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Our whole purpose here will be to illumine a band of semantic “folds” (a generic baroque operation par excellence for Gilles Deleuze) of the dialectical inter-connectedness of the literary-cultural personas and discursive prose of Henry James (1843-1916), of Walter Benjamin (1892-1940) and of Maurice Blanchot (1907-2002) in order to reveal and to fold one unconscious monad of our modern and capitalist baroque and neo-baroque occidental culture; here I more precisely take on board both Deleuze’s understanding of the baroque as instituted by the textual function and strategy of the “fold” in his book Le pli: Leibniz et le baroque as well as Jacques Rancière’s notion of a distinction between the aesthetic unconscious and the Freudian unconscious as outlined in his book L’inconscient esthétique even while extending Jacques Lacan’s notions of the unconscious that are suffused by his acclaimed return to Freud. In his recent tome, Subjectivity and Otherness: A Philosophical Reading of Lacan, Lorenzo Chiesa explains, “‘The unconscious is structured like a language’ [means] ‘The unconscious is made of signifiers’ or […] ‘Signifiers form the unconscious’: this is [because] signifiers transcend the conscious dimension of the signified. Signifiers are linked in many synchronic unconscious signifying chains, which ultimately are the unconscious” (49). The current monadological pattern that the present speculative-scholarly article proposes of James-Benjamin-Blanchot would then have both a synchronic structure in regard to the aesthetic space that their works co-instance in their essential interconnections, and also diachronically as concerns the temporal unfolding of their compositional careers that work as if one book end to the other from 1843, James’s birth, to 2003, Blanchot’s natural death; or, one-hundred and sixty years: eight chapters of human time if we take twenty years as one chapter in a human person’s life narrative. All of these observations enable us to think more nuancedly about the status of the notion ‘unconscious’ in our present attempt to make connections where connections have not been made. And while Alexandre Leupin rightly contends that, “Freud, and more clearly Lacan, makes the unconscious the locus of a singular desire without form and words; for Freud and Lacan, there is no collective unconscious” (Lacan Today 17), we nevertheless here propose a tack that while it would not resort to any kind of collective unconscious in the social body, per se, does nonetheless unite our three target authors in their individual creative acts and modes of reality that made such fictional and theoretical creation possible under the rubric of what James M. Mellard, Michael Riffaterre and others claim, building on the insights of psychoanalysis, as a textual unconscious (e.g., Mellard Beyond Lacan). What is more, in our now ongoing sizing up the status of the unconscious for the reader-interpreter, Véronique Voruz and Bogdan Wolf argue in a preface to The Later Lacan, 

Seminar XX initiates the last stage of Lacan’s lifelong formalization of psychoanalytic theory […] the unconscious is [now] seen as an apparatus of jouissance, and meaning—as a treatment of jouissance—is seen as a means of enjoyment and […] the unconscious no longer appears as a repository of repressed truths but as an enjoying apparatus whose main purpose is to preserve the subject’s elective mode of jouissance. This […] makes […] analysis more complicated as the analyst has to proceed against the grain of the subject’s enjoyment. As such […] only a strong transferential bond to the analyst will secure the patient’s willingness to separate him- or herself from the enjoyment procured by the unconscious.

[…] From this point on, Lacan downplays the Oedipus complex, seen as a mythical—and so imaginarized—version of unconscious organization. And it is with the des-imaginarization of the Oedipus that the deciphering of the unconscious becomes less central in the analytic treatment. The relation to meaning and truth is less valued […] the analytic treatment is oriented on a reduction of the symptom. The symptom has to be emptied of the jouissance procured through its articulation with the fantasy so that the subject can make use of his sinthome to love, work, and desire (The Later Lacan x).

In this framework, it would be society that would be the analyst and the writer-figure the analysand subject to the need of a better analyst to reduce the symptom that would be the major creations of the famously sad if not melancholic-writer-warriors: James, Benjamin and Blanchot in their ‘elective modes of jouissance’, to wit, composition-creation. 

