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This dissertation is the first translation and critical edition of contemporary 

French poet Anne Teyssiéras’s book-length poem Golem. In addition to making this 

text’s striking language and imagery available to Anglophone readers, I contribute a new 

approach to collaborative translation for working with a living author. 

Teyssiéras’s poetic techniques—unique among contemporary French poets—

conform most closely to Modernist practices; her creative process, however, can best be 

described as Romantic. In Golem, Teyssiéras exploits the mythic and literal origins of the 
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golem, a figure drawn from medieval Jewish mystical traditions, and explores the process 

of composition by contrasting the golem with her own poetic persona, using prose poems 

and free verse. I compare her treatment of the golem myth to Meyrink’s and Singer’s, and 

present Golem in the context of Teyssiéras’s oeuvre, showing how her use of the golem 

figure within a dialogic structure enables her to resolve questions of poetic voice and 

creativity. This edition includes an introduction to the poem’s language and literary 

contexts, a translator’s note, my translation of the poem with translation-related footnotes 

and content-related endnotes, an interview with the author, and a compilation of her 

literary influences. 

My translation method is based on the poetics of the text itself and draws on 

André Lefevere’s discussion of translation as a negotiation between individuals and 

cultures, Walter Benjamin’s notion of “voice,” Kwame Anthony Appiah’s concept of 

“thick translation” and Lawrence Venuti’s idea of translation as the creation of 

community. By developing a system of annotations that incorporate excerpts from 

discussions between Teyssiéras, her companion, Thérèse Marchal, and myself, I propose 

a collaborative model for translation of a living author that extends the translation 

negotiation to include readers in the process as well. My edition is not a variorum, but a 

new alternative that provides both a readable poetic line and a greater awareness of its 

depth in both English and French.  The translation methods are laid bare, and the process 

of translation works to encourage a proliferation of meanings rather to reduce the 

possibilities available to English speakers.     
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Introduction to Golem 
In introducing readers to Golem, I am torn by a desire to mimic my own first 

reading experience—picking up the book in a Paris poetry bookshop and falling in love 

with its language, with little prior knowledge of Teyssiéras’s work, but with a relatively 

complete knowledge of the golem myth—and the pressure to offer an explanatory lens 

that will clarify the poem’s value for readers. What in the poem might speak to you?  

Why is this poem relevant or noteworthy?     

For those interested in poetics and the craft of poetry, this work is fascinating 

because it is written by a poet who follows an older model of poetic creation, one that has 

more in common with Romantic poets than with her contemporaries. Teyssiéras describes 

her creative process as follows: “I am taken by something and I can’t deviate from that 

route. When people ask me, I say, “I go towards that which calls me.”  A word may be 

missing, but I go towards that which calls me” (Appendix A, 82). In these days of 

doctoral programs in creative writing and professional conferences for poets, it is unusual 

to hear a writer speak of being overwhelmed by an external force and channeling that 

force into an expression of emotion, subscribing to such a Romantic notion of inspiration 

in other words.1 Although few poets speak of their work in these terms, it is, perhaps, a 

more enchanting model than that which is currently in fashion. Teyssiéras herself 

supports this comparison: when compiling, at my request, a list of her literary influences, 

 
1 In one recent, and local, example, the 2006 Association of Writers and Writing Programs Conference, 
held in Austin, Texas, included panels such as “On Beauty and Ethics: Attempts at Writing Beyond 
Postmodernism” and “Symbol, Glyph or Gimmick?: Repunctuating Contemporary Fiction and Poetry,” the 
general trend was towards the theoretical and away from the inspirational. While one panel was titled 
“From Where You Dream: Crafting Fiction from your White-Hot Center,” the fact that this approach of 
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she cited the German Romantics and post-Romantics, including Hölderlin and Rilke, first 

on her list of poets (see Appendix C, 115), and, while she also includes a full list of 

contemporary French poets, including Yves Bonnefoy and Philippe Jaccottet, her style is 

sufficiently distinct from her contemporaries that more fruitful comparisons can be made 

with Rilke than with writers of her generation. The language of Golem supports this 

comparison, as does the orphic nature of Teyssiéras’s poetry and her focus on connecting 

her internal quest to the concrete world she inhabits, working with the ephemera of 

inspiration to craft the language of her poetry into cohesive, if dreamlike, images.1

When Teyssiéras is anthologized with other French poets, both the unique nature 

of her work and the evocativeness of her language are apparent. So, for example in Serge 

Brindeau’s La poésie contemporaine de la langue française depuis 1945, published in 

1973, she appears in the “Philosophical Poetry” chapter in the “The Act and Place of 

Poetry” section alongside Yves Bonnefoy, André du Bouchet, Jacques Dupin, Bernard 

Noël and Max Alhau. Brindeau’s description of her work, however, (encompassing her 

first three volumes of poetry) distinguishes it from her neighbours in the chapter. “Who 

speaks?  To whom is this voice addressed, what far off, inaccessible being?  Is the 

invisible source of all light the source of shadow? . . . the poetry of Anne Teyssiéras . . . – 

poetry with few images, but efficient in its choice of symbols – is not easy to decode” 

 
“considering writing as emotional, not intellectual” merited a panel presentation, suggests its fringe status 
in contemporary academic creative practice (AWP 18, 21, 32). 
1 Robert Hass has written, in an introduction to Stephen Mitchell’s translation of Rilke’s poetry into 
English, that Rilke’s “poems have the feeling of being written from a great depth in himself. What makes 
them so seductive is that they also speak to the reader so intimately. They seem whispered or crooned into 
our inmost ear, insinuating us toward the same depth in ourselves. The effect can be hypnotic. . . . It is also 
what makes him difficult to read thoughtfully” (xiv). Hass might have been speaking here about 
Teyssiéras’s work. 
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(Brindeau 226—translation mine). The difficulty that Brindeau notes has fascinated 

readers and scholars of French poetry, including most notably John Stout and Michael 

Bishop, but severely limited the critical literature. She is included in Michael Bishop’s 

anthology Women’s Poetry in France 1965-1995, and in his study Contemporary French 

Women Poets, but other than that there are only a handful of articles discussing her 

oeuvre, none of them on Golem. Nevertheless, Teyssiéras’s work merits further 

consideration because of its allusive and evocative language and its author’s 

contributions to the field of poetic theory. 

Anne Teyssiéras was born in 1935 in Nantes. Her early childhood was marked by 

the Second World War, which in 1942 forced her to take refuge with her mother and 

brother in the family’s cottage in the south-west region of France1. The harsh winter and 

spartan living conditions exacerbated her mother’s pre-existing tuberculosis and 

necessitated another relocation, this time to Périgueux, where family members took them 

in while Mme Teyssiéras began treatment. Despite hospitalization, she succumbed to her 

disease in 1945, orphaning her daughter who was only ten. At the time of her mother’s 

death, Anne and her brother were both in a children’s sanatorium receiving treatment for 

tuberculosis themselves. The loss of her mother, her own illness, and the stay in the 

sanatorium threw Anne into what she now describes as a kind of stupor, and this may 

perhaps be seen as her first “retreat from the world.”  The desire to retreat and the 

sensation that she is living a double life continue even today to manifest themselves in 

 
1 Biographical information is drawn from my conversations with Teyssiéras, and from an interview, which 
was published in the Spring 2002 volume of Dalhousie French Studies, conducted by John Stout, a 
professor of French literature at McMaster University and a scholar of contemporary French women poets.  
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her writing as she explores questions of poetic voice and the place of the poet in the 

world.  

At twelve Teyssiéras fell ill again and began to write poetry, pressed, as she now 

describes it, by her first awareness of the limitations of time (Stout 131). Her illness and 

depression caused her father to send her back to Périgueux once again where the climate 

was thought to be better for tubercular patients. This period in Périgueux marked the start 

of two formative developments in Teyssiéras’s life–she began writing poetry in a serious 

and regular fashion, and at the age of fourteen, she met a classmate, Thérèse Marchal, 

who would become her lifelong companion.  

It was during these lycée years that Teyssiéras, living with her paternal aunt who 

became a mother figure to her, began to focus less and less on her school work and more 

on the poems she was beginning to write with increasing frequency (Stout 132). Despite 

her comment that she “always did her work at the last moment” (Stout 132)1, it was the 

excellence of one of her class compositions that helped to cement her friendship with 

Marchal. Marchal remembers hearing, around age ten, her mother, who was friendly with 

Teyssiéras’s aunt in Perigueux, comment on a woman who had died, leaving a son and a 

daughter behind. She was struck by this story, though she only made the connection some 

time after she encountered Teyssiéras four years later. The two first met one day in 

school when Teyssiéras used Marchal’s bicycle during a break in the school day. The 

other students told her “When Marchal finds out, she’ll be angry!” Marchal, in addition to 

being a year ahead of Teyssiéras in school, apparently had the reputation of being a tough 

 
1 I have translated this and all future quotations from the Stout interview from the French. 
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kid. So when Marchal came out, Teyssiéras rode the bicycle in circles right under her 

nose. Marchal, contrary to expectations, did not confront her, but instead asked, “Don’t 

you have a bicycle?” to which Teyssiéras replied, “I’ve got one.”  “So why are you taking 

mine?”  “Because I live next door and it’s too close to bother bringing mine.”   

A short while after the bicycle incident, Teyssiéras and Marchal had the same 

teacher for French literature and composition, in two different classes, since they were a 

year apart. Both classes were assigned to write a composition on “my mother,” and 

Teyssiéras wrote on her father because her mother was dead. Her work was beautifully 

written and the teacher used the composition from the younger student as an example for 

Marchal’s class. Marchal was so struck by the piece that she asked her classmates to tell 

her which one was Teyssiéras, only to discover it was the girl who had borrowed her 

bicycle. The two established a tentative friendship that deepened when Marchal spent an 

extra year at the lycée in order to receive her teacher certification.    

 After the lycée, Teyssiéras continued her studies by enrolling at the University of 

Rouen. Her output increased to almost a poem per day, and her father, to whom she 

showed her writings, suggested the possibility of publishing them and eventually paid to 

publish a small number of copies himself. Teyssiéras describes this early work as greatly 

influenced by Baudelaire, Rimbaud, Verlaine, Racine, Corneille and Victor Hugo, and 

sees this period as one during which she had not yet found her voice as a poet (Stout 

131). 

 At the age of twenty-two, Teyssiéras moved to Paris to join Marchal who was 

studying nursing and eventually became the director of a medical laboratory. Teyssiéras 
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has said that she knew Marchal “would facilitate things to allow me to continue in my 

vocation of poet” (Stout 132), and that has in fact been the case. In 1957 the two took up 

residence in an apartment, which Teyssiéras’s father helped them to purchase, in Clichy, 

a suburb to the northwest of Paris. Since then, Marchal has supported Teyssiéras’s 

writing, both by being the breadwinner and chief cook of the household and by acting as 

an enthusiastic reader of Teyssiéras’s finished work. The apartment in Clichy has 

remained their home until today; they spend winters there and summers, from April 

through October, at the house in La Chappelle-sur-Chézy which Marchal’s parents left 

them.  

On her arrival in Paris, Teyssiéras began meeting other poets, some of whom 

would serve as literary mentors. Paul Chaulot was one such figure, telling her, “You have 

something to say, so you have to free yourself completely to say it” (Stout 132). Chaulot 

entered into a dialogue with Teyssiéras about her poetry, reading new work as she 

completed it and discussing its development with her over the course of two years. At the 

end of this period, when she had amassed a sufficient quantity of completed poems, 

Chaulot introduced Teyssiéras and her work to René Rougerie who has been her 

publisher and friend ever since, beginning with the publication of her first collection, 

Épervier ma solitude, in 1966. Poetry, in addition to being Teyssiéras’s vocation, has 

been her only occupation. She has published sixteen collections since her first, all but 

three with Rougerie Press. Aside from the occasional reading at a local library or 

bookshop, she generally absents herself from the public French literary scene, despite 

maintaining active correspondence over the years with a group of poets and writers 
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whom she considers friends and colleagues, including Pierre Albert-Birot, Paul Chaulot, 

Andrée Chedid, Marguerite Clerbeau, Claire Malroux, and Bernard Noel.  

Teyssiéras has also completed a series of four novels that she has not attempted to 

publish. She says that a different side of her identity takes over when she writes in prose 

and that at these times she thinks of herself as writing under another name (Laura Steiner 

on this occasion), though when she has published prose in the past it appeared under 

Teyssiéras (Appendix A, 90). Teyssiéras writes regularly, saying that if she waits more 

than three months or so without beginning work on a new project, she begins to feel as 

though something is not right with the world. With the exception of her first collection 

and a short novel, Le passage de l’arbre mort, all of her published work consists of book-

length poems.  

Teyssiéras’s poetry explores relationships between time and space, science and 

the occult, the living and the dead, and men and women: Golem is the culmination of 

these explorations. John Stout describes it as the “result of a long investigation which 

poetry has made possible” (131). Stout’s description is apt, since Golem can be read as 

both a reflection on and summation of themes that Teyssiéras has been exploring 

poetically since her very first collection. She says that while she has travelled a great 

distance since Épervier ma solitude, one can see even in this first volume traces of what 

will come in her later work: “Essentially, while one can say that each collection is a 

single poem, one can also say that the entire oeuvre is a single poem as well. . . . It 

develops progressively, always more or less in the same direction” (Appendix A, 83). 
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This development involves a dual exploration into the meaning of loss (or the 

search for those who are absent) and the nature and function of poetry. In her earlier 

works, the absence which the poetic voice seeks to fill is most often associated with the 

loss of a mother figure, a reflection on Teyssiéras’s loss of her own mother at an early 

age. But in Golem we are not confronted with the absence of an external figure, but with 

the poet’s loss of voice, a potential absence of the poet as she is replaced by her own 

poetic creation. As poet, Teyssiéras takes on the role of mother in relation to her own 

creation, her golem, and there is the risk that the “child’s” voice will outlast the parent’s 

once again. She uses the voices of the poet and the golem to consider the function of 

poetry and language, and to synthesize and expand the poetic explorations in which she 

has engaged for some time. In her earlier work, Teyssiéras probes the relationship 

between mother and daughter, dead and living; in Golem, she explores the relationship 

between poet and poem, ending not with a clear statement of what this relationship might 

be, but with a question to which the only answer is further poetic creation.  

The search for an absent figure and a concern with a loss of voice has driven 

Teyssiéras’s poetic explorations since her earliest collections. Fragments pour une 

captive, Teyssiéras’s second work, is the first in which she writes using the poetic register 

that she will maintain and develop throughout her career, and the first in which she comes 

to grips with the death of her mother, a theme which, it might be argued, she has never 

entirely left (Appendix A, 83). The beginning of Fragments, in which she says she 

“transcribes” a dream that involved her acceptance of her mother’s death, is a slow and at 

times heartbreaking confrontation with loss, described in lines such as “Comme épave tu 
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gisais nue sous le suaire uni de ton absence. Et j’attendais je ne sais quoi?” [“Like a 

wreck you slide nude under the unified shroud of your absence. And I’m waiting for I 

don’t know what?”]  ([3])1, “et je n’ai pas cessé de te vouloir” [“and I have not ceased to 

want you”] ([5]), and “Tant que je ne pus me surprendre qu’à te chercher” [“While I 

cannot find myself except in searching for you”] ([6]).1 This search is never successful; 

we are given, instead, an image of the poet, who flings herself, arms full of flowers, at a 

“you,” but then finds herself unable to either reach or separate from her desired object 

because of numerous entangling thorns that block her progress ([32]). Fragments, like the 

rest of Teyssiéras’s work from the 1960s and 70s, revolves around these unachievable 

searches or struggles, often without offering much by way of escape at the end of each 

volume.  

Parallèles, Teyssiéras’s sixth book, is her fifth book-length poem. Originally 

published in 1976, it introduces a less tortured voice than that of Fragments, and a new 

relationship between poet and world. Though early in the poem we read lines such as “Le 

froid s’éternisait dans ton absence . . . et les fleurs naissaient de ma solitude” [“Cold 

becomes eternal in your absence . . . Flowers grow from my solitude”] (Parallèles 11), 

we ultimately end with a more peaceful poetic voice.  

 Dans les couloirs transparents 

 où mon attente 

 s’érigeait 

 
1 All translations of Teyssiéras’s poetry are mine, unless otherwise noted. 
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 j’ai su le présage de l’oiseau de fer 

 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

 il couvrit le ciel 

 de son cri 

 et réduisit ma tête en cendre 

 Mais par la vitre d’une âme austère 

 j'eus le temps de voir le pays 

 qu’il avait quitté pour 

 m’atteindre. 

[In the transparent hallways  

in which my waiting  

establishes itself  

I knew the omen of the iron bird  

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

he covers the sky  

with his call 

and reduces my head to ashes  

But through the window of an austere soul  

I had time to see the countryside  

that he left  

 
1 Those disposed towards Freudian readings might draw a connection between this dream in which 
Teyssiéras first confronted the loss of her mother and her lifelong predilection for female companionship 
(consider Freud’s “The Psychogenesis of a Case of Homosexuality in a Woman” from 1920). 
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to reach me.]   (38)  

In these lines, which close Parallèles, we see the poet as observer, not as participant or 

respondent. She engages with the landscape throughout the poem, not in the searching 

fashion of Fragments, but in a more sensual and immediate way.  

These struggles with loss and the search for an absent figure evolve gradually 

through Teyssiéras’s oeuvre, though they never disappear entirely. In Fragments the poet 

tells us “puis je marchais pieds nus sur les cailloux pour m’occuper à quelque autre 

rancune” [“then I walked bare footed on pebbles to occupy myself with a different 

rancour”] ([4]), while in Golem we read “Et je reçois des mots coupants comme des 

pierres / Je m’y blesse en marchant dessus / Certains jaillissent de mes pieds” [“And I 

receive words cut like stones / I hurt myself walking on them / Some burst out from 

under my feet”] (28) followed several pages later by the question “Aurai-je le temps de 

passer sur l’autre rive / Ou la force?  Les pieds en sang?” [“Will I have the time to pass to 

the other bank / Or the strength?  Bloody feet?”] (34). While in Fragments the physical 

pain is a distraction from the emotional pain of the loss of her mother, in Golem the pain 

is a byproduct of poetic creation, a process that is so difficult that it may cause the poet to 

question whether she can achieve her goals, but one with which she is engaged 

nonetheless. 

By 2000, when Golem was published, the search for the absent figure has been 

refigured as a consideration of how this search has influenced her poetic work to date. 

The loss in Golem is a loss of voice and a loss of identity; the absent figure for which the 

poet searches has become herself, to some extent. The fear of this loss of voice made an 
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earlier appearance in Fragments in the grieving poet’s plea “Ne laisse pas ma voix se 

prendre aux neiges du silence” [“Do not let my voice be taken by the snows of silence”] 

([48]). In Golem, however, this loss is closely intertwined with a consideration of the 

process of poetic creation. On the third page of the poem we read the following:  

La borne où chaque mot s’appuie confond une présence 

Dérision de l’étape 

Joie du parcours accompli 

La lumière fugitive ne prend contact avec la double-vie 

Qu’en mourant à l’évidence de ma voix. 

[My words resting on the milestone unmask a presence 

Mockery of this stage  

Joy of a trip accomplished  

The fugitive light only reaches the double life 

By dying at the sound of my voice.]  (9) 

This passage encapsulates the concerns of Teyssiéras’s poetics: what presence do her 

words unmask?  What impact do they have?  Is her task destined to remain incomplete?  

The lines are also the first introduction in Golem of one of the key terms of Teyssiéras’s 

poetic exploration: voice.  

This term is not only explored through the language and imagery of the poem, but 

in the very structure of the text. Golem is a poem written in two voices that are initially 

distinct but gradually blend into one. The first voice, the “I” of the poem, is presented in 

free verse, while the second voice, the golem, who makes his appearance six pages in, is 
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written in prose poetry. The narrative arc of the poem is fairly loose. It is not marked by 

significant events that can be tracked chronologically; insofar as things happen in the 

poem, they mainly happen to the golem, and readers learn of these events through the 

golem’s description of them. The poem cannot be said to have a narrative, but rather to 

contain a series of reflections on poetic creation and the poet’s interaction with the world. 

Its forward motion, such as it is, is driven by the rhythm of the language of the text and 

the dynamic of the dialogue between the two speakers—poet and golem.   

The text has a circular, sometimes incantatory feel created by the repetition of 

words and phrases, and within this structure the two voices describe separate but 

occasionally related reflections, scenes and events. The poet’s voice, as in so much of 

Teyssiéras’s earlier poetry, moves through a series of musings on artistic creation and 

human interactions, grounded in landscape imagery. The images in the golem’s sections 

trace a path from Biblical creation (12) through the arrival of Jesus (24), passing through 

some allusions to Greek mythology (25, 31, 33) and images from the Kabbalah and Tarot 

(38, 40-41).  

The poet’s sections run from nine to eighteen lines. The imagery in these sections 

ranges from the botanical, “La prunelle   le gland   la grappe s’offrent au larcin de l’amie 

/ Comme le miel des ruches” [“Sloe-plum   acorn   grapes await the theft of a friend / 

Like the honey in the hives”] (10), to the metaphysical “Les ongles   les cheveux 

poussent après la mort / Une vermine dilatoire peut donner un moment / L’illusion de la 

vie” [“The nails    the hair grow after death / Distending vermin can briefly create / The 

illusion of life”] (46). Birds, fish and animals appear frequently, either in brief images 
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that resemble still-lifes, “Et l’étincelle flambe sur l’écaille / D’un poisson mort!” [“And 

the spark burns on the scale / Of a dead fish!”] (20), or as active participants in the 

movement and development of the poem, “Une fourmi traîne une poutre / Un scarabée 

roule sa bosse: / Chaque image tombe en cendre” [“An ant drags a beam / A beetle rolls 

his ball: / Each image falls to ashes”] (22). Through the use of this concrete, often 

natural, imagery, Teyssiéras roots her metaphysical explorations in the experiential 

world.   

 La balle avec le grain si finement moulu dans le gosier de l’alouette 

 Ne me décourage donc point? 

 La flambée d’un feu de bois sec sur l’aire inhabitable 

 Ne me décourage donc point? 

 Voici que je m’éveille comme l’illuminé 

 Sur son oreiller de plume 

 Mort je me dresse sur ton lit! 

 C’est la mer tout entière engouffrée dans la conque du Nautilus 

 Que j’entends!  

 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Et j’entends ma voix dans tout ce qui chante 

 Un mot manquerait-il à l’appel de ce qui chante?    

[Does the chaff with the grain of wheat so finely ground in the skylark's  

throat 

Not discourage me at all? 
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Does the blaze of a dry wood fire in the uninhabitable place  

Not discourage me at all?                                                          

See how I wake like the enlightened 

On his feather pillow 

Death I stand on your bed! 

It is the whole sea engulfed in the Nautilus shell 

That I hear! 

 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

 And I hear my voice in all that sings 

Could one word of the call be missing?]   (35)   

This passage presents some of the questions with which Teyssiéras engages in the poet’s 

sections of the text. Above all, there is the confrontation with death, presented in terms of 

two natural occurrences both of which suggest a type of destruction: the grinding of the 

grain and the burning of the wood. The second significant question posed in the section is 

that of poetic inspiration—Teyssiéras frequently examines her poetic practice to 

determine whether she is responding adequately to her initial ideas and inspirations—and 

even this highly abstract issue is framed by the concrete image of a bird’s call. 

Teyssiéras’s specific use of the lark recalls its adoption by the Romantic poets, most 

notably Shelley, as a standard image for inspiration, as well as René Char’s poem 

“L’alouette.” 

Though the poet’s sections are written in free verse, certain structural patterns 

emerge, such as the inclusion of lists, “La prunelle   le gland   la grappe” [“Sloe-plum    
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acorn    grapes”] (10), “Epines cailloux petites coquilles” [“Thorns pebbles little shells”] 

(17), or series of nouns at the beginnings of sections or the use of unanswered (and often 

unanswerable) questions. These structural patterns occur infrequently, however, and the 

rhythm and motion of the poem is mainly created through subtle repetitions of images 

and sound, both within individual sections and across the poem as a whole. I will discuss 

Teyssiéras’s repetition of imagery later in this introduction, but let me here address her 

use of sonic repetition to create forward motion in the text. An example of this can be 

seen on page fourteen, the sixth of the poet’s sections. 

 J’avance sur le bois d’un tambour libre sur son axe 

 Dans l’illusion de l’échappée l’écureuil captif laisse derrière lui  

 L’ivresse de courir de bondir et de s’élever 

 Pareil à lui je tourne au dedans d’une Roue 

 Plus vite!  Encore plus vite! 

 Une ombre me poursuit 

 Du branle étourdissant s’élèvent des oiseaux dont je deviens la proie.   

 [I move along a drum spinning freely on its axis 

In the illusion of escaping the captive squirrel leaves behind him 

The drunkenness of running of leaping and of climbing 

Like him I turn inside a Wheel 

Faster!  Still faster! 

A shadow chases me 

Birds take flight in a dizzying rush and make me their prey.]   (14) 
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This passage exemplifies Teyssiéras’s use of internal rhyme (échappée and écureuil), 

assonance (ivresse and courir, pas and espace) and slant rhymes (temps and tambour,

plus vite, poursuit and étourdissant) to give her verse a rhythm. At the moment when this 

rhythm might become soporific, however, she inserts sounds or phrases which interrupt 

the pattern. “Plus vite! Encore plus vite!” has this effect both acoustically and 

substantively, as does the unwieldy clause which forms the last line of the section. 

Teyssiéras continues this strategy throughout the poem. In the following lines, “Il fait 

jour il fait nuit   Des saisons des années passent / Quand j’essaie de cerner des images / 

Elles prennent feu” [“It is day it is night    Seasons and years pass / When I try to encircle 

images / They catch fire”] (22), the ai sound of the first two lines is brought to an abrupt 

halt with the e sounds of the third line; the sonic change matches the unexpected nature of 

the content, the surprise of the images catching fire, and the short line following two long 

ones adds a finality to the rhythm of the lines, evoking the finality of the fire. This sonic 

and rhythmic shaping of Teyssiéras's verse moves her readers through the text and 

controls their speed.  

 While exercising control of these formal characteristics of her poem , Teyssiéras's 

use of the second person (or choice of poetic voice) creates a certain intimacy with her 

readers. In the fourth line of Golem the poet addresses a “you”: “Et quelqu’un dit: / Je te 

racontais un voyage” [“And someone says: / I was telling you a journey.”] This “you” 

returns frequently throughout the poem, though we cannot identify it consistently as 

either an imagined reader or as a third participant in the poem. It is occasionally a 

rhetorical conceit, as in the first and penultimate pages of the text when “Je te racontais 
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un voyage” (7) and “Je te racontais mon passage sur la terre” (56) are used as framing 

devices, but it is also a foil for the poet, a supporting cast member in the dialogue with 

the golem, as well as a device for bringing readers nearer, one also used by both English 

and French Romantic poets, such as Wordsworth and Baudelaire. In lines such as 

“Aurais-tu peur   pareille à moi   de t’envoler / A la faveur d’un souffle? / En ce lieu 

d’éternelle errance et de solitude où je suis?” [“Will you be afraid of    flying off   like me 

/ At a breath of wind? / To this place of eternal wandering and solitude where I am?”] 

(15), this “you” becomes aligned with the poet’s concerns. Ultimately, however, the 

primary conversation of this text is between poet and golem, and the other figures that 

appear are merely occasional contributors.  

Initially the golem’s sections have a different tone than the poet’s. “Yod Hé Vav 

Hé!  Je prends la place de quelqu’un dit le Golem. J’essaie de comprendre ce tour de 

passe-passe”  [“Yod Hé Vav Hé! I take someone’s place says the Golem.  I try to 

understand this sleight of hand”] (12), the golem’s first section begins, and the blunt 

declarative statements of these lines characterize the golem’s voice in the first portion of 

the text. If the poetic voice in Teyssiéras’s Golem is a questioning one, then the golem is 

notable for his emphatic assertions:  “Ni la ciguë ni l’amanite que je mange à grosses 

poignée ne me font le moindre embarras.  C’est la vérité.  Je le dis –“ [“Neither the 

hemlock nor the amanitus which I eat in big handfuls troubles me.  It is the truth.  I say it 

–“] (30); or “Et le centre où est le centre? Nulle part: Il est ici” [“And the centre where is 

the centre?  Nowhere: It is here”] (31). He often speaks about himself, and unlike the 

poet, plays a prominent role in his own stories: “La semence selon l’espèce.  Et moi déjà 
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debout arpentant à grands pas” [“Seeding according to species.  And me already upright 

surveying with big steps”] (13) he tells us, and “Oui c’est moi qui retient d’un doigt le 

cerf-volant de Céphée agité par le vent polaire” [“Yes it is me who with one finger holds 

back Cepheus' Kite shaken by the polar wind”] (33). This self-importance lends humour 

to the golem’s sections as well, a humour which was established beginning with 

Teyssiéras’s use of parallel structure the first time we hear the golem’s voice.  

Ça vient du fond des temps. Le fond des temps ne laisse voir que des 

lueurs. Et je prends aussi la parole: Juste avant moi la terre était informe et 

vide. Le sec était humide ce qui ne veut pas dire que l’humide était sec. 

Rien ne se laissait voir  Tout était à prévoir.   

[It comes from the dawn of time.  The dawn of time admits only glimmers 

of light.  And I too begin to speak: Just before me the earth was without 

form and void.  The dry was wet which is not to say that the wet was dry.  

Nothing could be seen.  Everything remained to be seen.] (12) 

The bluntness of this passage, the exhaustive, if slightly pedantic, desire to take every 

statement all the way to its logical conclusion, is typical of the golem’s rabbinical style 

which mixes humour, literality, and erudition. This style, combined with the frequent non 

sequiturs –“Car j’aime ce qu’il a créé Lui le Longanime.  Même le scorpion.” [“I love 

that which he created Him the Longanime.  Even the scorpion”] (30) –and a general air of 

curiosity about the world around him, constitutes the humour of these sections.  

The golem’s imagery not only refers to both Old and New Testament figures and 

events, it directly aligns him with Biblical materials. In addition to these images, the 
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golem compares himself specifically to the Biblical figure of Jesus (he both describes 

having sex with Mary and living multiple thirty-three-year lives). This is among the many 

ways in which Teyssiéras establishes the ancient religious origins of the figure, but 

moves her treatment of it beyond its Jewish roots. Here, as with her invocations of 

classical images and tropes, she frees the figure of some of its familiar cultural 

associations as she uses it for her own poetic purposes. 

These poetic purposes will be discussed at greater length, but I will treat here the 

ways in which they contribute to shaping the structure of the poem. The voices of poet 

and golem are interwoven through the text; initially the poetic speaker dominates, with 

only five pages of “golem poems” in the first twenty pages, but as the poem develops, the 

golem’s voice becomes more pervasive, literally taking the place of the poetic speaker. 

Near the end of the text, the golem declares himself author of a passage that mimics the 

poem’s opening. The fact that this passage was initially associated with the poetic 

speaker makes it unclear whose voice is dominant. By the end of the poem, the reader’s 

sense of which voice uttered which lines is called into question: our memory fails us, 

mirroring the crumbling of the poetic speaker’s memory and thus identity.  

This failure of memory is exacerbated by the way in which the poet’s and golem’s 

sections respond to each other. “Un golem a pris ma place” the poet tells us on the first 

page of the poem, and the golem’s first section begins “Yod Hé Vav Hé! Je prends la 

place de quelqu’un” (12). These responses become more complex, however, as the poem 

continues. The golem begins to appear in the poet’s sections, speaking to her, and picking 

up things she throws behind her (32, 34). Gradually the interaction becomes more 
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immediate. “Qui se couche dans ma voix? / Qui m’empoigne par les cheveux? / Pour me 

forcer à regarder encore une fois du mauvais côté?” [“Who lies down in my voice? / Who 

grabs me by the hair / To force me to look once again from the wrong side?”] the poet 

asks, followed immediately by the golem who answers the questions: “Je prends la place 

de quelqu’un parce qu’Il le dit. Je l’empoigne par les cheveux. Je me couche dans sa 

voix. Je le force à regarder d’un côté plutôt que de l’autre” [“I take someone's place 

because He says it.  I grab him by the hair.  I lie down in his voice.  I force him to look 

from one side more than the other”] (37-38). The increasing frequency with which the 

answers to the poet’s questions can be found in the golem’s sections, whether those 

answers be satisfactory or not, perhaps makes readers inclined to call out, like children at 

a puppet show, “it’s the golem!” when the poet continues to pose the unanswered 

questions of the second half of the text and thus to join the dialogue more fully 

themselves.  

The parallels between poet’s sections and golem’s sections are not only created 

through direct repetition, but through a reconsideration in the golem’s sections of images 

introduced by the poet, and vice versa. These correspondences have precedents in 

Teyssiéras’s poetic practice: John Stout has called her technique self-citation (Stout 137). 

In Golem Teyssiéras quotes entire lines or phrases and revisits images from her earlier 

work. Through these reworkings we can see the evolution of her poetics. So, for example, 

a line from Parallèles “Tendues vers une absente / mes mains sont restées vides” 

[“Stretched towards an absence / my hands have remained empty”] (13)—is reconsidered 

in Golem as “Deux mains peuvent encore se tendre / Mais les pieds ne suivront pas” 
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[“Two hands can still reach out / But the feet will not follow”] (46) and ultimately as 

“Deux mains peuvent se tendre cette fois les pieds suivent!” [“Two hands can reach out 

this time the feet follow!”] (52/51). The reconsidered image highlights the ways in which 

Teyssiéras’s treatment of the concept of loss and the search for an absent figure has 

become more positive in Golem than in her earlier work. In Golem she considers her loss 

in light of the function it has served in her writing, suggesting that she has written her 

way out of her search, if only incrementally, by formalizing her poetic dilemma in the 

very language of her texts.  

