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In what respects is literary reading an existential resource? As Gilles Deleuze observed, 

the only aesthetic problem is “that of inserting art into everyday life”—into life, in other words, 

life that is “everyday.” Many theorists today view literature as an instrument, be it cognitive, 

existential, or moral. What counts are the propositions that each individual draws in his or her 

life from what he or she perceives, from what is represented, and from the modalities of that 

representation. 

It is rather difficult, however, to explain what is actually available to any given individual 

from a reading, and what concrete possibilities reading might liberate. To illuminate this 

dynamic, it may be useful to think in terms of “styles”: the style of a work, and the style that all 

life seeks and risks; the forms of literature, and the forms of existence of the person who takes 



hold of a literary work. In this light the work is seen as a behavioral “pathway.” To the reader, it 

is a set of appropriable situations, of perceptual frameworks to be made real, of means to be 

reoccupied, of forms to be reinhabited. It is a rhythm to be adopted, with which to modulate 

one’s own inner sense of time. … For an individual is also a style: a certain manner of doing and 

saying, of carrying and transforming oneself. A person who reads is a style that looks upon 

another style, that looks out from the balcony of her own life and allows herself the freedom to 

change her way of being. At the heart of the way in which we use a literary work, in other words, 

is the opportunity for a veritable “stylistics of existence.” 

 

Jean-Paul Sartre, in one of his finest pieces of prose, “Venice from My Window” (1953), 

describes an experience of happiness and disorientation—or, if I may put it this way, a crisis of 

style. At the beginning of the text, we see him sitting by the window of his Venetian hotel. 

Observing the lagoon, he describes the particular configuration of space that he sees before him. 

The usual coordinates of his sensory existence are missing. He meditates upon his discomfort in 

the face of this evanescent, changing, feminine spectacle, and offers us a sort of balcony on his 

perceptual experience. What is it about this place that Sartre finds so disorienting? The fact that 

Venice strikes him as having no horizon, so that he is condemned to short-sightedness, which 

prevents him from projecting, and for him, all action begins with projection. “We turn in the 

unarticulated hope that a panorama is about to reveal itself, but no, all we see is a wall thirty 

meters away. … One is always captive.” Impenetrable palaces block the gaze and therefore stop 

time in its tracks: “Here my future melts away to nothing. … Nothing meaningful emerges: the 

visual field is the immediate future.” 

In Venice, space and time protest against the structure of Sartre’s project, against his 

morality, his idea not only of life and action but also of what one should expect from novels—in 

other words, his style. Sartre the tourist compares cities: in New York, “all of space rushes into 

an avenue, reflecting an image of our infinite power.” Infinite power—that is, imminence of 

action coupled with directionality, which leads the subject to transform himself at every moment 

into a projectile following his own life line. But space “in Venice is not vectorial.” Plunging into 

it, one dissolves into a mere reflection, one “undefines” oneself. For a progressive style like 

Sartre’s, these are novel images: elsewhere, in the reading of narratives, for example, the 



Sartrean subject engages: he chooses a path at an existential crossroads. The experience of 

Venice deeply disturbs Sartre’s concepts of time and action: the philosopher leaning on the rail 

of his balcony loses himself in the visible, he must suspend his movement toward choice and the 

future, he stumbles into an image that does not require his engagement, a mirage that disarms 

him. At the end of the essay, he suddenly breaks out of the frame he has constructed for himself: 

“I need heavy, massive presences. I feel empty in the face of such diaphanous plumage painted 

on glass. I am going out.” This is a moment of vacillation. Sartre finds it difficult to confront a 

different way of being, which has taken him by surprise and which he experiences as a challenge, 

because he is a man in a hurry baffled by the fluidity of Venice. Merleau-Ponty, incidentally, 

described sensory experience as infinite openness of the subject to the surprise of other ways of 

being, which assert themselves as complete life plans—promising but also dangerous: “Faces 

and landscapes bring me now the succor, now the menace, of a way of being human that they 

infuse in me.” The Venetian landscape threatened Sartre, it wounded him in his duration, 

contradicted his inner rhythm, defied him. 

This was not simply a missed opportunity. In Venice, for a few hours, Sartre experienced 

a different mode of being, a brief opportunity to choose a different project, “the succor of another 

way of being human” which this novel perceptual situation infused into his life. He sensed new 

ways of perceiving and behaving. The experience of glittering, fugitive beauty freed him 

momentarily from the duty of the “project” and allowed him to adopt a different posture, a 

different cognitive, vital, and even moral attitude. If the absence of a horizon signified slowing, 

indirection, and absence of future, it also marked a new disposition toward both things and self. 

