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In 1988, the French novelist and
diagnosed with HIV. Two years later,
To the Friend Who Did Not Save My Life

graphical book about his desperate effort
experimental “AIDS vaccine.” 10 the Friend made Guibert both
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purse
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captured in solemn €yes and d lips and long spindly sen-
the opening secti

tences. Though he promises in
Friend to become “one of the first people on earth to survive this

deadly malady,” he would die the following year, on December 27,
199.1, only a few days after his 36th birthday, having written an
additional five extraordinary books, most of which would be

published posthumously.
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pharmaceuticals executive and the novel’s titular friend, Bill, brags
about his connections to Melvil Mockney (a stand-in for the inven.
tor of the polio vaccine, Jonas Salk), who had hoped to introduce
immune therapy to combat HIV/AIDS; both the connection and
Mockney’s therapy come to nothing. (As Mathieu Lindon recalls i
his memoir Learning What Love Means (2011), To the Friend's
manuscript tidle was Pends-toi Bill! or, Go Fuck Yourself, Bill)) Jules
and his wife Berthe—a couple based on Guibert’s long-time lover
Thierry Journo and his wife Christine Seemuller—fear not only for
themselves, bur their children when Jules discovers thar he, too, is
seropositive. Other sickened men flit by in the novel’s short chap-
ters: sons, boyfriends, brothers, strangers. The central and most
arresting portrait is of Guibert’s mentor, the philosopher Muzil,
based on Michel Foucault, whose death the writer repeatedly
returns to in the first half of the novel.

Guibert’s gripping revelation of Foucault’s final days in the
character of Muzil, which had been kept secret by the privacy-
obsessed French press, caused a stir in the country, rocketing
Guibert to fame late in his young life. Muzil is cavalier about the virus
when the first reports of a “gay cancer” arrive in Europe, and later
he even admires its revolutionary effect on the community. After an
annual trip to San Francisco, where Muzil prowls the city’s famous
bathhouses, he remarks that AIDS had created “new complicitics,
new tenderness, new solidarities” in the city’s cruising grounds.
When he tests positive, he conceals his diagnosis from almost every-
one, even his partner. Death, Muzil argues, should rerain an element
of profound mystery, for the living and the dying. In a passing con-
versation with Guibert, the philosopher provocativcly imagines a
“death resort” built around such obscurity, where unwell or aging

people who are ready to die slip behind a painting, into a secret
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Guibert’s late fiction, W
redundancies as characters die and resurrect, .
shambles only to be found, a few pages later, back on their feet. In

7o the Friend, Guibert offers one brutal glimpse behind Muzil’s
painting after another. At the height of his intellecrual powers,
final year, to complete a series of
books on human sexuality but, like Foucault, fails to do so. (His
name is likely a nod to the Austrian writer Robert Musil, who left
his epic novel The Man Without Qualities (1930-43) unfinished.
The substitution of an ‘s for the last letter of the alphabet provides
a note of finality both men were otherwise denied.) Eventually, he
loses his memory, his ability to write, and his physical capacities;
finally, he collapses in a pool of blood in his Parisian apartment.

“I can imagine several endings,” Guibert writes toward the
beginning of 7o the Friend, “all of which fall for the moment under
the heading of premonition or heartfelt desire, but the whole truth
is still hidden from me, and I tell myself that this book’s raison détre
lies along this borderline of uncertainty, so familiar to sick people
everywhere.” Several endings meant that Guibert would devote
much of his later work to the unfinished stories—and lives—shaped
by this recursive sickness which, like the novel itself, is embedded
with the history of venereal discase and its treatment, as well as the

new complicities, new tenderness, new solidarities” that attend to

resort

the philosopher struggles, in his

terminal illness.

After Guibert tests positive in the second half of the novel, his
v-arious, multiplying infections are remedied at the Institut Alfred-
Fournier, which had served as an important syphilis hospital in the
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19th century. Here Guibert points to another quiet subs;
Itutiop,

syphilis withjn epi-

one within the broader medical project that
pathologize gay life: that of HIV/AIDS for
demiological healthcare in France in the 1980s, from the way ;
treated gay men to the very hospitals it used to care for them Vgull:
the rise of HIV/AIDS, the old Institut was quite instantly rmtahzcd
“enriched by the blood of seropositive patients,” Guibert Obscrvcs’
He describes the nurses as if they might be wearing that season’s chs.
Saint Laurent: “With semisheer stockings and flats, straight skirts,
and tasteful necklaces worn over their white smocks, the nurses look
very chic ... They slip on their latex gloves as though they were
velvet gloves for a gala evening at the opera.” But the hospital’s
revival doesn’t change the way doctors approach the treatment of
HIV/AIDS; they are anxious about their patients, just as the
patients are anxious about themselves. Physical, emotional, and
intellecrual contact between them (not only at the hospital, but in
the pharmaceutical labs of the major manufacturers) is kept at a
minimum, a major issue which would be taken up in the United
States by ACT-UP. Governments meanwhile were debating whether
to brand seropositive people in Europe, Guibert reports, or forcibly
test “at-risk groups” on intra-continental borders.

This follows, of course, a long history of blaming gay men for
the prevalence of venereal disease, and for dismissing them a“s hOPC;
Jess cases for modern medicine, people who could never b.c ; saved.
Guibert’s near contemporary, the philosopher and ac'tm'st Gl},‘f’
Hocquenghem—who died from AIDS-related complications 11
1988—describes the treatment of syphilis in Homosexual Dm:
(1978), only a few years before the first appearance of the ﬁrst. C.T)[e
of HIV/AIDS, in terms that would have been instantly recogniz
to Guibert, as he sat in the Institut Alfired-Fournier:
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ccompanies the disease, the repressive system
hich the social worker has virtual police rights in cases of
2 1 lC(‘ Juding access to the files and his ability to force the
hilis (1nclu
S)T;C‘n‘t to declare all sexual contacts who could have been
a - -
ced) are sufficient to explain the spread of the disease. It is
dmit that he has syphilis. Syphilis is
not just a virus buran ideology too; it forms a fantasy whole,
like the plague and its symptoms as Antonin Artaud analyzed
them. The basis of syphilis is the fantasy fear of contamination,
of a secret parallel advance by both the virus and by the libido’s
es: the homosexual transmits syphilis as he

The shame that a

infec
difficult for someone to 2

unconscious forc
transmits homosexuality.

