GEORGES

This book recounts what must be one of the most unusual intellectual BATAILLE
journeys of modern times, in which Georges Bataille — still best known
outside of France as a highly wrought pornographer (The Story of the Eye
etc.) — having spent the early Thirties in far-left groups opposing the rise of
Fascism, abandoned that approach in order to transfer the struggle on to
"the mythological plane".

In 1937, he founded two groups in order to explore the combinations of
power and the "sacred" at work in society (Bataille associated the sacred
with expenditure, eroticism and death). The first group, the College Of
Sociology, gave lectures that were intended to reveal the hidden
undercurrents withjn a society on the verge of catastrophe. Bataille and
Roger Caillois produced some of their finest texts for these sessions, in which
many of the most celebrated intellectuals of the period participated. The
second group was Acéphale, a genuine secret society whose emblem was a
headless figure that in part represented the death of God. This "ferocious"
anti-religion enacted torch-lit rituals in aforest at night beneath an oak tree
that had been struck by lightning. Until the discovery afew years ago of the
group's internal papers (which include theoretical texts, meditations,
minutes of meetings, rules and prohibitions and even a membership list),
almost nothing was known of its activities. Flere is the story of what must
be among the strangest associations in political, literary or occult history.

This book is the first to collect a representative selection of the writings
of Bataille, and of those close to him, in the years leading up to the war. They
judged that the time was right to confront the most intractable problems of
the human condition head-on: how to live an integrated existence in a
universe that was ruthless, absurd and indifferent? And how to oppose
repressive and unequal social structures given the obvious impotence of the
democracies and the political left when faced with far-right ideology? Such
themes have a renewed resonance today.

The texts published here comprise lectures given to the College of
Sociology by Bataille, Caillois and Michel Leiris, essays from the Acéphale
journal and a large cache of the internal papers from the secret society. A
desperate narrative unfolds, and Bataille risked all in this wholly >
unreasonable quest. With afew fellow travellers, he undertook what he later n
described as a "journey out of this world".
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PREFACE

This book was originally intended to be two books: a selection of the lectures given by
Georges Bataille and his closest associates to the College of Sociology, edited by Alastair
Brotchie, and avolume by Marina Galletti presenting the papers of the secret society of
Acéphale that she had discovered. As we discussed these joint projects it gradually
became inevitable that they should merge into one volume, so close were the
connections between these groups — in fact Bataille himself described the College as
the public face of the secret society.1We therefore came to the conclusion that combining
the original two books would allow these connections to be appreciated for the first time,
since no such volume has appeared in French.

However, Bataille was also involved in athird initiative during this period, namely the
publication of the journal Acéphale, a project which preceded the other two, and
influenced both. So we decided to include a selection of texts from this also. The finished
book thus presents a selection of texts by Bataille and his closest friends that we believe
accurately reflects their ideas at a particularly tumultuous and significant period, both
for themselves and society in general, in the last few years before Europe was gripped
by total war.

The texts included here show how Bataille was struggling towards an analysis,
principally through the College, of what he saw as the essential problems of human life,
and formulating an attempt to act upon this analysis through a secret "order", Acéphale.
Bataille's writings grapple not only with seemingly intractable existential issues, but also
gradually reveal a personal narrative of quite remarkable power and tenacity.

Our decision to combine the two books means that in the critical commentaries that
follow, the texts elucidating Acéphale, both the society and the journal, have been written
by Marina Galletti, and those concerning the College by Alastair Brotchie; the selection
of both sets of texts have been made in the same way. The Chronology of events,
intended to situate these texts firmly in their times, was a collaboration, although the
parts relating directly to Acéphale are Marina Galletti's.2Both the lectures to the College



and the papers of the Society were originally published in superbly comprehensive
academic editions, by Denis Hollier and Marina Galletti respectively.3 We are deeply
indebted to these works, in particular to the ground-breaking scholarship of Denis Hollier,
without which this book would not have been possible. It is our aim here, however, to
make these texts more accessible to a general readership by extracting them from this
learned matrix, because these eloquent cries of defiance confront problems that are
entirely relevant to present times.

The 1930s were of course dominated by the rise of Hitler and the ideology of the Nazi
Party. Fascism stalked Europe, a new World War appeared inevitable, and politics seemed
powerless to avert it. The European democracies were enfeebled, no more so than when
they stood by and watched the destruction of the Spanish Republic. Meanwhile, Soviet
Communism was hopelessly compromised by Stalinism, the left as awhole was split and
ineffectual and the French right was poised for outright collaboration. Nazism had seized
the moment, propelled by a mythology of Blood, Iron, Fatherland and Volk.

The Society of Acéphale and the College of Sociology were in fact the culmination of
Bataille's years of opposition to the "tricephalous monster” of Fascism, Communism and
Christianity. Both were intended to embody a "moral” revolution within a community, a
morality that would have three great exemplars: Sade, Kierkegaard and Nietzsche. Their
creation marked the final stages on a strange itinerary, from what began as an almost
conventional political opposition to Fascism in the early Thirties, and ended with torchlit
ceremonies in aforest at night beneath atree that had been struck by lightning. The texts
in this book go a long way to explaining this journey of Bataille's. To many they will feel
entirely relevant today, when the monolithic force of unrestrained capital is homogenising
the world in its own image, fuelled by the illusory rise to power of the so-called populist
right — illusory because those that have brought it to power will inevitably allow this
power to be seized by an ever more limited elite.

In this way we can see, in the Chronology that follows, that Bataille's activism was
initially concentrated in leftist politics, within the anti-Stalinist Democratic Communist
Circle (CCD), whose journal Lo Critique sociale published his essay, "The Psychological
Structure of Fascism". This was followed by his activities in Contre-Attaque (Counter-
Attack), an organisation formed primarily by the groups around Bataille (mostly
associated with the CCD), and André Breton (the Surrealists and their fellow travellers).
Contre-Attaque defined itself as an anti-Communist opposition to Fascism, #14 85, but
it was also anti-capitalist, anti-parliamentarian and anti-Christian. Its brief existence can
be traced in the Chronology between April 1935 and September 1936. Bataille threw
himself into this group whole-heartedly, despite already having serious reservations
about the efficacy of political action. Its collapse in acrimony confirmed for him the



impossibility of such action. The various groups he went on to form, in particular the
Society and the College, were in part intended to pursue this opposition by other means,
but also to align these aims with ideas Bataille had outlined in his earlier writings,
explored in Marina Galletti's introduction below. Acéphale the journal, and Acéphale the
secret society, came first, though their roots may be found in ideas dating back to the
early 1920s.
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Miriel and Anne-Solange Noble. Finally, Véroniqgue Ambrosino, Daniel and Martin Andler,
Nicola Apicella, Michele Boucheix Bergstrasser, Jean-Marc Chavy and Colette Peyrelevade,
Antoine Chenon, Clément Chéroux, Jean-Jacques Dautry, Estelle Delvolvé, Michel Fani,
Serge Fournié, Elisabeth Girard, Frangoise Kite, Jean-Frangois Louette, Cécile Moscovitz,
Benoit Puttermans, Dominique Rabourdin, Jacqueline Risset, Catherine Roux Lanier, Sara
Svolacchia, Emmanuel Tibloux, Eric Walbecq and Corinne Waldberg.
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MARINA GALLETTI

The Secret Society of Acéphale: “A Community ofthe Heart”

THE REDISCOVERY OF ACEPHALE

For a long time almost nothing was known of the secret society of Acéphale, even though,
according to Maurice Blanchot, for Bataille it was "the only group that mattered".1
Towards the end of the Seventies, around when Denis Hollier's book Le College de
Sociologie emerged as the standard reference work for the study of the communities
created by Bataille in the 1930s, my request for atelephone interview with the physicist
Georges Ambrosino, an ex-member of Acéphale, came to nought, despite his initially
warm reaction to my research. Pierre Klossowski had been asked to authorise the
interview and must have refused to give his approval, and so Ambrosino's telephone
went unanswered. As Michel Camus wrote in 1995, all those who were a part of Acéphale
"have been, and remain, obstinately silent".2

Yet there were exceptions. Patrick Waldberg denounced the mysticism of "joy in the
face of death” in 1943, and as early as 1945 Roger Caillois revealed the shocking proposal
for a human sacrifice which, he said, the participants had thought would "consecrate
their cause and for ever ensure their fidelity to it".3 Michel Fardoulis-Lagrange, a friend
of Bataille's in later life, even went so far asto put a name to the willing sacrificial victim,
that of Michel Leiris.4 Otherwise, those who were still alive and who had been close to
Bataille never ceased to maintain that they knew nothing of the group. Leiris, meanwhile,
confirmed the ritualistic aspects of Acéphale,5 and André Masson the existence of
ceremonies in the forest of Marly. Masson also clarified the distinction between the
journal Acéphale, created by "an extremely small group, but not secret”, of which he was
a member, and the secret society of Acéphale, founded "some time afterwards" and in
which his only involvement came after it had ended, when André Breton asked him to
make a sculpture of the headless figure of the Acéphale for the Paris Surrealist Exhibition
of 1947 (which he declined to do).6

The focal point of any study of Acéphale should have been Bataille's own "History of
a Secret Society", which he announced as one of the chapters in a volume to be called

Left: André Masson, The Crucified Christ, etching from Sacrifices, 1936.



L'Amitié, part of a proposed collective work called the Atheologicol Summa. But this
"History" has never been found, there is no text with this title in his CEuwres completes/
nor among his manuscripts deposited in the Bibliothéque Nationale in Paris. All we have
from him isthe journal Acéphale, which from 1936 to 1939 partly expressed the aims of
the Society, and his "Autobiographical Note", written many years after the group had
broken up, which revealed the boundless ambitions he had had for it at its formation.
Then he had envisaged it as pursuing "religious, but anti-Christian, essentially Nietzschean
aims",8although in the same note Bataille acknowledged the impulsive character of this
enterprise, and in a later fragment even dismissed its intentions as being purely comic.
Yet although Acéphale was a community that was "short-lived of necessity, essentially
unviable"9and hence doomed to failure, it never ceased to obsess Bataille, and he later
wrote that its failure had led directly to the Atheological Summa. In this context, in 1959-
60 — when he republished Guilty, a diary written just after Acéphale broke up and which
was to have been a part of the Summa — Bataille recalled the pseudonym of "Dianus,
the name of a great Roman god"10that he had used in 1940 for an extract from Guilty
published in a periodical. It had been one of a number of names for a new magazine he
had proposed to Caillois in July 1939, soon after the final lecture at the College, but it
must especially have called to mind those night-time meditations in the ancient forest
of Cruye at the foot of a great oak tree decapitated by lightning, which the sculptor
Isabelle Waldberg evoked for me in her studio in the rue Larrey.1l

These mysterious rites, only an inkling of which could be gleaned from the brief
section in Bataille's complete works called "Relating to Acéphale", celebrated the sacrifice
of the head in all its variant forms: from the death of God as proclaimed by Nietzsche, to
the destruction of the celestial gods claimed by National Socialism. Considered specifically
as a linking of religion and politics, they were also a consecration of regicide, a
continuation of the celebration of Louis XVI's execution proposed by Contre-Attaque.
Finally, they signified the desire to go beyond the struggle initiated by Surrealism against
the triad of father, fatherland and all forms of patronage.

Decapitation, arite whose revolutionary intentions had been signalled within Contre-
Attaque by Marcel Jean's drawing of a calf's head on a plate (p.105), was transposed by
Acéphale to a site of great consequence in the history of France, albeit long forgotten,
where, not far from the stricken tree, these "murderers of God" pledged to bequeath
their existence to the empire of death "in such away that it makes life into a power and
an eruption”, 41. Acéphale's regicidal ceremonies took place in the ruins of the ancient
fortress of Montjoie, the very place of myth where the conversion of the first king of
France, Clovis |, to Christianity established the meeting of military and religious might, a
concentration of power that Bataille had described in his essay "The Psychological



Structure of Fascism". This then was where the battle-cry of "Montjoie", so celebrated in
the Chanson de Roland,12 was heard for the first time. Acéphale would lay claim to
Montjoie from 1937, yet not in the name of this "pious and monarchical"13 version of
the Middle Ages. Instead Bataille championed another, more archaic, more impious and
bloodier version that was personified by Gilles de Rais, the very incarnation of the feudal
principle of "expenditure”, but also a descendant of the first knights, the Germanic
berserkers Dumézil described as initiates of the god Odin.14 It was also the age of the
"chansons de geste", the verse tales of heroic deeds which had so fascinated Bataille
since his reading of Léon Gautier's La Chevalerie that his thesis at the Ecole Nationale
des Chartes had been written on "The Order of Knighthood, A Tale in Verse from the 13th
Century". In the late Forties he commented15that the ritual of a knight's "dubbing"”, the
"blow to the neck of the initiate", was a sort of "mystical decapitation" intended to bring
about "a change of personality”".16 All of these elements would find their counterparts in
the secret society.

For Bataille, his Dianus pseudonym above all "corresponded to the religious and
paradoxical atmosphere"17 at the time of the beginnings of Acéphale. In the late Fifities
he associated its origins with his earlier studies of the history of religion as it related to
secret societies in "primitive" societies, and to the theory of sacrifice put forward by
Durkheim, Mauss and Hubert. Then too Bataille noted the connection with Surrealism,
recalling in Critiquel8 that according to Maurice Nadeau the group was "a sect of
initiates",19 and that Monnerot had called it a "social set, joined together by chance,
without obligation or prohibitions [...] based on elective affinities".20

Shortly before Bataille's death, at the end of October 1960, Acéphale was still so urgent
a preoccupation for him that a preliminary "meeting between a few of us" (namely
Ambrosino, Leiris, Waldberg and a new adept, Jacques Pimpaneau) was proposed, prior to
a more general gathering ofthose who had been involved with the group.2LSuch a proposal speaks
volumes for the persistent validity of the sacred, and of the continuing "necessity" for
what had been at stake in Acéphale, even if it was "both urgent and impossible to satisfy"
owing to the "loss of any inclination for sacrifice"2in contemporary society.

Yet all of this, in the words of Michel Camus, "was only the visible part [of Acéphale],
everything else was invisible". The situation was further complicated by the fact that
some, "such as Isabelle Waldberg, Georges Ambrosino and Patrick Waldberg, participated
with Georges Bataille in the elaboration of the myth of the Acéphale [...] but did not write
for the journal. Whereas others, who did collaborate on the journal, did not necessarily
belong to the group of initiates."23

The turning point in my attempts at reconstructing the history of the group came in
the early Nineties when a file resurfaced containing texts written by members of the



Society which had belonged to the poet Jean Rollin, one of its adepts. Dominique
Rabourdin, with whom | had come into contact through Jean-Pierre Le Bouler, a Bataille
specialist, had published one of these documents, "Twenty Propositions on the Death of
God" (see *65). He put the others at my disposal, and later introduced me to Rollin. At
about the same time | visited Marie Tourrés in Saint-Germain-en-Laye, and she gave me
copies of Bataille's letters to Pierre Kaan, some of which had appeared in her master's
thesis on the left-wing review, La Critique sociale, 24

| had known André Bareli since the Eighties. A chemist in the Thirties, he had formed
a small group called ABC, with two other members both of the CCD and Acéphale,
Ambrosino and the mathematician René Chenon. | also made contact with Jacques Chavy,
a decorator, who had not only been a member of the Society but was also the legal
representative for two of the issues of Acéphale. Meetings with Bareli and Chavy resulted
in a lot of material on Bataille, but strangely little on Acéphale. This was because Bareli
was not an initiate of the group, but also because Chavy insisted on maintaining an
ironical attitude that reduced everything we spoke about to insignificance. It took me a
while to understand that this was a mask that allowed him to keep a secret which was as
meaningful to him then as it had been originally. Even so, for many years, | established a
ritual of meeting up with Chavy and Bareli at least once ayear, Bareli at his apartment at
84 rue Michel-Ange in the 16th arrondissement, and Chavy in a café, usually the Rue,
near the Bibliothéque Nationale, where Bataille had been a regular visitor. Two other
members of Acéphale gave me interviews, the historian Henri Dubief, whom |went to
see at Cachan in the south of Paris, and the writer Michel Koch, whom | met several times
inthe apartment where | stayed in the rue de la Montagne Sainte-Geneviéve. Dubief was
informative on the beginnings of the group, and Koch on the end period of Acéphale.

Other contacts were also established, each of which proved essential, in their own
way, to reconstructing the history of the secret society, as well as what preceded and
followed it: René Lefeuvre, to discuss the magazine Masses; Jean Lescure, André Frénaud
and Pierre Prévost, in relation to the Socratic College; Flora Acker, the widow of Adolphe
Acker, an old member of Contre-Attaque; Charles Ronsac, a close friend of Boris Souvarine
whom | interviewed in November 1993, just before making contact with Jean-Louis
Panné, the author of Souvarine's biography; and finally Michel Pastoureau, another
member of Contre-Attaque, Daniel Guérin and Maurice Nadeau.

However, it was my meeting with Pierre Andler in 1993 which proved decisive for the
rediscovery of Acéphale. The first time we met he said that he could not tell me
everything, but what he could tell me would be faithful to what the secret society had
been. On his suggestion | arranged a meeting with him and Chavy at the Closerie des
Lilas (Andler then suggested we move to a less noisy café nearby, but | don't remember



its name). | am unsure whether this meeting had the effect of reviving in them the
excitement they had shared as fellow-conspirators in Acéphale, but this book isthe result
of that meeting. Both brought documents with them: Chavy's were papers relating to
Contre-Attaque, while Andler's were the "Creation of the 'Internal Journal™ #14, and
also some Acéphale documents that had been entrusted to him by another adept, Imre
Kelemen, before he returned to Hungary. As we left the café, Andler told me of the
existence of other papers, and Chavy abandoned his reticence, revealing what he had
always concealed from me, that he too had afile of Acéphale documents.

A new phase thus began: putting all these papers in order. This became the first book,
entirely overseen by Andler, which was published in Rome in 1995 under the title Georges
Bataille, Contre-attaques. It gathered together the initial documents, which illustrated
Bataille's journey, in the years of the growing menace of Fascism, through the CCD and
Contre-Attaque, and after the failure of this latter group, his involvement with Acéphale.

This was only afirst step though. I sent my book to Michel Waldberg, who suggested
that | publish it in Paris with La Différence, with the addition of papers belonging to his
parents, Isabelle and Patrick Waldberg. In the mean time, Alfredo Salsano suggested
bringing together the Acéphale texts and those of the Society under the title La congiura
sacra. This book was published in Turin in 1997 by Bollati Boringhieri, with an introduction
by the philosopher Roberto Esposito. It included the Acéphale texts already published in
Contre-attaques, Chavy's documents, three texts by Jean Dautry found by his son Jean-
Jacques, the papers from Michel Waldberg, Ambrosino's letters to Patrick Waldberg from
the Librairie Jacques Doucet (which Esther Ambrosino only authorised after reading
them), as well as new texts from Andler found during my visits to his home in Recloses
near Fontainebleau.

In 1995, towards the end of one of these visits, Andler told me, on Fontainebleau
station, that this would be the last time: he bid me a final goodbye as | got on the train
back to Paris. In the brief, silent exchange of glances that followed, numerous questions
rushed into my mind, but my emotions prevented me from putting them into words...
This meeting, was it perhaps a last mark of friendship made under the seal of the death
he felt was imminent? Again, no words. The next moment, pressed up against the
hermetically sealed window of my compartment, | could only reply with a wave of the
hand. Then his silhouette, motionless on the platform, grew more indistinct until it was
no more than a black shape... A while afterwards, in 1999, L'Apprenti sorcier came out
from La Différence, and this too included previously unpublished texts: those found by
Lia Andler after the death of Pierre and sent to me via Claudine Frank, as well as the
papers of Henri Dussat kept by his adopted daughter, Michele Boucheix Bergstrasser, and
others by Dautry.



The present edition, which in certain respects puts forward a new interpretation of
these texts, does not include all the Acéphale documents from L'Apprentisorcier. It does,
however, contain some found since that book was published: by adepts responding to
Bataille's writings, and two texts | published in journals, "The Constitution of the Self is
Highly Paradoxical", #11, by Ambrosino,5and one of Bataille's letters to Louis Couturier
(Michel Carrouges), #87,% found by his son, Jean-Louis. My reading of the
correspondence between Chavy and Dussat, which Claudine Frank is preparing for
publication, has also been extremely helpful for this book.

Various other documents that must have existed are still missing, however, in
particular the reports of some of the sessional meetings, and the initiation documents
of many of the adepts (those not among the signatories to *41), including that for Rollin.
He told me he was initiated in November 1937,27 probably by Patrick Waldberg, in a
ceremony involving the pact of blood, a dagger and a blindfold. The corresponding
document is also lost for the Japanese artist Taro Okamoto, whose rite was enacted in
1937, also with a pact of blood28and probably preceded by the same "oath of silence"”
to which Waldberg had submitted, #68, on the balcony of the building where Bataille
lived at 76 bis rue de Rennes. This demonstration of commitment to the Society could
take various forms. Michel Koch told me that he signed his pledge in ataxi at the Place
de la Concorde in the presence of Bataille and Ambrosino.® Also missing is the
"document intended for the judiciary" which Bataille, according to Caillois, had obtained
from the consenting victim of their proposed human sacrifice, in order to establish the
innocence of the executioner who would carry it out.3

THE ORIGINS OF ACEPHALE

The birth of the secret society of Acéphale cannot be detached from the history of Contre-
Attaque, the group whose formation in 1935 marked the reconciliation of Bataille and
Breton around a common goal: to make the struggle against the threat of Fascism, then
led in France by the Popular Front, more effective by forming a Popular Front of the streets.
This brief experiment met with a double failure. On the one hand, it showed that left-wing
politics was not up to the task of impeding the rise of Fascism and, on the other, it
demonstrated the inability of the groups involved — Bataille's faction within Souvarine's
CCD, the October group and Breton's Surrealists — to join together. Acéphale refused to
follow Contre-Attaque on the first point by turning its back on direct political action, and
modified its approach to the second, by radically reinforcing the initiatory structure this
"union of revolutionary intellectuals" had inherited from Surrealism.

Moreover, in light of the documents gathered here, Contre-Attaque could even be



seen as something of a parenthesis, since Acéphale was also the culmination of earlier
preoccupations of Bataille's. Inthe mid-1920s, he and Leiris, Masson and Nicolai Bakhtin,
brother of Mikhail, had had the idea of founding an "Orphic and Nietzschean secret
society", #14 810. This was the first version of the secret society, but neither Leiris nor
Masson ever spoke of it, and the inaccessibility of Bakhtin's papers makes further
comment impossible. Nevertheless, #14 does tell us what Leiris had suggested calling
this community: Judas. The name of the traitorous apostle often recurs in Leiris's work
in different contexts,3L and it echoes too from the very heart of Acéphale in atext of
Bataille's from 1937, #35.

As for Orphism — which made Dionysus its central divinity, or, according to another
version of the myth, put this god in opposition to the Apollonian Orpheus — it provided
Bataille with the model of a heterodox initiatory sect dedicated to subverting the
established order, whether religious or political, from within. The idea may well have
come from Leiris who, as early as 1924, had noted in his Journal:3 "Study carefully all
the cosmogonies of the past". If we accept Marcel Ddtienne's thesis, that "Dionysism
makes it possible to escape the human condition from below by becoming bestial [...],
while Orphism allows a similar escape from above towards the divine",3then it could
be said that Acéphale was intended to operate specifically from the Orphic to the
Dionysiac, from the celestial world to that of base matter. Dionysism was still present in
contemporary religious forms, as Henri Jeanmaire34 noted, as exemplified by the Zar of
Ethiopia, aform of spirit possession studied by Leiris himself.

It was the philosophy of Nietzsche, however, which had originally brought these four
conspirators together. Bakhtin first read The Birth of Tragedy at the age of eleven; Leiris
reviewed Chestov's The Idea of Good in Tolstoy and Nietzsche in 1925, awork that Bataille
had co-translated;3whilst for Masson Nietzsche was aformative encounter he described
as "the Great Awakening", and as having "fallen from heaven to bring him into the
world".3 Bataille, for his part, would write For Nietzsche in 1945, although he had first
read his works in 1917.37 Moreover, upon reading Beyond Good and Evil in 1922 he
concluded "I simply thought that there was nothing left for me to write".38

The complicity between Bataille and Masson, based upon this shared admiration for
Nietzsche, was first manifested in the illustrations created by Masson for Bataille's
clandestinely published early erotic fictions. It was deepened by the various affiliations
which connected the writings of the one to the pictorial work of the other, and in the
Thirties it became a real communion of understanding.3®The fruits of this collaboration
included the texts Bataille wrote or completed in 1935 in Tossa de Mar, the small Spanish
fishing village where Masson had settled in 1934: his novel Blue of Noon, which he
dedicated to Masson, the brief diary Les Présages, whose title is a tribute to the 1933



ballet of this name by Masson and Léonide Massine, and above all their joint creation,
in April 1936, of the journal Acéphale. "What | have thought and what | have put forward,
I have not thought or put forward on my own," wrote Bataille in "The Sacred Conspiracy",
« 1, the first text in this journal, and which was written in Tossa de Mar.

In English, an acephal simply means a creature without a head, and such a being first
appeared in Bataille's work in an article he published in 1930 in Documents, "Base
Materialism and Gnosticism",40 which was illustrated with a Gnostic seal depicting a
headless god. The theme of the acephal, however, may be detected even earlier in
Bataille's works, in texts written in the 1920s, such as this description of the pineal eye:
"The [pineal] eye is located in the centre and at the top of the skull, and as it opens on
to the incandescent sun so asto look at it with all its solitary strangeness [...] it is blinded,
as in consumption or in afever that devours the whole being, or more specifically, the
head."41 But around this time Masson had also depicted an acephalous man with his
head burnt away by the sun in his painting Man, which although now lost, was described
by Artaud in his first book.4 It is not at all surprising therefore that the acephalous man,
conceived by Bataille as a representation of the "leaderless crowd" and as the image of
an existence in a "Universe where God is dead", *14 8§11, should come to be visualised
by Masson. His drawing for the cover of Acéphale depicted a mythical figure fit to
represent the new moral community. In Masson's many variations on this figure, the
Acéphale at times assumes the guise of Zarathustra, Dionysus (p.186) or the Minotaur
(p.160, the bull of Numantia, a reference explained below); it also appears as a
bicephalous beast, part goat and part bull (p.190), or even, after acquiring a head made
up of a hammer and sickle, finds itself launched into the struggle against Spanish Fascism
(p.34). Masson first gave this figure form in an "automatic" drawing that depicted a
beheaded man, standing with legs apart, with the instrument of sacrifice and self-
mutilation in his left hand, and in his right "the flaming heart of the Christians, or a
grenade; or even the plucked-out heart of Dionysus, a grenade born of the blood of this
same god [...] there are two stars on his chest and on the stomach a spiral [...], that special
example of a maze that can only be followed in one direction and which is only found in
archaeological sites in ancient Babylonia, where it represents the use of the intestines
for reading omens."43 In place of the genitalia was a skull.

Certain underlying concepts of the secret society of Acéphale make their first
appearance intwo publications by Bataille from 1936, both in collaboration with Masson.
The first was the small collection of text and images, Montserrat, which relates the ecstasy
experienced by Masson in 1934 "during the night of the Landscape of Wonders" (and re-

Right: Gnostic seal from the 3rd/4th century: Acephalic god surmounted by two animal heads.



experienced by Bataille and Masson together in 1935, see p.100,8 to 12 May). This event
was recalled in Masson's drawing overleaf, for the second issue of Acéphole. Here the
headless man is delivered to the vertigo of the abyss of heaven, with his right foot planted
on the summit of the mountain of Montserrat, while the left descends into a "sea of
clouds". Bataille's contribution to Montserrat, entitled "Blue of Noon" (not the novel of
the same name), introduced an even more complex perspective and one that was
reminiscent of the pineal eye that signified the possibility of "vertical" as opposed to
normal vision, and thus the conflicting urges of humanity: ascension towards spiritual
light, or the abject descent into base matter. Bataille later added to Montserrat afurther
text, set in Mexico, which he sent to Masson in a letter. In "Calaveras", the "ecstatic hilarity
brought on by the proximity to death"44 of the local populace is brought to the boil both
by the carnival of the Mexican Day of the Dead and by the potent images in Eisenstein's
documentary iQue viva México! The implication was that revolutionary action may
proceed from the exhilaration of the festival, which was the opposite in every way to the
sombre mortuary symbolism of Fascism.

The second of these two publications was Sacrifices, an album of five etchings begun
by Masson in 1931-2 on the theme of "gods that die" (Mithras, Orpheus, The Crucified
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André Masson, Montserrat, drawing from Acéphale 2.
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Christ, The Minotaur, Osiris), and accompanied by Bataille's text of 1933, "Sacrifices” which
was originally entitled "Death is in One Sense a Deception". While apparently unrelated
to Masson's engravings, this text contrasts the reality of the logical structure of the
"abstract self" with the "revelation of the me that dies" that "presumes the sovereignty
of individual being at the moment when it is projected into the unreal time of death. [...]
and consequently attains the same state of lacerating subversion as the god that dies."%
Bataille's interest in the "darkest Greek myths"46was shared by Masson, and influenced
the choice of name for the Surrealist journal Minotaure. Along with The Minotaur in
Sacrifices, another etching depicts The Crucified Christ with the head of a donkey, according
to the Gnostic tradition with which both Masson and Bataille were familiar. He is
surrounded by "three ecstatic women. One of them, naked, crouches down and kisses his
foot, another drinks the blood that flows from the wound in Christ's side, while the third,
also naked, collects it in a bowl".47 This image resembles similar meditations undertaken
within Acéphale, such as 943, and also echoes another passage in Bataille's text:

Christian meditation before the cross was no longer rejected with ordinary
hostility, but undertaken with atotal hostility that called for hand-to-hand combat
with the cross. As such it must, and can be lived as the death of the me, not in the
form of respectful adoration but with a hunger for sadistic ecstasy, and the
impulsiveness of a blind madness which alone accedes to the passion of a pure
imperative.48

It appears to have been an established practice for new members of Acéphale to write
an autobiographical account of how they came to the decision to join the group. At least
three such accounts survive, #15 being one of them. Dussat's account remains
unpublished, but it does reveal that Bataille's "Sacrifices" (atypescript of which circulated
among adepts and sympathisers) was the text whose revelatory character attached more
existential concerns to Bataille's theoretical writings in La Critique sociale. Dussat wrote:
"The clear revelation | had of what would become the very substance of our common
life, the subject of our individual and collective steps, [...] came about by reading various
articles signed by Georges Bataille which appeared in La Critique sociale. A little later |
read 'Sacrifices'. All this was, without question, of the utmost importance to me. This is
the moment and the place to say of Bataille that [...] it was he more than anyone who
helped us to find our path."4

Together with the project of the first secret society and the text of "Sacrifices”, the
document "Creation of the 'Internal Journal™, 914, proposed an internal diary for
Acéphale, an ongoing collection of the adepts' writings. It also singled out one particular






“In the course ofthe ecstatic vision the object is
finally revealed...
as catastrophe, but neither as God nor as
nothingness...
the object that love, incapable ofifireeing itself
except by external means, demands in order to
give voice to the cry of lacerated existence. ”

Left: André Masson, Mithras, etching from Sacrifices, 1936, from Acéphale 1 The reciprocal
understanding between Masson's drawings and Bataille's text was underlined by the publicity
announcement in which Masson's depiction of bloody sacrifice was captioned with the extract

from Bataille's text above.



text of Bataille's from La Critique sociale for the attention of the members of the Society,
and this was the one which more than any other marked out the new direction that would
preoccupy Bataille until the end of his life. It was also the text which, in the post-war
period, he hoped might become the lever that could precipitate the overthrow of the
capitalist economy: "The Notion of Expenditure”.

Published in 1933 in the September issue of the journal, and accompanied by a
preliminary note from the editorial board in which they distanced themselves from its
arguments, "The Notion of Expenditure" was, as Bareli told me, "the text that made
Bataille known".5 Years afterwards it remained much admired by the members of
Acéphale for whom it served as both guide and compass. Dussat alluded to it in his
autobiographical text; Koch reminded me of its importance in 1995; Klossowski
"unreservedly agreed"5Lwith it; and Ambrosino collaborated with Bataille after the war
on its re-elaboration in The Accursed Share, a book Chenon considered to be "a
contribution of the utmost importance".®

"The Notion of Expenditure” is primarily a theoretical text which proposes that the
central function within any social structure is one of unproductive expenditure. Bataille
was prompted by two studies by Marcel Mauss, Sacrifice, Its Nature and Function, written
in collaboration with Henri Hubert, and especially The Gift, his study of "potlatch", which
Bataille had read "around 1925", soon after it was published.33 In this work Mauss refuted
traditional ideas of the origins of economy, in particular barter, which had long been seen
as the original form of exchange. Instead he identified a "system of total prestation" as
the mode of exchange in archaic societies, a prestation being, according to the OED, "the
performance of something promised”. The communities (clans, tribes, families) within
this system "carry on exchange, make contracts, and are bound by obligations" not
exclusively concerning "economically useful things", but also gifts, "courtesies, feasts,
ritual, military assistance, women, children, dances, festivals, fairs [...] in which the market
is but one element and the circulation of wealth but one part of a wide and enduring
contract".54 Durkheim had already identified two distinct periods within the religious life
of so-called primitive societies, the sacred and the profane, a religious dichotomy that
Mauss pointed out also determined their economic activity, since exchanges tended to
take place when groups gathered and acted together, during initiations, marriages,
funerals and more generally at festivals, when the whole society was mobilised to take
part. A more advanced form of this system was potlatch, although this was more
dominated by principles of rivalry and antagonism. Bataille summarised it as "a
considerable gift of wealth publicly offered with the goal of humiliating, defying and
obligating a rival",% since the recipient then had to respond to the unspoken challenge
by offering an even more impressive gift. "It isthrough the intermediary of this form that



potlatch," Bataille continued, "is reunited with religious sacrifice, since what is destroyed
istheoretically offered to the mythical ancestors of the gift-giver." This was therefore not
a mercantile economy, and although interest was "charged" in the form of an obligation,
it did not correspond to the modern notion of interest in which an individual expects a
personal benefit or profit. Potlatch ensured that the economy of archaic societies was
an economy of loss, and the functioning of this economy, according to Mauss, was
"constant yet, so to speak, fundamental”, and constituted "one of the human foundations
upon which our societies are built", afoundation he hoped would provide an answer to
what he called "the crisis of our economy."5% For Bataille, potlatch was an important
discovery which convinced him of the superiority of inutilious consumption compared
with production and acquisition, and led him to attack the very paradigm of modernity:
Homo ceconomicus. Bataille illustrated his thesis with various examples of what an
economy of loss might entail —from luxury to mourning, from wars to cults, and more
specifically to the sacred, to games, eroticism and the various forms of art (literature,
poetry, theatre etc.). Tothese, in the last section of his article, he joined the form of social
expenditure which he considered the most dramatic in the modern world, the class
struggle. He saw this as being inevitably present in any struggle for the wealth at stake
in potlatch, which must be based upon surpluses that can only pave the way to slavery,
the situation of the proletariat in modern times. Nevertheless, the workers' revolution
was only a part of what would ensue from a system based upon potlatch. Once open to
the non-economic core of the social, to aworld beyond that of the useful as established
by the bourgeoisie, it could lead to the uncontrolled explosion of forces that once freed
"lose themselves in ends that cannot be subordinated to anything that can be
accountable".57

If the notion of expenditure was atheme Bataille returned to repeatedly for the rest
of his life, it is important in the context of this book to focus on one particular example
of it that may be found "in daily experience" and which he discussed in his essay,38namely
the "sacred" (in Durkheim's meaning of the word, explored below pp.64-67). Sacred
things, Bataille wrote, are created by sacrifice, they are the result of an "operation of
loss",® in other words an expenditure. As early as the Thirties Bataille had felt that the
renewal of a moribund society was only possible through a revival of the sacred. This
passion became his life, and he placed it at the very heart of Acéphale.

However, although the first issue of Acéphale appeared in June 1936, and work was
soon afterwards in hand on the second issue, and in spite of Bataille writing the group's
"founding"” texts (for example, #1, #6) and the contributions of various others (such as
Dussat's "Du Sang" and "Trois poémes de la vie sanglante"8 and Andler's "Moriar, ergo
sum”, #8) which together were intended to inaugurate this "religion" of acephality,



André Masson, Barcelona, July 1936, lithographic plate of a drawing.
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progress on forming the actual Society was slow and hampered by false starts.

What seems certain is that, from 4 June 1936, the "resolution to found a moral
community” (#14 812) was merged with the idea of a "study group", still structured like
a political association and with a name, the Sociological Group, that suggested both the
sociological commission once proposed for Contre-Attaque6land a secondary community
associated with one of the subjects from the masthead of Acéphale: Sociology (the others
being Religion and Philosophy). The Group's concerns in turn related to Durkheim's
sociology, which describes religion as the "administration of the sacred",& and opened
the way to the description by Hubert and Mauss of atheory of the ambivalence of the
sacred in relation to sacrifice. Yet, as Bataille later made clear from within the College,&3
the rules of the sociological method could not be followed blindly, if for no other reason
than that Durkheim excluded lived experience from analysis. It was only at the meeting
of 11 November that the Group turned a page and openly declared its religious character,
in afinal break with the political commitment of Contre-Attaque. Henceforth all militancy
and even the nascent group's "deep solidarity [...] with the Spanish Revolution”, #14 §14
— as evidenced by Bataille's pained reflections upon the "merciless denouement of the
tragedy of the workers' movement"64 and by Masson's drawing of the figure of the
Acéphale opposite — would be stigmatised as the expression of "an attitude whereby
vital sympathy and the need for limited aggression took ideological forms".

The process of forming the Society was not without its internal crises. The first
concerned the so-called "totemic" dinner scheduled for 18 December 1936, but cancelled
because of Bataille's opposition. Andler, who had come up with this idea with Kelemen,
perhaps also Dussat, so as to reinforce the fraternity of the group, later regretted that
they had not forewarned Bataille, who presumably saw it as a profane event to be
avoided when the sacred had not yet been established within the group. The eleven
names on the invitation correspond to the first state of what would become the secret
society and allow us to identify its original nucleus of members. Besides Batalille, it lists
Georges Ambrosino, Jacques Chavy, René Chenon, Pierre Dugan (i.e. Pierre Andler), Henri
Dussat, Imre Kelemen, Pierre Klossowski and Jean Rollin. Missing from this list was Henri
Dubief, who joined later on but who was only a member for a brief period, while it
includes Jean Dautry and Pierre Kaan, who took little part in the actual secret society.

The second, more serious crisis was caused by the arrival of Roger Caillois and Jules
Monnerot. Both had been close to Bataille at the time Contre-Attaque was formed but
after their split from this group the previous November (p.103, 1 November) they had
played an active role in founding the magazine Inquisitions, intended as the platform for
the "Study Group for Human Phenomenology". The journal only ran to a single issue
because of the inevitable disagreement between these two and the other co-founders,



Louis Aragon and Tristan Tzara, both members of the Communist Party. Even so, the ideas
promoted by Caillois and Monnerot in Inquisitions were essentially in accord with
Bataille's. Caillois proposed an intellectual and moral reform he called "militant
orthodoxy", supposedly "applicable to all fields of human activity", through the
implementation of a "totality of being",66while Monnerot proposed an investigation of
poetry viewed not as a form of literature, but "as a means of overcoming
contradictions."8 The failure of Inquisitions brought them closer to Bataille, and their
reconciliation, initiated by a letter from Bataille to Caillois,67 unleashed a certain amount
of disquiet among the others and endangered the very existence of the group. Traces of
this discord can be seen in Ambrosino's reaction, in a letter to Kelemen, about Bataille
being supposedly "under the influence of Caillois. Pffui—",8 Not long afterwards, at the
meeting of 29 December at the Grand Véfour, this dissatisfaction was openly voiced
within the group. The immediate cause was that the ambiguity of Monnerot's proposals
were thought to be compromised by "opportunistic considerations", #14 §16. The matter
of this disagreement was laid out in January 1937 in critical reflections by Ambrosino,
e 11, and Dubief, the latter in political terms.® The consequences were twofold: the
process of creating the society of Acéphale was speeded up, and it also led directly to
the creation of the College, as described on pp.80-83.

FORMATION OF THE SECRET SOCIETY

The Society's brief existence resembled that of a meteor whose brilliance illuminates the
night sky for only a moment. Aside from the year of preparatory work which, according
to Masson, was undertaken by a group that was "extremely small, but not secret”,
Acéphale lasted less than three years. Founded around the beginning of February 1937,
it came to an end in October 1939. Nevertheless, the intensity of its existence seems to
have had a profound effect and Bataille himself, years later, wrote that some of those
involved "retained an impression of 'a voyage out of the world"."0

When Patrick Waldberg was sent information about the Society, outlining its
"ceremony of initiation, rites and the acceptance of a way of life which, while not
outwardly visible, was destined to separate its adepts from aworld that from now on is
to be considered profane”,7Lhe was sufficiently persuaded to return to France from the
USAto take part in it. In his later account of this period he stressed its romanticism and
recalled that Bataille had compared it to Balzac's History of the Thirteen, 22which describes
a secret society called the Devorants (literally, the devourers) modelled on Freemasonry
and the Order of Jesuits. Caillois noted that Baudelaire as well as Balzac had "indulged in
imagining an association of mysterious and powerful conspirators, sophisticated and



pitiless, who formed a secret network of servants, spies and judges that operated in the
capitals and administrations of all the greatest states of the world".73Such reveries, which
Caillois interpreted as a sign of social discomfort, fuelled the overheated atmosphere at
the beginning of 1937, when the documents appeared which mark the actual birth of
Acéphale.

First was the "Memento", #16. Its central tenet, that "in war is truth", allies it with
the philosophy of Heraclitus who elevated conflict to a cosmic principle that imposed its
rule upon humanity. This text is also a sort of recollection of Bataille and Masson's
unforgettable "conversations of April" in Tossa de Mar in 1936, and thus of the second
issue of Acéphale, "whose pages were like symbols of fire"74 at the Nietzschean festival
where this pre-Socratic philosopher presided over the death of God. Included with the
"Memento", in a canvas folder for each member, was a map of the forest of Marly, #17,
which revealed the two sacred sites of Acéphale. The first of these was the stricken oak
of Acéphale, which was probably the oak of Joyenval, at the edge of the "Etoile
Mourante" (the Dying "Star"), as described in more detail in "Marly, Montjoie..."
following. 7’ The second was the ruins of Montjoie, connected by the Gate of Joyenval to
the abbey of the same name. Beyond that was the wall surrounding the 'Désert de Retz,
an estate presided over by a chateau built in the form of "a truncated column" and with
various other unusual buildings, including a pyramid and a small temple, which Bataille
and his partner, Colette Peignot (Laure), found conducive to their nocturnal rituals.7

Other early documents laid out the rules, prescriptions, oaths and rites, #19 and 20,
which would form "a body around a soul" for the Society and place "both of them under
the protection of secrecy",77 so as to strengthen the Society's cohesion and, according
to Caillois's notes read by Bataille at the College in 1938, make of it "a centre of learning
that partakes of the prestige of power". 7

In these notes Caillois also specified that "A brotherhood is not 'secret' in the true
sense of the term: its manifestations are public and its members are known. Yet it still
draws its vital force from an undisclosable religious element that is associated with it."
This element within the Society is revealed in the texts that evoke the myth of the
"stricken oak" in which it is "possible to recognise [...] the silent presence of that which
has taken the name of Acéphale, and which is expressed by these arms without a head",
 19. This new myth was related to an older myth of the sacred tree guarded by the King
of the Woods, also known as Dianus (the origin of Bataille's pseudonym), the priest-king
of the goddess Diana in the Alban Hills, south-east of Rome. Dianus was an escaped slave
who became king by murdering the incumbent and was destined in his turn to be put to
death by his successor (see "Frazer and the Death of God", pp.67-70). This idea of ritual
killing was then re-connected by Bataille to the notion of power in the lecture of this



name he gave to the College in place of Caillois. Here it played a central role in revealing
the sacrificial character of sovereignty, considered in its religious aspect, and thus of
power itself (see p.258). Frazer's study "of the prerogatives of primitive kings and the
taboos imposed on them"Pwas likewise central to another essential source for the ideas
underlying Acéphale, Georges Dumézil's Ouranos-Varuno. Dumézil found similarities
between two deposed gods, Uranus from Greek mythology and Varuna from the Vedic,
and interpreted their castrated sovereignty as an attenuated version of the death of the
king described by Frazer. Thus the legend of the tyrannical reign of Uranus, the first father
and the first king who was dethroned and emasculated by his son Cronus, is compared
to the myth of the magic reign of the god-king Varuna, who loses "his virility" at his
coronation ceremony.8 In the same lecture, Bataille added to this mythological
framework another version of sovereignty, the one pre-eminent in Western civilisation
as elaborated by Christianity: "the ignominious killing of Jesus on the cross",8Lwhich is
"endlessly repeated by priests identifying themselves with the victim".82This was precisely
the version of sovereignty that Fascism and Nazism both opposed (see p.258).

However, it was not the Christian myth of the killing of the king, when man was
supposed to identify with the victim, that persuaded the members of Acéphale, in their
war against all forms of totalitarianism, to take the train from the Gare Saint-Lazare to
Saint-Nom-la-Breteche on the night of Good Friday 1937, and then follow the itinerary
indicated on their map and walk to the "encounter with the great decapitated existence
of an oak tree". Rather they did so in "the dark hope of the crime", #21, weighed down
with dread, but without complaint and without remorse, in order to reactivate the "act
of tragedy" which Bataille showed when he spoke on "Power" at the College was at the
heart of all social structures.

The rite of meditation was followed by a communal rite of sulphurous fire,8 which
related to "the chthonic character of the mythical reality" the group was seeking, «19.
Repeated "every month on the night of the new moon", these rites were accompanied
by a radical change in the adept's way of life. His time was now divided into two distinct
periods, either "tension" or "licence". Such periods correspond to the Durkheimian
distinction between sacred and profane, between the sacred right, noble and auspicious,
and the sacred left, ignoble and inauspicious, which express a "sacred linked to social
cohesion, guaranteeing rules and taboos" or a "sacred that consists in outbursts of
violation of the rules of life".8 In the first period, "which preceded and followed the
ceremony in the forest [...] silence was maintained not only between ourselves, but also
with the profane world as a whole. On the other hand, as soon as we entered the
licentious phase [...] of promiscuity, disorder and debauch, it was nothing less than a
revival of the festivals of Dionysus".&



Acéphale 3/4, published in July 1937 in the charged atmosphere of approaching war,
was devoted to the virtues of Dionysus. The fact of his double birth and partial humanity
made him a god of tragic contradiction who, through embracing his own death by
dismemberment, celebrated both life and death simultaneously. Unlike the God on the
cross who, in Karl Jaspers's words, was "a malediction on life", Dionysus was "a conjuring-
up of life".8 This issue included an appreciation by Bataille of Jean-Louis Barrault's
production in April of Cervantes's The Siege of Numantia. In this play the besieged and
leaderless inhabitants of the city vow to die a communal death rather than submit to the
Romans, and Bataille associated their ecstatic martyrdom with the "conjuration” of the
Dionysian mysteries. Barrault, with Masson as his designer, had imbued this drama with
a new mythical meaning, interpreted by Bataille as a "community of the heart",87 which
he believed was the only sort capable of opposing the anti-Fascist farce of the Soviet
Caesar while at the same time pursuing the struggle against the Fascist German Caesar.
Inthe same issue, Caillois called fora "force of super-socialisation” in order to participate
in the "ecstatic rites and the communal understanding of the sacred" that was proper to
the ancient mysteries of Dionysus, as well as for "the spread of cults associated with the
underworld, at the expense of the Uranian religion [...] brought about by the victory of
the populace over the traditional aristocracies”, #28. Monnerot's text referenced Frazer's
The Magical Origin of Kings to announce the appearance of a new race of philosophers,
endowed with the "grace" of power and drawing from the experience of "Catilinarian
existence"8the right to be called seducers; meanwhile Klossowski took Mozart's Don
Giovanni to be the "incarnation of the Dionysian phenomenon of erotic immediacy" at
the point where Kierkegaard and Nietzsche overlapped, "the Janus head of modern
consciousness".&®

From the outset, the mythical theme of the labyrinth, as drawn by Masson for the
covers of Acéphale, both on the figure's stomach and as agraphic symbol beside the title,
had evoked the mazes to which Nietzsche "never ceased to return".Q It also referred to
the place with no exit where man, having become lost, isolates himself before becoming
his own labyrinth, formed out of the composite structure of his being and "mediated by
words, which means he is an 'autonomous being' only arbitrarily, but is profoundly a
'being in relation™
(a social group, for example), and hence discovers the "impossibility of fixing existence

. Man therefore finds it easy to join with awhole that transcends him

within any given ipse [self]", as Bataille wrote in his essay "The Labyrinth".9l In fact, he
says that our feeling for being is so uncertain that there is a principle of insufficiency
underlying human life which calls it into question to such a degree that "it was an easy
ploy for an ailing malice to discover it to be divine, and situated at the summit of a
pyramid made of the multitude of beings formed out of a vast amount of simple



matter".® Otherwise, this social structure is maintained by emptying "elements of the
greater part of their being for the benefit of the centre” Bsuch as when a child gives its
self-sufficiency to its parents, or an adult delegates to those at the core of a group of
people the responsibility for realising its being. Nevertheless, certain historic forms, such
as carnivals, Saturnalia and the festival of fools, testify to the fact that the presumptions
of those at the core can be destroyed. So it isthat Bataille comes to suppose that beyond
the "minor" form of laughter, which shores up the values of society, there is a "major"
form of laughter which is the complete negation of the foundation of all social structures
and which he embodies in this essay as a sort of Minotaur, "the monster in the night of
the labyrinth" that throws itself into "the necessity of engaging in a struggle [...] with
nothingness [...] so as to tear it apart and light up its darkness for a moment with an
enormous laugh."%

This notion of the social structure as a pyramid and its decomposition within the
labyrinthine experience% is a central motif not only of Acéphole, but also within the
Society. It can be found for instance in the text that Bataille wrote for the meeting of 22
July 1937. Here, within the labyrinth, "the contemplation of death leads to violent joy",
which shatters "the gangue of Christian piety", #22, and the question of being is
confronted with what Simmel calls the "being for itself"% of elective communities, whose
"chance of existence" is made possible by the isolation of its adepts.

The creation of the society of Acéphale, however, brought about the end of the
journal. Apart from the June 1939 issue of Acéphale —written by Bataille alone and in a
much smaller format and without a publisher — issue no. 3/4 was the last. Two further
issues were envisaged, but never appeared. The first, announced for November 1937
and with illustrations by Masson, was to have explored eroticism as a gateway to the
sacred. With this in mind, Bataille's erotic writings were circulated among the members,
including The Story of the Eye, which Andler passed on to Koch in 1938, and atypescript
of The Blue of Noon. The second projected issue, scheduled for early in 1938, was to be
devoted to "Nietzschean Politics" (see <39). No doubt Bataille's "Notes pour une
politique nietzschéenne" was written for this, even though the text is dated 1939. The
"Collection Acéphale" suffered a similar fate, and its "only publication was Leiris's Mirror
of Tauromachy, in 1938,"97 a small book that was nevertheless an essential contribution
to the study of the sacred.®8 The two other volumes considered for the collection,
Maurice Heine's Le Tableau de Tamour macabre, and a volume of William Blake, The
Proverbs of Hell and A Song of Liberty, with five drawings by Masson, did not appear.

As a forum for discussion of the topics that interested the group, Acéphale was
effectively replaced by the College of Sociology, whose founding was announced in issue
3/4 of the journal in a "Note", 031, dated March 1937. Three of its signatories, Bataille,



Caillois and Monnerot, spoke the same month at the Salle de la Maison de la Mutualité
at the launch of Acéphale 2 (p.149, 21 March). Here, differences arose between Bataille
and Caillois on one side and Monnerot on the other, concerning how the College should
be put into practice. Monnerot duly ended his involvement, although many years
afterwards he claimed the College had originally been his idea, and that he had proposed
the name in opposition to Bataille's preference for the more academic "Institute”
Another perhaps determining factor was the involvement of Monnerot's brother, Marcel,
in the violent Stalinist repression of the POUM (Workers' Party of Marxist Unification) in
Spain, a campaign strongly opposed by Bataille.®

Consequently it fell to Bataille and Caillois alone to organise the first meeting, at the
café Grand Véfour in the spring of 1937, of what would become the College of Sociology,
with Bataille ensuring that his chief preoccupation since Hitler had come to power, the
struggle against totalitarianism, would be central to the new group. Caillois read an early
version of "The Winter Wind", 030, which is lost, but the text of Bataille's speech, an
early draft for "The Sorcerer's Apprentice”, 061, has survived (029). In this he introduced
Freud's essay "The Church and the Army" as being an essential component of the new
science that must be created, namely "sacred sociology". This essay should be considered
vital both for the analysis of Fascisml®and for the understanding of social structures of
all kinds, "whether Church or religious order, army or militia, secret society or political
party".

The "Creation of the 'Internal Journal™, #14, reveals that at another early meeting,
also likely connected to the future College, Caillois suggested some preliminary principles
for the formation of a group, and Bataille read his text "What | have to say...", *13, in
which he saw a "romantic church [...] composed of the genuine contagion of the most
boldly desperate voices", as a possible model for an elective community that would be
opp-osed to the reductive tendencies of both Christianity and socialism. Therefore, if
Acéphale could be regarded, in Klossowski's words, as "the culmination of an old
conspiracy initiated in the past by isolated individuals who had passed on its watchword
while apparently remaining unknown to each other"10l — by whom he meant Sade,
Lautréamont, Hegel, Baudelaire, Rimbaud and Nietzsche — then the College too was
formed around the question of what might constitute a secret society. This would define
its activities to some extent, but would also be the cause of a disagreement in July 1939
with Leiris, even though Leiris's experiences in Gondar were central to the College's
attempt to redefine the sacred.1®

Later still there was an even more serious dispute with Caillois.13B However, when,
after the war, Bataille looked back on the influence of Durkheim's sociology and the
"remarkable" courses given by Mauss, he noted that he had shared, with Caillois,



Monnerot and Leiris, a yearning for a secondary community (which one chose to join),
as opposed to the primary community "of blood" into which one was born. Moreover,
this desire for a "mother cell for a new totality" offset their common feelings of a
"shortfall" or a "nostalgia, linked to the present state of social life" in which the notion
of the sacred, far from establishing social cohesion as in archaic societies, could no longer
be anything but "antisocial" and a "subversion" of social bonds based then (as now) on
self-interest. "If it istrue that the social bond brings into play our deepest aspirations —
which emerge under the name of religion — and that we can only respond to these
aspirations by forming a social bond (which would mean that the individual alone is not
whole, that an individual only becomes whole when he ceases to distinguish himself from
others, his fellows), then the possibility of secondary communities is necessarily, for each
of us, the decisive question."11

A BICEPHALOUS COMMUNITY, RELIGION AND POLITICS

The College was not only an institution for teaching and research but was also intended
to be a "moral community, somewhat different from the one that typically unites
researchers" because of the "infectious nature of the field to be studied”, 031. In
November 1937 it began its "theoretical teaching in the form of weekly lectures” on "social
existence in all its manifestations in which the active presence of the sacred is clearly to
be found".106 What remained carefully hidden, and was revealed only in the Society's
"Annual Summation" of 24 September 1937, #39, was that the College was, in
Klossowski's phrase, the "exoterising emanation of the closed and secret group of
Acéphale", 16 in other words, its public manifestation. As such it intended to bring to the
Society "a theoretical basis that is underpinned by a perfectly mastered understanding”
while being to some extent "outwardly aggressive" (both from #39). This remodelling of
a secret society into a dual structure was not dissimilar to the arrangement found in pre-
modern societies studied by French sociologists. Eliade wrote many years later that "secret
societies, especially in Africa and Oceania, do not limit themselves to a religious function
[...] they actually intervene in the social and political life of the community".107 Although
the College invested such initiatory groups with a radically new content, represented by
the "existential secret society" whose aim, as opposed to the "conspiracy societies"
described by Mauss, was simply to "exist", it did not necessarily follow that the College
had to assume an apolitical or anti-political position. | have shown elsewherel®Bthat the
words "secret" and "secret society", while referring primarily to the religious domain, are
not unconnected with the body politic and that Bataille — while studying through the
College how secret societies are created in theory, and how they may be a way of



rejuvenating a moribund society "at any stage of its historical development" —was forced
to concede, when faced with the impossibility of establishing an unequivocal definition
of these structures, that "a purely existential secret society" might conspire, and that "a
conspiracy society" might become "existential".1® Caillois, on the other hand, emphasised
the central role of the "society of men" in archaic societies, "with its brotherhoods, at
once public and secret",110 which Mauss had compared to the organisation of modern-
day revolutionary parties, while pointing out within the society of men the more
specifically political role of the society of the young. Thus, in the Roman world, for example,
the initiation of the youthful Luperci during the feast of Lupercalia was shown by Dumézil
to be closely connected to a celebration of royalty.111

The relation between secret societies and the "men's house' on some South Sea
island" was likewise discussed in Leiris's "The Sacred in Everyday Life", 060, which was
a response to a part of the College's programme that concerned the establishing of
"points of coincidence between the fundamental obsessive tendencies of individual
psychology and the guiding structures which govern social organisation and drive its
revolutions”, 031. Leiris's lecture coincided with the thesis he was writing for the Ecole
Pratique des Hautes Etudes on The Secret Language of the Dogon of Sangha in which
the society of men is shown to be a closed and hierarchical organisation "which plays a
leading role both in the secular and sacred life of the population."112

The form taken by the society of men at this particular moment in the modern world
was considered in two lectures at the College that showed how it was implicated in the
very beginnings of Nazism, through the Ordensburgen (elite military schools) and the
extreme nationalism of political associations in "Germany during the Romantic period".113
In light of this debate, as developed within the College, the Society — charged with
rejuvenating an enfeebled society, and thereby changing "the face of the world" —
intended to be a more effective subversive force than political parties, whose actions get
lost in "the quicksand of contradictory words", 061 8XIV. Hollier,114for his part, pointed
out the connection here with Bataille's remarks in the lecture on "Brotherhoods..." (see
pp.259-260) whereby the Society must be anti-Fascist, and yet oppose monocephalous
totalitarianism with "the empire to which the man of tragedy belongs", and also, from
Calllois's perspective, be anti-democratic and so repudiate the "emptiness” and "static
meaninglessness"115 of democratic regimes.

Not long after the College had entered the political debate with its critique of the
Munich Agreement, the "Declaration on the International Crisis", 075, Bataille announced,
in "The Tricephalous Monster", #80, the necessity for Acéphale to take afurther step and
join a new struggle. Heroic "works" must be undertaken "as an infection" in the battle
against the "three hostile heads: Christianity, Socialism and Fascism [...] on the monster's



own ground". This turning point is likewise reflected in one of the fragments of the Anti-
Christian's Manual — a text Bataille sketched out between 1938 and 1940 before
abandoning it — with a similar call for "an armour of dynamic aggression”. The Manual
also included a list of "Eleven Aggressions" which had in fact been proposed within
Acéphale in 1938. The first of these formulates the terms of this new undertaking, which
Patrick Waldberg saw as confirming the move from "Marx to Nietzsche", and was to have
been the motto of the group itself: "Chance against the mass",116 #69. In September
1937, the group also felt the need to reinforce its secrecy by means of a "permanent
formal covenant between each of us", #39, as if — with Klossowski leaving the group,
and Dautry and Dubief distancing themselves from it —the reduction in the number of
members triggered the desire for a stricter observance in those who remained; an
internal withdrawal that coincided with actions directed towards the outside.

At this time (1937, see #39) meetings were reorganised into four sessions according
to the rhythm of the seasons described in the "works of Mauss, Granet and Dumézil often
referred to by Caillois in his lecture at the College [...] on the festival".117 The rite of
"interviews" conducted with individual members also dates from September 1937. These
were supposed to have a therapeutic purpose and were usually suggested when a
member suffered from some form of depression. They took place, as Andler told me,
"without any preliminary greetings, in a café or at afellow member's apartment". By the
end of December 1937, afurther set of rules had been adopted, «45, which defined a
new form of membership, that of partial initiates or "participants" who were "a sort of
buffer between the Society and the uninitiated",118 and were admitted to the group's
internal meetings only after signing a declaration of commitment. This had to be followed,
within aweek of all the existing members agreeing to admit the new candidate, by afirst
meditation before the tree in the forest of Marly in the presence of Ambrosino and
Bataille. They, in turn, informed each of the existing members "either verbally or in a
letter simply containing the name of the new participant preceded by the sign of the
labyrinth". Just such a notification letter accompanied the announcement of Waldberg's
adeption in 1938, #63.

Bataille's "Propositions on the Death of God", #65, and "Degrees", #66, marked the
culmination of his two-pronged strategy (see #40), directed both outwards while also
strengthening "inner existence". The first of these texts opposed the Fascist revolution
that was based on the authority of the God-Chief with the Acéphalian revolution of the
murderers of God, as "the final historical incarnation of the figure of the dying god".119

The second text instituted a hierarchy of three degrees of initiation, corresponding
to stages in the subversive strategy of the Society. The first degree had the secret name
of larva, which "refers, etymologically, to phantom skeletons and masks", #66, and harks



back to Nietzsche, speaking through Zarathustra: "You 'pure’ men who put before you
the mask of a god, your hideous creeping larva is hidden behind the mask of a god".120
Masks, of course, have other meanings too, whether in primitive secret societies whose
rites are enacted almost exclusively by masked participants, or in the old rural festivals
of northern Europe which Frazer showed often involved the wearing of masks, so too
those worn during carnival. For Bataille, the Dionysian carnival was the bulwark of
democracy, as he affirmed in his lecture on Mardi Gras at the College on 21 February
1939; here, while evoking his childhood memories of masks, he outlined their role in a
possible progression from the effervescence of carnival to that of revolution. His remarks
were recalled by Jean Paulhan in a letter to Edith Boissonnas, whose notes on Bataille's
lecture in her diary include this progression: "Saturnalia, carnivals, revolutions".121

Adepts of the second and third degree were given the secret names of "mute" and
"prodigal" respectively. "Muteness", according to "TheTricephalous Monster", #80, was
a characteristic of "the man who has attained the fullness of power and virility", while
"prodigal" denoted the "self-giving" man who "does not live by bread alone", but "by
every open wound that puts human existence at stake".12 This rewriting by Bataille of
the Gospel of St. Luke (4, 4), in a version of the Manual from 1939, combines it with
Nietzsche's notion of "the sexual function asawound"123so asto assert the decisive role
of "those who accede to the necessity to be prodigal with their life without restraint”
whenever "established forms of existence are at stake."124

This notion of the prodigal enabled Bataille to formulate, as the foundation of both
individual life and history as well, a general "law of coincidence" concerning expenditure
and the avidity for being, whereby expenditure is facilitated by "o connected and
simultaneous satisfaction of avidity"15which is likewise "facilitated" by an expenditure.
However, this exchange belongs to the "heterogeneous sphere", since it lies outside even
an extended idea of economic transactions, where what is exchanged and what is
expended cannot be correlated. "It is impossible for lovers to evaluate what they give
and what they take [...] Still more so, the partisan who is so uncalculating as to prefer
death to not proclaiming his devotion to his party and so wills life to it [... by] making a
gift of his own life. He represents at once the hunger for being and for the flourishing of
his party (sooner or later) to be granted victory."1%6

At the same time, in "The New Defenestration of Prague”, a text which was not
announced in the College's programme (and is also lost) but which was written soon after
Hitler's invasion of Czechoslovakia on 15 March 1939, Bataille redefined the College by
putting forward the political principles of a sacred sociology that were aimed at renewing
existence by means of an organisation that formed an "irreducible core".127

The tenor of the indissoluble link between such subversive aims and the discipline



called for in Nietzsche's text on the "hard school" <66, is clarified by Bataille's question
— almost a cry of rage and despair — at the end of the "Note", #71, which he sent to
adepts on 8 October 1938. Observing the state of inertia within Acéphale, he wrote: "how
can we bear the humiliation, the wounds we suffer when we compare ourselves with
those who have put themselves in service to God or to some Germany?"

This was the first sign of ageneral inadequacy that would only become more obvious.
When a disagreement occurred with Kelemen in November 1938, Bataille quickly
attempted to "get to the bottom of things" by proposing that "the will to celebrate is a
profound will for death" and that "life can only consist of a contradictory alternation
between action and celebration", in this way he sought to underline how the festival was
profoundly connected with tragedy, in other words with failure, which then appears as
"the fiery halo of success".18

JOY IN THE FACE OF DEATH

The resolutions contained in "Propositions", *85, atext whose date is uncertain and may
be from the end of 1938 or the beginning of 1939, abruptly precipitated the Society into
a new and decisive phase. This text determined the "attitudes which conform to the spirit
that inspires" the organisation, so as to transform it into a "community of the heart”,
according to the formula put forward by Bataille in June 1939 at the College, but already
introduced in reference to the voluntary death of the Numantians in their struggle against
Rome. However, if grafting the conspiracy of Acéphale on to Barrault and Masson's The
Siege of Numantia, made newly relevant by the Spanish Civil War, was to have been the
means by which the group would embody the struggle against the totalitarian Caesars
of Fascism and Nazism, now it was to be a question of binding the "power the group
resolved to exercise" to its "fundamental principle [...] Joy in the Face of Death." (#85
§2). It was this principle, according to Bataille, that ensured that struggle emptied of all
ideology could become "the same thing" as life, and so affirm that there was no
contradiction between "existing and opposing a closed system of servitude", #93. In June
1939 Bataille indicated to Caillois that joy in the face of death was available only to "those
who are lucid”, and could form the basis for an "economy of sacrifice" inspired by the
model of potlatch.120 This would be the opposite of utilitarian economies of "salvation"”
and would reactivate the essential values of primitive festivals by placing man once more
"at the point of death"130 but with a "conscious will to expenditure"13l and freed from
any concern for the afterlife. Once war had begun, only "a straightforward virile attitude,
seeking neither escape nor risk" was possible for the adepts involved in it, the opposite
of military courage which implies a death "that would be a condemnation of life", *100.



When his text "Propositions" rejected "the moral bonds that claim to join the soldier
to his flag, as the fundamental condition of any participation in a military operation”
«85, it was returning to a question that had already arisen at the sessional meeting of
29 September 1938, namely what position Acéphale would take in the event of war, and
also with regard to the recent manifesto For an Independent Revolutionary Art. Written
by Breton and Trotsky (but signed by Breton and Diego Rivera for tactical reasons), it was
distributed in July as the founding document for an International Federation of
Independent Revolutionary Art (FIARI) aimed at combating the Communist AEAR
(Association of Revolutionary Writers and Artists) and with the intention of clearly
defining the relationship between art and revolution. As hostile to Stalinism as it was to
Fascism, the FIARI combined a "socialist policy of a central plan” with an "anarchist policy
of individual freedom". The differences between the positions of Acéphale and the FIARI
emerged in the agenda of the same meeting, #69, and can be summarised in four points,
the second of which was later taken up by the College's "Declaration on the International
Crisis", 075:

(1) the denunciation of "all present-day undertakings, positions and programmes,
whether they are revolutionary, democratic or national”;

(2) the putting forward of the notion of virility, which, deriving from the Latin word
vir, conveys the sense of firmness, of refusing to yield either to fear or "in the face of
necessity";

(3) the subordination of the principle of utility in the capitalist economy — and of the
enslaving morality of labour which proceeds from it —to the notion of expenditure;

(4) the creation of an order capable of exercising, by means of a "tragic gift of the
self" and a discipline modelled on that of Freemasonry or the Jesuits soon after their
order had been formed, a "religious power that is both more real and more intangible
than any that have gone before".

It now became necessary to take into account the immediate political consequences
of the Sudeten crisis that resulted in the partial mobilisation of the French army between
23 September and 6 October, and a general alert. While the alert quickly became
superfluous when the Munich Agreement brought a restoration of peace, the prospect
of war was considered in texts by two of the group's members: Andler's "The War", *62,
and Dussat's "Debate on the Problem of War" (not included here). The first, written
before the mobilisation, accepted the possibility of an armed conflict, and denounced
its possible "appeal”; the second, dating from October, contrasted death in war, in which
it is no more than an end, pure and simple, with the "apprehension of death as the
supreme object [...] of the joy of existing." Meanwhile the very core of the group was
threatened. Dussat, who had returned from a long journey to Italy, Greece and



Switzerland on 11 September, was among the first to be mobilised. He had to leave almost
immediately for his former military service regiment at Metz, from where he returned
to Paris on 8 October.1 While the letters he received from Bataille, Andler, Chavy and
Kelemen in the course of the various movements of his regiment were like "lights in
tormented darkness" to him, his "ordeal was all too real". On 3 October he wrote from
Villers-Laguenexy that the experience had forced him into "a kind of profound silence
from which [...] it will be very difficult to escape from."133

The meditation texts Bataille produced in the summer of 1939 reflected his desire to
make the "struggle" undertaken by the secret society more consequential by means of
what Jean Bruno has called "techniques of illumination". These were mystical exercises,
unrelated either to Christianity or Buddhism, which had their beginnings in a series of
ecstatic experiences whose development Bataille later traced in his book of 1945, Inner
Experience. Following his reading of Bergson's Le Hire in 1920, Bataille was struck by the
importance of laughter as a "revelation”, which "opened up the depth of things".1%4

It was the influence of this mysticism of Bataille's which, according to Patrick
Waldberg, inaugurated a "second phase"1® in the activities of Acéphale, and perhaps
coincided with Bataille's letter to the group of 31 May 1939, in which members were
urged to "put an end to all half measures,” #90. In his study of Bataille's mystical
practices, Bruno distinguished two stages. The first (the only one that interests us here),
consisted of various moments, during which Bataille, using silence and dramatisation,
pictured to himself "themes of barely tolerable emotional acuteness, [...] a world in
flames, exploding or in the process of being destroyed”,1% as in "The Star Alcohol" and
"Heraclitean Meditation”, 97 and 99, both proposed as subjects of meditation for the
group's members.

"These were 'sacrifices™ which "not only annihilated other beings or God, but in
which he was also the principal victim."137 They culminated in "The Practice of Joy in the
Face of Death" in the final issue of Acéphale, an "apotheosis of the flesh and of alcohol
aswell asthe trance states of mysticism", #94, whose "eruptive violence" recalled "André
Masson's illustrations to texts on Heraclitus and Dionysus in earlier issues of the
journal”.138BAt the same time, Bataille's more theoretical lecture to the College on 6 June
1939, also called "Joy in the Face of Death”, 095, aimed "to emphasise that the problem
of death isthe essential problem of man".1®At this point Caillois, Jean Paulhan and Jean
Wahl were unable to suppress their reservations, and the break-up of the College became
inevitable. As for the secret society, the scattering of its sympathisers by the war meant
that it survived the end of the College by only a few months. Ambrosino was mobilised
immediately at the end of his military service and stationed at VValdahon army camp, but
maintained a presence within Acéphale by joining the group reading of Nietzsche begun



in July by Chavy, Farner and Waldberg. Dussat left for Belgium and then embarked from
Lisbon on 29 August 1939 for Brazil, while Koch was called up at the end of August. The
other adepts too were "absorbed by the immediate concerns of war",140 and this was
the beginning of a withdrawal that would unite them in unanimous disagreement with
Bataille, thus preventing the extreme act he envisaged to ensure the survival of the
community from being carried out, #101. Bataille dissolved Acéphale on 20 October
1939, while noting that he did not think "it would be impossible for us to keep on good
terms at a distance”, #104. France's entry into World War Il was the final blow. Chenon
was again called up, Kelemen left for the frontl4land Leiris was sent to an artillery unit
in the southern Sahara. As for Andler and Patrick Waldberg, they both enlisted in the
French army before leaving for the USA where they later worked for the Office of War
Information along with Rollin. In 1940, Okamoto returned to Japan, and in 1941, Masson
found himself exiled to the USA where he met up with Andler, Duthuit, Rollin and
Waldberg.

The adepts were precipitated from their meditation exercises, intended to renew "that
type of tragic jubilation that man 'is™, #94, into the brutal reality of war and, for two of
them (Chenon and Koch), captivity. Bataille meanwhile continued to advance his inner
experience in "absolute solitude",1 and, "like Nietzsche, entrusted to his writing the
essence of what he wanted to communicate".143

There would be no question of Acéphale after the war, despite the brief adventure of
the Do Costa Encyclopaedia, 144which for awhile reunited Bataille and afew of the former
adepts. It was more by way of a second putting-to-death of Acéphale that a new
community came into being, both as "a direct successor to the College of Sociology",1%b
and as a rejection of Bataille:146the "Saturdays". The meetings of this discussion group
would also transcend the friendships of its members, and result in new ruptures.147
Influenced by the philosophy of Eric Weil and "headed" by Ambrosino, their weekly
rhythm between 1955 and 1972 marked a return to the tradition of Western
philosophical study (Plato, Hegel, Spinoza, Locke etc.), although with a modernist
approach that opened it up to other disciplines, including literature, music, ethnology,
sociology and neurology.



André Masson, Georges Bataille, 1937.



ALASTAIR BROTCHIE

Marly, Montjoie and the Oak Tree Struck hy Lightning

The rituals of Acéphale were conducted in the Forest of Marly, which lies a mile or so to
the west of Saint-Germain-en-Laye, on the western edge of Paris. Once part of the ancient
forest of Cruye that covered a vast area in ancient times, it was renamed by Louis XIV in
the eighteenth century when he enclosed it with awall, breached by elegant monumental
gateways, for use as a royal hunting-ground at his retreat from Versailles, the Chateau de
Marly. The forest extends for several miles over a mixed terrain, parts of which are situated
on a plateau, but there are also steep gullies and valleys. Even on the plateau, however,
the ground underfoot is muddy, and extensive drainage works were undertaken in Louis's
day, with ditches, bridges and ponds being constructed to facilitate hunting wild boar and
deer. The most notable feature of the forest, evident from the map overleaf, is that it is
criss-crossed with long, absolutely straight paths and tracks that allowed horses to gallop
in pursuit of game. The junctions of these paths were called "étoiles" (stars) and they were
given names,1poetic, mythological, topographical, or merely fanciful. The naming of the
étoiles allowed a hunt to be planned, and they have retained their names to this day, with
most having a sign affixed to a nearby tree.

Page 52 shows a portion of the map given to members of Acéphale on joining the
Society, #17, which enabled them to locate its two sacred sites: the ruins of the fortress
of Montjoie, here marked at (M), and the famous tree struck by lightning; this has not
been located hitherto, but was probably situated at (J).

Some of the Acéphale documents allow us to trace the adepts' path through the forest
with afair amount of certainty, and are here illustrated by postcards from the period. The
ground immediately to the west and north of the station is exceptionally boggy, seemingly
all year round, and almost impassable even in the daytime. Since meetings or "encounters"
took place at night, it is almost certain that, having left the train at Saint-Nom (A), members
took the track up from the station to the Route Royale (B) and followed this wide track to
the Place Royale (C) and on to the Etoile des Princesses (D). In #19, members took a road,
apath and then another road. From (D) the direct route was the path to the Etoile Adonis
(I) and then the road or track to (J). On this occasion they returned the same way. The letter
to Couturier, #87, describes asomewhat different route, presumably via the Etoile Parfaite
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(H). The track between (D) and (l) is often muddy (it appears on the cover of this book),
and the alternative route from (D) would be along the Route des Princesses (F), one of the
main thoroughfares in the forest, to (H), the Etoile Parfaite (the Perfect Star), and along the
Route Dauphine (G), then atrack just about negotiable by car, to (I) and then (J).

Bataille did not make it easy for his adepts, as #87 confirms; the walk to the site of
the tree took at least 40 minutes, Montjoie was afurther 20 minutes away, and the route
back either to the station at Saint-Nom or at Saint-Germain amounted to about an hour.
The direct route to Montjoie would be similar to that taken to (J), except that from (H),
they would have continued along the Route des Princesses, as it rises up and down in a
long a straight track to (L), the Etoile de la Taupiére, the Star of the Mole Trap. From there
to Montjoie, however, was no simple matter, since the paths were narrow, extremely
muddy and it was easy to get lost, as noted in «42 (when it seems the group failed to find
the site in the dark). This is unsurprising as Montjoie is, and was, totally invisible from any
of the paths that surround it, and the history of this fortress and the Abbey of Joyenval
with which it was connected is likewise obscured by legend. Both places were associated
with some of the most mythical figures in French history, notably Clovis | (c.466 - 511),
the first king of the Franks and founder of the Merovingian dynasty, and his wife Clotilde.2

The castle of Montjoie reputedly had its origins as a hunting lodge for Clovis who,
amidst the collapse of the Roman Empire, conquered most of the territory of modern
France. Clotilde was a Christian, and apparently engineered a miracle from God involving
three lilies (there are numerous variants of the story) to celebrate his military prowess.
This duly persuaded Clovis to convert to the faith and he adopted the fleur-de-lis as the
royal arms of France. Clotilde sewed him a banner emblazoned with the three lilies and
had it blessed by a hermit who lived nearby, beside a spring (in one version of the tale);
the banner was thenceforth kept at the castle, and "Montjoie!" became the battle cry of
France, as Bataille records in #42. The castle was in the hands of various kings and nobles
for many centuries, becoming ever more fortified in the process. Its walls abutted those
around the grounds of the Abbey of Joyenval, founded in 1224 on the site of the hermit's
chapel beside the "fountain of the three lilies", and which housed the relics of Clotilde,
who by then had been sanctified.

The origin of the name of Montjoie is generally supposed to derive from the Roman
name for the prominence on which the fortress was built, Mons Jovis, the Mount of

Left top: On the left isthe stone table of the Place Royale (C). The track to the right isthe Route
Royale (B) looking south-east, towards the station. The path in the middle leads eventually to
the Porte de Fourqueux (0). Middle: The Etoile Parfaite (H); the path into the distance is almost
certainly the Route Dauphine (G) going north-west towards the Etoile d'Adonis (I). Bottom: The
Etoile d'Adonis (I); the track off to the right leads back to the Etoile Parfaite (H).






Jupiter. Beneath the hill was the valley where the hermit lived beside his spring. Its name
of Joyenval is presumed to have a similarly homophonic derivation, from Val de Joie, the
Vale of Jupiter (or Joy), and it was here that Clovis and Clotilde resided. Thus the fortress
on the mount protected the abbey in the valley, and both were named after Jupiter, the
god of thunder and, significantly, lightning. By the time of the Hundred Years' War, the
fortress consisted principally of a huge square keep, and this was put to the flames by
the Black Prince in 1346. Rebuilt and expanded, both the abbey and the fortress were
then destroyed by the English in 1431. Louis XIV completed the castle's ruination almost
three centuries later because deer and boar were using it as a refuge from the hunt, and
the Revolution later favoured the abbey with the same treatment (bottom left).

Little remained of Montjoie in the 1930s but a large hollow some 25 metres across
and 15 deep, a perfect secret amphitheatre, with at the bottom some low, half-buried
walls and stone slabs from the foundations of the dungeons. Here, according to the
Chronicle of the Monks of Saint-Denis, the Duke of Burgundy instructed an apostate priest,
a knight, a squire and avalet to undertake rituals involving the invocation of the demons
Herman and Astramon and the corpse of athief strung up on a gibbet. These rites were
intended to "hasten the death of the king", and Bataille refers to the incident in #42.3
The mythical meanings of the acephalised oak tree struck by lightning, like the tree that
was central to Frazer's Golden Bough, are expanded upon below (pp.67-70), and these
meanings were only made more potent by the intertwined histories of Montjoie and
Joyenval. The castle ruins are close to the Etoile de Montjoie, but for some reason the
Etoile de Joyenval is not to the west, near the abbey, but to the south. It is marked (J) on
the map on p.52, and was renamed by Bataille the "Etoile Mourante", the Dying Star.

Julie Bataille has avery rare small paperback (even the Bibliothéque Nationale lacks a
copy), once owned by her father, called Les Arbres historiques de Saint-Germain-en-Laye
et de sesforéts. The text of a lecture by Léon Silvestre de Sacy, it was published by "Les
Amis du Vieux Saint-Germain" in 1932. Bataille's copy falls open at pages 24/25 which
chiefly deals with an oak tree called the "Chéne de Joyenval" (the Oak of Joyenval), and
other non-oak trees such as the ancient chestnuts near Mareil. This tree had already
seemed a strong candidate for the "oak tree struck by lightning" precisely because this
étoile was the only one to have been renamed on Bataille's map. Given the ancient links
that existed between Joyenval and Montjoie, we can imagine that Bataille must have been
delighted to discover this stricken oak at the Etoile de Joyenval.

We know that the oak of Acéphale was a large tree from various accounts ("a dried-
up tree, which must have been struck by lightning a long time ago, the largest tree | saw
in the whole forest", #88), some 45 minutes' walk from Saint-Nom station, 987, situated
atthe edge of a clearing at an étoile, *68 and 87, on marshy ground, #19, and accessible
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by car (p.252. End of August). The Etoile de Joyenval and its oak have all these attributes.
The oak that once stood here was awell-known tree in the forest and there are numerous
photographs of it in books4 and on postcards. The rather poor photographs in de Sacy's
book show it as it was in the 1930s, and the best representation of it in this state is the
postcard opposite. Many of its branches were dead (as de Sacy noted), and there was a
major loss of branches on the left side of the tree where the stump of a large branch is
visible just below the main branchings from the trunk. Judging from earlier postcards,
this trauma had occurred some decades previously, and the tree, some three to four
hundred years old, was indeed slowly dying. It wasn't until 20075that it completely
perished and was felled, however, and nothing of it now remains because of the drainage
works that have been undertaken at this étoile which remains very "marshy”. Finally, we
see that in *67, the path to the Etoile Mourante is specifically incorporated into the
ceremony of Waldberg's "adeption" at Montjoie. A symbolic connection between
the two sites is surely being made (although in the next document, written over fifty
years later, Waldberg recalled the whole of this ceremony taking place at the tree.)
This argument would be all the more convincing were it not for the inconvenient fact

Right: The Oak of Joyenval, and probably Acéphale's "oak tree struck by lightning". The path
to the left of the tree is marked (K) on the map, and is the direct route to Montjoie.






that a photograph exists, entitled something like "I'orbre acéphale" on the back, and
taken by Jacques-André Boiffard, apparently at Bataille's request (Boiffard had been the
main photographer for Documents). Neither | nor my fellow editor have been allowed to
see this photograph, which is now in a private collection. An intermediary who has seen
it identified it as another tree mentioned on pages 25 and 26 of de Sacy's book, known
as the "Chataignier Tordu" (the Twisted Chestnut), which is one of the bois noirs near
Mareil. The chestnut too appears on postcards (right), but apart from it being the wrong
species of tree, it seems impossible that this could be Acéphale's oak struck by lightning.
It is situated in a part of the forest that is not even on Bataille's map (P); it is not a
particularly large tree, not at an étoile, nor at a clearing, nor on marshy ground, and it is
inaccessible by car; furthermore, if it had been this tree then the adepts would have used
the Porte de Fourqueux (0) to reach the station at Saint-Germain, and not the Porte
Dauphine (N), as indicated on the map. Presumably Bataille and Boiffard visited the forest
together, and Boiffard may well have taken a number of photographs. No doubt he
photographed the oak struck by lightning, but would Bataille have revealed its
significance, when Boiffard was not an initiate? If the writing on the back of the
photograph is Boiffard's, it may not be accurate.

There is, lastly, athird piece of evidence,6from "X", an unnamed member of Acéphale,
who told Claudine Frank that the tree was at the Etoile Parfaite (H on the map, and also
on p.54, centre). This is a few minutes from the Etoile Mourante, and on the route to it
that was probably most often taken by members. Flowever, the Etoile Parfaite was a major
crossroads in the forest, which in those days was inhabited by woodcutters in their
makeshift huts — it would have been a rather public place to hold these ceremonies,
even at night. The tree is described as situated at its étoile on the edge of a clearing, but
no such clearing appears in photographs of the Etoile Parfaite, unlike at the Etoile
Mourante. "X" also said that the tree was "in the star's centre", but again no significant
tree is visible. "X's" statement does, however, cast further doubt on the "Chataignier
Tordu" being the tree of Acéphale, since this was not close to the Etoile Parfaite.

Certainty appears impossible, and averifiable photograph may well turn up, showing
an oak tree that resembles the chestnut, but situated near the Etoile Parfaite.
Alternatively, might not this informant, after some fifty years, have forgotten the tree's
exact location, or even have decided to conceal this, the final secret of Acéphale? More
to the point, the Etoile Parfaite is never mentioned in Acéphale's texts, and why give the
Etoile de Joyenval a secret name known only to members unless it was the Society's other
sacred site, that of a dying tree at which to celebrate the agonies of a dying god?



Saint-Nom-la-Bretéciie ($,-et-0). — Forét da Marly. — Etotle parfalie.

Top: The "Chataignier Tordu", and bottom: a second view of
the Etoile Parfaite. This photograph was probably taken from
where the man is sitting in the central picture on page 54.

HPTTIT C A PD UMH PnMOCDTD A P V






ALASTAIR BROTCHIE

The College of Sociology: a Paradoxical Institution

The choice of name, "The College of Sociology" — circumspect to the point of evasiveness
— was not unconsidered. Its prosaic, or even "profane" meaning, indicative of an
educational or scientific institution, conveyed a seriousness of purpose intended, in part,
to separate it from the various coteries of avant-garde culture with which its founders
had been previously associated. Inthe late 1930s the College gathered together a rather
brilliant group of intellectuals, whose self-appointed task was to discuss and attempt to
comprehend the currents underlying the most pressing problems of a world obviously
on the brink of catastrophe. If sociology could be seen as a sort of psychoanalysis of
society, then what were its unconscious motives at this critical moment? And in this
context, what were the aims of this College?

An initial, and somewhat unexpected answer might be that it was a religious
organisation aiming to reactivate the sacred in society. The Catholic Church might claim the
same, but for Bataille these words, society, the sacred and religion, had very different
meanings from those in use in common parlance, and it is these meanings that are key to
the texts that follow. Many of them derived originally from the writings of Durkheim, before
acquiring slightly differing inflections in the thought of Bataille and the other participants.

DURKHEIM AND HIS VOCABULARY

The undisputed founder of French sociology is Emile Durkheim (1858-1917), whose work
was continued after his death by his nephew Marcel Mauss. The latter's courses in Paris
were attended by Caillois and Leiris, and these two, along with Bataille, often employ
Durkheim's vocabulary in their texts, while the College as a whole acknowledged
Durkheim's ideas as formative.

Social facts. The basic "unit" of Durkheim's science of sociology is the "social fact”,
something which is the creation and attribute of a social group, not an individual,
although all individuals are deeply influenced by them. According to Durkheim, social

Left: André Masson, The Minotaur, etching from Sacrifices, 1936.



facts are the unintended consequence of past human behaviour, and in whatever society
we find ourselves, they constitute the given context for all thinking and action. Almost
wholly the result of unconscious collective activity, they constrain individuals by beliefs
and prohibitions of which they are largely unaware and which they cannot easily
comprehend. Durkheim instances social conventions such as kinship or marriage, values,
beliefs and codes, as well as political, economic, religious or social institutions and
organisations.

Collective representations. Social facts can coalesce into a collective representation
around specific totems or symbols (i.e. material objects), or narratives and allegories.
Representations, "the product of avast collective effort, the accumulation of generations
of experience and knowledge”,1allow individuals to imagine the society they are a part
of, and to picture aspects of their relations with it. They acquire, Durkheim believed, a
certain autonomy (rather like a meme), hence "the luxuriant growth of myths and
legends, theogenic and cosmological systems etc."2As with all social facts, they are not
consciously constructed, they are an epiphenomenon of social groups.

Religion and the sacred. It would be somewhat glib to observe that Durkheim took
an almost religious approach to sociology, or at least to its object of study: society and
what binds it together. Yet this is also something of an understatement, since for him,
religion and society were nearly synonymous: "the idea of society is the soul of religion".3
Thus the nature of religion is the subject of perhaps his most important work, The
Elementary Forms of Religious Life (1912).

In this work, Durkheim starts off by establishing that religion is not a "system of
misleading fictions".40n the contrary, it has a solid basis in reality. However, "it does not
in the least follow that the reality that grounds it must objectively conform to the idea
that believers have of it".5 Indeed the very fact of its multiplicity of belief systems and
innumerable deities is proof enough that its rites and beliefs are secondary to its real
function. Consequently, it has nothing to do with the supernatural, or with spiritual beings
such as God. Religion, in fact, "is a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred
things, that is to say, things set apart and surrounded by prohibitions [...] that unite its
adherents in a single moral community."6 This describes its function, but it does not
describe the attributes of any one particular religion, which its adherents mistake for
both its content and its meaning.

For Durkheim, it is humanity that populates religion with the gods it then worships,
having forgotten that their existence depends on its belief in them, but also unaware that
it is through them that humanity itself endures.7 God is a social fact (a god with a single
worshipper would be no more than a symptom), and the beliefs and rites of religion
constitute a representation which in many societies isthe most dominant representation
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of all. For Durkheim, the various beliefs of different religions have no bearing on what is
actually being worshipped. However, "the worshipper" he wrote, "is not deluding himself
when he believes in the existence of a higher moral power from which he derives his
best self: that power exists, and it is society."8 Here resides the true duality of human
existence (rather than that of body and soul), since we are all both social and individual
beings, and humanity as a whole depends on society for its very existence. Religion
represents the individual's relationship with this society, or even more than that, it is
society itself, hypostatised (it is the representation that finally makes the social group
real to the individuals of which it is composed) and transfigured.9 This transfiguration is
accomplished by means of representations embodied in religious symbols, which
Durkheim later described in The Elementary Forms of Religious Life as an attempt "to
show that sacred things are simply collective ideals [moral beliefs] that have fixed
themselves on material objects [as representations]".10 Essentially, for Durkheim the
sacred is indistinguishable from a simple hub of obligations and prohibitions, and is
manifested for us in the simultaneous attraction and repulsion provoked by these
prohibitions, which in turn represent the rules that guarantee social cohesion. This forms
the core of the religious representation of society and its regulations.

The ritual life of religions follows a seasonal path whose cycles represent the reciprocal
relation between the individual and the society that has given him or her all the beneficial
products of past collective action: tools, culture, language. The individual depends on
society, but society in its turn depends on the collective of individuals; it is comprised
wholly of them, and so, just as humanity needs its gods, no less do they need humanity.11
The recurring seasonal rites of religions also represent the cult as something that is as
permanent as the universe, and provide those occasions when the individuals of the
social group personify the group itself by gathering together as one, in festivals,
"moments of collective ferment" and other effervescent (to use Durkheim's term)
assemblies, where the participants may be transported outside of themselves, and
become de-individualised. These events, separated from profane everyday life,
specifically celebrate the sacred, and the notion of "the festival" will weave its way
through the thought of Caillois, 091, and Bataille; as too, especially for the latter, will
"effervescence”.

Durkheim's notions concerning religion would find few defenders among the pious,
since they are guaranteed to offend the believer in any particular cult. Yet he had a wholly
positive view of the function of religion: "In all its forms its purpose isto raise man above
himself and make him live a life superior to the one he would lead if he were only to obey
his individual impulses. Beliefs express this life in terms of representations; rites organise
it and regulate its functioning."12 Temperamentally of the left and a believer in social



progress, Durkheim was criticised for being politically conservative because his ideas
seemed to support the existing structure of any particular society. He attempted to
circumvent this criticism on a number of occasions, maintaining, for example, that
representations could depict the society that was desired rather than the one that
existed, and suggesting that common opinion might lag behind "the real condition of
society".13 However, inconveniently for Bataille and his fellow conspirators, such
suppositions gave no clue as to how it might be possible to alter the prevailing relations
between a society and its members, nor, more importantly, how the established
representations of these relations might be deliberately modified. We shall see how both
Bataille and Caillois envisaged this might be done.

Morality and conscience. Religion has traditionally considered itself to be the basis
for morality, but following Durkheim's analysis, it could only fulfil this function in avery
particular way. Morality could only be considered as a set of rules that, in essence, obliges
the individual to act in the collective interest: a moral act is by definition one that
strengthens society. However, Durkheim's writings on morality came some time after an
essay he wrote at the time of the Dreyfus trial. Here he argued that the principal religion
of western civilisation (which furthermore demonstrated the possibility of social progress)
was a reverence for humanity itself, in which "man has become a god for man and he
can no longer create other gods without lying to himself".14 This religion "takes man as
its object, and man is an individual by definition".15 By this argument, the society and the
individual could be one, and to persecute an individual unjustly could never, as many of
Dreyfus's opponents claimed, be excused as a benefit to society as awhole, since it would
be both self-contradictory and immoral in a society whose religion was that of the
individual. In this society too, the implication was that the rules of morality must be a
freely accepted obligation, "an enlightened acceptance".16

Society. Durkheim's ideas about what constitutes a valid society largely derive from
these predicates; it is not the sum of the individuals that comprise it, for the whole is
greater than its parts and has an individuality of its own. It is not based upon relations of
exchange or contracts, but upon the sacred, a network of obligations, prohibitions and
benefits which are expressed by representations. Comprised of human individuals, it is
also a separate entity from them, with characteristics that individuals do not have, and
can even be considered superior to them. Bataille and Caillois reassert these ideas in
various ways in the texts below, but Bataille also went a little further.17 He speculated
whether, in contemporary society —which appeared based almost solely upon relations
of exchange, indeed upon an extreme version of such relations in which one class
exploited another — the sacred might acquire a subversive value. In a homogenising
society, it might provide the heterogeneous elements that could perform the opposite



of the sacred's usual function and disrupt the existing social structure, a spark to light
the conflagration. Caillois, for his part, hoped that something he called "super-
socialisation” would play this role, as he outlined in #28 and 030.

The meaning of religion for Durkheim was independent of its content, its actual
beliefs. These beliefs might shape or decorate the representation, but the representation
will always carry the same meaning: it is an allegorical depiction of the society that
created it and which it worships at one remove. Here too Bataille's thought would part
company with Durkheim's. The sacred for Bataille had other, more potent, meanings that
projected it outside the realm of the "functional”, and he likewise attributed other values
to the content of religion. Yet he did agree with Durkheim in one respect: it did not in
the least follow that these values or meanings must conform to the idea their believers
had of them. For Batalille, the content of religion could indeed be a representation of the
individual's situation in the universe, and it was largely in James George Frazer's The
Golden Bough that he found this content. From this, might it be possible to create a new
representation, one that might become the desired "spark” or "germ"?

FRAZER AND THE DEATH OF GOD

Nowadays, The Golden Bough has the reputation of being little more than a repository
of folklore. This was partly the author's own fault, since over some twenty-five years it
grew well beyond its optimum extent, from a second edition of three volumes to athird
of thirteen, and in this final incarnation its unspoken argument became so well concealed
asto be almost lost. Frazer does not propose totalising theories, and although he was an
"anthropological collector” like Durkheim, he used his vast quantities of data to explain,
so he says, a rather obscure religious practice that took place at Nemi, south of Rome,
from the early days of Antiquity until the 2nd century AD. This "strange and recurring
tragedy" was associated with the cult of Diana:

Within the sanctuary [of Diana] at Nemi grew a certain tree of which no branch
might be broken. Only a runaway slave was allowed to break off, if he could, one
of its boughs. Success in the attempt entitled him to fight the priest in single
combat, and if he slew him he reigned in his stead with the title King of the Woods
(Rex Nemorensis). According to the public opinion of the ancients the fateful
branch was the Golden Bough which, at the Sibyl's bidding, Aeneas plucked before
he essayed the perilous journey to the world of the dead.18

Why such a literally magnum opus to explore atopic of such apparently specialised



"... the little woodland lake of Nemi — 'Diana's Mirror' as it was called by
the ancients. No one who has seen that calm water, lapped in a green
hollow of the Alban hills, can ever forget it. The two characteristic Italian
villages which slumber on its banks, and the equally Italian palace whose
terraced gardens descend steeply to the lake, hardly break the stillness
and even solitariness of the scene. Dian herself might still linger by this
lonely shore, still haunt these woodlands wild. In antiquity this sylvan
landscape was the scene of a strange and recurring tragedy." (The Golden
Bough, ch. 1)



interest as the death of this king. Dianus? Whereas "the plot" (as Frazer called it himself)
of this work is as he describes it — solving the meaning of this riddle — its underlying
purpose appears quite different. It seems as if he saw in this story something upon which
to hang awork whose actual purpose was to demonstrate that every element of the New
Testament account of Christ, the Passion and resurrection, along with the church's ritual
representations of them (the Eucharist etc.), were simply variants of earlier myths and rites.

This aim goes unstated, but the reader cannot help noticing, for example, that of all
the various beliefs that come under consideration, the author's barbs are only ever
directed at Christianity and its practitioners. In one particularly captivating example
(highlighted by Robert Fraser in his introduction to the OUP edition), he discusses the
fact that, in the 4th century, worshippers of Attis claimed that the resurrection of Christ
was asimple imitation of their own god's rebirth, and then tells us:

In these unseemly bickerings the heathen took what to a superficial observer
might seem strong ground by arguing that their god was older and therefore
presumably the original [...] This feeble argument the Christians easily rebutted.
They admitted, indeed, that in point of time, Christ was the junior deity, but they
triumphantly demonstrated his real seniority by falling back on the subtlety of
Satan, who on so important an occasion had surpassed himself by inverting the
usual order of nature.19

The Golden Bough was in fact a deeply subversive work, and along with the works of
Darwin et al., one that contributed much to the undermining of the foundations of
Christianity. The most pointedly anti-Christian version of it was the second edition, of
1900, which was the one Bataille appears to have begun reading in 1931, and then parts
of the third edition in both French and English the following year.20 Unlike Durkheim,
Frazer is not concerned with the function of religion, but with its content. The "plot"
requires an immense investigation which gradually reveals a myth central to nearly all
religious traditions, namely the putting to death of the God, or King (symbolically the
same thing), followed by his resurrection.

