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I’d like to talk about the population that lives in sentences, the secret people 

who speak through writing, the voices we don’t hear when we read or write, 

voices we don’t know the provenance of or to whom they belong, but whose 

presence changes the space they occupy, transforming the sentences they 

inhabit into that strange, unknown thing we call literature. 

This population, this people, these voices, secretly inhabit literature’s 

sentences. They don’t declare themselves openly, yet they are there. Maybe 

you hear them; they tell you something. They live in the lining of sentences, 

like clandestine passengers, like phantoms, like a memory. 

When I speak of this clandestine population traveling in sentences, you can 

understand what I’m saying in political terms. The sentences that live within 

sentences are not parasites, but, on the contrary, witnesses to the immemorial 

hospitality of sentences, which they perpetually renew. 

Call it what you will: palimpsest, intertext, dissemination. What I’m talking 

about isn’t an element of literary theory, nor playful speculation: you can 

experience it all the time; it’s a watermark, a sort of narrative hidden within 

sentences. 

No writer can say there is nothing other than himself in his sentences. First 

of all because there’s the world, then, because even if he believes he’s speaking 

alone, there are others: all those who have written, all those we’ve read, all 

those we love and carry with us, in our hearts, in our heads, and, like it or not, 

in our sentences. 

When I write, friendly voices rush to me from everywhere, and give me the 

courage necessary to those who “meddle with writing,” as Mallarmé said. 

These friendly voices, these ranges, inflections, accents, reminiscences, this 

odyssey of details, come to me from Flaubert, Nabokov, Melville, Rimbaud, 

Lautréamont, Proust and Joyce: writers I’m so impregnated with they often 

start talking for me, without my having decided they would, and that I 
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sometimes have to chase away to write more freely. 

But generally speaking, it’s precisely because I have company—all these 

voices accompany me—that I’m free. Sometimes I hear writers say they don’t 

want to read a certain great author because they don’t want to be influenced. I 

don’t believe that ignorance protects us. On the contrary, it’s knowledge, the 

greatest knowledge possible, that comes to our aid: the more books we’ve read, 

the less we’re in danger of becoming a ventriloquist’s dummy. Someone who’s 

never read Beckett—someone who pretends to know nothing of Beckett—

would be caught by this incompetence, which would doom him to doing, in 

essence, a poor imitation of Beckett. 

When Dante meets Virgil in the beginning of the Divine Comedy, thirteen 

centuries have passed:  Virgil appears as someone “who a long silence had 

entirely weakened” (“chi per lungo silenzio parea fioco”). “Fioco” means to 

weaken, but also to extinguish or make hoarse, as we say of a voice. 

Virgil’s voice is weak—made hoarse—because it comes from far away, 

traveling across entire eras. Time seems to have made it inaudible at first, but 

little by little, it is revived, it clears up, and finally leads the way for Dante. 

This is exactly the same for the voices I’m speaking of, those that secretly 

accompany the sentences of literature. Writing within writing is like Virgil 

within Dante’s text: a voice that comes from afar, that doesn’t belong to you, 

but wakens time and transforms you. 

Are the borrowings, the palimpsests, the “intertextuality” as it’s called, a 

game? Are they the product of a conscious choice: a thought-out montage, a 

technique, one of those shimmering ruses of our times, where artistic 

productions endlessly watch themselves, as if exhausted by the knowledge they 

have of their own functioning? I don’t think so. 

What I experience, when I read and when I write, is more like a constant 

rush of allusions, of subconscious quotations. 

Even without the author wanting them to, sentences carry with them a 

memory—a “store of studies,” as Rimbaud said—and this memory is what 

makes them live; it is what revives them, and gives them a future. Memory 

gives sentences a future because, in a certain way, as they say in philosophy, 

provenance and future are the same thing. 

I would like to define literature like that: a forward memory. 
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I see literature as a giant, open field in which books, names, and sentences 

travel through time; where every book is resuscitated every instant, and they all 

blend together in a sort of burning present, through a passionate insurrection of 

and by writing. 

