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Introduction
To write about psychoanalysis as poetry is risky; it might even be considered inappropriate, reckless and outright dangerous.
 To be clear, I do not intend to write about how psychoanalysis might be employed to interpret poetry, about how certain poets have taken inspiration from psychoanalysis, about the creative dialogue between psychoanalysts and poets, or about the healing power of poetry, but about how psychoanalytic theory and practice, and especially its Lacanian modality, is inflected and refracted by poetry. My argument is that in the Lacanian tradition, the psychoanalyst is expected to embrace the richly evocative playfulness of the ars poetica, which celebrates the polyphonic musicality of language whilst simultaneously adhering to specific formal structures and metrical patterns, in order to stay attuned to the uniquely human subjective truth from which the discipline derives its raison d’être.
Developing such an argument appears to be in flagrant violation of Freud’s lifelong aspiration to secure the formal recognition of psychoanalysis as a proper science. In fact, it may even be perceived as jeopardizing contemporary attempts at rehabilitating the clinical practice of psychoanalysis as an effective, evidence-based treatment for various mental health problems. It  will, no doubt, also play into the hands of all those who have been claiming for years that psychoanalysis firmly belongs in the arts and humanities, and that psychoanalysts (Freud included) are first and foremost creative writers, argonauts of the literary mind, dreamers with an eye for a show. 
The danger is not imaginary: in fact, the risk is real. Nevertheless, it is my conviction that by ignoring the poetic dimension of their work, psychoanalysts stand to lose more than risking their scientific credibility or undermining their professional legitimacy. In failing to appreciate how much their discipline owes to literary craft and poetic artistry, they risk rendering psychoanalysis soulless. Moreover, to acknowledge the poetic quality of psychoanalysis does not de facto imply that the discipline becomes completely devoid of scientific respectability. Even scientists bent on rigorous empirical verification occasionally admit that science and poetry are not strictly incompatible, that science contains poetic elements, and that unverified ‘poetic’ theories may over time become validated scientific principles.

Lacan’s new signifier
On 17 May 1977, at the very end of his 24th public seminar, which was delivered under the rather bizarre title of L’insu que sait de l’une-bévue s’aile à mourre, Lacan disclosed to his audience that he did not consider himself to be enough of a poet, to be ‘poet-enough’. In the only version of this session of the seminar that is currently available in an official format, Lacan’s sentences are rendered as: “Je ne suis pas assez poète. Je ne suis pas poâte-assez” (I am not enough of a poet. I am not poâte-enough).
 Other, unofficial transcripts of the seminar mention the sentences in a number of alternative forms: “Je ne suis pas assez poîte. Je ne suis pas poâte-assez”, “Je ne suis pas assez poâte. Je ne suis pas poâtassé”, “Je ne suis pas assez pohâte. Je ne suis pas pohâtassé”, “Je ne suis pas assez pouate. Je ne suis pas pouate assez.” The main reason as to why there are so many different textual versions of Lacan’s words is that his pronunciation of the French word poète (poet) was distinctly odd, so much so that the sound of his signifier does not really allow for a single transcription that would do full justice to its composite sonority and strange resonances.
 Phonetically, the signifier is pronounced by Lacan as pwat, which does not correspond to a single common word in French. Any transcription of Lacan’s words, any reduction of the signifier to the letter, thus narrows down the semantic spectrum to one or more options, or indeed to a single neologism. In a sense, the issue of capturing meaning through writing, here, is the opposite of what is required with James Joyce’s Finnegans Wake, in which the writing requires the signifier for the text to become meaningful and legible. The most famous example of this, which Lacan quoted in his 1975 lecture on Joyce, is no doubt Joyce’s sentence “Who ails tongue coddeau, aspace of dumbillsilly”, which needs to be verbalised, in French, as “Où est ton cadeau espèce d’imbécile” (Where’s your present, you imbecile?), for it to become comprehensible.
 However, Lacan’s signifier pwat definitely deserves more detailed exploration, if only because he repeated it no less than ten times in the space of a few minutes, whilst his concurrent admission of failure—“I am not enough of a poet”—is also very evocative.

