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j. and structures our desire by articulating and thus fragmenting
i t .

B. Because our message returns to us in inverted form,
r. a letter alwavs reaches i ts destination.

5 V Uton! Seminar 0n "The Puiloind l-etta";
Nota to the Tbxt

'Ihe first of each pair of page numbers below refers to the English transla-
tion of Lacan's seminar by Mehlman (Lacan ry7zb\ as it is reprinted in
tlris book (chap. z), and the second refers to the French version inEcrix
(l.acan r966a). The letters designate the paragraph, beginning from the
top of each page. For other references to Ecrits, the first page number
rcfl'rs to the English translation by Alan Sheridan (Lacan rg77) and the
scc'<rnd to the French original Gg66a).

rll/ r r The epigraph is from the "'Witches' Kitchen" scene of Part One of
(itrcthe's Faust (lines 2458-6o), which Kaufmann translates:

Arr . l  i f  we score hi ts
Arr t l  cvcrything f i ts,
I t 's  thorrghts that  we feel .

(Goethe ry63,245)

V' lry, rkrcs I.aran t ' rcgin with this quotation?' He does not tel l  us. 'We can

'*.orrt l t ' r .  l row,c'vcr. i r l - lout thc corrclat ion in Freud and Lacan between "es"

,urt l  r l r t '  u l t ( ( )ns( r()us i ln( l  t i rkc thcsc l incs t<l  sugl{cst  that  our v iews and
lx ' l r ,n ' r ( ) r  , r r ( '  t l ( )v( 'n l ( ' ( l  1,1 '  r r r (  ( ) l rs(  r ( )us l ) r ( ) ( ( ' : is( 's .  ( ' l ' l r t '  s t l t t r tc t l f '  thc



84 John P. Muller and lVilliamJ. Richardson

quotation was identified by Don Eric Levine, Department of Com-
parative Literature, University of Massachusetts, Amherst. )
zSalrra Experience is inscribed semiotical ly on many levels, some of
which, given repression, are not directly available to consciousness. Such
unconscious inscription repeacedly insists on being recognized through
dream images, fantasies, parapraxes, and so forth, but is experienced as
foreign to and decentered from the conscious ego. The French text has
"excentrique" for what the English translates as "eccentric" and indicates
that the "subject of the unconscious" occupies a place whose center is
other than that of the conscious ego. For further elaboration of the
Lacanian subject, see Richardson ( ry83a).
zSblr rb The seminar wil l  show that whatever relat ions individuals
maintain, however they represent themselves to one another, all of these
are subordinate to the position and structure given them by the symbolic
order.
zScl t rc The word Prcigung denotes the impression of an image stamped
on a coin. The French text says the imaginary impregnations give the
signifying (not "symbolic") chain i ts "al lure," more than is given by the
English translation's use of "appearance." This would refer to the attract-
ing, captivating quali t ies of images.

These "psychoanalytic eft-ects" are defined and clarified in Laplanche
and Pontalis (r97). Foreclosure is the central mechanism in psychosis
whereby a central signifier fails to be inscribed in the unconscious; repres-
sion itself is a failure in translation from one level of inscription to
another; denial (better translated "denegation" for la ddndgatioz) involves
the use of the signif ier "not" in order to maintain the mechanism of
repression while al lowing i ts content to enter consciousness. The word
Entstellung more properly means "distortion" and is used by Freud inThe
lnterpretation of Dreams, There he describes the process of dream forma-
t ion, one of whose twin governing principles is that of displacement
(Wrschiebung). Lacan is emphasizing that these fundamental psychological
processes are structured by the concatenation of signif iers (the chaining of
linguistic elements) and not by the parade of images (with which they are
conjoined), whose presence serves primari ly to cast shadows or ref lect ions
rather than give direct ion or meaning to the process.
zgel tzc In Le sint inaire; Liure II  (Lacan r 97flb l t9S4-75J), whcn l-acan
Iir.st presented his anurlysis of "Thc Pr.rr loinccl l .cttcr" (: .2 5 -1o), hc clc-
votccl  sevcral  scssions to " t l rc cvcn anr l  thc o. lc l "  ( :o7 : . t ) .  Wc rcfc ' r  to
this t l is t r rssiorr  i t r  t l r r '  ( )vt ' rv icu'  ( t l r i r l ' t  t ) .

"THE puRLorNED LETTER": NorES To rHE TExr gs

zghl rzf The text here uses the rhetorical device of repetition: without
narrat ion, the action would be " invisibre," the speech devoid of meaning;
in other words, nothing of the drama would be comprehensible to sight
or sound ("ne pourrair apparaitre ni i la prise de vues, ni i la prise de
sons"). Thus we prefer to translate the French uiltre que not as "aside from
the fact thar," but rather as "moreover, rhar the dialogue,,, thus setting
up the meaning/sound pair to paral lel the action/sight pair ing.

Rather than "withour, dare we say, the twi l ighring which the narra_
tion, in each scene, casts on the point of view," we prefer to translate as
"without the twi l ighting, dare we say, which the narrat ion of the point of
view gives to each scene" ("sans l '6clairage ) jour fr isant, si  I 'on peut dire,
que la narrat ion donne )r chaque scdne du point de vue." The .. twi l ight-
ing" echoes Dupin's not l ighting the lamp at the beginning of the srory.
3oa/rzg The English "and by no means inadvertently" translates ..et
non pas par inattention." The same word (/'inattention) is repeated in the
fullowing paragraph as a feature of the King; Lacan here is (perhaps
"inadvertently," shal l  we say?') tracing both a negation of and an identi f i -
carion wirh the posir ion of rhe King. Lacan's knowing/not knowing wil l
rake on some importance in rhe cri t ical pieces ro fol low.