Teyssiéras maintains that the two voices of Golem are in fact two halves of one 

person. If we examine this assertion in light of the fact that the two voices are figures of 

creator and created, and that Teyssiéras has endowed her created figure with creative 

potential, we strike at the heart of the poetic dilemma with which she is struggling. What 

is at stake in Golem is not just the risk, for the poet, of being replaced by her own poetic 

creation, but the question of value of the creation itself, and consequently of the act of 

creating it. While this risk might be simply metaphorical for some poets, for Teyssiéras, 

confronted so early with personal loss and impermanence, it seems more tangible. The 

golem has taken the poet’s place—written text replaces the writer—and what does this 

written text accomplish?   

 While we begin early in the poem with a despairing statement about her struggles 

to date: “J’ai écrit   réfléchi   escaladé des livres / Mais le bavardage fut pire que le mal / 

Je poursuis mon chemin dans un paysage d’oubli” [“I wrote    thought    climbed books / 

But the chattering was worse than the disease / I pursue my road in a landscape of 
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forgetfulness”] (20), and her fear of a lack of completion, “Atteindrai-je le dernier mot? / 

Qui le dira?” [“Will I reach the last word? / Who will speak it?”] (29), Teyssiéras does 

eventually offer the possibility of redemption through language.  

Ici nous serons mieux: 

Je te raconterai mon passage sur la terre 

Je te parlerai de la méchanceté du vent 

Quand il disperse d’un coup de poing 

L’essaim pris dans les basses branches du cerisier 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Mais moi je recueille une à une les abeilles  

[Here we will be better:  

I will tell you of my passage on earth  

I will talk to you of the malice of the wind  

When with one punch he scatters  

The swarm caught in the lower branches of the cherry tree  

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

But I regather the bees one by one]   (36)  

Not only are these bees themselves poetic images that recall Homeric epic, but Teyssiéras 

uses the phrase synecdochically later in the text to refer to the overall collection of her 

poetic images:  

Et quelqu’un dit encore: 

Je me répands sur le blanc d’une page 
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Je me reprends à cette absence pour vivre enfin 

Je rougis devant une pomme verte 

La joie attire le sang sous ma peau comme un gant de crin 

J’existe pour: CELA qui ne dit rien encore 

Je recueille une à une les abeilles de la ruche 

Je compte les pépites tombées là par hasard 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Je retiens mon souffle pendant trente-trois ans 

Pour l’entendre Elle me dire: 

Viendras-tu avant que la chair ait disparu de mes os? 

[And someone says again: 

I pour myself on the whiteness of a page 

I close myself off from this absence to finally live 

I redden before a green apple 

Joy draws the blood under my skin like a hair shirt 

I exist for: THAT which does not yet speak 

I regather the bees of the hive one by one 

I count the nuggets fallen there by chance  

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

I hold my breath for thirty-three years 

To hear Her say to me: 

Will you come before the flesh has disappeared from my bones?]    
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(50/491)

The regathering of the bees is, for Teyssiéras, a process of combining images, a 

process of composition of poetry, in other words, and it is paralleled here with a moment 

of reconciliation to her mother’s death. This process of composition is linked to the 

process of moving away from her grief and forwards into a more present-focused life—

the loss of her mother is still present in the poem, but it is no longer the central concern. 

Teyssiéras has held her breath for thirty-three years, she has stifled a living part of her, to 

some extent, and to what avail? The syntax of the last two lines suggests Teyssiéras’s 

dissatisfaction with the petulant tone of her mother’s question. Teyssiéras’s statement 

also makes an analogy between poetic speaker and the golem, not only in its similarity of 

tone (the golem is also inclined towards petulance), but because, as discussed earlier, the 

golem describes each of his lives as lasting thirty-three years (33). Delaying the 

placement of the mother’s response/question encourages readers to both weigh the import 

of the experience and to build expectations for the mother’s statement. The mother’s 

question, in its very impossibility (there is no means for Teyssiéras to reach her) confirms 

the decision that Teyssiéras describes several pages earlier.  

Et quelqu’un dit encore:  

On ne met pas la Mère dans les bras de l’enfant 

On ne fragmente pas une Captive 

Pour la rendre plus vraie! 

Je me racontais ce voyage 

 
1 The page numbers for the translation and the original text diverge at page 49. 
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De la mort dans le passé 

La mort me retenait aux portes de la ville 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

La voix de ma mère s’étirait parmi les méandres du fleuve: 

“C’est là que je te parle depuis le début 

N’oubli pas” 

Mais l’attente est faite d’oubli 

L’attente est dans l’effacement 

Aujourd’hui que ma course a rejoint celle des comètes 

Je cesse de me retourner” 

[And someone says again: 

We do not put the Mother in the arms of the child 

We do not divide a Captive 

To make her more real! 

I told myself this voyage 

Of death in the past 

Death kept me aux portes de la ville 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

My mother's voice stretched among the river's meanderings: 

"That is where I speak to you since the beginning 

Do not forget" 

But waiting is made of forgetting 
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Waiting is in the erasure 

Today my path has rejoined that of the comets 

I stop turning back.]    (39)   

These lines, appearing approximately two-thirds of the way through Golem, suggest a 

resignation to the death of her mother and the first attempt to move away from the search 

for an absent maternal figure. It is at this moment that her path “has rejoined that of the 

comets,” that she identifies her trajectory as having now gained momentum. It may 

appear to be a strange statement for someone who has written fourteen books of poetry in 

the interim, but it must be acknowledged that the language of Golem has a certain 

momentum and rhythm that distinguishes it from the earlier works. There is a tension 

between her mother’s injunction that Teyssiéras remember and her own understanding 

that it is precisely this remembering which drives her poetic process but with which she 

struggles at each step. The same tension underlies her mother’s unanswerable question. 

Teyssiéras will never reach her mother before “the flesh disappears from her bones,” 

either in life or in writing, and yet her reconciliation to this fact is also what gives her a 

certain confidence in the act of writing itself. “Je te racontais mon passage sur la terre / 

Pour gagner le temps d’une vie / Le temps a passé   Les mots sont restés” [“I was telling 

you my passage on earth / To save a lifetime / Time passed   Words remained”] (56/55). 

She has come to terms with the issues she has been exploring all along—absence, death, 

and creation. She does, finally, come to a place in which living and writing are what 

matter, in which she acknowledges that she may not reach her mother and that that may 

be acceptable.   
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 The focus, at the end of this process, and the focus of Golem, is on this act of 

writing.  

J’entends dit le Golem: Pourquoi continuer. Marcher quand le sol manque. 

Parler lorsque personne ne répond. D’adosser contre une pierre noire avant 

le coucher du soleil. J’entends cette voix. Je n’écoute pas. On ne passe pas 

le chas de l’aiguille pour coudre puis découdre à mesure les constellations. 

Qui vient pour me défaire se trompe de chemin. . . . J’ouvre la cage pour la 

liberté de mon oiseau. J’écris un poème bifide. Et pour CELA qui ne dit 

rien je me tiens encore une fois dans l’angle obtus de l’univers. . . . Deux 

mains peuvent se tendre cette fois les pieds suivent! 

[I hear says the Golem: Why continue. Walk when the ground is missing. 

Speak though no one responds. Lean against a black stone before sunset. I 

hear this voice. I do not listen. One does not pass through the eye of the 

needle to sew then rip apart the constellations. He who comes to undo me 

takes the wrong road. . . . I open the cage for the liberty of my bird. I write 

a forked poem. And for THAT which says nothing I remain once more in 

the obtuse angle of the universe. . . . Two hands can reach out this time the 

feet follow!]   (52/51) 

This passage spoken by the golem, appearing mere pages from the end of the text, 

summarizes Teyssiéras’s response to the demons which have been troubling her 

throughout her career. In response to the voices that question the utility of creation, the 

golem chooses not to listen. “Two hands can reach out this time the feet follow” is not 
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only a positive restatement of the earlier section of the poem (46), but also a statement 

about the poetic feet that Teyssiéras has created: poetry is the only response to the 

question, “Why continue?”         

 It is thus unsurprising when several pages later the golem tells us “Je mâchonne 

une feuille de laurier-sauce je prends mon calame et j’écris:” [“I munch a bay leaf I take 

my calamus and I write:”] (55/54) and what he writes, we discover on turning the page, is 

the penultimate page of the poem, which returns to the image with which it began, an 

image which foregrounds the function of language as a concern of this text. “Ombre 

portée des mots . . . Je te racontais mon passage sur la terre / Pour gagner le temps d’une 

vie” [“Shadow cast by words . . . I was telling you my passage on earth / To save a 

lifetime”] (56/55). We have returned to the narrative with which we started. Teyssiéras 

tells us “The second-to-last page responds to the first page, to the first poem, and the 

book closes in on itself; the circle is closed, as we say, and what is left for the poet but to 

rewrite the book?  Perhaps it hasn’t been written?” (Appendix A, 80). We are not left, 

however, staring at a circular text, waiting to rewrite the book again. The text ends, not 

where it started, but with a question, a question that Teyssiéras has described as a means 

of avoiding the impasse of returning to the beginning again, “an opening to other things” 

(Appendix A, 80). “Sur la vague as-tu remarqué la pâle réverbération / D’où s’élève le cri 

des lamentins?” [“Have you noticed the pale reflection on the wave / From which the cry 

of the manatees rises?”] (57/56).   

Golem is thus the culmination of Teyssiéras’s various attempts to articulate her 

own poetic process. Throughout her more than thirty-five year career, she has returned to 
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questions about the function of poetry, the role of the poet in the world, and written two 

long poems which are themselves statements of her poetics: La Boule de Cristal in 1982 

and Les clavicules de Minho in 1986. These texts both read as attempts at a definition of 

poetry, and Les clavicules marks the introduction of esoteric systems such as Tarot and 

Kabbalah into Teyssiéras’s oeuvre. These works give insight into Teyssiéras’s own 

definition of her poetics, and demonstrate the development of her ongoing engagement 

with silence, voice, and breath, themes which she resolves in Golem. So let us take a 

moment to look backwards chronologically at the origins of the poetic theory that is 

realized in Golem.

Teyssiéras’s poetics are inherently contradictory; every statement she makes 

about the poetic endeavour has an oxymoronic quality. We see this in the epigraph to La 

Boule de Cristal, a line which is repeated in Les clavicules de Minho, “Seul le silence 

VOIT / l’oeil du poète est la tache aveugle du silence” [“Only the silence SEES / the 

poet’s eye is the blind spot of silence”] (La Boule 39; clavicules 36). Teyssiéras makes an 

unusual synæsthetic equation here between sound and sight, while simultaneously 

establishing and demolishing the poet’s utility. If only the silence sees, then it would 

seem that there is very little vision granted to the poet (the creator of words and thus an 

opposite, of sorts, to silence); however, if the poet is the blind spot of silence, it implies 

that the poet is both channeling some of silence’s sight, and that the poet is able to see 

some things that the silence cannot. These lines, evidently crucial to Teyssiéras’s poetics 

since they are both the epigraph to one poem and repeated in another, are echoed in 

Golem in the following lines, spoken by the poetic voice. 
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J’ajoute que je VOIS   Y a-t-il plus troublant que cet oiseau?    Elle peut- 

être   Mais au déla 

 Rien ne limite le désastre des étoiles 

 “Tu perds ton temps à me trouver me reprend-elle 

 Je suis dans l’effacement de ma voix 

 Rien ne me limite qu’un point infini 

 Ton illusion souligne nulle part 

L’écho retourne au silence dès que je déserte la nuit 

 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Ma mémoire se replie dans l’arrondi du Temps 

 Mais déborde les deux extrêmes 

 Le pire s’enfonce dans le meilleur comem le ver dans un fruit 

 Et le jour ne sait où il va 

 Qui ravira le souffle à celui qui n’est rien 

 Sans l’ombre qui l’efface? 

[Let me add that I SEE   Is anything more troubling than that bird?   Her  

maybe   But beyond 

Nothing limits the disaster of the stars 

"You waste your time in searching for me she corrects me 

I am in the erasure of my voice 

Nothing limits me but an infinite point 

Your illusion underlines nowhere 
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Echo returns to silence as soon as I desert the night  

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

My memory withdraws in the roundness of Time   

But overtakes the two extremes 

The worst sinks into the best like the worm into the fruit 

And the day does not know where it goes 

Who can snatch the breath from he who is nothing 

Without the shadow that effaces him?]   (44) 

These lines illustrate the recurring image of the search for the absent female, but before 

the poet returns to her search, she utters an aside which refers back to both La Boule and 

clavicules, “let me add that I SEE.”  The poet sees, as the silence sees; this is the moment 

of inspiration, and while the absent speaker may make a claim to the powers of silence, 

saying that she “is in the erasure of my voice” and that the poet’s “illusion underlines 

nowhere,”  it is in fact the poet who maintains control over language. Teyssiéras writes in 

La Boule de Cristal that “La poésie n’est pour moi nulle part. Elle restera vêtue 

d’absence. . . La racine amère me conduit à son extrême floraison, et chaque mot me 

dépouille un peu plus de moi-même” [“Poetry for me is nowhere. It will remain clothed 

in absence . . . a bitter root leads me to its extreme flowering, and each word strips me of 

a little more of myself”] (41). And so, while the absent female may accuse the poet of 

having an illusion that “underlines nowhere” in Golem, she is, in fact, paying the poet the 

compliment of having successfully created poetry.  
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What is this poetry that the poet has created?  Teyssiéras’s poetics involve the 

creation of silence in words, of presence in absence.  

J’aime surtout l’occasion que tu m’as donnée de te dire le rien. . . Cette 

tâche m’absorbe: je m’y change en un TOI qui est l’envers de moi-même, 

et déjà n’existe plus. 

 

Commencé dans l’angoisse et le bégaiement le poème soudain se prend à 

exulter. . .  Il m’agrippe au sommet de l’extase et s’achève sur le mot qui 

ne sera jamais écrit. 

 

[I like above all else the opportunity that you gave me to tell you nothing 

. . . This task absorbs me: I change myself into a YOU who is the reverse  

of myself, and who already no longer exists. 

 

Begun in anguish and stuttering a sudden poem begins to exult . . . It grips  

me at the height of ecstasy and ends on the word that will never be  

written.]    (La Boule 43)

Hers is a poetry of impossibility, but through this impossibility she finds a peculiar type 

of possibility, one which is ultimately realized in the form of the golem.  

 When the golem picks up the line of the poet several pages later with “Je VOIS 

aussi . . . Qui rendrait souffle à celle qui n’est rien sans le mot qui toujours l’efface?” [“I 

SEE also . . . Who will restore breath to she who is nothing without the word which 
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always effaces her?”] (Golem 47), we see the culmination of the voice-replacement of 

poet by her creation. While Les Clavicules de Minho ends with the perhaps disheartened 

statement that “Le poème ne fut que la salive du néant” [“A poem makes nothing but the 

saliva of nothingness”] (101), suggesting that poetry’s positive function is in the simple 

fact of its existence, Golem offers greater possibilities for poetry through dialogue. While 

Teyssiéras has experimented with multiple voices in her earlier works (the italicized 

sections in clavicules, for example), it is only in Golem that she engages her Others in a 

more fully realized dialogue, giving them equal time and equally participatory voices. It 

is through this dialogue that Teyssiéras as poet is able to grapple with the Other who 

possesses her when she writes, and through grappling, to tame it. The key to the success 

of this dialogic strategy is the choice of the figure of a golem as second voice. Teyssiéras 

addresses this phenomenon directly through the voice of the poetic speaker. 

 Comment prendrais-je forme en ce quelconque lieu 

 Quand du fleuve appelé par la mer 

 La source est tarie? 

 Je me nomme Sans-Forme et suis pareille à celui-là 

 Que tu défies      GOLEM? 

 [How can I take form in such an ordinary place 

When the source of a river summoned by the sea 

Is dried up? 

I am named Formless and am like that one  

That you challenge   GOLEM?]   (45) 
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The French pun on “sea,” mer and “mother,” mère makes Teyssiéras’s poetic question 

more explicit: how can she write when a source of her creativity, the search for the absent 

mother, is dried up?  The golem responds to this question several pages later in the text. 

Une femme m’attend à l’extrémité de  moi-même. Longtemps je 

l’entendrai me dire: “Viendras-tu avant que la chair ait disparu de mes 

os?” L’angoisse d’un seul grain dans le tourbillon du sablier n’est que 

fugitive. . . . Est-ce la même ici? plus loin? C’est en l’appelant que je me 

réveille. Le mot fin saura peut-être nous réunir. 

[A woman waits for me at the end of myself. For a long time I will hear 

her say: "Will you come before the flesh has disappeared from my bones?"  

The anguish of a single grain in the vortex of an hourglass is only fleeting. 

. . . Is it the same here? further? It is in calling it that I wake. The word 

end will perhaps know how to reunite us.]   (55/54) 

The golem, unlike the poet, has reconciled himself to the absence of the mother, to the 

impermanent nature of grief, no matter how terrible that grief may be. How can 

Teyssiéras write when the source of her creativity is dried up? By summoning the figure 

of the golem. 

In many ways, the use of the golem marks the end of a natural pattern of 

evolution in Teyssiéras’s exploration of esoteric systems. An early interest in astrology, 

maintained since she was a teenager, developed into a study of Tarot in the 1970s 

(Appendix A, 84). Not long after that, a growing recognition of her Jewish origins, 

combined with an immediate positive response to the mysticism she was reading, an 
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affinity for the subject that she compares to the resurfacing of a sort of collective 

memory, moved her from Tarot to a study of Jewish mysticism (Appendix A, 84-85). But 

why the golem? 

Teyssiéras has said that she is drawn to the figure of the golem because it is 

“slightly frustrated and very ‘elemental’, extroverted” (Stout 140).  

I wanted to make this double speak because as for me, the poet, I speak in 

another manner, a more interior manner. I wanted to achieve a 

completeness of two opposing sides, in order to communicate a type of 

force which otherwise isn’t perceptible in my work. With this double 

everything seemed possible, acting on the world, speaking to the stars, 

fighting against storms. . . I made him say things that I have always 

wanted to say, maintained until now on my other side, the one where the 

little joys have no place. But it’s the same mountain, negative side, 

positive side. The Golem is a naive being, childlike—that which I could 

not be!  I gave speech to this double and I profited by it!  At the same 

time, it’s my double from a tradition, my legendary double taken from the 

Kabbalistic tradition that touches me to the heart. (Stout 140) 

Her choice of the golem, however, moves beyond the figure’s naiveté. “The poet, who 

writes in free verse, has something to say about her past. It is really centred on that, and 

then when the golem looms up there is really no question of the past, other than through 

the fact of the doubling. But there is a question above all of the moment of existence. The 

golem is expansive. And the poet is mostly the contrary” (Appendix A, 90).  
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 The choice of the golem is linked to the implicit relationship between “voice” and 

“breath” that Teyssiéras creates in her poetry. Throughout the passages from Golem and 

her earlier work quoted above, it is the poet who creates words, who manipulates 

language in response to, and often in opposition to, silence. These words are dependent 

on breath, however, to give them sound and bring them to life, and that breath is 

something that the poet cannot control. The poet is at breath’s whim—we hear of the 

“malice of the wind,” of the “breath of wind” that can carry someone off if she is not 

weighted down with words. Breath can be snatched away or restored, but it is never clear 

by whom, which gives a tenuous and uncertain feel to the stability of the utterances we 

hear. Like Teyssiéras’s own process of inspiration, the process is shrouded in uncertainty 

and magic. 

The figure of the golem embodies this tension underlying the potential for life in 

words, the relationship between breath and voice. Teyssiéras’s introduction to the golem 

myth came through Gershom Scholem’s Kabbalah and Major Trends of Jewish 

Mysticism. Scholem describes the golem most simply as “a creature, particularly a human 

being, made in an artificial way by virtue of a magic act, through the use of holy names” 

(Kabbalah 351). The word appears in the Psalms and from there took on its Talmudic 

usage “something unformed and imperfect” (ibid). Scholem traces the development of the 

golem myth through its origins in early Talmudic literature and early medieval renditions 

of the Talmudic narratives, both of which identified the term with the creation of any 

capacity for life, to the 12th and 13th century Ashkenazic Hasidim who identified the term 

with the creature we recognize today, a human-shaped creature, made of clay, and 
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brought to life through a mystical or ecstatic experience, which at that time indicated the 

skill of the rabbi at the completion of his studies (Kabbalah 352; Major 99). Scholem’s 

use of the term “ecstatic experience” to describe the creation of the golem suggests 

another link with Teyssiéras’s poetic process which she describes as a moment of 

inspiration not unlike Scholem’s description of rabbinic ecstasy (Appendix A, 82, 85). It 

is also from Scholem that Teyssiéras learned of the variant of the myth that brings the 

golem to life by inscribing the word emeth or “truth” on his forehead and disabling him 

by erasing the initial letter leaving the word met or “dead” (Kabbalah 352). In this variant 

of the myth it is words that give life, or breath, to the golem. Words, in the process of 

being written, take on a life of their own. In this way the figure of the golem and the 

Kabbalistic approach to language are a sort of living resolution of the poet’s dilemma: the 

act of writing itself is a creation and a sharing of breath. If language is a living entity, and 

words on the page, or on the golem, give life as soon as they are written, then the poet 

need no longer fear losing her voice to her written text; while the poet may not be able to 

control the breath she creates, she may not need to either. By choosing a golem as the 

figure to whom she gives voice, Teyssiéras has written her way into the living potential 

of poetry.   

We can see the origins of Teyssiéras’s use of the golem in Scholem’s description: 

while Talmudic texts call the golem a body without a soul, “even in this state, he was 

accorded a vision of all the generations to come, as if there were in the golem a hidden 

power to grasp or see, bound up with the element of earth from which he was taken” 

(Kabbalah 351). This hidden power to see contributes to his utility for Teyssiéras’s poetic 
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ends. Even though she has identified the appeal of the golem as his naiveté, he also 

functions as an alternative poetic voice who must necessarily have poetic vision in order 

to be useful; she aligns the golem, as quoted above, with the poetic capacity to SEE. 

The identification of the golem as a servant created by a powerful rabbi developed 

in the 15th century, concurrently with the growth of cults of personality surrounding 

Ashkenazic Hasidic leaders in the German Jewish community. Scholem identifies three 

key characteristics of the legend which developed at this time:  it is connected with 10th 

century Italian tales in which the dead were resurrected by having a piece of parchment 

with the name of God written on it placed in their mouths; the legend was related to non-

Jewish stories of the “creation of an alchemical man”; and the golem is said to develop 

dangerous powers and must be restrained by being returned to inanimate clay (Kabbalah 

353). These legends were first attached to the early 16th century Rabbi Elijah of Chelm, 

before being transferred to the later 16th century Rabbi Judah Loew of Prague. Current 

consensus among scholars is that the legend was only associated with Rabbi Loew in the 

18th or 19th centuries (Scholem, Kabbalah 353-54; Idel 251-52). Despite Scholem’s 

assertion that the association of the legend with Rabbi Loew and Altneuschul of Prague 

has no historical or factual basis, it is this version of the myth which has entered into the 

popular literature and mythology, spawning children’s books by, among others, Isaac 

Bashevis Singer and David Wisniewski. Elements of the Rabbi Loew golem myth have 

been used by authors to create gothic and horror novels: Gustav Meyrink’s  The Golem 

(serialized in a German magazine in 1913 and 1914 and published in book form in 1915, 

and in English translation in 1928), Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, and a contemporary 
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gothic suspense work Golem by Greg Vilk, published in paperback in 2005. The 

adaptations of the legend even include a graphic novel published in 2001 titled The 

Golem’s Mighty Swing in which a 1920s Jewish baseball team tries to instill fear into 

competing teams’ hearts by dressing an African-American player as a golem, only to 

have the scheme go horribly awry. There have been a variety of cinematic and theatrical 

golems, including the 1920 silent film Der Golem, written and directed by Paul Wegener, 

the 1936 The Golem, which was a Czech-French production directed by Julien Duvivier, 

the 1921 play by Yiddish playwright H. Leivick, and the 1931 stage production Golem: 

Romantická Revue o Jedenácti Obrazech by Voskovec and Werich’s Osvobozené 

Divadlo company (Schonberg 1066-75). The association of the golem myth with Prague 

has also spawned a small contemporary tourist industry, in which miniature clay golems 

are sold alongside a re-issued paperback collection of dubious authorship titled The 

Prague Golem: Jewish Stories of the Ghetto, which contains stories of Rabbi Loew and 

his golem.  

Teyssiéras’s golem shares some features with the golems of other authors, though 

we should note that the only other fictional version of the myth to which she has been 

exposed is the Meyrink novel, Der Golem. In most of the retellings of the myth, the 

golem is possessed of extraordinary strength (Singer 57; Prague Golem 49), as is 

Teyssiéras’s golem who tells us, “Frottées à l’ongle de mon orteil les cloisons de bois 

prennent feu. . . . D’un coup de pied je soulève toute la poussière du monde. L’Arbre que 

je ti-ire pour le replanter par ici laboure la terre dans l’enchevêtrement de ses racines.” 

[“Rubbed by my toenail the wooden partitions catch fire. . . . With one kick I stir up all 
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the dust of the world. The Tree that I pu-ll to replant it here ploughs the earth in the 

tangle of its roots”] (38). In most of the traditional versions of the story from the 18th 

century onwards, the golem acts as a sort of servant, catering to the needs of his creator, 

but also protecting the Jewish community through his unusual size and strength (Leivick 

280). In some traditions, the golem even uncovers antisemitic blood libels against the 

community by secretly following individuals who have planted evidence to incriminate 

Jews (Singer 40-46). Teyssiéras has preserved the function of golem as individual 

servant, but, perhaps naturally given her late discovery of her Jewish origins and her lack 

of affiliation with any sort of organized religious community, she does not exploit or 

even acknowledge the ethnic loyalties of the golem within the poem. She does link her 

golem to parts of the larger collective myth from which it springs, however, as is 

evidenced by the similarities between it and some of its literary predecessors: Teyssiéras 

shares with Meyrink a sense of the golem as conduit to another realm of existence, and 

with Singer a sense of the childlike qualities of the figure.  

In Meyrink’s novel the golem is less a solid figure than the spirit of the Prague 

Ghetto made manifest—the “lurking, waiting . . . soulless entities” whom the narrator 

despises (16). The physical creature is described as “an utterly strange man, clean shaven, 

of yellow complexion, Mongolian type, in antiquated clothes of a bygone day; it comes 

from the direction of the Altschulgasse, stalks through the Ghetto with a queer groping, 

stumbling kind of gait, as if afraid of falling over, and quite suddenly—is gone” (27). In 

addition, Meyrink’s golem acquires a supernatural air by ostensibly inhabiting a room in 
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a house that apparently cannot be accessed by any door or staircase. One character 

describes the relation between matter and spirit within the golem as follows: 

I have given the subject much thought, and the nearest I can get to the 

truth of it seems to be this: that once in every generation a spiritual 

disturbance zigzags, like a flash of lightning, right through the Ghetto, 

taking possession of the souls of the living to some end we know not of, 

and rising in the form of a wraith that appears to our senses in the guise of 

a human entity that once, centuries ago, maybe, lived here, and is craving 

materialisation. (28) 

This notion of the golem as physical embodiment of collective spiritual angst is made 

even more specific by the assertion of Schemajah Hillel that meeting the golem is in fact 

meeting with a darker side of oneself, the self-contained Other, and that it is through this 

confrontation that one can develop a fuller knowledge of oneself (73-74). When we 

consider his other statement that the golem “signifies the awakening of the dead through 

the innermost life of the spirit” (46), Meyrink’s influence on Teyssiéras’s golem becomes 

clear.  

Like Meyrink, Teyssiéras associates the golem figure with moments of 

inspiration: for Teyssiéras, the inspiration is poetic, while for Meyrink it is of a vaguer 

mystical or revelatory variety. More importantly, however, Teyssiéras’s use of the golem 

as an alternative poetic voice, one which allows her to express elements of herself that 

she felt previously unable to articulate poetically, has a precedent in Meyrink’s golem 

who allows the narrator of the novel to explore the darker sides of his memories. Despite 
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these similarities, however, Teyssiéras’s golem is qualitatively different in both tone and 

spirit to Meyrink’s, just as Teyssiéras’s poem is different in tone from Der Golem.

Meyrink’s un-named narrator lives the life, or dreams the life, of a man named 

Athanasius Pernath, whose hat he mistakenly picks up in church—he takes somebody 

else’s place unwillingly, and thus comes into contact with the golem who allows him to 

learn more about himself and the otherness contained within him in the form of Pernath. 

The atmosphere of the narrative is dark and confused—there are many storylines 

animating a wide cast of characters, all told by an unreliable narrator, and the experience 

for readers mimics the narrator’s dreamlike state. Thus, while Teyssiéras’s golem shares 

some elements of Meyrink’s, hers is a more innocent creature, associated with creation 

and self-reflection.  

Teyssiéras’s golem is identified as a primordial creature, strongly associated with 

the dust from which he is made. Her geological and botanical imagery made its 

appearance as early as Parallèles, in whose lines “Ma bouche scellée dans la pierre / fera 

la joie des lichens / de mes genoux germeront / les poivriers sauvages” [“My mouth 

sealed in stone / makes the lichens joy / wild peppers / germinate from my knees”] (16), 

we see the origins of the golem’s “Ma chambre est dans le pré ma cuisine sous l’Arbre-

seul avec l’oseille et l’ail sauvage. Ni la ciguë ni l’amanite que je mange à grosses 

poignée ne me font le moindre embarras.” [“My bedroom is in the meadow my kitchen 

under the Lone Tree with the sorrel and wild garlic. Neither the hemlock nor the amanitus 

which I eat in big handfuls troubles me”] (30) and “Je mêle les cendres à l’humus. Je jette 

des poignées de terre pour combler les trous. Je mâche l’herbe amère. . . . D’un coup de 
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pied je soulève toute la poussière du monde” [“I mix the ashes with the humus. I throw 

handfuls of earth to fill the holes. I chew the bitter grass. . . .With one kick I stir up all the 

dust of the world”] (38). Throughout Golem Teyssiéras maintains a strong link to these 

earthy origins by describing the golem interacting with the natural world in detailed and 

concrete terms: eating a specific mushroom or a bay leaf, kicking up dust, mixing ashes 

with humus. These images exploit the golem’s non-human status to allow him to interact 

with the world in ways that the human figure of the poet cannot (the golem can eat 

poisonous mushrooms, for example), and thus they provide a strong contrast with 

Teyssiéras’s experience as poet. Her golem is also, however, an inquiring mind—one 

who tries to understand what happens around him, who asks questions, makes 

observations, and draws conclusions. It is these characteristics, combined with his 

lightness of tone (“Je ne suis pas beau mais je change dit le Golem” [“I am not beautiful 

but I sing says the Golem”] (38)) that he differs most markedly from the dark and silent 

force of Meyrink’s golem.  

In his childish tone, Teyssiéras’s golem resembles those of Singer and Leivick. 

Singer’s golem speaks in undeveloped phrases: “’Is there anything you want to ask?’ the 

rabbi said to the golem. ‘What ask?’ answered the golem” (36-37), and is unable to 

reason or think logically. So, for example, when the golem is asked to bring water from 

the well, he continues to do so until he floods the house, unable to understand the 

necessity of stopping (59-60). Teyssiéras’s golem shares this simplicity of voice, though 

obviously not to the same extent as Singer’s. Her golem’s only unanswered questions are 

those which are addressed to God. Other questions he seems able to answer himself. “Qui 
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parle? Je ne sais. Où vais-je? Dans l’ici. L’issue de ce train chaotique ne peut être que 

moi en chaque point du Temps – ” [“Who speaks?  I don’t know. Where am I going?  In 

the here and now. The escape from this chaotic train can be nothing but me at each point 

in Time –”] (54/55). It is this certainty and the sometimes petulant tone of his assertions 

that make him seem childlike, especially when his lines are compared with the complex 

imagery used by the poetic speaker.  

Teyssiéras has created a golem to add to the line of literary and cinematic golems, 

not to explore ethnic strife or even the Jewish past, but to articulate a part of her artistic 

process that she has never previously been able to voice. The golem legend as retold by 

Singer and Leivick highlights the limits of human creativity. In most variations of the 

story, the creature ultimately escapes his master, emerging as an unruly, unpredictable, 

uncontrollable, and sometimes violent servant who must be subdued and returned to the 

clay from which he was created, returning to words alone, without breath or voice. 

Teyssiéras harnesses her creation in a way that previous golem-makers were unable to, 

despite the blending of voices at the end of the text, one never has the feeling that the 

servant has escaped the master. By choosing to give voice to a creature associated by 

Meyrink with possession and inspiration, however, Teyssiéras is also grappling with the 

origins of her poetic production. This is a topic with which she has engaged since her 

earliest poetry, and in Golem it seems she may finally have found a resolution. 

I hope that my reflections on Golem, on the work of its author, the language of the 

poem, and some of the literary context in which it might be read, have enticed you into 

reading further. Before you embark on your own experience of the poem, however, I 
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would like to take a moment to explain the other elements you will find following this 

introduction.  

The process of translating this poem was a necessarily complicated one, both 

because it is a complex text, and because its author was available for consultation about 

her text, the translation and the translation process. The complexity of this situation 

required me to develop a theoretical framework for my translating activity; I explain this 

framework in more detail in the translator’s note which follows this introduction. The 

translation theory that I generated in working with Teyssiéras and Marchal is a 

collaborative model for translation of a living author’s work. It involves the use of 

footnotes detailing some of our collaborative work together, and so you will find that the 

footnotes to the poem address these questions of translation.  

Golem is a difficult poem containing allusions not only to Teyssiéras’s earlier 

works, but to other works of music, literature, philosophy and religion. While I believe 

that the text can be enjoyed and understood without supplemental material, as it was by 

readers of the original French edition, I was concerned that Anglophone readers without a 

knowledge of Teyssiéras’s entire oeuvre would be unnecessarily confused by the 

references to her earlier works. Thus I have chosen to incorporate endnotes identifying 

those references and giving some brief contextual information, where possible, regarding 

the earlier works. Once I realized that the translation would need to be encumbered by 

endnotes, I chose to add a few more in order to explain references to other external texts 

and some French terms that might be unclear to readers. In compiling these notes, I was 

helped both by my conversations with Teyssiéras and by a list of her literary influences 
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which she graciously compiled for me. I have included this list as the third Appendix to 

the poem, should readers be interested in pursuing further reading.  

