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Psychoanalysis in Search of Itself:

Jacques Lacan, T. S. Eliot, and the Seductions of Modernism

Mario Beira and Dany Nobus

“l journeyed to London, to the timekept City,
Where the River flows, with foreign flotations.
There | was told: . . .” [et la suite]

T. S. Eliot, Choruses from ‘The Rock’!

Introduction

The argument underpinning this essay is relatively simple, although to the best of our
knowledge it has not been previously formulated as such in the literature on Lacanian
psychoanalysis, neither in its features and contours, nor in its repercussions. When,
during the Summer of 1953, Lacan set himself to work on the lengthy theoretical
position paper that was to have served as the focal point of discussion for the 16"
Conférence des psychanalystes de langues romanes, the acrimonious split that had
divided the French psychoanalytic community during the month of June prompted
him to recover the foundational principles of psychoanalysis by radically transforming

the way in which Freud’s brainchild had developed following his death. In 1953, Lacan



thus took advantage of an institutional crisis to change the face of contemporary
psychoanalysis, with the purpose of retrieving and reinstating its true value. We shall
never know what Lacan would have written if he had done so as a member of the
Société psychanalytique de Paris rather than the newly established Société franc¢aise
de psychanalyse, yet the content of his text is most likely to have been substantially
different, if only because he would not have experienced the same urge to expose his
colleagues’ numerous misconceptions of psychoanalytic theory and practice, even less
the need to outline a completely new programme for psychoanalysis. As Lacan himself
put it in the opening paragraph of his report: “The discourse that the reader will find
here warrants an introduction that provides some context. Because it bears its mark”.?

In trying to reclaim Freud’s original spirit of discovery by fundamentally
recalibrating the psychoanalytic doctrine of his day, Lacan adopted the same position
as the modernists during the first decades of the twentieth century. We will even go
so far as to propose that, in 1953, Lacan consciously embraced the modernist
revaluation of all sociocultural values, which had risen to prominence during the 1920s
as a reaction against the conventional celebration of realism, naturalism, and
rationalism, with a view to restoring what he considered to be the truth of Freud’s
invention. We are fully aware that this proposition may strike the reader as distinctly
bizarre or perhaps as outright paradoxical, for three main reasons. First, quite a few
prominent representatives of the modernist movement were highly critical of Freud’s
explanatory paradigm, especially in its applications to literature, because it was
brandished as reductionist and simplistic. For example, despite her unwavering
commitment to publishing English translations of Freud’s work via the home-run

Hogarth Press she had set up with her husband, Virginia Woolf did not hesitate to



distance herself from psychoanalysis as a dubious, flattening and vulgarising narrative,
which “is a patent key that opens every door” and therefore “simplifies rather than

73 Second, whereas Freud himself

complicates, detracts rather than enriches.
constructed his theories as much in close alliance with the major human cultural
accomplishments as through his private clinical encounters, there is no evidence that
he felt any affinity at all for the modernist movement. When, on 10 October 1921,
André Breton tried to convince Freud how surrealism would never have seen the light
of day without his revolutionary method of dream interpretation and various
psychoanalytic concepts, the Viennese conquistador of the unconscious remained
rather unimpressed by what the new French artistic group had to offer.* Third, some
of the psychoanalytic advances Lacan singled out for trenchant criticism in his 1953
report had to some extent been actively supported by Freud himself. The most
poignant example is the psychoanalytic approach that went by the name of ‘ego-
psychology’, whose principal champions were Heinz Hartmann, Ernst Kris, and
Rudolph Loewenstein, and which regarded the aim of the clinical process as a
strengthening of the patient’s ego.” This “tendency in psychoanalysis”, Lacan asserted,
which presents itself “under the heading of the theory of the ego or technique of the
analysis of defences”, “is diametrically opposed to Freudian experience”.® It is not
entirely clear what ‘Freudian experience’ means, in this case, yet Lacan seemingly
overlooked that in Chapter 6 of An Outline of Psycho-Analysis, Freud’s final expository
treatise, the founder of psychoanalysis himself had unequivocally asserted that the

psychoanalyst must first of all “strengthen the weakened ego” by expanding the

patient’s self-knowledge.” Clearly, this is not where Lacan situated the truth of Freud’s



doctrine, pace the fact that on the eve of his death Freud himself had ostensibly taken
his discoveries into the direction of ego-psychology.

Despite the fact that he rarely acknowledged it, Freud’s later model of the
human mind and its associated psychoanalytic technique did not strike Lacan as a
psychoanalytic outlook that was worth rescuing, because he effectively regarded it as
a deviation from the ground-breaking, ‘proto-modernist’ principles that animated
Freud’s early works. Influential as it may have been, insofar as Freud’s ‘second
topography’ (the distinction between the ego, the id, and the superego) had led to the
identification of the ego as the prime locus of psychic control, which could be
leveraged clinically for the purposes of enhancing the patient’s mental health qua
social adaptation, Lacan saw this development as the insidious re-emergence of an
illusory, ‘pre-modernist’ view on human subjectivity, which emphasizes self-
governance, personal autonomy, a life-affirming sovereignty, and a solid sense of
identity that is conditioned by an experience of selfhood over which human beings
have full control. The Freudian texts to which Lacan wanted to return were those in
which human consciousness was portrayed as fractured and dislodged by the
uncontrollable forces of the unconscious. In The Interpretation of Dreams, The
Psychopathology of Everyday Life, and Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious,
Lacan ascertained the true subversive power of Freud’s work, which he believed to be
already modernist in its depiction of a ruptured, alienated human mind that is forever
in a state of turmoil.® In this essay, we shall therefore argue that, in 1953, Lacan
espoused the modernist aspiration of rescuing the cultural values of creative
innovation and expression by totally reinventing them, in order to return a Freudian

apparatus that already integrated some of the key precepts of modernism itself. To



realise this project, the poetry of T. S. Eliot, and especially his 1922 poem “The Waste

Land”, was Lacan’s main guide.