This was the myth incarnated in the beheaded figure of the Acéphale, albeit with no
resurrection. Once that was discarded, along with its attendant allegories, all that
remained was a "religion" of confrontation with the power of death itself. Frazer's central
myth was taken as a given by Bataille in various of his College lectures, and in Frazer he
would also have found much that related both to Durkheim's thought and his own: ideas
of the left and right sacred in relation to taboo, taboos associated with bodily
expenditure, the festival as a period of licence, and also ideas of sacrifice and sovereignty.



Finally, the culmination of the entire book, and of its "plot", appears most significant.
Frazer's final summation begins with a description of the death of the son of Odin, Balder,
"a deity whose life might in a sense be said to be neither in heaven nor on earth but
between the two".21 Balder is slain by an arrow made from a branch of mistletoe, which
grows on the most sacred of trees, the oak. The mistletoe, itself a sacred plant, as Frazer
tells us, was the Golden Bough which must be plucked from the tree before the attempt
is made on the life of the King of the Woods, because it was seen as the emanation of
the celestial fire of an oak tree that had been struck by lightning. Like the tree around
which Acéphale conducted its ceremonies, Frazer's oak constituted a meeting of heaven
and earth, high and low, pure and impure, and resembled "a powerful god that has been
torn apart by his own anger”, #21. This was the sacrificial arena where the slave was
licensed to kill the master, the serf the king; a place where man may murder God.

"WE ARE FEROCIOUSLY RELIGIOUS", Bataille pronounced emphatically in "The Sacred
Conspiracy", #1, despite the ambiguities this last word held for him. It signified, in accord
with Durkheim, the creative engine of social cohesion, but also had another, perhaps
more individual meaning, in which it confirmed Nietzsche's famous proclamation. For
Bataille, it was nothing less than a glorious affirmation of the death of God (that
"ridiculous syllable™).22 In his essay "The Sacred", Bataille concluded: "God represented
the only limits to human will, and freed from God [... man], alone, suddenly has at his
disposal all the possible human convulsions, and cannot avoid this heritage of divine
power, which belongs to him."23Bataille's religion was an anti-religion and yet, he would
surely maintain, it was at once areal religion and a representation, one that was grounded
in objective reality. The suspicion must be that Bataille's real aim was to replace religion
with the sacred, with the latter seen as a sort of ultimate effervescence. When Masson,
one of his closest allies, was questioned about this pronouncement of Bataille's, he
underlined the distinction: "The sacred is not necessarily divine".24

SACRIFICE AND EXPENDITURE

The two great texts by Bataille with respect to Acéphale and the College, effectively their
overlapping manifestos, are "The Sacred Conspiracy" and "The Sorcerer's Apprentice",
* 1 and 061. These in their turn are part of the continuum of his thought, and just as
Bataille's activities at this time can be seen partially as acombination or reconciliation of
Durkheim's method with Frazer's content, so too they can also be seen as an attempted
reconciliation of two texts of his from 1933: "The Notion of Expenditure” and "Sacrifices".
Both of these are available in English translationZand so are not included here, but Iwill
add a few observations — about ideas of the sacred and the inutilious — to those of



Marina Galletti in the previous introduction (pp.29-33).

"Sacrifices” is an ecstatic existential text which severely resists summary, so | shall
consider only the argument that is immediately relevant. Bataille begins with the vast
improbability of his own existence which, being entirely the result of countless chance
encounters, is thus a representation of total heterogeneity. Awareness of this state
situates his "me" outside of the void of things (in atext from 1936, "The Labyrinth", being,
and thus self-awareness, is identified as a rupture in the homogeneous continuum of
organisms, from biological cell to society). However, the world of things exists, with each
one dependent on all the others, and all of them developing in time according to
necessity and probability. The fall into this world of things and of contingency causes the
me a loss of self which can only be restored by "tears, anxiety and painful erotic
choices". B Christianity appears to offer the me an ecstatic form of being, but in fact acts
only for itself, by transforming the revelation of the me at the point of death into "dying
like a dog" for others, rather than for existence itself alone. God, proposed as "the
supreme object of a rapturous escape from the self",27 has been betrayed by political
expediency and the me is thrown back into the platitudes of a daily life of function and
accommodation. Imminent death can indeed create a new me, but requires "imperative
completion and sovereignty of being at the moment it is projected into the unreal time
of death".28The creation and maintenance of this state of being within the domain of
proximate death was to be the main aim of Acéphale’'s meditations and "encounters” in
the forest. The final paragraph of "Sacrifices" offers Bataille's own summary of this text:

The being whose human name is me and whose coming into the world — across
a space peopled with stars —was infinitely improbable, nevertheless encloses the
world of the totality of things because of this fundamental improbability (which is
counter to the structure of the real as it is). The death that delivers me from the
world that kills me has enclosed this real world within the unreality of the me who
dies.

In "The Notion of Expenditure”, Bataille sets up an opposition between the useful and
the inutilious. He associates the first with acquisition (production) and conservation (in
individual terms, reproduction and the preservation of the body from illness), these being
the usual concerns of political systems. The inutilious, which is privileged by Bataille, is
associated with “"expenditure”, which here has strong echoes of Durkheim's
"effervescence". Bataille points out that once the basic human requirements of subsistence
are attended to, then real, more profound human needs come into play, and that what
these have in common are the intense desire for expenditure and loss. Everything of value



in social interaction belongs to this category of unproductive forms, which Bataille would
later call "the accursed share"; priceless because it is valued least. Examples, as we have
seen, include "luxury, mourning, war, cults, the construction of sumptuary monuments,
games, performances, arts and perverse sexual activity",2 but this list may be expanded
— debauch, drunkenness, pleasure, bodily excretion, eroticism, death etc. — everything,
essentially, that Bataille associated with "the sacred" and its "conspiracy".

Bataille then outlined the consequences of bringing expenditure into the economic,
religious and political realms. Inthe economic realm, his interpretation relies on potlatch
and its combative gift-giving (described above, p.33). Here it isworth noting that Bataille's
theory of economics was built not on scarcity, the basic foundation of all other economic
theories, but on abundance and surplus, namely who controls it and what is done with
it (a question with enormous relevance today). In modern times, he wrote, it is used by
the wealthy to distinguish themselves from the homogenised and degraded poor, whose
lives they have ensured are limited to subsistence and production, and who are thus
excluded from all inutilious social activity (something of an exaggeration, since even the
most downtrodden human social group has its cultural riches). The bourgeois, in the
mean time, squirrel away their material wealth, and even seem ashamed of their
prudence: "The hatred of expenditure is the raison d'etre and justification of the
bourgeoisie: it is also the very principle of their appalling hypocrisy,” since they exhibit a
face "so fearfully small that all human life, on seeing it, seems degraded."3

The solution was class struggle. The ignoble poor would re-enter the circle of power
by accomplishing the revolutionary destruction of the property-conserving classes "in an
act of bloody social expenditure that would be limitless".3L Here then is how two differing
views of society —that of sociology, in which it isfounded on cohesion, and of Marxism,
in which it isthe theatre of conflict and class war — might be reconciled. It is possible to
see much of Bataille's future efforts as an attempt at this reconciliation, and even the
separation of the Society and the College as due in part to the difficulty of it.

As for religion, or rather Christianity, originally it did at least oppose existing power
relations, by "associating social ignominy and the cadaveric degradation of the torture
victim with divine splendour".®2 However, Christianity's taste for submission and
humiliation on the one hand, and for accumulation and power on the other, meant that
the Church's chief concern became its own conservation rather than the struggle it had
initially seemed to want to undertake by extolling the sovereignty of the wretched.

Bataille ends "The Notion of Expenditure” by reiterating that, since human exuberance

"Cadaveric degradation and divine splendour”: a plate from Duthuit's "Representations of
Death", Cahiers d'art 1-4, 1939, which also contained texts by Bataille and Caillois.






is limitless and uncontainable, then human life cannot be "limited to the closed systems
that are assigned to it by reasonable conceptions". This is a long way from a Communism
that reasoned that a limited expenditure would be used to create a dictatorship of the
proletariat. Bataille's ideas concerning the sacred and wasteful expenditure, which
gradually appear to become synonymous, expand Durkheim's concept of "effervescence”
to fill the whole of life, if not the whole universe, atendency which the College was to a
large degree intended to defend, and Acéphale perhaps to actualise.

Bataille attempted to unify his ideas under these themes, and eventually codified
them as an overall Heterology, "the theory of that which theory expels",3 according to
Hollier, which could encompass the whole of the accursed share in all of its inutility. But
inutility could also occasion contradiction. Bataille's objection to what Mauss called a
"conspiracy society", the usual sort of secret society set up with specific, often political
aims in mind, was because of its utilious nature. (Here it is worth noting that the text
from which we have taken the title of this book is called "La Conjuration sacrée", whereas
Bataille himself avoided the word conspiration). Bataille insisted that avalid secret society
must be “existential”, and exist for existence alone, since the sacred must be inutilious
and allied to expenditure, waste and exuberance, with at its pinnacle, death. From this,
Acéphale derived the content of its "religion": the absence of God in a universe ruled by
chance and death. Yet Durkheim had gone to great lengths to describe the utility of the
sacred and of religion, and Bataille likewise proposed that the College be a community,
even though this was somewhat at odds with its "project”, which was undoubtedly useful,
probably conspiratorial and even scientific, all of which were attributes of the
homogeneous world.

SACRED SOCIOLOGY

In retrospect, Bataille's attempts to unify these two approaches can be seen to have
contributed to tensions within the College that would eventually prove impossible to
reconcile: this was its "paradox”, the necessity of an unscientific science. This necessity was
also reinforced by the nature of the object of study, the sacred. Science is inherently profane
since it abstracts objects from the totality in order to study them. But the sacred cannot be
studied in this way since it is "a world of communication or contagion, where nothing is
separated, where every effort is necessary precisely to prevent its indefinite fusion".34
Furthermore, both of the documents announcing the foundation of the College
("Note" and "Introduction”, 031 and 059), proposed something that was beyond a
sociological study of society, or even a study of the sacred in society. These parts of the
"Note", later incorporated into the "Introduction" by Caillois, seem to bear Bataille's seal.



but Caillois at this point was still in agreement with him. Both documents speak of going
well beyond analysis to action, and the second concludes (no doubt in Caillois's words)
with the hope that they will exceed their initial scheme, "moving from the will to
knowledge to the will to power, and become the nucleus of a much larger conspiracy —
the deliberate calculation that this body should find a soul" (059). Hence in the "Note"
of March 1937, and before its work had begun, Bataille and Caillois were imagining the
College in terms that might seem rather more appropriate to the recently formed Society.
Yet the "Introduction™ of July 1938, following a year of the College's lectures, retained
this perspective, and Caillois even accentuated it.

In 1936, in "The Sacred Conspiracy", #1, Bataille had written "What we are starting
isawar" ("we" signifying the authors associated with Acéphale). It was a war against the
army, the church, the bourgeoisie, the current conceptions of political struggle, and
ultimately, the notion of God itself. It was a war against everything — in particular "the
tricephalous monster"—that had colonised the communal and emptied it of the sacred,
including even the condition of man, who was a stranger in the world since "the causeless
and aimless universe that gave him life has not necessarily granted him an acceptable
destiny”, 061 §l1 Bataille and Caillois therefore clearly intended this College of Sociology
to provide a theoretical underpinning for an attack upon almost everything that is
commonly meant by the word "society", sociology's traditional object of study.

Calillois later recalled "We wanted to conduct philosophical research, but philosophy
was only afront, or aform. The real project was to re-establish the sacred in a society
that tended to reject it. We were taking on the role of sorcerers' apprentices. We wanted
to unleash some dangerous currents, while being well aware that we would probably be
among their first victims."3 Direct political action had proved itself incapable of diverting
the social undercurrents that threatened Europe. According to Caillois, he and Bataille
believed that sociology could "provoke a contagious activity [...] an epidemic of the
sacred,"3that could infect society as covertly as the tuberculosis Bataille later evoked in
"The Sorcerer's Apprentice” 061 8L Such hopes were not entirely new, for had not
Durkheim and Frazer both fatally compromised several of society's most cherished
representations of itself? And if, in 061 §XIV, Bataille denied that Acéphale, although
secret, was a "conspiracy society"”, can the same thing be said of the College? It appears
instead to be both a semi-secret society and a conspiracy society, albeit of a particular
sort, one whose "secret" was known only to its founders. Many members were seemingly
unaware of its true aims, which indeed are barely hinted at in the lectures (probably the
first time was in the lecture on "Brotherhoods"). The College fell between two camps,
that of the "active" Society and the analytical research group implied by its name. The
separation between the experiential Society and the theoretical College was imperfect,



and this was perhaps inevitable because Bataille made no secret of his dislike for the
limits imposed by the strictly scientific approach to sociology espoused by Durkheim (see
061 8111, for example); nor any other limits for that matter.

This too then was "Sacred Sociology", a distancing of the College from Durkheim to a
certain degree, because Bataille believed that scientific analysis could only go so far, and
also an ambition to alter the society being studied. Sociologists had hitherto only
interpreted the world; the point was to change it, to paraphrase Marx.37 The blurring of
analysis and, for want of a better word, action, was anyway inevitable owing to the nature
of sociology, which proposed atotal theory of society, while its theorists were themselves
a part of the society they studied, so that objectivity was compromised from the outset.
Monnerot put it well (while inexplicably citing this as part of his disagreement with
Bataille):

If, | said, the programme of the College of Sociology involves examining "burning
guestions" we ourselves must expect to be burnt by such inflammable matter. A
truthful and pertinent description of politics "in the making" would already be an
intervention in it...3

So it was that the "Note" and the "Introduction”, 031 and 059, declare that "to start
with" the College will be concerned with theoretical instruction, at the same time asthey
affirmed that the difficulty of understanding "the vital elements of society" was because
of "the necessarily infectious and activist character of the representations" involved. In
other words, the College was open to the necessity of involvement with what it studied.
These announcements were the result of many, often "tumultuous"3 discussions, and
these continued long after the "Note" had appeared. One senses them behind a letter
to Caillois from Bataille in August 1937, which cautions him that they must first lay down
a firm scientific foundation for their endeavour before proceeding to "action itself".40
Here it was Bataille showing some caution. These disagreements must surely also have
encompassed what a sacred, or active sociology could actually mean in practice. Kojéve
found it factitious, Raymond Queneau later made a similar argument, that
representations could not be manufactured (p.349, February),41 and later still Sartre
objected that a sociologist cannot integrate himself into his study however much he
wishes to, since he is bound to remain outside by the very fact of being a sociologist.2

FORMATION OFTHE COLLEGE

There are, essentially, three first-hand accounts of the formation of the College and what



it set out to do, by Bataille, Caillois and Monnerot, all written some years later. They are
rather different from each other, and this is perhaps inevitable for a project that was by
its nature based upon incompletion, and launched with the conviction that a certain
vagueness of purpose was essential to its achieving an outcome that was anyway
unpredictable. What conclusions could be envisaged, let alone reached? It was enough
perhaps to set forth on the journey.

Monnerot's account is distorted by the personal animosity he felt towards Bataille
after their falling out, which he appears to have nurtured for many years, and he seems
too unreliable to consider here, especially when he played no actual part in the College.

Caillois's account isto be found in the texts which comprise "The Paradox of Active
Sociology" (which barely touch upon the paradox of the title), and in his interviews.
However, it is also necessary to address certain tendencies in Caillois's thought and
writing which are evident even in the "Introduction”, 059. Its conclusion, already quoted,
in which Caillois hoped for a shift "from the will to knowledge to the will to power", seems
at the least unfortunately expressed in the context of Nazi aggression at the time. In fact,
from as early as 1937, Theodor Adorno and Walter Benjamin had voiced serious
reservations about the political implications of Caillois's writing. Adorno criticised his text
"The Praying Mantis" (1937) for being "crypto-Fascist" by proposing an a-historical nature
that was resistant to social analysis. He accused Caillois of attempting to "reframe myths
and what they represent in the individual's psychic life as fundamental experiences akin
to those of biology”, something which, as Muriel Pic pointed out, was close to the
collective unconscious of Jung, who in 1936 had been appointed vice-president of the
Goring Institute for Psychological Research and Psychotherapy, which was the official
mouthpiece of the Third Reich on these topics until 1940.43 Caillois pursued this
"biologism" within the College, refusing to distinguish between animal and human social
structures, and this was the source of early disagreements between him and Bataille.#4

Nor did Caillois much help himself. In atext written in 1945 and first published in French
in 1974, he gives a rather disturbing version of the impulses that led to the formation of the
College, recalled while re-reading a book by Alphonse de Chateaubriant, La Gerbe desforces:

This writer, when invited to visit the Third Reich [...] was completely seduced by
the various attempts then being actively pursued to reconstitute the old orders of
chivalry. At that time, in various fortresses lying deep in the heart of the Black
Forest and in Courland, they were endeavouring to prepare an elite body of stern
and pure young leaders to assume the supreme role of directing the nation, and
then the world they would go on to conquer. [...] this undertaking fired more than
one imagination. Such was the case in particular amongst those of us who had



founded the College of Sociology, dedicated exclusively to the study of closed
groups, societies of men...%6

It would be unduly charitable to categorise such a statement as naive, especially given
its date of composition, and the conclusion from it must be that divisions between Caillois
and Bataille meant they were bound to fall out: was it not precisely to combat such co-
options of myth by Fascism that Bataille had formed the College in the first place? Caillois
continued his account:

We were fascinated by the decisiveness of those men who, from time to time
through the course of history, sought to give firm laws to an undisciplined society
that was incapable of satisfying their desire for rigour. [...] But some amongst us,
so full of enthusiasm, did not choose to resign ourselves to interpretation alone,
but were impatient to act for ourselves.46

The myth of the strong leader... in Bataille's mind, precisely what the College was
opposed to, and with an exactly contrary meaning to the headless figure of Acéphale.
Elsewhere in the same book, Caillois maintained that it was he who had insisted that the
College should be "for interpretation only", and remain a research group, against the
wishes of Bataille, "who did little to conceal his intention of creating a potent and
devastating sacred that would be so contagious the epidemic would overwhelm and
glorify the one who had seeded the first germ."47 Caillois's account becomes a little hard
to follow at this point,48 since he appears to confuse the College with the Society and
maintains he refused to join Acéphale because he was convinced by the argument put
forward by Kojéve (who was surely uninvolved with Acéphale), that Bataille and he could
no more be possessed by a sacred that they had knowingly unleashed than a magician
could convince himself of the reality of magic by means of his own tricks. His decision,
Calllois said, was only reinforced by Bataille's desire to found the Society upon an
"irreparable” ritual crime, and to create "an initial focus for the irresistible expansion of
the sacred" — namely a willing human sacrifice.49 Caillois repeated his assertions about
human sacrifice almost every time he mentioned Acéphale, and also claimed that Bataille
asked him to be the executioner, but since he was not a member of Acéphale this request
would only have made sense if the act was connected to the College too, which is difficult
to envisage. At all events, such a sacrifice goes unmentioned in any of the documents
here, although Claudine Frank's anonymous informant told her that the initiation
procedure for Acéphale involved the possibility of such an event (see pp.219-20, 1
October).5



For Bataille, the College was the logical extension of another aspect of his activities
since Documents (and Acéphale was perhaps its illogical extension). In Documents he
and his colleagues had employed ethnology as a method of critique, and as a bitter satire
of contemporary society. It provided a new perspective on social structures, while the
study of other societies, especially so-called "primitive" cultures, demonstrated that the
norms of western culture were simply constructs and thus malleable and open to change.
The move towards the sociology that would study such constructs was a natural
progression. Even before Contre-Attaque, Bataille had written to Pierre Kaan (14 February
1934) suggesting a new approach was necessary:

I have no doubt as to the level on which we ought to place ourselves: it can only
be the same as that of Fascism itself, that isto say on the mythological plane. It is
therefore a matter of proposing values that may participate in a living nihilism,

fully commensurate with Fascist imperatives. These values have not yet been put
forward and although it is possible to do so, it is not yet possible to know how it

should be done.5L

Bataille then suggested that in a society in which the sacred has been largely replaced
by a false community based upon "the exploitation of man by man", the necessary
destruction of the existing social order required that everyone must "sacrifice their
individual desires to the necessities of revolution. The revolution quickly revealed its true
nature, that it must be a collective movement, having as its aim the establishment of a
new society, which could not demand less than the old one —which must in fact demand
even more — of the individuals it unites."52 Bataille recalled that:

These young writers felt, more or less clearly, that society had lost the secret of
its cohesion, and that this was what the obscure, difficult yet sterile efforts of
poetic fever had been aiming to address. [...] They were not interested in launching
a new experiment that would only prolong Surrealism, but in scientific research.
They felt a certain aversion to their past links to literary effervescence, and what
they excluded most vehemently was the possibility of compromise, of science put
to superficial use towards some dubious undertaking. Doubtless they wondered
whether the impotence of art might not be followed by the sterility of pure
knowledge, but their need for rigour and intellectual honesty opposed what was
for others a stronger demand, that thought should lead to action.53

This account differs markedly from what Caillois had written, despite the shared
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emphasis on rigour. Nevertheless, while the College was being formed, Bataille and
Calllois persuaded themselves that they were largely in agreement, and their
collaboration appears to have been what allowed them to envisage some sort of action
on "the mythological plane”.

Bataille later wrote that the College of Sociology "was in some way the public face"
of Acéphale,54and it did indeed have a public presence, its lectures being advertised in
the NRF, for example. Acéphale, on the contrary, was a secret society, and as we see from
Marina Galletti's account of how she found the papers which are published here, for fifty
years its members mostly kept that secret, and so nothing much could be known about
its relationship to the College. The result is that the College, formed in March 1937, has
been treated far more thoroughly than the Society (formed shortly before). Out of
everything, this is perhaps the only solid fact, that the Society preceded the College.

In an interview for the film series Archives du XXe Siécle, Caillois spoke of how the
College came into being. Here he said that it took a whole year after the "founding" of
the College to "give it content", and since the first lecture took place in November 1937,
this work would have to have begun in November 1936. This was when Bataille and
Caillois made up after their disagreement over Contre-Attaque (p.113, 4 November), and
when a meeting of the Sociological Group took place (on the 11th) at which Bataille
denounced the fact that politics "has drained all our emotional powers like a plague”.%
The Group had been formed immediately after the collapse of Contre-Attaque, as
described in #14 812:

On 4 June 1936, the resolution to found a moral community had its first result,
but, deriving from the way political groups tend to be organised, it appeared to
be impossible to go beyond the format of a 'study group’, and so was given the
name — which was never, in fact, actually used — of the 'Sociological Group'.

The formation of the Group, therefore, coincided not only with the end of Contre-
Attaque, but with the publication of the first issue of Acéphale, while Bataille also
associated it with the beginnings of the secret society, when he wrote: "Originally we
were satisfied with a name appropriate to a study group”, *14 81. So the Sociological
Group seems to have provided an initial context for the formation of both the College
and the Society, even though the meetings that actually led to the creation of the College
took place outside of it. The members of the Group presumably included the writers
involved with Acéphale, excluding Caillois and Monnerot: Ambrosino, Bataille, Klossowski,
Rollin and Jean Wahl, along with the earliest members of the future Society from the
CCD and/or Contre-Attaque (Andler, Chavy, Chenon, Dautry, Dussat, Kaan and Kelemen).



Leiris appears to have refused to take part, but Kojéve may have done.%

While the Group may well have provided a context, Bataille was disappointed with
its meetings, #14 813-16, until the November meeting when he announced that he was
"turning his back on politics". His reconciliation with Caillois then allowed them to
consider reviving their old project of a sociological commission that had been proposed
for Contre-Attaque, but which had been abandoned when they fell out. The field was
clear for a new approach and, as with Acéphale and Masson, Bataille sought a
collaborator; on this occasion it was to be Caillois, and the two of them began the
separate discussions which would lead to the establishment of the College. Monnerot
too may have been at these meetings, and Caillois recalled Kojéve being present "at all
the early discussions" and that he objected to their central theme, which at this time
they referred to as the "socré actif",57 the active sacred. Kojeve's objection came to a
head at a meeting at Bataille's flat which is difficult to date and when, as stated earlier,
he told them that they were putting themselves in the position of a conjurer who
expected his own tricks to make him believe in magic.5

After November 1936, Bataille's letters and other writings only refer to meetings for
Acéphale, and it was not long before Caillois's reappearance, confirmed by Bataille in a
letter to Dautry on 23 December,® brought about dissension among those participating,
with Ambrosino commenting on Caillois's supposed influence over Bataille. A general
meeting for Acéphale was called for 29 December, when Bataille probably hoped for
some sort of accord between Caillois and the Acéphale group and/or the Sociological
Group. Caillois could not attend, however, and his position was represented by Monnerot,
who himself aroused a certain amount of hostility. This was probably because those
involved with Acéphale were now made aware of the substance of the private discussions
between Bataille, Caillois and Monnerot. Indeed, this attempt at a reconciliation appears
instead to have confirmed the split between the members of the Group on one hand,
and Caillois and Monnerot on the other. The fact that Bataille appeared to be setting up
a new association seems to have catalysed the formation of the Society as, if not exactly
an opposition, then at least as a group that would exclude Caillois and Monnerot.

Even so, Bataille and Caillois pursued their plans, and the discussions about the
formation of the College that took place after this meeting may also have involved others
such as Leiris, Klossowski and, as we have seen, Kojéve. Another general meeting was
scheduled for 6 January, but was postponed until 7 February. On this occasion Bataille read
"What | have to say..." 13, and Caillois a version of "The Winter Wind", 030, texts that
make proposals relevant to the founding of either the College or the Society.

In early February 1937, Acéphale had been constituted as a secret society.@The College
acquired its name around the end of January, and by this time Claude Chevalley had



become involved (p.147, 25 February). It came into being formally in March at a meeting
at the Véfour; here Caillois read another early draft of "The Winter Wind" 030, while
Bataille read "What we undertook afew months ago..." 029. In this text he proposed that
a Freudian interpretation of social structure allowed for the transition "from knowledge
to action" that seemed to be missing from Durkheim. Assisting such atransition could not
be the immediate concern of an existential society such as Acéphale, so the College, which
had been chiefly formed to develop atheoretical basis for the Society, was also perhaps
intended to maintain Acéphale's existential "purity", while leaving the way open to political
initiatives on the part of the College. However, Marina Galletti has shown in her
introduction that this purity proved impossible to sustain, and that the Society too came
to acknowledge an implicit political engagement.

Leiris had declined to join Acéphale, although he remained on good terms with its
members. Caillois, on the contrary, maintained his distance and a mutual distrust arose
between him and the group, so that even early on it was likely that Bataille anticipated a
similar rejection from him. It is uncertain when he asked Caillois to join, but it must have
been between mid-July and 16 October 1937. It is not known what Caillois's response was
on discovering that "a moral community" had already been established without his
knowledge. The fact that the College was an association which required less commitment
than the Society, which Bataille was thus able to persuade these old collaborators of his
to take part in, was doubtless another motive behind its creation. Walter Benjamin later
wrote that the only secret of the secret society was that it was intended to bind together
its founders, Caillois and Bataille (Benjamin did not usually make much of a distinction
between the College and the Society in his correspondence).6LHe was not far wrong, since
Bataille went out of his way to maintain his alliance with Caillois, but this did not preclude
"furious slanging-matches" between the two.&

Benjamin and Caillois often referred to the College in their correspondence as "the
College of Sacred Sociology" and this may have been a sort of private name for its inner
circle of members. At the start of this introduction | referred to the "profane” meaning
of its name, which implied that there was also another. Caillois explained:

.. the College, that is the sacred college, not a college like a school but like the
superior authority of the Church [...] when we said College of Sociology it implied
the College of the Sacred and the Sacred College [of Cardinals], so to speak... The
word "college” was chosen because of its connotations and for what it called to
mind; in today's parlance it would be considered religious and not at all
academic.&3

Caillois stressed that the College was not only a "community” but an "Order", and

Qr THF arPFN "rMOMOPTPRPATrVY



that it had its habitual practices, even if these did not quite qualify as "rites". Bataille
suggested an annual celebration of the guillotining of Louis XVI at the Place de la
Concorde. This was never put into practice, but a second rite was observed by both
College and Society: a refusal to shake hands with anti-Semites.

From the first, however, the College carried with it the idea of the "active sacred",
later "active sociology" and finally redefined as "sacred sociology”, and this was probably
the reason for Leiris's second thoughts, since in Durkheimian terms, it was an inadmissible
conjunction. Although he took part in the enterprise, he is not among the six who finally
signed the "Note": Ambrosino, Bataille, Caillois, Klossowski, Pierre Libra and Monnerot.
Only four of these would be involved in its work, however. Almost nothing is known of
Libra, who was probably excluded when his anti-Semitic attitudes were exposed,&4 and
Monnerot fell out with Bataille before the College began its lectures.

OPERATION OF THE COLLEGE

The College gave lectures between November 1937 and July 1939, equivalent to two
academic years. The outbreak of war brought its activities to a definitive end, although
whether it could have continued anyway is rather doubtful. Membership of the College
was both elective and selective. One elected, or agreed, to be a part of it, but according
to its first programme (p.225), one had to be invited to join by an existing member.
Masson even suggested it was a college of "initiates";&b it was certainly a place where
initiates for Acéphale were recruited, and the connection between the two groups was
known to some of its members, at least (Benjamin was aware of the "secret" group, for
example). Another indispensable rite of membership was the payment of a monthly or
annual subscription.

The College was mostly directed by Bataille alone, because Caillois suffered long bouts
of illness during this period and was also often away teaching outside Paris; Leiris was
not much involved after giving his lecture in January 1938. Bataille called meetings as
required with various members involved in its organisation, Ambrosino and Waldberg
apparently, perhaps Chevalley and it seems Klossowski and Benjamin as well, although
with the latter as something of an observer (Klossowski recalled "he was sometimes
present at our secret meetings").66 We know, for example, that just before lectures
started, Bataille met Chevalley and Denis de Rougemont, who requested that abstracts
of the lectures be made available beforehand so that responses could be prepared (it
seems unlikely this ever happened).67 Apart from the infrequent correspondence
between Bataille and Caillois no records of these meetings or any administration have
survived, but this correspondence does show that it was Bataille who decided on the
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programme of lectures and suggested who outside of the founding group might be invited
to speak, although he sought Caillois's advice on these matters.

The College went through a number of crises. Until the final collapse of its activities,
the most urgent upset seems to have coincided with the invasion of Czechoslovakia in
March 1939, which prompted the statement "The New Defenestration of Prague”, already
mentioned (for a summary, see pp.360-1).

The lectures to the College of Sociology were given in a large, book-lined room behind
a bookshop called the Salle des Galeries du Livre at 15 rue Gay-Lussac, near the top of the
Boulevard Saint-Michel, and not far from the gates of the Jardin du Luxembourg. Lectures
were followed by comments from Bataille and Caillois, if present, then by a more general
discussion.@ Not many who attended have left an account of them (is it a coincidence
that both Leiris's and Queneau's published journals omit the dates when College lectures
occurred?). Duthuit, who evoked the formation of the College in terms very similar to
Bataille's,@®remembered audiences of between thirty and sixty people. This was quite an
impressive figure, given that Patrick Waldberg recalled that when he and Okamoto
attended the lectures given by Mauss, the audience would often number fewer than a
dozen, including a few tramps sheltering from the cold, and that Kojeve's lectures could
be barely more popular. @ The lack of any register means it is only possible to establish a
very inadequate list of those who attended (speakers are given in italics): Jean Atlan,
Georges Bataille, Julien Benda, Walter Benjamin, Georges Blin, Bracke-Desrousseaux,
Roger Caillois, Georgette Camille, Michel Carrouges, André Chastel, Claude Chevalley,
Pierre Drieu la Rochelle, Edouard Dujardin, Georges Duthuit, Isabelle Farner, David
Gascoyne, René M. Guastalla, Maurice Heine, Pierre Kaan, Pierre Klossowski, Alexandre
Kojéve, Jacques Lacan,71 Paul-Louis Landsberg, Laure, Michel Leiris, Anatole Lewitsky,
Georges Limbour, André Masson, Hans Mayer, Victoria Ocampo, Taro Okamoto, Germaine
Pascal, Jean Paulhan, Raymond Queneau, Denis de Rougemont, Jean-Paul Sartre, Jean
Wahl, Patrick Waldberg and Eric Weil. No doubt the members of Acéphale also attended.

Our best eye-witness was the young poet Edith Boissonnas, invited by Paulhan, who
attended lectures between February and June 1939. Her diary for 21 February records
Paulhan introducing her to Limbour, Caillois and finally Bataille, who then took the floor:

The talk was rather impenetrable to start with — or was I1too overjoyed to listen?

Left top: The College of Sociology was founded in the upstairs room of the Grand Véfour, "then
rather dilapidated". Bottom: lIts lectures were held in the rue Gay-Lussac, in a room behind the
Salle des Galeries du Livre, which was on the ground floor of the white building on the right
just beyond the car.



| liked the looks of those around me and the room was charming, completely lined
with books. At the back, on the shelves where the rarer volumes were kept, there
were many beautiful bindings. 1was up to my elbows in books. People smoked if
they liked, and leafed through the books —then captivating. Bataille described a
childhood Mardi Gras, his feeling of voluptuous fear, the eyes of the masks, the
masquerades and a girl getting crushed, her body.7”2

The lectures presented here are but a small selection from those in Hollier's book,
the most recent edition of which is 900 pages long. Only those lectures for which a
complete and finished text exists were chosen (with one exception), not least because
these were also the works of writers, and some of these essays are also literary works,
however much their authors would protest the irrelevance of such an observation (see,
for example, #61 8IV). Lectures given by those outside the group of College founders
were excluded, since they were unfamiliar with how Acéphale and the College came into
being, and the point here isto present a narrative and a continuity of thought between
the two groups. Lastly, among the lectures remaining, there were some that did not
contribute much that was new to this narrative, such as Caillois's "The Ambiguity of the
Sacred", and others that lay somewhat outside of it, for example, Klossowski's on "The
Marquis de Sade and the Revolution" (see summaries on pp.355 and 357-8 respectively).
In the commentary to the texts | have provided (often rather absurdly brief) summaries
of those aspects of the omitted lectures by the founders of the College that are an aid to
comprehension of the ongoing argument, of the "course" followed by those attending
this most unusual institution.

Finally, it should be remembered that almost none of these texts were intended for,
or revised for publication. They were designed to be read, or read out, at the Society or
the College, a situation in which any obscurities could be questioned and explained.
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CHRONOLOGY

(1924)

Michel Leiris described his first meeting with
Bataille at a café near the Elysée: "l quickly
became close to Georges Bataille, who was
only alittle older than me. ladmired not only
the breadth and variety of his culture, but
also his non-conformist spirit which was
expressed in what we had not yet come to
call 'black humour'. His appearance was
striking, although he was rather thin, and he
had a charm that was at once entirely
modern but also had something of the
romantic about it; he already possessed that
elegance (albeit, of course, in ayounger, less
discreet form) that would never leave him
[...] His eyes were deep-set and quite close
together, of a brilliant noon blue, and his
teeth, which strangely resembled those of
some small woodland creature, were often
visible when he laughed, and when |
(probably wrongly) assumed he was being
sarcastic."1

Note: an asterisk following the first appearance of a name in the Chronology indicates a biography
in the Appendices.



1929

January. Bataille and his wife, the actress Sylvia
Maklés (1908-1993), whom he had married in
March 1928, move from their Paris apartment
to Boulogne-sur-Seine, just to the west of the
capital. Sylvia, from a family with Romanian
Jewish roots, has three sisters. Bianca is
married to Théodore Fraenkel, ex-Dadaist and
doctor to both Bataille and Leiris; Rose is the
future wife of the painter André Masson; and
Simone the future wife of Jean Piel, who
succeeded Bataille as editor of Critique, the
review he founded in 1946.

19 February. Leiris ends his collaboration with
the Surrealist group.2 Over the year, he reads
the works of the ethnographer Lucien Lévy-
Bruhl, which prompt him to attend the classes
of Marcel Mauss, probably in the autumn.3

March. Bataille ceases writing for Aréthuse, an
art and archaeology journal edited by
colleagues of his at the Bibliothéque Nationale.

April. Publication of the first issue of
Documents, co-edited by Bataille. Its contrib-
utors include various young intellectuals, some
connected to Surrealism: Jacques-André
Boiffard, Robert Desnos, Leiris, Georges
Limbour and Raymond Queneau; and others
connected to art or ethnography: Carl Einstein,
Mauss and Georges Henri Riviere (these last
two are attached to the ethnographical
museum in Paris, the future Musée de
I'Homme). In Documents, a veritable "war
machine directed against received ideas",4
Bataille makes plain his distaste for the
Surrealists' devotion to the "marvellous"”, and
publishes a series of aggressively anti-idealist
articles which cause serious tensions within the
editorial committee. Bataille's involvement
with the journal ended in 1930 and it folded the
following year.5

June. Roger Caillois, aged 16, passes the first
part of his baccalaureate.

DOCUMENTS

DOCTRINES
ARCHEOLOGIE

Beaux-arts
ETHNOGRAPHIE
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1 August. Leiris's Journal records long nights of
drinking: "I've been out with Bataille two
evenings in arow."

September. Leiris begins psychoanalysis under
Dr. Adrien Borel, a founding member of the
Paris Psychoanalytic Society. He had been
Bataille's analyst during 1926-27 and would be
Leiris's again in 1934.

October. The Wall Street Crash; the effects of
the depression that follows are felt for most of
the next decade.

December/January. Bataille is the subject of a
lengthy attack by André Breton in the final
section of his Second Manifesto of Surrealism,
first published in issue 12 of La Révolution
surréaliste. Bataille responds to Breton on 15
January 1930 with avirulent pamphlet entitled
A Corpse, a collective publication with con-
tributions from a number of dissident
Surrealists who were attacked in the manifesto,
including Desnos, Leiris and Limbour. In later
years Bataille came to regret his response: "I
hate that pamphlet (A Corpse) as | hate the
polemical parts of the Second Manifesto. These
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impetuous accusations, which are impossible
to retract, arise from an anger that is all too
easy and premature; how much better would it
have been if both sides had remained silent."6

1930

Early 1930. Transformation of the veterans'
association Les Croix-de-Feu into a paramilitary
neo-Fascist organisation by Colonel de la
Rocque.

15 January. Death of Bataille's mother. While
sleeping in an adjoining room in her apartment
that night, he recalls an orgy in which he had
taken part two years previously in the room in
which her body is now laid out: "the extreme
voluptuousness of my memories prompted me
to return to this orgiastic chamber and to
masturbate while looking at the corpse".7

10 June. Birth of Laurence, Bataille's daughter
with Sylvia. After the war, with his second wife
Diane Kotchoubey de Beauharnois (or
Beauharnais), he had a second daughter, Julie.

At the end of 1930, Leiris finishes Lucretia,

Judith and Holofernes, the first version of
Manhood, originally intended for an erotic
"almanac" edited by Bataille, and illustrated by
Masson, which did not appear because of the
"tedious attentions of the police".8 Bataille's
"The Use Value of DAF. de Sade" was written
for this collection, and introduced for the first
time the idea of Heterology as a science of
what is outside of science, and linked to a
"reversal of the established order".9

1931

March. First issue of the journal La Critique
sociale, founded by Boris Souvarine* with the
aim of creating an updated Marxism more
aligned with  sociology, psychoanalysis,
philosophy, economics and history. Colette
Peignot,* Souvarine's partner, subsidises the
magazine and, from December, writes reviews
for it, at first signed with her initials, and then
as Claude Araxe (combining an androgynous
forename with the French form of the Araxes
river in the Caucasus, known since Antiquity for
its turbulent and destructive torrent).

April/May. Final issue of Documents. Leiris
leaves France as part of the two-year
ethnographic expedition across Africa, the
Dakar-Djibouti Mission, led by Marcel Griaule
and organised by the Institut d'Ethnologie de
1'Université de Paris and the Muséum National
d'Histoire Naturelle.

14 April. Proclamation of the Republic in Spain.

July. In the first issue of the new Surrealist
journal, Le Surréalisme au service de la
révolution, Breton launches a diatribe against
Souvarine.10

October. Bataille's first contribution to La
Critique sociale is a review of Krafft-Ebing's
Psychopathia Sexualis which immediately
causes a dispute with Jean Bernier.* Bataille
responds to Bernier in the March 1932 issue of
the magazine.

The October issue features texts from



two former Surrealists and contributors to
Documents, who had written for Souvarine's
journal since it was founded: Jacques Baron, its
editorial secretary, and Queneau.

In  November, Bataille begins following
Alexandre Koyré's course in the thought of
Nicholas of Cusa, where he meets Alexandre
Kojéve. 11

27 November. In Paris, the final session of the
International Disarmament Conference is
broken up by Rocque's paramilitaries in alliance
with royalist and anti-Semitic groups such as
the Camelots du Roi.

November/December. At the Brasserie Lipp,
Bataille, accompanied by Sylvia, meets Colette
Peignot (Laure), who is with Souvarine, for the
first time. He later writes: "From the first day, |
felt a complete clarity between us."12

At the end of the year, or perhaps at the
beginning of 1932, and probably at the
suggestion of Queneau, Bataille attends
meetings of the CCD, an anti-Stalinist Commun-
ist association founded by Souvarine in 1930
(based upon a previous group that had been
exclusively for ex-members of the Party). Here
he meets André Bareli,* Pierre Kaan,* Esther
Tabacman, Simone Weil and various future
members of Acéphale: Pierre Aimery (Imre
Kelemen*), Georges Ambrosino,* Jacques
Chavy,* René Chenon,* Jean Dautry,* Henri
Dussat,* Harrick Obstfeld (alias Pierre Dugan,
who later takes the name of Pierre Andler*)
and Patrick Waldberg.*

1932

March. In La Critique sociale, Bataille publishes
"Critique of the Foundations of the Hegelian
Dialectic", written in collaboration with
Queneau.

14 April. Caillois makes contact with Breton and
joins the Surrealist group. He remains involved
with the Grand Jeu group (having known Roger
Gilbert-Lecomte in Reims since the mid-
Twenties).

3 June. A Radical-Socialist government is
formed in France, with the Socialists as the
second largest party.

12 July. As always, and despite his position at
the Bibliothéque Nationale, Bataille has
financial problems and today his furniture is
seized by bailiffs and sold off to pay his rent
arrears.13

November. Bataille continues with Koyré's
course and also his seminars on the religious
philosophy of Hegel.

1933

During 1933, rightist groups become more
organised in France and launch their own daily
newspaper, L'Ami du peuple.
January. In La Critique sociale, Bataille
publishes "The Notion of Expenditure”, which
later played a central role in Acéphale.

Calllois, with other Surrealists, joins the
AEAR, the Association of Revolutionary Writers
and Artists, a Communist organisation.

30 January. Adolf Hitler becomes Chancellor of
the German Reich.

February. Leiris returns from Africa and joins
the Musée d'Ethnographie at the Trocadéro. He
returns to his studies under Mauss, but is
disorientated by his return to European life and
later resumes psychoanalysis with Borel in June
1934,

27 February. The burning of the Reichstag is

used as a pretext by Hitler to suppress political
opposition, especially the Communists.

Opposite, left to right, top to bottom: Six who joined the Society: Georges Ambrosino, Pierre
Andler, Jacques Chavy, Henri Dussat, Jean Rollin and Patrick Waldberg; and three who did not:
Pierre Kaan, Alexandre Kojéve and Raymond Queneau.
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5 March. The Communist Third International
calls for ajoint opposition against Fascism and
begins negotiations with the Socialist party that
will eventually lead to the formation of the
Popular Front.

April. Bataille, with Souvarine, signs an "Appeal
for Victor Serge" in La Critique sociale. Serge
had been sentenced to three vyears'
imprisonment in the Urals for anti-Stalinist
agitation.

June. The second issue (which is published
simultaneously with the first) of the chiefly
Surrealistjournal Minotaure is entirely devoted
to the Dakar-Djibouti Mission, assembled by
Leiris and with texts by him.

7 July. Leiris signs a contract with Gallimard for
a book on the Dakar-Djibouti Mission to be
called Phantom Africa. It is banned under the
German Occupation for its anti-colonial stance,
among other reasons. Leiris is appointed head
of the African department at the Trocadéro.

September. In La Critique sociale, Bataille
publishes "The Problem of the State" in which
he proposes that the failure of Marxist theory
before the spectre of the totalitarian state
(Stalinism, Fascism, Nazism) can only be
corrected by the violence of despair, the sole
dynamic element capable of leading to
successful revolutionary action.

October. Bataille approaches the study groups
associated with the journal Masses and
organised by René Lefeuvre, and which are
close to the thought of Rosa Luxemburg. With
Kaan, Leiris and Aimé Patri he plans a sociology
study course on modern political and social
myths: the College of Sociology in embryonic
form.14He meets the photographer Dora Maar,
who becomes his mistress (before her
relationship with Picasso).

November. Publication in La Critique sociale of
the first section of Bataille's "The Psychological
Structure of Fascism", part of a book-length
study in preparation, perhaps to be called
Fascism in France (only a part of which was
later drafted in 1934), or Essay To Define

Fascism; both projects were abandoned. The
second section of the text appears in March
1934 in the final issue of La Critique sociale.

7 December. Caillois becomes a student at the
Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes so as to take
the course taught by Georges Dumeézil, the
philologist and mythographer.

1934

1934, Bataille meets Pierre Klossowski at some
point in this year.
January. Kojéve begins lecturing on Hegel, a
course that continues until 1939 and which is
attended by Bataille, Caillois, Jacques Lacan,
Henri Lefebvre, Merleau-Ponty, Queneau and
Eric Weil, among others. These lectures later
come to be seen as a pivotal moment in
modern French philosophical thought. In the
early months of 1934, at an evening discussion
at Lacan's house, Caillois recalls first meeting
Bataille,15 whose essay "The Notion of
Expenditure" he had found "revelatory".
Leiris's Phantom Africa is published and he
is criticised by Griaule, the mission leader, for
using the expedition's journal without
removing its denunciations of colonial admini-
strators. Their split is confirmed by a lecture
Griaule gives in London on Leiris's special
interest, the Dogon, which does not mention
his research.16
Caillois attends
saciology.

Mauss's lectures on

January/February. Bataille is often confined to
his bed with a rheumatic illness and liver
complaints17 that have affected him since the
year before. (Bataille's military service was
prematurely ended by pleurisy in 1917, and he
was forced to leave his job at the Bibliothéque
Nationale in 1942 because of pulmonary
tuberculosis.18) On one or two occasions Laure
visits him at his home at Issy-les-Moulineaux on
the outskirts of Paris.19



February. The Stavisky Affair leads to the
resignation of the moderate leftist prime
minister. He is replaced by Daladier from the
same Radical-Socialist Party, whose dismissal of
the notoriously right-wing Prefect of Police,
Jean Chiappe, sparks rightist riots from La
Rocque and similar groups on 6 February. They
come close to overthrowing the government
and the Third Republic.

Bataille is a signatory to the manifesto
Peuple, Trovailleur, Alerte, issued by the CCD
and the Fédération Communiste Indépendante
de I'Est in response to the crisis.

Masson concludes that the Fascists are
likely to take power in France and decides to
leave for Spain.20

9 February. Leftist counter-demonstrations in
Paris leave hundreds injured.

10 February. The Surrealists issue the
manifesto Appel & la lutte (Call to Struggle),
which outlines a strategy for the working-class
movement to combat the "immediate Fascist
danger"; it calls for unity of action and support
for the general strike. Caillois, Maurice Heine,
Leiris and Maar are among the 90 signatories,
most of whom are from the Surrealists but the
list also includes a number of intellectuals
unattached to Breton's group, among them
Alain, Jean-Richard Bloch and André Malraux.

12 February. General strike and leftist anti-
fascist demonstrations across France (in which
Bataille and Leiris participate); huge joint
demonstrations seal the alliance of Commun-
ists and Socialists. An account of these events
occurs in Bataille's Awaiting the General Strike,
which was written immediately afterwards,
when he was still gripped by the emotion of
witnessing the procession of workers singing
the Internationale and advancing across the
Place de la Nation "IN THEIR WRETCHED
MAJESTY".21 This text introduces ideas that when
elaborated form the basis of the revolutionary
strategy adopted by Contre-Attaque.

March. Bataille suffers a "serious crisis" but
does not modify his way of life; he "assiduously

visits the brothels" and "drinks more than his
health permits".22 Leiris too resumes the life of
heavy drinking that pre-dated his marriage; he
is violently opposed to having children and his
wife is pregnant. They will remain childless.

Bataille makes a trip to Italy, intended to
restore his health, but he is still unwell on the
14th, according to a letter to Leiris, and is
almost crippled with rheumatism.23In Rome he
visits the Mostra della Rivoluzione Fascista
(Exhibition of the Fascist Revolution), from
which he retains in particular the way it drama-
tised the symbology of death as a means of
hypnotising the masses by representing atruth
unfamiliar to those from industrial civilisations,
here recast asthe soldier's self-sacrifice on the
battlefield. He writes later: "human hearts
never beat as hard for anything as they do for
death".24 While in Rome he also undertakes
research at the Biblioteca Nazionale for a
"universal history". This is a project that he
continued to work on throughout his life, and
he outlines its principles in a letter to Queneau,
also written on the 14th.25 He travels on to
Albano and almost certainly visits the nearby
lake of Nemi where, according to Frazer's The
Golden Bough, the rites of the priesthood of
Diana took place. Bataille's rheumatism,
however, is making walking so difficult that he
returns to Paris after a brief stop at Stresa,
where sunshine follows downpours of rain and
"afternoons spent lying on hotel beds"; on the
shores of Lake Maggiore he is suddenly
transfixed by the chorus of a Mass being sung
and broadcast through loudspeakers.2

May. With Sylvia, Souvarine and Laure, Bataille
spends two or three days in the country house
of afriend at Rueil, outside Paris. It is during
this stay that he realises that relations between
Laure and Souvarine "were poisonous".27 He
has now fully recovered from his rheumatic
illness. B

26 June. Masson and Rose Maklés move to

Tossa de Mar on the coast north of Barcelona,
where their sons, Diego and Luis, are born.2



Laure (Colette Peignot).
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29 June. Beginning of Bataille's relationship
with Laure.

30 June. Night of the Long Knives: Hitler
consolidates his power with a purge in which
his most prominent opponents in the Nazi Party
are murdered.

4 July. Laure leaves with Souvarine and some
friends for Austria and Italy, having started a
correspondence with Bataille. She writes to him
from Innsbruck around this date: "Your love has
entered my life, it will not leave. | could almost
say it envelops me - lam afraid - yes terrified of
saying anything at all, of uttering asingle word."3

16 July. Leiris records in his Journal: "Meeting
with Bataille: conversation about Beauty (I'm
the one who uses this word). Of course, no
agreement!"3L

18 or 19 July. Having decided not to go to the
Pyrenees with his daughter Laurence, Bataille

departs for Austria to find 3 He recounted the

subsequent pursuit of her through Italy in his
diary La Rosace, and later wrote: "although this

was 'like a madman', chasing from place to

place, | lived like a god (flagons of black wine,

lightning, portents)."33

20 (or 19) July. Bataille and Laure meet at the
Hotel Victoria, Innsbruck.34 Afterwards she
leaves with Souvarine for Steinach am Brenner,
then Bolzano, from where, on the 21st, she
writes: "I want to spend some time absolutely
alone. It is during this time that Iwill see you."®%

22 July. Laure and Souvarine arrive in Riva. The
same day she leaves alone for Molveno having
arranged to rejoin Souvarine in Verona on 25
July. The letters she sends him during this time
apart bear witness to the crisis in their
relationship and cause Souvarine much distress.

24 July. Laure joins Bataille at Mezzocorona and
then travels with him to Trento, where the orgy
evoked in his novel Blue of Noon, and more
explicitly in On Nietzsche, takes place.3%

25 July. The Austrian Chancellor Engelbert

Dollfuss is assassinated in Vienna by Nazi
agents (although he was the Fascist dictator of

Austria — having closed down its parliament —
he was opposed to German territorial claims).
Bataille writes in La Rosace that he "convinces
Llaure] to stay'. Meanwhile Souvarine is
waiting for her in Verona, having received only
a couple of telegrams from her since they
parted. Bataille and travel from Molveno to
Andalo in the Dolomites. On 31 July they are in
Innsbruck, a town they find dominated by
"black pennants". They leave for Zurich on 4
August.

5 August. Laure arrives in Paris,37 and is met at
the Gare de I'Est by Simone Weil, with whom
she stays the night, intending to return the next
day to her home in Neuily. On the 6th,
Souvarine writes, in the diary he had begun on
25 June, that Laure makes a "half-confession",38
after which she succumbs to a depressive crisis
which induces Simone's father, Dr. Weil, to have
her hospitalised the same evening at the
Clinique Jeanne-d'Arc in Saint-Mandé.

25-27 August. Bataille travels to Biarritz to join
Laurence and his wife, from whom he separates
shortly afterwards. He returns to Paris on the
28th, Sylvia and Laurence go to stay with the
Massons.

August/September. Leiris and his wife Zette are
in Spain, going to see bullfights and staying with
Masson in Tossa de Mar,3®along with Sylvia and
Laurence. A series of letters from Bataille traces
the end of their marriage: "Sylvia, don't say
you're a monster, you are the most pure and
charming individual | have ever met. | wish |
could be adifferent man."40

6 September. Laure is entrusted to the care of
Dr. Borel.

Early September. Bataille frequents brothels in
Paris, the Tabarin, the Sphinx, and has various
other liaisons.

13 September. Bataille also decides he needs
to see Borel, perhaps in order to begin analysis
again. He writes to Leiris: "I'm not joking but |
am leaving for Privas to see Dr. Adrien Borel.
Don't breathe a word to anyone about this
piece of foolishness but 1am on my last legs: all



hell is raging in my head."41

6 October. After a leftist insurrection against
the right-wing government in Madrid, which
seemed on the verge of a Fascist takeover, the
Catalan Republic is proclaimed, and then
brutally suppressed on the 17th.

1-3 November. Bataille travels in Germany, to
Trier, Koblenz and Frankfurt with "Edith", as he
writes in La Rosace.

November. Bataille begins regular attendance
of Kojeve's course, which he follows in 1934-35
and 1935-36.42 He later recalls: "How many
times did Queneau and | feel overwhelmed in
that little room — overwhelmed, and stunned.
[...] Kojeve's course broke me, crushed me,
killed me ten times over."43

26 December. Caillois breaks from the
Surrealist Group with an open letter to Breton,
the immediate cause being the "affair of the
Mexican jumping beans" which supposedly
revealed incompatible attitudes to "the
Marvellous". At a meeting of the Surrealists in
a café someone had placed a few jumping
beans on the table and a dispute arose over
whether one of them should be cut open to
discover how it worked; Caillois was for, Breton
against. Caillois later said it catalysed his dis-
appointment with Surrealism, which now
seemed to be "literature as an end in itself
rather than the end of literature".44

Meetings begin that will lead to the
founding of Contre-Attaque.45

29 December. The so-called "soirée de Saint-
Cloud" occurs in a summer-house owned by
Bareli's grandparents. Bataille, along with
Ambrosino, Chavy, Chenon, Dussat, Kelemen
and others meet for a dinner that degenerates
into some sort of orgy after too much drinking.
The police are called by neighbours and break
into the house. This was the beginning of a brief
affair between Bataille and Pauline, Chenon's
sister, who later married the painter Gaston-
Louis Roux, afriend of Leiris.

1935

In 1935 Bataille, now separated from Sylvia
(they divorce in 1946), moves to 76 bis rue de
Rennes, a few metres from no. 85, where he
had lived between 1919 and 1928 with his
mother, Marie Antoinette Tournadre, and his
older brother Martial, ajournalist.

Also in this year, he discovers the works of
William Blake.

20 January. Bataille addresses a long letter of
clinically detailed reproach to Leiris: "The
project we envisaged recently makes it clear,
and this is somewhat comical, or bitter, that on
acertain level, there is no more than the ghost
of a friendship between us. [...] Where there
might once have been some understanding in
you of what really matters to me, there is now
avoid. And when | say avoid, | also know what
it covers up."46 The reason for Bataille's
belligerence isthat Leiris has refused to commit
himself to the political meetings in which they
have been engaged, and instead is planning a
new literary journal, La Bete noire, with Marcel
Moré,* when for Bataille the time for such
activity was definitively past.

16 March. Germany renounces the arms
restrictions of the Treaty of Versailles and intro-
duces conscription. The League of Nations
condemns this violation of the treaty but takes
no action.

1 April. Entry in La Rosace for this date:
"meeting with Laure. At the [Café] Flore, then
at Fred P[ayne]'s, then rue de Rennes." It is
around this date that Laure ends her treatment
with Dr. Borel (having left the sanatorium the
previous October) 47

15 April. Meeting at the Café du Bel-Air, 32
Avenue du Maine (along with the Café Augé, 6
rue des Archives, one of the meeting-places of
the CCD), to discuss the leaflet Quefaire? (cited
infull in 14 85). Bataille, Dautry and Kaan are
the signatories. This is the founding meeting of
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what will become Contre-Attaque, in which
Bataille and Breton collaborate. When Bataille
sends this flyer to Leiris he writes: "... all that
counts isto see whether it is possible to make
people aware of their existence and prevent
them, if possible, from sleepwalking through
it."48

18 April. Because of the increased Fascist
threat the Surrealists issue the leaflet Enquete
sur 1'unité d'oction (Survey on United Action), a
follow-up to Appel a lo lutte which is signed by
a number of Surrealists who will later be
involved with Contre-Attaque.

21 April. Calillois publishes "Procés intellectuel
de l'art", in which he settles scores both with
Surrealism (guilty in his eyes of being a purely
literary enterprise that is incapable of a
rigorous exploration of the imagination and is
also ineffective politically), and with the Grand
Jeu group, whose passion for metaphysics,
although legitimate, had shown only
disappointing results.

"After" 23 April. Queneau, who often refers to
himself in the third person in his diary, writes
this phrase in inverted commas: "Bataille went
mad and started shouting at L[eiris] and
Qjueneau;j”. Queneau also opts for La Bete noire
in preference to Contre-Attaque, and he and
Bataille break with each other until October
1939,49 when Bataille recalls in his diary:
"Queneau was the first to abandon me."5)

24 April. Caillois signs the Surrealist tract La
Planete sans visa (Visaless Planet), denouncing
the decree expelling Trotsky from France by its
"government of appeasement”.

End of April. Bataille leaves with his daughter for
Spain from where he returns at the end of May. It
is perhaps during this stay (or in March 1936 in
Tossa de Mar) that he asks Dora Maar to come
and join him, and to whom, in his reply to her
refusal, he wrote: "We play at asort of bargaining.
But Idon't want to play any longer. [...] I belong to
you completely [...] I'm sure that all in all your life
is hard. Mine is as hard as rock."5L

2 May. Signing of the Franco-Soviet pact by

Laval and Stalin, which implies rearmament
directed against Germany.

8 to 12 May. Bataille and Masson frequent the
brothels in Barcelona. On the 10th they go
together to Montserrat. This ascent of the
mountain, previously climbed by Masson and
his wife in 1934, becomes for Bataille a real
initiatory journey and an overwhelming cosmic
and religious experience which orientates him
towards the "inner experience" he later
examines in his book of that name. Bataille and
Masson explore this event in a joint work,
Montserrat, which appears in the Surrealist
journal Minotaure,52 consisting of Bataille's
text "Le Bleu du Ciel" (not to be confused with
the novel of the same name) and two paintings
by Masson, Aube & Montserrat and Paysage
aux prodiges, and his poem "Du haut de
Montserrat". The manuscript includes a preface
that called for "the shattering recognition of a
reality that has nothing to do with the one that
is commonly recognised. It changes life."53
Montserrat reappears in the drawing by
Masson at the start of issue two of Acéphale
(p.28) which thus identifies it as a sacred place
for the Society soon to be formed.

11 and 12 May. Bataille attends bullfights in
Barcelona.

13 May. Bataille rejoins Laurence in Tossa,
where the philosopher Paul-Louis Landsberg
and his wife Madeleine are also staying. Bataille
and Landsberg later become friends and he
regularly attends the College of Sociology
lectures. According to Michel Surya, Bataille
and Madeleine have a brief affair. %4

16 May. Signing of the Soviet-Czechoslovakian
pact, valid only if France supports both parties.

29 May. Bataille finishes his novel Blue of Noon,
which is not published until 1957.

May and June. On several occasions Masson
writes to Leiris with a similar message: "Michel,
| fear for our long friendship, wake up and do
not be afraid to acknowledge that you have
taken the wrong track."5

June. Souvarine's highly critical biography of



Georges and Laurence Bataille with André Masson,
Tossa de Mar, August 1935.



Boris Souvarine and Laure, August 1935.
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Stalin, rejected by Gallimard despite recom-
mendations from Bataille and Malraux, is
published by Plon. The Congrés International
pour la Défense de la Culture takes place,
organised by the French Communist Party.
Breton is prevented from speaking.

7 June. The leftist parties remain split, and
Laval forms a centre-left government. The
Socialists and Communists renew negotiations
for acommon front.

13 June. In La Rosace, Bataille records: "Laure
at the Flo[re]. Then rue de Rennes".

July. Bataille and Caillois plan the formation of
"an association of revolutionary intellectuals".
At one of their meetings this month Bataille
first introduces "the Nietzschean theme of the
death of God [...] as it dominates our shared
mythical existence and thus our actual
existence today", #14 86.

August. Publication of the Surrealists' leaflet On
the Time When the Surrealists Were Right
denouncing the Stalinists for having silenced
them in June. Laure and Souvarine leave for
Spain.

August/September. As in the previous year,
Leiris and Zette stay with André and Rose
Masson in Tossa de Mar.

September. The events in June and August
allow Bataille and Breton to bring their
animosity to an end.

15 September. The Nuremberg racial laws are
promulgated.

18 September. Meeting to form Contre-
Attaque in the Café de la Mairie, Place
Saint-Sulpice, which Calillois does not attend.56
Other similar meetings take place during this
month according to Claude Cahun, one at the
Café de la Régence near the Palais Royal, which
Caillois does attend; others at Cahun's studio
and at Marcel Jean's.57

3 October. Mussolini invades Ethiopia.

7 October. Dissemination of the manifesto
Contre-Attaque (Counter-Attack), see #14
87.3 It begins with these words:

We, who are violently opposed to any attempts,
whatever form they may take, to appropriate
the Revolutionfor the benefit ofideas of nation
or patriotism, address ourselves to all those
who, by all means possible and without
reservation, are determined to bring down all
capitalist authority along with its political
institutions.

Active members, along with Bataille and
Breton, include Aimery (Kelemen), Ambrosino,
Roger Blin, Boiffard, Cahun, Chavy, Dautry, Jean
Delmas, Paul Eluard, Heine, Klossowski and
Benjamin Péret. The second appearance of the
manifesto has 39 signatories and, along with
some of those above, includes others who later
play a part in the secret society: Chenon and
Henri Dubief* and among the female
signatories: Reya Garbarg and Dora Maar.

27 October. Leiris begins typing up the MS. of
Manhood.®

November. Publication of Breton's Political
Position of Surrealism, with the Contre-Attaque
manifesto as an appendix.

1 November. At a meeting of Contre-Attaque
Bataille breaks with Caillois and Jules
Monnerot.* The split with Caillois appears to
be over his refusal to sign the Contre-Attaque
manifesto, despite having a role in its
instigation. Caillois must have found the
reconciliation between Breton and Bataille
somewhat disconcerting. However, his main
objection, according to a letter to Jean Paulhan
of 30 October, was that he did not approve of
the direction being taken by this project, in
particular the way it assumed the pose of a
political party with a definite programme
before certain ideological questions had been
properly addressed.0 Monnerot, in a letter to
Caillois that evening, protests at how vociferous
Bataille was during arguments, and that he
remains unconvinced by them.6L

21 November. Meeting of Contre-Attaque
members and sympathisers at the Café de La
Mairie.

24 November. Joint communication from



Bataille and Breton to a general meeting of
Contre-Attaque on the subject of the Popular
Front at the attic studio of Jean-Louis Barrault,
7 rue des Grands-Augustins.

27 November. The political committee of
Contre-Attaque decides to organise a public
showing of L'Age d'or, the film by Luis Bunuel
and Salvador Dali which has been banned since
December 1930, so asto provoke an "excitation
générale”.&

November 28. Dissension between the Bataille
faction and the Surrealists results from the
publication of an article by Georges Blond in
Candide which attributes the formation of
Contre-Attaque solely to Breton. The group is
also attacked in the Communist press.&3

December. Various meetings of Contre-Attaque,
including one on 8 December at Barrault's
studio, which is open to non-members, during
which Bataille and Breton speak on "Affective
Exaltation and Political Movements".

21 December. In an interview in Le Figaro,
Breton takes credit for founding the group, and
this exacerbates tensions further with the
Bataille faction.

29 December. Dussat, who has been doing his
military service in Metz since 21 October, writes
afirst draft of his text "Du Sang" while on leave
in Paris. The final version of February 193664
coincides with the first meetings of the future
members of Acéphale.

End of December. Leiris sends the typescript of
Manhood to Gallimard, but there are delays in
publishing the series in which it isto be published,
and it does not appear until June 1939.

1936

Throughout January and February. Several
meetings of Contre-Attaque.tb

5 January. Meeting of Contre-Attaque at
Barrault's studio on the subject of "Fatherland
and Family" to oppose abandoning the

revolutionary position. The speakers are
Bataille, Breton, Heine and Péret.

7 January. Entry from Leiris's Journal: "Saw
Bataille yesterday, with Dora Maar, who is
likable and attractive. Bataille is certainly wrong
about Contre-Attaque, its value is above all
literary etc. But it is precisely this will to go
beyond himself, this refusal to allow himself to
be fenced in by literary boundaries which isthe
sign of his poetic worth. Making literature while
telling yourself that it is only literature: away of
not being duped, but still another vicious circle.
Yet this determination to go beyond oneself
need not necessarily take a political form."

20 January. Meeting to form the first of two
cells within Contre-Attaque based upon
geographical boundaries. "Marat", the cell for
the Left Bank, has Trigonis (Nicolas Calas) as its
secretary, with Jean Rollin* as his deputy. On
the 25th, the "Sade" cell for the Right Bank is
formed, in which Bataile and Breton
participate. Its secretary is Dubief, with Jacques
Brunius as deputy. This division of the
movement into cells gives it something of the
structure of a secret society.66

21 January. At Barrault's studio, Bataille, Breton
and Heine speak on the "200 Families", a
phrase coined by the Radical-Socialist leader
Daladier to identify those at the core of the
establishment who should face the justice of
the people. Distribution of the prospectus for
Les Cahiers de Contre-Attaque, #14 88. It isthe
anniversary of the beheading of Louis XVI and
Bataille proposes establishing an annual festival
in celebration of this event.67

13 February. Léon Blum, the Jewish leader of
the French Socialist Party, is dragged from his
car and beaten almost to death by members of
the Camelots du Roi.

16 February. During a young royalists'
demonstration against Blum, Contre-Attaque
distributes a leaflet written by Péret, Comrades,
the Fascists are Lynching Léon Blum. Around
this time Contre-Attaque issues Appel d Faction
[Call to Action), a pamphlet written by Bataille.



26 February. Dussat, away from Paris doing
military service, replies to Chavy's letter of the
23rd which announced that a secret society is
in the process of being formed, "l find the
society based on ties of blood [...] to be very
compelling".63

February/March. Bataille writes "The Laby-
rinth" for Recherches philosophiques 5.

7 March. Germany begins to remilitarise the
Rhineland, in contravention of the Treaty of
Versailles. The League of Nations protests but
the Western democracies take no action.

8 March. In a radio address the French prime
minister Albert Sarraut declares: "We are
unwilling for Strasbourg to be within the range
of German guns". Dautry is given the task of
writing a leaflet for Contre-Attaque in response,
and this is distributed without Breton's
approval. He signs a second version with certain
changes, including a new title: "Under Fire from
French Guns... and Those of Our Allies".

Meeting of the members of Contre-Attaque
who are close to Batalille at the Café Aux Armes
de la Ville. On the agenda, a discussion of
Dussat's "Du Sang", and the formation of a
secret society.®

14 March. Bataille convenes a meeting of
Contre-Attaque at the Café Augé. On the
agenda is the leaflet Workers, You Hove Been
Betrayed! written by Bataille with Bernier and
Lucie Colliard, in which, following the hawkish
rhetoric of Sarraut, they urge the left not to
support "a war declared by Western capitalism
against the Fascist nations".70 Other signatures
were added to the leaflet, including those of
Breton, Eluard and Heine without their being
consulted, and Bataille's group soon afterwards
issues a further tract announcing the
formation, without a general vote, of a
"Committee against the Sacred Union" which is
to be composed only of those close to Bataille:
Bernier, Colliard, Dautry, Gaston Ferdiére and
Georges Michon. This precipitates a new break
with the Surrealists.

16 March. Bataille and Masson sign the
contract for Sacrifices with the publisher Guy
Lévis Mano.

29 March. Dussat writes to Chavy: "There must
have been a meeting one or two days ago when
Bataille was probably told of our clandestine
activity". The reference is to the secret society
which is in the process of being formed.71



Olga Tabakman and her sister Esther Tabacman,
with Georges Ambrosino, Grenoble, early 1930s,






Chronology
Commentaries

ACEPHALE |
» 1. Georges Bataille The Sacred Conspiracy
#2. Pierre Klossowski The Monster
«3. Georges Bataille Acéphale

ACEPHALE 2
*4 . Jean Rollin The Realisation of Man
*5. Friedrich Nietzsche Heraclitus

THE SECRET SOCIETY OF ACEPHALE
*6. Georges Bataille Programme
7. Georges Bataille To my eyes, my own personal existence...
#8. Pierre Andler Moriar, ergo sum
9. Anonymous Invitation to a Totemic Dinner
#10. Georges Bataille Re Totemic Dinner
» 11. Georges Ambrosino The Constitution of the Selfis Highly Paradoxical
*12. Jean Dautry Letter to Georges Bataille



CHRONOLOGY

1936

2 April. Ageneral meeting of Contre-Attaque is
held at which Bataille resigns as general
secretary. Dautry is appointed in his place. Gilet
(i.e. Nicolas Calas) resigns his position in turn,
and is replaced by Rollin. Bataille applies
himself to the creation of the secret society
"that would turn its back on politics and have
only areligious purpose (but anti-Christian and
essentially Nietzschean)".1

4 April. Bataille writes "Programme”, *6, atext
that proposes the formation of an "order" and
which is given to the participants in Contre-
Attaque who have sided with him.2

7 April. Bataille joins Masson in Tossa de Mar.
They have the idea to start ajournal, Acéphale,
the first issue of which, entitled "The Sacred
Conspiracy", would propose a new reading of
Nietzsche. Masson, who had not joined Contre-
Attaque, makes the drawing of a man without
a head for its cover as directed by Bataille, who
later wrote: "Man will escape his head like a
condemned man escaping from prison".

9 April. Meeting of Contre-Attaque to discuss
the prospect of war; Bataille does not attend.

14 April. In Tossa de Mar, Bataille finishes
writing "To my eyes, my own personal
existence..." #7, in which he first distances
himself from political action.

17 April. Andler's "Notes on Fascism" intro-
duces the neologism "surfascism” (invented by
Dautry, according to Dubief), meaning the
overcoming of Fascism, as a summation of the

revolutionary strategy of Contre-Attaque.
Instead it prompts the group's final
disbandment after it is applied with malicious
intent by the Surrealists to Bataille's faction.3

21 April. Laure isin Madrid where she remains
until the end of June.4 During this stay she
writes her "Fragments and plans for erotic
texts", intended as afictionalised account using
the pseudonym "Laure" (the name of Petrarch's
muse and of Sade's grandmother), and which
she "considered [as] representing herself".5

29 April. Bataille finishes writing "The Sacred
Conspiracy", #1, the introductory text to the
first issue of Acéphale.

May. Masson sends Bataille his poem "Du haut
de Montserrat", intended for the first issue of
Acéphale but which, in the event, is published
in Minotaure.6

Although Contre-Attaque has been dis-
banded, Bataille nevertheless publishes the
first of the Cahlers de Contre-Attaque: The
Popular Front in the Streets. It is disowned by
the Surrealists in a statement released on the
24th, and no further issues appear.

6 May. The Popular Front, the union of the
French Communist and Socialist parties (and
other smaller groupings), wins the general
election. Léon Blum becomes the first Jewish
prime minister of France at the beginning of June.
End of May/beginning of June. Bataille, Sylvia

and D.-H. Kahnweiler see Eisenstein's Thunder
Over Mexico.7



Foreground, left to right: Georges Bataille, costumed as a priest, with Sylvia Bataille and a
third actor, during the filming of Une Portie de compagne in July-August 1936.
The photograph is probably by Hi Lotar.



Beginning of June. Caillois publishes an article
in Inquisitions (the magazine he founds and
edits with Monnerot, Louis Aragon and Tristan
Tzara), "For a Militant Orthodoxy: the Immedi-
ate Tasks of Modern Thought", which impresses
Bataille. Later Caillois recalled that he had
envisioned "a form of revolutionary thought
that would not be limited to the intellectual
sphere but would burst into real life".8

4 June. Bataille et al. create a study group,
called the Sociological Group, which will play a
part in the creation of the secret society of
Acéphale, once it relinquishes politics. The brief
account in #14 812 does not name any of the
participants, perhaps suggesting that attend-
ance was sporadic and that the meetings held
between June and October were more or less
informal, so informal in fact that the group's
name was never actually used by participants.

13 June. Dussat sends Chavy his Trois poémes
de la vie sanglante, for one of which, "Glaive",
Chavy draws an illustration.9

24 June. The first issue of the journal Acéphale
appears, published by Guy Lévis Mano, and
although it is in "clear contradiction with [...] a
'study group™, according to #14 813, in part it
reflects the intentions of the future secret
society. The contributors are Bataille,
Klossowski and Masson. The issue of Minotaure
which includes Montserrat by Bataille and
Masson is also published this month.

July. At some point this month Leiris decides
not to join the tentative project taking shape
around Masson and Bataille in terms that the
latter takes as a personal rebuff. Bataille speaks
about this in a letter to Leiris's wife which, in
the event, he never sends: "Michel does not
realise the hurt he does me. [..] Even if what |
am doing is ridiculous, Michel knows that!am
crazy enough to stake my life on it. How could
his attitude be anything but unbearable to
me? lcouldn't care less about the 'nobodies’
who will mistake what I'm doing for something
else, but Michel is wrong, and knows it since
he is one of the few people in the world who

THE SACRED CONSPIRACY

understands what lies behind such an
apparently infantile initiative as the one
Masson and | are engaged in. [..] | hate this
because | hate the fact that the limitation
imposed on existence today has the same face
as Michel's."10

Two early texts related to the society of
Acéphale are written this month: Dussat's
"Cosmogony" and Andler's "Moriar, ergo
sum", #8, which is dated 25 July.

18 July. Beginning of the Spanish Civil War.

Leiris, Zette, Queneau and his wife, who
have been in Ibiza since the 9th, are repatriated
following the uprising of the militias in
Barcelona.1l

31 July. Internal meeting for Acéphale (for
contributors only), to work on the second issue
of the journal in the basement of the Café "Ala
Bonne Etoile" at 80 rue de Rivoli.

15 July-25 August. Filming of Jean Renoir's Une
Partie de campagne (released in 1946), on the
banks of the Essonne south of Paris. Syivia
Bataille plays the main female lead, while
Georges has athree-second bit-part as a novice
priest {opposite).

19to 26 August. Stalin's Bolshevik purges reach
their height with the beginning of the Moscow
show trials. Kamenev, Zinoviev and fourteen
others are condemned to death and shot. Soon
afterwards, Bataille signs the leaflet Appel aux
Hommes, denouncing the trials.

30 September. Bataille is arrested with Laure
and other members of Contre-Attaque for
disrupting a performance of the play Les
Innocentes at the Thééatre des Arts. The protest
is aimed at one of the actresses, Marcelie
Géniat, who is also the director of a reform
school in Boulogne from which a dozen young
girls escaped with cries of "A nous le Front
populaire!”.

October. Laure finally leaves Souvarine and
joins Bataille in Tossa de Mar; not long
afterwards she moves in with him to his
apartment in the rue de Rennes. It is probably
during this month too that the "unnamed"
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Tossa de Mar. Masson's house isjust visible outside the walls of the old
town, to the left of the leftmost tower.
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Sociological Group meets to express its
solidarity with the Spanish Revolution.

25 October. Signing of the Axis treaty between
Italy and Germany.

29 QOctober. On returning from Spain, Bataille
writes to Kaan: "... everything that | saw has
affected me as | have seldom been affected
before".12

4 November. Bataille reconnects with Caillois
by sending him a warm letter of
reconciliation.13

11 November. The first of a series of what
become regular meetings of the Group is held
at the Musée Social, at which Bataille
denounces the general political impasse, 14
815. The content of what he was intending to
say had been summarised in aletter to Kaan on
4 November: "politics has drained all our
emotional powers like a plague".14

25 November. The Anti-Comintern Pact is
signed between Germany and Japan, which
Italy joins ayear later.

3 December. Sacrifices is published by GLM
with Masson's etchings.

4 December. Bataille sends a note to Ambrosino,
Chawy, Chenon, Dautry, Pierre Dugan (Andler),
Dussat, Kaan, Kelemen, Klossowski and Rallin,
cancelling plans for a "totemic" dinner they had
proposed for 18 December, but confirming their
meeting the next day at 6 pm in the Brasserie
Lumina, 76 rue de Rennes, #9 and 10.

23 December. Bataille reconnects with Dautry
(see * 12), and discusses the reconciliation
under way with Caillois and Monnerot.

28 December. An internal meeting is held for
Acéphale in the basement of the Brasserie
Lumina. This is almost certainly to decide upon
a new publication date for the second issue of
the journal, which had initially been planned for
September this year, and to prepare an outline
of contents for issue 3/4, in the expectation that
Caillois and Monnerot would contribute.

29 December. An external meeting for
Acéphale (guests permitted) takes place at 9

pm, on the first floor of the Grand Véfour, rue
de Beauijolais, which is attended by Monnerot,
although Caillois is absent. The position
Monnerot puts forward on his and Caillois's
behalf is probably the one published in
Inquisitions: a "militant orthodoxy" based on
the "unitary" character of human beings which
would thus be capable of binding together
discipline and revolution "in al domains".15 In
January, two texts are drafted in reponse that
suggest "acute unease":16 the first is Dubief's
"Critique of Caillois's Position", and the second,
Ambrosino's "The Constitution of the Self is
Highly Paradoxical”, « || 17 (see also #14 816
and 17, and p.119).

1936. During this year an unrealised project is
proposed, to pour a large pool of blood at the
base of the Obelisk in the Place de la Concorde
(the site of the execution of Louis XVI). A
communiqué to the press, signed by "the
Marquis de Sade", was to guide journalists to
the site "where the victim was buried". A
similar project to leave the supposed skull of
Louis XV at the same spot was likewise never
carried out.18

1937

in January Leiris writes the poems that are
published as Tauromachies by GLM in August,
with an illustration by Masson. Bataille sends a
copy of the first issue of Acéphale to Patrick
Waldberg in Los Angeles, inviting him to return
to Paris and participate in the secret society,
which he accepts.19

16 January. A meeting for Acéphale in the
basement of the Brasserie Lumina,20 probably
to proof issue 2 of the journal, and to work on
no. 3/4, which isto be dedicated to Dionysus
and is due to appear the following month.21

21 January. Publication on this date, exactly
one year after the suggested celebration ofthe
beheading of Louis XM by Contre-Attaque, of
the second issue of Acéphale entitled:



"Nietzsche and the Fascists" {cover above). This
issue was intended to defend Nietzsche from
appropriation by both Nazism and Socialism,
with texts by Bataille, Klossowski, Masson,
Rollin and Jean Wahl.

30 January. Date of the meeting during which
the decision was probably taken to found the
secret society of Acéphaie22 (see also ®15).



COMMENTARIES

ACEPHALE [MG]

The texts in this first section situate the creation of the secret society of Acéphale within
the history of Contre-Attaque, which disbanded in April 1936 "following internal
disagreements" #14 89, as the Surrealists formally announced in the leftist newspaper
L'CEuvre on 24 May. They show the beginnings of a new direction in Bataille's thought,
and can be seen too as a response to the "rather more religious than political" spirit,
* 14 810, of those members of Contre-Attaque who were close to him.

Whilst Rollin later recalled Bataille speaking to a general political meeting in
Argenteuil, north-west of Paris, in support of the central policy of Contre-Attaque
("militant action against the weak politics of the French Communist Party inaugurated
by the Laval-Stalin pact"l), the principal concern of Acéphale was altogether different: it
was a "withdrawal from politics", yet the connection made by Bataille2between the
nucleus of the sacred and the seat of power within social structures meant that it retained
a political aspect. For Rollin, the best example of this was the conspirators in Balzac's
History of the Thirteen, whose position he characterised as being based not upon
metaphysical foundations but on a solidarity that aimed for power. More specifically, he
suggested that Acéphale should be thought of as a "transposition of politics into religion,
a religion without a god". Koch likewise, while affirming that Acéphale was "absolutely
not situated on the plane of action", defined it as "ideological rather than political."3

This "collusion between the political and the religious"4is most evident in "The Sacred
Conspiracy", * !, the first text in Acéphale 1. The authors of its three epigraphs were to
be the inspiration behind the new enterprise: Sade, Kierkegaard and especially Nietzsche.
Its announcement of a community that was "ferociously religious" was a declaration of
war no less compelling than the one which had guided the fanaticism of Contre-Attaque,
although its weapons were no longer deployed in support of what Bataille now saw as
the "false values" of political action, but instead for the simple value of existence. This
radical change can be read as a moving away from action into non-action,5and this non-
action was a "désseuvrement" (disavowal) associated with a "political” initiative intended



to ensure that the ideas of Nietzsche could not be put to the service of any sort of
doctrine, by reformulating them into a "thought that remains comically unemployable,
open only to those inspired by the void".6This was an extension of the "moral revolution”
predicted by Nietzsche (and described in one of the unpublished Cohiers de Contre-
Attaque), which declared the imminence of a new world that would conform to the
programme outlined at the beginning of "The Sacred Conspiracy" — the necessity to
"become completely different, or else to cease to be", and the condemning of "everything
that is known today".

Following Bataille and Masson's revelatory experience of an "unrecognised reality"
on Montserrat (p.100, 8 to 12 May), a new time had begun, the time of "preaching",
which required that "the world of civilised people and its light" should be abandoned
and that its followers should "go forward without looking back over [their] shoulders and
without making any allowances for those who lack the strength to forget their immediate
reality”, ®1. It demanded too that man escape his reason so that he can say of his
existence that it "opens me up to a rapture beyond myself*, and that he assume the
sovereign defiance of Don Giovanni, who is "certain that Hell will engulf him yet does
not bend", as Bataille wrote after the war, when he compared the libertine's rejection of
prohibition with the Nietzschean cry of the death of God.7

For his part, Klossowski, in "The Monster", the second and only other text in the first
issue of Acéphale, proposed the denial of the immortality of the soul as away of accessing
the "integral man". Klossowski took his inspiration from Sade, to whom he had already
devoted three studies, one of which, "Time and Aggression”, had appeared in the same
issue of Recherches philosophiques as Bataille's "The Labyrinth". Klossowski's text relates
both to the publication he had proposed for Contre-Attaque, on Charles Fourier's
"economy of abundance" based on a "free play of passions”, and on the lecture "The
Marquis de Sade and the Revolution" he gave on 7 February 1939 at the College. It links
too to "The Sorcerer's Apprentice"”, 061 &l, in which the "whole man" comes forth, having
"escaped his head" and refusing to reduce his "existence to the condition of a servile
organ."

The declaration of war announced by "The Sacred Conspiracy" sought out its first
targets in Acéphale 2. This issue, titled "Restitution for Nietzsche", contains many lengthy
texts that we were unable to include here, but which are worth briefly summarising. The
introductory text, "Nietzsche and the Fascists", marked a turning point in the
interpretation of Nietzsche's thought at this time. In it, Bataille unmasked the various
Judases who were guilty of betraying the philosopher, from the initial lie of anti-Semitism
fabricated by Nietzsche's own family, to the use he was put to by parties on the left, who
based their actions on so-called "rational principles”,8and even more so by those on the



right with their attachment to the values of the past. Lukacs made Nietzsche into "one
of the main ancestors of Fascism" whereas for Bataille, "Fascism and Nietzscheism are
mutually exclusive, even violently mutually exclusive, when considered in their totality:
in the one case, life istied down and stabilised within an endless servitude; in the other,
there is not only a circulation of free air, but the blast of atempest".9The ideologists of
Nazism had gone beyond applying Nietzschean maxims to Fascist ends by systematically
manipulating his thought. Even before Alfred Rosenberg rejected the gods of the
underworld so often evoked by Nietzsche, Jakob Wilhelm Flauer and Ernst Bergmann had
created German nationalist anti-Christian religious ceremonies that incorporated
passages from Thus Spoke Zarathustro. Likewise, Alfred Baumler, whose philosophy
strongly influenced the Nazi party, had transformed the will to power into a political
doctrine. Bataille, however, opposed the will to power, which implied political action, by
stressing Nietzsche's attitude to sovereignty: "sovereignty perhaps requires power, but
the quest for power reduces man to action, which is a means, and thus the opposite of
sovereignty".10

Against the backdrop of this twin political betrayal Bataille then contrasted the more
recent interpretation by Jaspers, who showed that by shattering "the pre-established
frameworks through which Nietzsche's politics have come to be mutilated”, Nietzsche,
far from providing a "complete system like Flegel's" or "a practical politics like
Machiavelli", in fact "proceeds from aconcern to embrace the actual condition of man...
without methodically immersing himself in the specificities of political action."11 But the
condition of man — as Jean Wahl showed in his reading of Jaspers in the same issue —
depends on the death of God, which offers him "the enormous gift of perfect solitude,
and at the same time a possibility for greatness and creation".12 Even so, Wahl continued,
Nietzsche saw the negation of God as atear, a wound or a passion, and thus associated
it with Ixion and Prometheus, the two mythological heroes who rebelled against the
authority of Zeus. Klossowski's "Creation of the World" describes Nietzsche's definitive
separation from society: "He who nursed the Creator in his last moments, who saw the
divine limbs feasted on by vermin, who himself felt the posthumous sufferings of God
and who placed God in the tomb, has lost the world, and no longer has to be accountable
to society."13

This issue of Acéphale completed its review of contemporary readings of Nietzsche
with one by Karl Lowith, commented upon by Klossowski, who traced the voyage of this
Columbus of the philosophy of faith in the Christian God all the way back to the will to
nothingness and thence to the affirmation of being in the "eternal return”. In this way it
was because of Nietzsche that Rollin, in his "The Realisation of Man", #4, was able to
write: "the circle is broken of which God was the perfect expression”, and connect



Nietzsche to Marx and Freud in the interests of a single goal: "this fulfilment of man [...]
afulfiiment that goesfrom pain and anguish, and through pain and anguish, to joy, 'the
eternal joy of becoming, the joy that carries within itself the joy of annihilation™.

Having deployed Jaspers and Lowith in cleansing the temple of the falsifiers of
Nietzsche, the Holy War of "The Sacred Conspiracy" could finally preach his teachings,
here expressed in Nietzsche's appreciation of his alter ego, the philosopher Heraclitus.
He it was who ™has raised the curtain on this greatest of all stage-plays' — the play of
time the destroyer”, #5. This gospel is not received passively, however. The teaching of
Nietzsche-Heraclitus is transformed and renewed and then re-presented by Masson's
Acéphale figure depicted (p.134) flying above the solitude of the "wildest barren
mountains" into the infinite space of the cosmos, like a "star without an atmosphere"
that has been expelled by agreat earthquake from Earth's gravity and is destined for the
pure expenditure of a dizzying journey towards the unknown. Finally, in this issue Bataille
establishes the Tablets of the New Commandments, his "Propositions", in which the nine
precepts of the "Propositions on the Death of God" follow the five "Propositions on
Fascism". These will be later revised within Acéphale, notably in «65.

As regards the texts of the secret society, which has not yet been formed, this section
contains two foundational texts, both by Bataille. The first is his "Programme" #6, written
on 4 April 1936, two days after his resignation from Contre-Attaque and distributed,
according to Dubief, "to a number of the participants in Contre-Attaque who had taken
his side, with the aim of elaborating the secret society that was to be embodied by
Acéphale".14A copy of this text was among Dubief's papers, in Kaan's, and in those of four
other adepts: Andler, Chavy, Chenonlsand Dussat. While the notion of a secret society
was not yet explicit at this time, it is nevertheless present as a "community for the creation
of values, values forthe creation of cohesion" that opposes other communities "including
national, socialist and communist communities and churches”, *6.

The second foundational text, "To my eyes, my own personal existence...", #7, dated
14 April, was drafted in Tossa de Mar. Here Bataille opposes "the laziness of mind that
gets called action” with chance, which, as he wrote in 1938, binds together "the structure
of everything" and constitutes the very meaning of existence.16And it is existence which
Bataille makes central in the first point of the "Creation of the 'Internal Journal™, #14,
of 9 February 1937, and thus to the history of this existential secret society which will
manifest "the pure and simple will to be, independent of any particular purpose" that
Bataille discussed in the lecture on "Brotherhoods" at the College on 19 March 1938.
Consequently, the society, "purposeless” and devoted to non-action, while at the same
time being an affirmation of the will to expenditure and effervescence, would be the



opposite of Mauss's "conspiracy societies"17(see also p.74).

From this period too dates a small number of other texts by adherents of the future
secret society. The first of these, "Du Sang" by Dussat, was discussed at a meeting of the
group (p.105, 8 March), but is not included here. The next, "Moriar, ergo sum", #9, by
Andler, marks the end of his political militancy with Contre-Attaque and follows a text by
him called "Notes on Fascism" of 17 April 193618 which played a part in the break
between the Surrealists and the faction around Bataille.19 Both of these texts were
written under the pseudonym of Pierre Dugan, with "Moriar, ergo sum" being dated 25
July 1936, and hence after the formation of the "Sociological Group" and the publication
of the first issue of Acéphale. This text extols an ecstatic and conscious death, free of any
idea of redemption or the beyond, asthe sole possible "good". It can be compared to an
unpublished text of 30 March 1937, "I was a demanding child..." in which Andler went
over the reasons that led him to become "a socialist, a Marxist", and those that persuaded
him to engage with Acéphale. "I had come to understand that the men in whose company
i lived lacked any taste for chance, that they refused all that went beyond them, and they
would remain for ever dead in the presence of the most vivid things — a naked woman,
for example [...] my death had appeared to me, and | recognised that it belonged to me,
in the same way as love, unconditionally."20

This section closes with texts related to disputes within the Sociological Group, #9,
10, 11 and 12, the last of which concerns the break with Dautry. These disputes are
covered in my introduction (p.36); the first was in fact only a brief misunderstanding, but
the second, #11, which followed soon after the reconciliation between Bataille and
Caillois, called into question the very attempt to create a secret society. This text by
Ambrosino, in which he pointed out that Caillois's "desire for totality” was simply a search
for "lucid totality", reveals a difficulty that resulted from the fundamental incompatibility
between Caillois and the rest of the group, and its meaning is amplified in an unpublished
text by Dubief of January 1937, "Critique of Roger Cailiois's Position". Here Dubief
accepted Bataille's "taste for struggle and overcoming” as a vital necessity for the group
in the search for "the greatest emotional tension”, but indicated the confusion introduced
by Bataille himself in his desire to associate himself with Cailiois's approach. Whilst this
mental state had a "profound meaning" for Bataille and his followers and answers the
need for an "anguish to overcome", it had only a negligible meaning for Caillois who did
not acknowledge this anguish within himself. As a result, his "delight in conquest" is no
more than a "consequence of the joy of living, ajoyous euphoria equivalent to an athlete's
leap, or four of a kind to a poker player.”



André Masson, The Blade is a Bridge, from Acéphale 1
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ACEPHALE |

GEORGES BATAILLE

The Sacred Conspiracy «

A nation that is already old and corrupt, that bravely shakes off the yoke of
its monarchical government so as to adopt a republican one instead, can only
survive by committing countless criminal acts; this is because it already exists
in astate ofcrime, and ifit wished to passfrom crime to virtue, that isfrom
a violent state to a peaceful one, it wouldfall into a state of inertia the
outcome ofwhich would be its imminent and certain ruin.

Sade

That which presented itselfas politics and supposed that it was politics, shall
one day be unmasked as a religious movement.
Kierkegaard

You that are lonely today, you who live apart, one day you will be a people.

From those who have thus chosen themselves there ivill one day come a chosen

people — and it isfrom this people that the Superman will be born.
Nietzsche

The thing we have undertaken must not be confused with anything else;
it cannot be limited to the expression of an idea and still less to what is

properly considered art.

It is necessary to produce and to eat: many things are necessary but also
count for nothing, and so it is with political agitation.

W ho, before he has struggled right to the end of his task, would dream
ofstepping aside for men it is impossible to look at without feeling the
urge to destroy them? But ifnothing can be found beyond the range of
political activity, human avidity will encounter only the void.
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WE ARE FEROCIOUSLY RELIGIOUS and, in so far as our existence
amounts to the condemnation of everything that is known today, an
inner necessity demands that we be equally unyielding.

W hat we are starting is a war.

It is time to abandon the world of civilised people and its light. The time has
passed for being reasonable and cultured — this has only led to a life lacking
in any attraction.W hether secretly or not, it is necessary to become completely
different, or else to cease to be.

The world of which we have been a part offers nothing that deserves our
love outside each ofour individual shortcomings: its existence is limited to its
convenience. Aworld that cannot be loved to the point where itisworth dying
for — in the same way that a man loves a woman — represents only financial
interest and the obligation to work. Ifwe compare it to worlds long past, this
world is hideous and appears as the most failed ofall.

In those past worlds it was possible to lose oneselfin ecstasy, something
which is impossible in our world of cultivated vulgarity. The advantages of
civilisation are offset by the ways in which men profit from them: the men of
today profit so as to become the most degrading of all beings that have ever
existed.

Life has always proceeded In a tumult with no apparent sense of cohesion,
but finds its splendour and its reality only in ecstasy and in ecstatic love.
Whoever tries to ignore or disregard ecstasy is an incomplete individual whose
thinking is thereby reduced to mere analytical processing. Existence isnot only
a restless void — it is a dance that compels us to dance like fanatics.Thought
that does not revolve around dead fragments may have an inner existence in
the same way as flames do.

W hat is required is for us to become sufficiently firm and unmovable that
the existence ofthe world of civilisation will at last be called into question.

It is useless to respond to those who are still capable of believing in the
existence ofthis world, and who manage to derive their authority from it;when
they speak, it is quite possible to look at them without hearing what they are



saying and, even while looking at them, to ‘see’only what exists far behind
them.We must reject all tedium and live only for what holds our fascination.

W hilst following this path, there isno pointin getting worked up or trying
to interest those who indulge such trivial impulses as passing the time, laughing
orbecoming individually eccentric.We must go forward without looking back
over our shoulders and without making any allowances for those who lack the
strength to forget their immediate reality.

Too long has human life served as head and reason for the universe. In so
far as it becomes this head and this reason, and in so far as it becomes necessary
to the universe, it accepts servitude. Ifitis not free, existence becomes empty
and neutered, whereas if it is free, it remains in play. For as long as the Earth
produced only cataclysms, trees and birds, it represented a free universe; the
fascination of freedom was tarnished when the Earth produced a being who
insisted that necessity was a law that was greater than the universe. Man,
however, has always been free not to respond to any necessity; he is free to be
like anything in the universe thatisnot him. He can also dispense with the idea
that it is either he or God who prevents all the other things from being absurd.

Man has escaped his head like a condemned man escaping from prison.

W hat he has found beyond himselfis not God, who is the prohibition ofall
crime, but abeing who knows no prohibition. Beyond what I am, | encounter
a being who makes me laugh because he has no head, and who fills me with
anguish because he isformed ofinnocence and crime; he holds an iron weapon
in his left hand, with flames like those ofa Sacred Heart in his right. In a single
outburst he unites Birth and Death. He isnot a man. Neither is he a god. He is
not me, but he ismore me than I am: his stomach is the labyrinth in which he
himselfhas become lost, and | along with him, and there | rediscover myself
as him, in other words the monster.

What | have thought and what | have put forward, | have not thought or put
forward on my own. | am writing this in a cold little house in a fishing village;
adog hasjust barked in the night. My room is next to the kitchen where André
Masson is happily moving about and singing; at the very moment when | am
writing this, he hasjust put arecord on the phonograph ofthe overture to Don



Giovanni;more than anything else, the overture to Don Giovanni connects what
has been allotted to me by existence with a sense ofdefiance that opens me up
to a rapture beyond myself. At this precise instant, | look upon this acephalic
being, an intruder composed oftwo equally fervent obsessions, as it becomes
the “Tomb ofDon Giovanni”.A few days ago, | was with Masson in this same
kitchen, sitting with a glass ofwine in my hand, when suddenly he foresaw his
own death and the death ofhis family; with his eyes wide in suffering, he was
almost screaming that death must become tender and passionate, screaming
his hatred for a world in which the worker’s hand is gripped fast even until
death, so that | could no longer doubt that the fate and infinite upheavals of
human life were open to those who could not exist any more like sightless eyes,
but as seers swept away by an overwhelming dream that can never belong to
them.