Finally, you will find as the first and second Appendices, a transcription of an 

interview I conducted with Teyssiéras in June of 2004. I have included both my English 

translation and the original French transcription. Teyssiéras grants very few interviews, 

and I was grateful for the opportunity to talk with her about her creative process after we 

had completed our work on the translation. I am also greatly indebted to John Stout’s 

interview with her from 2001; his more comprehensive discussion of her oeuvre allowed 

me to focus specifically on questions related to Golem and her composition process. I 

hope my interview, when combined with a reading of the poem, will provide a greater 

sense of Teyssiéras as a poet. Just as I have tried to preserve the sound of Teyssiéras’s 

poetic language in my translation, so I felt it was important for Anglophone readers to 

hear Teyssiéras’s analysis of her work in her own words. Poetically and critically, I hope 

you enjoy those words as much as I have. 
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Translator’s Note 
 

“The successful practice of the art depends on the talent for language and the 
talent for knowledge of individual people.” (Schleiermacher) 

 
Translation places one in a position of tenuous authority. A translator working in 

the 21st century is constantly aware of the fact that her interpretation of a text is 

individual, relative, and subject to her personal, social, and cultural history, and even to 

her taste. Of course, like any interpreter or critic, a translator must assume a certain 

authority in order to perform her task, and the bases for this authority inform our 

individual translation approaches. As a translator of a living author, I feel that my 

authority over the text is only a partial one. Despite critical reservations concerning 

attempts to determine authorial intention, the opportunity to ask an author “What did you 

mean here?” is almost irresistible, and an author’s preferences regarding her text are hard 

to ignore. This immediate access to the author’s vision has both the benefit and drawback 

of making the translation process into a collaborative one, something which can both 

enrich the finished product and complicate the translator’s position even further. In 

addressing this phenomenon, I found that Jiřĭ Levý’s categorization of translation as 

decision-making highlighted the benefits of bringing the “process” element to the fore, 

and I have incorporated this insight into the presentation of the text as a whole. I hope in 

this way to both create a sense of community1 among readers, author and translator, and 

to suggest a new approach to the translation of living authors—one which uses the 

challenges of the task to enrich rather than limit the finished text.  

 
1 This goal was inspired by Lawrence Venuti’s discussion of translation as containing the possibility for 
creating community (Venuti “Translation, Community”). 
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Between the summer of 2000 and the spring of 2001, I completed two drafts of 

my translation of Golem before I contacted its author, Anne Teyssiéras. My aim in 

translating the poem to English was to preserve Teyssiéras’s “voice” as much as possible. 

This felt crucial because the motion and unity of Teyssiéras’s poetry is achieved through 

the use of syntax and line length, creating regular breath patterns that form identifiable 

voices for each speaker in the poem. At this early stage, my authority as translator was 

vested in staying as close to the literal meaning of the text as I reasonably could while 

still preserving its flow in English. There were places, however, where this system felt 

especially shaky: some of Teyssiéras’s uses of French language and syntax are difficult to 

decipher, and there were places where I simply did not know if I had interpreted the text 

accurately, let alone effectively.  

In the late summer of 2001, a mutual acquaintance told Teyssiéras about my 

project, and in February 2002 I received a letter from her voicing her enthusiastic support 

and offering to be of whatever assistance she could. I responded by asking whether she 

would read and comment on a few pages of my translation. Several weeks later I received 

another letter expressing her full willingness to comment on the translation but with a 

request that I find someone in Clichy to help her do so because she has almost no 

comprehension of English. At this point I proposed myself as the English-speaker, 

offering to come to France if she would meet with me so we could discuss our respective 

questions about the translation in person.  

When I arrived in Paris I was introduced to Teyssiéras’s companion, Thérèse 

Marchal. I had mailed the first ten pages of the translation in advance of my arrival, and 
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so our first visit was arranged with the intention of discussing those pages. As we each 

pulled out our copies of the translation and the original book, I discovered their slightly 

idiosyncratic method for approaching a translation into a language that neither of them 

spoke.  

Teyssiéras remembers only a few words of English from her lycée days, while 

Marchal at least has the benefit of a baccalauréat exam in English and a course at 

university. Thus it was Marchal who had read my translation with the help of a 

dictionary. In order to evaluate and discuss my work, she marked every instance in which 

my translation of the French did not match the literal translation she found in the 

dictionary, including all instances of article differences, preposition differences, and line 

breaks. Our conversation thus consisted of looking at each page of the poem, with 

Marchal pointing out her questions on a line as we reached it. I would then explain my 

choices, sometimes acknowledging occasions on which I had misunderstood the line, and 

frequently arguing for my interpretation or reading of a line or phrase. Generally my 

explanations were phrased in the form of questions to Teyssiéras, placing the final 

authority clearly with the author and trying to determine from her whether I had correctly 

gauged the meaning or connotation of a line or a word so as to justify the English 

equivalent I had decided on. This felt like the very delicate process that it was—I was 

trying simultaneously to acknowledge Marchal’s privileged position as native French 

reader, life-long companion to the author, and limited reader of the language of the 

translation and Teyssiéras’s authority as author of the text, while asserting my own ethos 

as translator. The whole proceeding felt like a stressful oral exam, a situation which was 
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not helped by our seating arrangements: with Marchal opposite me and Teyssiéras to my 

left, it was impossible to address both of them at once, making me feel more like a 

frenzied tennis fan than a professional translator.  

An example of this process was our discussion of the fourth line on the second 

page of the poem “En hiver seul il reverdit” which I translated as “In winter it alone 

regains its leaves.”  Marchal expressed concern that I had initially used the word “only” 

rather than the word “alone” which is the literal translation of seul. I explained that seul 

has multiple meanings, allowing for the possibility that either this tree among many is the 

only one to regain its leaves, or that this tree stands alone and regains its leaves; I needed 

to weigh the relative versatility of  “alone,” and “only.” With these types of discussions 

on nearly every line, our progress was slow, but thorough. 

I returned to France in June of 2004 to discuss the revised translation once again 

and to interview Teyssiéras about her poetic practice. The three days spent at their 

summer house in La-Chappelle-sur-Chézy on the edge of the Marne valley highlighted a 

major benefit of working with an author—the opportunity to gain greater insight into her 

personality and character by observing her daily life. As a guest in Teyssiéras’s and 

Marchal’s home, I was not only able to access the environment in which Teyssiéras 

writes, but to see her interacting with it.  

The house, where Teyssiéras and Marchal live from roughly April through 

November each year, is a three-story stone and plaster row-house which is several 

hundred years old and has a small garden and wine cellar in the back. Entering it, one 

steps into a world that the occupants have created for themselves. It is full of small dolls, 
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animal figurines, puppets, and natural objects, such as fossilized shells found in the area. 

No space is free of some carefully arranged collection—from the row of elephants on the 

mantelpiece to the ducks swimming on the glass skylight in the floor of the attic where 

Marchal paints. Everything is so carefully arranged that the house does not feel cluttered, 

but rather like a life-sized doll’s house. The dolls reminded me of how important to 

Teyssiéras’s poetry is a certain childlike naiveté; the fossils and natural objects reflect her 

keen eye and the connection she feels to her natural environment. During our dinner 

conversation at an Indian restaurant in Clichy on my first visit, Teyssiéras had talked 

about her finely tuned awareness of the world around her and how greatly she relies on 

her instincts about people, places and things. Marchal interjected to tease her with an 

anecdote about one of their drives from Clichy to the country during which Teyssiéras 

complained about a cow by the side of the road whose malevolent gaze was apparently 

following her. Teyssiéras’s inability to tolerate things which are, as she describes it, 

“unsympathetic” to her, explains the constructed nature of the house in Chézy. As she 

does in her poetry, Teyssiéras has created a world for herself in which she is comfortable. 

The mixture and variety of objets around the house is also reminiscent of the ways in 

which she combines linguistic images, weaving a collection of seemingly disparate 

geologic and mystical images into the world of Golem. These days spent at La-

Chappelle-sur-Chézy provided yet another lens through which to view Teyssiéras’s 

poetry, and a concrete set of reference points to help me in creating analogies in another 

language. 
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More importantly, my meetings with Teyssiéras and Marchal necessitated a re-

articulation of my authority as translator. While Teyssiéras may be the expert on her own 

intentions and on the poetic composition and construction of her text, Marchal’s expertise 

as a reader and original audience member is augmented by her personal history with 

Teyssiéras. Since Marchal and I are both readers of the text, and Marchal is not only a 

native French speaker but is also a personal authority on Teyssiéras, there were moments 

during our discussions when I was hard-pressed to justify my interpretation and 

translation over hers. My expertise regarding the translation lies in my native command 

of English and its connotative resonances, and also in my familiarity with her text, a 

familiarity itself derived from the act of translation and my experience as a translator. 

This expertise notwithstanding, the question of a translator’s authority still seems 

vexed, especially when working with a living author. Translation theorists have discussed 

this question for centuries; the reiterations of the “literal” vs. “free” translation debate are 

all attempts, in one form or another, to invest the translator with authority. These debates 

circle around the potentially disheartening fact that, as George Steiner states, “No such 

perfect ‘double’ exists”—no translation can ever exactly mimic its source text (197). 1 If 

translation is a practice forever in search of an unattainable goal, then the translator’s 

authority must be anchored in something beyond the finished product. Many translation 

theorists have consequently chosen to stake their claims to authority in their methods, and 

 
1 It can also be argued, and has been, that the translation has the potential to gain something over the 
original as well. Steiner addresses this issue when he suggests that a translation can surpass its source texts, 
and that when it does, it “infers that the source-text possesses potentialities, elemental reserves as yet 
unrealized” (197). Despite any claims that theorists and practitioners may make to this effect, however, 
terming something a translation and not an adaptation preserves a commitment to the original text, and begs 
the question of the translator’s authority once again. 
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so in establishing my own authority as translator creating the critical edition of Golem, it 

was with my methods that I began.  

My choice of George Steiner as an example is a deliberate one. Steiner belongs in 

the lineage of translation theorists beginning in 18th century Germany with Herder, Voss 

and Schleiermacher. Lawrence Venuti, in The Translation Studies Reader, distinguishes 

these theorists from earlier British and French schools because of the German focus on 

the reciprocal relationships between culture, language and ideas rather than merely on the 

transmission of ideas (19; 71). The German understanding of translation as an 

interpretive act opened up the possibility of translation as a creative endeavour, and also 

introduced the question of the translator’s authority. Thus, while I have occasionally 

made use of the wealth of resources contributed to translation studies by practitioners and 

scholars who use the tools of linguistics or other fields, the questions I am grappling with 

are treated most often by translation theorists who approach their work from the 

perspectives of philosophy or literary criticism, and it is in the context of these theorists’ 

work that I will be discussing my methods.  

The first in the line of thinkers whom I consulted is Friedrich Schleiermacher, 

who poses many of my questions about authority and approach in his essay “On the 

Different Methods of Translation” and in his collection Hermeneutics and Criticism.

Schleiermacher’s theories were an additionally fruitful starting point for me because he 

devotes much of his energy to a consideration of the translation and explication of 

biblical texts, and in doing so he naturally invests a great deal of authority and privilege 

in the original author.  
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Schleiermacher begins by drawing a distinction between “paraphrase” and 

“imitation,” the two poles between which all translators fluctuate (“Different” 8).  

Paraphrase renders the sense but not the impression produced by the original, while 

imitation may produce the same effect as the original work but less faithful to its 

meaning. Though neither of these two extremes is really a solution, according to 

Schleiermacher, the “genuine translator” must inevitably move closer to one or the other: 

bringing the reader closer to the author, or bringing the author closer to the reader. 

Paraphrase attempts to substitute as close an impression of the original as is possible for 

someone without an understanding of the original language; imitation tries to make the 

author speak to readers as he would have if he had written in their language in the first 

place (“Different” 8). 

 This is the area of Schleiermacher’s theory that has been most useful for me in 

articulating the problems of my work. He suggests that the approach which is closer to 

paraphrase, trying to bring the reader to the author, is the better alternative for all but a 

select few especially gifted translators (“Different 9”). When taking this approach, the 

translator cannot establish an exact parallel, and so should aim for those things that are 

most important, so that, for example, if the original has expressions and forms that 

maintain a strict relationship to each other, the translation preserves them (“Different” 8). 

The challenges for the translator are communicating the sense, keeping at least a rough 

idea of the rhythm and sound of the original (without straying too far from the sense), 

maintaining both the “foreignness” of the text and the inter-textual nature of language—

the relationship of this work to other works in the same language.    
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If one is using the opposite method (bringing the text closer to the reader), the 

problem presents itself that people’s ideas are shaped by language, and so trying to 

imagine what someone would have written in another language is attempting to do the 

impossible. This method requires an increased artistry on the part of the translator, and 

Schleiermacher does not acknowledge any real possibility for accomplishing this type of 

work successfully, even for the most accomplished translator. While I do not agree with 

Schleiermacher’s assessment that one must choose between paraphrase and imitation, his 

articulation of the available methodological alternatives was a useful starting point in my 

search for a method.  

Despite all the difficulties that a translator must face, Schleiermacher grants an 

authority to the explicator of texts which it seems reasonable to extend to translators as 

well. He suggests that through explication we come to understand the text better than its 

author since in order to compensate for our necessarily incomplete grasp of the author’s 

intentions, we must bring to consciousness relationships that were unconscious in him 

(Hermeneutics 23). While it does not seem useful to me to identify the translator’s 

understanding of the text as “better” than the author’s since I am not sure that this is a 

matter for comparison, I would agree that the art of explication provides a qualitatively 

different level of understanding of the relationships at work in a poem. My understanding 

of Golem has been greatly enhanced by the act of translating it, and in this regard I would 

agree with Schleiermacher—it is through the act of translation itself that a translator 

achieves authority in her interpretation of the text.  
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Walter Benjamin in “The Task of the Translator” also identifies the struggle 

between the transmission of sometimes “inessential” but easily translatable information 

(what Schleiermacher would describe as paraphrase) and the attempt, which can lead to 

inaccuracies, to transmit the “poetic” element of a text (imitation) (69-70). His essay is 

notable, however, in arguing for the elimination of the dichotomous decision that other 

theorists present to translators. The task of the translator, according to Benjamin, is to 

find a means of creating an “echo” in the target language of the effect the work had in its 

original language (76). Benjamin describes the process as follows: 

Unlike a work of literature, translation does not find itself in the center of 

the language forest but on the outside facing the wooded ridge; it calls into 

it without entering, aiming at that single spot where the echo is able to 

give, in its own language, the reverberation of the work in the alien one.  

(76) 

While Benjamin seems to give agency to the translation as “caller,” the metaphor is in 

fact more complicated, since the translation is also the “echo” produced. So who is the 

caller in this scenario?  We might consider the original text to be the “call,” were it not 

for the fact that this call is only launched at the behest of the translator. If we consider the 

call to be a combination of original textual content and translator’s will, then it not only 

reverberates against the language into which it is translated but also against the translator 

herself through whose lens the translation is communicated and the echo produced. Thus 

the translator serves as both caller and mountainside, catalyst and reflector 

simultaneously.    
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In producing this echo, Benjamin says that the translator must aim for 

transparency (79). Transparency, for Benjamin, is not a transparency of meaning for 

readers, but rather a clear identification of the translated text as a translation. In other 

words, the translation must incorporate some elements of the original’s techniques while 

retaining its “foreignness” as a translation so that they are both identifiable as “fragments 

of a greater language” (78).  When this effect is achieved successfully, “. . . the language 

of the translation . . . [should] give voice to the intentio of the original not as reproduction 

but as harmony, as a supplement to the language in which it expresses itself, as its own 

kind of intentio” (79). While Benjamin’s concern with the kinship between languages 

does not contribute substantially to my work, his idea of translation as echo working in 

harmony with the original text suggested a possible solution to my conceptual problems 

in translating the work of a living author. By eliminating the decision between imitation 

and paraphrase, Benjamin asks the translator to aim for a product beyond either, while 

simultaneously maintaining a continuous awareness that she will probably achieve 

neither. He does not, however, offer a practical solution for implementing his 

suggestions, instead emphasizing the inevitable failure of the translator’s endeavour.  

André Lefevere provides some more pragmatic alternatives to dealing with these 

issues in Translating Literature: Practice and Theory in a Comparative Literature 

Context. Like Benjamin, Lefevere rejects the imitation-paraphrase dichotomy, but 

focuses on the socio-cultural influences at work rather than the question of artistic 

inspiration. After a brief survey of historical approaches to translation studies, and a 

fairly comprehensive survey of the potential problems facing a translator when 



59

confronted with a text, Lefevere offers a hierarchy of considerations to be taken into 

account by each translator as she works towards an individual solution.  

Lefevere begins by identifying any translation as both an encounter between two 

literatures (including their literary traditions and the features of the languages in which 

they are composed) and between two individuals—writer and translator (6). He describes 

translators as compromisers and image makers “exerting the power of subversion under 

the guise of objectivity” (7). Lefevere’s model, borrowed from Itamar Even-Zohar and 

Levý, identifies translation as a process of acculturation, of negotiation between two 

cultures, a series of decisions guided by certain linguistic and ideological constraints (12). 

He thus does not choose between “faithful” and “free” translations, but rather moves the 

debate to the larger questions motivating the translator’s decisions.  

Lefevere identifies the hierarchy of concerns that a translator must consider as 

follows:  ideology, poetics, universe of discourse, and language (87), ranking them 

according to the impact that ignoring them will have on a translation’s ability to reach its 

target audience. For example, if the ideology of a text clashes with the dominant political 

ideology of the national culture of the target language, and the translator cannot find an 

ideological counter-current with which to identify the text to be translated, then it will be 

impossible to publish the translation. It will also be easier to find an audience, and to 

market the published text, if it mainly corresponds to the dominant conception of 

literature in the target culture (poetics). In this hierarchy it becomes evident the extent to 

which Lefevere’s focus is on translation as a negotiation between cultures. Translators 

must find a suitable strategy to communicate both the semantic content and the 
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“illocutionary” power (the level at which language is used for effect) into a language that 

is the expression and repository of a different culture (17).  

Throughout this process, Lefevere prioritizes the accessibility of the translator’s 

work. The first task of the translator is to make the text accessible to her chosen audience, 

by conveying at least semantic, and ideally illocutionary, content (19). In this respect, 

Lefevere’s priorities are similar to Schleiermacher’s—the translator can never be 

confident in her ability to reconstruct the intentions of the author, and so the focus must 

be on the readers.  

Lefevere’s suggestion that one need not choose between imitation and paraphrase, 

but rather should move back and forth along a continuum between them, suits my 

translation practice. His concept of translation as cultural negotiation also matches my 

experiences working with Teyssiéras and Marchal. His exhaustive list of potential textual 

complications and their solutions, however, still does not address the problems of 

authority specific to working with a living author. On the contrary, Lefevere suggests that 

while authors begin with a scene, a personal experience which gives rise to a linguistic 

form, a frame, translators receive the frame on the page and have little hope of 

successfully reconstructing the scene from which it was originally derived (100). When 

working with a living author, the possibility of reconstructing the scene becomes real, the 

negotiation between cultures becomes more pointed at times, and the translator’s 

authority lessens. In an effort to honour all of these factors, I found it necessary to 

combine Lefevere’s negotiation with Benjamin’s idea of transparency and with the 
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concept of “thick translation” introduced by contemporary philosopher and professor of 

African studies Kwame Anthony Appiah. 

Appiah considers the intentions behind utterances and the cultural apparatuses 

that must be in place for the receiver to understand the meaning of the utterer. He 

considers these questions as part of a larger argument for the teaching of an awareness of 

other cultures, specifically African, that is detailed and specific and moves beyond 

cultural acceptance to cultural knowledge. He proposes creating a “thick translation,” 

namely one that is produced with the intention of serving as a teaching text, and which 

contains annotations and glosses (399-400). While I am not engaging with the same 

issues of racial awareness, Appiah’s proposal of a “thick translation” seemed to suggest a 

solution to my desire to include more voices in the text.  

I am most comfortable as a translator when my authority remains in question. 

That is not to say that I have not made final decisions about my work. Since I want 

readers to experience a sense of Teyssiéras as a poet—of her voice and her creative 

process—as well as a sense of the beauty and complexity and richness of the poem, it is 

necessary that Anglophone readers are given a complete text to read. However, while I do 

not wish to remain intrusively present for my readers as a translating voice, I wish to 

make the collaborative nature of this text transparent, in the Benjaminian sense of the 

word, and thus partially undermine my individual authority as translator. It is in our 

collaborative process that the interactions between languages, cultures and individuals 
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become clearest. While these interactions occur in any translation,1 they are often elided 

in the final presentation of the text. It can be hard to remember, when reading a finished 

translation, that not only have the meaning and sound of words sometimes been sacrificed 

as the text makes its transition to another language, but that an entirely new personality, 

reading ear and culture have interposed themselves between text and audience. My 

experience of being confronted with two living reminders of the limits of my knowledge 

of French language and culture, and of being forced to defend my taste and choices, was 

illuminating. My exposure to Marchal’s reading experiences of the text, and to 

Teyssiéras’s experience of writing it, deepened my appreciation of the poem and added 

two additional voices to those already at play within the poem. In an attempt to make 

these voices equally present for readers, I turned to Appiah, adapting his idea, however, 

to make my thick translation into a collaborative one as well.        

I have chosen to render the collaborative nature of my work as a translator visible 

by including as footnotes to the poem excerpts of the conversations between Teyssiéras, 

Marchal, and myself. In addition to the more or less voyeuristic pleasure that readers may 

derive from eavesdropping on portions of our interactions and the possibility of getting to 

know more about the personalities at work, I hope readers will develop a clearer sense of 

the rationale behind my choices and the relative merits and drawbacks that we all 

weighed in choosing one version over another.  

In order to determine which types of discussions were worthy of inclusion in the 

notes, I considered the levels of expertise of each of the participants in the process. These 

 
1 Consider Lefevere’s description of every translation as an encounter not only between two individuals but 
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different levels of expertise were partially determined by personal experience with the 

text and partially by linguistic background. In an adaptation of the distinctions in types of 

language usage suggested by Lefevere, I would say that our comfort in using a language 

that is not our mother tongue moves through various stages: grammatical, expressive, 

either of individual ideas or larger cultural concepts, and poetically expressive (16-17). 

These stages partially parallel Lefevere’s hierarchy of problems facing the translator—his 

“universe of discourse,” for example, lies somewhere between personal expression and 

cultural reference since the universe of discourse of an individual author is composed of 

both broader cultural referents and of experiences peculiar to the author herself (87-88). 

The distinctions I have drawn, however, do not impose a hierarchy on my translation 

work, but rather provide a rubric through which to classify the types of questions 

addressed by Marchal, Teyssiéras and myself in order to evaluate which types of notes 

would be most illuminating for readers.  

Both Marchal and I can function in French and English at the level of 

grammatical correctness, and so the fewest number of questions arose surrounding 

grammar. There were times, however, when Marchal’s command of English faltered even 

here, and these produced the basis for our discussion of English versus French article 

usage, for example. 

The next level of language familiarity involves using language not only in a 

grammatically correct manner but also idiomatically within the normal usage patterns of 

a language, expressing oneself fluently, in other words. The “seul”/”alone” discussion 

 
between two cultures (12-13; 20). 
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quoted above is an example of a failure at this level. Marchal was able to identify the 

grammatically correct translation of “seul” as “alone,” but did not have enough 

familiarity with English to recognize that “alone” would not be used as “seul” is in the 

French line.  

If we progress beyond questions of grammar and custom, we reach the level of 

cultural expression, an awareness not only of linguistic idiom but of cultural referents, 

and finally the level of literary language usage at which an awareness of the connotative 

resonances of language become evident and the voice of the speaker or writer more 

idiosyncratic. Throughout our discussions of the translated text, Teyssiéras, Marchal, and 

I moved among these levels of language mastery, our comfort levels varying according to 

which language we were working in and what question was at hand regarding the poem. 

When Marchal questioned my translation, it was sometimes at a level of grammatical 

difference and sometimes regarding a misunderstanding of English idiom. When I posed 

questions to Teyssiéras, I sometimes wanted to confirm my understanding of her 

intentions in exploiting a French word’s connotative richness, and sometimes simply to 

verify that I had not missed a French cultural resonance or misunderstood her complex 

grammatical constructions. There were moments in the conversation when all three of us 

argued over the grammatical logic of a line in French, before Marchal and Teyssiéras 

turned it over to me and my best attempts to render it into English.  

Thus, though I retained the ultimate authority over the translation text, 

Teyssiéras’s or Marchal’s expertise took priority over mine in many cases. When a 

translation question concerned the grammatical construction of a line, the denotation of a 
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French word or Teyssiéras’s unusual use of French syntax, her opinion would govern our 

discussion. When my decision was informed by the effect that a line would have had on 

French readers, Marchal’s judgement was crucial. In this way my “authority” as 

translator can only be understood in the broadest sense of the word. It does not involve 

control of the text, so much as an enabling of it; my work is to help the text to perform at 

its best in a language that is foreign to it and to its author. 

To determine which of our many conversations were worthy of inclusion in the 

finished text, I divided them based on the types of questions each addressed, using the 

categories mentioned above. Our discussions were always prompted by some discrepancy 

in usage or sense between English and French, and they either remained at that level or 

separated themselves into one of the three remaining categories: questions of usage, 

either Teyssiéras’s personal idiom or general French or English custom; larger cultural 

references or connotative uses; and questions of poetics or composition. Thus the first 

category of translation notes are those which remain at this level of pure linguistic 

difference, a conversation at the grammatical level of language usage. Sometimes these 

discussions deepened to a consideration of Teyssiéras’s particular use of a word or 

phrase, a consideration of her personal language, as it were, or the idiomatic level of 

language usage, and this is the second category of footnote. Linguistic difference would 

occasionally generate a conversation about Marchal’s or Teyssiéras’s understanding of 

the connotative richness of a French word or phrase, and this is the third type of note. 

Finally, sometimes our conversations would develop into a discussion of the composition 

of the poem or Teyssiéras’s poetics in general, and this is the fourth type of note. I have 
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chosen to include only a few of the first category, since these questions are essentially the 

concern of all translators working with the text of any author, living or dead. These were 

also the instances in which a decision was arrived at most quickly, usually through an 

assertion of my authority as translator and anglophone, and thus they illuminate the least 

about my method or the poem. The second and third categories, however, were those in 

which Marchal’s and Teyssiéras’s expertise was most valuable, and these are the cases in 

which my authority as translator is least. It is in these instances that our collaboration 

will, I hope, be most illuminating for readers. 

The first purely grammatical conversation can be seen in our extensive 

discussions surrounding article usage—a fairly straightforward grammatical difference 

between French and English. As you can see in the note to “the reed” on the first page of 

the poem, Marchal’s grammatical command of English was lacking in this respect, and 

consequently the opposite use of definite and indefinite articles in English and French 

troubled her. 

An example of the second type of note, that which concerns constructions that are 

grammatical but still not commonly used, can be seen in an excerpt from our discussion 

of the final line of page nineteen1 of the poem, “Seuls des oiseaux trouvent pitance dans 

le lit asséché du fleuve.” I had translated the line as “Only birds find a crumb in the dried 

up river-bed.”  During our discussion, Marchal asked why one could not use “pittance,” 

since the word existed in English as well as French, and here our conversation moved to 

 
1 References are to the poem’s original pagination, which I have followed in the upper right-hand corner of 
the translation. The page numbers situated at the bottom of the page place the text of the poem within this 
document as a whole.  
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the level of idiomatic usage. I had two reasons for choosing “crumb” over “pittance.”  

The first was that “pittance” in English has a harsher sound than “pitance” in French 

because of the effect that the pronunciation of the vowels has on the consonants. The 

second is that “pittance” in English is now used in an almost exclusively financial or 

monetary sense. The sense of “a small allowance of food and drink” is listed by the 

Oxford English Dictionary as a late Middle English usage, “now rare.”   In an effort to 

both preserve the sound and rhythm of the line and ensure that my choices conformed to 

an English idiom, I substituted a synonym for the French. These decisions elucidate my 

translation priorities, but, as with the first type of note, it seems that it would be 

overwhelming for readers to be reminded of each instance in which I chose between 

literal definition and most aurally pleasing translation or ensured that my translation did 

not twist the English idiom any more often than Teyssiéras twisted the French. I have 

made decisions in these cases based on a desire to preserve the sense and sound in as 

close a ratio as possible, and I will not be discussing all of them throughout the text of the 

poem. With these constraints in mind I have limited my inclusion of these second types 

of notes to those conversations which either expose an aspect of the personalities at work 

or provide particular insight into the idiomatic questions at play.  

Skilled language practitioners exploit a language’s connotative richness, and this 

most expert level of language usage can be the most difficult to adequately translate. I 

had many questions for Teyssiéras and Marchal about the connotations of words and 

phrases in French, and some of these discussions make up the third category of note. An 

example of these appears on page twenty concerning the presence of Existentialist 
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connotations in Teyssiéras’s line “De même qu’on survit grâce à ce qui vous pense,” 

which I have translated as “Just as we survive in the thought of others.”  

ES: “There are two possibilities—either there are others thinking of us and 

so we survive in their thoughts even when we are not present, or we exist 

exclusively in others’ thoughts.”1

Thérèse Marchal: “It’s the second...”  

Anne Teyssiéras (interrupting): “It’s both at once, because. . . in the 

second option that you present, it is more the idea of the dead who survive 

in the thoughts of the living, and the line does not refer to the dead, but to 

someone living but who is aware that he will survive in what others think 

of him.”  

ES: “Alright. In that case . . .In English if we write ‘thoughts of others,’ it 

implies that there are others thinking of us; without the ‘s’, ‘thought of 

others,’ suggests that we exist exclusively in the thoughts of others, and 

that’s why I had a hard time deciding whether to include the ‘s’ or not.”   

TM: “It’s a bit like when Sartre said that if nobody looks at something it 

doesn’t exist.”  

ES: “Yes, a bit like that.”   

AT: “In some respects, it’s Existentialism.”  

ES: “In that case, do you want a bit of Existentialism in this line?”   

AT: “I’m not opposed to Existentialism in principle, no.”   
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ES: “In that case I will remove the ‘s’.”   

AT: It’s better, I think.  

TM: “I couldn’t explain it, but I see. I will also remove the ‘s’ from our 

copy.”   

AT: “Yes, I think that’s best. It enlarges the sense...” 

I have included this type of note because of the insight it provides into Teyssiéras’s 

personal understanding of language, inflected, as it is, through her background as a 

French woman born in 1935. Sartre’s Existentialist writings were published during 

Teyssiéras’s teenage years, and she moved to Paris in the mid-50s, around the time that 

he renounced the movement. His philosophies were current and contemporary when 

Teyssiéras was of an age to begin to take note of such things, and she lists Sartre as an 

influential figure among her extensive readings. Circumstances of Teyssiéras’s early life 

contributed to her natural tendency towards bookishness and introspectiveness: she was 

forced to flee her home in Rouen at the age of seven due to German bombardments, lost 

her mother to illness only a few years later, and was herself confined to a sanatorium due 

to tuberculosis which was exacerbated by exposure, and which returned when she was a 

teenager and led to another confinement. Philosophy and sociology have interested her 

for years, and since it is additionally part of her cultural vocabulary, it is thus to be 

expected that a bit of Existentialism might slip into her language now and then. As a 

Canadian several generations removed from Teyssiéras’s and Marchal’s experiences, I 

wanted to be sure that as far as possible I captured the appropriate cultural resonances.   

 
1 I have translated the transcription of this conversation from the French, as I have done with all of those 
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The final category of note is that in which our conversation extended to 

Teyssiéras’s poetics. These were moments when her responses to my questions on her 

use of French language and its connotations led her to articulate her thought process in 

constructing the poem, or her thoughts about poetry writing in general. For example, 

during our discussion of the line “Je me répands sur le blanc d’une page” (“I pour myself 

on the whiteness of a page”) which occurs on page forty-nine of the poem, Teyssiéras 

made the following statement: 

AT: The act of writing on a page is like something which pours itself. 

There are words that are spread (se répandent) on a page. Spread in a 

certain order in any case and that’s why sometimes the magnet plays a 

part. You know, how one plays by putting a little iron animal on a white 

page and then puts a fairly thick sheet underneath and passes the magnet 

underneath. And the animal . . . the particles in the iron arrange 

themselves in a certain order. If you like, the words spread themselves, but 

the poet is there to impose a certain order on them.  

Teyssiéras makes an analogy between poet and magnet, and the metaphor she uses 

exposes some of her thoughts on the poetic process. She has described writing as a 

visionary experience—she says that she is taken over by an external force when she 

writes and it is only later that she can view her work objectively and begin to impose her 

own will upon it. The comment above is indicative of this model—she is not inventing 

the language, but merely ordering it. This insight into her creative process may be helpful 

 
quoted subsequently in the notes. 
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to readers in their understanding of Golem’s complexities, and the opportunity to hear the 

author’s voice as a periodic accompaniment to her most challenging passages is 

invaluable.  

Unlike Teyssiéras, I both invent and order in my translation, and I have become 

increasingly comfortable with a persistent level of discomfort inherent in these two 

activities. While my discomfort stems from the vexed nature of my own authority in 

reauthoring a living author’s text, my comfort comes from having assimilated Levý’s 

focus on the process of translation and Lefevere’s concept of negotiation with a firm 

belief in the ethics of presenting this process to readers. This system of notes may trouble 

the comfort of my readers by asking them to question their assumptions about the 

authority of the text they see before them, but I hope it will simultaneously enrich their 

reading experience by inviting them into the collaborative process between author and 

translator.   
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Golem 
7

Shadow   cast1 by words    The same words  
Before   After   Yield up to reading 
And someone says: 
I was telling you a journey 
To save a lifetime 
Life passed   Time remained 
A golem has taken my place 
The sun rises at midnight in his sleepless head 
With each of his steps a portion of my memory 
Crumbles 
As he approaches and utters unintelligible sounds 
I offer you a reed2

And the clearing of the final note. . . 
 

