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Aletheia

Jacques Derrida

Keywords: truth, Aletheia, Japan, photography, Kishin Shinoyama.

The photographer left; he told the truth.1
It is she.
She remains without witness, save an invisible witness to attest that

there is no more witness.
We left; it is as if the two of us were dead, the photographer as well,

after having spoken the truth - spoken without seeing [voir], without

knowing [savoir], and without being able [pouvoir]. It is as if she were
dead, buried alive in the flowered crown of her wedding dress. But she
remains and she will have shown her name, on the verge of more than
one language. It is (the) truth and she comes to us from Japan.'

Light of the darkV What does that mean? We wonder about this
before opening the work. Then while looking at it, thus while reading
it, we wonder about it again, after the fact. And the question resonates
in the very body of the images, right on the captive body of these

images. It is borne like a child; it comes to the lips of this young woman
who nevertheless remains silent and exposes herself in silence to silence.
But what is a word, then? What is a name?

Indeed, this great photographic work does not say a word. It remains
silent, to be sure, and apparently it is content to tacitly show a scene
of silence: a young woman exposes herself to the light and to the

eye. She even seems for an instant to expose herself to death like
a virgin, a fiancée, a wife, a mother between day and night, but
without ever speaking. And yet, the work, already from its English
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170 Oxford Literary Review

title, makes us think language; it even promises to touch upon the

body of the word in the play of tongues. It animates a tongue that
conceals itself before the camera; it lays bare its movements, which are
at once indecisive, incomplete, innocent, and perverse. Imminence of
the tongue or of language. There is in fact only imminence in this

photographic narrative where everything is sketched out, announced,
and seems to prepare itself (for all the events of life: love, marriage,
birth, death, their cyclical, thus reversible and thus ahistorical order,
and thus in defiance of all narration) but nothing seems to come to pass
from these preparations [préparatifs].Words come. Light.2 Perhaps it is
an adjective: light [léger] (how does one say light [léger] in Japanese?).
This young woman is the very lightness of an image body. Nothing
is lighter than an image; the image of heaviness has no weight. Like
all images, this one, this image, this woman comes from the night and
returns to it without waiting, as if to her native element. She divides
and shares herself between night and day; she says without words the

sharing of light and shade. She is born there and she dies there, borne

by the night like the lightest of simulacra. Now, because she exposes -
others would say proposes - her nudity to the gaze, even to the voyeur
and to the potential mercantilism that always accompanies spectacle,
curiosity, optical prostheses, and technical reproduction, the lightness
of this image is also appropriate for what one calls in French une

femme 'légère, that is, a 'loose' woman (play ofmodesty and seduction,
coquetry, perverse science and venal sublimity of someone who knows
how to hold herself and to keep hold of the other, on the verge ofdesire
and pleasure, though she's on the verge of tears, in the dealings of the

marketplace, where charm itself, and the appeal of pleasure or profit,
ignites the movement of merchandise, greed as much as gratitude:
the dark soul of lightness [la légèreté^).Twilights: just as the noun the
dark* can, at the break of day, name, thus call the night, obscurity,
invisibility, shadow, the dark continent of sex, the unknown of death,
non-knowledge, be it learned ignorance but also the hidden eye of the
camera (beneath its black veil like in the beginning of the century or

today its coffin-box [boitier-cerceuil]) , and as an adjective dark* can
describe all that, by metonymy, darkly conceals itself from the light
and resists being seen; so in what is more than an opposition, light

*

(which is preceded by no article in the title and could be an attribute or
a subject, an epithet or a noun) comes to signify light [léger], certainly,
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Jacques Derrida 1 71

but also the day, the light, and the visibility of the phenomenon {light,
the daylight*).
Now it is also what, discreetly, in seeming to exhibit something else,

the work shows and the allegory allows to be understood: light itself,
the appearance or genesis ofphds, light. This young woman is herself,

certainly, unique and very singularly herself, but she is also light [la
lumiere]: (the light [légere' allegory of) light [lumière] hides itself, she
holds herself in reserve, between parentheses, in something else, that
is, in shadow. She thus signifies. She signifies what the clarity of the

