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  Brussels, January 26, 2008




  Dear Bernard-Henri Lévy,




  We have, as they say, nothing in common—except for one essential trait: we are both rather contemptible individuals.




  A specialist in farcical media stunts, you dishonor even the white shirts you always wear. An intimate of the powerful who, since childhood, has wallowed in obscene wealth, you are the epitome

  of what certain slightly tawdry magazines like Marianne still call “champagne socialism” and what German journalists more astutely refer to as the Toskana-Fraktion. A philosopher

  without an original idea but with excellent contacts, you are, in addition, the creator behind the most preposterous film in the history of cinema.




  Nihilist, reactionary, cynic, racist, shameless misogynist: to lump me in with the rather unsavory family of “right-wing anarchists” would be to give me too much credit; basically,

  I’m just a redneck. An unremarkable author with no style, I achieved literary notoriety some years ago as the result of an uncharacteristic error in judgment by critics who had lost

  the plot. Happily, my heavy-handed provocations have since fallen from favor.




  Together, we perfectly exemplify the shocking dumbing-down of French culture and intellect as was recently pointed out, sternly but fairly, by Time magazine.




  We have contributed nothing to the electro-pop revival in France. We’re not even mentioned in the credits of Ratatouille.




  These then are the terms of the debate.




  


    

  




  Paris, January 27, 2008




  The debate?




  There are three possible approaches, dear Michel Houellebecq.




  Approach 1. Well done. You’ve said it all. You’re mediocre, I’m a nonentity, and in our heads there’s nothing but a resounding void. We both have a taste for playacting,

  we could even be called impostors. For thirty years I’ve been wondering how I’ve managed to take people in and continue to do so. For thirty years, tired of waiting for the right reader

  to come along and unmask me, I’ve been stepping up my lame, dull, halfhearted self-criticisms. But here we are. Thanks to you, with your help,maybe I’ll get there. Your vanity and mine,

  my immorality and yours . . . As another contemptible fellow—and he was of the highest order—once said, you lay down your cards and I’ll lay down mine. What a relief!




  Approach 2. Maybe you. But why me? Why should I walk into this exercise of self-denigration? Why should I follow you into this explosive, raging, humiliated self-destruction you seem to have a

  taste for? I don’t like nihilism. I loathe the resentment and melancholy that go with it. I believe that the sole value of literature is to take up arms against this depressionism,

  which,more than ever, is the password of our era. In that case, I could go out of my way to explain that there are also happy beings, successful works, lives more harmonious than the killjoys who

  detest us appear to believe. I would take the villain’s role, the true villain, Philinte versus Alceste,1 and wax lyrical in a heartfelt eulogy of

  your books and, while I’m about it, my own.




  Then there’s approach number 3. To answer the question you raised the other night at the restaurant, when we came up with the idea of this dialogue: Why is there so much hatred? Where does

  it come from? And why, when the targets are writers, is it so extreme in its tone and virulence? Look at yourself. Look at me. And there are other, more serious cases: Sartre, who was spat on by

  his contemporaries; Cocteau, who could never watch a film to the end because there was always someone waiting to take a crack at him; Pound in his cage; Camus in his box; Baudelaire describing in a

  tremendous letter how the “human race” is in league against him. And the list goes on. Indeed, we would need to look at the whole history of literature. And perhaps we would also need

  to try and explore writers’ own desire. Which is? The desire to displease, to be repudiated. The giddiness and pleasure of disgrace.




  You choose.




  


    

  




  February 2, 2008




  Dear Bernard-Henri,




  I will forgo, for the moment, the pleasures of the delicious debate we could have (we will have) about “depressionism,” a subject on which I am, as you say,

  one of the undisputed authorities. It’s just that I’m in Brussels, where I have none of my books to hand, and so might make a slip in this or that quotation from Schopenhauer, whereas

  Baudelaire is about the only author I can quote more or less from memory. Besides, talking about Baudelaire in Brussels is always nice.




  In a passage that probably predates the one you mention (in that he hasn’t yet started laying into the human race as a whole, only France), Baudelaire states that a great man is what he is

  only in spite of his compatriots and that he must therefore develop an aggressive force equal to or greater than the collective defensive forces of his compatriots.




  The first thought that occurs to me is that this must be extraordinarily exhausting. The second thought is that Baudelaire died at the age of forty-six.




  Baudelaire, Lovecraft, Musset, Nerval—so many of the authors who have mattered to me in my life, for different reasons—died in their forty-seventh year. I clearly remember my

  forty-seventh birthday. In midmorning, I completed the work I was doing on The Possibility of an Island and sent the novel to the publisher. A couple of days earlier, I had gathered together

  unfinished texts lying around on CD-ROMs and floppy disks and, before throwing out the disks, collected all the files together on a hard drive from an old computer; then, completely accidentally, I

  formatted the hard drive, permanently erasing all of the texts. I was still a few meters from the brow of the hill and I had a fair idea of what the long downhill slope that is the second half of

  life would be like: the successive humiliations of old age and then death. The idea occurred to me more than once, in brief, insistent thoughts, that nothing was forcing me to live out this second

  half; that I had a perfect right to play hooky.




