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ABSTRACT. The aim of this essay is to show how a writing of visible 
traits has been an ideal shared by writers of (and commentators on) 
French poetry for at least the last two hundred years. I use the term trait 
in its various meanings, both as personal attribute and as written or, 
especially, painted trace: according to the etymology of por-tray, the 
trait "drawn forth" in a painting or what I call a "poetrait," preserves 
some vital element of the object or person portrayed. In order to define 
this writing of traits, I begin by examining some early texts of the 18th 
and 16th centuries that propose such a writing. After contrasting the 
trait with the concept of an arbitrary linguistic sign, I go on to show 
how the trait depends for its existence on the displacement of meaning 
inherent in figurative language, and especially in poetry. An analysis 
of poems by Eluard and Saint-John Perse forms the basis for my argu­
ment that a poetic writing of traits, inviting the reader to seek meanin'g 
in a poem's visual form, rests on a myth of the portrait whereby the 
marks of a written language are drawn directly from nature. 

The eighteenth-century notion of a pictographic script that preceded 
and gave birth to the earliest written alphabet still exerts a hold on the 
popular imagination of today, despite attacks against the philosophical 
and linguistic premisses of such a view that have been made over the last 
twenty years. 1 The fact that this notion has not undergone radical reform 
over the last two hundred years can be seen from the two juxtaposed com­
mentaries on the origin of writing that follow- the first from de Brasses's 
two-volume Treatise on the Mechanical Formation of Languages that was 
published in Paris in 1765,2 and the second, the entry for "cuneiform," 
from The New Harper's Bible Dictionary whose eighth edition appeared 
in New York (Harper and Row) in 1973: 
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When the natural figures [i.e. pictograms] were viewed for the first 
time as symbols of other objects, there were so many things that 
they could be used to say that it became necessary to simplify, alter 
and corrupt nature and reduce the figures to simpler traits which 
made them unrecognizable. 

Cuneiform [writing] was the successor of the impractical picto­
graphic, which had devised thousands of symbols made to 
resemble the house, man, or animal, etc., indicated. In the transi­
tion from pictographs to phonetics, the number of symbols was 
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gradually reduced, for the sake of speed, from several thousands to 
about 150 arbitrary groups of lines; which were still further 
reduced, after contact with the old Hebrew alphabet, to about 39. 

A second notion that is equally long-lasting although, perhaps, less well 
known is the view that poetry gives us a privileged insight into the work­
ings of these early forms of writing, and especially of hieroglyphic writing 
(a more developed form than the pictogram proper since the hieroglyph 
incorporates elements of syntax in addition to the pictorial form of its 
characters3 ). This is the view expressed, for instance, in the eighteenth 
century by Diderot when he wrote that poetry is "no longer just a chain of 
living terms that expose [their writer's] thought with force and nobility, 
but that it is still a tissue of hieroglyphs piled up one on the other that 
paints this thought. "4 It is also a view that has been given theoretical 
respectability recently in France by Julia Kristeva and we see it surfacing in 
her claim that "phrasographical writing [i.e. hieroglyphic writing with a 
rudimentary syntax, as in Chinese ideograms] prefigures the type of lin­
guistic mechanism whereby the message is removed from the individual 
words themselves and is instead transmitted in a trans-verbal articulation 
that dreams or modern poetry or the hieroglyph of every aesthetic system 
commemorate.''5 

In the pages that follow I shall examine this notion of poetry's link to a 
pictographic origin of writing and try to unearth some of the reasons for 
the hold that it has exerted ovet critics and poets for the last two hundred 
years. Rather than look for such reasons in the work of poets who have 
overtly espoused a pictographic aesthetic - Ezra Pound, for instance, 
whose 1934 book ABC of Reading advocates the invention of poetic ideo­
grams modelled on Chinese characters6 - I shall concentrate instead on 
poems and essays that exploit a key term in the quotation from de Brasses 
that I gave at the outset: the "trait." For it is in the trait, a special written 
trace that is something more than just an inscribed sign, that I believe 
hieroglyphic readings of poetry find their authority. 

