

[image: Cover.jpg]




Sharing Common Ground





Sharing Common Ground

A Space for Ethics

Robert Harvey

Bloomsbury Academic

An imprint of Bloomsbury Publishing Inc


[image: image]





Contents

Preface

1Construction Sites

2Empathy and the Kantian Sublime

3Of Spaces Otherwise

4Zones of Indistinction

5Foucault’s Transgression

6The Cleave Informs: René Char and the Hope of Heresy

Bibliography

Index


Preface

When imagination-fueled thinking about inhospitable environments—spaces that are rebarbative yet altogether real—becomes reflection shared between two or more people, the endeavor in common holds unique potential to move individuals into ethical dealings with each other. Sharing Common Ground examines this phenomenon through a number of examples that are historical, photographic, literary, filmic, and philosophical in nature.

Empathy is the premier interpersonal and social experience without which work toward an ethics proves futile. A gesture (and so much more), the empathetic move (I prefer the term “move” to affectless “action”) takes place when one consciousness encounters another at a site that is as imaginary as it is real. I call such meeting-spaces for sensible emotion common grounds. Common ground is not so much a place as it is a space: common ground is only tenuously localizable in the real world, operating rather in our imagination, in our memory, in day-dreaming, where it best maintains its power to outstrip accepted reality, thus readying us to plan potentialities.

Sharing Common Ground describes and analyzes various spaces, then—topographies propitious for empathic construction, what Michel Foucault once termed “spaces otherwise” [des espaces autres]. Mapping tools borrowed from both literature and philosophy are deployed here, mobilizing figures, thinkers, with whose works I have been engaged—in teaching and in writing—over the past three years: Michel Foucault and Marguerite Duras primarily, but also Georges Didi-Huberman, Giorgio Agamben and a supporting cast including Eugène Atget, Immanuel Kant, Samuel Fuller, Jorge Luís Borges, Blaise Pascal, Étienne Balibar …

Sharing Common Ground comprises six chapters organized loosely in two parts with Duras, then Foucault, as successive guideposts. The point of departure for Sharing Common Ground is a close reading of “Construction Sites,” a largely neglected and somewhat obscure short story by Marguerite Duras, written in 1954. “Construction Sites” stands as a heretofore hidden, yet crucial turning point in the prolific oeuvre of this major French author whose centenary fell in 2014. Because it is virtually unknown, an entirely new translation of “Construction Sites” is included in the book’s first chapter.

It is commonly agreed that from the late 1950s onward, Duras’s artistic enterprise reveals an increasingly insistent determination to “remember” the Shoah, albeit vicariously. In an unpublished letter where she attempted to explain the title she lent to Green Eyes—incongruously, but successfully a filmic, photographic, and literary work simultaneously—Duras wrote, “I see the end of the world through the green eyes of a girl, I also see an infinite laziness, and joy as well.” In the first chapter of this book, I attempt to show that beyond, yet no doubt also with the help of, the melancholy of this vision, Duras was setting the groundwork for a post-genocide ethics that was already apparent in the bizarre 1954 story.

My study of “Construction Sites” also gives the reader the opportunity to discover two fascinating works by Duras—a novel and a poem—previously unpublished in English. I also revisit, under new light, her first two film scenarios: Hiroshima mon amour and The Long Absence. This chapter advances the thesis that Marguerite Duras constructed—through the literary imagination—a model for effectively mobilizing the work of memory in regard to humanity’s crimes against itself.

The most prominent features of Duras’s “Construction Sites” call for analysis under the light of Kant’s “Analytic of the Sublime.” While extending the initial exploration of the woman’s trauma in Hiroshima mon amour, “Empathy and the Kantian Sublime” turns on a reintroduction of the endlessly fertile sections of Kant’s Critique of Judgement. The part that the Enlightenment’s conceptualization of the sublime plays in increasing our understanding of how empathy takes hold in consciousness may be illustrated by a number of the essays that Georges Didi-Huberman has included in the books Éditions de Minuit has published over the last decade under the series titled “The Eye of History.” Showing how empathy grows out of shared experiences of the sublime will necessitate expansion of two of Didi-Huberman’s studies in particular: one that examines Samuel Fuller’s early film documenting the opening of the Flossenbürg concentration camp at Falkenau (now Sokolov, Czech Republic); the other on photographs taken inside Bram concentration camp (Languedoc, France) by Catalonian inmate Agustí Centelles. These artworks by Fuller and Centelles are passageways onto common ground and the sharing of such a space enables peaceful coexistence.