  I did nothing about it and I began my descent. After a few months I realized that I was venturing into an uncertain, viscous territory and that I would have to fill in time before I could get

  out. I felt something like a falling-off (sometimes brief, sometimes long) in the will to be disliked that was my way of facing the world. More and more frequently, and it pains me to admit it, I

  felt a desire to be liked. Simply to be liked, by everyone, to enter into a magical space where there was no finger-pointing, no dirty tricks, no polemics. Needless to say, on each occasion

  a little thought convinced me of the absurdity of this dream; life is limited and forgiveness impossible. But thought was powerless, the desire persisted—and, I have to admit, persists to

  this day.




  Both of us have doggedly sought out the delights of abjection, of humiliation, of ridicule; and in this we have succeeded, to say the least. The fact remains that such

  pleasures are neither immediate nor natural and that our true, our primitive desire (excuse me for speaking for you), like that of everyone else, is to be admired, or loved, or both.




  How can we explain the strange detour that, unbeknownst to each other, we both took? I was struck the last time we met by the fact that you still Google yourself, in fact you even have a Google

  alert so you know every time a new story appears. I’ve turned off my Google alerts, in fact I’ve even stopped Googling myself.




  You wanted, you explained to me, to know your adversary’s position so that you might be better able to respond. I don’t know whether you genuinely enjoy war, or rather I don’t

  know how much of the time you enjoy it, how many years’ training it took to find an interest and a charm in it; but what is undeniable is that, like Voltaire, you believe that ours is a world

  where one lives or dies “les armes à la main.”




  The fact that you are not battle weary is a powerful force. It prevents you and will go on preventing you from succumbing to misanthropic apathy, which, tome, is the greatest danger; that

  bleating, sterile sulkiness that makes one hole up in a corner constantly muttering “arseholes, the lot of them” and, quite literally, do nothing else.




  The force in me that might play this socializing role is rather different: my desire to displease masks an insane desire to please. But I want people to like me “for

  myself,” without trying to seduce, without hiding whatever is shameful about me. I have been known to resort to provocation; I regret that, for it is not in my innermost nature. By

  provocateur I refer to anyone who, independently of what he thinks or what he is (and by constantly resorting to provocation, the provocateur no longer thinks, no longer is), calculates his words,

  his attitude to provoke maximum annoyance or discomfiture in his interlocutor. Many humorists in recent decades have been remarkably provocative.




  I, on the other hand, suffer from a form of perverse sincerity: I doggedly, relentlessly seek out that which is worst in me so that I can set it, still quivering, at the public’s

  feet—exactly the way a terrier brings his master a rabbit or a slipper. And this is not something I do in order to achieve some form of redemption, the very idea of which is alien tome. I

  don’t want to be loved in spite of what is worst in me, but because of what is worst in me. I even go so far as to hope that what is worst in me is what people like best

  about me.




  The fact remains that I am uncomfortable and helpless in the face of outright hostility. Every time I did one of those famous Google searches, I had the same feeling as, when suffering from a

  particularly painful bout of eczema, I end up scratching myself until I bleed. My eczema is called Pierre Assouline,2 Didier Jacob, François Busnel,

  Pierre Mérot, Denis Demonpion3, Éric Naulleau4, and so many others-I forget the name of the guy at

  Le Figaro—I don’t really know anymore. In the end, I stopped counting my enemies although, in spite of my doctor’s repeated advice, I still haven’t given up

  scratching.




  Nor have I given up trying to beat my eczema, but I believe I have finally realized that for the rest of my life I will have to suffer the microparasites who can—literally—no longer

  survive without me, whom I provide with a reason for existing, who will go so far, as in the recent Assouline case, for example, as to rummage through notes for a conference in Chile (where I felt

  I might be somewhat sheltered), anything they can dig out, cutting and remixing it a little to present me as ridiculous or odious.




  And yet I don’t want to have enemies, sworn, self-confessed enemies, it simply does not interest me. While I have in me a desire to please and a desire to displease, I have never felt the

  least desire to vanquish, and it is in this, I believe, that we differ.




  By this I do not mean that you do not also feel a desire to please, but that you also feel a desire to vanquish; in this you walk with both feet (which, according to president Mao Zedong,

  is preferable). And it’s true that if you want to go far, go fast, it is preferable. On the other hand, the movements of a one-legged man have something whimsical, unpredictable about them;

  he is to the ordinary walker what a rugby ball is to a soccer ball; it’s not impossible that a healthy one-legged man might more easily escape a sniper.