Tossa, 29 April 1936



PIERRE KLOSSOWSKI

The Monster

We continued on our way into the dry and scorched little plain where this
phenomenon can he observed. The ground around it is sandy, uncultivated
andfilled with stones.As we proceededfurther we perceived an extreme heat,
and breathed in the smell of copper and coal exhaled by the volcano; at last
we spied theflame, which had been made to blaze more brightly by a soft
rain that happened tofall at that moment; the crater must be thirty orforty
feet all the way round, and if the earth is dug up in this area then smallfires
start right away beneath the tool that has broken the surface...

Sade {Juliette)

An express letter shall be sent to Monsieur Lenormand, a timber merchant
[...] requesting that he come in person, with a cart, tofetch my body so that
it may be conveyed [...] to theforest on my estate at Malmaison [...] where
I wish it to be placed, without ceremony ofany kind, in thefirst thick copse
to befound on the right in the aforementionedforest [...] My grave is to be
dug in this copse by thefarmer at Malmaison, under the supervision ofM.
Lenormand, who will not leave my body until it has been placed in the said
grave [...] Once thegrave is covered over it is to be sown with acorns, in order
that, in due course, as theground around the said grave produces new growth
and the copse becomes as dense as it was before, all traces of my burial shall
disappearfrom theface ofthe Earth, as | trust that my memory will be effaced
from the minds of men.

Testament of the Marquis de Sade

The different types of anticipation that destroy the present are expressed in
Sade’s works by the mental operations which govern the different varieties of



‘experimental’ debauchery. Happiness consists not in enjoyment but in the
desire to breakfreefrom what restrains desire; things are not enjoyed for their being
present, but in the anticipation of these things while they are still absent — in other
words these things are to be enjoyed by destroying their actual presence— (murders
committed during debaucheries) — or if they disappoint — and seem to be
rejecting their presence (through resistance to what we should like to do to
them) they will be treated badly so as to make them at once present and destroyed (which
in moral sadism is expressed, for example, in the sacrilege addressed to God in
his absence). For some of Sade’s characters, disappointed anticipation ends up
becoming an erogenous fiction: the object does not disappoint, but is treated as
ifit did disappoint. Furthermore, one ofthese overly favoured characters admits
that, having only to wish for something in order to have it, his enjoyment was
never motivated by the objects around him ,“but by those that were not”.“Is
it possible to comm it crimes as we conceive them and as you say here? For my
part | confess that my imagination has always exceeded my abilities, | have always
conceived in my head a thousand times more than the number of deeds | have actually
carried out, and | have always protested that nature, whichfurnished me with the desire to
violate it, has always deprived me ofthe means to do so.”

Here again, Nature is experienced as a presence that calls anticipation into
being, but a presence that shies away from aggressive anticipation: the Sadean
conscience sees itself face to face with its own eternity, which it has disowned
and can no longer recognise in the guise of wily Nature; on the one hand, in
terms ofthe individual’sorganic functions. Nature experiences his aggression;
on the other hand, as regards the workings of the imagination, Nature gains
some sense ofthe infinite; but instead offinding its eternal condition there and
experiencing itself as part of the universal unity. Nature discerns — as in a
mirror — only the infinite reflection of the diverse and multiple possibilities
that are lost to the individual. The ultimate violation of Nature would be to
cease to be an individual, and instead to assume in totality, immediately and
simultaneously, everything that can be found in Nature: this would result in
achieving a pseudo-eternity, or rather a temporal existence, that of
polymorphous perversity. Having rejected the immortality ofthe soul, Sade’
characters instead put themselves forward as candidates for complete



monstrosity, thus denying the temporal elaboration of their own self, while
their anticipation then paradoxically places them in a state ofpossessing all the
possibilities for potential development, as expressed by their sense of
uninhibited power.The erotic imagination which develops as the individual is
formed, counterbalancing attimes aperversion and at other times the instinct
to reproduce, and which chooses an individual’s moments of solitude or
anticipation — moments when the world and people are absent — to invade
the self, would thus correspond to an unconscious attempt to retrieve
everything possible which has been made impossible because of the hold
exerted by the self’s conscience— a formation that has enabled the development
of the alter ego — and which leads in turn to aggressive behaviour, to the
detriment of external reality, aimed at regaining the individual’s original
integrity or wholeness. In this way, for the individual living in a state of
permanent anticipation, the imagination must make one more effort to escape
the object he is anticipating, so as to return to the atemporal condition in
which the possession of everything possible nevertheless excluded the
possibility ofthe experience ofloss.Through the mouths ofhis characters, Sade
himself confessed: “I invented horrors, and put them on paper quite
deliberately: with an attitude ofruling nothing out, however costly my planned
debaucheries might prove to be, | carried them out right away.” Indeed Sade,
the solitary prisoner, deprived ofall means ofaction, effectively had the same
power as the omnipotent hero of whom he dreamed: the uninhibited power
which knows no resistance, which knows no obstacles, neither outside nor
within the self, and which only has the sense ofits own unseeing discharge. “I
carried them out right away.” Such haste, however, cannot really manage to
exhaust the movement of“this type ofinconstancy, the scourge ofthe soul and
the all too fatal attribute of our sad humanity.” Thus the soul, aspiring to
deliverance, is prey to a contradictory hope; it hopes to escape the painful
experience of loss by refusing the object its presence, while at the very same
moment dying from the desire to see the object reintegrated into the present,
and shattered there by the passage oftime the destroyer.1



GEORGES BATAILLE
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ACEPHALE 2

JEAN ROLLIN

The Realisation ofm an

In aworld in a state of decomposition, gradually congealing into nothing but
the contemplation and foresight of its own end, whose actions, the moment
they come about, destroy everything they had extracted that was conducive to
living, the voice ofNietzsche rises up, full ofincitement and provocation, heavy
with all the pain and all the joy that Zarathustra bears within him. For us,
everything thatiscondemned to die a miserable death, our whole civilisation,
thus seems to offer certain new possibilities — the human and cosmic wave
that carries us along withdraws, like the sea, so that it may return. Nietzsche’
presence is sufficient to change this difficult demise into the dawn of a new
birth.

By peeling back the padded layers one atatime from the wound he suffered
in his being to the point of madness, Nietzsche snatched from existence the
mask which made it unworthy. “Our greatest grievance against existence was
the existence of God.” A necessary pessimism finds its outlet in this discovery.
It becomes atragic affirmation oflife.

For Nietzsche, the death of God was not so much a discovery ofthe mind
as a revelation and an affirmation of life stripped bare, of the chaotic, glacial
and irritating world with which he was in contact. If the consequences are
extreme, they are so for man, the locus for metamorphoses also known as a
world in flux. At last the circle is broken of which God was the perfect
expression. There is no need now to seek the reasons why this circle was
ineluctably closed around existence. “It cannot amount to a perfect adequacy
but only a useful one”. It is no longer a matter of interpretation, nor

©



explanation, or contemplation.

The question Nietzsche asked with increasing insistence concerns the realisation of
man.

Living is all about discovery! Accepting, that is, that existence — as assumed
at birth amidst the play of forces that make, unmake and remake the world
during every moment oftime — is neither aredemption nor a humanisation,
but, in relation to the world which forms it and only in so far as it resists it, a
painful childbirth, a creation.The life we strive in vain to enclose in explanatory
formulas or to paralyse with doctrines bursts out, and we must find our place
right in the heart of its ceaseless and incoherent boiling so as to extract its
power and be done with having to believe or hope.

Only Marx before Nietzsche and Freud afterwards have helped (by other
means) this fulfilment of man which, although we cannot allow ourselves to
see it as inevitable, nevertheless vindicates the monstrous gestations of the
world around us — a fulfilment that goesfrom pain and anguish, and through pain
and anguish, to joy,“the eternaljoy ofbecoming, thejoy that carries within itself
thejoy ofannihilation” — but no other human voice has ever spoken to us “as
clearly” as Nietzsche’s.Just as with vision, where the object becomes defined
and stands out until it ends up being completely integrated and lost, the
superman brings us closer to ourselves and our demise. The void ofexistence
is not filled, but we are at least given the option ofthe act that simultaneously

kills it and creates it.



HERACLITUS

A TEXT BY NIETZSCHE

This portrait ofHeraclitus is takenfrom Philosophy in the Tragic Age
ofthe Greeks, one ofNietzsche’ earliest works, written in 1873, but only
published after his death. Because Heraclitus saw the law in terms ofa
conflict between different elements, and infire the innocent play of the
universe, Nietzsche was bound to see him as his double, as someone to whom
he himselfhad been as a shadow. I f Heraclitus “has raised the curtain on
this greatest of all stage-plays” — the play of time the destroyer — it was
the stage-play itself which became the object ofcontemplation and passion
for Nietzsche, and this must be what he was engaged with when the vision
appeared to him, in all its frightful terror, of the eternal return. (<Each
moment will exist only in sofar as it has exterminated the present moment,
its father.” “The total inconstancy of all reality is a terrible and
overwhelming image. What it represents is analogous to the sensations of
someone caught in an earthquake who loses their trust in solidground. ” The
greatest o fall stage-plays, and the greatest ofallfestivals, is the death of God.
“Are we not continuallyfalling? And backwards, sidewards,forwards, in all
directions?” Thus would Nietzsche cry out later when he experienced the
rapture he called the “death of God” (The Gay Science, §125). This is a
long wayfrom the Fascist barracks...



Things themselves, in terms of thefixed solidity which the limited intellects of men and
animals believe them to possess, have no intrinsic existence.They are theflash and dash of
a brandished sword, the sparkle of victory in the battle of contrary qualities... Total
consumption byfire is satiety... Satiety leads to crime (hubris)... Is the whole history of
the world no more than the punishment ofhubris? The aggregate, the result ofone crime?...
Fire... plays... turning into water and into earth... like a child building sandcastles...
raising them up, destroying them and... starting the game againfrom the beginning. A
moment of satiety. And then, it is seized again by necessity... This is not the criminal
instinct, but the impulsefor play,for ever awakened anew, and calling into life new worlds...

Nietzsche, from Philosophy in theTragicAge ofthe Greeks



Heraclitus was a proud man, and pride in a philosopher means it is a great
pride. His work was never addressed to a ‘public’,to the applause ofthe masses
or the hailing chorus of his contemporaries. Indeed, it is in the nature of
philosophers to wander lonely along their path. His talents were the most rare,
in a certain sense the most unnatural, and at the same time exclusive and even
hostile towards kindred talents.The wall ofhis self-sufficiency must surely have
been made ofdiamond, ifit were not to be demolished and broken down, for
everything was in motion against him. Hisjourney to immortality was more
awkward and impeded than that of anyone else and yet nobody can believe
more firmly than the philosopher that he will attain his goal by thatjourney
— because ifitisnot on the widely spread wings of all time then he does not
know where he is to stand, for it is in the essence ofthe great philosophic nature
to disregard everything present and momentary. He nevertheless has truth, and
while the wheel oftime may roll wheresoever it pleases, it can never escape
from truth. It is important to hear that such men have lived. Never, for
example, could the pride of Heraclitus be imagined as merely an idle
possibility. Considered on its own merits, every search for knowledge seems
by its nature to be eternally unsatisfied and unsatisfactory. As such, unless they
are required to do so by history, no one will choose to believe in such a royal
self-esteem and let their conviction in their own being be the only seeker of
truth. Such men live in their own solar system — and that is where they must
be sought. A Pythagoras, or an Empedocles, also regarded themselves with a
superhuman esteem, indeed were almost surrounded by a sense ofreligious
awe; but nagging reminders of sympathy, united with the general beliefin
metempsychosis and the unity ofall living things, led them back to other men,
for their welfare and their salvation. As for that feeling of solitude, however,
which permeated the Ephesian recluse ofthe Temple ofArtemis,lonly a little
of it can be discerned, growing there in its numbness in the wildest barren
mountains. No overriding feeling of compassionate agitation, no desire to help,
heal or save emanates from him. He is a star without an atmosphere. His eye,
directed inwards with all its blazing intensity, looks outward, for appearance’
sake only, as something long dead and icy. All around him, and right against



the citadel of his pride, beat the waves of folly and perversity: filled with
loathing he turns away. But any man with a feeling heart would also shun such
a Gorgon monster, asifitwere some fearsome brass effigy; tucked away within
a quiet sanctuary, among statues of the gods and near the cold, composedly
sublime architecture, such a being may appear more comprehensible.Asaman
among men Heraclitus was incredible; and although he was at times seen
watching noisy children at play, even then he was reflecting upon what had
never been thought of by any other man on such an occasion: the playing of
the great world-child, Zeus. He had no need of mankind, not even for the
purposes of what he strove to discern. He had no interest in any of the things
that might perhaps be ascertained from people, nor in what other sages before
him had been endeavouring to ascertain. He spoke with disdain ofsuch courses
of enquiry, or the collecting, in short, of “historic” men. “I sought and
examined myself,” he said, using aword which denotes the examination ofan
oracle, thereby implying that he and no one else was the true fulfiller and
achiever ofthe Delphic precept: “Know thyself.”

What he learned from this oracle he deemed immortal wisdom, and
eternally worthy of explanation, so too ofunlimited effect even at a distance,
after the model of the prophetic speeches of the Sibyl. That is sufficient for
latent mankind, and let it be expounded to them as oracular sayings, which he,
like the Delphic god, “neither enunciates nor conceals”. Although it was
proclaimed by him, “without smiles, finery or the scent of ointments”, but
rather with a “foaming mouth”, it had to force its way through the millennia
of the future. For the world needs truth eternally, and therefore it also needs
Heraclitus eternally; even though he has no need ofit. What does his fame
matter to him? — fame amongst “mortals ever flowing on!” as he exclaimed
scornfully. His fame is something for other men, not for himself; the
immortality of mankind needs him, he does not need the immortality ofthe
man Heraclitus.That which he beheld, the doctrine ofthe Law in the Becoming, and
ofthe Play in the Necessity, must henceforth be looked on eternally, since he has
raised the curtain on this greatest of stage-plays.



THE SECRET SOCIETY OF ACEPHALE

GEORGES BATAILLE Programme 6

1. To establish a communityfor the creation ofvalues, valuesfor the creation of cohesion.
2. To lift the curse, thefeeling ofguilt that afflicts men andforces them into wars they do

not want, and which binds them to work whose benefits elude them.

3. To take on thefunction ofdestruction and decomposition, but as an achievement, not
as a negation of being.

4. To achieve the personalfulfilment ofbeing and its tension by means ofconcentration,
through a positive asceticism and positive personal discipline.

5. To achieve the universalfulfilment of being within the irony ofthe animal world and
through the revelation ofan acephalic universe, playful rather than one ofstatus or duty.

6. To take upon oneselfboth perversion and crime not as exclusive values but as some-
thing that must be integrated into the human totality.

7. Tofightfor the break-up and abolition ofall communities, including national, socialist
and communist communities and churches, apartfrom this universal community.

8. To affirm the reality of these values and the human inequality which results, and to
recognise the organic nature ofsociety.

9. To take part in the destruction of the world as it presently exists, with eyes wide open
to the world that will follow.

10. To consider the world that willfollow in the sense of the reality it contains now and
not in the sense ofsome ultimate happiness which is not only inaccessible but also
repellent.

11. To affirm the value ofviolence and the willfor aggression as the cornerstone of the all-
poweful. 4-4-[19]36
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6. Georges Bataille, Programme.



GEORGES BATAILLE To my eyes, my own personal existence...

To my eyes, my own personal existence could only ever be lost, only truly lost, in
circumstances that are rather less than likely... But then I have never known how to
look upon existence with the disaffected scorn ofthe man who is truly alone. | have
always opened a thousand eyes upon this troubling world and its existence, opened
thousands ofeyes on my own existence; thousands ofgreedy gazes,fixing on to even
those reflections of thought | would have preferred to keep concealed at all costs.

My egotists eyes, unless they are simply the eyes ofsomeone distracted, could have
tolerated anything at all. I could have accommodated myselfto leading an unbearable
existence; eyes such as these would also have had the calm curiosity to uncover something
unbearable or deficient; | should have made everything sink into a stupor ofdenial, but
my greed was not the deliberately crude impulse | had thought it to be. It was like the
greed ofa dog that cannot be separatedfrom the huntergreed as hefollows behind it,
always at the same distance. All human existence was there in the oppression that so
troubled me, that thousand-eyed existence, a thousand eyes so greedy to spy some prey
beyond the scraps that are boredom} dailyfare.

Perhaps | am brave, perhaps cowardly, or even brave and cowardly in turn. | live: |
have accessjust like anyone else, sometimes more so, to light,food, meaningless conver-
sations and thoughts made consoling by vanity; | would not want to stop having access
to any of these weaknesses and that is why | speak of them with such a calm concernfor
accuracy. | realise — these sentences, as theyfall into place,form a curtain offog, albeit a
curtain which is at times transparent— that thanks to suchfutile justifications agreedy
man can bear the sight of the sky, the earth, or other men, without bursting into tears: so
why is it impossiblefor me to love, to love what will in the end no longer be me — that
which will demand, in exchangefor the love that will eventually consume me, the gift of
life, and the whole of my life?

No doubt this is a poor response to certain expectations. But expectations should be
left unfulfilled atfirst. The search for living prey is not the hurried search for the
shadow that satisfies the laziness of mind that gets called action. I distance myself
from those who expect chance, or a dream or trouble-making to offer them the possibility
of escapefrom inadequacy.1Such people resemble too closely those who, in times past,
turned to God in the hope ofsaving their pointless existence. But | am also afraid of the
opposite expectation, which presumes that everything is at the mercy of circumstance.

Thefew marvels the impoverished humanity of today takes to be the remnants ofa



grand and imposing past, and the evidence ofan irreversible decline, are clung to less out
ofany explosive desire than through a slow and primitive discipline which gradually
resolves every weakness and every lapse of memory into a rhythm that beats like an
endless incantation. | amfrightened— | must express myselfmore childishly than |
have ever been able to before — 1 get afeeling ofphysical distress whenfaced with
temptations that rise up as insubstantially as ghosts — how can we avoid, in the great
absence and emptiness where we are consigned to oblivion, becoming the plaything of
such ghosts? — and yet these ghostlike images are themselves merely shadows cast by
that absence and emptiness. That which can be loved sees itselfin love, in hopeless
intoxication, in cruel and lasting demands, rather than in nocturnal arousal or the
deception whichfollows the terrors associated with the presence of death.

I am not in the position ofhaving to see in what | write anything other, or anything
more, than what life offers me: it would seem pointless to conceal anything that might
contradict the advent of the “endless incantation”, whether that resultedfrom times of
solitude, hardship, suffering, or even tortures endured gladly. The tight-lipped approach
that plucks and then hardens the nerves, or the meditation practised so slowly it becomes
merely a sob, bothforsake, perhaps more than is apparent, the desirefor incoherent and
unforeseeable betrayals. The routefollowed beyond these established paths requires not so
much afurious energy as an insistence on overcoming the worst type of obstinacy: the
hidden obstinacy ofall those men who want to be both the bearers and the victim ofa
destitute existence. I am not thinking so much here of those who, havingfailed tofind
something consuming and irremediable in their lives, then take sides simply out of
inadequacy with those whom life has left destitute.2 But who can be certain, with all the
quirks offate, that some tumultuous instinct is not clumsily searchingfor what will one
day prove to be thefulfilment ofa starving dog} curse against life itself— or, even more
humiliating, the blessing ofa lame existence?

Chance — as sought in the happy but muffled persistence of the incantation — can
here be the only response to an ironyfilled with anguish. Chance, that so reliably keeps
away the one who wishes only tofind within himselfthe extent, all too obviouslyfinite,
of his destitute existence. Tossa, 14.1V.[19]36

PIERRE ANDLER Moriar, ergo sum3

I exist, and if the certainty of my existence hasfor me the lacerating value ofan act of
faith, that is because it springsfrom the continuous presence of my death, the only thing



capable of revealing my existence to itselfsince it is the only thing capable of bringing it
to an end. I, who at the time of my birth could control neither my head nor my body, and
even less the world around me, with its sympathy that rightfrom the beginning seemed
even more repellent than hostility, I who will never be able to control how long I live,
who will never in the end be able to control love as | would wish — all that I can control
is my death. Only death belongs to me unconditionally, and only death gives meaning to
my existence and is thereby — and only thereby — rendered bothfascinating and
appalling.

In no sense do | feel the need to reduce the idea of my chosen death to a
redemption. My ecstatic and conscious death, ecstatic because conscious, will not be the
desperate cry intended to wipe away, in blood’ convenient glory, the listlessness of a
broken life. My death makes imperious demandsfor an existence that is worthy of it,
overwhelmed and overwhelming, other.

Nor will my death be a sacrifice, because | have no God to give thanks to. The
object ofgratitude can only begratitude itself. 1f my death is all I own, it is my life, not
my death, which must be the sacrifice. Out of the whole ofmy life, what | should be
giving thanksfor is the right to choose my death.

Therefore it is my life, and not my death, that is the loss. When 1 die, | am not lost: |
spend my only possession. From beginning to end, my existence is thus agreedy,frantic
race, entranced by the prospect of loss. When | reach the empire, | arrive, no doubt
ironically, at the very depths of the abyss. This is when, all requirements having been
met, the empire reached and the loss accomplished, | enter my domain while seizing hold
of death ecstatically. Pierre Dugan425.V11.[19]36

ANONYMOUS Invitation to a Totemic Dinner

On Friday, 18 December 1936, at 8.45 pm, a dinner will take place at 4 Place du Tertre,
Paris, to which Georges AMBROSINO, Georges BATAILLE, Jacques CHAVY, René
CHENON,Jean DAUTRY, Pierre DUGAN, Henri DUSSAT, Pierre KAAN, Imre
KELEMEN, Pierre KLOSSOW SKIandJean ROLLIN are invited.

The eleven guests may rest assured that they will be the only persons present.



GEORGES BATAILLE Re Totemic Dinner
4-X11-[19]36

I am obliged to communicate the same message to each one ofthose whose names appear
on an anonymous invitation.

Thefact that such a meal could be contemplated proves the existence ofaprofound
misunderstanding as regards the objective ofa collective action.

Georges Bataille

Until 6 pm tomorrow

Saturday

The Lumina

GEORGES AMBROSINO The Constitution ofthe Selfis Highly Paradoxical

The sole quality that we care to recognise in the selfwith any degree ofconstancy is its
divided nature, that is, within itselfand against itself. And this revelation can only dawn
upon us because we possess the inner conviction that the self every self, contains a total-
ity. When ourgaze isfixed on this split,following it like a sightline tracking its target, it
will only cause it to become more divided, and discover that it is intact in all these rival
parts’which the clarifying spirit has sought to assemble. There are no gaps or blocks,just
the endless cracking offault lines, and hope leftfeeling giddy. Moreover, this image is
exactly like the image we have oftime. Participating in time, something we have also
sought in political action, became apparent to me in aprimitive way in the continual
mirage of every being and its tiniest parts’as they conferred on every emotion a suspect
and worrying appearance, making the impulse behind every action into something vague
and illusory.

The desirefor totality, in the way Caillois has expressed it, can only mean the searchfor
a lucid totality, or to put it another way, making clear the totality that every selfcontains,
by way ofscientific experimentation. The nature of this search places it squarely within
the domain ofknowledge, and an area of knowledge that is ofparticular interest to us.
Yet we must not hide thefact that the individuals who might successfully carry out this
research will be those who / ]* and who will be able to sacrifice their blood and nerves
to Objectivity. The magnificence together with the sordidness of the human selfhave been



clearly revealed to me, and however much | admire those whose intention is to reveal
(which can certainly be done, and in a way that is unflinching) the phosphorescent
putrefaction that is man, | can only resolve to sit back and wait until the proofhas been
established ofwhat | consider to be obvious.

JEAN DAUTRY Letter to Georges Bataille
[January-February 19377]
For certain reasons andfollowing onfrom experiences which concern no one but me, |
feel no desire to be associated with an undertaking whose more or less unconscious aim is
to abdicate all power in the name ofpower, toflee reality in the name of reality.
For these cheap mythical trappings,for the tawdriness ofgods who are dead before
they are born, Ifeel utter indifference.
Above all, I refuse to project the pale shadow offear on to a universe which is alive,
bloody and tortured.
Let others take pleasure in seeing henceforth their corpses decaying into dust.
Jean Dautry*

* Word missing in text.
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12.Jean Dautry, Letter to Georges Bataille.
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CHRONOLOGY

1937

6 February. An internal meeting of Acéphale is
held at which a refusal of opportunism leads to
the decision to found the "Internal Journal”
« 14 817.

7 February. An external (general) meeting of
Acéphale is held at the Grand Véfour (Bataille
calls it a "very general" meeting in a letter to
Chawyl), at which Caillois and Bataille speak, the
first to state "what he considered to be the
guiding principles for the establishment of a
group", the second to show "how man caught
in the grip of aggression should live in the wake
of attempts by Christianity and Socialism to
diminish it," #14 818. The text delivered by
Caillois appears to be lost, but it was probably a
very early draft of "The Winter Wind", 030;
Bataille reads "What | have to say...", 13.

It is during this meeting, originally planned
as early as 29 December, that the project
envisaged by Bataille, Caillois and Monnerot —
to establish a community devoted to the study
and restoration of the sacred in the modern
world, the future College of Sociology — begins
to come into being. As the aims of this group
become clearer, certain of its members drop
away. Kojéve2opposed some of their ideas, and
it was probably around this date, or possibly
after the meeting at the Grand Véfour in March,
that he withdrew for reasons already outlined
(p.78). Kojeve's name was never attached to the
College, but he does speak there on Hegel, and
attended its lectures.

9 February. The creation of an “internal

journal” for Acéphale is formalised. The group
now assumes its name, and abandons that of
the "Sociological Group”, being no longer
"satisfied with a name appropriate to a study
group (that isto say afunction)”, #14 81. It has
its first members: Ambrosino, Bataille, Chavy,
Chenon, Dubief, Dugan (Andler), Dussat,
Kelemen and Klossowski. They are joined
successively by Rallin, Isabelle Farner,* Patrick
Waldberg,* Michel Koch,* Taro Okamoto* and,
for a brief period, Dautry. The role of others,
among them Louis Couturier (better known as
Michel Carrouges*), Leiris, Masson, and Colette
Peignot remains unclear. However, the initials
of the last three all appear in the "List of
Names", #48, of March 1938, which means
Bataille was at least still hoping for a deeper
involvement from them at that time.

25 February. In aletter to Dautry, Dubief writes
that Bataille met Caillois and Claude Chevalley
at the offices of L'Ordre nouveau, the magazine
of the political movement of the same name.
Chevalley, a co-founder of the mathematical
group Bourbaki in 1934, was an editor of the
magazine. L'Ordre Nouveau, whose most
prominent members were Robert Aron, Arnaud
Dandieu and Denis de Rougemont, was one of
the so-called Non-conformist groups of the
1930s; neither capitalist, socialist nor
parliamentarian, philosophically they espoused
the personalism of Emmanuel Mounier, the
editor of the journal Esprit, and politically asort
of federalism. (This group is not to be confused






with the Fascist organisation of the same name
from the late '60s and early '70s.) Dubief writes
of this meeting that "their College of Sociology
is on track".3

February, or more likely March. Bataille sets
out the rules that will govern the Society's
"encounters”, which indicates that it has
embarked upon its activities. "Prohibitions
Regarding the Forest of Acéphale”, *18, isone
of its two foundational documents (the other
being #41). Two further documents of the
Society, presented to members in a canvas
wallet, #16 and 17, date from the same period.
The map shows the forest of Marly, and allows
the adepts to find the two sacred places of
Acéphale: the oak tree struck by lightning that
will be the ritual meeting-place at every new
moon; and the ruins of Montjoie, near those of
the Abbey of Joyenval, which will be the site for
initiation rituals.

21 March. A public meeting on Nietzsche is
held at the Maison de la Mutualité in
conjunction with Acéphale 2. Bataille's
presentation is followed by speeches from
Caillois and Monnerot. Bataille is unhappy with
the latter.

25 March. Bataille's "Instructions for the
‘Encounter’ inthe Forest", #19, concerns the first
meditation in the forest of Marly by Acéphale
members at the foot of the oak struck by
lightning. "On an area of marshy ground...", #20,
which is undated, may relate to this encounter
as well. The event is repeated on the 26th,
Good Friday, as is revealed in the text "For the
second time today...", #21, with its meditation
on the tragic theme of killing, to which Bataille
returns later in the College of Sociology.

30 March. Dugan (i.e. Andler) writes a text
(unpublished) intended for the Society, "l was
ademanding child..."

In March also, once again above the Grand
Véfour, there is another external meeting.
According to Caillois,4 he reads "The Winter
Wind", 030, presumably further revised since
the reading of 7 February, and Bataille reads
"The Sorcerer's Apprentice”, 061. Flowever,
this too can only have been an early draft of
this text, probably "What we undertook afew
months ago..." 029, which overlaps with the
final part of "The Sorcerer's Apprentice".

Whether this was the actual text read by
Bataille or not, this meeting, according to
Caillois, marks the birth of the College of
Sociology. Envisaged by Bataille as the public
face of the secret society, its aim, as he defined
it to the members of Acéphale (but presumably
not to Caillois), was to provide the Society with
"a theoretical basis that is underpinned by a
perfectly mastered understanding", #39.

The "Note on the Foundation of a College
of Sociology”, 031, is drafted by Caillois in
March, but does not appear until July in issue
3/4 of Acéphale, with Ambrosino, Bataille,

Caillois, Klossowski, Pierre Libra* and
Monnerot as signatories.
Spring of 1937. Beginning of Leiris's

relationship with Pauline Chenon, the wife of
Gaston-Louis Roux. After some interruption the
relationship resumes between 1939 and 1940.5

April. Bataille and Leiris are among the
founders of the Société de Psychologie
Collective (Society of Group Psychology,
presumably named after the work by Freud
translated into French in 1924), along with
René Allendy, Adrien Borel and Paul Schiff.
Pierre Janet is its president and Bataille the
vice-president. Its aim is to "study the role
played by psychological, and in particular
unconscious factors in social facts".6

15 April. Caillois publishes "The Praying
Mantis" in Mesures. This and his publications

Opposite, left to right, top to bottom: Walter Benjamin, involved with the College, but not the
Society. Five involved with Acéphale: Isabelle Farner (later Waldberg), Alain Girard,* Michel

Koch, Taro Okamoto and Michel Carrouges.



in May and June are criticised by Theodor
Adorno and Walter Benjamin.7

26 April. The first aerial bombing by the
German Luftwaffe in support of the nationalists
in Spain; 16,000 civilians are killed at Guernica.

May. In the NRF Caillois publishes his essay
"Paris, a Modern Myth".

June. In L'Ordre nouveau Caillois publishes
"Aggressiveness as a Value", in which he defines
aggression as the attribute of communities or
orders that are "the collaborative result of a
mutual choice, dictated by a common will and
the representation of a desired aim".8

22 June. Blum resigns as prime minister, in part
following conflicts in the Popular Front over
practical support for the Spanish Republic
(Blum being in favour). This marks the end of
the Popular Front government.

9 July. Bataille writes to Caillois9to say that he
is relocating a meeting originally intended for
the Café "A la Bonne Etoile" to Andler and
Dussat's apartment at 17 rue Séguier. Since this
was where the meeting for Acéphale 2 took
place on 31 July the previous year, it can be
assumed this meeting was to decide upon the
final contributions to Acéphale 3/4.

Mid-July. Bataille departs for Italy with Laure.
After Genoa they stay in Romel0where Bataille
writes "If we are truly united..." 922, dated 17
July, which he sends to Kelemen. This text
indicates that he is still hoping Caillois may join
the Society but also that he has not yet been
invited, nor knows of its existence. A letter to
Rollin11 in October confirms that Caillois has,
after some prevarication, declined to join.

Publication of Acéphale 3/4, dedicated to
Dionysus, with as contributors: Bataille, Caillois,
Klossowski, Masson and Monnerot.

Around this time, or possibly in the
following year, Bataille works on a theatrical
production for Jean-Louis Barrault, La Méduse,
in which the god of Acéphale was to appear on
stage.

20 July. Bataille, back in Paris, announces that
he and Ambrosino are preparing a manifesto
for Acéphale.

July (after the 21st). Bataille rejoins Laure in
Italy and travels with her to Naples, then to
Taormina where they climb Mount Etna, an
extreme experience that he evokes in his diary
and which inspires Masson to produce "a
painting of ash and flames" representing
Empedocles. Laure cannot bear to be separated
from this painting and, in Guilty, Bataille
recalled that it was close to her when she
died.12

22 July. Meeting of Acéphale at 17 rue Séguier.
During the session, Ambrosino, Chenon and
Dussat each read a text and Kelemen reads
Bataille's "If we are truly united..." #22.
Flowever, according to an unpublished letter
from Dussat to Chavy, of 24 July 1937,13 most
of the meeting was taken up by a disagreement
with Klossowski concerning the texts "Frag-
ment on Nietzsche", ®23, and "On Nietzsche
and the Moment", ®24.

7 August. Bataille and Laure are now in Siena.
Her "Fragment from a notebook of 1937" dates
from this trip.14 Bataille sends Jean Paulhan the
finished version of his text "The Obelisk" (see
p.249,15 April).

16 August. Chavy writes "On Authority", ®26,
first published in this book.

21 August. A letter from Bataille requests a
meeting at his apartment on the 29th with
Calillois and Chevalley. The same letter also
indicates that discussions on plans for the
College are taking place, and that they are
often heated.15

End of August. "Attempted suicide" by Leiris
"by allowing himself to be grazed by a car" in
imitation of the toreador's "pass".16 This act is
in part precipitated by difficulties in his affair
with Pauline Chenon.



COMMENTARIES

ACEPHALE [MG]

This section begins with documents relating to the creation of the secret society in
February 1937, when the members definitively adopted the name of Acéphale and
relinquished that of the "Sociological Group".

Even so, Acéphale's "religious" inclinations can be traced back to the first of the
regular meetings of the Group on 11 November 1936, when Bataille denounced politics
for being powerless to respond to the essential aspirations of man. His text "What | have
to say..." which he read at the meeting on 7 February, expands upon this topic while
developing a new viewpoint in which he shows that the attraction exercised by politics
is no more than a means of escaping from the "fragmented existence of ordinary life",
«13. At the same time he underlines the widespread desire, on the left at least, to nullify
the aggression inherent in man and the universe, an attitude that was shared by
Christianity. But whereas Christianity "made allowances for violence" by asserting that
it was "the fact of mankind itself", Socialism's desire to abolish violence goes so far asto
imagine individual aggression as "no more than a simple consequence of the irrational
violence that operates within the economic structure”. Hence the necessity of opposing
"the deep-rooted moral unity" of Christianity and Socialism, in an organisation or "order"
which, taking as its model the innovative nature of the early orders of the Christian
Church, would seek to revivify society through a closer community "commensurate with
the failure of the real world" which is marked by "the ridiculous disproportion [...]
between the emptiest political action and the already much more profound reality of
physical violence" of the coming war.

The texts that follow are among the most important in this book. "Creation of the
Internal Journal™, #14, describes Acéphale's immediate prehistory. Dubief's "Principles”,
« 15, retraces the steps that led to hisjoining Acéphale, from political engagement to an
apolitical position while nevertheless maintaining an anti-Fascist stance, and the decisive
"interview" with Caillois that showed him that acommunity could be away in which "the
present influences the future". Bataille's "Memento", #16, is the first of the series of



texts, described in my introduction (p.37), which inaugurate the religion of acephality
and the celebration of it in the forest of Marly. However, "Memento" deserves further
comment here. Its affirmation that "In War is Truth" allies it with the philosophy of
Heraclitus, who was closely associated with Nietzsche in Acéphale 2, and was further
evoked in a letter from Masson to Bataille as "the one who endorses all aspects of
struggle and questioning whilst laying down an absolute challenge to everything
associated with the idea of Being."1 Heraclitus reappears in the later issues of the
magazine as a cosmic principle that imposes his laws on everything else. In issue 3/4 he
presides over the mythical opposition between the Caesarean sky and the Dionysian
earth in Bataille's "Nietzschean Chronicle", while in issue 5, the "Heraclitean Meditation",
#94, brings to a close the mystical and initiatory exercises of joy in the face of death.
Heraclitus reappears again in an aphorism in Bataille's Anti-Christian's Manual:
"Heraclitism is the sensation of the earth trembling and the fall into empty space as felt
in the Nietzschean experience of the death of God".2

The final texts here all date from the summer of 1937, three being intended for the
meeting of Acéphale on 22 July, the topic for which was chosen by Ambrosino, "How can
we advance in our own way?" The first of these texts, "If we are truly united..." #22, is by
Bataille, and was written while he was in Rome; it develops a theme central to his
philosophy, that of the labyrinth, which I describe in my introduction (p.40). This text is also
important for the history of the secret society, since it informs us, on the one hand, of
Caillois's outsider status with regard to this group, and on the other, gives us our first glimpse
of what Caillois called "the tortuous founding of the College of Sociology",3when he referred
to it at the beginning of the first draft of "The Winter Wind" (030). Are these the first words
of the text Caillois read at the Grand Véfour on 7 February when he outlined "the guiding
principles for the establishment of a group”, #14 8187 Or are they from the version that
was read at the actual foundation of the College, in March?

The three fragments by Klossowski were found by me among Dussat and Andler's
papers. The first two, #23 and 24, date from July 1937, and simultaneously evoke the death
of God as the fall into a nihilism associated with Bataille and as an elevation, by way of the
eternal return, to a sense of plenitude in Nietzsche. The third text, #25, is neither dated
nor signed, but when we met at his studio in the rue Vergniaud, in 1996 or 1997, Klossowski
admitted it was his, but then disowned its contents. It does in fact constitute the starting
point for the lecture he gave at the College of Sociology on 7 February 1939, on "The
Marquis de Sade and the Revolution".

Klossowski read the first two of these fragments at the meeting of 22 July, and they
caused some controversy. According to Dussat, the disagreements were provoked by
Klossowski's views "on the subject of the death of God, and on God in general".4 Was it



his use of the term "nihilism" in relation to Bataille, and his contrasting him with
Nietzsche, that triggered the controversy? Should we re-read these two texts of
Klossowski's in the context of his leaving the Society? Bataille reported his defection in
the "Annual Summation" of 24 September 1937: "Klossowski has gone so far as to
interpose God between himself and us", #39.

In any case, Klossowski, mentioned again during Acéphale's sessional meeting of 25
July 1938, #52, would later return to this opposition between Nietzsche and Bataille in a
lecture given in 1941 at the end of a retreat in a Dominican monastery, "Le Corps du
néant", later printed in the first edition of his book sade My Neighbour (1947) and which
Bataille later told him he "does not like".5Here Klossowski recapitulated the two stages in
the evolution of Nietzsche's thought outlined in Lowith's essay "Nietzsche and the Doctrine
of the Eternal Return" which he had reviewed in Acéphale 2

1. Liberation from the Christian YOU MUSTto achieve the | WANT of supra-nihilism;
2. Liberation from the IWANT to attain the lam of superhumanity in the eternal
return."6

It is precisely in this "cyclical movement”, according to Klossowski, that "man takes
on the immeasurable responsibility of the death of God".7 Furthermore, he associates
Bataille's negation of God with the negation of utility upon which the notion of
expenditure was founded, and hence the source of his "absolute political nihilism".8 His
conclusion, however, was a little more ambiguous: "In his desire to relive the Nietzschean
experience of the death of God [..] he did not have the privilege [...] of suffering
Nietzsche's punishment: the delirium that transfigures the executioner into avictim [..]
To be guilty or not to be, that is his dilemma. His acephality expresses only the unease of
a guilt in which conscience has become alienated because he has put faith to sleep: and
this is to experience God in the manner of demons, as St. Augustine said".9 Unlike
Nietzsche, who "accused himself* of causing the death of God "in the name of all men"
and paid for his guilt with madness, unlike Kirillov, the nihilist in Dostoyevsky's Demons
who chose to commit suicide so as to kill men's fear of death and thus kill God himself,
"Bataille shows us this frightful torment of not being able to make his guilt real and so
attain that state of responsibility that gives knowledge of the path to absolution."10

The last text in this section, "On Authority", *26, dated 16 August 1937, is the only
known piece by Chavy. Again beginning with the Nietzschean experience of the death of
God, Chavy poses the political question of authority as expressed in the exercise of power.
If, in all successful governments, authority has always been granted by God or by the
sovereign people or else, as in the case of Nazism, by God and by a "more religious form
of the sovereign people”, what form does it take within an initiatory society, which must
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be hierarchical, but lacks a head? In other words, in a secret society based on the
revelation of the death of God, "Does God only exist in that moment when he dies?" This
question, following Chavy's affirmation that leaders fear the responsibility of authority,
is expanded in order to add a corollary: "is God also afraid of his omnipotence?"

A reciprocal understanding was now established between the Society and the
Acéphole journal — with both becoming a part of the "shared life", #14 82, of the new
community —and the College. Issue 3/4 of the journal, in July 1937, included the "Note",
031, announcing the foundation of the College and its "course of theoretical instruction
in the form of weekly lectures" beginning in October (or in November as it turned out).

Otherwise, this issue continued the "restitution” of Nietzsche from issue 2, by
situating the religion of Acéphale within the context of Dionysus, beginning with extracts
from Walter Otto's book Dionysus, and followed by extracts from Nietzsche himself and
from Jaspers's and Lowith's books on him (the extracts from Jaspers are omitted in
"Dionysus", #27). Otto called Dionysus "the god of joyful drunkenness and ecstatic love",
but also "the Persecuted, the Suffering and the Dying", and drew attention to his divine
and earthly birth. "He was the son of Zeus" who had disguised himself as a mortal, and
of Semele, the daughter of Cadmus, the founder and king of Thebes, who, "even before
she gave birth was consumed by the lightning-fire of her celestial bridegroom"; however,
Hermes saved the child and sewed him into his father's thigh where he remained until
his second birth. His dual nature explains why Dionysus is at once the god who brings joy
and the god of tragic contradiction. "The inner conflict of this dual nature was so great,"
wrote Otto, "that like aviolent storm he appeared amongst men right in their midst and
terrified them, beating down all resistance with the scourge of madness." But according
to another myth, Dionysus embodied within himself the Dionysian and Apollonian cults
that were presided over by the Orphic sect. For Nietzsche, Dionysus was "essentially
something other than what he appears to be in ancient myth, something which becomes
but without ever taking solid shape".11 According to Lowith, Dionysus combines with
Zarathustra, "the most pious of atheists",12to become Zarathustra-Dionysus, while
according to Jaspers, he is the opposite of Christ and substitutes for "the Christian
conception" of suffering a "tragic idea" of it. "The God on the cross is a curse on life [...]
Dionysus cut into pieces is a conjuring-up of life: reborn eternally and eternally returning
from destruction".13 Furthermore, Dionysus is also "the god who philosophises”, the
"coming new philosopher anticipated by Nietzsche who feels that it is he himself*, a "self-
identification" that "he actually fulfils within himself at the beginning of his madness".14

The Nietzschean Dionysus, "the original polymorphy of the self", according to a later
article by Klossowski,15 has its visual equivalent in Masson's variants of the Acéphale which
reflect the Dionysian figures that spring forth from the texts: Monnerot's philosopher-



seducer, the "intercessor between power and order";16 and that of Don Juan, who was
destined to become, in Mozart's version, the personification of "all the power of sensuality
that is engendered in anguish"17 and according to Kierkegaard's Either/Or, "an individual
who never ceases coming into being". In this way, Don Giovanni, like Dionysus, is an
expression of the "infinite melody into which the soul of Nietzsche wished to melt".18

In the texts by Caillois and Bataille, Acéphale-Dionysus determines the actual form of
the community. For Caillois, in #28, the excluding of all affiliations based on "locality,
history, race or language", is envisaged as aform of resistance against established power
on the model of the Dionysian mysteries which were "universal and open" and brought
together popular collective energies through the "spread of cults associated with the
underworld, at the expense of the Uranian religion". For Bataille, the ancient myth of
Dionysus born of the "blasted belly" of Semele joins Nietzsche-Dionysus to oppose the
celestial gods of National Socialism evoked in the "Restitution for Nietzsche" with the
earth gods of the besieged Numantians, so as to found the communal unity of mankind
upon atruly Dionysian sense of tragedy, namely "the kind of ecstatic tension spread by
death"19which also underpins Sade's "doctrine of blood".

THE COLLEGE OF SOCIOLOGY [AB]

The first two of the three texts in this section are what we presume were read, more or
less, at "that dusty café in the Palais Royal (it was the Grand Véfour, half abandoned in
those days)."2 By the end of the meeting in March 1937, the College of Sociology had
acquired its name and had been founded, at least in the eyes of those who signed the
third document here, the "Note", 031.

What is immediately apparent in all three documents is their differences both in tone
and in content. Bataille's text, "What we undertook a few months ago...", 029, appears
to address the aspirations of the Society, which had already been formed, while
acknowledging other aims that fall outside its remit, and which would eventually become
the concerns of the College. The meeting at which it was read comprised members of
Acéphale and others who were ignorant of the Society's existence, such as Caillois, and
the text seems to have been designed for this dual audience. lts first sentence could have
been interpreted as referring to the founding of the Society, or to the discussions held
within the Sociological Group; both parties would also of course have been aware of the
"only publication which up until now has served as an indicator of our activity", namely
the first issue of Acéphale, and in particular, Bataille's "The Sacred Conspiracy"”, #1.

One of the themes developed in "What we undertook..." isthe necessity of continuing
the scientific investigation of the forms of authority that had been proposed in the



inaugural manifesto of Contre-Attaque. Bataille refers to this future work of the College
when he remarks that "no one has dared to make today's society, the society in which we
‘exist’, the object of a structural analysis." The text continues by considering the recent
political turmoil throughout Europe, and then to the proposal that a combination of
Freud's Group Psychology and the methods of sociology (Durkheim is not mentioned
specifically) might be tasked with this analysis. Such is the science, "the sole authority we
rely on", upon which the College will be founded (a very different formulation for the basis
of a community is made in "The Winter Wind", 030). The College's field of investigation
isto be "mythological sociology”, which in the "Note" is recast as sacred sociology. Bataille
then asserts that this field is not inimical to scientific investigation, while the last three
paragraphs appear addressed more to the members of Acéphale present.

If in Bataille's text the College, or something similar to it, already makes its appearance
in a rudimentary form, Caillois's consideration of the motives and precepts of a moral
community lie at some distance from both the Society and the College. It even seems
surprising that this essay would later represent the College when it was published in July
1938 in the NRF. According to the note that appeared there, this text was essentially the
one Caillois read in various versions at meetings before the founding of the College, most
notably at the Grand Véfour in March 1937, although it may have undergone some
cursory revision for publication (which perhaps explains some of its internal
contradictions). Even so, it remains unaligned with Bataille's ideas on a number of
important points.

Whereas Bataille appeals to science as a founding principle, Caillois calls upon the
"virtues" of honesty, contempt, courtesy and love of power. The first part of his text is an
attack on individualism, with targets ranging from Romanticism as awhole to Surrealism
(implicitly) and anarchism, in particular that form of it espoused by Max Stirner. For
Caillois these individual efforts, and the moral values they defended, must no longer be
what is cast out of society but must form the basis of a new orthodoxy, the "militant
orthodoxy" he had proposed in Inquisitions the previous year. Unfortunately, in the last
two sections of his text, it appears that the means he envisaged to bring about this
orthodoxy depend on the notion of acommunity based upon the exclusion of an "other",
and what is more an "other" defined for seemingly capricious reasons — someone who
happens to fall on the wrong side of an "ideal demarcation". Caillois's decision to couch
his argument in general terms has a disastrous effect, particularly when it is realised that
this text was read out only 18 months after the promulgation of the overtly racist
Nuremberg Laws in Nazi Germany. And when it was published in July 1938, this was only
five months before Kristallnacht would make it all too obvious what could happen to those
on the wrong side of a line of "ideal demarcation”. Caillois's political allegiances lay with



the left, but the least worst thing that can be said of this proposition was that it
promulgated an avoidable misunderstanding, and one that surely played a part in his
alienation from those involved in Acéphale and from Leiris. We have already shown that
Adorno and Benjamin were extremely uneasy with regard to Caillois, and Benjamin's
verdict on "The Winter Wind" in a letter to Max Horkheimer of January 1940 is moderate
compared to some of his earlier criticisms:

Calillois [...] always delights in ambiguities. His contribution "The Winter Wind"
celebrates "the harsh wind" whose icy breath destroys all that is weak and makes
it possible to recognise by their red cheeks — not shame, that's for certain —those
who are fit for service and ready to form a caste of overlords. Not one word
situates these speculations in reality. A silence far more eloquent than saying
something more explicitly.2L

In this paper Caillois essentially calls for an association of "masters"”, a community of
the elite — not so much acephalous, in fact, as hydra-headed. This appears at odds with
the celebration of the base and wretched to be found in Bataille's thought. Caillois
expresses ideas common among certain of the French anarchists of the 1890s and which
were, ironically, primarily derived from Stirner. Kropotkin's critique of Stirner's
individualist anarchism could be as easily applied to Caillois, since the elite he envisaged
would only be composed of the contemptuous egotists he criticised. In Kropotkin's words:
"It isthus areturn towards the most common individualism, advocated by all the would-
be superior minorities, to which indeed man owes in his history precisely the state and
the rest".221If the ideas in this text are difficult to detect within the Society, they are even
more absent from the College; they can perhaps best be seen as a part of the discussions
that took place, as a part of the process of the formation of these groups, and a part that
went largely unused.

The "Note on the Foundation of a College of Sociology"”, 031, later appeared under
Caillois's name as a part of 059. When it first appeared in Acéphale 3/4, however, it can
be seen as combining aspects of the two preceding texts, although Bataille's thought
appears predominant. Part 1 calls for an equivalent of the "structural analysis" that "no
one has dared to make" he had proposed in 029, while the inevitability of infection and
activism situates the sociology that is to be pursued beyond the boundaries prescribed
by Durkheim. Part 2 outlines a moral community that has none of the rigours supported
by Caillois; now a simple interest in the topic would suffice. The ideas of Bataille again
dominate in part 3, and the final sentence no doubt embodies aforegone conclusion, that
it is forms of expenditure that will provide the "points of coincidence" to be established.



TEXTS

February 1937 — August 1937



André Masson, The Bull of Numantia, from Acéphale 3/4.



THE SECRET SOCIETY OF ACEPHALE

GEORGES BATAILLE What | have to say...

What | have to say concerns existence as a whole. That is why rightfrom the outset |
encounter a double difficulty.

The existence we represent here together— by that | mean the different people
gathered in this room — is in my view about the most opposite there could be to exist-
ence as revealed in its entirety. What we represent can be compared to an atticfilled with
abandoned objects. And this is not only true of the various individuals we embody: it
would bejust as true ifinstead of the twenty gathered here there were twenty others.

It is only byfighting to the death or being overcome by violent and contagious
physical emotions that human beings can escapefrom the confused malformation of their
concerns, which, seen as a whole, are no more than an accumulation of meaninglessjunk.
I f aprecise expression could begivenfor what isgoing on in each of our minds right now
as | am trying to speak, the resulting list would not be very entertaining; infact it would
be undeniably dull.

But this situation is not only saddening in itself it also constitutes the greatest
obstacle to contemplating existence in its entirety, in other words the exact vital concern |
would like to introduce to my listeners. Even amidst the peaks ofthe highest mountains,
a haze ofpersonal concerns, as involved as they are contemptible, willfrequently come
between a man and the view reflected in his eyes.

This protective haze rarely clears, and indeed, even if it does, what connection can
there be between the one who is looking and what he is looking at? As a rule, aimless
everyday activities shield lifefrom what is all around: if this incontestable reality were to
enter into our common existence even once — this incontestable naked reality must of
course be the thing life is seeking andfor which it would even risk death — and it be
present in this way, how could there be anyfurther possibility ofsurrendering to those
concerns that belong only in the attic with its abandoned objects?

A little more than two months ago | spoke in this very room about thefutility, daily
becoming more obvious, of all political agitation. Even so, violentforms ofpolitical unrest



present themselvesfrom the outset as one means available to isolated individuals to
escape the immediate horizon of their tools ofwork and streets controlled by the police. It
is the whole of existence, or at least the wholeformed by the atmosphere,frozen or not,
the greedy earth and its human parasites, that the most pedantic politics has in its sights,
and there is no doubt that this wholeness, compared to thefragmented existence of
ordinary life, is whatgives politics its general level ofattraction.

I will not attempt today, as | did two months ago, to define the particular impasse in
which present-day politicsfinds itself. The question is not only whether politics has the
capability tofulfil the objectives it sets itself. These objectives, which have met the needs
experienced by mankind to varying degrees throughout history, are not themselves the
only way to meet those needs. We must therefore ask [ourselves] again if the ambition of
politics, assuming too that it is not completely powerless, truly represents the best way of
responding to these needs, to thefundamental aspirations of man.

In truth, it seems that the authorised spokesmenfor political activity have taken care in
advance to discharge themselves of the preoccupations | am speaking about here: their
specific ambition is openly acknowledged as being both immediate and limited. But that is
only the way it appears. M anj political existence, whatever it might seem to be, stands
opposed to the naked reality | referred to previously. But whereas other types of behaviour
admit, between this reality external to man and man himself, complex affinities which
simultaneously involve inferiority and superiority, or even equality in human existence,
politics, at least in its developedform, does all it can to reduce that complexity, in order to
render even the reality of the Earth and the rest of the universe equivalent to nothing.
Everything that is represented obscurely in theform of dialectical materialism, so as to
deprive it ofany philosophical significance, is nevertheless loaded with serious meaning
and even, to be exact, with dramatic meaning: that is, a desirefor annihilation.

Such arguments are sofarfrom the usual way ofthinking that it is difficult to comm-
unicate a nuanced description ofwhat has thus been annihilated; in this context, the
political activity whose appeal has an effect well beyond those who support it, hence the
political activity that can be held in large measure to have succeeded. The annihilation
has, infact, been so successful today that it has become difficult to articulate what its
original objectives were.

The way to resolve this is to imagine man} disposition through successive periods of
history; this disposition is that ofa being living in dread ofeverything that surrounds
him., present in external realityjust as in the presence of the danger of death. These
presences, with the one corresponding to the manfacing that of the other, his externality,
appear atfirst like the presences of two enemies locked in combat. What has ceased to be



apparent to us — perhaps through various acts ofsubterfuge, or a shift in values — is
the amount of blind aggression that permeates external reality. It appears that one ofthe
fundamental achievements of Christianity has been precisely to unburden the universe of
taking any responsibilityfor its avarice and its continual aggressions against man.
Aggression has been defined by Christianity as thefact of mankind itselfand as an evil
that is specific to mankind. Even in the mostgeneral understanding, everything that
human existence endures, because of the conditions in which it exists, has been attributed
to mans sinfulness. Mankind sense of responsibility ever since has been sogreat, even

in our semi-de-Christianised world of today, that the emotion which takes hold ofgroups
ofpeople attacked by others is not the same as if they had been caught in the eruption of
a volcano, because the volcano is innocent, whereas men are guilty.

Such a situation provides evidence of mansfundamental processes when in the grip
ofaggression, and external aggression as much as his own. It would also seem necessary
to uphold as afundamental proposition thefact that all types of many behaviour that
are connected to existence as a whole, as opposed to thosefragments which occur during
useful activity, are reactions expressed in the presence of aggression.

The aggression ofboth man and the external world — the sum total ofoutbursts of
violence — was originally treated in primitive religious beliefas a terrible but natural danger.
In such conditions, violence was not separatefrom the man who lived with it, and did not
challenge him with a single reaction but with all the complexity of its affectivefluidity.

The dance of human life at times moved in close and at other timesfearfully away
from violence, as if these movements came about with a view toforming a compromise
with violence itself.

It is the prevalence of thisfeeling of terror that characterises Christianity. Through
Christianity manforbade himself, or tried toforbid himself,from allowing violence to
take possession of him. Violence was considered to be evil, as something that must be cast
out of human existence. All repulsion had to make wayfor attraction. Hatred was
banished — it was stated that men had to love one another. But since repulsion and the
aggression which is its consequence together constitute a natural necessity, seeing that the
immediate world and probably thefar distant universe too are throughout their extent
gripped by violence, and without there being any serious likelihood that human nature
might be excepted, Christian beliefmade allowancesfor violence, but directed individual
violence entirely against the individual himself. External violence was even shifted so
that it took on a value within the context of love: it was accepted in sofar as it destroyed
the individual desire to live physically, desire being considered evil, because if it were
freely expressed it would be violence. Aggression suffered, in all itsforms, whether as a



fact within the individual himselfor afact of the external world, but was nevertheless
preserved within Christianity. The crucifixion sets the outburst ofaggression on the part
ofman and the elements at the summit ofexistence, in the absolute darkness ofa night
that suddenly blocks the light ofday. God himselfseems at that moment to have aban-
doned the world. With Christ exhaling hisfinal lamentation, reproaching hisfatherfor
having abandoned him, the empire ofviolence seems to have established on Earth
injustice without end and overwhelming physical torture.Yet the crucifixion in Christian
tradition is merely the image of the victory man must achieve over himself.

At least this is the way Christianity is represented, bringing seduction in its wake, in
response to the anguish of existence torn asunder by aggression in every direction. But
what seduction thereby introduces is nothing more than insipidity and platitudes.
Christian violence has yoked itselfto the impoverishment of existence with worldly
obstinacy. According to William Blake, “As the caterpillar chooses thefairest leaves to lay
her eggs on, so the priest lays his curse on thefairestjoys. 1 Christian education aims to
curtail everything in existence that is ready to burstforth, transforming even physical love
into aggressive spite, the better to shatter it. And if sometimes it partakes in this desire to
burst out, this is only so as togain more authority and power in its business ofseduction.

Socialist politics do not represent a change in direction after Christianity. Socialism is
the worthy heir to Christianity, worthy in the sense ofa slow decline. It is decked out, in
truth, like Christianity in the bright colours ofviolence, but as is the case in Christianity
this is an outfit ofseductive nudity, whose purpose is to conceal a bodyfrom which every
obscenity has been carefully excised. Socialism is an even more accomplished negation of
violence than Christianity, because it either does not know or refuses to acknowledge that
the aggression it exploitsfor its own purposes exists as a constituent element in both the
universe and in man. And where Christianity made it a constant element in its myth-
ology and practice, socialism presumes it can be reduced, and even has no other purpose
than the desire to purge itfrom the social apparatus ofproduction and sofrom the whole
ofhumanity. Does not socialist doctrine go sofar as to interpret individual aggression as
no more than a simple consequence of the irrational violence that operates within the
economic structure? Once such violence is eliminated, socialism claims, crime will have no
reason to exist.

In all likelihood human existence has never before had toface the sharply lacerating and
dominant reality ofaggression as much as it is nowforced to do in the world we live in
today. Indeed today almost everywhere there is more law and order and more policing than
there has ever been, but this situation has come about as though inside a mortar shell whose
explosiveforce, and explosive contents, are in directproportion to the increasing thickness of



its casing. One day,just afew hours will be all it will take to separate our relatively risk-free
existence, as neatly arranged as the workings ofa clock,from an empire ofstifling death.
The coming change in level will begreater than any human history has ever seen, and it
should be remembered when talking ofthis that existence depends more on such differences
in level than on realities considered purely on their own terms. In other words, any situation
is experienced differently according to the specific situation that preceded it.

Consequently it is only natural that most menfollow their regular habits, habits
whose paths are already established and on which the greater number of them place such
special value. Only this large number offers a margin ofsecurity in theface ofgrave
danger. Large numbers also calm anxiety, even if there is no worse path tofollow than
the one that has been chosen. A very large number of human beings will endure the
anguish ofviolence by taking a Christian or a socialist position.

Christian and socialist positions are, however, simply two sides of the same coin,
perhaps more precisely, two complementary sides of a patriotic position, which is itselfan
aggressive position. For a long time theformer and more and more clearly the latter too
have seemed suited to this role of the appeasing and incoherent counterpart. After a
relatively briefperiod these different possible positions are each likely to be seen as mere
complements to stupid behaviour. What seems at the beginning to take theform of
different possible responses turns out to be a deep-rooted moral unity.

By rejecting this dross | mean to explain in afew words the only exit available to
existence in theface ofimpending violence. Violence must befaced head on and without
hope. The tearing apart of human beings by one another can be experienced in the same
way that each individual experiences himselfbeing torn apart. In that way, and only in
that way, shall man no longer be asked to destroy his own aggression, in other words his
life, still less be asked to subordinate it, to enslave it to something as limited as his
fatherland. Aggression can be neither limited nor enslaved.

Such aposition goes back to everything Christianity has destroyed of the primitive
religious complexity thatgave way in turn to all possible types of response,from fear to
defiance, andfrom ecstasy to hilarity. It corresponds almost exactly to what was excised
from an existence that could originally only have been whole. However, before | continue,
I want to make clear that this is no gospel, which is to say, a list of instructionsfor over-
turning values by describing them in different terms. | am not trying to deliver anyfully
fledged moral doctrine based on my own experience. The position | have described has
existed in societyfor as long as romantic despair has been expressed. It doesn’t matter
that the revelation that occurred, occurred notjust on one occasion but on several
occasions. Nor does it matter that those who experienced this revelation had only a dim



awareness ofwhat it might meanfor humanity as a whole. There may even he some
significance in thefact that everything occurred in a diffuse manner, most often without
asserting the meaning we now understand was being declared. This happened when
Holderlin, Gerard de Nerval and Nietzsche went mad... But neither Sade nor even
Nietzsche can be considered aguiding light that shines once andfor all. And it is not
strictly necessary to bear in mind thefact that both Blake and Kierkegaard were tech-
nically Christians, when they, perhaps more than any others, lent their voices to the
demands ofa reality that had been torn apart. The inconsistencies of Blake and
Kierkegaard, when examined by those who are able to glimpse what we can see, are no
more important than Rimbaud} alleged renunciation or the total obscurity that
surrounds everything concerning Lautréamont.

What is more relevantfor us is that romantic despair’ does not exactly express what
the word despair usually refers to on its own, but rather a resolution that is incompatible
with a transaction. Despair signifies here that aggression can be neither limited nor
enslaved. Human existence is thusfree to become domination.

The path is opened up by romantic despair to lead asfar beyond contingent
circumstances as beyond the restrictions of the world today. But if a romantic church
exists — and it existsfor us, if not in anyformal manner then at least in a profound
sense — then it is composed of the genuine contagion of the most boldly desperate voices,
and it would befutile to deny that such a church has not been defiled by the challenges
of the society in which it was situated. Confusion has arisen between cries that are un-
questionably savage and their echoing by the highly civilised professionals of tragedy.Yet
perhaps it is one of the laws ofshared existence that defilement also bringsforth new
concentration. So it is that in the Christian Church, as the mystical connection with the
faithful was emptied of the largest part of its original meaning, monastic ordersformed,
which offered to restore life to the community ofwhich they were apart by creating a
community that was more strict and thusfar more vigorous. They were not opposed to
the Church itself, on the contrary, they were endeavouring to realise the Church more
fully than the Church was able to do itself It gives me nojoy to be referring to aform of
Christian existence and | cannot but see in it the birth ofa confusion which is more
odious to me than any other. But there is hardly any other example that can be intelli-
gibly putforward to the dregs of Christian culture we see today. It is true that | am not
thinking ofa Christian order any more than the order of Freemasons, but it is under-
standable that | shouldfind no more pleasure in speaking of the latter than of theformer.
When | speak ofwhat belongs to the past, I must emphasise that | am speaking only
about an entirely externalform. But we place our reliance on rigour and rationality, and



have no other purpose than to demand both ofourselves and of others the same rigour
and rationality. That is why | have chosen to compare our potential situation to that of
the monastic orders ofthe Church, in order to underline our desire not to deny in any
way what might already exist outside us: we believe only that a shared and rigorous
affirmation is commensurate with thefailure of the real world, especially if we think of
the ridiculous disproportion apparent between the emptiest political action and the al-
ready much more profound reality ofphysical violence, which is poised, even as | speak,
to tear us all apart. [7 February 1937]

GEORGES BATAILLE Creation ofthe ‘InternalfournaV

1. We are starting this internal journal on the day we have resolved to assert ourselves
as existence, and not as thefunction ofa defined undertaking. Up until now we have
been meeting without havingfelt any need to identify — even in our own eyes — such
a paradox’.

Originally we were satisfied with a name appropriate to a study group (that is to say
afunction).

Even the title of thisjournal signifies that our shared existence may now begiven a
name that is as independentfrom servitude as is a person or a country.

2. The texts that will appear in thisjournal will be testimony to the efforts that will
engage us in the shared life ofAcéphale and will setforth what we believe it is impossible
to repudiate.

3. The names ofthose taking part in setting up this internal journal are Georges
Ambrosino, Georges Bataille,Jacques Chavy, René Chenon, Henri Dubiefi Pierre
Dugan, Henri Dussat, Imre Kelemen and Pierre Klossowski.

4. On the occasion ofstarting this work we look back on the significant dates in the
formation ofthe moral community that exists between us.

5. On 15April 1935, when noformal group yet existed, a meeting took place whose
purpose is expressed asfollows in the text ofthe invitation signed by Georges Bataille,
Jean Dautry and Pierre Kaan:

WHAT ISTO BE DONE?
INTHE FACE OF FASCISM
GIVENTHE INADEQUACY OF COMMUNISM



We propose to meet in order to consider the problems
encountered by those who are currently
radically opposed to Fascist aggression,
unreservedly hostile to bourgeois domination,
but can no longer trust in Communism.

6. InJuly 1935, Roger Caillois and Georges Bataille together planned thefounding of
an association of revolutionary intellectuals. It was at that moment that those who would
go on tofound Acéphale renounced the apolitical character of their intentions and con-
ceded that an attempt at action could have meaning.

At this meeting, on the occasion ofa lecture by Georges Bataille, the Nietzschean
theme ofthe death of God was introducedfor thefirst time, in sofar as it dominates our
shared mythical existence and thus our actual existence today.

7. In October 1935, after Caillois and Bataille split, and having come to an agreement
with the Surrealistgroup, the planned association wasformed and published itsfirst
manifesto, entitled Contre-Attaque. The textsfor this manifesto were approved by its
first signatories on 17 October 1935. Contre-Attaque promoted the slogan “Death to
Slaves!” and undertook to use the weapons created by Fascismfor purposes opposed to
nationalism.

8. On 21January 1936, aprospectus presenting the Cahiers de Contre-Attaque
was published; this leaflet announced theforthcoming issue ofa Cahier devoted to
Nietzsche with thefollowing text:

It appears that the only people who are allowed to invoke Nietzsche are
those who subject him to despicable betrayals. It seems that one ofthe most
revolutionary human voices has spoken in vain.

Must this violent anti-Christian, this scorner of the idiocies of
patriotism, remain — for having made all demands and all acts ofpride his
own — for ever the victim of Philistines and fools who follow the herd,
the victim of universal banality?

We do not believe in the Philistines’ future. The proud, all-shattering
voice of Nietzsche remains for us the herald of the coming moral
Revolution, the voice ofhe who was in touch with the Earth... The world
that will be born tomorrow will be the world heralded by Nietzsche, the
world that will call time on all moral servitude.



A single Cabhier, entitled The Popular Front in the Streets, written by Georges
Bataille, appeared in May 1936 after Contre-Attaque was brought to a close.

9. Encountering only incomprehension outside the group, Contre-Attaque was dis-
banded inApril 1936, following internal disagreements that appeared to be no more
than superficial.

10. Towards the end of Contre-Attaque’ existence, a certain inclination became app-
arentfor theformation, not ofapolitical party or a paramilitary organisation, but ofan
‘order’, analogous to certain secret societies. This tendency reprised aspirations that had
been more or less defined earlier by different sections and which were probably a response
to thefact that most of the participants in Contre-Attaque were driven by a spirit that
was rather more religious than political.

Since 1925 (or 1926) Georges Bataille had been planning, along with Michel
Leiris, André Masson and a Russian emigre called Bakhtin,2 thefounding ofan Orphic
and Nietzschean secret society — to describe such a vague project in afew briefwords.
Michel Leiris suggested this society be named Judas™.

11. In April 1936, whilst staying with André Masson at his house in Tossa, Georges
Bataille wrote two texts which later appeared in thefirst issue of Acéphale. He
suggested to Masson that he draw apicture ofa man without a head to appear on the
cover of thejournal, and this headless man then took on in Masson’ mind the dis-
oriented and living aspect of a myth; the resonances and almost limitless potential
repercussions that are associated with myths were thus assigned to him without anyone
having had that specific intention.

Massons reactions at the time were born ofa desire not to leave Nietzsche} life with-
out any response. Issue 1 of Acéphale was therefore conceived by Masson and Bataille
as a straightforward introduction to the planned issue on Nietzsche. Originally the
image of the Acéphale simply corresponded in Batailles mind to a still ill-defined pre-
occupation with the ‘leaderless crowd’, and with an existence modelled on a universe that
was obviously acephalic, the Universe where God is dead.

12. On 4June 1936, the resolution tofound a moral community had itsfirst result,
but, derivingfrom the way political groups tend to be organised, it appeared to be im-
possible togo beyond theformat ofa Study group’, and so was given the name — which
was never, infact, actually used— ofthe ‘Sociological Group’.

13. Thefirst issue of Acéphale appeared on 24 June 1936, in clear contradiction with a
form ofexistence such as a Study group’, but at the same time it was true that no actual



internal activities had yet responded to the aims expressed in the texts published in this

issue.

14. The group met several times without anything of note transpiring during these
meetings, with the sole exception ofone in which a deep solidarity was expressed with
the Spanish Revolution, without this seeming to contradict the group’ apolitical spirit.
A deep-rooted susceptibility whenfaced with these currents ofpolitical attraction was
manifested again byjust such an attitude when notions ofvital sympathy and the need
for limited aggression took on ideologicalforms.

15. In November, thefirst of the regular meetings was held;for thefirst time also, during
Batailled lecture, an attitude ofviolent hostility was expressed unreservedly with regard
to deteriorating political concerns.

16. In December, the reconciliation between Bataille and Caillois concluded with a
meeting at which Monnerot was present, Caillois being absent. A feeling ofacute unease
ensued, because nothing was clearer than thefact that opportunistic considerations were
becoming confused withfundamental concerns.

17. These misgivings led to Ambrosino and Dubiefwriting texts concerning exactly this
danger of opportunism and the likelihoodsfor confusion. An internal meeting was held
on 6 February during which thefounding ofthe journal was decided upon, because it
was becoming clear that given the profile we had assumed we should be taking care to
determine all itsfeatures. Infact thisjournal marked a retreat towards an internal life
that was hostile to allforms of opportunism.

18. Thefollowing day a meeting was held that had been plannedfor some two months
and in which Caillois took part, [in the course ofwhich he declared] what he considered
to be the guiding principlesfor the establishment of agroup. After Caillois’ presentation,
Bataille sought to show how man caught in the grip ofaggression should live in the
wake of attempts by Christianity and Socialism to diminish it.

20. [sic]fust as it is advisable to note in the journal each ofthe elements that brought
us together, it is also necessary to take into consideration what has been written in part-
icular in two of Georges Bataille’ texts, the contents ofwhich express a state ofmind in
which we all concur. Thefirst, the “Notion of Expenditure™, appeared in 1933 in La
Critique sociale, and the second, “Sacrifices”, was written in the summer of 1933 and
published in December 1936, accompanied by André Masson’s mythological engravings.
9 February 1937



HENRI DUBIEF Principles

I am not unaware ofthefact that the principal effect ofsincerity is to supply others with
apowerful weapon they can use against us; that is why; incidentally; I was so taken by
the idea of more or less public confessions putforward by Ambrosino and Bataille.This is
because | like to take a certain amount ofrisk and think that only these uncensored
admissions, which would not exclude the more damaging details, will allow me to deter-
mine the extent of my attachment toAcéphale, by giving an account of my past reticence
and, in theory, my potentialfuture opposition.

I think thatfirst ofall I should specify the exact conditions of my participation, and
wish to state right away that the experiment I personally am undertaking has nothing at
all to do with renouncing the world or life, that it is not a question ofdestroying and
creating, but only oftaking part, and simply ofputting aside certain utterances in order to
make roomfor others, with the aim ofputting pressure on existence according to a
coherent and specific approach.

By that | mean that I like certain aspects of life, even popular pastimes;for example,

I like bridge, | like wine, I like playing rugby and I also like watching it. That is all of
no special interest, but other ways in which | participate in existence are at once less
personal and less banal and are thereby all the more important to me. My wish is to
continue to exist outside your circle in certain respects, and within a community ofideas
in other and more important respects.

It would, however, be difficultfor me to specify what | mean by the sort ofcommunity
that should be established between us, and so too the tension that would shape it. | am
neither a thinker nor a seer, and if asfar as my strengths permit, | wish to contribute to
the success ofour undertaking, | expect the most important work will be done by others. |
have much enthusiasm, but asfor what our activity might have in storefor us, and con-
cerning which | have such high hopes, it is impossiblefor me to have any very clear vision.

Nevertheless, and toget to the heart of the matter, | believe that | am proceeding in
the best way by demonstrating how three of the variousforms ofexistence which have
influenced my own — political action, my personal character and friendship — may or
may not be in harmony with my relations with you.

Less than ten years ago | was a member of the SFI10, ideologically allied with the
Etincelle Socialiste, with Maurinist tendencies.3Then | becamefriends with Dautry who
helped me escapefrom that leper colony, and since then | have, by working outside and
through hisfriendship, occasionally taken part in your activities. Without being a member of



the Democratic Communist Circle, | was, throughJean Dautry, more or less involved in its
existence, and can say that since 1930-31 | have never had the slightest political
disagreement with my closestfriend. Itfollows that my apolitical stance is more recent.
Indeed ljoined Contre-Attaque with the mostfixed political motivation, but I should have
realisedfrom the beginning that I could not be anything but sickened by such a venture. As
far as | am concerned, infact, all political initiatives can only be something put before us to
vomit on. Perhaps there was once a time when this sort ofpoliticsfelt to me like something
other than just a mental game. Yet much as | enjoy the game, | know today that politics
is nothing more than the unsavoury raging ofpolice and thieves, and it disgusts me.

However, | have to say that if | amfully inclined to be rid of this political burden,
that does not make it any the less, asfar as | am concerned, and to a certain extent, a
vital necessity. Whether in reaction to my background or, on the contrary, in conformity
with my education, | was born a socialistfor life. | am quite willing to spit and vomit,
and worse, upon socialism, in your company, you men who arefrom the same back-
ground as me. But in the presence of Fascists, a thousand apologies! | have a reflex
instinct to smack them in the mouth. In short, | have a reaction that is both in sympathy
and opposed to Puyo? reaction, which was behind his decision to leave us. And | believe
that you share my point ofview, which is why wejudged his so harshly. This is also why
we must declare ourselves to be intellectually apolitical, whilst remainingfundamentally
political at heart.

In practice, | affirm that with my absolute attachment to Acéphale | repudiate all
political action that is essential and vital, whilst maintaining deep within me a vital and
essential anti-Fascist political purpose which | have no intention of relinquishing under
any circumstances.

Nor will I renounce my own nature. However,following the breakdown of Contre-
Attaque amidst a certain amount ofridicule, | have brought along with me certain
mental reservations to my association with this new group. For a long time my non-
chalance and a particular sort of critical spirit allowed me to rebel on certain occasions
whenfaced with difficulties associated with the task in hand and the delays involved in
carrying them out. But above all, since that evening at the Brasserie Lumina, when
Ambrosino madefairly specific suggestions to me, and to a number of others, regarding
the collective surrender of body and soul to his influence, suggestions rejected by all of us
out ofa lack of courage, | have been assailed by doubts. And very recently, in early
January 1937,1 expressed these doubts in an ironic text that comes very close to being a
manifestofor breaking up the group.



Note on the materialisation of myths

Thefollowing story is told.4 Once upon a time, in the New York Zoological Gardens, a
snake was born with two heads, each having a neck about six centimetres long, and thus
a certain degree of individuality. There werefrequentfights between these two heads, and
at mealtimes they had to be kept apart with apiece of cardboard. One day, one of the
heads struck the other such a vicious blow that the creature died ofsepticaemia.

There is quite often a desire to break the mirror, or to spit into the pool ofwater that
reflects the pallid and ludicrous image of aface that challenges us regarding our true
nature. But the idea that this image might one day come to life, with its own character,
and contest our actions in the world, and our life, cannot be tolerated. The enemy head of
man, the enemy head of theflesh rising up at its expense, thus becomes the enemy head
ofthe head. And so nature, in this particular case, merely resolves the dilemma by
absurdity: either inflict a mortal wound to the head or rip offits genitalia.

My tastefor self-ridicule, and, make no mistake,for self-ridicule in public, as express-
ed above, derivesfrom the discouragement Ifeel at your dilatoriness, your impotence, and
at my own. Asfor my disgust, I don't think that Dugan [Andler] hasnt already noticed
this, certainly | think | have been aware of his; I don't think | am the only one tofeel
like this, and think many ofus will admit to havingfelt the same

I only came to an understanding ofwhat it is that unites us during the interview with
Caillois — a kind ofspinelessness, or to be more accurate, a kind of indifference. That was
when | saw various potential realitiesfor Acéphale that | wanted to articulate. When
Ambrosino told me ofyour decisions of Saturday 30January; | was completely won over.

There is no ulterior motive when | reveal with such absolute openness my past atti-
tudes, proving as they do that my enthusiasm, while it was immediate, was also not
without a certain holding back; and the degree of hostility | managed to show at the time
may be ofsome interest today; so what I mean to say, exactly and as a result of this, is that
I abandoned my doubts without hope of returning to them, even if that was not impossible.

I fnot impossible, | say, because it is no longer a question of disowning apersonal
objection. | collected and nurtured my doubts butfeel no disgust when I reject them
today, quite the opposite. | want to abandon myselfto an overwhelming enthusiasm, oh
yes! But if doubt is no longer appropriate, | know myselfwell enough to understand that
in the case offailure, or deferred success, | am inclined to start criticising again and to
bring my bitterness to bear upon those whom, rightly or wrongly, | shall hold responsible

for our defeat. My enthusiasm is determined by thefuture, it depends upon success.
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I think that in the preceding text | have answered all your questions; | do not believe
that the claims | stand by are the kind to divide us. | refuse to renounce what is agreat
part of the value ofmy life, but by my mellowing | amfully showing how | intend to be
conciliatory, and even wish to make that the reasonfor my agreement.

There is another point upon which | hope toput you at ease regarding my intrans-
igence. | cannot say how much importance you will attach to whatfollows. Bringing my
friendship withJean Dautry into question might appear unjustified, and infact it has no
relevance today. However, in all honesty and sincerity, | must alert you to an unlikely but
not impossible confession. 1 am extremelyfond of Dautry, indeed | have a blindfaith in
him; I have no need tojustify either of thesefeelings, but both oblige me to declare that if
he were one day to confess to an act of hostility towards Acéphale or any of its members, |
would not be involved in sorting out any wrongdoings; and the nature of myfriendship
with him would exclude any assumption ofa disavowal on my part and, even more so,
ofa break with him.You may think that | am pledging agreat deal to Dautry and
rather little to you. Thatfollowsfrom the deliberately and intentionally blind character of
ourfriendship. We do not envisage that one or other ofus could commit an act that
would contradict the other’ reasonsfor living, which is what makes it possiblefor me to
make such a commitment.

Insurance policies providefor plenty of unlikely outcomes, but | doubt that one day |
will have to invoke this clause, though I am none the less anxious to preserve it as the
essential point to which | referred at the beginning of this text: those aspects of life and
the world of which we are apart and which there is no question of renouncing.

In all other respects, nothing will stop mefrom participating in your activities, but |
will do so without altruism and with the most committed egotism. | amfond ofchildren
and theirgames, and also enjoy taking part in them. And | mean games in the broadest
sense and not in the petty sense ofpolitical manoeuvring. By that | mean that | am eager
to side with thefuture, even iffor me that means death, which | hardlyfear at all.
Acéphale in this sense is only a still vague meansfor ensuring that the present influences
thefuture and is incarnated in it. But let me be clear, | mean the most immediatefuture,
the one which is already almost the present. | amfond ofchildren, but | have no interest
in theirfuture children, I am not concerned with posterity. | March 1937



GEORGES BATAILLE Memento5

FROM NOW ON, YOUR JOY WILL DEBASE AND TRAMPLE
UNDERFOOT YOUR REPOSE, YOUR SLEEP AND EVEN YOUR
SUFFERING.

REMEMBER THAT TRUTH IS NOT STABLE GROUND BUT THE
CEASELESS MOVEMENT THAT DESTROYS ALL THAT YOU ARE
AND ALL THAT YOU SEE.

REMEMBER THAT IN WAR IS TRUTH

YOU WILL NOT CEASE BEFORE YOU RECOGNISE YOURSELF AS
A MAN WHO CARRIES WITHIN HIMA HOPE GREAT ENOUGH TO
DEMAND ALL SACRIFICES.
THIS MEMENTO WILL REMIND YOU THAT FROM THIS MOMENT
YOU CAN NO LONGER EXPECTANY PEACE FROM YOURSELF.
[March 1937]

GEORGES BATAILLE Prohibitions Regarding the Forest ofAcéphale

1. Do not enter that part of theforest ofYveline, which in ancient times was called the
forest of Cruye, other than in such a way as to exclude any possible discord with the
spirit ofsanctuary we identify in thisforest.

2. Do not enter one specific area of theforest — whose boundaries will be communicated
at a later date — other thanfor Acephale’ encounters.

3. Never utter a single word — not even the slightest allusion — regarding these
encounters, notfor any reason nor in the presence ofanyone whatsoever, unless under
exceptional circumstances which will be communicated at a later date.

4. If there is sufficient cause, the option exists toput this subject directly into words in a
written textfor the internaljournal ofAcéphale which may then be handed to one of
us.

5. Obey all the negative instructions specific to each encounter (including not speaking,
not strayingfrom the path, not leaving aplace during agiven period, not opening the
envelope until the time stated). [March 1937]
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16. Georges Bataille, Memento, and opposite, 17. Map of the Forest.
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GEORGES BATAILLE Instructionsfor the Encounter’in the Forest
To be read several times, most carefully, and committed to memory:

Purchase a return ticketfrom a suburban ticket officefor Saint-Nom-la-Breteche. The
train leaves at 8 pm.

Do not acknowledge anyone, do not speak to anybody, andfind a seat awayfrom the
others.

At Saint-Nom, leave the station, taking the left-hand exit whenfacing in the direct-
ion the train is going.

Without asking any questions,follow our colleague who will be waiting by the road,
and walk in agroup of two or three at most, still without speaking, until you reach the
path,from which point you will walk in singlefile, each person keeping afew metres
between himselfand the person infront.

Back on the road again, walk as before in small groups so as to attract as little atten-
tion as possible should there be anyone else around.

Once you have arrived at the place ofthe encounter, stop and wait to be led indivi-
dually to the spot where you must stand motionless and remain silent until the end.

When the encounter is over,follow the others who will leave keeping to the same con-
ditions as when they arrived.

Once back on the train,find a seat awayfrom the others and, when you arrive in
Paris, go your separate ways.

There is no need to adopt a dour orgloomy expression, but it is out of the question to
speak at any point, and that should come naturally to us.

Afterwards, all conversation on the subject of the ‘encounter’isforbidden, under any
circumstances whatsoever. | f there is something any of us wishes to express it may only
take theform ofa written textfor the internal journal.

1. Regarding the appointed area in theforest, each of us must become acquainted with
where its boundaries lie. Ambrosino will gofirst, together with one or two of the rest of
us at most. They will befollowed by one, then another, and so on, until its extent
becomes apparent to everyone.

2. Sulphur is a substance produced in the bowels ofthe earth and only escapes through
the mouths ofvolcanoes. That clearly has a certain meaning in terms of the chthonic
character of the mythical reality we are seeking. It also has meaning in relation to the
roots of a tree that push deep down into the earth.



On an area ofmarshy ground, in the middle of aforest, where it appears that dis-
turbances have occurred in thefamiliar order of things, there stands a tree that has been
struck by lightning.

It is possible to recognise in this tree the silent presence of that which has taken the
name ofAcéphale, and which is expressed by these arms without a head. The desire to
seek out and encounter a presence that infuses our lives with purpose is whatgives our
proceedings a meaning that sets them apartfrom those undertaken by others. This
ENCOUNTER which is attempted in theforest will take place in reality only when
death manifests itself there. To anticipate that presence is to seek to cast off the vestments
that veil our own death. [25 March 1937]

GEORGES BATAILLE On an area ofmarshy ground...

On an area of marshy ground, in the middle ofaforest where the reign ofabandon and
ruin is slowly being revealed, there stands a tree that has been struck by lightning.

It is possible to recognise in this tree the silent presence of that which is expressed to
us by the arms without a head of the Acéphale. We have the desire to seek out and
encounter what men have always had the possibility of discovering, the vague presence
that becomes the recognisable sign of the destiny ofeach of them. But thisfirst attempt-
ed encounter on this night in theforest will only take place when death manifests itself
there: to go in search of that presence is, asfar as we are concerned, to seek to cast off the
vestments that veil our own death.

Only night and silence were capable ofgiving a sacred character to the bond that
unites us.Asfor the sulphur produced in the depths of the earth in which the roots of
trees push downwards: volcanoes alone produce it, expressingfor us the volcanic reality of
the earth. [March 1937]



GEORGES BATAILLE For the second time today...

For the second time today\ we come here together at the foot of this great oak tree that has
been struck by lightning.

Oaks and thunder were once closely linked in the minds ofthe earliest inhabitants of
Europe. They were the expression ofthe all-powerful. An oak that has been struck by
lightning is like apowerful god that has been tom apart by his own anger.

We too can become kings and lacerated oaks within the monastery that has no walls
or occupants and where ourprocession will continue through the night.

We have chosen this holy Friday night deliberately in order that we may be brought
to that encounter with the great decapitated existence of an oak tree. But there is no
lamentation on our part.

We want the image of our destiny to rise up before usfrom the shadows; we want
sulphursfumes to make us breathe in the near or distantfaltering ofdeath as it makes
its way towards us.

But it is the dark hope ofthe crime, not remorse, whichfills us with anguish.

What our hope is searchingfor in this execution is thefestival that heralds the
coming ofEMPIRE. [Friday 26 March 1937]

GEORGES BATAILLE Ifwe are truly united...

< fwe are truly united, if we are a real community,” Caillois assured us, “nothing will be
able to resist us. >’ Caillois does not know that we are already a real community but,
speaking on the spur of the moment, he expressed a beliefwhich experience shows us is
unfounded.

Since the community already existsfor us, we can see the different sorts of resistance it
will have to deal with.

In thefirst instance, there is no doubt that every action we have accomplished, in the
sense that each one has connected us, at the same time separates usfrom other people,
and it is inconceivable that it could be any other way. It is even possible to say that
Caillois in particular is drifting awayfrom us to the same degree that we are coming to-
gether. In this way he is led to think that we are moving awayfrom ourgoal by isolating
ourselves, whereas infact our opportunity to exist is asserting itself.

It would be pointless to associate any sense of unease with this consideration of the



fatal isolation into which we have entered, or the dividing wall that now surrounds us.
However, nothing could better represent our ‘duty to be’than this wall. Thus constrained,
we areforced to overcome the internal challenges we encounter. It is necessary to isolate
oneselfin order ‘TO BE’.

What meaning might the words TO BE now take onfor US? With what Minotaur
shall we be living now, having got sofar inside the labyrinth? What bull must we Kkill
now that we have put on again the matador3 Suit of lights’? Doubtless it is out there,
and will appear only slowly, in the course of time, shrouded in the inevitable darkness.
But the patience required to counter avidity may in no way imply that we arepost-
poning our actions, and the movement towards what is possible today is as strong as it
has to be.

Thefirst obviousfact that becomes apparent within the labyrinth in which wefind
ourselves is that everything occurs here in the most contraryfashion. For example, the
contemplation of death leads to violentjoy. However, | would especially like to talk about
personal depression because I do notfeel it can still be viewed in the way it is outside,
where destiny is an individual experience. Personal depression unquestionably admits the
meaninglessness ofeverything that impinges on an individual’ existence, and conseg-
uently admits the meaninglessness ofeverything we might attempt as agroup. But, at
the same time, what we are trying to do would have no meaning if depression did not
exist. Even ifl had afairly clear understanding ofwhat might resultfrom such a situ-
ation, | would still wait before talking about it because | do not believe there is any other
problem quite as laden with anguish as this one. Today | merely want to make a con-
nection between this extreme anguish and the greatest possible irony. Not that | think
that irony is the antidote to anguish and must be its cure; indeed, can anguish not persist
and even suffocate all existence within the limits ofa very cruel irony? And why should
everything necessarily be liberated? But when we connect an extremejoy to the terrible
contemplation of death, when we connect irony to anguish, we accomplish a liberation
that is greater than any other. We deliver religious existence to the naive and outlandish
violence of action. We shatter the gangue of Christian piety. Rome, 17 July 1937

PIERRE KLOSSOWSKI Fragment on Nietzsche

Nietzsche’ reputation rests specifically on the sacrifice of the selfthat is the murder of
God. | mean to say that this murder already implies its own atonement, in the sense that
the murderer mustput himselfin God place, and no one could doubt that this would be



fundamentally dreadful. Bataille said on this subject that Nietzsche was like a man
who, having resolved to experience a vice right through to its most extreme consequences,
would succeed. Yet | contend thatfor Nietzsche there was success in atonement: he
achieved his madness, the prerequisitefor his identification with Dionysus. [July 1937]

PIERRE KLOSSOWSKI On Nietzsche and the Moment

While it is true that time cannot be experienced except through its antithesis, the eternal,
the desire to effect a leap in time or tofall into it presupposes that we are situated in the
eternal. | contend that this leap is impossible since it is obvious that we exist in time and
that thefall has happened ever since we have been in this world. Thefall is the original
condition of man, he isfallen by definition. However, a leap in time can only be made by
someone who, standing in the eternal, would have had a negative experience of it; but
someone who existed in the eternal must be in possession of the whole, so how could he
imagine leaping into the void? To establish an imperative here, thefall we must all inevi-
tably experience is the enactment ofa dialectic of time in reverse, with time as thefinal
limit, which amounts purely and simply to eliminating the dialectic oftime in order to be
able to abolish its antithesis: the eternal. Consequently the Death of God,for Bataille,
would result in a condition ofimmanence which would cease to be an immanence
because no transcendent current would be able to raise it anyfurther outside itself. This
would be a life in the present pure and simple, which in my view would take on the
character of nihilismfrom the moment it ceased to be denied by dissatisfaction and
spiritual anguish. For Nietzsche, the Death of God was quite the opposite, and signified
for him that God had lost all transcendental virtue, since God hadfallen to the level of
the present pure and simple; hence the birth of Dionysus, hence the deepening of the
moment andfreedomfrom immediate necessity through the eternal return of the mo-
ment. The moment experienced at the Death of God as afall into the abyss isfelt as an
elevation, as the possession ofthe whole in the anticipation of his eternal return.

If everything is only appearance, and if time is the sole reality, the idea of the eternal
return is an expression of the desire to go beyond appearance: things then acquire an
intense degree of reality in their eternal return, in the desirefor their eternal return. And
also, would the importance of the moment not be the same with or without the eternal
return; with the new weight of the moment dissolvingfirstly into the nothingness opened
up by the Death of God, this new weight ofthe moment is assured either because that is
where the eternal return is perceived, or because that is where the eternal is revealed.



Otherwise, the moment would become mixed up with whatfollows etc. Henceforth,
when | say: this moment is unique, it will never return — | will already have noted that
it contains the eternal; it will not returnfor me, I who am in time, even though the
moment was a vision of the eternal or of the eternal cycle of time. It is rather | who
would be transported in the moment, andfor that to happen | would have to step out of
time, or else the eternal return would bring me back to that moment. [July 1937]

PIERRE KLOSSOWSKI On the Master and the Slave

The relationship between man and God corresponds in social terms to the relationship
between Lord and Servant. The Lord?s revolt against God re-establishes the ancient
relationship between Master and Slave and leads to the Slave’ revolt against his Master.
The death of God desired by the Master supplies the templatefor the Master being put
to death by the Slave. However, the Master can only kill God in his dreams: dreams that
God himselfhas sent him; he can only provoke God into single combat by provoking his
Slave against himself; and the Slave, thus provoked, in putting his Master to death
rejoicesfor a moment, drunk onfreedom, transformed into agod himself, and powerless
to suspect that he was merely the blind instrument of divine will.

God bestows both eternal life and death. And in the presence of God, the Lord
decides upon the life and death ofhis Servant. The moment he aspires to usurp the
functions of Providence, and hopes and convinces himselfthat God does not or no longer
exists, he assumes responsibilityfor the crime before God. He thus re-establishes the
ancient situation ofMaster and Slave, but re-establishes it beneath the gaze of God,
hoping that this gaze has been extinguished. The Servant, now once again the Slave,
believes he understands that the Master’ prerogatives allowed him to carry out the crime
with impunity. But when the rebellious Slave sets about taking his Master to trial, he
immediately becomes an accessory in the Master? revolt against God, and because of this
he in turn arrogates to himselfthe committing of the crime — for he thus makes a claim
to extend his own prerogatives by what he considered to be his Lords. The proceedings he
brings against his Master have no other objective than to put these prerogatives into
practicefor his own benefit, by killing his Master. The justice of Slaves can only be
the shared practice ofindividual iniquity. In rebelling against iniquity the rebellious
slave can only answer back with iniquity, and whilst he assumes all manifestguilt in the
dream of the Death of God, the Master in his humiliation and his torment atonesfor
the dream the slave wants to make real, and atonesfor his crimes committed before God



against the person of his slave. After having overthrown his Master; the slave appeals in

vain, if not to God then at least to an identical order of being, that he might be allowed

to enjoy the benefits of his rebellion in peace. Henceforth, everything he does bears the

stamp of murder. He never obtains redemption, orpardon; he simply gets moments of

respite, granted with bad grace by the Destiny that is impatient to destroy both him and

his work; soon he is reduced to re-establishing through his own efforts the differentforms

of his Masters life: the Slave recreates slavery, but where the Lord couldfeel no hatredfor

his Servant, the Slave who has re-established slavery in order to maintain his position as
usurper does notfeel that he has enough strength to overpower those who, at every

moment, remind him ofhis own origins and thefragility of his position. [July1937]

JACQUES CHAVY On Authority

PRELIMINARY ITEMARKS: | am sorry | haven organised and worked up these notes,
in a word, to have explained any better what | mean. | don’t have the technical vocab-
ulary and my clumsy style ofwriting will draw attention even more to the sketchy
nature ofwhatfollows. 1 have considered the issue ofauthority only within aframework
that one might term political, within a moral framework it ivould probably not develop
very differently.

A QUESTIONTHAT DOES NOT REQUIRE AN ANSWER
If in what concerns their individual lives men have the impression that they decide their
actions,for everything related to living in groups, to living in society or between one
society and another, they either rely on the government or at any rateput up with it. It is
government that makes the laws that regulate relationships between individuals and
which makes decisions in relations between different societies (nations).

Without listing all the types ofgovernment that exist or have existed, it must be
acknowledged that governments have no power, whateverform they exist in, unless they
possess authority.

Authority is a principle that takes hold ofany man regardless who he isfrom the
moment he becomes active in government and which he possesses onlyfor acts relating to
government; thefact must be admitted that some individuals without even a scrap of
power can still have influence over theirfellow men,for they have a natural authority;
they possess Mana,6 they possess authority even without holding any power,just as men
in power may be devoid ofany authority, or any influence (the difference between having



authority and being dressed in authority in order to exercise power).

But where does authority comefrom? | believe that in the societies that have existed
up until now authority is not the imperious desire ofa man togovern and to lead other
men because he has a tastefor exercising power, because that is what he enjoys. A man
cannotput on authority like he can his clothes — authority isgranted to the king or the
leader by God (withoutgoing into all the details concerning the religions in different
societies) or by whoever has replaced God in democratic countries: the sovereign people
(in this case the authority comesfrom an impersonal being — a man like Hitler wields
absolute power, but also powerfrom the German people,from his race, his blood, a more
religiousform of the sovereign people).

There is not a man in existence who is the source of his own authority; who governs
for himself; a leader is a person interposed between God and men, a mediator. God has
given him authority, and in exchange he must maintain, conserve and, asfar as he can,
increase the power of the group that God has entrusted him with leading. This leader
does notgovern by himself, but because God has bestowed upon him a scrap of his omni-
potence. But if, in a society with a single leader, authority has a divine origin, where
would authority comefrom in a society based on initiation, which is the basis of its
hierarchy, and which chooses not to have a head? Toput it another way, if there are
mysteries, they have to have been revealed. The death of God has been revealed. Does
God only exist in that moment when he dies?

NOTE 1. One might think that men with influence are natural leaders, that authority is
apersonal quality. But how do we explain that leaders have alwaysjustified their use of
power by invoking the divine will that put them in the position they occupy notfor their
pleasure butfor the glory of their God, and therefore, of their people?

This constantjustification throughout history leads us to think that what manfears
most is to command, and that his needfor submission and obedience is such that even
someone who takes on the greatest responsibilities is afraid of being held responsiblefor
his authority (in other words, its source, its origin) and so hejustifies his actions, and
excuses them as being the will of God.

NOTE 2fust as men bow down to their leader, the leader bows down to God. But is
God also afraid ofhis omnipotence? What is God3justification? I6August 1937






DIONYSUS

(Extracts from Dionysus by Walter Otto, apart from the final citation.)