1ES: The word in English is “cast.” That’s what one says for a shadow; we say that a person “casts a 
shadow.”  
AT: You see for the shadow portée, it can be cast against the wall . . . it can be cast anywhere . . . Since it 
refers to words, it can be cast on the page also . . . Preferably on the white page, because a poet’s torture is 
a white page.  
2ES: This is a general question for the entire poem. Are you thinking of, or do you want the reader to think 
of, a specific reed, or just a reed in general?  
AT: It’s more a reed in general.  And that’s why in French one uses the definite article.  
ES: Right, well in English it’s the reverse.  If one thinks of a reed in general, one uses the indefinite article.  
So one uses “a” and not “the.”  
AT: That’s curious, yes.   
TM: No, no, I don’t agree.  
AT: Yes, “le roseau” speaks in a general manner.  That’s why in French one uses the definite article in a 
case such as this one.  
ES: The thing is, in English, one reverses it.  If one wants to make an allusion to any reed, no particular 
reed, one uses “a.” 
TM: But we have a friend who told me, an American . . . I spent an hour on the phone with him . . . and he 
told me that if Anne really wants the definite article, one can use it.  
ES: Yes, we can use it, no problem, but it will not give the same sense—it will have the opposite effect.  So 
if we want to have the same effect in English as in French, we need to change the article.  
TM: Yes, because to an American reader it will be “which reed?”  
ES: Yes, that’s why I planned to change the article so as to have the same effect.  
AT: Yes, we put in “the”…   
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Would a remembered face prevent me from seeing what appears for the first time? 
The dream of this world will be as real to me  
As the blink of a dead star 
Here stands a tree    In winter it alone regains its leaves1

Is it a tree for birds? 
For assembling the generations? 
The muddied waters of memory trace a path towards it 
In the intertwining of its branches it joins space and time 
Each flowering brings forth a mirage. 
 

1 ES: I have a question—is this a tree that is alone and regains its leaves, or are there many trees present 
and this is the only one among them that regains its leaves?  
AT: That’s it.  There are two or three trees and it is the only one that regains its green.  
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And someone says again: 
Your blood's burning will dissipate in the snowflakes  
I cross the threshold before you we can only call it 
Chance and Necessity 
Is it the last or the first step? 
My words resting on the milestone unmask a presencei

Mockery of this stage 
Joy of a trip accomplished 
The fugitive light only reaches the double lifeii 
By dying at the sound of my voice. 
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Mockery of time   Routing of the sundial   
The walnut breaks in its turn 
Between the teeth of the first guest 
Sloe-plum   acorn   grapes await the theft of a friend  
Like the honey in the hives 
But I hear only silence 
I see nothing but its whiteness fallen from a winter sky 
And in the fruit's burst I’m offered the only 
Pip! 
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While the earth turns beneath your feet 
I walk backwards 
I open the relative immobility of your passing 
In the limited space: 
A point located nowhere 
And the stars around me have not moved in centuries  
Amazed at seeing me there   They say: 
Is this the same man who rises up to us?  
The same woman who goes and who comes? 
In the lake's waters Ladoga's horsesiii exhaust themselves 
Trying to break the ice of time. 
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Yod Hé Vav Hé!* I take someone’s place says the Golem.  I try to understand this sleight 
of hand.  It comes from the dawn of time.  The dawn of time admits only glimmers of 
light.  And I too begin to speak: Just before me the earth was without form and void.  The 
dry was wet which is not to say that the wet was dry.  Nothing could be seen.  Everything 
remained to be seen.  Unpronounceable name: Chaos.  No living beings.  No birds.  
Distance and time were immeasurable.  On the cave’s mirrored walls a bit of dust danced.  
Like smoke.  It spun folded coiled itself into a ball.  Whelks and scallop shells formed the 
absent world.  Then it disintegrated suddenly: Yod Hé Vav Hé! 
 

*The four letters of the Divine Name.iv 
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The light the sky the earth and the waters.  Between the waters flowers thorns seeds.  A 
tree with leaves and fruit.  Seeding according to species.  And me already upright 
surveying with big steps.  I took someone's place says the Golem.  With me the colours 
and the infinitely tiny metazoa burst forth from the Wheel.  Everything which hesitates 
for a moment between the mother of pearl and the shell.  Crayfish à la nage.v The 
disenchanted jellyfish.  Anything that hesitates achieves nothing.  The real life is still far 
ahead.  And the days the centuries pass. A faint sound.  The passage from the same to the 
same.  The echo picks up the voice which is silenced.  Vibrations indecisions driftings 
unguided.   Caresses.  Retreats.  Yod Hé Vav Hé! 
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And while the earth turns 
I retreat at the same speed 
Each of my steps supported on a dream of space 
Each word written 
On a cog of time 
I move along a drum spinning freely on its axis 
In the illusion of escaping the captive squirrel leaves behind him 
The drunkenness of running of leaping and of climbing 
Like him I turn inside a Wheel 
Faster!  Still faster! 
A shadow chases me 
Birds take flight in a dizzying rush and make me their prey.   
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The shadow at my heels pushes me towards the day 
Sometimes a glimmer of light reaches me 
Sky agrees to descend 
What remembered scenery could prevent me from seeing 
That which appears on the page? 
The words summoned in this clearing 
I give to you   No matter who you are   Martha or Maryvi 
Take them quick! 
Fill your pockets well 
Like those pebbles which once I used to give me weight 
Will you be afraid of    flying off   like me 
At a breath of wind? 
To this place of eternal wandering and solitude where I am? 
With neither high nor low eternity is measured in an instant 
Will the river make you a deep bed 
Your pockets filled with words like stones?vii 
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As long as the blind point of the perpetual present was evident 
I named you Eve or Lilithviii 
All the while pursuing Virginia 
And I camped on Lydia’six banks  
I said: 
Yesterday as before you escaped my frenzy 
On a bulrush broom! 
But I knew your footprint 
And I thanked you in Laurax and Beatricexi 
Farewell friend 
In singing on the mountain I won 
Le chemin sous la merxii 
Juste avant la nuitxiii 
I passed through the eye of the needle   scaled every height 
But the needle found the haystack in which each day hides a presence 
And in vain I scatter the seeds with the straw 
In vain I pick edelweiss 
At the summit of the mountain. 
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And someone says again: 
A golem joins me here 
While I spin my song  
Finer than a strand of wool on the wheel 
He walks immobile with big steps 
At Achilles' heel 
He utters unintelligible sounds 
Slaughters each of my hours 
In the thornbush of his eyebrows a parrot hides 
And the chestnut's husk does not unveil its fruit 
Puffs of dead leaves 
In my sky shaken by a northwest wind! 
A golem has taken my place 
As soon as I am silent   he comes 
The mistakes along my path are in front of him 
Thorns pebbles little shells   and the thread the spider weaves 
From one bank to the other 
The exhausted laugh of the centuries passes by the same road. 
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I take the place of someone says the Golem.  It is written.  I try to read between the lines.  
Why this masquerade this parade of letters immediately forming words.  Systems 
theories! 
When the earth was hollow the sky was in relief.  It inflated  puffed up formed saw-teeth 
to crunch the clouds Hé Vav Hé Yod!  Beware all who pass be they mongoose or 
skylark! 
I tried to understand what in looking up—when sudden all living beings swarm like a 
type of seed spray at the centre of the Wheel.  A tremendous ejaculation and fall of 
shooting stars.  I opened my parachute.  Arcturus the cattle-herder descended with me.  
Crosswinds pushed us towards the Ear.  It turned faster and faster.  Samech* danced in 
the fire.  The narcissus was caught in the holly-bush.  And an orange in an orange-tree.  
An almond between the jaws of a nutcracker.  An apple— 
 

*Samech shelters the bad but releases the good. xiv 15th letter of the Hebrew alphabet. 
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The song always knocking at the wall of the unspeakable makes me nauseous 
I contemplate the vomit  
On the traces of my escape in reverse 
But the seconde viexv is again the first 
That which comes from further than my stomach 
Ebbs from all parts in the present 
And I go back towards the springs where the wound of living water 
Waits for me one more time 
I distance myself endlessly from a tremendous distortion 
In the folded space 
O Milky Way! 
You suckle your white dwarfs in the disarray of their end1

But I cannot give the chance of the Marvelous 
To that which is finished 
Only birds find a crumb in the dried up river bed.2

1Marchal frequently privileged “lightness” in her choice of translation.  “Suckle” was such a case in which 
the “lightness” of the word contributed to its choice over “breastfeed” or “nurse”. 
2ES: In English this could be, “only the birds find a crumb in the dried up river bed” or ”only the birds find 
a pittance in the dried up river bed.”  “Pittance” in English sounds less soft than pittance in French.  So 
that’s why I used “crumb.”  “Pittance” in English also has financial overtones, which I understand it does 
not in French.   
TM: Yes.  I’ve marked “good” for “crumb.”  
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And the spark burns on the scale 
Of a dead fish! 
Just as one survives in the thought of others1 2

Some words bring the past to life 
A golem has taken my place from the other side of time 
No light escapes from the black hole 
Of his thoughts 
In the flare-up of desire 
A Being disappears into Un-Being    and everywhere 
I see the alternative vanish 
I wrote    thought    climbed books 
But the chattering was worse than the disease 
I pursue my road in a landscape of forgetfulness 
On the page I read: BIRTH.  

 
1ES:“There are two possibilities—either there are others thinking of us and so we survive in their thoughts 
even when we are not present, or we exist exclusively in others’ thoughts.”   
TM: “It’s the second...”  
AT (interrupting): “It’s both at once, because. . . in the second option that you present, it is more the idea of 
the dead who survive in the thoughts of the living, and the line does not refer to the dead, but to someone 
living but who is aware that he will survive in what others think of him.”   
ES: “Alright.  In that case . . .In English if we write ‘thoughts of others,’ it implies that there are others 
thinking of us; without the ‘s’, ‘thought of others,’ suggests that we exist exclusively in the thoughts of 
others, and that’s why I had a hard time deciding whether to include the ‘s’ or not.”   
TM: “It’s a bit like when Sartre said that if nobody looks at something it doesn’t exist.”   
ES: “Yes, a bit like that.”   
AT: “In some respects, it’s Existentialism.”   
ES: “In that case, do you want a bit of Existentialism in this line?”   
AT: “I’m not opposed to Existentialism in principle, no.”   
ES: “In that case I will remove the ‘s’.”   
AT: It’s better, I think. 
TM: “I couldn’t explain it, but I see. I will also remove the ‘s’ from our copy.”   
AT: “Yes, I think that’s best.  It enlarges the sense...” 
 
2 A literal translation of this line would read “Just as one survives thanks to what thinks you”.  For poetic 
and linguistic reasons, I have chosen to stray slightly farther from the literal than in my practice in the rest 
of the poem, while still, I hope, preserving the metaphysical if not the grammatical ambiguities of the 
French. 
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And while I look to the future 
An almost imperceptible ray of light there 
Bewitches me into nonexistence 
For what far-off absence can I speak? 
In what other proximity can I invoke silence? 
The milestone on which each word rests 
Is the mockery of my progress 
Tears act on my memories1

Like water on a watercolour  
I cross the watermark2

Leaving no more trace than the touch of a Chinese paintbrush 
Memory drunk on the back of the lines where I read: 
DEATH. 

 
1 ES: You want to add the verb “shed.” But in English one doesn’t need the verb because it is understood 
that tears have already been shed.  
AT: It’s not necessary to specify it.     
ES: Is it a pleonasm in French?  
AT: No. Because tears can be held back.  “To hold back her tears . . .” 
ES: Okay. If one holds back one’s tears, then in English one must specify that.  
AT: Because, to return to what one reads, “les larmes repandues agissent sur mes souvenirs.”  In fact, the 
tears that are withheld can also act on memories because the memories are interior   
TM: To memory.   
AT: Yes.  I think that I put repandues because of what follows.  Because “les larmes repandues agissent sur 
mes souvenirs comme l’eau sur l’aquarelle.” 
TM: And you put shed . . . is that redundant in English?   
ES: A little.  I’ll put it aside and I’ll think about it.  If I put something in, it will be “shed,” so I’ll think 
about it. 
AT: No.  I think you can take the original formulation and erase it.  Because, if one reads it like this, “Des 
larmes agissent sur mes souvenirs comme l’eau sur l’aquarelle” that’s okay—that’s enough.  Sometimes a 
poet lets herself be carried away by a word and then another . . . and then . . . if one has to look again at 
everything that one has written, it will never end.  Because were I to rewrite this page, would I . . . because 
of your comments . . . I might say to myself ultimately . . .  
2 ES: Does one cross only the watermark, the thing in the page, or the page with the watermark?  
TM: Oh, but I mean really! You’re complicated!  
ES: Because there is a correction . . . filigrane is “watermark” without “ed”.  The thing is that filigranée is 
“watermarked.”   
AT: There it’s difficult to answer you, because in fact, in French it’s an image.  So when we read “je 
traverse le filigrane” that suggests that I don’t let myself be stopped by the page.  I cross the page as a result 
of these tears that act on my memories like water on a watercolour that ultimately sets everything aside, so 
to speak, thus this crossing . . . but it’s just an image.  So it seems to me that it contributes little to specify 
so concretely, do you see?  
ES: So in that case we’ll leave it like this, without “ed”. 
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To live is inconceivable 
It is day it is night    Seasons and years pass 
When I try to encircle images 
They catch fire 
The sting's venom fells1 each word  
Each word falls to dust  
An ant drags a beam 
A beetle rolls his ball: 
Each image falls to ashes 
I told myself of a journey 
In this journey day dawned    Red on the sea 
The sail of Ulysses filled with wind 
The thread pinched before breaking under the Furies' toothxvi 
Vibrated under Eurydice's enchantment. . .xvii 

1 ES: I can give you a choice of three words . . .  
TM: There’s “throws down” which I put.  That means terrasser.
ES: Yes, and there’s also “fells.” If one fights and one knocks somebody down, one uses “fells.”  Then 
there is “razes” which suggests a more complete flattening of everything.  
AT: If we choose “fells,” then “down” will disappear?  
ES: Yes. 
AT: So, perhaps it’s lighter?  
ES: Yes. 
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I wanted to return to the breaking point  
Which opens on the unending display of the universe 
To those mythic figures which grimace in Aleph'sxviii trap 
No other invocation than the letter in its light 
The mystery in its secret! 
Now that the night is missing 
The power of steady movement to overtake the day 
I grope searching for the words which could enchant my ear 
The bell of a clouded sky gives the colours of a rainbow 
To the murmur of the rain 
So I can raise my song on earth. 
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Yod Hé Vav Hé!  I picked the Meadowsweet and killed the asp with one kick!  To She 
who will give birth in pain I give a bunch of flowers with a willow branch and elderberry.  
Her exile is on the whole earth --- with me.   After having delivered her of her Son I push 
her outside the stable where an ox and a grey donkey stood watch.  She returns there 
thirty-three times and thirty-three times I rejoin her on the straw.  El!  what became of 
your prophet while I occupied Mary? 
Around the blind point of His stomach celestial bodies began slowly turning.  Collapsed 
the massive Star became transparent.  It rerouted the shepherds towards the North.  Not 
one returned.  The beasts of the herd jumped in black holes.  El! what became of your 
prophet while I pushed the herd before me? 
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Soon Moon and Sun fought over Time.  The hand of the sundial made a half-turn.  With a 
blow of a sickle the moon tried to slice and the Great-Clock's pendulum called the points.  
Twelve points for Him twelve points for Her.  He pushed death into life twelve times a 
day twice twelve times.  And life let itself be caught.  And death left life without saying a 
word.  Day re-entered night and re-exited from the other side.  But there is only one side!  
He only changes places describing a half-circle.  And the idiot Jacquemartxix strikes the 
twelve blows.  The Eye caught in the sparkling triangle is the target where destiny's 
arrow lands1. As if under the Hero's pike the Cyclops becomes blind from the first 
generation.  Follow the children of No-one-in-the-world — xx 

1 Apropos of a discussion of the correct verb to use for the arrow: 
ES: Did you intend to describe the arrow as entering, or only touching?  
TM: Generally it enters . . .  
AT: It’s an allusion to Ulysses . . . with the Cyclops.  In the legend he kills it with . . . thus it cannot be a 
dart.  
TM: No, no of course.  So it’s “lands”. 
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Of what are we made? 
A handful of mud   Dust and molecules  
A lump of earth modeled in the break in the 
Vesselsxxi Between the thumb and forefinger  
Of who? 
Already the nails   the hair grow 
Something from the first instant of the universe 
Cuts a passage 
In the meanderings of the brain . . . 
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In clinging to words thought remembers the void 
Later in the eyes   salt   a cinder  
A bit of fine sand   
Already in the hair the unwanted growth of ash 
Memories of former fires 
Who lit the first fire? 
Who spread the ash? 
Death repels life 
Like night chases light    The wind the smoke and yet 
Day breaks!  
Day breaks the fire goes out 
Night comes    Other fires are lit 
For whom are we made?  
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Life in which the transparency of the empty sky misleads 
Thinking    as disturbing as hearing the wind 
On a winter voyagexxii 
Whether thoughts free themselves    here 
Whether words drill through space and drum on the page’s shield 
Enough of the rut of panicked gravitations! 
I call silence 
And I receive words cut like stones 
I hurt myself walking on them 
Some burst out from under my feet1

As I descend the rungs of the helix 
I took the backstairs 
To chase cockroaches! 
My voice resounds under a soap bubble 
I enclose a real image in its prism 
Who speaks exactly? 
The image dissolves the instant the bubble Plop!
Vanishes. 

 
1 ES: Do the stones burst from the feet, or is it that the feet are walking on the stones and so they burst out 
after as a result?  
AT: Yes, it’s that. 
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Could I return to the point before all things? 
Left this dream behind me without a trace? 
There are banks we never reach    
Gestures too small    Unpronounceable words 
Organisms escaping all laws 
Their purpose does not appear under the double lens1

I give up   I set forth again 
I return to Phei* according to the first day 
It is at Phei that the golem took my place 
But while advancing I must acknowledge the uncertainty with which I flee him2

Like that in which I find him again 
Will I reach the last word? 
Who will speak it? 
Joined by the elements 
The farce enchants me   Then disenchants and bores me   
Would the flame of an instant come to the aid of he who carries it far 
As if on the olympic torch? 
 

*Phei, 17th letter of the alphabet. Symbol of eloquence 

 
1 ES: Does the phrase “double lens” mean something specific in French, or is it just two lenses?  
AT: It’s an allusion to a microscope.  You understand that in a poem one wouldn’t use the word 
microscope! It’s not pretty.  So “it’s double lens”  . . .  
ES: The problem is that “double lens” doesn’t necessarily suggest “microscope” to Anglophones. 
AT: If there’s no other solution, keep “microscope.” 
TM: But I can say that it’s not only the Anglophones.  The French speakers also won’t . . .  
AT: When I think about it, I ask myself, in fact . . . why did I use that term . . .  
TM: When I read it, I thought of eyes.  They’re double.  
2 AT: Even in French, it’s not very elegant.  But ultimately . . . 
ES: “Mais tandis que j’avance,” is “But while advancing;”  “force” is “courage” . . . 
TM: Because . . . I think this is difficult . . . you have ”I must recognize . . . the uncertain sense”—I 
retranslate that in French as—“while I advance I must recognize courage” but that doesn’t exist in English .   
AT: “I must put the uncertainty” . . .  
TM: “The uncertain sense” but in fact that’s the same—“the uncertainty”  
ES: “Uncertainty”.  So, my question is: is it that courage is to note the uncertainty? Does the line in French 
give a definition of courage for this person?  For this person courage is to note the uncertainty?  
TM: No!   
AT: It’s not the courage of the person.  It simply refers to the fact that the person is overwhelmed by a force 
that exceeds her.  
TM: That’s why the phrase “I must acknowledge”  
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Ayin* jumped on the tripod to face the Longanime.xxiii The Longanime stretched out a 
hand before Him and the flood poured down on the earth.  I bounded against the 
lightning. I chased the clouds above my head.  Ayin save yourself! It is me who raises the 
Ancestor onto the moving wave.  I file the Bear's claws and the Dragon's teeth.  They will 
still sleep a long time under the bridge of the Milky Way.  Because I love that which he 
created Him the Longanime.  Even the scorpion.  And the scorpion turns harnessed to the 
wheel of twelve signs.  He no longer shares the madness of his earthly brother enclosed 
in a circle of fire. 
In leaving the point before everything I took someone's place.  My bedroom is in the 
meadow my kitchen under the Lone Tree with the sorrel and wild garlic.  Neither the 
hemlock nor the amanitusxxiv which I eat in big handfuls troubles me.  It is the truth.  I say 
it -- 
 

*Ayin, 16th letter of the alphabet.  Symbol of knowledge and downfall.   
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And here I stand male and female in one!  Double and single me the Golem. 
Oh Cassiopeia!xxv He is not yet born He who set you ablaze with his sparkling eye!  He 
has no beginning.  Without doubt Cepheus’ kite would have shaded you.  But He tore 
your beloved daughter from your arms to return the world to its first flare-up.  And you 
there in your exile oh Queen! 
Thus the sky descends to allow me to see its legends up close.  In the past I read1 the 
future of the constellations.  I see tufts of chamomile there. Hé: these are the women I 
know by first names: Deneb Margarita Capella Altair.  O my daughters!  My Only Ones!  
We are entirely made of the same original atom.  With one gesture He assembled us in 
order to disperse us in his void.  And the centre where is the centre?  Nowhere: It is here.  
It is in His absence that Elohimxxvi forces us towards the frantic gravitations of His 
universe — 
 

1 The verb is intended to be read in the present tense. 
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And someone says: 
I arouse the five senses reminding myself of having existed 
I wake memories looking at the moon 
I will not jump higher 
How could I with one bound achieve what I see? 
I look at the moon 
A golem takes my place there 
He says: You! looking at me 
Then conceals half of his face 
Soon his profile is a sickle 
I hear the echo of strange words he utters 
The meaning is warped by his implosion 
Inside me 
I coddle this me in looking at the moon 
And I remember having existed 
The nights are white     The days are grey 
Memory reverses the image of Time. 
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Yes it is me who with one finger holds back Cepheus' Kite shaken by the polar wind.  
They also call me Yosséléxxvii says the Golem.  Each of my lives lasts thirty-three years.  
My bedroom is in the meadow with its only access a window cut in the clouds.  I look at 
the night from on high at my window and I say: How time passes.  My voice unrolls on 
the storm heads and while the flood waters ebb towards the horizon I see the plain below 
take shape.  I see the noisy towns where humans tried to suspend time to gain all the 
space.  As soon as they see me they turn away because thirty-three years equal a life.  
They wanted to steal from the Spark its primitive smell1 of powder.  But none of them 
will survive there I predict!  The beasts of the flock will jump on mines.  Nothing is 
gained by wanting too much.  When the whirling sheaf ignites a toro de fuego2 the world 
begins to darken and the wind disperses the ashes for four generations—-xxviii 

1 TM: You’ve kept “whiff,” but odeur is nonetheless “smell.” 
ES: Yes, except that “smell” suggests a substantial odour.  Is this a substantial odour?  
AT: Yes, it’s a substantial odour.   
TM: It’s the scent of the war.   
ES: Okay, I’ll put “smell.” 
TM: She’s never smelt a hunting rifle, that’s the thing.   
AT: Obviously it’s a spark, but this spark nonetheless leaves a trace.  It isn’t much at first, but ultimately… 
2 TM: It doesn’t exist in French either . . . 
AT: I could have put taureau de paille (straw bull). 
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I run after words 
Sometimes I overtake a year and I throw it behind me 
A golem collects it 
He collects whitened bones and pebbles 
Where the tributaries of my memory drain 
Will I have the time to pass to the other bank 
Or the strength?  Bloody feet? 
The mirror that presents the golem to me reflects nothing 
He stret-ches to his very ends 
The Tree of the generations swallowed in the future 
The fires extinguish under the surge of clouds 
What harvest will rise 
With the next rain? 



100

35 
 
And someone says again: Oh oh! 
Does the chaff with the grain of wheat so finely ground in the skylark's throat 
Not discourage me at all? 
Does the blaze of a dry wood fire in the uninhabitable place  
Not discourage me at all?                                                          
See how I wake like the enlightened 
On his feather pillow 
Death I stand on your bed! 
It is the whole sea engulfed in the Nautilus shell 
That I hear! 
And the silence of the undergrowth when the oriole searches for his note 
I hear it! 
I open the cage for the freedom of the bird 
A germinal countryside slides along the length of the windows 
I see smoke rings there 
And I hear my voice in all that sings 
Could one word of the call be missing?1

1 TM: It’s not the word that sings.   
ES: Yes, it’s not the word that sings.  There’s someone singing, and it’s possible that he might miss a word.  
AT: That’s to say that there’s someone singing somewhere and who calls and the poet hears this and asks 
himself . . . asks himself if a word might be missing from this call that he hears.    
ES: So it’s the poet who hears the call, who might miss a word . . .  
AT: The poet hears the call of the one who sings . . . it could be a bird in the woods . . . but the poet who is 
exacting about his mission asks himself if he will miss a word of the call.  
ES: So it’s a word of the call that might be missing.  
AT: In fact it’s a question to which the answer isn’t a given.  
ES: Alright, give me a moment and I will redo it in English. “Could one word . . . of the song . . .” 
TM: “Of the song”? Ah good. 
ES:  Ce qui chante . . . is it a song or a cry? 
TM: No, no no.   
AT: It’s neither in the sense of a song nor a cry.  It’s something melodious, a bit like what one marvels at in 
a birdsong.  
ES: So it’s a “call”. 
AT: Because a bird doesn’t know that it’s singing a song.  
TM: You see, as for me, I don’t understand it that way at all when I read it in French.  That suggests that 
you will be capable of translating, you as a poet, everything that can sing in nature.  
AT: Well yes, but that’s implicit!  
TM: But it’s not only a bird that can sing.  A flower can sing, do you see?  
AT: Yes, yes, yes, you’re right . . .  
ES:  But that’s why one doesn’t say “song.” Anything can make a “call”. 
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Here we will be better: 
I will tell you of my passage on earth 
I will talk to you of the malice of the wind 
When with one punch he scatters  
The swarm caught in the lower branches of the cherry tree 
Beware he who passes that way    Thrush or squirrel! 
But I gather the bees one by one 
And I leave with swellings and the hiccups 
More and more I resemble  
He who catches up with me 
For a long time I walked North ahead of him   
An epidemic had decimated the herd 
Later I found a large handful of gold nuggets 
Under the Lone Tree 
I closed my fist to keep them 
I folded my arm in a sling and I said: Ayin! 
As they touched my skin 
The nuggets became glowing coals... 
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One day I let everything go 
I scattered the glowing coals on the page 
They sparkled like the dust of an asteroid 
Then they became very black 
Assembled themselves as one summoned by the invincible power of  
A Magnet1:
In reading me you will see the blackened nugget live 
Like the coloured amoeba in a drop of water 
But who amuses himself underneath? 
Who lies down in my voice? 
Who grabs me by the hair 
To force me to look once again from the wrong side? 

 
1 The French aimant means both magnet and loving. 
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I am not beautiful but I sing says the Golem.  My left eye lights itself in a star's orbit.  My 
mouth smokes sometimes.  I take someone's place because He says it.  I grab him by the 
hair.  I lie down in his voice.  I force him to look from one side more than the other.  The 
roof of his house immediately flies off. Rubbed by my toenail the wooden partitions 
catch fire.  I mix the ashes with the humus.  I throw handfuls of earth to fill the holes.  I 
chew the bitter grass.  I expel1 my kidney stone.  With one kick I stir up all the dust of the 
world.  The Tree that I pu-ll to replant it here ploughs the earth in the tangle of its roots.  
It is the Tree of the Ancients it will shade me.  The round fruit of the Sephiraxxix is tastier 
than a peach.  As soon as a breath of wind arises they all fall like gold nuggets at the feet 
of the Tree.  To gather them we must rise.  Go back up the slope.  Cross Time.  Listen to 
the voice of Binah-the-Mother forgotten for so many years.  Joy pulls at the blood under 
my skin like a hairshirt!  It is in the shelter of Solomon's Seal the favourite emblem of 
Kingsxxx that I dip my quill taken from the reed's stalk— 

 
1 AT: There’s a double meaning to the verb “chasser”: to hunt and to chase out or expel.   
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And someone says again: 
We do not put the Mother in the arms of the child 
We do not divide a Captive 
To make her more real! 
I told myself this voyage 
Of death in the past 
Death kept me aux portes de la villexxxi 
What colour was the city? 
Grey and black   Green round about 
Smoky under a foggy sky with the smell of hemp and tar from the  port 
Sometimes the wind chased the smell towards the hills 
The sick sun searched for a prop 
My mother's voice stretched among the river's meanderings: 
"That is where I speak to you since the beginning 
Do not forget" 
But waiting is made of forgetting 
Waiting is in the erasure 
Today my path1 has rejoined that of the comets 
I stop turning back. 

 
1TM: “Path” or “route” is really a little footpath; it’s not a road.  She wanted to say a road in the sense of, I 
believe, I’ve chosen this way in life.  
AT: The way, the course . . . 
ES: “Path” is what one says.  For example, “I have chosen my life’s path.”  If one wants “the way of a life” 
one says “path.” 
TM: And you, it’s a bit that, it’s the road . . . 
AT: Ah but it’s the image of the road, the course of life, finally, it’s that.  
TM: It’s your “route”.  There’s no movement.  
ES: But there’s movement there ... 
AT: An advance in any case.  The word course could be replaced by . . . I could say today the distance of 
my route, my bent.  The word course isn’t something absolute.  Do you understand?  
TM: But as for me, when I read, when your reader reads, I see a race or a trip—there’s something dynamic.  
AT: Yes, certainly.   
TM: And in the choices of life, it’s more abstract, if you like, there isn’t that movement.  
AT: Yes, but at the same time there’s a . . . careful because at the same time there’s a retrospective, a 
retrospective vision of life which has . . . the dynamic which we’re discussing is to some extent ended.  It 
rejoins the comets.  And if it rejoins the comets, it’s finished in a certain sense.  The dynamic exists but 
more in the retrospective sense.  Thus, if “path” corresponds to this sense, alright.     
TM: Listen, a word of advice, don’t write anymore poems, eh?  
ES: No, it’s something else—we won’t translate anymore.  
AT: Voilà, we won’t translate anymore.  
ES: And you’ll keep writing.  
AT: That will be a shame. 
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Co-me! Co-me! the buzzard calls to me tracing circles above my head.  It finds a 
descending current to warn me of a danger.  Then it lands at the Tree-top not far from 
Binah who says to it : Yossélé belongs to me he will not follow you higher.  Higher is the 
Crown of the Great Absent.xxxii Lower I destroy myself at the Heart of the Impatient.
The buzzard flies off.  She finds an ascending current to climb again.  Co-me! Co-me!  
But me I stay here says the Golem.  I walk on earth to follow the echo of my voice in that 
of another. I cross at his heel1 fire ice    ashes and dust.  Even the salt crystals that gnaw 
down to my bones.  Sometimes bats   vampires  overrun the slopes of my brow— 

 

1 The French talon means both “heel” and “talon,” and so it is not entirely clear whether the Golem refers 
here to the buzzard or to another creature.  
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The blood suckers attack the parrot which hides in my eyebrow.  Emeth I call him : he 
speaks the truth.xxxiii Without him what would I become?  I cling to my rock the fields 
spin around me.  When the vampires leave I close my eyes and I say : If we do not see the 
Absent on high we pass close to his Presence below without seeing it. And I recover the 
path1 to cover the whole field like a crazy compass needle.  I greet everything I meet.  
But women and men turn away when I see them.  They have but one thought: increase 
and multiply.  They took the letter of the law.  Branlesxxxiv and farandoles2 have not 
stopped occurring3 since the first spark.  I was there!  I saw them!  They had blackened 
mouths from bilberry blood   breath soured by milk.  Sometimes they became sterile.  A 
handful of salt on Sodom and Gemorrah turned the world right-side-up for four 
generations.xxxv Co-me!  Co-me!  the buzzard calls to me.  But Yossélé's task is on earth.  
Yod Hé Vav Hé! 
 

1 TM: “Path” is small for me.  
ES: Not necessarily. 
TM: Why “path” and not “way”?   
ES: Because one doesn’t use it.  It gives the impression of a really old English.  
TM (Begins singing “It’s a long way to Tipperary.”  AT. joins in on the word “Tipperary” which she seems 
to particularly enjoy.):  One says “it’s a long way”; one doesn’t say “it’s a long path”.   
ES: Yes, but... 
TM: So do we put chemin or .... 
ES: I could put “route” if you prefer, but I think that “path” is better.   
TM + AT: It translates better . . .  
2 ES: Are you speaking of the dances that are danced or the people who dance the dances?  
AT: It’s both the dances and the dancers who dance them. Branles is a dance which one finds in Baroque 
music.  
ES: So I could look for a dance from the Baroque period that people will recognize in English.  
AT: Yes, one could do that.     
3 ES: Could you define se commettre?
AT: Yes.  One could replace this verb with another --  de se produire, de se succéder, de se perpétrer.
ES: So it’s more “occurring”. 
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And waiting is made of forgetting 
Waiting is in the erasure  
Here resounds without finding escape in flight 
Land! the castaway cries out instead1

The island sinks   Was it a mirage? 
Horizon's curved line 
Closes in on the sky   A seagull is surprised 
Its cry haunts space 
And space still contracts to one point 
Who will take my place tomorrow to evade the last point? 
Find the exit    And say? 
Here! Here! cries the seagull 
Tracing a circle above the waves. 