Lacan Reads T. S. Eliot

As an artistic movement, modernism took root during the late 19" century and came
into its own during the first two decades of the 20" century, in part as a reflection of
how the human condition had changed in the wake of industrialisation, urbanisation,
and secularization. T. S. Eliot is typically seen as one of the principal advocates of the
modernist revolution in literature, although he was by no means the first to push the
boundaries of literary convention and to experiment with versification and
typography. Published in 1922, the same year as James Joyce’s Ulysses, Eliot’s “The
Waste Land” is generally regarded as his masterpiece and has become one of the
undisputed high points of literary modernism. Throughout all five of its sections, the
sprawling poem creatively combines diverse themes and notions, which speak not
only to the death of God in the modern world, but also to the disastrous effects of war
and the destabilising impact of industrialisation on the human life form. By contrast
with the Romantic poetry of the early and mid 19" century, Eliot’s poetic vision is
driven by disillusionment, despair, decay, tragic love, destructive lust, and inescapable
death. For all its apparently redeeming envoi of peace and tranquillity, the prevailing
sensation is one of bleak, hopeless and harrowing misery, against a desolate psychic
landscape of brooding, anxious anticipation of some form of cosmic salvation.’

In the vast body of work that constitutes Lacan’s writings and seminars, there
are but five explicit mentions of Eliot, the most influential religious poet of the 20"

century. First, in Seminar VI, Desire and Its Interpretation, Lacan at one point evoked



Eliot’s 1917 poem “The Hippopotamus”. In it, the weight and habits of the Church are
compared to the bulky mass of the poem'’s title beast, only for the poet to conclude
that, for all its flaws and limitations, the latter is greatly superior to the former.* Eliot’s
“metaphysical ideas are awful,” Lacan opined, but he is “nevertheless a great poet”."!
Later in the same seminar, Lacan referred to Eliot’s 1919 essay on Hamlet, in which
“more or less the greatest modern English poet” had gone so far as to claim that
“Shakespeare was not equal to the task of dealing with his hero”, much like Hamlet
himself is not up to the task of avenging the death of his father, so that Hamlet is
essentially an artistic failure.* Four years later, in Seminar X, Anxiety, Lacan turned to
“The Waste Land” on two separate occasions. In the session of 20 March 1963, he
guoted one of Eliot’s own notes to the third part of his poem (“The Fire Sermon”), in
which the emergence of the blind prophet Tiresias is glossed with reference to lines
320-338 in Book 3 of Ovid’s Metamorphoses.™> Recounting the story of how Tiresias
spent seven years living as a woman and was eventually struck blind by Juno when,
having transitioned back to his male form, he sided with Jupiter that “women enjoy
more pleasure in bed than ever we men do”, Lacan agreed with Eliot that the “whole
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passage from Ovid is of great anthropological interest.””* Some two months later, in

the session of 29 May 1963, Lacan then recited, in English, four lines from a

subsequent stanza of “The Fire Sermon”, in which a lovely woman, once her brutal
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lover departed, “stoops to folly”, “[p]aces about her room again, alone”, “smoothes

her hair with automatic hand”, [a]nd puts a record on the gramophone”.™ If one is

asking oneself what is involved in a woman’s desire, Lacan proclaimed, one needs to
» 16

acknowledge that it is “determined by the question, for her too, of her jouissance”.

Finally, towards the end of Seminar XIV, The Logic of Fantasy, Lacan associated the



title of “The Waste Land” with the ineluctable putrefaction of the human sexual
relation, whilst simultaneously calling Eliot an old reactionary character.'’

Relying on these scarce, scattered and disparate fragments from Eliot’s poetry,
one would feel hard pressed to argue that his work played a significant role in the
development of Lacan’s thought, even though it is clear that Lacan was sufficiently
familiar with it, including the notes that Eliot himself attached to “The Waste Land”,
to recall one or the other passage when it suited his purposes. Merely relying on these
explicit references, the question of Lacan’s engagement with Eliot could easily be
closed as a purely circumstantial matter of personal taste. However, in doing so, one
would overlook Eliot’s indisputable significance as a ‘spiritual source’ for Lacan’s 1953
‘Rome Discourse’, in which three citations, references and allusions unequivocally
point towards “The Waste Land”, although Eliot is never mentioned by name."®

The first instance of Lacan relying on Eliot in his “Rome Discourse” occurs
towards the end of the second section of his report, when the first four lines of the
1925 poem “The Hollow Men” are quoted in English: “We are the hollow men/We are
the stuffed men/Leaning together/Headpiece filled with straw. Alas!”*® In 1953, one
partial and two complete French translations of Eliot’s poem were available, yet for
some reason Lacan preferred to quote the four opening lines in English, adding his
own words “et la suite” (“and so on”) to exhort the reader the consult the entire
composition—in the absence of both the title of the poem and its author.*

