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文學評論家Nurdan Gürbilek
著有《Sessizin Payı》
（意為「沈默的持份」
，
Metis Yayınları出版，2015年）
一書，本出版物收錄其中章節
〈Orpheus Çıkmazı〉的英譯本
〈The Orpheus Double Bind〉
（意為「奧菲斯的雙束」
）
。
藝術家Banu Cennetoğlu以
名為《銷魂、失措、紛擾不安》的
計劃介入亞洲藝術文獻庫的展覽
《咫尺之內，開始之前：
隨意門及其他足跡》
，出版本書
就是其中一個回應的形式。
展覽由黃湲婷策展，於大館
當代美術館舉行，展期為2021年
4月23日至8月1日。
藝術如同文學，屢屢試圖
失而復得、記住被遺忘的、
令逝者復活或者為沈默說話。
《銷魂、失措、紛擾不安》
以身故者文獻庫的政治為題，
進行為期三天的公眾活動及
本出版計劃。活動以亞洲藝術
文獻庫對夏碧泉個人文獻庫的
暫時託管為切入點，召集藝術家
和思想家探討文獻庫在收復和
表現「從缺」之物時面對的挑戰
和不足。整個計劃延續
Banu Cennetoğlu 與
亞洲藝術文獻庫公共項目策劃
Özge Ersoy的對話，藉講座、
電影放映和出版探索這些
備受爭議的主張。

The Orpheus Double Bind is the
English translation of “Orpheus
Çıkmazı,” a chapter in the
book Sessizin Payı (The Share
of the Silent, Metis Yayınları,
2015) by the literary critic
Nurdan Gürbilek. This book was
published as part of
bewitched, bewildered, bothered,
Banu Cennetoğlu’s artistic
intervention for Asia Art Archive’s
exhibition Portals, Stories,
and Other Journeys, curated by
Michelle Wong and on view at
Tai Kwun Contemporary from
23 April to 1 August 2021.
bewitched, bewildered, bothered
is a three-day public programme
and a publication that explore
the politics of posthumous
archives. Taking AAA’s temporary
custodianship of Ha Bik Chuen’s
personal archive as a starting
point, this programme brings
together artists and thinkers
to discuss the challenges and
inadequacies of archives to
recover and represent what
is “lost.” Developed as part
of an ongoing dialogue with
AAA’s Public Programmes Lead
Özge Ersoy, the talks, the film
screenings, and the publication
together investigate art’s
contested claims and repeated
attempts to recover the lost,
to remember the forgotten,
to resurrect the dead,
or to speak for the silent.
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“The task left to me: to gather the hoard,
put together the scattered parts.
Poet, lyre-player, enchanter, lord of resurrection,
that is what I am called to be.
And the truth?”
J. M. Coetzee, The Master of Petersburg

“Shall I explain? What good would it do?
My mother and father are in each other’s arms,
asleep in Cebeci Asrî Graveyard.”
Vüs’at O. Bener, Black and White

j. m. coetzee, in his novel
The Master of Petersburg, describes a painful
period in Dostoevsky’s life. He has returned to
Petersburg from Dresden, where he has been
living in exile, because his twenty-two-yearold son has fallen from a tower and died. He
must want to find out the truth: Was it the
police who killed his son, or his revolutionary
friends? Or did Pavel commit suicide?
In fact, there is much more to this return
than the search for truth. Dostoevsky has
returned in order to do something for a son
who left this world disillusioned. He has
returned to protect the rights of his son, rights
his son can no longer protect. He has returned
so that no one will rifle through his son’s drawers, read his personal papers, exploit his death
for another purpose; everything has been taken
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from him and his death should remain his own.
Dostoevsky has returned so that his son will
not become merely a name on a death certificate,
a numeral carved on a tombstone, a mound of
earth. And much more: It is as if Pavel were a
child fallen overboard a ship, waiting in dark
waters to be saved, and he has come back to pull
him out. A door has closed and my son is left in
the dark: How can I save him?
Coetzee set up The Master of Petersburg
as an Orpheus story.1 The myth appears several times in the novel: “He thinks of Orpheus
walking backwards step by step, whispering
1
The Orpheus of Greek mythology descends to the
land of the dead in order to bring back his wife Eurydice,
who died when she was bitten by a snake. He is permitted
to descend to the land of the dead because the melodies
he plays on his lyre have softened the heart of Hades. But
the gods have one condition: In order for him to be able
to save Eurydice, he must not turn to look behind him.
Orpheus in the lead, with Eurydice behind, they are just
about to set foot on the face of the earth when Orpheus
looks behind him to see if Eurydice is there. He loses her
for the second time, forever.
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the dead woman’s name, coaxing her out of the
entrails of Hell; of the wife in graveclothes with
the blind, dead eyes following him, holding out
limp hands before her like a sleepwalker. No
flute, no lyre, just the word, the one word, over
and over.” And then this sentence: “The rule:
one look, one only; no glancing back. But I look
back.” And this: “Poet, lyre-player, enchanter,
lord of resurrection, that is what I am called to
be. And the truth?”2 3

2
I have quoted from the work of the following Turkish
translators of Coetzee: The Master of Petersburg, trans.
İlknur Özdemir (Istanbul: Can 2003); The Life and Times
of Michael K, trans. Beril Eyüboğlu (Istanbul: Adam 1986),
trans. Tülin Nutku (Istanbul: Can 2006); Waiting for the
Barbarians, trans. Dost Körpe (Istanbul: İthaki 2001), trans.
Beril Eyüboğlu (Istanbul: Adam 1985); Foe, trans. Nihal
Geyran Koldaş (Istanbul: Adam 1990); Age of Iron, trans.
Şamil Beştoy (Istanbul: Alan 1993); Elizabeth Costello, trans.
E. Efe Çakmak (Istanbul: Can, 2004); Disgrace, trans. İlknur
Özdemir (Istanbul: Can 2001); Diary of a Bad Year, trans.
Suat Ertüzün (Istanbul: Can 2009). [I have quoted from the
English of Coetzee’s works and cited them. —Trans.]
3
J. M. Coetzee, The Master of Petersburg (London:
Secker and Warburg 1994), pp. 5, 54, 152.
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The Master of Petersburg is a novel about a
father who wants to give his dead son a voice in
this world. At the same time, it is the story of
a writer nearly fifty who has lost his muse and
is suffering from writer’s block. At the end of
the novel we see Dostoevsky in his son’s room,
wearing his son’s clothes, writing in his diary.
He is writing The Confessions of Stavrogin,4 possessed by “a thousand petty demons swarming
in the air like locusts let out of a jar.” The birth
of Demons: The hand holding the pen moves,
“but the words it forms are not words of salvation.” Dostoevsky is not listening to a lost
child crying out from dark waters when he creates Stavrogin, morally indifferent as a stone. It
is not Pavel but his own muse that Dostoevsky
pulls out of the land of the dead, emerging with
4
In this chapter of Dostoevsky’s Demons, titled “At
Tikhon’s,” Stavrogin confesses to the monk Tikhon that
he raped a girl and watched her die. The chapter was
removed from the novel by the editor of the newspaper in
which Demons was serialized, and later by Dostoevsky.
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the genie of writing from the murmuring darkness that extinguished his son’s life. “That is
my life,” he thinks. “I sell my life, and the lives
of those around me.” The life of a writer. “A life
without honour; treachery without limit; confession without end.”5
Dostoevsky had returned to Petersburg to
prevent anyone from appropriating his son’s
death. But now as Dostoevsky leaves his room
with Demons under his arm, having transformed Pavel’s half-finished diary into a work
of art, Coetzee seems to ask all writers, including himself: Does writing save anything? If so,
what does it save?

5

The Master of Petersburg, pp. 228, 241, 222.
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2
The Master of Petersburg was Coetzee’s first
novel published after Apartheid. It was published in 1994, the year democratic elections
were held in South Africa, before the Truth
and Reconciliation Commission was established. While people expected a political novel
from Coetzee, a novel about South Africa, he
turned his gaze toward a distant scene, toward
19th-century Russia. We know that in previous
years he was criticized by certain South African
writers (among them Nadine Gordimer) for
not having given a forceful political answer to
Apartheid. But who can say there was nothing
political in presenting readers with an Orpheus
story, at a time when they wondered what to
do with the so many dead South Africa had left
behind?
Readers of Coetzee have noticed that there is
an effort at reparation at the center of his novels.
In Waiting for the Barbarians, the magistrate
10

wants to bind the wounds of the barbarian girl
whom the Empire’s special forces have tortured.
In Life and Times of Michael K, the doctor working in the rehabilitation camp tries to bring K
back to life. In Foe, Susan Barton tries to send
black-skinned Friday back to Africa, to the
home from which he was torn by slave dealers.
“I wanted to do what was right, I wanted to make
reparation,” the magistrate says in Waiting for
the Barbarians; “there must always be a place
for penance and reparation. But “questionable
motives” seep into his effort: “I wanted to do
what was right, I wanted to make reparation:
I will not deny this decent impulse, however
mixed with more questionable motives.”
The Coetzee novel is the narrative of
the effort at reparation, and the “questionable motives” breathing inside that effort. A
moment comes when the magistrate realizes he
will be able to enter the body of the girl not by
burning, tearing, and cutting, as the Empire’s
special forces did, but by stripping, rubbing,
11

and caressing; that he has tried, by binding its
wounds, to obtain the secret of a body the torturers wounded. As long as there is an Empire
trying to prolong its reign, he is nothing but “a
jackal of Empire in sheep’s clothing.” He says:
“For I was not, as I liked to think, the indulgent pleasure-loving opposite of the cold rigid
Colonel. I was the lie that Empire tells itself
when times are easy, he the truth that Empire
tells when harsh winds blow. Two sides of
imperial rule, no more, no less.” As long as there
is an Empire trying to prolong its reign, when
the barbarian girl looks at him, she will see not
“the protecting wings of a guardian albatross,”
but “the black shape of a coward crow afraid to
strike while its prey yet breathes.”6
In Coetzee this “black shape” casts its
shadow over writing as well. The Coetzee
novel brings together those who tell the story
6
J. M. Coetzee, Waiting for the Barbarians (New York:
Penguin 1999), pp. 109, 98, 180, 110.
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of disaster and the silent figures whose ability to tell stories has been taken away by disaster. In Waiting for the Barbarians, the magistrate writes the history of the “empire of
pain.” In Michael K, the rehabilitation camp
doctor keeps notes on the camp. In Foe, Susan
Barton tries to turn her experiences on the
island, where she was cast away by an accident on ship, into a story. They face silences:
The barbarian girl leaves the magistrate’s questions unanswered. Michael K is an “idiot” with
a mouth but no tongue. Friday’s tongue really
has been cut out by slave traders. Even the eyes
of those who do not speak are silent: The barbarian girl looks at the magistrate with “glassy
eyes.” K’s eyes are like “great dark pools.” The
black pupils of Friday’s eyes reflect nothing. In
Coetzee the effort at reparation has arrived at a
dead end: Those who speak do not tell; what is
told is not their story. The silent do not speak
either; what has been done to them has made it
impossible for them to tell their stories.
13