What are we to make of Lacan’s signifier, then? In 1923, the French poet and essayist Léon-Paul Fargue published a small collection of short, humorous poems entitled Ludions (Cartesian water devils), which were subsequently set to music by his friend Erik Satie. The shortest of the poems was entitled Air du poète (Poet’s Tune). In it, Fargue played on the near homophony between the French word for poetry (poésie) and the French name of Papua New Guinea (Papouasie-Nouvelle-Guinée), in order to mock poor, mediocre, and silly poetry, whilst the form of this critique was clearly poetic:

Air du poète

Au pays de Papouasie

J’ai caressé la Pouasie…
La grâce que je vous souhaite

C’est de n’être pas Papouète.


Poet’s Tune

In the land of Papua

I touched upon Papuatry
The grace I wish to you

Is that you are not a Papoet

Lacan was familiar with these verses, since he alluded to them in a ‘conversation’ (entretien) at the chapel of the Sainte-Anne Hospital in Paris on 6 January 1972.
 Exemplifying the lightheartedness (gaieté) with which he had always approached the foundations of psychoanalytic theory and practice, Lacan reminded his audience of a poem, by Antoine Tudal, that he had chosen as an epigraph for the third section of his 1953 ‘Rome Discourse’, and which he claimed to have culled from an almanac entitled Paris en l’an 2000 (Paris in the Year 2000):

Entre l’homme et l’amour,
Il y a la femme.

Entre l’homme et la femme,

Il y a un monde.

Entre l’homme et le monde,

Il y a un mur.

Between man and love,

There is woman.






Between man and woman,







There is a world.






Between man and the world,







There is a wall.
Thought-provoking as the content of these verses may be, as poetry they are of very poor quality. At Sainte-Anne, Lacan stated that they were “not lacking in talent”, but he nonetheless called them “poésie proverbiale” and “vers de mirliton”, i.e. what would be designated in English as doggerel.
 It is therefore no coincidence that Lacan alluded to Fargue’s  Air du poète in the context of a discussion of the style, tone and overall value of a mediocre poem taken from an almanac: “It’s a matter now of seeing what will come next. How can it be written? What will there be between man, that is, him the pouet [le pouète]—the pouet of Pouasie as dear Léon-Paul Fargue once said—and love”.
 In addition, Fargue’s Pouasie, and the sorry Papouète who produces it, reflect the poet’s own humorous take on the pejorative French word poâte. Although this word is archaic and rare, it refers to a flawed lyrical poet, a peddler of mediocre verses, in short a rhymester, versifier or poetaster, much like the inimitable William McGonagall or like the equally famous bard Cacofonix in the comic books of Asterix and Obelix, who terrorizes the little village of indomitable Gauls with his unbearable musical drivel.
 Lacan’s signifier at the end of Seminar XXIV may thus be rendered more judiciously in writing as “Je ne suis pas assez poâte. Je ne suis Papouète assez”.
 Or, in accordance with some of the paranomasias that appeared in Lacan’s paper ‘Lituraterre’—those familiar with the text will recall how he included the words papeludun (for pas-plus-d’un) and hun-en-peluce (for un-en-plus)—I would even suggest that the signifiers in the last sentence are rendered, here, as papouètassé.

Although it does not seem to make immediate sense, “Je ne suis papouètassé”, clearly incorporates an admission of failure—the failure being that Lacan considered himself to be not enough of a ‘mediocre poet’, of the kind that produces doggerel. Of course, this admission is in itself quite ambiguous. If Lacan lamented the fact that he was not enough of a mediocre poet, does this imply that he effectively regarded himself as  a highly accomplished poet? Or, does it merely mark his aspiration to be more of a mediocre poet, to become better and more prolific at producing mediocre poetry, and thus more successful at failing to be a good poet? If so, would not a successful attempt at ‘failing more’ still be a failure in its own right, despite the fact that the goal has been achieved? The paradox is similar to that of the student who is determined not to pass his exam: if he succeeds in failing, does this imply that he has properly failed or rather that he has been successful after all? Be that as it may, Lacan’s admission of failure (of insuccès) here, constitutes the point where he inscribes himself in the title of his own seminar—l’insu que sait (the knowing unknown) is homophonic in French with insuccès (failure). At this point, Lacan thus allows the title of his seminar to become a placeholder for his own position, as a practicing psychoanalyst and a teacher of psychoanalysis. The clearly discernable overtones of failure (dissatisfaction, disappointment and frustration) that characterize this last session of Lacan’s Seminar XXIV are also reminiscent of the pessimism that pervaded Freud’s late paper ‘Analysis Terminable and Interminable’, in which the founder of psychoanalysis designated his own invention as an impossible profession, with the small comfort that the same applies to education and government.