According to the hypothetical birth of alphabetized characters that 
Antoine Court de Gebelin postulated in his book The Origin of Language 
and of Writing, published in Paris in 1775, ten years after de Brasses's trea­
tise, Roman characters still contain the essential traits of the pictograms 
from which they were derived. With "each letter being the painting in the 
object" for Court de Gebelin,7 and each phoneme being a painting of an 
medium of sound (appreciated by the ear and not the eye), "the resem­
blance between two portraits," as Gerard Genette has written, "results only 
from their equal faithfulness to their common model,"8 namely the object 
"painted" by both the sound and the letter. I believe that Genette's use of 
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the term "portrait" in this remark does not come about by accident. For the 
hypotheses advanced by such eighteenth-century researchers as de Brasses 
and Court de Gebel in rest on the supposition that the simplified characters 
of the modern alphabet still contain "traits" of their natural pictographic 
predecessors. More specific than a "truth of painting" as Genette has called 
it (p. 108), this supposition is in fact a "truth of the portrait" or rather, as I 
hope to show, a myth of the portrait whereby the trait that is "drawn forth" 
in a painting (according to the etymology of por-tray) is believed to be a 
m:uk contained in the original object itself. 

We can see this myth at work if we contrast Court de Gebelin's derivation 
of the upper-case Roman letter A with the more recent derivation of that 
character given in the American Heritage Dictionary of the English Lan­
guage (1979 Edition). In the latter volume the modern letter is shown to 
preserve the ancient Greek upturned V form with its stems joined by an 
almost horizontal bar:A. This Greek character was formed by turning 
around through 90 degrees the older Greek'.) character which in turn was 
an inversion of the earlier Phoenician symbol "aleph"-(, meaning, we are 
told, "ox." In other words, there is a visible continuity of traces between the 
three lines in the Phonenician -( to the three lines of the Roman A. In 
Court de Gebelin's derivation, however, this continuity of traces is 
replaced by a continuity of traits: the Greek character A. with the help of 
its "corresponding" Chinese character}..., points backwards to an original 
pictogram of a match stick man with his arms held by his sides while his 
legs are spread apart,_A , which obviously represents a person, or more 
precisely for Court de Gebelin, "le maztre," the "master," a meaning whose 
ideological import is reinforced by the definition of master as "He who 
has" which contains in its French form the very letter that this speculative 
etymological journey was meant to explain: "Celui qui A." 9 Reading this 
etymological derivation in the direction that Court de Gebelin intended 
(rather than in the reverse direction that our early etymologist followed: 
from the modern A back to a fictitious origin) we see how the "legs" of our 
letter A still carry the traits of their original pictogram depicting man him­
self, the first master of writing and perhaps (although Court de Gebelin 
does not make this connection explicit) even the very first master (and 
namer) of all- A-dam. In other words, our modern alphabet is not made 
up merely of traces or arbitrary lines but of lines drawn by nature herself, or 
"natural figures" as De Brasses termed them, and then "drawn forth" from 
nature by the world's first por-traitists, the inventors of pictograms. 

To better understand what is involved in this notion of natural traits and 
also its relevance to theories of poetry, let's pursue a bit further the contrast 
between trait and arbitrary trace. We can recast this contrast in Saussurean 
terms by saying that, unlike a sign, that has an arbitrary link between its 
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signifier (or trace) and its signified (or conceptual meaning), the trait has a 
motivated link between the two.1° Court de Gebelin makes essentially the 
same point when he argues that "what is painted [namely, the original 
pictogram] could not be arbitrary, since it is always determined by the 
nature of the object to be painted."11 In other words, the trait reflects the 
original scene that it depicts in the same way that we think a picture reflects 
its original- in a "natural" (non-arbitrary) way. (Incidentally, Saussure 
himself would appear to be sympathetic with this view since he too used a 
picture of a tree as a symbol for the signified that corresponds to the Latin 
signifier "arbor," in his famous illustration of the signifier-signified 
relation.12) Why do pictures and traits appear to have a motivated link to 
their originals? And why do such writers as Court de Gebelin, Diderot (for 
whom poetry "is a tissue of hieroglyphs [ . . . ] that paint thought"13), 

