“Scribo: taciturio”

Who looks for questions today,
the questions to so many answers devoid of question marks; who, having rejected high positions, “high social status”, the media and honours, sets off a journey with no aim – frightened, yet with no fear?  
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Krzysztof Rutkowski

Pascal Quignard’s literary activity can be named “an autobiographical love diatribe”, following a modified formula of Jacqueline Risset, a professor at the Roma Tre University and the author of the newest translation of Divine Comedy into French”.  “I do not write under constraint, neither out of habit, willingness nor for money. I write to live. I write because it is the only way to speak while being silent” – this aphorism comes from Le nom sur le bout de la langue (The Name on the Tip of the Tongue, 1993). 

To make it even shorter, in Vie secrète (Secret Life, 1998) he writes: “Writing consoles speech in silence”. And he puts it even shorter in Petits Traités (Little Treatises II, 1990): “Scribo: taciturio”. “I write: I want to remain silent” or “I write because I want to stop speaking”, “I write so as not to speak” or, even differently: “I write: I desire silence”. 
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 The list of Quignard’s “par-fables” written so far covers more than fifty titles, not to mention his translations, prefaces, and afterwords, and his subject bibliography contains more than a hundred reviews and sketches on his writings published in the press. Michel Deguy, in his essay, titled “L’écriture sidérante” (“Stricken writing”) asked: “How does it happen that Pascal Quignard writes such beautiful books?”. Precisely, how does it happen that in a period of intellectual prostitution disseminated and supported by the media, by publishers and by a pack of semi-intellectuals, there appeared someone who, with profound care, reads the works of old masters, and for whom reading means a slow following every word with his finger on the page, re-writing again, so that reading becomes a magic action of retrieving wisdom; who watches the reflection of the French language in the mirror of Greek and Latin; who asks questions  about mysteries which are the simplest and thus inexpressible, crouching at the tip of the tongue; who, today – as Nietzsche would put this, looks for questions for so many answers devoid of the question marks, thus who, having rejected high positions, “high social status”, the media and honours, sets off a journey with no aim – frightened, yet with no fear ? 

Who is the one who writes to speak tacitly? 
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 The volume Pascal Quignard. La mise en silence is closed with his short autobiography.

“I was born in Normandy, in w Verneu-il-sur-Avre, on 23rd April 1948. My parents were professors in Classics. I became the third, the youngest of the four children. My father belonged to a family of organists, who, for three centuries, used to play in Bavaria, in Wirtemberg, in Alsace, in Anjou, in Versailles, in the United States. My mother came from the family of Sorbonne professors and spent her childhood in Boston. I spent my first years in the devastated port of Le Havre among ruins, rats and buildings being rebuilt anew. I completed the first years of the primary school in a wooden barrack in which there was an iron coal stove: a terrible smell was coming out. I passed the high school finals in a secondary school in Sèvres.

I obtained a diploma of Master in Philosophy at the Nanterre University. My professors were Emmanuel Levinas and Paul Ricoeur. In 1968 Louis-René de Forêts accepted my first book for the Gallimard Press: it was an essay about  Delié by Maurice Scève’, and then immediately he involved me into the journal L’Ephémère, in which he made friends with Michel Leirise, Paul Celan, André du Bouchet, Gaétan Picon, Henri Michot and first of all with Pierre Klossowski. Two years later, Emmanuel Levinas joined l’Ephémère and was publishing his texts there.

In July 1969, I began reading manuscripts for Gallimard; in 1976 I joined the Editors’ Committee. In 1989 Antoine Gallimard nominated me into the board of  directors. In 1990 I became the Secretary General of the Publisher.

Simultaneously with the work of the reader-reviewer, I carried out small research and reconstructed texts in the National Library (collected works of  Maurice Scève, prose of Dom Deschamps, great poems of Guy Le Fèvre de La Boderie), I translated from Greek (Lycophron, Damakios), from Chinese (Kong-suen Long), from Latin (Porcius Latro, Albucius Silus). I lectured at the University of Vincennes (the Middle Ages and Renaissance) in 1971–1974. I lectured at École Pratique des Hautes Études (the origin of the ancient novel) in 1988–1990.

As an amateur musician (organs, cello), in 1988, I became an advisor in the Baroque Music Centre. In 1990 I was nominated to the post of the President Concert des Nations under the guidance of Jordi Savall. In 1992 I founded, together with  François Mitterrand, the  Festival of Opera and Baroque Theatre in Versailles. 

In 1992 I gave up writing for the press and participating the literary awarding prize committees. In  1993 I resigned from the post of the President of Concert des Nations. At the beginning of 1994 I dissolved the Festival of Baroque Operas in Versailles and at the end of April the same year I withdrew from the Gallimard Press.