 
1 ES: I compromised. “Land!” is much better than “Earth”.  On the other hand, regarding “shipwrecked 
one,” “castaway” says the same thing and is shorter and simpler.  
TM: And prettier.   
ES: Yes. 
TM: It’s really un naufragé?
ES: Yes, it’s in the dictionary under naufragé. And I changed “calls” to “cries”. 
TM: Why “out”? 
ES: Because one needs “out” if one wants to say crie à haut voix.
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The sky reverberates like a bell  
An eternity exists in each word 
An instant exists in each gesture 
My obscurity shifts the wind 
Calls returned in the echo of a beloved voice 
Divert me from the present 
I leap up to escape them 
But a float at the end of its invisible line 
Is still time's prey 
Day sinks into night 
I am on the waiting side   Nothing 
In the bedroom where regrets remain 
I turn 
No wall borders the field   A lark? 
I look up 
Without another gesture 
In the bird's song forgetfulness 
Becomes a celebration. 
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Let me add that I SEE   Is anything more troubling than that bird?   Her maybe   But 
beyond 
Nothing limits the disaster of the stars 
"You waste your time in searching for me she corrects me 
I am in the erasure of my voice 
Nothing limits me but an infinite point 
Your illusion underlines nowhere 
Echo returns to silence as soon as I desert the night 
You rise alone towards the day 
And the day does not see what it crosses 
An emptiness?  A fullness?  What form will I have? 
My memory withdraws in the roundness of Time   
But overtakes the two extremes1

The worst sinks into the best like the worm into the fruit 
And the day does not know where it goes 
Who can snatch the breath from he who is nothing 
Without the shadow that effaces him? 

 
1 AT: What I wanted to do was l’arrondi du Temps, that is to say, time is round, we might think of 
Nietzsche’s eternal return.  Thus we arrive at a point where the beginning and the end are superimposed. 
And thus the poet must go beyond this stopping point at the end which has just shot down the beginning 
and that’s why he says that he goes beyond . . . when we go beyond the two extremes, the two extremes 
touch each other.  The end and the beginning become identical and it relates to trying to liberate oneself 
from this closure in fact from time itself.  It’s the . . . if you like . . . a slightly philosophical explanation.  At 
the formal level . . . to go beyond is in the sense of to surpass.  
ES: In that case, we’ll leave “overtakes”. 
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"And the earth takes me back one day she says 
In the distancing from life 
An instant1 changes perspective 
And the landscape inverts in a strange proximity 
The Tree's roots clutch the clouds 
The horizon takes flight 
In returning here 
Thus the earth turns 
While you stand at the zenith's median 
In an ordinary place  
How can I take form in such an ordinary place 
When the source of a river summoned by the sea 
Is dried up? 
I am named Formless and am like that one  
That you challenge   GOLEM? 
Like the scattering of the wave on the reef 
Disappeared as soon as lived 
It falls into the origin of all things 
Thus the planets turn 
And the end reverts to the beginning." 

 
1 AT and TM went back and forth in their preferences between “instant” and “moment”.  Ultimately they 
decided that “instant” was more precise in both French and English. 
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In the unrecognizable face 
The mouth opened weakly to say: 
"What  do  you  want from me?" 
The nails    the hair grow after death 
Distending1 vermin can briefly create  
The illusion of life 
And the gaze pursues a dream 
While the semblance of a laugh appears 
Anonymous 
Everything whitens in the still air we ceased to breath 
Two hands can still reach out 
But the feet will not follow 
In the ash   the rotten wood   the bones 
Soon the scent of the grass is all that joins us to earth. 

 
1 ES: I have a question about dilatoire.
TM: Yes, we discussed it.   
ES: Could you give a synonym? 
AT: In French the word dilatoire doesn’t signify at all what I want to say, what I say in the poem.  
ES: Okay.  What do you want to say in the poem?  
AT: What I wanted to do was to give the idea of dilation.  
ES: Something which expands.   
AT: Yes, that’s it.    
ES: In that case, one says “distending.”    
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There was someone here says the Golem.  His voice still resounds in the tumult of 
echoes.  And I am also the echoes' Ferryman.  From one bank to the other I pull the chain 
to which the words are riveted.  No one on the gunnel.  Only Death haunts the crossing.  
She removes the place of being in its justifiable erasure it is why I am here I the Formless 
and I say it: The source of a river called by the sea will not dry up!  Its drought is a 
hollow dream perhaps a way to make me afraid ha ha!  I SEE also and I pull-pull the 
ferry’s chains. 
Stupour of the unborn in the mother's womb.  Fury of the newly-born in night's 
stranglehold.  Because at the first breath the air is more harmful than saw teeth!  I clench 
my fists.  I soil myself.  I scream.  The drop of milk is bitter.  Sleep is peopled with 
terrifying images.  But for a moment the tears overcome all noise and the dream of the 
world dozes off behind the curtains.  Bless You oh Shaddai!xxxvi I speak hollowly like the 
dream having SEEN and felt the worst in the best.  And I swing from back to front to 
forget myself in the still air.  Who will restore breath to she who is nothing without the 
word which always effaces her? 
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I only have one mouth to say it and I conceal nothing more there says the Golem.  When 
night comes a Shadow spreads over the meadow I lie down on her.  At dawn she leaves 
me again and I hear her say to me: Yossélé what are you doing with that mouth from 
which nothing comes but a bit of smoke? Quickly I answer: It is with this smoke-ring that 
I tarnish the mirror's surface. In the smoke's aura each of us feels like himself and 
resembles everyone else.  Through your fault the lark the gull the buzzard and my parrot 
are deprived of my songs.  They rest!  You shaped me without shape which is why oh 
Divine One all desire one day must be reborn.  I go through life like one goes through a 
wall covered with graffiti and obscene drawings.  I arrive incognito aux portes de la ville 
and straighten my Map in the maze of alleys.  No one sees me.  But he who looks finds 
me in himself because She who gives death gives life.  And you cradle me in your lap 
Woman sure as I’m standing here!  When you deliver every thirty-three years the olive 
pit falls to earth with the pip from which the forbidden fruit grows again each time.  Oh 
apple for my thirst!  You who hesitate Apple sometimes red and green often tasted in the 
certainty of Knowledge.  May you be swallowed whole in the impossible forgiving of 
original sin!     
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And someone says again: 
I pour myself on the whiteness of a page2

I close myself off from this absence to finally live 
I redden before a green apple 
Joy draws the blood under my skin like a hairshirt 
I exist for: THAT which does not yet speak 
I gather the bees of the hive one by one 
I count the nuggets fallen there by chance 
I also collect myself at the magnet’s poles  
I hold my breath for thirty-three years 
To hear Her say to me: 
Will you come before the flesh has disappeared from my bones? 

 
1 Due to the printing format of the original text, the poem appearing on page forty-eight was split onto two 
pages.  Since I have not arbitrarily divided the preceding poem, the pagination between the French and 
English versions will vary until the end of the text. 
2 ES: Is there a synonym for répands?
AT: The act of writing on a page is like something which pours itself.  There are words that are spread (se 
répandent) on the page. Spread in a certain order, in any case, and that’s why sometimes the magnet plays 
a part.  You know, how one plays by putting a little iron animal on a white page and then puts a fairly thick 
sheet underneath and passes a magnet underneath.  And the animal . .. the particles in the iron arrange 
themselves in a certain order.  If you like, the words spread themselves but the poet is there to impose a 
certain order on them.  
ES: So it’s more than “cover” which Thérèse suggested.  
AT: It’s not easy to find a synonym... 
ES: Yes because it’s a question of putting themselves on the page but also putting themselves in a certain 
order and it’s both of these ideas at once.  So I’ll look into it because it’s more than “cover” which is the 
equivalent of remplir.
AT: There are a certain number of words why are there more . . .  
TM: And “consign” which you used? 
ES: That’s confier à.
TM (consulting her dictionary): Se répandent is “to pour down” “to be spilt”... 
AT: But in fact, perhaps it’s not necessary to include the idea of the order in which these words find 
themselves arranged on the page.  
ES: Okay, in that case one can say “I pour myself.” 
AT: I think it will be better . . . because the poem is there to show it, to prove it, so it’s not worth 
explaining.  If I look for a synonym I won’t find one because it’s only this that works.  It’s not like earlier 
when we could use other verbs.   
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"No one will answer you under that rock she says 
Only will-o'-the-wisps amuse themselves 
My memory comes undone in the gehennaxxxvii 
Of non-sense 
I am a whirlwind   But even here   See 
It dissolves like a smoke-ring on a mirror 
No flame to maintain for the comfort of the great beyond 
No birds and no more music 
Finished is the perspective in which forms and colours defy the paintbrush 
No door opens here 
No tablecloth shall spread on the meadow for your guest of stonexxxviii 
I am in the absence of time 
Trompe l'oeil   pitfall1 flame for moths  
Under the polish of this stone 
On which you lean."  
 

1 AT: There’s no word for chausse-trape?
ES: No.   
AT:  It’s, for example, how to explain it?  An opening in the floor which, when one puts one’s foot on it, 
one falls into . . .  
TM: A trap.   
ES: Yes.  So it’s “pitfall”. 
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I hear says the Golem: Why continue.  Walk when the ground is missing.  Speak though 
no one responds.  Lean against a black stone before sunset.  I hear this voice.  I do not 
listen.  One does not pass through the eye of the needle to sew then rip apart the 
constellations.xxxix He who comes to undo me takes the wrong road.  No one can attain 
the sign I wear on my forehead.  Death I stand in your shadow!  Be for an instant the sea 
engulfed in the shell!  Descend the rungs of the helix.  Listen to me.  I hear the music of 
the spheres as soon as my parrot wakes.  I open the cage for the liberty of my bird.  I 
write a forked poem.  And for THAT which says nothing I remain once more in the 
obtuse angle of the universe.  Between Vega and Regulus.xl I touch the Lyre to my right 
and lower down I enlarge the field of the Crown.  See how Margarita whom I greet from 
afar resembles you!  Virgo shakes her fist at you?  Let her separate the wheat from the 
chaff.  Make yourself useful Death by doing nothing more.  Fear will fall from their eyes 
like scales and they WILL SEE.  They will see I in the Other You in No One and Me in 
Everything.  Two hands can reach out this time the feet follow! 



117

52 
 
Put away your sting.  To fruitlessly serve your ends the child kills the father and the hero 
left alone on the battlefield wounded in the heel by the poisoned arrow curses himself.  
Return from where I come.  Wait for me beneath the gallows where the will-o'-the-wisps 
play!  I see a storm advance.  Louder than Ezekiel's Chariot He throws sheaves of sparks 
around Him.xli I must aim the angle of the Tower and conduct the lightning with the left 
hand.  Ayin!xlii 
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Yesterday I began the world anew and She felt the Mandragore'sxliii shiver.1 Drunk on the sperm 
of the hanged She defied me!  Quickly I re-cognized her.  Her fruit is harsher than a sloe berry 
her leaf better armed than that of a monkey puzzle tree.  I do not know who will carry it off.  I 
proceed with cautious steps on a tightrope.  She laughs!  From the right foot to the left foot I 
conform to her behaviour.  And I laugh!  In what other place have I met her? In order to return to 
his place in the Negev desert Abraham left the tent and named all the stars while Sarah offered 
me the cup of wine.xliv The miracle of that cup is that since then I drink it without being able to 
quench my thirst!  Marvel and curse.  My throat is on fire my hair crackles.  The forked poem is 
in the coal flame: It withdraws an instant and returns to the heart of the furnace.  At each word 
written the blaze spreads but nothing can fall to ashes.  Nor anyone.  The Mandragore follows me 
I laugh!  She makes herself in my image.  And I rouse the black stone's fire.  Who speaks?  I 
don’t know.  Where am I going?  In the here and now.  The escape from this chaotic train can be 
nothing but me at each point in Time—

 
1 ES: Could you talk a bit about the meaning of this line?  
AT: When one says “j’ai remis le monde a plat,” that suggests “I returned it to tabula rasa.”  “et d’Elle s’est levé le frisson de la Mandragore”—if I have 
to give the poetic and not the formal sense . . .  
ES: Formal first and then poetic?  
AT: So, formal: there is no longer this figure, and the Mandragore finds herself in a situation of being eliminated at the same time as being eliminated 
with the world, because if I “return the world to flat,” the Mandragore will be…and so from her rises a shiver of fear . . . goosebumps, like when one is so 
scared one gets goosebumps. . .  
ES: So it’s as though “I caused a shiver of fear in the Mandragore”? 
AT: Yes, that’s it.  That’s the formal meaning.   
ES: So then I’ll change the English to “caused the Mandragore to shiver” or “raised a shiver in the Mandragore.” 
TM: No, that won’t do.  It’s not the Mandragore’s shiver.  
AT:  But yes it is the Mandragore’s shiver. It’s the reaction of the Mandragore to shiver in fear because the poet suddenly decided to start the world over 
and the Mandragore will disappear with all the rest, and so she has to react and it’s for . . .  
TM: But who?  
ES: The Mandragore. 
TM: No! 
AT: “She” is the person who speaks on page 51.   
TM: Okay, so it’s not the Mandragore.  That’s what I said.  
ES: But it’s the shiver of the Mandragore.  So “Yesterday I began the world anew and She raised a shiver in the Mandragore.”  It’s “she” who caused the 
shiver?  
TM: Of course it’s “She!”  
AT: But it’s good nonetheless, I insist that it’s the Mandragore regardless.  Because . . . what follows proves it.   
TM: Yes, well there I’m sorry but your poem isn’t correct in French!  As for me, if I read good French “Yesterday I began the world anew and She, we 
don’t know who, but if we read a bit earlier we can make out who it is . . .  
AT: That’s what we have to try to do . . .  
TM: “causes the Mandragore’s shiver.” But it’s another entity.  
AT: No, it’s the same.   
TM: It’s not the Mandragore!   
AT: But why don’t you want it to be the Mandragore? 
TM: Because if you read your phrase like this “je remis le monde à plat” . . .  
AT: Yes but that suggests “from or by Her is caused the Mandragore’s shiver”! Yes, look at that, I understood perfectly well that it was the Mandragore!   
TM: Ah, yes, I see what you want to say. . .  
AT: I’m not wrong! 
TM: She received . . . she experienced the Mandragore’s shiver. . . 
AT: She experienced the Mandragore’s shiver because she is the Mandragore. So there!  
ES: One moment . . . the “She” who’s there, who is the same “She” as before, it was She who caused the Mandragore to shiver?  
TM: Because the poet began the world anew, the shiver of the Mandragore was experienced in Her. Voilà. 
ES: It’s the relationship between “She” and the Mandragore that I don’t see.  
TM: There isn’t one.  Since the Mandragore’s shiver was so horrible, She got goosebumps.  
ES: So there’s a poet who began the world anew?   
TM: Yes.  
ES: And there’s a Mandragore who shivers?   
TM: No.  It’s She who shivers, but she feels the shiver of death, if you like.  
ES: Okay. She feels . . . 
AT (gesturing to ES): She’s doing alright, I find!   
TM: But I understand what you wrote . . .  
AT: She’s doing better than me, so . . . 
TM: I’ve known you for sixty years.  
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54 

 
This evening the air is stained with blood on the meadow.  The night will be long.  The 
buzzard pounced on a mongoose.  I wanted to remove it making big gestures but the 
mongoose had ceased living.  I bury it behind my rock on which I carve: HERE-LOW.  
The snake approves noisily with its articulated segments then coils itself under a stone.  
The buzzard remained roosting at the top of the Tree not far from Binah who says to it:  A
wing that brings Death must fold into Life. Ta-ke responds the buzzard only worried 
about not having eaten.  Death will come.  The wing will fold.  A woman waits for me at 
the end of myself.  For a long time I will hear her say: "Will you come before the flesh 
has disappeared from my bones?"  The anguish of a single grain in the vortex of an 
hourglass is only fleeting.  A dune delights in blocking the passage without knowing how 
to resist the wind.  That which once I saw die writhing in the nightmare of the impossible 
escape.  Is it the same here? further? It is in calling it that I wake.  The word end will 
perhaps know how to reunite us.  Where?  When?  The grass is stained with red on the 
meadow.  The night will be long.  My parrot pounces on flies.  I munch a bay leaf I take 
my calamus and I write: 
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Shadow    cast    by words    The same ones 
Before   After    Yield up to reading 
And someone says: 
I was telling you my passage on earth 
To save a lifetime 
Time passed   Words remained 
A golem takes my place there 
On his forehead he wears the sign Emeth 
But the waters of his memory trace a difficult path 
To the sea. . .  
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Have you noticed the pale reflection on the wave 
From which the cry of the manatees rises? 
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NOTE1

GOLEM, creature of silt, in Hebrew : Without-Form.  It is a human prototype, in Adam’s 
image, into which life is breathed by a combination of Hebrew letters.  A Golem is good-
natured but can have fits of rage.  The first Golem was made by Abraham and Sarah.  The 
second by Rabbi Loew, of Prague . . . The third attempted to appear in this book.    

 
1 This is a translation of Teyssiéras’s note which appeared after the last page of the original French edition. 
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i Teyssiéras notes that the voyager and his words are the same presence here, the 
milestone does not create a difference between them.   
 
ii The double life is the dual existence of poet as Golem and poetic speaker.  Teyssiéras 
says that she frequently feels as though she is living a double life, as poet and member of 
society, and as woman and poet.  Like the figure of the hanged man from Tarot with 
whom she identifies poets in general (see below, note xi) she frequently feels out of touch 
with the reality around her, as though she is struggling to stay in touch with two parallel 
planes of existence at once. 
 
iii According to Teyssiéras, the myth of Ladoga’s horses is a Nordic myth used to explain 
extreme and sudden freezes that occur in deep Scandinavian winters which freeze the 
very waves before they break.  The legend says that the horses that pulled the chariot of 
the sun went swimming and that as soon as the first one touched the water it froze around 
them, leaving the horses perpetually trying to extricate themselves from the frozen waves 
thus creating the strange ice shapes of the frozen waves.  I have not been able to find any 
record of this myth, and think it is possible that Teyssiéras has herself augmented the 
common Indo-European legend of the sun pulled in a horse-drawn chariot by situating a 
version of it at the ancient Norse settlement on Lake Ladoga.    
 
iv Notes marked with asterisks are Teyssiéras’s annotations which appeared in the 
original publication of Golem. These are the only annotations appearing in the original 
French publication.  
 
v A culinary term that refers to freshwater shellfish cooked in a court-bouillon flavoured 
with herbs and served hot or cold in the stock in which they are cooked (Montagné 653). 
vi Martha and Mary refer to the New Testament, Book of Luke 10:38-42.  Martha and 
Mary were the sisters of Lazarus and are most famously known as archetypes 
respectively of the contemplative and the active life.   
 
vii An allusion to Virginia Woolf who committed suicide in 1941 by filling her pockets 
with stones and walking into the Thames.  
 
viii Lilith is a demon figure who, in the Midrashic literature, became associated with the 
“first Eve,” rebellious and seductive wife of Adam (Scholem, “Lilith” 11: 246-49).  She 
has more recently been adopted by feminists as an early activist figure, as can be seen in 
the recent advent of Lilith: the independent Jewish women’s magazine and the Lilithfair 
music festival, a travelling festival of female musicians (http://www.lilithfair.com).  
 
ix A reference to both the ancient country in Asia Minor located on the Aegean Sea and to 
a painter who is a personal friend of Teyssiéras. 



124

 
x Petrarch, the Renaissance poet, addressed his famous sequence of love sonnets to 
“Laura.” 
 
xi Medieval Italian poet Dante Alighieri addressed his love poems to Beatrice Portinari. 
 
xii Le chemin sous la mer is Teyssiéras’s twelfth volume of poetry, published in 1992.  It 
is one of Teyssiéras’s early explorations of the links between Tarot, Kabbalah, and her 
poetic creative process.  The work is divided into ten sections, each headed with a letter 
of the Hebrew alphabet, which is linked, through a key at the end of the work, to one of 
the medieval Tarot cards introduced and discussed by Oswald Wirth in his Le Tarot des 
imagiers du moyen age. Wirth sees the origins of the twenty-two Tarot “trump” cards in 
the twenty-two Sephirot (see below) or paths of the Kabbalistic Tree of Life (Wirth 23).  
Teyssiéras was inspired by Wirth’s writings as well as earlier work done by Fabre 
d’Olivet and takes the Tarot symbols and their Kabbalistic equivalences as a starting 
point from which to investigate the role of the poet in society.   
 The types of relationships Teyssiéras develops become clear if we consider the 
symbol heading the first section of the work, the Hebrew letter “lamed,” which is 
associated in Wirth’s system with the Tarot card of the hanged man.  Wirth describes this 
figure as Kabbalistically representative of powerlessness, utopia, a dreamer, spirit 
escaping matter instead of being confined to it, an apostle, and a martyr to the 
intelligence of his contemporaries (58).  Teyssiéras, on the other hand, attaches the 
following note to “lamed” in the key at the end of Le chemin sous la mer, “Lamed (the 
hanged man): The fate of the poet linked by the word to the world which denies him” 
([77]).  This re-exploration of Wirth’s symbols is typical not only of the work in which 
Teyssiéras engages in Chemin, but also in Golem; the fate of the poet is suggested as 
negative and inescapable by the Tarot image of a man hanging upside down, suspended 
by his foot, but the underlying allusion is to a dreamer, and utopian prophet, both poetic 
roles with which Teyssiéras associates herself.  
 In addition to this similarity of theme, there is a similarity of poetic voice between 
Chemin and Golem. Many of the formal and stylistic devices that are used in her later 
work, such as the interspersing of lineated verse, prose poems, and questions and 
responses between two poetic speakers also make their appearance for the first time in 
this piece. 
 
xiii Juste avant la nuit is Teyssiéras’s eighth book of poetry, published in 1979. 
xiv Teyssiéras’s notes refer to the Kabbalistic significance of the Hebrew letters.  The 
Sefer Yetsirah (Book of Creation), written between the third and sixth century, places the 
origins of the world in the ten cardinal numbers and the twenty-two letters of the Hebrew 
alphabet, from which it traces convergences towards the thirty-two “paths of wisdom” 
(Scholem, Major 75-76).   From this text stems a long tradition among Kabbalists of 
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meditation on the letters of the Hebrew alphabet beginning in the 13th century with 
Abraham Abulafia (Scholem, Major 132-38).   
 
xv Instants pour la seconde vie is Teyssiéras’s thirteenth book, published in 1994.  In 
addition to referencing this work, “seconde vie” also alludes to the concern with the 
double life of the poet, which has occupied Teyssiéras since her youth. 
 
xvi According to Greek mythology, the Furies pursue and torment anyone who wrongly 
sheds blood, especially those guilty of matricide (“Erinyes”). The breaking threads 
suggest that Teyssiéras may also be referring to the three Fates who spun, measured and 
cut the thread of life (“Fates”). 
xvii Eurydice, the wife of Orpheus, was stung by a viper and died shortly after her 
marriage. Orpheus, son of one of the Muses and a skilled musician, was grief-stricken 
and pursued her to the underworld.  He used his lyre to charm Hades and was granted 
permission to take his bride back to the land of the living on the condition that he did not 
turn back to look at her until they arrived.  Orpheus was unable to resist, however, and 
turned at the last instant thus forcing Eurydice to return to the underworld permanently 
while he wandered the earth playing his music and grieving (“Eurydice”).  Teyssiéras has 
always been fascinated with Orpheus and describes him as having “inhabited [her] 
spirit.”  As she explained in her interview with John Stout, “The myth of Orpheus has 
always held for me, with Eurydice, a sense of the terrible danger of returning to that 
which will disappear.  It’s a means of infringing on the prohibition . . . there’s something 
orphic in my journey”(Stout 133). 
 
xviii Aleph is the first letter of the Hebrew alphabet.  It is also the letter that must be erased 
in order to convert the word “truth” on the golem’s forehead to “death” and thus de-
animate him. 
xix A Jacquemart is the name for the moving figure in a horologe who strikes the hour 
with a hammer. 
xx During their long voyage home, Odysseus and his men were trapped in the cave of the 
Cyclops Polyphemus.  After giving Polyphemus enough wine to make him drunk and 
sleepy, Odysseus blinded him with his own staff and escaped.  Polyphemus, groping after 
his prisoners, asked their names, to which Odysseus replied “Nobody” or “No one” 
(Homer 222-23). 
 
xxi The “breaking of the vessels” is a Kabbalistic concept explaining the origin of the 
world.  The idea was developed by Isaac Luria, a 16th century mystic living in Safed.  
Working from the earlier work of the author, or authors, of the Zohar, Luria theorizes that 
the first thing to emanate from the outpouring of divine light into space was “Adam 
Kadmon” or primordial man.  From the eyes, ears and mouth of Adam Kadmon, the 
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Sefiroth, or Divine Levels of Emanation poured out into vessels.  Into one of these 
vessels the light burst out all at once and the force was too much, causing the vessel to 
shatter, scattering the divine light into the world and sparking the unfolding of the rest of 
creation and the natural order (Scholem Major 265-68). 
xxii A reference to Franz Schubert’s “Winterreise” (Winter Voyage), the last of his song 
cycles. 
xxiii Longanimity is long-suffering, forbearance or patience.  Teyssiéras here refers to a 
Divine attribute of God.  There is a tradition in Jewish scholarship of rarely mentioning 
God by name, instead referring to anthropomorphic qualities which, by extension, must 
exist in even greater measure in the Divinity.  Thus, if for example, we see longanimity in 
Job, to what greater extent must it exist in God (Abrahams 7: 649).  
xxiv Amanitus is a species of white mushrooms which are highly toxic to mammals.  The 
Latin name comes from “amanitine,” the active narcotic principle of poisonous fungi. 
 
xxv In Greek mythology, Cassiopeia was the wife of Cepheus, king of Ethiopia.  She 
claimed to be more beautiful than the daughters of Nereus, the sea-god, and as a 
punishment, her daughter, Andromeda, was offered as a sacrifice to a sea serpent.  
Perseus rescued Andromeda from the serpent and Cassiopeia was placed as a 
constellation in the Northern Hemisphere (“Cassiopeia”).  Deneb, Margarita, Capella, and 
Altair are stars.  Deneb appears in the constellation Cygnus, Altair in the constellation 
Aquila, Capella in Auriga, the Coachman, and Margarita in the constellation of Corrona 
Borealis. 
 
xxvi Elohim is one of the Hebrew names of God.  Commonly considered to carry the 
connotation of “God of Justice,” for the Kabbalistic mystic or mystics who wrote the 
Zohar, the name, which appears in the first verse of the Old Testament, simultaneously 
expresses the disjunction between subject and object and bridges the gap between the two 
(Scholem Major, 221). 
xxvii Yossélé is a diminutive and affectionate form of the Yiddish name Joseph. 
 
xxviii The toro del fuego is a celebratory Basque custom in which either an artificial or a 
live bull is set on fire.  When performed with a live bull, the sparks from the bull’s hide 
cause it to run about, creating a sort of living firework. 
xxix The Sephiroth (plural of Sephira) or the Tree of the Sephiroth are the stages of 
revelation of God’s creative power.  A study of the progression of stages, and the 
contradictions between them, will lead the mystic to an eventual understanding of God as 
both the union and root of these contradictions (Scholem 13).  “Binah” is the third highest 
Sephira, representing the “‘intelligence’ of God” and also the “supernal mother” who 



127

 
differentiates between things, and it is from her womb that the seven subsequent 
Sephiroth, often linked with the seven days of creation, are born (Scholem Major 213,
219-20). 
 
xxx Solomon’s Seal, Polygonatum multiflorum, is a plant with drooping green and white 
flowers that is thought to have various medicinal properties. It also refers to a mythical 
ring possessed by King Solomon with which he could control the elements (Jacobs and 
Seligsohn). 
 
xxxi The second part of Juste avant la nuit.
xxxii The “Great Absent” is a reference to the highest level of Divine emanation, otherwise 
referred to as “That Without End.”  Absence, in this case, refers to the Kabbalistic notion 
of God’s presence distancing itself from the world (Scholem Major 11-12). 
 
xxxiii Emeth is Hebrew for “truth.” 
 
xxxiv A branle is a French Baroque dance, performed from the period of Louis XIII 
through Henry IV.  The music for a branle is most often performed by a combination of 
violins and lutes (Larousse Encyclopedia of Music 161). 
xxxv Biblical cities described in Genesis 18. Because of their corruption, God destroyed 
the cities, first warning Lot and his family so that they could escape.  Lot and his wife 
were instructed not to look behind them as they fled the city, but his wife could not resist 
doing so and was turned into a pillar of salt.  There are parallels to be seen between this 
narrative and the Orpheus and Eurydice myth cited earlier. 
 
xxxvi “Shaddai” is one of the Hebrew names of God (Hartman 677). 
xxxvii A valley located southwest of Jerusalem, mentioned in II Kings 23:10.  Ostensibly 
used first as a place to sacrifice children to Moloch, and then as a place to throw refuse, 
dead animals and the bodies of executed criminals, the name is used figuratively in 
Jewish literature and liturgy to refer to hell (“Gehenna”). 
 
xxxviii Teyssiéras identifies this as a reference to Mozart’s Don Giovanni. The opera 
begins with Don Giovanni attempting to seduce Anna, daughter of the Commendatore, 
and then killing her father in a duel when she protests the seduction.  In the last act of the 
opera, Don Giovanni rashly invites the stone statue of the Commendatore to dinner and is 
subsequently killed by his stone guest. In addition to the Mozart opera phrase recalls 
Molière’s play Don Juan, ou le festin de pierre on which the opera is based. 
 
xxxix A reference to the New Testament: "It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a 
needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God" (Mark 10:25). 
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xl Vega is a star located in the Lyre constellation.  Regulus is a star located in the Lion. 
xli Ezekiel was identified as a prophet after having a vision of God on a golden chariot. 
xlii “Lightning on the Tower” is the picture on the 16th of Wirth’s Tarot cards, associated 
with the Hebrew letter “Ayin.”  In her key at the end of Le chemin sous la mer,
Teyssiéras associates the image with the “fate of the poem, dependent on the elements 
and the original verb.  In the spirit of revolt its calling is to reverse meaning” ([77]). 
 
xliii Mandragora is an archaic name for the Mandrake plant, a member of the nightshade 
family.  Its roots bear some resemblance to a human form and it was said to shriek when 
plucked from the ground.  The plants are said to have medicinal properties and to be 
useful for increasing fertility.  In Genesis, Leah gives mandrake roots to Rachel as a 
fertility aid in exchange for the opportunity to engage in sexual intercourse with their 
husband Jacob (Genesis 30:14-16). 
 
xliv The reference is to Abraham and Sarah, the Old Testament patriarch and matriarch of 
the Jewish people.  This passage alludes to God’s promises to Abraham that his 
descendants will be as numerous as the stars (Genesis 15:5) and to Abraham and Sarah’s 
hospitality to the visiting angels in the desert who heralded Isaac’s conception (Genesis 
18).  
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Epilogue: Translation Theory and the Writing Center   
Beyond introducing an Anglophone audience to the recent poetry of Anne 

Teyssiéras, to what larger conversations does this translation and critical edition of 

Golem contribute? In creating this edition and articulating my methodology, the issues 

that have arisen again and again are agency and authority. Where do I situate my agency 

and authority as a translator? As a critic? As a translator and translation theorist who is 

also a writing center consultant and administrator, I have often been struck by the ways in 

which my work in each discipline has informed the other. The footnotes that I included in 

Golem and the ways in which they illustrate the process of translator and author re-

envisioning the text together demonstrate the truly collaborative nature of the work and 

its relevance to similarly collaborative disciplines or endeavours, such as writing center 

work.  

I stated in the translation theory chapter that I am most comfortable as a translator 

when my authority remains in question, and this was one of the first phenomena that 

alerted me to the overlap between the disciplines. Writing center practitioners exist in a 

state of constant questioning of their authority, by faculty, by the students who come to 

see them (What do you know about this subject? This assignment? If you know, why 

won’t you tell me if I’m doing this right or not? If you don’t know, why am I talking to 

you about this?), and by the institutions in which they are housed. Writing center 

practitioners often find themselves working between multiple disciplines: trained 

sometimes in rhetoric and composition, sometimes in literature, sometimes in creative 

writing, working and teaching in a collaborative, non-evaluative setting with students and 
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faculty in multiple disciplines including business and the sciences. Needless to say, 

questions of agency and ownership of writing (not to mention collusion and 

collaboration) are raised often in discussions of writing center praxis, though perhaps not 

as often as they should be. These questions emerge most clearly in written records of 

writing center work, and I will use one type of record—the consultant note to 

instructors—to illustrate the applications of my collaborative translation theory to writing 

centers.  

 Let me begin by rehearsing some fundamentals of the discipline: the focus of 

most writing centers is to work with writers to develop their writing processes so that 

writers can communicate their ideas clearly, revise their prose effectively, and learn to 

make use of the resources available to them both on their campuses and in the wider 

world. Writing centers do this work most often through collaborative individual or group 

consultations which are non-directive and non-evaluative. But writing centers serve the 

consultants who staff them as well as the writers who use their services, and these 

consultants are also often students themselves.  

The tension between the multiple roles assumed by these student writing center 

consultants can be difficult for them to manage, especially while maintaining a 

collaborative working structure. In an interview with Elizabeth Rodacker in the spring 

2005 issue of Praxis: A Writing Center Journal, writing center theorist Beth Boquet 

presented a new perspective on one of the issues that stems from this dilemma: what role 

does the writing consultant have in setting the agenda of a consultation? She was 

responding to a question about the struggle between writers’ and consultants’ 
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expectations regarding the goals for a writing consultation—writers want to improve their 

grades, and consultants want to improve the writer. Her response, however, speaks to 

larger issues of professional identity for writing center consultants.  

But, in general, just as composition should resist a service orientation to 

writing, I think writing centers can resist a service orientation to writing as 

well. I don't know that we always make that clear to tutors. But I try to 

remind the tutors that there are two people in a session who have to get 

their needs met--the student and the tutor--and it is fair to negotiate that. . . 

. Too often, I think tutors are positioned as having no needs--or at least 

they're not "supposed” to have needs--that they bring to the table. But that 

is wrong. Why would you keep doing that job if you weren't able to be a 

full-fledged participant at that table?    

Boquet’s comment raises an issue that underlies many of the decisions that writing center 

practitioners make when recruiting and training consultants—if writing center theorists 

want consultants to derive satisfaction from their jobs, and to both take ownership of and 

be able to articulate their professional roles clearly, how can writing center administrators 

help consultants to navigate the shifting boundaries of their work and give them the tools 

to be “full-fledged participants” at all of the tables at which they are asked to 

simultaneously sit?    