Writers want to believe they have given
voice to those who cannot speak. Coetzee may
have believed this in one period of his life, and
perhaps still does in a way. But it would be odd
to expect a writer like Coetzee, who has worked
on linguistics and stylistics, to believe that
language can remain that innocent. What the
magistrate has written is not the history of pain
but “the locutions of a civil servant with literary ambitions.” What the camp doctor writes
is not the story of K but rather his effort to create a camp story out of K. Susan Barton tries
to build a “bridge of words” with Friday; but
Friday remains a silence at the story’s center:
“Many stories can be told of Friday’s tongue,
but the true story is buried inside Friday, who
is mute.”
“Giving voice to the dead” is a theme
repeated in Age of Iron, the novel before The
Master of Petersburg. The job of the narrator
of the novel (the classicist Elizabeth Curren)
is “to give voice to the dead.” But in this novel
14

where the silent tell their stories by fighting, by
dying, and with their dead bodies, a hard question awaits all storytellers: Is it possible to tell
stories where children are born into horror and
raised to be warriors, in a life-and-death atmosphere where corpses speak instead of words?
What meaning can there be in telling stories in
an “age of iron,” where all have hearts of stone,
where people regard idleness with suspicion,
where words turn to dead leaves the moment
they are spoken?
In Elizabeth Costello, new questions are
added. In the chapter titled “At the Gate,” woven
with reference to Kafka, the novelist Elizabeth
Costello is asked for a statement of her beliefs
in order to be able to enter through the locked
gate: What is her work, what does she believe,
why does she want to enter? “I am a writer… a
secretary of the invisible,” Costello answers.
The judges who must give permission to enter
are not convinced: “And what if the invisible
does not regard you as its secretary? What if
15

your appointment was long ago discontinued,
and the letter did not reach you? What if you
were never even appointed?”7
And there is his essay, “Into the Dark
Chamber.”8 There Coetzee says that in South
Africa the state has created the novelist’s “dark
chamber.” The novelist waits at the door of the
dark chamber; he will either avert his eyes as the
blows are struck, or produce a representation of
the scene all are forbidden to see, the horrific
reality accessible only to those inside the chamber. This is what it is to write novels: He is a
7
J. M. Coetzee, Elizabeth Costello (Penguin 2004), pp.
453, 458. “The secretary of the invisible” is mentioned
in a poem by the Polish poet Czesław Miłosz: “I am no
more than a secretary of the invisible thing.” Coetzee
mentions Miłosz in this chapter. But he may also have had
in mind a speech Nadine Gordimer gave one year earlier,
“Testament of the Word.” In that speech Gordimer said
that she “became witness to the unspoken in my society.”
“Testament of the Word,” The Guardian, 15 June 2002.
8
“Into the Dark Chamber: The Writer and the South
African State,” in Doubling the Point: Essays and Interviews,
David Attwell, ed. (Cambridge: Harvard University Press
1992), pp. 361–368.
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novelist because he makes the dark chamber
the source of imagination’s power. Most novelists accept this. But for Coetzee this is the
statement of a problem rather than a solution.
There is something tawdry, he says, in making
the dark chamber a source that moves his imagination. There is something shameful in drawing nourishment from this vile mystery, narrating what occurs in the dark basement with a
curiosity mixed with fear, with a dark lyricism,
as if writing a story of suspense.
Coetzee began writing during the most
violent years of Apartheid, in an environment
where people expected literature to represent
this dark history. In a life and death situation,
is it a waste of time to question the writer’s
authority to represent? Hölderlin had asked:
“What are poets for in a destitute time?” What
does a writer like Coetzee, who believes that
writing should oppose the world not only by
what it says but by its form, do in a destitute
time?
17

It is as if Coetzee has devoted his plain,
clear, even cold prose to answering two questions woven together: Can literature be the
echo in this world of those who have lost their
voice? Terrible things have been done to human
beings with words; they have been duped with
words, threatened with words, oppressed with
words. How can I now tell a story with these
same words? Right here we must add the question he asked when receiving the “freedom”
prize: “How does it come about that someone
who not only comes from but also lives in so
notably unfree a country as my own is honored
with a prize for freedom?”9

9
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“Jerusalem Prize Acceptance Speech,” in Doubling, p. 96.

3
When Coetzee began writing there was already
an extensive Orpheus tradition behind him. He
was teaching literature at a university: He must
have read Rilke’s Sonnets to Orpheus. World
Wars, colonialism and genocide in the twentieth
century had brought Orpheus out of his limited
role in opera and made him an important figure not only in poetry but theater, cinema and
philosophy as well. Coetzee must have known
Cocteau’s “Orpheus Trilogy,” Sartre’s “Black
Orpheus,” and Blanchot’s “Orpheus’s Gaze.”
He had also read Benjamin and Adorno.
Neither of them mentions Orpheus, but “the
redemptive gaze” is important for both. At the
center of Benjamin’s “Theses on the Philosophy
of History” there is “the echo of those who
have been silenced.” The place of Orpheus has
been taken by the figure of an angel whose face
is turned toward the ruin called history; he
would like to bring the dead back to life, but is
19

propelled toward the future to which his back
is turned by a storm of “progress” blowing
from Paradise. As for Adorno, there Orpheus’s
journey to the land of the dead is blocked from
the start: “To write poetry after Auschwitz is
barbaric” rises up before all aesthetics of compensation like an insurmountable wall.10
10 I do not know when Benjamin and Adorno entered
Coetzee’s field of interest, but he wrote about both of
them in 2001. In his essay, “Walter Benjamin, The Arcades
Project,” he says that Benjamin’s understanding of history
as “centered on the sufferings of the vanquished, rather
than on the achievements of the victors, is prophetic of
the way in which history-writing has begun to think of
itself in our lifetime.” Inner Workings (New York: Penguin
2007), p. 64. His piece that mentions Adorno is “Paul Celan
and his Translators.” There he says that Celan’s “Death
Fugue,” written 1944–1945, published in Romanian in 1947,
and later translated into German, made two huge implicit
claims about what poetry in our time is capable of. The
first is that however unspeakable the Holocaust may be,
there is a poetry that can speak it. The other is that even
the doublespeak of the German language of the Nazi era
is capable of telling the truth about Germany’s immediate
past. According to Coetzee, the first of these implicit claims
was rejected by Adorno. The second is of a character
to be rejected by Adorno also. Inner Workings, p. 120.
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There are also more hopeful interpretations of redemptive aesthetics. In “Black
Orpheus,” the introduction Sartre wrote for
Léopold Senghor’s anthology of French poetry
by African poets, he debates whether or not
Blackness can be narrated in the language of the
colonizer. African poets are working to bring
back the Eurydice they have lost (Blackness);
but every time they try, Eurydice disappears
behind the walls of white culture. Still, Sartre,
introducing Negritude poets to French readers,
seems reluctant to much postpone that hope.
In the end, Black Orpheus will open the way
to the “silence” of Blackness in the language of
the colonizer. Sartre finishes his introduction
with an even more hopeful interpretation of
Orpheus: Blackness is not the final goal but a
path, a channel. Black Orpheus will descend to
the land of the dead to take back his stolen pride,
and when he recovers his Blackness, will himself leave it behind. “Triumph of Narcissism
and Narcissus’s suicide”: Blackness that finds
21

itself, sees its own transitoriness, and abandons itself.11
Coetzee was no stranger to the problems
of “Black Orpheus.” What announces the
darker world of Coetzee, however, is not “Black
Orpheus” but Blanchot’s “Orpheus’s Gaze.”
The essay is about the relationship between
the writer and his muse; Blanchot says that
writing begins with the violation of a rule, with
Orpheus’s gaze. Orpheus looks back; because
he wants to transcend the threshold of death
and see Eurydice in all her invisibility, to give
form to her dark obscurity. This desire the
writer feels, for the darkness of the other, is at
once the writer’s source of inspiration and his
destructive act: Orpheus loses Eurydice a second time because he wants to bring her back,
wants to give form to her absence; but what