Since April 1994 I have been solely reading and writing”.
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 Pascal Quignard has stressed many times that he is quite reluctant to call himself “a writer”. He would prefer to act as “a reader”, someone who includes a new utterance into a sequence of already read out statements; someone who undertakes a dialogue with books, with the Book, with the Library. 


As a hunter for whom a stick, some fur and footprints on the sand are a sign of the presence of an absent animal, for him writing becomes reading of traces: “writing is the best way of thinking”. In Quignard’s opinion, the invention of script is also “a consolation of speech in silence”. Silence is precisely the place where speech and script meet. Reading in silence, writing in silence are also listening to the lost voice, hunting for the voice, once lost: “Imitating great predators”, wrote Quignard in Rhétorique spéculative (Speculative rhetoric) – “helped man to invent man. Neither laughter, nor language, nor the ability to use tools nor the erected posture constituted that invention. Hunting was the invention. While using the arch palaeolithic hunters played a lethal sound on its only string (thus they invented the music of death), that is, the speech adopted for capturing trophies. (...) To read means to search with the eyes, through centuries for that one arrow, shot from the inside, from the depth,  from the beginning, at the beginning”.

What hunting requires from a hunter is not only an increased watchfulness, energy, speed, agility, experience and intuition. One of the conditions of success at hunting is the ability to hide. You hunt in semi-shadow, covertly, lying in ambush, waiting, crouching; one single lean out of the ambush endangers your life. A thought must not trust only thinking – if a thought does not want to be thoughtless; writing has some value if it has a dose of incomprehensibility. This leads to a loss, madness, loneliness, aphasia, amnesia, collapse of grammar and/or syntax. This frightens. This causes shame. Loneliness and fear, amnesia and aphasia lie both in writing and thinking – in writing as thinking.

Silence, staying silent is Quignard’s hunting areaa. “This is an erotic obsession” – Paolo Bagni observes in his essay, “Le visage de la langue” (The Face of Speech),  and he understands the word “obsession” as passion, combative fierceness, and not as psychotic possession.

In the first chapter of Rhétorique spéculative, titled “Fronton”, Pascal Quignard wrote that he tried to remember the tradition of “anti-philosophical” thinking, consisting in the discovery of connections between speech-voice-music and nature, i.e. practising “archaeology” of speech back to the time and place when the flesh was the word. The subject of “speculative rhetoric” is not any language: philosophical, poetic, literary, but the primeval being of speech. Speech – the entire language and every utterance expressed and possible to be expressed – becomes “a metaphor, transfer, pathos  (...) with the intermediation of metaphor (transfer) the existing being transcends its existence inhabits a different type of being which it never inhabits permanently. The speech never speaks directly. Although it has moments of rest, it changes, transfers, shoots and conceals. We transfer words that lack their faces”. 

Paolo Bagni observed that the French word visage (face) has two different equivalents in Italian: volto and viso. The origin of viso is Latin videre, thus in this case face means something that has a visual manifestation and that directly uncovers its own presence. Viso aims directly: it is an image; it is as much as (and as little as) a meaningful sign. One can say, using other rhetorics, that the word indicates the image that does not contain any secrets. In viso there is a permission, consent, openness: a visa is stamped in one's passport to show that its holders do not hide anything and that they are more “transparent” than those who have not received the visa, the sign of confidence.

Italian volto originates from the Latin vultus, which Cicero defines as imago animi, attributed solely to humans, and not to animals (“vultus qui nullo in animante esse praeter hominem potest”), however, it is worth remembering that the word vultus was also used to describe the grimace of hatred  (“vultus acer in hostem”), animal muzzle (“simiae vultus”), and a mask („vultus Epicurios”). Vultus, thus, means the countenance of the soul reflected on the face, which has been the interest of the semiotics of physiognomy from antiquity to the first half of the 20th century, that is till the moment when all speculations concerning the connections between physiognomy and soul were regarded as perverse and unscientific.

In the development of humanity, Quignard attributes a significant role to predation or imitating predation. This is the story of a prey trying to imitate the predator; of a herbivore that first became a scavenger, feeding on the prey of great predators along with vultures and wolves, and then became a predator itself. “This is the first metaphor: such transcending of the borders. People were imitating animals devouring others, thus becoming those animals: bears, deer, vultures, wolves, buffaloes, mammoths. (...) Hunting became the sole mode of existence: the animal became all: the model, the rival, the god at the same time, (...) the expedition  became the destination, the world became the road. On the rock carvings in Grotte de La Madeleine, a human face takes on animal features: the head of a bear, wolf, vulture or deer”. In his essay “Meditazioni del Chischiotte”, written in Madrid in 1914, Ortega y Gasset observed: “Man spends his life trying to show others that they are different than they really are. The only way to change what is into something different lies in a metaphor (...). In this way we are convinced, against all expectations, that metaphorization is the essence of human condition, and man is an existential metaphor”. 

