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Personification of Books, or the Night of the Living Dead

Educated in a culture that is governed by natural sciences, we know that a book cannot look back. We read a book, a book does not read us. However, is it sure that we really understand this in all those unconscious levels that create our reading experience as a whole? Do we not have a vague feeling, reported by so many readers throughout the centuries, that reading is a kind of conversation, so not only we read a book but the book reads us?  That it talks to us? That it has a face?

     We may thus argue that the relationship between the reader and a literary text is not only a subject-object relationship, where the reader uses literary text for his or her own purposes, cognitive or aesthetic, but an experience of encounter, where we exercise our desire to expand our own existential limits. But who do we encounter in literature? Should we approach books as dead matter, as living presence, or – as I shall argue in the end of my paper – as living dead?

J. Hillis Miller: prosopopoeia
To endow a literary text with an ability to answer to us is, of course, a mode of prosopopoeia, personification. In his famous essay “Hypogram and Inscription,”
 Paul de Man argued that the fundamental trope of lyric poetry is not metaphor but prosopopoeia, the figure where an inanimate or dead entity is given a name, a face, or a voice. Prosopopoeia does not have any ontological ground, but a poet cannot avoid all those personifications that are woven to our language and that give faces to mountains and eyes to storms. As J. Hillis Miller has later made clear, prosopopoeia is, in fact, the figure of reading itself: in reading we fall necessarily into victims of prosopoeia and add voice to mute text. Authors and readers are like “versions of Pygmalion” who breathe life to inanimate statues and imagine that they have their own will and consciousness.
 In deconstructive readings of de Man and Miller, prosopopoeia is both unavoidable and something that we must deconstruct in order to see the inner logic of text. And as Miller muses, this may not take place only in reading literature, but also in reading relations in ordinary life: “In this sense, it is fictive, like all prosopopoeias, like, for example, my ascription of an interiority or selfhood like my own to the faces of those loved ones around me.”
 
Politics of Personification: Amy Hungerford

The personification of books seems to be as old as literature itself. In her recent book, The Holocaust of Texts: Genocide, Literature, and Personification,
 Amy Hungerford traces this tradition from Judaic and Christian traditions to our days, arguing that personification of texts is much more deeply rooted habit in our thinking than we usually realiz. However, Hungerford is not content to deconstruct the personifications while not denying their necessity as de Man and J. Hillis Miller, but is searching for non-personifying ways of thinking literature. 

    By personification, Hungerford refers to a number of different literary strategies, where “something ordinarily thought to be particular to conscious (or, in some cases, merely living) beings comes to be assigned to a text” (The Holocaust of Texts, 17).
  In other words, in different cases of personification we may think that 1) a text is imagined to have a body or a psyche, 2) a text is imagined to be able to experience or embody experience, 3) a text is imagined as being conscious of its own mortality, 4) literary objects are treated as somehow ethically more valuable than other objects that exist in world. 

     Both in Jewish and Christian religious discourse God’s word and the holy writings have often been personified. In Jewish tradition, for example, the Torah scroll is treated like a bride. In the Gospel of John, Christ is described as “the Word made flesh.” Hungerford then takes then many examples from Western literature, where images of the book as a living person has been recycled, from Cervantes and Wordsworth to Sylvia Plath and Ray Bradbury. From Milton’s Areopagita she finds a passage where the author is arguing for similar rights to books as humans have: “unless wariness be used, as good almost kill a man as kill a good book; who kills a man kills a reasonable creature, God’s image; but he who destroys a good book, kills reason itself, kills the image of God, as it were, in the eye.”
 

     In another tradition of personification, books are not necessarily seen as one with their authors’ flesh and spirit, but are rather thought to be their authors’ “children” that can, after they have been born, travel in world as more or less independent creatures. This tradition goes back, at least, to Plato's Symposium, where Diotima claims that she prefers the mental children of men to those flesh and bone versions that women produce: mental children can be perfected and live forever, whereas flesh and bone children are always imperfect and subjects to decay and death (209C-D). (Here, of course, we have all reasons to doubt whether Diotima has been quoted right – after all, her vision comes to us only through many embedded narratives, and thus her words travel to us through the mouths of at least four men: Socrates, Aristodemus, Apollodorus, and Plato.)   