To move now to Blanchot’s (1907-2003) The Book to Come (Le livre à venir, 1959), which contains essays on authors from Musil to Kafka to Proust to James, can only beg for the attention of Henry James Studies, for it distills the unique critical flair that Blanchot possessed. Indeed, of all the leading European and U.S.-American critics of the twentieth-century (the Argentine Jorge Luis Borges here comes to mind as well) Blanchot and James were perhaps, as a cultural pairing,  among the closer if not the most homologous in regard to their double capacity to produce both first-class criticism and fiction of a nuanced and soberly passionate turn of mind. For worse or better, this has in turn led to their canonization in some underground traditions and establishmentarian quarters as well-nigh cultic novelists and critic-figures. Indeed, the two italicized sentences that preface the book before the “Translator’s Note”, and that also appear in the original French edition, could arguably in some ways refer to James himself as much as to Blanchot: “Maurice Blanchot, novelist and critic, was born in 1907. His life is wholly devoted to literature and to the silence unique to it” (ix). The same could be said of Benjamin, whose exertions in language will have equally much to say to elucidate our triply connective trichotomy of James/Benjamin/Blanchot, and to the notion of the monad that crops up, as commentators have already noted, not only in Leibniz (and in the neo-Platonists), but also in Benjamin himself (cf. Michael Löwy in his Fire Alarm: Reading Walter Benjamin’s ‘On the Concept of History’), a concept that will be fleshed out afresh in the current paper as a tool to illuminate this trio of cultural figures who share a dramatic sense of aesthetic if not commentative and interventionary value in their creative work.

It would therefore be useful to define what exactly a monad is for the always-interesting writer of philosophical criticism, the critic-flâneur Benjamin; for this purpose I adduce the following three sentences from the above-mentioned scholar at the Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique-Paris, Löwy, and his work, Fire Alarm, in which he comments on Benjamin’s thesis number XVIII that, “It is the task of remembrance, in Benjamin’s work, to build ‘constellations’ linking the present and the past. These constellations, these moments wrested from empty historical continuity are monads. That is, they are concentrates of historical totality—‘full moments’, as [Charles] Péguy would put it” (95). It is the basic contention of the present talk that a trans-individual unconscious monad that would combine and fold James, Benjamin and Blanchot would precisely create the nucleus of a certain kind of constellation or ‘full moment’ for the critical intellect to think about difficult and taut literary-theoretical texts. This is beyond the scope of the present article, but it is both our main intuition and our basic thesis. Löwy continues

Benjamin particularly draws [Gretel Adorno’s] attention to the seventeenth [thesis], insofar as it reveals the connection between this document and the method of his earlier researches. Benjamin’s works on Baudelaire are a good example of the methodology proposed in this thesis: the aim is to discover in Les Fleurs du mal a monad, a crystallized ensemble of tensions that contains a historical totality. In that text, wrested from the homogeneous course of history, is preserved and gathered the whole of the poet’s work, in that work the French nineteenth century, and, in this latter, the ‘entire course of history’. (96) 

In a similar way here too in the present piece, the three central bodies of compositional work of James, of Benjamin and of Blanchot combine to make a cultural composite of tensional points between and in-between one another’s oeuvre in that they are similar if not identical in heterogeneous ways that highlight this trio and its cognizance of our proposal that they not only constitute a century and more of cultural history (if not ‘the entire course of history’) but also a line of development and even autopoietic progress in the Niklas Luhmann sense of the term; for Luhmann, “The regeneration of art is autopoietically necessary only for art itself” (Art as a Social System 51). International-minded scholars who see literary history in a certain kind of global academic community, might agree that a certain logic of successiveness may here be found; for what, as far as their writings go, could better describe our triad of cultural figures as embodiments of the autopoietic self-constitution of the art system and of the autopoietic unfolding nature of language and of meaning than the charged concept of the micro-cosmic monad of magnificent luminous intensity and cultural concentration?

