
Eat on,  Ne w Yo r k  

J anua r y  26,  1972

Dear  St an,

Had I but  wor l d enough and t i me,  I s hou l d  r i ght  now be e x ­

c og i t a t i ng  a r i gor ous  c r i t i c al  es s ay  under  t he t i t l e:  " The Ac t  of  

See I nn THE ACT OF SEEI NG WI TH ONE' S OWN EYES wi t h  one ' s ' own e v e s . "  

B u t  'ti me enough'  woul d ex t end  ana l y s i s  bey ond t he bounds  of  t h i s  

pa r t i c u l ar  wor k ,  I nt o f i l ms  v e r y  muc h  ea r l i e r  ( I  see s ur f ac i ng c on-  

c e r ns  i mpl i c i t  a t  l eas t  as  f ar  bac k  as  WEDLOCK HOUSE:  AN I NTERCOURSE,  

f or  I ns t anc e,  o r  NI GHTCATS)  and a l s o  f or war d i nt o wo r k  t ha t  y ou ar e 

doi ng ( al r eady ,  I n my  gr eedy  i magi nat i on)  y ear s  f r om now.

And t hen ' wor l d enough'  mus t  t ak e me s pr awl i ng  pas t  t he edges  

of  t he mos t  s t r enuous l y  f i n i t e  bel l es - l e t t r es  i n t o . . . what ?  Wel l ,  

nat ur a l l y ,  I ' ve got t a  us e WORDS when I t a l k t o you;  but  I t h i nk  t he 

ans wer  t o t ha t  ques t i on  I s:  " I n t o  f i l m" .  Let  me,  I f  I am abl e,  ex ­

p l ai n how I  f eel  t hat ,

A f r i end sai d t o  me onc e t hat  t he g r ea t  nat ur al  poem about  

any t h i ng was  i t s  n a me . The l y r i c i s m of  t ha t  s t a t ement  i s not  a l t o ­

ge t her  I ns i pi d:  f or  any  pr oc es s  wi t h i n  t he pas s i ona t e  weat her  of  t he 

beho l d i ng i nt e l l ec t  I s s ur e l y  as  muc h  a " t h i ng"  as  i s a boot  or  a 

pi e.  Fr om t hat  v ant age,  i f  I may  be par doned  a j ump- c ut ,  FI NNEGANS 

WAKE i s a l s o a " n a me " . . . f or  s omet h i ng wh i c h  has  no o t he r  n a me .

A d i f f i c u l t y  s eems  t o  ar i s e ( Coul d any  poet  agr ee  wi t h me?)  f r om 

wi t h i n l anguage i t s el f .  Li k e a s oap- bubb l e ,  i t  i s mos t  i r i des c ent  

and t ens e at  i t s bur s t i ng- po i n t ,  t ha t  i s,  at  t he ex t r eme  l i mi t  of  i t s 

e l as t i c  ac c ep t anc e  of  t he i ns p i r at i on t ha t  f or med i t  i n t he f i r s t  

pl ace.  But  t he bubb l e  of  l anguage bur s t s  i n ex t r eme  s l ow- mot i on .

I r ecal l  a puz z l emen t  f r om 2400 y ear s  ago:  Ar i s t o t l e ,  t ur ned henhous e 

r obber ,  a t t emp t s  t o deal  p r ec i s e l y ,  i n wo r d s , wi t h  t he emb r y o l og y  of  

t he c hi c k en.

. That  was  s omet h i ng poor  o l d  ' Ar r y  s aw wi t h  hi s own ey es ,  and t he 

r es ul t  o f  hi s  e f f o r t  t o  ' des c r i be'  I t  ( p r es umab l y  he was n ' t  t r y i ng  f or  

ar t )  amount s  t o a ma j or  c ul t ur al  d i s as t er .  He needed,  a t  t he l east ,  

a d r aught s man' s  s k i l l .  And i s n' t  i t  c u r i ous  t ha t  t he Gr eek s ,  who t ook  

suc h pr i de i n Il l u s i o n s , I n enc aus t i c  f r u i t  t ha t  c ou l d  c har m bi r ds  

f r om t he t r ees ,  c o u l d n ' t  s par e one c a l o r i e  t o  doc ument !  Th e i r  p l as t i c  

" ar t "  was  a i med,  l i ke Voodoo  dol l s ,  a t  man i pu l a t i ng  t he un i v er s e;  t he 

t as k s  of  i nv es t i gat i on and d i s c ov e r y  wer e  l ef t  t o  ' me r e  pr os e' .

Long d i s s o l v e  t o:  And r eas  Ves al i us .