     Usually one thinks that the Anglo-American New Criticism used to resist the temptations of personification; after all, it famously criticized all interpretations that related author’s intention or biography to the interpretation of the text. Books did not carry their authors’ life with them. However, Hungerford finds another form of personification from one of the key texts of the movement, “Intentional Fallacy” by Wimsatt and Beadsley: “The poem is not the critic’s own and not the author’s (it is detached from the author at birth and goes about the world beyond his power to intend about it or control it).”
 The poem is, at the same time, cut off from the author and given new properties that not only affirm the autonomy of the text but, as the figures Wimsatt and Beardsley use suggest, its status as a kind of living being that has “born” and can “go about the world” on its own.

      The idea that written texts are carriers of their “fathers” heritage was, as is well known, deconstructed by Jacques Derrida, who labelled the idea as “phallogocentrism.” The criticism of illusions of presence, practiced by deconstruction and post-structuralism, is normally thought as the ultimate form of resistance against personification of books. However, according to Hungerford, one may claim that they only moved the place of subject to language and in fact made possible new kind of personification, where the structures of language are more or less active subjects. 

     For Hungerford, personification of texts is problematic for several reasons. It makes our analysis inexact and unnecessarily emotional, and when we interpret literature in the terms of human encounters, we “both constrict our freedom […] and expand our obligations.”
 This may restrict the freedom of imagination that she sees as the basis of social justice. Here Hungerford refers to John Rawls: literature enables us to imagine different roles and situations in society. Therefore, we should not apply the same kind of criteria to works of fiction than we do to our everyday encounters. In Holocaust studies and trauma theory, personification of books also privileges memory over learning and ties the lessons we can draw from the event to survivor’s personal experience. Again, the role of imagination is downplayed.

    However, it is not clear what Hungerford is actually criticising when she writes at the end of the book: 

The fantasy of the personified text, the fantasy that we can really have another’s experience, that we can be someone else, that we can somehow possess a culture we do not practice, elides the gap that imagination – preferable, in my mind, to identification – must fill. We must find not ourselves in the other (or the other in ourselves) but the others as we can know them without being them. The speaking voice of the other we hear in lyric poetry, the life of the other we observe in novels, can teach our imagination. Literature conceived of in these terms is, I think, the ally of justice.
 

It is difficult to understand why personification as such should necessarily efface the difference between the reader and the author and lead to the idea that “we can be someone else.” Personification does not necessarily involve identification. On the contrary – one may claim that literature can become the other for us only if it is granted some independence, some personhood of its own. It is also difficult to see how Hungerford’s way of speaking is not personifying when she speaks about “the speaking voice of the other we hear in lyric poetry”? 
    We may claim that fiction should be radically irresponsible in order to help us to think ethics anew, free from those ready-made moral restrictions that we apply in our actual encounters. It should enable us to “say everything”, and for doing this it should be free from every day obligations and the necessity of direct response. However, we may also claim that literary texts create other kind of ethical obligations, obligations that are unique to textual encounters. Texts create some kind of responsibilities – but these responsibilities should not be interpreted in terms of everyday life.
    Moreover, our relationships to others cannot be based only on the affirmation of otherness. The chiasmatic nature of encounters involves a certain amount of bodily investment: we are not only imaging the other, but we carry the gaze of the other inside us, in our body. We hear the voice of the other – but not only as the voice of the other, but also as a voice that is played inside us, a voice that we cannot completely separate from our own voice. This does not mean that we identify with the other, but that the limits between us and others are not clear or absolute. In an encounter, we play – inside our body – a scene where we become carriers of the other and his or her voice.
    As Jacques Derrida has noted in his essay on Paul de Man, the prosopopoeia may remind a fictive voice, but that it haunts all those voices that we call “real” or “present” (“la prosopopée reste une voix fictive, mais je crois que d’avance elle hante toute voix dite réelle et présente) […].”
 (Mémoires ..., 47.) In literature, the voices we hear are, in fact, voices that we already carry within ourselves as if the other were dead. 