So, even as the medical establishment conquered syphilis with the
miracle of penicillin, it failed to conquer the faggots, leaving partly
dormant a repressive system that sprang to life again with AIDS, as
this novel testifies.

Once more “fantasies of contamination” spread across Europe
and the US, and seropositive men and women were denied medicine
and basic courtesy while being subjected to hopeless experimental
treatments, “double-blind” tests by which you might be deluded
into thinking you would receive medication bur were given only a
placebo, public disgust, and outright indifference. Even when
Guibert is told that he has tested positive for HIV, the nurse presup-
?:jsutli-: folre-knowledgc, as if it were a given—or an inescapable
app‘:ﬂhng \;Ozn%h have you known that )tou’re seropositive?” It is an
Roche Patenteyd t: t'FeVC“ th'o s t-h oy th‘lilCCl‘l[ical e
wouldn’t be made r il : lagm-)sxs o : Hocquenghem dicd, it

available to patients until 1995.
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Whar right did | have to record all thap What righe did |
have to use friendship in such a mean fashion? And with
someone | adored with 2l my heart? And then I sensed—
it’s extraordinary—a kind of vision, or vertigo, that gave me
complete authority, putting me in charge of these ignol?lf
transcripts and legitimizing them by revealing e (so ir’s
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is, the state working to “contain” him) the right to tell the
(that. ;Si dt siorv of a virus—and the community it has so deeply
:t]’f‘}e[:::i This bCrsonaJ writing, V\'itl:l its por.trait.s c.;f st.lﬂ'crix?g fl’ricel?ds;~
and lovers, expresses a politics cognizant of its limirtations, l[S~ a od
coherent program, lack of ideas for how to.save the communiry ('an
the life) from which it comes. Instead, it espouses an c.sscnnall'v
humanizing politics, as Caron notes, one in which the emotional and
social deformities produced by illness, and the medical establishment
which failed to rescue many of those who would die from it, are
made vivid. In this regard, Guibert reinvigorates the French tradition
of writing about the psychosexual realities of venereal disease (think
of Charles Baudelaire and Gustave Flaubert, whose literary lives were
shaped by incurable syphilis) for a contemporary audience facing a
contemporary virus. His innovations in the genre, with their terse
Thomas Bernhardian flavor, would continue in the writings of
several younger French writers, including Guillaume Dustan.
Toward the end of 75 4e Friend, Guibert acknowledges that no
one can save his life, that he will nog 8ain access to the “AIDS vaccine”
from America, and so he turns toward the hope provided by writing,

es on the little time gives you.
se it, Guibert implores his readers,

fe2 U

— Miami, 2019
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Much of the 7o the Friend is riven with desperation
especially as it moves toward its final chapters. As Dav:ind‘ i
notes in an introduction to Guibert’s diary of his final few >
Cytomegalovirus, “Some French activists criticized him for whvwc;ks’
saw as apolitical and romantic self-involvement.” Counrcri;lt t hc.y
idea, Caron wonders whether “the very affirmation of personght .
in the face of the dehumanizing discourses so prevalent ar the :"d
represents in fact a legitimate combative stance?” I tend to a :c
But Guibert expresses his own doubts about his autobiograpﬁic:j
project, which would be carried out after 70 the Friend in several
more works, including 7he Compassion Protocol, My Valet and Me
The Man in the Red Hat, Paradise, Cytomegalovirus, and his collcctcci
diaries, 7he Mausoleum of Lovers. After relaying to his reader Muzil’s

final days in 7o the Friend, he wonders:
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it’s extraordinary—a kind of vision, or vertigo, that gave me
complete authority, putting me in charge of these ignoble
trans,cripts and legitimizing them by revealing to me (so it’s
what's called a premonition, a powerful presentiment) that
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To the friend
who did not save my life



I had AIDS for three months. More precisely, for three months I
believed I was condemned to die of that mortal illness called AIDS.
Mind you, I wasn’t imagining things, I really did have the disease,
and the positive test results to prove it, as well as lab workups

showing that my blood was beginning to deteriorate. But after
three months, something completely unexpected happened that
convinced me I could and almost certainly would escape this disease,
which everyone still claimed was always fatal. Just as I had told no
one save a few of my close friends that I was doomed, I told no one
save these same friends that I was going to make it, that I would
become, by an extraordinary stroke of luck, one of the first people

on earth to survive this deadly malady.
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On this twenty-sixth day of December, 1988, as I begin this book,
i Rome, where I've come alone and against everyone’s advice,
fleeing that handful of friends who, fearing for the state of my
morale, tried to persuade me not to leave, on this holiday when
everything is closed and every passerby is a stranger, in Rome
where 1 realize once and for all that | do not like my fellow men,
where, determined to avoid them like the plague, | therefore have
10 idea with whom or where I can go to have a bite to eat, several
months after those three months when I was truly convinced I was

lost, and after the months that followed when I was able to believe

myself saved by the luckiest of chances, wavering now between

doub and lucidity, having reached the limits of both hope and

despair, 1 don't know what to think about any of these crucial

questions, about this alternation of certain death and sudden

reprieve, | dont know if this salvation is a decoy intended to

soothe me, dangled before my eyes like a trap about to be sprung,

or a genuine scicncc, fiction a}dvenlure in which [ shall play the role

T e e

: : e. | have a sense of the

structure of this new book I've been harboring within myself all

(16)

these last weeks, but I don't know how it will unfold in its entirety;
I can imagine several endings, all of which fall for the moment
under the heading of premonition or heartfelt desire, but the
whole truth is still hidden from me, and I tell myself thac this
book’s raison d’étre lies only along this borderline of uncertainty,
so familiar to all sick people everywhere.