11 Jean-Paul Sartre, Black Orpheus, S. W. Allen, trans.
(Paris: Présence Africaine 1973), pp. 21–33, 60–64.
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makes the work possible, in all its obscurity, is
this gaze that wants to give form to absence.
Blanchot objected to the idea that language
is an instrument given the writer to bring truth
to light. He objected to the illusion that meaning would appear before the writer in all its
perfection, that the writer could master his
muse in such a way. Literature begins when it
is transformed into a question, thus a problematic, of literature: “When Mallarmé asks himself, ‘Does something like Literature exist?,’
this question is literature itself.” The writer
has two hands: The first writes as if mastering words under a “tyrannical prehension”; the
other seizes the pencil and puts it aside. The
true mastery is not in the “sick” hand that never
lets go of the pencil, but in the second hand
that realizes it cannot master words, that has
the strength to interrupt what is being written.
Blanchot’s gaze is focused on the insurmountable distance between writing and the muse.
The threshold that separates the dead from the
23

living cannot be crossed. Eurydice’s radical otherness cannot be represented. What has died in
Eurydice cannot be resurrected in Orpheus. If
one can speak of authenticity in literature, its
one source is this consciousness of failure.12
It was with this “consciousness of failure”
that Coetzee began to write. His doctoral dissertation was on Beckett, who saw literature
as an investigation into impotence and considered failure the distinctive feature of art.
But his interest in Beckett was not merely academic. Beckett was one of three writers who
most influenced him (the others were Kafka
and Dostoevsky). In the 1970s Coetzee wrote

12 Maurice
Blanchot,
“The
Essential
Solitude,”
“Mallarmé’s Experience,” and “Orpheus’s Gaze,” in The
Space of Literature, Ann Smock, trans. (Lincoln: University
of Nebraska Press 1982), pp. 20–21, 38, 163–168.
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other essays on this post-Auschwitz writer’s
“poetics of failure.”13
Post-Auschwitz: The name of Blanchot’s
book published twenty-seven years after
“Orpheus’s Gaze” is The Writing of Disaster.
It speaks of the disaster of writing, of writing
as a disaster. But before long the real disaster
in the book appears: “We read books about
Auschwitz. The wish of all, in the camps, the
last wish: know what has happened, do not forget, and at the same time never will you know.”14

13 “The Comedy of Point of View in Beckett’s Murphy”
(1970), “The Manuscript Revisions of Beckett’s Watt”
(1972), “Samuel Beckett and the Temptations of Style”
(1973), in Doubling, pp. 17–49.
14 Maurice Blanchot, The Writing of the Disaster, Ann
Smock, trans. (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press 1995),
p. 82.
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4
Benjamin was one of the first to say that disaster could also be the loss of the ability to tell
stories. In “The Storyteller” he says that at the
end of the First World War men who returned
from the battlefield had become virtually mute.
Other writers have also spoken of a language
paralysis. Hannah Arendt said that after the
First World War, for forty years no work of literature that could approach narration of the
sufferings of war appeared until Faulkner’s A
Fable. Adorno spoke of “a sense of impotence
and even falseness” in books about the First
World War. The question is Primo Levi’s question also: “Have we who returned from the war

been able to understand our experience and
relate it to others?”15
The reasons why the disaster could not
be spoken of were debated as well. Benjamin
speaks of how in an age when death has
become information, the storyteller has lost
the power to make his story a part of natural history. He has lost his ability to move up
and down the rungs of experience as on a ladder. Adorno speaks of how the Second World
War was completely disconnected from experience: “Just as the war lacks continuity, history, an ‘epic’ element, but seems rather to start
anew from the beginning in each phase, so it
will leave behind no permanent, unconsciously
preserved image in the memory. Everywhere,
15 Walter Benjamin, “Hikâye Anlatıcısı,” in Son Bakışta
Aşk, Nurdan Gürbilek ed. and trans. (Istanbul: Metis
Yayıncılık 1993), pp. 77–78; Hannah Arendt, Man in Dark
Times (New York: Harcourt 1983), pp. 36–37; Theodor W.
Adorno, Minima Moralia, E.F.N. Jephcott, trans. (London:
New Left Books 1974), p. 54; Primo Levi, Boğulanlar,
Kurtulanlar, Kemal Atakay, trans. (Istanbul: Can), p. 30.
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with each explosion, it has breached the barrier against stimuli beneath which experience,
the lag between healing oblivion and healing
recollection, forms.” In this world of forgetful
motion that war has made invisible with its
information, propaganda, and media interpretations, where “life has changed into a timeless succession of shocks, interspaced with
empty, paralyzed intervals,” experience has
been replaced by “plaster-casts” of events. Here
there is not only a problem of narration, but a
problem of explanation as well. Art is insufficient to narrate the inhumanity of history,
because it is insufficient to explain it. Disaster
is either explained by means of psychology, or
the savagery of society is described as if it were
a supernatural event; fascism is presented “as
the machination of rackets outside society,
not as the coming-to-itself of society as such.”
Furthermore, in a world where absolute reification reigns, there is no place left for a writer
to set foot where he or she can tell the story of
28

the disaster. The portrait of fascism cannot be
painted because freedom does not appear in
human action; it is only the subject matter for
talk about freedom, stereotyped declamations,
and efforts to renew an impotent reassurance:
“Total unfreedom can be recognized, but not
represented.”16
Şükrü Argın was saying that although it
had been thirty years since the 12th September
1980 coup, in Turkey, literature had not been
able to tell the story of the disaster.17 He spoke
of how the global triumph of capitalism had
enfeebled not only the opposition left, but literature as well; of how the writer had lost the
ability to occupy a vantage point from which
to see events from another angle, and in any
case, there was no longer a public to pay heed to
16 Moralia, p. 144.
17 Şükrü Argın, “Edebiyat 12 Eylül’ü Kalben Destekledi!”
Mesele, No. 9, September 2007, pp. 6–15. The article was
also published in Pan-Kapitalizm Çağında Sol Bir Dil Aramak:
Mesele-2007 Söyleşileri (Istanbul: Agora 2008), pp. 43–70.
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what was written. Literature had been unable
to tell the story of the disaster because it felt
itself to be external to the disaster. Argın was
saying that between literature and the people
who experienced 12th September, between society and those who suffered the disaster, even
between the youths who were destroyed and
their own families, there was a gap similar to
the one Kafka described in Metamorphosis. 12th
September could not be described because even
the families of the youths at times saw them
not only as their offspring but also as “bugs”
in the house. It could not be described because
people thought the victims of 12th September
actually deserved the things deemed appropriate for them. It could not be described because
the survivors now belonged to a different
regime of truth, because the terror experienced
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by one arrived with the ease experienced by
another, and because those who would tell the
story and those who would read of it were no
longer inhabitants of the same place. It was not
only writers who could not properly describe it;
those who themselves experienced the disaster
could not really tell their own children about it.
Argın was saying that 12th September was not
an event literature had not looked at; it was an
event it could not look at: “If it could, it would
see there its own disaster.”
We must end this section by speaking of
a disaster encircled by a vow of silence. Marc
Nichanian, in Literature and Catastrophe, says
that although many years have passed since the
Armenian genocide, and writers and survivors
have never given up describing the Catastrophe,
the effort to bear witness to the suffering of the
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victims has run into a “delirious paradox.”18
The Catastrophe cannot be penetrated by the
possibilities of the novel; literature must stand
aside and make room for testimony. But literature is the only way survivors have found to be
freed of the shame of testimony and speak of
the Catastrophe. But to make the Catastrophe
the subject of literature is to betray it. Thus
space must be opened for testimony; but testimony cannot be given, because the Catastrophe
is the death of the witness.
18 Nichanian uses the proper noun “the Catastrophe”
(Aghed) not to avoid naming it “genocide,” as required by
the politics of reconciliation, but in order to describe what
kind of catastrophe the agent’s genocidal will became for the
victim; in order to distinguish event from “fact,” because he
thinks we can transform what the victim has experienced into
a “fact” even by pronouncing the performative, “genocide.”
Edebiyat ve Felaket, Ayşegül Sönmezay, trans. (Istanbul:
İletişim 2011), pp. 20, 87, 154. [Edebiyat ve Felaket began as a
series of lectures in English that Nichanian gave in Istanbul,
and later put into written form in French. He kindly provided
me with the English of the quotations given here, taken from
the unpublished French manuscript’s unpublished English
translation by Christopher Atamian. —Trans.]
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Nichanian says that a genocide literature
that holds the privacy of the victim as naught,
stories that aestheticize horrific memories, turning the Catastrophe into an instrument of the
demand for political recognition, and even the
naïvely optimistic belief that the Catastrophe
can be narrated, obstruct the effort to describe
the Catastrophe. But the problem is much larger:
The Catastrophe cannot be narrated because survivors are able to stay alive by denying what is
beyond all bearing in the Catastrophe, because it
is not possible to remain alive without making
the Catastrophe not a catastrophe, because the
thing that survivors have irreparably lost is itself
the capacity to speak of the loss, because no narrative will be able to integrate by means of language the reality that the unity of language has
been destroyed. As soon as the survivors began
to describe the horrors they had lived through,
they found they could not, because they thought
they were betraying what others, or they themselves, had experienced.
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5
Some sentences cause lifelong disquiet for
those who utter them, due to the compulsory
errors they contain. “To write poetry after
Auschwitz is barbaric” is like that. Just like the
disaster itself, this harsh statement of disaster
dogged Adorno also. The reason why Adorno
restated the sentence in more than ten different
ways is that what he said is contradicted by his
saying it. At the moment we say that we cannot
talk about disaster, we have long since begun
to talk about it.
The sentence appeared for the first time
at the end of “Cultural Criticism and Society”
(1949): “Even the most extreme consciousness
of doom threatens to degenerate into idle chatter. Cultural criticism finds itself faced with the
final stage of the dialectic of culture and barbarism. To write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric. And this corrodes even the knowledge of
why it has become impossible to write poetry
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today. Absolute reification, which presupposed
intellectual progress as one of its elements, is
now preparing to absorb the mind entirely.
Critical intelligence cannot be equal to this
challenge as long as it confines itself to self-satisfied contemplation.”19
As soon as he constructs the sentence,
Adorno realizes he has put himself within its
range as well (“threatens to degenerate into idle
chatter”). He returns to it several times in his
writings during the 1960s. “Perennial suffering has as much right to expression as a tortured man has to scream,” he says in Negative
Dialectics (1966), “hence it may have been
wrong to say that after Auschwitz you could
no longer write poems.” Seventeen years later
Adorno seems to be taking back his statement. But if there is a retraction, it is to make
19 The essay was written in 1949 and published in 1951.
Reprinted in Prisms, Samuel and Shierry Weber, trans.
(Cambridge: Massachusetts Institute of Technology Press
1997), pp. 17–34.
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it sharper, not in order to soften its meaning: “But it is not wrong to raise the less cultural question whether after Auschwitz you
can go on living—especially whether one who
escaped by accident, one who by rights should
have been killed, may go on living. His mere
survival calls for the coldness, the basic principle of bourgeois subjectivity, without which
there could have been no Auschwitz; this is the
drastic guilt of him who was spared. By way of
atonement he will be plagued by dreams such
as that he is no longer living at all, that he was
sent to the ovens in 1944 and his whole existence since has been imaginary, an emanation
of the insane wish of a man killed twenty years
earlier.20
In the same piece the threat of degenerating
“into idle chatter” reaches a harsher expression:

