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FOREWORD

Not all who would be are Narcissus. Many who lean
over the water see only a vague human figure. Genet
sees himself everywhere; the dullest surfaces reflect his
image; even in others he perceives himself, thereby bring-
ing to light their deepest secrets. The disturbing theme of
the double, the image, the counterpart, the enemy brother,
is found in all his works.

Each of them has the strange property of being both
itself and the reflection of itself. Genet brings before us a
dense and teeming throng which intrigues us, transports
us and changes into Genet beneath Genet’s gaze, Hitler
appears, talks, lives; he removes his mask: it was Genet.
But the little servant girl with the swollen feet who mean-
while was burying her child—that was Genet too. In The
Thief’s Journal the myth of the double has assumed its
most reassuring, most common, most natural form. Here
Genet speaks of Genet without intermediary. He talks of
his life, of his wretchedness and glory, of his loves; he tells
the story of his thoughts. One might think that, like
Montaigne, he is going to draw a good-humored and
familiar self portrait. But Genet is never familiar, even
with himself. He does, to be sure, tell us everything. The
whole truth, nothing but the truth, but is it the sacred
tn{th. He opens up one of his myths; he tells us: “You're
going to see what stuff it’s made of,” and we find another
n}yth. He reassures us only to disturb us further. His auto-
biography is not an autobiography; it merely seems like
one; it is a sacred cosmogony. His stories are not stories.
They excite you and fascinate you; you think he is re-
lating facts and suddenly you realize he is describing rites.
'If.he talks of the wretched beggars of the Barrio Chino,
'1tis'only to debate, in lordly style, questions of precedence
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and etiquette; he is the Saint-Simon of this Court of
Miracles. His memories are not memories; they are exact
but sacred; he speaks about his Iife like an evangelist, as
a wonder-struck witness. When Edouard, the novelist in
Gide’s The Counterfeiters, writes the journal of his novel,
he is no longer fictitious But Genet the novelist, speaking
of Genet the thief, is more of a thief than the thief; the
thief and his double are alike sacred. Thus there comes
into bemg that new object: a mythology of the myth (like
the blues song that was called The Birth of the Blues);
behind the first-degree myths—The Thief, Murder, the
Beggar, the Homosexual—we discover the reflective
myths: the Poet, the Saint, the Double, Art. Nothing but
myths, then; a Genet with a Genet stuffing, like the
prunes of Tours If, however, you are able to see at the
seam the thin line separating the enveloping myth from
the enveloped myth, you will discover the truth, which is
terrifying. That is why I do not fear to call this book,
the most beautiful that Genet has written, the Dichtung
und Wahrheit of homosexuality.

Jean-Paul Sartre



Convicts’ garb is striped pink and white. Though it was
at my heart’s bidding that I chose the universe wherein
1 delight, I at least have the power of finding therein the
many meanings I wish to find: there is a close relation-
ship between flowers and convicts. The fragility and deli-
cacy of the former are of the same nature as the brutal
insensitivity of the latter.! Should I have to portray a
convict—or a criminal—I shall so bedeck him with
flowers that, as he disappears beneath them, he will him-
self become a flower, a gigantic and new one. Toward
what is known as evil, I lovingly pursued an adventure
which led me to prison. Though they may not always be
handsome, men doomed-to evil possess the manly virtues.
Of their own volition, or owing to an accident which has
been cl'fo§en for them, they plunge lucidly and without
complaining into a reproachful, ignominious element, like
that into which love, if it is profound, hurls human beings.
Erotic play discloses a nameless world which is revealed
by the nocturnal language of lovers, Such language is not
vritten down, It is whispered into the ear at night in a
hf)arse voice. At dawn it is forgotten. Repudiating the
virtues of your world, criminals hopelessly agree to or-
- ganize a forbidder} universe. They agree to live in it. The

———————

1 o . . o
My excitement is the oscillation from one to the other.
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air there is nauseating: they can breathe it. But—crim-
inals are remote from you—as in love, they turn away
and turn me away from the world and its laws. Theirs
smells of sweat, sperm, and blood. In short, to my body
and my thirsty soul it offers devotion. It was because their
world contains these erotic conditions that I was bent on
evil. My adventure, never governed by rebellion or a
feeling of injustice, will be merely one long mating,
burdened and complicated by a heavy, strange, erotic
ceremonial (figurative ceremonies leading to jail and an-
ticipating it). Though it be the sanction, in my eyes the
justification too, of the foulest crime, it will be the sign
of the most utter degradation, That ultimate point to
which the censure of men leads was to appear to me the
ideal place for the purest, that is, the most turbid ama-
tory harmony, where illustrious ash-weddings are cele-
brated. Desiring to hymn them, I use what is offered me
by the form of the most exquisite natural sensibility,
which is already aroused by the garb of convicts. The
material evokes, both by its colors and roughness, certain
flowers whose petals are slightly fuzzy, which detail is
sufficient for me to associate the idea of strength and
shame with what is most naturally precious and fragile.
This association, which tells me things about myself,
would not suggest itself to another mind; mine cannot
avoid it. Thus I offered my tenderness to the’convicts; I
wanted to call them by charming names, to designate
their crimes with, for modesty’s sake, the subtlest meta-
phor (beneath which veil I would not have been unaware
of the murderer’s rich muscularity, of the violence of his
sexual organ). Is it not by the following image that I
prefer to imagine them in Guiana: the strongest, with a
horn, the “hardest,” veiled by mosquito netting? And
each flower within me leaves behind so solemn a sadness
that all of them must signify sorrow, death. Thus I sought
love as it pertained to the penal colony. Each of my pas-
sions led me to hope for it, gave me a ghimpse oi; it, offers
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me criminals, offers me to them or impels me to f:rime.
As T write this book, the last convicts are returning to
France. The newspapers have been reporting the matter.
The heir of kings feels a like emptiness if the republic
deprives him of his anointment. The end oﬁf .the p?nal
colony prevents us from attaining with our living mmc-ls
the mythical underground regions. Our most dramatic
movement has been clipped away: our exodus, the em-
barkation, the procession on the sea, which was performed
with bowed head. The return, this same procession in
reverse, is without meaning., Within me, the destruction
of the colony corresponds to a kind of punishment of
punishment: I am castrated, I am shorn of my infamy.
Unconcerned about beheading our dreams of their
glories, they awaken us prematurely. The home prisons
have their power: it is not the same. It is minor. It has
none of that elegant, slightly bowed grace. The atmos-
phere there is so heavy that you have to drag yourself
about. You creep along. The home prisons are more
stifly erect, more darkly and severely; the slow, solemn
agony of the penal colony was a more perfect blossoming | |
of abjection.? So that now the home jails, bloated with
evil males, are black yvith them, as with blood that has
E;:)(}:n s};ot through with carbonic gas. (I have written
ack., ' The outfit of the convicts—captives, captivity,
cven prisoners, words too noble to name us—forces the
;"tmrl upon me: the outfit is made of brown homespun.)
th::: :ﬁz\:(} them that my desire will turn. T am aware
! is often a semblance of the burlesque in the

S\?cla?)gznorhin prti}slonf. On the bulky, resonant base of their
shoes, the fram %
s e of the condemned men is always

1
Tts abolition is so )
e cat a lo
within me and for mygsI;zlf alon: * 20 e that I searetly recompose,

of Gut ;> 2 colony more vicious th

Y ”l('»}i:l’?n'l'ih I add th?ft t.he home prisons can be said to be ?'Iilnﬂ;}?:
A cruc tight ey, & o1 he sun Everything transpires there in
uciaty. cannot refrain from choosing as a sign of
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somewhat shaky. In front of a wheelbarrow, it suddenly
breaks up stupidly. In the presence of a guard they bow
their heads and hold in their hands the big straw sun
bonnet—which the younger ones decorate (I should pre-
fer it so) with a stolen rose granted by the guard—or a
brown homespun beret. They strike poses of wretched
humility. If they are beaten, something within them must
nevertheless stiffen: the coward, the sneak, cowardice,
sneakiness are—when kept in a state of the hardest, purest
cowardice and sneakiness—hardened by a “dousing,” as
soft iron is hardened by dousing They persist in servility,
despite everything. Though I do not neglect the deformed
and misshapen, it is the handsomest criminals whom my
tenderness adorns,

Crime, I said to myself, had a long wait before pro-
ducing such perfect successes as Pilorge and Angel Sun.
In order to finish them off (the term is a cruel onel) it
was necessary for a host of coincidences to concur: to
the beauty of their faces, to the strength and elegance of
their bodies there had to be added their taste for crime,
the circumstances which made the criminal, the moral
vigor capable of accepting such a destiny, and, finally,
punishment, its cruelty, the intrinsic quality which en-
ables a criminal to glory in it, and, over all of this, areas
of darkness. If the hero join combat with night and con-
quer it, may shreds of it remain upon him! The same hesi-
tation, the same crystallization of happy circumstances
governs the success of a pure sleuth I cherish them both.
But if I love their crime, it is for the punishment it in-
volves, “the penalty” (for I cannot suppose that they
have not anticipated it One of them, the former boxer
Ledoux, answered the inspectors smilingly: “My crimes?
It’s before committing them that T might have regretted
them”) in which I want to accompany them so that,
come what may, my love may be filled to overflowing.

I do not want to conceal in this journal the other
reasons which made me a thief, the simplest being the



The Thiefs Journal 7

need to eat, though revolt, bitterness, anger or any similar
sentiment never entered into my choice. With fanatical
care, “jealous care,” I prepared for my adventure as one
arranges a couch or a room for love; I was hot for crime.



I give the name violence to a boldness lying idle and
enamoured of danger. It can be seen in a look, a walk, a
smile, and it is in you that it creates an eddying. It un-
nerves you. This violence is a calm that disturbs you.
One sometimes says: “A guy with class!” Pilorge’s deli-
cate features were of an extreme violence. Their delicacy
in particular was violent. Violence of the design of Stili-
tano’s only hand, simply lying on the table, still, render-
ing the repose disturbing and dangerous. I have worked
with thieves and pimps whose authority bent me to their
will, but few proved to be really bold, whereas the one
who was most so—Guy—was without violence. Stilitano,
Pilorge and Michaelis were cowards. Java too. Even when
at rest, motionless and smiling, there escaped from them
through the eyes, the nostrils, the mouth, the palm of the
hand, the bulging basket, through that brutal hillock of
the calf under the wool or demim; a radiant and somber
anger, visible as a haze,

But, almost always, there is nothing to indicate it, save
the absence of the usual signs. René’s face is charming at
first. The downward curve of his nose gives him a roguish
look, though the somewhat leaden paleness of his anxious
face makes you uneasy. His eyes are hard, his movements
calm and sure. In the cans he calmly beats up the queers;
he frisks them, robs them, sometimes, as a finishing touch,
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he kicks them in the kisser with his heel. T don’t like him,
but his calmness masters me. He operates, in the dead of
night, around the urinals, the lawns, the shrubbery, under
the trees on the Champs-Elysées, near the stations, at the
Porte Maillot, in the Bois de Boulogne (always at night)
with a seriousness from which romanticism is excluded.
When he comes in, at two or three in the morning, I feel
him stocked with adventures. Every part of his body,
which is nocturnal, has been involved: his hands, his
arms, his legs, the back of his neck. But he, unaware of
these marvels, tells me about them in forthright language.
From his pockets he takes rings, wedding bands, watches,
the evening’s loot. He puts them in a big glass which will
soon be full. He is not surprised by queers or their ways,
which merely facilitate his jobs. When he sits on my bed,
my ear snatches at scraps of adventure: An officer in
underwear whose wallet! he steals and who, pointing
with his forefinger, orders: “Get out!” René-the-wise-
guy’s answer: “You think you’re in the army?” Too hard
a punch on an old man’s skull. The one who fainted when
René, who was all excited, opened a drawer in which
there was a supply of phials of morphine. The queer who
was broke and whom he made get down on his knees be-
fore him. I am attentive to these accounts. My Antwerp
life grows stronger, carrying on in a firmer body, in ac-
cordance with manly methods. I encourage René, I give
him advice, he listens to me. I tell him never to talk first.
“Let the guy come up to you, keep him dangling. Act a
little surprised when he suggests that you do it. Figure out
who to act dumb with.”

_ Every night I get a few scraps of information. My
Imagination does not get lost in them. My excitement
seems to be due to my assuming within me the role of
bot.h victim and criminal. Indeed, as a matter of fact, I
emit, I project at night the victim and criminal born of
me; I bring them together somewhere, and toward morn-

* He says: “I did his wallet.”
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ing I am thrilled to learn that the victim came very close
to getting the death penalty and the criminal to being
sent to the colony or guillotined. Thus my excitement ex-
tends as far as that region of mysclf, which is Guiana,

Without their wishing it, the gestures and destinies of
these men are stormy. Their soul endures a violence
which it had not desired and which it has domesticated.
Those whose usual climate is violence are simple in rela-
tion to themselves. Each of the movements which make
up this swift and devastating life is simple and straight,
as clean as the stroke of a great draftsman—but when
these strokes are encountered in movement, then the
storm breaks, the lightning that kills them or me. Yet,
what is their violence compared to mine, which was to
accept theirs, to make it mine, to wish it for myself, to
intercept it, to utilize it, to force it upon myself, to know
it, to premeditate it, to discern and assume its perils? But
what was mine, willed and necessary for my defense, my
toughness, my rigor, compared to the violence they un-
derwent like a malediction, risen from an inner fire si-
multaneously with an outer light which sets them ablaze
and illuminates us? We know that their adventures are
childish. They themselves are fools, They are ready to kill
or be killed over a card game in which an opponent—or
they themselves—was cheating. Yet, thanks to such guys,
tragedies are possible.

This kind of definition—by so many opposing examples
—of violence shows you that I shall not make use of
words the better to depict an event or its hero, but so
that they may tell you something about myself. In order
to understand me, the reader’s complicity will be neces-
sary. Nevertheless, I shall warn him whenever my lyricism
makes me lose my footing.

Stilitano was big and strong. His gait was both supple-
and heavy, brisk and slow, sinuous; he was nimble. A
large part of his power over me—and over the whores of
the Barrio Chino—lay in the spittle he passed from one
cheek to the other and which he would sometimes draw
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out in front of his mouth like a veil. “But where does
he get that spit,” I would ask myself, “where does he
bring it up from? Mine will never have the unctuousness
or color of his. It will merely be spun glassware, trans-
parent and fragile.” It was therefore natural for me to
imagine what his penis would be if he smeared it for my
benefit with so fine a substance, with that precious cob-
web, a tissue which I secretly called the veil of the palace.
He wore an old gray cap with a broken visor. When he
tossed it on the floor of our room, it suddenly became the
carcass of a poor partridge with a clipped wing, but when
he put it on, pulling it down a bit over the ear, the op-
posite edge of the visor rose up to reveal the most glori~
ous of blond locks. Shall I speak of his lovely bright eyes,
modestly lowered—yvet it could be said of Stilitano: “His
bearing is immodest”—over which there closed eyelids
and lashes so blond, so luminous and thick, that they
brought in not the shade of evening but the shade of evil.
After all, what meaning would there be in the sight that
staggers me when, in a harbor, I see a sail, little by little,
by fits and starts, spreading out and with difficulty rising
on the mast of a ship, hesitantly at first, then resolutely,
if these movements were not the very symbol of the move-
ments of my love for Stilitano? I met him in Barcelona.
He was living among beggars, thieves, fairies and whores.
He was handsome, but it remains to be seen whether he
owed all that beauty to my fallen state. My clothes were

_dirty and shabby. I was hungry and cold. This was the
most miserable period of my life.

1932. Spain at the time was covered with vermin, its
beggars. They went from village to village, to Andalusia
because it is warm, to Catalonia because it is rich, but
the whole country was favorable to us. I was thus a louse,
and conscious of being one. In Barcelona we hung around
the Calle Mediodia and the Calle Carmen. We sometimes -
slept six.in a bed without sheets, and at dawn we would
go begging in the markets. We would leave the Barrio
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Chino in a group and scatter over the Parallclo, carrying
shopping baskets, for the housewives would give us a leck
or turnip rather than a coin. At noon we would return,
and with the gleanings we would make our soup. It is the
life of vermin that I am going to describe. In Barcelona
I saw male couples in which the more loving of the two
would say to the other:

“T’1l take the basket this morning.”

He would take it and leave. One day Salvador gently
pulled the basket from my hands and said, “I’'m going to
beg for you.”

It was snowing. He went out into the freezing street,
wearing a torn and tattered jacket—the pockets were
ripped and hung down—and a shirt stiff with dirt. His
face was poor and unhappy, shifty, pale, and filthy, for
we dared not wash since it was so cold. Around noon, he
returned with the vegetables and a bit of fat. Here I draw
attention to one of those lacerations—horrible, for I shall
provoke them despite the danger—by which beauty was
revealed to me. An immense—and brotherly—Ilove swelled
my body and bore me toward Salvador. Leaving the hotel
shortly after him, I would see him a way off beseeching
the women. I knew the formula, as I had already begged
for others and myself: it mixes Christian religion with
charity; it merges the poor person with God; it is so
' humble an emanation from the heart that T think it scents
with violet the straight, light breath of the beggar who
utters it All over Spain at the time they were saying:

“Por Dios.” i

Without hearing him, I would imagine Salvador mur-
muring it at all the stalls, to all the housewives. I would
keep an eye on him as the pimp keeps an eye on his
whore, but with such tenderness in my heart! Thus, Spain
and my life as a beggar familiarized me with the state-
liness of abjection, for it took a great deal of pride (that
Is, of love) to embellish those filthy, despised creatures.
1t took a great deal of talent, which came to me little by
hittle. Though I may be unable to describe its mechanism



The Thiefs Journal 13

to you, at least I can say that I slowly forced myself to
consider that wretched life as a deliberate necessity. Never
did I try to make of it something other than what it was,
1 did not try to adorn it, to mask it, but, on the contrary,
I wanted to affirm it in its exact sordidness, and the most
sordid signs became for me signs of grandeur.

I was dismayed when, one evening, while searching
me after a raid—I am speaking of a scene which pre-
ceded the one with which this book begins—the aston-
ished detective took from my pocket, among other things,
a tube of vaseline. We dared joke about it since it con--
tained mentholated vaseline. The whole record office, and
I too, though painfully, writhed with laughter at the fol-
lowing:

“You take it in the nose?”

“Watch out you don’t catch cold. You’d give your guy
whooping cough.”

I translate but lamely, in the language of a Paris
hustler, the malicious irony of the vivid and venomous
Spanish phrases. It concerned a tube of vaseline, one of
whose ends was partially rolled up. Which amounts to
saying that it had been put to use. Amidst the elegant
onects taken from the pockets of the men who had been
picked up in the raid, it was the very sign of abjection,
of that which is concealed with the greatest of care, but
yet the sign of a secret grace which was soon to save me
from contempt. When I was locked up in a cell, and as
soon as I had sufficiently regained my spirits to rise above
the misfortune of my arrest, the image of the tube of
vaseline never left me. The policemen had shown it to me
victoriously, since they could thereby flourish their re-
venge, their hatred, their contempt. But lo and behold!
that dirty, wretched object whose purpose seemed to the
wox:ld~to that concentrated delegation of the world
}’Vthh is the police and, above all, that particular gather-
ing of Spanish police, smelling of garlic, sweat and oil,
but substantial looking, stout of muscle and strong in their
moral assurance—utterly vile, became extremely precious
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to me. Unlike many objects which my tenderness singles
out, this one was not.at all haloed; it remained on the
table a little gray leaden tube of vaseline, broken and
livid, whose astonishing discreteness, and its essential cor-
respondence with all the commonplace things in the
record office of a prison (the bench, the inkwell, the reg-
ulations, the scales, the odor), would, through the gen-
eral indifference, have distressed me, had not the very
content of the tube made me think, by bringing to mind
an oil lamp (perhaps because of its unctuous character),
of a night light beside a coffin.

In describing it, I recreate the little object, but the
following image cuts in: beneath a lamppost, in a street
of the city where I am writing, the pallid face of a little
old woman, a round, flat little face, like the moon, very
pale; I cannot tell whether it was sad or hypocritical. She
approached me, told me she was very poor and asked for
a little money. The gentleness of that moon-fish face told
me at once: the old woman had just got out of prison.

“She’s a thief,” I said to myself. As I walked away from
her, a kind of intense reverie, living deep within me and
not at the edge of my mind, led me to think that it was
perhaps my mother whom T had just met. T know nothing
of her who abandoned me in the cradle, but I hoped it
was that old thief who begged at night.

“What if it were she?” I thought as I walked away
from the old woman. Oh! if it were, I would cover her
with flowers, with gladioluses and roses, and with kisses!
I would weep with tenderness over those moon-fish eyes,
over that round, foolish face! “And why,” I went on,
“why weep over it?” It did not take my mind long to re-
place these customary marks of tenderness by some other
gesture, even the vilest and most contemptible, which I
empowered to mean as much as the kisses, or the tears,
or the flowers,

) “I'd be glad to slobber over her,” I thought, overflow-
ing with love (Does the word glaieul [gladiolus] men-
tioned above bring into play the word glaviaux [gobs of
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spit]*) To slobber over her hair or vomit into heér hands.
But I would adore that thief who is my mother. .

The tube of vaseline, which was intended to grease my
.prick and those of my lovers, summoned up the face of
her who, during a reverie that moved through the dark
alleys of the city, was the most cherished of mothers. It
had served me in the preparation of so many secret joys,
in places worthy of its discrete banality, that it had be-
come the condition of my happiness, as my sperm-spotted
handkerchief testified. Lying on the table, it was a banner
telling the invisible legions of my triumph over the police.
Iwasina cell. I knew that all night long my tube of vase-
Ime would be exposed to the scorn—the contrary of a |
Perpetual Adoration—of 2 group of strong, handsome,
husky policemen. So strong that if the weakest of them
barely squeezed his fingers together, there would shoot
forth, first with a slight fart, brief and dirty, a ribbon of
gum which would continue to emerge in a ridiculous
silence, Nevertheless, T was sure that this puny and most
humble object would hold its own against them; by its

tnere presence it would be able to exasperate all the police
in the world; it would draw down upon itself contempt,
hatred, white and dumb rages. It would perhaps be
slightly bantering—like a tragic hero amused at stirring
up the wrath of the gods—indestructible, like him, faith-

ful to my happiness, and proud. I would like t hymn it
with the newest words . .

; in the French language. But I
would have also liked to fight for it, to organize massacres
n its honor and bedeck a countryside at twilight with
red bunting,!

The beauty of a moral act depends on the beauty of its
expression. To say that it is beautiful is to decide that it
will be so. It remains to be proven so. This is the task of
Images, thaf: is, of the correspondence with the splendors
of the physical world. The act i beautiful if it provokes,

[ Y

1 .
Smylo‘g/jc:élél indeed rather have shed blood than repudiate that
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and in our throat reveals, song. Sometimes the conscious-
ness with which we have pondered a reputedly vile act,
the power of expiession which must signify it, impel us
to song. This means that treachery is beautiful if it makes
us sing. To betray thieves would be not only to find myself
again in the moral world, I thought, but also to find my-
self once more in homosexuality. As I grow strong, I am
body to which is sometimes added manly grace. Beauty
‘indicates to me the harmonious quality of a face and
my own god. I dictate. Applied to men, the word beauty
is then accompanied by magnificent, masterly, sovereign
gestures. We imagine that they are determined by very
special moral attitudes, and by the cultivation of such
virtues in ourselves we hope to endow our poor faces and
sick bodies with the vigor that our lovers possess natu-
rally. Alas, these virtues, which they themselves never
possess, are our weakness,

Now as I write, I muse on my lovers. I would like them
to be smeared with my vaseline, with that soft, slightly
mentholated substance; I would like their muscles to
bathe in that delicate transparence without which the
tool of the handsomest is less lovely.

When a limb has been removed, the remaining one is
said to grow stronger. I had hoped that the vigor of the
arm which Stilitano had lost might be concentrated in
his penis. For a long time I imagined a solid member,
like a blackjack, capable of the most outrageous impu-
dence, though what first intrigued me was what Stilitano
allowed me to know of it: the mere crease, though curi-
ously precise in the left leg, of his blue denim trousers.
This detail might have haunted my dreams less had
Stilitano not, at odd moments, put his left hand on it,
and had he not, like ladies making a curtsey, indicated
the crease by delicately pinching the cloth with his nails.
T do not think he ever lost his self-possession, but with
. e he was particularly calm. With a slightly impertinent

smile, though quite nonchalantly, he would watch me
adore him. T know that he will love me.
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Before Salvador, basket In hand, crossed the threshold
of our hotel, T was so excited that I kissed him in the
street, but he pushed me aside:

“You're crazy! People’ll take us for mariconas!”

He spoke French fairly well, having learned it in the
region around Perpignan where he used to go for the
grape harvesting. Deeply wounded, I turned away. His
face was purple, His complexion was that of winter cab-
bage. Salvador did not smile. He was shocked. “That’s
what I get,” he must have thought, “for getting up so
early to go begging in the snow. He doesn’t know how
to behave.” His hair was wet and shaggy. Behind the
window, faces were staring at us, for the lower part of the
hotel was occupied by a café that opened on the street
and through which you had to pass in order to go up to
the rooms; Salvador wiped his face with his sleeve and
went in. I hesitated, Then I followed. I was twenty years
old. If the drop that hesitates at the edge of a nostril has
the limpidity of a tear, why shouldn’t T drink it with the
same eagerness? I was already sufficiently involved in the
rehabilitation of the ignoble. Were it not for fear of re-
volting Salvador, I would have done it in the café. He,
however, sniffled, and T gathered that he was swallowing
his snot. Basket in arm, passing the beggars and the gut-
tersnipes, he moved toward the kitchen. He preceded me.

“What’s the matter with you?” I said.

“You’re attracting attention.”

“What’s wrong?”’ ‘

] “People don’t kiss that way on the sidewalk, Tonight,
if you like ., . ?

He said it all with a charmless pout and the same dis-

dain. I.had simply wanted to show my gratitude, to warm
him with my poor tenderness.

“But what were you thinking?”

Spme{me bumped into him without apologizing, sepa-
rating him from me. I did not follow him to the kitchen.
I went over to a bench where there was a vacant seat
near the stove. Though I adored vigorous beauty, I didn’t
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bother my head much about how I would bring myself
to love this homely, squalid beggar who was bullied by
the less bold, how I would come to care for his angular
buttocks . . . and what if, unfortunately, he were to
have a magnificent tool?

The Barrio Chino was, at the time, a kind of haunt
thronged less with Spaniards than with foreigners, all of
them down-and-out bums We were sometimes dressed
- in almond-green or jonquil-yellow silk shirts and shabby
sneakers, and our hair was so plastered down that it
looked as if it would crack. We did not have leaders but
rather directors, I am unable to explain how they became
what they were. Probably it was as a result of profitable
operations in the sale of our meager booty. They attended
to our affairs and let us know about jobs, for which they
took a reasonable commission. We did not form loosely
organized bands, but amidst that vast, filthy disorder, in a
neighborhood stinking of oil, piss and shit, a few waifs
and strays relied on others more clever than themselves.
The squalor sparkled with the youth of many of our num-
ber and with the more mysterious brilliance of a few who
really scintillated, youngsters whose bodies, gazes and
gestures were charged with a magnetism which made of
us their object. That is how I was staggered by one of
them. In order to do justice to the one-armed Stilitano I
shall wait a few pages. Let it be known from the start
that he was devoid of any Christian virtue. All his bril-
liance, all his power, had their source between his legs.
His penis, and that which "completes it, the whole ap-
paratus, was so beautiful that the only thing I can call
it is a generative organ. One might have thought he was
dead, for he rarely, and slowly, got excited: he watched.
He generated in the darkness of a well-buttoned fly,
though buttoned by only one hand, the luminosity with
which its bearer will be aglow.

My relations with Salvador lasted for six months. It
was not the most intoxicating but rather the most fecund
of loves, I had managed to love that sickly body, gray
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face, and ridiculously sparse beard. Salvador to?k care
of me, but at night, by candlelight, I hux.lted' for h.ce, our
pets, in the seams of his trousers. The lice inhabited us.
They imparted to our clothes an animation, a presence,
which, when they had gone, left our garments lifeless. We
Jiked to know—and feel—that the translucent bugs were
swarming; though not tamed, they were so much a part
of us that a third person’s louse disgusted us. We chased
them away but with the hope that during the day the nits
would have hatched. We crushed them with our nails,
without disgust and without hatred. We did not throw
their corpses—or remains—into the garbage; we let them
fall, bleeding with our blood, into our untidy under-
clothes. The lice were the only sign of our prosperity, of
the very underside of prosperity, but it was logical that
by making our state perform an operation which justified
it,.we were, by the same token, justifying the sign of this
state. Having become as useful for the knowledge of our
decline as jewels for the knowledge of what is called
triumph, the lice were precious. They were both our
shame and our glory. I lived for a long time in a room
without windows, except a transom on the corridor,
where, in the evening, five little faces, cruel and tender,
smiling or screwed up with the cramp of a difficult posi-
tion, dripping with sweat, would hunt for those insects
of whose virtue we partook. It was good that, in the
depths of such wretchedness, I was the lover of the
poorest and homeliest. I thereby had a rare privilege. 1
had difficulty, but every victory I achieved—my filthy
hands, proudly éxposed, helped me proudly expose my
beard and long hair—gave me strength—or weakness,
and here it amounts to the same thing—for the following
victory, which in your language would naturally be called
a cprfledown. Yet, light and brilliance being necessary to
our.lives, a sunbeam did cross the pane and its filth and
penetrate the dimness; we had the hoarfrost, the silver

thaw, for these elements, though they may spell calamity,

- . evoke joys whose sign, detached in our room, was ade-
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quate for us: all we knew of Christmas and New Year’s
festivities was what always accompanies them and what
makes them dearer to merrymakers: frost.

The cultivation of sores by beggars is also their means
of getting a little money—on which to live—but though
they may be led to this out of a certain inertia in their
state of poverty, the pride required for holding one’s head
up, above contempt, is a manly virtue. Like a rock in
a river, pride breaks through and divides contempt, bursts
it. Entering further into abjection, pride will be stronger
(if the beggar is myself) when I have the knowledge—
strength or weakness—to take advantage of such a fate.
It is essential, as this leprosy gains on me, that I gain on
it and that, in the end, I win out. Shall I therefore be-
come increasingly vile, more and more an object of dis-
gust, up to that final point which is something still
unknown but which must be governed by an aesthetic
as well as moral inquiry? It is said that leprosy, to which
I compare our state, causes an irritation of the tissues;
the sick person scratches himself; he gets an erection.
Masturbation becomes frequent. In his solitary eroticism
‘the leper consoles himself and hymns his disease. Poverty
made us erect. All across Spain we carried a secret, veiled
magnificence unmixed with arrogance. Our gestures grew
humbler and humbler, fainter and fainter, as the embers
of humility which kept us alive glowed more intensely.
Thus developed my talent for giving a sublime meaning
to so beggarly an appearance. (I am not yet speaking of
literary talent.) It proved to have been a very useful
discipline for me and still enables me to smile tenderly
at the humblest among the dregs, whether human or ma-
terial, including vomit, including the saliva I let drool on
my mother’s face, including your excrement. I shall pre-
serve within me the idea of myself as beggar.

I wanted to be like that woman who, at home, hidden
away from people, sheltered her daughter, a kind of hid-
eous, misshapen monster, stupid and white, who grunted
and walked on all fours. When the mother gave birth,
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her despair was probably such that it became the very
essence of her life. She decided to love this monster, to
Jove the ugliness that had come out of her belly in which
it had been elaborated, and to erect it devotedly. Within
herself she ordained an altar where she preserved the
idea of Monster. With devoted care, with hands gentle
despite the calluses of her daily toil, with the willful zeal
of the hopeless, she set herself up against the world, and
against the world she set up the monster, which took on
the proportions of the world and its power. It was on the
basis of the monster that new principles were ordained,
principles constantly combated by the forces of the world
which came charging into her but which stopped at the
walls of her dwelling where her daughter was confined.*

But, for it was sometimes necessary to steal, we also
knew the clear, earthly beauties of boldness, Before we
went to sleep, the chief, the liege lord, would give us
advice. For example, we would go with fake papers to
various consulates in order to be repatriated. The consul,
moved or annoyed by our woes and wretchedness, and
our filth, would give us a train ticket to a border post.
Our chief would resell it at the Barcelona station, He
also let us know of thefts to commit in churches—which
Spaniards would not dare do—or in elegant villas; and it
was he himself who brought us the Dutch and English
sailors to whom we had to prostitute ourselves for a few
pesetas.

Thus we sometimes stole, and each burglary allowed
- us to breathe for a moment at the surface. A vigil of arms
procedes each nocturnal expedition. The nervousness pro-
voked by fear, and sometimes by anxiety, makes for a
state akin to religious moods. At such times I tend to

T learned from the newspapers that, after forty years of de-
votion, this mother sprayed her sleeping daughter, and then the
whole house, with gasoline—or petroleum—and set fire to the
house The monster (the daughter) died The old woman (age

seventy-five) was rescued from the fames and was saved, that is,
she was brought to trial,
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see omens in the slightest accidents. Things become signs
of chance. T want to charm the unknown powers upon
which the success of the adventure seems to me to de-
pend. I try to charm them by moral acts, chiefly by
charity. I give more readily and more freely to beggars,
I give my seat to old people, I stand aside to let them
pass, I help blind men cross the street, and so on. In this
way, I seem to recognize that over the act of stealing
rules a god to whom moral actions are agreeable. These
attempts to throw out a net, on the chance that this god
of whom I know nothing will be caught in it, exhaust me,
disturb me and also favor the religious state. To the act
of stealing they communicate the gravity of a ritual act.
It will really be performed in the heart of darkness, to
which is added that it may be rather at night, while
people are asleep, in a place that is closed and perhaps
itself masked in black. The walking on tiptoe, the silence,
the invisibility which we need even in broad daylight, the
groping hands organizing in the darkness gestures of an
unwonted complexity and wariness. Merely to turn a
doorknob requires a host of movements, each as brilliant
as the facet of a jewel. When I discover gold, it secms to
me that I have unearthed it; I have ransacked continents,
south-sea islands; I am surrounded by negroes; they
threaten my defenseless body with their poisoned spears,
but then the virtue of the gold acts, and a great vigor
crushes or exalts me, the spears are lowered, the negroes
recognize me and I am one of the tribe. The perfect act:

inadvertently putting my hand into the pocket of a hand-

some sleeping negro, fecling his prick stiffen beneath my
fingers and withdrawing my hand closed over a gold
comn discovered in and stolen from his pocket—the pru-

dence, the whispering voice, the alert ear, the invisible,

nervous presence of the accomplice and the understand-

ing of his slightest sign, all concentrate our being within

us, compress us, make of us a very ball of presence, which

so well explains Guy’s remark:

“You feel yourself living.”
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But within myself, this total presence, which is trans-
_ formed into a bomb of what seems to me terrific power
' imparts to the act a gravity, a terminal oneness—the
burglary, while being performed is always the last, not
that you think you are not going to perform another after
that one—you don’t think—but because such a gathering
of self cannot take place (not in life, for to push it
further would be to pass out of life) ; and this oneness of
an act which develops (as the rose puts forth its corolla)
into conscious gestures, such of their efficacy, of their
fragility and yet of the violence which they give to the
act, here too confers upon it the value of a religious rite.
Often I even dedicate it to someone. The first time, it was
Stilitano who had the benefit of such homage. I think it
was by him that I was initiated, that is, my obsession with
his body kept me from flinching. To his beauty, to his
tranquil immodesty, I dedicated my first thefts To the
singularity too of that splendid cripple whose hand, cut
off at the wrist, was rotting away somewhere, under a
chestnut tree, so he told me, in a forest of Central Europe.
During the theft, my body is exposed. I know that it is
sparkling with all my gestures. The world is aftentive to
all my movements, if it wants me to trip up. I shall pay
dearly for a mistake, but if there is 2 mistake and I catch
it in time, it seems to me that there will be joy in our
Father’s dwelling. Or, I fall, and there is woe upon woe
and then prison. But as for the savages, the convict who
risked “the Getaway” will then meet them by means of
the procedure briefly described above in my inner adven-
ture, If, going through the virgin forest, he comes upon
a placer guarded by ancient tribes, he will either be killed
by them or be saved. It is by a long, long road that I
choose to go back to primitive life. What I need first is
condemnation by my race.

Salvador was not a source of pride to me. When he dld
steal, he merely filched trifles from stands in front of
shop windows, At night, in the cafés where we huddled
together, he would sadly worm himself in among the
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most handsome., That kind of life exhausted him. When
I entered, I would be ashamed to find him hunched over,
squatting on a bench, his shoulders huddled up in the
green and yellow cotton blanket with which he would
go out begging on wintry days. He would also be wear-
ing an old, black woolen shawl which I refused to put on.
Indeed, though my mind endured, even desired, humility,
my violent young body rejected it. Salvador would speak
in a sad, reticent voice:

“Would you like us to go back to France? We'll work
in the country.”

I said no. He did not understand my loathing—no, my
hatred—of France, nor that my adventure, if it stopped
in Barcelona, was bound to continue deeply, more and
more deeply, in the remotest regions of myself.

