. 
He had at his side a doll with 
its hair dishevelled and 
missing an arm. 

“SHE was leaping again, SHE jumped 
right in front of me, wearing a soft 
cotton jersey. Her hair hanging loose, 
her war paint washed away by the 
seawater. SHE ran, came near without 
touching me, always in front of me, 
never behind, as if that weren’t 
permitted … SHE turned around and 
around crazily uttering words full of 
vowels. OIPAH HO OIPAH STRAH 
OIPAH HO OIPAH STRAH OIPAH 
HO OIPAH STRAH OIPAH HO 
OIPAH STRAH OIPAH HO OIPAH 
STRAH … That body of flesh and 
sound also aroused me. And carried me 
in its spiralling current, in its circle of 
sand. I’d only one desire, to seize her, to 
take her. Powerless to stop her round 
and her dance.” 
 
RECOVERED CLUE:  
THE INITIALS 7X2 
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I hear and understand: 
 
“PO HO PO HO PO HO 
EINOU PO EIVA HOU 
HONA TIÉ TIÉ 
PO HO PO HO PO HO 
EINOU PO EIVA HOU 
HONA TIÉ TIÉ” 

“I make some Takanobu.” 
 
DISCARDED CLUE 



 41 

 

 
 
 

She was a savage. SHE 
killed the professor in revolt, 
“Wednesday 2 September 
1981, at about 10:30 AM.” 
There had therefore been a 
murder. Who is dead? 

“Hands in shit. I squelch about up to 
the forearms, I plunge my fingers into 
it, I impregnate my skin with it. I can’t 
smell anything anymore. I can’t hear 
anything anymore. My nose, my mouth, 
my arse, it’s all one. I knead and I 
engender. From my shit, I make a body. 
I fabricate, I confect. In this way I 
round out, mould the figure. I season 
jubilantly. Olive oil, mint, oregano, 
thyme, honey. I’m alone, which is good. 
I’m poor, too, which is necessary.” 
 
A GOOD CLUE 
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TO EXPLORE: 
 
The absence of money, 
the rejection of commerce, 
the refusal of fashion, 
isolation 
particularity 
the quest? 
the project? 

“I love flowers. They’re distressing and 
sentimental. Rarely askew, they produce 
colour. They’re denuded of sense, 
they’re not even manufactured. They 
come out and provoke me. Not with 
the desire to uproot them. But with the 
need to produce them. In series. The 
need to dismember and to succeed in 
displaying them.” 
 
CLUE SEEN, THEN SEIZED 
 



 43 

 

 
 
 

The story can’t be undone. “Breaking away.” 
 
ENIGMATIC CLUE 
 



 44 

 

 
 
 

rose – marguerite – mallow –  
lavander – peony – convulvulus –  
camelia – azalea – geranium –  
honesty – camomile – cumin – broom –  
violet – buttercup – iris –  
soapwort – chervil –  
ranunculus – pourpier –  
lily-of-the-valley –  
cornflower – digitalis –  
oregano – arum lily – thistle –  
geranium – poppy –  
bellflower – daisy –  
rosemary 
 
Repeat seven times, then add 
 
marigold 

“I denounce. I protest and I accumulate 
facts.” 
 
A TROUBLED CLUE 
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N.O. meaning Nô, that is a 
basin. Perhaps it was a lake. 
It’s shallow, barely encrusted. 
Hollowed out by diluvian 
rains, and then by more rain, 
and still more. We no longer 
know when, in Sudan. It’s 
still the earth and these are its 
hollow, inscribed, empty, 
female forms.  

“Bow before entering.” 
 
FORTY-SECOND CLUE 
 



 46 

 

 
 
 

These three letters haven’t 
been traced back to my 
intention, they’d been 
abandoned, left to account for 
themselves. I took possession 
of them, made them mine, 
absorbed them. Then I began 
to search and this is what I 
found: N.O., which has six 
possible facets without any 
link between them. 

“Crap, I can produce loads of it for you. 
I let the trickle of paint flow, stub it out 
and it trickles again and I spread it with 
a knife. That puts it out in the open for 
you, I imitate, painstakingly, the 
signature of Buren or Ben. And so the 
trick’s played, the crusts are saleable.” 
 
LOSS OF A CLUE 
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What could be the meaning of 
this strange list? Why such a 
list? Not to forget to note 
that: the list was beside a tape 
recorder with a cassette in it. 
……………………… 
The list: 
 
PEMMO 
MOPEM 
EOPMM 
OEMPM 
OMMPE 
OPEMM 
MOEMP 
PEMOM 
MOPME 
POMEM 
MMOEP 
MMEOP 
POMME 
OEPMM 
EPOMM 
OMMEP 
EOMMP 
POEMM 

“I am the discarded subject.” 
 