Condillac14 and Saussure consider thought to be reflected in pictures? 
To begin with the first question, it is clear that a painting faithfully 

depicts its object only for a viewer familiar with the specific code of depic­
tion employed in the painting- whether this code be the convention of 
match stick representations of people (as in Court de Gebelin's alphabet), 
the convention of a fixed single focus for perspective first established in 
Italian Renaissance paintings, the convention of movable and multiple 
foci for perspective (as in Cubist paintings), or any other system of conven­
tionalized rules for representation. We must learn these (arbitrary) codes 
when, as children, we learn to see a painting as a painting (and not as just 
another object within our field of vision), but once they are learned such 
codes become part and parcel of the cultural world in which we live- a 
world that appears by necessity to be the way it is. Just as we tend to feel, in 
our monolingual moments, that a spade must indeed be called a spade, so 
our imaginary pictures of spades (like Saussure's tree picture) seem to 
denote the meaning of the term with even more necessity- merely because 
the codes of visual depiction are learned earlier than the codes of verbal 
designation (a fact about the acquisition of cultural conventions that is 
often distorted into a "fact" of nature expressed in such truisms as "Seeing 
comes before words. The child looks and recognizes before it can 
speak. " 15 ). In short, the appearance of a necessary or motivated link 
between a picture and what it represents can exist only within an arbitrary 
or coded system of meaning, and yet this is not to say that there is no 
motivation between a painting and its object. Motivation inevitably comes 
into play (as in the case of calling a spade a spade) because cultural life, as 
Ludwig Wittgenstein points out, is the ground for all necessity- so much 
so that even a style of painting within a certain culture at a given time 
cannot be seen as interchangeable with another style.16 What this all points 
to is that the "natural" motivation between a pictogram and the scene it 
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depicts, a motivation posited as the hypothetical inauguration of both 
writing and painting by thinkers from Warburton and Condillac 
onwards, 17 is not natural at all but rather a fictional ideal. 18 Moreover, it is 
precisely the ideality inherent in this notion of motivation that is expressed 
in the logic of the trait, according to which a trait is not just any old line 
inscribed arbitrarily by a human hand on a surface but is rather a trace 
drawn forth from nature itself (and hence motivated to an ideal degree), 
carrying in its very inscription a guarantee of its own truthfulness. 

Such a writing of traits (that guarantee their veracity, unlike everyday 
writing composed of signs) is what Montaigne wanted to approximate in 
his Essays: "Or les traits de rna peinture ne fourvoyent point, quoy qu'ils se 
changent et diversifient" ("Now the traits in my painting are never at fault 
although they change and vary"), he writes in his essay "On Repen­
tance.' '19 The painting he refers to here is his written self-portrait that is the 
Essays in their totality.20 In his preface to the reader he gives one reason for 
composing such a portrait: "I have intended it solely for the pleasure of my 
relatives and friends," he writes, "so that, when they have lost me- which 
they soon must- they may recover some features of my character and dis­
position [aucuns traits de mes conditions et humeurs], and thus keep the 
memory they have of me more completely and vividly alive. "21 The written 
traits, then, will ideally embody that other, natural, writing of traits whose 
characteristics (like an early version of DNA) make up the person Michel de 
Montaigne. These natural traits are inscribed in him in an ever more pro­
found way than his own name that smacks of the cultural arbitrariness that 
I discussed earlier: "I have no name that is truly mine: of the two that I 
have, one is common to all my blood relatives, and even to others[ .. .]. As 
for my other name, it is there for anyone who will want to take it for him­
self. "22 What is particularly interesting is Montaigne's notion of how his 
literary language of traits will capture the inscribed traits of nature. For 
although the comparison between writing and painting is ever present in 
the Essays, it is really a comparison between painting and a specific type of 
writing- figurative writing, whose model is poetry. While writing about 
"poetic flashes that enrapture their author and transport him outside him­
self," Montaigne adds that "It is the same thing in painting when certain 
marks escape sometimes from the hand of the painter [ qu'il echappe par 
fois des traits de la main du peintre] surpassing his creativity and knowl­
edge and provoking in him both admiration and astonishment. "23 The 
painted trait and poetic trait point to a common source. 