The resolute indeterminacy of Duras’s 1954 story notwithstanding, what so profoundly disturbs the female character is the sight of a cemetery being extended. To her, this construction site (chantier in French) conjures the image of mass graves (charniers or “chantiers de la mort”). If all stories effect transformations, the object transformed by the plot of “Construction Sites” is a cemetery: by the end of her story, Duras has managed to mutate cemeteries from their usual status as spaces of death into that of spaces between life and death. In Chapter 3, I begin to introduce the other major figure of Sharing Common Ground: Michel Foucault. Already the new translation that I provide of the title of Foucault’s celebrated essay, “Des espaces autres” as “Of Spaces Otherwise” (instead of “Of Other Spaces”), will begin moving the reader—with a regrettable tardiness—to the limit experience enabled uniquely in such limit spaces—an experience that both Duras and Foucault advocate explicitly and, sometimes, implicitly.

Just as cemeteries are spaces between life and death, they are often—quite concretely—spaces on the outskirts of cities, in no-man’s land, between the city and what city dwellers often consider the degraded form of existence of those who inhabit the suburban zone. Setting the stage for a critical examination of core claims in Giorgio Agamben’s Homo sacer, in “Zones of Indistinction” I explore the ways in which photography, film, and literature imaged one particular slum: la Zone that encircled Paris from the mid-nineteenth through the mid-twentieth century. La Zone was captured by the lens of Eugène Atget, then documented by that of Georges Lacombe. These artists of the visual managed to capture for later contemplation the proudly intermedial being of la Zone’s inhabitants. This wasteland (one sense of the word shoah) was also explored in texts by authors as divergent as Louis-Ferdinand Céline and Raymond Queneau. It is perhaps even the inspiration for the devastated mental landscapes found in the work of Henri Michaux or of Samuel Beckett. More distantly, zones of indistinction, or mental common grounds, may be seen studied by writers as diverse as Herman Melville (the prison yard where Bartleby ended up), Walter Benjamin (the notion of “critical point” in the Arcades Project), and of course Giorgio Agamben (the camp as nomos in Homo sacer). These efforts to transform spaces otherwise into grounds for improved intersubjectivity are explored in the third chapter.

At the nexus between images of spaces otherwise and what I earlier referred to as our ability to think about them via the imagination lies the possibility of shared experience and, thus, a possible opening onto ethics. Michel Foucault’s boldly transgressive linguistic inventiveness hit upon a word—and, thus, a concept—for that nexus. We know that the ironies exposed by Foucaldian archaeology trump, supplement, and surpass by surprise what we routinely call the ironies of history and that this is perhaps the major gift of that oeuvre to critical thinking. What we know less is how the beautifully bivalent word partage—partage as noun, but also partage in its avatars as verb, as adverbial component, as participle—was put to work by Foucault in order to convey those ironies linguistically. By the sheer frequency of its use under Foucault’s pen, by dint of its appearance at nearly every crescendo culminating his demonstrations and abidingly (if not always consistently) from one end to the other of his work, the function of partage shows itself to be crucial, yet nearly illegible for the English-only reader of that work. Our way of translating partage into English demands adjustment, if not correction. Variously rendered in the extant translations as “division” and “sharing” or “share,” partage is, in fact, sharing and division, division that includes sharing. Thus my study—in the chapter entitled “Foucault’s Transgression”—of this term by means of a consistent new translation in “cleave,” with its significantly meaningful polysemy, serves both to focus several of Foucault’s most recalcitrant claims and heighten our understanding of them. The cleave figure lends function to spaces otherwise and its transgressive force is bolstered by the “point of heresy”—a notion which Foucault adopted and adapted from Pascal and introduced in The Order of Things. A point of heresy itself, the cleave is where we witnesses actively meet the gaze of the Zone’s denizen.