CLUE WORTH NOTING 
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N.O. stands for Nord-
Ouest (not North-South, 
North-West), it stands for 
orientation, geography, the 
earth. Not for the light of the 
South, which tears everything 
apart, but a pale light which 
leaves all the colours 
untouched. 

“Useful things are necessary to me. 
Shovel, pickaxe, spoon, bucket, broom, 
table, chair, armchair, glass, plate. Both 
to use and to look at. When it comes 
down to it. While SHE is naked and 
filthy, devoid, rid of all accoutrements.” 
 
CLUE 
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He’s a clown. 
“I’m painting. SHE’s painting. SHE’s 
woman. I’m woman. I’m womb.” 
 
CLUE TO BE RECOVERED 
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To follow the trail. To 
attempt to assemble all the 
pieces. 

“This rain prevents me from working.” 
 
YET ANOTHER CLUE 
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A different position: 
 
Behind a wall, night. To 
observe what happens inside 
the lit-up house. Noting each 
movement. 

“SHE’s always out of place. Apart. On 
the fringes. In the wilderness.” 
 
CLUE (SHE) 
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18 September 1994, 
diversion of an Air Algeria 
flight by Algerian terrorists. 
It involved a Boeing 747 
carrying 153 passengers. 35 
were French, 2 Belgian, 5 
American, 15 Italians (on a 
package tour), 48 Algerians, 
22 Moroccans, 23 Tunisians, 
3 Syrians. They demanded 
international recognition of the 
state of war in Algeria. 

“Paper aeroplanes whose flight is 
simple and brief, wooden aeroplanes 
incapable of flight, borne at arm’s 
length, plastic aeroplanes too fragile for 
war.” 
 
FORTY-NINTH CLUE 
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Circular, repetitive 
movements. He seems to be 
singing and dancing. Like an 
Indian. Like a savage. 

“Where’s the truth?” 
 
WRONG CLUE 
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He cooks. Oregano, garlic, 
thyme, olive oil. After taking 
a crap in the middle of the 
room. After carefully cleaning 
it up. He cooks his shit. 

“I use whatever I can. I use the worst.” 
 
NOTEWORTHY CLUE 
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I’m on the corner of the street, 
sitting on the front steps of a 
small middle-class apartment 
building. The hunt continues. 

“My fingers stink of onion and white 
spirits. There are traces of red around 
my nails, of green on my left palm.” 
 
HAVE WE REACHED THE END 
OF THE CLUES? 
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It could be a matter of casting 
adrift, from things seen or 
heard. Of a deviation, a 
détournement. 

“SHE obsesses me.” 
 
THE INQUEST RESUMES:  
A NEW CLUE 
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N.O. which is also, 6 
December, a photograph by 
C.R. The one of a man front-
on. Red shirt, complexion and 
hands waxen like a waxwork 
dummy. His eyes behind 
thick glasses. An uneasy, 
timid air. The photograph of 
a man who both conceals and 
displays himself. Seized. 
Without preparation, 
transformed. Against the 
background of a photobooth. 

“It’s in the ground that you have to 
plunge your hands. In the stirred-up 
ground. And to filthy your nails.” 
 
IN THE GROUND, A CLUE 
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It is an ENTRY INTO 
SEPARATION. 

“If the oak tree dies, what motif would 
I work?” 
 
FIFTY-FIFTH CLUE 
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Day one: 
 
– Walks in the garden. 
Cuts, using fingernails (not 
with the pruning sheers, 
which are too far off), a 
withered orange rose. 
Notices the bean stalks 
which seem to have sprouted 
up. Also notices a type of 
minuscule clover with tiny 
yellow flowers. Dressed in 
black. Black shirt, trousers 
in heavy cotton, also black. 

“Fire also requires a structure.” 
 
FIFTY-SIXTH CLUE 
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Next day: 
 
– Watches the storm. 

“I couldn’t have done without silence. 
Lots of silence.” 
 
FIFTY-SEVENTH CLUE 
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Next day: 
 
– Dressed in green and blue. 
A very luminous green, called 
“lime.” The blue is that of 
lapis lazuli. 
– Disturbed on the train by 
the mechanical whistling of an 
old man. 

“I declared all-out war on them. In the 
name of painting. And the only ones 
who count from now on are the 
SAVAGES.” 
 
ANOTHER CLUE? 
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Next day: 
 
– Examine three bodies on 
display and notice the aura of 
the one who stiffens, with a 
sidelong observation. 

“The savages are closest to things.” 
 
SHE AGAIN, ANOTHER CLUE 
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The number of clues is fixed 
at sixty-one. With the sixty-
first clue, the story will come 
to an end. 

“The TRUTH is in the quest.” 
 
ALWAYS HER, THE INQUEST 
CLOSES IN AROUND THIS CLUE 
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And N.O. means no, 
means refusal, what won’t 
resign itself, what struggles 
and searches, it means escape, 
death and what dies, it 
means the margin, again, 
and what is at stake there. 
What cannot be resolved. 