All of Antiquity viewed Dionysus as the provider of
wine. However, he was also known as the Frenzied One
who makes men possessed, who incites them to
savagery and even bloodshed. Dionysus was the
guardian and companion ofthe spirits ofthe dead, and
his was the most important name in the dedications
made in the sacred mysteries. Dramatic performance
was associated in particular with his worship and cult
practice [...] Itwas he who made the flowers come out
in the springtime; ivy, pine and fig were all associated
with him; yet far higher than all these examples ofthe
bounty of nature must be placed the thousandfold-
blessed gift ofthe vine. Dionysus was the god ofjoyful
drunkenness and ecstatic love. But he was also the
Persecuted, the Suffering and the Dying, and all those
he loved and who attended him shared as a resultin his
tragic fate.

Who was Dionysus?
The god of ecstasy and terror, of savagery and joyful
deliverance, the mad god, whose appearance sentmen
into a state of delirium, already manifested the
mysterious and paradoxical nature ofhis being in the
circumstances ofhis conception and birth.

He was the son of Zeus and a mortal woman, who
even before she gave birth was consumed by the
lightning-fire ofher celestial bridegroom.



André Masson, Greek Tragedy.



Like the myths connected with his birth, the myths
relating to the appearance of Dionysus also reveal
much about his nature.

Atthe pointwhen he was conceived the element of
earth was touched by a blast from the divine sky. But
from this union of the celestial and the earthly, which
was expressed in the myth of the god’s double birth,
the arduous and tearful aspect of human life was not
lifted, but keptin stark contrast with such superhuman
splendour. The one who was born in this way was not
only the one who cried for joy, and the bringer ofjoy,
but the tormented and dying god, the god oftragic
contradiction. The inner conflict of this dual nature
was so great that like a violent storm he appeared
amongst men right in their midst and terrified them,
beating down all resistance with the scourge of
madness. Everything that was usual and ordered must
be shattered into myriad fragments. Existence
suddenly became an intoxication, an intoxication of
dazzling happiness, but one that was also marked by
fear.

When Dionysus arrived at the city of Argos, because
the people there did not wish to celebrate his cult, he
drove the women mad to such extent that they took
themselves off to the mountains and there tore the
flesh from the bodies of their newborn children [...]
Aura, the beloved ofDionysus, killed one ofher young
children and devoured it...

A god of frenzy! A god, whose nature it is to be mad!
W hat did they experience or see,those men who were
exposed to the impossible nature ofthis image?

The face of this true god is the face of a whole
world.There can only be a god who ismad ifthere is a



André Masson, The Dionysian Universe.
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world that is mad which reveals itself through him.
Where is this world? Can it still be found and
recognised by us? Only the god himself can help us
find the way...

Whoever wishes to beget something which is alive
must descend into the primordial depths wherein the
very forces of life reside. And when he returns to the
surface, there is a gleam ofmadness in his eyes because
there, down below, life and death live together as one.
The original mystery is itself mad — the bosom of
laceration and of unity torn asunder. On this matter
we have no need to consult the philosophers [...] The
experience oflife and the rites ofall peoples and ofall
times are proofenough.

The experience ofthese peoples declares that wher-
ever there are signs of life, death lies close by. And the
more alive this life becomes, the more death draws
near, until the supreme moment, the moment of
magic when something new is created — when life and
death collide injoyful madness.The thrill and the whirl
of life is so profound because it is dead drunk. Each
time life renews itself, the wall which separates it from
death is breached for amoment.

Taurus was one of the forms of Dionysus not only
because of its fertility and abundance of life, but also
because ofits raging madness, its dangerous nature...

Its oft-mentioned lasciviousness must have been what
made the goat one ofthe Dionysian animals...

Nietzsche Dionysus
An intoxicated god, a demented god [...] The hastily
assembled hypotheses which reduce all significant
meaning to the level ofthe commonplace have only
served to keep us from seeing this representation.
History, however, bears witness to its strength and



truth. To the Greeks it provided a feeling of
intoxication that was so powerful and so all-embracing
that, thousands of years after their civilisation had
fallen into ruin, a Holderlin or a Nietzsche could still
express their ultimate and most profound thought in
the name ofDionysus. So too Hegel, who represented
the knowledge of truth by means of a Dionysian
image, declaring that it was “the bacchanalian revel, in
which there isnot one person who isnot intoxicated.”

Here is my Dionysian universe that creates and
destroys itself eternally, this mysterious world of
double pleasures, this, my “beyond good and evil”,
without purpose, unless the contentment at having
accomplished the cycle is itself a purpose, without
wishing it so, unless a ring has the good will to turn
eternally on itself, and on nothing but itself, in its own
orbit.This universe that is mine,which is therefore lucid
enough for me to be able to see it without straining
and risk losing my sight? Strong enough to reveal its
soul to this mirror? To place its own mirror opposite
the mirror of Dionysus? To propose its own solution to
the enigma of Dionysus? And being able to do so
would it not have to do it all over again? Becoming
wedded to the “cycle of cycles”?Yet vowing its own
return? Accepting the cycle in which ever and eternally
it will glorify itself, and assert itself? With the will to
want all things again? To see all the things that have
been return again? To want to go to everything there
must ever be? Do you know now what the world is for
me? And what | want when | want this world?
(Nietzsche, The Will to Power)



ROGER CAILLOIS

Dionysian Virtues

It seems that to the exact extent that the mind is set upon a rather narrow form
of discipline and rules that are at least very severe, it must take an equivalent
approach to the various forms ofintoxication and be disturbed by their very
existence, because it can never be sure that it will not experience temptation
or remorse. In private, it can keep a tight rein on itselfat all times and always
maintain the most exact control over its instinctual inclinations; and in public,
restrict the exercise ofits faculties to stating the obvious, promulgating only
the minimum of what can be expressed and defined, advancing only on to
ground already fully conquered and assimilated, and putting forward nothing
that cannot be proven and which is not a fixed part of a system. The power
granted by this austerity for the mind that adopts it is strictly speaking almost
boundless. In fact, through this power the mind acquires such a cohesiveness
that it becomes unshakable, rather like an army in which each tactical element
at any particular point benefits from the collective strength ofits massed forces.
Even so, it does not feel any the less the ever-present attraction ofintoxications.
More to the point, a mind connected in this way must without doubt be an
easier target for intoxications, and be carried offby them completely. It is too
unified to become divided or to make concessions at the point when vertigo takes
hold: itisinconceivable that such amind would notremainjust aswhole when
afflicted by mental convulsions as when occupied with arithmetic. Being
inclined to one ofthese in equal measure as itis disrupted by the other, it would
appear that the release was only so explosive because it followed an excessive
state oftension.

Intoxication, moreover, manifests itself as a total state, capable, at least
potentially, of overwhelming the whole range of functions of an individual,
since all ofthem give way and become still during the time when intoxication
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ROGER CAILLOIS

Dionysian Virtues ®
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afflicted by mental convulsions as when occupied with arithmetic. Being
inclined to one ofthese in equal measure asitis disrupted by the other, it would
appear that the release was only so explosive because it followed an excessive
state oftension.

Intoxication, moreover, manifests itself as a total state, capable, at least
potentially, of overwhelming the whole range of functions of an individual,
since all ofthem give way and become still during the time when intoxication



is providing stimulation to one ofthe others. Ifwe add the semi-intoxication of
extra lucidity spoken ofby Baudelaire to the other forms identified by Nietzsche,
i.e. the three intoxications of strong alcohol, love and cruelty, it is easy to see
that there isno point from which ecstasy is unable to obtain its bearings, and
that the extreme sensation of power which characterises it will continue to be
identical with it. Whatever its personal effects, and whatever worth they are
granted, it is certain that individuals find themselves transported and — except
in the case ofa few paralysing toxins which nevertheless also produce feelings
of intense yet calm superiority, albeit of a contemplative nature — that an
impression has been imparted to them of the fullest sense of being, causing
them to prefer in comparison with the rest of their lives these rare moments
they long for and yearn to experience anew.

Thus, while affecting the individual in the part that is least likely to be
surrendered, the various intoxications naturally seem to represent a violent state
when compared with society, and perhaps indicate certain difficulties the
individual may have in adapting to living as part ofa group. Here again then,
and perhaps not the least ofsuch cases, there is a conflict between the forms of
intoxication and the intellect: the imperialistic destiny of the latter and the
disdainful resignation ofthe former which seek to indulge their enthusiasm to
the exclusion ofall else.

History, however, suggests that there is no absolute character to this conflict. As
much as society does not know how to incorporate Dionysian forces, distrusting
and persecuting them instead ofintegrating them, the individual is reduced to
finding his gratifications in spite ofsociety, when it is society alone that should
be providing them.The essential value of Dionysism is in fact based on precisely
this point, that it united people by socialising the thing which, more than
anything else, causes separation when its pleasures are enjoyed individually. More
specifically, it made participation in ecstatic rites and the communal
understanding of the sacred into the unique cement of the collectivity it
established, for, in contrast to the closed local cults ofthe cities, the mysteries of
Dionysus were universal and open to everyone. In this way the mysteries placed
at the centre ofthe social organism those sovereign forms ofunrest which, once
they had dispersed, would in due course be hunted down by society in the no
man’land on its margins where any threats to social harmony were cast out.*
This approach represented nothing less than the most radical ofrevolutions, and



that Dionysism coincided with the revolt of rural elements against the urban
nobility, and that the spread of cults associated with the underworld, at the
expense ofthe Uranianlreligion, had been brought about by the victory ofthe
populace over the traditional aristocracies. At the same time, certain values were
inverted: the poles ofthe sacred, the base and the holy, switched over.W hat was
once marginal, with all the appealing discredit associated with that expression,
became apart ofthe new order and, in some way, the point on which it turned:
the asocial (orwhathad seemed to be so) focused collective energies, crystallising
and setting them in motion, and became a force ofsuper-socialisation.

It follows from this general discussion that we may now employ the term
Dionysian virtues, with virtue to be understood as something that connects, and
vice as something that brings about separation. These virtues were sufficient in
themselves to enable a collectivity to create its emotional foundation and to
establish the solidarity ofits members on these virtues alone while excluding
any prior affiliations based on locality, history, race or language;t this would
affirm, for those drawn to them, the conviction that these virtues were unfairly
mistreated in a society that chose not to recognise them and which did not
know how to suppress them; so too to give them a taste and show how they
might group themselves together in an organic formation that was irreducible
and resistant to assimilation; and finally, to strengthen their resolve to adopt
this strategy which is always available.

* In fact, in Rome, the Bacchanalia were prohibited for being both immoral and a
threat to the security ofthe state. In Greece, Euripides’Bacchae, adocument which should
indeed only be used as evidence with great caution, shows to some extent that the
spread ofthe Dionysian cult did not take place without resistance from the established
powers.

t On this aspect we should be able to refer to awhole body ofwork on the sociology of
brotherhoods, but unfortunately this is still only in its early stages. Two features ought to
be noted, however: brotherhoods exist as a solid structure within a weak social
environment.They are formed by substituting in place ofthe factual qualifications (birth
etc.) on which the cohesion ofthe social environment depends, a free choice consecrated
by some sort of initiation and formal admission to the group, and so tend to consider
this acquired kinship as equivalent to kinship by blood (hence the continuing use ofthe
term brother among adepts), which makes the bond thus created stronger than any other
and assures that it is the one to be favoured in the event of conflict.



THE COLLEGE OF SOCIOLOGY

GEORGES BATAILLE

®What weundertook afew months ago. ..

What we undertook a few months ago, we undertook at least in agreement that it
was impossible for us to go into any great detail. We were well aware of our starting
point and also knew that we had to turn our backs on what was already only the
past. But we did not know, and could not know, where we were heading. The only
publicationlwhich up until now has served as an indicator of our activity has also
by its nature responded to these conditions: its merit was that it indicated — even if
in a seemingly absurd and brief manner — that we were taking our leave from what
we had apparently been engaged upon until that point.Yet there was nothing in its
pages that might satisfy, however feebly, those who insist that action should have a
precise goal. The only valid response we could offer to such irony — all the more
valid because we kept it to ourselves — is that action, as we understand it, cannot be
limited to predefined goals.

I am not seeking a more encouraging path today any more than | was a few
months ago. On the contrary, | am possessed by the idea that the path we are
following ought to be more disheartening, that the advances we have made run
counter to our rigorous demands. When | consider the sometimes dreadful, often
harrowing demands that men everywhere have managed to respond to with a sort
of outburst ofjoy, it saddens me to acknowledge how little it is possible to get from
us. Ifwe are bound only to bear witness to the debility of today s existence, it would
be better if people like us had never lived... | hope that one day we might live with
such explosive strength ofwill that the life ofaTrappist monk would make us laugh.
Trappists certainly “exist”, Tibetan hermits “exist”. ..

But what matters now is not any desire to make things easy, nor admit to any
limit, so much as attempting to specify the directions in which we now find ourselves
engaged.



Furthermore, it is less a matter of fixing a set of principles than of defining a state
ofaffairs. In the midst ofthe current breakdown there cannot in fact be any question
ofrediscovering the conditions ofa collective emotional life while moving forward
according to arbitrary decisions or simple guesswork.We know ofno authority that
can give any weight to such decisions. We cannot under any circumstances allow
ourselves to remain attached to apast ofany kind. Nothing can gainsay the fact that
not one of us, in isolation, has ever known any guide outside himself other than
science. Science is the sole authority we rely on. This means, among other things,
that we acknowledge no higher authority capable of preventing us from blaspheming
or laughing at it.

The objectivity ofscience does not stop existing within us whenever we make a
stand against ordinary rationalism.And at times when our position isirrational, when
it results directly from spontaneous instincts, we can relate this position and these
instincts to a set offacts whose consequences and precursors are already known.The
consciousness that results from an extensive knowledge ofthe different possible forms
of emotional life is one element of an absolute originality within an elaboration of
the collective and passionate forms of this life, a paradoxical element that specifically
gives a precise character, and a particular direction for all our potential activity.

This is how mythology became part of our way of thinking from the beginning,
as the cornerstone of a science of society perhaps even before it became the
bewitching play ofimages that fed into our feelings of disquiet. There is in myth a
quality that must seem irreconcilable with a religious conviction that can only
proceed from unconsciousness and naiveté.Yet it is quite enough to counter this
pessimistic way of thinking with an overview of all the things that are different in
today’s existence compared with during the earlier Buddhist or Christian eras.
Buddhism and Christianity were products of their times, and naturally drew
inspiration from the history ofideas that were then current. “The Gospel according
to St.John is an understandable testimony.”2 It would be foolish to imagine today,
on the grounds that collective exaltation needs to be rediscovered, at a time when
the secret of it has been lost and seems to belong to the past, that only regressive
forms are possible.The requirements ofreligion, however sour they may one day or
another reveal themselves to be, do not demand of anyone that they play at being
inspired or being a prophet. There can be no disputing the fact that Nietzsche,



paralysed by the impoverished forms of existence in his day, was obliged to resort to
the fiction of Zarathustra in order to be able to express himselffully. But Nietzsche
did not express himselfonly through the voice of Zarathustra— even ifthe burning
passion of Zarathustra is essential to his teachings — and since then, everything in
this world has been so thoroughly shaken up that it has become possible to bite using
his teeth, to make a fire out of his bones; taking off all one’ clothes in order to be
able to exist fully is a necessity born out of a state of affairs even more debased than
our own, and a state of affairs that has disappeared.

All the various aspects of modern activity stretch out in front of us and there is
nothing amongst it that creates any sense of unease; the traditional forms of poetry
and mythology are dead. As much as that might depend on human will, this world
has become like the suburb ofalarge city — at the very least, these large city suburbs
with their factories and nondescript residential buildings represent the only human
material that can be reproduced indefinitely. Setting aside the disgust we feel for
theatricality, we know that a world as empty as this should not be entered with the
lofty contempt ofa magus but that ofa surgeon, which is to say, with a more active,
indeed amore cutting style ofscornful sympathy.The disintegrated human material
we are focusing on here, with the view of subordinating it to these elusive values,
can only be reduced by clear-headed men.

I cannot even begin to imagine that any such hope could be conceived if we
ourselves were not precisely in a position to take this clear-headedness to its ultimate
limits. With respect to the one who grasps in an instant what he sees before him, in
his eyes there can be nothing to hope for. He who aimlessly observes the human
beings around him, who in his anguish and in spite of himself eavesdrops on their
strange conversation, if, as is natural, he is feverish for something else, then all that is
left to him is to give in to nervous breakdown. But if there is something in him
analogous to the aloof and aggressive coldness of science, then all these vague
movements of bones and lips will be no more than a mask to tear off, a mask that
conceals nothing but an inner conflagration. Beneath the ashes and the burnt remains
he discerns a movement which is difficult to detect, yet all the more likely to make
him catch his breath — all of life in slow formation, little by little revealing to his
eye its incandescent traces and endlessly fractured structure, seeming more like a
mortal wound or a cry of hunger than all that the strange heart-rendings of poetic



inspiration had allowed us to believe existed in the night.

Ofcourse, | am speaking ofa vision it is not yet possible to attain. But | mention
it precisely because | am aware that this unattainable aspect of why men exist —
which cannot be described any more exactly — is the very obstacle we must
overcome, it is the fog which must be dissipated so that this ungodly promised land
may be revealed, bathed in sunlight, to the most feverish.

But this obstacle is not one that can be reached and overcome only after long and
patient waiting; this promised land is not yet attainable, but, in order for it to become
so — and this must be stated categorically — little more is needed at this moment.
The responsibility that falls to us in particular is limited, although these limits are
not of our own choosing, but result from the current state of knowledge. There are
now methods of investigation which have led to a precise understanding of the
emotional structure of primitive societies. These societies appear to be constructed,
in so far as man does not exist within them as a single brick in isolation, according
to myth and ritual. The images and rites, heavily charged with the emotional content
of primitive or uncivilised communities, represent to us the fabric of these
communities. And, as we pass to a philosophical interpretation of these facts, we
realise that the myths and rituals constitute the very soul of these communities.
However, the methods which have led to these key representations have not yet
found their exact point of application for our purposes because they have only ever
had as their object certain forms of human existence that are unfamiliar to us; with
rare exceptions, no one has dared to make today s society, the society in which we
“exist”, the object ofa structural analysis.

It is possible that a sort of unspoken taboo might be blocking any such attempt.
However, until recently, the difficulties being faced had nothing to do with religion.
The social community’ existence was profoundly fragmented, and everything that
could be called structural fabric seemed to be only a relic from the past — not a
truly living fabric, and still less a fabric that was in the process ofbeing created. But
the shared existence of which we are also a part has, for some twenty years now,
undergone certain transformations that are some of the most rapid, according to our
information, seen in the whole course of history. The facts we are able to analyse
first-hand because of their topicality indicate a surprising wealth of such material
for further analysis, a wealth which, moreover, contrasts with the exceptional dearth



ofmaterial from the earliest years of the twentieth century.The fabric that makes up
the social structure has proliferated before our eyes with an extraordinary energy,
and principles that had been established in crumbling societies have found themselves
treated as roughly, in certain cases, as if they were lifeless waste. However, this new
fabric has precisely the same nature as that found in primitive societies; it is mythical
and ritual, and forms with vigour around images charged with the most powerful
emotional values; it forms in the great movements of the crowd that are regulated
by the ceremonial which introduces the symbols of its subjugation.

Fortunately for our purposes, however, amethod has already been introduced by
Freud for the specific interpretation of these facts. The analysis of the emotional
structure ofthe army and the Church, set out by Freud in his Group Psychology and
the Analysis of the Ego, is perhaps one of the most surprising and most important
revelations in the science of the nature of life. This is because it is not only an
introduction to the understanding of the great unitarist structures — once the
requisite understanding ofprimitive facts have been established, the data from Freud s
analysis can open the way to a general understanding ofsocial structures of all kinds,
whether Church or religious order, army or militia, secret society or political party.
And if Freud himself did not go so far as to undertake a general analysis of living
forms, he did, as it were, leave the possibility of making that leap to those who have
followed him. Thus, not only has the analysis of what is been opened up in several
respects, but it has now become possible to examine experience itself, by which |
mean the attempt to pass from knowledge to action; and oppose the great unitary
formations which in other countries have brutally closed offand fixed existence, and
attempt to form a religious movement, or perhaps more exactly a ‘Church’, which
would unite existence not only in order to respond to the immediate need for an
arrangement of forces, but also to liberate it.

It is essential at this point to set down quite clearly, even brutally, how the various
possibilities present themselves. | began by talking about science. Now | want to talk
about experience. But it is obvious that the vocabulary might introduce a
misunderstanding here, if something were to be retained of that subordination of
experience to science, which is self-evident when it is not concerned with human
life. Experience, in the way we envisage it, takes precedence in such an imperious
manner that it would be laughable to compare such asituation to that of medicine.



Medicine is in fact concerned only with the medium term, with organs and bodily
functions, which may be indispensable to life but which do not in themselves signify
the end ofthat life. Sociology — more precisely mythological sociology — is on the
contrary only concerned with this end of man, which can only be discovered beyond
him. Myths are more than the focus of social cohesion for individual beings: they
are the reason why a man is able to give what is most precious to him, his blood.
Existence gains access here, and only here, to the totality ofbeing, and in that moment
of vertigo and gravity everything that remains only function — science itself —
enters a region of silence. For even ifit is the only means we can resort to in order
to discern in the half-light precisely what matters to us, this means of discerning must
not be confused with what is being discerned. All that we should assert at the outset
is: (1) that in the situation we find ourselves in, science cannot prevent us from
discovering within its purpose those values it is reduced to recording without being
able to establish them rationally; (2) that, reciprocally, there exists no prior emotional
determination within us which by its nature might lessen for us the cold objectivity
of science.

And without doubt this last point is essential at precisely the moment when |
must insist on the necessity of making a choice. Two radically opposed methods
would appear apriori to be possible. Ifwe employed one ofthese methods, we would
proceed with a somewhat random potential experiment, in other words we would
have no other goal except to create a common existence, a ‘Church’, which might
in the end be no more than apolitical party; if we were to employ the other one, we
would be starting from certain principles that have been authoritatively
demonstrated. However, there is a way of avoiding both these approaches. There is
one objective that may be determined in advance without the intervention of any
revelation: this objective is the discovery or the rediscovery of the totality of being. |
do not believe it is necessary or even useful to bring any other limitation to bear, but
in and of itself such an ambition would exclude a large number of other potential
experiments. Doubtless something still remains of the enormous liberty that
continues to preside over the development of human cohesion — for individual
beings are always open to being combined into more than one grouping. But in any
given circumstances, the search for this totality depends on the whole set of
modifications to which the lives of men are subject — precisely at that moment.



What is more, totality always demands from men what they reject under the
dominion ofwhat is called “common sense”,which is no more than a sort of senility.
Totality demands that life comes together and, so to speak, loses itself in the orgy
with death. The purpose of the experiment should thus be to pass from a certain
fragmented and empty state, from a life freed from the fear of death, to this sort of
brutal and suffocating refusal of everything that is, everything that very likely occurs
in many death throes.

Beyond these and other similar considerations, make space for liberty! Myths —
or to speak more precisely — the mythical images we have at our disposal, are not
disqualified from the debate. Earlier 1 spoke of Trappist monks. Of course, we are
not going to become Trappists; we want nothing to do with Christian avarice. We
are free spirits, having a boundless generosity combined with a Greek naivete, in
other words happy, and with occasional impulses of outlandish humour... that sort
of childish greed we feel when approaching the tragic site wherein our existence
surrenders, frolics, and would, without generosity, be merely anew form of Christian
avarice. Let myths destroy themselves, fester away and show their hatred for one
another! And if they can, before a universe emptied of its servile function, emptied
of God, let them make human life into a festival and a game that is every bit as free!

I know that once again | have only said part of what is necessary; | think that if
could communicate, really communicate what | see, and at the same time the rapture
that | feel in the presence ofwhat I see, for my listeners it would be bound to result
in an unburdening, a liberation, a need to act and to stir up others, a long-suffering
yet dreadfully happy need. But what is clear to me, whatever | do, | can only make a
little less obscure to others. | would just like to add what | feel so deeply: that in all
that | experience in this way, | disappear, like the tiniest little cry. [Spring 1937]



ROGER CAILLOIS

The Winter Wind

Extra ecclesiam nulla solusl

Up against aworld that gives them little satisfaction, the various different dissenters
share in feeling the same need for action but the same inability to act. They realise
that they must unite in order to be strong, but, fearing that this will prove more
burdensome than the weakness which already weighs upon their shoulders, they
dread the prospect that unity will make them concede to more sacrifices than their
powerlessness had imposed by what it made them give up. Following in the footsteps
of the great individualists of the last century, they forecast only ill from following a
path on which the demands of solidarity would soon set limits on their
independence. In short, they fear that in gaining strength they will lose their reason
for being, and at this juncture they are seized by a sudden foreboding.The stakes are
indeed high.

I.THE FATE OF INDIVIDUALISM

The disintegration of a society’s morals is a situation in which the new ovule appears,
or new ovules — ovules (individuals) containing the germ of new societies and
unities. The appearance of individuals is the sign that society has become fit to
reproduce. Nietzsche, The will to Power

Ifwe examine the evolution ofideas not only in France but throughout the whole
of Europe, from the beginnings of Romanticism onwards, it is impossible not to be
struck by the increasing and increasingly significant influence, quite out ofproportion



with any other phenomena of a similar order, of the great individualists whose
supreme representative was Stirner but in Nietzsche found its richest expression. It
is noticeable that written works in this vein seem to situate themselves outside of
any aesthetic considerations on purpose, while gladly presenting themselves as good
examples and placing a certain value on the use of slogans. While the ultimate
consequences of this way ofthinking have not been generally accepted, people have
been less and less able to tolerate the fact that its principles were discredited at the
start; the autonomy of the moral individual has become the very foundation of
society. However, little by little, a crisis of individualism has begun to emerge, to
which a number of substantial external and immediately obvious causes have
contributed. The development of sociological research has undermined the
fundamental assumptions on which individualism is built and, more urgently, political
and social developments themselves — which allow scarcely any possibility ofliving
apart from society, but all the more of dying that way — have in their combined
effects gradually made a sheltered existence in ivory towers seem only dull and dusty.
These factors are sufficient to induce the faithful followers ofthe great individualists
to reconsider their approach and to inspire them to take part in an activity of a
distinctly collective nature, but not, however, to abandon all their scruples, nor prevent
them from questioning whether this temptation will lead to a consolidation oftheir
position, or to making concessions to the tribal group, or quite simply to their
surrender.

There can be no hope ofsolving this problem without first examining the reasons
which have led intellectuals to withdraw from their social group, falling back to
the Aventine Hill2and at once adopting a position that is directly hostile to any
constituted society. The act of resigning in this way coincides historically with an
ideology that strangely denies the instinctive phenomena ofattraction and cohesion
in which later on will be sought the vital force of social groups. The only salient
features associated with these social groups have been their enlightened self-interest
together with their preoccupations for distributive justice, neither ofwhich find any
common ground with man’ deep sense of being and which tend just as much to
deter him from the idea ofsocial existence, especially when such determining factors
are evidently missing from a society that is founded only on injustice and the sort of
privileges which immediately make it seem scandalous and detestable. Thus conscious



individuals of a contemplative nature have cultivated only indifference to it, while
those of a cantankerous disposition have shown open and ill-tempered hostility
towards the restrictions imposed on them by the group, which they find unbearable
because they see them simply as persecution and bullying. Feeling nothing towards
society other than defensive reactions, such individuals naturally reserve their
sympathy for all those society keeps on the margins, the vagabonds, streetwalkers and
outcasts, and gradually makes a hero of the hardened criminal on whom the prison gates
will always close.3 It would be a mistake to see those themes of romantic literature,
the prostitute with a heart ofgold or the noble thief, as signs of crude sentimentality,
when there are few better indicators of the essential novelty of the times in which
we live, i.e. the consummation of the divorce, in terms of values and before long
morals too, between the writer and the close-knit, stable part ofthe social body.

The individualist, however, quickly taking his point of view to its furthest limits,
starts proclaiming as fallacious and tyrannical everything he sees as the constituent
parts of society: family, state, nation, morality, religion, sometimes even adding reason,
truth and science, either because the connections they create seem to be just as much
of a constraint, or because they are to some extent garbed with the sacred in the
manner ofthe preceding categories.Thus was born a type of methodical iconoclast,
the hopeless character seeking the profane as described by Stirner: “Tortured by a
gnawing hunger, crying out in distress, you wander right round the walls that enclose
you in search of the profane. But in vain. Soon the Church will cover the whole
Earth and the world ofthe sacred will be victorious.”4In these conditions, there is only
one possible moral reaction: profanation, the full-blooded destruction ofthe sacred,
is the only course ofaction that can give the anarchist the sense of effective freedom.

In actual fact, this is only illusion: the sacrilege never goes beyond sarcasm or
blasphemy, and their actions fall so far short of fulfilling the promise of their words
that sometimes the sheer quantity and self-importance ofwhat is said seems designed
only to paper over the absence ofany actions.The greatest of the individualists were
also feeble, insignificant or maladjusted, deprived ofthe only things that would have
given them real pleasure, yet being obsessed by them to the point of feverish
excitement: Sade, conjuring up his debaucheries within the walls of his dungeon;
Nietzsche, at Sils Maria, the solitary and sickly theorist of violence; Stirner, the state



employee living his well-ordered life while constructing hisjustifications for crime.

At the same time, poetry too was exalting all forms of liberation, but this was,
more than anything else, a poetry of refuge, which lulled and consoled, brought
oblivion and painted a harsh world with the soothing colours of dreams.This blind
alley could not offer satisfaction for ever. More than simple avoidance, it must be
conquest that captivates us.Today, the problem appears even more urgent, yet it has
become clear that society, through its cohesiveness, wields a strength that breaks all
individual efforts as easily as glass; the time has also come to communicate to those
who are not resistant to the idea, whether out of fear or self-interest, that the
individuals who are truly determined to undertake this struggle — on an
infinitesimal scale if need be, but in an effective way when their attempt looked as if
it might spread like an epidemic — must stand up to society on its own ground and
attack it with its own weapons, that is to say by forming themselves into a
community, and still more, by ceasing to allow the values they defend to become the
prerogatives ofrebels and insurgents, but on the contrary regarding them as the chief
values of the society they wish to see established and as the most social values of all,
even if they arejust a little implacable.

Such aplan assumes a certain amount of education in the understanding ofrevolt
on the part of this individual, which would enable him to proceed from the simple
instinct for rioting to a more broadly imperialist position and show that he should
suppress his unruly and impulsive reactions in the interests of discipline, forward
thinking and patience. In a word, rather than Satanic he must become Luciferian.

In a similar manner, the committed individualist should completely change his
way of thinking with regard to power and the sacred in general. In this respect it is
almost necessary to adopt the opposite course to what Stirner enjoins and direct all
efforts not at profanation, but at making sacred. It is, moreover, this impulse that will
enable him to establish his most deeply rooted opposition to a society which has
been profaned to an extreme degree by its own actions, in such a way that nothing
could be more antagonistic to it than the intervention of these values, and there is
nothing against which it would be less capable of defending itself. Still more than
this: what directs any group thus formed is the desire to fight society as a society,
while the plan to attack it as a surer and more compact body aims for it to become
established like a cancer within the more unstable and less close-knit organism, albeit



one that is incomparably larger.This is a process of super-socialisation, and as such the
community envisaged is already naturally set on the path of making sacred as much
as it can, in order to increase to the greatest conceivable extent the singularity of its
being, and the impact ofits actions.

Individualists are now in a position to ease their scruples. Undertaking collective
action would not mean renouncing their faith, but rather committing themselves to
the only way available, and from the moment they made the decision to move on
from theoretical recriminations to effective struggle they would be doing no more
than progressing from skirmishes to pitched battle. They would be fomenting their
holy war. And war, as Clausewitz said, is the continuation ofpolitics by other means.

ILTHE FOUNDATION OF COLLECTIVE EFFORT

I do not know whether | have already said it in this work but what has distinguished
men the most is that those who have performed great deeds have simply seen what
could be done before others did. Memoirs of Cardinal de Retz

Just as there is an irreducible primitive experience of the self, which is the funda-
mental basis of anarchist individualism, so too the inalienable and existential
foundation of collective effort must also be brought forth. It cannot, under any
circumstances, establish its emotional basis upon something as entirely backward-
looking as factual categories — race or language, historical homeland or tradition
— which shape the existence ofnations and fuel their patriotism.To do sowould be
to sanction precisely what we are plotting together to change, and to reinforce what
we wish to see weakened. It is readily understood that amovement originating within
a society and which is directed against it cannot be founded on what defines and
holds that society together by setting it against its rivals.

A social nucleus ofthe type | am proposing here must be built from elements of
atotally different nature: acommon will to carry out an identical task already entails
elective affinities that are capable in themselves of directing the formation of a
community and making that their necessary and sufficient reason by supplying each
member, as distinct from his fellows, with a twin series of complementary
experiences ofattractions and repulsions.5 This implies a fact of everyday life beyond



any argument, which had already become apparent even to the originators of
individualism: the essential ethical opposition between at least two classes of people,
with such contrasting reactions it is as ifthey belonged to different species, and which
result in both conflicting conceptions of the world and irreconcilable sets of values.

Indeed each ofus, in our relations with our fellow men, encounters others who
seem to belong to another moral species, almost another race.There is no avoiding
the feeling that we recoil from such people as though from some harmful foreign
body. Their behaviour is always what we fear it might be, never what we hope for,
and their vulgarity surpasses expectations. In contrast to these there are others who,
when they are put to the test, act exactly as expected, as indeed we would behave
too when at our best and precisely as we would wish they should behave. So it is
that, confirmed by the behaviour of these individuals, in other words in a world
without any deception as to what actions have been carried out and with the pressure
of realities it would be rash to avoid and which in fact constantly bring us back to
order, there is an ideal demarcation according to which each one of us allocates a
position to our fellows and to all the rest. On this side of the line, a community of
closely connected people is established by the very fact ofthe lines existence, people
who have spontaneously recognised each other as allies and who are willing to
provide unconditional mutual assistance. Meanwhile on the other side, living
according to their own laws is a crowd ofunfortunates with whom we have nothing
in common, for whom there arejustifiable grounds for treating them with contempt
and from whom we instinctively distance ourselves as ifthey were something impure,
radiating like a sort of dangerous contagion their particular appeal, this latent
temptation which the lowest levels always exert on the most elevated and which
alone would justify for those at the top their pride in such a position and their will
to stay there.

These are distinctions not of degree, but of nature. No one is responsible for the
place he occupies in this hierarchy of qualities of the soul: the defaulter is not
condemned by trial, but kept apart as a sanitary measure, to protect the integrity of
the whole. For the same reason that at harvest-time the unblemished fruits must be
separated from the diseased ones, an armed yet distant neutrality is no more than the
basic practice of legitimate defence with regard to untrustworthy individuals,
something that is absolutely essential to avoid contamination. A society, like an



organism, must know how to eliminate its waste.

Sympathies and antipathies, which, as we know, are beyond our control, may pass
for the individual and ephemeral rudiments, weak in the extreme on account oftheir
subjective and fragmentary nature, of a living system of this kind. Moreover, it is by
no means accidental that the collective opinion chooses to represent them as
misleading, advises that we disregard them and stipulates that we pay them no heed,
all on the pretext of impartiality, when it comes to decisions of even the mildest
interest concerning society itself, and more specifically its public services. Society, it
seems, thus feels the necessity to obstruct the formation of any endogenous aggregation
based on reflexes ofdiscrimination, with the idea being that this is the source ofboth
a ferment capable of breaking down its structure and a beginning for the
recomposition ofits living forces, which is liable to improve its situation by degrees,
and all the more as intended, by subverting the social equilibrium to its own
advantage, which it would then distribute within its own framework. This is why
the socialisation of direct individual reactions6appears, on the contrary, to constitute
the first phase of development of one social existence within another. Duly
elaborated and systematised, and treated as the expression of a fundamental reality, it
is a sure outcome that they will succeed in giving even the most fiercely independent
individual an extremely powerful sense of group consciousness, including, if needs
be, total alienation from himself.

Indeed, when the individualists of the last century imagined (they never made
even the slightest initial attempts at putting anything into practice) some sort of
conquest of society, their hopes were always invested in formations ofjust this type.
It cannot be over-emphasised how important it is that Balzac and Baudelaire not
only regarded with sympathy but also put forward as models Loyola and the perinde
ac cadaverl of the Society of Jesus, and the Old Man of the Mountain and his
Hashisheen, and how significant it is that one of them was content to describe the
dealings of a mysterious association within the society of his day, and the other to
foretell the constitution ofanew aristocracy based on a mysterious grace that would
entail neither work nor money.8

Taken to their limits, these ideas allow us to determine what in particular is
required for the struggle by a closed and militant association that models its way of
thinking on an active monastic order, its discipline on a paramilitary group and its



modes of existence and action, if needs be, on a secret society.

These three types of community can immediately be seen to resemble one
another by the strict separation which divides their members from the rest ofsociety.
Further analysis would show that the differences between them are not so much
defined by their respective aims as by the external conditions which affect their
development —-thus whether they enjoy the support ofthe authorities, are tolerated
reluctantly or are reduced to the status of criminals. Each gains affiliate members by
volunteering or by novitiate. Members are distinguished from outsiders and
connected to each other by a complete uniform or some imperceptible sign. Their
whole ethic depends on this arrangement, setting up strict obligations for members
and compelling them to regard all other people not so much as their equals in rights,
but rather as raw material for the work they undertake.

Thus, within the social structure it is not only individual attractions and repulsions
that tend to be approved, but before very long too adistinction ofthe kind laid down
by Nietzsche as regards Masters and Slaves.We should perhaps update our vocabulary
at this point, so that the terms we use are no longer borrowed from a situation that
is past and which therefore distance our thoughts from the present situation, and also
S0 as to stop these terms from seeming paradoxical when the consequences of this
doctrine show that the slaves have become the oppressors, and the masters poor
unfortunates who are powerless to protect themselves against their assaults.

There is therefore something to be gained by updating this opposition with terms
which are more closely related to present-day reality, such as “producers” and
“consumers”, for example. These not only call to mind the economic substratum
but also express a vital position which, while being not entirely determined by it, is
often, in the simplest cases, no more than its direct outcome.9 By consumers, we
mean, broadly speaking, those who are oriented towards their own enjoyment, being
themselves unproductive and merely using things up, parasites of others, who judge
everything only according to whether it will bring them pleasure; they are incapable
of generosity, all the more so when it comes to the gift the producer is obliged to
make according to his very nature out ofwhat he manufactures and which is not for
his own use, for his penchant to produce grips him so strongly that he scorns all
leisure and any payment.

A creator by fate, it is he who sets the standards to which others conform. He



initiates the practices that others adopt, in such a way that even when he is stifled
and forced into the servitude ofthe mass ofhis enemies he still retains the full range
of his bold instincts and initiatives, while by exercising his marvellous abilities for
influencing people he retains the certainty of his imprescriptible superiority, which
consumers themselves, in their triumphant satiation, cannot block from their own
conscience, well aware as they are that they lack any such active, effective and creative
drive. Being thus identified only with their own self, whilst the producers fulfil their
creative needs, they are bereft of that sense o f sovereign irony when aperson is able to see
themselves alive in the very moment oftragedy, along with that supreme detachment that
isthe mark ofthe strong, as pointed out by Stirner, which shows what they are made
of and assures them how worthless all those others are who are incapable of such
elegance.

I, MORALITY OF THE CLOSED COMMUNITY

I had always thought that something could be built upon contempt; now | know
what: morality. Henry de Montherlant, service inutile

The nature of the Masters, which scarcely allows them to have any dealings with
others, by the same token forces them into a vivid sense of the alliance that exists
among their number, which soon enough they come to feel as a sort of complicity,
since even their slightest reflexes may be deemed a criminal act. From the outset, this
situation leads to an awareness of a specific code of ethics which can only emerge
fully in the course of the structural development of the aristocracy, although its
earliest forms may be discerned from the moment it first came into being.

A brief description of this situation must be given at this point. It is not enough
to see honesty as the unconditional basis of all morality. There can be no doubt that
honesty is an instinct which expresses the imperative of an individual’s unity and
totality, the convergence of all his various postulations towards a single principle, a
single integrity. It is the active proofthat an individual wishes to be at peace, that he
tolerates internal discord as unwillingly as an organism does infectious attacks, that
he represses the gnawing disturbances within him and knows how to defend himself



from the times when he is tempted to give up, or when this would degrade or
weaken him. Honesty is that quality which grants a man only one face and silences
the raging dogs that tremble in these kings.10But may | remind you that a hero is great
only after he has fought monsters, and before he has been defeated by them.There
is nothing to hope for from those who have nothing to oppress within themselves.

Next come contempt, love of power, and courtesy, virtues which, while not
necessarily being cardinal, stem directly from the position described and eminently
characterise its originality.

Starting from the experience that individuals are not equal, the virtue of contempt
safeguards, gives expression to and sanctions that inequality. In presenting a real
situation it does not do so with any degree of pride, but even if it did, that should
not be any cause for alarm. The fact that an individual is not contemptible through
any fault of his own does not mean he should be regarded with any less contempt,
since it follows that he should be treated as his nature demands. In essence, contempt
is directed at those who engage in or agree with actions we would utterly detest to
carry out or endorse.There would be no point in trying to conceal the fact that such
a feeling also has an unreliable, or at the very least ungovernable side, since no one
would be able to declare that, if they were placed in the same conditions and forced
to act, their behaviour would not be exactly the same as what they had originally
held in contempt. Furthermore, contempt is only productive when it is demanding.
It is nothing if it does not directly impose a certain harshness on itself. Once
experienced, it must be considered in line with the obligation it imposes, that it
should never be called for again in similar circumstances, so that each act of contempt
becomes a pledge of honour and a down-payment on future conduct. But it must
also be seen in terms of the right it offers that those who are duly cut off from us
should not be treated as equals, nor as enemies with whom we must respect the rules
ofwar or observe the courtesies appropriate between peers.

As for power, it is important to treat it as a force of nature against which all sense
ofreproach has been removed, but which we are still free to fight against and perhaps
bring within our control.

There is nothing more futile or pitiful than the hatred ofthe principle of power,
which saps the strength of the bravest spirits in vain and unequal struggles, confirming
them in their hatred and behaviour and ultimately turning their capricious attitude



and obstinacy into objects of worship. It is healthy to desire power, whether over
souls or bodies, for prestige or tyranny. Every one of us, moreover, uses power within
alimited sphere which it may unexpectedly become possible to extend considerably,
for human relations are such that we may often acquire the ability when all we
desired was freedom, so much so that the strong seem destined for domination, and
that, even when they are bound in irons, they instinctively regard it with respect and
treat it seriously, thereby demonstrating that it is the love ofpower that distinguishes
conquerors from slaves.

As precise and punctilious as court etiquette, the courtesy which ritualises the
secondary aspects of the mutual relations between people lightens the mind in the
process and so puts people more at ease. Furthermore, it helps maintain a certain
internal tension which would be difficult to keep up ifbasic manners were neglected.
In an association of the closed variety, which is intended to increase separation,
courtesy is part of its ethical code and becomes almost an institution. By codifying
the relations of initiates, its esoteric yet conventional nature is reinforced by the fact
that it has to work to differentiate these relations even more from relations that are
profane.The discourteous person, in fact, is not so much the one who neglects certain
usages as the one who is unaware of them, or who practises those ofanother group.
And so courtesy, a way of being recognised amongst ourselves and of recognising
outsiders, becomes a practical means of maintaining our distance. In fact, at times
when it becomes necessary to express hostility or contempt towards someone, it is
sufficient, as we all know, to assume an air of excessive courtesy which will prove as
hurtful as any reprimand and immediately rules out all familiarity. On this subject
we should not forget that absolutely characteristic way in which certain notable
individualists, such as Baudelaire, as they guessed which implacable weapon yet
concealed a perfect propriety, made dandyism into the preferred mode of modern
heroism.

These are the initial virtues that must be developed right from the start by a
community which finds its purpose from within. There is nothing in them the
individual could not take on that would cause him to have reservations later. On the
contrary, he will recognise in them the development of certain of his inclinations,
things that were felt but without him being able to define them, before they had
found the fuller scope that would allow them to become explicit.Their transposition



to the social scale, far from blunting their effect, has imparted to them, by the fact of
their being revealed to themselves, the increase of decision and force which sets
out the superiority of a clear conscience over a vague, confused and groping
presentiment. In conjunction with this, within the group these virtues tend to
sharpen its outlines and deepen the rift that isolates it from the society within which
it originated; those who practise these virtues with this in mind will soon, in turn,
find that they have formed a veritable milieu, in the organic sense ofthe word, a small
island of solid density, which as a result is able to draw towards it the floating bodies
set adrift in an extended society, and thus to provide its active cells with a genuinely
positive role instead of the sterile and unbalanced agitation in which they had
previously indulged.

The weather is no longer quite so mild. There is now a great wind of insurrection
in the world, a cold, harsh, arctic wind, one of those murderous but thoroughly
bracing winds which kill offthe frail, the sick and small birds, not letting them make
it through the winter. So it is that in nature there is a slow, silent and inescapable
cleansing, like the imperceptible approach of a tide of death. The sedentary
population, in the shelter of their overheated homes, are too exhausted to revive their
limbs where the blood has clotted in their veins and stopped circulating.They nurse
their chapped skin and chilblains — and shiver.They dare not venture outside where
the sturdy, bare-headed nomad, exulting all over, has come to laugh at the wind,
intoxicated by this icy and refreshing violence which slaps his stiffened hair against
his face.

The winter months, perhaps a quaternary period — when the glaciers advance
— is beginning for this broken-down, senile, half-crumbling society. It is a spirit of
enquiry, a ruthless and disrespectful incredulity, which is attracted by force and passes
judgement on our capacity for resistance; it is also cunning enough that it can expose
our own cunning tricks in a trice. This climate will be very hard, the cull highly
selective. Everyone will have to prove their worth to ears that are deaf to song,
although still vigilant and attuned, to eyes that are blind to ornament, yet still are
piercing; they will have to pass from one pair of nimble, clutching hands to another,



by exercising an extraordinarily well-trained tact, a sense that is more material, more
realistic than the others, which isnot misled by appearance and which separates with
such accomplishment the empty from the full.

Those with good circulation will be easily recognised, in these very low
temperatures, by their rosy complexion, the bloom on their skin, the way they are at
ease, their cheerfulness in at last enjoying their living conditions and by the great
inhalations of oxygen their lungs require. The others, duly given over to their
weakness and driven from the stage, wither, shrivel up and cower in their holes; the
restless become motionless, fine speakers fall silent, actors become invisible.The field
is wide open for the fittest: no obstacles on the path will trouble their progress, no
tuneful chirping from countless throats will smother their voices. Let them be
counted and let them recognise one another in this rarefied air, so that winter leaves
them united and close, elbow to elbow, in the full awareness of their strength, and

when spring arrives it will consecrate their destiny.



ROGER CAILLOIS

Noteon the Foundation ofa College  Sociolog

1.As soon as the study of social structures is credited with having any special importance it
can be seen that the few results obtained by science in this field are not only generally
unknown, but also directly contradict current ways ofthinking on this subject.These results,
such as they are presented, appear to be extremely promising and open up unforeseen
perspectives for the study of human behaviour. However, they are still tentative and
incomplete, on the one hand because science has limited itself too much to analysing the
structures ofso-called primitive societies, while ignoring modern societies, and on the other
hand because the discoveries that have been made have not yet affected the assumptions and
spirit of this research as deeply as might have been expected. It even appears that there are
obstacles of a specific nature that stand in the way of the development of our knowledge of
the vital elements of society; this would seem to be down to the necessarily infectious and
activist character of the representations brought to light by this work.

2. It follows that there is cause to develop, amongst those who intend to pursue investigations
in this direction as far as proves possible, a moral community, somewhat different from the
one that typically unites researchers and which is bound very precisely to the infectious
nature of the field to be studied and the individual facts as they are gradually revealed.
Even so, this community will have the same free access as that of any other established
scientific body, and anyone may contribute their personal point of view regardless of the
particular concerns that have led them to become more specifically aware of various essential
aspects of social existence. Whatever motives or aims are involved, such an interest will be
considered sufficient on its own to establish the necessary connections forjoint action.

3. The specific object of the activity being contemplated may be called sacred sociology, in SO
far as that implies the study of social existence in all its manifestations in which the active
presence ofthe sacred is clearly to be found. It thus intends to establish points of coincidence
between the fundamental obsessive tendencies of individual psychology and the guiding
structures which govern social organisation and drive its revolutions.

GEORGES AMBROSINO, GEORGES BATAILLE,ROGER CAILLOIS,
PIERRE KLOSSOWSKI, PIERRE LIBRAJULES MONNEROT

This declaration was drawn up during the month ofMarch 1937.The activities ofthe College will begin
in October, comprising first of all a course of theoretical instruction in the form of weekly lectures. All
correspondence should be addressed for the time being to Georges Bataille, 76 bis rue de Rennes (6gj.
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CHRONOLOGY

1937

5 September. Bataille and Ambrosino send
Andler a summons for afirst interview at the
Café Mal-Assis.

11 September. A meeting of Acéphale is held
at rue Séguier, to discuss a proposed issue of
Acéphale on "The Crucified Christ".

17 September. Date of an unpublished text by
Andler, "The Way of Necessary Harshness"
* 36, written in anticipation of a meeting with
Ambrosino and Bataille (probably the one set
for "Friday evening at 9.30 in the Café Le Chat
Botté, on the corner of rue Etienne Marcel and
rue Saint-Denis”) and which responds to
Bataille's "Meditation”, #35, on the exercises
of Loyola. Written the same month, Bataille's
text was a prelude to the technical approach to
ecstasy he would follow from May 1938.

19 september. Date of Dussat's "An Order",
. 37.

22 September. A coup is attempted by La
Cagoule, the military wing of Action Frangaise,
the far-right political movement. Hundreds of
the group's members are arrested the following
month when a second, more serious plot is
uncovered.

24 September. A meeting of Acéphale is held
at which the Rules of the Society are given out,
 38. The "Annual Summation”, #39, stresses
the importance of the collection of texts they
have put together on the theme of the
Crucified Christ. This probably includes Andler's
unpublished "The Useless Death of the

Crucified Christ", #34, of 2 September, and
Dussat's "Meditation before the Cross', #43,
of 3 October. Various publishing projects are
discussed in the context of two future issues of
Acéphale which, in the event, do not appear.

End of September/beginning of October.
Caillois sends Paulhan the definitive version of
"The Winter Wind", 030,1which appears in the
NRFon 1 July 1938, with atext each by Bataille
and Leiris, in a special section of the journal on
the College of Sociology.

October. Leiris attends bullfights in NTmes and
Marseille, having been an aficionado since the
mid-Twenties, and begins writing Mirror of
Tauromachy.2

1 October. The second encounter in the forest
takes place, described in the texts "Concerning
the first encounter we attempted...", #40, and
the "Statement of Commitment of 1 October
1937", #41. This last, signed by Ambrosino,
Andler, Bataille, Chavy, Chenon, Dussat and
Kelemen, constitutes the second vow of
engagement of these members of Acéphale,
sworn at the ruins of Montjoie, the place where
adepts were inducted into the Society by the
pact of blood. There are various accounts of
this ritual, from Patrick Waldberg, #68,
Okamoto and Rollin (who was inducted in the
forest during one of his visits to Paris). The most
detailed account, however, is from "X", an
adept who agreed to be interviewed by
Claudine Frank so long as he remained
anonymous. He revealed that his initiation



concluded with "a small cut to the left arm" and
a "compact" whereby one agreed "to be the
possible victim or the possible murderer, but
without any other details being specified [...];
indeed, everybody who participated in
Acéphale could be the possible victim". It was
signed in blood.3

2 October. Bataille writes "The Ruins of
Montjoie", <842.

16 October. Bataille reconnects with Rallin; a
phrase in his letter suggests that Bataille is

presuming Caillois will not join Acéphale.

Early November. The College issues its first
programme. Almost from the beginning of its
activities, repeated ill-health often prevents
Caillois from giving his scheduled lectures.

10 November. Bataille sends Andler four
statements, which represent the first draft of
The Seven Aggressions, and writes to invite
Calllois to his apartment the next day at 5.30 in
the afternoon to discuss the College with
Rougemont and Chevalley, and the possibility
of producing abstracts of lectures. Bataille also
asks Caillois to clarify the subject of his address
to be given at the opening session of the
College.

11 November. Probable date of an internal
meeting that was to have been chaired by
Ambrosino, who in the event cannot attend, so
that afurther meeting is called for the 13th.

Dussat writes to Chavy to tell him that on
Sunday 28th he will go with him to the forest
so that Chawy, "guided by Bataille", can
henceforth "recognise the boundaries of the
forbidden".4

13 November. An internal meeting of Acéphale
is held at the Brasserie Lumina at 7 in the
evening; Bataille, Andler and Kelemen discuss
the four statements sent to Andler on the 10th.

20 November. The inaugural session of the
College of Sociology takes place in the back
room of the bookshop in the rue Gay-Lussac:

Bataille and Calillois lecture on "Sacred
Sociology and the Relationships between
'Society’, 'Organism' and 'Being™.

21 November. Bataille writes to Caillois with
certain reservations about the previous
evening.

4 December. Kojéve lectures to the College on
"Hegelian Concepts".

5December. Bataille, Laure and Heine make a
trip to Malmaison, near Epernon, 40 kilometres
outside Paris, where Sade had stipulated in his
will that he should be buried in a ditch, as per
the instructions quoted in the epigraph to #2.
On their return, having bid farewell to Heine,
Bataille and Laure have arranged a supper and
orgy with two guests who are as yet
unidentified: "lvanov et Odoievtsova".5

6 December. Bataille responds to Kojeve's
lecture with his "Letter to X'

8 December. Bataille breaks with Monnerot.
From Bataille's letter to Caillois the same
evening, the problem seems to be in part the
result of a personal antipathy between the two,
with Bataille unconvinced by Monnerot's
commitment. He also refers to "the unaccept-
able way he conducted the meeting on
Nietzsche in March".6

19 December. Calillois lectures to the College on
"Animal Societies”, which is followed by
comments by Bataille. Caiilois's lecture has
survived only as rough notes.

27 December. Bataille and Ambrosino summon
Andler for an interview at the Chat Botté, at
9.30 pm.

28 December. Sessional meeting of Acéphale.
Texts are read by Kelemen, "Statement...", #46,
and Bataille, "Rules as of 28 December 1937",
45, which defines the status of participants
and the rules for their taking part in encounters
in the forest. According to #48, new members
are proposed to the Society.



COMMENTARIES

ACEPHALE [MG]

The texts in this section document the resumption of the Society's activities after the
summer break, marked both by the implementation of a new practice and a meeting for
Acéphole. The new practice, which involved the adepts as individuals, was the ritual of
interviews which, like the meditations before the acephalous tree, required not only
obedience to rules previously agreed upon, but also observance of "all the negative
instructions specific to each encounter”, #18 85. Prior to an encounter in the forest, each
adept would now receive an envelope containing instructions giving the day and time of
departure from the Gare Saint-Lazare, and how to reach their destination in the forest.
When it came to interviews, the required formalities were fixed in the "Rules as of 24
September 1937", #38, which had been passed during the meeting held the same day,
while the negative observances were generally laid out in the letter of summons, and
involved the adept abandoning habits "such as saying hello, smoking or making small
talk..." as we read in the summons to Andler of 5 September, «32.

The meeting for Acéphale took place on Saturday 11 September at rue Séguier and
concerned an issue of the journal about the Crucified Christ, which was intended for
adepts only, as described in #33. It was a question, wrote Bataille, of refusing to endorse
the perversion of death promulgated by Christianity, and "of concluding the atheist's
meditation before the cross", in other words to make torture into a way of accessing a
new form of laughter and even "the violent pain of erotic satisfaction". This issue was
probably intended to contain "the various texts on the Crucified Christ" referred to in the
"Annual Summation" of 24 September 1937, #39, which must have the "value of a formal
covenant" for members, being capable of transforming, according to Bataille, "our vast
and aged weakness into the will to power". Although no trace of this issue has survived,
two texts related to the project are published here. "The Useless Death of the Crucified
Christ", #34, by Andler, dates from 11 September 1937 and introduced a stance "beyond
all hope", that was as distant from the attitudes of believers, for whom "the crucifix is
hope", as it was from those of atheists. At the conclusion of Dussat's "Meditation before



the Cross" #43, dated 3 October 1937, the "gloating joy" of the murderers of God is
associated with their contempt for the piety of their own fathers. It was probably ideas
such as this within Acéphale that induced Klossowski, in 1985, to refer to Bataille as "an
atheist mystic" and to link his "heterodoxy with regard to faith” — which he himself
shared, while "never being anything but a Catholic"—to "the same certainty outlined
by Kierkegaard in Either/or: that Christianity, through the Incarnation and the
Resurrection, preaches the assumption ofsensuality, and the kingdom of the flesh".1In
"Le Corps du néant", Klossowski described Acéphale, the "Church of the Death of God",
as one of "those anti-churches [...] that across from Golgotha raise up an anti-Golgotha,
at the foot of which they celebrate an eternal Good Friday",2 and later affirmed that:
"Acéphale's whole a-theology is based on the idea that the death of God does not result
in aform of atheism; this is the legacy of Golgotha, death is not final, it is a continuing
process [...] any belief that we might somehow be able to dispense with killing the Man-
God would only have meant a return to the charnel-house."3

The Society's will to power was the main thread connecting three other texts that date
from September. Bataille's "Meditation", #35, raised the question of the need to link the
"risible lack of conscience of the universe" to a "rigour equivalent to that in the Exercises"
of St. Ignatius of Loyola, which Bataille had practised in 1918 during a retreat with the
Jesuits of La Barde in the Dordogne4 (as recalled by him in his "Nietzschean Chronicle" in
Acéphale 3/4). Andler's meditation of 17 September, ®36, written while waiting for
another interview (athird, the content of which is unknown, took place on 27 December),
offset the rigour preached by Loyola with an even greater "harshness". This, he asserted,
provided the only possibility of replacing the "absurdity of a world willed and created by
God" with the revelation of "absurdity itself", only to be made known to those with
sufficient strength, and "not just to all those who might be qualified to understand it".
Dussat's "An Order", #37, developed the idea of the possibility of an organisation opposed
to "bonds of birth and blood" that would exercise "its natural inclinations to power"
according to the nature of the social and political structure within which it was situated.
Acéphale 3/4 had already considered this problem in "Dionysian Virtues", «28, where
Caillois had drawn attention to the need for a sociology of brotherhoods, which "exist as
asolid structure within aweak social environment" and found their cohesion by, as noted
earlier, "excluding any prior affiliations based on locality, history, race or language". This
topic was also addressed in a general way in the Society's "Annual Summation" of 24
September, #39, by the attempt to define the "conditions necessary for an order to
revitalise the structure of a decomposed society”, and more specifically, within the context
of the politics of the time, by the College. Two of its lectures from 1939 were particularly
relevant in this respect: Bataille's on "Hitler and the Teutonic Order" and Hans Mayer's on



"Rites of Political Associations in Germany during the Romantic Period", which
demonstrated how such rites had contributed to the rise of Nazism.

The Society's records show that after the meeting of 11 September two further
meetings were held, one on 24 September and another on 13 November. The "Annual
Summation” of 24 September is informative in this regard, since it provides an overview
of the various stages of the Society's development: from the publication of the two
double issues of Acéphale in 1937, subsidised by Andler, Dussat and Laure,5to the
compilation of the texts on the Crucified Christ and the drafting of the next two issues.6
This was all done — and here Bataille noted the difficulties encountered by the adepts
after Rollin's departure for Spain and the resignations of Dautry, Dubief,7 Klossowski8and
Puyo,9which reduced the number of members from twelve to seven — in conjunction
with the creation of the College, which was intended to bolster the Society's influence
and to act as a "recruiting ground for new affiliates".10

The need for Acéphale to assert its authority is reflected in the second formal act
connected to its founding, the commitment "to uphold the first bond of our community:
the prohibitions regarding the forest". This document, 941, was signed by the seven
adepts on 1 October at Montjoie, the site whose history connected it with the celebration
of regicide (see pp.20 and 55).

At the internal meeting on 13 November, discussions centred upon the first draft of
the "Eleven Aggressions” of the Anti-Christion's Manual (these discussions continued in
meetings the following year, on 25 July and 29 September), while the scheduling of the
first lectures at the College and its initial programme (p.225) were also considered.

The final meeting of 1937 took place on 28 December (see #45). According to the
"Rules as of 24 September 1937", «38, this, unlike the principal meetings fixed for Easter
and in September, was a "secondary” meeting with the same status as the one held in
July. Taking place a month after the inauguration of the sessions of the College of
Sociology, it dealt with the rules governing a "participant”, which from now on would be
afirst initiatory stage prior to becoming an adept (see p.44). One of the adepts, Kelemen,
read astatement, #46, in which he contrasted the image of Acéphale as a representation
of "the leaderless crowd", as introduced in #14 and referred to in the 21st of the
"Propositions on the Death of God", #65, with the empty lure "of an idyllic society" put
forward by Marxism and Socialism. Because of Kelemen's rejection of his past Socialist
militancy in Hungary, his echoing of Bataille's criticism, in La Critique sociale,11 of the
optimistic messianism of Marx and Socialism leads to the poignant image of Acéphale as
"the sole object of the consuming love felt by those who desire existence in its entirety"
and of chance seized upon when "emerging from my depression".
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THE COLLEGE OF SOCIOLOGY [AB]

The College of Sociology "opened its doors" on 20 November 1937. Its original ambition
to hold weekly lectures was reduced to holding them once a fortnight, on Saturday
evenings, and its beginnings also appear somewhat tentative in other respects. From
what we know of them, the first three lectures approach the project rather warily, or in
Kojeve's case, with some hostility. Only Bataille's text has survived though, and that only
in part.

These lectures were intended in the main as an introduction to sociology, and then
specifically to sacred sociology. Caillois spoke first on 20 November, and presented what
was, apparently, afairly conventional history of the science of sociology. Bataille followed
this by outlining its relations as indicated in the title to his lecture, "Sacred Sociology and
the Relationships between 'Society’, '‘Organism' and 'Being"™. Sacred sociology was
uncontroversially defined as the study of everything that created unity within society,
and Bataille asserted that the College, like Durkheim, did not accept a strictly utilitarian
interpretation of society as a system of contracts between individuals.

He then presented an overall view of social organisation as a series of structures of
ever increasing complexity, from atom and molecule to cell, then organism (the
individual), and finally to communities and society. Bataille asked, where on this scale
does conscience begin and end? For example, does a social community possess
conscience? He discussed various types of community — church, army, country — and
distinguished between those that are "traditional” (whose membership is involuntary,
but from which the individual may disassociate) and those to which the individual
chooses to belong, those that are "elective" (which included both the College and
Acéphale). Elsewhere, in his and Caillois's writings, this is what distinguishes "primary"
from "secondary" communities.

Bataille also situated the work of the College in a political context, and argued that it
must give an adequately vivid account of society, since society is not a place of barren
intellectual debate but "precisely the theatre in which political tragedy is played out".12
Moreover, society is composed of communities, traditional and elective, whose members
either feel that the associations to which they belong have rights over them, or that they
do not, and accordingly will "take up arms and ally themselves with one faction or the
other, and then the game of death begins between them".13

The day after this lecture, Bataille wrote to Caillois with a critique of the evening,
noting that their lectures suffered from having been too improvised and not well enough
thought through. He blames himself for this, but does take Caillois to task for his
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"biologism", a criticism similar to Adorno's objection to "The Praying Mantis" (see p.77).
He also mentions the proposed "Bibliographical Summary" of the College's activities,
which was intended to appear periodically, but this, like the College journal, did not
happen.14

Although Kojeve's lecture is rumoured to have been recently rediscovered, little isyet
known of it. The lecture itself was not well received by Bataille who later referred to the
negative intentions behind its critique of the foundations of a science of sociology.1550n
this point he was supported by Benjamin, whose report on it to Horkheimer noted that
"much of its purpose was to annoy the organisers of his presentation."16 This appears to
have been accomplished by Kojeve's support for Stalin, whom he now revealed to be the
man who signalled the end of history (rather than Napoleon, as asserted by Hegel).17
According to Bataille's letter to Caillois on this matter, a part of Kojéve's objection was
that the subject matter of sociology remained too much in development to be studied
scientifically, but as was pointed out by a member of the audience, all scientific theories
apart from those of mathematics are similarly only provisionally correct, that being the
basis of the scientific method.18 However, Bataille was not content with his answer to
Kojéve after the lecture and wrote him along letter, the "Letter to X', which was published
in Guilty, his diary. Too complex to summarise here, it is nevertheless worth noting that
in part it was an attempt to find a loophole in Hegel's eschatology, which foresaw three
possible roles for human beings at the end of history: happy automatons, mad people
and philosophers. These were all roles that held little appeal for Bataille.

Caillois's lecture on "Animal Societies" was presumably intended to delineate further
the boundaries of which societies might be relevant for study in terms of sacred sociology
by considering certain extra-human social structures. Not even his notes survive, so
Hollier in this part of his book on the College made use of Bataille's notes on the same
subject. Bataille seems to have confirmed Caillois's negative conclusion since: "It seems
that on the surface of this planet, existence gravitates around things that are, so to speak,
charged with the dread they provoke, a dread that is indistinguishable from the dread of
death."19



TEXTS

September 1937 — December 1937
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THE SECRET SOCIETY OF ACEPHALE

GEORGES AMBROSINO AND GEORGES BATAILLE To Pierre Analer, 32
Interview

Please come on Sunday 5 September at 9.30 pm to the Café Mal-Assis, on the corner
ofrue Saint-Denis and rue des Cygnesjor afirst interview.
We request that on Sunday you disregard your normal habits such as saying hello,
smoking or making small talk...
Georges Bataille
G.Ambrosino

Please inform Bataille ifyou absolutely cannot be present, and let him know which days
you can be available.

GEORGES BATAILLE The Crucified Christ

The next meeting ofAcEPHALE will be heid on Saturday 11th, at 17 rue Séguier.

The purpose of the meeting will be to put together an issue of Acéphale on the
CRUCIFIED CHRIST, an issue intendedfor internal circulation only; any proposals
must be brought up on the day.

We cannot contemplate the Crucified Christ with the cold or kindly irony of men of
reason: we cannot remain so indifferent to such agonies, still less endure suchfear. We
cannot rejoice in torture: it may become an object of laughterfor us. It might even be used
by us to taint the innocent nature of laughter; through it we might try tofind the laugh-
ter ofa happier man than the one who stupidly accepts the irrelevance of his greatestjoys.
And why too might it not also yield access to the violent pain of erotic satisfaction?

It does not seem likely that we willgo beyond our disgust. Nietzsche managed to step
asidefrom so much sickfesh withfeelings of the greatest repulsion. But we cannot allow
this flesh to remain at that summit we perceive as being behind us. Why would we try to
eradicate an obsession that is so deeply marked with blood? We must make use of it.



This is the reason why we should make more ofan effort tofavour Chenon}
proposal than any of the others, since it rouses each ofus to the point where deep shocks
have opened up thefirst cracks.

This is not a matter ofstarting all over again to criticise Christianity, but of
concluding the atheists meditation before the cross. Christianity has perverted the best of
mans possessions: it has perverted death, but without entering into any difficult
arguments it is time to snatch back itsfinal treasures by violent means.

[11 September 1937]

PIERRE ANDLER The Useless Death ofthe Crucified Christ

The whole attraction exertedfor centuries by Christ’ religion is born out of the horror
and absolute improbability of his death throes. We do not necessarily turn away in dis-
gustfrom men} devotion to such an improbability, to suchfolly — which after all recalls
otherfollies to which we adhere. But the blood of Christ is both sin and redemption. The
crucifix is hope.

We who do not wish to cleanse ourselves ofallfilth and who are beyond all hope
may reflect, with neither pity nor hatred, on the useless death ofthe Crucified Christ.
Faced with this blood and this body in death, men today have nofurther need to deny
their miraculous qualities in order to be able tofree themselvesfrom theirgrip, smiling as
they do so. Our smile before the cross has nothing of the secular sneer about it: our smile
is the mocking, almost imperceptible smile of men who have glimpsed utterly different
chasmsfrom that ofsin, and who are not even trying any more not tofall in. But in this
smile there can be nothing irreverent. In terms ofwho we are today, irreverence is as in-
compatible with our profound existence as it is with the existence of the gods.

11.1X.37

GEORGES BATAILLE Meditation

How can meditation, as applied tofinding strengthfor the path ahead,find a rigour equi-
valent to that in the Exercises?

Science tells us that the sun, stars and atoms are as easy to understand as a table and
the plates upon it. But science was then led to add: the table and its plates are as easy to
understand as the sun and the stars. It wasjust a question ofwhich moments of under-



standing were brought intofocus during the course ofa long process. It is less arbitrary to
take heed only of moments of total incomprehension. Hence it appears that to explain
something means to reduce it to a particular sort of unintelligibility, to be precise, to a
sequence offacts, such that there is nothing about them that seems — at least atfirst
glance — to be hidden. In this way it will be seen that we have simply brought out ‘into
the open’all that was possible to bring out ‘into the open’.And at the same time, we will
believe that we are wondefully brave and wonderfully motivated, when we cry out: | see!
And this cry will be one offinal despair and hilarity that cannot yield to anything. What
is called happiness is wretched beside such an absence of hope.

There are no representations of the world, showing its origin or how it came into
being, that have even a hint ofseriousness about them. Where does this idea comefrom
thatjocularity might be more suited to the world than seriousness? Although infact, any
joke at all has one virtue that is lacking in the usual kinds ofrepresentation: it breaks
the circle ofconscientious ideas. There is a needfor at least one man without conscience’
to respond to the eternal silence ofspace... because while eternal silence is everything one
may imagine to be strange, there is no doubt whatsoever that it has no conscience. Turn-
ing to human power, we must consider that man aJudas who is not committed to
bearing witness to the happy, indeed risible lack ofconscience of the universe, to bear
witness if need be under torture. As long as a man has not laughed even once, whatever
torture he has been subjected to, about the wrongness ofeverything, existence will have
some weight to it.

There is no placefor mockery in any discussion about laughter. What matters is still
having the strength to look upon what laughter reveals. The reality revealed by laughter
isgenerally thought to be random and lacking in meaning. It can only have meaning ifa
man holds it in sufficient esteem to affirm it, despite all opposition — even as others
have died in order to affirm through their virility whatever principles were at stake.

[September 1937]

PIERRE ANDLER The Way ofNecessary Harshness

It is quite pointless, especially amongst ourselves, to claim to be something one is not, or
has not yet become. The personal inadequacy that exists within each ofus is in no
danger ofbeing lostfrom sight any moment soon, and it is not perhaps a useless exercise
to recognise that, duly isolated, there probably wouldnt be any such inadequacy. | say
this without bitterness or anyfeeling ofweakness. | cannot say that | like either my



inadequacy or my cowardice, they do not overwhelm me hut nor do | wallow in them.
The solution is to befound in an even greater difficulty, and one that should probably be
sought more in temptation than in its absence. Despite the little | have read of them, the
exercises of Loyola come across to me more than anything else as a way ofchasing off
temptation. | do not think that once | have studied them more closely | willfind in them
anything other than a marvellously specialised toolfor combating man’ weakness. Up
until this point Ifeel that | have disclosed something of the rigour involved, but not the
rigour itself.

What we want, above all else, is rigour, what | earlier referred to as difficulty. To men
like me, destined by their character, work or individual intelligence to be asked to do
things or divertedfrom their own activity more than other men are, the conditions in
which the exercises are supposed to have come together seem idyllic. For us, who live in
the secular world, other conditions are required and these still remain to be created.

Up until now we have been tempted to think that exaltation, whether or not it is
continuous, would be enoughfor us to achieve the necessary rigour. | have reflected upon
my death and on the lacerations love has caused me, in order to understand my destiny
as something that is worthwhile and, all things considered, unique.

I no longer think the path to the required difficulty should be sought in the “irregu-
larity of meanings™ that resultsfrom personal meditations. For men whoface such
demands, it takes more than the rigour of the exercises (which after all is only rigour),
more than the absence of temptationfor the smoothness of a retreat to succeed in the
same way as a strict initiation. So that one day we will no longer ask what the world has
in storefor us, in order that we can say what we have in storefor the world, we must
destroy thefear ofpersonal inadequacy within us — which does not stop usfrom des-
troying the inadequacy itself— by seeking the power o fus’, of our community. Every-
thing must be subordinated to this, and no tyranny could be more terrible than the
tyranny we inflict on ourselves.

I write this almost without any emotion, as | waitfor it to be timefor our meeting.
And | write without particularly weighing my words,feeling all too aware, on the con-
trary, of the megalomania that is always possible, and the obvious inadequacy ofwhat |
have to say. | know that the world is ridiculous and oblivious, I know that | have always
known it, and | also know that I would never have dared to think it if I had not been
set on this path. Laughterfor me has always been the challenge and the irony, the desire
to hurl myselfinto time, a death that is projected, and happy. | have laughed in despic-
able ways as well, but | have never confused that with proper laughter. However, it has



never seemed to me that aperson had to know how to die in order to assert how ridi-
culous the world is. Now that | know it, I have come to ask myselfwhy I thought even
up until afortnight ago that someone might die in this way.

The absurdity ofa world willed and created by God collapses in theface ofabsurdity
itself I believe that this revelation can be compared to all the rest that have already swept
men offto other things. But | do not think I am saying something unimportant when |
add that this revelation only deserves to be made known to the strongest and most
powerful. * | cannot imagine myselfas being in any way superior.

*And notjust to all those who might be qualified to understand it.

Written while waiting for a meeting, 17 September 1937.

HENRI DUSSAT An Order
(A problem, ofpolitical theory)

A society in which authority is at its most imperious, at those times when its bedrock is
absolutely secure, seems more likely than any other to be able to tolerate the worthlessness
ofpeople; to the same extent, the requirements ofits structure would not permit it to
grant an orpER (roughly, a constituted caste that ignores the bonds of birth and
blood) the right to practise what the latter is inexorably drawn to see as itsfunction,
which is to say its natural inclinations to power.

Can we inferfrom this statement that, in sofar as external conditions come into play,
the greatest opportunitiesfor an order to be born and to develop are to befound amongst
societies that have a democratic structure, or during times of revolution or periods ofser-
ious disturbance, when dictatorial power isfalling apart? It would probably be rash to
make such a claim.

This presents the problem in all its complexity, and suggests examples of various
responses, even if they would not be satisfactory in legal terms.

Any consideration ofsuch conflicts must, however,for us be at the root ofa wealth of
deep perspectives to which we cannot neglect to lay claim.

19 September 1937



GEORGES BATAILLE Rules as 0f24 September 1937

1. Meetings will be limited in principle to two principal sessional meetings at Easter and
in September and two secondary sessional meetings at Christmas and at the beginning
ofJuly.

2. The sessional meeting at Easter will incorporate an external meeting and the sessional
meeting of September will include an “annual summation™.

3. At each sessional meeting, each of us will be expected to provide an account of the
various conversations he has had with strangers about our ideas.

4.A meeting can always be called if two of usjudge it necessary, but they will have to
specify the reason and the agenda. Summons to meetings can only be sent out after
Ambrosino or Bataille have been notified and have been able to give their consent.

5. Outside of meetings, informal appointments may be arranged anywhere, and require
only one ofus to set them up.

6.An interview can always be requested by two ofus with one ofthe others.

7.Any ofus who is in a state ofsevere depression will always be able to obtain an inter-
view with two others.

8. After each sessional meeting,from a starting date that has beenfixed on each occasion,
for two weeks we vow not to meet, whetherjust two of us or more, other thanfor the
most important of reasons.

Rules as of24 September 1937

1. It is understood that any references to encounters must be limited, outside meetings,
and between us, to all but the most unavoidable.

2. In meetings they can only be on the agendafor serious or exceptional reasons.
3. During interviews each ofus may speakfreely.

4. Amongst strangers, the greatest caution is required when making any references to them.

Closing Text of the Meeting of24 September

Now that we have talked through everything that our discussion couldforesee, henceforth



our encounters will take place only in silence. Ifall that we have said up until now has
any meaning, itgoes without saying that we have now only to enter into the silence of
death. What words do not allow us to meet in its nakedness is now the thing towards
which our steps are leading us.

GEORGES BATAILLE Annual Summation, 24 September 1937

It is more than a year ago since wefirst met, and now, at the end of September 1937, a
month that will perhaps be seen to have had decisive significancefor us, this gives us the
sense of looking backwards, which at the same time makes it possible to look ahead.

There is no need to dwell on what we have achieved externally, with the publication
ofourjournal and the results that have already transpiredfrom that. Nor is there any
need to dwell on the ambiguous nature of these results, or on the still vague level of
interest aroused by what we have written and published. All that is worth repeating in
this respect — since we must learn to draw lessonsfrom experience — is that shared
wisdom does not appear to be any more reliable in this case than in plenty of others; this
is the reason why, at leastfor the people we are trying to affect directly, what we pub-
lished on Dionysus, which seemed more hermetic, has often seemed more intelligible than
what we published at the start on Fascism and Nietzsche.

We would like to emphasise thefact that we have produced thesefew publications in
the most unfavourable material circumstances — in other words with such completely
uncertain resources that only true faith has made possible an undertaking that did not
appear to be viable. We have not resorted to anything as contemptible and underhand as
doing anything about this; no literary vanity has played apartfor us, and any outside
financial support we have benefitedfrom has been tiny — there are only seven of us, let
that be the measure ofthe faith that drives us on.

Nevertheless, that doesnt mean we can treat this faith as being sufficient in itself or
that we may regard it as apoint ofpride, howeverjustified. We must also recognise our
weakness and itgoes without saying that thefew difficulties we have overcome are as
nothing compared to what lies ahead.

The most pressing difficulties we will run into are perhaps the most subtle and imper-
ceptible. They also relate to our understanding ofwhat brings us together. We know that
we are nothing without the presence ofthat which brings us together and which is
necessarily external to each ofus. This is what gives the word encounter, savedfor
referring to that essential aspect of our activities, its most charged meaning. Each time we



get together and this presence is not perceptible to every one ofus — even if only
weakly — it would be better that we had not met at all. And so, by establishing the slow
change that has been able to come about in this respect we can establish the distance we
have travelled in the more than a year since we have been meeting.

When wefirst started meeting there were twelve of us: today we are only seven. It is
true that one ofus, Rollin, is not here because ofphysical distancefi but such is not the
casefor the other absentees, even if another one ofus is now living some wayfrom Paris.2
We have split with Puyo. Dautry very quickly ceased tofeel he was in agreement with
us and we can have no specific reactions to his recent vague attempts at reconciliation.
Dubiefseemed to have disappearedfor a while and, although he has recently shown
interest in reaffirming the lasting value of the bonds that tie him to our community, he
has postponed any actual renewal of his participation. Klossowski has gone sofar as to
interpose God between himselfand us. If this summary represented an actual loss of
strength in accordance with the way it sounds, we would be horrified. Instead we propose,
in the most paradoxicalfashion possible, and without further explanation, tofind in
the consideration of thesefacts and at the same time in consideration of our presence here,
which is so vigorous ofspirit, the very proofofour reality. For whoever can hear it, there
is in this situation aplacefor laughter— happy laughter, itgoes without saying.

There is no doubt that we have the strength to withdraw into ourselves. We are weak
too, that is clear, but we have discovered the secret of looking upon the rest of the world
with simple calmness. This secret is certainly linked to the presence that we have
encountered. The extent to which this presence is there is what makes us real: we
have managed to lose almost halfour number in thus becoming real.

We can therefore attribute the greatest importance and significance to everything that
happens between us, in isolationfrom the rest of the world. The encounters that we
have had or that we will have may be more importantfor us than any external reality.
The same applies to all that we can do to give these encounters meaning within
ourselves, in other words the permanentformal covenant between each ofus that we
mean to enforcefrom now on in the most aggressive manner.

Henceforth, infact, this covenant will be enforced in such a way that none ofus will
be able to escape it, and, as each ofus is already aware, this applies bothfor individuals
and the group. Naturally, we are only planning, at this meeting, a general covenant and
will put it into practice later on — while generally seeking to habituate ourselves to the
obsession with torture — as if the representation ofgenuinely appalling tortures werefor
us the portal by which we might enter into the world that will be ours. 1t goes without
saying that what we undertook with the various texts on the Crucified Christ, which



will in principle have meaning onlyfor us, must equally have value as a covenant — we
stress this with the utmost emphasis — because existence, a particular existence
unknown to others, must now develop within us the wealth of itsforms, in the same way
as in a hothouse. We tvill then have the strength to transform into joy within us the
torture that exists in the world — the Crucified Christ into happy laughter — and
our vast and aged weakness into the will to power.

Once this has been recognised and putforward as an essential principle, we must
guard against any tendency that might developfrom it, or act against us and lead us little
by little into the void. If it is true that wefind our strength by turning in on ourselves,
such a withdrawal may in no sense imply that we are blinding ourselves to the rest of the
world: a strong internal existence remains an existence only to the extent that it grows
and radiates outwards — in other words to the extent that it is outwardly aggressive.
That is why we cannot be indifferent to the radiance spreading outfrom us; we must also
commit the greatest part of our strength to this radiance — ifonly in the profound
awareness each of us may gainfrom what causes the tension that holds him in solidarity
with this expenditure.

Thus we are led to attach great importance to thefact that in the next two public-
ations we areplanning and which will appear, thefirst in November and the second
early next year, we will have the opportunity to state there the principles of our shared
existence. In the text to be entitled “Nietzschean Politics” we shall contrast the
Nietzschean concept ofstruggle with the corresponding Marxist concept; we shall declare
that our struggle must be brought against the masses upon whom wefeel obliged to
impose chance; and we shall define the conditions necessaryfor an order to revitalise the
structure of a decomposed society. In the issue devoted to eroticism, we shall show what
the nature of the erotic object reveals about nature itself; at the same time we shall
establish what binds man today to such a revelation, to the point that he must now
understand that he must either renounce being or else impose himselfon the masses who
are at present still unaware of it.

However, we shall not be satisfied with merely defining what we have undertaken; we
intend to give this undertaking a theoretical basis that is underpinned by aperfectly
mastered understanding; this is what we shall undertake in the context ofthe College of
Sociology, which will represent the other element of theframework within which may be
found the least unfavourable milieu we can meet with.

Within such a milieu it will be easiestfor us to pick out those likely to help us
identify what we arefaced with in the depressions and extreme tensions in the world
around us — in this milieu, but also, ofcourse, in all places where we might come across
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fellow travellers; and, clearly; not one ofus may consider himselfexempt; each of us must
be borne, however aggressively, towards the encounter with one who resembles him.

GEORGES BATAILLE Concerning thefirst encounter we attempted...

Concerning thefirstENcouNTER we attempted in theforest we said that it would
take place only when death manifested itself there. Today, however, we can say that it did
indeed take place.

This evening we aregoing to recognise what we have already encountered. And
yet we do not want to advance anyfurther into this world where we have discovered a
presence.

That there was a birth, with all the shattering weakness the word implies but at the
same time a hope ofstrength, and that there was a birth in our own life as well, is what
we experienced before this presence, and tonight, in the darkness, we are searching again
for that birth and our birth, in the same way as thefirst time it was revealed.

“On an area of marshy ground, in the middle ofaforest, where it appears that disturb-
ances have occurred in thefamiliar order of things, there stands a tree that has been struck
by lightning.

“It is possible to recognise in this tree the silent presence of that which has taken the
name ofAcepPHALE and which is expressed by these arms without a head. The desire to
seek out and encounter a presence that infuses our lives with purpose is whatgives our
proceedings a meaning that sets them apartfrom those undertaken by others.

“This ENcouUNTER which is attempted in theforest will take place only when
death manifests itselfthere. To anticipate that presence is to seek to cast off the vestments
that veil our own death. ” [1 October 1937]

THE MEMBERS OF ACEPHALE Statement of Commitment of 1 October 1937

We enter here into the eEmPIRE to which our breath, our actions and even our most
secret absurdity belongs — the emPIRE where death is present in a spectral guise, where
everything isfinally surrendered to the tragedy of time and its endlessflight.

We pledge to offer our existence to that ofthis EMPIRE — in such a way that it
makes life into apower and an eruption.

Today we solemnly pledge,for the second time, to uphold thefirst bond of our
community: the prohibitions regarding theforest in which wefounded it.



Ruins ofMontjoie, 1 October 1937
Henri Dussat, Georges Bataille,Jacques Chavy, Georges Ambrosino, René Chenon,
Imre Kelemen, Pierre Andler.

GEORGES BATAILLE The Ruins of Montjoie

Owing to thefact that we let ourselves get caught out by the lack ofanyform oflight, we
got lost yesterday on several occasions and the encounter we attempted could take place
only in part;for the same reason we alsoforfeited the virtue ofsilence. We cannot
complain that we got lost: we will learn as a result that nothing can befound in the
domain we were moving through other than by wandering, but we will also learn slowly
to take possession of this domain along with all its radiating paths. Each ofus will have
to return to theforest in the course ofthe nextfew weeks in order tofind what we did
not encounter yesterday, but we shall not return there together, and, this time, there will
again be a deathly silence.

The abandoned ruins where we met are what remains ofthe tower of Montjoie, the
name ofwhich comesfrom the original war cry of the people who gave birth to most ofus
here. ‘Montjoie ” is thus one of the names that expressed the strength and the presence of
what was the heart and soul ofa kingdom, and yet it remains aforgotten treasure, lost to
this kingdom. It seems thatfor a long time a curse has afflicted this tower, and being
abandoned it was usedfor certain necromantic practices directed against the royal person
himself. We met amongst these ruins, today so abjectly abandoned, solely in order to seize
[them] in the name of the hostile EmPIRE, whose authority can only be based on

abduction and crime — since it is the EmMmPIRE ofthe murderers of God.
[2 October 1937]

HENRI DUSSAT Meditation before the Cross

Meditation before the Cross rightly leads to thoughts,for those who do not turn away
from them, on the problem of the death of God.

The image of the Crucified Christ is in turn associated with this theme as an
approximate value that has a quality of revelation so intense that we might indeed
attempt to understand this idea of the death of God in an entirely different wayfrom
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that which dresses thejoint of the cross with its victim.

1. The self-consuming torture on Calvary isputforward as a representation of the death
ofapart of the divine person — a death offered to menfor their atonement, a death
preached by the victim himself which is to say as well a death that is desired, and
premeditated by man3’ nature, as a consequence of his sin, which is his innate quality.

But it is important not only to attribute to the Crucified Christ the role ofsupreme
outletfor authority. He is the liberated projection — and must therefore be happy — of
sin revealed unto himself, consumed by a new thirst. This victim of torture, slumping
under the golds ofhis halo, in the unreality ofa night that weighs down on him without
respite yet is heavy with promises ofan unknown sweetness, offers himselfup, in his still
twitching perfection, like the brightly lit path along which rushes the sinner$ heart, eager
for its own interests. It is only through the Passion, whereby he seeks to take all horror
upon himselfalone, that the ends offered to this heart arrive at a state of beatitude, but
even so, in the moment of this death agony the relationship between sinner and God
becomes confused with the one that is presented in the death on the cross, seen as an
assumed existence, as a victimfor all eternity.

2. Bodies have been eviscerated and blood hasflowed. Empty space is created around the
act, the better to express the horror ofit; only the heart of the sinner is present and
looking on.

In the suspended silence ofcreation the lamentation is murmured in vain but echoes
delightfully, through all the tears, in the sinner’ heart. Another pledge is made to him,
and the bonds of complicity unite as one in the dying Lord.

Thus apact isforged; what happens here isfulfilled according to its own law, and
from the conscience ofits empire there may burstforth ajoy without equal: in the
solitude of the Crucified Christ the solitude ofthe sinner’ heart is shattered.

First ofall comes the projection ofsin — in terms of the sinner% heart picturing its own
subject to be what could be referred to as the category ofamor fati3and in this transference
the crucifixion is a happy event, carried out in a direction that corresponds to human nature;
at the same time the sinner withdrawsfrom the scene ofthe tragedy, knowingfull well that it
is his own tragedy playing out there, whose purpose is to deliver him to a state ofhappiness
marked by infinite troubles (which may be the pretextfor the severest repentance). So the
sinners heart appears to have given way to itselfin the deepestpart ofits disgrace, but even
so it knows nothing ofwhat is meant byfidelity in the world which hasjust come into being
— fidelity without any loss, without the slightest hope ofremission, thefidelity ofthe subject
to its object, and of the object to its subject. This briefisolation, this moment of delight which



is quickly stifled, almost takes place moreover as if it had done so unbeknownst to the sinner,
but in reality nothing deceives him, he knows its slightest deviations, its slightest roughness
and its slightest hollows, its slightest disguise, and if he could submit to what he knows is not
afalse illusion, but to what it might have been, it is because he has already measured the
depth offidelity which is not misled by anything and which reservesfor whoever seeks it out
the one who is revealed as custodian ofhis reality and his salvation. At last there is connect-
ionjoining, reuniting, the bewildered embrace between the sinner and the Man-God who
doubted, between the anguish ofthe sinner who is suddenly castfar beyond his limits to-
wards his objective, and the cross on which the torturedfigure dies; and at that moment the
sinner’ heart, lying broken at thefeet of the corpse, having tastedfor one briefmoment, with
afeeling ofcomplicity, the infinitejoy ofno longer being alone, is confronted with the stark
and unbearable image of its death.

3. The blood was shedfor a long time; the body of the Lord slumped, exhausted and no
longer resisting, hanging heavilyfrom thejointformed where the wood met the wound of
his nailed hands.

The blood had been offered up to thegaze of the executionersfor a long time, along
with the insides of his tormentedflesh; the body ofthe Lord had been violated again and
again. His groans had made the people laugh and his words of mercy brought sarcastic
remarksfrom the rabble and the soldiers. His offer of infinite love had been cast back at
him and the burden ofall this scorn was centred on the head of the Son ofMan as he
endured tortures that put everything in danger.

The image of death — ofhis own death — which seized hold of the sinner’ heart
was such that it demanded that the whole of his life leading up to it should be damned;
in the same way, the whole ofhis life, set before the boundless threat manifested by an
ending glimpsed in a revelation that was equally terrible, damns death.

The beneficent attire which clothes the promise ofpassage and trespass into a world
proclaimed as one ofbliss and eternal tranquillity is not itselfendowed with the quality
of being able to lift this curse.

The wretched wounds, the vanquished blood and the quiveringflesh are all attributes
of the ghastly image of destiny inflicted on being.Yet the sinnerd heart continues on its
endlessjourneyfrom bottomless despair to the hope that is enjoined while awaiting
death’ hideous arrival; above and beyond all its lacerations suffered hitherto it is thus
lacerated without release and without ever being able to resolve itself. In this way it
appeases the deep-seated imperatives of its essence and existence.

The identification ofthe Crucified Christ with the vision of the death of God could



be discarded before being taken up again during the description ofthe image of his
torture; the persons ofthe Father and the Son may be represented as if they were unable
to become reunited; the All-Powerful may appear as if unchanged with regard to his
integrity by thefulfilment of the Passion. Andfrom this we are authorised to see in the
spirit of the Passion a distant challenge to the courage of those men who will be viewed
as the murderers of God and who will appear as such.

We who can stand in our own presence and in the presence of being in all its totality
withoutflinching, and we others without sin, have plenty oftime to attribute the
Christian effigy with the value of this or that representation;for example, the value
associated with the swift but inevitably cruel pursuit of erotic desires.

We cannot but be led tofeel a sense ofgloatingjoy at the wretched spectacle ofsin —
a wretchednessfrom which myth cannot manage to extricate itself. Despite this, we shall
notforget that our contempt is directed every bit as much towards those who profess to
scorn God only because they are weak or mean-spirited, as it is directed towards those
who worship this same God, and whose religion is that of ourfathers; in this respect, in
particular, we mayfeel shamefor ourfathers, a valid, but not unhappy shame; we
entertain a vigilant hatredfor whatever stops at the threshold ofapast in the presence of
responsibilities at which we laugh and turn away. 3 October 1937

GEORGES AMBROSINO AND GEORGES BATAILLE To Pierre Andler, Interview

Please come on Monday 21 December at 9.30 pm to the Café Le Chat Botté (on the
corner of rue Etienne Marcel and rue Saint-Denis)for an interview with us.

G. Ambrosino

Georges Bataille
Ifyou cannot be present, telephone Bataille at the Bibliothéque Nationale Ric. 00-06
between 1.30 and 2. [27 December 1937]

GEORGES BATAILLE Rules as 0f28 December 1937

1. A new participant inAcéphale may only attend internal meetings after he has signed
thefirst commitment (the clause concerning the second one does not apply) and been once
to theforest.

2. The names ofthose who are likely to participate must begiven in advance, either
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during a sessional meeting or in a letter sent to each ofthe adepts. |f there is no objection
at the meeting or if no objection is received in the week following the letter being sent
out,Ambrosino and Bataille, actingjointly, shall take it upon themselves to lead the new
participant into theforest. They must then bring this encounter to the attention ofeach of
the adepts, either verbally or in a letter simply containing the name ofthe new participant
preceded by the sign ofthe labyrinth.4

3. Participation assumes,first ofall, apersonal rigour sufficientfor the secret to be kept;
and second ofall, an interest in, and aprofound sympathyfor whatAcéphale means. It
does not necessarily assume aformal attachment to our precise proposals nor any resolu-
tion to devote ones strength to a defined task, all ofwhich are things that are required
only of adepts.

4. A participant may only be received among the adepts — that is to say will only be
permitted to sign the second commitment — a minimum of three months after thefirst
encounter at which he was present.

5. Encounters may take place during sessional meetings or outside them; the whole corps
ofadepts may be present; or only some may be present, but sulphurousfire may only
feature if at least two adepts orparticipants, including eitherAmbrosino or Bataille, are
present. An encounter may also be conducted with only one adept orparticipant —
proceeding at night to the specified location in theforest.

6. When no general orpartial encounter has been organised during a sessional meeting,
each of the adepts will perform an encounter on his own without sulphurousfire and
within the two weeks thatfollow. They will therefore need to be acquainted with the
forest paths.

IMRE KELEMEN Statement to the Sessional Meeting of December 1937

The image of theAcéphale was created to represent the leaderless crowd. But since it was
created it has also come to represent the will to be, the unnamed effort and also the cost of
this effortfor the men who are bound together by this will and by this effort, and by the
secret.

Revolutionary doctrines which originally sprangfrom anguish and internal lacer-
ations set before this anguish and laceration the lure, quite empty ofmeaning, ofan
idyllic society. These doctrines can never bring about a society whose representation



corresponds exactly to the blind, vainflight of the mass in theface of tragedy. This tragedy
is such that thefightfrom it or any representation ofan idyllic state are both apart ofit,
like unimportant backdrops.

An image representing a headless man, an image of reality, of life and the Universe, a
reality that is unbearable to contemplate and closed to intellectual speculation, but the
sole object of the consuming lovefelt by those who desire existence in its entirety —
Acéphale is the tragedy itself

To aspire to existence in its entirety is to carry tragedy within oneselfAcéphale was
not born to replace, in the confused andfeeble minds of the mass, the impoverished
mirage of a paradise, earthly or otherwise. Acéphale cannot replace anything whatsoever,
and especially not something that does not exist,for Acéphale does exist.

The private depression that lies in waitfor me, in the world of useful labour in which
I live, humiliates me. It corresponds to my desireforfailure, and is a manifestation ofit. |
am alone, humiliated and sometimes weak, wasteful and indecisive, on the brink of this
abyss where escaping orfalling in amount to the same thing. | was alone in myfailure:
now | want my existence.

What | want is not situated in anyfuture. The muddled elements of it are within
me; everything is within me. At the edge of the abyss, torn between the temptation of
falling and escaping, braced and tense and emergingfrom my depression, | seize the
chance, M Y CHANCE, having abandoned all that was ofvalue to me — both the
precious and the contemptible — from my past life.



January 1938 - August 1938



Chronology

Commentaries
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¢47. Henri Dussat M editation in the Forest
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*49. Henri Dussat The Labyrinth
*50. Pierre Andler It was about resisting boredom...
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» 52. Georges Bataille sessional Meeting of25 July 1938
*53. The Members of Acéphale Decisions
#54. Georges Bataille The Types of My Disciples
*55. Henri Dussat The Acéphale
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» 57. Georges Ambrosino and Georges Bataille To Pierre Andler
« 58. Patrick Waldberg The Image ofDeath

THE COLLEGE OF SOCIOLOGY
059. Roger Caillois Introduction
060. Michel Leiris The Sacred in Everyday Life
061. Georges Bataille The Sorcerer's Apprentice



CHRONOLOGY

1938

The activities of the secret society and the
College reach their peak during this year.

8 January. Leiris lectures to the College on "The
Sacred in Everyday Life" 060. Laure attends
this lecture and over the course of the summer
writes notes on her own idea of the sacred,
which Bataille and Leiris describe as distinct
from "the notions derived by social scientists
from their studies of societies less developed
than ours", because it "testifies to lived
experience".1

13 January. Dussat's "Meditation in the Forest",
e 47.

17 or 18 January. Bataille speaks at the
inaugural session of the Society of Group
Psychology, whose theme this year is to be
"Attitudes to Death".

22 January. Bataille lectures to the College on
"Attraction and Repulsion . Tropisms, Sexuality,
Laughter and Tears".

An entry in Leiris's Journal records long
conversations with Laure, that presumably took
place over several weeks.

28 January. A meeting of the members of
Acéphale is held at the Brasserie Lumina at 9.30
pm.

5 February. Bataille lectures to the College on
"Attraction and Repulsion Il. Social Structure”.

19 February. Bataille speaks again at the
College on behalf of Caillois, who is ill. The topic
is "Power".

2 March. Caillois sends Bataille his notes for the
lecture on "Brotherhoods, Orders, Secret
Societies and Churches" to be given on the
19th. He also tells him that he isto edit a series
of books for Gallimard on the theme of
"Tyrants and Tyrannies. Studies on Extreme
Forms of Power".

