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Sheba, Hilarion. The spectator’s glance dissolves into the hal-
lucinated gaze of the hermit. Anthony then leans over Hilarion’s
shoulder, and sees with his eyes the figures evoked by the evil
disciple; and Hilarion, through the arguments of the heretics,
perceives the face of the gods and the snarling monsters, con-
templates the images that haunt them. Developed from one
figure to another, a wreath is constructed which links the char-
acters in a series of knots independent of their proper inter-
mediaries, so that their identities are gradually merged and their
different perceptions blended into a single dazzling sight.
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An immense distance lies between the reader and the ultimate
visions that entrance the imaginary figures: orders of language
placed according to degrees of subordination, relay-characters
gazing over each other's shoulders and withdrawing to the depths
of this “text-representation,” and a population abounding in
illusions. But two movements counter this distance: the first,
affecting the different orders of language, renders the invisible
elements visible through a direct style, and the second, which
concerns the figures, gradually adopts the vision and the light
fixed upon the characters and brings forward the most distant
images until they emerge from the sides of the scene. It is this
double movement that makes a vision actually tempting: the most
indirect and encased elements of the vision are given with a
brilliance compatible with the foreground; and the visionary,
attracted by the sights placed before him, rushes into this
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simultaneously empty and overpopulated space, identifies him-
self with this figure of shadow and light, and begins to see, in
turn, with unearthly eyes. The profundity of these boxed appari-
tions and the linear and naive succession of figures are not in any
way contradictory. Rather, they form the perpendicular inter-
sections that constitute the paradoxical shape and the singular
domain of The Temptation. The frieze of marionnettes and the
stark, colored surface of these figures who jostle one another in
the shadows offstage are not the effects of childhood memories
or the residue of vivid impressions. they are the composite result
of a vision that develops on successive and gradually more
distant levels and a temptation that attracts the visionary to the
place he has seen and that suddenly envelops him in his own
visions.

v

The Temptation is like a discourse whose function is to main-
tain not a single and exclusive meaning (by excising all the
others), but the simultaneous existence of multiple meanings.
The visible sequence of scenes is extremely simple: first, the
memories of the aging monk, the hallucinations and sins sum-
marized by the figure of an ancient queen who arrives from the
Orient (Chapters | and 1l); then, the disciple who initiates the
rapid multiplication of heresies through his debate on Scripture
(I and 1V); followed by the emergence of the gods who suc-
cessively appear on the stage (V); with the depopulation of the
earth, Anthony is free to return to it guided by his disciple who
has become both Satan and Knowledge, free to gauge its expanse
and to observe the tangled and infinite growth of monsters (VI,
VII). This visible sequence is supported by a number of under-
lying series.

1. Temptation is conceived in the hermit's heart; it hesitantly
evokes his companions during his retreat and the passing cara-
vans; from this, it extends into vaster regions: overpopulated
Alexandria, the Christian Orient torn by theological conflicts, all
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those Mediterranean civilizations ruled by gods who emerged
from Asia, and, finally, the limitless expanses of the universe—
the distant stars at night, the imperceptible cell from which life
awakens. But this ultimate scintillation only serves to return the
hermit to the material principle of his first desires. Having reached
the limits of the world, the grand and tempting itinerary returns
to its point of departure. In the first two versions of the text, the
Devil explained to Anthony “that sins were in his heart and sor-
rows in his mind.” These explanations are now inessential: pushed
to the limits of the universe, the arching waves of the tempta-
tion :return to. those things that are nearest. In the minute
organism where the primordial desires of life are awakened,
Anthony recaptures his ancient heart, his badly controlled ap-
petites, but no longer experiences their charged fantasies. Before
his eyes, there lies the material truth. Under this red light, the
larva of desire is gently formed The center of temptation has not
shifted: or rather, it has been displaced very slightly from the
top to the bottom-passing from the heart to the sinews, from a
dream to the cell, from a bright image to matter. Those things
that haunted the imagination of the hermit from inside can now
become the object of enraptured contemplation; and where he
had pushed them aside in fear, they now attract and invite him
to a dormant identification: “to descend to the very depths of
matter, to become matter.”®® It is only in appearance that the
temptation wrenches the hermit from his solitude and populates
his field of vision with men, gods, and monsters, for, along its
curved expanse, it gives rise to a number of distinct movements:
a progressive expansion to the confines of the universe; a loop
bringing desire back to its truth; a shift that causes a violent
phantasm to subside in the soft repose of matter; a passage from
the inside to the outside-from heartfelt nostalgia to the vivid
spectacle of life; the transformation of fear into the desire for
identification.