“A carafe, an apple, a fruit dish. On 
the right, a portrait of HER. Or a 
flask, an orange, a box. Or a fern, a 
ficus, a yucca. Or a mountain, a 
house, a tree. Or a pair of pliers, a 
shovel, a cracked patella. To figure 
out the motif.” 
 
SIXTY-FIRST CLUE: HER. 
THAT CONFIRMS IT. 
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G. died standing up. All of a 
sudden. In Ca., A. and M. 
were beside themselves. They 
were sickened by the brutality 
of his loss. The effacement of 
his figure left traces. Lots of 
traces on the walls. 

“Twenty-seven thousand three hundred 
and eleven characters. 
Five thousand eight hundred and forty-
five words. 
Four hundred and eight paragraphs. 
 
Six thousand and eighty-six words. 
Twenty-eight thousand three hundred 
and eighty-seven characters. 
Five hundred and four paragraphs. 
One thousand seven hundred and forty-
nine lines.” 
 
REGISTERING CLUES 
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Have I gathered all of them? 
“It’s the lines that count. The objects 
rendered by the lines.” 
 
ANALYSIS OF THE CLUES 
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I (scratched) am (scratched) 
speak (scratched) do 
(scratched) make (scratched) 
some (scratched) make 
(scratched) I assemble some 
(scratched) these are the 
sequences (scratched) some 
pieces (scratched) these are 
some stanzas (scratched) these 
are some stances 

“I’ve seen everything poorly.” 
 
BLAME THE CLUES, 
CONCLUSIONS OF THE INQUEST 
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“19 August [1986], at the 
age of 56, returning from a 
stay in I., G.G. was struck 
down by a heart attack. The 
interment took place in a little 
village in A., in the sole 
presence of a small group of 
those friends who had been 
able to be contacted. His 
mother later had the body re-
interred at S.-J.-du-S.” 

“Emil perished in a fire.” 
 
IS THAT IT FOR THE INQUEST? 
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He’s forgotten the contours, 
tormented by the mistral. 

“Initially I set out some objects. Yes, in 
principle, on the table. In my room filled 
with the glare of the eastern sun. It’s not 
complicated. A glass jar, a lemon, some 
flasks of Chinese ink. Some objects. 
Contours, volumes. And the colours, blue, 
some red, shadows. I’m searching. In the 
dark. That’s enough for me. My objects 
move with the light. And I watch, I work 
without rest. Through repetition. SHE and 
I, we are savages.” 
 
THERE’S NO CHOICE BUT TO 
PURSUE HER 
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Conclusions of the inquest:  
 
I continue to search. 

“I eat some apples. Some yellow apples. 
I eat lots of them. I munch, I chew, I 
swallow. Apples. One after another. I 
attack their roundness and reduce them 
with my teeth, with my mouth. I also 
prepare the apples. I peel them and cook 
them. I cook the poorest ones. Then I 
eat them, formless, obliterated. The 
apples become my shit. And with my 
shit I make a pie.” 
 
IS IT POSSIBLE TO REACH HER? 
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POSTSCRIPT 
 

This text was begun at the request of a friend who was planning to make a film about 
the painter Gérard Gasiorowski. I was supposed to write the dialogue for it. This is how 
I came to discover Gasiorowski’s proteiform work  –  his fantastic quest for Painting and 
its personification as Kiga the Indian, Gasiorowski’s double. 

Little by little, this quest for Painting became mine. I took hold of it as a means of 
finding my own way towards Poetry. I assigned myself a double role, as an observer of 
the pictorial and fictionalised journey of a painter, and as an accomplice. On the one 
hand an investigator, on the other a thief: I was the author of a détournement and of a 
pillage.  

I deviated from the initial idea and drew out the story of the painter. It all served to 
benefit me and to benefit my own inquest. Since I was setting myself in pursuit of 
Poetry. An anonymous inquisitor.  

The dialogues for the film became the investigator’s notebook, combining personal 
notes, observations, reflections, questions, juxtaposed with the body of accumulated 
evidence, clues: the remarks (which are therefore placed within quotation marks), 
entirely invented – the ex-dialogues of the film. Some of the original remarks from it are 
included and some aren’t (intentional) – sometimes restituted, taken note of  –  the 
result of a fictional inquiry, these taking the place of photographs (the investigator takes 
photos). The titles given to the clues thus become title cards (one exposes the clues so 
as to put them in order) –  their illogical succession becoming the deployment of the 
enigma in advance of its resolution. Absent. When the accumulation of clues don’t make 
sufficient sense for designating a guilty party. Were they to make sense.  