  Enough of these dubious metaphors, which are simply a way of evading the question you were asking: “Why so much hatred?” Or more exactly, “Why

  us?” Even if we admit that we were asking for it, we still need to understand how we so consummately succeeded. It might be thought that I am senselessly wasting my energy on

  individuals as insignificant as Assouline or Busnel. The fact remains that my personal parasites (and, in the same way, yours) have, in their relentlessness, had certain results. On several

  occasions I have received e-mails from secondary-school students telling me that their teachers warned them against reading my books. By the same token, there has always been a scent of the

  lynch mob around you. Often, when your name comes up in conversation, I will notice an evil grin I know all too well, a rictus of petty, despicable pleasure at the prospect of being able to

  insult without risk. Many times, as a child (every time I found myself in a group of young men, in fact), I witnessed this vile process, the singling out of a victim that the group will then

  be able to humiliate and insult to their heart’s content—and I have never for a moment doubted that, in the absence of a higher authority, specifically of their teachers or the cops,

  things would have gone much further, would have resulted in torture and murder. I never had the physical courage to side with the victim; but at least I never felt the desire to join the

  executioners’ camp. We are perhaps, neither of us, particularly morally admirable, but we have nothing of the pack animal about us, this is one thing at least that can be said in our

  favor. As a child, when confronted by such painful scenes, I simply turned away, happy at the thought that I had been spared this time. And now that I am one of the victims, I can still turn

  away,more or less convinced that things will not go beyond the verbal, at least, as long as we live in a reasonably well-policed state.




  Or I might try to understand, to contemplate this unpleasant phenomenon—although I have never really been convinced by the essentially symbolic explanations given for it, based on the

  history of religions. The phenomenon existed in rural civilizations, it exists today in our cities, it would continue to exist if cities ceased to exist and all communication were virtual. It seems

  tome to be entirely independent of the political or spiritual order of the times. Revealed religions could, I believe, disappear without the phenomenon being markedly affected.




  A number of passages in Comédie,5 which I’ve just finished, make me think that you have had occasion to ponder the question in your

  own case. So . . . I pass the baton to you.




  And I cordially salute you.




  


    

  




  February 4, 2008




  Oh yes, eczema . . .




  Are you familiar with those tremendous pages in Cocteau about just that, eczema?




  They’re in that marvelous little book, his journal of the making of La Belle et la bête [Beauty and the Beast], which Truffaut recommends that all budding filmmakers

  should read.6




  It has some interesting pages about the adventure of shooting a film, his relations with Bérard, the disagreements with Alekan about lighting, the discovery of the tracking shot, special

  effects, style, the patience of the extras, living statues, Jean Marais.




  But it also contains (and I’m tempted to say that this is the book’s obsession, its leitmotif ) astounding pages, almost physically painful for the reader, about what he calls his

  “carapace of cracks, ravines and itches,” his “coral of fire,” or the “burning bush” of nerves that have replaced his features, his “boils,”

  “abscesses,” red “gashes,” his “blisters,” and his oozing “wounds.” The entire book is one long moan, a cry of pain on paper, the display of a face

  eaten up by unbearable pain, so that there are mornings when he can only appear on the shoot with layers of fresh lard that his chief electrician has spread over his cheeks and nose.




  Poor Cocteau . . .




  Poor “prince of poets.” Despite Arno Breker,7 despite that phony style of his, his emphatic, bombastic side, I’ve never been able to

  think badly of him.




  And of course, poor Baudelaire—member of the human race, of France, of Belgium, as you say. He had everyone breathing down his neck. They were baying for his blood from the word go.

  Reproof at first sight! At first the pack was cautious, intimidated by the dandy airs of this son of Caroline and her first husband, the defrocked priest, but very soon, in the second part of his

  life, during his stay in Brussels at the Grand Miroir Hotel, their howling got louder and louder! Few writers before Sartre—and it’s no coincidence that he wrote a good life of

  Baudelaire—have been so loathed. Few of them, particularly during their years of exile, had to deal with rejection on this scale. Dear Michel, I envy you for being in Brussels. I stayed there

  to write my novel on his last days (Baudelaire’s, I mean). It was a few months after the Grand Miroir had been torn down and replaced by a sex shop. And what a wonderful name—the Grand

  Miroir—for a man who made a profession out of “living and dying in a mirror” in order to be “continually sublime.” The fact that I got there too late, that I just

  missed the Grand Miroir and its mysteries, is one of my true literary regrets in life. I envy you for being there, because—if any of this appeals to you—the cobblestones of the rue

  Ducale remain, with girls still twisting their ankles on the footprints of the author of Fusées.8 There’s Petit Sablon Square, where, in

  my day, a brothel he used to like still survived, and the Augustine convent where he was locked up after his aphasia. And then, of course, there’s Namur, Église Saint-Loup de Namur,

  where for the first time he was touched by “the breeze of imbecility flapping its wing.”




  But back to your question—whether I have, as you put it, had occasion to reflect on “the” question based on my own experience.




  Well, yes and no.




  Naturally, yes, insofar as, even when I’m not there, I have eyes to see and ears to hear the nasty rumblings in response to any mention of me in a public place.




  And yet, at the same time, no, because through a rather strange phenomenon, I—unlike you, apparently—have never managed to think of myself as or feel like the “victim” of

  real “persecution.”




  Few other writers are abused as much as I am.




  For each of my books I receive a volley of insults that plenty of other people would find demoralizing.




  As for eczema, well, if that were a criterion, I have to admit that I’m something of an expert on that as well.




  The fact is that I find it terribly difficult not so much to take note of these attacks but to relate to the image of me they contain, to make it my own, to associate this reflection, hardly

  flattering, sometimes appalling, with my deep self or even simply my social self.