Transgression in Foucault’s use of the concept is, unlike in Bataille, an inclusive disjunction. And it is in that very inclusiveness, despite all, that a modicum of optimism can be heard to murmur even in the darkest of the Foucaldian archaeologies. In the final chapter of this book, I maintain—against the current—that the literary function abided in Michel Foucault well beyond the cultural rupture of May ’68 and continued to inform his thought to the end in June 1984. Trusting his own hypothesis that our relationship to language creates a viable “‘cleave’ of being,” to borrow an expression from Gerard Manley Hopkins, Foucault negotiated that inclusive disjunction in himself by continuing to take inspiration from poetry without making the inspiration explicit by naming names.

Of all the creative voices that coursed through Michel Foucault, one of the most significant—and certainly one of the more unique ones in that it was the voice of a near contemporary as well as that of a poet—was René Char. There can be little doubt that Foucault assigned partage, or cleave, the major textual and rhetorical role that he did in homage to and imitation of René Char and his pivotal group of aphorisms, Partage formel (Formal Cleave). Not only had Foucault memorized and taught René Char’s poems in the early years of his professional career, it is patent that he drew inspiration from them right up to his final work, Le Souci de soi (The Care of the Self) whose back cover bears, simply, a quote from the only poet for whom Martin Heidegger wrote poetry.

The admiration that both René Char and Michel Foucault shared for the Marquis de Sade is surpassed by their commitment to the lightning flash of resistance—whether recovered by History or lived to the last breath as fundamental resistance for the sake of resistance or, as Lyotard once put it, for “the honor of the name.” That cleave in the stone of our sense of being nurtures not only the saxifrage1 but also the glimmer of hope Foucault saw beyond the effacement of man in the sands of history. By invoking the survival of hope in face of Agamben’s generalization of homo sacer, Sharing Common Ground ends, then, on a heretical note.

In and for the unfolding of this project, I owe the debt of thanks to Bernard Alazet, Étienne Balibar, Gabriela Basterra, Odile Baumgartner-Roman, Corinne Benestroff, Réda Bensmaïa, Sophie Bogaert, Edward S. Casey, Mary Ann Caws, Kimberly Coates, Tom Conley, Martin Crowley, Michel Deguy, Georges Didi-Huberman, Éditions Gallimard, Gregory Fabre, Thierry Gillyboeuf, Stuart Kendall, Nathalie Léger, Steve Light, Jean Mascolo, Haaris Naqvi, François Noudelmann, Florent Perrier, Thangam Ravindranathan, Sophie Raynard-Leroy, Gabriel Rockhill, Donna Sammis, Philippe Sellier, Nancy K. Squires, Mary Watkins, the twenty students in a Spring 2013 “Foucault Fundamentals” seminar during which the idea for the book coalesced, Hélène Volat, bien sûr, and last but far, far from least, Elise Woodard.

Notes

1René Char adopted the saxifrage as emblematic of our fundamental impulse to resist the forces of what Michel Foucault would call biopolitics. The Oxford English Dictionary defines “saxifrage” as “[a]ny plant of the genus Saxifraga, esp. S. granulata (white meadow saxifrage). The numerous species are mostly dwarf herbs with tufted foliage and panicles of white, yellow or red flowers; many root in the clefts of rocks.”
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Construction Sites

“Common ground” is spoken of.

But perhaps, one might say, we use the expression too often. “It is commonly that we speak of ‘common ground’” might be a better way to start. One way or the other, “common ground” is spoken of often enough for the expression to have long ago become a commonplace. When this happens to a locution, whatever power came with the moment of its invention, its catachresis—that first explosive and excitingly imperfect attempt at meaningfulness by coining—has long fizzled to nearly nothing.

So, what might we still be trying to convey today when we refer—often longing for it—to common ground: ground in common, that is, space shared in mind if not also in body, ground to which we might assign some common purpose, some purpose toward the building of community?