The essence of the Venetian experience no doubt lies in this transformation of the forms and 

coordinates of attention: we see a subject in the process of expanding his grammar of life forms, 

as if in all aesthetic experience there were an opportunity for the individual to intervene in her 

own modes of being—not exactly in her being, but in her modes of being, that is, her style, her 

possibility of shaping or modulating her self. Foucault called this “ethopoiesis,” and for him it 

was the driving force of an “aesthetics of existence.” 

Sartre sitting at his window was thus a situation that put an entire style of being to the 

test—a style of being that literary writing, as such, manages to encapsulate, to represent, and 

above all to revive for us. Sartre often paused to contemplate balconies, which he saw as 



different modes of habitation, a different habitus, representing attitudes toward the world that he 

was not altogether capable of adopting but would have liked to make his own. That was what he 

felt in Naples: “In Naples there is something we haven’t seen anywhere else in Italy … 

balconies. Each window above the first floor has its own individual balcony, which projects out 

into the street, just a small platform with a grill whose bars are painted light green. These 

balconies are very different from those of Paris or Rouen: they are neither ornaments nor 

luxuries. They are respiratory organs. They allow you to flee the humid warmth of the room, to 

live in part outdoors. They are like a little piece of the street lifted up to the second or third story. 

Nearly all day long, in fact, they are occupied by people who do at the level of the second or 

third story what other Neapolitans do in the street: they eat and sleep and vaguely watch the 

spectacle of people passing by. And they communicate directly from balcony to street: there is 

no need to go back inside or use the stairway: small baskets are lowered to the street by ropes. 

Passersby empty them or fill them as the case may be, and then the basket is slowly pulled back 

up. The balcony is quite simply the street in the air.” (Letter to Olga Kosakiewicz, summer 1936) 

Sartre’s pleasures and displeasures are typical of any form of subjectivization, that is, the 

continual process of constituting the self through the way in which one apprehends things. 

Typical, because for me, as I read him, there is the business of working on a style against 

which I measure myself, a form into which I enter, and which enters into me as a new 

experiential frame, a new linguistic tool for my own stylization, or a new enigma. The 

enrichment of Sartre’s attentional repertoire, the way in which he acts on his own modes of 

being, become additions to my own instrumental repertoire. Literature always creates verbal 

situations into which I can obliquely insinuate myself and which offer me new ways of 

responding to existence. What stays with me from “Venice from My Window” is not a story or a 

destiny; it is simply a metaphor, the image of the balcony. Simply a metaphor, but the right one, 

one that, once encountered, stays with you for life. The image extends its possibilities over the 

world, into which I obliquely insinuate myself in order to live differently and become in my own 

right representable, comparable, modulable. “Like a comparison,” as Michaux might say: “As a 

comparison wandering apparently negligently in a distracted mind might dredge up a still 

obscure reality from a still more obscure realm of being and lay it out for you, all at once, 

stamped with meaningful words.” 



In any case, Sartre’s balconies call others to mind: those of Manet and Baudelaire in Paris 

or Brussels (“balconies everywhere, no one on them,” Baudelaire fulminated). Each one 

represents an attentional disposition, a perceptual style, a relation to others, to oneself, and to the 

world, a mode of inhabiting things, a veritable approach to life. Surely every style is like an 

existential pathway that one must have the strength to venture down. Even difficulty in finding 

one’s disposition toward things (as in Sartre’s missed opportunity) is a pathway, because it 

represents our task, our difficulty in making “use” of our own experience. 

 

Sartre’s attitude on his balcony opens onto our own lives: it is an opportunity for us to 

change our ways (our habits, our personalities, our culture), to reappropriate our relationship to 

our language, ourselves, and others. It is a chance, in other words, to try ourselves out as style, to 

better inhabit the shifting pattern that our style is, compounded of capabilities and limits. To me, 

what is liberating about reading has to do with the opportunity it affords us, through the forms of 

language and thought that it hones one by one, to feel these potentialities for ourselves. A great 

deal of criticism aims to do no more than “relate” literature to life or, worse, to put them in 

competition (art against life, life against art). But there is no need to establish such a relationship: 

literature is in life, intimately associated with many other practices of self and world. If literature 

is in life, it is precisely because it is the most obvious fulfillment of what we all share: the 

stylistics of existence, the fact that life is styles of life. More than other ways of knowing, 

literature knows that life is styles of life and that there is life in forms, because it not only looks 

at these styles but thinks them and assumes responsibility for them. 

	  