day will have been, yesterday, the day before: the written archive, the

graphic memory of this birth of light to photographic light, that which
at once captures, inscribes, and keeps visibility imprinted. Photography
as skiagraphy, the writing of light as the writing of shade. In the shadow
of this shadow, how not to think ofJunichiro Tanizaki? His In Praise

of Shadows0 in 1933 evoked a 'national genius' that 'already reveals
itself in photography'.4 Likewise in cinema, with 'the same equipment',
the 'same developing chemicals', the 'same film', the Japanese do not
write like the Americans, the French or the Germans do. They play
otherwise with shadows; they calculate differently, we could say here,
with the idiom of light in shadow. Tanizaki also declared that 'the
Westerner' 'has never pierced the enigma of the shadow',5 that 'the
intrinsic obscurity of the Nõ and the beauty that emerges from it

form a singular world of shadows that in our day we see only on the

stage'.6 And the already scandalous author of A Fool's Love [L'amour
dun idiot] (1924)7 also recalls the preference of his ancestors for a
woman 'inseparable from darkness [l'obscurité]' whom they 'tried hard
to immerse entirely in the shadows'.8

The filming, the signature of the shadow took place one time only
[une seulefois], this occurred only once, and this time, like this woman,
remains unique, singularly alone, absolutely solitary, absolute.

But that's not all. How is this (light) clarity of the night? Why does
it appear not only to come out of and proceed from the night, as if
black gave birth to white, but also to belong still to shadow, to remain
still at the heart of the dark abyss from which it emanates?

There are two typical answers to this question. One appears classical:
it recalls in its principle a truth of truth, the one that is imprinted
and reflected in the entire history of philosophy since Plato. And this

young woman will also exhibit, as much as a (philosophical) story and
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172 Oxford Literary Review

history of modesty, of reserved nudity, an allegory of truth itself in its

movement of veiling and unveiling: the origin of light, the visibility of
the visible, that is, the black night, that which, letting things appear
in the light [la clarté], by definition hides itself from view. That is
what she does: she hidesfrom view [se dérobe à la vue], she escapes from
view by slowly exhibiting, making you wait in imminence, the gesture
by which she suggests the movement of disrobing. Visibility itself is

invisible, it is thus dark, obscure, nocturnal {dark*) and it is necessary
to be blind to it (immersed in darkness, in the dark*) in order to see. In
order to be able [pouvoir] to see [voir' and to know [savoir]. This law
of the luminous phenomenon {phds) is inscribed, from the origin, in
nature (physis). Like a story of the eye. The laws of photography are in

nature; they are physical laws; and to say this takes nothing away from
the unheard-of event of this modern technique.

Against the abyssal background of this undeniable and ageless
response, I can nonetheless see coming into view what might be called
the photographic reply: a modern apparatus [dispositif], let's call it a
technique, becomes the witness without witness, the prosthetic eye, an

eye too many but invisible, at once producer and preserver, the origin
and the archive of this insinuation of shadow at the heart of light, of

everything that in physis thrusts clarity [la clarté] into the night, light in
the dark*, penetrating it without touching it, without the least noise,
like an imperceptible thiefwith the force of a desire (this work shows,
without saying anything about it, that which suspends photography
upon desire and desire upon photography). The force of desire is an
irresistible thief, but a thief who needs a witness and installs a camera
even there where he defies the law. Thus tekhne becomes the truth
of physis' and the history of photography, as this work recalls - this

singular work and this woman who cannot be dissociated from it, as

might be done in other kinds of art - marks or gives to remark such
an event; not the history of photography as the history of a technique
or as the time of an ocular prosthesis which comes to surprise an
already given light - in order then to inscribe it on an image and in
order to make it thereafter into a reproducible archive. No, rather,
the interposition of an optical apparatus coming to remind us that,
in physis already, the interstice will have been open, like a shutter, so
that photography might attest to it: so that the invisible witness like
a third (terstis) might see and give to see, even there where seeing is
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Jacques Derrida 173

