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Café Styx

One evening several years ago as I was dining on raw oysters, sea snails, and sea urchins at the Café de Turin in Nice, I found myself seated opposite an elderly and rather curious man—part Mediterranean, part bird, part satyr—who wasn’t at all familiar with the many varieties of seafood that surrounded him. He would inquire as to whether a particular dish was good, and when his interlocutor endorsed it—which was always the case—he would order a generous portion. He had a terrific appetite and a wonderful manner of curving his thin body so that his beaked face would bow before his dish, as if to better relish the delicacies he was about to enjoy, or perhaps pay homage to them. He was still voraciously eating when I got up to leave, and as I reached the door, he turned to one of his neighbors and began a tale of which I was to hear only the first few words: “There was a man who ate everything on earth …”

Such ravenousness is not, however, always so joyful. Consider one of the most extreme, indeed apocalyptic, examples of incorporation, a case of paranoia recounted by the psychoanalyst Eugène Minkowski in 1923 of a patient, beset by delusions of ruin and guilt, who anticipates a terrible punishment that will come in culinary form. It consists of what he called the “refuse policy.” This law, instituted especially for him, stipulates that all the waste matter of the world must be placed into his stomach: ashes, burnt matches, and cigarette stubs; crumbs, fruit pits, chicken bones, and the wine left at the bottom of the glass; needles and bits of thread, paper scraps, glass shards, nail parings, hair clippings, empty bottles, subway tickets, newspaper wrappings; dust on shoes, bathwater, kitchen garbage, cadavers of animals and people. The egg, he insists, is his worst enemy because of the shell. He finally realizes that a clock is nothing but key, case, hands, cogs, springs, weights, et cetera, all awaiting disassembly, all potential garbage. Everything, absolutely everything, is meant for his anguished consumption. His fate was to become a black hole that would devour the entire universe.
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