3 March. Bataille proposes to Caillois a book to
be called Tragic Destiny. Essays on the Sacred
Sociology of Fascist Europe, to be based around
two articles from La Critique sociale,
presumably "The Problem of the State" and
"The Psychological Structure of Fascism’,
prefaced by a long introduction on the
"development of Fascism, its significance and
consequences".2 He also suggests they put
together a special issue of Acéphale on the
topic of secret societies for the following
month, a project that does not come to
fruition, and writes that he is working on "The
Sorcerer's Apprentice”, 061, for the NRF and
hopes to finish it the following week.3

5 March. Bataille lectures to the College on
"The Structure and Function of the Army". The
text is lost.

8 March. A document listing the initials of
those involved is distributed within the secret
society, and includes those of Leiris, Masson
and Colette Peignot, #48.

Early March. In the second week of March

Bataille writes his text for the NRF: "The Failure
of the Popular Front". Published posthumously,



Michel Leiris and Laure, undated.



this was a response to Paulhan's open letter,
dated 9 March, "What Constitutes a Perfect
Failure?", an analysis of the catastrophic
political and economic situation not only in
France, but also in Spain, Germany and Austria.

12 Mmarch. German troops cross the Austrian
border and annex the country the day after.

13 March. Blum is elected prime minister of a
leftist coalition government for a second time.

14 March. Bataille and Laure again visit the site
where Sade had wished to be buried outside
Paris, on this occasion with Leiris and Zette,
whom Laure hoped to inveigle into an orgy over
supper at their home.4 Soon after they get back
there, Laure's tuberculosis enters its decisive
phase: "She walked through the day as if death
was not eating away at her and in bright
sunlight we came to the edge of the small lake
Sade had chosen. The Germans had just
entered Vienna and the atmosphere was
charged with the smell of war [...] Soon after
we returned Laure felt the first attack of the
illness that would kill her. She had a high fever
and took to her bed without realising she
would never leave it."5

19 March. Calillois is still unwell, so at the
College Bataille reads his intended response to
Calllois's notes on "Brotherhoods..." and then
reads the notes of Caillois's lecture themselves.

25 March. Dussat, in Toulon, writes "Moving
within Ethics" for Acéphale (not included here).

28 March. Caillois publishes Man and Myth, a
series of studies intended to be a methodical
investigation of the nature and function of
myth, where the demands of the individual
psyche and social pressures collide.

Leiris and Denise Schaeffner lecture to the
Society of Group Psychology on "The Funeral
Rites and Successional Costumes of the Dogon™.
29 March. Laure enters hospital with a collapsed
lung. Around this time she writes: "My illness is
so deeply connected to my life that it cannot be
separated from everything | have lived".6

March. In Sur, the most important literary

journal in South America, Leiris publishes "La
Cabeza de Holofernes", a Spanish translation of
part of the fifth chapter of Manhood.

2 April. Bataille and Caillois, now recovered,
lecture jointly to the College on "Sacred
Sociology of the Contemporary World".

3 April. Leiris has second thoughts about "The
Sacred in Everyday Life", and in a letter to
Paulhan suggests it should be "thrown in the
wastepaper bin"7 (see also p.261).

4 April. Dussat, in Menton, writes "The

Labyrinth" for Acéphale, #49.

10 April. Fall of the Socialist government under
Blum after less than a month (during which
time they supplied armaments to the Spanish
Republic). Daladier forms another left coalition.

15 April. Publication in Mesures of Batalille's
article "The Obelisk", in which the monument
that marks the place of execution of Louis XV
is seen as an architectural expression of the
radiation of power, and together with the
sacred sites in the forest is interpreted as one
of the places that most resounds with the
"mystery of the death of God".

14 May. Letter from Paulhan to Caillois: he has
at last received Bataille's "The Sorcerer's
Apprentice" but it is too long and too late for
the proposed publication date of June.8

17 May. Bataille writes to Caillois inviting him to
a meeting at his apartment concerning the
College on 25 May at 9 pm. He has also invited
Klossowski, Kojéve, Leiris and Jean Wahl (the
philosopher and contributor to Acéphale), along
with Benjamin and Moré. There is some doubt
about the viability of the College's activities. The
programme for 1937-8 states that the May and
June lectures would be on mythology,9 but these
lectures do not happen and only Klossowski's
lecture takes place until a new programme can
be decided upon, beginning in November.
Bataille also writes about the practicalities of
the NRF publication on the College and hopes
Caillois can retrieve his manuscript for "The
Sorcerer's Apprentice”, 061, when he sees



Paulhan as he wishes to make further changes
to it.10

19 May. Klossowski lectures to the College on
"Tragedy".

May to November. Inthe Spanish pavilion at
the Paris International Exhibition, Picasso's
Guernica is exhibited for the first time. Leiris
writes: "On a black and white canvas that
depicts ancient tragedy [...] Picasso also writes
our letter of doom: all that we love is about to
be lost."11

Late Spring. Leiris submits his thesis to the
Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes on The Secret
Language ofthe Dogon ofSangha.

27 June. Opening of the new Musée de
I'Homme, a modern ethnographic museum
based on the previously chaotic collections of
the Trocadéro; this is an act of defiance in the
face of Nazi racial theories. Its director, Georges
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Henri Riviere, is an old contributor to
Documents and Leiris later worked here for
many years.

July. Publication by GLM of Leiris's Mirror of
Tauromachy with illustrations by Masson, the
only book to appear in the Collection Acéphale
(above). Forthe translation published by Atlas
Press, see p.479.

1 July. At Paulhan's suggestion, the College of
Sociology publishes in the NRF a brief selection
of texts "intended to define their aims"12 under
the collective title of "Towards a College of Socio-
logy": "The Sorcerer's Apprentice" by Bataille,
061, "The Sacred in Everyday Life" by Leiris,
060, and "The Winter Wind" by Caillois, 030,
preceded by Calllois's "Introduction”, 059.

15 July. Laure, after astay in the sanatorium at
Avon and two months in a Paris clinic on rue
Boileau, moves in with Bataille into the house
"surrounded by large trees" that he has rented



Fourqueux, with the forest of Marly in the distance.
Laure is buried in the graveyard of the church.

in Saint-Germain-en-Laye, at 59 bis rue de
Mareil, which she called, "with bitterness, the
nunnery" owing to Bataille's ascetic tastes in
decoration. It has views overlooking the ancient
priory and the roofs of the town towards the
village of Fourqueux in the valley below, and
beyond that, the forest of Marly.13

25 July. Sessional meeting of Acéphale at which
various projects are discussed, including the
creation of a publishing arm to be called the
Society of the Friends of Acéphale, and the
publication of a selection of texts from
Nietzsche (later published in 1945 under the
title of Memorandum). These projects are
described in the advance letter and agenda of
« 52, Bataille's "Statement", #51, and
"Decisions", #53. New names are added to the
list of those who had been proposed for
membership in March, #48, including the
Swiss sculptor Isabelle Farner who, according

mrir r *Pnr rv /—~ morIn \

to Koch, was the only woman to take part in
what he referred to as the "Mannerbund”
(male society) of Acéphale, even though
women were not specifically excluded. The text
by Andler, "It was about resisting boredom..."
*50, was probably written for this meeting.

Summer 1938. This is the approximate date of
atext by Bataille recommending to Acéphale a
passage from Nietzsche's Will to Power because
of its ability to "shake usto the core", #54.

August. Discussions take place between
members of Acéphale on the procedure to be
followed for the final admission of Patrick
Waldberg, which is scheduled, according to a
letter from Dussat to Chavy, for "mid-
September, shortly before the end of the
autumn session."14

Bataille begins writing "The Sacred", which
appears in the Cahiers d'art in 1939, and was
intended for a book on the same theme that
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The house in Saint-Germain-en-Laye.

had been conceived "as a series of explanations
of his novel of 1928, The Story ofthe Eye",15t0
be published "perhaps under the name of Lord
Auch, with notes on the sacred by Laure".
Dussat writes "The Acéphale”, #55, on the 8th,
and Waldberg "The Image of Death", #58, on
the 30th, both texts being for the Society.

16 August. Ambrosino and Bataille summon
Andler to another interview at 17 rue Séguier,
at 5 pm. The subject under discussion is a
guestionnaire about religious experience, *57.

End of August. From Bataille's diary: "Since
coming back from Sade's 'tomb’, Laure has only
been out once, towards the end of August. |
took her by car from the house in Saint-Germain
into the forest. She got out only once, in front
of the stricken tree. On our way there we
crossed the plain of Montaigu where she was
intoxicated by the beauty of the hills and fields.
But just as we entered the forest, on the left she

sawtwo dead crows hanging from a branch in a
coppice. | wanted it to accompany me every-
where / and always to go before me / like the
herald for his knight..."16 Soon afterwards,
according to Bataille, the "vague resemblance”
of Laure's face to the face of his father became
more pronounced. Later recalling her sudden
feelings of hatred for him, Bataille wrote in
Guilty: "l fled from my father (twenty-five years
ago, | abandoned him to his fate during the
German invasion [...] he was blind and paralysed
and in his suffering he cried almost
continuously); | fled from Laure (I fled her
morally, overcome with terror [...])"



COMMENTARIES

ACEPHALE [MG]

Having established its structure in 1937, Acéphale initiated a new phase in its activities
in the year that followed, intended to facilitate the adepts' journey towards what Andler
called the need for "being and thus becoming whole" in his text of 24 July, «50. The
writings from the Society in 1938 bear witness both to this collective journey, and to its
expansion through the recruitment of new affiliates, primarily from the College of
Saciology.

The first text here, "Meditation in the Forest", #47, of 13 January, recounts Dussat's trek
one night into the forest of Marly and an ecstatic experience at the foot of the acephalous
tree, where death appeared to him "in the guise of his own death" and seized him "with
aviolent strength, like an image as fleeting as one of the piercing shrieks of the wind".

Bataille's "List of Names", «48, dated 8 March 1938, was found among Andler's papers,
and relates to possible "participants” in the Society as already discussed.1Here Bataille
reconfigures Acéphale into two initiatory degrees: the adepts, whose initials correspond
to the seven members who signed the second commitment at Montjoie, «41; and the
neophytes, those "almost uninitiated",2whose initials are divided into three lists. The first,
numbered 2, lists actual participants, naming only Patrick Waldberg; the next lists
participants proposed at the meeting of 28 December 1937 (the date in the document is
erroneous). Among them is Michel Leiris, who had just given his first lecture at the College
and who, according to Andler and Chavy, was close to the group, although he always denied
he was ever a member. André Masson too appears, whose involvement with the Society
included illustrating two volumes for the "Collection Acéphale”. The other initials are those
of Jean Rallin, Saint-Paul (i.e. Robert Folio), HW. (unidentified), Colette Peignot and Esther
Tabacman, the wife of Ambrosino, who remained outside the Society. List 4 contains the
initials of participants to be proposed by Bataille at the next meeting: the poet and painter
Jean Atlan, who did not join Acéphale; the Japanese painter and sculptor Taro Okamoto, a
student of Mauss and Kojéve; and the initials C.B., which according to Camille Morando
are probably those of Camille Bryen, then close to Atlan, Okamoto and Waldberg.3



Dussat's "The Labyrinth" *49, dated 4 April, is a variation on the theme of the
structure of social existence explored by Bataille in his text of the same name.4 Bataille
had inverted the ancient version of the myth which represented the birth of mankind as
issuing from the murder of "this hybrid being, at once man and bull, that isthe Minotaur".5
The labyrinth according to Bataille, however, has no exit, and delivers man to the Minotaur
to be torn apart so asto open him up to "monstrous repressed metamorphoses"6at the
risk of his very life. As the symbol of the Acéphale both on the cover of the journal and on
the notification of the adepts' initiation (see p.321), the labyrinth in Dussat's text takes
the form of a snake that devours itself, which is the "goal and destiny of he that seeks",
according to Jaspers in Acéphale? Furthermore, like the arena of the matador-adept, the
labyrinth updates the link obliterated by Christianity between the horror of death and
"extreme joy", according to the image previously proposed by Bataille to the Society in
<22 and which he continued to develop in his early lectures to the College at the beginning
of 1938, on "Attraction and Repulsion" and in his response to Caillois's lecture on "Animal
Societies". Here Bataille introduced the idea of a social nucleus of the left sacred, where
"existence revolves around things that are charged with the dread they provoke, a dread
indistinguishable from that of death". The laughter "mediated" by this nucleus of the
sacred became for him "the form of interaction that is specific to the human."8

Andler's "It was about resisting boredom...", #50, dated 24 July, was an appeal to the
adepts to become "truly imperious". The same concern informs the "Statement" made by
Bataille before the sessional meeting of 25 July, #51, while the other two documents
associated with this meeting are the agenda, *52, which is preceded by a letter that
establishes the new rules for meetings, and "Decisions”, #53. According to Andler, the letter
revealed the central role assumed by Ambrosino in the community, alongside Bataille,
although Koch, in one of our conversations, recalled that "he lacked the communicative
pathos of Bataille". The meeting's agenda testifies to the Society's intention to increase
both its internal and outwardly directed activities. Internally, the drafting of common letters
to Chenon, Rollin, Dubief and Klossowski questions the genuine commitment of absent
members, and from now on if they cannot attend a main sessional meeting they must send
a letter of solidarity. Looking outwards, there are additions to the list of possible
participants, including Alain Girard who, according to Koch, did not join the Society, and
two who did: Isabelle Farner and Koch himself. In connection with this, Dautry is to be
readmitted, and Atlan expelled, #53. Also on the agenda are two projects which were
central to the sessional meeting of 29 September (+69): the founding of a teaching
programme and of a Society of the Friends of Acéphale.

The new strategy of Acéphale, neither literary nor political, was mostly to direct itself
outwards, and was to be achieved in part through two publications. The Seven



Aggressions was intended to be the first of a series of occasional pamphlets that would
be collected together to make an Acéphale Yearbook. The augmented version, that
appeared in the agenda of the meeting of 29 September, later became one of the
manuscript fragments of Bataille's Anti-Christian's Manual9which also included a "Plan”
that described the work as an "introduction to a doctrine” founded upon "human
prodigality”. The summary of chapter IV, "Aggressiveness", reads: "The new aggressions.
In addition to the struggles we see at present and which are drowning amongst an ever
increasing meaninglessness, new aggressions are necessary, and a new struggle must be
undertaken". The "Plan”, however, makes no mention of the statutes of the Society of
the Friends of Acéphale, which according to the agenda were to be a part of the Manual.

The second planned publication was to be a Memorandum of Nietzsche, a selection
of texts that was eventually published in April 1945 by Gallimard, with the sub-title
"Maxims and texts collected and presented by Georges Bataille". Divided into four
sections, the second, called "Morality (The Death of God and the value of the perishable
moment)", contains the aphoristic paragraph "The types of my disciples” from The Will
to Power which was offered in the summer of 1938 to the adepts, as responding to their
aggressiveness, #54. Bataille used the same text in the first part of his On Nietzsche,
written between February and August 1944, and also published by Gallimard in 1945.10

The letter sent by the adepts to Rollin, #56, also concerns these two aspects of
Acéphale's activity. The "importance of demonstrating a moral bond" is joined to the
possibility of some sort of agreement with Rollin's "anarchist friends", in particular Miguel
Gonzalez Inestal, of the National Confederation of Labour (CNT). In 1937 this group had
affiliated to the Iberian Anarchist Federation (FAIl), an underground revolutionary
organisation which was then one of the most important military forces opposing Franco
in the Spanish Civil War. According to Koch, who knew Inestal through Rollin, Inestal had
expressed interest in Acéphale, and had "written atext responding to those by the group”,
which Rollin translated but then lost. Also missing is the "letter to the anarchists"”
mentioned by Bataille in two letters to Rollin,11 which was intended to appear in an
appendix to the Anti-Christian's Manual, suggesting that Bataille still had a copy of it.12

The remaining texts in this section are by Dussat, Ambrosino and Bataille, and
Waldberg. Dussat's "The Acéphale”, #55, of 8 August, is another meditation before the
tree, in which again he encounters his own death, in a sort of overcoming of individual
consciousness in the experiencing of the "it is". Ambrosino and Bataille's "Questions",
#57, for Andler relate to his summons to a new interview on 16 August, and ask him to
reflect upon a number of themes bearing on the search for inner fulfilment: religious
experience, anguish, power and ascesis. Ambrosino and Bataille also asked the same
guestions of another adept, Chavy (p.309, 9 September). In the final text, dated 30



August, "The Image of Death" #58, appears as something "terrible and magnificent" at
the most intense moment of sexual passion, and from the standpoint of "Masters" claims
its intimate connection with laughter.

THE COLLEGE OF SOCIOLOGY [AB]

The lectures given in the course of 1938 rapidly became more original, and the end of
the first academic year was marked with the College's only joint publication: "Towards a
College of Sociology" (see p.250, 1 July), a separate section within the July issue of the
NRF, with texts by Bataille, Caillois and Leiris.

The first lecture this year, Leiris's "The Sacred in Everyday Life", had a very different
tone from those given previously by Bataille and Caillois. It avoids generalities until near
the end and is firmly situated in Leiris's personal experience, something which would
have made it unacceptable in Durkheimian terms. Bataille later described it as
demonstrating how "in some societies, those having the advanced civilisation in which
we live, the sacred seems, at least initially, to be in the process of disappearing."13 Direct
and vivid, this text does not require much comment here, except to say that it would
later be seen as the first sketch of what would become a major part of Leiris's future
autobiographical works, Manhood and the multi-volume Rules of the Game.

With the two lectures on "Attraction and Repulsion”, Bataille resumed the work of
explaining the foundational ideas of sacred, as opposed to profane sociology. These
lectures are considered together here because they share the same theme, and because
only in the second does it become clear that Bataille is erecting his ideas of human urges
and interaction upon the theory of social structures outlined in his first lecture, on 20
November. He imposes on these structures a morphology based upon the primitive
biological cell, and it has to be admitted that this works better as a metaphor than as a
scientific proposition.

Bataille begins with a reiteration of his summation of "Animal Societies": "Everything
leads us to believe that in earlier times human beings were brought together by disgust
and mutual terror, by an insurmountable horror focused exactly on what originally was
the central attraction of their union."14 Societies have at their core a conglomeration of
social facts, consisting of the left sacred, that forms a central "nucleus”, a "terrifying"
concentration of taboos, objects, beliefs, practices and constraints that mediates all
interaction in the outer ring of profane everyday life. The relationship between the two
domains is reciprocal, however. Society banishes what it finds repulsive to the nucleus
— which Bataille associates with repression in the psychoanalytic meaning of the word,
with guilt and therefore crime — but it is the practices and power of the nucleus that



binds society together. At its centre are rituals of elevation and of putting to death
associated with sacrifice, which are conducted in the "violent silence" that accompanies
the meeting of sacred and profane. The purpose of these rituals isto transform what we
find repulsive into the attractive, from impure to pure, a process that preserves the sacred
character these objects have acquired by their banishment. According to Bataille this
situation exists, albeit in an "obviously degenerate"15form, even in asmall French village.
The church at its centre has a repulsive force that keeps "the noise of life at a distance",
and a force of attraction when its central rite is enacted: a sacrifice symbolically
represented by the transformation of bread and wine into flesh and blood. Here the
repulsive putrefying corpses of saints are turned into objects of attraction and veneration
— bleached bones — while the divine person of Christ himself is represented as issuing
from "a tortured body, that has been beaten and abused".16

Repulsion at the core of society was originally focused upon bodily expenditure, and
thus around a fear of expenditure in general, and the object that embodies the greatest
repulsion and the greatest possible expenditure is death. Even so, what repels also attracts,
and here Bataille instances collective laughter at representations of death or erotic images
that resemble "wounds open to life",17 since it is in sexuality and laughter that this
attraction is most apparent, with laughter being the specifically human form of social
interaction. He supposes that the balance of repulsion and attraction within the nucleus
is simultaneously a balance of prohibition and licence, but licence can only be accessed
by the periodic breaking of prohibitive taboos and it is this that allows the expenditure
"essential for maintaining the integrity of the social whole".18 Yet this expenditure, which
is again atransformation of impure repression into pure exuberance, must in turn reinstate
the prohibition that forbade it, and even deny the crime that freed it, so as to forestall a
possible expenditure to the point of total loss. And so: "All of our existence, which is to
say all of our expenditure, isthereby produced in a swirling tumult in which death isjoined
with the most explosive tension of life."19 It is worth noting, however, that nowhere does
Bataille cite attraction and repulsion as a means of dividing people into categories of
admired and repellent as Caillois proposed in "The Winter Wind", 030.

On 19 February Caillois was supposed to give a lecture on "Power", and as we will see
in his "Introduction”, 059, this subject was considered one of the three central topics for
investigation by the College, and once again returns to theses originally developed at the
time of Contre-Attaque. lliness prevented Caillois from giving his lecture based on these
notes, but Bataille had prepared a response to them and it is this that survives and which
he read, although in his preamble to it he stated that he had subsequently incorporated
what he could from Caillois. The lecture attempted to identify movements of power
between the secular and sacred realms and, one suspects, to account for the emergence



of a distinctive cult of total negativity: Hitler and Nazism.

The exercising of power is a social fact par excellence, since an individual cannot have
power over himself alone, and in this lecture Bataille returned to the themes of
expenditure and sacrifice, in particular the ultimate expenditure, death, as applied to its
ultimate victim, the king. The notion of power combines the religious and the political,
both mythically and literally in Bataille's schema. By its nature, it partakes of the tragedy
of existence in an especially poignant form, because the possessor of power has but one
fate, to lose it, a sacrificial expenditure Bataille associates with the “me that dies" in his
text "Sacrifices". Frazer had thus selected the perfect exemplar: the priest-king who gains
power by a criminal act and who will lose it by being murdered in his turn. This putting to
death of the king isthe fundamental sacred rite and the source of all tragedy and religious
power, since (again following Frazer) the king "represents a dynamic concentration of all
the impulses that socially animate individuals. [...] The power to realise the common desire
is transferred to the king, who becomes solely responsible for it. It is precisely the king
who guarantees the order of things, and who must be incriminated if this order is
disrupted."20Bataille analyses the phenomenon chronologically and his description of the
central event of Christianity demonstrates very clearly his idea of the transformation of
left, impure sacred into right, pure sacred, and also relates directly to various documents
of Acéphale from recent months, including #33, 34 and 43.21

According to Bataille, we can date the birth of power in the modern sense of the term
to the triumph of Christianity within the Roman Empire, an "institutional union of sacred
force and military strength".2 As it becomes increasingly hierarchical, the Church
gradually corrupts the sacred by denying its central crime and diverting expenditure
towards both its own conservation and the conservation of its power. Bolstered by this
formidable coalition, as exemplified in the alliance between the fortress of Montjoie and
the abbey of Joyenval, the killing of the king would become the central myth of European
civilisation, and remain undiminished until recent times when it was inverted by Fascism.
This inversion is seen in the symbols of both Christianity and Fascism: the cross, on which
the king was tortured to death, and the fasces, bound about the lictor's axe used to
behead subjects who had disobeyed the institution's laws. This dichotomy matches the
original representations of killing the king, in which Christianity identified itself with the
victim, but tragedy with the Kkillers. It is tragedy that must be embraced, in opposition to
the servility imposed by both Christianity and Fascism, and no remorse should be felt for
the crime, #22. In the political realm, the central foundational myth of the French
Revolution, the guillotining of Louis XVI, embodied all the profane and sacred meanings
of the killing of the king, which is why Bataille envisaged an annual rite to celebrate it.

In modern times, however, such representations have been bypassed. Temporal



power finds itself unsupported by the sacred it has degraded, and the dominant classes,
nostalgic "for that power which allowed them to arrange the order of things to their own
advantage",2Z must resort to less authentic forms, to military force and to representations
such as patriotism and the fatherland. Bataille concludes by announcing that the
following two lectures will cover "present-day forms" that oppose all movement (the
army) and, on the other hand, certain "secondary dynamic forms that [have] the
possibility of reactivating the social tragedy”, i.e. elective brotherhoods, a category we
may take to include both Acéphale and the College.

Bataille's lecture on "The Structure and Function of the Army" is lost, but he
summarised its content at the start of the next lecture, on 19 March:

I would like to emphasise at this point the opposition | have tried to set up between
the religious world, aworld of tragedy and internal conflict, and the military world,

which is so radically hostile to the spirit of tragedy and constantly directing

aggressiveness outside — exteriorising conflict. In the last session | discussed the

revolutionary upheavals that have racked Europe for several centuries as a
development of religious agitation, that isto say, of tragic agitation. |1showed that

this development was based upon the capacity of the tragic world for a destruction

that spared nothing, and | argued that this world had worked endlessly towards

its own annihilation, and that before our very eyes this annihilation leads only to

the death of the revolutionary spirit itself, which can no longer exist in man without

him becoming the scene of heart-breaking contradiction. But above all | insisted

that revolutionary struggles, by annihilating a religious world that had become

empty and then annihilating themselves, have left the field free to the military

world: in other words it is possible to say that the chief effect of the great

revolutions of Europe has been the development of military nationalism. At this

very moment, in the face of our powerless recriminations, the military spirit alone

dictates the destiny of the human masses who are in a state of hypnosis; some

euphoric, and others dumbfounded.4

Calillois's lecture on "Brotherhoods, Orders, Secret Societies and Churches" was
evidently significant in the context of Acéphale and the College, but Caillois was still
unwell and Bataille again had to step in. Having prefaced this lecture by expanding upon
his previous conclusions on the army, he now characterised the man open to inner
conflict as the "man of tragedy"”, and he who externalises it as "the military man". He
then added athird category, the "man of comedy", essentially a man of bluster, whether
legal, political or literary, who does not necessarily deny these conflicts, but sublimates



them, consciously or otherwise. Thus the result of the revolutionary struggles of the past
century, directed by these last two representatives of humanity, has been to destroy the
religious order, and then the possibility of revolutionary struggle itself, but the resulting
military power is fragile, since it suffers from an inbuilt contradiction. The military realm
can exist only as an opposition and once victorious it loses its meaning, thereby proving
itself unable to resolve the contradictions of life. The question, therefore, is one of
establishing a secondary order that will prepare for the time when "the primary
organisation of society is no longer able to satisfy all the aspirations that rise up in it".%5

These contradictions, and aspirations, are associated by Bataille with the man of
tragedy, able to "bear within himself the reality of human existence that is profoundly
lost within the vastness of the universe".2 Tragedy and existence are bound together
and only a community that acknowledges this can have any value. Suppose, he asks,
"there was a contagious religious organisation, new and entirely incongruous within its
milieu, and sustained by a spirit incapable of servility, then a man might yet learn — and
remember —that there is something else to love apart from this barely veiled image of
financial necessity which is the fatherland having taken up arms: something else worth
living for, and something else worth dying for! And although it is true that such an
organisation can in no way prevent the firestorm into which it seems we have already
entered, its presence in the world could be regarded from now on as a pledge for the
future victories of MAN over his weaponry!"27 This organisation was of course Acéphale,
but also, to the extent that it was "active”, and a community, the College.

The final section asserts that only existential societies, #14 81, can maintain
themselves in total opposition to the established order, since their refusal of utility is
"the sole negation, which does not consist merely of words, of that principle of necessity
in the name of which the majority of present-day humanity collaborates to deplete
existence."2BThis leads to the first public acknowledgement at the College of the notion
of "active" sociology:

Only the wholeness of existence, with all its tumult and its explosive will to be,
that even the threat of death cannot impede, can be that thing which, since it is
itself impossible to subjugate, must necessarily subjugate all that consents to work
for others: ultimately the empire will belong to those whose life is such an
outpouring that they love death. 1 am not unaware of how objectionable all this
is. | know that | have gone beyond the limits of sociological study. But | must say
in all honesty that these limits seem arbitrary to me. The field of sociology is the
domain, in fact the only true domain, of the crucial decisions of life.2



On 2 April, Bataille lectured on "Sacred Sociology of the Contemporary World". He
began with a summary of the year's activities, although in the event there was still to be
at least one further lecture. He then read "the text which first united us", which we
presume to be 029, before reaffirming the College's faith in Durkheim and the profound
reality of social phenomena. Next came an overview of the international situation, where,
according to Bataille, the current level of agitation was something not seen since the
Middle Ages. Certain trends were perceptible within this ferment, with individuals having
an apparently increasing autonomy from social movements, but no more than apparent
since it was quickly subsumed into the world of work. The second outcome was the
founding of three new monarchies "much more than dictatorships, veritable divine
powers", P namely Nazism, Communism and Fascism. Both of these tendencies combined
to elevate work into an aim in itself, something that proved insufficient to sustain social
cohesion when labour divorces its workforce from tragedy and real existence. The
progressive collapse of these structures could only be (temporarily) halted by "reducing
the world of labour to servitude to the military world",3L which was now the situation
for the social structures set up under Fascism or Nazism.

Thus the College reached the end of the lectures listed in its first prospectus, but this
had also carried the announcement that the lectures "in May and June 1938 will be
devoted solely to mythotogy”. These never took place, however, probably because
Bataille and Caillois were unable to keep up with the demands of the College, demands
that were exacerbated by the fact that Paulhan had offered to publish their texts in the
NRF. This precipitated something of a crisis (see p.249, 17 May). Klossowski in part filled
the hiatus with a lecture on "Tragedy", which was a reading of his translation of
Kierkegaard's "Ancient Tragedy's Reflection in the Modern" from his Either/Or.

Publication in the NRF was obviously important for the College, but both Leiris and
Caillois proposed publishing texts they had already publicly read, with, it seems, minimal
editing. Bataille, on the contrary, laboured for several months over his contribution,
missing several deadlines. Having thought it would be finished in the second week of
March,2 he finally delivered it in mid-May, and it stands as a dense and eloquent
summation of his ideas from the last few years, and of his experiences in trying to act
upon them, within both the Society and the College: "The Sorcerer's Apprentice", 061.

Calillois contributed "The Winter Wind", 030, and an "Introduction", 059, that
incorporated his "Note", 031, of the year before. Leiris offered "The Sacred In Everyday
Life", 060, but he was now engaged in a more conventional career in sociology and
ethnology and attempted to pull his contribution and substitute a more orthodox
ethnological text, alecture on the Dogon he had given to the Society of Group Psychology.
Paulhan refused his suggestion.
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THE SECRET SOCIETY OF ACEPHALE

HENRI DUSSAT Meditation in the Forest

I am here.

I came here, slowly, as thoughfollowing a slow; calculated rhythm, built in to the beat
of time.

I am alone, I am trying to be still more alone.

Elsewhere, | know, insects are dancing in the lanterns”halos. Insects twirling around
and around, here aglint ofgold, sometimes a wing catchesfire and burns.

I know that this spectacle runs the risk — at certain moments, more or lessfrequent
or more or lessfleeting,for many men, andfor me too — of resembling the spectacle of
life.

In the haze ofthe lantern light, amidst the lostflailing of empty gestures, before the
shifting night horizon that was yet brightly lit, like the interior ofa bedroom with its
doorflung wide open, its walls melted into thin air, a room that would befound right in
the centre of town, in theflux where hands, smiles and kisses are offered, where nothing
has any real impact, | can clearly make out an impression that resembles my own

footprint.

Such recognition is not experienced on any other level than that of the greatest
aptitude; butfrom now on perhaps it will be possible to trick oneselfinto using itfreely
with regard to suchforms of being.

Nevertheless, nothing has been resolvedfor me, | believe, and tofind myselfoftenface
toface with my own image, in the grip ofvanity, and the loss that is linked to partici-
pation in external life, to encounter myselflike that, to stop, toget agrip on myself, to act
with myselfasfar as | am able, well, to me that is the certain proofthat this is the way of
things, today, that things have not yet come apart with a certainfeeling of misfortune.

I do not intend to hide, confident of how obviously, as | am writing this, | may be far
from thatfreedom, specificallyfrom that calm and securefreedom that, has no need to
resort to caution,from freedom unquestionably considered to be a desirable goal,faced
with a shimmeringjumble ofshapes and colours whose sparklingflashes draw the



spirited gaze into the lanterns’halo.

Today | amfarfrom that, I am here; | am walking in the dark. It is thefirst time
that | have braved the forest alone. First of all the approach, this evening, is more difficult
than it has been before; rain isfalling, the wind is blowing, the sky is lowering and very
dark. Ifeel, so close to me, the presence of the elements, and it is as though all around me
everything is moving. | have the intensefeeling, as if held in the grip ofsomething, that I
need to let myselfbe exposed to the idea of danger.

| have been here before, | have already walked with other men along these same
paths, in the same direction. | am bound to these men by theforest, by the route we
followed together — in silence, in the dark — and by the tree. Walking with them
before, proceeding, like them, with all my strength, towards the presence, Ifelt bound to
them and knew what it was we were all attempting to bind ourselves to, by taking hold
of it. Together weforced ourselves to walk at the same demanding pace; perhaps it was
already possible to a certain extent, and to that extent with a certain ease,for us togain
access to afeeling — not pleasant or happy, on the contrary, harsh and brutal, as if we
were moving too quickly, and were out of breath — afeeling that, ahead ofus, in a way
that perhaps hadn been considered, things were opening up.

Now, being here alone, walking alone, the most alone it is possiblefor me to be, I know
that if Ifeel bound to what I call the presence it will be without anyone else having
introduced me to it, or interceding on my behalf with no question ofputting afoot wrong,
like someone making their way along a ridge in the high mountains, or running along the
edge of a precipice. And, more supremely than it has ever been possible to sense before, |
am aroused by the thought that in this way nothing is as close to me as danger.

It is impossiblefor me to think ofanything that isgenuinely meaningful, that is
conquering and rich in bloody virtues; it is impossiblefor me to think ofwhat we might
undertake, ofwhat imperious thing might be born ofus, here in the present or in the
future, other than by allowing my thoughts to take on aform all of their own as they
attempt tograsp what constitutes the essence ofactions — and amongst the actions
resultingfrom theform my thoughts take, as they aspire to seize on the essence of the
densest ones, those whose completion results in death arriving unexpectedly in the thing
at which they were directed. In the same way, the thought we have to hold on to with all
our strength, with all our power, in order to implement everything, and to ensure that
everything commits us more to our path, this thought, which I sense in all its reality and
power, tonight, alone, in theforest, is to me indistinguishable, in itsform,from the
exhilarating thought of danger.



For us there are different kinds ofdanger whose existence must be revealed to us,
elsewhere, by the world of agitated humanity, whether as the result ofits hostility or its
complacency. But it is clear that what is manifesting itself here, at this hour, is ofa quite
different nature. In the world our hands are seeking to prise open, the world to which our
steps, in their dogged effort, to which all our advances are straining to give us access, this
world ofshadows amongst which we can nevertheless make out the beating heart of
flames, the nature of the danger it has in storefor us is such that, evenfrom far away, its
presence is revealed to our burning passion, and may be revealed as either dense and
heavy with threat, or transparent, and overlaid with veils.

In the night ofshadows andflames, that which has taken on theform ofexistence, in
a being blessed with life, with human traits that are the same as my own, goesforth and
beseeches death to appear to him in the guise ofhis own death.

My own death has not appeared to me, this evening, at the end ofa meditation
undertaken and undergone with great effort; rather it has seized me, like an image, with
a violent strength, like an image asfleeting as one of the piercing shrieks of the wind
around me. In aforest such as this one, in this veryforest, a man is moving. He has
taken offall his clothes, he is completely naked. He leaves the thick shadow of the trees
and starts to walk across a broad clearing that is violently lit by an intense light,falling
from the sky. He starts to run into this clearing, waving his arms and legs about,jumping
and leaping as he runs, laughing and weeping. Suddenly, cleaving asunder the blazing
clouds, lightning burstsforthfrom a sun and strikes himfull in the chest, like a dagger,
and befalls to theground. He is dead. 13January 1938

GEORGES BATAILLE List of Names

1. Adepts
G.A.
P.A.
G. B.
J.C.
R.C.
H. D.

I K

2. Participants
P.W.



3. Proposed on 28-X11-381
M.L.
A.M.
J.R.
S.
H.W.

C.P.

E.T.

4. To beproposed in principle by G.B. at the next session
J.A.
C.B.
TO. 8.111.1938

HENRI DUSSAT The Labyrinth

In the course ofafrantic chase, the life which is, in @ humanform, me, tries to seize hold
of this form, thatgoes by the name it is called amongst men, tries to seize hold of this
reality constituted by the unbelievablefact that this humanform animated by life— in
other words that which is not total absence, silence or the void — that this humanform,
my person, is moving, shifting position, walking at this moment, at this time, down this
road in a city where lifefills aprofusion ofhumanforms in the same way so as to
attempt to understand that the encounter, the coincidence ofexistence with this human
form that is itself, must signify,just as it doesfor me, apledge to an all-consuming
anguish.

In afash, the serpent coiled itselfup into a tight knot; but its head, right in the
centre of the shape it nowforms, is simply caught in a new seizure, in which every
moment of its existence is called into action and which then annuls each movement it
hasjust completed; it is only through this seizure that it can bite its own tail with its
own headjoining itselftogether— thus presenting the image oj the labyrinth.

Menton, 4-1V-1938



PIERRE ANDLER It was about resisting boredom...

It was about resisting boredom and escaping the void. Butfriendship has brought us only
impunity.

The air that wefound unbreathable though is not the air offriendship. So it is not
those who kept themselves at a distance who should be throwing stones. Sober resolution
has not, as it happens, served them any better. It is, likefriendship,just another stage in
thefear ofremaining inadequate. Thisfear is the matter in question today.

We allowed ourselves to be possessed by the hope that we might become impregnated:
but we are the ones who already do the impregnating, during puberty. To be ignorant of
thisfunction is anotherform offear. It derivesfrom our desirefor wealth.

Art can take manyforms — psychology is undoubtedly an art— butfor us it was to
do with being and thus becoming whole. We must therefore leave art behind where we left
everything else that divides us. Because we have chosen ourselves.

This choice could be arbitrary, but it assumes that certain things have been learned, and
in particular that it is not always necessary to explain everything. This will undoubtedly
need to be demonstrated before anything else.

In order to give others — ourselves — the right to be more demanding, we ourselves
must also demand more. Today it is a question ofeducating ourselves, because we have
made wayfor illiterates and pedagogues (each one of us is an illiterate and a pedagogue).
We have taken our time, but then this is not something that should be rushed into head
first.

What we have takenfor modesty is only laziness. But let that not be ofanyfurther
concern, under the pretext ofshaking it up with our individual conscience. Find in
favour ofsimplicity — but so that it is protected on both sides simplicity must be up to
its task, so that individual conscience stops speaking out at length. 1f 1 am being
obscure, it should nevertheless be understood that | have set my sights on writing texts.

Ultimately, this text is addressed to everyone. Simplicity should not be confused any
more with mental deficiency. It has nothing to do with surrendering, it means becoming
truly imperious, no more to leave our aggression without an objective. This should
happen without breakingglass. To my mind it is a question only of theforest.

24.V11.[19]38



GEORGES BATAILLE Statement to the Sessional Meeting of25July 1938

A't the start of this meeting | would like to make apreliminary statement. One concern
for us has been that there was only a single sessional meeting, a long one, covering the
period fromJuly to September. In addition, some things have appeared to be more diffi-
cult when looked at more closely. That said, there would be no pointgoing into details
about thefacts ofthe matter. As a result, we have abandoned thefirst project. One
principle remains, however, that | do want to insist upon: it is that [ Ja clear and
simple necessity,for many reasons, some ofwhich touch me to the innermost core ofmy
being, this revival of our activity at the end ofJuly 1938 must bring to our undertakings
not only perseverance, but an awareness that is much more earnest and above all more
unpleasant than what these undertakings signify. The means, which have been lacking
up until now, by which we could increase our still embryonic cohesion, may be within our
reach very soon. | do not believe that the seriousness ofpurpose we have accepted will be
permanently without issue. Sometimes it happens that an initiative has already begun
before it abruptly reveals itselfto be very much more onerous than was originally suppos-
ed— sometimes even almost to the point of ruin. Some people withdraw in confusion.
Others carry on. For the latter, it is only then that the serious work begins. Anyone who
is still concerned with the kind of trivia that up until now has been remorseless and
unavoidable willjust seem like an irrelevantgossip, and stupidly muddle-headed, when
it is at last a question of the reality ofexistence, of life and death. Many of our abilities
may become completely displaced, or may become thefocus of other people’ anger, in
particular, everything that is related to the selfand its stubborn demands, itsgrating
conceits and lethargies. | know pefectly well that this is all rather arcane; besides, we
haven't yet arrived at that exact point when we areforced, literallyforced, to eliminate
wholesale the minor, paralysing abilities. A1l | am asking is whether we can really
envisage everything continuing as it isfor any length oftime.

The tacit excuse behind which each ofus has entrenched himselfthusfar— |1
exclude no onefrom this and, ofcourse, I do not exclude myselfeither— depends on
what might resultfrom the simple question: “But what can | do? Wiltat could | do?”
Such a question would, however, be strange in our case: have we notfound the essential
point of our disagreement with all politicians in the principle that existing, being, is the
only thing that countsfor us, and that the primordial concern with taking action, with
doing, is to us commensurate with abdication. Yet what have we done up until now, in
order to be, to exist? The main point — perhaps... but overall, what is the existence



that has come about in relation to this point? Have we not encountered the essential
only to discover that we are incapable of meeting its demands?

I am not expressing any impatience here, still less any particular acrimony. The
requirement expressed amongst us in the severity of my language callsfor being to ensue
from our unity. Sooner or later it was inevitable that this requirement, which, once we
were making some progress, had something unstoppable about it, sooner or later it was
inevitable that this requirement would be expressed with some kind ofviolence. On con-
dition, however, that this violence was accompanied by a strength of mind that would
immediately recover all of lifesjoyful sympathies and all its harsh ironies. It is enough
that the mask be removedfor a moment. What must come out ofall this can be nothing
but clarification, an endeavour systematically accomplished by slowly picking up our
every bout of tiredness in reaction to the brick walls it has come up against, and by in-
sisting that decisive steps should only be taken with absolute certainty.

GEORGES BATAILLE Sessional Meeting of25July 1938

The time has comefor us to consolidate our inclinations toform a quasi-religious order
and even a sort of military stability.

This is why we propose the immediate adoption ofthefollowing rules (which have, it
is true, only apreliminary value):

I. Each ofus shall commit to attending the primary sessional meetings. In the event that
this is not possible — because of illness or distance — a letter ofsolidarity must be sent.
If this letter is not sent, ajoint letter will be written and sent during the meeting, in
which the consequences offailing to attend will be made clear, with all appropriate
severity.

Il. Each meeting will start exactly on time. Each of us commits to arriving exactly on
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time. Each ofus is aware of thefundamental importance ofpunctuality. Those present
must take their seats at the table about two minutes before the meeting begins. From then
on they must observe the rule ofsilence. Leaving afterwards must be done as swiftly as
possible. We must avoid asfar as we can any routine conversation and, apartfrom
obvious reasons, not leave in groups of more than two.

I11. 1t makes no sensefor us to meetfor debate. Discussions can easily, and therefore
should take place outside these meetings. Each proposal may befollowed by requestsfor
clarification, objections or responses, all brief, but these may be overruled. Objectors can
demand afurtherface-to-face meeting, but proposals can be passed immediately, subject
to ongoing objection, in other words clauses may be insertedforthwith, at least where this
is necessary or urgent.

IV. Ambrosino and Bataille have the right to make preliminary objections at the
meeting. This means that no proposal can be presented without the prior agreement of
one of them, but each ofus then has the right to object. On the other hand, Ambrosino
and Bataille must make sure beforehand to address everyonesfeelings in their proposals.

V. The state of mind that must be seen to prevail in these meetings may only be a
religious one. Consequently, what is required of each ofus is the profound silencing of his
normal interests and the radical abnegation ofhis individual points ofview. Even a reve-
lation as serious as he is capable ofpresenting to usfrom the most secret depths of his
person: even if the most violent tragedy has taken placejust before.

Agendafor the sessional meeting of25fuly 1938, to begin at 9 o’clock sharp, to
deal with thefollowing proposals:

I. Internal activities

Establishment of a teaching programme (gradually assuming afixed timetable)
Formal agreement to rent a workshop

Planned writing ofcommon letters to Chenon, Rollin,Atlan, Dubiefand Klossowski
Adding to the list the names of Isabelle Farner, Girard and Koch

Establishment ofa Society of the Friends ofAcéphale

Il. Publications and definition ofAcéphales position

Proposed publication ofoccasional pamphlets of4, 8 or 12 pages in 16moformat,
intended to be bound together as a whole at the end ofeach year to make an Acéphale
Yearbook.



Proposed publication in August or September of afirst pamphlet, entitled The Seven
Aggressions, to setforth seven basic principles:

1. Chance against the mass2

2. The truth of human communion against the lies and impostures of the individual
3. An elective community against all communities based on blood or land

4. The tragic brilliance of existence against servile abdication

5. Becoming criminal against becoming a victim

6. foy in theface of death against allforms of immortality

7. The empire of tragedy against the omnipotence of God and the Army

(Inclusion of the statutes ofa Society of the Friends ofAcéphale at the end of
thisfirst pamphlet).
Drafting ofa Memorandum (collection ofselected texts) by Nietzsche.

1. Preliminary verdicts regarding July encounters.

THE MEMBERS OF ACEPHALE Decisions

1. The proposals in the advance letter are adopted. However; items 111 and 1V, although
adopted without objection, have been deferredfor possible modification at the next
meeting.

2. It is agreed that another name will begiven to what was to have been called the
Society ofthe Friends ofAcéphale.

3. For the time being, no letters will be sent toAtlan, and he will be struckfrom the list.
4. Dautry will be added to the list.
5. “Or other interests” will be added to the third aggression.

Furthermore:

1. Letters sent out in advance ofsessional meetings, which must, according to the rules,
include an agenda, should be sent at leastfourfull days before the meeting.

2. Letters ofsolidarity must include a response to the agenda.

3. The proposed teaching programme will be open to every individual on the list.
[25 July 1938]



GEORGES BATAILLE The Types ofMy Disciples

In the recent edition of The Will to Power there are a large number ofpassages that
are so cruel they could be said to embodyfor us the aggression in whose grip we inevit-
ablyfind ourselves, and it would not be a bad thingfor each ofus to be reminded of them
in the hope that this aggression will shake us to the core.

Togive an example of one reference here:

“The types of my disciples — To all those Who are 0fany concern to me, | wish
suffering, neglect, sickness, ill-treatment and dishonour; | wish that they will be spared
neither the profound self-contempt, nor the torture of the self's mistrust; I have no pity
for them,for | wish them the only thing that can prove today ifa man has value or not
----- to Stand hiS ground. 3 [Summer 1938]

HENRI DUSSAT TheAcéphale

I exist in sofar as the tree, infront ofme, rising up out ofthe deep earth, rises up out of
that which,first ofall, | perceive as being as old as time.

That which rises upfrom the most remote human blood takes theform ofafusion
between all human lives and deaths, and there is nothing more of agitation or the mem-
ory of agitation. There is no head or body that yields to anything.

In this moment I plunge into the earth as if diving into the waves, at the same time
as the symbol grows bigger, and as my stark-naked and living death stands before me.

And when | leave | am not alone:what | have invoked will not abandon me. In my

humanform that is. This edifice of bones will one day turn to dust, but today, now, it is.
8-VI111-1938

THE MEMBERS OF ACEPHALE ToJean Rollin

[August 1938]

We areforwarding you the advance letterfrom our last meeting — in accordance with the
principle stated in the texts included therein, which emphasises the importance ofdemon-

strating a moral bond.



At this meeting all the proposals putforward were adopted without exception.4

We lookforward to your response.

However slight the hope we might have of being understood by those outside, we
have agenuine interest in the reactions ofyour anarchistfriends. We hope you can come
to Paris soon, and, when you do, that you can participatefully in what unites us.

Please send your reply to Bataille

59 bis rue de Mareil, Saint-Germain-en-Laye (Seine et Oise)

GEORGES AMBROSINO AND GEORGES BATAILLE To Pierre Andler

Questions
Once more, we are asking you to attend an interview. It will take place on Tuesday 16
August 1938 at 5 pm, at 17 rue Séguier.

Allow us to remind you of the rules of our interviews: no greeting, and no smoking.
The key will be in the door, you can come straight in.

We attach here the questions that willform the basis of our interview, so that you
may think about them.

What does religious experience mean to you? Is that what you wantfor yourself?
And to what degree? In what way?

Do you consider anguish a means ofseeking afulfilled existence? Do you think that
your anguish must lastfor ever? Or do you hope tofindforms ofjoy or mirth as offered
by some mystical ecstasy? Or do you think that you canfind joy, strength and overall
achievement by means other than those offered by mysticism?

What do you imagine doing in order to obtain power? Power over yourselfas well as
real power over another person?

Howfar do you think you should go on the path ofascesis?

[11 August 1938]

PATRICK'WALDBERG The Image of Death

The image of Death is linked to the Passion. It can only appear with any power when
total existence is at stake.

The image of Death, in the world around us, is everywhere distorted. It occurs, terrible
and magnificent, when two lovers in that most intense moment when they arejoined



together; mutually give themselves up to death. Each lover has broken the bonds of habit
that connect them to the world; even the bonds which connect them to the Other have
disappeared. Eachfinds themselfalone; and it is only at that moment that the image of
Death has meaning.

We can only be worthy in theface ofDeath ifwe have mastered the ability to be
alone, ifwe have ceased to exist ‘as afunction’ofeverything in order to exist at last as a
World exists.

For us, as close as our world might seem to the world of Eovers, things are different:
our existence and solitude are conquests, and not a realityfrom which there is no escape.
Once we have conquered the omnipotent hold a World has over itself, once we are
alone — that is to say Masters — then we will have a Masters rights over Death; and

ofall these rights the greatest and most packed with meaning is the right to laugh at
Death. 30 August1938



THE COLLEGE OF SOCIOLOGY

ROGER CAILLOIS

Introduction

Present circumstances would seem to lend themselves particularly well to a critical work
which is concerned with the mutual relations between man’s way of being and societys:
what man expects from society and what society demands of man.

W ithout question, in the last twenty years we have seen one of the most substantial
intellectual upheavals it is possible to imagine.Yet nothing lasting, nothing solid, nothing
with anyfoundation: already it is all crumbling apart and losing its shape, and time has still
only moved on by a single step. But there is an extraordinary and almost inconceivable
degree of unrest: the problems of the day before are every day being called into question,
along with plenty of others that are new, extreme or misleading and are tirelessly being
devised by minds that are prodigiously active but no less prodigiously incapable of
patience or functioning without distraction. In simple terms, here is a source of
production which is entirely overwhelming the market, and out ofall proportion to its
needs and even its capacity for consumption.

In fact, an abundance ofriches and virgin territory has suddenly been opened up to
exploration and even exploitation: dreams, the unconscious and all the various forms of
the marvellous and of excess (the one defining the other). A frantic individualism, which
made a virtue ofscandal, gave it all asort of emotional unity that was almost lyrical. True
enough, this was somewhat beyond what had been intended, but in any case, for all the
things thus given to society there is no pleasure as great as that of provoking it. Here
perhaps should be found the seed ofa contradiction that was to continue to grow until
it came to dominate in a certain key the intellectual practice of our time, that is, writers
awkwardly or arrogantly trying to take part in political struggles and realising that their
personal concerns were so badly at variance with what was required by their cause that
they must very quickly either give in or leave the field.

With regard to both of these contrasting objectives — research into the most
profound of human phenomena and the attention we are obliged to give to social facts
— neither of them can be abandoned without soon feeling a sense of regret. As for
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sacrificing one of them for the other, or hoping it might be possible to pursue them
both at the same time, experience has always shown the serious mistakes that result from
such false solutions. Salvation must come from somewhere else.

For half a century now the human sciences have developed at such a rate that we
have still not become properly aware of the new possibilities they present, let alone had
the time and the courage to apply them to the multiple problems posed by the working
of the instincts and ‘myths’that embody or animate them in today’ society. From this
deficiency stems the significant fact that one whole area of modern collective life, its
most important aspect, being its deepest layers, eludes understanding.This situation not
only has the effect ofsending man back to the hollow potentiality ofhis dreams, but also
of changing the way he perceives the whole range of social phenomena and of
corrupting on principle the maxims ofaction which find within this understanding their
reference and guarantee.

This concern with rediscovering the primordial urges and conflicts of the individual
condition as they become transposed on the social scale is one ofthe key factors that led
to the formation ofthe College of Sociology. Indeed it appeared as the conclusion of
the text which announced the founding of the College and set out its programme, and
must be restated here forthwith:

[Here the N R F text printed points 1to 3 ofthe “Note”,p.216 above.]

Man places the highest value on certain rare, fleeting and violent moments of his
personal experience. The work ofthe College of Sociology begins with this given fact
and endeavours to reveal various equivalent processes, at the very heart of social
existence, in the elementary phenomena of attraction and repulsion which govern it as
well as in its most prominent and important formations, such as churches, armies,
brotherhoods and secret societies.There are three main problem areas which influence
this study, to do with power, the sacred and myths. Resolving them depends not only
on information and exegesis — beyond that, it must also embrace the total activity of
being. Without question this requires that the work be undertaken collectively, with a
seriousness, impartiality and critical rigour that will not only ensure any possible results
will be generally endorsed but also that the research will command respect from the
outset. However, it does conceal a hope ofa quite different order, and one which gives
the undertaking its whole meaning, namely the ambition that the community formed
in this way will go beyond its original plan, moving from the will to knowledge to the
will to power, and become the nucleus of a much larger conspiracy — the deliberate
calculation that this body should find a soul.



MICHEL LEIRIS

The Sacred in Everyday Life

What does the sacred mean for me? More specifically: of what does my sacred
consist? W hat objects, places or circumstances awaken that mixture of fear and
attachment in me, that ambiguous attitude which results when something that is
at once attractive and dangerous, wondrous and cast aside draws near me, that
combination of respect, desire and terror that together represents the
psychological sign of the sacred?

There isno question here of defining my scale ofvalues — with the one that
is most important to me and most sacred, in the usual meaning of the word, at
the top. Rather, it is a matter of searching through some fairly unassuming facts,
extracted from everyday life and located outside ofwhat is nowadays considered
sacred in the official sense (religion, fatherland, morals), to reveal by means of
certain minor details which aspects might allow me to make a qualitative
assessment of my own sacred, and help establish the limit beyond which | know
I am no longer moving in the plane ofordinary things (trivial or serious, pleasant
or painful) but have instead entered a radically different world, as distinct from
the profane world as fire is from water.

It seems clear that everything that captured our imagination during childhood,
and left us with the memory ofsomething that wasjust as disturbing, should be
our first line of enquiry. For out of all the material available to us, this part
extracted from the mists of childhood has some chance of being the least
adulterated.

When I think back to my childhood, | remember first of all various idols,
temples and, more generally, certain sacred places.

In the first instance, there were certain objects which belonged to my father,
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symbols of his power and authority. His flat-brimmed top hat, that he hung on
the coat rack every evening when he returned from the office. His revolver, a
Smith and Wesson with its dangerous cylinder, just like all firearms, but more
attractive to look at for being nickel-plated, aweapon he usually kept in a drawer
ofhis writing-desk or his bedside table and which was the attribute par excellence
of the person who, amongst other duties, was responsible for maintaining the
household and protecting it against burglars. His purse, where he put his gold
coins, a sort of miniature safe that was for a long time the exclusive property of
the provider and which seemed to my brothers and me, right up until the time
when we received one the same as a first communion gift, to be the mark of
manhood.

Another idol was the “Radiant”, a stove adorned with the effigy ofa woman
who resembled the woman in a bust of the Republic. A true spirit ofthe hearth,
enthroned in the dining-room, it was attractive because of the heat it gave out
and the way its coals glowed, but was something to be feared because we knew,
my brothers and I, that if we touched it we would burn ourselves. It was next to
this stove that | was placed, having been carried down during the night when |
woke up in the grip offits ofnervous coughing, which are the symptoms of*“false
croup” and which gave me the feeling — having been attacked by some
supernatural evil of the night, ravaged by a cough that had entered me like a
foreign body — that all at once | had become someone of importance, like a
tragic hero, surrounded as | was by my parents’loving care and concern.

As for places, first ofall there was my parents’bedroom, which took on its full
meaning only at night, when my father and mother were sleeping there — with
the door open, the better for them to watch over their offspring — and where |
could vaguely make out, by the glow ofthe night-light, the great bed, the epitome
of the nocturnal world of nightmares that prowl through our sleep and are like
the dark counterparts of erotic dreams.

The house’ other sacred pole — the left pole, which inclined towards the
illicit, as opposed to my parents’ bedroom which was the right pole,
corresponding to established authority and the sanctum where the clock and my
grandparents’portraits were found — was the toilet, where every evening one of
my brothers and | would lock ourselves in, out of natural necessity, but also to



tell each other, from one day to the next, these sort of serial stories with animal
characters which we took turns in making up.This was the place where we felt
most like accomplices, as we cooked up our schemes and developed an entire,
almost secret mythology, which we resumed every evening, sometimes copying
it out into our school exercise-books, this sustenance of the most truly
imaginative part of our lives.There were animal soldiers, jockeys, pilots for civil
or military aviation, all pitched into contests ofwar or sport, or detective stories.
Shadowy political intrigues with attempted coups d’etat, murders and kidnappings.
Draft constitutions before the setting up of an ideal government. Sentimental
love-affairs played out in utter poverty, and which most often ended up in a happy
marriage, followed by the birth of several children, but without necessarily
excluding a final episode in which one ofthe parents died.The invention ofwar
machines, underground passages, traps and snares (sometimes made using a simple
pit covered with leaves, with sharp cutting blades set into its sides and bristling
with stakes at the bottom, so that anyone who fell in would be chopped to pieces
and impaled). Lots of battles and fierce struggles (on the battlefields or in the
Roman circus).And after each battle, detailed statistics, noting the exact number
of prisoners taken along with the dead and wounded on each of the opposing
sides, the Cats versus the Dogs, for example, in which the former were royalists
and the latter republicans. All of this duly recorded in our exercise-books, in the
form of reports, pictures, maps and sketches, along with summary tables and
genealogical trees.

Apart from all these legends we had made up and our pantheon of heroes,
what was perhaps most clearly marked by the sacred in these long sessions we
spent in the toilet was the very secrecy of our meetings. It goes without saying
that the rest of the family knew we were in there, but, behind the closed door,
no one knew what it was we were talking about. To a certain extent there was
something forbidden in what we were doing, and in fact it was this that got us
told offwhen we stayed shut in for too long.Just like in a“menshouse” on some
South Sea island — where the initiates gather and where, from mouth to mouth
and from generation to generation, secrets and myths are passed on — in that
room that served as our club-house, we endlessly worked on our mythology and
never tired of trying to find answers to the various things that puzzled and



obsessed us about sex. My brother was seated on the great throne, like a higher-
ranking initiate, while 1, the youngest, sat on an ordinary chamber-pot, which
stood in for a neophyte ssimple seat.The flushing mechanism and the hole were
themselves mysterious things, and even quite dangerous (once it happened that
while | was playing at running around the rim of the bowl pretending to be a
circus horse, my foot slipped and got stuck in the hole, and my parents, summoned
to the rescue, then had great difficulty getting it out again); had we been older
and studied more, we would probably not have hesitated to see these elements as
being in direct communication with the gods ofthe underworld.

Compared to the parlour — an Olympus that was closed to us on days when
there were visitors — the lavatory seemed like a cavern, a cave that could be
entered to seek inspiration by putting ourselves in touch with the most opaque
and most subterranean powers. Here, in contrast to the right sacred of parental
majesty, the ambiguous magic of a left sacred could take shape; here too we felt,
in relation to everyone else, more cut off and marginalised, and yet, in the
embryonic secret society we had formed as two brothers, we felt closest to each
other and most in harmony. For us, in short, it was that eminently sacred thing
that is the mark ofany sort of pact — such as the bond of complicity that unites
all the pupils in the same class against their teachers, a bond so firm and
undeniable that, of all the moral imperatives that govern adult consciences, very
few can be compared to the one according to which children forbid themselves
to sneak on one another.

As far as outdoor places are concerned, | remember two that, with the benefit
of hindsight and the knowledge | have since acquired, seem to have been
permeated, for the pious child | was in all other respects, with a sacred character:
the sort of bush country, or no-man s-land, that stretched between the old city
fortifications and the racecourse at Auteuil, and also the track itself.

W hen our mother or our older sister took us for a walk, at times in the Bois
de Boulogne or else in the public gardens adjoining the greenhouses of the city
of Paris, it often happened that we would cross this ill-defined space (in contrast
with the bourgeois world of houses, just as the village — for those belonging to
so-called “savage” societies — can be contrasted with the bush, in other words
the world of shadows, so well suited to all mythical adventures and strange
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encounters, that begins as soon as the precisely laid-out world of the village is
left behind), this “zone” that in all likelihood was alive with cut-throats. So we
were warned, if it should happen that we stopped there to play, to beware of
strangers (in actual fact satyrs, | realise now) who might, under some false pretence
or other, try to lead us offinto the woods. It was a place apart, extremely taboo,
an area strongly marked by the supernatural and the sacred, so different from the
public gardens where everything was planned, organised and neatly raked over,
and where the signs that told us not to walk on the grass, even though they too
were symbols of taboos, could only endow it with a sacred that had grown very
cold indeed!

The other outdoor place that fascinated one of my brothers and me was the
racecourse at Auteuil. From a bridle-path that skirted part ofthe track, my brother
and I could watch the jockeys — in their multicoloured silks on their horses with
gleaming coats — as they jumped a hedge then climbed a grassy ridge beyond
which they disappeared.We knew that it was here that people (the ones we could
see gathered in the stands and who we could hear when they roared and shouted
at the finish), on account ofthese riders in their dazzling finery, placed their bets
and were ruined, like one of my fathers former colleagues, who had once been
a man with “horses and carriage”,but had gambled away his entire fortune and
now often tapped him for a hundred sous when they ran into each other at the
stock exchange. It was the most marvellous of places, because of the spectacle
that occurred there, and the large amounts of money that were won or lost; it
was the most immoral of places, in so far as everything there depended on good
luck or bad, and brought out my fathersthunderous condemnation, since he was
uneasy with the thought that when we were older we might become gamblers
too.

One ofour greatestjoys was when the race was started near to the spot where
we were standing.The starter, in his frock-coat and mounted on a horse that was
muscled like a wrestler, a hefty beast beside the thoroughbreds that were taking
part in the event; scraping at the ground like roosters or swaying like swans, the
group of competing horses gathering for the start; then, after the always difficult
task of getting them to line up, the sudden gallop of the pack and the noise of
the horseshoes on the ground, the subtlest vibrations of which it seemed to us



we could sense.Though | have never had much ofataste for sport, | have retained
from this time an impression ofwonder that makes me see any sporting spectacle
asasort ofritual display.The paraphernalia ofthe jockeys’saddles, the white ropes
ofboxing rings, and all the various preparations: the procession of the horses for
each event, the presentation of opponents before the fight, the job ofthe starter
or the referee; and all the things we picture going on behind the scenes, the rub-
downs, massages and dopings, the special diets and meticulous planning. The
protagonists seem to operate in a world apart, at once closer to the public and
more isolated from it than, for example, actors on a stage. For here nothing is
false: however important the stage performance, the sporting spectacle, with its
theoretically unforeseeable outcome, is a real act and not a sham, all the
eventualities ofwhich duly unfold in accordance with what has been determined
in advance. Because of this there is an infinitely greater participation and at the
same time a much keener awareness of separation, since the individuals we are
separated from here are not simple mannequins — approximate reflections of
ourselves, yet with nothing essentially in common with us — but individuals like
us, every bit as solid as we are, at least, and who could even be us.

During this whole time when we had a passion for the races, my brother and
| often imagined that when we were older we would become jockeys — the way
that so many boys from poorer neighbourhoods might dream ofbecoming racing
cyclists or boxers. Just like the founders of religions, the great revolutionaries or
conquerors, champions seemed to have a destiny, and their dizzying rise to
success, for people who often came from the most deprived strata ofsociety, was
a sign of exceptional luck or magical power — a mana — which enabled them
to jump right up the ladder and achieve a social standing that was, of course,
somewhat marginal, but quite beyond anything ordinary people have any
reasonable rights to expect, no matter what their status from birth. In certain
respects, these figures remind us of shamans, who very often too started out as
being simply deprived, but then took an astonishing revenge on destiny, owing
to the fact that they, and they alone, to the exclusion of others, have certain
connections with the spirits.

Doubtless my brother and | had a vague idea of this, when we pictured
ourselves wearing our jockey silks like some sort of coat of arms or liturgical



vestments, which would have distinguished us from others, whilst at the same
time uniting us with them, in so far as we would have been focal points, supports
for their collective effervescence, the points of convergence and repositories of
their gaze, fixed on us like so many pins to attach their wonder to us. Better than
fatherstop hat, revolver or purse, these thin silk tunics would have been the mark
of our power, our mana that is the special reserve of people who leap every
obstacle while clinging to the underside of their horses’ bellies and expose
themselves victoriously to all dangers when they land.

Alongside the objects, places and events that held such a special attraction for
us (an attraction for everything that seemed cut off from the world we lived in,
such as, for example, a brothel — with all its naked people and the musty smell
of a bath-house — so far removed from the clothed world and fresh air of the
street, even though it was only separated from it by a simple threshold, the taboo
in concrete form imposed on this place of perdition), alongside these | discover
circumstances, facts which are, so to speak, imponderable, that have given me the
acute sense that there exists a separate realm, set to one side and quite different
from anything else, being detached from the bulk of the profane with the same
strange and dazzling crudeness as when, in a night-club with showgirls, the
powdered and depilated bodies suddenly surge to within an inch of the tables
and their sullen, sweating diners. | mean certain facts of language, words which
themselves are open to several interpretations, or words misheard or misread that
suddenly trigger a sort of vertigo when we realise they are not what we first
thought they were. Such words often functioned, in my childhood, as keys, either
because what they sounded like suggested various surprising lines of thought, or
because, when | found out that up until that point | had always mangled them,
then all ofasudden understood them fully, this somehow seemed like a revelation,
like a veil being abruptly torn asunder or the detonation ofa certain truth.

Some of these words, or expressions, are connected to places, circumstances
or images which by their very nature explain the emotive power with which
they were charged. For example, “The Empty Ffouse”, the name my brothers
and | gave to a pile of rocks, grouped together like a sort of natural dolmen, in
the vicinity of Nemours, not far from the house where our parents, several years
running, took us for our summer holidays. “The empty house”: it sounds like



how our voices sounded beneath the granite vault; it evokes the idea of the
deserted home ofsome giant, or atemple of impressive proportions hewn from
asingle rock and left in a state of considerable ruin.

Likewise, a word that belongs strictly to the sacred is a proper noun such as
the name Rebecca, learned in Religious Education, and for me evoking a
typically biblical image: a woman with bronzed face and arms, in a long tunic
with afull veil over her head, with apitcher on her shoulder and her elbow resting
on the wells edge. In this instance, the name itself worked in a specific way,
making me think, on the one hand, of something sweet and full of flavour, like
raisins or muscat grapes; on the other hand, something hard and unyielding, from
the initial “R ” and especially the “...cca”,something of which | still find today
in words such as “Mecca” or “impeccable”.

Finally, another vocable was at one time for me endowed with the magical
properties ofa password or an abracadabra: the exclamation “Baoukta!”,invented
by my eldest brother as awar-cry for when we were playing Cowboys and Indians
and he took the part ofthe brave and valiant chief.W hat struck me here, as with
the name Rebecca, was in particular the word’ exotic appeal, the strangeness it
embodied; aword like this could have belonged to the Martian language or the
language of demons, or again even been wrested from a special vocabulary, laden
with hidden meaning, whose secret was known only to my eldest brother, the
high priest.

Apart from these words which — if | can put it this way — spoke to me by
themselves, there were other aspects of language that imparted the vague sense
ofthat kind of displacement or deviation which still signifies for me the passage
from a general state to a more privileged, crystalline and remarkable state, the
gradual shift from a profane state to a sacred state. It is, in fact, a question ofvery
tiny disclosures: corrections ofhearing or reading which, by bringing two variants
of the same word together, cause a special disorder to emerge from this
divergence. It could be said that language has become twisted here and that in
the tiny gap that separates the two words — both ofwhich having become filled
with strangeness at the moment, now, when | compared them to each other (as
ifeach one was only the other in amangled or twisted form) — a breach opened
up sufficient to let in aworld of revelations.



I remember that one day, when playing with my lead soldiers, | dropped one
of them, picked it up and, seeing that it wasnt broken, exclaimed:
Reusement]”1W hereupon someone who was there, my mother, sister or eldest
brother, pointed out that its not pronounced “reusement” but “heureusement”,
which seemed to me to be an astounding discovery In the same way, from the
moment | learned that the name Mo'ise [Moses] was not pronounced “Moisse”, as
I had always thought when, still only being able to read very badly, | was learning
Religious Education, these two words took on apeculiarly disturbing resonance
for me: “Mo'ise”, “Moisse”, the very image of his cradle, perhaps because of the
word “osier” (which the first word resembles), orjust because | had already heard,
but without noticing it, certain cradles being called“moises”. Later, when learning
the names ofthe French departements, | could never read the name Seine-et-Oise
without atwinge ofemotion, because that earlier reading error ofa name in the
Bible had for ever, in my mind, attached a certain special value to all the words
that more or less resembled “Mo'ise” or “Moisse”.

In a manner analogous to the way in which the word “reusement” was
contrasted for me with its corrected form “heureusement”, my brothers and |
would make the distinction, in the area of countryside where we went on holiday
with our parents,between the sablonniére [sand-pit] and the sabliére [sand quarry],
two sandy places that hardly differed from each other apart from the hugely
greater size of the second. Later on, we enjoyed a pleasure similar to what could
be gained from our so-called “Byzantine” discussions, by giving names to the two
different types ofpaper aeroplanes we used to make, with one being the rectilinear
kind and the other the curvilinear. In doing this we were acting as ritualists, for
whom the sacred is ultimately resolved into a subtle system of fine distinctions,
minutiae and points of etiquette.

If | compare these various things — the top hat, signifying my father’
authority; the Smith and Wesson, signifying his courage and strength; the purse,
signifying the wealth | attributed to him by way ofthe fact that he was the bread-
winner for the household; the stove, that could burn you even though, in
principle, it was the protective spirit of the hearth; my parents’bedroom, which
was the epitome ofthe night; the toilet, in the secrecy ofwhich we swapped our
mythological stories and theories on various things to do with sex; the dangerous



area, that extended out beyond the fortifications; the racecourse, where enormous
sums of money were staked on the luck or skill of characters in special outfits
with their marvellous gestures; the windows opened, by certain elements of
language, on to a world where a person could easily lose their footing — if |
gather together all these things taken from what was, for the time when | was a
child, my everyday life, then bit by bit | can see an image taking shape of what,
for me, is the sacred.

Something marvellous, like the different attributes of my father or the great
house made of rocks. Something strange, like the clothes the jockeys wore for
the race, or certain exotic-sounding words. Something dangerous, like the red-
hot coals or the scrubland of bush and thickets scattered with prowlers.
Something ambiguous, like the coughing fits that bring on rending pains but also
transform the sufferer into a tragic hero. Something forbidden, like the parlour
where the adults perform their rituals. Something secret, like the conventicles
held amidst the stench of the lavatory. Something dizzying, like the leaps of
galloping horses or the false-bottomed boxes oflanguage. Something that, when
all is said and done, | can scarcely conceive of otherwise unless it is marked, in
some way or another, by the supernatural.

Ifone of the most “sacred” aims a man can set himselfis to acquire as precise
and intense an understanding ofhimselfas is possible, then it seems desirable that
each ofus, by scrutinising our memories with the greatest possible honesty, should
examine whether we can discover some sigh amongst them that might enable us
to discern for our part which colour holds the very notion ofsacred.



GEORGES BATAILLE

The Sorcerers Apprentice

This text is not exactly a sociological study as such, but rather it sets out to define
apoint of view so that sociological results may be obtained in response to more
virile concerns than those which typically inform the specialised approach
employed in science. In fact, it is difficult for sociology to avoid the criticisms
applied to pure science, specifically that it is aphenomenon of dissociation. If the
social fact alone is considered to represent the totality of existence, and if science
is an activity that tends to fragment, then a science that contemplates the social
fact is unable to achieve its objectives, since the action of attaining them would
require the negation of its own principles. Sociological science must therefore
operate under conditions different from those which prevail in scientific
disciplines devoted to the study of dissociated aspects of nature. Its development,
particularly in France, seems to have been directed by those who have in mind
the coincidence ofsocial and religious facts. Nevertheless, the results obtained by
French sociology risk coming to naught if the question of totality is not posed in
all its magnitude. [GB]

I. ABSENCE OF NEED MORE REGRETTABLE
THAN ABSENCE OF SATISFACTION

A man is burdened with a great many needs which must be satisfied so that
he may avoid distress. At the same time he may be afflicted by some complaint
and yet be unaware ofany suffering. Misfortune may deprive him ofthe means
of satisfying his needs, but he is no less affected when it is an elementary need
itselfthat is denied him.The loss ofvirility generally entails neither suffering
nor distress — it is not in this case his loss of satisfaction that diminishes such



aman — yet even so, it is a deficiency widely dreaded as a calamity

There is therefore an initial level of suffering, although not felt by those
who are affected; it is painful only for those who must face the threat ofsome
future mutilation.

Consumption, which destroys the lungs without causing suffering, is
undeniably one ofthe most pernicious diseases;1the same may be said for all
ailments that make their attacks surreptitiously so that there is no possibility
ofaperson knowing they are affected. Perhaps the worst ofall the ills afflicting
mankind is the reduction of its existence to the condition of a servile organ.
It is not generally acknowledged that becoming a politician, a writer or a
scientist is akin to an act of despair, and that so doing also makes it impossible
to remedy the inadequacy which is felt by those who have renounced any
aim of becoming a whole man in order to become nothing more than a
function2ofhuman society.

Il. MAN DEPRIVED OF THE NEED TO BE MAN

The harm would be less widely felt if it affected only a limited number of
unfortunate sufferers. The one who mistakes the fame of his literary works
for the fulfilment of his destiny may thus delude himselfwithout human life
asawhole being dragged into a general decline. But outside ofscience, politics
and art nothing is deemed to exist, and these moreover only in isolation, each
for itself, like so many servants ofa dead master.

With most activity subordinated to useful production, and with any
substantial change seen as an impossibility, man is all too inclined to regard
the slavery of work as a boundary he must not overstep. Nevertheless, the
absurdity of such an empty existence obliges the slave to accomplish his
production by means ofaresponse which is faithful to what art, or politics or
science asks him to be and to believe: and so he finds there everything he
considers worthwhile in terms ofhuman destiny.The ‘great men’who practise
in these areas thereby define a limit for everyone else, and even though they
are half dead there is no hint of a wake-up call attached to this suffering,



merely aslight sense ofdepression (which is almost agreeable ifit is coexistent
with the memory oftensions that in the end proved to be disappointing).

Man is free to love nothing, because the causeless and aimless universe that
gave him life has not necessarily granted him an acceptable destiny. But the
man who fears human destiny, who cannot tolerate its interlocking system of
greed, crime and misery, cannot be virile either. Ifhe turns away from himself,
there is no justification for his endless, tiresome complaining. His existence is
endurable only on condition that he forgets what it really consists of. Artists,
politicians and scientists have been charged with lying to him; those who most
dominate existence are almost always the ones who he best to themselves, and
consequently the ones who lie best to others. Under these conditions, virility
declines, as too does our love for human destiny. Ah exercises in subterfuge
are welcomed in order to distance us from the heroic and fascinating image
our fate presents: in aworld where the need to be a man does not apply, it is
only the useful man who may exhibit his unappealing face.

But although this absence of need is the worst possible outcome, it is
perceived as a blessing. Its harmfulness only becomes apparent if the
persistence of his “amorfati ” makes a man a stranger to the present world.

IN.THE MAN OF SCIENCE

The “man deprived by fear of the need to be aman” is the one who has put
his greatest hopes in science. He has renounced the totality his actions possessed
at the time when he aspired to live out his destiny. For scientific acts must be
autonomous, and scientists exclude from their work any human interest
besides the desire for knowledge. A man who shoulders the burden ofscience
has exchanged an involvement with human destiny for one concerned only
with discovering truth. He moves from the totality to the part, and serving
this part requires that the rest counts for nothing. Science is a function that
developed only after it took the place of the destiny it should have served. As
long as it was a servant it lacked all power.

Paradoxically then, here is a function which could only be fulfilled by
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presuming to become an end in itself.

The body ofknowledge that man has it his disposal is all the consequence
of similar deceptions, and while it is true that the human realm has been
enhanced, it has been for the benefit of an invalid existence.*

*It does not follow that science must be rejected... Only its moral depredations
are criticised here, but it isnot impossible to dispute them, and so far as sociology
is concerned, the principle of knowledge even makes such a contravention a
necessity, (cf. prefatory note, p.290)

IV. THE MAN OF FICTION

The function assumed by art is more equivocal. It seems that the writer or
artist does not always have to accept the renunciation of existence, and what
they relinquish is more difficult to pinpoint than in the case of scientists.
Compared with scientific laws, what art and literature express is less like a
headless chicken running about; instead, the disturbing figures they concoct,
so contrary to a methodically represented reality, only appear after having been
tricked out in all their shocking seductiveness. W hat do they signify, these
painted or written phantoms, which have been raised up in order to make the
world in which we have awakened slightly less unworthy of being haunted
by our idle existences? In the imagination, all images arefalse. False with alie
that no longer knows either hesitation or shame. The two essential elements
of life thus find themselves strictly separated; truth as pursued by science is
only true when emptied of meaning, and nothing possesses meaning unless it
be fiction.

The servants of science have excluded human destiny from the realm of
truth, while those who serve art have given up on fashioning a true world out
ofwhat an anxious destiny compels them to produce. But for all that, it is not
easy to escape the necessity of attaining a real, rather than a fictive life. These
servants ofart can accept a fugitive and shadowy existence for the beings they
create, but they themselves are obliged as living beings to enter the realm of
truth, money, fame and social position. As a result it is impossible for them to



live a life that is anything but lame. They frequently believe themselves
possessed by what they imagine, but what has no true existence can possess
nothing: they are only really possessed by their careers. In place of the gods,
who could possess him from outside, Romanticism has substituted the
miserable destiny of the poet, but he is left no less lame as a result.
Romanticism has only made it possible for misery to become a new sort of
career, and makes the lies ofthose it did not kill all the more excruciating.

V. FICTION IN SERVICE TO ACTION

The hypocrisy associated with a career, and, more generally, with the ego of
the artist or writer, prompts him to engage his creations in the service ofsome
more solid reality. Ifit is true that art and literature do not constitute a world
that is sufficient in and of itself, then they can at least be made a subject ofthe
real world by contributing to the glory of Church or State, or, ifthis isaworld
divided by factions, to religious or political action and propaganda. In such a
case, however, they amount to no more than a service or an adornment to
something else.Were the institutions thus served themselves troubled by the
contradictory flows of destiny, art might encounter the possibility of serving
and expressing amore profound existence. However, when it is a question of
organisations whose interests are linked to circumstance, to particular
communities, then art introduces a confusion between profound existence
and partisan action which sometimes shocks even the partisans.

Most often, human destiny can only be lived through fiction. Even so, the
man of fiction suffers from not fulfilling in himself the destiny he describes;
he suffers because he escapes fiction only to find himselfbound by his career.
Hence he attempts to bring the phantoms that haunt him into the real world.
As soon as they belong to the world made real through action, however, or
when the author links them to some particular truth, they lose their privileged
quality of representing human existence as a whole: they are no longer
anything but tedious reflections of a fragmented world.



V. THE MAN OF ACTION

Ifthe truth revealed by science is stripped ofhuman meaning, and ifthefictions
of the mind alone correspond to manswill in all its strangeness, then these
fictions must be made true in order for this will to be fully realised. He who is
possessed by a need to create is only feeling the need to be a man, but he
forsakes this need if he forsakes the creation ofanything apart from fantasies
and lies. He remains virile only while seeking to make reality conform to
what he thinks; all his strength urges him to subject to the vagaries of his
dreams the disappointing world in which he finds himself.

However, this necessity most often appears only in an obscure form. It
seems futile to be content with simply reflecting reality in the way science
does, and equally futile to seek to escape it by means of fiction. Action alone
proposes to transform the world, in other words, to make it resemble the
dream. “Act”: this word resounds in our ears like the trumpet-blasts before
the walls ofJericho. No other imperative is more harshly effective, and the
necessity to move to action is immediately and unconditionally imposed on
whoever hears it.Yet if he expects his will to be realised quickly by his actions,
he soon meets with unforeseen consequences.The novice discovers that the
will whose action proves most effective is the will that limits itself to only
dismal dreams. He accepts this, then gradually comes to understand that the
only thing he has gained from action is the benefit of having acted. He
believed he could transform the world in accordance with his dreams, but all
he achieved was to transform his dreams in line with the most impoverished
reality: all he can do is stifle his own will — in order to be able TOACT.

VIl. POWERLESS TO CHANGE THE WORLD,
ACTION IS CHANGED BY IT

The first renunciation that action requires of he who wishes to act is that he
reduce his dream to the proportions dictated by science. Any concern with



providing a field of action for human destiny outside of fiction is scorned by
political theorists. Such a concern cannot be ruled out in the case of actions
undertaken by extreme parties who expect their militants to put their lives at
stake, but a man’s destiny does not become real simply because he fights. It is
also necessary for this destiny to merge with that of the forces within whose
ranks he faces death.Yet the theoreticians, having this destiny at their disposal,
reduce it to equal well-being for all. The language ofaction accepts only one
formula as being in conformity with the rational principles that govern
science, and this ensures it remains detached from human life. No one
imagines that a political act can be defined and personified like those of the
heroes of legend. For the theorists, only the fair division of material and
cultural goods can assuage their fixation with avoiding anything resembling
the human face and its expressions of either avid desire or joyful defiance in
the face of death.They are fully convinced ofhow objectionable it would be
to address the struggling masses as if they were a crowd of already dying
heroes. Consequently they speak only using the language of self-interest to
those who are, one way or another, even now streaming with the blood of
their own wounds.

Men of action follow or serve that which exists. If their action is a revolt,
they are still following that which exists when they get killed in the attempt to
destroy it. Such individuals become possessed by human destiny during the
act of destruction, but it is lost to them as soon as they are left with nothing
but the will to order their faceless world. Scarcely has the destruction been
accomplished than they find themselves, along with any who follow them, at
the mercy ofwhat they have destroyed, and which then begins to reconstruct
itself. Dreams that science and reason have reduced to empty formulas, these
amorphous dreams, cease to be anything more than the dust stirred up by
ACTION as it passes by. Thus enslaved, and at the same time destroying
everything that does not yield to a necessity to which they themselves submit
before all others, men of action blindly abandon themselves to the current
that sweeps them along and which is only hastened further by their futile
agitation.



VIIl. DISSOCIATED EXISTENCE

Existence, when thus broken up into three parts, has ceased to be existence; it
is only art or science or politics. W here once it was a primitive simplicity that
made men dominant, now there are only scientists, politicians and artists, who
have all subscribed to the same condition: they have renounced their existence
in exchange for a function. Some scientists have artistic or political concerns,
and certain politicians and artists are not entirely restricted to their own realms
ofinterest, but three infirmities added together do not constitute afully viable
man. Such an assortment ofabilities and areas ofexpertise has little to do with
atotality of existence — which could no more be cut into independent parts
than could a living body. Life is the virile unity ofthe elements ofwhich it is
composed. It has the simplicity of an axe-blow.

IX. FULL EXISTENCE AND THE IMAGE OF THE BELOVED

Simple, solid existence, not yet destroyed by servility to function, is possible
only to the extent that it ceases to be subordinated to some particular project,
such as action, depiction or measurement: it depends on the image of destiny,
and feels silently in accord with this seductive and dangerous myth. A human
being becomes dissociated when he devotes himselfto some useful work that is
meaningless in itself: he cannot then discover the whole and seductive fullness
of total existence.Virility is nothing less than the expression of this principle:
that when aman no longer has the power to respond to an image of desirable
nudity, he recognises his loss ofvirile integrity. And just as virility is linked to
the attraction of a naked body, full existence is linked with any image which
arouses hope and dread. In this world of dissolution, the BELOVED has become
the only power that has retained the ability to return us to the warmth oflife.
If this world were not being endlessly criss-crossed by the convulsive
movements of individuals in search of one another, were it not transfigured
by the face ‘whose absence brings pain’, it would appear ajoke to those who



have been born here: human existence would resemble only a memory, or a
documentary film about ‘primitive’countries.We must dismiss fiction with a
gesture of irritation. W hat remains in our innermost being as regards loss,
tragedy and that ‘blinding marvel’, can only now be found in bed. It is true
that the dust of complacency and the cares of the dissociated intrude upon
bedroomsjust as they do everywhere else; yet there are still bedrooms that are
locked, and in the almost limitless void of the mind they are so many islands
where images of life may be recomposed.

X. ILLUSORY CHARACTER OF THE BELOVED

At first, the image of the beloved appears with an unstable brilliance. It
illuminates and at the same time arouses fear in whoever holds it in view. Ifa
man is primarily absorbed with his own function he puts the image from his
mind and smiles at his childish excitement. A man who has become ‘serious’
believes that existence can be easily found anywhere else than in the response
such an appeal requires of him.Yet even if some other, less plodding man
should allow himself to be burned by this fearful seduction, he must
nevertheless acknowledge that the image is only illusory.

Because living, on its own, is enough to oppose it. Eating, sleeping and
speaking empty it of meaning. W hen a man meets a woman and it becomes
evident to him that this is his destiny, what then seizes hold ofhim like some
silent tragedy is incompatible with this woman’necessary daily activities.The
image of the beloved in which destiny has, for a moment, been brought to
life, has been projected into a world in which this daily disruption can play
no part. The woman a man is drawn to as if towards the very incarnation of
his human destiny does not belong to this realm where money exerts
influence. Her sweetness eludes the real world she passes through, for she can
be no more confined than a dream. Misfortune would ravage the spirit of
anyone who let himselfbe possessed by the need to capture her. Her reality is
as vacillating as a flickering light, but the dark inflames it.



Xl. THE TRUE WORLD OF LOVERS

However, the first uncertain appearance ofthese two lovers who join together
on their night of destiny is not of the same order as the illusions seen in the
theatre or in books.Theatre and literature cannot by themselves create a world
where beingsfind each other. Even the most lacerating visions presented by art
have never done more than create a fleeting link between those they have
touched. If lovers meet in such a setting they must content themselves with
expressing what they have felt in sentences, substituting comparison and
analysis for communicable reactions. Real lovers, on the other hand, find
common understanding even in the most profound silence, their every
movement charged with aburning passion that has the power to bring ecstasy.
Itwould be pointless to deny that the furnace thus lit constitutes a real world,
the world in which lovers find one another as they had first appeared, when
each assumed the thrilling form of the other’s destiny. So it is that the
tempestuous currents oflove make true what at first was only an illusion.

The obstacle encountered by actions that are fragmentary and detached
from others — actions that are oblivious to dream — is thus surmounted
when two people unite their bodies in love. Shadows pursued to the point of
embrace are every bit as marvellous as the far-flung creatures oflegend. The
sudden appearance of a woman belongs almost to the tumultuous world of
dreams, but possession plunges this dream-figure, naked and drowning in
pleasure, into the narrowly real world ofthe bed-chamber.

The happy act is ‘sister to the dream’in the very bed where the secret of
life is revealed to knowledge. And knowledge is the ecstatic discovery of
human destiny in this protected space where science, just as much as art or
practical action, has lost any possibility of offering even a fragmentary meaning
to existence.*

*This description ofthe ‘world oflovers’has, however, only a demonstrative value.
It is aworld that signifies one of the rare possibilities offered by daily life, and its
realisation presents something far less distanced from the totality ofexistence than
is the case with the worlds ofart, politics or science. Even so, it does not complete



human life. At the same time it would be erroneous to consider it as the
prototypical form of society. The idea that the couple is the basic social unit has
had to be abandoned and for reasons that would appear to be conclusive.

XI1l. AGGREGATIONS OF CHANCE

Renouncing the dream, and the practical will of the man of action, are not
the only ways to touch the real world. The world of lovers is no less true than
the world of politics. The totality of existence is even absorbed by it, which
politics is unable to do. Its essential qualities are not those ofthe fragmentary,
empty world of practical action but those relating to human life before it has
been reduced to servility: the world of lovers, like life itself, is constructed
upon the aggregation ofchance events which provide the response anticipated by an
avid and powerful will to be.

What determines how the beloved is selected — so that even the logical
acknowledgement that another choice might be possible fills one with horror
— can in fact be reduced to a series of chance events. Simple coincidences
arrange the encounter and mould the female figure of destiny so that a man
feels bound to it, sometimes to the point of death. The value of this figure
depends on long-standing and obsessive expectations which are so difficult
to satisfy that they paint the beloved with the colours of the greatest good
fortune. The fate of the stakes in a card-game is decided by a particular
configuration ofthe cards; an unexpected encounter can rearrange existence
in the same way as an unusually lucky hand. However, even the perfect hand
is worthless unless it appears at a point in the game where it can be used to
take possession of the pot. The winning hand is only an arbitrary
combination; the desire to win, and winning itself, is what makes it real. Only
consequences grant truth to a configuration of lucky circumstances that would
otherwise be meaningless had they not been chosen according to some human
caprice. The encounter with a woman would elicit no more than an
aesthetically pleasing emotion devoid of the desire or will to possess her, or
to make true what her appearance seemed to signify. Once won, or lost, the
fugitive image of destiny ceases to be arandom figure and instead enters into



reality, that impediment to fate.

Truth is thus conditional upon there being an “avid and powerful will to
be”,but an isolated individual can never have the power to create aworld (he
makes the attempt only ifhe himselfis in the grip of forces that alienate him,
that make him mad); a coincidence ofwills isjust as necessary for the birth of
human worlds as coincidences ofchance. Only the agreement between lovers,
like that between players at a gaming table, creates the living reality of what
remain somewhat formless correspondences (ifthe agreement is missing then
unhappiness, in which love nevertheless remains real, is the inevitable
consequence of a first act of complicity). The accord between two, or many,
adds to the general belief that validates the images and configurations |
described earlier. The meaning oflove is determined in legends that illustrate
the fate oflovers in the minds of everyone.

This “avid will to be”, precisely because it is communal, is not at all similar
though to the will that contemplates or intervenes. It is a will that resembles a
blind recklessness in the face of death and entrusts itselffor the most part, like a
man caught in a deadly shoot-out, to chance. Only a random act is capable of
producing the response an undeclared passion hopes to obtain from the
fortuitous appearance of‘aggregations’.An outstanding card-game counts for
nothing ifthe cards were not shuffled and cut; had they been pre-arranged in a
set order that would amount to cheating.The players decisions too must be based
on chance, and must be made in ignorance ofthe cards his partners are holding.
The secret power possessed by those who are loved and the value that results when
theyjoin together must no longer follow from decisions or intentions that have
been fixed in advance. It is true that, while disregarding the institutions of
marriage and prostitution, the world of lovers is even more given to cheating
than that of gambling. Between the ingenuous encounters of individuals
incapable of ulterior motives, and the shameless flirtations of those relentlessly
set on schemes and cheating, there are no precise boundaries, only a great
number of nuanced degrees. Only the unselfconscious and the guileless have
the power to conquer the miraculous world in which lovers find themselves.

Luck and chance — together competing for life against teleological



determination and subjection to the rule of means and ends — thus win the
conflict and, with divine ardour, appear to carry off the prize. Intelligent
thought long ago ceased to imagine the universe as being in the power of
some prescient reason; existence, when it measures itselfagainst the starry sky
or against death, recognises that it is at the mercy ofchance. It recognises itself
in all its magnificence, made in the image of a universe unsullied by the
defilements of merit or intention.

XI1l. DESTINY AND MYTH

It is impossible to contemplate, without falling into considerable anguish, how
the mass of people tend to recoil from the ‘abominable’realm of chance, the
same mass, in fact, who require that an assured life should depend only on
calculation and appropriate decision-making. The life “that measures itself
only against death” eludes those who have lost the taste for burning in “flames
of hope and dread”, in the way that lovers and gamblers do. Human destiny
requires that capricious chance be in charge: reason would substitute for luck3s
luxuriant foliage, and in place ofa great adventure to be lived, only a correct,
but empty solution to the difficulties of existence. Actions undertaken with
some rational end in mind are nothing more than slavish and submissive
responses to necessity. Only actions undertaken in pursuit ofchances seductive
images respond to the need to live like a flame. It is human to be on fire in
this way, to be consumed to the point of suicide at the baccarat table, and
although cards may well be only the tokens of an impoverished version of
good or bad luck, what they depict, and what winning or losing money
depends on, at least has the virtue of signifying destiny (the queen of spades
sometimes signifies death). It is not human, on the other hand, to abandon
existence in favour of a chain of useful acts, even though some part of our
human abilities must inevitably be devoted to avoiding various sufferings, such
as hunger, cold and social constraints. Life, the life which escapes servitude,
gambles itself; in other words, it stakes itself on the luck it encounters.

Life gambles itself: destiny’s project is realised. W hat was only a figure in a



dream becomes myth. And a living myth, of the sort dusty intellects consider
to be dead, or an amusing error based on simple ignorance; the myth-lie
represents destiny and becomes being. Not the being that rational philosophy
betrays by defining it as immutable, but the being who is described by both a
fore- and a surname; then the double being, abandoned in its endless
embraces; and finally, the collective being that “tortures, decapitates and goes
to war”.

The person who is incapable of being satisfied by art, science or politics
still has myth at his disposal. W hilst love constitutes a world in itself, it leaves
intact everything that is outside it. The experience oflove even enhances the
awareness of pain: it intensifies the unease and powerful sense of emptiness
that result from contact with a society in disintegration.To one who has been
broken by every such trial, myth alone returns the full and abundant image
that may be extended to the community in which men gather together. Myth
alone enters the bodies of those it binds together and asks of them the same
expectation. It is the quickening of every dance; it brings existence ‘to its
boiling point’; it communicates the tragic emotion that makes its sacred
intimacy accessible. For myth is not only the divine figure of destiny and the
world in which this figure moves: it cannot be separated from the community
to which it belongs and which ritually takes possession of its kingdom. It
would be fiction if the accord a people manifests in the agitation of a festival
were not thereby made the vital human reality. Myth is fable too perhaps, but
this fable is situated in opposition to fiction, as can be seen by the people who
dance it, act it, and for whom it is a living truth. A community that does not
consummate the ritual possession of its myths only possesses a truth that is in
decline: it is living to the extent that its will to be animates the mythical
chances that represent its inner existence. A myth cannot then be compared
to the scattered fragments ofsome whole that has broken apart. It is dependent
on a total existence, and is its tangible expression.

Myth ritually lived reveals true being, no less: here life appears no less
terrifying, and no less beautiful, than the beloved woman lying naked on the
bed.The half-light of the sacred place that contains the real presence is more
oppressive than the light in the room that encloses the lovers; what is offered
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to knowledge in the sacred place is just as removed from the science of
laboratories as what takes place in the bedroom. Human existence when it is
brought to the sacred place encounters the figure ofdestiny fixed by the whim
ofchance: the determining laws defined by science are the opposite ofthis game
of fantasy that is life. This game turns away from science and intersects with
the delirium that engenders images in art, but whereas art acknowledges the
final reality and the superior character of the real world that constrains man,
myth enters into human existence with a force that obliges inferior reality to
submit to its rule.

XIV. THE SORCERER’SAPPRENTICE

Itis true that returning to this old dwelling-place of mankinds is perhaps the
most anxious moment in a life devoted to a succession of deceptive illusions.
Even when approached by this unlikely route, the old dwelling-place ofmyth
seems just as deserted as ‘picturesque’temple ruins, because this idea of myth
as an expression of the totality of existence is not based upon present-day
experience. Only the past, or the civilisations of‘backward peoples’,has made
possible the knowledge, if not the possession, ofaworld that seems nowadays
inaccessible. It might be that a total existence is now no more than a simple
dream for us, nourished by historical descriptions and the secret urging ofour
passions. Human beings today may only be able to make themselves masters
of the scrapheap ofthe ruins of existence.This acknowledged truth, however,
seems immediately to be at the mercy of the lucidity that is invoked by the
need to live. At the very least, a first experience will need to have resulted in
failure before the denier ofthis ‘truth’earns himselfthe right to sleep his denial
guarantees. A methodical description of the experience to be attempted
shows, moreover, that all it requires is realistic conditions. The ‘sorcerer?
apprentice’,first ofall, does not encounter demands which differ in any respect
from those found on the difficult path of art. The inflexible figures of myth
are not excluded from determined intention any more than the
inconsequential figures offiction; the requirements of mythological invention



are simply more rigorous.They do not, as a rudimentary notion would have
it, reflect some obscure faculties of collective invention; but they would decline
to recognise any value in figures in which the part that is intentional had not
been set aside with the rigour peculiar to the sense ofthe sacred. From start to
finish, in fact, the ‘sorcerersapprentice’must become completely familiarised
with this rigour (supposing that it does not correspond to his own most
intimate imperative). Secrecy is no less essential, in this domain he is moving
into, than it is to the transports oferoticism (the total world ofmyth, the world
of being, is separated from the dissociated world by the same boundaries that
separate the sacred from the profane). A ‘secret society’is indeed the name of
the social reality these initiatives create. However, this romantic expression
should not be understood, as it usually is, in the vulgar sense ofa“conspiracy
society”. For the secret relates to the seductive reality which constitutes
existence, not some act that is contrary to the security of the State. Myth is
born in ritual acts hidden from the static vulgarity of a disintegrated society,
but the violent dynamic associated with it has no other object than the return
to a lost totality: even though it is true that its repercussions are decisive and
transform the face ofthe world (whereas party political action gets lost in the
quicksand of contradictory words), its political repercussions cannot be other
than the result of existence. The vagueness of such projects is only an
expression ofhow disconcertingly new the direction is that is necessary at the
paradoxical moment of despair.