“But I’ll do all the work. You’ll take it easy.”

“NO.”

I would leave him on his bench to his cheerless poverty.
T would go over to the stove or the bar and smoke the
butts I had gleaned during the day, with a scornful young
Andalusian whose dirty white woolen sweater exagger-
ated his torso and muscles After rubbing his hands to-
gether, the way old men do, Salvador would leave his
bench and go to the community kitchen to prepare a
soup and put a fish on the grill. Once he suggested that
we go down to Huelva for the orange picking. It was an
evening when he had received so many humiliations, so
many rebuffs while begging for me that he dared re-
proach me for my poor success at the Criolla.

“Really, when you pick up a client, it's you who ought
to pay him.”’

We quarreled in front of the proprietor of the hotel,
who wanted to put us out. Salvador and I therefore de-
cided to steal two blankets the following day and hide
in a south-bound freight train. But I was so clever that
that very evening I brought back the cape of a customs
officer. As T passed the docks where they mount guard,

one of the officers called me. I did what he required, in
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the sentry box. After coming (perhaps, without daring to
~ tell me so, he wanted to wash at a little fountain), he left
" me alone for a moment and I ran off with his big black
woolen cape. I wrapped myself up in it in order to return
to the hotel, and I knew the happiness of the equivocal,
not yet the joy of betrayal, though the insidious con-
fusion which would make me deny fundamental opposi-
tions was already forming, As I opened the door of the
café, I saw Salvador, He was the saddest-looking of beg-
gars, His face had the quality, and almost the texture, of
the sawdust that covered the floor of the café. Immedi-
ately I recognized Stilitano standing in the midst of the
ronda players. Our eyes met, His gaze lingered on me,
who blushed. I took off the black cape, and at once they
started haggling over it. Without yet taking part, Stilitano
watched the wretched bargaining.

“Make it snappy, if you want it,”” I said. “Make up
your minds, The customs man is sure to come looking
for me.”

The players got a little more active, They were used
to such reasons. When the general shuffie brought me to
his side, Stilitano said to me in French:

“You from Paris?”

“Yes. Why?”

“For no reason.”

Although it was he who had made the first advance, I
knew, as I answered, the almost desperate nature of the
gesture the invert dares when he approaches a young
man. To mask my confusion, I had the pretext of being
breathless, T had the bustle of the moment. He said, “You
did pretty well for yourself.”

Tknew that this praise was cleverly calculated, but how
handsozpe Stilitano was amidst the beggars (I didn't
know hxs name yet) ! One of his arms, at the extremity
of which was an enormous bandage, was folded on his
chest as if in a sling, but I knew that the hand was miss-

ing. Stilitano was an habitué of neither the café nor even
the street, ‘
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“What'll the cape cost me?”

“Will you pay me for it?”  ~

“Why not?”

“With what?”

¥Are you scared?”

“Where are you from?” ]

“Serbia. I’m back from the Foreign Legion. ’'m a
deserter.”

I was relieved. Destroyed. The emotion created within
me a void which was at once filled by the memory of a
nuptial scene. In a dance hall where soldiers were danc-
ing among themselves, T watched their waltz, It seemed
to me at the time that the invisibility of two legionnaires
became total. They were charmed away by emotion.
Though their dance was chaste at the beginning of
“Ramona,” would it remain so when, in our presence,
they wedded by exchanging a smile, as lovers exchange
rings? To all the injunctions of an invisible clergy the
Legion answered, “I do.” Each one of them was the
couple wearing both a net veil and a dress uniform (white
leather, scarlet and green shoulder braid) . They haltingly
exchanged their manly tenderness and wifely modesty.
To maintain the emotion at a high pitch, they slowed up
and slackened their dance, while their pricks, numbed by
the fatigue of a long march, recklessly threatened and
challenged each other behind a barricade of rough denim.
The patent-leather vizors of their képis kept striking to-
gether. I knew I was being mastered by Stilitano. I
wanted to play sly:

“That doesn’t prove you can pay.”

“Trust me.”

§uch a hard-looking face, such a strapping body, were
asking me to trust them. Salvador was watching us. He
was aware of our understanding and realized that we had
already decided upon his ruin, his loneliness. Fierce and
pure, I was the theater of a fairyland restored to life.
When the waltz ended, the two soldiers disengaged them-
selves. And cach of those two halves of a solemn and
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dizzy block hesitated, and, happy to be escaping from
invisibility, went off, downcast, toward some girl for the
next waltz. -

“I’ll give you two days to pay me,” I said. “I need
dough. I was in the Legion too. And I deserted. Like
you.” '

“You’ll get it.” .

I handed him the cape. He took it with his only hand
and gave it back to me. He smiled, though imperiously,
and said, “Roll it up.” And joshingly added, “While wait-
ing to roll me one.”

Everyone knows the expression: “to roll a skate?
Without batting an eyelash, I did as he said. The cape
immediately disappeared into one of the hotel proprietor’s
hiding places. Perhaps this simple theft brightened my
face, or Stilitano simply wanted to act nice; he added:
“You going to treat an ex-Bel-Abbets boy to a drink?”

A glass of wine cost two sous. I had four in my pocket,
but I owed them to Salvador, who was watching us.

“I’m broke,” Stilitano said proudly.

The card players were forming new groups which for
a moment separated us from Salvador. I muttered be-
tween my teeth, “I've got four sous and I'm going to
slip them to you, but you’re the one who'll pay.” .

Stilitano smiled. I was lost. We sat down at a table. He
had already begun to talk about the Legion when, staring
hard at me, he suddenly broke off. :

“T've got a feeling I’ve seen you somewhere before.”

As for me, I had retained the memory.

I had to grab hold of invisible tackle. I could have
cooed. Words, or the tone of my voice, would have not
merely expressed my ardor, I would not have merely
sung, my throat would have uttered the call of indeed
the most amorous of wild game. Perhaps my neck would
have bristled with white feathers. A catastrophe is always

1 R_ouler un patin (to roll a skate) is French slang meaning to
kiss with the tongue.—Translator’s note, -
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possible. Metamorphosis lies in wait for us, Panic pro-
tected me.

. I have lived in the fear of metamorphoses. It is in order
to make the reader fully constcious, as he sees love swoop-
ing down on me—it is not mere rhetoric which requires
the comparison—like a falcon—of the most exquisite of
frights that I employ the idea of a turtle dove. I do not
know what I felt at the moment, but today all I need do
is summon up the vision of Stilitano for my distress to
appear at once in the relationship of a cruel bird to its
victim, (Were it not that I felt my neck swell out with
a gentle cooing, I would have spoken rather of a robin
redbreast.)

A curious creature would appear if each of my emo-
tions became the animal it evokes: anger rumbles within
my cobra neck; the same cobra swells up my prick; my
steeds and merry-go-rounds are born of my insolence.
. . . Of a turtle dove I retained only a hoarseness, which
Stilitano noticed. I coughed,

Behind the Parallelo was an empty lot where the hood-
lums played cards. (The Parallelo is an avenue in Barce-
lona parallel to the famous Ramblas. Between these two
wide thoroughfares, a multitude of dark, dirty, narrow
streets make up the Barrio Chino.) Squatting on the
ground, they would organize games; they would lay out
the cards on a square piece of cloth or in the dust. A
young gypsy was running one of the games, and I came
to risk the few sous I had in my pocket. I am not a
gambler. Rich casinos do not attract me. The atmosphere
of electric chandeliers bores me. The affected casualness
of the elegant gambler nauseates me. And the impossi-
bility of acting upon the balls, roulettes and little horses
discourages me, but I loved the dust, filth ard haste of
the hoodlums. When I bugger . . . ,! as I bend farther

¥

! Since the hero, whom at first T called by his rt;al name, is my

current lover (1948), prudence advises me to leave a blank m
_ Place of his name, .
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forward I get a profile view of his face crushed against
the pillow, of his pain. I see the wincing of his features,
but also their radiant anguish. I often watched this on the
grimy faces of the squatting urchins. This whole popula-
tion was keyed up for winning or losing Every thigh was
quivering with fatigue or anxiety. The weather that day
was threatening. I was caught up in the youthful im-
patience of the young Spaniards. I played and I won. I
won every hand. I didn’t say a word during the game.
Besides, the gypsy was a stranger to me. Custom per-
mitted me to pocket my money and leave. The boy was
so good looking that by leaving him in that way I felt I
was lacking in respect for the beauty, suddenly become
sad, of his face, which was drooping with heat and bore-
dom I kindly gave him back his money. Slightly aston-
ished, he took it and simply thanked me.

“Hello, Pépé,” a kinky, swarthy-looking cripple called
out as he limped by.

“Pépé,” I said to myself, “his name is Pépé.” And I left,
for T had just noticed his delicate, almost feminine little
hand. But hardly had I gone a few steps in that crowd
of thieves, whores, beggars and queers than I felt some-
one touching me on the shoulder. It was Pépé He had
just left the game He spoke to me in Spanish:

“My name is Pépé.”

“Mine is Juan.”

“Come, let’s have a drink.”

He was no taller than 1. His face, which I had seen
from above when he was squatting, looked less flattened.
"The features were finer.

“He’s a girl,” I thought, summoning up the image of .
his slender hand, and felt that his company would bore
me He had just decided that we would drink the money
1 h?d won We made the round of the bars, and all the
while we were together he was quite charming. He wore
a very low-necked blue jersey instead of a shirt. From the
‘opening emerged a solid neck, as broad as his head When
he turned it without moving his chest, an enormous ten-
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don stood out. I tried to imagine his body, and, despite
the almost frail hands, I imagined it to be solid, for his
thighs filled out the light cloth of his trousers. The
weather was warm. The storm did not break. The nerv-
ousness of the players around us heightened. The whores
seemed heavier. The dust and sun were oppressive. We
drank hardly any liquor, but rather lemonade. We sat
near the peddlers and exchanged an occasional word. He
kept smiling, with a slight weariness. He scemed to be
indulging me. Did he suspect that I liked his cute face?
I don’t know, but he didn’t let on. Besides, I had the
same sly sort of look as he; I seemed a threat to the well- -
dressed passer-by; I had his youth and his filth, and T was
French. Toward evening he wanted to gamble, but it was
too late to start a game as all the places were taken. We
strolled about a bit among the players. When he brushed
by the whores, Pépé would kid them Sometimes he would
pinch them. The heat grew more oppressive. The sky was
flush with the ground. The nervousness of the crowd be-
came irritating. Impatience prevailed over the gypsy who
. had not decided which game to join. He was fingering
the money in his pocket. Suddenly he took me by the arm.

“Vengal”

He led me a few steps away to the one comfort station
on the Parallelo It was run by an old w@man. Surprised
by the suddenness of his decision, I questioned him:

“What are you going to do?”

“Wait for me.”

‘(Whyp”

He answered with a Spanish word which I did not
understand. I told him so and, in front of the old woman
who was waiting for her two sous, he burst out laughing
a{xd made the gesture of jerking off. When he came out,
bis face had a bit of color, He was still smiling.

“It’s all right now. I'm ready.”

"That was how I learned that, on big occasions, players
went there to jerk off in order to be calmer and more
sure of themselves. We went back to the lot. Pépé chose
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a group. He Tost. He lost all he had. I tried to restrain
him; it was too late. As authorized by custom, he asked
the man running the bank to give him a stake from the
kitty for the next game. The man refused It seemed to
me then that the very thing that constituted the gypsy’s
gentleness turned sour, as milk turns, and became the
most ferocious rage I have ever seen. He whisked away
the bank The man bounded up and tried to kick him.
Pépé dodged. He handed me the money, but hardly had
I pocketed it than his knife was open. He planted it in
the heart of the Spaniard, a tall, bronzed fellow, who fell
to the ground and who, despite his tan, turned pale, con-
tracted, writhed and expired in the dust. For the first
time I saw someone give up the ghost. Pépé had disap-
peared, but when, turning my eyes away from the corpse,
I looked up, there, gazing at it with a faint smile, was
Stilitano. The sun was about to set The dead man and
the handsomest of humans seemed to me merged in the
same golden dust amidst a throng of sailors, soldiers,
hoodlums and thieves from all parts of the world. The
Earth did not revolve: carrying Stilitano, it trembled
about the sun. At the same moment I came to know
death and Jove. This vision, however, was very brief, for
I could not stay there because I was afraid T might have.
been spotted with Pépé and lest a friend of the dead man
snatch away the money which I kept in my pocket, but as
I moved off, my memory kept alive and commented upon
the following scene, which seemed to me grandiose:
“The murder, by a charming child, of a grown man
whose tan could turn pale, take on the hue of death, the
whole ironically observed by a tall blond youngster to
whom I had just become secretly engaged ” Rapid as my
glance at him was, I had time to take in Stilitano’s superb
muscularity and to see, between his lips, rolling in his
hal.f-open mouth, a white, heavy blob of spit, thick as a
white worm, which he shifted about, stretching it from
top to bottom until it veiled his mouth. He stood barefoot
In the dust His legs were contained in a pair of worn and
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shabby faded blue denim trousers. The sleeves of his green
shirt were rolled up, one of them above an amputated
hand; the wrist, where the resewn skin still revealed a
pale, pink scar, was slightly shrunken.

Beneath a tragic sky, I was to cross the loveliest land-
scapes in the world when Stilitano took my hand at night.
What was the nature of that fluid which passed with a
shock from him to me? I walked along dangerous shores,
emerged into dismal plains, heard the sea. Hardly had I
touched him, when the stairway changed: he was master
of the world, With the memory of those brief moments,
T could describe to you walks, breathless flights, pursuits,

.in countries of the world where I shall never go.

¥ -

Stilitano smiled and laughed at me.

“Are you'stringing me along?”

“A little,” he said.

“Go right ahead.” -

He smiled again and raised his eyebrows.

“Wh ")”

“You know that you’re a good-looking kid. And you
think you don’t have to give a damn about anyone.”

“T’ve got a right to. I’'m a nice guy.”

“You’re sure?”

He burst out laughing,

“Sure No mistake I'm so likable that sometimes I can’t
get rid of people. In order to shake them off I sometimes
have to do them dirt.”

“What kind of dirt?” i )

“You want to know? Just wait, you'll see me on the
job. You’ll have time to see what it’s like. Where are
you staying?”

“Here k24

“Don’t. The police’ll be around. They’ll look here first.
Come with me.” -
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night and that a former member of the Legion was offer-
ing me his room. He turned pale. The humility of his pain
made me feel ashamed. In order to leave him without
remorse I insulted him. I was able to since he loved me
to the point of devotion. He gave me a woebegone look,
but it was charged with a poor wretch’s hatred, I replied
with the word: “Fruit.” I joined Stilitano, who was wait~
ing for me outside. His hotel was in the darkest alley in
the neighborhood. He had been living there for some
days. A stairway from the corridor which opened out to
the sidewalk led to the rooms As we were going up, he
said to me. “D’you want us to shack up together?”
“If we feel like it.” .
“You're right. We’ll stay out of trouble easier.”
In front of the door of the corridor he said to me,
“Hand me the box.”
We had only one box of matches between us.-
“It’s empty,” 1 said.
He swore. Stilitano took me by the hand, putting his
own behind his back, for I was at his right.
“Follow me,” he said. “And stop talking. The staircase
has ears.™
Gently he led me from step to step. I no longer knew
where we were going. A wondrously supple athlete was
leading me about in the night. A more ancient and more
Greek Antigone was making me scale a dark, steep Cal-
vary. My hand was confident, and 1 was ashamed to
stumble at times against a rock or root, or to lose my
footing. My ravisher was carrying me off. -
“He's going to think I'm clumsy.”
However, he thoughtfully and patiently helped me, and
. the silence he enjoined upon me, the secrecy with which
he surrounded the evening, our first night, made me for
a moment believe in his love for me. The house smelled
neither better nor worse than the others in the Barrio
Chi.no, but the horrible odor of this one will always re-
main for me the very odor not only of love but of tender-
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ness and confidence. After making love, the animal odor
of my lover lingers in my nostrils a long time. Probably
some particles remain clinging to the hairs which line the
interior, and it is a bit of his body that I encounter and
recreate in me when I sniff. When my sense of smell
remembers Stilitano’s odor, the odor of his armpits, of his
mouth, though it may suddenly come upon them with a
disquieting veracity, I believe them capable of inspiring
me with the wildest rashness. (Sometimes at night I meet
a youngster and go with him to his room. At the foot of
the stairs, for my trade lives in shady hotels, he takes me
by the hand. He guides me as skillfully as did Stilitano.)

“Watch out.”

He mumbled these words, which were too sweet for
me, Because of the position of our arms I was pressed
against his body. For a moment I felt the movement of
his mobile buttocks. Out of respect, I moved a little to
the side. We mounted, narrowly limited by a fragile wall
which must have contained the sleep of the whores,
thieves, pimps and beggars of the hotel. I was a child
being carefully led by his father. (Today I am a father
led to love by his child.)

At the fourth landing, T entered his grubby little room.
My whole respiratory rhythm was upset. I was in the
throes of love. In the Parallelo bars Stilitano introduced
me to his cronies There were so many mariconas among
the people of the Barrio Chino that no one seemed to
notice that I liked men. Together, he and I pulled off a
few easy jobs which provided us with what we needed. I
lived with him, I slept in his bed, but this big fellow was
so exquisitely modest that never did I see him entirely.
Had T obtained what I so keenly wanted from him, Stili-
tano would have remained in my eyes the firm and
charming master, though neither his strength nor his
charm would have gratified my desire for all the manly
types: the soldier, the sailor, the adventurer, the thief,
the criminal, By remaining inaccessible, he became the
€pitome of those whom I have named and who stagger
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me. I was therefore chaste, At times, he was so cruel as
to require that I button the waistband of his trousers, and
my hand would tremble. He pretended not to see any-
thing and was amused, (I shall speak later of the char-
acter of my hands and of the meaning of this trembling.
It is not without reason that in India sacred or disgusting
persons and objects are said to be Untouchable.) Unable
to see it, T invented the biggest and loveliest prick in the
world. T endowed it with qualities: heavy, strong and
nervous, sober, with a tendency toward pride and yet
serene. Beneath my fingers, I felt, sculpted in oak, its full
veins, its palpitations, its heat, its pinkness, and at times
the racing pulsation of the sperm. It occupied less my
nights than my days. Behind Stilitano’s fly it was the
sacred Black Stone to which Heliogabalus offered up his
imperial wealth. Stilitano was happy to have me at his
beck and call and he introduced me to his friends as his
right arm. Now, it was his right hand that had been
amputated, I would repeat to myself delightedly that I
certainly was his right arm; I was the one who took the
place of the strongest limb. If he had a gir] friend among
the whores of the Calle Carmen, I was unaware of it.
He exaggerated his contempt for fairies, We lived to-
gether in this way for a few days. One evening when I
was at the Criolla, one of the whores told me to leave.
She said that a customs officer had been around looking
for me. It must have been the one I had first satisfied and
then robbed. T went back to the hotel and told Stilitano

;ﬂ;out it. He said he would attend to the matter and then
eft. h -

I was born in Paris on December 19, 1910. As a ward
of the Assistance Publique,! it was impossible for me to
know anything about my background. When I was
twenty-one, I obtained a birth certificate, My mother’s

. ! The French national agency in charge of the care of found-
lings —Translator’s note.
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name was Gabrielle Genet My father remains unknown,
I came into the world at 22 Rue d’Assas.

“T’ll find out something about my origin,” T said to
myself, and went to the Rue d’Assas. Number 22 was
occupied by the Maternity Hospital. They refused to give
me any information. I was brought up in Le Morvan by
peasants. Whenever I come across genét (broom) blos- -
soms on the heaths—especially at twilight on my way
back from a visit to the ruins of Tiffauges where Gilles
de Rais lived—I feel a deep sense of kinship with them.
I regard them solemnly, with tenderness. My emotion
seems ordained by all nature. I am alone in the world,
and I am not sure that I am not the king—perhaps the
sprite—of these flowers. They render homage as I pass,
bow without bowing, but recognize me. They know that
I am their living, moving, agile representative, conqueror
of the wind. They are my natural emblem, but through
them I have roots in that French soil which is fed by the
powdered bones of the children and youths buggered,
massacred and burned by Gilles de Rais

Through that thorny plant of the Cevennes,! I take
part in the criminal adventures of Vacher. Thus, through
her whose name I bear, the vegetable kingdom is my
familiar. I can regard all flowers without pity; they are
members of my family. If, through them, I rejoin the
nether realms—though it is to the bracken and their
marshes, to the algae, that I should like to descend—I
withdraw further from men.?

The atmosphere of the planet Uranus appears to be
so heavy that the ferns there are creepers; the animals
drag along, crushed by the weight of the gases. I want
to mingle with these humiliated creatures which are al-
ways on their bellies. If metempsychosis should grant me

1 The very day he met me, Jean Cocteau called me “his
Spanish genét” (genét d’Espagne—rush-leaved broom) He did
not know what that country had made of me

2 Botanists know a variety of genét which they call winged-
broom (genét ailé). :
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a new dwelling place, I choose that forlorn planet, I
inhabit it with the convicts of my race. Amidst hideous
reptiles, I pursue an eternal, miserable death in a dark-
ness where the leaves will be black, the waters .of the
marshes thick and cold. Sleep will be denied me. On the
contrary, I recognize, with increasing lucidity, the un-
clean fraternity of the smiling alligators.

Tt was not at any precise period of my life that I de-
cided to be a thief. My laziness and daydreaming having
led me to the Mettray Reformatory, where I was sup-
posed to remain until “the age of twenty-one,” I ran
away and enlisted for five years so as to collect a bonus
for voluntary enlistment. After a few days I deserted, tak-
ing with me some valises belonging to negro officers.

For a time I lived by theft, but.prostitution was better
suited to my indolence. I was twenty years old. I had
therefore known the army when I came to Spain. The
dignity conferred by the uniform, the isolation from the
world which it imposes, and the soldier’s trade itself
afforded me a certain peace—though the army is on the
fringe of society—and self-confidence. My situation as a
naturally humiliated child was, for some months, tem-
pered. I knew at last the sweetness of being welcomed
by men. My life of poverty in Spain was a kind of degra-
datl.on, a fall involving shame. I was fallen, Not that
dunpg my stay in the army I would have been a pure
soldier, governed by the rigorous virtues which create
castes (my homosexuality would have been enough for
me_to mcur disapproval), but there was still going on
within my mind a secret labor which .one day came to
light. It is perhaps their moral solitude—to which I as-
pu:e—that makes me admire traitors and love them—
thl-s taste for solitude being the sign” of my pride, and
pride the manifestation of my strength, the employment
and proof of this strength. For I shall have broken the
stoutest gf bonds, the bonds of love. And I so need love
from which to dravy vigor enough to destroy it! It was in
the army that I witnessed for the first time (at least I
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think it was) the despair of one of my robbed victims.
To rob soldiers was to betray, for I was breaking the
bonds of love uniting me with the soldier who had been
rabbed.

Plaustener was good looking, strong and confident. He
got up on his bed in order to look in his pack, He tried
to find in it the hundred-franc note which I had taken a
quarter of an hour earlier. His gestures were those of a
clown. He was on the wrong track. He imagined the most
unlikely hiding places: the mess kit from which he had
nevertheless just eaten, the brush bag, the grease can.
He was ridiculous. He kept saying, “I’'m not crazy. I
wouldn’t have put it there.” »

Not knowing whether he was crazy, he checked; he
found nothing. Hoping to counter the evidence, he re-
signed himself and stretched out on his bed only to get up
again and search in places where he had already looked.
I saw his certainty, the certainty of a2 man four-square on
his thighs and sure of muscle, crumble, pulverize, powder
him with a softness he had never had, chip away his
sharp angles. T was present at this silent transformation.
I feigned indifference. However, this self-confident young
soldier seemed to me so pitiful in his ignorance that his
fear, almost his wonderment, with respect to a malignity
of which he had been unaware—not thinking it would
dare reveal itself to him for the first time by actually
taking him for victim—his shame too, almost softened
me so far as to make me want to give him back the
hﬁundred-franc note which I had hidden, folded up into
sixteen parts, jn a crack of the barracks wall, near the
clothes drier. The head of a robbed man is hideous The
robbed men’s heads which frame him give the thief an
arrogant solitude. I dared say, in a curt tone, “You’re

funny to watch. You look as if you've got the runs. Go to
the can and pull the chain.”

"This reflection saved me from myself.
I felt a curious sweetness; a kind of freedom lightened
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me, gave my body as it lay on the bed an extraordinary
agility. Was that what betrayal was? I had just violently -
detached myself from an unclean comradeship to which
my affectionate nature had been leading me, and I was
astonished at thereby feeling great strength. I had just
broken with ‘the army, had just shattered the bonds of
friendship.

The tapestry known as “Lady with the Unicorn” ex-
cited me for reasons which I shall not attempt to go into
here. But when I crossed the border from Czechoslovakia’
into Poland, it was a summer afternoon. The border ran
through a field of ripe rye, the blondness of which was
as blond as the hair of young Poles; it had the somewhat
buttery softness of Poland, about which I knew that in
" the course of history it was more sinned against than
sinning, I was with another fellow who, like me, had been
expelled by the Czech police, but I very soon lost sight of
him; perhaps he had strayed off behind a bush or wanted
to get rid of me. He disappeared. The rye field was
bounded on the Polish side by a wood at whose edge was
nothing but motionless birches; on the Czech side, by
another wood, but of fir trees. I remained a long time
squatting at the edge, intently wondering what lay hid-
den in the field. What if I crossed it? Were customs offi-
cers hidden in the rye? Invisible hares must have been
running through it. I was uneasy. At noon, beneath a
pure sky, all nature was offering me a puzzle, and offer-
ing it to me blandly. .

“If something happens,” I said to myself, “it will be
the appearance of a unicorn. Such a moment and such
a place can only produce a unicorn.”

Fear, and the kind of emotion I-always feel when I
cross a border, conjured up at noon, beneath a leaden
sun, the first fairyland. I ventured forth into that golden
sea as ome enters the water. I went through the rye
standing up. I advanced slowly, surely, with the certainty
of being the heraldic character for whom a natural blazon
has been formed: azure, field of gold, sun, forests. This
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imagery, of which I was a part, was complicated by the
Polish imagery.

“In this noonday sky the white eagle should soar in-
visible!” -

When I got to the birches, I was in Poland. An en-
chantment of another order was about to be offered me.
The *“Lady with the Unicorn” is to me the lofty expres-
sion of this crossing the line at noontide. I had just ex-
perienced, as a result of fear, an uneasiness in the pres-
ence of the mystery of diurnal nature, at a time when the
French countryside where I wandered about, chiefly at
night, was peopled all over with the ghost of Vacher, the
killer of shepherds. As I walked through it, I would listen
within me to the accordion tunes he must have played
there, and I would mentally invite the children to come
and. offer themsalves to the cutthroat’s hands. However,
I have just referred to this in order to try to tell you at
what period of my life nature disturbed me, giving rise
within me to the spontaneous creation of a fabulous
fauna, or of situations and accidents whose fearful and
enchanted prisoner I was.!

The crossing of borders and the excitement it arouses
in me were to enable me to apprehend directly the es-
sence of the nation I was entering. I would penetrate less
into a country than to the interior of an image. Naturally,
I wished to possess it, but also by acting upon it. Military
attire being that which best denotes it, this was what
I hoped to tamper with. For the foreigner, there are no
other means than espionage. Mixed in with it, perhaps,
was the concern about polluting, through treason, an in-
stitution which regards integrity—or loyalty—as its essen-
tial quality, Perhaps I also wanted to alienate myself
further from my own country. (The explanations I am
giving occur to me spontaneously, They seem valid for

1 Thg first line of verse which to my amazement I found myself
composing was the following: “Harvester of stolen breath.” I am
reminded of it by what I have written above.
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my case. They are to be accepted for mine alone.) In any
event, I mean that as a result of a certain frame of mind
which is natural to enchantment (being further exalted
by my emotion in the presence of nature, endowed with
a power recognized by men) I was ready to act, not in
accordance with the rules of morality but in accordance

with certain laws of a fictional aesthetic which makes the .

spy out to be a restless, invisible, though powerful char-
acter. In short, a preoccupation of this kind gave, in
certain cases, a practical justification to my entering a
country to which nothing obliged me to go, except, how-
ever, expulsion from a neighboring country.

It is with regard to my feeling in the presence of
nature that I speak of espionage, but when I was deserted
by Stilitano, the thought of it was to occur to me as a
consolation, as if to anchor me to your soil where lone-
liness and poverty made me not walk but fly. For T am so
poor, and I have already been accused of so many thefts,
that when I leave a room too quietly on tiptoe, holding
my breath, I am not sure, even now, that I am not carry-
ing off with me the holes in the curtains or hangings. 1
do not know how informed Stilitano was about military
secrets or what he might have learned in the Legion, in a
colonel’s office. But he was thinking of turning spy. .
Neither the profit to be derived from the operation nor
even the danger appealed to me. Only the idea of treason
already had that power which was taking greater and
greater hold of me,

“Who'll we sell them to?”

“Germany.”

But after a few moments’ reflection he decided:

“Italy.”

. “But you’re Serbian. They’re your enemies.”

“So what?”

Had we gone through with this adventure, it would
hav:e drawn me out to some extent from the abjection in
which T was caught. Espionage is a practice of which
states are 50 ashamed that they ennoble it for its being
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shameful. We would have profited from this nobleness.
Except that in our case it was a matter of treason. Later
on, when I was arrested in Italy and the officers ques-
tioned me about the protection of our frontiers, I was
able to discover a dialectic capable of justifying my dis-
closures. In the present case I would have been backed
up by Stilitano. I could not but wish, through these reve-
lations, to be the abettor of a terrible catastrophe. Stili-
tano might have betrayed his country and I mine out of
love for Stilitano. When I speak to you later about Java,
you will find the same characteristics, indeed almost the
same face as Stilitano’s; and as the two sides of a triangle
meet at the apex which is in the sky, Stilitano and Java
go off to meet a star forever extinguished: Marc Aubert.?

Though the blue woolen cape I had stolen from the
customs officer had already afforded me a kind of presen-
timent of a conclusion wherein law and outlaw merge,
one lurking beneath the other but feeling, with a touch of
nostalgia, the virtue of its opposite, to Stilitano it would
offer an adventure less spiritual or subtle but more deeply
involved in daily life, better utilized, It will not yet be a
question of treason. Stilitano was a power. His egotism
sharply marked out his natural frontiers. (Stilitano was a
power to me.)

When he entered late at night, he told me that the
whole matter was settled. He had met the customs officer.

* This face also merges with that of Rasseneur, a crook with
* whom I worked around 1936 I recently read in the weekly De-
tective Magazine that he has been given a life sentence, whereas
that very same week a petition of writers asked, for the very same
pumshment ~that the President of the Republic grant me a re-
prieve The photo of Rasseneur in court was on the second page.
The journalist stated ironically that he seemed quite pleased
about being shipped off. That doesn’t surprise me. At the Santé
Prison he was a little king. He’ll be a big shot at Riom or Clair-
vaux Rasseneuvr is, I think; from Nantes. He also robbed homo-
sexuals T learned from a fnend that a car, driven by one of his
victums, looked all over Paris for him for a long time in order to
run him over “accidentally.” There is a terrible fairy vengeance.
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“He won’t bother you. It's all over. You can go out
without worrying.”

“But what about the cape?”

“P’m keeping it.”

Feeling that a strange mingling of baseness and charm
from which I was naturally excluded had just taken
place that night, I dared not ask for further details.

“Get started!”

With a gesture of his vivid hand, he motioned to me
that he wanted to undress, As on other evenings, I got
down on my knees to unhook the bunch of grapes. Inside
his trousers was pinned one of those imitation bunches of
thin cellulose grapes stuffed with cotton wool. (They are
as big as greengage plums; elegant Spanish women of the
period wore them on their loose-brimmed, straw sun
bonnets.) Whenever some queer at the Criolla, excited
by the swelling, put his hand on Stilitano’s basket, his
horrified fingers would encounter this object, which he
feared might be actual balls,

The Criolla was not only a fairy joint. Some boys in
dresses danced there, but women did too. Whores brought
their pimps and their clients. Stilitano would have made
a lot of money were it not that he spat on queers. He
despised them. He was amused at their annoyance about
his grapes, The game lasted a few days. So T unhooked
the bunch, which was fastened to his blue trousers by a
safety pin, but, instead of putting it on the mantelpiece
as usual and laughing (for we would burst out laughing
and joke during the operation), I could not restrain my-
self from keeping it in my cupped hands and laying my
cheek against it. Stilitano’s face above me turned hideous.

“Drop it, you bitch!”

In order to open the fly, I had squatted on my
?aunches, but Stilitano’s rage, had my usual fervor been
1psufﬁcient, made me fall to my knees. That was the posi-
tion I used to take mentally in spite of myself. I stopped
moving Stilitano struck me with his two feet and his one
fist. T could have got away. I stayed there.



44  JEAN GENET

“The key’s in the door,” T thought. Through the fork
of the feet that were kicking me furiously I saw it stick-
ing out of the keyhole, and T would have liked to turn it
with a double turn so as to be locked in alone with my
executioner, I made no attempt to understand the reason
for his anger, which was so disproportionate to its cause,
for my mind was unconcerned with psychological mo-
tives. As for Stilitano, from that day on he stopped
wearing the bunch of grapes. Toward morning, having
entered the room earlier than he, I waited for him. In
the silence, I heard the mysterious rustling of the sheet of
yellow newspaper that replaced the missing windowpane,

“That’s subtle,” I said to myself.

I was discovering a lot of new words. In the silence of
the room and of my heart, in the waiting for Stilitano,
this slight noise disturbed me, for before I came to un-
derstand its meaning there elapsed a brief period of
anxiety. Who—or what—is calling such fleeting attention
to itself in a poor man’s room?

“It’s a newspaper printed in Spanish,” T said to my-
self again. “It’s only natural that I don’t understand the
sound it’s making.”

Then I really felt T was in exile, and my nervousness
was going to make me permeable to what—for want of
other words—1I shall call poetry.

The bunch of grapes on the mantelpiece nauseated me.
One night Stilitano got up to throw it into the toilet.
During the time he had worn it, it had not marred his
beauty. On the contrary, in the evening, slightly encum-
bering his legs, it had given them a slight bend and his
step a slightly rounded and gentle constraint, and when
he walked near me, in front or behind, I felt a delicious
agitation because my hands had prepared it. I still think
it was by virtue of the insidious power of these grapes
that I grew attached to Stilitano. I did not detach myself
until the day when, in a dance hall, while dancing with
a sailor, I happened to slip my hand under his collar.
This seemingly most innocent of gestures was to reveal
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a fatal virtue, My hand, lying flat on’ the young man’s
back, knew that it was gently and piously hidden by the
sign of the candor of sailors It felt as if something were
flapping against it, and my hand could not keep from
thinking that Java was flapping his wing. It is still too
soon to talk about him.

I shall prudently refrain from comment upon this mys-
terious wearing of the bunch of grapes; yet it pleases me
to see in Stilitano a queer who hates himself.

“He wants to baffie and hurt, to disgust the very people
who desire him,” I say to myself when I think of him.
As I ponder it more carefully, I am more disturbed by
the idea—which I find pregnant with meaning—that
Stilitano had bought a fake wound for that most noble
spot (I know that he was magnificently hung) in order
to save his lopped-off hand from scorn. Thus, by means
of a very crude subterfuge here I am talking again about
beggars and their misfortunes. Behind a real or sham
physical ailment which draws attention to itself and is

thereby forgotten is hidden a more secret malady of the
soul. I list the secret wounds:

decayed teeth,

foul breath,

a hand cut off,

smelly feet, etc. . . , -

to conceal them and to kindle our pride we had

a gouged eye,
a peg leg, etc.

We are fallen during the time we bear the marks of
the~fall, and to be aware of the imposture is of little
avail, Usglg only the pride imposed by poverty, we
aroused pity by cultivating the most repulsive wounds.
We became a reproach to your happiness.

I aggravated this foul adventure by an attitude that

ecame an actual disposition. One day, just for the fun
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of it, Stilitano said to me, “I'm going to have to stick my
prick up your ass

“Tt would hurt,” T said with a laugh.

“Not a bit. I’ll put trecs in it.”

“Trees” are put into shoes, I pretended to myself that
he would put “trees” into his cock so that it would get
even bigger, until it became a monstrous, unnamable
organ, cultivated specially for my loathing, and not for
my pleasure. I accepted this mal.e-believe cxplanation
without disgust.

Meanwhile, Stilitano and I were having a hard time.
When, thanks to a few queers, I brought in a little
money, he showed such pride that I sometimes wonder
whether he is not great, in my memory, because of the
bragging of which I was the pretext and chicf confidant,
The quality of my love required that he prove his virility.
If he was the splendid beast gleaming in the darkness of
his ferocity, let him devote himsclf to sport worthy of it.
I incited him to theft.

We decided to rob a store togcther. In order to cut
the telephone wire, which, most imprudently, was near
the door, a pair of pliers was necded. We entered one of
the many Barcelona bazaars where there were hardware
departments, :

“Manage not to move if you see me swipe something.”

“What'll I do?”

“Nothing. Just look.”