20 Theodor W. Adorno, “After Auschwitz,” in Negative
Dialectics, E.B. Ashton, trans. (New York: Continuum
Publishing Company), pp. 362–363.
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“All post-Auschwitz culture, including its
urgent critique, is garbage.”21 In his “metaphysics” classes taught in 1965, he says: “I once
said that after Auschwitz one could no longer
write poetry, and that gave rise to a discussion
I did not anticipate when I wrote those words.
I did not anticipate it because it is in the nature
of philosophy—and everything I write is,
unavoidably, philosophy, even if it is not concerned with so-called philosophical themes—
that nothing is meant quite literally.” He was
saying that “Philosophical reflection really consists precisely in the gap, or, in Kantian terms,
in the vibration,” between two otherwise “flatly
opposed possibilities”: “I would readily concede that, just as I said that after Auschwitz
one could not write poems—by which I meant
to point to the hollowness of the resurrected
culture of that time—it could equally well be
21 “Metaphysics and Culture,” in Negative Dialectics,
p. 367.
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said, on the other hand, that one must write
poems, in keeping with Hegel’s statement in his
Aesthetics that as long as there is an awareness
of suffering among human beings there must
also be art as the objective form of that awareness.” It was during these classes that he first
asked the question whether or not one could
live after Auschwitz. The dreams he mentioned
in Negative Dialectics, which make a person feel
like “an emanation of the insane wish” of an
Auschwitz victim, are his own dreams.22
This sentence is from “Is Art Lighthearted?”
which he wrote two years later (1967): “The
statement that it is not possible to write poetry
after Auschwitz does not hold absolutely, but
it is certain that after Auschwitz, because
Auschwitz was possible and remains possible for the foreseeable future, lighthearted

art is no longer conceivable.”23 And this is
from “Commitment,” written five years earlier
(1962): “I have no wish to soften the saying that
to write lyric poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric; it expresses in negative form the impulse
which inspires committed literature.” In the
same piece Adorno also says that suffering can
only find consolation in art: “The abundance
of real suffering tolerates no forgetting; Pascal’s
theological saying, On ne doit plus dormir
(“One must sleep no longer”), must be secularized. Yet this suffering, what Hegel called consciousness of adversity, also demands the continued existence of art while prohibiting it; it
is now virtually in art alone that suffering can

22 Theodor W. Adorno, Metaphysics: Concept and
Problems, Lecture 14 (Stanford: Stanford University Press
2001), p. 110.

23 Theodor W. Adorno, “Is Art Lighthearted?” in Notes
to Literature, vol. 2, Shierry Weber Nicholson, trans. (New
York: Columbia University Press 1992), p. 155.
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still find its own voice, consolation, without
immediately being betrayed by it.”24
“To write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric” has been evaluated by most interpreters of Adorno as a ban on poetry. But Adorno
was speaking about a network of problems in
which the sentence itself had long since been
ensnared. He was objecting to the normalization of German democracy’s savagery as if it
were a technical malfunction, the passing over
of the death camps as if they were an unpleasant accident in the progress of civilization, the
assumption that after Auschwitz culture could
continue on its way as if nothing had happened.
Auschwitz occurred in the midst of a rich accumulation of philosophy, aesthetics, and science,
within a culture where people read Goethe at
night and went to work at Auschwitz during

24 “Commitment,” in Aesthetics and Politics, Fredric
Jameson, ed., Francis McDonagh, trans. (London: New Left
Books 1977), p. 188.
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the day. Thus there must have been something
wrong within this accumulation itself, this culture thought to be autonomous.
It is no accident that the essay where the
sentence first appeared (“Cultural Criticism
and Society”) was about the inescapable bond
between cultural criticism and the culture it criticized. Adorno speaks there of a methodological dilemma. Cultural criticism approaches
barbarism to the degree that it denies the
autonomy of culture by taking off from a point
of transcendence: To the degree that it has no
experience of the thing it criticizes, it remains
constituted by a frozen curse. But culture also
approaches barbarism to the degree that it
takes refuge in the idea that it is autonomous,
that it forgets that the thing called culture arose
from a working separation of the spiritual and
the physical, that it pretends not to see the
scars left upon culture by historical conditions.
It is possible only if one forgets the horror, if
“where there is despair and measureless misery,”
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one “sees only spiritual phenomena.” As long
as culture conceals the traces of horror, it creates the illusion that one is living in a society
that benefits humanity; and thus culture itself
completes the horror.25 Adorno is saying that it
is impossible for culture to find peace in either
one of these two positions. It is barbarism to
condemn culture from the start as if it had an
exterior point of transcendence. But it is also
barbarism for a culture that has been made into
an autonomous essence to continue on as if the
horror had not occurred.
The second objection is related to “meaning.” To produce meaning about a disaster that
has stunted people’s lives is to give meaning
to a meaningless horror: It is to behave as if
the pain suffered had a meaning. Where pain
of death has been suffered, there is an injustice wrought upon the victims in making of
it an aesthetic image, a source of pleasure, a
25
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“Cultural Criticism,” p. 17.

work of art for consumption by the world that
destroyed the victims.26
We must begin by saying that Adorno
forced the conversation between these two
positions of thought. “To write poetry after
Auschwitz is barbaric” stands facing this
sentence: “A new categorical imperative has
been imposed by Hitler upon unfree mankind: to arrange their thoughts and actions
so that Auschwitz will not repeat itself, so

26 Elias Canetti put it like this: “It is unbearable not
to be able to deny that so many people, each of whom
gathered within his or herself all the potential of humanity,
were killed for the sake of precisely nothing. That is why
a meaning is sought for what happened.” Sözcüklerin
Bilinci [The Consciousness of Words], Ahmet Cemal, trans.
(Istanbul: Payel 1984), p. 41. And Nichanian: “The only
meaning that the victim can possibly find to the event…
is that he/she was its victim.” The desire to attribute
meaning to irrational death, and in this way resist “the
Catastrophe,” is understandable. That is why those left
alive want to give meaning to the Catastrophe; they want
to believe the dead are dead in order to bring an end to
their tyranny. But there is no answer to the question, “Did
all the dead die in vain?” Edebiyat ve Felaket, p. 164.
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that nothing similar will happen.”27 And this
sentence also: “Nevertheless, a consciousness
that wishes to withstand the unspeakable
finds itself again and again thrown back on
the attempt to understand, if it is not to succumb subjectively to the madness that prevails
objectively.”28 One of the positions takes precedence in some of Adorno’s writings. In “Is Art
Lighthearted?” he says that art must renounce
lightheartedness through its own accord. But
the second position is not entirely erased from
the essay. Because art is a source of pleasure for
human beings, because it is able to project a different scene above the world whose violence it
witnesses, because it can articulate something
resembling freedom in the midst of unfreedom
and be a critique of the bloodthirsty seriousness reality forces upon people, art is closely
related to freedom. It is impossible to expel the
27
28
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“Metaphysics and Culture,” p. 365.
Moralia, p. 103.

moment of lightheartedness from the work of
art, even from works that are desperate, and
those works all the more: “In view of the recent
past, art can no more be completely serious
than it can still be lighthearted.”
Adorno was not saying that poetry could
not be written after disaster, but that poetry
(literature, thought, culture) is obliged to deal
with a problem impossible to solve. In the same
way as there is an injustice wrought upon victims in culture’s continuing on its way as if the
horror had not been experienced, so is there
also an injustice wrought upon victims in giving meaning to a meaningless horror. To want
to escape from the dark shadow of the past as
fast as one can is barbarism; but for remembrance of horror to become a pretext for overlooking the complicity of culture is also barbarism. We cannot write about disaster as if there
were an autonomous culture, or as if we were
outside of culture. There is an insurmountable contradiction between the necessity to
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describe Auschwitz and the fact that it cannot
be described without Auschwitz being a part
of the culture which produced it. To describe
Auschwitz is barbarism; not to describe
Auschwitz is also barbarism.
Adorno was not forbidding writing to
speak; he was giving it the impossible task of
speaking what cannot be spoken. A poetry that
does not forget horror, but does not try to give
it meaning, does not try to offer consolation
either. An art that, from the point of view of
redemption, sees “all the fractures, wrinkles
and scars” but knows that this is impossible,
an art aware that it also bears the traces of the
distortion it tried to escape. A thought that
sees, when it denies its own contingency, how
unconsciously it has surrendered to the world,
a thought that must work against itself also.29

29
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Moralia, pp. 252, 253.