10. The Temptation of Saint Anthony, trans. Lafcadio Hearn (New
York: Grosset & Dunlap, [No date]), p. 164.
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2. Sitting on the doorstep of his cabin, the hermit is obsessed
by the memories of an old man: formerly, isolation was less
painful, work less tedious, and the river not as distant as now.
He had enjoyed his youth-the young girls who congregated
at the fountain-and also his retreat, and the opportunity for
companionship, particularly with his favorite disciple. His mem-
ories flood back upon him in this slight wavering of the present
at the hour of dusk. It is a total inversion of time: first, the
images of twilight in the city humming with activity before
dark-the port, shouting in the streets, the tambourines in the
taverns; followed by Alexandria in the period of the massacres,
Constantinople during the Council; this suddenly gives way to
the heretics whose affronts originated with the founding of
Christianity; behind them are the gods who once had a follow-
ing of faithful and whose temples range from India to the Med-
iterranean; and finally, the appearance of figures as old as time
itself-the distant stars, brute matter, lust and death, the recum-
bent Sphinx, chimeras, all those things that, in a single move-
ment, create life and its illusions. Further, beyond this primordial
cell from which life evolved, Anthony desires an impossible
return to the passive state prior to life: the whole of his exist-
ence is consequently laid to rest where it recovers its innocence
and awakens once again to the sounds of animals, the bubbling
fountain, and the glittering stars. The highest temptation is the
longing to be another, to be all others; it is to renew identifica-
tions and to achieve the principle of time in a return that com-
pletes the circle. The vision of Engadine approaches.11

An ambiguous figuresimultaneously a form of duration and
eternity, acting as conclusion and a fresh start-introduces each
stage of this return through time. The heresies are introduced
by Hilarion-as small as a child and withered like an old man,
as young as awakening knowledge and as old as well-pondered
learning. Apollonius introduces the gods: he is familiar with

Il. Engadine is an Alpine valley in Switzerland where Nietzsche
spent his summers between 1879 and 1888.
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their unending -metamorphoses, their creation and death, but he
is also able to regain instantly “the Eternal, the Absolute, and
Being.”*? Lust and Death lead the dance of life because they
undoubtedly control the end and new beginnings, the disintegra-
tion of forms and the origin of all things. The larva-skeleton, the
eternal Thaumaturge, and the old child each function within
the book as “alternators” of duration; through the time of his-
tory, myth, and the entire universe, they guarantee the hermit's
recapture of the cellular principle of life. The night of The
Temptation can greet the unchanged novelty of a new day,
because the earth has turned back upon its axis.

3. The resurgence of time also produces a prophetic vision of
the future. Within his recollections, Anthony encountered the
ancient imagination of the Orient: deep within this memory,
which no longer belongs to him, he saw a form arising that repre-
sented the temptation of the wisest of the kings of Israel-the
Queen of Sheba. Standing behind her, he recognized in the shape
of an ambiguous dwarf, her servant and his own disciple, a
disciple who is indissociably linked to Desire and Wisdom.
Hilarion is the incarnation of all the dreams of the Orient, but
he possesses as well a perfect knowledge of Scriptures and their
interpretation. Greed and science are united in him-covetous
knowledge and damnable facts. This gnome increases in size
throughout the course of the liturgy; by the last episode, he has
become gigantic, “beautiful as an archangel and luminous as the
sun.” His kingdom now includes the universe as he becomes the
Devil in the lightning flash of truth. Serving as an embryonic
stage in the development of Western thought, he first introduces
theology and its infinite disputes; then, he revives ancient civiliza-
tions and their gods whose rule was so quickly reduced to ashes;
he inaugurates a rational understanding of the world; he demon-
strates the movement of the stars and reveals the secret powers of
life. All of European culture is deployed in this Egyptian night
where the spector, the ancient history, of the Orient still haunts