Lacan’s second invocation of Eliot is more difficult to detect and will probably
only be identified by those readers who are fully conversant with “The Waste Land”.*
For the second epigraph of the third and final section of his text, Lacan chose a

sentence in Latin and Greek from the fourth episode of Gaius Petronius Arbiter’s



Satyricon: “Nam Sibyllam quidem Cumis ego ipse oculis meis vidi in ampulla pendere,

et cum illi pueri dicerent: ${BuM\a, ti BéAeLC; respondebat illa: dmoBaveiv BéAw.”* |

n
English, the sentence reads: “In fact, | actually saw with my own eyes the Sybil at
Cumae dangling in a bottle [ampulla], and when the children asked her in Greek: ‘What
do you want, Sybil?’ she used to answer: ‘I want to die’”.” This particular phrase was
selected by Eliot as the epigraph for “The Waste Land”, for reasons which he himself
never clearly explained. Eliot had originally chosen a passage from Joseph Conrad’s
1899 novella Heart of Darkness, in which the narrator reflects upon the death of the
vicious ivory trader Kurtz, but he replaced it with the sentence from Petronius
following a brief exchange of letters with Ezra Pound in January 1922.** On 18 June
1944, Eliot’s secretary wrote to Ethel M. Stephenson: “Mr Eliot . . . asks me to tell you
that the quotation is from Petronius—Satyricon 48.8. The speaker, Trimalchio, is
drunk. He [Eliot] does not know himself what the explanation is, and says that so far

as his poem is concerned it does not matter.”*

Some five years later, Eliot himself
replied to an inquiry from the American critic Grover Smith in equally oblique terms:
“The connection of Heart of Darkness with The Waste Land is simply that | had thought
of using as the epigraph the dying words of Mr. Kurtz. Ezra Pound demurred at this as
he thought that the quotation was not weighty enough for the occasion, and it was
after that that the quotation from Petronius came into my mind as being what |

wanted.”?®

Over the years, scholars have pointed out that the Sybil’s confinement to
her bottle provided Eliot with “In the Cage” as the working title for the second section
of his poem and that the content of Petronius’ sentence alludes to a world that is

“barren, desolate: a spiritual void”.?’ The latter observation definitely relays the

hopelessness of the Sybil’s predicament—she has been granted eternal life, but not



eternal youth and is therefore eternally trapped in a withering body—but it does not
account for the peculiar circumstances (a profligate banquet) in which the story is told.

When Lacan included the passage from Petronius as an epigraph for the final
section of his “Rome Discourse”, he failed once again to mention Eliot by name,
choosing instead to extract the sentence from “The Waste Land” by attributing it
directly to its Roman source.’® It is of course possible that he was familiar with
Petronius’ Satyricon and the literature associated with the Cumaean Sybil prior to his
reading “The Waste Land”. Educated as he was by Marianist priests in Paris, Lacan
must have at least been partially familiar with the “Oracula Sibyllina”, with the Way of
the Cumaean Sibyl, and with its role in the history of Christianity.”> However, it is
equally possible that Lacan, after reading “The Waste Land”, decided to investigate
the history of the priestess associated with Sibylline prophecies, and then chose to
place the final part of his text under her tragic, disturbing desire for reasons that did
not immediately relate to Eliot’s poem.

The third instance where we find Lacan turning to Eliot in his “Rome Discourse”
appears at the very end of his text. There we find him calling upon the three Sanskrit
imperatives from the Brhadaranyaka Upanishad to which Eliot also alluded in the final
section of “The Waste Land”, before bringing his poem to an end. Once again, Lacan
did not relate the material back to Eliot’s poem by providing a reference to his work.
The story is originally told in Chapter 2 of Book V of the Brhadaranyaka Upanishad, as
follows:

The descendants of Prajapati, of three kinds, gods, human beings and
demons, lived as brahmacarins with their father Prajapati. When they had

completed their studentship, the gods said, ‘Teach us, father.’



He spoke to them the syllable DA. ‘Did you understand?’
‘We understood,’ they said. ‘You told us, “Be self-controlled (damyata).””
‘OM,” he said. ‘You understood.’
Then the human beings said to him, ‘Teach us, father.’
He spoke to them the same syllable DA. ‘Did you understand?’
‘We understood,’ they said. ‘You told us, “Give (datta).””
‘OM,” he said. ‘You understood.’
Then the demons said to him, ‘Teach us, father.’
He spoke to them the syllable DA. ‘Did you understand?’
‘We understood,” they said. ‘You told us, “Be compassionate
(dayadhvam).”’
‘OM,” he said. ‘You understood.’
This is what the divine voice that is thunder repeats: ‘DA DA DA’, ‘Be self-

controlled! Give! Be compassionate!” One should practise this set of three: self-

control (dama), giving (dd@na) and compassion (daya).*

In “The Waste Land”, Eliot presented the three Sanskrit words—ddamyata, datta, and
dayadhvam—in a different order than in the original text, since he placed damyata
after datta and dayadhvam.** In the first, mimeographed version of his report, Lacan
too changed the order by listing them as damyata, dayadhvam, and datta, which
matches neither the original nor Eliot’'s sequence. When he returned to his text in
1956 to prepare it for publication, he changed the sequence and adopted the order