Stilitano was wearing white sneakers, his blue trousers,
and a khaki shirt. At first I noticed nothing, but when we
left, I was amazed to sce, at the flap of his shirt-pocket, a
kind of small lizard, both restless and still, hanging by
the teeth It was the steel pliers that we needed and that
Stilitano had just stolen.

“That he charms monkeys, men and women,” I said to
myself, “is comprehensible, but what can be the nature
of the magnetism, born of his glib muscles and his curls,
of that blond amber, that can enthral objects?”

However, there was no doubt about the fact that ob-
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jects were obedient to him. Which amounts to saying
that he understood them. So well did he know the nature
of steel, and the nature of that particular fragment of
polished steel called pliers, that it remained, to the point
of fatigue, docile, loving, clinging to his shirt to which he
had known, with precision, how to hook it, biting desper-
ately into the cloth with its thin jaws so as not to fall.
At times, however, these objects, which are irritated by a
clumsy movement, would hurt him. Stilitano used to cut
himself, his fingertips were finely gashed, his nail was
black and crushed, but this heightened his beauty. (The
purple of sunsets, according to physicists, is the result of
a greater thickness of air which is crossed only by short
waves. At midday, when nothing is happening in the sky,
an apparition of this kind would disturb us less; the won-
der is that it occurs in the evening, at the most poignant
time of day, when the sun sefs, when it disappears to
pursue a mysterious destiny, when perhaps it dies. The
physical phenomenon that fills the sky with such pomp is
possible only at the moment that most exalts the imagi-
nation: at the setting of the most brilliant of the heavenly
bodies.) Ordinary objects, those used every day, will
adorn Stilitano. His very acts of cowardice melt my rigor.
I liked his taste for laziness. He was leaky, as one says of
a vessel. When we had the pliers, he slipped out.

“There may be a dog around.”

Wc' thought of putting it out of the way with-a piece
of poisoned meat,

“Rich people’s dogs don’t eat just any old thing.”

Suddenly Stilitario thought of the legendary gypsy
trick: the thief was said to wear a pair of trousers
smeared with lion’s fat. Stilitano knew that this was un-
obtainable, but the idea excited him He stopped talking.
He was probably imagining himself in a thicket, at night,
staking his prey, wearing a pair of trousers stiff with fat.

€ was strong with the lion’s strength, savage as a con-
sequence of being thus prepared for war, the stake, the
Spit and the grave. In his armor of grease and mmagina-
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tion he was resplendent, I do not know whether he was
aware of the beauty of adorning himself with the strength
and boldness of a gypsy, nor whether he was thrilled at
the idea of thus penetrating the secrets of the tribe.

“Would you like to be a gypsy?” I once asked him.

G(Me?”

“Yes, you.”

“I wouldn’t mind. Only I wouldn’t want to stay in a
caravan.”

Thus he did dream occasionally. I thought I had dis-
covered the flaw in his petrified shell through which a
bit of my tenderness might slip in. Stilitano was too little
excited by noctural adventures for me to feel any real
exhilaration in his company when we slunk along walls,
lanes and gardens, when we scaled fences, when we
robbed. T have no significant memory of any such excite-
ment. It was with Guy, in France, that I was to have the
profound revelation of what burglary was.

(When we were locked in the little storeroom, waiting
for night and the moment to enter the empty offices of
the Municipal Pawnshop in B., Guy suddenly seemed to
me secret, inscrutable. He was no longer the ordinary
guy you happen upon somewhere or other; he was a kind
of destroying angel, He tried to smile. He even broke out
into a silent laugh, but his eyebrows were knitted. From
within this Lttle fairy where a hoodlum was confined
there sprang forth a determined and terrifying fellow,
ready for anything—and primarily for murder if anyone
dared to hinder his action. He was laughing, and I
thought I could read in his eyes a will to murder which
might be exercised on me. The longer he stared at me,
the more I had the feeling that he read in me the same
determined will to be exercised against him. So he grew
taut. His eyes were harder, his temples metallic, his facial
muscles more knotted. In response, I hardened accord-
ingly. I prepared an arsenal. I watched him. If someone
had entered at that moment, we would, I felt, uncertain
as we were of one another, have killed each other out of
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fear lest one of us oppose the terrible decision of the *
other: ' ; 7

I co)ntinued doing other jobs with Stilitano. We knew
a night watchman who tipped us off. Thanks to him, we
Jived off our burglaries alone for a long time. The bold-
ness of a thief’s life—and its light—would have meant
nothing if Stilitano at my side had not been proof of it.

My life became magnificent by men’s standards since I -
had a friend whose beauty derived from the idea of
luxury. T was the valet whose job was to look after, to
dust, polish and wax, an object of great value which,
however, through the miracle of friendship, belonged to
me,

“When I walk along the street,” I wondered, “am 1
being envied by the Joveliest and wealthiest of sefioritas?
What roguish prince, what infanta in rags, can walk
about and have so handsome a lover?”

I speak of this period with emotion, and I magnify it,
bu.t if gla.morous words, I mean words charged in my
mind with more glamor than meaning, occur to me, they
do so Perhaps because the poverty they express, which
was mine too, is likewise a source of wonder. I want to
rehalgxhtate this period by writing of it with the names '
of things most noble. My victory is verbal and I owe it to
the richness of the terms, but may the poverty that coun-
sels such choices be blessed. In Stilitano’s company, dur--
Ing the period when I was to experience moral abjection,

I stopped desiring it, and I hated that which must be its
sign: my lice, rags and filth. Perhaps his power  alone
was enough for Stilitano to inspire respect without having
to perform a bold deed; nevertheless, I would have liked
?:: life together to be more brilliant, though it was sweet
o ;ne to encounter in his shadow (his shadow, dark as
; g§o s must be, was my seraglio) the looks of admira-
on of the whores and their men when I knew that we

were both poor thieve inciti i
" s. I kept inciting him to ever more
perilous adventures, P &
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etecrs, escaped convicts.. Argot, sung with somewhat of
a Marseille accent, and a few years behind Montmartre
argot, was its official tongue. Twenty-one and poke.r were
played there rather than ronda). Stilitano blew in. He
was welcomed by the Parisian pimps with their custom-
ary, slightly ceremonious politeness. Severely, but with
smiling eyes, he solemnly placed his solemn behind on the’
straw-bottomed chair whose wood groaned with the
shamelessness of a beast of burden. This wailing of the
seat expressed perfectly my respect for the sober posterior
of Stilitano, whose charm was neither all nor always con-
tained there, though it would assemble in that spot—or
rather on it—and would there accumulate and delegate -
its most caressing waves—and masses of leadl—to give
the rump a reverberating undulation and weight.

I refuse to be prisoner of a verbal automatism, but
here again I must have recourse to a religious image: this
posterior was a Station. Stilitano sat down. With his usual ~
elegant lassitude—*I palmed them,” he would say on all
and every occasion—he dealt the cards for the poker
game, from which I was excluded. None of the gentle-
men would have required that T leave the game, but of
my own accord, out of courtesy, I went to sit down be-
hind Stilitano. As I was about to take my seat, I saw a
louse on the collar of his jacket. Stilitano was handsome
and strong, and welcome at a gathering of similar males
whose authority likewise lay in their muscles and their’
awareness of their revolvers. The louse on Stilitano’s -
collar, still invisible to the other men, was not a small
stray spot; it was moving; it shifted about with disturb-
ing velocity, as if crossing and measuring its domain—its
Space {ather. But it was not only at home ; on Stilitano’s
COHar. it was the sign that he belonged to an unmistakably
verminous world, despite his eau de Cologne and silk
shirt, T examined him more closely: his hair near the
meck was too long, dirty, and irregularly cut.

“If the louse continues, it'll s
: all on his sl :
his glass. The pimps’il seé it, ., 2 § Siceve or into
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As if out of tenderness, I leaned on Stilitano’s shoulder
and gradually worked my hand up to his collar, but I
was unable to complete my movement. With a shrug,
Stilitano disengaged himself, and the insect continued its
meanderings. A Pigalle pimp (who was said to be tied
up with an international band of white slavers) made the
following remark:

“There’s a nice one climbing on you.”

All eyes turned—without, however, losing sight of the
game—to the collar of Stilitano, who, twisting his neck,
managed to see the insect.

“You’re the one who’s been picking them up,” he said
to me as he crushed it.

“Why me?”

“I'm telling you it’s you.”

The tone of his voice was unanswerably arrogant, but
his eyes were smiling. The men continued their card
game.

It was the same day that Stilitano informed me that
Pépé had just been arrested. He was in the Montjuich
jail.

“Who told you?”

“I read it in the paper.”

“How long can they give him?”

“Life.”

We made no other comment. .

This journal is not a mere literary diversion The fur-
ther I progress, reducing to order what my past life
suggests, and the more I persist in the rigor of composi-
tion—of the chapters, of the sentences, of the book itself
—the more do I feel myself hardening in my will to
utilize, for virtuous ends, my former hardships. I feel
their power.

In the urinals, which Stilitano never entered, the be-
havior of the faggots would make matters clear: they
would perform their dance, the remarkable movement of
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a snake standing on its tail and undulating, swaying from
side to side, tilted slightly backward, so as to cast a
furtive glance at my prick which was out of my fly. I
would go off with the one who looked most prosperous.

In my time, the Ramblas were. frequented by two
young mariconas who carried a tame little monkey on
their shoulders. It was an easy pretext for approaching
clients: the monkey would jump up on the man they
pointed out to it. One of the mariconas was called Pedro.
He was pale and thin. His waist was very supple; his
step quick. His eyes in particular were splendid, his
lashes immense. *

In fun, T asked him which was the monkey, he or the
animal he carried on his shoulder. We started quarreling.
I punched him. His eyelashes remained stuck to my
knuckles; they were false. I had just discovered the exist-
ence of fakes.

Stilitano got money occasionally from the whores.
Most often he stole it from them, either by taking the
change when they paid for something, or at night from
their handbags, when they were on the bidet. He would
go through the Barrio Chino and the Parallelo heckling
all the women, sometimes irritating them, sometimes
fondling them, but always ironic. When he returned to
the room, toward morning, he would bring back a bundle
of children’s magazines full of gaudy pictures, He would
sometimes go a long roundabout way in order to buy
them at a newsstand that was open late at night. He
would read the stories which, in those days, corresponded
to the Tarzan adventures in today’s comic books. The
hero of these stories is lovingly drawn. The artist took the
utmost pains with the imposing physique of this knight, .
wl‘xg was almost always nude or obscenely dressed. Then
Stxhtan.o would fall asleep. He would manage so that his
body did not touch mine. The bed was very narrow. As °
he put out the light, he would say, '

“Night, kid!” '

And upon awakening:
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“Morning, kid!”?

Our room was very tiny. It was dirty. The wash basin
was filthy. No one in the Barrio Chino would have
dreamed of cleaning his room, his belongings or his linen
—except his shirt and, most often, only the collar. Once
a week, to pay the room rent, Stilitano screwed the land-
lady who, on other days, called him Sefior.

One evening he had to fight. We were going through
the Calle Carmen. It was just about dark. Spaniards’
bodies sometimes have a kind of undulating flexibility
and their stances are occasionally equivocal. In broad
daylight Stilitano would not have made a mistake. In this
incipient darkness he grazed three men who were talking
quietly but whose gesticulations were both brisk and
languorous As he neared them, Stilitano, in his most
insolent tone of voice, hurled a few coarse words at
them. Three quick and vigorous pimps replied to the in-
sults. Stilitano stood there, taken aback., The three men
approached.

“Do you take us for mariconas, talking to us like
that?”

Although he recognized his blunder, Stilitano wanted
to strut in my presence.

“Suppose I do?”

“Maricona yourself.”

A few women drew up, and some men. A circle gath-
ered around us. A fight seemed inevitable. One of the
young men provoked Stilitano outright.

“If you'’re not fruit, come on and fight.”

Before getting to the point of fists or weapons, hood-
lums gab it out for a while. It’s not that they try to soft-
pedal the conflict; rather, they work themselves up to

11 used to toss my things any old place when we went to bed,

but Stilitano laid his out on a chair, carefully arranging the

; drousers; jacket and shirt so that nothing would be creased He

scemed thereby to be endowing his clothes with hfe, as if wanting
them to get a might’s rest after a hard day.

Y
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combat. Some other Spaniards, their friends, were egging
the three pimps on. Stilitano felt he was in danger. My
presence no longer bothered him. He said:

“After all, boys, you're not going to fight with a
cripple.” i )

He held out his stump. But he did it with such sim-
plicity, such sobriety, that this vile hamming, instead
of disgusting me with him, ennobled him. He withdrew,
not to the sound of jeers, but to a murmur expressing the
discomfort of decent men discovering the misery about
them, Stilitano stepped back slowly, protected by his out-
stretched stump, which was placed simply in front of
him, The absence of the hand was as real and effective
as a royal attribute, as the hand of justice.

Those whom ornie of their number called the Carolinas
paraded to the site of a demolished street urinal. During
the 1933 riots, the insurgents tore out one of the dirtiest, .
but most beloved pissoirs. It was near the harbor and
the barracks, and its sheet iron had been corroded by the
hot urine of thousands of soldiers. When its ultimate
death was certified, the Carolinas—not all, but a formally
chosen delegation—in shawls, mantillas, silk dresses and
fitted jackets, went to the site to place a bunch of red
roses tied together with a crape veil. The procession
started from the Parallelo, crossed the Calle Szo Paolo
and went down the Ramblas de Las Flores until it
reached the statue of Columbus. The faggots were per-
haps thirty in number, at eight A.m., at sunrise. I saw
them going by. I accompanied them from a distance. I
knew that my place was in their midst, not because I was
one of them, but because their shrill voices, their cries,
t}'xelr extravagant gestures seemed to me to have no other
am than to try to pierce the shell of .the world’s con-
tempt. The Carolinas were great. They were the Daugh-
ters of Shame, '

‘When they reached the harbor, they turned right,
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toward the barracks, and upon the rusty, stinking sheet
iron of the pissoir that lay battered on the heap of dead
scrap iron they placed the flowers.

I was not in the procession. I belonged to the ironic
and indulgent crowd that was entertained by it. Pedro
airily admitted to his false lashes, the Carolinas to their
wild larks.

Meanwhile, Stilitano, by denying himself to my pleas-
ure, became the symbol of chastity, of frigidity itself. If
he did screw the whores often, I was unaware of it.
When he lay down to sleep in our bed, he had the mod-
esty to arrange his shirt tail so artfully that I saw nothing
of his penis. The purity of his features corrected even the
eroticism of his walk. He became the representation of a
glacier. I would have liked to offer myself to the most
bestial of negroes, to the most flat-nosed and most power-
ful face, so that within me, having no room for anything
but sexuality, my love for Stilitano might be further
stylized. I was therefore able to venture in his presence
the most absurd and humiliating postures.

We often went to the Criolla together. Hitherto, it had
never occurred to him to exploit me. When I brought
back to him the pesetas I had earned around the pissoirs,
Stilitano decided that I would work in the Criolla.

“Would you like me to dress up as a woman?”’ I mur-
mured.

Would I have dared, supported by his powerful shoul-
der, to walk the streets in a spangled skirt between the
Calle Carmen and the Calle Mediodia? Except for for-
eign sailors, no one would have been surprised, but
neither Stilitano nor I would have known how to choose
the dress ‘or the hair-do, for taste is required. Perhaps
that was what held us.back. I still remembered the sighs
of Pedro, with whom I had once teamed up, when he
went to get dressed.

“When I see those rags hanging there, I get the blues'
I feel as if I were going into a vestry to get ready to con-
duct a funeral. They've got a priestish smell. Like incense.



Cete - - The Thief’s Journal 57

Like urine. Look at them hanging! I wonder how I man-
age to get into those damned sausage skins.”

“Wiil I have to have things like that? Maybe I'll even
have to sew and cut with my man’s help. And wear a
_ bow, or maybe several, in my hair.”’

With horror I saw myself decked out in enormous
bows, not of ribbons, but of sausage meat in the form of
pricks.

“Itll be a drooping, dangling bow,” added a mocking
inner voice. An old man’s droopy ding-dong. A bow limp,
or impish! And in what hair? In an artificial wig or in
my own dirty, curly hair? '

As for my dress, I knew it would be sober and that I
would wear it with modesty, whereas what was needed
to carry the thing off was a kind of wild extravagance.
Nevertheless, I cherished the dream of sewing on a cloth
rose. It would emboss the dress and would be the femi-
nine counterpart of Stilitano’s bunch of grapes.

(Long afterward, when I ran into him in Antwerp, I
spoke to Stilitano about the fake bunch hidden in his fly,
He then told me that a Spanish whore used to wear a
muslin rose pinned on at cunt level,

“To replace her lost flower,” he said.)

In Pedro’s room, I looked at the skirts with melan-
choly. He gave me a few addresses of women’s outfitters,
where I would find dresses to fit me. '

“You'll have a toilette, Juan.”?

I was sickened by this butcher’s word (T was thinking
that the Zoilette was also the greasy tissue enveloping the
guts in animals’ bellies). It was then that Stilitano, per-
haps hurt by the idea of his friend in fancy dress, refused.

“There’s no need for it,” he said. “You’ll manage well
enough to make pick-ups.”

Alas, the boss of the Criolla demanded that T appear
as a young lady.

1
The term la toulette also refers to certain kinds of wrappings
or casings, for example, a tailor’s or dressmaker’s wrapper for
garments, as well as to the caul over mutton —Translator’s note.
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As a young lady!

Myself a young lady
I alight on my hip. . . .

I then realized how hard it is to reach the light by
puncturing the abscess of shame. I once managed to ap-
pear in woman’s dress with Pedro, to exhibit myself with
him. I went one evening, and we were invited by a group
of French officers. At their table was a lady of about fifty.
She smiled at me sweetly, with indulgence, and unable
to contain herself any longer, she asked me:

“Do you like men?”

“Yes, madame, I do.”

“And . . . when did it start?”

I did not slap anyone, but my voice was so shaken that
I realized how angry and ashamed I was. In order to pull
myself together, I robbed one of the officers that very
same night.

“At least,” I said to myself, “if my shame is real, it
hides a sharper, more dangerous element, a kind of sting
that will always threaten anyone who provokes it. It
might not have been laid over me like a trap, might not
have been intentional, but since it is what it is, T want it
to conceal me so that I can lic in wait beneath it.”

At Carnival time, it was easy to go about in woman’s
dress, and I stole an Andalusian petticoat with a bodice
from a hotel room. Disguised by the mantilla and fan,
one evening I walked across town quickly in order to get
to the Criolla. So that my break with your world would
be less brutal, I kept my trousers on under the skirt.
Hardly had I reached the bar when someone ripped the
train of my dress. I turned around in a fury.

“I beg your paidon. Excuse me.”

"The foot of a blond young man had got caught in the
lace. I hardly had strength enough to mumble, “Watch
what you’re doing.” The face of the clumsy young man,
who was both smiling and excusing himself, was so pale

o,
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that T blushed. Someone next to me said to me in a Jow
voice, “Excuse him, sefiora, he limps.”

] won’t have people limping on my dress!” screamed
the beautiful actress who smoldered within me. But the
people around us were laughing. “I won’t have people
limping on my toilette!” I screamed to myself. Formu-
lated within me, in my stomach, as it seemed to me, or in
the intestines, which are enveloped by the “toilette,” this
phrase must have been expressed by a terrible glare. Furi-
ous and humiliated, I left under the laughter of the men
and the Carolinas. I went straight to the sea and
drowned the skirt, bodice, mantilla and fan. The whole
city was joyous, drunk with the Carnival that was cut off
from the earth and alone in the middle of the Ocean. I
was poor and sad. T

(“Taste is required. . . . I was zlready refusing to
have any. I forbade myself to. Of course T would have
shown a great deal of it. I knew that cultivating it would
have—not sharpened me but—softened me. Stilitano
himself was amazed that T was so uncouth. I wanted my
fingers to be stiff: I kept myself from learnming to sew.)

Stilitano and I left for Cadiz. Changing from one
freight train to another, we finally got to a place near
San Fernando and decided to continue our journey on
foot. Stilitano disappeared. He arranged to meet me at
the station, He didn’t show up. I waited for a long time;
I returned the following day and the day after, two days
In succession, though I was sure he had deserted me, I was
alone and without money, When I realized this, I again
became aware of the presence of lice, of their distressing
and sweet company in the hems of my shirt and trousers.
Stilitano and I had never ceased to be nuns of Upper
Thebaid who never washed their feet and whose shifts
rotted away., -

§an Fernando is on the sea. I decided to get to Cadiz,
which 1s built right on the water, though connected to
the mainland by a very long jetty. It was evening when
I started out. Before me were the high salt pyamids of
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the San Fernando marshes, and farther off, in the sea,
silhouetted by the setting sun, a city of domes and mina-
rets. At the outermost point,of Western soil, I suddenly
had before me the synthesis of the Orient. For the first
time in my life I neglected a human being for a thing.
I forgot Stilitano.

In order to keep alive, I would go to the port early in
the morning, to the piscatoria, where the fishermen al-
ways throw from their boats a few fish caught the night
before. All beggars are familiar with this practice. In-
stead of going, as in Malaga, to cook them on the fire of
the other tramps, I went back alone, to the middle of the
rocks overlooking Porto Reale. The sun would be rising
when my fish were cooked, I almost always ate them
without bread or salt Standing up, or lying among the
rocks, or sitting on them, at the easternmost point of the
island, facing the mainland, I was the first man lit up and
warmed by the first ray, which was itself the first mani-
festation of life. I had gathered the fish on the wharves in
the darkness It was still dark when I reached my rocks.
The coming of the sun overwhelmed me. I worshiped it.
A kind of sly intimacy developed between us, I honored
it, though without, to be sure, any complicated ritual; it
would not have occurred to me to ape the primitives, but
I know that this star became my god. It was within my
body that it rose, continued its curve and completed it.
If I saw it in the sky of the astronomers, I did so because
it was the bold projection there of the one I preserved
within myself. Perhaps 1 even confused it in some ob-
scure way with the vanished Stilitano.

I am indicating to you, in this way, the form that my
sensibility took. Nature made me uneasy. My love for
Stilitano, the roar with which he burst upon my wretch-
edness, and any number of other things, delivered me to
the elements But they are malicious. In order to tame
them I wanted to contain them. I refused to deny them
cruelty; quite the contrary, I congratulated them for
having as much as they had; I flattered them.
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As'an operation of this kind cannot succeed by means
of dialectics, I had recourse to magic, that is, to a kind
of deliberate predisposition, an intuitive complicity with
. nature. Language would have been of no help to me. It
was then that things and circumstances became maternal
to me, though alert within them, like the sting of a bee,
was the point of my pride. (Maternal: that is, whose
essential element is femininity. In writing this I do not
want to make any Mazdaean allusion: I merely point
out that my sensibility required that it be surrounded by
a feminine order. It could do so inasmuch as it could
avail itself of masculine qualities: hardness, cruelty, in-
difference.)

If T attempt to recompose with words what my atti-
tude was at the time, the reader will be no more taken in
than I. We know that our language is incapable of re-
calling even the pale reflection of those bygone, foreign
states. The same would be true of this entire journal if it
- were to be the notation of what I was. I shall therefore
make clear that it is meant to indicate what I am today,
as I write it. It is not a quest of time gone by, but a work
of art whose pretext-subject is my former life. It will be 2
present fixed with the help of the past, and not vice versa.
Let the reader therefore understand that the facts were
what I say they were, but the interpretation that I give
them is what T am—now. E

A.t night I would stroll about the city. I would sleep
against a wall, sheltered from the wind. I thought about
Tangiers, whose proximity- fascinated me, as did the .
glamor of the city, that haunt, rather, of traitors. To
escape my poverty, I invented the boldest acts of treason,
which I would have calmly performed. Today I know'
that only my love of the French language attaches me to
F rance, but then!

This taste for treason will have to be better formulated
Wlten I am questioned at the time of Stilitano’s arrest.

‘Should I squéal on Stilitano for money and under the
threat of a beating? I asked myself. “I still love him,,
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and I answer no. But should T squeal on Pépé who mur-
dered the ronda player on the Parallelo?”

I would have accepted, though with great shame, the
knowledge that my soul was rotten within since it
emitted the odor that makes people hold their noses, Now
the reader may remember that my periods of begging
and prostitution were to me a discipline which taught me
to utilize ignoble elements, to apply them to my own
ends, indeed, to take pleasure in my choosing them. I
would have done the same (strong in my skill in turning
my shame to account) with my soul that had been de-
composed by treason. Fortune granted that the question
be put to me at the time when a young ship’s ensign was
sentenced to death by the maritime court of Toulon. He
had turned over to the enemy the plans of a weapon or
of a war port or of a boat I am not talking of an act of
treason causing the loss of a naval battle, which is slight,
unreal, hanging from the wings of a schooner’s sails, but
of the loss of a combat of steel monsters wherein dwelt
the pride of a people no longer childlike, but severe,
helped and supported by the learned mathematics of
technicians. In short, it was an act of treason in modern
times. The newspaper reporting these facts (I learned of
the matter in Cadiz) said, stupidly no doubt, for what
could the reporter know about it: . . . out of a taste
for treason ” Accompanying the text was the photograph
of a young, very handsome officer, I was taken with his
picture, which I still carry with me. As love is exalted in
perilous situations, secretly within me I offered to share
the exile’s Siberia The maritime court, by arousing my
hostility, further facilitated my climb toward him whom
I approached with heavy yet wingéd foot. His name was
Marc Aubert. I shall go to Tangiers, I said to myself, and
perhaps T may be summoned among the traitors and be-
come one of them.

I left Cadiz for Huelva. Chased by the Municipal
Guard, T returned to Jerez and then, following the coast-
line, went on to Alicante. I traveled alone. Occasionally,
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1 would meet or overtake another tramp. Without even
sitting down on a stone pile, we would tell each other
which village was more friendly to beggars, which mayor
less inhuman, and we would continue on our solitary
way. Joking about our sacks, we would say, “He’s out
hunting with a canvas gun.” I was alone. I walked
humbly along the outer edge of the roads, mear the
ditches, where the dust from the white grass powdered
my fect. By this shipwreck, sunk by all the woes of the
world in an ocean of despair, I still knew the sweetness of
being able to cling to the strong, terrible prick of a negro.
1t was stronger than all the currents of the world, more
certain, more consoling, and by a single one of my sighs
more worthy than all your continents. Toward evening
my feet would be sweating; on summer evenings I would
therefore walk in the mud. The sun filled my head with
a lead ballast which served as thought and at the same
time emptied it. Andalusia was lovely, hot and barren. I
went all across it At that age, fatigue was unknown to
me. I carried with me such a burden of sorrow that I
was sure my whole life would be spent in wandering.
Vagrancy was no longer a detail which would embellish
my life, but a reality. I no longer know what I thought,
but I remember that I offered all my woes to God, In my
solitude, remote from men, I came quite close to being
all Jove, all devotion.

“I am so remote from them,” I must have said to my-
self, “that I no longer have any hope of returning. Let
mc therefore cut myself off completely. Between them
and me there will be even fewer bonds, and the last will
be broken if to their contempt for me I oppose my love
of themX

.Thus, reversing steam, there I was granting you my
pity. My despair was probably not expressed in this form.
Indeed, everything in my thoughts frittered away, but
the pity I spcak of must have crystallized into exact re-
flections which, in my sun-scorched head, assumed a final
and obsessive form. My weariness—I do not think it was
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fatigue—prevented me from resting. I no longer went to
drink at fountains, My throat was parched. My eyes
burned. I was hungry. Copper glints played over my
tough beard in the sunlight. I was dry, young and sad.
I learned to smile at things and meditate upon them. As
a young Frenchman on that shore, from my solitude,
from my beggar’s state, from the dust of the ditches that
rose up in tiny individual clouds about each foot, renew-
ing themselves at every step, my pride derived a consol-
ing singularity which contrasted with the banal sordid-
ness of my apparel. Never did my broken-down shoes or
dirty socks have the dignity that lifts the sandals of the
Carmelites and bears them through the dust, never did
my dirty jacket accord my movements the slightest nobil-
ity. It was during the summer of 1934 that I trudged
along the Andalusian highways. At night, after begging
a few coins in a village, I would continue into the coun-
tryside, and I would lie down to sleep at the bottom of a
ditch. The dogs would scent me—my odor further iso-
lated me—they would bark whenever I left a farm or
arrived at one,

“Shall T go or not™ I would ask myself as I neared a
white house surrounded by whitewashed walls.

I would not hesitate long. The dog tied to the door
would still be yapping. I would approach. It would yap
louder. In very bad Spanish I would ask the woman who
appeared, though without leaving the threshold, for a
penny—being a foreigner protected me a little. If alms
were refused me, I would withdraw, my head bowed, my
face expressionless.

I dared not even notice the beauty of that part of the
world—unless it were to look for the secret of that beauty,
the imposture behind it, of which one will be a victim if
he trusts it. By rejecting it, I discovered poetry.

“All this beauty, however, is meant for me. I am regis-
tering it, and I know that it is so conspicuous in order to
show how woebegone I am.”
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Along the shores of the Atlantic and the Mediterranean
1 went through fishing ports where the elegant poverty
of the fisherman wounded my own Without their seeing
me, T would brush against men and women standing in a
patch of shade, against boys playing on 2 square. The
love that human beings seem to feel for one another
tortured me at the time. If two men exchanged a greet- °
ing or a smile in passing, I would retreat to the farthest
edges of the world. The glances exchanged by the two
friends—and sometimes their words—were the subtlest
emanation of a ray of love from the heart of each. A ray
of very soft light, delicately coiled: a spun .ray of love.
I was amazed that such delicacy, so fine a thread and of
so precious, and so chaste, a substance as love could be
fashioned in so dark a smithy as the muscular bodies of
those males, though they themselves always emitted that
gentle ray in which there sometimes sparkled the droplets
of a mysterious dew. I would fancy hearing the elder say
to the other, who was no longer I, speaking of that part
of the body which he must have loved dearly:

“I'm going to dent your halo for you again tonight!”

I could not take lightly the idea that people made love
without me,

(Maurice G. and Robert B. met ai the Belle-Isle Re-
formatory. They were seventeen years old. I had known
tfwm in Paris and had made love to each of them several
times, though neither knew about the other. They saw
each other one day at Belle-Isle when they were tending
cows or sheep. I don’t know how it happened, but in talk-
ing about Paris, the first person whose name came up
was mine. They were amused and amazed to learn that
the other had also been my lover. It was Maurice who
told me about it.

“We became real pals by thinking about you. I used to
feel depressed at night. . . .»
“Why?r”

“I used to hear him groaning behind the partition that
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separates the men. He was better looking than me and
all the toughs were rammng it into ham. There was
nothing I could do about it.”

I am always moved whencver I learn that the miracu-
lous unhappiness of my childhood at the Mettray Re-
formatory is forever perpetuated.)

Inland, I went through landscapes of sharp rocks that
gnawed the sky and ripped the azure. This rigid, dry,
malicious indigence flouted my own and my human ten-
derness Yet it incited me to hardness. I was less alone
upon discovering in nature onc of my essential qualities:
pride. I wanted to be a rock among rocks. I was happy
to be one, and proud. Thus did I hold to the soil. I had
my companions. I knew what the mineral kingdom was.

“We’ll stand up to wind, rain and blows.”

My adventure with Stilitano was retreating in my
mind. He himself was dwindling. All that remained of
him was a gleaming point, of marvelous purity.

“He was a man,” I said to myself.

Had he not confessed to me to having killed a man in
the Foreign Legion? And did he not justify himself as
follows:

“He threatened to bump me off. T killed him. He had
a higher caliber gun than mine. I'm not guilty.”

The only thing about him which retained any meaning
for me was the manly qualities and gestures that T knew
were his. Frozen, fixed forever in the past, they composed
a solid object, indestructible since it had been achieved
by those few unforgettable details,

At times, in the interior of this negative life, T would
allow myself to perform an act, occasional thefts to the
detriment of poor wretches, the gravity of which gave
me a certain awareness,

The palms! They were gilded by a morning sun. The
light quivered, not the palms, I came upon the first of
them They lined the Mediterrancan. Frost on window-
panes in winter had more variety, but the palms swept
me in hke manner—better perhaps—into a Christmas
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scene born paradoxically of the verse about the holy day
preceding the death of God, about the entrance into
Jerusalem, about the palms strewn beneath the feet of
Jesus, My childhood had dreamed of palm trees Now I
was actually seeing them. I had been told that snow does
not fall in Bethlehem. The name Alicante gave me a
glimpse of the Orient. I was in the heart of my child-
hood, at its most preciously preserved moment. At a turn
in the road I was about to discover beneath three palm
trees the Christmas manger where, as a child, I used to
be present at my nativity between the ox and the ass. I
was the humblest of the world’s poor. Wretchedly I
walked in the dust and fatigue, at last deserving the palm,
ripe for the penal colony, for the straw hats and the
palm trees,

In the hands of a poor man, coins are no longer the
sign of wealth but of its opposite. No doubt I robbed
some rich hidalgo in passing—rarely, for they know how
to protect themselves—but such thefts had no effect on
my soul. I shall speak of those I committed against other
beggars. The Alicante crime will clarify matters.

_ You will recall that, in Barcelona, Pépé, as he fled, had
time to hand me the money he had picked up in the
dust. Out of heroic loyalty to a hero, out of fear, too,
lest Pépé or one of his cronies find me, I had buried the
money at the foot of a catalpa in a little square near
Montjuich. I had the strength of character never to men-
tion it to Stilitano, but when we decided to go south
together, T dug up the money (two or three hundred
pesetas) and sent it addressed to my name, care of gen-
eral delivery, to Alicante. Much has been said of the
effect of landscape upon the feelings, but not, it seems to
me, of the way it acts upon moral attitudes. Before enter-
ing Murcia I crossed the palm grove of Elche, and T was
a.lfeady. so spontaneously excited by nature that my rela-

_ tions with men were beginning to be those which usually
exist between men and things. I reached Alicante at
night. I had to sleep in a workyard. Toward morning
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there was revealed to me the mystery of the city and itg
name: on the shores of a quict sea and plunging into it;
white mountains, a few palms, 2 few houses, the port and,
in the sunrise, a cool and luminous air. (I was to experi-
ence a similar moment in Venice.) The connection
among all things was lightness In order to be worthy of
entering such a system, it sccmed to me necessary to
break gently with men, to purify myself. As the bond
linking me to them was an emotional one, I had to detach
myself from them without fanfare All along the road 1
had promised myself the bitter joy of withdrawing the
money from the post office and sending it to Pépé in the
Montjuich jail. T drank a cup of warm milk at a stand
that was just opening and went to the general delivery
window in the post office. No difficulties were made
about giving me the bulky envelope. The money was
there, intact I left and tore up the bills, meaning to
throw them into a sewer, but, the better to provoke the
break, I pasted them togcther on a bench and then
ticated myself to a sumptuous lunch. Pépé must have
been dying of hunger in jail, but I thought that by means
of this crime I had freed myself of moral preoccupations.

However, I did not wander along the roads at random.
My path was that of all beggars and, like them, I was to
know Gibraltar. At night, the eiotic mass of the rock,
filled, thronged, with soldiers and sleeping cannons, drove
me wild. I lived in the village of Linea, which is simply
one big brothel, and there I began the period of tin cans.
All the beggars in the world—TI’ve seen the like in Central
Europe and in France-——have one or moie white tin cans
(which contain peas or stew) to which they add a wire
handle. They go along the roads and railroad tracks with
these cans hanging from the shoulder. I got my first one
in Linea. It was new. 1 had picked it out of a garbage
can where someone had thrown it the night before. Its
metal was gleaming. I pressed down the sheared edges
with a stone so that they wouldn’t cut, and T went to the
barbed wire, of Gibraltar to pick up the leftovers of the
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- English soldiers. In that way I abased myself further. I
“no longer begged for money but for scraps of food. To
which was added the shame of begging them from sol-
diers, T would feel unworthy if some soldier’s good looks
or the potency of his uniform excited me. At night, I
tried to sell myself to them, and I succeeded, thanks to
the darkness of the narrow streets. At noon, the beggars
could hang around anywhere in the enclosure, but in the
evening we lined up in one of the trenches, near the bar-
racks, One evening I recognized Salvador on the line.
When, two years later in Antwerp, I met Stilitano, who
had put on weight, he was walking arm in arm with a
smart-looking tart who was wearing long artificial eye-
lashes and a tight black satin dress. Still very good-look-
ing, despite the heaviness of his features, wearing an
expensive woolen suit and a gold ring, he was being led
by a ridiculous, mean-tempered, tiny little white dog. It
was then that this pimp was revealed to me: he held his
folly in leash, his curly, frizzy, coddled meanness. It pre-
ceded him too and led him to a sad city which was al-
ways wet with rain. I lived on the Rue du Sac, near the
docks, At night I hung around the bars on the docks of
the Scheldt, With that river, with that town of cut and
stolen diamonds, I associated the radiant adventure of
Manon Lescaut.! I felt myself involved in the novel, en-
tering into the picture, idealizing myself, turning into an
idea of jail and love intermingled, I teamed up with a
young Fleming who worked on a merry-go-round at a
fair, and we stole bikes in that city of gold, gems and
naval ‘:nctories. There where Stilitano was rich and loved,
I.contmued in my poverty. I shall never dare reproach
him for having squealed on Pépé. Do I even know
whether I was not more excited by Stilitano’s treachery
than by the gypsy’s crime? Though unable to give me
the exact details—the fact that this indecision imparted

1 - .
tor’sTx?oie].mme of the Scheldt in French is L’Escaut.—Transla-
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to the tale a historical tone further embellished it—Sal-
vador was glad to tell me what had happened. His
drunken, joyous voice—broken at times so as not to yield
too fully to the song of a victim—proved his hatred of
Stilitano, and his bitterness. A feeling of that kind made
Stilitano seem stronger, bigger. Neither Salvador nor I
was surprised to see one another.