The designarion "primal scene" ( "scdne primit ive") may be an al lusion
t<r what has been called a "classic essay" (Most and srowe r9g:', r3),
.amely, "Detective stories and rhe primal scene," by Geraldine peder-
s.n-Krag, firsr published in rhe psychoanarytic euarterly in ry49 ee-
lrr inred in Most and Srowe 1983, r4-zo).
.1r>e/r3d "The Purloined Letter" (18441is rhe third and 6nal derective
st.ry involving Dupin, fol lowing "The Murders in the Rue Morgue',
( r fl4 r ) and "The Mysrery of Marie Rog6r" (tg4z). Therefore it is not the
"sccond t ime" thar Dupin's "speci6c genius for solving enigmas" is intro-
<f rrced by Poe, as Lacan says here and repears rater e3cr 69).
1 r b/ r4b The English word " gaudily" rranslates .,rerenanr I'oeil de quel_
t;rrc cl inquanr." This lure of the eye proper ro rhe imaginary order is, as i t
wcrc, checked by Dupin, whose eyes are "protected" by green glasses,
trrrr lcr l ining his abi l i ty ro correcrry "read" the situation from another
| ' t ' rsl ' rc.r ivc (rhat <>f rhe symbolic order). The contrasts berween l ight/
. l ;rrklr.ss, t lcc'c; 'rr i .n/seeing occur throughout rhe poe srory. Dupin's 6rst
r l r r ' ( r ' r l  w' , r , ls  r r r  thc sr ' ry . re:  " l f  i t  is  any point  requir ing ref lec_
rr()r  u ' r 's l r ; r l l  t 'x i r r r - r l r rc i r  r ,  bcrrcr  l )urpose in the dark."
l r t l / l4r l  ' l ' l r t ' I t l r r ; rs( '  ( luot i t ' t t t  of ' thr ' ( ) lx ' r i r t io l r"  rc1-rcurs worcl .s used in
, t t t  t ' , t l l tc l  l ' . r t , r . r ' r , r1 '11,  ,ut  r )1,( . r . t l t ( ) r )  ry l r r ) \ ( .  ( l l r ( ) t i t . r r f  "  (  ioC/ f  tb) .
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That usage was followed (fod/r3c) by the word "remainder" (reste; ital-

icized in French). Here the use of "remainder" is absent in the English,

but it appears in the French as a verb: "ce qui lui reste en main." Lacan

considers the action of the thief (the Minister in scene r ,  Dupin in scene

z) under the rubric of an ari thmetic operation-namely division, from

which there results a quotient in each case (the changed position of the

former occupanr of the letter) as well as a remainder (the substituted

letters). Such "mathematization" of the action of the two scenes' giving

them an identical structure, supports the thesis he next develops that the

"similitude" between the two goes well beyond the collection of common

"traits" and rests instead on what he calls "the intersubjective complex"

Qzfl t5h).
Mehlman (Lacan rgJ2b,43) notes: " 'So infamous a scheme, /  I f  not

worthy of Atreus, is worthy of Thyestes. 'The l ines from Atreus's mono-

logue in Act V, Scene V, of Cr6billon's play refer to his plan to avenge

himself by serving his brother the blood of the latter 's own son to drink'"

3rel I4e The French text refers not to "two sequences" but rather to

"deux acrions," and it ts their differences that would be deleted by a self-

serving selection of common traits. Such post hoc l ist ing of descript ive

features, discredited in a srructuralist framework, is no guarantee of any

rrurh. Truth can emerge only from structural laws of transformation (see

Piaget's S truct uralism U 91 o\).
The English "through which it structures them" suffers from a chronic

problem in translating Lacan, namely, the ambiguity of pronouns. Here

the " i t"  refers to intersubjectivi ty, while "them" refers to the two actions.

In the nexr paragraph the "it" refers to "the decision" that deals out the

subjects to the three places ("sujets qu'el le d6partage," translated in the

English by "the subiects among whom it  consti tutes a choice," which is

somewhat confusing, since, as assigned, the subiects precisely have no

choice).

3zalt5c \We prefer to read that the maneuvers following the decisive

moment add nothing to the glance moment. For a useful summary of

Lacan's ear l ier  essay on t ime, see \Wi lden (r98r '  ro5,  n '4J) '

3zflt5h Mehlman (Lacan 19J2b,44) notes: "La politique de l'autruiclte

condenses ostrich (autruche), other people (autrui), and (the politics o0

Austria (Autricbe)."

lzglt5i Although "modulus" (which correctly translaces the French

"module") denotes marhemarical propert ies, i t  is pcrhrlPs nl()rc sirnply

renclerecl  as "m<>dule" (as in rhc Frcnch, " l 'c  mot l t l l t ' i r r t t ' t 's t t l ' ; t  '  t r t " )  ' l ' l r rs

..THE 
PURLOINED LETTER' ' :NOTES TO THE TEXT

would signify the interchangeabil i ty of the repeated actions, but ar the
cost of noc emphasizing its mathematical properties ("modulus" being
defined as "some constant multiplier, coefficient, or parameter involved
in a given function of a variable quantity, by means of which the function
is accommodated to a particular system or base" (rVebster,s unabridged
dict ionary, r98o edit ion).
3zh/r6a For further elaboration of the phrase "the unconscious is the
discourseoftheother,"  seeMul lerand Richardson (r9gz, r  ro-r  r ,  r  r6,
zo9, 768). I ts laconic use here cal ls attention to the essential ly intersub-
jective character of unconscious processes. The norion of the "immixture
of subjects" was featured by Lacan in his essay "of strucrure as an
Inmixing of an otherness Prerequisite to Any Subject \il7hatever"
(r97 za) and was introduced earlier in his discussion of the Irma dream in
Seminar I I  (r978b, r92), where i t  is given the fol lowing sense: , .An
unconscious phenomenon thar unfolds on a symbolic plane, as such
decentered in relation to the ego, takes place always between two sub-
jects." For an interpretation of Lacan's analysis of the lrma dream (in
contrast to Erikson's analysis of the same dream) see Richardson ( r9g3a).
3zjl t6c At the end of this paragraph the French text makes the first of
its six breaks. Lacan rerurns ro this theme (of the subjects' replacing each
other) after the fourth break (44bl3oc).