that can be found in the original.
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As to the translation of the Sanskrit verbs, Eliot rendered datta as ‘give’, which
Lacan followed by offering ‘donnez’ in the published version of his text.>* However,
dayadhvam was translated by Eliot in his notes to the poem as ‘sympathise’, while
Lacan rendered it as ‘faites grdce’ or ‘be merciful’.*> Damyata Eliot translated as
‘control’, whereas Lacan opted for ‘domptez-vous’ or ‘master yourselves’.>*
Alternative ways of spelling the nouns from which the three Sankskrit verbs are
derived can be found in the literature. Indeed, in a note to his translation of Lacan’s
Ecrits, Fink observes that the term datta is at times given as danam, with dayadhvam
appearing as daya and damyata as damah.>® While Lacan initially presented the three
Sanskrit verbs in his report in an order that reverses the one Eliot followed, he spelled
the three words exactly as Eliot did in “The Waste Land”, although they also appear in
the same way in the French translation of the Brhadaranyaka Upanishad by Herold
that Lacan could have consulted.>® Much as Lacan did not directly quote “The Waste
Land” at the end of his text, he did not quote this French translation of the Upanishad
either, but rather offered a free adaptation of the story of Prajapati in the
mimeographed document, which was subsequently revised for publication. It is also
worth noting that Lacan’s French translations of damyata (‘domptez-vous’) and datta
(‘donnez’) accord with Herold’s options, whereas this is not the case for dayadhvam,
which Herold translated as ‘soyez compatissants’ and Lacan rendered as ‘faites grace’.
What may seem a matter of philological detail, here, actually reaches out into the
heart of our argument. Irrespective of Lacan’s scholarly omissions (quotation marks,
detailed source references, and explanatory notes), the way in which he recounts the
story of Prajapati makes us wonder whose words we are reading, whose voice is

speaking, where the words are stemming from, how their enunciation should be

11



attributed and, perhaps most importantly, how the source of their emission influences
the meaning they are supposed to convey.37 Comparing Lacan’s French interpretations
with Eliot’s translations and the original, one is definitely left to wonder how we ought

to understand what the thunder really said to his descendants.

Modernist Psychoanalysis?

Throughout his writings and seminars, it was by no means unusual for Lacan to refer
to a specific author without mentioning his or her name. For example, at the end of
the introduction to his “Rome Discourse”, Lacan discussed an article on Freud’s theory
of the instincts, in which “the author, by way of the strict tautology of his false
premises, comes to the conclusion that the instincts in question are reducible to the
reflex arc”, without ever providing the author’s name, or the title of the essay in
question.®® Likewise, in Seminar IV, The Object Relation, Lacan devoted quite a few
sessions to discussing “a sort of collective work that has just come out” without ever
disclosing the title of the volume, or its editor.*®

The naive explanation for the recurrent absence of authors’ or editors’ names
in Lacan’s texts is that it represents a case of sloppy scholarship, Lacan failing to adhere
to the standard principles of academic writing, or applying these rules rather loosely,
i.e. without caring all that much about detailed references and the mandatory
clarification of source materials. However, upon closer inspection of the names that
are omitted from the texts and seminars, a rather different perspective on Lacan’s
(poor) scholarly practice emerges. In many cases when an author is not mentioned by
name, the person’s work, or occasionally the person him- or herself, is singled out for

vitriolic, often sarcastic criticism. In other instances, there is historical evidence that
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Lacan had at one point fallen out with the author whose name is being withheld, or
that he could have had strong personal and/or professional motives for silently
passing over his or her identifying characteristics. In other words, whenever Lacan did
not refer to an author by name, the omission is often rooted in an intentional,
deliberate resolve on Lacan’s part not to honour the person by allowing him or her to
exist in name. Withholding the name, then, often constitutes Lacan’s rhetorical way
of extracting the person from the sphere of symbolic existence.

However, when it comes to T. S. Eliot, it is difficult to see why Lacan would
have had recourse to such a calculated act of ‘symbolic burking’. As the explicit
references to Eliot in his seminars demonstrate, Lacan was generally appreciative of
the poet’s works and since, for all we know, the two men never crossed paths, he
could not have had any personal and/or professional reasons for omitting his name.
Some scholars have suggested that Lacan did not need to mention Eliot by name in his
“Rome Discourse”, because his authorship was blatantly obvious.*® This may have
been true for “The Hollow Men”, but could it also have obtained for the epigraph from
Petronius and for the story of Prajapati? Even though “The Waste Land” was
undoubtedly known to some of the readers of Lacan’s 1953 text, how many would
have been sufficiently familiar with it to detect the hand of T. S. Eliot in the sentence
on the Cumaean Sibyl and in the Sanskrit words at the end? Moreover, the issue is
confounded by the fact that, unlike Eliot, Lacan directly attributed the Sibyl’s depiction
to Petronius and that, like Eliot but only in one of his own notes, he also explicitly
referred what the thunder said to the Brhadaranyaka Upanishad. Even those readers
who knew “The Waste Land” well enough to link both passages in Lacan’s text to

Eliot’s poem could therefore have doubts about the exact, secondary source, because
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Lacan himself provided clear, detailed, alternative sources, one of which (Petronius)
not appearing in the poem at all.

Despite Lacan’s inclusion of the primary sources for Petronius and the
Upanishads, it is also difficult to entertain the idea that Lacan omitted Eliot’s name in
his “Rome Discourse” in order to enhance and relay his own erudition. It is not
uncommon for scholars to directly cite primary source materials they have in fact
discovered in a secondary text, without thereby also mentioning the latter, for the
sole purpose of increasing their intellectual stature in the eyes of their readership. Yet
as we observed in the previous section of this essay, Lacan did not just copy the
passages on the Cumaean Sibyl and Prajapati from Eliot. In the former case, he must
have traced the original source, which Eliot did not provide, and in the latter case his
idiosyncratic translations of some of the Sanskrit verbs may very well indicate that he
also verified and worked on the original.