When Lacan confesses to ‘not being poetaster-enough’, the pronouncement is as intriguing as it is surprising, as puzzling as it is provocative. As is so often the case with the ‘later Lacan’, the statement is apodictic, declarative and assertive, rather than the logical outcome of a carefully constructed argument. If there is an argument to support and justify the point, we are left with the task of having to construct it for ourselves. In what follows, then, I will demonstrate that, despite its fanciful, frivolous character, ‘not being poetaster-enough’, reopens some fundamental issues concerning the ‘function of speech’ and the ‘field of language’ in psychoanalysis, and also raises important questions regarding the ‘function of interpretation’ and the ‘field of meaning’ in the direction of the treatment.
As a first approximation of this argument, it should be noted that Lacan’s lament occurred as part of a series of reflections on how psychoanalysis operates,  on the target, impact, and effect of psychoanalytic interpretations, and, more specifically, on how a psychoanalyst may escape spurious ‘effects of meaning’ each time the patient is being offered an interpretation. This in itself indicates how Lacan’s signifier papouètassé encapsulated a clinical and theoretical concern for the direction of the psychoanalytic treatment. It needs to be situated at the end of Lacan’s lifelong quest for a type of psychoanalytic interpretation that might avoid the clinical pitfalls of a patient’s being provided with additional, even alienating, sources of meaning. As he had already put it in Seminar VIII: “[B]y interpreting, you [as a psychoanalyst] give the subject something speech can feed on . . . Thus, every time you introduce metaphor . . . you remain on the very path that gives the [patient’s] symptom consistency. It is no doubt a more simplified symptom, but it is still a symptom, in relation, in any case, to the desire that must be brought out.”
 Whereas during the 1950s, Lacan had adhered to a conception of interpretation as decipherment, he had gradually come to the realisation that this hermeneutic, ‘meaning-generating’ approach merely replaced one system of meaning (the patient’s) with another (the analyst’s). As such, it did not succeed in moving beyond the boundaries of the symbolic network of signifiers in which the patient’s symptoms were embedded. This had brought him to the formulation of an alternative modality of psychoanalytic interpretation, focusing on oracular or apophantic interventions, such as enigmas and citations, which would have the advantage of being non-suggestive, of not adding new meaning to the patient’s discourse, and of reaching out towards what he called the Real—the point where all symbolization fails.

In Seminar XXIV, Lacan at one stage reminds his audience of his definition of the signifier: the signifier represents the subject for another signifier. Lacan emphasizes that the subject (despite considering himself to be God, especially in his ‘scientific’ pursuits) cannot actually justify why and how ‘signifier’ is being produced, and even less why and how this signifier represents him for another signifier.
 Yet, since all effects of meaning (effets de sens) have to pass through this process, it results in their being ‘blocked up’ (se bouchent), which effectively constitutes an impasse. If this sounds obscure, then we should no doubt assume, here, that the effects of meaning become blocked up, because these effects endlessly proliferate as ‘fictional’ corollaries of the symbolic, without ever succeeding in capturing the Real. Lacan continues by saying that man’s shrewdness (l’astuce de l’homme) is to stuff all of this—the inherent deadlock of the effects of meaning—with poetry, which remains in itself an effect of meaning (effet de sens), but also an effect of the hole (effet de trou). “It is only poetry,” he adds, “that allows for interpretation . . . That’s why in my technique I can no longer get it [interpretation] to hold up”.
 The point is that poetry does not just generate meaning, or that good poetry, apart from generating meaning, also makes space for meaning not to be reduced to one single strand of semantics. Put differently, any kind of meaning that is associated with (good) poetry is immediately undone by the fact that it should be balanced against other meanings, and against the musicality and the rhythm of language, so that poetry effectively creates a hole in the field of meaning, which allows for limitless semantic configurations and permutations to take place. In Lacan’s late conception of psychoanalytic interpretation, poetry thus becomes a staple of the analytic act, and psychoanalysts are being given the duty and responsibility to safeguard the poetic quality of their words, as new signifiers that do not immediately enter a known symbolic circuit, and whose meaning is therefore not instantly recognizable. Does this imply that the best analyst is also a good poet? Why did Lacan say, then, that he was not enough of a poetaster, and that he no longer managed to get interpretation to hold up? Why, at this point, would he have expressed a desire to be more mediocre at producing poetry?
A born poem
As I mentioned earlier, in conceding to being papouètassé, and thus admitting to his own failure, Lacan inscribed himself in the title of the seminar he was delivering, which was announced as a series of lessons on the failure of a blunder (l’insuccès de l’une-bévue), and which also conjured up the failure (and the knowing unknown) of the unconscious (l’insu que sait de l’Unbewußte).
 Who or what is failing here? And what is the status of this failure, if its object is always already in itself some type of failed (disrupted and disruptive) accomplishment, be it the unconscious or, indeed, mediocre poetry? What does it mean for Lacan to have been a failed poetaster?

