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Self as Other 

Laurent Nunez  

Translated by Naomi Norberg 

 

 So, I had to write a text for this event. I had just been given Yannick Haenel’s text, 

which I liked and totally subscribe to; and since I was coming to New York to talk about 

“borrowed voices,” I thought I would recopy and read to you the first sentence of someone 

else’s text, then the second, then maybe the third. Maybe all the way to the end. Why not? In 

my imagination, those who’d think I was stealing from Haenel would be quite wrong: I 

wanted more than anything to be the direct disciple of Borges and his Pierre Ménard, Author 

of Don Quixote; of this person who manages to rewrite Don Quixote word for word, but 

without repeating Cervantes’s work—because it’s someone other than Cervantes who’s 

rewriting it. That’s what I initially planned to do, then I changed my mind. It would have 

made me laugh, and also made you laugh—at least in disbelief. But I gave up on the idea, 

because when I thought about it, if there’s something that shouldn’t make people laugh, it’s 

writing and repetition, retelling and recasting, that is, in my definition of the word, literature. 

 

 In 2006, I wrote an essay on hating literature, and in 2008, a novel about the end of this 

hatred. In the middle of both Writers against Writing and The Recidivists, I inserted the same 

sentence, like a hook to link the two books together. I’ll give it to you again now, to tie this 

text to those books: “No one is so talented or so impersonal that s/he can faithfully reproduce 

another’s style without, above all, inserting some of their own; and it’s in this failed mimicry 

that literature happily lives.” That’s what I’ve learned from my library. When Hugo imitated 

Saint Jean, he didn’t write like Saint Jean. When Baudelaire imitated Hugo, he didn’t 

reproduce Hugo. When Mallarmé imitated Baudelaire, he didn’t sound like Baudelaire. When 

Breton imitated Mallarmé, he didn’t become Mallarmé. That’s what they all taught me; and 

ever since I learned that, influence hasn’t seemed like a negative thing. On the contrary. I’m 

not afraid of influence because I’m not very proud. I’m not afraid of imitating these geniuses 

so perfectly that no one ever distinguishes me from them again. I know that in failed imitation, 

something will sprout that will make it significant. We must never forget that Proust really 

began to write by doing pastiches—namely of Balzac and Flaubert. And if we talk about 

“Proustian style” today, it’s proof that he failed in his pastiches—or that he was seeking 

something other than imitation. Valéry opened one of his poems by saying, “Go out to come 

in.” No one will ever say it better. Intoxicated by this quest for alterity, in my novel I created 
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a science of others, and even gave it an imaginary founder: Jean Uterne. His last name is a 

pun I hold dear: in Latin, “uterne” means “one or the other,” but if it’s in a question, 

“Uterne?,” it means “which of the two?” I don’t need to dwell on this ambiguity: it expresses 

everything I love about borrowing another’s voice. I’ve long had in mind this remark by 

Roger Caillois, who founded the College of sociology in France with Bataille and Leiris: “[I] 

see nothing but mediocre talents seeking originality. A genius is more courageous. He paints a 

thousandth Descent from the Cross, sculpts another Venus, and for the tragedy he’s dying to 

write, he chooses the most frequently treated subject. A writer who is sure of himself is not 

afraid of banality. He provokes comparison precisely because he feels or knows he is beyond 

comparison.” That’s the paradox of art and writing: we take on the voices of others through 

humility, and compare ourselves to them through pride. And I mean pride in the purest sense 

of the word. 

 

 But it was disgust, which is another form of pride, that drove me to write my first book, 

Writers against Writing. Disgust with what I was reading: pseudo-modern books ridiculous in 

their desire for differentiation, in what Freud called the “narcissism of petty differences,” and 

which Roland Barthes called “babble,” that is, children’s blabbering. I was 21 and was almost 

swept up in this wave, which pulled and tossed me, telling me over and over that I should 

ignore language and literature, that I should write without reading anything by others; that I 

should tell the truth, nothing but the truth, and so much the better if was traumatizing—if I 

had, as they said in their horrid banality, “something to say.” I think I was one of those Jean 

Paulhan called “misologues”: those who hate language and want to make do without it. 