 Articulating the role of the peer writing consultant is particularly challenging 

because writing consultants walk a fine line between teaching and consulting. While most 

of the work that consultants do with writers involves asking questions, listening, taking 
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notes as the student articulates her ideas, responding to the text as an informed reader, 

and identifying places in which confusion might arise, there are also occasions in which 

consultants function as teachers, explaining grammatical rules, leading a student step-by-

step through reading an assignment sheet, suggesting the addition of further evidence to 

support a portion of an argument. The difficulty of meeting the needs of both consultant 

and writer is exacerbated by the collaborative nature of writing center work. While 

writing centers market their services as collaborative, they are also, as Boquet points out, 

service-oriented in their work with students. In the attempt to empower student writers 

and give them agency in both the consultation and their own writing processes, writing 

center practitioners run the risk of eliminating their own agency and undermining the 

collaboration they strive for. These problems should be sounding familiar by now as they 

are similar to those experienced by translators. In fact, it was my work in writing centers 

that initially suggested some of the collaborative methods I used in my work with 

Teyssiéras, and the solutions I propose to the problems of translation, in turn suggested 

an approach to some of the collaborative dilemmas I have observed in writing centers.     

Let me begin by illustrating some of the complexities of the writer/consultant 

relationship, using as a case study the reports consultants write after they meet with 

students. My examples are drawn from The Undergraduate Writing Center (or UWC) at 

the University of Texas at Austin. The UWC employs both undergraduate and graduate 

students as writing consultants. All of the consultants struggle to create a space for 

themselves within a collaborative setting, reconciling dual identities as students and 

professionals, collaborators and teachers. These struggles emerge in the written records 
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of the consultations, which at the UWC take the form of notes that consultants send to 

instructors. I have found that these notes make a good diagnostic tool and can serve as a 

self-reflective means for consultants to articulate their professional identities more 

clearly. It is also at this textual level that my experience with translation comes into play.  

The system of consultation notes at the Undergraduate Writing Center places 

consultants in a rhetorically-charged situation. Consultants write a descriptive report after 

each consultation they conduct with a student. A database stores these reports, and they 

remain confidential unless a student would like his instructor notified of his visit to the 

UWC, in which case the consultant emails a copy to the instructor. Thus consultants are 

asked to communicate directly with instructors whom they often do not know and to 

discuss writing consultations using descriptive, non-evaluative language. Below is a 

sample of one of these notes, with the names changed to preserve the anonymity of 

consultants, writers and instructors. 

Dear Professor B.,  

Jaime L from RHE 306 visited the Undergraduate Writing Center today.  

Jaime brought in his analysis of On Liberty. During the consultation, we 

worked on the overall clarity and flow of the paper. In addition, we 

discussed ways to create an outline and to streamline his ideas. We also 

talked about how to use quotes to elaborate on and provide evidence for 

his arguments. Jaime left with the intention to further revise his paper.  

If you have any questions, please let us know.  

Sincerely,  
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Rebecca K.  

As you can see, this note demonstrates some of the difficulties I have identified. This 

consultant is working hard in her description of the consultation to share agency with the 

writer. The way in which she does it, however, leaves a reader with no sense of who did 

what. What exactly does “we worked” entail?  Who did what kind of work?  In the 

discussion of creating an outline, what did each party contribute? Did Rebecca suggest 

how Jaime might use quotes, or did Jaime talk about how he had used quotes in previous 

essays and what he had found successful? 

If we are going to examine consultant records this closely, it seems only fair to 

consider how the UWC teaches consultants to write them. The UWC consultant 

handbook offers some guidelines for creating a non-evaluative note.  

The ideal note is a concise (in most cases no longer than a paragraph), 

specific, non-evaluative description of the session you just had with the 

student that illustrates the collaborative, student-led nature of the 

consultation. This is sometimes difficult to accomplish. In general, it’s 

helpful to remember the use of “we” helps convey collaboration, as does 

stating what the student did and what you did. (Undergraduate Writing 

Center) 

The handbook goes on to suggest solutions to common note-writing problems (what to do 

if the instructor’s assignment is unclear, for example) many of which include suggestions 

that incorporate the use of the first person by the consultant. Aside from the 

recommendation that consultants indicate collaboration by using “we,” there is no 
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prohibition on the consultant’s voice entering the note. Despite this fact, my study of over 

two hundred consultant notes sent to instructors between the middle of August and the 

middle of October 2005 suggests that most of the consultants seem to avoid describing 

their own participation in the consultation, almost to the point of absurdity. Take, for 

example, this note by Jocelyn G. 

Dear Professor R.,  

Keith G. from RHE 306 visited the Undergraduate Writing Center today.  

We read through Keith’s paper together and worked on how he could 

connect all his points back to the review itself and not just to the 

documentary. We talked about analyzing his examples in terms of ethos, 

pathos and logos and questioning why Scott included the examples he did 

in his review (not just explaining that they are in the documentary). We 

decided he could approach this by first taking each example one at a time 

and asking how they connect to ethos, pathos, and logos. Next he could 

either organize his paper by analyzing the sections of the review one at a 

time (connecting each example to ethos, pathos, and logos), or by 

organizing his paper by analyzing ethos, pathos, and logos one at a time 

(using different examples for each). We basically focused on making the 

paper tie closer to the review itself and not to the documentary.  

If you have any questions, please let us know.  

Sincerely,  

Jocelyn G. 
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This note describes what sounds like a very successful consultation—the student appears 

to have had difficulty analyzing the “how” or “why” of the review rather than just 

describing the film it was reviewing, and he appears to have left with a clearer plan for 

his essay. The language of the note, however, masks the agency of the consultant. While 

she says that “we” decided the writer could approach his essay in one of two ways and it 

is possible that, in fact, that decision was mutual, it seems much more likely that the 

consultant suggested several possible organizational strategies and the student chose one. 

While there is no significant problem with this sort of linguistic elision in the note, it does 

indicate a larger gap in consultants’ assertion of agency in general. What would be wrong 

with saying “I suggested several possible organizational strategies and he chose the one 

that he felt would work best in this essay”?  The student in this scenario is still doing the 

crucial analytical work, still making the determining choices about the content of his 

essay and deciding how best to guide readers through his argument.  

As an assistant director at the UWC, I have had the pleasure of conducting 

observations of many of the consultants, and I can say with great certainty that the 

majority of the staff perform truly collaborative consultations, using non-evaluative 

language and letting the student retain ownership of her writing and of the consultation 

process. This does not mean, however, that the consultants do not play a role in setting 

the agenda for a consultation. As Boquet suggests, the process of collaboration is a 

delicate one, which involves a certain amount of negotiation to set goals that will meet 

the needs of both parties, and an effective consultant engages in this type of negotiation 
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on a regular basis. There seems to be a fundamental disconnection, however, between 

what consultants do and how they report it to instructors.  

In attempting to generate a solution to the problem of how to enable the writer’s 

voice without totally stifling the consultant’s, I have turned to translation. The struggles I 

experienced in asserting my authority while working collaboratively with Teyssiéras and 

Marchal are analogous to those faced by consultants in the writing center. The difference 

between translator and consultant is that while a translator must ultimately produce a 

written text—take on an authorial and authoritative position, in other words—a 

consultant only retains authorship over the consultation record. This difference 

notwithstanding, Benjamin’s terms “voice” and “echo,” which I used in creating a 

translation methodology, themselves created echoes for me of the work done in the 

writing center. When a writing consultation goes well—when it is truly collaborative, in 

other words—it is an endeavor in which the consultant’s voice is working in harmony 

with the writer’s. Consultants do provide a supplement of sorts; it would be disingenuous 

to claim that they have no voice at the table, no influence on the finished project, but 

neither should they be, as Lefevere has described translators, compromisers and image 

makers “exerting the power of subversion under the guise of objectivity” (7). If I solved 

the problem of the translator’s dilemma by leaving traces of both my voice and the 

author’s voice as footnotes to the finished text, perhaps it was worth exploring how 

similar traces could play a role in preserving both consultants’ and writers’ voices in 

notes to instructors.  
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In studying the notes written by our consultants, I found that those consultants 

who produce the clearest and most informative written records, are also those who are not 

afraid to assert their own agency in the collaborative process.  

Dear Professor H.,  

Christine K. from RHE 306 visited the Undergraduate Writing Center 

today.  

She brought in a draft of her rhetorical analysis. She had revised it 

according to your feedback, so we spent some time talking about the 

changes that she made. We then read through the paper together, talking 

about her organization and strategies for staying on message. In particular, 

I suggested that as she retool her thesis she also revisit the topic sentence 

of each paragraph to help with clarity and cohesiveness. We then talked a 

bit about the audience for the Mill essay and his use of formal language in 

conveying his ideas. After that, we talked about potential 

counterarguments to her claims and how she might integrate those into the 

paper.  

If you have any questions, please let us know.  

Sincerely,  

Melissa N. 

This note, while it certainly exhibits a greater agency and presence on the part of the 

consultant than some of those quoted previously, describes what sounds like an equally 

collaborative consultation. Melissa read the writer’s essay and provided informed 
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suggestions and queries. The suggestion that the student re-examine topic sentences as a 

way of ensuring that the argument of the essay stayed cohesive may seem overly 

directive, but the decision about what, if any, changes to make to the topic sentences 

remains the student’s, and thus it is a fine example of informed participation on the part 

of the consultant. Discussing possible counterarguments to the student’s claims is another 

example of collaboration: it often requires a second reader, one more removed from a 

writer’s process of invention than the writer herself can be, to help a writer generate 

counterarguments. Melissa’s voice takes precedence during occasional teaching moments 

in the consultation, but the student’s voice can be heard during the idea-generating 

moments, and Melissa takes responsibility for her role in the record she creates in the 

form of the note. In her description of all of these activities, Melissa’s voice is present, 

but not overwhelming, working in harmony with the student as she did during the 

consultation, and she has left traces of her voice, as well as the writer’s, for instructor and 

writer to see.  

 These traces give readers insight into both the quality of the interaction and also 

the personality behind it. In reading a translation, the personality of the translator, and by 

personality I refer not only to taste, personal preferences and writing style, but also to 

language and culture of origin and the reading and writing filters that accompany them, 

has a significant effect on the translation choices that she makes. While it may seem 

simpler to leave a text unmuddied by these concerns, they are present in every translation, 

as are the grey areas in each translation decision that weighs sound against sense, rhythm 

against connotation. As a reader I benefit from an understanding of the voices at work in 
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the text, however various they may be, even if these voices may complicate my 

understanding of the text itself. As an instructor, I want to understand the voices that have 

influenced my student in her work, so that I can gain a better understanding of my 

student’s voice among them.  

Making a space for their own agency and authority in their communications with 

instructors has as many benefits for consultants as it does for translators. As I have found 

with my translation, the finished product is stronger for these visible traces of 

collaboration, for the exposure of the areas in which I struggled with translation choices; 

similarly, encouraging consultants to report their activities accurately and not to be afraid 

of their own participation in the consultation ensures notes that better reflect what 

actually happened and that will give instructors a richer understanding of their students’ 

efforts to grapple with writing. These notes, which convey the consultant’s agency, in 

turn force consultants to reflect more closely on their consulting practices. If consultants 

start composing notes that truly reflect the interplay of consultants’ and writers’ agency 

in the consultation, the act of writing the notes will become more than a mere reporting 

chore: it will demand that consultants reflect on when they took control and whether it 

was appropriate and that they theorize more generally about their own voices in the 

writing consultation. This type of reflective practice is what allowed me to generate a 

theory and methodology to assist in the complicated decisions entailed in my translation, 

and it is similarly crucial to the continued development of writing consultants and to 

developing a theory of collaborative pedagogy that accurately describes what occurs in 

writing centers.  
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I recognize that the origins of the solely question-asking writing consultant who 

silenced her voice in consultation records stems from a need to distance the collaborative 

work of the writing center from charges of collusion. This is the area where the many 

roles I referred to in my introduction come into play. I feel it is important that we 

acknowledge the roles consultants play—they teach and collaborate, mentor the writers 

they meet with, and are themselves mentored as writers and students in the process. There 

are many grey areas in writing center work, as there are in translation, but it is precisely 

these grey areas that make the work intellectually stimulating and exciting. Well-trained 

consultants who leave accurate written traces of their endeavours do not describe 

situations of collusion but of collaboration and learning; writing centers must trust 

instructors to read charitably, as translators must trust their readers to follow the 

constantly shifting line between translator and author.  

As the possibilities of multimedia texts multiply, as it becomes increasingly easy 

for authors in different time zones to collaborate synchronously or asynchronously on the 

same text, definitions of authorial voice are expanding beyond the single-authored print 

publication model, even in the humanities. If our students, our writing consultants and 

our readers can embrace the multiple voices of a collaborative text as equally valid, they 

may not only gain a greater sense of pride in and ownership over their work, but become 

more effective collaborators as well. The writing consultant notes demonstrate that one 

can complicate a text by exposing the blurred lines of one’s authority, as I propose 

translators should do, while still maintaining a clear voice, albeit a collaborative one. As 

translators, we are always working alongside and within another’s voice, our authority 
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and authorship is always in question, but even in question it is still present, and all the 

more interesting for that fact. These grey areas may ultimately prove to be the most 

fruitful areas of all.
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Appendix A 
Interview with Anne Teyssiéras, conducted June 9, 2004 

 
ES: A question regarding Golem: is it a series of a poems or one poem?  
 
AT:  A single poem.  The two voices don’t answer each other.  They hear the echoes of 
each other.  
 
ES:  They don’t speak to each other.  
 
AT: But they listen to each other.  That’s why the poems are constructed, one could say, 
as some with margins and others without . . . to indicate the two voices. 
 
ES: As prose poems? 
 
AT: Yes, one could say that it’s a poetic prose or a prose poem—a prose in free verse.  
 
ES: And how did you decide where to divide . . .  
 
AT: How was the book constructed?  
 
ES: Yes. 
 
AT: It’s difficult to answer that question.  When I write a book, I begin by noting images 
that come.  I write them down.  I end up with a fairly large number of them.  And then I 
work on . . . what I could call notes, but which are already poetic drafts.  I work on them.  
Then next, still by hand, I write.  I don’t type right away; I place; I put them in a certain 
order.  I realize, for example, for this poem one must begin like this:  one must begin in a 
state of slight uncertainty regarding the person who isn’t there yet.  At the third line of the 
first poem, one reads “And someone says.”  This is to lead the reader to ask herself “who 
will this ‘someone’ be?”  Besides, this “someone” returns many times.  
 
The “someone” in question, in fact, for me is the golem who will come.  But, if you like, 
as the poet will question this still invisible presence, there is an absence surrounding the 
question of this “someone,” and the further we progress through the text, the more the 
reader must be led to say to herself that it is the same person who speaks with two voices.  
Then at the end, we restart as though the book hadn’t been written.  The second-to-last 
page responds to the first page, to the first poem, and the book closes in on itself; the 
circle is closed, as we say, and what is left for the poet but to rewrite the book?  Perhaps 
it hasn’t been written?   
 
ES: But afterwards there is the last page which is like . . .  
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AT: You want to say a way out.  I felt the need for that last sentence to find an opening to 
other things.  Not to rewrite the same book, but to try other things.  That’s why I turned 
the poet’s gaze outwards, towards the horizon where he hears the manatees’ cries.  The 
poet is obliged to go towards those manatees (lamentin in French) . . . those lamentations 
simply put because in lamentin there is “lamentation” . . . he will be obliged to go 
towards these lamentations.  And that’s what I’ve done.  In my real work (Le dit de la 
Passion) I went towards lamentations, one could say towards the lamentations of 
Jeremiah and the pleas of Job.  
 
ES: That’s where you went afterwards?  Has this poem, or this work, been published yet?   
 
AT: No.  It hasn’t been published yet because . . . well . . . I don’t know who to send it to; 
I’m afraid that Rougerie will not agree to publish this type of thing because I go even 
farther with a slightly philosophical or theological approach and I know he doesn’t really 
like that.  For him, one strays when one does that.  One must remain in the poetic line.  
As for me, I haven’t chosen . . . poetry isn’t only a vocation.  I’ve always felt that it was 
more of a mission.  For me, poetry is an instrument that must help me achieve 
something—a truth, an understanding of the world—but it must be an instrument, like a 
musical instrument that one uses to translate a message.  Not for virtuosity, it’s not that at 
all.  In this I separate myself a bit from the poets of Rougerie as elsewhere.  I try to do 
something else with poetry.  
 
ES: Yes, I see.  I hope that you find a publisher.  I’m sure there will be one.  
 
AT:  We’ll see.  You know that it’s becoming difficult in France to . . . the small presses 
are frequently devoured by big ones and consequently they no longer have much 
freedom.  
 
TM: Gallimard is trying to capture publishers in order to, they say, protect them.  
 
AT: And the small publishers, in trying to manage on their own, are obliged to publish 
books that will sell.  Already poetry doesn’t really sell.  I believe that readers of 
contemporary poetry expect something that isn’t exactly what I do.  
 
ES: Can I ask, and then we’ll return to the translation, have you always felt that poetry is 
not a vocation but a mission?  Has that changed during your career or has it always been 
the same?  
 
AT: It’s been like that from the beginning . . . it was . . . I felt that it was so.  But I was 
very young. 
 
ES: How old were you when you began writing?  
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AT: I first wanted to write when I was around ten years old, but evidently it was just an 
idea.  I felt a desire for something that I didn’t see; I didn’t know at all what I would do, 
but I felt I would do it elsewhere, or otherwise.  The word “poetry” didn’t interest me 
more than the word “prose.”  Ultimately I felt that I really had something to say, and I 
didn’t know what instrument I would use to say it.  And it was poetry that revealed itself 
fairly quickly as a means of translating what I wanted to say, though afterwards I 
nonetheless went towards prose.  I realized that sometimes one needs to change register.  
I felt, though this came much later, that at the beginning I didn’t understand much of 
what happened to me.  But afterwards, later, I had the impression that I was in front of 
the keyboard of an organ.  You know how one pulls the stops (registre in French) . . . and 
thus I had a certain number of registers.  I’ve counted seven, I believe, seven registers 
that are really different from each other.  
 
ES: Can you name them?   
 
AT: No.  They are indefinable.  They impose themselves, if you like, according to each 
individual case.  In what I’ve written these past few months, the register is very different 
from that of the preceding work (Golem). 
 
ES: And in the things that you wrote before, that I’ve read, there is also a different 
register.  Why seven?  
 
AT: I’ve counted seven, but maybe there are more.  But roughly seven.  
 
ES: And does the register change with the choice of poetry or prose?  Is there something 
that prose gives, in the sense of a register, which poetry doesn’t?  
 
AT: No, it’s not at that level.  The register imposes itself in what will be said.  It’s not a 
choice at the beginning.  I don’t say to myself, “I will choose this register to write those 
things I have to say.”  No.  I want to say certain things; the register doesn’t appear 
immediately, because I begin to write by hand those notes I was speaking of earlier and 
they are already in a register.  You see?  
 
ES: And this comes with the subject?  
 
AT: Yes.  But it’s very difficult to talk about it because it’s done without my knowing it.  
I am taken by something and I can’t deviate from that route.  When people ask me, I say, 
“I go towards that which calls me.”  A word may be missing, but I go towards that which 
calls me.  
 

AT: To answer the question that you posed yesterday, Epervier ma solitude is the first 
book I wrote, with separate poems.  It was a series of separate poems across the pages of 
the text. But it’s . . . how to explain it . . . it’s a little bit a decoding of the world.  I 
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gravitated towards the things I liked and I tried to talk about them.  It’s a series of poems, 
you understand?  Afterwards, from the second book onwards, I began writing one long 
poem across a number of pages and since then that has continued.  
 
ES: So, Epervier ma solitude was the only one you did like that. 
 
AT: It was the first and the only one.  What’s important, for my biography, is that it’s a 
growing awareness of the original catastrophe of the loss of my mother which I tried to 
conceal, all the while conscious of it nonetheless.  In fact, I tried to carry on regardless, to 
forget.  Well.  And one night I had a dream, but I was thirty years old I think.  You see—
it took me twenty years to really address these things, so to speak.  And it was following 
that dream that I understood something: the veil lifted and I knew where I needed to go at 
that point.  And I transcribed that dream at the beginning of the book, Fragments pour 
une captive.

ES: Okay. 
 
AT: That is to say, I translated the dream poetically, but it’s very faithful to the dream.  
Once the dream was written, I said, “I’ll continue.”  The first part is fairly short: it 
recounts the dream, and then we move on to the second part.  But I believe that this point 
of departure is important, that’s why I thought it would interest you . . . 
 
ES: Yes, thank you.  I think it will help me a lot.  
 
AT: And after I wrote in this register, that we find again here and there, that is the early 
poetic register, we can say.  It’s the first in which I really began to work.  Whereas in 
Epervier ma solitude it’s as though I . . . one can compare it to a student playing scales.  
He doesn’t play yet, he plays scales, he studies his instrument.  That’s what I felt, but 
later.  At the time, I believed I was writing beautiful poems.  Well . . . some were 
successful.  But you don’t have Epervier ma solitude?

ES: No. 
 
AT:  It’s out of print.  I think I have one or two in Paris, but here I have none.  It will give 
you the idea, because there’s a big jump between the first two books.  
 
**** 
AT: And you see, in relation to Golem, there is a big distance traveled, but there is 
already the potential for what will come.  
 
ES: Yes, but one sees that in all your books . . . that there is a development but also traces 
of what will come after . . . one sees phrases that repeat or ideas that develop between the 
books.  
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AT: Actually.... one can say that each volume is a single poem, but one can also say that 
the oeuvre is a single poem also.  Because, as you’ve clearly seen, it develops 
progressively, always to some extent in the same direction.  
 
**** 
AT: I read many approaches to the Kabala, but I think that Gershom Scholem’s book 
Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism1 is the most interesting to me.  It’s a very well done 
work.  I’ve read others, but . . . I’ve really remained focused on Scholem.  He has another 
book The Kabbalah, with an entire chapter on the golem.  Otherwise, I’ve read the 
Gnostics . . . but the Gnostics’ approach was preparation for what followed.  
 
**** 
AT: Oswald Wirth’s book2 is in Paris but the cards are here.  This book is very well done 
because each arcana is studied in each of its positions.  It’s not the book to read if one 
wants to learn to draw cards: it is of no interest at that level.  I think of it as enrichment in 
the esoteric or Kabalistic world, because each arcana of the tarot is represented by a 
Hebrew letter.    
 
ES: So it’s through this book that you made the connections.  
 
AT: Yes, this book is good because there are the cards and there is also in each chapter a 
reproduction of the card and a very well done explanation.  There’s also the book to 
which I alluded, you know, on the zodiac.3 I don’t know if one can still find it.  I learned 
many things from it, but I did not think that this would become the sort of ground in 
which I would cultivate my garden, so to speak.  That took care of itself.  I felt the need 
to comment on what I’d absorbed.  
 
ES: How long have you been interested in these sorts of things?  
 
AT: Well, it began in the 1970s.  I always remain open to it, and from time to time, I 
return to a passage in a particular book. 
 
ES: And when did you discover your Jewish origins?  
 
AT: That happened during that time.  The aunt who raised me was aware of our origins, 
without mentioning it, if you will.  But since we spoke often of one thing or another, she 
informed me, for example, that my mother had, I heard from her, it’s strange, Hungarian 
Jewish origins.  That was lost in the depths of time because, well . . . to find traces is 
impossible.  On my mother’s side there’s no one left.  But my aunt was well informed; I 
think my mother confided in her.  
 
1 Gershom Scholem, Les Grands courants de la Mystique juive (Paris: Payot, 1968). 
2 Oswald Wirth, Le Tarot des Imagiers du Moyen-Age (Paris: Tehou, 1966). 
3 Marcelle Senard, Le Zodiaque, clef de l’ontologie appliqué à la psychologie (Paris: Villain et Belhomme, 
1973). 
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ES: Your mother hid the fact . . .?  
 
AT: No, she didn’t hide it, but she entered into a family that wasn’t interested in the fact, 
though the family on my father’s side is the same thing but Sephardic, and it’s (the 
Jewish link) very old, generations . . .  
 
ES: It’s from the years before the Inquisition in Spain?   
 
AT: In Portugal.  It’s the immigration that happened in the south of France or elsewhere. 
But they lost the memory of that.  I found it again thanks to my aunt’s allusions, but 
afterwards, as I advanced in this study of Jewish mysticism, I realized that it 
corresponded to intuitions that existed in me already . . . I discovered that I carried a 
collective memory which must also have been in the memory of my paternal family, but 
had been completely buried . . .  
 
ES: When you write, do you imagine a reader?  
 
AT: When I begin a book . . . I proceed by stages and I re-work it.  I don’t stop at the first 
draft.  The first draft is written by hand.  I don’t think about the reader, because I’m 
caught up in something very interior and I have to find a way to express it.  
Consequently, I don’t think about the reader.  I don’t think about myself either; I’m 
absorbed.  And then I re-work it again by hand as I told you in order to try and put things 
in a certain order because they arrive in no particular order.  Then I gather and I classify.  
And I begin to think about the reader when the work begins to demonstrate some value.  I 
take the typewriter, which is still the same one I’ve used for thirty years.  Not a computer, 
still my old machine.  I don’t want to betray it.  We live together, you understand?  Thus, 
I begin typing and that’s when I think of the reader.  Through the distance that exists in 
the act of typing, which is not at all like writing . . . it creates a little distance, and it’s in 
that distance that the reader appears.  I say to myself, I must think of who will read this.  
At that moment I become aware that I write for him.  At first no, I can’t say that, but 
after, I feel like I write for him, to go towards him.  Thus I want to provide something.  I 
want it to be readable 
 
ES: And what is he like, this reader?   
 
AT: He is very vague.  One couldn’t attach a definite article to him. The reader?  
 
ES: Yes, I see, especially not in English.  
 
AT: It’s the reader, male or female, ultimately a being who is before the text but who 
isn’t represented, who becomes a concern.  But, despite everything, this concern doesn’t 
hinder me from occasionally moving into the realm of what will be difficult to read.  So, 
for example, I worked on a collection of texts.  I’ll say a few words about them.  They’re 



149

in two parts.  The first part is called “The passion speaks” (Le dit de la Passion) and in 
this part I place onstage the four Gospels in an order that pleased me.  That is to say, I put 
John first, even though in principle in the Gospels he’s always at the end.   But I didn’t 
know what register I would choose.  Then a register imposed itself to reach these voices 
which are very old and I recreated these figures through what I could imagine about the 
events that occurred at that time:  the appearance of the prophet Jesus of whom they 
wanted to make a messiah . . . I accented doubt.  Doubt was a strong sentiment for the 
Gospels after the crucifixion.  I also accented love, which they also felt, but which was 
really a physical love.  

So that’s the first part.  The second part I called “Testament.”  In fact, when I 
wrote the first part, I didn’t know that I would feel it necessary to continue this work.  
And I wanted to make other figures in Jesus’ entourage speak.  I began with Joachim and 
Anne, his wife, each with their own individual character.  I believe that by writing in the 
first person, I grew closer to their mental state.  Each understands things in his own way. 
Joachim is a slightly fickle figure and Anne, who comes later, is slightly philosophical.  I 
knew through my readings that Sarah was very knowledgeable; Anne was also.  Next 
comes Joseph, the carpenter.  He has another manner of speaking, of saying things.  What 
is fascinating is to make them speak through what they were at those times in their lives. 
Joachim is a rich minister.  Anne is also rich.  The birth of Mary shocked her, and I talk 
about that. Joseph is also annoyed because he doesn’t understand . . . Mary never plays a 
part except through the others, you see.  Then Mary Magdalene comes.  She feels despair 
at Jesus’ death, with all of her memories of their cohabitation.  The last text is Lazarus’s 
Tomb.  

I said earlier that when I type I am concerned about the reader, and through these 
texts, Le Dit de la Passion, I was so absorbed with the necessity of saying things in a 
certain register, that I believe I temporarily forgot the reader.  Thérèse told me, “You 
know, it’s not easy to access.”  
 
ES: Yes, I see.  Do you normally think of your poetry as easy to access . . . if you had to 
define your poetry, is it generally easy or difficult in that sense?  
 
AT: It became difficult when I wrote Les Clavicules de Minho. It was a statement that 
liberated me instead of standing in my way, as many friends thought.  I said things about 
poetry . . . things which one doesn’t say, in principle.  But I felt like telling things as they 
really are.  To show that one must not let oneself be fooled.  Even if writing is essential, 
one must not let oneself be fooled by it.  I always maintain a critical perspective towards 
what I do.  I find that it’s necessary to maintain a certain distance.  In any case, this hasn’t 
prevented me from advancing.  It’s a form of lucidity that doesn’t hinder me.  On the 
contrary, it helps me to avoid repetition, reassessment, . . . what many unsuccessful poets 
cannot escape.  
 
ES: And . . . when you, on reworking a poem, find that it’s a little difficult to follow, do 
you do anything to encourage your readers.  Do you insert points of reference . . . 
markers? 
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AT: I return to the texts.  I return to the texts that we were speaking of and . . . I remove 
punctuation that doesn’t hinder reading.  The texts are composed of fairly short 
paragraphs, and I say to myself “I don’t want this punctuation; perhaps I should replace it 
with something else.”  And so I open up little intervals to signal a change of sentence, 
that a given word doesn’t relate to what was just written but sets off towards other things.  
You see, it’s still not easy for the reader.  
 
ES: But it’s accessible nonetheless?  
 
AT: Yes.  So I thought about it and I said to myself, “perhaps I should try something 
else?”  But the texts will remain as they are.  It’s far from perfect, but I know I can’t go 
farther with it.  So perhaps it needs a period sometimes, and then after a little space, 
maybe a capital letter or a lowercase.  These are questions of details that I ask myself 
sometimes, because these texts are recent . . . In order not to discourage the reader.  
 
ES: In Golem you don’t really use punctuation.  
 
AT: No, not there either.  
 
ES: Was it for the same reason?   
 
AT: Do you mean, why did I do that?  Eh . . . when one writes, something happens in 
one’s head and there is absolutely no punctuation. I want it to arrive on the page as it is 
produced in the brain.  In consciousness.  It’s a requirement which may or may not be 
valuable . . . but I think that I feel the need to do this.  
 
ES: And rhyme, I find that you don’t use that either. 
 
AT: Ah, no.  I used rhyme a lot when I began writing poetry.  
 
ES: Yes, when you were young . . .  
 
AT: When I was about fifteen, I was writing individual poems, very romantic.  That work 
was rhymed, and I worked hard at it and I believe that helped me develop a relatively 
elaborate form.  It’s very good when one graduates from the school of rhyme.  
Afterwards I discarded rhyme for free verse, and in the individual poems in Epervier ma 
solitude there are no longer any rhymes.   
 
ES: And do you think there is a narrative in Golem? A story with a beginning, a middle, 
and an end?  This was a question someone asked me, and it isn’t how I read the poem, 
but it made me think . . .  
 
AT: There is obviously progress, but I don’t experience a beginning, a middle and an end.  



151

 
ES: Not even . . .  
 
AT: That is to say, there is no stopping point in the course of the text.  There is a 
beginning.  We start, that’s clear.  But if there is a middle, there will be an end, 
something must happen if one stops . . . that’s maybe “the milestone on which each word 
rests.” One rests in the midst of that moment, maybe.  A moment . . . then one continues . 
. . yes, that’s possible.  But it’s a question that doesn’t seem to me . . .  
 
ES: Applicable... 
 
AT: No, let us say that it’s unimportant.  You see . . .  
 
ES: Yes, absolutely. That’s why it struck me when she asked, because she liked the poem 
very much and she said, “since this is a long poem, occasionally there is a narrative of 
one sort or another, there’s a story.   Is there one in this poem?”  And I had never thought 
of it.  It’s not how I read it.  On the other hand, what will remain with readers at the end?  
Because the poem begins again at the end, and we spoke yesterday of the way out in the 
last sentence. 
 
AT: The last sentence was a chance I gave myself to go elsewhere.  Because when one 
finishes a book, one has the impression that it’s really finished.  That there will be no 
others.  It’s always the last one.  One has the impression that it’s always the last one, but 
in reality a bit of time passes and something comes back.  There’s a type of gestation that 
happens without the poet’s knowledge, I believe this is true for everyone . . . this opening 
of the last sentence of Golem wasn’t yet the perception of a call.  There are many 
intuitions when one writes poetry, and these intuitions are imperceptible, but afterwards I 
realized that if I used the term “manatee” (lamentin), it was because I would get moving 
again from that word.  And that’s why I told you that I went towards lamentations, like 
Jeremiah’s, if you like, but ultimately spiritual ones: the lamentations of Jeremiah or the 
complaints of Job.  In the texts we’re speaking of, there is all of this.  There’s also the 
need to call into question all the writings about which so many lies have been articulated. 
I speak of Christianity.  Well . . . I find that the Inquisition has very little to do with the 
teachings of the prophet Jesus.  
 
ES: And you speak . . . in fact I have two questions that I want to ask simultaneously.  
One is that there’s a mix in Golem of Christian and Jewish references, and also Greek 
myths, such as Ulysses and Achilles—could you speak a bit about this mixture?  It’s 
striking when one sees the title, one expects Jewish imagery, and there is, in fact, quite a 
mixture.  
 
AT: And that surprised you?  
 
ES: Yes, a little . . .  
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AT:  That is to say that the explanation is very simple.  I’ve been interested for a very 
long time in Jewish mysticism but . . . there were other things before that.  There were 
other things after as well. I read a lot of books that talked about antiquity, about 
mythology and artifacts.  It’s a cultural “complex” that suddenly created echoes between 
disciplines that never confronted each other.  I’m not at all disturbed by the fact that 
Jewish myths and Greek myths intersect.  One can try to rise above the problem that 
might appear to be one of conflicting ideas and see that things aren’t so far apart.  I don’t 
know if my answer suits you . . .  
 
ES: Yes, it suits me very well.  
 
AT:  It’s something that happens in the course of writing.  It comes just like that, because 
one doesn’t think about these things when one writes. One mustn’t stop to think because 
if one looks at the writing at the moment when it’s done, everything stops.  One can bring 
a critical eye to bear on it afterwards.  
 