In 1933, the budding psychoanalyst—he had started his training analysis with Rudolph Loewenstein just the year before—published a sonnet entitled “Hiatus Irrationalis” in the final (double) issue of the short-lived and largely forgotten surrealist journal Le Phare de Neuilly, which was edited at the time by Lise Deharme (née Anne-Marie Hirtz), the mysterious ‘lady with the sky-blue gloves’ in André Breton’s Nadja.
 The poem was dated August 1929, and would therefore have been composed around the time Lacan completed his clinical training in psychiatry at Gatian de Clérambault’s Infirmerie Spéciale de la Préfecture de Police, and just before he embarked on a new two-year internship at the Hôpital Henri-Rousselle, which was attached to the Sainte-Anne Hospital in Paris. A close reading of Lacan’s poem reveals that, in all likelihood, the inspiration for it came from Alexandre Koyré’s monumental 1929 treatise on the philosophy of Jakob Böhme—a German cordwainer cum Christian theologian and mystic, to whose theory of the ‘signature of things’ (signatura rerum) Lacan would later return on a regular basis—and that it also adopted the style of the French writer and poet Pierre Jean Jouve, who was married to the psychoanalyst Blanche Reverchon at the time.

Lacan does not seem to have referred to his youthful poetic production in any of his subsequent writings and seminars, despite the fact that its title as published, ‘Hiatus Irrationalis’, may very well be regarded as an early anticipation of his later concept of the Real.
 Insofar as the poem recalled Böhme’s theory of signatures, in which the German theologian posited that the signature supersedes the sign as the decisive and superior operator of knowledge, it could even be argued that in his poem, Lacan attempted to convey the significance of symbolic representations for the revelation of the true meaning of ‘things’—a project which would keep him busy for fifty odd years. However, I am not particularly concerned, here, with the intellectual and artistic sources that could have prompted Lacan to compose his poem, even less with the meaning and importance of the poem for Lacan’s subsequent theoretical and clinical trajectory. In a sense, the question that concerns me is much simpler, although no doubt much more difficult to answer than any question concerning sources of inspiration and intellectual significance. Was Lacan a good poet? Did he consider himself a good poet?
In the Summer of 1929, at the age of twenty-eight, Lacan wrote a poem which he sent to a dear friend yet which, for some reason, he did not decide to publish until four years later, and under a different title, when his psychiatric training was coming to an end, and his clinical training as a psychoanalyst had taken a start. In the Summer of 1929, at the age of twenty-eight, Lacan clearly believed he could be a poet, yet maybe not enough of a proper poet or too much of a mediocre poet (papouète) to push himself to release the poem into the public domain, only sending it to a friend and maybe sharing it with a loved one. In 1933, shortly after starting his analysis, when he submitted his poem to Le Phare de Neuilly, things had clearly changed, insofar as something prompted Lacan to stop keeping his poem to himself. He no longer considered himself enough of a mediocre poet, thought of himself as ‘not that bad a poet’ or ‘not bad poet enough’ (papouètassé) to publish his poem and expose it to external commentary and interpretation. Not being enough of a poetaster, not being poetaster enough is thus, one could say, what encouraged Lacan to submit his poem to Le Phare de Neuilly. Once Lacan was a poet, once he considered himself a poet—a good enough poet to share his poem with others, notably the discerning readership of a trendy surrealist magazine. Over and above his own considerations regarding the artistic value of his verses, the question could be raised as to whether Lacan’s poem actually constituted ‘good poetry’. What, for that matter, is good poetry? . When Lacan, in January 1972, referred to Antoine Tudal’s verses as doggerel, what  authorized him to make this claim? To all intents and purposes, Lacan’s ‘Hiatus Irrationalis’ is probably ‘not too bad’, inasmuch as it was composed in proper alexandrines, with consistent metrical structures, in accordance with the Petrarchan, lyrical form of the sonnet (four stanzas, including two quatrains and two tercets), with careful attention to the musicality of the words, and with a perfect tail rhyme that even included his own surname. Compared to, say, the verses of William McGonagall, Lacan’s poem is of a decent standard, but then again he was not a psychoanalyst yet, and he had not started bemoaning his failure to be a good poetaster.
Until a good ten years ago, I remained convinced that ‘Hiatus Irrationalis’ was the only ‘philosophical’ poem Lacan had ever committed to writing. Yet on the 30th of June 2006, I was privileged to attend a public auction at the sumptuous Hôtel Marcel Dassault on the Champs-Elysées in Paris, during which 117 graphic designs and unpublished manuscripts by Lacan were put up for sale. The owner of this extraordinary cache of papers was Jean-Michel Vappereau, a psychoanalyst and mathematician with whom Lacan had worked during the 1970s on various intricate elaborations of his infamous knot theory. Amongst the documents sold—this one for no less than €3,000—was an undated and untitled hologram of twenty-three lines, written in violet ink, with corrections by Lacan in black, and the caption “A lire après” (to be read afterwards).
 The opening lines of the text read as follows: “Comme je suis ‘né’ poème et papouète, je dirai que le plus court étant le meilleur, il se dit: ‘Etre où?’ Ce qui s’écrit de plus d’une façon, à l’occasion: étrou. Le refuser pour que l’étrou vaille…, tient le coup quoiqu’en suspens. C’est un poème signé: Là-quand…, parce que ça a l’air d’y répondre, naturel ment.” I shall hopefully be forgiven for not attempting a full translation of these lines here. Suffice it to say that the word étrou—although it exists in the dialect of the Anjou region in France, where it stands for an oarlock on the side of a rowing boat—does not correspond to any known French noun, and is another typically Lacanian paranomasia, in this case of the phrase ‘être où’ (being where), which in itself contains a critical allusion to the French rendition of Heidegger’s term Dasein (literally: being there), as ‘être-là’, in Rudolf Boehm and Alphonse de Waelhens’ seminal translation of the first section of Heidegger’s Sein und Zeit.