At this point, we wish to argue that, if Eliot’s name is completely absent from
the “Rome Discourse”, the omission is as intentional as Lacan’s trademark ‘symbolic
burking’, but is performed on radically different grounds, whose rationale is to be
found in the guiding principles of modernism itself. If Eliot did not attribute his own
epigraph to “The Waste Land” to Petronius’ Satyricon, it is most likely because he did
not want the source (the author and his text) to preside over the meaning of the
sentence in question, and for that meaning then to influence the meaning of the poem
as awhole. As we saw in the previous section, either speaking via his secretary or with
his own voice, Eliot was eventually prepared to disclose the source of the epigraph
and to explain how it had come to replace a fragment from Heart of Darkness, yet he

never went so far as to tell his correspondents what its significance was for “The Waste
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Land”, settling instead on the evasive (and perhaps disingenuous) comment that it
does not matter. On 13 October 1927, Eliot wrote to the English poet Claude Colleer
Abbott: “The only legitimate meaning of a poem is the meaning which it has for any

reader, not a meaning which it has primarily for the author.”*!

Writing in response to
the English critic and educator I. A. Richards, Eliot articulated this perspective on the
relation between authorship and meaning more forcefully in his 1933 essay “The
Modern Mind”: ““[Iln one sense, but a very limited one, he [the poet] knows better
what his poems ‘mean’ than can anyone else; he may know the history of their
composition, the material which has gone in and come out in an unrecognisable form,
and he knows what he was trying to do and what he was meaning to mean. But what
a poem means is as much what it means to others as what it means to the author; and
indeed, in the course of time a poet may become merely a reader in respect to his
own works, forgetting Iris original meaning—or without forgetting, merely
changing.”*

Removing or suspending the authorship of a poem is thus a means of charging
the reader or the listener with the full responsibility for meaning making processes. In
the absence of the authorial voice, the source of the poem becomes hollow, much like
the men whose headpiece Eliot described as regrettably filled with straw in “The
Hollow Men”. In principle, there is no reason as to why this postulate would not
extend beyond the realm of poetry, even though prose and criticism are generally not
concerned with seeking a balance between meaning and sound (musicality, rhythm,
intonation, etc.). And even when the point from which the message is emitted, which

Lacan would designate as the ‘enunciating subject’ (‘sujet de I'énonciation’), is known,

named, or inferred, the meaning of the message remains primarily conditioned by its
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recipient.”® This is also the principal lesson of the second chapter of the fifth book of
the Brhadaranyaka Upanishad. The syllable Da comes from the voice of the god of
thunder, yet Prajapati does not prejudge how his response should be understood. He
dutifully satisfies his children’s demand that he teach them something, yet in each
case the sound of his message is identical, whereas its meaning differs according to
the status of the three groups of listeners. And for all the divergence in meaning that
the children attribute to their father’s message, it is invariably being confirmed as an
index of accurate understanding. Prajapati can hardly be held responsible for imposing
a certain meaning upon his children’s mind; it is the children themselves who hear the
sound of thunder in their own subjective way, filling the semantic hollowness of their
existence with a meaning that is not only entirely particular to them, but that is
subsequently being endorsed as a veracious imperative.

Beyond the contents of the instructive parable of Prajapati, Lacan did not avoid
including its original source, but decided not to mention its presence in “The Waste
Land”, because he did not want his readership’s interpretation of the story to be
influenced by the semantic resonances of Eliot’s poem. In removing Eliot from the
interpretative process—even though the poet and his poem might not have offered
all that much in the way of a clear, meaningful context—Lacan ensured that the reader
of his “Rome Discourse” would be in a similar position as the children of Prajapati. In
response to his audience’s request of being taught something about the function and
field of speech and language in psychoanalysis, Lacan produced his own protracted Da
and left it up to his (undoubtedly bemused) human readers and listeners to decide
what the signifier meant, restricting himself to the observation that “men [human

beings] recognize each other by the gift of speech.”*
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Of course, Lacan’s purposeful omission of “The Waste Land” at the end of his
text does not explain why he did not adopt Eliot’s practice of also deleting the original
source in his citation of the Cumaean Sibyl’s story. If the removal of authorship from
a written or spoken expression serves the purpose of placing semantic intentionality
entirely on the side of its recipient, why would Lacan decide to add Petronius’s name
to the second epigraph of the last section of his “Rome Discourse”? In this case, we
believe, the objective (meaning is to be situated on the side of the reader) is identical,
yet the rhetorical technique for achieving it is almost exactly the opposite, or at least
the precise counterpart of omitting authorship. In providing his readership with the
original source of the story about the Sibyl, Lacan complicated its interpretation by
multiplying the number of voices. Instead of obfuscating the message’s point of
emission by eliminating the source and/or the author, the ‘enunciating subject’ is
fundamentally distorted here through the conflation of a multitude of speakers, none
of whom being identifiable as the reliable originator of the message, in whose words
its true meaning can be found. By referring his readers to the exact passage in The
Satyricon where the Sibyl’s words are summoned, the status of the speaking agency is
thus rendered problematic, to the point where the meaning of the enunciation
becomes mysterious and blurred.