Though I have to say, I was obsessed by Antonin Artaud’s comment that “[a]ll writing is 

rubbish. People who leave behind generalities to try to say something specific about what 

they’re thinking are pigs.” My first book was therefore an attempt to leave behind generalities, 

stagnation, the romantic, neo-Rimbaldian fantasy (hadn’t they ever read Rimbaud? And I’m 

thinking only of his escape!). It was taken for an essay on literary theory. Maybe, but who did 

I want to convince other than myself? It was a long, 250-page promise. Against Cioran and 

against Sartre, against the Surrealists, against their Rimbaud, against Musset, against Paul 

Valéry, and also against Le Clézio. I had chosen my side. My side was Proust, because his 

search involved pastiches. It was Gide, who retold the great myths, from Narcissus to Theseus, 

to reveal their unknown meaning. It was Blanchot, who had delimited Literary Space at the 

risk, perhaps, of mythifying it. It was Nabokov and Quignard, Mallarmé, and of course 

Borges—the man who was at peace in the library, never fearing he might disappear under the 
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books. We know Nerval said that “the first to compare a woman to a rose was a genius; the 

second was an imbecile.” Borges added that “the third was a classicist.” This addition seems 

more than just a quip to me. In any case, it’s now my most frequent companion, rather than 

Artaud’s comment about pigs. It took me a while: sometimes these comments struggled with 

each other in my head. But I hope this struggle feeds my books. (In fact, it seems I quote a lot. 

You can’t hold it against me—unless you’re a misologue.) 

 

 When I’d finished my essay, I felt like nothing was finished. That I was going to be 

scolded for having given too much advice without ever following it. So I began a long novel, 

trying to recount several episodes of my life without openly being the author. Or rather, 

without authority. I wanted to write an autobiography—to be stuck in fact and write nothing 

but the truth—while showing the extent to which reality is a literary construction. To do so, I 

chose four stand-in voices—Duras, Quignard, Proust and Genet—and each part of the book 

was constructed according to their worldview, their style. Why not? Was it really very 

artificial when I felt myself closer to their books than to my own life? If culture is a second 

nature, it seems natural to me to cultivate the voices I carry within myself thanks to their 

books. After four years of writing, the result was The Recidivists, and the title speaks for itself. 

Those who read it at the same time as the essay saw right: I was trying to go from theory to 

practice by trying to disappear from a book in which I appeared everywhere, but deceptively. 

 But: the deaf had to be reckoned with. 

 In Magazine littéraire, which I was not yet affiliated with, a critic reviewed my novel. 

His article was complimentary, but he ended by saying he hoped I would soon stand on my 

own two feet. Poor soul! Such effort to be so poorly understood! Almost ten years of writing: 

an essay, a novel, 900 pages of analysis and practice, to read at the end of an enthusiastic 

article: we hope Laurent Nunez will soon stand on his own two feet. I admit it, I was angry. 

But recently, of course, I’ve occasionally seen the person who wrote these words. I don’t hold 

a grudge: nothing is harder than to go against dogma. Because dogma—the undifferentiated 

voices of others—believes everything must be done alone, and that apprenticeship is short-

lived: one is then trained and ready to write books—again and again, like a perfectly oiled 

machine. Poor souls! And what about standing on one’s own two feet? If there’s one thing I 

don’t wish, for myself or anyone in literature, is to stand on their own two feet: to write only 

from themselves, to pretend to make a clean slate of the past. Indeed, we know the result: 

disposable books, quickly dispatched. Unreadable. Connected to reality, but disconnected 

from the library. And since reality is nothing but our view of the world, seen through lenses 
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ground by literature, they don’t get us very far. We exist thanks to the voices of others, which 

resonate in us. This is not cause for alarm, and certainly not shame. Not everyone can clearly 

hear these voices resonate.  

 

 Now I’ve done an about-face: after the essay and the novel, in 2010 I published a short 

story called The Other is Destroying Me. I consider it an addition to the other two books, even 

though it says almost exactly the opposite. But if it’s not to contradict oneself, to go against 

oneself, to define oneself as another, I hardly see the point of writing. 

 