Drawing by André Masson found among
Laure's papers after her death.
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CHRONOLOGY

1938

9 September. Bataille and Ambrosino summon
Chavy to an interview on the following day at
6.15 pm at the Café Le Firmament, on rue du
Quatre-Septembre (a first interview had likely
occurred at the Café Le Bouquet de Grenelle,
Avenue de la Motte-Picquet). The topic is the
same questionnaire given to Andler on 16
August, «57.1

17 September. Chavy issummoned to the Café
Le Firmament at 2.30 pm for a further inter-
view.2

18 September. Daladier agrees to join
Chamberlain in the appeasement policy over
the threatened German annexation of German-
speaking parts of Czechoslovakia, the so-called
"Sudetenland"”, events which are reflected on
in #62.

19 September. The second stage of Waldberg's
adeption takes place at 9 pm, at 39 rue
Dauphine.

24september. Ambrosino and Bataille arrange
another interview with Andler, at the Café Le
Firmament, at 2.30 pm.

25 September. Bataille sends Rollin two texts,
one of which is "Twenty Propositions on the
Death of God", a version of #65. Andler's
undated and unpublished text, "Propositions
on the Death of God", is a response to Bataille's
text that was circulated within the Society.

28 september. Waldberg's induction ceremony

takes place at night in the forest of Marly, as
described in #68. The procedure for it by

Bataille, #67, is preceded by two texts:
"Degrees”, which outlines three stages of
initiation with the secret names of larva, mute
and prodigal; and Nietzsche's "Hard school”,
both in #66.

29 September. A general meeting of Acéphale
is held at 39 rue Dauphine, *eg. The question
of the Society's position with regard to the war
is discussed, and how it differed from that of
the Surrealists.

Chamberlain, Daladier, Hitler and Mussolini
sign the Munich Agreement, the treaty which
permitted Nazi Germany's annexation of the
Sudetenland. Opinion polls in France show the
population overwhelmingly in favour of the
settlement, while a Catholic demonstration in
Vienna ends with the crowd chanting "Jesus is
our Fiihrer!" The Second World War is declared
less than ayear later.

October. Probable date of a letter from Laure
to Bataille concerning a long-term affair he has
been conducting with awoman (probably Dora
Maar or Isabelle Farner) who had been involved
with the meetings in the forest, which Laure
has always avoided: "I know everything that
you have been doing for more than a year,
everything, before and after Sicily, everything
that crystallised around someone who was the
image of your dream, a shattering dream that
can shatter everything, a dream that escapes
all the everyday banalities [...]: awell-organised
adultery, planned, careful and clever, and it
burned because secret [..] Never, do you



Patrick Waldberg and Robert Folio*
(Saint-Paul), ¢.1933.

understand, will she be able to touch what we
share between us. [...] | would come and help
you organise these trysts. Iwill remain perfectly
calm and happy, | will show you."3

2 (or 11) October. Andler requests an interview
with Ambrosino and Kelemen.

7 October. Drafting of the "Declaration on the
International Crisis", 075, atext by the College
which attacks the resigned attitude of the
Western democracies to the Munich
Agreement. Signed by Bataille, Caillois and
Leiris, it appears in the NRF on 1 November.
Bataille returns to the Czech crisis in his lecture
"The Structure of the Democracies and the
Crisis of September 1938", given to the College
on 13 December.

8 to 20 October. Bataille addresses a "Note",
e 71, to Ambrosino, Andler, Chavy, Chenon,
Dussat, Kelemen and Waldberg which
describes a critical moment within Acéphale. In
order to combat the apathy he sees affecting
the secret society, Bataille proposes that the
members accept the concept of the
"disagreeable”. The debate within the Society
on this point can be traced through texts by
Andler and Dussat not included here but which
are summarised in the Commentary.

10 October. Bataille's text to the members of
Acéphale, "Instructions Concerning the
Encounter of 10 October 1938", ®72, about
what was probably Koch's first outing to the
forest after he had signed the oath of silence in
the Place de la Concorde. According to his
memory of it, the light was "neither that of
summer nor winter".



COMMENTARIES

ACEPHALE [MG]

Acéphale's activities continued unabated, and the texts in this section very much follow
on from those in the previous one. The idea of "a single sessional meeting, a long one,
covering the period from July to September”, as mentioned at the meeting of 25 July,
#51, was, however, abandoned. The need to go beyond the phase of a "still embryonic
cohesion” meant activities had to be brought forward to the end of July so asto put the
Society on a new, more urgent footing. Even so, there are very few texts by adepts from
this time (only Andler), whereas the meetings, both individual (two interviews, likewise
with Andler, one on 24 September, and the other requested by him on 2, or 11, October)
and collective, followed in quick succession so that it appears it was in this autumn of
1938 that the community's "being for itself" attained its high point. This strengthening
of communal unity though seems only to have emphasised its shortcomings. According
to Bataille in his "Note" of 8 October, #71, the group was being undermined from within
by "inertia and complacency”, but also by the persistent attraction of aestheticism, a
danger Andler warned against in his "Certain lapses of taste..." #74, while asserting the
Society's adherence to the world of Heraclitus and Nietzsche. This text recalls
Kierkegaard's "stages"” (see p.153), which an earlier piece by Dussat, dated 25 March but
not included here, had proposed to reformulate in order to situate Acéphale "beyond
the Christian". In this text "Moving within Ethics", Dussat suggested this should be
accomplished with "weapon in hand" by discounting sin in favour of using up existence
"in fire and consuming”, so that the individual may "assert his right to commit crimes."1

In September and October 1938, it was political events that exerted the greatest
influence on the texts of this religious organisation and which contributed to the "arming
of the figure" of the Acéphale. These texts begin with Andler's "The War", #62, written
on 18 September, three days after the start of the crisis which led to Hitler taking over
Czechoslovakia. Andler develops the position of Acéphale in the expectation that conflict
will break out in aworld divided into two camps, a position which implies that adepts,
who "have assumed the task of murderous sons giving a new face to the world", should
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have no illusions with regard to the democratic regimes. These are unable to oppose
"doctrines of miserable aggression or class rationalisation" since they "have already, in
times of war, embraced a militarised existence". He stresses, however, that the adepts
should not avoid taking part in the war, since that is preferable to the "false inversion of
all the values that has been introduced by doctrines of enslavement for social and
national ends". This topic is also addressed by Bataille in his lecture on 13 December on
"The Structure of the Democracies and the Crisis of September 1938", which Hollier
referred to as "a highlight in the history of the College".2 Bataille defends democracy by
making the integrity of territory sacred, recalling that when faced with the defeat
represented by the ratification of the Munich Agreement: "Man, even if he does not
know whether essential values are involved in the struggle, will have to accept becoming
on intimate terms with suffering and death, without knowing in advance what reality will
emerge from it."3

The "Propositions on the Death of God",4 #65, sent by Bataille to Rollin on 25
September, were arewriting of the nine "Propositions..." a manuscript conserved among
Bataille's papers,5and aversion of this text was published in Acéphole 2 following afirst
section entitled "Propositions on Fascism". This, at least, is what seems to be implied by
the two versions of the text preserved in the papers donated by Dubief to the
Bibliothéque Nationale. One of these has nine propositions, and its first page has been
annotated: "first state / superseded by the following text"; the other version has twenty-
one propositions (a copy of this, with further variants, was also in Andler's archive6) with
the annotation, also present on Rallings copy: "responses to be sent by the 18th at the
latest". This rewriting affects not only the numbering as it appeared in the earlier version
published in the journal, but also the content. New propositions are introduced (among
them, 1to 4 and 16 to 20), and earlier propositions are added to (proposition 6 from the
journal becomes proposition 5 here, with the addition of a new sentence?); finally, certain
of the earlier propositions are modified yet retain their original numbering (proposition
8, as it appears here and in the journal, has different endings), while others incorporate
modifications from the manuscript in the BN.

The overall effect of the new "Propositions” is to accentuate the identification of
Nietzsche's superman with the Acéphale. Inthe early version of the text in Acéphole this
link was made through the unleashing of ecstatic time as produced by "puerile" chance,
and then through the revolutionary putting to death of kings. However, in the version of
"Propositions" that was promulgated within the Society, the link to the superman is made
by means of a "'children's' conspiracy" that is able to reject "those who do not have the
strength to desire their unwavering destiny — the violent tragedy of human life". In this
way it will be open to universality, far from the sovereignty of God and the sovereignty



of the state, "in free and purposeless expenditure, [and] in non-servile religious activity".
The new proposition 17 makes this explicit: "In universal terms, religion only means to
us the act of laughing (or tears, or erotic stimulation) in the precise sense that laughter
(like tears or erotic stimulation) represents the defeat of everything that had sought to
impose its permanence."

The 21st proposition, included in both Andler's and Dubief's copies of the text, returns
to the image of the "leaderless crowd" first introduced by Bataille in «14, but here
expressing something of the "acephalic universe”, *65: "The identification of the
participants with the myth of the Acéphale represents the first attempt to form a
leaderless ‘crowd' (with the ‘crowd’ existing as an emotional, which amounts to saying a
mythological whole)".

The 'strong moment' of Acdphale's communal life was nevertheless most significantly
marked in the texts to do with Patrick Waldberg's initiation. Beginning soon after his
arrival in Paris, with an oath of silence taken facing east on the balcony of the building
where Bataille lived, it was completed in two further stages. In the version given many
years later by Waldberg himself in his "Acéphalogram"”, #68, a different dating is
introduced, and he describes only the first and third stages of his initiation. The texts in
Andler's files, on the other hand, refer to the last two stages, namely the trial of
"adoption”, #63, which took place at 9 pm on 19 September at 39 rue Dauphine, Dussat's
address since December 1937;8 and the induction in the forest of Marly, «67, on 28
September.

This ceremony was enacted on an embankment to the north of the deep hollow of
the ruins of Montjoie in order to set up a correspondence with the two poles of the
sacred, the pure and the impure, a distinction made by both Durkheim and Mauss. This
polarity was explored in several lectures at the College in 1938: by Leiris in "The Sacred
in Everyday Life", 060, by Bataille in his two lectures on "Attraction and Repulsion" and
by Caillois in "The Ambiguity of the Sacred" in which he specified that: "The East and
South seem to be the seat of the qualities of growth, which cause the sun to rise and
become warmer. The West and North are the habitat of the powers of perdition and ruin,
which cause the star of life to descend and become extinguished."9 In this same lecture
Caillois also discussed Robert Hertz's studies on the religious meanings of the supremacy
of the right hand10in primitive societies and its persistence in contemporary society.
Hertz's essay contains this passage: "It isthe right side of man that is consecrated to the
god of war; it is the mana of the right shoulder which guides the spear to its target; it is
therefore the right hand alone that carries and handles weapons."11 The text on the
encounter of 28 September, #67, and the first extract from Waldberg's "Acéphalogram"”,
« 68, show the central role of this passage from Hertz in the ritual of induction into



Acéphale, in particular, in the handling of the knife with the right hand by Ambrosino at
the moment he cuts Waldberg's forearm — like the drawn sword of the Rex Nemorensis
who stands guard day and night at the tree in the sacred grove of the goddess Diana,
awaiting he "who was sooner or later to murder him and hold the priesthood in his
stead".12 Other details relating to the ritual emphasise the role of the left hand or the
left side in general, which represents those things that partake of "the underworld and
the earth", as opposed to the right which "represents the uplands, higher things, the
heavens"; such were the connections Hertz noted13 between the two sides of the body
and the regions of the world and the universe. Thus in Waldberg's induction ceremony
the knife is held in the right hand, but the arm to be cut isthe left, and the "Memento",
» 16, which is read aloud after the incision is made, is then placed in Waldberg's left
pocket. The establishing of a communal link by the rite of a sacrificial wound,
accompanied by the formula read by Bataille, "This isthe text that we offer to you to sign
and to seal with your blood", #67, refers to the sacred nature of bodily emissions, and
the positive and vivifying qualities attributed in many primitive rites to the shedding of
blood, a subject studied by Konrad Preussl4and cited by both Bataille and Caillois in the
College.l5Waldberg informs us that the "cut" also formed a part of the initiation of
Okamoto, and Rollin told me it was the same for him, before then denying it, while
mischievously adding, "since we were bound to keep this a secret, maybe | have repressed
it all".16 The nocturnal ceremony was conducted in a deep silence by the light of a
sulphurous fire which illuminated a complicated arrangement, whose full significance
remains obscure: the adepts end up positioned around Bataille with Waldberg facing
him, having traced enigmatic paths around the embankment from a place "to the north
of the deepest point of the excavation" to atree with asign at the entry to the ruins, and
then to the path leading to the Etoile Mourante (see pp.57 and 60). They then return to
their original positions.

Before Waldberg's induction each of the adepts had received certain texts, copies of
which were later found among Chavy's papers. "Degrees”, #66, marks the establishment
of three initiatory ranks within the Society (see p.45), an arrangement that was intended
to bolster the "fundamental secret which surrounds the society as a whole, and the
secrecy that gradually comes to protect its deepest and most essential nucleus."17 This
text concludes with a passage from Nietzsche, "Hard school”, taken from volume Il of The
Will to Power.18

The sessional meeting of 29 September, #69, at 39 rue Dauphine, in keeping with the
"Rules as of 24 September 1937", #38, represents in many respects a culmination of the
meeting in July devoted to the arming of the figure of Acéphale. The first part of the
programme for the September meeting is concerned with "The Eleven Aggressions”, a



"more exact and developed form" of the seven aggressions of July, «52, and in the same
way those things previously proposed in the agenda for the internal activities of the group
in July have now become established projects. "The Eleven Aggressions"” introduces the
formula of "joy in the face of death" while the second part of the programme supersedes
that of July with seventeen points which chiefly propose creating an autonomous force
opposed to all established political positions, by "Breaking with those who reject the
struggle, and with those who accept it but join the ranks of certain parties which then
demand that they give up their position", as well as by bringing into play the notion of
expenditure. This latter finds its formulation in paragraph X "a human being is not simply
a stomach to fill, but an excess of energy to be squandered.” The question of the class
struggle, meanwhile, is reformulated in paragraph XI: "The essential problem of existence
is not a problem of production and the distribution of products. The intensity of the class
struggle does not change simply according to the working wage: the excess energy of
the workers is also a factor in their constant unrest." This is an assertion Rollin returned
to in a letter to Bataille of December 1938, *>82, and it also reappears as a paraphrasing
of the Gospel in a fragment from 1939 included in the Anti-Christian's Manual: "Man
does not live by bread alone, but by every open wound that puts human existence at
stake".19

Bataille's "Message”, «70, is another text that is probably related to this meeting,
and announces the encounter in the forest with Koch, which had to take place before
the expiry of two weeks following a sessional meeting, as stated in the "Rules of 24
September 1937", #38. A brief document that is omitted here indicates that Koch
probably took part in the encounter of 10 October,Dshortly after "the return of Chenon
and Dussat"2l (whose names are among those to have received Bataille's "Note", #71),
and, according to Waldberg's copy of this text, with the active participation of Ambrosino
and Kelemen. The protocols associated with this encounter are given in #72, and include,
besides the role of the right hand previously seen in Waldberg's induction ritual, the rite
of sulphurous fire, and passing the hand through aflame, which Koch also mentioned in
one of his conversations with me.

THE COLLEGE OF SOCIOLOGY

The "Declaration on the International Crisis", 075, was the only overtly political statement
published by the College, and one which quickly returns the argument to its own territory.
It was occasioned by the build-up to and signing of the Munich Agreement on 30
September 1938 by Chamberlain for Great Britain, Daladier for France, Hitler for Germany
and Mussolini for Italy. This was the "peace for our time" agreement that Chamberlain



triumphantly brought back to Britain and which legitimised the Nazi takeover of German-
speaking areas of Czechoslovakia, the prelude to the invasion of the country as a whole.
This act of appeasement is nowadays seen as making the Second World War an
inevitability, and was also the death-blow to the Spanish Republic, which had been hoping
for a European anti-Fascist alliance.

The College's declaration was dated 7 October, and published at the beginning of
November in three journals, the NRF, Esprit and Volontés, and was the only one of its
joint statements to be signed by Leiris, who signed it reluctantly at that. He explained
later: Til tell you frankly, 1 was very pleased that the spectre of war had been averted.
But | shared the view, perhaps a little hypocritically, that the democracies and certainly
France had not provided people with the myths which would have enabled them to
confront the war."2

A second declaration in response to a statement by Paulhan was proposed at this
time but came to nothing initially, presumably because it coincided with the last days of
Laure's iliness, and her death on 7 November.23 However, although Bataille was still
referring to this declaration the following January in a letter to Paulhan,4 it was then
abandoned in favour of a personal declaration, as covered in the next commentary.
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THE SECRET SOCIETY OF ACEPHALE

PIERRE ANDLER The War U

We, who live in a world that wants to he punished, are not obliged to make the same
choice as everyone else. For this world is not,for us, an emptyframe, an abstraction, or the
simple manifestation ofan appearance. And if the world is real, if that reality wasjust a
joke, we are still apart ofit, because we are doomed to this tragic reality and because
tragedy insists on the irony ofcircumstances. We are thus brought to accept the world, if
not the punishments specific to it. This also means accepting the war.

The war that will break out tomorrowlwill have no meaningfor us, apartfrom the
danger involved in transforming not so much the world as only the balance ofpower
between politics and the police. What is at stake in the war as it ispresented to us is
almost nothing in our eyes: infact, anything is preferable to this corpselike rigidity, and
thisfalse inversion ofall the values that has been introduced by doctrines ofenslavement
for social and national ends. We have become entrenchedjust like those same individuals
who died believing they recognised a tragic existence in the wretchedness ofsocial or
national conflicts, or in the appalled contemplation ofagod on a cross. What separates us
from the old democracies in which we live isjust as burning a subject; but we have
assumed the task of murderous sons giving a newface to the world. And thus our
primary hatred is directed at those who have perpetrated thefalse inversion of those
values, our near-triumphant rivals whose duplicity cannot but sicken us, even more so
than the lack ofambition on the part of the rest. The reality that connects us in this way
to societies of which we are members only by chance is extremelyfragile, but it does not
leave us indifferent. Even so, we must be permitted to indulge no illusions: it is not a
matter ofputting our trust in the democratic societies which have already, in times ofwar,
embraced a militarised existence, but which lack that inner quality ofinflexibility that
would defend them against being invaded by doctrines of miserable aggression or class
rationalisation. We will thus have taken it upon ourselves to participate in a war whose
outcome, in any case, is merely a decoy. Nothing indicates to us that the internal trans-

formation oftheforces in operation will empty war of the only meaning it can have in



the eyes ofpoliticians and pitch us into a totally different position, the most likely
seeming be that ofa third camp. The responsibility that we have taken on ourselves — of
giving a newface to the world — will thus at no point have ceased to play its part. The
turmoil courted today by a world duly divided into two camps, one of which pretends to
be the successor of the other, whilst the latter may at any moment supersede itself, incites
us as much as our own aggression. It ispossible that in their misfortune men today aspire
as much to war as to deliverance, to a tension that is so incredible that it will liberate
themfrom a tension that is merely extreme. We must seek in such a war only what is
actually ours, by turning awayfrom every other image. We may take part in it on con-
dition that we are who we want to be, that we continue to love and hate in war the
things we chose and rejected in peace, and that we remember what unites us and what
must unite so many others, all others. 18.1X.[19]38

GEORGES BATAILLE Procedurefor Patrick Waldbergs Adeption2

The adeption procedurefor PATRICK wWALDBERG Will take place on Monday 19
September 1938 at 9 pm, at 39 rue Dauphine.
Please think through in advance a briefresponse to the question that will be asked
during this procedure, as there will be no general discussion beforehand.
[September 1938]

GEORGES BATAILLE AND GEORGES AMBROSINO To Pierre Andler,
Interview of Saturday 24 September [1938]

We request another interview with you in accordance with the rules that have been
followed previously. It will take place on Saturday 24 September at 2.30 pm at the
Café Le Firmament (take the Metro to 4 Septembre).
We enclose a list of questions that will explain the purpose of this interview.
G. Bataille
G.Ambrosino

Right: PatrickWaldberg’ adeption “notification”,with the sign ofthe labyrinth in Bataille s hand.
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GEORGES BATAILLE Propositions on the Death of God

1. The myth ofthe superman can only transform reality in theform ofemotional identi-
fication. ldentification with the superman unavoidably has the opposite meaning of the
Christian's identification with God orJesus. It excludes both the sovereignty of thefather
and the submission of the son. The superman demands identification with a mode of
human existence in which the attitude of insubordination, or rather of total uncondition-
ality, is also an exalted acceptance of tragic destruction. The will sovereignty can call upon
to escape time is not only the object ofa clearly marked exclusion but ofan aggression
that cannot tolerate release.

2. ldentification cannot be achieved in a vague and individual way, but only by means of
aformal conspiracy, a thildrens' conspiracy, that is to say by means ofan order that
exists to reject inconsistency and renunciation as acts resembling a betrayalfor the benefit
of important people’.

3. The Profane, these ‘importantpeople’, the wise and the rational, are those who do not
have the strength to desire their unwavering destiny — the violent tragedy ofhuman life.
“Let us then have the courage to consider man as the product ofsimple chance, like a
defenceless nothing [and] abandoned to allforms of damnation: this notion is as well
suited to breaking human will as is that ofa divine government” (Nietzsche, Post-
humous Fragments, 138).

4. The death of God straight away throws the largest part of human existence back into
meaninglessness, aimlessness and existencefragmented into each of its specialised
functions. The superhuman necessarily stepsforward as the emotional identification in a
world where God is dead and he alone stepsforward. The superhuman is at once the
requirement, thefulfilment and the consequence of the death of God.

5. The Acéphale expresses in mythological terms the sovereignty that is dedicated to
destruction, to the death of God, and in this respect its identification with the headless
man corresponds to and mingles with an identification with the superhuman, who 1s
entirely the death of God’. Once revealed, the stubborn course of life5 hungerfor death
(as is present in every type ofgame or dream) will no longer appear as a desirefor
annihilation, but as the pure hunger to be me, death or the void being nothing but the
domain in which there rises up again and again — owing to its veryfailure — an
empire of me whoseform must be represented as an abyss.



6. The myth of the superman is no differentfrom God except in the respect that it is the
criminal negation of God, and also because it expresses apossible wayfor man (as sub-
ject) to be more than simply the object of his emotional existence. In this sense the myth
is also differentfrom the Acéphale, who is more immediately object than subject (hence
the myth of the Acéphale does not require its subject to renounce his cerebralfaculties, still
less to underrate their practical value; it is only to the extent that thesefaculties become,
for man, an object which can be invested in the name of Reason with the strongest
emotional charge, that the decapitation of the Acéphale will be offered as an imperative
requirement).

7. The Similarity between the superman and the Acéphale resides in thefact that they are
linked by aflash oflightning that is equivalent to times role as the imperative object of life.
In both cases time becomes the ultimate object of ecstasy, and it is only ofsecondary
importance that it appears as the “eternal return”in Nietzsche} ecstasy at Surlej, or as
“catastrophe” in the vision in Sacrifices; it is thus as differentfrom the time ofthe philos-
ophers (or even Heideggerian time) as the God oferotic saints is to the God ofthe Greek
philosophers. Movement that is directed towards time enters directly into the world of
concrete existence, while movement inclined towards God immediately turns awayfrom it.

8. Ecstatic time can only occur in the sight of things that puerile chance introduces into
thefield ofappearances: corpses, nakedness, explosions, pools of blood, abysses, lightning
and the sun.

9. War— to the extent that it is born out of the desire to secure a nation’ permanence,
the nation being sovereignty and absolute resistance to change, the authority ofdivine
right and God himself— represents mans desperate stubbornness to confront the exub-
erantpower oftime andfind security in afixed structure that is close to the most sterile
slumber. National and military existence live on in the world in order to attempt to deny
death by reducing it to the level ofa constituent part ofa moment ofglory untouched by
anguish. Nation and army drive a deep divide between man and a universe given over to
unconditional exuberance and to wayward expenditure squandered amid man3 laughter
and tears... deep, at least in sofar as the uncertain victories ofhuman avarice can be said

to be deep...

10. The Revolution should not be considered only in terms of its supporters and successes
that are widely known and acknowledged, but also in its raw appearance, whether it is
waged by puritans, encyclopaedists, Russian Marxists or Spanishfollowers of Bakunin.
The Revolution in its relevant historical situation at the summit of today} civilisation



appears before the eyes of a world struck dumb with astonishment like the arrival centre
stage ofa multitude of regicides. The divine authority of thefact of the Revolution ceases
to be thefoundation ofpower; authority no longer belongs to God but to the time whose
unbridled exuberance puts God to death, the time embodied today in the tumult of that
multitude of regicides. In Fascism too, authority has been reduced to somethingfounded
on a would-be Revolution, a homage that is hypocritical and subject to the only endur-
ing majesty, that of revolutionary catastrophe.

i I. God, kings and all theirgang stand between men and the Earth — in the same
way that thefather before the son is an obstacle to his rape and possession of the Mother.
The economic history of modern times is dominated by the enormous but shockingly
disappointing attempts made by stubborn men to claim ownership of the Earth’ re-
sources. The Earth has been disembowelled, but what men have dug upfrom within its
belly is mostly iron andfire, which they then use to continue disembowelling each other.
The incandescence deep within the Earth is not only brought up to the surface by way of
volcanic craters: it turns red and spits death with itsfumes in the smelting ofall nations.

12. The burning reality ofthe maternal belly of the Earth cannot be touched or owned
by those whofail to recognise it. It is ignorance ofthe Earth, ignorance of the heavenly
body on which they live, ignorance of the nature ofits resources, in other words of thefire
contained within this wandering star, which puts man} existence at the mercy of the
goods he produces, the most significant part ofwhich are devoted to death. As long as
menforget the true nature of life on Earth, which demands ecstatic and effusive intoxi-
cation, this nature will not be able to recapture the attention of accountants and
economists of every stripe except by abandoning them to the most dismal results of their
accounting and their economics.

13. Men do not know how to enjoy the Earth and its productsfreely and lavishly: the
Earth and its products are only lavish and inexhaustiblyfree in order that they may
destroy men. The prosaic warfare of the kind demanded by modern economics also teaches
the meaning ofthe Earth, but teaches it to apostates whose heads arefull ofcalculations
and short-term considerations, which is why it teaches that it should be waged with
heartlessness and depressingfury. Within the disproportionate and lacerating approach of
the aimless catastrophe that is warfare today, it is still possiblefor us to recognise the un-
bridled immensity of time which has remained the mother of men; and so too in the chaos
breaking out all around us with its unprecedented clamour — the limitless annihilation of
God.



14. War} absence ofoutcome and purpose is what leads menfrom different nations to
recognise their kinship with both the blind outbursts of Earth and the absence of God.
But they do not understand in thefirst place that their misery and death are, alongside
the misery and death of God, the inevitable revenge exacted by Earth against those who
have disowned it infavour of affirming God} sovereign power (that is to say to damp
down the violent convulsions ofall those things that hurl themselves, andfreely demand
to be hurled, into time).

15. The searchfor God,for absence of movement,for tranquillity; is thefear that wrecks
all attempts at universal existence. The heart of man is untroubled only until the mo-
ment when it comes to rest in God: the universality of God still remains a source of
anxietyfor him, and reliefcomes only if God remains locked away in isolation and
within the deeply steadfast permanence ofagroup organised along military lines. For
universal existence is unlimited and thus restless; it does not close life in upon itselfbut
opens it up and casts it back into the anxiety ofthe infinite. The eternally unrealised
universal existence, Acéphale, a world that resembles a bleeding wound, sets itself against
beings that are strangely complete; in this way universality is the death of God who in
essence is nothing but a limited andfixedform ofsovereignty.

16. Human universality either will or will not be a religious movement. It cannot attain
true and living existence in abstractforms that are not able, in universal terms, to survive
the disappearance of the specific, concrete existences of those states they have proposed to
destroy. Revolutionary parties cannot preserve their universal character once they have
assumed, as a result of their success, the task of organising the material resources ofa
given territory; their mode ofexistence then begins to resemble that of any other parti-
cular mode of existence, and the revolutionary state becomes a state like any other.
Furthermore, the universal mode excludes all possibility ofstate sovereignty: it is
necessarily limited to that part of existence which excludes all subordinate andfunctional
usage, in other words universal existence cannot be manifested in acquisition and
conservation, but only infree and purposeless expenditure, in non-servile religious
activity. Every limited undertaking makes itselfdistinctfrom everything else and loses
out on universal life that cannot offer any secondary purpose unless it is strictly sub-
ordinate to the conflagration that consumes men} shared existence in the world. There is
thusfor ever and ever an annihilation of God and the explosion oftime: nothing is
stable in the universe any more, which isjust one huge mockery ofeverything that seeks
to establish eternal domination.



i 7. In universal terms, religion only means to us the act of laughing (or tears, or erotic
stimulation) in the precise sense that laughter (like tears or erotic stimulation) represents
the defeat ofeverything that had sought to impose its permanence.

18. The movement that pits the individual against a particular society is not atfirst any
differentfrom the movement that pits open (universal) existence against closed (national)
existence. But if it does not reachfruition, ifit lingers at the moment of individual
egotistical existence, it is the worst misery the life itfragments can undergo. For the
fragment does not resign itselfto existing per se, but absurdly takes itselfto be the
totality to which it lends its insufficientform, which is even more risible byfar than the
form ofthe nationfrom which it has escaped. Only with the unconditional gift of the
sickly head rescuedfrom the acephalic existence of the universe, andfrom the catastrophe
of time, will being cease trying to put out the spark offree life.

19. Everything that was previously linked to the concern with guaranteeing the integrity
ofsome particular existence must be rejected and instead a resolute and sometimes vio-
lent effort must be made to recover a childlikefreedom. The clearly marked oppositions
between the different modalities of life are irreducible, and the return tofreedom must be
made in such a way that it is profoundly differentfrom thefreedom ofprimitive life, but
above all men must live in tune with their baseness. The negation of base things is what
has resulted in a reality that dominates thefall into time: in affirming thisfall we
rediscover all the naivefreedom associated with such dangerous matters.

20. It would befutile to want to eliminatefrom the world one of the successful modal-
ities of existence. If these modalities can indeed undergo profound change, then aform of
existence asfundamental as a particular society with its territorial limits and the infra-
structure to organise its own resources can under no circumstances disappear. But another
form ofshared existence remains possible, as shown by the examples of Buddhist and
Christian churches that have advanced to a certain stage in the direction ofthe universal.
It is therefore a question of knowing which new modifications made to closed (national)
existences might result in the development ofa Tonspiracy’that is much more radical
than the previous ones that were put in place in opposition toforms ofdivine
sovereignty. However, it is necessary to establish the existence ofsuch a ftonspiracy’ over
and above those nations that are more and more closed off, and to establish it in such a
way that it is neither less concrete nor less alive in the eyes ofits participants than a
nation or a Church.

21. The identification ofthe participants with the myth oftheAcéphale represents the



first attempt toform a leaderless “crowd” (with the “crowd” existing as an emotional,
which amounts to saying a mythological whole).

GEORGES BATAILLE Degrees

This text is to begiven to each of the adepts in the same way as the papers handed out
during meetings.

Each ofus has the secret name larva: in sofar as he is an adept (“he who has attain-
ed™), he has infact only attained thefirst degree. Compared to what is represented by
the objective we have chosen, he is what a larva is to the imago, no more than the
rudimentaryform of the insect is to itsfinalform.

Those amongst us who attain the second degree have the secret name mute; and
those who attain thefinal stage have the secret name prodigal.

There is no question ofany of us going beyond the degree oflarva until a long period
oftime has elapsed. The word refers, etymologically, to phantom skeletons and masks.
However, the sense of “cutting” which it inevitably hasfor us relates to Nietzsches
fundamental text on the “hard school”, an unabridged copy ofwhich is appended to
this letter.

The designation of one ofus to a degree above that of larva may only be carried out
according to the principles ofsecrecy and of decisions made without discussion which
regulate everything concerning our ritual activity. Even so, the degrees must not be
confused with thefunction ofdecision-making or with the ritualfunctions themselves.

The modalities of this organisation are notplanned in advance and will not be
decided unless there isfelt to be a tacit and deep-seated agreement between each of us.

The secret names must be subject to the same rigour as everything else that remains
secret between us, that is to say they may not be uttered owing to thefact that they refer
to the degrees, and there can be no question of this happening except in interviews



between adepts; interviews may be called on this subject if any two ofus agree to do

so, in conformity with the rule that has already been set in place. However, an adept ofa
given degree may not know who the adepts are ofa higher degree or even if there actually
are any. [28 September 1938]

Hard school

“l absolutely cannot see how anyone can make upfor having missed going to a good
school at the proper time. Such a man does not know himself; he walks through life
without ever having learned to walk; hisflabby muscles betray him at every step. Some-
times life is merciful enough to help a man recover the hard schooling he has missed;
through long periods ofsickness perhaps that demand, over several years, the utmost will-
power and self-sufficiency; or sudden poverty, that also affects his wife and children,
forcing him to such activity that restores energy to his slackenedfibres and toughens his
will to live. The most desirable thing is under all circumstances to have had a hard disci-
pline at the proper time, i.e. at the age when we take pride thatgreat things are
expected of us. This is what distinguishes the hard schoolfrom all the schools that are
merely good — that much is demanded of us, and sternly demanded; that the good, even
the exceptional, is demanded as the norm; that praise is rare, and indulgence non-
existent; that blame is cutting and precise without regardfor ability orparentage. Such a
school is an absolute necessity bothfor the body andfor the soul; and it would be cata-
strophic to draw distinctions here. The same discipline makes both the good soldier and
the good scholar; and, if his character is examined more closely, it will be seen that no
good scholar lacks the instincts of agood soldier. He must have the ability to command
and also to obey with pride; to take his place in the ranks, but also to be capable at any
moment of leadership; to prefer danger to comfort; not to weigh up too carefully what is
permitted and what isforbidden; to be the enemy of the petty, sly and parasitic, rather
than the ill-behaved. — W hat does one learn in a hard school? To obey and to
command. ” Nietzsche, The Will to Power, vol. 11

GEORGES BATAILLE Encounter 0f28 September 1938
Second Part

Leaving the station at S.N.3at 8.45 pm, Andler, Ambrosino (carrying with himfour
mementos), Chavy and Kelemen are to meet at Montjoie where they will arrive at



9.45 pm.A-o0 immediately hands over a memento to each of the other three and keeps
onefor himself

A-0 accompanies A-r and C-y to apoint beyond the excavation where, after moving
ten steps awayfrom each other (they must avoid making the slightest noise), they must
wait.

A-o0 then returns to K-n who is waiting at the near end of the path to M-e; hefixes
a notice to the tree with a sign on it,4then with K-n starts off down the path leading to
the Etoile Mourante, where they wait some way down the path and agood distance
apartfrom one another.

Bataille and Waldberg, having left S. G. at 9 pm, arrive at M-e at 10 pm and make
their way to the embankment alongside it (to the north ofthe deepestpoint of the
excavation).

B-e leaves W-g on the embankment and walks towards A-o and K-n, and then stops
and waits notfar from them.

After a quarter ofan hour, both A-o and K-n light their torches, A-o takes the
unsheathed knife in his right hand and B-e lights some sulphur: they then make their
way towards the embankment.

A-r and C-y begin to walk towards the embankment as soon as they see the torches
coming closer,just slowly enough to arrive at the same time as the others.

B-e rolls up W-g} left sleeve and A-o immediately makes an incision on his arm.

B-e reads the text, after having said: (‘This is the text that we offer to you to sign
and to seal with your blood. ”

B-e unfolds the memento he is to hand over to W-g and reads out theformula on it
before slipping it into W-g5 left pocket.

During this time W-g must stand between A-o (on W-g5 left) and K-n (on his
right). B-e stands infront ofW-g, A-r and C-y stand behind.

The spot occupied by B-e and W-g is what determines where the others
stand.

A-o, while he is making the incision, gives his torch to one of those who are standing
behind him and takes it back once he hasfinished.

Once the memento has been read by B-e and handed over to W-g, straight away
A-0 and K-n leave, leading W-g by one arm while making the sign to him.5C-y and
A-rfollow. B-e makes sure to close the bag and follows on last ofall. The torches are put
out when they arrive back at the path.

The return isvia S. G., on the 11.25 train.



PATRICKWALDBERG Extractfrom Acéphalogram (1)

As soon as | arrived in Paris | was taken by Bataille up to the balcony of the building
where he was living, at 76 bis rue de Rennes. It was dusk. He turned me toface the
east, in other words towards the night, and made me take an oath ofsilence. The
initiation | was to undergo was due to take place afew days later. To this end he gave me
a timetable and the drawing ofa map. On the appointed date, the night of the new
moon, | was told to take the trainfrom Saint-Lazare station to Saint-Nom-la-Breteche.
Ifin the course ofthejourney | happened to come across any people | knew, | was
advised to ignore them,just as, after we got off the train and while we werefollowing the
path through theforest, if the same people were also on that path our instructions were to
keep our distance and remain silent. The long silent walk along sunken paths, steeped in
the damp smell of the trees, took us in pitch darkness to thefoot ofan oak that had been
struck by lightning, on the edge ofan étoile, where soon enough there gathered a dozen
still and silent shadows. After a short while someone lit a torch. Bataille, standing at the
foot ofthe tree, took an enamelled dish out ofa bag and put afew pieces ofsulphur on
it, which he then set alight. As the blueflame sputtered, smoke rose up and wafted to-
wards us in suffocating gusts. The person holding the torch came and stood on my right
as one ofthe other officiants walked towards me,face on. He was holding a dagger
identical to the one brandished by the headless man in the effigy of Acéphale. Bataille
took my left hand and rolled myjacket and shirt sleeves up to the elbow. The person
holding the daggerpressed its tip into myforearm and made a cut several centimetres
long, although I did notfeel the slightestpain. The scar is still visible today. Someone
then tied a handkerchiefaround the wound, my shirt andjacket sleeves were rolled back
down again and the torch was put out. Another moment passed, which seemed long to
me, and during which, still in complete silence, we stood around the tree, nervous yet
impassive, with ourfaces softly illuminated in the blue sulphurous light. Then someone
gave the signal to leave and we set offin the ever-darkening night, in singlefile and at
some distancefrom one another; not towards Saint-Nom-la-Breteche this time but in the
direction of Saint-Germain-en-Laye. As on the outwardjourney, the instructions made it
very clear that it wasforbidden on the train back to Paris to exchange even the least sign
of recognition.

The encounters at thefoot of the tree struck by lightning took place every month on
the night ofthe new moon, come wind or rain. The tommunional unity’we thus
achieved led by implication to the establishment of new rulesfor living. Time was divided



into periods of tension and periods of licence. During theformer, members of the
community were required to observe silence and a certain ascesis, and had to avoid even
seeing one another unless it was absolutely necessary. By contrast, during the periods of
licence every excess was sanctioned, including those that involved promiscuity.

GEORGES BATAILLE Sessional Meeting 0f29 September 1938

Our internal movement leads us to it, external circumstances hurry us along: our organ-
isation, discipline and aggression culminate in the composition of the armedfigure which,
in the night to come, will sustain us against antagonisticforces ofall kinds as theyjoin
together in their desire to drag man down.

We propose to define thisfigure in a programme to be assembledfrom thefollowing
texts (thefirst part ofwhich consists simply ofa more exact and developedform ofthe
aggressions which have already appeared on the agenda of theJuly sessional meeting).

First Part
The Eleven Aggressions:

1. CHANCE
against the mass

2.COMMUNIONAL UNITY
against the impostures of the individual

3.AN ELECTIVE COMMUNITY
against all communities based on blood, land or business interests



4. THE RELIGIOUS POWER OFTHE TRAGIC GIFT OF THE SELF
against military power based on avarice and coercion

5. THE UNCERTAIN FUTURE, DESTROYER OF LIMITS,
against the desireforfixity in the past

6. THE TRAGIC TRANSGRESSOR OF THE LAW
against the humble victims

7. THE INEXORABLE CRUELTY OF NATURE
against the debasing image ofapleasantgod

8. FREEAND LIMITLESS LAUGHTER
against all reasonable explanations ofan absurd universe

9. THE LOVE OF DESTINY’ 6EVENTHE HARSHEST,

against the resignations ofpessimism or anguish

10. THEABSENCE OF GROUND AND ALL FOUNDATIONS
against the appearance ofstability

11.JOY INTHE FACE OF DEATH

against allforms of immortality

Second Part

I. First andforemost, we denounce all present-day undertakings, positions and
programmes, whether they are revolutionary, democratic or national, as the work of liars
bent on concealing afailure which is plainfor all to see; silence is the only response to the
incontinence of these garrulous people who promise happiness.

I1. We do notpromise any happiness, we speak ofvirility. The violentjoy we bring is
found as much in death as in success or power.

I11. We break with allforms ofservility: we shall assemble an autonomousforce by
bringing together all those hoping for a human destiny and not simply some useful and



lucrativefunction.

IV We are structuring thisforce by taking into account proven methods —such as
Freemasonry or thefesuits soon after they hadformed — but although we are employ-
ing the experience ofthose who came before us and whom we detest, it is only their
rigour we retain and their understanding of laws that are based on power.

V Theforce we are putting together is that ofhuman virility which does not admit any
concession even in theface of necessity. This is no longer a matter ofsome lacklustre pur-
suit of happiness, whether through a God, a political party or afatherland, itism AN
who speaks now;from this stems the intransigence we are ready to apply in our tragic
support of the autonomy of thisforce, in theface ofall those powers who wish to subject
human life to the principle ofservile necessity.

VI. We place lucidity, self-control, indiscriminate stubbornness and precise, rigorous and
predictive science in the service of thisforce, in such a way that a mere handful of men
may keep it intangible amidst a world in which only blindforces have beenjudged
capable ofpower.

VII. We shall denounce cowardice and scourge the shame andfear that is in men by their
nature; we shall compel people to recognise in avidity — in thefact that everyforce
grows or even endures only by destroying and absorbing all it can of the otherforces it
encounters — the law ofall earthly existence. We shall cut short the words of the
emasculated and the hypocrites.

VIIIl. On the other hand, we shall demonstrate that the energies accumulated by this
natural avidity must be expended and squandered without limit. Acquisition can have
no objective other than expenditure; production must not be the purpose ofwork, nor
must consumption be necessaryfor production, but rather it must be inutilious con-
sumption (as practised by primitive peoples, who are more human than economists).The
only things that give meaning to existence are the sun, which lavishes its strength,
endlessly indulging in a loss of blazing energy, and man, who loses his seed through
orgasm, and who,for his beliefs, offers the tragicgift of his life.

IX. We shall learn to consider as slaves those who accept that man isput on the Earth to
work, and who confine human existence within a horizon of slaves, while making
useful work the only measure ofvalue. We shall support an inexpiable struggle against
the ethics ofwork, beingfully aware that what is at stake is human destiny: the whole of
humanity is threatened by being reduced to one vast system in which all are enslaved.



4. THE RELIGIOUS POWER OFTHE TRAGIC GIFT OFTHE SELF
against military power based on avarice and coercion

5. THE UNCERTAIN FUTURE, DESTROYER OF LIMITS,
against the desireforfixity in the past

6. THE TRAGIC TRANSGRESSOR OF THE LAW
against the humble victims

7. THE INEXORABLE CRUELTY OF NATURE
against the debasing image ofa pleasantgod

8. FREEAND LIMITLESS LAUGHTER

against all reasonable explanations ofan absurd universe

9. THE LOVE OF DESTINY 6EVENTHE HARSHEST,

against the resignations ofpessimism or anguish

10. THEABSENCE OF GROUND AND ALL FOUNDATIONS

against the appearance ofstability

11 JOYINTHE FACE OF DEATH

against allforms of immortality

Second Part

I. First and foremost, we denounce all present-day undertakings, positions and
programmes, whether they are revolutionary, democratic or national, as the work of liars
bent on concealing a failure which isplainfor all to see; silence is the only response to the
incontinence of these garrulous people who promise happiness.

Il. We do not promise any happiness, we speak ofvirility. The violent'joy we bring is
found as much in death as in success or power.

I11. We break with allforms ofservility: we shall assemble an autonomousforce by
bringing together all those hopingfor a human destiny and not simply some useful and



lucrativeJunction.

IV We are structuring thisforce by taking into account proven methods — such as
Freemasonry or theJesuits soon after they hadformed — but although we are employ-
ing the experience of those who came before us and whom we detest, it is only their
rigour we retain and their understanding of laws that are based on power.

V. Theforce we areputting together is that of human virility which does not admit any
concession even in theface of necessity. This is no longer a matter ofsome lacklustre pur-
suit of happiness, whether through a God, a political party or afatherland, it is MAN
who speaks now;from this stems the intransigence we are ready to apply in our tragic
support ofthe autonomy of thisforce, in theface ofall those powers who wish to subject
human life to the principle ofservile necessity.

V1. We place lucidity, self-control, indiscriminate stubbornness and precise, rigorous and
predictive science in the service of thisforce, in such a way that a mere handful of men
may keep it intangible amidst a world in which only blindforces have beenjudged
capable ofpower.

VII. We shall denounce cowardice and scourge the shame andfear that is in men by their
nature; we shall compel people to recognise in avidity — in thefact that everyforce
grows or even endures only by destroying and absorbing all it can of the otherforces it
encounters — the law ofall earthly existence. We shall cut short the words of the
emasculated and the hypocrites.

VIII. On the other hand, we shall demonstrate that the energies accumulated by this
natural avidity must be expended and squandered without limit. Acquisition can have
no objective other than expenditure; production must not be the purpose ofwork, nor
must consumption be necessaryfor production, but rather it must be inutilious con-
sumption (as practised by primitive peoples, who are more human than economists). The
only things thatgive meaning to existence are the sun, which lavishes its strength,
endlessly indulging in a loss of blazing energy, and man, who loses his seed through
orgasm, and who,for his beliefs, offers the tragicgift of his life.

IX. We shall learn to consider as slaves those who accept that man isput on the Earth to
work, and who confine human existence within a horizon of slaves, while making

useful work the only measure ofvalue. We shall support an inexpiable struggle against
the ethics ofwork, beingfully aware that what is at stake is human destiny: the whole of
humanity is threatened by being reduced to one vast system in which all are enslaved.



X. We affirm — and shall treat this affirmation as an unyielding denunciation ofall
those who capitulate — that man must not be valued according to the useful work he

provides, but according to the infectious strength he can apply to drawing others into a

free expenditure oftheir energy, theirjoy and their life: a human being is not simply a
stomach tofill, but an excess ofenergy to be squandered.

XL We remind all those economic sages, whateverfaction they speakfor, of their profound
ignorance of thefacts concerning the problems they claim to have resolved. And we
remind everyone else that men who have done nothing more than exchange the con-
straints ofa capitalist economyfor the constraints of militarised labour deserve only
ridicule and hatred. The essential problem ofexistence is not a problem ofproduction and
the distribution ofproducts. The intensity of the class struggle does not change simply
according to the working wage: the excess energy of the workers is also afactor in their
constant unrest. Men need, above all, the faith to allow them to squander the energy
available to them to expend.

X11. We are not proposing bread or riches like those liars who live by the unsustainable
promises they make to others: we bring men a faith.

XI11. Men have wasted their lives on a God who emasculates them, onfatherlands that
militarise them and on revolutions that have militarised them every bit as much as their
fatherlands; all theforces to which they have given their energy and countless lives are
now dragging them towards a ruin ofdead-ends. All that is wasted merely in the service
of God, revolutions andfatherlands, we propose to give back to MAN: the VIRILITY that
yields to nothing is the FAITH that we bring to those who have sufficient lucid resolution
ofpurpose to discover a splendour, strength and blazingjoy in the ineluctably tragic
destiny of man.

X1V VIRILITY and M AN represent a reality whose demands are no less rigorous than
those ofthe God ofdead creeds. Only one thing counts, that human existence should
attain degrees of boldness, science,joy and brilliance that still remain out of reach;
everything must be sacrificed to the tragic splendour that M AN may hope to attain.
Death and the renunciation of happiness can only bejoys on apath that is also human.

XV. Buffoons andfaint-hearted idlers imagine man's splendour to be a treasure they
might possessfor themselves and which would allow them to look down on those
following more simple paths. But human splendour would have no meaning if it did not
demandfrom the person seeking it a tragicgift of his strength and life. It can befound
only in unrestrained lavishness and is mere comedy whenever it strives to become the



particular splendour ofsome conceited individual rather than the impersonal splendour of
MAN.

XV1. Dilettantes and lovers of tranquillity and proud but hollow words believe they can
sustain their virility even in isolation or inflight. But virility belongs only to those who
struggle. How could a person who is not prepared to give his blood and his life in order
to sustain what he is be regarded as anything other than a mockery of man?

XV1I. Breaking with those who reject the struggle, and with those who accept it butjoin
the ranks of certain parties which then demand that they give up their position, we lay
claim to and shall maintain, with all necessary aggression, the rule of violent opposition
to all those powers that thrive on man3 diminished circumstances. We rule out all neg-
ative methods which have only opened up thefield to a military domination that is even
more stifling than all the old authorities that have been destroyed; we shall create an
order that practises, through discipline and through the incontrovertible authority ofa
tragicgift of the self’, a religious power that is both more real and more intangible than
any that have gone before; we shall be theforce thatgives M AN § voice an emphasis that
will shatter the ears of the deaf.

AGENDA
of the Sessional Meeting 0f29 September 1938,
to be held at 39 rue Dauphine, at 9 o’clock sharp.

First Part

ANNUAL SUMMATION

Second Part

PROPOSALS

I. Internal activity

Additions to the list of names and update on the results ofconversations conducted
with various people.

Update on the plannedfounding ofa Society ofAcéphale Publications.

Update on the planned teaching programme.

Forms ofpersonal participation in the organisation’ activities; each of us must set out
his interests regarding this point, those who are not in Paris doing so in their letter of
solidarity.

THE SACRED CONSPIRACY 335



Il. PUBLICATIONS and definition ofAcephales position

General update on publication projects.

Discussion of the programme (all proposed modifications or additions must be received
in writing; they may be sent together with the letter ofsolidarity).

Definition ofAcephale’ autonomous position in the event ofwar and the proposed
publication of this position.

Definition ofAcephale’ stance with regard to the International Federation of
Independent Revolutionary Art.

Third Part

TALK:
Bataille: W hat religious experience might mean for us.

GEORGES BATAILLE Message

The two-week period thatfollows the sessional meeting will begin on 29 September
1938. It will end on 14 October at exactly midnight.

All those ofus who are not participating in the encounter to take place with Koch, if
possible after the return of Chenon and Dussat, must make their way to theforest alone.
In such a case they must reply to this message and specify what day they have
chosen, and then keep to it. [September 1938]



GEORGES BATAILLE Note to the Members ofAcéphale

I have spoken several times about what we have achieved. | do not know if | have done
so with enough clarity. I am aware that if some of us do not change, then what we have
undertaken must be regarded in exactly the same way as anything else that deserves our
most angry contempt. And it is with anguish, a sometimes incapacitating anguish, that |
refect upon thefollowing: ifwithin us we had the kind ofemotion that leaves us breath-
less and permits no peace of mind, if within us we had the kind offaith that makes us
aware that there is an empire to build, then even the most unpleasant means, even mis-
guided means, would not make us hesitate and might then be accepted with joy. It is time
for all of us to understand that if we are not capable ofseeing through something that is
disagreeable, we will quicklyjoin the very misfits we have not been afraid to mock. It is
not a matter ofknowing ifsuch a method isflawed or not — on the question of means,
if it is unacceptablefor us to shirk, then it is certainly vital to speak out — but |
categorically reject inertia and complacency:for these things Ifeel there is such a cry and
such suffering waiting to burst out of me that their noise will be heardfor ever. | f we
carry inside us the power we hope to use against other people’ inertia, how can we bear
the humiliation, the wounds we suffer when we compare ourselves with those who have
put themselves in service to God or to some Germany?

| address this note to thefollowing individuals in person:Ambrosino, Andler, Chavy,
Chenon, Dussat, Kelemen and Waldberg, with the request that it is included in the
Book ofAdepts,7along with any responses that areforthcoming. 8-X-[19]38

GEORGES BATAILLE Instructions Concerning the Encounter of 10 October 1938

Purchase a single ticketfor Saint-Nom-la-Breteche. Take the 8.39 pm train and do not
get offuntil thefinal stop.

Find a seat in the carriage awayfrom anyone else and open the enclosed envelope.

At Saint-Nom station,follow Ambrosino whilst observing the silence that must not
be broken except in the event ofsomething drastic happening, and then only ifit is
absolutely unavoidable.

Stop every time Ambrosino stops and holds up his right hand but without turning
round. IfAmbrosino walks on again without making a sign, wait until one of us has
turned round and made a sign.



When Ambrosino walks on the grass beside the road, do the same, in order to avoid
asfar as possible the sound offootsteps.

Once you have arrived at the sitefor the encounter; upon a direct and very obvious
signfrom one ofus,go alone right up to the burningfame, pass your hand through it (or
as close as you can) and then return to take your place with the others.

Keep your silence on the returnjourneyjust as on the outward one.

Upon arrival at the station, purchase a single ticketfor Paris, wait alone on the
platform and do the same on board the train. At Saint-Lazare station, leave on your
own.

These instructions must be remembered as precisely as possible.

PIERRE ANDLER ToAmbrosino and Kelemen, Interview

I would like to request an interview with Ambrosino and Kelemen. | do not know if it
makes any sensefrom theirpoint ofview to ask to speak to them together, but | hope
they would agree to do so. | suggest Thursday, Friday or Saturday at 7.15, at the café on
the corner of rue Dauphine near the river. Hoping A and K canfind a day that will suit
them both and that one ofthem will call me to say which day they have chosen.

Andler 11.X.38

PIERRE ANDLER Certain lapses of taste...

Certain lapses of taste have reminded me how much our activities stray perilously close
to aesthetics. | have never stopped being alert to this. | know that aesthetic research and
concerns have led certain men to rediscover the living truth and madness too, and thefate
ofthese men is what has interested me about them above all else. | know that aesthetics
has often played a dominant role in shaping every one ofus, and | realise that we will
never completely reject it. I am thefirst to accept this direct relationship, and with a
lightness of heart, because aesthetics is by definition unconcerned with anything servile or
that can be brought under control. But by way ofsuch obvious and persuasive reasoning,
today Ifeel deep misgivings and a nagging pain. We know the world we belong to: the
world ofHeraclitus and Nietzsche. And asfor the sense of belonging, we have affirmed
thatfor us this means total engagement. In this world we have taken the most ardent
symbols and given them aface that is appealing but still terrifying. (In science we have
evenfound the elements ofa doctrine.) We have since built a community around this



face. In this way we have brought together all the constituent elements ofa myth. We
have devised and performed rites ofclear efficacy. Nothing indicates that we have not
already succeeded in creating this myth. Infact,for it to become agenuine mythical
figure only one element is missing: the right or the determination to make
demands in its name. This element must be apart ofitfrom now on: our myth
demands ofus some sort of action.

But this is precisely where the question ofaesthetics comes into it. So that our myth is
not an aesthetic creation, and that our love ofreligion should mean religion and our
adherence tofaith should meanfaith, these demands made in the name of myth must be
categorical. But is it enough that we know it must be categoricalfor it to be so in
practice? Do the demands themselves depend on aesthetics? Is it enough to make the
demands right now so that we canfinally escape aesthetics?

Giving up ones life is so much easier. 12.X.[19]38



THE COLLEGE OF SOCIOLOGY

©

THE COLLEGE OF SOCIOLOGY

Declaration on the International Crisis

The College of Sociology views the recent international crisis as a most
important experience in several respects. We have neither the opportunity nor
the time to examine all the aspects ofthis matter. In particular, we do not presume
to have the competence to interpret one way or another the diplomatic
developments which have led to the current state of peace, still less to declare
how much they were foreseeable and how much unexpected, what parts were
agreed to and what was imposed, and where appropriate what was play-acting
and what sincere.We are also aware how facile and tenuous such interpretations
may be; by exercising caution we hope that our example will be followed by
those whose competence does not exceed our own.That is the first point.

The College of Sociology sees its own role in the objective appraisal of the
collective psychological reactions aroused by the prospect of war and which, as
the threat of danger passes, then sink into an oblivion that should rightly be seen
as an atonement, or else become quickly transformed in the collective memory
into pleasant and almost comforting recollections.The most hopeless individuals
end up thinking they have become heroes. Already the public believes in the fairy
story that they have conducted themselves with composure, dignity and resolve;
was the prime minister somehow incapable of thanking them for that? And it
must be said here that the words used to describe these sentiments are much too
nice when up until now the only ones that were appropriate were consternation,
resignation and fear. The performance we witnessed was one of mute and
spellbound confusion, woefully at the mercy of events; this was the reaction ofa
population that was bound to be frightened and aware ofits inferiority, when its
politics refuses to admit the possibility ofwar when confronted by a nation whose



own politics are entirely based upon war. That is the second point.

To this state of moral panic was added the absurdity of the current political
positions. Right from the beginning, the situation was already marked by paradox:
dictatorships apparently concerned for the right of the people to self-
determination, and democracies backing the principle ofnatural borders and the
vital interests of nations. In due course, these positions will become more and
more extreme. We see the heir and successor of the Joseph Chamberlain who
used to talk quite openly about England’ global dominion, and on which its
empire was built, going to plead with Mr. Hitler to agree to any settlement
whatsoever,provided that it was peaceful. A Communist daily newspaper recently
drew a parallel between this “messenger of peace” and Lord Kitchener, with the
latter coming out on top in every respect.Without having seen it with our own
eyes we would have refused to believe that the Communists should one day be
congratulating the man who commanded the war in the Transvaal — with its
systematic destruction ofthe civilian population and its concentration camps —
for having secured a large area of land for his country (true enough, they made
no mention of the gold and diamond mines gained for City traders). We should
also bear in mind the state of public opinion in America which, from the other
side of the ocean, and hence some distance away, has demonstrated its capacity
for lack of awareness, self-righteous hypocrisy and asort of impractical, Platonic
idealism which seems to be more and more characteristic of the democracies.
This is the third and final point, before the conclusion.

The College of Sociology is not a political organisation. Its members have
their own opinions. Nor do we feel obliged to consider France’ special interests
in this business. Our role is exclusively to learn the lessons that must be gleaned
from these events, and to do that while there is still time, that is to say before
everyone becomes absolutely convinced that they have in all truth shown
composure, dignity and resolve throughout the ordeal. The College of Sociology
regards the general absence of any spirited reaction to the war as a sign of mans
devirilisation. We feel certain that the cause of this is to be found in the loosening
of the bonds that currently hold society together, indeed in their near non-
existence, on account ofthe development ofbourgeois individualism.We decry
its effects without any show of emotion: men who are so alone, so bereft of destiny



that they have absolutely no resources when faced with the possibility of death;
men who, lacking any deep-seated reasons to join the struggle, inevitably turn
into cowards when it comes to conflict, any kind of conflict, like some sort of
sentient sheep resigned to the slaughterhouse.

The College of Sociology has essentially defined itself as an organisation for
study and research. This continues to be the case. But we reserved for ourselves,
at the time the college was founded, the possibility ofbeing something else, ifit
could be done: this was to be a focus of energy. Yesterdays events suggest to us,
perhaps even demand of us, that we concentrate on this aspect of our self-
appointed activity. This is the reason we are taking the initiative of issuing this
public statement. And it is for this reason that we invite those who have found
that the only result ofanguish is that it creates a vital bond between men, tojoin
us,with no other condition except their awareness ofthe utter deceit of all present
forms of politics and the need to reconstruct on principle a collective mode of
existence which takes no account of any geographical or social constraints and
which will allow us to show a little dignity when death approaches.

Paris, 7 October 1938
BATAILLE, CAILLOIS, LEIRIS
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Chronology
Commentaries

THE SECRET SOCIETY OF ACEPHALE
e 76. Georges Bataille Questionnaire B
*77. Pierre Andler Meditation on Joy in the Face of Death
¢ 78. Pierre Andler On Bataille's Questionnaire and Note
» 79. Georges Bataille To Imre Kelemen
980. Georges Bataille The Tricephalous Monster
#81. Jean Rollin To Georges Bataille
«82. Jean Rollin The Acéphale
*83. Imre Kelemen We live on the surface of the Earth...
84. Pierre Andler Personal Commitment of 26 January 1939
®85. Georges Bataille Propositions
#86. Georges Bataille In Search ofJoy in the Face of Death
«87. Georges Bataille To Louis Couturier
©88. Michel Carrouges Les Portes dauphines (extract)
« 89. Patrick Waldberg With Georges Duthuit (extract)
* 90. Georges Bataille To the Members of Acéphale

THE COLLEGE OF SOCIOLOGY
091. Roger Caillois Theory of the Festival



CHRONOLOGY

1938

COLLEGE

ANNEE 1938-1939

Mardi ISNove-nbre 1938
fAMBIGUITE DU SACRE,

par Roger Caillois.

Mardi 13 Déeembre 1938
LA STRUCTURE DES DEMO -
CRATIES et

DE

SOCIOLOGIE
- |« TRIMESTRE

Mardi 29 Nlovembre 1938

ARTSDAIMER ETARTS MI-

L1TAIRES par Dertis de Rougemont

SEPTEMBRE I

19 38, par Georges Bataille.

Le COLLEGE de SOCIOLOGIE se réunira dans ia Safie des Galeries du Livre, iS rue Gay*

Lussac (5*). Les Exposes commenceront & 21 h. Prix d’entrée : 4 Fr. Carte annueile : 40 Fr.

2*et 3* trimestre. Exposés de Georges Duthuit, Anatole Léwjtsky, Michel Leiris, Jean Paulhan,

Georges Bataille, Roger Caillois.

JLiSsH rIst il

10 October. An open meeting is held at the
Critérion at 6.30 pm. Koch recalled Lacan being
present at certain of these meetings.

Before 15 October. Bataille writes two
questionnaires for members, labelled A (lost,
apart from its supplement) and B, *76. This
latter is a set of rules concerning the activities
of members, and is at the origin of a dispute
with Kelemen.

E sm

15 October. Andler writes his response, "On
Bataille's Questionnaire and Note", ®78.

1 November. The Popular Front government is
dissolved as a result of the Communist refusal
to endorse the Munich Agreement.

2 November. Bataille replies to Kelemen's
objections to "Questionnaire B' by emph-
asising the urgency of the struggle against
Christianity, Socialism and Fascism. This is the



The last photograph of Laure,
taken on 7 November 1938.



subject of "The Tricephalous Monster" #80. In
the letter to Kelemen accompanying this text,
Bataille sketches out the similarities he sees
between the will for festival and the will for
death which later informs the lecture "Joy in
the Face of Death", 095, he delivers to the
College in June 1939.

Later the same day Laure's illness reaches
its final crisis. A year afterwards Bataille
recalled: "l tried to speak to her but she did not
respond [...] | understood that everything was
coming to the end, and that | would never
speak to her again, that she was going to die
like this in afew hours and that we would never
again speak to each other [..] The world
crumbled pitilessly."1

7 November. The death of Laure in Saint-
Germain-en-Laye after an agony lasting four
days. Bataille, Leiris, Moré and her mother and
sister are present. The family are devout
Catholics and request a priest, but Bataille
refuses to allow one in his house.2 Laure's last
words: "It's ravishing”, of a rose Bataille had
given her. He places atranslation of Blake's The
Marriage of Heaven and Hell in her coffin. His
grief is exacerbated when he discovers her
writings; one text in particular, "The Sacred",
overwhelms him because of its similarities with
what he himself had recently written. Against
the wishes of her family, in 1939 he and Leiris
publish a private edition of her writings, under
the name of Laure, with this same title. The
Sacred. He later wrote: "Pain, terror, tears,
delirium, orgy, fever, then death, this was the
daily bread that Laure shared with me and this
bread left me with the memory of a powerful
but intense sweetness; it was the form taken by
alove eager to exceed the limits of things and
yet how many times did we find moments of
impossible happiness, starry nights, flowing
streams [,..]."3

9 November. The attacks of Kristallnacht take
place across Germany. Hundreds of Jews are
killed and thousands are arrested and sent to
camps, while countless synagogues and Jewish
businesses are destroyed.

During the second term of 1938, Georges
Duthuit* and Camille Schuwer lecture to the
Society of Group Psychology on "Represent-
ations of Death".4

10 November. Bataille writes to Caillois,
probably referring to Laure: "Do not say a word
about what you know", before moving on to
problems concerning the publication of the
College "Declaration” in the NRF.

15 November. Bataille continues to organise
the activities of the College of Sociology, which

resume with a lecture by Caillois, "The

Ambiguity of the Sacred".

29 November. Denis de Rougemont lectures to
the College on "Arts of Love and Arts of War".
Also in November, Bataille's article "Chance"
appears in Verve |, 4.

13 December. Bataille lectures to the College
on "The Structure of Democracies and the Crisis
of September 1938", the text of which is lost.
Victoria Ocampo, the publisher of Sur, attends
the lecture and she and Caillois soon begin a
relationship.

17 December. Bataille writes to Caillois
proposing a programme for the College for
1939, most of which was carried out.5A printed
version is produced for the second "trimester"”
(overleaf). Around this time Farner and
Waldberg move in with Bataille at Saint-
Germain-en-Laye, and the three of them share
this house until autumn 1939.

Late December. Rollin, who was the original
point of contact between the Spanish anarchist
Miguel Gonzalez Inestal and Acéphale, writes to
Bataille from Barcelona, #81, concerning the
sessional meeting of 29 September, #69. He
appends his text "The Acéphale”, #82, a
commentary on Bataille's "Propositions on the
Death of God,” #65, and probably his
translation of a text by Gonzalez Inestal that
commented on Acéphale. Kelemen's "We live
on the surface of the Earth..." #83, likely also
dates from this time.

Late December/early 1939. Probable date of
Bataille's "Propositions," ®85, in which he
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Mardi !0 janvier J939
LA NAISSANCE DE LA LIT*

TERATURE, par René Guastalla

Mardi 24 janvier 1939

ET L'ORDRE TEU-
par Georjes Batailie

HITLER
TONIQUE,

SOCIOLOGIE

2"e TRIMESTRE

Mardi 7 Février 1939

LE MARQUIS DE SADE ET
LA REVOLUTION, Par Pierre
Klossowski

Mardi 21 février 1939
COMMEMORATION
MARDI GRAS, parGeorges Batailie
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introduces "joy in the face of death" as the
fundamental principle of the Society.

1939

3 January. Bataille writes the first part of "The
Madness of Nietzsche" for Acéphale 5.

10 January. René Guastalla lectures to the
College on "The Birth of Literature".

24 January. Bataille lectures to the College on
"Hitler and the Teutonic Order". The text is lost.

25 January. Bataille writes to Caillois to criticise
his comments about Communism in an article
he has not yet published. He claims it not only
demonstrates Caillois's self-confessed "total
political incompetence” but could be mistaken
for the views of the College.

26 January. Andler signs his
Commitment" to the secret society.

7 February. Klossowski lectures to the College
on "The Marquis de Sade and the Revolution".

21 February. Bataille's lecture to the College on
"The Commemoration of the Mardi Gras"
stresses the revolutionary significance of the
carnival within a democracy (the text is lost).
On this date too Caillois probably reads his
lecture "Sociology of the Executioner" which
puts forward an opposite thesis. It is published
in the autumn in the NRF.

"Personal

27 February. The French Chamber of Deputies
recognises Franco's government in Spain.
Madrid alone remains in the hands of the
Republic but falls to the Fascists on 28 March,
and the new government declares a complete
victory on 1 April. In this period nearly one
million refugees cross over into France.

February. Monnerot publishes a questionnaire
on "spiritual advisers" in Volontés, a journal
edited by Georges Pelorson. The responses,
published in June, include one from the College
of Sociology. In the February issue Queneau
objects to the mythomania in intellectual
circles, insisting that myths cannot be invented,

but can only exist as the emanation of a
community.6

7 March. Anatole Lewitsky* gives the first of a
two-part lecture to the College, "On Certain
Aspects of Shamanism”. He gives the second
part on 21 March.

15 March. Invasion of Czechoslovakia by Nazi
Germany.

17 March. In a letter to Caillois, Bataille
discusses possibilities for the next series of
lectures. He also announces that he will speak
on the Nazi incursion after the second lecture
by Lewitsky at the College on 21 March.
Bataille's speech was to be called "The New
Defenestration of Prague" and redefines the
College by emphasising "two political principles
of sacred sociology".7 Hs own summary is given
on pp.360-1.

Probably 21 March. A private meeting is held
at Bataille's flat to resolve the immediate
programme of the College. No lecture has been
scheduled for late April, and Bataille asks
Walter Benjamin and Hans Mayer* if they
would speak. Benjamin proposes a lecture on
the meaning of fashion, Mayer on the rites of
German nationalism. Bataille chooses the
latter, but accepts Benjamin's proposal for the
next series. Mayer later writes, "The College
had reached a point of terrible uncertainty".8

22 March. Bataille writes to Calillois
summarising the previous day's meeting, and
includes the programme for the third term,
which now includes Mayer's lecture.

23 and 24 March. France and Britain issue
decrees promising to intervene in the case of a
German attack on Belgium, the Netherlands,
Switzerland or Poland. This is extended on 13
April, after Italy's invasion of Albania on 7 April,
to include Romania and Greece.

25 March. Dussat, in Toulon, writes for
Acéphale "The Role of Irony in Tragedy" (not
included here).

Spring. Bataille and Waldberg take Duthuit into
the forest of Marly in the hope that he will join
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A YEARBOOK FOR ROMANTIC-
MYSTIC ASCENSIONS. Edited
by Eugene Jolas. Published by The

Gotham Bookmart Press New York

The title-page of Vertical, published in
New York in 1941, which featured a
selection of texts relating to the
College, "The Sacred Ritual", and which
was edited by Georges Duthuit.

the Society, but Duthuit later writes that he was
never invited to Acbphale's meetings.9

Publication of The sacred by "Laure”, edited
and annotated anonymously by Bataille and
Leiris. In spring 1943 they edit a second book
of hers, Histoire d'une petite fille (Story of a
Little Girl).

April. Calillois publishes the article Bataille had
criticised in January in the journal Les
Volontaires: "The Hierarchy of Beings: relations
and oppositions between democracy, Fascism
and the notion of order".

7 April. Possible date for the encounter in the
forest described in the text "In Search of Joy in
the Face of Death", #86.

18 April. Mayer lectures to the College on
"Rites of Political Associations in Germany
during the Romantic Period".

Late April. Duthuit edits a section in Cahiers
d'art 1-4, consisting of texts by Bataille ("The
Sacred"), Caillois ("The Polycrates Complex,
after the Tyrant of Samos") and Duthuit himself
("Representations of Death").

2 May. Calillois lectures to the College on
"Theory of the Festival", 091, a text which
appears in the NRF in December 1939 and
January 1940 and then in Man and the Sacred
(1940), the foreword of which is dated March
1939.10

16 May. Paulhan lectures to the College on
"Sacred Language".

17 May. Bataille sends a letter, <87, with
instructions for the encounter in the forest, the
first. stage of the initiatiqn r]i_tual into the secret
soclety, to Louis Couturieg.'

31 May. Bataille addresses a text to the
members of Acéphale urging the secret society
to strengthen its communal unity by abandoning
all half measures and carelessness, #90.



COMMENTARIES

ACEPHALE [MG]

The first texts in this section, dating from October, would have benefited from being read
with a document that has not been found, "Questionnaire A". We have also omitted
another document, the "Supplement to Questionnaire A", since it lists "subjects of
interest to the organisation"1that turn out to be very close to those studied by the
College. This closeness raises the question of how far Acéphale influenced what topics
were to be lectured upon at the College. Another document omitted here, Dussat's
"Debate on the Problem of War", returned to one of the main preoccupations of both
Acéphale and the College since the Sudeten crisis: the threat of war. This concern,
introduced by Andler's text "The War" (as noted on pp.311-12), explained the urgency
to define the group's political position at the sessional meeting of 29 September, #69.
Dussat's contribution engaged with the debate on a more philosophical level, in terms
of the incompatibility ofthe "death offered in warfare" with "death asthe supreme object
[...] of the joy of existing".2This was close to the distinction made by Bataille during the
lecture on brotherhoods, on 19 March 1938 at the College, between, on the one hand,
"the armed brute" for whom "death is more than anything [...] what he has in store for
the enemy", and the "man of law and discourse” who "rejects tragedy in so far as it is an
expression of crime”, and on the other hand, the man of tragedy who alone "knows he
is avictim of human absurdity, and the absurdity of nature, but accepts this reality which
has left him no other outlet but crime".3 It also resembles the "tragic gift of the self" in
8XVII of the programme announced at the meeting of 29 September, #69, and the last
of the "Eleven Aggressions" in the same document. This latter formula was also the likely
source for Andler's "Meditation on Joy in the Face of Death”, #77, at the end of which
he returns to the taste for aestheticism among the adepts he had first criticised in #74.

"Questionnaire B', #76, Bataille's follow-up to his text of 28 September 1938,
"Degrees", #66, specified the different types of activities expected of adepts. Andler's
"On Bataille's Questionnaire and Note", #78, of 15 October, concerns the upheaval within
the Society caused by Bataille's "Note", #71, of the week before, and his "Questionnaire



B'. Andler wrote: "... it is not possible to appeal to almost everything that unites us so
deeply." In fact, he says, "nothing essential is at stake in the questionnaire" and, as
regards the notion of the disagreeable put forward by Bataille in his "Note", that too is
meaningless because the adepts will not "refuse the most challenging sacrifices
demanded by the community". The upheaval became an outright dispute on Kelemen's
part, according to two documents which he later gave to Andler: Bataille's letter of 2
November, #79, and his "The Tricephalous Monster", #80. This text meant that the
community was now implementing the programme of 29 September, «69, in which
Bataille called upon the members to match the semi-divine heroes of Hesiod's Works and
Days by forming an aggressive force to oppose the "three hostile heads: Christianity,
Socialism and Fascism". Since the age of iron had passed, however, it was no longer a
matter of sharpening Hesiod's "weapons made of metal", but rather "words we must
sharpen". Henceforth, application to this task would be the condition for adepts to reach
the second degree, that of "the man who has attained the fullness of power and virility",
«80.

Both Rollin's letter, «81, responding to the "Eleven Aggressions" and programme of
29 September, and his text "The Acéphale”, #82, a commentary on the "Propositions on
the Death of God", #65, which accompanied his letter, bear witness for the period of
late December 1938 or January 1939 to even more profound objections than those
expressed by Andler. Rollin pointed out that awareness of the tragedy of existence cannot
lead to redemptive action, and so a contradiction lay at the heart of the secret society:
"The will to power asserted tragically is a will to loss; asserted in practice, it is domination,
the creation of aform of power." This explained his refusal to subscribe to the second,
fourth and ninth aggressions and to the "fullness of power" at the heart of Acbphale's
programme, virility, which he suggested be replaced by the affective reality of human
solidarity as a proper means of achieving the liberation of man. From this followed a
reflection on the identification of the Acéphale with the superman who can only be "the
requirement, the fulfilment and above all the consequence of the death of God", if the
will to power is conceived of not "as an existing force or entity, to which it fails to
correspond, but as an indeterminate quality through which it is a question, in the
course of its creation, of revealing and affirming existence", #82. Finally Rollin opposed
any move towards individualism by means of a new “egotism", whose "quality and
intensity" was a gift opposed to "charity or pity". An unpublished text by Kelemen, of
uncertain date but preserved amongst Andler's papers, is likewise linked to #65. "We
live on the surface of the Earth...", #83, which followed a meditation at the acephalous
tree, denounces "the voice [...] at the surface”, which is allied to "the forms taken by
man's cowardice" and which provokes man's "headlong flight in the face of death" into



the arms of "God, infinite and eternal”. Only "the ecstasy of love" can provide the
necessary "violent and magnificent negation of the eternal and infinite God".

Although few in number, the last texts in this section, which all probably date from
early in 1939, suggest other ways for harnessing the Society's aggressive force, #85 85,
to create "a world that will break free from all prevailing laws relating to necessity and
fear". This is the text in which "joy in the face of death" becomes the Society's
fundamental principle and links it to the power the group "is determined to use".
Furthermore, breaking with its previous positions on the question of war, the Society is
henceforth urged by "Propositions” to agree to participate in military operations only on
condition that all moral bonds between the soldier and his flag are severed. Andler's
"Personal Commitment" of 26 January, #84, is symptomatic of this new climate within
the group. It took the form of a "trial" setting out the number of hours to be devoted to
Acéphale during the coming year, and the consequences of falling short by the time the
new period was inaugurated with the sessional meeting in September.

"In Search of Joy in the Face of Death”, #86, a brief text found in the papers of Andler,
Chavy and Waldberg, refers to a nocturnal encounter at the oak tree in the forest of
Marly. Andler's copy has a pencilled note attached: "Andler/ 7-4-39" followed by "Gare
S[aint-] L[azare] 20h. / go there first / return via Saint-Nom", and similar instructions
preceded the first encounter in the forest of Louis Couturier, and his experience of the
communal rite of the sulphur fire before the tree. In a letter of 17 May 1939, *87, Batalille
explained: "The sulphur we use calls to mind volcanoes. Lightning and volcanoes are
connected for us with ‘joy in the face of death'."4Was Couturier only a "participant” in
the Society, or had he acquired the title of "larva" (see ©66), following a rite of initiation?
The absence of any documentation relating to the sessional meetings of 1939 means this
guestion cannot be answered, but his relations with Bataille appear warm and extended
beyond the disbanding of Acéphale. In a letter to him on 10 November 1938, Bataille
wrote: "It seems to me that the task we are engaged in must of necessity be difficult. In
particular, everything connected with the mystical experience seems fraught with real
dangers. [...] For my part, | have tried to find what connects mystical and erotic states,
not excluding those that are the most abject. | do not want to suggest in the least though
that they may be confused with one another [...] But once the deep connection is laid
bare, the object of mystical ecstasy can be apprehended with a boldness that has been
all but lost and by forces that until now were inconceivable."5 Whatever the case.
Couturier's involvement in the Society was important enough for the walk to the stricken
tree to appear in the first chapter of his novel Les Portes dauphines, published in 1954
(see #88), afew years after he had been excluded from any involvement with Surrealism.

Matters were otherwise, however, with regard to Duthuit. Waldberg recounts their



long walk in the forest of Marly to the tree with Bataille in spring 1939,6just before
Duthuit gave his lecture to the College on "The Myth of the English Monarchy", the text
of which is lost. According to Waldberg, "he was greatly interested in the recent ideas of
Bataille", but he "never went so far as initiation",7a decision he reached only after some
hesitation. Duthuit confirmed his position in a letter to Breton of 18 November 1943,
published in February 1944 in IW in the section "Towards a New Myth? Premonitions
and Challenges", and in fact the numerous references to Bataille in his works mainly
concern the College.8 While in New York in 1941, he put together some texts from the
College under the title "The Sacred Ritual" for Eugene Jolas's Vertical anthology, and
linked the College and Acéphale by including Masson's drawing of Dionysus. These first
texts collected together in English consisted of Caillois's "Introduction”, 059, and "The
Ambiguity of the Sacred", Bataille's "The Sacred Conspiracy”, #1, and his own "For a
Sacred Art".

The final text here, from Bataille to the members of Acéphale, #90, was one of the
few to be found among the papers of Isabelle Waldberg and is another call for the Society
to strengthen its communal unity a few days before Bataille lectured to the College on
"Joy in the Face of Death".

THE COLLEGE OF SOCIOLOGY [AB]

The lectures in the first year of the College had been delivered only by those who had
contributed to its formation. Inthe second year they included a number by lecturers who
had not, amongst them Duthuit, Guastalla, Lewitsky, Mayer, Paulhan and Rougemont.
Benjamin's presentation was postponed until the following year, by which time he had
died while attempting to cross the Spanish border. None of these lectures are summarised
here.

In the first year, Bataille and Caillois had expounded a preliminary thesis describing
aspects of the structure of the sacred and it seems they now hoped that the "community"
of the College would be strong enough for lecturers from outside the initial group to
contribute to elaborating these ideas. However, the speakers' lack of familiarity with the
discussions about "active" sociology which had informed the setting up of the College
led, on occasion, to a certain loss of intensity, and some of these lectures also failed to
engage adequately with the precepts laid out by Bataille and Caillois in the previous year.
Perhaps if abstracts or complete texts had been distributed to participants either before
or after the lectures, then the coherence of the programme might have been more
sustainable. Notes by Bataille from 1937 show he had explored the possibility of creating
a College journal, which might have performed the same function, but concluded that it



was not affordable.9

Having communicated his ideas and intentions from "The Sacred Conspiracy" to "The
Sorcerer's Apprentice” and in the lectures that fell between, Bataille must now have felt
that the real arena for his activities should be Acéphale. The death of Laure had also
affected him deeply, and he may have hoped that the College could function on its own
to some extent, and serve as a means for recruiting new members to the Society.

The second year's lectures moved from Saturdays to Tuesdays, and began with "The
Ambiguity of the Sacred" by Caillois, who had not actually spoken at the College since
April. He returned to its central concern, the sacred, but the sacred considered primarily
within an ethnographic and anthropological context rather than the contemporary one
envisaged by Bataille in 029. The text is known because it later appeared, in April 1939,
in Mesures, and formed a chapter in Caillois's book Man and the Sacred, in November
the following year (although presumably revised for publication).

Caillois's presentation is elegantly precise and has a rhetorical clarity that Bataille's
writing often lacked. Conversely, his decision to consider this topic historically meant it
lacked Bataille's sense of urgency, while its chief aim appeared to be recapitulative and
it added little to Bataille's interpretation of Durkheim. Caillois describes aworld in which
the profane everyday is bounded by two abysses that are in fact one, a realm of ambiguity
in which the awe felt before sanctity finds its equivalent in the fear of defilement,10where
fascination and aversion are hard to distinguish, a confusion that almost always signifies
the presence of the sacred. He cast the explorers of this realm in a heroic light, but
whether he imagined himself in this role is left unstated:

He who dares to unleash subterranean forces, to abandon himself to the powers
of the underworld, will be unsatisfied with his lot, perhaps because he has been
unable to sway the heavens. He is nevertheless qualified to try and force entry.
The pact with the devil isjust as much a consecration as is divine grace. He who
has signed the pact, or is burdened by grace, is for ever separated from the
common fate, and the prestige of his destiny disturbs the dreams of the timid and
the jaded who have never been tempted by any abyss.11

Bataille's lecture on "The Structure of the Democracies and the Crisis of September
1938" is lost, and this is particularly regrettable since, according to an account of the
evening by Bertrand d'Astorg, it was the only lecture to the College that specifically
addressed the immediate political situation. Presumably it would have built upon the
"Declaration”, 075, published the previous month, which was likewise prompted by the
Munich Agreement of September. D'Astorg makes it clear that the lecture was no defence



of the democracies, and Bataille's claim that they were on the verge of expiring provoked
a heated discussion with Paulhan and Julien Benda. D'Astorg observed that: "we could
not tell whether these orators were treacherous anti-democrats, or if they were
defending a personal conception of an ideal democracy".12

The prospectus issued by the College for 1938-9 was published on three small cards
rather than as the single sheet of the previous year. This allowed the programme to be
announced in parts rather than in full at the start of the year, and is likely symptomatic
of the difficulty of finding suitable lecturers. Shortly after Bataille's lecture on the
democracies, a letter to Caillois on 17 December considered the options for the rest of
the year. Apart from the lectures by these two, most of those discussed came to pass as
planned, with the exception of the lecture proposed by Duthuit. He had been supposed
to speak on "Representations of Death" in art, but instead gave this presentation at the
Society of Group Psychology. However, the lecture was still placed within the orbit of the
College by being published together with texts by Bataille and Caillois in Cohiers d'ort in
April 1939, around the time Bataille and Waldberg were interested in Duthuit joining
Acéphale. The schedule of lectures was soon confirmed though and the new programme
rapidly printed (see p.348), since the first lecture by Guastalla on "the miseries of
literature",13took place on 10 January.

Bataille's lecture on "Hitler and the Teutonic Order" followed two weeks later, but no
description of it survives apart from Bataille's own in the same letter to Caillois from 17
December (the Teutonic Knights were German, the Knights Templar French in origin):

It is a question of starting from the opposition between the Teutonic Knights and
the Knights Templar as presented by those involved in occultism, and allow that
Hitler's affiliation to the Teutonic Order is probably "mythical”, whereas that is not
the case for the Ordensburgen, the schools for future leaders which are
constituted along the same lines as those of military orders; furthermore, a
response to the Ordensburgen is required from those of us who are unwilling to
submit to the domination of a power which we do not recognise, etc.14

The Ordensburgen were of course the military schools about which Caillois later
recalled his enthusiasm (pp.77-78).

On 7 February Klossowski spoke on "The Marquis de Sade and the Revolution", in
which he expressed points of view that Bataille and Caillois must have found problematic.
Klossowski had been involved with Contre-Attaque and was a great exegete of Nietzsche
and Sade, and somehow reconciled these inclinations with his Catholic faith. This perhaps
explains his ambiguous status at the College, where he was involved in its inner workings



but held slightly at arm's length (alongside his friend Benjamin). He was also involved
with Acéphale from its beginnings, but in the "Annual Summation" of September 1937,
as we have seen, Bataille wrote that "Klossowski has gone so far as to interpose God
between himself and us", #39. Klossowski seems then to have ceased his participation
with the Society, although the following July the group considered reconnecting with
him, «52.

Klossowski, however, remained active in the College, despite his ideas being at odds
with Bataille's, and in this lecture he defended his earlier position. He set out —in that
year of the 150th anniversary of the French Revolution — to distinguish between the
Sadean revolution of the sublime perversity of the "complete man" and that of the
"Incorruptible” Robespierre and his "natural man". Klossowski viewed the latter only as
an idealisation of banal man, whom he shows to be just as much a criminal. He suggests
that free-thinking and libertine nobles such as Sade are essential precursors of revolution,
and are "complete" because they are sufficiently lucid to be able to objectify "the
contents of their guilty conscience".15 A sort of unholy example then, but when the
revolution comes they find that they have no place in the Republic it creates because
their existence was based upon their being an opposition which was only meaningful
within the prohibitions of the old society. Sade and his like (if there was such a like)
undermine this old society and in revealing the criminality of its overlords, "will provide
the incentive for perpetrating regicide so as to adopt a republican government".15This,
however, will be carried out by "natural" men who will thus have assumed some of the
attributes of "complete" men, by killing the earthly representative of God.

At this point Klossowski expands upon the points in his text for Acéphale that
contributed to the rift between him and the group two years previously, "On the Master
and the Slave", ®25 (see pp.152-153 for Marina Galletti's discussion of other possible
points of contention). He asserts that it was the Church's grouping "of social forces into
an order that granted moral significance to each",17in other words a hierarchy of power,
that put an "end to the law of the jungle" and substituted for the ancient Master and
Slave relationship one of master and servant, a supposedly superior arrangement. This
is obviously contrary to ideas previously expressed at the College, for example, in the
lecture on "Power" (pp.257-258). So for Klossowski, the crime celebrated by Bataille and
Acéphale leads only to a vicious circle of more and more crime. The revolutionary
reinstatement of the pre-Christian situation means each person in turn becomes master
and is murdered by his slave, in a sort of profane replication of the killing of the King of
the Woods. Thus, in effect, Robespierre's Republic "can never begin®.18 Klossowski cites
in support of his argument the same passage from Sade that Bataille had used at the
start of "The Sacred Conspiracy”, #1: "A nation that is already old and corrupt, that



bravely shakes off the yoke of its monarchical government so as to adopt a republican one
instead, can only survive by committing countless criminal acts; this is because it already
exists in a state of crime..." The "inexpiable" crime of the killing of the king condemns the
new society, and in his lecture Klossowski repeats a sentence from #25, almost word for
word: "Henceforth everything you undertake will bear the mark of murder".19 Such a
statement in this context carries an opposite inflection to Bataille's notion of society as
being founded on crime, and even if this argument were accepted, it ignores the fact that
Christian morality shares the same mythical foundation, the killing of the God/King. To
that extent then, and within this schema, the revolutionary outcome will be no different,
and that would be its only failure. The question should rather be, what morality will the
new society put in the place of the one founded on Christianity?

Bataille's "Commemoration of the Mardi Gras" followed on 21 February. It is probable
that Caillois read his "Sociology of the Executioner" on the same evening, and although
this lecture does not appear on any of the College programmes it was certainly given
there (in his introduction Hollier cites various witnesses who recalled it). Bataille's lecture
is again lost; Boissonnas spoke a little about it in the passage cited in the introduction
(p.86), and her notes are the only record of it.20 She wrote: "The strangeness of M.
Bataille's presentation seduced me, even though it seemed rather more devastating than
at all constructive. It troubles me that | cannot remember all the points of his lecture..."
Her diary records that after the lecture Caillois spoke to disagree with Bataille, a public
disagreement that followed a private one (p.349, 25 January). The substance of Caillois's
objection to the lecture was mentioned in a letter from Paulhan to Boissonnas,2l namely
that the "Mardi Gras might be more of a safety valve, less likely to precipitate revolution
(as Bataille hoped) than to delay it indefinitely.”

There was more at stake here for the College than at first appears. Hollier in his
introduction22 pointed out that Bataille saw in carnival a cohesive force associated with
expenditure that could match that of military cohesion (for which read Fascist cohesion),
but in which a revolutionary potential yet seemed a possibility. Caillois, for his part, had
already associated such festivals with political upheaval when he wrote that "Dionysism
coincided with the revolt of rural elements against the urban nobility”, #28, yet in his
lecture on the sociology of the state executioner he drew a distinction between the killing
of the king in societies in which this is a regular (if often symbolic) occurrence, and a
society where it "occurs in the course of a crisis within a regime or dynasty. It then has
only astrictly political significance, even if it quite understandably arouses within certain
individuals reactions of aclearly religious nature." This interpretation appears to suggest
a fundamental disagreement with Bataille in which the notion of expenditure that lay
behind all his thought could in fact have a diffusing effect within a collective, rather than



concentrating effervescence so as to provide a revolutionary potential. The College had
been founded, at least in part, as a means of surpassing politics by revivifying the sacred
as avirulent effervescence that would radically change the society it infected, but Caillois
now seemed to be suggesting it would be a safety valve that had the opposite effect, and
actively maintain a society's present state.

The first section of Caillois's lecture considered the huge press interest in the recent
death of the state executioner, Anatole Deibler, which Caillois claimed was a
demonstration that the power of myth and "the realities giving birth to it"23 were far
from absent in present-day society. He then described the complex mythical interplay
between the figures of the king and the executioner. For example, while the king has
power over life and death, it is the abject person of the executioner who takes upon
himself the crime of actually carrying out the sentence. These two represent in their
persons the pure and impure sacred respectively, so that when the latter kills the former
in a powerful moment of sacrifice and sacrilege it appears as a sort of culmination, avivid
representation of the overturning of the established order, and a point of no return. Yet
Caillois, as we have seen, argued that this was not a social fact, while also stating that
"in the popular conscience the decapitation of the king appears as the pinnacle of the
revolution" which, one would have thought, makes it indistinguishable from a collective
representation, and thus indeed a social fact.

Also in February 1939, Monnerot published in Volontés an article that examined the
notion of spiritual or moral authority, and the interplay between the two, and which
began with two questions: "There have always been directors of conscience in the West:
popes, priests, reformers, pastors; do you think such spiritual direction is an organic
function of human society? Or, on the contrary, do you believe that the society in which
we live, as members of a historical community, has attained a sort of adulthood that
allows us to do without directors of conscience?"

The French expression "directeur de conscience"” would usually be translated as
"spiritual adviser”, but in this context a more literal translation has been adopted, since
this was evidently not an enquiry about parish priests. Monnerot's questions were sent
out to some 150 people, and their answers were published in June. There were separate
responses from various individuals associated with the College, including Duthuit,
Guastalla, Klossowski, Moré, Paulhan and Wahl, and also from the College itself, one of
the briefest published:

The problems raised by your inquiry are precisely those which, for the past two
years, the College of Sociology has endeavoured to understand and resolve. All
our labours, all our initiatives and all our public events are aimed specifically



towards this end. Such can be no surprise to the author of this questionnaire, for
he participated in the discussions which led to the College of Sociology, his
signature is on the declaration that announced its foundation and the association
even owes its name to him.

Be that as it may, the College of Sociology cannot summarise in afew incomplete
and empty lines what constitutes the essential part of its activity. Here we should
only recall that we consider our sole task to be that of answering the questions
posed by your inquiry and that we aspire, as far as we are able, to be that answer.

The two lectures in March were given by Lewitsky on shamanism. In a letter to Caillois
on the 17th, Bataille informs him that several of those who attended Lewitsky's first
lecture were "bored in the extreme".24 Paulhan too complained of Lewitsky's lifeless
delivery,5 but Boissonnas was delighted by Bataille's summing up, recording in her diary:

Bataille brought the lecture to a close with awonderful ease, clarity and authority.
His mouth is the most animated part of his face, his eyes are small. He is a big
man, and carries himself so that he appears strong, Olympian. His chin is slightly
receding. His eloquence is quite remarkable, and comes very naturally to him. He
follows the argument effortlessly, and always finds the striking image.2

In fact, Lewitsky's mode of presentation seemed to improve somewhat with his second
lecture, and Bataille was not alone in saying that it only partially detracted from its content.

Between these two lectures there was a sudden deterioration in the international
situation. On 15 March, Germany used its bridgehead in the Sudetenland to occupy
Czechoslovakia. The "peace for our time" had lasted less than six months. The College
was plunged into a period of "terrible uncertainty" according to Mayer.

One of many German Jewish intellectuals then exiled in Paris, Mayer had first met
Bataille late in 1938. Impressed by the "Declaration on the International Crisis”, 075, he
had written to the College and a meeting was arranged in a café. Bataille, Caillois and
Leiris all arrived together (which somewhat contradicts the idea that Leiris was playing
little part in the College by this time). Mayer became close to Bataille and left an account
of these few months when they met on a regular basis.

Bataille and Caillois now had extreme doubts about the relevance of their enterprise
in the face of unfolding events. In a letter to Caillois, Bataille proposed that he should
speak on the crisis after the second lecture by Lewitsky on 21 March. His speech, based
upon the second "abandoned" declaration of the College, was to be called "The New
Defenestration of Prague",27 but this is lost and nor is it known if it was actually read at



the College, although Bataille summed up its content in his letter to Caillois:

Our role isto insert into the heads of our fellow men the conviction that they are
nothing.

I would thus like to highlight two political principles of sacred sociology:

I. That if everyone who feels the need to serve a sacred cause is cast out to the
extremes (right or left), then society will waste away. Sometimes it is necessary
for the life of society that such scattered forces should be concentrated. This, in
my opinion, is what is required now and can only be done by people like us.

Il. Whether the development of economic institutions gives rise to slavery or
whether it simply tends towards slavery, it is pointless to co-operate on any
development based upon the necessity of things, which it would also be mad to
oppose, instead we should create an organisation which cannot be enslaved, an
irreducible nucleus resistant to any eventualities, and around which existence can
be recomposed in all its wholeness.

Iwould like to end by saying that there is no place in the world for disordered
mobs, that a place must be made for that which alone possesses the power to
order life, which isto saythe sacred, and for whatever enters its orbit and thereby
grows and becomes concentrated, organically, like a storm.

Needless to say, the notion that sacred sociology must have political principles was
not something that had been accepted in the early days of the College, but events were
causing previous certainties to collapse. The programme for the final term was settled,
at a meeting that probably took place on 21 March, and it was at this particularly ominous
moment that Bataille must have chosen the topics for his own lectures, which appear
designed to bring down the supposed barrier between the College and Acéphale. The
first of them, for 6 June, would now be "Joy in the Face of Death", which Bataille proposed
as the fundamental principle of Acéphale at around this time, #85 83 (although it had
first appeared within Acéphale asthe 6th "aggression” in July of the previous year, ®52).
The final lecture was to be on the College itself; Bataille, Caillois and Leiris would each
have half an hour to express their opinion of what it was, its aims and its methods. Bataille
wrote to Caillois with these proposals on 22 March, and the last lines of his letter are
both defensive and cautionary:

What | said to you yesterday about the intellectual integrity associated with the
mystical experience is a position that | have thought through. | do not think you
yourself can avoid taking a stance. Rigour will necessarily demand that you choose,



one way or the other. | confess that | often feel great impatience when | see the
huge intellectual laxness which isthe rule, so that essential problems are not asked
in people's minds.28

Also in March 1939, Caillois wrote the foreword to his book Man and the Sacred which
would appear in 1940. This book is profoundly informed by the work of the College, yet
Caillois never mentions it, nor Bataille, apart from once in the foreword: "I must express
my gratitude to Georges Bataille: it seems to me that on this question [the sacred] we
established between us an intellectual osmosis, which after so many discussions does not
allow me, on my part, to distinguish with certainty his contribution from mine in the work
we pursued in common." In atext from the early 1950s2 Bataille described this as an
exaggeration, especially in regard to two of its chapters that had been given as lectures,
"The Ambiguity of the Sacred" and "Theory of the Festival, 091, before distancing himself
from them by describing them as Caillois's most "personal” statements to the College.

On 18 April, Mayer lectured on the "Rites of Political Associations in Germany during
the Romantic Period" in which, according to Mayer himself, he showed that the entire
vocabulary of the Waffen-SS could be found in German Romanticism.3This was followed
on 2 May by Caillois's "Theory of the Festival', which returned to the subject he and
Bataille had already disagreed upon after the latter's lecture on the Mardi Gras. Perhaps
it was for this reason that Caillois, as in "The Ambiguity of the Sacred", primarily considered
the festival in the context of archaic societies. He avoided the issue of its meaning in the
present day until the very end of his lecture, and then considered it only superficially.