As he was one of the big shots and had a certain sen-
iority in Linea, I escaped having to pay the tithe of serv-
_ice that two or three strong, bullying beggars demanded
of me. I went to his side.

“I learned all about what happened,” he said.

“What?” .

“What? Stilitano’s arrest.”

“Arrested? Why?”

“Don’t act innocent, You know more about it than 1.”

All of Salvador’s gentleness had changed into a kind of
peevishness. He spoke to me maliciously and told me
about my friend’s arrest. It was not for the theft of the
cape or any other theft but for the murder of the
' Spaniard.

“He wasn’t the one,” I said.

“Of course not. Everyone knows that. It was the gypsy.
But it was Stilitano who spilled the beans. He knew the
name. The gypsy was found in the Albaicin. They ar-
rested Stilitano so as to protect him from the gypsy’s
brothers and pals.”

On the road to Alicante, thanks to the resistance I had
to combat, thanks to what I had to bring into play to
abolish what is called remorse, the theft I had committed
became in my eyes a very hard, very pure, almost lumi-
nous act, which only the diamond can symbolize. I had,
in achieving it, destroyed once again—and, I thought to
myself, once and for all—the dear bonds of brotherhood.
© “After that, after this crime, what kind of moral per-
fection can I hope for?”

As the theft was indestructible, I decided to make it
the origin of a state of moral perfection.
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“I¢’s cowardly, weak, dirty, low . . . (I shall define it
only with words expressing shame). None of the elements
composing it leaves me a chance to magnify it. Yet Ido
not deny this most monstrous of my sons. I want to fill
the world with its loathsome progeny.”

But I cannot go into great detail about this period of
my life, My memory would like to forget it, would like to
dim its contours, powder it with talcum, offer it a for-
mula comparable to the milk bath which the elegants of
the sixteenth century called a bath of modesty.

I got my mess-tin filled with leftover stew and went
off to eat in a corner. I preserved within me the memory
of a sublime and debased Stilitano, with his head under
his wing. I was proud of his strength and was strong in
his complicity with the police. All day long I was sad,
though sober. A kind of dissatisfaction inflated each of
my acts, including the most simple. I would have liked
a visible, dazzling glory to be manifest at my fingertips,
would have liked my potency to lift me from the earth,
to explode within me and dissolve me, to shower me to
the four winds. I would have rained over the world. My
powder, my pollen, would have touched the stars, I loved
Stilitano. But loving him in the rocky dryness of this land,
under an irrevocable sun, exhausted me, rimmed my eye-
lids with fire, Weeping a little would have deflated me.
Or talking a lot, at great length, brilliantly, before an
attentive and respectful audience. I was alone and
friendless,

I stayed in Gibraltar a few days, but chiefly in Linea.
At mealtime, in front of the English barbed wire, Salva-
dor and I would meet with indifference. More than once
I saw him some distance away pointing me out with his
ﬁng_er or chin to another bum. He was intrigued by the
period in my life when T had stayed with Stilitano. He
sought to interpret its mystery. Since this life had taken
Place in the company of a “man,” had been mingled
Wﬁl} I}is, its history, which, as a result of being related by
4 witness, was a veritable martyrdom, adorned me in the
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eyes of the other beggars with a curious glamor. By pre-
cise though subtle indications, I was aware of it, and I
bore its weight without arrogance, while within me I
pursued what I thought Stilitano had indicated to me.

I would have liked to embark for Tangiers. Movies and
novels have made of this city a fearful place, a kind of
dive where gamblers haggle over the secret plans of all
the armies in the world. From the Spanish coast, Tan~
giers seemed to me a fabulous city. It was the very sym-
bol of treason,

At times I would go to Algeciras. I would wander
along the docks and gaze into the distance where the
notorious city could sometimes be seen.

“What orgy of treason, of haggling, could one indulge
in there?” I wondered.

Reason, to be sure, prevented me from thinking that
anyone would have used me for purposes of spying, but
so great was my desire that I felt it illuminated me, that
it singled me out. Inscribed on my brow, visible to all,
was the word “traitor.” I therefore saved a little money
and paid for a trip in a fishing boat, but rough weather
forced us to return to Algeciras. Another time, with the
collusion of a sailor, I managed to get on board a
steamer. My ragged clothing, filthy face and long, dirty
hair frightened the customs officers, who would not let
me disembark. Back in Spain, I decided to go by way of
Ceuta; when I got there, I was put into jail for four days
and had to go back to where I had come from.

Probably no more at Tangiers than elsewhere would 1
have been able to carry through an adventure regulated
by an organization that had its headquarters in offices,
an adventure governed by the rules of international po-
litical strategy, but to me this city represented Treason
so accurately, so magnificently, that I felt I was bound
to land there.

“Nevertheless, I'd find such fine examples there!”

There I would find Marc Aubert, Stilitano-and others
whose indifference to the rules of loyalty and rectitude
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T had suspected, without quite daring to believe it, Say-
ing of them “They’re treacherous” softened my heart.
Still softens me at times, They are the only ones I believe
capable of all kinds of boldness. Their sinuousness and
the multiplicity of their moral lines form an interlacing
which I call adventure. They depart from your rules. '
They are not faithful. Above all, they have a blemish, a
wound, comparable to the bunch of grapes in Stilitano’s
underpants. In short, the greater my guilt in your eyes,
the more whole, the more totally assumed, the greater
will be my freedom. The more perfect my solitude and
uniqueness. By my guilt I further gained the right to in-
telligence. Too many people think, I said to myself, who
don’t have the right to. They have not paid for it by the
kind of undertaking which makes thinking indispensable
to your salvation.

This pursuit of traitors and treason was only one of the
forms of eroticism. It is rare—it is almost unknown—for
a boy to offer me the heady joy that can only be offered
me by the interlacings of a life in which I would be in-
volved with him. A body stretched out between my sheets,
fondled in a street or at night in the woods, or on a
beach, affords me half a pleasure: I dare not see myself
loving it, for I have known too many situations in which
my person, whose importance lay in its grace, was the
fact.or of charm of the moment. I shall never find them
again. Thus do I realize that I have sought only situa-
tions charged with erotic intentions. That was what,
among other things, guided my life. I am aware that
there exist adventures whose heroes and details are erotic.
Those are the ones I have wanted to live. :

A few days later I learned that Pépé had been sen-

tenced to jail. I sent all the money I had to the impris-
oned Stilitano.

. Two Criminal Records photographs have turned up.
n one of them I am sixteen or seventeen years old. I
am wearing, under a jacket of the Assistance Publique, a
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torn sweater. My face is an oval, very pure; my nose is
smashed, flattened by a punch in some-forgotten fight.
The look on my face is blasé, sad and warm, very serious.
My hair was thick and unruly. Seeing myself at that age,
I expressed my feelings almost aloud:

“Poor little fellow, you’ve suffered.”

I was speaking kindly of another Jean who was not
myself. I suffered at the time from an ugliness I no
longer find on my childhood face. Nevertheless, crass in-
solence—1I was brazen—Ilaunched me forth into life with
ease. If I was anxious, it was not apparent at first. But at
twilight, when I was weary, my head would sink, and I
would feel my gaze lingering on the world and merging
with it or else turning inward and disappearing; I think
it was aware of my utter solitude. When I was a farm-
hand, when I was a soldier, when I was at the orphanage,
despite the friendship and, occasionally, the affection of
my masters, I was alone, rigorously so. Prison offered me
the first consolation, the first peace, the first friendly fel-
lowship: I experienced them in the realm of foulness.
Much solitude had forced me to become my own com-
panion. Envisaging the external world, its indefiniteness,
its confusion, which is even more perfect af night, I set
it up as a divinity of which I was not only the cherished
pretext, an object of great care and caution, chosen and
led in masterly fashion, though through painful and ex-
hausting ordeals, to the verge of despair, but also the
sole object of all this labor. And little by little, through a
kind of operation which I cannot quite describe, without
modifying the dimensions of my body, and perhaps be-
cause it was easier to contain so precious a reason for
such glory, it was within me that I established this divin-
ity—origin and disposition of myself. I swallowed it. I
dedicated to it songs of my own invention. At night I
would whistle. The melody was a religious one. It was
slow. Its thythm was somewhat heavy. I thought I was
fhereby entering into communication with God: which
1s what happened, God being only the hope and fervor
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contained in my song. Along the streets, with my hands
in my pockets, my head drooping or held high, looking
at houses or trees, I would ‘whistle my clumsy hymns,
which were ot joyous, but not sad either: they were
sober. I discovered that hope is merely the expression
one gives to it. Likewise, protection. Never would I have
whistled to a light rhythm. I recognized the religious
themes: they create Venus, Mercury, or the Virgin,

In the second photo I am thirty years old. My face has
hardened. The jaws are accentuated. The mouth is bitter -
and mean, I look like 2 hoodlum in spite of my eyes,
which have remained gentle. Their gentleness is almost
indiscernible because of the fixity of gaze imposed upon
. me by the official photographer. By means of these two
pictures I can see the violence that animated me at the’
time: from the age of sixteen to thirty. In children’s hells,
in prisons, in bars, it was not heroic adventure that 1
sought; I pursued there my identification with the hand-
somest and most unfortunate ciiminals. T wanted {o be
the young prostitute who accompanies her lover to
Siberia or the one who survives him, not in order to
avenge him, but to mourn him and magnify his memory.

Without thinking myself magnificently born, the un-
certainty of my origin allowed me to interpret it. I added
to it the peculiarity of my misfortunes. Abandoned by my
f,amﬂ.y,l already felt it was natural to aggra.vate this
condition by a preference for boys, and this preference
by theft, and theft by crime or a complacent attitude in
regard to crime, I thus resolutely rejected a world which -
had rejected me. This almost gleeful rushing into the
most humiliating situations is perhaps still motivated by
my childhood imagination which invented for me (so
that I might there squire about the slight and haughty
person of an abandoned little boy) castles, parks peopled
with guards rather than with statues, wedding gowns,
bereavements and nuptials, and later on, thongh just a -
trifle later, when these reveries were thwarted to the ex-
treme, to the point of exhaustion in 2 life of wretched-
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powdery -maid of honor in a satin dressing gown and
pink slippers will shortly come to leave a heavy load; in
a little privy from which the husky guards do not brutally
expel me, for shitting there becomes an important act -
which has its place in’ a life to which the king has invited
me. Prison offers me the same security. Nothing will de-
molish it, not blasts of wind, nor storms, nor bankrupt-
cies. The prison remains sure of itself, and you'in the
midst of it sure of yourself. And yet it is this spirit of ™~
seriousness in which these structures were erected which
is the source of their self esteem, of their mutual reserve
and understanding; it is of this spirit of worldliness that
they will perish. Were they established on the ground and
in the world with more casualness, they might perhaps
hold out for a long time, but their gravity makes me
consider them without pity. I recognize that they have
their foundations within myself; they are the signs of
the most violent of my extreme tendencies, and my cor-
rosive spirit is already working at their destruction. I
pitched myself headlong into a miserable life which was
the real appearance of destroyed palaces, of pillaged
gardens, of dead splendors. It was their ruins, but, the
more mutilated the ruins, the remoter seemed that of
which they must have been the visible sign, more deeply
buried in 2 sacred past, so that I no longer know whether
I dwelt in sumptuous destitution or whether my abjec-
tion was magnificent. Finally, little by little, this idea
of humiliation detached itself from what conditioned it;
the cables connecting it with these ideal gildings were
broken—gildings that justified it in the eyes of the world,
In my eyes of flesh—almost excusing it—and it remained
alone,'by itself alone a reason for being, itself its only
hecessity and itself its only end. But it is the abandoned
urchin’s amorous imagining of royal magnificence that
?nables me to gild my shame, to carve it, to work over
it hk§ a goldsmith, until, through usage perhaps and the
wearing away of the words veiling it, humility emerges
from it, My love of Stilitano made me once again aware
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of so exceptional a disposition. Though I had known
through him a certain nobility, now I was discovering
the real direction of my life—as one says the direction
through the woods—and that my life should manifest
itself outside your world. T knew at the time a hardness
and lucidity which explain my attitude toward the poor:
so great was my destitution that it seemed to me I was
composed of a dough that had been kneaded of it. It was
my very essence, traversing and feeding my body as well
as my soul, I am writing this book in an elegant hotel
in one of the most fashionable cities in the world, where
I am rich, though I cannot pity the poor: I am the
poor. Though it is a pleasure for me to strut before them,
I definitely deplore being unable to do so with more os-
tentation and insolence.

“T’d have a black, noiseless, shiny car. IdIy, from in-
side, I would look out at poverty. Behind me would trail
processions of myself in lavish finery so that poverty
might watch me going by, so that the poor whom I shall
not have ceased to be may see me slowmg up nobly
amidst the silence of a high-powered engine and in all
the earthly glory prefiguring, if I wish, the other.”

With Stilitano I was hopeless poverty, experiencing in
the most fleshless country in Europe the dryest poetic
formula, which was sometimes softened at night by my
anxious trembling in tHe presence of nature. A few pages
above I wrote: “a countryside at twilight” I did not
imagine at the time that it contained grave dangers, that
it concealed warriors who were going to kill or torture
me; on the contrary, it became so sweet, so maternal and
kind, that T was afraid to continue to be myself so that I
might more easily melt into that kindness. I would often
get off a freight train and wander into the night, to
whose slow working I would listen; I would squat in the
grass, or else I would not dare to and would remain
standing motionless in the middle of a field. At times, I
would pretend that the countryside was the scene of a
crime story where I would place those heroes who will
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most effectively symbolize, as long as I live, my real
drama: between two lone willows a young murderer
who, with one hand in his pocket, levels a revolver and
fires into a farmer’s back. Did imaginary participation
in 2 human adventure impart such receptive sweetness
to the Aora? I understood them. I stopped shaving the
down that Salvador found disagreeable and began to look
more and more like a mossy stalk.

Salvador did not say another word to me about Stili-
tano. He was getting even homelier, but nevertheless
gave pleasure to other tramps in some random alley or
on some ragged litter. ,

“You've got to be pretty depraved to do it with that
guy,” Stilitano once said to me about Salvador. ’

Splendid depravity, sweet and kindly, which makes it
possible to love those who are ugly, dirty and disfigured!

“You always find guys?” -

“I get along,” he answered showing his few black teeth.
“Some of them give you what’s left in their knapsacks or
mess kits.” i ,

With faithful regularity he was still fulfilling his simple
function. His begging was stagnant. It had become a still,
transparent lake, never disturbed by a breath, and this
poor shameful creature was the perfect image of what T
would have liked to be. It was then perhaps that, had I
met my mother and had she been humbler than I, we -
would have pursued together the ascension—though -
language seems to.call for the word “fall” or any other
tha}t indicates a downward movement—the difficult,
painful ascension which leads to humiliation. T would
haye carried out that adventure with her, I would have
written of it so as to magnify, thanks to love, the terms
—whether gestures or vocables—which were most abject.

I returned to France. I crossed the border without anﬁr
trouble, but when I had got a few miles into the French

countryside, I was arrested by French policemen.- My
rags were too Spanish,
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“Your papers!”

I showed some scraps of paper that were torn and dirty
as a result of folding and unfolding.

“What about your card?”

“What card?”

I learned of the existence of the humiliating “anthro-
pometric card.” It is issued to all tramps and stamped
in every police station. I was thrown into jail.

After many stays in jail, the thief left France. He first
went through Italy. The reasons he went there are ob-
scure. Perhaps it was the proximity of the border, Rome,
Naples. Brindisi. Albania. I stole a valise on the “Rodi,”
which set me ashore in Santi Quaranta. The port author-
ities in Corfu refused to let me stay. Before I could leave
again, they made me spend the night on the boat I had
hired to bring me. Afterward it was Serbia, Afterward
Austria, Czechoslovakia. Poland, where I tried to circu-
late counterfeit zlotys, Everywhere it was the same: rob-
bery, prison, and, from every one of these countries,
expulsion. I crossed borders at night, went through hope-
less autumng when the lads were all heavy and weary,
and through springtimes when suddenly, at nightfall,
they would emerge from God knows what retreat where
they had been priming themselves to swarm in the alleys,
on the docks, the ramparts, in the parks, the movies and
the barracks. Finally it was Nazi Germany. Then Bel-
gium. In Antwerp I ran into Stilitano again,

Brno—dr Briinn—is a city in Czechoslovakia, T arrived
there on foot, in the rain, after crossing the Austrian bor-
der at Retz, Some petty thefts in stores kept me going
for a few days but I was without friends, astray amidst
a nervous people. T would have liked, however, to rest a
while after my turbulent trip through Serbia and Austria,
after my flight from the police of those countries and

" from certain accomplices who were out to get me, Brno
Is a wet, dismal city, oppressed by the smoke of factories
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and the color of the stones. My soul would have relaxed
there, grown languid, as in a room whose shutters have
been drawn, if only I could have gone a few days with-
out worrying about money. German and Czech were
spoken in Brno. There was a kind of war going on among
rival groups of young street singers, A group which sang
in German invited me to join them. There were six of us.
I took up the collection and handled the money.

Three of my companions played the guitar, one the
accordion and the other sang. One foggy day, as I was
leaning against a wall, T watched the group as they gave
a concert, One of the guitarists was about twenty years
old. He was blond and was wearing a plaid shirt and a
pair of corduroy trousers. Beauty is rare in Brno; I was
charmed by his face. I stood and looked at him for a long
time and caught him exchanging a smile of understand-
ing with a fat, pink-cheeked man who was very conser-
vatively dressed and was holding a leather briefcase, As I
walked away, I wondered whether the young men real-
ized that their companion made himself available to the
city’s rich queers. I walked away, but I made it my busi-
ness to see them a number of times at various street
corners. None of them was from Brno except Michaelis
Andritch, the one who became my friend. His gestures
were graceful without being effeminate. As long as he
was with me, he never bothered with women. I had the
surprise of seeing for the first time a homosexual whose
bearing was manly, even somewhat blunt. He was the
aristocrat of the troupe. They all slept in a cellar, where
they also cooked their meals. Of the few weeks I spent
with them there is nothing much to tell, except of my
love for Michaelis, with whom I spoke Italian He intro-
duced me to the manufacturer. The man was rosy and
fat, yet he did not seem to put much weight on the earth.
I was sure that Michaelis felt no affection for him;
nevertheless, I pointed out to him that theft would be
more beautiful than prostitution,

“Ma, sono il uomo,” he said to me arrogantly.
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1 doubted it but pretended to believe it. I told him
about a few thefts and said that I had been in prison: he
admired me for this. In a few days, with the help of my
clothes, I became a glamorous figure to him. We pulled
off a few jobs and I became his master.

I shall allow myself a certain coquetry and say that I
was 2 clever thief. Never have I been caught red-handed,
in flagrante delicto. But the fact that I know how to steal
admirably for my earthly profit is unimportant; what I
have sought most of all has been to be the consciousness
of the theft whose poem I am writing; in other words,
refusing to enumerate my exploits, I show what I owe
them in the moral realm, what I build with them as a
basis, what the simplest thieves are perhaps dimly seek-
+ ing, what they themselves might achieve.

“A certain coquetry . . .”’: my extreme discretion.

This book, The Thief’s Journal, pursuit of the Impos-
sible Nothingness. ,

We very quickly decided to leave after robbing the
gentleman. We were to go to Poland where Michaelis
knew some counterfeiters, We planned to circulate coun-
terfeit zlotys.

Although I had not forgotten Stilitano, the other was
taking his place in my heart and against my body. What
remained of the first was rather a kind of influence that
imparted to my smile (which collided with the memory
of his) a slight cruelty and to my gestures 4 certain vigor.
I had been the beloved of so beautiful a bird of prey, 2
miscreant of the finest breed, that I could adopt a certain
insolence with a charming guitarist, though he was so
bright and alert that I had to go easy. I dare not venture
a sketch of him. You would read in it the qualities I find
in all my friends. (Pretexts for my iridescence, then for
my transparence, and finally for my absence, the lads I
speak of evaporate. All that remains of them is what re-
mains of me: I exist only through them, who are nothing,
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existing only through me. They shed light on me, but I
am the zone of interference. These men: my Twilight
Guard.) This one had, perhaps, a certain sweet roguish-
ness, and he was so vibrant with grace that I am tempted,
the better to define him, to use the old-fashioned ex-
pression:

“He was a sweet fiddle.”

We crossed the border with little money, for the old
fellow had been suspicious, and we arrived in Katowice.
‘We found Michaelis’ friends, but we were arrested by the
police the second day for trafficking in counterfeit
money. We stayed in prison, he for three months and I
for two. At this point there occurred an event which has
to do with my moral life. T loved Michaelis. Taking up
a collection while the boys sang was not humiliating.
Central Europe is used to such troupes of young men,
and all our gestures were innocent because of their youth-
fulness and gaiety. I could love Michaelis tenderly, with-
out feeling ashamed, and could tell him so. We had our
luxurious hours at night, in secret, at his lover’s home.
Before being jailed, we lived together for a month at the
Katowice police station. Each of us had a cell, but in the
morning, before the offices were open, the two policemen
would come to get us; we had to empty the latrines and
wash the tiles. The only time we could see each other
was colored by shame, for the policemen were taking re-
venge on the Frenchman’s and the Czech’s elegance.
They would wake us up early in the morning to empty
the shit can. We would go down five flights. The stairway
was steep. At every step a little wave of urine wet my
hand and that of Michaelis, whom the policemen made
me call Andritch, We would have liked to smile so as to
make light of these moments, but the ador forced us to
hf)ld our noses, and fatigue contracted our features. The
difficulty we had in using Italian did not help matters.
Gravely, carefully, with solemn slowness, we took down
the huge metal chamber pot into which, a whole night
long, beefy policemen had been relieving themselves of
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a matter and liquid which at the time had been warm but
in the morning was cold. We emptied it into privies in
the court and went back upstairs. Had I met Andritch
in a setting of shame and not given him a radiant image
of myself, I could have remained calm as we carried
down the jailors’ shit, but to reduce his humiliation I
stiffened myself to the point of becoming a kind of
hieratic sign, a song that was, to him, superb, capable of
stirring the humble: a hero. When the pot had been
emptied, the policemen threw us a piece of sackcloth and
we washed the floor. We crawled in front of them on our
knees in order to rub and mop the flagstones. They would
kick us with the heels of their boots., Michaelis must have
understood my suffering. Unable to read his looks or be- .
havior, I was not sure whether he pardoned my fall. One
morning I thought of rebelling and spilling the pot on
the cops’ feet, but I pictured in my imagination what the
revenge of those bullies would be—they’ll drag me in the
piss and shit, I told myself; in the wrath of all their
muscles, in their trembling, they’ll make me lick it—and
I decided that this situation was exceptional, that it had
been granted me because no other would have so well
fulfilled me.

“This is definitely a rare situation,” I said to myself.
“It’s exceptional. In the presence of the person I adore
and in whose eyes I seemed an angel, here I am being
knocked down, biting the dust, turning inside out like a
glove and showing exactly the opposite of what I was.
Why could I not likewise be this ‘opposite’? The love
that Michaelis bore me—his admiration, rather—being
possible only in the past, I will do without that love.”

This thought hardened my features. I knew that I was
returning to the world from which all tenderness is
banned, for it is the world of those feelings which are op-
posed to nobility and beauty. It corresponds in the physi- °
cal world to the world of abjection. Without seeming to
be unaware of this situation, Michaelis bore it lightly. He
joked with the guards, he smiled often, his whole face

!
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sparkled with innocence. His well-meaningness toward
e irritated me. He wanted to spare me drudgery, but I
was snappish with him.

In order to thrust him further from me, I needed an
excuse. I didn’t have to wait long. One morning he
stooped to pick up a pencil which one of the policemen
had dropped. I insulted him on the stairs. He replied that
he didn’t understand. He wanted to calm me by acting
more affectionate; he irritated me,

“You're a coward,” I said. “You're a son of a bitch.
The cops are still too good to you, One of these days
you'll really lick their boots. Maybe they’ll go pay you a
visit in your cell and stick their pricks up your ass!”

1 hated him for being the witness of my downfall after
having seen what a Liberator I could be. My suit had
faded; I was dirty, unshaved; my hair was unkempt; I
was getting homely and again taking on the hoodlum
look that Michaelis didn’t like because it was his by
nature. Nevertheless, I plunged into shame. I no longer
loved my friend. Quite the contrary, this love—the first
which I experienced that was protective—was followed
by a kind of unhealthy, impure hatred because it still
contained a few shreds of tenderness. But I know that
had I been alone I would have adored the policemen. No
sooner was I Jocked up in my cell than I dreamed of
their potency, of their friendship, of a possible complicity
betw.een them and me, in which, by a mutual exchange
of virtues, they revealed themselves, they as hoodlums
and I as a traitor.

“It’s too late,” I continued. “It was when I was well-
dressed, when I had a watch and shiny shoes that I could
have been their equal. Now it’s too late, P’m a bum.”

It seemed to me to be definitely settled that I was to
dwell in shame, though a happy effort for a few months
would have put me back into the world. I made up my
Imnd to live with my head bowed and to pursue my
destiny toward darkness, in an opposite direction to
yours, and to exploit the underside of your beauty,
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Many literary men have often dwell on the idea of
bands. The country was said to have been infested with
them. You then imagine rough bandits united by a will
to plunder, by cruelty and hatred. Was it possible? It
seems hardly probable that such men can organize them-
selves. I am afraid that the binding element of these
bands was greed, but a greed camouflaged by anger, by
the demand for justice. By giving oneself this kind of
pretext, of justification, one quickly reaches the point of
elaborating a rough-and-ready morality on the basis of
these pretexts. Except among children, Evil, a zeal that
goes counter to your morality, is never the element that
unites outlaws and forms bands. In prison, every criminal
may dream of a well-knit organization, closed but strong,
which would be a refuge against the world and its
morality: this is only a reverie. Prison is that fortress, the
ideal cave, the bandit’s retreat against which the forces
of the world beat in vain No sooner is he in contact with
them than the criminal obeys the banal laws, If the cur-
rent press speaks of bands formed by American deserters
and French hoodlums, it is not a matter of organization,
but of accidental and brief collaboration among three or
four men at most.

When Michaelis came out of jail in Katowice, we got
together again. I had been free for a month. I lived on
petty pilferings in the neighboring villages and slept in
a park just outside the town. It was summer. Other
tramps came there to sleep on the lawns in the shelter of
the shadow and the low branches of the cedars. At dawn,
" a thief would rise up from 4 clump of flowers, a young
beggar would yawn in the first rays of the sun, others
would be delousing themselves on the steps of a pseudo-
Greek temple. I spoke to no one. I would go alone to some
church a few miles away and by means of a gummed
stick would steal the money from the collection box.
In the evening, I would return to the park, always on
foot. This. Court of Miracles was bright. All its guests
were young. Although in Spain they would get together
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and pool their information about the places’ where the-
pickings were good, here each beggar, each thief, ignored
the others. He seemed to enter the park by a secret door.
He would glide silently along the clumps and groves.
Only the light of a cigarette or a furtive footfall signaled
his presence. In the morning, all trace of him was gone.
All this extravagance quickened my wings. Squatting in
my patch of shade, I was astounded to find myself under
the same starry sky that Alexander and Caesar had seen,
since I was a mere beggar and a lazy thief. I had gone
across Europe by my own means, which were the opposite
of glorious means. Yet I was writing for myself a secret
history, in details as precious as the history of the great
conquerors, It was therefore necessary that these details
make me out to be the rarest and most singular of char-
acters. Following my line, I continued to experience the
most dismal misfortunes. Perhaps I missed my shameless
faggotty drag which I deeply regret not having taken
along with me in my valises or under my secular garments.
But it was this torn and spangled tulle that I secretly
donned at night as soon as I was on the other side of the
park railing,

Beneath a muslin scarf I sense the translucent pallor
of a naked shoulder: it is the purity of the morning when
the Carolinas of Barcelona went in procession to lay
flowers on the pissoir.! The city was awakening. Laborers
were going off to work. In front of every door, buckets
of water were being emptied on the sidewalk. Covered

! The reader is informed that this report on my inner life or
what it suggests will be only a song of love. To be exact, my life
was the preparation for erotic adventures (not play) whose
meaning I now wish to discover. Alas, heroism is what seems to
me most charged with amorous properties, and since there are no
heroes except in our minds, they will therefore have to be created
So 1 have recourse to words Those which T use, even if I attempt
an explanation by means of them, will sing. Was what I wrote
true? False? Only this book of love will be real What of the facts
which served as its pretext? I must be their repository. It is not
they that I am restoring. '
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with ridicule, the Carolinas were sheltered. No laughter
could hurt them; the squalor of their rags testified to
their abasement. The sun spared this garland which was
emitting its own luminosity. They were all dead. What
we saw walking in the street were Shades cut off from
the world. Fairies are a pale and motley race that flowers
in the minds of decent folk. Never will they be entitled
to broad daylight, to real sun. But, remote in these
limbos, they cause curious disasters which are harbingers
of new beauties. One of them, Theresa the Great, used to
wait for clients in the pissoirs. At twilight, she would
bring a camp chair to one of the circular urinals near
the harbor and would sit down inside and do her knitting
‘or crocheting. She would stop to eat a sandwich. She was
at home.

Sefiorita Dora was another. Dora would exclaim in a
shrill voice, “What bitches they are, those awful she-
men!”

From the memory of this cry is born a brief but pro-
found meditation on their despair, which was mine.
Having escaped—for how long!—from abjection, I want
to return to it. May my interlude in your world at least
enable me to write a book for the Carolinas.

I was chaste. My dresses protected me, and I waited
for sleep in an artistic pose. I detached myself from the
ground even more. I flew over it. I was sure of being able
to traverse it with similar ease, and my thefts in churches
made me lighter still. The return of Michaelis weighed
me down a bit, for though he helped me steal, he was
almost always smiling, with a familiar smile,

I marveled at these nocturnal mysteries, and likewise
marveled that even in daytime the earth is in darkness.
Knowing almost all there was to know about poverty and
how purulent it is, I now saw it silhouetted beneath the
moon, projected like a shadow play in the shadow of the
leaves. It no longer had depth; it was merely a silhouette
which I had the dangerous privilege of traversing with
my thickness of suffering and blood. I learned that even
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flowers are black at night, when T wanted to gather some
to carry to the’ altars whose collection boxes I broke into
every morning. I was not trying to use these bouquets to
propmate a saint or the Holy Virgin, Rather, I wanted
to give my body and arms an opportumty to assume con-

ventionally beautiful poses which might integrate me into
your world,

It may surprise the reader that I describe so few pic--
turesque characters. My gaze is filled with love and does
not perceive, nor did it then, the striking fetaures which
cause individuals to be regarded as objects. I was imme-
diately aware, without thinking, of a justification for any
behavior, however strange. The most unaccountable ges-
ture or attitude seemed to me to correspond to an inner
necessity. I was unable, and still am, to make fun of
people. Every remark T hear, even the most absurd, seems
to me to come just at the right moment. I have gone
through reformatories and prisons, known low dives, bars
and hlghways without being astonished. If I think back,
I find in my memory none of those characters which 2
different; a more amused eye than mine, would have -
mounted on a pin. This book will perhaps be disappoint-
ing. In order to break the monotony of it I would like to

try to tell a few anecdotes and report a few witty re-
marks,

In court. The judge: “Why did you steal the copper?”
"The prisoner: “Because of poverty, your Honor.”
The judge: “That’s no excuse.”

“’ve been all over Europe,” Stilitano said to me. “I’ve
even been to Greece.”

“Did you like it?”
“It’s not bad. But it’s partly destroyed.”

Michaelis, a handsome male, confessed to me that he

was more proud of the looks of admiration he received
from men than from women.
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“T strut more.”

“But you don’t care for men.”

“That doesn’t matter. I enjoy seeing them drool when
they look at my pretty puss, That’s why I’'m nice to
them.” ‘

When I was being followed on the Rue des Couronnes,
the terror that the plainclothesmen caused me was com-
municated by the ghastly swish of their rubberized rain-
coats. Every time I hear that sound again, my heart"
contracts.

At the time of that arrest, for the theft of documents
concerning the Fourth International, I made the ac-
quaintance of B He was about twenty-two or twenty-
three. He was afraid of being deported. While we were
waiting to be taken to the anthropometry department, he
edged up to me.

“I may get deportation too,” I said.

“Really? Stay next to me. Maybe they’ll put us in the
same clink, (The prisoner gives his cell a friendly nick-
name.) We’ll manage to be happy if we’re deported.”

When we got back from the records office, he sidled
up to me and said, confidentially, *“I knew a fellow who
was twenty years old who once asked me to find him a
guy. He felt like being fucked up the ass”

Finally he confessed to me the same evening:

“I was talking like a dope. I was the guy who felt
like it™

“You’ll find that here,” T told him,

“That’s why I’'m not so worried.”

B. was not deported. I came across him again in Mont-
martre, He introduced me to a friend of his, a priest,
with whom he cruised at night.

“Why don’t you chuck your curé?”

“I don’t know. He’s a swell guy.”

When we meet, he often talks to me about him He
says “my curé” with a certain tenderness The priest, who

adores him, has promised him a wardenship in his parish.
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Without suspecting what they were destroying, the
police tore up ten or twelve drawings that were found in
my possession. They were unaware that these arabesques
represented the tooling (sides and back) of old bindings.
When A., G. and I were plenning to rob the museum in
C., my job was to know the lay of the land and the pos-
sible loot. This theft, which was carried out by others, is,
however, too recent for me to go into detail. Not knowing
what excuse to give for my repeated visits, I hit upon the
idea, after hearing someone speak very highly of the old
books in certain locked showcases, of asking to be allowed
to make brief sketches of the bindings. I went back to
the museum several days in succession and stayed for
hours in front of the books, drawing as best I could.
When I got back to Paris, I made inquiries about the
value of the books; I was astounded to learn that they
were very valuable. Never before would I have thought
that books might be something to go after., We didn’t get
hold of those, but that’s how I got the idea of browsing
in bookstores. I rigged up a trick briefcase, and I became
so skillful that T pushed delicacy to the point of always
carrying out these thefts under the bookseller’s very nose.

Stilitano had Java’s muscle-bound, slightly swaying
walk, as if he were cleaving the wind, and if Java gets
up to go, if he moves from one place to another, I feel
the same emotion as when I see a high-powered car.get
under way smoothly and silently. Stilitano had perhaps
more sensitivity in the muscles of his buttocks, His rump
was more sinuous. But Java, like him, tock pleasure in
betraying. Like him, he loved to humiliate whores.

“She sure is a bitch,” he said to me “You know what
she 'just told me? You’d never guess. That she can’t come
tonight because she’s got an appointment with an old guy
indp}hat old guys pay better. She’s a bitch. But Tll fix

er! -

He was so nervous that he broke the cigarette he was
taking out of the package. He was fuming: -

4
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“I’'m going to shove my prick up her ass.”

When I buggered this handsome twenty-two-year-old
athlete for the first time, he pretended to be sleeping.
With his face crushed against the white pillow, he let me
slip it in, but when he was stuck, he could not keep from
groaning delicately, the way one sighs.

Deeply threaded by my prick, he becomes something
other than himself, something other than my lover, He is
a strange part of me which still preserves a little of its
own life, We form one body, but it has two heads and
each of them is involved in experiencing its own pleasure.
At the moment of coming, this excrescence of my body
which was my lover loses all tenderness, clouds over. In
the darkness, I sense his hardness and can feel that a veil
of shadow is spreading over his face, which is contracted
with pain and pleasure. I know that he knows he derives
this pleasure from me, that he awaits it from my hand
which is jerking him off, but I feel that the only thing
that concerns him now is his coming. Though we are
bound together by my prick, all our friendly relations are
cut off. Our mouths, which could perhaps re-establish
them are unable to meet. He wants only to be more
deeply impaled. I cannot see him, for he has murmured
“Put out the light,” but I feel that he has become some-
one else, someone strange and remote, It is when I have
made him come that I feel him hating me.

At the beginning, when, naked in bed, I would turn
him over—the hoodlums I talk about say of themsclves,
with amused cynicism, “I turn over like a flapjack”—and
start threading him, he frightened me, for he would
groan. I would gently stroke his rump, as I would a
horse’s, so that he would remain still and not rebel when

I started operating, His shuddering still excites me even
today; it is the sign of the pleasure which his nostrils
have just sniffed. T cling to him, to his twig, which I
squecze less hard so as to feel beneath my fingers the

delicate pulsing of the flowing jissom which is about to
Penetrate the matfress,
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On his wrists, the mark of the diving suit. And the
openings of the white undershirt for the two arms, each
of which has the vigor and elegant individuality of a
nonchalant and obscene sailor.