6
In the introduction to his If This is a Man,
Primo Levi says that his need to tell others
what he experienced in Auschwitz was violent enough to compete with other instincts.
One must describe it, because disaster moves
to annihilate, leaving no witness behind.30 He
had begun to write the book in his mind while
still in the camp, and when he regained his freedom, finished it in a few months. In the same
book he said that if he had not experienced
Auschwitz, he would probably never have
written anything. It was also Auschwitz that

30 Primo Levi, Bunlar da mı İnsan, Zeyyat Selimoğlu,
trans. (Istanbul: Can n.d.), pp. 12, 214. In the preface to
The Drowned and the Saved, Levi quotes these words of SS
officers from Simon Wiesenthal’s Doch die Mörder leben
(The Murderers Among Us): “No matter how this war ends,
we have won the war against you. No one will be left to
testify, but even if one of you does survive, the world will
not believe you… We are the ones who will dictate the
history of the concentration camps.”
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shaped his style: In order to bear witness to a
justice to be achieved in future, he avoided “an
aestheticism difficult to endure,” and adopted
the sedate language of the witness rather than
“the victim’s language of complaint or the rageful language of someone seeking revenge.”
The witness to Auschwitz who did not
believe in a “justice to be achieved in future”
was Jean Améry. In his essays written twenty
years after he was freed from the camp, he tells
how it was most of all intellectuals without
faith like himself who were devastated by the
concentration camp.31 For they believed neither
in another world, nor in the idea of political
martyrdom, nor in divine justice. Because they
were deprived of the transcendent power of literature and philosophy, they were nailed down
to the naked “here and now,” face to face with

31 Jean Améry, Suç ve Kefaretin Ötesinde: Alt Edilmişliğin
Üstesinden Gelme Denemeleri, Cemal Ener, trans. (Istanbul:
Metis 2015).
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the reality that they had been discarded only so
that the system could go on. In these essays he
also described how devastating a thing it was
to be a member of the “Nazi victim” species
about to go extinct,32 to become someone who
remained stubbornly attached to a past that
was viewed as an accident in the workplace of
German history, to be perceived as a person
who rebelled against the idea that time heals all
wounds. Auschwitz had nailed him, with his
victimhood, and the fear and rage he felt toward
the world, to a Jewish identity that had no
32 There is an injustice done when language refers to
victims as a generalized group (“Nazi victim,” “genocide
victim,” “casualty of war”) or a number. Yıldırım Türker,
in his book about Turkish youth killed while under arrest
[“detained for observation”] in the 1980s and 90s, says
that in order to avoid having them be buried under the
apathy of “digit democracy,” or made into tools of a
political mission, or be seen merely as a bunch of numbers,
he tried insofar as possible to describe them without
recourse to statistics, using what was known about them
beyond the “missing” identity they were stamped with
en masse. Gözaltında Kayıp: Onu Unutma! [Missing Under
Observation: Don’t Forget Them] (Istanbul: Metis 1995).
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positive marker (language, culture, childhood
memory, tradition, religion),33 making him a
creature who wanted the return of what could
not be returned, who could no longer bear the
idea that one must look forward because he
had been deprived of the desire, ability and
belief that would require. The social organism
wants to secure its own existence, not grieve for
a ruined life. But the victim wants time to be
revoked, wants the unresolved contradiction
between the victims and the butchers not to
be forgotten, wants the guilty to see that they
are creatures who can be wounded as their victims were. For society to go on with life as if
nothing has happened, to believe that time has
healed its wounds while the victim cannot heal
his or her own, for the savagery that destroyed
33 Améry is the son of a Jewish father and a Catholic
mother. When his father died on the front in the First
World War, he was raised by his mother as a Catholic
(and son of a war hero). What made him Jewish was the
Auschwitz number branded on his arm.
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the victim’s one and only life to be buried
under a general heading like “The Century of
Barbarism,” is devastating. It is devastating
to be subjected to a deceptive climate of peace,
to an imposed politics of forgiveness, a hypocritical politics of reconciliation that tries to
manipulate the process of mourning. And as
if all that were not enough, to have the thing
that destroyed the victim’s humanity presented
to the world as a product for consumption, is
devastating.
“Auschwitz” and “poetry” were juxtaposed
for both witnesses while still in the camp.
Améry recalls how his eye was caught by a
flag on top of a building as he was being transported back to camp after compulsory work
detail. He found himself repeating a verse from
Hölderlin: “The walls stand speechless and
cold / The weathervanes rattle in the wind.” He
remembers the verse perfectly, but the poem
does not rouse the same feeling in him it once
did. He repeats it out loud, but it rings in the air
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in the same way as the shouts of marching, “left,
two, three.” He’d had a similar experience when
he tried to have an intellectual conversation
with a thinker he met at the camp. All he could
get out of him were mechanical, monosyllabic
answers. The thinker was silent not because
his feelings had become dulled, but because he
no longer believed in the life of the mind, and
realized that intellectual exchange had become
a meaningless word game. In Auschwitz there
is no place for either philosophical or aesthetic
representation of reality.34
The moment Levi encountered “poetry”
was different. While he is reciting lines from
the Divine Comedy to the friend with whom
he carries the soup pot, he says he would give
up his soup that evening if he could remember one verse gone from his mind.35 It is true
that in the camp, poetry was pushed to the
34
35
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Suç ve Kefaretin Ötesinde, p. 20.
If This is a Man, p. 134.

attic of memory; but when it was rescued from
there in a rare moment, it was as if another
scene opened up in the midst of savagery, and
because the poetry formed a bond with his previous life, it saved Levi.
Adorno was saying that philosophical
reflection emerges in the “vibration between
two flatly opposed possibilities.” But one must
not forget: The opposing possibilities that
thought forced into dialogue—Levi’s remembered line of poetry and the feeling for poetry
Améry somehow could recover—are most of
the time the sole reality of different lives. But
moments when the more optimistic witness
reaches out for the one who does not accept
consolation are not lacking. Primo Levi, in The
Drowned and the Saved (1986), written forty
years after his first book, speaks of a moment of
shame. A religious acquaintance of his, in order
to console him, says that the fact that he has
survived cannot be the work of chance, that he
has been chosen to bear witness. Levi finds this
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monstrous. The reality that one may have survived at the cost of another’s life is wounding
enough. Now he is being told that he may have
been chosen at the cost of another’s life only so
that he may write.
This is the place within his testimony
about the death camps that Levi said would
always remain “unspeakable.” The dead, or
those who lost the ability to speak because of
what they experienced, have gone without telling their stories. Now he, instead of that other,
is describing something he did not really witness: “We survivors are not the true witnesses.
[…] We survivors are not only an exiguous but
also an anomalous minority: We are those who
by their prevarications or abilities or good luck
did not touch bottom. Those who did so, those
who saw the Gorgon, have not returned to tell
about it or have returned mute, but they are
the ‘Muslims,’ the submerged, the complete
witnesses, the ones whose deposition would
have a general significance. […] We who were
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favored by fate tried, with more or less wisdom,
to recount not only our fate but also that of the
others, indeed of the drowned; but this was a
discourse ‘on behalf of third parties,’ the story
of things seen at close hand, not experienced
personally.”
The title of the chapter is “Shame.” It continues: “The destruction brought to an end, the
job completed, was not told by anyone, just as
no one ever returned to describe his own death.
Even if they had paper and pen, the drowned
would not have testified because their death
had begun before that of their body. Weeks
and months before being snuffed out, they had
already lost the ability to observe, to remember, to compare and express themselves. We
speak in their stead, by proxy. I could not say
whether we did or do so out of a kind of moral
obligation toward those who were silenced or
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in order to free ourselves of their memory.”36
I bear witness, but at the center of my testimony there is an absence that can never be
repaired.37

36 The Drowned and The Saved, Raymond Rosenthal,
trans. (New York: Simon and Schuster 1988), pp. 83–84.
37 Giorgio Agamben, taking off from Primo Levi’s
writings, says that there is always an “essential lacuna”
at the center of witnessing: “No one can bear witness
from the inside of death, and there is no voice for the
disappearance of voice.” But death cannot be witnessed
from outside either, for the outsider is by definition
excluded from the event. No language can bear witness
that does not bear witness to the impossibility of bearing
witness. To reflect upon witnessing is inescapably to
listen to lacunae, to “what is unsaid.” Giorgio Agamben,
Remnants of Auschwitz: The Witness and The Archive, Daniel
Heller-Roazen, trans. (New York: Zone Books 1999), pp. 13,
35. Lines from Paul Celan, who did not like to be known
as someone who brought forth pure poetry from the
dark vaults of history: “Nobody / bears witness for / the
witness.” “Ashglory,” in Breathturn, Pierre Joris, trans. (Los
Angeles: Sun and Moon Press 1995), p. 179.
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7
In Turkish, it was Tanpınar who was Orpheus’s
staunch defender. He defended an aesthetic
that would call back the lost, saying, “the dead
also have a right to speak in our lives.”38 He
turned to Orpheus in several essays he wrote
on aesthetics beginning in the late 1930s.
In “On Poetry,” he says that Yahya Kemal’s
poetry “calls back, like the lyre of Orpheus, the
joys of an entire past through the gates of the
Hereafter.” In “Bosphorus Moonlight,” while
discussing Abdülhak Şinasi Hisar and Proust,
he says “the most characteristic myth of art is
the myth of Orpheus”: “Every instrument finds
its real voice when it calls things back, when it
smashes the fate of death that hovers around a
face or memory.”