  Let’s take for example the film I shot twelve years ago and which got me reading the journal of La Belle et la bête so closely. I know what has been and what continues to be said about it. When it isn’t entirely annihilated by the wags, I know that it’s said to be “trash,” an officially

  “impoverished” work and, according to Serge Toubiana, at the time the editor of Cahiers [du cinéma], “the worst film in the history of cinema.” I know

  that when it’s scheduled to be shown on television there are people who arrange a “dinner for idiots,” where the idiots are the film and its author. But how can I explain this to

  you? I know it but without living it. I’m aware of it but don’t ingest it. I know all about the avalanche of mud that was hurled at it when it was released, but I can’t think of

  myself as the maker of the most impoverished and mud-covered film in the history of cinema and I am quite capable of ending up in a situation, a debate, a meeting with friends, a business meeting

  where, without noticing the sneers around me, oblivious to the ridicule I’m heaping on myself through the polite embarrassment I’m provoking, I talk about it as a normal film, in fact a

  rather good one, almost important, and which I am proud of.




  



  Another example, more meaningful and with greater implications, is my being Jewish. As a rule, being Jewish means having a special relationship with this subject of persecution. For most Jews,

  being Jewish is an automatic passport to a perception of oneself as vulnerable, at risk, never completely at home, at the mercy of anti-Semitism. I know very few Jews who don’t have in their

  memory some family or personal anecdote, sometimes a primal scene, that smacks of this innate familiarity with offense. But there again, that’s not the case for me. I certainly do struggle

  against anti-Semitism. As you know, I’m one of those people who will let nothing get through on that subject, absolutely nothing. But perhaps that’s a form of denial. Perhaps it’s

  a symptom of my fundamental neurosis. Perhaps it’s due to the fact that I was born in a part of the world where Jews were relatively spared. The fact is that when I’m fighting on behalf

  of Jews, I never have the feeling that I’m fighting for my own safety. The fact is—and please believe me—that I don’t remember, either as a child or later on, suffering

  either physically or mentally from the discrimination, the insults against which I protest and rebel. There are Jews who suffer; I’m a Jew who fights. There are Jews who experience their

  Jewishness as a voyage into the depths of desolation, a voyage to the end of the night. I’m a happy Jew, what Jean-Claude Milner9 would call an

  “affirmative” Jew, a “Solal,”10 like Albert Cohen’s, which in his vocabulary means “solar” and almost

  “Greek,” one who sees only glory, splendor, and light in the biblical and Talmudic memory they have inherited.




  And since we’re on the subject of childhood memories, I’ll tell you one too. Like you, I’ve known those classes of polymorphous perverts that find someone to pick on, stealing

  his satchel, emptying his wallet, or splashing ink on his face. At Pasteur de Neuilly, where I attended secondary school, the official whipping-boy was named Mallah. I can’t remember his

  first name. But I can still see his pale face, his clumsy, frightened gestures, the beseeching way he looked at his tormentors. And his name came back to me when I read in the papers recently that

  President Sarkozy’s mother came from a Jewish family in Salonica, whose name was none other than Mallah. Was he a relative? A cousin? A sort of older Sarkozy? I don’t know. Nor do I

  know what became of him or even if he’s still alive. What I know is that, like you, I kept my distance from the pack of little hyenas who sought him out to humiliate him, even going as far as

  the metro to “look for” him. But not taking part in the posse after Mallah, keeping away from the squad of junior lynchers, was not enough. I took that boy under my wing and for several

  consecutive years made him my best friend. I don’t deserve to be praised for this, any more than you do. But I note the psychological trait that, after all, was not an obvious one for the

  little Jewish boy I was at the end of the 1950s. It was so inconceivable to me that I myself might end up as a prey for this sort of pack, I was so far from fearing that I could be another possible

  target for the same horde of bastards, or, if you want to phrase it differently, the nightmare of persecution was so profoundly alien to me, that I had no problem at all with his being seen to be

  associated with me; indeed I flaunted my friendship with him.




  By the way, some time later I made an extremely disturbing discovery. I had a literature teacher in the first year of prep at the École Normale Supérieure named Jean Deprun.

  Although he was thirty years older, he was like a clone of this little Mallah (with the same sort of feverish intelligence, the same large head on a deformed body, the same pale complexion with

  surprisingly fresh flesh, still looking unworn). I found his manner toward me strange, almost hostile. Without understanding why, I noticed that he avoided making eye contact when he called me up

  to the board to comment on a poem by Maurice Scève11 or a page of Salammbô.12 Then one day

  I mentioned his name at a family meal and my father exclaimed, “Deprun? But I knew him very well.” He told me that during the war, at the Cherchell Military Academy, this eminent

  scholar, a specialist in the philosophy of anxiety among eighteenth-century writers, had been a sort of forerunner of Mallah, tormented by a league of young males, hounded, bullied, and my father

  had given him his protection, just as I was to do thirty years later for his reincarnation in Neuilly.




  My reason for telling you about this episode, the reason why I’m remembering and telling it, is that I’m always fascinated by the mystery of these ancient gestures

  that bewitch us, and which we unknowingly repeat.




