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ally" amid many "sheer sleeping and soporific passages" (p. 24), antic­
ipating Teufelsdrockh's later distinction between the "Partial Inspira­
tion" of human texts and the "Plenary Inspiration" of the "One Bible 
... [ w]hereof all other Bibles are but leaves,-say, in Picture-Writing 
to assist the weaker faculty" (p. 155), a reinforcement of the distinction 
between a unique original and countless epigones by means of a 
reversal of the history of writing, so that the accomplished script of the 
"God-Hand" pre-dates the primitive glyphs of generations of the 
faithful. (There is a semantic analogue to the glyphic on page 28: "Nay, 
what is your Montesquieu himself but a clever infant spelling Letters 
from a hieroglyphical prophetic Book, the lexicon of which lies in 
Eternity, in Heaven?") Interestingly enough, Teufelsdrockh has to 
rewrite history in order to be in a position to exalt divine ecriture: he is 
able to claim that his experience of divinity is an event concerning 
which "no doubt is possible," but only because this visionary expe­
rience pretends to be ahistorical and therefore not confined by con­
temporary understanding of the historical development of writing. 19 

The reader of Sartor may share Teufelsdrockh's high estimate of 
silence, of an oral presentation more oracular than interactive, and of 
inspired writing. However, the reader qua reader cannot for long 
ignore the intersubjective nature of all language and the fact that 
language and its users are always situated in a particular time and 
place. The transcendent self is a social construction as much as lan­
guage is, and both have histories more or less intelligible. The history 
of a printed text may be expressed in particular physical features which 
may in turn suggest corresponding intellectual qualities, as in the 
description, quoted from the Weissnichtwo'sche Anzeiger, of the 
volume On Clothes as "a Volume of that extensive, close-printed, 
close-meditated sort, which, be it spoken with pride, is seen only in 
Germany, perhaps only in Weissnichtwo" (p. 5). Or, the physical 
appearance of the printed page may occasion more imaginative con­
nections: "On the whole, Professor Teufelsdrockh is not a cultivated 
writer. Of his sentences perhaps not more than nine-tenths stand 
straight on their legs; the remainder are in quite angular attitudes, 
buttressed-up by props (of parentheses and dashes), and ever with this 
or the other tagrag hanging from them: a few even sprawling out 
helplessly on all sides, quite broken-backed and dismembered" (p. 24). 
These "quite angular attitudes" are even more in evidence in Teufels­
drockh's manuscripts, written not in clear and upright uncial but in a 
"scarce legible cursiv-schrift" very much in keeping with the endlessly 
eager pursuit of truth recorded on the "miscellaneous masses of sheets, 
and oftener shreds and snips" sealed in the "six considerable Paper­
Bags" by Heuschrecke for transmission to the Editor (p. 61 ). But these 
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correspondences between medium and message are potentially mis­
leading, especially when the message is a transcendental one which 
may encourage the reader to view the medium as of meagre and 
passing interest, a symptom of something altogether more important. 
And it is as a corrective to such transcendental reading that Sartor 
Resartus includes generous tributes to the system of textual produc­
tion: "He who first shortened the labour of Copyists by device of 
Movable Types was disbanding hired Armies, and cashiering most 
Kings and Senates, and creating a whole new Democratic world: he 
had invented the Art of Printing" (p. 31 ). Teufelsdrockh's words 
support the Editor's earlier sense of the harmfulness of premature 
reification and closure, of that kind of selective curiosity whereby 
people content themselves with uncomprehending assumptions about 
an unusal person like Teufelsdrockh or about "the fabrication of their 
daily Allgemeine Zeitung, or the domestic habits of the Sun" (p. 13). 
To supplement those reductions whereby we simplify and discipline 
our interest in the world around us, we may, in the case of an eccentric 
genius or the source in the heavens of warmth and light, have recourse 
to mysticism; but, in the case of the daily newspaper, any fuller 
accounting for its "fabrication" will be inescapably historical. 