    If literature is founded on the possibility of prosopopoeia, is reading then conversations with the dead?
Conversations with the Dead: Jurgen Pieters

I have here a privilege to refer to a beautiful, forthcoming book of Jurgen Pieters from the University of Gent, Speaking with the Dead.
 Pieters begins his book with a quote from the famous opening sentence of Stephen Greenblatt’s Shakespearean Negotiations: “I began with the desire to speak with the dead.” In his book, Pieters says that he wants to “understand where that desire comes from, what it means exactly and how it serves as shorthand for what we do as literary and cultural historians when we read texts, paintings, buildings, pieces of furniture, items of clothing or other historical objects.” He traces a long tradition of authors who have spoken about reading as having conversations with the dead: Petrarch, Machiavelli, Sydney, Huygens – they all describe the activity of reading as a possibility to talk with the dead. The dead in books wait us patiently, they talk with us only when we want to, and they offer wisdom and comfort that may even surpass the company of living friends. (We can add numerous names to this tradition, for example Montaigne). In a way, this conversation is really a monologue, and we continue it only within our own mind. Still, its power is strong: Gustave Flaubert described the experience of encountering the past as metempsychosis, as a certitude that he had lived before, in previous times. For Michelet, the dead are still among us, pleading us to remember them, still wanting to continue their existence in one way or another, and the task of the historian is to offer his voice to the use of the dead. 

     The last chapter of Pieter’s book is dedicated to Roland Barthes. With Barthes, Pieters argues that “[t]he silence of the dead is one of the very conditions that enable us to speak. In more ways than we sometimes imagine, it not only makes the speech of the living possible, it also allows it to resonate more clearly.” With Barthes, Pieters is also able to specify what kind of conversations we can have by reading, and advance from the somehow naive position of Petrarch and his followers where we can hear directly the voice of the past generations through the text. In literary texts, we no longer have an illusion of a direct contact: “The voice that we hear in literary texts is not a voice that precedes the text; it doesn’t even exist apart from it. Rather, it is an effect of the words that give shape to the text and to the voice from it.” The author is the origin of words, but after writing they start a life of their own that is not in author’s control anymore. Language is not just a semiotic system of signs and significations, but, as Humboldt argued, a current of energy., The illusion of a living agency, that what we encounter in a written text is thus not a reminiscence of the author, but a product of a process where we offer a place for the words in search of a new life. Writing is thus a gift where the author renounces her rights to control the words, or, as Barthes put it (quoted by Pieters): “To write, in a certain sense, is to be silent like the dead, to become the person to whom the last reply is denied. To write is from the very beginning to grant the last reply to the other.” 
Jean Genet and Genesis from Death

I may here add one author to the tradition of talking with the dead, Jean Genet. I have treated the numerous rituals of death in Genet’s poems, novels, plays, and essays in the light that the so called “thanato-genetic” hypothesis of a French philosopher Francois Bucher (according to this hypothesis, language as such originates from the experience of the death of the other). This time, I just concentrate on one passage from his work, a passage that has haunted me for years. 
    In a superb essay, “L’atelier d’Alberto Giacometti,” Genet gives the following definition: 

No, no, the work of art is not intended for future generations. It is offered to the innumerable people of the dead. Who welcome it. Or reject it. But these dead I was speaking of have never been alive. Or I’m forgetting. They were alive enough to be forgotten, and the purpose of their life was to make them pass over to that calm shore where they wait for a sign – from here – that they recognize.
 (311)