For a more nuanced sense of this foregoing overall conceptual framework, the astute Benjamin scholar Löwy then goes on to say of Benjamin’s thesis number XVIII,

Jeztzeit, ‘now-time’ or ‘the present’, is defined in this instance as the ‘model’ or foreshadowing of messianic time, of the ‘eternal lamp’, of the true history of mankind. […] The messianic monad is  a brief instant of complete possession of history prefiguring the whole, the saved totality, the universal history of liberated—in a word, the history of salvation (Heilgeshcichte) to which one of the notes refers.
As is well-known, the monad—a concept that is Neoplatonist in origin—is, in Leibniz, a reflection of the entire universe. Examining this concept in The Arcades Project, Benjamin defines it as ‘the crystal of the total event’. (99-100)
So then even more exactly here, Benjamin, Blanchot, and James constitute a special structural connectedness of what Benjamin terms ‘crystal of the total event’; to turn the wheel of our trio is to complement, to fold, and to prolong their Luhmann-like autopoieticness, their functionally closed operations as part of an aesthetic, self- and auto-referential structure and system as further than all this an intricately engendered monad of capitalist baroque modernity. And all this in spite of more conventional if not nationalist research that might indicate otherwise, given that the only firm association we have between them in a classical sense would be Blanchot’s interesting if limited remarks on James, for the covert energy of the unconscious foreordains the wonderfully strange and exorbitant connective value of our three writers as a coherent object of focus. 

So then with the foregoing in mind, we may begin to see how James-Benjamin-Blanchot may be said to instance a Benjamin-monad in how in the present piece the critical mind tries to map a certain kind of unconscious framework that would derive in part from the esprit de serieux that our three authors would constitute in their shaping cross-complementarizations. In considering our three target writers we may also consider how the literary unconscious monad of which they form a rational whole makes the reader of their texts decidedly part and parcel of a certain mode of being and of reality in the reading situation and of the concomitant force of reading to create novel possibilities of meaning in the world; in this way each could be said to further the work of the other in a different kind of diachronic lineage, synchronic topology or synchronic space or the better theoretical word, spaciosity.  
To throw more light on our use of the Benjamin-understanding-of-the-monad, I shall quote this sentence from Carol Jacobs’s In the Language of Walter Benjamin, where she explains “constellation, shock, monad, standstill, the countermovements to the progressive and recuperative models of historicism” (102) for that would delineate our current constellation of corpuses of texts. Reconnecting the unconscious here means innovating the fresh new monad of James-Benjamin-Blanchot that would both disarticulate nationalist paradigms of literary history and articulate creative inter-disciplinary and genuinely comparativist and internationalist scholarly work on the unthought as the unconscious baroque modern through the strategy of reading as a calculative and creative act of “the fold” in its multiple configurations and operations (including its capacity to outfit the possibility of the classical baroque subjectivity of the mirror and so by extension of that of the reflection). 
Further than this, critics time and time over again have commented on the singularity of our three target writers. For example, in his use of the labyrinth the neo-baroque Jorge Luis Borges writes, 

I have visited some literatures of the East and West; I have compiled an encyclopedic anthology of fantastic literature; I have translated Kafka, Melville, and Bloy; I know of no stranger work than that of Henry James […] James, before revealing what he is, a resigned and ironic inhabitant of Hell, runs the risk of appearing to be no more than a mundane novelist, less colorful than others. (The Total Library 248) 
As for Blanchot, another writer of labyrinthical complexity, the neo-baroque (i.e., the vertiginously complex) Jacque Derrida has written, “Blanchot waits for us still to come, to be read and re-read…I would say that never as much as today have I pictured him so far ahead of us.”
 As for Benjamin and his scarce quest for happiness, another neo-baroque writer (in his complexly baroque dialectical sentences) Theodor W. Adorno writes of a quality “which sheds all semblance when transposed into the realm of theory and assumes incomparable dignity—the promise of happiness […] Anyone who was drawn to him was bound to feel like the child who catches a glimpse of the lighted Christmas tree through a crack in the closed door […]” (“A Portrait of Walter Benjamin”, Prisms 230). This speaks to the excellent effects of the singular nature of Benjamin’s creative oeuvre. To continue this vein of the uncommon, for Ann Smock in her introduction to Blanchot’s The Space of Literature, 