(17)
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I'm alone here and they feel sorry for me, they worry about me,
they think I'm not taking good care of myself, so these friends (who
can be counted on the fingers of one hand, according to Eugénie)
telephone me regularly, compassionately, me—a man who has just
discovered that he doesn't like his fellow men, no, I definitely don’t
like them, 1 rather hate them instead, and this would explain every-

thing, that stubborn hatred I've always felt,

and I'm beginning a
new book to have a companion,

someone with whom [ can talk,

at, sleep, ar whose side 1 can dream and have nightmares, the only
friend whose company | can bear 5

book, which I'd imagined would
flight plan, has already be

from spreading. It’s said thay each rej
through bodily fluids—pjoq
the already infected patient;
effort to contain the damage,

ntroductjq
N of the AIDS v
d, sperm, Years—reneys S virus

o the atta,
Perhaps they're A5t Saying g C‘k on
in an

(18)

My blood continues to deteriorate with each passing day; for the
moment, my condition might be described as a case of leukopenia.
My most recent test results, dated November 18, show a T4 count
of 368, whereas a healthy man’s range is between 500 and 2000.
The T4 cells are the leucocytes against which the AIDS virus
directs its initial atrack, gradually weakening the immune system.
The final offensives, the pneumocystis and toxoplasmosis that
ravage the lungs and brain respectively, are launched when the T4
count drops below 200, and these assaults can now be slowed down
by the drug AZT. Early in the history of AIDS, T4 cells were called
“helpers,” while the remaining leucocytes, the T8s, were called
“suppressors.” Before anyone had ever heard of AIDS, an electronic
game invented for the amusement of adolescents portrayed the
effects of the virus in the bloodstream. On screen, the circulatory
System was a labyrinth through which roamed the Pacman,
cartoon blob controlled by a lever;
tered, stripping the various passageways of their plankton, Pacman
was itself threatened by the sudden appearance and proliferation of
even more gluttonous red blobs. If you compare AIDS to the
Pacman game, which remained popular for quite a long time, the

a yellow
as it gobbled up all it encoun-
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initial inhabitants of the labyrinth, while
llow blobs, themselves closely pursued by
the HIV virus, rcpresemcd by the red blobs and their insartiable
munological plankton. Long before my positive test
d that | had the disease, I'd felt my blood suddenly
re, as though it had always been clothed or
hout my noticing this, since it was only
didn’t know what—had removed
[ would have to live with

T4s would stand for the
the T8s would be the ye

appetite for im
results confirme
stripped naked, laid ba
covered until then wit
natural, but now something—I
this protection. From that moment on,
this exposed and denuded blood, like an unclothed body that must
make its way through a nightmare. My blood, unmasked, every-
where and forever (except in the unlikely event of miracle-working
transfusions), naked around the clock, when I'm walking in the
street, taking public transportation, the constant target of an
arrow aimed at me wherever I go. Does it show in my eyes? | don't
worry so much anymore about keeping my gaze human as I do
about acquiring one that is too human, like the look you see in the
eyes of the concentration camp inmates in the documentary Night
and Fog.

(20)

I felt death approaching in the mirror, gazing back at me from my

own reflection, long before it had truly arrived to stay. Was I
already throwing this death into other people’s faces whenever 1
looked into their eyes? I didn’ talk about this to everyone. Until
then, until the book, I hadn’t admitted it to everyone. Like Muzil,
I would have liked to have had the strength, the insane pride, as
well as the generosity, to tell no one, allowing friendships to live as
lightly as air, carefree and eternal. But what can you do when you're
at rock bottom, and the disease is jeopardizing even friendship
itself? 1 did tell some people: Jules, then David, then Gustave, then
Berthe, I would've preferred not to tell Edwige but | felt from the
first time we lunched together in silence and falsehood thar it was
driving us horribly apart and that if we didn’t cleave immediately
to the truth it would soon be forever too late, so to remain true to
her I told her, and as things turned out I had to tell Bill, sensing as
1 did so that I was losing all freedom, all control over my illness,
and then I told Suzanne, because she’s so old she isn’t afraid of any-
thing anymore, because she’s never loved anyone except a dog over
which she shed tears the day she sent it off to be put to sleep,
Suzanne who is ninety-three and whose life expectancy became the

(21)



ret, which her memory
moment to the next,
t such a shocking

nl confessed my S€€
might er fancasy from oncf
Suzanne who was completely prPaf"-d to Io'rgc :
dea right then and there. 1 didn't tell Eugenies I have lunch with
her at La Closerie: does she see it in my eyes? | ﬁnd. her c.ompany
increasingly boring. It seems to me that my relationships with
people are no longer interesting unless they know the truth; every-
thing else has collapsed, become meaningless, worthless, lifeless
outside the purlieus of this momentous news, beyond the reach of
friendship’s daily bulletins, where 1 draw the line, condemned to
solitude by my refusal to speak. If I were to tell my parents, I'd risk
having the whole world dump shit on my head, all at the same
time, I'd be letting every last asshole on earth crap on me, letting
myself be buried under their stinking shit. My chief concern, in
this business, is to avoid dying in the spotlight of the parental eye.

same as mine whe
ase Or turn into

(22)

This is how I saw things, and I said so to Dr. Chandi when he
began tracking the evolution of the virus in my body: AIDS isn’t
really an illness, and to call it one is a simplification, for it’s a state
of weakness and surrender that uncages the beast within, which I
must give free rein to devour me, which I allow to inflict upon my
living flesh the operations of disintegration it was preparing for my
corpse. The microorganisms responsible for both Pneumocystis
carinii pneumonia, that boa constrictor of the lungs, and the brain-
destroying cysts of toxoplasmosis may be present inside each one of
us but are kept in check by a healthy immune system, whereas
AIDS gives them the green light, opening the floodgates of destruc-
tion. Lying in his hospital bed, completely in the dark about what
was eating him alive, Muzil had it figured out even before the
experts: “The damned thing must have come from Africa.” AIDS,
which crossed over to us from the blood of green monkeys, is a

disease of witch doctors and evil spells.
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Dr. Chandi—whom Id been consulting for over a year, after leaving '
Dr. Nacier without any explanation, considering him guilty of
indiscretion, of gossiping about the rather droopy balls of certain

celebriies in his care, but reproaching him even more, actually, for

having mentioned, when he diagnosed my shingles, that doctors
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who had written asking me © reassure
rrisome subject—DF- Chandi

mended to m¢
he was

I could

mother,
) on this wo
hom Bill had recom

even pointing out that

d AIDS, which friend

what I replied to my
her (the shameless egotist
(this new general practitioner W
with high praise for his discretion,
treating 2 mutual friend who ha
therefore immediately identify and W
thus far been shielded from rumor by t
physician) performed the same procedures i
rime he examined me: after the usual auscu
blood pressure, he would check the soles of my feet,

