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C H A P T E R 2 The Banal and the Singular

A Tune Just Like That: The Secret of the Commodity

In 1958, a year before his death, Boris Vian wrote the follow-
ing lyrics for a song Henri Salvador would later record (in
1979):

Out onto the sidewalk she sends/A tune just like that/
doo da da doo dah/Doo da da doodaia . . . —He came
along whistling/A tune just like that/(whistles . . . )—
They looked at each other with surprise./ She asked:/
‘‘How is it that you know it, I’m all agog . . .’’ /He
answered:/(spoken) ‘‘Well, ah, I, ah, I actually don’t know
it,’’/(sung) ‘‘It came just like that . . .’’/Doo da da doo
dah/Doo da doo da doo dah, doo da, doo da . . . .1

The tune is simple—it is indeed a tune just like that. A
tune you sing while strolling down the street, a tune that
comes to you just like that, without thinking about it, with-
out wanting to, sometimes without even knowing or recog-
nizing what it is. A tune that thus potentially has all the
qualities—or all the absence of qualities—that might turn it
into a hit.
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This word—in French, un tube—was actually given its
slang use in this sense by Boris Vian, who used it to refer to
a success in the music industry.2 He uses the word twice in
En avant la zizique . . . , his ‘‘short treatise’’ on song.3 He
had also already used it as the title of another song he wrote
for Henri Salvador in 1957, which lists the necessary ingredi-
ents, or rather the sufficient ingredients, for success.

So ‘‘The Hit,’’ or in French ‘‘Le Tube,’’ starts like this:

‘‘Here’s what you need to have a hit./A street, a sidewalk,
a nicely built girl./A guy with a black sweater and slicked-
back hair./An old lingering refrain, neither sad nor gay
. . . —That’s all you need, Ladies and Gentlemen, come
on in!/The girl and the guy, well, they just met./Between
them, all of a sudden, something has clicked,/And now
into the night they go . . .’’4

The hit—the refrain that lingers without qualities and
whose supreme characteristic seems to be not to have too
many characteristics (‘‘neither sad nor gay’’)—the hit would
then be, says the song ‘‘The Hit’’ itself, the typical, general,
and perhaps universal story of the event of an encounter. A
banal love story, about which so many successful songs do
indeed sing, often noting, as a matter of fact, their own
banality. From Dalida’s ‘‘L’Histoire d’un amour’’ (1958)5 to
Eddy Mitchell’s ‘‘Je chante pour ceux qui ont le blues’’
(2003),6 from B. B. King (‘‘Same Old Story, Same Old
Song’’) to Laurent Voulzy (‘‘Désir désir’’),7 and countless
others.

In the midst of this hit parade of songs willfully singing
the banality of song (saying, each in its own way, that a song
is always the song in general), ‘‘A Tune Just Like That,’’ goes
one step further, just like that. Like that, without seeming

PAGE 6

6 )) T H E B A N A L A N D T H E S I N G U L A R

................. 18198$ $CH2 01-25-12 07:56:43 PS

This content downloaded from 128.227.139.170 on Wed, 07 Feb 2018 23:36:26 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



to, with a distance that resembles that taken by the flâneur,
‘‘A Tune Just Like That’’ stages an encounter that is not
only the one between the girl and the guy, those necessary
ingredients of a hit: Before the banal protagonists have even
noticed it, the encounter in question, the encounter being
depicted is the one between the song itself and its double or
reincarnation, another version or metamorphosis of itself.
The girl sings and the guy whistles at her; and, before
they’ve even realized it, just like that, the tune has recog-
nized itself. She is ‘‘struck dumb’’; he is too, as he mumbles,
‘‘Well, ah, I, well, I don’t know it, it came just like that . . .’’
They look at each other, ‘‘very surprised’’ by what seems
obvious: Rather than providing the stage for their encoun-
ter, the song has already gone off on its own to meet itself,
getting to know and recognizing itself.

Who is the flâneur in this case if not the tune itself? The
tune is the one who seems to walk around, living its life, its
autonomous life as a musical commodity, endowed with a
soul and with movement. Perhaps, and we’ll get to this later,
with a motive, in the criminological sense of the word.