For all I know, Lacan never actually read this text at his seminar, nor anywhere else for that matter, despite his own reminder at the top of the page. Maybe he changed his mind about it, maybe he gave the text to Vappereau (intentionally or accidentally) before reading it out and then forgot about it, maybe it was not intended to be read in public in the first place, but rather at a more intimate, private and personal occasion.
 Whatever the circumstances may be, the text is important for at least two reasons. Firstly, Lacan’s use of the term ‘papouète’, here, indicates again that his wordplay on poète in the session of 17 May 1977 of his Seminar XXIV was not just a momentary flight of fancy, a sudden eruption of seemingly nonsensical lyricism, but indeed a deliberate evocation of the last line of Leon-Paul Fargue’s ‘Air du poète’, much like he had done at Sainte-Anne on 6 January 1972.
 We need to be careful, therefore, not to immediately ascribe the status of neologism to words used by Lacan that do not always make ‘immediate sense’, insofar as they are sometimes taken from specific literary sources (papouète) or the broader cultural realm of language (poâte). Secondly, in the unpublished manuscript which he gave to Jean-Michel Vappereau, Lacan describes himself not only as a papouète, but also, and quite crucially, as a poem: “… je suis “né” poème et papouète” (I am ‘born’ a poem and not poet). Lacan may have decided to give the poem to Vappereau in response to his collaborator’s own musings on poetry, mathematics and topology, or in order to invite critical comments and stimulate further reflection, or simply as a present which he later seemed to have forgotten about—echoing Joyce, one might say “Où est ton cadeau espèce d’imbécile? (Where’s your present, you imbecile?)—yet in the poem he also designates himself as a poem. The statement, here, echoes a paragraph from Lacan’s preface to the English edition of Seminar XI, which was dated 17 May 1976, roughly one week after Lacan delivered the last session of Seminar XXIII.
 In French, the paragraph reads: “Quelle hiérarchie pourrait lui [l’analyste] confirmer d’être analyste, lui en donner le tampon? Ce qu’un Cht me disait, c’est que je l’étais, né. Je répudie ce certificat: je ne suis pas un poète, mais un poème. Et qui s’écrit, malgré qu’il ait l’air d’être sujet.”
 In his official English translation of Seminar XI, Alan Sheridan renders these lines as: “What hierarchy could confirm him as an analyst, give him the rubber-stamp? A certificate tells me that I was born. I repudiate this certificate: I am not a poet but a poem. A poem that is being written, even if it looks like a subject.”
 Unfortunately, this translation is quite flawed in a number of places, and I would therefore suggest the following alternative: “Which hierarchy could confirm to him [the analyst] that he is an analyst, could give him the seal of approval for it? What a Northener told me is that I always was one, born as such. I repudiate this certificate: I am not a poet but a poem. And which is being written, despite the fact that it looks like being a subject.”
Needless to say, even in a more accurate translation, these sentences remain rather cryptic, and therefore warrant an explanatory paraphrase. In short, Lacan argued that the psychoanalyst can now be counted (as a new professional position) amongst those who provide treatment. Without Freud, the psychoanalyst would have had no social status, because Freud is the one who invented the name ‘psychoanalyst’. It is important for us to remember, here, that Lacan did not believe that anyone should be entitled to nominate someone as ‘psychoanalyst’. By way of an alternative, Lacan proposed that psychoanalysts derive their authorization qua analysts exclusively from their own analysis, and therefore from themselves, regardless of the fact that this may subsequently be confirmed by a specific body within an institutional hierarchy, such as a training committee.
 Disclosing how someone from up North had once told him that he was a ‘born analyst’, Lacan explicitly repudiated this kind of ‘certificate’ on the grounds that he did not consider himself to be a born poet, but rather a poem—and a poem that is being written for that matter, however much it may give the impression that it is a subject.