between my toc€s, delicately inspect the op

sensitive urethra, and then I would remind hi

the groin, belly, armpits, and the throat up under t
ffer the slim wooden depressor that my tonguc

d to have anything to do with ever since
th very wide at the

my guttural muscles
but each time Dr.
h better view from

ho despite his celebrity had
he absolute discretion of his
n the same order cach
Jration and taking of
the skin
ening of the ever-so-

m, after hed palpated

he jaw, that it

was useless to pro

has stubbornly refuse
a child, for 1 prefer to opea my mou

flashlight beam, contracting
la back up against the palate,
Chandi would forget that he obtained a muc
this maneuver than from brandishing that slick lictle stick bristling
with imaginary splinters, and he had added to this examination
routine, in the course of his inspection of the soft palate (making

quite a thorough job of it, as though it were subsequently up to
me to keep a close watch on this area to see if it concealed some
f the fatal disease), a study of

decisive sign regarding the progress 0
the tissues of the frenum, often bluish or bright red, that anchors
the tongue to the floor of the mouth. Then, grasping my skull

from behind with one hand and pressing hard with the thumb and
index of the other against the middle of my forehead, he would

ask me if that hurt, while studying the reactions of my irises. He'd

was

approach of the
to draw the uvu
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wind up the exa™

Id gaincd back

tipping the

irly constant bout
he help of ampu

cales at 154 pounds.

nation by inquiring

S Of diarrhca. No, cverything 3
Jes of Trophisan in a glycol base

the weight [d lost during my attack of shingles,

if I hadn’t been suffering

(26)

about this famous disease, it must have
'd just returned from the United States,

where he'd come across inical reports about this strange

death and its specific provenance ina professional journal. He him-
ith both skepticism and real

self spoke of this mysterious illness wi

foreboding. Bill is the manager of a large pharmaccutical laboratory
that manufactures vaccines. While dining alone with Muzil the
next day, I passed on Bill's alarming news. My friend fell off the
sofa in a paroxysm of laughter. “A cancer that would hit only
that’s too good to be true, I could just die
Muzil was already infected with the
Stéphane told me the other
although this is being kept
he thousands who are
hs after Muzil’s fit of hilarity at dinner, he
it was during the summer, I could
hear the change in his voice over the phone, I'd stare disconsolately
from my studio apartment over at my neighbor’s balcony (that’s
how I'd discreetly dedicated a book to Muzil, “To my neighbor,”
before having to dedicate the next one “To a dead friend”), I was

Bill was the first to tell me
n 1981. He
the first cl

been sometime i

homosexuals, no,
laughing!” As it happened,
retrovirus, since its latent period, as
is now known to be about six years,

day,
g panic among t

quiet to avoid spreadin
seropositive. A few mont
went into a deep depression;
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afraid he might throw himself from this balcony, I

invisible nets from my window to his to save hi;n ‘;’Zs Str,ctc !
wl}at was wrong but I could tell from his voice the’;t : idn’t kny
thing terrible, and later I learned that he contiigies T Was some.
me, that day when he told me, “Stéphane is sick with e
finally understand that I am Stéphane’s sickness and th 0‘;? of me.]
so all his life, no matter what I do, unless I disappear; a}: Il remain
10 gk him from his illness, I'm sure of this woﬁld l;[ conv i
with myself.” But the die was already cast. ‘ < todoii

(28)

ations with a long stint as an intern

Afier fulfilling his military oblig

in the hospital at Biskra, Dr. Nacier had become interested in
at that time he was working in a hospice for the elderly
and as we were then still on friendly terms.
and to bring along a camerd which
he white coat he would

f his colleagues during

geriatrics;
on the outskirts of Paris,
he invited me O visit him there
might easily be hidden in the pocket of t

provide so that 1 might pass for one ©
rounds. Dr. Nacier’s belief that I was secretly intrigued by mori-

bund flesh had been inspired by the photonovcl I'd devoted to my
who were then eighty-five and sevenry-five years

ly mistaken about this, for not only did I not
age home, | wasn't even tempted 0
cake one, and that visit in disguise filled me with shame and hor-
ror. Dr. Nacier, that handsome young man so popular with elderly
ladies, that former male model who had tried unsuccessfully to
become an actor before reluctantly entering medical school, that
dapper dandy who boasted of having been raped ar the age of fifteen
(in the Grand Hotel in Vevey, where he was staying with his parents
shortly before the automobile accident that would claim his father’s

life) by one of the actors who played James Bond, that man was (00

two great-aunts,
old. He was entire
cake a single picture in that old-

(29)



ambitious (0 resign himself to a career as an internist earpj
aighty-five francs a visit from flabby, smelly, fussy patients,

hypochondriacs, in a crummy neighborhood doctor’s office th E

might just as well be a cesspool. That’s why he first tried to make.
his name through the creation of a designer death resort, compleg S
with registered trademark, which, in the form of a high-tech clini '
or do-it-yourself kit, would replace those long revolting death agg v
nies with the speed and fairy-tale atmosphere of a first-class trip ol
t}lc moon (not reimbursed by Medicare). To persuade the banks b—
finance this venture, Dr. Nacier had to come up with SOmcone“
“h(# m?rd authority would protect such a project from any sus,.l'
p;_x;l(::; Shadlgcss. Muzil was the ideal godfather for this baby. -
r me, Dr. N ily : ; 1
T ‘iécf €§511} obtained an appointment with
P d‘)m f:-li going to have dinner afterward. When I
, | found mv friend beside hi g
in his eve. This P;olccl:rd b;g:c A glce» a mad oy
ve. —w] - :
utterly worthl , ich he dismissed, quite reasonably, as
! ess—was at the same tume like ; ;
Muzil never laughed so much or so ¢ finest catnip to him.
cartily as when he was dying.