forbidden and hides in secret. Already in physis the difference between

day and night could only appear in reversing their values. Nothing
is more black than the visibility of light, nothing is clearer than this
sunless night (lunar night, moonlight: go back to the first photograph,
to the archi-still [,archi-photogramme], the moon is there, a matrix-
like [matricielle] moon): the photographic 'negative' to be developed,
the always possible inversion of the projected image, the nudity of
the body unveiled by the veil itself which calls for and suspends
desire - these are so many indices or emblems. However extraordinary
and irreducible the modern event might be, photographic mutation

belongs, like all technique, to physis-, it marks the différance of the
relation to self in a physis that looks at itself, at herself, one, unique,
alone with herself, she who comes and moves away from herself in the
time it takes to see herself and thus blind herself to herself- and who
loves herself. Who loves to hide, as Heraclitus said ofphysis (kryptesthai
philei), and who thus, like this young woman whom I love (as a result)
as much as she herself, which is to say more and more, loves to show
that she hides on the very threshold of light. All alone ' Toute seule],
yet with herself, she figures (the) truth: of photography. Photography,
these are the two points and everything that they suspend: incessantly,
without waiting, like a negative in suspension, but by an instantaneous

snapshot effect [un effet ďinstantané' .
Yes, for she is alone 'seule'. Unique, irreplaceable, wholly other, over

there, at a nearly infinite distance, on the other side of the Pacific,
this young woman whom I could have met or loved, with whom I
could have spoken, by telephone for example during a visit to Japan,
is also, this wholly other, a living allegory (thus she could be anyone,
any one, anywhere, there where the truth of physis could show itself
and say itself in something else, in someone else, and everywhere there
are photographic machines and some tableau vivant to bear witness
to the without-witness, there where, as Celan says, Niemand/zeugtfur
den/Zeugen, No one/bears witnessfor/the witness).

From where does this emotion come? From where does it come to
me? From her? This emotion is, I know, sustained by a non-knowledge,
born, no doubt, of an indecision in which desire breathes. I don't know
any longer, I don't know yet - will I ever succeed in knowing? - if I
love this photographic work or this woman, on the verge of the name
that I would like to give her but cannot, the name that I give her for
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174 Oxford Literary Review

the first time as if I had given birth to her without ever having seen
her and without any chance of ever seeing her, bringing her thus into
the light of day, giving birth to her (lui dormant le jour, as we say in

French), but giving birth to her in the night from which she comes and
from which she distances herself at the same time, by blindly giving her
a name that I nevertheless forbid myself, out of respect for her, to give
to her? How is it that, sure of loving her, I no longer know if I love
this work (each still [photogramme] and each still that stands alone -
that is entirely alone like her, for she is absolutely alone looking at the
camera that looks at her, to which she exposes herself so dangerously,
offers herself so solemnly, refuses herself so gently, sometimes on the

verge of tears that blur one's vision in order to show the eyes, and in
silence she responds so attentively, waiting for an imminent event, like
a birth that will never occur in slow motion, the prolonged duration
of a purely phorographic narrative which is thus only the event of the

day in its graphic revolution), if I love this work, thus, in the series,
linked or interrupted, of a film, that is, of a thin film [pellicule' without

history, I love this work, thus, irreplaceable, but also this young woman,
entirely other and singular - and yet just any one (every other {one},
the wholly other, is every {bit} other [tout autre est tout autre])i No work
of art, outside of photography, is so troubling. It is also the troubling
confusion that, in reference, conflates the image and its model, the

image this time and only once, once and for all [une fois pour toutes],
only one for all, only one, inseparable from that ofwhich it is an image.
When I say and repeat that this young woman is alone [seule] yI mean
one time alone [une seule fois]. She signifies and gives to think the
unthinkable: one time alone [une seule fois]. The photograph marks a
date. What irreducibly belongs to the photographic effect, and Barthes
had greatly insisted on this, is that the unique existence of the referent