ES: What starts the writing process for you?  An idea, an event?  Do you have fixed 
hours for writing?   
 
AT: No, no fixed hours.  I don’t write every day either.  I can go two months without 
writing.  I say that, two months, because . . . if I go more than two months it becomes 
difficult to live.  And yet, each time I finish a work I say, “Ouf! I’ll rest now.”  Now, 
since I’ve finished this work, I said, “I’m going to relax this summer.  I’ll read . . . I’ll 
take walks . . . all that.”  That was in March, then there was April, and now I’m beginning 
to feel a mild discomfort, a light malaise.  It’s strange.  But I think that writing becomes 
like a drug.   
 
ES: Yes, you need the feeling of being taken over by something.  
 
AT: Yes. Exactly.  
 
ES: Yes, I see very well.   
 
*
ES: So yesterday you said that the voices in Golem, the “I” that begins it, the “someone” 
who speaks, and the golem, who arrives afterwards, are in fact the same voice.  
 
AT: Like a split personality.  
 
ES: Okay.  So it’s one person with two voices.  
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AT: It’s one person with two voices.  When you read the little fictional interview, you’ll 
find the explanation.1 It’s a split personality . . . for example, there are poets like 
Fernando Pessoa who have many heteronyms.  He’s a Portuguese poet, so maybe it’s a 
Portuguese characteristic, I don’t know.  I don’t have a specific heteronym.  But I do 
have, nonetheless, a person named Laura Steiner.  And Laura Steiner, who could be 
considered a heteronym, writes novels.  I sign them with my name nonetheless.  But I 
feel like they come from her.  Do you understand?  
 
ES: Yes.  Has she written much?   
 
AT: She’s written a collection of four novels that haven’t been published yet, because I 
haven’t really taken the time to pursue that.  It’s strange, by the way.  I have a certain 
detachment towards this.  When something is written, it’s true that I’d like to publish it.  
If it isn’t published, I end up losing touch with that desire and go on to other things.  And 
so, there is a little story, Le passage de l’arbre mort, which you have.  It wasn’t written 
by Laura Steiner, it was another name, and I’ve forgotten.  
 
ES: So this split personality, how and why did you choose verse and prose forms for the 
different sides in Golem?

AT: There needed to be a difference between them.  The two voices are different, one in 
free verse and the other in prose.  
 
ES: Certainly. 
 
AT: The poet who wrote in free verse has something to say about her past.  It’s very 
much centered on that, and then when the golem emerges, there’s no question of the past, 
other than through the words of the double.  But there is the question of the moment and, 
above all, of living.  The golem is expansive.  And the poet is mostly the opposite. 
 
ES: Do you identify more with one of these voices?  
 
AT: Both of them.  I really experience both of them.  In writing this book I was really 
double.  I say it in the fictional interview . . . I was entertaining myself, but it’s the right 
idea . . . I alluded to Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde.  That’s that.  It’s tiresome to live as two 
people who are so opposed but who nonetheless manage to create a unified being!  It 
seems that it’s difficult to live with.  
 
ES: For . . .  
 
AT: For those near to me.    
 

1 N°18 of the journal Jointure (Summer 1988). 



154

ES: Because one doesn’t knows when it will be one and when it will be the other. 
 
AT: It’s at the level of a certain reaction, which can sometimes be violent when 
something revolts me.  The reaction can be violent, and unexpected.  It goes too far.  Or I 
feel the opposite view and it’s the reverse.  Indulgence springs up and I pardon 
everything.  And the two things are equally true, and while I manage to reconcile them, it 
isn’t always very comfortable for me either.  
 
ES: Yes, I imagine, and, in fact, you’ve talked a lot in all your books about the “double 
life” and the “second life” . . .  
 
AT: Yes, those are precisely allusions to things which are not “one.”  
 
ES: Do you find that these things are more or less the same – the “double life” etc?  You 
use different adjectives each time—are you referring to the same thing?   
 
AT:  Yes, when I alluded to, it’s in Instants pour la seconde vie, I think, that I alluded to 
“the second life is once again the first” so there the problem is completely present—it’s 
an acknowledgement of failure.  When I wanted to write that book, I felt the need to go 
towards the liberation of a second life.  I began to age and I said to myself, “I must finally 
find my equilibrium.”  So I was trying to find those moments that would show me a 
second life.  And I realized that it was always the same one.  
 
ES: Something which I found interesting was that one of these voices, the voice of the 
golem written in prose, well, the golem is traditionally mute.  Why did you choose to 
give voice to a figure who doesn’t speak?  
 
AT: But opinions are divided on this question.  In fact, I’ve photocopied this . . . well it 
was a legendary figure.  So one can take liberties as regards him and make him talk if one 
wants to.  You’ll see that later.  You’ll see that it isn’t impossible that the golem speaks.  
And I wanted to make him speak because I felt close to him.  As I speak . . . what would 
there have been if he said nothing?  I could have done as I did in other works, written in 
that form to the end, but the golem could not have made an appearance . . .  
 
ES: You wrote at the beginning of Parallèles about the unpronounceable word.  “Two 
parallel lines join at a point located in infinity.  This point is the location of the 
unpronounceable word.”  Could you talk a bit about this idea of the unpronounceable 
word?  
 
AT:  This unpronounceable word is that towards which we go.  Like the unpronounceable 
name of God.  We go towards something which must be able to be revelatory.  I believe 
that if one continues one’s career as a poet, it’s to achieve the unpronounceable word.  
 
ES: Is there only one unpronounceable word? 
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AT:  I think that insofar as one progresses towards the unpronounceable word, it retreats.  
So this might lead one to suppose that it doesn’t exist; one might say that God doesn’t 
exist.  Humans in general need to move towards something.  To move towards one’s 
destiny, while trying to control the worse elements and accentuate the best of life.  
 
ES: And in fact there’s a balance between the two.  You also talk about the “final note” in 
Golem and also in Le chemin sous la mer. What is the final note?  
 
AT: Actually it is linked to the unpronounceable word.  
 
ES: It’s really the same thing?     
 
AT: The same approach . . . When I talk about the final note it seems to me that it can be 
achieved as soon as it is noted.  It’s very close to the unpronounceable word because it 
isn’t certain that it will be achieved since one must begin again.  One must make a fresh 
start . . .  
 
ES: Each time.   
 
AT: Yes. 
 
ES: You also speak at the beginning of clavicules de Minho of the need for the “other.”  
Is this an idea which you pursue in Golem?

AT: Yes.  The need for the other is always there.  But it’s not the primary thing, if you 
like, in the phenomenon of writing.  It comes a little later.  The personality of the poet is 
necessarily first.  And the reader, the other, is indispensable because the writing goes 
towards him.  It goes towards him once it takes shape.   
 
ES: In speaking earlier about clavicules you said that it wasn’t an ars poetica, but an 
explanation of poetry.  Do you think your opinions have changed?   
 
AT: No, no.  They’ve stayed similar.  I would not re-write a book like Les clavicules de 
Minho, because it’s done.  But my ideas have remained the same.  There are the same 
doubts, the same feeling that what governs the poetic work is an incredible illusion, but 
that this illusion becomes real through writing.  It becomes so real that it becomes 
essential all by itself.  And it isn’t deceptive, if you like.  I don’t know for the reader, but 
for the poet it’s, on the contrary, very beneficial.  Then it becomes a reality, through 
writing.  It’s illusory, nonetheless.  Do you see?  
 
ES: Yes, even if it’s an illusory reality.  Is the “I,” aside from the poems you’ve just 
finished, in which you take on the voices of other characters, is the “I” in your poetry, the 
“me” that writes, the same in all the books?  
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AT: You mean to ask if it’s the same “I” who expresses itself?  Yes, it’s the same.  From 
book to book it’s exactly the same.  Faithful to itself, consistent.  
 
ES: In Golem you talk about the Kabalistic idea of the breaking of vessels.  Does this 
describe your conception of the world?   
 
AT:  Yes.  The breaking of the vessels . . . Isaac Luria spoke about it a lot.  It’s the 16th 
century school of Safed, which concerned itself with this question and what pleased me 
very much, even more than the breaking of the vessels which is nonetheless a revelation 
of our current world because we’re still in this break …  You know the legend of the 
breaking of the vessels: a light flashed out from the forehead of Adam Kadmon, 
primordial man, too violent to be withstood by the world, and which was contained inside 
vessels.  So this light breaks the vessels and the debris of the vessels mixes with what was 
pure and perfect inside them.  Bad mixes with good from this moment onwards.  And 
since then we have never been able to separate them!  This is from Jewish mysticism: one 
can never separate good from bad and the work of Judaism is to find harmony, adherence 
to God, and to try to . . . restore order.  What I wanted to say pleased me was the idea of 
Isaac Luria: God’s thought recedes to a single point.  The further it retreats, the world 
appears before Him.  And the world can only appear in the absence of God.  What is 
proved is that one never feels too much of His presence!  I like this idea of retreat very 
much and I think that it must appear sometimes in what I write, maybe in Golem, but I
don’t remember.   
 
ES: But in fact, that’s the two lines that join at a point in infinity.   
 
AT: Yes.   
 
ES: It’s that possibility of the point very far away that provides the unpronounceable 
word.   
 
AT: Yes, that’s it.  Thus it can be explained that way.  And thus the world appears thanks 
to this retreat.  Evidently this retreat is something definitive.  
 
ES: And what is the place of the poet in it?  In the retreat and in this vision of the world 
with God very far away and the world here, where is the poet?  
 
AT:  The poet is in the world, and he must acknowledge, disquietingly, the retreat of 
God.  Something . . . I speak of the poet as though he believed in God.  But in fact he 
doesn’t.  I mean to say, personally, I am not really a believer, but I know that there is, 
nonetheless, an order to the world that is fairly surprising.  That’s why, after all my 
studies of various books, I arrived at astrophysics.  I am very interested in astrophysics 
through the authors I chose.  I don’t prefer Hubert Reeves.  I prefer a Vietnamese who’s 
called …. (interruption of Thérèse with roses she had picked from the garden.) 
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AT: I was saying that astrophysics interests me in the same way as mysticism, if you like.  
I realized that through a Vietnamese author named Trinh Xuan Tuan.  I read Le chaos et 
l’harmonie – that’s a wonderful book, if one wants to begin to understand the world, the 
“big bang” and all that.  This author, who I suspect believes in God, alludes to a renewed 
scientific interest in the possibility of a divinity.  But this will not be at all a divinity as 
religions imagine it.  This will be a force which will have nothing to do with . . . possibly 
even good and bad.  You see, that’s the position of many scientists now.  And I agree 
with them . . . it’s very interesting.  Quantum physics is on top of this, that’s to say the 
infinitely small . . . that we are discovering is the replica of the infinitely big.  That’s very 
interesting also. 
 
ES: Yes, certainly.  It’s a fascinating question.  So my final question is regarding other 
authors.  Can you name some of your favorites?  
 
AT: Among poets?  
 
ES: Yes, among poets.  I know that you like Emily Dickinson very much in translation; 
what is it in her poetry that attracts you?  
 
AT: It’s her philosophical vision.  Because in fact that overflows the poem . . . there the 
poetry goes farther.  That’s what pleases me so much in her work.  It’s that there’s a 
philosophical question through everything she writes.  But I came to her through Claire 
Malroux’s translation.1 I believe that it would be very interesting for your work on 
translation.  You’ll see the work that she’s done, which is of such generosity and such 
finesse and such intelligence that I find it’s perfect work.  Claire Malroux is also a poet; 
she published with Rougerie.   
 
ES:  Have you read other American or English poets in translation such as Eliot or Pound 
or Whitman? 
 
AT: I read Whitman a long time ago.  
 
ES:  Do you remember which translation?  
 
AT: No, I don’t remember.   
 
ES: But you haven’t read Eliot or Pound? 
 
AT: No.  Yes, a little Ezra Pound. 
 

1 Emily Dickinson, Une âme en incandescence, traduit et présenté par Claire Malroux (Paris: José Corti, 
1998). 
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ES: And other poets you like? 
 
AT: French?  
 
ES: Yes. 
 
AT: They’re very numerous . . . Initially I really liked, let me name the schools:  I really 
like German Romanticism.  I also like British Romanticism, but a bit less, though still 
quite a lot.  I don’t like French Romanticism much.  On the other hand . . . no, I don’t like 
it much.  Next to the other two, it’s tiny.  However, I was very interested in Racine and 
Corneille from the period before.  I think reading Racine and Corneille may have taught 
me how to write, to a certain extent.  And this was accomplished all by itself.  All of a 
sudden I discovered that I knew how to write, that I wrote well, but I believe that it was 
because I studied those 17th century authors so closely.  And I adore reading 18th century 
authors because the style is so precious.  There is something really beautiful in the 18th 
century authors.  So, among the schools . . . I liked the French Symbolists.  
 
ES: And more modern?   
 
AT: Well, more modern, there are many . . . naturally there’s René Char, there’s Jacques 
Dupin, there are poets with whom I’m closer such as Françoise Han who I find to be a 
very very good poet . . . her career as a poet is too unassuming, I find.  She isn’t very 
demanding.  Yes, she places high demands on herself, . . . but she doesn’t try to put 
herself forward in the literary scene, not at all.  So, I like Janine Mitaud very much also.  
There was one of Rougerie’s poets who lived in the town Laon, an old lady whom I had 
the opportunity to meet several years ago.  She’s dead now; she was very old—that’s 
Marguerite Clerbout.  That was a very great poet.  She knew Vladimir Jankelevitch.  She 
retired . . . she was afraid of the war and its consequences . . . she retired to Laon and she 
stayed there.  There are many others.  I adore Fernando Pessoa… he’s like a brother for 
me.  I consider him to be a Portuguese brother.  
 
ES: Do you think there’s any affinity among these authors?  
 
AT:  I don’t feel it like that.  I would say it’s the diversity of these authors that holds me.  
It’s like when one turns a kaleidoscope, do you see?  It’s never the same images: it’s the 
same elements maybe, but the same image never appears.  What I like is that diversity.  
 
ES: Did you study Sappho at school? 
 
AT: At school, no.  But I discovered her afterwards.  
 
ES: Did you like her work?   
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AT: Very much.  I really discovered it through a book by Edith Mora that was published 
a long time ago.1 She did Sappho’s biography, clearly using the elements that she could 
arrange.  Perhaps it’s a bit romanticized, but it’s very well done.  But that’s a book that 
must be out of print as well.  At the end of the book there’s a translation of all of 
Sappho’s poems, even those that are unfinished . . . everything.  She translated all of 
them.  I have this book in my library in Paris.  I’ll show it to you sometimes, it’s worth it. 
 
ES: Yes, I imagine.  And when did you discover this book?  
 
AT: It was in the 70s, I think.  
 
ES: I’m asking because it’s always interesting.  We don’t have too many roots for female 
poets; that’s why she interests me because she’s one of the only ones.  
 
TM: Louise Labé is another. 
 
AT:  As for me, when . . . ah yes, that’s right.  Let us not forget Louise Labé because 
she’s a great poet and of such beauty!  The Renaissance school to which she belonged is 
the biggest, in my opinion.  With her, it’s the same thing.  I have a book of her work.  
They do things like this now:  the entire biography and the whole oeuvre follows.  It’s a 
beautiful book.  
 
ES:  I think we’ve covered all my questions.  Thank you very much—I know it’s tiring.  
 
AT: No, it’s a pleasure to talk because that allows me to see that I haven’t lost contact 
with myself.  One doesn’t ask these questions while one lives.  Maybe when one writes, 
one poses them a little, but ... no, no thank you.  It was really interesting to talk with you. 
 

1 Edith Mora, Sappho, histoire d’un poète (Paris: Flammarion 1966). 
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Appendix B 

 
French Interview with Anne Teyssiéras, conducted June 9, 2004 

 
ES: Une question à propos de Golem, est-ce qu’une suite de poèmes ou un seul poème?   
 
AT:  Un poème entier. Les deux voix ne se répondent pas.  Il y a des échos qui 
s’entendent entre les deux voix 
 
ES:  Ils ne se parlent pas entre eux. 
 
AT: Mais ils s’écoutent. C’est pour ça qu’il y a des poèmes construits, on peut dire, sans 
marge d’autres avec une marge. . . pour marquer les deux voix. 
 
ES: Prose poème? 
 
AT: Oui on pourrait dire que c’est une prose poétique ou un poème en prose, une prose 
en vers libre.   
 
ES: Et comment est-ce que vous décidez où vous divisez... 
 
AT: Comment est-ce que le livre se construit? 
 
ES: Oui 
 
AT: C’est difficile de répondre à cette question. Quand j’écris un livre, je commence par 
prendre des notes, des images viennent.  Je les note.  Je fini par en avoir un assez grand 
nombre.  Et ensuite je travaille sur…ce que je peux appeler ces notes mais qui sont déja 
des ébauches poétiques. Je travaille dessus.  Puis ensuite, toujours à la main, j’écris.  Je 
ne tape pas à la machine tout de suite; je place, je mets dans un certain ordre.  Je me rend 
compte que, par exemple, pour ce poème-là il fallait démarrer comme ça.  Il fallait  
commencer par quelque chose qui reste un peu dans l’expectative d’une personne qui 
n’est pas encore là.  À la troisième ligne du premier poème on lit “Et quelqu’un dit”.  
C’est pour amener le lecteur à se demander “qui sera ce quelqu’un--qui sera-t-il?”  
D’ailleurs ce “quelqu’un” revient plusieurs fois.  
 
ES: Mais il revient beaucoup. 
 
AT:  Le “quelqu’un” en question, en fait, dans mon esprit c’était le golem qui allait venir.  
Mais, si vous voulez, dans l’interrogation que se fait le poète de cette présence encore 
invisible, il y a une question de manque sur le “qui est?” et au fur à mesure qu’on 
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progresse dans le texte,  le lecteur  doit être amené à se dire que c’est la même personne 
qui parle avec deux voix. Puis à la fin on redemarre comme si le livre n’avait pas été 
écrit.  La page 56 répond à la première page, au premier poème, le livre se referme, la 
boucle est bouclée, comme on dit, et que reste-t’il à faire au poete sinon réecrire le livre?  
Il n’a peut-être pas encore été écrit? 
 
ES: Mais après il y a cette dernière page qui est comme.... 
 
AT: Vous voulez dire une issue.  J’ai éprouvé le besoin de cette dernière phrase comme 
pour trouver une ouverture vers autre chose.  Pas re-écrire le même livre, mais autre 
chose, essayer.  C’est pourquoi j’ai tourné le regard du poète vers le large, vers l’horizon 
où il entend le crides lamentins.  Le poète va être obligé d’aller vers ces lamentins...ces 
lamentations tout simplement parce que dans “lamentin” il y a “lamentation”...il sera  
donc obligé d’aller vers des lamentations.  Et c’est ce que j’ai fait.  Dans mon travail 
actuel je suis allée vers des lamentations on pourrait dire les lamentations de Jérémie ou 
les plaints de Job.   
 
ES: C’est là où vous êtes dirigée après?  Est-ce que ce poème ou ce travail est déjà publié 
ou pas encore? 
 
AT: Non. Ce n’est pas encore publié parce que…bon…je ne sais pas encore à qui 
m’adresser; j’ai peur que l’éditeur Rougerie ne soit pas d’accord pour publier ce genre de 
choses parce que je vais encore plus loin dans une perspective un peu philosophique, 
théologique, et je sais que ça ne lui plait pas tellement.  Pour lui on s’égare quand on fait 
ça.  On doit rester dans la ligne poétique.  Moi, je n’ai pas choisi...la poésie n’est pas 
seulement une vocation.  Je l’ai plutôt ressenti comme une mission.  Pour moi, la poésie 
est l’instrument qui devrait m’aider à atteindre quelque chose, une vérité, une 
comprehension du monde, mais ça doit être un instrument, comme un instrument de 
musique qu’on utilise pour traduire un message.  Non pas pour la virtuosité, ce n’est pas 
ça du tout.  Là je m’écarte un peu des poètes, chez Rougerie comme ailleurs. J’essaie de 
faire de la poésie quelque chose d’autre.   
 
ES: Oui, je vois.  J’espère bien que vous allez trouver un éditeur.  Je suis sûre qu’il y en 
aura un.   
 
AT: On va voir.  Vous savez ça devient difficile en France de ... les petits éditeurs sont 
souvent dévorés par les grandes maisons alors ils n’ont plus beacoup de libérté. 
 
TM: Gallimard essaie de capter des éditeurs pour, soi disant les protéger. 
 
AT: Et le petits éditeurs essayent de se tirer d’affaire, sont obligés de publier des livres 
qu’ils vont vendre.  Déja la poésie ne se vend pas tellement, je crois que le lecteur de la 
poésie contemporaine attend quelque chose qui n’est pas forcément ce que je fais.   
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ES: Est-ce que je peux demander, et après on revient à la traduction, est-ce que vous avez 
toujours senti que la poésie n’est pas une vocation mais une mission?  Est-ce que ça a 
changé pendant votre carrière ou c’était toujours pareil? 
 
AT: C’était comme ça dès le depart…ça a été…je l’ai ressenti comme ça.  Mais j’étais 
très jeune. 
 
ES: Vous aviez quel âge quand vous avez commencé à écrire? 
 
AT: J’ai commencé à avoir ce souci d’écrire vers dix ans, mais évidemment c’était une 
idée. L’espoir de quelque chose que je ne voyais pas, je ne savais pas du tout ce que 
j’allais faire d’ailleurs, le mot poésie ne m’interessais pas plus que le mot prose.  Enfin je 
sentais que j’aurais forcément quelque chose à dire et je ne savais pas quel instrument 
j’utiliserai pour le dire.  Et c’est la poésie qui s’est révelé assez vite pour traduire ce que 
je voulais dire et après je suis quand même allée vers la prose.  Je me suis rendue compte 
qu’il fallait quelque fois changer de registre. Je sentais, mais ça c’est venu beaucoup plus 
tard, au debut je ne comprenais pas grand chose à ce qui m’arrivait, mais après, plus tard, 
j’avais l’impression d’être devant un clavier d’orgue.  Vous savez comme on tire les 
registres... et j’avais donc un certain nombre de registres j’en ai compté sept, je crois, sept 
registres vraiment differents.   
 
ES: Est-ce que vous pouvez les nommer? 
 
AT: Non, ils sont indéfinissables.  Si vous voulez ils s’imposent suivant le cas, dans ce 
que j’ai ecrit ces derniers mois, le registre est tres différent du precedent (Golem). 
 
ES: Et dans des choses que vous avez écrites avant, que j’ai lues, c’est aussi un registre 
différent.  Pourquoi sept? 
 
AT: J’en ai compté sept, mais peut-être il y en a plus.  Mais en gros, sept. 
 
ES: Et est-ce que le registre change avec le choix de la poésie ou de la prose?  Est-ce 
qu’il y a quelque chose que la prose se donne, dans le sens de registre, que la poésie ne se 
donne pas?   
 
AT: Non, ce n’est pas à ce niveau là.  Le registre s’impose dans ce qui va être dit.  C’est 
pas un choix au depart.  Je ne me dis pas, “je vais choisir tel registre pour écrire ces 
choses là que j’ai à dire.” Non. J’ai envie de dire des choses, le registre n’apparaît pas 
tout de suite parce que je commence à écrire à la main ces notes dont j’ai parlées, et elles 
sont déjà dans le registre, vous voyez?   
 
ES: Et ça vient avec le sujet? 
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AT: Oui. Mais c’est très difficile d’en parler parce que ça se fait à mon insu.  Je suis 
portée par quelque chose et je ne peux pas dévier de cette route.  Quand on m’interroge je 
dis “je vais vers ce qui m’appelle” il manquera peut-être un signe mais je vais vers ce qui 
m’appelle.     
 

AT: Pour répondre à la question que vous m’avez posé hier, Epervier ma solitude c’est le 
premier livre que j’ai écrit, avec des poèmes séparés.  C’est une succession de poèmes 
séparés au long des pages. Mais, c’est, comment vous dire, c’est un décryptage du monde 
un petit peu, j’allais vers les choses que j’aime et j’essayais d’en parler.  C’est une suite 
de poèmes, vous comprenez?  Après, à partir du deuxième livre, j’ai commençée à écrire 
un seul poème sur un nombre de pages et depuis ça continue.   
 
ES: Alors Epervier ma solitude ça c’est le seul que vous avez fait comme ça. 
 
AT: C’est le premier et le seul.  Ce qui est important, ça c’est pour ma biographie, c’est 
que, c’est une prise de conscience de la catastrophe originelle de la perte de ma mère que 
j’essayais de me cacher, tout en étant consciente quand même, en fait j’essayais de passer 
outre, d’oublier.  Bon.  Et une nuit j’ai fait un rêve, mais j’avais trente ans, je crois, vous 
voyez—il m’a fallu beaucoup de temps...il m’a fallu vingt ans pour vraiment prendre les 
choses en main, si on peut dire.  Et c’était à la suite d’un rêve que j’ai compris quelque 
chose, le voile s’est soulevé et j’ai su ou je devais aller à ce moment là.  Et ce rêve je le 
retranscris au debut du livre. (Fragments pour une captive)

ES: D’accord. 
 
AT: C’est dit poétiquement, mais il est très fidèle.  Une fois que le rêve a été écrit, j’ai dit 
“je vais continuer”, la première partie est assez courte, elle raconte le rêve et après on 
passe à la deuxième partie.  Mais je crois que ce point de départ est important, c’est 
pourqoi je pense que ça va vous intéresser.... 
 
ES: Oui, merci, je pense que ça va beaucoup m’aider.   
 
AT: Et après j’ai donc écrit sur ce registre qu’on retrouve de loin en loin, qui est le 
registre poétique du debut, on peut dire.  C’est le premier sur lequel j’ai vraiment 
commencé à travailler.  Tandis que Epervier ma solitude c’est comme si je...on pourrait 
comparer ça à un élève qui fait des gammes, mais il ne joue rien encore, il fait des 
gammes, il étudie, son instrument.  C’est ce que j’ai ressenti, mais après.  Sur le moment, 
je croyais faire de beaux poèmes.  Bon.  Certains sont réussis...mais vous n’avez pas 
Epervier ma solitude?

ES: Non. 
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AT:  C’est épuisé.  Je crois en avoir un ou deux à Paris, mais ici je n’en ai pas....Ça vous 
donnera une idée parce qu’il y a un grand saut entre les deux livres.   
 
**** 
AT: Et vous verrez, par rapport a Golem il y a vraiment une grande distance parcourue, 
mais il y a déjà potientiellement tout ce qui viendra.   
 
ES: Oui, mais ça on le voit dans tous vos livres...qu’il y a un développement mais aussi 
des petites traces des choses qui vont venir après...on voit les phrases qui répètent ou les 
idées qui se développent.   
 
AT: Effectivement....on disait que chaque recueil est un seul poème, mais on pourrait dire 
aussi que tout l’oeuvre est un seul poème aussi.  Parce que, comme vous l’avez bien vu... 
ça se développe en progressant, toujours à peu près dans le même sens.  
 
**** 
AT: J’ai lu plusieurs approches de la Kabbale, mais je pense que c’est le livre de 
Gershom Scholem1 qui est pour moi le plus intéressant.  C’est un travail très bien fait.  
J’en ai lu d’autres, mais...je suis restée centrée vraiment sur Scholem.  Il y un autre livre 
de lui La Kabbale, avec un chapitre entier sur le golem.  Sinon j’ai lu les 
gnostiques...mais l’approche des gnostiques c’est une préparation à ce qui suivra.   
 
**** 
AT: Le livre2 est à Paris mais les cartes sont ici.  Ce livre est très bien fait parce que 
chaque arcane est étudié dans toutes ses positions.  C’est pas un livre à lire si on veut 
apprendre à tirer les cartes, aucun intérêt à ce niveau là.  Je pense à l’enrichessement, 
toujours dans le milieu esotérique, kabbalistique, puisque chaque arcane du tarot est 
représenté par une lettre hébraïque. 
 
E: Alors, c’est par ce livre que vous avez fait des liaisons. 
 
A: Oui, ce livre est bien parce que il y a le jeu de cartes et il y a aussi dans chaque 
chapitre la reproduction de la carte et une explication très bien faite.  Il y a aussi cet autre 
livre auquel j’ai fait allusion, vous savez, sur le zodiaque3. Je ne sais pas si on le trouve 
encore.  J’ai appris beaucoup de choses, mais je ne pensais pas que ça allait devenir une 
sorte du terreau sur lequel j’allais cultivé mon jardin, on peut dire.  Et ça c’est fait tout 
seul.  J’ai vraiment eu ce besoin de commenter, ce que j’avais assimilé.   
 
ES: Ça fait combien de temps que vous vous intéréssez à ce genre de choses? 
 
1 Gershom Scholem, Les Grands courants de la Mystique juive (Paris: Payot, 1968). 
2 Oswald Wirth, Le Tarot des Imagiers du Moyen-Age (Paris: Tehou, 1966). 
3 Marcelle Senard, Le Zodiaque, clef de l’ontologie appliqué à la psychologie (Paris: Villain et Belhomme, 
1973). 
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AT: Alors, ça remonte aux années soixante-dix.  Je reste toujours disponsible à ça, de 
temps en temps, je reviens à un passage de tel livre. 
 
ES: Et quand vous avez découvert vos origines juives? 
 
AT: Ça c’est fait dans ce temps là. La tante qui m’a élévée en partie était au courant de 
nos origines sans en faire état, si vous voulez.  Mais comme nous parlions souvent d’une 
chose ou d’une autre, elle m’apprit, par exemple, que ma mère avait, je l’ai su par elle, 
c’est curieux, des origines juives hongroises.  Ce qui s’était perdu dans la nuit des temps 
parce que, bon...retrouver les traces c’est impossible. Du côté de ma mère il n’y a plus 
personne.  Mais ma tante était au courant, je pense que ma mère lui avait fait des 
confidences. 
 
ES: Votre mère a caché le fait...? 
 
AT: Non, elle ne l’a pas caché, mais elle était entrée dans une famille ou on n’était pas 
interessé par ce fait, alors que la famille du côté de mon père c’est la même chose côté 
sépharad, et c’est très ancien, des générations . . .  
 
ES: C’est des années en Espagne? 
 
AT: Au Portugal.  C’est cette immigration qui s’est faite dans le sud de la France ou 
ailleurs.  Mais ils ont perdu la mémoire de ça.  Moi je l’ai retrouvée grace à des allusions 
de ma tante, mais après, quand j’avançais dans cette étude de la mystique juive, je me 
rendais compte que ça répondait à des intuitions qui étaient en moi...Je découvrais que je 
portais une mémoire collective qui devait être aussi dans la mémoire de ma famille 
paternelle, mais complètement enfouie . . .  
 
ES: Quand vous écrivez, est-ce que vous imaginez un lecteur?        
 
AT: Quand je commence un livre...je progresse par étapes et je re-travaille. Le premier jet 
je ne m’en tiens par là.  Le premier jet est écrit à la main, je ne pense pas au lecteur, parce 
que je suis prise dans quelque chose de très interieur et il faut que j’arrive à l’exprimer.  
Donc je ne pense pas au lecteur.  Je ne pense pas à moi non plus, je suis occupée.  Et puis 
je retravaille encore à la main comme je vous disais pour essayer de classer dans un 
certain ordre parce que les choses arrivent n’importe comment.  Je rassemble ensuite, et 
je classe.  Et je commence à penser au lecteur quand le travail se montre à peu près 
valable.  Je prends la machine à écrire qui est toujours la même depuis trente ans.  Pas de 
machine à traitement de texte, toujours ma vieille machine, je ne veux pas la trahir. On 
vit ensemble, vous comprenez? Donc, je commence à taper à la machine et là, je pense au 
lecteur.  A travers la distance qu’il y a dans le fait de taper, qui n’est pas du tout comme 
écrire.  Ça creuse une petite distance, et c’est dans cette distance qu’apparait le lecteur.  
Je me dis, il faut penser à ce qu’il lira.  À ce moment là je me rends compte que j’écris 
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pour lui.  Au départ, non—je ne peux pas dire ça, mais après je sens que j’écris pour lui, 
pour aller vers lui.  Donc je veux donner quelque chose, je veux que ça soit lisible. 
 
ES: Et il est comment, ce lecteur? 
 
AT: Il est très vague.  On pourrait pas lui donner l’article defini. Un lecteur? 
 
ES: Oui, je vois, spécialement pas en anglais.  
 
AT: C’est le lecteur, la lectrice, enfin vous voyez, un être qui est devant le texte mais qui 
n’est pas représenté, qui devient un souci.  Mais, malgré tout, ce souci ne m’empèche pas 
d’aller quelque fois un peu loin dans la difficulté qu’il y aura à lire.  Là j’ai donc travaillé 
un ensemble de textes, je vous en dis deux mots il est en deux parties. La première partie 
s’appelle “Le dit de la passion” et dans ce dit de la passion je mets en scène les quatre 
évangelistes dans l’ordre qui m’a plu, c’est à dire, je mets Jean en tête alors qu’en 
principe dans les évangiles il est toujours à la fin. Mais je ne savais pas quel registre 
j’allais choisir.  Puis un registre s’est imposé pour aborder ces voix qui sont vraiment très 
anciennes et j’ai recrée des personnages à travers ce que je pouvais penser des 
événements qui avaient eu lieu à ce moment là: l’apparition de ce prophète Jesus, dont on 
veut faire un messie. . .  J’ai mis l’accent sur le doute.  Le doute qui habite vraiment les 
évangelistes après la crucifixion.  J’ai mis l’accent aussi sur l’amour qu’ils lui avaient 
porté.  Mais un amour vraiment physique. . .  Donc, ça c’est la première partie.   