I saw the letter A tattooed under his armpit,

“What’s that?”

“My blood type. When I was in the 8.5, We were all
tattooed.”

He added, without looking at me, “I'll never be
ashamed of my letter. No one can ever take it away, I’d
kill someone in order to keep it.”

“Are you proud of having been in the 8.5.7”

“I am.”

His face bore a strange resemblance to Marc Aubert’s.
The same cold beauty. He lowered his arm; then he got
up and straightened his clothes. He shook the bits of
moss and bark out of his hair. We climbed over the wall
and walked among the pebbles in silence. In the crowd,
he Jooked at me with a touch of roguish sadness.

“People may say about us that we were screwed by
Hitler. I don’t give a damn what they say.”

Then he burst out laughing. With his blue eyes pro-
tected by a sunny fur, he cleaves the crowd, air and
wind with such lordliness that it is T who shoulder the
burden of his shame.

“You like being screwed?”

“Sometimes. I like it when you’re about to come. It
relaxes me when you’ve got me groveling.”

After knowing Erik, after loving and then losing him,
whom did I meet but . . .t Like the former, he too knew
the terrible joy of belonging to the vilified army. Though
the former bodyguard of a German officer, he is gentle.
He was given a brief training course in a camp where he
was taught how to use 2 dagger, to be always on the .
alert, and to be ready to die to protect the officer. He
saw the snows of Russia, pillaged the countries he went

* I have to leave this name blank.
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through, Czechoslovakia, Poland, and even Germany. He
kept none of his booty. The court of justice sentenced
him to a two-year prison term which he had just com-
pleted. He sometimes speaks to me of this period, and
the memory that overshadows all the others is the deep
joy he felt when he saw the pupils of the eyes of the man
he was about to kill grow big with fear. He swaggers in
the street; he walks only in the gutter. In the evening he
offers his cock to whoever wants to suck it, or his ass for
2 ramming.

Murder is not the most effective means of reaching the
subterranean world of abjection Quite the contrary. The
blood he has shed, the constant danger to which his body
is exposed of eventually losing its head (the murderer
withdraws but his withdrawal is upward), and the at-
traction he exerts—for he is assumed to possess, in view
of the way he defies the laws of life, the most easily
imagined attributes of exceptional strength—prevent
people from despising the criminal. Other crimes are
more degrading: theft, begging, treason, breach of trust,
etc.; these are the ones 1 chose to commit, though I was
always haunted by the idea of a murder which would cut
me off irremediably from your world.

Having had a run of good luck in Poland, I paraded
my elegance. Though the Poles never suspected me, the
French consul sized up the situation and requested me
to leave the consulate forthwith. Katowice within forty-
eight hours and Poland itself as soon as possible. Michaelis
and I decided to go back to Czechoslovakia together, but
were both refused entry visas. We hired a car with its
chauffeur so that he could take us to the border by a
mountain road. I had a revolver.

“If the chauffeur refuses to drive us, we’ll kill him and
keep going in the car.”

Sitting in the rear, with one hand on my weapon and
the other in the hand of Michaelis, who was stronger
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than I though just as young, I would gladly have fired
into the driver’s back., The car was going slowly uphill.
Michaelis was supposed to leap to the steering wheel, but
just then the chauffeur stopped right in front of a border
post that we had not seen. This crime was denied me.
Escorted by two policemen, we returned to Katowice.. It
was night.

“If they find the revolver in my pocket,” I thought,
“they’ll arrest us. Maybe they’ll convict us.”

The stairway leading to the office of the chief of police -
was dark. As we were going up, I got the bright idea of
putting my weapon on one of the steps. I pretended to
stumble, bent down and laid the gun in a corner near the
wall. During the questioning (Why did I want to go to
Czechoslovakia? What was I doing there?) I was all
atremble lest my ruse be discovered. At that moment I
experienced the anxious joy, fragile as the pollen on hazel
blossoms, the golden morning joy of the murderer who
escapes. Though I had not managed to commit the
crime, I had at least been gently bathed in the fringe of
its drawing,

Michaelis loved me. Perhaps the painful position he
knew I was in transformed this love into a kind of pity.
Mythologies are full of heroes who are changed into
servants. Perhaps he dimly feared that in my contracted,
my larval position, I might elaborate some cunning
scheme and that my metamorphosis would be climaxed
by a sudden sprouting of wings, like the stag at bay that
God miraculously allows to escape from the hounds, be-
fore the very eyes of my guards who would be thunder-
struck by my glory. The beginning of the execution of a’
murder is in itself sufficient, and Michaelis beheld me as
In the past, but I no longer loved-him. If I report my ad-
venture with him, I do so only that it may be seen that a
relentless fatality corrupted my attitudes; either my hero
collapsed or I myself proved to be made of paltry clay. It
will be no different with Java, I am already aware that
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his toughness is only an appearance; not that it is a mere
front, but that it is made of the softest gelatine,

To speak of my work as a writer would be a pleonasm.
The boredom of my prison days made me take refuge in
my past life, even though it was vagrant, austere or desti-
tute. Later on, when I was free, I wrote again, in order
to earn money. The idea of being a professional writer
leaves me cold. However, if I examine my woik, I now
perceive in it, patiently pursued, a will to rehabilitate
persons, objects and feelings reputedly vile. Naming them
with words that usually designate what is noble was per-
haps childish and somewhat {acile; T was in too much of
a hurry. I used the handiest means, but I would not have
done so were it not that, within me, those objects, thosc
feelings (treason, theft, cowardice, fear), called for the
qualifier generally reserved—by you—for their opposites.
Perhaps at the moment, in the heat of writing, T wanted
to magnify feelings, attitudes and objects that were hon-
ored by some splendid boy before whose beauty I bowed
low; but today, as I reread what I have written, I have
forgotten those boys: all that remains of them is the at-
tribute which I have sung, and that is what will glow in
my books with a brilliance equal to pride, heroism and
boldness. I was not trying to make excuses for them Nor
to justify them I wanted them to have the right to the
honors of the Name. This operation will prove not to
have been fruitless for me I already feel its efficacy.
In embellishing what you hold in contempt, my mind,
weary of the game that consists of naming with a glamor-
ous name that which stirred my heart, refuses any quali-
fication. Without confusing them, it accepts them all,
beings and things, in their equal nakedness. It then re-
fuses to clothe them. Thus, I no longer want to write; I
am dead to Letters, However, 1 gather from the news-
papers of the past few days that the world is apprehen-
sive. People are talking about war again As anxiety
mounts, as preparations begin to take shape (no longer
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the high-sounding declarations of statesmen but the men-
acing exactness of technicians), a strange peace comes
over me, I turn inward. There I arrange for myself a
fierce, delightful place from which I shall regard men’s
fury without fearing it. I long for the noise of cannon,
for the trumpets of death, so that I may arrange an end-
lessly recreated bubble of silence. I shall remove them
from me even further by the multiple and ever thicker
layers of my past adventures, chewed over and over, slob-
bered all over me, spun out and wrapped about like the
silk of a cocoon, I shall work at conceiving my solitude
and immortality, at living them, unless an idiotic desire
for sacrifice makes me emerge from them.

My solitude in prison was total. Now that T speak of
it, it is less so. Then I was alone, At night I would let
- myself be borne along by a current of abandon. The
world was a torrent, a rapid of forces come together to
carry me to the sea, to death. I had the bitter joy of
- knowing I was alone. I am nostalgic for the following
sound: as I lie dreaming in my cell, my mind idly drift-
ing, suddenly a convict in the cell above gets up and
starts walking up and down, with an even pace. My
reverie is also adrift, but this sound (in the foreground,
as it were, because of its precision) reminds me that the
body which is daydreaming, the one from which the
reverie has escaped, is in prison, prisoner of a clear, sud-
den, regular pacing. I would like to have my old com-
rades-in-misery, the children of sorrow. I envy the glory
which they secrete and which I utilize for ends less pure.
rI:a\l‘ent is courtesy with respect to matter; it consists of
giving song to what was dumb. My talent will be the love
I feel for that which constitutes the world of prisons and
penal colonies, Not that I want to transform them or
bring them around to your kind of life, or that I look
upon them with indulgence or pity: I recognize in
thieves, traitors and murderers, in the ruthless and the
cunning, a deep beauty—a sunken beauty—which T deny
you. Soclay, Pilorge, Weidmann, Serge de Lenz, Gentle-
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men of the Police, crafty informers, at times you secm to
me adorned, as if dressed in widows’ weeds, with such
lovely crimes that I envy some of them the mythologic
fear they inspire, others their tortures, and all of them
the infamy in which they finally merge If I cast a back-
ward look, I see only a succession of pitiful actions. My
books narrate them. They have adorned them with quali-
fiers thanks to which I recall them with gladness. I have
thus been that little wretch who knew only hunger, physi-
cal humiliation, poverty, fear and degradation. From
such galling attitudes as these I have drawn reasons for
glory.

“That’s probably what I am,” I would say to myself,
“but at least I'm aware of it, and such awarencss destroys
shame and affords me a feeling that few know: pride.
You who regard me with contempt are made up of
nothing else but a succession of similar woes, but you will
never be aware of this and thus will never possess pride,
in other words, the knowledge of a force that enables you
to stand up to misery—not your own mistery, but that of
which mankind is composed.”

Are a few books and pocms capable of proving to you
that I put these misfortunes to use, that they were neces-
sary to my beauty? I have written too much, I am weary.
It has been so hard for me to achieve so inadequately
what my heroes do so quickly. .

When Java cringed with fright, he was stunning.
Thanks to him, fear was noble. It was restored to 'fhe
dignity of natural movement, with no other meaning
than that of organic fright, panic of. the viscera con-
fronted with the image of death or pain Java trembled.
I saw a yellow diarrhea flow down his monument:fl
thighs. Terror stalked and ravaged the features of his
splendid face that had been so tenderly and greedily

kissed. It was mad of that cataclysm to dare disturb such
noble proportions, such inspiring, such harmonious re-
lationships, and those proportions and relationships were
the source of the crisis, they were responsible for it. So
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lovely were they that they were even its expression, since
what I call Java was both master of his body and respon-
sible for his fear. His fear was beautiful to see. Every-
thing became a sign of it: his hair, muscles, eyes, teeth,
penis, and the child’s manly grace.

Thereafter, he ennobled shame, He bore it in my pres-
ence like a burden, like a tiger clinging to his shoulders,
the threat of which imparted to his shoulders a most in-
solent submissiveness, His behavior has since been tem-
pered by a delicate and delightful humility., His male
vigor, his bluntness, are veiled, as the glare of the sun
might be, by crape. As I watched him fight, I felt he was
declining battle. Perhaps he was afraid of being the less
strong or that the other fellow might punch his face in,
but T saw him seized with terror. He shriveled up and
“wanted to fall asleep and dream of the Indies or of Java,
or to be arrested by the police and condemned to death.
He is thus a coward. But his example has shown me that
fear and cowardice can be expressed by the most charm-
ing grimaces.

“I'm letting you off,” the fellow sneered at him con-
temptuously,

Java didn’t bat an eyelash. He accepted the insult. He
got up from the dust, picked up his beret and left with-
out brushing the dust off his knees. He was still very
handsome,

Marc Aubert taught me that treason develops in a fine
body. 1t is therefore plainly legible if it is ciphered with
all the signs that formed both the traitor and treason. It
was signified in blond hair, limpid eyes, a golden skin, a
winning smile, by a neck, a torso, arms, legs, 2 member
for which T would have givenmy life and have accumu-
lated acts of treason. )

“These heroes,” I said to myself, “must have reached
such a state of perfection that I no longer wish to see
them live, so that their lives may be climaxed by a brazen
destiny. If they have achieved perfection, behold them at
the brink of death, no longer afraid of the judgment of
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men. Nothing can spoil their amazing success. May they
therefore grant me what is denied the wretched,”

Almost always alone, though aided by an ideal com-
panion, I crossed other borders. My emotion was always
cqually great. I crossed Alps of all kinds. From Slovenia
fo Italy, helped by the customs men, then abandoned by
them, T went upstream, along a muddy torrent, Fought
by the wind, by the cold, by the thorns, by November, I
gained a summit behind which was Italy. In order to
reach it I affronted monsters hidden by the night or re-
vealed by it, I got caught in, the barbed wire of a fort
where 1 heard the Sentinels walking and whispering.
Crouching in the shadow, my heart beating, T hoped that
before shooting me they would fondle and love me. Thus
I hoped that the night would be Peopled by voluptuous
guards. I ventured ¢ random upon a road. It was the

foreign countries are thieves or beggars, T decided to go
back to France and there pursue—perhaps even limiting



The Thief's Journal 101

France out of a concern for depth. I knew the country
well enough to be sure of giving stealing all my attention
and care, of handling it as if it were a unique substance
whose devoted craftsman I would become. I was twenty-
four or twenty-five at the time. In pursuit of a moral
adventure, I sacrificed dispersion and ornament. The
reasons for my choice, whose meaning is revealed to me
only today perhaps because I have to write about it, were
not clearly apparent. I think that I had to hollow out, to
drill through, a mass of language in which my mind
would be at ease Perhaps I wanted to accuse myself in
my own language. Neither Albania, Hungary or Poland,
nor India or Brazil would have offered me so rich a
matter as France. Indeed, theft—and what is involved
in it: prison sentences, along with the shame of the pro-
fession of thief—had become a disinterested undertaking,
a kind of active and deliberate work of art which could
be achieved only with the help of language, my language,
and which would be confronted with the laws springing
from this same language. In a foreign country I would
have been merely a more or less clever thief, but, as I
would have thought of myself in French, I would have
known I was a Frenchman—a status that allows none
other to survive—among foreigners. To be a thief in my
own country and to justify my being a thief who used the
language of the robbed—who are myself, because of the
importance of language—was to give to being a thief the
chance to be unique. I was becoming a foreigner.

Perhaps the oppressively perfect police system of the
Central European states is due to the uneasiness created
there by political confusion. I am speaking, of course, of
its swiftness. It seems that, owing to a network of in-
formers, an offense is known before it is committed, but
their police do not have the finesse of ours. Accompanied
by Anton, an Austrian, I entered Yugoslavia from Al-
bania, showing to the customs officers a passport which
was simply a French military service certificate to which
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I had added four pages from an Austrian passport
(issued to Anton) containing visas fiom the Serbian con-
sulate. Several times, in the train, in the street, in hotels,
I handed this strange document to Yugoslav policemen;
it seemed to them normal. The stamps and the visas satis-
fied them. When I was arrested—for having shot at
Anton with a revolver—the police returned it to me.

Did I love France? I was nimbused at the time with
its brilliance The French military attaché in Belgrade
having demanded several times that I be extradited—
which is contrary to international law—the Yugoslav
police resorted to a compromise: I was escorted to the
border of the country nearest France, Italy. I went
through Yugoslavia from prison to prison. There T met
handsome criminals, violent and somber, swearing in a
savage language in which the oaths are the finest in the
world.

“I fuck the Mother of God in the ass!”

“I bugger the walll” -

A few minutes later they would burst out laughing,
and I could see their splendid teeth. The King of Yugo-
slavia was then a graceful boy of twelve or fifteen whose
hair was parted on the side: Peter the Second, whose
portrait, which also adorned the postage stamps, hung in
the offices of all the prisons and police stations. The anger
of the roughnecks and thieves rose up toward this child.
They railed against him. The raucous insults of the spite-
ful men were hike a street quarrel with a cruel lover.
They called him a whore. When I got to the prison in
Susak (Italian border)—after having been in ten others
where I spent only a few nights—I was locked in a cell
where there were about twenty of us. I immediately saw
Rade Peritch. He was a Croat who was scrving a two-
year sentence for theft In order to take advantage of
my overcoat, he made me lie down next to him on the
cot He was dark and well built. He was wearing a pair
of somewhat faded blue derum mechanic’s overalls with
a big wide pocket in the middle into which he stuck his *

i
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hands. I spent only two nights in the Susak jail, but that
was time enough for me to get a terrific crush on Rade.

The prison was separated from the highway not by a
wall but by a ditch beneath our cell window. When the
police and then the customs officers made me cross the
Ttalian border, by the mountain route and on a freezing
night, I headed for Trieste. In the lobby of the French
consulate I stole an overcoat which T immediately resold.
With the money, I bought thirty feet of rope and a saw
and returned to Yugoslavia by way of Piedicolle. An
automobile took me to Susak, where I arrived at night. I
whistled from the road. Rade came to the window, and T
very easily got the equipment to him. I returned the fol-
lowing night, but he refused to attempt an escape, though
it would have been easy. I waited until dawn, hoping to
persuade him. Finally, shivering with cold, T took the
mountain path again, sad that this brawny fellow pre-
ferred the certainty of prison to adventuring with me.
I managed to cross the Italian border and get to Trieste,
then to Venice and finally to Palermo where I was put
into jail. An amusing detail recurs to my memory. When
I entered the cell in the Palermo jail, the prisoners asked
me,

“Come va, la principessa?”

“No lo so0,” T replied.

During the morning walk in the yard, I was asked the
same question, but I knew nothing about the health of
the Princess of Piedmont, the king’s daughter-in-law (the
question concerned her). I learned later that she was
pregnant and that the amnesty which is always granted
upon the birth of a royal child depended on the child’s
sex. The guests of the Italian jails had the same preoccu-
pations as the courtiers at the Quirinal,

When I was let out, I was taken to the Austrian
border, which I crossed near Villach. -

Rade did the right thing in refusing to leave. During
my trip through Central Europe I was accompanied by
his ideal presence. Not only did he walk and sleep at my
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side, but in making decisions I wanted to be worthy of
the bold image of him that I had created Once again a
man with a handsome face and beautiful body gave me
the opportunity to prove my courage.

Neither by the recital nor the interlacing or overlap-
ping of the facts—and I don’t know what they are,
which limits them in time and space—nor by their inter-
pretation, which, without destroying them, creates new
ones, can I discover the key, nor, by means of them, my
own key. I undertook, with a baroque intention, to cite
a few, pretending to omit those—the first which make
up the apparent texture of my life—which are the knots
of the glistening threads. If France is an emotion com-
municated from artist to artist—a relay of neurons, so to
speak—then to the very end I am only a string of tin-
glings, the first of which are beyond my range. The prongs
of a boat hook that had been dug into a drowned man
to pull him out of a stream made me suffer in my child’s
body. Could it really be that people searched for corpses
with harpoons? I roamed about the countryside, de-
lighted to discover in the wheat or beneath the firs the
bodies of drowned men to whom I accorded the most
incredible obsequies Can I say that it was the past—or
that it was the future? Everything has already been
caught, until my death, in an ice floe of being: my trem-
bling when a piece of rough trade asks me to brown him
(I discover that his desire is his trembling) during a
Carnival night; at twilight, the view from a sand dune
of Arab warriors surrendering to French generals; the
back of my hand placed on a soldier’s basket, but espe-
cially the sly way in which the soldier looked at it; sud-
denly I see the ocean between two houses in Biarritz; I
am escaping from the reformatory, taking tiny steps,
frightened not at the idea of being caught but of being
the prey of freedom; straddling the enormous prick of a
blond legionnaire, I am carried twenty yards along the
ramparts; not the handsome football player, nor his foot,
nor his shoe, but the ball, then ceasing to be the ball and



The Thief’s Journal 105

becoming the “kick-off,” and I cease being that to be-
come the idea that goes from the foot to the ball; in 2
cell, unknown thieves call me Jean; when at night I walk
barefoot in my sandals across fields of snow at the Aus-
trian border, I shall not flinch, but then, I say to myself,
this painful moment must concur with the beauty of my
life, I refuse to let this moment and all the others be
waste matter; using their suffering, I project myself to
the mind’s heaven. Some negroes are giving me food on
the Bordeaux docks; a distinguished poet raises my hands
to his forehead ; a German soldier is killed in the Russian
snows and his brother writes to inform me; a boy from
Toulouse helps me ransack the rooms of the commis-
sioned and non-commissioned officers of my regiment in
Brest: he dies in prison; I am talking of someone—and
while doing so, the time to smell roses, to hear one eve-
ning in prison the gang bound for the penal colony sing-
ing, to fall in love with a white-gloved acrobat—dead
since the beginning of time, that is, fixed, for I refuse to
live for any other end than the very one which I found
to contain the first misfortune: that my life must be a °
legend, in other words, legible, and the reading of it must
give birth to a certain new emotion which I call poetry.
1 am no longer anything, only a pretext.

By moving slowly, Stilitano exposed himself to love as
one exposes oneself to the sun. Offering to the rays all -
his facets, When I met him in Antwerp, he had put on
weight. Not that he was fat, but a certain thickness had
rounded his angles. In his gait I found the same savage
suppleness, more powerful, less rapid and more muscular,
but just as nervous. In the dirtiest street in Antwerp,
near the Scheldt, beneath a gray sky, Stilitano’s back

- seemed to me streaked by the alternate light and shade
of a Spanish shutter. The woman in a black satin sheath
walking with him was really his female. He was surprised
to see me, and, it seemed to me, glad,

“Jean! You in Antwerp?”



106  JrAN GENET

“How’re things going?”

I shook hands with him. He introduced me to Sylvia.
1 barely recognized him in the exclamation, but hardly
had he opened his mouth for a more softly uttered phrase
when there again, veiling it, was the white blob of spit,
and through the strange mucosity which formed it,
though remaining intact, I recognired, between his teeth,
the Stilitano of old. Without naming anything, I said,

“You've kept it.”!

“You noticed?”

“Of course. You're too proud of it.”

“What are you talking about?”’ asked Sylvia,

“We’re talking, baby. Mind your business.”

This innocent complicity at once set up a relationship
between us. All his former charms bore down on me: the
power of his shoulders, the mobility of his buttocks, the
hand that had perhaps been torn off in the jungle by an-
other savage beast, and finally his member, so long .
denied me, buried in a dangerous darkness which was
shielded from mortal odors. I was at his mercy. Without
knowing anything about his activities, I was sure that he
ruled over the people of the dives, docks and bars, hence
over the entire city. To achieve harmony in bad taste is
the height of elegance. Stilitano had unfalteringly chosen
a pair of green and tan crocodile shoes, a brown suit, a
white silk shirt, a pink tie, a multicolored scarf, and a
green hat. It was all held in place by pins, links, and gold
chains, and Stilitano was elegant. Standing before him, I
became the same unhappy creature as in the past, and
this did not seem to trouble him.

“I’ve been here three days,” I said,

“Are you getting along?”

“The way T used to.”

He smiled.

“Do you remember?”

“You see this guy® he said to his girl. “He’s a pal.

He’s a buddy. He can come to our room whenever he
likes.”
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They took me to dinner in a restaurant near the har-
bor. Stilitano informed me that he was in the opium
racket. His girl was a whore. With the words junk and
opium my imagination took wing; I saw Stilitano as a’
bold, rich adventurer. He was a bird of prey flying in
great circles, Yet, though his gaze was sometimes cruel,
he had none of the rapacity of the birds of prey. Quite
the contrary, for, despite his affluence, Stilitano still
seemed to be playing. It did not take me long to learn
that only his appearance was prosperous. He was living
in a small hotel. The first thing I saw was a big pile of
colored comic books stacked on the mantelpiece. The
text accompanying the pictures was now in French in-
stead of Spanish: the childishness was the same, as were
the handsomeness, vigor and courage of the hero, who
was almost always naked. Every morning Sylvia brought
him new ones, which he read in bed. I thought that two
years had rolled by, during which time he had been read-
ing gaudy infantile stories, and that meanwhile, on the
side, his body had been maturing—and perhaps his mind
too. He sold opium, which he bought from sailors, and
supervised his girl. He carried -his wealth with him: his
clothes, his jewels and his wallet, He suggested that I
work for him. For a few days I carried tiny packets to
the homes of shifty-looking and anxious clients,

Just as in Spain, and with the same promptness, Stili-
tano had got in with the Antwerp riffraff. In the bars he
was treated to drinks and he kidded the whores and
queers. Fascinated by his new beauty, by his opulence,
and perhaps bruised by the memory of our friendship, I
let myself love him. I followed him everywhere. I was
jealous of his friends, jealous of Sylvia, and I would
suffer when I met him around noontime, fresh and per-
fumed, but with dark rings under his eyes. We would
stroll along the docks together and talk of old times. He
talked particularly about his exploits, for he was boastful.
Never did it occur to me to reproach him for his under-
handedness, or his treachery, or his cowardice, On the
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contrary, I admired him for bearing the brand, in my
meraory, as simply and haughtily as he did.

“You still like men?”

“Of course I do. Why? Does it bother you?”

“Me?” he replied with a pleasant and quizzical smile.
“You’re crazy. On the contrary.”

“Why on the contrary?”

He hesitated and wanted to delay answering.

“Hu}l?”

“You say on the contrary. You like them too.”

“Me?l,

“Yes.ﬁ,

“No, but sometimes I wonder what it’s like.”

“It gets you hot.”

“Not a bit. I said it . . .”

He laughed in embarrassment,

“What about Sylvia?”

“Sylvia, she’s my bread and butter.”

“Is that all?”

“Yes. And that’s enough.”

If Stilitano were to add to his power over me by giving
me any wild hope, he would reduce me to slavery. I al-
ready felt myself floundering in a deep, sad element. And
what were Stilitano’s flurries holding in storc for me? I
said to him, “You know I still have a soft spot for you,
and I'd like to make love to you.”

Without looking at me, he answered smilingly, “We’ll
see about it.”

After a brief silence, he said, “What do you feel like
doing?®”

“With you, everything!”

“We’ll see.”

He didn’t budge. No movement bore him toward me,
though my whole being wanted to be swallowed up
within him, though I wanted to give my body the supple-
ness of osier so as to twine round him, though I wanted
to warp, to bend over him. The city was exasperating.
The smell of the port and its excitement inflamed me.
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Flemish dockers brushed against us, and the maimed
Stilitano was stronger than they. Perhaps he had in his
pocket, for his imprudence was exquisite, a few grains of
opium which made him precious and punishable.

In order to get to Antwerp I had just gone through
Nazi Germany, where I had stayed a few months. I
walked from Breslau to Berlin. I would have liked to
steal. A strange force held me back. Germany terrified all
of Europe; it had become, particularly to me, the symbol
of cruelty. It was already outside the law. Even on Unter
den Linden I had the feeling that I was strolling about
in a camp organized by bandits. I thought that the brain
of the most scrupulous bourgeois concealed treasures of
duplicity, hatred, meanness, cruelty and lust. I was ex-
cited at being free amidst an entire people that had been
placed on the index. Probably I stole there ds elsewhere,
but I felt a certain constraint, for what governed this
activity and what resulted from it—this particular moral
attitude set up as a civic virtue—was being experienced
by a whole nation which directed it against others.

“It’s a race of thieves,” I thought to myself. “If I steal
here, I perform no singular deed that might fulfill me, T
obey the customary order; I do not destroy it. I am not-
committing evil. I am not upsetting anything. The out-
rageous is impossible. I’'m stealing in the void.”

I would feel a kind of uneasiness after stealing. Tt
seerned to me that the gods who govern the laws were
not revolted. They were merely surprised. I was ashamed.
But what I desired above all was to return to a country
where the laws of ordinary morality were revered, were
lgws on which life was based. In Berlin I chose prostitu-
tion as my means of livelihood It satisfied me for a few
days and then wearied me. Antwerp offered me legend-
ary treasures, Flemish museums, Jewish diamond mer-
chants, ship owners loitering about at night, passengers
on transatlantic steamers. Exhilarated by my love, I
wanted to experience perilous adventures with Stilitano.
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He seemed to want to join in the game and to dazzlc me
by his boldness. Driving with only one hand, he arrived
at the hotel one evening on a police motorcycle.

“I just stole it from a cop,” he said with a smile and
without even deigning to get off the machine. Yet he was
aware that the gesture of bestriding it would be to me a
maddening sight; he got ofl the seat, pretended to ex-
amine the motor and was off again with me behind.,

“We'll get rid of it right away,” he said.

“You're crazy. We can do things. . . .’

Exhilarated by the wind and the ride, I thought I was
being carried off on a highly dangerous chase. An hour
later, the motorcycle was sold to a Greek seaman who
immediately put it on board. But I had been granted the
sight of Stilitano at the center of a genuine, accomplished
feat, for the sale of the machine, the debating of the
price and the settling of the payment were a masterpicce
of finesse after the act of force.2

Stilitano was no more a mature man than I was. Al-
though he really was a gangster, he played at being one,
that is, he invented gangster attitudes, I know no hood-
lums who are not children. What “serious” mind going
by a jewelry shop or a bank would seriously work out, in
minute detail, an assault or a burglary? Where else would
you find the idea of a guild rooted—not in the interest of
the members—in a pact of complicity bordering on
friendship, for mutual aid, where else than in a kind of
reverie, of gratuitous game, like something out of a story
book? Stilitano was playing. He liked knowing that he
was outside the law; he liked feeling that he was in
danger. An aesthetic need placed him there. He was at-
temping to copy an ideal hero, the Stilitano whose image
' was already inscribed in a heaven of glory. In this way he

! When, a few days ago, Pierre Fidvre, the son of a state
trooper and himself a probationary policeman (he’s twenty-one
years old), told me that he wanted to be a cop so as to have a
motorcycle, I got an erection I again saw Stilitano’s buttocks
Hattened against the leather seat of the stolen machine.
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obeyed the laws that govern gangsters, and give them
form. Without them he would have been nothing. Blinded
at first by his august solitude, by his calmness and se-
renity, I believed him to be anarchically self-creating, '
guided by the sheer impudence, the nerviness of his ges-
tures. The fact is, he was seeking a type. Perhaps it was
the one represented by the conquering hero of the comic
books. At any rate, Stilitano’s mild reverie was in perfect
harmony with his muscles and his taste for action. Prob-
ably the hero of the pictures had finally come to be en-
graved in Stilitano’s heart. I still respect him, for though
he observed the externals of a protocol leading to them,
within himself and without any witness he submitted to
the constraints of his body and heart; he was never gentle
with his girl.

Without quite becoming bosom friends, we got into
the habit of seeing each other daily. I had lunch in his
room, and in the evening, when Sylvia worked, we went
out to dinner together. We would then make the round
of the bars in order to get drunk: He also danced, almost
all night long, with very pretty girls. Hardly would he
arrive than the atmosphere changed, first at his table
and then gradually at the others. It became both heavy
and frenzied. He got into a fight almost every evening;
he was savage and splendid, his one hand swiftly armed
with a switchblade which he flipped open in his pocket.
The stevedores, merchant-seamen and pimps would circle
around us or join forces with us. That kind of life ex-
hausted me, for I would have liked to prowl around the
docks in the fog or rain. My memory of those nights is
shot through with sparks. A journalist, discussing a film,
writes: “Love blossoms amidst brawls.” This absurd
phrase reminds me of the flowers known as “snapdragons”
which blossom among dry thistles, and thereby of my
velvety tenderness which Stilitano wounded. ‘

Though he did not assign me any work, I sometimes
stole bicycles which I resold at Maestricht, in Holland,
When Stilitano learned that T knew how to get across
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the border, he accomponied me onc day and we went as
far as Amsterdam, The city didn’t interest him. He
ordercd me to wait for him in 2 café for a few hours and
then disappeared. I had learned that theie was no ute
questioning him. My work concerned him, but his was
none of my business We returned in the evening, but at
the station he handed me a little package, tied and scaled,
about the size of a brick.

“I'm going ahead by train,” he said.

“What about customs?”’

“Don’t worry, I’'m in order. You cross as usual, on
foot. And don’t open the package. It belongs to a fricnd
of mine.”

“What if they nab me?”

“Don’t fool around. You'll get it in the neck.”

Clever at manipulating conflicting charms between
which I would oscillate without ever coming to rest at
myself, he gave me a nice kiss and went off to the train.
I beheld this tranquil Reason, this guardian of the Tables
of the Law, walking before me, his authority contained
in the surcness of his gait, in his nonchalance, in the
almost luminous play of his buttocks. I did not know
what the package contained; it was the sign of confidence
and chance, Thanks to if, I was no longer going to cross
a border for my own paltry needs but rather out of
obedience, out of submission, to a sovereign Power.
When T took my eyes off Stilitano, the sole aim of my
preoccupations was to seck him, and it was the package
that directed me. During my expeditions (my thefts, my
reconnoiterings, my flights) objects were animated. When
I thought of night, it was with a big N. The stones and
Ppebbles on the roads had a sense through which I was to
make myself known, The trees were surprised to see me.
My fear bore the name of panic, It liberated the spirit of
every object, which awaited only my trembling to be
stirred. About me the inanimate world gently shuddered;
I could have chatted with the rain itself. I very quickly
began making an effort to consider this emotion as some-
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thing quite special and to prefer it to the one that was its
pretext: fear, and the pretext of this fear: a burglary or
my flight from the police. Favored by night, the same
anxiety came at length to trouble my days. Thus, I moved
about in an enigmatic universe, for it had lost the sense
of the practical. I was in danger. Indeed, I no longer
considered objects from the point of view of their usual
purpose but rather from that of the friendly anxiety they
offered me. Stilitano’s package between my chest and my
shirt betokened, made more precise, the mystery of each
thing, at the same time resolving it, thanks to the smile
(almost cropping out at my lips and revealing my teeth)
which it enabled me to venture so as to pass freely. Might
it be that I was carrying stolen jewels? What police prob-
lems, what goals of bloodhounds, of police dogs and
secret telegrams, derived their origin from this tiny pack-
age? I therefore had to rout all the enemy forces, Stili-
tano was waiting for me.

“He’s a fine son of a bitch,” I said to myself. “He’s
careful not to run any risks, Just because he’s got only
one hand, that’s no reason.”

When I got to Antwerp, I went straight to his hotel,
without shaving or washing, for I wanted to appear with
the attributes of my victory, with my beard and filth and”
my arms laden with fatigue. Isn’t that what is symbolized
when the victor is covered with laurel, flowers and gold
chains? But I carried my victory naked. In his room, in
front of him, I put on a show of exaggerated naturalness
as I handed him the package. ’

“Here it is.”

He smiled, with a triumphant smile. T believe he was
rti;)it unaware that his power over me had managed every-

ng.

“Were there any hitches?”

“None at all. It was easy.”

€ Ah !”

He smiled again and added, “Thats fine” But I my-
self dared not tell him that he would have managed the
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Arip without any more danger, Jor T already knew that
Stilitano was my own creation and that its destruction
depended upon me. I understood, nevertheless, why God
neceds an angel, which He calls a messenger, to carry out
certain missions which He Himself 35 unable to,

“What's in it?”

“Junk, of course.”

I had smuggled opium * T did not despise Stilitano for
having exposed me to the danger of being caught in his
stead.

“It’s perfectly natural,” I said to mysclf. “He’s a prick
and 'm a cunt.”

For his revealing himsclf to me in this way, my grati-
tude rose up to him. Iad he revealed himself to me by a
number of bold deeds in which I had been forbidden to
take part, thus becoming both cause and end, Stilitano
would have lost all power over me I dimly suspected him

of being incapable of an act involving his whole person.
The care he took of his body was proof. His baths, his
perfumes, his slecping all morning, the very form that
his body had taken, its softness. Realizing that it was

" through me that he had to act, I attached myself to him,

sure of drawing strength from the elementary and disor-

ganized power that shaped him.

What with the time of year (autumn), the rain, the
dark color of the buildings, the stolidity of the Flemings,
the peculiar character of the city, and saddened too by
my poverty, I was led by a decp melancholy to discover
within me the objects in whose presence I felt uncasy.
During the German occupation I saw in the newsreels
the funeral services for the hundred or hundred and fifty
victims of the bombardment of Antwerp. The coffins,
covered with tulips or dahlias and exposed amidst‘the
Antwerp ruins, werc all flower stalls, and a host of priests

1 1947. T have just read in an evening paper that he was ar-
rested for an armed assault in the dark The article says® ©
the handsome cripple was pale . . . Reading this causes me
1o emotion.
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and choir boys in lace surplices were filing by to bless
them. This scene, which was the last, still helps me be-
lieve that Antwerp revealed to me areas of shadow.
“They’re celebrating,” I thought to myself, “the cult of
this city, the spirit of which—TI gathered as much at the
time—is Death.” However, the mere appearance of things
must have caused me that anxiety which at first was born
of fear. Then the anxiety disappeared. I felt I was per-
ceiving things with blinding lucidity. Even the most
trivial of them had lost their usual meaning, and I
reached the point of wondering whether it was true that
one drank from a glass or put on a shoe. As I discovered
the particular meaning of each thing, the idea of number
deserted me. Little by little Stilitano lost his fabulous
power over me, He thought I was dreamy: 1 was atten-
tive Without being silent, I was elsewhere. As a result of
the relationships suggested by objects that seemed to have .
conflicting purposes, my conversation took on a humorous
turn.

“You sure are going nuts!”

“Nuts!” T repeated, opening my eyes wide. Hence, I
think I remember having the revelation of an absolute
perception as I considered, in the state of luxurious de-
tachment of which I have been speaking, a clothespin
left behind on a line. The elegance and oddness of this
familiar little object appeared before me without aston-
ishing me. I perceived events themselves in their auton-
omy. The reader can imagine how dangerous such an
attitude must have been in the life I was leading, when
1 had to be wide-awake every minute and ran the risk of
being caught if I lost sight of the usual meaning of
objects.