(here of this young woman whose name is a secret) is undeniablyposed
as the condition of the work (but I prefer to say supposed, and this

changes almost everything), and that this young woman exists, that
she posed, actually exposed herself once, twice, three times, and each
time is a unique event, one time alone [une seule fois], even if,as in
love, each caress prepares for another and advances in the imminence
and metonymy of the other. Now this confusion between the actual
existence of the 'referent' or of the 'subject' of the work, on the one
hand, and the still, on the other, produces of itself what we could call
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Jacques Derrida 175

erotic confusion, the unsettling, troubling desire [trouble de désir] that

goes toward the other, the other who is undeniable but only promised
through its double, through the veil, the film, the membrane [pellicule]
of the simulacrum, through modest emotion, the emotion of modesty
and of the veil itself, thus of truth, disinterested emotion, emotion
without measure, that is to say sublime, infinite renunciation at the
heart of desire, this young woman, she and no other, inseparable from
the photographic eye to which she was once exposed, more than once
but each time one time alone [unefois mais chaquefois une seulefois] .

Out of this confusion, we come to suspect that desire, even love
itself, is always born of a certain photographic sketch. Everywhere
love reveals itself to desire, that is through infinite renunciation, a
photographic event will have already been called forth, we would
even say, desired. Desire is also the desire of photography. From time
immemorial. As long as there has been physis, and even if this goes
way back, photography will always have been imminent, incessantly,
imminence itself in desire. Imminence is of photography, of the

photographic snapshot, the imminence of the shot as well, and we
could play without playing at interpreting this entire series of poses:
she awaits photography, the photography that makes others wait for it;
all the signs of imminence that we read on the body ofAletheia (there
we go, I named her, this time, the Greek name for truth all of the
sudden resonates in my ear like a Japanese name), everything that we
are tempted to decipher on her face, sometimes worried, questioning,
timid, reserved, attentive, welcoming, this waiting without horizon,
this waiting that does not know what is coming to surprise her, but
which she prepares herself to want, this is the imminence of the

photographic act. This act becomes, and there is nothing fortuitous
about this, the metonymy of all possible acts (in the sense of the event
and of the archive that records [prend acte' and preserves memory): the
acts and certificates of love, birth, marriage, and death. More precisely,
this metonymy in action [en acte] describes the imminence of these
acts (love, marriage, birth or death) while it at once freezes movement
in a snapshot and according to the shot [cliche] schematizes a type
and thus makes possible the play of figures, photographic rhetoric.
All these 'acts' are not separated or discrete. Each is also the figure of
the other, what at the same time links, carries along, and nullifies all

possible narrativity. This recounts the 'instantaneous' story and history

This content downloaded from
� � � � � � � � � � � � � 81.97.76.104 on Sat, 21 Mar 2026 13:04:48 UTC� � � � � � � � � � � � � �

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



176 Oxford Literary Review

'une histoire
'
instantanée ] of a series of 'snapshots' [' instantanés '] or

paradoxical instants, of these impossible instants, as Kierkegaard would
have said, whose decisive force interrupts but also makes possible the

story and history.
At the center, for example (figure 29 [in the original Japanese

edition - TR.], and the roll of film is made up of 54 of them), the

figures of the virginal girl, the wife, and the dead woman are but one,
the white light of the wedding flowers shrouds a child, while Aletheia
can also be, with eyes closed, delivered over to the night of dreams.

Through condensation and displacement, this reading could irradiate
all the stills that precede or follow. And imminence, which describes the

daybreak, the day breaking through 'poindre' the night, the breaking
through of the 'light of the dark'*, also signs all these instantaneous

snapshots that are at the same time the movements and freeze frames
of a film that turns around all the revolutions, beginning with that
of day and night, of light and dark*, of birth and death. Imminence
is a movement of reserve, a movement without displacement, the

suspension of a breath, the epokhē of what is going to happen but has
not yet happened, the story that has not begun. Photography, when
it is a great art, comes to surprise the instant of imminence, bearing
witness to it and registering it [prend acte] in order to make it an
irrecusable past. Testimony and evidence - and this would always be

impossible - tend to become one and the same. How can the 'not yet'
become and remain, like what it is, ťnot yeť, like what it is not yet, and
when it is not yet, a past? It is Aletheia, the beloved photographed one,
Aletheia ready to hide or veil her vision with tears.