38 “Pazar Postası’na [2],” 1951, in Mücevherlerin Sırrı
(Istanbul: Yapı Kredi Yayınları 2002), p. 95; “Bursa’nın
Daveti,” 1948, in Yaşadığım Gibi, p. 215.
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Orpheus is at the center of “Poetry and
Dreams” as well: “At the head of every work
of art stands an Orpheus tale. To take blonde
Eurydice back from the land of death. Orpheus
finds his dead wife in the Hereafter through the
power of his lyre.” And this from the same essay:
“In reality the lyre and Eurydice are one. Every
countenance, every memory, every event in a
life, comes to us with its own special melody.
In order to relive it we need to find that voice.”39
The redeeming gaze is also stamped upon Five
Cities, where Tanpınar spoke of how the faces
of the dead, “to whom we are bound most of
all,” come alive.40 His short story, “The Owner
39 For Tanpınar’s Orpheus references see: “Şiire Dair,”
“Boğaziçi Mehtapları,” and “Şiir ve Rüya II,” in Edebiyat
Üzerine Makaleler, Zeynep Kerman, ed. (Istanbul: Dergâh
1969), pp. 24, 410, 34–35. Also see 19uncu Asır Türk Edebiyatı Tarihi (Istanbul: Çağlayan 2001, 9th ed.), p. 539. We
know that Tanpınar was aware of Cocteau: He mentions
Cocteau’s film Orpheus in his 19uncu Asır Türk Edebiyatı,
p. 580, and Testament of Orpheus in “Kendi Gök Kubbemiz,”
in Edebiyat Üzerine Makaleler, p. 355.
40 Beş Şehir (Istanbul: Dergâh 1979, 6th ed), p. 112.
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of the House,” written in the early 1940s, is
an interpretation of the Orpheus myth. In the
story there is a woman who dies because she is
bitten by a snake and waits for her rescuer in an
underground palace.
To be sure, Tanpınar knew that the dead
could not be brought back. He was the first to
defend the autonomy of aesthetics in Turkish.
But the same notion of autonomy prevented
Tanpınar from seeing the scars of history. He
is the writer of cultural continuity: The writer
of the moment when Eurydice is “called back
through the gates of the Hereafter,” not when
she is lost in the shadows. The writer of the
moment when writing “smashes the fate of
death,” not when it stands helpless in the face
of death. Not the writer of Eurydice’s radical otherness, of the unbridgeable distance
between writer and muse, but of the identity of
Orpheus and Eurydice: “In reality the lyre and
Eurydice are one.”

59

Let us not be unfair: What Tanpınar named
“the Orpheus complex,” the recalling of what is
lost through the power of art, is truly a disquieting experience. It can’t be said that Tanpınar
was a complete stranger to “absence.” In
19th-Century Turkish Literature, he writes that
no Orpheus has been fated to draw Eurydice
all the way back from death: “So as long as
the poet chases that dream, he will see absence
laughing bitterly in its place.” The first signs
in Turkish of a modernism that sees that the
past is really past, that knows that art is nourished less by the past itself than by the emptiness it has left behind, are found in Tanpınar.
The Tanpınar of “we remember in vain these
things that never happened,” the Tanpınar of
“it cannot be resurrected”: “No, what I seek is
not them or their time. It is the feeling aroused
in us by their absence, the absence itself, that
they left behind and which draws us to them.”
The first signs, I said. Because in order to be
able to see the thing hollowed out of the story
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as an absence, one must look not at Orpheus,
pushing on the gates of the Hereafter, but at
the one who returns empty-handed from those
gates. One must look not to Tanpınar, who took
refuge in crafted sentences and took the perfection of language as his home, but to the later
moderns who saw that they could not master
words: Vüs’at O. Bener, who said that literature
could be an “empty exaltation,” who spoke of
turning to stone and falling silent like Mother
Cybele (in Bay Muannit Sahtegi / Mr Muannit
Sahtegi), who began erasing his sentences even
as he wrote them. Because there is death I must
tell the story, must rescue those dead and gone
from being forgotten; but why, since the dead
are dead? Since they cannot hear, what does it
matter? This from “Delirium” (in The Trap):
“That which is lived stays lived. The dead cannot be resurrected.” And this from “Monopoly
Fire” (Black and White): “Shall I explain?
What good would it do? My mother and father
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are in each other’s arms, asleep in Cebeci Asrî
Graveyard.”
Let us think here of Bilge Karasu as well.
Writing comes after death in his The Garden of
Departed Cats. The loved one has been lost, and
it is now the task of the survivor to construct
a story: “He died in my arms. What use is it
to live, now that he is gone?” In that same sentence, do we not hear this also: He died in my
arms. What good is it to write, now that he is
gone? From Oğuz Atay’s “Letter to My Father”:
“What use is a letter written to you without
you?” Since it will not reach you, why write it?
To “turn to stone and fall silent” is not Oğuz
Atay’s style. On the contrary, he is one of the
talkiest writers in Turkish. But with Atay also,
one has to look not at the hand that writes, but
at the hand that stops writing. It is Atay who
produced an abundance of words only to erase
them, who created Turkish’s “Nile of language”
so as to be rid of the absence at the center of
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narrative.41 In Atay’s The Unrooted, Selim has
left without telling his story; now Turgut would
tell his story, but since Selim is not alive, he
will never be able to tell it. “Without you, how
am I supposed to learn about you?” How can
Selim be described without making his death
into a pedantic research topic (“Selimology”),
without making the reality that stunted his life
(“unrootedness”) a source of meaning for others? How, without producing a literature of the
unrooted from someone who could not take
hold in this world?

41 Benjamin described Proust’s endless sentences
as “the Nile of language.” Proust used the galleys sent
by his publisher to continue to add new things instead
of correcting typographical errors; he kept “the laws of
remembrance” operative even while the work was on
the way to be typeset. According to Benjamin, what The
Remembrance of Things Past did so breathlessly was to
try to complete “the incurable imperfection in the very
essence of the present moment.” “The Image of Proust,”
in Illuminations, Harry Zohn, trans., Hannah Arendt, ed.
(New York: Schocken 1968), pp. 201, 203.
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We have all experienced it when memorializing loved ones who are no longer alive. The
halo around their absence wounds us, but
remembering them is painful also. For them
to be forgotten is devastating, but to speak of
them wounds us also. We sense that we are
tainting those who cannot defend themselves
with the swarm of this world, with the falsity
that creeps into our own sentences. Words are
lacking, or too much. Before Atay, who said, “I
have come here to speak,” who tried to close
with words “the gap large as life,” who wanted
to put into words all the experiences that had
until that day gone unexpressed, and then
springs up as another Atay who says, “I am
taking back everything I have said so far, if only
I could forget how to talk as well,” who insists,
“I want to go from door to door and take back
what I have said,” who realizes that words turn
into hollow forms the moment they come out
of his mouth. From Fifth Song in The Unrooted:
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“They can’t tell what can’t be told.” And right
afterwards: “One must tell.”
Ayhan Geçgin has a story in A Dersim Tale:
“The History of a Disaster.”42 One of the two
characters in the story does not believe in the
restorative power of words; language “is not a
gift, it is like a cunning trick people play. […]
Who now can repair anything, what can they
repair, and how?” He does not lack the desire
to speak, but something not quite discernable
makes “words useless, dead, alien, the moment
they come out of one’s mouth. […] You say this
is not language, it’s a chattering muteness.” The
title of the story seems intended to emphasize
that the expectations aroused in the reader will
not be fulfilled. The story of disaster cannot be
told because those who lived through it are no
longer alive: “They are dead, they are dead, and
maybe those who really must speak died long
42 Bir Dersim Hikâyesi, Murathan Mungan, ed. (Istanbul:
Metis Yayıncılık 2012), pp. 26–33.
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ago. In order for those who are alive to begin
to be able to speak, maybe the dead must speak
first. Now you begin to understand the idea of
Resurrection Day. The trumpet must be blown
twice. Earth and sky must be jammed together,
the dead and the living must come face to face.
Maybe only after that will things be able to
settle in their right place again, the boundary
between the dead and the living can be set up
again, and maybe begin again.”
We are in the environs of Coetzee now.
“These are terrible sights,” Elizabeth was saying in Age of Iron, “They are to be condemned.
But I cannot denounce them in other people’s
words. I must find my own words, from myself.
Otherwise it is not the truth.” And right afterwards: “To speak of this… you would need the
tongue of a god.”43

We are also near Blanchot, who was saying
that writing is “the language of a world without
gods.” It was once the language of the gods, and
is now the language of a world where there are
no gods, where the absence of the gods speaks.
A language that acts as if the absence of the
gods, too, has become absent with time, as if
there were no absence in it.44
In Elizabeth Costello, the writer Costello
begins her speech at an academic conference
like this: “Between 1942 and 1945 several million people were put to death in the concentration camps of the Third Reich: at Treblinka
alone more than a million and a half, perhaps
as many as three million. These are numbers
that numb the mind. We have only one death
of our own; we can comprehend the deaths of
others only one at a time.”45