By speaking of itself, as do so many hits, this singular song,
‘‘The Hit’’ by Boris Vian, also speaks to us about musical
commodities in general: about how they are made, manu-
factured, and produced. ‘‘Un air comme ça’’ (‘‘A Tune Just
Like That’’) takes this a step further by singing to us in its
own way what Marx, in a famous passage of Capital, called
the ‘‘secret’’ of the commodity.8

What exactly is this?
‘‘A commodity,’’ writes Marx, ‘‘appears, at first sight, a

very trivial thing, and easily understood.’’ It’s something
used to satisfy certain needs and, as such, seems to have
nothing ‘‘mysterious’’ about it. Yet among the things that
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bear this ‘‘use value,’’ the commodity, as such, behaves in a
remarkable way. As Marx himself nicely says with his exam-
ple of an ordinary table, as a commodity, the table ‘‘evolves
out of its wooden brain grotesque ideas, far more wonderful
than ‘table-turning’ ever was.’’ For the table-commodity,
like all commodities, is not only a useful thing: It also in-
cludes, summarizes, or incarnates a ‘‘definite social relation
between men’’ (das bestimmte gesellschaftliche Verhältnis der
Menschen selbst, 19), in other words a certain type of rela-
tionship between those who produce it with their labor. A
commodity, for example, is the product or the expression
of a certain amount of labor and of a certain way of organiz-
ing that labor. Yet this social relationship, which is in a
way retained by the commodity, is also forgotten in it: For
humans, it takes on ‘‘the fantastic form of a relation be-
tween things’’ (die phantasmagorische Form eines Verhält-
nisses von Dingen, 19). And it is the capacity of products to
appear as ‘‘independent beings’’ that Marx calls ‘‘the Fetish-
ism [Fetischismus] which attaches itself to the products of
labor.’’

To [producers], therefore, the relations connecting the
labor of one individual with that of the rest appear, not
as direct social relations between individuals at work, but
as what they really are . . . , social relations between
things. (19)

It is indeed the case that on the exchange market, a com-
modity lives thanks to its exchange value, one that seems
uniquely its own, a kind of property it naturally has while it
remains oblivious to the relations of production that gave it
its existence. The commodity seems to have its own autono-
mous movement and reasoning when it circulates from
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exchange to exchange. Like a fake fetish, the commodity
therefore seems to have a psyche, that ‘‘soul of the com-
modity’’ (Warenseele) ironically invoked by Marx. As a way
of better showing up this illusion, Marx makes this soul
speak.

Could commodities themselves speak, they would say:
Our use-value [Gebrauchswert] may be a thing that inter-
ests men. It is no part of us as objects. What, how-
ever, does belong to us as objects, is our value [Wert].
Our natural intercourse as commodities proves it. In the
eyes of each other we are nothing but exchange values
[Tauschwerte]. (23)

In a similar way to these famous pages by Marx, ‘‘A Tune
Just Like That’’ also lends its voice to musical commodities
in general as a way of getting them to say and sing their
second nature as fetishes: What we might call the musical
self or the lyrical ‘‘I’’ of song would then be the voice of the
commodity itself, in the midst of speaking about itself. This
is certainly the phantasmagoria at work in ‘‘A Tune Just
Like That’’: The musical commodity that the song is under-
stands or recognizes itself; it enters into a relationship with
another song, which is none other than another version of
itself, and exchanges itself with it. And those who sing or
whistle the tune are only able to meet one another and enter
into a relationship to the extent that any given tune is al-
ready involved with itself, has already understood and rec-
ognized itself.

Benjamin is probably one of the few to have taken seriously
the idea proposed ironically by Marx that a commodity
might have a soul or a ‘‘point of view.’’
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If there were such a thing as a commodity-soul (a notion
Marx occasionally mentions in jest), it would be the most
empathetic ever encountered in the realm of souls, for it
would be bound to see every individual as a buyer in
whose hand and house it wants to nestle.9

For Benjamin, the psyche’s identification with the thing
exchanged on the market is one possible fate of the flâneur,
who, ‘‘abandoned in the crowd,’’ finds himself ‘‘in the same
situation as the commodity’’ (31). The flâneur, Benjamin
further writes, abandons himself to an ‘‘intoxication,’’ which
is that of the commodity itself, ‘‘immersed in a surging
stream of customers’’ (31).

An intoxication of empathy, then, with the gaze or the
hearing of things, an intoxication that Benjamin repeatedly
attempts to grasp10 and on which a song feeds in an exem-
plary way. In a fragment published posthumously, Benja-
min mentions ‘‘the deepest temptation awakened by the
refrain of a folk song,’’ which is, he writes, ‘‘to throw the
situation that is imagined here around one’s shoulders, like
a favorite old coat.’’11 Like the flâneur with his boredom,
this anamnesis of the song leads us to take on the perspec-
tive of things among themselves: The same fragment con-
cludes that ‘‘folk art and kitsch,’’ those spheres to which the
hit essentially belongs, ‘‘allow us to look outward from
within objects.’’12

Such would then be the veritable tale of ‘‘A Tune Just
Like That,’’ of that strolling, obsessive melody: the tale of
an empathetic identification with the tune itself, insofar as
it already lives from its encounter and its exchange with
copies of itself. Whence, as a matter of fact, the touching
and even very moving boredom, if one may say so, that it
gives off as its most characteristic affect: It has the indolence
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of the flâneur, of the one who strolls dreaming in and of the
place of commodities, from within their very souls as they
await the eternal return of consummation.