What could it possibly mean for Lacan to claim, here, that he was not a born analyst cum poet, but rather a born poem? And doesn’t this passage contradict the manuscript that ended up in the possession of Jean-Michel Vappereau, in which he wrote: “je suis “né” poème et papouète”? I think we need to read Lacan’s papouète from ‘A lire après’ as ‘pas poète’, and thus as born ‘not a poet’, or indeed as born ‘not a proper poet’—perhaps born a mediocre poet, or a poetaster, but definitely not a poet who is truly deserving of that name. Furthermore, it is important to recognize that the statement “je suis “né” poème et papouète” in the Vappereau manuscript is in itself part of a poem, which probably would have gone unrecognized were it not for the fact that, much like an epigraph, Lacan placed it at the beginning of his text—thus setting it apart not only graphically, but also stylistically and semantically from the rest—and also explicitly identified it as such: “C’est un poème. . .” (It’s a poem). Hence, the papouète as it appears in the untitled poem which opens the untitled manuscript is Lacan’s own poetic take on the ‘pas poète’, whereby he once again appropriated the word from Fargue’s Air du poète. Yet whereas in Fargue’s poem the Papouète is what the poet recognizes in exotic others, hoping that his reader will not commit any form of Pouasie, Lacan acknowledged the papouète in himself, which suggests that the untitled poem may not actually be a proper poem at all, or at least not a poem that is instantly recognizable, or even deserves to be recognized as such, and which may explain why Lacan felt the need to identify it as poetry himself. The matter is also made more complicated by the fact that we cannot reasonably assume that the “je” (the ‘I’) in “je suis “né” poème et papouète”, i.e. the subject of the statement, coincides with the enunciating, or in this case the writing subject, i.e. Lacan. The ‘I’ in the poem looks like it is, has the air of being the same subject as the one who writes the poem, yet one cannot be sure. We can only be sure that the poem is being written, or has been written, and that the subject is somewhere in the act of writing. What we cannot be sure of, is whether the subject is equally present in the written text. For this reason, and also because of Lacan’s own suggestion in the aforementioned paragraph of his introduction to the English edition of Seminar XI, and as a tribute to Léon-Paul Fargue, I propose to entitle the poem that features as the epigraph of the Vappereau manuscript as Air d’être sujet, which would then constitute, after ‘Hiatus Irrationalis’, a second ‘philosophical’ poem stemming from the pen of Jacques Lacan.

Air d’être sujet

Comme je suis ‘né’ poème et papouète, 

je dirai que le plus court étant le meilleur, il se dit: ‘Etre où?’ 