to suggest the unusual character of Blanchot’s appeal and the unsettling force of his writing, we ought to include […] [Geoffrey] Hartman’s [words]: ‘Blanchot’s work offers no point of approach whatsoever’; or even this remark of Poulet’s, which I translate somewhat freely: ‘Blanchot is an even greater waste of time than Proust.’ For […] the significance of a book like L’Espace littéraire lies in its constant association of literature’s purest and most authentic grandeur with just such expressions as ‘wasted time.’ It presents the literary work as that which permits no approach other than wasted steps; it uninterruptedly expresses the incomparable passion which literature commands. (“Introduction”, The Space of Literature 3)
The same attributes ascribed to Blanchot in the foregoing are easily transposable to James and to Benjamin. There is more to give special mention here that seems to map precisely on to James and to Benjamin as well, and it is, truth to tell, ‘the incomparable passion which literature commands’ that finds a place in our three chiasmatically inter-related figures in their dynamic unconscious transnational global-becoming crossings. More than this, what Smock ascribes to the reading experience of Blanchot’s cultural outputs maps too on to Benjamin and to James:

They present to the reader difficulties of an unusual sort […] complaints about his abstruse qualities express readers’ premonition of the eeriest limpidity, their foreboding sense of the incredible lightness of the task before them […] they are not aimed at experts or connoisseurs, just at readers. And reading is the simplest thing, he says. It requires no talent, no gifts, no special knowledge, no singular strength at all. But weakness, uncertainty—yes, in abundance.

It calls upon uncertainty, I was suggesting, about uncertainty itself: uncertainty about limits such as those that distinguish the dark and the light, the obscurities of the work itself and its elucidation, the inside and the outside of the text—literature and criticism. (4)
This idea of ‘weakness’ or of fragility is perhaps fascinating, for it begs the question of the birth of the emergence of a new sort of force, one that would expose one’s self to uncertainty and to ambivalence in a way that would endorse and outfit a certain kind of cosmological stance on things including the foregoing dichotomies and subject areas to which Smock gives voice. 

Now as for the dangerous if all the same highly useful notion of authenticity in the cultural figure, something that I want to argue here James-Benjamin-Blanchot had in abundance, it is useful to quote Blanchot, for what he avers surely applies to our trio of writers in a not insignificant way:

Novalis said that what is important is […] that genius can be learned […] Valéry, apparently very far from the romantics’ conception of things […] shares with them an admiration for Leonardo da Vinci, in whom both recognize a model of the true artist because ‘he thinks more than he can do,’ and because ‘this superiority of intelligence over the power of execution’ is the very sign of authenticity. The great and pure artist is one who ‘pursues all the demands of art with the obstinacy of science and the strength of duty.’ (The Infinite Conversation 354)
Nothing could better describe the textual production of James (especially in his prefaces to the New York edition of his works wherein his knowledge far exceeds his achievement), of Benjamin (and of the concomitant power of suggestion of his oft-inadequate works with regard to their lucidity) and of Blanchot (whom one may re-read again and again with ever greater appreciation for what he is essaying to do); consider also the major accomplishment of the late-styles and late-products of each of our three target authors, which speaks to their evolutionary development and steadfastness. And what Blanchot writes here of Charles Péguy throws valuable attention on our trio of literary-theoretical composers 