What’s the object of the inquest? It’s troubling. Is it poetry? 
Who’s dead? What is it that’s dead? 
A matter then of a savage act (cutting up the work of a painter into little pieces) for 

the benefit of one cause: that of Poetry. 
An inquest that I’ve directed slowly, over several years: from 1993 to 1996. 
The film about G. was never shot. 
 
 
 

V.V. 
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Afterword 
BETWEEN A CACTUS & LÉVI-STRAUSS 
The Primitivist Poetics of Véronique Vassilou 

 
 
 

 
1. “Savage thought,” in Claude Lévi-Strauss’s oft-repeated dictum, “can be defined as 
analogical thought.” Analogical thought: a primitive mode of reason inhering in the 
grammar of to, with, between – hence a predilection for, and dependence upon, tropes 
of similarity, parallelism, imitation, resemblance, and all forms of correspondence or, to 
give it its proper etymological inflection, proportion. It’s on such a basis that the 
complex totemic structures which fascinated Lévi-Strauss are said to have evolved: a 
radicalisation of analogy to the point of a direct causation between things otherwise 
arbitrary in their remoteness – mediated, somewhat magically, by what Lévi-Strauss 
called the Totemic Operator. Analogy – foundational for the operations of logic and 
reason – here tends to perversity, a paranoiac method that inflates and generalises itself 
into an un-reason (an ideology). The demon of analogy is thus to the “savage mind,” 
what the Cartesian theatre is to the rationalist mind, each to some extent a reflection 
and distortion of the other.  

In her 2001 book, Le coefficient d’échec, Marseillaise poet Véronique Vassiliou exploits 
Lévi-Strauss’s analogy between “savage thought” and “analogical thought” by way of a 
system of propositions about “la pratique de la pensée sauvage.”1 The book – in the 
manner of a taxonomy, is organised (according to a type of checkerboard logic) into 
“carnets,” “listes,” “lettres,” “images” – proceeds towards an exposition on method,2 
which in turn deconstructs itself, allowing the constituent ambiguities at work in Lévi-
Strauss’s anthropology to generalise themselves into a poetics: a poetics at the limits of 
analogy. In so doing, Vassiliou employs the rigour of a forensic anthropologist (the book 
itself, as a quasi-anthropological investigation into the nature of both “la pensée sauvage” 
and La Pensée sauvage) is divided into “notebooks” recording observations, transcriptions, 

 
 1  Véronique Vassiliou, Le coefficient d’échec (Montigny: Voix éditions, 2001) 65. 
 2  In La Pensée Sauvage (1964), Lévi-Strauss rightly observes that the “opposition between nature and culture… 

seems today to offer a value which is above all methodological.” (See below.) 



 73 

genealogies, documentary details, and so on). For the most part, the propositional form 
her writing adopts achieves its effect by accumulation and exhaustion, but the paradox of 
the situation exposes itself from the outset – in the relationship between analogy (as 
trope), on the one hand, and the analogical (as a mode of thinking), on the other.  

If the mind of every investigator harbours a secret criminal, so too the mind of every 
anthropologist (or rationalist) harbours a savage (or un sauvage blessé: “Un sauvage 
blessé est un sauvage qui a oublié que le monde n’est pas peoplé que de sauvages” 
[30]). This parallelism sets in train a type of analogical spiral, from Vassiliou’s early 
observation that “Les sauvages pratique la collection” (10) to the formulation “Les 
sauvages aiment la pensée. La pensée est sauvage” (63). The work of collection, or 
“totemic classification,”3 includes, as we come to see, collections of or about thought 
(pensée) itself (the book is everywhere punctuated by lists, above all of syllogisms) – 
the whole process at work in Le coefficient d’échec is reflexive. This reflexivity extends 
to all levels of Vassiliou’s construction, from the more schematic engagements with 
Lévi-Strauss and rational discourse in general, to the tropological foundations of such 
discourse (the taxonomies of rhetoric).  

If Le coefficient d’échec bears the appearance of an orchestrated paradox, it’s no less 
an examination of the status and nature of paradox itself, in thought. There are numerous 
echoes of Bertram Russell’s attempts upon a set-theoretical exclusion of paradox – 
between types and classes (here, of propositions, clues, artefacts, linguistic objects). 
Virtually every notebook (“carnet”) begins with “Les sauvages + [verb] + [noun],” or a 
variation thereon. While within each notebook, initial propositions are subjected to 
permutational stresses by way of a battery of rhetorical manoeuvres: chiasmus, anagram, 
antanaclasis, etc.4 One example, from Carnet 16:  

 
Les sauvages s’engagent. / N’est sauvage que celui s’engage. / L’engagement est 
nécessaire à l’état sauvage. / Le sauvage s’engage souvent dans des voies sans issue. 
L’engagement du sauvage est aussi aveuglement. / Le sauvage peut s’engager sans 

 
 3  The particular logic of totemism reveals, for Lévi-Strauss, a pervasively analogical but also discursive relation 

between individual and collective epistemologies, so as to describe systems of transformation whose 
“classificatory schemes… allow the natural and social universe to be grasped as an organised whole.” Claude 
Lévi-Strauss, The Savage Mind (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1968) 135. 