12. The Temptation, p. 97.
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the imagination: the theology of the Middle Ages, the -erudition
of the Renaissance, and the scientific bent of the modem period
The Temptation acts as a nocturnal sun whose trajectory is from
gast to west, from desire to knowledge, from imagination to truth,
from the oldest longings to the findings of modem science. The
appearance of Egypt converted to Christianity (and with it
Alexandria) and the appearance of Anthony represent the zero
point between Asia and Europe;, both seem to arise from a fold
in time, at the point where Antiquity, at the summit of its achieve-
ment, begins to vacillate and collapses, releasing its hidden and
forgotten monsters, they also plant the seed of the modem world
with its promise of endless knowledge. We have arrived at the
hollow of history?

The “temptation” of Saint Anthony is the double fascination
exercised upon Christianity by the sumptuous spectacle of its past
and the limitless acquisitions of its future. The definitive text
excludes Abraham’s God, the Virgin, and the virtues (who appear
in the first two wversions), but not to save them from profanation;
they were incorporated in figures that represent them-in Bud-
dha, the tempted god, in Apollonius the thaumaturge who re-
sembles Christ, and in Isis the mother of sorrows. The Tempta-
tion does not mask reality in its glittering images, but reveals
the image of an image in the realm of truth. Even in its state of
primitive purity, Christianity was formed by the dying reflec-
tions of an older world, formed by the feeble light it projected
upon the still grey shadows of a nascent world.

4. The two earlier versions of The Temptation began with: the
battle of the Seven Deadly Sins against the three theological
virtues (Faith, Hope, and Charity), but this traditional imagery
of the mysteries disappears in the published text. The sins appear
only in the form of illusions and the virtues are given a secret
existence as the organizing principles of the sequences. The
endless revival of heresies places Faith at the mercy of over-

~ 13. The “hollow of history” may represent Foucault’s understand-
ing of the “event”, see below, “Theatrum Philosophicum,” PP. 172-
176, for a discussion of this term.
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powering error; the agony of the gods, which makes them dis-
appear as glimmers of imagination, transforms Hope into a futile
quest; and nature in repose or with its savage forces unleashed
reduces Charity to a mockery. The three supreme virtues have
been vanquished; and turning away from Heaven, the saint ‘lies
flat on his stomach, and leaning upon his elbows, he watches
breathlessly. Withered ferns begin to flower anew.”** At the
sight of this small palpitating cell, Charity is transformed into
dazzling curiosity (“0 joy! 0 bliss! | have seen the birth of life
| have seen motion begin.”),*® Hope is transformed into an un-
controllable desire to dissolve into the violence of the world
(“I long to fly, to swim, to bark, to shout, to howl.*),*” and
Faith becomes an identification with brute nature, the soft and
somber stupidity of things (“I wish to huddle upon these forms,
to penetrate each atom, to descend to the depths of matter-to
become pure matter.”) 17

This book, which initially appears as a progression of slightly
incoherent fantasies, can claim originality only with respect to its
meticulous organization. What appears as fantasy is no more
than the simple transcription of documents, the reproductions of
drawings or texts, but their sequence conforms to an extremely
complex composition, By assigning a specific location to each
documentary element, it is also made to function within several
simultaneous series.’® The linear and visible sequence of sins,
heresies, divinities, and monsters is merely the superficial crest of
an elaborate vertical structure. This succession of figures, crowded
like puppets dancing the farandole, also functions as: a trinity of
canonical virtues; the geodesic line of a culture born in the
dreams of the Orient and completed in the knowledge of the
West; the return of History to the origin of time and the begin-
ning of things, a pulsating space that expands to the outer limits

14. The Temptation, p. 163.

15. lhid.
16. Ibid.
17. Ibid, p. 164.

18. See below, “Theatrum Philosophicum,” p. 180, for a discussion
of the importance of the concept of series.
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of the universe and suddenly recedes to return to the simplest
element of life. Each element and each character has its place
not only in the visible procession, but in the organization of
Christian allegories, the development of culture and knowledge,
the reverse chronology of the world, and the spatial configurations
of the universe.