‘‘A Tune Just Like That,’’ that sleepwalking melody that
looks so bored as it passes from passerby to passerby, from
her to him, and from you to me as we look at each other
with surprise. Why are we surprised? Not because we’re
hearing something new (the tune, like the scene, couldn’t
be more banal), but because we’re listening to something
from the unheard-of place of a musical self that we’ve
glimpsed only in passing and in our dreams: the place of
the commodity itself.

Speaking of the Parisian arcades, those major commercial
sites of flânerie to which Benjamin sought to devote his
great unfinished book, Siegfried Kracauer, in his biography
of Jacques Offenbach, wrote that they ‘‘display, as if on a
stage, the marvelous possibilities of dreaming’’: They incar-
nate ‘‘that realm that was situated nowhere, over there, the
place where songs are also born.’’13

If, according to certain of Benjamin’s remarks, there may
not have been any music proper to the arcades, song, when
it takes on the form of the tune you whistle and hum,
is nonetheless the perfect accompaniment to flânerie as it
makes its way into the very heart of commodities.

With them, for them, like them.
That is to say: just like that.

Parole, Parole, Parole: The Desire for Self

Hits—‘‘The Hit’’ by Boris Vian, for example—speak about
hits. They speak about themselves, about their economy and
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their banality, perhaps even about the fantasies or inden-
tificatory phantasmagorias, which, as commodities, they in-
spire. On their own, they say how they work and why they
work on the market. For what reasons and for what causes
they work, how it is they produce themselves.

We need to keep lending them an ear, a certain kind of
ear.

As a matter of fact, we are getting ready to listen to a big
hit that has crossed over many borders and will have a lot
to tell us about the repetitive machines that successful songs
so often are. This hit is a veritable masterpiece, and it’s
called ‘‘Parole, parole, parole’’ (1971), first sung in Italian by
Mina, accompanied by the actor Alberto Lupo, and then
covered in French by Dalida and Alain Delon.

‘‘Words, words, words.’’
When Mina sings these words, the hit, through her voice,

seems to want to speak the movement that carries it beyond
itself in the paradoxical form of a perpetually unsatisfied
desire: as if the hit, as a way of producing itself, were staging
its desire for itself, that is to say its desire to be a pure
song capable of attaining the end of words (‘‘nothing but
words’’), capable of getting beyond them in its race toward
a flight of lyricism. Between words and song, it’s as if the
hit were constantly taking itself up again on its path toward
that absolute song that it is in the process of becoming. It is
this structure or this self-desiring machine that is running
after itself by digging a distance from itself into its very
heart—by opening the gap between lyrics and song even
further—it’s this pursuit of self that we hear in an extremely
pure form in ‘‘Parole, parole, parole.’’

For while Mina sings words (‘‘words, only words’’), the
actor Alberto Lupo responds to her with speech. They divide
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the roles up between them, just as Dalida and Alain Delon
do: She’s the girl, he’s the guy, as was the case in Boris
Vian’s ‘‘Tube’’; but in this case, she will be Song and he will
be Word. This is so much the case that the more one listens
to the song, the more it appears to be an allegorical theater
for two voices that stages the dialogue between the Sung
and the Spoken in person, personified.

Imagine, then, that the ones in dialogue here are Speak-
ing and Singing. Imagine that in the song itself, you are
hearing a scene between Words and Song. Song would like
to fly away by getting beyond her words and winning the
race against them.

Here, then, is that scene. I will be transcribing its scenario
line by line.

Words, in the person of Alberto Lupo, begin by saying to
Song: My dear, cara, what is the matter with me tonight,
cosa mi succede stasera, I see you and it’s just like the first
time, ti guardo ed è come la prima volta. Calling out to Song,
addressing her in herself, Words, her words, tell her of a
turmoil that is repeated and reinvented every time as if it
were the first.

As for the Song found in the person of Mina, that is to
say Song itself, the Sung of the song, she asks, repeating the
question with ironic indifference: What are you, cosa sei?

Should we actually believe the Spoken of the song when
he declares that he would like not to speak, non vorrei par-
lare, that he would prefer to say nothing, to abstain from
answering the question, cosa sei?, that is incessantly trou-
bling it? No. Because, incapable of remaining silent when
faced with Song, he turns toward her and starts to speak
about her. He tells her who she herself is: But you, you are
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love’s sentence begun and never ending, ma tu sei la frase
d’amore cominciata e mai finita.