If we take the two lexical items making up the expression “common ground” and examine them separately, apart from each other, we quickly notice that together, as a phrase, they create redundancy, a truism of sorts. Whether used metaphorically or “literally,” ground denotes the solid surface of the planet on which we dwell, the habitable and naked crust of earth on which we stand and are able—on condition that a few fundamental necessities gleaned from that self-same ground are available—to survive. As adjective, common refers to that which belongs to all—where “all” is usually understood as all those belonging to the species known by homo sapiens as homo sapiens. Ground would then always be common.

Truism or all-too-well-worn compound metaphor notwithstanding, I think that by “common ground” we still envision and project a space where two or more people would find themselves getting along. On such grounds people would manage to coexist peacefully, cooperate, live in a state of mutual aid and moral solidarity. Furthermore, there is, I think, understood to be some causal relationship between fundament and commonality. It is because this ground is propitious to agreement, harmony, peace, and so forth, that we credit it with a power to unite. Directly on the fundament of earth we place the foundations of our shelters and our dwellings. Our need and our urge to build result in constructions that enable and enhance our social interactions. As much as language, architecture binds us, grounds us in our commonality.

I have, however, gone somewhat far afield as I find myself already anticipating conclusions that we may draw from reading and analyzing discursive as well as figural elaborations of thought regarding common ground. Such readings and analyses of texts and images fill the propensity of the remainder of this book. But the first question that this study will consider is not the relationship between a cause (ground) and an effect (commonality), but the question of the geographical relationship of a given space to two or more subjects who seem to have found common ground mediated by that space or, more precisely, who are in the process of finding it. How do certain spaces facilitate the sharing of common ground? What turns a mere space into “space of interest”?

Upon uttering the expression “common ground,” both speaker and interlocutor (sender and receiver) infer that the subjects who are moved to commonality find themselves occupying one very same space where they may thrive in love and care. But what of spaces that are elsewhere? What if the very ground most propitious to the vivifying possibilities for us were not “right here,” where you and I are standing, but “over there”? And what of spaces that are not only elsewhere but otherwise than those habitually at my feet? What if the power of ground to create the multiplicity in harmony that we call “commonality” resided in a paradox consisting in the fact that we do not stand upon it, yet it is undeniably here, present, now?

There is, after all, ground—in both the literal and the metaphorical senses—other than the one on which I have my feet planted at the present moment. Such ground otherwise is nevertheless attestable today, in this nation, under these meteorological, political, economic conditions. Yet I may not experience this ground otherwise as common ground, because I am not presently in the situation of sharing a vision of and for those conditions with another soul. Allowing ground to slip, as it is wont to do, towards its metaphorical valence, there are, today, other conditions for the possibility of community that differ, to varying degrees, from the conditions that are available to me here and now. There are, in short, today—here and now—spaces other than this one for community.

The focus of this study is just such spaces. They are spaces elsewhere or—adjusting and correcting the extant English translation of “Des espaces autres,” the title of one of Michel Foucault’s most important short theoretical works—these spaces are not only “spaces apart,” they are “spaces otherwise.” They exist in our world, but at a remove. And they act upon us altogether differently from the spaces that we complacently inhabit. They are spaces in relationship to which durable commonality among us may be kindled as an irrepressible impulse. Spaces otherwise coexist for me alongside the ground on which I stand. Spaces otherwise will be named thus because, although like the space I occupy, “my space,” they too are in the present moment, right now, they are nevertheless over there with respect to the sensible world, the phenomenological world that I apprehend with my senses. They must be, if at all possible; we keep them at a distance for although they are propitious to ethical common ground, they are not particularly vivifying. Some, as a matter of fact, are downright death dealing. Thus, the spaces otherwise that this book will examine function upon us by dint of that part of experience with considerable powers that we call the imagination.

Here, without further ado, is a story that attests to those powers while presenting a paradigmatic example of a space otherwise that becomes common ground for disparate beings:

“Construction Sites” (1954)

by Marguerite Duras

translated from the French

by Robert Harvey

She had gone by in the lane, heading toward the man, and had passed him. Then, retracing her steps, she had passed by him again. She had proceeded along the lane in the opposite direction and had entered the woods—that woods into which the lane disappeared.