With Stilitano’s help and advice T had managed to
dress elegantly, though with a quite personal elegance.
stda.tining the rigid-styles of the riffraff, I displayed a
certain fancy in my attire. Thus, the moment I stopped
being a beggar whom shame cut off from the practical
world, this world eluded me. I distinguished the essence
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of objects, not their qualities In short, my humor disen-
tangled me from the beings to whom I had passionately
bound myself. I felt lost and absurdly light.

A young pimp in a bar, squatting on his haunches and
playing with 2 puppy: this playfulness seemed to me so
odd in such a place that I smiled with pleasure at pimp
and puppy; I had understood them. And also that the
bus, which was full of serious and hurried people, could
courteously stop at the diminutive sign of a child’s fingers.
Seeing a stiff hair threateningly emerge from Stilitano’s
nostril, without trembling I took a pair of scissors to cut
it off.

Later on, when, without refusing to get excited about
a handsome boy, I applied the same detachment, when
I allowed myself to be aroused, and when, refusing the
emotion the right to rule me, I examined it with the same
lucidity, I realized what my love was; on the basis of
this awareness I established relationships with the world;
this was the birth of intelligence, -

But Stilitano was disenchanted. I no longer served him.
_If he struck me or bawled me out, he taught me the
meaning of insults and blows. Antwerp no longer had
for me its sad character and its sordid maritime poetry.
I saw clearly, and anything could have happened to me.
I could have committed a crime. This period lasted about
six months. T was chaste. i

'Armand was away on a trip. Although I heard that he
was sometimes called by other names, we shall keep this
one. Am I myself not up to my fifteenth or sixteenth
' name, including Jean Gallien, my current one? He was
returning from France where, as I learned later, he was
smuggling opium. A face need appear before me only a
few seconds for me to be able to express its quality in 2
single word. If, however, it lingers, instead of the straight-
forwardness, limpidity or frankness which it suggested’, a
curl of the lip or a gaze or a smile which I then percetve
complicates the interpretation, The face becomes more
and more complex. The signs overlap: it is illegible. In

oy
P e 7
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Stilitano’s T made an effort to see the hardness which
was marred only by a sign of irony at the corner of the
eyes or mouth, I'm not sure which, Armand’s face was
false, cunning, mean, sneaky, brutal. No doubt it is easy
for me to discover these things after knowing the man,
but I know that the impression I had at the time could
have been the result only of the miraculous union of
these qualities on a single face. Hypocrisy, meanness,
stupidity, cruelty and savagery are all reducible to a
single term. Rather than their being detailed on his face,
what could be read there ( I mean not in space but in
time) depended on either my own mood or what pro-
voked, within Armand, the appearance of such qualities
on his features. He was a brute. He exhibited no regular
beauty, but the presence on his face of what I have men-
tioned—and what was pure because so unmarred by its
opposite—gave him a somber though sparkling appear-
ance, His physical strength was prodigious. He was about
forty-five at the time. Having lived so long in the com-
pany of his own vigor, he carried it lightly. He had been
clever enough to make the most of it, so that this vigor,
this muscular power, visible in the shape of the skull and
the base of the neck, further proclaimed, and imposed,
those detestable qualities. It made them sparkle. His face
was flat, T believe naturally so, as his nose did not look
as if it had been damaged by a blow. His jaw was strong
and solid. His skull was very round and almost always
sha.ved. The skin on the back of his neck had three folds
which were delineated by thin streaks of dirt. He was tall
and splendidly built. He generally moved slowly and
with deliberation. He laughed little and without frank-
ness, His voice. It was deep, hollow, almost bass. Not
that it could be called a gruff voice, though its timbre did
seem muf'ﬂed. When Armand spoke very fast or when he
spoke while walking quickly, he achieved, by the contrast
of the’ acceleration of his delivery and the deep tone of
his voice, an ingenious musical effect. With so hurried a
movement one expected a high-pitched timbre or, from
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so deep a voice, that it would move heavily, with diff-
culty: it was agile. This contrast also produced some
elegant inflections. Armand barely articulated. The syl-
lables did not collide. As his speech, though simple, flowed
freely, the words linked up with a horizontal tranquillity.
It was his voice in particular that made you realize that
throughout his youth he had been admired, especially by
men. Males who are admired by men for their strength
or beauty can be recognized by a kind of impertinent as-
surance. They are both more sure of themselves and more
accessible to gentleness. Armand’s voice touched a spot in
my throat and took my breath away. It was a rare thing
for him to hurry, but if, once in a great while, he had to
rush to an appointment, as he walked between Stilitano
and me, his head high, leaning slightly forward, despite
his massive stature and his free and easy bearing, his
voice, growing increasingly rapid with the depth of the
timbre, achieved almost too bold a masterpiece. When-
ever there was a bit of fog, there issued from this leaden
athlete a voice of azure.

One assumes that it had belonged to 2 hurried, nimble,
joyous, glorified adolescent, sure of his grace, strength,
beauty and strangeness, and of the beauty and strangeness
of his voice.

Within him, in his organs, which T imagined to be ele-
mentary though of solid tissue and of very lovely speckled
shades, couched in warm and generous guts, I think he
spun out his will to impose, apply and render visible
hypocrisy, stupidity, meanness, cruelty and servility and
thereby achieve for his entire person the most obscene
success possible. I saw him in Sylvia’s room. When I en-
tered, Stilitano told him at once that I was French and
that we had met in Spain, Armand was standing up. He
did not offer me his hand, but he looked at me. I re-
mained near the window without seeming to pay any
attention to them. When they decided to go to the bar,
Stilitano said to me, “Are you coming, Jean?”
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Before I had a chance to answer, Armand asked, “Do
you usually take him along?” .

Stilitano laughed and said, “If it bothers you, we can
leave him.” ‘

“Oh, bring him along.”

I followed them. After having a drink, they separated,
and Armand did not shake my hand. Stilitano said not a
word about him to me. A few days later, when I met
him near the docks, Armand ordered me to follow him.
Almost without speaking, he took me to his room. With
the same apparent scorn, he subjected me to his pleasure.

Dominated by his strength and age, I gave the work
my utmost care, Crushed by that mass of flesh, which
was devoid of the slightest spirituality, I experienced the
giddiness of finally meeting the perfect brute, indifferent
to my happiness. I discovered the sweetness that could be
contained in a thick fleece on torso, belly and thighs and
what force it could transmit. I finally let myself be buried
in that stormy night, Out of gratitude or fear I placed a
kiss on Armand’s hairy arm.

“What’s eating you? Are you nuts or something?”

“I didn’t do any harm.”

I remained at his side in order to serve his nocturnal
pleasure. When he went to bed, Armand whipped his
leather belt from the loops of his trousers and made it
snap. It was flogging an invisible victim, a shape of trans-
parent flesh. The air bled. If he frightened me then, it
was because of his powerlessness to be the Armand 1 see,
who is heavy and mean. The snapping accompanied and
supported him. His rage and despair at not being am
made him tremble Iike a horse subdued by darkness,
made him tremble more and more. He would not, how-
ever, have tolerated my living idly. He advised me to
prowl around the station or the zoo and pick up cus-
tomers. Knowing the terror inspired in me by his person,
he didn’t deign to keep an eye on me. The money I
earned I brought back intact, He himself operated in the



120 JEAN GENET

bars, He carried on various kinds of traffic with the
dockers and seamen, who respected him. Like all the
local pimps and hoodlums of the time, he wore sneakers,
Being silent, his footstep was heavier and more elastic.
Often he wore a pair of blue woolen sailor pants, the flap
of which was never completely buttoned, so that a tri-
angle would hang down in front of him, or sometimes it
was a slightly rolled pocket that he wore on his belly.
No one had such a sinuous walk as he. I think that he
slid along that way in order to recapture the memory of
the body he had had as a twenty-year-old hoodlum, pimp
and sailor. He was faithful to it, as one is to the fashions
of one’s youth. But, himself a figure of the most provoca-
tive eroticism, he wished also to express it by language
and gesture. Accustomed to Stilitano’s modesty and to
the crudeness of the dockers in their bars, I was the wit-
ness of, often the pretext for, proceedings which were
the height of audacity. In front of anybody Armand
would grow lyrical over his member. No one interrupted
him. Unless some tough, annoyed by his tone and re-
. marks, retorted.

“My cock,” he once said, “is worth its weight in gold.”

“It’s not heavy,” said a seaman.

“Heavier than that beer mug you've got in your
hand!” -

“I doubt it.”

“You want to weigh them?”

“O.K.ﬁ,

Bets were quickly laid, and Armand, who was already
unbuttoned and had a stiff hard-on, put his prick on the
seaman’s flat palm,

“The beer mug,” he said.

At times, with his hand in his pocket he would stroke
himself as he stood drinking at the'bar. He would boast
at other times that he could lift a heavy man on the end
of his cock. Not knowing what this obsession with his
member and strength corresponded to, I admired him. In

* the street, though he would draw me to him with his arm

N
L pdes
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as if to embrace me, a brutal push of the same arm would
thrust me aside. Since I knew nothing about his life, ex-
cept that he had been around the world and that he was
Flemish, I tried to distinguish the signs of the penal
colony from which he must have escaped, bringing back
with him that cropped skull, those heavy muscles, his
hypocrisy, his violence, his fierceness,

Meeting Armand was such a cataclysm that though I
continued to see Stilitano often, he seemed to move off
from me in time and space. It was long ago and far away
that T had wedded this youngster whose toughness, with
its veil of irony, had suddenly been transformed to a

delicious gentleness, Never, during all the time I lived |

with Armand, did Stilitano joke about us. His discretion
became delicately painful to me. He soon came to repre-
sent Bygone Days,

Unlike Stilitano, Armand was not a coward. Not only
did he not refuse single combat, but he accepted dan-
gerous jobs involving force. He even dared conceive them
and work out the details, A week after our meeting,
he told me that he would be gone for a while and that
I was to wait for him to return. He asked me to take care
of his belongings, a suitcase containing some linen, and
he left. For a few days I felt lighter, I no longer carried

the weight of fear, Stilitano and I went out together sev-
eral times,

Had he not spat into his hands to turn a crank, I would

-

not have noticed a boy of my own age. This typical work~

maI}’s gesture made me so dizzy that I thought I was
falhng. straight down to a period—or region of myself—
long since forgotten. My heart awoke, and at once my
body thawed. With wild speed and precision the boy
registered on me: his gestures, his hair, the jerk of his
hips, the curve of his back, the merry-go-round on which
he was warking, the movement of the horses, the music,
the fair ground, the city of Antwerp containing them,
‘th‘e EBarth cautiously turning, the Universe protecting so
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He smiled again and said:

“Are you scared of Armand?”.

“You're crazy.”

“Well? You want me to go up to him?”

Just at that moment, the boy stood up straight, his face
flushed and gleaming: he was a congested prick. As he
adjusted his belt, he approached us. We were on the
pavement and he was standing on the baseboards of the
merry-go-round. Since we were looking at him, he smiled
and said:

“That’s a real workout.”

“It must make you thirsty,” said Stilitano. And turn- .
ing to me he added, “You going to treat us to a drink?”

Robert went with us to a café. The joyousness of the
event and its simplicity set my head spinning. I was no
longer at Robert’s side, nor even at Stilitano’s. I was
scattering myself to all corners of the world and was
registering 2 hundred details which burst into light stars,
I no longer know which. But when I accompanied
Lucien for the first time, I had the same feeling of ab-
sence. I was listening to a housewife bargaining over a
geranium, -

‘fI’d like to have a plant in the house . . .’ she was
saying, “a nice plant. . . .

This need for possession, which made her want to have
a plant of her own, chosen, with its roots and earth, from
among the infinity of plants, did not surprise me. The
\«{Sman’s remark made clear to me the sense of owner-
ship,

. “She’ll water her plant,” I said to myself. “She’ll buy
1t a majolica flowerpot. She’ll put it out in the sun. She’ll
cherish it, , , .» )
I gaucien was walking at my side. The only live things
ad ever owned were lovely pricks, whose roots were
buried in black moss. I cherished several such, and T
wanted them in all the flower of their strength, Those
plants were my pride. Such was my fervor that their
bearers themselves were amazed at their umwonted
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beauty. Nevertheless, each remained fastened, by a mys-
terious and solid base, to the male whose chief branch
it was; he owned it more than I did. It was his. Some
flies were buzzing around Lucien. My hand mentally
made the gesture of chasing them away. This plant was
going to belong to me.

“From where could such a.marvelous result (the flower
crowning it is a lump of thistle) have been transplanted?
It must have been chosen from a childpatch. . . . T will
cherishit. . . .” .

Not only his prick, but all of Lucien was mine. Before
him, Robert. At night, rolled up in a blanket, he slept
under the canvas covers of the merry-go-round. I invited
him to share my room. He came to sleep there the second
night. As he was late, I went looking for him. Without
his being aware, I saw him in a bar near the docks talk-
ing to a man who had the manners of a queer. I said
nothing to him, but I let Stilitano know about it. The
next morning, before Robert went off to work, Stilitano
came to see us. Still encumbered with his unbelievable
modesty, he found it embarrassing to say what he wanted
to say. He finally spoke up.

“We’ll work together. You’ll lure them into a pissoir or
a room and then Jean and I'll come around. We’ll say
we’re your brothers and we’ll make the guy pay up.” -

I almost said, “What about Armand? What’ll he do?”
I kept my mouth shut.

Robert was sitting up in bed with the covers over his
legs. I was careful not to brush against him so as not to
embarrass him. He pointed out to Stilitano the risk in-
volved, but I realized that he himself regarded these
risks as something vague and remote, as if wrapped in a
heavy fog. Finally he said he would. Stilitano’s charm
had just acted upon him. It made me feel ashamed. I
loved Robert and I would not have succeeded in getting
him to agree, but what was particularly cruel for me
was the repetition and use of the same details of our

~Y
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intimacy in Spain which only Stilitano and I knew of.
When Stilitano had gone, Robert slid under the covers
and snuggled up to me.

“He’s your guy, huh?”

“Why do you ask that?”

¥Any one can see that he’s your guy.”

I hugged him and wanted to kiss him, but he moved
away.

“You're crazy. We're not going to do that together!”

“Why not?” i .

“Huh? I don’t know. We're the same age. It wouldn’t
be any fun.” - )

That morning he got up late. We had lunch with Stili-.
tano and Sylvia, and then Robert went to get his pay and
tell his boss that he was giving up his job at the merry-
go-round, We spent the whole night drinking. During
the week of Armand’s absence we didn’t hear from him,
I first thought of clearing out of Antwerp, and even Bel-
gium, and taking his things wtih me. But his power acted
from a distance and I was held back, not by fear but by
the attraction of the violence of this mature man, ma-
tured in evil, a genuine bandit, capable, and he alone, of
drawing me, almost carrying me, into the frightening
world from which I felt he had emerged. I did not move
out of his room, but my anxiety increased daily. Stilitano
had promised me not to tell him about my passion for
Robert, but I was not sure whether thé boy himself would
not be so malicious as to tell on me. Robert acted very
much at ease with the cripple. Not the least bit shy, he
was playful, bantering, even a bit impudent. When they
spoke of possible jobs to be pulled off, I noticed that his
expression suddenly became attentive, and when the ex-
plan.altion was finished, Robert would crown it with an
explicit gesture: his thumb and middle finger came to-
gether and seemed to be insinuating themselves into the
Inner pocket of an invisible jacket and delicately with-
drawing an invisible jewel, The gesture was light-fingered.
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Robert outlined it in the air slowly, with broken move-
ments: one, when the hand seemed to be leaving the
victim’s pocket; the other, as it entered his own,

Robert and I served Stilitano the way one serves a priest
or a piece of artillery. Kneeling before him, each of us
would lace one of his shoes. The thing got complicated
when it came to the single glove. Almost always it was
Robert who had the privilege of pressing the snap button.

An account of the few operations we carried out would
not teach you anything about such practices. Generally
Robert or I would go upstairs with the queer. While he
was asleep, we would throw the money down to Stilitano,
who was posted beneath the window. In the morning the
client would accuse us. We would let him search us, but
he dared not lodge a complaint. In the beginning, Robert
tried to justify his thefts. A novice crook always wants to
punish a louse by robbing him.

“Those people,” he would say, “are degenerates.”

His attempts to find fault with the queers he robbed
made him boring. With brutal frankness Stilitano told
him off.

“If you go on preaching like that you’ll wind up as a
priest. There’s only one rcason for what we’re doing and
that’s dough.”

That kind of language loosened Robert up. Sure of
being upheld by Stilitano, he really let himself go. His
talk became very funny. He amused Stilitano, who went
out only with him. My mood became grayer and grayer.
I was jealous of my two friends. In addition, Robert, who
was fond of girls, smiled at all of them. They liked him.
As a result, T felt that, with Stilitano, he was not against
me but rather out of reach. Since he was better looking
than I, Stilitano gave him my clothes to make it easier
for him to attract men. Robert wore them, smiling and
.unembarrassed. All I had was a pair of trousers, a jacket
and some torn shirts. I concocted trivial schemes of re-
venge on Stilitano. Compared to Armand, he became
flatter and flatter, lacking in thickness. His good looks
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seemed insipid, his speech dreary. I hoped for new reve-
lations from Armand, '

As for Armand’s immodest attitudes, I cannot quite say
that they were the cause of my decision to write porno-
graphic books, but T certainly was flabbergasted by the
insolence of the answer he gave Stilitano who had asked
him very calmly, though with a kind of casual indiffer-
ence, the reason why he got so passionately lyrical

“It’s my balls,” he said, “my balls! Women walk with
their tits bulging, don’t they? They parade them, don’t
they? Well, I've got a right to let my balls stick out so
people can see them, and even to offer them on a platter.
I've got a great pair of balls and I've even got a right to
send them as a present to Pola Negri or the Prince of
Wales.” .

Stilitano was capable of cynicism, not of song. Long
buried—where, in accumulating, they thickened my ran-
cor—his cowardice, flabbiness and laziness rose up to
poison my breath, The qualities which had once embel-
lished him—as an ulcer sculpts and paints meat—now
became reasons for contempt. The two of them seemed
unaware that I was jealous and furious and that this was
da:maging our relationship. One day when I was alone
with her, Sylvia took my arm in the street. She pressed
her§elf against me, Two men whom I loved were, by
their mutual and unambiguous friendship, cutting them-
selves off from me, refusing me access to free—and joyous
'—co?diality, but the woman of one of them was degrad-
mg me even further by her desire, which was akin to
comforting the poor. Her hip and breast against my body
made me feel like vomiting. She dared say in Stilitano’s
presence, no doubt to hurt him, that she rather liked me,
Rob%;t and he burst out laughing.

“The two of you ivanti y i
togithers you can go gallivanting. We’re going out

Driven out by their laughter, T saw myself turabling
gown'the steps of light, of which Stilitano was lord. I was

ack in Spain, with my rags, my nights among the poor,
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enriched by some happy memories, but hopeless: there
I was, sure that all I would ever do was bite the dust and
lick boots—my own, dusty with weary tramping. The
idea of lice was already breeding its insects on me. As it
was almost time to hatch them, I stopped cutting my hair.
I resolved to kill Stilitano and Robert. Failing to be a
hoodlum in glory, I wanted to be one in affliction. I chose
the penal colony or an ignominious death. To sustain me
I had, nevertheless, the memory of Armand and the hope
of his returning, but he did not appear.

We were in Belgium, Only the French police have a
fabulous glamor for me, Likewisc the whole penitentiary
apparatus. What I committed outside of France was not
a sin but an error. What would I find in the Belgian
penal settlements and prisons? Only the boredom, prob-
ably, of being deprived of freedom. I suggested to Stili-
tano and Robert that we do a job in Maubeuge.

“If T kill them in the Ardennes, I’ll be arrested by the
French police and condemned to Devil’s Island.”

Neither of them was willing to follow me. One day,
when I was alone in Stilitano’s 10om, I stole his revolver
from the pocket of a jacket that was hanging in a closet.



The Zife T have been telling about was lived between
1932 and 1940. Here are the loves with which I have
been preoccupied while writing about it. Having noted
them, I now make use of them. May they serve the pur-
poses of this book.

I bit Lucien until blood flowed. I was hoping to make
him scream; his insensitivity conquered me. But I know
that I would go so far as to rip my friend’s flesh and lose
myself in an irreparable carnage wherein I would pre- -
serve my reason and know the exaltation of the fall.

“May the signs of it grow on me,” I said to myself,
“long nails and hair, sharp teeth, drool; and despite my
bites may Lucien preserve his indifferent expression, for
the signs of extremely great pain would immediately
make me loosen my jaws and beg his pardon.” When my
teeth bit into his flesh, my jaws clenched until they
trembled and made my whole body shudder. I'm in 2
fury, and yet how tenderly I love my little fisherman
from Le Suquet. When he lies pressed against me, he
gently twines his legs about mine and our legs are merged
by the soft cloth of our pajamas; then he very carefully
chooses the right spot to cuddle his cheek. So long as he
Is not sleeping, I feel the quivering of his eyelids and
Upturned lashes against the very senmsitive skin of my
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neck. If he feels a tickling in his nostrils, his laziness and
drowsiness keep him from lifting his hand, so that in
order to scratch himself he rubs his nose against my
beard, thus giving me delicate little taps with his head,
like a young calf sucking its mother, He is then com-
pletely vulnerable. A cross look or harsh word from me
would wound him or, without leaving a trace, would cut
through a substance that has become very tender, almost
soft, elastic, It sometimes happens that a wave of tender-
ness, nsmg up from my heart without my even antici-
pating it, passes into my arms, which hug him tighter,
and he, w1thout moving his head, presses his lips agamst
the part of my face or body with which they are in con-
tact. This is the automatic response to the sudden pres-
sure of my arm. The wave of tenderness is always met by
this simple peck, in which I feel, blossoming on the sur-
face of my skin, the sweetness of a simple, candid boy.
By this sign I recognize his docility to the injunctions of
the heart, the submission of his body to my mind. I
whlspered with my voice choked by the wexght of his
head, “When you’re like that crushed against me, I feel
as if I were protecting you.”

“Me too,” he said, And quickly he gave me one “of his
peck-answers.

“What do you mean ‘me too’?”

- “T feel I’m protecting you too.”

“You do? Why? Do I seem weak to you?’”

"Gently he sighed to me, “Yes ... I’m_protecting
YOu"’

After kissing my closed eyes, he leaves my bed. I hear
him shutting the door. Images take shape beneath my
eyelids: in the clear water I see a world, agile gray insects
- moving about on the slimy bottom of certain fountains.
. They scurry about in the shade and clear water of my
~ eyes, whose bottom is covered with slime, ‘

It amazes me that so muscular a body dissolves so
-readily in my heat. In the street he sways his shoulders
as he walks: his hardness has melted. That which was
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 sharp edges and splinte;rs has grown smooth—except the

eyes, which gleam in the crumbling snow. That punch-
ing, butting, kicking machine lies down, stretches out,
uncoils, proves to my astonishment that it was merely a
contracted, taut gentleness, coiled about several times,
knotted and swollen, and I learn how that gentleness,
that supple docility in responding to my tenderness, will
be transformed into violence, into meanness, if gentleness
no longer had the opportunity to be itself, if, for example,
my tenderness ceased, if I abandoned the child, if T de-
prived weakness of the possibility of its occupying that
splendid body. I see what would govern the sudden
starts. The rage at being so awakened., His gentleness
would become knotted, would contract, would coil about
itself several times to form a dreadful spring.

“If you left me, I'd go wild,” he said. “I'd become the
worst kind of tramp.” -

So.metimes I fear that his docility may suddenly stop
obeying my love. I have to be very careful and take quick
advantage of what he offers my happiness. Toward eve-
ning, when Lucien holds me tight in his arms and covers
my face with kisses, a sadness clouds my body. It is as if
my body were growing dark. A shadow covers it with
Cri}};e. My eyes turn inward. Shall I let this child de-
;ou I&Lg:melf from me? Fall from my tree? Crash to the

:‘My love is always sad.”

‘That’s true, As soon as I kiss

noticed 7 you, you get sad. I’ve
:‘Does it bother you?”
‘No, it doesn’t matter. T’ i
. I'm ha instead 3
I murmur to myself: PPy of you.

“Tloveyou. . .. Ilove you. . . . Iloveyou. .. .”

¥ love may end, I say to m i :
yself, by going out of
:‘(;’gpt I;Jff by these words, as a poison is gwepgt out of Itrifé
o }e,rtiy milk or a purge. I hold. his hand in mine. My
gertips linger over his. Finally T cut the contact: I stil

1 13
ove him. The same sadness clouds my body. I see him
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for the first time: Lucien was coming down from Le
Suquet barefoot, He walked through the town barefoot
and'went into the movie theater. He was wearing a fault-
lessly elegant outfit: a pair of blue dungarees and a white
and blue striped sailor’s jersey with short sleevs rolled

up to the shoulders. I dare write that he was also wearing .

bare feet, so keenly did I feel that they were accessories
which had been wrought to complete his beauty. I often

admired his mastery and the authority conferred upon

him, amidst the city’s conceited throng, by the sweet,
simple asserfion of his beauty, by his elegance, youth,
strength and grace. In the center of this profusion of
happiness, he seemed to me solemn, and he smiled.

The leaves of the araucaria plant are red, thick and
fuzzy, slightly oily and brown. They adorn the graves
and cemeteries of fishermen long dead who for centuries
walked along this coast, which was still wild and gentle.
The men bronzed their muscles, which were already dark,
‘as they hauled their boats and nets. They wore at the
time an outfit whose forgotten details changed very
little: a very low-cut shirt, a multicolored scarf around
their dark, curly heads, They walked barefoot. They are
dead. The plant, which also grows in public parks, makes
me think of them. The people of shades which they have
become continues its pranks and eager chatter: I reject
their death. Having no other finer means of resurrecting
a young fisherman of 1730 so that he might live more
vividly, I would sit out in the sun on the rocks or in the
evening in the shadow of the pines and make his image
serve my pleasure. The company of a youngster was not
always enough to distract me from them. One evening I
shook off the dead leaves clinging to my hair and jacket;
I buttoned my trousers and asked Bob:

“Do you know a guy named Lucien?”

“Yes, why?”

“Nothing. He interests me.”

The boy didn’t bat an eyelash. He was gingerly brush-
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ing off pine needles. He ran his fingers subtly through his
hair to feel for bits of moss. He emerged slightly from the
shadow to see whether any jissom had spattered his
soldier pants.

“What kind of guy is he?” T asked.

“Him? A little tramp. He used to hang around with
the guys from the Gestapo.”

Once again I was the center of a soul-stirring whirl-
wind. The French Gestapo contained two fascinating ele-
ments: treason and theft, With homosexuality added, it
would be sparkling, unassailable. It would possess the
three virtues, which I set up as theological, capable of
composing so hard a body as Lucien’s What could be
said against it? It was outside the world. Tt betrayed
(betraying means breaking the laws of love). It engaged
in pillage. And lastly, it banned itself from the world by
homosexuality. It thus established itself in an indestruct-
ible solitude. I was to learn more about it from Java and
shall speak of it later on.

“Are you sure of what you’re saying?”

Bob looked at me. With a toss of his head, he threw
back his dark curls, He was walking at my side, in the
shadow.

“Of course I’m sure.”

I remained silent, I was observing myself intently.
Within me were unfurling the waves formed by the word
Gestapo. Lucien was walking on them. They bore up
his graceful feet, his muscular body, his litheness, his
neck, his head crowned with gleaming hair. I was filled
with wonder at the knowledge that this palace of flesh
was the seat of perfect evil, which composed that perfect
balance of limbs and torso, of light and shade. The pal-
ace slowly sank into the waves; it swam to the middle of
the sea which beats against the coast where we were
walking and, gradually becoming hquid, it turned into
sea. How filled I was with peace and tenderness in the
presence of so precious a solitude in so rich a case! I
would have liked to fall asleep without sleeping, to close



134 jEAN OENET

my arms over the waves. The shadow of the world, of
the sky, of the road and trecs, entered through my eyes
and settled within me.

“What about you? Didn’t you ever think of joining up
so that you could get your hands on things?”

Bob turned his head slightly in my direction His face,
alternately luminous and dark, remained impascive,

“You’re crazy. Where would I be now? In the jug like
the rest of them.”

In the jug or dead, like the chiefs of the organiza-
tion: Laffon, Bony, Clavié, Pagnon, Labussiére, The rea-
son I tore out and saved the scrap of newspaper with
their photographs was the desire to draw from it food for
argument in favor of treason, which I have always en-
dowed with a radiant visage. Maurice Pilorge, he of the
fair morning face, was as tricky as they come. He used to
lie. He lied to me and smilingly betrayed all his friends.
Iloved him. When I learned that he had murdered Escu-~
dero, I was momentarily stunned because once again
drama came so close as to touch me; it cntered my life,
exalted me, gave me a new importance (the guttersnipes
say: “He don’t feel himsell shitting no more!”). And I
worshiped him as I still do eight years or so after his
beheading, During the time from murder to death, Pi-
lorge became greater-than 1. Thinking also of his severed
life, of his rotting body, it was when I could say “Poor
kid” that I loved him. I then accepted his being, for me,
not an example, but a help in making my way to a heaven
where I hope to join him (I do not write rejoin him). I
had in front of me faces (except Labussi¢re’s) that were
bored and baggy with fear and cowardice. Against them
were the bad quality of the paper and printing and their
having been snapped at a trying moment. They had the
look of people caught in a trap, but one which they had
set for themselves, an inner trap. In the very beautiful
photo which shows him bandaged, wounded by the cop

* who arrested him, Weidmann is also an animal caught in
a trap, but a mantrap, His own truth does not turn

-
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against him to disfigure him. What I saw and what I
sometimes see when I look at the picture of Laffon and
his friends is the way they themselves turn against them-
~ selves.

“A genuine traitor, a traitor for the love of it,” I say
to myself, “doesn’t have a false look.”

Each of the men I am speaking of had periods of glory.
They were luminous then. I knew Labussi¢re. I have
seen him going out with girl friends, in luxurious cars.
He was sure of himself, ensconced in his truth, tran-
quilly established at the center of his activity as a well
paid stool pigeon. Nothing tormented him.

“Scruples and feelings which in others create such un-
easiness that you can see it on their faces leave Lucien’s
candor intact,” I said to myself,

Bob hoped, by describing him to me as a rat, to detach
him from me. On the contrary, he attached me to him
even more. I amorously imagined him “bumping off” and
torturing people. I was wrong. He never betrays. When I
asked Lucien whether he would be willing to lead my -
life with me, including the dangers involved, he looked
me in the eyes and never have I seen so fresh a gaze. It
was a spring flooding a damp meadow, where you find
forget-me-nots and that graminaceous plant which in Le
Morvan is called trembling grass. Then he said to me:

“I would.” ’

“I can count on you, on your friendship?”

“You can. I'll lead the same life as you, except that I
don’t want to steal.”

“Why?,,

“No. I'd rather work.”

I remained silent.

“You say that if I left you, you’d become a bandit.
Why?”

“Because I’d be ashamed of myself.”

A few days later I said to him:

“’You know, we’ll have to manage with what's left.
We're almost broke.” )
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Lucien was walking with his eyes lowered.

“If only we could find something to swipe,” he said.

I was careful to handle gently, so as not to break it,
the fragile mechanism which made him utter such a re-
mark, careful to say nothing too brutally victorious. I
spoke of something clse. The day after a visit to G. H.
he became more precise.

G. H. lives in an apartment which he furnished in four
days when the Germans entered Paris, He and threc
friends put on Wehrmacht uniforms (uniforms stolen by
whores from soldiers groggy with fatigue, liquor and sex)
and rifled a few private mansions of Parisians who had
taken flight, His loaded truck traveled back and forth
from Passy to the garage. Now he owns furniture and
rugs. Carpets of that kind, I say to myself, in homes
where discretion enters me by the feet, create silence—
even the solitude and quictude offered by a mother’s
heart, There one may utter the vilest words, prepare the
most abominable of crimes. The chandeliers are stacked
in his apartment, His friends had an equal share of the
booty. Two are dead, killed in Italy while fighting in the
Darnand militia.* The other one has just been condemned
to hard labor for life. These two deaths and the convic-
. tion havesanctified G, H.’s proprietary rights. They have
authenticated it, Sure—or not—of never being discov-
ered, he walks on his rugs and lolls in his armchairs with
an authority he did not hitherto have.

“Let them come and put me out,” he said to me.

He draws his strength from the certainty of his right
to occupy this conquered furniture, these rich spoils
which Lucien admires, The apartment, qua fact, as an
action continuing to unfold, is an element of the drama.
It is the infinitely precious tabernacle where the witness
keeps vigil. Now that I know about these deaths, I myself

* A French Fascist organization of storm troopers.—Transla-

- . tor’s note.
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‘enter G. H’ home with more assurance, with less awe.
Each object no longer looks as if it belonged to another
master, as if it were submissive to another mind. Every-
thing here quite definitely belongs to its present pos-
sessor. When we left the apartment, Lucien said to me
on the stairs: ‘

“It must be fun working with that guy.”

“What work?”

“His.”

“Which?”

“You know well enough—robbery.”

Perhaps Armand lives in similar luxury or perhaps he
has been shot. When the Germans occupied France, to
which he had returned, it was natural for him to enlist
in the Gestapo. I learned the fact from a police inspector
who found his photo on me when 1 was arrested. That
was where he was bound to go and where I should have
followed him; His influence had been leading me there.

(Having lost a large part of this journal, I can no
longer remember the words in which I recalled the ad-
venturg of Albert and D., which I witnessed, though
without taking part in it. I don’t feel I have the heart to
go into the whole story again, but a kind of respect for
the tragic tone they gave their love makes it my duty to
mention it. Albert was twenty years old. He came from
Le Havre, D. had met hwm at the Santé Prison. When
{Izey got out, they lived together. As the Germans were
i France, D. joined the Gestapo. One day, in a bar, he
shot and killed a German officer who was making fun of

his friend. In the confusion, he had time to slip Albert
fus weapon.

“Ditch the gun.
“Beat it. Beat it, Dédé!”
Before he had gone fifty yards, he was prevented from

fieeing by a barrier. He doubtless foresaw with lightning
Speed ihe torture he was in for. .
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“Hand me the gun,” he said to Albert, Albert rcfused.

“Pm telling you to hand it to me! I want to shoot my-
self.”?

It was too late. The Germans were near them.

“Bébert, I don’t want them io get me ahwve. Kill me.”

Albert fired a bullet into Dédé’s head and then com-
matted suicide.

When I wrote the lost fragment of this journal, I was
haunted for a long time by Albert’s beauty. He always
wore a bargeman’s cap (the black ribbon of which is bro-
caded with flowers), D. used to strut mnsolently around
Montmartre with his boots. They were always quarreling
(D. was forty at the time), right up to that death, which
I did not witness. In the form in which 1 first cast this
account, I must have made 1t serve some moral con-
clusion, which I no longer remember, I don’t feel im-
pelled to rewrite it.)

T know the extraordinary calmness one feels at the
moment of performing the theft, and the fear that ac-
companies it. My body is afraid. In front of a jeweler’s
window: as long as I'm not inside, I don’t think I'm
going to steal. No sooner do I get inside than I'm sure I'll
come out with a jewel: a ring or handcuffs. This cer-
tainty is expressed by a long shudder which leaves me
motionless but which goes from the back of my neck
down to my heels. It peters out at my eyes and dries their
Iids. My cells seem to be transmitting to one another a
wave, an undulating movement which is the very sub-
stance of calm. I am alive with thought from my heels
to the back of my neck. I accompany the wave. It is born
of fear. Without it there would not be this calm in which
my body bathes—which my body attains. I have to be
very careful not to flee. When I leave the store, it is very
difficult for me to run, or even to walk fast. A kind of
elastic holds me back. My muscles are heavy and tight.
But a sharp vigilance directs them in the street I cannot
see Lucien in that kind of situation. Would he falter?
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And what happens during a burglary? When I have
broken the lock, as soon as I push the door it thrusts back
within me a heap of darkness, or, to be more exact, a
very thick vapor which my body is summoned to enter.
I enter. For a half hour I shall be operating, if I am
alone, in a world which is the reverse of the customary
world. My heart beats loudly. My hand never trembles,
Fear does not leave me for a single second. I do not think
specifically of the proprietor of the place, but all my ges-
tures evoke him in so far as they see him. I am steeped
in an idea of property while 1 loot property. I recreate
the absent proprietor. He lives, not facing me, but about
me, He is a fluid element which I breathe, which enters
me, which inflates my lungs. The beginning of the op-
eration goes off without too much fear, which starts
mounting the moment I have finally decided to leave.
The decision is born when the apartment contains no
more secret spots, when I have taken the proprietor’s
" place. And this is not necessarily when I have discovered
the treasure. Guy almost always sits down and eats in the
- kitchen or the looted drawing room. Some burglars go
to the can after ransacking a place. I won’t have Lucien
undergoing such rites. His 15 not a religious nature. When
the treasure has been discovered, I have to leave. Fear
then invades my body. I would Iike to hasten everything.
Not hasten myself, not go more quickly, but act in'such
a2 way that everything is magically sped up. To be out
of here and far away. But what gestures shall T make in
order to go more quickly? The heaviest, the slowest.
Slown;ss brings fear. Not only my heart but my whole
body 15 now beating. I am one enormous temple, the
throbbing temple of the looted room. I have sometimes
preferred to sleep there for an hour behind a-door so
as to calm down rather than go out into the street and
:E[)esgg,l for though I know that I am not being followed,
ol mtz;gg:il in tand out, 1 sl_xall take certain streets, I
Al ¢ my steps, as if tt:ymg t'o cover up my tra}cks.
L er 2 rapid theft, the experience is even more exciting:
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1 go more quickly, T accelerate; the sections making up
the broken lines are shorter, It is as if I were being car-
ried away by the speed itself with which I perform the
theft. I wouldn’t put up with Lucien’s exposing himself
in that way. His bearing isn’t furtive. In his movements
and behavior there is, as it were, a slight hesitation, a
holding back, comparable to the holding back of the last
syllables at the corners of the moist mouths of young
Americans, Lucien is modest.