33elr7b one critic has remarked: "\we ought to have been warned by
the very name Dupin (which does not quite conceal the French verb
meaning ' to dupe')" (Most r983, 344).
yflt Tc For the phrase "that everyone is being duped" the French text
has "que tout le monde soit  jou6," cal l ing attention to rhe .,play" of
f  anguage, whether as rhe " jeu des signif iants" (Lacan rg7J, t96155 r) in
the history of agiven subject or the " jeu combinaroire" (rgl l ,  z4) of the
science of l inguist ics. The norion of our being "played with" or . .played
out" by language is a recurrenr theme for Lacan. He repeats the verb
"jouer" three t imes on the nexr page (r966a, f i ) .
.14fl  r8d Here the " ir" refers to "but a single meaning." The point seems
to be that because the Prefect is literal minded and misses shades o[
.rnbiguity, rhe overall effect on rhe reader of his deafness to Dupin's
rt ' rnarks is to minimize the imporrance of rhe apparently incidental
(onuncnrs, f i rr  example, about the Minister being a poer and a fool,  as
( () lr t( 'xt t l r : t t  proviclcs meaning for the dialogue (see the Poe text earl ier).
15t ' /  r .2r '  l lc 'nvcnisrc (  r  gf  t ,  54) c lcscr ibes rhe communicat ion of  bees as
l l ( ) (  . l  l , r r r , r i r r , rgt .  l r r r t  ; r  s i ,qrr ; r l  ro,  l r . , "  l rcc. i r r rsc. thc,srr l> jcr . t  mir t rcr  is  I ixcd.
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because the message is invariable and related to a single set of circum-

srances, because of i ts "uni lateral transmission," and because i t  is impos-

sible to separate the message's components'

Lacan later specified that a point-to-point visual correspondence is

characterist ic of functions in the imaginary order (t978a,86). The com-

munication of bees, Lacanwrore earlier, "is distinguished from language

precisely by the fixed correlation of its signs to the reality that they

signify" (rgl- l  ,  841 zgfi .  He adds, furthermore, that the bee's message is

never retransmitted. This much, at least, the Prefect is capable of doing,

since he is a sPeaking human.

35e-f lrge-f Rather than translat ing as "by those traits in the indi-

vidual each of the two resist," we can read "by those traits of being which

each of the two shun" ("par les traits de l 'atre auquel I 'une et I 'autre se

refusent"). The point here seems to be that there is a type of identification

with a denied (hated) or ideal ized ( loved) feature that binds individuals:

such communion is governed primari ly by the imaginary order and is

not, as such, art iculable.
There may be an al lusion here to Gustave Le Bon, who wrote in r891:

"A crowd thinks in images, and the image i tself  immediately cal ls up a

series of other images, having no logical connection with the f irst" ( r  96o,

4r). Le Bon described the individual in a crowd as follows: "'We see, then,

that the disappearance of the conscious personality, the predominance of

the unconscious personality, the turning by means of suggestion and

contagion of feel ings and ideas in an identical direct ion, the tendency

immediately to transform the suggested ideas into acts; these' we see' are

the principal characterist ics of the individual forming part of a crowd"

(32). In Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego (t9z r ) Freud reviewed

Le Bon's work and specif ied the mechanism of identi f icat ion with a

common object or qual i ty. Summar rzing, and comparing group psychol-

ogy with being in love and hypnosis, Freud writes: "The group mult ipl ies

this process; i t  agrees with hypnosis in the nature of the inst incts which

hold i t  together, and in the replacement of the ego ideal by the object;

but to this i t  adds identi{ icat ion with other individuals, which was

perhaps original ly made possible by their having the same relat ion to the

object"  ( r9t5b, r43).

: ;*:nt 
Speech repeats signif iers (not natural signs)'  and so do svmp-

35hl t9h The Engl ish "s i f rs oLrr"  r r l rnslatcs t l rc l ; rctr t 'h "c l i^ t ' i t t r t t ' .  r l rcr l r ) -

ing t ( )  1.r0rrr  0f1 'gcnt ly,  s( .1)rrr i l t ( . ,  or  s i lDl ' t l r ty ' l ' l t t '  t t i t r r : t l  l \ ' ( '  . t (  (  r ' tv t 's  t ls '

"THE pURLoINED LETTER": NorES To rHE TEXT 8cl

Lacan says, a ready access to the linguistic dimension in part r of the
story, but in contrast the second narration is full of verbal tricks.
t,5ilzob Lacan creates a parallel between first dialogue (Prefect and
l)upin)-speech-exactitude and second dialogue (Dupin and friend)-
word-truth. The relation of signifier to speech is one of impoverish-
rnent ("d6pouil lement," translated as "state of privation"), insofar as one
cannot ascertain the truth simply in this relat ion; truth exists in between
speaking subjects; it is dialogic and presupposes the Other, a structural

l)crspective not reducible to an aspect of oneself or to a mirroring of
oneself (and hence "absolute").