Cleanliness, purity, doesn’t exist. There is nothing more heterogeneous, 

colorful, multiple, than a literary text. Colors, tones, accents, differences are 

stitched together in it and unravel through the framework of sensual sparks we 

call details. These details form a mosaic, a patchwork, where all the voices 

we’re composed of give themselves a concert. Writers like James Joyce, Carlo-

Emilio Gadda, Pierre Guyotat tried to make this polyphony heard. But every 

writer, with different methods, a different temperament, a different personal 

history, is in sync with this spiritual concert—this dialogue. It’s not pastiche, 

parody, or meta-literary manipulation: it requires existentially incorporating all 

the voices running through us to give voice to these voices. 

So, in writing, do we break other books down into pieces, hack them into 

bits as one would a jaguar’s brain, as Lautréamont said, or, on the contrary, do 

we lovingly sow their seeds in our bodies? I think the act of writing involves 

both impulses: a predatory impulse that drives us to roam the library like a wild 

animal; and a memorial impulse that pushes us to preserve what we’ve 

selected. To write is to become a wild animal endowed with a memory. 

In one way, writing dispossesses you. I could say that it’s not exactly me 

who writes my books, but the other. I could cite Rimbaud’s famous line, which 

seems unbeatably accurate to me: “I is another.”  

In literature—in what Maurice Blanchot calls “the literary space”—it is the 

other who speaks. To write is to let the other speak, to let all the others within 

you speak. 

Bodies that write—you, me, those we call writers—are but vessels for this 

voice that comes from afar and continues to prolong itself through each voice 

that welcomes it. A great fire is troubling the borders, the identities, the 

signatures: and through this great fire passes language —unless this great fire 

is itself language. 

In 2002, I wanted to write a “great novel”—I mean great in terms of format. 

I devoted myself to it for five years. Most of all, I wanted to experience time 

lived entirely to write. So I quit my job and everything that went with it: habits, 
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comforts and constraints. I made myself totally available to do only this: write 

this book, which is called Circle. The book, in fact, speaks of that, of this 

sudden freedom, of what happens to us when we raise anchor, and of the new 

life that then presents itself in every moment. It begins with the sentence: 

“Now is the time to live again.” And I in fact began to live again, and in living 

again, I wrote the story of this man who begins to live again. I wrote for five 

years; and to write this book, I had all sorts of adventures: I traveled to 

Germany, Poland, and the Czech Republic, a little bit all over Europe; I met 

people, found myself in situations, discovered a freedom I had never known. 

The freer I was, the more I opened up to others. The book speaks of that: 

how the world is enlarged through you. To live is to coincide with the world: 

it’s to get out of one’s “me” to become all the others; it’s to let one’s existence 

be dictated by time. In the book, the narrator enjoys his freedom like a party, 

then this freedom takes him to the Warsaw ghetto, where the Polish Jews were 

herded before being taken to the extermination camps. He realizes that being 

free is not just refusing constraints, or enjoying the intensity of feelings, but 

opening his mind and body to the presence of evil, as well as to history. His 

history is no longer only his: to enter into free time is, in the end, to be 

traversed by the entire memory of time. 

When I was finishing the book, I realized that the first sentence, this 

sentence that had set off everything in my life—“Now is the time to live 

again”—this sentence didn’t even come from me, but from Antonin Artaud. 

Every scene in the book was conversing with the history of literature, from The 

Odyssee to Moby Dick via The Idiot. The most personal book I’d written, the 

one that exposed me to the wild winds of the out-of-doors, also came from the 

library: in a way, this book was an effect of reading. 

Can one get out of literature? Perhaps not, and why would you want to, 

anyway? 

I sometimes wonder if Joyce, in writing Finnegans Wake—that is, a 

Babelian book in which the entire history of culture is re-written, in every 

language and using every tone—thought he was being original. Did he think 

his sentences were his own, or those of the whole world, those of the vast 

texture of time? Surely Joyce didn’t think he was “original,” but he thought he 

was God—but that’s another story. 