We know, or we recognize, this scene of love or of lovers’
quarrels. It is, as we shall see, the scene most widely and
implicitly staged by many hits as a way of producing them-
selves as the songs they are. It is a scene where everything
seems to happen as if, by letting her Words speak—by con-
demning them to speak over and over again, always ever
more, to exhaust themselves in saying again and again who
he and she are and what is going on between them—the
Song in the song wanted to hear herself saying that she has
always already started and will therefore never be able to
stop. That the tiny machine she is knows no end, that she is
even only that: a capacity for repetition that increases by
being repeated.

As a way to say her desire for herself, a desire that carries
her and constitutes her as the song she is, that keeps con-
firming her in her infinite affirmation of self, the Song in
the song deploys all kinds of strategies and games of seduc-
tion addressed to the other, to that other in her that Words
are. One could almost say that song shows herself off, that
she doubles herself into Words and Song as a way of better
claiming her place. And, by doing this, she ironizes about
herself, she digs out within herself an ironic distance be-
tween self and self that turns her into an allegory of herself.14

You never change, non cambi mai, she repeats to her
Words, to that Spoken that speaks of her within her: Try as
you might, multiply your attempts with many forms and
formulas, call me any name you like, use all the figures and
all the tropes as they turn around and around in infinite
and despairing equivalence, you’ll never be able to, you will
never be able to say what is happening this time yet again,
just like the first time.
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If Words seem to be forced to say what they are never
able to say, is this not then so that the Sung can carry on by
standing up to that other, the Spoken, which it is constantly
denying as it moves on? You are my yesterday, my today,
and my always, tu sei il mio ieri, il mio oggi e il mio sempre,
the Spoken utters as best it can, interrupted by the Sung’s
ironic line: never, you will never really be able to, proprio
mai.

But at this point, we’re nearing the refrain. The first couplet
is almost ready to end when the Spoken starts things up
again: You are my worry, he says, inquietudine; you are my
intranquility; you are the movement, concern, or desire that
moves me and sets me in motion, that gets me started and
that shatters me. We are here at the threshold of that lyrical
flight that will furnish the ritornello of the refrain, a verita-
ble hit within the hit that will finish off the Spoken with the
blow of a Caramelle, non ne voglio più (by which one should
understand: I don’t want any more of these little candies, of
these saccharine sentimentalities, of these caramelized orna-
ments that you keep offering). And it’s at this point, at this
threshold, just as Song is getting ready to take off, that it
gives itself away and takes flight: Now, Mina sings, you can
always try, adesso ormai ci puoi tentare; you can say whatever
you want; go ahead, yeah, come on, dai, call me your tor-
ment, while you’re at it, chiamami tormento dai, già che si
sei. Translated, this means: Tell me, or rather, let me tell
myself in myself and through you, this torment that I am.
Or, better still: this great torment, this tormentone, as Ital-
ians say to mean, quite precisely, a hit, this obsessive melody
that torments us and that I myself am pursuing here, I, the
Sung of the song.
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Here, at the point where the refrain is just around the
corner, at the moment when the sung par excellence is just
about to rise, words and figures no longer matter; any image
or any metaphor is just as good as any other when faced
with the decisive blow that is getting ready to reduce the
Spoken to the most powerless banality. As it happens, and
as if out of despair, Alberto Lupo, who is more laughable
than ever in his role as a lyricist personifying Words, de-
clares: You are like the wind that brings the violins and
roses, tu sei come il vento che porta i violini e le rose. How
sappy he is, that poor Spoken guy, how miserable he seems
next to Song, who is getting ready to unfold her wings into
the lyricism of the refrain.

Yet the decisive blow dealt to Words is also a theatrical
bluff. For out of the absolute banality of the most mediocre
and overcooked poetic brainwave, out of those violins and
roses so overused and bleached out in their sentimentality,
there emerges for the first time, come la prima volta, the
performative force of these worn-out words. Violini, says
the Spoken, and, as if by magic, that word performatively
calls into existence the aforementioned violins, which are
immediately heard emerging from the orchestra: The Spo-
ken does what it names; it creates it. Or perhaps we should
say that it is Song; it is the flight of the refrain that saves
words by taking them away, which takes them up again at
the very moment they seemed to be definitively emptied
out.

The refrain is the moment when the song should become the
Song it is trying to be, among the shadows it casts and the
silhouettes it breathes into the Spoken on this theatrical
stage of its own becoming. A stage where it acts itself out
for itself. this scene of love or of lovers’ quarrels, a scene of
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auto-affection, as a way of producing itself, in itself and for
itself.

So there she is on her way, the Song within the song;
there she is taking flight into the lyricism of that coming
ritornello, sovereign in her affirmation of herself: No more
saccharine words, she sings, caramelle, non ne voglio più,
and the roses and the violins, you can go tell them to some-
one else, le rose e i violini questa sera raccontali a un’altra; I
can listen to them when and if I want to, li posso sentire
quando la cosa mi va se mi va.