The initial dialogue between the Prefect and Dupin is marked by the

1'rretension to "exactitude" (even down to the "fiftieth part of a line"),
while the subsequent dialogue between Dupin and the narrator opens up
t lre process of truth as concealment and unconcealment insofar as we are
or are not duped by Dupin's words. (For they too might prompt us to ask,
irs in Freud's joke, "Why are you lying to me?"')

Mehlman (Lacan r972b,49) notes: "Freud comments on this joke in

. l , ,kes andTheir Relat ion to the Unconscious (t96oa, rrt  Ir9o5]): 'But the
n)ore serious substance of the joke is what determines the truth. . Is it
thc truth i f  we describe things as they are without troubl ing to consider
Irow our hearer will understand what we say? . . . I think that jokes of
tlrirt kind are sufficiently different from the rest to be given a special

lrosit ion: t i l7hat they are attacking is not a person or an inst i tut ion but the
t t'rtainty of our knowledge itself, one of our speculative possessions.'
l.ltirn's text may be regarded as a commentary on Freud's statement, an
t 'xlrnination of the corrosive effect of the demands of an intersubjective
t ornrnunicative situation on any naive notion of ' truth. '  "

1(rlr/zoc The word 1ristiques means disputatious or marked by spurious
rt ' r rsoning.

l . i rc 'an's discredit ing of the witness (who presumably possesses a kind
rl  onc-to-one f idel i ty and exacti tude that bl inds us to the register of
trrrt l r)  whose test imony cannot be cri t icized may be a reference to Marie
l l( lnir l)1rrtc, who appears to be the subject of a derisory footnote later in
r lr t '  tcx( (-1lf /  16). Fbr a brief historical survey of her role in Lacan's
( 'x( ()rr)nrunication" f lom the International Psychoanalyt ic Associat ion

ur r  ( )5 i ,  scc '  ' l i r rk lc (  r  97t l ) .
1(rr l / , tot '  Arr  i r l tcrrr i r r ivc rcading is that  by rely ing solely on visual  iden-
t  r l r r  , r t  r , , r r  " l r t ' ( .u l l r ( ) (  r ( ' i r (  l )  t l rc f i rst  lcvcl  of-his mcntal  e laborat ion."  As in
I t ,  r r , l r  ; , ,kt  ,  \ ' ( ) r t  ( . r t r ' t  l tgrrr t ' i t  orr t  i l  yorr  rc ' t t r i t i r r  lorkct l  solc ly in a c lual

I
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relat ion, for you must invoke the symbolic dimension of the other ( in

this case, to formulate rules of sequencing)'

36elzof Frangois duc de La Rochefoucauld (r6r3-8o) is the author of

moral maxims and witty epigrams. Lacan refers to him with favor in

ear l ier  texts (  1917, J4,  r t9 lz64, 4ol) .

Jean de La Bruydr e (t641-96) translated Theophrastus from the clas-

sical Greek, wrote character sketches and maxims as a social critic,

defended the classics, and was a member of the French Academy'

Niccold Machiavelli Q469-It27) replaced mercenaries with a cit-

izens' army in the Republic of Florence in r 5o6. He wrote The Prince in

rSJ2.Tommaso Campanel la (r568- r6D) was a Dominican phi loso-

pher. His utopi an ciuitas solis (The city of the sun) is modeled on Plato's

Republic, His emphasis on percePtion and experimentation anticipated

scienti f ic empir icism.
Sebastien Roch Nicolas Chamfort Gl4o-94 is another French author

of maxims and epigrams.
\We are indebted for this and other information to The Netu Colunbia

Encyclopedia, r9J1 edition.

36flzrb Among other meanings, according to Lewis and Short (r95t) '

anbitus can mean a going-around or periphery, religio is conscientiousness

or exactness, and honesti means respectable or becoming. Clearly Lacan

himself is having a good time here and is implicated in Dupin's charge

that the mathemaricians "have insinuated the term 'analysis' into ap-

plication to algebra. The French are the originators of this particular

deception," with Lacan taking the lead in using topology and set theory

in conceptual izing psychoanalysis.

37bl zr c The French text ( t956a, at least in the later print ings) has the

following nore regarding the "master words": "Regarding these three

words, I had at fifst considered the meaning each would have as a com-

mentary on the story, in case its structure was not enough. But I dropped

these unfinished hints for this edition when I reread my essay; moreover'

someone told me too late that someone else has done it in a more explicit

way-he can have a place off this Page'"

3Tdlzre The French text has the Greek word alethes,l i teral ly, rhe "un-

concealed." The phrase "the play of truth" translates " le ieu de la v6ri td."

See M. Heidegger,  "On the Essence of  Truth" ( t9-7-/ ,  t  t  3-4r) '

3r le lz--22a This paragraph abounds in al l i tcrat ion in l ] rct tc l r  (c 'g ' ,  " l i r

tentat ive contre la tent : t t i<)n cot)rr i r i rc") '
, r1hl  zzc ' l 'hc l ) ( ) lnt  is  l r t t t  o l  t ' . t r l l rs l r i rk l t ) l ]  l l ) l l ) ( ) r l i l l ) ( ( ' .  l r r t t  t l t t '  l . r t  t  ts

t l r . r f  t l t t , I ) r t . l t , t (  t lpt ,s t r11t  srr l l t . f  l1pr l , r  " l , r ls t  , l t t t t t l r t t t totr , ,1 t l r t  t r r r , l , l l t

. .THE 
PURLOINED LETTER' ' :NOTES TO THE TEXT

term," as far as we can see. His argument would seem to be: All poets are
fools. But the Minister is a poet. Therefore, the Minister is ["one remove
fiom"l a fool. The major premise may be unrrue, but the middle term
("poets") is at least properly "distr ibuted," that is, i t  covers al l  members
of the class it denotes in at least one premise (here, the major). The
t 'onclusion may be false, but the reasoning is correct. Dupin's version
("All fools are [somel poets. . Therefore all poers are [some] fools")
t frrcs indeed involve a sloppy "distr ibution," but since i t  is unduly at-
r ributed ro rhe poor prefecr, who already has quite enough troubles of his
,wn, ir m y say more about the pretenriousness of Dupin than about the
l)(x)r reasoning of the prefect.