Sartor Resartus continues to be renowned not for its insistence on the 
obstacles to transcendence and the transhistorical but rather for its 
depiction of the movement from "The Everlasting No" through the 
"Centre of Indifference" to "The Everlasting Yea" (in Book Two), and 
for the paean to "Symbols" (in Book Three) which prepares us for the 
doctrine of "Natural Supernaturalism."20 The tendency to reduce the 
work to some spiritual essence, to savour its symbolism as a form of 
desire which transfigures human beings and their world, lends support 
to de Man's claims about romantic reading and writing as acts of 
"ontological bad faith." However, even in the most sustained tribute to 
symbol in Sartor Resartus there is not the subordination of allegory 
and suppression oftemporality that de Man might see there, and that 
has been detected and praised by many of Carlyle's readers over the 
years. 
The chapter entitled "Symbols" is a self-conscious "insertion" 

designed to "elucidate the drift of the foregoing obscure utterances" 
(p. 173). This chapter defines itself first by a referential regress from 
the obscurities of the preceding "singular chapter on Church-Clothes" 
back through a series of equally obscure passages to the title-page and 
its antecedents. "Symbols" will be a gloss on a "drift" and nothing 
more, an elucidation which, when it admits to its own linguisticality, 
admits also to its inadequacy: 
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To state Teufelsdrockh's whole doctrine, indeed, were beyond our 
compass: nowhere is he more mysterious, impalpable, than in this of 
'Fantasy being the organ of the Godlike'; and how 'Man thereby, 
though based, to all seeming, on the small Visible, does nevertheless 
extend down into the infinite deeps of the Invisible, of which Invisible, 
indeed, his Life is properly the bodying forth.' Let us, omitting these 
high transcendental aspects of the matter, study to glean (whether from 
the Paper-Bags or the Printed Volume) what little seems logical and 
practical, and cunningly arrange it into such a degree of coherence as it 
will assume. (pp. 173-4, emphasis mine) 

Language, which is all the Editor has to supplement what he has of 
Teufelsdrockh, aligns itself with temporal linearity, limitation, and 
absence. Fantasy, in contrast, ranges along the coordinates of spiritual 
space, authenticating its existence as the invisible made visible in 
imaginative incarnations of the "high transcendental." The Editor 
mentions the latter "aspects of the matter" only to "omit" them 
(although they predominate in Teufelsdrockh's discourse) in favour of 
"what little seems logical and practical." This inclusion/ exclusion 
encourages us to think of the "high transcendental" as absent from the 
surface of the ensuing discourse yet furnishing its Ur-text, inter-text, 
and sub-text. When omission draws attention to itself in this fashion 
we are more disposed to feel the lack, that is, to experience transcen­
dental desire such as Teufelsdrockh prescribes as the sine qua non for 
personal reformation. However, Teufelsdrockh's appeal to the visual 
and the visionary is countered by the Editor's comments and connect­
ing statements, with their explicit insistence on the provisional and 
processive ("to study to glean"). Teufelsdrockh's language, bristling as 
it does with capitalized terms, allegorizes its own desire to reify and 
permanently place, but the quotation marks which indicate its proven­
ance do not have the power to remove it from the intertextual conti­
nuum of Sartor Resartus. The "high transcendental" contributes 
instead to its own displacement: in the sequences of discourse a myste­
rious spiritual order is reconstituted as the editorial "arrangement" of 
intractable materials. 

The arrangement that makes up the remainder of the "Symbols" 
chapter begins with a passionately sustained "cry" on the theme of"the 
benignant efficacies of Concealment." The cryptic quality of Teufels­
drockh 's earlier statements is justified as part of a more general defence 
of hiddenness. "SILENCE and SECRECY" are commended as the 
necesary conditions of gestation leading to great actions and events, 
before Teufelsdrockh is moved to consider two memorable pro­
nouncements relevant to his theme: 

Speech is too often not, as the Frenchman defined it, the art of conceal­
ing Thought; but of quite stifling and suspending Thought, so that there 
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is none to conceal. Speech too is great, but not the greatest. As the Swiss 
Inscription says: Sprechen ist silbern, Schweigen ist golden (Speech is 
silvern, Silence is golden); or, as I might rather express it: Speech is of 
Time, Silence is of Eternity. (p. 174) 

