


All this must be considered as if spoken by a character in a 
novel. 1 

The subject of nostalgia comes into the picture: it belongs 
to the precarious hold that a person may have on the inner 
representation of a lost object. 2

Nostalgia is a sadness without an object, a sadness which cre-
ates a longing that of necessity is inauthentic because it does 
not take part in lived experience. Rather, it remains behind 
and before that experience. Nostalgia is like any form of nar-
rative, and hence, is always ideological: the past it seeks has 
never existed except as narrative, and hence, always absent, 
that past continually threatens to reproduce itself as a felt 
lack. 3  



If a person very close to us is dying, there is something in 
the months to come that we dimly apprehend—much as we 
should have liked to share it with him—could only happen 
through his absence. We greet him at the last in a language 
that he no longer understands. 7

Cisplatin, Pemetrexed, Avastin. 8

The photograph is literally an emanation of the referent. From 
a real body, which was there, proceeded radiations which ul-
timately touch me,  who am here; the duration of the trans-
mission is insignificant; the photograph of the missing being, 
as Sontag says, will touch me like the delayed rays of a star. 
A sort of umbilical cord links the body of the photographed 
thing to my gaze: light, though impalpable, is here a carnal 
medium, a skin I share. 4

 
The photograph as souvenir is a logical extension of the 
pressed flower, the preservation of an instant in time through 
a reduction of physical dimensions and a corresponding in-
crease in significance supplied by means of narrative. [...] 
Temporally, the souvenir moves history into private time. 5

The souvenir involves the displacement of attention into the 
past. The souvenir is not simply an object appearing out of 
context, an object from the past incongrously surviving in the 
present; rather, its function is to envelope the present within 
the past. 6



Endlessly I sustain the discourse of the beloved’s absence; 
actually a preposterous situation; the other is absent as refer-
ent, present as allocution. The singular distortion generates 
a kind of insupportable present; I am wedged between two 
tenses, that of the reference and that of the allocution: you 
have gone (which I lament), you are here (since I am address-
ing you). Whereupon I know what the present, difficult tense, 
is: a pure portion of anxiety.  Absence persists—I must en-
dure it. Hence I will manipulate it: transform the distortion 
of time into oscillation, produce rhythm, make an entrance 
onto the stage of language (language is born of absence: the 
child has made himself a doll out of spool, throws it away and 
picks it up again, miming  the mother’s departure and return: 
a paradigm is created). Absence becomes an active practice, a 
business (which keeps me from doing anything else); there is 
a creation of fiction which has many roles (doubts, reproach-
es, desires, melancholies). This staging of language postpones 
the other’s death: a very short interval, we are told, separates 
the time during which the child still believes his mother to 
be absent and the time during which he believes her to be 
already dead. To manipulate absence is to extend this inter-
val, to delay as long as possible the moment when the other 
might tipple sharply from absence into death. 9

I wanted to do a show that would disappear completely. It 
had a lot to do with disappearance and learning. [...] Freud 
said that we rehearse our fears in order to lessen them. In 
a way this “letting go” of the work, this refusal to make a 
static form, a monolithic sculpture, in favor of a disappearing, 
changing, unstable, and fragile form was an attempt on my 
part to rehearse my fears of having Ross disappear day by day 
right in front of my eyes. 10

The methodological centrality of the personal carries through 
his complete oeuvre. He has commented: “It is not hard for 
me to tell things about myself personally—that’s the easy 
part. The hard part about making personal work is not to 
make it one man’s problem—not to make a film that just 
refers to my own grief. Who cares about that? I want people 
to be able to enter the film through their own lives ... But by 
myself being open I think they can be open to themselves. 
That’s what I think a personal film has to do—has to show a 
trust but then it has to become more meaningful than what 
that story is about. It has to be bigger.” 11



We found by way of explanation that in mourning time is 
needed for the command of reality-testing to be carried out 
in detail, and that when this work has been accomplished the 
ego will have succeeded in freeing its libido from the lost ob-
ject. We may imagine that the ego is occupied with analogous 
work during the course of melancholia; in neither case have 
we any insight into the economies of the course of events. 12

To articulate the past historically does not mean to recognize 
it “the way it really was” (Ranke). It means to seize hold of a 
memory as it flashes up at a moment of danger. 13

Nothing sorts out memories from ordinary moments. 
Later on they do claim remembrance when they show their 
scars. 14



It is now a commonplace assumption to believe that some-
thing essential is lost, or at least attenuated, in the process of 
growing up. Whether it is called vision or imagination, or 
vitality, or hope, lives are considered to erode over time (the 
idealization of childhood and adolescence is reactive to this 
belief ). And it is, of course, integral to this story to conceive 
of death as an enemy—as something we fight, something 
that makes surprise attacks—and not as of a piece with our 
lives. 15

[Little Prince] “You know, when you are feeling very sad, 
sunsets are wonderful ...”
[Narrator]: “On the day of the fourty-four times, were you 
feeling very sad?”
But the little prince didn’t answer. 16

It is a good thing, he thought, that out of consideration for 
the reader, there should pass through the essay’s discourse, 
from time to time, a sensual object. 17



The temporality of everyday life is marked by an irony which 
is  its own creation, for this temporality is held to be ongo-
ing and nonreversible and, at the same time, characterized 
by repetition and predictability. The pages falling off the cal-
endar, the notches marked in a tree that no longer stands 
—these are the signs of the everyday, the effort to articulate 
difference through counting. 18

For both art and life depend wholly on the laws of optics, 
on perspective and illusion; both, to be blunt, depend on the 
necessity of error. 19

Being is a becoming. And this becoming does not achieve 
stabilization even with death. Long after a given being has 
ceased to be physically in the world, it remains there, mne-
monically, “housed’ in all of the psyches that have ever af-
firmed it. In each of those psyches, it is not a coherent and 
stable entity, but a constellation of diverse and highly particu-
larized sounds and images, caught up in a ceaseless process of 
flux and transformation. 20

And even when the bird walks, one still knows him winged. 21



Silence remains, inescapably, a form of speech (in many 
instances, of complaint or indictment) and an element in a 
dialogue. 22
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