.1t lc/z3c John $Tilkins (t6r4-72) was an English mathematician and
1'lrilosopher who wrore Mathenntical Magic G6a$) and probed the narure
of language as the crucial epistemological issue for science. For an exren-
rrvc review of his ideas, see Aarsletr (tg8z). Roget's International Tbesaurus
( r r , l (r  r  edit ion) includes "nul l ibici ty, nul l ibiety, and nul l ibi l i ry" as syn-
.nyrns fcrr "nowhereness" under the heading "Absence." The "Roget"
Irt ' rc also al ludes to the second Dupin srory.
t ' t lalz4a The signif ier "material izes the agency of death" insofar as,

.rt  trrrr l inp; to Lacan fol lowing Hegel (see Kojdve 1969, t4o ff .) ,  the word
rr "r l rc murder of the thing" (Lacan r9l-I  ,  to4l 3r 9). The word negares
tlr .  rrnmediate physical presence of things by providing them with a
11'rrr lr t t l ic Presence that enables things to become art iculable and subject
tt '  rr( ' ( l iared relat ionships. \words enable things to be substi tutes in
, l .srrt ' .  buc words also thereby consti tute a distance from things. For
l r r r t l r t ' r  c laborat ion see Paz (r98r)  and Mul ler  and Richardson (r9gz,
r. ' , ,) .  l . ;rc 'arn quores Saint Paul, "the letter ki l leth while the spir i t  giveth
f rf  r" '  (  r  ( .rr.  3:6) in "The Agency of the Letter in the unconscious" (1977 ,
r  1X/ 5or,1).

Irrsrt ' rrr l  of "The vital ism informing i ts notion of the whole," rhe
tr , r r r r l , r r r rn should read "The vi ta l ism inhabi ted by i ts not ion of  the
r' l r .k" '  (  r . t ' .  ,  "vi tal isme larv6 de sa notion du tout").  For an elaboration of
t l r .  r r l t ' r f  " t l rc whole" in Gestal t  theory,  see Kanizsa (1979).  Lacan
. l ' l ' ( ' . r r \  r ( )  suy rhar r l rc let ter 's indiv is ib i l i ty  is  not due to the uni fy ing
. f  t  r r , r r r r rsrrr  f r )nnlng u 'holcs in ( iestal t  theory.

l r r  l r ts t ( )o( t r ( ) t ( ' to th is pirragr i t ; rh,  Lacan refers to phi losophical  argu-
r f r r  r r r \  . r l ' . r r r r r , l t .  l  urr  r . (  r l r r  1.r lusi t . t r rs,"  mcaning thc perennial  problem
., f  t l r r  ( rn(  , l r r t l  r l r r .  n l ,ut \ ' .  l r , . .qt t , r r r r r t  ' rv i t l l  I ) . t rnt( .n i r lcs (scc Ki fk and
X,rrr  t r  ; ' ,1,r i  i )  , t l t ( l  (  t1 ' t t , r l l tzr ' ,  1 rrr  l ) l . r t  r is  l ) , t t ' r t t t ' r t t t / t r  (st ' t '  ( . r l r r r l i r r t l  l95f  ) .
|  1, ,  11r1t(  \  , t t  \ t , rk,  , r t , .  t l r r .  r r . l , r t r , , r r  , ,1 l r r . l t l l \  to l lcnt ! i ,  (  r ( . . r t r t r ( . \  t r l  r l r<.
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Creator, individuation, the changing world as i l lusory vei l  covering an

unchanging real i tY, and so forth'

3gc n. 7l 4n.r Borges's interest in detective fiction is noted by Hol-

quist (tg8l,  rJ r-Jz). Borges has his detective Lonnrot compare himself

to Dupin in the opening paragraph of "Death and the compass" (t96-7,

r) .

39d,1 z4d Earlier in the Discourse at Ronrc Lacan described the word as "a

presence made of absence" (tg-11,651276). This wil l  have relevance for

Derrida's cri t ique of "phal logocentr ism" and i ts presumed "metaphysics

of presence."

39elz5a Space "sheds its leaves" (f ffiuitler) insoFar as it is stripped by the

police, like a tree losing its leaves or a book being stripped of its pages

(also feailla in French).

39f lz5b Once again, the antecedents of the pronouns and possessives

may be ambiguous. The way the police view the real tends to transform it

(the real as space "shedding its leaves") into the object of their search,

namely the letter. By thus obiecti fying the letter in their real ist way, they

hope to find it located among other objects and to differentiate it from

them. The French text has "perhaps would be able to distinguish"

("peut-etre i ls pourraient").  of course, i t  is their l i teralness that bl inds

them to the letter's presence once its aPpearance has been altered (or so we

are led to believe).

4oalz5c The key proposition should read: "For it can literally be said

that something is missing from its place only of what can change its

place, only of the symbolic" ("C'est qu'on ne peut dire ) la lettre que ceci

manque ) sa place, QUe de ce qui peut en chanS;er, c'est-)-dire du sym-

bolique"). The real has no relations (for some elaboration of the Lacanian

notionof the real see Richardson r981 , rg87; Muller rgSz); the imagi-

nary has point-to-point fixed relations; the symbolic has arbitrary, multi-

level relations that allow what was formerly of the real to enter symbolic

art iculat ion.