43 J. M. Coetzee, Age of Iron (London: Secker and
Warburg 1990), p. 91.

44
45
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The Space of Literature, p. 218.
Elizabeth Costello, p. 144.
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And there are the deaths of our loved ones.
We will understand if we can think of other
people’s deaths, each one, as the death of someone close to us. It is said that in Coetzee’s novels, social reckonings are worked through by
means of personal reckonings. But if the contrary is the case? If personal sufferings are
worked through by means of social sufferings? It is impossible to know where personal
mourning ends and social mourning begins. I
said that The Master of Petersburg was written
after Apartheid. Maybe now I should add that
Coetzee’s own son, a few years before the novel
was published, lost his life at the same age as
Pavel, by falling from a height.
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8
At the beginning of Waiting for the Barbarians
we saw the magistrate as he gathered up wooden
slips left over from the times before the Empire.
He wants to illuminate the truth. But he does
not know if in the writing on the slips a circle
stands for the sun, a triangle for a woman, a
wave for a lake, or if a circle merely stands for
a circle, a triangle for a triangle, and a wave for
wave. He does not even know if this writing in
the hand of a stranger who has died long ago is
read from right to left or left to right. “How will
I ever know? By burrowing like a rabbit? Will
the characters on the slips one day tell me?” If
he puts his ear to the ground and listens carefully, will he get a sign that those lying under
his feet are more than sand, rust, ash and the
dust of bones?
No sign arrives. Near the end of the novel,
we learn that the magistrate himself has prepared a slip, a brief history of the Empire that
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future generations will discover under the
town walls. But when he begins to write, what
emerges is not a brief history of the Empire but
rather the “devious, equivocal, reprehensible”
messages of a civil servant with literary ambitions. In the end the magistrate wraps the slips
in an oilcloth and buries them back where he
found them under the walls. He gives up on
writing the history: His lantern will not be able
to illuminate the truth.
Benjamin was saying that the storyteller
had lost his ability to make his story part of
natural history. At the end of Waiting for the
Barbarians the magistrate thinks of history
also. Empire has replaced “the smooth recurrent spinning time of the cycle of the seasons”
with historical time, created a disaster time in
which “for us to live in time like fish in water,
like birds in air, like children” is impossible:
“I think: ‘I wanted to live outside history. I
wanted to live outside the history that Empire
imposes on its subjects, even its lost subjects.
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I never wished it for the barbarians that they
should have the history of Empire laid upon
them.’” The magistrate wants to make up for
what has happened, but the lantern he holds
up is the lantern of history. As long as there is
an Empire, he is likely the worst person among
the people of the town to write a history.
But what separates Coetzee from his contemporaries’ renunciation—the storytellers
who renounce the writing of history, since
events can never be illuminated precisely, who
renounce recording the absence at the center
of the story, since it can never be filled—must
be sought precisely here. In Coetzee the question, “And the truth?” is never erased. For the
narrator to reflect upon his or her own historical-linguistic contingency does not mean to
renounce the search for truth. Maybe another
time, another lantern: “Perhaps by the end of
the winter… when hunger truly bites us, when
we are cold and starving, or when the barbarian
is truly at the gate, perhaps then I will abandon
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the locutions of a civil servant with literary
ambitions and begin to tell the truth.”46 And in
Disgrace there is what Lucy said to David Lurie:
“In another time, in another place it might be
held to be a public matter. But in this place, at
this time, it is not.” Not today, not here, not
you and me: “I wish I could explain. But I can’t.
Because of who you are and who I am, I can’t.”47
There is a similar core in Foe. Susan Barton’s
“bridge of words” goes nowhere; Friday remains
a silent prisoner within Barton’s story. But the
novel’s end differs. In the end, Coetzee surrenders the narrative to an unknown narrator. In
the final pages, we understand: “Reality” itself
has sunk in a shipwreck to the bottom of the
sea along with Barton’s notes. Now this new
narrator will dive down to the wreck and try
to make the roar buried inside Friday’s mouth
46 Waiting for the Barbarians, pp. 23, 24, 205, 206, 177,
205, 206.
47 J. M. Coetzee, Disgrace (New York: Penguin 2000), pp.
112, 155.
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speak: “To make Friday’s silence speak is the
work of the writer. But who will dive into the
wreck?”
It is one of the most hopeful, yet bitterest
endings to be found in Coetzee: “His mouth
opens. From inside him comes a slow stream,
without breath, without interruption. It flows
up through his body and out upon me; it passes
through the cabin, through the wreck; washing the cliffs and shores of the island, it runs
northward and southward to the ends of the
earth. Soft and cold, dark and unending, it
beats against my eyelids, against the skin of my
face.”48

48 J. M. Coetzee, Foe (London: Penguin 1986), pp. 60, 142,
157.
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9
Beckett, Dostoevsky and Kafka bequeathed
Coetzee as many great problems as they did
powerful works. In his essay “Beckett and the
Temptations of Style,” which he wrote in the
early 1970s, he mentions that Beckett repudiated style (a Flaubertian “religion of style”) as
“a consolation, a redemption.”49 Even Beckett’s
beginning to write in French was in order to
escape the metaphorical burden of English.
Where the problem begins to stir: Beckett’s
desire to cancel style opened the way to stylization in his late period works. While pushing
the narrative to “Nothingness,” Beckett creates
a writing made of miniature mechanisms for
switching themselves off, an empty style all by
itself. Beckett’s is an art of zero—but an art of
zero that proves the impossibility of an art of

zero. As long as there is the movement of pen
over paper, words lined up under a title with a
publisher’s name underneath, it is impossible
to escape style.
The second important essay is on Dostoevsky: “Confession and Double Thoughts.”
There Coetzee debates the infinity of confession, taking off from Tolstoy’s Kreutzer
Sonata, Rousseau’s Confessions, Dostoevsky’s
Notes from Underground in particular, “At
Tikhon’s” (Demons), and Ippolit’s “Explanation”
(The Idiot).50 A “double thought” (in the
words of The Idiot’s Myshkin) always accompanies the desire to confess; second, third,
and fourth thoughts seep into the consciousness that seeks the truth of itself, and efforts
to fool oneself, impress others, and profit from
confession, mix in with the truthful search, in
which case the confession itself must make

49 “Beckett and the Temptations of Style,” in Doubling,
pp. 43–49.

50 “Confession and Double Thoughts: Tolstoy, Rousseau,
Dostoevsky,” ibid., pp. 251–93.
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a confession. Stavrogin does this in Demons.
At first glance, we have before us a man with
a guilty conscience who wants to confess the
crime he committed against a girl. Bishop
Tikhon reminds us of the second possibility:
Presenting himself as a great sinner, Stavrogin
is turning his confession into a spectacle, playing an arrogant, mocking, cynical “Byronic
hero” who feeds off his crime as he confesses
it. According to Coetzee, Dostoevsky’s confession narratives are each one research into the
double binds of secular confession. True confession in Dostoevsky does not come from the
sterile monologue of the self with its own selfdoubt, but from faith, the desire to be forgiven,
and grace.51
In a later interview,52 Coetzee says that two
different voices contend in “Confession and
51 “Grace” is an important term in Coetzee’s vocabulary.
The title of his novel Disgrace is produced from the addition
of the negative prefix.
52 “Interview,” Doubling, p. 392.
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Double Thoughts.” One is the person he was
then, and maybe still is today. He was saying
that there is no final truth a person has about
him or herself, and there is no point in trying
to reach it; there will always remain a blind
spot—cynical Coetzee. The other is the person one wants to be, or is feeling one’s way
toward—the Coetzee who thinks the absence
of “grace” must somehow be filled in the secular world. When he is asked what he thinks
about criticisms of his work as “allegorized
theory” (he is reminded of the traces of deconstruction in early novels such as Michael K,
Waiting for the Barbarians, and Foe), he says he
does not have the philosophical equipment to
rethink Dostoevsky in Derridean terms. But he
adds that it would interest him more to rethink
Derrida in Dostoevskian terms.53 If Tikhon is
completely erased from writing’s horizon, if we
give up completely on the search for a secular
53

Doubling, pp. 245–246.
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grace, he seems to say, thought will be nothing
but a mechanism that turns itself off, a destructive commentary that unravels itself, “endless
confessions” calibrated to give themselves
away.
The Coetzee novel was born in the conflict
between an unstoppable rhythm of doubt and
the search for truth. From modern linguistics
he learned that language is not an innocent
vehicle, from modernist literature, that writing must face its own illusions, and from poststructuralist thought, that writing is obliged
to reflect upon its own conditions. In White
Writing (1988) he says that modernism taught
us to read “the concealed, the dark, the buried,
the feminine; the others”; but he also learned
from modernism that writing must not appropriate those others.54 He says he was “sympathetic to the human concerns of the left,” but

“alienated, when the crunch comes, by its language—by all political language, in fact,” and
ill at ease with ideas based on absolute premises.55 Coetzee seems to read the truisms of the
left with modernist doubt, then look back and
test that doubt in a climate of disaster. Human
beings have been tortured with these words; in
order to use those words, I must first inform on
them. But let’s say I have done so; will that bring
me to the truth? In the age of disaster in which
I live, how will I prevent language from being
destroyed in a quarrel with itself? Can I establish the bond between modernism’s technique
of trouble and the search for truth? What must
I do so that language may stretch beyond itself?
The path from Coetzee to Kafka passes
through here. Kafka hinted what it might be
like “to think outside one’s own language,”
even “outside language itself.”56 Michael K is

54 White Writing: On the Culture of Letters in South Africa
(London: Yale University Press 1988), p. 81.

55
56
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“Interview,” Doubling, p. 394.
Doubling, p. 198.

79

by its title always registered in the universe of
Kafka. In “Time, Tense and Aspect in Kafka’s
‘The Burrow’” (1981), which Coetzee published
two years before the novel, he analyzes Kafka’s
creation in “The Burrow” of the upside-down
sense of time underground. K’s story is similar. Reminiscent of a mole “that does not tell
stories because it lives in silence,” K struggles
to live in a menacing present time where no
instant is connected to another. Without tumbling into a cauldron of history that acquires
its meaning through the concept of victory,
remaining outside the “currents of time swirling and eddying all about us, on the battlefields and in the military headquarters, in the
factories and on the streets, in boardrooms and
cabinet chambers,” resisting efforts at reform,
observing the seasons, K sets up a refuge for
himself underground. While everyone wants
him to have a story about how he bore the
destruction (“Well then, talk, make your voice
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heard, tell your story!”), he avoids all stories as
much as he does all camps.57
Is it possible that Coetzee thought of his
own writing in similar terms? Without being
under lock and key, without a guard at the door,
can writing bring itself into being in the age of
destruction as a continuous line of flight? In
a world made up of camps, can it live without
compromise, yet without becoming an object
of charity? In a world where “they have camps
for children whose parents run away, camps for
people who kick and foam at the mouth, camps
for people with big heads and people with little
heads, camps for people with no visible means
of support, camps for people chased off the land,
camps for people they find living in storm-water drains, camps for street girls, camps for people who can’t add two and two, camps for people who forget their papers at home, camps for
57 J. M. Coetzee, The Life and Times of Michael K (Penguin
1983), pp. 437, 387, 343.
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people who live in the mountains and blow up
bridges in the night,” can it stay alive without
making a camp story of itself? Can it live as a
No buried within itself, can it make a temporary home for itself underground, outside of
historical time?58
It cannot be said that the answer is a
resounding Yes. These sentences are also
from Michael K: “Always, when he tried to
explain himself to himself, there remained a
gap, a hole, a darkness before which his understanding baulked, into which it was useless to
pour words. The words were eaten up, the gap
remained. His was always a story with a hole in
it: a wrong story, always wrong.”59

58
59
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Ibid., p. 439.
Ibid., pp. 271–272.