Confronted with this sovereign auto-positioning of the
Song within the song, where and when she wants to, the
Spoken gives up: I don’t understand you, he says, non ti
capisco; I don’t get you any more; you escape me; you are
what escapes yourself in us. The Spoken becomes a suppli-
cation, a prayer: One more word, una parola ancora. But,
increasingly, the Spoken loses itself in the Song’s refrain as
it repeats: Words, words, words, parole, parole, parole. Listen
to me, moans the Spoken, ascoltami; I beg you; ti prego; I
swear to you; io ti giuro. He begs Song to give him the op-
portunity for more performative promises, while sovereign
Song gets carried away into the sublime and indifferent
repetition of the word word, emptied out and exhausted.
Parole, soltanto parole, sings Mina, who is sovereign here.
Words, nothing but words, the word word sung seven times:
Parole, parole, parole, parole, parole, soltanto parole, parole.

It looks as if the race is won and as if words have been
surpassed. As if the Song in the song, the Hit in the hit
has ended up finding itself, overcoming the distance that
separated it from itself, satisfying its desire for itself in the
auto-affective jouissance of the refrain’s flight of lyricism.

And yet.
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And yet, one further theatrical bluff intervenes with the
victorious repetition of this final blow to Saying. For at the
very moment that the refrain concludes by wearing words
out by repeating them, the last word, the final word of the
song as it empties out words, is this one, which reaffirms
and starts the race all over again as it takes up the course or
discourse of an impossible dialogue: parole, soltanto parole,
parole tra noi, words, only words, words between us. This is
the last word—and everything begins again.

Between us, yes. Between us, says the Song of the song to
its Words, between us there are only words. Between me
who sings (to) you and you who speaks (to) me, between
me who speaks (to) me through you and me who looks for
myself as song, there is nothing but that, words, parole, pa-
role. The difference—that which is between in this between-
us, between myself and myself—is the word.

And that is why everything starts up and repeats again,
like the very destiny of a hit: This is my destiny, says Saying
in the person of Alberto Lupo, ecco il mio destino, speaking
to you, speaking to you as if for the first time, parlarti, par-
larti come la prima volta.

Repetition, or the Ordeal of Enthusiasm

The self-desiring structure that ‘‘Parole, parole, parole’’ has
just sung for us—in which the hit stages itself as being in
search of itself, with and beyond words, to ensure that it is
incessantly reproduced and reborn, always starting up again
each time like the first time—can be found in somewhat
less pure forms in many successful songs.

Two examples among many others.
I am listening to ‘‘Satisfaction,’’ to Mick Jagger’s voice as

it sings: ‘‘I can’t get no satisfaction/’Cause I try and I try
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and I try and I try,/I can’t get no, I can’t get no . . .’’ Who
is this ‘‘I’’? Who is this musical self? Who is this fictional
subject that gives voice to his unsatisfied desire? It may well
be, once again, that it is the hit itself. That it is this success-
ful 1965 song by the Stones that says and has continuously
said from the moment it was released: I cannot find satisfac-
tion; I try all the time; I’ve really tried, but I just can’t do it.
As if the song itself, then, were there complaining about the
guy on the radio who just keeps on talking, (‘‘that man
comes on the radio/And he’s tellin’ me more and more’’),
of the guy who talks about ‘‘some useless information/Sup-
posed to fire my imagination.’’ This means that ‘‘Satisfac-
tion’’ has become a kind of allegory of the song that it is, a
song that would say that no, no, no, as long as it keeps
speaking, as long as something or someone speaks in me, I
am not satisfied: ‘‘I can’t get no, oh, no no no,/ . . . that’s
what I say,/I can’t get no satisfaction.’’

In the same way, when Stevie Wonder sings ‘‘Isn’t She
Lovely’’ in 1976, isn’t he really, above and beyond the appar-
ent pretext of the birth of his daughter Aisha, celebrating
his song itself? ‘‘Isn’t she lovely?’’ he wonders, ‘‘isn’t she
wonderful, isn’t she precious, less than one minute old?’’
And so on and so forth ad infinitum, with, in the back-
ground, a childish wordless babbling that seems to offer a
figure for the pure song to be attained through incessant
births and rebirths.

But instead of listing the innumerable examples—there
are so many hits that are each very similar and all very dif-
ferent—we must instead ask ourselves: So what exactly is a
hit? Is it simply, as Boris Vian maintained, ‘‘a song destined
to ‘be a success’?’’