When Man and the Sacred was republished in 1951, Bataille wrote a long review of
it for Critique.3L Essentially he suggested that Caillois had written a strictly sociological
account, scientific rather than sacred sociology. He disagreed with Caillois's interpretation
of the sacred, which too often lacked aspects of prohibition or crime. With regard to
festivals, Bataille thought Caillois ascribed too utilious a function to them. In his text,
Calillois variously describes the festival as a means of regenerating societies, or of waste
disposal, or even as a sort of potlatch conducted with fate itself in which "destiny is
obligated to return with compound interest what it has received" (p.401). For Bataille
these outcomes, these "concerns for the future",3 had less meaning in the context of
the festival than the festival itself. He concluded: "It is remarkable that such a book, in
order for it to be written, had to be the work of a man who wanted totality but who
renounced it [...] and chose as its object [the sacred] something which is not an object,
which is in fact the destruction of all objects".33

At the end of May Bataille issued his edict to the members of Acéphale that there
must henceforth be no half measures.



TEXTS

October 1938 — May 1939
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THE SECRET SOCIETY OF ACEPHALE

GEORGES BATAILLE Questionnaire B

Written responses to thefollowing proposals:

1. An adept may only attain the second degree if he devotes all his time to the organis-
ation, apartfrom what is socially or physically unavoidable and during certain permitted
periods (in which case it is advisable togive equal time to studies, conversations and work
materially related toAcéphale and essential general information).

2. Each adept of thefirst degree shall devote to the organisation, symbolically and in a
strict andformal manner, apart, even a minimal part of his time, to be determined by
him according to his availability and his wants (in which case the only things that may
be considered are careful reflection, meditation or the very precise study of questions which
most closely concern Acéphale).

3. Each adept shall report in letters to be written at set intervals (without name and
address or otherformal phrases) the different activities he has taken occasion to devote to
the organisation (ofequal relevance here are meditations, periods of time spent in the
forest, study or reading, letters or written texts, conversations, discussions or verbal reports,
material work etc.). [October 1938]

PIERRE ANDLER Meditation onJoy in the Face of Death

The meditation onjoy in theface ofdeath, andjoy in theface ofdeath itself even
though they are deeply anchored in being are not by their nature beyond aesthetics.

What criterion could indicate to us that we are beyond aesthetics? No raised voices,
no way ofbehaving could be enough here to establish the difference.

Shall we one day simply lay claim to the will to power, a Secular’will to power? Will
our demand, at that moment, stripped ofall its religious associations, not be more coldly,
more exclusively, whole?

il



I can commit myselfentirely to all the games. | am as capable as anyone else,for the sake
ofa cause | have made my own, of turning my DESIRE TO BELIEVE into actual
BELIEVING. | want it to be known that if I announce in public what it is that dwells
within me like an obsession, it is not because | cannot bear the tension ofa very difficult
game, but because Ifeel all ofa sudden openly provoked by what Ifeel in spite of
myself to be aesthetic. 14.X.38

PIERRE ANDLER On Batailles Questionnaire and Notel

Briefly, 1 would like to say this: | would have preferred not to have been asked today to
have to answer Batailles note and questionnaire. | am preparing my response to the
latter and my delay is explained by certain fundam ental difficulties and not by any
concernfor making myselfclear in a careful manner as regards the direction my research
has been taking. Asfor Bataille’ Note, | am sure that the notion of the disagreeable2
— which he introduces — has no meaningfor any ofus. | believe that it is already clear
that no one here will refuse the most challenging sacrifices demanded by the comm-
unity; there is something humiliating about seeing doubt cast on our capacity to submit
withjoy to the disagreeable. But it is not possible to appeal to almost everything that
unites us so deeply. |1fone or more of us considers this or that initiative to be vexatious
(but not disagreeable), they have the right and even the duty to take note ofitfrom the
moment when what is essential is not at stake. | maintain that nothing essential is at
stake in the questionnaire, and if | am applying myselfto responding to it that is because
I consider [?] it to be both excellent and absurd, and thus altogether acceptable. | have
nothingfurther to add, and would prefer it if any explanations, if they are really
necessary, are only asked of me after a certain amount of time has elapsed.

15.X.38

GEORGES BATAILLE To Imre Kelemen
2-X1-[19]38
My dear Kelemen,
I am sending you thesefew notes today rather than giving them to you next Tuesday —
the only reason being that notes 2 and 3 include a response to what you said on the
subject of questionnaire B.
O fcourse, we should arrange to meet up, but | confess that I do not really understand



78. Pierre Andler, On Bataille’s Questionnaire and Note.

THE SACRED CONSPIRACY 367



your attitude. What can it hope to achieve? You talk about “insisting”. From an indiv-
idual perspective, you are constantly insisting on all sorts of things that could slow us
down. Do you think we are moving too quickly? | realise that this dispute could all too
easily be reduced to something quite intangible, but can you imagine a single moment
when the primacy we have accorded to the will to be is so little threatened that it3
because the very thing we experience is what cruelly marks out the distance between
being and inertia? Ultimately, will the concrete proposals that you should have brought
to the meeting, which you called, afew days ago all boil down to this purely negative
response?

All the deep reasonsforfriendship and discretion cannot prevent usfrom getting to the
bottom of this. What sense could there be in my concealingfrom you that after the reliefl
felt on the day you called this meeting, I then had to return to ajudgement ofyour char-
acter which, to make matters difficult, requires nothing less than recognising the incom-
patibility ofyour current attitude with our undertaking. | do not think, and let me be
quite clear about this, that what is bothering you so deeply might be seen as something we
need to rule out, perhaps it isjust the opposite, but nothing is possible if this peculiar
attraction we undoubtedly allfeel is not seenfor what it is. I think more and more that in
thefestival, the will to celebrate is a profound willfor death, but life can only consist in
this contradictory alternation between action and celebration. Wlwt we carry inside us is
precisely the possibility of demonstrating that actions result infailure, that is to say celeb-
ration, but thatfailure already requires fulfilment and the only realform ofcelebration is
heroes, in other words those who have triumphed before dying tragically.

In any case, do realise that our argument here cannot be allowed to develop into some
kind of commonplace disagreement and that my affection towards you remains intact.

Georges Bataille

GEORGES BATAILLE The Tricephalous Monster

1
The life we wish to lead can only have a heroic meaningfor us, that is to say the works’
we choose to undertake are unavoidably like those o f‘heroes’.The ‘monster’we must
defeat has three heads, three hostile heads: Christianity, Socialism and Fascism. The
heroes of ancient legendfought with the wisdom and cunning ofan armed peasant. We
belong to an urban reality and the tricephalous monster we are fighting is an urban
monster. The basic weapons of this monster are not teeth orfire but knowledge, forthright



80. Georges Bataille, The Tricephalous Monster.

judgements and propaganda (with the result that the masses are recruited as theirforces).
Everything that qualifies as an increase in knowledge therefore becomes a weapon we can
use in thefight, and not weapons made of metal but ofwords we must sharpen,for in
reality our strength can only befound in these sharp-edged words that propagate
themselves. We can only do battle as an infection, in other words we must engage in com-
bat on the monsters own ground.
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2
As agroup we have made sure to insist on being. However; our activities have just been
systematically called into question. What is Kelemen objecting to with his “insisting
again on BEING™. | do not understand. Ifwe were overly busy with our activities...
But the situation is the exact opposite. Ifthings do become too busy, then it will be time
for us to take stock. All these objections against action, whatever form they take, only
cause delays.

What must be done now is to continue right to the end: this BEING we are supposed
to keep insisting on again is not action, since Kelemen specifically locates it in opposition
to action, and neither is it contemplation or knowledge (Kelemen is hostile to both of
these). This BEING is thus NOTHINGNESS. We cannot be surprised to encounter in our
midst this profound will to NOTHINGNESS. It has opened up inside us like a wound
and not one ofus can consider it alien to his person. We can have the strength to live
with pride with this open wound, butfirst ofall we must recognise it as a wound.

3

“The actions ofan adept should in no way contribute to his accession to a higher cate-
gory. ”3 This is Kelemen’ proposal but it seems to me the opposite ofcommon sense,
for it also implies that we should ask what ought be contributing to this accession. It
would seem, however, quite sufficient to have understood thatfor there to have been no
actions at all in certain cases might not be considered an obstacle. On the other hand, |
would suggest that in actualfact such cases will be extremely rare: the second degree
should unequivocally indicate the man who has attained thefullness ofpower and
virility. It is almost out of the questionfor this power and virility to show themselves
other than through someform ofaction that meets its set objectives without the slightest
deviation.

I am sure that Kelemen? proposal does not really imply anything that runs counter
to what I havejust written, but I am struck by a certain contrary-to-common-sense
method used in expressing it. It is clear that in practice it is timefor us to become
common sense itself, and the most vulgar common sense at that. Anything which, in
practical existence, is not hight is black, snow is white’, will always be in danger of
becoming mere beating about the bush. | intend no bias here infavour ofwhat is obvious
but rather ofwhat is clear-cut, since every cure involves cutting with a knife, with no
argument. [November 1938]
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JEAN ROLLIN To Georges Bataille
[Barcelona, December 1938-January 1939]
The slowness of my reply4is not because ofany lack ofinterest, but on the contrary; the
result of multiple concerns and questions which have occurred to me since reading the
general letter. The events that have taken place, and what | have experienced here, have
only intensified my reactions.

On reflection, I cannot wholly subscribe to the communications | have received.51 can
recognise most of my aspirations in them, | am willing to support them, but Ifeel it is
difficult to commit to themfully because ofthe way in which they are presented and de-
fined, and the way the phrasing condenses their meanings.

I am reading the eleven aggressions. Apartfrom the second and thefourth, they all
correspond very accurately to my way of thinking.

In order to respond to the programme that you have sent me, | cannot do better than
to express my thoughts as they come to mind.

The point here is knowing exactly what action must be undertaken, or more accu-
rately infact, whether or not to undertake any action at all. To create aforce involves
some sort ofaction — religious or political, every action carried out upon reality
involves a compromise with it.

It is necessary, or not, to create using existence itself. The tragic awareness of destiny is
born out ofthe awareness and experience ofhuman reality. It cannot, without risk of
losing its meaning and surrendering its value, lead to a redemptive action, which seems
to me to be inherent in the affirmations presented.

The true nature of human resolve implies that perfection does not exist in human
terms, and that it is ridiculous to assign an unlimited objective to human activities, since
death, or extinction, arepresent in each one. Awareness of the actual nature of this
resolve is the real tragedy here, which is not an awareness of the ineluctability of divine
law but ofthe limit within every achievement that is opposed to human power.

This power, ultimately, is not shapedfrom aspirations. Itfinds its precise measure and
value in its contact with reality.

Stirring up human power, or stirring up avidity, leads, we must notforget, to exhaust-
ion and death. Strength in the service of this power must either rebel, in other words be
sacrificed to reality, or become reconciled with it.

Ifwe want to establish aforce that will bring us to practical action, we cannot assert,
unless we acknowledge that we also want to be mistaken, that it might developfrom a



tragic opposition. The assertion that will become apparent will necessarily be afunction
of the connection [between this] tragic opposition and reality.

Ifwe wish to act in a certain way, we will be led, so that we mightfeed and nourish
hunger, to define the means ofaction. We passfrom opposition to imposition. The
energy accumulated by this natural hunger will not be spent, and squandered uselessly,6
but will serve to enable it to become established, that is to say out of necessity to capture
theforces that act according to the principle ofservile necessity.

Dulyfed by these captured and devouredforces, the tragicforce's hunger is of necessity
transformed, as water puts out afire.

It seems to me that the main contradiction resides in thefact that we are asserting the
inutility ofexistence, which rightly speaking should be located on a religious level, by
giving a tragic value to this assertion, and that we are also asserting the necessity ofsome
sort ofredemptive action, which cannot be considered inutilious since utility is the very
basis of action, both in terms ofits necessity and its reality.

“A human being is not simply a stomach tofill, but an excess of energy to be
squandered. " 7Yet if our strength develops in the direction suggested, this human being
will become above all else an excess of energy, capable of exerting control and
domination.

The will to power asserted tragically is a will to loss; asserted in practice, it is
domination, the creation ofaform ofpower.

It is vital to clarify this point and to highlight its implications. They explain,for
example, why | do not hold with the ninth aggression.8They even suggest that our
communional unity may take on bogusforms.

We cannotfail to stress that calling upon man3d virility9isjust as vague, and as
much apart of man enslavement to tragic and liberating aspirations, as appealing to
liberty, or to authority. God, thefatherland and happiness are at one and the same time
abstract entities and living realities.

Personally, I am unable to resolve the contradictions that present themselves each time
I endeavour to understand what might be called the liberation ofman. I am not yet in a
position to putforward any objections. All the same, these objections would seem suffic-
iently well establishedfor me to be unable to agree, in anticipation of this liberation, with
the proposed programme.

The organisation ofany aggressive force only seems possible to me if we take these
essentials as our starting point, and seek to build against them.

The question we are asking concerning ‘a human religion’ remains unanswered.10



For my part, | am notgiving up. But the principles upon which the programme bases
this religion, and the means itproposes to use, do not appear to be at all effective in terms
ofavoidingfakery and illusion, which, it seems to me, we have alwaysfought against
and wish to escape.

Rather than turning to virility, if it is indeed necessary to call upon a notion or power
principle, I would consider human solidarity an effective emotional realityfor organ-
ising man} liberation, which is what | am hopingfor.

These are my thoughts, though | would have wanted them to be bothfuller and more
profound. I cannot hide thefact that they are, unfortunately, in the main rather negative.
But | did want to reply to your communication and most ofall to dismiss any impression
that | am losing interest. More than ever, albeit not with all the attendant conditions, |
am trying to understand what problems have arisen and in what manner.

If the thoughts | pass on here do not seem to be entirely at variance with your ideas
I would earnestly request that you havefaith in my complete commitment, and keep me
informed ofyour activities.

Yours truly,Jean Rollin

JEANROLLIN TheAcéphale

Identification with the myth of the supermanll can only signify apractical adherence to a

form of life that has at once the form and the force oflife. It means deliberately, in spite
ofand in theface ofall constraints, establishing oneselfin the zone where life and its
consequences take on a value differentfrom all other values, burned away and stripped
bare as those values are by thefurnace that is their source.

This adherence is distinguished at afundamental levelfrom the pursuit ofan ideal
— it can no longer be identified with the searchfor perfection.

All sense offinality is expresslyforeign to it — it seeks not to exhaust the world}
resources by means ofa setform ofwords or a regulated process, but on the contrary to
bringforth or raise high the unexpected result ofits action, which is the only thingfit to
transform and create the world beneath itsfeet. It strives to obtain a revelation of the
world by the world.

Farfromfinding in constraint thejustification to accept life with all its constraints, as
ordained by sages and saints, itfinds in this constraint the necessity that is the basis ofa
total liberation which simultaneously affirms and denies existence. It alights on this
affirmation and negation — the crux ofthis contradiction, and this contrast — as



though on a taut rope that cuts right through it.

Both lost and won at every moment, life must thus appear to be solely and entirely
responsiblefor itselfand its end — in other words death. God disappears at the moment
the extra-temporal existence and demands of eternity are implicated.

The raw existence of life is its only value.

To live the myth of the superman it is thus necessary to be at once the prey, the
game and the instrument. The will to power, in orderfor it not to be a value that is
simply explained or offset, must not be perceived as an existingforce or entity, to which it
fails to correspond, but as an indeterminate quality through which it is a question, in the
course of its creation, ofrevealing and affirming existence. Hence the superman will be
at once the requirement, thefulfilment and above all the consequence of the death of
Godu

It is not individualism that can accountfor this attitude but, in terms of being, a new
egotism, thegift of which would best express its quality and intensity, as opposed to
charity orpity.

This egotism may act on being to the point of making it the acephalic will so as to
affirm Gods will to death, hisfulfilment and its consequences.

Contemplation is to ecstasy what God is to the superman — the affirmation that
only eternity understands life, becausefrom the beginning it extends infinitely beyond it.
Chance is no more than an arrangement ofprovidence, and those things that are
immutablyfixed depend upon chance alone.13Acéphale re-establishes the game of the
world — it is the mythological signfor the power ofencounters in which theforce of
chance isfully reinstated, within the possibility it containsfor total transformation or
destruction.}4

Things conjured up do not come to us because they areforetold or summoned — but
because they are provoked. They rise up out of mansfootprint, “the product ofordinary
chance, a defenceless nothing abandoned to all perdition.

Thefact that being is at once prey,game and instrument of the myth of the superman
is contained and affirmed in this act ofprovoking. It accountsfor its demands and attends
to itsfulfilment. [December 1938-January 1939]

IMRE KELEMEN We live on the surface of the Earth...

I. We live on the surface of the Earth — whoever else lives here, together with all his
fellows, is not me any more than the surface of the Earth is the Earth itself. And yet, this



surface is definable — it is the tension ofwhat exists inside.

The path that takes me awayfrom this surface, that leads into its depths, is dark and
dangerous. It is only my movement along it that brings it into existence, that is my
existence, shorn ofglittering memories and deathly, empty associations.

This depth is not a state of excitation, but a state in which the bond between beings
isfreedom, in whichfreedom is the bond between beings, the source of allfreedom.

Il. In the train, returningfrom Saint-Nom-la-Breteche to Paris, a voice inside me asks:
“Were wejust behaving like idiots back there?”The voice asking this question is at the
surface — it does not correspond to anything within me that would be the victim’of
the surface, but rather to something that loves the surface and is attracted to it. I know
that | am the world and that settles the question: all science, all myths and all rites may
beformed within me.

God, infinite and eternal: these are theforms taken by man} cowardice and his
headlongfight in theface of death, afutilefightfrom the imprisoned skeleton that
exists beneath the surface of his own body. Faced with the presence ofsuch cowardice, it
would be pointless and childish to expect any kind ofcourage: the point is to allow
no room inside for it.

The ecstasy of love that opens up this surface and penetrates into the depths has been
relegated in vain to the surface of the epidermis and subdued by this cowardice — it is
bothfreedom and the bond with the other being; it is also the violent and magnificent
negation of the eternal and infinite God.

I1l. When it is a question ofconsidering what | am, what | was and what my life is, |
run up against the systems natural resistance which is created by the surface in order to
deny the tension it brings into being itself. Locked inside this system, my life would be
emptied ofall its meaning, would become past, present andfuture, and become no more
than something to serve as the subject ofa biography.

Time does not hold back, does not signify any progression’, is not ‘making its way’
towards any value.

My eyes are sometimes closed and sometimes wide open, but | recognise myselfin
my victories and in my defeats, my catastrophes and ecstasies; so too in the blows aimed
at the blind man but received with open, seeing eyes. None ofthat would belong to what
is called the past, because it all still lashes me with its strict demands. It would be
virtually impossible tofind one moment in my life that was more decisive than any
other.



IV 1 know what the old religious teaching signifies; I know that it is true that the person
who rebels against Godfinds himselfface toface with his own death.
[December 1938-January 1939]

PIERRE ANDLER Personal Commitment of26January 1939

Timetable
From 1 February until the summer (leavefor Copenhagen):
Monday, Wednesday, Thursday: 8.30—11.30, making 9 hours
Friday to Sunday: 6 hours

Tuesday evening is eitherfor the College, orfor X.
Sessional or other meetings are also included.

A total of 15 hours shall be allocated to make upfor time spent working at the office in

the evening andfor trips to Brussels.

Dispensation
Every dispensation, whether grantedfor serious reasons or otherwise, must be made up in
the weekfollowing. Every dispensation that is not made up in due course will be
considered a default. In the event ofa second default a summons to an interview will be
issued.

A new period shall be understood to begin the day after the September sessional meeting.

The purpose of this commitment is not to increase my knowledge but so that | may
undergo a test. It corresponds therefore to a ritual.

K ,

Discretion, or discreet affirmation, are mandatory.

*1pledge my commitment.



GEORGES BATAILLE Propositions

1.The principle that participants arefree to make up their own minds is clearly upheld
for all of us. The organisation reserves the right only to define attitudes which conform to
the spirit that inspires it and to oppose others that do not.

2. Since thefundamental principle of the organisation isJOY IN THE FACE OF DEATH,
and since the power it has determined to use can only be linked to the virtue of this
principle and to the authority it must confer upon those who carry it into effect, then a
deliberate act by one ofus intended to shield himfrom a situation where the vast maj-
ority of the others accept the risk, cannot be considered as responding to the spirit of the
organisation.

3. Thefact of behaving in aparticular situation in a manner that does not respond to the
spirit of the organisation cannot be considered as proofthat a participant is not infact
responding to that spirit; but if it occurs that a participant is keen to bind his life closely
to the life of the organisation, the onus will be upon him to prove that he is possessed by
the spirit ofJOY IN THE FACE OF DEATH.

4. The organisation is considering the formal repudiation of the moral bonds that claim
tojoin the soldier to hisflag as thefundamental condition of any participation in a
military operation.

5. When the organisation is obliged to consider the question ofwar, alongside other
questions ofgeneral interest, it will do so regardless of its established positions, with a
radically new state of mind and bringing to bear as much irony as brutality in theface of
other peoples terror (just as if it was the terror that can always arise amongst its own
participants). It is essential to remember that the organisation means to create a world
that will breakfreefrom all prevailing laws regarding necessity andfear.

[19397]



GEORGES BATAILLEL In Search ofJoy in the Face ofDeath

Once more our steps lead us
into theforest and into the night
— in search ofjoy in theface of death,

in search of
JOY
in theface of
DEATH

GEORGES BATAILLE To Louis Couturier
17 May 1939

59 bhis rue de Mareil
Saint-Germain, 13-23

My dearfriend,
Your train leaves Saint-Lazare station at 8.3 8.You should buy a single ticketfor Saint-

Nom-la-Breteche (a small suburb). The platform is thefirst on the left.

At the station at Saint-Nom, pleasefollow the personfrom ourgroup who will lead
you, keeping aboutfifty paces behind him. When he leaves the small road you have been
following (afterforty minutes), continue going straight: afew minutes later you will be at
the end ofyour walk, with a clearing in front ofyou.You won't see anybody there
because we will be standing in the darkness, all you will see will be afire at thefoot ofa

tree.
The tree we meet at is an ancient oak that has been struck by lightning. The sulphur

we use calls to mind volcanoes. Lightning and volcanoes are connectedfor us with joy in
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theface ofdeath’.

You will stay as long as you think necessary, and before you leave you will walk
towards thefire and the tree.

Leave by the road as if you were returning to Saint-Nom and after afew minutes
you will notice someone walking ahead ofyou. Follow him until you arrive back at the
station at Saint-Germain, where you will buy a ticketfor Paris. Infront of the station
you will allow the person who led you there to walk away and will think no more about
him.

It is understood that you will not acknowledge anybody and that at no point will you
speak to anyone.

Perhaps this might all seem complicated to you, but ifyou re-read this letter carefully
you will see that it is all very simple.

The ‘encounter’will take place whatever the weather.

With best wishes,
Georges Bataille

MICHEL CARROUGES Extractfrom Les Portes dauphines

I was sure that | hadfinallyfound the path | had been seekingfor so long.

The night was still and warm. Above me soared the Great Bear. Shadows lurked
everywhere. Theforestgrew deeper and cooler.As | walked, myfootstepsfelt sure and
steady, born ofsomething I did not recognise. A wave ofapprehension washed over me
slowly, building up inside even though there was nothingfor me to worry about. From
time to time | caught sight ofagap in the trees, or a single clambering vine, a clearing or
a logging site.

I walked on and came to a dried-up tree, which must have been struck by lightning a
long time ago, the largest tree | saw in the wholeforest. The silhouette of thefigure up
ahead had slowed down, so I slowed down too. There must have been a torchjust below
the level of the embankment, lit by some unknown hand and set out ofsight in a ditch,
which illuminated the bark of the tree, for it seemed strangely bright in the darkness. |
stood therefor several moments, until | realised that the lantern had gone.



PATRICKWALDBERG Extractfrom “With Georges Duthuit”

It was at the beginning ofspring 1939 that Ifirst had the opportunity to spend a little
more time with Georges Duthuit. He came to visit us in Saint-Germain-en-Laye, in
the house where we were living, Bataille and I, on rue de Mareil towards the bottom of
the hill, almost on the outskirts of Le Vésinet. It was an attractive rural house, which
according to tradition was once connected to the chateau by an underground passage that
had long since been blocked up, and had been the hunting lodge of the exiled kingJames
I11.16 The house opened on to a high-walled garden that we looked after by ourselves
with the hesitance and awkwardness of confirmed city-dwellers suddenly confronted by
the mysteries of the earth. The house itselfconsisted ofagroundfloor that was almost en-
tirely taken up by one large room that was both kitchen and communal area, which we
used as dining-room, reading-room and a place where we could entertainfriends.
Nothing on the walls, other than the shelves groaning with books that covered the whole
ofone wall, and a drawing of Dionysus by André Masson. Upstairs there were afew
comfortable and spacious rooms: in his, Bataille had brought in various pieces offurniture
he had inheritedfrom hisfamily; mine, at the back ofthe house, was simplyfurnished
with just a small bed, a work table made ofplanks resting on trestles and two garden
chairs ofpainted wood. The almost monastic austerity ofthe decor was not at all gloomy,
since the light played cheerfully on the bare white walls, but instead inspired
contemplation and study.

Most of those who knew the house in Saint-Germain — there were only afew —
were struck by the atmosphere ofthe rooms themselves and the strange rhythm of
spiritual respiration whose mark had been left there by Bataille. Georges Duthuit told
me years later thatfew human habitations had made such a strong impression on him.
At the time of his visit we took himfor a walk in theforest of Marly and came to the
edge of it after walkingfor several kilometres, having left Saint-Germain and headed
south, towards Pontoise, then turning offto the left, towards Saint-Nom-la-Breteche. In
those days theforest was usually deserted and nothing detractedfrom the majesty of its
ancient trees, the secret ofits lost paths and copses, the pure geometry of its straight walks
and the étoiles where they crossed. We walked in a silence that remained unbroken until
we returned to the town. Bataille, who was walking afew steps ahead ofus, went down
a track and signalled to us to stop infront ofa huge beech tree to the trunk ofwhich
someone had nailed a crow. We stood therefor afew moments looking at this victim of
ancestralfears, before leaving by way ofa more difficult path through thick undergrowth,



which took us to the wall that surrounded the Retz estate, where collapses in the stone-
work had opened up large gaps here and there. We were thus able to look around the
great abandoned park, and in the distance glimpsed somefake ruins smothered in ivy.
After a detour that took us to thefoot ofan oak tree struck by lightning, where we briefly
stopped once more, we returned to the house as nightfell.

GEORGES BATAILLE To the Members ofAcéphale

31 May 1939
I do not think that the pact agreed between us has up until now had anything other
than a larval and sickly existence.

| ask that we put an end to all half measures. | am reminded of the sanction that
applies to us: ultimatefailure would heap on us the same contempt, not to mention the
disgust, we ourselves havefeltfor other unwarranted and vain attempts.

I f there is anyone among us who thinks that what has been agreed between us will
not be real, that there will be ways out ofit, that any slackness will only be suppressed
in our written agreements, and not in our actions, then it is timefor him to withdraw; he
must realise that what exists between us is inflexible and that it is something that will
make an impact; it might become a tragedy, but it will not in any circumstances end in
comedy.

I hereby take it upon myselfto observe our rulesfor tlosed days’, not only within the
appointed limits but also on all neutral days — and even, if necessary, on every day.

I shall add nothing more to this letter. | shall not refer to anything in particular. But
each ofyou must know that the next time you meet me you willfind yourselfin the
presence ofa changed man.

G.B.



THE COLLEGE OF SOCIOLOGY

ROGER CAILLOIS

Theory of the Festival ®

The exhilaration ofthe festivallis opposed to ordinary life, occupied as the latter is with
daily tasks and hemmed in with a system oftaboos and precautions in which the maxim
quieta non movere2 maintains the order of the universe. If only its external aspects are
considered, the festival demonstrates identical characteristics on all levels of civilisation.
It connotes a large conglomeration of moving and boisterous people. These massed
gatherings eminently favour the creation and contagion of an exalted state that exhausts
itselfin cries and movement and that is incited to abandon itselfuncontrollably to the
most irrational impulses. Even today, when attenuated and infrequent festivals grow out
ofthe grey background symbolising the monotony ofcontemporary existence and seem
scattered, crumbling and almost submerged, there can still be distinguished in these
festivals some miserable vestiges ofthe collective euphoria that characterised the ancient
celebrations. In fact, the disguises and audacious acts permitted at carnival time, the
drinking and dancing in the streets on 14 July, attest to the same and continuing social
necessity.There is no festival, even on a sad occasion, that does not imply at least a tend-
ency toward excesses and good cheer. The burial feast in rural areas is an example. In
times past or at present, the festival is always characterised by dancing, singing, eating,
and drinking. It is necessary to eat to the point of exhaustion or illness. That is the very
law ofthe festival.

I.THE FESTIVAL, RESORT TO THE SACRED

In civilisations described as primitive, the contrast is much more evident. The festival
lasts several weeks, or several months, punctuated by rest periods of four or five days. It
often takes several years to re-amass the amount of food and wealth ostentatiously
consumed or spent, and even destroyed and wasted, for destruction and waste, as forms
of excess, are at the heart of the festival.

The festival ends voluntarily, in a frenetic and orgiastic way, with nocturnal



debauchery involving noise and movement while the crudest instruments are beaten as
a rhythmic accompaniment to the dance. According to the description of an observer,
the human mass, swarming, undulating and stamping the ground, pivots and sways about
a centre pole.The movement increases as a result of many stimuli. It is augmented and
intensified by whatever enhances it — the clash ofspears on shields, guttural chants ofa
rhythmic nature, the jerking and promiscuity of the dance. Violence erupts spon-
taneously. From time to time quarrels break out.The combatants are separated, lifted up
by strong arms and rocked rhythmically until calmed. The dance is not interrupted.
Couples suddenly leave the dance to have sexual relations in the surrounding woods,
returning to take their place in the frenzy that continues until morning.

It isunderstood that the festival, being such a paroxysm oflife and cutting so violently
into the anxious routine of everyday life, seems to the individual like another world in
which he feels sustained and transformed by powers that are beyond him. His daily
activity — food gathering, hunting, fishing or cattle-raising — can only occupy his time
and provide for his immediate needs. Doubtless it requires his attention, patience and
skill, but more profoundly, he lives by recalling the festival and awaiting another, since
the festival signifies for him, in memory and desire, a time of intense emotion and a
metamorphosis of his being.

Advent of the Sacred

Itisto Durkheimshonour that he recognised the splendid illustration ofthe distinction
between the sacred and profane that festivals afford, in contrast to working days. In effect,
they oppose an intermittent explosion to a dull continuity, an exalting frenzy to the daily
repetition of the same material preoccupations, the powerful inspiration of the
communal effervescence to the calm labours with which each busies himself separately,
social concentration to social dispersion, and the fever of climactic moments to the
tranquil labour of the debilitating phases of existence. In addition, the religious
ceremonies forming part of the festival agitate the souls ofthe believers. If the festival is
the time ofjoy, it is also the time ofanguish. Fasting and silence are required before the
festival starts. Habitual taboos are reinforced, and new restrictions are imposed.
Debauchery and excess of all kinds, the solemnity of the ritual and the severity of the
previous restrictions are equally united to make the environment of the festival an
exceptional world.

In reality, the festival is often regarded as the dominion ofthe sacred. The day of the
festival, the Sabbath, is first of all a day consecrated to the divine, on which work is
forbidden, on which one must rest, rejoice and praise God. In societies in which festivals



are not diffused throughout onesworking life but grouped into atruefestival season, the
point at which the latter in fact constitutes the period of sacred pre-eminence can be
seen even better.

Mauss’s study of Eskimo society provides the best examples of the violent contrast
between the two kinds oflife, always meaningful for peoples where climate or the nature
of their economic organisation condemns them to prolonged inactivity for part of the
year. In winter, Eskimo society contracts. Everything is done or takes place communally,
as against the summer when each family, isolated in its tent in an almost desert-like
vastness, finds its food separately with nothing intervening to reduce the role ofindividual
initiative. In contrast to the summertime, almost entirely secular, winter seems a time “of
continuous religious exaltation”, a protracted festival. Among the American Indians of
the far north, social organisation varies no less seasonally. There also, the concentration
ofwinter succeeds the dispersion of summer. Clans disappear and give way to religious
brotherhoods, which then perform the great ritual dances and organise tribal ceremonies.
It is the time for the transmission of myths and rites, a time in which spirits appear to
novices and initiate them.The Kwakiutl have a saying: “In summer, the sacred is on the
bottom, and the profane is on top; in winter, the sacred is on top, the profane on the
bottom.” It could not be phrased more clearly.

It has been demonstrated that the sacred, in ordinary life, is expressed almost
exclusively through taboos. It is defined as “the guarded” or “the separate”. It is placed
outside common usage, protected by restrictions intended to prevent any attack upon
the order ofthe universe, any risk ofupsetting it or introducing any source ofdisturbance
into it. It seems essentially negative. This is, in fact, one of its basic characteristics, one
most often observed in ritual taboos. Elence, the sacred period of social life is precisely
that in which rules are suspended, and licence is in order. Without doubt, a ritualistic
meaning can be denied to the excesses of the festival, and they can be considered merely
as discharges o fenergy. “In this way, one is outside the restraints of the ordinary conditions
ofexistence,” writes Durkheim,“and one is so adjusted to it that he places himselfbeyond
the bounds ofordinary morality.” To be sure, the unrestrained movement and exuberance
of the festival corresponds to a kind of detumescent impulse. Confucius took this into
account when he said, in justifying the merrymaking of Chinese peasants, that it is
unnecessary “to always keep the bow taut, without ever unbending it, or always unbent
without ever stretching it”.The excesses of collective ecstasy certainly also fulfil this
function. They arise as a sudden explosion after long and strict repression. But this is
only one of their characteristics, less an assurance of their reason for being than their
physiological mechanism.This characteristic must be cathartic. In fact, the native people



see in them the magical efficacy of their festivals. They attest, in advance, to the success
of the ritual and thus indirectly give promise of fertile women, rich harvests, brave
warriors, abundant game and good fishing.

Excess, Remedyfor Attrition

Excess constantly accompanies the festival. It is not merely epiphenomenal to the
excitement that it engenders. It is necessary to the success of the ceremonies that are
celebrated, shares in their holy quality, and like them contributes to the renewal of nature
or society. In reality, this seems to be the goal of festivals. Time passes and is spent. It
causes one to age and die, it is that which uses one up.The Greek and Iranian root from
which the word is derived has the same meaning. Each year vegetation and social life
are renewed as nature inaugurates a new cycle. All living things must be rejuvenated.The
world must be created anew.

The latter comprises a cosmos ruled by universal order and functioning according to
aregular rhythm. A sense of proportion and a rule maintain it. Its law is that everything
has its own place, that every event happens in its due time. This explains the fact that the
sole manifestations of the sacred may be in the form of taboos, which protect against
anything capable of threatening the cosmic regularity, or of expiations and reparations
for all that can disturb it. It tends toward immobility, for any change or innovation may
be perilous to the stability ofthe universe, whose development one wishes to control so
as to destroy the chance of death. But the seeds of its destruction reside in its very
functioning, which accumulates waste and induces the erosion ofits mechanism.

There is nothing that this law may not subsume, defined and confirmed as it is by all
experience. The very health of the human body requires the regular evacuation of its
“defilement”, urine and faeces, and menstrual blood for the female.

In the end, however, old age weakens and paralyses it. In the same fashion, nature
each year passes through a cycle ofgrowth and decline.

Social institutions are not exempt from this alternation. They must also be periodically
regenerated and purified of the poisonous waste matter that represents the ill-omened
residue left by each act performed for the good ofthe community. Necessary as it may
be, it is evident that it involves some defilement for the officiator who assumes
responsibility for it, and by extension, for the entire society.Thus, the gods of theVedic
pantheon seek a creature to which they can transfer the impurity they contract by spilling
blood in the course ofthe sacrifice.This type ofpurging is generally effected by expelling
or putting to death a scapegoat charged with all the sins that have been committed, or a
personification of the old year which must be replaced. It is necessary to expel evil,



weakness and erosion, notions that more or less coincide. In Tonkin, rites are performed
with the explicit goal of eliminating the impure residue from each event, particularly
from acts ofauthority. One seeks to neutralise the irritation and the malevolence ofthose
whom the government has condemned to death for treason, rebellion or conspiracy. In
China, they pile up tip refuse, the daily waste matter ofdomestic living, near the door of
the house, and it is carefully disposed of during the New Year’s festivals. Like all
defilement, it contains an active principle that results in prosperity when properly utilised.

The elimination of the waste matter accumulated by every organism s functioning,
the annual liquidation of sins and the expulsion of the old year are not sufficient. They
only serve to bury a dying and sullied past, which has had its day, and which must give
way to a virgin world whose festival is destined to hasten its arrival. Taboos are
demonstrably powerless to maintain the integration ofnature and society.They are unable
to restore it to its early youth. Rules do not possess any inherent principle capable of
reinvigorating it. It is necessary to invoke the creative quality of the gods, to return to
the beginning ofthe world, and to resort to the powers which at that time transformed
chaos into cosmos.

The Primordial Chaos

In fact, the festival is presented as a re-enactment of the first days of the universe, the
Urzeit, the eminently creative era that saw all objects, creatures and institutions become
fixed in their traditional and definitive form. This epoch is none other than the one in
which the divine ancestors, whose story is told in mythology, lived and moved.The myths
of theTsimshian of North America are precisely distinguished from other legendary
tales by the fact that they take place in this time long past, when the world had not yet
assumed its present form.

The character ofthis mythical dream-time has been the subject ofan excellent study
by Lévy-Bruhl, with special reference to the Australians and Papuans. Each tribe has a
special term to designate it. It is the altjiva of the Aranda, the djugur of the Aluridia, the
hugari of the Karadjeri, the ungud ofthe peoples of north-west Australia etc. These words
often designate, at the same time, dreams and, in a general way, anything that seems unusual
or miraculous.They serve to define a time in which “the exception was the rule”. The
expressions used by observers all seem to illustrate this aspect of the primordial age.
According to Fortune, this mythical time is one in which “life and natural history begin”.
It is located simultaneously at the beginning and outside of evolution. Elkin remarks that it
isno less present or future than past.“It is a state aswell as a period,” he significantly writes.

Basically, the mythical time is the origin ofthe other and continuously re-emerges



by causing everything that is manifestly disconcerting or inexplicable.The supernatural
is always discovered lurking behind the natural, and it ceaselessly tends to manifest itself
in this sphere. The primordial age is described with singular unanimity in the most
diverse areas. It is the ideal place for metamorphoses and miracles as nothing has yet been
stabilised, no rule pronounced, and no form fixed. Whatever has long been impossible,
was then feasible. Objects would disappear, canoes would fly through the air, men would
be transformed into animals, and vice versa. They shed their skins instead of growing old
and dying. The entire universe was plastic, fluid and inexhaustible. Crops grew spon-
taneously, and the flesh was replaced on animals soon after it was cut off.

Creation ofthe Cosmos

Finally, the ancestors imposed an appearance upon the world, which has not changed
much since that time, and enacted laws that are still in force. They created man out of
earth or by transforming pre-existing indeterminate creatures or half-animals. At the
same time, they created or formed the various species ofanimals and plants. In fashioning
a single individual, they arranged for his descendants to resemble him so that all would
benefit from the mutation ofthe archetype with no further intervention necessary.They
also established the sea, dry land, islands and mountains. They separated the tribes and
instituted civilisation, ceremonies, ceremonial details, rites, customs and laws for each.

But by the fact that they contained each thing and each being within given limits,
natural limits from that point on, they deprived them ofall the magic powers that would
permit them to gratify their wishes instantly and to become immediately anything they
pleased, without encountering any obstacle. Order is, in fact, incompatible with the
simultaneous existence of all possibilities, with the absence of all rules. The world thus
learns the unbreakable bonds that confine each species to its own being and prevent its
escape. Everything became immobilised, and taboos were established in order that the
new organisation and legality should not be disturbed.

Lastly, death was introduced into the world by the disobedience ofthe first man, more
frequently by the first woman, by the error of the “trickster” ancestor, who, very
commonly, clumsily tries to imitate the gestures of the Creator and whose imbecilic
obstinacy leads to both comic and catastrophic consequences. In every way, with death
asaworm in the fruit, the cosmos emerges from chaos. The era of chaos is closed, natural
history begins, the rule of normal cause-and-effect is instituted. The burst of creative
activity is succeeded by the vigilance necessary to maintain the universe that has been
created in good order.



Chaos and the Golden Age

It is evident that the mythical time seems clothed in a basic ambiguity. Indeed, it is
described as having the antithetical quality of chaos and the golden age. The absence of
a dividing line attracts, as much as it repels, disorder and instability. Man looks
nostalgically towards a world in which all he has to do to pick luscious and ever-ripe
fruits is merely to reach out his hand; a world in which obliging crops are stored in his
barn without him working, planting or harvesting; aworld that does not know the hard
necessity oflabour; in which desires are realised as soon as conceived without becoming
mutilated, reduced or annihilated by a material obstacle or social taboo.

The golden age, the childhood of the world akin to the childhood of man,
corresponds to this conception of an earthly paradise in which at first everything is
provided, and upon leaving there man has to earn his bread by the sweat of his brow. It
is the reign of Saturn and Cronus, without war, commerce, slavery or private property.
But this world of light, tranquil pleasure, and easy, happy living is at the same time a
world ofdarkness and horror.The time of Saturn is one of human sacrifice, and Cronus
ate his children. The spontaneous fertility ofthe soil cannot be free of disaster. The first
age is presented as the era of exuberant and disordered creation, of monstrous and
excessive childbirths.

Soon, the two antagonistic conceptions become inextricably blended, then logically
separated, then mythologically distinguished and opposed, chaos and golden age in
succession.These seem like the two aspects ofthe same imaginary reality, that ofaworld
without rules from which is derived the regulated world in which men now live. The
opposition is like that of the world of myth to the world of history, which begins when
the former ends.The contrast is even more like that ofthe world of dreams, as it is aptly
called, to that of wakefulness. Lastly, it seems like a time of idleness, abandon and
prodigality, for the return ofwhich man vainly hopes while seeing himself condemned
to work, penury and frugality.

At the same time, more or less obscurely, he doubtless thinks of his childhood. To
establish it, there isno need ofrecalling the heartfelt regret and the trick ofmemory that
cause the adult to much embellish the recollection of his youth, which now suddenly
seems to have been devoted to play and exempt from care. He regards it as a time of
eternal festivity in a garden of Eden. Moreover, he does not doubt that the two
conceptions of the first age of the world and the vert paradis des amours enfantines3shade
into one another.

Also, it is a fact that, before the initiation ceremonies that introduce him into the
social organisation, the youth s activity is not governed by the taboos limiting the adult’s



behaviour. For example, before marriage, in many cultures, the adolescent’ sex life is
generally the freest imaginable. It seems that then the individual is not yet part of the
order ofthe universe, and as a result there is no risk of disturbing it by transgressing laws
that do not concern him. He lives on the margins, so to speak, ofthe regulated universe,
just as he lives on the border of organised society. Only halfofhim belongs to the cosmos,
for he has not yet broken all his ties to the mythical universe, the beyond, where his
ancestors have extracted his soul and caused it to be reborn in his mothers bosom.

In opposition to order and “natural history”, the first age of the world represents a
time of universal confusion that cannot be visualised without anxiety. Among the
Eskimo, the contradictory aspects of the primordial era appear intimately intermingled.
It has the characteristics of undifferentiated chaos. All was darkness, and there was no
light on earth. Neither continents nor seas could be distinguished. Men and animals did
not differ from one another. They spoke the same language, lived in similar houses,
hunted in the same way. In the description of this time are also recognised the traits that
usually portray the golden age.Talismans then had considerable power, for one could be
transformed into an animal, plant or pebble.The flesh of the caribou was replaced on its
skeleton after it was eaten. Snow shovels moved about by themselves, so that they did
not have to be carried.

But this last possibility already manifests, significantly, a mixture ofregret and fear. It
illustrates the desire for a world in which everything is achieved without effort, and
causes fear of the shovels coming alive again and suddenly escaping from their owner.
They can never be stuck into the snow, therefore, without being watched.

IL'THE RE-CREATION OF THE WORLD

Simultaneously nightmare and paradise, the primordial age seems like the period or the
state of creative vigour from which the present world escaped, with its vicissitudes of
wear and tear and the threat of death. Consequently, it is by being reborn, by
reinvigorating himself in this ever-present eternity, as in a fountain of youth with
continuously running water, in which he has the chance to rejuvenate himself and to
rediscover the plenitude and robustness of life, that the celebrant will be able to brave a
new cycle oftime.

This is the function fulfilled by the festival. It has already been defined as a re-
enactment ofthe creative period.To use again Dumezils apt formulation, it constitutes
a passage to the great age, the moment when men stop their activity in order to gain



access to the reservoir of all-powerful and ever elemental forces represented by the
primordial age. It takes place in churches and shrines, which similarly are thought of as
passages to the great void in which the divine ancestors evolved, and whose sites or
consecrated mountain peaks are the visible landmarks associated with the decisive acts
ofthe Creators.

Then one proceeds to the ceremony that is a critical phase ofthe seasonal cycle. It is
when nature seems to renew itself— when it visibly changes, as at the beginning or end
ofwinter in arctic or temperate climates, and at the beginning or end ofthe rainy season
in the tropical zone.With intense emotion, simultaneously reflecting anxiety and hope,
apilgrimage is made to the places that once were frequented by mythical ancestors.The
Australian aborigines piously retrace their itinerary, stopping everywhere that they did
and carefully repeating their actions.

Elkin has forcefully stressed this vital and religious bond, much more than merely
geographic, that exists between the native and his country.The latter, he writes, appears
to him as the pathway to the invisible world. It puts him in contact with “the powers
that bestow life, to the advantage of man and nature”. If he has to leave his native land
or if it is over-run by colonisation, he believes that he must die. He can no longer
maintain contact with the sources of his periodic reinvigoration.

Incarnation of the Ancestor-Creators
The festival is thus celebrated in the context of myth and assumes the function of
regenerating the real world. The time when vegetation renews itself and, the situation
permitting, the place in which the totemic animal is abundant, are chosen for this
purpose. It is the place where the mythical ancestor created the living species from which
the group is descended. The ritual of creation that has been handed down, and which
alone is capable ofleading to success, is repeated.

Actors imitate the heroic deeds and gestures. They wear masks that identify them
with this ancestor, half-man and half-animal. Often these accessories are equipped with
shutters that, at the desired moment, suddenly reveal a second face, thus allowing the
wearer to reproduce the instantaneous transformations that took place in the first age. It
is, in fact, important to conjure up the active presence of the beings from the creative
period, who alone have the magic quality that can confer the desired efficacy upon the
rite. Besides, no clear-cut distinction can be made between “the mythical base and the
actual ceremony”.Daryll Forde has explicitly shown this for theYuma of Colorado. His
informants continuously confused the rite they were accustomed to celebrate with the
act through which their ancestors instituted it originally.



Various procedures are employed concurrently to recreate the fecund time of the
powerful ancestors. Sometimes the recital of the myths suffices. By definition, these are
secret and powerful narratives that retell the creation of a species or the founding ofan
institution.They are as exciting as passwords.To recite them is sufficient to provoke the
repetition of the act that they commemorate.

Another way of conjuring up the mythical period consists in retracing on rocks and
in remote caves the paintings that represent their ancestors. In colouring and retouching
them periodically (it must not be completely finished on one occasion for continuity
would be broken), the beings that they depict are recalled to life or actualised, so that they
can assure the return of the rainy season, the multiplication of edible plants and animals,
and the increase of spirit-children that make women pregnant and guarantee the
prosperity of the tribe.

Sometimes a truly dramatic representation is encountered. In Australia, the
Warramunga pantomime the life of the mythical ancestor of each clan, for example, for
the people of the black snake, the life of the hero Thalaualla from the moment that he
leaves the ground to the moment he returns. The actors have their skin covered with
down, which falls offas they move. Thus they depict the dispersion of the seeds of life
emitted from the ancestors body. Having done this, they assure the multiplication of
black snakes. Then men in their turn are restored, regenerated and confirmed in their
intimate being by consuming the sacred animal.

It has been seen that the latter is sacrilegious and taboo, when it is a question of
respecting the order of the universe and not renewing it. But presently, the members of
the clan are identified with the beings of the mythical period who do not know the
taboos, and who instituted them when they came into being. During the preceding
period, the officiants are, in effect, sanctified by a vigorous fast and many taboos, which
cause them to pass gradually from the profane world to the domain of the sacred. They
have become ancestors. The masks and ornaments that they wear are the sign of their
metamorphosis.They can then kill and consume the animal, gather and eat the plant of
which they mystically partake. Thus, they realise their communion with the principle
from which they derive their power and their life. With it they absorb a new influx of
vigour. Then they abandon to people of other clans the species that they happened to
resurrect and deconsecrate, by making first use of this holy nourishment, identical with
themselves, and that they need to taste periodically in an act of animating cannibalism,
of strengthening theophagy. From this moment on, they will no longer eat freely ofit.
The festival is ended, and order is once again established.



Fertility and Initiation Rites
Fertility ceremonies are not the only ones. Others have as their goal to make youths
enter the society of men and thus add them to the collectivity. These are initiation rites.
They seem exactly comparable to the preceding rites and like them are founded on the
representation of myths related to the origins of things and institutions.

The parallelism is absolute. Fertility ceremonies assure the rebirth of nature, and
initiation ceremonies assure the rebirth of society. Whether they coincide or are
celebrated separately, they consist equally of making the mythical part real and present,
in order to make arejuvenated world emerge.

In the Madia cult of New Guinea, novices enter the sacred place acting as if newly
born. They feign to be ignorant of everything, not to know the use of any utensil, to
encounter for the first time the food they are given to eat. Then for their instruction,
actors incarnating their divine ancestors present each thing in the order in which myths
tell of its creation through their intervention. There is no good way of noting at what
point the ceremony signifies the return to primordial chaos and, especially, the
establishment of cosmic law.The coming of order into the world did not happen at one
stroke, but was itselfaccomplished in orderly fashion.

According to Wirz, the Madia fertility and initiation ceremonies are identical. They
only differ in their goals. In fact, society is always paired with nature.The novice is similar
to the seeds in the ground, to soil that has not yet been cultivated. Their ancestors
originally transformed the monstrous creatures of the Great Time into men and
completed them by giving them sexual organs, the sources of life and fertility. Initiation
similarly makes true men out ofthe neophytes. Circumcision perfects their phalluses.The
entire ceremony confers various virile qualities upon them, particularly bravery,
invincibility, and in addition, the right and power of procreation. It leads the new
generation of men to maturity, just as rites performed for the reproduction ofthe totemic
species assure the growth ofthe new crop or the new animal generation.

After initiation, the novices learn the myths, the mysterious and sacred tribal heritage.
They assist in performing ceremonies that they will celebrate in their turn, the success
of which will prove the excellence of their adult qualities. The ritual dances of North
America are tied to magic gifts, which are themselves related to the secret narratives that
explain how their ancestors acquired them. Knowledge of the story and performance
ofthe dance confer, for example,‘possession’ofthe magic harpoon indispensable to the
success of the otter hunt, of the brandy that revives the dead, and the burning fire that
consumes from a distance.The dance is nothing else for the Kwakiutl, writes Boas, than
“the dramatic representation ofthe myth related to the acquisition of the spirit”,and as



a consequence the gift that it personifies.

It has been revealed by the spirit itselfto the novice who, in order to authenticate his
initiation, repeats the dance while wearing the mask and emblems of the ancestor-
protector who has taught it to him. In dancing, he incarnates it in animal form, for the
ceremony was, as always, established in the mythical era before the Creator had fixed all
things in their definitive forms. The spirits only appear in winter, that is, between two
periods of profane labour, outside of ordinary times.Winter is the season for festivals, for
dances in which youths incarnate spirits and by identifying with them acquire the gifts
that they dispense and appropriate the powers they possess.

In mythical times, the two kinds of ceremonies (initiation and fertility) had become
only one. Strehlow confirms this especially for Australia, where, moreover, they are most
clearly distinguished in ritual. Ancestors frequent the great void with their novices and
teach them, through performance, the rites by which they created beings or established
them in a stable structure. Thus they initiated them, not by a “pale” ceremony, but by
direct and effective demonstration, by the gift of their creative activity.

Suspension ofthe Recording ofTime

In every way, the primordial age must first be actualised.The festival is chaos rediscovered
and newly created. In China, the leather bottle that symbolises chaos is considered trans-
formed when it has been pierced seven times by lightning. Again, man has seven apertures
in his face, and aman who iswell-born has seven in his heart. Outer chaos is symbolised
by a stupid man, “without openings”, without a face or eyes. At the end of a feast,
lightning strikes seven times, not to kill, emphasises Granet, but to cause rebirth and
patterning to a higher existence. Shooting arrows into the leather bottle appears to be
connected ritualistically with a winter festival, with drinking bouts all night long. This
takes place during the last twelve days of the year.

This is a widely diffused custom. The festival recalls the time of creative licence,
preceding and engendering order, form and taboo (the three notions are related and,
together, are the opposite of chaos).This period has a fixed place in the calendar. In fact,
when months are counted by the time between new moons and a year by the Earth s
rotation about the sun, twelve days remain in suspense at the end of the solar cycle.They
permit the two ways of measuring time to coincide. These interpolated days do not
belong to any month or year. They are outside recorded time and simultaneously seem
designated for the periodic return and recreation of the great age.

These days are the exact equivalent of the entire year, its “replica”, as expressed in the
Rigveda with regard to the sacred days ofmid-winter in ancient India. Each day corresponds



to a month, and what happens in the first foreshadows what will happen in the second.
Their names are identical and in the same sequence. Ifthey are counted in two-and-a-
halfyear cycles as in the Celtic calendar of Coligni,4the interpolated period comprises
thirty days, equivalent to a twelve-month sequence repeated two and a half times.

The Presence of Ghosts
Whatever its duration, time is confused in both the beyond and this world. Ancestors or
gods, incarnated by the masked dancers, mingle with men and violently interrupt the
course of natural history. They are present at the Australian totemic festivals, the New
Caledonian pilou, and the Papuan and North American initiation ceremonies.

In addition, the dead leave their abode and invade the world ofthe living. All barriers
are broken and nothing any longer prevents the trespassers from visiting their descendants
during this suspension of universal order that the change from old to new year connotes.
In Thailand, an infernal being opens the doors of the abyss and the dead emerge into
the sunlight for three days. A temporary king governs the country, with all the
prerogatives of atrue sovereign, while the people are given to games of chance (atypical
activity involving risk and waste, directly opposed to the slow and sure accumulation of
wealth through work). Among the Eskimo, at the time ofthe winter festivals, the spirits
are reincarnated in the members of the group, thus affirming its solidarity and the
continuity of the generations. Then they are solemnly dismissed so that the normal
conditions of life can resume their course.

When the festival season is parcelled out and distributed over the entire year, a period
is always observed in which the dead are permitted to be diffused into the society ofthe
living.

At the end of the time allotted for their annual invasion, they are sent back to their
own domain by explicit entreaties. In Rome, on fixed dates, the stone that closes the
mundus is raised. This is a hole in the Palatine Hill that is regarded as the passage to the
infernal world, as a contraction of this world, and, as its name indicates, as the exact
counterpart of the world of the living, to which it is symmetrical. It represents the
epitome of the great void in contrast to the area of the profane and enables them to
communicate. The souls wander at large in the city for three days in May, after which
each family head chases them out of his house by spitting out berries which discharges
him and his family from incursion until the following year. The return of the dead is
often linked to times of change. In all Europe, it is mainly during St. Sylvesters Eve, that
is, during the last night of the year, that ghosts, spectres and phantoms are permitted to
be rampant among the living.



IN.THE FUNCTION OF DEBAUCHERY

This interlude of general confusion that the festival connotes appears to be a time in
which the order of the universe is suspended. That is why excesses are then permitted.
It is a matter of contradicting the rules. Everything is done in reverse. In the mythical
age, the course of time was reversed. One was born an old man and died a child. Two
reasons coincide in these circumstances to make debauchery and extravagance
appropriate. To be more certain of recapitulating the conditions of existence in the
mythical past, one tries to do the opposite of what is customarily done. Also, all
exuberance signifies an increase in strength that can bring nothing but abundance and
prosperity in the coming spring.

Either reason leads to the violation oftaboos and immoderate behaviour, in order to
profit by the suspension ofthe cosmic order so that the forbidden act may be performed,
and so that the order may be permissibly and unrestrainedly abused. Also, all the
prescriptions that protect the natural and social welfare are systematically violated.
However, these transgressions are still deemed sacrilegious.They are an attack upon the
traditional rules that on the morrow will become holiest and most inviolate. They truly
involve major sacrilege.

In ageneral way, every circumstance in which the existence ofsociety and the world
seems to be threatened, and to require renewal through the influx of youthful and
excessive vigour, is assimilated into the emotionally charged moment when time
changes. Under such conditions, it is not surprising that licence is resorted to and which
is analogous or identical to that of intercalary days, so as to ward offthe effects of plague
as one Australian tribe is reported to do when threatened by epidemics, or another during
displays of the aurora australis that is seen as a celestial fire that threatened to consume
them. On that occasion, the elders ordered wives to be exchanged.

It cannot be doubted how strongly native peoples feel about restoring the universe
that has been attacked in its very essence, when it is observed that the Fijians, whenever
there is a crop failure and starvation is feared, have a ceremony called “creation of the
Earth”. In fact, this demonstrates the exhaustion of the soil. It is celebrated in order to
rejuvenate, and to bring rebirth, to conjure away the ruin that lies in wait for men and
the world.



Social Sacrileges upon a Kings Death

When the life of society and nature is symbolised by the sacred person of a king, the
hour of his death determines the critical moment that unleashes ritual licence. This
assumes a character corresponding strictly to the catastrophe that has occurred. The
sacrilege is against social order. It is perpetrated at the expense of majesty, hierarchy and
power.There is no case confirming that the unleashing oflong-repressed passions is due
to the forced weakness ofgovernment or the temporary absence ofauthority. (The latter
has never in the least resisted popular frenzy.) It is considered just as necessary as was
obedience to the deceased monarch. In the Hawaiian Islands, the populace upon learning
of the kings death commits every act ordinarily regarded as criminal. It burns, pillages
and kills, and the women are required to prostitute themselves publicly. On the Guinea
Coast, reports Bosman, as soon as the people learn of the king’ death, “each robs his
neighbour, who in turn robs another”, and these robberies continue until a successor is
proclaimed. In the Fiji Islands, the facts are even clearer.The death ofthe chiefis a signal
for pillage, the subject tribes invade the capital and commit all types of brigandage and
degradation. To avoid these acts, the kings demise was often kept secret, and when the
tribes came to ask if the chiefwas dead, in the hope of devastating and sacking the
community, they were told that his body was already decomposed.They then withdrew,
disappointed but docile, for they had arrived too late.

This example shows that the time oflicence is exactly that in which the kingsbody
decomposes, that is, ofthe period ofacute infection and defilement that death represents.
In this time of full and open virulence that is very potent and contagious, society must
protect itselfby showing its vitality.The danger ends only with the complete elimination
ofthe putrescent substance ofthe royal cadaver, when nothing more is left of the remains
but a hard, sound and incorruptible skeleton.Then the dangerous phase is deemed to be
over.The habitual pattern ofthings can be re-established. A new reign commences after
this time ofuncertainty and confusion during which the flesh of the guardian had melted
away.

In fact, the king is a guardian whose role consists in keeping order, moderation and
rules — principles that wear out, grow old and die with him, that lose their power and
efficacy at the same time as his physical strength decreases. Also, his death inaugurates a
kind ofinterregnum of inverted efficacy, a rule of the principles of disorder and excess
generating an effervescence out ofwhich isborn a new and reinvigorated order.



Dietary and Sexual Sacrilege
In the same fashion, dietary and sexual sacrilege in totemic societies has as its goal to
assure the group of subsistence and fertility for an additional period. Licence is tied to
the ceremonies in which the sacred animal is renewed or in which youths are integrated
into the society of men.

In fact, these rites inaugurate a new vital cycle and, consequently, play the precise
role ofthe changing seasons in the more differentiated civilisations.Thus they constitute
areturn to chaos, a phase in which the existence of the universe and law is suddenly
questioned. Taboos that ordinarily assure the proper functioning of institutions, the
predictable progress of the universe, by separating the spheres of the permitted and the
forbidden, are then violated. The revered species is killed and eaten by the group, and
parallel to the great dietary crime, the great sexual crime is committed. The law of ex-
ogamy is violated.

Under cover of the dance and the night, and in defiance of kinship ties, men of the
clan have sexual relations with the wives ofthe complementary clan, who are originally
from their clan and, therefore, are taboo. Among the Warramunga, the evening after the
men of the Uluura moiety celebrate their initiation ceremony they lead their wives to
the men ofthe Kingilli moiety, who, it is recalled, have made all the preparations for the
Uluura festival. The latter have relations with the women who belong to their own
moiety. Ordinarily, these incestuous unions cause a chill of terror and abomination, and
the guilty are condemned to the most vigorous punishments. Yet in the course of the
festival, they are permitted and obligatory.

It must be stressed that these sacrilegious acts are regarded as just as ritualistic and
holy as the very taboos they violate. Like the taboos, they free man from the sacred. In
the course of the pilou, the great New Caledonian festival, writes Leenliardt, a masked
character arrives who contradicts all the rules. He does everything that is forbidden to
others. Reincarnating the ancestor whose mask identifies him, he pantomimes and
repeats the actions of his mythical patron who “pursues pregnant women and reverses
emotional and social concepts”.

Myth and Incest
It isimportant to conform exactly to the legendary example ofthe divine ancestors who
practised incest. The original act of incest was most often between brother and sister.
That is the case for numerous Oceanic, African and American tribes. In Egypt, Nut, the
sky goddess, each night comes to have sexual relations with her brother Geb, the earth
god. In Greece, Cronus and Rhea are also brother and sister, and if Deucalion and Pyrrha,



who repopulate the world after a flood, are not brother and sister, they are at least cousins,
whom the law of exogamy separates. More emphatically, incest is characteristic of chaos.
They are mutually inclusive. Chaos is the time of mythical incest, and incest currently
takes place in order to loose cosmic catastrophes. Among the African Ashanti, if the one
who couples with a forbidden woman and thus compromises the universal order has
not received his just punishment, hunters can no longer kill in the forests, crops stop
growing, women no longer give birth and clans intermingle and cease existing. “All is
now chaos in the universe,” clearly concludes the observer.

Among the Eskimo, sexual licence clearly manifests a return to the mythical period.
Orgies take place at the time of the festival of the extinguishing of the lamps, which is
celebrated at the winter solstice. All lamps are simultaneously extinguished and later relit.
Thus the changing year is recognised, localised and honoured. During the darkness
symbolising chaos, couples have sexual relations at the bottom ofthe deep embankment
that runs along the walls of the winter house. All wives are then exchanged. Sometimes
the principle that determines these temporary unions is enacted. In Alaska and
Cumberland Sound, a masked actor who personifies the goddess Sedna matches men
and women according to their names,just as their legendary ancestors were, after whom
they are named. Thus, the suspension of the ordinary rules ofsexual behaviour signifies
nothing else than a temporary ascent to the beginning of the ancient time of creation.

Myths ofincest are myths of creation.They generally explain the origin ofthe human
race. The quality of the forbidden union and the characteristics of the dream-time are
added to the normal fertility of sexual union. Erotic practices are particularly important
among the Kiwai and Marindanim ofPapua.They merely reproduce those practices that
enabled their ancestors to create edible plants. In the festival, as Lévy-Bruhl has remarked,
debauchery is equivalent to sympathetic magic and to participation in the creative power
ofthe primordial beings.

The Value of Sexual Licence

The sexual act already inherently possesses a fecundating power. It is hot, as theThonga
say, in that it generates a power capable of increasing and exciting everything in nature
that manifests it. The orgy of virility occasioned by the festival thus assists this function
by the sole fact that it encourages and revives the cosmic forces. But this can result as
well from any other kind of excess or debauchery. Anything may play its role in the
festival.

Just as order, which preserves but is used up, is founded on proportion and distinction,
so disorder, which regenerates, implies excess and confusion. In China, a continuous



barrier of taboos separates the sexes in all manifestations of public or private life. Man
and woman work separately in distinct occupations. Moreover, nothing pertaining to
one may come in contact with anything belonging to the other. But each time that
festivals are created, the joint action of both sexes is required for sacrifices, ritual labour
and the casting of metals. “The collaboration of the sexes,” writes Granet, “was as
efficacious when reserved for sacred moments, as it was sacrilegious at normal times.”
The winter festivals ended in an orgy in which men and women fought and tore off
their clothing. Doubtless, this was not so much to strip themselves naked as to re-clothe
themselves in the clothing of victors.

In fact, the exchange of clothing seems like the very mark ofthe state of chaos, as the
symbol of the reversal ofvalues. It took place at the time ofthe Babylonian Sacaea, and
among the Jews, at the orgiastic festival of Purim, in direct violation ofthe law of Moses.
It is doubtless necessary to connect rites of this type with the dual disguise of Hercules
and Omphale. In Greece in any case, the Argive festival in which boys and girls exchange
clothing bears the significant name of hubristika. For hubris represents an attack upon the
cosmic and social order, or disproportionate excess.The texts present it as a characteristic
ofthe centaurs, monstrous half-men and half-animals of mythology, ravishers ofwomen
and eaters ofraw meat, reincarnated, as Dumézil has recognised, in the masked members
ofinitiation brotherhoods, violently intruding at the time ofthe new year, and like their
legendary prototypes, typical violators of all the taboos.

Excesses in Fertility Rites

Fertility isborn ofexcess.To the sexual orgy, the festival adds the monstrous ingestion of
food and drink. The ‘primitive’ festivals, prepared long in advance, manifest to a high
degree this character that is maintained in striking fashion in more advanced civilisations.
At the Athenian Anthesteria, everyone is given a bottle of wine. Then ensues a kind of
tournament, in which the victor is the one who is the first to empty his bottle. At Purim,
the Talmud indicates that one must drink until it is impossible to distinguish the two
cries specific to the festival,“May Haman be accursed” and “May Moredecai be blessed”.
In China, if the texts can be believed, food is stocked “in piles as high as hills”, troughs
are dug and filled with wine, on which boats could sail, just as a chariot race could be
run across the accumulation of food.

Everyone must stuff himselfwith as much food as possible and become bloated like
adistended leather bottle. The exaggeration oftraditional descriptions manifests another
aspect ofritual excess. This is the competition in boasting and bragging that accompanies
the waste and sacrifice of accumulated wealth. The role ofboasting duels in the festivals



and drinking bouts of the Germans, Celts and other peoples is well known. The
prosperity of the next harvest must be assured, by recklessly dispensing the contents of
the granaries. In a sort of wager with destiny, ruinous consequences are courted in the
attempt to be the one who will give away the most, so that destiny is obligated to return
with compound interest what it has received.

Each one thinks that he will receive, concludes Granet in commenting on the
Chinese data, “a better remuneration and a greater return for his future labour”.The
Eskimo reckons in the same way. These exchanges and the distribution of presents that
accompany the festival of Sedna, or the return of spirits to the beyond, possess a mystic
efficacy. They make the hunt successful. “Not by motives of generosity or chance,” Mauss
emphasises, “gift exchange results in producing an abundance of wealth.” What is still
practised in Europe, specifically on New Year’s Day, seems like the meagre vestige of an
intense circulation ofwealth, once destined to reinvigorate cosmic existence and restore
the cohesion of social life. Economy, accumulation and moderation define the rhythm
of profane life, while prodigality and excess define the rhythm of the festival, of the
periodic and exalting interlude of sacred life that intervenes and restores youth and
health.

Similarly, the frenzied agitation of the celebration at which they are devoured is in
contrast to the established routine ofwork that permits food supplies to be amassed. In
fact, the festival not only involves debauches of eating, drinking and sex, but also those
of expression — words and gestures. Cries, ridicule and insults, the give and take of crude
pleasantries (obscene or sacrilegious) between the public and a procession that crosses
through it (as on the second day of the Anthesteria, at the Lenaean rites, at the Great
Mysteries, at the carnival, or at the medieval Festival of Fools),jesting tourneys between
groups of women and men (as at the shrine of the Mysian Demeter near Pellana in
Achaia) constitute the major verbal excesses.

Movements, such as erotic pantomime, violent gesticulations and simulated and real
conflict, do not lag behind. The obscene contortions of Baubo, by making Demeter
laugh, reveal the nature ofher lethargy, and make her fertile. One dances until exhausted
and whirls about until dizzy. Atrocities are quickly provoked by the dance. At the fire
ceremony oftheWarramunga, twelve ofthe participants seize flaming torches. One, using
his firebrand as a weapon, charges his opposite. Soon there is a general mélée in which
they strike and crack their heads with torches, and the bodies of the combatants are
showered with burning sparks.



Parody of Power and Sanctity
Forbidden and extravagant behaviour does not seem to emphasise sufficiently the
difference between the time ofrelease and the time of control. Contrary acts are added
to them. One tries to act in a way exactly the opposite of normal behaviour. The
inversion of all relationships seems manifest proof of the return to chaos, the time of
fluidity and confusion.

Also, the festivals that endeavour to revive the primordial era, the Greek Cronia or
the Roman Saturnalia, imply the reversal of the social order. Slaves eat at their masters
table, ordering them about and mocking them, while the latter serve and obey them,
submitting to their affronts and reprimands. In each house, a state in miniature is
established. The high functions, the roles of priests and consuls, are confined to slaves,
who then exercise a power that is ephemeral and a parody of real power. In Babylon,
roles were equally reversed at the time of the Sacaean festival. In each family, a slave,
dressed as a king, ruled over the household. An analogous phenomenon occurred with
the hierarchy of the state. In Rome, a monarch was chosen for a day, issuing ridiculous
orders to his subjects, such as to make the rounds of the house while carrying a flute-
player on one’ shoulders.

Certain data lead us to think that the false king met a tragic fate. Every debauchery
and excess was allowed him, but he was put to death on the altar ofthe god-king, Saturn,
whom he had reincarnated for thirty days. The king of chaos being dead, order was
restored, and the regular government again directed an organised universe or a cosmos.
On Rhodes, at the end ofthe Cronia, a prisoner was made drunk and sacrificed. At the
Babylonian Sacaea,5 a slave was hanged or sacrificed, who, during festival time, had
fulfilled the kingsrole in the city, using the latters concubines, giving orders in his place,
affording the populace an occasion for orgies and luxury. Doubtless it is necessary to
bring together these false kings — doomed to death after having shown themselves, dur-
ing the annual suspension of regular power, to be extreme tyrants, committing excesses
and debauchery — with Nahusha (equally given to excess, outrage and debauchery),
who rules over the sky and earth during the retreat of Indra, “across forty-three yards of
water” after the murder ofVritra.This is also related to Mithotyn, the usurping magician
who governs the universe after the retreat of Odin, when the latter goes into exile in
order to purify himself of the defilement contracted because of his wife, Frigg. More
generally, one thinks ofthe temporary sovereigns, notably in Indo-European myths, who
take the place of the true ruler of the gods when he leaves to do penance for the sins
with which he has been charged by the very exercise of his authority.

Everything suggests that the modern carnival be viewed as a sort of moribund echo



of ancient festivals of the Saturnalia type. In fact, a cardboard effigy depicting an
enormous king, coloured and comical, is shot, burnt or drowned at the end ofthe period
oflicence.The rite no longer has religious validity, but the reason for it appears clear. As
soon as an effigy is substituted for a human victim, the rite tends to lose its expiatory
and fecundating value, its double aspect of liquidating past defilements and creating a
new world. It takes on the character of parody, which is already implicit in the Roman
festival and which plays an essential role in the medieval Festival of Fools or ofthe Holy
Innocents.

The lower clergy celebrates the Festival ofthe Holy Innocents during the period of
rejoicing that begins about Christmas-time.They proceed to elect a pope, abishop or a
mock abbot, who occupies the throne until the Eve of Epiphany. These clerics wear
feminine garb, intone obscene or grotesque refrains to the airs of liturgical chants,
transform the altar into a tavern table at which they feast, burn the remains of old shoes
in the censer and, in aword, devote themselves to every imaginable impropriety. Finally,
an ass clad in a rich chasuble is led into the church with great pomp, and prayers are
offered in its honour.

At the heart ofthese burlesqued and sacrilegious parodies, the ancient preoccupation
with the annual reversal of the order of things is recognised. Perhaps it is even more
evident in the exchange ofroles between nuns and school-girls in the great convent of
the Congregation of Notre-Dame, in Paris, on Holy Innocents Day. The pupils are
clothed in the nuns’habits, and take charge of the class, while their teachers take their
place on the benches, and make believe that they are paying attention.The same festival
was celebrated at the Franciscan Monastery of Antibes, where the roles of priests and
laity were reversed. The clergy replaced the lay brothers in the kitchen and garden, and
the latter said Mass.They were clothed for the occasion in sacerdotal vestments, ragged
and turned inside out. They read the holy books while holding them upside-down.

Regulations and Infractions

No doubt, in these latter-day manifestations, no more should be seen than the automatic
application in a new environment ofakind ofatavism, a heritage ofthe times in which
it was felt vitally necessary to reverse everything or commit excesses at the time of the
new year. Only the principle behind the rite and the idea of temporarily substituting
the power of comedy for aregular power have been retained.

The festival represents a complex totality in other respects. It implies a farewell to
time past, to the year that has ended, and at the same time it implies the elimination of
the waste-material produced by the functioning of every economy and the defilement



associated with the exercise of all power. In addition, one returns to the creative chaos,
to the rudis indigestaque moles,6 from which the organised universe was born and reborn.
It inaugurates a period oflicence during the absence ofthe regular authorities.

AtTonkin, the great seal ofjustice is enclosed in a small box, symbolising that the law
isdormant.The courts are closed, and ofall offences, only murder is still recognised. But
the punishment of those guilty of murder is postponed until the rule of law is restored.
In the mean time power is entrusted to a monarch charged with violating all taboos, and
indulging in every excess. He personifies the mythical sovereign of the golden age of
chaos. General debauchery rejuvenates the world, and strengthens the animating powers
of nature that are threatened by death.

When it becomes necessary to re-establish order, to fashion the universe anew, the
temporary king is dethroned, expelled and sacrificed. This eventually facilitates his
identification with the symbol ofthe primordial age, when it was reincarnated in a scape-
goat, who was hunted or put to death. The spirits of the dead are again dismissed. The
ancestral gods leave the world of men.The dancers, who depicted them, bury their masks,
and erase their pictures. Barriers between men and women are again erected, and sexual
and dietary taboos are again in force.

The restoration achieved, the forces of excess necessary to reinvigoration must give
way to the spirit of moderation and docility, to discretion which is the beginning of
wisdom, and to everything that maintains and preserves. Frenzy is succeeded by work,
and excess by respect.The sacred as regulation, as taboos, organises creation, conquered
by the sacred as infraction, and makes it endure. One governs the normal course ofsocial
life, the other governs its paroxysm.

Expenditures and Paroxysms
In fact, in its pure form, the festival must be defined as the paroxysm ofsociety, purifying
and renewing it simultaneously.The paroxysm is not only its climax from a religious, but
also from an economic point of view. It is the occasion for the circulation ofwealth, of
the most important trading, of prestige gained through the distribution ofaccumulated
reserves. It seems to be a summation, manifesting the glory of the collectivity, which
imbues its very being. The group then celebrates births to come, which assure its
prosperity and future welfare. It takes to its bosom newly initiated members upon whom
its vigour is based. It takes leave of its dead and solemnly affirms its loyalty to them. At
the same time, it is the occasion on which, in stratified societies, the different social classes
approach and fraternise with each other. And in societies with moieties, it is the occasion
for antagonistic groups to blend. They thus attest their solidarity, and cause the mystic



principles incarnate in them, which ordinarily are carefully segregated, to collaborate in
the work of creation.

“Qur festivals,” explains a Kanaka, “mark the movement of the awl that is used to
join the parts of the thatched roof, a single word for a single roof.” Leenhardt does not
hesitate to comment on this declaration: “The summit of Kanaka society isnot the head
ofthe hierarchy, the chief, but rather the pilou itself. It isthe moment in which the allied
clans, stimulated by discussions and dances, together exalt the gods, totems and invisible
beings, who are the source of life, the support of power, and the very condition of
society.”

In fact, when these exhausting and ruinous festivals are abandoned, under the
influence of colonisation, society loses its bonds and becomes divided. As varied as
imaginable, all taking place in a single season, or spread over the course of the year,
festivals everywhere still fulfil an analogous function.They constitute an interruption in
the obligation to work, a release from the limitations and servitude of the human con-
dition. It is the moment in which the myth or dream comes alive. One exists in a time
in which one%only obligation is to spend and be spent in it. Acquisitive motives are no
longer admissible, for each one must squander and waste his wealth, food and sexual and
muscular vigour in competition with others. But it seems that in the course of their
evolution, societies tend toward indifference, uniformity, equalisation of status and
relaxation of tensions. The complexity of the social organism, to the degree that it is
admitted, is less tolerant of interruption ofthe ordinary course of life. Everything must
continue today the same as yesterday, and tomorrow as today.

General turbulence is no longer possible. It no longer occurs at fixed times or on a
vast scale. It is as if it were diluted in the calendar and necessarily absorbed in monotony
and regularity. The festival is then succeeded by the vacation. To be sure, it is always a
time of free activity, ofinterruption in the pattern ofwork, but it is a phase ofrelaxation,
not paroxysm.The values are found to be completely reversed. In one case, each part is
in its place, and in the other, everything is gathered at the same point.Vacations (as the
very term indicates) appear as a void, or at least an easing of social activity. By the same
token, they are powerless to satisfy the individual. They are deprived of all positive
character. The happiness they bring is primarily due to freedom from the boredom of
which they are a distraction, from the obligations ofwhich one has been freed.To go on
vacation is first ofall to flee care, to enjoy a ‘well-earned’rest. In addition, one is isolated
from the group, instead of entering into communion with it, at a time of exuberance
andjollity. Also, unlike the festival, vacations constitute not the flow of collective life but
its ebb.



It therefore must be asked what brew of similar potency liberates the instincts of the
individual, repressed by the exigencies of organised living, and at the same time leads to
a collective effervescence of comparable magnitude. It seems that, with the rise of firmly
established states, more and more strictly regulated as their structure affirms, the
traditional alternation of merry-making and work, of ecstasy and restraint, that
periodically cause order to be reborn from chaos, wealth from prodigality and stability
from disorder, is replaced by an alternation ofa very different order, that, in the modern
world, alone represents something comparable. It is the alternation of peace and war,
prosperity and the destruction of the fruits of prosperity, regulated tranquillity and

obligatory violence.
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Chronology
Commentaries

ACEPHALE 5
*92. Georges Bataille The Madness of Nietzsche
*93. Georges Bataille The Threat of War
*94. Georges Bataille The Practice ofJoy in the Face of Death

THE COLLEGE OF SOCIOLOGY
095. Georges Bataille Joy in the Face of Death
096. Georges Bataille The College of Sociology

THE SECRET SOCIETY OF ACEPHALE
*97. Georges Bataille The Star Alcohol
#98. Georges Bataille Joy in the Face of Death (Meditation Text)
#99. Georges Bataille Heraclitean Meditation
#100. Georges Bataille To Saint-Paul
» 101. Patrick Waldberg Extractfrom Acéphalogram (2)
« 102. Georges Bataille To Patrick Waldberg
#103. Georges Bataille To the Members ofAcéphale
#104. Georges Bataille To the Members ofAcéphale



CHRONOLOGY

1939

6 June. Bataille lectures to the College on "Joy
inthe Face of Death" 095. This precipitates an
immediate crisis, with Caillois, Paulhan and
Wahl objecting to Bataille's embracing of
mysticism. A further text on the subject, #94,
appears in Acéphale 5, published the same
month. This final issue of Acéphale has a
smaller format, lacks adverts or any of the
other paraphernalia of a ‘'journal’, and has the
title Madness, War and Death, No author's
name appears either but it is written by Bataille
alone. It appears here in its entirety.

"The Practice of Joy in the Face of Death",
*94, includes a series of mystical meditation
exercises which Bataille described, writing in
Guilty, a a method that was "similar in
technique to sacrifice. The moment of ecstasy
is laid bare if | inwardly shatter the particularity
that encloses me within myself."1The exercises
resemble those in undated texts for meditations
to be used by members of Acéphale: "The Star
Alcohol", *97, addressed to Isabelle Farner,
"Joy in the Face of Death (Meditation Text)",

198, and the "Fleraclitean Meditation", #99.

15 June. Gallimard publishes Leiris's Manhood.
So merciless is the self-exposure in this book
that Picasso remarked that his worst enemy
would have been hard pressed to portray his
personality in a more negative light.2

20 June. Duthuit lectures on "The Myth of the
English Monarchy".

23 June. Calllois sails from Cherbourg with
Victoria Ocampo for Buenos Aires. His return to

France, scheduled for late September, is deferred
until the end of the war in August 1945.

I July. A few of the members of Acéphale,
Ambrosino, Chavy, Farner and Waldberg, form
agroup to study Nietzsche's The Gay Science.

4 July. At the final gathering of the College,
Bataille’s lecture "The College of Sociology”
makes plain his disagreements with other
members of the group, in particular Caillois and
Leiris (who refuses to speak).

11 July. Caillois arrives in Buenos Aires, where
the Spanish version of Le Mythe et Thomme has
just been published by Ediciones Sur, and
between July and early August he gives a series
of lectures on "Themes of the Great Myths".3

20 July. In along letter to Caillois, Bataille goes
over their disagreements from the final evening
of the College, but also seeks a reconciliation
and requests contributions for a new journal.

July-August. Discussions take place with the
aim of rebuilding the College around Bataille,
Moré and Wahl. In Buenos Aires, Caillois, in
association with Ocampo's sur, initiates what is
intended to be an Argentine branch of the
College. A number of sociological debates take
place, with others following until 1942.4

14 August. A collective project is initiated by
Chavy, to assemble a collection of Nietzsche's
aphorisms as the possible prelude to a new
morality within Acéphale.

23 August. Nazi-Soviet non-aggression pact.



24 August. In France, mobilisation of army
reservists begins. All Communist newspapers
are banned afew days later.

26 August. Bataille writes to Couturier stressing
the necessity to maintain links between a small
group of people: "l think war need not be an
impediment [...] On the contrary, Ithink it might
represent the decisive moment, since the
physical barriers to the burning contagion want
to set in motion are so enormous [...]. What is
at stake isthe birth of the sort of man who rises
above the worst, who is able to see the worst as
a reality and be equal to it."5

1 September. Germany and Slovakia attack
Poland, with the result that France and Britain,
allies of Poland, declare war on Germany. The
beginning of the "phoney war", that ends on 10
May 1940 with the German invasion of the
Netherlands, Belgium, Luxembourg and France.
Leiris is mobilised.

5 September. Bataille begins the diary that is
published in 1944 as Guilty. He writes: "This
book is violently dominated by tears, as it is
violently dominated by death".6 He is reading
The Book of Visions of Angela of Foligno.7

8 September. The evening before he joins his
unit at Beni Ounif in Algeria, Leiris dines with
Bataille, who leaves this description of him:
"His lined face, shaped by a distant sense of
reserve, was at once tense, feverish and
assailed by the constant rending of an
impossible internal agitation, combined with
his shaven head (of an almost uniform colour
as if made of wood or stone), form perhaps the
most contradictory impression | have ever
encountered: an obvious cowardice (more
obvious than my own) but marked with so
much seriousness, so far beyond saving, that
nothing could be more distressing to look upon;
this was a naughty little boy and a venerable
elder, an ordinary sailor on shore-leave and a
foolish god whose stone head is lost in the
darkness of the clouds..."8

9 September. Bataille's diary confirms that his
debauchery and libertinage continues unabat-

ed: "The orgy | went to (participated in) last
night was of the most vulgar sort. Yet my
unaffected nature quickly put me on a par with
the worst of them. | remained quiet and
sensitive, not at all hostile amidst the shrieks
and howls and the tumbling bodies."9

14 September. In Guilty, Bataille recounts his
night-time ritual since Colette's death, when he
would go from the house in Saint-Germain-en-
Laye to the little cemetery in Fourqueux to visit
her grave, which he had requested be "covered
in vegetation" and marked with neither stone
nor inscription: "Yesterday | went to Laure's
grave and as soon as | had stepped out of my
door the night was so black that | wondered
whether it was going to be possible to find my
way [...] When | arrived there | wrapped my
arms around myself in pain, no longer knowing
or feeling anything, and at that moment it was
as if | had split myself in two in some obscure
way and that | was holding her in my arms again
[...] Aterrible sweetness came over me and this
happened exactly as it did when we would find
each other, all of a sudden; when the barriers
that separate two beings fall away."10

21 September. From Guilty: "In a moment of
acute calmness in the presence of the starry
black sky, the hill and the black trees, | found
the thing that reduced my heart to a pit full of
ashes [..] | became a soaring flight out of
myself, as if my life was flowing past in slow
rivers across the ink of the sky."11

1 October. Bataille returns to the theme of joy
in the face of death in a letter to Saint-Paul. He
writes: "It relates to ajoy felt when facing the
certainty of death and to the foundation of a
religious existence that is quite distinct from
Christianity." #100.

2 October. In Guilty, Bataille notes that this was
the date he first met Denise Rollin Le Gentil, his
future partner.12

3 October. Bataille writes in Guilty: "In the
'desert' | am travelling through there is a total
solitude that is made yet more empty by
Laure's being dead."13
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16 October. In Guilty again, Bataille reveals that
he is practising meditational exercises, some of
which involve the overwhelming images of
Chinese torture he had first been shown by
Borel in 1925 (see above).14

He described his method: "On the wall of
appearances, | projected images of explosion
and laceration. First | had to establish absolute
silence within myself. With time, | managed to
achieve this almost whenever | wanted. In this
silence, which was often boring, | called to
mind every possible laceration. One obscene,
or laughable or lugubrious representation
followed another. | pictured the depths of a
volcano, war or my own death. [...] On the first
day the wall fell, 1found myself in the forest at
night..."15

20 October. Faced with obvious apathy within
the group, Bataille, after discussing the
situation with Patrick Waldberg, writes him a
letter, #102; it contains another letter
addressed to Waldberg and to Ambrosino,
Andler, Chavy, Chenon and Farner, #103: this
text marks the disbanding of the Society. In
#102, however, Bataille confirms he will be at

the meetings at the Café Rue for the day after
and on the 25th. "On receiving this text, Andler
wrote to him, as did Chavy, asking for
clarifications the following Wednesday, in place
of the usual meeting."16 In afurther letter the
same day to the same addressees Bataille
reiterates his "unshaken, even [...] increased
confidence in the movement”, #104.

21 October. There is no entry in Guilty for 20
October, the day on which the last of these
three great projects of Bataille's came to an
end. The next day, considering how wrong he
had been to attach himself to this group "as a
possibility for life", despite Laure's violent
objections, he writes: "So, | am abandoned,
abandoned with inexplicable brutishness. |
expected it. | did not protest. | even felt the
necessity of it..."17 However, shortly before his
death, he returned to the subject of Acéphale,
and firmly associated his writings with this
crucial experience: "It was a monstrous
mistake, but my writings as a whole will
demonstrate both the error and the value of its
monstrous intent."18
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COMMENTARIES

THE COLLEGE OF SOCIOLOGY [AB]

The subject matter of the last two lectures by Bataille had been decided upon in a
moment of crisis, and they had the effect of bringing the various tensions within the
College out into the open. Some of these were inherent to its initial formulation, others
more recent, and all were only heightened by the inevitability of war.

Although Bataille attempted to situate his lecture of 6 June within the continuum of
the College's previous lectures it self-evidently expressed concerns that were more closely
associated with Acéphale than with the College, while he abandoned all pretence of
following a sociological method in favour of an explanation of what had become the
central tenet of Acbphale's "religion”. The lecture more or less coincided with the final,
anonymous issue of Acéphale, which came out the same month, its editorial address now
the same asthat of the College.

Ten years earlier Documents had collapsed because the heterogeneous elements dear
to Bataille began to escape the section of the magazine intended to contain them (the
"Critical Dictionary"). The same process appeared to be repeating itself here. It was one
thing to accept that an active sociology might encompass lived experience if it were
bolstered by a proper sociological methodology, but it was another thing altogether for it
to consist of lived experience alone. "Joy in the face of death" was effectively a mystical
method of meditation which Bataille had begun to practise soon after the death of Laure,
and perhaps because of it, Hollier suggests.1 Such a method appears to exist outside of
the realm of social facts. Although Bataille had already defended the mystical position in
his letter to Caillois cited earlier (p.361), on the morning of the lecture, at 9.35, he wrote
him another letter (that would have arrived before midday), justifying his plans:

My dear friend,
Please excuse the delay. My statement will start from this principle: that society
revolves around nuclei formed by strong emotional ties — these | shall represent
as the fundamental principle of the College. Speakingthen for my own part, | shall



try to show that these nuclei are formed by “men of death” men who give
meaning to death. Describing the various attitudes to death that have been
inflicted upon men, lwill show that only joy is appropriate to those who are lucid.
Finally, Iwill try to establish a relation between the various forms of accumulation
and expenditure, on the one hand, and attitudes to death, on the other (an
economy of salvation = an economy of accumulation; "joy in the face of death"
being linked to a conscious will to expenditure, and resulting in a struggle between
the forces of expenditure and those of accumulation). Overall | shall endeavour
to emphasise that the problem of death is the essential problem of man.
Until tonight, in friendship,
Georges Bataille2

This meeting of the College was described by the literary critic Georges Blin as
"demoralising”, and according to Hollier3it was "interrupted by groups from both the
extreme right and the Communists. A scrummage ensued so that the bookseller feared
for his stock, Caillois began stammering horribly and Bataille, his voice quite hoarse,
struggled to make himself heard." Afterwards, according to Bataille in his next lecture,
Calillois, Paulhan and Wahl had voiced their objections to the lecture's content.

The text given here, 095, seems to be the (incomplete) transcript of Bataille's lecture,
but parts of it are difficult to understand outside the context of another text of his from
the same period, "Sacrifice”, in particular its final section:4

"Joy in the Face of Death" as a Sacrificial Act

The human spirit is dominated by a need that makes bliss unbearable. Bliss gives
rise all of a sudden to a greater and more exacting desire than the desire to be
happy — the desire to blight and destroy bliss itself. It is this impulse, which
presupposes his happiness and strength, that enables man to complete within
himself "that which makes him a man". The greatest and worst serenity may
naturally serve as an avenue to "joy in the face of death". The Romantic
imagination supplies an erroneous idea of this impulse, which necessarily denudes
man and sends him naked into the desert. In the desert there is a great simplicity
which collapses the objections of those who say: "it is a fraud, since we do not
actually die, to talk of 'joy in the face of death™. It is not a matter of dying but of
being transported "to the pinnacle of death". A sense of light-headedness and
laughter without bitterness, a sort of growing power, but one that sadly disappears
into itself and becomes a supplicating hardness, this is what is accomplished in a
great silence.



The penultimate lecture to the College, on 20 June, was by Duthuit on "The Myth of
the English Monarchy", the text of which is now lost.

In retrospect the final manifestation of the College, dedicated to the College itself, isa
sort of culmination, almost an execution. Its tone would guarantee that the College could
not continue under Bataille's direction alone, and indeed, some sort of congress to discuss
its future work had already been mooted for September, in which a more collective
leadership appears to have been envisaged.5The irony of the College collapsing as a result
of the actions of its "head" is all too obvious, but in the event it proved impractical to
continue, both because of its internal contradictions, and the outbreak of war.

It had been agreed at the end of March that Bataille, Caillois and Leiris would each
speak for around half an hour on the College,6and the lecture was scheduled for 4 July,
but on 23 June Caillois embarked for Buenos Aires with Victoria Ocampo, intending to
return in September. It is not known if he discussed this departure with Bataille
beforehand. Meanwhile, Leiris assembled some notes for his talk.7 He was always a
reluctant public speaker, and the lack of enthusiasm in these pages is palpable. The day
before the lecture he decided he was unable to participate.

Bataille took to the podium alone, and read the defiantly uncompromising text that
follows. It is an astonishing statement, and one which, it should be noted, does not much
address the intended topic, the aims or methods of the College, except to overwhelm
them. Even amidst this deluge, however, Bataille manages to return to his disagreement
with Caillois by restating the problem of the festival in terms that take neither side, a
remarkable olive branch: "... it is difficult to know to what extent the community is only
the propitious occasion for the festival and sacrifice, or if the festival and sacrifice is the
measure of the love offered to the community." He also stresses the importance of the
distinction: "this question, which might be thought a little quaint, represents the ultimate
guestion for man, even more so, the ultimate question of being”, 096.

The correspondence exchanged between Bataille, Leiris and Caillois at this time can
only be briefly summarised here. Both Leiris and Bataille wrote to each other
independently on the day before the final lecture took place. Leiris pointed out, rather
belatedly as he admitted, that he had serious disagreements with certain aspects of the
College's sociological methods (disagreements that could only have been aggravated by
these final two lectures of Bataille's). He later summarised his objection to the fact that
Bataille "over-exaggerated the Sacred" and that this contradicted Mauss's idea of the
"total phenomenon" by which he meant that all phenomena also have religious,
economic and moral aspects: "The Sacred wasn't necessarily dominant."8

Leiris took this letter to Bataille rather than posting it, and according to the latter,
their discussion "made it possible to say that we remained in essential agreement".9



Bataille in his turn had written to Leiris to communicate atext received from Caillois
called "An Examination of Conscience" which he had asked Bataille to read out after he
had spoken. Bataille had severe reservations about doing so, and in the event did not
read the text, which is now lost (likewise, at the end of his lecture Bataille refers to
“"practical proposals"”, and we have no idea what these were). The day after the lecture
Bataille wrote to Leiris to defend a new form of sociology that might include personal
experience, based, one presumes, upon what had occurred within Acéphale: "The
experience of the sacred is such that it cannot leave anyone indifferent: anyone who
encounters the sacred can no longer remain estranged from it."10A reply from Leiris on
the 6th began by noting that "you can be sure that | was happy to hear that it [Bataille's
lecture] had been judged — by many, at least, it seems — to have been the most
significant session at the College of Sociology".11

On 20 July, Bataille wrote to Caillois. His letter concerns Caillois's ideas about spiritual
power and the means to acquire it and Bataille goes to great lengths to be constructive,
despite what he perceived as the "hostility" of certain of Caillois's criticisms of him. All
could be resolved in the congress they were planning for later in the year, but in the event
Calillois did not return to France and Leiris, soon enlisted, was sent to North Africa. Apart
from a pale version of it established by Caillois in Buenos Aires, the College ceased to
exist.

These events, and the correspondence associated with them, coincide with a hiatus
in the activities of Acéphale, or at least we have no reliably datable documents between
#90 at the end of May and ®100 from 1 October, but after July only the secret society
remained.

ACEPHALE [MG]

These last two commentaries must be something of an epilogue for both Acéphale and
the College. As far as the history of Acéphale is concerned, this section is the least
complete: we have no documents relating to sessional meetings, nor any recollections
from two of the best informants. Rollin could not recall taking part in the secret society
on his return from Madrid after the end of the Spanish Civil War, and Koch ended his
participation in the group's activities in April or May 1939. It was a long while before he
again met up with Andler, who told me that he, Chavy and Chenon had kept in contact
with Ambrosino. This was more probably to do with the methodical study of Nietzsche
begun by some of the adepts in July, since Ambrosino was no longer in Paris.12 Having
gone on vacation in July 1939, after failing his "ogrégation”, Koch stayed in the south of
France until he was called up at the end of August.



Everything included in this last section, however — the texts from the final issue of
Acéphale together with those of the Society and the last lectures by Bataille to the College
—is linked by a single theme: joy in the face of death.

The June 1939 issue of Acéphale begins with "The Madness of Nietzsche" #92,
written by Bataille at Saint-Germain-en-Laye on 3 January 193913 in commemoration of
the fiftieth anniversary of the tragic event when the philosopher, on the Piazza Carlo
Alberto in Turin, made his self-identification with Dionysus or the crucified Christ, thus
fulfilling the words of Zarathustra: "When a living thing commands itself, it must atone
for its commanding and become the judge, avenger and victim of its own laws". This was
a necessary event which "leads to the realisation — without there being any possibility
to avoid it —that the 'embodied man' must also go mad," as Bataille comments, following
Blake's proverb, "If others had not beenfoolish, we should be so".14He went on to affirm,
contrary to those who delight in the "simulated deliriums of art" or literature (certainly
a reference to the Surrealists), that: "Madness cannot be cast out or excluded from
human wholeness, which cannot be fully accomplished without it", #92. According to
Klossowski, the punishment suffered by Nietzsche was a "privilege", a "delirium that
transformed the executioner into the victim”, and he recalled that Nietzsche, "in the sense
that no man had more faith [...] and in accepting that he was guilty of the 'Death of God'
— accused himself in the name of ail men, while also seeing himself in the crucified
Christ".15

The other two texts by Bataille in this issue are undated. "The Threat of War", #93,
introduces the necessity for a Church to claim "spiritual power" and constitute "a force
that can be developed and is capable of influencing others" whose values — equally
opposed to military Fascism, national interests or the bombastic sloganeering of the
democracies — must "put Tragedy at the apex”. In other words, this is the opposite of
the "Church militant" of Caillois's "Sociology of the Intellectuals”, published in the NRF
on 1 August 1939. Here he described a rigorously hierarchical and "strong community"
of intellectuals — modelled on the Jesuits, in that they "project outside the Order what
is triumphant within"16 — and endeavoured to elaborate new values which respond to
the "necessities of the moment" in which "action is permeated by contemplation".