It was late: a little before dinnertime.

The man himself was stretched out on a chaise longue in the lane, halfway between the hotel’s garden gate and the construction site and he had seen the girl emerge from the woods. Mechanically, his eyes had followed her. He thought she was on her way back into the hotel, but he saw her stop a few paces short of the gate opening onto the road, retrace her steps and, again enter the woods from which she’d come.

A few moments passed; it was dinnertime: the hotel’s bell rang.

The man remained stretched out on his chaise longue. He wondered what on earth the girl could be doing at that hour in the woods.

When she went by first, then again, she had more than merely glanced at the man. She at first seemed in a hurry to go back into the hotel. But after having stopped before the gate when heading back off toward the woods, she had appeared as much in a hurry to get back into the woods that she’d just left. She had walked just as quickly in one direction as in the other as if some unknown force had her caged between the woods and the hotel gate. And, without looking at anything, without a glance at the man whose legs—since he and his chaise longue took up more than half the width of the lane—she had nevertheless almost had to brush up against.

Dinnertime had come without the man having seen her return.

The impression remained with him for a good while that the lane was so devoid of the girl that it was as if the woods had swallowed up her memory, even.

And then it was getting late. Dinnertime had long passed.

The man still waited for the girl to emerge from the woods.

It wasn’t that she was remarkable or that he had noticed her before. But the lane disappeared into the woods, leading to a village several kilometers from the hotel. And she had to be there. And the man wondered what spectacle it was that could retain her or what she could have to do in that woods instead of returning to the hotel. As daylight waned and the shadows grew longer, he wondered about all this with increasing curiosity and lost more and more resolve to retire.

And, in the end, all this wondering caused him to arise and take a few steps in the direction she had taken. It would not have been natural to restrain himself from doing so after having wondered so insistently about what had become of her. A good half hour had gone by without him thinking about anything else.

No, he remembered well: she was not that pretty. Had it not been for that strange behavior—being alone in the woods and so late in the evening, all this at a time when it would have been normal for her to be elsewhere—at the hotel—No, all this aside, there would have been nothing remarkable about her.

He began walking down the lane and was approaching the construction site when he saw her come out of the woods. She too stepped into the lane, but soon stopped when she got to the construction site.

The man waited. Surely he hadn’t been seen. They were each posted at extremities of the construction site. He had stopped in his tracks, turned towards her. She had turned toward the construction site and her light-colored dress stood out against the dark mass of the woods. It was almost nighttime. All he could make out was the vague profile of her body, arrested, facing the construction site. And so, even though he didn’t know her better than any other hotel guest, as soon as he saw her—alone, apparently fascinated by the construction site, and so late—he understood that he was taking her by surprise, unwittingly, in one of the most intimate moments of her life and that to know her better might not have helped find her otherwise. They were alone and together, he and she, but separated one from the other, before this construction site. And her still being unaware, perfectly unaware of the presence of this thief, of this violator, naturally made the man desire to be seen.

Behind them, on the highway separating them from the hotel, nearly continuously, cars passed by with their headlights on. It was between them, between this luminous and sonorous wall and that dark and silent wood that their meeting was situated.

The man waited a bit before showing himself. He remained still at the near extremity of the construction site and watched her. And when he decided to move forward, he moved so slowly that she didn’t notice. The sound from the cars covered that of his steps. He was taking his time. She, on her side, let time pass. Still unaware that she was not alone. Perhaps she hadn’t heard the hotel bell. Perhaps she had come from the hamlet located on the far side of the woods. Walking fast, she would have had the time to go there. It had been nearly three-quarters of an hour since she had gone off again toward the woods. But it didn’t seem as though she had just been hurrying. And this was all the less probable for the fact that the lane didn’t lead there directly; rather, a path that she no doubt knew nothing about and probably couldn’t discover or find again [in any case] once night had fallen. No, it was the construction site that fascinated her. Altogether transfixed, she gazed at it or at least in its direction. Once he was right near her, he saw her petrified face in a state of immobile intensity and he was certain that it was indeed the construction site that she was staring at. This astonished the man. Hadn’t she noticed it before this evening? Had he had the good fortune of being there at the moment she discovered it?