One obvious possibility would be to turn to statistics, to
try to find out how many copies of ‘‘Parole, parole, parole’’
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or ‘‘Un air comme ça’’ were sold and then to figure out how
many times the song will have been repeated and what this
might mean for the odds that it will come to haunt people’s
memories. Here, though, I will avoid the criterion of quan-
tifiable numbers. I do this not only to preserve the admira-
ble possibility Rodolphe Burger once described for me—he
once told me that one of the ambitions of his group Kat
Onoma was to create ‘‘underground hits’’—but also be-
cause a criterion like this will only be able to indicate one
among the many aspects of a hit: the number of copies it
has sold.

At the risk of disappointing anyone looking for a recipe
for how to put hits out on the market or for identifying
them with certainty before they are released,15 my attempt
will rather be to trace out a hitology, a logic of the hit capa-
ble of accounting for an economy of success without reduc-
ing it to statistics, for success does not simply happen, or
not happen, to a song once it has been released onto the
market of mass distribution.

We have already begun to make out the logic of the hit
in ‘‘Un air comme ça’’ and ‘‘Parole, parole, parole.’’ Boris
Vian’s song sang of the encounter between a girl and a
guy—a banal, interchangeable encounter that presents itself
as the encounter of musical commodities among themselves
and that operates according to the phantasmagoria of the
fetish analyzed first by Marx and then by Benjamin. In con-
trast, Mina’s hit, with its staging of self-desiring love,
claimed to want to get beyond the well-worn banality of its
words to fly away to a space of pure lyricism where it would
each time be capable of finding the unique and singular
flavor of the first time once again.

What is unique and what is cliché, the incomparable and
the interchangeable, the psyche and the market: This may
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well be the big story behind hits. But in order to better
understand how they are able to tie the apparently incom-
patible characteristics of banality and singularity together in
an unprecedented knot, we must now turn to one of the
most fascinating ways of thinking about that quintessential
structure of song: repetition. We must, in other words, take
the apparent detour that is actually not one at all and read
Kierkegaard’s great little book or philosophical novel:
Repetition.16

As its subtitle indicates, Repetition is an Essay in Experimen-
tal Psychology. It is also a great story, whose protagonists are
the narrator, Constantin Constantius, and a ‘‘young man’’
subject to the tribulations of romantic passion, to the pains
of eros, in short, to love—which is also a way of relating to
repetition.

Even if it does not directly treat the question of song,
Repetition nonetheless evokes it several times, either as a
metaphor for obsession17 or else literally, when the narrator
cites a ‘‘popular song.’’ Constantin Constantius (whose
name is itself a repetition) does in fact cite one particular
song that speaks of an unhappy, wounded love for a young
woman who has entered into a convent, and he cites it to
support his conviction that in love, repetition can be neither
expected nor predicted, in short, that it cannot be the object
of any knowledge or any system.

How can one get such a foolish idea, and, still more fool-
ishly, how can one want to make a principle of it. My
young friend thought: Let it pass—and he thereby would
have been far better off than if he had wanted to begin
with repetition. Then he probably would have gained the
beloved again in the same way as the lover in the folk
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song who wanted repetition, as the nun with shorn hair
and pale lips. (174)

Popular song thus illustrates the paradox of repetition that
the entire book is trying to explain: When repetition is pos-
sible, when it can be thought through or programmed as
possible in principle, then it is impossible and will not occur;
but, as we will see with the example of Job, when it is im-
possible, when it seems to be out of the question, when
nothing allows you to expect or hope for it, then, perhaps,
repetition will occur in spite of it all.

Possible as impossible and impossible as possible: We will
now attempt to approach this mystery in order to try to
understand something about the strange singularity of the
cliché, of that unique experience of repetition that hits pro-
pose to us or impose on us.

It is in fact Job, the biblical character with whom the young
man identifies, who will embody the impossible possibility of
repetition. Because it is he who ‘‘gives birth to the category
of the ‘ordeal’ ’’ (210).

What exactly is this?
Job, as is well known, endures the worst ordeals God

sends his way. And the final ordeal, the test of tests, is that
he is even refused the capacity of finding a reason or expla-
nation for them, of inscribing them into an economy of
punishment or regret. In this hyperbolic sense, the ordeal is
beyond any calculation and any principle of possible restitu-
tion or reparation. It is at this precise point, at the end
of an ordeal that is impossible because unthinkable, that
repetition happens for Job, as the young man explains in
his January 13 letter to the narrator.
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This is called a repetition. . . . When did it occur for Job?
When every thinkable human certainty and probability
were impossible. Bit by bit he loses everything, and hope
thereby gradually vanishes, inasmuch as actuality, far
from being placated, rather lodges stronger and stronger
allegations against him. . . . His friends . . . know but one
way out, that by submitting to the punishment he may
dare to hope for a repetition to the point of overflowing.
Job will not have it. (212–13)

If this is then the experience of the impossible named by
the Kierkegaardian categories of ordeal and repetition, this
does not make them any more extractable from the thread
of the narrative that Repetition is. We must therefore briefly
trace out this narrative to situate the moment when, faced
with a popular show, in a vaudeville theater, the spectator
also becomes a kind of Job who is no longer confronted
with the misfortunes that befall him but with the cliché,
with the commonplace, with that iterability that is the very
material of our hits and from which, perhaps, what the nar-
rator calls ‘‘the Unique’’ will emerge.