Man “creates the face” (volto), gains some countenance for a short period of time, which means that he assumes some “mug” because of another man: he puts on a mask in which animal features play a very important role. Animal masks create face metaphors and metaphors are faces of speech. The countenance as “viso” shows what can be seen directly and what is legible at once: this is a woman, that is a man, this is a young person, old person, not an old person, clean-shaven, with lipstick on, tall, long-legged, etc.

The face as volto emerges, moving towards us, gets closer and compels us to create our faces in relation to the one that compelled us to do so. Two primeval images allow to grasp the meaning of the face understood as volto: the muzzle of a wild animal and the mouth of the mother. In both cases something that precedes speech comes into being. In Rhétorique spéculative Pascal Quignard wrote that inside the open muzzle of a beast there is the highest concentration of the silent speech, an omen of devouring, death, rotting, excretion. The mouth of the mother speaks beyond speech. Language is not the beginning of understanding. Children, before they learn to speak, want something other than a language. It is not the existence of the language, language competence as specialists put it, that pushes children towards language learning, but the mouths of their mothers, their transforming smiles, the expression of their eyes.
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 Dionysus  is the patron of Pascal Quignard’s literary experiments. So is Dionysus’ intercourse with Ariadne, described by Karl Kerényi in his Dionysus: Archetypal Image of Indestructible Life, in which he proved that in the archaic myth “conception and birth do not cross the limits of the same couple. A son-husband conceives a mystical child with his mother and daughter and this child will seduce his own mother”. A son, at the very moment of his birth, loses his mother and his life is lead by a mysterious need of uniting with her again. Music and speech result from this tragic division. 



Quignard, an expert on the ancient people, knows much about the holy game which is not the imitation of life, but uncovering its imperishable core; he knows the essence of tragedy, sexual relation, the basis of imperishable life. “Christianity”, wrote Leszek Kolankiewicz in his Dziady. Teatr Święta Zmarłych (Forefathers’ Eve. A theatre of All Souls’ Day), prevented us from seeing sexuality in the sphere of the sacred, in the rites of other religions sexuality is strongly marked. (...) Sexuality and fertility are not in conflict with holiness; on the contrary, they are strongly connected with it, as they both touch on the essence of the mystery of life. Thus sexuality (...) even in the strongest, the most shameless and even debauched forms never fouls the holiness of the drama or its participants ”. Fallus was, beside the mask, Dionysus’ idol and that is why Aristotle could write in Poetics:  “Be that as it may, Tragedy – as also Comedy – was at first mere improvisation. The one originated with the authors of the Dithyramb, the other with those of the phallic songs, which are still in use in many of our cities”. (1449a, 8-12).
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Another patron of Pascal Quignard’s literary experiments is also one of Dionysus’ later worshippers – Artur Schopenhauer, who knew that the world is theatre: of fear, devouring, suffering and that the will to live can be stopped with self-knowledge, yet with no effect or with regrettable effects. An attempt to look for salvation: a momentary union and harmony in a sexual act ends like a tragedy, as it shows the most acutely the tragic dimension of existence, which for Schopenhauer constitutes the Aristotelian misery, becoming hero’s fate, not because of villainy, but because of a great error, a misfortune which touches everyone, inevitably, although in infinite forms. And this is why Schopenhauer repeats after Calderon: “man's greatest offencre is that he has been born”.
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 Pascal Quignard’s experiments have one more patron, another Dionysian follower, and Schopenhauer’s disciple – Friedrich Nietzsche: “I am a disciple of  the philosopher Dionysus; I should prefer to be even a satyr to being a saint (...) there is not even a shade of wishes (for future). Nothing: let it last as it lasted yesterday, as it lasts today  –  no new events first of all... It seems to me that one has lived too long: there is no more time for such an occupation. To sum up: I call myself to reason; I change my opinion; I would like to entertain myself. I am afraid that this lack of willingness manifests in my becoming pregnant” – he wrote in French to Brandes in 1898, when his descent to hell already started, and in the fragments from his period of (holy?) insanity, when he was torn between overtly affectionate mother and venal sister, he noted that he was dancing in the area between Dionysus and Ariadne, yet he was never corrupted with indecency.
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“Amat qui scribit, paedicatur qui legit. Celui qui écrit sodomise; celui qui lit est sodomisé”. “Who writes  – penetrates. Who reads – succumbs”. This is the aphorism attributed to Septumius, by the author of Le sexe et l'effroi (Sex and Fear).

Translated by Katarzyna Bazarnik with the cooperation of Katarzyna Spiechlanin