The paraphrase of and dissent from Talleyrand's witty tribute to 
disingenuousness-itself the result of intertextual play on Moliere's 
claim, "La parole a ete donne a l'homme pour expliquer ses pensees"­
is followed by a confirmation of the ranking of speech and silence with 
which the paragraph began. Then an authoritative "Swiss Inscription" 
is cited verbatim (and translated literally). However, even this author­
ity is subject to change, as Teufelsdrockh replaces the traditional 
assessment of two precious metals with a distinction that is resound­
ingly temporal. The amusing irony of a publisher called "Stillschwei­
gen" has been amplified into a full-blown paradox at the heart of 
epistemology and semiosis, but the rhetoric of atemporality, which has 
tried consistently to favour speech over writing and to limit irony to 
paradox because of that trope's strong associations with the articula­
tion of religious mystery, has recourse to writing about time in order to 
clinch its argument, thereby reminding us that not all irony is as 
apparently constructive as hypostasising paradox, and that when he 
communicates Teufelsdrockh is inevitably incapable of "quite stifling 
and suspending" language-as-temporality. In his terms, he must speak 
about speechlessness; in our terms, perhaps in real terms, he utters a 
paradox in a medium that refuses to efface its own history or to 
stabilize all irony. Teufelsdrockh does what he can to limit the historic­
izing of the immutable: the Swiss wisdom is conveyed as the gnomic 
utterance of a whole nation, culturally authored and authorized, 
unlike the cynicism of a single survivor of French revolutionary polit­
ics; and the term "Inscription" suggests lapidary writing rather than 
"the Printing-Press with its Newspapers" (p. 175), in other words, the 
very form of ecriture where people most markedly challenge the 
tyranny of time. Yet temporality will not be denied, and, while Teu­
felsdrockh turns his attention to non-verbal symbols, we are left with 
serious reservations about his treatment of the symbolic systems of 
written and spoken language, and also, perhaps, with the possibility 
familiar to Socrates (Plato, Sophist 262d) and to students of the 
philosophy of language ever since, namely, that thought is silent 
speech grounded in the categories of language. 
Once Teufelsdrockh has satisfied himself that language is in its 

important but subordinate place, he pays further tribute to "the won­
drous agency of Symbols" (p. 175). Playing off the traditional theolog­
ical distinction between enigma and kerygma, he brings speech and 
silence into a collaborative, "expressive" union: 
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Thus in many a painted Device, or simple Seal-emblem, the commonest 
Truth stands out to us proclaimed with quite new emphasis. 
'For it is here that Fantasy with her mystic wonderland plays into the 

small prose domain of Sense, and becomes incorporated therewith. In 
the Symbol proper, what we can call a Symbol, there is ever, more or 
less distinctly and directly, some embodiment and revelation of the 
Infinite; the Infinite is made to blend itself with the Finite, to stand 
visible, and as it were, attainable there. By Symbols, accordingly, is man 
guided and commanded, made happy, made wretched.' (p. 175). 

Consistent with the emphasis here on the visible and the static is the 
impression that "Truth" may exist prior to and independently of any 
particular expression of it. The "wondrous agency" of symbol is not 
matched by a conception of"Truth" as an activity, an endless series of 
acts of signification and interpretation, but rather as a stable cluster of 
precepts or unchanging essence conveyed with renewed force by 
authoritative visual allegories. This visual medium of expression is 
kept free from the linguistic contamination or dilution manifest in 
mottoes. The device of emblem, Quarles's "silent parable," hence lends 
credence to the notion of a special bond between silence and immut­
able truth, and to the idea of allegory as bearing the impress of 
enduring values. The basis of Teufelsdrockh's attraction to the 
emblematic is clear enough, but his is for all that an implausible · 
semiosis. Visual signs may be diminutive signa ("Seal" is derived from 
the Latin plural for little signs, sigilia) but they do have a history 
worthy of the name, as iconographers were already making clear 
during the 1830s,2 1 and they do also generate interpretations with just 
as much regularity as do linguistic texts. 22 Teufelsdr"ockh's move to the 
visual from the verbal symbol is marked by an attempt to undervalue 
the connection between verbal and visual signs, making much of the 
material properties of the latter after making little of the material 
history of the former. The visual symbol emerges as the silent instru­
ment of transcendental truth, visual allegory as clarity and closure 
sealed against the distortions and false concealments of language. 