The construction site extended out, vacant, with its rather special emptiness, to be sure. But, then again, there was nothing particularly notable within its light-colored walls, nothing unexpected, in any case. Perhaps, after all, she was discovering it [only] this evening.

“Pardon me,” went the man.

Startled, she turned and looked at him. Her gaze widened further, but now displaced onto the man.

“Pardon me, I’m at the hotel.”

“Ah!” she went, mechanically, laughing at the same time. She came forward toward the man.

“Pardon me,” he said, “I startled you.”

Like her, he began laughing.

“That’s alright,” she said.

She appeared neither frightened nor disturbed that he had approached her in this manner. She appeared, rather, to think it natural.

“Had you already noticed this construction site?” the man asked.

“This is the first time,” she said. “Until now, I thought it was something else. It’s a funny idea…”

“A funny idea?”

“It’s terrible,” she said, “and so close to the hotel.”

The man hesitated.

“I beg your pardon,” he said at length. “I’d like to know… I noticed you already a while ago… Why did you retrace your steps after having passed by here?”

The girl turned her head away.

“I hadn’t seen it well… I’d misunderstood. It’s crazy, but I think I’ll be leaving the hotel.”

The man tried to see her face, but couldn’t. She walked with her head turned the other way, distractedly. She probably hadn’t looked at him. He was still laughing.

“The whole hotel knows about that construction site,” said the man.

They’d gotten to the gate. He could see her face better in the light of the gas lamp under the hotel’s porch.

“It’s an everyday thing,” the man said, laughing harder. “Sometimes they have to be made.”

The girl laughed in turn. There was no irony, confusion or flirtatiousness in her laugh; just a certain uncertainty that clung—but how was one to know?—to these last words he’d pronounced.

This was how things started between them. This was three days before. Since then, he’d only seen her at a distance, at mealtimes.

In the first night following their encounter, the man believed she’d perhaps actually leave the hotel because of her discovery of the construction site. This fear was perhaps also, in a sense, an expectation. It wouldn’t have displeased him to see her peculiarity extend to the point of leaving the hotel for no other reason than the proximity of that construction site.

The wish was contradictory and, had it been satisfied, there would have been little chance that the man would ever see her again. But at this stage, he was still able to imagine adjusting to the notion of her departure.

Already, the day following their encounter, he had started waiting for her in the lane. She didn’t appear. At noon, he saw her at table again, as usual, and found that in appearance, at least, nothing—no hastiness, no disquiet on her face or in her gestures—indicated her intention to leave. He said to himself that what must have been painful for her was simply the sight of the construction site and that, following their encounter the evening before, she had probably decided to not return to that side of the valley. She was forcing herself not to go back. Since she hadn’t left the hotel, since she didn’t seem intent on cutting short her stay, she had undoubtedly succeeded in at least surmounting the thought of the construction site’s proximity.

This success, this small victory over her fear might have lent her a certain banality in the man’s eyes. Nothing of the kind occurred. Although he might have been a bit disappointed to see her at table the day after their encounter, this didn’t last long. He said to himself that it was unlikely that she hadn’t thought that anywhere else, in any peaceful setting where she might find herself, she might always encounter something like the construction site. She must nevertheless have realized that. To have understood once and for all that even if—and despite what he had said to her—this construction site were not something as usual as all that, there were enough things of the same nature in the world to make her flee from anywhere else she might go to hide. And, at bottom, her success proved that she knew this very well, that she had a certain familiarity with these things, and that she knew it would be childish and futile to flee them and to leave the hotel she was in now just on account of these things. Yet, was this courage? a form of steadfastness? lucidity? It was nothing. The banality of everything.

By the next day after their encounter, his desire to see her again had grown. He didn’t see her in the lane where he waited for her as he had the day before, but only in the dining room, at mealtimes. And so, already, he admitted to himself that there was some good in this small victory over herself, without which he would have stood no chance of seeing her again. He realized that this pleased him. And even went as far as to tell himself, moreover, that if she hadn’t overcome the distress that the sight of things analogous to that construction site caused her, she probably wouldn’t have been able to survive until their encounter. There could be no doubt that had she continued to flee things like this, she would in the end have found no other refuge than in death itself.