Af t er  c en t u r i es  of  p e r f e r v i d d i s pu t a t i on ,  a s i ng l e  man d i s s ec t ed  

t he c or ps es  of  dead paupe r s  and hanged mur der er s .  We s t i l l  l i ve wi t h 

hi s  dr awi ngs '  o f f s pr i ng .  Ves a l i us  s aw wi t h  hi s  own ey es ,  and mos t  

as s ur ed l y  t hey  wer e s c a r c e l y  our s :  f or  i n s t a n c e ,  hi s  d r awi ng  of  a womb 

l ooks  s o l i ke a peni s  t ha t  t he r es embl anc e  has  dr awn c omme n t  ev er  s i nc e.
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Ves al i us '  d r awi ngs  s ur pas s  Ar i s t o t l e ' s  abs t r ac t  pr os e i n 

t he i r  c apac i t y  t o  i nc l ude , t er s el y .  ( When i t  c omes  t o,  c on t a i nment ,  

t o c o mp r e h e n s i on i n t hat  wor d ' s  anc i en t  s ens e,  al l  ou r  ar t s '  

bubb l es  t r embl e  wi t h  t he c o l o r s  of  i nf i ni t y . )  Bu t  s omet h i ng s t i l l  

i s no t  I N t hes e dr awi ngs :  I mean t he u t t er  pa r t i c u l a r i t y  t hat  d r aws  

our  s ens i b i l i t i es  t o  pho t og r aph i c  i mages .

The f a i r  Gr e ek  p r obab l y  be l i ev ed en t i r e l y  t hat  he f ound Al l  

Ch i c k ens  i ns i de hi s  ev e r y  egg,  J us t  as  he s aw al l  t r i ang l es  i n eac h.

And t he man of  t he Rena i s s anc e  was  a s c i ent i s t ,  whi c h  i s t o s ay  t ha t  

he was  g i v en t o  de r i v i ng c ur v es  f r om as  f ew poi n t s  as  p o s s i b l e , 

wher eas  t he c ur v es  ( and ax es  as  wel l )  of  a r t  mus t  c oa l es c e  as  l umi nous  

k not s  I n a web t hat  i s al l  t he d i s c ov e r ab l e  qua l i t i es  of  al l  t he 

t h i ngs  of  t he wor l d.  ( The web weav es  ou r s e l v es  i nt o i t sel f . )

A s ec ond l ong d i s s o l v e,  t hen,  t o  St an Br ak hage,  ent er i ng ,  wi t h  

hi s  c a me r a , one of  t he f or b i dden,  t e r r i f i c  l oc at i ons  of  our  c u l t ur e,  

t he au t ops y  r oom.  I t  i s a p l ac e wher e i n ,  i nv er s el y ,  l i f e i s c her i s hed,  

f or  i t  ex i s t s  t o  a f f i r m t hat  no one of  us  may  di e wi t hout  our  k nowi ng 

ex a c t l y  why .  A l l of  us,  i n t he per s on of  t he c or oner ,  mus t  s ee t hat ,  

f or  our s e l v es ,  wi t h our  own ey es .  I t  i s a r oom f ul l  of  appa l l i ng  

pa r t i c u l a r  i nt i mac i es ,  t he l as t  d i t c h  of  i nd i v i duat i on.  Her e  our  

v ague n i gh t mar e  of  mo r t a l i t y  ac qu i r es  t he names  and f ac es  of  o t h e r s .

Thi s  l as t  i s a p r oc es s  t ha t  r equi r es  a w i t n e s s ; and what  " i dea"  

may  f i nal l y  hav e i ns er t ed i t sel f  i nt o t he s ens i b l e  wor l d  we c an s t i l l  

s c ar c e l y  gues s ,  f or  t he c amer a wou l d  s eem t he pe r f ec t  Ei de t i c  Wi t nes s ,  

s t ar i ng wi t h  per f ec t  c ompas s i on  whe r e  we c an s c ar c e l y  bear  t o gl anc e.

Wha t  was  t o  be done i n t hat  r oom,  St an? and t hen,  l at er ,  wi t h  t he 

f oot age? I t h i nk  I t  mus t  hav e been mos t l y  t o  s t and a s i d e ; t o  " c l ea r  

out ' ,  as  muc h as  pos s i b l e ,  wi t h  t he ‘baggage of  y our  own ex pec t at i ons ,  

ev en,  as  t o  wha t  a wo r k  of  a r t  mus t  l ook  l i ke;  and t o see,  wi t h  y our  

own ey es ,  what  c oher enc e  mi gh t  a r i s e  wi t h i n  a un i v er s e f or  wh i c h  y ou 

c oul d dec r ee on l y  t he boundar i es .

Wel l  now.  Ear l i e r  on I s ai d t ha t  THE ACT OF SEEI NG WI TH ONE' S 

OWN EYES l eads  d i r ec t l y  bac k  i nt o f i l m.  No w t he r eas on s eems  qui t e  

s i mp l e : t h i s  f i l m i s t he f i r s t  c omp l e t e l y  c l ea r  en unc i a t i on  ( t o my  

hear i ng)  of  t he " f ami l y "  name of  a p r oc es s  wi t h i n  t hough t  t ha t  may  

hav e o t her  " g i v en"  names .  Bu t  t hey  a r e  not  t o  be s ough t  i n ( even)  

t he mos t  i l l umi nat ed pal av er .  Dec ades  ago,  Ez r a Pound wr o t e  t hat  t he 

mos t  i nt ens e c r i t i c i s m i s I n new c o mp o s i t i o n .

I t h i nk  t h i s  new wor k  me r i t s  i nt ens e c r i t i c i s m;  and t hat  i s what  

we shal l  al l  of  us,  wi l l y - n i l l y ,  hav e  t o  under t ak e.

Bened i c t i ons ,
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