So far so good for Teufelsdrockh. However, in the transition from 
one paragraph to the next he re-formulates his position in terms that 
seem initially spatial, visual, allegorical, but which gradually permit 
the incursion of time/language. In attempting to describe the speical 
commerce between the visionary and the non-visionary, Teufels­
drockh creates an uneasy opposition between "Fantasy" and "Sense" 
as two separate territories coming into contact through the sole, 
sporadic initiative oft he former. The awkwardness of image and idiom 
("plays into") appears at odds with the claim to "incorporation," while 
the belittling of sensation through its association with language ("the 
small prose domain of Sense") reminds us that there is more bias than 
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cogency to Teufelsdrockh's selective praise of the boundless realm of 
"mystic" Fantasy. He uses the term "mystic" (rather than "poetic") 
because of its associations with hidden ness and silent meditation, and 
its compatibility with that process of making visible traditionally 
denoted by phantasia. To have contrasted the poetry of wonderland to 
the prose of the world would have been problematic on two grounds: 
first, such a contrast would at the very least have insinuated that 
language has a constitutive role in both realms; and second, it would 
have laid claim to a clear distinction between poetry and prose in a 
work which continuously and effectively challenges that very distinc­
tion. Teufelsdrockh seems aware of the vulnerability of his image of 
incorporation, and his rhetoric becomes more defensive and provi­
sional as he comes up against the impasse which the Editor confronted 
at the beginning of the chapter: how can you convey an adequate sense 
of the "high transcendental aspects" of symbol without demystifying 
them? The "Symbol proper" is now authenticated by a linguistic 
community ("what we can call a Symbol"), but with that prescriptive­
ness there comes also a new degree of permissiveness ("more or less ... 
some embodiment and revelation"). This greater flexibility, true to the 
realities and history of linguistic use and social convention, carries 
over into the temporal re-statement of visual disclosure as the "blend­
ing" of the Infinite with the Finite. When Teufelsdrockh is plain he is 
also less dogmatic, more self-conscious in his qualification of access to 
the Infinite by "as it were." His metaphysics of presence subverts itself 
in the very (linguistic) art of defining its "proper" self and substance, 
his "as it were" replicating the nervous or meticulous "gleichsam" at 
the heart of the transcendental affirmations of Schelling and other 
German idealists.23 

Despite the Editor's earlier assurances to the contrary, we are faced 
once more with the mysteries of the "high transcendental." The Editor 
tries once again to counteract this persistent tendency in Teufels­
drockh by quoting a passage "in quite antipodal contrast with these 
high-soaring delineations, which [he has] here cut short on the verge of 
the inane" (p. 175). This editorial comment draws on the "Lockian 
heritage" in order to indicate the limits to tolerance and intellectual 
ability, somewhat timorously adapting Locke's famous description of 
"The capacious mind of man ... that ... makes excursions into the 
incomprehensible inane."24 The promised respite from the transcen­
dental comes in the form of"actually existing Motive Millwrights" and 
a series of brief but severe strictures on Utilitarianism and the felicific 
calculus. The "Motive-grinder" is ridiculed and then left "to Time, and 
the medicating virtue of Nature" (p. 176), while Teufelsdrockh returns 
to Fantasy, now defined as the residue of the redeemable and the 
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redemptive in even "the basest Sensualist": "Ever in the dullest exist­
ence there is a sheen either of Inspiration or of Madness ... that 
gleams-in from the circumambient Eternity, and colours with its own 
hues our little islet of Time." In contrast to Shelleyan "Life, like a dome 
of many-coloured glass, I Stain[ing] the white radiance of Eternity," 
Teufelsdrockh offers us a version of eternity as the source of colour in 
the world of sense. Teufelsdrockh is forced to reverse the perspective 
and movement of Shelley's Platonism because of his determination to 
distinguish between transparent Understanding and chromatic Fan­
tasy, respectively the "window" and the "eye" of man. For Teufels­
drockh, the colourfulness of symbols is an index of their power to 
move men to heroism or to faith, on the basis of "intrinsic" or "extrin­
sic value." He argues that "all national or other sectarian Costumes 
and Customs" acquire value according to historically mediated con­
vention, whereas "religious Symbols," as expressed in the highest 
prophetic art, admit divinity to the presence of the audience. 