Whereas it would seem that it is the Sibyl who admits that her only wish is to
die, her words are a response to the inquisitive children, who either hear the message
in the presence of Trimalchio, or convey it to him, yet it is a highly inebriated
Trimalchio who tells the story to his dinner guests with the sole intention of bragging
about his knowledge, as is recounted in itself by Petronius in a book (The Satyricon)

that has in itself been collated by various editors on the basis of surviving fragments.
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Making abstraction of how the passage served Eliot as the epigraph for “The Waste
Land”, albeit allegedly without this having any bearing on the poem, Lacan’s addition
of the original source to the Sibyl’s “I want to die” creates a confluence of four
different voices, the veracity of at least three of which can be thrown into doubt. If
the Sibyl’s own words, despite her highly advanced age and her heavily decayed body,
can be considered truthful, they are heard and conveyed by children (notoriously
unreliable witnesses), retold by Trimalchio (a pretentious freedman who enjoys
showing off, but whose learning is deeply flawed and no doubt also muddled by his
drunken state of mind), and jotted down by Petronius in a series of satirical adventures
that are intended to capture the chaotic excesses of the Neronic period in Roman
history. The net result is that, once again, it is the reader who is left to make sense of
the episode, including the reason as to why Lacan himself would have chosen it as a
heading for the last section of his “Rome Discourse”.

Now, it would be remiss to forget that Lacan’s 1953 report was meant to clarify
the function and field of speech and language in psychoanalysis, theoretically as well
as clinically, and that for all its rhetorical pyrotechnics it was primarily intended as an
innovative manifesto for practicing psychoanalysts in the newly created Société
francaise de psychanalyse. Lacan’s veiled reliance on the modernist tradition, and T.
S. Eliot in particular, was not in itself a contribution to modernist literature—even
though some readers would have inevitably read it like this—but a strongly worded
and occasionally sarcastic programme to rescue Freud’s discovery from the hands of
all those who had turned it into a formalistic set of precepts. If, in his embrace of T. S.
Eliot’s poetry and criticism, Lacan not only demonstrated his familiarity and his

sympathy for the modernist movement, but also his willingness to adopt some of its
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critical principles, this cultural allegiance was designed to show that the theory and
practice of Freudian psychoanalysis itself was constructed upon proto-modernist
foundations—in spite of the modernists’ own ambivalent attitude towards the
purportedly reductionist impact of its concepts and interpretative tools.

In 1953, Lacan’s modernist take on psychoanalysis manifested itself in his
budding conception of the human subject as the psychic instance that is created and
conditioned by language, yet not as a conscious agency, but rather as an unconscious
‘hollow’ receptacle, where various discourses come together and thoughts are being
exchanged in the fundamental absence of a coherent, controlling centre.” Behind the
‘subject of the statement’ (‘sujet de I’énoncé), i.e. the words that are spoken by the
patient in psychoanalytic treatment, there is an ‘enunciating subject’ somewhere, but
the latter is not readily identifiable within those words and it may very well be made
up of a multiplicity of voices. For example, if a patient declares in analysis “l am an
idiot”, then the psychoanalyst would be mistaken to take this ‘I’ of the sentence (the
‘subject of the statement’) as identical to the ‘I’ from which the enunciation flows. It
may very well be the case that the ‘I’ of the statement combines within itself an
amalgamation of subjective voices whose origin is situated outside the speaking
subject, but who have nonetheless nestled themselves in the patient’s unconscious.
The ‘I’ of the statement might very well represent the patient’s father and mother,
who at some stage, back in the mist of subjective time, designated their son as an
idiot. In this instance, the enunciating subject is present in the expression of the
words, but other voices have occupied its place at the level of the sentence (and the
associated self-designation), filling the hollow space from where the enunciation

stems with their own subjective authority.
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In addition, Lacan’s reliance on modernism crucially affected his take on
psychoanalytic interpretation, to which the third section of his “Rome Discourse”
(with the citation from Petronius and the story of Prajapati) was devoted. Lacan’s
argument, here, emulated Eliot’s position that it is not up to the poet to predetermine
the meaning of a poem, but that the latter’s interpretation is to be reserved for its
reader. Similarly, Lacan suggested that whereas the act of interpretation is commonly
reserved for the psychoanalyst, as the complement to the patient’s free associations,
this does not imply that psychoanalytic interpretations, as supposedly stemming from
the authoritative voice of the clinician, should pinpoint and relay the meaning of the
patient’s discourse. In order to avoid their operating as externally imposed, alienating
semantic interventions, the task befalling the psychoanalyst is rather to have recourse
to an interpretative technique that allows patients to come up with their own reading
of the analyst’s words. This is one reason as to why, during the early 1950s, Lacan
argued that the analyst’s use of the variable-length or the short session has the distinct
advantage that it does not feed the patient any specific meaning, since it merely
comes down to an unexpected temporal interruption, rather than a specific verbal

intervention that is almost inevitably charged with meaning.*

Conclusion

On 16 June 1975, Lacan was invited to deliver the opening address at the 5t
International Joyce Symposium, in the Grand Amphithédtre of the Sorbonne. Unlike
Freud, Lacan seldom enriched or substantiated his writings and lectures with
anecdotes from his personal life, yet on this occasion he clearly could not resist the

temptation to reveal that at the age of 17 he had been privileged to meet James Joyce
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in person at the bookshop and lending library of Adrienne Monnier. “So too did |
attend when | was twenty,” he continued, “the first reading of the French translation
of Ulysses that came out.”*’