One day I threatened to leave him,

“One is enough, but onc of these days I’'m going to
blow up. I'm fed up with your whims”

I went out without kissing him. For threc days I re-
fused to se= him. He never complaincd.

“How am I going to get rid of him?” I wondered. 1
was visited by scruples which, along with my thoughts,
weighed on my mind and embittered the course of a life
that was already full of anxiety. I hoped that he would
throw himself on my neck I awaited a miracle, but a
storm was necded to clear the sky. The evening of the
third day I entered his room.

“Haven’t you eaten?”

“I didn’t have any money left.”

“Couldn’t you have asked me for some?”

“I thought you wouldn’t give me any.”

He spoke simply; then he remained silent. He made
no effort to hold on to life. His insensitivity to his own
misery exasperated me.

“He may be dying to do it,” I thought, “but his lack of
imagination prevents him from finding the necessary
gestures.”

All at once he scemed to be walled up in an under-
ground cavern from which he was unable to make his
voice heard—a voice that was no doubt very discreet and
very soft. He was a paralytic whose soul was pining away
In a motionless body. But what finally melted my rigor
was my remembering something he had said about his
dislocated shoulder: “It’s not my fault,” He had uttered
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this excuse in such 4 humble tone that T thought I could
feel him blushing in the dark.

T can’t leave the poor kid all alone,” I said to myself.
“He may remember saying this to me-and he’ll know
I'm hardhearted.”

Two minutes later, when he was in my arms, I took
hold of his hair to lift'up his face which he had buried
in my neck; I saw that he was crying. During those three
days he had known utter grief. I was then at peace with
my soul for having brought peace to the child. I was
proud of being the cause of a child’s tears, of his joy and
suffering. By virtue of my grace, he was a kind of jewel
which his tears and pain hardened until it sparkled. His
despair embellished both himself and his return to life,
They made him precious. His tears and sobs on my neck-
proved my virility, I was his man. Hardly had he sponged
his face and stretched out beside me on the bed than
he began straightening the rim of my ear, He rolled it,
unrolled it, bent it, .

“It’s getting creased,” he said. ,

He abandoned my ear for my cheek, then for my fore-
head, which he creased with his cruel fingers. (His fingers
.are kneading my skin with stern precision. His gesture is
not mechanical. Lucien is paying very close attention to
what he is doing.) He secemed to be trying various faces
on me, none of which satisfied him. I let myself be
worked on by the child; the game enabled him to work
off his grief, It amused him to invent wrinkles, hollows
and bumps, but it seemed to amuse him solemnly. He was
not laughing, Under the inventive fingers I felt his kind-
ness. 'They made it seem a blessing to be kneaded and -

molded, and I knew.the love that matter must feel for
the one who fashions it with such jov.
. “What are you doing to my cheek?” ’
My question is far away. Where am I? What’s going
on hefe, in this hotel room, on a brass bed. Where am I?
lam indifferent to what he is doing. My mind is resting.
In a little while that-roaring plane will crash to the .
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ground. I shall remain here, my face finally on his neck.
He won’t move. I shall be stuck in love, the way one is
stuck in ice, or mud, or fear.

Lucien was pawing away and kneading my skin, my
eyebrows, my chin, my cheek. I opened my eyes wider,
looked at him and, without smiling, for I did not have
the strength to, said to him sadly (nor did 1 have the
strength to change my tone) :

“What are you doing to my cheek?”

“I’m making knots in it.”

He replied simply, the way one speaks about a natural
thing to someone who ought to understand, or who will
never understand anything so simple, so mysterious, His
voice was somewhat hollow. When he raised my eyebrow
in order to massage it, I drew my head slightly back. He
put out his hands to take it again, to pull it closer. I drew
it farther back, He held out his arms and appealed plain-
tively, almost like a baby:

“Jean, please, let me.”

“You're hurting me.”

“Only a tiny little bit, my nice little Jean. Your little
eyebrow, a tiny little bit.”

I understand what binds the sculptor to his clay, the
painter to his paints, each workman to the matter he
works with, and the docility and acquiescence of the
matter to the movements of the one who animates it; I
know the love that passes from the fingers into the folds,
the holes, the swellings. )

Shall I abandon him? Lucien would prevent me from
living. Unless his quiet tenderness, his blushing modesty,
became beneath my sun of love'a tiger or a lion. If he
loves me, will he follow me?

“What would become of him without me?”

Being proud, he will refuse to return to his family. In
my company he will acquire habits of laziness and luxury.
Will he hang around bars? He will become mean and
cruel out of revenge, out of defiance, out of hatred of all
men. One misfortune in the world, among so many



W A 1 A Neve g

§ - ~ - -~

The Thicf’s Journal 143

others, is a matter of indifference to me, but I suffer at -

the thought of this child’s taking the path of shame. My

love is exalted at the edge of his abyss. At the point of
ending, every evening it lights up the apotheosis of the
setting sum, | '

“What will become of him?”

Grief unfurls over me, covers me over. I see Lucien:
his numb, purple, sluggish, sensitive fingers, frozen to
the bone, painfully open to enter the stiff, filthy pockets
of his trousers; I see him standing and tapping his toes
on the sidewalk, in the dry cold, in front of cafés he dares
not enter; perhaps a new dance may be born from his -
aching feet, a parody. He turns up the collar of his jacket.
Despite the wind that chaps his lips, he will smile at the’
old queens. Grief unfurls over me, but what happiness in
my body and heart spreads its fragrance when, by the
same thought which makes me abandon him, I save him
from all the evil to which I doom him. He will not hate -
me. Nauseating whiffs of my Spain rise to my nostrils, '

RN
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Can T do better than place him for a few pages in one
of the most humiliating situations which I myself had
been in? An awkward, childish and perhaps proud sense
“of redemption makes me believe that I underwent all
those humiliations so that he might be spared them. But
to make .the experiment more effective I shall make
Lucien live for a moment in my wretched skin. In a book
entitled Miracle of the Rose I take upon myself the
ignominy of the situation of a young inmate whose cheeks
and eyes are spat on by fellow inmates, and in speaking
of him I say “I . . .” Here it’s the reverse. It was rain-
ing. Lucien and some other ignominious bums were
squatting against a block of stone in a lot near the harbor
where beggars were tolerated. Each of them was tending
a little brushwood fire in which he was heating the rice
and beans that had been handed out at the barracks and
brought back in a tin can. Coming from the splendid
soldiers, among whom he would have been the hand-
somest, this food, this unnamable stew, which had been
left by them, which had been stirred by their pity and
disdain that had now become part of it, turned to stone
as it went down his throat. His heart was contracted. The
/tears he held back hardened his eyelids. The rain had put
out all the fires, though they were still smoking. The beg-
@are protected their stew as best they could, covering the
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by his wry smile that he was familiar with the meaning
of Armand’s answer. Not in that assertive, heroic, insolent
form, but in a more diffuse style. Robert didn’t answer.
He didn’t understand the explanation at all, except that
it had just placed him slightly outside the circle of the
three of us,

I would have discovered this justification by myself,
though later on. Armand’s kindness consisted of allowing
me to feel at ease in it. He understood everything. (I
mean that he had solved my problems.) Not that I am
suggesting that the explanation he dared give of the
gangsters’ surrender was valid in their case, but it was
so for me—had it been a question of justifying my sur-
render in such circumstances. His kindness also consisted
of his transforming into a revel, into a solemn and ridicu-
lous display, a contemptible desertion of duty. Armand’s
concern was rehabilitation. Not of others or of himself,
but of moral wretchedness. He conferred upon it the
attributes which are the expression of the pleasures of
the official world.

I am far from having his stature, his muscles and their
fur, but there are days when I look at myself in a mirror
and seem to see in my face something of his severe kind-
ness. Then I feel proud of myself and of my ponderous,
pushed-in mug. I don’t know in what pauper’s grave he
lies buried, or whether he’s still up and about, strolling
around with his strong, supple body. He is the only one
whose real name I want to transcribe, To betray him
even so little would be too much., When he got up from
his chair, he reigned over the world. Had he been
slapped, physically insulted, he would not have flinched.
He would have remained intact, just as great. He filled
out all the space m our bed with his legs open in a wide,
obtuse angle, where I would find only a small space to
curl up. I slept in the shadow of his meat, which would -
sometimes fall over my eyes, and, upon awakening, I
would sometimes find my forehead adorned with a mas-
sive and curious brown horn. When he awoke, his foot
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would push me out of bed, not brutally but with an im-
perious pressure. He wouldn’t speak. He smoked while I
prepared the coffee and toast of this Tabernacle where
knowledge rested—and where it was distilled.

One evening, we learned in the course of a distasteful
conversation that Armand used to go from Marseille to
Brussels, from town to town, from café to café, making
lace-paper cutouts in front of the customers in order to
earn money enough to cat. The docker who told us that
didn’t joke about it. He spoke very simply and straight-
forwardly about the doilies and fancy handkerchiefs, the
delicate linen work produced with a pair of scissors and
folded paper.

“I’ve seen Armand at it. I’ve seen him do his act,” he
said.

The idea of my calm, hulking master doing woman’s
work moved me. No ridicule could touch him. I don’t
know which prison he had been in, whether he had been
relcased or had escaped, but what I did learn about him
pointed to that school of all delicacies: the shores of the
Maroni River in Guiana or the penitentiaries of France.

As he listened to the docker, Stilitano smiled mali-
ciously. I feared lest he try to wound Armand: I was
right. The machine-made lace which he palmed off on
pious ladies was a sign of nobility. It indicated Stilitano’s
superiority over Armand. Yet I dared not beg him not to
mention the matter, To show such moral elegance toward
a crony would have revealed within me, in my heart,
weird landscapes, so softly lighted that a flick of the
thumb would have ruffled them. I pretended to be indif-
ferent.

“You learn something new every day,” said Stilitano.

“There’s nothing wrong with that.”

“That’s what I say. One gets along however one can.”

No doubt, to reassure myself, to bolster my insecurity,
I had to assume that my lovers were wrought of tough
matter Here I was learning that the one who impressed
me most was composed of human woes. Today the mem-
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ory which recurs to me most often is that of Armand,
whom I never saw in that occupation, approaching tables
in restaurants and cutting out—in Venetian point—his
paper lace. Perhaps it was then that he discovered, with-
out anyone’s help, the elegance, not of what is called
manners, but of the manifold play of attitudes. Whether
out of laziness, or because he wanted to humble me, or
because he felt a need for a ceremonial to enhance his
person, he required that I light his cigarette in my mouth
and then put it into his. I wasn’t even supposed to wait
for his desire to manifest itself, but to anticipate it. I did
this in the beginning, but, being a smoker myself, in
order to do things more quickly and not make any waste
motions, I put two cigarettes into my mouth, lit them,
and then handed one to Armand. He brutally forbade
this procedure, which he considered inelegant. As before,
I had to take one cigarette from the pack, light it, put
it into his mouth and then take another for myself.

Since going into mourning means first submitting to a
sorrow from which I shall escape, for I transform it into
the strength necessary for departing from conventional
morality, I cannot steal flowers and lay them on the
grave of someone who was dear to me. Stealing defines a
moral attitude which cannot be achieved without effort;
it is a heroic act. Sorrow at the loss of a beloved person
reveals to us our bonds with mankind. It requires of the
survivor that he observe, above all, a strict dignity. So
much so that our concern about this dignity will make us
steal flowers if we cannot buy them. This act was the
result of desperation at being unable to carry out the
customary formality of farewell to the dead. Guy came
:10 see me to tell me how Maurice B, had just been shot

own,

“We need some wreaths.”

“Why?”

“For the funeral.”

His speech was clipped. He was afraid that if he
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Iengthened the syllables his whole soul might droop. And
perhaps he thought it was not a time for tears and wail-
ing. What wreaths was he talking about, what funeral,
what ceremony?

“The burial. We need flowers.”

“Do you have any dough?”

“Not a penny. We'll take up a collection.”

“Where?”

“Not in church, of course. Among our pals. In the
bars.”

“Everyone’s broke.”

It was not a burial for a dead man that Guy was de-
manding, but, more important, that the pomp of the world
be accorded his hoodlum friend who had been shot down
by a cop. He wished to weave for the humblest the
richest of floral mantles. To honor the fricnd, but above
all to glorify those who are the most wretched by em-
ploying the means used by those who regard them as
such and are even responsible for their being so.

“Doesn’t it make you sore to know that cops who get
killed get first-class funerals?”

“Does that bother you?”

“Doesn’t it you? And when they bury judges, the whole
court walks behind.”

Guy was excited. He was lit up with indignation, He
was generous and without restraint,

“Nobody’s got any dough.”

“Got to find some.”

“Go swipe some flowers with his pals.”

“You're crazy!”

He spoke in a hollow voice, ashamedly, perhaps regret-
fully. A madman can pay homage to his dead with aston-
ishing funerals, He can and must invent rites. Guy al-
ready had the pathetic attitude of a dog shitting. It
squeezes, its gaze is fixed, its four paws are close together
beneath its arched body; and it trembles, from head to

reeking turd I remember my shame, in addition to my
surprise at witnessing so useless a gesture, when one
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Sunday, at the cemetery, my foster mother, after looking
about her, tore a clump of marigolds from an unknown
and quite fresh grave and replanted them on the grave
of her daughter. Stealing flowers anywhere to cover the
coffin of a loved one 1s a gesture—Guy was aware of this
—which does not gratify the thief. No humor is tolerated
in such a situation,

“Well, what are you going to do?”

“I’'m going to rob, but fast. A stick-up.”

“Have anything in mind?”

“NO"’

“Wen:’”’

At night, with two friends, he pilfered some flowers
from the Montparnasse Cemetery. They went over the
wall on the Rue Froidevaux, near the urinal, It was, so
Guy told me later, a lark. Perhaps, as always when he
committed a burglary, he took a crap. At night, if it’s
dark, he lets down his pants, usually behind the main
entrance, or at the bottom of the stairway, in the yard.
This familiar act restores his assurance. He knows that in
French slang a turd is known as a “watchman.”

“I'm going to post a watchman,” he says. We then go
up more calmly. The place is less strange to us.

They went looking for roses with a flashlight. It seems
they were hardly able to distinguish them from the foli-
age. A joyous imtoxication made them steal, run and
joke among the monuments. “You can’t imagine what it
was like,” he said to me. The women were given the job
of weaving the wreaths and making the bouquets. It was
their men who made the nicest ones,

In the morning everything was wilted. They threw the
flowers into the garbage, and the concierge must have
wondered what kind of orgy had taken place that night
in rooms where no bouquet ever entered, except, occa~
sionally, an orchid. Most of the pimps did not dare attend
so poor a funeral. Their dignity, their insolence, required
worldly solemnity They sent their women, Guy went.
When he came back, he told me how sad it had been.
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“We looked ratty! It’s too bad you didn’t come. There
were only whores and tramps.”

“Oh! you know, I see them every day.”

“It’s not that, Jean. It was so that someone would
answer when the mutes asked for the family, I felt
ashamed.”

(When I was in the Mettray Reformatory, I was or-
dered to attend the burial of a youngster who had died
in the infirmary. We accompanied him to the little ceme-
tery of the reformatory. The grave diggers were children.
After they lowered the coffin, I swear that, if anyone had
asked, as they do in the city, for “the family,” I would
have stepped forward, tiny in my mourning.)

Guy stretched a bit; then he smiled.

“Why were you ashamed?”

“It was too crummy. A pauper’s funeral.”

“We sure got tight. We drank all night long. P'm glad
to be back. At least I’ll be able to take off my shoes.”

When I was young, I wanted to rob churches. Later
on, 1 expencnced the joy of removing rugs, vases and
sometimes paintings. In M . . ., G ... didn’t notice
the beauty of the laces. When I told hlm that the sur-
plices and altar cloths were very valuable, his broad fore-
head wrinkled. He wanted a figure. In the sacristy 1
muttered, “I don’t know.”

“How much, fifty?”

I didn’t answer. I was in a hurry to get out of that room
where priests get dressed, undressed, button their cas-
socks and knot their albs.

“Well, how much? Fifty?”

His impatience got the better of me and I answered,
“More, a hundred thousand.”

G . . s fingers trembled, they got heavy. They were
damaging the cloths and the angular laces As for his
face, which was in a bad light and was excited with
greed, I don’t know whether to call it hideous or splendid.
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We calmed down along the banks of the Loire. We sat
down in the grass while waiting for the first freight train.

“You're lucky to know about those things. I’d have left
the lace behind.”

It was then that Guy suggested that he and I work
more closely together. “All you’ll have to do is let me
know about the jobs and I'll do them,” he said. I refused.
In burglary, you cannot carry out what someone else has
conceived. The one who does a job must be clever .
enough to allow for the unforeseen in a given project. All
Guy saw in a thief’s life was the splendid and brilliant,
the scarlet and golden. To me, it is somber and subter-
ranean. I see it as hazardous and perilous, just as he does,
but with a peril different from breaking one’s bones by
falling from a roof or being pursued in a car and smash-
ing up against a wall or being killed by a 6/35 bullet. I'm
not cut out for those lordly spectacles in which you dis-
guise yourself as a cardinal in order to steal the relics of
a basilica, in which you take an airplane to outwit a rival
gang. I don’t care for such luxurious games,

When he stole a car, Guy would manage to drive off
just when the owner appeared. He got a kick out of see-
ing the face of the man watching his car docilely going
off with the thief. It was a treat for him. He would burst
into an enormous, metallic laugh, a bit forced and artifi-
cial, and would drive off like the wind. It was rare for
me not to suffer at the sight of the victim and his stupe-
faction, at his rage and shame.

When I got out of prison we met at a pimps’ bar. At
La Villa. The walls were covered with autographed
photos, pictures of dance-hall hostesses, but chiefly of
boxers and dancers. He had no money. He himself had
just escaped.

“Don’t you know of something to do?”

“I do.!’

I told him in a low voice that I intended to rob a
friend who owned some objets d’art that could be sold
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abroad. (I had just written a novel entitled Our Lady of
the Flowers, and its publication had won me some
wealthy connections.)

“Do we have to beat the guy up?”

“No need. Listen.”

I took a deep breath, I Jeaned over to him. I changed
the position of my hands on the rail of the bar. I shifted
my leg. In short, I was getting ready to jump.

“Listen. We could send the guy to jail for a week.”

I can’t exactly say that Guy’s features moved, yet his
whole physiognomy was transformed, Perhaps his face
hardened and grew motionless. I was suddenly frightened
by the harshness of his blue stare. Guy bent his head over
a little to the side, without ceasing to look me in the face,
or, more exactly, to stare at me, to hold me fast. I sud-
denly realized the meaning of the expression: “I’m going
to pin you down!” His voice, when it answered, was low
and even, but leveled at my stomach. It shot from his
mouth with the rigidity of a column, of a ram. Its con-
strained monotone made it scem compressed, compact.

“What? Are you saying that, Jean? Are you telling me
to send a guy to the jug?”

My face remained as motionless as his, just as hard,
though more deliberately tense. To the gathering clouds
in his stormy face I opposed mine of stone, to his thunder
and lightning, my angles and points. Knowing that his
rigor would burst and give way to contempt, I faced it,
for a moment. I quickly thought of how I could save
myself without his suspecting that I had planned a vile
act. I had to have time on my side. I said nothing. I was
letting his amazement and contempt pour over me.

“I can bump a guy off. I’ll beat your guy up and rob
him, if you want me to, All you've got to do is say so.
Well, tell me, Jean, you want me to bump him off?”

I stared at him and still said nothing. I assumed that
my face was impenetrable. Guy must have seen how tense
I was, must have thought I was at the point of an ex-
tremely dramatic moment, in fact, of checked will, of a
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decision which astonished him enough to move him. But
1 feared his severity, the more so since never had he
seemed to me more virile than that evening. As he sat
on the high stool, his strong, thick, rough hand rested on
his muscular thighs which bulged beneath the smooth
cloth of his trousers, In some indefinable element of
meanness, stupidity, virility, elegance, pomp and viscosity
which he had in common with them, he was the equal of
the pimps around us, and their friend. He dwarfed me.
“They” dwarfed me.

“You realize what it is to send a guy there? We've
Both had it. Go on, we can’t do that.”

Had he himself betrayed and ratted on his friends? His
intimacy with a police inspector had made me fear—and
hope—that he was a squealer. Made me fear, for I was
running the risk of being reported, made me fear further,
for he would be preceding me in betrayal. Made me
hope, for T would have a companion and support in vile-
ness, I understood the loneliness and despair of the
traveler who has lost his shadow. I remained silent and
stared at him. My face was motionless. The time was not
ripe for me to change tactics “Let him flounder about in
astonishment until he loses footing.” However, I still
could not help seeing his contempt, for he said, “But
Jean, I regard you as my brother. Do you realize? If any
guy, a guy from here, wanted to have you thrown in, I'd
attend to him. And you, you tell me . . .”

He lowered his voice, for some of the pimps had drawn
near. (Some of the whores too might have overheard us.
The bar was packed ) My stare tried to get harder. My
eyebrows knitted. I was chewing away at the inside of
my lips and was still saying nothing.

“You know, if it had been anyone else but you who
suggested that . . .”

In spite of the shell of will with which I was protecting
myself, I was humiliated by the brotherly gentleness of
his contempt His words and the tone of his voice left me
undecided, Was he or was he not a stool pigeon? I’ll
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never know for sure. If he was, he might just as well have
been despising me for an act that he himself would have
been ready to commit. It was also possible that it repelled
him to have me as a companion in vileness because I was
less glamorous to him, less sparkling, than some other
thief whom he would have accepted, I was aware of his
conterapt. He could easily have dissolved me, like rock-
candy. Nevertheless, I had to preserve my rigidity with-
out being too dead-set.

“But Jean, if it had been somebody else, I'd have
knocked hell out of him. I don’t know why I let you say
it, No, I don’t know why.”

“All right, that’ll do.”

He lifted his head. His jaw dropped. My tone had sur-
prised him.

CCHuh?”

“I said that’ll do.”

I bent over closer and put my hand on his shoulder.

“Guy, my boy, yow’re all right. I was worried when I
saw you so chummy with R. (the detective). I’'m letting
you know it. I had the jitters, I was scared you might
have become a squealer.”

“You're crazy. I was in cahoots with him, first because
he’s as crooked as they come, and then so that he'd get
me some papers. He’s a guy whose palm you can grease.”

““All right, now I feel sure, but yesterday, when I saw
you having a drink together, I swear it didn’t look so
good. Because I’ve never been able to stomach squealers.
Do you realize that suspecting you was like being hit on
the head? Thinking that you might've turned stool
pigeon?”

I wasn’t as careful as he had been when reproaching
me, and I raised my voice a bit, The relief of no longer
being despised restored my breath, made me bounce too
high and too fast. I was carried away by the joy of
emerging from contempt, also of being saved from a
brawl which would have set all the pimps in the bar

against me, and of dominating Guy in turn with an au-
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“thority conferred upon me by my mastery of language.
A kind of self-pity enabled me to speak effortlessly with
inflections that moved me, for I had lost, though I landed
on my feet. My toughness and intransigence had shown
a crack, and the matter of the burglary (which neither
of us dared bring up again) was definitely out of the
guestion. We were surrounded by very precious pimps.
They were speaking loudly, though very politely. Guy
talked to me about his woman. I answered as best I
could. I was veiled in a great sadness which was pierced
at times by the lightning of my rage. Loneliness (whose
image might be a kind of fog or vapor emanating from
me), torn apart for a moment by hope, closed over me
again. I might have had a comrade in freedom (for I'm
quite sure that Guy is an informer) ; he was denied me. 1
would have loved to betray with him. For I want to be
able to love my accomplices. This extraordinarily lonely
situation (of being a thief) must not leave me walled in
with a graceless boy. During the act, fear, which is the
matter (or rather the light) of which I am almost com-
pletely composed, may cause me to collapse in the arms
of my accomplice. I do not think that I choose him to be
big and strong so as to be protected in case of failure,
but rather that an overpowering fear may throw me into
the hollow of his arms, or thighs, those havens of delight.
This choice, which often enables fear to give way so com-
pletely and turn to tenderness, is a dangerous one. I
abandon myself too readily to those beautiful shoulders,
to that back, those hips. Guy was tempting when we
worked.

Guy came to see me in a state of terror. It was impos-
sible to tell whether his panic was real. His face was
pitiful that morning. He was more at ease in the corri-
dors and on the stairways of the Santé with pimps whose
prestige lay in the dressing gowns they put on to wvisit
their lawyers, Did the secunty of prison give him 2 lighter
bearing? ,



210 JEAN GENET

“I’'m in the shit and I’ve got to get out of it, Show me
a job to do so I can beat it to the sticks.”

He persisted in living among pimps, and I recognized
in his nervousness and in the fatal movement of his head
the tragic tone of faggots and actresses. “Is it possible,”
I wondered, “that the ‘men’ in Montmartre are fooled
by him?”

“You come blowing in without notice. I don’t have
jobs on tap.”

“Anything, Jean. I’ll bump someone off if I have to.
I’'m ready to drill a guy for just a little loose cash. Yester~
day I nearly landed myself in the jug.”

“That doesn’t get me anywhere,” I said smilingly.

“You don’t realize. You live in a swell hotel.”

He irritated me. What have I to fear of smart hotels,
chandeliers, reception rooms, the friendship of men?
Comfort may give me a certain boldness of spirit. And
with my spirit already far off, I am sure that my body
will follow.

Suddenly he looked at me and smiled.

“The gentleman receives me downstairs. Can’t we go
to your room? Is your kid there?”

“He is.”

“Is he nice? Who is he?”

“You'll see.”

When he had left us, I asked Lucien what he thought
of Guy. Secretly I would have been happy had they loved
each other.

“He’s a queer-looking bird, with his hat. Gets himself
up like a scarecrow.”

And he immediately spoke of something else. Neither
Guy’s tattoos, nor his adventures, nor his boldness would
have interested Lucien All he saw was how ridiculously
he was dressed. The elegance of hoodlums may be ques-
tioned by a man of taste. But they deck themselves out
during the day, and especially at night, with as much

-care as a tart, and there is something touching about
their seriousness. They want to shine. Egoism reduces
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their personalities to their bodies alone (the poverty of
the home of a pimp who is better dressed than a prince).
But what did this quest for elegance, almost always
achieved, reveal about Guy? What does it mean when the
details are that ridiculous little hat, that tight jacket, the
pocket handkerchief? Nevertheless, though he lacked
Lucien’s childlike grace and discreet manner, his passion~
ate temperament, warmer heart and more ardent, burn-
ing life still made him dear to me. He was capable, as
he said, of committing murder, of ruining himself in an
evening for a friend or for himself alone. He had guts.
And perhaps all of Lucien’s qualities do not have, in my
eyes, the value of a single virtue of this ridiculous hood-
lum.

My love for Lucien and my happiness in this lIove are
beginning to induce me to recognize a morality more in
conformity with your world. Not that I am more generous
(I have always been that), but the rigid goal toward
which I am moving, fierce as the iron shaft at the top of
a glacier, so desirable, so dear to my pride and my de-
spair, seems to me too great a threat to my love. Lucien
is not aware that I am headed for infernal regions. I still
like to go where he takes me, How much more intoxi~
cating, to the point of dizziness, falling and vomiting,
would be the love I bear him if Lucien were a thief and
a traitor. But would he love me then? Do I not owe his
tenderness and his delicate merging within me to his
submission to the moral order? Yet I would like to bind
myself to some iron monster, smiling though icy, who
kills, steals, and delivers father and mother to the judges.
I also desire this so as to be myself the monstrous excep-
tion which a monster, delegate of God, allows himself to
be, and which satisfies my pride as well as my taste for
moral solitude. Lucien’s love fills me with joy, but if I go
to Montmartre, where I lived for a long time, what I see
there, and the squalor I sense, quicken my heartbeat,
strain my body and soul. I know, better than anyone else,
that there is nothing in disreputable neighborhoods; they
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are without mystery; yet they remain mysterious to me,
To live again in such places so as to be in harmony with
the underworld would require an impossible return to the
past, for the pale-faced corner hoodlums have pale souls,
and the most drcadful pimps are distressingly stupid. But
at night, when Lucien has gone back to his room, I curl
up fearfully under the sheets and want to feel aganst
me the tougher, more dangcrous and more tender body
of a thicf. I am planning for the near future a perilous
outlaw’s Iife in the most dissolute quarters of- the most
dissolute of ports. I shall abandon Lucien. Let him be-
come whatever he can. I shall go away. I shall go to
Barcelona, to Rio or clsewhere, but first to prison. I shall
find Sek Gorgui there. The big negro will stretch out
gently on my back. Gently, but with sure precision, his
tool will enter me. It will not tremble. It will not jerk
hastily like mine. That presence within me will so fill me
that I shall forget to come. The negro, vaster than night,
will cover me over. All his muscles will be conscious,
however, of being the tributaries of a virility converging
at that hard and violently charged point, his whole body
quivering with goodness and self-interest, which exist
only for my happiness. We shall be motionless. He will
drive decper. A kind of sleep will lay the negro out on
my shoulders; I shall be crushed by his darkness, which
will gradually dilute me. With my mouth open, I shall
know he 15 in a torpor, held in that dark axis by his steel
pivot. I shall be giddy. I shall have no further responsi-
bility. I shall gaze over the world with the clear gaze that
the eagle imparted to Ganymede.

The more I love Lucien, the more I lose my taste for
theft and thicves. I am glad that I love him, but a great
sadness, fragile as a shadow and heavy as the negro,
spreads over my entire life, just barely rests upon it,
grazes it and crushes it, enters my open mouth: it is
regret for my legend. My love for Lucien acquaints me
with the loathsome sweetness of nostalgia. I can abandon
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}um by leaving France. I would then have to merge him
in my hatred of my country, But the charming child has
the eyes, hair, chest and legs of the ideal hoodlums whom
" I adore and whom I would feel I was abandoning in
abandoning him. His charm saves him.

This evening, as I was running my fingers through his
curls, he said to me dreamuly:

“I’d really like to see my kid.”

Instead of making him seem hard, these words softened
him. (Once when his ship put ashore, he made a girl
pregnant.) My eyes rest upon him more gravely, more
tenderly too, I gaze at this proud-faced, smiling young-
ster with his keen, gentle, roguish eyes as if he were a
young wife. The wound I inflict upon this male compels
me to a sudden respect, to new delicacies, and the dull,
remote and almost narrow wound makes him languid,
Iike the memory of the pains of childbirth. He smiles at
me. More happiness fills me, I feel that my responsibility
has become greater, as if—literally—heaven had just
blessed our union. But will he, later on, with his girl
friends, be able to forget what he was for me? What will
it do to his soul? What ache never to be cured? Will
he have, in this respect, the indifference of Guy, the same
smile accompanying the shrug with which he shakes off,
letting it drift in the wake of his swift walk, that dull and
heavy pain, the melancholy of the wounded male? Will a
certain casualness toward all things be born. of it?

Roger had often instructed me not to let him stay too
long with the queers he had just picked up. We took the
following precautions: as soon as he left the can or clump
of bushes where he had just been accosted by a queer,
Stilitano or I would follow him at a distance to his room
—generally in a small hotel run by a former whore in a
filthy, smelly street. I (or Stilitano) would wait a few
munutes and then go up.

“But not too late, you understand, Jean? Not too late.”

“He’s got to have time at least to undress.”
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“Naturally, But make it fast. T'll always drop a little
paper ball in front of the door.”

He repeated this instruction so often and so urgently
that I finally asked him:

“But why do you want me to be so quick? All you have
to do is wait for me.”

“You’re crazy. I’'m scared.”

“Scared of what?”

“Don’t you understand? T’ll tell you. I get hot pants
right away. If the guy has time just to grope me, I'm a
goner. I can’t be sure I won’t let him.”

“Well, let him.”

“Don’t be dumb. If I get hot pants I might let him
stick me. And I mustn’t. But don’t tell Stil.”

Lost in the forest, led by the ogre, Roger would drop
little white pebbles; locked in by a wicked jailer, he sig-
naled his presence by a message left in front of the door.
One cvening I foolishly amused myself with his fear.
Stilitano and I waited a long time before going up. When
we found the door, we opened it with infinite caution. A
tiny entrance, narrow as an alcove, separated us from the
room. With a red carnation between his toes, Roger,
naked on the bed, was charming an old gentleman who
was undressing slowly in front of the mirror, In the same
mirror we saw the following spectacle: Roger skillfully
raised his foot to his mouth and snatched the flower.
After sniffing at it for a few seconds, he ran it over his
armpit, The old man was all excited. He was getting
mixed up in his buttons and suspenders, lusting after the
splendid body so cleverly covered with flowers. Roger
was smiling,

“You’re my rambling rosebush,” said the old man.

Just at that moment, Roger, wriggling under the rough
sheets, turned on his belly and, planting the flower in his
behind and crushing his cheek on the pillow, laughed
out:

“And you’re going to ramble over this one!”

“Here I come,” said Stilitano who started moving.
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_He was calm. His modesty: I have already told how it
adorned his occasionally almost bestial violence; how-
ever, realizing as I do now that this modesty is not an
object, a kind of violet on his brow and hands (it did not
give color to Stilitano), not a feeling but a constraint, the
friction preventing the supple and noble play of the dif-
ferent parts of an inner mechanism, the refusal of an
organism to participate in another’s joy, the opposite of
freedom, realizing that perhaps what elicited it was asi-
nine cowardice, I hesitate to call it an adornment, not
that I mean that foolishness cannot at times lend to
gestures—whether through hesitation or brusqueness—a
gracefulness which they would not otherwise have nor
that this gracefulness is not an embellishment, but rather
that Stilitano’s modesty was a paleness; what brought it
on was not the rush of blurred ideas, of mysterious waves;
it was not a confusion carrying him off to new realms,
unknown-: and yet foreshadowed; I would have thought
him charming were he hesitating at the threshold of a
world, the revelation of which made his cheeks quiver;
it was not love but the ebbing of life itself, leaving room
only for the frightful void of imbecility. I am expressing
as best I can, from the mere coloring of his epidermis,
the attitude of Stilitano. This doesn’t tell very much.
But perhaps in this way I do manage to sketch the
withered character contained in my memory. This time
his modesty hampered neither his voice nor his walk, He
strode to the bed threateningly. Prompter than prompt,
Roger jumped up and made a dash for his clothes.

“You bitch!”

“What right have you . . .

The old gentleman was trembling. He was like a figure
in a cartoon showing an adulterer caught in the act. His
back was turned to the mirror which reflected his narrow
shoulders and yellowish bald head. The scene was kit up
by a pink light.

“You shut up. And you,” he said to Roger, “hurry up
and get dressed.”
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Standing near his pile of clothes, the innocent Roger
was still holding the flower. With the same innocence, he
was still erect. His penis finally softened and gradually
drooped, though he kept smiling. While Roger was put-
ting on his clothes, Stilitano ordered the old man to hand
over his valuables.

“You son of a bitch. You think you’re going to screw
my brother?”

“But I didm’t . . .”

“Shut up. Hand over your dough.” -

“How much do you want?”

“All of it.”

Stilitano spoke so coldly that the old man stopped in-
sisting.

“Your watch.”

“But . . .”

“I’ll count to ten.”

This remark, reminiscent of my childhood games, made
Stilitano seem to me even more cruel. I felt as if he were
playing, and that he might go very far since it was only
a game. The old man undid his chain, from which the
watch was hanging, and went forward to hand it to Stili-
tano, who took it.

“Your n'ngs

‘(My nngs

The old fellow was now stammering. Stilitano, stand-
ing motionless in the middle of the room, pointed sharply
to the objects he wanted. I was a little behind him, to
his left, with my hands in my pockets, and I watched
him in the mirror. I was sure that he would thus be, as
he faced the trembling old queer, unnaturally cruel. In
fact, when the old man told him that his knotted joints
prevented him from removing the rings, he ordered me
to turn on the water.

“Soap your fingers.”