No, there was a wisdom about her. And one truly had to agree that the possibility he had of seeing her again depended, in fact, on that part of her that he had deemed a bit regrettable when he’d seen her again at table the day after their encounter and that he’d felt he could call her imperfection.

And if something of that first slight disappointment remained nevertheless with him, her nature had also slightly changed. The fact that she was not altogether the one he had hoped she’d be the first day that had followed their encounter—that slight flaw—made her appear more peculiar to him, nearer, no doubt because more real. And, in the end, for this very reason, her existence became more astonishing. Thus for the man, this encounter ceased imperceptibly being an event in his mind and tended to become an event in his life. He had ceased seeing it as an exacting spectator demanding perfection when such perfection can only be had from art.

His desire to know her grew each day, each half day.

This resulted, simply, from his having had the courage to accept an initial disillusion, just as she had had the courage to accept the construction site. However, the ideal complicity that was born of this shared minor loss more than compensated for any disappointment. Or, rather, that was it: it was this disappointment itself which, from the start, had become encouragement. It was the fact of its being possible.

But as quickly as he’d come to see things this way, he continued to act as if he hoped to be able to witness, once again, the spectacle begun the other evening. He began waiting for her every morning and every afternoon in the lane facing the construction site. She didn’t pass by. He was right: she’d surely decided to avoid the sight of the construction site. He persisted, notwithstanding, stretched out right before the construction site, as if, in the very décor where it had begun, to not lose a single chance of seeing the pursuit of the action begun previously. He proceeded, thus, for three days in a row and for three days he only saw her at mealtimes, from afar. Never did she appear in the lane.

The dining room tables were neatly arranged in six rows, four per row, in a vast square hall extended by a glass-enclosed space. This enclosure was a rotunda whose smaller tables were reserved for guests eating alone. They were arranged in concentric circles following the shape of the rotunda. It was at one of these tables that the girl was seated. The same for the man except that his, fortunately, was on the opposite side, facing inward. As a result, the girl, who was in full sunlight near the glass, was naturally inclined to look outdoors toward the tennis court spread out before the hotel, and could scarcely notice that she was being observed.

At the table next to the girl’s was a single woman with her little boy. This mother almost never stopped by turns entertaining and reprimanding her capricious child in order to get him to eat. Yet sometimes, distracted, the child would start to eat on his own. The girl was so intent on observing the child’s distraction that the man could observe her without taking precautions. Later, when the child got up to play among the tables, the girl completely lost interest.

Outside those moments, the man watched her such that it would have been difficult for her to notice. Moreover, the position of the tables they occupied put her in his line of sight and he could see her without turning his head. All he had to do was lift his eyes and she appeared to him in the background, in profile, between two other guests who hardly hindered his view of the girl. They faced her. They could thus not notice the look passing between them and only better served to protect it. He told himself that she wasn’t really good at noticing the things that people usually noticed—like, for example, his gaze. For as skilled and protected as he was, anyone else would have noticed. Not she, though. He all the same took great precautions so that she would not yet notice the surveillance to which he was subjecting her.

Those meals were for him occasions to observe lots of things about her. To observe how she ate, for example. She ate with gusto, attentively, methodically. It pleased the man [to think] that she might have repelled the sight of the construction site [with] this [same] calm body that craved food with regularity. That this fear had made its way into this body, the alliance of its health and its refusal transported him. Each time he took stock of it again, at mealtimes, he gave himself over to the same ravishment, the same reassurance. Such a rare sensibility with such unbound strength at its disposal left him in wonderment. Thus her very fright, far from taking on some morbid quality, was like the most precious extension of that surge of animal vigor, of that avidness that she could also display.

Just as she ate insistently, avidly, so she sometimes truly looked with her body’s eyes at what was happening around her in the dining room. Her gaze would light, then drift off, then light again, her eyes scrutinizing with a sort of sweetness that could lead one to believe that she was slightly near-sighted. But he was certain that it was only a sort
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