Ce qui s’écrit de plus d’une façon, à l’occasion: étrou. 

Le refuser pour que l’étrou vaille…, tient le coup quoiqu’en

suspens

Là-quand
Being Subject’s Tune

Since I am ‘born’ a poem and not poet,

I’ll say that the shortest is the best, and called: ‘Being where?’
Which can be written in more than one way, on occasion: outhole
To refuse it for the outhole to be valid . . ., is holding on although in
suspense

Là-quand

How are we supposed to interpret—in this poem, as well as in the distinctly unpoetic text of his introduction to the English edition of Seminar XI—Lacan’s admission that he was not a born analyst cum poet, but rather a born poem? To answer this question, we need to focus on Lacan’s signature, not so much the way in which he signed his letters in general, but on the peculiar play on the sound of his own name that he offered as a signature to the poem that from now on I will refer to as ‘Air d’être sujet’. The subject writing the poem was born as Jacques Lacan—as it happens, he was born as Jacques-Marie Lacan—or, in short, Lacan. This Lacan does not feel very strongly about being called a born poet, let alone a born analyst, yet he believes he is a born poem, because the name (the proper name) does not make ‘immediate sense’; it does not have an instantaneous “effet de sens”, and if it elicits interpretation, this ‘reading’ of the name will not contribute anything to a better understanding of it, let alone of the subject who carries it. This, for Lacan, is the key characteristic of (good) poetry: meaning is evacuated to the point where only ‘signification’ remains. Put differently, (good) poetry is poetry whose meaning is not immediately clear, whose words evoke both more and less than what they mean in common parlance, and which therefore requires interpretation, although without this interpretive act generating a single meaning, however much interpretation is being exercised.
 At that precise point, poetry coincides with the given name, the name one is given at birth. For if the given name is interpreted and recuperated within the symbolic structure of signifiers (as Lacan does by signing his poem Là-quand, i.e. literally ‘There-when’), this is a purely fictional attempt at ‘translation’, which has no bearing on the Real of the subject who is covered by this name.
In ‘Air d’être sujet’, it is written, then, that the shortest poem is the best, and that it is called: “Etre où” (Being where). This is followed by a wordplay, whereby the sound of “Etre où” is written down differently as étrou. It can be written in many different ways, the poem suggests, so étrou is but one amongst many options. Other alternatives may be êtreou, êtrou, or even untrou. Étrou does not mean anything as such in standard French, yet the preposition é generally refers to ‘taking out’, ‘extracting’, ‘allowing to be removed’, as in évacuer, évasion, or émigration etc. Were the verb to exist, étrouer could mean ‘carving out a hole’. The play on words, here, resonates with what Lacan had averred earlier in the final session of Seminar XXIV, namely that poetry constitutes an effect of the hole, un effet de trou.
Conclusion