Once Dr. Nacier had left
s he wd w P
lcde buddy: that nursing home Ofl:lsmc,s}lfhls is what I told your
it

l )
people go to die, bur a place where they pr;:n(iin:obj.a péacc w: ‘N
4 : ie. Everything

eyes of th i p
)d f[ e worlc%. since no one would see ish, Quite dead jp th
side of the wall, in the alley, with no b, YOU reappey, on th :
) ¢ other

forced 1o i agpage
invent a new i » Mo
cw identity for yourself.” 4me, no nothing
s »

130,
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own name. He wanted to

Muzil had become obsessed with his
m to

obliterate it. I'd asked him to contribute an article on criticis

the newspaper I worked for, but he kept putting me off, at the same
feelings by claiming he was unable

headaches, so I finally suggested
that he publish the piece under an assumed name. Two days later
he mail, a limpid and incisive text, along with this
note: “What flash of insight told you that the problem isnt the
head, but the name?” He proposed signing the article “Julien de
I'Hopital,” and two or three years later, whenever [ visited him in
the hospital where he lay dying, I'd remember this somber nom de
plume that never saw the light of day, because obviously the big
daily newspaper I worked for had no use for an article on criticism
by “Julien de I'Hopital.” A copy of it sat around for a long time in
a secretary’s files but had disappeared by the time Muzil asked for
it back; I found the original at my place and gave him that, and
Stéphane discovered at his death that hed destroyed it, along with
so many other texts, hurriedly, during the last few months before

his collapse. I was probably responsible for the destruction of an
hed once mentioned and which I later

time trying to avoid hurting my
to write because of excruciating

it arrived in t

entire manuscript on Manet

(3D



hoping it might help with a study I'd begug

asked him t0 lend me,
writing, “The Painting of €

was because of my request that Muzil, whod promised to loan me
the piece, went digging around in his chaotic mess of papers for the
h he found, reread, and tore to shreds that very

manuscript, whic
he loss of tens of millions of francs for

day. Its destruction meant ¢
even though Muzil left as his sole will and testament a

Stéphane,
few laconic and doubtless well-chosen instructions that kept his

work inviolate, materially preserving his manuscripts from his
family by leaving them to his companion, and morally withholding
them from his companion’s control by forbidding all posthumous
publication, thus preventing Stéphane from concocting his own
work from Muzil's leftovers, forcing him to strike out on his own
and lhercf’orc limiting the damage that might have been done to his
legacy. Stéphane did succeed, however, in maki il’ i
v s : , in making Muzil’s death his
, and perhaps that's how Muzil had in i
tended to make him

a present of it: by inventing the j y
and fearsome death. B the job of defending this new, original,

(32)

AN

he Dead,” which I never completed. |y

1

as he was careful, beyond the limits he established for his ocu-
de inordinately famous throughout the

face invisible, although he was particu-
gnize, thanks to several distinctive features and the

f him published by the press over the previous
to dinner one of the few friends

lect circle he had ruthlessly

Just
vre, [0 €rase that name ma

world, he tried to make his

larly easy to reco
many pictures O
decade. Whenever he invited out

he still enjoyed seeing (chosen from a se
reduced during his last years, by pushing his acquaintances out into
2 distant zone of friendship chat suddenly meant he no longer had

to spend time with them, limiting their relationship to an occa-
call), as soon as he entered the restaurant—

nd aside, if he had to—hed make a
allow him both to sit with his back
oid facing a mirror, and only then
politely offering the chair or ban-
quette he didn't want to his guest. The public would see only the
contained enigma of thar skull he took care to
hich [ somertimes observed, when he
wrickles of dried blood that had

smacking kisses

sional note or phone
shouldering the cherished frie
beeline for a chair that would
to the other patrons and to av
would he recover his aplomb,

gleaming and self-
shave every morning, on W
opened his door to welcome me,

escaped his notice, and when he gave me two tiny,

(33)



on each cheek, | could smell the ‘frcshncss of his breath and realineg
hed had the courtesy O brush his teeth sbortly before I was dye &
arrive. He couldn’t go out much in Paris, where he felt toq wel
known. When he went to the movies, all eyes chrc on him. Some
nights, from my balcony at 203 Rue du Bac‘, I'd see him leave hy
place wearing 2 black leather jacket with chains and metal rings og
the epaulets, taking the open passageway that links the varioys
suircases at 205 Rue du Bac, going down to the underground
garage where he kept his car, which he drove rather clumsily, like 2
panic-stricken mole with his nose shoved nearsightedly against the
windshield, and hed set out across Paris for Le Keller, a bar in the
douzieme arrondissement, where hed pick up victims. In a closet
in the apartment, which the handwritten will had put off-limits to
the family, Stéphanc later discovered a huge bag filled with whips,
leather hoods, leashes, bridles, and handcuffs. These items, which
he claimed not to have known about, gave him a feeling of unex-
pected revulsion, he said, as though they were now dead as well,

and stone-cold. Following the advice of Muzil’s brother, he had the
apartment disinfected before tak;

i out thei i
wo ld l' “ » ’ U‘Slﬂg 01d ba[h[ubs for 3 helr wlldest fan’
uld lie all night waiting 1o be defileq urin

; : ;
dismantled trucks into upstairs rooyy s OF w,
s

autumn of 1983, Muzii returned fr

al agin
$» where victims

gin .
for tortyye chag SeCtions of
mbers, In -

om hj ;
S se Inar with F
a
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is lungs out and slowly wearing him dowhn
he was eager to report on his
rancisco. That day I remarked

escrted now because of

ing h
cough that was tearing
Bctf/hccﬂ fits of coughing hovavcr,F
Jatest escapades in the baths of San

A] ’

: . u
¢ tic. This dange
er been so popular, and now theyre fantas i

nev i '

ha‘;:i everywhere has created new comphcmc.; ew s
. i ; oW W

luewr gl'd;u’itics Before, no one ever said a word;

new soli )

another. We all know exactly why we're there.
one 1
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[ first met Muzil's secretary on the day of my friend’s funeral, which

T attended with Stéphane. A few days later I met the man ’a' l

a bus', and he told me a few things I hadn’t known. We stil?gw:n o?

c}:le.rtfm‘whc.thcr Muzil had ever realized exactly what was kil;:: ;
im; his assistant assured me that in any case, hed been aware thaf

he §
the illness would prove fatal. All through 1983, Muzil regularly

attended the meeti
eeti sl
i dermaml“g's Oféi humanitarian association, which were
ogical clinic r 5
un by someon ;
e who belonged to