  But even more so, I wanted to tell you that I know all about this merging, potentially criminal group, the lynch mob, avid, bloodthirsty, the “hairless, malignant beast” of which

  Frantz speaks in [Sartre’s play] Les Séquestrés d’Altona [The Condemned of Altona]13 the “carnivorous

  species that has sworn [our] destruction,” in a word the great animal “lurking in the familiar eyes of our neighbors,” which is rearing to be “released.” In a sense I

  know it doubly. I am almost genealogically familiar with its characteristic breath, the quickened step, the warning signs, the war cry, the treachery. But I’ve never really felt that it was

  targeting me in particular or that I had it coming, that sooner or later my turn would come.




  Let’s put it differently.




  Having reflected on your question, yes, of course.




  Yes, it’s quite clear that this is “the” phenomenon par excellence, that this phenomenon is the basis of social relations, far more than, say, love, the social contract, or

  universal affection among mankind. That’s clear.




  It’s clear too that inclusion implies exclusion, and that generally whenever two men meet they have agreed to reject and banish a third . . . In other words, we must be suspicious of what

  the Greeks called syncretism—I’ve always thought that its deeper meaning was not the one claimed by etymology, a “union of several Cretans,” but rather

  “everyone united against the Cretans” (they were, after all, the least favorably viewed, the most disreputable people in the ancient world). Doesn’t that fit perfectly?




  Yet, the more I have gained this knowledge applied to others, the more prolifically I’ve written about its underlying logic, the more I believe, for example—and to reply to one of

  your other remarks, the more I’ve helped, following the path opened up by René Girard,14 to show that revealed religions are not responsible

  for producing scapegoats but rather help to subdue savagery—the more I feel that my personal case, my experience as a young man or as a man, hardly helped me to reach these conclusions.




  It’s odd but that’s how it is.




  It doesn’t square with the idea that was our starting point, of the writer who has been disowned, insulted, dragged into the mud, et cetera. But it’s the truth.




  One last thing.




  You seem skeptical when I say that the things written about me and that I discover from time to time on diabolical Google are significant for me only insofar as they keep me informed of the

  state of play, what my adversary is up to, his weaknesses if any, and how to react appropriately.




  You’re wrong.




  I can assure you that this is also true.




  As soon as I’ve read them and immediately drawn the obvious tactical or strategic conclusions, I forget the articles by those people.




  They have no effect on my narcissism.




  In the face of assaults, my ego is fireproof, shatterproof.




  And there’s a magic slate aspect, so that the malevolence spread in this way evaporates as soon as it stops scattering its effluents and informing me of the position of what Flaubert in a

  letter to Baudelaire called the adversary’s “batteries” and “carriages.”




  In other words—and you were right there—there’s nothing to equal the drive to conquer as an antidote to these two twin poisons, the desire to please and the desire to

  displease.




  There’s nothing to equal a sense of war, not only to protect a work, shelter it, give it sanctuary but also to see it through and to hang on to the desire to continue, unshaken by

  winds, tides, and the ravening pack.




  I’d forgotten that phrase of Voltaire’s.




  But I have to say that I like it a lot and that’s how I like to think of the writers I admire: living and dying bearing their weapons, making the best of it, like the great

  Valmont,15 that “painter of battles.” That’s how I like to think of myself too, but my battles are like the ones in that book by

  Pérez-Reverte16 that you recommended tome, and which I found gripping . . .




  But I’ll stop here, dear Michel.




  Because otherwise we’ll have to come back to this art of warfare.




  I mean the battlefield that is specifically the literary or philosophical scene




  And that state of continual battle dress, which according to the greatest too, sums up the life of a writer.




  Kafka, for example . . .




  Kafka, who, as you know, was an admirer of Napoleon and saw in the hesitations of the emperor at the Battle of Borodino or the scene of the withdrawal from Russia, the encrypted truth of those

  “campaigns” and “maneuvers” that made up his own everyday existence as a novelist . . .




  Believe me—we’ll save time this way.




  


    

  




  February 8, 2008




  Dear Bernard-Henri,




  I believe you. Initially, your letter produced a sense of shock, but I chose to believe you—and I deserve a certain amount of credit for doing so, because an ego as robust

  as yours amounts to a mystery, even an anomaly.




  The last time I felt so shocked goes back—the comparison is unfortunate, but I can’t help that—to an interview with Yasmina Reza in which she related how Nicolas Sarkozy had

  greeted the prospect of her book about him. Our president, apparently, accepted with the words “Even if you demolish me, you will make me greater.” I had to read the sentence three

  times before I accepted the fact: there truly are people whose ego has such power. In moments of rare good humor, I have subscribed to Nietzsche’s famous dictum: That which does not kill me

  makes me stronger (most of the time I would be tempted, more prosaically, to think, That which does not kill me hurts me, and eventually weakens me). But I think Nicolas Sarkozy has gone one

  better.




  You are not quite there, but then you are not a warrior or a politician but a writer. And such small fry are not noted for their invulnerability to wounded pride. How does a writer usually react

  when someone tries to hurt him? Quite simply, he suffers.




  Incidentally, it is remarkable to note quite how powerful the writer’s identity is. I don’t know how many films Cocteau, Guitry, and Robbe-Grillet17 and Pagnol made, but when we think of them we see them first and foremost as writer. There are, a contrario, some people who remember that Malraux was minister of culture.