In addition, The Temptation develops the encapsulated visions
in depth as they recede, through a series of stages, to the dis-
tance; it constitutes a volume behind the thread of its speeches
and under its line of successions. Each element (setting, char-
acter, speech, alteration of scenery) is effectively placed at a
definite point in the linear sequence, but each element also has
its vertical system of correspondences and is situated at a specific
depth in the fiction. This explains why The Temptation can be
the book of books: it unites in a single “volume” a series of
linguistic elements that derive from existing books and that are,
by virtue of their specific documentary character, the repetition
of things said in the past. The library is opened, catalogued,
sectioned, repeated, and rearranged in a new space; and this
“volume” into which Flaubert has forced it is both the thickness
of a book that develops according to the necessarily linear thread
of its text and a procession of marionnettes that, in deploying its
boxed visions, also opens a domain in depth.

\Y

Saint Anthony seems to summon Bouuard et Pécuchet, at least
to the extent that the latter stands as its grotesque shadow, its
tiny, yet boundless, double. As soon as Flaubert completed The
Temptation, he began his last book. It contains the same ele-
ments: a book produced from other books; the encyclopedic
learning of a culture; temptation experienced in a state of with-
drawal; an extended series of trials; the interplay of illusions
and belief. But the general shape is altered. First, the relation-
ship of the Book to the indefinite series of all other books has
changed. The Temptation was composed of fragments drawn
from invisible volumes and transformed into a display of pure
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phantasms: only the Bible—the supreme Book-shows the Sov-
ereign presence of the written word in the text and on the center
of its stage; it announced, once and for all, the powers of tempta-
tion possessed by the Book. Bouvard and Pécuchet are directly
tempted by books, by their endless multiplicity, by the frothing
of works in the grey expanse of the library. In Bouvard €t
Pécuchet, the library is clearly visible—classified and analysed.
It can exert its fascination without being consecrated in a book or
transformed into images. Its powers stem from its singular ex-
istence-from the unlimited proliferation of printed paper.

The Bible has become a bookstore, and the magic power of
the image has become a devouring appetite for reading. This
accounts for the change in the form of temptation. Saint Anthony
had withdrawn into idle seclusion jn his desire to avoid the
disturbing presence of others; yet, neither a living grave nor a
walled fortress are sufficient protection. He had exorcised every
living form but they returned with a vengeance, testing the saint
by their proximity but also by their remoteness. These forms sur-
round him on every side, possess him, but disappear as he extends
his hand. Their operation places the saint in a state of pure pas-
sivity: his only function was to localize them in the Book
through happy memories or the force of imagination. All of his
gestures, every word of compassion, and any show of violence,
dissipate the mirage-proving that he had suffered a temptation
(that only in his heart did an illusory image take on reality).
Bouvard and Pécuchet, on the other hand, are indefatigable
pilgrims: they try everything, they touch and are drawn to every-
thing; they put everything to the test of their marginal industry.
If they withdraw from the world as the Egyptian monk did, it
is an active retreat, an enterprising use of their leisure where they
summon, with constant recourse to their extensive reading, all
the seriousness of science and the most solemnly printed truths.
They wish to put into practice everything they read, and if suc-
cess eludes them, as the images dissipate before Saint Anthony,
it is not as a result of their initial gesture but of their persistent
search, Their temptation arises from zealousness,
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For these two simple men, to be tempted is to believe. It is to
believe in the things they read, to believe in the things they
overhear; it is to believe immediately and unquestioningly in the
persistent flow of discourse. Their innocence is fully engaged in
this domain of things already said. Those things that have been
read and heard immediately became things t0 do. But their enter-
prise is so pure that no setback can alter their belief: they do
not measure their truths by their success; they do not threaten
their beliefs with the test of action. Possible disasters always
remain outside the sovereign field of belief and their faith re-
mains intact. When Bouvard and Pécuchet abandon their quest,
they renounce not their faith but the possibility of applying their
beliefs. They detach themselves from works to maintain the daz-
zling reality of their faith in faith. They repeat, for the modem
world, the experiences of Job; stricken through their knowledge
and not their possessions, abandoned by science and not by
God, they persist, like him, in their fidelity-they are saints. For
Saint Anthony, unlike these modem-day saints, temptation lies
in the sight of the things without belief. it is to perceive error
mixed with truth, the spectre of false gods resembling the true
God, a nature abandoned without providence to the immensity
of its spaces or the unleashing of its vital forces. And para-
doxically, as these images are relegated to the shadows from
which they emerged, they carry with them some of the belief
that Saint Anthony had invested in them, if only for an instant—
a part of the faith he had invested in the Christian God The
disappearance of those fantasies that seemed most inimical to
his faith does not forcefully reinstate his religion, but gradually
undermines it until it is completely taken from him. In their
fanatical bloodshed, the heretics dissolve the truth; and the dying
gods gather into their darkness part of the image of the true
God. Anthony’s saintliness was broken in the defeat of those
things in which he had no faith; and that of Bouvard and
Pécuchet triumphs in the downfall of their faith. They are the
true elect. They were given the grace denied the saint. t