4oblz5d. The French word saisir (translated by "seized") can be trans-

lated by "grasped" to connote the sense of "comprehended" as dist inct

from "took." The pol ice picked up the letter in their physical search of

the Minister 's premises without grasping that i t  was what they wcrc

after.
'Lacan devoted attention to Joyce in his

sinthome."

4o<l lz6c " ' l ' l tc '  s igr t i l i t ' r  is  t to(  l t t t r< t  ior t ; t l '

t t '1. , -16 sctni t tar  t i t lcc l  " I .c

u' i t l r  r t ' ,q i r r ,  l  t , ,  s l t t t l ' lV t , t t t
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municating a message. Lacan had written, in the Discourse at Rome, "The
function of language is not to inform but to evoke" (rgl l ,  861299).
4ralz6e The letter would nor be incomprehensible to the King, the
Prefect insists, were he to read it. The reference to Ubu recalls the figure
in the play u ba Roiby AlbertJarry (fi7 3-r9o7), first presented publicly
in r896 and judged to be the first play in the theatre of the absurd (other
ubu plays followed). The character of ubu grew out of a srudent's spoof
(Lyc6e de Rennes, r888) and came to symbolize the quintessence of
cgotist ical,  and eminently stupid, power. Jarry inf luenced the dadaists
irnd surreal ists (see LaBelle r 98o).
4tclz69 The Latin phrase "scripta manent sed verba volant" ("\What is
writren remains but spoken words fly away") is a legal maxim with no
:ruthor attr ibution (Mencken 1942, r3z8).
4rcl lzTb Mehlman (Lacan r97zb, S6-Sl) nores:
' l ' l rc original sentence presents an exemplary dif f iculty in translat ion: "Les
t:t  r i ts emporrent au venr les traites en blanc d'une cavalerie fol le." The
bli tnk (bank) drafts (or transfers) are not del ivered to their r ightful recip-
rt'rrts (the sense of de caualerie, de complaisance). That is: in analysis, one
l incls absurd symbolic debts being paid to the "wrong" persons. At the
sirrnc t ime, the mad, driven qualiry of the payment is latent in traite,
wlr ich might also refer ro the day's tr ip of an insane cavahy. In our
tr i t trslat ion, we have displaced the "switch-word"-joining the f inancial
.rrr.'f cquestrian series-from traite to cltarge.

I;lying leaues (also fly-sheets) and purloined letters-feuilles uolantes and
lrttrt: 7te/ig:-sn'tploy different meanings of the same word in French.

.1rclz7c The second break in the French rext occurs just before this
gr.rrag raph.

' l ' l rc Cheval ier  d 'Eon was Charles de Beaumonr (r728-18ro),  an
.f lr t  cr irnd spy of Louis XV stat ioned at the courts of Russia and London.
I l t '  l rrst t l isguised himself as a woman in Russia in order to gain access ro
t lr t '  t ' rrrprcss and subsequently "disguised" himself as a man. Recall ing
Irrrn l i r tcr f tom London, where his gal lantr ies r isked compromising the
l ' r rg l rs l r  (orrrr ,  rhe French government insisted that he maintain his
f .nr , r l t '  < l isgrr isc ancl  that  he surrender certain compromising papers.  He
It , r . l  t t t . t t t t t ' t i t rct l  i t  conf ident ia lcorrespondence with Louis XV on pol i t ical
nl . r r t (  r \  ; r r r , l  l t ' t t  bchincl  h is th i r teen-volume Loi . r i rs du Cheaa/ ier  d 'Eon
| |  " )  )  l . . r t , t t t  r t t ; ty '  i t lso [ r t '  rcf l ' r r ing to correspondence publ ished in Par is
rrr  |  ' l i  t  r t  l t  . l  "  l ) t t ' r  t 's  r t ' l . r t  ivc 's i r t rx <lc ln0l i 's  cnrrc Maclcmoisel le d 'Eon de
l l , , runr.nt .  , l t t  r , t l rcr . l t  l ' (  ) r .  l r t  ror , r l  . \  r r r i l i t l r r rc r lc s lu l r t  Lotr is & rninis-
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tre pl6nipotentiare de France, &c. &c. &c. et le Sieur Caron' dit  de

Beaumarchais &c. &c. &c" (Pierre Augustin Caron de, r 132-gg).After

his death a physical examination proved he was in fact a man (see Cox

ry6t).
4zclzSb Earlier Lacan wondered if the letter's addressee were not its

rrue recip ient (le urai destinataire); here he apPears to be saying that

whoever the letter is addressed to is its recipie nt (sa destinataire). Are we

to distinguish, then, apparent or temPorary recipient from "final" or

"true" recipient?

4zelzSd For "compounded," the French has "doubled" (doubler)' The

theme of treason (trahison) is repeated on the next page when Lacan

charges Baudelaire with having betrayed Poe (a trahi Poe).

4;;blzgb The Oxford Engtish Dictionary indeed has the following in its

entry for "purloin": "AF [Anglo-French] purloigner: OF [Old French]

porloigner flormed on\por-, pur-: - L[atin]pro - * loing, loin: -

L. longe far; hence, 'ro pur far off or far away, to Put away, to do away

with.' The sense 'make awaiy with, steal' apPears to be of English

development."

43el3oa For the phrase "the subiect must Pass through the channels of

the symbolic," the French texr has " le suiet suit  la f i l idre du symbolique-"

The word "filidre" means an implement with holes for making vermicelli

and also a spinneret and, by extension' a channel, series' or ordeal ' Lacan

repeats the same verb (suiura) in the following paragraph when he says

everything will follow the path of the signifier'

44bl3oc\We left  "our drama and i ts round" on 3zi l  r6c-d with the f irst

break in the French text.