It so happens that Repetition is divided into two main
sections, and that the second section repeats the title of the
work: ‘‘Repetition.’’

Interspersed with theoretical remarks on repetition, the
first section contains narrative episodes: first the young
man’s love story, then a trip to Berlin over the course of
which Constantin Constantius will attempt to relive his past
experiences at the theater by going to see the popular vaude-
ville that he had loved. Like the first section, the second
section is framed by general considerations about repeti-
tion, and it takes up the young man’s story yet again, this
time in the form of letters that weave his narrative in with
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the biblical figure of Job. The book ends with an epilogue
to the reader.

Without being able to follow along the many detours of
this masterly philosophical novel and its incredibly inven-
tive structure, let me simply say that it is constructed in a
‘‘tubular’’18 fashion, in other words through a network of
interlocking narrative tubes or canalizations, with all the
risks this implies for saturation at the joints and different
branches of the pipes.

This is what brings the reader, who has been canalized up
to the end of the first section, right up to the end of this
first narrative conduit, to the sense and experience of a stag-
nation, perhaps even to a veritable clog in the conduct or
flow of the story, which seems not to want to start up again,
to have to stop at the threshold of the repetition of the title,
Repetition, at that point where the course of the story might
get blocked up.

The journey is not worth the trouble, for one need not
stir from the spot to be convinced that there is no repeti-
tion. No, one sits calmly in one’s living room; when all is
vanity and passes away. . . . Travel on, you fugitive
river! . . . for you want only to flow along and lose your-
self in the sea, which is never filled! . . . Move on, you
drama of existence, where life is not given again any more
than money is! . . .

Repetition

Some time went by. My servant, like a housewifely Eve,
had remedied his earlier wrongdoing. A monotonous and
unvarying order was established in my whole economy
. . . I had convinced myself that there is no repetition,
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it nevertheless is always certain and true that by being
inflexible and also by dulling one’s powers of observation
a person can achieve a sameness that has a far more anes-
thetic power than the most whimsical amusements. . . .
In the excavation of Herculaneum and Pompeii, every-
thing was found in its place just as the respective owners
left it. If I had lived at that time, the archeologists, per-
haps to their amazement, would have come upon a man
who walked with measured pace up and down the floor.
(175–79)

This paralysis of a narrator who is convinced of the impossi-
bility of any kind of repetition, his fossil-like clotting in the
midst of the river of existence, is what paradoxically allows
us to pass into the second narrative conduit, the Repetition
inside Repetition that will lead us straight to Job.

Somewhat like the young man reading the Book of Job,
the reader of Repetition undergoes here an experience of the
impossibility of repetition and of the overall stagnation of
the situation. Yet it is at the very moment when any new
departure seems impossible that the event nonetheless takes
place: ‘‘One day a letter arrived from my young friend,’’
writes the narrator, who then takes us little by little into the
correspondence with the young man, where, under the sign
of Job, the only veritable repetition will emerge.

In short, the reader, too, will have been put through a
kind of ordeal: In spite of it all, he or she goes through the
point where reading itself seemed to be definitively clogged.
And with even less recourse to hope or knowledge, given
that the narrator has done everything to have the reader
believe that repetition is impossible. That life is not given
again, any more than is a reading or a listening.19

* * *
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Repetition happens, then, in Repetition, at the very moment
that we no longer believe in it at all. And with good reason:
The trip to Berlin that the narrator had undertaken to ‘‘test
the possibility and meaning of repetition’’ (150), the trip
that brought him back to the Königstädter Theater to see a
play whose memory was so strong in him—this test, then,
had ended in failure: ‘‘I endured it for half an hour and
then left the theater, thinking: There is no repetition at all’’
(169).

So what is it that actually happened in that theater?
In spite of the apparent failure, it is worth our while to

linger here for a moment in the company of Constantin, for
it is here in this popular burlesque theater where ‘‘farces’’
were acted out that the narrator will have encountered the
repetition of cliché, of the commonplace. It is through the
experience of the cliché that what we were least expecting
emerges—the unique and the singular.