She appears, and she appears alone. Absolutely alone, ab-solute,
detached from everything. Solely visible. Visible but without witness,
except for the eye that does not say T, the excluded third between
her and me - that I foresee [Que je devine' . She remains alone with
me, who is alone in looking at her alone exposed in a light or before
an invisible eye - that I become [Que je devienne' . Because I would
become thus. Not a single living person visible in the space around her;
she is alone with the invisible visibility, alone with a desire for light,
alone with the love of photography, which, instead of slipping away,
instead of sweeping down upon her [fondre sur elle], comes to appear
through her. Poindre. To come up, peep through, break through. I
don't know any more if the too insistent use that I have made of this
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Jacques Derrida 177

word, as it imposes itself on me, and only on the basis of Light ofthe
Darky is in agreement with Barthes' use of it in Camera Lucida. I do
not think so, but it matters little for the moment. I find it appropriate
for the solitary singularity of Aletheia, for her solitude, so unbearable
to us, for the held breath of all the imminences that I just mentioned
but also for a breath that I feel right on her breasts and right on what
in them points. The tip or pointing of the breasts dictates each of these
words, it makes the mouth water with words and gives meaning to this

space, to the space of this gaze that she invites for the caress, but also
for the kiss - of the lover, of the newborn, of death.

Aletheia of photography: it, she, gives birth to light, promises it,
nourishes it, poses it, expels it from herself like a newborn, exposes
it and deposes it, brings it into the world and puts it to death.
To the questions cHow can she hide (me)? How can nudity veil?

and how can modesty tear off its clothes?' - questions that interrogate
no one other than Aletheia herself- we would be tempted to respond
with a narrative that would feign to follow with some consequence, in
their discrete sequence, each of these snapshots, one by one, one after
the other.

Thus, at the moment when this could have taken a theatrical form
in 50 acts, to tell the truth [à la vérité'

(for example: 1. Raising ofthe curtain. She waits - the dawning of
the day - still she holds herself in the night, the day breaks through,
she sees the event coming, she will always hold herself in imminence,
she is inside and looks outside from where the day is coming, the

ceremony has not yet begun. We see her on the edge, between the
inside and the outside, in the opening of the window. Note that she
holds herself in a corner. A slightly concerned curiosity: will what
breaks through be something other than the day? 2. Moonlight. Ex-
position, leaving the self She has left (but it is not the next moment,
it is the same moment that overflows) the house, not far from the
corner. The day dawns in the night, unless the sun is setting. Today
will be the night's day. Alone with the moon, this time she turns
toward the eye, ours, toward that of the optical instrument or the

voyeur. She turns toward me while looking at another. She leaves me
alone with the phantasm 'phantasme' or the fantasy [la fantaisie], that
is, of course, with a kind of light? No phantasm and thus no specter
(phantasma) without photography- and vice versa. The distance will
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never be surmounted between us; it is that of the day itself, of its veil
and its film. Infinite renunciation: in the promise itself. Her dress from
another time, the white collar (a boarding school for young girls, a
school or convent, and there will always be, we are condemned to this,
the visiting room between us). 3. The threshold, the roof. Always on the

verge and at the corner, she turns toward the eye and exposes herself
to the light; or rather, she prepares for the exhibition [exposition], as
for ecstasy. The ex-position always comes to a standstill on the verge
of ecstasy, like each of these stills. Apprehension, imminence, nothing
has yet happened, nothing will ever happen, but she has already taken
a step. We are in the past of this step [pas] toward that which is not yet
and will never be - only the loneliness of photography, her loneliness,
but which we can love up to ecstasy, on the verge of exhibition. 4.
The portrait. To face up, to face [Faireface]. Fullface [Deface]: in this

very moment, in this book, 'here I am', she faces, before the law of the

photographic phantasm, she exposes her face, in a dissymmetrical face-
to-face with the eye without person, without anyone (without me),
with the look from which her visibility appears. She looks at the eye
that we do not see, mine for example, she stares at the invisible, and it