44dl3oe The dual relat ion in which the Minister is captivated is with

the Prefect: The Prefect's way is to search for what is presumably hidden

in secret recesses, and this is mirrored by the Minister, who acts as if he

has nothing to hide; that is, who f inds aw^y to hide i t  without recourse to

secret recesses-his best defense, as long aS no one else comes along t<r

quesrion the initial premise. In the French text "And what does he fail to

see?" continues the preceding paragraph and is not set offseparately as in

the English.

44gl3rc Mehlman (Lacan t97zb, (rr) notes: "Autruicberle condenses, lrr

addit ion ro rhe previous terms [see note 3zf],  deception (tr icherit) ."

.  44hl3td Here begins the mosr <lbscure 1-rart  of- l -acirn 's Scl t r i t t i t r -  Wl l i r t  ts

at  stakc is his v icw of  thc rc l : r t ions bct \ r ' ( 'c t t  " \^ 'o l l l i t l l "  i t t l , l  l r t l l l ] t t , t r l t ' r ts

wcl l i rs l t r . twccrr  w() l t ) ( . l l  l1t( l  l l ) ( ' l t .  ' l ' l r rs \ ' : ls t  l ( ) l ) l (  ( . r t t  l ' , t  l t t t ' t l t t ' t  t  x l ' l ( ) r t ' l
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in the following: Mitchell and Rose (1982), Gallop (t982), lrigaray
(r985),  Marks and Court ivron (r98r) ,  and de Lauret is (r984).

A broad paraphrase may orient the reader: what is concealed by veiling
"woman" (a construct of our phallocentric discourse and desire) is castra-
tion, taken as the condition of radical human finitucie.

4icl3rg In Poe's story the letter is a sign of the Queen's disloyalty to the
King and thereby places her "outside the law." The position of woman as
signifier recalls L6vi-Strauss's thesis (e.g., 1969, 495) regarding the
prohibition of incest: that the origin of language and culture involved
cstablishing pacts by means of the exchange of women between groups
(for whom the women then symbolized the pacts). But this assumes thar
women occupied a distinct place before the establishment of such pacts, a
place therefore prior to or "outside" the ensuing law.

W'oman's "simulat ion of mastery in inactivi ty" ("simulat ion de la
rnaitr ise du non-agir") places the issue of woman's "passivity" into an
;rt t ive, determining, tact ical context; i t  thus is not to be taken as a
"brological  g iven."

45el3ri  Mehlman (Lacan t97zb,6z) quotes from Plato's Meno:

lSrx'rates,] At this moment I  feel you are exercising magic and witchcraft
ulx)r) me and posit ively laying me under your spel l  unri l  I  am just a mass
,r l  l rclplessness. I f  I  may be f l ippant, I  think that not only in outward
.rl.'lx'arance but in other respects as well you are exacrly like the flat sting
r,r1' t hat one meets in the sea. \Whenever anyone comes into contact with
rt,  r t  nLrmbs him, and that is the sort of thing that you seem to be doing
r()  n ' r ( '  n<lw. (Plato 1963, 363)

.1slr/3ucl The bibl ical reference is presumably to Matt.  : '8:5*9.

.1(rt l  o/.1jc The "narcissist ic relat ion" is enacted in the mirroring of
|  ( ,n\( i rrrsnesses as expressed in "The robber's knowledge of the loser's
Lrr, 's ' l t ' . lgc of the robber," one of whose imaginary features is taken to be
tlrr '  ,rrrr ibrrt ion of absolute masrery supposedly leading to immediate
,tr  l l { ) l l .

.1 '.r/ 11tl l 'or "in fact" the French reads rdellement.

. l ' , f  /  i4t '  l iy '  "rctr.rrn of the repressed" we understand the survival of a
ru:rrr lyur l l  sysre rn,  rhar is (here),  the dynamic power of  the t r iadic mod-
,r l .  r r  r r ' l r i t  l r  t l rc Minisrer,  having defeated the Queen's straregy, fa l ls
\ r '  r i l t r  r ( )  ( l r t .  l t ' t t t . r 's  i r r f l t rcncc.
f ' r '  n r - ' l  1.1 lr .  r  l )ot"s sr()ry i l l ) lx.r lrr . t l  in (. ' l , tmlx,r l '  I :dialturgh-fourna/ in
\" \ ( ' rn l ) (  t  r f i .1 1 (rror r l i .1 r ,  . rs l . , r r ;u l  n()r t 's)  l i r l lou, i r rg l ts I f1.1.1 ptr l t l ic i r -
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tion in the American annual The Gift (Mabbott r 978, 3:972).
46d-el36a Mehlman (Lacao r9Jzb,61 n.38) uses the metaphor of  rape
to interpret these two paragraphs. \We suggest another reading: the

Queen's letter, Forgotten and repressed in its non-use by the Minister,
occupies and transforms him so that he acts like the Queen. Just as a
name stretches over an entire region on a map, signs of the Minister 's
transformation pervade his apartment like an immense female body,
serving to camouflage the letter's presence.

a8f l36b This paragraph receives further attention in later papers. At
this point it may be argued that Lacan's dramatization presents a parody
of Marie Bonaparte's approach that culminates in his footnote to this
paragraph, a footnote that Lacan added to his text after the original
publication in La Psychanalyse (1916), where it does not appear.