KhC organiza i Wi
tion tha
t sends doctors all over the 1d ,
orld when there’s

a political or natural dj
. isaster. Th
treated at this clinic becayse 0; ﬁ]ISt cases of AIDS were being
the

involved, in particular Kaposi’s
and legs with reddish-violer m i
:c b'ody, even to the face, Ml’jzr'l;s iy
cetings, where everyone discuslse:llmltl
t

dermarological symptoms
» which begins on the feet

€ si . g
tuation in Poland after

voiced his conc
his concern over thar persi
a morning in th =

the hospi i ’
gotten how compl i havmg e

mpletely the body loses al] el h

) S i ;
ide ¢ hed for-
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package of helpless flesh, trun-
mber on a slip of
II, drained of all

throat to

into medical hands, becoming just 3
and there, hardly even 2 nu

paper, @ name put through the administrative mi
individuality and dignity- They slid 2 tube down his
examine his lungs- The head of the clinic Was soon able to deter-
mine the nature of m the results of these tests: but
to safcguard the reputation of his patient and colleague, he took
the truth from leaking out by monitoring the medical
b results linking that famous name to this new disease,
by falsifying and censoring this paper crail so that Muzil could
hand with his work unil his death, unencumbered by
He made the unusual decision not 0 tell even
Stéphane, whom he knew slightly, so as to
from haunting their friendship, but he did
so that he would devote himself more
loyer’s wishes and help him with his final
ring our talk on the bus months later, the assistant

he head of the dermatological clinic had spoken with
h Muzil, when the docror had

ly to have him put an

dled around here

Muzil's illness fro

steps to keep
records and la

retain a free
troublesome rumors.
Muzil's companion,
keep this terrible specter
inform Muzil’s assistant,
than ever to his emp
projects. Du
told me that t
him shortly after this meeting Wit
gone over the test results with his patient on
o the discussion with an abrupt wave of his hand, while the
ome more piercing than ever. “How
long?” hed asked. That was the only question of importance for
him, for his work, for finishing his book. Did the doctor then tell
him exactly what was wrong? [ doubr it, even today. Did Muzil
even give him a chance to speak? A year carlier, during one of our
suppers in his kitchen, I'd steered him roward that question, the
relationship berween doctor and patient when it comes 10 telling
t_hc cruth about a mortal illness. I was afraid | might be suffering
from liver cancer as a result of a poorly handled bout of hepatitis.

end ¢
intent look in his eyes had bec
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Muzil had said to mé, “The doctor doesn't tell the patient the,
but he gives him the means and the opporr, e
nity, b,

straight out,
to figure it out for himself, which |

talking in a roundabout way,
allows him to remain blessedly ignorant, if that’s really whar 1.
wants.” The head of the clinic prescribed massive doses of tbf
biotics for Muzil, which brought his cough under control o
deferred his death for an indeterminate time. Muzil got bi:::

work, tackled his book again, and even decided to give a series of |
€S 0] é

l.ectures hed been thinking of postponing. He didn’t mention dhy; |
interview with the doctor to either Stéphane or me. On I‘C’[n this
ztmnoufnccd his intention of going halfway around the. WOrIii ;i{hhe

eam S
dange:(‘:u“: ;::i::?m[ar}ljn association he helped sponsor, on:
never return, but I Coilrzw l.Ch, %16 led me to understand, he might
my reaction, that he was zeilln his f‘flCC that he was somehow testing
was taking off for the enzs “;1 d;Clded and wanted my advice. He
of the earth to seek that dreamed-of

little door to oblivi

ivion hidden behi i
resort. Frightened by this il
him how upset I was, | re
off finishing his book H?

B N alt s

E;ZJCC[ and doing my best not to show
casually that | thought hed be better

s endless book,

(38)
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re | met him, which
first book. Death!/
and it was atter my
his small circle of
had already

n introduc-

human behavior befo

s history of
since my

een early In 1977,
out in January of that year,
book appeared that 1 was lucky enough to join
friends. The first volume of his monumental study
been published, and although originally co
tion to the work, had expanded until it became a book in its own

right, thus delaying the publication of the real first volume, which
d, even though it had been ready to go 1o
f first place, in
for me

He'd begun hi
must have b
Propaganda, came

nceived as a

then became the secon
press when that introduction
the spring of 1970, when I ha
only a celebrated and fascinating neighbor, a
hadn't read. When this introduction appeared, and was roundly

e its thesis was fundamentally opposed to the ideas
d, for the firstand last time

had knocked it out 0

dn't met him yet, when he was
n author of books 1

criticized becaus
on repression then in favor, he had agree
(since he refused all subsequent invitations),
lectual variety show called “Apostrophes.” | didn't warch this program
at the time, but Christine Ockrent, Muzil’s favorite television
en jokingly called her his little—or big—sweetie,
at his place, he'd make

to appear on the intel-

announcer (he oft
and whenever I arrived too early for dinner

(39)



iside for a while so that he could have he; k-
creen until eight-thirry), showed a short i to
which he wouldn't have missed for P Y
his death, in June of 1984. What Chyj ANyt
endless fit of laughter, taped

me walk around ou
himselfon the TV s
her news broadcas
thing—on the night of
Ockrent actually reran was one huge,
during that program of “Apostrophes,” showing Muzil in a tie and
chree-piece sui, literally cracking up at a moment when CVcry k1
expected him to be as serious as the pope and pontificate about ;|
of the tenets of his subversive history of behavior, and that bur. "u
hilarity warmed my heart at a time when thought it had t St of
to ice, when I switched on the TV over at Jules and Berthe’s ;m

fear of the pain i
ain
; pain it would cause me, to face any other images of his
e save those of dreams, and his ereat sh N
which I've preserved forever in a f; fg cat shout of laughter,
a freeze- . o 1
even though I'm rame, delights e
somewhat jeal ghts me stliy
. ous that | y
impetuous, so lumi at laughter so f: i )
y - antasti B
ous, could have burst forth from Mu _lc’ ) £
zil at a

time just befo 3
o i re our fncndship Was 1o bei
attacked the foundations of o cgin. In the same way that
e}