The French surrealist Paul Eluard thought he had rediscovered this 
source when writing his book of poems and essays Donner a voir. "Quel est 
le trait qui dit je t'aime sans qu' on puisse en douter?" ("What is the trait 
that says I love you so that it cannot be doubted?") Eluardasksrhetorical-
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ly.24 Like Montaigne before him, Eluard is dreaming here of a writing of 
traits that would guarantee truthfulness and he believes he has found it in 
the figurative nature of poetic language. For in the next sentence he writes: 
"Words win. One can see what one wants to see only with closed eyes, 
everything is expressible in a loud voice." (p. 71) Poems allow us to see 
things other than with our eyes since the language of poetry, via its use of 
metaphor and comparison, recreates the traits of the particular object or 
person that is the text's subject and yet is, by necessity, absent from the 
text's verbal medium: by comparing person A to objects c, e andfwe arrive 
at a unique description of A which may, depending on our talent with 
comparisons, just capture A perfectly. The true portrait, then, is not a 
literal copying of a subject but rather its transcription via the rhetorical 
displacements of literary language, and the true trait will be a figure of its 
original mark, "drawing out" this original mark by comparing it to 
another, or by highlighting it through exaggeration (just as skillful 
cartoons - a form of drawing praised by Baudelaire for its supreme 
artistry2s - capture their subject by displacing it. )2 6 · 

One of the clearest illustrations of Eluard's 1939 theory of the poetic trait 
is Saint-John Perse's 1962 poem Oiseaux (Birds) which offers its reader a 
model of how to read poetic traits, or what I shall henceforth call "poet­
raits." This model is Oiseaux's own reading of the twelve highly stylized 
etchings of birds by Georges Braque that accompanied the first edition of 
the poem - a reading summed up in the following lines from section III of 
Oiseaux: 

All things [i.e. facts about the birds' anatomy and aerodynamics] 
known to the painter at the moment of his rapture, but which he 
must leave out of consideration in order to yield in a stroke [pour 
rap porter d'un trait] on the flat tint of his painting, the true sum of 
a thin spot of colour. 

A spot struck, as if by a seal, that is neither a cipher nor a seal, 
being neither a sign nor a symbol, but the thing itself in its fated 
actuality- living thing, in any case, and taken live from its native 
tissue [ ... ] 

From the tragic shores of reality up to this place of peace and 
unity[ ... ] the bird follows [the painter] towards a new world with­
out breaking any of the ties with its original milieu[ ... ] A single 
poetic space goes on to ensure this continuity.27 

It is the curious configuration of "poetic space," then, that allows traits to 
pass, as if by magic, from nature to art, and allows the "bird, outside its 
migratory flight and thrown down on the painter's etching plate, [to] beg 
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[in] to live the cycle of his mutations [i.e. in Braque's series of etchings]." (p. 
413) Just as Braque's brush-strokes are said to bring forth traits from the 
living birds themselves, so Perse's poetraits present themselves as the very 
invocation of these same originals. 