 4  Lévi-Strauss himself discusses how recursiveness and repetition describe a type of periodicity in the semantic 
organisation of myth (whereby the “function of repetition is to render the structure of myth apparent”). Claude 
Lévi-Strauss, Structural Anthropology, trans. Claire Jacobson and Brooke G. Schoepf (New York: Doubleday, 
1967) 226. 
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s’engager dans une voie. Le sauvage s’engage seulement. Dans ce cas-là, le sauvage n’est 
qu’engagé… (50) 
 

Elsewhere, lists of pseudo-random details accumulate (by class, by type):  
 

les boulangers / les jardiniers / les bouchers / les maçons / les mères de famille / les pères 
de famille / les agriculteurs / les couturiers / les voisins / les Italiens / les Américains / les 
Français / les Cubans / les Espagnols / les Allemands / les poètes (plus rarement) / les 
bricoleurs / les pêcheurs… (39) 
 
11 tickets de caisse / 16 coupons de transport / 1 récapitulatif / 1 Reçu passager / 6 cartes 
d’accès à bord / 1 billet de transport bus/bateau / 3 étiquettes pour bagages / 4 billets de 
bateaux / 1 pochette de transport des billets de transport / 19 cartes postales / 1 
programme de la fête de la maison de la littérature / 7 prospectus publicitaires et 
dépliants… (41) 
 
lien / attache / brou de noix / carrée / cubique / prolongement / carotte / salsifis / 
topinambour / pli couché puis étranglé / élément irréductible… (55) 

 
It’s possible to say that Le coefficient d’échec tracks the movement of such elements, 
whose multiple singularity causes the totemic/taxonomic logics of Lévi-Strauss to 
deviate from analogy to metaphor (pensée [est] sauvage). Indeed, this tactic of enlisting 
éléments irréductibles is common to almost all of Vassiliou’s writings, for example 
Appellation Contrôlée (Marseille: Fidel Anthelme X, 2001) which includes twenty seven 
transcriptions of product labels, and Seuils (Corbières: Harpo &, 2000) which reproduces 
thirty real estate agents’ descriptions of apartment interiors, bearing corresponding 
titles, listed in the index, such as “Les sauvages aiment les paysage” (5), “Et la nature 
sauvage et cultivée” (6), “Les sauvages aiment les seuils” (16), “Les sauvages sont 
sauvages” (30), etc. 

The irreducible element, being that which can neither be summarised nor paraphrased, 
exacerbates the production of linguistic simulacra in the compulsion to determine that (not 
what) it’s LIKE. This inflationary movement exposes a radical arbitrariness at the heart of 
analogy: contexts randomise, proliferate into extreme generality (Lévi-Strauss’s 
totemic/cosmic systems of micro-macro affiliation), spawning equations of open-ended 
variability, S=P, where S and P can be any two terms whatsoever. Analogy, as Roland 
Barthes says, “goes wild [sauvage] because it’s radically exploited, carried to the point 



 75 

where it destroys itself as analogy: comparison becomes metaphor.”5 And yet, at the same 
time, as Vassiliou asserts “La souvenir de la pensée sauvage n’est pas la pensée sauvage.” 
These two orders of signification, of rememoration, remain irreconcilable, S≠P (souvenir ≠ 
pensée), and just as analogy destroys itself in the urge towards its own facticity – from the 
AS to the IS – so too metaphor, balanced upon the aporia of simultaneity or self-presence, 
deviates into analogy – from the IS to the AS. This process repeats by détournement (not 
dialectics): “the metaphor turns on itself, but according to a centrifugal movement: the 
backwash of meaning never stops.”6 Ana-logos becomes poiēsis. 
 

Totem? Objet de rituals?… Ainsi les sauvages sont aujourd’hui une tribu sans limites 
géographiques, sans totem, avec des rituels dont l’objet serait une divinité qui aurait existé, 
qui aurait disparu et que tout porte à croire qu’ils cherchent. (23) 
 

This ritual élément irréductible – perhaps it’s enough to say that it’s a word (logos) – 
which, according to certain universal myths, existed (singularly, as some fact), but 
whose truth is now lost, unattestable, remote – détourned – thereby achieving a certain 
exemplary status, a certain divinity, we might say, a certain omnipresence, by virtue of 
the fact that it is, in one sense or another, sought for. The logos of logos, for example, 
by which, as Barthes says, “meaning is diverted towards another meaning, somehow 
cast beyond itself (this is, etymologically, what the word metaphor means).”7 Hence 
metaphor (too) détournes itself, becomes, as it were, the contrary of a denotation, its 
indeterminacy giving impetus to a type of secular transcendentalism. The trope of 
equivalence remains caught up in the momentum of deferral which causes it to 
constantly spiral back upon itself until we (the purported agents of this hermeneutics) 
are no longer even able to assert what it is that’s being searched for (“observer les 
pensées est un exercice difficile” [64]). And it’s precisely between the horns of this 
dilemma (one common to anthropology and philosophy) that Vassiliou situates – always 
playfully, always with a measure of savage humour – the defining trait of analogical 
thought: 