  But I have no doubt that a few decades from now, that will be completely forgotten—you only have to think of the faint astonishment we feel now when we remember that Lamartine really

  stood as a candidate for president of the Republic.




  The fact remains that you have developed a sort of magic potion that diminishes your vulnerability, and I would be interested in the recipe, especially as I am releasing a film

  this year and can therefore look forward to a screening of copious insults and spitting—from my traditional enemies and from others I have yet to discover: that about sums up my calendar for

  2008.




  There is, of course, the Obélix solution—fall into the cauldron as a baby—and the worst thing is that, in your case, that’s probably the right answer, the trouble is, it

  doesn’t help me much. We all end up becoming like our fathers, more or less; this is a penny that has long since dropped on me with the elegance of a concrete block, and it’s possible

  that, from your time with your father, you have drawn only powerful, luminous images; in my case, the results are more mixed.




  But, then again, the disturbing Chapter 5 of Comédie suggests that your secret may lie in a careful utilization of the social self. My first real contact with such realities

  dates back to 1998, when the ubiquitous Jérôme Garcin, flanked by his sinuous acolyte Fabrice Pliskin, contacted me to invite me, together with Philippe Sollers,18 to debate in the columns of their magazine. I can still see their irritated faces when they found out that we had had dinner together the night before. “You’ve

  met each other before . . . ?” Jaws dropped. Of course we have, arsehole, is that against the law? The two cronies obviously wanted to goad the man with the cigarette holder through the

  “vitriolic portrait” of him I give in The Elementary Particles. The problem was that, at the time, Philippe was completely prepared to forgive me. First and foremost, it must be

  admitted, because I was in a position of strength. That’s the trouble with Philippe, he is a barometer: he attacks me when I’m weak, supports me when I’m strong, he’s

  a more accurate barometer than an army of frogs.




  But I had also spun him a line in suggesting (quite honestly, in fact) that I had had no intention of painting a portrait of the real Philippe Sollers, because I didn’t know the

  real Philippe Sollers, only the media-friendly Philippe Sollers—someone I knew only too well (and it’s true that ce cher Philippe sometimes went too far in his

  omnipresence in the media; I think things have improved since then—unless it’s simply that I’ve stopped watching TV). Anyway, Philippe immediately got the point: the idea of the

  media-friendly Philippe Sollers spoke to him. Here was a man who had truly integrated the distinction between the innermost self and the social self.




  Since then I’ve occasionally been beset by a nagging, vaguely metaphysical doubt: Is there still a real Philippe Sollers beneath the social Philippe Sollers? I’m not

  entirely joking; Cioran notes with some amusement that when the libertine aristocrats of the eighteenth century died in public, crowds flocked to see it, just like to the theater, in the hope that

  the dying man might produce one last witticism—and in the fear that, whimpering and weeping, he might at the last moment beg to take communion. Staging one’s own death, worrying that it

  might turn out to be a flop? You can see just how far man has been prepared to go in the service of art.




  Philippe Sollers is not at that level, because this is not the eighteenth century, and because the Bordeaux bourgeoisie are not quite the aristocrats of the ancien régime. All the

  same, Philippe Sollers on television is about as unpredictable as Jean-Pierre Coffe; but that’s probably the only sensible way to appear on TV: first, consider yourself to be a permanent

  guest; then put together a little schtick, with a few gimmicks, and wheel it out whenever you need to. And carefully bury your innermost self, make it all but inaccessible (at the risk,

  I repeat, of losing it).




  Except that this is not what you do either: you appear on television, it seems to me, when you have something to say—you’ve written a book, you have some

  cause to champion, it varies. Your innermost self is not kept on a leash and, cher Bernard-Henri, it comes through at times almost violently, and it is doubtless modesty that prevents you

  from citing among your strengths the capacity for conviction and indignation.





  This, please note, is of no use to me either. In my life, I have never really interested myself in anything beyond the field of literature, and there is little in that to get truly indignant

  about. And yet I have known intelligent, sensitive, remarkably cultured people (some of whom occasionally wrote reviews, conducted interviews) who never truly achieved a position of

  strength. It is Jérôme Garcin, not Michka Assayas, who edits the culture section of Le Nouvel Obs[ervateur]. So what? Who gives a fuck who edits the culture section

  of Le Nouvel Obs? It’s clearly not as important as Bosnia.




  To tell the truth, even if Michka Assayas were appointed to run the culture section of Le Nouvel Obs, I’m pretty sure he would resign after a couple of months; he would barely

  manage to deliver his weekly roundup for VSD. It’s not about laziness (his Dictionnaire du rock, for example, was a mammoth undertaking), it’s something more pernicious, a

  mixture of indifference and independence, something that, whatever it is, keeps you firmly on the margins.




  There are, of course, exceptions; for example, I have a lot of admiration for Sylvain Bourmeau,19 a hard worker if ever there was one. And I think

  that, thanks to my regular admonitions, Frédéric Beigbeder20 has decided to keep his next job for more than a year. Even so, there is in

  those I admire a tendency toward irresponsibility that I find only too easy to understand. I am, after all, the son of a man who has (and I’m not up-to-date on everything he’s done)

  launched three companies, only to get bored as soon as they became vaguely successful; who built five houses (actually built, poured the concrete, planed the wood, et cetera), only to give up on

  the idea of living in them almost as soon as they were built.