V()lu")e to appcal, bCCQUSC thc next One Was al
hc d ] thc dOC f
Il d al Lullcll[atl()
n he nccdcd or [h
¢ Othcrs. ( e(l
om

g € € ﬂ‘amC Ork and aul S, Ske[chc(l .n
w : § ans,

ways and areas of shadow,
’

already proven its value i

d
to the first section of a R ok Y completed and
whi

followin Nnect
n his pr B the ruleg o, !"8 Passage-
Previous boo andy“cm that has
won ki
(40) him hjs

he’s now struck with boredom, or some
mes to a halt, the plans go out the
this huge project already plotted
At first he intends to move the

r at least to set it temporarily
angle,

international reputation,
cerrible misgiving. Everything co
window, and he stops working on
out on his dialectical graph paper.
Jume to the end of the series, O
can approach the subject from another
shift the beginning of his study back in time, and invent a new
methodology of exploration. Following peripheral paths from
detour to detour, allowing supplementary paragraphs to burgeon
into something more like complete books, he becomes lost, dis-
couraged, destroys pages: abandons efforts, reconstructs, rearranges,
slowly falling prey to the insidious lassitude of withdrawal, of per-
sistently avoiding publication, and is exposed to th
of all kinds, accusations of impotence, senility, his silence
ssion of error or vacuity, seduced more and

an endless book that would raise every pos-
to an end save death or

book in the world, a

second vo
aside, so that he

e most jealous

rumors
interpreted as an admi

more by the dream of
that nothing could bring

ful and fragile
holds it out toward—or snatches

and turn of his thoughts,
he flames with each fit of
roaching

sible question,
exhaustion, the most power
treasure-in-progress whose creator
it back from—the abyss with every twist

toying with the idea of consigning it to t
dejection, a bible destined for hell. The certainty of his app

death put an end to this dream. Realizing his days were numbered,
he began to reorganize his book with absolute clarity. In the spring
of 1983, he and Stéphane left for Andalusia. I was surprised that he
made reservations in second- or third-class hotels; he was often
thrifty in such marters, and yet after his death, numerous checks

francs were found in his apartment,
he was more horrified

d of his mother’s

amounting to several million
checks he hadn’t bothered to deposit. Actually,
than anything else by luxury, but he disapprove
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have only some chipped crockery of
for his recently purchased house g [l:
where he dreamed of spending glorious and Productiye
< with us. The day before he left for Andalusia, Muzil syp,_
d pointing at two big folders bu'ging
de by side on his desk, he told me solemnly
“These are my manuscripes. If anything happens to me on this trip’
| want you to come over and destroy both of these folders. You’re’
the only one | can ask t0 do this, and I'm counting on your promise”
I replied that I could never do such a thing and so was obliged to
refuse. Muzil was shocked, disgusted, and deeply disappointed by
my reaction. As it wurned out, he wasnt to finish his work unil
months later, after rearranging the whole thing one last time.
When h? collapsed in his kitchen, where Stéphane found him lying
L::r?:;c:l: in a pc:\ of blood, he had already handed his two
over to his edi i ibli
Chaussoif every day tlts)ec(::::lz l:}l:e[ :vcisu%:mg tfo t'he —
cy of his footnotes.

summer
moned me 0 his home, an

with papers lying si
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y from Mexico in October of 1983, after
¢ of Air France in Mexico (who
his desk, contemplating the steady

drip-drop leaking from his ceiling into a pot, courtesy of the storm
raging outside, while I stood there dripping as well and begging for
pity) to allow me to go home on an emergency basis by waiving the
ditions of my damned excursion-rate ticket with the
d thirteen-day minimum stay, after having

violent attacks of fever even on the plane winging me helpfully
¢ to my native land, surrounded by carousing courists decked
heir last snorts of tequila with
t only to learn that

When I returned hurried!
having implored the manage
received me with his feet up on

restrictive con
set date of departure an

hom
out in sombreros gulping down t

gleeful squeals, I called Jules from the airpor
d been in Mexico, hed been hospitalized

himself with high fevers, his body covered with mysterious
swellings, having test after test performed on him—without con-
clusive results—at the hospital in the Cité Universitaire, until he
was finally sent home. Staring out at the grayish landscape of a
Parisian suburb through the window of my taxi, which I thought
of as my ambulance, considering the fact that the symptoms Jules
had just described to me were the same ones people were beginning

during the entire time I
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1 associate with that famous plague, I told myself thy
AIDS. In an instant, this certainty changed ever [h‘.vc
everything upside down, even the landscape, and t};) : ing, oy
lyzed and liberated me, sapped my strength while ar [hs both o £
increasing it tenfold; I was afraid and light-headed cajc
errified: | had perhaps finally achieved my end. ();hc m as
did their best to persuadc me | was wrong. First Gusmrs, ?f
Il:wﬁdf‘:d ‘h:,; very evening, and who told me ;kcpti‘:’ﬂl;
phone from Munich that | shouldn’t start imagining thj o |
g5 o

because I'd had a scare. Th
. Then [ went to dinner at Muzj :
’ . uzil’ -
l;.viwmg evening (he was already in a rather advanced sZ‘ : d:fu ‘
sease,

% wi:’:‘jjc had Jess than a year to live), and he s:llgdc “P&
aby, se are you going to ger all worked  Fall g
::‘;:Cs ‘lr aveling around the world ever since cha?’fcra lf)](')u“ ”‘becagaﬂtb |

ppular wi ¢ ‘
W,P\‘: ‘:;‘wz;e d:dly, youd better believe there woulzigr?:s be
; ‘ this earth.” Thij
e is was the peri
redible rumors were circulating alb(::ute /f;gg e e
, but they seemed

bad( coughi ' ) d 8 was
ughlng worse th i s Of ]() 3 Wh( n Mllz ]
’ s j

antibjotj 5
tibiotics, which hed | " ver (hayine
Peen downiy, £ stopped taking those
£ in doge "

him
—a horse were 03€8 3 i 3
AIDS.” He (:}r,u)’ I'said o hip, “:;"g Noug}, 4 ncighborhood -
shot me a blac) |00k‘ Cually, o :() kill—funny 8
» One ‘ha( b "’P(’ by
you

pharmacist agsyreq
thing-

T00keq have |
C neg ;‘pp" ‘ &
wal :
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n from Mexico, 2 huge abscess appcarcd on
which made swallowing difficult and eating
Lévy, whom I blamed for
r treating all my ail-