Daniel Halévy compared Péguy’s ordeals with those of Nietzsche […] Both lived apart […] Only Péguy drew from this solitude, from these battles, from these forebodings a kind of pure tranquility, all anxiety about his salvation set at peace. His solitude was that of a man who, from the beginning, knows his calling and, all his life, with an extraordinary certainty, responds to this feeling and maintains this faithfulness. (“Solitude of Péguy”, Faux Pas 282)
This aptly communicates the profound sense of the calling that James, Benjamin and Blanchot seemed too to receive in regard to their individual missions and vocations as readers and as writers. Also, what Kevin Hart writes in his recent study, The Dark Gaze: Maurice Blanchot and the Sacred tosses light too on the well-nigh sacrosanct artistic and theoretical worlds and overall world not only of Blanchot, but also of James and of Benjamin

Few people have thought longer or deeper about the relations between literature and the sacred than Maurice Blanchot […] He believes that we have lost the sacred and that this loss is a disaster. Literature now exposes us to the eternal murmuring of the Outside; it points us to a nihilism that is not the destruction of all community but a sociality that is grasped by way of the human relation. (The Dark Gaze 231)
To think again of Borges’s riveting comment of James as an ‘ironic inhabitant of hell’ (for there is moreover something deeply unearthly about James) would also be to scotch-tape a certain ‘human relation’ of our three target writers; in this connective regard, Blanchot’s The Writing of the Disaster springs to mind, which asks the question of how to engage compositionally the social hells of death camps and of mass deaths of the twentieth-century; moreover, as authors, James, Benjamin and Blanchot all instance in their writing the notion that as Blanchot himself wrote, “Art is primarily the consciousness of unhappiness, not its consolation” (quoted by Ann Smock, “Introduction”, The Space of Literature 5); additional to this, Hart writes in the acknowledgements to his critical tome on Blanchot, “I remember how [my daughter] Claire would come into my study to kiss me goodnight while I was writing these chapters, and how she would sometimes say as farewell, ‘Happy Blanchot dreams!’ I recall telling the story to Jacques Derrida who said, smiling, ‘But there are no happy Blanchot dreams!’” (The Dark Gaze viii). The still more depressing point is that for the late-style Benjamin of The Arcades Project, “The ‘modern,’ [is] the time of hell” (The Arcades Project 544). That a contemporaneity would return to James, to Benjamin and to Blanchot might be informed by Luhmann when he writes that “an artwork distinguishes itself by virtue of the low probability of its emergence” (Art as a Social System 153); in this context, the engagement with James, with Benjamin, and with Blanchot might prove their meaning and value in the very engenderment of this monad as an experiential truth event with the reader as participant-interpreter and folder of meaning and of truth for an exceptional if not rare intellectual space of aesthetic passion, and of the unthought as the unconscious. What is more, if the effective book meaning or text truth is the protean acoustic, semantic, and structural fold, then our three influential if not founding figures for a different literary-critical dynamically cross-fertilizing interdisciplinary internationalist aesthetic global forming function make current conceptions of the unconscious and of the monadic insufficient for critical thinking and understanding, but not for ‘the book to come’, in the service of which James-Benjamin-Blanchot would be inspiring and prime examples, even more as the backbone of an unconscious monad given to us as a gift of high aesthetic value as concomitant systems of language all in the service of thinking of the labyrinth of the concept of the chiasmatic baroque modern. This ends our becoming global-materialist reading-folding of the monadological pattern of James-Benjamin-Blanchot; one that wishes that the singular monadic unity and disunity that structures this triad for some possible future remembering moment “blows cool like the wind of a coming dawn” (The Arcades Project 474) in its plural unconscious folds as a place of an unconscious monadic operation that by extension makes experienceable and intelligible a broader theoretical-historical heritage of a capitalist baroque modernity. Concomitantly, as a way to construct, crystallize and emboss the philosophical baroque, the theme of our research demands such inter-disciplinary commerce as that offered up by our objects of investigation.
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