 

 
 5  Roland Barthes, “Arcimboldo, or Magician and Rhétoriquer,” The Responsibility of Forms, trans. Richard 

Howard (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1885) 131 – my italics. 
 6  Barthes, “Arcimboldo,” 132. 
 7  Barthes, “Arcimboldo,” 138. 
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Les sauvages sont seuls à mettre en pratique le penser sauvage de la pensée. 
 
C’est le penser sauvage de la pensée. C’est la pensée sauvage en pensée. 
 
C’est la pratique de la pensée sauvage. (65) 

 
The remainder of Le coefficient d’échec is made up of short manifestos, notes and a 
“Post-propos,” containing a brief genealogy of Vassiliou’s own writings (notebooks) on 
the subject of “savages.” Two items are of particular interest. The first, “Notes d’Angèle 
en marge des carnets” (67), which contains an exposition on a certain “ELLE” (“sauvage 
et libre”); the second, “Transcription de l’enregistrement” (73), addressed to “G.G.,” 
containing a permutational series on the word “poème” (which echoes and expands 
from a similar series in the word “pomme” in an earlier published work-in-progress 
entitled N.O. le détournement).8 Both inform specific concerns of the author in her own 
pursuit of a poetics of “la pensée sauvage,” mediated by the figure (and work) of the 
artist Gérard Gasiorowski (“G.G.”). 
 
2. By choice an increasingly solitary and marginal figure during his life (he died in Lyon, 19 
August, 1986), Gasiorowski remains virtually unknown outside France. Abandoning an 
early preference for hyperrealism, his work after 1970 is described as constituting a type 
of pictorial suicide – an explicit rejection of any mimetic equation and, at the same time, a 
“critique of the Western pictorial tradition and the art market.” He founded a quasi-
fictitious institution – AWK: the Académie Worosis Kiga (an anagram of “Gasiorowski”) – 
for the purpose of staging attacks on the culture industry at large. A series of exhibitions 
in the early 1980s deployed a bogus naïve primitivism in a gesture that can be read as a 
critique of the corporate fetishisation at that time of neo-expressionists like Georg Baselitz 
and Julian Schnabel. These exhibitions included groups of paintings, drawings, and 
sculptures compos(t)ed of excrement and organic matter, purportedly by “Kiga the Indian” 
(the letters K-I-G-A comprising the first and last syllables of Gasiorowski’s name), and 
placed within a pseudo-anthropological framework evocative of Lévi-Strauss and others in 
which the system of binaries predominates (civilisation / nature, rational / savage, 
advanced / primitive, symbolic / totemic, technē / physis, and so on and so forth).  

From a level of linguistic primitivism (“Kiga” as a type of particulate substance of 
“Gasiorowski”) to a generalised schematic of analogical reductions (the primitivism 
inherent in the whole system of values underwriting the commoditisation of culture, etc.), 
 

 8  Véronique Vassiliou, N.O. le détournement (Aix-en-Provence: Contre-Pied, 1998) 11. 
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Gasiorowski’s AWK installations appropriate a totemic logic which is already that of an 
anthropological system. The availability of this system to such appropriation or 
détournement is already implied in Lévi-Strauss’s own observations about the Totemic 
Operator (a quasi-autonomous agency analogous, in effect, to the situation of the field 
anthropologist) as a “conceptual apparatus which filters unity through multiplicity, 
multiplicity through unity; diversity through identity, identity through diversity.”9 Indeed, 
what announces itself here as a system comes to resemble nothing so much as a 
methodology, in which the logic of the Totemic Operator avails itself of a certain 
rationalisation, or structuralism, and in which both Gasiorowski and Vassiliou recognise a 
critical poetics – one which détournes. Structure here is always a matrix – but not only is 
it generative of modes of systematisation, but of modes of signification. Its entire rationale 
is that of a poiēsis (of a poetics in its fullest sense). 
 