Shortly after my retur
the back of my throat,
impossib]c. [ was no longer seeing Dr.
not taking proper care of my hepatitis and fo
ments too lightly; especially 2 tenacious pain in my right side that
[ was afraid might be liver cancer. Dr. Lévy died soon thereafter of
had suggested that 1 go to the Centre
¢, where | found a new internist, Dr.
at the newspaper. |
least once a month

ave me lab

Jung cancer. Eugénie

d’Exploration Fonctionell
Nocourt, the brother of one of my colleagues

badgered him unmercifully, consulting him at
about that pain in my side, nagging him until he g
requisitions for every possible and imaginable examination, natru-
rally including the blood workups that would show my transaminase
levels, as well as a sonogram (during which the blobs formed on
screen by my internal organs were studied by both me and the tech-
nician, who palpated my greased abdomen with the end of his
probe, as | hurled abuse at him for examining me with an eye so
cold and equable that it had to be hiding something, so I accused
this eye of gross deceit, until my suspicions caused the man to burst

out laughing and observe chat it was very rare to die of liver cancer
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), and finally a uroscopy thar was a mg,

at the age of twenty-five
g naked for more than an hour—g,

ordeal: humiliated, lyin

had warned me
i I could b
table under a skylight where I could be seen by some workmen ;

on the roof, unable to call anyone because theyd forgotten dl
sbout me, with a huge needle stuck into a vein, dripping intg p,
arm a purplish-blue liquid that made it feel boiling hot, until fr, 1
behind a screen I heard the technician return, tell a colleague d:
shed taken the opportunity to run out to the butcher’s for a swukl
and then ask him about his recent vacation on the island ;
Réunion. As it happened, this investigation finally turned up so .
;};ing, which both relieved and disappointed me, because 'B:
Coc::;lo;::dansou.nccd that the problem was an extremely rare bu;
- t}i = y em?n phenomenon that he'd never encountered in all
ears of practice: i
accumulate, thus provoking

h h gt - . .
that sharp pain in my right side, which the urologist believed could

be eliminated i
by massive doses of sparkling water and le
and lemon, but

yself to 2 frenec:

i . Ti .

lemons, the twinge in my right giq, enetic consumption of
prom

that I knew what was causing it, anq e
) ave

even before I could devote m

ptly disappeared, now

rZ'l short period of time
L

I was left, like an idiot, withoyt any paj
ain at
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how long this exam would take—on a chm)’mm] :

B s e e

16

In the meantime, Eugénie had advised me to consult Dr. Lérisson,

2 homeopath. Eugénie would spend whole nights in his waiting

biding her time until the providential appointment, sitting

room,
ciety women and street

with her husband and sons, along with so
people (since it was 2 point of honor with Dr. Lérisson to make
countesses pay a thousand francs for a visit, while he gave the same
attention to the homeless absolutely gratis), Eugénie staring fixedly
room door where sometimes, at around three in

at the consulting-
ar and with a tired wave of

the morning, Dr. Lérisson would appe
his hand, usher in her entire lictle family—all in perfect health—

who would then emerge with prescriptions for ten yellow capsules
about the size of a peanut to be taken before meals, five medium-
sized capsules, seven blue cablets, and a batch of pellets thar were
to be placed under the tongue to dissolve. All this medication
almost killed one of Eugénie’s sons when he came down with ordi-
since Dr. Lérisson did not approve of intrusive
hemical treatments, placing his faith
d nature’s own equilibrium, which

p with peritonitis complicated
entailing three operations that

nary appendicitis,
procedures, ablation, or ¢
instead in herbal remedies an
meant that Eugénie’s son wound u

by various opportunistic infections,
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ning from pubis to neck. Marine wayeq
. H i c
about Dr. Lérisson; telling me he was a saint who sacrificed h |
conal life, and even his poor wife (whom she was happy to 1 is
of the way), to practice his art. Whenever Mari y
ne went to ¢
. . ' 0
him, which was three o four times a week, she didn j ;
bother with the waiting room: an assistant would reco .3"6 %
| nj
dark glasses and whisk her through a hidden door into agd 5
Y LT | H H r :
room adjoining the doctor’s examination room, where he co dcss
4 .. . 4 n
his most titillating experiments on his most famous f; o
4 " . . s e
patients, shutting them up nude inside metal chests after ammilxmt
all over their bodies needles filled with :
ith concentrates made f;
herbs, tomatoes, bauxite, pi | i o
g , pineapples, cinnamon, patchoul;
mips, clay, and carrots, from which lock S
s ich lockers they would
ut as if drunk, and a handsome shade of scarl .
. ’ of scarlet. i i
patients, Dr. Lérisson was not taki i
ng on any more suckers. Thanks

to the excepti
onal .
Bl p recommendations of Eugéni d ;
y obtained an appointment génie and Marine, |
]

left a lovely scar ruft

; aft iati
private secretary er negotiations with
i, Z;nfofr tl}e following trimester. I cooled m a}? "
or g i
our hours, surrounded by trul dy -
y depressing

faces, and
» thn an ass
sistant
opened the door and stant in g completely ordi
and called my pame, | y ordinary white coat
¢, said «N
] 0’

appointment wi
ith o
i fufke kD‘r- Lérisson” « i I've corlg]
ake,” | repl; in,” h P
want to see Dr. Lériss .Pllcd, suspectin » he told me. “But
e On in persop, “Bu(%some kind of trick, “I
o > Slammyj mD ,
Eueénie’s : ng the r. Léri
J ugénie’s and Marine’s infatua; door bepjpg =
uan. 3 tion
Dr. Lérisson could tel] whg s had |eg
tm

at me. Peering intent
. “« y a[ m ' m .
szlj,d You have dizzy spells ;’02:: L o be :as b looking
added, “You're , ) .
e R lyl?l: |'Aﬁerm Oched my lip, he
; g
fevab | . Vious reply, he

mophiliacS I’VC

i Me in irritation.
et
robe 0 expect a Don
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end Marine, and she’s
plained that spas-
¢ or mental, but

n more so than your fri

et, perhaps €V€
» Dr. Lérisson ex

ion in that department.
disease, nothing organi

for bodily torment sprin
s thus not a psychosomd
locus of the pain it was ¢
or more often

ever m
2 champ

2 wasn' really
rmidable potential
um. Spasmophilia wa
on of the object and
was the result of a se
sion on the part of the

mophili

rather a fo ging from a
lack of calci
but the selecti
of producing

unconscious.

tic illness,
pable
mivoluntary,

deci patient.
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