is this that is
'
dark myself (I {sink into} darkness [je-sombre]), this

place of invisibility from which I look and which she looks at but
that no one sees. Often, you see her looking outside, as we say, out
the window, through a framed space, as on a screen. There shall be
no witness for us. That is the absolute secret of this book, published
to cry out 'here I am'. Everything will be possible on this day, this

day of the night: birth, marriage, and death, promises made, promises
broken. Everything remains possible, this album (the white ofan album
is always virginal) offers an immaculately matrix-like surface, like khdra,
like Right ofInspection, for all the stories that you would like to project
there, for all imaginable intrigues, 'plots'* and schemes.9 She is only the
actress in them, and the subject immediately withdraws. This mortal
woman has just seen herself give birth, even seen herself see the day,
she has just been born; she is a fiancee, a promised virgin, a mother
who will also give birth and will see herself enshrouded in her wedding
flowers. All of this will happen without happening. This will happen
to the future, without happening to her, in the future [Cela arrivera au
futury sans lui arriver, au futur], 5. The home, thefocalpoint [Lefoyer]
(domestic and optic) ofseriality - dwells [demeure] . At the moment that
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Jacques Derrida 179

the veil is lifted, and she begins to undress, the movement puts the

image out of focus; and the laughter, but everything will have been

already inscribed in an exhibit of photographs. A gallery, a bookstore,
a photo archive, a passageway, a cemetery where one takes a walk on
Sundays: a done deal. The book appears dedicated to afemalepasserby,
to the memory of a passerby exposed to other passersby. Aletheia is no

longer there for anyone. 6. Come see, see (what is) coming [ Voir venir' .
The exposed one exposes herselfmore, but not too much, she responds,
she gives the impression of responding, she opens her mouth without

saying anything: the point of the breast will always be promised to the

impossible. To go much further. . . )
... in truth, then, it had to be given up [à la vérité, donc, il a fallu

renoncer] . Imminence would not be able to last and one must be alone,
as one must know.

- Translated by Pleshette DeArmitt and Kas Saghafi
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Notes
1 The original French edition of this essay bore the following note: 'Previously

unpublished in French, this textfirstappeared in Japanese in the journal Sincho

(March 1993). It was devoted to a volume of photographs published by Asahi
Press in February 1993 in the series Accidents 3. The author of the book, Kishin

Shinoyama, isas famous in Japan as his model, Shinobu Otake.
The original edition of the volume bore an English title,Light of theDark.

Published in oversize format (31/24), ithad more than 50 photographs. While

thanking Kishin Shinoyama, Shinobu Otake, the publishers of the book and the

journal forgiving us permission, we reproduce here, in a much more reduced

format, the photographs that are explicitly named in Jacques Derrida's essay'.
This essay isa translation of the French version published in

'Nous avons voué

notrevie hdes signes(Bordeaux: William Blake & Co., 1996). The translators wish

to thank Jean-Paul Michel forkindly granting us the rightsforthe translation.

We would also like to express our deep gratitude to Pascale-Anne Brauk and
Michael Naas forcarefully reading and commenting on draftsof this translation.

The translation greatly benefited from their precise and elegant formulations. -
TR.

2 In English in the original. All other English words and phrases in the original French

edition will be marked with an*. - TR.
3
Jun'ichiro Tanizaki, In Praise of Shadows, trans. Thomas J.Harper and Edward
G. Seidensticker (Stony Creek, CT: Leete's Island Books, 1977). In French Eloge
de l'ombre, trans. René Sieffert(Paris: Publications orientalistes de France, 1977).
While benefiting from the English translation ofthis work, we have tried to translate

the references to the French translation ofTanizaki as literally as possible. For ease of

comparison, we have provided in the footnotes the pagination of the French edition
followed by that of the English translation. - TR.

4
p. 32/p.9.

5
p. 52/p.l8.6
p. 69/p. 26.7
Jun'ichiro Tanizaki's Chijin no ai, also known as A Fool's Love, istranslated into

English as Naomi (New York: Knopf, 1985). - TR.
8

p. 77/p. 30.9
Marie-Françoise Plissart and Jacques Derrida, Droit de regards(Paris: Minuit,

1985); translated by David Wills as Right ofInspection (New York: The Monacelli

Press, 1998).
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