Starting from a binary opposition, which affords the simplest possible example of a system, 
this construction proceeds by the aggregation, at each end of its two poles, of new terms, 
chosen because they stand in relations of opposition, correlation, or analogy to it. It does 
not follow, however, from this that the relations in question have to be homogenous. Each 
“local logic” exists in its own right. It consists in the intelligibility of relations between two 
immediately associated terms and this is not necessarily of the same type for every link in 
the semantic chain.10 

 
Originally conceived as a screenplay on the life/death of Gasiorowski, Vassiliou’s long 
poem sequence, N.O. le détournement, develops the idea of “Kiga the Indian” into the 
feminised object (ELLE) of a type of poetic anthropology, exploring a number of tropes at 
work in Gasiorowski’s project – the exoticisation of the feminine (in a male-dominated art 
industry), the cult of authenticity (primitivism, expressionism), and the reification of art as 
a form of commodity totemism (Baudrillard’s “system of objects”).  

For Vassiliou, substituting “poetry” for “painting,” the question that presents itself is 
what do we seek when we seek the “essence” of poetry? And as with Lévi-Strauss’s 
foundational distinctions in the elaboration of a structural anthropology, Vassiliou contends 
that any such question always points us to an underlying “pensée sauvage” – not as the 
primitive form of a poetics, but as the reification of poetry itself (“C’est une ENTRÉE EN 

 
 9  Lévi-Strauss, The Savage Mind, 152-3. 
10  Lévi-Strauss, The Savage Mind, 161. Cf. the “Overture” to The Raw and the Cooked, trans. John Weightman 

(New York: Harper & Row, 1969). 
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MATIÈRE“ [22]). Hence the anthropological turn of Lévi-Strauss and its observation-
paradox become the locus of a détournement… 

The first publication of N.O. in booklet-form (1998) foregrounded the problematics of 
the anthropological method (“ENQUÊTE”) in both its structural arrangement – as an 
investigatory procès and récit, commencing with a short entry (it in fact corresponds to 
section 40 of the final sequence): L’histoire ne peut se dénouer. / “Entrer en rupture.” / 
INDICE ÉNIGMATIQUE – and its treatment of “artefactual evidence,” as (at various 
points) énigmatique, troublé, perdu, mauvais… etc. In place of a table of contents 
there’s instead a list of Énigmes – which is to say “indices” (clues, items, exhibits, 
evidence) of the text’s missing parts, among which an “index.” An actual index, 
however, is included, printed on page 35, which – in addition to entries for “indice” and 
“indices” – provides a seemingly arbitrary list of items, many of which appear in the 
book only once: Arbre, Arum, Assiette, Avion, Avions, Azalée, etc.  

Indeed, the enigmatic character of all indexicality is at the very heart of Vassiliou’s 
project. And just as the play on the meaning of “indice” doubles the function of the list 
(index) and the object-status of what it presumably points to, or thereby makes evident 
(accumulation as a means of lending weight to bare facts; as a proxy argument), so too 
the presumed object itself is doubled (ambiguated) in the figure of ELLE (analogue? to 
Gasiorowski’s Kiga). ELLE, capitalised, a reflection effect (EL-LE), stands as a type of 
universal signifier of the anthropo-poetic object. Like Nietzsche’s “woman,” ELLE 
seduces, “averts truth – the philosopher. She bestows the idea. And the idea 
withdraws, becomes transcendent, inaccessible, seductive. It beckons from afar. Its 
veils float in the distance.”11 As Vassiliou says, “ELLE est toujours déplacée. Décalée. En 
marge…” (15). It’s precisely in the figure of ELLE that analogy goes astray, exceeds 
itself; it metaphorises itself in the figure of ELLE itself/herself. The phantasm of a “truth 
in nature” (the feminine primitive) shifts from being a simple object of anthropo-
philosophical investigation and generalises itself/herself in the very status of the object: 
“INDICE (ELLE).” In short, “ELLE” invests the entire grammar of indexicality upon which 
the evidentiary system is founded, no longer merely as a type of enigmatic object, but 
as the very matrix.  
 

 
11  Jacques Derrida, Spurs: Nietzsche’s Styles, trans. Barbara Harlow (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1978) 

87-89. 



 79 

ELLE toujours, l’inquête se resserre autour de cette indice. (6) 
 
Like Gasiorowski’s “primitive” Kiga paintings, Vassiliou’s investigation into the pensée 
sauvage of poetic language troubles not only distinctions pertaining to facticity (to the 
very status of the fact), but also to those aspects of figure and ground which 
anthropology and philosophy are obliged to adhere to in order to maintain their particular 
discursive contours, at a remove from their respective objects (hence for Nietzsche, the 
feminine signifies a type of philosophical death; she, truth, seduces because promising 
oblivion, the “slumber of reason”). It also troubles the distinction between anthropo-
philosophical “knowledge” and poetic “knowledge.” From the beginning, N.O. engages 
with the ambiguities that must arise within any form of critical discourse that seeks to 
locate, outside itself, a type of objective coordinate. The AS of analogy is always (and 
not by exception) compelled towards the IS of metaphor: the discourse of reason is thus 
implicated in its socalled object, which in turn is discursive (sauvage?). ELLE is thus both 
“indice” and “histoire” (object and [subjective; “sujet écarté”] narrative, so to speak), 
just as Gasiorowski’s “primitivist” paintings are themselves the “prima natura” 
(excrement and organic matter) in which the alchemical mindset of western metaphysics 
has more often than not tended to seek its truths (even if only by negation). “C’est dans 
la terre qu’il faut plonger les mains. Dans la terre brassée. Et s’encrasser les ongles” 
(21). 