  Here we go again. We can’t escape it. My role in your destiny may well be to have dragged you down to confessional writing—and that may not be altogether a

  bad thing. Schopenhauer notes with surprise that it is quite difficult to lie in one’s letters (current thinking has not progressed on the subject and, for my part, I cannot help but note

  with surprise: there is something in an exchange of letters that fosters truth, participation—what?).




  I don’t have a particular affinity with confessional literature; my problem is that I like almost all forms of literature. I have happily wallowed in the writings of Montaigne and

  Rousseau, but I still feel a delicious visceral shock when reading Pascal’s verdict on Montaigne, the extraordinary insolence like a slash of a whip full in the face: “The stupid plan

  he has to depict himself.” I have also taken inordinate delight in the absolute antithesis of confessional literature that is fantasy and science fiction; my panegyrics on Lovecraft may at

  times be over the top, it doesn’t matter, I stand by them.




  And above all I have loved, and finally made my own, the middle way, which is that of the classic novelists. Who borrow from their own lives, or the lives of others, it doesn’t

  matter, or who invent, it’s all the same, in order to create their characters. The novelists, those consummate omnivores.




  All the same, a little confessional writing might not be so bad. What do I know, I’ve never really tried it, and I don’t think you know anything about it either. We are so often

  misinformed about our own vocation (it’s surprising, for example, to think that Sartre may have attached greater importance to his works on theoretical philosophy than he did to Nausea

  or The Words).




  Feel up to it?




  


    

  




  February 16, 2008




  For almost a week, dear Michel, I haven’t managed to reply to you.




  There was my day for writing my “Bloc-Notes” article.




  Then there was the gathering we organized with Philippe Val, Laurent Joffrin, and Caroline Fourest around Ayaan Hirsi Ali,21 that radiant young woman

  who’s been condemned to death in the Netherlands for having dared to make some statements about Islam, of the kind that seven or eight years ago got you yourself dragged into court. (I

  don’t agree with those statements: I don’t believe for a minute that Islam is intrinsically hostile to democracy and human rights, but I’m struggling for her and for you to be

  entitled to express that opinion.)




  There was the jury of the French Golden Globes equivalent, which I agreed to chair as a favor to a friend—that took up another day.




  There have been the thousand concerns that I found or invented and that, caught up as I was in the madness and bustle of the day, caused me to put off replying to you.




  But more than anything, there was the word confession that you ended with. Despite the passing years, I see that it still has the same ability to paralyze me . . .




  Dear Michel, you have to understand that I am one of the few writers of my generation to have written novels (twenty years ago, you’ll say, but in that respect I

  haven’t changed) in which I consciously sought to create characters who were nothing like me.




  You have to understand that in Comédie, which you quote (and which I published in the—oh so dramatic—aftermath of my own film’s release; welcome to the club, by

  the way, and good luck!), everything was organized, literally everything, up to and including setting up the Great Confession, to give away as little as possible, to hide while appearing to open up

  and certainly not to yield to that illusion of transparency, of baring your heart, and so on, for which I feel an almost phobic aversion. False confessions, then . . . “screen

  confessions,” the way psychoanalysts talk about screen memories . . . cunning, clever confessions whose entire purpose was to stand in the way of the big, juicy confessions I promised, even

  though I knew that I would have to shirk them. More than ever, when writing that book, I felt how patently true it is that turning your back on ambiguity can only be to your detriment.




  You speak of Philippe Sollers, about whom, by the way, I think you’re being unjust (the same goes for Garcin, who has the merit—rare nowadays—of keeping the proper distance in

  talking about both actresses and dead friends). I’d like you to know that the only serious disagreement Sollers and I have ever had over thirty years of real friendship is when he says

  (although, in passing, I’m not sure whether he applies the rule to himself ) that writers are there to “tell how they live.” The formula itself petrifies me. When he pronounces

  it, it plunges me into an abyss of perplexity, and I always feel like replying that I believe exactly the opposite—that writers have every right and can talk about whatever they like but not

  how they live, not their inalienable secret life!




  As for television and the way you think you should behave there, I agree with your recommendations. I concur with your analysis of the need to perfect an “act” that allows us to hide

  and protect our “deep self.” I also agree about the risk that, in doing so, like the “man who lost his shadow,” you can lose the trace of the “deep self,” let it

  lie fallow, forget it. Where you’re wrong, or where I fear you rate me too highly, is when you attribute to me a capacity for indignation that shields me from that risk so that, fired up in a

  polemic, a political battle or a rage, I supposedly let the “real” me rise up to the surface. Sadly, indignation has no role in this. You can be indignant and yet take a strategic tack.