On the verge of describing the scene of the farce and
its actors, Constantin compares it to ‘‘a Nuremberg print’’
(158)—in reference to the engravings produced in series in
that town starting in 1796, often as illustrations for popular
songs. Contrasting farce with the ‘‘perfection’’ of tragedy or
comedy, Constantin affirms that the same is true for the
Nuremberg image, which he compares to ‘‘the painting of a
consummate art.’’ What in effect do we encounter in this
kind of popular cliché? This, for example:

There one sees a landscape depicting a rural area in general.
This abstraction cannot be artistically executed. Therefore
the whole thing is achieved by contrast, namely, by an acci-
dental concretion. And yet I ask everyone if from such a
landscape he does not get the impression of a rural area
in general, and if this category had not stayed with him
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from childhood. In the days of childhood, we had such
enormous categories that they now almost make us dizzy,
we clipped out of a piece of paper a man and a woman
who were man and woman in general in a more rigorous
sense than Adam and Eve were. . . . [A] print like that
produces an indescribable effect, since we do not know
whether to laugh or cry, and the whole effect depends
upon the observer’s mood. (158)

Adam and Eve cut out of paper like a girl and a guy in
general: The dizzying generality of the commonplace that
comes from its banality (from the interchangeable character
of its subject ‘‘taken up by chance’’) is also, quite precisely,
that of farce, whose effect, says Constantin, ‘‘depends largely
on the spontaneity and creative activity of the spectator’’
(159, translation modified). This is why, according to a para-
doxical and yet extremely refined logic, Constantin concludes
from this that the spectator of farce becomes extraordinary
to the precise extent that what is presented to him comes
from the most well-worn ordinariness. Confronted with the
vertigo of the general that arises from the cliché, there is no
longer any rule that remains valid; nothing regulates the
spectator’s attitude or judgment, and nothing can program
them or make them certain in advance.

A proper theater public generally has a certain restricted
earnestness; it wishes to be . . . ennobled and educated in
the theater. It wishes to have had—or at least fancies that
it has had—a rare artistic enjoyment; it wishes, as soon
as it has read the poster, to be able to know in advance
what is going to happen that evening. Such unanimity
cannot be found at a farce, for the same farce can pro-
duce very different impressions, and, strangely enough, it

PAGE 27

T H E B A N A L A N D T H E S I N G U L A R (( 27

................. 18198$ $CH2 01-25-12 07:56:54 PS

This content downloaded from 128.227.139.170 on Wed, 07 Feb 2018 23:36:26 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



may so happen that the one time it made the least im-
pression it was performed best. Thus a person cannot
rely on his neighbor and the man across the street and
statements in the newspaper to determine whether he has
enjoyed himself or not. The individual has to decide that
matter for himself. . . . [I]n a farce all of the characters
are portrayed according to the abstract criterion ‘‘in gen-
eral.’’ Situation, action, the lines—everything is accord-
ing to this criterion. Therefore one can just as well be
made sad as ecstatic from laughter. . . . Therefore, the
viewer must be self-active. (159–60)

In short, confronted with the commonplace of the farce or
of the Nuremberg image, aesthetic norms are obliterated.
And everyone, each one, becomes unique, in other words
finds himself, or herself, faced with a test of himself, or her-
self, as if it were a question of gambling, of putting every-
thing on the line in a game of chance: ‘‘For a cultured
person, seeing a farce is similar to playing the lottery, except
that one does not have the annoyance of winning money’’
(159).

This is, then, in Constantin’s aesthetic experience, the or-
deal of farce, which also brings up an impossible repetition,
a repetition that is possible as impossible. This is the very
repetition that hits, which are also sonorous stereotypes, ask
us to consider along the lines of that strange structure of
theirs in which the cliché, in its interchangeable banality, is
nonetheless unique every time for each one of us.

And yet, one may object, precisely by returning to see a
farce he had so treasured, Constantin convinced himself
that repetition is impossible (‘‘and I left the theater think-
ing: ‘There no repetition at all’ ’’ [169]).
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Well, yes, in fact, there is. As is the case with hits, with
our refrains so worn out that we can’t stand to hear them
again, the moment we are expecting it the least is the mo-
ment when we are seized by them in our deepest depths.
It’s once nothing seems possible any more that we listen to
them and they come by chance to unearth in us what we
keep most secret: a past moment, happy time, or a shameful
emotion or impulse that belongs only to us.

And it may well be that they, too, do this by staging
their own tubular form: Listening to them tell of the test to
which they are putting themselves and their own banality,
hearing a refrain rise like the wind in the middle of the
most idiotic old song, like the reader of Repetition who
experiences the passage by choking up, we sing with them,
in them, we hum the impossibility of what will nonethe-
less, perhaps, happen—the singular possibility of an in-
comparable ravishment.

Such is the obstructing enthusiasm [engouement] of hits
and for hits.20

Each time unique, in the impossible.
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