Formerly [birds] took part in the poetic adventure, along with 
the augury and the haruspex. And here they are [i.e. in Perse's 
poem], words subjected to the same sequencing, for the distant 
exercise of a new divination ... At the twilight of ancient civiliza­
tions it was a wooden bird, its arms crossed over and gripped by the 
officiating priest, who had the role of the scribe in mediumistic 
writing [ ... ] (p. 417) 

Birds they .are of a true fauna. Their truth is the unknown ele­
ment of every created being. [ ... ] They are not drawn from any 
literature[ ... ] But from reality they come, not from the fable of any 
story, they fill the poetic space of man, carried in a true trait [partes 
d'un trait reel] up to the fringes of the surreal. (pp. 424-5 )28 

Like the mediumistic writing referred to in the first of these passages, a 
writing of poetraits rescues beings from the dead. For the birds drawn forth 
by Perse's poem are not the inert birds of past literature but, we are told, the 
living birds of the real world. Similarly, the written traits of Montaigne's 
essay served as a way for the author's family to bring back to life their dead 
realtive (see discussion of Montaigne above), and the original pictographic 
traits in Court de Gebelin's etymological alphabet were the key to rescuing 
the original "living" meaning that is almost lost in the "dead letters" of the 
modern writing system.29 

The trait's capacity to bring the dead back to life highlights, among 
other things, an apparent contrast between photographs and painted por­
traits. For however life-like a photo of someone may appear, it carries 
within it what Susan Sontag has called an "inventory of mortality"3° in its 
fixed, frozen image of the human body that is "taken" (away) from a per­
son's life. Photographs, then, turn living beings into shadows of their own 
mortality, which is probably one reason why some people prefer painted or 
sculpted portraits of their lost companions- portraits that remind their 
owners of the life they are missing rather than of the absence of this life. 
How do painted portraits and written poetraits achieve this effect of 
infusing life into representation? First of all, the painted trait and written 
trait are both figurative displacements of their subject, not literal copies, 
like a photographic negative, that are "taken" mechanically from the sub­
ject. Both the accomplished painting and effective literary portrait capture 
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their subject by translating its features metaphorically - the painting 
exaggerating certain features and effacing others, the text inserting the fea­
tures into various codes of meaning. In this way the portrait conveys the 
apparent uniqueness of its sujbect while a literal photographic copying of 
the subject reduces the subject to the rank of one person among the 
millions of others already framed in snapshots - all of them looking the 
same.3 1 More importantly, however, the painted portrait contains in its 
very brush strokes a sign of life: the life of the hand that painted them and, 
by extension, of the painter's mind that, we suppose, directs the hand. 
Functioning as a metonymy for the very moment of inscription the painted 
trait points us to the living presence on which the act of inscribing would 
appear to depend - the presence of thought, that is, of thinking ideally 
close to itself and animating the inscribed mark. 

In his recent book Miroirs d'encre Michel Beaujour has argued that the 
literary genre of the self-portrait is generated from a writer's desire to 
express "What I am now, while I'm writing this book"32 and we can see 
that this moment of writing is for the literary self-portraitist what the 
moment of inscription is for the spectator of a painted portrait: namely, the 
ideal moment of the trait's inscription (it is not by accident that Beau jour 
calls the works he analyzes "self-portraits"). For in this moment outside 
time (when thought and the tracing hand are in perfect union, with no 
time-lag from one to the other33 ), Court de Gebelin's etymological dream 
and the Diderot-Kristeva ideal of a poetic hieroglyph appear to come true. 
The figurative inscription of the trait accomplishes "the dream of artistic 
creation"34 which is "nature at last recaptured by thought"35, or the inert 
body of someone in a painting brought back from the dead and made 
present, the words of the literary self-portraitist infused with life, or the 
letters of our alphabet animated with their original thoughts. 

As I have tried to show, this dream of the trait is made possible only 
through poetry- that is, through a type of writing that parades its figura­
tive nature. More precisely, it is made possible by poetry that refers to the 
act of inscribing traits (as in the extracts from Eluard and Perse that I 
quoted) and thus appears to catch the hand bending back on itself and 
writing about what propels it - the thought of the artist.36 Poetraits 
appear to capture the thought expressed in each of their words but they do 
so only by silencing these words, or purveyors of arbitrary meaning, and by 
focusing our attention instead on their visible tracings. While these trac­
ings are, in themselves, meaningless, the very fact that they attract the 
reader's gaze bestows on them the potentiality for meaningfulness. Such a 
silencing of language while simultaneously making it visible is thenar­
rator's expressed aim in this final quotation from Eluard: 
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Eye of a Deaf Person 

Do my portrait. 
It will alter itself to fill up all the gaps 

Do my portrait without any noise, only silence 
So long as - if it- except- provided that­

I don't hear you. 