In her own book on Poe, Marie Bonaparte gives her r6sum6 of "The

Purloined Letter," quotes the Poe text in French, and corrects Baudelaire's
translat ion by stat ing: "L' inexacti tude de la traduction de Baudelaire, en
ce qui concerne cette phrase, apparait. En particulier, beneatb (au-dessous),
y est rendu par au-dessus, qu' i l  ne saurait  en aucun cas signif ier" (t973,
6oo). Her footnote is omitted from the English translation that appears
later in this book (chap. 6).

A chimney and mantelpiece figure prominently in Marie Bonaparte's
earliest reported dream (Bertin r982, 28, t6o).

The fifth break in the French text occurs here.

49al36c In doubting that the effect iveness of symbols ends "there"

where Marie Bonaparte left her psychoanalytic reading of Poe, Lacan is
also, in his al lusion to L6vi-Strauss (he made the same al lusion elsewhere,
e.g., r  gj7 ,  3lg5), making his own this much of the structural ist posi-
tion. He refers to the symbolic "debt" in the Discourse at Rome (t971 ,
6-t lztS).

a9bl36d The phrase "a closingpirouette" translates "un jeu de la f in."

5oal37d Mehlman (Lacan r91zb, 68) notes: "Cf. Cornei l le, Le Cid
(z.z) : 'A vaincre sans p6r i l ,  on t r iomphe sans gloire '  (To vanquish with-
out danger is to tr iumph without glory)."

5oel38b The French text has deaait rentrer for "would reenter," and
therefore includes the notion of "ought to."

5ogl38d "Rex et augur" l i teral ly means "king and soothsayer." In an-

.  c ient  Rome the king had pr iest ly dut ies and cl igni t ics.  Af icr  thc k ings
were expel led the t i r le "rex" cr>nr inued to bc givcn i r r  rc l ig iorrs l i r t r r tur t t '
t< l  pr icsrs who pcrf i r r rnet l  t l rcsc '  . l r r r ics,  o l  u ' l r i t  l r  soot l rs; t1 'u l l l  \ \ ' ; rs ()n( ' .

5olr /  l t fc  ' l ' l r t '  u 'or ,  l  " t ' .1tr ivot  r t t  i r )n t  t ' . r r rs l , r l r . '  l ' , r t t r f t l t t f tuf  r , . r ' t t ,  nr( .uur l , l i

. .THE 
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"ambiguity." As a f igure of speech, amphiboly means "Ambiguity arising
from the uncertain construction of a sentence or clause, of which the
individual words are unequivocal: Thus distinguished by logicians from
equivocation, though in popular use the two are confused" (Oxford
English Dictionary).

5oil38f In the Discourse at Rome Lacan inquired about the origin of
language and noted the function of "lances stuck into the ground" as
signi f iers of  a pact ( tg l l ,  6r-6zlz7z).

There is an ellipsis here of the verb: the sense of the Latin quotation is
that a cobbler should not g0 "beyond his sole." Don Eric Levine provides
the following sources for the Latin quoration:

r) Pl iny Natural History 35.8>;
:) Erasmus Adgia r .6. 16, "Let nor the shoemaker go beyond his shoe [or
lastJ.  "

\)  Ronteo andJuliet,  r .2.39: "I t  is wrimen that the shoemaker should
rneddle with his yard and the tai lor with his last, the f isher with his
1>enci l  and the painter with his nets."
.1) The entry in Larousse presents these as words spoken by a painter in
rcsponse to a shoemaker's criticisms of how he painted a sandal.

5tal39a Rather than "to forge its proofs," the French text has enforger-
. . . la preaues, "to forge their proofs." The sense here seems to be that

lrbcral humanism has quickly been followed by (and perhaps as a result)
st;rt ist revisioning of history.
5 r c/ j9e The French word translated by "gambler" is joueur, For Lacan's
.f  rst rrssion of automaton and tycbE, see Lacan (tgl3, 5r-t4).The sixth
.rrr.l final break in the French rexr occurs ar rhe start of this paragraph.
5rgl4<>a The French text has L'intage de haute uol6e for "The prestigious
l  n) . r l lc .
5.rir/4ob Ft>r "ladies" rhe French text has les dames.
5.rt ' l4rrc Rhyming withdestin the French text haslst infor "feast." In his
.ur.r l1'sis of '  rhe Don Juan legend, Otto Rank devotes a chapter to rhe
rf  r r  ) t  f  f  of  t  hc Stonc Guest ( t9 l  s,  6t- j l ) .A French revis ion appeared that
r i l (  r)rt)()rrrccl Rank's work on the theme of the double (Rank ry32).
11ir/4 r l ' r  I i rr  "alwirys i l rr ives at i ts destination" the French text has "ar-
n. ' r ' r r )u l ( ) r r rs a t lcst inat ion."  The Engl ish text  omits "according to the
rr t l  f t , tnt t t l . tof  tntc ' rst tb jcct ivcrommunicat ion"("selonlaformulem€me

,l ,  l , r  .  (  )n lnrur) i ( ; r t  iorr  r r r tcrstrb jc.r  t  ivc.") .
I  l r r r  l , , r  r r t r l . r  t \  , r  l , r ' ,nt t . ,  t ' r  l . : r t :ur  r t .1.r t . i r ts i t  (  t9f  7 ,  81lz<58,

I i  I  l . '  i ,  ' )  l ' i  ' )  l ls  st ' t ts t  , r l ) lx ' . r r \  lo l rc t l r . r t  t l r t ' t ] r lo.  l  l rst( .n( . r  r ( .s()
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nates with what is unconscious in the speaker's conscious communica-
tion, and his or her response thus consists in returning to the speaker (by

way of "inverting" and making the unconscious conscious) what was left
unsaid in what the speaker said (see Muller and Richardson t98z,81).
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