N.O., as Vassiliou writes, “c’est no, c’est le refus, c’est ce qui ne se résigne pas, ce 
qui lutte et ce qui cherche, c’est la fuite, c’est la morte et ce qui meurt, c’est la marge 
encore, et ce qui s’y joue” (28). Series or system of investigations, of clues, indices, no 
longer pointing but articulating, constituting the locus in quo; the scene of the event; the 
détournements and evasions of art, of language – metastasised in the figure of Gérard 
Gasiorowski’s death (“G.G. meurt à Lyon d’un infarctus. L’enterrement a lieu dans un 
petit village des A., en présence seulement de quelque intimes qui on pu être prévenues. 
Sa mère fera revenir le corps pour qu’il soit enterré a S.-J.-du-S.” [32]). Where does this 
all lead us?  

I want to propose that Vassiliou’s N.O., like Gasiorowski’s paintings, is not the 
deduction of a text in which a concept appears or can be retrieved simply by placing 
one’s faith in certain conventions of reason. There’s a particular difficulty we’re required 
to experience, in determining, in fact, how to go about reasoning, deducing, reading. 
Nothing is merely critiqued, nor is any argument simply rehearsed or re-elaborated. 
Insofar as we can speak of artefacts, these aren’t given objects, self-evident and so 
forth, but things made. If there’s a rapport between poetry and philosophy, or between 
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poetry and anthropology, it’s by means of a generalised poiēsis – in the generative 
tensions brought-forth by a language, a syntax, a general textual arrangement that 
demands thinking; that calls reason into being through a proto-typical act of writing that 
verges upon the impossible.  
 
3. But what is this impossibility? Firstly, it’s the impossible distanciation of analogical 
thought itself, of the spiral into metaphor, of the recursivity of the “object” under 
inquiry. “Ou est la vérité?” “La VÉRITÉ est dans la quête” (17). But what is this quest? 
This inquest? This in-quest? “Movement circulaires et répétitifs…” it (the in-quest) 
terminates only in the inauguration of its own process. “Conclusions de l’enquête: // Je 
continue de chercher. Comme lui. Il n’y a qu’à travailler” (34). This work, this writing, is 
both open-ended (so to speak) and radically finite. The serial structure of N.O., framed in 
61 parts (is it an accident that this is a prime number?) – each part divided into three, 
delineating the histoire of this in-quest – exaggerates the inductive character of an 
empiricism directed at a truth that evades inquiry, definition, summation. Such (non-) 
truth is thus factored into the work itself as détournement.  

Insofar as Vassiliou’s writing resists the de-suturing of philosophy (or anthropology) 
from the poetic, it demands that we relinquish any claims to immediate intelligibility – of 
something subtractable from language; a “pensée sauvage” demonstrable to the point of 
being demonstrative. A certain primitivism is at work here, not in the embellishment of 
an aesthetic ideology, but in the construction of a critical poetics; the step away from 
an “aesthetics of the consciousness of the self,” as Althusser says in his essay on 
Brecht, “and its classical derivations: the rules of unity.” Neither expressionism nor 
formalism, the poem as such is a type of pensée sauvage.  

In the final section of N.O. (1998), a certain anagrammatical play between POÈME and 
POMME invites analogy between the work of poiēsis and the act of rumination. ELLE, 
archetypal woman (ELLE mirrors the palindromic EVE), returns (through circularity and 
repetition) to the tree of Eden, primal scene of the fall of man, the invention of reason (and 
its contrary [Fr. tort]), and the birth of anthropology: 

 
Je mange des pommes. Des pommes jaunes. J’en mange beaucoup. Je croque, je mâche, 
j’avale. Des pommes. L’une après l’autre. J’attaque leur rondeur et je les réduis avec mes 
dents, avec ma bouche. Je prépare aussi les pommes. Je les épluche et les fais cuire. Les 
pommes que je fais cuire sont celles des pauvres. Alors je les mange, informes, laminées. 
Les pommes deviennent ma merde. Et de ma merde, je fais des tourtes. 
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We have reached that point in which the raw and the cooked coincide, we mangeons 
des pommes, we sublimate in reverse, from poetry to materia prima; once more “the 
metaphor, turns on itself, but according to a centrifugal movement: the backwash of 
meaning never stops.” 
 
 
 
 

Louis Armand 
Prague, 2011 
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