It all concerns, it no longer concerns. 
I would like to resemble -

Annoying coincidence, among other important matters. 
With no tiredness, heads tied 

To the hands of my activityY 

Confronted by these disjointed sentence-fragments (that help produce the 
illusion of thought-flashes transmitted instantaneously through the trac­
ings of the poem), it is precisely our heads (or our imagination as readers) 
that are "tied to the [ ... ] activity" of the poet inscribing meaning. The 
readers' heads and not the poet's are what produce Eluard's (and, indeed, 
every) literary portrait.3s 

I. The most far-reaching critique of the notion of an original language of picto­
grams is in Jacques Derrida's De la grammatologie (Paris: Minuit, 1967), 
translated into English as Of Grammatology by Gayatri Spivak (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins Univ. Press, 1976), Part 2, chapter 4. Another, more recent, 
work that situates the eighteenth-century debate on hieroglyphics within a 
long literary tradition of works positing a mimetic relation between words and 
what they denote is Gerard Genette's Mimologiues: Voyage en Cratylie (Paris: 
Seuil, 1976). I shall refer to both of these works in the course of my essay. 

2. De Brosses, Traite de la formation mecanique des langues (Paris: Saillant, 
Vincent et Desaint, 1765 ), vol. I, p. 307. Translations from this and all other 
French works cited in the present article are my own, unless stated otherwise. 

3. For this difference between hieroglyph and pictogram as well as for other use­
ful distinctions between the many varied types of writing commonly grouped 
under the heading of "hieroglyphics," see Julia Kristeva's Le Langage, cet 
inconnu (1969; rpt. Paris: Seuil "Points," 1981), pp. 33-35. 

4. Diderot, "Lettre sur les sourds et les muets," in his Oeuvres completes, ed. J. 
Assezat and M. Tourneaux (Paris: Garnier, 1875), vol. I, p. 374. 
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5. Julia Kristeva, Le Langage, cet inconnu, p. 323. In his article "Readable/ 
Writable/ Visible" published in Visible Language XII 3 (1978), pp. 231-244, 
Leon Roudiez has applied Kristeva's theory of "trans-verbal articulation" to 
an analysis of some works by, among others, Maruice Roche and Michel Butor, 
and has argued that Kristeva's theory helps us explain the "visibility" or "full­
ness" of these works. In the present essay I attempt to get behind Kristeva 's 
theory, so to speak, in order to examine some of the assumptions on which it 
rests. 

6. Ezra Pound, ABC of Reading(l934; rpt. New York: New Directions, 1966), pp. 
21-24. Raymond Queneau is another poet intrigued with ideograms. For 
instance, in the section called "Pictogrammes" in his Batons, chiffreset lettres 
(Paris: Gallimard, 1950), pp. 208-217, he offers some examples of pictographic 
poems that he composed using some elementary American Indian 
hieroglyphs. 

7. Court de Gebelin, l'Origine du langage et de l'ecriture (Paris: 1775), p. 402, 
quoted by Genette, p. 143. 

8. Genette, p. 143. 

9. Court de Gebelin's "Hieroglyphic and Primitive Alphabet of 16 Letters" 
(beginning with the letter A) is reproduced in Genette, pp. 144-145. 

10. See Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, trans. Wade Baskin 
( 1959; rpt. Glasgow: Fontana/ Collins, 1974), p. 67 for the distinction between 
signified and signifier. 