However, this latter distinction is no sooner made than it is eroded, 
first by special pleading on behalf of Christianity, and then by the 
claim that "on the whole, as Time adds much to the sacredness of 
Symbols, so likewise in his progress he at length defaces, or even 
descrates them; and Symbols, like all terrestrial Garments, wax old" 
(p. 179). The "divinest Symbol" is held to be "Jesus of Nazareth, and 
his Life, and his Biography, and what followed therefrom." We return 
here to divinity captured in privileged texts "whose significance will 
ever demand to be anew inquired into, and anew made manifest." 
Teufelsdrockh's special case for Christianity marks his departure from 
the visual and the eternal for the verbal and the temporal: the Bio­
graphy of Jesus is located in and partly constitutive of history (already 
defined by Carlyle as "the essence of innumerable Biographies");25 and 
biblical hermeneutics is busily historicizing the Biography, making 
manifestly new and challenging interpretations of the "significance" of 
the Gospels. Symbol as text will privilege language-as temporality, 
claims to plenary inspiration notwithstanding. In his eagerness to 
establish the need for new symbols, Teufelsdrockh argues for the 
eventual demystification and obsolescence of all symbols, and for the 
fact that all texts, whether the Bible or "Homer's Epos" or Die Kleider, 
can be appropriated and "reinterpreted" only in ways that assent to the 
historicity of both text and interpreter. Mired in textuality once again, 
Teufelsdrockh can do little more than look to the future for a new 
idiom at once organicist and promethean, and arrogate to himself in 
the present the role of "Legislator" of his culture's symbols (perhaps 
adapting Shelley once again). A chapter that began so provisionally 
ends on a similar note, the textuality of symbol occasioning the con-
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vergence of several of the activities denoted by texere: "Alas, move 
whithersoever you may, are not the rags and tatters of superannuated 
worn-out Symbols (in this Ragfair of a World) dropping off every­
where, to hoodwink, to halter, to tether you; nay, if you shake them 
not aside, threatening to accumulate, and perhaps produce suffoca­
tion?" (p. I 80) 

III 

And so Sartor proceeds to its beautifully calculated, problematic 
close, an ending that I have not time to discuss in detail on this 
occasion. After reading de Man's essay, we are undoubtedly in a better 
position to appreciate the various forms of "mystified language" that 
convey Teufelsdrockh's will-to-transcendence; to detect the elements 
of "ontological bad faith" in the chapter on "Symbols" and the later 
one on "Organic Filaments"; and to acknowledge the importance of 
irony to the thwarting of transcendence. However, Sartor, in all its 
generic instability, leaves us also with a salutary sense of the proble­
matic nature of all genres, not only the novel, and of the undecidable 
contest between symbol and allegory which helps situate all discourse 
in and as temporality. It is not allegory alone, but allegory as it is 
apprehended in the rhetorical agon of discourse, that "unveil[s] an 
authentic temporal destiny." The authenticity in question is not, as I 
understand it, de Man's existential version (for which one can find an 
especially effective antidote in Adorno),26 but rather an authenticity 
whose guarantor is language. To say so is not to sanction a return to 
formalism or to naive logocentrism, or to the conservative deconstruc­
tion that has recently prevailed at Yale, but to recognize the power of 
language as a model of intelligibility, if not as "the proper metaphor 
for the life process,"27 and the challenge of language as the ground of 
possible intersubjectivity and the "morality immanent within dis­
course,"28 and, as such, perhaps our only hope. 
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