  You can be scandalized or enraged, but precisely because you’re at war you manage to keep control of the impression you make. In my case, that’s a fact. It’s even, if I dare say

  so, an obligation. Even in extreme situations, when I return from Darfur or Sarajevo, when I rail against the indifference of the well-off toward this or that forgotten war, which I’ve taken

  the trouble to go and see and from where I bring back my distressed accounts, my phobia for these confessional stories is such that even there—I almost wrote especially there—I

  do whatever I can to stay in control of my emotions, reflexes, language, and facial expressions. (The face, oh dear . . . its shameful turmoil, its minuscule rages, which give away so much . . .

  it’s the reason why I leave those [television interview] programs in a state of nervous exhaustion, which those who take me at my word when, quoting Bataille,22 I trumpet that the principle to follow on television is to think “the way a girl takes her dress off” could hardly imagine.)




  In my last letter I spoke to you about my indifference to the horrors they may write about me and which, I know, weaken me in my struggles.




  There was a claim that my father made his fortune in a vile way, which I didn’t contradict.




  I let it pass when it was written that I hardly knew Massoud23 and that giving him as a reference, laying claim to both his values and his friendship,

  was a fabrication.




  I’ve allowed books to appear and be disseminated on the Internet that I obviously did look through, even if at the time I claimed I didn’t, and whose basic message was always to make

  me out to be a bastard.




  The reason I’ve put up with all this wasn’t simply negligence, indifference, or contempt. It’s not because I have a shatterproof, armor-plated ego or that I’m beyond

  reach. It’s not even that I take that pleasure in being disliked, which we spoke of in our first exchange and which for me, as for you too perhaps, is another form of posing. No, what I now

  think is that if I have never refuted their claims and naturally never sued that evil lot, it’s because part of me gets something out of it. That part of me prefers even disinformation and

  the supreme, Gidian art of the counterfeiter, an expert on false clues and ruses, to the obscenity of giving in to the universal exhortation, be yourself (i.e., love yourself ), which is the

  commandment of our age.




  Of course, the question is why.




  What’s behind this refusal, this phobia, this tendency to tell as little as possible, not to confess?




  Where does it come from and what does it conceal—this desire to hide your cards, to be the champion of false confessions, an artist of trompe-l’oeil and deception, at the risk, I

  must repeat, of having highly offensive claims made about you without reacting?




  I could tell you, and it would be true that there is a literary conception behind it: when I was writing the Les Derniers Jours de Charles Baudelaire [The Last Days of Charles

  Baudelaire], I was obsessed with the opposition between the good “Flaubertian model” and the bad “Stendhalian model”: a cold, cold-blooded, possibly rigid, even stuffy

  literature versus the exquisite but to my mind antiliterary stylistic freedom of the literature of “release.” Even today, I haven’t changed that much. The experiments that

  fascinate me are still those where the “I” is withheld or even—and I hope we’ll come back to this—where, as in Gary or Pessoa,24 it is a minotaur lurking in the depths of a labyrinth of words, a clandestine orchestral director manipulating his clones like puppets on strings.




  I could tell you, and it would be no less accurate, that this attitude derives from the idea I have—and which was also Michel Foucault’s in his very last texts—as to why anyone

  embarks on the adventure of writing, which is that you write in order to find out not so much who you are as who you’re becoming. I believe that what is at stake in a book is not being

  yourself, finding yourself, coinciding with your truth, your shadows, the eternal child within, or any of that other idiotic stuff, but rather changing, becoming other than the person you were

  before beginning and whom the book’s own growth has rendered obsolete and uninteresting. Do we write to retreat into ourselves or to escape; to disappear or to make an appearance; to occupy a

  territory or to mine it and, having mined it, to change it and lose ourselves in the maze of an unreachable identity? For me, the answer is obvious and in itself explains why I couldn’t care

  less about the nonsense written about the “truth” of my relations with money, media, power, or the Commander Massoud.




  I could tell you—and it would also be true—that this mode of action, this repugnance for confession and for staging the inner self, reflects my metaphysical makeup, for better or for

  worse. In general, this derives from phenomenology, which reached its pinnacle in Sartre, then in the antihumanism of Althusser, Lacan, and once again Foucault, and whose fundamental principle is

  to view the subject as an empty form, with no real content, almost abstract, consisting entirely of the contact it establishes with the world and the content bestowed on it by that contact, this

  content being each time new, never substantial.




  But the question of questions (and I don’t need to explain this to Michel Houellebecq, the Nietzschean) is naturally what is behind the metaphysics, poetical arts, conceptions of the

  literary adventure. The real question is to ask ourselves what this type of argument—this reasoning too straightforward to be honest; this choice, for example, between the Flaubertian and

  Stendhalian models, which may exist only in my imagination—may hide in my personal history, in terms of subjective denials and fears, badly healed wounds, and the unconfessed family

  saga.




  You spoke tome of your father (and I would be happy to hear more about the whimsical, poetical character he seems to be).




  I should tell you a little about my own (because “concrete block” or not, this is probably the key for me as well).




  I come from a family that elevated to the status of an imperative its sense of propriety, a horror of bombast, and a revulsion for anything resembling emotional excess or indiscretion.




  My father was melancholic and powerful, silent and warlike, a chess player, unfathomable, clearheaded and skeptical, solitary and independent. For him secrecy was not only an intellectual

  experience but also—I’m convinced of this today—a way of being and living.
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