At the age of 74, Lacan could probably be forgiven for misremembering how
old he was when he met Joyce at Adrienne Monnier’s shop. As the archival records of
Monnier’s “La maison des amis des livres” show, a young man by the name of Jacques
Lacan did register with the lending library on 14 January 1919, when he was 17, but
Joyce did not arrive in Paris until July 1920, when Lacan would have been 19 years
old.*® However, on 7 December 1921, Monnier did devote an evening event to the
reading of fragments of Joyce’s forthcoming book Ulysses, translated into French by
Valery Larbaud, Jacques Benoist-Méchin and Léon-Paul Fargue.*® Earlier that year, on
27 July, the American-born Sylvia Beach had moved the English language equivalent
of Monnier’s shop from its original premises on the rue Dupuytren to a new building
just across the road, under the name of “Shakespeare and Company”. Instead of
competing, the two women decided to work together on making their initiatives a
success and joined hands in the organisation of exhibitions, readings, and musical
events.”® During the 1920s and 30s, Monnier and Beach succeeded in creating an
extraordinary gravitational pull to their joint establishments, “Shakespeare and
Company” becoming the cultural centre of Anglophone writers and artists in Paris,
Monnier’s shop being regularly frequented by everyone belonging to the artistic
vanguard on the French scene.””

Although he regularly travelled to Paris to meet with writers, editors, and
publishers, T. S. Eliot did not participate in a reading at “Shakespeare and Company”

until 6 June 1936. On 24 April 1936, Beach wrote to Eliot: “l can hardly believe that

21



such a historic event is really approaching. It is most kind of you, Mr. Eliot, to come.”

To the best of our knowledge, Lacan never commented—as he did with regard to
Joyce—on his meeting Eliot, or attending a reading of “The Waste Land” and other
poems at “Shakespeare and Company”. However, given his interest in modernist
literature, and the fact that Jean de Menasce’s French translation of “The Waste Land”
was first published in 1926, it is quite likely that Lacan developed a familiarity with the
poem (and Eliot’s other works) relatively soon after their first publication.

In her biography of Lacan, Elisabeth Roudinesco relied on a conversation with
Lacan’s first analysand Georges Bernier to state that, during the early years of World
War Il, Lacan and Bernier met in Marseilles and decided to translate some poems by
T.S. Eliot, because “England was the world’s last hope, and as a result English literature
and English thought were the only ones that existed”.”® Lacan had never learnt English
at school, but he had reportedly started taking private English lessons from René
Varin, who was a government official at the French Foreign ministry.54 Which poems
by Eliot the two men agreed to tackle remains unclear. Since “The Waste Land” already
existed in de Menasce’s translation, it would seem odd if they had decided to produce
their own, but this does not mean that it would have been entirely out of the question.

In any case, Lacan’s interest in modernist literature spanned at least a period
of thirty-odd years, from his attendance at the reading of fragments of the French
translation of Joyce’s Ulysses in 1921 until his recurrent, though veiled references to
Eliot in his 1953 “Rome Discourse”. During the early 1920s, he would evidently not
have been listening to (and reading) Ulysses and other modernist texts against the
professional (or even intellectual) background of Freud’s psychoanalytic theory and

practice. But some thirty years later, Eliot did not enter the “Rome Discourse”, albeit
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as an absence, merely for the purposes of literary embellishment. At that stage, Lacan
deliberately relied on Eliot, and the way in which the modernists had retained the
value of literature by literally reinventing it, with a view to doing the same for
psychoanalysis. And the modernist means that Lacan employed to revivify the true
spirit of Freud’s original inspiration even matched the end that they were supposed to
serve. For Lacan in 1953, Freud’s discovery had always already been modernist in its
theoretical assumptions and its clinical implications.

But why, of all the modernist writers he could have chosen, would Lacan have
turned to Eliot in his “Rome Discourse” to attempt to revivify and restore what he
viewed as the original spirit and truth of Freud’s discovery? The style of Eliot’s work
was distinctly modernist, yet the subject of his work, especially in “The Waste Land”,
was singularly devoted to challenging modern secularism—the death of God, which
most modernists in European cities embraced.” Lacan’s strategy vis-a-vis Eliot was
thus peculiar and odd, especially since he presented himself to the world, as did Freud,
as a non-believer and an atheist. Why appeal to Eliot, a God intoxicated man, to
provide direction to his report in Rome, while silencing his name in the process?

First of all, Eliot’s name itself might have figured in the equation. Eliot himself
undoubtedly knew that his family name meant ‘God letter’ in Hebrew, the language
of scripture, and Lacan could have known this too, including that the letter of God,
when it crystallizes into a name, is not to be represented or mentioned in full. We also
know that Eliot’s paternal grandfather, William Greenleaf Eliot (1811-1887), a
graduate of Harvard’s Divinity School in 1834 who became an influential Unitarian
minister and educator, served as an instructor of Hebrew during his days at Harvard

before moving to Saint Louis circa 1834.°° Was his grandson, a Harvard graduate
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himself, who studied Sanskrit and Hebrew at the university, unconsciously following
and obeying the letter of his family name when composing “The Waste Land”, a poem
he wrote during a period of personal crisis which led him to seek psychological help
from Dr Roger Vittoz in Switzerland?>’ There are other factors to consider, for it turns
out that Lacan delivered his “Rome Discourse”, which gave birth to the key principles
of what would subsequently become Lacanian psychoanalysis, on 26 September 1953,
i.e. on the very same day Eliot celebrated his 65th birthday in the timekept City. Was
Lacan consciously aware of this fact? His research on Eliot with Bernier a decade
earlier must have led him to come across the fact that Eliot was born in Saint Louis
(Missouri) on 26 September 1888.>