The context where Genet writes these words is an attempt to describe the effect that Giacometti’s works create in the viewer. And indeed, the work of Giacometti, the skeleton-like figures in archaic postures, with a surface that looks like it has been burned, may indeed lead us to think that the distance they are looking at is the land of the dead.  But the general form of Genet’s argument underlines that it is not only Giacometti’s works that we can think as offerings to the dead, but all works of art in general. 
    The claim that works of art offered to the innumerable people of the dead sounds, of course, like a paradox, at least if we hold on to the idea that the dead belong to the past. Although the idea that the dead speak to us in written texts may sound a bit nechromantic, it still does not yet disturb the temporal logic. We can see the traces of the past, and like Petrarch, we often think that we can hear the work of past generations in their writings, but not vice versa: past generations cannot hear us. The conversations with the dead are one-sided, or as Pieters puts it: “The dead gain very little from the conversations that we have with them.” But here Genet turns the normal relations between the past and the present upside down. The work of art is not intended to the use of future generations, but to the use of past generations. The success of the work of art, the judgment of time, is not dependent on the reception of the audience in future, but on the audience in the past “who welcome it” or “who reject it.” 

     Or, are the dead still present, somehow? Do they continue their lives as ghosts? In his play Paravents, Genet reserves part of the stage to the people of the dead. When characters die on stage, they don’t disappear totally, they just move to another part of the stage. Perhaps Genet believed in ghosts. 

     However, in the passage that we just quoted, Genet immediately makes a reservation: “But these dead that I am speaking of have never been alive.” This is, of course, creates another paradox. What kinds of dead have never been alive? Should we think that these dead exist, after all, somewhere in future? Are they perhaps those who are still unborn? Does Genet mean that we are, in a way, dead not only after our death but also before our birth? But this interpretation would be at odds with Genet’s insistence that art is not intended for future generations. 
    And, immediately following this reservation, another one that complicates the issue even more: “Or I’m forgetting. They were alive enough to be forgotten, and the purpose of their life was to make them pass over to that calm shore where they wait for a sign – a from here – that they recognize.” Perhaps the dead that Genet is referring to were alive after all, but now they have been forgotten, so that they are not present in our time, not in any form, not as written texts or as other traces that would carry their memory. They have really disappeared from our world, not a trace left, but they still exist on “the other shore”, beyond the stream (what stream? stream of life? stream of death? stream of Lethe, forgetting?). Either “the dead” have never been alive or they have been alive but have just been forgotten – both claims are possible, and Genet does not make a choice between them. He leaves the dead to stay in a kind of limbo that is created by the unruly “or” that denies all certitude, all final interpretation. 
    What is death, then? And how should we interpret the people of dead? In “The Strange Word ‘Urb’ . . . ,” an essay where Genet proposes that all theatres should be built in grave yards, Genet contemplates the word death, mort: 

If I talk about a theater amongst the graves, it is because the word ‘death’ is so dark and mysterious; and in a world that seems to be moving so merrily towards analytical clarity, with nothing left with which to protect our translucent eyelids, like Mallarmé, I think we must add a bit of shadow.
 (“The Strange Word ‘Urb’ . . .” 72, trans. modified; “L’étrange mot d’...” 16) 

The word “death” is here like a shade that protects us from the positivist light, a signifier that escapes all clearly defined referents. Or, as Derrida put it, “These are only delegates. Death is nothing” (Glas 110). “Death” is like the names of flowers in Genet’s texts, signifiers that refer only to other signifiers, words that slip away when we try to reach them. As the imaginary audience of the work of art, the dead represent an area where all certitudes disappear. But even though we can not be certain about the exact ontological nature or position of those “dead,” not even about their existence, we can still feel their gaze (without knowing where that gaze comes from). The creation of works of art is to speak to the shadows that we cannot really know or recognize. They have the authority over our work, but the origin of that authority is hidden from us. 
    Perhaps the dead live in language. As Genet states in Journal du voleur, he uses words from “dead or dying ages” (époques mortes ou moribondes) in order to go back through different historical periods and, finally, to “the Fable where all creation is possible” (à la Fable où toute création est possible) (Journal du voleur 178).
         
       Instead of conversations with the dead, then, I would claim that literature is conversation with the living dead. Literature creates a third area between life and death, an area that disturbs the opposition between them. And it is from here that we should move to Jacqued Derrida’s analysis of spectral presence (or “hauntology”) in Spectres de Marx – but that must wait for some other time.
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