Towards the end of his career, Lacan did not consider himself enough of a poetaster to ensure that his psychoanalytic interpretations would remain effective. I do not think that this confession should be interpreted as an unequivocal expression of regret, that is to say as Lacan merely wishing that he had been more of a bad poet. On the contrary, as we saw with ‘Hiatus Irrationalis’, and in a sense also with the poem he ‘donated’ to Jean-Michel Vappereau, probably some time during the Spring/Summer of 1976, the fact that he considered himself ‘not enough of a bad poet’ may have prompted him to share his verses with others, to release them into the public domain, or present them to a collaborator. Sharing a poem  implies that the author does not regard oneself bad enough to keep the work to themselves. In the act of giving (to Vappereau), the object of the gift (the poem) would have been de facto turned into a ‘good object’, especially if the gift-giving had occurred as an act of love—spontaneously, courageously and riskily, like the morra game (le jeu de la mourre)—and if it had been driven by the ‘failure/knowing unknown’ of the unconscious.
 Indeed, Lacan’s title of Seminar XXIV should be read, here, not as the unconscious having failed, but as failure (the knowing unknown) being the hallmark of the unconscious—of the unconscious being synonymous with failure, of failure being the name of the unconscious, and of this failure being the condition for love, in all its contingencies.
Bad poetry is poetry that does not require interpretation, because its meaning is obvious to anyone who reads it. Vice versa, the more the poetry is truly poetic, the more the interpretation will be challenging and limitless, to the point of it never resulting in any kind of fixed meaning. As Lacan said in Seminar XXIV, (good) poetry may have an effect of meaning, but it definitely also has a hole-effect, which implies that it does not provide the interpreter with any clear indication as to its signifieds, irrespective of the  seductive play of the signifier. As such, the most radical poem would be the one which brings its reader to the conclusion that interpretation is futile, that the meaning of the poem will never become clear, that the poem’s meaning is irrelevant compared to its other non-semantic aspects, i.e. its soundscape, its sonority, rhythm, metre, intonation, timbre, tempo and musicality. At that particular point, the poem is indeed reduced to the quality of a personal name (and so Lacan referred to himself as a born poem) which, although it can carry a meaning (Là quand; Je claque han!), is not to be read as a signifier representing the subject for another signifier, and thus generating effects of meaning.
What Lacan really complained about at the very end of his career, when he confessed to not being papouètassé, is that he had become too much of a professional bad poet. Partly owing to his public success, partly because of his firmly established reputation as a psychoanalyst, his words did not require interpretation anymore, because they had become saturated with meaning, so much so that as soon as he would say something his signifier would acquire a specific meaning. What Lacan complained about, as a teacher as well as a psychoanalyst, is that his words were no longer being questioned, probed, dismantled—neither by his audience nor by his patients. He had become the supreme interpreter of maladies, an intellectual sorcerer whose words served the exclusive purpose of turning nonsense into meaning, of making sense of gibberish, of unlocking hermetic seals. Paradoxically, this is precisely why he could claim that he no longer succeeded in making interpretation work. Lacan had spent his life looking for a psychoanalytic hermeneutics that would not just generate meaning, and here he felt trapped more than ever before in the realm of semantics. The upshot is that psychoanalytic interpretation should no longer be seen, here, as being situated exclusively on the side of the analyst. It is the analysand, as the recipient of the analyst’s words, whose primary task it should be (and for which the analyst should create the circumstances) to interpret, to decipher, to explore meaning, and to balance one meaning against another. At the very end of his career, Lacan was therefore working towards the invention and articulation of a new, truly poetic signifier for psychoanalysis, a signifier approximating the Real, which no longer carried any meaning, but which was pure sonority, pure invocation, a polyphonic soundscape of infinite resonance, in short a signifier of love. When Lacan considered the psychoanalyst’s interpretations as ‘amateur good poetry’, and ‘amateur good poetry’ as the means to generate interpretation on the side of the analysand, it is because he did not wish for the psychoanalyst to become stuck in a self-absorbed, arrogant process of deciphering. Rather than being solely interpreting, he wanted the analyst’s words to be interpreted in their own right. 

Of course, if good poetry invites interpretation, and interpretation is always a form of translation, this process is most likely to generate loss, insofar as it could never do justice to the original, all the less so as the poetry celebrates the polyphony of language in its play on rhythm, intonation, resonance etc. Something will always get lost in the act of interpretive translation. Yet what Lacan suggested in Seminar XXIV is for this loss itself to be elevated to the dignity of the Thing, for this Real to be regarded not as an obstacle, but as the most valuable, effective and productive element of the equation—one that is initiated and maintained by the analyst during the course of an analytic treatment.
 Poetry, as an interpretive act in Lacan’s late clinical paradigm, needs to be re-evaluated in relation to the end of the psychoanalytic experience, as the patient’s acceptance of the fundamental lack, loss and uncertainty that governs the human condition.

Finally, in Seminar XXIV, Lacan moved from a new exploration of topological figures such as the torus towards the ‘invention of a new signifier’, and thus from topology to poetics, with a view to advancing not just his own ‘linguis-tricks’, but rather what I would call an idiosyncratic conception of ‘topo-linguistrics’. This new outlook was designed to turn language inside out, to explore the elasticity of the symbolic structure, much like topology explores the plasticity of space. Poetry added art to the science of topology, and the new hybrid form of ‘topo-linguistrics’ was there to shake the foundations of all epistemic structures, including those of language itself. This might also explain why, in his seminar of 1977-78, Lacan moved towards psychoanalysis as a practice of babbling (une pratique de bavardage).
 Needless to say, the cardinal question Lacan leaves us with—and it is a question which is never fully articulated, but which permeates each and every corner of the later seminars—is that of psychoanalytic training. How does one train a born poem, how does one train someone to become better, or good enough, at being an amateur good poet? How does one avoid someone becoming too much of a professional bad poet?
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