The central text in Acéphale 5, however, is "The Practice of Joy in the Face of Death",
*94, adescription of a state in which "ecstatic contemplation and lucid knowledge" are
achieved by an activity that "cannot fail to be dangerous”, and which is thus quite unlike
the Christian's "bliss that is satisfying in and of itself" and grants a "foretaste of eternity".
According to Bataille, the word "mystical” is no longer applicable to the religious practices
of Europe or Asia, since only joy in the face of death is proper to those for whom there
is no life beyond, because its "shameless, immodest holiness can lead to a sufficiently



happy loss of self”. The six variations of what Bataille hesitated to call "exercises" allow
us some appreciation of the "mystical training” he had begun to undertake by, in the
words of Jean Bruno,17 "closely associating [...] eroticism and other intense feelings with
the more ethereal drunkenness of illumination, subtly slipping from one register to
another and rejecting the mutilations of asceticism". Bruno likewise points out that the
essence of Bataille's method, founded on silence and dramatisation, had already been
referred to in his article "Friendship”, begun in the summer of 1939 and published in April
1940 in Mesures. This later became a part of the first section of Guilty (cited on p.412,
16 October), where Bataille concluded: "I no longer doubted that ecstasy could dispense
with a representation of God."18

Although Bataille's text does not constitute a systematic explanation of his technique,
according to Bruno, the six meditations reflect the successive stages of an inner research
Bataille continued to pursue ever more intensively in the following years. The "lucid
somnolence" induced by the first one, the "meditation on peace", dates from the end of
May 1938, Bruno tells us. This was followed, in the second meditation, by joy in the face
of death, which "while lacking the peace of the first" retains its method through being
based upon "concentration on a poem with an insistent rhythm", which then leads to the
third meditation, in which "visual representations of annihilation take on cosmic
perspectives" intended to provoke "a kind of incandescence".19The fourth introduces a
further method, in which silence and dramatisation are augmented by a "polarisation
[whereby he is] alternately oriented towards interiority and the outside".2In this way
Bataille "projects beyond himself a point on which his desire to burn is concentrated”,2L
in order to access, in the fifth stage, the place where death is confused with the "grey
light" of the "haze of the sky" and "appears to be of the same nature as the illuminating
light", a state Bruno calls "volatilisation". Finally, in the sixth meditation, he returns to
the paroxysmal images of the Heraclitean meditation on war so asto provoke — as with
the the contemplation of Chinese torture Bataille described in Guilty and in Inner
Experience — aviolent tearing capable of opening "a breach in the psyche".2

Three texts from within the Society are connected to these meditations. The first,
preserved among Isabelle Waldberg's papers, is "The Star Alcohol", #97, written on
crossed-out headed paper for the College of Sociology. lIts title may refer to the poetry
collection Alcools by Apollinaire, whose name appears in the margin of the manuscript
for "The Sacred" from the previous year, accompanied by a note: "a sacred consisting of
privileged moments and no longer of substance."2 The first part of the text describes
how to achieve silence by refraining from conscious thinking and by paying attention to
breathing, and then proceeds to the method of the meditation: "You must not read the
text but slowly recall it from memory", in order to bring on an "actual stupor"”. The second



part, the meditation itself, echoes both a "Meditation on Alcohol" found among Chenon's
papers,2which is evidently afirst version of this text, and the third meditation from "The
Practice of Joy in the Face of Death" as it appeared in Acéphale, 994, which appears to
be the definitive version of this text. The second text, "Joy in the Face of Death
(Meditation Text)", #98, was among the papers of Chavy and Andler. It begins in the same
manner as "The Star Alcohol", but differs in its expression of the acephalous. The third
meditation —found among Andler's papers and Waldberg's, though in his lacking its first
page — the "Heraclitean Meditation" on war, #99, expands upon the sixth meditation
in #94. The consumption that results from the "hunger to endure" of all human beings
responds to the same double image that had expressed the "composite ontology"
developed by Bataille in his text "Celestial bodies":5the burning sun, which "lavishes its
energy on space” in an ecstatic gift of itself, and the cold earth, whose surface particles
are "no longer expending but on the contrary devouring energy"”, and thus appear to be
dedicated to "useful" acquisition.

Bataille also wrote on joy in the face of death in his letter to Saint-Paul, #100. His aim
here was to dissociate it not only from Christianity but also from "military courage" in
order to clarify that it was "not a searching for death since that would be a condemnation
of life" but rather it was something whose outcome can only be "death submitted to with
joy as the fulfilment of a life". This is the last text we have from the secret society of
Acéphale.

On 20 October, Bataille sent a letter to Patrick Waldberg, #102, following a "decisive
discussion"2 and "an excess of language”, that included another, #103, addressed to
Ambrosino, Andler, Chavy, Chenon, Isabelle Farner and Waldberg, in which, confronted
with "such a solid consensus" within the group "against he who was its foundation”, to
inform them of the disbanding of Acéphale. After Andler and Chavy requested
clarification, afurther letter followed, #104, on the same day. On 25 October, the group
formally came to an end in afinal meeting with Andler and Chavy at the Café Rue.

This end seemed almost inevitable, given the succession of crises within the group.
Bataille, however, was surprised by the ensuing silence. While in his second letter he
stressed the members' lack of confidence in the group and refused to participate in any
"discussion or general conversation”, having acknowledged only the "consecration of this
state of affairs”, namely the gulfthat had opened between him and the members, he still
affirmed his certainty that "a prospective collaboration should be possible to achieve one
day or another". In fact, as Ambrosino wrote to Waldberg, the denouement was "a
‘definitive' separation despite various appeals"Z7 on Bataille's part, that in the event went
unanswered, despite Chavy and Andler's attempts to broker discussions. The lack of any
further documents here mean the ending of this communal experience remains to some



extent indecipherable.

In his "Autobiographical Note" written many years later, Bataille indicated that his
disagreement with the adepts was brought about because of their apprehension at "the
imminence of war".28However, not all the adepts saw it that way. In 1944, Waldberg was
invited by Breton to open a public debate on Acéphale and the question of the current
status of myth as posed by his Prolegomena to a Third Surrealist Manifesto or Not.
Waldberg then openly distanced himself from Bataille by publishing in VVV2 (February
1944) a long excerpt from a letter to his wife dated 19 September 1943. Here he
denounced the purely literary character of Acéphale, and the artificial nature of the rituals
that marked out the existence of the secret society which in his opinion was undermined
by the absence of any pre-existing myth. Waldberg took Breton's position to argue that
the nature of myth implied the necessity "first of all of founding an order, and then of
letting it develop by improvising according to its needs", because a cult's "object of
worship could be just about anything at all". However, he later withdrew these objections,
and in a renewed adherence to the state of incandescence to which Acéphale had
aspired, he recalled that "for some of us, including me, the expression 'life-changing' was
not at ail just an empty catchphrase", #101. Despite this though, and remembering the
"internal strife and dissension" that had undermined the group towards the end together
with "the awareness of its incongruous position in the midst of global disaster”, he then
revealed the impossibility encountered in its final act when Bataille attempted to ensure
the survival of the community by definitively situating it in the realm of tragedy and crime
(also «101).

More recently, Koch, returning to the "profound, unalloyed" failure of Acéphale,
nevertheless pointed out that this attempt — "unigque" in the modern world —to create
a"'sacred’ without God or gods, [...] inspired by awill that was aimed exclusively towards
the future", was necessitated by the "paradoxical character [...] of a society from which
the sacred was totally absent."2 It was there that he discovered the seeds of a new
modernity, in which might be attempted, however weakly or imperceptibly, a going
"beyond the desacralisation” entailed by the death of God: "The strange hold Georges
Bataille exerted in person, [...] the light brought to bear on what was being concocted at
the College of Sociology, the thrilling beauty of its secret, nocturnal rites and even the
lacunae that ran like athread through the interviews | had with their associates, the acute
feeling of inadequacy, the sustained longueurs of silence — all these aspects have left
such a strong impression in my memory because such aferment was laid down then that
it has never ceased to work on me."3L
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MADNESS, WAR AND DEATH

THE MADNESS OF NIETZSCHE ®

On 3January 1889,

Fifty years ago today,

Nietzsche succumbed to madness
on the Piazza Carlo Alberto in Turin,
throwing himselfsobbing around the neck of a horse

that had been beaten,

then he collapsed;
when he came to again he believed he was
DIONYSUS
Or

CHRIST CRUCIFIED.



This occurrence

should be commemorated

as a tragedy.

“When aliving thing,”

said Zarathustra,

“commands itself,

it must atone for its commanding

and become

the judge, avenger and

VICTIM

ofits own laws.” 1



We wish to commemorate atragic occurrence and are present here today, with
life’s full backing. The starry sky stretches out above our heads and the Earth
turns beneath our feet. Life is in our bodies, but in our bodies too death is on
the march (even from afar a man can always sense his last gasps as they draw
near). Above us, day follows night, and night day.Yet we speak, and we speak
loudly, without even knowing what sort ofliving beings we are. And ifsomeone
does not speak according to the rules of language, then the rational men that
we are declare that he is mad.

We too are afraid of going mad, and stick to these rules with a considerable
sense ofuneasiness. Furthermore, the various types ofderangement ofthe mad
have been documented and recur with such monotony that they tend only to
elicit a sense ofextreme boredom.The harshness and seriousness ofthis logic
is borne out by the fact that demented people offer little that is attractive.
However,aphilosopher holding forth is perhaps a more untrustworthy “mirror
ofthe empty heavens” than someone who is insane, and in that case, shouldn’t
we just discard these categories?

This argument should not be taken seriously, on the basis that it reads well,
oritwould at once cease to have any meaning. However, there is absolutely no
part ofit that could be seen to bejoking. For it is essential that we too should
know what it is like to sweat with anxiety. W hat excuse can there be for not
allowing yourselfto struggle until you break out in a sweat? The absence of
sweat is far more untrustworthy than the pranks ofsomeone who does sweat.
A philosopher is someone who is referred to as being wise, but he does not
exist independently from a social group. This group is composed of a few
philosophers who tear each other apart and a larger mass, variously indifferent
or stirred up, which ignores them.

At this point, those who sweat are colliding in the dark with those who see
the movement ofhistory as what makes sense ofhuman life. For it is true that



throughout history the masses bent on destroying one another attribute the
consequences to the inconsistencies of various philosophies — with their
dialogues taking the form ofacts of carnage. But completion is as much ofa
struggle as birth and, beyond completion and struggle, what else is there apart
from death? Beyond words that endlessly destroy each other, what else is there
other than a silence that will make people mad with sweat and laughter?

But if all people — or more simply their whole existence — were
EMBODIED in one being — obviously just as alone and forsaken as they were
before — then the head of this EMBODIED being would be torn apart by a
conflict that could never be appeased — and so violent that sooner or later it
would explode. For it is difficult to appreciate quite how powerful the storms
or outbursts would be as met with in the visions ofthis embodied being, who
must see God but at the same instant kill him, then become God himself, but
only so as to be pitched at once into nothingness: he would then find he was a
man again as insignificant as the first person who happened to pass by but
deprived ofany possibility of peace.

He could not, in fact, be satisfied with thinking and speaking, because some
inner necessity would compel him to live what he thought and said. Such an
embodied being would thus have a freedom that was so extensive that no
language would be sufficient to reproduce all its movements (nor any other
languages its dialectic). Only human thought, embodied in this way, could
become afestival where intoxication and uninhibited behaviour would be just
as unfettered as feelings oftragedy and dread. This leads to the realisation —
without there being any possibility to avoid it — that the “embodied man”
must also go mad.

How many times would the Earth spin violently round in his head! At what
point would he be crucified! At what point would he be the bacchanalia (and
behind him, all those who would be afraid to see his...)! But since he would
become all alone, like Caesar, all-powerful and most sacred, so a man could
not look upon him without bursting into tears. Assuming that... how could
God not become distraught on discovering there in front ofhim the evidence
ofhis rational inability to know madness?

3 January 1939



Yet it is not enough to express a violent outburst in this way: words would
betray the initial impulse if they were not linked to the desires and decisions
that are the reason for them to come into being in the first place. It is easy to
see that a representation of madness at its peak cannot also suffer its direct
outcome: no one can choose to destroy within themselves the system of
expression that connects them to their fellow men — as one bone is connected
to the other bones.

A proverb of Blake’s says that if others had not beenfoolish, we should be so.
Madness cannot be cast out or excluded from human wholeness, which cannot
be fully accomplished without it. Thus Nietzsche becoming mad — in place
ofus — made this wholeness possible; and those who went mad and lost their
reason before him did not manage to do so with anything like as much
brilliance. But can the gift a man makes of his madness to his fellows be
accepted without it being repaid with interest? And if this is not irrationality
on the part of someone receiving madness from someone else as a royal gift,
what could its opposite be?

There is another proverb: He who desires, but acts not, breeds pestilence.

W ithout any doubt, the highest level ofpestilence is reached when the desire
that is expressed becomes confused with acting it out.

For if a man begins to follow some violent impulse, the fact that he is
expressing it means that he forgoes following it at least for the time it is being
expressed. Such expression requires us to substitute for its passion the external
symbol that describes it. The man expressing himselfmust therefore pass from
the burning sphere of the passions to the relatively cold and listless sphere of
symbols. When in the presence of the thing that has been expressed, it is
therefore always essential to ask whether the one who is expressing it is not
getting ready for a deep sleep. Any such examination must be carried out with
unfailing rigour.



Whoever has once understood that only madness can be the full realisation
of man is thus led to choose with all lucidity — not between madness and
reason — but between the imposture of*anightmare thatvindicates snoring”
and the will to take orders from oneselfand to conquer. No betrayal of the
flashes and lacerations discovered at its peak shall seem more hateful to him
than the simulated deliriums of art. For ifit is true that he must become the
victim ofhis own laws, if it is true that the fulfilment ofhis destiny requires that
he be used up — and accordingly if madness or death have for him the
brilliance of a festival — then his very love of life and destiny prompts him
right away to commi it within himselfthe crime ofauthority he will later atone
for. Herein lies the thing required ofhim by the fate he isbound to by a feeling
ofextreme chance.

Proceeding in this way directly from powerless delirium to power —just as
at the culmination of his life he must proceed in reverse from power to some
sort of collapse, whether slow or sudden — his years could no longer pass in
the quest — quite impersonal — for strength. At the moment when the
wholeness of life appeared to him in all its connections to the tragedy that
fulfilled it, he could see how much this revelation risked making it weaker. All
around him he could see the ones who were getting closer to the secret — who
thus represent the true ‘salt’or ‘meaning’of the earth — as they surrendered
themselves to the dissolute sleep of literature or art. The fate of human
existence thus appeared to him to be bound up with a small number of
individuals deprived ofany possibility ofpower. For some men, in their moral
decay, bear much more within themselves than they believe: aswhen the masses
around them, together with those who represent them, make everything they
come into contact with subservient to necessity. Whoever has been formed as
far as possible in the meditation of tragedy must therefore — instead of
revelling in the ‘symbolic expression’ofthese lacerating forces — demonstrate
the consequences to those who resemble him. W ith persistence and strength
of mind he must show them how to organise themselves and how to stop
being, in contrast with Fascists and Christians, the despised rag-dolls of their
enemies. For the onus falls on them to impose chance on the mass of those
who require all men to accept a servile way oflife: chance,which is to say what
they already are but have given up through lack ofwill.



THE THREAT OF WAR

Circumstances are only difficult for those who shrink from the tomb.
SAINT-JUST

It is useful here to present a few counter-arguments to the repudiations voiced
by some people and the evasions of others, by means of a small number of
unequivocal assertions.

1. Conflict and life are one and the same thing. A man’s value depends on his
aggressive strength.

2. A divingbman sees death as the fulfilment of life; he does not regard it as a
misfortune. On the other hand, a man who does not have the strength to find
something bracing in his death is already somewhat ‘dead’.

3. Ifthe intention is to discover the limits ofhuman destiny then it isimpossible
to remain alone and a veritable Church must be formed, laying claims to a
‘spiritual power’ and at the same time establishing a force that can be
developed and is capable of influencing others. In the present circumstances,
such a Church would have to accept and even seek out the conflict within
which it would assert its existence. But in terms ofessentials, this Church would
need to bring the conflictin line with its own interests, in other words with the
conditions ofa “fulfilment’ofhuman potential.

4. War cannot be reduced to an expression or a means to develop an ideology,
even one founded on military aggression: on the contrary, it Isideologies that
become reduced to beingjust another weapon in the conflict. In every respect
war exceeds the contradictory ‘words’that are spoken on these occasions.



5. Fascism subordinates all values to the service ofits struggle and its work.
The fate of the Church we are attempting to define here must be linked to
values that are neither military nor economic: there should be no difference as
far as it is concerned between existing and opposing a closed system of
servitude. At the same time it should maintain its distance from the national
interest or the fine words ofthe democracies.

6. The values of this Church should be of the same order as the traditional
considerations which put Tragedy at the apex; independently of political
results, however, it is impossible to see any descent from our human universe
to the various domains of Hell as something that has no meaning. But as
regards the infernal, it ought to be possible only to speak about it in a modest
manner, without either lowering our voices or shouting about it.



THE PRACTICE
OF JOY IN THE FACE OF DEATH

All this I am, and wish to be: at the same time dove, serpent and pig.
NIETZSCHE

When a human being finds himself situated in such a way that the world is
reflected happily within him and there isno chance ofit leading to destruction
or suffering — as on a beautiful spring morning — he can allow himselfto go
along with the enchantment or the simple joy that result. But at the same
moment he may also notice the dullness and the inconsequential concerns of
empty repose which such bliss actually signifies. At this point, what rises up in
him so bitterly is like a bird of prey ready to tear out the throat ofa small bird
in ablue sky that seems peaceful and clear. He sees that he cannot fulfil his life
without giving in to some inexorable impulse, and feels its violence going to
work in the most inaccessible part of his being with a rigour he finds
frightening. If he looks back at others, who do not go any further than this
state of bliss, he feels no hatred; on the contrary, he feels sympathy for such
necessary happiness: he is only at odds with those who claim to be fulfilling
their lives and who act out their risk-free charade so that they become known
for having reached fulfilment, when all they have done is talk about fulfilment.
Butitismuch to be preferred ifall this does not end up making him feel light-
headed. For his light-headedness exhausts him and puts him in danger ofbeing
quickly flung into a new concern that he is happy in his leisure time, or failing
that, finds a painless existence. Or, if he does not give in but continues in his
fearful haste to tear himselfapart right to the end, he enters into death in such
a way that nothing could be more horrible. The only one who can be truly
happy here is the one who, having felt light-headed until the point where all
his bones were shaking and it was no longer possible to gauge how far he had
fallen, suddenly regains the unexpected power to be able to change his last gasp
into a joy powerful enough to freeze and transfigure any who come into
contact with it. Yet the only ambition that can take hold ofa man who, with



calm and even temper, sees his life reach its fulfilment in this tearing apart,
cannot lay claim to greatness when it depends entirely on chance for its power
to take effect.This kind ofviolent resolution, which bars him from finding any
peace, does not necessarily entail either his light-headedness or a fall into
sudden death. It may instead become in him the action and power by means
of which he dedicates himselfto that rigour whose workings tirelessly snap
shut as sharply as the beak ofa bird of prey. Contemplation is no more than
the expanse, sometimes calm and sometimes stormy, across which the swift
force ofhis action must be put to the test at one time or another. The mystical
existence of the one whose “joy in the face of death” has become an inner
violence cannot under any circumstances arrive at a bliss that is satisfying in
and ofitself, such as the bliss of Christians which grants a foretaste ofeternity.
The mystic who contemplates joy in the face of death cannot be regarded as
trapped owing to the fact ofhis amused laughter at everything ahuman being
is able to do and because he knows every spell it is possible to know; yet the
totality oflife — ecstatic contemplation and lucid knowledge beingfulfilled in a
processwhich cannot fail to be dangerous — isjust as inexorably his lot as death
is for the condemned man.

The texts that follow cannot by themselves constitute an initiation into the
exercising ofa mystical understanding of“joy in the face ofdeath”.1fwe accept
that such amethod might indeed exist, these texts do not even represent a part
of it. While verbal initiation is itself difficult, it is impossible in the space of a
few pages to give anything but the vaguest outline of something that is by its
nature so difficult to comprehend. Taken as a whole, these writings are,
furthermore, not so much exercises in the proper sense of the word as simple
descriptions of a contemplative state or of ecstatic contemplation. These
descriptions might not even be acceptable ifthey were not given for what they
are, in other words freely. Only the text that appears first could, at a stretch, be
Seen as an exercise.

While there is a case for using the word mystical with reference to “joy in the



face of death” and its practice, this indicates no more than an affective
similarity between this practice and those of the religious peoples of Asia or
Europe.There is no reason to associate thisjoy, which has no other object than
the life at hand, with a certain presupposition concerning some other
supposedly profound reality. “Joy in the face ofdeath” belongs only to the one
forwhom itis not from beyond;it is the only intellectually honest path that the
search for ecstasy may follow.

Moreover, how could a beyond, or God, or anything at all like God still be
considered acceptable? No words are sufficiently clear to express the happy
contempt ofthe one who “dances with the time that kills him ” for those who
find refuge in the anticipation ofeternal bliss. This kind oftimorous holiness,
which right from the start had to be shielded from erotic excesses, has now
lost all its power: the only reaction can be to laugh at a sacred intoxication
which sought to make itself consistent with a ‘holy’ horror of debauchery.
Prudery is perhaps a wholesome thing for the misguided; yet whoever would
be afraid ofnaked girls and whisky would have very little time for “joy in the
face ofdeath”.

Only ashameless,immodest holiness can lead to a sufficiently happy loss ofself.
“Joy in the face of death” means that life can be glorified from its roots to its
summit. It deprives of all meaning anything that is an intellectual or moral
beyond, whether substance, God, immutable order or salvation. It is an
apotheosis of the perishable, an apotheosis of the flesh and of alcohol as well
as the trance states of mysticism. The religious forms it rediscovers are the
primitive forms that preceded the intrusion ofservile morality; it revives that
type oftragic jubilation that man ‘is’ once he ceases to behave like a cripple,
taking pride in necessary work and allowing himselfto be emasculated by the
fear oftomorrow.



I give myselfup to peace until my annihilation.

The sounds ofstruggle are lost in death like rivers in the sea, like the brilliance
ofstars in the night.

The power of conflict is fulfilled in the silence of all action.

I enter into peace as into a dark unknown.
| fall into this dark unknown.
I myselfbecome this dark unknown.

IAMjoy in the face ofdeath.

Joy in the face ofdeath upholds me.
Joy in the face ofdeath casts me down.
Joy in the face of death annihilates me.

I remain in this annihilation and, from there,imagine nature as a play offorces
expressed in amultiple and never-ending death agony.
In this way | slowly become lost in meaningless and endless space.

I reach the end ofworlds.

I am gnawed at by death.

I am gnawed at by fever.

I am absorbed into the darkness of space.

I am annihilated injoy in the face of death.



IAMjoy in the face of death.

The depths of the sky, the emptiness of space, this isjoy in the face of death:
everything is deeply cracked.

I picture the Earth spinning giddily in the heavens.

| picture the heavens themselves slipping, spinning and becoming used up.
The sun, like an alcohol, spinning and exploding until out of breath.

The depths ofthe sky like a debauch oficy light becoming lost.

All that exists destroying itself, consuming itselfand dying, each moment only
bringing itselfforth in the annihilation of the one that came before and itself
only existing with fatal wounds.

| too destroying and consuming myself endlessly within myselfin a great
festival of blood.

I picture the frozen moment ofmy own death/

One night, in a dream, X feels he has been pierced by lightning: he understands that
he is dying and is at once miraculously dazzled and transfigured; at this moment in
his dream, he reaches the unexpected, but then wakes up.



| fix a point in front of me, and picture this point as the locus ofall existence
and all unity, all separation and all anguish, all unsatisfied desire and all death
that is possible.

I cling to this point, and a deep love for what is in this point burns away at me
until I refuse to continue living for any other reason than for what is there, for
that point which, being together the life and death of the beloved being,
thunders like a cataract.

And at the same time it is essential that all external representations are stripped
away from what is there, until it is nothing but pure violence, an interiority, a
pure inner fall into a limitless abyss; this point endlessly absorbing the whole
cataract of the nothingness within it, in other words what is vanished,‘past’,
and in the same movement endlessly prostituting a sudden apparition to the
love that seeks in vain to grasp what will cease to be.

The impossibility of being satisfied in love is a guide for the leap tofulfilment at
the same time as being the nullification of all possible illusion.

If | picture myselfin a vision, within a circle of light that transfigures the
ecstatic and exhausted face of a dying being, what radiates from this face of
necessity lights up the clouds in the sky, whose glimmering greyness thereby
becomes more penetrating than the light of the sun itself. In this
representation, death appears to be ofthe same nature as the illuminating light,
in so far as the latter fades away after leaving its source; it appears that no less
a loss than death is needed for the spark of life to journey through and
transfigure dull existence, since only its wrenching free can become in me the
power of life and time. And so | cease to be anything except the mirror of
death, just as the universe is only the mirror oflight.



6. Heraclitean Meditation

AND |AM WAR.

I picture a human movement and rebellion which are limitless in their
potential; this movement and this rebellion can only be appeased by war.

I picture the gift ofan infinite suffering, ofblood and bodies opened up, in
the image ofan ejaculation, knocking down the one it shakes and leaving him
to an exhaustion racked with nausea.

| picture the Earth projected into space, like awoman screaming with her
head on fire.

Before the terrestrial world, whose summer and winter regulate the death
agony of everything that is alive, before the universe formed of countless
spinning stars that fade away and consume themselves beyond measure, all |
can see is a succession of cruel splendours whose movement alone is enough
to require my death; this death is merely an explosive consumption of all that
was, the joy of existing felt by everything that comes into the world; up until
my own life requires that everything that is, and in all places, endlessly gives
itselfup and disappears into nothingness.

I picture myself covered with blood, broken but transfigured and in
harmony with the world, at the same time a victim and one of the jaws of
TIME, which is constantly killing and constantly killed.

Almost everywhere there are explosives and it will perhaps not be too long
before they put out my eyes. | laugh when | think that these eyes continue to
ask for objects that cannot destroy them.



THE COLLEGE OF SOCIOLOGY

GEORGES BATAILLE

© Joyin Face of Death

1

On the one hand, a fearless respect for death elicits the ironic and impassioned
sensation that there is a fundamental absurdity in human affairs: the solidarity that
exists between one man and his fellows can often appear laughable to the one who
takes his place “at the pinnacle ofdeath”.But on the other hand, it is unquestionable
that solidarity and devotion to a cause are as a rule necessities for those who pit
themselves against death on an equal footing. Joy in the face of death is not some
commonplace nostalgia born out of weariness and so cannot serve as a pretext any
longer for those who would prefer not to put their lives at risk. It would be easy to
say,“l belong to death.Why should I be killed?”There isnt anybody who would not
shrink in revulsion from the likes of those who would contrive such a farce.Joy in
the face of death assumes, in the first place, the sense of the greatness inherent in
human life: it would be a nonsense if life were not driven by an insurmountable
desire for greatness. It is for this reason that those who experience it do not need to
seek out at random — for indeed that is what it must be — the cause that will actually
allow them to pit themselves against death.W hat requires and guarantees the greatness
of these individuals is the cause to which they are dedicated. And whatever requires
and guarantees insignificance and pettiness in turn represents what they must discredit
and bring to ruin — since it is true that the air they breathe, the sun and the smiles of
young women must be the things their pride rests on. As a matter of fact, they are
condemned (to dominate other men) to sustain this intractable pride, assuming they
do not agree to disappear. But it is not only the joy they have of knowing that they
will perish, and which they associate with the physical destruction they will meet,
that situates them directly at the level ofdomination (right from the start it is obvious
that no force, in a human nature that will not look them in the face, could withstand
or overcome them) — another element contributes to providing them with a destiny
that responds to the deepest needs of social cohesion.



2

I have said before that the nuclei around which society revolves were “formed out
of small numbers of men bound together by emotional bonds”. | have attempted to
define these “nuclei ofsocial gravitation” further as so many geometrical loci where
attitudes towards death were determined. These representations, | suggested, can
only be coherent if the “emotional bonds”,around which discordant human reality
forms, are consistently integrated into a necessary relationship with death. Elsewhere
I put forward this paradox,“that the human heart beats for nothing so hard as it does
for death”:it seems that a kind of strange and powerful communication is established
between men whenever the violence of death is close by. It may well be that they
arejoined together by a simple sense of common danger: even when one ofthem is
overcome by death while at the same moment the people nearby are not threatened,
this reminder of their fragility prompts those who have survived to seek consolation
in communication. But the meeting with death has yet another meaning which
cannot be reduced to simple fear. For when fear is absent, the ‘domain’ofdeath does
not become a matter of indifference. It has an attraction to which the ordinary
bystander is just as susceptible as the man who is threatened by death. The
momentous and decisive change brought about by death is such ablow to the spirit
that it is— far from the world it has been used to — cast out and transported, gasping
for breath, somewhere between earth and sky; it is as if it suddenly noticed the
dizzying and endless movement that has taken control of it. This movement then
appears partly horrifying and partly hostile, yet in a way that is external to the person
threatened with death or indeed the one who is dying; it is all that remains, cutting
offfrom reality the one who looks upon his dying no less than the one who is dying.
So it is that, in the presence of death, what there remains oflife can only subsist outside
of itself.

There is a moment suspended in time when everything is swept away, when
everything wavers: the sure and deeply rooted reality claimed by the individual has
disappeared, and all that remains are much more energetic presences, altogether
mobile, violent and inexorable. The disconcerted mind can hardly make out the
furious churning of this hell, having been drawn here by its intoxication and left to
flounder: the extreme emotion it feels is translated into the murky diversity of
phantoms and nightmares with which it peoples the place. All that thrives here are
forces possessed ofaviolence that can be compared to the might ofa storm when it



breaks. Our puerile attachments to trivial matters in normal times — the little
diversions that order our everyday stupidity — are duly borne away in the roar ofa
great wind: existence, having been hunted down, is called out in its entirety to
greatness.The lone individual driven from the ‘pettiness’of his own person becomes
indistinguishable within the community of men, but his disappearance would be
meaningless if this community was not capable ofresponding to the situation. What
human destiny describes as ‘unappeased’, or ‘unappeasable’— that incredible thirst
for glory that prevents sleep and allows no rest — represent the only possible options
that are sufficiently energetic to meet the need that arises each time existence wavers
when confronting death.

3

Taking into account this shift outside the self, which inevitably occurs when death
comes into play, it is easier to see why the army and religion alone are capable of
satisfying man’ most significant aspirations. The first of these makes it its job to
confront death in real terms, while the other alone knows the language stamped with
dread and stormy majesty which befits those on the threshold of the tomb. An
attitude that is neither military nor religious becomes untenable in principle from
the moment death intervenes. It is impossible to be placed in proximity with death
and at the same time to communicate with men whose attitude is grossly profane.
The shift outside the selfwhich occurs in the face of death requires a sacred world
such that, at the moment we are lost, there would appear some vaster reality as well
as forces that are capable of confronting the terror involved. There is nothing of this
sort in a café, a department store or a bank: the necessary silences, solemnities and
acts ofviolence are found, in essence, only with armies and churches.

4
What | have shown here is that, in the first place, communities based on emotional
bonds have been essential to human life; then, that these emotional bonds were to
be found in those who were approaching death in full awareness ofthe fact, and who
were thus shaping the common attitudes to our common fate. In this way | have
introduced, in connection with the ancient reality of sacrifice, a representation of
joy in the face of death through which the intimate agreement between life and its
violent destruction is asserted. But it is not only the formation of emotional bonds
that demands an answer to the fundamental question of death, nor is it important
alone that this answer does not avoid the problem: it appears that the very fact of



coming into contact with the destruction oflife involves a community ofthe heart
which unites those spirits that are also situated “at the pinnacle ofdeath”.1 shall now
return to my initial argument and show that joy in the face of death would be an
imposture if it was not also tied in with the turmoil of that union. The one who
looks upon death and rejoices is already no longer the individual whose future is
given over only to the rotting ofthe flesh, since the simple action ofinvolving himself
with death had already projected him outside of himself, right into the glorious
community that laughs at all the misery of his fellow men, with each moment chasing
and annihilating the one that went before, so that the triumph of time seems
connected with the progression of his own conquests. Not that he thinks as a result
that he can escape his fate by substituting a more stable community for his own
person. On the contrary, the community is necessary for him to feel a proper
awareness of the glory inherent in the moment when he sees himselftorn from his
own being. The sense of cohesion he feels with regard to those who have chosen to
share their great intoxication is, at most, only a means of perceiving everything that
loss signifies in terms of splendour and conquest, everything the dead persons fall
means in terms ofrenewed life, springing back and “alleluia”.There is a connection
here that is not easily reduced to analytic formulas. This excess ofjoy must be
experienced at least once in order to know how much the rich prodigality ofsacrifi.ee
is expressed in it, and how much it can only be a progressive conquest, an
overwhelming need to subject man to those [...]



GEORGES BATAILLE

The College of Sociology

The subject of this meeting was to have been the College of Sociology itself. Since
the College of Sociology is to some extent a unique undertaking, and one that is
difficult to classify according to usual forms of activity, there appeared good reason
to clarify its meaning and intentions, and all the more so as its unconventional nature
may perhaps have given rise to misunderstandings and confusion in the minds of
those who watched us in our work. To tell the truth, circumstances are such that
relations have become so strained between those of us who have striven this far to
carry things to a successful conclusion that | have grounds more for speaking of a
crisis than the general development ofan organisation.The talk | am now embarking
on will, therefore, only give expression to the profound disagreement which has
already opened up a crack in our structure. It was understood that three ofus would
be speaking this evening, Caillois, Teiris and I; but | am here on my own. It is not
without sadness that | acknowledge this. Caillois left for Argentina a few days ago;
his absence is obviously unavoidable, but that does not make it any less relevant.The
few notes | have received from him since he left are, in any case, ofa sort that would
bring an end to the fellow feeling that existed between us. | shall not discuss them
today because it seems not impossible that a verbal explanation — Caillois is to return
in September — would resolve the difference of opinion they have created between
us. | prefer, for the moment, to talk on the basis of a disagreement, rather than on
terms that accuse him, and possibly through misunderstanding. Now, by elevating
the debate, and moving it on to a point where love and death alone are at stake, it
may be that | am doing nothing more than ruling out the possibility of a
reconciliation at a later date. Though this may seem to be the case, I remain convinced
that at this moment | am acting in the opposite manner, but even were | aware that
in doing so | was destroying what possibilities there are left, | would do no differently
because there are other things more important than a College of Sociology. If I have



come here this evening, if | have been coming here for the past two years, it is, in
fact, less with the intention of establishing an influential organisation, than with the
will to create a force out ofan awareness ofthe misery and greatness ofthis perishable
existence that is our lot. CONFRONTING DESTINY remains, in my view, the very
essence of knowledge. Having realised that the results put forward by science with
regard to the sacred were taking away from man the means he possesses to escape
from what he is, | felt it was the right time to found an association which would
examine this science in particular. No one is more eager than | am to discover the
virtues this association may have, none more fearful than | of the imposture which
is the basis ofindividual isolation; however, the love ofhuman destiny is strong enough
in me to allow me to give only secondary importance to the forms through which
it may come forward.

It seems to me that the interest aroused by the College of Sociology, both inside
and outside, resulted from the vehemence with which it called everything into
question.The intentions ofits various members perhaps differed, but | did not mean
to imply, in speaking of my own reasons, that they were not specifically my own.
Nevertheless, it goes without saying that it is only our long-term intentions and our
ability to redefine crucial problems that have justified our existence. To the extent
that the College of Sociology is not a door opening on to that chaos in which each
life-form makes its first stirrings, grows up and dies, and on to the upheavals of
festivals, of power and the deaths of human beings — it offers only emptiness to
truth. That is why it hurts me to see Leiris, who has declined to speak here today
because of his doubts regarding the soundness of our activities, it hurts me to see
Leiris reproaching us for not modelling ourselves more on those scholars and teachers
we claim as our inspiration. Leiris thinks we are not abiding by the rules of
Durkheim’ sociological method and that the role we have assigned to the sacred
does not conform to Mausss doctrine of the total fact. To these reasons he adds his
fear ofseeing our efforts only end up creating the worst sort ofliterary clique. | said
before that | would elevate this debate which has arisen because ofthe crisis already
mentioned. And | shall elevate it as high as | can. | believe that works by Caillois, or
my own, when they are published, will attract criticism but also command respect.
But that is not at all the issue.The real point here is, above all, to discover whether it
is still possible to ask fundamental questions, whether we can agree to continue as
far as is possible with our arguments on the subject of life, in order to demand of
ourselves everything of which our remaining virtue is still capable. Specific points of
method and doctrine, the inevitable obstacles and inevitable risk of failure, all of that



is certainly important, but it is also possible to fix our gaze beyond such unavoidable
difficulties.

That there is something beyond, | mean a terrestrial beyond that belongs to the
man of today, is a truth it is difficult to dispute. It is no less disputable that access to
this beyond must present itself initially in the form of combat and danger. And no
one doubts that the inner dangers, the dangers within every impulse, are formidable,
and even more than that, demoralising.

The disagreement referred to by Leiris, it should be added, does not at all exclude
the possibility of collaboration later on, once the various aims and limits have been
well defined, and especially once it has been possible to make clear the modes of
freedom necessary for the development of a venture that is still unsure of itself.The
questions posed by the differences that have arisen between Caillois and me are
doubtless more serious, at least in the sense that they have to do more with the
foundations than the methods of our activities. But since, as | say, they touch upon
its actual foundations, you will allow me to speak about them in a round-about way,
and by avoiding discussing any specifics | shall limit myself to speaking about the
profound reality this dispute calls into question. The fact that Caillois is not here,
moreover, seems to make any other way of proceeding impossible. It is enough for
me to point out, by way of beginning, that the roles I allocate to mysticism, drama,
madness and death seem to Caillois to be difficult to reconcile with our original
principles. | will add that Caillois is not the only one to be troubled by this sense of
incompatibility. Paulhan and Wahl have also expressed similar feelings to me.1So, |
have every reason to present today an attempt at clarification, as one of the
consequences ofthis state of crisis. | shall therefore try to show how the development
ofthe College of Sociology contained within itselfthe necessity ofthe present crisis.
I am also more than happy to have had this opportunity to go right down into the
foundations of my own thinking, and not in the calm of solitary reflection, but in
the disorder of contention.

As such | have been led to develop a general representation of things that should
be classed in the category of philosophical representations. And only when | have
laid this out will it be possible for me to show how the communional unity, that is
to say power itself, is formed, along with this sort of mental disturbance that operates
somewhere between mysticism and madness. | would not, however, want you to
become concerned at seeing me step into the dreary undergrowth of philosophical
reflection. While | must take on the central problem of metaphysics, | think | can
still be clear: in any case, | am sure that | shall be speaking of matters that directly



concern every human being, or at least those who are averse to torpor.

One ofthe best-established results of man’ efforts to discover what he really is
would doubtless be his lack of unity as an individual. In olden times men saw
themselves as one indivisible reality. There are certain animals that can be cut into
two pieces, and then, after some time has passed, these pieces become complete
animals that are quite distinct from each other.Yet nothing could be more shocking
than if such a thing happened to a man, from the point of view of those who hold
with the classical image ofthe human soul. Habits ofthought are so well established
that it is difficult for any of us to picture ourselves divided into two, with one half
seeing the other, loving the other, or fleeing from it. In truth, the surgery performed
on human beings or the higher animals is still far from such brutal possibilities.
Indeed, it has only reached the stage of producing cross-breeds which leave the
essence of the resulting creature intact. At the most we may glimpse some distant
future in which certain truly disturbing possibilities could occur, such as switching
over the cerebral hemispheres of two great apes... | mention this not out of any
interest that such an experiment could take place but so as to introduce a maximum
of disorder into our usual viewpoints. | suspect that the idea of a composite being,
as the result of linking together the brains of any two of us, is likely to make people
feel very uneasy and light-headed. However, this might also be an idea we could
become used to. It is no more than abanal suggestion nowadays to imagine a human
being as an ill-assembled collection ofparts, some ofwhich are distant from the body,
poorly attached or even ignored. It is generally acknowledged that an individual is
no more than incomplete assemblage: an animal, or a human being, is simply seen as
awell-defined and stable compound, whereas a society is united only by bonds that
are very loose and easily broken. At the same time it is understood that neither the
individual nor the society is an exception, and that every element in nature is a
combination of parts, at least until we get down to the simplest level, with the
electron. Science categorises atoms, in spite of their name,2 as collections of
elementary particles, molecules as collections of atoms, and continues step by step
until it arrives at the individual as a collection ofcells and then finally society (which,
in fact, it holds back from recognising — though it is hard to see why — as a simple
case of a unified compound composed of multiple elements).

I dont wish to dwell on any of this, which is merely a scientific introduction to
the essence of what | would like to put to you today. | am in haste to press on, and
my haste is perhaps understandable because ofthe need to find descriptions that are
less external with regard to the reality ofwhat we are. | can only speak directly about



something each of us may experience, and shall first of all discuss an aspect of our
lives that would appear to be as remote as possible from our union with the social
group, namely the erotic behaviour that most of us indulge in with one or,
successively, with several of our fellow beings. This digression has the advantage of
bringing us face to face with realities that are not only the most unclear but also the
most familiar. Indeed, no image can be more vivid in our minds than that of the
union between two individuals of opposite sex.Yet as commonplace and vivid as it
is, its meaning none the less remains concealed: all that can be said is that each of
these beings is blindly obeying its instincts. This is not so much a means of avoiding
the difficulty but more a way of giving a name to this instinct, making it the
expression of a will to reproduce that is entirely down to nature. For in fact, other
needs besides that of procreation are satisfied in the course of copulation.

The introduction ofa sociological point ofview casts an unexpected light on this
natural obscurity.

If | consider the reproduction of a simple asexual cell, the birth of a new cell
seems to result from an inability on the part of the whole to maintain its integrity: a
split, awound is produced.The growth ofthis tiny entity creates an overflow, together
with a laceration and a loss of substance. Sexual reproduction amongst animals and
amongst human beings is divided into two phases, each of which presents the same
characteristic overflow, laceration and loss of substance. In the first phase, two
individuals communicate with each other by way oftheir concealed lacerations. No
communication is more profound, and the two individuals are lost in a convulsion
that ties them together. But they can only communicate by losing a part of
themselves. Communication binds them together through their wounds or their
unity, while their integrity dissipates in their fervour.

Two beings of opposite sex lose themselves in one another, and together form a
new being that is different from both ofthem.The precarious state of this new being
is obvious: it is never such that its parts can be distinctly its own; and in its brief
moments of darkness there is nothing more than a tendency to lose consciousness.
Yetifitis true that the unity ofthe individual stands out far more obviously, it is also
just as precarious. Without a doubt, there is only a difference of degree between the
two cases.

Love expresses a need for sacrifice: every unity must lose itselfin some other unity
which, exceeds it. Yet these joyous movements of the flesh work in two directions.
Just because passing through the flesh — passing to the point at which the unity of
the person is torn apart in it — is necessary if we wish in losing ourselves to find



ourselves again in the unity of love, it does not follow that the moment when that
tearing apart occurs is itself meaningless in terms of the existence that is torn apart.
It is difficult to know what part is played during copulation by the feeling of passion
for another being, the part played by erotic frenzy; so too the extent to which this
individual is seeking life and power, the extent to which he is led to tear himself
apart, to lose himself, at the same time as tearing apart and losing the other person
(and ofcourse, the more beautiful the woman and the more she has been torn apart,
the more desirable is her loss or simply her being stripped bare). Beyond the will to
leave our narrow being for one that is vaster, and very often mixed in with this first
will to loss, there is a will to loss that reaches a limit for its enormous urges only in
fear, and furthermore, that can use this fear it has generated to make itselfstill more
ablaze and delirious.

To this picture of the first forms of being revealed by love there must be added
the union that results from marriage. There are many possible stages between the
basic passionate urge and that sort of oppressive conjugal life in which the heart is
not involved. At the extreme limit, self-interest and the law establish ajoyless union
between individuals for whom physical love is nothing but a concession to nature.
Ifwe now turn to the various social groupings that correspond to the different and
contrasting forms ofsexual union, we can see that ajudicial and administrative society
bears a close resemblance to the conjugal union based on self-interest, whereas
communities formed by emotional bonds call to mind the passionate union oflovers;
other forms are not lacking which show — in common with erotic perversions —
that the loss ofselfwithin avaster being results in a loss of selfin a formless universe
and in death.

| realise there is an element of paradox here, since these comparisons will
inevitably seem very arbitrary. However, | am only suggesting them because | intend
to explain their meaning more precisely. | propose that we accept as an unstated law
that human beings are only ever united with one another by means of these tearings
or wounds; there is a certain logical force to this idea. If elements are arranged to
create a whole, this may occur easily when each one loses a part of its own being
through a tear in its integrity for the benefit of the collective being. Initiations,
sacrifices and festivals are examples ofjust such moments ofloss and communication
between individuals. Circumcision and orgies are sufficient examples to show that
there is more than one connection between sexual and ritual tearing; we can add to
this that the realm of erotic activity itself specifically refers to the act in which it
reaches its fulfilment as a sacrifice, and likewise refers to the conclusion of this act as



a“little death”.However, one of these two areas spills over into the other: the social
tears that coincide with sexual ones acquire a different, richer meaning, and the
multiplicity of forms involved stretches from war to the bloody cross of Christ;
putting a king to death and the sexual act have nothing more in common than that
they unite through aloss of substance. And where they resemble each other is in the
creation or maintenance ofa new unity of being: it would be a waste oftime to try
and claim that the one just like the other was simply the effect of some obscure
biological instinct, which accounts through its actions for all human forms ofbeing.

I am therefore given to say ofthe ‘sacred’that it is communication between beings
and in consequence of that, the formation of new beings. The idea developed by
sociologists, according to which it is possible to describe how the sacred works by
comparing it to electrical currents and charges, at least allows me to introduce an
image to explain my proposition.The wounds or tears | have been speaking ofwould
intervene to open up so many eruptions of accumulated force; but this eruption of
force out of oneself, which is produced for the benefit of social power, whether in
religious sacrifice or in war, is not at all produced in the same way as the well-
understood expenditures of money that must be made to obtain some desirable or
necessary object. While sacrifices and festivals are generally useful, they have an
intrinsically attractive quality independent of the conscious or unconscious results
they give rise to. People gathered together for a sacrifice or festival are satisfying the
need they have to expend a vital superfluity.The sacrificial laceration that opens the
festival is also a liberating one. The individual who takes part in the loss has a vague
awareness that it is this loss which engenders the community that sustains him. But
for the man who is making love a desirable woman is necessary, although it is not
always easy to know whether he is making love because he is attracted to this woman
or if he is using the woman because of a need to make love. In the same way, it is
difficult to know to what extent the community is only the propitious occasion for
the festival and sacrifice, or if the festival and sacrifice is the measure of the love
offered to the community.3

In fact it appears that this question, which might be thought a little quaint,
represents the ultimate question for man, even more so, the ultimate question of
being. For indeed, being is constantly drawn in two directions, one of which leads
to the creation of lasting regulations and conquering armies, while the other leads
by means of expenditures of force and increasing excess to destruction and death.
We encounter these inducements even in the most trivial circumstances ofour lives;
any discussion about how advisable a useful or tempting expenditure may be is played



out against the balance between the principles ofacquisition and loss. But in everyday
situations these extremes have disappeared so far as to become almost unrecognisable.
The meaning of this interplay reappears when we consider sexual commerce. The
union between lovers is confronted with this open-ended question: suppose the
unified being they form together counts more for them than love, and they are then
condemned to the slow stagnation of their relations. The empty horror of regular
conjugal intercourse already closes about them. But if the need to love and to lose
themselves is stronger in them than the wish to find themselves, then the only
possible outcome is for them to be torn apart, with all the perversities ofatumultuous
passion, drama, and if it be all-consuming — death. 1 would add that eroticism
constitutes a sort of flight from the harshness of this dilemma. But | only mention
that now so as to pass on to a more general consideration.

When aman and awoman are united by love, together they form an association,
a being that is completely closed in on itself, but when the initial equilibrium is
compromised a strictly erotic search may be added to or substituted for the lovers’
search — which had no other object from the start but the two ofthem.The need
to lose themselves exceeds their need to find themselves. At this point the presence
of a third person is not necessarily the worst obstacle, as it would have been at the
beginning of their love. More than the common being they encounter in their
embrace, they seek an immeasurable annihilation in aviolent expenditure in which
the possession of a new object, a new woman or new man, is simply the pretext for
an even more annihilating expenditure. In the same way, those who are more
religious than others stop feeling so closely concerned about the community for
which sacrifices are performed. They no longer live for the community, they live
only for the sacrifice. So it is that gradually they become possessed by the desire to
spread their sacrificial frenzy through contagion. Just as eroticism slips easily into
orgy, the sacrifice that becomes an end in itselflays claim beyond the narrow needs
ofthe community to a universal value.

In the case of social life, however, the first movements can only expand as far as
the aspiration for sacrifice is able to find a suitable god.Just as in its enclosed forms,
in other words in its simplest forms, the community was for some an occasion for
sacrifice, it was necessary to find the equivalent of the community in the form ofa
universal god, so as to extend the sacrificial orgy indefinitely. Dionysus and the
Crucified Christ thus launched a whole tragic procession of Bacchants and martyrs.
But it turns out that the tear that was opened up when the universal god burst forth
from the old local community will close over in the long run. The god of the



Christians is in turn reduced to the status ofa guarantor of social order. But he also
becomes the wall against which loves rage for love is smashed.And it is doubtless at
this point that the ultimate question ofbeing takes shape. The eternal reach of God
serves in the beginning as the object of loss for each being who in losing himself
then finds himselfagain in God. But what is missing there is the satisfaction for those
who only aspire to lose themselves without any wish to find themselves again.When
Teresa of Avila cried out “I die because | do not die”,4her passion opened abreach
beyond any possible closing into a universe in which, perhaps, structure, form and
being no longer exist, and in which death seems to roam from world to world. For
the organised structure of different beings is apparently emptied ofall meaning when
it comes to the totality of things: totality cannot be the counterpart of composite
beings who are driven by one single impulse that we know.

| suppose at this point my purpose will seem puzzling. However, | only wished to
outline the full extent of the problem whose dangers are thrust upon us from the
moment man agrees to answer the questions set by the sphinx of sociology. It seems
to me that the encounter with this sphinx has increased the thoroughness and the
bluntness of metaphysical enquiry to aremarkable degree. Essentially, what | wanted
to say is that a College of Sociology, in the form in which we conceived it, was
inevitably going to open up this endless enquiry. It may be that | sometimes give the
impression of having asomewhat sullen predilection for considering the impossible.
I could answer that with a single sentence. But | shall not do so today.Today | will
be content with introducing afew practical proposals in line with the means available
to the College of Sociology.

[Text of Caillois’ letter]5



THE SECRET SOCIETY OF ACEPHALE

GEORGES BATAILLE The StarAlcohol j

(To Isabelle Farner)

This is a meditation text.You must shut yourselfaway somewhere as quiet as possible,
empty yourselfofeverything and completely letgo; remain seated but do not let your
body slouch, empty your mind and to begin with breathe deeply whilst attempting to let
yourselffall under the spell ofsilence. You mayfall into an actual stupor. You must not
read the text but slowly recall itfrom memory.

There should be a long period of time between thefirst three sentences and the rest.

And also a little time between each sentence in the second part.

THE STARALCOHOL

| take Acéphalefor violence.
| take its sulphurfirefor violence.
| take the tree and the wind of deathfor violence.l

IAMJOY IN THE FACE OF DEATH

The depths ofspace arejoy in theface of death.

I imagine — until it nauseates me — that the Earth is spinning in the
heavens at a dizzying rate.

I imagine the sky itselfturning and exploding.

Sun,flame, alcohol, blinding light all turning eyes closed and so dazzling that
you lose your breath.

The whole depth ofthe sky like an orgy offrozen light,fading,fleeing.

Everything that is real destroying itself, consuming itselfand dying like a
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glowingfire.

I am destroying myself consuming myself and cutting my throat with my own
hunger like thefire.

Laughing and dying like everything that turns, wavers, burns andflashes.

I imagine the ice-cold moment ofmy death in an icy and perfectly bright sky,
in the glow of the star Alcohol revealing itselfas suddenly as aflash of

lightning and hugely intoxicating.
[1939]

GEORGES BATAILLEJoy in the Face of Death
(Meditation Text)

Text onjoy in theface of death,
offeredfor a renewed and searching reflection

I take Acéphalefor violence.
| take its sulphurfirefor violence.
| take the tree and the wind of deathfor violence.l

IAMJOY INTHE FACE OF DEATH

The depths ofthe galaxy arejoy in theface ofdeath.

I imagine myselfcarried away in the giddily spinning explosion.

My head bursts into pieces. My body is standing upright in a world ofviolent acts.
My laughter echoes backfrom the depths of the galaxy infestival.

I imagine the silence of my death in the wasted silence of the galaxy.



The violence ofAcéphale transports my death to the unimaginablefestival of the

* % * % [1939’)]

GEORGES BATAILLE Heraclitean Meditation

IAM THE WAR
IAMJOY IN THE FACE OF DEATH

I imagine the inexorable movement and the intense excitement — the possibilitiesfor
which are limitless — which only quieten down in war.

I imagine somefemale divinity dancing in the night, with a muffled violence, greedy
for blood, mutilated bodies and death.

I imagine the gift ofan infinite suffering, of blood and bodies opened up to the image
ofan almost painful sexual ejaculation.

I imagine this gift as a burning catastrophe demanded by a limitless hunger like that
ofthefire which only devours in order to consume itselfand to give ofitselfwithout
measure,just as the dazzling sun or the most distant stars give of themselves without
measure by radiating their unimaginable heat and light.

I imagine the Earth launched into space, like a woman shrieking in horror, with her
hair inflames.

| hate the needfor sustainedfoolishness that sets itselfagainst thefreedom of this
great cry — but not the needfor the gift of the lost self that results in this cry.

Taken to the extreme of the principle thatgoverns it, relieved of the unbearable mask
ofstupidity (whether ideological or with some other meaning) of military exercises — the
inexorable hunger demanding this cry becomes ME, and merges with theflame of life
that consumes me right up until my death.

With all my strength, and going beyond the nausea Ifeel, | take on all that I can of
the woeful hungerfor being and enduring that makes thefree gift ofselfan impossibility
and delivers every existence to anguish.

With all my strength, I consume my own hunger to endure, and the hunger to endure
ofmyfellow men, in myjoy in theface of death, and, being thus consumed, | burn with
mirth,following the example of the sun.



In this world ofsummer and winter, which constitutes the dyingflame ofeverything
that lives, in this universe that is spinning andfading away with stars which only
consume themselves with afury, | recognise a cruel hunger that makes violent demands
for my death: it demands itfor the sake ofits boundless appetite, andfor its dazzlingjoy
at existing; everywhere it demands that everything that has been should be annihilated
incessantly.

The only image of the reality within which man moves that is not entirely illusory is
that ofa cannibal deity who would split himselfright in two and eat himself, showing no
less glee or enthusiasmfor dying andfeeding upon himselfthanfor simple killing and
eating.

Through these representations, somewhat breathless or too human, | already hear a
muted dance exploding and already begin to glimpse through my laughter what will
blind these eyes that still wanted things to look at that would not lacerate them.

[19397]

GEORGES BATAILLE To Saint-Paul 100

1 October 1939
Originally,joy in theface of death was aformulafor mystical meditation. It relates to a
joyfelt whenfacing the certainty ofdeath and to thefoundation ofa religious existence
that is quite distinctfrom Christianity. A man can apprehend the representation of his
own death (and not the representation of God) as an object of meditation and ecstasy.

The desired outcome ofsuch a practice can only be a death submitted to withjoy as
thefulfilment of a life, but not a searchingfor death since that would be a condemnation
of life. There is nothing in death that makes it a sovereign virtue. Life is what can be
loved, but life is what is used up in death and it is this possibility ofbeing used up that
can be loved to the point of ecstasy.

However, if it is pointless or even despicable to seek out death intentionally, it goes
without saying that any costly or painful action by which the risk of death may be
avoided renders the mystical attitude | havejust described a laughable pretension. What
emergesfrom these principles is a straightforward, virile attitude, which cannot be avoided
but which does not lookfor opportunities. No virtue is more commonplace than military

courage and that is not what this is about: what would make more sense would befor no



question to be asked on this subject.

From the moment the battle waged by an army is seen as beingfavourable to interests
that are deemed to be essential, it is inevitable that those who are part of that army
accept its discipline.

Asfor those who are outside it, it would have been better, had it been possible, instead
of leaving matters to personal decisions tojudge them according to principles that have
been clearly agreed upon, in a cold and rational manner, without glorifying them, and
offering no opportunityfor internal laceration neither in the one direction nor the other.

PATRICK'WALDBERG Extractfrom Acéphalogram (2)

After war had broken outAcéphalefaltered, undermined by internal strife and dissension,
perhaps demoralised by the awareness of its incongruous position in the midst ofglobal
disaster. There werejustfour ofus at the last encounter in theforest, when Bataille
solemnly asked the other three if they would kindly put him to death, so that this
sacrifice, which would establish the myth, would ensure the survival of the community.
This request was declined.A few months later the real war began, sweeping away any
last remnants of hope.

All ofwhat had happened earlier, as | set it down here in writing, seems to me like
relating a dream, or the kind offiction a writer such as Villiers de 1Tsle-Adam might
have imagined. Never before, perhaps, had such an utter seriousness been combined with
such immense puerility, with the purpose of raising life to a certain degree of incan-
descence and experiencing the kind of privileged moments’we have yearnedfor since
childhood. Those who laughed had it easy — and will carry on doing so — andfailure
was inevitable. However,for some of us, including me, the expression “life-changing” was
not at alljust an empty catchphrase.

GEORGES BATAILLE To Patrick Waldberg
20-X-[19]39
My dear Patrick,
I no doubt used an excess of language but it is too late to regret that. At least things are
clear now and you can breathe again.You will realise, | suppose, that it had all become



impossible. Now it seems to me that nothing remains unclear. I ask onlyfor a retraction
of the last thing | said to you.1

Included with this letter is a text addressed to you, as well as to Isabelle, Ambrosino,
Andler, Chavy and Chenon. | would be mostgrateful if you couldforward it to each of
them.

Regards,

Georges Bataille

I am sending this to you via pneumatic post;2 | will begoing to the Rue tomorrow;
Saturday, as usual (I will also be there on Wednesday); but in the event you are planning
togo tomorrow, | am anxious that you should already have received this letter.

GEORGES BATAILLE To the Members ofAcéphale

20-X-[19]39
| ask you to consider yourselvesfreed ofall ties with me. | will remain alone: | am
convinced this position is preferable to taking sides. It must be rare to encounter such a
solid consensus within a particulargroup against he who was itsfoundation. Finding
myselfin this situation, I shall not sin by indulgence — no more against others than
against myself. But | would not wish to dwell at length on anything. | would simply like
to add that I am not equivocating, that Ifeel neither weariness nor bitterness: ifany of
you still expect anything of me (you would not be wrong because | am not abandoning
anything,), you will see that I am not dead and nor do | bear agrudge.

I have arrived at the consecration of this state ofaffairs: | do not think much has
changed in the little life that still remains between us. Perhaps you will argue that it is
unlikely you will ever agree with me? But what is the use ofarguing? There would be so
much to argue about, on every side. Silence is preferable.

Georges Bataille

To Ambrosino, Andler, Chavy, Chenon, Isabelle Farner and Waldberg

GEORGES BATAILLE To the Members ofAcéphale
20-X-[19]39
There will be no discussion orgeneral conversation with me. | will explain myselfas
briefly as | can. | waited but certainty did not come to me. Now | am aware that agulf



has opened up. Who has given any thought to helping me sustain even an appearance of
cohesion? Waldberg had nothing to say to me when I presented him with afact: that
some ofyou had abandoned me. What hurt me about this abandonment was the way it
was so abrupt and hushed up. I am not sorry about the abandonment itself. It is true, |
must admit, that I am now very distantfrom, you: none ofyou hasfollowed me to the
point where I am now; it wasn't even possiblefor me to speak. It is also true that present
events are of interest to me in terms of their possible consequences and not so much in
their moral implications; | differfrom you on this point in the sense that I am living in
another world. | would add that | have maintained an unshaken, even an increased
confidence in the movement to which | have devoted my efforts: to my surprise, some of
you seem to have ended up with a very different conviction.

I do not think that in bringing a certain class of things to a close it would be
impossiblefor us to keep ongood terms at a distance. On an external level, a prospective
collaboration should be possible to achieve one day or another. Ifeel that the ties that
continue to bind you all should not be broken; this should have a lot of meaning, ifyou
do not succumb to presumption and shadowy isolation.

I will not enter into conversation about what I am trying to bring to a conclusion
today because it would be apity to aggravate what is already painful; it tvill be easier, in
thefirst instance, to write, and then, whenever it is useful, to resolve specific questions
without digressions.

Georges BataiUe
To Ambrosino, Andler, Chavy, Chenon, Isabelle Farner and Waldberg

The path from the ruins of Montjoie to the Etoile Mourante .>
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12. OC5, p.500.

13. Claudine Frank archives.

14. In Laure (8), p.122; df. also Galletti (m).
15. Batalille (d), p.63.

16. Leiris (€), pp-134-135; Armel, p.376.

Commentaries Il (pp.151-158)

1 Masson (c), p.331.

2. 0C2, p.391.

3. Cdillais (g), p.58.

4. Unpublished letter from Dussat to Chawy,
24.7.1937. (Claudine Frank archives)

5. Klossowski (e), p.177.

6. Acéphale 2, p.29.

7. Klossowski (b), p.175.



8. Klossowski (b), p.163.

9. Klossowski (b), pp.176, 178.

10. Klossowski (b), pp.177, 179.

11. Acéphale 3/4, p.8.

12. Acéphale 3/4, p.6.

13. Acéphale 3/4, p.8.

14. Acéphale 3/4, p.8.

15. Acéphale 3/4, p.31.

16. Acéphale 3/4, p.10.

17. Acéphale 3/4, p.30.

18. Acéphale 3/4, p.31.

19. Acéphale 3/4, p.20.

20. Caillois (g), p.58.

21. [Benjamin], p.104.

22. Kropotkin's text "Anarchism™ appeared in the
ninth edition of the Encyclopedia Britannica.

The Secret Society of Acéphale, #13-26 (pp.161-
185)

1 The Marriage of Heaven and Hell.

2 Nikolai, brother of the philosopher Mikhail.

3. The SHOwas the French Section of the Workers'
International, the Socialist party led by Jean
Jaurés; in 1925 Maurice Maurin created Etincelle
socialiste (Socialist Spark), a magazine as well as
afaction in favour of acommon front with the
Communists.

4. EG Boulenger, Searchlight on Animals, Hale,
London, 1936. [Author's note]

5. The title of this text is in Latin, and refers to the
two prayers at the beginning of the Catholic
Mass that commemorate the living and the
dead. [Trans.] Note that the roneoed version of
the "Memento" on p.176 shows that the last
word of line 8, "vois" (see) was originally "so/s"
(know).

6. Power, prestige etc. in aboriginal languages.

[Trans]

Acéphale 3/4: "Dionysian Virtues" (pp.193-195)
1.1e Olympian.

The College of Sociology: "What we undertook a
few months ago..." (pp.196-202)

1 Acéphale journal.

2. We have been unable to trace this citation.

The College of Sociology: "The Winter Wind"
(pp.203-215)

1 "Outside the Church there is no salvation", a
maxim of Origen's cited by Nietzsche in The Will

to Power: "The Christian with his formula Extra
ecclesiam nulla salus reveals his cruelty towards
the enemies of his band of Christians".

2. The hill upon which Renus failed to found the
city of Rome. [Trans.]

3. Rimbaud [Author's note]. From "Bad Blood" in
A Season in Hell.

4. Caillois here appears to be deliberately misinter-
preting Stirner, who is not using the word
"sacred" in the Durkheimian sense, but in
reference to the Catholic Church.

5. Caillois's interpretation of attraction and repul-
sion here is very different from Bataille's in his
lectures on the subject.

6. This process would apply equally to a harnessing
of right-wing prejudices.

7. The Jestit oath includes this line: "I dofurther promise
and declare, that Iwill have no opinion or will of my
own, or any mental reservation whatever, even as
acorpse or cadaver (perinde ac cadaver), but will
unhesitatingly obey each and every command
that | may receive from my superiors in the
Militia of the Pope and of Jesus Christ."

8. Cf. Balzac's History of the Thirteen, already cited,
and Baudelaire's The Painter of Modern Life,
chapter 9. [Author's note]

9. The argument that follows offers a distinctly
different interpretation of these categories
from Bataille's in "The Notion of Expenditure”.

10. Paul Valéry. [Author's note]

Chronology IV (pp,219-220)

1 . Cdillois (i), p.55.

2. Armel, p.376; see also p.479 below.

3. Frank (@), pp.279-280.

4. Unpublished letter from Dussat to Chawy, 11
November 1937, courtesy of Claudine Frank.

5. OC5, p.525; Bataille in Laure (), pp.308-309.

6. Bataille (d), pp.24-25, 72-73, 77, df. also Koch's
statement on p.41.

Commentaries v (pp.221-226)

1 Klossowski (€), p.176.

2 Klossowski (b), p.155.

3. Klossowski (€), pp.177-178.

4. O Galletti (), p. XCW.

5. MG, conversation with Andler.

6. See pp.40-41.

7. According to Dubief, he quit the Society when
"it launched itself into dubious activities". (MG,



conversation with Dubief, Cachan, 1994)
8. See Léwy; pp.194-197.

9. The resignation of Puyo is mentioned in #15; see

also René Puyo in the Biographies.
10. MG, conversation with Andler.
11. OC1, pp.332-336.
12. CdeS3, p.56.
13. CdeS3, pp.56-57.
14. Bataille (d), pp.67-69.
15. CdeS3, p.123.
16. [Benjamin], p.99.
17. Caillois (f), p.7.
18. Batalille (d), p.72.
19. CdeS3, p.93.

The Secret Society of Acéphale, « 32-46 (pp.229-
244)

1 Rdllin had left for Spain in December 1936, where
he remained for the duration of the Gvil Wer.

2. This is probably a reference to Dautry, who had
been called up for military service.

3. "Love of one's fate", which according to

Nietzsche was "the highest state a philosopher

can attain" (Will to Power, 1041).
4.1e the mark on the stomach of the Acéphale,

also separately reproduced on the cover of the

journal.

Chronology V (pp.247-252)

1 Laure (a), p.130.

2 Bataille (d), pp.83-84.

3. Bataille (d), p.83.

4. OC5, p.526.

5. OC5, pp.525-526.

6. Laure (a), p.136.

7. CdeS3, p.95.

8. Cillois (i), p.82.

9. CdeS3, p.252.

10. Bataille (d), p.87.

11. Martin, p.129.

12. Cilllois (g), pp.58, 92, note 1

13. OC5, pp.502, 515, 523.

14. Unpublished letter from Dussat to Chawy, 8
August 1938, courtesy of Claudine Frank.

15. OC1, p.683.

16. OC5, p.526; the lines are from Laure's poem
"The Crow" of January 1936, df. Laure (a),
pp.96-98.

Commentaries V (pp.253-261)

1 See p.44.

2 Simmel, p.96.

3. Morando, p.67; see also Waldberg (c); and
Klossowski (d).

4. See pp.39-40.

5. Hollier (a), p.115.

6. Hollier (a), p.116.

7. Acéphale 3/4, p.6.

8. CdeS3, pp.93, 130; see also pp.256-257.

9. OC2, pp.385-386.

10. OC8, pp.31, 228.

11. MG, conversation with Rollin; AS, pp.462, 506.

12. OC2, p.389.

13. CdeS3, p.124.

14. CdeS3, p.128.

15. CdeS3, p.178.

16. CdeS3, p.164.

17. CdeS3, p.168.

18. CdeS3, p.167.

19. CdeS3, pp.167-8.

20. Cdes, p.184.

21. CdeS3, p.192.

22. CdeS, p.193.

23. CdesS, p.197.

24. CdeS3, p.223.

25. CdeS3, p.229.

26. CdeS3, p.225.

27. CdeS3, p.228.

28. CdeS3, p.242.

29. CdeS3, p.243.

30. Bataille (f), p.167.

31. Batalille (f), p.175.

32. Bataille (d), p.83.

The Secret Society of Acéphale, #47-58 (pp.265-
276)

1 The date is incorrect, "38" should read "37".

2 Mass here means something like "crowd", but
see note 116 on p.461 above.

3. This Nietzschean aphorism comes from "Disci-
pline and Breeding" in The Will to Power, II.

4. . #53.

The College of Socology: "The Sacred in Everyday
Life" (pp.279-289)

1.1e short for "heureusement”, as follows, and in
this context meaning "That was lucky!"



The College of Socology: "The Sorcerer's Apprentice"

(pp.290-305)

1 Here Bataille must surely be referring to Laure's
illness. [Trans.]

2 Bataille employs this word in a general sense
here and below, but it is worth noting that a
civil servant in France isaronctionnaire (i.€. @
"functionary”). [Trans.]

Chronology VI (pp.309-310)
1 Claudine Frank archives.
2. Claudine Frank archives.
3. Laure (a), p.262.

Commentaries VI (pp.311-316)

1 AS p.436.

2. Hollier in CdeS3, p.449.

3. CdeS3, p.457.

4. First published by Dominique Rabourdin in ~ ue
part 3, April 1984, under the title "Twenty
Propositions on the Death of God", and
reprinted under that title in AS

5. Bibliothéque Nationale, box 6D, ff.124-133.

6. We have translated Rollin's version here, since it is
the most complete.

7. Taken, in fact, from the fifth proposition in box
6D (see note 5 above).

8. According to the chronology compiled by Dussat
dating from the death of his mother on 29
December 1912 to January 1942 (Michele
Boucheix Bergstrasser archive).

9. CdeS3, pp.380-381; translation by Meyer Barash
from Caillois ().

10. . Hertz, and Granet, whom Bataille proposed
as alecturer to the College (Bataille (d), pp.94
and 103).

11. Hertz, p.123.

12. Fazer, p.ll.

13. Hertz, p.114.

14. C. Preuss.

15. In Bataille's "Attraction and Repulsion” Il and
Calillois's "The Ambiguity of the Sacred".

16. Waldberg (c), p.109; MG, conversations with
Rallin.

17. Simmel, p.96. The dating of "Degrees" is
somewhat hypothetical, and is based on a
handwritten note at the bottom of the first
page of Andler's copy: "Text of the second
part of the meeting of 28-IX",

18. The dating of this document from Chawy's

papers is also difficult. In Chenon's archives it
was pinned to Bataille's "What we undertook a
few months ago..." of spring 1937 (letter from
Claudine Frank). In Andler's archive, it was
placed with "Degrees", just after the texts of 24
September 1937. However, Dussat's "On the
'Hard School™, which is not included here, is
dated 20 October 1938 and concerns the
Nietzsche text cited by Bataille (cf. AS, pp.501-
503) and thus provides a certain date.

19. OC2, p.3%5.

20. AS, p.495.

21. Dussat and Chenon were probably mobilised at
the same time.

22, Léwy, p.204.

23. Bataille (d), pp.89-91 and note 1

24. Bataille (e), p.148.

The Secret Society of Acéphale,
339)

1 An allusion to the invasion of the Sudetenland.

2 Bataille employs an equivalent word in the
French. [Trans]

3. The abbreviations, in order of appearance, signify
as follows: SN. = Saint-Nom-la-Breteche, A-0 =
Ambrosino, A-r =Andler, Gy =Chawy, Kn=
Kelemen, M-e = Montjoie, SG = Saint-Germain-
en-Laye, Be = Bataille, W-g =Waldberg.

4. See p.51; étoiles were identified by a sign on the
nearest tree, thus this probably indicates the
Etoile de la Montjoie, immediately south of the
ruins. The "notice" may have been Acéphale's
sign of the labyrinth.

5. Again, presumably the "sign” of the labyrinth.

6. l.e. Amorfati, see note 3to p.240 above.

7. According to Andler this was the "Internal
Journal".

62-74 (pp.319-

Chronology VI (pp.345-350)
1 OC5, pp.506-507.

2. Moré in Laure (a), p.284.
3. OC5, p.501.

4. Bataille (d), p.96, note 12.
5. Bataille (d), pp.93-94.

6. CdeS2, p.161.

7. Bataille (d), p.100.

8. Mayer, p.86

9. AS, pp.577-578; Kleiber, p.128.
10. Hollier in CdeS3, p.642.
11 Galletti (k), p.130.



Commentaries VI! (pp.351-362)

1 AS, pp.507-508.

2. AS, p.505.

3. CdeS3, pp.225-226.

4. Fonds Carrouges, Manuscript Department of the
Bibliothéque Nationale, also Galletti (K). In
1970, Carrouges sent a "strictly personal and
confidential" photocopy of this letter to Jean
Bruno, now held in the Bruno papers in the
same institution.

5. Bataille in Galletti (k), p.131.

6. AS, pp.577-582; and *89.

7. AS, p.581.

8. Cf. especially "Union et distance", Cahiers d'ort,
1930.

9. CdeSl, pp.539-540.

10. CdeS3, p.371.

11. CdeS3, p.402.

12. CdeS3, p.456.

13. Batalille (d), p.94.

14. Bataille (d), p.93.

15. CdeS3, p.506.

16. CdeS3, p.513.

17. CdeS3, p.514.

18. CdeS3, p.517.

19. CdeS3, p.522.

20. Boissonnas, pp.111-115.

21. Boissonnas, p.114.

22. CdeS3, pp.535-536.

23. CdeS3, p.568.

24. Bataille (d), p.99.

25. Boissonnas, p.117.

26. Boissonnas, p.118.

27. Inthe first "defenestration”, various town
councillors were thrown to their deaths from the
windows of the town hall by Hussites, an event
that marked the start of the Hussite Wars that
lasted for 37 years. The second defenestration
was of two Cathalic lords and their secretary
who survived the 70-foot fall from atower by the
intercession either of the Virgin Mary or a dung
heap. This was the start of the Thirty Years' War.

28. Bataille (d), p.103.

29. OC8, p.250.

. Mayer, p.82.

. OC12, pp.47-57.

. OC12, p.53.

. OC12, p.54.

B8RS

The Secret Society of Acéphale, #76-90 (pp.365-
382)

1 The latter part of the MS. of this text becomes
increasingly illegible.

2 le aresponseto #71 and 76.

3. Presumably meaning "degree”, as in the adept's
position within the group, cf. #66.

4. l.e. in replying to #56, and a second letter from
Bataille sent on 25 October 1938.

5. Probably #65 and 69.

6. Here and below Rallin is criticising §VIII of #69.

7. From 8X of #69.

8. #69 811, Xl and XV.

9. See #69 8XIIl and XV.

10. See the talk in the third and final part of #69.

11. See the opening paragraph of #65.

12. Amore or less direct citation from #65 84.

13. See #65 88.

14. See *65 §7.

15. Another "note" for an encounter, dated,
according to Andler's copy, 7.4.[19]39.

16. James I, King of England (1633-1701), who
died in exile in France and is buried in Saint-
Germain-en-Laye. [Trans.]

The College of Sociology: "Theory of the Festival"
(pp.383-406)

1 it is pointless to emphasise that this theory of the
festival is far from an exhaustive account of its
different aspects. In particular, it would have to
be correlated with atheory of sacrifice. In fact,
the sacrificial victim seems to be akind of privi-
leged character at the festival. It is akin to the
inner mechanism that sums it up and gives it
meaning. They seem united in the same relation-
ship as soul and body. For want of being able to
stress this intimate connection (a choice had to
be made), Itried to indicate the sacrificial atmos-
phere of the festival in the hope that it would
thus become meaningful to the reader, just as
the dual dialectic of the festival reproduces the
dialectic of sacrifice. [Author's note]

2. “"Quieta non movere", donlt rOthhe boat

3. The "verdant paradise of childhood loves" from
Baudelaire's "Moesta et Errabunda’ in Les
Fleurs du M ai.

4. Gaspard de Coligini, French Huguenot, 1519-
1572. [Trans.]

5. Afestival like the Roman Saturnalia, in which a



slave took the king's role, and later was
scourged and then executed. [Trans.] (. Fazer,
pp.251-253.

6. “"Chaos, rudis indigestaque moles", Chaos,a
rough, unordered mass, from Ovid's

Metamorphoses.

Chronology VIII (pp.409-412)

1 OC5, p.272.

2 Armel, p.393.

3. Galletti (a), p.143.

4. See also Galletti (a), especially pp.144,153-158.

5. Cited in Galletti (), p.131.

6. OC5, p.494.

7. OC5, p.245.

8. OC5, p.498.

9. OC5, p.247.

10. OC5, p.500; re Laure's grave: Galletti, phone
conversation with Jérome Peignot, June 2016.

11. OC5, p.253.

12. OC5, pp.509, 515.

13. OG5, p.509.

14. OC5, p.268; df. also Galletti (e), p.c. These
photographs appeared in Bataille's last book,
Les Larmes d'Eros (Pa.uvert, 1961), asa par‘t Of
his demonstration of the close connection
between religious ecstasy and eroticism.

15. OC5, p.269.

16. Typewritten note by Andler.

17. OC5, pp.513-514.

18. 0%, p.373.

Commentaries VIII (pp.413-420)

1 CdeS3, p.730.

2. Bataille (d), pp.107-108.

3. Cdes3, p.462

4. OC2, pp.242-243.

5. Bataille (h), p.122.

6. Bataille (d), p.103.

7. CdeS3, pp.813-816.

8. Léwy, p.203.

9. Bataille (d), p.109.

10. Batallle (g), p-129.

11. Bataille (h), p.130.

12. O. letters between Ambrosino and Waldberg in
AS, pp.547-560.

13. OQ, p.682, note 2

14 The M arriage of Heaven and Hell, 77, the

French translation has -fo v~ (mad) for "foolish".

15. Klossowski (b), pp.176-177.

16. Caillois (g), p.69.

17. Bruno (b), p.719.

18. OC5, p.269.

19. Bruno (b), p.709.

20. Bruno (b), p.713.

21. Bruno (b), p.714.

22. Bruno (b), p.710.

23. OCl, p.683.

24. Claudine Frank archives.

25. OCl, pp.517-518.

26. OC5, p.514.

27. AS p.568.

28. OC7, p.462.

29. Waldberg (a); the entire original letter isin
Waldberg (e), pp.84-89.

30. Koch (a), pp-38-39, 30 and 29. For the influence
of sacrifice in Bataille's thought, see Nancy (b).

31 Koch (a), p.29.

Acéphale 5 (pp.423-437)
1 Thus Spake Zarathustra, XXXV.

The College of Sociology: "The College of Sociology"
(pp.442-450)

1 After the previous lecture.

2 Atom derives from the Greek atomos, meaning
"what cannot be cut".

3. Here and below;, Bataille throws Caillois something
of an olive branch, by calling into question the
meaning and potential of the festival.

4. She being impatient to meet God.

5. Bataille presumably read Calillois's letter at this
point, but it has not survived.

The Secret Society of Acéphale, #97-104 (pp.451-
458)

1 According to two people with knowledge of the
group this was: "Enjoy yourselves!" (typed note
by Pierre Andler).

2 The pneumatic post was a system for sending
letters around the city within afew hours using
compressed air in a network of tubes. Once a
letter arrived at the recipient's nearest post
office it would be delivered by bicycle. [Trans.]



APPENDIX |. BIOGRAPHIES [MG]
These biographies give an account of the less well-known figures associated with Acéphale and the Callege, and thus
omit the following: Georges Bataille, Walter Benjamin, Roger Caillois, Pierre Klossowski, Alexandre Kojéve, Jacques
Lacan, Michel Leiris, Syivia Makiés, André Masson and Jean Pavihan.

Ambrosino, Georges (1912-1984). Bomn in Paristo Italian emigrants, at the end of his schooling he gained admission
to the prestigious Ecdle Polytechnique, but declined since this course wes aimed at amilitary career. Ambrosinojoined
the QD (Democratic Communist Grde) in the early Thirties with two ex-schoolfriends, Bareli and Chenon, where he
met Esther Tabacman (1908-2002), the daughter of Russian «m igres of Jawish origin. A political activist from an early
age, shejoined the ADin 1929-30, and became the group's treasurer. They became a couple (and married in 1940),
and moved to Strasbourg, then Grenoble where Ambrasino studied physics at the university. Hejoined Contre-Attaque
in 1935 and his friendship with Bataille led to Ambrosino playing a central role in both the Society and the Cdllege. In
1938 he was made professor of physics and began his military service. Demobilised in the summer of 1940, after
Germany had invaded France, he returned to civilian life and taught in Nantes and then Lyon, where he joined the
Resistance under Henri Frenay. In 1946 he was appointed director of Maurice de Broglie's laboratory for nuclear physics
where he oversaw research in the field of radioactive isotopes. He contributed to the DO costa Encyclopedique (Da
costa Encyclopaedia), €dited by Robert Lebel and Patrick Waldberg, and to critique, the journal founded by Bataille.
He also collaborated with Bataille on his book on “general economy”. the accursed share, Which appeared under
Bataille's name alone in 1948 after Ambrosino declined to co-sign it. Despite this disagreement, Bataille wrote in the
preface: "This book isto agreat extent the work of Ambrosino”. From 1955 to 1972, with various ex-members of
Acéphale, he organised regular informal meetings known as the "Saturdays" (see p.49).

Andler, Pierre, formerly Henri (Harrick) Obstfeld (1913-1996). Bom in Antwerp to aJewish farnlly of Palish origin, he
grew up in England, Germany and France. Hejoined the GCDand contributed tO La critique sociale While working as
an editor at the press agency Opera Mundi, and then joined Contre-Attaque under the pseudonym of Pierre Dugan;
he was one of the founding members of Acéphale. In 1937 he became anaturalised French citizen and took the name
of Pierre Andler. He volunteered for the French army in 1939 and was demohilised in June 1940. He travelled to New
Yok, where hejoined the USarmy as aliaison officer for the Office of War Information (OW). After the war he studied
philosophy in Montreal, New York and Paris, and translated various works from English on political history. He took
part in the "Saturdays" until 1966, when he broke with Ambrosino.

Allan, Jean-Miebel (1913-1960). A left political activist with an interest in combining philosophy and drugs, after the
war he became an increasingly successful artist. Atlan is mentioned in texts of the Society in July 1938, but according
to Koch, he did not actually join.

Bakhtin, Nicolai (1894-1950). Brother of the more celebrated Mikhail, he was a passionate student of Greek mythology
and a poet, translator and specialist in the philosophy of language. He studied in Paris at the Sorbonne and the Ecdle
Nationale des Langues Orientales Vivantes, and then did his PhD at Cambridge, where he became a lifelong friend of
Wittgenstein, and later taught at the Universities of Birmingham and Southampton.

Bareli, André (1912-2009). Bon in Paris to afamily of Russian origin. Afellow pupil of Ambrosino and Chenon, with
whom he formed the group ABC within the GCD, Bareli was also associated with esprit: areader of acepnale, he
attended some of the meetings of both the Society and the College.

Bernier, Jean (1894-1975). Awriter and journalist who moved from Stalinism to anarchism. In the early Thirties,
Bernier edited the magazine ciare and led the Communist group of the same name, both of which had been
sympathetic to Surrealism. In 1926 he had been in arelationship with Colette Peignat. In later life he wrote journalism
exposing the harsh realities of Stalinist Russia

Carrouges, Michel, pseudonym of Louis Couturier (1910-1988). A Catholic essayist later linked to the philosopher
Jacoues Maritain, inthe Thirties he was closer to Breton and Bataille. In 1950 he wrote a book on the work of Breton,
whose collaboration with an avowed Cathalic caused many members of the Surrealist group to leave. He seems to
have been at least a "participant” in the Society.



Chavy, Jacques (1912-2001). Always fragile of health, Chavy suffered from tuberculosis since the age of ten. Hehad a
passion for the arts and attended dasses at the Ecole des Arts Décoratifs. He came into contact with Ambrosino, Chenon,
Kelemen and especially Dussat through various leftist groups and then the D, A member of Contre-Attaque, and
secretary to the first issue of acepnate, hefollowed Bataille into the Society. After the war Chavy worked as an interior
decorator and contributed to the Do costa Encyclopaedia, criique andwas one of the organisers of the “Saturdays'.

Chenon, René (1912-1993). Afellow pupil of Ambrosino and Bareli, he dedlined entry into the Eodle Polytechnique in
order to devote himself to mathematics. He joined the QCD and wrote for La critique sociale, and was a member of
Contre-Attagque then Acéphale. While in aprison-camp during the war he married Reya Garbarg (1909-1980), aJewish ex-
member of Contre-Attaque. Afterwards Chenon taught mathemetics in Paris, and actively participated inthe "Saturdays”.

Dautry, Jean (1910-1968). Ahistorian and pupil of Albert Mathiez, Dautry left the Young Communists when Stalin exiled
Trotskyto Alma-Ata. He contributed to La critique sociale 8N masses, andjoined Contre-Attague with Bataille. Hs name
appeared in December 1936 on the "totemic dinner” invitation with other future members of the Sodiety, «9, but
although he did not join (#12), other documents testify to his interest in the group (®14,39 and 53). In 1941 he rejoined
the Communist Party so asto fight in the Resistance. After the war he taught at Vanves and the University of Lille.

Dubief, Henri (1910-1995). AlSO a pupil of the Marxist historian Mathiez. Inspired by the ideas of Rosa Luxemburg, he
joined L'Hincelle Sodaliste (Sodialist Spark) on the extreme left of the SHO (French Section of the Workers' International)
before becoming an anarchist. Active in various ultra-leftist groups in the early Thirties, Dubief wes ateacher at the
Lycée Dorian. After Contre-Attaque he joined Acéphale (see #14 83 and i>15), but left the group when it began to
indulge in "dubious activities". This break was not entirely final, as can be seen from #39 and 52. During the war he
was taken prisoner, in May 1940, and on his release hetook an active part inthe Resistance after joining the Communist
party, which he left in 1943. After the war he taught history and was the author of various books on the subject.

Dussat, Henri (1912-1978). Raised by hisfather outside religion after the death of his mother when he was six, Dussat
underwent a profound religious crisis around the end of 1927. Hejoined the theatrical group Art et Action, which had
a substantial influence on his early literary and artistic tastes; he also became interested in naturism with a group
which, according to Bareli, met in Chatenay-Malabry to the south-west of Paris. In late 1929 he met Chawy, and in
February 1934 joined the QD but finding it "devoid of significance™ he attended the early meetings of Contre-Attaque,
which he found equally disappointing. Dussat joined Acéphale, and wrote several texts, including *37,43, 47,49 and
55. In 1938 he wes called up and sent to his former regiment in Metz until October; in the summer of 1939 he left for
Brazl but returned to France in May 1943 to rejoin the French army in North Africa. He returned to Paris in 1947, and
became editorial secretary for Souvarine's contrat sociate and took an active part in the "Saturdays".

Duthuit, Georges (1891-1973). Alecturer to the College on "The Myth of the English Monarchy”', 20 June 1939, Duthuit
was an art critic and historian close to Masson, with an abiding interest in gnosis. Samuel Beckett's "Three Dialogues
with Georges Duthuit" (1949) was the result of their long correspondence on contemporary painters in Paris.

Farner, Isabelle, later Isabelle Waldberg (1911-1990). Born in Switzerland, she met Patrick Waldberg in Paris in 1938
and with him attended the lectures of Marcel Mauss at the Eode Pratique des Hautes Etudes. The only woman to
take part in meetings of the secret society, she was responsible for analysing texts by Nietzsche for its publications, as
well as undertaking, with Chawy, atranslation of the w il to power. After the death of Laure, she moved with Patrick
to Saint-Germain-en-Laye, and continued to participate in meetings of the Society in the forest and at Laure's grave.
At the outbreak of war, after the birth of her son Michel, she took refuge in Switzerland before rejoining Patrick in
New York, where they married. She became part of the community of intellectuals in exile that included Andler, Breton,
Duthuit, Robert and Nina Lebel, Masson and Roallin, and in 1944 had her first solo exhibition. On her return to Paris,
she moved into Duchamp's old studio in rue Larrey, and later collaborated onthe pa costa Encyclopaedia. In 1953 she
separated from her husband and devoted herself entirely to sculpture, taking part in numerous exhibitions and
receiving the Bourdelle Prize in 1961

Folio, Robert, known as Saint-Paul. Adose friend of the Waldbergs, he is mentioned several times in the letters
between them (see Waldberg (f)) where he is referred to as "a poet of life", and "majestic and pure". He is also



mentioned, along with Atlan, Okamoto and Persenico (or Bersenico), in a letter from Bataille to Patrick Waldberg in
connection with a"relatively cased meeting of Acéphale”, while on 1 October 1939 Bataille sent him a commentary
on the theme of joy inthe face of death, ®100. It is not known if he joined the Society.

Girard, Alain (1914-1996). While hewas dose to Koch and Rallin, and acontributor to L'agora and laterto inquisitions,
he did not join Contre-Attaque nor Acéphale, although his name appears on the agenda for the meeting of 25 July
1938, #52. According to Rallin he was to have been a member of the Society of the Fiends of Acéphale. After the
war Grrard became a professor at the Sorbonne, where he taught demography, and published several works.

Kaan, Pierre (1903-1945). Of Jewish origin on his father's side, active in leftists groups in the Thirties and a co-editor
Of La Critique sociale, Kaan took part in the |n|t|a| dlSCU.SSlOﬂS fOf Contre'Attaque, the SOCIety al’d the wle@ A
professor of philasophy, during the war he was one of the first organisers of the Resistance and deputy to Jean Moulin.
In 1943 he was betrayed by a collaborator, tortured by the Gestapo and sent to Bucherwald, where he died of typhus
shortly after it wes liberated.

Kelemen, Imre (1909-1979). Adissident Marxist of Hungarian origin, he arrived in France in 1933 and made contact
with both the anti-Stalinist René Lefeuvre and the QD Closely associated with Bataille, he took part in Contre-Attaque
under the name of Pierre Aimery, and was to have written one of its caniers With Dautry. Kelemen joined Bataille in
the society of Acéphale, and wes called up into the French army (possibly the Foreign Legion); he lived in Paris after
being demohilised, and returned to Hungary at the end of the war. Active in the left wing of the Hungarian Socialist
Party which was in favour of merging with the Communist Party, he was imprisoned for his part in re-establishing the
Hungarian Socialist Party following the events of 1956.

Koch, Michel (1913-2005). From aJewish family in the Lorraine and raised by his maternal grandfather, Koch was a
pupil of the philosopher Alain at the Lycée Henri IV. He aso attended the lectures of the Catholic philosopher Louis
Lavelle and founded the magazine Lag0ra, Whose three issues included texts by Girard and Rallin, his classmates. He
wes also afellow pupil of Caillois in the entry dass to the Ecole Normale Supérieure. Very active politically, in 1935 he
joined the Young Communists, but left after the Laval/Stalin pact. He attended one meeting of Contre-Attaque in
Barrauilt's studio, the Grenier des Grands-Augustins, where Dautry and Bataille spoke, and in 1938 joined Acéphale.
He remembered this as avital experience which, in response to his yearning for an authentic community, led himto
take afull part in the meditations at the tree and the meetings at Dussat's apartment. However, according to Rollin,
his involvement in the secret society was limited to membership of the Society of the Friends of Acéphale. After the
war he worked for the France-Presse agency.

Laure (Colette Peignot, 1903-1938). Bomn into a family of industrialists, she received a Catholic and conservative
education, and in 1916 wes first affected by the disease that would take her life, tuberculosis. According to her s tory
ota Little Girl She rejected her family's values and faith, in part following attempted abuse by the family priest and
also because of his secret relationship with her older sister. Inthe Twenties she was attracted to Surrealism, while her
relationship in 1926 with Bernier was largely responsible for her adherence to Communism. After returning to France
in 1931, following prolonged stays in Berlin and Moscow;, she and Souvarine became lovers. She joined the GDand
wrote for La critique sociale Under the pseudonym Claude Araxe, and also looked after its funding and acted &s its
secretary. These writings, the only ones published during her lifetime, were later collected asecrits retrouves in 1987.
Inthe QD she met Simone Weil and Bataille, who wrote in "Laure's Life” (in Laure (8)): "What dominated her was the
need to give herself completely, and directly." Her relationship with Bataille dates from July 1934, as recounted in the
chronology. ShEtook no part in meetings of the secret society, but helped finance acepnate, and in July 1938 moved
with Bataille to Saint-Germain-en-Laye, where she died on 7 Novermber.

Lewitsky, Anatole (1901-1942). A lecturer to the Callege on shamanism. Born near Moscow, he attended the Sorbonne,
studied under Mauss, and became a curator at the Musée de I'Homme. After the defeat of France, he organised the
first Resistance cell in the country with members of the staff at the Museum, but wes arrested and shot by the Gestapo.

Libra, Pierre. Nothing is known of this person except that he signed the "Note", 031, on the founding of the College
and replied to the "Directors of conscience™ questionnaire (see p.359). The defence of racism in his reply probably



explains his playing no further part in the College.

Mayer, Hans (1907-2001). A lecturer to the College and a prolific Jewish and socialist literary critic who wes exiled in
Paris at the time of the College.

Monnerot, Jules (1909-1995). Although involved with the discussions on the founding of the College, Monnerot took
no paﬂ in |t, ha\/lng fa"en out \N|th Batal"e The authOI’ Of La Poésie moderne et le sacré (1945) arKj Sociologie du
communisme (1949), hefollowed a dispiriting political trajectory from militant Communism in the Thirties to Gaullism
after the war, and ended up as a candidate for Jean-Marie Le Peris National Front in the European elections of 1989.

Moré, marcel (1887-1969). Afriend of Laure since her childhood, he wes close to both Bataille and Leiris. Moré was
at once astockbroker, aliterary critic and an editor of the Cathalic reviewe sprit. In late 1939, early 1940, he organised
various meetings attempting to reanimate the College around Klossowski, Koyré, Landsberg, Queneau and Wah.

Ookamoto, Taro (1911-1996). Arrived in Paris in 1929 to study painting, but was also interested in ethnology and
sociology. Hetook part inthe International Surrealism Exhibition in 1938, and was close to Max Emst, Kurt Seligmann,
Patrick Waldberg and Atlan, studied with Mauss and Kojéve, and attended lectures at the College. Hs initials appear
in 48, Okamoto returned to Japan in 1940 and in the '70s became perhaps the most famous artist in Japan at the
time; there are museurms named after him and dedicated to his works in both Kawasaki and Tokyo.

Puyo, René. A lawyer and member of Contre-Attaque, and afriend of Dubief, he appears under the name of René
Puaux in the papers deposited by Dubief at the Bibliothéque Nationale. He wes, at most, only briefly a participant in
Acéphale and is mentioned in ®15.

Rollin, Jean (1912-2000). A poet and journalist, he published his first poems when he was just eighteen. Hewas a
contributor to Koch's L'Agora and an assiduous reader of La ¢ ritique sociaie. Irrpressed by Breton's p osition politique

du surrealisme, hejoined Contre-Attaque in 1936, where he became closer to Bataille. In December that year he went
to Spain where he stayed until the end of the Gvil War as aforeign correspondent for the news agency Haves. He
contributed to acepnate 2, *4, and during a brief stay in France he joined Acéphale. In August 1939 he went to the
USA alsofor Haves, and there met up again with Andler, Breton, Duthuit, Rougemont, Souvarine and the Waldbergs.
Rdllin joined the OW as ajournalist, and did other war work involving journalism and propaganda. After the war he
worked at France-soir, and as aforeign-policy journalist on radio as well as a playwright.

Souwvarine, Boris (1895-1984). Afounding member of the French Communist Party, and close to both Lenin and Trotsky
with whom he maintained a long correspondence up until their deaths. He left the Party in 1924, and published the
first, and uncomplimentary, biography of Stalin in 1935. With Max Eastrman he ensured the publication of Lenin's
Testament, when he first warned of the dangers posed by Stalin. He was the founder and co-editor with Kaan of La
critique sociaie and founder of the QD where so many of the members of Acéphale first met each other.

Waldberg, patrick (1913-1985). Born in Santa Monica, his family settled in Parisin 1915. In 1932 he made contact with
the Surrealists, and also joined the GDwhere he was dose to Bataille and Queneau. In 1933 he met Okamoto, and
with him attended lectures by Mauss and Kojéve. Present at the beginning of Contre-Attaque, he wes expelled from
France in 1936 and travelled to Sweden and then Califomnia. In 1937 he returned to France to join Acéphale, and was
initiated in ceremonies described in #63, 67 and 68. After the death of Laure, he and Farner shared Bataille's house in
Saint-Germain-en-Laye. Hewas secretary of the Callege from 1938to 1939, and also did administrative work for Mauss.
He volunteered for French army service in 1939, and was demohilised in August 1940. InJanuary 1941 he returned to
the USAwhere he often met up with Breton. As amember of the OWM he oversawthe founding of the Voice of America
radio station, and took part in the USArmy landings in Normandy on D-Dey. Early in 1946, while staying with Emst and
Dorothea Tanning in Arizona, he came up with a project that would bring together Bataille, members of Acéphale and
the Surredlists: the Do costa Encyclope dia, published in Paris in 1947. In 1951, he left the Surrealist group over the
Carrouges affair (q.v.). Waldberg was the author of numerous works, including e s urrealism e (1962), the translation of
which published by Thames & Hudson, s urreatism , Was for many decades one of the finest introductions to the subject

in Engiish.
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