Very conscientiously the old man soaped his hands.
He tried to take off his two gold signet rings, but without
success. Desperate, and fearing that his fingers might be
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cut off, he gave his hand to Stilitano with the timid
anxiety of a bride at the foot of the altar, Was I about to
witness the hulking Stilitano’s marriage (at a later time
my emotion was almost visible when Monsieur B. took
me through his park and stopped before a bed of carna-
tions: “It’s one of my finest flower beds,” he said) to a
trembling old man with wet hands? With a delicacy and
precision that I thought contained a strange irony, Stili-
tano tried to pull the rings off. With one hand the old
man held up the other which was being worked on. Per-
haps he felt a secret joy in being stripped by a handsome
male. (I note the exclamation of a poor hunchback from
whom René had just snatched his last thousand-franc
note without letting him have a moment’s pleasure: “It’s
too bad I haven’t received my paycheck, I'd have given
you all of it!” And René’s answer: “Don’t be shy about
. sending it to me.”) As one does with babies, or as I my-
self would soap his one hand, Stilitano carefully soaped
the old man’s. Both of them were now calm. They were
collaborating in a simple, matter-of-fact operation. Stili-
tano was taking it easy; he was being patient. I was sure
that his rubbing would wear the finger down to the de-
sired thinness. Finally he stepped back and, without
losing his temper, slapped the old man twice. He gave it
up as a bad job.

I’'ve drawn out this account for two reasons, First, it
enables me to relive a scene of inexhaustible charm. To
Roger’s immodesty in offering himself to old men are
added some of the elements which are at the source of
my lyricism. First, the flowers accompanying the robust-
ness of a twenty-year-old boy. Without ceasing to smile,
the boy exposed his manly valor—and submitted it—to
the trembling desire of an old man. Stilitano’s brutality
in destroying this encounter and his cruelty in carrying
out his destruction to the very end. Lastly, in that room,
in front of a mirror, where all that youthfulness, despite
appearance, was in league and in love—it seemed to me
—with itself; and the presence of a half-dressed, ndicu-
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lous, pitiful old man, whose stricken self, just because I
happen to call it pitiful, symbolized me.

The second reason: I think that all is not lost for me
since Stilitano thus admitted that he loved Roger, and
Roger, that he loved the other, They had recognized each
other in shame, ‘

Whether Lucien enters my room on tiptoe or comes
rushing in, T always feel the same emotion. The imagi-
nary tortures I invented for him cause me sharper pain
than if he had suffered them. Am I to belicve that my
idea of him is dearer to me than the child who is its pre-
text and support? Nor can I bear to see his physical person
in pain either. At times, in cerain moments of tenderness,
his gaze is slightly veiled; his lashes come together; a kind
of mist clouds his eyes. His mouth then takes on a poign-
ant smile. The horror of his face, for it does fill me with
horror, means a plunge into my love for the child. I
drown in it as in water. I see myself drowning. Death
thrusts me into it. When he is asleep, I must not gaze
down on it too often; I would lose my strength. And the
strength I draw from it is meant only to ruin me and
save him. The love I bear him is composed of a thousand
signs of a deep tenderness which comes from him, from
the depthsof his heart, signs which, seemingly emitted
by chance, are caught only by me.

At times I say to myself that if we stole together he
might love me more. He would accept his lover’s caprices.

“Anguish would shatter his shame,” I tell myself, “the
crust of shame.”

I then reply to myself that his love, addressed to an
equal, would have more violence, our life would be more
tumultuous, but his love would be none the stronger
thereby. In order to spare him any pain of which I am
. the cause, I would rather kill him. Lucien, whom I have
+ called elsewhere my ambassador on earth, binds me to
" mortals. My industry consists of serving—for him and by

him—the order which denies the one to which I would
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devote all my care. I shall, however, strive to make of
him a visible and mobile masterpiece. The danger lies in
the elements he offers me: naweté, insouciance, laziness,
the artlessness of his mind, his human respect. So I shall
have to make use of what I am unaccustomed to, but
with it T want to arrive at a happy solution.

Had he offered me the contrary qualities, I would have
worked on them with the same zeal toward an opposite
though equally uncommon solution,

I said earlier that the only criterion of an act is its
elegance. I am not contradicting myself in asserting my
choice of betrayal Betrayal may be a handsome, elegant
gesture, compounded of nervous force and grace. I defi-
nitely reject the notion of nobility, which favors a har-
monious form and ignores a more hidden, almost invisible
beauty, a beauty which would have to be revealed else-
where than in objectionable acts and things. No one will
musunderstand me if I write: “Betrayal is beautiful,” or
will be so cowardly as to think—to pretend to think—that
I am talking about cases in which it is necessary and
noble, when it makes for the realization of Good. I was
talking of low betrayal. The kind that cannot be justified
by any heroic excuse. The sneaky, cringing kind, elicited
by the least noble of sentiments: envy, hatred (though a
certain ethic dares class hatred among the noble senti-
ments), greed. It is enough that the betrayer be aware
of his betrayal, that he will it, that he be able to break
the bonds of love uniting lum with mankind Indispen-
sable for achieving beauty: love. And cruelty shattering
that love.

" If he has courage—please understand—the guilty man
decides to be what crime has made him Finding a justifi-
cation is easy; otherwise, how would he live? He draws
it from his pride. (Note the extraordinary power of verbal
creation that springs from pride, as from anger.) He
wraps himself up in his shame out of pride, a word which
designates the manifestation of the boldest freedom.






The Thief’s Journal 221

me, punishing not so much the actual thief as the in-

domitable enemy whose lonely spirit it feared. But it con-

tained the singularity which was to fight against it, which

was to be a thorn in its flesh, a remorse—an anxiety—a
wound from which flowed its blood, which it dared not

shed itself. If I cannot have the most brilliant destiny, 1

want the most wretched, not for the purpose of a sterile

solitude, but in order to achieve something new with such

rare matter,

I ran into Guy one day, not in Montmartre nor on the
Champs-Elysées, but at the Saint-Ouen flea-market. He
was dirty, ragged, covered with filth. And alone, in a
group of purchasers poorer and dirtier than the trades-
men. He was trying to sell a pair of sheets, probably
stolen from a hotel room. (I have often burdened myself
with things that made my figure and gait look absurd:
books under my armpits which prevented my arms from
moving, sheets or blankets rolled around my waist which
made me seem stout, umbrellas against my legs, medals
in a sleeve.) He was a sorry sight, Java was with me. We
recognized each other at once.

“Is that you, Guy?”

I don’t know what he read on my face; his became
frightful,

“All right, let me alone.”

“Listen , . .” .

The sheets were draped on his forearms, in the noble
manner in which dummies display cloth in store windows.
Bending his head slightly to the side as if to emphasize
his words, he said:

“Forget me.”

“But . . .

“Pal, forget me.”

Shame and- humiliation must have denied him the.

saliva for a longer sentence. Java and I continued on our
way. 1
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In order to discover within himself—by means of ges-
tures which reject them or aim to destroy them—the
charming burglars whose occupations, whose craft, de-
light me, Maurice B. invents, and applies, gadgets to foil
them. His ingenuity proves his idiosyncrasy, and that
secretly (perhaps unconsciously) he is pursuing within
himself the quest for evil. His house bristles with cunning
devices: a high-tension current runs through a sheet of
metal on his window rail; he has installed an alarm
- system; there are complicated locks on his doors, and so
on. He does not have much to protect, but in this way
he remains in contact with the agile and crafty spirit of
evildoers,

God: my inner tribunal. -

Saintliness: union with God.

Saintliness will be when the tribunal ceases, that i,

when the judge and judged merge.

" A tribunal decides between good and evil. It pro-
nounces sentence, it imposes punishment.

I shall cease to be the judge and the accused.

Young people in love exhaust themselves in the quest
for erotic situations. The poorer the imagination that dis-
covers them and the deeper the love that produces them,
the more curious they seem to be. Roger used to-crush
grapes in his girl’s cunt, and then they would divide them
and eat them. Occasionally he would offer some to his
friends, who were astonished at being offered such 2
strange preserve. He also smeared his prick with choco-
late cream.

“My girl’s got a sweet teoth,” he used to say.

One of my other lovers adorns his bush with ribbon‘s.
Another once wove a tiny wreath of daisies for the tip
of his friend’s prick.’A phallic cult is fervently celebrated
in private, behind the curtain of buttoned flies. If a rich
imagination, availing itself of the disturbance, should
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turn it to account, just imagine the revels—to which
plants and animals will be invited—that will ensue and
the spirituality that will emanate from them and hover
about them! I arrange in Java’s bush the feathers that
escape at night from the crushed pillow. The word balls
is a roundness in my mouth. I am aware that my gravity,
when I invent this part of the body, becomes my most
essential virtue. Just as the magician draws countless won-
ders from his hat, I can draw from them all the other
virtues. )

René asked me whether I knew any queers he could
rob.

“Not your pals, naturally. Your pals are out.”

I thought for a few minutes and finally hit upon Pierre
W., at whose home Java had stayed for a few days.

Pierre W., an old queer (of fifty), bald and affected, _
who wore steel-rimmed glasses. Java, who had met him
on the Riviera, said to me: -

“He puts them on the dresser when he makes Jove.”
One day, just for the fun of it, I asked him whether he
was fond of Pierre W.

“You love him, admit it.”

“You’re crazy. I don’t love him, But he’s a good pal.”

*Do you admire him?”

“Well, yes. He fed me. He even sent me some dough.”

He had told me this six months before.

I asked him:

“Isn’t there anything to swipe at Pierre’s?”

“Not much, you know. He’s got a gold watch.”

“Is that all?”

“He may have some money, but you’d have to look
for it.”

René wanted exact details. He got them from Java who
even agreed to make an appointment with his former
lover and lead him into a trap where René would rob
him. When he left us, René said to me:
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sheaf of beams! like the sparkling of crystal. These
sparkles are the result of a certain arrangement of sur-
faces. It is to these sparkles that I am comparing the new
guality—virtue—achieved by slackness, cowardice, etc.

This virtue has no name, unless it be that of the one
from whom it emanates. Having found an inflammable
substance, these fires which issue from him set me ablaze.
That is what love is. Having applied myself to the quest
of what I compare within me to this substance, I achieve,
by reflection, the absence of such qualities. Encountering
them in Java dazzles me, He sparkles, I burn, for he burns
me, As I hold up my pen for a brief meditation, the
words which crowd into my mind suggest light and heat,
by means of which we usually speak of love: dazzlement,
rays, fire, beams, fascination, burning. However, Java’s
qualities—those which make up his fires—are icy. Each
of them separately suggests an absence of temperament,
- of temperature.2

* Sheaf: faisceau; fascinated: fasciné —Translator’s note.

? Java’s dream Upon entering my room—for if he sleeps with
his girl he comes to see me during the day—Java related his
dream. But first, that the night before he had met a sailor in the
subway.

“It’s the first time I’ve ever turned around to look at a hand-
some guy,” he said

“Didn’t you try to grope him?”

“Youw're crazy But I got onto his train. If he'd suggested it, I
think I’d have gone to bed with him *

Then he complacently described the sailor. Finally he related
the dream he had had the night following this encounter. In the
dream, he was a cabin boy on a sailing ship. Another sailor was
‘pursuing him with a kmfe and finally caught him aloft, in the
ro;aes Java then fell on hus knees before the raised kmfe and
smds

“T’ll count to three. If you’re not a coward, kil me.”

Hardly had he uttered the last word, when the entire scene
vanished

“Afterward,” he said, “I saw an ass.”

“And then?” .

I woke up,”
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What I have just written docs not, I know, render Java
but gives the idca of a moment which he was in my
presence. It is now, when he is abandoning me, that I
cxplain, by means of an image, why I suffer. We have
just had a brutal split which has been very painful to me.
Java avoids me. His silence, his rapid kisses, his rapid
visits—he comes on a bicycle—are a flight. Beneath the
chestnut trees on the Champs-Elysées I told him how
passionately I loved him, I have a good chance. What
attaches me to him even more just when I am about to
leave him is his emotion, his bewilderment in the face of
my resolution, the brutality of this sudden break He is
overwhelmed. What I tell him—about us, and chiefly
about him—makes both of us such poignant creatures
that his eyes grow dum. He is sad. He grieves in silence
and this grief haloes him with a poetry which makes him
more attractive, for he is now gleaming in the mist. 1
grow more attached to him when I have to leave him.

His hand, which grabbed the cigarctte I offered him,
is too weak, too finc for his heavily muscled body. I stand
up and kiss him and tell him that this kiss is the last.

“No, Jean, there’ll be others,” he says.

A few minutes later, thinking about this scene, I sud-
denly felt certain that, without my having bcen clearly
aware of it at first, the fragility of his hand had just made
my decision final and irrevocable.

His fingers sticky with balls of mistletoc crushed on
New Year’s Day. His hands full of sperm.

Our room is darkened by wet clothes drying on ropes
which zigzag from wall to wall, This washing—shirts, un-
derpants, handkerchicfs, socks, towels—softens the bodies
and souls of the two fellows who share the room. We go
to slecp fraternally. Though his palms, which have been
soaking a long time in soapy water, are softer, he com-
+ pensates by more violence in our love-making.

After our quarrel, in which I insulted him with a
cruelty that proved my tenderncss, I accused him of
being cowardly and letting humself be had out of weak-
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ness and for too little money (he once assured me that
he had protected his ass with his spread fingers. “The old
guy thought he was screwing me, but it was only my hand.
I made believe 1 was sleeping. He shot into my fingers.”)
We were in the same rdom, bumping into the hanging
laundry which was still damp. Suddenly I took his head
into my hands and smiled at him. Hope returned to him,
mounted from his heart to his mouth, which smiled. His
eyes filled with tears. Inside my fly my prick was present.
Presiding over this intimate reconciliation, it swelled up
with joyous blood. It wanted to be in on the festivity, 1
tenderly laid Java’s docile hand on the bump. He lowered
his head gently.

In every important city in France I know at least one
thief with whom I have worked—or, having known him
in prison, with whom I have made plans and preparations
- for various jobs. I can count on their help if I am ever
alone in their cities These fellows, scattered all over
" France, and sometimes in foreign countres, are a comfort
to me, even though I may not see them often. It makes
me feel calm and glad to know they are alive, active and
handsome, lurking in the shadow. My little pocket ad-
dress book in which their names are scrawled is endowed
with a comfortmg power. It has the same authority as 2
prick. It is my treasure. I transcribe: Jean B. in Nice.
Met him one night in Albert Premier Park. He didn’t
have the heart to knock me out and steal my money, but
he let me know about the Mont-Boron affair. René D.
in Orléans, Jacques L. and Martino, sailors who stayed in
Brest. I met them in the Bougen 3zul We did some deals
.together, peddling dope. Dédé in Cannes, a pimp. In
Lyons, some crooks, a negro and a fellow who runs a
brothel. In Marseille I know a good twenty. Gabriel B.
in Pau. And so on. I’ve said they were handsome. Not
with regular good looks, but with something else, made

up of power, despair and many other qualities, the men-~
tion of which involves comment: shame, shrewdness, lazi-
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ness, resignation, contempt, boredom, courage, cowardice,
fear . . . It would mean a long list. These qualities are
inscribed on my friends’ faces or bodies, where they over-
lap, jostle and oppose one another. That is why I say
that these men have souls. Added to the complicity which
unites us is a secret understanding, a kind of tenuous pact
which seems as though it could be easily broken, but
which I know how to protect, to handle with nimble
fingers: it is the memory of our nights of love, or some-
times of a brief amorous conversation, or of groping each
other with the restrained smile and sigh of an anticipa-
tion of pleasure They all kindly allowed me to recharge
myself at each of their asperities, as at terminals where a
current was polarized I think they were all dimly aware
that they were thus heightening my courage, inflaming
me, giving me a will to work and enabling me to gather
enough force—emanating from them—to protect them.
Nevertheless, I am alone. The address book in my pocket
is the written proof that I had such friends; but their
lives are apparently as incoherent as mine, and I really
know nothing about them. Perhaps most of them are in
prison, Where are the others? If they are wandering
about, by what chance shall I meet them, and what will
each of us be? However, even were the antithesis of vile
and noble to remain, I would be able to discern among
them moments of pride and rigor, and to recognize them
as the scattered elements of a severity which I wish to as-
semble within me so as to make of them a deliberate
masterpiece.

Armand’s physical appearance-—seaman’s build, bulky
and weary, dull eyes, close-cropped hair, nose broken not
by a man’s fist but by having crashed against the glass
walls which cut us off from your world—evokes for me
now, though it might not have done so in the past, the
prison of which he seems to me the most significant, the
most illustrious representative. I was summoned to him,
hastened toward him, and it is now, in my desperation,
that I dare be engulfed within him, The maternal ele-
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ment I perceived in him was not feminine. Men some-
_times hail each other as follows: -

“Well, Old Gal?” -

“Hi, you Hen!”

“Is that you, Wench?”

This usage belongs to the world of poverty and crime.
Of punished crime, which bears upon itself—or within
itself—the mark of a faded brand. (I speak of it as of a
flower, preferably as of a lily, when the brand was the
fleur de lis.) These salutations indicate the downfall of
men who once were strong. Having been wounded, they
can now bear the equivocal. They even desire it. The
tenderness that makes them unbend is not femininity but
the discovery of ambiguity. I think they are prepared to
impregnate themselves, to lay and hatch their eggs, but
without any blunting of their cruel male sting.

The humblest beggars say among themselves: ‘

“How’s la Grinche going?” or “How’s la Chine?* La
Guyane (Guiana) is a2 feminine noun, Guana contains
all those males who are called tough In addition, itisa
tropical region, at the world’s waistband, the most feverish
of all—with gold fever—where fierce tribes are still hid-
den in the swamps of the jungle. Thither I go—for though
it has disappeared, it is now the ideal region of misfortune
and penitence toward which proceeds, not my physical
person, but the person that watches over it—with mingled
fear and sweet exhilaration Each of the toughs who
haunt it has remained virile—like those of Iz Chine and
la Grinche—but his downfall teaches him the uselessness
of proving that he has Armand was a man, wearily so.
He slept on his muscles, like heroes on their laurels. He
rested in his strength, and on it. If, with his fist placed
on the delicate nape of a boy’s neck, he brutally rammed

1La ,Grz‘nche (panhandling) and la Chine (ragpicking) are
beggars’ slang The significance of the feminine gender of these

nouns is developed in the course of the paragraph —Translator’s
note,






The Thiefs Journal 231

its brutal break with the kindly shade of the firs, prepared
the idea of catastrophe), near Maubeuge, roared over a
bridge, I felt that, were the bridge to give way and the
‘frain to be cut in two, just about to drop into the sudden
. precipice, this kindness alone, which already filled me to
the point of governing my acts, would have been enough
to join the broken sections, restore the bridge and save
the train from catastrophe. When we had crossed the via-
duct, I even wondered whether everything I had just
mentioned had not actually occurred. The train con-
tinued along the tracks. The landscape of France put
Belgium behind me.

Armand’s kindness did not consist of doing good: the
idea of Armand, as it sped away from its bony and mus-
cular pretext, became a kind of vaporous element in
_ which T took refuge, and so sweet was this refuge that

from within it I addressed to the world messages of grati-
tude. I would have found there the justification of my
love for Lucien, which Armand would have approved.
Unlike Stilitano, he would have contained me with my
charge of love and of everything which is to come of it.
Armand absorbed me. His kindness, thus, was not one of
the qualities recognized by ordinary morality, but rather
something which, as I think about it, still stirs within me
emotions from which issue images of peace. It is by means
, of language that I experience it.

Even when they are completely relaxed, Stilitano,
Pilorge, Michaelis and all the pimps and hoodlums I have
ever met stand erect, not severely but calmly, without
any tenderness; even in voluptuousness, or when dancing,
they remain alone, reflected within themselves, delicately
mirrored in their virility and strength, which polish and
limit them as meticulously as an oil bath, and their
buxom girl friends, unperturbed by their ardent presence,
are, at the same time, reflected within themselves, and
remain themselves, isolated by their beauty alone. I would
like to'make a bouquet of those handsome boys, to enclose
them in a sealed glass vase, Perhaps-an irritation would

1
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then melt the invisible matter which isolates them; in the
shadow of Armand, who contains them all, they might
flower, bloom and offer me the revels which are the pride
of my ideal Guiana.

Amazed that all but one of the Church sacraments
(the very word is sumptuous) suggest solemnity, I shall
give the sacrament of penitence its rightful place in the
liturgical ceremonial, In my childhood, it was reduced to
a shamefaced and shifty mumbling, carried on with a
shadow behind the shutter of the confessional, to a few
prayers quickly recited as I knelt on a chair; but today it
unfolds in full earthly pomp: when it is not the brief
walk to the scaffold, it is the elaboration of that expedi-
tion which takes to the sca and continues throughout life
in a fabulous region. I do not dwell on Guiana’s special
characteristics, which make it appear, ultimately, somber
and splendid; its nights, palms, suns and gold are to be
found in abundance on altars. If I had to live—perhaps
1 shall, though the idea is untenable—in your world,
which, nevertheless, does welcome me, it would be the
dcath of me, At the present time, when, having won by
sheer force, I have signed an apparent truce with you, I
find myself in exile. I do not care to know whether I
desire prison so as to expiate a crime of which I am un-
aware. My nostalgia is so great that I shall have to be
taken to it. I feel sure that only in prison shall I be able
to continue a life which was cut off when I entered it.
Rid of preoccupations with glory and wealth, I shall per-
form with slow, scrupulous patience the painful gestures
of the punished. Every day I shall do a job governed by a
rule which has no other authority than that of emanating
from an order which presents the penitentiary and creates
it. I shall wear myself out. The men I find there will help
me. I shall become as polished as they, as pumiced.

But T am speaking of a penal colony which has been
abolished, Let me therefore restore it in secret and live
there in spirit, as in spirit Christians suffer the Passion.
"The only passable road to it must go through Armand
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and continue through the Spain of beggars, of shameful
and humiliated poverty. ‘

As 1 write these notes, I am thirty-five years old. 1
want to spend my remaining years in glory’s opposite.

Stilitano had more integrity than Armand. If I think
of them, I compare Armand to the expanding universe
(as I understand it). Instead of being defined and re-
duced to observable limits, Armand constantly changes
form as I pursue him. On the other hand, Stilitano is
already encircled. The differences in the nature of the
lace in which they dealt is also significant. When Stili-
tano dared laugh at Armand’s talent, the latter did not
lose his temper. I believe he controlled his anger. I do
not think that Stilitano’s remark wounded him. He calmly
went on smoking his cigarette and then said:

“Maybe you think I'm a dope?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“I know.”

He kept smoking, with an absent-minded look. I had
just been made aware of one of the mortifications—no
doubt there were many—which Armand had suffered.
This mass of pride was not composed of only bold, or
even honorable elements, His beauty, vigor, voice and
guts had not always assured his triumph, since he had
had to submit, like a poor wretch, to an apprenticeship
in lace making, to what is ordinarily expected of children
who are allowed no other material than paper.

“You wouldn’t think it,” said Robert who had both
elbows on the table and was resting his head in his hands.

“Wouldn’t think what?”

“Why, that you know how to do that.”

His usual unmannerliness dared not directly confront
the man with his poverty. Robert spoke hesitantly, Stili-
tano was smiling. He, more than anyone, must have been
aware of Armand’s pain. Like me, he feared and hoped

« for the question—which Robert, moreover, dared not
formulate: ,
“Where did you learn how to do it?”
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‘The approach of a docker left it hanging. He merely
mentioned a time as he passed Armand:’ eleven o’clock.
The tunes of a player piano lightened the thick smoke in
the bar. Armand answered:

“All right.”

His face remained just as sad: Since there were few
whores around, the general tone was cordial and simple.
If a man got up from his chair, he did so in all simplicity.

It was later on, when I thought of his thick palms and
fingers, that it occurred to me that the lace paper they
made must have been ugly. Armand was too clumsy for
such work. Unless he learned it in prison. Convicts are
amazingly skillful Their criminal fingers sometimes cre-
ate delicate and fragile masterpieces with matches, card-
board, bits of string, with anything on hand, The pride
they feel has the quality of the material and of the master-
piece: it is fragile and humble. Visitors occasionally con~
gratulate prisoners on an inkwell carved from a nutshell,
the way one praises a monkey or a dog: with amazement
at their clever tricks. -

When the docker had gone off, Armand’s face re-
mained unchanged. -

“If you think a guy can know how to do everything,
it’s because you're just a little dope!”

1 am nventing the words he used, but I have not for-
gotten the tone of the voice which uttered them. That
illustrious voice was growling between his teeth. The
thunder roared as it struck, with a light finger, the most
precious vocal cords in the world., Armand stood up, still
smoking.

“Let’s get going,” he said.

“O.K. Let’s go.”

With these words he decided that we would all go
home to sleep Stilitano paid. Armand walked out with
his favorite display of elegance, his hurried gait. He
strode down the street with his usual ease.-Though that
evening he uttered none of the words, none of his usual
expressions which made people think he was coarse. I
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think he was swallowing his vexation. He was walking
swiftly with his head high. At his side was Stilitano, with
his sleek irony. And Robert, with his young insolence. I,
close by, was their meditating consciousness, containing
them, containing the idea of them. It was cold. My burly
friends felt chilly. Their hands, deep in their pockets,
meeting at the downiest spot of the body, were tugging
at their duck trousers which outlined their buttocks. No
one spoke. As we approached the Rue du Sac, Stilitano
shook hands with Robert and Armand and said:

“I'm going to check on Sylvia before I go home, Want
to come along, Jean?”

I went with him. We stumbled along the cobblestones
for a while without talking. Stilitano was smiling. With-
out looking at me, Stilitano said:

“You've become pretty chummy with Armand.”

“That’s right. Why?”

“Oh, nothmg . . .”

“Why do you mention it?”

“No reason.”

We continued walking, though away from the spot
where Sylvia worked.

“Tell me .. .”

“What?”

“If 1 had dough, would you have guts enough to rob
me?”

Out of swagger—knowing that my boldness was just a
stock attitude—I answered yes.

“I would. Why not? If you had a big pile.”

He laughed.

“What about Armand? Would you dare?”

“Why do you ask me that?”

“Answer me.”

“What about you?”

“Me? Why not? If he’s got a big pile. T rob a lot of
other people. There’s no reason not to, What about you?
Answer me.”

By the change of tense, a sudden present in place of a



236  JEAN GENET

dubitative conditional, T reahized that we had just agreed
to rob Armand. And I knew that as a result of calculation
and modesty I had been acting cynical in telling Stilitano
that I would rob him. Such cruelty in our relations was
bound to blot out the cruelty of acts aimed at a friend
of ours. In fact, we have realized that something united
us, Our complicity was not due to self-interest. It was
born of friendship.

“It’s dangerous,” I answered.

“Not very.” )

T was staggered at the thought that Stilitano must have
set aside his friendship with Robert to suggest such a
thing to me. I would have kissed him with gratitude had
he not been screened by his smile. Then I wondered
whether he had asked Robert the same thing and whether
Robert had refused. Perhaps at that very moment Robert
was trying to establish between Armand and himself the
same intimate relationship that bound me to Stilitano.
But I felt certain that I had chosen my partner in this
dance.

Stilitano explained what he expected of me: that T was
to steal, before Armand had time to smuggle it into Hol-
land and France, the stock of opium which he was to
recewve from the sailors and machinists of a tramp steamer
flying the Brazilian flag, the Aruntai.

“Why the hell worry about Armand? You and I were
in Spain together.”

Stilitano spoke of Spain as of a heroic theater. We
walked along in the freczing dampness,

“Don’t kid yourself about Armand. When he can rob
aguy...”

I realized that I was not to protest. Since I did not
have enough power to decree moral laws (of my own
making) which I could impose, I had to use the custom-
ary pretense, to be willing to act as a lover of justice in
order to excuse my crimes,

“. « . be’s not shy about it. You ought to hear the
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stories about him. Just ask some of the guys who used to
know him.”

“If he knows that I’'m the one . . >

“He won’t know. You'll just have to tell me where he
hid it. I’Il go up to his room when he’s out.”

I attempted to save Armand and added:

“I can’t imagine that he’ll leave it in the room. He
must have a bunk somewhere.”

“Then you’ve got to find it. You’re smart enough to
manage.”

Before Armand had granted me the esteem of which
I have already spoken, I probably would not have be-
trayed him, The mere thought of it would have horrified
me. So long as he had not given me his confidence, be-~
traying him had no meaning: it meant simply obeying
the basic rule which governed my life. But now I loved
him. I recognized his omnipotence. And though he might
not love me, he contained me. His moral authority was so
absolute, so generous, that it made intellectual rebellion
within him impossible. The only way I could prove my
independence was by acting on the emotional level The
idea of betraying Armand set me aglow. I feared and
loved him too much not to want to deceive and betray
and rob him. I sensed the anxious pleasure that goes with
sacrilege. If he were God (he had known pity), and had
he been well pleased with me, it were sweet to deny him.
And better still was the fact that Stilitano, who did not
love me and whom I would never have betrayed, should
be helping me. His sharp personality aptly suggested the
image of a dagger piercing the heart. The strength of the
devil and his power over us lie in his irony. His seduc-~
tiveness may be only his detachment, The force with
which Armand denied the rules proved his own power—
and the power of the rules over him. Stilitano smiled at
them. His smile dissolved me. It was bold enough to ex-
press itself on a face of great beauty.

We entered a bar, and Stilitano explained what I
would have to do.
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“Did you tell Robert about 1t?”

“You're crazy. It’s just between us.’

“And you think there’ll be a lot of dough in it?”

“I’ll say! He’s a miser. He made a terrific pile in
France.”

Stilitano seemed to have been thinking the matter over
for a long time. I could see him rising up from a noc-
turnal life that had been lived before my eyes but had
remained secret. Behind his smile he watched and spied.
As we left the bar, a beggar came up to us; he asked for
a handout, Stilitano looked at him rather contemptuously.

“Do what we do, pal. If you want dough, take it.”’

“Tell me where to find it.”

“There’s some in my pocket, and if you want it, go
look for it.”

“That’s what you say, but if you were . . .

Stilitano refused to enter into a conversation which
might have gone on and in which he himself might have
weakened. He very cleverly knew how to cut it short so
as to sharpen his rigor, to give the appearance of being
divided in clear-cut sections,

“When we want it, we take it where it is,” he said to
me. “We’re not getting into trouble for bums.”

Was he aware that it was the right moment to give me
a lesson in severity, or did he himself feel a need to take
deeper root in selfishness? Stilitano said this in such a
way——-—w1th a knowing casualness—that the advice took
on, in the night and fog, the proportions of a shightly
arrogant phllosophlcal truth agreeable to my natural
bent, which was inclined toward pity. I could recognize
in this unnatural truth the value of an attitude capable
of protecting me from myself.

“You're right,” I said. “If we get nabbed, he won’t be
the one who goes to jail. Let him shift for h_unself if he’s
got the guts to.”

By this remark I was not only wounding the most
precious—though concealed—period of my life; I was
establishing myself in my diamond-like wealth, in the city

b
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of diamond cutters and in that night of self-centered soli-
tude whose facets sparkled. We approached the place
where Sylvia worked, but it was late; she had gone
home.! (I noted that when it came to his girl, his irony
disappeared. He spoke of her without tenderness but
without a smile.) Since prostitution was not regulated in
Belgium as it was in France, a pimp could live with his
girl without any danger. Stilitano and I headed for his
hotel, He stopped talking about our plans but, cleverly, -
recalled our life in Spain.

“You had a big crush on me at the time.”

“What about now?”

“Now? Do you still have it?”

T think he wanted to be assured of my love and that 1
would desert Armand for him. It was three or four in the
morning. We had come from a country where the light
and noise are violent.

“Not like before.”

“No kidding?”

We were still walking, He smiled and glanced at me
sideways.

“What's the matter?”

His smile was frightful. My eﬁ'ort——-as often, and espe-
cially since that time—to be stronger than I was, to over-
come my natural disposition, to lie about it, had made me
ufter a remark which, though spoken calmly, was a prov-
ocation. I had to explain, in detail, this first proposition,
which was laid down like the premises of a theorem. My
new attitude had to follow from the explanation and not
vice versa.

“Nothing’s the matter.”

“Well? You don’t like me as much?”

“I don’t love you.”

I felt my pants getting hot. At that moment we were

I We left quxckly, for it is a well-known sign that when the
whores aren’t on their beat the police are nearby. “When the
whores aren’t around, the cops are” is an underworld proverb.
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could tell he was screaming with anger. He was looking
at the crowd in a rage, and they were looking at him and
laughing. The manager of the booth was indifferent.
Situations of that kind are quite common. Stilitano was
alone. Everyone had found the way out, except him. The
universe became strangely overcast. The shadow which
suddenly covered things and people was the shadow of
my solitude in the face of this despair, for Stilitano, ex-
hausted with yelling and bumping into the plate glass,
had resigned himself to being the laughingstock of the
onlookers and simply squatted on the floor, indicating
‘thereby that he refused to go on. I hesitated, not knowing
whether to leave or to fight for him and demolish his
crystal prison. I looked at Roger, without his seeing me.
He was still staring at Stilitano. I approached him. His
straight but soft hair, parted in the middle, fell down
to the side of his cheeks and met at his mouth. His head
resembled certain palm trees. His eyes were wet with
tears.

- If T am accused of using such theatrical props as fun
fairs, prisons, flowers, sacrilegious pickings, stations, fron-
tiers, opium, sailors, harbors, urinals, funerals, cheap
hotel rooms, of creating mediocre melodramas and con-
fusing poetry with cheap local color, what can I answer?
I have said that I love outlaws who have no other beauty
than that of their bodies. The aforementioned props are
steeped in the violence of men, in their brutality, Women
are not involved in them. They are animated by male
gestures. The traveling fairs in the North are dedicated
to big blond fellows. They alone haunt them. Their girls
cling with difficulty to their arms. It was the girls who
were laughing at Stilitano’s mishap.

Roger made up his mmd and went in. We thought
he'd get lost in the mirrors. We saw his abrupt, slow
twists and turns, his sure-footedness. He lowered his eyes
in order to get hlS bearings by the floor, which was less

.hypocritical than the glass Guided by his certainty, he

- reached Stilitano. We saw his lips muttering. Stilitano
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stood up and, gradually regaining his poise, emerged with
Roger in a kind of apotheosis. They had not scen me.
Laughing and free, they continued around the fair-
ground. As for me, I went home, alone. Was it the image
of the wounded Stilitano that was exciting me so? I knew
he could hold in the smoke of an entire cigarette, the con-
suming of which was manifested only by the glowing
embers At each inhalation, his face would light up. I felt
his penis beneath my lightly groping fingers.

“You like it?”

I didn’t answer. What was the use? He knew that my
swagger had just gone dead. He took his left hand from
his pocket and, putting his arm around my shoulders,
squeezed me against him while the cigarette guarded his
mouth, protecting it from a kiss. Someone was coming
along. I muttered very quickly:

“I love you.”

We pulled apart. When I left him at the door of his
hotel, he was sure I would give him full information
about Armand.

I returned to my room and went to bed. Even when
my lovers deceived or hated me, I was never able to hate
them. Separated by a thin wall from Armand, who was
jazzing Robert, I suffered at not being in the place of
either one of them or at not being with them or at not
being one of them. I cnvied them, but T felt no hatred.
I went up the wooden staircase very carefully, for it was
squeaky and rickety and almost all the partitions were
wooden. I imagine that when Armand took off his belt
that evening, he did not crack it like a whip. He must
have been aware of his strong, manly sadness and prob-
ably intimated to Robert with silent gestures that he was
to obey his pleasure. In my eyes, Armand further justified
his power, which also issued from happiness, from abjec-
tion. The lace paper had the same fragile structure—
“hardly meant for your morality—as the gimmicks of beg-
gars It belonged to the realm of artifice. It was as fake
as their wounds, stumps and blindness,
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This book does not aim to be a work of art, an object
detached from an author and from the world, pursuing
in the sky its lonely flight. I could have told of my past
-life in another tone, in other words. T have made it sound
heroic because I have within me what is needed to do so,
lyricism. My concern for coherence makes it my duty to
carry on my adventure in the tone of my book. It will
have served to define the indications which my past
presents; I have laid my finger, heavily and many times,
on poverty and punished crime, It is toward these that I
shall go. Not with the premeditated intention of finding
them, in the manner of Catholic saints, but slowly, with-~
out trying to evade the fatigues and horrors of the
venture.

But am I being clear? It is not a matter of applying a
philosophy of unhappiness. Quite the contrary. The
prison—let us name that place in both the world and
the mind—toward which I go offers me more joys than
your honors and festivals. Nevertheless, it is these which I
shall seek. I aspire to your recognition, your consecration.

Heroized, my book, which has become my Genesis, con-
tains—should contain—the commandments-which I can-
- not transgress. If I am worthy of it, it will reserve for me
the infamous glory of which it is the great master, for
to what shall I refer if not to it? And, purely from the
viewpoint of a2 more commonplace morality, would it not -
be logical for this book to draw my body on and lure me
to prison? Not, may I point out, through some swift pro-
cedure governed by your principles, but by means of a
fatality contained within it, which I have put there, and
which, as I have intended, keeps me as witness, field of
experimentation and living proof of its virtue and my
responsibility. .
. I wish to speak of these prison festivals, The surround-
~ Ing presence of wounded males is already a blessing that
1s granted me. However, I mention this in passing; other
' situations (the army, sport, etc.) can offer me a similar
one. In the second volume of this Journal, which will be
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called Morals Charge, 1 intend to report, describe and
comment upon the festivals of an inner prison that I dis-

cover within me after going through the region of myself
which I have called Spain,
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