The relationship between sainthood and stupidity was un-
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doubtedly of fundamental importance for Flaubert; it can be
found in Charles Bovary; it is visble in Un coeur simple, and
perhaps as well, in the Sentimental Education; it is essential to
The Temptation and Bouuard, but it adopts symmetricaly op-
posite forms in these books. Bouvard and Pécuchet link saint-
hood to stupidity on the basis of the will-to-act, the dimension
where they activate their desires. they had dreamed of being
rich, of being men of leisure and independent means, men of
property, but in achieving these goals, they discover that these
new roles necessitate an endless cycle of tasks and not a pure and
simple existence; the books that should have taught them how to
exist dissipated their energies by telling them what they must
do. Such is the stupidity and virtue, the sanctity and simple-
mindedness of those who zealously undertake to make of them-
selves what they already are, who put into practice received
ideas, and who silently endeavor throughout their lives to achieve
union with their inner selves in a blind and desperate eagerness.
Ch the other hand, Saint Anthony links simplemindedness to
sainthood on the basis of a will-to-be: he wished to be a saint
through a total deadening of his senses, intelligence, and emo-

tions, and by dissolving himself into the images that come to him

through the mediation of the Book. It is from this that the tempta-

tions increase their hold upon him: he refuses to be a heretic,

but takes pity on the gods; he recognizes himself in the tempta-
tions of Buddha, secretly shares the raptures of Cybele, and weeps

with Isis. But his desire to identify with the things he sees
triumphs when faced with pure matter: he wishes to be blind,
drowsy, greedy, and as stupid as the “Catoblepas”;*® he wishes
that he were unable to lift his head higher than his stomach

and that his eyelids would become so heavy that n% light could

possibly reach his eyes. He wishes to be a dumb creature-an
animal, a plant, a cell. He wishes to be pure matter. Through

this deep of reason and in the innocence of desires that have

19. The Temptation, p. 159.
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become pure movement, he could at least be reunited to the
saintly stupidity of things.

As Anthony is about to accomplish his desire, the day returns
and the face of Christ shines in the sun: the saint kneels and
returns to his prayers. Has he triumphed over his temptations;
has he been defeated and, as a punishment, must the same cycle
be indefinitely repeated? Or has he achieved purity through the
dumbness of matter; is this the moment when he achieves a true
saintliness by discovering, through the dangerous space of books,
the pulsation of innocent things; is he now able to perform,
through his prayers, prostrations, and readings, this mindless
sanctity he has become?

Bouvard and Pécuchet also make a new start: having been
put to the test, they are now made to abandon the performance
of those actions they had undertaken to become what they were
initially. They can now be purely and simply themselves: they
commission the construction of a large double desk to reestablish
the link to their essential nature, to begin anew the activity
which had occupied them for over ten years, to begin their
copying. They will occupy themselves by copying books, copying
their own books, copying every book; and unguestionably they
will copy Bouvard et Pécuchet. Because to copy is to do nothing;
it is to be the books being copied It is to be this tiny protrusion
of redoubled language, of discourse folded upon itself; this in-
visible existence transforms fleeting words into an enduring and
distant murmur.?® Saint Anthony was able to triumph over the
Eterna Book in becoming the languageless movement of pure
matter; Bouvard and Pkcuchet triumph over everything alien
to books, al that resists the book, by transforming themselves into
the continuous movement of the book. The book opened by Saint
Anthony, the book that initiated the flight of all possible tempta-
tions is indefinitely extended by these two simple men; it is
prolonged without end, without illusion, without greed, without
sin, without desire.

20. See above, “Language to Infinity,” p. 55.