Yet another factor to consider is that Lacan, during the discussion that followed
the morning after he delivered his report, boldly and publicly pronounced Serge
Leclaire, his most gifted analysand, a psychoanalyst (un analyste).>® Leclaire thus
became the first nominated Lacanian psychoanalyst in history. His best known
contribution was the analysis he provided of the unicorn dream, first published by him
with Jean Laplanche in 1961.%° Not generally known, however, is that Leclaire’s dream
was not dreamt by one of his patients (Philippe Georges Elhyani, as he named him)
but by Leclaire himself. Hence, the text of the dream he published provides us with
the interpretation that he and his analyst (Lacan) devised sometime between 1948
and 1953.%" Leclaire’s dream, dreamt by him in response to his thirst and desire for
water, might itself have been a product of his reading of “The Waste Land”. The dream
features two individuals (Elhyani as Leclaire, and Liliane as a possible incarnation of
Lacan) who, while walking in a forest together, are suddenly and surprisingly joined by

a third figure (a unicorn) which, says Leclaire, “crosses our path”. The trio then walk
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down together towards a clearing, which they divine down below. The dream neatly
reproduces a scene which Eliot captures towards the end of section 5 of “The Waste
Land”:

Who is the third who walks always beside you?

When | count, there are only you and | together

But when | look ahead up the white road

There is always another one walking beside you

Gliding wrapt in a brown mantle, hooded

| do not know whether a man or a woman

--But who is that on the other side of you?®?

Eliot informs us via a note that the “hooded figure in the passage” was a reference by
him to the Emmaus episode in the New Testament (Luke 24:15), an event which
reports on two of Christ’s disciples who, feeling dejected after his crucifixion and
death, decide to walk together towards the town of Emmaus, when a mysterious third
figure suddenly appears and joins them on their walk. The figure turns out to be the
resurrected Christ, who hides his identity at first, but reveals himself to his two
disciples in time to admonish them for their lack of faith.®® Leclaire never mentions
Eliot’s passage on Christ as the third figure and his silence itself uncannily repeats
Lacan’s own silence on Eliot’s name in his Rome report. Leclaire’s failure to name
Christ is rendered even more peculiar by the fact that he, when reporting his unicorn
dream, relates that the dreamer, i.e. himself, was familiar both with the ‘Lady and the
Unicorn’ tapestries at the Cluny Museum in Paris and the ‘Hunt for the Unicorn’

Tapestries at the Cloister’s branch of the New York Metropolitan Museum.®* Both
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series, the one at the Metropolitan in particular, involve an effort to artistically
represent Christ’s passion, his crucifixion and resurrection.® Circling back two decades
earlier, could it possibly be by accident that Lacan, at 8 o’clock in the morning of 26
November 1934, woke up after experiencing a powerful circumcision dream while in
analysis with Loewenstein, to record and reflect on the dream in a booklet he had
acquired four years earlier when attending the famed Oberammergau Passion Play in
Bavaria, a theatrical event typically produced every ten years in Southern Germany to
stage Christ’s crucifixion, passion and resurrection?®®

Finally, it is crucial to note that, early in the afternoon of 27 September 1953,
Jacques Marie Lacan—Leclaire’s analyst and the only surviving child of his mother who
did not enter the world on a Christmas Day—decided, after pronouncing Leclaire an
analyst and as the conference in Rome had come to an end, to travel to the Pope’s
summer residence at Castel Gandolfo, accompanied by Leclaire and Maryse Choisy to
catch a glimpse of the Bishop of Rome from afar, as part of the public audience that
had gathered there seeking his benediction and blessing.®’ We know that Lacan had
already tried to arrange a personal meeting with the Pope via his brother, which he
hoped might have occurred during his time in the Italian capital in September 1953.
Pope Pius Xl never responded to Lacan’s request.®® The best Lacan could do was thus
to ask Leclaire and Choisy to join him on his side trip after the conference in Rome had
concluded, the trio making their way to Castel Gandolfo to wave at the Pope after he
emerged from his balcony to address the faithful. Lacan’s decision to go greet the
Pope from afar likely issued from his having received the news on 26 September, just
before or just after he delivered his Rome report, that Pope Pius XIl was at Castel

Gandolfo and had announced a new encyclical, which for the first time in the history
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of the Church proclaimed a “Marian Year” to honour the Virgin Mary. News on the
encyclical appeared on the front pages of newspapers in Italy and throughout the
world, including The New York Times, which published a front page story on the Pope’s
announcement on its Sunday, September 27 edition.®® The story in The New York
Times opened with a 26 September dateline from Rome, before going on to report
that the Pope had “addressed an encyclical letter to the Roman Catholic episcopacy
throughout the world today [on 26 September] proclaiming a Marian Year to celebrate
the 100th anniversary of the definition of the dogma of the Immaculate
Conception”.”®

Lacan’s reliance on the modernist tradition via Eliot for launching his ‘return to
Freud’ in Rome is rendered even more strongly by the fact that Eliot, in a note to “The
Waste Land”, declared the figure of Tiresias “the most important personage in the
poem, uniting all the rest”.”* Indeed, Sergi has proposed that Tiresias emerges not only
as the “Modernist maypole” in “The Waste Land”, but also in the work of another key
figure in the modernist movement, namely The Cantos of Ezra Pound.”” As such, it is
not surprising to find Lacan proposing, in light of Eliot, that Tiresias—“the seer, the
soothsayer” —ought to be seen as the “Patron Saint of Psychoanalysis”.”? All of this we
take as an open “blank card”, which Lacan, relying on Eliot and the modernist

tradition, presented to his disciples and future followers when delivering his

revolutionary report in the Eternal City for them to interpret.”*
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