11. Court de Gebelin, p. 275, quoted by Genette, p. 120. 

12. Saussure, p. 67. 

13. Diderot, "Lettre sur les sourds et les muets," p. 374. See above forthecomplete 
quotation. 

14. "the first attempt at writing was a simple form of painting. It is probably to the 
necessity for tracing our thoughts in this way that painting owes its origin." 
Condillac, Essai sur l'origine des connaissances humaines (1746; rpt. Paris: 
Galilee, 1973), p. 252. As the editor of this recent edition of Condillac's work, 
Charles Porset, points out in a note on p. 252, Condillac's theory of the origin 
of writing (as well as those proposed by De Brosses and Court de Gebelin) was 
directly influenced by Bishop William Warburton's Essay on Egyptian Hiero­
glyphics ... that appeared in England in 1737 and was translated into French 
in 1744. 

15. John Berger, Ways of Seeing (London: BBC/ Penguin, 1972), p. 7. 

16. See Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations (1953; rpt. Oxford: 
Basil Blackwell, 1974), p. 230, where Wittgenstein writes: "Compare a concept 
with a style of painting. For is even our style of painting arbitrary? Can we 
choose one at pleasure? (The Egyptian, for instance.) Is it merely a question of 
pleasing and ugly?" I develop the argument that cultural forms of life are the 
ground for the related terms arbitrary / motivated in my article "Wittgenstein's 
Semiotic Investigations," American journal of Semiotics, III 2 (1984), pp. 33-
57. 
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17. See the quotation from Condillac, pp. 252-3, that I gave earlier and that identi­
fies the firstform of writing with the firstform of painting: "the first attempt at 
writing was only a simple painting [and it is to this .attempt] that painting 
owes its origin." 

18. In De la grammatologie, p. 412, Jacques Derrida gives another crucial argu­
ment against the possibility of an original pictogram that would supposedly 
have transcribed a unique scene: the transcription of this scene necessarily 
implies its duplication or repetition, which in turn entails both an element of 
translatability or metaphoricity as well as the impossibility of the original 
pictogram being "uniquely" tied to its original depicted scene and hence of its 
being a unique, one-off pictogram. I shall pick up the question of a meta­
phorical element in depictions via traits later in this essay. 

19. Montaigne, Oeuvres completes ed. by. A. Thibaudet and M. Rat (Paris: Galli­
mard, Pleiade, 1962), p. 782. 

20. From the statement in his opening paragraph that "it is myself that I am paint­
ing" (Montaigne, p. 9), onwards right through the Essays, there are many uses 
of the words "painting" and "portrait" and other related terms. See, for 
example, pp. 126, 147, 1082. 

21. Essays, translated by J. M. Cohen (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1958), p. 23. 

22. Oeuvres completes, p. 610. 

23. Oeuvres completes, p . 126. The French critic Du Bos gives prominence to 
Montaigne's paragraph in his Critical Reflections on Poetry and Painting, 
trans. by Thomas Nugent (London: John Nourse, 1748), vol. II, p. 13. 

24. Donner a voir (1939 rpt. Paris: Gallimard "Poesie," 1978), p. 71. 

25. See Sima Godfrey's discussion of Baudelaire's interest in cartoons and draw­
ings by Daumier in her article "Baudelaire's Windows," L'Esprit Createur, 
XXII, no. 4, pp. 83-100. 

26. See Donner a voir, pp. 69 and following, where Eluard writes of how painters 
since Picasso have understood "the absolute poverty of literal illustrations" (p. 
71) and that a true vision of a scene springs primarily from the painter's ima­
gination. The painter, he concludes, should be "in front of a poem just as the 
poet is in front of a painting." (p. 72) 

27. Saint-John Perse, Oeuvres completes (Paris: Gallimard, Pleiade, 1972), p. 411. 
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the overall meaning of Perse's poem. 
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Mercure de France, 1977), p. 175. Bonnefoy is much more pessimistic than 
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38. An earlier version of this essay was presented at the annual Convention of the 
Northeast Modern Language Association in Philadelphia in March 1984. 

438 