10
Shame has been one of Coetzee’s basic themes
from the beginning. “I remember the uneasy
shame I felt on days like that,” says the magistrate in Waiting for the Barbarians, “I would
leave the courtroom and return to my apartment and sit in the rocking-chair in the dark
all evening, without appetite, until it was time
to go to bed. ‘When some men suffer unjustly,’
I said to myself, ‘it is the fate of those who witness their suffering to suffer the shame of it.’”60
In Age of Iron, Elizabeth Curren finds herself in a “condition of shame” due to a crime
committed long ago. She had not wanted to be
made a partner to the crime, but the crime was
committed in her name: “A crime was committed long ago. […] So long ago that I was born
into it. It is part of my inheritance. It is part of
me, I am part of it. Like every crime it had its
60

Waiting, p. 185.
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price. That price, I used to think, would have
to be paid in shame.” Because of Apartheid,
Curren’s daughter has left South Africa, never
to return. Elizabeth has cancer and is on her
own: “That price, I used to think, would have
to be paid in shame: in a life of shame and a
shameful death, unlamented, in an obscure
corner. I accepted that.”61 One of the sections
of Diary of a Bad Year is titled “On National
Shame.” Disgrace comes between the two. It
is the story of David Lurie, who has caused
the university administration to start a sexual harassment investigation into him after a
female student of his makes a complaint. The
story of David who, in post-Apartheid South
Africa, moves step by step away from his role as
a Byronic hero who rejects being judged by the
values of society, away from his role as a professor of “modern languages,” to become a caretaker at a veterinary clinic in the Eastern Cape.
61
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Iron, p. 149.

In Waiting for the Barbarians, the magistrate finds corpses that aren’t buried properly,
“lying just any old how, on top of each other,”
the foreman tells him.62 Coetzee returns to
the dead once more in Disgrace. David’s job
at the clinic is to stand next to sick, crippled,
unwanted dogs while they are put to sleep
by injection. When the dogs are dead, so that
their corpses should not sit in the stinking garbage bins together with waste from the tannery and the hospital, so that their dead limbs
should not be caught in the steel bars of the
trolley, so that the workmen at the incinerator
should not beat their legs with shovels, so that
the dogs should not be humiliated once again
after death, he has taken over the job of incinerating them himself. Benjamin said, “Even
the dead will not be safe from the enemy if he
is victorious.” Does writing try to keep those
who are gone from being defeated once more?
62

Waiting, p. 197.
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David Lurie is also a writer. But after what has
happened in post-Apartheid South Africa, the
language once confidently used has crumbled,
“eaten from the inside as if by termites”: “How,
he thinks to himself, can a man in this state
find words, find music that will bring back the
dead?”63
Coetzee is not a writer to have suffering confront pleasure. Nor is he a writer who
thinks that a person can be absolved of past
sins through atonement, that destruction can
be compensated in that way. In this sense he
diverges from Dostoevsky. Yet there is something that ties him to the author of Demons.
Coetzee believes that in this age of destruction in which we are living, we will not be able
to escape shame if we cannot fill the place left
vacant by grace.
In Being and Nothingness, Sartre described
shame the example of someone watching us
63

86

Disgrace, pp. 129,156.

through a keyhole. Shame is what we feel when
we sense that someone sees us through a keyhole. Because someone has seen us through a
keyhole, we also see ourselves that way: A person is ashamed of his or herself before another.64 Coetzee’s “dark chamber” simile is on the
mark. It is shameful to pretend there is no dark
chamber; but a person is also ashamed to make
the dark chamber a source of invention. We
were ashamed to remain silent; but now we are
ashamed to speak. Adorno said there is something that makes a person ashamed when pain
of death is turned into an image and offered for
consumption to a world that destroyed the victims. The idea that he could have been chosen
to write about the death camps shamed Primo
Levi. And shame caught up with Coetzee right
in the midst of the effort at compensation, as he

64 Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness: A Phenomenological Essay on Ontology, Hazel E. Barnes, trans. (New
York: Washington Square Press 1993), pp. 262–277.
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wrote, because he wrote. Coetzee’s is not only
the shame of a writer enjoying the advantages
of the white minority. It is at the same time the
shame of answering disaster by writing about
it, of taking inspiration from the dark chamber, of owing his creativity to Apartheid. The
shame of writing with an authority not derived
from “the invisible,” an authority that could
not be derived from it anyway. The shame of
describing what destroyed the capacity of others to describe, of telling when others cannot,
of telling what one has not really been witness
to. The shame of having the unfreedom that
took the lives of others come back to one as a
prize: “How does it come about that someone
who not only comes from but also lives in so
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notably unfree a country as my own is honored
with a prize for freedom?”65
Now we can return to The Master of
Petersburg. Dostoevsky’s shame at putting
together scenes for his new novel when he
wanted to be his son’s echo in this world: “He is
aware, even as it unfolds, that this is a passage
he will not forget and may even one day rework
into his writing. A certain shame passes over
him, but it is superficial and transitory. First in
his writing and now in his life, shame seems to
have lost its power, its place taken by a blank
and amoral passivity that shrinks from no
extreme. It is as if, out of the corner of an eye,

65 Timothy Bewes says that in Coetzee’s work shame
emerges as a manifestation literature’s inadequacy, its
impossibility, even obscenity as a response to Apartheid.
Apartheid is not just the subject of Coetzee’s work; it is
also the condition making it possible. “How is it possible
to write conscientiously while also acknowledging the
complicity of one’s writing in the conditions one hopes to
bring to an end?” The Event of Postcolonial Shame (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press 2011), pp. 137–139.
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he can see clouds advancing on him with terrific speed, storm clouds. Whatever stands in
their path will be swept away. With dread, but
with excitement too, he waits for the storm to
break.”66
The gathering storm is one of the epileptic fits that shook Dostoevsky all his life long.
At the same time, it is the storm of Demons,
which swept away all in its path. But once the
“immoral indifference” of writing withdraws,
shame returns. The shame of Dostoevsky, who
departs Pavel’s dark room with Demons. The
shame of Coetzee, who leaves his own labor of
mourning with The Master of Petersburg. The
price the writer must pay: “I pay and I sell: that
is my life. Sell my life, see the lives of those
around me… I sold Pavel alive and now will sell
the Pavel inside me.” The life of a writer: “A life
without honour; treachery without limit; confession without end.”
66
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Mallarmé said it once: “Everything in
the world exists in order to end in a book.” If
there is to be shame for thinking that disaster
exists in order to end in a book, Coetzee is one
of the few writers of his time to take this on.
Comfortless stories from the hand of a storyteller who did not forget he was a “survivor.”

Master, p. 24.
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11
Coetzee returns to Orpheus one last time in
Diary of a Bad Year. But now he is speaking of
Eurydice, not Orpheus: “The story of Eurydice
has been misunderstood. What the story is
about is the solitariness of death. Eurydice is
in hell in her grave-clothes. She believes that
Orpheus loves her enough to come and save
her. And indeed Orpheus comes. But in the end
the love Orpheus feels is not strong enough.
Orpheus leaves his beloved behind and returns
to his own life.”
We resurrect again and again in our inner
worlds those who die and leave us. We give them
permission to lay hands on us and oppress us.
There is nothing to take the place of that which
has somehow never been performed, of those
words that have never been uttered. Then, in order to go on living, it is we who kill her this time.
It is like that when writing too. Writing
is confronted by an Orpheus double bind.
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One must tell, but it cannot be told. Orpheus
enters the land of the dead as an enchanter;
when he comes back up, he is a poet. In poetry
Eurydice has already been lost. Orpheus
looks at Eurydice; but Eurydice’s eyes are like
“dark pools.” The image is like a cadaver, said
Blanchot: “The return of the one who will not
return.” By the time its light reaches us, the star
has long since burned out. To not appropriate
“the share of absence,” to preserve “the core of
silence” in writing, is an ethic of form. Writing
respects Eurydice by saying that Eurydice is no
more—not by saying she is immortal.67

67 I take the phrase “the share of absence” from Orhan
Koçak’s essay in his book of the same title. It ends: “Death
can be spoken of, but only while living. Those who say
they love silence have already broken it.” “Yokluğun Payı,”
Defter, No. 6, Oct.–Nov. 1988. “The core of silence” is from
Terry Eagleton: “One must speak while preserving in one’s
words a core of silence, in homage to the millions whose
tongues have been stilled.” London Review of Books, vol. 30,
No. 12, 19 June 2008.
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“Now, one should tear this up, accept that
the sun has set and start writing again,” Bilge
Karasu was saying. “Writing speaks of itself; it
destroys what it does not say. And, as a middle way, it can suggest what it has destroyed.
What it suggests is not ‘there,’ but it is not ‘not
there’ either. Writing’s twilight can be very
productive.”68
We must finish with Literature and
Disaster. Nichanian was saying that writers
are the only possible historians of disaster. But
not because he has seen that literature is strong
enough to tell of destruction. Nor because he
thinks that literature will be able to repair what
politics cannot. On the contrary, the single linguistic act “that experiences from within impotence and impossibility” is literature. “In its
68 The first quotation from Karasu is from “Çapavulun
Çattığı Çaparız,” Kısmet Büfesi (Istanbul: Metis 1991), p.
69; the second, from “‘Dostlarım Üzerine’ Diye Söze
Girişerek...” Ne Kitapsız Ne Kedisiz (Istanbul: Metis 1994), p.
70.
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confrontation with the Catastrophe, the failure
of literature is its only real success.”69 The only
possible testimony is to testify to the impossibility of testimony.
Are we all that far from Adorno? He was
saying that even a blossoming tree lies when
the shadow of terror falling on its bloom is
not felt: “There is no longer beauty or consolation except in the gaze falling on horror, withstanding it, and in unalleviated consciousness
of negativity holding fast to the possibility of
what is better.”70
Now, one should tear this up, accept that
the sun has risen and start writing again.

69
70

Marc Nichanian, Edebiyat ve Felaket, p. 156.
Moralia, p. 28.
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你不存在的話，我該怎樣了解你？

Without you, how am I supposed to learn about you?