La seconde partie je l’ai appellée “Le Testament.”  En fait, quand j’ai écrit la 
première partie je ne savais pas que j’éprouverais le besoin de poursuivre dans ce travail.  
Et j’ai eu envie de faire parler d’autres personnes de l’entourage de Jesus.  J’ai commencé 
par Joachim, Anne, son épouse, chacun avec son caractère bien particulier.  Je crois que 
je me suis approchée de leur mentalité en écrivant à la première personne.  Chacun 
comprend à sa façon.  Joachim est un personage un peu volage et Anne qui vient après est 
un peu philosophe.  J’ai su par les écrits que Sarah était très savante, Anne l’était aussi.  
Ensuite vient Joseph, le charpentier, il a une autre façon de parler, de dire les choses.  Ce 
qui est passionnant c’est de les faire parler à travers ce qu’ils avaient été dans le temps de 
leur vie. Joachim est un pasteur riche, Anne est aussi riche.  La naissance de Marie l’a 
bouleversée et je parle de ça. Joseph est assez mécontent de ne pas comprendre . . .  
Marie n’intervient jamais qu’au travers des autres, voyez. Ensuite vient Marie de 
Magdala, là c’est le désespoir de la mort de Jesus, avec toute la mémoire de leur 
cohabitation.  Le dernier texte c’est Tombeau de Lazare. 

Je disais, quand je tape à la machine j’ai le souci du lecteur, et à travers ces textes 
là, Le Dit de la Passion j’étais tellement portée par la nécessité de dire les choses dans ce 
registre, que je crois par moment avoir oublié le lecteur. Thérèse m’a dit, “Tu sais, ce 
n’est pas facile d’accès.”   
 
ES: Oui, je vois.  Est-ce que normalement vous pensez que votre poésie est facile d’accès 
... si vous deviez définir votre poésie... c’est plutôt facile d’accès, plutôt difficile...? 
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AT: C’est devenu difficile quand j’ai écrit Les Clavicules de Minho. C’était une mise au 
point, qui m’a libérée, au lieu de me barrer le passage comme beaucoup d’amis ont pensé.  
J’ai dit des choses sur la poésie...des choses qu’on ne dit pas, en principe. Moi j’avais 
envie de dire comment ça se passe. Montrer qu’il ne faut pas se laisser duper.  Même si 
l’écriture est indispensable, il ne faut pas se laisser duper par elle. Je suis toujours dans 
une perspective critique de ce que je fais.  Je trouve que c’est nécessaire de garder un 
certain recul.  En tout cas, ça ne m’empéche pas d’avancer.  C’est une forme de lucidité 
qui ne m’encombre pas, qui m’aide, au contraire, à éviter la répétition, le ressassement, 
le...ce à quoi beaucoup de poètes malheureusement n’échappent pas.  
 
ES: Et...quand vous retravaillez sur un poème devenu un peu plus difficile à suivre, est-ce 
que vous faites quelque chose pour encourager les lecteurs.  Est-ce que vous mettez des 
repères... 
 
AT: Je reviens sur les textes, je suis revenue sur ces textes dont on parle et ...j’ai 
supprimé la ponctuation, ça n’empêche pas la lecture.  Les textes sont formés de 
paragraphes assez courts, je me disais “cette ponctuation je n’en veux pas,”  il faut peut-
être la remplaçer par autre chose, et j’ai ouvert des petits intervalles pour signaler un 
changement de phrase, que tel mot qui suit ne se rapporte pas à ce qui vient d’être écrit 
mais repart vers autre chose.  Voyez, ce n’est quand même pas facile pour le lecteur. 
 
ES: Mais c’est accessible quand même?  
 
AT: Oui.  Alors je réfléchis la-dessus et je me dis, “est-ce que il ne faudra pas essayer 
autre chose?”  Mais les textes resteront, tels quels.  C’est loin d’être parfait, mais alors je 
sais que j’irai pas plus loin.  Alors, peut-être est-ce qu’il faudrait mettre un point 
quelquefois, et puis, avec un petit intervalle, mais une majuscule ou pas une majuscule.  
Ce sont des questions de détail que je me pose encore quelquefois, parce que comme ils 
sont récents...Pour ne pas décourager le lecteur. 
 
ES: Dans Golem vous n’avez pas vraiment utilisé la ponctuation? 
 
AT: Non plus, non.   
 
ES: C’était pour la même raison? 
 
AT: C’est à dire, pourquoi je fais ça?  Eh...quand on écrit, quelque chose se déroule dans 
la tête et il n’y a absolument pas de ponctuation.  Je veux que ça vienne sur la page 
comme ça se produit dans le cerveau.  Dans la conscience.  C’est une exigence qui est 
valable ou non...mais je crois que j’éprouve le besoin de faire ça.   
 
ES: Et la rime, vous n’utilisez pas non plus, je trouve.   
 
AT: Ah, non.  J’ai beaucoup utilisé la rime quand j’ai commencé à écrire de la poésie. 
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ES: Oui, quand vous étiez jeune... 
 
AT: Vers ma quinzième année, c’était des poèmes bien séparés, très romantiques.  Là 
c’était vraiment la rime, et j’ai beaucoup travaillé et je crois que ça m’a aidé à trouver une 
forme relativement élaborée.  Quand on passe par l’école de la rime c’est très bien.  
Après j’ai laissé tomber la rime pour le vers libre, et avec des poèmes séparés dans 
Epervier ma solitude il n’y plus de rimes.   
 
ES: Et, est-ce que vous pensez qu’il y a une narration dans Golem? Une histoire qui a un 
début, un milieu et une fin?  C’était une question qu’une de mes professeures m’avait 
posée, et ce n’est pas la façon dans laquelle moi je lis le poème, mais ça m’a fait penser. . 
.

AT: Il y a une progression, évidemment, mais je ne ressens pas qu’il y est un début, un 
milieu et un fin.   
 
E: Même pas... 
 
AT: C’est à dire,  il n’y a pas d’arrêt au cours du texte.  Il y a un début, on démarre, c’est 
évident.  Mais s’il y a un milieu il y aura un arrêt, quelque chose doit se passer si on est 
arreté...c’est peut-être “la borne où chaque mot s’appuie,” on reste au milieu à ce 
moment-là, peut-être.  Un moment.... puis on repart...oui c’est possible.  Mais c’est une 
question qui ne me parait pas... 
 
ES: Applicable... 
 
AT: Non, disons, ça n’a pas d’importance.  Vous voyez... 
 
ES: Oui, tout à fait. C’est pour ça que ça m’avait frappée quand elle m’a demandé, parce 
qu’elle a beaucoup aimé le poème, et elle a dit,  “comme c’est un poème long, de temps 
en temps il y a une narration d’une sorte ou l’autre.  Il y a un récit.  Est-ce qu’il y en a un 
dans ce poème là?”  Et je n’avais jamais pensé.  C’est pas le façon de lire pour moi.  Par 
contre, est-ce qu’il y a quelque chose qui va rester avec les lecteurs à la fin?  Parce que, le 
poème recommence à la fin, et on a parlé hier de la sortie de la dernière phrase. 
 
AT: La dernière phrase était une chance que je me donnais d’aller ailleurs.  Parce que 
quand on termine un livre on a l’impression que c’est bien fini.  Qu’il n’y aura rien 
d’autre.  C’est toujours le dernier.  On a l’impression que c’est toujours le dernier, et il se 
passe toujours un peu de temps, effectivement, et quelque chose revient.  Il y a un espèce 
de maturation qui se fait à l’insu du poète, je crois que c’est vrai pour tout le 
monde...cette ouverture de la dernière phrase dans Golem n’était pas encore le sentiment 
d’un appel.  Il y a beaucoup d’intuitions quand on écrit de la poésie, et ces intuitions sont 
imperceptibles, mais c’est après que je me rends compte que si j’ai employé le terme de 



169

“lamentin” c’est que je devais rebondir sur ce mot.  Et c’est pourquoi je vous disais je 
suis allée vers des lamentations, comme celle de Jérémie, si on veut, mais enfin, dans 
l’esprit.  Lamentations de Jérémie, imprécations de Job.  Dans ces textes dont on parlait, 
il y a tout ça.  Il y a un souci aussi de remettre en question les écritures sur lesquelles se 
sont articulés tant de mensonges, je parle du christianisme.  Bon...je trouve que 
l’inquisition n’a pas grand chose à voir avec l’enseignement du prophète Jesus.   
 
ES: Et vous avez parlé, en fait j’ai deux questions qui m’arrivent en même temps.  Une 
c’est qu’il y a un mélange dans Golem du christianisme et du Judaïsme et aussi des 
mythes grecs--comme Ulysse, et Achille--est-ce que vous pouvez parler un peu de ce 
mélange, parce que c’est frappant si on voit le titre, “golem” on attend des mythes juifs, 
et après il y a, en fait, beaucoup de mélange. 
 
AT: Et ça vous a étonnée?   
 
ES: Oui, un petit peu... 
 
AT:C’est à dire que là l’explication est toute simple.  Je suis intéressée depuis très 
longtemps à la mystique juive, mais...il y a eu d’autres choses avant.  Il y a eu d’autres 
choses après aussi.  J’ai lu beaucoup de livres qui parlaient d’antiquité, de la mythologie 
et ces choses sont restées.  C’est un “complexe” de culture qui fait que tout d’un coup, 
des échos se créent entre des disciplines qui ne se sont jamais affrontées.  Je ne suis pas 
du tout dérangée par le fait que les mythes juifs et les mythes grecs se recoupent.  On 
peut essayer de s’éléver au dessus du problème qui pourrait paraître conflictuel comme 
ça, et voir que les choses se touchent d’assez près.  Je ne sais pas si ma réponse vous 
convient... 
 
ES: Oui, ça me convient très bien.   
 
AT:  C’est quelque chose qui s’est fait en cours d’écriture.  Ça vient aussi comme ça, 
parce qu’on ne réfléchit pas quand on écrit.  Il ne faut pas réfléchir parce que s’il y a ce 
regard sur la chose écrite au moment ou elle se fait, tout s’arrête.  Ce regard critique on 
peut le porter après.   
 
ES: Est-ce une idée, un événement, ou quoi qui commence le procès d’écriture?  Est-ce 
que vous avez des heures fixes...? 
 
AT: Non, pas d’heures fixes.  Je n’écris pas tous les jours, non plus.  Je peux rester deux 
mois sans écrire.  Je dis ça, deux mois, car...si je dépasse deux mois ça devient difficile 
de vivre.  Et pourtant, chaque fois que je termine un travail je dis “ouf! Je vais me 
reposer!”  Là, comme j’avais fini ce travail je disais “Je vais passer l’été tranquille, je 
vais lire...je vais me promener...tout ça.”  Et c’est depuis mars, avril, et là je commence à 
sentir un léger inconfort.  Un léger malaise. C’est curieux.  Mais je pense que l’écriture, 
ça devient comme une drogue.   
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ES: Oui, vous avez besoin de la sensation d’être prise par quelque chose.   
 
AT: Oui. Voilà. 
 
ES: Oui, je vois très bien.  Donc, hier vous avez dit que dans Golem les voix, le jeu qui 
commence, le “quelqu’un” qui dit, et le golem qui arrive après, c’est en fait la même 
voix.   
 
AT: Comme un dédoublement de personnalité.   
 
ES: D’accord. Alors, c’est une personne avec deux voix. 
 
AT: C’est une personne avec deux voix.  Quand vous lirez le petit entretien fictif,1 vous 
trouverez l’explication.  C’est un dédoublement de personnalité...par exemple il y a des 
poètes comme Fernando Pessoa qui a eu beaucoup d’hétéronymes.  C’est un poète 
portugais, alors c’est un caractère portugais, peut-être, je ne sais pas.  Je n’ai pas 
d’hétéronyme particulier.  Mais il y a quand même chez moi une personne qui s’appelle 
Laura Steiner.  Et Laura Steiner qui pourrait être considéree comme un  hétéronyme écrit 
des nouvelles.  Je les signe de mon nom quand même.  Mais dans mon esprit cela vient 
d’elle.  Vous comprenez?   
 
ES: Oui.  Est-ce qu’elle a beaucoup écrit? 
 
AT:  Elle a écrit un ensemble de quatres nouvelles qui ne sont toujours pas publiées, 
d’ailleurs, parce que je ne m’en suis pas vraiment occupée. C’est curieux d’ailleurs, chez 
moi il y a quand même un certain détachement.  Quand quelque chose est écrit, c’est vrai 
j’aimerais que ça soit publié.  Si ça ne l’est pas, je finis par un peu perdre le contact avec 
ce besoin et aller vers autres choses.  Et alors, il y a le petit récit, Le passage de l’arbre 
mort, que vous avez, ce n’est pas Laura Steiner qui a écrit ça, c’est un autre nom et 
j’oublie.   
 
ES: Alors, avec ce dédoublement de personnage, comment ou pourquoi vous avez choisi 
le vers et la forme de prose... pour Golem?

AT:  Il fallait qu’il y ait une différence entre les deux.  Les deux voix sont différentes, 
l’une en vers libres, l’autre en prose.   
 
ES: Totalement. 
 
AT:  Le poète qui écrit en vers libres a quelque chose à dire de son passé.  C’est centré 
beaucoup là-dessus et puis quand surgit le golem il n’est pas question vraiment de passé, 
 
1 N°18 de la revue Jointure (été 1988). 
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sinon à travers les propos du double.  Mais il est question de l’instant et de vivre, surtout.  
Le golem est expansif.  Et le poète est plutôt le contraire.   
 
ES: Est-ce que vous vous identifiez plus avec une des voix? 
 
AT: Les deux.  Je ressens vraiment les deux.  Là, en écrivant ce livre j’étais double, 
vraiment. Je le dis dans l’entretien fictif... je m’amuse mais c’est la bonne direction... j’ai 
fait allusion  au Dr. Jekyll et à Mr. Hyde.  C’est ça.  C’est penible à vivre deux personnes 
qui sont si opposées mais qui arrivent quand même à créer une unité!  Il parait que c’est 
difficile à vivre.   
 
ES: Pour... 
 
AT: Pour les proches.   
 
ES: Parce qu’on ne sait pas quand ça sera l’une et quand ça sera l’autre.   
 
AT: C’est au niveau d’une certaine réaction, qui peut être violente quelquefois quand 
quelque chose me révolte.  La réaction peut être violente, et inattendue.  Ça va trop loin.  
Ou je prends le contrepied et c’est le contraire.  L’indulgence surgit et je pardonne tout.  
Et les deux choses sont aussi vraies l’un que l’autre si j’arrive à les concilier ce n’est pas 
toujours confortable non plus pour moi.   
 
ES: Oui, j’imagine, et vous avez en fait beaucoup parlé dans tous vos livres de la “double 
vie” la “deuxième vie”  “la seconde vie”... 
 
AT: Oui, ce sont des allusions justement à quelque chose qui n’est pas “un”. 
 
ES: Est-ce que vous trouvez que c’est plus ou moins le même -- la double vie etc.?  Est-
ce que ça veut dire la même chose chaque fois, parce que les adjectifs sont différents? 
 
AT:  Oui, quand je faisais allusion, c’est dans Instants pour la seconde vie je crois que je 
faisais allusion à “la seconde vie est encore la première”.  Alors, là le problème est 
complètement présent—c’est un constat d’échec.  Quand je voulais écrire ce livre, 
j’éprouvais le besoin d’aller vers une libération d’une seconde vie.  Je commençais à 
prendre de l’âge et je me disais “il faut enfin trouver son équilibre”.  Alors je vais essayer 
de répérer ces instants qui me montreront la seconde vie.  Et je me suis rendu compte que 
c’était toujours la même.   
 
ES: Une chose que j’ai trouvée intéressante c’est qu’une de ces voix,-- la voix de golem 
en prose... le golem, traditionnellement est muet.  Alors le fait de choisir un caractère qui 
parle pas, vous le faites parler, pourquoi? 
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AT: Mais les avis sont partagés sur la question.  Justement, j’ai photocopié ça... bon c’est 
un personnage légendaire.  On peut donc prendre des libertés vis-à-vis de lui et le faire 
parler si on en a envie.  Vous verrez ça plus tard.  Vous verrez que il n’est pas impossible 
que le golem parle.  Et moi j’avais envie de le faire parler parce que je me sentais proche 
de lui.  Comme je parle.... qu’est-ce qu’il y aurait s’il navait rien dit?  J’aurais pu faire 
comme j’ai fait dans d’autres ouvrages écrits sur cette forme là jusqu’au bout, mais le 
golem n’aura pu faire une apparition.... 
 
ES: Vous avez écrit au début de Parallèles de la parole imprononçable: “Deux parallèles 
se joignent en un point de l’infini.  Ce point est le lieu de la parole imprononçable.”  Est-
ce que vous pouvez parler un peu de l’idée de parole imprononçable? 
 
AT:  Cette parole imprononçable, c’est celle vers laquelle on va.  Comme le nom 
imprononçable de Dieu.  On va vers quelque chose qui devrait pouvoir se révéler.  Je 
crois que si on continue sa carrière de poète comme ça, c’est pour atteindre la parole 
imprononçable.   
 
ES: Est-ce qu’il y a seulement une parole imprononçable? 
 
AT:  Je pense qu’au fur et à mesure qu’on progresse vers la parole imprononçable elle 
recule.  Alors ça laisserait supposer qu’elle n’existe pas, on pourrait dire que Dieu 
n’existe pas.  C’est un besoin de la personne humaine en général d’aller vers quelque 
chose.  D’aller vers son destin, en essayant de controler le pire et de favoriser le meilleur 
dans la vie.   
 
ES: Et de fait il y a une balance entre les deux.  Et vous parlez aussi de la “note ultime” 
dans Golem mais aussi dans Le chemin sous la mer. Qu’est-ce que c’est la note ultime? 
 
AT: Justement elle rejoint la parole imprononçable.   
 
ES: C’est effectivement la même chose?   
 
AT: La même approche.... Quand je parle de la note ultime il me semble bien qu’elle peut 
être atteinte dès que notée.  C’est très proche de la parole imprononçable parce qu’il n’est 
pas certain qu’elle ait été atteinte puisque il faut recommencer. Il faut essayer de 
nouveau…. 
 
ES: Chaque fois.   
 
AT: Oui. 
 
ES: Vous avez parlé aussi au début des Clavicules de Minho de la nécéssité de l’autre.  
Est-ce que c’est une idée que vous poursuivez dans Golem?
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AT: Oui.  La nécessité de l’autre est toujours là.  Mais ce n’est pas le premier terme, si 
vous voulez, du phénomène d’écrire.  Il vient un peu en retrait.  Forcément la 
personnalité du poète est immédiate.  Et le lecteur, l’autre, est indispensable parce que 
l’écrit va vers lui.  Il va vers lui une fois qu’il est constitué.   
 
ES:  On a parlé avant des Clavicules en disant que ce n’était pas un art poétique, mais une 
explication de la poésie.  Est-ce que vous pensez que vos opinions ont changé?   
 
AT: Non, non.  Elles sont restées pareilles.  Je ne réécris pas un livre comme Les 
clavicules de Minho, parce qu’il est fait.  Mais mes idées restent les mêmes.  Il y a les 
mêmes doutes, le même sentiment que ce qui gouverne le travail poétique c’est une 
formidable illusion, mais que cette illusion est devenue réelle à travers l’écriture, elle est 
devenue tellement réelle qu’elle s’impose d’elle même.  Et elle n’est pas décevante, si 
vous voulez.  Pour le lecteur je ne sais pas, mais pour le poète elle est, au contraire, très 
bénéfique.  Puisqu’elle devient une réalité, à travers l’écriture.  C’est quand même 
illusoire. Vous voyez? 
 
ES: Oui, même si c’est une réalité illusoire.  Est-ce que le “je”, à part des poèmes comme 
ceux que vous venez de terminer, dans lequel vous prenez les voix des autres, est-ce que 
le “je” dans votre poésie, le “moi” qui écrit, est cohérent entre les livres? 
 
AT: Vous voulez demandez si c’est le même “je” qui s’exprime?  Oui, c’est le même. De 
livre à livre c’est exactement le même.  Fidèle à soi-même.   
 
ES: Dans Golem vous avez parlé de l’idée kabbalistique de la brisure des vases.  Est-ce 
que ça peut décrire votre idée du monde?   
 
AT:  Oui.  La brisure des vases ... Isaac Luria en a beaucoup parlé.  C’est l’école de 
Safed, 16ème siècle, qui s’est exprimée sur cette question là et ce qui m’a beaucoup plu, 
encore plus que la brisure des vases qui est quand même une révélation de notre monde 
actuel parce qu’on est encore dans cette brisure…  Vous connaissez la légende de la 
brisure des vases, c’est une lumière qui jaillit du front de l’Adam Kadmon, homme 
primordial,  trop violente pour être supportée par le monde retenu à l’intérieur des vases, 
donc ça casse les vases et les débris des vases se mélangent à ce qu’il y avait de pur et de 
parfait à l’intérieur.  Le mal se mélange au bien à partir de ce moment là.  Et depuis on 
n’a jamais pu départager!  C’est dans la mystique juive, on n’a jamais pu séparer le bien 
du mal et c’est tout le travail du judaïsme de retrouver l’harmonie, l’adhesion à Dieu, et 
essayer de... remettre en ordre.  Ce que je voulais dire qui m’a plu, c’est l’idée d’Isaac 
Luria, la pensée que Dieu se retire dans un point.  Au fur et à mesure de ce retrait, le 
monde apparait devant lui.  Et le monde ne peut apparaitre que dans l’absence de Dieu.  
Ce qui est prouvé, on sent jamais trop sa présence!  J’aime beaucoup cette idée de retrait 
et je pense que ça doit apparaître quelque fois dans ce que j’écris, peut-être dans Golem 
mais je ne me rappelle pas.   
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ES: Mais en fait, c’est ça les deux lignes qui se joignent dans un point de l’infini.   
 
AT: Oui.   
 
ES: C’est cette possibilité du point très éloigné qui donne le mot imprononçable.   
 
AT: Oui.  C’est ça.  Donc ça s’explique de cette façon.  Et le monde donc apparaît grâce a 
ce retrait.  Ce retrait est évidemment quelque chose de définitif. 
 
ES: Et c’est quoi la place du poète là-dedans?  Dans le retrait et dans cette vision du 
monde avec un Dieu très loin et le monde ici, c’est où le poète? 
 
AT:  Le poète est dans le monde, et il est dans ce constat un peu consternant du retrait de 
Dieu.  Quelque chose... je vous parle du poète comme s’il était croyant.  Mais en fait il ne 
l’est pas.  Je veux dire personnellement, je ne suis pas vraiment croyante, mais je sais 
qu’il y a, quand même, un ordre du monde qui est assez surprenant.  C’est pourquoi, 
après toute ces études que j’ai voulu faire sur des livres, je suis arrivée à l’astrophysique.  
Je me suis beaucoup intéréssée à l’astrophysique à travers les auteurs que j’ai choisis.  
C’est pas Hubert Reeves que je préfère.  Je préfère un vietnamièn qui s’appelle…. 
(interruption of Thérèse with roses she had picked from the garden.) 
 
AT: Je disais que l’astrophysique m’a interessée au même titre que la mystique, si vous 
voulez.  Parce que je me suis rendu compte à travers un auteur vietnamien qui s’appelle 
Trinh Xuan Tuan.  J’ai lu Le chaos et l’harmonie -- ça c’est un livre merveilleux.  Si on 
veut s’initier à la compréhension du monde, du “big bang”, et tout ça.  Cet auteur que je 
soupçonne d’être croyant, fait allusion à ce retour de scientifiques vers une possibilité de 
la divinité.  Mais ça ne serait pas du tout une divinité comme les réligions l’imaginent.  
Ça serait une force ou il n’y aurait rien à voir, peut-être même avec le bien et le mal, 
voyez c’est la position de certains scientifiques maintenant.  Et je l’ai rejoint…  c’est très 
intéréssant.  La physique quantique se greffe là-dessus, c’est à dire l’infiniment petit... 
qu’on découvre être la réplique de l’infiniment grand -- ça c’est passionant aussi. 
 
ES: Oui, sûrement.  C’est fascinant comme question.  Alors, la dernière question c’est des 
autres auteurs.  Est-ce que vous pouvez nommer vos auteurs préférés? 
 
AT: Parmi les poètes?   
 
ES: Oui, parmi les poètes.  Je sais que vous avez beaucoup aimé Emily Dickinson en 
traduction, c’était quoi dans sa poésie que vous a attirée? 
 
AT: C’est sa vision philosophique.  Parce qu’en fait ça déborde le poème... par là le 
poétique va plus loin.  C’est ça qui m’a beaucoup plu chez elle.  C’est qu’il y a un 
questionnement philosophique à travers tout ce qu’elle écrit.  Mais je l’ai abordée à 
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travers la traduction de Claire Malroux.1 Je crois que ça serait très intéressant pour votre 
travail sur la traduction.  Vous verrez le travail qu’elle a fait, c’est d’une telle générosité 
et d’une telle finesse et d’une telle intelligence je trouve que c’est parfait comme travail.  
Claire Malroux est poète aussi, elle a publié chez Rougerie.   
 
ES:  Est-ce que vous avez lu d’autres poètes américains ou anglais en traduction comme 
Eliot ou Pound ou Whitman? 
 
AT: Whitman j’ai lu il y a très longtemps.   
 
ES:  Est-ce que vous souvenez quelle traduction?   
 
AT: Non, je ne me souviens pas. 
 
ES: Mais Eliot et Pound vous n’avez pas lu? 
 
AT: Non. Si, Ezra Pound un peu. 
 
ES: Des autres auteurs ou poètes que vous avez aimés? 
 
AT: Français?   
 
ES: Oui. 
 
AT: Il sont très nombreux . . . .  Au début j’ai beaucoup aimé, on va dire les écoles plutôt:  
j’aime beaucoup le romantisme allemand; j’aime aussi le romantisme anglais, mais un 
peu moins, beaucoup quand même.  Je n’aime pas trop le romantisme français.  Par 
contre... non, je n’aime pas trop.  A côté des deux autres c’est petit.  Par contre, j’ai été 
très intéressée à une époque antérieure par Racine et Corneille.  En lisant Racine et 
Corneille je pense que ça m’a peut-être appris à écrire, dans une certaine mesure.  Et ça 
s’est fait tout seul.  Tout d’un coup j’ai découvert que je savais écrire, que j’écrivais bien, 
mais je crois que c’est parce que j’avais bien étudié ces auteurs-là du dix-septième siècle.  
Et les auteurs du dix-huitième siècle, j’adore les lire aussi parce que le style est précieux.  
Il y a quelque chose de vraiment très beau dans des auteurs du dix-huitième siècle.  Alors 
entre les écoles... les symbolistes français, j’ai aimé.   
 
ES: Et, plus moderne? 
 
AT: Alors, plus moderne il y en a beaucoup, ...  bien sûr il y a René Char, il y a Jacques 
Dupin, il y a des poètes plus proches de moi comme Françoise Han qui est un très très 
bon poète je trouve… c’est trop discret sa carrière de poète.  Elle n’est pas très exigeante.  
 
1 Emily Dickinson, Une âme en incandescence, traduit et présenté par Claire Malroux (Paris: José Corti, 
1998). 
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Si pour elle même elle est très exigeante, .... mais elle n’essaie pas de se projeter sur le 
devant de la scène, pas du tout.  Donc, Janine Mitaud, j’aime beaucoup aussi.  Il y a un 
poète de Rougerie qui habitait la ville de Laon.  Une vieille dame que j’ai eu l’occasion 
de rencontrer il y a quelques années.  Elle est morte maintenant, elle était très âgée, c’est 
Marguerite Clerbout.  C’est un très grand poète.  Elle a connu Vladimir Jankelevitch.  
Elle s’est retirée... elle avait peur de la guerre, de ses consequences...elle s’est rétirée à 
Laon et elle y est restée.  Il y’en a beaucoup d’autres.  J’adore Fernando Pessoa… pour 
moi c’est un frère.  Je le ressens comme un frère portugais.   
 
ES: Est-ce que vous pensez qu’il y a une affinité parmi tous ces auteurs?   
 
AT:  Je ne ressentirais pas comme ça.  Je dirais que c’est la diversité de ces auteurs qui 
me retient.  C’est comme si on faisait bouger un kaleïdoscope, vous voyez?  C’est jamais 
la même figure, ce sont les mêmes éléments, peut-être, mais ce n’est jamais la même 
figure qui apparaît.  Ce que j’aime c’est cette diversité.   
 
ES: Est-ce que vous avez étudié Sappho à l’école? 
 
AT: À l’école, non.  Mais moi je l’ai découverte après.   
 
ES: Est-ce que ça vous plaisait? 
 
AT: Beaucoup.  Je l’ai découverte vraiment à travers un livre d’Edith Mora qui a été 
publié il y a très longtemps,1 ….  Elle a fait sa biographie, en se servant évidemment des 
éléments dont elle pouvait disposer.  C’est peut-être un peu romancé mais c’est très bien 
fait.  Mais ça c’est un livre qui doit être épuisé aussi.  A la fin du livre il y a la traduction 
de tous les poèmes de Sappho, même ceux qui sont inachevés... tout.  Elle a tout traduit.  
Ce livre je l’ai dans ma bibliothèque à Paris.  Je vous le montrerai à l’occasion, ça vaut la 
peine.   
 
ES: Oui, j’imagine.  Et vous avez découvert ce livre quand? 
 
AT: C’était dans les années soixante-dix, je crois.   
 
ES: Je demande parce que c’est toujours intéréssant. On n’a pas beaucoup de racines des 
poètes féminins, c’est pour ça que ça m’interesse toujours: elle est une des seules.   
 
TM: Louise Labé 
 
AT:  Moi quand... ah oui, c’est juste.  N’oublions pas Louise Labé parce que c’est une 
poète colossale et d’une beauté!  Dans l’école de la Renaissance à laquelle elle appartient 
c’est la plus grande, à mon avis.  Là, c’est la même chose.  J’ai un livre d’elle.  On 
 
1 Edith Mora, Sappho, histoire d’un poète (Paris: Flammarion 1966). 
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procède comme ça maintenant:  Toute sa biographie et toute l’oeuvre ensuite.  C’est un 
beau livre.   
 
ES; Je pense qu’on a fait le tour.  Merci beaucoup—je sais que c’est fatigant.   
 
AT: Non, c’est un plaisir en même temps de parler parce que ça permet de voir qu’on n’a 
pas perdu le contact avec soi-même.  On ne se pose pas de questions quand on vit.  
Quand on écrit on s’en pose un peu mais ... non non je vous remercie c’était vraiment 
intéressant de parler avec vous.   
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Appendix C 
 

Bibliographic References, Prepared by Anne Teyssiéras 
 

Literature—Authors 
 
W. Shakespeare F. Kafka Montaigne Cervantes 
 G. Grass Rabelais  
S. Beckett S. Zweig  A. Bioy Casares 
V. Woolf G. Meyrink Stendhal Cortázar 
J. Joyce  Flaubert J. L. Borges 
L. Carroll W. Gombrowicz   
O. Wilde  A. Gide G. Leopardi 
R. Kipling Dostoïevski M. Proust C. Pavese 
E. A. Poe L. Tolstoï A. Cohen I. Calvino 
Ann Radcliffe M. Boulgakov M. Blanchot E. Morante 
 G. Bataille  
H. Melville Selma Lagerlöf M. Yourcenar  
G. Stein  N. Sarraute  
W. Faulkner    
J. Cowper Powys    
W. S. Burroughs    
Mary Webb    
Rosamond Lehman    
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Poetry 
 
German Romantics E. Dickinson Molière 
Holdërlin  Corneille 
R. M. Rilke  Racine 
 F. Pessoa  
 O. Paz A. de Noailles 
 A. de Musset 
 

A. Akhmatova S. Mallarmé 
 M. Tsvetaeva P. Valéry 
 Baudelaire 
 Rimbaud 
 Nerval 
 

P. J. Jouve 
 M. Schwob 
 J. Cocteau 
 

A. Artaud 
 R. Daumal 
 H. Michaux 

M. Leiris 
G. Schehadé 
E. Jabès 

Rutebeuf 
François Villon 
Maurice Scève 
Louise Labé J. Follain 

 P. Albert-Birot 
 R. Char 
 J. Dupin 
Homère  A. de Staël 
 Y. Bonnefoy 
 Ph. Jaccottet 
 B. Noël 
 Ch.Bobin 
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Mystical Works 
 
The Old Testament 
 

Gershom G. Scholem, Les origines de la Kabbale, Aubier-Montaigne 
Les grands courants de la Mystique juive, Payot 
 

A. Dupont-Sommer, Les écrits esséniens découverts près de la Mer Morte, Payot 
 

Marcelle Senard, Le Zodiaque, clef de l’ontologie appliqué à la psychologie, Villain et  
Belhomme 

 

Oswald Wirth, Le Tarot des imagiers du Moyen Age, Tchou, éditeur 
 

Michel Roquebert, L’épopée cathare, Privat 
 

Martin Buber, Les récits hassidiques, Editions du Rocher 
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Philosophy   Sociology 
 
Presocratics G. Bachelard Rousseau 
Greek tragedies J. P. Sartre Diderot 
Plato R. Barthes Pascal 
 
Virgil E. Morin  
Ovid M. Serres Mme. de La Fayette 
Lucretius R. Girard G. de Staël 
 S. Moscovici  
Spinoza M. Foucault  
 G. Deleuze  
S. Kierkegaard E. Levinas  
F. Engels   
F. Nietzsche   
 Cioran  
W. Benjamin   
 
T. W. Adorno   
K. Axelos   
 

Travel Narratives 
 

Christopher Columbus Marco Polo James Cook J. F. de Lapérouse 
Jacques Cartier Samuel Champlain Hernan Cortès  Bougainville . . . 
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Scientific Works 
 

Jean Audouze Michel Cassé Jean-Claude Carrière 
Conversations sur l’invisible 
Belfond/Sciences 
 

Hubert Reeves Trinh Xuan Thuan 
L’heure de s’énivrer La mélodie secrète 
Seuil Le chaos et l’harmonie 
 Folio essais 
Patience dans l’azur  
Seuil  
 

Douglas Hofstadter 
Godel Escher Bach 
Les brins d’une guirlande éternelle 
InterEditions 
 

Sven Ortoli Jean-Pierre Pharabod 
Le Cantique des Quantiques 
Editions la Découverte 
 

Stéphane Mosès 
L’Ange de l’Histoire 
Seuil 
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